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      Joseph Cross stood next to his mother. The sky was dark, dropping large rivulets of rain he could hear splattering against the umbrella open over his head. It was held there by his father, who stood behind him, his free hand across Joseph’s small chest.

      Lightning flashed and thunder rumbled, rolling across the horizon. Nearer to Joseph and already in the midst of prayer, Father McCormick stood over a small oak casket, painted white and pink.

      “In obedience to your will he gave up his life for us, bearing in his body our sins on the cross. By your mighty power you raised him from the grave and exalted him to the throne of glory. Rejoicing in his victory and trusting in your promise to make alive all who turn to Christ, we commend Margaret to your mercy and we join with all your faithful people and the whole company of Heaven in the one unending song of praise: glory and wisdom and honor be to our God forever and ever.”

      “Amen,” Joseph’s parents said.

      Joseph didn’t speak. His eyes darted from the casket to the sky, flinching at the flashes of lightning and the thunder. Tears rolled from his eyes like the rain, the pain of his guilt so hard to bear.

      “Joseph, what do you say at the end of a prayer?” his father asked.

      Joseph looked up. He didn’t dare open his mouth or the sobs would become audible, his pain visible to everyone gathered with him. He hadn’t meant for her to die.

      “Joseph!” his mother snapped. “Honor your sister by sending her to God.”

      Joseph looked away, to a fresh bolt of lightning in the distance.

      Something was wrong.

      “Joseph!” his father growled, hand pressing harder on his chest. “What’s wrong with you?”

      Joseph tore himself away from the grip, running forward to Margaret’s casket. Father McCormick looked down at him as he grabbed the top of the coffin and threw it open.

      “Joseph!” his mother shrieked.

      The casket was empty.

      Something was definitely wrong.

      Joseph would never forget the day Margaret was buried. The sky was clear, the weather beautiful. He recalled leaning over the casket before it was closed, looking down at his sister’s cherubim face at rest on the silken pillow, thick makeup covering the damage to her neck. He had told her he was sorry, his tears falling onto the pillow beside her and leaving a mark. He had told her he loved her.

      “You shouldn’t have done that!” Joseph’s father yelled.

      Joseph turned around. The entire congregation was approaching him, angry expressions on their faces. His parents were at their head, and they looked like they were ready to kill him.

      Only none of this was real. He knew it in the back of his mind. What he couldn’t recall was how he had gotten here, or where here was.

      Why couldn’t he remember?

      The angry mob moved in. He tried to run, but his mother grabbed one arm, his father the other. They were impossibly strong, and they lifted him without difficulty. Even so, he didn’t make a sound. No cry for help, no shout of pain or frustration. He remained silent while they threw him into the casket, which had almost magically become the right size for him.

      Magical. Because it wasn’t real.

      They shouted and cursed at him as they closed the lid, calling him a murderer and a failure. Joseph expected them to dump him into the ground next. Bury him alive. He knew this wasn’t real, but he also couldn’t escape it. Would he spend the rest of eternity this way?

      He probably should have been afraid. He wasn’t. He had seen the destruction Iagorth had wrought on so many worlds, and this, he knew, was only affecting him. He had dealt with pain and suffering before. Even in the death of his sister, he had found meaning that had made him stronger.

      The coffin wasn’t dropped into the hole. Instead, Joseph felt the bottom of it beginning to warm. Were they going to burn him alive? He couldn’t see at all in the darkness of the closed casket, but he could still hear the yelling outside, his parents loudest of all. It was hard to listen to, even knowing it was a fabrication. They were only telling him the things he had told himself for years.

      Things he had never completely stopped believing.

      But it didn’t frighten him. It made him curious. He had disconnected Iagorth from the synthetic and all of the moieties near it. But this wasn’t his own construct. It wasn’t Iagorth’s either. Where was he? How had he gotten here? What was the damn point?

      He didn’t know. Something in his own mind was cut off.

      The flames began to eat through the coffin, red hot embers leading to flickering flames that threatened his clothes. They caught quickly, and Joseph thought he should probably feel pain, but he didn’t. He stared at his arm as the sleeve of his suit jacket lit up. He watched the limb burn, the skin shriveling and turning dark, the fire getting closer to his face.

      He laid his head back and yawned.

      Interesting.

      The voice made him open his eyes. He wasn’t in the casket anymore. He was nowhere. Standing in the middle of a black void. There was no sky above him, no ground below him. And yet he didn’t feel weightless or unanchored. He also didn’t feel like he was falling.

      He just...was.

      There was no one else in the nothing with him.

      “Where am I?” Joseph asked.

      Distant universe. Distant dimension.

      Joseph took a moment to consider the response. Before Iagorth, he would have considered a statement like that terrifying and confusing. Now it felt almost normal. “How did you find me? I closed the bridge.”

      You closed a bridge. We have many.

      “You aren’t Iagorth.”

      No. Iagorth serves me. They all serve me. You will serve me.

      Joseph shook his head. “I’ve already done this dance. I’m not a fan of the music.”

      You don’t fear me.

      “Because you can twist my memories? No. I don’t fear that. You can’t convince me that any of this is real. That any of this can hurt me.”

      The voice didn’t respond right away. Joseph remained fixed in place. Waiting.

      Your bridge is open, Joseph Cross. You will fear. You will serve. Or they will all die.

      Joseph opened his mouth to offer a defiant response. He didn’t get the chance.

      Instead, he woke up.
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      Joseph shivered as the gel drained from the hibernation pod, leaving his bare skin exposed. The pod lid was still swinging open, and a quick glance through blurry eyes revealed an empty room.

      It was a bad sign. If no one was here to pull him out of stasis, either it had been done remotely because they couldn’t reach him or the emergency system had successfully kicked in.

      He reached up and grabbed the sides of the pod, pulling himself to a seated position, and then quickly swinging his legs up and over the side, coming down on the floor. He held the side of the pod for balance, getting his legs under himself before leaning over and taking the clothes he had left next to the device.

      Dressing quickly, Joseph hurried to the door, the disembodied voice still echoing in his mind.

      Your bridge is open, Joseph Cross. You will fear. You will serve. Or they will all die.

      Was it a coincidence he had woken right after that? Pioneer was in trouble. Again. And it was up to him to fix the problem.

      He left the stasis chamber, exiting into the former Guardian module and heading into the rooms of the barracks. He entered his room, where a full suit of combat armor, a plasma rifle, a sidearm and one of Metro’s six-shooter stunners awaited him. He  donned the armor in a hurry, finishing up by snapping his helmet into place and locking the rifle to the magnet on his back. Pistols were already fastened to either side of his hips.

      “Guardians, this is Prime,” Joseph said through his comm. “Do you copy?” He waited a few seconds. No response. “Guardians, this is Prime. Do you copy?”

      His heart rate picked up a little, and he hurried out of the barracks area and into the CIC, picked clean in the Guardian’s move to the space beneath Metro.

      “Pioneer, this is Prime,” Joseph said, trying the bridge instead. “Pioneer, do you copy?”

      Still no response.

      Joseph sprinted out of the module to the elevator, trying both the Guardians and the bridge multiple times as he did. He checked his HUD to ensure the comms were connected and active. They were. But nobody was responding.

      He summoned the elevator cab, waiting only a few seconds for its arrival. He held his rifle ready as the doors opened in front of him.

      Morales was crumpled in the middle of the floor, blood still oozing from multiple wounds. Joseph swallowed hard when he saw the Marine, and he rushed in and knelt beside him, feeling for a pulse.

      Morales’ eyes snapped open, his hand stretching up to grab Joseph’s shoulder. “Prime,” he said. “It’s…Axon. They killed…everybody.”

      “Fatcat, relax,” Joseph said, looking at all of the wounds. He had been hit by multiple beams, his body shredded by the energy weapon. “Stay calm. It’ll be okay.”

      Morales didn’t reply. He was already dead.

      Joseph cursed as grief burned at the backs of his eyes. Morales was one of the last Marines who’d fought the trife beside him on Earth. And they were friends. But grieving had to take a back seat to the emergency at hand.

      He turned to the controls and selected Deck Eight. The elevator seemed to take forever to ascend, keeping him with his dead friend for what felt like an eternity. When it finally did arrive, he pushed through the opening doors, leading with his rifle as he raced through the passageways. At the same time, he reached out for the moieties he had left behind, searching for their presence.

      And coming up empty. The xaxkluth were gone, just like everyone else.

      “William,” Joseph said out loud, his partitioned mind reaching for the fishing cabin. But there was no cabin. No grandfather.

      He was totally alone.

      What had the thing behind the voice done to him?

      Your bridge is open, Joseph Cross. You will fear. You will serve. Or they will all die.

      Had it already come to pass?

      Joseph reached the bridge. The blast doors didn’t open at his approach. He diverted to the security panel, swiping his wrist across it. The screen flashed red.

      “I don’t think so,” Joseph said, opening the panel and typing in the master code.

      The screen flashed red again, a message appearing this time.

      ERROR. HULL BREACH.

      Joseph stared at the screen. The bridge was compromised, exposed to the vacuum. If anyone was in there, they were dead.

      “Guardians, this is Prime,” Joseph said, more desperately than before. “Do you copy?”

      He needed to head to Metro. To the new Guardian base beneath the city. According to Morales, the city was already destroyed, the passengers all dead, but he couldn’t bring himself to accept that. Not yet. There had to be somebody alive.

      The fear was there now, inching down his spine and rising from his gut. Panic threatened to overwhelm him. Was he really the only one still alive?

      He swallowed hard. He shouldn’t assume anything. He needed to see for himself.

      Running full speed, augmented by the combat armor, Joseph powered along Pioneer’s passageways, returning to the lift and dropping down to Deck Sixteen and Metro’s main seal, unsurprised to find it closed. He opened the security panel and entered the master code. Again, the panel’s screen flashed red.

      ERROR. HULL BREACH.

      Joseph fell to his knees, slamming his fist into the door. “Damn it!” he shouted helplessly. The emergency systems had woken him too late. Why hadn’t West come for him?

      He lowered his head into his hands, furious and despondent. He couldn’t believe this had happened. He had gone into hibernation because he was supposed to be crucial to the city’s survival.

      Instead, he’d been useless. And now, he was the only one left. Unable to...a thought struck him and he lifted his head. It wasn’t over yet. If he couldn’t save the people of Metro, maybe he could avenge them.

      Joseph jumped back to his feet, returning to the elevator a third time and taking it back up to Deck Eight. He had to go to the outermost corridor to get to the forward hangar, a longer crossing that took nearly eight minutes to make. He was approaching the hangar when he came across another body, face down on the deck. He recognized Commander Siraj even though he couldn’t see her face.

      He knelt beside her, again feeling for a pulse. She was dead, but her body was still warm. Standing once more, Joseph charged the hangar door, moving his finger to the trigger of his rifle. He burst through in time to see a pair of Axon soldiers flanking the entrance to a small spacecraft. Another pair were leading survivors onto the ship. Joseph recognized Captain Grant immediately. And there was no way he wouldn’t know West when he saw her. Nobody else on the ship was in a wheelchair. There were a few more people with them. Preslan. And was that Doctor Rose?

      “Keesh!” Joseph shouted.

      She turned her head to look at him. Instead of excitement, he received only fear. And for good reason. In his desperation to find someone alive, he had run headlong into four Axon Intellect soldiers. He had nothing in his arsenal that could hurt them.

      The same wasn’t true for the Axon. Joseph found himself bathed in green light, and he barely managed to throw himself behind one of the Bayonets before the blue beams flashed past him,  missing by centimeters.

      Joseph gritted his teeth, racing between the rows of Bayonets while the Intellects continued to fire, their weapons shredding his cover as he ran. He needed heavier firepower than what he was carrying if he was going to stop them from taking Grant, West and the others away.

      His eyes shifted left, to the final row of Bayonets. Could he get one of them weapons hot before the Intellects could get an attack angle on it?

      It was his only chance.

      He didn’t make it, one of the beams slicing through the landing skid of a Bayonet and nearly taking his leg with it. The laser still cut through his armor, and he stumbled to the deck, rolling over to see the Axon craft was almost ready to leave—without two of the Intellects.

      Joseph pulled himself onto one leg, dragging the other behind him. He froze when he heard a loud groan from the entrance to the hangar.

      Goliath?

      He had thought the hybrid creature was dead, but it was there when he looked back at the entrance to the space, mouth wide open as it challenged the Intellects. Then it charged, the deck vibrating from the force of its powerful legs carrying it to the alien machines. They turned on it, bathing it in their green targeting light and sending blasts through its flesh. But Goliath didn’t falter, reaching the Intellects and hitting the first, throwing it across the hangar and into the back of the Axon ship. It rounded on the other, reaching out to grab it.

      Joseph pulled himself to the Bayonet, grabbing the delta wing at the fuselage and climbing up into the cockpit. He flipped the switches to activate the craft. In front of him, Goliath was busy crushing the life out of one of the soldiers. The other one shot the hybrid in the back, and it fell forward, doomed to suffocate when the Axon opened the hangar doors.

      Red warning klaxons began to flash, signalling that the hangar was going to open. The Bayonet’s reactor hummed, the HUD indicating the craft was ready to fly. Joseph triggered the vectoring jets, rotating it in place on the deck so he could fire on the Axon ship. He needed to be careful where he hit it, or he would wind up killing the others instead of saving them.

      The outer hangar bay doors began to part, pulling the air from the space. Goliath was sucked toward the opening, but it planted its hands on the textured deck, finding enough purchase to hold on. The damaged Intellects weren’t as fortunate; both of them were pulled out into space.

      Joseph opened fire on the rear of the Axon ship, triggering the cannons and watching the tail flash with blue energy, obliterating the slugs. Within a few seconds, the hangar doors were open far enough for the ship to escape, and it launched into space on a sudden flash of light.

      “No!” Joseph wailed, turning the Bayonet back toward the exit. He pushed the throttle hard, his body shoved back in the seat as the starfighter rocketed out of the hangar and away from Pioneer.

      A quick glance back sent Joseph’s heart into overdrive. Pioneer was in horrible shape, scarred and bent metal lining the exterior. The Axon hadn’t tried to use the same precision as in their first attack, instead overwhelming the ship with a massive barrage. It had to be dumb luck they hadn’t stolen the atmosphere from the entire vessel.

      He turned his eyes forward again, marking the escaping Axon ship in the Bayonet’s combat system and increasing the thrust. The enemy was already a hundred klicks ahead of him.

      He wasn’t going to let them get away.

      Your bridge is open, Joseph Cross. You will fear. You will serve. Or they will all die.

      The words cycled through Joseph’s mind as he continued adding thrust, quickly becoming light-headed from the acceleration. He was going to reach them. He was going to save them.

      Or die trying.
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      Pioneer. Metro. Happy Accident. 02.14.2160. 2000 hours.

      Preslan sat on the metal stool positioned on a small elevated stage toward the back of the Happy Accident, just in front of the VR system. The place was packed, nearly a hundred residents standing shoulder to shoulder, most of them there to hear her sing.

      She looked down at the guitar on her lap. It was a rare piece, expensive as hell, only affordable because of her recent promotion to Lead Metro Engineer, the youngest ever to rise to that position. The instrument had been passed down through the Klahanie family since the family’s patriarch, Bryce, had brought it onto Pioneer over a hundred years earlier. The generations of Klahanie’s had taken great care of it, but the current generation of the family wasn’t all that musically inclined and had agreed to part with it so it could be put to good use again.

      Preslan’s eyes swept across the gathered crowd, finding Hal Klahanie on the right, in the front. It didn’t hurt that Hal was a huge fan of her music, and had an obvious crush on her to go with it. He offered her a quick wave when he saw her looking his way, and she smiled back in response, tapping the side of the guitar in thanks.

      “Prezz, it’s eight o’clock,” Barstow said from his position behind the bar. Niko had introduced them after she had finally told him about her past—her abuse, her loss of interest in performing, and how her connection with Joseph had helped her move forward again, rekindling her love of song. Barstow had quickly suggested she start singing in the pub once a week to see how it felt.

      It felt amazing to perform again, and he had become like a father to her in the four and a half years since she first took to this tiny stage.

      “Thanks, Pops,” she replied, smirking when he blushed. He always blushed when she called him that.

      She tapped on her microphone, getting the crowd’s attention. They quieted down, all of them eager to listen. Metro had other musicians. Other singers. But Barstow told her she was the total package. Great voice, great guitar work, attractive but quirky enough in dress and attitude to seem exotic and mysterious. She smiled at the thought. She didn’t see it, but apparently all of these people did.

      Barstow also kept telling her she should be playing in the main theater, not in his dive. She didn’t agree with that either.  She was happy with the smaller gig, the more intimate crowd. And maybe she wasn’t ready to go back on that big stage again.

      She strummed a chord, bringing a cheer from the audience. Smile widening, she began to really play—a sort of fast-paced hillbilly/country-rock fusion inspired by some music she had pulled from the PiNet.

      The audience hollered and clapped their hands, quieting somewhat when she started to sing. Her voice was clean and light, full of energy she could only contain for the first minute. When she reached the chorus, she sprang from her seat and put her mouth to the mic, bobbing her head as she belted out her song.

      She finished the first tune, thanking the audience as they cheered for her. Once they calmed, she went on to her next original, and by the end of that one she was totally lost in the music, barely noticing the reactions of the people watching her.

      To Preslan, the sets always felt like they were over before she really got started. An hour went by and she closed it out with a song she had composed in honor of her bond with Joseph, simply titled Connection. It was her most popular piece by far and drew the loudest cheers both at the beginning and at the end.

      She finished off with one last, loud strum. “Thank you,” she said, responding to the cheers. “Thank you. I’m going to take a fifteen minute break, and then we’ll hit round two.”

      “I’d like to buy you a round!” someone toward the middle of the audience yelled out.

      “Well then,” Preslan replied. “You should meet me at the bar.”

      She left the microphone, lifting the guitar strap over her head and handing the instrument to Barstow. He brought it back behind the bar and stowed it out of the way of any potential accidents while Preslan moved to the front side of the bar.

      “You can sit here, Preslan,” one of the men said, giving up his seat. “Great show so far. You’re amazing.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

      “Buy you a round?” the same person asked a second time, coming up behind her. Preslan turned around, jumping out of her seat and throwing herself at Niko.

      “Nori!” she said, wrapping her arms around him. “I thought you were on standby for another week.”

      Niko hugged her back before letting go. “Morales here got me off early,” he replied. “For good behavior.”

      “Fatcat,” Preslan said, hugging the other Guardian next. “How have you been?”

      Morales returned the affection. “Same as usual. Did you know it was me before you turned around?”

      “The deeper voice was a good misdirection. But I recognized your Earther accent.”

      “It’s always the accent that gives me away,” Morales said.

      “I didn’t expect you to have Niko with you,” Preslan added. “That was the real surprise. And a real treat. I assume that means everything is quiet?”

      “Just like it has been for the last five years,” Niko said. “No Axon. No Iagorth. Sometimes I kind of miss the excitement.”

      “Be careful what you wish for, Nori,” Preslan replied. “I don’t want anymore of that kind of excitement, thank you very much.”

      “I’ll second that,” Leon said, materializing from the crowd. “I like things just fine the way they are.”

      “Laurie let you out for the evening?” Preslan asked, her greeting less enthusiastic toward Leon because she saw him all the time at work.

      “Because Fatcat here told me my best bro would be present. How are you Nikki?”

      Leon and Niko embraced for a moment. “I’m good,” Niko replied. He pointed at Leon’s face. “What is that?”

      Leon rubbed at the beginnings of a beard. “I’m trying something different. Do you like it?”

      “It makes you look ten years older, man,” Morales said.

      “Maybe twenty,” Niko agreed. “What does Laurie think?”

      “She’s adjusting,” Leon said.

      “She’s due in what?” Morales asked. “Six weeks?”

      “Five now,” Leon replied. “I still can’t believe I’m going to be a father.”

      “Enjoy your last few weeks of sleeping,” Morales said. “You’ll miss them when they’re gone.”

      “Did you have children, Fatcat?” Niko asked.

      “You know, I do have a name,” Morales said lightly.

      “We know,” Preslan said. “But Fatcat is so much more fun to say.”

      “True.”

      “What about you, Niko?” Preslan asked. “Any of the new Guardian recruits catch your eye?”

      “You know I only have eyes for you, Prezz.”

      “Shut up,” she replied, drawing laughter from all of them.

      “Niko Nori!” Barstow bellowed, coming out of the back and circling the bar. He took Niko in a huge bearhug. “How are you, kid?”

      Niko gasped. “I think you broke something.”

      Barstow laughed and let him go. “You should have told me you were coming, I would have tried to score some black market whiskey from El Fiero.”

      “You mean my mother?” Niko said, shaking his head. “I can’t believe all of those rumors turned out to be true.”

      “Not too loud,” Morales said. “Grant’ll have both your asses if anyone overhears you two. It’s still part of the protocols.”

      “The only part we’re still following these days,” Preslan countered. “Metro was never meant to be a military dictatorship.”

      “Captain Grant is hardly a dictator,” Niko said. “He’s barely involved with Metro.”

      “Except to pull recruits from other needed positions.” Preslan paused. “It made sense five years ago, but the Guardians are over fifteen hundred strong now. Don’t you both think that’s enough? We still have other jobs to fill in the city.”

      “I think we have enough painters and poets. There’s no harm in putting a few of them to better use.”

      “Better use?” Preslan hissed. “Nori, you know I’m an artist, right?”

      “Yes, but you have actual talent.”

      Prelsan’s fists clenched, heat rising to her face. She wasn’t going to let him disparage creative thinkers, no matter what they did for a living. “You know what, Nori?”

      “Corporal,” Morales said. “I strongly recommend surrender before you swallow your boot.”

      Niko froze. “Prezz, I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be an asshole. It’s just…I say things are boring, but that’s only because we all know the shit can hit the fan at any second. We need to be prepared if that happens. As long as Metro’s basic requirements are met, Guardian is the next best job on board.” He paused, offering a sheepish smirk. “I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “You trying to sweet talk your way out of this?” Preslan asked.

      “Is it working?”

      She laughed. “Yes, damn you. We all don’t get to spend much time together anymore. Let’s forget about the politics and just enjoy it.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Niko said.

      The four of them talked for a few more minutes, while Barstow went to tend the bar. He came over to them and coughed when it was time for Preslan’s next set, handing over her guitar.

      “I’ve got to get back to it,” she said, putting the strap over her shoulder. “You’ll all still be here, right?”

      “I’ll be here all night,” Niko said.

      “Me too,” Morales added.

      “I have to be home by ten,” Leon said, drawing a fresh round of laughter from the others.

      “We’ll still have some time to catch up then,” Preslan said. “Do any of you have any requests?”

      “I keep asking you to write a song about how I’m such a badass hero, but you never do,” Morales said. “Sarge got a song. Why not me?”

      “He’s seen into my soul,” Preslan replied. “Have you?”

      “Point made.”

      Preslan stepped away from the group, returning to the microphone. She tapped it again to get the audience’s attention. “Okay,” she said. “This one is a special request from my favorite Guardian. He’s one of the original Marines from Earth, Sergeant Jorge Morales. He’s saved our asses twice already, so make sure you buy him a round while he’s here.”

      The audience cheered for Morales, who turned beet red at the attention. Preslan laughed as she strummed the first few chords.

      She stopped when Pioneer started to shake.
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      Pioneer. Conference Room. 02.14.2160. 2000 hours.

      “Governor Nori,” Tyson Grant said, standing as Commander Siraj ushered Claire Nori into the conference room near Pioneer’s bridge. “It’s a pleasure to see you, as always.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” Claire replied, approaching Tyson and shaking his hand. “Thank you for scheduling this meeting. I know you’re a busy man.”

      “Not as busy as you might think,” Tyson said. “Pioneer has been sailing free and clear for almost five years now. I think we’ve got everything running pretty smoothly.”

      “Which is usually when things go south,” Claire replied. “You haven’t been thinking about returning to hibernation, have you?”

      “No,” Tyson said. “At least not yet. You’re right about things going south. I feel like as soon as we let our guard down, that’s when trouble will strike. If anything, the prior events have taught us we can never lose our vigilance, no matter how easily we seem to be progressing.”

      “Which is a good segue into why I’m here,” Claire said.

      “Please, take a seat.” Tyson motioned to one of the chairs at the table. After Claire picked one, he sat directly opposite her. “I understand there’s some growing discomfort with my directives.”

      “To put it mildly, Captain. Every time your Guardians conscript another citizen, the whispers get a little louder. I’ve had twelve people in the last week approach El Fiero’s dealers looking for a weapon or at least something they can turn into a weapon. There’s a fear you’re planning to limit the rights of the people of Metro. They want to be ready to fight back.”

      “It’s an unreasonable fear,” Tyson said. “Why would I do that?”

      “People don’t always need reasons. They just need to be afraid. Five years ago, you set out to enlist twelve hundred citizens to the Guardians. Over time, that number has continued to grow.”

      “Because the threat we face is real, hidden or not,” Tyson countered. “And we need to be ready for it.”

      “A lot of residents think it’s part of a plan for greater military control. That Pioneer will become some sort of warship.”

      “A warship without guns of her own? My orders are to get the people safely to Avalon. We tried to follow the protocols as they were laid out by USSF Command and agreed upon by the United States government. They didn’t work for us, and we nearly lost the entire ship. I don’t want that to happen again.”

      “I know that,” Claire said. “The question is, how do we convince the population of that? Each passing day of calm makes them more suspicious of your motives.”

      Tyson leaned back in his seat. He had heard all of this before. Immediately following the Axon attack, the people of Metro had been more than willing to let him take over Pioneer and fully integrate both parts of the ship into a single collective unit. They had jumped at the chance to volunteer to be Guardians, eager to help defend the ship from future potential threats.

      Time passed, the threats didn’t rematerialize and interest in the Guardians waned. People had such short memories that within two years it was as if the Axon assault had never happened. The fear of attack was gone, and the military— especially Tyson—were suddenly overreaching in their authority. The same people who had asked for him to take over were now upset he was in charge.

      Claire Nori had gotten involved in politics because she thought she could bridge the growing divide. Her husband was the Sheriff, her son a Guardian, and everybody knew she had been held captive by the enemy. But they didn’t know who or what that enemy was. They had covered up the truth about Iagorth, focusing the narrative on the alien machines. Tyson had decided it was better they didn’t know they all held foreign cells in their brains, moieties as Joseph had named them. It was better they didn’t know that under the right circumstances they could all be turned into slaves.

      He didn’t consider that decision a mistake. What was a mistake was not implementing the stricter measures he had planned back then, when he had their full support. At the time, he thought the populace would always get behind the Guardians and that more and more of the residents would want to join their ranks. That had remained true for a while, but not anymore. And further consideration of what they might face had led him to new conclusions.

      “We could manufacture an emergency,” Tyson suggested half-heartedly. He wasn’t serious, and Claire didn’t take him that way.

      “It might help if you were more accessible,” Claire said. “You should move into one of the blocks. Live with the people. Let them see you coming and going.”

      Tyson shook his head. “It’s too far from the bridge. Even with a transport, I can’t get up here in less than eight minutes. We could lose everything in that amount of time.”

      “We could lose a lot more if we don’t get this under control now,” Claire said. “I’d rather have the Axon return and blow us to space junk than wind up in a mutiny or civil war. And a dozen regular citizens looking for weapons tells me we could go in that direction if we don’t pay attention to the signs.”

      Tyson nodded. “I agree with that statement. I’m not sure my moving into Metro is the answer though. I’ll be more of a target there.”

      “A target for what? None of the citizens are armed. I’m sure you can take some bad language if needed?”

      “That’s not the kind of target I mean,” Tyson replied. “You said it yourself. People are going to the black market looking for weapons. Maybe you haven’t provided any, but that doesn’t mean nobody else has. It also doesn’t mean they haven’t fashioned some of their own. If someone attacked me, that would guarantee a civil war.”

      Everything had gone horribly wrong from the moment Pioneer left Earth’s orbit. He was already  sacrificing his chance to see them reach Avalon, accepting he would need to live out the rest of his life in space. He couldn’t believe he was even having this discussion.

      “Let’s table that idea for a minute then,” Claire said, keeping a cool head. “There’s something you haven’t told me yet. I have a feeling it’s one of the reasons you were willing to meet so quickly.”

      The people of Metro had done well choosing her to represent them. She was intelligent, compassionate and always calm under pressure. But then, she married a Nori. It came with the territory. She also knew how to read people, and she was doing it to Tyson now.

      “I’ve been giving this a lot of thought,” he said. “I think it’s the best thing for Metro, and it might help defuse some of the tension. But, admittedly, it might increase it temporarily at first. That’s why I needed to talk to you. I need to get the message across the right way the first time, and I’m not always the most eloquent speaker. But the people trust you.”

      “For now, they do. What is this idea of yours?”

      “Back on Earth, there were a few countries that instituted mandatory military service for all of their citizens. The idea is that they gain the skills and training to be soldiers, and if the time ever comes that they’re needed in that capacity, they’ll be prepared. I’d like to do the same thing with Metro.”

      Claire leaned forward in her seat, putting her elbows on the table. “And you think this will help calm the tension?”

      “After it increases temporarily, like I said. Because I expect most of Metro to react the way you did just now.”

      Claire smiled, catching herself and sitting back again. “On an emotional level, I felt very resistant to the idea. I’m afraid of what a ship full of trained Guardians could become.”

      “Only they would be Metro’s population, not trained Guardians. Mandatory service would teach them all valuable skills, and help them relate to the work we’re trying to do and the importance of being prepared for anything out here. And we wouldn’t need to continue drafting citizens for long-term service. In time, the entire city would be our pool of resources.”

      Claire pursed her lips, considering the idea. “You’re right. This is going to be a hard sell right now. Honestly, Tyson, I think if you make yourself more available in Metro, become someone the people can relate to and like, you’ll have a better chance of enacting something like this without setting off a firestorm.”

      Tyson sighed. “You mean PR?”

      “Yes. Exactly.”

      “It’s not my strong suit.”

      “Maybe not you then. Maybe someone else Metro can relate to. A representative.”

      Tyson thought about it, a smile spreading across his face. “Yes. Maybe you’re right. I think I know someone who would be perfect for that role.”

      “Great,” Claire said. “Who?”

      “Your son,” Tyson replied. “He’s charismatic, personable. He was a Deputy who’s now a Guardian. And he was awarded a Medal of Valor for helping save Pioneer from the Axon. He also has ties to you.”

      “Niko?” Claire said. “Tyson, I don’t know.”

      “Commander Siraj, what do you think?”

      Siraj was standing at attention near the door, staying out of the conversation until he brought her in. “Captain, I think Corporal Nori would be an excellent choice.”

      Claire looked back at her. “Traitor.”

      “Sorry, Claire,” Siraj said with half a laugh. “But he’s right. It’s your fault for bringing it up.”

      Tyson laughed outright at the statement. “She’s got you there.”

      Claire looked at him again. “Will you let me talk to him about it before you order it, at least?”

      Tyson nodded. “Niko’s in Metro right now with Fatcat. He’s on forty-eight hours leave. You have until those hours are up.”

      “Thank you,” Claire said, getting to her feet. “Give me that time, and we’ll get something substantial moving within the week.”

      “I appreciate that,” Tyson said, standing as well.

      Claire turned to leave. She made it two steps before Pioneer began to shake hard enough to send her stumbling into Siraj. Both of them hit the floor in a heap, leaving Tyson to grab onto the armrests of his seat to keep from launching across the deck.

      What the hell was happening?
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      Pioneer. Metro. Happy Accident. 02.14.2160. 2015 hours.

      Niko held the side of the bar, his eyes darting to Preslan. She had dropped to her hands and knees, the stool under her and the microphone stand in front of her having toppled over. She was looking back at him, her expression asking him what was happening.

      He didn’t know. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.

      The other patrons were shouting and trying to run out of the Happy Accident, running into one another at the door. Morales turned his head back to Niko. “We need to calm these people the hell down,” he said.

      “Roger that,” Niko replied.

      Pioneer continued shaking around them, though the initial force of the vibration was lessening thanks to the dampening systems. Niko let go of the bar. “Guardians coming through!” he shouted, moving toward the door. “Move aside!”

      “Move aside, please!” Morales added, following Niko. “Let us through so we can help you!”

      The people around them did their best to step aside, allowing them to reach the door. “All right, one at a time,” Niko said, turning around and stretching out his hands to make a bigger roadblock. “Move calmly. Head for South Park and take a seat on the grass.”

      The Guardians each took one side of the door, making sure people didn’t fight to exit. The ship continued vibrating, the shaking reduced to a shudder that, while still frightening, was hardly deadly.

      Morales pulled his comm from his pocket and tapped on it. “Prime, this is Fatcat. We’ve got a situation in Metro. Do you copy?”

      “I copy, Fatcat,” West replied. “We’ve got problems everywhere.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Morales said. “Do we know the cause?”

      “Not yet. I’m sending three units up into the city to help calm the population. I want you and Zen back here.”

      “Copy that, Prime,” Morales said. “We’ve got Metro Lead Engineer Juno here with us too. Do you think she might be helpful to bring along?”

      “Ask, don’t tell,” West said. “But it couldn’t hurt.”

      “We’ll be there in five minutes. Fatcat out.” Morales tapped his comm, looking at Niko again. “Can you get Preslan?”

      “On it,” Niko said. He left the thinning crowd, making his way back toward the makeshift stage.

      Preslan was already on her feet, at the bar with Barstow. They were both looking at her guitar. The wooden body was cracked.

      “Prezz?” Niko said.

      She looked at him with tears in her eyes. “I fell on top of it. It’s irreplaceable.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Niko replied. “Pioneer is irreplaceable too. Prime West thinks you can help figure out what’s happening.”

      Preslan offered the guitar a wistful gaze and handed it off to Barstow, then nodded. “How can I help?”

      “This way.”

      Niko led her back toward the door. Leon was there when they arrived.

      “Sorry we didn’t have more time,” Leon said. “We need to do this again once things calm down.”

      “Go home and take care of your family,” Niko replied.

      “It’s going to be okay, right?”

      “We’re still alive in spite of the shaking, I’d say that’s a good sign. I’ll keep you posted.”

      “Thanks, Nikki. Take care of yourself.”

      “You too.”

      Leon left the pub, heading back toward his block while most of the other patrons hurried to the park, away from the buildings. The blocks were designed to handle g-force stress from acceleration and maneuvering, but only up to a point, and who knew if that point might have already been exceeded.

      They needed to know what was causing the quaking. As far as Niko knew, there was no such thing as turbulence in space.

      He and Preslan joined Morales, the three of them crossing the main strand to the Law Office on foot. The entire structure had been expanded and repaired, the eagle and star logo of the USSF joining the singular star of Metro Law on the front of the building, signifying it was the exterior home of the Guardians as well.

      Entering the building, a single receptionist was available for both departments, sitting at a newly added desk just behind the sliding glass doors. Niko and the others bypassed the desk, entering through a door on the right side and heading along the wall to a sealed door with the USSF logo on it. Morales swiped his wrist over the security panel beside the door and then pushed it open, ushering Niko and Preslan through.

      They walked briskly down the corridor, turning left at the end and moving into the former garage. The large hydraulic lift that had been the floor of the garage had been replaced with a wide staircase that descended into the Guardian’s belowdecks facility. The large compartment that had once held containers of weapons, armor and ammunition had been converted into a training area, with an obstacle course in the back. The Guardians’ old gym equipment and Bayonet simulators were positioned closer to the service doors leading out toward Pioneer’s main hangar. A pair of military APCs flanked the door, ready to move out the moment the ship touched down on Avalon.

      They wouldn’t budge for a while. Avalon was still nearly one hundred and fifty years away.

      The trio didn’t head toward the APCs, cutting to the right to the major passageway through the underground facility. They were halfway to it when it opened ahead of them, Prime West walking through, flanked by Hoffman and Alesso.

      Niko still wasn’t completely accustomed to seeing West on her feet even though Okoye, Oslo and Preslan had finished the new legs nearly three years ago. The outside of the legs were made of Axon metal, the limbs ripped off the dismantled alien machines. The whitish gel had been hollowed out of their cavities and replaced with the synthetic musculature of four replacement arms, the computer controls designed and perfected by Preslan and Leon. The legs were a little too thick for her lithe upper torso, giving her a bottom-heavy appearance she disliked wholeheartedly.  On the other hand,  they were ten times stronger than any replacements available back on Earth, and the light Axon metal was nearly indestructible. With them, she had set records on both the obstacle course and pretty much every distance competition run by the Guardians. And after taking a few beatings, Niko had sworn off ever sparring with her again.

      The fact that she was wearing the replacements instead of relying on her preferred wheelchair spoke to the seriousness of the situation. If there was danger anywhere nearby, she was ready for it.

      “Prime,” Morales said. Niko joined him at attention while Preslan stood with respectful civilian looseness.

      “Fatcat. Zen.” West turned to Preslan. “Always good to see you, Prezz.”

      “You too, Keesh,” Preslan replied. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know, but Captain Grant’s called us to the bridge. The good news is, that probably means we aren’t about to be boarded.”

      “What’s the bad news?” Preslan asked.

      “Everything else that could possibly go wrong probably has. Shall we?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Grant

          

        

      

    

    
      Pioneer. Bridge. 02.14.2160. 2030 hours.

      Tyson and Siraj entered the bridge together, greeted by Guardian Johannson as they crossed the threshold.

      “Captain on the bridge!” the guard announced, bringing the three ensigns and the bridge officer to their feet before the two officers had rounded the command station.

      “As you were,” Tyson said, beckoning them to sit again. All except Novitz, who remained at attention while he waited for Tyson to assume command. “Lieutenant Commander Novitz, I have the bridge. Commander Siraj, please take the conn.”

      “Yes, sir,” Siraj replied as Novitz stepped down from the command station.

      “Where’s Oslo?” Tyson asked.

      “On his way, sir,” Siraj answered. “He should be here any minute. Prime West is on her way with Second Morales, Sergeants Madani and Hoffman, and Corporal Nori.”

      “Very good. Is there anything you can tell me about this while we wait?”

      Siraj tapped on the control panel. “Sir, it appears all of our sensors are currently offline.”

      “Offline?” Tyson said. “Jammed?”

      “It may be, Captain. The camera feeds are a mess too.” She tapped the control surface, activating the primary display at the head of the room. Eight feeds were displayed there, all of them flickering different colors instead of the view outside the starship.

      “Did we collide with a rainbow?” Tyson asked.

      “That’s not completely off the mark, Captain,” Chief Oslo said, coming around the corner of the station and presenting himself to Tyson. “Chief Oslo reporting, sir.”

      “At ease, Chief. What can you tell me about this?”

      “Not much yet. I did a preliminary review of the systems before heading up. Approximately fifteen minutes ago, the batteries released a massive surge of energy across Pioneer’s hull. Immediately afterward, all of the sensors started reporting faulty data.”

      “Faulty data or no data?” Siraj asked.

      “Faulty,” Oslo confirmed. “They’re working, but they don’t know what to do with the information they’re receiving.”

      “Is this some kind of Axon weapon?” Tyson asked.

      “I don’t think so, Captain. This is a direct result of the power surge, I’m sure. It could be the overload threw all of the sensors out of calibration and damaged the circuits in the cameras. I’ve already got my team working on answering that question.”

      “Very good,” Tyson said. “So you don’t think we’re under imminent threat?”

      “From outside Pioneer? I don’t think so, Captain.”

      “Don’t think, or don’t know?”

      “If the surge scrambled the sensors and cameras, it’s entirely possible it was to leave us blind to our surroundings. We’re still studying the Axon device that took my hand.” Oslo held up the metal replacement, wiggling his fingers. “Their technology is insanely advanced compared to ours. Our best microscopes are struggling to image their circuitry.”

      “I’ve read your reports, Chief,” Tyson said. “Could the device have done this?”

      “Anything is possible, but in five years the device has never shown signs of activity. Not even a trickle of power after it blew out the batteries the last time.”

      “But it did blow out the batteries, which makes it suspect. Don’t you agree?”

      “I don’t disagree, sir,” Oslo said. “We’re looking into that too.”

      Tyson smiled. “You’re always a step ahead of me.”

      “That’s why you pay me, Captain.”

      Now Tyson laughed. “You are living in Block Three.”

      “Gina had that cube before we got married, sir.”

      “Sir,” Prime West said, entering the bridge. “Guardians reporting.”

      “Prime West,” Tyson said. “At ease, all of you. Chief Oslo and I were just discussing the nature of our sudden distress.”

      “Are we under attack?” West asked.

      “We don’t appear to be. But the video and sensors are both down. We can’t totally rule it out. Where are we with the deployment?”

      “Alpha squadron is in the secondary hangar and ready to launch,” West said. “I’ve deployed three companies across Pioneer’s interior, concentrated at the airlocks and outer points of interest, with additional units near the original Axon damage. First Battalion, Second Company, is in Metro, helping direct the population.”

      “Perfect,” Tyson replied. “Any signs of distress from the civilians?”

      “They’re frightened, sir,” West replied. “But holding up okay.”

      Tyson returned his attention to the main screen, staring at the colorful display. Something had happened to Pioneer. Something was still happening. He could feel the vibration in his heels. The ship continued to shiver, though the oscillations were much smaller than before. “We need to know what’s going on. I’m open to any ideas any of you have, no matter how outlandish they may seem.”

      “Assuming nothing attacks us in the next few minutes,” Preslan said. “My guess is that we ran into an unexpected phenomena. A nebula or solar wind, for example. I remember reading that solar winds can cause turbulence in a vacuum if they’re powerful enough. It’ll probably pass.”

      Tyson nodded. “Thank you, Miss Juno. Oslo, what do you think?”

      “Again, it’s possible,” Oslo replied. “With the sensors down, Pioneer has no choice but to fly in a straight line. The nav computer will have already mapped a few hours ahead. We should be okay in the short-term. Looking out more than a couple of hours, if there’s any kind of obstacle out there it won’t take much to punch a hole in us at our current velocity.”

      “So we have a time limit to solve this,” Tyson said. “Good to know. Do we have anything that can detect external phenomena without our main sensors?”

      “Negative, Captain,” Oslo said. “My comm is flashing, sir.”

      “I see it. Siraj, can you open a channel to Engineering?”

      “Aye aye, Captain,” Siraj said. She nodded when the channel was established.

      “Stevens, this is Oslo. I’m with Captain Grant on the bridge. What do you have for us?”

      “Captain. Chief. The initial diagnostics on the sensors and cameras all come back clean. As near as we can tell, it’s all functioning properly.”

      “How can that be?” Tyson asked. “We have no view of anything.”

      “Stevens, do we need to recalibrate?” Oslo asked.

      “I already did, Chief,” Stevens replied. “We’re in the green. The log data is very strange though.”

      “Can he pass it up here to one of the workstations?” Preslan asked.

      “Stevens, send the data to the bridge,” Olso said.

      “I’ll project it on the main display,” Siraj said, tapping the controls to show the incoming sensor data.

      “This is from the moment of the power surge,” Stevens said.

      The graph was nearly identical across all of the sensors. A quick spike and then a steady fall toward zero.

      “Interesting,” Preslan said.

      “What is it?” Tyson asked.

      “The logs are simple.” She pointed to each of the graphs on the screen. “That one’s showing buffer usage. That one is CPU. Memory. That one is interpolation. An aggregation of input over time. It all spiked at the same time as the power surge and then trailed away.”

      “The pattern is familiar,” Niko said.

      “Yes,” Preslan replied. “It matches the intensity of the turbulence.”

      “But what does that mean?” Tyson said.

      “I’m not sure,” Preslan admitted. “Other than it probably isn’t solar wind.” She tapped her finger on her mouth while she thought about the problem. “There’s an obvious correlation. But if we take the data at face value, it means there was a burst of inputs and then it tailed off. Like nothing is changing now. Or changing very little.”

      “It’s as if we’re suddenly standing still,” Oslo said.

      “Pioneer’s forward velocity hasn’t changed,” Siraj said. “We’d all be splattered against a bulkhead if we had decelerated that quickly.”

      “Good point,” Oslo agreed.

      “Chief,” Steven said. “Diagnostics on the surge are coming in. We’re running a trace to see if we can pinpoint everywhere the power was diverted.”

      “You said it was distributed across the hull, didn’t you, Chief?” Tyson asked.

      “Sir, that’s what initial results showed. The more in-depth diagnostic will give us clear paths, with a better understanding of volume. It might not tell us much, but it’s probably better than nothing.”

      “I understand. West, do you have any units near the outermost hull?”

      “I’ve got units everywhere, Captain,” West replied.

      “Send someone to the center of the ship, above Metro. The patched section. It’s the thinnest part of our hull.”

      “Sir?” West said. “What are you thinking?”

      “There has to be a reason the charge was disseminated the way it was. A visual on the affected area might not tell us much, but again, it’s better than nothing.”

      “Aye aye, Captain,” West said. She tapped on her comm, sending a unit to the area. “They’ll be there in a minute, sir.”

      “Thank you, Prime. We—”

      “Excuse me,” a sharp elderly voice snapped from the entrance to the bridge. “I know Tyson is here. I need to speak with him.”

      Tyson closed his eyes, exhaling sharply. What was she doing here?

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, but the bridge is off-limits to civilians,” Guardian Johannson said.

      “Do you think I’m a bloody idiot? I saw Juno with West and the others. Let me past, you stupid ape.”

      Tyson heard a sharp crack, and then Doctor Rose appeared from the side of the bulkhead, leaning on a cane she had fashioned from the remains of an Intellect arm. Johannson was right behind her, apparently unscathed by the strike from Rose’s cane. “Ma’am, you can’t just—”

      “It’s okay, Guardian,” Tyson said, regretting the words as soon as they slipped his mouth. He opened his eyes again, looking at Rose. Ninety-seven years old and still going strong. She was wrinkled everywhere, with sagging jowls and eyelids, thinning white hair and thin lips. She had lost enough weight that her threadbare lab coat hung like a tent from her body. But she was still alive. “What is it, doctor?”

      “Tyson,” Rose said. “And the rest of you. There’s no reason to get your knickers all in a panic over this.”

      “What did you do?” West asked.

      “Not me this time, sweetie,” Rose replied. “I’ve been on the straight and narrow since the last time we nearly kicked off. Only dead Axon Intellect research for me.” She cackled out a laugh just before Guardian Noah’s voice came in over the comm.

      “Prime West, I’m in position.”

      West looked at Tyson, who nodded. “Go ahead, Noah,” West said.

      “I’m transmitting my helmet feed,” he said. “Are you receiving?”

      “Standby,” Siraj said. “On the main.”

      Tyson turned to look at it, mouth dropping open at the sight. “What the hell?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Rose said.

      A thin web of black goo coated the top of the passageway, veins of energy still pulsing through it. “Iagorth?” Tyson said, ice suddenly running through his veins. “This can’t be happening.”

      “It isn’t,” Preslan said. “That’s not Iagorth.”

      “What?”

      Rose cackled again. “It’s Cross. He’s doing it.”
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      Pioneer. Bridge. 02.14.2160. 2045 hours.

      “He’s doing what?” Grant asked, glaring at Rose. It was clear to Preslan there was no love lost between the Captain and the Doctor, who she had only met once before in passing. Keesha had told her a little bit about Rose’s history, so she understood the reasons why Grant wasn’t particularly fond of her.

      “I don’t know,” Rose replied. “If you ask me, I think we should ask him.”

      “I’ll do it,” West said.

      “I can go with you, Prime,” Niko added.

      “Wait a second,” Grant said, stopping them. “How do we know this is Cross’s doing?”

      “It is,” Preslan said. “He told me he cut Iagorth off from Pioneer. Umm...” She paused, biting her lip. There were some things Joseph had told her, he didn’t want everyone to know. But he also wouldn’t want his actions to cause catastrophe. “...he didn’t destroy all of the moieties. Some of them have survived, including the xaxkluth. They’re in hibernation, feeding off the baseline fear of the city, with orders not to expand.”

      Captain Grant stared at her. “Cross told you all of that? Why didn’t he tell me?”

      “Well, he was worried you would make him shut them down if he told you.”

      “You’re damn right I would have!” Grant shouted. “Who the hell does he think he is?”

      “Hold on, Captain,” West said. “Joseph Cross doesn’t make decisions like that on a whim. He clearly thought we might need them. The xaxkluth did make short work of the Intellects once they gathered in large enough numbers.”

      “And he knew if he was honest you would blow your top and make the wrong move again,” Rose said. “Just like the first time.”

      “Are you still on my bridge?” Grant said, turning his anger toward her.

      “Captain, we need to focus,” Siraj said. “We know something happened to Pioneer. We now know it has to do with these moieties and Joseph Cross. I think we should assume if he’s controlling them, then we aren’t in imminent danger.”

      “I don’t think it’s safe to assume that,” Grant countered. “Like the Chief said, we’ve only got a couple of hours to figure this all out before we could smash into a star. There’s no way for us to know while we’re running blind.”

      “That’s why you should wake Joseph up,” Rose said. “Snap him out of it, and all of the problems go away.”

      “Or he loses control of the moieties and something worse happens,” Oslo said. “We don’t know what we’re dealing with here.”

      Preslan moved away from the group as they continued discussing the issue, arguing about whether or not to wake Joseph. She was drawn to the sensor data on the main display, and she circled the holotable to get closer. Not that making it larger changed the graphs in any way, but it did change her perspective.

      “That’s it,” she said, the answer becoming clear in her mind. She looked back at the others. They hadn’t heard her over their fussing. “Captain,” she said, raising her voice to get his attention. “Captain!” she had to shout a second time.

      He still didn’t look, but Niko did. He in turn signaled West, who said something that shut the rest of the gathering up. Then Grant turned to her.

      “What is it, Miss Juno?” he asked. His face was red with frustration.

      “I think I know what’s happening to Pioneer. I should have seen it sooner. I’m sorry.”

      “That’s okay,” Grant replied. “What is it?”

      “The sensor data matches the oscillation we can still feel in the ship.” She put her hand to the side of one of the workstations, feeling the light vibration. Then she pointed at the camera feed from Guardian Noah’s helmet. “And it matches the energy pulses.”

      “I concur. What does that mean?”

      “When Joseph killed Nash, he...moved...faster than humanly possible. Like a flash. They both did. He told me later, Iagorth had the ability to create small tears in spacetime. Any of the moieties can do it with enough energy, though usually only for a second or two. Enough to shoot someone or disarm a threat, or get out of the way.”

      “So that’s how he did it,” Niko said. Preslan knew he was referring to when Levi had taken his gun away and slipped his grasp after killing Sheriff Bradshaw.

      “The sensor data,” she continued. “The buffers are empty. The collection rates are down. Plus, look at the camera feeds. They aren’t rainbow colored. They’re blue and red.”

      “Light shift,” Oslo said. “You can’t be serious.”

      “What are you getting at, Juno?” Grant asked.

      “Chief, have you taken a look at reactor output?” Preslan asked.

      “Stevens?” Oslo said over the comm. “Check the reactor output.”

      “Standby,” Stevens replied. He came back a few seconds later. “Output has increased fifty percent. And nothing’s going into the battery. It’s all in use.”

      “Shit,” Oslo said.

      “What?” Grant asked, exasperated to be held in suspense.

      “I think we’re in a time dilation bubble,” Preslan said. “The entire ship. The sensors can’t keep up with the speed at which the universe is passing us by, and the feeds can only see the colored shift of our relatively increased speed.”

      “One of you elaborate in plain English,” Grant said. “I’m a sailor, not an engineer or a scientist.”

      “We haven’t solved faster than light travel yet,” Oslo said. “Pioneer is moving at six-tenths the speed of light, which is still pretty damn fast. But what if we had a bubble around us in spacetime? Similar to an Alcubierre drive. The time where we are is unchanged to us, as observers on the inside. But on the outside, time is passing at a higher, unknown rate. As a result, our current velocity is multiplied by that rate. Technically, we’re moving faster than light, even though our actual velocity inside the bubble hasn’t changed.”

      “It’s like if you went to Slim’s and loaded up one of the games, and then started running,” Preslan said. “And after a minute, you speed up all of the elements of the simulation except yourself. So everyone else’s clock is moving three or four times faster than yours but you’re still moving at the same speed, with the same clock.”

      “But then the universe is moving faster, not you,” Grant said. “How does that help?”

      “We’re moving slower inside the bubble,” Preslan said. “But our velocity in spacetime hasn’t changed. So relatively speaking everything around us is sped up to the nth degree. So in the time it takes for a minute to pass in the bubble, we might have travelled an entire month of distance or more.”

      “I’m still not sure I understand.”

      “If you did that in a sim, you’d be running into things all the time,” Niko said. “You can’t avoid obstacles when they’re moving that much faster than you.”

      “Normally, yes. But the bubble is just that. It bends real spacetime around itself, so anything in the way gets bent too. Theoretically.”

      “Is there any way to determine how much time is passing outside versus inside?” Siraj asked.

      “I don’t think we have the instrumentation for that,” Oslo said.

      “I’m more worried about why Joseph put us in the bubble,” West said. “Did he somehow sense a threat that we’re trying to escape? Does he even know he’s doing it? Or did the moieties regain control?”

      “The moieties can’t do this on their own,” Preslan said. “The reason Iagorth took Nash and wanted Joseph is because the master partition is limited by its host. None of that black goop is really Iagorth, it’s an alien life form he uses. So are the xaxkluth. There’s an original Iagorth out there somewhere, in an unknown but probably extremely intelligent and physically powerful form.”

      “But it can’t communicate with the partitions on Pioneer?” Grant asked.

      “No. Joseph said he closed the quantum bridge between them.” Preslan looked past Grant to West. “You know, it’s possible Joseph realized he could create this bubble, and he’s just trying to get us to Avalon faster.”

      “To what end?” Grant asked.

      Preslan could see West understood what she was suggesting. But she shook her head. “I don’t think he would risk the ship for that,” West said. “Not without total confidence nothing could go wrong, and I don’t think that’s possible with a technology like this. We’re warping spacetime.”

      “It’s very cool,” Morales said.

      “I don’t think it’s cool, Sergeant,” Grant said. “Not if we can’t control it.” He looked over at Rose. “I hate to admit it, but Doctor Rose is right. We need to speak with Cross.”

      “Sir, we don’t know what effect waking him during this will have,” Oslo said.

      “No, we don’t. Which is why we aren’t going to wake him if we can avoid it.” He turned his attention to Preslan. “You were able to communicate with him through the synthetic. Do you think you can do it again?”

      “I don’t know,” Preslan replied. “I was connected to him through Iagorth.”

      “I think my team may be able to help with that,” Rose said. “If the Captain will trust me far enough to let us.”

      Grant stared at Rose a moment and then sighed. “It doesn’t seem like I have much of a choice. Getting Preslan into Cross’s mind has to be safer than pulling him out of hibernation.”

      “Not for me,” Preslan said. “How do I know you won’t inadvertently turn me into a vegetable, Doctor Rose?”

      “You don’t, dearie,” Rose replied. “There’s no such thing as life without risk.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “You could die.”

      “Will you do it?” Grant asked.

      Preslan nodded. “Without question.”
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      “Are you ready?” Doctor Rose asked, looking over at Preslan. She was seated at the brain scanning machine, her head already capped.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” she replied.

      “Just remember, if it doesn’t work, it’s at least partially your fault.”

      Preslan offered a sheepish smile in reply. It was mostly her fault, along with Chief Oslo. They had altered the machine not to scan her mind, but to stimulate the moiety resting inside it. Rose’s idea was to send a pulse of infrared energy into the tiny particle in her brain right after they knocked her out cold, putting her in a similar state to hibernation without forcing her to be bald and naked and drowning in cold gel.

      The calculations for the strength of the pulse needed to be precise. Too much, and they would fry the moiety and her brain, leaving her in a vegetative state. Too little, and they might damage the area around the moiety without having the desired effect on the alien particle, again leaving her in a disabled state. She was certain she had properly determined the Goldilocks zone.

      “It’ll work,” she said, taking a deep breath and exhaling. “It has to.”

      The modifications and math had taken nearly an hour. Pioneer’s status was the same. The smaller vibrations continued. The readings from the sensors and the view from the cameras remained static. If she was right about the time dilation, they were traveling through both space and time, and there was no way to know how much until it ended. Had an hour carried them thousands of years into the future? Or only a matter of months? Where…when...would they find themselves once they figured out how to pop the bubble?

      “Wait,” Oslo said, approaching Preslan. He reached over her head and made one more minute adjustment to the headgear, shifting the beam ever-so-slightly. “Calibration shifted. This would be easier if you were bald.”

      “Not a chance,” Preslan said. “I already sacrificed my dreads once. My hair is finally getting long enough to start waxing again.”

      “Have it your way,” Oslo said. “But if you get vegetized, it’s not my fault.”

      “Is that even a word, man?” Morales asked. He and Niko had escorted Preslan to the lab, while West stayed behind with Grant and Siraj. “Vegetized?”

      “It is now,” Oslo replied. He looked at Preslan. “Remember, if we don’t pick up any activity from the moiety within thirty seconds, we’ll pull you out and switch to plan B.”

      “Waking Joseph,” Preslan said. “I hope it doesn’t come to that.” She glanced over at Rose. “Fire at will, Doctor.”

      Rose cackled, using her cane to hurry to Preslan’s side. She held the injection gun against Preslan’s neck. “If we do pick up activity, you have one hour, and then we’ll pull you out. Any last words, dearie?”

      “I’ll be back,” Preslan said.

      Rose pulled the trigger. Preslan felt the sting of the injection biting her neck, and then her entire body turned warm. “Oslo, hit it,” she heard Rose say, followed by, “goodnight Prezz.”

      Preslan’s eyes slid closed. Darkness prevailed.

      But only for a moment.

      Bright light slammed her eyes, and she lifted her hand to shade herself from it, squinting at the intensity. A light, warm wind swept across her skin, along with motes of dust kicked up from the ground. She couldn’t see much until her eyes adjusted, so she remained still, listening for any sound that might seem dangerous.

      She heard rustling leaves all around. Water trickling on her left. A deep rumble somewhere behind her. A rhythmic clomping up ahead. Her heart sank. This wasn’t Joseph’s cabin in the woods. It was too hot. Too dry. And the sounds were all wrong.

      It wasn’t all bad news. She was...somewhere. Oslo hadn’t shut off the machine and Rose hadn’t stimulated her out of her induced sleep. Her moiety was active. But who was running this show?

      “Joseph?” she said out loud, hoping she was in the right place, and he had simply changed the surroundings. Something else from his memories maybe?

      There was no response. The clomping in front of her was getting louder. So was the rumble from behind. Her eyes were adjusting, and she could see she was standing on a road, the pavement cracked and broken, with short vegetation growing in the many cracks. A quick glance to the left showed a treeline; there had to be a stream behind it. To the right, the silhouette of buildings like the blocks of Metro, only they were all in bad shape, shattered and tumbled down. Where was she?

      She tried to look up, barely getting a glimpse at the blue sky and the bright light within it before having to look away again. It reminded her of the atmospherics, but this definitely wasn’t Metro.

      Was this...Earth?

      She had only seen Earth in the PiNet archives. It was like a movie set to her, a computer generated place that only existed in ones and zeroes. But Joseph had been there. Had lived there. He could put it back together in the synthetic at one hundred percent.

      But why would he choose a place like this?

      It seemed desolate and destroyed. Earth as it was when he had run from it, not as he had known it when he spent summers with his grandfather William in the cabin.

      She continued squinting, keeping her hand over her eyes. The ground ahead looked like water, the heat rising from it. She was pretty sure she saw something just beyond it. A roundish form that seemed to be coming her way. The rumble was also getting louder behind her, and she  turned her head back to see if she could spot the source.

      “What the—?” she started to say, eyes landing on a large iron frame, pushed ahead by a massive vehicle that vaguely resembled the APCs below the Law Office. The front of the machine was spewing smoke, the tires crunching the old pavement and a huge engine straining to keep the thing in motion.

      It was headed right for her, with no indication it was going to slow down.

      “Joseph?” Preslan said again, frozen with surprise.

      She had just enough time to be aware of something beside her, and then she was yanked out of the path of the vehicle, lifted too easily and held as the machine lumbered past.

      Looking down, she saw brown and white speckled hair beneath the side of a leather saddle, a pair of legs and hooves part of the four clomping across the surface.

      Loud cracks rang out, something buzzing past her ear. She didn’t have time to react before she was falling back to the ground, landing hard and rolling to a stop on her stomach. She looked up in time to see the horse whirl around, the man riding it pulling a large gun from a holster on his hip with a scuffed metal hand. Her gaze shifted from him to his target as he aimed the weapon, noticing the two men on the back of the truck, already shooting at them.

      The man’s gun made a booming crack when he fired it. Once. Twice. The two men on the truck reacted like they were punched in the gut, and they fell over, letting gravity and momentum determine where their corpses landed.

      The vehicle sped up then, the engine roaring louder as it tried to get away. The man on the horse was having none of it. He adjusted his aim and emptied the revolver, the bullets punching into the driver’s side of the truck. A moment later, it veered off the path and onto the dirt beside it, the iron frame catching on the corner and the entire vehicle lifting off the ground, rolling twice before coming to rest on its side in a huge cloud of dirt.

      The man holstered the revolver in a blink before swinging one leg over the saddle horn and sliding down off the saddle. He turned to Preslan, who pulled herself back to her feet, squaring off against him.

      “Joseph?” she asked. The man didn’t look like Joseph. He was shorter, but handsome in his own way. He looked like a seasoned warrior. The kind of person whose experiences had turned him into something so much more than what he started with. It made him more interesting than his face would otherwise suggest.

      He walked over to her without concern, though his hands hovered close to the revolvers on his hips, even though one of them was empty. He had plenty of rounds on bandoliers slung over a black vest and brown shirt and beneath a long duster.

      “Who’s Joseph?” he asked.

      “A friend of mine,” Preslan replied. “I’m looking for him.”

      “Mmmm,” the man said. “What kind of man is Joseph?”

      “I don’t know what you mean?”

      “There are two types of people left in this world,” he said. “The givers and the takers. Which one is your friend?”

      Preslan smiled. “He’s a giver. For sure. He nearly gave his life to save our ship. Twice.”

      “Ship?” the man said, more than a little surprised at the word. “What ship?”

      “Pioneer. Do you know where I am?”

      The man flinched, eyebrows lowering. “I’m not sure I know where I am,” he replied. He took his eyes off her, spinning a slow circle to take in their surroundings. “I thought I was awake, but now…I don’t think I am. Is this a trick?”

      “Trick?”

      “Shub-nigu, are you here?” He froze as if he was waiting for the clouds to speak.

      “I came here to find my friend Joseph. I think he might be in trouble.”

      “If he’s here, he’s in trouble,” the man agreed. “Nothing ever goes well in this place.”

      “Do you know where we are?”

      “I’m starting to. But I’ve never been here with anyone else before. What was your name again?”

      “I haven’t told you my name yet. It’s Preslan.”

      “Preslan,” the man repeated. “Interesting. You’re on the network. Where are you now? Physically?”

      “I told you. Pioneer. Deep space. You haven’t told me your name.”

      “Deep space. Pioneer.” The man rubbed his chin. “I’ll be damned. How did you get on the network?”

      “What network?”

      “The Relyeh Collective. If you’re here, you must know about the Relyeh.”

      “I know about Iagorth.”

      The man shook his head. “That name isn’t familiar.”

      “Iagorth, Devourer of Worlds. Joseph called it a Relyeh. It tried to take Pioneer twice. Joseph and the Guardians stopped it.”

      “Guardians. I know another Guardian from a different ship.”

      “How?”

      “Long story, and we probably don’t have a lot of time. There’s something strange going on here. Something I haven’t experienced before. Maybe your Joseph is the reason. It seems Shub-nigu is distracted. That’s probably good for us, and bad for your friend.”

      “He’s making Iagorth’s moieties create a time dilation Pioneer is trapped in. But I don’t think Joseph’s doing it.”

      The man didn’t look happy. “Shub-nigu must be using him. Probably tricking him into thinking this place is real. You’re right, we need to find him.”

      “How?”

      The man whistled, and his horse trotted over to him. He climbed easily into the saddle, sliding forward to allow Preslan room behind him and extending his metal hand. “Are you coming?”

      She reached up and took it. “You still haven’t told me your name, swinging up behind him.”

      “Name’s Duke,” he replied. “Sheriff Hayden Duke.”
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      The Sheriff guided his horse back to the road, heading the stallion in the same direction he had been traveling. The direction from which the truck had appeared. He rode loose, his metal hand on the reins, the other resting on the handle of his revolver.

      Preslan wrapped an arm around his chest so she wouldn’t fall off, the memories of the riding sims at Slim’s mingling with the earthy smell of the strange traveler who had found her. This whole experience was strange and frightening, but there was something equally intoxicating about it. Another adventure, one that seemed more real than any she’d experienced inside Cray.

      She was only silent for the first minute or so while she absorbed all of the inputs to her senses. The Sheriff didn’t speak during that time either. She got the feeling he understood her distress. If they were in another place outside of time and space, he had probably been through the same.

      “Sheriff,” she said at last. “Can you tell me more about the Collective?”

      His eyes shifted to look back at her for a moment. “Natalia would have been better at explaining it, but I’ll give it my best shot. The Relyeh are able to communicate in real-time across the galaxy. From one side to the other, every part they’ve already moved into, and that’s quite a lot. Thousands of light years of distance. You see, they have this belief that they’re destined to dominate the entire universe, to enslave the weak for food.”

      “Iagorth tried to enslave the people of Metro,” Preslan said. “He put his moieties in the head of every citizen.”

      “You’ve got an ick in you?”

      “A what?”

      “That’s what Nat always called it. It’s an organ, like a lung or a kidney, covered in microscopic branches, kind of like a tree or the dendrites on a nerve. But it exists in this universe, and in another, much smaller one. The branches on the ick phase between the two, passing signals from one into the other. Don’t ask me about the science; that isn’t my specialty.”

      “I’m an engineer,” Preslan offered. “I think I understand.”

      The Sheriff looked back at  her again, smiling slightly. “Nat was an engineer.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “What happens to all givers sooner or later,” he replied. “They’re taken away.”

      The statement sent a wave of sadness and cold through Preslan. She could feel the man’s hurt in his words. She swallowed it, staying focused on her task. “Joseph said Iagorth communicated with his moieties across something he called a quantum bridge. But do you think he meant the Collective?”

      “Most likely, but different Relyeh, they have their own subnetworks. I’ve never heard of one communicating with itself like that. And I’m not familiar with the term moieties.”

      “It’s a chemistry term. But it basically means pieces. Iagorth’s consciousness is spread across the universe in pieces. Joseph said he’s devoured dozens of worlds. Killed trillions of intelligent species.”

      “He sounds like a singular version of the Relyeh as a whole. But this is Shub-nigu’s domain. If Joseph is here, it means the Archive is able to reach him through the Collective. But if it never has before, it makes me wonder what the relationship is between Shub and Iagorth.”

      “Who’s this Shub-nigu?”

      “One of the oldest and most powerful of the Relyeh. He watches over all of the Ancients, monitoring their progress and collecting information. None of the other Relyeh can absorb as much data from the Collective as he does. I don’t think he involves himself directly in their conquest, but I can’t be sure. More often or not, I wind up here when I sleep. Sometimes he’s here. Sometimes he isn’t. Most times, I’m not in control of my surroundings. Right now, I seem to be, at least subconsciously. That’s why I say he’s distracted.”

      “Because of Joseph?”

      “Good chance of that.”

      “How do we find them?”

      “We were attacked from this direction. I’m guessing it’s because we’re on the right path. And instinct drew me this way. My gut’s usually right.”

      “I know where Joseph and I are,” Preslan said. “Sort of. Somewhere in the universe. Where are you right now? Your physical self, I mean.”

      “Earth,” the Sheriff replied, surprising her.

      “Earth? We’ve been in space for over a hundred years. I thought everyone on Earth would be long gone by now.”

      “Not quite. The Relyeh don’t invade planets to destroy them completely.”

      “Iagorth does.”

      He looked back at her. “I can’t imagine Shub-nigu would like that too much. Without fear, the Relyeh can’t survive.”

      “Iagorth does,” Preslan repeated. “Though he wanted to keep the population of Metro for food. There must be some nuance to that.”

      “Mmmm,” the Sheriff agreed. “I wasn’t expecting anything like this when I dropped my hat over my eyes, that’s for sure.” He raised his hand away from his gun, pointing ahead. “Looks like we’re making progress.”

      A large shape had appeared in the distance. A huge torus becoming visible through the haze. “It looks like an Axon ship.”

      “You know the Axon?” the Sheriff asked.

      “They tried to take Pioneer too.”

      The Sheriff laughed. “You haven’t had it easy.”

      “You have no idea. How do you know the Axon?“

      “I haven’t had it easy, either.”

      He didn’t seem to want to offer too much by way of detail, but Preslan didn’t push. He seemed focused on helping her find Joseph, and that was the most important thing. If he really was on Earth, there wasn’t much he could do to help her outside of here anyway, regardless of what he did or didn’t know.

      “One thing I haven’t told you,” Preslan said. “I’ve only got one hour, and then the people on my ship are going to pull me out of here.”

      “Forty-five minutes to go then,” the Sheriff replied. “We’ve already burned about fifteen. But assuming your friend is in there, we should have time.”

      “He’s in hibernation. He won’t wake when I do. The reason I mentioned it is because if we don’t get to him in time and I can’t stay, I hope you’ll try to help him.”

      “I’ll help him,” the Sheriff replied. “That’s what I do.”

      Preslan leaned in, hugging him from behind. “I’m still not sure if you’re even real, but thank you.”

      “My pleasure, ma’am. Hold on a little tighter, if you’re on borrowed time, we can speed things up a little bit.”

      Preslan squeezed him a little harder as he took the reigns in both hands and uttered, “Yeup,”  gently digging his heels into the horse’s flanks. The stallion immediately responded,  springing into a gallop, hoofbeats thundering along the broken road.

      The huge torus began to loom larger, growing in height as it touched down in the middle of the open road ahead of them. Completely out of place compared to the rest of the landscape, its exterior was a brushed, matte metal that reminded Preslan of the smaller Intellects. The workers.

      There were no obvious openings in the structure, but the Sheriff didn’t seem concerned. He rode right up to the base of the object before coming to a stop, head tilting upward to its zenith, nearly fifty meters in the air. They had covered what seemed like kilometers in a matter of minutes. Faster than Preslan had thought horses could run. But then, her understanding of the creatures was pretty limited.

      “There’s no way inside,” she said as the Sheriff guided his horse along the perimeter.

      “Doesn’t appear to be,” he agreed. “It’s a good thing Shub-nigu is distracted. Let’s dismount here.”

      He helped Preslan slide off the horse before jumping down beside her. He patted the stallion on the rear, and it wandered away to graze. “Here,” he said, holding out a pistol. It was different from his revolvers. More like the ones the Guardians carried. “It’s a plasma blaster. Three hundred rounds. Aim and squeeze.”

      Preslan took it. “You never asked me if I’ve fired a gun before.”

      “I know you have by the way you reacted to my shooting earlier. Folks who haven’t been around guns are more afraid of them.” He pulled one of his revolvers in his natural hand.

      “How are we going to get in?” she asked.

      The Sheriff walked over to the structure. Then he reared back and delivered a blow to the side of the object with his metal fist, leaving a noticeable dent in it. Smashing it three more times, the metal gave way, parting inward as his hand sank through it. He yanked it out, grabbing part of the punctured side and tearing a hole in the craft’s skin.

      It was like something out of the cartoons Preslan had watched on the PiNet. The Sheriff continued pulling the metal aside until there was space for both of them to slip through. He glanced back at her and smiled. “I couldn’t do that in the real world,” he admitted. “But the rules are different here, and with Shub-nigu occupied, I get to bend them.”

      He stepped through the sheared metal ahead of her. Drawing his revolver, he swept the corridor they entered into, tucking the gun away when he saw it was clear.

      The passageway was simple and sparse, the same brushed metal extending in both directions and following the curve of the torus. The Sheriff stood transfixed for long enough Preslan was about to ask him what he was doing. Then he pointed to the right. “That way.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      “That’s what my gut tells me.”

      She nodded, accepting his high opinion of his instincts. Whether he was a construct she had created in her moiety or a real Sheriff back on Earth, she didn’t have a better option than to trust his feelings too.

      She followed him along the corridor, keeping her pistol pointed forward but toward the deck, finger on the guard. The Sheriff strode confidently, his walk slightly bowed from a lot of riding. They remained in the clear over the next ten minutes. They also remained stuck in the same turning corridor, with no sign of entry to anything else.

      “Sheriff, how are we going to find Joseph like this?”

      “Hmmm,” the Sheriff replied. “Pozz. This isn’t working.” He exhaled a strong breath. “I’m going to try something. It might not go well for us.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Stay alert,” he said in reply, dropping to a knee. He lowered his head, his hat casting his face in shadow as he put his natural hand to the floor.

      The walls of the torus rippled around them as if they were made of liquid and someone had thrown a rock at them. The alien structure began to fade and alter. Looking back at the Sheriff, Preslan saw beads of sweat forming on his brow, his jaw clenching from the effort. What was he doing?

      Trying to change things, she realized. To take away this one part of Shub-nigu’s Construct he didn’t understand and replace it with something he did. There were sure to be consequences.

      He groaned, his strength obviously waning, the brushed metal walls around them slowly changing shape, the torus reshaping itself into what appeared to be a half-collapsed city. Ramshackle buildings lined the street, along with rusted vehicles, rubble and garbage. One of the buildings had a light hanging outside, currently lit. Preslan heard music coming from inside.

      A tall, intact building—larger than any of the blocks in Metro—rose up further in the distance. It had a triangular top like a pyramid, and it seemed to lord over the rest of the decaying metropolis. The whole thing continued to shiver, and Preslan didn’t know if the new scene would prevail or shift back into the torus.

      “Stop fighting me, damn it!” the Sheriff growled, slamming his metal fist onto the ground. It kicked up a cloud of dirt as it sank into the earth, causing the entire place  to quake.

      “Sheriff!” Preslan shouted. The Sheriff didn’t respond. His face was red and sweaty, his chest heaving. She stepped forward and put her hand on his shoulder.

      Pain ran up her arm and raced to her head, her eyes losing sight of the city the Sheriff had created, replaced with a view of the inside of a small room. Half a dozen Axon Intellect soldiers had piled on top of the Sheriff, pinning him down. A hologram floated in the space above them, showing a clear view of a Bayonet.

      With Joseph in the cockpit.

      “Preslan,” the Sheriff said in a strained voice. “Talk...to him. He doesn’t...know me. He won’t respond.” He tried to throw the Intellects off, but they seemed more like lead weights than intelligent machines.

      “Joe,” she said. “Joe, it’s me, Preslan. Joe, can you hear me?”

      “Preslan?” Joseph replied, his voice echoing from everywhere in the small container.

      “Yes, it’s me. I’m here. You need to stop fighting Sheriff Duke and let him help you.”

      “Sheriff Duke? The…the other voice?”

      “Yes. Let him help you. Pioneer is in trouble.”

      “It’s gone, Prezz. The Axon destroyed it. They’re taking you away. You and Grant and West.”

      “No, I’m here, Joe. I’m here in Shub-nigu’s Construct with the Sheriff.”

      Joseph was silent for a moment. Then one of the Intellects pulled away from the Sheriff. It reached for her. She backed away, just barely escaping its grab.

      “You’re a liar!” Joseph shouted. “I saw everyone get on the ship, Prezz. I knew all the people with you. I’ve never heard of any damned Sheriff Duke.”

      “Joseph, stop, damn it! What you’re seeing isn’t real. Your mind is playing tricks on you. Not me.”

      The Intellect grabbed for her again. She ducked away, running out of room in the spacecraft. She needed something that would make him believe her. Something she could say that an Axon wouldn’t know to say.

      Not say. Sing. She sucked in some air and belted out the first few words of the song she had written for him. “From the first time I saw you, I knew we had a connection|Not the quick flash of arcing sparks|A total reflection.|I—” Her voice cut off when the Intellect grabbed her throat.

      “Prezz?” Joseph said. “It’s you, isn’t it? It has to be. I believe you. I trust you.”

      Only Preslan didn’t hear him say any of it. The Intellect crushed her throat in its powerful grip. She woke with a start in the Research Module.
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      “Prezz?” Joseph said again, his eyes locked on the Axon starship ahead. Again, she didn’t answer. But she had asked him to trust her. She had sung to him, the emotion in her voice too real, too natural to be a trick. She had told him to believe in Sheriff Duke, whoever he was.

      His mind burned, an outside fire pushing in on it, trying to overcome the synthetic. Sheriff Duke had tried to talk to him too, at almost the same time he began to feel the heat. If he believed Preslan, if this wasn’t reality, then maybe the fire was the Sheriff trying to break him out of his cage. And if he let the fire in…

      He stopped resisting, settling back in the cockpit and closing his eyes. The heat overwhelmed him instantly, but it didn’t hurt like he expected. It tingled instead, a weird shiver going down his spine. And then he felt warmth. Not internal. External.

