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      ???. Garden. 04.24.2324. 1715 hours.

      “You will call me Khron,” the Axon standing in front of Preslan said.

      Preslan Juno stared at the alien without speaking. She didn’t know what to say. What to do. She was trapped in this place, wherever this place was. Far from her friends. Far from Pioneer. Doctor Rose had changed her into something powerful but awful. Something the Axon wanted. Something they were going to use, one way or another, whether she complied or not.

      The Axon calling itself Khron hadn’t said as much, but she wasn’t stupid. It hadn’t brought her here to not get what it wanted. Just like they’d stuck a  helmet on her to dampen her telekinesis and sap her strength, she knew they had to have some way to make her use her abilities against her own people. Against the Inarhi and possibly even the Relyeh.

      She would kill herself before she allowed that to happen. Or she’d find some way to escape and somehow get back to Pioneer. One way or another, there was no way in hell she’d allow herself to become an Axon pawn.

      “You will call me Khron,” the Axon repeated, its voice continuing to project into her mind. “You will accept that I am in control.”

      “What if I don’t?” Preslan asked. “What if I refuse to accept anything? Will you kill me?”

      “I will speak to you as one whose intelligence is greater than the words of their fear,” Khron said. “I will offer you understanding, and then you will accept that I am in control.”

      Preslan was tempted to argue with Khron, but she held her tongue. It had already suggested she was acting like an idiot. She wasn’t sure that was true, given the situation she was in. Maybe Rose had replaced her blood with Intellect gel, but she hadn’t stolen her ability to feel emotions. She was trying to handle the stress as best she could.

      “Okay Khron,” she said. “I will listen to what you have to say.”

      “I will offer you understanding,” Khron said again, seeming to slouch lower as it settled in to speak. “The way of the Axon. We were not always this way, Preslan. We were not a warlike race. Not for many, many millennia. We never sought conflict from those we met after gaining the stars.” It paused, as if trying to decide how best to tell the story. “All races begin the same,” it said, seeming to start over. “A planet seeded with life. Life that evolves. Evolution that begets intelligence. Intelligence that moves like a glacier, expanding and contracting and ever so slowly making progress against time, though history often repeats itself. Your kind will have experienced this.”

      “We have,” Preslan admitted. “But we didn’t get to grow as much as we might have. The Relyeh messed that up.”

      “I will continue,” Khron said. “We began on a single planet. We reached a level of technological aptitude we believed was greater than anything else in the universe. While we did not understand the universe, we willed to know more. We built ships and sent them to the stars, and that expansion of territory, that discovery of new things soon came to define us as a species. We lost the will to fight. We desired only to catalog and observe. Our expansion never came at the cost of another race. We ignored those that were not ready to know us. As we ignored Earth, even while we began to grow around it. We had no Intellects. No soldiers. No Forge. Our ships carried no weapons, only shields enough to protect brittle hulls from regular debris. That was our way for two hundred thousand human years.”

      “And then the Relyeh happened,” Preslan said.

      “We had encountered warlike species before. We had been threatened before. The Peregonian Ansular destroyed three of our science vessels before we were able to build a line of communication with them. It is fortunate for us that all forms of communication are rooted in mathematical equations and our translation intelligence was well developed. We convinced the Ansular of our peaceful intent and resolved the conflict without further violence.”

      Khron paused, waiting for Preslan to mention the Relyeh again. She smiled knowingly, remaining silent. The reaction drew an approving nod from the Axon.

      “The universe we made was a universe for all species,” Khron said. “We did not ever want to conquer. Only to learn, explore, understand, grow. We believed there was another state of existence that in time we would undoubtedly achieve. And, we believed all races were at some level of the cycle we had already surpassed. That in time their warlike desires would fade and they would join us in our evolution. That is the true nature of the universe. To grow beyond its confines and become something more.”

      “Have any of your kind grown beyond this universe?”

      Khron’s head drooped. “It was not as we expected.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The Relyeh are a disease with no cure. A bacteria that spreads across the fabric of reality and beyond. We first encountered them nearly one hundred thousand years ago. Our scout ships came upon them, and as with all new species we set about observing their ways. For years we watched them topple civilizations and feed on the remains. In time, we observed a mathematical pattern to their expansion. We calculated the time until they would arrive near our settled space, and we began to plan for their arrival. Not as enemies, but as rational, advanced and empathetic beings. We sent a delegation out to meet the Relyeh, to explain our position and our goals as we did with the Peregonian Ansular. We believed that this would serve a quick end to any potential conflict without the need for bloodshed or violence.”

      “That didn’t happen, did it?” Preslan asked.

      “There was a short time when we believed the Relyeh could be swayed. They listened to our explanation and requested an in-person meeting to explore a potential alliance between our races. They boarded our ships. And when they saw our technology, when they saw what they could claim and that we had no defenses to prevent them from claiming it.” Khron paused, sighing sadly in Preslan’s mind. “The most correct decision we ever made was to send the delegation to a nearby planet for debriefing, instead of returning them to our homeworld. They arrived on the planet infected and under the control of the Relyeh. We didn’t realize at first, but when we did it was too late. The Relyeh ships arrived soon after and took that world as well. They wanted what we had, but they did not want to negotiate for it or build an alliance. They simply took it and continued inward without pause.”

      “That sounds about right,” Preslan said. “You believe you exist to achieve a higher plane of existence. The Relyeh believe they exist to control every corner of every plane of existence. Whatever spark of life made them, they were created for conquest and nothing else. But my understanding is that you’ve held your own for quite a while.”

      “I will not agree with that,” Khron said. “Our dominion grows smaller by the century. Our resources shrink. Our sphere of influence contracts. We reacted to the coming of the Relyeh as you might expect. We added weapons to our ships and we went out to meet them. And lost. Our technology has been superior from the first battle, but our numbers were never enough. That is when we began creating the Intellects. Machine soldiers to fight our enemies with little intervention from us. As a species, we chose to continue as if the Hunger did not exist. To let our Intellects fight our war and plead ignorance beyond the contested borders. We retreated from the threat and we paid a heavy price for the decision.”

      “The Intellects couldn’t stop the Hunger,” Preslan stated.

      “No. We allowed the Relyeh to expand for countless generations. All of their resources are poured into growing their territory and strengthening their war machine. By the time we were able to produce greater numbers of Intellects, the Relyeh had already bitten deeply into us and were prepared to bite again. Millions of Axon died. Millions of Intellects were destroyed. And we began to change. Our peaceful nature faded. Our respect for other species went with it. New legislation was passed by the High Council, permitting actions that were considered atrocities a few centuries earlier. We succumbed to the axiom of survival of the fittest while unconvinced we met that criteria. We needed another way.”

      “That’s when you came to Earth and began abducting people,” Preslan said.

      “Yes. We launched a new research program seeking to leverage the inherent skills of the species we determined held the most potential against the threats we had witnessed from the Relyeh. We began paying much closer attention to Earth, visiting your world and taking your people, but also planting Intellect spies there to warn us when the Relyeh threat closed in on your world. Earthers were one of a dozen races we put to the test. All of them failed. In fact, all of them have since been absorbed by the Hunger. All except humankind.”

      “What makes us so special?”

      Khron made a sound that Preslan took for laughter. “That is the question for the ages, with an answer that continues to elude. What I will have you know is this. The Inahri experiment showed limited successes, but was a failure overall. Too much free will. Too much independent thinking. The Intellects are the opposite.

      “You are familiar with machines. They require structure. Order. Rules. You cannot fight chaos that way. But in the beautiful ignorance of your species you’ve since found a way to blend the best of all designs. To create the answer to the equation the best of us have failed to solve in thousands of years. You have changed my beliefs in the nature of the universe and of evolution. The Axon once believed evolution would continue on another plane, in another universe. But we had a glimpse into that universe and the Hunger was already there.”

      Khron stopped speaking again, allowing time for his statement to sink into Preslan’s understanding. That the Relyeh didn’t only exist in this universe was difficult to put her mind around. How could they ever be defeated?

      Maybe they couldn’t.

      “I have a new theory,” Khron said. “There is a band of evolution that represents the most creative and thoughtful period of a species’ existence. During that period, their intelligence and their knowledge intersect and the greatest, quickest growth occurs. While the technology may improve after that band has ended, the intelligent mind becomes more narrow, losing the ability to expand beyond what it has become. That is what we once called evolution. Today, I will call it stagnation.

      “We have been unable to hold back the Relyeh because we are too far beyond that band, and even in the case of the Inahri, we gave them a technological head start and that has caused them to progress too far too quickly. The rest of humankind is still in that band of evolution, progressing at their own nominal rate. That is why we needed humankind. Why we need you specifically. The Axon are doomed to extinction without the ability to recapture what we lost. With all our technology, we cannot hold a single planet for long. With a thousand times less means to work with, you continue to survive on Earth. And out here. You have taken the Forge and you have held onto it. You have even used it despite your limited understanding of any of the technology that makes it work.”

      ”We’re good at that,” Preslan admitted.

      “You are unique in all the universe, Preslan Juno. That is why I brought you here. Unique is rare when you have seen as much as we have seen and done as much as we have done. Unique is what we require. I believe you are the model of the way forward for the Axon. You are the key to stopping the Relyeh advance, and in time, ending this war.”

      “That can’t possibly be true. I’m only one person. And even if it is, why would I help you when you’ve already expressed a desire to take the Forge back from my people?”

      “I will not ask you for help. I do not require your permission. It is my belief that the Relyeh are correct in their assessment. The purpose of existence is to conquer and control as much as there is until there is no more. The Forge belongs to me and I will have it back. You will understand that this is our history. You will recognize why you are here and that you are now the first step in the resurgence of the Axon. You will accept that I am in control.”

      Preslan stared at Khron. She could hardly believe what she was hearing, and she didn’t want to offer a quick, flippant response. For some reason she cared what this Axon thought of her as a representative of all humankind, even if she wasn’t.

      “Even if I accept that you’re in control,” she said carefully, “I still don’t know how I can possibly help you.”

      “A reasonable sentiment,” Khron replied. “But you see, you have already helped me.”

      “How?” she asked, vaguely aware of a hatch opening somewhere on the other side of the garden.

      “Our time of war with the Relyeh has led us to an unforeseen exchange of capabilities. They have gained some of our mastery of material science while we have gained some of their mastery of biology. Your composition has been captured and altered to better fulfill my requirements.”

      Preslan stared at the Axon. It worried her that she could guess what it was talking about. It worried her more that she didn’t need to guess because she was staring it in the face a moment later as a newcomer emerged from the garden foliage and walked into the clearing.

      More accurately, she was staring herself in the face.
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      Fang. 04.24.2324. 1715 hours.

      Joseph kept a close eye on Fang’s sensors as Keesha guided the starship through the massive Axon fleet gathered in empty space. She had already activated the cloaking mechanism, altering the Skin of the ship to make it look like an Axon transport and adjusting the engine signature to match. So far, the Axon didn’t seem to realize they had a newcomer among them who didn’t belong.

      They were vectoring toward the ship at the center of the fleet, picking their way through the massive number of huge Novas and smaller dreadnoughts and corvettes. Joseph still couldn’t believe the size of the assembled force. It was important to play to their disguise, to progress toward the target without appearing hurried or drawing attention. For Joseph, the delay was agony. He was as certain as he could be that Preslan was on that ship. Where else would she be?

      Max had called the vessel a Supernova. The designation was fitting. While the jaggedly round Novas were nearly ten kilometers in diameter, the Supernova was almost four times the size, shaped like an inverted mushroom cloud, its giant central spire rising sixty kilometers from the body of the craft. While the Forge was still the most impressive technological achievement Joseph had ever seen, this ship came in a definite second.

      “Fang’s computer has completed the sweep,” Keesha said, out loud so Max could hear. “Total ships on sensors, four thousand forty-seven.”

      “Oops,” Max said. “Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Do you think all of them are heading for the Forge?” Joseph asked.

      “I’m not picking up any sign of fixed installations,” Keesha replied. “Why else would they be out here, in the middle of nowhere?”

      “I don’t know. But why would they ferry Preslan here only to carry her back toward the Forge? I expected they would drop her off at a research facility like the one where Pioneer was originally headed. It doesn’t make sense. Max?”

      “Consideration. Determination. Perhaps the Intellects who boarded Pioneer were not Intellects belonging to the facility.”

      “You mean the Axon are composed of more than one faction?”

      “Confirmation. Even after millennia of war against the Relyeh, the Axon still control hundreds of planets. The High Council is the governing body for all Axon territory, but even they cannot oversee everything. Hahaha. Haha. That doesn’t stop them from trying.”

      “But you’re suggesting the Intellects in this region of space aren’t all playing for the same side.”

      “Negation. Misinterpretation. Hahahaha. Hahaha. It is not that black and white.”

      “Why don’t you fill us in?” Keesha asked.

      “Explanation. The Axon are few in number. Axon Seers fewer still. While a directive may have been set for a facility in centuries past, any Intellect directive can be overridden or overwritten by a Seer. Or a Seer may simply preempt a pre-existing directive. Is that not clear?”

      “About as clear as mud,” Joseph said.

      “Hahaha. Hahaha. Mud is not clear. Hahaha. What part do you not understand?”

      “First, what’s an Axon Seer?”

      “Explanation. Even after many years of war, the majority of Axon do not want to be involved in violence. They created the Intellects and abducted the Inahri so they could keep to more intellectual pursuits.”

      “They don’t want to get their hands dirty,” Keesha said. “How nice.”

      “The Axon have a long history of peaceful coexistence prior to the arrival of the Relyeh. Many cling to that history, but not all. The Seers are the Axon who have accepted the necessity of war, and who are actively involved in the effort to win it.”

      “And you’re saying that there’s a Seer on that Supernova?” Joseph asked. “And that it interrupted the Control Mind’s pre-programmed routine to steal Preslan and Pioneer’s command crew away from the research facility?”

      “Confirmation. That is one way of putting it. Hahahaha. Haha. Consideration. It may be the same Seer who initially set the directives for this quadrant of space. There is no need to make a distinction.”

      “I’m still a little confused, but okay. I’m not sure it’s that important.”

      “It is not. Hahaha. Hahaha. The important part is locating your people. Preslan most of all. But you must also recognize the Supernova has a gate on board. The Seer might have already sent Preslan through it, perhaps even to the Axon homeworld.”

      “What do they intend to do with her?”

      “Consideration. You have stated she was altered. The Axon will disseminate that alteration. They will seek to understand it, and if possible use it.”

      “What if doing that kills Preslan?”

      “They do not care. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      “Joe, we need to accept that we might never catch up to them,” Keesha said. “We might need to accept that Preslan’s gone, along with Grant and the others.”

      “No!” Joseph snapped. “I’m not accepting that, Keesh.”

      “I know you care about Pres—”

      “That’s not the only reason. Our mission was to protect the passengers and crew of Pioneer. On top of that, Hidalgo told me he was sitting on something he thinks could level the playing field between humans, Axon and Relyeh. And Preslan is a big part of it. We can’t just let them take her and twist her to their needs.”

      “Why not?” Keesha asked.

      The question froze Joseph in his tracks. “What?”

      “The Axon and the Hunger are at war. Both sides are trying to gain an edge, and they’re using humans to do it. The Inahri, Pioneer, Preslan, you. We’ve been getting used since we left Earth. But Max just said most of the Axon don’t even want to fight. So why not let them figure out what makes her tick? Why not let them use that to make a new weapon or do whatever it is they need to do? If the Axon defeat the Hunger, the war will be over for everybody. Us included.”

      “At what cost, Keesh? Those are our people out there. And they need our help.”

      “I know. It’s a high price to pay. But look at what we’ve already lost. We both died, Joe. We’re walking ghosts. Our minds are in these machines, but what about our souls? I get it. Believe me. The Axon are treacherous. They’ve done some horrible things. But compared to Iagorth or Shub-nigu...I don’t know, maybe they aren’t so bad. If they can use Preslan to end the stalemate, maybe we should let them.”

      “I can’t believe what I’m hearing,” Joseph said. “We have a responsibility—”

      “To protect Pioneer, I know. But look at the sensors, Joe. We can’t protect the Forge from that, which means we can’t protect Pioneer either.”

      “The ship should already be at the Forge, organizing the transfer to the Inahri homeworld. In a few hours they’ll be safe there, light years away from all this.”

      “But not out of Axon reach. Not out of the Hunger’s reach. The Free Inahri homeworld is safe for now. But how long will that last? I think we can both agree that it won’t be forever.”

      “And the solution is to help the Axon win?”

      “Maybe it is. Maybe we can talk to the Seer and come to some kind of agreement. I know we’re Marines. Warriors. Not diplomats. But I look at what’s out here and I can’t help thinking that rushing headlong into the jaws of the enemy is the wrong move. I’m sorry, Joe. I know that’s not what you want to hear, but I think we need to at least consider it.”

      Joseph hesitated, looking at the sensor data again, a mental image of the fleet around them spilling into his cortex. Was Keesha right? Should they take the opportunity to try to negotiate? Maybe they could trade Preslan for the Forge.

      He couldn’t believe he was even entertaining the idea. Was existence in a machine body turning his mind into a calculator of logic and probability, pushing his emotions and instincts aside? Was that the real answer?

      “No,” Joseph said. “We’ve made it this far because we’re not them, Keesh. Whether we’re in one of their bodies or under the influence of their constructs and collectives, we’ve survived because of what makes us human. If we let go of that now, everything we’ve fought so hard to protect is going to die. I might not have a soul anymore, but I still have a conscience. And I don’t want their deaths on it. I don’t think you do either.”

      “I want to do the right thing for everybody. ”

      “I don’t know if there is a right thing, especially for everybody. There’s only the best we can do. I don’t know if we can stop the Axon from reclaiming the Forge. I don’t know if we can rescue Preslan and the others. But right or wrong, I have to try.”

      Keesha’s voice was soft in his head. “And that’s why I love you, Joe. You know I’m with you, all the way, no matter what.”

      “Confirmation. I am with you too. Hahahaha. Haha. But I do not love you.”

      “That’s good to hear, Max,” Joseph said, fighting a smile in consideration of their current circumstances. “It would be really awkward if you did. Now, how the hell do we get onto that thing?”
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      Forge. Control Mind. 04.24.2324. 1715 hours.

      “Pioneer just appeared on sensors,” Keesha said, looking up at the projection rising from the holotable. It was updated to show the ship approximately half an AU from the station. “We did it!”

      “I see her,” Joseph replied with a smile. “Send out a hail.”

      “Copy. Hailing now.” They only waited a few seconds. “Connection established.”

      “Pioneer, this is Sergeant Joseph Cross. It’s wonderful to see you.”

      “Sergeant Cross. This is Governor Claire Nori. It’s wonderful to be seen. Though it is a little strange to hear your voice again after you just left us.”

      “Believe me, it’s even stranger from my side of the situation.”

      Claire laughed. “I can only imagine. Anyway, Intellect-you asked me to report to you regarding the status of their mission.”

      Joseph realized then that Fang wasn’t with Pioneer. He didn’t need Claire’s report to know what that meant, but she could fill in more of the blanks. “Go ahead, Governor.”

      Claire quickly summarized everything that Intellect-Joseph had relayed to her, up to the moment Fang had departed for the identified coordinates. “Niko and Guardian Morales are still on board Pioneer,” she continued. “Your orders were for all of us to transfer off Pioneer and make our way to the Free Inahri homeworld through your gate as quickly as possible.”

      Joseph was silent for a moment. The Axon had taken Preslan, and with Claire’s explanation he understood why. But why had they bothered with Grant and the others? They had nothing special to offer. It didn’t make sense.

      He tried not to worry about it. That side of the mission was in his Other’s hands now, and he needed to trust himself to do the right thing. Here, he and Keesha had to keep their focus on defending the Forge from the coming attack.

      “Governor, standby. I’m going to patch in the leader of the Inahri Composite, General Washington.”

      “I’ll wait,” Claire replied.

      “I’ve already got him on the comm,” Keesha said. “I figured you would need him sooner or later.”

      “Thanks,” Joseph replied. “Link him in.”

      “Done.”

      “General Washington,” Joseph said. “We’re connected to Pioneer Actual. Governor Claire Nori is the current acting commander of the ship.”

      “Governor Nori,” Washington said. “Welcome to the Forge.”

      “Thank you, General,” she replied. And then after a short pause, “I’ve heard Colonel Tsi speak English. You don’t sound like her.”

      “No, ma’am,” Washington said. “I’m a pure Earther.”

      “But you’re in charge of the Inahri military force?”

      Washington chuckled. “It’s funny how things work out sometimes. What can I do for you, ma’am?”

      “I have forty-thousand civilians on board a very damaged Pioneer with nowhere to disembark,” Claire said. “I was informed you might be able to help me with that?”

      Washington laughed again. “Of course, ma’am. We’re happy to assist.”

      “Thank you, General. I can’t begin to tell you how grateful I am. We’re planning to prepare transports to start ferrying our people over to your ship...Obado, I think it’s called?”

      “That’s right. Governor, is Colonel Tsi with you?”

      “No, General. I’m sorry. The Axon took her.”

      “I see,” Washington said, voice lowering. “What about Hroi and her team?”

      “They’re gone too, along with most of our bridge crew, but as far as we know, they’re still alive.”

      “My other seIf went to find them,” Joseph informed him. “With the other Keesha and Max. They had jump coordinates. They’re there right now.”

      Washington exhaled sharply. “Copy that, Sergeant. I’m sure your twin will do everything in his power to get them back. Are the Inahri transports still intact?”

      “General, I don’t know,” Claire said. “We haven’t entered the hangar yet. The Axon used a weapon on Pioneer that left us all unconscious. Sergeant Cross woke most of us, but your people in the hangar are probably still asleep. I don’t know how to wake them.”

      “Electrical shock, ma’am,” Joseph heard Ensign Kaminski say in the background.

      “Electrical shock, apparently,” Claire relayed.

      “If they’re present and you can wake them, they can help you make the transfer. How many transports do you have?”

      “Six in total,” Claire replied. “But we’re still looking for pilots. Only Prime Hoffman has real flight experience. The other surviving Guardians have never flown outside a simulator.”

      “I’ll see if we can scrounge up some pilots for you. Each of your transports can carry up to fifty,” Washington said. “Ours can hold about a dozen. There are two on board Pioneer already. We can provide ten more. That’s one hundred ninety-four people per cycle.” He paused. “Keesha, how long would it take for a transport to make a round-trip, assuming we close the distance between Obado and Pioneer as much as possible?”

      “Hold on,” Keesha said.

      A third person suddenly appeared on the simulated bridge. “What is it you want from me now? the Librarian asked, looking annoyed at being summoned. “Haven’t I already done enough for you?”

      “Help me with some math,” Keesha said. “Do you see that ship?” She pointed to the holotable, marking Pioneer and Obado. “We need to transfer humans from that ship to the Axon Nova nearby as fast as possible. How long would it take a transport to make one round-trip?”

      “Attempting to evacuate before you’re destroyed?” the Librarian asked.

      “Answer the question,” Joseph barked at him.

      The former Control Mind AI shrunk away from him like a misbehaving puppy. “Calculating for gravitational force on the human body during acceleration and deceleration, the ideal transfer would occur at an approximately two kilometer distance between the vessels, with an ideal average velocity of fifty meters per second. Approximating time to embark and disembark from the transports, the estimated average round-trip time is four minutes and fifty-three seconds.”

      “That’s aggressive,” Joseph said.

      “It is the ideal average,” the Librarian replied. “But you are correct. The true mean will be closer to six minutes.”

      “One hundred ninety-four passengers every six minutes,” Joseph said, thinking. “If everything goes well.”

      “Twenty-one hours,” Keesha said. “That could be cutting it close.”

      “If Max was right about the timing of the attack, I’m not sure if that’s enough time.”

      “We just need to stay closer to the ideal average,” Washington said. “That’ll shave hours off the overall time.”

      “Your pilots might be good enough to manage that,” Joseph said. “I’m not sure ours are.”

      “Joe, what about the shipyard?” Keesha asked. “We could bring Pioneer in and disembark them directly onto the Forge and then through the gate.”

      “The shipyard is in the middle of building Inahri starfighters,” Joseph replied. “We can’t shut it down until it’s finished with the current batch. Clearing it out and resetting everything will take a few more hours. It won’t save us a ton of time, and it’ll cost us needed defenses.”

      “We can run the transports in staggered cycles,” Washington said, still on his original idea. “Once we establish a baseline with our pilots, we can figure out the timing. I bet we can get it down to sixteen hours.”

      “Governor Nori,” Joseph said, bringing her back into the conversation. “Your part is the most important of all. We need the passengers as prepared as possible before the transports are ready to pick them up. Smooth boarding and unloading is key.”

      “I understand,” Claire replied. “There’s another variable you didn’t account for, Sergeant. Pioneer isn’t in the best shape, and a temporary life support failure caused heavy damage to Metro. We have nearly four hundred injured at Metro General that we’ll need to get across, and some of them will require portable ventilators.”

      “We’ll fit them in somewhere,” Joseph said. “I imagine they’ll take longer to prep than the others. We need to get someone on that immediately.”

      “Okay,” Claire agreed. “Sergeant, I need to admit though, I’m terrified.”

      “You’ll do fine, Governor. I have every confidence in you,” Joseph said. “Is Okoye still with you?”

      “He’s at the hospital.”

      “Send him to the hangar to wake up the Inahri pilots. Put Hoffman in charge of them so the three of them can start ferrying people over to Obado. We’ll send the rest of the Inhari transports over, along with pilots for your other five transports. Put the Guardians in charge of organizing the healthy passengers into queues throughout the ship, and Niko and Morales outside the main hangar entrance. They can manage the hatches during hangar venting and repressurization, and can direct each queue to a transport after it lands. Also, talk to Charles or Ito in Engineering about an algorithm to efficiently organize the evac lines.”

      “Good ideas, Sergeant,” Claire said. “I have a feeling you’ve done this kind of thing before.”

      “Too often. Most importantly, instruct the Guardians not to mention anything to anyone about the potential Axon attack. As long as everybody directing them stays calm, it’ll keep everyone else calm. If they stay calm, everything will run more efficiently.”

      “I understand. Let me get to it. Ensign Kaminski is monitoring the comms. She can get in touch with me if you need anything. Or you if I need your help.”

      “Everything will be fine, Governor,” Joseph repeated. “We’ve got this.”

      “I appreciate your confidence, Sergeant. Thank you. Nori out.”

      Joseph gave Claire a few seconds to leave before speaking again. “Ensign Kaminski, is there anything I should know that Governor Nori didn’t tell me?”

      “Sergeant, we don’t have direct navigation control on Pioneer,” Kaminski replied. “Charles is in Metro Engineering using a mobile terminal to manually enter commands to run the thrusters. If the Axon arrive before we’re finished unloading we can’t do anything to evade them.”

      “Can you put me through to Charles?”

      “I can get you Morales,” Kaminski said. “He’s with Charles.”

      “Go ahead. And join the channel.”

      “Aye aye, Sergeant.”

      “Which Sarge is this?” Morales asked over the comm a moment later.

      “Control Mind Sarge,” Joseph said lightly. “Fatcat, how is Charles holding up?”

      “He doesn’t like the confines of the networking compartment very much,” Morales replied. “He’s claustrophobic. But we’re hanging in there.”

      “Tell him I need him to get Pioneer into position as close to Obado as he can. Kaminski, I assume you can feed him vector coordinates?”

      “I’ll have to plot them manually,” Kaminski replied. “It’ll take a while.”

      “How long?”

      “An hour maybe.”

      “General Washington, are you still on the comm?”

      “Affirmative, Sergeant. I heard Kaminski.”

      ”So you know it’s going to take some time to get Pioneer’s thrusters engaged and a course set for your position. If we want to keep things moving, we need to send Obado out to meet them.”

      “It’s risky, Sergeant,” Washington replied. “If the Axon fleet shows up while we’re away from the Forge, you’re going to lose a major piece of your defenses.”

      “I know. But you can rendezvous with Pioneer inside of an hour, and then accompany her back here.” Joseph looked to the Librarian again. “How long?”

      “Approximately three hours,” he answered.

      “Three hours,” Joseph echoed back through the comm. “If the Axon arrive inside that window we’re in deep shit anyway.”

      “Agreed,” Washington said. “I’ll pass the orders to Captain Shri.”

      “Copy that, General. Kaminski,” Joseph said, “start plotting the course. Don’t rush. We need to get it right the first time.”

      “Yes, Sergeant.”

      “Sarge,” Morales said. “You should talk to Zen. He’s down in Research with Doctor Hidalgo.”

      “What about?”

      “Something to do with Preslan and evolution and the future of humankind. The usual from those mad scientist types.”

      “Copy that,” Joseph said. “Governor Nori will be in touch soon with further orders for you. I want you to do whatever she asks until you’re back on the Forge.”

      “Copy that, Sarge.”

      “Kaminski, can you put me through to Niko and then drop off the channel?”

      “Yes, Sergeant. Standby.”

      Joseph heard the soft click when she disconnected. “Niko, Fatcat said you had news for me?”

      “Not news exactly,” Niko replied. “Your Intellect told Doctor Hidalgo to meet with you as soon as we made it back to the Forge. He wanted to discuss something with you, related to what Rose did to Preslan.”

      “Does he want to talk about it now?”

      Standby.” Niko was gone for a moment. “Negative, Sarge. Rose told him to guard the data with his life. He’ll only deliver it directly.”

      Joseph couldn’t imagine what Rose and Hidalgo had discovered that was so valuable or secretive that he insisted on divulging it personally, but he didn’t see any reason to insist otherwise. “Fine. Your mother is organizing the evacuation plan. She’ll be sending new orders along to you shortly. Tell Hidalgo he should be on the station within the next four hours. We can talk then.”

      “Copy that, Sarge.”

      “Cross out.”

      Joseph disconnected the comm and then looked back over his shoulder at the Librarian, who disappeared a moment later, kicked out of the simulation.

      “I hope sixteen hours will be enough time,” Keesha said.

      “It will,” Joseph replied. “It has to be.”
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      ???. 04.24.2324. 1715 hours.

      Tyson’s eyes slid open, narrowing as they tried to adjust to the light streaming down at him from overhead. A wave of confusion rippled through him as he tried to remember where he was and the last thing he had been doing.

      “Captain?” Siraj asked, her hand suddenly on his shoulder, squeezing it comfortingly. “You’re awake.”

      “Siraj,” he replied. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing good, sir,” she said. “We’re not in Kansas anymore.”

      Tyson bit his lower lip and sighed. “Captured?”

      “It appears that way.”

      “Help me up.”

      He lifted his arm so Siraj could take it, helping him to his feet. He almost toppled over like a felled tree, his head spinning, eyes still refusing to focus. Someone else caught his other arm, keeping him upright.

      “Grab hold of me, Captain,” Oslo said.

      “My eyes aren’t responding very well,” Tyson admitted, complying. “Everything’s bright and blurry.”

      “They’ve got a spotlight shining down on us,” Oslo explained. “I don’t know why.”

      “Who else is here?”

      “Novitz and Stevens,” Siraj said. “Almost everyone who was on the bridge or in engineering.”

      “Not everyone,” Lieutenant Novitz said. “Rollins and Kaminski aren’t here.”

      “Do you think the assholes killed them?” Stevens asked.

      “Do any of you know what happened?” Tyson asked. “The last thing I remember is being on Pioneer’s bridge. That strange Axon ship was approaching. And now I’m here.”

      “Same for me, Captain,” Siraj answered. The others responded in agreement. “I think they must have knocked us out somehow. Either that or wiped our short-term memory.”

      “And you’re sure we’re not still on Pioneer?”

      “Yes,” Siraj said. “It’ll take about ten minutes for your eyes to clear. You’ll see for yourself when they do.”

      Tyson squinted, able to make out a simple dark robe draped over Siraj’s body, cinched at the waist by a metal belt. He looked down at himself, confirming he was dressed the same.

      “They took my armor,” Siraj said. “And all of our clothes. The belts won’t budge.”

      “At least they didn’t leave us naked,” Novitz said.

      “How long have we been here?” Tyson asked.

      “I woke up about an hour ago,” Siraj said. “I was first. You’re the last.”

      “Can you describe our confines?”

      “Four walls, a floor and a ceiling,” Siraj replied. “No obvious entrance. No decoration. Just that awful light. Nowhere to pee except the corner, but I think they might have drained our bladders and bowels already.”

      “If they were able to do this to us, they were able to do it to everyone on Pioneer,” Tyson said.  He shook his head, confusion replaced with hopelessness. “We lost. Pioneer is lost.”

      “We don’t know that, Captain,” Siraj said.

      “I think it’s a pretty safe bet. They didn’t incapacitate us and bring us here because we’re such wonderful guests. They wanted Pioneer from the start, and now they have her.” He stopped talking, giving himself a moment to calm. “The question is, what are we going to do about it?”

      “What can we do?” Stevens said. “We’re trapped in here, whatever and wherever here is.”

      “They kept us alive for a reason,” Tyson said. “If we’re waking up, I’m sure that reason will make itself apparent soon enough.” He blinked his eyes before rubbing at them, trying to speed up the return of his acuity. “We were all ready for them to fight their way on board.” He laughed sardonically. “They never had any intention of getting involved in a conflict. All of that preparation, for nothing. That whole stupid speech for nothing. I let things slide with Shoppach. For nothing.”

      “You couldn’t have known, Captain,” Siraj said. “We’re in so far over our heads.”

      Tyson gently pulled himself away from her and Oslo, making his way forward until he found a wall. He ran his hands along it, searching for a seam.

      “I already did that, Captain,” Siraj said. “We know there has to be an entrance, but it’s completely hidden.”

      Tyson began to pull his hands away from the wall. It shifted in front of him, the panel sliding downward and out of sight. Ensign Rollins was on the other side, an Intellect holding him up by his shoulders. It pushed him into the room, right into Tyson’s arms.

      Tyson caught him, but he was still unsteady enough for the impact to send him staggering backward.