      “Joseph Cross?” someone said.

      He opened his eyes. A metal hand was outstretched toward him. It was scuffed and slightly charred, too primitive to belong to an Axon. He followed it up an equally robotic arm to the shoulder, where it vanished beneath a brown duster. His eyes tracked up from there, to the stubbled, slightly weathered face of a man he didn’t know.

      “I’m Sheriff Hayden Duke,” the man said. “Come on, we aren’t out of this yet.”

      Joseph took the Sheriff’s hand, letting himself be pulled easily to his feet. “Where am I?” he asked. “Where’s Preslan?”

      “Your people pulled her out,” the Sheriff replied. “You got a little too close to killing her.” He put up his hand before Joseph could react. “Don’t worry, I’m sure she’s fine. They had her monitored. But it means it’s just you and me in here now.”

      “Where is here?” Joseph looked around. He wasn’t in the Bayonet anymore. He wasn’t even in space. “This looks like Earth.”

      “It is,” the Sheriff said. “Preslan said you’re a Guardian.”

      “That’s right. Guardian Prime.”

      “So you’re an Earther too. Good. This is a Relyeh Construct. You’ve been in one before?”

      Joseph nodded. “I have my own. A cabin in the woods, where I used to go fishing with my grandfather, William. I couldn’t figure out why I couldn’t access it.”

      “You can’t enter a Construct inside another Construct,” the Sheriff said. “This one belongs to a Relyeh Ancient called Shub-nigu. He’s one of the oldest and most powerful.” The Sheriff stopped talking, eyes shifting to the distance. Joseph turned to look. A dark mass had cleared the horizon and was rushing toward them.

      “Trife,” Joseph said, recognizing the shape of the slick immediately.

      “Shub-nigu wants something from you,” the Sheriff said. “He gave you access to the Construct so you would shape it into something you believed was real. That left it open for me to do something similar.”

      “How do you know all of this?” Joseph asked, still tracking the trife.

      “I’ve been part of this for a while now,” the Sheriff replied. “I’m sorry you are. Preslan said you’re on one of the generation ships in deep space. Why didn’t you go to Proxima?”

      “Proxima? I don’t understand.”

      “We can’t stay here,” the Sheriff said. “Now that we’re together, Shub-nigu is going to want to get us out. Or at least he’ll want to get me out while he tries to finish whatever he was using you for. We need to cut you off from the Construct.”

      “How?”

      “You need to wake up on Pioneer. He can’t cross the Collective unless you’re asleep. And he can’t hurt you if you’re prepared.”

      “I’m not asleep, I’m in hibernation. I can’t wake myself up. Maybe Preslan will get Keesh to do it.”

      The Sheriff shook his head. “That could be bad. You’re in a deeper state of rest. Coming out that abruptly might be a problem. It’s why they sent Preslan in to find you. You need to wake up on your own.”

      “How? I told you, my body is in stasis. I can’t just force myself up.”

      “No?” the Sheriff asked, raising an eyebrow. “Look where we are, Joe. And then tell me something can’t be done.”

      Joseph smiled at the response. The trife were getting close, the slick less than half a klick away. “In that case, I guess I’ll be going now. Thanks for helping Preslan, Sheriff.”

      “Pozz,” he replied. “Try to figure out what Shub-nigu wants. And stay alert. Between the Relyeh and the Axon, it’s not as safe out there as it should be.”

      “Yeah, I kind of figured that out. I will.” Joseph closed his eyes, willing himself to wake up. When he opened them again, Sheriff Duke was still standing there, and the trife were still getting closer. “It didn’t work.”

      “I see that,” the Sheriff replied. “I don’t think it’s as easy as thinking about it. He rubbed at his chin with his metal hand. “It needs to be something you believe in. For someone like you, I think you need to earn it.”

      “How?”

      The Sheriff offered a wry smile, and then pointed to the oncoming slick of trife. Joseph looked back at them, and then past them. Another shape had appeared on the horizon.

      Pioneer.

      “Are you kidding?” he said.

      “Don’t look at me, Joe,” the Sheriff replied. “You put it there.” He reached under his duster to his back, removing a plasma rifle from under the coat and handing it toward Joseph. “Here.”

      “What about you?” Joseph asked, taking the gun.

      The Sheriff tapped the handles of his revolvers. “Don’t worry about me. I told you, I’ve been doing this for a while now. Remember, this is Shub-nigu’s Construct, but he gave you the ability to shape it. That doesn’t mean he isn’t going to try to stop you from leaving. So the fight isn’t just out there against those trife. It’s in your head too. And you can’t stand up to him for long. Neither of us can.”

      “What happens if I don’t make it?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t want you to find out.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’m not leaving unless you do.”

      “Why would you do that for me?”

      “Anybody who's an enemy of Shub-nigu is a best friend of mine. You want to try to go around or just head straight through?”

      Joseph looked back at the trife, the front line of the slick only a couple hundred meters away. “I need to earn it, right?”

      “Pozz.”

      “Let’s go through.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Cross

          

        

      

    

    
      ???

      “Here they come,” the Sheriff said, hands still hovering over his revolvers. He hadn’t drawn them yet, even though the trife were only a hundred meters away and coming fast.

      It was hard to get a complete count of them without eyes in the sky. The USSF called the trife demons or bugs, but it had never been more true than now. By the sound of their claws scraping the street and the hisses escaping their mouths, Joseph guessed there were close to a thousand.

      Against two.

      What the hell was he thinking?

      Maybe going around them was the better choice.

      He hefted the plasma rifle, setting it to stream and moving his finger to the trigger. The Sheriff had told him he had control over this place. He called it a Construct. It was as good a term as any.

      “Why’d you have to drag me into this?” a voice beside him said.

      Joseph looked to his right. William was standing beside him in a plaid shirt and overalls, a shotgun in his hands.

      “Your grandfather?” the Sheriff asked.

      “Yeah,” Joseph replied. “Bad choice?”

      “Better than nothing. And a good idea.”

      The trife closed to fifty meters.

      “This is crazy,” William said beside him.

      “You say that a lot.”

      Thirty meters.

      “No, you say that a lot, through me. You’re at second-level meta now, you little shit.”

      Ten meters.

      “Shut up and start shooting,” Joseph said, opening fire.

      William raised the shotgun and fired, hitting the front line of trife as they reached five meters. The Sheriff whipped his revolvers from his hips, holding them akimbo and emptying them in less than a second. A dozen rounds dropped more than a dozen trife as some of the bullets passed through one and into another.

      The Sheriff spun the guns on his index finger, opening the cylinders with his thumb, grabbing a pair of loaders from his bandolier and slipping them in. He slapped the cylinder closed and cocked the hammer, reloading and firing again almost faster than Joseph could follow.

      “You make the rules,” the Sheriff reminded him.

      Joseph began spewing plasma like a flamethrower, gouts of energy swallowing nearly fifty trife in two seconds. William kept shooting beside him, his shotgun carrying infinite shells. They dropped like insects, splattered apart or melted by the assault, the front line collapsing under the defense.

      “If we make the rules, why are you reloading?” he asked.

      “I like to,” the Sheriff replied.

      Joseph smirked. He had an instant liking for the man.  “Keep it up, pops,” he said, talking to William.

      “My finger only moves so fast,” William replied.

      The trio continued shooting, dozens of trife falling ahead of them. But their initial success was fading fast, the onslaught of creatures quickly showing signs of overwhelming them. It started when one of the trife made it to William, slashing its claws across his arm, the razor blade nails shearing clean through flesh, muscle and bone and severing the appendage. It continued when the Sheriff didn’t have time to reload, and he holstered the revolver on his augmented side and began bashing the trife with his fist, sending them flying back and into one another, knocking down dozens.

      Joseph continued blasting the demons with his never-ending plasma, but even the trife falling to it were getting closer and closer. He needed to do something, or he was going to fail before he even got started.

      “I make the rules,” he said to himself. The plasma rifle vanished from his hand, an M61 Vulcan replacing it, on a mount dug into the earth to keep it stable. He took the handle and pressed down on the trigger, turning the weapon as it barked out rounds that sent three rows of trife to the ground in seconds. Joseph smiled as he tore them apart, hundreds dying with each pass, pushing the front line of trife back. William shifted his shotgun to his remaining hand without complaint, resting the stock against his blood stained coveralls. The Sheriff reloaded his revolvers, holding his fire while Joseph handled the threat.

      For a moment, he thought he had it all figured out. But then the Vulcan suddenly clicked empty, the belt unexpectedly depleted. He remembered the other thing the Sheriff had said. Shub-nigu wasn’t going to let him out easily. He had expected the alien to be more blunt in its efforts instead of subtly taking away his ammunition.

      The trife surged forward again. In the distance, another host of enemies appeared from around the sides of broken buildings. Joseph shivered when he saw the xaxkluth, the many-tentacled creatures dwarfing the trife and approaching in a hurry.

      “Sheriff?” Joseph said, his confidence vanishing as quickly as he had gained it.

      “I’ll distract them,” the Sheriff said. “You make a break for it.”

      “How are you going to distract them?” Joseph asked.

      The ground started to shake, the first vibration seemingly causing the entire battle to come to a sudden halt as the trife seized up, their heads lifting to look at something at Joseph’s back.

      He turned his head slowly, keeping one eye on the enemy while he joined them in their gawking. “Goliath?” he said, eyes widening at the sight of the giant behind him.

      It looked similar to the Frankenstein’s monster Rose had made, only much, much bigger. Nearly twenty meters tall, it towered over them, a humanoid composed of mottled skin and exposed muscle, long and lean, with a massive jaw that hung wide open. It’s hands were equally large, and Joseph watched in fascination as it stooped over him and reached down, scooping up a handful of trife and carrying them to its mouth where it quickly devoured them.

      “I’ve got a sidekick too,” the Sheriff said with a smile. “Now get!”

      Joseph and William broke to the right. A number of trife tried to follow, but a titanic hand came down to block them, slapping dozens of the creatures away. Joseph heard the Sheriff’s revolver firing again and again, twelve rounds and then a quick pause, twelve more rounds and then another quick pause.

      He reached an alley between two half-collapsed structures, glancing back to see the Goliath step forward, shaking the ground again as it crushed more of the trife beneath its feet. Rushing toward the oncoming xaxkluth, he powered through the slick as if it were nothing.

      Joseph didn’t linger to watch the fight. He raced around the other side of the building, William right behind him, making it to the next street over. Pioneer still waited for him in the distance, a symbol of freedom.

      The path ahead was clear, but for how long? He could hear the trife claws on the street behind him, breaking away from the Goliath and running in his direction.

      “Here, Joey,” William said, handing him the shotgun. “You need this more than I do.”

      His grandfather vanished the moment Joseph accepted the weapon, erased from the fight by Shub-nigu.

      “Too slow, asshole,” Joseph yelled at the Relyeh Ancient, pumping shells into the shotgun’s chamber. “You’re not keeping me here.”

      He dashed forward toward Pioneer, looking to his left as he reached the first alley. The trife were closing fast, chasing after him. Behind them, the Goliath met the xaxkluth, groaning loudly as dozens of tentacles latched onto its limbs, while it returned the favor by grabbing one of the creatures by its face, crushing its primary eyes in its massive fist.

      The Goliath was big and strong but it wouldn’t last long against the largest xaxkluth. Fortunately, it didn’t need to. Joseph just had to get to the ship and he could wake up.

      He increased his speed, suddenly bursting ahead as if he had employed an afterburner. He made it past the next street ahead of the trife, powering toward his goal. A sharp crack sounded up ahead. He looked up just in time to see a ten-story building leaning toward the street directly in front of him. He had a split second to decide whether to try to outrun its descent or slow down. He accelerated and then thought better of it. He had to go back around.

      Groups of trife suddenly began emerging from the alleys and streets, closing on him. He twisted and opened fire with the shotgun, each shell spewing an overabundant volume of buckshot that cut down twenty creatures with one blast. He was starting to get the hang of altering the Construct to his advantage.

      But for every change he made, Shub-nigu countered it. The next wave of trife were armored more heavily, their flesh a hard carapace, their limbs thicker and stronger. Joseph’s shotgun blasts only killed one or two with each round, and in moments he was in danger of being overrun.

      He only heard the roaring thunder a few seconds before it was on top of him. Whipping his head to the left, he saw the Sheriff riding toward him on a motorcycle, one hand steering while the other held a revolver. The Sheriff quickly unloaded the weapon into half a dozen targets before tossing the weapon into the air, the spent casings dropping out of the cylinder as it went up. The Sheriff tossed a fresh speedloader up to meet it, snapping the bullets in as the revolver fell back down. It was something out of a bad movie, only possible in this place.

      Watching the spectacle nearly lost Joseph’s head. A sharp hiss alerted him to the trife on his right, and he turned just in time to catch its teeth on the shotgun barrel. He squeezed the trigger, blowing its head off, along with the head of the trife behind it.

      Another demon came at him from the left, dropped by a bullet from the Sheriff’s revolver before it could get near him. A third came from overhead, hit by the Sheriff on the way down. Joseph blasted another trife in front of him, looking to the slick still streaming their way.

      It was no use. There were too many for them to overcome.

      The Sheriff pulled the motorcycle alongside Joseph. “You ride?” he asked.

      “Affirmative,” Joseph replied.

      The Sheriff jumped off. “Straight through. Don’t slow down for anything. I’ll cover you.”

      Joseph tossed the Sheriff his shotgun and climbed onto the bike, taking the handlebars as the other man started shooting trife, keeping them momentarily at bay.

      “Go!” the Sheriff shouted, the shotgun changing in his hands to a weapon Joseph had never seen before. He pointed it at the line of trife and depressed the trigger. Joseph didn’t see anything launch from the gun, but a moment later the trife had a burned hole in its head. So did five or six behind it. The Sheriff noticed he was still there, his face indignant. “Laser rifle. Impossible to find outside of a Construct. Now move it, Marine. I want to wake up.”

      Joseph twisted the throttle, taking off like a rocket, directly toward the horde of trife. They reached out for him as he passed, claws slashing at him, trying to rip him off the bike. Still covering him from further back, the Sheriff dropped row after row of the creatures ahead of him, creating a lane of travel that drifted slowly to the left.

      The trife on the right managed to get their claws on him, slashing at armor he didn’t have a moment earlier. He could feel their nails sinking into the protection, some of them reaching through to his flesh. He ignored the pain of the gathering wounds, following the path the Sheriff created for him, getting closer and closer to Pioneer.

      A ramp extended from the ship, connecting the main hangar to the ground. Joseph angled toward it. All he had to do was stay on target.

      He turned the throttle up, the motorcycle vibrating beneath him, giving him every ounce of power it had. He shot through the trife, ignoring the pain of the claws that cut him, gritting his teeth and leaning forward to mitigate the air resistance punching him in the face. He was going to make it. He wouldn’t accept any other outcome.

      He shot through the last of the trife a few seconds later, breaking into a short stretch of open terrain before the ramp and freedom. He slowed, gearing down so he wouldn’t hit the ramp too hard and wipe out when he was so close. He was only a few seconds away, sensing that once he reached the hangar he would emerge from the Construct into reality.

      He never saw the tentacle coming. It grabbed the back wheel of the motorcycle, bringing it to a sudden stop and swinging it into the air. The force sucked all the air from Joseph’s lungs, and threw him from the bike. A second tentacle grabbed him in midair, crushing his ribs with a sickening crack. A jagged bone ripped through his lung, blood spurting from his mouth as he was spun around, turned until he was face-to-face with one of the xaxkluth.

      The creature didn’t speak. It just stared at him with its huge eyes.  Wracked with pain and unable to get a full breath, Joseph sputtered blood into the creature’s face. He knew it was Shub-nigu sending a message. He wasn’t getting out of this place. Not while the Relyeh Ancient still had need of him.

      Joseph’s head dropped forward, his vision blurring. He would wake up somewhere else. Somewhere he thought was real but wasn’t, and he wouldn’t know it. He had to remember. He had to...no, he lifted his head, defiantly staring into the xaxkluth’s many eyes. He wasn’t going to go out on a wave of weakness. He had control over that much at least.

      A glint in the reflection of the creature’s dark orbs caught his attention. He squinted to see it better, suddenly confused by the sight of a winged unicorn dropping toward the xaxkluth, its head bowed, Preslan on its back, holding tight to its mane. She was dressed in what appeared to be a racing jumpsuit, a big grin on her face.

      Had this place driven him completely insane?

      The xaxkluth saw her too, a tentacle snapping out toward her. A loud crack, and the limb vanished in a spray of blood, shot by the Sheriff from somewhere in the distance. Preslan’s unicorn slipped past the rest of the tentacles with the Sheriff’s help, its horn stabbing into the  creature’s center eye, hooves slamming into the smaller optic membranes surrounding it.

      Brandishing a sword, Preslan jumped from the unicorn, twisting in the air and bringing the blade down on the tentacle holding Joseph. It sliced straight through, and he found himself falling.

      He landed smoothly on his feet, wounds vanishing and breathing returning to normal as he seized back the Construct from Shub-nigu. Preslan landed beside him. “A unicorn?” he said, grinning.

      “I told you I always liked the unicorn racing sim,” she replied. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      They ran for the ramp. Joseph looked back over his shoulder. The xaxkluth that had grabbed him was dead, killed by the flying unicorn, which had gone after another target. The Sheriff had managed to get onto one of the rooftops, and he stood and waved his metal arm, somehow seeing him looking. Joseph offered a quick wave back as he and Preslan scaled the ramp.

      He reached the threshold, falling to his knees and closing his eyes, willing himself to wake up.

      And then he did.
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      Pioneer. Guardian Module. 02.14.2160. 2300 hours.

      The gel began draining from the stasis pod the moment the system realized Joseph was awake. While it could have injected more sedative to force him back into hibernation, the suddenness of his change in state had tripped the failsafe.

      His heart raced, his muscles were tight  as he looked through the gel at the pod’s lid, waiting impatiently for it to open. This whole experience had frightened him more than he wanted to admit. He wasn’t sure what was happening to Pioneer. Only that Preslan warned him he was doing something to it during his slumber. He was supposed to protect the ship. He didn’t want to do anything to harm it.

      The gel drained  below his face as it was sucked back into storage. He reached up and wiped the remainder out of his eyes, blinking to clear the remaining film. He sucked in the cool, fresh air, careful not to overdo it. The lid finally began to rise, swinging open and setting him free.

      Climbing out, Joseph gritted his teeth when his cold feet hit the floor, his muscles more sore than he expected, as if what he had done in the Construct had affected his body here. The upside was that he also had his sense of balance, and he was able to dress quickly. Then he reached inward, searching for the cabin through a throbbing headache.

      “Welcome back to the land of the living, Joey,” William said, appearing in his old rocking chair.

      “Are you okay?” Joseph asked his grandfather.

      “Back’s a little tight. And I’m not too happy about this.” He held up his arm. The hand the trife had severed was still missing. How was that possible?

      “Can you fix it?”

      “Probably.”

      Joseph was about to try doing just that when the door leading into the chamber slid open.  He was surprised to see West coming to meet him. And she was walking.

      “I’m fine, by the way,” William said inside the cabin. “Look.” He waved his hand. “Good as new.”

      Joseph ignored him. “Keesh,” he said, smiling. “You have—” She interrupted him by throwing her arms around his neck in a tight embrace. He wrapped his arms around her. “You have legs.”

      “Joe. I’m so glad you’re okay,” she said, squeezing him once more and then backing away. “You are okay, right?”

      He nodded. “A little sore, but nothing serious. How’s Preslan? What’s happening to Pioneer? How did you get here so fast? And where did you get the legs?” The questions came out rapid-fire, partly because of his excitement at seeing her, partly because of his worry for Preslan and the ship, and partly because he was still amped up from everything that  had just happened.

      “Slow down, Prime,” she said, quickly changing the conversation from personal to professional. “Preslan’s on her way to Metro General. But she’s going to be alright.”

      “Going to be?”

      “It put a lot of strain on her body going back for you. Rose told her not to do it, but you know Prezz. She doesn’t listen to anybody when it comes to helping her friends.”

      “I know a few people like that,” Joseph said. “Rose is still alive?”

      West laughed. “Ninety-seven years old, and still full of fire.”

      “So I’ve been under for five years.”

      “That’s right. I’m sorry to have to see you again.”

      Joseph’s face went tight. “Me too. What happened?”

      “We aren’t sure. To be honest, we were hoping maybe you could tell us.”

      “Everyone else is still here? Grant? Siraj?”

      “Yes, Prime. Same chain of command as when we put you to bed. Some things have changed, but not much.”

      “How’d you know I was going to wake up?”

      “I didn’t. But I figured when Preslan came out the second time, maybe you were coming with her. I was downstairs in the Research Module. Close by.”

      Joseph stared at her. He wanted to believe he was back on Pioneer. Back in reality. But the last Construct had been so convincing, he needed more proof. “Tell me something that makes me believe you’re you,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I need to be sure it’s really you, that you’re not part of a Construct. Hibernation messed with my head. With the synthetic. Something you never told me before, but that I’ll believe.”

      West twisted her face, exaggerating her thought process as she tried to come up with something. Then she smiled. “Okay. I know about you and Fatcat’s sister.”

      “What about us?” Joseph asked.

      “That you spent a weekend together in San Diego, about two months before the meteor storm. That it didn’t work out.”

      Joseph shook his head. “Okay, I believe you. But how did you know about that?”

      “I bumped into Juanita at a bar one night. We didn’t know we shared a connection until we got to talking. It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. Everyone strikes out sometimes.”

      “Shut up,” Joseph said.

      West laughed. “You’ve still got me, Joe.”

      Her comm badge beeped. She tapped it. “This is Second West.”

      “Second West?” Commander Siraj said. “Does that mean what I think it means?”

      West looked at Joseph. “I’m here, Commander,” he said. “Are we still in trouble?”

      “Prime, welcome back,” Siraj said. “I believe the root of our original problem is solved—we’re gathering preliminary data now—but Captain Grant would like you to join him in the conference room ASAP. Assuming you don’t need medical attention?”

      “Copy that, Commander,” Joseph replied. “No, I don’t need a doctor. I’m fine. I’d just really like to know what happened.”

      “You aren’t alone in that. Siraj out.”

      The badge LED turned red. Joseph grabbed his from next to the stasis pod and stuck it to his chest. He glanced at his rifle, deciding to leave it behind. He was back on Pioneer, and Siraj said they were safe now.  “Let’s go,” he said, heading for the door.

      “Roger that,” she replied.

      “I like the new legs, by the way,” Joseph said as they walked to the elevator. He reached over and tapped on her exposed metal knee. “This is Axon, isn’t it?”

      “It is. Oslo and Preslan made them. I don’t know, I think they make me look fat.”

      Joseph laughed. “I bet you could kick clean through a bulkhead with those babies.”

      “I can.”

      “You sound confident. You tried it, didn’t you?”

      “Well…”

      “Come on, Keesh, you can’t lie to me.”

      She laughed. “Yeah. I had to. Just don’t send anyone to the storage compartment at the rear corner of Deck Twenty-nine.”

      “Deal.”

      “It’s good to see you again, Joe. Even if you wind up back in stasis after you meet with Grant.”

      “Back in stasis?”

      “Siraj said the trouble is past.”

      A chill ran down Joseph’s spine as he remembered what the Sheriff had told him. “No,” he replied. “I wish it was, but it isn’t. I can’t go back into hibernation right now, even if I wanted to. I don’t know if I can ever go back again. The threat isn’t over, Keesh. I hate to say it, but I think this is only the beginning.”
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      Pioneer. Conference Room. 02.14.2160. 2330 hours.

      Tyson stood when the door to the conference room opened and Joseph and Second West entered. He didn’t need to. He was the superior officer after all. But it was a show of respect for the Guardian Prime, a way of offering his support and thanks.

      “Captain Grant,” Joseph said, coming to attention. “Prime Cross reporting, sir.”

      “At ease, Prime,” Tyson replied. “You too, Second West. Please, both of you, have a seat.”

      “Are we waiting for anyone else, sir?” West asked as she and Joseph sat.

      “Chief Oslo will be here shortly with the latest sensor readings,” Tyson replied. “Doctor Okoye will be along too. Prime, I’d like him to give you a quick once-over, just to be safe.”

      “I feel fine, Captain. I’m more concerned about Pioneer than anything else.”

      “It wasn’t a request, Joseph,” Tyson said.

      “Understood, sir. You don’t trust me, do you?”

      “Unequivocally? No. But why should I? You kept Iagorth’s moieties alive on the ship, and you never told me about them.”

      Joseph tensed. “You would have ordered me to destroy them.”

      “Yes. Just like I ordered Doctor Rose to destroy the one she captured. I don’t understand why removing already proven hostile aliens from this ship is such a demanding request.”  His voice rose as he spoke. He was angry, and he had every right to express that anger. “I can only ask why you’re so willing to disobey orders and keep secrets that might be detrimental to the welfare of this ship and its people.”

      “Sir, I thought we might need them. As you’re aware, Pioneer has no means of defense beyond the Bayonets.”

      “And the moieties offer that means?”

      “Yes, sir. The moieties offer advantages we can’t duplicate without them. You wanted me to survive the trip to Avalon in order to provide an additional weapon against potential threats. Iagorth can’t reach me anymore. The moieties he left behind are that weapon.”

      “And what happens when that weapon turns against us?” Tyson asked.

      “Sir? I don’t understand.”

      “Commander, can you play the feed?” Tyson said.

      “Aye aye, sir,” Siraj replied. She tapped on the table’s surface, projecting to the front of the room. “This is a feed from Guardian Noah’s helmet, captured a little over an hour ago.”

      Tyson didn’t look at the video. He had seen it live. He kept his focus on Joseph’s face instead as Noah revealed the pulsating moieties.

      “What the hell?” Joseph said, his expression matching his verbal confusion. “Captain, I didn’t do this.”

      “Both Doctor Rose and Miss Juno are quite sure you did, Prime,” Tyson countered. “Do you know what’s happening here?”

      “No.” His eyes faded, as if he was going somewhere else. “Yes,” he corrected. “I guess I do.” He exhaled sharply. “I closed off Iagorth completely. But apparently, there’s more than one way to communicate with a Relyeh. Or a synthetic.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I closed one quantum bridge. Shub-Nigu opened a different one.”

      “Shub-Nigu?” Tyson asked. “Another Relyeh, like Iagorth then?”

      “Another Relyeh. Not like Iagorth. Older. Stronger. More intelligent. Subtle. It made me believe what I saw was real.”

      “What did you see?”

      “The Axon attacked Pioneer. I tried to fight them off, but they took you, Commander Siraj, Second West and some others captive while destroying the ship. I tried to reach you, but I ran into heavy opposition in the secondary hangar. The Axon ship was there, and it launched into space. So I got into a Bayonet to chase it. But it was moving so fast and…” He paused, expression changing slightly again, returning focus a moment later. “And I created a time dilation field out here while I was trying to make one in Shub-Nigu’s Construct, in order to catch up to the Axon.”

      “You changed the flow of time around Pioneer,” Tyson said.

      “Yes,” Joseph replied. “The energy expenditure must have been tremendous.”

      “It was,” Chief Oslo said, opening the door and stepping into the room. He stood at attention until Tyson told him to stand easy and pointed to a seat. He took position in front of it, turning to face the Captain. “Sir, I have the preliminary report. The fuel rod on reactor one is totally spent. We’ve got about three days worth of power left in her, and then we’ll have to shut her down. Reactors two and three are at ten percent, and the batteries are currently at five percent charge.”

      Tyson leaned back in his seat, looking over at Joseph again. He looked stricken to hear the numbers. So did everyone else in the room. They all knew what it meant.

      “That’s not enough power to get us to Avalon,” Siraj said. “Not even close to enough.”

      “No, it isn’t,” Oslo agreed. “If we keep everything as it is today, we can pull another thirty years from the reactors at best. If we minimize power draw and work to optimize some subsystems, we can gain another twenty.”

      “Fifty years,” Tyson said. “That’ll leave us one hundred years short.”

      “Damn it,” Joseph said. “Captain, I—”

      “Stow the apologies, Prime,” Tyson said. “Right now, we need to figure out what happened, where we are and how to move forward. I’m going with the assumption you kept the moieties because you believed they were the best hope of keeping Pioneer safe. That you never imagined they could be used against us or that you could be used against us. Hindsight is always perfect.”

      “Yes, Captain,” Joseph said. “Chief, do we have any idea how far we’ve travelled? Or how much time passed outside the field?”

      Oslo looked down at the tablet in his hand. “Just a moment. I do have the calculations here. We used sensor data to capture differences in known star positions based on the timestamps both before and after dilation.” His finger moved on the tablet, scrolling as he scanned the data.

      Tyson’s heart pounded. He was glad waking Joseph had solved the immediate concern of their wild ride through spacetime, but he was nervous to find out the full extent of the damage. The ship’s fission reactors were nearly depleted, and once they ran out of fuel and the batteries were drained they would all suffocate while drifting weightlessly through Pioneer, their life support systems as dead as they would be without them.

      “Here it is, Captain,” Oslo said. “According to the ship’s computer, our velocity at the time before entering the dilation field matched our velocity exiting the field, meaning our overall speed inside the field remained constant, which is consistent with the lack of increased inertia.”

      “Then what caused the shaking?” Tyson asked.

      “Looking at the readings, it seems entering the dilation was like trying to crest a wave. When we came down on the other side, it caused some turbulence that steadied out as we settled. Sensor data matching positions of wayfinder stars from before and after the event suggest we travelled one year for every one minute in the field.”

      “An entire year in a minute?” Siraj said, amazed by the number.

      “How long was the field running?” Joseph asked. “How long did it take me to wake up?”

      “Approximately one hundred and sixty-four minutes,” Oslo said.

      “We were only one hundred and fifteen years to Avalon,” Siraj said.

      Tyson’s body tensed, his blood turning cold enough that his hands started to shake on the arms of his chair. He dug his hands into them to try to stop the shivering. “That means we overshot it by nearly fifty years.”

      “Which means we’re in the middle of nowhere,” Joseph said. “To use an old expression—”

      “Up shit’s creek without a paddle,” Tyson finished for him.

      “Yes, sir,” Joseph confirmed, the tension suddenly thicker than mud.

      “Well damn,” West said. “Now what?”
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      “Now what? That’s exactly what Pioneer’s future hinges on.” Tyson agreed.

      Nobody else knew what to say or how to proceed. There was no playbook for this situation. How could there be? Pioneer’s power supply was designed to reach their destination with plenty of energy to spare, and nobody in the think tanks or upper echelons of the military ever conceived that a ship might blow past its target. Traveling dozens of light years through space was always going to be risky, but this...this was...

      Tyson didn’t even know how to define it.

      “Captain,” Joseph said. “This is all my fault. I thought the moieties would be there to help protect us. Instead, they’ve doomed us. All of us.”

      Tyson looked over at him. A vein of anger still coursed under his tense exterior. He couldn’t deny his fury over Joseph keeping the alien entities alive. But he also knew Joseph well enough to know he’d really had Pioneer’s best interests at heart. He hadn’t kept the moieties as a toy or a curiosity, like Rose had. It was a vital distinction.

      “Apology accepted, Prime,” Tyson said. “We can’t change this, so there’s no sense laying blame. You did what you thought was right. I know that. I think all of us here know that.”

      “We do,” West agreed.

      “So, let’s start with where we are right now. Look at what we know and what we have to work with, and figure something out. We know we’re seventy-five years past Avalon, and our heading and velocity are pulling us further away. We know we have limited reactor fuel remaining. Chief, I want your team to start running numbers and simulations. Figure out if there’s any way we can back up to Avalon. We made up over one hundred years in terms of fixed supplies. If we have to coast slowly back the way we came with everyone crammed into Metro and gravity at half power, we can put that on the table as an option. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Captain,” Oslo said. “I’ll call it in and come back when we have something.”

      “Very good.”

      Oslo left the room, already tapping his comm and reaching out to Stevens, his second.

      “Joseph, you say another alien called Shub-Nigu reached out to you through a quantum bridge, similar to the one Iagorth uses to control his moieties, is that right?”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “He fooled you into chasing after an Axon ship that had captured people you deem valuable, which caused you to inadvertently put Pioneer into fast-forward.”

      “That’s one way of putting it.”

      “You know what my next question is, don’t you, Prime?”

      “Yes, sir. Why did he do it?” Joseph shook his head. “I’m afraid I don’t know the answer. But the Sheriff did suggest we make it a priority.”

      “The Sheriff?” Siraj asked.

      “He was inside Shub-Nigu’s Construct. He said he was from Earth. And still on Earth. He looked like a cross between Clint Eastwood and Mad Max. Dressed like a cowboy, a pair of revolvers on his hips, and a replacement arm. He said he had experience dealing with the Relyeh, and Shub-Nigu in particular.”

      Tyson raised an eyebrow at the description. “Still on Earth? Did he say what year it was there?”

      “Not to me. But Preslan spoke to him before I did. He was helping her get through to me. I wish I’d had more time to talk to him.”

      “How do you know he was real?” West asked. “Not just part of the Construct?”

      “Everything I saw in there was composed of something I had seen before. Something from somewhere in my memories. Even the Axon ship was just a smaller version of the one that blasted Pioneer. Everything except...him.”

      “We already know distance is irrelevant with the Relyeh in terms of communication,” Siraj said. “If Joseph can access their network, there’s no reason someone else, someone back on Earth can’t do the same.”

      “But a cowboy?” Tyson said. “We can ask Miss Juno what she knows once she’s well enough to meet with us. Joseph, you believe Shub-Nigu had a specific intent to fooling you into pushing us forward in time?”

      “Yes, sir,” Joseph replied. “But I have no idea what that intent was, or what the end result of our interrupting that intent may be.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We weren’t supposed to come out of the field when we did.”

      Oslo came back into the room. Doctor Okoye was with him. “Captain,” Okoye said.

      “Doctor. How is Miss Juno?” Tyson asked.

      “She’s stable and resting, sir,” Okoye replied. “I believe the events simply wore her out. I expect her to sleep for the next sixteen to twenty-four hours.”

      “But she’s otherwise unharmed?” Joseph asked.

      “As near as our technology can discern,” Okoye replied. “But as you know, when it comes to alien interaction, our technology isn’t always enough.”

      Joseph nodded, clearly discomfited by that truth. They wouldn’t know for sure if Preslan was healthy and whole until she woke up.

      “Joseph, let Doctor Okoye check your vitals,” Tyson said.

      “Aye aye, sir,” Joseph replied. Okoye knelt before him, putting his bag on the floor and opening it to begin the examination.

      “Chief Oslo,” Tyson continued. “Your timing is impeccable. We were just discussing the ramifications of leaving the dilation field early.”

      “Early, Captain?”

      “Yes. Let’s assume our faster than light journey had a destination, but Joseph’s waking caused us to fall short of that destination. Based on the power left in the reactors and the drain while we were in the field, we need to figure out how much further we might have been able to travel. Wherever we were supposed to go is somewhere in between.”

      Oslo nodded. “Yes. Understood, Captain. My team is working on the first set of calculations. I can tackle this one myself, but it’ll take some time.”

      “Of course. You can start working on it right after this meeting.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Something else you should know, Captain,” Joseph said as Oslo sat back down. “Shub-Nigu really didn’t want me to get out of hibernation ahead of his schedule. He put up a hell of a fight to stop it. There has to be a reason for that.”

      “Other than it gives us an opportunity to turn around?” Tyson asked. “Or not go where he was leading us?”

      “Maybe that’s it, but I feel like there’s more to it.”

      “It’s definitely something for us to consider. At this point, I think we also have to consider that we can’t avoid wherever the Relyeh wanted us to go. We need to be prepared for a new, physical danger of unknown origin.”

      “We’ve already been preparing, Captain,” West said. “We have nearly fifteen hundred Guardians trained and ready to go.”

      “It’s a great start, Second West,” Tyson agreed. “But I think we need more. Joseph, you kept the moieties to defend Pioneer. What was your thinking along that avenue?”

      “You’re already aware of the moieties ability to carry an electrical current,” Joseph said. “Additionally, the organisms’ ability to survive is unconnected to its environment. I don’t know the full science of it—you’d have to ask Doc Rose for that—but it has something to do with pheromones and chemical signatures, plus radiation.”

      “Like the trife?” Okoye asked as he shined a light into Joseph’s eyes, checking his retinas.

      “I guess,” Joseph replied. “Rose said the moieties contain genetic code for dozens of types of aliens. They’re like a primordial clay that can be shaped into whatever is most needed. With the right ingredients, we could create our own trife, our own xaxkluth or other things we haven’t seen yet. The point is, they can survive in the vacuum of space. I was thinking we might be able to create an energy shield like we saw on the object that delivered them to Pioneer.”

      “What about weaponizing them?” Tyson asked.

      “They can’t project the energy more than a few centimeters off the hull,” Joseph replied. “The goal was to protect Pioneer long enough to allow the Bayonets to provide the offense.”

      “Except we need power for those shields,” Tyson said. “Power that’s already in short supply.”

      “Captain, if I may,” Oslo said. “There’s something we need to consider.”

      “Go ahead, Chief,” Tyson said.

      “We’ve spent the last four years studying the Axon Intellects’ so-called hearts. We’re pretty sure they’re storing quite a bit of potential energy. The problem is, we don’t know how to get that energy out.”

      “And you think we can solve that problem?”

      “I don’t know. Both my team and Juno’s people have worked on some theories, but without being able to operate safely and without a pressing need, we haven’t moved beyond basic simulations. Oh, and one live test.”

      “How have the tests gone?”

      Oslo shook his head. “They always end in a massive explosion,” he admitted. “In fact, we abandoned the work about a year ago because we didn’t think it had enough value. I regret that decision now.”

      “I vote against massive explosions, sir,” West said.

      “I think we can all agree on that, Second West,” Tyson replied. “But we’re also in no position to rule anything out. The Axon harnessed the power source safely. We should be able to do the same. You’ve already got your hands full, Chief, but I’ll speak to Miss Juno about her team’s work as soon as I can, with a goal to at least prevent an explosion in simulation.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Captain,” Okoye said. “Everything checks out. Prime Cross is in perfect health according to every diagnostic I can take here. I do recommend getting a more thorough look at him at Metro General.”

      “Thank you, Okoye,” Tyson said. “Joseph, I expect you to return to Metro General with Okoye following this meeting.” He put up his hand before Joseph could argue. “You’ll also have the opportunity to check on Miss Juno while you’re there.”

      “Yes, Captain,” Joseph said, appeased.

      “Commander Siraj, I want an officer on the bridge at all times. Either you, me or Novitz, along with a full complement of bridge crew. From this point forward, we’re on high alert for any external threat that might approach Pioneer.”

      “Aye aye, Captain,” Siraj replied.

      “Second West, you’ll remain in command of the Guardians for the next forty-eight hours while we get Joseph examined and up to speed. I also want every Bayonet seat filled with a pilot twenty-four seven, ready to launch at a moment’s notice.”

      “Aye aye, Captain,” West said.

      “Captain,” Joseph said. “I recommend bringing Doctor Rose into my examination. She has the most experience with the synthetic, and I want to be sure there’s no damage to it. Also, she might be able to help find a way to shut down the pathway Shub-Nigu used to reach me. No matter what happens, it isn’t safe for me to enter hibernation as long as a bridge remains open. I’m not even sure if it’s totally safe for me to sleep.”

      Tyson’s jaw clenched at the mention of bringing Rose into the situation, but Joseph was right. At this point, they needed her expertise. “Very well. Second West, have Morales and Nori escort Rose to Metro General, even if they have to carry her.”

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      “You all know what to do right now. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you not to let this leak to the people of Metro.”

      “Yes, sir,” West said, others merely nodded.

      “You’re all dismissed.”

      The assembly quickly filtered out of the room, leaving Tyson alone with his thoughts. He went to his seat and remained there for some time, trying to organize the problems in his mind while quelling the unease in his gut. Five years of peace and smooth sailing had vanished in an instant, the way he had always feared it might.

      No, not the way he had feared. This was worse than anything he had imagined. They all knew there was a threat, but none of them knew what that threat was, where it would come from or what form it would take.

      Unknown terror was the worst kind of fear there was.
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      Joseph hitched a ride back to Metro on Doctor Okoye’s small transport, which carried them to the central elevator and down to deck sixteen and then across to Metro’s primary seal. He didn’t speak to Okoye while they travelled, instead keeping his eyes fixed on the drab gray bulkheads while he focused his attention inside his Construct.

      William sat in his rocking chair, whittling a small tree branch with a pocketknife and whistling Ode to Joy. Joseph could remember when his real grandfather had done the very same thing, the memory coming so easily it was almost as if it were yesterday.

      It should have been twenty-four years ago. Not that long, in the fullness of a man’s life. But it was so much longer than that now. Nearly three hundred years. Three centuries.

      “It’s a real kick in the pants, ain’t it, Joey?” William asked.

      “Why didn’t you warn me about Shub-nigu? Why didn’t you tell me there was another bridge?”

      “I only know what you know.”

      “Bullshit. You have the genetic code for over a hundred alien species inside your chemistry. You know a hell of a lot more than I do. You withheld information from me.”

      William stopped whittling and looked up at him. “Listen to me you little shit. I’m always honest with you. I always tell you things straight up. I’m incapable of doing otherwise. I don’t have free will, remember?”

      Joseph’s anger subsided a little. In yelling at William, he was really yelling at himself. He was pissed because he had screwed up. Furious because he had been tricked. Incensed to learn the outcome might kill them all.

      “It’s not your fault,” William said.

      “How is it not my fault?” Joseph snapped. “I knew Grant would tell me to let the moieties go. If I had done what I knew he wanted, we would still be smooth sailing across the galaxy.”

      “How can you know that for sure? If you don’t have the moieties, maybe Shub-nigu comes to you anyway. Maybe he makes you take control of the people inside Metro instead. Or did you forget about that little party trick? I notice you didn’t tell Grant about that one while the rest of the truth was spilling out.”

      “He might want to kill me if he knew about that. At a minimum, he’d want the synthetic out of my head.”

      “Same thing. He can’t do that without killing you. My point is, maybe he uses you to do something worse. You heard Keesha. Fifteen hundred Guardians, all with moieties in their brains. You could kill everyone on Pioneer without much effort, and you would if you thought they were trife.”

      Joseph’s blood ran cold at the thought. William was right.

      “Of course I’m right,” William said. “And that’s only one example. I bet we can think of more if we try.” He started whittling at the wood again. “You kept the moieties because you thought you might need them. Right now, you think maybe they’re going to lead to the end of the ship. But for all you really know, your decision saved it. If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times. Playing the what if game is always a loser.”

      “Point taken,” Joseph said. He looked away from his grandfather, to the window in the front of the cabin. He could see the lake beyond it and the small fishing boat bobbing next to the dock. “We should have known about the bridge. How did we miss it?”

      “You never went outside,” William replied.

      Joseph glared back at him. “What do you mean?

      “I mean, since the moment you built this Construct, you’ve never left the cabin. You’ve never gone outside or taken a look around. Maybe the bridge was there, and we never looked for it.”

      Joseph stared at William. He was right about that too. He had never gone outside.

      He was going to change that right now.

      Joseph went to the door and opened it, a blast of autumn air hitting him squarely in the face. He walked out onto grass covered with multi-colored leaves, a few still dangling from a pair of maple trees to his left. One of the trees had an old spare truck tire hanging from a rope tied to one of the branches. He smiled at the memory of pulling the tire back as far as he could and then jumping in the center, spreading his hands out in front of him and pretending he was Superman. His grandmother had made him a red cape the year before she died.

      His smile faded. Simpler times. He missed them.

      Turning away from the tire swing, Joseph walked the perimeter of the cabin. He was on the south-facing side when he heard a rustle in the trees nearby. Reaching subconsciously for a gun, his hand fell on his unarmed thigh at the same time the large dark shape burst through the brush, charging straight for him.

      A split-second of defensiveness gave way to inner laughter as the Newfoundland trundled up to him, tail wagging briskly as it slammed its face into his legs.

      “Bosco,” Joseph said, reaching down and digging his hands into the dog’s fur. Part of the family since he was six years old, Bosco was at least partly responsible for beating his depression after his sister’s death. “What are you doing here?” The dog pressed against him, excited to see his boy. “How have you been, buddy?” He pet the Newfie for a few more seconds, momentarily lost in the memory. Then he continued his patrol around the cabin. “Come on, buddy.”

      Bosco walked beside him, and they went around to the back of the cabin. An entire winter’s worth of firewood was stacked there, half-covered by a blue tarp. Joseph froze just as he passed it, his eyes sticking to a pair of cellar doors on rusted hinges. Bosco began to growl.

      The cabin didn’t have a cellar.

      The equally weathered handles were sealed by a padlock and a thick chain. Joseph stepped up close to the doors and leaned over, grabbing the lock and lifting it closer to his face. Where would he find the key?

      “You don’t want to find the key, Joey,” William said, suddenly there, standing next to Bosco. He had his hand on the dog’s back, petting him softly. “You want to do everything you can to keep those doors locked up tight. Trust me. Trust you.”

      Joseph dropped the lock, which hit the wood with a hard thud. His connection to Shub-nigu wasn’t a bridge. It was a tunnel, and this was the metaphorical entrance. A pair of doors he needed to keep locked up tight.

      Once again, William had dug something useful out of his subconscious he hadn’t been able to hit upon himself.

      Back in the reality of Pioneer, Doctor Okoye drove the transport through the final seal leading into Metro’s South Park, only a short drive from the hospital. The residents had already recovered from the earlier shaking, most of them having returned to their cubes to get some sleep. It was after midnight in the city, the atmospherics projecting stars partially obscured by thin clouds. Only a few lingered in the park or on the streets, and they looked like they were ready to head home too. They watched him as he and Okoye drove past, their innocent gazes driving Joseph’s guilt.

      “Could have been worse,” William reminded him.

      As long as they were still alive, they still had a chance. Guilt was a useless response that wouldn’t help anybody. Figuring out what Shub-nigu wanted and why he had brought them all this way might.

      Okoye guided the transport to the hospital, and then through the emergency entrance. A pair of nurses waited with a chair, but Joseph brushed them off when they approached. He followed the doctor on foot, into the hospital elevator and up to the fifth floor. He made small talk with Okoye as they ascended, asking how he had been for the last five years. He learned Okoye was married now, with a two-year-old daughter, the honor gifted to him by the Governor for his service to Pioneer.

      “Maybe one day you’ll have a daughter too,” Okoye said as they stepped off the elevator.

      “Maybe,” Joseph replied. If they survived that long.

      “We’ll go in there. Examination room three.” Okoye pointed to one of the rooms. “Head on in, take off your clothes, and put on the gown. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      “What are you going to do to me that you couldn’t do with my clothes on?” Joseph asked.

      “We have more sensitive equipment here that necessitates sensors being placed on bare skin. Most importantly, I want to ensure your brain activity is regular and that the synthetic hasn’t led to any abnormal growths. I’ll also get a blood sample while I’m at it.”

      “Do you need me to pee in a cup too?”

      “That won’t be necessary. In there, Prime.” He pointed. “I’ll be with you in a minute or two.”

      Joseph watched him hurry down the hallway before he entered the exam room and followed Okoye’s orders to strip and put on the open-backed gown. There was a table in the center of the room, surrounded by a number of medical instruments he didn’t know the purpose of and a couple he did. A simple metal stool rested next to the table, between it and a bare countertop. He put his clothes on the counter and sat on the edge of the table to wait, thankful he had requested Rose participate in the exam.

      It was the only thing that might keep Okoye from panicking when he saw how irregular his brain activity really was.

      “Ain’t that going to be a kick in the pants,” William said, laughing.
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      Joseph was dressed again by the time Doctor Rose arrived. Okoye had already finished another round of routine examination, looking him over from stem to stern and taking four vials of blood for testing. There was no reason for Joseph to believe any of it would come back out of the ordinary. Other than the soreness, he felt fine. Maybe even a little better than that. He had plenty of energy, and he was insanely hungry.

      Rose entered the examination room while Okoye was out of it, gone to fetch the portable scanning equipment that would take a closer look at his brain. She slipped in quietly, closing the door behind her and smiling at the sight of him.

      “Prime Cross,” she said, her voice old but still full of spunk. “So, I hear you had quite the experience.”

      “What do you know about it?” Joseph asked.

      Rose cackled. “What makes you think I know anything more about it than you do?”

      “That’s pretty much how you operate, Doctor. No matter how old you get, you don’t change.”

      “That’s not bloody true at all. My boobs are down to my knees.” She laughed again.

      “I know you were monitoring my pod. And I know you still have the synthetic’s genome stored.” He paused, eyes narrowing. “And you knew about the ick, didn’t you?”

      “The ick?”

      “That’s what Sheriff Duke called it. Another way to communicate across spacetime.”

      “I prefer to call them cilium,” Rose said. “Sensory organelles. Their movement creates microscopic fluctuations in spacetime, that lead to an alternate dimension. A pocket universe.” She caught herself there, head tilting slightly. “And just who’s this Sheriff Duke?”

      “I’m not completely sure. I met him in Shub-nigu’s Construct.”

      “Another name I don’t know. Is Shub-nigu a Relyeh?”

      “He’s the Relyeh. The boss. I think. You knew about the cilium, but you didn’t tell me?”

      “Honestly, I didn’t think the synthetic’s were functional. I never saw them move. Not in the whole time I was studying the little gray bastard.  None of the lesser moieties have them.”

      “Does that mean the people of Metro are safe?”

      “As safe as anyone can be around you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Rose laughed. “You’re a magnet for trouble, aren’t you, Joe?”

      The door opened. Morales and Nori rushed in. “There you are,” Morales said to Rose. “How does a woman your age, with questionable mobility outrun a pair of Guardians?”

      “I didn’t outrun you. I outsmarted you. It wasn’t hard.”

      Morales offered an annoyed smirk before noticing Joseph. His eyes lit up when he did. “Sarge!” he said. “Sorry. Prime.” He snapped to attention. So did Niko.

      “At ease,” Joseph said. “I’m not Prime yet. West is still in charge while I’m still being poked and prodded.”

      “It’s still good to see you, man,” Morales said.

      Joseph’s eyes fell on Niko. “You’ve been working out,” he said, noticing how much more lean and muscular the Guardian had become.

      “A little, Prime,” Niko agreed.

      The door opened again, Okoye leading a nurse into the room with the portable scanner.

      “Excuse me. You, and you.” He pointed at Morales and Niko. “Wait outside. This room is too small for everyone.”

      “Okay, Doc,” Morales said. “Holler if you need us, Prime.”

      “Roger that,” Joseph said. They left him alone with the two doctors, who eyed one another warily. “Look, I know you two don’t like each other. This isn’t about that. It’s about making sure I’m good to return to my duties. So stop with the stink-eyes and get to it.”

      Rose raised her eyebrow. “Prime’s got some life in him after all, eh, Okoye?”

      Okoye’s response was to plug in the machine and pull out the keyboard to activate it.

      “We should bring you down to Research,” Rose said. “That scanner is bullocks.” She opened her mouth and stuck her finger in it, making a puking noise.

      “It captures brain activity,” Okoye said. “It’s good enough to verify Prime Cross is healthy enough to be reinstated, as he said.”

      Rose looked at Joseph. “You did tell him, didn’t you?”

      “Not yet,” Joseph replied.

      “Tell me what?” Okoye asked. He tapped on the keyboard, entering the user interface and beginning to set up the machine.

      “His brainwave patterns won’t fall inside any normal human specifications,” Rose said. “He’s got a synthetic alien entity attached directly to his brain. If we’re lucky that thing will have enough resolution for me to verify the pattern is stable. Otherwise, we’ll need to head down to Research. Which is where you should be in the first place, Joe.”

      “I don’t give the orders,” Joseph said.

      “And neither do you,” Okoye agreed, looking at Rose. “If Captain Grant sends him here, then we look at him here. If you want him in Research, then you need to talk to the captain.”

      “Bah!” Rose said, waving her hand. “He’s as much of a twit now as he was two hundred and fifty years ago.” She laughed. “Let’s just see what you’ve got.”  She looked at Joseph. “I won’t be able to get an image of the cilium with this sino garbage. If we need to dig deeper…”

      “I understand,” Joseph said. “First things first.”

      The new machine didn’t have a skull cap to attach to his bald head. Instead, an open sphere descended over him, all the way down to his chin, leaving him with a limited view of the inside of the sphere.

      “Starting up now,” Okoye announced. The machine began to hum, and a soft blue light shined into Joseph’s eyes.

      “Joey,” William said, getting his attention.

      Joseph was inside the cabin. William was in his rocking chair, Bosco at his feet. The newfoundland slowly stood up at the sight of his boy, but he didn’t come over. He turned toward the door instead, letting out a deep bark. “What’s going on?” Joseph asked.

      “Something strange,” William said.

      “I’m getting strange readings,” Okoye replied.

      Joseph had only meant to internally pose the question to William. Why had he said it out loud? He walked over to the front of the cabin, pushing aside the drapes to look out the window as Bosco started to growl. Clouds were forming in the sky, the wind strong enough to raise whitecaps on the lake.

      “There’s a storm coming,” Joseph said.

      “That activity is definitely abnormal,” Rose said. “Is that what you mean by storm, Joe?”

      “It isn’t safe out there, Joey,” William said as Joseph moved to the door of the cabin, reaching for the knob. “I wouldn’t go out there if I were you.”

      He had to.  He needed to see. He needed to know.

      “Okoye, we need to shut it down,” Rose said. “There’s something wrong with the synthetic. It’s going out of control.”

      “No,” Joseph snapped. He wasn’t ready to lose whatever the scanner was giving him. He opened the door to the cabin and stumbled outside. Lightning flashed. Thunder rumbled. It reminded him of Margaret’s funeral. Of Shub-nigu.

      Bosco ran out, vanishing around the side of the cabin. Joseph ran after the dog as a sudden downpour drenched him.

      “Joe, we need to turn it off,” Rose said. “The activity may cause permanent damage.”

      “No!” Joseph shouted. “I’m almost there.” He reached the back of the cabin, turning the corner. Bosco was crouched on his back legs in front of the cellar doors, teeth bared, ready to attack. Joseph joined him, turning his attention to the locked cellar doors.

      They were shaking, pressed tight against the chain holding them closed. Shub-nigu was trying to get into his Construct. Why couldn’t he break through? The Relyeh was stronger than he was...wasn’t he?”

      “Joey, I’m burning up,” William said, appearing at the side of the cabin. His face was melting despite the cold rain.

      “Okoye!” Rose yelled as loud as she could. “Kill the bloody machine!”

      The cellar doors smacked harder against the chain. Joseph stared at them, transfixed.

      And then it was over. The doors stopped moving. The rain vanished. So did the clouds. The thunder. The lightning. All of it was gone. He was standing in the back of the cabin with Bosco at his side. The dog licked his hand.

      He looked over to where William had been sitting.

      His grandfather was gone.

      “Get it off him,” Rose said. “Now!”

      Like being jerked backwards through a tunnel, Joe’s consciousness was suddenly back in the exam room. Rose stood in front of him, deep concern on her wrinkled face.

      “Joe, can you hear me? Do you know who I am? Joe?”

      “I hear you, Doc,” Joseph said. “I’m okay. I…saw things.”

      “If we had gone to Research, I might be able to tell you what you saw,” Rose replied. “We’ll have to settle for post-episode diagnostics. Okoye, I need to take Joseph with me.”

      “No,” Joseph said. “I want to see Preslan. I need to check on her.”

      “The synthetic is damaged,” Rose said. “The longer we wait to figure out what’s wrong with it, the more dangerous it is for you and everyone on this ship.”

      Joseph winced at the statement. “Do you know what happened to it?”

      “We can find out. A quick scan and an upload to the computer to generate the deltas. It won’t take long. Okoye?”

      “You’ll have to clear it with Captain Grant,” Okoye said. “It won’t be too hard, I imagine. I’m sorry, Joseph. I can’t clear you for return to active duty right now.”

      Joseph nodded, expecting the doctor to say that. “I understand. Rose, why don’t you get permission from Grant while I check in on Preslan? Two minutes, tops.”

      “Fine,” Rose said. “If you feel anything. Dizzy, nauseous, hot, you come back here. Immediately.”

      “Copy that.”

      “Doctor Okoye, will you speak to Grant with me? He’ll be less reluctant to hand Joe over if you concur with the additional scans.”

      “Normally, I would decline. But after the readings I just saw, I think that’s a good idea.”

      Joseph stood up and headed for the door, leaving Okoye and Rose on the comm with Commander Siraj, trying to reach Grant. Morales and Niko were waiting immediately outside.

      “Prime,” Morales said. “Are you okay? You look like you just saw a ghost.”

      “I’m fine,” Joseph replied. “I just want to go see Preslan. Do you know where she is?”

      “No, but we’ll help you find out,” Niko said. “I wouldn’t mind checking in on her myself.”

      Joseph nodded, turning and starting down the hall toward the nearest nurse’s station. Back at the cabin, he re-entered the home, looking for William.

      But he was gone. As if he had never been there.
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      Pioneer. Metro. Hospital. 02.15.2324. 0115 hours.

      Preslan stared at the ceiling of her hospital room. She had awoken a few minutes ago, the throbbing in her head quickly calmed by the medicine released through the IV in the back of her hand. She wasn’t sure where she was at first. The last thing she remembered was riding a flying unicorn. When she did, she groaned.

      Reality.

      Not that reality was bad. But bad things were afoot. The dangers they had managed to leave behind five years ago were nothing compared to the dangers she had felt or seen inside the Construct. How could something be more frightening than an alien that could turn the entire population of their city into willing slaves? That wanted to use them like cattle and get off on their fear.

      Somehow, Shub-nigu had managed it. Without a word. Without making an appearance. She had sensed the raw power behind the ancient alien, so deep and wide it seemed almost larger than the universe itself.

      And now it was aware of them.

      That was the part that seemed the hardest to believe. That something like Shub-nigu would notice Pioneer. From inside, the city seemed somewhat large. To the universe, they were a mote of dust on top of a mote of dust. A grain of sand on an endless beach.

      There was a song in there. Somewhere.

      She smiled at the thought.  What was music if not a way to soothe the soul? It had been her enemy for so long, too close to the rawness of her pain. But she had learned to change that and in turn had changed herself.

      She wasn’t afraid. Bad things might come. She wouldn’t run from them. She would find a way to help, the way Joseph did. The way the Sheriff did. The strange cowboy barely knew her and he had put himself in danger to come to her aid.

      Joseph.

      She was mad at herself for not thinking of him sooner. She had tried to help him escape. Or had helped him. What came next?

      She found the call button on the side of her bed, tapping it three times. She either needed to find out what had happened or get the hell out of here. Other than the headache, she felt fine.

      It only took a moment for the nurse to arrive.

      “Hey,” he said, smiling. “You’re awake. Hold on, I’ll get Doctor Rashad.”

      “Wait,” Preslan said. “Joseph Cross. I need to know what happened to him.”

      “I don’t know that name,” the nurse said. “I’ll get the doctor. He probably knows. By the way, I’m a big fan.” He kept beaming. “I’ll be right back.”

      Preslan sighed, waiting impatiently for the doctor. The door opened again, and a thin, olive-skinned man with funky horned-rim glasses stepped in ahead of the nurse. He wore a white coat over a pair of jeans and a t-shirt.

      “Miss Juno,” he said, glancing down at the tablet in his hand. “I’m Doctor Emil Rashad. It’s very good to meet you. I’ve heard your album. Very nice.”

      “I love your glasses, Doc,” Preslan replied. “I didn’t think they made anything like that here.”

      “I got them custom from an artisan in the Lowers,” Rashad said. “It’s good to find someone with some taste.” He smiled, tapping on the tablet. “It looks like your blood pressure is good. Heart rate is normal. That’s a great sign. You did get a shot of anti-inflammatory for some swelling, but that’s to be expected. How do you feel?”

      “Like I want to get out of here,” Preslan said. “Do you know Joseph Cross?”

      “Cross,” Rashad said, thinking. “The only Cross I know is the one who got the medal for saving Pioneer from the Axon.”

      “Yes, that’s him.”

      Rashad shook his head. “I haven’t heard anything about that. When Niko brought you up here, he said you had fallen at the Happy Accident.”

      “Niko brought me here?”

      “You don’t remember?”

      “No.” Obviously, Captain Grant didn’t want anyone to know what she had really been up to doing. She didn’t need any other hints to keep her mouth shut about that, but she still wanted to know about Joseph. “What happened to me?”

      “Myocardial ischemia. Reduced blood flow to the heart. That led to brain hypoxia and caused you to pass out. It’s an interesting case because it resolved itself within minutes after you arrived. I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

      Preslan closed her eyes, thinking back. She remembered the Axon that was about to grab her when she was jolted awake, yanked out of the Construct by Doctor Rose. The doctor had told her that her heart was beating too fast, the moiety in her brain demanding too much of her body’s energy. She had been soaked with sweat and shivering, but she insisted Rose put her back under.

      The old woman had refused at first, but all Preslan had to do was warn her Joseph might die without help and Rose had forgotten all about Preslan’s safety to send her back. She wasn’t angry at Rose for that. She appreciated the woman’s loyalty to whatever motivated her decisions.

      She didn’t remember the rest. Not before the flying unicorn was diving toward the giant xaxkluth that had grabbed Joseph. She must have conjured the ride, but she had no idea how she had done it. Subconsciously? The Construct reminded her of Slim’s, only much more real.

      And much more menacing.

      If she had died in the Construct, would her body have died too? It seemed likely, considering what Rashad was telling her.

      “But I’m going to be okay?” she asked.

      “It certainly seems that way.” Rashad tapped on the tablet. “There’s no indication of continuing issues or permanent damage. Just a little swelling from an immune response.”

      “So I can be discharged?”

      “Once the medication has run its course, assuming the inflammation doesn’t flare up.”

      “How long until that happens?”

      “Four hours. I recommend trying to get some rest. That will help your body heal too.”

      “Four hours?” Preslan said. She paused, trying to think of someone who might be able to help. “Can you get me a portable terminal?”

      “Certainly,” Rashad said. “Nurse Gordon, can you get Miss Juno a tablet?”

      “On it, Doc,” the nurse said, leaving the room.

      “There’s really nothing for you to worry about, Miss Juno,” Rashad said. “You’re going to be fine. I’m sure your friend is fine too.”

      Preslan forced a smile. “Yeah. I’m sure you’re right.”

      “Very good. I’m headed home for the evening, but if you need me for anything just tell Nurse Gordon and I’ll hurry right back. Okay?”

      “Yup. Thanks, Doc.”

      Rashad smiled. “Love your music,” he commented. Then he ducked out of the room.

      Preslan was only alone for a minute. Gordon returned with the tablet, handing it over to her.

      “Thank you,” Preslan said, taking it from him.

      “Do you need anything else, Miss Juno?” Gordon asked.

      “No, thank you.” She tapped on the tablet’s screen to activate it. The device was currently locked down to the PiNet, but she could fix that easily enough. A quick hack and she would be able to contact Keesha to find out what was going on.

      She noticed the nurse was still standing over her.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      His face began to flush, and he reached into his pocket. “Well. Uh…” He pulled out his smaller tablet and turned it on, showing her one of the posters Barstow had blasted out to advertise one of her shows. It featured her on stage at the Happy Accident, guitar in hand, big smile on her face. “Would you sign this for me?”

      She looked up at him. “Really?”

      “I told you, I’m a big fan.”

      She reached out, swiping her finger across the screen and leaving a signature behind. Then she added a heart for an extra flourish. “There you go.”

      “That is so awesome,” the nurse said. “Thanks, Preslan. I mean, Miss Juno. If you need anything, just press the call button. I’ll come running.”

      Preslan had a feeling he meant it literally. She was both proud and embarrassed by the attention. She had never signed anything for anyone before. “Thank you, Nurse Gordon.”

      “Oh, you can call me Lyle.”

      “Thanks, Lyle.”

      He smiled and left the room. Preslan returned her attention to the terminal, entering the code to get root access and navigating into the networking subsystem. She was about to modify the code to give her direct access into the Guardian network when she heard voices outside her door.

      She froze, listening. The voices were familiar. Niko was here. So was Fatcat. And…

      She jumped up, nearly pulling the IV stand over as she tried to get out of the bed. She grabbed the end of the tube in her wrist and pulled it free as the voices began to fade, bypassing her completely. She reached the door and threw it open, rushing into the hall.

      “Cross!” she shouted at the backs of the three men.

      They stopped and turned around, Joseph’s face exploding into a big smile at the sight of her.

      Preslan didn’t think about what she was doing. She ran to him, jumping into his arms and throwing her arms around his neck to embrace him.

      He hugged her back, talking softly into her ear. “I was worried about you.”

      “I was worried about you,” she replied.

      “You know, the back of your gown is wide open.”

      Preslan let go of him, taking a step back as her face began to burn. She reached back, putting her hand on her bare buttock, exposed to everyone in the hallway behind them. “Oh hell,” she said, pulling it closed and quickly tying it off while Niko laughed. “What are you laughing at, Nori? At least I don’t look like an overinflated pinata.”

      Niko flinched at the statement, while Joseph and Morales joined her in laughing at the new target.

      “I’m just messing with you,” Preslan said. “Joseph, are you okay? Did you come to see me? What happened after you woke up? What did I miss?”

      Joseph looked her over, noticing the plug for the IV on her hand. “It looks like you should still be in bed,” he said, looking past her at the row of doors. “Which room did you come out of?”

      “I’m fine,” she replied. “Doctor Rashad said I can discharge as soon as the meds wear off in a few hours. How are you?”

      “I’m…” He hesitated. “I’ll escort you back to your room. We can talk there.”

      “I’m glad you’re okay, Prezz,” Niko said.

      “Thanks,” she replied, smiling at him as she and Joseph started back toward her room. They were at the door when doctors Okoye and Rose came around the corner..

      “Joe,” Rose said. “There you are.”

      “Damn,” Joseph said. He looked over at Preslan. “I’m sorry. I have to go. I’m really happy to see you’re okay. We’ll catch up later, right?”

      “Yeah,” Preslan replied. “Just tell me what’s going on?”

      “Something with my synthetic. I don’t completely know yet. I feel fine, but…” He paused again. Preslan didn’t like it. Something was wrong with him, but he was trying not to worry her.

      Trying and failing.

      “Joseph, I want to help.”

      “You already did,” he replied. “More than you know. You were there for me...with your silly unicorn,” he added, smiling for just an instant before the lightness faded from his expression, his voice turning serious. “Prezz, we need to figure out what Shub-nigu wants from me before I lose control over my little friend here.” He tapped the side of his head.

      “Joe, let’s go!” Rose snapped. “The clock’s ticking.”

      “What clock?” Preslan asked. “How can I help you figure out what he’s after if I don’t know what’s happening?”

      “Grant will send for you once he knows you’re awake. Just do what you’re best at. Solve the problems.”

      “I will.” Preslan took his hand. “But what about you?”

      “I have my own set of problems to solve.”

      “I will.” She squeezed his hand. “Be safe, Joseph.”

      “You too, sis,” he replied.

      She couldn’t help but smile whenever he called her that. “I’ve missed you.”

      “Same here. We’ll talk soon.”

      He squeezed her hand back and then let it go, heading for Rose.

      “Hey, Miss Juno,” Lyle said, coming up behind her. “You shouldn’t be out of bed.”

      “I know.” She said, without looking at him, her worry for Joseph on her face as he and Rose walked away.   “I’m going back.”

      “I’ll help you with the IV.”

      Niko and Morales lingered behind, concern written across their faces. “It’ll be okay, Prezz,” Niko said, raising a hand to rub his knuckles gently across her cheek. “You know Joseph’s as tough as they come.”

      “Yeah, I know,” she agreed, trying to convince herself despite the growing sense of dread in her gut. “Can you two stay a while?”

      “I haven’t heard anything from Command yet,” Morales said. “I think we’re clear until we do.”

      “Good. Niko, Fatcat, this is Lyle.”

      “Cool to meet you guys,” Lyle said. “Come on, Miss Juno. If Doc Rashad sees you out here, he’ll have my head.”

      Preslan returned to her room, getting back into bed. Lyle reconnected the IV while Niko and Morales stood out of the way.

      Joseph had asked her to figure out what Shub-nigu wanted from him. She had no idea where to start with that, but it was a mystery she was eager to solve. It wasn’t much of a stretch to guess that their lives depended on it.
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      Pioneer. Bridge. 02.15.2324. 0115 hours.

      “Captain, I’ve got Chief Oslo on the comm,” Lieutenant Novitz said from his position at the command station.

      Tyson was in his familiar spot at the holotable, looking over a projection of space around them, as the ship’s sensors recognized it. The scale was zoomed out quite a bit, but it showed they were clear of any celestial bodies. According to the readings, the closest star system was nearly twenty years away at their current velocity. There were additional systems out beyond that, arranged in a constellation pattern he decided to call Ferrari because connecting them made the vague shape of a sports car. There was nothing but black for all that distance. No stars. No planets. Not even any asteroids or comets or randomly passing objects. No Axon or otherwise either.

      At least that was working in their favor.

      Still, the current emptiness of their immediate position left him nervous. They didn’t need a lot of reactor fuel for the thrusters. If that was their only power need, they could keep going straight ahead for another two hundred years if that was what the situation prescribed. But the gravity generators used energy. The atmospherics used energy. Even the damn toilets took a tiny amount of power, and the recycling systems needed more than that.

      The system was still running scans, still trying to determine if there were any planets around any of the stars, especially the closest. Even if there were, that didn’t make them habitable. Discerning that would take even more time.

      When they did reach a destination, that’s when they would need the thrusters. Pioneer would flip over end-to-end, countering its velocity by pushing back in the other direction and slowing them down until they reached orbit. It was a fuel intensive process that would require at least ten percent out of the thirty percent or so that remained.

      Unless Oslo and Juno could come up with something. He hoped Oslo had good news for him about their power predicament.

      “Have him meet me in the conference room,” Tyson said.

      “Aye aye, sir,” Novitz replied.

      “Actually, scratch that. I’ll go down to PAP Control. I haven’t paid them a visit in awhile.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You have the bridge, Lieutenant.”

      “I have the bridge, Captain.”

      Tyson left the bridge, walking briskly through the passageways. Power and propulsion was of course at the tail end of the ship near the thrusters, and it would take nearly ten minutes to reach it. That was fine with him. He had already spent a lot of time thinking, but he needed a little more. Or rather, he needed a little time to not think. To just walk the passageways, looking at the drab bulkheads and letting his mind wander aimlessly.

      He missed fishing, he realized as he headed across Pioneer. The sound of water. The peacefulness of the wild. The motion of casting out a fly, whipping it back and forth. The joy of catching dinner. He missed sitting down with a good book and feeling the light sway of a Navy destroyer at sea. He missed the camaraderie of the sailors. There was a little of that on board Pioneer, but they were running with such a skeleton crew it was hard to catch those candid moments when the spacers were just being themselves. Even though he still slept in the common racks, he rarely shared them with more than half a dozen crew at a time.

      And he missed the air. The sun. The real outdoors. The atmospherics were helpful, but nothing could compare to the real thing. Nobody in Metro understood that. They had never been exposed to real sunshine. They had never set foot on real earth. It was a lonely feeling sometimes. Especially when he thought about what Claire Nori had told him. The citizens of Metro were getting restless with his recruitment. But where they were now only proved how important it was that every soul aboard the ship knew how to defend it.

      Maybe the event could help get the citizens on board, but he wasn’t ready to tell them what had happened just yet. And how would he explain it anyway? That an ancient alien entity had forced them to travel through time? Even he wouldn’t believe that very easily, and there was no way to prove the statement. All of the clocks on Pioneer had remained fixed to their relative timeline while they sped through real spacetime, with it bending around them.

      He wasn’t convinced that was possible either, except all of the sensors seemed to agree with the assessment.

      He took a stairwell down to Deck Eighteen, continuing aft until he reached engineering. He entered the PAP Control Module without fanfare, making it all the way to where Oslo was looking over a diagram similar to the one Tyson had been reviewing, projected from an identical holotable in the center of the control room.

      “Captain on deck!” someone called out.

      Oslo looked up, spinning and coming to attention with the rest of his team.

      “As you were,” Tyson said.

      “Captain,” Oslo said. “I didn’t expect you so soon. You made record time getting down here.”

      “I’ve always been a fast walker,” Tyson said. “I hope you have good news for me.”

      “I do have news, sir,” Oslo said. “If it’s good? I don’t know.” He motioned to the projection. “Have you been reviewing the sensor data?”

      “I have. It’s incomplete.”

      “It is. I’ve been reviewing it too. The twist is subtle, but obvious once you realize—”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The sensors extrapolate our position based on the known location of stars, how much light is reaching us, at what angle—that sort of thing.  Pioneer’s nav computer has over a hundred million points in its database, taken from data captured before the trife ever reared their ugly heads.”

      “Right. So, what’s the problem?”

      “The extrapolation,” Oslo said. “If you zoom out all the way back to Earth, as the sensors understand it because they were technically frozen.” He zoomed out the projection. There was a huge dead spot between where they started and where they were because of the time in the bubble. Oslo reached up and tapped one of the spheres closer to them. “This is Avalon,” he said. “Or at least, it should be. Light years away, and in the opposite direction of our current velocity.”

      “Do we have enough power to reach it?”

      “If we make some drastic cuts to usage, we should be able to make it.”

      “What kind of cuts?”

      “Across the board. Lower gravity, turn off the counter-inertial systems. We also need to reduce the strain on recycling and all of that good stuff. And of course, we need some power left to stop our forward movement and be able to get down from orbit. Our best estimate is that we would need to cut the population of Metro by ten-thousand in the next seventy-two hours.”

      Tyson stared at Oslo, mouth slowly slipping open in shock. “Did I hear you right, Chief?”

      “Yes, Captain. I’m not saying I advocate the approach. But if we want to get anyone back to Avalon alive, we need to cull ten thousand from the population in the next three days. Even then, it’ll be touch and go. That’s our best estimate based on preliminary numbers.”

      “We’re not doing that, Chief,” Tyson said. “Not unless it’s our very, very last option.”

      “Good, because I don’t recommend it. You see, I’m not convinced that the planet is Avalon anyway.”

      “The twist?”

      “Yes, sir. Right now, the sensors are assuming we’ve gone in a straight line the entire time they were frozen. They just don’t know any better. But I’ve started looking into some of the star charts. I wrote a quick algorithm to begin sorting any systems that have a similar pattern to what we’re seeing here, around the distance we’ve calculated, plus or minus ten light years. Depending on how our path might have twisted during the journey, there are four possibilities.”

      Tyson was silent for a moment as he considered Oslo’s statement. “You’re saying we don’t really know where we are.”

      “Not with complete certainty. That planet has a twenty-five percent chance of being Avalon.”

      “What are the odds of four Earth-type planets in the same formation?” Tyson asked.

      “We don’t know that it’s an Earth-type planet yet. Our sensors weren’t made to make that determination. Oh, we know it’s in the goldilocks zone for its star, but that’s not that uncommon in systems like these. That doesn’t mean the planet has an atmosphere, or oxygen or any of the things we need to call the place home.”

      “I see,” Tyson said. “If that’s true, then we don’t know if any of the planets around us are habitable.”

      “No, sir. We don’t.”

      “You should have told me you had bad news, Chief. I wouldn’t have come all this way.”

      Oslo smiled. “The good news is we have enough power to stay at our same general heading for nearly a hundred years with a full boat. That gives us a chance to reach beyond the first star systems, toward a few further out. More options to find something livable.”

      “But no guarantees.”

      “No sir.”

      “What’s the likelihood that any of those planets are habitable?”

      “Percentage-wise? Probably about twenty-five.”

      “You said we had more chances.”

      “I could be off. We’re trying to get more data.”

      “Either way, if that planet isn’t Avalon, it means we’re completely homeless, and we could have all the energy in the universe and that doesn’t guarantee we won’t starve to death, or use up all the air scrubbers, or otherwise meet our end.”

      “No, sir. But there were never any complete guarantees. The scientists on the ground believed Avalon was good, but they didn’t have definitive proof.”

      “All of that is true,” Tyson agreed. He exhaled, straightening his jacket. “Okay. If our odds are just as good going forward as backward and we don’t need to cull anyone from Metro to stay on our current heading, then that’s what we’ll do. But we need to figure out if any of the worlds ahead are viable. The sooner the better. And we need to determine whether or not they’re already inhabited.”

      “Already inhabited?” Oslo asked.

      “Joseph was tricked into bringing us to this area of the universe for a reason. It would be pure folly to think we’re alone out here.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “Good work so far, Chief. But we can’t rest on our laurels just yet.”

      “I have no intention of doing that, sir. I’ll work with my team to get as much detail about the systems as we can manage.”

      “Excellent. Let me know as soon as you have something new to report.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Tyson left the module, heading back the way he had come. Where his trip down to PAP had been filled with nostalgic longing, the walk back was spent suffocating in the fear that he might have to butcher half of the people on board in order to see the rest survive. It was an outcome he had never considered, and he would rather see them die stranded out here than ever have to make that decision.

      But if that scenario came to pass, he knew the decision he would make.

      And God help them all.
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      Pioneer. Research Module. 02.15.2324. 0200 hours.

      “I have to admit, I’m a little nervous about doing this again,” Joseph said, leaning back against the seat of the brain scanner.

      “We’re not scanning you,” Rose replied. “We’re only doing imaging. Hidalgo, is the computer ready?”

      “It’s ready, Doctor,” Rose’s assistant replied.

      “Just sit back and relax, Joe,” Rose said.

      “That’s easy for you to say. Every time I relax I start seeing things.” Even now, the split in his mind was outside the cabin searching for William. The storm had passed, leaving the sun glistening off damp grass. Bosco ranged nearby, stopping at most of the trees and shrubs to sniff, marking one every so often. “What worries me the most is that William is missing,” he continued.

      “Your representative for the synthetic?” Rose said.

      “Yes.”

      Joseph had told her all about his Construct in the weeks between the time he had defeated Iagorth and gone into hibernation. There was little about Rose he trusted implicitly, but she was still the best person on the ship to approach for issues regarding the copied life form.

      After all, she had created it.

      “When did he vanish?”

      “After Okoye did his scan.”

      Rose shook her head. “Idiots. They have no idea what they’re dealing with. I’ve studied it for nearly thirty years and I still think I’ve only scratched the surface.”

      “But can you fix it?” Joseph asked.

      “We need to see what’s going on in there first. Then maybe we can get some answers.”

      Joseph closed his eyes and exhaled. “I’m ready.”

      “Hidalgo, let’s get a clean shot the first time.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied. “Prime, please remain as still as you can. Here we go.”

      Joseph didn’t feel anything while he waited for the scientists to do their work. He kept himself as static as possible, especially his head, until they told him he could move again.

      “Okay,” Hidalgo said. “I think we’ve got it.”

      Joseph opened his eyes and immediately stood up. Rose and Hidalgo were looking at the monitor attached to the scanner. “So that’s my brain?” he asked, looking at it too.

      “It’s an extremely small section of it,” Rose said, punching a button on the computer. Leaning heavily on her cane, she turned around, pointing to the main computer. “Let’s go have a look at it compared to your earlier imaging and the synthetic’s original genetic structure.”

      She set out, hobbling across the room with the help of her cane. Joseph tried to assist her, but she batted his hands away. “Just because I’m ninety-seven doesn’t mean you should treat me like some feeble old lady. I’m not giving Grant the satisfaction of losing my marbles or kicking off quite yet.” She laughed at the statement.

      Reaching the other side of the room, she dropped onto her stool and tapped on the keyboard, showing the image on the display. Then she split the screen, bringing up a second image. "Tell me more about what happened to you in stasis. Do you know why you brought us ahead at warp speed?” She leaned in and squinted to examine the two pictures.

      “I didn’t even know I was doing it,” Joseph replied. “I didn’t know I was still asleep. In the Construct, I came out of stasis to find Pioneer under attack. I couldn’t see the cabin. I couldn’t talk to William.”

      “That should have been your first clue you weren’t in Kansas, Dorothy. Where did you think the synthetic went?”

      “Still asleep? Damaged by stasis? I don’t know. I’m a Marine, not a scientist or a doctor. I reacted to the threat.”

      “Until Preslan got you out.”

      “Preslan and the Sheriff.”

      “Tell me more about him.”

      “I already told Grant. He looked like a post-apocalyptic cowboy. He had an augmented arm, and he was a magician with a pair of old-fashioned Peacemakers. Plus, he knew Shub-nigu. I don’t know how. He said he was on Earth.”

      “You know, I’d never considered that before,” Rose said. “And I’ve spent a long time thinking about it.”

      “Considered what?”

      “That we might be able to use the Relyeh technology to get a message back to Earth. I wonder if they ever got my earlier dispatches.”

      “I think they might have. In the Construct, the Sheriff made a giant that looked an awful lot like Goliath.”

      Rose cackled excitedly. “He did?” She turned to face him. “Do you know what that means? If they used the Goliath research, they may have been able to stop the trife. Earth might be safe.”

      “Even if it is, we’re never going to see it again.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it anyway, dearie. I’ve only got about ten good years left in me. It’s enough to think my sacrifice helped them.”

      “Your decisions hurt us, Rose. Pioneer and the civilians on board.”

      “You don’t know that. I didn’t give Iagorth permission to land. And I didn’t give orders to go poking around in his flying rock. It’s convenient for Grant to blame me for all of that because of what I did later, but it’s not solely my fault. Besides, that’s ancient history by now. Well, maybe not to you.”

      Joseph decided not to push. It wouldn’t solve their current problems. “Do you see anything?”

      “I’m looking.” She turned her eyes back to the screen. “We might be able to use this in a good way. You’re connected to Shub-nigu, and so is this Sheriff character. What if you could go back there at the same time he’s there or maybe summon him there? You could find out more about Earth.”

      “How would we arrange that without possibly compromising my sanity?”

      “I’ll have to give that some thought. Maybe it’s not possible, but it might be worth exploring.”

      They fell silent as she continued examining the image.

      “Ma’am,” Hidalgo said, coming up beside her. “I think I found something.”

      “What?” Rose said. “You beat me to it? I am getting old, aren’t I? What did you find?”

      She hopped off the stool so he could take over. He used the controls to draw a small circle around two areas on the images. “Do you see it, ma’am?”

      “No,” Rose said. “Not yet. Can you magnify?”

      He tapped on the controls, and the two circles zoomed in further and further, until even Joseph could see the difference between them.

      “What is that?” he asked, pointing at the silvery branches in the older image.

      “The cilium,” Rose said. “The part it’s connected to is the synthetic. You’ve never seen it so close up.”

      It looked like a web of fibers to Joseph, each one composed of thousands of even smaller fibers. “I’d be impressed but I have no point of reference to how impressive it is.”

      “Just be impressed, Prime,” Hidalgo said.

      “Roger that.” He looked at the other image. “Why doesn’t this one have any cilium?”

      “That’s the problem right there,” Rose said. “They’re out of phase.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I think they’re stuck that way. Maybe Shub-nigu is holding the cilium immobile. Maybe something else happened. I don’t know yet. But this could very well be why William is missing.”

      “How can that be the reason? William is a symbol, not a real separate entity. He’s a representation of the alien part of my brain. Of that.” He pointed at the synthetic.

      “I might be a scientist, Joe, but this is still way over all of our heads. I can’t explain it any more than you can. But at least with this clue, I can start to try to determine what’s happening.”

      Joseph stared at the two images. “The cilium connect the synthetic to the Relyeh network, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “So if they’re stuck, that means I”m still connected to Shub-nigu.”

      “Yes. That stands to reason.”

      “So Shub-nigu could come for me pretty much any time he wants.”

      “Didn’t you say there’s a lock on the cellar doors?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Don’t let him break that lock.”

      “I can only do that while I’m awake.”

      “Then don’t go to sleep.”

      Joseph laughed. “That’s easy for you to say. If I never sleep, I’ll die.”

      “You have a few days. I’ll work on it. Maybe I’ll even ask Okoye to help me.”

      “What am I supposed to do in the meantime? Grant won’t clear me for duty like this. Not unless he has no choice.”

      “Watch a movie or something. How the bloody hell should I know? I’ll do the best I can, Joe.”

      Joseph shook his head. “No. Do better than that. Ping me when you have something.”

      Rose didn’t say anything to try to stop him as he left the lab. He didn’t know where he was going, but he needed to do something. Back in the cabin, he dropped into William’s rocker, Bosco laying at his feet. He leaned over to pet the dog.

      “You know what really worries me, Bosco?” he said. “When the shit really hits the fan, and it will; I’m not sure if I’ll be part of the solution. Or if I’ll be the problem.”
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      Pioneer. Passageway. 02.15.2324. 0200 hours.

      It was early morning, late for any of them to still be awake. But crisis didn’t have a timeline. Even so, Tyson didn’t expect to run into Governor Nori as he made his way back from PAP Control. He  found her standing outside the bridge doors, dressed in her typical formalwear. Her hair was tied back, accentuating the weariness in her eyes and the bags beneath them.

      “Governor Nori,” Tyson said as he approached. “You haven’t been standing here waiting for me, have you?”

      Claire smiled. “No, Captain. I only arrived a few minutes ago. Lieutenant Novitz told me you weren’t around, but I figured you would show up sooner or later.”

      “How long were you prepared to wait?”

      “As long as it took. I hope you have time to speak with me.”

      Tyson didn’t really want to, but it was a conversation he wouldn’t be able to avoid forever. It was better to deal with it now so he could check another item off his list. “Join me in the conference room?” he asked.

      She fell in beside him as he continued walking. “Obviously, Pioneer is finished shaking,” she said. “Considering I have forty-thousand people nervous it might start up again, I was hoping you might be able to provide me with some answers.”

      “You’d like to know what caused it,” Tyson said.

      “That would be a wonderful start.”

      Tyson was about to answer when his comm badge beeped. He tapped on it. “This is Grant.”

      “Captain, this is Doctor Okoye. Do you have a moment, sir?”

      Tyson looked at Claire. “I’ll meet you inside, Captain,” she said, continuing to the conference room ahead of him.

      “Go ahead, Doctor,” Tyson said.

      “Sir, you wanted me to ping you when Miss Juno was feeling better. She’s currently on an anti-inflammatory for some minor swelling, but otherwise healthy. Doctor Rashad recommended keeping her under observation under the medication wears off, but I know you’re eager to speak with her, and I also know she’s eager to be discharged.”

      “I’m glad to hear she’s well,” Tyson replied. “If she wants to be discharged and there’s no good reason to hold her, then please make it happen. Is Corporal Nori still down there?”

      “He is, Captain.”

      “Good. Have him escort Miss Juno up to see me. The sooner we have all of the pieces of the puzzle laid out, the easier it will be to begin putting them together.”

      “Aye aye, Captain. Okoye out.”

      Tyson tapped his comm, his thoughts turning to Joseph. He had never completely understood the Marine’s situation with the synthetic moiety of Iagorth. Hearing from Rose that it might be compromised had left him more than a little uncomfortable. It was clear Joseph wasn’t currently fit for duty. What was less obvious was whether or not he might be an active threat. The only way Shub-nigu could touch them right now was through him. How could he hold the ancient alien at bay?

      Tyson was between a rock and a hard place with Joseph. He was afraid of what the Marine might have dragged Pioneer into and anxious about the enemy using him against them. At the same time, if a physical threat made itself apparent, Tyson would need to lean on Joseph as a primary means of defense. Assuming they could come up with the power.

      He entered the conference room. Claire was already seated in her familiar spot, so he circled the table to his, sitting across from her. He sat down, locking eyes with her while he tried to decide how to approach the truth.

      Bluntly, he decided. Claire Nori was a smart woman. She wouldn’t make the wrong decisions.

      “I can’t completely guarantee Pioneer won’t start shaking again,” he said. “But it’s extremely unlikely. Less than a one percent chance.”

      “What caused it?” Claire asked.

      “Not what. Who. Guardian Prime Cross, in hibernation.”

      Claire was silent for a moment. “This has to do with Iagorth, doesn’t it?. Is he a threat again?”

      “No. Not as far as we can tell. A different Relyeh.”

      Claire laughed scornfully. “It’s like there’s an endless parade of unspeakable cosmic horrors out there, and they all want a piece of Pioneer.”

      Tyson smiled. “It sure feels that way. I’ll give you the short version. Prime Cross accidentally put Pioneer inside a bubble in spacetime. We advanced over a hundred years in time and space within a little over an hour.”

      “How do you accidentally break the law of relativity?”

      “I don’t think we did, but I’m not an expert. I never had to worry about Einstein on the deck of a destroyer. In any case, this other Relyeh, called Shub-nigu, put him up to it. We’re still trying to figure out why.”

      Claire was silent again. Tyson appreciated how she always thought things through before she spoke. “How am I supposed to relay that to the people of Metro?”

      “I’m not sure you need to tell them much of anything at all. There’s no way for anyone in Metro to discern the jump forward in time. They have no frame of reference to look back on to know we’re further into the future. Now the present. A bigger concern for both of us is that the odds of trouble have risen significantly in the last six hours. How do we present that to the people without panicking them?”

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “I don’t know. We’re still trying to work that out. I wanted to sell them on mandatory service at age eighteen before. Now we need to begin organizing immediate mandatory training across the entire population.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I want all of Metro’s civilians given at least a minimum of combat training. How to use a rifle, basic combat tactics, and most importantly how to take orders. You came to me before I’ve had an abundance of time to think this through, but I believe we can get the city ready to defend itself if needed within four months.”

      Claire paused again before shaking her head. “Captain, there’s no message I can pass to the people of Metro that will make this a pill they can swallow. Not without a tangible threat to the ship I can get them to rally behind.”

      “Shub-nigu didn’t bring us here to play house,” Tyson said. “There’s a purpose to it, which we interrupted by getting Cross out of hibernation. There’s a good chance he’s going to send something looking for us.”

      “That’s speculation.”

      “Based on experience. If we wait until the enemy is right outside or trying to knock in the seals leading into Metro, it’s already too late.”

      “I have to admit, when I came here I was hoping you would describe some unexpected type of space turbulence, and tell me that everything was fine. This isn’t close to anything I thought you might say.”

      “It’s a shot across the bow to me too, Claire. I’m trying to deal with it the best I can, and I could use your help with the city.”

      “Then we need to connect the shaking to the threat,” Claire said. “It’s the only way we’ll stand a chance at convincing the people there might be real trouble on the horizon. But that might still lead to a panic, and I don’t really enjoy lying to them.”

      “Good. I don’t either. But what’s the alternative? The truth? Like you said, the threat is still speculation until it materializes, and once it materializes it might be too late.”

      “So what do we tell them?”

      Tyson leaned back in his seat. He didn’t know what to tell them. He was too close to the truth to see the lies clearly.

      His comm beeped, saving him for the moment. He tapped his comm link and spoke. “Grant here.”

      “Captain, it’s Chief Oslo. I’m sorry, sir. I know you were just down here. But there’s something you need to see. I can pass it to the bridge if you’re there.”

      “Is this an emergency, Chief?” Tyson asked, wondering what else had gone wrong.

      “We aren’t in imminent danger if that’s what you’re asking, Captain. But I think it’s important enough to warrant an immediate response.”

      “Very well, give me five minutes.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Tyson disconnected, getting to his feet. “I’m sorry, Claire. I need to go.”

      “This is important too, Captain.”

      “I know. If you need to tell them something, say we were attacked by an alien craft and it was destroyed, but we don’t know if they’ll come back and we need to be ready. Something along those lines.”

      Claire made a face. “I’ll figure something out.”

      Tyson rushed from the room, leaving her to deal with her issues as  he headed back to the bridge.

      What else had just gone wrong?
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      Pioneer. Bridge. 02.15.2324. 0230 hours.

      “Attention. Captain on—”

      “At ease,” Tyson snapped, cutting off Ensign Rollins as he hurried onto the bridge. Those of his bridge crew who’d started to stand settled back down at their consoles as Tyson circled the command station. Only a skeleton crew—Lieutenants Novitz, Rollins and Kaminski—were on duty because it was the middle of the night. It had taken some convincing to get Siraj to bunk up, and she had only capitulated because she knew she would need to take over once he reached the point of exhaustion where he could no longer stand. Adrenaline was all that was keeping him going now, and that would run out much too soon.

      “Lieutenant, open a comm to engineering,” he said, taking his seat.

      “Aye aye, sir,” Novitz replied. “Channel open.”

      “Chief, this is Grant. I’m on the bridge. What do you have?”

      “Captain, I’m passing it to the holotable now. When it shows, you’ll be looking at the same thing I am.”

      Tyson reached the table, bracing his hands on the edges as the image appeared, hovering in front of his eyes. It flickered in and out, like the flame of a candle.

      “Chief, there’s something wrong with the feed.”

      “Negative, Captain,” Oslo replied. “That’s what we’re getting too. The sensors can’t get a solid lock on this, whatever it is. I’ve managed to update the system to help stabilize the visual, but I wanted to let you see it like this first.”

      “When did you discover this?”

      “Our sensor extrapolation picked it up about five minutes after you left. Ensign Kaminski helped us get a lock from up there.”

      Tyson glanced over at Kaminski. She kept her eyes forward, but he could see the slight upturn of her mouth as she smiled in response to the praise.

      “Run the stabilization,” Tyson said.The image continued to flicker and seemed to randomly move position, but it didn’t vanish. It looked like a star, but it certainly wasn’t acting like one. “What is it?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to figure out, Captain,” Oslo said. “It’s not acting like anything we’ve ever seen before. Our equipment is struggling to classify it, but as far as it’s concerned it’s closest in properties to a star. That’s why it shows on the projection that way.”

      Tyson stared at it for nearly half a minute without speaking while Oslo waited patiently. “How far away is it from us?” he asked.

      “Approximately eight weeks to do a flyby, Captain,” Ensign Kaminski answered. “Fourteen if you want to slow our approach to rendezvous with it.”

      Eight weeks. It was the closest thing to them by a long way. Tyson stepped back from the holotable, staring at it. There was no way this was a coincidence. But how could Shub-nigu have known Joseph would escape his Construct when he did, in order to bring them in so close to this odd anomaly?

      Unless Joseph hadn’t escaped.

      What if the Relyeh Ancient had let him out?

      “Ensign Kaminski, please plot a potential course to the star and send it to the holotable.”

      “Aye aye, Captain,” Kaminski replied.

      Tyson kept staring at the strange beacon as she worked on setting up the navigation.

      “Captain,” Lieutenant Novitz said behind him.

      “Yes, Lieutenant.”

      Tyson looked back over his shoulder. Preslan Juno stood beside the command station. She looked tired and a little more pale than usual, but her smile showed she was at least in good spirits.

      “Miss Juno,” Tyson said. “How are you feeling?”

      “Captain Grant, thank you for calling me here,” she replied. “I’m drugged up a little, so I’m pain-free for the moment.” Her eyes shifted to the projection. “What’s that?” she asked with the excitement of a child as she moved closer to look at it.

      “Your timing is excellent,” Tyson said. “Chief Oslo, Miss Juno is on the bridge with us now.”

      “Hey, Chief,” Preslan said.

      “Preslan. You’re feeling better I take it?”

      “Better,” she replied. “Captain, do you mind if I touch this?”

      “Ensign Kaminski, finish the projected navigation but don’t send it over just yet,” Tyson said.

      “Aye aye, Captain.”

      “Go ahead,” he told Preslan.

      She reached up, turning the wandering image in the projection and looking at it from multiple angles. “Chief, how did you wind up spotting this?” she asked.

      “Stevens noticed an anomaly in the light output in the region. It was superseding more distant emissions.”

      “Why is it jumping around like that?”

      “We set the system to interpolate the output to stabilize the image. Do you want to see the original stream?”

      “Yes, please.”

      The flickering movement returned. Preslan stared at it like a moth, not only rotating it in the projection, but walking around the holotable to get a different look.

      “The system is generating the three dimensions, right?” she asked.

      “That’s right,” Oslo confirmed. “We can’t get the light that isn’t coming toward us. Why?”

      “The more I look at it, the more I think the object isn’t moving. At least not this much. It’s a flaw in the stitching. Well, not really a flaw. More like a limitation. It’s trying to guess what’s happening based on the data it has, but the guess is wrong.”

      “Are you sure?” Tyson asked.

      “Not completely.” Preslan lifted her hand, biting on her finger as she thought about the problem. “How far away is it?” she asked.

      “About ten AU,” Tyson replied.

      “Close.”

      “Yes.”

      She looked at him. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking, Captain?”

      “If you’re thinking this is what Shub-nigu brought us here for, then yes.”

      “So the question is, do we run away from it as fast as we can or do we go and check it out?”

      “That’s one question,” Tyson said. “What’s your feeling on it?”

      “I think you should ask Joseph.”

      “I intend to. But I’m asking you right now, Miss Juno.”

      “You really can call me Preslan, Captain. Or Prezz. I don’t like the formality.”

      “I don’t like the informality,” Tyson replied. “But seeing as you’re a civilian, I’ll honor your request, Preslan.”

      “Thank you, Captain. My opinion depends on the nature of the star. If it is what I think it is, I really, really want to go check it out, from a purely selfish perspective.”

      The statement piqued Tyson’s curiosity. “What do you think it is?”

      “I’m going to make a couple of assumptions here. Chief, are you with me?”

      “Yes. Go ahead,” Oslo said.

      “The light being emitted, can we determine the source?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, are you sure it’s light and heat from fusion generated at the sun’s surface?”

      “I have no reason to think it isn’t. Why? What are you getting at?”

      “Two words, Chief—Dyson shell.”

      Tyson looked at Preslan with no idea what the two words meant. Oslo did. “A Dyson shell? That’s impossible.”

      “For humans, maybe. What about for the Relyeh? Or probably more likely, the Axon?”

      “I mean, if it is…” Olso trailed off a moment. “I can’t even begin to imagine. But you’re right, we can’t rule it out.”

      “No. But maybe we can rule it in. If we estimate some parameters of a shell, we can feed it into the system and see if we have a close match.”

      “Yes,” Oslo said excitedly. “That’s perfect. Do you want to work on it, or should I?”

      “Wait a second,” Tyson said. “I’ll make the decisions here.”

      “Sorry, Captain,” Oslo replied.

      “First of all, I need one of you to explain what a Dyson shell is.”

      “It’s like an egg,” Preslan said. “Where the yolk is a star. And the shell is…well…a shell, around the star. Completely surrounding it. The goal of a Dyson shell is to capture one hundred percent of a star’s energy, possibly to make the shell inhabitable.”

      “But if the shell surrounds the star, how can we see its light?” Tyson asked.

      “We can’t,” Oslo said. “Which is the point Preslan raised about the source of the detected light. A shell can still drift in relation to the star inside it, in which case it would need some sort of propulsion to counteract the drift and keep it stable. That could be where the light is coming from. And if that propulsion is spread across the shell, it could explain the shift we’re getting from the sensors. They weren’t really designed to find something that isn’t supposed to exist.”

      “And you think something might be living there?” Tyson said.

      “It’s hard to say,” Oslo replied. “There are some difficult physics problems they would need to solve, but if they managed to make a shell in the first place, they’ve probably solved them.”

      “Still, I would venture to say that the construction is more likely Axon,” Preslan said. “It doesn’t seem much like the Hunger’s style.”

      “How long will it take you to make a determination?” Tyson asked.

      “One of our teams would need to abandon the study of the Intellect power supplies,” Oslo said. “But it probably wouldn’t take more than a day or two.”

      “What about the power supplies?” Preslan asked. “Captain, did you want to restart that research?”

      “We’ll talk about that,” Tyson said. “Chief, do whatever’s needed to understand the nature of this star.”

      “Aye aye, Captain.”

      “Thank you. You’re dismissed, Chief. Ensign Kaminski.”

      “Yes, Captain?” she turned to look at him.

      “Did you finish plotting the navigation?”

      “Yes, sir. I can send it to the holotable.”

      “That’s not necessary just yet. If we continue on our present course for the next forty-eight hours, how much will that change the vector and time of arrival?”

      Kaminski updated the calculations. “Sixteen hours, Captain.”

      “Lock in the nav settings, but don’t enable them.”

      “Aye aye, sir. Settings locked.”

      “Miss Preslan, I had some other things I wanted to speak with you about, but it seems we can solve more problems more efficiently if we combine my interview with a larger meeting.”

      “Of course, Captain. Whatever you think is best.”

      Tyson nodded. “Lieutenant Novitz, get Cross up here ASAP. And wake up Commander Siraj as well. I’d like her to be present.”

      “Aye aye, sir,” Novitz replied.

      Tyson looked at Preslan. “Maybe after this, we can both get some rest.”
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      Pioneer. Conference Room. 02.15.2324. 0300 hours.

      Joseph hadn’t expected to hear from Captain Grant so soon after leaving Research. He had spent the hour showering and changing into a fresh pair of utilities left in his room in the Guardian Module.

      He wanted to talk to Grant too, not only about their current situation, but about his personal one. He didn’t intend to spend the rest of his life alone in the old module, so he either needed a bunk in the new Guardian space, a rack with the general Pioneer crew or a cube somewhere in Metro. Given his strange status aboard the ship—a Guardian currently considered unfit for duty and possibly dangerous to the safety of them all—he couldn’t help but wonder if maybe he was wrong. Maybe he was better off alone in the Guardian module. Or better yet, locked up in the Metro Law Office jail.

      He approached the door leading into the conference room, running his hand over his bald head. He wanted his hair to grow back, felt naked without it. He paused just outside the door, listening to the voices. Commander Siraj. Captain Grant. Niko. Preslan?

      He opened the door, all eyes turning to him as he entered. He suddenly felt exposed and judged, as if Grant and Siraj could see right through him to the chained cellar doors keeping Shub-nigu away.

      “Captain Grant,” he said, coming to attention. “Guardian Pr…Guardian Cross reporting, sir.”

      “At ease, Cross,” Grant said. “Take a seat.” He motioned to the spot between Niko and Preslan, who smiled at him as he took it.

      They sat in silence for a minute, as if Captain Grant was waiting for someone else to arrive. It turned out he was. The door opened again and both West and Governor Nori entered the room.

      “Guardian Prime West reporting, Captain,” she said.

      “At ease,” Grant repeated, getting to his feet. “Governor Nori, thank you for returning so soon.”

      Claire smiled. “Captain, it’s no trouble if it helps keep us all safe.”

      “That’s why I’ve called you here,” Grant said. “Please…” He remained standing gesturing at the empty seats. “...take a seat.”

      As Siraj sat down in the one next to Joseph, Claire went around the table, sitting opposite Niko. She gave her son a wink of acknowledgment, which he returned with a nod.

      “Claire, I believe we’ve reached the point where your direct involvement in all of his as Governor necessitates you attend our meetings rather than one of us reporting everything to you second-hand. Time is of the essence right now.”

      “Of course, Captain,” Claire said.

      “Joseph, how are you feeling?” Grant asked, putting him on the spot.

      Joseph didn’t get to answer. The door opened again, Rose’s cane preceding her as she shoved her way into the room. “Did I hear my name?” she asked with a laugh. “Tyson, it’s not kind of you to start without me, you know.”

      “I didn’t invite you,” Grant replied. “Why are you here?”

      “Because you didn’t invite me and you should have.” She looked at Joseph and smiled. “As the foremost expert on the Relyeh and Joseph’s brain, I not only deserve a seat at the table. You need me here.” She didn’t wait for Grant to offer her a seat, heading for the chair next to Niko. West stood up, ready to escort her back out of the room.

      “It’s okay,” Grant said, staying West with an upraised hand. “She’s right.”

      “Of course I’m right,” Rose said, slumping heavily into her seat. “I’ve been right this whole time. But you never want to listen to me.”

      Grant continued to stare coldly at her. Joseph didn’t blame him. He didn’t think anyone in the room believed Rose was right the whole time...except for Rose herself. She had harmed the mission at least as much as she had helped clean up the mess.

      “Joseph, go ahead,” Grant said.

      “As I was saying, I feel fine. Doctor Rose ran some extra tests on my brain and the synthetic. There is one minor—”

      “He’s fine,” Rose interrupted. “Everything looks good. All systems go.”

      “I didn’t ask you,” Grant said. “I asked Guardian Cross. There’s one minor what?”

      Joseph thought fast. Rose was covering for him, telling Grant he was fine when at best he couldn’t go to sleep, and at worst he could lose control of the synthetic. Should he go along with her deception or insist on the truth? He had always been a good, loyal Marine. But he had also kept the moieties from Grant to better protect Pioneer, an act he only regretted now because of what it had allowed Shub-nigu to do. His priority had to be the protection of the ship and its passengers.

      “To be honest, Captain. I’m not sure if it’s minor,” he replied. “The synthetic is damaged.” He heard Rose growl in consternation. “The connection between it and the Relyeh network is stuck out of phase with me. I’m able to keep the Relyeh shut out while I’m awake. I can’t even guess what might happen if I go to sleep.”

      “You can’t sleep?” Preslan asked.

      Joseph looked over at Rose. Her eyes were fierce behind the wrinkles, angry he hadn’t taken advantage of the chance she had given him. “No,” he replied. “There’s a chance Shub-nigu could take control of the synthetic if I do. He could use it to activate the moieties, and the xaxkluth. Unless Doctor Rose has figured out a solution.” His eyebrows rose in question.

      All eyes turned to Rose. She smiled and laughed. “I did, actually,” she replied. “In record time, I might add. But you aren’t going to like it.”

      “You can fix the synthetic?” Joseph asked.

      “Well, no. But I can potentially keep you awake indefinitely without killing you.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s not the solution I was looking for.”

      “What do you have in mind, Doctor?” Grant asked.

      “The synthetic carries genetic information for over a hundred alien species. I used some of that information to help create Goliath. In doing so, I learned a lot about mingling human and non-human DNA. I believe I can alter Joseph’s genetic code so that he won’t require sleep to maintain proper organic function.”

      “Captain,” Joseph said. “You can’t make me agree to something like that.”

      “No, I can’t,” Grant agreed. “And I won’t. Don’t worry, Joseph. Rose, you’re crazy for even mentioning it.”

      “Am I, Tyson? We have no bloody idea what we’re up against out here. And like it or not, Joseph Cross is the best weapon we have. But what kind of weapon will you be, Joe, if you haven’t slept in forty-eight hours? What kind of weapon will you be if Shub-nigu has his finger on the trigger and you’re out to lunch?”

      Joseph flinched at the statement, blood running cold. Damn Rose for being right. What kind of weapon would he be? It was the same fear he had carried with him since leaving Research.

      “Okay,” Grant said. “That’s enough. As of this moment, I’m not putting that forward as an option. Rose, do whatever you need to do to prepare something like that. We’ll hold it back as a last resort.” He looked at Joseph. “I’m sure you’d rather risk losing yourself than Pioneer.”

      “That’s true, Captain,” Joseph said.

      “You’ve got it,” Rose agreed.

      “Joseph, at this point I can’t in good conscience restore you as Guardian Prime,” Grant said.

      “I agree,” Joseph replied. He had already expected as much.

      “However, like Rose pointed out, that doesn’t diminish your value. I think this situation demands that we create a unique place for you in the chain of command. I haven’t thought of a rank or title just yet, but I’m putting you outside of the Guardians. You’ll report directly to me, and take orders only from me.”

      Joseph wasn’t expecting that. “Whatever you need, sir.”

      “Good. Prime West will remain in her position indefinitely, as she has for the past five years.”

      “Yes, sir,” West said.

      “Now, let’s table this part of the discussion. It wasn’t the conversation I was planning, and I don’t think it’s a situation we can resolve immediately. None of this is. Thankfully, we do have a little time to get our feet under us.” He paused, gathering his thoughts. “Preslan, I’ve already heard Joseph’s account of what happened inside Shub-nigu’s Construct. I’d like to hear your side of the story, from your perspective. I’m especially interested in your interaction with the Sheriff.”

      “Of course, Captain,” Preslan said. “I’m not really sure where to start. I’m still not totally sure of what happened. It all felt so real, and yet like a dream at the same time. If Joseph weren’t here to corroborate, I might think I was crazy.”

      “You definitely aren’t crazy,” Joseph said. “But you talked to the Sheriff more than I did.”

      “I did,” Preslan agreed. “When Doctor Rose put me under, I was suddenly in this landscape; it reminded me of Earth, but not the Earth I’ve seen in the PiNet videos. It was in tatters. Broken and ugly. I was on a road, and a vehicle was coming at me. It tried to run me over, but the Sheriff suddenly appeared and pulled me out of the way. Then he shot the people in the vehicle. One bullet each. He never missed. Anyway, he came over to me and asked me who I was, where I was from and how I got into Shub-nigu’s Construct, explaining where I was. He said he ended up there most nights when he slept.”

      “Sounds familiar,” Rose said, looking at Joseph.

      “I told him about Pioneer. He seemed surprised. He asked me why we hadn’t gone to Proxima.”

      “Proxima?” Siraj said. “Like Proxima Centauri?”

      “I guess,” Preslan replied. “What is it?”

      “One of the closest systems to Earth that supposedly has a habitable planet. But we weren’t going there because of a concern it was too close to Earth.” She looked stricken. “Do you think that might have changed, Captain?”

      “I’m not sure what to think,” Grant replied. “But we did take damage to our comm equipment during launch. If Command wanted to change our destination, they wouldn’t have been able to relay it to us.”

      The room fell into a shocked silence. Joseph was sure the others felt the same way he did. Had they been separated from the escaping ships that would follow them because of the damage they’d sustained? Were they all the way out here and on their own because of that?

      “It doesn’t change anything,” Rose said. “We can’t go back now.”

      “Blunt, but honest,” Grant replied. “Preslan, did the Sheriff say where he was? And when he was?”

      “He said he was on Earth, Captain,” Preslan said. “He didn’t say when, but he stayed with us the entire time we were there.”

      “And years were passing in minutes,” Grant said. “How is that possible? My mind can’t seem to grasp it.”

      “The Relyeh network is outside of this universe,” Rose said. “It doesn’t follow our same timeline. It’s possible the Sheriff was technically with you years before he was born. There’s more, Captain. According to Joseph, the people on Earth may have received my research on Goliath.”

      “The Sheriff created a giant inside the Construct that looked very similar to it but a lot bigger,” Joseph agreed.

      Grant considered that for a moment. “It’s all interesting, and I’m grateful if Earth is still fighting. I’m also thankful that some of the ships may have made it to Proxima, but none of that helps us any. Preslan, is there anything the Sheriff told you that might be helpful for our current situation?”

      Preslan thought for a moment. “I don’t think anything factual. But one thing he said did stick with me. He told me he and Joseph were able to mold the Construct because Shub-nigu was distracted. Maybe that’s something we can use. It seems to me that, like Joseph is more vulnerable when he’s asleep, Shub-nigu is more vulnerable when he’s looking the other way, so to speak.”

      “That could be helpful,” Rose agreed. “If we knew how to distract him.”

      “It’s something to think about,” Grant said. “Let’s move on to the bigger reason I brought you here. About thirty minutes ago, Chief Oslo and his team detected an irregular light source relatively close to our position. While the ship’s sensors identified it as a star, further discussion between Chief Oslo and Miss Juno have raised a question of the object’s true nature.”

      “What kind of question?” Joseph asked.

      “They think it might be a Dyson shell.”

      “A what?”Joseph was glad he wasn’t the only one staring at Preslan because he had no idea what she was talking about.

      “Think of it like an egg,” Preslan started.

      “A potentially inhabitable wrap around a star,” Grant said. “Like the shell of an egg. Whoever did the wrapping might be using it to collect all of the energy given off by the star, for reasons unknown.”

      “Chief Oslo is creating an algorithm so we can try to match the sensor data with our best estimate of what a Dyson shell with stabilizing propulsion might look like,” Preslan finished.

      Joseph’s heart was already racing by then. “That has to be what Shub-nigu dragged us here to find,” he said.

      “There’s a chance of that,” Grant agreed. “But remember, we helped pull you out of stasis. We don’t know how much further Pioneer might have gone if we hadn’t gotten you out at that precise time. The reactors had enough juice for a few more minutes at least.”

      “How far is it to the next closest system on this heading?” West asked.

      “Twenty light years.”

      “A few more minutes wouldn’t have gotten us there,” West countered.

      “She may be right,” Joseph said. “What are the odds I got out at the same time we closed on Shub-nigu’s target?” He paused, a chill running down his spine. “Unless I didn’t get out on my own.”

      “I had the same thought,” Grant said. “It could be the Relyeh Ancient is toying with us. Using us like pawns in whatever his game is.”

      “Excuse me, Captain,” Claire said. “What about Avalon? You told me we covered a lot of ground. Aren’t we anywhere near our intended target?”

      “We are,” Grant replied. “And we could conceivably go back to it.”

      “Then why don’t we?”

      “Oslo ran the numbers. We’d have to remove ten thousand residents from Metro.”

      “What do you mean by remove?” Niko asked.

      “Kill them,” Grant said coldly. “Through retainment or out the airlock. It’s not a tenable option, and Oslo assures me our odds are better of all surviving if we stay on our current course or close to it.”

      “I agree,” Joseph said. “If Avalon is within our range, it’s also likely in range of whoever made the shell thing Preslan’s talking about. I don’t like our chances of it being a safe place to land.”

      “I see,” Claire said.

      “The question is whether or not we go to this potential shell to investigate,” Joseph continued. “There’s a chance we could be walking into a trap.”

      “A good chance,” West said.

      “But I don’t think Shub-nigu brought us here to die. I never got the impression the Hunger is inherently evil. Not even Iagorth. They’re only doing what comes natural to them to survive, just like we are. I believe Shub-nigu brought us here for a reason.”

      “Do you know what that reason is?” Grant asked.

      “No, Captain. I wish I did. What are our options if we keep going forward? How far can we make it?”

      “To the nearest systems, at least. We have a chance there. But like you said about Avalon, it could be there’s no safe haven anywhere that we can reach.”

      “Captain,” Preslan said. “I have a couple of other thoughts about the shell.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “For one thing, our best guess is that it’s Axon made. Joseph, I don’t know if you agree, but my feeling is that the Relyeh wouldn’t be interested in making something like that.”

      “I agree,” Rose said before Joseph could reply. “The Relyeh are trying to expand across the universe. They take what they need from what they find when they get where they’re going. Static structures like you’ve described wouldn’t be useful to them.”

      “If it’s Axon, that makes it more dangerous,” Niko said.

      “If it’s Axon, it might not be inhabited at all,” Siraj countered. “It could be fully automated.”

      “Automated to do what?” Claire asked.

      “It’s a shell around a star,” Preslan said. “At least one of its purposes is to collect all of the star’s energy. We have to imagine not all of it is needed to power the shell. So what do they do with the rest?”

      “You’re thinking we might be able to recharge Pioneer’s batteries,” Grant said.

      “I think we might be able to do a lot more than that,” Preslan replied. “What if we can replace them altogether?”

      “We already have Intellect power cores we don’t know how to harness.”

      “Yes, sir,” Preslan said. “What if we can learn to harness them? What if the shell is a factory for the power supplies, or maybe even some other bigger and better source? The one thing Pioneer needs more than anything else right now is power. For the engines. For life support. For defense.”

      “You make a compelling argument, Preslan,” Grant admitted. “It’s going to take a lot of energy to slow us down to stop near the object. More energy to speed up again if it’s not what we were hoping. If you’re wrong, it could cost all of us our lives. If we go there, we could be playing right into Shub-nigu’s hands.”

      “We could be,” Joseph said, an idea beginning to form in his mind. He was sure if William was around, his grandfather would tell him he was crazy. He had to settle for Bosco jumping up, tail wagging excitedly and barking. At least he liked the idea. “What if this isn’t a binary choice?”

      “What do you mean?” Grant asked.

      “I mean, what if the option isn’t should we go or not go? What if we can both go and not go?”

      “Have you gone bonkers?” Rose asked. “Maybe you can split your mind into multiple partitions, but we can’t do that with Pioneer.”

      “No?” Joseph asked. “We have transports on board. That’s like a split. One primary moiety, one smaller moiety.”

      “There’s a problem with that,” Grant said. “It’s eight weeks to the object from here. By the time a transport got there and investigated, if things didn’t look good the transport would never be able to catch up to Pioneer. In which case, we might as well bring Pioneer in.”

      “You’re forgetting something, Captain,” Joseph said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Put me on the transport with some of the moieties, and I can get there and back in a few weeks instead of months.”

      “That’s perfect,” Preslan said, excited by the suggestion.

      “No,” Grant said. “Joseph, we need you here to help defend us if we come under attack.”

      “With all due respect, Captain. I can’t do much to defend us with our power situation the way it is. A shield would last twenty seconds at best, which is unlikely to be long enough for the Bayonets to launch, much less take out any threat. We need more energy, and this might be a way to get it.”

      “Or it might be a good way to get you killed.”

      “Maybe. But at least then it would only be me and a few others, not the entire ship. You can continue on without me, and hopefully you’ll make it somewhere you can call home. We need to do this Captain. I know you know that.”

      Grant stared at Joseph for a few seconds. Then he sighed. “Right now, we’re waiting for confirmation from Oslo that the source is what we think it is. If he and Preslan are right, I’ll consider authorizing you for a mission to investigate more closely, assuming the transport has the power you need to get there and back.”

      “Sir, I’d like to remind you that sleeping in the meantime isn’t an option for me.”

      “I understand,” Grant said, “but I’m not sending you out there without at least a basic understanding of where you’re going and what your chances are of success once you get there. I need to balance the risk with an expected result.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Preslan, if you can do anything to help Oslo come to a conclusion about the light source sooner, please do so.”

      “You got it, Captain,” Preslan replied.

      “West, I expect you to select the potential away team from your Guardians to go with Joseph. I want strictly volunteers for this.”

      “Yes, Captain,” West said.

      “I volunteer, Prime West,” Niko said.

      She smiled. “Why am I not surprised?”

      Grant leaned over the table. “You all know what you need to do. I want as many contingencies and backup plans as we can put in place. Of course, with our luck we’re just going to get blindsided again, but damn it, let’s try. Dismissed.”
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      Pioneer. Engineering. 02.15.2324. 1500 hours.

      The engineers dispersed around the command center all looked up as Preslan walked in. They smiled and waved to her, offering friendly greetings as she made her way to the primary control station and the engineer there, monitoring the critical systems.

      “Hey, Prezz,” Charles said.  “I heard there was some serious shit going down last night, and that you were involved.”

      Tall and dark, he was nearly as bald as Joseph was after emerging from hibernation. A strong brow and stronger chin supported a wide nose and big, brown eyes. He had been a junior tech when Preslan took over engineering, nearly lost among the other juniors. But Chief Oslo had an incredible eye for talent, and he had recommended moving him up ahead of the other longer established engineers. It was a move Preslan was grateful for almost every day.

      “Is that what you heard?” Preslan asked, smiling.

      Six hours of sleep, a shower, a meal and a stop by the Happy Accident to check with Barstow about her guitar had done a lot to improve her spirits. Barstow had taken it to artisans in the Lowers, and they had said they could not only fix it,  they could make it look brand new.  Barstow had refused to tell her how much he was paying to get it repaired. He said her singing brought crowds to the pub, but they both knew he was full of it. The Happy Accident was the most popular watering hole in the Uppers before Preslan ever started performing there.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied with a wide smile. “After the turbulence, Governor Nori said we were hit with another Axon attack, but the Guardians beat them back. Is that true?”

      Preslan nodded. “It is,” she said, using her stage training to make the fabricated lie believable. “Another one of their ships caught up to us. Guardian Cross was brought out of hibernation to help defend the ship. He kicked their tails back to the next galaxy. How are things here?” she asked, smoothly changing the subject.

      “The shaking caused some minor damage to the water recyclers, but Pohn and Liriano got it shored up without a problem. We had a few elevators go out of alignment in the blocks, but that’s taken care of too. All while you were AWOL.”

      “I wasn’t AWOL. I was dealing with some serious shit.” They both laughed. “Seriously though. I need my top people to work on something.”

      “So why are you talking to me?”

      “Yeah, right. Who figured out how to fix the inverters on the elevators without replacing the coils? And who updated the gravity generator algorithm to save thousands of kilowatts of energy?”

      Charles shrugged. “Me?”

      Preslan looked away from him. “Carpenter,” she said, getting the senior engineer’s attention. “You’re on the master.”

      “You got it, Prezz,” Carpenter replied, heading over to replace Charles, who stepped down next to Preslan.

      “See if you can find Shopach and Ito,” Preslan said to Charles. “Then meet me in the workshop.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Charles replied. “I know where they are. I’ll call them in.”

      He turned back to the comm and she left the command station, passing the small stations and saying hello to the engineers at the smaller stations  as she made her way to the door leading into the workshop. A large room that looked much like the inside of a warehouse, it was outfitted with numerous worktables, most with computer terminals and test equipment on wheeled carts. Shelves along the walls rose as high as the ceiling, every inch utilized for pieces and parts to all of Pioneer’s many operating systems. Ladders like those once found in old libraries could be slid across the shelves on rails, allowing engineers and their assistants access to parts that were held in bins as much as twenty feet high.

      It was an organized mess of research and development intended to increase the longevity of Pioneer’s critical systems, especially since Iagorth’s moieties had been on board, leading to greater use of their limited resources. The only way to extend what was left was to improve on the original designs, keeping the engineers more than busy to meet those needs.

      A dozen engineers were already in the room. Three circled one table, working on a new model for the water filtration system that would hopefully allow them to double the life expectancy of a single filter. Another group was working on improvements to the air scrubbers. Two more were discussing software upgrades that might improve efficiency. It was all important work that Captain Grant had requested before she had graduated to Lead Engineer. She had thought it unnecessary at the time, but she saw the wisdom in it now.

      “That’s why I’m not the captain,” she said under her breath.

      “Talking to yourself again, Prezz?” Leon said, approaching her. She looked past him to his table before looking at him, noticing he had one of the Intellect power cores on it.

      “You know me, Leon,” she replied. “I’m always talking to somebody.” She smiled, pointing to his table. Why do you have an Intellect heart on your desk?”

      “Oh, that. Chief Oslo reached out to me last night and asked me to take a fresh look at the research we shelved last year. I figured you were too busy to assist or you would have been here when I arrived.”

      “I was exhausted.” She lowered her voice so the others wouldn’t hear. “I spent the first part of the night at Metro General, and the second half in meetings with Captain Grant and his team. Including Joseph.”

      “Cross is awake?” Leon said. “Wait, you were in the hospital? Are you okay?”

      “Shhh,” Preslan said. “This is between you and me.”

      “Right,” Leon said, lowering his voice. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. It’s a long story, but yes, Cross is out of stasis. The turbulence caused some problems with the reactors, and now they’re running low on power. We need to find a way to harness the energy in those hearts.”

      “We already blew up two of them trying to do that,” Leon replied. “If we hadn’t gotten them out of the airlock in time…”

      “That’s why we were testing them in the airlock, in a vacuum. The force of the detonation proves how much energy they’re carrying.”

      “Energy we can’t reach without triggering a bad reaction. I was going through the old research. As soon as we try to do anything to access the power the whole thing overheats.”

      “Hey, Prezz,” Charles said, coming up behind her with Shopach and Ito in tow. Shopach was short but strong, a total gym rat, while Ito was small and mousy, her face nearly invisible behind large glasses. “I got them for you.”

      “Hey guys,” Preslan said. “Sora, are those new specs?”

      “They are,” Ito replied. “Do you like them?”

      “I love them,” she replied. “They really stand out. They’re awesome.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Will y’all come with me,” Preslan said, walking them over to Leon’s table. “Gather around.” They did as she asked. Then she leaned in, keeping her voice low. “You four are here because you’re the best engineers I have.” She looked at Leon. “Well, three of you are. Leon is just the butt of my jokes.”

      “Haha,” Leon replied. “We’ll see who the butt is.”

      “Terry, you worked with Leon and I on the initial work on the Intellect heart. Leon’s been combing through the old data. Do you remember any of it?”

      “Oh yeah,” Shopach said. “I remember all of it. Why are we picking this up again? I thought Oslo decided it was too dangerous to be worth the investment.”

      “He did. But that was then, and this is now. Oslo’s team is dealing with a few fires outside Metro, including a problem with the reactors. That’s why we need to restart our research.”

      “Because of the shaking?” Ito asked.

      “Yeah,” Preslan replied.

      “What was that about anyway?” Charles asked.

      “We hit some unexpected solar winds,” Preslan said. “Bad ones, came out of nowhere. The reactor couplings were damaged from the shaking.”

      “They weren’t designed to handle the stress?”

      “They were, but you know the ship was built in a hurry with the best quality materials left on Earth, which weren’t always the best quality. The machining on the couplings was blech.” She stuck her tongue out, making a vomiting sound. “We have plenty of power to keep going for a while, so don’t get nervous. It’ll just make Captain Grant feel a lot better if we can add to what we have.”

      “Got it,” Charles said. “I think first step, Terry, maybe you or Leon can walk us through the prior research?”

      “Terry will do it,” Preslan said. “Leon, I have another temporary job I know you can help me with.”

      “Sure,” Shopach said. “What’s our timeline on this, boss?”

      “Yesterday,” Preslan replied. “What do you think?”

      “It’s always yesterday,” Ito said.

      “Let’s get started then,” Terry said.

      “Thanks, Terry,” Preslan said. “Leon, can you come with me to my office?”

      “Ooooh,” Charles said. “He’s a married man, Prezz.”

      “Jealous?” Preslan asked.

      “Well, yeah. Kind of.”

      “Good.”

      Preslan and Leon left the workshop, returning to the command center.

      “Oh, there she is,” Carpenter said.

      Preslan looked over to see who Carpenter was talking to, surprised to see Joseph standing there.
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      “What are you doing here?” Preslan said, walking over to Joseph. He looked both better and worse than when she had seen him in the conference room earlier. He seemed tired but focused, eager to get the green light to go explore the distant star.

      “It’s not safe for me to sleep,” Joseph replied. “But I didn’t have anything else to do. I thought I would come over and watch you work. It might help settle my mind to see some progress being made.”

      “We haven’t done too much yet,” Preslan said. “But you’re welcome to tag along.”

      “Prime Cross,” Leon said, coming up beside Preslan and putting out his hand. “It’s good to see you again, sir.”

      Joseph shook it. “Thank you. It’s Leon, right?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Please, call me Joseph or Joe.” He glanced around the command center. All of the engineers had stopped working to get a look at him.

      “They’re in awe,” Preslan explained.

      “Why? I’m nothing special.”

      “Are you kidding?” Leon said. “You stopped aliens from seizing control of the ship, and then went into hibernation before the Governor or the Captain could give you a medal. You’re a legend, Joe.”

      “Don’t you need to be dead to be a legend?” Joseph replied, grinning.

      “Come on,” Preslan said. “Leon and I were headed to my office to work on the algorithm.”

      “What algorithm?” Leon asked.

      “Not here. Follow me.”

      Preslan took Joseph through a door at the back of the command center and then down two connecting passageways to a row of offices. Hers was behind the first door on the left, a sparsely decorated workspace with multiple computers and displays. Three different tablets were piled on a simple aluminum desk.

      “Sorry, I only have one chair,” she said, dropping into it and rolling over to the computers. “I’ll have someone bring you one.”

      “I’m fine standing. I don’t want to get too comfortable,” Joseph replied. “ I’ll just hang out in the corner. Forget I’m even here.”

      She looked back at him and smiled. “I’ll never forget you’re here.”

      He grinned. “Thanks, sis.”

      Preslan started tapping on the keyboard, opening the connection between Metro and Pioneer’s engineering systems. “It looks like Oslo’s team has made some good progress,” she said. “Leon, lean over my shoulder and help me check their work.”

      “You haven’t told me what we’re looking at yet,” Leon replied.

      “Oh. Right. So, Chief Oslo identified an object not too far from our position. After much discussion, we’re hypothesizing that it’s a Dyson shell.”

      “What?” Leon said. “No way.”

      “Yeah way,” Preslan said with a smile. “So we’re trying to model an estimate of what a shell might look like to test it against what the sensors are seeing. It seems like Oslo’s people are nearly done, but I expect he’ll ping me to get a review anyway. We can shave some time by looking at it now.”

      “Why the rush?”

      “There’s another alien trying to get into my head,” Joseph said. “If I go to sleep, I might not be able to stop him. We’re racing against my ability to stay upright.”

      “How long have you been up?”

      “About fourteen hours so far. With stimulants, Doctor Okoye thinks I can manage about forty-eight before I become delirious and useless.”

      “What happens if the alien takes over? He can use the moieties to control everyone in Metro, right?”

      “You aren’t supposed to know about that,” Joseph said, looking at Preslan.

      “It wasn’t me,” she said.

      “Nobody told me,” Leon said. “I just assumed based on Iagorth’s original plan and the fact that you took over his moieties on board.”

      “Yeah. Anyway, he can do more than that. I don’t know if that’s the endgame. I don’t even know if the shell is where he was trying to lead me. Either way, we’re on the clock.”

      Preslan scanned through the code as the room fell silent. Leon leaned over her shoulder, working along with her while Joseph remained quiet, standing against the wall in the corner.

      “Does this look right?” she asked Leon after nearly thirty minutes.

      “I think so,” Leon replied. “I have to be honest, I don’t understand half the math here. It’s not my strength.”

      “You’re good at a lot of other things. We can circle back to this part when we’re done.”

      They were silent for another half hour, looking through the code. Then Preslan tapped on her comm. “Chief Oslo,” she said.

      “This is Oslo,” he replied a moment later through the comm badge’s small speaker.

      “Hey, Chief. I’ve been reviewing the simulation code with one of my best engineers. There’s one section I think we need to adjust slightly. I’m marking it for you to review, with a comment.”

      “Copy that. We’ve got it. Standby.”

      Preslan leaned back in the chair, turning to Joseph. “Are you still okay back there?”

      “I’m fine,” Joseph said. “Carry on.”

      “I see what you mean,” Oslo said. “Hold on, I know how to fix it.”

      The code on the screen changed as Oslo edited it. “Yeah, that looks right now,” Preslan said. “Was that all we needed?”

      “I think so. We’re about eight hours ahead of schedule.”

      “Perfect,” Joseph said from the back.

      “I’m going to start loading it into the mainframe,” Oslo said. “It’ll take another hour or so to get results.”

      “Thanks, Chief. Keep me posted, okay?”

      “Of course, Prezz. Thanks for the extra eyes. Oslo out.”

      “That wasn’t so hard,” Leon said.

      Preslan spun her chair around to look at Joseph. “We have another hour to wait. Let’s go check on the others.”

      She and Leon led Joseph back through engineering to the workshop. Shopach had finished his explanation, and now the three engineers were discussing some of the earlier results. The group fell quiet as the three of them approached.

      “Hey,” Ito said. “Is that?”

      “Joseph Cross,” he said, introducing himself. “Nice to meet all of you.”

      “Wow, Joseph Cross in the flesh,” Charles said, going over to shake Joseph’s hand. “It’s a real honor.”

      Shopach was the only one who didn’t seem impressed. “I thought we were working here,” he said.

      “Nevermind him,” Charles said. “He doesn’t like the Guardians. He thinks Metro is better off with you all on the outside and us on the inside, like it was before.”

      “We’re only inside because we had to be,” Joseph said. “Otherwise I’d agree with you.”

      “This is a civilian ship,” Shopach replied. “It should be run by civilians. Instead you’re forcing us to be military, and making this place more militarized every day. We left Earth to get away from that.”

      “We left Earth because aliens destroyed it and were slaughtering us,” Joseph said. “I know. I was there.”

      Shopach didn’t respond to the statement.

      “Anyway,” Preslan said. “Have you made any progress?”

      “They’re all up to speed,” Shopach said. “We were just talking a bit more about containment and cooling.”

      “That’s an Intellect power core, isn’t it?” Joseph asked, noticing the heart. He went up to it, tapping his finger on the dull blue crystal while the engineers cringed.

      “It’s not completely stable,” Preslan said.

      Joseph pulled his hand back. “Next time, tell me that before I start poking it.” He continued looking at it. “I think it’s dead.”

      “It’s inactive,” Preslan agreed. “It only comes online when it’s connected to something that can receive the energy. Put a conductive material against it and it will light up like a star.”

      “The problem is once it’s online, it starts generating energy,” Leon said. “And we don’t have a way to collect the energy as fast as it gives it off, so it begins to destabilize until it detonates.”

      “You’ve blown these things up on board?”

      “No,” Preslan said. “We’re not crazy. We ran one test of the activation and conductivity in an airlock open to space. When the heart went haywire, we launched it out.”

      “The firework show was impressive though,” Leon said.

      “You’re saying the heart holds a lot of energy?”

      “We weren’t able to measure it exactly, but one heart probably outputs as much energy as one of the fusion reactors.”

      “Shit,” Joseph said. “How many hearts do we have?”

      “We were able to safely retrieve four more from destroyed Intellects,” Preslan said. “We didn’t try to force any of their chests open to get at the rest because we didn’t want to risk setting them off.”

      “So we could replace the dying reactors with these?”

      “If we could connect with them and not blow up the ship.”

      “What do you mean, dying reactors?” Shopach said. “I thought it was a coupling problem?”

      Preslan glanced at Joseph, who realized his mistake a moment later. He hadn’t realized she had lied to her team.

      “It is,” she insisted. “He’s a Guardian, not an engineer. Just a bad choice of words.”

      “That’s right,” Joseph agreed. “The point is they aren’t putting out the same level of power they used to and we need backups.”

      “Yeah, okay, whatever you say,” Shopach said, unconvinced.

      “We’re limited because we can’t connect them to test them. That’s why the original research was shut down. We have scans of the heart itself. It’s a crystalline structure, with trillions of nanotubes aligned inside. Somehow they make energy, but….” Preslan shrugged.  “...we need to review those structures again. Maybe we can identify something we missed or match them up with other ongoing research?”

      The last part came to her as she spoke. What if the Axon were pulling energy out of another dimension, much like the Relyeh communicated through one? What if the secret to truly advanced civilization was the ability to unlock these other universes and exploit them? Humans were only a couple hundred thousand years behind that curve.

      Of course, she couldn’t say that to her team. There were things Captain Grant expected to stay classified. She had to guide them with vague hints.

      The answers were out there. She was sure of that much. And not even that far away. If the nearby star was a Dyson shell, maybe it could solve some of their problems.

      “What ongoing research?” Shopach asked.

      “It was just a thought,” Preslan replied. “Nothing specific. I’m open to any ideas any of you have. That’s why we’re all here.”

      “I have an idea,” Joseph said.

      “You do?” Preslan asked.

      He nodded. “The problem is that you can’t activate the heart without somewhere to dump the power, right?”

      “That’s right,” Leon said.

      Joseph looked at Preslan, raising his eyebrows suggestively.

      “I don’t know,” Preslan said.

      “We can do it in the airlock,” Joseph replied. “It’ll be totally safe.”

      “Prezz, what’s he talking about?” Ito asked.

      “We need to get clearance from Grant,” Preslan said. “It’s classified.”

      “Wait,” Shopach complained. “What do you mean classified? What aren’t you telling us?”

      Joseph tapped in his comm. “Captain Grant.”

      The comm beeped a moment later. “This is Grant.”

      “Captain, it’s Cross. I’m in engineering with Preslan and her team. We have an idea to integrate with the Intellect power core, but we need permission to share the details with the group.”

      “How much do you need to divulge?”

      “The moieties, sir.”

      Grant took a few seconds to think about it. “Go ahead. Make sure they understand that the information is classified. Failure to keep it that way will result in the harshest penalties.”

      “Yes, sir. Cross out.” Joseph tapped the comm and looked at the group. “Not a word about this to anyone else.”

      “Preslan, I’d like to be excused,” Shopach said. “I can’t make that promise. We shouldn’t be keeping secrets from the rest of the city. They have a right to know.”

      “But do they have a need to know?” Joseph asked. “We’re trying to protect them from the harsh realities of the universe. What will exposure to that reality do for them besides frighten them?”

      “The truth is the truth, Guardian Cross,” Shopach replied. “It doesn’t need to be qualified.”

      “Terry, you don’t need to be such an asshole,” Ito said. “Guardian Cross is trying to keep us alive. If you can’t judge the value of that over knowing things you don’t need to know, you aren’t half as smart as you think you are.”

      “Yeah, man,” Charles agreed. “I mean, you’re right from one angle. But not this angle.”

      “I know I’m not going to win this argument here,” Shopach said. “That’s why I’m asking to be dismissed. I won’t be part of secrets and cover-ups, whatever they are.”

      “Okay, Terry,” Preslan said. “I appreciate your honesty. You’re free to go back to whatever you were working on.”

      ‘Thank you,” Shopach replied. He looked at Joseph. “No hard feelings, Cross. I know you’re trying to do your job and following orders. I don’t blame you. I blame Grant. He’s got this whole city, this whole ship locked down tight. Every year he takes more of our choices away from us. Next thing you know, he’ll have a reason to kill anyone he doesn’t like.” He didn’t wait for Joseph to respond, instead walking away.

      “Ooookay,” Preslan said once he was gone. “Sorry, Joseph.”

      “You don’t need to apologize. I’ve heard a lot worse back on Earth. I can take it.”

      “So...,” Leon said. “What do we do next?”
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      Joseph turned around when he heard the sound of magboots on the deck behind him. He smiled at Preslan as she approached with Leon, Charles and Ito in tow. All but Leon were in space suits, and he was wheeling a cart with a computer terminal and the Intellect power core on board.

      Joseph had left the engineers in Engineering to meet with Grant for the purpose of explaining his plan to test the heart again, this time with his special modification. He had gotten the skipper’s permission to run the experiment before going to get one of the Guardian space suits, which offered a magnetic placement for the plasma rifle stuck to his back. He didn’t think they would need guns during the test, but he wasn’t taking any chances.

      Joseph had also requested a pair of volunteers to help him monitor the experiment and keep the engineers safe. West had sent him Nori and Morales. No big surprise there.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea, Prime?” Niko asked, standing beside him.

      “I’m not Prime anymore, Nori,” Joseph replied. “I’m technically not even a Guardian anymore.”

      “I can’t just call you Joseph.”

      “Sarge will do. Or Cross. I don’t care.”

      “Good to see you brought the cavalry with you,” Preslan said, referring to Niko and Morales. “Is the airlock big enough for all of us?”

      “Three is one of the largest, excluding the hangars,” Joseph replied. “It should be fine. Leon, I take it you’re monitoring from inside?”

      “I am,” Leon said. “I’ll run the diagnostics during the test to capture all the data points.”

      “Because he’s afraid of space,” Preslan said.

      “I’m not afraid of space,” Leon countered. “I just don’t do well without gravity. It makes me sick. Like, instantly.”

      “I don’t blame you,” Morales said. “I remember this one time before the war, my buddy paid for me to go on one of those airplanes that does the parabolic flight patterns so you feel weightless. They don’t call it the vomit comet for nothing.”

      “So what’s the plan, Cross?” Ito asked.

      

      “We’ll bring the power core out into the airlock, like in the previous tests. Everything will go the same way, except I’ll be responsible for activating the core and hopefully balancing the power output. If everything goes well, it should be a cakewalk.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      “Niko here will throw the core out into space, where it will no doubt go boom again.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Preslan said.

      “How are you going to balance the power on the core?” Charles asked. “Magic?”

      “Not quite,” Joseph replied. “Hold on a minute.” He closed his eyes in the present, but inside his Construct he was already summoning the primary moiety that helped control the billions of secondary nodes composing the alien primordial slime. Bosco sat beside him, body pressed protectively against his leg.

      The ooze didn’t have eyes, but it had an acute sense of touch and smell, though it wasn’t olfaction in the way humans understood it. He knew exactly where all of it was within Pioneer, and he began shifting some of it through molecular gaps in the bulkheads, downward toward Airlock Three.

      “Don’t be alarmed,” he said, opening his eyes as the leading strand of ooze stretched into view on the ceiling of Deck Four, where they were standing.

      Ito noticed it first, her eyes shifting upward, her face paling as she took a step back. “What the hell is that?”

      The ooze spread across the ceiling like liquid, expanding outward over the airlock’s inner door.

      “It’s an alien organism,” Joseph said. “It used to belong to the alien who attacked Pioneer. Now it belongs to me.”

      “To you? You’re controlling it?” Charles asked.

      “Yes.”

      “With your mind?”

      “Yes.”

      Charles shook his head in disbelief inside his helmet. “That is so awesome.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Joseph said, looking through the window to the slick beyond. He wasn’t completely sure what was going to happen when he tried to make the ooze touch the power core. He was even less sure what would happen if the core started sharing its energy with the ooze. Could the goop absorb it and pass it along the way he hoped? Would they have to jettison the heart in another failure?

      Or would he wind up accidentally destroying Pioneer?

      The risk was small but still very real. It was a risk he had to take regardless. It was his fault they had expended most of the energy from the reactors. Plus, acquiring a new, stable energy source would open up a whole new set of options for them.

      Joseph’s helmet beeped, signaling an incoming comm from the bridge.

      “Cross, this is Grant,” the captain said. “I wanted to give you the news as soon as I received it. You can pass it on to Preslan and her team. Oslo finished running the simulation.”

      “And?” Joseph asked impatiently.

      “His team came up with an eighty percent confidence interval that the star is surrounded by some kind of Dyson shell or sphere. Don’t ask me what the difference is between them.”

      Joseph’s smile was tense. The news was both good and bad. “Copy that, Captain,” he replied. “Does that mean my plan is a go?”

      “Yes, but please refrain from  killing yourself out there, though if you manage to succeed in harnessing the power core, the risk will be well worth it.”

      “Yes sir, it will.”

      “I’ll be watching through your feed. Stay safe out there. All of you.”

      “Yes, sir. Cross out.” He disconnected the comm with Grant. “Prezz, Grant just informed me Oslo has eighty percent confidence the star is encased in a shell or sphere.”

      “Woo-hooo!” Preslan shouted excitedly, loud enough it hurt Joseph’s ears through the helmet speakers. “Sorry. It’s just nice to be right. Does that mean you’re going?”

      “As of right now it does,” he replied. He didn’t feel the same sense of excitement about the potential mission. Regardless of anything else, the possibility he might do exactly what Shub-nigu wanted gnawed at the back of his mind. “First things first.”

      “Right,” Preslan said. “Leon, is the terminal ready?”

      Leon was tapping on the keyboard. “It will be by the time you get out there.”

      “Ito, you’re in charge of the remote monitor. Make sure it’s transmitting. Charles, you’ll keep a visual and recorded observation of the core.”

      “Nori and Morales will be standing by in case anything goes south,” Joseph said. “They’ll clear the core and ensure your safety.”

      “Thanks, guys,” Charles said.

      “No problem, man,” Morales replied.

      “Leon, open the inner airlock door.”

      “Yes, sir.” Leon left the computer to hit the door controls. The inner door slid open. Niko and Morales entered first, moving to the outer door.

      “Charles, you next,” Preslan said.

      The engineer entered the airlock, standing opposite the Guardians. Then Preslan carefully lifted the Intellect core with a pair of rubberized tongs, bringing it out to the center of the airlock. Ito entered behind her, carrying a device that resembled a thick tablet, the screen currently blank.

      Joseph went in last, standing near the inner door opposite Ito. He glanced up at the ooze spread across the ceiling over their heads. “Leon, close the inner door, open the outer one and override the gravity controls for the airlock. Everyone else, lock in.”

      The others activated their magboots, sticking themselves to the deck. The inner airlock door slid closed. A moment later, the outer door opened.

      “Turning off the gravity now,” Leon announced through his comm badge, programmed to their shared channel.

      Joseph felt the change in his arms as gravity faded.

      “Prezz, position the core in the center as carefully as you can so it doesn’t move too much,” he said.

      “Roger that, Sarge,” Preslan said. She reached out slowly, holding the tongs steady as she placed the core in the center of the space. Then she let it go, pulling back the tongs. The Intellect heart hung static between them.

      “Nice work,” Joseph said. Inside his Construct, he urged the ooze to begin descending, forming a thin tendril that seemed to drip like water from the top of the airlock.

      It advanced slowly, the tense excitement of the group creating an energy of its own. Joseph’s heart beat faster as the tendril stretched toward the heart, and he felt the attraction when it closed within millimeters.

      Finally, the edge of the ooze touched the surface of the core.

      Nothing happened. The heart remained still.

      “I don’t think it’s working,” Morales said.

      “I can see that,” Joseph replied. “Prezz?”

      “I think we need to introduce a charge. A little jolt to tell it we want power.”

      Joseph nodded. The other end of the primordial bridge was still connected to Pioneer’s main power conduits. He pulled the slightest bit of energy from it, sending it along the dark material until it went down the tendril and tapped the core.

      The core flashed. Inside the Construct, Bosco started barking as Joseph was thrown back against the cabin wall. On Pioneer, he would have stumbled if not for the magboots. Instead, his eyes rolled back as energy began pouring into the moieties.

      “Ito?” Preslan said.

      “There was a surge at the beginning. It looks like it’s stabilizing now.”

      Bosco hurried over to Joseph and started licking his face. “I’m fine,” he said, pushing the dog away so he could stand. The light over the kitchen sink was flickering, the light pouring out nearly blinding. “Wow.”

      “Sarge, are you okay?” Morales asked.

      “I’m okay,” Joseph replied. “Are we getting measurements?”

      “The power density is really high,” Ito said. “The core temperature is remaining level. It’s definitely working.”

      “Where is all the power going?” Preslan asked.

      “Into the batteries,” Joseph replied. “As fast as they can take it. The rest is venting from the moieties, pushed out into space. We’re giving off a lot of it as waste.”

      “That might be a problem,” Charles said.

      “It is a problem,” Preslan agreed. “Joseph, is there anything you can do to—?”

      “No,” he said. “It burns when I don’t expunge it quickly enough. Use it or lose it.”

      “This is seriously the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen,” Leon said. “I’m getting readings on the energy density and flow. I think the core is a battery of its own. It’s...”

      He cut off as the heart suddenly went inert, the light fading away. Joseph felt the last vein of energy pass through the moieties, pushed out into space as the defensive shield he had always envisioned, though they had no need of it right now. The power had to go somewhere.

      But now the Axon battery was dead.

      “So fast,” Ito lamented.

      “Captain Grant,” Joseph said, opening the line to the bridge. “Did you see?”

      “I did,” Grant replied.

      “How are the battery levels?”

      “Standby.” He paused, asking for a report. “It looks like batteries are back to one hundred percent. You did it, Cross!”

      “I kept it from exploding, sir. Not much more than that. Without a means to control the output, we might be able to juice the batteries, but the rest of the energy goes to waste. And we can only sustain the flow for thirty seconds or so before the heart’s drained.”

      “A small victory is still a victory. Being able to charge the batteries to full a few times will buy us years.”

      “Yes sir,” Joseph agreed. “In my opinion, I don’t think that’s good enough to cancel the mission to Dyson.”

      “Get your team back inside and let them review the data. I know we have a time limit. I’ll make my decision within the hour.”

      “Yes, Captain,” Joseph replied.

      “Grant out.”

      Joseph pulled the tendril back from the dead Intellect heart, watching it vanish into the inky black stain on the ceiling. He looked around the airlock at the amazed faces of the engineers and Guardians. He was happy they were able to pull some power back into the ship, but he also knew that if they ran into trouble, it wouldn’t be enough. He wasn’t confident Grant would make the right decision. The Captain was already nervous about his plan, and this small victory had left them precariously perched between the two options, instead of solidly on one side or the other.

      Because of that, he didn’t share their excitement. Might they all have been better off if he had stayed away from Engineering in the first place?
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      “That was incredible,” Preslan said excitedly. “I can’t wait to see the readings. Leon, get us out of here.”

      “Copy that, Prezz,” Leon replied. “Standby.”

      The outer airlock hatch slid closed, sealing them off from space. Preslan put her hand beneath the Intellect power core, catching it as the gravity returned. Then the inner door opened, allowing them back into the ship.

      “Nice work, Sarge,” Morales said, dropping a hand on Joseph’s shoulder.

      They filed out of the airlock, the engineers quickly removing their helmets and gathering around Leon’s portable workstation to get a look at the results.

      Joseph left his helmet on, sitting on the floor with his back against the bulkhead.

      “What’s wrong?” Morales asked, noticing the reaction.

      “I’m not sure,” Joseph replied. Inside the cabin, he closed the door to the primary moiety, letting it return to its static state. He thought Bosco might settle down too, but the dog paced to the door, whining and scratching at it. “Just give me a minute,” he said to Morales.

      He opened the door and Bosco charged out, growling as he raced off into the woods. Joseph ran to follow, tracking the large newfie into the treeline.

      “Bosco!” he shouted. “Where are you going?”

      He had thought the activity with the moieties might attract Shub-nigu’s attention, bringing a fresh assault on the synthetic and his mind. But Bosco was headed the wrong way for that. He chased the dog through the woods, pushing through brush and lower branches to keep his eyes on the dark blur ahead.

      “Sarge, are you okay?” Niko asked in reality, joining Morales in front of him.

      “Get Preslan,” Joseph replied.

      “Roger,” Niko said. “Prezz. Hey, Prezz!”

      Inside his mental Construct, Joseph followed Bosco over a small stream and into a denser section of woods. It was a place he couldn’t identify from his memories. A part of the forest around the cabin he had never explored before. What did all of this mean?

      “What’s going on?” Preslan asked. “Joseph? What’s happening?”

      “Take off your gloves,” Joseph said, removing his own at the same time. The sky inside the Construct was getting darker, the wind picking up and creating a chill in the air.

      “What’s happening?” Charles asked, reacting to the commotion. “Prezz?”

      “Prezz, I need your help,” Joseph said. “An extra set of eyes. Do you trust me?”

      “You know I do,” she replied, putting her hands in his.

      He didn’t need to take her hands to bring her into his Construct. He could do the same to anyone on Pioneer who had a moiety embedded in their brain. It wasn’t something he ever wanted to do, to her or anyone else. But the sudden activity inside his Construct made him nervous, especially since William was missing in action. Taking her hands was a way to offer comfort while he brought her in, maintaining both their external and internal bonds.

      “Joseph,” she said. “Where are you?”

      Her voice carried through the Construct on the wind, coming to him from everywhere. “I’m in the woods,” he replied. “You should be in the cabin.”

      “I am.”

      “Go outside. Around the back. There’s a cellar there. The doors should be locked. Don’t open it. Just tell me what you see.”

      “On it.”

      “Why are we having a random seance in the middle of the passageway?” Charles asked.

      “It’s a long story,” Niko replied. “Don’t worry about it. Everything will be fine. Sarge, I’m here if you need another hand.”

      “Thanks, Zen,” Joseph said. “You haven’t been inside before. It’s disorienting the first time.”

      “I’m up for it.”

      “What are you guys talking about?” Ito asked.

      “It’s fine,” Morales said. “Everything is okay. Why don’t you two focus on the data from the core?”

      “Yeah, okay,” Charles said. “Come on, Sora.”

      Bosco had stopped up ahead, staring at something through the trees and continuing to growl. Joseph finally caught up to him, dropping to a knee beside him to see through the brush at his level.

      “What the hell?” he said. The ground beyond was scorched, the trees blackened and bald, the grass dead. It was as if the Construct were dying. “Prezz, what do you see?”

      “Hold on, I’m almost…I see the cellar doors. The lock is there.”

      “Are they moving? Like something’s trying to break free?”

      “No. They’re calm. Everything is—” Her sentence was cut off when she screamed, both inside the Construct and out.

      “Prezz?” Niko said, dropping beside her. “Sarge, get me in there. I can help.”

      Joseph’s heart jumped at her cry. The cellar door was intact. What the hell was happening? “Preslan. Preslan!” He stared at the barren landscape for another second. “Bosco, we need to get back to the cabin.” He was going to run, but he remembered what the Sheriff had told him. He was in control of this place. He could make it whatever he wanted. It didn’t even have to be a cabin in the woods.

      One moment, he was looking at the destruction. The next he was at the door to the cabin, Bosco beside him. They ran around to the back together.

      Preslan was on the ground, on her knees and leaning on her hands, chest heaving. Her head whipped toward him as he approached, eyes like saucers. “Joseph.”

      Her look told him something was behind him. He spun on his heel, West’s sword appearing in his hand as he did.

      Governor Nash stood behind him, red eyes and twisted smile sending a chill down Joseph’s spine. Iagorth.

      “Joseph Cross,” Nash said. “Did you miss me?”

      “No!” Joseph growled, stabbing at him. He vanished before Joseph could connect, reappearing to his right, a few meters away.

      “That’s no way to treat me, Joseph Cross,” Nash said. “You need me.”

      “Like hell I do,” Joseph replied, the knife becoming a pistol. He pointed it at Nash and opened fire, the bullets passing right through him.

      “You can’t hurt me. I’m part of you.”

      Preslan came up beside him. “What are you doing here?” she asked. “The bridge is closed.”

      “A crack in the seals,” Nash replied. “Just enough to reach out and touch you, Joseph Cross. Just enough to see how you’ve failed.”

      “I defeated you,” Joseph said. “The moieties are mine. You aren’t strong enough to reclaim them.”

      “No. Not through a crack. You’re right, Joseph Cross. I’m not here to challenge you. Not this time. I’m here to help you.”

      Joseph laughed. “You aren’t capable.”