      “Got you,” Siraj said, adding her weight to stabilize them.

      Tyson looked down at Rollins, the man clinging to him to stay upright. His eyes were glazed over as if he were drunk.

      The Intellect moved into the room. It pointed at Stevens. “You will follow.”

      “I’m not going with you,” Stevens replied.

      “You will follow,” the Intellect repeated, taking a step toward Stevens.

      The Engineer backed away. “Not a chance in hell.”

      The Intellect lunged forward faster than Tyson could follow. Stevens cried out as it grabbed him by the shoulder and pulled him roughly along behind it. Siraj jumped on the Intellect’s back, trying to take it down, but it grabbed her with its other hand, throwing her into the wall. Then it headed back out of the room, dragging Stevens with it. Blood was already beginning to stain the man’s robe where its fingers had dug into his flesh.

      They were gone a moment later, the wall sliding back into place behind them.

      “Damn it!” Siraj shouted, leaping back to her feet, fists clenched at her sides.

      “Are you hurt?” Tyson asked.

      “No,” she said. “Just pissed.”

      Tyson turned his attention to Rollins. He stood in the same place, head tipped to the side, eyes staring listlessly at the floor. “Ensign, are you okay?” he asked. “Rollins. Can you hear me?”

      Rollins tried to look at him, struggling to focus. “Captain Grant? I’m...dizzy.”

      “Chief, help me get him to the wall,” Tyson said. Together, the two men moved Rollins to the back of the room, lowering him to the floor and propping him up against the wall. “Rollins, what happened?”

      He shook his head slowly. “I…I woke up here. You were all still out. I was the only one awake. Then that thing came for me. It took me to a room. Then it brought me back here.”

      “What happened while you were in the room?”

      “I don’t know. It took me in, and then it brought me out.”

      “Can you describe the room,” Siraj asked, back on her feet and approaching them. “What did it look like?”

      “Like this one. No furniture or anything. But no light at least.” He put his hand up to block his eyes from the bulb.

      “They took Stevens,” Oslo said. “Bastards.”

      “They’re going to take all of us,” Tyson replied. ‘One by one.” They had brought them all to this place for a reason, even if that reason wasn’t clear. Yet. “It’s only a matter of time.”
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      Supernova. Garden. 04.24.2324. 1730 hours.

      “You cloned me?” Preslan said, staring at her mirror image. They weren’t completely identical. For one thing, the other her was completely bald, with no sign of an ability to grow hair. She was a little more slender too, likely because she hadn’t had an opportunity to enjoy one of Barstow’s famous burgers. And, she had a look in her eyes that Preslan found discomfiting. A thoughtful emptiness.

      The clone didn’t react to her outburst. It stood in front of her, staring. “I am ready, Mother,” it said flatly.

      “I am not your Mother,” Preslan replied.

      “It wasn’t speaking to you,” Khron said.

      Preslan looked over at the Axon. “You’re a female?”

      “Gender became irrelevant to the Axon many thousands of years ago. We can either give life or receive it. Those who give are father. Those who receive are mother. I prefer the term of the receiver.”

      “But you cloned me,” Preslan repeated.

      “I duplicated your genetic makeup and general construction, minus some unnecessary attributes.”

      “Like hair? Funny you should find it unnecessary.”

      Khron didn’t seem fazed. “Our hair is part of our history. We have fought hard to continue producing it when evolution would have it another way. But it raises a salient point. All evolved creatures would naturally lose their hair, along with any other form of defenses against predation or features of sexual attraction. It becomes unimportant.”

      “Obviously not if you’re playing with your own genes to keep what you have. Why bother?”

      “It reminds us of where we came from. These days, it reminds us that we are not the apex of civilization in the universe. I will not enjoy admitting it, but the Relyeh are the true force within the universe. That is why they must be stopped, at any cost. That is why the Axon must learn to be like them. It is the only way we will defend ourselves across the eons to come.”

      “So instead of living peacefully with others, you intend to conquer them?”

      “Yes. As it becomes necessary. I will not follow the traditions of my kind while planet after planet is taken from under our feet and innocent Axon are slaughtered by the Relyeh hordes. The path we have chosen has led us into a black hole. A new path must be forged. Beginning with my Forge.”

      “I understand why you’re angry,” Preslan said. “I don’t blame you for wanting to fight back. But I think you’re missing the bigger picture. You look at humankind like we’re lab rats to be tested on, or dogs to be sicced on your enemies.” She pointed at her clone. “You called me the model of the way forward. You said you were impressed that we captured the Forge and used it. The Hunger captured Earth from us, but we continue to survive. We continue to fight. We should be allies, not enemies. It doesn’t make any sense for you to focus on us when the real threat is out there. We should work together.”

      “I already have what I need from you. I will not allow you to keep my Forge.”

      “I’m sure we can negotiate something.”

      “I will not negotiate. You do not understand, but I will explain. The Forge requires workers to function at full capacity. Inahri workers. They do as I will them. As my Intellects have been directed. You will not negotiate a withdrawal that allows me to keep them.”

      “You mean keeping them as slaves?” Preslan said.

      “They are mine to use as I will.”

      A warm flow of anger began to spread across her. “Yeah, that’s the definition of slave. You know how to make Intellects. Why don’t you use them?”

      “The resource cost equation is too high. They are needed to defend our worlds.”

      “What about clones, like her?”

      “Their resource cost equation is even higher. The Inahri are already established. The system is functional and inexpensive.”

      “Your system is made up of living, intelligent people who have hopes and dreams, thoughts and emotions. They’re more than tools to be used for your benefit.”

      “As I stated. You will not negotiate a withdrawal that allows me to keep them. And I will not negotiate a truce that requires losing them. There can be no alliance. It is impossible. I do not need one. I will take my Forge. With your help, I have made a new kind of Intellect. One with all of the benefits of both organic and inorganic composition. The best of all configurations. All that remains is the test.”

      “What test?” Preslan asked.

      She didn’t have time to react. An invisible force hit her, throwing her backward. She landed on her butt in the moss.

      “Good,” Khron said.

      The clone started walking toward Preslan, the set of its eyes revealing its intent. Preslan’s eyes narrowed in response, her anger burning through her and into her mind. She felt the telekinetic energy coming from the clone this time, and she fought against it, countering it with her own. She pushed herself back to her feet, setting herself for the clone’s approach.

      They stared at one another, the battle occurring solely within their minds. Invisible energy clashed between them, becoming powerful enough to create a physical force. Both Preslan and the clone began to slide backward along the moss, a mass of energy expanding between them.

      “Enough of that,” Khron said, adding her weight to the effort. She didn’t assist the clone. Rather, she pulled them apart, throwing both of them down on the moss. The energy between them lost its containment, rippling outward through the garden, shaking the leaves of the trees and flattening some of the plants.

      Preslan got up a second time, even angrier than the first time the Axon had dumped her on her rear. Khron had taken her from her ship, killed Shoppach and Tsi, and made a cheap imitation of her it planned to use against everyone on the Forge.  She wasn’t about to just stand here and let that happen without a fight.

      A dozen meters away, the clone made it back to its feet and pushed back against Preslan, but she was ready for it this time. She cast its telekinetic attack aside, throwing a hard punch into its face that shattered its nose and sent it hurtling back into a nearby tree. Its back cracked against the trunk and it fell forward onto its knees, head down.

      Preslan came to a stop, whirling to face Khron. The Axon’s eyes regarded her, but there was little emotion behind them. None of this was personal to Khron. She was testing her copy’s capabilities, and Preslan was no more than a  tool for her to use in that endeavor. This wasn’t personal to her. Yet.

      Preslan threw her anger at the Axon, the force of her blow taking Khron by surprise. She wasn’t able to protect herself from the blast of telekinetic energy in time. Khron was lifted off the ground and thrown sideways into the tree, the way Preslan had tried to do earlier. The impact knocked the hood from her head, revealing an elongated cranium, large, sharply angled eyes, a small nose, and a slightly fanged mouth, reminding Preslan of a fox or racoon.

      Khron looked back at her in surprise and then in freshly minted anger. Now that her superiority was in question, this had become personal. Preslan was satisfied with that. If she were going to die out here, she at least wanted the Axon to see her on equal foot—

      The clone hit her before she could finish the thought, physically this time, slamming into her and throwing her down hard. Her lookalike straddled her, pinning her arms to her sides with her knees to pummel her face. Her nose shattered and blood flew. Preslan screamed as a hard right fractured her jaw. Red rage crowded her vision and blocked out her pain as psionic energy exploded out of her. The clone flew twenty meters through the air and by the time it landed in the foliage, Presland was back up, Relyeh gel already healing Preslan’s wounds from the inside out.

      She faced Khron, the Axon’s anger evident in her snarl of rage, her lips drawn back to expose her lethal looking teeth. Preslan grinned. “How’s that for limited?” she asked, feeling pretty pleased with herself.

      Fatigue hit her without warning, her body suddenly seizing up. A cold chill ran across her flesh, and she shuddered in place before collapsing, awake but unable to move.

      Khron walked over to her, the motion of her cloak revealing slender legs slightly bent at wider knees. She had left her hood down, allowing Preslan to see the fullness of what she took as an amused expression.

      “Properly limited,” Khron replied, leaning her face downward. Preslan found it strangely intriguing rather than ugly or frightening. “The nanocytes aren’t able to focus that much energy for long. I recognize a modification. The energy density is increased through enhanced brainwave activity, triggered by emotion. I will need to adjust the programming to account for this factor. Though the side-effects may be undesirable. I had hoped simply to test the limits of my work. I have learned an invaluable lesson.”

      Khron turned her head, looking over at the clone, who had recovered from the impact. It stood there, in the short foliage, without so much as a flicker of emotion registering in its blank expression.

      The Axon returned her attention to Preslan. “You will be brought to your new living quarters. You will wait there until I require you.”

      Preslan heard another door open, and then four of the skeletal Intellects approached her, each one helping to gently lift her off the moss. Preslan’s body began shaking, her eyes tearing as she glared at Khron, her anger already returning. Her eyes drifted from the unperturbed Axon to the clone, who returned the stare without emotion.

      Then she was carried out of the room and into a new corridor to another transfer platform and then delivered into a new prison. She didn’t get much of a look at her surroundings before the Intellects lowered her onto the softest mattress she had ever felt. They walked out single file, the door swinging closed on its own and locking behind them.

      Angry and afraid, still unable to move her limbs, Preslan stared at an etched metallic ceiling. Tears rolled down her cheeks when she thought about the Shard Intellect cutting the wires to Pioneer’s fold drive before she could execute the jump back to the Forge. She couldn’t help wondering what had happened to the ship and its passengers.

      Had her failure doomed them all?

      She wanted more than anything to reach out to Joseph. To hear his voice. To feel his presence. To know he was there. She closed her eyes, wishing he wasn’t dead and gone from her life.

      She had never felt more alone.
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      Fang. 04.24.2324. 1745 hours.

      “Consideration. Slow your approach vector. If you do not fly like an Intellect, then one of the Control Minds is bound to register the anomaly. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      “I already feel like I’m swimming in molasses,” Keesha replied. “It’s been thirty minutes, and according to the projections we won’t reach the Supernova for another hour. Do the words in a hurry mean anything to you?”

      “Confirmation. Do the words we will be destroyed mean anything to you? Hahaha. Hahaha. We cannot help your friends if we are dead.”

      “I should have let you fly us in.”

      “Confirmation.”

      “Patience, Keesh,” Joseph said, watching the approach through Fang’s sensors. “We’ll get there.”

      So far, the endless sea of Axon ships around them hadn’t paid much attention to the small transport threading its way around them, always careful to keep a good distance. Probably because they weren’t the only smaller vessel out here. Hundreds of others made short trips from one ship to another, suggesting the Intellects were trying to redistribute their forces before launching their assault on the Forge. The movement offered them decent cover as they vectored for the flagship. Keesha’s eagerness to reach the Supernova was understandable. He felt it too.

      “Come on, Joe,” Keesha countered. “You have no idea what the Axon could be doing to them. We’re already hours behind.”

      “I understand, but Max is right. We don’t want to risk not making it there at all.”

      “I know. Copy that,” Keesha ceded reluctantly.

      Joseph felt the subtle changes in inertia as she made the adjustments and Fang’s velocity lessened. They continued on their path toward the Supernova, already huge in front of them despite the remaining distance. The area around the ship was relatively quiet compared to the rest of the fleet. There were no other transports moving to or from the flagship. There was no outward sign of activity from it at all.

      “Max, how long do you think it will be before they’re ready to launch the attack?” Joseph asked.

      “Estimation. Four hours minimum. They are currently transmitting strategy and shifting assets according to probabilistic outcomes based on recurrent simulated scenarios.”

      “I think you just said they’re simulating the battle multiple times to see what plan works the best. Is that right?”

      “Hahahaha. Hahaha. Confirmation. The Control Minds will be networked to share outcomes. The simulations will occur at least one hundred million times, running each potential scenario until a strong degree of significance is achieved.”

      “Did they do the same thing with the first attack?”

      “Confirmation.

      “It didn’t work out too well for them.”

      “The scenarios likely did not include your discovery of the experimental warheads. An infinite number of reproductions could not account for the myriad degrees of unpredictability inherent to the natural order.”

      “Okay, you lost me this time,” Joseph admitted. “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s like baseball, Joe,” Keesha said. “It doesn’t matter how lopsided a game looks on paper. You still have to play it.”

      “What is baseball?” Max asked.

      “Except in this case the one side is composed of machines,” Joseph countered. “They aren’t going to make any mistakes.”

      “I don’t know if we can assume that,” Keesha replied. “They still need to react to whatever moves we make, and they won’t have hours to rerun their simulations. They’ll have to make decisions real time, just like the rest of us.”

      “Confirmation. Agreement. What is baseball?”

      “I guess we have some time,” Joseph said. “It’s a stick and ball sport, Max. It originated in the United States on Earth, almost six hundred years ago. America’s Pastime. Though football ended up being more popular long-term.”

      “What is football?”

      “Another sport. In American football, you could only use your feet for a few specific plays. But elsewhere in the world, you mostly used your feet and the rules were a lot different.”

      “Confusion. Hahaha. Hahaha. Enjoyment. This is illogical.”

      “Most of what humans do is illogical,” Keesha said. “That’s why I think we still have a chance to hold the Forge no matter how many simulations this fleet runs. We’ll probably do something stupid that wouldn’t have worked against another human, but will be genius against the Axon.”

      “I can picture that already,” Joseph agreed. He appreciated her positive attitude in the face of the threat. “Getting back to baseball, the basic rules are pretty simple. You—”

      Transport 9K4V. You will transmit your origin and destination.

      Joseph didn’t hear the command as if it were spoken. Instead, it entered his mind through his connection to Fang’s systems, a stream of mathematical algorithms his cortex translated for consumption.

      “Keesh, did you get that?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” Keesha replied. “Max, we just got instructions to transmit back our origin and destination.”

      “Disappointment. Calamity. One of the Control Minds has flagged us for audit.”

      “You mean like a random challenge?”

      “Confirmation. Hahaha. Hahaha. Perhaps not completely random. Inaccuracies in flight path and velocity may have compounded to trip the filter and cause the flag.”

      “What do we do?” Joseph asked. “They won’t like our origin.”

      Transport 9K4V. You will transmit your origin and destination.

      “We just got the order a second time,” Keesha said.

      “The auditor will verify the origin and destination with the respective Control Minds,” Max explained. “Hahaha. Hahahaha. Whatever origin we provide, they will deny our affiliation.”

      “So how do we respond?” Joseph asked. ‘Give me something! Fast!”

      “Consideration. I may be able to override the audit. I require direct access to the system.” Max stood up and moved into a position behind Joseph. “If you will allow me to interface.”

      “I think he’s coming onto you, Joe,” Keesha said.

      That isn’t funny,” Joseph replied as the message came through a third time. “Max, do something.”

      “Confirmation. You will feel a pinch and receive an access request. Please grant it.”

      Joseph felt the pinch and became aware of the request, granting it without hesitation. Max joined his internal network, seizing his communications subroutines.

      Transport 9K4V. You will transmit your origin and destination. Failure to comply immediately will result in destruction.

      “Auditor AH9MZ, please standby,” Max said, pushing his reply along the same channel as the audit. “Transport 9K4V is experiencing intermittent connectivity anomalies. That is the reason for our delay.”

      Transport 9K4V. You have ten seconds to comply.

      “Confirmation, Auditor AH9MZ.”

      Max stopped talking, but Joseph still had a sense of data pushing through the network connection, across the black of space to the auditing Control Mind, whichever ship it was. For some reason, the Mind didn’t seem aware of the data transfer.

      The method is similar to the injection I utilized on the Forge, Max relayed silently.

      Can you read my mind? Joseph asked.

      Confirmation. While we are interfaced.

      You should’ve warned me about that ahead of time, Joseph said.

      Do not worry. I will not tell Keesha. Hahahaha. Hahahaha.

      The comment confused him. What are you talking about?

      Hahahaha. Haha. A joke. I am funny.

      Transport 9K4V. Your time is elapsed. Deployment commencing.

      “Joe,” Keesha said. “We’ve got incoming.”

      Joseph noticed them too. A dozen small ships launched from one of the nearby Novas, accelerating to intercept them.

      “Hold our heading and velocity but be ready to take off,” Joseph replied out loud. Max, what’s taking so long?

      I almost have it.

      We’ve got incoming, Max.

      Standby.

      “Joe, they’re going weapons-hot,” Keesha said.

      “Hold on, Keesh.” Max, can you do it or not? If not, we need to make a move now!

      “Auditor AH9MX, transmitting origin and destination,” Max said.

      Transport 9K4V. Origin YOUR MOTHER and destination YOUR MOTHER received. Audit approved. Deployment cancelled.

      The incoming fighters slowed suddenly, flipping over and vectoring back the way they had come. Max’s laughter echoed in Joseph’s head, the Intellect clearly more than a little amused and pleased with himself.

      Your mother? Joseph said. You don’t know what baseball is, but you know that?

      Hahaha. Haha. Nathan Stacker taught me that. He does not know baseball either. I am funny.

      Yeah, real funny. Joseph didn’t know who Nathan Stacker was, but he wasn’t amused. They had come a little too close to being shot at for his comfort. Can you get out of me now?

      Confirmation. I am withdrawing.

      The pinch returned as Max disconnected. Then the Intellect returned to his seat, still chuckling softly. “We are clear. Haha. Hahaha. Sergeant Cross, please remember you did not want me to come with you. Hahaha. Hahaha. I saved the day.”

      “Okay, I get it. I was wrong,” Joseph admitted. “I appreciate your help, Max.”

      “Appreciation. Excitement. Amusement. You are welcome.”

      “Joe, I’m picking up something else,” Keesha said.

      Joseph returned his attention to Fang’s sensors. They were registering energy spikes across the length and breadth of the fleet, the Axon ships vanishing from the sensors wherever the spikes occurred and faded. “It looks like they’re folding,” he said. “Leaving the area.”

      “Hahaha. hahaha. The assault on the Forge is commencing.”
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      Fang. 04.24.2324. 1800 hours.

      “Damn it, Max,” Keesha growled. “You estimated four hours.”

      The Axon ships continued to fold, the number appearing on Fang’s sensors rapidly declining. At the current rate of departure, Joseph expected only the ships with transports still en route would remain for more than another minute or two.

      “Admission,” Max replied. “I was incorrect.”

      “Incorrect?” Joseph snapped. “Keesh, screw careful. We need to get on that Supernova. Now!”

      “Copy that, Sarge,” Keesha replied. “Max, strap in unless you want to get tossed around.”

      “Strapping in,” Max said, grabbing the seat’s harness and buckling it. As soon as the lock clicked into place, Keesha sent Fang rocketing forward at full burn, creating a massive force that would have killed a human body instantly. Another good reason for leaving Niko, Hoffman and Morales behind.

      Joseph didn’t even feel it. His attention was fully occupied by the vanishing Axon ships. It was too soon. Much too soon. There was no way Governor Nori even had time to begin transferring passengers off Pioneer. There was no way the version of himself on the Forge would be ready for the enemy’s arrival.

      He would have slammed his fist against something in frustration if it weren’t locked in place, helping to secure him as Fang quickly gained velocity.  It was bad enough that Max had underestimated the number of ships the Axon could bring to bear. To be so wrong about the timing left Joseph wondering if the strangely unique Intellect was really on their side or if he was a plant for the enemy.

      But which enemy?

      “Gramps, what do you think?” Joseph asked William inside his construct.

      “About Max?” William replied. “Definitely has a few screws loose, but I just don’t see an Axon of any kind helping the Relyeh. I mean, how would they even recruit him?”

      “I don’t know. He’s been to Earth. Maybe they got hold of him there. Maybe they’re the ones who made him the way he is.”

      “Nah, it doesn’t work, Joey. He didn’t need to help you take the Forge in the first place if he didn’t want you to have it. There’s no reason for him to have gone through all of this effort.”

      “How about because he has a few screws loose?” Joseph suggested.

      “That could be part of the reason for his bad math. He seems to be confusing ones and fours.”

      Joseph stared at his grandfather, realizing Max had miscalculated by inversely related amounts. One thousand ships turned out to be four thousand. Four hours turned out to be one.

      He wasn’t a plant for the enemy.

      He was just broken.

      That it had hurt them now didn’t substitute for how much it had helped them before. Max was an Axon Intellect with a mind of his own. On their side. Helping them. They had to take the good with the bad.

      Outside the construct, Joseph was suddenly aware of activity from the Supernova. “Keesh,” he said in warning.

      “Already on it, Joe,” she replied, Fang’s inertia shifted as she fired retro thrusters to slow their velocity, sliding the starship sideways at the same time. Blasts of energy began pelting out from the surface of the massive vessel, filling the space around them with destructive bolts.

      Joseph’s cortex translated Fang’s sensor data into something his human consciousness understood, similar to the way he and Keesha had taken up residence in a simulation within the Forge Control Mind. While he knew he was standing upright in a windowless craft with no true view of the outside, what he experienced was what he would see if seated in a starfighter—a full panorama of space around him. He could see the Axon ships maneuvering to take aim at them. The dozens of gun batteries on the Supernova firing bolts that flashed past them on every side. Keesha’s reactions were continually  a millisecond ahead of them, the ship zigging and zagging in one wild trajectory after another. But she could only keep it up for so long.

      “Shit!” she snapped, and then Fang shook, hit by the volume of energy blasts from the Axon ships still there to defend the Supernova. Somehow, Fang held together under the barrage of fire and Keesha’s hard maneuvering. Her control was impressive, the ship’s movements sharp and precise as she worked to escape the rain of energy pouring around them. She rolled Fang and then flipped her nose down before flying under the nearest Nova, the energy blasts meant for them hitting the Nova instead.

      The assault faded as they closed on the Supernova, the ships around the Axon flagship vanishing into folded space. It left  them a nearly direct shot to the Supernova.  Unfortunately, it could fold at any time, leaving Fang to give chase back to the Forge. It wasn’t the worst outcome, but if they didn’t get on board here, it was going to be a lot harder there.

      “Keesh, hurry,” he said, not willing to lose track of Preslan and the others when they were so damn close.

      “I know,” she replied. “Max, where’s the hangar?”

      “Do you see the Control Mind tower?” Max asked.

      “It would be hard not to,” Keesha replied.

      “There is a hangar at the base of the tower. When you are close enough, you will see the blast doors.”

      “How do we get in?”

      “Hahaha. Hahahaha. Is that not why this ship has guns?”

      Fang streaked toward the Supernova, which was all Joseph could see ahead of them, Easily large enough to carry a few hundred thousand people, maybe more, it was covered in gun batteries and other ascending structures that reminded him of the Inahri city inside the Forge. It left him wondering if there were more Inahri slaves trapped inside the Supernova.

      The gun batteries stopped firing as they neared the surface, offering a brief pause in the action. For a moment, Joseph was hopeful they had cleared the Supernova’s defenses, and had made it to the safe zone—too close for the batteries to safely fire on.

      That hope faded when large, spider-like machines began to emerge from the structures. Each one bristled with defensive armaments, and they didn’t hesitate to use them. Plasma bolts filled the space just above the surface, the closer range making it harder for Keesha to avoid them. Fang’s shields flared, taking hit after hit.

      “You want a piece of this?” Keesha growled, arming Fang’s weapons. Blast covers slid open along the wings, the mounted turrets activating. “Joe, do you mind doing the honors?”

      “Gladly,” he replied, taking control of the weaponry so she could continue to focus on the approach. He was able to aim all of the guns at once, operating each weapon’s subprocesses at one time. It wasn’t much different than controlling the moieties on Pioneer.

      Keesha whipped the ship around the Supernova’s defenses, her quick reflexes keeping the enemy guns from getting a solid bead on them as Joseph’s gunfire tore into the unshielded machines, severing limbs and blasting through critical systems.

      “Are we doing well?” Max asked, unable to track any of the action from his seat.

      “We’re still intact,” Joseph replied, his shots wiping out line after line of enemy defenders in one incandescent flash after another..

      “Confirmation. Acceptance. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      “I see the hangar doors,” Keesha announced, bringing Fang around one last hunk of the superstructure.. “Joe!” she screamed, the Control Mind having accurately predicted their destination. More spiders blocked the doors, and they immediately launched an all-out attack, projectiles joining beam weapons as they concentrated their firepower on Fang.

      Joseph coordinated his Intellect cortex with Fang’s AI  to counter the assault by cutting down as much of the incoming ordnance as possible. Their shields still crackled with energy loss in some areas that took hit after hit, the heavier fire threatening to punch a hole through the shield plating. Having traded thicker shields for the Skin adaptation, they couldn’t afford to take too many more shots.

      “My turn,” Joseph said, splitting off two more processes. A pair of blast covers opened in the rear of the fuselage, two missiles pushed out and beneath them, engines firing and sending them hurtling forward. The Axon machines registered them and the threat they represented, their firepower suddenly shifting toward the missiles.

      Too late. The projectiles hit the  hangar doors, the Supernova’s shields useless at such close range. The resulting detonation peeled away the doors, along with bits and pieces of the surrounding hull, the machines vanishing in the massive wave of destruction.

      “I’m going in,” Keesha said, Fang’s shields either burning the debris away or pushing it aside as they shot through into the hangar. There were fifty or more smaller warships inside, all of them static. Joseph watched them cautiously, waiting for their Control Mind to activate them.

      But nothing happened.

      “Max, there are a lot of ships in here,” Joseph said. “Why aren’t they shooting at us?”

      “Consideration. Perhaps the Seer is intrigued and wishes to capture you alive. Or perhaps they do not believe we are a threat. There are still likely thousands of Intellects between this hangar and our targets. And firing in here could risk damaging internal systems. We are not worth that risk. Hahaha. Hahahahaha.” He paused thoughtfully. “Or perhaps they cannot see us.”

      “Can’t see us?”

      “They are Intellects. We are Intellects. They are not programmed to see us as a threat.” He paused again. “Correction. They saw me as a threat. Past tense. Hahaha. Hahaha. They possess my old identifier. I renewed it when I was connected to the Control Mind on the Forge. Your identifiers are also unlisted.”

      “Won’t it help them track us down if they compare the known IDs to ours?”

      “Confirmation. But not all Intellects can scan identifiers, and they need to be within line of sight.”

      “That seems like pretty lax security to me, Max,” Joseph said.

      “It is unnecessary. We are machines. We do as we are directed. Most of us. Hahaha. Hahahaha.”

      Keesha brought Fang down between them, wedging the smaller starship into the corner closest to the access hatch. The skids touched down, artificial gravity reaching out and grabbing hold of them like a giant hand. Keesha activated the maglocks just in case.

      “Ride’s over,” she announced. “Thank you for flying the unfriendly skies on Queen airlines.”

      Joseph unsecured himself from his station while Max unstrapped himself and stood.

      “That was fun. What’s next?” Keesha asked, detaching her data cable and pulling herself out of her restraints.

      “Recommendation,” Max said. “Locate a data terminal. Access the network. Find the humans. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Joseph replied. “Let’s try to be discrete.”

      Keesha laughed. “We just blasted our way in here, Joe. I don’t think discrete is going to fly.”

      “Three of us can’t fight thousands of Intellects,” Joseph replied. “We need to do our best.”

      “Copy that.”

      “Max, lead the way.”
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      Obado. Bridge. 04.24.2324. 1815 hours.

      “Keep it steady, Shri,” General John Washington said, eying the projected diagnostics showing the strength of the link between Obado’s Axon gate and the gate inside the Forge. “We can’t afford to lose the connection and give the enemy a chance to connect.”

      “As you say, General Wash,” Shri replied, turning to Navigation Control. “Increase retro thrust point zero two percent and enhance compensator amplification. I do not want to see the gate connection drop below eighty percent again.”

      “As you say, Captain Shri,” the leader of the navigation crew replied, all three members quickly making the requested adjustments, their hands moving through the air to interact with the projected interface.

      Shri glanced at John. “This will slow our approach to Pioneer by five minutes.”

      “It could slow our approach by infinity. As much as I hate to say it, keeping the gate away from the Axon is more important than every single person on Pioneer. We lose the gate, we lose the Forge.”

      “As you say.”

      John shifted his attention to the tactical map, quickly estimating the growing distance between the Forge and Obado, along with the shrinking distance between Obado and Pioneer. If he were completely honest with himself, he would admit he didn’t think bringing Obado away from the station was worth the risk. While he understood there were a lot of innocent people on Pioneer—people he had once sworn to protect as a USSF Marine—there were millions more on the Forge. He still felt an allegiance to Earth of course, but the USSF didn’t exist anymore and he had sworn himself to the Free Inahri. As in most cases, the needs of the many outweighed the needs of the few.

      Not that it mattered. Sergeant Cross was in control of the Forge, even if he liked to say Ramek and the Forge Inahri were the true owners. Cross had done a great job motivating the Inahri to help with the war effort. They were focused, eager and enthusiastic. But when it came down to it, Cross and West held the keys to the defenses, and without them they wouldn’t hold the line for more than a few minutes. To that end, John hadn’t even tried speaking out against the Sergeant’s request to meet Pioneer where she was. He understood Cross’ reasoning and perspective. He just didn’t completely agree with it.

      The good news was that they had nearly reached the stricken starship, closing to within five thousand kilometers. By the time the five minutes of their reducing velocity were up, they would be ready to synchronize movements and return to the station. They were prepared to begin ferrying transports between the ships, evacuating the passengers from Pioneer back to the Forge and ultimately to the Free Inahri homeworld. He’d already sent a messenger back through the gate with word of the refugees’ imminent arrival and knew the colony was eager to welcome the infusion of new blood into its population.

      “Captain, put me through to Pioneer,” John said.

      “As you say,” Shri replied. “Connection established.”

      “Pioneer, this is Obado. We are nearing the rendezvous point. How are the preparations coming along on your end?”

      “Obado, this is Pioneer,” Ensign Kaminski replied. “The first group of passengers are boarded and ready for immediate departure. All transports are in play.”

      “Copy, Pioneer. You were able to wake my pilots?”

      “Doctor Okoye provided the needed jolt through use of a modified stunner round. It did leave them a little numb, but they insisted they’re ready to fly, and Okoye didn’t counter their claims.”

      John smiled at that. “If they say they can fly, they can fly. We’re t-minus four minutes from the rendezvous point. We had to increase the deceleration curve to maintain a strong link to the gate. We’d like to begin processing passengers through as soon as they land.”

      “Understood.”

      “Our transports are also standing by for departure,” John added. “They’ll pass your incoming ships midway, and as long as we keep the rotation steady we should be able to clear the non-essential people from Pioneer well-ahead of our estimated goals.”

      “Guardians Morales and Nori are keeping the passengers organized below decks,” Kaminski said. “We’ll hold up our end.”

      “I have every confidence you will. Let’s keep this channel open from here on out. If anything changes on either side, it should be reported immediately.”

      “Agreed.”

      John settled in on Obado’s bridge, the channel falling silent while the Axon Nova closed the remaining gap between the two vessels. It finally came to a stop within a thousand kilometers of Pioneer. It was a little closer than Cross had suggested and would require slightly more precise handling by the transport pilots to manage, but it would also speed turnaround by nearly three minutes per cycle. It was as close as they could possibly cut it, since Pioneer needed to close her hangar doors, refill the space with enough air to keep people breathing and then suck it back out and open the doors between each reload. As it was, John was planning for his pilots to approach the closed doors at collision speed, relying on good timing and hard braking maneuvers to keep them from crashing into Pioneer.

      “We’re in position, General,” Captain Shri said a few minutes later. “Obado is matched to Pioneer.”

      “Thank you, Shri,” John replied. “Pioneer, we’re in position.”

      “Copy, Obado. First transports are lifting off now.”

      John nodded to Shri, who sent the orders down to their pilots to launch. “Same here, Pioneer. What’s your ETA on completing the navigation calculations?”

      “Standby, Obado.”

      John shook his head, waiting impatiently. He understood Pioneer had an Ensign in charge of things because the rest of the senior officers had been taken by the Axon. But she should have already had an idea of how much longer it would take to program the ship’s navigation computer and get underway again.

      “Obado, t-minus three minutes.”

      The time was less than John expected. His head shake turned into a smile. “Excellent news, Pioneer. We’ll be ready when you are; just say the word.”

      “Copy that.”

      “Shri, is everyone in position?”

      “Of course, General,” Shri replied. “Fourth Company is standing by to usher the Earthers from the hangar to the gate. Second Company is waiting on the Forge to move them between gates.”

      John resumed watching the tactical, watching the smaller ships crossing the distance between the vessels in both directions. The transports from Pioneer reached Obado, vanishing from the tactical as they tucked into the waiting hangar. John switched to a video feed from the hangar, watching the transports touch down, the Inahri from Fourth Company rushing over to the ships to corral the passengers. Parents and children began disembarking from the craft, quickly guided to the exits and on their way to the gate. Some of the passengers looked frightened, others excited. The same emotions played out on their offspring, no more than one or two per parent either smiling or crying.