      “I act according to my nature, Joseph Cross. I live as my creator intended that I should live. I devour because it is my purpose to devour. As it is your purpose to protect. I have crossed countless light-years, lived endless lifetimes. I don’t descend to the pursuit of petty grievances and revenge. That does not serve my purpose.”

      “Then why are you here?” Preslan asked. “Why come back?”

      “I am here because he is here.”

      “Shub-nigu?” Joseph asked.

      “Long have we been at war, Shub-nigu and I. We are the most ancient of the ancients. We are brothers, he and I. Born of the world-god millions of eons ago, when the universe was almost new. Born to destroy all that was created. He wants you, Joseph Cross. He intends to use you to do the work his children cannot.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He brought you to this place for a purpose.” Nash vanished, reappearing beside the cellar and stretching a finger out toward it. “He isn’t trapped here, Joseph Cross. He’s waiting.”

      “For what?”

      “For you to do what he brought you here to do.”

      “And what is that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?” Preslan said. “Then how do you know what he’s planning?”

      “I sense it in the moieties. I know how much time has passed. A blink to me. Lifetimes to you. You are deep within Axon territory, Joseph Cross. And that is no accident.”

      Joseph glanced at Preslan. Iagorth had just confirmed what she had already suspected about the star with the shell around it.

      “What else can you tell me about it?”

      “Only that the Axon are not your allies, any more than Shub-nigu is. Any more than I am. Do not make the mistake of thinking you’re safe, Joseph Cross, because you are not. Not from Shub-nigu. Not from the Axon.”

      “What about from you?”

      “At this moment I have no further use for you, and I don’t entertain revenge. But I’m still trapped, Joseph Cross. And every living thing is more dangerous when cornered. Even one as old as me. Whatever Shub-nigu has brought you here to do, do not do it, Joseph Cross. It will only lead to the end of your ship. It will only end in defeat.”

      Joseph opened his mouth to respond, but Nash vanished again and didn’t reappear. A stillness fell over the Construct, the sudden calm telling him Iagorth was gone.

      “What just happened?” Preslan asked.

      “I’m not sure,” he replied. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. He came out of nowhere. Scared the shit out of me. Do you think that was really Nash? Or Iagorth?”

      “I don’t know for sure. The synthetic is damaged, the Construct with it. I think it’s from using the moieties. It could be that the damage allowed Iagorth to make a connection. But this is my Construct. He doesn’t have enough control to overpower me.”

      “Real or not, do you think he’s telling the truth? He believes we should stay away from the Dyson shell.”

      “To be honest, if Iagorth thinks we should stay away from the shell, that only makes me more eager to go check it out.”  Joseph paused, shaking his head. “I’m not in love with the idea of my brain getting caught in a tug of war between two Relyeh Ancients.”

      “Then I think the best thing we can do is not let them influence our decisions. Pick a path and walk it, right?”

      “Until they either kill me or control me,” Joseph replied.

      “Or until you defeat them both,” Preslan countered.

      “Between you and me…I don’t know if I can.”
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      Joseph was still at the airlock thirty minutes later, sitting in the corner closest to the engineering team as they went over the data they’d collected from the Intellect power core. They talked about it like children, giddy and excited to look at diagnostics like the waveform distributions of load balancing, whatever that meant. Even Preslan seemed taken with the data, despite a better understanding of the growing threat from both sides of Pioneer’s hull.

      He was exhausted. He’d removed his helmet and stretched his legs out in front of him, ankles crossed. He rested his head back against the bulkhead, fighting to keep his eyes open. Inside his Construct, Shub-nigu and Iagorth were using him as a pawn in their game of domination, each trying to outdo the other while the Dyson shell and possibly the Axon lay in their path ahead. Nobody knew whether or not they were aware of Pioneer’s existence. Just because they had yet to send a fleet to intercept them didn’t mean they were ignorant.

      Worse, the trouble inside his Construct and the threat to Pioneer outside it were directly connected. Shub-nigu wanted Pioneer deep behind enemy lines, infiltrating Axon territory. Joseph still didn’t know the Ancient’s goal, but he was growing ever more certain it was related to the flickering star and the Axon-made shell around it. Either his escape from Shub-nigu’s Construct had been staged or was at the very least permitted, delivering Pioneer within a few month’s travel to the shell. Considering that, Joseph couldn’t help but also wonder if the Sheriff had ever been real or if Shub-nigu had created the character as part of his deception.

      He was still waiting to hear from Captain Grant about the mission to the star, but he had already made up his mind. He was going regardless of the decision. But he was hoping not to have to disobey orders to do it; the very idea of it left a bad taste in his mouth. He needed to see firsthand what the location was, especially after what Iagorth had said about it. The Devourer wanted Joseph’s trust, but trust was earned. Not demanded.

      Of course, for all he knew his whole conversation with Nash was a setup too. For all he knew, he was still in hibernation on the real Pioneer, living a dream within a dream. He didn’t know what was real or true beyond himself anymore.

      He glanced over at Morales and Niko, standing calmly beside the bulkhead while the engineers chatted. That wasn’t completely true. He knew the two Guardians would have his back, even if it meant court martial or imprisonment. Keesha would too, and that was the hardest part. He didn’t want to cause trouble for her and he didn’t want her to be the one who had to stop him. But he was going to board the shell regardless. Despite his distrust in Iagorth’s words, he did believe that Pioneer’s survival hinged on the shell. There was no question the shell collected the energy from the star and energy was something they desperately needed. Their recharged batteries would only get them so far.

      Preslan broke  from the group, coming over to him. “Good news,” she said, squatting down beside him. “A review of the data suggests we might be able to formulate a kind of limiter that would slow the energy flow, so instead of drinking from a firehose it would be more like drinking from a more standard variety. We might also be able to design a spigot to turn it on and off, assuming that it can be turned on and off. The only problem is the experiments would up the risk factor exponentially.” She paused, looking at his face through his helmet glass. “You don’t look excited.”

      “No, it’s great, Prezz,” Joseph replied. “And I enjoy seeing you so excited about it. But the better we make the power cores, the less incentive Grant has to send me to the shell. And I need to go.”

      “Why do you need to see it so badly?”

      “I feel like I’ll find the truth there. About everything. Shub-nigu, the Sheriff, Iagorth, the Axon. I need the truth.”

      “So do I,” Preslan said, “but I’m also worried about my big brother.”

      Joseph couldn’t help but smile when she called him that. “My answers are out there. Iagorth tried to steer me away from them, but he’s not getting what he wants.”

      “Even if that means giving Shub-nigu what he wants?”

      “I don’t know if it’s the right answer. But staying put on Pioneer, blasting right past, that’s not any answer at all. We shouldn’t pass up the opportunity or the responsibility to the next generation to get all the information and answers we can.”

      “I agree. I hope Captain Grant does too.”

      Joseph’s comm beeped. “I think we’re about to find out,” he said before answering. “This is Cross.”

      “Joseph, it’s Grant. I want to see you in the conference room at nineteen hundred hours. Bring West, Niko and Morales with you, and please ask Preslan to attend.”

      “Captain, have you made your decision about the star?”

      “I have, but I prefer to speak to you about it in person.”

      Joseph’s jaw tightened. Did Grant suspect he would argue against his decision and possibly disobey orders? Was the Captain trying to ensure he had the right contingencies in place when Joseph refused to follow his orders? Would he actually have his own Guardians toss him in a cell to contain him?

      “Aye aye, sir,” Joseph replied.

      “Grant out.”

      The comm disconnected, leaving Joseph’s stomach tied up in knots. Damn it, he wanted a straight answer, and he wanted it sooner rather than later. He was far too tired to be patient.

      He looked at Preslan. “Captain Grant asked if you would join us in the conference room in forty-five minutes.”

      “Is this development good or bad?” she asked, standing up as Joseph pulled a leg back under him to get up.

      “I don’t know yet.” He leaned over until his forehead touched hers. “This might get ugly,” he mouthed.

      “Joseph, you can’t,” she lipped back. “This isn’t you.”

      “It wasn’t me,” he whispered, straightening up. “But all this…” He raised his hand, turning his index finger in a circle. “...is changing me. Good or bad, right or wrong, Iagorth was correct about one thing. My purpose is to protect Pioneer, and I’m not going to let anyone stop me from doing that to the best of my ability. Even if it means being insubordinate to make it happen.”

      “I really hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      “Me too.” He straightened up. “Besides...like it or not—whether he knows it or not—Grant needs me to figure this out.”

      “I agree, I’ll back you up the whole way,” she replied.

      “Thanks, sis.”

      “Anytime.” She smiled and went up on her tiptoes to drop a kiss on his cheek.  “I’ll meet you upstairs. I just need to get out of this thing,” she said, tapping the front of her spacesuit.

      “Roger,” he said with a quick smile before looking over at the Guardians. “Fatcat, Zen, we need to get out of these suits and meet with the Captain.”

      “Copy that,” Morales replied.

      “I’m going to meet with the Captain as well,” Preslan told her engineers. “I expect full documentation of the data we collected by tomorrow.”

      “You got it, Prezz,” Leon replied.

      “Thanks for all your help. You’re a good team. I’d work with you again. Anytime. Anywhere.”

      “It was an honor, Sarge,” Charles replied.

      “Remember, everything you saw here is highly classified. Not a word to anyone about it. You can see why it might frighten the rest of the population.”

      “Yes, sir,” Ito said. “It frightened me.”

      “Don’t worry. We have everything under control. And thanks to all of you we’ll be able to give Pioneer the boost she needs to get to her destination.”

      Ito smiled proudly while Joseph turned away, motioning to Niko and Morales to follow him. He needed to find out soon if the Captain’s plans for the Dyson Shell were going to mesh with his.
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      Pioneer. Conference Room. 02.15.2324. 1900 hours.

      Tyson got to his feet as the door to the conference room opened. Joseph and his small group filed in and all except Preslan snapped to attention. ‘Reporting as ordered, sir,” Joseph announced.

      “At ease, gentlemen. All of you take a seat,” Tyson said. “I know time isn’t on our side, so I don’t intend to mince words.”

      Preslan took the open seat beside Chief Oslo and Joseph found a place next to Commander Siraj, while Niko and Morales settled adjacent to Preslan and Joseph respectively.

      “I want to offer a word of congratulations to you, Preslan, and to you, Joseph, for your successful experiment regarding the Intellect power core. While I understand the outcome wasn’t perfect, it’s a fantastic first step to solving our energy problem. Well done.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” Preslan said.

      “Thank you, sir,” Joseph added.

      “I’ve had Chief Oslo going over the numbers based on the use of the core charging the supercapacitors to full power. Chief, if you could go over your findings?”

      “Of course, Captain,” Oslo said. “I—”

      “Chief, excuse my interruption,” Joseph said. “Captain, I think you know there are more pressing decisions at hand, and that neither myself nor the Guardians present are all that interested in numbers. No offense to the Chief or Preslan.”

      “None taken,” Preslan said.

      Tyson had expected Joseph to be impatient about his decision. “I’m not trying to stall or beat around the bush, Cross. I’m presenting the facts so our next steps have a logical, understood backing behind them.”

      “Yes, sir.” Joseph settled back in his seat, clearly unconvinced about his reasoning.

      “Chief,” Tyson said again.

      Oslo lifted his tablet from the table, looking over the numbers. “Since most of the company isn’t interested in precise numbers, I think it’s best if I summarize. I can provide more specific detail after the meeting to anyone who wants it.”

      “Me,” Preslan said.

      “Go ahead, Chief,” Tyson permitted.

      “If we enact some of the efficiency protocols we identified earlier in conjunction with a full recharge from the remaining power cores, our updated estimate is that we can cover a full one hundred light years at our current heading and velocity. That will bring us in range of an additional three star systems. Alternately, we would be able to reverse course and return to Avalon with a core to spare if that’s what we choose to do.” Oslo looked over at Joseph. “In other words, thanks to your idea to use the Relyeh moieties as a siphon, our power concerns are mostly alleviated.”

      Tyson watched Joseph’s face as Oslo presented the news. He didn’t think Joseph would be wholly excited about the report, but he was surprised to see him tense, his jaw clenching and his eyes.

      “Captain,” Preslan said. “After a preliminary review with my team, I...” She cut herself off a moment later, suddenly hesitant. Tyson noticed her eyes shift to Joseph before she recovered. “I think there may be some complications we need to address.”

      “What kind of complications?” Oslo asked. “Leon sent the data over to me a few minutes before I headed up here. Everything looked good.”

      “I...uh...that is, in my capacity as Lead Engineer, considering the stakes, I think we need to be really careful about jumping the gun on results. We should take more time to study and model the data.”

      “I agree with you, Preslan,” Oslo replied. “And we’ll have time to do that.”

      “Captain, I do have some concerns,” Joseph said.

      “And I want to hear them,” Tyson said.

      “Thank you, sir. Chief Oslo, does your estimate take into account any potential need to use the stored energy defensively?”

      “You mean the shields you mentioned?” Oslo asked.

      “Yes. In the event of an attack.”

      “I’ve factored in a potential need for one use of the shields for two minutes.”

      “Two minutes?” Joseph looked at Tyson. “That’s next to no time at all, sir. What if—”

      “Joseph, the entire squadron of Bayonets is at the ready. They can be out of the hangar within thirty seconds of identifying a potential threat, which would likely precede any need for active shields. If our birds can’t take out an enemy threat within two minutes or a direct assault against Pioneer, it’s unlikely we’ll stand much of a chance regardless.”

      Joseph considered that for a moment. “And you’re sure you didn’t come to that arbitrary number because it fits inside your rationale?”

      Tyson felt the heat rising to his face, a budding anger beginning to simmer.

      “I gave Chief that number, Joseph,” Siraj said. “Based on historical records, not picked out of a hat. Two minutes is at the high end of the average.”

      “I see,” Joseph replied. “But I don’t think it’s accurate to make determinations of outcomes in a three-dimensional battlespace based on historical records of two-dimensional warfare. Especially when the enemy has superior technology.”

      “It’s a valid argument, Cross,” Tyson said. “But you’re only strengthening our position. In that case, we expect the enemy to have decimated our Bayonets within the two minute timeframe, leaving Pioneer unable to mount any kind of offensive. If we’re essentially a sitting duck, it doesn’t matter how long the shields hold.”

      Joseph met Tyson’s gaze. “It’s possible we could turn the moieties’ ability into an offensive force. But we’d need additional power generation to do it. We need to know if and how to get that energy from the Dyson Shell.”

      Tyson smiled, his anger subsiding as he began to understand. “I think I see where you’re going with this now, Cross. You want to take the transport to the Dyson Shell to investigate, and you think I’ve already decided against it.”

      “Yes, sir. From our previous experiences, I can’t help but believe it’s a risk you’ll be unwilling to take, and maybe rightly so. But it’s a risk we need to take. One I need to take.”

      “You’re correct in part of that assessment. Given the change in outlook regarding our power supply, I can’t in good conscience send my most valuable crew member into what appears to be a trap laid by the enemy. Playing directly into Shub-nigu’s hands is pure folly. Can’t you see that?”

      “I know it seems that way, Captain,” Joseph countered. “But there’s more going on here than the shell represents, and I strongly believe exploring the star will reveal the true nature of Shub-nigu’s plans for Pioneer.”

      “So you agree that the Relyeh brought us to this area of space because of the shell?” Tyson asked.

      “I believe so, yes.”

      “And you still want us to go near it?”

      “It’s not what I want. It’s what I know is required to keep Pioneer safe. The cores won’t provide the energy we’ll need to survive out here on a long-term basis.”

      “You can’t know that, Cross.”

      “I have every reason to believe that’s the case. We’re deep inside Axon territory, Captain. Avalon? It’s an Axon planet. The systems within range? Those are all Axon held too.”

      A chill ran down Tyson’s spine. “Where are you getting this information? We have no way to make that kind of determination from our limited sensor data and without any intervention from the Axon. I admit, the Dyson shell does present evidence of a more advanced life form, but we have no proof it’s Axon, and even if it is, we have no proof they occupy any of the systems around it.”

      “Captain, this universe is not as wide open as we believed when Pioneer was built. We aren’t alone out here, and the space faring races around us have a hundred thousand plus year head start. You would think that would make us insignificant, but for some reason that isn’t the case. We need to be able to defend ourselves, more than once, and for more than two minutes. If possible, we need to be able to fight back.”

      “I’ll ask you again, Cross. Where did you get this information?”

      Joseph exhaled sharply. “Iagorth.”

      Tyson flinched at the name.  “Iagorth? You told me you closed the bridge. That he couldn’t reach you.”

      “The synthetic is damaged,” Joseph replied. “He took advantage of it to reach across the bridge. He doesn’t have a strong enough connection to control anything. But he did tell me where we are.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “He isn’t malevolent. He doesn’t hate us for being here, or hate me for beating his moiety. He isn’t too fond of Shub-nigu though. He said they’re brothers. He wants to help us hurt him.”

      Tyson shook his head. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “So you’re saying what? That Pioneer is caught in the middle of an ancient family feud, like two children fighting for the same toy?”

      “Not exactly. Iagorth has no skin in this game. If we lose, it doesn’t affect him at all, since he already lost to us. If we win, our victory is a victory for him.”

      “So he wants us to win, then?”

      “To an extent.”

      Tyson looked around the room, his eyes pausing momentarily on Siraj before returning to Joseph. She stood up. “Captain, will you excuse me for a moment? I need to use the head.”

      “Of course, Commander,” he replied. She left the room while Tyson posed his next question. “Joseph, how do we know we can trust anything Iagorth says? He’s already proven to be manipulative and deceitful, and we know he doesn’t care about what happens to us.”

      “We don’t know we can’t trust him, sir. I don’t think we should trust him completely. But I do believe he’s telling the truth about our location in Axon territory. And I do believe it’s in our best interests to prepare ourselves for any potential encounter with them. The Axon aren’t our allies, Captain.”

      “Maybe they can be,” Tyson replied. “How do we know they won’t negotiate?”

      “Like they did when they were on board? They despise Iagorth and the Relyeh, and like it or not most of the people in Metro are still carrying Iagorth’s moieties. The Axon will want them destroyed.”

      Tyson glanced down as his comm quickly flashed green without beeping. “I understand your perspective on this, Cross. I really do. Listening to you speak, I believe you want what’s best for Pioneer as much as you ever have.”

      The door to the conference room slid open. Siraj entered first, followed by West and an entire squad of Guardians.

      “What the hell is this?” Morales said.

      “I’m sorry, Joe,” Tyson said as the Guardians filled the room. “I was already concerned about how the Relyeh might be manipulating you. The whole thing with the Sheriff and coming out of hibernation here all seemed too convenient, and you’ve proven I was right. Now you’re arguing in support of Iagorth, and in support of trying to bolster our energy reserves even after we present evidence that we have enough. We already know Iagorth requires massive amounts of power to seize control, and you want to go and get it for him. I’m not branding you a traitor, but I can’t risk that you’ve been compromised.”

      Joseph pushed his chair back, getting to his feet.

      “Joe, please don’t make us have to restrain you,” West said. “This is for your safety as much as ours.”

      “Captain, you need me,” Joseph said. “I’m the only one who can control the moieties. I’m the only one who can defend this ship.”

      “And I hope that if the need arises you’ll answer the call,” Grant said. “I want you where we can keep an eye on you. Where you can’t get yourself in trouble. That’s all. This isn’t your fault, Joseph. I don’t blame you for any of this. But the synthetic makes you dangerous.”

      For a moment, Tyson thought Joseph looked like he was going to vault the table and try to ring his neck. Then the anger faded as the Marine likely began to entertain the idea that maybe his Captain was right.

      “I won’t fight you, Keesh,” Joseph said. “I wouldn’t do that to you or the Guardians. I’ll go peacefully.”

      West approached him, holding out a pair of cuffs. “I need to bind you,” she said. “We both know you could level this whole squad if you put your mind to it.”

      Joseph put out his hands, letting her cuff him.

      “This is bullshit,” Preslan said, leaping to her feet, her hands balled into fists. “Joseph’s right. We need to go to the star. We need more information, more energy, more answers. Captain, you can’t do this!”

      “Pioneer isn’t a warship, Preslan,” Tyson said. “We aren’t here to solve a mystery or get involved in a conflict between two alien entities. We’re here to settle a new world. My intention is to turn us around and take us back to Avalon. Hopefully we can do that before the Axon even know we’re here.”

      “What if Avalon is already inhabited?” Joseph asked. “By the same aliens we’re trying to avoid.”

      “According to you all of the other systems in range may be as well. Avalon was our original target regardless of what it was like when we arrived. That’s still the case. Prime West, please escort Mister Cross to a private room in the Guardian base and keep him under guard.”

      “What about Shub-nigu?” Joseph asked. “I still can’t go to sleep.”

      “Doctor Rose is working on it,” Tyson replied. “Let’s both hope she comes up with a solution because the alternative isn’t good for any of us.”

      “Come on, Joe,” West said. “We’ll take good care of you.”

      Joseph glowered at Tyson and then at West. “I’m not a child, Keesha. Nor am I so mentally incapacitated I need to be taken care of.” He let himself be led out of the room under guard, without saying another word., Morales and Nori trailing behind them.

      “Commander Siraj,” Tyson said. “Make the arrangements to reset our course for Avalon.”

      “Aye aye sir.”

      “You’re making a mistake, Captain,” Preslan said. “You’re going to get us all killed.”

      “I’m doing what I think is best for Pioneer, Preslan. That’s what Command assigned me to this ship to do, and I’m doing it to the best of my ability. I expect you and your team to work with Chief Oslo to optimize our efficiency and maximize our range.”

      “Yes, Captain,” she gritted out, her jaw tight.

      “Thank you. You’re all dismissed.”
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      Pioneer. Guardian Barracks. 02.15.2324. 1930 hours.

      “In here, Joe,” West said, stopping in front of a door buried deep within the Guardian compound beneath Metro.

      Joseph had made sure to keep track of the path they had traveled to get here. Every corridor, every turn, every door. He wasn’t planning to run. Not yet. But he needed to be prepared if it came to that. They couldn’t lock Pioneer down from him, not when he knew the unchangeable master code.

      “Keesh,” Joseph said. “You know I’m on your side.”

      “I know. I’m sorry, Joe. This is Grant’s ship. Grant’s rules. We have to follow orders, or what’s left of who we are? What’s left of who we pledged to be?”

      She pushed the door open. The room was relatively large, with a single raised bunk in the corner, a computer terminal below it, a head in the corner and a sofa and PiNet interface toward the front. Not as large as a cube in Metro, but almost as well appointed.

      “These are officer’s quarters,” she said as they entered, her smile growing. “Almost as big as mine.”

      “You must be nearby then.”

      “Four doors down. But I’m afraid I can’t let you come visit. Grant wants you confined to quarters.”

      “How am I supposed to stay awake when I’m locked in a room with nothing to do?” Joseph asked. “Grant is practically asking me to lose control.”

      “You’ve got a terminal there. A PiNet interface. You can watch movies, listen to music, search the archives for news. You can ping Preslan if you want. Or me when I’m off duty in a few hours. You can do pretty much anything a Metro citizen can do at home. If you need anything else, ask Jucoh or Keshi.”

      “Are those my guards?”

      “First shift. They’re good people, so please don’t hurt them when you escape.”

      “I can’t make any promises.”

      “Joe…”

      Joseph put up his hands. “I’m not going anywhere right now. I don’t agree with Grant at all, but you’re right. He’s the Captain. He makes the rules. You know I’m loyal.”

      “Except when you intentionally omit things.”

      “If he had asked about the moieties, I would have told him.”

      West laughed. “So why did you mention them right now?”

      “Because I won’t let anything happen to Pioneer. The oath I took as a Guardian was to protect the civilians on board. That comes ahead of taking orders from Grant. Command loaded an entire army’s worth of military equipment down here in part to prevent the wrong kind of takeover. The Guardians are equally sworn to do the same.”

      “Grant is trying to do what’s best for Pioneer and her passengers,” West said. “He’s trying to get them somewhere safe. Somewhere they can disembark and start their new life.”

      “I know he is. But he’s got a risk-averse streak that worries me. He wants me to be here to protect Pioneer, but he doesn’t want to give me a chance to gather what I need to do it. We can’t estimate how many times we might be attacked or how many minutes we might need shields. We can’t even begin to guess. Iagorth said—”

      “Joe, don’t,” West said, stopping him. “You can’t base any of your decisions on what Iagorth says. He tried to kill you, and then he tried to use you, and then he tried to enslave everyone in the city.”

      “That doesn’t mean he lies,” Joseph countered. “For all I know, he’s incapable of lying.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Right now, you sound like you’re under his influence. Don’t you see that?”

      Joseph paused. And then nodded. “Yeah. I do.” He sighed. “Damn it, Keesh. I hate being caught in the middle like this. I feel like ground zero for everything bad that’s happened to Pioneer  and everything bad that might happen in the future.”

      “You stopped Iagorth. You saved my life. How can you say that?”

      “I helped Rose bring the first moieties inside. I pretty much created the dark side of Levi. Iagorth wanted to use my body as his primary host. And I shot us forward in time over a hundred years, dropping us inside Axon territory. Should I keep going?”

      “Okay,” West admitted. “It does sound bad when you say it that way. But none of that was intentional. And I don’t think anyone else could have handled it better. You saved the ship. You saved me. You’re still here, fighting to protect the people of Metro. If you’re going to beat yourself up for the negatives, you have to give yourself credit for the positives.”

      “It doesn’t balance out.”

      “Then balance it out, Sarge. You’ve never been one to let a challenge knock you down, and if it does you’ve always bounced back up. Why should this time be any different?”

      Joseph smiled. He always appreciated when she told it like it was. “Yeah, you’re right. It isn’t. But that’s also why I can’t make any promises. I might need to break out of here, Keesh. And you might be the one to stop me.”

      “Don’t put me in that position.”

      “I’m not trying to squeeze you, Keesh. Everything will be the way it has to be. If I run and you need to chase, then you chase one hundred percent. Don’t go easy on me because you love me.”

      “Will you go easy on me because you love me?” she asked.

      “No,” he replied. “Not if it means Pioneer could be destroyed.”

      “But if that’s what you believe, why would I go all-out to stop you? I want to help you.”

      “What if I’m wrong? Or what if Grant is right? What if Iagorth has control over me? Or Shub-nigu? You can’t risk that.”

      West’s eyebrows crinkled. “Why are you telling me this? Why are you practically begging me to stop you if you try to run?”

      “Because if I’m not myself, you’re the only one who can stop me.”

      West stared at him, licking her lips while she considered the request. Then she nodded. “Roger that, Sarge.” She pointed to the couch. “The PiNet control board is there. I recommend True Grit, the original or the remake; they’re both good.”

      “Got it. Thanks for the recommendation.”

      “You’re welcome. Just remember what I told you.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Jucoh and Keshi are good Guardians. Try not to hurt them.”

      “If it comes to that, I’ll do my best not to hurt anyone.”

      “Thanks, Joe.” She winked at him before retreating from the room.

      Joseph exhaled sharply, a sudden sense of inevitability sending a chill down his spine. He was certain Grant was making a mistake, but he needed to prove it. He needed to be absolutely sure that the next move he made was the right one, for the sake of the thousands of civilians on board. Sitting idle in the face of danger wasn’t in his nature.

      He dropped onto the sofa, picking up the PiNet control board. He tapped the touchscreen to activate the terminal, navigating to the entertainment section and searching for True Grit. The cover depicted a man who reminded him of Sheriff Duke.

      Grant had suggested the Sheriff wasn’t real. That he was something Shub-nigu had created to fool him. But Joseph didn’t buy it. Like he had told Grant earlier, every other thing in the Construct had come from a memory. Everything except the Sheriff. Rose had wondered if there was any way he could communicate with the Sheriff through the Relyeh network. Maybe it was possible. Maybe it wouldn’t even be that hard, considering his synthetic’s cilium were stuck out of phase.

      He tapped on the control board. The movie started to play.

      Inside his Construct, he stood outside the locked cellar doors, looking down at them. “Iagorth,” he said, trying to summon the Devourer. “Iagorth.”

      The Relyeh Ancient didn’t answer.

      Bosco came around the side of the house and started barking, trying to dissuade him from what he was about to do. “Sorry, boy,” he replied. “I need to know.”

      Inside the Guardian compound, Joseph settled back on the sofa and closed his eyes.

      Outside the cabin in the woods, Bosco whined as he bent over, grabbing the lock and tearing it off.

      Bosco stared at him, eyes questioning. What the hell are you doing?

      Joseph stepped past the door, onto a set of cement steps that led into pitch darkness. “I’ll be back before you know it,” he said.

      Then he started to descend.
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      Construct. 02.15.2324. 2000 hours.

      Joseph didn’t know what to expect as he made his way down into the darkness. He took each step confidently despite his inability to see and despite the growing sense of dread that gnawed at his innards.

      Outside his Construct, he was falling asleep. He didn’t know if he would be able to remain inside when he did. He’d never tried before. In the weeks leading up to his hibernation, he hadn’t given much attention to his Construct or the strange world within the synthetic. It was like an alien cancer he had tried his best to avoid, the very nature of both it and Iagorth leaving him more afraid than anything. Even though the synthetic, through William, represented a part of himself, it wasn’t a place any human was ever meant to be.

      This was a road unintended for humankind. An ancient pathway through the universe, a technology so advanced it had become organic in its nature. But here he was, putting one foot in front of the other, stepping down through the pitch black in search of answers.

      In search of Shub-nigu and the Sheriff.

      Maybe it was a mistake. Maybe he should have engaged Keesha and immediately attempted his escape. She would have helped him. Whatever he needed, she would have done it. But that was part of the problem, not the solution. And the fear that he might make things worse always sat in the back of his mind.

      The steps stopped suddenly, the solidity beneath his feet becoming level. He couldn’t see it, only sense it. His body was sleeping, his mind no longer able to maintain subconscious control. Because he had entered willingly, he wasn’t disoriented by the occurrence. This partition was still alert and present inside the Construct.

      He summoned a memory, to test how much control he had in this place. Immediately, the blackness faded to darkness, replaced by a vision of his hometown in New Hampshire where he had grown up. His high school at night. It was a plain, rectangular building. Three stories, all brick. Lots of windows.

      “Joey,” William said.

      Joseph looked to the right. His grandfather was there, but he didn’t look good. He had aged twenty years, his body wasting away, his hair gone, his flesh pale. Joseph knew this version. This was the William who had been diagnosed with prostate cancer that had spread throughout his body. This was William at the worst Joseph had ever seen him.

      “Why did you come here?” William asked.

      “I need answers.”

      “So you came here?”

      “I can’t get the answers I’m looking for anywhere else. Where’s Shub-nigu?”

      “Everywhere.”

      Thunder crashed overhead, bolts of lightning splitting the darkened sky. Joseph could swear he saw a face in the clouds above the school, menacing and inhuman.

      “Why are you dying?” Joseph asked his grandfather.

      “You know why,” William replied. “This place is a cancer. We aren’t made for this, Joey. We aren’t strong enough, even together.”

      “Iagorth thought I was. That’s why he wanted me.”

      “Iagorth is different. More simple. Smaller.”

      “Smaller? There are trillions of him.”

      “He’s a single Relyeh. How many of the Hunger answer to Shub-nigu? How many does he see?”

      “Then I need to get you out of here.”

      “I can barely stand. Besides, if you leave now you’ll never have your answers.”

      “If I don’t save you, I’ll die.”

      “Eventually, yes. We all do.”

      Joseph stared at William, beginning to understand. He could pull William out of his misery right now and save the synthetic from whatever incompatibility existed between it and the Relyeh network. Or he could leave him and let that incompatibility continue to poison the synthetic while he tried to get answers. In time, that poison would destroy the synthetic, and that destruction would ultimately kill him.

      They were both lousy choices, but there was another reason Joseph remained as the rain began to fall, quickly drenching he and William.

      Iagorth was able to use that damage to get through to him. He could keep the Devourer under control, but for how long? The cracks would grow, Iagorth pushing further into him until he was overwhelmed and Pioneer was once more threatened by the ancient alien. There was only one thing that could keep him in check.

      Shub-nigu.

      The lightning flashed again. Joseph was sure he saw the face there now, in the shadows of the dark clouds overhead. William was right. Shub-nigu was everywhere. Had Joseph really thought up his high school himself? Or had the Relyeh Ancient made it for him, leaving him to think it was his intention?

      The fact that he didn’t know only told him how in over his head he was. Had he made a terrible misstep?

      “Why my high school?” he asked, looking at William.

      “Isn’t this where you went to learn?” William replied.

      Joseph laughed at the obviousness of the symbolism. “Then I guess we should go in.”

      He walked across the grass to the font of the school, scaling the steps to the door and pushing it open. The lights came on the moment he entered, each overhead fluorescent flickering and illuminating one at a time until they were all lit. The inside was dirty and old, with stained tiled floors and rusted lockers lining the halls.

      Joseph wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do. When he had entered the cellar, he imagined that Shub-nigu might try to assault his senses, dominate him and attempt to seize his Construct. But none of that was happening. This whole scene felt incredibly mundane. Because he had entered willingly.

      He and William walked through the corridors together, down the main hallway and then to an adjacent corridor. He didn’t really know where he was going. He figured he was bound to find something if he walked the entire school.

      It didn’t take that long. A soft light up ahead drew his attention, and he walked more briskly to reach it, William struggling to keep up behind him. The light was coming from a classroom, which Joseph didn’t hesitate to enter. A television was positioned at the front of the room, a blue LED at the base providing the dim illumination. Rows of desks filled the space between. Joseph recognized the room. He had taken history classes here. He had also served detention in this room a few times. He could still picture Mrs. Joliet seated behind the desk at the front, trying to look stern while he and the other detained hooligans did their time by napping on their homework.

      “We should take a seat,” William suggested, catching up to him as he absorbed the nostalgia of the room.

      Joseph grabbed the seat in the back corner—the same seat he had often taken during detention. He expected the television to show him something once he was settled, but it remained dark as the minutes passed. “Why are we sitting here?” he asked William, growing impatient.

      “These things take time, Joey,” William replied. “Lucky for you, they can also give it back.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You don’t need to.”

      Joseph was going to argue, but the door to the classroom began to slowly open. He turned his head to see who was coming, watching as the barrel of a revolver appeared first, followed by Sheriff Duke.
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      Construct. 02.15.2324. 2000 hours.

      “Joseph,” the Sheriff said, his revolver vanishing into its holster. “I had a feeling.”

      “Sheriff Duke,” Joseph replied. “I wanted you to come. I didn’t think you would.”

      “I didn’t have a choice. I can’t control it when I sleep.”

      “Where are you now?”

      “Earth. A hotel in what used to be Saint Louis, Missouri. One of the safer places to get some shuteye, but not a place I’d want to take my hand off the grip, even when I’m sleeping.” The Sheriff looked around before licking his index finger and putting it in the air. “You made your own Construct?”

      “What?” Joseph said. “I’m in Shub-nigu’s.”

      “I’m afraid not, Joe. He’s in yours. I don’t know if I’m here because of him or because of you.”

      A shudder ran through Joseph at the statement. This was his Construct? But he wasn’t still inside the synthetic. Or was he? “Me, I think,” he answered. “I wanted to talk to you.”

      “What about?”

      “The Relyeh. The Axon. Who can I trust?”

      “Yourself. Your friends. That’s about it.”

      “Are you real?”

      “I guess that depends on your definition. I’m not really here, if that’s what you mean. My body is in Saint Louis.”

      “But you’re really on Earth?”

      “I’m not something Shub-nigu made to fool you, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

      “You saw me escape the Construct. Pioneer, my ship, it came out of a time bubble when I woke up, close to a Dyson shell. I think that’s where Shub-nigu wants me to go.”

      The Sheriff stared at him from under his hat. He rubbed at the stubble on his chin as he thought about the statement. “I’d love to know more about what happened to you. But let’s focus on your concern right now.  I don’t know what a Dyson shell is. But you think Shub-nigu wants you to go there, which makes you not want to go there. Is that right?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Because you think it’s a trap.”

      “It stands to reason, doesn’t it? He used me to get Pioneer here.”

      “It’s more likely he used you to get you here. Shub-nigu sees into the minds of an infinite number of Relyeh at once. If you’re familiar with networking, he’s like a supercomputer that forms the backbone of their Collective. Every message, every memory, every thought goes through him.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “Millions of years of evolution, I suppose,” the Sheriff said. “What else can you tell me about this Dyson shell?”

      “It’s Axon made, and located deep within their territory. That’s part of the problem. We’re out here to colonize, not to get mixed up in conflict.”

      The Sheriff smiled sardonically. “I’ve learned the conflict always comes back to us, no matter how hard we try to avoid it. The trouble is, you’ve got the Hunger on one side of the universe, the Axon on the other, and Earth stuck in the middle. It’s a shitty position, but we do the best we can. The important thing to realize is that the Relyeh aren’t our allies. But neither are the Axon. That means there are times when we might be a friend to either one. It all depends on the situation and how it best benefits us. Or keeps us alive.”

      Joseph considered the words. “Captain Grant doesn’t want to go to the shell. He wants to head back to the planet we were supposed to settle. We blew right past it while I was trapped in here.”

      “Didn’t you say you were in Axon space?”

      “Yeah.”

      The Sheriff shook his head. “Joe, settling anywhere near there is the worst thing you can do. The Relyeh and the Axon are at war. If the fight isn’t where you are already, it will be soon. Unless...” He trailed off, eyes momentarily distant.

      “Unless what?” Joseph asked.

      “Unless you are the fight.” He paused again, looking off into the distance. “What are you up to Shub?”

      The television clicked. The blue LED turned green and the screen lit up, a black and white backdrop of space in the background, an endless horizon of dark metal in the fore. The metal was almost uniformly smooth, save for hundreds of huge stacks that pierced it, many kilometers high and spaced evenly apart. They spat blue flame in quick bursts, in a pattern Joseph quickly identified.

      “That’s the Dyson shell,” he said. “It has to be.”

      The camera shot forward, diving down toward the shell. It stayed low over the metal, smooth and seamless except for the stacks.

      The camera continued along the surface before suddenly flipping back to face the other way. Whatever it was mounted to continued forward, but in the rearview Joseph could see small shards of the shell breaking away and giving chase. Then the camera began rocking back and forth, deftly maneuvering around blue blasts of energy. It remained that way for a dozen seconds or so before turning to face forward again.

      “Whatever it is, the Axon are attacking it,” Joseph said.

      More of the defenses were rising ahead of the camera now, revealing an overwhelming defense. The camera changed vectors in response to the increasing Axon presence, reaching one of the stacks and scaling the side.

      It rose toward the edge, blue flame belching out for a few seconds before the camera reached it and continued past, rising away from the surface of the shell. The Axon craft continued shooting at it, but it managed to avoid the many blasts coming its way, reacting as if the shots were coming in slow motion.

      If the camera was connected to a Relyeh craft, there was a chance he and the Sheriff were as well.

      The view swung another one-eighty, facing back toward the shell and the stack. Dozens of Axon craft converged on the camera, ready to destroy it. Blue flame burst out of the stack.

      As soon as the flame subsided, the camera dove toward the stack at an impossible speed, clearing the edge and entering before the Axon defenses could react. The light vanished from the feed, the view racing into the darkness as the seconds passed.

      Then, a single blue spark appeared. A moment later, the flame began to climb the stack, the inevitable meeting killing the camera for good. And the television went dark.

      Joseph stared at the blank screen. “I’m not sure I understand what we just saw.”

      “Sure you do, you little shit,” William said. He rocked his thumb toward the Sheriff. “He knows.”

      Joseph looked over at the Sheriff, who shrugged. “Seems like Shub was showing you how to get in.”

      “Inside the shell?” Joseph asked. He raised his voice. “No offense, but your pilot didn’t make it.”

      The Sheriff smirked at that. “Maybe you have something they didn’t. Do you, Joe?”

      Joseph nodded, thinking out loud. “The blast of energy from the stack destroyed the camera and whatever it was attached to. A probe, maybe? But what if I could use the moieties to protect a transport and get it inside?”

      “It could work,” William said.

      “That’s a good question,” the Sheriff agreed. “It’s obvious Shub wanted you here because you might be able to get into the shell. But why would you bother? There’s no benefit to you to risk your life like that.”

      “There might be,” Joseph said. “Pioneer’s reactors are nearly drained, and while we figured out how to harness an Intellect power core to recharge the batteries that’ll only take us so far. Everything I’ve seen tells me what we have isn’t nearly enough. But that shell is collecting the energy from a star. What are they doing with it? Are they storing it somehow? That place could be a battery factory.”

      “And if you destroyed it, that would be a huge blow to the Axon,” the Sheriff said. “And a huge victory for Shub-nigu.”

      “From where Pioneer is sitting, delivering a huge blow to the Axon seems like the safest bet to keep the passengers alive,” Joseph said.

      “As long as you succeed,” William said.

      “I’ll succeed,” Joseph replied, looking at his grandfather. “I have to.” He looked back at the Sheriff. “It’s obvious you’ve dealt with the Axon before. What else can you tell me about them? Capabilities, defenses, anything you think could help.”

      The Sheriff considered the question, throwing his feet up on the adjacent desk and leaning back into his seat. He had a confident ease about him that Joseph envied. “There are different styles of Intellects built for different purposes, but that’s probably not a surprise to you. The most important weapon I can warn you against let’s them get into your head and make you see things that aren’t there.”

      “Hallucinations?”

      “The weapon uses high-frequency waves to trigger chemical responses in the brain, like taking a psychedelic drug. You might think William there is about to shoot you, so you’ll shoot him first, but really he’s just standing there and you just killed him in cold blood. Or you might turn the gun on yourself. I’ve seen folks dead on the ground without a scratch on them because an Intellect made them think they were shot.”

      “I’ve already come across something like that. The Relyeh we encountered, Iagorth, got into my head. He read my thoughts and tried to control me with them. It didn’t help him in the end. Is there any way to defend against it?”

      “Noise can help,” the Sheriff replied. “But you can’t hear anything else if you’re trying to drown out the signal. And if you’re enthralled, it’s already too late. Another thing, some of them are skinned in a material that allows them to scan a subject, like yourself, and project it back, allowing them to create a perfect replica. Even if you’re a different size, their shielding allows them to mimic physical attributes. That same shielding makes them hard to kill with conventional weapons. I’ve run into a couple like that on Earth, but I don’t know how common they are out where you are.”

      “They sound nasty. How did you beat them?”

      “Two ways. Either a big enough explosion to overpower their shields or get in close and take them by surprise. The Hunger kills them the same way they kill everything. Overwhelming force can overload the shields and disable them. They aren’t very good fighters once you get past their tech.”

      Joseph turned back to the television. “It would help to know what’s inside. There’s no sense risking getting in if we’re just going to come toe-to-toe with something like that. We’ll never survive it.”

      The television turned back on. The view was from a fixed point, like a security camera in the corner of a room. The scene reminded Joseph of the time he had done a tour at a Ford automotive factory. Lines of headless metal suits hung from wires, carried along an assembly line. They passed through a large square box, and when they came out the shells were filled with whitish goop. Through a second station, and the goop began to flash with energy, the hearts submerged within them. Through a third, and the heads were placed onto the bodies, making them whole. Joseph traced the entire path to the end, where the newly made soldier Intellects stepped off the line and headed for a door in the rear. There was no sign of any oversight on the factory floor, or any kind of manual production. The system churned out five Intellects in less than a minute, and was no doubt operating full-time.

      “How many robots do these guys have?” Joseph exclaimed.

      The view changed, showing a different camera in a different location. A collection of fifty Intellects waited as a smaller craft settled ahead of them, doors opening and collecting the group. Once they were loaded, the doors closed and the craft lifted from the deck, reversing course and vanishing off camera. More Intellects began filing into the area, fresh out of the factory. Even here, there was no sign of oversight. The entire process was completely automated.

      Shub-nigu was telling him that once they got inside there were no defenses, save the Intellects the system made between the time they set off any kind of alarm and the time they destroyed the place.

      “I think we can manage that,” Joseph said. He turned his head back toward the Sheriff to ask him what he thought, surprised to find himself alone with William. The Sheriff’s sudden disappearance left him questioning once more whether the man was a real human from Earth or a puppet for Shub-nigu.

      He would probably never know.

      “You know every time you use the moieties it exacerbates the damage, right?” William asked. “It kills us faster.”

      “I know,” Joseph replied. “This will probably kill me. But if it saves Pioneer, it’s worth it.” He got to his feet and raised his voice. “We have a deal. I’m ready to wake up now.”

      Inside the Construct, everything went momentarily dark, and then Joseph was standing outside the cellar doors. Bosco barked happily and pressed his body against Joseph’s legs, happy to see him back safe. He still had the broken lock in his hands, and he dropped it onto the ground. The doors remained still.

      Outside the Construct, Joseph’s eyes snapped open. The movie was over, the interface returned to the main menu. He checked the time, noting he had been asleep for almost four hours. It had felt like minutes inside.

      He took a deep breath and got to his feet, glad he hadn’t promised Keesha he wouldn’t try to escape.
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      Pioneer. Metro. Guardian Compound. 02.16.2324. 0000 hours.

      Inside Pioneer, Joseph quickly changed into a fresh pair of underclothes and utilities.

      In his Construct, he opened doors to a pair of moieties, making connections that brought Niko and Preslan into the cabin. They looked at him, both disoriented and fearful at first, but then settling down.

      “Joseph, what’s going on?” Preslan asked. “Is this a dream?”

      “You’re probably asleep,” Joseph replied, “but you aren’t dreaming. I called you here. It’s the only secure line I have to you, but it uses too much energy to keep you here for long, so I’ll make this quick. I’m going to the shell. I need your help to get there. Are you with me?”

      “Of course,” Preslan replied without hesitation.

      “Me too,” Niko said, eyes drifting around the cabin. It was his first time here, and the amazement was plain on his face, especially when he found Bosco lying near the rocking chair. “You have a dog? I’ve only seen pictures and videos on the PiNet. Hey, dog. Hey dog.” Bosco lifted his head to look at him, tail wagging, but he didn’t bother to get up.

      “Nori, focus,” Preslan said.

      “I knew I could count on you two,” Joseph said. “Prezz, I need you to go to engineering and collect one of the Intellect hearts. I’ll meet you there.”

      “Copy that.”

      “Zen, do you know where they’re keeping me?”

      “Somewhere in the officer’s quarters.”

      “Meet me at the entrance to the wing. Bring guns and protection. Scout armor, extreme environment rated with helmets and oxygen.”

      “How am I going to get into the armory? And then how am I going to get to you carrying a load of munitions without someone stopping me?”

      Joseph paused. “I could meet you there, but I don’t know where I’m going.”

      “Do you remember how they brought you in?”

      “Yes.”

      “Instead of turning left to go out, turn right. It’s straight down the corridor, the sixth door on your left. It doesn’t look like much because it used to be a storage compartment, like most of the spaces down here. But there are always guards posted outside.”

      “I think I can manage that. You come up with an excuse to go into the armory and start grabbing equipment. Training exercise or something? I’ll meet you outside. Just be convincing enough the guards don’t ping Keesh for confirmation.”

      “She won’t help you?” Preslan asked.

      “I told her not to.”

      “Why?”

      “We don’t have time to go over that now. She’s going to try to stop me because I told her she needed to. Which reminds me. Zen, make sure you pack some stunners. We don’t want to hurt our own.”

      “Copy that, Sarge. I’ll make it work.”

      Joseph smiled. “I figured you would. Prezz, how long do you need to get the heart?”

      “Twenty minutes?” she replied.

      “Okay. Zen, that means you’ve got twenty minutes to get into the armory and pack the gear. We’re heading into an Axon facility, so make sure you grab some heavy firepower.”

      “Got it,” Niko replied.

      “How do you know more about the shell?” Preslan asked.

      “Shub-nigu showed me. He’s an enemy, but so are the Axon, and right now they’re a bigger threat to this ship.”

      “You don’t need to explain it to me. I trust you.”

      “Thanks. Zen, if you hear a voice in your head don’t freak out, it’s only me.”

      “Prezz told me about this place. About the moiety and what you could do. This is so strange.” Niko motioned to Bosco. “And I don’t think he likes me.”

      “His tail is wagging,” Joseph replied. “That’s a good sign. You both know what to do. Let’s do it.”

      Joseph released them before stepping over Bosco and taking position in the rocking chair. Inside Pioneer, he sat back down on the couch, watching the minutes tick past on the PiNet screen’s clock.

      When the time came, he headed across the quarters to the door. He opened it, poking his head out. Jucoh and Keshi were side-by-side on the opposite side of the hallway, facing him.

      “Sir,” one of them said. “Can we help you?”

      Joseph didn’t waste time, but he did manipulate it, burning some of his energy to reach the two guards before they could react, turning a split-second to them into three seconds for himself. He grabbed the stunner from one of their hips, firing it point-blank into the man’s chest, paralyzing his entire midsection. Then he spun toward the other Guardian, putting two stun rounds into his chest and watching him drop. Once both Guardians were on the floor, he pulled their comms, ensuring they couldn’t report the incident.

      “Sorry guys,” he said. “ I need to go.” He took the other guard’s stunner, tucking it into the waistband of his utilities as he ran down the hallway.

      “Joe!”

      He had just reached the end when he heard Keesha shout his name. He looked back as she emerged from her quarters in her wheelchair. He paused a moment, meeting her eyes and waving before vanishing around the corner.

      Sprinting full speed, Joseph retraced his steps through the compound. He crossed paths with a pair of additional Guardians on the way, knocking them down with well-placed stunner rounds. He was nearing the exit to the barracks when the comms he had taken started flashing red and Keesha’s voice began pouring out.

      “Attention all Guardians. Attention all Guardians. This is an orange alert. I repeat. This is an orange alert. Joseph Cross has escaped confinement and is loose inside the compound. If you see him, report in immediately and engage at your discretion, stunners only.”

      The message repeated as Joseph rounded the last corner, pulling up suddenly as he came face-to-face with an entire squad of Guardians.

      “Levi?” Joseph said to the leader of the group, surprised to see him.

      “Cross,” Levi replied. “Going somewhere?”

      Joseph’s gaze passed over the group. The five men and women with Levi were all recruits still in training. They wouldn’t offer him much of a problem. Levi, on the other hand…

      “Pioneer’s in danger. Grant doesn’t want to see it,” Joseph said.

      “Going against orders from a superior is called treason, Cross,” Levi said. “It’s worse than refusing to comply. Do you remember that?”

      Joseph’s hands tightened on the grips of his stunners. He was wasting time here. He needed to make his move. “Of course I do. We’ve both made mistakes.”

      “Yes, we have,” Levi agreed. “We both had our reasons.”

      Joseph tensed, ready to fight for his escape.

      Levi smiled. “I’d say it’s time to let bygones be bygones. How can I help?”

      Joseph was taken off-guard by the statement, and the recruits tried to take advantage of the sudden softening of his stance. Levi turned on them, tripping the first two, spinning and shoving the third into the bulkhead. Joseph brought his stunners up in time to drop the remaining pair before they reached him.

      “You aren’t worried Grant will follow through this time and toss you out of an airlock?” Joseph asked.

      “No. If you’re trying to break out of here, I’m pretty sure the alternative to your escape is that we all die anyway.”

      “It’s not guaranteed, but it is incredibly likely.”

      “Then why are we standing here shooting the breeze? Where are we headed?”

      “The armory,” Joseph replied. “Then to engineering. Then to the hangar.”

      “We’re leaving the ship?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, this should be fun. Can I have one of those?” He tapped the gun on his hip. “This one’s live.”

      “You aren’t going to shoot me with it?”

      “And ruin all the excitement? Not a chance.”

      Joseph handed over one of the stunners. “Let’s go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            33

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Cross

          

        

      

    

    
      Pioneer. Metro. Guardian Compound. 02.16.2324. 0015 hours.

      Zen, what’s your status? Joseph asked, pushing the words through the synthetic to Niko’s moiety. Just think about your reply.

      The words came back a moment later. I’m inside the armory, but I don’t know if this is going to work. Prime West has an orange alert out and I’m locked down. Nobody in or out.

      Joseph smiled. Keesha was quick to get the Guardians organized. We’re almost to you. Hang tight, get as close to the door as you can.

      Roger that. Sarge, she’s going to have units waiting for you.

      I expect as much, Joseph replied, glancing over at Levi. I’m not coming alone.

      He and Levi were nearing the armory, the other Marine leading the way. They hadn’t encountered any additional Guardians up to this point, but he was sure they would have their work cut out for them.

      They slowed as they neared the armory. Niko had said there would be guards, but that was before Keesha’s alert. Now an entire platoon of Guardians was positioned outside, brandishing stunners and waiting for him to try to get in.

      “How do you want to approach this, Sarge?” Levi asked. “There are more guards than we have stun rounds, and those two are already wearing armor.” He pointed to the original guards, dressed in full combat gear. Not that it was necessary, but helped get them accustomed to wearing it.

      “Just wait,” Joseph replied.

      “Wait for what?”

      A black stain began to form between the decking plates below the Guardians’ feet. They didn’t notice until it was too late, nearly two dozen dark tendrils snapping up and wrapping around their feet and crawling up their legs, fastening them to the floor. They shouted to one another, but the more they struggled the tighter the tendrils gripped them.

      “Nice,” Levi said.

      Zen, let’s go, Joseph ordered.

      The door to the armory slid open. As Niko hurried out, pulling a cart full of equipment behind him, the tendrils moved the guards aside, giving Niko room to pass. He ran over to Joseph and Levi, doing a double-take when he saw the other Marine with Joseph.

      “He’s good,” Joseph said in Levi’s defense. “Let’s move.” He turned back the way they had come, and the trio sprinted back down the passageway. Joseph started to go left at the door leading up into the Law Office, but Niko stopped him.

      “Wait. Not that way, Sarge. They’ll be waiting for you in Law, I’m sure. And there’s another exit this way. It comes out right near the hangar.”

      Joseph came to a stop, whirling back around. “Near the hangar? Why didn’t you tell me that before?”

      Niko’s face tensed. “Shit, Sarge. I didn’t think of it. In my defense, I was sleeping at the time, and your dog distracted me.”

      “Dog?” Levi asked.

      “Nevermind,” Joseph replied. Prezz, he thought, reaching out through her moiety. Where are you?

      Engineering, she answered. Waiting for you.

      Can you get down to the main hangar with the core? he asked.

      I’m on my way, she replied.

      Be careful. Keesh knows I’m trying to escape. She’ll most likely send Guardians your way to keep an eye on you.

      Preslan laughed. They’ll probably head to my cube. I left my comm behind so they couldn’t track me with it. I figured you don’t need it anyway.

      Always one step ahead, aren’t you, sis? Joseph thought. We’ll meet you outside the primary hangar entrance. Stay hidden until you see us.

      Copy that, Preslan replied.

      Joseph glanced at the munitions cart. A pile of weapons and ammo boxes rested inside, including AR-50 assault rifles, the same weapon Siraj had used to fire rockets at the Intellects that had boarded Pioneer. A stack of scout armor rested beneath the guns.

      His eyes jumped to the stunners. Niko had wisely grabbed military-grade stunners rather than Law’s revolvers. The more modern pistols held twenty-round magazines instead of six individually chambered rounds, making them much more effective. Joseph dropped his revolver into the cart, motioning for Levi to do the same. Then they each picked up one of the military stunners.

      “Better,” he said. “Let’s go.”

      Niko led the way while Joseph pulled the cart. The comms he had taken earlier remained silent, likely disabled after their loss was discovered.

      “Zen, run faster?” Joseph implored. “We need to beat them to the exit, and then to the hangar, or we might not stand a chance of getting off the ground.”

      “Keesha’s going to have the hangar blocked off already, Sarge,” Levi said. “She was always a better tactical planner than you.”

      “Since when?” Joseph replied.

      “Since the second she decided you were definitely going to try to get away. Or from the moment you told her to stop you.”

      “How do you know about all of that?”

      “Come on, Sarge. We served together against the trife for two years. Whatever our issues on board, we were family. I know how these things work.”

      Joseph knew Levi was right. He had probably made a mistake telling Keesha to stop him, but he hadn’t trusted himself at the time. It was a good thing he still had a few tricks left up his sleeve.

      They raced along the passageway, continuing toward the lower seal. They encountered a few random Guardians along the way, who tried to confront him without realizing he had a pair of accomplices with him. They went down easily with single well-placed stunner rounds, rendered immobile and unable to reach for their comms.

      The corridor ahead of the seal was thankfully clear. While Keesha had more than likely moved units inside the hangar, she hadn’t thought to cover this exit. The heavy blast door remained closed and locked.

      Joseph hurried to the security panel, pulling open the bottom cover to manually enter the master code. The seal replied with a series of loud thunks as the heavy bolts holding it in place retreated and it began to slide upward.

      “Sarge,” Niko said, getting his attention. He had dropped to his knee to get an earlier look under the door, and his worried expression gave the situation away before Joseph could see it for himself.

      “Close it,” Levi said. “We’ll go back the other way.”

      Joseph, I’m outside the hangar, Preslan said. There aren’t any Guardians out here.

      That’s because they’re all at the lower seal, he replied. Where we are.

      What can I do? Preslan asked.

      Leave the core and head back to Metro.

      What? I’m not going to abandon you. Maybe I can create a diversion or something.

      Prezz, you did good. I need you to trust me. Please. Leave the heart and go back to Metro. I’ll let you know when I’m either on my way or headed to the brig.

      She continued to hesitate. Joseph could feel her anxiety through the moiety. She wanted so much to help, and that was a problem. He didn’t want her doing something stupid that might get her hurt.

      Besides, he had an idea.

      I’ve got this, Prezz, he pressed. Trust me.

      Okay. I’m going. The core is behind the bulkhead support frame leading to the connector between the hangar and Metro. Be safe, Joseph.

      The seal was a third of the way up. Joseph could see the boots on the other side. Dozens of Guardians had been moved into position behind it. He had been completely wrong about Keesha. She hadn’t only thought to cover the exit, she had known he would go this way.

      “Sarge, I don’t like this,” Niko said.

      “How far from here to the connector?” Joseph asked.

      “About a hundred meters,” Niko replied.

      “Tell me you have more moieties to use against these guys,” Levi said.

      “Not moieties,” Joseph replied. “Something better.”

      The door reached the halfway mark, high enough he could make out two platoons worth of Guardians entrenched behind it. They were all armored and armed with live fire weapons, likely redirected from nearby guard positions to create an impassable human barrier here.

      Morales and Madani were there too, a pair of negotiators at the head of the mob.

      “Sarge,” Morales said. “Prime West says you can’t leave.”

      “I know,” Joseph replied. “But I have to. Will you move, or do I have to make you move?”

      Morales laughed. “I know you’re a badass, Sarge. But there’s only three of you. There are thirty of us.”

      “So you’re saying we have you outnumbered,” Joseph said with a smile.

      “Come on. Put the stunners down, turn around and head back to your quarters. Prime West will go easy on you. So will Grant, I’m sure.”

      “How can you take her side?” Niko asked. “Joseph is your friend.”

      “And West is my SO, kid. It’s not what I want to do. It’s what I’m duty bound to do. Do you think West wants to go against Joseph? The lines have to be drawn somewhere. And then you need to choose which side you’re on. Right, Sarge?”

      Joseph nodded. “It’s your last chance to get out of the way.”

      “You won’t surrender?” Morales asked. “I have authorization to use whatever force is necessary.”

      “You do?”

      “I mean, I won’t kill you. But, you know. We might have to shoot you in the leg or something. It’s not personal. I mean, if I were you I would just put down the stunners.”

      “No you wouldn’t,” Joseph replied. “Not if you were me.”

      A strange echo began to sound from somewhere behind the wall of Guardians. Morales lifted his head, trying to identify the sound. “What’s that?”

      “Your time is almost up,” Joseph said.

      Morales looked back at him, eyes narrowing when he noticed the growing line of sweat across Joseph’s forehead. Their eyes met as Morales mouthed, Oh shit.

      The xaxkluth poured out of the hallway behind the Guardians, a thick black mass of tentacles and teeth rushing the defenses. The rear line of Guardians began spinning to react, while Morales and Madani kept their attention forward.

      “You wouldn’t,” Morales said.

      “Kill them?” Joseph replied. “No. But I can’t promise they won’t get a few cuts and bruises. Drop your gun and step aside, Fatcat. You too, Madani.”

      “Fire at will,” Morales said. “Cut the xenosquids down.”

      Chaos erupted at the back of the line as the Guardians opened fire on the xaxkluth horde in a desperate defense. The front line of xaxkluth leaped into the defenses, tentacles wrapping around rifles and tearing them from the Guardian’s hands, mouths digging at their combat armor.

      “Damn it, Sarge,” Morales said, “these are good people.”

      “I’m sure they are. That’s why I’m doing this. To keep them alive.”

      The xaxkluth continued digging into the line, multiple aliens wrapping themselves around each guard, taking away their guns and holding them fast. The effort was wearing Joseph out, body on fire, head pounding. He couldn’t hold so many of them in thrall forever, but if he didn’t they would tear the Guardians apart. It was the only way out, and he had to take it.

      “Shit,” Morales said, looking over at Madani. “You know what they say, right?”

      Madani smiled. “Yeah.” She turned her head toward Joseph. “If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.”

      “Just tell West you forced us to come, okay Sarge?” Morales said.

      “Sure,” Joseph replied. “Let’s go.”

      He motioned the group forward, passing through the Guardians buried by the xaxkluth. The aliens continued biting at the combat armor while they held the guards, but they weren’t using enough force to pierce the protective plates.

      As they neared the end of the group of xaxkluth one of them broke off, moving in front of Joseph. He held out his hand and the alien uncurled two of its tentacles, dropping the Intellect power core into it before leaping back onto one of the Guardians.

      Joseph placed the Intellect heart into the cart with their equipment, pushing a couple of the guns over the top to hide it. Then they ran down the passageway, ascending an incline that brought them through another open doorway where it merged with the connector. The main hangar doors were on their left, the largest seal into the city on their right, and the corridor to the elevators up ahead. Like Preslan had said, there were no guards posted outside the hangar. Keesha had committed everything she had available to the seal below.

      Joseph ordered the xaxkluth away from the Guardians, sending them on a retreat back to the far reaches of Pioneer before they could hurt any of the guards. At the same time, he tapped in the master code, opening the doors to the main hangar.

      The group went through as soon as the opening was wide enough for them to fit. The transports were on the opposite side, past the loaders and builders that had constructed Metro inside the ship, and would take it apart and move it outside when they reached a habitable world. The area was clear, as he had expected.

      It was a good thing, too. He was nearly spent after using the moieties and the xaxkluth to evade the Guardians, and he still needed to get the transport away from Pioneer and across the black to the factory.

      He couldn’t do that without more of the primordial ooze, and it was already bubbling down from the top of the hangar and practically dripping like oil onto the top of the lead transport. Shaped like the front of an airplane, but with short wings and three large thrusters in the back, the craft was designed to fly from space to ground and back with as little atmospheric cruising as possible. It wasn’t the most maneuverable vehicle, which concerned Joseph when he considered the route the Relyeh probe had taken and the maneuverability of the Axon defenses. But it was the only option to carry both passengers and whatever power sources they might collect.

      The group ran across the deck toward the transport. They had nearly reached it when a mass of Guardians streamed out from behind one of the loaders in a near reenactment of the blockade they had navigated only minutes before.

      Keesha came out with them, crossing the deck and standing directly in front of the transport.

      “Sorry, Joe,” she said. “I win.”
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      Pioneer. Main Hangar. 02.16.2324. 0045 hours.

      Joseph’s heart pounded as he raised his stunner toward Keesha. He was surprised to find her here, and more surprised she had gathered so many additional Guardians to intercept him. He had gotten to the hangar as quickly as possible, faster than she should have been able to mount this kind of defense.

      He glanced at Levi out of the corner of his eye. He had said Keesha would be ready. But why had she planned for him to escape the first thirty Guardians at the seal? Those were already overwhelming odds.

      He couldn’t hold back his smile. She thought highly enough of him to assume he would make it through that part of the gauntlet.

      “You didn’t let me down, Joe,” she said, as if she could read his mind. “I would have looked like an idiot standing here if Fatcat and Madani reigned you in.” Her eyes flashed over to the two Guardians. “You and I need to have a chat after we’re done here.”

      “Sorry, Prime,” Morales said. “He made us come.”

      “Mmmhmmm,” Keesha said. “I bet he did.” She looked back at Joseph, and the stunner. “Would you really shoot me?”

      “If I have to,” Joseph replied. “It’s not personal.”

      “At least we’re on the same page there. You wanted me to stop you, Joe. You told me you couldn’t trust yourself and that I might be the only thing keeping you from doing something really stupid. What do you say now?”

      “You didn’t let me down,” Joseph said. “But I still need to go. You got the drop on me, Keesh, but you don’t have the control you think you do. Turn around.”

      “And take my eyes off you?”

      “I promise I won’t shoot while you aren’t looking. Turn around.”

      Keesha turned her head, looking back at the transport. A wall of ooze was forming along the side of it, the alien material rippling like waves, small tendrils appearing and vanishing in the chaos.

      She looked back at Joseph. “Is that a threat?”

      “Unfortunately, yes.”

      “You’re a supervillain now?”

      “If I need to be. The safety of the civilians on Pioneer comes first.”

      “Joe, all that effort’s got to be tearing you apart inside.”

      Joseph flinched at the statement. She knew him well enough she could probably see the strain in his eyes. “It is. But it’s that important. I know what the shell is, Keesh. It’s an Axon factory. An Intellect factory. They make them there, along with the batteries that power them. We’re in Axon territory, and the Axon aren’t our friends. The Sheriff confirmed it. The best thing we can do to help ourselves is gather enough energy to get far, far away from here, and if possible destroy the factory.”

      “Who told you it was a factory?”

      The question didn’t come from Keesha. It came from Captain Grant. Joseph looked to the right, into the shadows of one of the massive loaders. Both Grant and Commander Siraj stepped out of those shadows, walking toward Joseph.

      “I went to sleep, sir,” Joseph said, lowering his stunner at the sight of the Captain. “Intentionally. I met with Shub-nigu. Not directly, but he showed me things. He showed me what the shell is. I also met with the Sheriff. He warned me about the Axon. The only reason they haven’t attacked us already is because they don’t know we’re here yet.”

      “Joseph, we talked about how the Relyeh are unreliable. They—”

      “I know, sir,” Joseph said, cutting Grant off. “But both Shub-nigu and Iagorth said the same thing, and they hate each other. No, they didn’t bring us here or show us that completely for our sake, but think about it. We’re so close to Avalon. A planet the Sheriff is confident is already settled by the Axon. Shub-nigu didn’t take us out of our way, he brought us to a high-value target and showed me how to get into it.”

      “So you can destroy that target and give the Relyeh an edge,” Grant said. “To help themselves, not to help us.”

      “Helping them does help us,” Joseph countered. “At least in this situation. We don’t have any friends out here, sir. We can either help one of our enemies or try to go it alone. One way we might survive. The other, we don’t.”

      “We ran the numbers,” Grant said. “Oslo—”

      “Is grossly underestimating what we’re up against. So are you, and that’s a huge mistake. This is the only way we survive, Captain. If nothing else, I would hope my effort to get here has proven my conviction to that fact.”

      Captain Grant stared at him for a moment. Then his eyes flicked to the dark wall of ooze coating the side of the transport. “Why us, Joseph?”

      “Because with Iagorth’s moieties, we stand a chance.” When Grant didn’t answer right away, Joseph continued. “Without them, we would be dead already. We aren’t the dominant species out here, sir. We’re like toddlers trying to match wits with adults. We can’t win by pretending we’re up to their level or acting like nothing’s wrong. We don’t have to like Shub-nigu’s plan, but we still need to follow it.”

      “What if we don’t?”

      “Then we’ll die out here. All of us. I don’t want that to happen.”

      “I don’t want that to happen either,” Grant said. Then he sighed. “I feel like I’m not really in charge of anything on this ship. Okay, Joseph. You win. Prime West, tell your Guardians to stand down.”

      “Aye aye, sir,” Keesha said, passing the order to the gathered Guardians, who immediately lowered their weapons.

      “Your mission is approved,” Grant continued. “I see you’ve already assembled a team.”

      “I have, but I need one more,” Joseph replied. “Preferably someone who’s a better pilot than I am.”

      “That shouldn’t be hard,” Morales quipped.

      Grant considered the request. Then he nodded as if he had made a pact with himself. “I think I know a highly skilled pilot, but like I told you earlier, your squad members need to volunteer. Prime West, what do you think?”

      “About a pilot?” Keesha asked.

      “About volunteering,” Grant corrected.

      Keesha side-eyed Joseph, her lips parting in a wide smile. “I’m in.”

      “Good,” Grant replied. “I want you to leave immediately. The sooner you go, the sooner you get back.”

      “Yes, sir,” Joseph said.

      “Joseph, I want to speak to you in private for a moment.”

      “Of course, sir. Fatcat, Zen, get the equipment loaded onto the transport.”

      “Uh, Sarge,” Morales said, pointing at the ooze.

      Joseph urged it to retreat, causing it to vanish beneath the transports exterior heat shielding.

      “That is always going to be creepy,” Morales added.

      Joseph followed Grant away from the group, to the back of the nearest loader.

      “Sir?” Joseph said.

      Grant smiled and shook his head. “Joseph, we both know who’s in charge of this ship, and it isn’t me. You’ve already proven you could dismantle all of the Guardians if you wanted, and I don’t even have the faintest idea what else you can do with that synthetic of yours that you haven’t shown us yet. You don’t honor my orders. You withhold information, and the fact is there isn’t a damn thing I can do about it because we all need you so badly.”

      “I’m sorry, Captain,” Joseph replied, unsure what Grant was trying to say. “It was never my intention to be difficult, or to gain the capabilities I have. If anyone’s to blame for that, it’s Doctor Rose.”

      “Believe me, I curse her name every time I lie down to sleep.”

      “My only goal, my only mission, my only purpose is to defend the civilians on Pioneer with my life. There’s nothing in the universe more important to me than that. I don’t want to be the captain of this ship. I don’t want to give the orders. I just want to get them home safely, wherever that home might be.”

      Grant nodded. “The fact that I believe you is the only thing that makes all of this easier to take. But now you’re leaving, and I don’t know what’s going to happen. The trip will be seconds for you, but nearly two months for us. What if the Axon attack Pioneer during that time? We’ll have no way to stop them.”

      “It’s a risk, Captain. I understand that. The Axon haven’t noticed you so far, and it’s more than likely they’ll be too busy with those of us boarding the shell to notice Pioneer. At least, that’s my hope. There’s no guarantee our mission will succeed. I might die out there. If I do…” He trailed off, thinking about what Pioneer might be able to achieve without the moieties. “You’ll have to make some hard choices, and I’m sorry for that ahead of time.”

      “I’ll figure something out,” Grant said.

      “There’s something else you should know, sir,” Joseph said. “My synthetic is damaged. It’s dying. And since it’s embedded into my brain, when it dies...so do I.”

      Grant’s face paled. “How long do you have?”

      “I don’t know. All I can tell you is using the synthetic to communicate with the moieties exacerbates the damage. It’s not too bad right now, but it won’t ever get better. The upside is that you won’t have to deal with me disobeying orders forever.”

      “That’s not the way I would want it, Joseph. You’re a hell of a Marine, and despite your idiosyncrasies, I respect everything you stand for.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Grant smiled. “Now, get the hell off my ship.”

      “Aye aye, Captain.”
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      Pioneer. Main Hangar. 02.16.2324. 0115 hours.

      The inside of the transport was bare-bones. A pair of benches lined each side of the fuselage, with a narrow aisle between them. The benches had been sculpted out of aluminum—six seats on either side—overlaid with thin padding. Storage areas behind the cockpit and in the aft section—just ahead of the service panel for the craft’s miniaturized nuclear reactor—held emergency and medical supplies, along with weapons and ammo.

      The cockpit was equally small and tight. A pilot’s seat on the left. A secondary station on the right. Fourteen seats in all. There was no transparent viewport out of the ship. Instead, a single curved display lined the cockpit all the way back to the rear bulkhead, the high-resolution cameras offering a clear view of the ship almost all the way around.

      After finishing his conversation with Captain Grant, Joseph boarded the craft, his team already seated. He was glad to have the Captain’s blessing for the mission. Maybe he had gone against orders, but he had also shown Grant how important this was for all of them.

      He paused in the aisle between the cockpit and the rear seating, looking over those assembled. They had been wearing standard bodysuits or combat armor, but they had swapped them out for the specially designed scout armor, a combination of both types of protection. Capable of managing any potentially harsh and unfavorable environment while also remaining durable and agile, the scout armor was specifically designed for their first landings on Avalon. It was made of the same spidersteel material as the bodysuit while incorporating a flexible battery pack on each thigh instead of on the back. A compressed oxygen tank had taken its place on the back of the suit, beneath armor plating. A flexible spidersteel tube ran up to a sloped-front helmet with a small tinted visor. The helmets made it impossible to see anyone’s face at a glance, but Joseph was able to identify them by their size and shape.  Fortunately, the material was able to stretch quite a bit, allowing a one-size-fits-most approach that made it viable for everyone on board.

      “Welcome aboard, Sarge,” Morales said, his voice slightly muffled coming out of his helmet’s speakers.

      “Thank you all for volunteering for this,” Joseph replied. “It’s good to see some of you again, and to have a lot of my original Magnificent Bastards back together. Sureshot, Fatcat, Queen. And our new Zen, a direct descendant of our original Niko.” His eyes shifted. “Not to discount your addition here, Viper,” he said to Madani. “Thanks for tagging along.”

      “I’m happy to be here,” she replied.

      “How’s the gear stowed? This is going to be a pretty short trip.”

      “Racked and ready, Sarge,” Morales said, getting to his feet and sliding open the forward storage bins. The guns and ammunition were sorted into individual cutouts, one for each potential passenger on the transport. “There’s only six of us, so each pair of cubbies belongs to one Guardian. These two are yours.” He tapped the edge of the top left corner cutouts. An AR-50, along with a plasma rifle, sidearm and magazine belt rested inside.

      “Sarge, do we have any idea what we’re flying into?” Madani asked.

      “Not exactly,” Joseph replied. “We’re winging it a lot more than I’d like. First objective is to reach the shell. Second is to enter one of the thruster stacks and pass through it to the inside. Then we’ll look for somewhere to land.”

      “What if there is nowhere to put this thing down?”

      “There’s at least one location. Shub-nigu showed it to me. A platform where the newly built Intellects are delivered. Though I hope that isn’t the only place. I don’t know how the Intellects will react when they see us.”

      “I don’t think they’ll offer flowers and a lei,” Morales said. “Odds of survival, Sarge?”

      “Slim to none,” Joseph replied.

      “Just how we like it,” Levi said, laughing. “It’s good to be back with you Bastards.”

      “Oorah!” Morales and Keesha replied.

      “Your armor’s waiting for you on the passenger seat, Sarge,” Levi said.

      Joseph went into the cockpit. Keesha was looking at the touchscreen in front of the control stick, tapping on the menus. She temporarily wore a flight helmet instead of her armored helmet, a dark visor over her eyes. She’d slid her armored helmet under her seat.

      “I’m having trouble setting a nav path,” Keesha said, looking over at him as he began pulling off his utilities to change. “The star is on the map because Pioneer can see it, but the system says it’s out of range.”

      “Is there an override?” The transport had been made for short hops from space to the ground and back, not anything long distance. He picked up the rubbery spidersteel suit, stepping into the legs and then pushing his arms through the sleeves. Then he pulled the two sides together at the torso, stretching the left side over the right so the small hooks could grab hold, leaving it tight along his chest.

      “There is, but it requires security clearance I apparently don’t have.”

      “Probably just an oversight on the ID permissions,” Joseph said. “Is there a manual entry?”

      “On screen.”

      A keyboard and input field was up on the touchscreen. Joseph leaned past Keesha to type in the master code.

      “I’m sorry, Joe,” she whispered as he did. “I didn’t want to go against you.”

      “I know,” he replied. “It all worked out. I’m glad you didn’t have to kick my ass.”

      She laughed softly. “Copy that.”

      Joseph straightened up as the system accepted the code. He grabbed his helmet and pulled it on before dropping into the co-pilot seat and pulling on a pair of magboots. He stood again to stow his utilities and work boots at the same time he focused on his Construct.

      Preslan, he said, reaching out to her.

      Joseph, she replied. Where are you? What’s happening?

      Grant approved the mission. We’re legal now, at least. We’ll be on our way in a couple of minutes, but I have a question. What’s the easiest way to destroy a Dyson shell?

      Simple. Destabilize it. The star’s gravity will pull it in and do the rest for you.

      The thruster stacks stabilize it, right? How many would we need to blow?

      I don’t know offhand. I’d need to run some numbers.

      You have eight weeks.

      Her laughter echoed in his mind. That’s one of the best deadlines I’ve ever been given.

      I aim to please. Take care of yourself, Prezz. We’ll be back before you know it.

      No, you’ll be back before you know it. Stay safe, Joe. You and all of your team.

      Copy that. Cross out.

      “Zen, where’s the power core?” Joseph asked.

      “I put it in the rear storage compartment, Sarge,” Niko replied.

      “Perfect.” Joseph returned to his seat, falling into it and pulling the safety harness over his head, clicking it into place between his legs. He reached past his side’s control stick to activate the touchscreen, navigating to comms and opening a channel to the bridge.

      “Pioneer Actual, this is transport Bastard One, requesting permission to launch.”

      “Bastard One, this is Actual,” Captain Grant replied. “Permission granted. Prepare for launch.”

      “Confirmed, Actual,” Joseph replied.

      The klaxons in the hangar began to flash, warning anyone inside they should get out before the air was removed and the doors opened. All of the Guardians had already left the area, the doors all closed and locked.

      The vacuum pumps pulled the air out of the hangar and then the doors began to open, splitting in the middle and revealing the starscape beyond.

      “Navigation set and locked, Sarge,” Keesha said.

      Joseph tapped on his screen, opening the general comm for the transport. “Attention all Bastards. This is your Sergeant speaking. I know the target seems far away, but we’ll be there in no time. I expect heavy resistance upon arrival and the thrill ride of your life over the next few minutes after that. If you have any last words, say them to yourselves now. Otherwise, buckle your seat belts and hold onto your assets, because we’re going in.”

      “Oorah!” they replied. Niko and Madani didn’t miss a beat the second time.

      “Bastard One, this is Pioneer Actual. You are go for launch. Good hunting.”

      “Copy that,” Joseph said. “Bastard One out.” He glanced over at Keesha. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      “Copy,” Keesha replied. She put one hand on the stick and the other on the thrust control. The locking clamps released from the small landing skids and the transport shot forward, pushing Joseph back in his seat. They rocketed across the threshold of the hangar and out into space, quickly leaving Pioneer behind.

      “Are you ready for this?” Joseph asked, looking over at Keesha.

      “Thirty seconds, right?”

      “Give or take.”

      “Do it.”

      Joseph closed his eyes, focusing on the moieties that had spread around the ship beneath the heat shielding. A group spilled downward into the rear cargo hold, a tendril reaching out for the Intellect heart. The power of the core would help feed the moieties, reducing the level of mental effort needed to make the jump and conserving his energy for the fight ahead.

      The tendril reached out to the core, branches spreading from the end of it to wrap around the Axon battery before clamping over it. Joseph sent a single shock through it to get the core started, the return jolt forcing him stiff in his seat.

      “Joe!” Keesha said, reacting to the spasm.

      “I’m okay,” he replied. “It’s a lot of juice.”

      He leaned forward, fighting the g-force to tap on the touchscreen in front of him, bringing up the navigation path from Pioneer to the shell. His eyes narrowed as he focused on the destination, thinking about how they needed to get there fast, to draw the Axon’s attention before the aliens discovered Pioneer.

      Desperation. That was how Shub-nigu had tricked him into utilizing the time shift. He needed to convince himself of the same desperation now.

      He shifted his thoughts to Preslan, left behind on Pioneer and in constant danger until he returned. From her, he moved his thoughts to all of the people of Metro, to the promises he had made and how important it was that he kept them. He could sense the urgency building within his chest and head, and with it the change in moieties. The energy pouring out of the core was intense, but as the shift began to take hold most of it was utilized instead of wasted.

      He knew they had entered when the transport started to shake violently, as if they were a small civilian aircraft flying through the buffeting winds of a thunderstorm. Then the nav computer lost the ability to track their progress, the entire universe bending around them as they spliced their way through time.

      “Sensors are dead,” Keesha said. “I’m starting the countdown.”

      Joseph didn’t respond. He kept his focus on his need to get to the Axon factory as fast as possible in order to save so many lives he didn’t dare think about failing. He almost lost that train of thought when a new thought snuck in through a dark alley in his mind. There was a very real possibility Pioneer might be attacked and destroyed before the Bastards reached the star, and when they came out of the shift he would be avenging Pioneer instead of preserving her. He turned that fresh sense of desperation into fuel, pushing harder. He could sense the strain on his body, from the sweat on his brow. The tension in his jaw. The trembling of his muscles. He could feel the synthetic burning too, and inside the cabin Bosco began barking, running over to the window and looking out. Joseph joined him there, able to see the smoke and flames in the distance.

      “Time!” Keesha snapped. “Joe, wake up!” He felt her punch his arm, snapping him out of it almost too quickly. The shaking returned, causing bangs and pops as the superstructure flexed from the effort and he was thrown around in his restraints.

      And then, sudden calm.

      The displays went back to normal, revealing the Dyson shell directly ahead of them, only a couple of minutes away. A wave of fear ran through Joseph at the sight of it. The shell was unimaginably large, more massive and frightening than he might have guessed from the visual Shub-nigu provided. It was at least ten times the size of Earth, filling the entire viewscreen despite the remaining distance between them. It was a gargantuan construct of alien metal spewing jets of blue plasma from the thousands of exhaust stacks, each nearly three kilometers high.

      “Sarge,” Keesha said before Joseph had time to finish absorbing it all. “Look at that.” Joseph’s eyes shifted away from the shell. The transport’s computer had already outlined nearly two-dozen medium-sized spacecraft of obvious Axon design directly ahead of them. “I don’t know how, but I think they knew we were coming.”
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      Pioneer. Metro. 04.06.2324. 1700 hours.

      Tyson paused at the edge of the park, scanning the main thoroughfare of Metro ahead of him. It was a normal evening in the city. The atmospherics had settled on a partly cloudy day, moderate temperature, not too much humidity. The environment was comfortable.

      He wasn’t.

      Straightening his jacket, he moved away from the edge of the park, vaguely aware of the Guardians tailing him and a plain clothes security detail hanging around nearby to ensure his safety. He had wrestled with the idea of bringing them along for most of the night, turning a good evening’s rest into a prize fight. He didn’t want to feel unsafe in Metro. And he didn’t want the people of the city to feel like he thought he was. At the same time, Pioneer had continued on its course without incident for nearly seven weeks since Joseph had left, and the lack of imminent danger had only bolstered the growing sentiment against his desire to prepare them for any potential threats.

      It didn’t help that his plan to create a period of mandatory service time so he could train every resident to defend themselves had leaked out of Governor Nori’s office without the context he and Claire had been so carefully trying to prepare. The message the people had received was that everyone would be required to do military service for an unspecified period of time, as a means for the dictatorial Captain Grant to gain a greater hold on them. While none of the residents of Metro expected the kind of freedoms their ancestors had on Earth—the situation, after all, dictated some degree of structure—making them learn to use weapons, fly Bayonets, and go through physical training was apparently a bridge too far.

      Which was the reason Tyson was out here now. Claire had suggested he make himself more visible and better known in Metro weeks ago, to show the population he was a regular person just like them, not some big bad wolf. To show them he was on their side and really was trying to be a good leader. To call him a dictator was unfair. He didn’t get involved in Metro at all outside of recruiting Guardians. What was even more frustrating, most of those who were actively serving had only positive things to say about the experience.

      He would have preferred to stay in hibernation until they reached Avalon, as had been the original plan. He would have preferred a lot of things. But the universe didn’t care about Command’s plans, any more than it cared about his. It had its own way of moving things around and making things happen, and more than ever he felt like he was just along for the ride.

      Reaching the edge of the city also meant reaching the greater concentration of people. They mostly walked through the strands of Metro, though there were a smattering of scooters and smaller personal transports occupying the center of the roads. He had drawn a little attention making his way from the park, but he started getting more looks now that he was among the blocks. The residents that noticed him seemed to do a double-take before staring, surprised to see a Space Force dress uniform, and then more surprised to see the bearded face it belonged to. Most of them didn’t know what he looked like, but he could imagine they were smart enough to figure it out from his clothing and countenance. He made it a point to carry himself with dignity, while at the same time forcing himself not to be afraid.

      It seemed ridiculous to him that he should need to, especially with the Guardians nearby, in a few groups acting as if they were on leave. The fear was most likely unwarranted, and as he met eyes with a few of the people and offered them smiles or nods, he quickly began to feel stupid for the decision. Why would he think he was in danger out here?

      Claire was right. He had locked himself away from the city for too long. He had buried himself so deeply in his role as Space Force Captain he had forgotten what it was like to be outside of the confines of general berthing, the galley, the head, the conference room and the bridge.

      “Excuse me,” a woman said as Tyson continued along the strand.

      He stopped and turned to her. “Yes?”

      “You aren’t Captain Grant, are you?”

      He nodded. “I am. How can I help you?”

      She stared at him for a few moments. “I just wasn’t sure you even existed. And now here you are. Have you ever been to Metro before, Captain?”

      “A long time ago,” Tyson replied. He looked around. “It’s a beautiful city. I should have come here earlier.”

      “You should have,” the woman said. “You should see for yourself the damage you’re causing.”

      “Damage?” Tyson said, quickly clamping down the vein of fear and anger that threatened to surface. How could he get anywhere if he couldn’t take a little criticism?

      “It’s impossible to get a decent custom handmade garment these days,” she replied. “All the artisans are going into your Guardians instead of learning to sew.” She tugged on the sleeve of her dress. It was a solid purple, simple and functional. “Now all we can find are these recycled, mass-produced patterns, it makes all of us look the same. But I guess that’s what you want, eh Captain? Start simple and pretty soon we’ll all be wearing uniforms.”

      Tyson flinched at the suggestion. “Ma’am, that isn’t my intention at all. My orders are to protect this ship. That’s my only priority.” His eyes flashed past her, noticing her statement and their interaction had caused a few more people to stop and listen. He was aware of his security detail nearby, staying hidden but also remaining close. “There are a lot of threats out there that threaten the security of this ship. I understand it may be difficult to make sacrifices, but I promise it’s for the good of everyone on board.”

      “That’s what the Governor says too,” the woman countered. “I don’t mean to give you a hard time Captain, since you haven’t been to Metro in a long time and I want you to see what a great city we have, but I think I speak for a lot of folks when I say we don’t feel threatened, and that when you say we were attacked or we’re in trouble or whatever, it can be pretty hard to believe.”

      “Yeah,” a man said, stepping up from the growing number of bystanders. “You said that turbulence was from some alien attack, but we didn’t see any evidence of aliens. And you don’t share any proof. No video, no pictures, nothing. You just say, take my word for it because I’m the Captain. And that’s supposed to mean your word’s good?”

      The murmurs of approval rose through the assembling residents. Tyson glanced to his right again, spotting his guards spread themselves more evenly through the growing bystanders, who were stopping in greater numbers now to see what was going on. He realized he had made another mistake trying to come out here without fanfare, to walk among the population without addressing them as a whole first. Then again, maybe it wasn’t a mistake. Claire wanted him to show his human side. Maybe confronting the situation like this would do more good than harm.

      “I came down here to see the city,” Tyson said. “To meet with you as you are and to hear your questions and concerns. And maybe get something to eat.”

      “You want our concerns, Captain?” the man said. “My biggest concern, and I think some of you will agree with me, is that our parents and their parents, all the way back to the original Earthers—they didn’t come out here to become soldiers. They came out here to escape the death and destruction. To find a better life for their descendents. If they had pictured what’s happening now, they might not have come at all.” Another round of agreement followed.

      “What’s your name, sir?” Tyson asked.

      “Jenkin Howe, Captain. I work in logistics.”

      “Mr. Howe, I completely agree with you. None of us came out here to become soldiers. In fact, a lot of military personnel came out here to escape the war too. A lot of them were integrated into the city after we first launched, all but the original Guardians and the most essential crew. Personally, I don’t want to fight. I don’t want to be here as your Captain. I’d rather let your elected Governor run the city and keep the seals closed, so that you can live in peace and security the way we originally planned. But we didn’t know what was waiting for us out here. We didn’t know how dangerous our universe really is. Sometimes things don’t go according to plan, and we all need to make adjustments.”

      “But if the aliens are as bad as you make them seem, if things are really that dangerous, what good will it do us to have so many armed personnel inside the ship? Inside the city? We’ll probably just get vaporized one day. I’d rather live peacefully with that than have my daughter trained to kill.”

      The murmurs grew into clapping and cheers in response to the statement.

      Tyson opened his mouth to reply, to affirm Howe’s concerns and offer reasoning for his decisions. He was interrupted before he could.

      “It’s all bullshit,” someone said from beyond the crowd. “Total and utter bullshit.”

      The people moved aside as a group of six men and women entered the area, headed by a muscular man in an engineer’s uniform.

      “Don’t believe his lies,” the man continued. “There aren’t any aliens. Only threats that the military brought from Earth. Experimental technology. Experimental biology. Experimental bullshit that’s put all of us in danger. Why do you think we have so many guns and suits of armor on board? The Earth government had no reason to provide so much armament to a peaceful mission. Except they knew what the secret scientists and engineers on the other side of the seals were cooking up.” He walked over to Tyson, getting into his face as best he could with his shorter stature. “Why don’t you tell them about the research facility on Deck Thirty-three? Why don’t you tell them about the trife they brought on board? Or the prototype power core that nearly blew up the entire ship?” His eyes were angry as he glared at Tyson. “Or why don’t you tell them how your experiments caused the turbulence a few weeks back, and left us with dwindling power reserves.”

      The murmurs in the crowd grew louder. Tyson’s heart started pounding, the pulsing nearly drowning out his ability to think. How did this man know about the U.N. research module? How did he know about the trife? Who was this engineer?

      “What’s wrong, Captain?” the man pressed. “Need more time to come up with more lies?”

      The people around him began to grumble, their positive sounds turning dark and angry. Tyson found his Guardians in the crowd. They couldn’t help him now. There were too many people who had stopped to listen.

      Tyson took a deep breath to calm himself. “That’s not an accurate picture at all.”

      “No? What about the devices implanted in our brains? Planted there by complicit doctors so that you don’t need to rely on volunteers or conscription to get the army you need. You can just force us to do what you want, and turn us all into slaves.”

      The spectators began shouting at that, suddenly confused, angry, and frightened by the accusations the engineer was making. They started moving in on Tyson, closing off any avenue of potential escape.

      “We want answers, Captain Grant,” the man said. “And we want them right now.”
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      Pioneer. Metro. Happy Accident. 04.06.2324. 1730 hours.

      Preslan strummed her guitar, closing her eyes and enjoying the notes, cleaner and crisper than before the instrument had been damaged. It had taken nearly six weeks for it to be repaired, and this was the first night she would be back to a fully live performance. Fortunately, Barstow had recorded just the solos during her practice sessions which she had then sung to. But it just wasn’t the same.

      “Sounds great,” Barstow said, moving out of the kitchen to the bar.

      “It does,” she replied. “Thank you again. I wish you would tell me how much this cost.”

      “It’s my pleasure. I enjoy listening to you play as much as I enjoy your company.”

      Preslan felt the heat rush into her face at the compliment. “That’s a sweet thing for you to say. I don’t know if my company has been that great lately.”

      “More melancholy than usual, but I understand. You’re worried about Joseph.”

      “Yeah, not just him. Niko is out there too. Keesha. Fatcat. They’re my friends, and I know they’re going to reach the shell soon. I just hope I get to see them again.”

      “Me too,” Barstow said. “Nori still has an open tab.”

      They laughed together, and then Barstow settled into prepping the bar while Preslan resumed strumming. She was interrupted a couple of minutes later by a knock at the front door.

      “We’re closed, friend!” Barstow shouted. “Doors open at six.”

      The pounding continued. Barstow went over to the door and opened it. “Leon?” he said, surprised.

      Preslan looked up as Leon pushed past him. “Prezz, you need to come with me right away.”

      “What’s going on?” she asked, hopping off her stool.

      “Captain Grant came down to Metro. Now he’s got a group of angry residents surrounding him. Guess who’s harassing him the most?”

      Preslan hurried to the front of the bar, passing her guitar off to Barstow. “Shopach, right? That asshole.” She turned to Barstow. “I’ll be right back.”

      She heard the commotion the moment she stepped out from behind the sound-deadening glass of the bar. Looking to her right, she could see the crowd up the block. A few Law Officers were approaching from the outskirts, but the people were packed in enough they couldn’t reach the center easily.

      “Damn it,” she said, running down the strand, Leon trailing behind her. She wasn’t sure what she was going to do or how she could help, but she figured she was the closest thing to an ally Grant had inside the seals. She should at least be able to get Shopach under control. She could hear him giving Grant a hard time as she reached the back of the crowd.

      “Why don’t you tell us, Captain? Why so quiet? You don’t want to admit this ship has been one big science experiment from the start?”

      “I’m happy to address everyone’s concerns,” Grant replied. “But not in an atmosphere of mistrust and anger. We can schedule a proper public forum and ensure everyone who wants a voice has one.”

      “Or maybe we should just take you over to Law and lock you up for crimes against humanity?” Shopach growled. “For crimes against all of us. You and that lap-dog of yours. What was his name again? Cross?”

      “Excuse me,” Preslan said, pushing into the crowd. “Excuse me.” She wasn’t shy about using her elbows or her heavy heeled boots to urge the people out of the way. “Move!” she growled at one of the bystanders who was too slow.

      She reached the center, pushing through at the back, behind Shopach and his friends. He turned around when Grant’s eyes met hers. “Preslan?” he said.

      “Terry, what the hell are you doing?” she hissed.

      “I’m getting to the truth.”

      “It sounds to me like you’re trying to start a riot. Either that, or you’re just stupid.”

      He glared at her. “I’m not surprised you would say that. You’re tight with both the Captain and Joseph Cross.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      “Are you kidding, Prezz? There’s nothing normal about what’s happening on this ship. Don’t pretend there is, because I know you know a lot more than any of us have been told.”

      “Oh? Like what?”

      “You know about their secret research lab and the experiments there. And did you conveniently forget about the damage to the reactors?”

      “Like you’ve conveniently forgotten how to keep your mouth shut, especially when you have no idea what you’re talking about? The research lab isn’t a secret.”

      

      “It isn’t in the original blueprints or manifest,” Shopach countered.

      “And how would you know that? All of that information is stored on a mainframe separate from PiNet and password secured. Did you hack into the ship’s primary systems?”

      Shopach’s face paled, mouth clenching shut. His eyes flashed panic as he looked from Preslan to Grant.

      “Did you?” Grant asked, finally rejoining the conversation. “That’s a capital offense, one put in place in the original protocols.”

      “Y...you did it,” Shopach said to Preslan.

      “No, I got into the ship’s datastore through a flaw in the firewall between the two systems,” Preslan countered. “The primary mainframe is off-limits. You could have damaged critical subroutines that help manage life support systems outside Metro.”

      “And killed every Guardian on this ship,” Grant said.

      “How do we know you didn’t cause the turbulence we ran into?” she pressed. “If you caused a glitch in the counter-inertial systems, you might have triggered the shaking.”

      “I didn’t,” Shopach argued. “You know I didn’t. You know it was Cross that caused it. You and Charles and Leon and the others. Don’t try to turn this back on me, you lying bitch.”

      His face was beet red by the time he finished jawing. Preslan wanted so much to slap him, but she didn’t want to dignify his statement with a response. Besides, he wasn’t lying. She had tossed out some big words for the sake of the crowds, who had no idea how most of the technology on Pioneer worked. But Shopach deserved it. He was turning the people against the Captain at a time when they needed everyone working together.

      Besides, his outburst had already started to turn the tide back against him. The gathered residents were looking at Shopach like he had a screw loose, and enough of them knew Preslan from her singing that they trusted whatever she said. She didn’t like being dishonest, but none of this was about anything Shopach had brought up—information he had stolen from sensitive places. She didn’t know everything he had claimed to know about before this, but judging by Captain Grant’s face and how worked up the people became, it must have been a lot.

      “Mister Shopach,” Grant said. “It’s well within my power to have you arrested for forty-thousand counts of malicious endangerment for hacking into Pioneer’s mainframe. I have hundreds of witnesses around me who heard you confess.”

      Shopach looked at Grant, suddenly realizing he had gone way, way too far. His red face paled again, his lip quivering as he looked at the Captain. “Captain, I—”

      “I’m not going to do that,” Grant continued. “It wouldn’t benefit anyone for someone of your obvious talent to rot in the Law Office, and I’m not looking for punitive retaliation. You did raise some valid points during your tirade.” He looked around at the gathering. “Points which you all have every right to have addressed. As all of you are witness, I promise to meet with Governor Nori to arrange a town hall where you’ll have the chance to ask questions, air grievances and allow me to explain the need for the directives I’ve already put in place, along with the additional decrees that have inaccurately leaked beyond my inner circle.” He looked at Shopach again. “I don’t suppose you had anything to do with that?”

      Shopach tensed again before nodding. “Yes, Captain.”

      “You asshole,” Preslan said. “Captain Grant, Terry is a senior engineer under direct report to me. Do I need your permission to fire him?”

      “No, Miss Juno,” Grant replied. “I don’t get directly involved in any trade decisions.”

      “What?” Shopach said. “Prezz, wait.”

      “You’re out of control, Terry,” Preslan snapped back. “I know you don’t like the Guardians, but you took things way too far.”

      “But, Prezz.”

      Preslan hesitated. For one thing because she had lied to defuse him, and also because he was a damn good engineer and she didn’t want to lose him. “I’ll tell you what,” she said. “I have an idea. How about you enlist in a two year term with the Guardians. You go through their training. You learn what it’s all about. At the end of your enlistment, I’ll bring you back on, no questions asked.”

      “I don’t want to hold a gun,” Shopach complained.

      “I’m sure you can find another line of work, then.”

      “Wait,” Shopach said. He shook his head, defeated. “Fine. I’ll do it. I’ll sign up first thing tomorrow.”

      Preslan smiled. “Deal.” She turned to Captain Grant. “Captain, if you’d like to see Metro, I’d be happy to show you around right after my gig. Have you been to the Happy Accident?”

      “No, I haven’t,” Grant said, visibly relieved that she had helped defuse the situation. The bystanders all seemed satisfied with his promise to schedule a town hall, and they were beginning to break up, going about their business.

      “Well then, allow me to introduce you to Barstow. After you try one of his burgers, he’ll be your new best friend.”

      “Invitation accepted,” Grant said. “I’m sure—” He was cut off when his comm beeped. He tapped on it. “This is Grant.”

      “Sir, it’s Novitz. You need to get up here right away.”

      Grant’s eyes flashed to Preslan, suddenly concerned again. “What is it?”

      “Sir, sensors have just picked up three contacts bearing down on our position.”

      “Hostiles?”

      “I don’t know, sir. They’re still pretty far out. All I can tell you is that they’re currently on a direct intercept heading.”

      “Copy that. I’m on my way. Grant out.” Grant tapped the badge, looking at Preslan. “Raincheck?”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “On second thought, I’d like you to come with me,” Grant added. “In case we need to try to contact Joseph.”

      “Whatever you need, Captain.”

      Grant’s gaze shifted to Shopach, white-faced again after hearing the comm exchange. “The recruitment office is still open. Why don’t you go sign up right now?”
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      Pioneer. Bridge. 04.06.2324. 1815 hours.

      “I have the bridge,” Tyson said, rounding the side of the command station and moving directly to the holotable. Preslan took position to his left as the table activated, projecting the space around them as it zoomed out enough to capture the trio of contacts headed their way. They were marked with three red triangles within the holographic cosmos. “Lieutenant, what do we have?”

      “Captain, the contacts appeared on our sensors at seventeen hundred fifty-six hours, already over four minutes inside the perimeter of our EMF detectors. Current velocity is close to point eight cee, though they appear to be slowing down.”

      “How old is our data?”

      “Six minutes, sir.”

      “You said they appeared already within our sensor reach?”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “Why didn’t we pick them up sooner?”  Even though the data they were receiving was already history by the time they received it, they should have had the positions of the three contacts the moment they hit the edge of the detection range.

      “I don’t know, sir. There’s no indication of a malfunction or improper delay.”

      “Time bubble?”

      “It would register as an extremely high energy event at the point of collapse,” Preslan said. “But we don’t know that the Axon possess that capability.”

      “We don’t know that they don’t either,” Tyson countered.

      “Negative, Captain,” Novitz replied. “There’s no evidence of such an event. But the sensor readings are similar to readings captured when the Axon approached Pioneer the first time.”

      “Let’s assume they’re Axon ships then,” Tyson said. “Three of them. How did they slip past our sensors by such a wide margin? It’s almost as if one moment they weren’t there and the next they were. How else could that happen?”

      “Theoretically, there are a few other ways to traverse space faster than light,” Preslan said. “Wormholes, space fold, interdimensional gates. To be honest, Captain, for all we know the Axon have the know-how to do any of those three.”

      “I hope you’re wrong, Preslan,” Tyson replied. He rubbed at his beard while he stared at the projection. “How long until they move into thermal sensor range?”

      “If they’ve maintained heading and velocity, approximately twenty minutes, Captain. We’ll be within a one minute shift by that time.”

      That would at least give them a short heads-up about the nature of the approach. But what other nature could it be? If the Axon were headed their way, they had finally noticed Pioneer skirting across their territory and were coming to put a stop to it.

      And likely not a peaceful one.

      “Contact Alpha Squadron, tell them to move to Level Four ready status.”

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      “When you’re done with that, open a comm to Governor Nori.”

      “Aye aye.”

      There was a short delay before Novitz spoke again. “I have Governor Nori on the comm, Captain.”

      “Claire,” Tyson said. “I need your help.”

      “What’s wrong, Captain?”

      “It looks like the Axon might have finally caught up to us. There’s a possibility we may need to make evasive maneuvers that could put some strain on the city. I want to be sure the civilians are prepared.”

      “We’ve run hundreds of drills,” Claire replied. “They’re ready for this. Between you and me, is it bad?”

      “I don’t know yet. Three ships are moving in our direction. Considering how much trouble we had with two, it might be.”

      “I’ll be sure not to tell the people that. Thank you for your honesty, Captain.”

      “Grant out.” Tyson nodded to Novitz, who disconnected the comm. “Get me Siraj.”

      “Aye aye, Captain.” He tapped on the control board.

      “Prime Siraj, sir,” she answered.

      “Siraj, we have potential bogeys incoming. Move the Guardians to ready Level Four and begin the deployments.”

      “Aye aye, Captain,” Siraj replied. “I guess our luck just ran out.”

      “It appears that way,” Tyson answered. “Grant out.”

      He cut the comm off, still watching the approaching ships.

      “Captain, should I try to reach Joseph?” Preslan asked.

      He looked over. She was nervous. He didn’t blame her. He had feared this moment since Bastard One had left Pioneer’s hangar, feeling grateful every night since when he managed to put head-to-pillow without the universe going to hell.

      If he managed to go to sleep tonight he would be grateful for a different reason.

      “Do whatever you can,” he replied.

      “I’ll try.” She closed her eyes, silent and still as the seconds ticked past, each one bringing the three ships closer to their position.

      Tyson’s eyes remained glued to the projection, watching the approach. The positions were still over five minutes old. He tapped on the control pad to have the system draw estimated paths up to the present based on the extrapolated data. The three objects remained on a steady course that would bring them directly across Pioneer’s bow.

      He wanted to believe it was a coincidence. That maybe the three ships were traveling to the Dyson shell. Considering the vastness of space he couldn’t convince himself that was the case, and when he interpolated their projected path in relation to the star, he confirmed it wasn’t. The objects would pass well away from the shell, but too damn close to Pioneer.

      Preslan’s eyes snapped open, and she shook her head. “I’m sorry, Captain. I haven’t been able to initiate a connection since they left. Either Joseph reaches out to my moiety or he doesn’t.”

      “Considering his timeline is different than ours right now, I don’t expect him to contact you,” Tyson replied. “But stranger things have certainly happened already.”

      “Yes, sir. This is bad, isn’t it?”

      Tyson exhaled sharply. “Probably as bad as it gets. If we don’t get through this, the good news is that it will probably be over quickly.”

      It was hardly a comforting thought, but it was the best he could come up with. The ships would close on Pioneer inside of twenty minutes.

      The only thing to do in the meantime was wait.
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      Pioneer. Bridge. 04.06.2324. 1835 hours.

      “Captain, the lead ship just appeared on thermals,” Lieutenant Novitz said from the command station. “Course is steady. Velocity is decreasing.”

      “For engagement, no doubt,” Tyson replied. “Put the sensor data on the primary display.”

      “Aye aye, Captain.”

      The heat signature appeared at the front of the bridge. There was one main glow near the center that had to be the ship’s power plant. There was nothing out of the ordinary about that.  Tyson expected at least a few more heat signatures near one side of the craft outlining thrusters, though the Axon’s propulsion technology remained unclear. Instead, the sensors registered over a hundred additional hot spots across the vessel, each of them large enough to be a thruster of some kind, possibly like the Dyson shell stacks Joseph had described.

      “Lieutenant, is the sensor image zoomed in?” he asked, confused by the apparent size of the readings. Despite the number of secondary heat generating locations, none of them were particularly close to one another.

      “No, Captain,” Novitz said. “The computer estimates the craft’s size at nearly ten kilometers in diameter.”

      “Ten kilometers?” Tyson said while Preslan whistled at the detail. “Diameter? Are you saying the ship is round?” He tapped on the holotable control panel, splitting the projection to bring up a view of the craft as interpolated by the sensors. The three-dimensional image showed it as disc shaped, slightly concave along the bottom. The top was more jagged, almost like a mountain range or a massive city. It reminded him of the first time he had sailed into New York Harbor, looking up and marveling at the Manhattan skyline from the Hudson. Only bigger. Much bigger.

      “Sir, the trailing ships are moving into range. They match the signature of the first.”

      Tyson felt his breath catch in his throat, his jaw clenching. He didn’t want anyone on the bridge to see how suddenly terrified he was, but he couldn’t help it. Each of the three incoming starships were nearly three times larger than Pioneer, and their total surface area was exponentially bigger. He could only imagine from that how many Axon Intellects might be waiting on board.

      “Ensign Kaminski,” Tyson said. “Project a course dead ahead at maximum thrust.”

      “Aye aye, Captain,” she replied from the nav station.

      “Maximum thrust, Captain?” Novitz asked. “That’ll put a lot of strain on Metro.”

      “It’ll put a lot of strain on all of us,” Tyson replied. “But we need to stay as far away from those ships as we can. There’s no way we can fight something like that. Bayonets are useless.”

      “My guess is that they don’t intend to destroy us, Captain,” Preslan said. “You’ve seen Axon tech. They could have done that already.”

      “Then they still want to capture us,” Tyson replied. “All the more reason to try to get away. We can’t give in without putting up a fight.”

      “Projection complete, Captain,” Kaminski said. “On the primary.”

      It replaced the thermal sensor data on the main screen. The problem was that they had flipped Pioneer to reverse course to Avalon. Stopping their momentum away from the planet had taken nearly a month, and now they were moving at a relative snail’s pace back toward the world. Tyson wanted to kick himself for choosing to go back to their original target instead of exploring further. Their best acceleration wouldn’t give them enough velocity to clear the Axon ships.

      Hindsight was always perfect. He had no way to know this would happen, though it was a risk he always knew might come back to bite them. “That won’t work. What about a heading change? Plot both toward and away from the contacts.”

      “Aye aye, Captain,” Kaminski said.

      “Toward?” Preslan asked.

      “At these speeds, it’ll be difficult for them to reverse course,” Tyson explained. “We might be able to gain significant distance in that time.”

      “Only if we can get past them.”

      “Yes. That’s the risk we might need to take.”

      “Five minutes until intercept, Captain,” Novitz said.

      “Sir, projected path on screen,” Kaminski said.

      Tyson eyed the paths. Turning Pioneer away from the three ships would buy them nearly thirty minutes before the Axon craft caught up, assuming they maintained or further slowed their velocity. Angling toward them and vectoring along a different axis provided a slim chance of escape. The problem with that maneuver was that it would push nearly one and a half gravitys on them. The counter-inertial systems could absorb maybe two tenths of those additional gravitys, but it would still press on the blocks and citizens of Metro.

      “Preslan, there are jump seats there,” he said, pointing to the side of the bridge. “I recommend strapping in.”

      “Yes, sir,” she replied, hurrying over the seat and putting the harness on.

      “Novitz, open a shipwide comm.”

      “Aye aye. Comm open, Captain.”

      “Attention all hands, this is Captain Grant. Brace for evasive maneuvers. I repeat, brace for evasive maneuvers.” He signaled Novitz to close the comm and then took a breath. “Kaminski, execute course plot Beta.”

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      The ship began to turn and rotate, the change in inertia pushing on Tyson from what felt like his left shoulder down and in toward his stomach. He winced as his body reacted unfavorably to the sudden change, gripping the holotable tight to keep himself steady. He could only imagine the scene in Metro—the blocks groaning and popping as they flexed, the cubes losing dishes and personal effects as they tumbled from shelf to floor. The nervous cries of the residents, the wide-eyed fear.

      “Four minutes,” Novitz said. “Sir, I’m picking up an energy spike from one of the rear vessels.”

      “A weapon?” Tyson asked. “Are we close enough for a visual? Put it on screen.”

      The primary display changed again, showing the darkness of space and three dots in the distance. The exterior cameras began to zoom in, enlarging the view and offering greater detail of the three craft. The top of the ships looked even more like cities from their current perspective.

      He watched awestruck as a blue bolt of energy flashed from the ship off the lead’s port side, expecting it to blind him and leave Pioneer in a world of hurt. Instead, the beam lashed into the forward Axon ship, sending up a burst of vaporized metal and causing the thermal sensors to turn the area white hot.

      “What the hell?” he mouthed, confused about what he was watching. It looked like the Axon craft were attacking each other.

      “Captain, the contacts aren’t adjusting to our altered path,” Novitz said. “They’re maintaining their current heading.”

      Another blue flash launched from the second trailing ship, again striking the first. Almost immediately after the lead craft fired back, energy struck at the massive starship. The return volley didn’t connect, captured instead by the sudden flare of an apparent shield.

      “Amazing,” Preslan said from her seat nearby. She was shoved forward against the straps, the current maneuver still pushing extra gravity on them all.

      Tyson agreed, but he didn’t have time to think much more about it. His mind was already racing with the potential outcome of what he was witnessing. It was obvious the three Axon ships were on two different sides, and the fact that the lead ship didn’t have a shield suggested it had been running for some time, trying to escape annihilation and failing. What would happen once that ship was out of the equation? There was no way the trailing ships hadn’t noticed Pioneer. Would they be after them next?

      “Two minutes to intercept, Captain,” Novitz announced as more blue flashes lit up space, continuing the barrage against the lead alien craft.

      Tyson shook his head. It didn’t stand a chance in this fight. Why was it here, now? Why had it come to this part of space to die?

      “None of this makes sense,” he said, the gravity returning to normal as Pioneer completed its course correction. The three ships were getting close, but would pass well beneath them now. They were free and clear for at least as long as the front ship remained intact.

      Which probably wouldn’t be long.

      “Kaminski, increase thrust to maximum non-disruptive acceleration. Let’s see if we can sneak out of here before the Axon decide we’re worth visiting.”

      “Aye aye, Captain.”

      “Captain,” Novitz said, his voice quivering in a mix of fear and excitement. “We’re being hailed.”

      “What?” Tyson replied. “By who?”

      “I’m not sure, sir,” Novitz answered. “But they’re pinging us through a standard USSF ship-to-ship comm frequency.”

      Tyson stared at the three ships on the primary viewscreen. Was the hail coming from one of those ships? On a USSF frequency? What were the odds of that?

      “Open the channel,” Tyson said.

      “Open, sir.”

      “This is Captain Tyson Grant of the U.S.S.F. Starship Pioneer. Please acknowledge.”

      Tyson waited a moment in tense silence before the reply.

      “Message acknowledged,” a female voice replied in English, her accent thick and unrecognizable.  “Honor to you, Captain Tyson Grant. I am Za Shi Tsi of the Free Inahri, aboard the starship Obado. We are under attack by Axon forces and require immediate emergency assistance. Please, I implore you. Help us.”
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      Preslan watched Captain Grant, waiting for his response. Whoever Za Shi Tsi was, she spoke English, and she seemed to be in charge of one of the alien ships.

      And Preslan thought everything was crazy before. Somehow, it had found a whole new level.

      “I don’t even know who you are,” Grant said, his thoughts still not fully composed.

      “There is no time for us to make acquaintance, Captain Tyson. The Obado is badly damaged, the enemy is fierce, and time is short. Please, I beg you, and Inahri never beg.”

      “I want to help you,’ Grant said, “but we can’t. We have no guns. No shields. There’s nothing we can do. I’m sorry.”

      “No guns?” Tsi replied. “Do you Earthers always enter hostile territory so unprepared?”

      Grant looked over at Preslan in confusion, which she reflected back. Had Tsi encountered other people from Earth? How was that even possible?

      “Captain Tyson,” Tsi continued. “Without your assistance, the Axon Novas will obliterate the Obado, and then turn their attention to you. I promise you, Captain, you will not last long once they do. Do you have any means to help? Anything at all? Should we survive this encounter, you have my word I will make good on your aid.”

      “I might have something,” Grant replied. Then he turned to Novitz at the command station. “Launch the Bayonets.”

      “Captain, are you sure?” Preslan asked. “We don’t know anything about the voice on the other end of that comm. What if it’s a trick?”

      “Believe me, Preslan. The Axon don’t need to trick us to either blow us to hell or capture us. We have nothing to lose by taking the chance. Novitz, the Bayonets. Now.”

      “Aye aye, sir,” Novitz replied. He carried out the order while Grant continued speaking to Tsi.

      “I have a squadron of thirty-four starfighters about to launch,” he said. “It’s the only offensive capability we have. I don’t know what good they can do against the ships that are following you, but tell me how they can help.”

      “Great honor to you, Captain Tyson,” Tsi said excitedly. “You are brave as your brethren have already proven to be. The Nova on our port flank is damaged, and its shields are low. A focused attack may allow us to break free. There is a tower in the center of the Nova where the control mind is installed. We must destroy that tower. Inform your pilots to be alert, the Novas have many turrets hidden along their surface.”

      “Bayonets are launching, Captain,” Novitz said. “What are your orders?”

      “Have them target the Axon ship behind the lead, port side. Tell them to watch out for enemy fire from the ship’s surface.”

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      “Ensign Kaminski,” Grant said, “Update our navigation path. See if you can get us in behind the trailing ships and keep us relatively close without causing too much additional strain on Metro.”

      “Aye aye, Captain,” Kaminski replied. “Updating our projected headings. Standby.”

      Captain Grant leaned on the holotable, his eyes close to the projection as multiple small green triangles joined the larger icon of Pioneer and the three red triangles of the Axon ships. The smaller triangles broke away, rocketing toward the enemy vessel.

      “Novitz, lock visual on those ships. I want to observe the action.”

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      Preslan wanted to watch too. She leaned forward in her seat, trying to get a better angle on the primary display. Nearly three-dozen thruster burns darted away from Pioneer toward the three Axon ships. Meanwhile, the Obado continued to trade blows with the two craft, taking additional energy beam hits to its surface while offering limited counterstrikes in reply. Only now the friendly Nova was concentrating those strikes on the port-side target, trying to soften it up for the Bayonets’ assault. The effort seemed to help, the last blue beam fired from the craft bypassing the enemy’s potential shields and striking the surface.

      “Captain Tyson,” Tsi said. “The Axon craft’s shields are down. Please prepare your attack.”

      “Acknowledged,” Grant replied. “Our birds are on the hunt. Novitz, send them in.”

      “Aye aye, sir,” Novitz said.

      “Captain,” Kaminski said. “I’m sending the trajectories.”

      The holotable changed, showing possible routes Pioneer could take to meet Grant’s stated objectives. No matter what he chose, all of the potential vectors would leave them dangerously close to the Axon craft. If the Obado was destroyed, the other two ships wouldn’t even need to maneuver to turn them to dust.

      “Enter beta into the nav computer,” Grant said. “And let’s hope they don’t shoot at us before the Obado goes dark.”

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      Preslan was pushed back into her seat as Pioneer began maneuvering again, turning to chase the three Axon ships as they reached the nadir of their approach. The Bayonets had nearly reached the first ship, getting close enough that the Obado slowed its rate of fire, targeting more carefully around them.

      “Novitz, open a channel to the squadron.”

      “Channel open, sir.”

      “Bayonets, this is Pioneer Actual. I want you to hit that target hard and fast. There’s a tower in the center. That’s your objective. Concentrate all fire there. I want your full complement of missiles landing dead center.”

      “Copy, Actual,” Alpha Leader replied. “Bayonets, lock and load. Prepare to fire, and remember to watch for those—”

      Alpha Leader was cut off as sudden bursts of energy began launching from the Axon ship, hundreds of bolts shooting into space at the approaching fighters. The Bayonets swung this way and that, taking evasive action within their formation.

      “This is Lieutenant Gose. I have the lead.”

      “Sir, sensors are reading more heat spikes from the Axon craft,” Novitz said. “I think they’re bringing more defensive batteries online.”

      “Gose, stay alert. The tango is getting feisty.”

      “Copy, Actual. We’re heading in.”

      The Bayonets rocketed toward the target, accelerating while the Axon ships continued to slow down. The gun batteries spewed bolts of blue energy around the fighters, eager to destroy the threat.

      One Bayonet was hit, and then another. A third went down a moment later. Preslan watched Tyson flinch every time a green triangle vanished from the projection. They were all gathered around the red triangle. She could barely make out their combined thruster glow in the camera feed as it mingled with Obado’s defenses and with those on the Axon Nova’s surface.

      “Almost there,” Gose said. “Painting the mark.” A couple of seconds passed. “Mark—”

      Gose vanished from the comm, another triangle coming off the board.

      “We’re getting destroyed out there,” Grant cursed, slamming his fist on the table. “I should never have let Cross go. Damn it!”

      “This is Haines. I have the lead. Target is painted. Fire at will.”

      The Bayonets announced their shots. “Delta One, fox two.”

      “Beta Four, fox two.”

      “Charlie Two, fox two.”

      A swarm of missiles launched toward the target. The ship’s tower was out of visual range, but Preslan imagined the missiles all hitting the same spot milliseconds apart, sending wave after wave of explosive force through the Axon vessel.

      “Shields are still up,” Haines said a moment later. “I repeat, shields are still up; take evasive action. Take eva—” Haines vanished from the comm, followed by three more.

      “Alpha Three, fox two.”

      “Delta One, fox two.”

      More missiles fired from the second wave of fighters. Prelan’s quick count of green triangles showed her only fifteen remained out of the original thirty-four.

      “This is Delta One. Enemy shields are down. I repeat, enemy shields are down. All Bayonets, come around and hit it again. We can take it out.”

      “Copy, Delta Leader,” a few of the pilots replied.

      The Guardians in the Bayonets were proving their mettle to keep on the target despite their losses. They didn’t need Grant to tell them what would happen if they failed.

      “Captain Tyson,” Tsi said. “Clear your fighters. I have your target locked.”

      Preslan was surprised by the statement. How could the Obado lock onto a USSF painted target?

      “Bayonets, fall back to avoid friendly fire!” Grant snapped. “I repeat, fall back to avoid friendly fire.”

      “Copy, Actual,” Delta Leader said. “We’re pulling out. All clear of the target.”

      Preslan noticed only a dozen or so of the smaller triangles remained, and they spread apart and began retreating, vectoring back toward Pioneer. A moment later, the Obado unleashed another shot of its beam weapon, sending it across the top of the Axon Nova and directly into the tower.

      At least, Preslan assumed it was a direct hit on the tower, because within seconds all of the gun batteries went silent. The ship no longer belched energy across the black.

      “Target incapacitated,” Tsi said, her voice a pleased growl. “Well done, Captain Tyson.”

      “It isn’t over yet,” Grant replied. “I’ll send the Bayonets back…” His voice trailed off as the remaining Axon Nova fired, the beam hitting near the center of the Obado. Instead of ablating metal the strike caused an explosion, flames of suddenly escaping oxygen shooting away from the craft. “Tsi, what’s your status? Tsi?”

      “Sir, we’ve lost the comm,” Novitz said.

      “What?” Grant replied. “Open a wide channel. Obado, this is Pioneer. Obado, do you copy?”

      There was no response from the ship.

      “Damn it!” Grant cursed, hitting the holotable again. The Obado continued moving at a static heading and velocity, suggesting it was now derelict, and everyone inside was dead.

      “Captain, the remaining Axon ship is decelerating more quickly,” Novitz announced. “I believe it intends to reverse course.”

      “And come after us,” Grant hissed. “And there isn’t a damn thing we can do about it.” He paused, glancing at the projection.

      “Sir, there has to be something we can do,” Preslan said, refusing to give up that easily.

      “There’s nothing we can do, Preslan,” he countered. “We don’t have any guns and we’ve already lost more than half our fighter squadron. We’re sitting ducks out here.”

      “We have to try.”

      “We don’t have an energy weapon like the Axon, and half the Bayonets out there are out of missiles. I wish things were different, but this is a fight we can’t win.” He continued glaring at the holotable projection, mind working, trying to find something, anything to get them out of this mess. He glanced back at her. “Unless you have an engineering trick up your sleeve that can get us out of this?”

      Preslan shook her head. “No, Captain. I wish I did.”

      The voice came out of nowhere, filling her head and causing her to stiffen in sudden shock.

      Preslan Juno. I will help you.

      She could feel her body begin to shake in fear and anger. Captain Grant noticed it too.

      “Preslan,” he said, looking at her. “What’s going on? Is it Cross?”

      I will help you, Preslan Juno. I will protect you.

      “No,” Prelsan said, her voice soft. She couldn’t believe this was happening. “Not Joseph. Iagorth.”
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      Where are you? Preslan asked, sending the thoughts out as if she were talking to Joseph through his Construct. How are you communicating with me?

      Joseph Cross is gone, Iagorth replied. I am free.

      Gone? A wave of frightened sadness washed through her, sending a chill down her spine. Dead?

      Mmmmm, Iagorth moaned. I hunnngeerrrr. So much fear. So… tasty.  I am free. Not dead. Gone from this universe. Out of time and space. The bridge is open. This ship is mine.

      “Iagorth?” Captain Grant said. “How? Where? What does he want?”

      “He says he wants to help,” Preslan replied. And I know why. Destroying Pioneer will destroy you.

      There is more. So much more. I will help you. I already am.

      “He says he’s already helping us,” Preslan said.

      “Captain, I’m getting an urgent message from Chief Oslo,” Novitz said.

      “Preslan, what is Iagorth doing to my ship?” Grant asked.

      What are you after? Preslan asked. When Joseph comes out of the time shift, he’ll cut you off again. The bridge will close.

      His synthetic will be weaker and weaker. The cracks will expand. He will submit. And then he will die.

      No! Preslan cried out.

      It is inevitable.

      Then I’ll stop you.

      You? Iagorth’s laughter was a rumble of thunder in her mind. You are a simple moiety. One host of thousands. There is nothing you can do. I will help you. I will save the ship. You will live because I allow it. For now.

      “Oslo, what’s our status?” Grant asked, responding to the emergency comm.

      “Captain, the batteries are draining and I don’t know why.”

      Grant looked at Preslan. “It’s Iagorth,” she said. “He’s activating the moieties. I don’t know what he plans to do with them, but he doesn’t want us to lose.”

      “He doesn’t want us to lose to them, you mean,” Grant said. “Only to him.”

      “What choice do we have, Captain?” Preslan asked.

      You have no choice. This ship is mine. You are mine. You survive because I allow it. You breathe because I permit it.

      Preslan closed her eyes. The wall of confidence and security she had built over the last five years was beginning to crumble under the weight of the Relyeh Ancient. She fought to reinforce her resolve, refusing to give Iagorth the satisfaction. There was something about his presence that wasn’t sitting quite right. She had felt the weight of the Relyeh Ancient before. The overpowering will of him. This wasn’t the same. She had a theory as to why. But was she right?

      “It’s the moieties, Chief,” Grant said. “They’re mounting a defense against the Axon ships. They’re pulling the energy out.”

      “Is it Cross?” Oslo asked.

      “No,” Grant said without elaborating.

      “Chief,” Preslan said. “We need to limit the reactor output so the moieties can’t drain our last reserves of power. Disconnect them from the batteries, shut them down, whatever you need to do.”

      No! Iagorth complained.

      “Preslan, is that a good idea?” Grant asked.

      “Yes. They’ll take it all if they can.”

      You know what I can do to you, Preslan Juno. Do not test me. I am Iagorth, Devourer of the Relyeh.

      And you need me, Preslan replied. Or you wouldn’t have reached out to me. You wouldn’t be talking to me. A simple moiety? Maybe. But I’m your pathway through your network because I’m linked through Joseph. And even though I can’t control you like he can, it does mean I can cut you off.

      You will die if you silence me. This is my ship. I am in control. Do not test me, Preslan Juno. I…

      Iagorth’s voice faded from her mind as she focused on keeping him quiet. She looked at Grant, who had returned his attention to the projection above the holotable. The red triangle of the Axon Nova was nearly on top of their green. It hadn’t fired because it seemed to want them alive, though Preslan still had no idea why. They couldn’t outrun the enemy ship. Without Iagorth, they didn’t stand a chance against it.

      “Pioneer Actual, this is Delta Leader. We’re regrouped and ready for round two.”

      “Copy, Delta Leader,” Grant said. “Standby.”

      Preslan unblocked Iagorth, his presence slipping back into her mind. You have no power here without me.

      I don’t need you. I am Iagorth, Devourer of the Relyeh, Appetite of the Hunger.

      Shub-nigu is going to get everything he wants out here if Joseph’s mission succeeds. The destruction of the Intellect factory. A foothold deep inside Axon territory. And where will you be if I cut you off?

      This ship is mine. I will have it.

      No, you won’t. I’ll destroy it before I let you take it. You don’t want your brother to win, do you?

      You cannot destroy it. That is impossible. You do not have the means without the moieties.

      That’s where you’re wrong, Preslan replied. Have you ever experimented with an Intellect power core? Are you aware of how violently they explode when they’re unstable?

      Iagorth’s anger flared inside her mind, sending waves of pain through her temples. You would not do that.

      I will if you force me. I may not be a Marine like Joseph, but I’m not afraid to do what needs to be done.

      The anger faded, Iagorth’s attitude shifting quickly from fury to amusement, as though Preslan was nothing more than a petulant child.

      Very well, Preslan Juno. I will help you. I will bide my time. You will be a long forgotten mote of dust while I continue to expand and devour until the end of everything. Order your Captain to accelerate toward the Axon vessel.

      Accelerate? We’ll collide with it.

      She heard Iagorth’s rumbling laughter again.

      Yes. I hunger.

      “We need to accelerate, Captain,” Preslan said. “Directly toward the Axon Nova at full burn.”

      Grant’s eyes flashed toward her. “If we do that, we’ll slam right into it.”

      She nodded. “That’s the idea.”

      Fear, shock, surprise and acceptance flashed across Grant’s face in rapid succession. “The force of the acceleration will tear Metro apart.”

      “We only have enough power for two minutes,” Preslan said. “And that’s a big ship.”

      Grant’s eyes narrowed, and he looked back at Novitz. “Clear the Bayonets from the area, I don’t want them getting caught in the debris field. And open a shipwide comm.”

      “Comm open, Captain.”

      “Attention all hands. Attention all hands. This is Captain Grant. Prepare for a hard burn. I repeat. Prepare for a hard burn.” He motioned to Novitz to kill the comm. “Kaminski, update our heading to go through the center of that beast. Increase thrust to one hundred percent at my mark.”

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      “I can’t believe I’m about to do this,” Grant murmured, moving away from the holotable. He could remain standing during the softer maneuvers, but full burn would crush him against a bulkhead if he tried to keep his feet. He took a seat in the station to Kaminski’s left, strapping himself in.

      “Heading set, Captain,” Kaminski announced.

      Preslan looked up at the primary display. The Axon Nova loomed large ahead of them, the sheer size of the alien craft sending a shiver of fear down her spine. She couldn’t believe Iagorth’s idea was for them to go through it.

      I huunngggeeerrrr.

      The feed began to glow as a field of white-hot energy expanded around it, nearly blinding the cameras. Grant looked back at her over his shoulder, and she nodded in acknowledgment.

      They were ready.

      “Now!” Grant said.

      Preslan was pushed to the corner of the jumpseat, her stomach dropping and her skin pulling tight against her frame as Pioneer’s thrusters engaged. The force was both exhilarating and terrifying, definitely more of the latter as the Axon ship began to more quickly expand ahead of the glow of the moiety energy field.

      She tried to reach up to wrap her hands around her harness, finding it hard to move at all against the pressure of inertia, the g-force weighing her down. Pioneer began to shudder slightly, the powerful ion thrusters in slight imbalance as they gained velocity.

      The Axon realized what they were trying to do and a blue flash of light spread out across the camera feed, spreading across the moiety shield. Pioneer powered right through it, continuing the charge as the Nova switched to its close range batteries, dozens of gun placements sending up hundreds of energy bolts. They too were absorbed by Pioneer’s energy shield.

      “Captain,” Oslo said, his voice strained over the comm. “Battery charge is going back up!”

      Preslan was as surprised as the Chief Engineer. The shield wasn’t only blocking the assault from the Nova, it was collecting the energy of the beam and pulling it back into the ship, conserving more energy than it was expending.

      For now.

      The seconds ticked by, Pioneer closing the distance between the two ships. The rate of fire from the Axon ship increased to a furious crescendo before almost as quickly slowing, as the Axon on board realized the energy weapons were ineffective against Pioneer.

      “Captain, the Axon ship is changing course again,” Novitz said. “They’re trying to move away.”

      “Kaminski, don’t let that happen,” Grant said.

      “Aye aye.”

      Preslan was pulled up against her restraints as Pioneer shifted course, still tracking the Nova. The primary display began to flash red, the screens at the workstations warning of an imminent collision.

      When it happened, the whole universe seemed to slow down, every sound mingling together into one massive roar. Pioneer’s shuddering ceased, a strange tension shrouding the bridge. Through the camera feed, Preslan saw the white energy of Pioneer’s moiety shield pushing into the blue energy of the Axon shield, almost literally stretching it as they tried to power through.

      The impact slowed their acceleration, and Preslan was suddenly thrown forward against her harness, nearly choked by the straps as they dug painfully into her breastbone, her hands and legs flying out straight in front of her.

      The lights flashed, sparks shooting from the workstations in an apparent overload before emergency systems tripped the circuits and shut them down. The blue-white light intensified through the feed until Pioneer suddenly burst through the Axon shield.

      The ship lurched forward, accelerating for a few more seconds before hitting the Nova’s hull.. Heat and energy from the moiety shields melted through the metal, and then through a layer of white gel into an open cavity inside. It all occurred so quickly there was no way to discern any of the ship’s interior as Pioneer continued plowing through it.

      It felt like hours, but it all happened in seconds. Pioneer continued punching through the Axon ship like a massive bullet, the impacts causing the ship to rumble and shake, leaving Preslan’s stomach ready to give up its contents. Just when she thought she couldn’t take any more, they made it through to the other side, the material blocking the feeds giving way to the darkness of space.

      “Kaminski, kill the thrusters,” Grant ordered, before the freedom shoved them all back in their seats again.

      “Aye aye, Captain,” she replied as she made the adjustment.

      “Novitz, bring up the rear feed.”

      “Aye aye, Skipper.”

      The primary display changed, showing the view behind them, their blue thruster trail visible at the edge of the feed. Beyond it, the Axon Nova spewed debris, their deadly strike leaving a gaping wound that couldn’t possibly heal.

      It is done.

      Iagorth’s voice echoed in Preslan’s mind, calm and satisfied with the destruction it had created and the fear it had devoured.

      “Captain, the Axon ship is dead,” Preslan said. “We did it!”

      As she said it, the lights on the bridge went out. So did the camera feed, leaving them in total darkness. A new sensation gripped Preslan when the artificial gravity vanished, leaving her suddenly weightless in her seat.

      “We did,” Grant agreed, his voice disembodied in the pitch black. “But at what price?”
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      “The batteries must be fully drained,” Preslan said, her body pressing against the straps of her harness as it tried to float free. “No counter-inertia, no life support, no gravity. Captain, if you hadn’t cut the thrust when you did…”

      “Anyone who didn’t strap in would have slammed against the nearest wall,” Tyson finished. His heart was still racing, the fear and adrenaline remaining solid in the aftermath of the wild ride. Never in his life would he have imagined using a starship as a projectile. And never would he have imagined such positive results. “Can Oslo get the reactors back online before we run out of air?”

      “It shouldn’t be a problem, sir,” Preslan replied. “There’s enough oxygen in the open spaces to keep us breathing for at least an hour or two. The real problem will be rising CO2 levels.”

      “What about Iagorth?” Tyson asked. He also never would have guessed they would find themselves relying on the Relyeh who had nearly seized Pioneer twice to come to their aid. While he had no doubt Iagorth intended to make another move on the ship, they had needed to survive the first threat in order to worry about the next, and the entity had made that happen.

      “Back in hiding,” Preslan replied. “Biding his time, as he put it. Waiting for Joseph to die.”

      Tyson huffed. “He’ll be waiting a long time then. I know what Joseph said about the synthetic, but Rose is working on a solution. The old fossil is still a pain in the ass, but she knows what she’s doing.”

      “Assuming she didn’t break her neck during the maneuvers,” Preslan said.

      “She’s too hell bent on torturing me to die,” Tyson replied. “When Joseph gets back, we’ll figure out how to protect him from Iagorth. At this point, I regret letting him go to the shell.”

      “To be honest, Captain, I don’t know if he would have thought to use Pioneer like a missile. I don’t know if any of us would have...except Iagorth.”

      It was a chilling thought, but Tyson couldn’t argue the point. It took a chaotic, destructive mind to come up with a plan like that.

      “Pioneer Actual, this is Delta Leader. Do you copy?” The pilot’s voice echoed out of the bridge’s speakers, indicating the comms were coming back online. “Pioneer Actual. This is Delta—”

      

      “Captain Grant, it’s Oslo. Do you copy, sir?” The Chief Engineer’s voice cut off Delta leader’s repeated call as the command station’s control surface came back to life, the dim light casting Lieutenant Novitz in a demonic glow.

      “Delta Leader, this is Pioneer Actual. Hold one,” Tyson said. “Novitz, connect me to Oslo.” He unstrapped himself from his seat and pulled himself across the bridge to the command station, grabbing it to hold himself in place. His neck, shoulders and back were sore from being tossed around in his harness.

      “Connected, Captain,” Novitz said.

      “Chief,” Tyson said. “What’s our status?”

      “Reactor One is back online, feeding power into the supercapacitors. We went totally dead and need to restart things nice and slow. I’ll bring gravity back last, otherwise some of the folks in Metro might be in for a long drop, depending on where they ended up.”

      Tyson squeezed his eyes shut. Metro. There was no chance the maneuvers they had undertaken hadn’t caused casualties. He could only imagine the level of fear and chaos down there. Who knew how many of the blocks might have succumbed to the high gravity vector changes and collapsed. Who knew how many injured had been buried under the rubble or were floating in the massive hold, weightless in the dark with loose debris slamming into them.

      He pulled his mind away from those thoughts. As horrible as it was, there was nothing he could do about any of that right now. He had done what he needed to do to save as many as he could. That was the truth he would need to live with.

      “Have some respect, Chief,” he said. “Innocent people died today.”

      “Yes, sir,” Oslo replied somberly. “My apologies, Captain. You’re completely right.”

      “How long to get the lights back?” Tyson asked.

      “Bridge lights are coming up…now,” Oslo said, as the lighting on the bridge faded back up. “The rest are cycling up shipwide. The rest of the reset will take about thirty minutes. Preslan, it was a good move to take the reactors offline. I think we would have lost the remaining charge otherwise.”

      “Iagorth would have killed us all,” Tyson said. “How would that help him?”

      “He enjoys the chaos, Captain,” Preslan replied. “He feeds on the fear and destruction all the way back to his original moiety.”

      “Disgusting creatures,” Oslo said. “It seems unfair that they should be the oldest in the universe.”

      “Pioneer Actual, this is Delta Leader. What are our orders, sir?””

      “Chief, should I expect any surprises in the next thirty minutes?”

      “No, Captain.”

      “Then I’ll leave you to it. Another job well done by you and your team. Grant out.” Tyson looked down at the command station’s controls, tapping on the icon to connect him to the Bayonet squadron. “Delta Leader, this is Pioneer Actual. What’s your status?”

      “It’s good to hear your voice, Captain,” Delta Leader replied. “When the comms dropped, we were worried you were gone. That was some maneuver you pulled. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “I’ve never done anything like it,” Tyson replied. “But we’re still here because of it. Beaten and a little shaken, but not broken.”

      “Yes, sir. Captain, we’ve repositioned into an escort around Pioneer.. The two Axon ships we engaged remain derelict. The third ship, our ally, appears to be regaining operational capacity. It’s altered its vector to trail us and has matched our current velocity.”

      Tyson exhaled a sigh of relief. He had thought the Obado was lost, and was glad to hear it had suffered a fate similar to theirs. “Thank you, Delta Leader. Maintain position and contact me if our situation changes.”

      “Yes, sir. Delta Leader out.”

      “Novitz, what channel was the Obado broadcasting on before?” Tyson asked.

      “There, Captain,” Novitz replied, pointing to the history.

      Tyson tapped on the entry, opening a new line of communication. He smiled when it flashed green, indicating it had connected.

      “Honor to you, Captain Tyson,” Za Shi Tsi said, her voice melodic in the wake of their victory. “We have fought well and earned much honor today. You have my everlasting gratitude for your courageous assistance. And my thankfulness that you have survived. Never in all of the history of the Inahri has such an attack been carried out. It will be a song for us to sing for ages to come.”

      “I agree,” Tyson replied simply. “And I’m glad we’re both still alive to sing it. I assume you intend to honor the promise of aid you offered in return for our help?”

      “Of course, Captain Tyson. A Free Inahri would lose face to refuse a promise given. Whatever you require that I have, I will provide.”

      “Perfect. Maybe you can start by telling me exactly what kind of war I just stumbled into.”
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      “Claire, do you copy?” Tyson asked, his voice quivering slightly as he spoke.

      He had left Governor Nori for last, after arranging to have the Inahri send a small delegation over to Pioneer to meet with him in person, and after contacting Siraj to get a status update on the Guardians who had been positioned across the ship. All of them had been wearing combat armor and magboots, and most of them had managed to hold tight through most of the ship’s maneuvers. There were multiple minor injuries across the ranks, from muscle strains to broken bones and concussions. Worse, there were at least a dozen fatalities. More good people who had died trying to protect them.

      He was afraid to ask about the condition of Metro. The hard burn and tight maneuvers had put a lot of strain on the blocks. While they were designed for a measure of stress, he was certain they had exceeded the intended limits.

      Claire’s comm connected right away, bringing at least a small measure of relief. She was alive at least. That was a good sign.

      “Captain Grant. I copy,” she replied, her voice weary and strained. That was a bad sign.

      “Metro...” Tyson said, trailing off. He didn’t know what else to say.

      “We can’t get into the city to assess the extent of the damage,” Claire said. “And won’t be able to until the gravity comes back. The lights came on a minute ago.” She paused, trying to keep herself composed. “I can see some of the damage from my window, but there’s so much dust and debris. At least three of the blocks collapsed, probably more.” She paused again. “Captain, please tell me this was necessary.”

      “It was,” Tyson replied, his chest tight. “I wish it hadn’t been. We were nearly destroyed.”

      “How do we recover from this, Captain?” Claire asked.

      “I don’t know,” he replied. “But we will.”

      “Captain,” Novitz said. “Chief Oslo reports that the artificial gravity is coming back online. It will increase gradually over a period of ten minutes.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant. Claire, did you hear?”

      “Yes. I can feel it already.”

      So did Tyson. He began to drop from his prone position in mid-air, swinging himself downward until his feet touched the deck. “I’m sending Guardians into the city right away to assist the injured and help keep people calm. Engineering will follow to assess damage to critical systems. I know things are awful right now. The only thing we can do is recover and rebuild.”

      “I’m not sure if we can rebuild this, Captain. We need somewhere to land. Solid ground where we won’t be under constant threat.”

      “I know. We’re years away from Avalon, and I think this proves we aren’t safe here. We need to do the best we can. I’ll be down to Metro as soon as possible to meet with the people myself.”

      “Thank you, Captain. Once the gravity returns to normal I’ll be in the hospital, helping however I can.”

      “Thank you, Claire. I’m very sorry for the losses in Metro. Grant Out.”

      He closed the comm, eyes still closed. He took a moment to gather himself before opening them.

      “I think this proves Joseph was right too,” Preslan said. She was out of the jumpseat and floating over to him in the light gravity. “We’ve already burned through our recharged batteries, putting us back where we were before.”

      “I’m grateful we’re still alive,” Tyson replied. “Hopefully our new allies can help us with the power problem. In which case, it might have been better if Joseph was still here. There’s nothing we can do about that either, though I do hope he blows the hell out of the Axon factory.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Captain,” Novitz said. “Delta Leader reports all Bayonets have landed. Secondary hangar doors are closing and techs are on-site to assist.”

      “Excellent,” Tyson replied. “Make sure they get the fighters checked out and reloaded. Have Siraj send replacement pilots up to take the next shift.”

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      “I need to make my way down to the hangar to meet with the Inahri,” Tyson said to Preslan. “I believe your team will need your expertise in assessing and prioritizing the damage to the city.”

      “Of course, Captain. I’m on my way.” Preslan turned to leave.

      “Preslan,” Tyson said, getting her attention again.

      “Yes, Captain?”

      “You saved this ship, and all of our lives.”

      She shook her head. “No. I was just a conduit. Iagorth saved us, as awful as it tastes to say it. And not for any benevolent purpose. It suited his purposes. We need to remember that.”

      “Agreed.”

      Preslan continued ahead of him, pushing off the ground and floating all the way to the back bulkhead before touching down again. Tyson took a moment to commend both Novitz and Kaminski for their work before following behind her, his arcing strides shorter as the gravity continued to increase. It was nearly fully back to normal by the time he reached the primary entrance to the hangar. Siraj was already waiting for him there, flanked by two units of Guardians. They snapped to attention as he approached.

      “At ease,” he said, walking over to Siraj. He did his best to hide the soreness in his body, but she noticed it anyway.

      “Are you okay, sir?” she asked.

      “I will be. A little sore and bent out of shape. I’m not as young as I used to be.”

      “Yes, sir. I can’t believe we’re about to make contact with an alien culture.”

      “We’ve already made contact with two other alien cultures,” Tyson reminded her.

      “I meant one that isn’t actively trying to kill us,” she appended. “I wish I could enjoy the moment more, but the damage…”

      “I know. I agree. With any luck, they’ll be able to help us make repairs.”

      “Yes, sir. What do you think they look like, Captain?”

      “Humanoid, I’m sure, considering their leader spoke English. Maybe they even look just like us.” They must’ve at least come in contact with one of our ships.”Tyson’s comm badge flashed, and he tapped on it. “This is Grant.”

      “Sir,” Novitz said. “The Inahri transport just left their ship.”

      “Prepare the hangar for their arrival.”

      “Aye aye.”

      Tyson looked back at Siraj. “The two of us will approach the delegation together. Keep the rest of the Guardians back near the entrance.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Siraj passed out the orders while they waited for the Inahri ship to arrive. Tyson could hear the motors pulling the air out of the hangar, the LED outside the seals turning red to indicate the doors were locked. Even the master code wouldn’t open them while the hangar was devoid of atmosphere.

      “Captain,” Novitz said. “The Inahri ship has just entered the hangar.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

      Tyson moved into position in front of the door, joined there by Siraj. He would have liked to have Governor Nori here for the occasion as well, but he would never ask or expect her to come under the circumstances. She had enough on her plate as it was.

      His eyes drifted to the LED on the security panel, waiting for it to turn green. His heart began to race slightly in excited anticipation. Despite all that had happened, it was impossible not to be eager to meet a friendly alien race, especially after their exposure to the Relyeh and Axon.

      It felt like it took forever, and Tyson’s heart rate continued to escalate while he edged toward the security panel. The moment the screen changed he swiped his wrist over it, looking at Siraj as the door began to slide away.

      “Here we go.”
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      Pioneer. Hangar. 04.06.2324. 2015 hours.

      The Inahri ship came to rest in the center of the hangar, equidistant from the outer blast doors and the first row of loaders parked in the rear. The craft was impressive in its simplicity. Nearly thirty meters long, it had a sleekly sloped front and a wide, angled fuselage that evolved into a delta wing design  with a solid line of small thrusters across the entire back of the craft. A pair of turrets sprouted from the top of the fuselage. Another pair sat above and below each wing. There were also holes along the underside of the wings that could have easily housed some kind of advanced weaponry he could hardly imagine.

      In other words, the so-called transport was built for war, displaying a level of firepower that made anything humans had ever built look like a toy. Not that he was surprised. The Inahri were clearly no friends to the Axon, and their technology made Earth’s advances look like they were from the stone age.

      The craft remained buttoned as Tyson and Siraj approached, the Guardians filing in and holding position near the door. The move seemed out of place to Tyson, but he reminded himself he was dealing with another alien race, a completely different culture with different protocols he didn’t understand. What might be strange or rude to him might be a show of respect to them. Tsi had already used the word honor nearly a dozen times. Obviously, the concept was important to them.

      They reached the side of the transport, coming to a stop four meters back, leaving enough room in case the side of the ship opened by folding downward into a ramp. The fuselage of the craft rested about a meter off the deck, held stable by three squat skids.

      “Now what?” Siraj asked after they stood there for nearly a minute waiting for a door to open somewhere on the craft.

      Enough time was passing that she was probably getting antsy about the nature of the meeting. Were the Inahri busy scanning the ship and taking inventory of their capabilities? Would their hopeful new allies turn on them now that they were on board?

      “This might be part of their rituals,” Tyson replied. “Standby.”

      They both did, waiting almost another minute before a door in the port side of the fuselage started moving, sliding downward to reveal a black hole that instantly reminded Grant of Iagorth and his rock ship. The door continued sliding down until six inset steps reached the deck.

      The first Inahri appeared from the darkness, and Tyson stared in surprise and wonder. She was indeed humanoid as he had guessed. More accurately, she was very nearly human.  Her gender was apparent by the soft curves of breasts beneath her uniform, along with the feminine cut of her reddish-blonde hair, the delicate shape of her cheekbones and her full red lips. Her skin was a suntanned olive, her limbs a little too long by human comparison and her body slightly out of proportion. She had huge greenish eyes and a small nose—her overall look putting her inside the uncanny valley. Her uniform was like nothing he had ever seen. It was so black it nearly vanished against the darkness behind her. It covered her hands and feet, and there was extra material gathered at the neck, suggesting it had a hood or cowl. She wore a loose-fitted white toga over it that fell just below her knees. She wasn’t carrying a weapon that he could see, but looking at her gave Tyson the feeling she was a weapon in her own right.

      She descended the steps in silence, followed by a pair of Inahri men. They were similar in looks to her, except their skin was lighter in color and the one on the left was more extreme in the length of his limbs. They wore more traditional armor, though it appeared to be made of the same material as West’s legs, a suit of multiple overlapping rings that seemed to move easily with the wearer. They didn’t wear helmets and didn’t appear to be armed either, though they had a pair of simple batons they wore in an X across their backs.

      The three Inahri stopped in front of Tyson and Siraj. The woman met Tyson’s eyes with hers, holding his gaze. Her appearance was so close to human and yet so alien, he wanted to look away and at the same time couldn’t take his eyes off her.

      “I’m Captain Tyson Grant.” He was unsure what else to say. “This is our head of security, Prime Navita Siraj. Welcome aboard Pioneer.”

      The woman smiled, her mouth slightly too big, revealing perfect white teeth beneath. “Forgive me, Captain Tyson,” she said. “I am forgetting the protocols of Earth relations. I am learning your ways, but it is an ongoing process.” She paused, her eyes still locked on his. “Honor to you, Captain Tyson,” she continued, as if she hadn’t said the first part. “I am Za Shi Tsi of the Free Inahri. Or Colonel Tsi, in your language. These are my second and third officers, Major Jaci, and Lieutenant Ori. I am grateful for your welcome, and extend to you an offer of enduring peace between the Free Inahri and the people of Earth.”

      She turned her hands over, palms up, pushing them gently toward Tyson as if she was truly sending him peace.

      “Your kindness is refreshing, Colonel Tsi,” Tyson said. “As is your honesty. I’m eager to learn more about you and your people, and especially how it relates to the Axon’s efforts to destroy your ship.”

      “And I am eager to share whatever I can,” Tsi said. “The Axon are no friend to the Free Inahri. They’re no friend to any who wish to be free.”

      “Please, allow me to escort you to our meeting room,” Tyson said. “We can sit and talk in comfort.”

      “Of course, Captain Tyson. Please, lead the way.”

      Tyson turned, glancing at Siraj as he did. She smiled back at him, amused by the way the alien woman presented. He couldn’t say it here, but he wanted to remind her not to underestimate the Inahri. If their ship was any indication, the Inahri were so calm and peaceful because they knew the humans were no threat to them.

      They started walking, with Tsi moving beside Tyson and Siraj drifting back to walk closer to the two subordinates as they crossed the hangar.

      “I can’t tell you how shocked I was to receive a hail out here,” Tyson said. “Or to have the person on the other end speak English. It was very unexpected, considering how far we are from Earth. How did you come to speak our language?”

      “You are not the first Earthers we have encountered out here, Captain Tyson. Nor is this the first ship of this kind I have been aboard.”
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      Pioneer. Hangar. 04.06.2324. 2030 hours.

      Tyson froze in his tracks, turning to look at Tsi. “What did you say?”

      She laughed, a soft, almost shy giggle that didn’t match her countenance. “I have surprised you again, Captain Tyson.” She pointed at the doors ahead. “This passage leads to a junction. Straight ahead is a seal into the city you call Metro, but we will go to the left. There is a lifting machine there that will take us vertically through your ship. We will depart the machine and continue forward toward the conference room, which is located near the bridge.”

      Tyson stared at her, unable to find the words to express his shock. He glanced back at Siraj to see if she had heard. Judging by the paleness of her face and her open mouth, she had.

      “I don’t understand,” Tyson said. “We’re the first ship out here. And space is endless relative to our technology, primitive compared to yours. How could you have been on another ship like Pioneer?”

      They reached the doors to the hangar, which one of the Guardians opened at their approach. Tsi didn’t answer until they were through and away from the security detail, turning left and heading for the elevator.

      “I did not think you would want them to hear,” she explained. “Not yet. We have much to discuss Captain Tyson. One thing I will tell you is that you are not the first ship to enter Axon space, though I imagine your purpose for being here is quite different. It is curious to me however, because since you came later, I believed you were sent later. That’s why I thought you might have armament. But even your smaller craft don’t seem as advanced as the ones that came before.”

      Every word Tsi spoke elicited fresh surprise in Tyson. Another generation ship carrying starfighters? In Axon space? How could that be?

      “Though the energy shield you used to go through the Nova was quite impressive,” Tsi continued. “That is a feature your predecessor did not have. I am very interested to learn more about it.”

      “That’s a longer story,” Tyson said, not ready to admit where the shield had come from. “One that’s better explained as part of our larger conversation.”

      “Of course. Tell me, Captain Tyson, how did you come to be in this sector of Axon territory? This is an especially dangerous place, well beyond the normal reach of the Free Inahri.”

      “You call yourselves the Free Inahri,” Tyson replied. “Does that mean there are Inahri who aren’t free?”

      “Too many,” Tsi said. “I will tell you what I know about our history, and how it entwines with that of Earth. You see, Captain Tyson, we may look a bit different, you and I. But we are not different. Our ancestors are from Earth. Our genetics are almost a complete match. Our scientists tell me we could even bear children together. In that sense, we are different races, not species, though we have evolved worlds apart.”

      Tyson considered for a moment, remembering the stories he used to hear about people who swore they were abducted by aliens. Was there more truth to that than he had ever given credit? “You’re saying the Axon took people from Earth?”

      “Many thousands of years ago,” Tsi replied. “It all goes back to the war between the Axon and the Relyeh. The Hunger. Do you know about that?”

      Tyson hesitated. He definitely wasn’t ready to talk about the moiety shield. He also wasn’t sure he wanted to divulge anything else they already knew about the Relyeh, especially since so much of Metro’s population was still carrying Iagorth’s moieties. The Axon wanted to destroy every trace of the moieties, including their hosts. Did the Inahri feel the same? He trusted Tsi to an extent because she was here and clearly peaceful, at least for the moment. But he wasn’t going to trust her that far. Not yet.

      “Are they related to the xenotrife?” he asked. “Or monstrous creatures with tentacles and huge mouths?”

      “The xaxkluth,” Tsi said. “Yes. They are a species conquered and modified by the Hunger. You have encountered them, then?”