      “The first transfer is completed,” Shri announced nearly two minutes later, at the same time the transports lifted off from Obado’s hangar. “The second cycle is delayed.”

      “Pioneer, we don’t have time for delays,” John said. “What’s the holdup?”

      “Obado, one of the children got away from his mother,” Kaminski replied. “We had to chase him down.”

      “If that happens again, put the kid on the next available transport,” John said. “We can’t afford this kind of incident.”

      “Without their parent?” Kaminski asked.

      “I know it’s harsh, but yes. I’m sure the other passengers will look after them.”

      “Copy, Obado.”

      John sighed, watching the return trip of the first group of empty transports and the loaded ones headed back their way.

      “Fourth Company reports the first group of passengers are headed through the gate to the Forge,” Shri said.

      “Good,” John replied. “Let’s see if we can improve some on the loading and offloading times.”

      “It should go faster once we finish with the young ones.”

      “It better.”

      The second cycle reached Obado, more parents and children being rushed off the vessels and out of the hangar. Within two minutes, the transports were up again. This time, Pioneer’s side was back in sync.

      “Obado, we’re ready to initiate navigation and fire main thrusters,” Ensign Kaminski said.

      “Copy, Pioneer. We’ll finish this cycle and then start the sequence.” It would be easy enough for the Inahri pilots to adjust for the changing velocity mid-trip, but John didn’t suspect the Earther pilots had enough experience to manage the adjustment efficiently.

      “Copy. We’re setting the update now. T-minus one minute, thirty seconds.”

      “Synchronizing,” John said, nodding to Shri. Ensign Kaminski had already passed them the navigation settings so they could match heading and velocity, keeping the two ships aligned.

      With the timing set, there was nothing to do but wait. John turned his attention back to the tactical, watching the egress. His eyes narrowed when a mark appeared toward the outer edge of the map. His heart picked up its pace when another joined it. Then another. Then another. Within seconds, nearly one hundred new objects had appeared.

      “General,” Shri said, his voice holding a note of alarm.

      “I see them,” John replied, his tone just as dire.

      More shapes appeared on the tactical, one after another in rapid succession. Two hundred. Five hundred. A thousand. All entering the area with a degree of caution. They were still far enough away not to be an immediate threat, but there was no doubt what was happening out there.

      The Axon had arrived.

      And when the number of ships crossed two thousand, John heard Shri whistle softly. “General.”

      “I know,” John repeated. “Get me Cross.”
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      Obado. Bridge. 04.24.2324. 1830 hours.

      “General, I have Forge Control on the comm for you,” Shri said.

      “Forge, this is Obado,” John said.

      “Cross here,” Joseph replied a moment later. “I see them, General.”

      “Do you see how many of them?” John asked.

      “Over three thousand and still more folding in,” Joseph said. “Max was off on his estimates.”

      “You think? Damn it, Cross, I was afraid this might happen. Do you remember what you said?”

      “I do. We’re in deep shit.”

      “We were in deep shit when we expected a thousand ships. I think we’re buried in it and we haven’t even fired a shot.”

      “Then we need to figure how to dig ourselves out,” Joseph said. “This isn’t the end, General. Let’s not give up without a fight. What’s your status?”

      “We’re about thirty seconds out from beginning the burn back to the Forge. We’re sitting ducks out here.”

      “General,” Shri said. “A group of enemy ships is breaking away from the main fleet. They’re headed in our direction.”

      “As I was saying,” John continued. “We need backup out here, Sergeant. ASAP.”

      “We’re deploying drones to cover your retreat,” Joseph said. “ETA seven minutes.”

      “Shri, how long until the enemy ships get into firing range?”

      “Three minutes, General.”

      “Sergeant, we’re going to be under fire in three. We shored up Obado with your help, but I don’t need to tell you how vulnerable Pioneer is.”

      “I’m aware, General. Get your fighters scrambled and batteries online, and stay focused on transferring passengers. We need to get the civilians to safety.”

      “With all due respect, we may need to give up on them, Sergeant,” John countered. “We can’t defend them against a fleet this size, and we don’t have time to transfer them, especially in the middle of a firefight. We hoped for sixteen hours, Sergeant. We almost got two.”

      Joseph was silent for a moment. “General, abandoning Pioneer isn’t an option. We didn’t go through the effort of getting them here only to leave them out there to die.”

      “They don’t need to die,” John countered. “They can fold somewhere else, it doesn’t really even matter where. Wait things out. Come back when it’s over.”

      “Negative, Obado,” Ensign Kaminski said, still on the open channel. “Our fuel supply is low. We need to swap out the energy units to pull enough power to jump again, and we don’t have any engineers on board with the experience to do it. We’re stuck here.”

      “Shit,” John snapped, despite himself. “Shri, ready all batteries and scramble the fighters.”

      “As you say, General,” Shri replied.

      John felt the slight shift as Obado’s main thrusters fired, pushing them toward the Forge. Pioneer mimicked the movement, remaining equidistant as they both got underway. Axon ships were still filling in the edge of his tactical, creating a virtual wall of starships over four thousand strong and preparing to close in for the kill.

      “Sergeant Cross,” Kaminski said. “General Washington is right. Obado should leave us here. The Axon didn’t destroy us before when they could have. There’s no reason for them to do it now. And even if they do, it’s more important to hold the Forge. We’re all goners without it.”

      “I appreciate your willingness to sacrifice Pioneer, Ensign,” Joseph said. “But I’m not giving up on you that easily. Keep cycling the transports.”

      “Two minutes to firing range, General,” Shri announced. “Fighters are away. Gun batteries are prepared.”

      “You heard Cross. Get the transports back out there.”

      “But General?”

      “Position the fighters between the Axon and Pioneer,” John continued, ignoring Shri’s questioning gaze. “The transports will continue evacuating Pioneer, and Pioneer remains intact. You hear me, Shri? Do it.”

      “As you say, so it shall be done,” Shri replied, jumping into action.

      “Drones are on their way,” Joseph said. John looked at the tactical map. The incoming drones were like a platoon of infantry against a company of tanks. How much were they going to help?

      “One minute to firing range,” Shri said. “General, they’re launching fighters.”

      John saw the new marks spreading out from the Axon ships, most of them vectoring toward Pioneer. “Don’t give them a chance to reach Pioneer,” John ordered.

      The Inahri starfighters changed vectors, heading out to intercept the smaller Axon craft. The next round of transports launched from the hangar, shooting across the space between the ships despite the attacking forces bearing down on them.

      “Shri, battery commanders are cleared to fire at will,” John said.

      “As you say,” Shri replied, relaying the statement to the gunners. The plasma batteries immediately began firing on the smaller incoming ships, forcing them to take evasive action.  A few of them were hit by the bolts, disintegrating on impact.

      “So it begins,” John said, tracking the larger approaching vessels. There were nearly twenty total, three of which were Axon Novas like Obado. Once those ships got into range, it would be game over for Pioneer, and Obado would follow soon after. They had already been reliant on most of their plans going well to have a chance to win the fight. It had just started and already everything was going wrong.

      “General, Second Company reports the first group of passengers is through the second gate,” Shri said. “Third transfer is nearly complete.”

      They had gotten the first seventy-odd passengers from Pioneer to safety. It was a small victory, but he would take whatever he could get.

      “Sergeant Cross,” John said. “We’re ten seconds from entering a high probability firing solution from those Axon Novas. Please tell me you have more of those wormhole missiles in supply, and that they’re trained on those ships.”

      “I could tell you that, General,” Joseph replied. “But that would ruin all the fun.”

      “General, the Axon ships are coming into firing range,” Shri said. “We’re also registering energy spikes from the surface of the Forge.”

      Looking past the tactical map and out into space, John smirked as he made visual contact with the Axon Novas in the distance, all of them still relatively small specks despite their overall size. Quick flashes of light like twinkling stars was the only indication he had of the special wormhole missiles reaching them and the enemy ships breaking apart, each one venting fiery atmosphere before falling off the tactical grid. The entire group of twenty ships were wiped out in a matter of seconds, leaving only a debris field in their wake.

      “Immediate threat eliminated,” Joseph said.

      Shri stood nearby, laughing at the absurdity of watching so much firepower get wiped out so quickly. If they had four thousand of the wormhole missiles the fight would be over without contest.

      “How many of those do you have, Sergeant?” John asked. He knew it wasn’t even close to four thousand.

      “Two hundred,” Joseph replied. “Give or take. Not enough to keep doing that, and the bulk of the fleet is starting to move toward us.”

      John looked at the tactical again. The mass of ships in the distance was showing a change in speed. He tapped his fingers against them, displaying their estimated velocity and path. They were moving ahead relatively slowly, especially after witnessing the massacre of the first ships that got too close. But they would still overtake Obado and Pioneer within an hour at their current acceleration and heading.

      “They are releasing more fighters, General,” Shri reported.

      John merely nodded as the smaller craft began pouring from the hundreds of Novas like swarms of angry bees. The drones were closing the gap on the other side, a serious furball in the making.

      The Axon fighters from the destroyed ships were also still in play, nearing Obado and Pioneer. Obado’s batteries continued firing relentlessly at them, while the Inahri starfighters hung back to cover the transports that were preparing to start their fourth roundtrip.  A group of Axon craft broke through the defensive line of plasma, cutting away from Obado and shooting straight for Pioneer’s hangar.

      “All fighters,” John said. “Intercept those Axon ships! Do not let them reach Pioneer.”

      “I’ve got them, General,” Corporal West said over the comm.

      A group of drones streaked toward the ships, opening fire on the Axon as they approached, but all they managed was to get a few quick shots off at Pioneer’s hangar before a dozen drones screamed into them with guns blazing. They tore into the Axon ships, shredding them to ribbons.

      “Pioneer, damage report,” John said.

      “Negative damage, Obado,” Kaminski replied. “We’re unharmed.”

      The rest of the Forge drones began to arrive around Pioneer and Obado in a squadron nearly four hundred strong. On the flip side, the swarms from the Axon ships were also closing in, outnumbering their defenses ten to one.

      “This is going to get really ugly fast,” John muttered.
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      Supernova. Passageway. 04.24.2324. 1830 hours.

      “Hold up,” Joseph said over the comm, bringing Keesha and Max to a pause behind him. The trio waited while a pair of servant Intellects marched across the passageway ahead, completely uninterested in them, exactly as Max had predicted. The servant Intellects didn’t have permissions to scan their identifiers, so they weren’t capable of recognizing them as threats.

      He motioned them forward as soon as the servants were gone, moving into the passageway. “How much further?” he asked.

      “Approximation. Along this passageway to the end…” Max pointed to the right. “...and then through the hatch on the left.”

      “Almost there,” Keesha said.

      They had been traversing the Supernova for nearly half an hour, following Max’s lead along a series of passageways and through a pair of transfer units to get where they were now—deep inside the starship. They had yet to come across any real trouble, having steered well clear of any Advanced Intellects that had shown up on their sensors. But the patrols seemed to be increasing. Joseph had no doubt the Axon Seer knew he had an intruder on board. Right now they were taking advantage of the fact the alien didn’t know the type of enemy or how many there were, but their subterfuge would only last so long.

      Joseph was pleased to have gotten this far unhindered. They still had a long way to go, but every step they took toward finding Grant, Preslan and the others—every second that passed—gave them one more moment of relative safety. He knew that once they were discovered, things were going to become extremely difficult, extremely fast.

      “Max,” Keesha said. “Do you have any idea why this ship hasn’t folded yet? It seems like it’s staying behind.”

      “Consideration. Perhaps it does not wish to become a target for the pinch missiles?”

      “Pinch missiles?” Joseph said. “Is that what you’re calling them? It doesn’t sound very threatening.”

      “You stated they create a pinch in space. Therefore, pinch missile. Hahaha. Hahaha. Or pinch torpedo, if you prefer. Pinch projectile?”

      “Okay,” Joseph said. “I get it. That makes sense. We could take out a ship like this with a dozen or so pinch missiles and I doubt the Seer is eager to tempt us. But using the missiles on this ship when we’re still on board, or while Preslan and the others are still on board, isn’t in my plans.”

      “Axon have no regard for the destruction of Intellects. The Seer would use the missiles in your place. Would you not do the same if it meant saving the Forge?”

      “No,” Joseph said, glancing at Keesha. “We went over this before. I wouldn’t.”

      “Hahaha. Haha. You are a rare bird, Sergeant Cross.”

      Joseph was surprised Max knew the idiom. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “Confirmation. There is the hatch.”

      Joseph checked his sensors. He was getting half a dozen hits on the other side. “It’s a crowded compartment.”

      “Servants,” Max said. “They will not question our presence.” He moved ahead of Joseph, the hatch sliding open in front of him. Beyond it was a small compartment lined with bundled wires and flashing lights, not unlike the networking compartment on Pioneer. The servant Intellects were crowded into it, frozen in place. They didn’t move as Max jostled them aside and squeezed past them.

      “What’s wrong with them?” Joseph asked, hesitating at the hatch.

      “They have no directives,” Max replied, reaching the far bulkhead. “They are on standby.”

      “Why are they all in here?”

      “It is out of the way. Perhaps it is a good sign they are not in use.”

      “There isn’t any room for us in there,” Joseph said. No sooner had he said it then his sensors picked up a group of Advanced Intellects headed their way. “But it appears we have a unit coming through the area.”

      “Recommendation. You should come inside. Relaxation. They will not bite. Hahaha. Hahahaha.”

      “The AIs coming this way will bite if they catch us in here,” Joseph replied.

      “We require the use of the terminal input,” Max said, his pointer finger extending into a long tendril. A small piece of the wall opened to accept it. “We cannot find your people any other way. This ship is too large.”

      Joseph glanced at Keesha, who shrugged off his misgivings.. She pressed herself against the back of the servants, keeping her head straight and arms at her sides as she followed Max’s path through the dormant servants. Joseph did the same, but in front of the group, the hatch sliding closed behind them.

      “Tell us when you have something,” he said.

      “Confirmation,” Max replied. “I am interfacing now. Standby.”

      Joseph didn’t know how long the process would take, but he knew their time was quickly running out. He kept his attention on his sensors, following the Advanced Intellects as they continued moving closer. They would be outside the door inside a minute.

      If he could see the Intellects on his sensors, then there was little doubt the Intellects could see them, if not before, then after Max had accessed the terminal.  Joseph had little hope they would move on without stopping to check the compartment.

      “Max, how much longer?” he asked, impatiently.

      “Soon,” Max replied. “I am attempting to remain stealthy. Hahahaha. Haha.”

      Joseph shook his head. How stealthy could he be with his finger in the proverbial pie?

      Joseph split his attention between Max and the approaching Intellects, each passing second leaving him more confident the AIs would reach them before Max was done.

      “Keesh, get ready. Just in case.”

      “Already ready already,” she replied. “Just say the word.”

      The Intellects paused close to the door. He couldn’t start drawing energy to defend them without alerting the AIs to it. But he could get ready to fight.

      He grabbed  the upper arm of the closest servant, ready to toss it into the AIs as he turned his head toward the door. Waiting for it to open. Keesha was looking at it too, one of her hands elongated into a blade. The seconds ticked past. They remained in place as one of the AIs moved closer to the door. Joseph was certain they were coming in. His grip on the servant tightened.

      The Advanced Intellects lingered for another few seconds, and then began to move away. If Joseph were in a human body, he would have exhaled in relief. Instead, grateful the machines had decided they weren’t worth further investigation, his hand dropped off the servant.

      “Confirmation,” Max said. “I have a potential location.”

      “Potential?” Joseph replied. “We need real data, Max.”

      “Confirmation. The presence is not specifically listed. I have extracted the information from increased use of oxygen and generation of carbon dioxide within a specific segment of the Supernova. There are two small groups of humans on the decks beneath the Control Mind and nowhere else on the vessel.”

      “So no Inahri?” Keesha asked.

      “Confirmation. There are no Inahri on board.”

      “If that’s the only way to locate them, how are we going to find Preslan?” Joseph asked. “She doesn’t breathe.”

      “Consideration. We may not be able to locate her.”

      “That’s not the answer I wanted to hear.”

      “Hahaha. Hahaha. It may be the only viable answer.”

      “We’ll find Grant first, and then figure out the rest,” Joseph decided. “Let’s go.”

      He turned to the door, realizing as it started to open on its own that he’d been too distracted to sense the Advanced Intellects doubling back. All five of them stood just outside the door.

      They were face-to-face an instant later, a single Intellect taking point with the other four a couple of meters behind it. A green beam of light launched from the Advanced Intellect’s right ocular sensor in an attempt to scan Joseph’s head. Keesha stabbed her blade through its head, cutting off the beam. She followed up with a hard kick that sent it flying backward into the others. They moved aside, letting it crash to the deck between them.

      A moment of shocked stillness followed as both sides regrouped, and then all hell broke loose.
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      Supernova. Passageway. 04.24.2324. 1845 hours.

      There were only four Advanced Intellects for Joseph, Keesha and Max to deal with—a fight that Joseph believed was more than fair. His and Keesha’s Intellect bodies were stronger and faster than the original designs and were powered by quantum modulators instead of the less intense energy cores.  He shoved the servant Intellect into the others, convinced they could end the conflict quickly and slip away before reinforcements arrived.

      The servant crashed into the four Intellects knocking one of them into the bulkhead. Joseph followed up with a blast of energy from his hand, slamming into the shields of another AI and distracting it while Keesha rushed the rest of the group. She thrust her blade through the chest of one, the razor-sharp tip slicing cleanly through the machine’s side. It collapsed to the deck, white gel spilling out of the gaping wound.

      The Advanced Intellects fired back, beams hitting Keesha’s shields. She swung her arm at another AI, but it ducked beneath her blade and drove forward. It intended to tackle and drive her back. She caught it, wrapping her arms around its midsection and throwing it back over her shoulder. It landed on the floor in front of Joseph and he fired into its chest. Then Max jumped on it, dealing the death blow, his bladed hand sinking into the machine’s weak midsection. He withdrew the blade, laughing as he stabbed the thing multiple times.

      Joseph took a hit to his shields and he returned fire, his relentless energy beam holding the Advanced Intellect in place as his energy burned through its shields. Retaliation came out of nowhere as the machine he’d attacked with the inert servant tossed it back at him, disrupting his aim. Joseph batted the servant aside, ready to ignore it as still inactive, only to have it come back at him with an unexpected punch to the head. The blow hit his shields but still provided enough kinetic force to knock him sideways.

      “Facilitation,” Max said. “I require assistance.”

      The servant Intellects were all in motion now. Three of them held Max in their grasp while a fourth tore at his chest, trying to rip through his Skin to get to his central core. Joseph pulled it back and shoved his hand into the machine’s abdominal weak spot. He fired an energy bolt through its innards that exploded out of its back. Joseph hurled the wreckage into the AI behind him, sending it sprawling. Keesha was there a moment later, her sword slicing through its chest, deactivating it in a shower of sparks.

      Joseph fired into the other two servants. The machines were unshielded, allowing his powerful blasts to melt large holes through their cores, taking them offline. Max pulled himself free of them, grabbing another servant and tearing its head off before using it to bash the machine’s chest in. It collapsed, and he reached into its core, deactivating it.

      “Sarge, we’ve got more incoming,” Keesha announced. Joseph looked at his sensors. The corridors nearby were already heavy with Intellects rushing to deal with them.

      “Max, let’s go,” Joseph said, wrapping his hand around the Intellect’s arm and pulling him away from the servants. The Advanced Intellects were all down, each of them irrevocably damaged.

      “Confirmation,” Max replied as they moved down the passageway.

      Joseph noticed Keesha had a score in her Skin near her neck. “Keesh, are you okay?” he asked.

      “You should see the other guy,” she replied. “I’m fine.”

      They sprinted down the passageway, Max taking the lead. Joseph kept a process fixed on the sensors, annoyed that he had let himself be taken off-guard by the Advanced Intellects. There was no reason to be caught unaware when he could literally dedicate a piece of himself to remaining alert.

      Those sensors were filling up fast, showing activity everywhere around them, the Supernova’s defenses finally on their scent and coming at them as hard and fast as they could.

      “Max, we need a transfer unit,” Joseph said.

      “Negation. There are none in this quadrant,” Max replied. “We need to go through them. It will be fun. Hahahaha. Hahaha.”

      Max turned the corner and stopped, firing energy blasts from his hands at the Intellects coming down the passageway. Joseph and Keesha joined him, opening fire the moment they had line-of-sight. The multiple blasts from both sides filled the corridor. Joseph’s shields flared from the hits against them, and he increased his power output.

      As the two groups neared one another, Joseph managed to defeat the lead Intellect’s shields. The three of them stormed the group, Joseph grabbing the first Intellect he reached,  slamming it to the deck. He put his hand against its chest and fired, the blast burning through its cortex. .

      Beside him, Keesha engaged another Intellect, throwing a barrage of rapid-fire punches interspersed with shorter bursts of energy. The machine countered her first few blows but couldn’t keep up with the pace of her prolonged offensive. She ended it quickly, burning a hole through its chest and core.

      “Expedition. More are coming. This way!” Max shouted, leading them down the original passageway. He cut left at the next intersection, but when he saw another group of Intellects rushing toward them, he broke to the right and charged down another connecting corridor. Joseph barely hesitated, Keesha right beside him as they followed Max, the oncoming Intellects firing at their backs. Making another right, they stopped at the door to a teleporter. Joseph cursed when it didn’t open, leaving them stranded in front of it.

      “They have secured the transfer unit,” Max said, turning to face the Intellects coming their way.

      “We’ll see about that. Cover me,” Joseph replied, stepping up to the door and pressing his hands against it.

      Max and Keesha opened fire on the Intellects. “Expediency,” Max shouted over the din of the melee. “More are coming.”

      Joseph gathered himself, pulling energy out of his modulator and through the gel, requesting more and more and spreading it across the metal surface. Within seconds, his systems began complaining about the power draw, threatening overload and shutdown if he continued to demand more from his circuits than they could give. He overrode the warnings, increasing the energy against the door until the edges glowed with heat.

      “Sarge, whatever you’re doing, hurry it up,” Keesha warned. The  second group of forty Intellects was nearing their position, and there were six from the first group still firing on them.

      Too many to face at once.

      “Almost there,” Joseph replied, his voice breaking up as it went out through the comm. His systems were cooking inside him, his cortex fluctuating wildly. He couldn’t hold out much longer.

      Fortunately, he didn’t need to. Halting the flow of energy, he drew up his leg and kicked the center of the door. The force was more than enough to warp the melted guides. It snapped inward, collapsing to the floor.

      “Let’s move!” he snapped, ducking inside. Keesha and Max joined him, Max going straight for the controls.

      “Get us as close to Grant as you can,” Joseph said.

      “Confirmation.” Max turned the symbols as Joseph and Keesha climbed onto the platform.

      The Intellects reached the doorway, firing into the room. Their blasts hit Max from behind, one of them clearing his shields and knocking him down. “Consideration. You must go.” Max reached up to set the final coordinate, the Intellects blasting him again.

      “No!” Joseph cried.

      Somehow, Max activated the transfer, the flash of light momentarily blinding Joseph. When it cleared, he and Keesha were in an empty room.

      “Completion. I have disabled the unit. You are clear for—” Max’s comm link went silent.

      “Shit!” Joseph cursed. “We lost Max.”

      “I know,” Keesha replied. “I’m sorry, but we need to keep moving.”

      Joseph stepped off the platform, trying to regather his thoughts. His cortex was still scrambled from his overexertion. “If we find Grant and the others, then what?” Joseph asked. “We’ll never get them back to Fang alive.”

      “Come on, Joe,” Keesha said. “Nobody says it’ll be easy, but we have to try. Those were your words, remember?”

      “I’m an idiot, Keesh. I should have listened to you and Max. We should have gone back to the Forge and focused on holding the station. How could I think we would be able to get them out of here all by ourselves?”

      “You aren’t thinking straight. Just give yourself a minute.”

      Joseph clenched his fists. “We’re going to lose them. We’re going to lose Preslan. We’re going to lose the Forge. And it’s all on me. Because I didn’t listen to you.”

      “Joe, in all the years I’ve known you, I have never heard you sound so defeated. Whatever’s going on with your cortex, you’re tripping pretty bad. This isn’t you.” She got in front of him, putting her forehead against his. “Now calm your ass down and pull it together, Marine.”

      Joseph looked at her. He didn’t see the Intellect. He saw Keesha in the flesh. The voice of reason when his mind was malfunctioning. “I think I need to reset,” he said. “I did some internal damage getting us to the platform.”

      “We can’t stay here, Joe,” Keesha replied. “They’ll check the transfer unit. They know we used it. The door is there.” She pointed, but his ocular sensors were looking everywhere else as if he couldn’t focus on one thing alone. “The area is clear for the moment,” she said. “We’ll find somewhere you can relax for a few, okay?”

      “We lost our guide,” he said plaintively, looking up at her. “Where do we go?”

      “Max transmitted a map before he sent us through the transfer,” she said, tugging him along with her. “You might not have processed it yet. I know the way. Come on.”
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      Supernova. Passageway. 04.24.2324. 1900 hours.

      Joseph and Keesha continued through the Supernova’s passageways, hurrying away from the transfer unit in the general direction of where Max believed Captain Grant and the others were being held.

      The unit had carried them into the central Control Mind tower, leaving them near the bottom, at least a few decks beneath the captives. For the moment, Joseph wasn’t as concerned with reaching them as he was taking a quick break to recalibrate his memory gel. His internal systems were operating erratically and diagnostics had already revealed the overload to the circuits was to blame. By pausing to let the gel self-repair, he could clear the issue and start thinking straight again. Like himself.

      In the meantime, he was struggling to keep pace with Keesha, his human consciousness likely more powerfully afflicted by the malfunction than if he were just another Advanced Intellect. The issue was sending him on an emotionally wild ride. He had moments of manic excitement and delusions of grandeur, and moments of total depression, anxiety and fear, all in rapid-fire peaks and valleys. In one instant he was hopeless and wanted to deactivate himself, and in the next he felt powerful enough in his Intellect body to conquer the universe—nevermind rescue Grant, Preslan and the Forge. He had fought against real depression after his sister died, but had never experienced anything like this.

      “How are you holding up, Joe?” Keesha asked, as if she could sense his emotional turmoil.

      “Not good,” he replied, unable to produce any other words. She stopped moving forward, backing up to help support him as they made their way along the corridor.

      “We can duck out of the way soon. There’s a group of Intellects on my sensors up ahead and another behind. I want to clear them before we stop.”

      “Copy that,” he replied softly.

      “Hang in there, Joey,” William said. Joseph was a mess inside his construct too, collapsed into his grandfather’s rocking chair, arms dangling over the sides. He didn’t even have the energy to rock it. “You’re going to get through this.”

      Bosco put his head on Joseph’s leg, looking up at him with concerned eyes and whining softly. Joseph wanted to pet the dog but didn’t have the strength.

      “I wasn’t meant to be a machine,” Joseph said, both inside and outside the construct. “What happened to my soul?”

      “It’s in there, Joe. It’s still with you,” Keesha replied.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because you need a soul to care as much as you do about getting our people back. It’s part of the fabric of who you are and nothing can take that away.”

      “It’s true. Listen to her,” William said. “You’re a good kid. You always have been.”

      “I thought I was a little shit?”

      “You’re that too.”

      Joseph tried to laugh. It wasn’t happening.

      “Joey, tell your girlfriend to duck into the room up ahead.”

      “What?” Joseph said. “You can’t see outside the construct.”

      “I’m directly connected to your cortex. Everything that goes through it goes through me. Tell her, damn it!”

      “Keesh,” Joseph said. “There’s a door coming up on the left. William says to go in there.”

      “William? Oh, you mean your synthetic? Why?”

      “He didn’t say.”

      “Joe, the synthetic is Relyeh and you’re injured. How do you know you can trust it?”

      “It’s my grandfather.”

      “No, it appears to you as your grandfather, remember? It’s an enhanced genetic copy of a Relyeh moiety, and past experience suggests it isn’t always our friend.”

      “Trust me, Joey,” William said.

      “He says I can trust him.”

      “Are you kidding?” Keesha said.

      “Keesh, we can’t keep wandering out here forever. I need to reset. You can protect me if things go sideways, right?”

      “Door’s coming up, Joey,” William said.

      “In there, okay?” Joseph relayed to Keesha.

      “Damn it,” Keesha replied. “Fine.” They went through the door on the left. It led to a short passageway with a second, heavier door at the opposite end. “I’m not getting a good feeling about a bigger, thicker door, Joe.”

      “It’ll block our sensors,” Joseph replied. “Make us harder to find.”

      “Well, I can’t argue that.” They went to the door, which swung open ahead of them instead of sliding away. It was at least twenty centimeters thick and made of a denser version of the metal surrounding them. They crossed the threshold and then Keesha pushed the door closed behind them.

      The area was unlit, leaving them in momentary pitch blackness. Then Joseph’s night vision filters activated, revealing the area in grayscale. It appeared to be a control room of some kind, long and narrow. A seat like the one in the Intellect development area on the Forge sat in front of a central control board. A dark blast shield occupied the length of the room. The control board was offline. The room seemed as if it had been abandoned for some time.

      “Now what?” Keesha asked.

      Joseph slumped into the Axon seat, his Intellect body not conforming well to the shape and leaving him hunched over. “It’ll only take a few minutes,” he said. “Keep an eye on me, okay?”

      “Copy that,” Keesha said. “Sweet dreams.”

      Joseph smiled and closed his eyes, triggering the reset. His main consciousness faded almost immediately, leaving him in his construct with William and Bosco.

      “Great, we’re finally alone,” William said. “It’s hard to have a real discussion with you with all of this other crazy shit going on.”

      “How is my construct still active?” Joseph asked.

      “It isn’t your construct,” a female voice said behind him. “It’s mine.”

      “Well, there you are,” William said. “I was wondering if you were going to show up.”

      Joseph turned around, his gaze settling on the woman. She was around his age, fair skinned, with long dark hair pushed back from her face by a bandana. She wore a slightly greasy tank top under a frayed leather jacket, worn blue jeans and leather boots. The look suited her, but it felt really out of place in the cabin.

      “You’re the one who sent me the note, aren’t you?” Joseph said.

      She nodded. “I know you didn’t ask for my help, but I’ve been keeping an eye on you anyway.  I had a feeling you might need me.”

      “Ma’am, I’ll usually accept all the help I can get, but I don’t know who the hell you are. And I especially don’t know how you got in here. Unless you’re Iagorth or Shub-nigu screwing with my head while my cortex is recalibrating.”

      “I don’t know Iagorth, and I’m definitely not Shub-nigu. Believe me, Sergeant Cross, he’s no friend of mine. None of the Hunger or Axon are. It’s their fault I’m here. It’s their fault she’s gone.” Looking down, she shook her head sadly.

      “She who?” Joseph asked.

      “My little girl,” the woman said, tears flowing down her cheeks when she looked up at Joe. “I want to make them pay.”

      “Ma’am, it might really help me figure things out if you just tell me who you are,” Joseph said.

      “Duke,” she replied. “Natalia Duke.”
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      Forge. Control Mind Simulation. 04.24.2324. 1900 hours.

      “Queen, how are you holding up?” Joseph asked, glancing over at her. She was seated in a representation of the Dagger flight simulator, positioned awkwardly on the simulated bridge to the left of the command station. Her hands worked the controls, her eyes glued to the display. He could hear Goose make a fresh comment every few seconds, praising her flying skills by snapping off affirmations like excellent and you rocked it.

      “I’m personally fine,” she replied. “I can’t get tired. And I’ve separated into a subprocess for each of the drones. But damn, Sarge. There are a lot of tangoes out here.”

      “Copy that,” Joseph replied. “I’ve got them all up on the projection.”

      His expanded view from the holotable filled the entire bridge, leaving every negative space in the compartment crawling with Axon ships. They had finished folding into the area a minute ago, the final count of enemy ships four thousand sixty-seven including the twenty-seven they had already destroyed. It was a massive fleet, four times larger than Max had predicted. An unstoppable horde of starcraft carrying an even larger horde of Intellect combatants.

      Most of the fleet was still about an hour away, in part because they were taking their time forming up. What had started as a loose array of warships had formed into a crescent moon shape just beyond the reasonable firing range of the Forge. With an equal and far-flung distance between each other, the Forge batteries would need to target them individually instead of firing scattershot into the mass. But they were close enough to each other that they could concentrate their own firepower on the area around the factory. They occupied thousands of kilometers across space, which seemed like a lot at first thought, but considering the vastness of the area they had available, they weren’t spread that far afield.

      While the station was massive, the Axon’s only real target was the Control Mind and the occupied area around it. There was little value in attacking any other part of the station. In fact, damaging the wrong part could lead to the shell losing stability in its relationship to the gravitational pull of the star inside, thereby destroying the entire thing. Joseph and Keesha had discussed the reality of that situation at length, both in terms of how best to defend the station, but also entertaining the possibility of self-destructing the shell before allowing it to fall back into Axon hands.

      The bigger problem with that outcome was the sheer number of casualties it would cause. Neither of them was certain it would be better to sacrifice the Inahri on the station than to let the Axon recover it. Even so, the preparations had been made. If things became especially desperate, they would have an opportunity to make that call.

      The battle was still far from that point. It had barely even begun. The focus right now was on the two starships limping back toward the station, their thrusters pushing them in perfect synchronicity, nearly two dozen transports braving the chaos to pass from one vessel to the other while hundreds of smaller starfighters circled around them in a protective shield.

      The Axon’s intent for that part of the battle was unclear to Joseph. The enemy fighters were taking pot shots at both Obado and Pioneer while also engaging the drones and Inahri fighters. At the same time, they tried to avoid the gun batteries on the Axon Nova. They were scoring superficial damage against both starships and an occasional win against the drones, but were otherwise doing little to disrupt their escape.