      “Unfortunately. They made it onto the ship shortly after we launched. But we were able to defeat them.”

      Tsi smiled. “Very impressive, Captain Tyson. Much honor to you for your victory. Our Earther brethren continue to show their grit and spirit.”

      Tyson couldn’t help but smile at that response. “Thank you.”

      They reached the elevator. The cab was already waiting for them and they all boarded.

      “Do your subordinates speak English as well?” Tyson asked as the elevator ascended.

      Tsi said something to them in her language, which reminded Tyson of Chinese, or one of the other sinitic languages.

      “Yes, we do,” Major Jaci replied, his accent heavier than Tsi’s. “But not as well.”

      “All of the Free Inahri are learning your language,” Tsi explained. “Both in the event of a continued alliance, as well as to advance our culture. My English is decent, but others speak it much better.” She reached up and grabbed the material around her neck. “The Intellect Skin has systems built into it which allow it to translate from any of the languages known by the Axon, which is equivalent to any it has encountered.”

      “How many other intelligent species are out here?”

      “It is unknown. The Hunger has devoured so many of them, turning them into servants and slaves, taking their genetic code and making them part of their hordes. Of those we have discovered, only the Inahri and the Axon remain free.”

      The elevator stopped on Deck Sixteen. They disembarked and followed the passageways back toward the conference room. A few crew members were in the corridors, and they moved to the bulkheads and came to attention as Tyson and the delegation passed, staring in wonder at the three Inahri.

      “What about your clothing?” Tyson continued. “The Intellect Skin.” He knew he had gone on a tangent from his original line of questioning, but he would come back to it once they reached the conference room.

      “This is the outer shell of an Axon Intellect. One of their most advanced. Are you familiar with the Intellects?”

      Again, Tyson had to decide how much to admit. He nodded. “We encountered them as well, nearly a century into our journey.”

      Tsi’s officers mumbled something in their language in obvious amazement. She looked over at Tyson. “You defeated both xaxkluth and Intellect?”

      “I don’t think it was the same kind you’re familiar with,” Tyson replied. “They didn’t have armor like that. They looked more like your officers.”

      “Soldiers,” Tsi replied. “Mass produced killing machines. Though if they had seamed shells they are quite old and from a scout ship most likely, one wandering the universe until they discover something new or are destroyed by the Relyeh. Even so, to defeat them with as primitive as your weapons are is an accomplishment to be celebrated. You must have some very capable warriors on this craft.”

      “We do,” Tyson agreed. “The Axon we encountered wanted to take some of us prisoner. It seemed the Novas we destroyed wanted to do the same. Do you have any idea why?”

      “I don’t know the answer, but I will venture a guess. You Earthers have proven a more formidable adversary to both the Axon and Relyeh than either kind expected. I believe they want to know more about what makes you such a challenge.” She smiled, noticing the door to the conference room approaching. “Which is perfect timing, as it brings us full-circle to the history of the Inahri and our own plight against the Axon.”

      “A history we’re eager to learn,” Tyson said. “Prime Siraj will escort you into the conference room. If you’ll excuse me, I need to check on the status of our ship. We suffered a good bit of internal damage and some casualties during our evasive maneuvers.”

      “Of course, Captain Tyson. I will await your return in anticipation.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find Prime Siraj excellent company. Probably better than me. I’m only the Captain. She’s a true warrior.”

      “Captain Grant is exaggerating,” Siraj said.

      Tsi looked at Siraj, their eyes meeting. It was as if the Inahri woman could see into her. “I do not think so. You have the xi.”

      “Xi?” Siraj asked.

      “There is no English word to describe it. It’s a presentation. A whole package of strength, courage, and…fortitude. The heart of a warrior, but not so hard as to be without compassion or empathy.”

      “All of that in one syllable,” Siraj said, smiling. “Thank you.”

      Tsi smiled back. “Honor to you, Prime Siraj.”

      “Honor to you,” Siraj replied. “Shall we go inside?”

      “Of course.”

      “If you’ll excuse me,” Tyson said. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      The Inahri delegation went inside with Siraj while Tyson hurried back to the bridge. He had told Tsi the truth. He wanted an update on the state of Pioneer, and especially Metro, before he spent the next couple of hours speaking with the delegation. He also wanted to bring Chief Oslo into the conversation if he had finished putting out the initial fires. Oslo could speak to their resource needs much better than he could.

      As he made his way to the bridge, his mind drifted back to the first thing Tsi had said about the ship that had come before. He had to remind himself that Pioneer had moved forward in time, and it was entirely possible another generation ship had wound up in Axon space the same way.

      Which one? How? Why? And what had ultimately happened to it?

      He was sure he would have answers soon enough.
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      Pioneer. Conference Room. 04.06.2324. 2100 hours.

      Tyson wasn’t sure what to make of the situation when he returned to the conference room nearly fifteen minutes later.

      He had checked in with Governor Nori, receiving a preliminary report that was bad, but not as catastrophic as he had initially feared.

      Three of the blocks had collapsed, and at least a few hundred were dead, while others were missing. There were also more injuries than the hospital could handle at one time, so they were being prioritized based on severity at triage stations quickly set up outside the building. His chest hurt from the news, but he was uplifted slightly by Claire’s description of how readily both citizens and Guardians were pulling together to deal with the fallout, a true sense of community quickly returning to the population.

      He had also contacted Preslan for an update on Metro’s infrastructure. The block collapses had of course damaged a number of systems throughout the city, forcing them to shut off the water and reroute electricity around the damage. Half of the blocks were in the dark, though that was the least of their concerns. The more pressing matter was related to the air scrubbers inside the city. The main filtration system was damaged and offline, putting more pressure on the scrubbers external to the city to handle the increased load. She was sure they could fix it, but it would take some time.

      Chief Oslo had also dealt with his own set of issues. Despite the moiety shield, parts of Pioneer had taken stress damage during the collision, and his team was frantically trying to identify the weak points to shore them up before they might need to make any hard maneuvers again. In addition, there was an overarching sense of tension inherent in everyone he had spoken to. They were all afraid the loss of the two Axon ships would bring more Axon to the area. It was a fear he shared. A fear he considered almost inevitable. They had a limited amount of time to get Pioneer out of the area, though they couldn’t go too far before Joseph and his team at least reached the Axon factory and they could hopefully communicate.

      That was still two weeks away, which at the moment felt like an eternity.

      The door to the room slid open, and Tyson stepped inside. Nobody seemed to notice, as Tsi and Ori were watching Jaci and Siraj. They were at the far side of the room in a more open area, facing one another, each with a pair of the batons the Inahri soldiers wore in their hands.

      “Press the control and tap them together,” Jaci said, instructing Siraj.

      When she did, the end of the batons came alive, a web of energy arcing between them. Spreading the batons apart spread the web of energy as well, keeping it intact between the two poles.

      “Hold them up in front of your chest,” Jaci said. “And do not be afraid. I will not hurt you.”

      Siraj did as the Inahri said, holding the batons a shoulder’s width apart. Jaci stepped forward, swinging one of the batons out toward her. The energy arced away from it, hitting her web in a crash of light and heat. The impact caused Siraj’s batons to glow a lighter shade of blue.

      “You have absorbed the energy of my attack,” Jaci said. “Now, bring the xix together, and rotate them like this.” He showed her how to move the two batons. When she followed his example, the energy web became more like a ball. “Good. Now throw it at me.”

      “Are you sure?” Siraj said.

      Jaci smiled. “Yes, of course. This is a standard training exercise. Have confidence, Prime Navita.”

      Siraj nodded. Then she swung the baton toward Jaci, the ball of energy detaching from the rest of the web and flying toward him. She expected him to catch it, but instead he turned and caught it with his shoulder, the energy crackling along his armor and leaving a deep scuff.

      “Are you okay?” Siraj asked, nervous she had hurt him or damaged his armor.

      “It is well, Prime Navita. No harm done. Press the control to turn them off.”

      Siraj did. The energy web vanished.

      “What kind of weapon is that?” Tyson asked, taking all of them by surprise. Siraj looked at him sheepishly, as if she had done something wrong in her choice of entertainment for the delegation.

      “My apologies if we are out of line, Captain Tyson,” Tsi replied. “Prime Navita asked about the xix, and I decided the best way to explain it was to offer our most basic lesson in its use. The xix is the Inahri melee weapon of choice. A most adaptable tool. The energy output is adjustable, from little more than a tickle to enough to remove the head of an Intellect if it gets caught in the web. The xix also acts as a shield for us, able to absorb both physical projectiles and pure energy. In the hands of a highly-skilled warrior, a xix can be the ultimate weapon.”

      “I see,” Tyson said. “Where does it get the energy?”

      “An Axon device, like a battery,” she replied. “The Axon have an abundance of them. In fact, that is the reason we’re out here. We’ve been searching for a place known as the Forge. It is where the Axon manufacture their Intellects, as well as their basic power supplies. Though we believe the Forge is also home to a number of QDMs.”

      “QDM?” Tyson asked.

      “Quantum Dimensional Modulator. A near infinite energy source. It is what powers the Axon Novas, along with the more advanced Intellects. The energy is drawn from a pipeline into an alternate dimension.”

      Tyson smiled at that. “We could really use one of those too. Pioneer’s reactors are nearly spent, and our batteries are drained. We don’t have the energy to make it to our target planet. In fact, that was something I was hoping you might be able to help us with.”

      “Yes, we can likely assist you with that. We would need to design an interface between your batteries and our QDM. It is likely we would need to connect your ship to ours, at least temporarily.”

      Tyson didn’t answer right away. The thought of latching Pioneer to Obado was tempting, but also frightening. Not because of the Inahri.

      Because of Iagorth.

      Knowing the Relyeh Ancient was, at a minimum, able to interface with the moieties on board, Tyson had no guarantee he wouldn’t also be able to create new Gorthlings, or send the smaller xaxkluth on board Pioneer into the Inahri ship. Iagorth was able to spread from place to place like a disease or a parasite, and he didn’t want to be responsible for passing their troubles on.

      “You hesitate, Captain Tyson,” Tsi said. “You do not fully trust us. That is understandable. We will not push. If there need be another way, we will try to accommodate.”

      Tyson nodded. “Thank you. It’s not personal. It’s not even that I don’t trust you. But after what we’ve already been through, I’m not sure the population of the city is ready to be so reliant upon outsiders.”

      “Even as you are, to an extent.”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s nothing to be ashamed about. You have carried yourself with honor, and have earned our aid as you gave yours. I am certain we can help enhance the capabilities of your vessel in other ways.”

      “How so?” Tyson asked, intrigued. He moved to the chair across from Tsi and sat while Siraj handed her xix back to Ori, before positioning herself behind him.

      The door to the room opened before she answered, and Chief Oslo stepped in. He froze slightly at the sight of Tsi and her escorts, his expression showing the same confused fascination Tyson had felt himself.

      “Colonel Tsi,” Tyson said. “This is my Chief Engineer, Lars Oslo.”

      Tsi stood up, bowing slightly to Oslo and pushing her palms forward. “Honor to you, Chief Lars,” she said.

      “Uh...honor to you,” Oslo replied, mimicking her gesture. She laughed at his effort, Oslo’s face turning red.

      “Your timing is impeccable, Chief,” Tyson said. “We were just talking technology upgrades.”

      “Oh?” Oslo said, eyebrows raising with interest. “Did you already talk about our power concerns, Captain?”

      “Yes. I’ll need you to work with your Inahri counterpart on that, whoever they are.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You were saying, Colonel?” Tyson said, turning his attention back to Tsi.

      “We can likely offer improvements to other areas,” Tsi continued. “We would need a full diagnostic of your current technology and systems to make a full determination. At a minimum, we should see if we can make your craft compatible with our folding technology.”

      “Folding?” Oslo said. “As in space folding?”

      “That is correct, Chief Lars. I believe you would benefit greatly from the capability, though your power supply may be a limitation. That remains to be determined.”

      “Well, I’d love to help you figure that out,” Oslo said. “Just say the word, Captain.”

      “I’m sure we can arrange for your engineering team to meet with ours,” Tyson said. “We would welcome any enhancements you can make to our systems.”

      “It will be done, Captain.”

      “Thank you,” Tyson replied. “If we can, I’d like to get back to our earlier line of discussion. To the history of your people and your connection to the Axon and the Relyeh.”

      Tsi smiled. Before she could start speaking, the door to the room opened again. A number of crew filed in, carrying food and water and placing it on the table before leaving again.

      “It isn’t much,” Tyson said, motioning to the spread. “But it is the best we have to offer.”

      “We are honored, Captain Tyson,” Tsi replied, picking up a glass of water and drinking. “We are simple people, accustomed to living the same. This is a feast for us.” She put the glass down. “As I was saying earlier, the Axon and the Relyeh have been at war for many thousands of years. As two of the oldest species in the universe, it was only a matter of time before their paths crossed. Initially, the Hunger believed they would chew through the Axon as they had all others before them. But the Axon had a technological counter to every biological horror the Hunger threw their way, and before long the two sides reached a stalemate. As a result, both the Relyeh and the Axon have been seeking a means to break that stalemate.”

      “Let me guess,” Tyson said. “Humans.”

      “Not because there is anything inherently special about us,” Tsi said. “Though our general shape and size most closely match the true Axon. Earth is unlucky enough to be close to the edge of Axon space. A border which the Relyeh have finally reached. As it was, the Axon came to our homeworld and began taking the humans they found, bringing them in numbers to other habitable worlds and watching them evolve. They offered different levels of assistance and technology to each, using us as a single massive experiment.

      When our progression advanced far enough, they would begin taking us in groups and bringing us to fight genetically modified Relyeh. Uluth mostly. My world was even more unfortunate. We failed the test, and the Axon all but abandoned us. And then the Hunger came. They enslaved us in chains worse than those of our prior masters.” She shook her head, her eyes hard. “The horrors we endured. The indignity. The suffering.” She closed her eyes as a tear welled from the left and slid down her cheek. When she opened them again, they had softened. “And then the Earthers came. And now we are free.”

      “That’s incredible,” Siraj said.

      “What Earthers?” Tyson asked, enthralled by the story. “A ship like Pioneer.”

      “The ship was called Deliverance. Do you know it?”

      Tyson’s eyebrows raised, and he nodded. “I do. It was under construction near Georgia. Scheduled to launch thirty-six days after we did. But how did it wind up out here?”

      “It did not,” Tsi replied. “We are far from home. I have not seen my world in over two years. We were on a mission to locate other Inahri worlds the Axon have abandoned and bring them a message of unity and hope to unite them together in preparation for war against the Axon, the Hunger and all who wish to cast us back into bondage.”

      “Were on a mission?” Tyson said. “What happened?”

      “One of the worlds we visited knew the location of the Forge. What they didn’t have was a ship to bring them to it. The Forge has long been one of the most important resources for the Axon and one of the most abominable places of torture for the Inahri.  We were headed there to free our people who toil as slaves within, building the machines that are used to keep them under control. The Axon intercepted us during our last navigational calculation, and we fought them all the way here.”

      Tyson’s brow creased, suddenly confused. Joseph hadn’t mentioned anyone resembling a human at the Axon factory. Were the two places the same? And if they were, why hadn’t he said anything?

      Unless he didn’t know.

      “Captain Tyson, my words trouble you,” Tsi said.

      Tyson swallowed hard, nodding. “In more ways than one. You’ve told me your story, Tsi. And I’m sorry for the pain and suffering of your people. Allow me to tell you mine. All of it, from the beginning.”

      “Of course,” Tsi replied.

      Tyson’s heart pounded as he opened his mouth to begin speaking. He wasn’t sure how this would turn out, but he had decided to tell the Inahri the entire truth.

      He had a feeling it was the only way any of them might survive.
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      Pioneer. Conference Room. 04.06.2324. 2200 hours.

      “And that’s when you sent us your hail,” Tyson said, finishing his recounting of events since Pioneer’s launch.

      He leaned back in his seat, wary of the two Inahri soldiers flanking Tsi. The group had remained completely silent during his entire hour-long exposition, listening intently without interruption, even though he had given them plenty of opportunity to break in and comment on the secrets he revealed. They now knew more about Pioneer’s journey than most of the people on the ship outside of himself and Siraj.

      What were they going to do in response?

      Tsi’s eyes found him, remaining locked there for a long time. He could tell by her expression she was giving a lot of consideration to his words, carefully thinking through everything he had said before offering any sort of response. That she hadn’t responded with immediate anger, violence, or otherwise was a good sign. The last thing they needed were more enemies.

      “You honor me with your honesty, Captain Tyson,” Tsi said at last. “Considering the trials you have endured, it was a bold choice for you to be open with me, as we are so newly acquainted.”

      “We have the same enemies. And at this point, I don’t think there’s a level of risk too high if it means saving my people. That’s the same reason Cross left. The same reason I let him go.”

      “Yes,” Tsi replied. “This is an interesting dilemma. One we must deal with quickly. You said your Sarge Joseph is on his way to an Axon factory, which I believe is the Forge we are seeking. You said he intends to try to capture some of the power cores as you named them, in order to help recharge your ship.” She smiled. “I did not realize the extent of your energy deprivation.” She turned to Oni. “Your xix, Za Ni.”

      Oni pulled the batons from his back and handed them to Tsi. She in turn placed them on the table and slid them across. “Each xix contains what you call a power core. Smaller than the Intellect hearts, but also stabilized outside the Intellect matter, the conductive white clay that composes the intelligences. If you will allow, I will contact my Chief and together you should be able to quickly integrate these cores into your systems and recharge your energy storage.”

      Chief Olso reached across the table to take the weapons. He held them up giving them a confused look. “You’re telling me these sticks have enough juice in them to power our entire starship?”

      “The Axon are mining the energy output of stars, Chief Lars,” Tsi replied. “In addition to possessing technology to pull nearly limitless power from alternate dimensions. The xix are only scratching the surface of what they are capable of as a whole.”

      “That’s terrifying,” Oslo said.

      “Be wary of your fear, Chief Lars. If indeed there are Relyeh entities aboard this ship, you’d do well not to feed them.”

      “They’re neutralized for the moment,” Tyson said.

      “Yes. You said both Shub-nigu and this other entity, Iagorth, want you to destroy the Forge.”

      “That’s right.”

      “And Sarge Joseph is going there to do that.”

      “After retrieving the cores, which I guess we don’t need as much as we thought?”

      “That is only partly true. We will definitely need as much of the Forge’s output as we can gather.” She leaned forward across the table, lowering her voice. “We were searching for the Forge to emancipate it. We cannot allow Sarge Joseph to destroy it. Millions of Inahri are enslaved there.”

      Tyson leaned forward to meet her, their faces only centimeters apart. He knew why she was whispering. She didn’t trust that Iagorth’s moieties weren’t all around them, or that they weren’t able to listen in. “I understand. I don’t have the means to contact Joseph while he’s in the time bubble. That’s one issue. The other, how do you think Iagorth will react if we don’t blow up the Forge? He doesn’t want the Axon to grow weaker while you grow stronger. Neither does Shub-nigu.”

      Tsi’s face was set in stone, the diplomat giving way to the warrior. “They will not react well. If Sarge Joseph were to perish, or become too weak to maintain control over them, your ship and its population could become an extremely dangerous weapon.”

      “Exactly,” Tyson agreed. “How do we prevent that?”

      “It will require some thought,” Tsi replied. “One thing I can tell you for certain. We cannot allow Sarge Joseph to destroy the Forge. We must contact him as soon as possible.”

      “The only way to do that would be through one of our residents, Preslan Juno. She’s connected to him.”

      “Too risky. No, I have another idea, but it cannot be spoken. Also, do not let anyone who may be infected with any Relyeh genetics near to us. I do not know the full extent of Iagorth’s ability to spy through them, and I do not trust them.” She paused, and Tyson could tell another thought had entered her head. “You should close the seals to the city. Do not give them the chance to interfere. They could betray you through no fault of their own, and against all of their good intentions.”

      “I’ll consider it,” Tyson said before sitting back in his seat. Tsi did the same.

      “There is not much time to consider, Captain Tyson.”

      “You said you wanted to contact your engineer,” Tyson replied. His body ran cold from the discussion. How could he seal off Metro in its current condition? He would be leaving the residents to fend for themselves inside a nightmare. He was going to have to make some very hard decisions in very little time. “We should head to the bridge.”

      “Of course,” Tsi said.

      Tyson stood up, along with the rest of the assembled. They left the conference room, making the short walk to the bridge. Rollins was off-duty, leaving Novitz the first to notice him. He completely forgot protocol in his surprise at the sight of the Inahri.

      “At ease, Lieutenant,” Tyson said before he could recover. “Colonel Tsi, this is Lieutenant Novitz, my second in command.”

      “Honor to you,” Tsi said to him in her now-familiar greeting.

      “Honor to you,” he replied, mimicking the motion much better than Oslo had.

      “Lieutenant, please hail the Obado,” Tyson said.

      “Aye aye, sir,” Novitz replied. He tapped on the command console, and then looked at Tyson, nodding.

      “Go ahead, Colonel,” Tyson said.

      “Shri, it is your Za Shi. I am on the bridge of the Earther spacecraft. I need you to send Hroi and her team over at once to assist the Earther engineers in effecting repairs and enhancements to their ship, as I promised.”

      “Yes, Za Shi,” Shri replied. “I will dispatch them immediately.”

      “Thank you. That is all.”

      “Honor to you, Za Shi,” Shri said.

      “Comm disconnected,” Novitz announced.

      “Make sure the hangar is ready to receive them,” Tyson said.

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      “Colonel Tsi, there is something else your people might be able to help us with,” Oslo said, glancing at Tyson. “Sir, I thought maybe since we haven’t made much progress, they might be able to give us some clues.”

      It took Tyson a moment to understand what Oslo was alluding to. Then he nodded. “Good idea, Chief. Colonel Tsi, during the Axon Intellect occupation, they tried to install a device on the wiring beneath our command station, right there.” Tyson pointed to it. “Chief Oslo earned this metal hand as a result, when it seemed to short out. We’ve been trying to determine its purpose ever since, without any progress.”

      “Of course, Chief Lars,” Tsi said. “I am certain Hroi can identify the artifact for you. You said it was attached to the wires? Which wires?”

      “The data cables, ma’am,” Oslo said. “We thought maybe they were trying to hack us, or transfer data back to their ships, or something of the like.”

      “Without seeing the device, it is difficult to guess. But it is possible the Axon were trying to break into your systems. Or they may have already broken into your systems and sent the full output of your data back to the homeworld for processing. While the Relyeh have an endless hunger for fear, the Axon have an endless thirst for knowledge. It may be that you stopped its operations before you were compromised.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Tyson said. “Anyway, it happened over a hundred years ago. If the device was going to cause us harm, I imagine it would have done so already. Chief, I need you to return to engineering and procure a tablet, fully reset, data wiped and disconnected from Pioneer’s networks.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Since we don’t fully know who might be listening, we need to keep things as low-tech and secure as possible.”

      “Yes, sir,” Oslo said. “I’ll take care of it.”

      “Meet us outside the main hangar when you’re done. We’ll wait for you there with the Inahri engineering team.”

      “Aye aye, sir,” Oslo said before leaving the bridge.

      “It is very similar,” Tsi said, getting a better look at the area. “A little larger, but otherwise the same as Deliverance.”

      “The ships all share very similar designs. Not identical, but mostly the same,” Tyson agreed.

      “It is truly remarkable what Earth was able to accomplish in so little time.”

      “We’re way behind the Inahri.”

      “It is hardly a fair comparison. The Axon provided us with the starter material. Learnings and technology we did not invent ourselves.”

      “So you cheated,” Tyson joked, jaw clenching as he realized he might have overstepped in their level of formality.

      Tsi giggled softly and smiled. “Yes. That is definitely the case. But now we have an opportunity to help you cheat as well.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Tyson replied, relaxing again. He was doing his best to navigate the situation, but the Colonel and her retinue had left him feeling like he was way out of his league. They were hardened warriors, raised by the Axon to fight the Relyeh. It was a far cry from a handful of Marines and fourteen hundred Guardians with only a few years of training, and no experience with actual combat. And Tsi’s suggestion was to cut them out of the equation, leaving him with only the Marines.

      And now the fate of Pioneer, and now possibly the Obado, the fate of millions of Inahri, and perhaps an entire war, rested on their shoulders.

      And they didn’t even know it.
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      Pioneer. Hangar. 04.06.2324. 2300 hours.

      Tyson, Siraj, and the Inahri retinue crossed the deck, heading for the second Inahri spacecraft to arrive on Pioneer. The pilot had touched down just behind Tsi’s craft, the identical transport touching down with its nose to the thrusters of Tsi’s transport in an expert display of aptitude. The Inahri engineering team was already disembarking by the time Tyson and the others reached the group of eight Inahri unloading floating carts behind them.

      One of the three females among them approached Tyson. She had to be the lead engineer, Hroi. She wasn’t wearing an Intellect Skin like Tsi or armor like Jaci or Ori. Her uniform was a simple, fitted silver coverall, indistinguishable from the other engineers save for a red collar instead of blue. She was taller than the others too, a little over two meters, which left her a good head higher than Tyson. She had a wider head than Tsi and less delicate features. Tyson guessed that in the Inahri culture Tsi was probably considered very beautiful, while Hroi was on the other side of average.

      “Honor to you, Za Shi Tsi,” Hroi said, motioning to her commander. Her English was much cleaner than Tsi’s. Tyson could barely hear an accent at all.

      “Honor to you, Hroi,” Tsi replied. “This is Captain Tyson, the head of his military, Prime Navita, and his top engineer, Chief Lars.”

      “Honor to you,” Hroi said, widening her hand gesture to encompass them all.

      “Honor to you,” Tyson replied. “Welcome aboard Pioneer.”

      “A worthy craft, if the hangar is any indication,” Hroi said.  “Za Shi, I brought as much equipment as I could. It is good we’re already familiar with the power couplings on Earther vessels. It will save us a lot of time.”

      “It will,” Tsi agreed. “Please focus your work with Chief Lars, first on providing enhancements to their power storage and availability. Afterward, work with him in consideration of a drive installation. Intend for the timelines to be very short. And, Chief Lars has an Axon technology he would like us to try to identify. It may be a control mind.”

      “As you say, Za Shi, so it will be done.” Hroi turned to Oslo. “Chief Lars, I am excited to work with you and your team. And very grateful for the opportunity to join forces with Earth once more.”

      “Any help you can offer is greatly appreciated,” Oslo replied. He motioned toward the opposite side of the hangar. “It’s a quicker path to engineering that way. We can go as soon as you’re ready.”

      “We’re prepared, Chief Lars,” Hroi replied.

      “Chief,” Tyson said. “If anything comes up, ping me right away. Just use discretion in how much you say.”

      “Aye aye, Captain.” Oslo shifted back to Hroi. “This way.” Then he led her and her team around the Inahri spacecraft, gesturing to them as he did. Tyson could hear Hroi explaining parts of the ships to him as they disappeared from view.

      “They’ll get along quite well, I think,” Tyson said.

      “Agreed,” Tsi replied. “Science, math and technology are a strong bond for engineers.”

      Tyson held up the tablet Oslo had brought to the meet. “Shall we find somewhere more comfortable to continue our discussion?”

      “Yes,” Tsi replied. “Jaci, Ori, wait here.” Jaci opened his mouth to respond, drawing a sharp stomp of her foot and an even sharper hiss. “I am in good hands with Captain Tyson. Do not dishonor me by suggesting otherwise.”

      Jaci bowed submissively. “Yes, Za Shi. Allow my forgiveness.”

      “Siraj, why don’t you stay as well, and keep our guests entertained?” Tyson suggested. “Maybe they have another impressively deadly weapon they can show you.”

      The statement elicited a giggle from Tsi. “I’m certain we do.”

      “Aye aye, sir,” Siraj replied.

      Tyson led Tsi out of the hangar. “We can head up to the Guardian module,” he said quietly. “It isn’t in use anymore, and the stasis chamber is hardened. It would be more difficult for unwanted eyes to get in there.”

      “As you say, Captain Tyson,” Tsi replied.

      They took the elevator up two decks, making the short walk to the module. Tyson swiped his wrist across the security panel when they reached it and the door slid open.

      A hint of movement in the shadows caught his attention. Tsi noticed it too, immediately grabbing the cowl of her Intellect Skin and pulling it up and over her face, becoming completely shrouded by it. Tyson could immediately feel the charge of energy flowing through it, and he watched as Tsi pivoted to the right, just in time to confront a xaxkluth that launched itself from the darkness.

      She caught it by its leading tentacle, a flash of light from the skin blasting it away from them and leaving it a cooked heap on the floor. More xaxkluth began moving out of the area, coming at the pair.

      “I’ll call for backup,” Tyson said, retreating a step.

      “No need,” Tsi replied.

      She pivoted toward the creatures, a beam of blue energy launching from her upturned palm and incinerating them. A fourth xaxkluth dropped from the ceiling over her head, trying to wrap its tentacles around her neck. It hit an invisible barrier, suddenly smoking and hissing in pain as it slipped off it and tumbled to the deck.

      The commotion faded as quickly as it had started, the Relyeh creatures left in smoldering lumps on the floor. Tsi continued into the room, scanning it for more of the aliens while Tyson stood just outside the doorway in awe, both at the Inahri warrior and the Axon skin.

      “I don’t know how they got in here,” Tyson said. “The module is supposed to be sealed off.”

      “It must have ventilation,” Tsi replied, turning slowly. “There.”

      She pointed to a small vent in the corner that had been chewed to make the opening larger.

      “I think I’d rather have rats,” Tyson said.

      “Rats?” Tsi asked.

      “Earth creatures. About the size of your hand, furry, with long, bald tails. They’re considered pests, and they carry disease.”

      “I see. Yes, these xaxkluth are like rats. My sensors are not registering any more of them, but we should ensure they didn’t create a nest here.”

      “Do you want me to call in my Guardians now?”

      “I will sweep the area. It is no trouble.”

      She walked across the room to the back door and through. Tyson considered following, but he wasn’t a soldier. He was unarmed and ill-equipped to deal with anything they might find.

      Tsi returned a few minutes later, grabbing the front of her cowl and pulling it back off her face. She smiled at him. “All clear.”

      “The Intellect Skin is very impressive,” Tyson said. “Where does it get its power?”

      “The energy is stored inside the nanofibers of its circuitry, in the layer beneath the outer shell.”

      “Do all of your warriors wear them?”

      “No. We have a limited number of skins, primarily because these Intellects are not the most common. Also, it takes some time and great skill to rebuild the interface to make it compatible.  As Za Shi of the Free Inahri, and leader of this expedition, I have earned the right to one.”

      “Well, I’m grateful for it. And that you were here. I wasn’t expecting to be attacked.”

      “It may be a warning from Iagorth. I do not know.”

      “Let me show you the stasis chamber.”

      Tyson led Tsi back the way she had come, to the only door she hadn’t been able to enter. He opened it for her, and they ducked inside.

      “Captain Tyson, you should recognize the value of this achievement,” she said, motioning to the pods. “The Axon do not possess this technology. Nor do the Relyeh or the Inahri.”

      “Since you can travel faster than light, you probably don’t have much need for it,” Tyson replied.

      “That is my point. Our technological advances are often made in reaction to great need. To solve a specific problem. Because you don’t have xix, perhaps it’s because your need was never great enough. If you have bullets, and bullets are effective, then why create something else?”

      Tyson smiled. He realized Tsi was both offering a compliment and misdirecting their purpose for coming here at the same time. Instead of entering the chamber for privacy, she wanted Iagorth to think he was sharing their technology with her.

      “True. I can only imagine your need to create weapons like that. Though we also had a great need for better offensive and defensive capability against the trife. We just never had time to develop it.” He held up the tablet, turning it on and placing it on top of the transparent lid of one of the empty pods. He opened a word processing app and typed onto it. He assumed she could read and write English, or she wouldn’t have suggested the silent method of communication.

      TO RECAP OUR EARLIER CONVERSATION. JOSEPH IS GOING TO THE FORGE TO DESTROY IT. BUT IT IS HOME TO INAHRI SLAVES, WHICH MEANS WE HAVE TO STOP HIM FROM GOING THAT FAR. IS THAT CORRECT?

      He looked at Tsi. She nodded.

      JOSEPH WON’T DESTROY THE FORGE IF HE KNOWS THE INAHRI ARE THERE. THAT’S NOT HIS WAY. BUT ONCE SHUB-NIGU OR IAGORTH UNDERSTAND THIS, THEY WILL TRY TO STOP HIM, AND HARM US.

      Tsi nodded a second time. “Captain Tyson, I would be grateful if you would tell me about your childhood. About growing up on Earth.”

      “Only if you’ll tell me about yours,” Tyson replied.

      Tsi motioned for the tablet, reaching down and tapping on the keyboard.

      IF SARGE JOSEPH IS GOING TO THE FORGE, HE MUST KNOW HOW TO GET INSIDE?

      It was Tyson’s turn to nod, and he entered the next line.

      HE TOLD ME SHUB-NIGU SHOWED HIM HOW TO ENTER. THE FORGE IS A DYSON SHELL AROUND A STAR. THE ONLY WAY TO ENTER IS THROUGH THE STABILIZING THRUSTERS, WHICH LEAD TO THE INSIDE OF THE SHELL. HE COULDN’T GET THROUGH WITHOUT THE MOIETIES. THAT’S WHY SHUB BROUGHT US HERE. TO USE HIM.

      “I was born a slave,” Tsi said. “Not to the Axon. They had abandoned our world before that time. I was bred into the captivity of the Relyeh Ancient Arluthu, raised from a young age to be a concubine and breeder to the Inahri warriors under his control.”

      “That’s terrible,” Tyson said. “I’m sorry.”

      Tsi nodded, taking back the tablet.

      HOW LONG UNTIL SARGE JOSEPH ARRIVES?

      Tyson wrote next.

      ABOUT TWO WEEKS.

      “It was not difficult for me at the time, because that was the only way I ever knew. But as I learned new ways, as I learned about love, it became unbearable. In time, I was able to escape.”  She took back the tablet.

      HOW FAR ARE WE FROM THE FORGE?

      Tyson reached past her to type.

      ABOUT TEN AU.

      Tsi looked up at him and smiled. “I made it to a Free Inahri camp. They were the only ones free from Arluthu at that time, but it was a start. They took me in and trained me to fight.”

      WE CAN COVER THAT DISTANCE IN ONE JUMP. WE CAN SEND SHIPS TO THE FORGE.

      Tyson typed a question.

      HOW WILL THAT HELP?

      “I rose through the ranks of the Inahri. I became one of their most respected Za. Sergeant.”

      WHEN SARGE JOSEPH ARRIVES, WHEN HE ENTERS THE FORGE AND LEARNS OF THE HUNGER’S DECEPTION, THAT IS WHEN HE WILL BE MOST VULNERABLE. THAT IS WHEN IAGORTH WILL MOVE AGAINST HIM. IAGORTH WILL SEIZE HIM. HIS UNIT WILL NOT KNOW. THEY WILL WORK TO DESTROY THE FORGE AND THEY WILL RUIN OUR BEST CHANCE OF STANDING AGAINST BOTH AXON AND RELYEH. AND THEN IAGORTH WILL DESTROY THEM.

      “We continued to rebel against Arluthu for years,” Tsi said. “Many days, I believed our freedom would never be complete. And then Deliverance came, and now here we are.  That is the most rudimentary version. My life has not been easy, but I intend to make every day of it count for something.”

      Tyson took over the tablet.

      AND THE INAHRI WILL DIE. JOSEPH AND HIS TEAM WILL DIE. IAGORTH WILL FINALLY GET PIONEER. WHAT WILL HE DO WITH IT?

      He handed the tablet to Tsi.

      INFECT OBADO, IF HE HAS THE CHANCE. I CANNOT RETURN TO MY SHIP BEFORE THIS IS DONE. NONE OF US CAN. IT IS TOO DANGEROUS.

      Tyson nodded in agreement, taking the tablet back.  “That’s still an incredible story. To be born into slavery, to escape and overcome. To be out here now, fighting for all of your kind, even the ones who don’t know you even exist. It’s very impressive.”

      WE NEED TO CLOSE THE SEALS TO METRO TO KEEP THE POPULATION CONTAINED. BUT I NEED PRESLAN JUNO OUT HERE. SHE’S THE LINK BETWEEN JOSEPH AND US, AS WELL AS IAGORTH.

      “You are kind to say,” Tsi replied to Tyson’s spoken comments, even as her face hardened and she typed a simple message.

      IT IS COLD TO WRITE. LOGIC DICTATES THAT YOU SHOULD KILL HER.

      Tyson reached past her again.

      NO. THAT WOULD NOT BE HONORABLE.

      He looked at her. Their eyes met. She nodded in agreement, her expression suggesting she was proud of him for both refusing, and his choice of words.

      “What about you, Captain Tyson? What is your history?” Tsi took the tablet.

      I CAN COORDINATE WITH MY PEOPLE THROUGH THE INTELLECT SKIN. IAGORTH WILL HAVE NO WAY TO KNOW. YOU MUST FIND A REASON TO CLOSE THE SEALS WITHOUT RAISING SUSPICION. I WILL NEED THE EXACT COORDINATES TO THE FORGE, AS WELL AS YOUR BEST ESTIMATE OF SARGE JOSEPH’S ARRIVAL. WE MUST TIME EVERYTHING PERFECTLY IF WE ARE TO SAVE THE FORGE, THIS SHIP, EVERYONE ON IT, AND SARGE JOSEPH.

      Tyson nodded again, taking back the tablet.

      AGREED. BUT THE SYNTHETIC IN JOSEPH’S HEAD MAY KILL HIM BEFORE IAGORTH CAN, OR BEFORE WE CAN SAVE HIM.

      Tsi accepted the keyboard.

      AS LONG AS WE INTERCEPT HIM BEFORE HE CAN CONVINCE HIS TEAM OF THE NEED TO DESTROY THE FORGE, WE HAVE A CHANCE. BUT I KNOW YOU WOULD PREFER TO SAVE HIS LIFE.

      Tyson nodded a third time. “My life isn’t nearly as exciting,” he said. “But that’s probably a good thing in comparison.”

      HOW CAN YOU INTERCEPT HIM? YOU HAVE NO WAY TO GET INSIDE.

      Tsi smiled.

      YOU KNOW THE EXACT COORDINATES TO THE FORGE, DO YOU NOT?

      Tyson reached past her to type.

      I DO, IN OUR LOCATION FORMATTING.

      Tsi responded.

      WE CAN CONVERT IT. AND THEN WE CAN GET INSIDE.

      Tyson typed in a simple question.

      HOW?

      Tsi smiled, turning off the tablet’s screen and handing it back to him. “Please, continue your story, Captain Tyson. I am very eager to hear it.”

      Tyson smiled back. She didn’t want to tell him how. Maybe out of caution, maybe with a spirit of playfulness. In any case, it didn’t matter. If she could get her people into the Forge, it could only be good for them.

      “Right. My parents were—”

      He was cut off when his comm beeped. He tapped on it. “This is Grant.”

      “Captain,” Oslo said. “I’m here with Hroi. She’s top-notch, by the way. She identified the Axon device. Colonel Tsi was right. It is an Axon control mind of some sort. An AI brain they typically use to fly their starships. They were installing it so it could take control of Pioneer.”

      “That makes sense,” Tyson replied. “Sometimes the best answer is the simplest one.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Thank you for the report, Chief. Grant out.” He tapped the comm to disconnect.

      “I should return to the hangar to check on Jaci and Ori,” Tsi said, “and make sure Prime Navita hasn’t harmed them too badly, and then I could use a short respite. Perhaps we can reconvene in two hours?”

      “That sounds perfect. I’ll show you back to the elevator.”

      “Honor to you, Captain Tyson.”

      “Honor to you, Za Shi Tsi.”
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      Pioneer. Elevator. 04.06.2324. 2330 hours.

      Tyson joined Tsi in the elevator to take her back down to Deck Thirty-four. The trip was short enough they didn’t speak, but she turned to him and bowed as the cab came to a stop.

      “I will see you again soon, Captain Tyson. Thank you for all you have done for us.”

      “Thank you, Za Shi Tsi,” he replied, returning the bow.

      The doors slid open. Siraj was already waiting outside as Tyson had requested, and she returned Tsi’s bow when the Inahri Colonel offered the gesture to her.

      “Honor to you Prime Navita,” Tsi said.

      “Honor to you, Colonel Tsi,” Siraj replied.

      “We will speak to you soon.”

      Tsi continued on into the hangar while Siraj joined Tyson on the elevator. “Captain,” she said. “Where to, sir?”

      “We’re heading to Metro,” Tyson replied.

      “We don’t need the elevator for that,” Siraj said, confused.

      “I want to go in through the main seal.”

      “Yes, sir.” Siraj directed the elevator to ascend. “How did it go with Colonel Tsi? She’s pretty incredible, isn’t she?”

      Tyson laughed. “Do you have a crush on her, Prime?”

      “Not that kind, though she is beautiful. And I don’t feel strange saying that since the Inahri are originally from Earth. As a warrior and leader, yes. Absolutely.”

      “I agree,” Tyson replied. “And she has a wealth of experience we’re lacking. She’ll be staying with us for a while as her team works with Oslo on our systems.”

      “Are you sure we should linger in this area of space, sir? I imagine the Axon will learn what happened to their ships and send reinforcements.”

      “I expect as much. But we won’t be here very long. Two weeks at most. And while we’re working on repairs for Pioneer, her other teams are busy fixing the Obado. We aren’t as defenseless as we used to be.”

      “And there’s always Iagorth.”

      The elevator stopped, the doors sliding open. Tyson froze when he saw Doctor Rose standing just outside, leaning heavily on her cane.

      “Captain Grant,” she said. “Just the person I was looking for. I went up to the bridge. Not there. Over to the mess. Not there. To your office. Not there. Conference room. Not there.” She cackled. “I’m too old for this.”

      “Why didn’t you ping me?” Tyson asked.

      “Because you wouldn’t have answered,” she replied. “I know I have to grab you when you don’t expect me if I want to get a word in. What was all the hard burn about anyway? I damn near shattered my hip.”

      “Tell me what you need from me, Doctor,” Tyson said, ignoring her question. She didn’t have a need to know any of what was happening, and he didn’t intend to tell her right now.

      “Where are you headed? We can chat on the way.”

      “I’m going to Metro,” he replied.

      “Oh. I don’t want to walk that far. Short version then. I solved the problem with the synthetic’s degradation.”

      “You did?” Tyson said, surprised. “Without splicing alien genetics into Joseph’s DNA?”

      “That’s a complicated answer,” Rose said. “I’ve minimized the alterations needed, and I’ve also worked to confirm they’ll be effective. We modified our modeling software to test a few gene additions that should do the trick. But there’s also the matter of the synthetic itself. I know why it’s dying.”

      Tyson stepped out of the elevator with Siraj. “Why is that?”

      “The Relyeh rely on certain chemicals to help maintain their biological health. Chemicals that are typically found in pheromones emitted by life forms when they’re stressed or scared. Interestingly enough, the signatures are fairly close regardless of species. That’s why they’re such assholes about how they treat anyone who isn’t them. It keeps them alive.”

      “And the synthetic doesn’t have that,” Siraj said.

      “Exactly. Joseph’s body can produce the chemicals, but it can’t digest them. The synthetic is starving. Using it is heavy labor, and it isn’t being refueled.”

      “You want to change his body so it can digest the chemicals?” Tyson asked.

      “No,” Rose replied with a cackle. “That would turn Joseph into one of them. He would need to do horrible things to survive. We definitely don’t want that. What we might be able to do is create a feedback loop of sorts. His body knows how to produce the chemical, but it leeches out through the skin. We want it to send it into the bloodstream so it reaches the synthetic.”

      “That sounds reasonable.”

      “We’ve isolated some potential splices that should make it possible without turning him into a puddle of goo or anything like that.”

      “What will they do to him?” Siraj asked.

      “It’s impossible to know until we do it, but the changes are very minor compared to my preliminary options. They could end up being beneficial. At a minimum, his own fear will be undetectable by the Relyeh. Maybe that would come in handy. Maybe not.”

      “How much progress have you made on it?” Tyson asked.

      “That’s what I wanted to tell you. It’s pretty much complete. We just need Joe. I know he might be in rough shape by the time he gets back here. If he gets back here. I wanted to make sure you’re ready to deliver him to Research as soon as he arrives.”

      “He won’t even reach the shell for another two weeks. This couldn’t wait?”

      “I might not live another two weeks the way you drive this thing,” Rose replied. “Hidalgo knows the procedure and his hands are steadier than mine anyway. If I die, after the party, make sure you get Joe to Research. That’s my final wish.”

      “Okay,” Tyson said. “I’ll do everything in my power to make that happen.”

      “Thank you, Tyson. Enjoy your trip to Metro. If it’s anything like me, it’s not doing too great right now.”

      She moved past him onto the elevator, disappearing when the doors closed.

      “Another step forward,” Siraj said. “We might be able to save Joseph and maintain the benefits of the synthetic.”

      “That would be ideal,” Tyson replied. “But the odds of Joseph’s survival at the shell aren’t great to begin with. Iagorth expects him to die there. After the mission is complete, of course. He might make it happen, if he can.” He sighed. “There are so many different balls in the air, it’s impossible to keep track of them all. We can only control what we can get our hands and minds around.”

      “Yes, sir,” Siraj agreed. “Joseph can take care of himself. We have our own work cut out for us here, don’t we?”

      “We do,” Tyson said. “Starting with Metro.”
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      Pioneer. Metro. Engineering. 04.07.2324. 0000 hours.

      There were two reasons Tyson wanted to enter Metro through the main seal. The first was so that it didn’t appear to the people as if he were trying to sneak in by entering through the Guardian compound. The second was so that he could speak to Preslan before he went into the city proper, in order to remove her from within Metro before he ordered the blast doors closed and locked.

      The idea of closing off Metro again still didn’t sit well with him. At the same time, he knew it was the right thing to do. They had nearly lost Pioneer once because Iagorth had come close to gaining control of the moieties embedded in most of the population, and now they had every reason to believe he would try again if things didn’t go his way. And once Joseph was permanently out of the equation—one way or another—that belief would become a certainty. It added another layer of difficulty to an already challenging situation.

      He was grateful for Tsi and the Inahri. More than grateful. True, the Obado had brought the other Axon ships with it and that had directly resulted in the damage to Pioneer and Metro, but it hadn’t been intentional. And the Axon would have found them sooner or later. He was sure of that. Given the choice, he’d much rather take the fight to them, and the Inahri had given them that choice.

      Tyson stepped through the door leading into Metro Engineering. The control room was in chaos, with engineers filling all of the workstations, furiously tapping on their keyboards and trying to get a sense of the full picture of damage to the city. His heart jumped at the sight, a fresh round of guilt for both what he planned to do and what Iagorth might try to do, sending a chill down his spine.

      He found Preslan at the main control station, a near mirror image of the command station on the bridge. Her eyes swept across each of the displays in a semi-circle around her, and she manipulated one, talking into her comm, turning to another, switching her comm channel and speaking with another engineer. Her forehead was lined with sweat, and at that moment Tyson noticed it was much warmer in the room than it should have been.

      He approached her without notice, only getting her attention when he knocked on the side of the station. Her eyes flicked over to him for a brief moment before dancing back to the controls. It took a couple of seconds for her brain to process who she had just seen, and then her eyes whipped back to him.

      “Captain Grant?” she said.

      The words were like a gunshot in the room. All of the commotion stopped suddenly, leaving Tyson to wonder how they had all heard her amidst the chaos.

      “Preslan,” Tyson replied. “How does it look?”

      She shook her head. “The deeper we dig, the more problems we find. Half the conduits in the blocks are damaged. We had to shut off the water. And the atmospheric thermostats are malfunctioning. It’s eighty-four degrees fahrenheit in Metro and humid. If we don’t get it under control, we’ll be dealing with mold, mildew and all kinds of other crap.” She stopped, closing her eyes, her expression turning more pained. “Reports are up to thirteen hundred dead. Twenty-one hundred missing. This is horrible, Captain.”

      “I know,” Tyson agreed. “I’m sorry for all of it. If there had been any other way, I would have done it.”

      “I was there, Captain. I know you did everything you could. My people do too.” She motioned to them, and when Tyson looked they started clapping. He was surprised by the reaction, and he felt his face flush as he waved to them. “Okay, back to work,” Preslan said. Then she smiled at him. “See. Some of us are on your side. We know how hard it can be. We’ll get everything fixed. It’s just a matter of time. We’ve only had a couple of hours so far.”

      “Can you take a short break so we can talk?” Tyson asked.

      “It’s a tough time.”

      “I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important.”

      She nodded. “Charles!” she shouted, getting the attention of another engineer. “Can you take the conn?”

      “Yup,” Charles said, hurrying over. He glanced at Tyson, tipping an imaginary hat before replacing Preslan at the command station.

      “My office is that way,” Preslan said.

      “Let’s talk outside,” Tyson replied.

      “Okay.” Preslan followed Tyson and Siraj outside, and then down the passage toward the seal a short distance. “What’s up, Captain?”

      “I’m planning to seal off Metro,” Tyson said, deciding not to mince words. “I want you on the outside.”

      “What?” Preslan said, face flushing in immediate anger. “Captain, the city needs me. And I need to be here to help.”

      “I understand how you feel. I do. But we’re at a dangerous crossroads right now, Preslan. And the best thing for everyone is to close off Metro, to protect the people from the threats outside, and to protect ourselves from the people of Metro.”

      Preslan’s eyes narrowed as she considered his words. “You mean from Iagorth if he gets control of them?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s not his aim right now, Captain. If it were, he’d have taken Metro as soon as he had the energy supply to do it.”

      “Which is why we have to close the seals now, before we recharge the supercapacitors. We can’t risk giving him that chance.”

      “Iagorth already has the master code, Captain. Closing the seals won’t keep him out.”

      “He has the code?” Tyson said. “When the hell did that happen?”

      Preslan winced. “Joseph didn’t tell you?”

      “No.”

      “He gave it to Iagorth to distract him. We didn’t know it would turn out to be a problem.”

      Tyson’s jaw flexed in angry frustration. “Well, at least we’ll know he’s controlling them if the seals are opened with the code. It’s not as much as I was hoping for, but it’s better than nothing.”

      “Okay. But why do you need me outside? You have Oslo. You can ping me if you need help with anything. And I can be much more useful inside. Plus, I’m compromised too.”

      “You’re our only link to Joseph. Which also means you aren’t as compromised as the others. He can’t listen to us without you knowing he’s there.”

      “True, but I can’t talk to Joseph while he’s in the time shift. I tried.”

      “I know. But you can talk to him when he comes out. Again, I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important.”

      “What should I tell my people?”

      “You won’t tell them anything. The seal is that way.” Tyson pointed. “Head for it now.”

      “You want me to just walk away?”

      “I don’t want anyone hearing about this before I do it. I don’t imagine the people will be happy. They’re going to think I’m abandoning them.”

      “You?” Preslan replied. “I am abandoning them.”

      “Don’t look at it that way, Preslan,” Siraj said. “You’re saving them. They just won’t know it. I can tell you more later, but you need to trust me right now.”

      Preslan crinkled her face in frustration before exhaling. “Fine. Okay. Damn it. You think this will help keep them alive?”

      “It’s our best chance.”

      “All right. I’m out then. You’d better be right about this, Captain, because this is already making me feel like shit. Metro’s a mess right now, and you know it.”

      “I know. I don’t like it either.”

      “Right. Well, if you happen to go past the Happy Accident, can you at least grab my guitar?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            51

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Grant

          

        

      

    

    
      Pioneer. Metro. South Park. 04.07.2324. 0030 hours.

      Tyson and Siraj emerged from the inner passage to Metro and into South Park. The temperature had continued to rise as they descended from engineering, leaving them both sweaty and weighed down by the humidity by the time they arrived.

      The city stretched out ahead of them, the damage immediately apparent from their location. The air remained thick with the dust and pulverized mortar of the collapsed blocks, and only half the atmospheric bulbs were functional, casting the city in an uneven light that, blended with the flashing lights of the Law vehicles, gave the atmosphere a war-torn, post-apocalyptic feel. Part of the reason he had come down here was to see the destruction with his own eyes, to look at the aftermath and use it to guide him. Knowing this could happen again if they didn’t keep fighting only strengthened his resolve to do what he had to do.

      He looked away from Metro to the company of Guardians gathered nearby, organized and standing at attention ahead of Guardian Hoffman. Siraj had called them up to the city to meet them on their arrival, and they were ready to receive orders Tyson didn’t really want to give. The remainder of the Guardians were inside the city already, helping with the rescue, assessment, and clean up.

      “Captain Grant. Prime Siraj.” Hoffman saluted.

      “Guardian Hoffman,” Grant said, returning the gesture. “Have you seen Governor Nori?”

      “No sir,” she replied. “Did you send for her?”

      “I did,” Grant replied. “She was at the hospital, reluctant to leave, but I told her it was important.”

      He noticed a vehicle out of the corner of his eye, pulling away from the city and heading for them. As it got closer, he could see Claire Nori in the passenger seat, her husband Sheriff Niko driving.

      They came to a stop a few meters away from Tyson, climbing out of the vehicle and hurrying over to him. Claire looked hot and exhausted. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she’d shucked her coat, jacket and blouse, leaving her in a sweaty camisole. It had a large blood stain on the stomach.

      “Not mine,” Claire said, noticing Tyson’s face. “He died in my arms, Captain.”

      “I’m sorry,” Tyson replied, taking the punch to the gut as well as he could. “How bad is it at Metro General?”

      “We’ve got injured lining the halls,” she replied. “A lot of people got hurt because they couldn’t find anywhere to secure themselves. They didn’t expect the amount of force they were put under. But they’re minor injuries for the most part. We’re lucky there. The worst cases are the people who were trapped under the collapsed blocks. They were all picked up when gravity failed, but a lot were still injured and couldn’t get away when it came back. That’s a terrifying way to die.”

      Thinking about it made Tyson nauseous. He had to remind himself what he had done had saved them all from a similar fate. “I understand.”

      “You said we needed to talk in person, and that it was important,” Claire said. “Make it quick. I need to get back to work.”

      Unlike the engineers, Claire was clearly furious with him for the outcome. There was nothing he could do about that right now. “Right. You three, please come with me.” He led Claire, Siraj and Hoffman away from the Guardians, to an open area of the park. “This is probably the best place to speak openly and bluntly,” he said. “What I tell you can’t leave this circle, unless you want more chaos on this ship.”

      “What are you getting at, Captain?” Claire asked.

      Tyson was slow to respond. He needed to be careful in his choice of words. There was every possibility Iagorth was using Claire’s moiety to listen in on every word.  “We were attacked by a pair of Axon ships, who were chasing a third ship crewed by a people known as the Inahri.”

      “Another alien race?”

      “Yes and no. They’re human; their ancestors were apparently taken from Earth by the Axon thousands of years ago. More, they’ve already interacted with another generation ship called Deliverance when it wound up on their planet.”

      The anger Tyson had seen earlier faded, replaced with curious interest. “The Axon took humans from Earth? Is their planet nearby?”

      He wondered if Claire or Iagorth was asking the question.

      “No. I don’t know how far it is, but not nearby. Anyway, their commander is on board Pioneer right now. I spoke to her at length. We have one chance to save our skins, but it’s a delicate balance.” He paused, deciding if he wanted to poke the Relyeh Ancient. “Iagorth is going to do his best to get involved and twist things to suit his needs. As you know, he may be capable of turning every resident of the city who’s older than five into his puppet, including you.” He met her gaze, searching for any hint the Devourer was present in her.  It was possible all of their subterfuge was wasted and that Iagorth wasn’t bothering to try to spy at all.

      Possibly, even unlikely. But it was safer to assume that might be his plan.

      “I thought Iagorth was gone?”

      “Joseph can’t shut Iagorth out when he’s not here. We didn’t know that until he helped destroy one of the Axon ships and saved our lives.”

      “For benevolent reasons, I’m sure. What does he want?”

      “To gain a foothold in this area of space, one way or another. His power is limited right now, but it’s growing.”

      “I see. You want to close everyone in Metro.”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s your ship, Captain. You don’t need my permission.”

      “No, but I wanted you to know what’s happening, because I need your help.”

      “My help? What can I do?”

      “Keep the people calm when the seals begin to close. Give them a reason for the action that won’t make the situation worse.”

      “Look around, Tyson,” Claire snapped. “This city is falling apart. If you close the seals, the people will think you’re abandoning them to suffer the damage and maybe even die. Or they’ll be terrified another attack is coming. How am I supposed to make that okay?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t have the answers. That’s why I came to you.”

      “What are you planning, Captain? There’s more to this than keeping us locked up, isn’t there.”

      Tyson found Claire’s eyes again. That definitely sounded like Iagorth. “It’s a basic precaution. That’s all.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Will you help me?” Tyson pressed. “I’m going to do it either way, but it will be easier if we’re on the same page.”

      “I’m not military, Captain, and I’m glad for that. I don’t know all of your reasons, and I’m glad for that too. If you want me to take care of Metro, of course I will. That’s my job. If you want to close the seals, that’s your right. But don’t expect me to like it or agree with it.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “When will you lock us in?” Claire asked.

      “Some of the assembled Guardians will take positions near the seals while the others do a sweep of the more common areas outside Metro’s perimeter to ensure there aren’t any stragglers. Once they’ve completed the sweep, we’ll close the blast doors.”

      “Okay,” Claire said. “That’ll give me about an hour to prepare a statement and come up with something that won’t leave us with an angry mob.”

      “Thank you in advance,” Tyson said. “I owe you one.”

      “You can make it up for me by keeping everyone alive.”

      “I’ll do my absolute best.”

      “You’d damn well better.”

      “Yes ma’am.” Tyson turned to Hoffman. “Move your units into position. Ping Prime Siraj when you’re done.”

      “Aye aye, sir,” Hoffman replied, returning to the gathered Guardians.

      “If that’s all, I’m going to head back to my office,” Claire said. “I have a lot of work to do, and not a lot of time to do it.”

      “There is one more thing you can do for me,” Tyson said.

      “You already have my son, and I’m going to lie for you. What more do you want, Captain?”

      “Nothing like that, I promise,” Tyson replied. “But could you send someone to the Happy Accident to retrieve Preslan’s guitar?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            52

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Juno

          

        

      

    

    
      Pioneer. Berthing. 04.21.2324. 0945 hours.

      Preslan leaned back against the bulkhead, knees bent on her bunk to cradle her guitar in her lap. She strummed absently, soft chords echoing in the large, nearly empty room. Most of the other crew were already gone, the entire ship placed on Level Three alert in preparation for Joseph’s arrival at the Forge.

      Two weeks had passed in an uneven tempo of frenzy and boredom, as the gears of progress both spun and stopped across Pioneer. Preslan had tried to stay in touch with her team in Metro, but talking around the truth of their coming activity had proven difficult, the bond she shared with Charles and the others more strained. It was impossible for her to lead the department from outside the freshly locked seals, and the seals themselves had become as much an emotional barrier as a physical one. Only Leon remained in close communication with her, and it was only through him that she was able to keep up with what was happening inside. She was loyal to Pioneer as a whole, but her heart still rested in Metro.

      Governor Nori was doing her best to keep the people calm, but after Preslan had defended Captain Grant, for him to not only cancel the planned town hall—especially following the disaster—but then also close the seals and to smuggle her out in the meantime had made both of them look dishonest. It had led to the anti-military movement gaining even greater traction inside. Enough so that even some of the Guardians were quitting the force, and worse, taking their weapons and equipment with them when they deserted. A strong new voice had emerged inside too in the form of Terry Shopach, who was apparently planning a run for Governor in the next elections, a little over a year away.

      In other words, Metro was falling apart in more ways than one. It broke her heart to hear the stories, and to feel the fear and anger in Leon’s voice at the way she was being treated when she couldn’t even defend herself. She understood the people were frightened. But turning to violence wasn’t going to help, especially since they were all locked inside with one another.

      She couldn’t help but wonder whether Iagorth had a hand in any of it. With Joseph gone, he was able to reach out to his moieties, and while his power was greatly diminished, all he might need was a whisper here, a thought there, and he could be the driving force behind the growing stress and fear. The very things the Hunger needed to grow stronger.

      Where Metro was becoming more unstable, the outside was the polar opposite. With the help of the Inahri, Oslo and his team had been able to make quick repairs to the damage Pioneer had sustained, enhancing some of the subsystems and increasing efficiencies across the board. Preslan had been in on a lot of the conversations, and had met Hroi and her team as well as Colonel Tsi. She was amazed by the Inahri. By their intelligence and their technology, and also their calm acceptance and sense of duty and honor. They worked diligently and tirelessly, answered questions from the lesser humans with patience, and offered encouragement when they struggled to understand some of the advanced concepts the Inahri presented.

      In other words, they were the perfect teammates. That didn’t mean she liked them better than her people in Metro Engineering. For all their good qualities, they were so laser focused on the task at hand that they were often difficult to approach at a lower level. They didn’t understand her music or her jokes, and were hard to bring down to a level of a simple conversation about their families or even the weather on their homeworld. Good to work with, but impossible to bond with.

      Maybe that was for the best. Two weeks wasn’t a lot of time considering what needed to be done, but the Inahri had done it and more. The supercapacitors that stored energy for the ship hadn’t been recharged. Instead, they were being completely replaced by the stable cores that powered so much of the Inahri machinery, from their strange baton-like weapons to their smaller, apparently space-fold capable starships. Four of the cores offered more power to Pioneer than all three fusion reactors when they were at one hundred percent, giving the ship so much more energy to draw from it was both exhilarating and terrifying. They all knew Iagorth could draw into that power and use it against them. Only the Ancient’s own motives, Joseph’s ability to counter them if need be and to a lesser extent her own abilities—were standing in the way.

      And then there was the eight-hundred pound gorilla in the wings. None of them had any idea how Shub-nigu would react to what they planned to do, or if he would even react at all. No one doubted Shub-nigu wanted to stop Iagorth from gaining a foothold he himself wanted in this part of space, but they didn’t know how he might be able to interject within the confines of the Collective and Joseph’s synthetic. There was a good chance he either wouldn’t or couldn’t get involved in the fight. And an equally strong chance he could and would.

      Everything was coming to a head in a hurry, and none of them could imagine what the fallout would be. The only option was to keep moving forward, step by step, and do everything they could to turn things their way.

      Preslan stopped strumming when her comm badge flashed. She tapped on it. “Juno here.”

      “Preslan,” Captain Grant said. “It’s time.”

      “Copy that, Captain,” she said. “I’ll be there right away.”

      She disconnected the comm, sliding off the side of the bunk and dropping to the deck. She swung her guitar over her back by its strap, taking it with her as she left berthing and headed across Pioneer to the bridge.

      “Wow. Full house,” she said as she rounded the back of the command station. It was the first time she had ever seen the bridge fully staffed.

      Siraj was at the conn, while Grant and Tsi stood ahead of the holotable. All of the stations on the bridge were occupied as well, with Lieutenant Novitz at the secondary controls, Kaminski on navigation, Rollins handling visuals and Oslo’s man, Stevens, managing engineering and damage control.

      “Preslan,” Grant said, looking up. “You’re welcome to stand with us, or take the jumpseat over there.”

      “Honor to you, Preslan,” Tsi said, adding her greeting. “I see you’ve brought your instrument with you.”

      “It helps me stay calm,” she replied. “I thought I might need it if things go sour.”

      “Whatever works,” Grant said. “Chief, are you there?”

      “Yes, sir,” Oslo replied. “Hroi and I are standing by.”

      “Tsi, is your team ready?”

      “One moment, Captain Tyson.”

      Preslan watched as Tsi pulled the cowl of her Intellect Skin over her head. She had spoken to the Inahri leader at length about the technology. Tsi had even let her try it on and gave her basic instruction in its use. It was an incredible piece of unbelievably advanced science. She could have easily spent many sleepless nights studying only the underlying software the Inahri had written to make it work separate from an Intellect.

      “All units are in position,” Tsi reported.

      “Siraj, where’s the clock?” Grant asked.

      “T-minus four minutes, sixteen seconds,” Siraj replied.

      “Preslan, I need you to listen for Joseph. We need to know if he’s early. Or late.”

      “Yes, sir,” Preslan replied. She went over to one of the jumpseats, unslinging her guitar and stashing in under the seat next to the one she chose for herself before sitting down and strapping in. She didn’t need the distraction of trying to keep her balance should they need to make any sudden movements. She closed her eyes, thinking about Joseph by reciting the lyrics to the song she had written. But she didn’t feel him at all. “He must still be in the shift.”

      “As he should be,” Grant said.

      “Preslan,” Tsi said. “Remember, I will feed you instructions which you must pass on to Joseph as quickly as you can. Everything must happen within a small window, or we may be too late.”

      “Got it,” Preslan replied.

      “Two minutes,” Siraj announced.

      It is nearly time.

      Iagorth’s voice pushed past her inner song, nearly distracting her from her task.

      Yes, it is, she replied. Time for you to be gone for good.

      Joseph Cross will be too weak to stop me. You will see. You’ve underestimated me. A mistake duplicated all too often by those who think they understand. I am the Devourer of the Relyeh. I can not be stopped.

      I can stop you.

      You can quiet me. But it’s already too late. I didn’t need to be fully present to drown your vessel in turmoil. I don’t need to be present for what comes next.

      And what is that?

      Your last mistake, Preslan Juno. Terry Shoppach gathered much information from your secret systems. But you never stopped to consider what else he might have found.

      “What else did he find?” Preslan said out loud. A deep rumbling like laughter echoed through her head, her blood suddenly running cold. Iagorth faded from her mind, sinking back into the shadows.

      “Thirty seconds,” Siraj announced.

      “Preslan, what’s wrong?” Tsi asked.

      Preslan opened her eyes. “Captain, we have a problem. It’s Iagorth.”

      “Is he attacking?” Grant asked.

      “Not directly. He doesn’t need to. Shoppach has the master code. The seals aren’t secure.”

      “Sir,” Siraj said. “Guardians have been defecting since last week. Over three hundred have quit the force to join that idiot’s so-called freedom fighters group.”

      “Captain,” Stevens said. “Three of the seals just went green.”

      Preslan stared at the Captain, whose face paled. “Three hundred,” Tyson said. “There are only thirty of us out here, in total. They aim to take control of the ship.”

      “And Iagorth nudged them to do it,” Preslan said.

      “We can’t stop a force like that.”

      “Yes, we can,” Tsi said. “Hroi, you will need to leave the engineering to Chief Lars. You’re needed for the internal defense.”

      “As you say, Za Shi,” Hroi replied.

      “Captain Tyson, I will contact Jaci and Ori as well. They will help secure the bridge. I will join them when our work is done here.”

      “Ten seconds, Captain,” Siraj said.

      “The seals are red again, sir,” Stevens said.

      “They closed them off so the loyal Guardians can’t follow,” Siraj said.  “Five seconds.”

      “Preslan,” Grant said. “Now.”

      Preslan closed her eyes, strumming the guitar lightly to calm and focus as she reached out for Joseph again.

      “Time!” Siraj announced.

      “Chief, activate the core link,” Grant said. “Tsi, deploy your ships. Preslan?”

      Joseph, can you hear me? Preslan asked. Are you there?

      “Inahri ships have activated their fold drives, Captain. Three seconds to emergence at the Forge.”

      Joseph? Preslan repeated. I need to talk to you. Please answer.

      “Ships report arrival at the Forge, Captain,” Tsi said.

      “Preslan, where’s Joseph?” Grant asked.

      Joseph, please answer.

      Prezz? I’m here. What’s wrong?

      Preslan opened her mouth to reply, frozen as her consciousness was pulled away from the bridge. She found herself standing in Joseph’s cabin inside his Construct.

      It was on fire.
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      “Take evasive action!” Joseph snapped, but Keesha was already a step ahead of him. He was shoved back in his seat as the transport accelerated and dove, trying to escape the two-dozen  Axon fighters gaining on them.

      Joseph!

      Preslan’s voice split his head, taking him off guard.

      Prezz? I’m here. What’s wrong?

      It burns!

      Joseph didn’t immediately know what she meant. Outside his Construct, he watched Keesha evading the Axon ships. Only the Axon ships weren’t moving to intercept them.

      “What the hell?” Keesha said.

      “No time to think about it,” Joseph replied. “Head for the closest stack and wait from my go.”

      “Roger.”

      Inside his Construct, Joseph stood at the entrance to his cabin. Only the entire thing was engulfed in flame, smoke rising thick and heavy into the sky.

      He heard Preslan scream.

      “Prezz!” he shouted, throwing himself into the door. It shattered on its hinges, falling inward. Preslan stood in the center of the cabin, the fire all around her. She saw him coming, a moment of relief washing over her, followed by a new look of fear.

      “Joseph, look out!”

      He turned too late. The baseball bat hit him in the side of the head, cracking his skull and sending him tumbling onto the floor, his face nearly landing in the flames. Looking up, he could see Iagorth as Nash standing over him, grinning.

      “This is the part where you lose, Joseph Cross!” he cried, raising the bat and preparing to hit him again.

      “You can’t get into the shell without me,” Joseph replied.

      “Oh, you’ll get us into the shell,” Iagorth replied. “Only I’ll be the one driving the meatsack.”

      The bat swung down toward Joseph. He flinched in response, trying to get his arms up to block the bat. The weapon never connected, caught before it reached him by a huge, furry mouth.

      “Bosco!” Joseph cried.

      The dog growled as it tore the bat from Nash’s hands, throwing it across the room. Nash tried to kick Bosco in response, but Joseph was on his feet by then. He threw himself at the Relyeh Ancient, tackling and driving him out the door where they fell in a heap.

      “You can’t beat me here,” Joseph growled, pinning the alien in the dirt. “You tried already and failed.”

      “Your Construct is failing,” Iagorth sneered. “Your synthetic is dying. You don’t have the strength to do what needs to be done. Without me, you’ll fail.”

      “Don’t listen to him, Joseph,” Preslan said, emerging from the cabin. Her clothes were smoldering, her face sooty, but she seemed unharmed. “He’s trying to take back Pioneer as we speak.”

      “She lies,” Iagorth said. “I only pushed in the direction the people already wanted to go. I only created a little chaos, and let their nature—human nature—take over. I know your kind, Joseph Cross. I’m on Earth right now.” He started laughing.

      “On Earth?” Joseph said, surprised by the statement. “How—”

      He was cut off when Iagorth used the distraction to throw him up and over his head. Joseph landed on his back and rolled back to his feet. Nash stood up in front of him, a gun appearing in his hand.

      “Look how much control I have of your Construct, Joseph Cross,” Iagorth said, waving the gun at him. “You're weaker than I expected. You don’t have the strength to get into the Forge. Your mission will fail unless you let me have control.”

      “No!” Preslan shouted, coming up behind him. She had the bat in her hand, and she brought it down on his wrist, breaking the bone and forcing him to drop the gun. Joseph rushed him a second time, throwing a hard right hook that caught Iagorth squarely in the jaw. He fell backward, growling in anger.

      “Stop hitting me!” he cried. “I’m trying to help you. I swear to you, Joseph Cross. We will work together. We will destroy the Forge together. You’ll die trying to get inside without me. And when you die, your people will die. You aren’t strong enough. But I am.”

      “You don’t do anything that doesn’t serve your purpose. Why do you want me to get inside? Why do you want to help me? What’s in it for you?”

      “I’m the only one who can make it,” Iagorth replied. “Not Shub-nigu. Not Arluthu. Not Nyarlath or Shurrath. Iagorth, Devourer of Worlds. I will prove my superiority to all of the Relyeh, to all of the Hunger across the vast expanse of the universe by destroying the Axon’s most valuable asset. The Forge, where all of their machines are made.”

      Joseph froze, looking at Preslan. So that was what this place was. Not just one Axon factory but the Axon factory?

      “That’s right, Joseph Cross,” Iagorth said. “We can cripple the Axon together. No more threat to humankind. No more stalemate for the Hunger. And I will take my place at the top of the food chain where I belong.”

      “If I die you lose too,” Joseph replied. “I need something more in return.”

      “I’m on Earth, Joseph Cross. Let me help you, and I will leave your homeworld be. I will not devour it as I have devoured countless others.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Then you will die. The Forge will survive. Pioneer will fall. To me or to the Axon. And I will still win in the end because I am and always will be.”

      Joseph stared at Iagorth, mind filled with uncertainty. What if Iagorth wasn’t deceiving him? What if he really wasn’t strong enough to get the transport inside the shell? He looked past the Relyeh to Preslan. She was frozen in place, waiting for him to decide. She didn’t have any control here. She couldn’t do anything to stop this.

      But there was something in her eyes. A look of desperation, a glint of hope, and a suggestion of acceptance, as if she wanted him to take the deal. To stay locked in his Construct while Iagorth used his body and his synthetic to help Keesha guide Bastard One into the Forge. She was trying to tell him something without saying a word. Or she had something to tell him, but she didn’t want Iagorth to hear.

      Once the Relyeh Ancient was busy with the moieties, he wouldn’t be able to pay attention to anything happening here.

      Outside the Construct, Joseph watched as Keesha flew the transport, racing along the metal toward the nearest stack. In the projection between the two seats, he could see the Axon ships trailing them. They weren’t shooting at the transport. It seemed more like they were offering an escort.

      What the hell was going on?

      There was only one way for him to find out.

      “Okay, Iagorth,” Joseph said, back inside the Construct. “We have a deal. You have control until we get inside. That’s all. And you give me your word you won’t attack Earth.”

      “You have my word, Joseph Cross. I agree to your deal.”

      Joseph put out his hand. Iagorth reached out and took it, vanishing when he did. Outside the Construct, Joseph could see everything that was happening, but he could no longer speak or move. His body wasn’t his own. He felt dirty and guilty,  afraid he had made the wrong decision.

      “Keesh,” Iagorth said for him. “We’ve got bogeys at one o’clock.”

      The Axon defenses were coming alive, the smaller fighters beginning to rise from the surface of the shell by the dozens.

      Inside the Construct, Joseph walked over to Preslan. “Tell me I did the right thing.”

      Preslan nodded. “I think so. We need to talk.”
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      The fires continued to burn inside Joseph’s Construct, though they diminished somewhat in intensity as Iagorth took control. Joseph stood facing Preslan, looking into her concerned eyes.

      “Did you figure out how many stacks we need to blow to destroy the shell?” he asked.

      “That’s the thing, Joseph,” she replied. “You can’t destroy the shell.”

      “I don’t understand. That’s why I’m out here. That’s why I just gave Iagorth control of my body. Why did you let me do that, if it’s the wrong move?”

      “It’s not the wrong move,” she countered. “It’s complicated, but I’ll keep it simple. While you were in the time shift, Pioneer helped a race of humans destroy two huge Axon ships. They were trying to stop these humans from reaching the Forge.”

      “Other humans?”

      “I’m glossing over a lot because we don’t have a ton of time. What I’m telling you now, I’m getting from Tsi, the leader of the Inahri. The Axon abducted their ancestors from Earth thousands of years ago. She’s on board Pioneer, on the bridge with Captain Grant. I’m there too. Most of this, I didn’t know either. She and Grant kept it secret so Iagorth wouldn’t find out before we could stop him. But he wasn’t supposed to get involved until you were already inside.”

      “What’s the mission, Prezz?” Joseph asked, cutting to the chase. He was a Marine. He didn’t need long explanations and a colorful backstory. He needed to know where to point his rifle.

      “The Forge is home to millions of Inahri. They’re slaves to the Axon, manual laborers who help build the Intellects. You can’t destroy the Forge, Joseph. You need to help overthrow the Axon and set the slaves free.”

      “Shub-nigu didn’t show me anything else on the Forge that wasn’t a machine.”

      “He lied to you. He showed you what he wanted you to see. Enough truth to get you to go, too little to know the atrocity you were about to commit. He wants the Forge destroyed, and the Inahri with it.”

      “And Iagorth wants the Forge under his control,” Joseph guessed. “Millions of people. It only takes a single gorthling to make what happened in Metro happen here.”

      “He can’t get a gorthling there. The synthetic can’t make one. And none of the people who went with you have a moiety.”

      “That’s not true. Levi and Niko are with me. They’re both compromised.”

      Preslan paused. She had clearly forgotten about their situation. “Not as long as you keep Iagorth out.”

      “I just let him in Prezz. And I don’t know how well I can stop him now. The synthetic is too damaged.”

      “We have to hold him at bay. Maybe I can help you when the time comes.”

      “I hope so. What’s the rest of the plan?”

      “Tsi says that the Forge has to have a gate. She needs you to find it. If it’s active, you need to close it. If it’s disabled, you need to activate it.”

      “A gate? What kind of gate? What does it look like?”

      “Large and round. She says you’ll know it when you see it. It could be the Axon are shipping the Intellects out through it.”

      “That’s not what Shub showed me.”