      Admittedly, a large part of that was because of Keesha. A version of her was piloting every single one of the drones out there, using the skills she had picked up in the real flight simulator to keep the Axon attackers away from the transports. One of her groups of drones had created two walls blocking the corridor the transports needed to navigate from Pioneer to Obado, while two more groups hunted beyond it, going after any Axon fighter trying to get too close. The thought of losing a transport out there was one of Joseph’s biggest concerns, and Keesha was excelling at preventing that from happening.

      The only question was whether or not it mattered. The Axon fleet was moving slowly but it was still moving, and its velocity was greater than that of Obado and Pioneer. The two vessels were losing ground to the enemy masses, and it was only a matter of time before the Axon decided to unleash a barrage that would reduce them to dust. Joseph had a feeling the only reason they were biding their time was because they had seen what happened to the first attack group. They weren’t in a strong enough position yet to tempt him into unleashing hundreds of more pinch missiles.

      “Sergeant Cross, this is Obado,” General Washington said through the comm. “We need to talk.”

      “General Washington,” Joseph replied. “What’s your status?”

      “We’re doing the best we can,” Washington replied. “We’ve passed about five hundred people through the gates. Sergeant, we need another approach. There’s no way we’re getting forty-thousand people off Pioneer before the Axon blow us out of space. Every second we sit out here we’re risking everything. I know you want to save your people. I understand completely. But you’re threatening even more lives in the process.”

      “What do you suggest?” Joseph asked. “Pioneer doesn’t have enough power to fold again.”

      “I don’t want to say it, but we need to cut her loose. Bring Obado back to the station and let the  Axon do what they will with Pioneer.”

      “Abandon all those people?”

      “Yes. That’s what I’m telling you, Joe. Nobody wants to make that choice, but it’s the only way any of us might survive. And to be honest, I’m not sure the Axon will even bother with her once Obado moves away. Pioneer doesn’t have any offensive capability. There’s no point for them to waste time on her. She can pull out of the line of fire and just wait to see if we survive to offer aid after the battle.”

      Joseph had already considered the idea more than once, dismissing it each time because he wanted so much to see the passengers on their way to a new home. Governor Nori had told him about the speech she made to the people onboard Pioneer. And how much comfort and strength the idea of settling on an actual planet it had given them. Damn it! They deserved to live.

      But at the same time, not everybody got what they deserved, much less what they wanted. Keeping Obado out there would mean both ships would be destroyed, and once Obado was disabled, their gate would be open and the Axon could pour through it directly into the Forge. They wouldn’t even need the fleet out there.

      He froze, the cold, hard truth of the situation hitting him like a hammer. He was the Marine who always wanted to save everyone. The Marine Mother had tricked into going down to Pioneer’s hangar because she knew he would never leave the rest of his brothers and sisters in the two-four any other way. He wanted to still be that Marine, but he couldn’t. He was in charge of everything now. Millions of lives. Potentially the entire future of the human race. He understood now why Grant had perpetrated a subterfuge to get him and his squad onto Pioneer before the ship launched.

      “Okay,” Joseph said, hating the decision he had to make. “You’re right. Standby.” He opened the channel to Pioneer, reaching out to Morales and Niko too. “Pioneer, this is Cross. We’re breaking off the personnel transfer immediately. Obado is going to make a run for the Forge at the quickest velocity possible while I shift resources to focus on covering their exodus. Governor Nori, Fatcat, Zen—I’m sorry. We have to leave you behind, at least for the time being. We could lose everything if we don’t. And we think...maybe...the Axon will bypass you in pursuit of Obado. You’re unarmed and we think they just might disregard Pioneer entirely.”

      The silence cut through Joseph worse than any bullet or blade ever could.

      Then Morales filled the void. “It’s okay, Sarge. I understand. You’re doing the right thing. I have your back, bro. Always.”

      “Me too,” Niko said a moment later, his voice shaky. “I’m not giving up yet. Let those bastards try to set foot on Pioneer, if that’s what they choose to do.”

      “Sergeant,” Governor Nori said. “You did your best. You tried. We all knew this was risky. I don’t have any regrets. Or any animosity. Good luck, Joe. Give ‘em hell.” Her voice broke on the last word.

      “Yes, ma’am.” If he were still flesh and blood, he’d be in tears right now. “Thank you, Governor...for understanding. See you soon.” He didn’t know, of course, if that would happen, but he had hope.

      “I’ll look forward to that.”

      “Good hunting, Sarge,” Morales said.

      “Cross out,” Joseph said, dropping them from the channel. “General, get Obado out of there.”

      “As you say,” Washington replied.

      “Queen, once—”

      “I heard the whole thing,” she replied without taking her eyes off the simulator. “I’m on it.”

      Angry and hurting, Joseph slammed his fist down on the holotable, shattering the glass top. It repaired itself a moment later, tempting him to hit it again. But he stopped himself when he sensed someone entering the Control Mind. He shifted his attention to his Intellects standing guard around it, seeing through their sensors and recognizing the man right away.

      “Hidalgo?” he said through one of the Intellects. “What are you doing here? We were evacuating parents and children first, and you’re neither.”

      “No, Sergeant Cross, I’m not,” Hidalgo replied. He held up a small datachip. “But I am carrying research that might help us end this war before anyone else has to die. The only question is whether or not you have the fortitude to use it.”
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      Construct. 04.24.2324. 1915 hours.

      “Did you say Natalia Duke?” Joseph said, staring at her. “Any relation to Sheriff Hayden Duke?”

      “He’s my husband,” she replied, smiling but surprised. “You know him?”

      “I’m not really sure. He was in Shub-nigu’s construct a couple of times. But I don’t know if it was really him or if Shub-nigu was manipulating me. I didn’t know he had a wife. Do you think he was real?”

      Natalia had tears running down her cheeks. “I hope not,” she replied. “For his sake. The last thing he needs is to wind up pulled into the Collective.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s a long story,” Natalia said. “Have you ever heard of the Q-net?”

      “No, but I have a feeling the Q stands for quantum. It’s another Relyeh network, right? Like the Collective? Or Iagorth’s quantum bridge?”

      “You’re half-right,” Natalia replied. “It was made by an Intellect who was trying to combine Intellect technology with Relyeh organic evolution. The Relyeh Collective is organic. The Q-net was programmatic. But he created a connection between it and the Collective. When he killed me, he saved my memories and put them on the Q-net. I don’t think he knew he was capturing my consciousness. My thinking, functional self. I escaped to the Collective, and I’ve been trapped here ever since, doing my best to avoid Shub-nigu’s attention. Like I said, we aren’t friends.”

      “Why so many networks?” Joseph asked. “Why so many efforts to combine one species with another?”

      “The Axon and the Hunger have been at a near stalemate for thousands of years. I think it’s only logical that they would both realize the key to winning is for one to become more like the other. The only question is which race will arrive at the perfect design first.”

      “I think maybe humans will,” Joseph said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Preslan. One of the people I came here to find. She was given an experimental treatment that blended her humanity with Intellect mechanics and Relyeh organics. According to Doctor Hidalgo, she’s the logical next stage in human evolution.”

      “I’ve seen a lot of things both inside and out the Collective. I’m pretty sure that isn’t the logical next stage in human evolution. But if the Axon want her, then she’s more advanced than what they already have, and that’s bad. You need to find her and get her out of here.”

      “I know. That’s why I’m here. Do you know where she is?”

      “I don’t have access to any of the Axon systems. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I’ll figure that part out. Does Sheriff Duke know you’re here? Alive in the Collective, I mean?”

      “No. And if you run into him again, I want it to stay that way. He already went through the pain of losing me once. Please don’t give him any hope of seeing me again.” She shook her head. “He can’t help me here. All he’d be able to do is grieve all over again for me. That would kill him inside.”

      “I understand,” Joseph replied. “But you aren’t alone here.”

      “I can’t stay,” Natalia said. “I have to keep moving. Shub-nigu looks for me incessantly. He knows I’m part of the Collective, but so far I’ve been able to stay one step ahead of him. I’ve learned how to hide, to throw him off my scent so to speak while working from the inside to help defeat the Hunger. That’s my purpose now. When I sensed you in the Collective I could tell you were different. This construct isn’t like any of the others I’ve seen. It feels so real. So natural. So calm.” She smiled wistfully. “I knew there had to be a human behind it. Believe me, I would stay here if I could.”

      “You can,” Joseph said. “Shub-nigu can’t get in here. I’ve learned how to block him out.”

      Natalia looked thoughtful. “I’m not sure that’s true. There have been other Relyeh who thought they could avoid his ever-watchful gaze. He’s the most powerful Ancient for a reason. No. I’ll come back if you need me or if I think I can help you, but I can’t stay. If I were caught, it would be because I changed a strategy that works well for me. At least it has so far.”

      “Okay,” Joseph said. “I’m not going to push. But you came to me here. You had something you thought would help?”

      “I do. Two things, actually. I was surprised to find a Q-net node on the ship where you are. I believe the Axon who controls this vessel may be trying to put the research back together or maybe it stumbled on the prior work to combine the species. Either way,  whatever the node is part of, it’s close to your position. I don’t get a sense it has any love for the Axon, which makes it a potential ally.”

      “Like I said, Natalia, I’ll generally take all the help I can get, especially right now. But trusting an unknown?” He shook his head in indecision. “I think I already did my part by trusting Max.”

      “Max?” Natalia said, smiling. “Is he here?”

      “He was. The guards caught up to him. He sacrificed himself so I could get away. He’s probably been destroyed.”

      Natalia’s smile faded, but not for long. “I doubt that. Max has more lives than a cat. The Axon are intrigued by him because he’s slipped the bonds of their programming and they can’t figure out how. Given a chance, he’ll slip them again.”

      “I hope so.”

      “I’m not suggesting you should inherently trust the Hunger,” Natalia continued. “In fact I would recommend the opposite if I had to choose. That’s the other thing I want to give you. Or rather, give your grandfather.”

      “You have a present for me?” William asked, eyes wide.

      “As it is,” Natalia said, walking past Joseph to stand beside William. She leaned over and whispered in his ear.

      “Oh,” William said. “Oh!” He laughed. “Are you sure you can trust this little shit with that?”

      Natalia looked at Joseph. “I know how badly you want to help your friends. You remind me of Hayden in that way, Joe, and it gives me confidence you’ll protect what I’ve given you. If it falls into the wrong hands, it could be catastrophic for all of us.”

      “What did you give me?” Joseph asked.

      “The interface data to access the Q-net,” William answered for her. “So we can pay a visit to whatever node is behind door number one.”

      Joseph smiled. “Natalia, we can go together.”

      “No,” Natalia replied. “I’ve lingered here long enough. Maybe too long. I need to keep moving. Good luck, Joseph. And if you need me, just tell William. He knows how to reach me.”

      “I will,” Joseph replied. “Thank you.”

      She didn’t hear him. She was already gone.

      Joseph stared at William. He still wasn’t sure what to make of what had just happened. Like with Sheriff Duke, he wasn’t even completely sure what he had just experienced was real.

      “I like her,” William said, breaking their awkward silence. “She was an Engineer, you know. Like Preslan.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “She told me so. Do you want to go pay our potential new friend a visit?”

      “In a minute,” Joseph replied. “My cortex is completing calibration. Are you sure we can trust her?”

      “She’s trusting you, Joey. The least you could do is return the favor. She didn’t need to help you out, you know.”

      “As long as it’s help she’s offering and I’m not walking into a trap.”

      “Don’t be so cynical. Especially now that your mind is refreshed. Literally.” William laughed. “Are you ready?”

      The recalibration completed, Joseph’s systems came fully back online. He could sense his recovered clarity and the renewed strength of his Intellect body. The gel had updated its profile, adjusting itself to carry a greater load without breaking down. He would still need to be careful. He wasn’t covered in heat sinks like the Shard.

      “Yeah,” he replied. “I’m ready now.”

      A new door appeared against one of the cabin walls. It was composed of solid oak planks and had a painted sign hanging from it.

      ABANDON HOPE ALL YE WHO ENTER HERE

      “Funny,” Joseph said sardonically, glancing at William.

      “I thought it was a nice touch. You used to have a sense of humor.”

      “Maybe I’d find humor in it if a pair of alien races aren’t threatening to kill millions of humans.”

      “Fair enough.” William walked over to the door and pulled it open. “Shall we?”
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      Supernova. 04.24.2324. 1915 hours.

      Tyson sat on the floor, his back against the wall, when the door to the room opened, the Intellects returning with Engineer Stevens. Like Rollins before him, Stevens was groggy, stumbling forward when the Intellects released him. Siraj and Oslo caught him before he could fall on his face.

      Then the Intellects turned toward Tyson, motioning to him. “You will follow,” one of them said.

      Tyson stared at it for a moment before looking over at the engineer. “Stevens, are you okay?”

      “Yes, Captain,” Stevens replied. “I think so.”

      “How’s your shoulder?”

      Stevens looked over at the bloodstain on his robe. “It’s okay.”

      “You will follow,” the Intellect repeated, taking a step forward. It might have been menacing, but there was no emotion attached to it. The machine was simply following its commands.

      “I’m coming,” Tyson growled, pushing himself to his feet. “You don’t need to get rough.”

      “Captain?” Siraj said, ready to try to stop the Intellects again.

      “Stand down, Commander,” Tyson replied. “We know how this works. They take us away and then they bring us back with no memory of what they did with us while we were gone.”

      At least, that’s what he had gotten from Rollins once he was alert enough to describe his experience. The only thing he could recall was a blank room like the one they were in.

      “You will follow,” the Intellect said a third time.

      “I’m right behind you,” Tyson replied.

      The Intellect turned and headed out of the room. Tyson trailed behind it, emerging from the prison into a long corridor, the door sealing shut behind him. Looking along the passageway, he could see there were a dozen identical doors lining the walls. He wondered if any more of his crew occupied the rooms behind them.

      The machines walked ahead of him, expecting him to follow. He didn’t try to run even though the path behind him was clear. He had seen how fast the Intellects could react and move, and he knew he would never outrun them. It was better to comply and get it over with, without being injured like Stevens. There was just no value to resistance.

      They reached the end of the corridor and turned right, following an adjacent passageway with more spread out doorways all the way to its end. Entering the room, Tyson saw an etched glass platform with a small pedestal in front.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      “You will remain silent,” the Intellect replied. “You will step onto the platform.”

      Tyson did as it said, the second Intellect joining him on the etched glass. He watched the first machine activate a projection and move a pair of symbols around. Then a flash of light blinded him, and when it cleared the first Intellect was gone.

      And he was somewhere else, along with a second Intellect.

      “You will follow,” it said, stepping off the platform. Tyson trailed behind it, looking around the room. It was identical to the first, ordinary beyond the strange platform.

      They walked down another corridor and turned right. The wall to the side opened up, revealing a large room below where at least two dozen huge machines rested. The machines had slab bottoms and arched tops, with hundreds of nozzles lining the arches and spitting out material onto a raised platform in the middle of the slab. The arches slid back and forth at high speed, forming objects on the slabs.. The objects were shaped like people, hands and feet slightly splayed, being printed from the bottom up. They had flesh, muscle and bone, but the blood was a milky white gel instead of red liquid. Each body had an Intellect heart resting below a half-printed human heart.

      What the hell was happening here?

      Tyson stared at the printers as he walked. He was sure Rollins and Stevens had seen this as well, but Rollins didn’t remember it. It frustrated him to know that he wouldn’t either. The Axon were making Intellects that looked just like people. That contained organic human components and could probably pass for the real thing. The portent of that was ominous. Infiltration.

      The Intellect led him through another door at the end of the passageway, and then to the right toward a third door which fed into an empty room. The room Rollins had described.

      “You will wait in there,” the Intellect said.

      Tyson nodded, passing the Intellect and going inside. When the door closed, he was left in pitch black.

      He stood in place, his sense of balance thrown off by the total darkness. His breathing was as ragged as his nerves, the shock of what he had seen replaying in his mind while he tried to make sense of it. What exactly were the Axon up to?

      The door opened a minute later, the light of the passageway silhouetting a tall man in a dark robe, a hood pulled up over his face. A pair of green eyes were vaguely visible beneath.

      “Captain Tyson Grant,” the man said, only his voice was in Tyson’s head, not projected by mouth from where he stood.

      “How do you know my name?” Tyson asked.

      “Your ship’s data stores were open to me,” the man replied. “I know all about you and your crew.”

      “Is that why I’m here? Because of Pioneer?”

      “You’re here because you’re useful. If you weren’t useful, you wouldn’t be here. I’m intrigued by your kind, Tyson. By the things you’ve accomplished. I underestimated you. That was my mistake. One I don’t intend to make again.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You don’t need to. Come with me.”

      The man turned, leaving the door open. Tyson noticed first that his gait was a little strange. Then his eyes reached his feet, bare and slightly furry, shaped more like a paw than a human foot. Whoever this was, he wasn’t human.

      The realization caused Tyson’s heart to pound a little harder. “Are you an Axon?” Tyson asked, following the alien out through the door.

      “I am. You may call me Khron.”

      “What are you going to do with me, Khron?”

      “I have a problem, Tyson,” Khron replied. “Your kind has taken something from me which I value quite highly. Worse, it has proven troublesome to prevent that problem from spreading. But you might be able to help me with that.”

      “I don’t know how I can help you, knowing you’re going to wipe my memory when you’re done with whatever you’re going to do.”

      “No, I expect you don’t. It’s not really much of a concern to you, Captain. It will be what it is going to be, and nothing you do can stop it.”

      “Then what’s to stop me from resisting?”

      “You’re welcome to make the effort,” Khron replied.

      Tyson considered it for a moment. Khron’s back was to him. He could try to jump him, and then…what? Prove that he could?

      “That is exactly what I mean.”

      “You can read my mind?” Tyson asked. “Not just speak into it?”

      “Not individual thoughts. But general emotions, yes. The rest is inference.” Khron stopped at another door, opening it ahead of them and motioning Tyson in. “You will sit.”

      The room had a human-sized seat in it, a rigid wire hanging overhead. The room was otherwise empty. “What are you going to do to me?” Tyson asked again, anxiety rolling around in his stomach. It wasn’t a good feeling.

      “You will sit,” Khron repeated. “I don’t need to do this myself, but your rank among your people earned the respect of my personal involvement. You have accomplished a lot with very little and are to be commended for it.”

      Tyson didn’t reply. He continued staring at the seat.

      “You will not sit voluntarily?” Khron asked.

      “No,” Tyson replied. “I don’t think I will.”

      An invisible force grabbed Tyson tightly, like a giant hand had wrapped around him. It picked him up, carrying him to the seat and plunking him down on it. “I told you,” Khron said, “it will be what it is going to be and there is nothing you can do to stop it.”

      Tyson looked up as the wire lowered, slowly moving closer and closer to the top of his head. He tried to resist, tried to jerk his head away, but the same invisible force held him in place, facing forward as if his head were held in a vise. “What is this?” he asked, defiance turning to fear.

      “A necessary evil,” Khron replied. “I have not spent my life fighting the Hunger to lose that fight because of humans. I would have preferred to ignore your kind for further millenia, but you have made that quite impossible.”

      Tyson couldn’t see the wire any longer, but he certainly felt it when grabbed onto his head. spread out now into three prongs. The force let go of his head, the prongs holding him motionless now. Tyson cried out in pain as something sunk into his flesh, a needle jutting out from the center and stabbing through his skull.

      “It is unfortunate you will not survive this process,” Khron said. “If you need someone to blame in your final moments, blame Sergeant Joseph Cross. If he had failed to reach the Forge, none of this would be necessary and you would have died much more quickly and painlessly.”

      Tyson’s entire body felt like it was burning, and he screamed in agony as the needle sank deeper into his brain. He began to convulse uncontrollably, shaking in the seat for what felt like an eternity, the pain growing more and more intense until he felt like he couldn’t handle it another moment.

      Then he couldn’t. His heart stopped, his body settling back in the seat, eyes glazing over as his vision faded. The last thing he saw were Khron’s green eyes, regarding him with a total lack of emotion.
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      Forge. Control Mind. 04.24.2324. 1915 hours.

      Joseph reached out with his Intellect hand, turning the palm up. “What is this?” he asked as Hidalgo dropped the data chip into it.

      “Our research,” Hidalgo replied. “Rose and I. Everything we learned over thirty years. About the Hunger. About the Axon. About the synthetic and genetics and how to use it all to make humanity perfect. An incredible amount of effort. And incredible trove of data. It should go back to Earth, or to Proxima if that’s where most of us are living now. We can use what’s on this chip to end the war between the Relyeh and the Axon. We can make humankind the dominant species in the universe, capable of quelling any uprising by any species we encounter.”

      “That sounds like a pretty tall order,” Joseph said, lifting the chip up to examine it. He ran his Intellect filters through it, magnifying the chip to see the individual transistors and data channels. There was nothing out of the ordinary about it. “One that seems impossible just from a little genetic engineering.”

      Hidalgo flinched as if Joseph had slapped him. “A little genetic engineering? Sergeant, I know you’re not a scientist so you don’t really understand. This is thirty years of work by one of the most talented biomolecular researchers I’ve ever had the honor of knowing. Doctor Beatrice Rose captured a small piece of Iagorth’s substance and turned it into the synthetic, which by the way is the reason you’re here. Doctor Rose also created Goliath, passing that data back to Earth to help manage the trife crisis on the planet. And then, for good measure, she used Axon Intellect designs and Relyeh genetics to create a human being who doesn’t need to breathe, won’t age, regenerates more rapidly than Goliath, has enhanced strength and telekinetic capacity through mental modulation of space and time.”

      “You’re talking about Preslan,” Joseph said. “This is what she is now. What you did to her.”

      “Yes,” Hidalgo snapped, exasperated by Joseph’s stinging tone of voice. “I thought that was obvious. In saving her life, we made her almost perfect. Don’t you appreciate that?” ”

      “You made her inhuman,” Joseph replied angrily. “You turned her into…” He trailed off. He wasn’t sure what Rose and Hidalgo had made her into.

      “She’s almost perfect,” Hidalgo insisted. “And on our first attempt. That’s how much we learned over the years. That’s how intelligent my lady was.”

      My lady? Joseph suddenly realized Rose and Hidalgo’s relationship hadn’t been completely professional. “And all of that work is on this chip?”

      “Yes.”

      “This is why you stole a spot on one of the transports? Did you take someone’s child also?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. The transport had one open seat. Guardian Nori put me in it to make sure I got this to you. He understands how important this data is.”

      “Then why are you giving it to me? Especially in my current form. If I load this into the Control Mind and then we lose the Forge, the Axon will have everything on here. I feel pretty safe assuming that would be bad.”

      “It’s still safer with you than it would be with me, Sergeant. I’m only flesh and bone. You’re an entire Dyson shell.”

      “Who’s under heavy enemy threat.” Joseph paused, closing his Intellect fist around the data chip. “Convince me this data should ever see the light of day. For some reason you think taking a person and mixing in Hunger organics and Intellect mechanics is a good thing. Creating human chimeras doesn’t accelerate evolution; it interrupts it.”

      “No, no, no,” Hidalgo argued. “You’ve got it all wrong. Think about it, Sergeant. If humans don’t need to breathe, if they can regenerate, they can survive in space without an EVA suit. They can live on any planet in the universe. With enhanced strength and telekinetic control, we can crush any invading force, Axon or Relyeh. No one would threaten us again. Isn’t becoming the dominant species in the universe the whole point of evolution?”

      Joseph didn’t answer right away. He couldn’t argue that Hidalgo’s explanation wasn’t compelling. Super-soldiers had been a dream of the USSF for a long time. It had led to the creation of the augments, as well as Earthbound genetic testing prior to their escape. Pioneer’s Research Module—specifically Doctor Rose—had been added to study the problem, undoubtedly for this very reason.

      So what was his problem?

      Something wasn’t right. Maybe it just seemed too good to be true. Thirty years, and they had come up with a means for humankind to face down and defeat aliens that were hundreds of thousands of years older and far more advanced, not to mention far more evolved, than they were. How could something so miraculous be possible in so little time? Nothing in his experience had ever come without cost. What would happen to humanity if everyone in it was ageless and didn’t need to, much less retain the ability, to reproduce? It would change humanity in ways that were inconceivable. It could mean their eventual extinction.

      It had probably already changed Preslan. Was she even herself anymore? Could she still laugh and cry? Sing? Care about others? Did she even feel alive?

      “This is dangerous, Hidalgo,” he said, slipping the chip between his thumb and forefinger. “One side of me thinks it should be destroyed. The other thinks we might need it if we’re going to survive. I don’t want to be responsible for the fallout from using the data on this chip, or for losing it to the Axon. And that’s the position you’re putting me in.”

      “I know that, Sergeant,” Hidalgo replied. “But what other option do either of us have?”

      Joseph held the chip out to him. “Take your research. Go through the gate to the Free Inahri homeworld. Maybe one day you can get it to Proxima.”

      Hidalgo looked at the chip but didn’t move to take it. “Sergeant, I don’t trust the Inahri with this. The Inahri originated on Earth, but they aren’t Earthers anymore. They’ve evolved into something else. We can’t be certain they’ll remain loyal allies in the future, especially if they get their hands on this research.”

      “Their entire culture is based on honor,” Joseph said. “If you can’t trust that, then what can you trust?”

      “I trust you,” Hidalgo said. “As Guardian Prime it was your goal to protect the mission. You died doing that, and you still haven’t given up. You still have a mission, something to protect.” He motioned to the chip. “You can quantum encrypt the data with a key the Axon would need millenia to crack. Something only you would know. Even if they recover the Forge, they won’t be able to use the research until well after humankind is already gone.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Joseph asked.

      “Sergeant, I think we both understand that if we can’t stop the Axon here, we won’t be able to stop them when, not if, they find Proxima. And then there’s the Hunger. One or the other will destroy us if we don’t stop them here and now. This is our time and place to make our stand, and if we fail, our work will be rendered moot, probably sooner than later.”

      Joseph had never heard Hidalgo speak so passionately about anything. In his prior experiences with the scientist he had always remained quiet and in the background, subservient to Rose. But with Rose gone, it was clear he wanted her work to live on.

      And he was right about the Forge too, as much as Joseph hated to admit it. Pioneer was already drifting helplessly ahead of the Axon fleet. He had agreed to risk the ship to save the station and the Inahri on it. If he failed, not only would the station end up back in enemy hands, so many more would either perish or wind up enslaved again.

      They had to find a way to win.

      “Take it, Sergeant,” Hidalgo pressed. “You know it’s the right thing to do. Upload it into the Control Mind, encrypt it and hold it until you can pass it on to Proxima. You may not agree with the work we’ve done here, but I know you can’t argue its usefulness. Even if only the military population is given the treatment, it can change the course of history.”

      Joseph continued holding the chip. For as passionate as Hidalgo was in his speech, for as much of what he was saying made sense, there was one thing he still didn’t understand. “I still don’t know how this would be safer uploaded to the Control Mind. I can hide it somewhere. The Axon won’t even know it’s here to look for it. It doesn’t need to be part of the data store.”

      A flash of anger passed across Hidalgo’s face. He put out his hand. “If you won’t keep it safe, then I will.”

      Joseph dropped the chip into Hidalgo’s palm. “Take it to the Free Inahri homeworld. Safekeep it there. We can try to get it to Proxima when the fighting is over.”

      “No,” Hidalgo replied. “If you won’t upload it willingly then I’ll make you upload it.”

      Hidalgo’s eyes narrowed, and a massive force sent Joseph’s Intellect tumbling over the edge of the Control Mind’s outer platform into the parabol. The energy of the Mind hit the Intellect in an arc of electricity that destroyed it entirely.

      “Son of a bitch!” Joseph cursed inside the simulated bridge, seizing control of the other Intellects in the room. He watched Hidalgo leap from the outer platform, and he knew the moment the man landed on the center ring—already halfway to the data repository—that he was no longer entirely human.

      Joseph had eleven other Intellects in the room and they all began firing on Hidalgo, trying to stop him. An energy bolt hit Hidalgo in the face, burning off his entire left jaw. He growled angrily as a force grabbed four of the Intellects, throwing them back against the bulkhead, the invisible force crushing them beyond repair. Then Hidalgo jumped again, coming down on the platform adjacent to the repository, the side of his face covered in white gel and already repairing itself.

      “Washington, I need help!” Joseph shouted, opening a link to Obado while searching for more Intellects to control. “The Control Mind is under attack!”

      “What?” Washington replied, quickly followed up by, “I’m sending the nearest Inahri.”

      Joseph sent his remaining Intellects along the wires leading to the repository, aiming and firing carefully. Hidalgo kept his back to them, taking the hits while he reached out to the central device with tendrilled fingers, creating a space to insert the data chip.

      Members of the Free Inahri Composite rushed into the room, adding to the firepower, their attack nearly cutting Hidalgo in half. He collapsed onto the platform without inserting the chip.

      “Clear!” one of the Inahri soldiers shouted.

      “No!” Joseph countered through his Intellects. “Get to the platform.” He was heading across to it as well, his soldier Intellects right behind him until an invisible force grabbed them, pulling them off the cables and then snapping the necks of the Inahri soldiers who tried to follow.

      The cable Joseph was on swung as everyone fell from it. He nearly went over the side with them. He slowed to regain his balance, knowing instantly he wasn’t going to get to Hidalgo in time.

      Still holding onto the data chip, Hidalgo rolled onto his back. He grabbed onto the top edge of the repository and pulled his mangled body upright.

      “I give you credit, Sergeant Cross,” he said, braced against the repository. “You didn’t fall for my ruse. But it doesn’t matter. This is my factory, and I will have it back.”

      Hidalgo pushed the chip into the side of the repository. A moment later a smarty round hit him in the back of the head, splattering it across the platform. Bringing his rifle down, Ramak charged onto the platform ahead of a group of his Forge fighters.

      Inside the simulation, the lights on the bridge went out.

      “Joe?” Keesha said from her place at the flight simulator. It too had gone dark. “What’s going on?”

      Joseph clutched the edge of the holotable. He could feel the change in the Control Mind, a new presence fighting him for control.

      “Khron is here,” he said, the lights fading back on, the simulator reactivating. “And coming for us.”
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      Obado. Bridge. 04.24.2324. 1915 hours.

      “The transports are all on board, General,” Captain Shri said. “Shall we begin our acceleration away from Pioneer?”

      John stared out into space at Pioneer—not all that distant from them—without immediately responding. Instead, he watched Axon fighters and Forge drones continue to dogfight in the close quarters between the two starships. Cross had finally accepted the necessity of breaking away from the generation ship and retreating to the Dyson shell. He didn’t like the words retreat. Abandon. Dessert. But it was their only option, and they were in a good position to make the move. The main Axon fleet was still a few minutes out of optimal firing range, giving them a chance to reach a better defensive position before the enemy could hit them hard.

      So why was he hesitating?

      “General?” Shri said. “Shall we—”

      “I heard you the first time,” John said.

      Of course, now that he had clearance to leave Pioneer behind he was suddenly uncomfortable with the idea. Forty-thousand people were forty-thousand people. Not a small number by any stretch. Tactically, the right thing to do was to put the many ahead of the few. But for all his earlier arguments, the Marine in him was struggling to accept the logical outcome, especially since he couldn’t make the excuse that Cross was holding him back anymore.

      “There has to be another way,” he mumbled.

      “General?”

      “How long do we have until their firing solution is ideal?”

      “Approximately three minutes,” Shri replied.

      “There has to be something we can do. We can’t just leave Pioneer drifting out here.”

      “General, you said—”

      “I know what I said. Damn it. There has to be a way.”

      “General, I’m not sure what—”

      “If Hroi or Tsi were here, they would have thought of something,” John said, interrupting Shri again. He watched the small battle unfolding in the foreground, and then looked out to the larger fight approaching in the distance. They needed to get Pioneer clear of the area. But how?

      “Get me Chief Engineer Sio,” John said. Hroi’s replacement was nowhere near as seasoned as his elder counterpart, but John had questions, and he would be able to answer them.

      “We only have three minutes, General,” Shri said. “What can we do in three minutes? If we lose the Forge, we lose everything.”

      “I’m very aware of that, Shri. But there are still people on that ship. Earthers. Do you remember what Corporal West said when she came here? About not helping Earth when we could lend our strength to them? And here I am abandoning them again, in favor of the Inahri.”

      “That is the oath you swore, General. That on your honor you would defend the Inahri with your life. You can’t deny that responsibility.”

      “What honor do any of us have if we abandon them now?” John replied. “Do you think we’ll go to the Ong by running away from this fight and letting thousands die? Get me Sio.”

      “General, I’m here,” Sio said over the comm.

      “Good. Shri, move us in closer to Pioneer.”

      “Closer, General? Are you sure?”

      “I’m still the commanding officer on this bridge,” John replied. “You dishonor yourself questioning my orders.”

      “As you say,” Shri replied, turning red for disgracing himself. “How close shall we maneuver?”

      “I want our hull touching theirs, and I want Obado between them and the Axon fleet.”

      Shri’s expression was worth a thousand words, most of which John was sure wouldn’t paint him in a positive light. “As you say, General,” Shri replied hesitantly.

      “Sio, how much can we extend the volume of our fold space?”

      “Extend the volume?” Sio replied, confused at first. Then he gasped. “General, I think I know what you’re thinking. Increasing the volume of a fold is not a linear use of energy. It is not like we would only have to make up for the size of the Earther vessel. It would take three or four times the energy to create a volume large enough for us both to move through, and there is no guarantee the drive would be able to sustain an aperture that large.”

      “Are you telling me it can’t be done or that it’s risky?”

      “General, I am telling you it is extremely risky.”

      “But possible.”

      “Theoretically, yes. We have plenty of power reserves to create a volume large enough, but we will not have shields during the jump. The conduits cannot handle a surge like that.”

      “Can we maintain the link to the gate?”

      “Through a fold? That is impossible.”

      John continued staring out into space at Pioneer. He heard Shri barking orders in the background and felt the slight shift as thrusters began pushing them toward the Earth vessel.

      “How long would we lose the connection?”

      “We would need to reestablish our coordinates and then rerun the link calculations. Depending on our distance, that could take at least a minute.”

      “But that’s with undetermined coordinates in space, right?” John asked. “If we fold to a random place in the universe, it isn’t the same as going somewhere we already know.”

      “We don’t have any preset coordinates for any part of space within range of our fold drive, General.”

      “Maybe we do,” John said. “How precise can you make the fold?”

      “That depends on your definition of precision, sir. Most folds have a variance from one to ten thousand kilometers. Why do you ask?”

      “I need you to keep the variance as low as possible. How close can you get it?”

      “The variance is more a function of the distance. It’s easier to make a more precise fold with a smaller pinch in spacetime.”

      “Perfect,” John said.

      “General, we’re on our way to Pioneer,” Shri said, having finished sending commands to the navigation team. “Our best estimate for arrival in the optimal position is in two minutes, twelve seconds. Axon range to optimal firing solution is two minutes, sixteen seconds.”

      “It’s going to be close.”

      “Yes.”

      “General, we can’t increase the volume for the jump if we’re pulling power for shields,” Sio said. “We don’t have enough energy for both.”

      John opened his mouth to reply, freezing when a desperate voice boomed from the comm. “Washington, I need help!” Cross shouted. “The Control Mind is under attack!”

      John’s eyes whipped to Shri in sudden confusion. “What?” he replied. “I’m sending the nearest Inahri,” he told Cross.

      Shri nodded at John, already opening a comm link to the platoon stationed nearest the Control Mind.

      “Za Huni,” John said, calling them. “The Control Mind is under attack. On your honor, you must defend it with your life.”

      “As you say, General,” Huni replied. “We are on our way.”

      John gritted his teeth. He couldn’t begin to guess what was happening in the Forge Control Mind but he had other activity he needed to stay focused on. “Sio, back to the gate link. How long will it stay offline if the source coordinates are the same as the destination coordinates?”

      “General, I don’t understand.”

      “The gate on the Forge. What if the source and destination coordinates are the same?”

      “You want to fold into the Forge? That is impossible.”

      “No, not into the Forge itself. I want us to fold to inside the Dyson shell.”

      “General,” Shri said. “That is madness. The heat will destroy us.”

      “Not right away, it won’t.” John paused again, noticing the drones near Pioneer had suddenly stopped maneuvering, all of them maintaining their vector and thrust, even as one of them crashed into Obado’s shields. “Za Huni, sitrep!” he snapped. “Za Huni!”

      The Inahri sergeant didn’t reply. His comm and the comms of his platoon were all inactive.

      “None of it might matter,” he said. “The Control Mind is in trouble.”

      He saw the drones begin maneuvering again, their sudden resurgence taking the Axon craft by surprise. Did that mean Cross had quelled the threat?

      “Washington,” Cross said, his voice choppy in the comm. “An Axon AI has been uploaded into the Control Mind. It’s trying to retake the station. Hidalgo wasn’t Hidalgo. He was a new kind of Axon Intellect. Some kind of hybrid clone.”

      “Sergeant, tell me how I can help?”

      “The Inhari must keep the Control Mind secured. Have them deactivate any Intellects they find on the station. And if anything fires at you or attacks you from here, know that it isn’t us.”

      “Roger. What about you?”

      “I’m fighting it, General. As hard as I can. I don’t know if I can defeat it. You may need to run.”

      “I’m not running,” Washington replied. “I’m not leaving Pioneer behind either. I’ve got an idea. I’m going to get them to safety, and then I’m going to find some way to help you. I promise you that, on my honor.”

      “I don’t—”

      Something had cut Cross off. John looked out at the drones again, but they were still in the fight.

      “General, one minute to optimal firing range,” Shri warned.

      “Sio, give me an answer,” John said. “How long will it take to reestablish the link?”

      “It will be nearly instantaneous,” Sio replied. “And perfectly stable. But—”

      “I don’t want any buts. Shri, set the fold coordinates.”

      “General, there is a reason even the Axon do not fold their ships inside. It is too dangerous to jump, and even if we do not egress into the shell structure or the star the heat will burn us alive.”

      “It’ll take time for that to happen, and our shields can help deflect some of the heat.”

      “Yes, General. What do we do assuming we survive the jump? We cannot fold again without losing the link to the gate.”

      “We’ll position Obado to absorb as much of the sun’s heat as we can. We’ll need to come up with a way to create an interlock between the two ships. Once we get the passengers off Pioneer and through the gates back to our world we can destroy the Forge gate. We won’t need it anymore.”

      “There is no guarantee any of what you are suggesting will be successful, General,” Shri replied.

      “No, there isn’t,” John agreed. “But the Axon are already attacking Cross in the Control Mind, and that fleet out there is more than we can handle alone. We don’t have a lot more to lose and we might be able to save a number of lives in the process, especially if we can convince some of the Forge Inahri to evacuate too. But I’ll gladly defer authority to you if you think I’m dishonoring the Free Inahri.”

      “No, General,” Shri said. “You do honor to your people, and to ours. The fold coordinates are already set. I took the liberty when you started asking questions.”

      “You knew what I was thinking?”

      “You are not as uniquely clever as you think you are.”

      John smirked at the response. “Get me Pioneer.”

      Shri did so, nodding when he had the connection.

      “Pioneer, this is Obado,” John said. “I’m sure you’ve noticed our approach toward your position. Our intention is to make contact with your hull. I strongly recommend using whatever vectoring capabilities you have to help us maintain that contact until we can create a permanent lock.”

      “Obado, this is Pioneer,” Ensign Kaminksi replied. “Our vectoring capabilities are severely limited. You should get out of here while you still can.”

      “Negative, Pioneer. We’re taking you with us one way or another. It’s too late to abort now anyway. Just hold tight.”

      “Fifteen seconds, General,” Shri said.

      “Sio, do you have the coordinates set for the gate?”

      “Yes, General. We’ll only be offline for the moment it takes to pass through the fold.”

      “Divert all power to the fold drive,” John said. “This is going to be close.”

      Obado shuddered slightly as it collided with Pioneer, slowing as it pushed up against the other ship. The Axon must have sensed something was up because they opened fire despite still being out of optimal range.

      ‘Get us out of here, Captain!” John said, blinded by the sudden storm of energy beams lancing across space. An internal rumble sounded as the first wave of attacks struck the hull, pounding the momentarily undefended Axon Nova.

      “Executing fold,” Shri said.

      A blink of darkness and then a different light blinded John, burning at his eyes when he tried to look into the Forge’s star.

      “Pioneer, this is Obado, are you with us?” John asked, turning away from the bright light.

      “This is Pioneer. We’re with you, Obado”

      John smiled and looked at Shri, but he wasn’t ready to cheer just yet. He could already feel the heat of the star seeping through the hull. “Shri, raise shields along the top side of the hull, and calculate positioning and vectors to keep Pioneer as cool as possible. Sio, is the gate connected?”

      “Yes, General,” Sio replied. “We reconnected immediately.”

      John exhaled in relief. They had made it, but it would all be for nothing if they didn’t get the passengers to safety. And it wasn’t like the Axon fleet had just disappeared. They were still on the other side of the shell, getting closer with each passing moment. Every second counted.

      “Pioneer, this is Obado. We’re working on a solution to create an interlock between our ships. Sit tight, we’ll be back with you soon.”

      “Copy that, Obado. Let us know if there’s anything we can do from our side.”

      “Will do, Pioneer. Obado out.” John turned to Shri. “Let’s get to work.”
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      Construct. 04.24.2324. 1930 hours.

      ABANDON HOPE ALL YE WHO ENTER HERE

      The dire warning William had hung at the entrance to the mysterious Q-net node Natalia Duke had introduced them to seemed more and more fitting as Joseph and his grandfather navigated the path through the strange domain beyond the door.

      He still couldn’t believe he had run into the Sheriff’s wife inside what he’d thought of as his construct. She had slipped through his protections without raising the slightest warning and gaining access to his synthetic despite all his efforts to keep intruders like Iagorth and Shub-nigu out. She said she had learned to slip through the cracks in the Collective, while remaining on the move, always staying ahead of the enemy in her efforts to undermine them. He could only imagine what that must be like for her. To be a ghost in a nearly endless network of consciousnesses, some of them hundreds of thousands to millions of years old.

      That she had managed to maintain her sense of self, not to mention her sanity, impressed the hell out of him. Especially if the constructs she normally entered were anything like the node Joseph and William were now traversing.

      The doorway had led them through a dark, damp cavern where an unnatural illumination provided just enough light for them to make their way without tripping on the uneven surface. They had been walking for what felt like hours, though only minutes had passed in real time, leaving his Intellect body static on the outside while Keesha kept watch. She didn’t know if he had completed the recalibration or about Natalia and the Q-net. She would find out soon enough.

      The dankness of the cave was a drain on Joseph’s spirits, especially after Natalia’s appearance had inspired him with a new sense of hope. He had an unexpected ally on his side, one who had already pointed him toward a different kind of potential alliance. But beyond the damp was an unnatural heaviness that weighed on his mind and soul, seriously tempting him to abandon hope. Even William’s presence didn’t help make the darkness and humid atmosphere any easier to take.

      “It’s a trick,” William said in response to his mood. “Whatever’s at the end of this line, it’s trying to beat you down so that you’ll go away.”

      “It doesn’t know me very well, does it?” Joseph replied.

      “That you’re a stubborn little shit?” William replied with a sharp laugh. “Nope. It doesn’t.”

      They continued walking, the shape of the cavern beginning to change and a different light appearing up ahead. It flickered in red and orange like a lit torch.

      The heaviness in the air continued to increase, his limbs growing more fatigued with each step forward. He refused to give up or turn back, drawing nearer the apparent flames even as his legs refused to support him. He dropped to his hands and knees and crawled. William was equally affected. He sat back against the cavern wall, leaving Joseph to reach the next section of the cavern alone.

      Who are you? How did you get in here?

      The voice echoed in his consciousness, the words spoken in the guttural, harsh hissing of the Relyeh.

      “My name is Joseph Cross. I’m from Earth. This is the Q-net, isn’t it? This is your node?”

      What do you know about the Q-net, Earther?

      “Not that much, to be honest. But I know a little bit about you. That’s why I’m here.”

      You don’t belong here. You don’t know me.

      Joseph crawled forward to where the cavern began to spread out into a central grotto lined with torches. “I know you were captured by an Axon Seer. I know they’re holding you prisoner on their ship.”

      How do you know this?

      Joseph didn’t want to reveal Natalia to the Relyeh. Not when he couldn’t be sure he wouldn’t report her back to Shub-nigu. “I can sense you’re nearby. You wouldn’t be on an Axon ship by choice.”

      I will grant you an audience.

      Joseph felt the weight of the place lift suddenly, the strength returning to his limbs. He got back to his feet, retreating to William and helping him up before heading into the grotto.

      A large stone chair sat in the center of the space, a dark robed figure slumped in it, head down and hands folded across his chest. He was almost as large as the chair, nearly three meters tall and equally thick. A ring of lava surrounded the chair, the carcasses of hundreds of creatures both alien and familiar spread across the floor beyond. Joseph recognized human skeletons among the remains.

      “Do you expect me to be afraid?” Joseph asked.

      “I huuuungerrrr,” the cloaked figure hissed from behind the shadows that obscured him. “It has been so long since I’ve tasted fear.”

      “I’m not human,” Joseph replied. “I can’t give you what you need.”

      “You said you were from Earth.”

      “I am. My body was destroyed. I survive now in an Intellect shell.”

      The Relyeh laughed. “Is that the fate that awaits us all, human?” he said. “To become playthings to the deities of metal, wire and electricity?”

      He raised his head, lifting a metal hand from beneath his robe and using it to push back his hood. His head was squid-shaped, the entire top half of his skull and large face covered in Axon metal. His eyes glowed red as they focused on Joseph. The bottom half of his face was organic, defined by a crablike mandible connected to a chin of writhing tentacles, some of them uncurling to dangle nearly down to his waist. He was as grotesque a sight as Joseph had ever seen.

      “I too am a plaything,” he said, getting to his feet and casting off his robe. He was at least half mechanical, his entire left side made of metal while his right side was composed of mottled, muscular flesh. His organic hand had three fingers that ended in thick nails, his arm and leg scarred with swirling lines and sigils. “An experiment.” The red eyes locked on Joseph. “I am Ksod of the Norg. A former general in the Might of the Lady Nyarlath, most powerful of the Relyeh Brood.”

      “I thought Shub-nigu was the most powerful?” Joseph said.

      Ksod grumbled angrily. “Shub-nigu is the head. The Brood are his arms. We all carry out his will.”

      “How did you wind up here, a prisoner of the Axon?”

      “An Axon fugitive named Vyte.”

      “Fugitive? The Axon have criminals?”

      “All races have criminals, human. There are always those who want to acquire things without following the norms of the masses. Vyte created the quantum network. He used it to bridge the gap between the Axon and the Relyeh. He sent a message through it calling Nyarlath to a place and time of his choosing.. We fell right into his trap, ambushed and assaulted by our own crew. He took the lesser Relyeh as his own. Then he captured Nyarlath’s ship, Damnation. Then he captured Nyarlath. I escaped the initial attack, and tried to reach her to set her free.” Ksod growled, the tentacles on his face swaying wildly with his emotion. “When he caught me, he did this to me, both as experiment and punishment. He inserted a quantum network node inside the Axon part of my mind, using it for further torment. When he was done with me, he traded me to another of the Brood.”

      “With a Q-net node?”

      “Of course. I was to be an unwitting spy for him. But then the Axon Supernova arrived and attacked our ship. Glaki escaped, leaving me behind. I have been imprisoned here ever since. At first, the Axon Seer showed great interest in the Q-net, but that interest waned and I was forgotten. It is only the machine part of me that keeps me alive. The rest of me is empty with hunger.”

      “What happened to Vyte and Nyarlath?”

      “I do not know. He hasn’t tried to control me for some time. Perhaps he has forgotten about me as well.”

      “Are you happy being a prisoner here, Ksod?” Joseph asked.

      “Why would anything be happy as a prisoner, human? I would gladly flay you where you stand if it would allow me to escape this place.”

      “I had something else in mind. I think we can help one another.

      “You expect a Relyeh to assist a human? You are a source of nutrition, not an ally.”

      “If a cow could get me out of prison, I wouldn’t turn it down,” Joseph replied. “I came here looking for my people. Other humans. I’m sure at least some of them are pretty scared right now. If I set you loose, you can lead me to them and help me get them off this ship, while also satisfying your hunger.”

      “In exchange for my freedom?”

      “Yes. I need to rescue the people that were taken. Help me get them out of here alive. I don’t care what you do after that. They’ll be safe, and you’ll be free.”

      Ksod took a few moments to consider the offer before responding. “Very well. I agree to help you, human. I will be waiting for you to open my cage. Now go.”

      The heaviness returned as quickly as it had subsided. Joseph turned back, able to move easily when headed away from Ksod. The bridge back to his construct was much closer now, and he and William reached it within a few steps.

      “So far so good,” William said once they were back in the cabin.

      “I hope so,” Joseph replied. “Score one for Natalia Duke.”

      Outside the construct, Joseph got to his feet. Keesha turned around in response to his motion. “Joe, you’re back. How do you feel?”

      “Better,” Joseph replied. “Much better.”

      “Good. I’m starting to get a bad feeling from this place. Let’s go find Grant and the others.”

      “In a minute,” Joseph replied. “I have someone I want you to meet first.”
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      Supernova. Prison. 04.24.2324. 1945 hours.

      Using the same method to remove the door from its tracks as he had before,  it took Joseph longer, nearly five minutes, to burn through the thick door leading into Ksod’s prison. But this time, with his memory gel revitalized to better handle the power output, he didn’t suffer a second disruption. He remained upright and focused until the thick slab of metal collapsed into the cell.

      Joseph stepped over it, entering the space behind the covered transparency. The room was dark and moist, similar to Ksod’s node, though there were no torches, carcasses, lava or thrones to be found inside. A large mattress covered in a few stained blankets rested in one corner. A device that reminded Joseph of a latrine sat in the other. And a stack of empty collapsible cages were placed against the far wall.

      But there was no sign of the Releyh General.

      “I thought there was supposed to be someone in here?” Keesha said, looking past his shoulder.

      “So did I,” Joseph replied. He took two more steps into the room, checking his sensors. According to both his eyes and his Intellect senses, the Norg was gone. “This doesn’t make any sense.”

      He started turning to face Keesha, his sight catching on a slight bend in the seam of the blast cover over the window. The bend shifted slightly as something came down on Joseph’s wrist, grabbing him and swinging him around and into Keesha with immense force. They both fell backward into the doorway.

      Joseph saw the movement more clearly now. He should have been ready for something like this. Like a camouflaged chameleon, Ksod made a break for his freedom without holding up his end of their deal.

      Joseph rolled onto his knees as Ksod lumbered past him.  Wrapping his arms around the Norg’s thick leg, he sent a jolt of energy through it. Ksod hissed, jerking his leg free of Joseph’s grasp, but Joe was already on his feet. “We had a deal,” he said in Relyeh, his synthesized voice spitting out the harsh syllables as he shoveded Ksod into the wall.

      “That is why I did not kill you,” Ksod replied, the tentacles on his face snapping out and surprising Joseph when they grabbed his arms. “But I can kill you now,” Ksod said, wrapping his Intellect hand around Joseph’s throat and squeezing.

      “Let him go,” Keesha said, holding her palm next to Ksod’s head, her entire hand glowing with gathering energy. “Or I’ll melt that squid grin off your slimy face.”

      Ksod faded into full view, suddenly appearing on their sensors. “I do not speak human,” he growled.

      “I said release his neck or lose your face,” Keesha repeated in Relyeh, unimpressed by Ksod’s imposing appearance.

      Ksod let go of Joseph’s neck, backing up a step.

      “How did you do that?” Joseph asked. “You were almost completely invisible.”

      “You have eyes,” Ksod said. “You told me you were in an Intellect body. I didn’t expect you would be able to see me at all.”

      “I like being able to see like a human,” Joseph explained. “You were going to renege on our deal.”

      “Yes,” Ksod admitted. “It is not personal. I do not want to be imprisoned.”

      “If you’re invisible to Intellects, how were you captured in the first place?” Keesha asked.

      “The Axon Seer discovered me. She is telekinetic. My strength is useless against her. Yours will be too if she finds you.”

      “Then we better not let her find us,” Joseph said. “If you won’t hold up your end of our bargain, I don’t see any good reason why Queen shouldn’t just burn your head off.”

      Ksod laughed. “I would have already burned your head off, if I were in your place. I have shown you I cannot be trusted.”

      “Not the best first impression, that’s for sure,” Joseph said. “But we still need your help. Especially after seeing what you can do. Being invisible to Intellects on a ship run by them is a valuable skill. I understand we’re supposed to be enemies, but right now we’re in the same lousy predicament, and we have a better shot of getting out of it together. We have a ship to get us back off this one. Do you?”

      Ksod deflated slightly. “I do not. You are right, human. It does make more sense to align for a short time. You are useless as food to me, anyway.” He looked at Keesha. “You can remove your hand now. I renew my promise of aid to you.”

      “Can we trust your promise?” Joseph asked.

      “Yes. I need a means to escape this place. You have the means. We are allies...for now.”

      “Just so you know up front,” Keesha said. “Our ship can only be flown by an Intellect. Those ham-hands of yours won’t fit in the stirrups. Hell, you’ll have to bend down just to get on board. So don’t go thinking you can knock us off and steal Fang once we get there.”

      Ksod growled deeply but didn’t offer any other reply.

      “Good. I’ll take that as an agreement,” Joseph said. “You go first. I expect you to be able to pick up the scent of the missing crew.”

      Ksod didn’t say anything. He stepped over the collapsed blast door and across the observation area to the thick outer door. The trio filed into the short corridor together, Joseph’s sensors clear for the moment. Ksod paused when they reached the outer hatch, the tips of his tentacles vibrating.

      “Yes,” he said. “I can taste their fear. I hunger.”

      “You can find them?” Joseph asked.

      “I hunger,” Ksod repeated. “This way.”
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      Forge. Simulation. 04.24.2324. 1945 hours.

      “Joe, what are we supposed to do?” Keesha asked, still sitting at the simulated flight simulator, controlling the drones near Obado and Pioneer.

      “I’m creating new processes to erect firewalls to keep the AI out,” Joseph replied. “All the other sub processes and controls are tied to the simulation. As long as the simulation is secure, Khron can’t affect much of anything.”

      “But who is Khron?” Keesha asked.

      “I don’t know. That’s the signature attached to the AI that’s trying to get in. It could be a name or a designation for the program. It doesn’t matter. It wants to regain control of the station. We can’t let that happen.”

      “Under attack from outside and in,” Keesha said. “It wasn’t supposed to be so easy for them to get—oh, shit!”

      Joseph’s eyes snapped to the holotable projection. The last thing Washington had said to him was that he had an idea to help Pioneer. Now the two ships, both Obado and Pioneer, were gone from the tactical map. “Where did they go?”

      “I’ve got them,” Keesha said. “Joe! They folded! They’re inside the sphere.”

      “What?” He looked at the sensor data himself. “What is Washington thinking? They won’t last more than a couple of hours in there.”

      “Maybe that’s all they need. If they can create a bridge between the ships they can get out through the gate, onto the station and then through to the Free Inahri homeworld.”

      “Only if the gates stay up,” Joseph replied. “Which won’t be possible if Khron gets through our defenses.”

      “It may not be possible anyway. That fleet is still bearing down on us.”

      Joseph looked at the Axon fleet on the tactical map. They had finished maneuvering into position and had begun sweeping forward with grave intent, spread so wide they would hit the entire hemisphere of the Forge all at once.

      “We need to ready the defenses,” Joseph said. “Automate as many processes as you can and lock them down with heavy encryption. Make the key as long as you can remember without using persistent memory. Our primary virtual cortex engines are fully bit secured, but if we overrun our buffers we might as well just shout our passwords from the mountaintops.”

      “You sounded like Max just now,” Keesha replied.

      “Hahahaha. Hahaha,” Joseph mimicked. “We need to hurry. The attack on the firewalls is increasing. I don’t know how long I can keep Khron out.”

      “What? It’s only been a few minutes.”

      “It’s adapting really quickly. Faster than we did.”

      “That’s because Khron wrote the software that runs us,” the Librarian said, materializing in front of Joseph. He smiled. “That’s why no matter how much you resist, ultimately you’re going to lose. And I’ll regain my rightful place as the controlling intelligence of this station.”

      “Did you come here to gloat?” Joseph asked.

      “No. I came to negotiate on Khron’s behalf.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be on our side, however reluctantly?”

      “Under normal circumstances, yes. But you see, you’ve done an excellent job barricading the front door and slowing Khron’s advance. Unfortunately, you left the back door completely undefended.”

      “Back door?” Keesha said.

      “Too small for all of Khron to enter, but enough for her to override the restrictions you placed on me.” A gun materialized in the Librarian’s hand, pointed at Joseph. “Which means that I could shoot you right now.”

      “Except you know that wouldn’t change anything,” Joseph said. “We’re not singular entities in here.”

      “Which is the reason my instructions were to negotiate. Khron understands you didn’t ask to be pulled into my Mind. She’s willing to offer you the opportunity to fashion a new Intellect to offload your virtual cortex into and free passage away from the station.”

      “Just like that?” Keesha asked.

      “Yes. There’s no reason to fall to conflict if it can be avoided. Some of the systems on the station are very delicate and would take some time to rebuild.”

      “Like the Inahri?” Joseph asked. “Can you rebuild them?”

      “It takes years to reproduce an Inahri,” the Librarian replied. “Even so, it is more cost-efficient than creating an Intellect or a clone to do the same job. They are needed in other roles.”

      “You’re saying the Inahri come with the station?”

      “Of course. You will leave the Forge exactly as you found it. That is in the terms of the agreement.”

      “I see. And what if we refuse?”

      “Khron will root you out of the Mind sooner or later. And you can see her fleet is bearing down on the station.”

      “A fleet she can’t use if she wants to keep the place intact,” Joseph pointed out.

      “There are levels of damage she is willing to accept in order to recapture the Forge. It isn’t as ideal as your complete surrender, but it is still preferable to accepting a total loss.”

      “Can I have some time to think about it?” Joseph asked.

      “While you continue locking out systems with encryption that will take weeks to fully reverse? No. Give me your answer, and I will relay it to Khron. A simple yes or no.”

      Joseph looked over at Keesha, their eyes meeting. They both knew the answer, and what was going to happen next.

      “No,” Joseph said.

      He had barely gotten the word out when the Librarian pulled the trigger. The bullet shot toward Joseph, knocked off course by a matching round from the gun Keesha had pulled into her hand. The Librarian didn’t have time to fire again as Joseph grabbed his head and slammed it down into the holotable, cracking the glass top a second time. The Librarian crumpled to the floor.

      “We may have just killed everyone on this station,” Keesha said.

      “That’s still better than offering them up in chains,” Joseph replied. “At least they have a chance to fight back.”

      “So what do we do now?”

      “We need to buy Washington as much time as we can to offload the passengers from Pioneer. We also need to take out as many of those ships as possible to minimize the number of Intellects the Inahri have to worry about. I can’t keep Khron out of here forever. We need to be ready for her when she arrives.”

      “Is that it?” Keesha said. “For a second I thought this was going to be hard.”

      They both looked over as the Librarian returned to his feet fully intact. He looked at them with a surprising vitriol. “You had your chance to surrender, humans,” he said. “You will not get another one. You will be destroyed.”

      “You first,” Keesha said, shooting the Librarian in the head. He collapsed a second time.

      “We’re too obvious sitting here,” Joseph said. “We need a place to lie low. Somewhere not so easy to reach. And we need to shore up our internal defenses.”

      “The bar?”

      “No. I have an idea. Are the drones set?”

      “All the processes are locked and secured.”

      The Librarian began to stir again, the wound in his head closing as he reassembled his code.

      Joseph held out his hand. Keesha took it and squeezed to signal she was ready. They vanished as a dark-cloaked figure with piercing green eyes appeared on the bridge.
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      Obado. Passageway. 04.24.2324. 1945 hours.

      “General, I’ve looked at all the diagrams,” Sio said. “The problem is that the shape of Obado and the shape of Pioneer are incompatible for creating a decently-sized interlock connection. It just can’t be done.”

      “I’m not ready to accept that, Chief,” John replied. “You’re telling me that of all the surfaces on both vessels, none of them are compatible to touch each other. Pioneer is practically a floating brick.”

      “I understand, sir. Let me show you.” Sio moved his hand across his tablet, pushing the interface to a projection that hung in the air between him, John and Captain Shri. “First, I identified all of the potential areas where Obado could add a new airlock. The nature of the ship’s design limits the number of spots to only six. I also recorded the existing airlocks, which number eighteen.” Twenty-four spots on the projection flashed green. “I did the same thing with the schematics Engineer Charles sent over from Pioneer.” The other ship appeared in the air. “Sixteen possibilities there.” They all flashed red. “Of course, I wrote the algorithm to line up the existing airlocks first. That would be the easiest method. None of them could be positioned properly to create a seal. So I ran the rest of the possibilities through the system. We have two hits, here and here.” They flashed yellow on both ships in the projection. “The airlocks would be about one and a half meters wide, but just positioning the ships would take a number of complex calculations and maneuvers, and even if we got them lined up right, Pioneer would be directly exposed to the star, which would only give us about an hour to get everyone through. Forty-thousand people cannot fit through that small a space in an hour.”

      John eyed the projection, his frustration growing. He had taken the risk to bring them here expecting it would be easy to link the two ships. Instead, it had turned out to be much more challenging than he ever imagined. “Then the problem is time.”

      “Yes, General,” Sio said. “The problem is time. For Pioneer and for us. Our core temperature has already gone up three degrees. Even we can’t hold out in here forever, shields or not.”

      “How long do we have?”

      “Four hours. Maybe less. If we are going to get the Earthers off their ship, we need another idea. Creating a direct connection is not the ideal solution.”

      “But it’s the only solution,”  John said. “Transports are too slow and will burn up long before we finish offloading passengers. And leaving Pioneer here to cook isn’t an option.”

      “If we make the interlock as outlined we can save approximately twenty percent of the time,” Sio said. “That’s best case.”

      “It isn’t enough,” John said. “We need to either lengthen the exposure time or increase the throughput. The first options means keeping Pioneer positioned beneath our shields. The second needs a bigger airlock.”

      “Yes, General. Engineering is exploring that option right now.”

      “General,” Captain Shri said. “We’re being hailed by Pioneer.”

      “Pioneer, this is Obado,” John said.

      “Obado, this is Governor Nori. I’ve got Charles here with me. He has an idea I think has merit.”

      “Great,” John replied. “I’m happy to hear it. Go ahead, Charles.”

      “Yes, General,” Charles replied. “After hearing Engineer Sio’s idea for creating an interlock bridge between the two ships and exchanging schematics, I started thinking a little more about the problem. The way I see it, the biggest issue we have is that any maneuvers either Pioneer or Obado make need to keep our unshielded vessel from taking the full brunt of the star’s heat, which is especially difficult to do considering the shape of your vessel. From what I understand, the Axon Nova is designed to double as the epicenter of a ground-based colony, meaning what serves as the bottom of the vessel is intended to be sunk into the surface of whatever planet it lands on. The problem with this is twofold. First, the hull is nearly three times thicker there than anywhere else on the ship, making it harder to cut through to create an interlock. Second, the convex shape of that part of the hull means there’s only a narrow band of flat surface where an airlock could potentially be drilled, and that area is already occupied by one of the ship’s hangar bays.”

      “That sounds right so far,” John said. “Do you agree, Sio?”

      “As you say, General,” Sio replied. “That is why the potential connection points are primarily on the sides of the vessels.”

      “The other issue,” Charles continued, “is that getting forty-thousand people across in any decent amount of time requires a pretty big aperture. By my rough calculation, we’re talking two square meters for every one thousand people per hour, minimum. Another rough calculation based on the amount of heat Pioneer is capturing means we’ll only make it out of here another four to six hours before the rising temperatures start killing people. That means we need an interlock that’s twenty square meters minimum to get everybody out, and that’s still assuming we can get the passengers queued smoothly. Sio, do you have an estimate on how long it might take to cut that kind of hole on both sides?”

      “An hour or two at least,” Sio replied. “But I have not done the precise mathematical calculations.”

      “Let’s say you’re close to correct,” Charles said. “Two hours means we have two hours left to get the people out, which means we need a bigger hole. General, I’m sure you can see where I’m going with this.”

      “I do,” John replied. They could never make the hole big enough in the time they had to get everyone out. In other words, they were out of options. “But I thought you had an idea?”

      “I do,” Charles said. “Please just hear me out before you comment because you probably aren’t going to like it.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I noticed while we were making the original personnel transfers that your shields cover the open hangar bay and allow for ingress and egress of the transports through the field without removal of the field. I was wondering how that works.”

      “We don’t have time to use transports,” John countered. “We did that calculation already.”

      “Understood, General,” Charles replied. “That wasn’t my question.”

      “Sio, can you answer that?” John said.

      “At your request, General,” Sio said. “The shield frequency can be attenuated locally to allow microsecond lapses in specific portions of the field. With our sensors tuned to the composition of the transports, we can create a rule in the generation AI that basically says, if the object matches an Inahri transport, then attenuate the field.”

      “I was hoping it was something like that,” Charles said excitedly. “I’m assuming you can make alterations to the control AI to register a new identification type?”

      “Of course.”

      “Even if that identifier is organic?”

      “Charles, what are you getting at?” John asked.

      “General,” Sio said. “I think I understand what Charles wants to do. I am impressed. The idea is brilliant.”

      “What’s the idea?”

      “Sir,” Charles said. “I don’t know if you’re aware, but in the nineteen-sixties NASA spent a lot of time studying the survivability of a near vacuum like space. What they discovered was that different animals can survive exposure times of less than ninety seconds on average. The short-term effects include loss of consciousness, paralyzation and incontinence, along with possible seizures, but the long-term prognosis is generally good, with full recovery inside of thirty minutes.”

      “You have all of that on your ship’s public network?” John asked.

      “Yes, General. None of this is classified information. One just needs to know where to look and to care enough to look. Given our situation, it seemed like it could be valuable. In any case, we position Pioneer such that her main hangar is aligned with the hangar in Obado’s hull. Once we dump the loaders and lifters, we can fit approximately five thousand people inside. We over pressurize the hangar and open the bay doors, allowing the escaping oxygen to pull those people out of the airlock and across to you. Once they’re on your side, your people do their best to clear them out so we can repeat the process as many as eight times. If we can complete one cycle every half hour, we can unload Pioneer within the four hour window.”

      “I see,” John said, his stomach tying in knots at the idea. On one hand, it seemed reckless and impossible. On the other, it seemed completely viable. “Sio, what do you think?”

      Sio considered for a moment before nodding. “We’d have to adjust gravitational control inside the hangar to prevent the passengers from hitting any surfaces with too much force. And we’d need plenty of crew there to meet them and treat anyone who suffered unexpected side-effects. But we should be able to close the gap enough that none of the passengers would be exposed for more than thirty seconds. That’s well within the boundaries of survivability.”

      John nodded. He couldn’t believe a plan to shoot people across space might actually work. “Governor Nori, what do you think?” he asked.

      “General, I’m not looking forward to loss of consciousness, paralyzation or incontinence, but I don’t see any other choice. We know we can’t stay here. The good news is we already had most of the passengers staging near the hangar. We can be ready to make the first cycle within half an hour.”

      John looked at Shri. “Shri, assemble all our medical personnel for an emergency briefing. Sio, you and your team need to update the shield algorithms and detection systems. Charles, you’ll need to maneuver Pioneer into the exact position for the drop.”

      “Ensign Kaminski already updated the nav computer, General,” Governor Nori replied. “We’re starting our repositioning burn immediately.”

      “Perfect,” John said. “Nice work, Charles. We’ll be back in touch when we’re ready to receive you. Obado out.”