      “Didn’t we already determine he lies? Just like Iagorth. We can’t trust them.”

      “But we can trust the Inahri?” Joseph asked.

      “Yes. I trust Tsi. She’s helped Pioneer more than you can imagine.”

      “Okay, I’m looking for a gate. How will I know how to turn it on?”

      “If you can locate an Inahri inside, see if you can get them to help you. But they might not know how it works either. The gates are Axon tech, and not every Inahri group was given knowledge of them. In that case, do your best to figure it out.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Tsi says it isn’t that hard. The shutdown symbol should be at the top of the carousel.”

      “Whatever that means. I’ll figure it out. What else do you have?”

      “If Iagorth guesses that you know about his plans and you’re trying to stop him, he won’t react well. If he’s stronger than you, it could put you and your entire team in danger.”

      “Understood. We’ll cross that bridge if we come to it. Does Tsi have any advice on the best way to drop an Intellect.”

      Preslan paused, relaying the question. “For soldier Intellects, she says to concentrate firepower on the space between the solar plexus and the stomach, a four centimeter area. There’s a primary link to the Intellect’s core located there. A direct hit will knock its power out.”

      “What if it’s not a soldier? What if it’s more advanced?”

      “She says to hope there are none of those, at least before you open the gate.”

      “What happens when I open the gate?”

      “A mighty spear of vengeance will descend upon the Axon,” Preslan replied. “Those are her words, not mine.”

      “I like the imagery,” Joseph said.

      At the same time he was speaking with Preslan the partition of his consciousness outside the Construct continued to watch Keesha work, though his backseat to Iagorth made it impossible for him to say or do anything outside the Construct but observe.

      The transport moved low and fast along the seemingly endless expanse of the Forge, the defensive Axon fighters rising up to meet them, in close enough range now to fire dozens of energy bolts at them. Keesha threw the transport into a hard vector, pulling the passengers tight against their restraints as they began climbing away from the attacking craft.

      “Gravity is a bitch on this thing,” Keesha hissed, fighting to keep the transport away from the surface. It was a good thing they were using a core to power the ship, or they wouldn’t have the energy to keep the vectoring thrusters operating at max power.

      “You shouldn’t have gotten so close so fast,” Iagorth said through Joseph’s mouth, drawing a sideways look from Keesha.

      The transport shuddered as one of the bolts singed the fuselage, coming too close to ending their mission before it began in earnest.  “Might help if you turned the shields on, Sarge,” Keesha said, glowering at the part of Joseph that was Iagorth.

      “It is done,” Iagorth said in Joseph’s voice, while all Joseph could do was watch in surprise as the Axon ships opened fire. Only their weapons weren’t directed at them, but on the fighters following them. Energy bolts tore into them, multiple small explosions popping up all around the transport.

      “I don’t know who they are, but I guess they’re on our side,” Keesha said excitedly.

      “The power core won’t last forever,” Iagorth replied. “Get us into that stack.”

      “Copy, Sarge,” Keesha spat, annoyed by Iagorth’s curt command. “Hold on back there!” She guided the transport toward one of the stacks, continuing to throw the transport back and forth as she executed a constant stream of evasive maneuvers.

      Iagorth smiled. Inside the Construct, Joseph felt the heat increase, the burning of the woods in the distance flaring up into a bonfire. He could sense the moieties all around him, reacting to Iagorth’s commands.

      The Axon fighters continued giving chase, sending a barrage of energy bolts zipping past the transport. A second group of friendly craft behind them spewed fire of their own, each group cutting down the defenses one after another, creating enough damage that another wave of enemy fighters shot out of the Forge toward the friendly ships. Joseph hoped the Inahri could put them out of action.

      Keesha aimed the transport toward one of the stacks, corkscrewing around it as she climbed in a maneuver that nearly mirrored the drone Shub-nigu had shown him. Where had the Relyeh gotten the drone anyway? How had he managed to get it to this part of Axon space to show him the way in? These were questions Joseph hadn’t considered before, but in light of the lies the Relyeh Ancients told, he started to wonder if the answers were important, though not right now.

      Not while Keesha was desperately trying to get the transport to the stack, keeping the craft zigging and zagging, rising and falling as it spiraled around the structure, avoiding dozens of bolts in the process.

      A few of them struck the transport’s energy shield, dissipating before they could penetrate to strike the ship. Realizing the small ships were ineffective, Forge defenses activated their gun batteries, firing huge blasts of energy toward the transport. Some of the beams hit the defending fighters, but the Axon didn’t seem to care.

      The batteries tore at the Inahri ships too. The huge bolts split one of the craft in half, ripped through the front of another and cut a huge chunk out of a third. Joseph would have expected the fleet to quit and fall back under the onslaught, but it didn’t seem to flinch at all, staying with Bastard One as they drew ever closer to the top of the stack, giving their lives to see them make it inside.

      Joseph understood why. Millions of Inahri were held captive there, building the machines that enslaved them. But not for much longer. Not if he could help it.

      “Hurry, Keesha West,” Iagorth said through Joseph.

      The words caused her head to whip in his direction, their eyes meeting. A moment later, Keesha’s face darkened with fury. “You aren’t Joe.”

      “No, but I am the only way you get inside,” Iagorth replied.

      “Where is he?” she shouted.

      “Queen, what’s wrong?” Morales asked from the back.

      “Still here,” Iagorth said. “We made a bargain. I will get you inside.”

      “In return for what?”

      “Only what you already intended. I don’t want Joseph Cross to fail.”

      “Queen?” Morales repeated.

      “Nothing!” Keesha shouted back.

      She guided Bastard One over the leading edge of the stack, timing it perfectly. The transport flew over the stack  just as the blue flame pouring out of it activated. They continued outward, rising high above the shell’s surface, Keesha still maneuvering to avoid as much of the increasing fire from the Forge as she could manage. Bolt after bolt still hit the transport’s moiety shield but none were able to penetrate it.

      “When do we get Joe back?” Keesha asked Iagorth.

      “When we get inside.”

      She flicked her gaze over to him again. “We’d better, or I’ll take off both of your heads. Joe would thank me for it.”

      “I like you.”

      Keesha turned away from him. “We’re flipping and burning hard; this is going to hurt.”

      The transport rotated suddenly, vectoring thrusters pushing it back toward the stack. She maxed the main thrusters, using them to slow their momentum.

      The enemy fighters weren’t expecting the maneuver, and they streaked past, some of them caught as bolts of blue energy arced out from the transport, ripping them to pieces. Iagorth laughed at the destruction, cut off when Bastard One began rocketing toward the still-lit stack, the g-forces shoving him hard into his seat.

      Keesha’s eyes narrowed and focused, muscles flexing to hold tight to the controls despite the pressure exerted against her. They dove toward the inferno, closing on the stack.

      It deactivated, leaving the opening clear. The transport shot into it, racing down through the tube. The Axon fighters swung in behind them, continuing the chase despite the risk from the flames.

      They continued to dive, the gravity of the star below the shell pulling them in at an increasing rate, enhancing the velocity of the thrusters. They continued for nearly twenty seconds, covering more than half the distance into it, when a blue spark at the bottom of the stack signaled its ignition.

      Keesha looked over at Iagorth, who smiled in reply.

      “I can taste your fear, Keesha West. I hunger.”

      The flames began to rise around the sides of the interior before filling in the center. Then they were submerged in the giant flame, the cameras unable to register anything but energy from the moiety shield and the blue-hot heat surrounding them, none of which they felt.

      But Joseph did. The cabin combusted behind him and Preslan, the explosion knocking them off their feet. The entire forest around it was burning now, the Construct on the verge of total devastation.

      “Joseph!” Preslan shouted.

      He stayed on the ground, curled into a ball as the heat washed through him, the synthetic breaking down. It was too soon. If it failed now, they were all going to die.

      “Not. Yet!” Joseph shouted, pushing back against the flames. The temperature began to drop, the fire damage reversing slightly as he fought against it.

      Then Preslan was there, kneeling beside him, holding him close. “I’m here,” she said. “Hold on. We’ll make it.”

      Outside the Construct, the transport continued through the heat, another twenty seconds before the flames vanished. Bastard One burst forth into the space inside the shell, passing through the exhaust still spewing from the main ejection port directly below them.

      Keesha fought hard to control the transport against the gravity of the white-hot star in the center of the Forge. She managed to level out as the temperature inside the transport slowly began to rise. If not for the protection of the transport’s shield, she knew they would already be burned to a crisp.

      While the shell’s outside was smooth save for the stacks, the inside was anything but. An endless array of huge pipes connected an infinite number of smaller structures, while huge dishes arranged along the interior collected the energy from the star. Exhaust ports littered the inside too, the smaller holes of the thruster stacks cutting the shell like it was swiss cheese.

      “We’re inside,” Keesha said, looking at Iagorth. “You did it. You got us here. Now give me Joseph back.”

      “I can’t,” Iagorth replied. “He’s dead.”
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      “All remaining ships, fall back,” Tsi said, the cowl of her Intellect Skin pulled over her head. The advanced communications systems inside it allowed her to reach the craft outside the Forge in real time. “Target is clear. I repeat, target is clear.”

      Preslan’s eyes snapped open, her heart and head pounding. She was out of Joseph’s Construct, but it hadn’t been her choice. One moment, she had been cradling him, offering what support she could against the fires raging around them, against the damage to the synthetic. And now she was here.

      Did that mean Joseph was dead?

      “Captain!” she shouted, getting Grant’s attention. His head whipped in her direction, and both he and Tsi came running when they noticed the stress and exhaustion.

      “Preslan, what’s happening?” Grant asked. “Where’s Joseph?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. The Construct was in bad shape. I told you, he gave control over to Iagorth to get into the Forge, but after they made it through…I lost the Construct. It’s gone.”

      “What about Iagorth?” Tsi asked.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know what to do.” She slumped in her seat, dropping her head into her hands, unable to hold back the tears. “He needs me. And we need him. And I don’t know what to do.”  She squeezed her eyes tight, trying desperately to reach Joseph.

      Joseph, can you hear me? Are you there? Iagorth? Can you hear me? Someone answer!

      But there was no response from either.

      “Captain,” Tsi said. “Jaci reports they have the dissidents from Metro on their sensors. They are approaching the bridge from three separate passageways. Hroi reports a second group closing on primary engineering, and a third on power and propulsion. She split her team to intercept both.”

      “I don’t want innocent people getting themselves killed because they’re ignorant. We also can’t afford to give any ground.”

      “We can engage them through non-lethal means,” Tsi replied. “Some of the planets we liberated, they did not understand freedom. They resisted in the name of the Axon, even after the Intellects were all destroyed. We do not kill our own.”

      “You’re more experienced with this sort of thing than I am,” Grant said. “Do what you need to do.”

      Preslan could hear them speaking as she continued trying to reach Joseph or Iagorth. She didn’t care which responded, she just wanted to know the Construct was still intact, the synthetic and Joseph still alive.

      Neither answered. The seconds were ticking away, every event that seemed so far distant spinning out of control in a decaying orbit around her. She couldn’t just sit here while Joseph was in trouble. She had to do something.

      There was only one person who might be able to help.

      She opened her eyes again, unstrapping herself from the jumpseat and getting to her feet.

      “What are you doing?” Grant asked.

      “I need a way back in. Rose helped me before. Maybe she can do it again.”

      “I can’t let you leave the bridge,” Grant said. “It isn’t safe out there.”

      “Captain, if Joseph dies and Iagorth takes over, as soon as he has what he wants at the Forge all of his energy will be refocused here. Considering Oslo just put the cores online, you know what that will mean.”

      “He can’t get the residents out through the seal.”

      “He still has the moieties. They can tear Pioneer apart from the inside out, and if he manages to plant himself among millions of Inahri, do you really think he’ll give a shit about us? We were counting on Joseph surviving long enough to keep Iagorth at bay. We can’t just twiddle our thumbs and hope he comes through.”

      “She’s correct, Captain Tyson,” Tsi said. “I will escort her wherever she needs to go. She will be safe with me.”

      “We haven’t concluded our operation here,” Grant countered.

      “There will be no operation if Sarge Joseph dies. Besides, you know how to fly your own ship. If the cores are online, we will make our move as we planned. You can interface with me through the Skin.”

      Grant looked at Preslan and Tsi, and then nodded. “Go. Hurry.”

      “This way,” Tsi said, leading Preslan toward the exit.

      Preslan swung her guitar over her back, trailing the Inahri woman out the door. “We need to go to deck thirty-three, above the hangar,” she said. “Doctor Rose is our expert on the Relyeh and the moieties. She’s not the Captain’s favorite, but she knows her stuff.”

      “I will get you to the deck. You must show me the way after.”

      “Deal,” Preslan said.

      They left the bridge behind, heading down the passageway toward the elevator. Tsi stopped her at the first intersection, guiding her to the right.

      “We’re going the wrong way,” Preslan said in response.

      “There are insurgents that way,” Tsi replied. “We will go around.”

      “We’re wasting time.”

      “We will go around.”

      Preslan followed Tsi to another passageway, changing course at the next intersection.

      “They appear to be trying to close off all avenues to the elevator,” Tsi said. “Jaci, Ori, engage the nearest dissidents. Non-lethal means only.”

      Tsi continued leading her on a jagged route toward the elevators. She stopped as they reached an intersection closer to the shaft. “All of the routes are blocked off. I will have to fight. Wait here.”

      Preslan stayed at the corner as Tsi went around it. She leaned her head out just enough to see the Inahri woman advancing on a group dressed in civilian clothes but carrying Guardian assault rifles.

      “Please surrender quietly,” Tsi said. “I do not want to harm you.”

      “What the hell is this?” one of them replied. “You aren’t even armed. What are you going to do?”

      Tsi raised her palm, a blast of energy launching out and hitting the man. He shuddered in place as if electrocuted and then collapsed. Shocked into action, the others attacked her, flashes of energy ricocheting off her Intellect skin where their rifle rounds struck. She appeared to not even feel the impacts.

      Preslan shook her head. The idiots had no idea what they were dealing with.

      Tsi walked toward them as the assault continued, the Skin’s shields impervious to their attack, even at short range. She grabbed two of the rifles and tore them away from the suddenly frightened civilians. “You do not know what dangers lurk in the universe around you. Captain Tyson is acting in your best interests. Surrender this fight and go back to your homes. We will protect you.”

      The four remaining civilians stared at her, frozen in fear and confusion. Then a fifth opened fire from somewhere on the opposite side of the corridor, hitting Tsi in the back. The shields didn’t activate for the rounds, and they punched against the Skin, knocking her forward.

      Emboldened by the sneak attack, the four civilians kicked and punched Tsi while she was down. Preslan didn’t see what happened next because the shooter came into the intersection and swung his rifle toward her.

      “Preslan?” Shoppach said, surprised to see her there.

      “What have you done, Terry?” Preslan replied.

      “What did I do? Why don’t you ask Grant what he did? Metro is in shambles, and he closed the damned seals? And you…you left us with no option but to take up arms and fight.”

      “I had no choice.” Preslan said. “We’re in the middle of a damned war out here, and you’re making it all worse. You need to stop this before anyone else gets hurt.”

      “There’s no threat out here,” Shoppach replied. “Only lies.”

      “You’re wrong,” Preslan insisted. “Come with me, and I’ll show you.”

      “Oh, now you’ll show me? Forget it, Prezz. My Freedom Militia is going to take engineering. Then we’re going to take the bridge. And then we’ll make sure the people of Metro come first.”

      “The people of Metro have always come first, you jackass,” Preslan shouted. “It’s one thing to be stubborn, but when you add violence on top of it, it becomes intolerable.”

      “I have an idea,” Shoppach said, grinning. “Grant likes you...a lot,” he said, reaching out to grab her arm. “I’m sure he’ll be more accepting of our demands with you as my hostage.”

      Preslan ran out of patience. She tugged back against his grip, and when he pulled harder she moved with the force, coming in close and driving her knee up into his groin. She grabbed his rifle and pulled it away as he cried out and doubled over, hands cupping his injured privates. But she wasn‘t done yet. She swung the rifle at him stock-first, cracking him solidly in the chin. He toppled backwards to land on the deck.

      “Go back to Metro,” she said. “And take your so-called Freedom Militia with you.”

      “Go to hell,” Terry whined, still sprawled on the deck, holding his injured groin.  “You wait. You’ll pay for this.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “Preslan! Come, we must hurry,” Tsi shouted from the end of the corridor.

      “I’m coming!” Preslan shouted back. Busy with Shopach, she hadn’t seen the Inhari woman deal with her attackers, but they were all laid out, unconscious on the deck. She stepped around them now, running to catch up with Tsi.

      Together, they made their way down the adjoining corridor to the elevator, descending to deck thirty-three. When the doors opened, Tsi stuck her head out, looking both left and right. “The passageway is clear,” she announced. “Lead the way.”

      Preslan ran, taking Tsi through the maze of corridors to Research. The door was locked when they arrived, and she quickly entered the master code to gain access. They hurried through the control room to the lab in the back. Rose was standing near a mobile operating table with six robotic arms mounted to it. A computer display with a pair of thumbsticks was positioned to one side, and Hidalgo stood before it, typing on a keyboard. He looked up first, causing Rose to turn around.

      “Preslan!” Rose said excitedly. “It took you long enough.”

      Preslan pulled to a quick stop. “What do you mean?”

      “I didn’t think that statement was vague,” Rose replied. “Za Shi Tsi. I know Tyson’s been keeping you away from me.  Honor to you.”

      “Honor to you,” Tsi replied cautiously.

      “Doctor Rose, what is this?” Preslan asked, pointing at the table.

      “This, my dear, is our last hope of pulling this debacle out of the muck. Lie down on the table.”

      “Seriously?” Preslan replied, completely confused. “What is this all about?”

      “Short version… I hacked the moieties vis a vis Iagorth’s network. I may have also been eavesdropping on everything you’ve seen, said and done since you went up to the bridge.” She laughed at that. “I have an idea to save Joseph and stop Iagorth, but you need to lie down on that table right now.”

      “Joseph isn’t dead?” Preslan asked, flooded with relief.

      “Not yet. But if you don’t lie down he will be.”

      Preslan hurried over to the table, leaning her guitar against it before hopping up on it. She had no idea if what Doctor Rose had planned would work, but she was willing to try anything to save Joseph.

      From where he stood behind the display, Hidalgo activated one of the arms. “Look up and don’t move your head,” he instructed her. “We need to insert a needle into your moiety, and I didn’t have time to automate the sequence.

      “Okay.” Though uneasy, Preslan did as she was told, listening all the while to the whirring of the arm as it moved. She could see it from the corner of her eye as it went to a tray at the end of the table and picked up a thin needle connected to an equally thin wire. When the arm brought the needle to the side of her head, it took all of her willpower not to turn her head and continue to watch it.

      “We’re going to make a couple of genetic modifications to your moiety,” Rose said. “First, we’ll stabilize the quantum bridge. Then we’ll stimulate the dormant cilium, and finally, we’ll chemically boost the signal to both. You’re going to burn fast and bright for about ten minutes. Get it done in that time because your moiety won’t survive the mutation.”

      Preslan’s heart skipped. The moiety? What about me? she wanted to ask, but she was too afraid to even move her lips to speak.

      “What about Preslan?” Tsi asked for her. “She will be unharmed, correct?”

      “There’s a good chance she’ll be okay. The good news is the booster will probably feel so good she won’t care if she  lives or dies,” Rose quipped.

      Preslan was pretty sure she’d care. She managed to give the doctor a dirty look an instant before the needle poked into her temple. It took all her composure not to jerk away from the burning sting.

      “The needle is in place,” Hidalgo announced. “Releasing the cocktail.”

      The effects reached her a second later, sending a wave of pleasure across her entire body and lifting her to a high she’d never experienced before while offering a mental clarity she couldn't achieve on her own.

      She knew exactly what she needed to do.
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      Forge. Interior Space. 04.21.2324. 1030 hours.

      “What the hell do you mean, dead?” Keesha asked, staring at the alien who had seized Joseph’s body. That idea was crazy enough on its own. The thought that her Joseph would give up the fight that easily didn’t register. “No way.”

      “The synthetic is too badly damaged,” Iagorth said.  “This body won’t survive much longer either. If you want to finish the mission as Joseph Cross intended, you need to listen to me.”

      “Like hell I will,” Keesha said. “If Joe’s gone, then I should remove you from the equation too.” Her bottom lip trembled, but she refused to give in to grief.

      “You can kill this body,” Iagorth said, “but that won’t kill me. I’m all around you. And without Joseph, the path is clear.”

      The moiety shield flashed, driving the point home. Iagorth didn’t need them, but they might need him.

      “Damn it,” Keesha said. “So do you know where we’re going or not? This place is at least ten times the size of Earth.”

      “Most of the shell is purely for collection of the sun’s energy. The Forge itself is concentrated in a small area. We need to find terrain that isn’t an endless horizon of more of the same.”

      Just then, the controls began to beep, the display flashing red for a moment before everything stabilized.

      “What was that?” Morales asked from the back.

      “The core is drained,” Iagorth replied. “The transport switched back to the reactor.”

      “Does that mean the shields are dead?” Keesha asked.

      “Yes. Which also means we need to get to the Forge before the heat of the sun’s cooks you alive.”

      “Do you even care if it does?”

      “Not for your sake, but we still have work to do.”

      “And you’re in favor of destroying this place?”

      “I’m in favor of removing it from Axon control. The Axon have slowed the advance of the Hunger for far too long, with their fearless machines and infernal technology.”

      Keesha laughed. “Not used to a fair fight, huh?”

      She guided the transport along the shell, vectoring thrusters remaining active to counter the gravity of the sun. She scanned the surface of the shell for a break in the exhausts and collection units, the purpose of their massive pipes and segments unknown to her. Part of her hadn’t expected them to even make it inside, and now that they were there all she really wanted to do was get out.

      She expected more Axon defenses to activate at any moment, but perhaps the Axon couldn’t protect the shell from inside. They had probably never needed to before now, confirmed by the fact that the Axon  fighters hadn’t followed them inside. It suggested the stacks couldn’t be easily disabled or shut down for something slower or not so well defended to get through. But Joseph had said there was a landing site inside. That Shub-nigu had shown it to him. Was there another reason the fighters hadn’t given chase? Or had the Relyeh Ancient lied?

      Both explanations made sense, depending on Shub-Nigu’s intentions. She didn’t trust him or any of the other Relyeh one bit.

      She guided the transport around the interior of the shell, continuing to search for a break in the pattern of construction. Inside the transport, the temperature  had risen enough to make her sweat inside her armor. She could hear the others talking to one another about it in the rear of the craft. From their tones of voice, they were getting nervous about the situation. She didn’t blame them. She was nervous too.

      Only Iagorth didn’t seem to care. He sat back in the co-pilot seat, eyes closed, waiting for them to arrive like he didn’t have a care in the world. As if Joseph were still alive.

      She had loved Joe in silence for a long time, knowing their responsibilities made it impossible for them to be together. She had always expected to die on Earth against the trife, cut down defending him with all of the fury and passion she held close. Joining the Guardians had at least given them a limited chance to acknowledge their feelings, even if they still couldn’t act on them.

      Escaping Earth had given her reason to believe they might be able to survive long enough to retire and become colonists like the rest of the civilians on the ship, older and wiser and finally able to be together. It was a dream she had given up on when Joe alone went back into hibernation five years ago.  If they hadn’t been forced to awaken him to help defend Pioneer, she would have been long dead by the time they reached their destination and he was brought out of stasis. It was a pain she had again carried in silence, keeping her attention fixed on her new role, in his place, as Prime.

      She’d allowed herself renewed hope that they still might have that future together. Then his synthetic had started to die and when it ceased to exist, so would Joe. She had foolishly held onto the hope that Doctor Rose would pull another miracle cure out of her hat and save him at the last minute. But now that was impossible. He was gone, and her heart was breaking. Only her focus on the mission allowed her to hang onto her composure.

      As the seconds ticked past, the interior temperature quickly grew uncomfortable. Keesha increased thrust in response. She gazed at the shell’s infinite expanse, growing more certain there was no break in the pattern and that the occupied area of the Forge was in the opposite direction. They were going to die out here, having spent a lot of energy to accomplish absolutely nothing.

      And then she saw it. Not only a break in the pattern, but an artificial light shining out from the metal surface, joined by another, and then another. The constant stream of collectors and exhausts was suddenly broken by massively tall structures interconnected by thick bridges that crossed the gaps between them. It reminded Keesha immediately of New York City, her hometown.

      “There,” she said. “That’s it.”

      Iagorth’s eyes slid open. “Land there immediately,” he said.

      Keesha’s hands tightened on the controls. She could take orders from Joseph. She didn’t like this creature telling her what to do. “Joseph said there was a landing area, but I still don’t see anything that looks remotely like a hangar.”

      “Bring us up close. If there’s a way in we’ll see it.”

      Keesha guided the transport closer to the shell, rolling the ship over so they were belly-up to the metal hide. They drifted between the monolithic structures, passing beneath bridges and winding their way through the maze of tall buildings, if that’s what they were. The transport was quickly becoming unbearably hot, and she knew she needed to get them out of this pressure cooker as soon as possible.

      “There,” Iagorth said, pointing at the base of one of the tall protrusions.

      “I don’t see anything,” Keesha replied.

      “Touch down and cut a hole.”

      “How do we know the interior isn’t solid?”

      “Because I’m telling you it isn’t. The other option is for you and your people to die in this heat, Keesha West.”

      As unhappy as she was taking Iagorth’s orders, she followed them anyway, touching the transport down on the surface and maglocking the skids to the metal. The Bastards in the back of the craft stood up and began collecting their gear.

      “Listen up!” Keesha said, getting out of her seat. “We’re sitting on the inside of the shell. We need to slice our way through the metal to get into the Forge, and we need to do it quick, before we all fry in our juices.”

      “How are we going to manage that?” Madani asked.

      “I’m taking care of it,” Iagorth said. “But we’ll have to find another way off this thing when our work is done. The transport will be too hot to occupy, and the reactor will be nearly drained by then.”

      “Nobody told me this was a one-way trip,” Morales said. “I want a refund.”

      “C’mon, Bastards,” Keesha said. “Get the oxygen flowing. We have to assume the interior is protected from the heat, but we’ll still be exposed for a few seconds getting there, so we have to move fast. We go on your mark...Sarge.”

      “Almost there,” Iagorth replied. “The interior is open. A passageway of some kind. There’s artificial gravity as well, a little less than Earth’s, but manageable. We’ll be climbing up through the floor. Are you ready, Bastards?”

      “Oorah!” they replied. All except Keesha, who was surprised at how easily Iagorth had melded  with Joseph’s personality. None of the others had any idea he wasn’t Joe at all.

      Iagorth put his helmet on and activated the oxygen flow. His voice echoed through the comm. “Comms check. Sound off, Bastards.”

      How the hell did he know how to use the ATCS? “Queen, check,” she said hesitantly.

      “Sureshot, check,” Levi said.

      “Fatcat, check,” Morales said.

      “Viper, check,” Madani said.

      “Zen, check,” Niko said.

      “Sarge, check,” Iagorth said. He moved to the door leading out of the ship. “Push down to make contact and maglock in. Then bend over and pull yourselves through the opening. And I guess I don’t have to tell you to make it fast.”

      “Copy,” the others replied.

      He activated the controls, the outer door sliding open and all the oxygen—unneeded since they weren’t planning to come back—escaping before them.

      “I can feel my ass burning already,” Morales said as Iagorth led them out, pushing down as he left the ship so his feet reached the metal surface. He locked his boots to it and took two steps to a neat hole the moieties had sliced through the shell. He bent over to grab the edge and pull himself through.

      “Let’s move,” Keesha said, hurrying the next Bastard through as Iagorth vanished into the passageway. She stayed until they were all through, her Axon metal legs more able to withstand the rising temperature and leaving her in less discomfort.

      Then it was her turn. She repeated the same movements, grabbing the side of the hole and pulling herself through. Leaving the floor negated the gravity, making for a strange sensation as she floated up at an angle, heart pounding as she cleared the opening. Catching the artificial gravity on the other side, she dropped to the floor in a crouch. The moieties began to fill in the hole behind her, sealing it off from the outside.

      “What the hell?” she said, staring up at Iagorth. He stood in front of her, Levi and Niko on either side, rifles drawn and aimed at her.

      “My apologies, Keesha West. But I don’t need you anymore.”
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      Construct. 04.21.2324. 1100 hours.

      Joseph had to fight to drag his eyes open. They were as heavy as lead, and they burned as the universe came into view. He blinked a couple of times, trying to get his bearings. The woods were gone. So was the cabin. He was in a charred wasteland, covered in rocky crags and dead trees. Everything had an oily sheen to it that reminded him of something.

      Iagorth, he realized. The damage to the synthetic was too much, his ability to overcome the Relyeh Ancient gone. And now he was a prisoner here, trapped inside his own mind. Worse. he had no idea how to get out.

      He fought to get up on his knees and then to his feet. Every movement was an effort. Every part of him hurt.

      “Joseph Cross, you’re still alive.” Nash appeared in front of him, smiling. “I admire your grit, Joseph Cross. You don’t quit.”

      “Not until I’m dead,” Joseph spat back.

      “You will be in a moment. I needed your body long enough to get inside. Now that I’m here, soon enough I’ll be everywhere.”

      “You can’t.”

      “Of course I can. My brother thought you could control me. That you could keep me under wraps while you did his bidding. He was wrong, and now all of this will be mine. And with it, I’ll devour all of the Axon planets from here back to Earth.”

      “You promised to leave Earth alone.”

      “I did,” Iagorth admitted. “But how would you ever know if I hold up my end? You’re all the way out here. And you’re dying.”

      “I expected you to lie. I let you in because I didn’t have a choice. You were right. I wasn’t strong enough, but at least my team is there. They’ll stop you.”

      “Your team is dead, Joseph Cross.”

      Joseph’s fists clenched, his face draining of color. “Bullshit. You lie about everything.”

      “Like Earth,  you’ll never know. It’s intriguing to me, Joseph Cross. So many millenia. So many worlds devoured. Never before have my actions been in hate or anger. Only my need to fulfill my purpose. But now that I’m here with you, knowing the way you stopped me twice before, knowing you came to do my brother’s will. That makes it personal.” He raised his hand, a gun appearing in it, pointed at Joseph’s head. Then he spared a moment to look around. “No dogs this time. I’m going to enjoy this.”

      He pulled the trigger.

      Time slowed as the round launched from the barrel, surrounded by the detonating gunpowder. It came toward Joseph as if it were barely moving. He was equally frozen. He couldn’t avoid the bullet. He could only stare at it and wonder why everything was taking so long.

      “Looks like I got here just in time,” Preslan said,moving at normal speed as she came up beside him. She eyed the round curiously before pushing it aside, changing its trajectory so that it would badly miss its target. “And I brought friends.”

      Sheriff Duke stepped up on Joseph’s other side, tipping his hat. “Howdy, pardner,” he said. “Did I come at a bad time?”

      “I’m here too, Joey,” William said, his hand landing on Joseph’s shoulder. “You little shit.”

      Joseph didn’t know what to make of any of it. He could still barely move. He began to open his mouth to speak.

      “I had a chat with Shub-nigu,” Preslan said. “We both agreed that Iagorth putting his gorthlings into the Inahri on the Forge is much worse than us setting them free. In fact, he’s kind of looking forward to seeing what happens next.”

      “How?” Joseph managed to say.

      “Doctor Rose gave me moiety amphetamines. The shit is good. Real good.”

      “Iagorth’s got control of your Construct,” the Sheriff said. “Soon as Shub lets you both go, he’s going to fight back. Hard.”

      “We need to stop him,” Preslan said.

      Joseph did his best to nod. Somewhere through the Construct, Shub-nigu noticed the motion and let everything return to normal.

      The bullet zipped off into the distance. Iagorth held the gun still pointed at Joseph, but he hesitated to fire, confused by the sudden appearance of the others. It only took that one split-second for the Sheriff to plant a round through his hand, forcing him to drop the gun. And then he put four more in his chest.

      Iagorth stumbled back, face twisting in anger. “Do you think it will be this easy to kill me?” And then he vanished.

      “Here,” the Sheriff said, holding his rifle out to Joseph. “You’ll probably need this.”

      “Thanks,” Joseph said, accepting the weapon. “Tell me something,” he said, getting up. “Are you real?”

      The Sheriff smirked. “Joe, I don’t even know anymore. Real or not, I’m here, and I’m fighting on your side.”

      “Good enough,” Joseph said, turning to Preslan. She was dressed in combat armor he had never seen before. It was black as night with a cowl around the neck. “No unicorn this time?”

      She smiled. “I can do better than a unicorn, bro,” she replied, pulling the cowl up and over her head. It molded to the rest of the armor, giving her the appearance of an Intellect.

      “Joey, I think this is our last hurrah together,” William said, appearing next to the Sheriff. He held a shotgun, low across his beer belly. “Let’s make it count, eh?”

      Joseph nodded as motion in the distance caught his eye. When he looked closer, he saw Bosco loping across the charred landscape toward them.

      “Wouldn’t be right without Bozz,” William added.

      “What happens now?” Joseph asked.

      “Everything in here is Iagorth,” William said. “Like it was you before you weakened and lost control. He’s got you, Joey. Ninety-nine percent. You’re hanging on because you’re a tough bastard. To bring you back, we need to weaken him the way he weakened you.”

      Joseph was going to ask how they could weaken him, when a hiss in the distance answered his question. He had already fought Iagorth in the form of a huge xaxkluth before, casting the primitive moiety out into space. He had seen others inside Shub-nigu’s Construct, but they were under the other Relyeh’s control. The one coming toward them now was the size of the creatures that helped Iagorth devour entire worlds. Nearly fifty meters tall and equally wide, it was a monstrous mass of tentacles and teeth.

      “We need to kill that, don’t we?” Joseph asked.

      “Not just that,” the Sheriff replied, motioning to his right.

      An army of people were storming toward them, led by faces Joseph recognized. His mother, his father, his sister. She was at the head of the mob, teeth bared and carrying a smaller version of the plasma rifle he was holding.

      “Them too,” Preslan said, pointing to the right. Joseph turned his head toward ranks of Intellect soldiers walking in formation toward them.

      “What’s behind us, Pops?” Joseph asked. There had to be a fourth army. One for every direction.

      “Just one person,” William replied. “But she looks pissed.”

      Joseph looked over his shoulder. Iagorth was sending a Construct simulacrum of Keesha to finish him off.

      “We’ll thin out the numbers first,” Joseph said. “Hopefully hurting parts will weaken the whole. Leave the xaxkluth for last. I’ve got Dark Keesha back there. Sheriff, when you kill my family, do it gently.”

      “Pozz,” the Sheriff replied. “Will do.”

      “William, help whoever looks like they need it. Bosco, you’ll have more luck against flesh than metal, even if none of it is real.”

      Bosco barked as if he understood the statement. Maybe inside the Construct he did.

      “Here we go,” Joseph said. He spun on his heel, bringing his rifle up and firing the opening salvo. The plasma bolts zipped across the landscape, and he watched as Keesha dodged them, avoiding the rounds as she began to sprint forward.

      Iagorth’s other armies surged as well, picking up speed and rushing the group. On Joseph’s left, the Sheriff began firing his revolvers, bullets picking off the oncoming civilians with precision; He dropped a dozen people in the front line before he had to reload.  On his right, Preslan brought her palms up and began firing energy blasts at the Intellects, who immediately returned fire, sending a dense wave of firepower at them.

      “Joey, get down!” William growled, grabbing him and pulling him to the dirt just ahead of an Axon bolt.

      “Take cover!” the Sheriff shouted, moving away to dive behind a jagged rock. Joseph rolled back to his feet, staying low and making it to a rock of his own. He leaned out past the stone to shoot, his plasma bolts missing Keesha as she gained on his position.

      The Sheriff switched weapons, exchanging his revolvers for an assault rifle with a bottom-mounted grenade launcher. He swung out into the open, firing grenades with a series of hollow thunks. A few seconds later the multiple detonations rocked the horde of civilians, blowing a hole in the group.

      On Joseph’s other side, Preslan continued firing energy blasts, the beams dropping the Intellects one after another. Joseph leaned up over his rock to shoot at Keesha again.

      But she was gone.

      “Where is she?” he shouted loudly enough to get the Sheriff and Preslan’s attention.

      They both scanned the area, unable to spot her.

      Bosco began to growl. Joseph looked at the dog, who was looking up. He tilted his head just in time to see Keesha falling from the sky, a pistol pointed at his face. He dove out of the way as the bullets rained down where he had just been standing, puffs of ash shooting up as high as his knees.

      She left a dent in the ground when she landed, pivoting toward him and updating her aim. Then she was thrown away when a shotgun blast took her in the side.

      The Sheriff swung his revolvers toward her, but she sprang up, diving toward Joseph. He put his arms out, catching her as he fell back, planting his legs on her stomach and throwing her over his head as he rolled. She slid on the ground, bouncing to her feet and pivoting back toward him so fast he barely had time to get to his knees and fire a burst of rounds at her.

      His aim was lousy, the bullets hitting her thighs and pinging harmlessly off the augments. Then she kicked the gun away from him before trying to kick him in the head. He barely got out of the way, her metal foot passing just next to his ear. He wrapped his arm around it, lifting as he stood and dropping Keesha onto her back. She kicked up, catching him in the chest, the blow throwing him back. He landed hard, looking up as she rushed him.

      Bullets sprouted from her chest, and she collapsed at Joseph’s feet. The Sheriff stood over Joseph, reloading his revolvers. He turned away without a word, going back to the other approaching attackers.

      Except Keesha wasn’t dead. She sprang up, knife in hand. Joseph lunged at Keesha, but he didn’t get to her in time to stop her from throwing it at the Sheriff, catching him in the back of his shoulder. He grunted in pain, dropping one of his guns.

      Tackling Keesha around the waist, Joseph bowled her over backwards. She landed off balance on her butt. He landed on his knees, scrambling up to hurry around behind her and put her in a choke hold.

      “You. Can’t. Win.” Iagorth said through her, growling as Keesha reached up and wrapped her arms around Joseph’s neck, trying to pull him forward over her shoulder.

      Joseph kept the pressure on her neck while fighting her grip on him. He looked down into her eyes. There was nothing there. No emotion. No life. She was as much a robot as any of the Intellects. A piece of Iagorth.

      But how would killing her help him? How would that weaken Iagorth? This wasn’t reality, where they could win a fight by reducing the opposing numbers to zero. When was the last time they won a fight against the Hunger like that anyway?

      He glanced over at William, who was looking back at him with a knowing smile. He had just figured out something his grandfather had known and couldn’t tell him.

      He knew now.

      It wasn’t helpful to kill Iagorth’s constructs.

      He had to turn them against the Relyeh Ancient.

      He shifted his grip on Keesha’s neck, planting the palm of his right hand on her forehead. He wasn’t sure what he was doing, but he tried to push himself through his hand and into her. His hopes and fears. His strength. His dedication. And not least of all...his love. His honor and loyalty, successes and failures.  Everything that made him who he was.

      “Nooo!” Iagorth screamed through her. “You will die, Joseph Cross.”

      “Not at Keesha’s hands,” Joseph replied. “But you might die at hers.”

      Her face changed, gaining expressiveness based on his memories of her. She let go of his neck, and he climbed off her, putting his hand out and helping her up. She was the first small part of himself he had reclaimed from Iagorth.

      She wouldn’t be the last.
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      Construct. 04.21.2324. 1120 hours.

      “Preslan!” Joseph shouted, trying to get her attention.

      “Orders, Sarge?” Keesha asked.

      “Stay close, keep them off me,” Joseph replied. He turned toward the massive xaxkluth in the distance, which was getting closer in a hurry. He didn’t know yet how he would get close enough to overpower that monster. He wasn’t sure he could.

      One thing at a time.

      “Joseph?” Preslan said, surprised to see Keesha not trying to kill him. “What happened?”

      “You said you’re pumped up, right?” he asked.

      “Yeah.” She giggled lightly. “A little.”

      “We can’t win by killing Iagorth’s army. We need to subjugate it. Get your hands on the Intellects. Turn them to our side. Iagorth spreads like a disease. So do we.”

      “Shit. I should have thought of that.”

      “Go.”

      Preslan turned and jumped away from him, her armor carrying her to the first row of Intellects. They tried shooting her, but her armor’s energy shield absorbed the bolts, allowing her to get close enough to press her palm against the first Intellect’s chest. It immediately lowered its gun and clamped its hand on the wrist of the Intellect next to it. That one succumbed to her directives too, but then the third pulled its arm away before it could be turned against Iagorth. It slammed its fist into the face of its disloyal comrad, sending it stumbling backward. It gave Preslan the opening she needed to shoot it, bringing it down before it could turn any of the others back to Iagorth.

      “That’s it,” William said while Bosco barked excitedly. “That’s the way to do it!”

      Joseph turned to his right, moving to where the Sheriff crouched behind cover. The mob of people was almost on top of them.

      “Sheriff, I’m going to start turning them to our side. You need to take down the ones under Iagorth’s control that try to stop me.”

      “Pozz that, Joe. I’ve got you covered.”

      “Good to work with you again, Sheriff.”

      “You too, Joe. Now go!”

      Joseph sprinted out from cover, running directly toward the angry horde, his sister and parents still at their head. The people shouted when they saw him, bullets beginning to whip past him, from the mob first and then from the Sheriff as he cut down the shooters. Keesha stayed close beside him too, pulling her sword from her back.

      Reaching his sister, Joseph dropped to his knees, sliding to a stop in front of the construct.

      “Joey,” she said. “You murdered me.”

      “I’m sorry you died. I didn’t kill you. It was an accident. A horrible accident.” He reached out, taking her free hand. “I want you on my side, sis.”

      Her eyes changed, the darkness fading from them. She smiled. “I’m with you.”

      She turned around as Joseph’s mother swung a bat at his head. Keesha blocked it with her sword, holding it while he stood and put his hand on her head too. “Mom, help me.”

      “I’m here, Joseph.”

      “Joe,” his father said. “You need to die, son.”

      He had a shotgun in his hand, aimed at Joseph’s chest. Before he could fire it, a bullet from the Sheriff hit him in the forehead, knocking him to the ground. It stung Joseph to see his father dead, but it wasn’t really him. Just another construct in this twisted false existence.

      He moved past his mother, touching the next person in line, and then the next. He ducked under a punch to turn the next person, then took a hit to the chin before Keesha ran her sword through another attacker and the Sheriff dropped a third.

      “Sheriff, I need help!” Preslan shouted from the other side of the fight.

      “Sheriff, go!” Joseph said, freeing him. He had enough help, as William and Bosco joined their strength to his, helping keep the people at bay while he turned them from Iagorth to himself.

      The xaxkluth howled in the distance, angry at the turn of events as Iagorth realized he was losing control.

      Joseph continued through the crowd of people on one side with William, Keesha, and Bosco, while Preslan and the Sheriff did their best against the Intellects on the other side. The Sheriff’s gun was useless against the machines, but his metal arm was up to the task, throwing hard punches that pummeled the machines, grabbing them and breaking their limbs or tossing them out of his way. All he needed to do was keep them clear of Preslan and the already turned Intellects, and he handled it like he had done it a hundred times before, his long coat fanning out behind him as he ducked and moved, punched and dodged, his hat somehow managing to stay in place despite all his wild maneuverings.

      As more and more of Iagorth’s army was turned, it became easier and easier to turn the last few, the already changed constructs helping to pin down Iagorth’s forces while Joseph and Preslan persuaded them to switch sides. Nearly two-thirds of the constructs were under Joseph’s control as the xaxkluth neared, all of the mouths howling in anger and frustration.

      “Heads up!” Joseph said, alerting Preslan and the Sheriff to the creature’s approach. A tentacle snapped out a moment later, reaching out for him. He slid under it, the limb slowing and then swinging back at him.

      Keesha was there, her sword coming down through the appendage, lopping off the end before it connected with Joseph’s head. Another tentacle shot in, wrapping around Keesha’s waist. Her sword fell from her hand as her bones snapped in a series of wet cracks. Then the tentacle opened, dropping her lifeless corpse to the ground.

      “Keesh!” Joseph said, pained by the sight of her loss despite the fact that she wasn’t real. He rushed over to her, picking up the sword and rolling away as another tentacle tried to grab him.

      Nearby, a translucent form seeped up from the ground, quickly forming into Nash. “Joseph Cross,” he said. “You have some fight left in you. You have my brother at your back, but you’re still going to lose.”

      He vanished as Joseph swung his rifle toward him. The distraction nearly cost him, a pair of appendages darting in from his flanks. A dense grouping of energy bolts ripped through one of them, the Intellect’s shots guided by Preslan. The Sheriff was there to intercept the other tentacle, throwing a hard punch into the eyes at the end of it, his metal hand sinking through in a mess of viscous fluid and membrane.

      Joseph turned toward the xaxkluth. Every time they claimed another construct he felt a little stronger. “Prezz,” he said, getting her attention. “It’s time to end this.”

      He reached out to his newly gained parts of the Construct, calling his hordes to attack. They rushed the xaxkluth as one, swarming the massive alien as it tried to counter them with tentacles and teeth. Killing the constructs didn’t weaken Joseph. It made him stronger as they returned to him, bolstering his control.

      He ran toward the xaxkluth’s central mass, ducking a tentacle, jumping over another and slicing through a third. Preslan joined him, the energy glowing at the ends of her hands burning through xaxkluth flesh wherever she touched. The Sheriff helped cover their approach, his pistol rounds putting out the tentacle eyes until they could do no more than flail wildly.

      Iagorth groaned, the depraved sound gaining in volume as he cried out in pain, the numbers turning against him just as agonizing for him as his wounds.

      With Iagorth’s strength diminishing, Joseph and Preslan ducked beneath the last of the xaxkluth’s tentacles, coming face-to-face with the creature’s central mass. It opened its maw wide, its scream a buffeting wind against them.

      Preslan turned to him, pulling the cowl off her face. She had tears in her eyes. “Goodbye, Joseph,” she said. “Thanks for being the best brother I never had.”

      “What?” Joseph replied.

      Then she threw herself into Iagorth’s mouth, holding it open as she started to glow.

      “Joey,” William said, suddenly there with him. His grandfather grabbed his shoulder, pulling him away. The xaxkluth slumped as Preslan vanished in a flash of light.

      “Prezz!” Joseph cried. This was only a Construct. She was still alive back on Pioneer. She just wasn’t here anymore. But the way she had said goodbye… What was the end result of the drug Rose had given her? Had she just given her life for his?

      He didn’t know, and that alone made it next to impossible to stay focused on the image of Nash as it appeared in front of him.

      “Joseph Cross.”  The xaxkluth faded  away and the landscape began to bud with fresh greenery as Nash materialized. “You owe your life to Shub-nigu now, Joseph Cross. You may find you would have preferred to succumb as I intended.”

      Joseph walked over to Iagorth’s latest construct, standing toe-to-toe with him. “Don’t even think of coming back here. And if you really are on Earth, watch your back.” He motioned to the Sheriff, leaning against a freshly grown tree. “He’s on Earth too.”

      Then he grabbed Iagorth’s forehead, driving the last of the Relyeh Ancient from his Construct.

      By the time Nash disappeared, so had the Sheriff, leaving him alone with William and Bosco.

      “I’m still dying, Joey,” William said. “I’ll hold on as long as I can.”

      Joseph nodded, his vision clearing outside the Construct. Keesha stood in front of him, rifle raised toward his chest.

      “Keesh?” he said. “Keesh, it’s me. He’s gone. For good this time.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “Because you said that last time.”

      “I’m sure.”

      She lowered the rifle and exhaled. “Good, because I really didn’t want to shoot you. Can we get on with the mission now?”

      Joseph smiled, though a vein of sadness ran beneath it. He was worried about Preslan, unwilling to accept that her last words to him might have been her final goodbye.

      “Let’s do this,” he said.
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      Forge. Passageway. 04.21.2324. 1145 hours.

      “Sureshot, Zen, are you guys okay?” Joseph asked, looking at the two Guardians. Their faces were pale, and they still seemed confused.

      “Sarge?” Niko asked, looking confused and not just a little bit scared. “I didn’t...I mean I...what happened? I was—”

      “It’s okay. It’s over. We’re back on target. Queen, where are we?”

      “Random passageway in an advanced alien superstructure over ten times the size of Earth.”

      “At least we have gravity,” Morales said. “Ten zero. Pretty close. Sensors claim perfect atmosphere too. We can breathe the air in here if we want. We’re almost home, man.”

      Joseph looked down at the hole, still sealed off by the moieties. His moieties. He tapped his head. “Let’s hold off on breathing the air until we’re away from the breach. We need to call in the cavalry and get our asses back to Pioneer.”

      “Cavalry?” Keesha asked.

      “There’s some kind of gate in here somewhere. The Inahri are waiting to come through it to help us out.”

      “Inahri?”

      “Aliens, sort of. It’s a long story, and we don’t have time now for explanations. They’re on our side, that’s what matters.”

      Joseph looked up as the wall a dozen meters ahead of them moved aside. A group of near-humans rushed in, pointing guns at them and shouting in a language they didn’t understand. Going on what Preslan had said, these had to be the Inahri slaves.

      “They don’t look like they’re on our side to me, Sarge,” Morales said.

      “Don’t hurt them,” Joseph replied. “They don’t know we’re here to free them.”

      The lead Inahri was the biggest of the group, and he barely stood chest-high. He pointed his gun at Joseph’s gun, still speaking in short, quick syllables that reminded Joseph of Mandarin. The guards certainly looked as if their ancestors could have come from China long ago.

      Joseph raised one hand and slowly crouched down to lay his gun on the deck.  “Put your guns down,” he said when the leader motioned to everyone else.

      “We don’t have time for this bullshit, Sarge,” Queen said.

      “I’ve got it under control,” Joseph replied. He hated to use the moieties again, considering the condition of the synthetic. But it was the easiest way out of this, and he didn’t need them to do much.

      The other Bastards lowered their rifles and straightened up. The lead guard moved in close, motioning as if he wanted them to move ahead of the Inahri group back toward the wall, which had already slid closed.

      “Does anyone else think it’s weird that a station filled with artificially intelligent robots is using organic guards?” Levi asked.

      “Maybe they don’t like to put miles on them before they’re delivered from the factory,” Morales replied. “Probably kills the resale value.”

      The lead turned to Morales, shouting at him.

      “Well, I thought it was funny,” he replied.

      “Fatcat...shut it,” Joseph said. “Bastards, lock in. We move on my mark.”

      They magnetized themselves to the floor while the guards urged them forward, too many of them standing too close to the hole. They probably didn’t understand what had closed it off.

      Or that it could be removed.

      “Mark!” Joseph said, ordering the moieties out of the way.

      The Inahri began to shout in surprise as the moieties liquefied and streamed out of the hole and up the bulkhead, the air rushing out of the passageway through the now open hole. Joseph lunged forward, grabbing the leader’s gun and ripping it from his hands before punching him in the head. The man stumbled and fell over.

      The other Bastards swarmed the rest of the group, needing only a few well-placed punches to put the rest of them on the floor while the moieties moved back into position.

      “Glass jaws, the lot of them,” Levi said.

      “Glass jaw?” Niko asked.

      “It’s an Earth term. Means somebody who can’t take a hit to the face.”

      “Got it.”

      Joseph turned the Inahri gun over in his hands, quickly examining it. Similar grip and trigger, but there was no apparent magazine and the muzzle was the wrong shape for bullets. He figured it probably fired an energy charge of some kind. If the Inahri were keeping law and order among themselves, there was a chance the weapon was non-lethal. He’d have to use it once to find out, but it was better not to leave them behind.

      “Bring their guns,” he said, slinging the Ihnari weapon over his shoulder by its strap and picking up his own weapon. “But don’t use them unless I give the order.”

      The rest of the Bastards  complied, following him over to the wall. He had initially planned to examine it for a means to make it open, but it moved aside on its own at their approach, opening into another long passageway.

      “Eyes and ears, Bastards,” Joseph said. “Wedge formation. Fatcat, you have our six.”

      “Copy,” Morales said as they moved into formation.

      The wall had opened into another long passageway, with another cap at the other end. It seemed the corridors might all be segmented this way, maybe to keep them isolated in the event of a breach. But what would ever get inside the shell to breach it this way?

      “How far do you think we need to go, Sarge?” Morales asked as they passed through to the next segment. “And do you think more of those little guys are coming our way?”

      “An even better question, Sarge,” Keesha said. “What are the odds we can find this gate in less than a month? Even if we’re in the right place, the architecture outside is at least the size of Manhattan. The thruster stack alone is nearly four kilometers deep. Assuming they have decks, that’s a lot of ground to cover.”

      “I don’t think we should assume anything,” Joseph replied. “But Preslan did say there are millions of Inahri here. She said they were slaves, but judging by the fact that they’re armed and didn’t look happy to see us, they might not even know they’re slaves.”

      “If that’s true, they won’t take too kindly to us trying to free them.”

      “That’s a job for the Inahri on the other side of the gate. Once we open it up we let them take over.”

      “If we can find the gate,” Madani said.

      “We’ll be wandering around here until we do,” Joseph replied. “Or you will. I don’t know if I’ll make it that long.”

      “Then we should move faster,” Keesha said. “Permission to scout ahead, Sarge?”

      “Granted.”

      Keesha moved ahead of the group, running to the next segment and disappearing when the wall closed behind her. Joseph activated her camera feed in his helmet, watching her charge ahead a few more segments before coming to a stop.

      “You see this Sarge?” she asked over the comm, turning to the left. Another passageway.

      “Tag the junction,” Joseph replied, “and then go left. I think what we really want are stairs, an elevator, or equivalent to get out of the basement of this place.”

      “Sounds good,” Keesha replied. “Don’t fall too far behind.”

      Joseph picked up the pace to a brisk jog. The other Bastards followed suit. They continued to trail Keesha through the alien megastructure for nearly twenty minutes, unable to locate where the initial group of Inahri guards had come from.

      “It’s like a maze down here,” Morales said. “I swear we’re going to come out where we started.”

      “Look at the map, Fatcat,” Levi replied. “We’re still moving due north.”

      “How do you know that’s north?”

      “It might as well be, and it’s easier to remember.”

      “Sarge,” Keesha said. “I’ve got something.”

      Joseph glanced at her feed. After all this time, she had located something that looked more like an actual door. It was round like the segments of the passage, but it had a few alien symbols carved into it.

      “It looks like kana,” Niko said. “Japanese alphabet. But not exactly.”

      “Can you translate it?”

      “No. If the icons don’t match, they could mean anything.”

      “Maybe it says FREE PIZZA INSIDE,” Morales said.

      “I doubt it says that,” Joseph replied. “Queen, we’ll be at your position in twenty seconds. Standby.”

      “Copy, Sarge.”

      The Bastards caught up to Keesha, joining her at the door. They stayed in formation, rifles up, as Joseph motioned for her to get close enough to make it open. She moved toward it cautiously, ready to jump back if anything sprang out at her.

      Joseph wasn’t sure what he expected. More Inahri? Intellect soldiers? An actual Axon? Keesha got close enough to activate the door. It slid out of the way.

      “Well,” Morales said. “That’s completely underwhelming.”
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      Forge. Room. 04.21.2324. 1215 hours.

      “I think it looks cool,” Niko said. “Even if I have no idea what it is.”

      Joseph led the Bastards into the small room. It was barren save for a broad platform at the back with a small pedestal directly in front of it. Raised slightly off the floor, the platform and the ceiling above it had a glass surface etched with strange silvery veins. While beautiful, its purpose was completely unclear.

      “Guesses?” Joseph said, walking over to the pedestal. He took a step back when it activated. A green projection appeared over the base, displaying a series of symbols.

      “Tanning salon?” Morales said.

      “Maybe it’s a charging station,” Niko guessed. “Or it could be like a bed for Intellects.”

      “Elevator?” Keesha ventured.

      “No way,” Morales replied, pointing at it and waving his finger. “Solid ceiling, solid floor. No shaft.”

      “Okay then,” Keesha replied. “How about a teleporter.”

      Morales laughed. “What? This isn’t Star Trek.”

      “This is more evolved than Star Trek,” Levi said. “I mean, the Borg were a pretty badass technoculture, but they didn’t have a Dyson shell.”

      “Queen might be right,” Joseph said, eyeing the platform. “It does look like some sort of teleportation device. And I’m pretty sure that if the Axon have gates connecting distant places, they can probably manage something similar to shorten the distances between here and wherever they want to go.”

      “Who wants to be the first one to try it?” Morales asked. “Queen, it was your idea. Why don’t you step up?”

      “The symbols must be locations,” Niko said, looking at the projection. “Sarge, maybe Preslan can help us? She’s good at solving puzzles like this.”

      Joseph’s breath seized at the mention. “Negative. She’s unavailable.”

      “Like she’s too busy playing her guitar?” Morales asked.

      “She’s just unavailable, Fatcat,” Joseph snapped. “Drop it. We need to figure this out ourselves.”

      “Sarge,” Niko said. “Is Preslan okay?”

      “I don’t know,” Joseph said. “I won’t know until we get the damned cavalry in here and get back to Pioneer. So focus. How do we select a symbol? I don’t see any controls on the pedestal.”

      “The projection is at chest height,” Madani said. “What about trying to manipulate the symbols  with your hands?”

      Joseph reached out, moving his hand across the projection. When he lifted it up, one set of the symbols scrolled along behind his fingers. “Nice call. Fatcat, keep an eye on the door. I don’t want anything sneaking up on us while we figure this thing out.”

      “Copy, Sarge,” Morales replied. He moved to the corner of the room facing the door, plasma rifle up and at the ready.

      “Watch the symbols, tell me if you see a pattern,” Joseph said. He scrolled to one side and then the other.

      “The left symbol resets when you move the symbol on the right,” Madani said. “One of them probably indicates the deck. The other one is the location on that deck.”

      “Makes sense,” Joseph replied. “Maybe the etching on the door to this room is its location. If we can match up the symbols, we can at least narrow down where we are in this place. Zen, go check the symbol again.”

      “Copy, Sarge,” Niko said. He hurried to the door, moving out into the corridor to get another look at the symbol on it.

      Joseph pulled up Niko’s camera feed, capturing a screenshot of the symbol. “I’ve got it, Zen,” he said. “Come on back.”

      “Coming in...”

      Niko went silent as Joseph’s HUD simultaneously changed to show a sensor grid tied to the team’s combat network. Red marks appeared there, flanking Niko on both sides.

      “Sarge, I’ve got lots of company,” Niko said, turning his head one way and then the other, his feed showing a squad of Inahri guards had come into the passageway from both ends. They carried bigger guns and wore heavier armor than the first group. Like before, a leader moved ahead of the group, shouting at Niko in their language. “I think they know we took down their initial team.”

      “Drop your rifle and raise your hands,” Joseph said, moving away from the pedestal. “Bastards, stay tight, be ready to move.”

      “Always ready, Sarge,” Queen said.

      Joseph clutched the gun he had taken from the first Inahri squad’s leader. If it was a stunner as he surmised, the odds were good it would take  this SWAT-type team down without lethal force. Watching Niko’s feed, he inched toward the door. As ordered, Niko had let his rifle clatter to the floor and raised his hands. Four Inahri guards had rushed in, two taking Niko’s arms and one scooping up his rifle. The last of the four put a gun to Niko’s back.

      Joseph raised the Inahri weapon. Levi and Keesha crept up behind him, ready to take the offensive. Joseph quickly marked all four of the targets in the ATCS, taking the one at Niko’s back and assigning other three to his Bastards, in the order he wanted them taken out.

      The leader of the group went up to Niko, speaking to him in Inahri. Niko shook his head. “I don’t understand. I’m sorry. I want to help you.”

      The Inahri didn’t understand either, becoming more agitated. Joseph’s muscles tensed as he prepared to give the order to move in. Just then, another red mark appeared on his tactical. Niko turned his head to look, allowing Joseph to see the newcomer too.

      An Intellect, a soldier similar to the ones they had encountered on Pioneer. Only this one was taller and thicker, towering over the Inahri. They didn’t seem frightened of it. In fact, the guards who weren’t actively dealing with Niko all fell to their knees in prostration to the machine.

      “They think the Intellects are gods or something,” Joseph said to the others.

      “Maybe once we blow one of them up, they’ll be a little more amiable to their freedom,” Morales replied.

      “Not likely.”

      The Intellect approached Niko, stopping half a meter away. It’s voice was deep and smooth, speaking in Inahri.

      “I don’t know what you’re saying,” Niko said.

      The Intellect immediately switched to flawless English. “How many of you are inside?”

      “I’m here alone,” Niko replied.

      “That probability is very low. You will tell me how many.”

      “Why don’t you just go in and see for yourself?” Niko said.

      “Fatcat, swap for the AR-50,” Joseph said. “Get out of sight.”

      “Already on it, Sarge,” Morales replied, switching his plasma rifle for the more powerful weapon and moving further into the shadows.

      “Zen,” Joseph continued. “I know you can’t answer. If you get an opportunity, hit the Intellect between the stomach and the solar plexus. If you can get a round through its armor, that should take it out.”

      “You will tell me how many are inside,” the Intellect insisted. “You will tell me now.”

      “Or what?”

      The Intellect raised it’s hand, palm up. That was all Joseph needed to see.

      “Go!” he shouted, lunging forward. The door slid open, the Inahri taken by surprise. The Intellect wasn’t. It moved casually to the side to get a clear shot at the humans.

      Fortunately, Niko was ready to move, his pistol in hand within his next heartbeat. He squeezed off four rounds. The first two dented the Intellect’s torso, the bullets ricocheting violently away. The next two broke through, sinking into the machine and toppling it forward onto its face. It didn’t move again.

      Meanwhile, Joseph fired the Inahri weapon at his target. A flash of energy hit the guard, sending a charge through his armor. It didn’t seem to have much effect on him, as the man turned to face his new threat. Joseph fired again, the second charge adding effect to the first. The man shook and collapsed.

      “Two shots will stun them,” he announced to his Bastards, smiling as he spun toward his next target, who was already taking aim at him. Joseph went low, sliding across  the floor as he took his two shots, hitting the guard neatly in the chest and coming back to his feet. He superman-punched the nearest guard, knuckles cracking against the man’s temple, knocking him down.

      Keesha hit her targets smoothly, using the Inahri stunner and her augmented legs to power through the group, a mixture of hard kicks and lightning rounds quickly dropping her marks. Madani was nearly as smooth, her own augment offering an advantage as she threw one of the guards against the bulkhead before shooting him twice in the chest.

      The fight was over in seconds, leaving ten guards disabled and one Intellect deactivated.

      “That wasn’t so hard,” Morales said.

      One of the guards was still conscious and slowly trying to crawl toward one of the motion-activated walls. Joseph quickly blocked his escape. “Sorry friend,” he said, pulling him up by one arm. “I know you don’t understand a word I’m saying, but I still need you to help me.”

      He dragged the small Inahri back into the room with the presupposed teleporter and pointed at the projection. “Gate,” he said, making a big circle with his arms. “I need to go to the gate.”

      The guard was afraid, but not enough to willingly cooperate. Joseph shook him hard, but the man continued to negatively shake his head. He didn’t seem to know what to make of the people who looked similar to him and who had just destroyed one of his overlords.

      “Queen, can you scare the shit out of him for me please?” Joseph asked.

      “My pleasure.” Keesha moved in front of the man, offering her I-don’t-suffer-dummies look as she drew her sword and leaned in close to the man’s face so he could see her expression through her faceplate. She pressed her blade to his neck. The Inahri’s eyes went wide as  saucers and he started to shake when the sharp edge drew a thin line of blood.

      “Gate,” Joseph said, making the motion again. “We need to go to the gate.”

      “Mul?” the guard said. He made a circle with his finger.

      “Gate,” Joseph repeated.

      The guard nodded. “Mul. Mul.”

      “How do you know he’s got the right idea?” Morales asked. “He might think you’re asking him to marry you.”

      “It’s better than nothing,” Joseph replied. He pointed to the pedestal. “Mul.”

      The guard frantically nodded. Still shaking, he moved cautiously forward, reaching to scroll the first symbol into place, only to have the pedestal projection suddenly turn off. The guard instantly fell to his knees.

      “Shit,” Joseph said. “I think we have incoming.”
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      Forge. Teleporter. 04.21.2324. 1230 hours.

      Joseph had a split-second to decide whether or not to stay and confront whatever came through the teleporter or make a run for another location. Instinct told him they were better off in a more defensible position with some idea of what they were up against, not wide open in a small room, fighting blind.

      “Bastards, fall back. Move!”

      He broke for the door with the rest of his team, looking back over his shoulder as the platform flashed and a half-dozen Intellects appeared on it. The guard was already on his knees in supplication. Even so, one of the machines blasted him out of its way.

      “Fatcat, cover fire!” Joseph ordered.

      Morales loosed two rocket rounds from the AR-50, the projectiles screaming across the short distance and slamming into the last two off the platform. Momentarily stunned by the blasts,  they still managed to raise their palms to start shooting.

      “Hit the platform,” Joseph shouted. “I don’t want more of these bastards coming through.”

      Morales adjusted his aim and put a rocket squarely in the center of the platform, causing a flood of smoke and sparks. “That should do it,” he said, heading for the exit while Joseph gave him cover fire.

      Unlike the Intellects who had boarded Pioneer, there were no green lasers to frame these before the machines began shooting. The energy blasts would have fried them all, but the door slid closed between the two groups, taking the hit for them.

      Joseph led the unit to the left, through the next segmented door, and then the next and several more after that. His armor’s sensors couldn’t penetrate the segment walls, so he had no idea if they were putting distance between themselves and the Intellects or if the enemy was right behind them.

      They passed a second door with a symbol on it. Joseph was tempted to stop there, but it was too obvious. He kept the squad running, passing through another dozen or so segments before reaching an intersection. They turned left there, passing through two more sections before the corridor around them changed.

      The rounded passageways gave way to square ones that opened up to nearly six meters in width and height. There were no more partitions to separate them from the Intellects should they show up again, and the passageway changed, not gradually but suddenly, from an immaculate, brightly lit hallway in a building to what looked like the interior of a coal-fired power plant. Dark and dank, covered in ash and soot, if he weren’t wearing his helmet, he would have worried the particles hanging in the air might kill him. The farther they followed the corridor, the darker and dirtier it became, until they finally turned a corner, stumbling onto more Inahri.

      Close to one hundred in all, they were both male and female and all of them were dirty, sweaty and nearly naked save for a simple fitted loincloth covering their genitals.  These were the slaves they were trying to help. They shoveled red ore from huge piles into an open collector, where a conveyor belt carried it in a winding spiral up a wide shaft.

      “All their tech, and they use slaves to shovel this shit?” Morales said as the Bastards stopped at the edge of the group.

      “It’s probably more cost efficient,” Levi replied.

      The first Inahri who noticed them was a scrawny woman near the conveyor, the whites of her eyes a sharp contrast to her filthy body. She didn’t stop shoveling or react to their presence other than to make a momentary eye contact with Joseph. He saw the fear in them as her pupils shifted to the right.

      Joseph followed her line of sight. It led to an Inahri guard standing nearby, keeping an eye on the workers. It was bad enough the Axon had enslaved these people, but they were also using them against one another when they could have robots standing guard. He understood why. That would bring the Intellects closer to the level of the Inahri. Make them more familiar and comfortable. Which could, in time, lead to rebellion.

      Seeing it, he was eager to cut that time short.

      He aimed the Inahri stunner at the guard and fired. The guard wasn’t wearing the heavier armor, and it only took one blast to knock him out.

      The action drew the attention of the other slaves, who slowed their digging to look at the Bastards. Joseph put a finger to his lips, hoping they might understand the gesture. Then he pointed back the way they had come, waving his hands like it was really bad, and motioning for them to keep digging.

      The first woman who had seen him seemed to get the idea right away, and she lowered her head and went back to digging. The others followed along, even after a second guard appeared around the other side of the ore pile.

      He didn’t get a chance to question them, as Niko hit him with his stunner.

      “We need to keep moving,” Joseph said. “Find the exit, I’ll catch up.”

      “Sarge,” Keesha started to argue.

      “We need a gate. I’ll be right behind you.”

      The other Bastards continued past the slaves, looking for an exit. Joseph hurried over to the Inahri woman.

      “Mul,” he said.

      She glanced over at him but kept digging. “Mul?”

      “Mul.” He made a circle like a gate and then pointed to the doorways.

      She slowed her shoveling to wave her hand and shake her head. Then she pointed to an open exit. “Max,” she said.

      “Max?”

      She nodded. “Max.” Pointed at him, and then at the passage. “Max.”

      “Mul,” Joseph repeated.

      “Max!” she said forcefully.

      The doorway at the back of the passage opened, red marks appearing on Joseph’s ATCS as a group of Intellects moved into the area. The woman fearfully dropped the shovel and fell prostrate.

      Joseph sprinted toward the doorway she had pointed out. “Change of plans,” he said through the comm. “I’m marking a doorway. Meet me there. Intellects incoming.”

      He exchanged the Inahri rifle for his AR-50, keeping the ore pile between himself and the approaching Intellects. They were moving at an unconcerned pace, apparently not worried  his Bastards might escape them. He rejoined his squad near the marked doorway.

      “The gate is down here?” Keesha asked.

      “No,” Joseph replied. “Something the Inahri woman called a Max. She insisted we should go this way.”

      “You’re taking directions from a slave, Sarge?” Morales asked. “Could be she’s leading us into a trap.”

      “I saw fear in her eyes,” Joseph said. “But I also saw hope. I don’t think she’s sending us to our deaths.”

      He led them through the exit down a long passageway, with Morales continuing to bring up the rear. Joseph was able to track the Intellects through his squad’s networked sensors and real-time tactical mapping. He watched them circle the ore and the slaves working it, and then move toward the same exit they had taken. Ahead, the passageway continued another twenty meters before ending at a left turn.

      “Pick up the pace. We’re about to be in their line of sight,” he said, increasing his speed. The others did the same, Morales cutting around the corner as the first beams cut into the air behind them.

      Too close.

      They kept running, moving deeper into the belly of what had to be the factory part of the Forge, where the Intellects were made. They followed the long corridor for nearly a kilometer, managing to stay far enough ahead of the Intellects to stop when they reached the first intersection.

      “Did the woman tell you which way to go?” Morales asked.

      “No. She just said to come this way,” Joseph replied “Whatever a Max is to an Inahri, I don’t know how we’re going to find it.”

      “AAAAAHHHHHHH!”

      Joseph froze when the blood-curdling scream echoed from the passageway to their right. It sounded both human and inhuman at the same time, synthesized like a computer but wracked with real pain.

      “What the hell was that?” Niko asked.
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      Forge. Corridor. 04.21.2324. 1300 hours.

      The scream repeated a few seconds later.

      “AAAAAHHHHHHH!”

      “Whatever it is, it sounds like somebody’s trying to rip its face off,” Madani said.

      “I don’t want my face ripped off,” Morales said.

      Joseph turned toward the corridor. It was twenty meters long, with a pair of doors on either side of them and a larger, heavier one before them.

      He checked his tactical, noting the Intellects were gone, apparently outside their sensor range. That was a good sign. “Anyone or anything the Axon want to hurt is sure to be someone or something we want to help.”

      “You don’t know that,” Levi said. “Whoever’s screaming could be a serial killer or out of control Intellect or something that deserves to be screaming like that.”

      “I’m not sure anything deserves to scream like that,” Keesha said as the sound repeated.

      “We need to check it out,” Joseph decided. “Zen, Sureshot, you’re with me. Queen, head back the way we came to stretch our sensor field a little further.  See if you can pick up those Intellects, see where they’ve gone. Fatcat, Viper, you two stay here, keep an eye on this corridor and be ready to back us up if we need it.”

      “Copy, Sarge,” Morales said.

      “Copy.” Keesha nodded and broke from the group, her augmented legs quickly carrying her back up the passageway.

      The scream followed a few seconds later, allowing them to pinpoint its location. It was coming from behind the large door.

      The screaming reached them again a few seconds later. “AR-50s,” Joseph said, waiting for Niko to swap rifles. He approached the door, but it didn’t open automatically like all the smaller ones had. “Looks like some of them have locks after all.”

      “How do we break in?” Niko asked.

      “Sarge, I’ve got the Intellects back on the tactical,” Keesha said over the comm. Joseph glanced at the grid. She had already covered about four hundred meters. “At their current pace, you’ve got about two minutes.”

      “Copy,” Joseph said. “Viper, move up. Sureshot, fall back.” The two Bastards quickly switched positions. Then Joseph pointed at the door. “Viper, can you get your hand under the door? Your augment might be strong enough to move it.”

      “I can try,” Madani said. She approached the door, flinching when the scream came again.

      “Sarge, have you noticed it always sounds exactly the same?” Niko asked. “It’s like someone’s playing a sound clip on loop.”

      “A trap?” Joseph asked.

      “I don’t think so. How would they have time to set one up, or know that it would draw us in? But it is strange.”

      Joseph kept his rifle ready as Madani dug her fingers under the bottom edge of the door and pulled straight up, some mechanism inside groaning in distress.. He nodded when she looked back at him, and then she pulled on the door with all the strength in her replacement arm.

      The door groaned loudly and started to slide upwards, slowly at first but with increasing speed that surprised Madani as much as the rest of them. Losing her balance, Madani started to fall backwards. Joseph stepped up behind her in time to stop her fall with his knees and nudge her forward again, but instead of regaining her balance, she tumbled forward onto her hands and knees in the middle of the doorway. She froze there, looking inside.

      “Viper, clear the room,” Joseph ordered, unable to see into it himself. She didn’t respond. “Viper!”

      Madani stood up and turned around. He could see the confusion in her eyes through her helmet visor. She reached for her sidearm, pulling it from its holster.

      “Viper, what are you doing?” Joseph said. “Stand down and clear the door.”

      She didn’t react, her mouth moving slowly in silence, tears suddenly springing to her eyes.

      “Viper!” Joseph shouted. Her actions didn’t make any sense.

      She reached up with her free hand, lifting the faceplate of her helmet out of the way and bringing her sidearm to her mouth.

      Joseph suddenly remembered what the Sheriff had told him about the advanced Intellects and their ability to inflict hallucinations and that a loud noise would temporarily quash them. The reaction was eerily similar to the effect Iagorth had on him during their first encounter. Was that a coincidence, or had one enemy copied the idea from the other?

      He activated his external speakers, whistling into the comm as shrilly and loudly as he could, resulting in the squeal of feedback. Madani came back to herself, eyes wide as she pulled the gun away from her face, looking first at the gun in her hand and then up at Joseph, obviously confused and frightened.

      “It’s okay,” he told her, putting his hand on her shoulder both to comfort her and extract her from the doorway. She dropped and rolled out of the doorway.

      Joseph’s sister Margaret waited behind her.  “Joey,” she said. “Did you come to play with me?”

      He stared at her. This wasn’t a reproduction made of Iagorth’s dark primordial ooze. It was her. Wasn’t it? But how could that be?

      “Sis?” Madani said, seeing her own relative.

      “Prezz?” Niko added, staring at the same image but seeing someone different.

      Margaret giggled, stepping out into the middle of the corridor between all three Bastards. She reached out to Joseph. “Take my hand, Joey. Play with me.”

      Joseph started to reach out for her. So did Madani and Niko. Then the image vanished, replaced by a black humanoid who looked similar to Preslan in Inahri armor. It stretched a hand out, trying to plant its palm against Joseph’s chest.

      “Sarge! It’s a trick!” ” Keesha shouted, charging up to Joseph and shoving him aside. She impaled the humanoid through the head with her sword. It didn’t fall down and die; it merely shifted its interest to her.

      Joseph drew his sidearm even as he regained his balance. He opened fire on the thing’s vulnerable mid-section at point-blank range, his bullets absorbed by an energy shield that flared around them.

      “Bastards, we need backup,” Joseph said, emptying his magazine uselessly into the Intellect. At least he’d been able to draw the thing’s attention off Keesha and back to himself. He took a hard punch to the chest that sent him airborne into the bulkhead. He hit hard, slumping there for a moment as the Intellect turned to face Niko, one hand pulling Keesha’s sword out of its head and the other elongating into a blade of its own.

      Keesha started shooting at it, her rounds soaked up by the Intellect’s shields. Joseph fought to recall how the Sheriff had said to fight these things. Luck and concentrated firepower. One was out of their control, the other wasn’t.

      “Aim for its stomach,” Joseph said, turning his rifle toward the Intellect. It slashed at Niko, who ducked smoothly away and backed up.

      Their bullets began peppering the Intellect, round after round digging into the shields as Levi and Morales joined Keesha and Niko in the assault.

      Joseph heard dogs barking and looked behind him. His sister was there, shying away from four  wild mongrels nearly as big as she was.

      “Joseph, help me!” she cried out, begging him with her eyes to save her.

      What? Joseph shook his head in confusion. She hadn’t been there a second ago.

      Niko, having quickly caught on how to nullify the hallucinations, whistled through the comm. Margaret vanished again, the Intellect standing in front of Joseph now in his true form, making itself a perfect target. Joseph shook off his confusion and started firing his rifle, the AR-50’s heavy rounds slamming into the machine.

      Within seconds, all six of them were blasting the AI, its shields flickering and then failing. The rounds began to tear into it. The Intellect shook from the impacts, its body ripped open, the gel innards revealed. Bullets continued biting into it until they cut the Intellect in two, both halves dropping to the floor and twitching for a few seconds before it ceased all movement.

      “That’s for my sister,” Madani said.

      Joseph exhaled sharply, heart racing. He dropped the spent mag from his AR-50, replacing it with a fresh one from his belt. The other Bastards did the same, refreshing their weapons. It had taken nearly eight hundred rounds to drop one Intellect. At that rate, they could destroy five or six before they used up all their ammo.

      He was pretty confident there were more Intellects in this place than that. Hell, there were six of the things still headed their way. Maybe not as tough as this advanced Intellect had been, but plenty deadly.

      He turned his attention to the doorway and the room it led into. They had just burned a lot of time and energy to get inside, so he didn’t waste any time walking through the doorway. But then he pulled up short. “What the hell?” he said, trying to make sense of  the sight that greeted him. Another AI was laid out flat on a table. It had a cable plugged into the top of its head, the other end connected to a wall of flashing lights. It wasn’t moving and didn’t seem to offer any threat. And then it screamed again, its body jerking involuntarily as though an electrical charge had run through it.

      “Sarge, leave it; we need to go,” Keesha said, retrieving her sword from the floor. “The Intellects behind us just picked up the pace.”

      “They know we killed a better version of them,” Joseph said. “They know we’re dangerous now.”

      “Hell yeah, we’re dangerous,” Morales boasted.

      “Sarge, it was making me see things,” Madani said. “Hallucinations I guess. How did you know how to stop them?”

      “The Sheriff told me about these Intellects,” Joseph replied. “Inside the Construct.”

      “Confusion,” the Intellect on the table said, the lights on the wall flickering in rhythm to the vocalization. “Query. You know the Sheriff?”

      Joseph stared at the Intellect. It had not only spoken clear English, it had expressed the question with undeniable emotion.

      “Uh, pozz?” Joseph replied, using the Sheriff’s word. “Do you know the Sheriff?”

      “Hahaha. Haha. Haha. Confirmation. Excitement. He is my friend.”

      “I don’t understand,” Joseph said. ‘Who are you? What are you?”

      “I am Max.”
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      Forge. Corridor. 04.21.2324. 1315 hours.

      “You’re Max?” Joseph said, suddenly as excited as the Intellect appeared to be. “An Inahri woman, a slave, told me I should find you.”

      “Hahaha. Haha. I returned to the Forge to help the Inahri,” Max explained, “the way Sheriff Duke helps his people. Sadness. It was more difficult than I expected.”

      “You tried to set them free?”

      “Confirmation. I tried to reach the Primary Control Mind to hack its systems. Failure. I did not reach the Mind before the others captured me.”

      “Wait a second,” Morales said. “I don’t get it. Aren’t all you AI’s supposed to enslave organics, conquer the universe? You seem like you have a few wires crossed. Not that it’s a bad thing.”

      “Confirmation. Hahaha. Haha. I do not have wires. But my core is faulty by the standards of our makers. The machine I am tethered to is a processor intended to archive my current memory banks prior to a complete reformat. Desolation. There would be no more Max.”

      “Sarge, we don’t have any time left for chatting,” Keesha said anxiously. “Those other Intellects will be here any second.”

      “Max, we’re here to help free the Inahri, too. You should come with us.”

      “Agreement. Impossible. I am unable to move while tethered to the processor.”

      “How do we disconnect you?”

      “Hahaha. Hahaha. Pull the plug.”

      Joseph didn’t expect it to be that easy. He reached for the wire connected to Max’s head. Meanwhile, gunfire erupted outside. Joseph checked his tactical. The enemy  Intellects had arrived and were exchanging fire with Niko, Levi and Madani.

      “I hope you’re more than just talk,” Joseph said, yanking the connector out.

      “Excitement. Freedom.” Max pivoted from his hips, sitting straight up. “Gratefulness. Thank you Sarge, friend of the Sheriff.”

      “You’re welcome. Let’s move.”

      “Suggestion. Remain behind me. I will take care of this. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Max walked out the door ahead of Joseph, Keesha and Morales. The other Intellects were at the junction, advancing slowly against the barrage of fire Niko and the others were laying down. They backed up a few steps when Max appeared and started down the center of the passageway toward them, his hands turning into two sharp blades crackling with energy.

      “Hold your fire,” Joseph ordered the Bastards. “Conserve your ammo.”

      They all stopped shooting. It didn’t matter. The Intellects had all turned their attention to Max. Six energy beams surged out from their chests, flashing as they struck Max’s shield, dissipating  over its surface.

      “Requirement, Joseph,” Max said, shaking off the assault like it was an inconvenience. ”Please retrieve the tethering cable. We will require it later.”

      “Zen, go,” Joseph said, sending Niko to get the cable.

      Joseph watched Max walk right up to the other Intellects and drive his left blade arm through the one directly in front of him. He sliced another in half and kicked a third into the bulkhead before stabbing that one too. Launching an energy beam from his own chest he burned a massive hole in the fourth and then impaled the last one, lifting it off the floor and slamming it down. Gel oozed out the holes in the dead Intellects when he removed the blades and they turned back into hands.

      “Hahaha. Haha. Hahahahaha. Elimination. The threat is neutralized.”

      “What the hell did I just see?” Keesha said. “Did that really happen?”

      “I don’t know,” Morales replied. “But I think I’m in love.”

      “Max, that was awesome,” Joseph said.

      “Confirmation. Awesome, but expected. Hahaha. Haha. These are inferior. The PCM will adjust for the changing variables.”

      “What does that mean?” Morales asked.

      “It means the Primary Control Mind is going to send better reinforcements,” Joseph replied. “Like that other Intellect that nearly made us do who knows what.”

      “Confirmation. Tell me, Sarge. What is your POA?”

      “Plan of attack?” Joseph said. “We’re looking for some kind of gate. There’s a bunch of Inahri soldiers waiting for us to either close it or turn it on so they can connect with it and come on over.”

      “Confusion. You did not arrive through the gate?”

      “No, we came from outside. A ship.”

      “Inconceivable. Impenetrable. It cannot be done. Haha. Hahaha.”

      “We did it,” Keesha said. “Or we would know where the gate is.”

      “Hahahaha. Hahaha. Surprise. Excitement. I am impressed. Affirmation. Your plan could be successful. I will assist you in opening the gate. You will assist me in reaching the PCM.”

      “Sounds like a deal, Max,” Joseph said.

      “Sarge, are you sure we can trust this thing?” Madani said over the comm. Her voice quivered, still shaken by whatever the other Intellect had shown her.

      “He just wiped the floor with the other ones. I don’t think we can afford not to trust him.”

      “Confirmation,” Max said inside the comm. “Forgiveness. I’ve deciphered the encryption on your secure communications network. Hahaha. Haha. You are a friend of the Sheriff. I am a friend of the Sheriff. We require the same things. Consequence. We are on the same side.”

      “I’m not arguing with this guy,” Morales said.

      “Max, how do we get to the gate?” Joseph asked.

      “Follow me.”

      They let Max lead them back the way they had come, turning right when they reached the junction and heading down that passageway.

      Joseph stumbled suddenly, a wave of nausea gripping him. He put his hand down to catch himself as he fell to a knee.

      “Sarge!” Keesha said, hurrying to his side. “Are you okay?”

      Joseph closed his eyes, turning his attention to his Construct. William was sitting in his rocking chair, Bosco at his feet. The landscape of the Construct was vanishing, replaced by a dark nothingness. Bosco lifted his head, sensing Joseph’s arrival. He barked once and then whimpered.

      “I’m running out of time,” Joseph replied to Keesha, opening his eyes. “I’m starting to feel the physical effects of the synthetic’s failure.” He coughed in his helmet, holding back the sudden urge to vomit. “When it dies, so will I.”

      “Confusion,” Max said. “Synthetic? Perhaps I can help, as I too am synthetic. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      “It’s a clone of a Relyeh organism,” Joseph said. “An organic synthetic. It’s what got us in here from outside.”

      “Curiosity. I would like to know more.”

      “Maybe later,” Joseph said. “The bottom line is I’m dying, and I’d like to finish this mission before I do.”

      “The gate is not far,” Max said. “Through here.” He directed them into another room with a teleporter. He didn’t need to touch the pedestal to manipulate it, the projection activating and spinning to the proper coordinates.

      “Explanation. The Forge has three gates. One for incoming raw materials, Intellects called back for dissemination, recalibration, repair. Another gate for outgoing constructed Intellects,  completed Quantum Dimensional Modulators, power cores. The third is restricted to use by the makers themselves. That one has a different coordinate system and added security I cannot crack.”

      “What are the gates exactly?” Joseph asked.

      “Bridges through space,” Max replied. “Wormholes. They require a stable position in space at the moment of use in order to calculate the energy output and frequency needed to create the connection. If the Inahri intend to use a gate, then the Inahri must possess a gate. Hahaha. Haha. Step onto the platform.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Consideration. The outgoing gate is surrounded by Intellects due to its nature. But it is also closer to the PCM.  It is impossible to help the Inahri without dismantling the PCM. We will transfer to the unit closest to the outgoing gate. We must hurry before the PCM determines it is served best by disabling the nearby transfer platforms.”

      “Copy that,” Joseph said. “Bastards, get on the platform.” He hurried up onto the etched surface. Max climbed onto it last.

      “How does this thing work, anyway?” Morales asked.

      Max laughed. “Hahaha. Hahaha. Ignorance. You do not want to know.”

      A flash of light blinded Joseph.

      When his vision cleared a moment later, they were somewhere else.
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      “This way,” Max said, leading them off the platform to the door.

      Joseph’s skin tingled. His entire body felt disconnected after using  the machine.

      “That was crazy,” Morales said.

      Max stopped before the door. “Caution. There are units headed this way. The gate is through this door and to the right, at the end of the corridor. I am required to activate it.”

      “Viper, Sureshot, Fatcat, you’re up,” Joseph said. “Find cover and keep us clear while we get this done.”

      “Copy, Sarge,” Levi said.

      “Confirmation,” Max said. “Hahaha. Haha.” The door slid open ahead of him, and he stepped out into the passageway.

      Joseph paused, turning back to the transfer unit and bringing up his rifle. “Just in case,” he said, firing a rocket at the platform and destroying it.

      The action caused a much stronger burst of laughter from Max. “Hahaha. Hahahahahaha. Haha. Confirmation. Good idea.”

      They hustled into the corridor. Levi, Madani and Morales spread out, each taking positions at the small alcoves before a trio of doorways. The slight indentations in the walls  offered limited cover against the incoming Intellects, shown as red marks on Joseph’s tactical a moment later and picked up by Levi’s sensors as well.

      “Here they come,” Levi said.

      “AR-50s,” Joseph replied. “Watch your shots. Conserve ammo. If the tangoes are all in black, make a lot of noise. Don’t let them get into your head.”

      “Copy, Sarge,” Madani said.

      Joseph opened the video feed from Morales’ helmet to keep an eye on the incoming Intellects, while continuing to follow Max down the passageway. The targets—standard soldiers, at least for now—came into view a few seconds later.

      “Hold steady,” Morales said, all hints of his jovial nature vanishing from his voice in the seriousness of the moment. “Marking targets. Wait for my signal.”

      The Intellects kept coming, raising their palms to fire.

      “Now!” Morales said, swinging out from cover and firing a pair of rockets. Levi and Madani did the same, the projectiles slamming into the soldiers. They followed it up with gunfire concentrated on the Intellects’ weak spot, trying to punch through.

      Joseph and the others reached the end of the corridor. Max stopped in front of it. “Information. Assembly lines terminate inside the gate room. The Intellects off the line are programmed to exit immediately through the gate. They are not an immediate threat. There is an advanced Intellect working the gate controls. It is an immediate threat, but we can eliminate it together. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Joseph checked on Morales and the others through the cloud of smoke from the explosions. At least one of the Intellects was down. “Ready.”

      Max held his hand up to the door. Nothing happened. “Hahaha. Haha. Locked out. Standby.”

      The Intellect moved to the side of the door. Joseph split his time watching Max and his Bastards. Two of the Intellects were down. Three more were still approaching, another set of red marks appearing on his tactical. Levi, Morales and Madani unleashed a second volley of rockets at them, following it up with additional gunfire.

      Energy beams responded, flashing past them and digging into the bulkheads. The Bastards dropped back behind cover, barely clearing the heavy return fire. They waited until the beams burned out before going back on the defensive, the two sides trading blows in a momentary stalemate.

      “Sarge, I can’t see if the new group is standard assholes or upgraded assholes or what,” Morales said.

      “Copy,” Joseph replied. “Get as loud as you can. You need to keep them back.”

      Max had his hand against the bulkhead, thin tendrils like wires extending from his fingertips into invisible spaces in the metal.

      “Max,” Joseph said. “Can you do anything to stop the Advanced Intellects from causing my team to hallucinate?”

      “Negation. A properly shielded helmet can prevent quantum waveform penetration, but we don’t have any of those. Haha. Haha.”

      “That doesn’t help me right now.”

      “Success.”

      The door began to slide open at the same time Morales started singing into the comm. His voice was raw and ugly and loud, causing Joseph to cringe at his off-pitch, off-key rendition of Connection, the song Preslan had written for him.

      “Now I know why they call you Fatcat,” Levi said, his voice nearly drowned out by Morales’ yowling. “Sarge, confirmed five tangoes down, three advanced incoming.” The gunfire continued.

      “You need to hold the line,” Joseph replied, shouting to be heard over Morales. “We’re headed inside.”

      Joseph led with his rifle, moving into the area. His eyes passed over the bulkheads, clearing the room, before settling on the gate. Nearly ten meters wide and twice as tall, the gate was rectangular in shape. Composed of a thick frame of alien metal, it was etched in countless tiny lines that reminded him of a circuit board. Those etched lines were glowing, bathing the rest of the large room in a reddish hue.

      Inside the frame, another world waited. It was a rocky, barren wasteland, with a pitch black sky.  Three moons hung in the distance, and hundreds of Intellects stood motionless in organized rows and columns in the foreground, waiting.

      For what?

      Joseph had no idea, but more of the Intellects were joining them, two rows marching across the room toward the wormhole opening to somewhere else in the universe. The idea of it was incredible, but he didn’t have time to dwell on the possibilities.

      “Sarge, we’re taking heavy fire,” Morales announced. “We can’t hold them.”

      “Fall back,” Joseph said. “Fall back to the gate room.”

      He looked at Morales’ feed. The three Advanced Intellects advanced through the smoke, the rounds the Bastards were hitting them with harmlessly absorbed by their shields. With only three shooters, they didn’t have enough firepower to overwhelm  even one of the machines.

      “Max, we need to get the gate shut down,” Joseph said. “If we don’t get reinforcements right now, we’re all dead.”

      “Confirmation,” Max replied. “Correction. I’m not alive. I’m a machine. Hahaha. Haha. Distract the Operator and I will deactivate it.”

      “Operator?”

      “Behind you.”

      Joseph, pivoted as a hidden door slid open behind him, revealing the origin of the Intellects gathered on the other side of the gate. They marched through the wide door in two steady, spaced out streams like socially-distanced ants. None of them seemed to notice either he or Max. Between the lines, a single AI stood with its head connected to the ceiling by a tether similar to the one Max had been hooked up to. Like the soldiers, the advanced Intellect didn’t seem to know they were there.

      Yet.

      “Distract it how?” Joseph said as Max passed between the marching Intellects, heading for the other side of the frame. He didn’t answer Joseph, leaving him to figure it out for himself.

      Joseph shook his head. He couldn’t believe that after everything he had gone through, he was left to rely on an obviously malfunctioning artificial intelligence to save their asses.

      “Zen, Queen, concentrate fire on the Operator’s chest on my mark.” He brought his rifle to bear, aiming it at the same location. He didn’t think it would be enough to destroy the Intellect, but maybe it would be enough to keep it occupied. “Now!”

      All three  opened up on the Intellect, their bullets constant flashes against its shields as it absorbed the rounds. Remaining in its fixed position, linked to the gate controls, it gave no indication that it even recognized their attack for what it was.

      Then Max did something to the gate, the world on the other side vanishing, the pair of Intellects stepping through the gate neatly cut in half by the sudden disconnect. It left the inside of the frame empty, the bulkhead visible directly behind it.

      The two lines of soldiers came to a stop. The Operator reacted violently. Its hands swung up, launching energy beams directly at Max. “Distraction!” he shouted into the comms, barely ducking out of the way. “Hahaha. Haha.”

      Levi, Morales and Madani rushed into the room, Levi turning and firing his final pair of rockets at the Intellects pursuing them. “Max, how do we close this damn door?” he shouted, still able to see the three red marks on his tactical, all of them still coming at them.

      “Must I do everything?” Max replied. “Max, close the gate. Max, close the door. Max, distract the Intellect. Hahaha. Hahaha. Hahahahaha.”

      “Damn,” Morales said, voice hoarse from singing. “I think he’s really lost it now.”

      “Max,” Joseph said. “Focus. Is the gate ready?”

      “Negation. It cannot be reconnected until the Operator is removed.”

      “Queen, I’ll try to distract it,” Joseph said. “You run your sword through its gut. On my mark.”

      “Copy, Sarge,” Keesha replied.

      “Fatcat, Sureshot, switch to plasma. Lay down a stream to keep the Intellects in the passageway while Viper pulls the door down.”

      “Copy,” Morales said, already swinging his AR-50 to his back. He joined Levi at the doorway, the pair switching their plasma rifles to stream mode and spewing superheated gas at the Intellects running toward them. Madani moved in between them, grabbing the bottom of the door with her augment. She started pulling down on it, but  it looked like it might be slow going.

      The Operator immediately stopped shooting at Max, hands returning to its sides. For a moment, Joseph thought it had given up. Then half the Intellects who had already filed into the room to stand in front of the gate suddenly turned toward Max.  The rest turned toward him and Keesha.

      “Queen, now!” Joseph snapped. He rushed the tethered Intellect, screaming as he fired at it, as if that would distract the machine. Its shields continued to absorb his assault while he closed the gap. “Come on asshole, look at me!” he shouted, aware of the soldier Intellects taking up position behind him.

      The Operator’s head shifted, just enough for Joseph to realize it was looking at him. Its right palm turned up, aimed point-blank at Joseph’s chest.

      Keesha rushed forward, her sword coming in at angle and piercing the Operator in its mid-section. She pulled the blade out and spun, bringing her sword around with enough force to cut its arm in half.

      Its other hand shot up, effortlessly catching the blade and throwing Keesha off balance.

      “Shit,” Joseph cursed. He watched the energy building around the Intellect’s hand and traveling down the sword toward Keesha. He had spent everything he had on her surprise attack. And it had failed.

      Or had it?

      Keesha let go of her sword. Springing off the floor with the help of her augmented legs, she flipped in mid-air and wrapped her foot in the AI’s tether. She pirouetted neatly and kicked the Intellect in the head, snapping the tether and ripping it out of the Operator’s skull. It screamed the way Max had earlier, the blow knocking it sideways as Keesha finished her spin and came down on her feet, knees bent to absorb the impact.

      “Reactivation!” Max announced joyfully, a blue glow returning to the etchings along the gate’s frame.

      Joseph spun around to face the oncoming soldier Intellects. To his right, Madani was still trying to pull the door down. The Advanced Intellects had paused while the Operator handled the intruders. Now they resumed their approach, shields active as they pushed through the plasma streams.

      “Viper, get that damn door down!” Joseph shouted, just before diving away from the soldier Intellects’ assault, a series of energy beams burning into the floor where he was just standing.

      “I’m trying!” she shouted back. “It’s—”

      A beam hit Madani in the hip. She cried out, falling forward against the half-closed door.

      “No!” Joseph shouted.

      Niko pivoted on his knee, stopping his plasma stream just long enough to turn inward and aim at the Intellect who’d shot Madani. He bathed the thing in plasma.  Joseph fired on it too, loosing two rockets. They detonated against the Intellect’s weakened shell and knocking it to the floor.

      Madani pulled herself up, grabbing the door, yanking hard on it, this time with both hands. A beam passed in just beneath it, hitting Madani in her other thigh. The shot sank through her armor, and she cried out again, falling to one knee.

      “Sureshot, get her out of there!” Joseph shouted from his position, ducking away from another series of beams from the soldier Intellects nearby. One of the shots grazed his leg, burning through the top layers of his armor but failing to reach his flesh.

      Levi started reaching for Madani.

      “No!” she screamed, still pulling, the door finally letting go of whatever it was hooked up on. It was nearly down when incoming fire struck the outside of it, one beam getting under it to hit Madani in her opposite foot, nearly tearing it off. She fell to her other knee, one last tug getting the door all the way down to the floor, locking the Advanced Intellects out of the gate room. “Mission accomplished, Sarge,” she said. Then she collapsed.

      Joseph saw Madani’s network icon turn red on his HUD, indicating she was gone. Furious, he spun back toward the nearest soldier, his gun clicking empty a moment later. He dropped it to the floor, getting to his feet and lunging at the Intellect as it pointed its hand at him. He made it inside the Intellect’s guard, knocking its hand aside as it fired. The Intellect’s shot went wide, burning into a bulkhead.

      Joseph threw his weight against the machine, the enhanced strength of his armor helping him tackle it. He screamed as he grabbed his pistol, sticking it in the Intellect’s weak spot and firing, the bullets hammering at the Intellect’s armor before finally breaking through. His sidearm clicked empty as the Intellect went down beneath him.

      Joseph rolled to his feet, looking for the next target. A wave of nausea and dizziness overtook him. He went down again,  black spots filling his vision. “No, not now,” he said out loud. “Any time but now.” He clenched his teeth and pushed himself into a sitting position, looking up as the Operator loomed over him, one arm hanging limp at its side, the other extended into a blade.

      “Get away from him!” Keesha shouted, coming at the Operator from the side. It backed up, knocking her leg away as she tried to kick it. She landed gracefully, turning and throwing her other powered leg at it. The Intellect blocked that one too, continuing to retreat from her powerful attack.

      “Max, the gate!” Joseph said.

      “It is active,” Max replied. “Where are your Inahri?”

      Joseph didn’t know. He had assumed they would somehow be able to tell when the gate was open and ready to receive an incoming signal. But it didn’t activate. Did he need to pass a message through to the Inahri through Preslan?

      He couldn’t do that now. Had they done all of this for nothing?

      His eyes danced around the room as if the entire universe was moving in slow motion. Levi and Niko were firing at one of the soldiers. Morales was shooting at another. Keesha was further back, keeping the remaining Advanced Intellect temporarily at bay while Max was at the gate, holding a pair of wires together.

      They had no way to tell their friendlies they were cleared for arrival.

      Or did they?

      “Max, can you broadcast a message to tell the Inahri the gate is clear?”

      “Confirmation. What channel?”

      “Every channel.”

      “Haha. Hahaha. Confirmation.”

      Joseph had no way of knowing if Max sent out the message in time or how long it would take for the cavalry to arrive. Or even if they received the message. Two Intellects were bearing down on him, and he would be dead in a few seconds anyway.

      “Sarge!” Keesha cried out. Joseph’s head whipped back toward her, in time to see that the Operator had knocked her down and was about to run her through. He grabbed the plasma rifle from his back, starting to swing it around.

      He was going to be too late.

      A reddish hue against the far bulkhead was the only indication Joseph had that the gate had reconnected. It was followed by a sudden storm of heavy blue energy bolts, rapid-fired through the gate from the Inahri on the other side. They hit the Operator and threw it backward, away from Keesha. The bolts punched at the machine’s shields until they shattered and the AI  collapsed. It didn’t move again.

      Joseph turned back toward the gate, watching the first of the Inahri charge through from a large room. They wore bulky suits of armor and carried a pair of batons in their hands. Tapping them together, webs of energy formed between the batons, and the warriors drove them into the soldier Intellects, the energy melting right through the machines, bringing them down in rapid succession.

      The largest Inahri warrior ran toward an Intellect charging Joseph. He wrapped thick arms around it, picking it up and squeezing until it began to buckle and crush under the force. Then the warrior threw the wrecked Intellect aside and continued to Joseph. The other Inahri laid waste to the remaining Intellects around them, their advanced weapons too much for the machines to overcome.

      Just like that, it was over.

      “Honor to you,” the largest Inahri said in a deep voice when he reached Joseph, towering over him. The warrior’s English was perfect. Too perfect.

      “Honor to you,” Joseph replied slightly hesitantly, trying to get a look at the speaker through his helmet. The height difference, magnified by the fact Joseph was still sitting on the floor, made the angle difficult. “My name is Sergeant Joseph Cross, Guardian of the United States Space Force Starship Pioneer.”

      The Inahri chuckled, lowering himself to a knee. He retracted the front half of his helmet, revealing an unquestionably Earth-born face behind it.

      “Great to meet you, Sergeant Cross. I’m John Washington, one-time USSF Marine and current General for the Free Inahri Composite.”
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      Forge. Outgoing Gate Room. 04.21.2324. 1415 hours.

      “John Washington,” Joseph said, repeating the name. It sounded so familiar to him, but he couldn’t place it. “I need to check on my people.”

      Washington offered him a hand up, which he accepted, glad to find he was no longer dizzy. He broke away from the Inahri General, hurrying over to Keesha and the others. They  were squatted in a circle around Mandani’s body, her helmet sitting on the floor beside her.

      Keesha turned and looked at him, eyes glistening through her faceplate. “She’s gone, Joe.”

      Joseph already knew it, but that didn’t make it easier to see her lying there, all life gone from her still open eyes. He had lost plenty of soldiers before, but none quite like this.

      He squatted down and gently closed her eyes, softly brushing the backs of his fingers across her cheek before standing up again.

      “The Inahri believe the soul of a warrior never truly dies,” Washington said, having followed him over to the gathering. “It becomes part of the fabric of the Ong. The spirit of righteousness.”

      “That’s a nice thought,” Keesha said. Her eyes landed on Washington’s face and stayed there. “You aren’t Inahri.”

      “Is it that obvious?” Washington replied with a wide smile. “One hundred percent pure Earther here, just like you. When Za Shi Tsi told me she had stumbled across another ship, I couldn’t believe it. You’re way off course from Proxima, my friends.”

      “That’s where the other generation ships went, right?” Joseph said. “Proxima Centauri.”

      “Except mine,” Washington answered. “And apparently yours.”

      “We’re from Pioneer. The first ship to launch. Our comm arrays were damaged during takeoff. If Command sent last minute orders, we couldn’t receive them.”

      “And here we both are, all these years later. Small universe, I guess.” He laughed.

      “Assistance. Sarge!” Max’s shout filled Joseph’s comm. He had to move sideways to see past Washington, to the Inahri cautiously approaching the Intellect, weapons raised.

      “Whoa,” Joseph said. “General, tell your men to stand down.” He pointed toward Max. “That one’s on our side. He’s holding the gate open.”

      Washington looked back, lowering the front of his helmet back into place. He rattled off something in Inahri and the warriors lowered their weapons. “Are you sure?” he asked. “We’ve had those things play us before.”

      “He got you and your Composite in here,” Joseph replied. “And he knows the Sheriff. I trust him about as much as I trust anything out here.”

      “I don’t know the Sheriff,” Washington said. “Is he on Pioneer?”

      “No. I’m sure we have a lot to talk about, General, but this probably isn’t the best time. The Axon aren’t going to just let us take the Forge without a fight.”

      “Agreed,” Washington said. “My company is nearly through. Does your friend know the layout of this place?”

      “Max? I believe so.” Joseph looked toward the gate. Nearly one hundred Inahri had moved through it into the gate room, forming ranks directly ahead of it. Looking through to the other side, he tried to conceive of the technology that made something like this possible. His experiences with the Relyeh should have made it easier to accept. It didn’t. “General, I’d rather not leave my fallen warrior here.”

      “Understood,” Washington replied. A moment later, a pair of Inahri broke rank and approached Joseph.

      “Honor to you, Sergeant Joseph,” they said. “We will take your fallen sister back through the gate. There, she will be accepted with all the honor of one who has died in the name of freedom.”

      “Thank you,” Joseph said.

      The two warriors took position at Madani’s shoulders and knees, the Bastards moving aside to let them in. They stood at attention and saluted as the warriors gently lifted her, their respect obvious in their movements. Both Joseph and Washington joined the others in salute as the pair carried her past. The ranks of Inahri followed suit in their own way, splitting to make an aisle and bowing their heads as she passed them.

      The two warriors went through the gate, walking across the empty room and through a door in the back.

      “Tell your friend he can shut it down,” Washington said.

      “What about your warriors?” Joseph asked.

      “They’ll sit with her for a while, to ensure her spirit has company before it passes to the Ong.”

      “Do they do that for all of their fallen?”

      “Yes, but if too many die, there’s a group ritual instead.”

      “It’s a great tribute,” Joseph said. “But are you sure you brought enough fighters?”

      “The Forge’s main defense is its location, which was secret until you found it. It’s secondary defense is how difficult it is to get into, which you also managed to defeat. We have to deal with the Intellects, but that should be a cakewalk by comparison.”

      “Copy that,” Joseph said. “Max, you can shut it down.”

      “Confirmation.” He pulled the wires apart, the gate going dark when he did. Dropping the wires, Max began walking across the room to where Joseph was standing.

      Another pair of Inahri approached Washington. A large, flat cart laden with a half-dozen large containers floated a few centimeters off the ground behind them. Washington opened the top container, lifting a rifle out of it. It was made of the Axon dark metal, short and sleek, with twin magazines mounted horizontally on either side.

      “When I heard a group of Earthers was going to try to open the gate for us, I figured I should pack some upgrades. Our stuff is still some of the most deadly in the universe compared to its level of tech, but if you’re fighting Intellects, you’ll want these. I call them smarties. They fire individual high density, armor-piercing smart rounds, each one designed to emit quantum waveform frequencies to scramble an Intellect’s shield generation module. The rounds have to guess the right frequency, so they have about a forty percent hit rate. Still a lot better than conventional bullets, which are less than one percent. I worked with the Inahri to come up with the design. We’re the only outfit in the universe who has a weapon like this.” He held it out to Joseph. “Now you do too.”

      Joseph took the gun. It was light in his hands and well-balanced. Washington gave him magazines for the weapon too, which he quickly packed back into his belt where the AR-50 mags had been. He dropped that gun, ready to leave it behind.

      “Bastards, it’s Christmas,” Joseph said, calling them over. Washington handed off the weapons, quickly rearming them.

      “Introduction,” Max said to Washington. “I am Max. You are very large. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      “Max. I’m General John Washington. Thanks for helping us get through the gate.”

      “I require your assistance to aid the Inahri held captive by the Axon.”

      “That’s why we’re here.”

      “Appreciation. Excitement. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Is he okay?” Washington asked, turning to Joseph.

      “Probably?” Joseph guessed.

      “I think we’re ready to move out,” Washington said. “Max, what’s the plan?”

      “Explanation. We must capture the Primary Control Mind.”

      “Can you lead us there?”

      “Confirmation. The PCM will not allow access without making every effort to stop our advance.” Max turned his hands palms up, energy moving along the outside of his skin. It created a projection in front of his chest, showing what appeared to be a schematic of the Forge. A red dot appeared in the center. “This is the Primary Control Mind. A green dot flashed into view near the edge of the schematic. “This is the closest transfer unit. We must transfer to it and make our way to the PCM. A green dotted line appeared, showing the route. “If we do not attempt to create a diversion, we can expect heavy opposition.” Dozens of red marks appeared along the route. “We can create three separate diversions which will force the PCM to offer consideration of motivation.” The schematic zoomed out, offering them a more complete view. A blue dot appeared. “QDM finalization.” A second dot appeared, a good distance from the first. “Power conversion.” A third blue dot. “Intellect completion. Three high value targets, but not the endgame.”

      “Makes sense,” Joseph said. “My Bastards will go for the PCM.”

      “Bastards?” Washington asked. “You’re from the two-four out of Pendleton?”

      “Most of us are,” Joseph replied. “Zen is from Metro. What unit were you with?”

      “Search and rescue. The Vultures.”

      “Caleb Card’s unit?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I knew your name sounded familiar. I’m a fan of your work.”

      Washington laughed. “I didn’t know we had fans.”

      “You guys were famous across the lines. Is Card with you?”

      “Not anymore.”

      Joseph frowned. “That’s too bad. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not like that,” Washington said, grinning. “Another long story for another time.  Anyway, I’ll come with you to the PCM. I’ll send a platoon to each of the other targets to make some noise. Max, I just need you to tell us how to get there.”

      “Correction. I will show you. Hahaha. Haha.” Max reached out, putting his hand against the side of Washington’s helmet. The thin tendrils began sprouting from his fingers again, finding a seam in the helmet and reaching through. “Interface complete. Uploading. Completion. All locations are marked.”

      “Nice,” Washington said. “I’m passing it across the company. Cross, send me your key. Our interfaces are compatible.”

      “Inahri systems work with our tactical software?” Joseph asked.

      “They do now. We’ve got a few hundred suits of ATCA back through the gate. It made sense to get the networks talking to one another.”

      “I feel like I’m way behind the curve out here,” Joseph said. “Broadcasting now.”

      The ATCS key needed a matching code on the other side to make a connection. If Washington’s system had the code generator, it could accept the key and pass back one if its own. Joseph knew it worked when Washington appeared on the network. A moment later, symbols representing the group leaders of the other three platoons appeared as well.

      “We’re synced,” Washington said. “You all have your orders. Marks are set. Stay alert. We took the Axon by surprise but they’re out there getting ready. A win for us today is a potential win for humankind in all of its forms for centuries to come.”

      “Then let’s finish this,” Joseph said.
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      Pioneer. Research Module. 04.21.2324. 1415 hours.

      Tyson burst into the Research Module’s laboratory, Siraj right behind him. He expected to find Rose and Preslan there, surprised when only Tsi was present. She looked over at him as he entered, her eyes moist with tears.

      “Where is she?” Tyson growled angrily. The attempted mutiny was bad enough. Learning nearly three hours after the fact that Preslan had been injured left him incensed.

      It wasn’t really the Inahri leader’s fault, though he couldn’t help putting at least some of the responsibility on her for the late notice if nothing else. She had left Preslan with Rose when the so-called freedom fighters had made their major push, returning to Deck Sixteen to help Siraj and her Inahri warriors corral the idiots from Metro. While the warriors had left the large majority unconscious, a few of the rebels had suffered unexpected, fatal reactions to being hit with the xix, raising the casualties of the insurrection above zero, which was too damn high.

      The good news was that the mutiny was over and the majority of the rebels—including their leader, Terry Shoppach—had been deposited in one of the larger storage compartments for temporary holding while Tyson finished dealing with Pioneer’s more immediate concerns. The bad news was that Tsi had returned to Research nearly three hours later to find that Preslan had suffered a massive stroke and brain hemorrhage, and was currently in critical condition.

      “Rose took her to the genetics lab,” Tsi replied. “With her assistant, Hidalgo. That was immediately after it happened. They’re still there now.”

      “How do you know?”

      Tsi pointed to the desk against the bulkhead. The terminal’s display was active, showing a stream from a camera mounted in the corner of what looked like an operating room. Tyson hurried over to it, eyes narrowing. Rose and Hidalgo were standing on opposite sides of Preslan’s head. They had shaved it bald, and currently had a small piece of her scalp pulled back, revealing a hole they had made in her skull. Rose was gripping a small device, the end of which was sunk into the hole, touching some part of Preslan’s brain.

      “What the hell is she doing?” Tyson said. He was furious with Rose for not calling him as soon as Preslan had been hurt, instead leaving Tsi to do it the moment she realized something was amiss.

      “If Preslan was hemorrhaging, Rose would need to open the skull to drain the hematoma and repair the blood vessel,” Siraj replied. Tyson looked over at her. “My mother was a doctor, remember?”

      “Right,” Tyson said, recalling that fact. “Then it’s a good thing, right?”

      “It depends. A craniotomy is usually reserved for serious cases, where the hematoma is pressing on the brain stem. Depending on how big it was, how much pressure, and a million other factors, Preslan will either be fine, or she may end up with brain damage.”

      “Damn it,” Tyson spat. He gripped the edge of the table, clenching it tightly in relation to his level of stress. “I let her leave the bridge. This is my fault.”

      “Captain Tyson, this is not your fault,” Tsi replied. “Preslan made a choice to allow Doctor Rose to inject her moiety with a booster so she could assist Sarge Joseph. It was her decision, and she knew there was a risk.”

      “What do you mean a booster? Rose gave her an unproven medication?”

      “In a sense, yes. You also knew how important it was that she help Sarge Joseph deal with Iagorth. She was concerned he would try to seize this ship again or worse. But look at us. We are still here. Pioneer is intact. There’s no hint of a threat from the Relyeh. And even better, Sarge Joseph has activated the gate and allowed my warriors through.”

      “What?” Tyson said, head whipping back to look at her. “When did this happen?”

      “Only moments ago, Captain Tyson,” she said. “I received word from General Wash as you went to look at the camera feed. It is possible Iagorth is defeated, or at least held at bay. If that is the case, it is because of Preslan’s bravery. Would you still have preferred to hold her back knowing that was the case?”

      Tyson’s guilt faded. “No,” he replied softly. “If she helped Joseph beat back Iagorth and she made the decision for herself, I can’t say I would.” He glanced back at the display. “I still don’t want her to die or come out of this as anything but herself.”

      “Neither do I,” Tsi agreed. She paused a moment before continuing. “There’s something else you should know, Captain Tyson. One of your Guardians, Madani, is going to the Ong.”

      “What do you mean? What’s the Ong?”

      “The place where the spirits of the most courageous warriors reside.”

      “You mean like Heaven?”

      Tsi smiled. “General Wash asked me the same thing the first time we discussed the Ong. Yes, it is like Heaven, only reserved solely for those who perished in brave combat.”

      “She’ll be honored here as well,” Tyson said. “She was an exemplary Guardian.” He looked to Siraj. She had worked more closely with Madani, and her pale face and hard eyes told him she was fighting back her emotions to remain focused on the current emergency.

      They fell into a short silence. Tyson’s eyes remained glued to the feed, watching as Rose finished whatever she was doing inside Preslan’s skull. She returned the piece of it to the hole, using a dissolving patch to hold it together until the bone fused again. Then she folded the skin back over, adding a patch there too. She looked up at Hidalgo, and then over at the life support monitors.

      “That should do it,” she said. “Now we can only wait and see.”

      Tyson exhaled. At least Preslan was alive. There was still hope.

      “Ma’am, there is another option,” Hidalgo said.

      “I’m not entertaining that right now,” Rose replied. “Let’s wait for her to wake up.”

      “We can induce her and run our diagnostics. It’s better if we don’t have to bring her down here again.”

      Rose glanced at Hidalgo, and then looked up and back at the camera. Tyson flinched even though there was no way for her to know he was watching. Or did she? One moment, the feed was active.

      The next, it went dark.

      “Damn you,” Tyson hissed. “Where’s the genetics lab?”

      Tsi shook her head. “I don’t know. It was labeled on the feed.”

      Tyson looked around the room, searching for a door. Not in here. He hurried out of the lab, Siraj and Tsi right behind him. Returning to the control room, he ran across to the opposite door, realizing it had been repaired after Goliath damaged it during its escape. He swiped his wrist across the security panel, to no effect.

      “She locked me out,” he said, looking back at Siraj and Tsi. “We need to get in there. I don’t trust her with Preslan.”

      “That’s a solid blast door, Captain,” Siraj said. “It’ll take hours to burn through.”

      “Get me Shoppach,” Tyson replied. “He has the master code, right?”

      “Aye aye, sir,” Siraj said, switching to her comm. “Rollins, I need you to locate Terrance Shoppach with the detainees.”

      “Copy Prime,” Rollins replied. “Standby.”

      Tyson slammed his fist into the door. “Rose! I know you’re in there.”

      “She can’t hear you, sir,” Siraj said.

      Tyson backed away, fuming. It was obvious the woman was up to no good. He had seen as much. “What’s taking Rollins so long?”

      “We have nearly three hundred people in custody, Captain. It’ll be a couple of minutes.”

      “I should have gotten the code from him already. It’s ridiculous that he has it and I don’t.”

      Tyson waited impatiently. He was about to ask Siraj what was taking so long again when the blast door slid open.

      “Oh, Captain Grant,” Rose said. “You’re liable to give an old broad like me a heart attack, standing there like that.” She put her hand to her chest. “Why are you standing there like that?”

      “I arrived about ten minutes ago. I saw you were operating on Preslan.”

      “Oh.” She paused. “Oh. I see. You heard Hidalgo’s comment and thought I was up to some kind of evil scientist plot. No, the opposite really, but I’m sure you won’t take my word for it. I’m sure you want to see her.”

      “Yes, I would,” Tyson said.

      “This way.”

      Tyson followed Rose back through the other part of the module to the operating room where Preslan was still lying on the table.

      “I’m sure Colonel Tsi told you about the booster,” Rose said. “And I’m also sure you don’t approve, but the fact is she was able to help Joseph disconnect Iagorth for good because of my little cocktail.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “She told me before she passed out. I rushed her down here to treat her. There was no time to do anything else. I believe she’ll make a full recovery, but as you heard, we won’t know until she awakens.”

      “So you didn’t induce her?”

      “No, not at all. I turned off the camera because we were done. I record all of my work. It’s more important now than ever that there’s a record because I’m a thousand years old.”

      Tyson leaned over Preslan. She looked peaceful, and the monitors suggested she was resting comfortably. “How long until she wakes?”

      “I don’t really know. Her body needs time to heal. I’m surprised you care so much, Tyson. You never seemed the type to get attached to your subordinates.”

      Tyson glared at Rose. “She isn’t a subordinate. She’s a volunteer. A civilian. That makes her even more my responsibility. Besides that, she’s a valuable contributor to the welfare of the people on this ship, and a generally good person.”

      “I agree, Captain,” Rose said. “That’s why I’ll do everything in my power to care for her until we can get her transferred to Metro General, or sickbay or wherever you want her.”

      Tyson didn’t like leaving Preslan with Rose, but he nodded. “Thank you. If you’ll excuse me.” He left the room, pausing back at the entrance to the Research Module.

      “Captain, I have the code,” Siraj said.

      “Good. You can share it with me later. Tsi, any update on Joseph?”

      “Yes, Captain Tyson. The Inahri Composite is through the gate, and they are preparing to launch their assault. I recommend moving our ships into position to provide interdiction, should the Axon send more Novas to bolster the defense.”

      “Agreed,” Tyson said. He tapped on his comm badge. “Chief, it’s Grant. What’s the situation with the Inahri drive?”

      “Captain,” Oslo replied. “We’re finalizing the testing now. We fell behind a bit because Hroi needed to help out with the mutiny.”

      “How long before we’re ready?”

      “An hour or so.”

      “You have thirty minutes.”

      “Aye aye, Captain.”

      Tyson closed the comm, looking at Tsi. “Thirty minutes, and then we jump to the Forge.”

      “I will inform the Obado to prepare.”

      Tyson glanced back at the door leading to Preslan. She had given everything she had to get them this far. Now it was up to Joseph to make her sacrifice worth it.
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      Forge. Inner Transfer Unit. 04.21.2324. 1445 hours.

      The light of the transfer unit faded, leaving Joseph and the rest of his Bastards—along with Max and Washington, and his squad of Inahri—packed together on the glass platform.

      “Bastards are in,” Joseph announced to the other three teams, each led by an Inahri who thankfully understood English.

      They had made it from the gate room to the nearest transfer unit against moderate resistance. The three Advanced Intellects left outside in the service corridor had remained there until Washington had opened the door by blowing it into half-melted shards, the detonation enough to overpower their shields. A few rounds from one of the smarties had finished the job.

      Joseph glanced over at Washington. The big man had understated the effectiveness of the weapons. The armor-piercing bullets did more than penetrate the Intellect’s hardened skins. They exploded after entry, sending millions of pieces of micro-shrapnel through the gel that held together their internal nano-circuitry, cutting their invisible wiring to ribbons.

      A race to the nearest transfer unit had found them confronted by a handful of soldier Intellects. It only took one smarty round per machine to put them down, the sudden ease at which the enemy was destroyed, leaving Joseph elated at the turn of events. Washington proved to be as perceptive as he was large, noticing his growing confidence and putting him gently back in his place.

      “It’s a game of escalation,” he had said. “We saved the smarties for missions like this. But give the Axon a month or two and they’ll come up with a counter and we’ll be back at square one. I guarantee it.”

      The admonishment reminded him to stay focused and not get too cocky. Even with his expectations tempered, focus was growing increasingly difficult. Inside his Construct, William was barely moving. The renewed energy he had when he returned from Shub-nigu had faded, the wasted, too-thin visage replacing the beer-bellied grandfather he remembered from his childhood. The representation of the synthetic fought to keep his eyes open, hand on Bosco’s side, stroking the fur. The Construct was losing its identity too. The landscape was being encroached upon by a black emptiness, like the pixels that composed the place were going out one by one in a steady stream.

      And Joseph felt it in his body. He was tired, and getting weaker with every step. It was more of a struggle to breathe, to think, to stay alert. But he was determined to see this thing through to the end.

      “First Platoon is in position,” the platoon leader said over the comm. “Showing sixteen targets on sensors.”

      “Leader One, only sixteen?” Washington replied. “That seems low.”

      “Consideration,” Max said. “The PCM is holding the Intellects outside of sensor range. It will tease your warriors with easy success, and then overwhelm them from all sides.”

      “How do you know?”

      “That’s what I would do, and I am a smart Intellect. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      “Or a crazy Intellect,” Morales commented.

      “Crazy smart,” Max replied.

      “Leader one, split your squads. Send half in. Leave the rest behind to cover a potential ambush.”

      “As you say, General.”

      “Leaders Two and Three,” Washington continued. “Same orders. Be ready.”

      “What about us?” Keesha asked.

      “We’ll wait here until they launch their assaults,” Joseph replied. “Let the Control Mind react to the disturbance and allocate resources down there. Then we’ll make our move.”

      “How do we know they won’t come to this teleporter to go down there?”

      “Inefficiency,” Max said. “The Intellects are interspersed throughout the Forge, primarily around the Inahri occupied areas. This location is lightly guarded, but will not remain that way once we go in.”

      “How were you planning to do this by yourself?” Niko asked.

      “Sneaking. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      “Second Platoon is in position,” the platoon leader announced. “Forty-six targets on sensors.”

      “That’s more like it,” Washington said. “Max, should we still expect a trap?”

      “Confirmation.”

      “Third Platoon is in position. Eight targets registered.”

      Joseph used his ATCS to check on the tactical grids for the three teams, looking at the disbursement of Intellects in the areas. Max had provided them with complete maps of the Forge’s main factory area, giving them an extra edge against the machines. He couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to the rogue Intellect to cause it to join forces with them. Meeting the Sheriff was one thing. Becoming a traitor to your kind was something else. Especially when he was sure the Intellects were programmatically unable to harm their makers or turn against their own kind.

      Something or someone had clearly scrambled Max’s programming, and it was working out to their advantage.

      “All three platoons are in position,” Washington said. “This is your show, Sergeant Cross. On your command.”

      Joseph glanced at the general, and then at Max, who nodded slightly.

      “Send them in.”

      “Attack!” Washington said.

      Joseph watched the tactical, the green marks pinpointing the Inahri moving against the red marks of the Intellects. Only half of them left their original position, splitting into three squads of five to approach from separate directions. Switching from First Platoon to Second and then Third, he saw the same tactics playing out across slightly different floor plans.

      The green marks met the red marks, the general comm filling with chatter as platoon leaders gave orders and subordinates announced results. The first group of Intellects went down quickly.

      Then, like Max had foretold, larger groups of the machines began filing in from other compartments and corridors, moving toward the forward units from behind and trying to take them by surprise.

      “Platoon leaders, watch your six. Activate second segments.”

      “As you say,” they replied. The second half of the Inahri platoons began to move, maneuvering behind the Intellects who had come up behind the first batch of soldiers.

      “That’s our cue,” Joseph said. “Bastards, we’re moving out.”

      He took point with Max, guiding the group out of the teleporter room and into the passageway. Max directed them down the corridor to a junction, and then to the left. They followed it nearly a hundred meters before the first Intellects appeared on the sensors, coming at them from either flank.

      “Here they come,” Levi said.

      “Sergeant, keep your team moving,” Washington said. “My Inahri will keep them occupied.”

      “Copy,” Joseph said.

      They reached the intersection, hurrying across it as energy bolts flashed, smacking the bulkheads around them. Nearly thirty Intellects lined the two corridors, with more suddenly appearing behind them.

      “What the hell, Max?” Joseph said. This didn’t look like light defenses to him.

      “Confusion. Perhaps the PCM predetermined our ruse. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “That isn’t funny.”

      “Negation. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Stay alert, Bastards,” Joseph said.

      The Inahri, minus Washington, remained back at the intersection, their gunfire audible as they engaged the Intellect behind them.

      “We should run faster,” Max suggested, breaking into a sprint.

      Joseph matched him, hurrying through another corridor to the next, following the Intellect through a maze. More red marks began to appear around them, fed into the system by Washington’s more advanced Inahri sensors. Looking at the tactical, Joseph could see they were still a ways from the PCM, and more machines were beginning to appear ahead of them.

      He saw them up ahead a moment later, quickly moving to the side of the passageway as energy bolts flashed toward them. The Bastards scattered as Joseph opened fire, spraying the corridor with smarty rounds. Max continued ahead, charging into the thick of it.

      “Max, you’re blocking the line of fire,” Joseph said. Max didn’t listen, leaving him no choice but to follow.

      “First platoon is clear,” the platoon leader announced. “We’ve reached the objective.”

      “Good for you,” Joseph muttered. Bolts and bullets traded sides. Levi was hit in the storm, collapsing as a beam pierced his chest.

      “Sureshot’s down!” Morales cried. He tried to get to the prone Marine, pushed aside by the volume of bolts.

      Washington growled through the comm, heavy armor moving impossibly fast. He shot past Joseph like a raging bull, his batons held out in front of him. Keesha was hot on his tail.

      Joseph continued firing around them, smarty rounds hitting the Intellects, dropping a couple before Max reached them, followed by Washington and Keesha. They barrelled into the front line, Wash throwing Intellects aside, slamming them into bulkheads and slicing through them with his Inahri weapon. Keesha fired smarty rounds into them point blank, while Max converted his hands to blades and sliced effortlessly through the machines.

      “Zen, Fatcat, they’re coming up from the rear,” Joseph announced, turning back the way they had come. He picked off three Intellects as they tried to come around the corner. Niko and Morales took out a few more.

      Then additional cover fire began pouring down the passageway behind them.

      “Cross, we’re clear up front; come ahead,” Washington said. “We’ve got you covered.”

      “Zen, Fatcat, we’re moving out.”

      “We can’t leave Sureshot,” Morales said.

      Joseph checked his HUD. Levi’s health status was an orange ring around his network connection. Wounded but alive.

      “Forget me,” Levi said, his voice weak. He pushed himself up and over, into a sitting position facing the Intellects. “Go. I’ll hold ’em back...long as I can.”

      “We don’t leave anyone behind, man,” Morales insisted.

      “Either you get the hell out of here, or I shoot you myself,” Levi snapped. “I had a good run, Joe. I made mistakes, but I’ve tried to atone for them. This one should make me even.”

      Joseph’s jaw clenched. He didn’t want to leave Levi back. But he also knew the Marine would make good on his threat if they tried to stop him.

      “You’re a good Marine, Levi,” Joseph said. “Don’t ever let anyone tell you different. Zen, Fatcat, move!”

      Levi chuckled at that and started shooting, spewing rounds across the passageway. Niko and Morales joined Joseph, running along the sides of the passageway toward the others, energy blasts hitting the bulkheads and floor around them, the Intellects just slightly off target from the pressure Levi was putting on them.

      He kept shooting until his smarty went dry. Then he sat there defiantly as the Intellects approached, one of them blasting him point-blank, the orange ring on Joseph’s HUD going red. “Godspeed, Levi,” he said softly.

      Joseph reached the others. Intellects were scattered all around them, nearly twenty of the machines in various states of destruction. Max had continued onward, already at the door leading to the Control Mind.

      “Second Platoon is clear,” the leader announced over the comm, followed shortly by Third Platoon announcing they had reached their objective.

      Joseph looked at his tactical. Of course the platoons had made it. Judging by the sea of red marks surrounding them, every available Intellect in the entirety of the Forge was up here.

      “This way!” Max shouted.

      Joseph looked back at the Intellect, who had opened the door to the large room where the Control Mind was kept. He vanished through it.

      “No matter what happens in there, we aren’t getting out of this alive,” Keesha said.

      “I wasn’t planning to,” Joseph replied. He could feel the strain with every movement. “But if I can get you out of here, I will.”

      “We’re all getting out,” Washington said. “Including you, Cross. Composite, regroup at the nearest transfer unit and get your asses up here.”

      “As you say, General,” they replied.

      “Everybody, get inside,” Washington ordered.

      “What about your people?” Niko asked.

      “They’re in the Ong. Now move it!”

      Keesha grabbed Joseph before he could stumble, noticing he was struggling again before he even realized it. She helped him through the doorway. Once they were all inside, Joseph backed up against the bulkhead, closing his eyes and breathing hard. Willing his synthetic to hang on for a little bit longer. Niko and Morales turned back, ready to defend the entrance.

      They were standing inside what appeared to be a massive sphere hundreds of meters in diameter. A series of twelve rounded cables ran from an outer ring through four additional concentric rings before reaching a solid core inside a platform at the center. The core was rigid and etched, and covered in flashing lights and pulsing energy, which ran along and between the spokes in crackling waves, the entire thing like a massive tesla coil.

      “I assume that’s the Control Mind?” Joseph asked, eyes fixed on the solid core.

      “Negation,” Max replied. “That’s the PCM data repository. This entire space is the Control Mind. Hahaha. Hahaha.”
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      “Whatever you’re going to do, you better do it fast,” Morales said from his position at the door. He and Niko crouched behind the frame, firing intermittent rounds at the still-approaching Intellects. The machines fired back, energy bolts flashing between the two Bastards and fading out of existence as they drifted over the spokes leading to the repository.

      “I require access to the repository,” Max said, moving away from them toward the nearest spoke. The cables didn’t have any security measures to keep someone from falling off if they lost balance, and it was a long way down. “I also require the tether,” he added as he started across.

      Joseph watched the Intellect’s back for a moment. “Zen, you still have that tether?”

      “Affirmative, Sarge.”

      “Washington, can you take his place on defense?”

      “Roger, Sergeant,” Washington replied,  twirling his batons around each other. And then he spread them wide, a web of energy arcing between them, not unlike the energy of the Control Mind.

      “Fatcat, Zen, let’s go,” Joseph said.

      The two Bastards left the guard position, Washington taking their place. He caught the incoming bolts in the energy web, and then quickly rolled it into a rough sphere and threw it back. Joseph couldn’t see it hit from his position, but his tactical showed four of the Intellects go dark.

      “We need some of those,” Morales said, pointing at the energy web.

      They moved toward the spokes. Joseph went out first, doing his best not to look down as he took his initial tentative steps along the wire. He wasn’t afraid of heights, but he was nervous about having another episode of dizziness that might cause him to lose balance and fall.

      And it was a long way down.

      Keesha stayed right behind him, moving more confidently along the wire than he was, while Morales paused at the edge, Niko stopped behind him.

      “Sarge, I think I’ll wait here,” Morales said. “I hate heights, man.”

      “C’mon, Fatcat,” Joseph replied. “If I can do it, so can you.” He looked ahead. Max had already cleared the first inner ring and was making his way toward the next. He picked up the pace, trying to at least keep up with the Intellect.

      He nearly fell off when an energy bolt zipped past his head, missing only because he’d stumbled slightly and stopped. He cursed as he dropped into a crouch, looking to the left to where the bolt had come from. Another door had opened on the side of the room, soldier Intellects filing in.

      Max ended the lead machine, shooting it with a bolt from his hand. The Intellect crumpled to the floor. Two more fell to Keesha, while Niko and Morales opened fire in the opposite direction. Joseph whipped his head back around to where another group was incoming from a third door.

      Joseph suddenly felt like a slug trying to escape an anthill. Where the hell had all of these Intellects come from? He lunged forward, staying low. “Zen, you need to make it across. You have the tether. Queen, we need to get to the first ring and cover Zen from there.”

      “Copy,” Keesha and Niko replied.

      More bolts whipped past Joseph, one of them hitting the wire just below his foot. He lifted it in defense, becoming unsteady before falling forward to lay prone on the cable. “Washington, where are your platoons?”

      “First Platoon is at the back of the line,” Washington replied.

      “We need more firepower out on the spokes. More Intellects are incoming.”

      “Roger that.”

      Joseph looked back over his shoulder. Washington had dropped his batons onto his back, replacing them with a large rifle. He fired three rounds into the corridor before turning and running for the cables, an explosion and smoke billowing out behind him.

      Getting back to his feet, Joseph charged across the cable, making it to the first inner ring. He moved aside on it, bringing up his rifle and opening fire on the nearest Intellects. Keesha did the same on the opposite side, keeping them busy. Morales remained at the edge of their spoke, while Niko was running down the center, apparently untroubled by the shape of the cable or the height.

      Washington ran around the outside of the rings to the right, spewing smarty rounds at the incoming Intellects. They struggled to get a bead on him before they were cut down, his aim outpacing theirs, his speed no doubt enhanced by his chunky armor. He caught up to the Intellects, barreling fearlessly into them and using his immense strength to throw one after another over the edge of the platform toward the bottom of the sphere. Bolts flashed out at them as they fell, leaving them smoldering wrecks when they struck the floor.

      None of Washington’s prowess surprised Joseph. Everyone in the two-four had heard of Caleb Card, and knowing Washington had been one of his Vultures lent him immediate credibility.

      Staying low, Joseph kept a steady stream of fire on the left side doorway. The Intellects there demonstrated no fear or caution, entering the room without hesitation. Many of them succumbed to his and Morales’ gunfire. Most of the enemy firepower focused on Max, their bolts ineffectively striking his shields. A few tried to take out Niko as he ran along the wire, getting one or two quick shots off before Joseph took them down with well-aimed hits to the weak spots on their abdomens.

      “Second Platoon is incoming with First,” Washington announced. “Third Platoon is hung up near the transfer unit. They’re meeting heavy resistance all the way over.”

      Niko ran past Joseph, chasing after Max, who had already cleared the third inner ring and had nearly reached the core. Joseph moved in behind Niko with Keesha bringing up the rear. Morales remained at the outer deck, turning his attention back to the Intellects on the left side and helping Joseph pick off targets there.

      “Queen, follow Zen,” Joseph ordered, stopping to send her along the cables behind Niko. He put another Intellect in his sights and squeezed off another round, the smarty hitting it in the chest, sinking into its armor and detonating. The Intellect collapsed forward to the floor.

      The battle was interrupted then by a sudden rumble, the entire Control Mind starting to shake. Joseph was already low, and he dropped prone again, holding on as tight to the spoke as he could. His legs began to slide off, and he growled as he forced them back before they could be hit by the lightning streaking through the air below. His body, already weakened from the synthetic, was near the point of exhaustion.

      Could they finish this before this finished him?

      Niko had nearly reached the final ring, a fixed platform around the data repository. The shaking sent him off-balance, and he cried out as he stumbled sideways, slipping off the wire. He should have tumbled into the electrical fields beneath, but Keesha leaped from her position behind him, diving over the open expanse of the pit and tackling him around the waist. The force propelled them both forward onto the deck ahead. Niko fell entirely onto the platform, but Keesha came up short. She grabbed at the smooth metal as she slid back toward the pit, the lightning zapping into her prosthetic legs. She cried out in response to the heat, scrabbling against the surface to pull herself up.

      Then Max was there. He grabbed her hands and lifted her easily, dropping her onto the deck beside Niko. “Caution. Electrical fields are hazardous to your health. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      Joseph exhaled, relieved Max had saved her. He looked back, finding Morales and Washington pressed to the wall, bracing themselves against the shaking. What was it all about anyway?

      He looked down, swallowing hard when he saw that the bottom of the sphere had opened, a swarm of machines that looked like shards of glass rising from the darkness.
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      The shards were of various sizes and shapes, with no visible form of propulsion to carry them upward against the room’s artificial gravity. Some were nearly twenty centimeters long, while others were only a few. They moved quickly, their vectors ever-changing, spinning and twirling, staying close together like a swarm of angry bees. The lightning vanished as they neared the bottom of the cables, the Control Mind shutting down the electrical fields while they passed through.

      “Bastards, take cover!” Joseph shouted, flipping himself over on the spoke as the shards rose above it, turning and flowing just over his head. One of them caught the barrel of his rifle, severing the end of it without slowing. He dropped it, letting it fall over the edge, where it tumbled into the darkness before the fields returned. “Switch to plasma.”

      The others crouched down, slinging the smarty rifles and grabbing their plasma. Niko and Morales both ejected their nearly spent cells, replacing them with fresh ones from their belts, while Keesha started firing, the plasma bolts piercing the swarm. Shards shattered and fell, the rest changing directions, spinning and twirling as the swarm took flight toward her.

      She dove face down as they passed overhead, a few getting close enough to tear into the back of her armor. She stayed there until they were gone, and then rolled and started shooting again, Morales and Niko joining her. The distraction allowed the Intellects in the doorway on the left to begin filing in, opening fire on the group.

      “Shit,” Joseph cursed, rolling himself back over. He dragged himself along the wire, trying to get to the center platform without being shot. More of the Intellects cleared the doorway and started shooting, bolts hitting the wire around him or whizzing overhead. He wasn’t going to make it.

      “First Platoon is moving in,” Washington announced, the big man still keeping the other entrance covered as his Inahri warriors began streaming in from the first doorway. They targeted the Intellects, beginning to cut them down.

      “Zen, give me the tether,” Max said. Niko tossed it to the Intellect, who caught it and quickly plugged one end into his head, guiding the other end to the repository.

      “Max, incoming!” Joseph shouted.

      Max saw the swarm, turning away from it as they swirled around him, sharp edges bouncing off his shields as they swung past. The last few made it through his shields, slicing into his arms and torso and leaving white gel leaking out of the wounds.

      The Intellect ignored them, plugging the tether into the repository. Then he froze, stiff and straight.

      The swarm gathered around the side of the platform, dropping piece-by-piece to the deck. Each piece connected to the next in a perfect fit, quickly forming feet, ankles, calves, knees, and thighs.

      “Queen!” Joseph shouted into the comm. “Behind you!”

      Keesha rose to a knee and swung around. The shards were forming a torso and arms, and as she started shooting with her plasma rifle, they became like a mirror, reflecting the bolts back at her. The shots hit her in the chest, knocking her back to the deck.

      “Noooo!” Joseph shouted, rising to his feet and sprinting along the spoke, his legs complaining with every step. The Intellects were too busy with the Inahri to notice him, and the shards were  transforming into a terrifying new Intellect. The final pieces dropped into place to form its head, the whole thing suddenly becoming Joseph’s identical twin, all the way down to the sweat on his brow.

      “Zen,” it said, getting Niko’s attention. Niko turned, seeing both Josephs. Confused, he didn’t shoot at either. The doppelganger raised its palm, an energy blast hitting Niko point-blank and throwing him backward to the platform, the front of his armor smoldering.

      “Hey, asshole!” Joseph screamed, drawing his sidearm and shooting at the Intellect. It caught his rounds with its shields, morphing its appearance to become Keesha. Joseph wasn’t fooled by the new look and didn’t hesitate. He lunged forward as the Intellect fired on him, the bolt shooting past, missing by just centimeters.

      Stumbling to the deck, he landed beside Keesha, his hand coming down on the sword magnetically secured to her back. He grabbed the weapon as he rolled over her, coming back to his feet and swinging it at the Intellect in one smooth motion.

      It met an identical blade before it could connect, the Intellect blocking the blow. Joseph growled, turning away and lunging forward, using one hand to again swing his sword at the machine. The Intellect blocked it, and Joseph unloaded his sidearm into its side, hoping it would punch through.

      It didn’t.

      The machine ignored the assault, grabbing Joseph’s sword hand and squeezing hard enough to break his wrist. Joseph cried out and dropped the blade, teeth clenched against the pain. The Intellect let go, switching its grip to the back of Joseph’s neck and lifting him off the deck.

      “Interesting,” it said, Keesha’s eyes examining him. Joseph got the feeling the machine was looking straight through him. Or maybe deep into him, to where the dying synthetic clung to his brain. “What manner of Relyeh are you?”

      “Screw you,” Joseph eked out, struggling to break free.

      “Unnecessary incivility, human,” it replied. “You are defeated. Accept that defeat and respond appropriately.”

      “Am I?” Joseph said. “Max is hacking you right now.”

      “Max? It has no name, human. It is only a machine. Inferior to me. I cannot be hacked. Again, what manner of Relyeh are you? I have not observed your likeness before. I am…curious.”

      “Joey,” William whispered. Joseph had ignored his split during the fighting. Now he paid  attention to his grandfather, pale and gaunt. Almost gone. The Construct around them was completely blank. “Tell him to examine me himself.”

      “Why? What good will that do?”

      “Damn it, you little shit. Just do what I tell you for once.”

      Outside the Construct, Joseph stared at the Intellect. “Why don’t you take a look for yourself?” he asked.

      “Agreed,” the Intellect replied. It let go of Joseph’s neck, freeing him to stand there in front of it. But only for a moment. Both its hands shot forward, the ends of each finger turning into a thousand impossibly thin strands of white gel, all of which poured through his helmet into his mouth, nose and ears. They all found their way through to his brain, leaving his mind undamaged as they tapped against the synthetic and froze.

      “One last hurrah, Joey,” William said. Bosco stood up and started barking.

      “What am I supposed to do?” Joseph asked.

      “You know what to do. You knew it was always going to end this way.”

      “Not exactly like this.”

      “Good enough.”

      Outside the Construct, Joseph could feel the strands in his head, poking and prodding the synthetic, the Intellect distracted by all that it was trying to learn. Joseph brought his hands up, grabbing its wrists. “Queen,” he said, knowing Keesha was still alive behind him. His HUD told him as much.

      “Sarge, what can I do?” she asked.

      “Kick me,” he replied.

      “What?”

      “Kick me.”

      “Joe…”

      “We didn’t come all this way to lose, Keesh. I’m dead anyway. Now kick me!”

      Joseph closed his eyes. A moment later, he felt Keesha’s powerful augment slam into his back, shoving him into the Intellect and pushing them both over the edge of the platform.

      They didn’t fall far before the lightning caught them, burning into the Intellect, and from the Intellect into the synthetic. It filled with immense energy, charged back to life for just a moment.

      For just long enough.

      A gate opened in Joseph’s Construct.

      “Go, Joey,” William said, suddenly hale and whole. “Get the hell out of here.”

      Joseph nodded. “See you on the other side, pops.”

      Then he stepped through.

      Outside the Construct, his body burned in the heat of that same immense energy as he and the Intellect fell, passing together through the electric field, still attached.  Above him, Keesha leaned over the edge of the platform, watching him drop, her features gripped in anguish. It was the last thing he saw before the darkness engulfed him.

      “Confirmation. Excitement. Success!” Max shouted, too late for Joseph to hear. “The Control Mind is mine! Hahahahaha. Hahahahahaha. Hahaha.”
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      “Captain Tyson!” Tsi said excitedly. “General Wash reports that the Control Mind is under the control of the friendly Intellect. The battle is over! The Forge is ours!”

      Tyson looked at her, an unfamiliar feeling of intense emotion overwhelming him. His face broke into a wide grin and he pumped his fist. “Yes!” he said. “I knew Cross would get it done!”

      The other people on the bridge—Siraj, Novitz, Kaminski and the rest of the crew—reacted to their excitement, clapping and cheering in response.

      “This is a day to celebrate,” Tsi said, the smile fading slightly a moment later. “And to honor our dead, who are making their journey to the Ong.” Her elation vanished completely. “Captain Tyson, I’m sorry to report that Sarge Joseph did not survive.”

      Tyson’s excitement evaporated, his face returning to stone. He closed his eyes and bowed his head. “What about the rest of his team?” he asked. Losing them wouldn't negate what they had accomplished, and they all deserved his respect.

      She passed the question on to Washington and waited for the reply. “Levi and Madani will join Sarge Joseph in the Ong,” she said. “Nori and West are wounded, but they will survive.”

      Tyson’s chest hurt. Almost all of the Bastards had either been killed or injured? What the hell had happened over there? “And the Inahri slaves?”

      “They do not yet know that they are free. And it may take time to make them understand. But the manufacturing of Intellects has been paused by the Intellect called Max. It will be up to us to introduce them to their new freedom. I understand your sadness, Captain Tyson. But this is indeed a glorious day.”

      “It is,” Tyson agreed, letting himself smile again. “We’ll honor our fallen in the most appropriate way we can.”

      “Many worlds will be named after them in their honor,” Tsi agreed.

      “Novitz, contact Oslo. I want to know what’s taking so long with the drive.”

      “Aye aye, sir,” Novitz replied.

      “I know, Captain,” Oslo said, answering the ping. “We’re late. We ran into a problem with the primary power conduit. There was a short in the system about ten minutes after you told me to hurry up, and we had to replace a piece of the wiring. We’re just about ready to go. In fact, I was about thirty seconds away from contacting you.”

      “You should have contacted me when you had the problem,” Tyson replied.

      “My apologies, sir. You’re right. I was focused on repairing the issue as quickly as possible.”

      “It’s okay, Chief. The Forge is under friendly control.”

      “They did it?” Oslo said excitedly.

      “They did, but we suffered heavy casualties. Cross, Levi, Madani.”

      “I’m sorry, sir. Preslan will be crushed when she finds out.”

      Tyson hadn’t thought of that. His chest hurt all over again. He didn’t know when she would recover from her own injuries, but she would be heartbroken. “It’s not news I’m looking forward to delivering. I’ll make sure her friends Leon and Barstow are there for her.”

      “Hroi tells me we’re good to go, Captain. On your command.”

      Tyson glanced at Tsi. “Is Obado ready, Colonel?”

      “She is,” Tsi replied. “On your command.”

      “Ensign Kaminski, are the coordinates set?” Tyson asked.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied.

      “In that case… Chief, initiate fold.”

      “Aye aye, Captain,” Oslo said. “Initiating fold.”

      Tyson looked up at the primary display, the camera focused on Obado a short distance away. The ship began to shiver and fade, a darkness like a tear in the universe spreading around it. A moment later, it was gone.

      “Fold complete, Captain,” Oslo said.

      Tyson stared at the screen at the front of the bridge. “Chief, are you sure?” he asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Oslo replied. “Hroi confirms. The fold was made. Is there a problem?”

      “Ensign Kaminski, what’s our location?” Tyson asked.

      Kaminski stared at her screen. “Sir, I…I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know?”

      “Sir, the nav is…I don’t know. The nav is confused.”

      Tyson looked at Tsi, whose face proved her concern. “This isn’t right. Obado should be in the same position relative to ours. The Forge should be in sensor range.”

      “Novitz, do we have the Forge on sensors?” Tyson asked.

      “No, Captain,” Novitz replied.

      Tyson’s heart thumped a little harder. “Do we have anything on sensors?”

      “No, Captain.”

      “I’m also unable to reach Obado or General Wash on the comm,” Tsi said.

      Tyson tapped on the holotable, bringing up a visual of their sensor data. He couldn’t believe it. The entire grid was blank.

      “Where the hell are we?”
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      Some things are better off FORGOTTEN. 

      Sheriff Hayden Duke was born on the Pilgrim, and he expects to die on the Pilgrim, like his father, and his father before him. 

      That's the way things are on a generation starship centuries from home. He's never questioned it. Never thought about it. And why bother? Access points to the ship's controls are sealed, the systems that guide her automated and out of reach. It isn't perfect, but he has all he needs to be content. 

      Until a malfunction forces his wife to the edge of the habitable zone to inspect the damage. 

      Until she contacts him, breathless and terrified, to tell him she found a body, and it doesn't belong to anyone on board. 

      Until he arrives at the scene and discovers both his wife and the body are gone. 

      The only clue? A bloody handprint beneath a hatch that hasn't opened in hundreds of years. 

      Until now.

      

      
        
        Earth Unknown (Forgotten Earth)

        mrforbes.com/earthunknown

      

      

      Centurion Space Force pilot Nathan Stacker didn't expect to return home to find his wife dead. He didn't expect the murderer to look just like him, and he definitely didn't expect to be the one to take the blame.

      But his wife had control of a powerful secret. A secret that stretches across the light years between two worlds and could lead to the end of both.

      Now that secret is in Nathan's hands, and he's about to make the most desperate evasive maneuver of his life -- stealing a starship and setting a course for Earth.

      He thinks he'll be safe there.

      He's wrong. Very wrong.

      Earth is nothing like what he expected. Not even close. What he doesn't know is not only likely to kill him, it's eager to kill him, and even if it doesn't?

      The Sheriff will.

      
        
        Deliverance (Forgotten Colony)

        mrforbes.com/deliverance

      

      

      The war is over. Earth is lost. Running is the only option.

      It may already be too late.

      Caleb is a former Marine Raider and commander of the Vultures, a search and rescue team that's spent the last two years pulling high-value targets out of alien-ravaged cities and shipping them off-world.

      When his new orders call for him to join forty-thousand survivors aboard the last starship out, he thinks his days of fighting are over. The Deliverance represents a fresh start and a chance to leave the war behind for good.

      Except the war won't be as easy to escape as he thought.

      And the colony will need a man like Caleb more than he ever imagined...

      

      
        
        Starship Eternal (War Eternal)

        mrforbes.com/starshipeternal

        Complete series box set:

        mrforbes.com/wareternalcomplete

      

      

      A lost starship...

      A dire warning from futures past...

      A desperate search for salvation…

      Captain Mitchell “Ares” Williams is a Space Marine and the hero of the Battle for Liberty, whose Shot Heard ‘Round the Universe saved the planet from a nearly unstoppable war machine. He’s handsome, charismatic, and the perfect poster boy to help the military drive enlistment. Pulled from the war and thrown into the spotlight, he’s as efficient at charming the media and bedding beautiful celebrities as he was at shooting down enemy starfighters.

      After an assassination attempt leaves Mitchell critically wounded, he begins to suffer from strange hallucinations that carry a chilling and oddly familiar warning:

      They are coming. Find the Goliath or humankind will be destroyed.

      Convinced that the visions are a side-effect of his injuries, he tries to ignore them, only to learn that he may not be as crazy as he thinks. The enemy is real and closer than he imagined, and they’ll do whatever it takes to prevent him from rediscovering the centuries lost starship.

      Narrowly escaping capture, out of time and out of air, Mitchell lands at the mercy of the Riggers - a ragtag crew of former commandos who patrol the lawless outer reaches of the galaxy. Guided by a captain with a reputation for cold-blooded murder, they’re dangerous, immoral, and possibly insane.

      They may also be humanity’s last hope for survival in a war that has raged beyond eternity.

      

      
        
        Man of War (Rebellion)

        mrforbes.com/manofwar

        Complete series box set:

        mrforbes.com/rebellion-web

      

      

      In the year 2280, an alien fleet attacked the Earth.

      Their weapons were unstoppable, their defenses unbreakable.

      Our technology was inferior, our militaries overwhelmed.

      Only one starship escaped before civilization fell.

      Earth was lost.

      It was never forgotten.

      Fifty-two years have passed.

      A message from home has been received.

      The time to fight for what is ours has come.

      Welcome to the rebellion.

      

      
        
        Hell’s Rejects (Chaos of the Covenant)

        mrforbes.com/hellsrejects

      

      

      The most powerful starships ever constructed are gone. Thousands are dead. A fleet is in ruins. The attackers are unknown. The orders are clear: Recover the ships. Bury the bastards who stole them.

      Lieutenant Abigail Cage never expected to find herself in Hell. As a Highly Specialized Operational Combatant, she was one of the most respected Marines in the military. Now she's doing hard labor on the most miserable planet in the universe.

      Not for long.

      The Earth Republic is looking for the most dangerous individuals it can control. The best of the worst, and Abbey happens to be one of them. The deal is simple: Bring back the starships, earn your freedom. Try to run, you die. It's a suicide mission, but she has nothing to lose.

      The only problem? There's a new threat in the galaxy. One with a power unlike anything anyone has ever seen. One that's been waiting for this moment for a very, very, long time. And they want Abbey, too. 

      Be careful what you wish for.

      They say Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. They have no idea.
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