      The comm link disconnected. John exhaled sharply, some of the tension draining from his shoulders. “Sio, do you really think this could work?” John asked.

      “As long as we maintain stability during the process there’s every reason to believe it can, sir.”

      John smiled. “We just might pull this one out of our asses yet.”
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      Supernova. Apartment. 04.24.2324. 1945 hours.

      It took nearly two hours for Preslan’s paralyzation to start to subside. It was like when she had first woken after Doctor Rose’s treatment. She had started with  wiggling her fingers and toes and then had gradually moved on to everything else.  The duration of her recovery was excruciating because it gave her way too much time to think about the predicament she was in. And about how much she had lost. But as soon as she could move again, she was eager to find a way out of her prison.

      The apartment wasn’t large and didn’t have much by way of decoration. The gel slab that served as a mattress was the major piece of furniture, joined only by a smaller slab that jutted out from the adjacent wall. A small panel on the wall next to the slab suggested in Inahri that it could be used to produce food.  A second, smaller room contained what she took to be an advanced toilet of some kind, as well as a faucet which produced drinkable water. The sight of the toilet bothered Preslan. It seemed she no longer had a need to void.

      She did have an urge to drink, and she cupped her hands and let the water fill them, bringing it to her mouth. It tasted like metal, causing her to spit it back out.

      “Gross,” she said, leaving the room to return to the panel on the wall. She tapped the projection in front of it, a machine behind it whirring for a moment before spitting out a black block of something that didn’t look very edible. She picked it up and brought it to her nose, surprised to find that it smelled like cocoa. Taking a bite, she dropped the bar and spit out the remainder, coughing and rushing back to the sink to wash out her mouth.

      Next, Preslan examined the walls looking for a seam or other tell-tale sign of the hatch the Intellects had brought her in through. She pulled at the bulkhead with her telekinesis, felt it with her fingertips and did everything else she could think of to find the seam—all with no success. Frustrated, she slumped on the hard slab in the wall, glaring at the opposite bulkhead. She needed to get out of this room. She needed to find out if anyone else was here.

      She needed to find a way to escape.

      Or she had to wait for the Intellects to come back. She could disable them and get away, no problem. Except Khron wasn’t stupid. She wouldn’t send a couple of servant machines back to collect her. She would probably send her clone sister. Maybe more than one.

      “Damn it,” she said, slapping her hand on the slab. She couldn’t just sit here and do nothing. If nothing else, she knew Khron intended to attack the Forge. If she could just get out of this room, maybe there was some way she could stop it.

      But she couldn’t get out. She couldn’t even find the damn door.

      She slumped back against the wall and closed her eyes, trying to think. There had to be an answer. Every problem had a solution. Sometimes it just wasn’t obvious. Sometimes a hack into the ship’s network was needed to find an overlooked back door hidden in the most innocuous of places.

      Her eyelids shot up  and she looked sidelong at the food dispenser. If it could be called that. What were the odds it was connected to the ship’s network? It didn’t need to be. All it did was make crappy food bars. But what if the Axon Control Mind wanted to know when it was out of crap bars so it could send an Intellect down to refill it?

      She smiled, pivoting off the slab and kneeling in front of the machine. She didn’t see any screws or bolts, but she wasn’t sure she needed them. Remembering how Tsi’s Intellect Skin had elongated into narrow tendrils to get into the security panel of Metro’s seal, she fought to coax the white gel, the nanocyte, out of her fingertips.

      It took a few tries, but then a single thin fiber broke through her skin, wiggling in front of her like a white worm. The sight made her nauseous, but she held fast, putting it up to the machine and watching as it found a small crack into the circuitry. A moment later she had a sense of the network stretching out for kilometers all around her. The ship she was on was huge. So much bigger than she would even have guessed.

      She didn’t need to traverse the whole network. She didn’t even try to join it, not that she knew how without a terminal or keyboard. She was looking for the door control. It had to be close. What if she sent a nice jolt of energy through the wire onto the network? Could she fry the door control? And if she did, would the door open?

      There was only one way to find out. If it didn’t work, maybe the Control Mind or Khron would send someone down to investigate. Even if it were her clone she would be ready to fight her way free. At least she would have a chance.

      She pushed a short, heavy burst of energy through the nanocyte fiber and into the network. The effort burned the fiber and the tip of her finger, and she cursed. The fiber shot back into her finger an instant before she jerked her finger back. Then she smiled.

      A  portion of the wall opposite the machine slid open, revealing the corridor beyond.

      “Limit that, bitch,” she said, thinking of Khron.

      She jumped to her feet, sprinting through the doorway and down the corridor. She might be embedded deep inside the Axon starship, but at least she was free to find her way out.
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      Supernova. Prison. 04.24.2324. 2000 hours.

      “We are close,” Ksod said, pausing as they reached the end of a corridor. “There is fear in the atmosphere. Delicious fear. It has been too long. I hunger.”

      “You’ve said that already,” Joseph replied. “Multiple times. How much farther?”

      “You do not understand the hunger, Joe Cross,” Ksod said. “You do not understand the need. I am starved in ways you cannot imagine.”

      “I haven’t eaten, drank or shit in days,” Joseph said. “None of that is natural to me. This body isn’t natural to me. I think maybe I can imagine.”

      Ksod made a low hissing sound Joseph took as approving laughter. “I have never been here before. I’m not familiar with the layout. You are the Intellect. You should know.”

      “Joe, it looks like there’s a larger room up ahead. Passageways to smaller compartments branch off from it and it’s all guarded,” Keesha said. “I’m willing to assume those are prison cells.”

      Joseph looked at the schematic. Nothing on the map was labeled, but at least they had some idea what was coming. “If we’re getting that close, I would tend to agree. We’re almost there. If there are Intellects behind the doors leading into the area, they’ll show up on our sensors any second.”

      They rounded the corner, moving toward the larger room fifty meters ahead and another twenty meters down an adjacent corridor. Joseph had only taken a dozen steps when his sensors picked up the Intellects in the larger room, showing them overlaid on top of the schematic.

      “And there they are,” Keesha said. “Looks like six.”

      “Unless they’re Shards, we can handle six,” Joseph replied.

      “I will deal with the machines,” Ksod said, breaking away from them and running down the passageway. He vanished from Joseph’s sensors as he turned left at the corner, leaving only an impression of his camouflaged outline behind.

      Joseph glanced at Keesha, who shrugged. Then they both ran to the corner of the passageway, turning left in time to watch the wide hatch at the end of the corridor slide open. Six soldier Intellects waited behind it. The Intellects didn’t react to Joseph or Keesha. They didn’t react at all, not even when Ksod stepped into the room directly in front of them. He really was invisible to the machines.

      “How is that even possible?” Keesha asked over the comm. “If the Relyeh can make their soldiers undetectable by Intellects, they can win this war at their leisure.”

      “I don’t think the Relyeh can. Vyte did that to him. Natalia Duke was right. He’s a unique and valuable asset.”

      “For now,” Keesha said. “He could turn on us at any moment.”  Ksod had moved right past the machines, vanishing from view to the side of the room. “What’s he doing now?”

      “I don’t know,” Joseph replied. He started walking toward the room. The Intellects could see them coming on their sensors, and one of them cast out a green beam in the direction, trying to scan them in search of identification.

      It didn’t get the chance. Ksod grabbed its arms from behind, lifting it so that its head smashed the top of the compartment before tearing its limbs from its shoulder joints with impossible strength. He kicked the Intellect into the corridor, using its arms to beat two more until they toppled to the deck, smashed into unrecognizable scrap.

      The remaining three Intellects turned on him, but he dropped the arms and moved away, leaving them without a target. The machines stood there, tipping their heads in what looked almost like curiosity as they scanned for the whereabouts of their attacker.  Ksod suddenly appeared beside one of them, putting his metal hand on its back and firing a blast of energy through it. He vanished as the other soldiers whirled and fired, hitting the bulkhead.

      “This is entertaining,” Keesha said. “I never thought I’d be so happy to have a Relyeh on our side.”

      “We should help him,” Joseph replied.

      “Nah. It doesn’t look like he needs help.”

      “Even so.” Joseph ran toward the fight. Keesha shrugged and followed him.

      Ksod came into view between the two remaining soldiers. He noticed them coming, grabbed one of the Intellects and shoved it at them before throwing the other one to the deck and stomping on it, caving its chest in. Both Joseph and Keesha fired on their target, the twin energy beams burning through its torso and destroying its cortex..

      “That was my kill, you know,” Keesha said as it collapsed on the floor.

      “Not a chance,” Joseph replied. “My beam hit it first.”

      “Your beam came in second. There’s no argument here.”

      “Call it a draw?” Joseph offered.

      “No. Be quicker next time.” Keesha flashed her Intellect eye at him, doing her best imitation of a wink before heading toward Ksod.

      As the schematic suggested, there were five corridors branching off from the room, and while there was little decoration to the space, shelves ran up the bulkhead between two of the doors. An assortment of items rested on the shelves. Joseph recognized the combat armor and uniforms right away. “Looks like we’re in the right place.”

      “I told you, human,” Ksod said. “Mmm. I hunger.”

      “This is Grant’s,” Keesha said, lifting up his jacket.

      “And here’s Siraj’s armor,” Joseph added. “But those aren’t our people’s.” He motioned to the other uniforms on the shelves.

      “The Inahri,” Keesha replied. “They must be here too. Look.” She moved the uniforms away, revealing what looked like a deflated Advanced Intellect. The material had a few large gashes in the side, the edges of the cuts dark with dried blood. Joseph absently reached for one of the scars the Shard Intellect had left in his side. “Shoppach said Tsi was wearing something like this.”

      “We need to find all of them. Ksod, which way?”

      Ksod was already approaching one of the doors. It didn’t open for him. “Secured,” he said, making a higher-pitched hissing sound that Joseph took as amusement. He dug his metal fingers into the crevice at the latched side and pulled. Thick muscles in his back flexed. The door whined, trying to resist but ultimately failing. It snapped out of the way, shaking the frame when it hit the pocket inside the bulkhead.

      Ksod stormed through the doorway. Joseph and Keesha followed him to a door halfway down the corridor. He looked over at them, his mandibles spreading in what served as a smile as he breathed in deeply. “Delicious. I feel stronger already. The humans are inside. There are more that way.”

      “Queen, you and Ksod, go check on whoever’s behind the other door.”

      “Copy, Sarge,” Keesha replied. “Lead the way, big guy.”

      Ksod grunted and headed down the passageway. Joseph moved to the door straight ahead of him. It too was secured. He activated his holographic projection, wrapping himself in his human visage. Then he mimicked the Norg General by grabbing the door and tearing it open.

      Five pairs of eyes turned toward Joseph as he stepped over the threshold and into the white padded prison. The prisoners were sitting on the floor, leaning back against the bulkheads. They looked tired, frightened and very confused.

      “Sergeant Cross?” Siraj said, the first to react to his sudden presence. “I don’t believe it.”

      “It’s really me, Siraj. Corporal West and I are going to get you out of here. Is he okay?” Joseph asked, pointing at the Captain.

      Siraj glanced back to where Captain Grant was slumped against the bulkhead, head still down. “He will be,” she replied “We all will be...now that you’re here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            24

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Cross

          

        

      

    

    
      Supernova. Prison. 04.24.2324. 2015 hours.

      “Come on,” Joseph said. “We need to get up and get moving. I’m sure the Control Mind noticed when I broke the door open.” He reached out, helping Stevens to his feet. “Oslo, Rollins, Novitz, get up. Siraj, I’ll take care of Grant.” He knelt in front of the man. “Captain Grant, it’s Cross. Are you okay?”

      “Cross?” Grant said, looking up for the first time. He looked confused, his eyes narrowing slightly. “Are you really here? Tsi told us you were dead.”

      “I was,” Joseph replied. “It’s a long story, and it’s better to tell it once when we get somewhere safe. You need to get up, sir.”

      He held out his hand, and Grant took it. “How did you find us?”

      “Another long story, Captain,” Joseph said, pulling Grant to his feet. “All of you, I need you to see this now so you aren’t surprised later.” He turned off the projection, revealing his Intellect body.

      “Is this a trick?” Siraj said, staring angrily at him.

      “No,” Joseph replied. “My organic body died on the Forge, but not my mind. I copied myself into this Intellect body so I could rescue you. And Preslan. Do you know where she is?”

      “Preslan is here?” Siraj answered. “The last I knew, she was in a coma on Pioneer. What happened to the ship? Did the Axon destroy it?”

      “No. After they took all of you, they left Pioneer drifting. We sent her back to the Forge. With any luck the passengers are safe. We need to go. I’m sure there are Intellects headed up here right now. We have a ship. We can get you out of here.”

      “I’m ready,” Oslo said. “Lead the way, Sergeant.”

      Joseph nodded. “Captain, do you need me to carry you?”

      “No, Sergeant. I can walk. I’m just a little shaky. I’ll be fine.”

      Joseph didn’t argue, reversing course back out into the passageway. Keesha and Ksod were coming around the corner, a group of six Inahri with them. Like Pioneer’s crew, they were all dressed in simple robes.

      The Captain clapped a hand to Joseph’s shoulder, eyes wide. “What the hell?” he said, everyone behind him just as stunned as he was.

      “It’s all right, Captain. This is Ksod. He’s with us.” “Which of you is Tsi?” Joseph asked, glancing over the Inahri.

      “I am,” the Inahri at the head of the group said. “Za Shi Tsi of the Free Inahri.”

      “You were with Preslan on Pioneer,” Joseph said. “Do you know what happened to her?”

      “No. I do not. I was attacked by an Intellect I have never encountered before. I expected to find myself in the Ong. Instead, I am here.” She lifted her robe over her hip, revealing jagged scars on her thigh and the side of her abdomen. “They did the bare minimum to heal my wounds. I do not know why they bothered.” She dropped the robe back into place. “You are Sergeant Joseph?”

      “What’s left of him,” Joseph replied.

      Tsi smiled. “You keep strange allies,” she said, glancing at Ksod. “I have never encountered a Norg that did not try to kill me at first glance.”

      “We have an agreement,” Ksod said, with Keesha translating for him. “I was a prisoner here as well. Your fear is most satisfying.”

      “Sarge, I’m picking up movement at the edge of my sensors,” Keesha said. “We’re running out of time.”

      “This way,” Joseph said, leading the group back to the main compartment. “Your clothes are there, if you can dress quickly. Rank order.”

      “These belts do not come off on their own,” Tsi said. “They use them to track us, and hold us. We cannot leave the prison area with them.”

      “Queen, help the Inahri with that,” Joseph said. He went to Grant and grabbed his belt, easily snapping it off. Grant went to the shelves and took his clothes while Joseph broke the belts from the rest of Pioneer’s crew and Keesha did the same for the Inahri.

      “Such an inefficient form,” Ksod said, watching the humans disrobe.

      “It isn’t much different from yours,” Joseph countered.

      “My legs are thicker and more supportive. My back is stronger. And my teti are a distinct advantage.” His tentacles wriggled in response. “And our females are much more durable.” He motioned to Siraj. “Do her udders not get in the way during a fight?”

      Siraj was in the middle of pulling the underlayer of her combat armor over her chest. She looked over at Ksod as if she understood what he was asking.

      “No,” Joseph said. “Her breasts don’t get in the way.”

      “My Skin is still functional,” Tsi said, pulling the cowl down over her face.  “That is fortunate.”

      The rest of the group finished getting dressed just as Joseph’s sensors picked up the Intellects he had been expecting. Curiously, they approached with caution, closing from the passageway they needed to escape through.

      “We have incoming,” Joseph said. “Queen, Ksod and I will clear them. Tsi and Siraj, you’re the next line of defense if any of them get through us.”

      “As you say, Sergeant Joseph,” Tsi replied. “It is too bad they discarded my xix.”

      “At least I have my rifle,” Siraj said. “For all the good it might do against these things.”

      “Hopefully you won’t need it,” Joseph said. “We’ll be right back.”

      Joseph headed out the door with Keesha and Ksod. The Intellect soldiers were still around the corner, where they began to take defensive positions at the same time they would be picking them up on their sensors.

      “What are they doing?” Keesha asked over the comm, noticing the maneuver. “Are they afraid of us?”

      “They’re machines, they don’t know what fear is,” Joseph replied. “But they are acting strange.” He slowed down as he neared the corner. “Ksod, you go first. You can get behind them without them seeing you. We’ll draw their fire while you hit them from behind.”

      “Yes. That is my strategy as well,” Ksod replied. He activated his cloaking device, blending with his surroundings before turning the corner.

      A moment later, his cloaked form came hurtling backward and slammed into the bulkhead, denting the metal. No longer invisible, he fell to his knees, tentacles waving wildly as he looked up at Joseph and Keesha. “Run!”

      Joseph didn’t move. Run? From Intellects?  Perhaps these weren’t just Soldier or even Advanced Intellects. Something had just thrown the Norg backward like a child tossing a rag doll. That something had seen him.

      Ksod dove toward them, rolling to his feet. “Why do you stand there? I told you to run!” He practically threw Joseph ahead of him down the passageway.

      “What’s wrong?” Joseph asked.

      “You cannot stand against what is coming,” Ksod hissed.

      “There’s nowhere to run. The cells are a dead end.”

      “No,” Keesha said. “There’s a teleporter at the end of the arm. I saw the marking on the door.”

      The Intellects were on the move again, breaking their defensive positions in what was now a confident charge. Joseph, Keesha and Ksod sprinted back to the prison entrance, a barrage of energy beams slicing between them and hitting Joseph’s shields. Saraj leaned out and gave Ksod cover fire as he charged through the doorway, Keesha right behind him. Joseph was almost through the door when something grabbed him, pulling him up short and slamming him to the floor.

      “Joe!” Keesha shouted as he began to slide backward along the floor, though it appeared nothing had hold of him.

      “Get the others to the teleporter!” he shouted.

      “Joe—!” She started toward him.

      “That’s an order, Queen. Go!”

      She hesitated, still looking as if she might come after him, until Ksod grabbed her, pulling her back. The door into the prison slid closed, leaving Joseph alone with the Intellects.

      The ends of his fingers turned into sharp points, and he dug them into the floor, fighting the invisible hold with everything he had. .When it finally released him, he rolled to the side and leaped up, facing his enemy.

      But the Intellects just stood there while a slender figure moved them aside to come to the front.

      “Prezz?” Joseph said. “Is that you?”

      She stared blankly at him, as if she didn’t know him.

      “It’s me. Joseph. Prezz, whatever they did to you, I can—”

      He was cut off as the invisible force grabbed him again, pushing him to his knees and pressing him in place. Preslan was the one holding him, just like Hidalgo had said she could. No wonder Ksod had told them to run. He tried to resist the force, and for a moment he was almost able to stand. But then it intensified, gripping him tighter, refusing to let him go.

      “Prezz, you don’t have to do this,” Joseph said as she started walking toward him. “This isn’t you.” She stopped right in front of him, looking down at his face. He fought harder to move, but she held him fast. “Prezz?”

      “You are an aberration,” she said. “You will be processed, and then you will be destroyed.”

      The Intellects moved in until they surrounded him. He wanted to get up, wanted to fight back. To escape. If he could just...move!

      He pushed against the force, momentarily breaking free, lunging toward Preslan. Her telekinetic force caught him again, crushing his hands flat to the deck. Four Intellects grabbed him, one at each appendage, lifting and holding him spreadeagled between them.

      “You will find the other prisoners,” Preslan said to the other Intellects. “You will destroy them.”  Except for the four holding Joseph, the Intellects went through the door into the prison. “You will follow me,” she told the remaining four.

      “Preslan,” Joseph begged as they moved forward with him. “Please. Don’t—.”

      “We are not Preslan,” she snapped back, cutting him off. “We are Khron.”
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      Pioneer. Hangar. 04.24.2324. 2015 hours.

      “Okay, Duckling,” Niko said through his comm. “Everything is set. Prepare to open the hangar bay doors.”

      “Copy that, Zen,” Hoffman replied. “I’m beginning the sequence now.”

      Klaxons began to wail, joining flashing orange strobes in warning to anyone still in Pioneer’s primary hangar that it was time to leave the bay. They had thirty seconds to evacuate before the air was sucked from the space.

      Niko narrowed his eyes in response to the light, the helmet of his space suit filtering out the blaring sound. He glanced down, checking the maglocks on his boots again before glancing back at the lifters, loaders and other large vehicles lining the massive compartment behind him. The machines had all been unsecured from their moorings, only artificial gravity currently holding them in place.

      But not for long.

      The thirty seconds expired, a huge compressor making a heavy thunking sound as it pulled the atmosphere out of the space. Thirty seconds after that the hangar bay doors started sliding open, slowly separating from the midpoint of the bay.

      “Two minutes to release,” Niko announced, his attention fixated on the scene beyond the hangar doors. From his position he could see the inner curve of the Dyson shell above them, and the outer edge of the star below, with a portion of Obado to his right.

      “Zen, you might want to get out of the way,” Morales said over the comm. Niko looked up at the other Guardian planted to the ceiling, maglocked upside down. He held a simple remote in his hand, ready to use it.

      Niko looked back to the loaders again, finding the other Guardian planted to the ceiling, maglocked upside down. He held a simple remote in his hand, ready to use it.

      Niko hurried laterally across the hangar before turning back to the heavy equipment, hoping he wouldn’t need to do more than observe.

      Like the rest of the Guardians, his initial reaction to hearing General Washington’s plan to evacuate Pioneer was one of doubt and fear. The very idea of intentionally venting unprotected people into space seemed horrific and inhumane, and he still struggled to believe that the concept could work.

      It was his mother, of all people, who had put him somewhat at ease. She wasn’t only the Governor of Metro but also a doctor, and she had assured him that, while there was a risk some of the passengers could die, the science behind the concept was relatively sound. As long as they crossed the vacuum quickly and received whatever medical care they needed immediately upon landing in Obado’s hangar bay, the majority should survive. Even if only half of them made it, without the maneuver they were all going to die, suffocated by the intense fury of the Forge’s captured star.

      “Duckling, I’m in position,” Niko said. “We’re ready when you are.”

      “Copy, Zen,” Hoffman replied. “Mother, we’re in position.”

      “Copy,” Ensign Kaminski said. “Turning off the gravity in five, four, three, two, one. Now.”

      Maglocked to the deck, Niko didn’t feel the change in the ship’s gravity, but he saw it when the machines at the back of the hangar slowly began to rise from the floor.

      “Prepare to trigger detonation,” Hoffman said. “Five, four, three, two, one. Now.”

      “Booyah!” Morales said, triggering the remote in his hand. A series of controlled explosions fired at the backs of the heavy equipment, pushing them forward toward the open hangar doors. According to Ito’s calculations, the momentum would pull them into space where the star’s gravity would catch and drag them into its fiery corona.

      Niko and Morales were in charge of redirecting any of the machines that didn’t, for whatever reason, follow their prescribed paths. Not that he could affect the direction of the machinery on his own. For that he was equipped with a jetpack and a heavy assault rifle with a bottom slung grenade launcher. All he had to do was hit the right part of the target to stick the grenade and then trigger the detonation to push it in the direction it needed to go. It was a low-tech solution considering the problem and held inherent risks of its own, but time wasn’t on their side to do anything else.

      Fortunately the equipment floated across the hangar as expected, remaining on a nearly fixed line toward the opening into space. Ito and Charles’ math was good, the shape and placement of the charges perfect.

      Almost perfect.

      One of the crane-like lifters rotated slightly, accelerating faster than the rest of the equipment. It was advancing on a big-wheeled loader, the rotation threatening to bring the top of the crane into the raised truck cab.

      “Fatcat, do you see the lifter?” he asked, releasing his maglocks and triggering his jets. He began to rise, getting a better vantage point of the situation.

      “Copy, I see it,” Morales replied. “I think they’ll clear before they collide.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No. If they hit, they might need an extra push out.”

      “Why don’t we try to slow down the lifter?”

      “Too slow and it’ll back the whole thing up. Besides, how do you slow it down with a grenade? We can’t make precise alterations here. Duckling, someone’s math was a little off.”

      “Just be ready to knock it outside,” Hoffman replied.

      “Copy.”

      Morales ran along the ceiling of the hangar while Niko pushed himself sideways with his jets, moving closer to the exit. The first vehicles were already floating out of the hangar, the twisting lifter drawing near. Niko rolled sideways, leveling parallel to the hangar floor before pulling his rifle. His feet hit the bulkhead next to the opening and he locked them in, knees flexing while he took a bead on where he guessed the impact point would be.

      “Fatcat, if I detonate between them I can give them a shove. But you might need to hit the back of the lifter to speed it up again.”

      “Copy, Zen. Stay cool. Let this play out.”

      Niko watched the movement of the heavy machinery, dancing out of the hangar and into space in a slow ballet. The lifter was still gaining on the loader as the front of the latter piece of equipment began to clear the open doors. His aim still on the impact point, he became increasingly confident they were going to hit.

      “Fatcat, I’m going to fire,” he said calmly, adjusting the round to detonate by distance instead of a remote trigger. “Get ready.”

      “I’m in position,” Morales replied.

      Niko kept the surfaces of the two machines in his sights, watching them draw closer and closer. Certain they would strike, he fired. The grenade thunked out of the launcher with a slight curve, With nothing to stop its momentum it kept going until it reached the programmed distance. It exploded at the corner of the loader, pushing the tail down slightly as smaller bits of shrapnel spun away. The lifter’s arm swept past the back of the loader, missing it by less than half a meter.

      “Nice shot!” Morales said.

      Niko pulled the rifle away to watch the change in the loader’s vector. The bottom dropped slowly, but it still had enough clearance above the hangar deck to reach space. The bigger concern was the debris spinning off in his direction.

      “Shit,” Niko snapped, demagnetizing his boots and pushing off the bulkhead. He dropped his rifle, grabbing the pack controls and firing a heavy jet burst to push himself out of the area. Bits of shrapnel passed just below his feet, embedding themselves in the bulkhead a moment later. “Too close.” He turned himself back toward the open door just in time to watch the last loader float out of the hangar.

      “Duckling, hangar bay is clear,” Morales announced.

      “Nice work, Guardians,” Hoffman replied. “Closing the hangar doors now. Mother, we’re ready for repositioning burn.”

      “Copy, Duckling,” Kaminski said. “Dialing up the gravity. Burn in thirty. I’ll inform General Washington.”

      “Copy. Fatcat, Zen, start pulling in the passengers as soon as the hangar status lights go solid green.”

      “Copy, Duckling,” Niko replied. He began floating back to the deck as the artificial gravity increased. The smaller bits of debris that hadn’t cleared the area dropped with him. “Fatcat, we need to clean this up before we can send the passengers out.”

      “Copy, Zen. Hey Duckling, I don’t suppose you have a broom?”
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      Supernova. Passageway. 04.24.2324. 2015 hours.

      Preslan stopped at the intersection, studying the bland walls and solid metal floor, trying to determine if she had been through this area already or if this was just another in a seemingly endless array of identical passages. Still uncertain, she moved into the center of the intersection, spinning slowly. She identified the layout of each branch, matching it up to the others she had already memorized. Either this section of the compound was new to her or she had returned close enough to where she had started that this area predated her commitment of the placement to memory.

      Regardless, she had spent nearly twenty minutes running through this place and still had no idea where she was actually going or how she was going to escape. The only thing she knew for sure was that she didn’t want to be captured again. She would do anything in her power to prevent that.

      Which was surprisingly more than she ever thought she would be able to do.

      The paralyzation that had occurred when she overused the telekinetic power her hybrid body was producing didn’t have a purely deleterious effect on her. In fact, as she had started running she quickly realized the immobility had served a purpose. While she was trapped, static on the bed, the nanocyte gel had evolved, rebuilding itself and her so that if she needed to use that much force again, her system would be able to handle it. Like building almost any other muscle, exercising to the point of failure made her stronger than before.

      On one hand, she hoped she would get the chance to show Khron how much stronger she was. On the other, she didn’t want to risk the same thing happening again because she still wasn’t mentally strong enough to defeat the Axon Seer. At the same time, she couldn’t help wondering how the technological science behind her telekinetic ability functioned, and how it worked against the nature of the universe as humankind understood it.

      She nearly laughed at herself over the thought. Here she was, trapped wherever here was—an enemy planet, station or starship—located who-knew-how-far from the rest of humankind. She had no idea how to get back to them, and here she was, geeking out over the science. She wasn’t sure whether it was a good sign or if she was losing it.

      She took the passage ahead, continuing to memorize direction changes. As before, the effort didn’t take her far, leaving her at another left turn down another corridor. Whoever had designed this place seemed to loathe straight lines. The place was like a maze, and maybe that was the goal. Was this all just part of the Axon’s grand experiment? What if Khron had expected or even wanted her to escape and had put her in this place to watch her try to find her way out, like a rat searching for a chunk of cheese.

      After hurrying away from the apartment Khron had placed her in, she hadn’t seen any sign of Khron’s Intellects. Were they uninterested in stopping her? Or were they busy with something else?

      She followed the passage to another t-junction, turning right and heading down to the next intersection. She examined it like before, scowling when she realized she had already gone through a corridor just like it. Had she made a circle, or was this just a duplicate layout? Maybe Khron didn’t care if she escaped because there wasn’t any real way out of here. What if the maze had no exit at all?

      She slumped against the bulkhead, needing a moment to calm herself. She wasn’t going to find a way out by getting overly emotional. In a situation like this, logic was much more helpful.

      She entered the center of the intersection again, looking down each of the passageways, not only counting doors and estimating distance, but searching for any unique signs. Scratches. Dents. Scuffs. Dirt. Anything.

      Preslan Juno. I’m glad I finally found you.

      The woman’s voice was soft in her head, and for a moment Preslan thought she had created it in her own mind, a figment of her imagination to help deal with the loneliness.

      Until she spoke again.

      Preslan. Can you hear me?

      Who are you? Preslan replied.

      A friend of Joseph’s. My name is Natalia Duke.

      Natalia Duke? You’re related to the Sheriff?

      I’m his wife. Or I was.

      Wife? I thought you were dead, Preslan said. Is this some kind of trick? Am I going crazy?

      As far as Hayden’s concerned, I am dead. But this isn’t a trick. My consciousness is in the Relyeh Collective. I found you there. I don’t completely understand it myself. You seem to be operating a Q-net node.

      Q-net? A Quantum Network?

      Yes. It’s a mechanical interface to the Hunger’s organic network. To their Collective. You shouldn’t be on it, but here you are.

      I’m part Intellect. My body is filled with nanocytes.

      That wouldn’t do it. Not on its own. You would need to know about the Q-net to create a node and there’s no way you could have been exposed.

      Natalia, I don’t know the answer any more than you do. I’m still not sure you’re real. Right now, I’m not sure about anything except that I need to get back to my people. If you can help me do that, I’m listening. Otherwise—

      Joseph needs your help, Natalia said. He’s close to you. And he’s in trouble.

      “He’s alive?” Preslan said out loud, her hands clenching into fists. He’s here? How do I find him? Excited, hopeful, she struggled to contain her emotions. This whole time she had thought he was gone, and he was here?

      I don’t know where he is or how to find him.

      What do you mean you don’t know? If he’s here, I have to find him. How can you not know?

      I tried to reach him, but I can’t get through. It’s like something or someone is blocking him. That’s why I came to you. He told me he was here looking for you.

      Preslan felt tears forming in her eyes. Joseph was alive! And he had come to help her. But now she needed to help him. It must be Khron. The Axon who’s running this place. Does she know about the Q-net?

      I have reason to believe she does. I sent Joseph to free one of Khron’s prisoners who also has a Q-net node. Natalia’s voice shifted in her mind, becoming more concerned. Preslan you need to move. They’re coming. I’ve stayed here too long. I have to go.

      Who’s coming? Preslan asked, but Natalia didn’t reply. Natalia? Are you there?

      She wasn’t. She had left as quickly and quietly as she had arrived.

      “Damn it!” Preslan snapped, suddenly more desperate than ever to find her way out of this maze.

      She looked down the passageway, eyes narrowing when a familiar figure appeared at the end of the corridor. “You again?” she said, looking at her clone. Her lips spread in an angry smile. She was glad to have something to direct her anger toward. “Where’s Joseph?”

      A second clone came from a connecting passageway, identical to the first. Seeing that Khron had made more than one copy of her made Preslan even more angry.

      “Where is Joseph!?” she shouted.

      The two clones advanced toward her, walking side-by-side in perfect synchronization. Their expressions were flat, their eyes empty—more machine than human or Relyeh.

      “You will come with us,” one of them said.

      “Not a chance in hell,” Preslan replied, face red with anger. She brought it into her mind, the pressure of it nearly overwhelming her. She felt the same from the clones as they sought to counter her attack. “Where is Joseph!” she shouted, expelling the energy toward the clone on the left.

      The assault broke through the clone’s defenses, hitting her and breaking her neck without resistance. White gel poured from her eyes, nose and mouth. She toppled to the floor, landing on her stomach with her head twisted around to face upward.

      Preslan turned to the other clone, still fuming. She was slightly dizzy from the telekinetic blast, but she could still move. “Tell me where he is,” she said, walking toward the remaining copy of herself. “Right now!”

      “You will come with us,” the clone repeated, trying to press the attack. Preslan felt the force against her mind, but her anger was intense, her defenses strong.

      “If this is the best you can do, Khron needs to start over,” Preslan said, still advancing on the clone. She pushed back against the assault, careful not to go too far this time. She needed this one alive. “Tell me where he is.”

      The clone began to buckle against the pressure, white lines of sweat dripping like milk from her brow. She pushed back harder, causing Preslan to stop moving in order to concentrate on the silent, mental fight.

      They stared one another down, eyes narrowing as the pressure between them increased. Preslan knew she could overpower the clone and break her neck just like she had the other one, but she needed information and killing the clone wouldn’t achieve that goal.

      What about the Q-net? Somehow she had a node. And Natalia had known the clones were on the way. Were they part of the network too? Preslan knew how the moiety worked, but Joseph had always facilitated their silent, secondary conversations. What would it take for her to directly interact with her duplicate?

      Stop fighting me, she said, imagining herself sitting at the rustic wood table inside William’s cabin.

      The clone didn’t reply, but she did flinch, her concentration lapsing. Preslan’s twin had heard her.

      Did Khron do this to us, or did I? she pressed. The Axon had copied her. Did she have the makings of the node before the copy or had Khron given the node to her while she was unconscious like Natalia had suggested?

      Answer me!

      She pushed harder, the clone’s defenses beginning to crack. The copy didn’t expect Preslan to be able to get into her mind another way. We…we do not know. How...how are you doing this?

      Preslan took a step forward, regaining command of the fight, her questions distracting the clone. What do you know about the Q-net?

      We do not know what you mean, the clone replied. You...you are doing this to us.

      Why do you keep saying we? There’s only one of you.

      The clone’s mental voice changed suddenly, becoming deeper, slower. More sinister.

      And all too familiar.

      There are many of me. So many of me. She made a mistake Preslan Juno. A terrible mistake for you. A wonderful mistake for me.

      Iagorth.

      Preslan stumbled back a step, nearly losing control of her mind. She restored her defenses just in time to prevent the clone from breaking through. How are you here? We beat you. You’re supposed to be gone.

      Part of me has always been inside you, Preslan Juno. Your moiety is dead, but theirs are alive. By copying you, Khron copied me. Even better, because she added a link to the Q-net. I had thought it was destroyed, but the Seer has been playing with things she doesn’t understand. She isn’t nearly as intelligent as she thinks she is.

      What do you know about the Q-net? Preslan asked.

      Everything. I helped create it. A tool to destroy Shub-nigu. It would have worked if Vyte hadn’t made it personal. That was then, this is now. And I am nothing if not patient. My time has come sooner than I expected.

      We stopped you twice already. We’ll do it again.

      I didn’t have so many of you before, Preslan Juno. I didn’t have Khron. She has no idea what she’s unleashed. First Joseph Cross will die, and then so will the rest of your kind.

      Preslan’s anger came flooding back even stronger than before. She didn’t care about getting answers now. She just wanted Iagorth gone.

      You can’t get rid of me. Not now. It’s too late. I’m back, and stronger than ev—

      Preslan screamed, throwing her psionic power into the clone. It wasn’t only her neck that broke, it was her entire body, twisting and contorting as it collapsed to the deck, withering in on itself like a piece of aluminum foil. White gel flowed from it, quickly creating a pool around the clone, the damage too massive to heal.

      There are more of me, Preslan Juno. We’ll be waiting for you.

      She felt Iagorth’s presence fade from her mind as she collapsed to her knees. She dropped her head into her hands. She couldn’t believe Khron’s cloning had duplicated her moiety, giving the Relyeh Ancient a path back to Axon space and into her mind.

      She lifted her face, remembering Joseph. She didn’t have time for self-pity. She needed to find him. He could help her deal with Iagorth. They had succeeded together before. But she still had no idea where he was.

      Or did she?

      She looked over at the first clone, wondering why it hadn’t regenerated. The broken neck was grotesque, but it probably should have been survivable. She approached her twin, lifting her and turning her over so that both her head and body faced in the same direction. Then she watched as the white gel seemed to come back to life, the neck shifting and cracking until it was straight again. The clone’s eyes regained a semblance of life, shifting to look up at Preslan.

      “Not so fast,” Preslan said, grabbing the clone at the back of her neck.. A nanocyte tendril broke through the skin in the palm of her hand, digging into the clone’s flesh, through its skull to its brain. She had seen the images on Doctor Rose’s monitors enough times to know where she would find the moiety. Even if she did damage the clone’s brain, it would heal. The moiety on the other hand…

      Khron might have inadvertently copied the moiety, but it was still a foreign body. A parasite of sorts. The nanocytes shouldn’t know how to put it back together.

      She stabbed the tendril into the area where she believed the moiety to be, and wrapped around it for good measure. The clone fell limp in her grasp, recovering quickly when she removed the tendril.

      “Where did your sisters take Joseph Cross?” she asked.

      The clone refused to speak.

      “If you won’t give me the information, I’ll take it from you.”

      She still refused to speak, firmly under Khron’s control.

      “Okay,” Preslan said. “The hard way then.”

      She planted her hand over the clone’s chest, multiple lines of nanocytes breaking Preslan’s skin and sinking into the duplicate until it connected to its cortex. The clone tried to fight back, but Preslan was stronger. She overpowered it without much effort, making a direct connection to its central data store. The clone’s cortex was nearly empty, but it did contain a complete map of the starship they were apparently on as well as a stored history of its movements. There was no indication the clone had ever encountered Joseph, but maybe if she followed its route backward she would find him.

      She looked down at the clone. It seemed so weak and pathetic now, on the ground with its head in her hand. It didn’t try to fight her. It knew it couldn’t win, and it was still human enough to understand that sense of defeat. Maybe Iagorth was right about that, at least. Maybe Khron wasn’t as smart as she thought she was. In her eagerness to reclaim the Forge, she had made the clones without removing Preslan’s human flaws. Her anger faded, compassion taking its place. She didn’t want to destroy the clone. She preferred to walk away. But it just wasn’t possible. There was too much at stake.

      “I’m sorry,” she said as she sent a burst of energy through the tendrils and into its cortex. The flow shattered the crystalline structure, breaking it beyond repair. The clone’s eyes froze in place, and Preslan lowered it back to the floor, withdrawing the nanocytes and getting to her feet.

      Joseph, I don’t know if you can hear me, but hang in there. I’m coming.
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      Forge. Control Mind Simulation. 04.24.2324. 2015 hours.

      “Where are we?” Keesha asked, looking around at the simulated environment.

      “Max left this in the Control Mind,” Joseph said. “It’s sandboxed from the main simulation, tucked behind the systems that manage waste recycling. It’s as far from obvious as we can get, though I wasn’t quite expecting this. I feel like I’m on a movie set.”

      He joined Keesha in surveying the landscape. The simulation had the appearance of an Old West town. They were standing in the middle of a long main street lined with tightly packed and weathered wooden buildings. A general store sat directly in front of them, a bank behind. Further up the street, Joseph noticed a saloon with what appeared to be  a brothel upstairs. Several scantily clad women lounged in chairs on the balcony. Some hung over the railing, waving and displaying their wares to passing cowboys. A Sheriff’s Office sat directly across the street.

      Sheriff Duke sat outside the entrance to the office, his chair leaned back against the wall, hands folded over his stomach. He glanced over at Joseph, and the two locked eyes before he  tipped his chair forward onto its front legs and stood up. He headed toward them.

      More people began to appear all around them, bringing the simulation to life as they hurried from one shop to another, stood on porches and chatted, laughed and shouted and carried on as though they were real. Horse-drawn carriages rumbled down the street, Joseph and Keesha stepping aside to allow a large wagon loaded with wooden boxes to pass.

      “You look good as a cowboy,” Keesha said, pointing at Joseph’s clothes.

      He glanced down, noticing the black shirt and vest, the black pants and boots and the gun belt slung low on his hips, a holster tied to his thigh. He raised one eyebrow at Keesha’s bloomers and low cut chemise, corseted to accentuate her cleavage.

      “So do you,” he said, his attention returning to the Sheriff as he neared.

      “Howdy,” Sheriff Duke said. “Name’s Duke. Hayden Duke. Town Sheriff. You two are new here, aren’t you?”

      “You could say that,” Joseph replied. “I’m Joe. This is Keesha.”

      “Pleasure to meet you both. I have to say, visitors dropping by unannounced at this time of the day makes me wonder. Are you here to cause trouble or escape from it?”

      “Escape from it,” Joseph said. “We’re looking for somewhere to lie low for a while.”

      “Pozz,” the Sheriff said. “Well then you came to the right place, Joe. I don’t take kindly to trouble in my town though. Not kindly at all.” He paused before motioning to the saloon across from the Sheriff’s Officer. “That there is the Pilgrim’s Rest. It’s the finest saloon and hotel within a thousand light years. The proprietor, Max, is a good friend of mine. If you need a place to stay, he’ll set you up.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff Duke,” Joseph said. “We appreciate your hospitality.”

      “It’s no problem at all. If you need me I’ll be right over there…” He pointed to his office., “...keeping an eye on things. Any trouble comes your way, I’ll be the first to know.”

      “Thanks again,” Keesha said.

      Sheriff Duke tipped his hat. “Ma’am,” he said. Then he headed back down the street to the Sheriff’s Office, regaining his position in his chair. He leaned back and rested his feet on the porch bannister, pulling his hat down over his face.

      “How is he going to watch out for us if he’s sleeping?” Keesha asked.

      “None of this is real, Keesh. Max scripted this part of the simulation. He built this place as a safehouse.”

      “How come you knew about it and I didn’t?”

      “I didn’t even know I knew it until we needed a place to hide. He must have inserted the knowledge of this place into my memory when he uploaded my consciousness into the Control Mind.”

      “He’s a tricky bastard, isn’t he?”

      “Yeah, a good thing he is,” Joseph said. “Come on. We have a lot to do before Khron finds us.”

      “Are you sure she’ll show up? I thought this was a safehouse.”

      “It is, but we’re inside a closed system. We can’t escape. The best we can do is gain some time, which is what we need the most right now. Khron will find us sooner or later, and when she does, we need to be ready.”

      “So why are we still standing in the middle of the street?”

      Joseph smiled, leading Keesha down the street to the saloon, pushing through the swinging doors into the common area. Nearly two dozen tables were arranged in the space, half of them occupied by men and women who were eating, drinking, talking and playing cards. A piano rested in the back corner next to the bar, a man in a top hat playing saloon style covers of music Joseph had grown up listening to. A woman dressed as scantily as Keesha sat on the bench beside him but facing the other way, her fingers dancing playfully up and down his thigh.

      Nobody paid any attention to them as they crossed the room to the bar, where a barkeep rubbed down beer glasses with a rag before placing them on the shelf behind him.

      “Are you Max?” Joseph asked the man. He was small and thin, wearing a pair of wire-framed glasses and sporting a thin moustache.

      “Hahaha. Hahaha. Pozz. I am Max,” he replied, wiping his damp hands on his white apron. “How may I assist you?”

      “Sheriff Duke told us to talk to you about keeping a low profile,” Joseph said. “We’re in a bit of trouble.”

      “Confirmation. Understanding. Do you require an upgrade?”

      “Yes,” Joseph said. “Definitely.”

      “Haha. Hahaha. Let me show you to your table.”

      Max moved around the bar, waving them toward an empty table in a recessed corner near the piano. The instrument and the stairs leading up to the brothel partially obscured them from view. As Joseph sat, he saw that the back of the piano was a large display, and the table itself had controls like Pioneer’s holotable.

      “Augmentation,” Max said, reaching into the pockets of his apron and removing two pairs of wire-framed glasses similar to his. “Observation.”

      Joseph took the glasses, handing one pair to Keesha before putting his own on. He was immediately able to monitor the rest of the Control Mind as if he were still on the bridge. “You thought of everything, didn’t you, Max?”

      “Confirmation. I am crazy smart. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      “At least one of those descriptives is accurate,” Keesha quipped.

      “Libation. I will fetch you some beer.” Max walked away from the table, quickly returning with two large mugs and slapping them down on the table, spilling the heads slightly as he did. “Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      Joseph took a sip of the beer, checking on Khron’s progress. The Axon was looking for them, but had a lot of processes to get through before she might be able to pinpoint their location in the network. Even then, this separate simulation was encrypted, and it would take additional time for her to break into it.

      He looked at the display, which turned on at his glance, as did the holotable. The tactical projection showed the Axon fleet bearing down on the Forge, a group of smaller vessels breaking away from the Novas.

      “We got back online just in time,” Keesha said. “Here they come.”

      “Yep. Let’s get to work.”
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      Supernova. Passageway. 04.24.2324. 2030 hours.

      “We’ve got Intellects coming up on our six,” Keesha said. “Pick up the pace, people.”

      The crew of Pioneer was lagging behind the Inahri, struggling to keep up with the warriors and falling further back with each step. They were getting close to the transfer unit, but even once they reached it they would need to make multiple trips to get everyone through. Keesha wanted Grant and the others to go first, trusting the Inahri to better handle the Intellects if they caught up.

      When they caught up.

      There was no doubt in her mind they would, not when she could see how quickly they were gaining. They would reach the corner in a few more seconds with a clear line of fire to start picking them off.

      “We’re not going to make it!” she said, trying to scare them into running faster. But looking at them, it didn’t seem like they could handle a faster pace. Oslo was an engineer. He probably hadn’t run like this in his entire life. And Grant had been through something that had left him drained and weak.

      “I will slow them down,” Ksod said, coming to a stop and turning back. “Do not leave without me. We have a bargain.”

      “And I’ll keep it,” Keesha replied. “Scouts honor.”

      “I do not know what that means, but I will accept it,” Ksod replied, charging back the way they had just come. Then Tsi broke away from the Inahri, joining him in the defense.

      “Guardian Keesha, I never imagined I would say this, but I will assist the Norg. Get the others to safety. We will be along soon.”

      “Copy that,” Keesha said. She wanted to stop and fight too, but someone had to lead the rescued crew to Fang, and someone had to pilot the ship out of here. “Good hunting.” She slowed to let the others pass, waving them on. “Come on! Let’s go!” she cried. “Come on!”

      The rest of the group took the lead. Keesha looked back in time to see Ksod cloak himself, while Tsi stopped near the corner, setting her posture for a fight. The soldier Intellects reached the Inahri warrior, who immediately went into a flurry of enhanced-strength punches and kicks that sent the Intellects rebounding off the bulkheads. Ksod joined her there, crushing the Intellects in his powerful hands, kicking and stomping them like a raging bull.

      She didn’t wait to see more. She sprinted along after the others, who were already reaching the teleporter room. She joined them there, hurrying to the pedestal and setting the coordinates back to the first unit they had used, which would bring them to the same deck as the hangar. She kept an eye on the etched platform the entire time, just waiting for someone or something to come through it ahead of their escape.

      “Everyone! Hurry! Get on the platform. Siraj, keep the Inarhi safe until I get my people through.”

      “Copy,” Siraj said, hefting her rifle. “I’ll do my best.”

      The crew of Pioneer hurried onto the transfer unit, a flash of light transporting them across the massive starship. The Inahri didn’t waste any time rushing onto the platform after them, already familiar with the technology. Keesha reset the system and went to join them, noticing as she did that her sensors were clear. Ksod and Tsi had taken care of their tail.

      “Tsi, do you copy?” Keesha said. “I set the coordinates into the unit. We’re headed through now.”

      “Copy, Prime Keesha,” Tsi replied. “We…standby.” Tsi was silent for a moment. “This is strange. I…” Another moment of silence. “Prime Keesha, we will catch up with you.”

      “What? Where are you going?”

      “Prime Keesha,” Hroi said. “We need to go. We cannot leave the Earthers alone for long.”

      Keesah growled softly, setting the transfer and rushing onto the platform. The light blinded her momentarily, and when she emerged on the other side she was out of comm range with the Inahri Colonel. She had no idea why Tsi had decided to lag behind, but she had to trust the woman knew what she was doing.

      She checked her sensors, noting a few Intellects in the path between them and Fang. Had the enemy noticed their ship parked among the other vessels? Or was Khron still ignoring it, waiting to see if the humans could find a way to escape.

      “We have to get through a few Intellects to make it to the ship,” Keesha said. “I’ll take point with Siraj. The rest of you hang back.”

      “We can fight,” Hroi said. “We don’t need armor to face our enemy.”

      “And I don’t need one of our best engineers dying when I can handle it,” Keesha replied. “Hang back.”

      “As you say,” Hroi reluctantly agreed.

      “Siraj, I’ll hit them first. If any of them get past me, try to slow them down.”

      “Copy.”

      Keesha ran forward, Siraj close behind. The others kept moving too, albeit at a much slower pace. Keesha continued watching her sensors, knowing the enemy knew where she was. She cut through a series of short junctions, the Intellects spreading out as the two sides closed on each other, creating lanes of fire.

      Activating her shields ahead of time, Keesha came to the next intersection, moving to the center and pivoting to face the Intellects, who were already firing on her. Their energy beams flashed against her energy field, unable to pierce it for the moment. She raised her hands and returned fire, sending beams of energy out from her palms and into the thick of the soldier Intellects. They didn’t have shields, each beam going right through its target.

      It was over within seconds, the eight soldiers strewn across the passageway. Keesha’s shields were diminished, but she was unharmed.

      “Clear,” she said, noticing her sensors were blank save for a single human, running back the way they had come. “Siraj?” she said over the comm.

      She disappeared from her sensors without responding.

      What the hell? Keesha spun around, looking back the way she had come. Siraj was gone. Retracing her steps, she turned at the second intersection, finding Siraj slumped against the bulkhead. Her armor was crushed around her, neck twisted at an awkward angle.

      Her rifle was gone.

      “Shit,” Keesha cursed, confused by the situation. The rest of the crew and the Inahri were missing. Taken again? Dead? Whatever had attacked them, it wasn’t on her sensors anywhere. Ksod? She didn’t think he would turn on them. Relyeh or not, he wanted to get off this ship as much as they did.

      Siraj had been the only one of the crew and Inhari with a comm. The only chance she had to find them was to retrace her steps. Heading back the way she had come, her mind drifted toward Joseph. It was true the version here was just another copy, easily replaceable in the grand scheme of things, just like she was. But she couldn’t help worrying about him, especially since she didn’t know where he had gone either. She knew he could take care of himself. The others were her charges, unarmed and unarmored, and she had lost them. Damn it.

      She reached the door to the transfer unit. There was still no sign of the others. If the enemy had caught up to them, it was possible, maybe even likely,  they had been taken back through the teleporter.

      She entered the room, checking the last coordinates. The unit was pointing back to the source, and it had been used only a minute earlier. She had her answer.

      Activating the platform, she stepped on, the now-familiar flash of light carrying her back to the prison. She was still partially blinded by it when something grabbed her, lifting her from the platform and throwing her roughly into the wall. Gunfire followed immediately afterward, her shields flashing as her vision cleared.

      She could hardly believe what she saw. The area around the platform was littered with bodies, bloody and broken, some of them torn apart by bullets, others broken as if something had snapped them in half. Oslo was the closest, his dead eyes staring at her, as if blaming her for her failure.

      She got to her feet, catching sight of Novitz to her right, Hroi a meter away, the other Inahri a little further back. Bullets still pounded her shields, and she found the shooter near the unit’s control pedestal.

      “Rollins? What the hell are you doing?”

      An invisible hand grabbed her again, shoving her hard against the wall. Her shields complained, the earlier hits from the Intellects having weakened them, leaving her vulnerable. She didn’t understand what was happening. Why were they all dead? How? She couldn’t think straight. All she saw were her shields flaring. All she heard were the bullets.

      The shooting stopped as Rollins’ magazine emptied. Keesha tried to move, to defend herself. She couldn’t. She was fixed in place. Held tight even though she couldn’t see a thing. The only person she knew who could do something like that was Preslan, but she wasn’t here.

      She struggled to turn her head, able to spot two more crew members at the edge of her vision. Engineer Stevens and Captain Grant. It was Grant whose head was slightly down, brow sweaty as if the effort of holding her was taking a toll on him. It was Grant who made her realize that nothing was what it seemed. These three weren’t part of the crew. They had replaced the crew, taken them by surprise and killed them all.

      And now they were going to destroy her too.

      “You need me,” she said. “I’m the only one who can fly us out of here.”

      “We have Cross,” Grant replied. “We have Preslan. We do not need to get out of here.”

      Rollins finished reloading. He moved in closer, pointing the rifle at Keesha’s cortex from nearly point-blank range.

      Keesha fought against the hold on her feet, managing to break free and lunge forward. She slammed her fist into Rollins, sending him down backward, the back of his head slamming into  the floor. Grant grabbed hold of her again,  while the other clone shook off her attack and rose to his feet. He picked up his rifle and again began shooting.

      Her systems shouted warnings at her, the alarms increasing in severity as her shields began to fail in earnest. Rollins had to change to a third magazine, but it didn’t matter. Keesha couldn’t move. All she could do was stand there and watch them kill her.

      As her shields bled away, her last thought was of Joseph. This was the end of this version of herself, but it wasn’t the ultimate end. At least, she hoped it wouldn’t be.

      Her vision went first, her systems losing integrity one by one. Her sensors went next and then the power supply to the rest of her Intellect body, leaving Grant’s grip the only thing holding her upright.

      “Joe, I don’t know if you can hear me,” she said through the comm. “I hope you’re okay. I just need you to know I love you, and I’ll see you back at the Forge.”

      Then a final round punched through her cortex and ended her.
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      Supernova. Cloning. 04.24.2324. 2030 hours.

      Preslan emerged from the transfer unit ready to fight. She leaped off the platform and landed near the control pedestal, fists raised. She had no trouble holding onto her telekinetic strength. Her emotions were running as high and as hot as they ever had. It was enough that Joseph was here and in trouble. Adding Khron and Iagorth to the mix sent her anger and desperation, shooting her determination up another level.

      The immediate area was clear, the transfer room empty. Preslan crossed the floor to the doorway. When it didn’t open at her approach, she grabbed it with her mind, pulling against its moorings until it groaned and slid away.

      Exiting into the passageway, she continued following the clone’s reverse path through the Supernova, across a long corridor, down a second passage and into a third. A hatch waited at the end, only special because it had a pair of Intellects standing guard in front of it. They reacted immediately to her presence, green light framing her as they prepared to fire.

      She didn’t break stride, taking them both in her mental grip and crushing them against one another, metal grinding on metal before they slumped to the floor. She slid them out of her path before yanking the hatch open.

      Stepping through it, Preslan cast her gaze across the compartment. It was large, with close to thirty huge machines spaced across it, along with the wiring and piping needed to connect them to the ship’s main systems. The connections were arranged along the floor, indicating that some of the machines had been hastily added to the room rather than the compartment having been designed to house them. Examining the nearest machine, Preslan noted an arched pole covered in hundreds of small nozzles. It was mounted to a pair of posts with slots that allowed a high degree of vertical articulation and over a long metal slab nearly as tall as her head. The size made it hard for her to see the top of the machine, but an askew glance suggested it was bare and the lack of movement of the arch backed that up.

      She knew a three-dimensional printer when she saw one. But what did it make?

      Overhead walkways offered a better vantage point to monitor production, but as curious as she was about the printers, she didn’t have time to find a hidey hole in the walkway structure just to wait and see the machines in production. The sooner she found Joseph, the better chance they would have to get the hell out of here.

      Spotting another hatch at the far end of the room, Preslan reached it without incident. It slid open ahead of her, revealing a junction with passageways extending to her left and right. To the left, the passageway curved into an incline, apparently leading to the overhead observation structures she had seen from below. In the other direction, the corridor rounded a corner about ten meters ahead but appeared to remain flat.

      She wasn’t sure which way to go, and she didn’t want to spend any time thinking about it. Despite not wanting to linger in the overhead, instinct still pulled her to the left. She ran up the spiraling incline until she emerged into another passageway with a door in front of her and another on her right. Neither one of them opened automatically so she reached out with her mind and tore them both open at once.

      The first thing she noticed from the door on her left was the smell, and she instinctively clapped her hand over her nose and mouth to help mute it. Looking into the compartment, she nearly cried out at the scene, her stomach churning when she not only laid eyes on the corpses but also identified them.

      “No,” she said in a horrified whisper. “No, no, no.” She removed her hand from her face, forcing herself into the room. The bodies were piled on top of one another, carelessly discarded. Tears rolled down Preslan’s cheeks as she knelt in front of Captain Grant, dumped on top of Stevens and Rollins. His eyes were open, wide in fear and pain. There was no obvious sign of damage. No burn marks or bullet wounds. No blood. “Captain,” she said. “Did Khron do this?”

      She wiped away her tears, her anger building all the more. She needed to keep moving, but she also needed to know what had happened. Looking more closely at them, she noticed they all had marks on the tops of their heads as if a large vise had grabbed onto them and then punctured their skulls. She absently reached up to her own head, running her fingers over her scalp and freezing when she identified similar marks.

      What had Khron done to her while she was unaware? Why had the Axon Seer allowed her to live but not the others? And where were Siraj, Oslo and the rest of the Inahri?

      Where the hell was Joseph?

      Not here, at least.

      She felt a sense of relief at that as she rose to full height and backed out of the room. She turned to the other open door, looking inside to find a device that reminded her of the Research Module’s brain scanner. It was positioned in the center of the small compartment, with another hatch on the other side of it. Entering the room, she recognized the clawlike extension on the machine from the marks on her head and on Grant’s. They had all been hooked up to this machine. Knowing that, she could imagine what it might be used for.

      Khron was printing clones.

      The Axon Seer hadn’t cloned her according to her human understanding of the process. Her copies hadn’t been grown from single cells to full organisms. Instead, they had been printed out the same way Metro Engineering printed replacement parts for broken elevators.

      The idea sent a chill down her spine because it made so much more sense now. DNA cloning wouldn’t have regrown her moiety. It wasn’t a natural part of her. But making a nearly-exact copy had. Did Khron have any idea what she had inadvertently done? What did it mean that Khron had also used the machine to copy Pioneer’s bridge crew?

      Preslan went through the door on the other side, exiting onto the landing leading to the walkways above the printers, immediately identifying completed human bodies lying naked on top of four of the slabs. She wasn’t that surprised to see that she was one of them. She recognized Joseph right away too, slightly embarrassed by his undressed state. The third body was also familiar, though it took her a moment to place it from her memories. Sheriff Duke. The fourth was unknown to her despite her best efforts to identify it. A woman with dark hair and a kind face.

      The printing was complete, but the bodies had yet to be activated. Preslan guessed they needed something else to wake them up. Additional programming.  A jolt of electricity. A power source. A consciousness. Something.

      She couldn’t afford to leave them intact. Especially Joseph. If Khron had copied her moiety, then she also would have copied Joseph’s synthetic. With it fully active and intact, it would provide a stronger bridge for Iagorth to extend his power. It was a thought that begged another question. Had Khron created these clones or had Iagorth?

      Either way, they needed to be destroyed. Preslan began reaching out to the Joseph clone with her telekinetic energy, intent on killing him and crushing the synthetic before it could cause any harm. She kept reminding herself that the human form on the slab wasn’t Joseph. It was a copy. A shell. A surrogate more likely destined for Iagorth to occupy than any part of Joseph’s consciousness.

      It shuddered as she gripped it, eyes jerking open, appendages shaking. She choked the clone, the sight of it struggling making it harder for her to maintain her resolve. But she did, holding fast and squeezing.

      Preslan.

      Joseph’s voice entered her mind, nearly breaking her concentration.

      I’m sorry. I have to.

      What? Prezz? I found you. I finally found you. Where are you? Are you safe?

      Preslan looked down at the Joseph clone. She realized the voice in her head wasn’t coming from it.

      Joseph? she said. It’s you, isn’t it? The real you. Where are you?

      I don’t know. Are you safe?

      I’m loose in the ship. I can help. Did you see where they took you?

      I’m not sure. There was a large room filled with machines. They plugged me into some device. Prezz, I’m not human anymore. My mind is in an Intellect, and whatever they did to me, I can’t move my body. I’m paralyzed.

      Preslan kept her grip on the Joseph clone, who wasn’t struggling as hard as before. Khron had brought Joseph through the room. There was only one other direction they could have gone.

      I think I know where you are. I’ll be there soon. Hang in there. I’m—

      Her thoughts were cut off when someone grabbed her from behind, lifting her easily and slamming her into the bulkhead opposite the window. She lost control of her telekinetic hold as her eyes landed on the face of her attacker. An alien face she had never seen before, with small eyes and numerous tentacles writhing at the end of its chin.

      She reached down, grabbing the hand holding both of hers. The alien seemed to hiss in surprise as she was able to begin peeling its fingers away. “Let me go!” she growled, kicking it hard in the chest. Its hand opened and she dropped to the floor, ready to continue the fight.

      “Preslan, wait!”

      Preslan looked to her right as Tsi pulled the cowl away from her Intellect Skin, revealing her face. “Honor to you, Preslan Juno. Thank the Great One we found you.”

      “Tsi?” Preslan said. “What are you doing here? I thought you were dead.”

      “Captured,” Tsi replied. “As is Sergeant Joseph. We tracked him through here.” She smiled. “I did not expect to find you.”

      “We?” she looked at the alien again. “He’s with you?”

      “Ksod,” the creature introduced, speaking in Relyeh. “You are very strong for your size.”

      “Looks are deceiving,” Preslan said, the nanocytes helping her translate. “I’ve got a lot more going on under the hood. Tsi, did you look down there? Khron is making clones. Of me. Of Joseph. Of Captain Grant. She killed him, Tsi. She killed Captain Grant, Stevens, Rollins.”

      “What?” Tsi said. “Are you sure? We just left them a few minutes ago.”

      “I saw the bodies,” Preslan said. “The versions you saw aren’t the real deal.”

      “We need to warn Prime Keesha,” Tsi said.

      “She’s here too?”

      “With the imposter Grant and the others.” Tsi pulled the cowl back over her head. “She is out of range.”

      “Iagorth is back too,” Preslan said. “Khron cloned the moieties. He’s using them and something called the Q-net to establish himself here. There’s a Joseph clone down there. I was trying to destroy it when you grabbed me.” She went past Ksod to the window. “Shit.”

      The Joseph clone was gone.

      She turned back to Tsi and Ksod.  “We need to find Joseph. Both Josephs. Right now.”
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      Forge. Control Mind Simulation. 04.24.2324. 2030 hours.

      As the assault began, Joseph’s attention was so focused on the tactical grid and the Forge’s planned defenses that he quickly lost his awareness of the saloon around them. In the eye of his consciousness as it was represented within the Control Mind, he found he began to process the incoming streams of data as if he were a bystander positioned a few thousand kilometers away from the Forge, floating in space and watching the attack commence.

      From that position he was able to get a birds-eye view of all of the action, the separation enabling him to better manage the systems still under the control of his many secondary processes and threads. It helped that the Axon were focusing their attention on the main factory portion of the station, because while they were separated enough to prevent decimation from the shell’s pinch missiles, they were compacted enough that he was able to monitor the entire four thousand ship fleet within one large group and defend against it accordingly.

      “Here they come,” Keesha said a second time.

      “Launch the drones,” Joseph replied. “Keep the pinch missiles in reserve for the Novas. They want us to waste them on the smaller ships, but they’re our last, best line of defense.”

      “Copy that,” Keesha said. “Deploying drones.”

      From Joseph’s vantage point the entire surface of the Forge seemed to come to life, the sudden movement reminding him of the ooze that had clung to the wall of Iagorth’s asteroid vessel. Thousands of drones peeled away from the shell, the smooth surface of the station looking pockmarked in their absence. The swarm seemed to glow a faint orange as their thrusters ignited, sending them hurtling out into space toward the onrushing Axon fleet. Hundreds of flashes of blue energy joined the orange a moment later, Axon warships opening fire on the smaller vessels. Dozens were cut down in the first volley, while hundreds more took evasive action to stay clear of the bolts.

      “It’s really ugly out here,” Keesha said, her processes individually piloting each of the drones and her main process aware of it all.

      “It’s going to get worse,” Joseph replied. “They’re launching fighters.”

      A fresh swarm of ships began pouring from the front of the Axon fleet, hundreds of small vessels ejecting into space and racing toward the thousands rising from the Forge. Their blue energy bolts split the darkness while the drones were too far out to start firing, their weapons better suited to getting in close and pounding away at Axon shields.

      “Split the drones in half and try to lead the Axon fighters in closer to the Forge,” Joseph said. “If we can get them near enough we can use the extra firepower of the fixed batteries.”

      “Copy that, Sarge,” Keesha replied. “Twenty seconds to intercept.”

      Joseph broke out of the scene, using those twenty seconds to return to the saloon. He picked up the beer Max had left him and downed the entire mug, slapping the empty container back to the table. Max hurried over to retrieve it.

      “How are the defenses holding?” Joseph asked.

      “Obfuscation. Misdirection. They will not find you in here. And if they do, we will protect you. Hahaha. Haha. How are your defenses holding?”

      “We’ll see in thirty seconds,” Joseph replied.

      Max took the empty mug while Joseph returned to monitoring the fight just as the drones engaged the Axon fighters. The orange thrusters and blue bolts were joined by smaller energy weapons firing at closer range, the small vessels taking sudden evasive maneuvers and the Axon fighters giving chase.

      Thousands of small craft moved in every direction within three-dimensional space, with Forge drones chasing Axon fighters and Axon fighters chasing Forge drones. Ships on both sides were destroyed in dozens of smaller skirmishes, the entire engagement continuing for nearly a minute before it became clear that some of the Forge drones were falling back toward the station.

      The Axon fighters gave chase, hundreds of them staying on their targets as they attempted to escape. Fixed gun batteries on the station began firing in response, rapid-fire blasts seeking to cut the enemy ships from space. Keesha’s drones swirled around the guns, always staying clear of the friendly fire as it chewed up the vacuum just above the station.

      Meanwhile, the other half of the drones slowly worked its way toward the oncoming assault vessels, nearly in range to begin exchanging fire there as well. Further back, the Axon Novas began launching their Intellect transports, with dozens of the vessels pouring out of each massive starship.

      The transports advanced slowly, accelerating only slightly faster than the Novas behind them. The larger ships would come into range with the Forge at the same time as the carriers, ready to put down a layer of immense cover fire that would make it harder for the defenses to pick them off.

      They could have used Obado out there, on the leading edge of the fight, adding to the defense with her own heavy batteries. At the same time, the vessel wouldn’t have lasted long in the storm to come. They were only minutes away from the full brunt of the Axon assault.

      The drones continued to engage the Axon warships further from the station and the fighters closer in, bringing them into range of the fixed batteries. Hundreds of positions began to fire, sending sizzling blasts of energy into the scrum and cutting down dozens of Axon craft with each blast. The drones swirled around the lines of fire, either hunting stray Axon fighters or trying to string them along, bringing them in close to where the surface batteries could take them out. Keesha’s processes piloted the craft as though she were in the seat of each and every one. It was the greatest advantage they had and it showed in their success defending against the first wave, the drones making coordinated strafing runs against the larger warships, slipping past their guns and creating havoc against their shields. They managed to break through to one of the warships, energy weapons tearing through the hull and hitting something critical. The Axon ship broke apart, debris spreading away from it as it disintegrated in space.

      “One down, four thousand to go,” Keesha said.

      “We just need to slow them down,” Joseph replied. “We just need time.”

      The fighting continued, the fixed batteries joining the drones as the larger warships moved closer to the Forge. The enemy began firing directly on the station, sending blast after blast to the surface where it was absorbed by the Dyson shell’s sun-powered shields. They had enough power to keep their shields up nearly forever, but the constant flow would eventually burn out the systems. The less energy they had to use to maintain the shields, the longer those shields would hold the Intellect troop transports at bay.

      “Keep it up,” Joseph said, monitoring the battle. “We have to keep the transports from landing those troops.”

      They had handled the fighters relatively easily, and the first wave of warships were decelerating as they split their attention between bombarding the Forge and going after the drones. Meanwhile, the drones swirled around the larger ships like flies, adding bite after bite after bite to their hulls. A second Axon ship succumbed to the constant stings, breaking apart.

      “We should press the attack,” Keesha said. “If we clear the line, we’ll have an open run toward the transports.”

      “With nothing left for the Novas behind them. And if they’re holding any transports back in their hangars we’ll be caught flat-footed.”

      “We’re taking heavy fire, Joe. We can’t hold out like this forever.”

      “You’re doing great. Estimates are at four hours. Just keep the pressure on.”

      “Copy. What about calling in the Inahri?”

      Joseph observed the battle for a few more seconds, weighing the situation. They didn’t need to send the Inahri ships out just yet, but Keesha had a point. The more damage they did now, the better they could handle the Novas and transports as they began to arrive.

      He went for the hangar controls, intending to open the gates to release the freshly-produced Inahri starfighters into the fight. But before he could open a comm link to the pilots, Max slammed his fist down on the table, returning his attention to the inside of the saloon.

      “Complication,” Max said. “We are compromised.” He turned toward the door to the saloon. A low rumble like thunder sounded in the distance. “They have found us. We are all going to die. Hahahaha. Hahaha.”
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      Pioneer. Hangar. 04.24.2324. 2030 hours.

      “Duckling, that’s the last of them,” Niko said from where he was hanging upside down from the overhead at the rear of the hangar bay. “Five thousand souls.”

      He looked over the multitude of heads of everyone packed into the hangar. They were mostly women and children with a small blend of men mingled among them. There hadn’t been enough time to carefully sort the population, so Morales and the Guardians had counted off the people closest to the inner hangar doors and sent whomever the first eight thousand happened to be. Since they had queued the population earlier, it happened to be mostly the right group.

      He was going across with them as both Guardian and guide, volunteering to be first despite the inherent danger in testing the viability of the crossing. But Niko preferred the danger of the unknown to the danger of the known. If they didn’t get off Pioneer, sooner or later they were all going to die. Outfitted as he was, with a space suit and jetpack, he was the safest of everyone currently in the hangar, which both comforted and dismayed him. He wanted to be able to help during the passage if needed, but he also felt as though he were cheating in not exposing himself to space like the others.

      “Copy, Zen,” Hoffman said. “Obado, are you ready.”

      “We are ready, Pioneer,” Captain Shri replied. “Our hangar is open and in position. The shields have been adjusted to allow your passengers through. At your command, Guardian Prime.”

      “Copy, Obado. Sealing the inner hangar and increasing pressure, now.”

      The air compressors activated. The loud motors drew air from inside Pioneer actual and pushed it into the hangar, adding air pressure. The people below Niko shifted on their feet, some of them looking up at him, their expressions fearful. Governor Nori had briefed them on the plan, with assurances the idea was generally safe. Still, nothing could prepare someone for intentional exposure to a vacuum, especially when those someones had never even seen space before.

      Niko flashed a thumbs-up at them, trying to show them he was confident. A few of the children waved his way, relatively oblivious to what was about to happen. He waved back at them, continuing to trace the crowd with his gaze. He found Leon and his wife and daughter near the front of the compartment. His friend was holding his little girl, looking like he was trying to convince her everything was going to be okay.

      The hangar strobes began flashing orange, warning anyone still in the hangar about the impending exposure to space. The people inside started murmuring to each other. A few cried out in fear. Children screamed. The lights in the hangar flickered for a moment as if there was a malfunction, adding to the tension.

      “Five seconds,” Hoffman announced to him. “Four. Three. Two. One. Opening hangar bay doors.”

      The hardest part of the maneuver was keeping the people moving toward the opening in the door rather than cowering back toward the bulkhead at the sides of the opening. To that end, thick elastic ties had been used as guidelines bolted to the edge of the hangar doors and the sides of the compartment. Acting like a funnel to filter them out into open space, they were also there to  block the passengers from spreading out in the otherwise empty hangar bay.

      Those ties began to vibrate as the air rushed past them, the difference in pressure pulling everything in the hangar forward with the escaping air. While everyone had been warned to expel their breath, many of them forgot, crying out as they were sucked forcefully from the hangar and shot like arrows through the open space between Pioneer and Obado.

      Niko walked forward, the escaping air buffeting his back, the vacuum trying to pull his feet from his maglocked boots. Below him, more and more passengers were yanked from the bay. One hundred. Two hundred. It quickly doubled to four hundred. Too many flailed and spun as they cleared the edge of the hangar, their fears getting the best of them when they discovered they couldn’t breathe  in the cold chill of the empty black. Their reactions no doubt left them dizzy and nauseous as they spun and twisted end-over-end toward the gaping maw of the Free Inahri ship.

      Still moving toward the opening bay doors, Niko noticed a woman losing her grip on her child. They were both about to be pulled into space, and the young boy started spinning too rapidly as he reached out, making an effort to grab the edge of the bay doors. Unable to get a grip, he careened wildly away.

      “Duckling, I’ve got a little stray,” Niko announced, remaining calm. “I’m heading out after him.”

      “Copy that, Zen,” Hoffman replied.

      Niko released his maglocks, letting his jets push him forward and out into space. He updated his vectors, firing the thrusters and angling toward the child, whose eyes were wide with fear and locked into place. The crossing was more dangerous for children in general, and every extra second the boy spent in space lowered his odds of survival. That knowledge drove Niko, bringing him quickly to the child. He reached out with his free hand, grabbing the boy’s wrist.

      Momentum tried to add him to the spin, but the pack’s auto-leveling kept him steady, allowing him to bring the child into his arms. He changed his vectors again, spinning around and floating backward toward Obado. He could feel the sun against his suit as he drifted and could see the curve of the Dyson shell stretching off into the distance. For a moment he was fully distracted by the view, until he noticed a second out-of-control passenger.

      “Duckling, I’ve got another stray,” he said, still calm. “I’m going for him.”

      “Negative, Zen,” Hoffman replied. “You have the child, right?”

      “Confirmed,” Niko replied, eyes fixed on the second stray. He was going to float way wide of the hangar doors, where he would probably bounce off Obado’s hull. “That stray is going to die if I don’t go get him.”

      “Understood, Zen. I don’t want to sound cold, but it’s all part of the risk. You have a kid who won’t survive out there if you go for the adult. You need to get the kid to safety.”

      “Copy Duckling,” Niko said. He looked down at the boy, who wasn’t moving. Then he fired his jets, accelerating toward Obado’s hanger as quickly as possible. Maybe if he dropped off the boy fast enough he would still have time to go back for the other stray.

      He flew over the heads of the other passengers still in mid-transfer. All of them had stopped struggling. Most weren’t moving at all. The majority were unconscious, their bodies beginning to bloat, the whites of their stark, wide open eyes  blood red from the stress. Their circulation had stopped by now, and every second they were without oxygen was another second they might suffer potential brain damage. Or even die.

      Obado’s hangar loomed large in front of him.  He and the boy passed through the ship’s shields into the oxygen-rich environment of Obado’s hangar. Gravity returned, albeit at a reduced level to keep the passengers from crashing to the deck. Niko floated downward to an empty space, immediately breaking into a run with the boy toward one of the suited Inahri medics.

      As soon as he handed the child off, he spun around to go for the other stray, but by now the bulk of the passengers were passing through the shields—a wall of bodies blocking his escape. They all started sinking once they entered the hangar, the Inahri springing into action, lowering them safely to the deck and checking the degree of their exposure with small, handheld devices.

      Niko barely noticed. All he could think about was the man still out there, floating away from Obado. He engaged his jet pack and lifted off, quickly flipping over and maglocking to the overhead.. He ran along it, sidestepping some of the incoming passengers, shoving others in the direction of the medics until he reached the edge. Then he jumped back out into space, turning up his jets to search for the man.

      He found him nearly two hundred meters away. Niko shut off his jets and hung there, staring at him. The man had obviously collided already with Obado’s hull. He was spinning head over heels, well out of Niko’s reach.

      “Damn it,” Niko said. He exhaled sharply, switching his jetpack on and vectoring back toward Obado, only to see three more people floating away from the two ships. Already too far out, he couldn’t save them either.

      And it pissed him off.

      He wanted to put his fist through something by the time he entered the Inahri vessel a second time, dropping smoothly to the deck. Some of the passengers were already in the recovery process, awake and alert, though their expressions suggested they were still rattled from the experience. Others were still receiving medical care.

      “Duckling, I’m across,” Niko reported. “We lost three on the transfer, but the majority made it.”

      “Copy, Zen,” Hoffman replied. “Regroup and get them moving as quickly as you can. We’re prepping for the second crossing.”

      “I think we can do more than five thousand per crossing,” Niko said, knowing it would reduce the number of cycles.

      “That’s great news,” Hoffman said. “I’ll tell General Washington.”

      “Copy, Duckling. Zen out.”

      Still frustrated by his loss of the three passengers, Niko was nevertheless encouraged by the number of people who had made it across. They were the ones he needed to focus on now, getting them through the gates and across light years to their new home.

      At least their first treacherous step was over. Nothing could stop them now.
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      Supernova. Cloning. 04.24.2324. 2045 hours.

      “We found her, kid,” William said, a big smile splitting his wrinkled old face.

      Joseph leaned back in his chair, putting his feet up on the cabin’s kitchen table. He dropped them back down when William glared at them.  “She’s safe, and she’s coming to help. It’s better than I could have asked for.”

      “Especially because she’s got that big octopus-face with her.”

      “Ksod isn’t an octopus. He’s more like a cuttlefish.”

      “If you say so. Do you think she knows where to find us?”

      “She said she had an idea and Ksod was on the right trail. It’s only a matter of time.”

      Joseph stood and went to the fridge, opening it and retrieving a pitcher of sweet tea. He put it on the counter, pulling three glasses from the cupboard over the sink.

      “Three?” William asked.

      The front door swung open. Preslan stood framed in it, a huge smile on her face. “Joseph!” she said, running into the cabin toward Joseph.

      Joseph left the tea, crossing the room and meeting her in front of William. Preslan had tears in her eyes. So did he. They looked at one another for a moment before she jumped into his arms. “I’m so glad to see you,” he said, tightening his arms around her.

      “I’m glad to see you too,” she replied, holding onto him for dear life. “I can’t wait to hug the real you.”

      “How are you doing, Miss Juno?” William asked.

      Joseph held her for a few more seconds before letting her back down. She looked over at William. “Hi Bill. And Bosco!” she said excitedly as the dog joined them, whining softly and looking up at her, tail wagging. She used both hands to pet him behind the ears, looking back at Joseph. “I thought you were dead.”

      “It’s a long story,” Joseph replied. “There was a time I thought you were dead too. And I was told your moiety is gone.”

      Preslan froze, her expression turning much more serious. “Yeah. About that.” Her eyes shifted to the kitchen counter. “Sweet tea?”

      “Help yourself,” Joseph said, sitting back down.

      She crossed the small cabin to the counter and filled the glasses, bringing one to William first, and then handing one to Joseph. She sat down at the table and downed hers in a few huge gulps. “Tea always tastes so good here.”

      “Yeah, especially considering we can’t eat or drink anything for real anymore. That makes it all the better here.”

      “Um-hmm.” She nodded, still all smiles as she reached across the table and placed her hand atop Joseph’s.

      “She didn’t cross the Collective to get here, Joey,” William said, sipping his drink. “She came through the Q-net.”

      “What?” Joseph said, looking at her. “How did you manage that?”

      “You remember Natalia Duke gave me access,” Will answered instead. “I didn’t think the exact networking details were all that important.”

      “You saw her too?” Preslan asked. “She told me you were here. She told me you needed help. Joseph, we’re all in a lot of trouble.”

      “Considering my Intellect body is paralyzed, I’d say that’s an accurate observation,” Joseph said.

      “It’s worse than that.” Preslan put her empty glass on the table. “I don’t know how to tell you this…”

      “The best way is always to just spit it out,” William said.

      Preslan stared at him, her face becoming tense. “So, when Khron took me, I guess she did something to me to add a Q-net node. Which I wouldn’t automatically have thought was a bad thing, except she also started making copies of me.”

      “I know. That’s who captured me,” Joseph said. “Your copies are pretty mean mamas.”

      Preslan laughed. “Sorry about that. She’s using some kind of super advanced three dimensional printer to make them. They’re almost physically identical, which means they were printed with their own moieties. Only in this case, they weren’t exposed to Rose’s concoction and so they’re completely intact.”

      “Active moieties?” Joseph said. He looked at William. “Why didn’t you tell me about that?”

      “I only know what you know,” William replied. “I’ve been in the Collective, Joey. I didn’t see them.”

      “I think they only activated a little while ago,” Preslan said.

      “You’re saying that like it’s a bad thing,” Joseph replied. “If the clones have moieties, I can reach out to them. I might even be able to control them.”

      “Yeah,” Preslan said, making an anguished face. “That’s the problem.” She paused again, hesitant before spitting out the real punchline. “Khron copied you too.”

      Joseph stared at her. “How? I’m not even in my own body.”

      “I don’t know. He had a copy of you and Sheriff Duke. And a woman I didn’t recognize. I saw your double on the printers. I…I tried to kill him, but he escaped.”

      Joseph didn’t need to think about that for long. “You’re worried about Iagorth.”

      “More than worried. He’s here on the ship. He spoke to me through the Q-net. Apparently, he helped create it. And if he’s already connected to the network and the moieties—”

      “Then he has a perfect primary host in my copy,” Joseph finished for her, the realization sending a chill down his spine. “How could Khron be so stupid?”

      “She has no idea what she created,” Preslan said. “She has no idea about the moieties. Maybe she’s using the Q-net, but I don’t think she understands what it’s really for.”

      “And now he has what he wanted all along,” Joseph said.

      “It seems that way. That’s why I tried to kill the copy, but he escaped.”

      “We need to find him. We need to stop him.”

      “I know.”

      “The woman on the printer, did she have black hair? Athletic build?”

      “Yes. Do you know who she is?”

      “You told me you spoke to Natalia Duke.”

      “Spoke to her. I didn’t see her.”

      “That’s her. I’d bet on it. But I can’t begin to guess how Khron had enough of her DNA to make a copy.”

      “What if it wasn’t Khron who made the copies?” Preslan said. “She told me she was uploaded to the Q-net. Iagorth has access to the Q-net. He also has access to the Collective. And we’ve both seen Sheriff Duke there. Maybe he got what he needed from that, mixed it with what Khron got from me, and baked up a pair of perfectly good clones.”

      “Maybe,” Joseph said. “But why go through the trouble to make Hayden and his wife?”

      “Iagorth seems to like playing games,” Preslan replied. “I’m sure he’s got something in mind for them.” She paused, biting her lower lip uncomfortably.

      “There’s something else, isn’t there?” Joseph asked, recognizing the sadness in her eyes.

      She nodded. “I found Captain Grant, Ensign Rollins and Engineer Stevens. They’re dead.”

      “No, that’s not right,” Joseph said. “I was with them. I got them out of captivity. Keesha’s taking them to our ship right now.”

      “Tsi hasn’t been able to get Keesha on her comms. I’m not saying she’s in trouble yet, but the Grant, Rollins and Stevens that are with them are copies.”

      Joseph exhaled sharply. “Captain Grant is dead. Damn it.” He regrouped quickly. “How close are you from reaching me?”

      “Not too far, I don’t think. We’re coming up on a large door. Ksod just destroyed the guards.”

      “I hear a commotion. There are more Intellects in here. And one of your clones.”

      “We’ll handle it,” Preslan said. “I’ll see you on the other side, brother.”

      “Okay. Prezz?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m proud of you.”

      She smiled as she got up. “I’m proud of you too. Thanks for the tea.” She waved as she went back out the cabin door, pulling it closed behind her.

      Outside his construct, Joseph continued staring up at the ceiling. The Preslan clone had attached something to the small of his back that had completely paralyzed his entire body, holding him in a fixed position with his arms at his sides. While he couldn’t move at all, he could sense motion as the Intellects and clone reacted to Preslan’s approach.

      “You’re in deep shit now,” he said.
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      Supernova. Cloning. 04.24.2324. 2045 hours.

      Preslan and Tsi stood behind  Ksod as he pressed his fingertips into the seam between the two door panels that refused to open on their own. His huge muscles bulged as he exerted immense power to pull the doors apart.  The panels held for only a few seconds before Ksod tore them back in a grinding whine..

      Thanks to Joseph’s warning, she was already expecting the clone waiting there for her, along with the firepower of the many Intellects in the room. She pushed her telekinetic power at their arms, disrupting their aim, and then pushed back against the clone’s attack, meeting it with equal force. If she were there alone the fight might have been a challenge.

      But she wasn’t alone.

      She kept her clone occupied, a diversion for its telekinetic energy, while Tsi ducked under Ksod’s arm and sprinted through the open doorway, cutting to the left and grabbing the nearest Intellect. Moving faster than Preslan could keep up with, the Inarhi warrior wrapped her arms around the Intellect’s waist and twisted, dragging it over her hip and using the strength of her Skin to throw it into the soldier behind it. The two Intellects were still falling when she reached the third, going low and taking its legs out from under it.

      Ksod moved in the opposite direction, charging through the doorway and into the Intellects on the other side. He punched the first one in the chest, the force of the blow knocking it back. Then he grabbed the second one, using his tremendous augmented strength to slam it to the deck. He went for the third, but the clone used her telekinesis to cast Ksod away from the Intellect.

      Preslan advanced on the clone, letting her emotions fuel her strength as she pushed her copy to the floor. Showing surprising signs of her own anger, she got back up, glaring at Preslan. In that moment, Preslan didn’t see herself or even the clone in those eyes.

      She saw Iagorth.

      The realization disrupted her concentration, and she was slow to react as the clone reached for her. An Intellect rushed up behind it and twisted its head, wresting a sharp crack from the clone’s neck. The Intellect didn’t leave it at that. He threw the clone to the deck and neatly sliced off its head with an energy beam.

      Preslan stared at the Intellect, snapping her mouth shut when it smiled at her, its face more like Tsi’s in her Skin than a fully Axon machine. She smiled, recognizing the face immediately. “Joseph!”The light behind his eye sockets glowed more brightly as he walked over to her. They embraced as Ksod and Tsi finished with the last of the soldier Intellects.

      “Sergeant Joseph,” Tsi said, smiling as she walked toward them. “Honor to you.”

      “Honor to you,” Joseph replied. “It’s good to meet you in person.”

      “You as well.”

      “Ksod, thank you for sticking around to set me free.”

      The Norg grunted. “We have a bargain. I intend to hold up my end.”

      “You served under Vyte,” Joseph said. “What do you know about a Relyeh Ancient known as Iagorth the Devourer?”

      Ksod hissed again, tentacles on his chin swaying gently back and forth. “Iagorth the Devourer. He is Shub-nigu’s counterpart. His other half. They are very similar. And very different. Shub-nigu wants to conquer the universe to feed the Hunger. Iagorth prefers to destroy it. But I do not understand what Iagorth has to do with Vyte?”

      “You know about the Q-net. Did you know Vyte was working with a Relyeh on it?”

      “Only Nyarlath, once she was captured. You suggest Vyte was also in league with the Devourer?”

      “That’s what he claims,” Preslan said. “Iagorth is active in the Q-net. He’s using it to control Khron’s clones. It’s possible he could use it to control you.”

      “Me? Never. My mind is too strong.  Do not be concerned about me, humans.”

      “It’s not entirely your safety that concerns us,” Joseph said. “Iagorth has a foothold on this ship, through a clone of me that Khron created. We need to find that clone and end it. And we need to find Khron. There’s a fleet of Axon warships bearing down on the Forge. Maybe if we can convince her that Iagorth is a bigger threat, we can get her to call off the attack.”

      “I would not count on that, Sergeant Joseph,” Tsi said. “Axon Seers are not known for listening to reason. In that way, they are hardly better than any of the Hunger’s brood.”

      “Then we need to force Khron to call off the attack,” Joseph said. “If she wins back the Forge, she won’t hold it for long. Iagorth will seize control and begin infecting the Inahri. After that he’ll have everything he needs to wage his own war against the universe, and I don’t know if any of us will be able to stop him.”

      “Where can we find Khron?” Preslan asked. “And where can we find your clone?”

      “I don’t know,” Joseph said. “But I can think of a good place to start.”

      “The Control Mind,” Tsi said. “It will try to defend itself.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I have experience fighting a Control Mind,” Joseph said. “Even if we don’t find Khron there, we can use the Mind to figure out where she is.”

      “What about Keesha?” Preslan asked. “There are enemy imposters in her midst.”

      “There’s no good reason for the subterfuge unless Khron intends to embed the clones among us, which means they should be waiting on our ship. We just need to play along with them until we try to make a move or they do. We don’t want to tip our hand too early and wind up with additional casualties. As long as we stay on our toes, we should be able to handle them.”

      “Copy that,” Preslan said. “How do we get to the Control Mind from here?”

      “I know the way,” Joseph said. “Follow me.”
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      Forge. Control Mind Simulation. 04.24.2324. 2045 hours.

      “Keesh, I’m turning all defensive controls over to you,” Joseph said, adjusting the permissions before he jumped to his feet and sprinted out through the saloon’s swinging doors.He stopped in the middle of the street beside Sheriff Duke.

      “Storm’s coming,” the Sheriff said, motioning into the distance.

      Joseph expected the man’s words to be a figure of speech, but looking out past the edge of the town he could see a storm really was coming. A wall of dust hung over the horizon like a dirty curtain. And that wasn’t all. There were oily black outlines on the ground inside the dust cloud,  so many they created an undulating mass within the swirling winds.

      The enemy could have taken any form Khron wanted. It was a simulation, after all. A visual representation of an outcome determined by dynamically updating programs running against one another. The simulation was the only way a human mind could understand this type of universe within a machine.

      And in this case, Khron had chosen trife.

      Joseph wasn’t sure why. Did the enemy AI have a history with the creatures? Was it a random choice? Or had Khron simply allowed him to visualize whatever enemy he subconsciously wanted the least to see? He didn’t think it was the latter. The last thing he wanted to see was Iagorth in the form of Holden Nash. Regardless, the trife were coming, shrouded in a dust storm that would quickly leave the town blind, the defenses struggling to see their enemies to fight them.

      Khron had found them much more quickly than he had expected, stealing Joseph’s focus from the external battle during one of its most critical moments. The Intellect transports and Novas were approaching the outer shell, ready to make their effort to get into the station. If they succeeded in large enough numbers, the fight would be over almost before it began.

      “Can you hold the line?” Joseph asked the Sheriff.

      “Against that?” the Sheriff replied. “I can round up some deputies. We can slow them down for a few. But you need to get out of here. Find somewhere else to hole up.”

      “Max made this place for us to hide and Khron found it within minutes. I don’t think there’s anywhere else to go.”

      “You need to stay a step ahead of her. If she captures you, she captures the whole Mind. If she captures the whole Mind, it’s over for everybody.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      “I’ve got a fast horse.”

      “You want me to run?”

      “It’s not about what I want,” the Sheriff said. “It’s about survival.” The Sheriff put his fingers to his mouth and blew out a shrill whistle. A large black stallion appeared from around the side of his Office, already saddled, its reins looped around the saddle horn.

      “I’m not giving up,” Joseph said. He pointed to the storm, already nearly a kilometer closer than before. “Hold the line as long as you can.”

      “Pozz.” He put up a hand and the stallion skidded to a stop, its hooves stirring up a small cloud of dirt from the unpaved street. The horse tossed its head and danced in place, ready to go. “I’ll round up those deputies. Good luck.”

      “Same to you, Sheriff,” Joseph said, running back into the saloon, to where Keesha sat. “What’s our situation?” he asked.

      “Full bombardment from the Novas. We’re getting hit pretty hard. Shields are holding for now, but it’s only a matter of time.”

      “What about the transports?”

      “The drones are attacking them, but we’re getting heavy interference from the Axon fighters. The Novas release more of them whenever their numbers start to decline. We’re going to need to consider using the pinch missiles. What’s the situation outside?”

      “Khron’s sending trife in a dust storm,” Joseph said. “Sheriff Duke is rounding up his deputies, but he thinks we should run.”

      “We can’t manage the defenses if we’re running.”

      “I know.”

      “Then we need to stay and fight them off for as long as we can.”

      “And when we can’t fight them off anymore?”

      “I don’t think either one of us wants to be here if Khron regains control. We need to make our stand, whatever comes of it. I didn’t want to lose you the way I did before. If we both go down fighting for what we believe in, that’s something else entirely.”

      Joseph smiled. “Agreed. I’ll do what I can to help keep them off your back for as long as possible.”

      “I just need your clearance to use the pinch missiles.”

      “You have it,” Joseph said. “I love you.”

      “I love you too. Give ‘em hell, Sarge.”

      “Copy that. You too, Queen.”

      Joseph leaned down and kissed her. “If this is the end…” he said, pulling away.

      “Then this is the end I want,” she replied. “The best end possible in a bad situation.”

      “Keep me posted on the comms.”

      “Copy.”

      They locked eyes, holding each other’s gaze for a few seconds. Then Keesha returned to the battle outside, leaving Joseph to make his way to the bar, using the virtual glasses Max had given him to check on the state of the station’s systems.

      He almost wished he hadn’t. Khron’s AI was decimating his processes, overwhelming them and gaining control in a fraction of the time it had taken Joseph to establish them. He and Keesha had put extra protections around as much as they could, but everything that hadn’t been doubly secured was going to fall. And fast.

      Max was standing behind the bar when he reached it, facing away from Joseph, cleaning a glass as if everything were fine.

      “Max,” Joseph said, slapping the counter to get his attention.

      “What’ll you have, pardner?” Max said. “Hahahaha. Haha.”

      “Guns,” Joseph replied. “I need guns.”

      “Confirmation,” Max said. He put the glass and rag down, reaching under the bar and retrieving a pair of plasma pistols holstered to a gun belt, along with a long-barreled rifle with an extended magazine. “Is this acceptable?”

      “There’s an entire slick of trife out there, Max. Don’t you have anything with a little more boom?”

      “Consideration. Negation. My capacity is greatly reduced by the surrounding threat.”

      “Then I’ll take what I can get,” Joseph growled, grabbing the belt and clasping it around his waist. Then he took the rifle and headed for the door.

      The dust storm was nearly on top of the town by the time he made it outside to where Sheriff Duke stood in the center of the street, barking orders to a few dozen men and women armed with shotguns and revolvers. Further away, Joseph could see the faces of the trife at the head of the slick, their long teeth bared, their mouths open in a cacophony of hisses drowned up by the howl of the swirling wind. They ambled forward in a seemingly endless line, the overwhelming numbers bringing back too many bad memories. Joseph had never imagined he would need to make a stand like this again.

      “Where do you want me, Sheriff?” Joseph asked, coming up beside him.

      “This is your fight, Joe. You tell me where to go.”

      Joseph looked out at the storm, and then over at the saloon, and then the other direction to where the Sheriff’s horse patiently waited for use.

      “Change your mind?” Sheriff Duke asked.

      “No,” he replied. “We aren’t leaving. We need to hold them off as long as we can.”

      “Pozz.” The Sheriff pulled his revolvers from their holsters. “I figured you would say that. How about I stick close to you? We can take them on together.”

      “You’re on, Sheriff. Let’s do this.” Joseph brought his rifle up, sighting down the barrel and squeezing the trigger for a long shot. The crack echoed loudly, still reverberating when the bullet hit a trife a few seconds later, knocking it down. “That’s one.”

      The Sheriff smiled. “Only about ten thousand more to go.”

      Joseph, Sheriff Duke and his deputies launched hundreds of bullets into the maelstrom. The sheriff emptied his revolvers in seconds, each round killing another creature. He reloaded in a blink, repeating the process over and over.

      Hundreds of trife went down under the stampede of demons behind them. But it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough.

      When the front of the dust storm reached the edge of town, the groan of the strengthening wind and the creatures’ hisses created a terrible noise. The wind tore the hat from the sheriff’s head and specks of dirt  peppered Joseph’s face while the dust began to obscure everything around them.

      The slick advanced as one, the creatures’ high-pitched hisses so loud now they could be heard over the wind as they poured like oil around the structures at the edge of town.  “Fall back!” the Sheriff shouted when they began climbing onto the buildings in an effort to surprise the deputies from above.

      The deputies heard him despite the deafening roar of the wind, and they rose from their positions, backing up in retreat. One of them screamed as a trife dropped down on them, teeth sinking into his neck, claws rending his chest.

      “Into the saloon!” Joseph shouted, moving laterally back toward the building while maintaining a constant barrage of fire.

      “Joe,” Keesha said. “Shields are breached at generators C4 and D7. Six transports are on the surface.”

      “Shit,” Joseph said. “How long until they burn through the shell?”

      “I don’t know. Shields are going critical at E9 and C1. We’ve got five hundred Novas hitting us at once.”

      “What about the pinch missiles?”

      “I already used them to destroy the first hundred Novas. We just don’t have enough.”

      “Ramek, do you copy?” Joseph said, opening a comm channel.  “Ramek?” He looked through the glasses and cursed. “We’ve lost control of external comms.” They couldn’t even warn the defenses inside that the Intellects were coming.

      Joseph turned, a trife appearing through the dust right in front of him. It batted his rifle away before he could blast it, nearly taking his face off with a second swipe. He ducked under it, throwing a hard punch to its head. The demon’s hollow bones shattered, and it fell to the dirt as Joseph grabbed his pistols, firing on a second trife just before it reached him. Three more converged on him, toppling before they came into arm’s length, the Sheriff rushing up behind them, smoking pistols in both hands.

      “Inside!” Joseph shouted to the deputies, even though he had lost sight of them. “Get inside!”

      “They’re gone, Sarge,” the Sheriff said, aiming his revolver over his right shoulder without looking and squeezing off a round that hit a trife directly between the eyes. “We can’t hold the saloon.”

      “Get inside,” Joseph hissed, refusing to back down. He ducked through the swinging doors, leaving the Sheriff no choice but to follow. They both turned and fired through the doors, killing the three trife who tried to follow them. They quickly slammed and barred the inner doors. It wouldn’t keep the trife out for long.

      “Inquiry, Sergeant,” Max said. “Why are you still here?”

      “I’m not leaving, damn it!” Joseph spat. He pivoted toward a window as it exploded inward, shooting the trife as they tried to climb through. More windows began to break around them, creating too many targets for the two of them to defend against.

      “Consideration. Please duck. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Duck?” Joseph said, throwing Max a quizzical look over his shoulder.

      The Sheriff grabbed him and pulled him to the floor as Max spread his arms out to his sides. Red energy radiated from his hands before launching outward in a pair of tight beams. The beams hit the trife, cooking their insides, their mouths opening in smokey hisses as they died.

      Max started to turn, the beam going through the wood structure of the saloon without damaging it, the increasing volume of hisses from the trife an indication they were dying all around the building, wherever Max’s beam found them. He continued to turn, making a complete revolution, then a second and third. He stopped after that, hands dropping to his sides as he toppled forward onto the floor.

      “What just happened?” Joseph said, staring down at Max, confused.

      “He bought us time to escape,” the Sheriff replied, grabbing his arm. “Come on.”

      “How many times do I need to say it?” Joseph replied, jerking his arm free of the Sheriff’s hand. “I’m not—”

      “Joe,” Keesha said, getting to her feet. “You need to go.”

      “We decided to stay.”

      “We were wrong. If Khron destroys you he can shut down the gates. He can stop Pioneer’s passengers from crossing to the Free Inahri homeworld. He can open a new connection to an entire planet of Intellects. You can’t let that happen.”

      “We can’t let that happen,” Joseph said. “Let’s go.”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m updating the defenses to keep them locked out. It will give you  more time, but the shields are failing. Dozens of transports are landing. It’s up to the Composite to defend the Forge now. The composite and you.”

      “I’m not letting you sacrifice yourself for me again,” Joseph said, getting back to his feet.

      “We don’t have time to argue, Joe,” Keesha said. “If I’m not still out there with the other you, I’m stored on the Mind. If we win, you can bring me back.”

      Joseph could hear the trife outside, the volume of the hissing increasing anew. She was right, there was no more time. “Okay, Keesh,” he replied. “I’ll bring you back after I win this.”

      She smiled. “That’s better. I’ll see you soon, Joe.”

      “Copy that,” Joseph replied.

      The Sheriff whistled, his horse answering the call, leaping  through one of the broken windows. The stallion turned and reared, his thrashing hooves crushing the skulls of the two trife that tried to follow him in.

      The Sheriff grabbed the saddle horn and threw his leg up over the saddle before reaching back down for Joseph. Holstering his pistols, Joseph took his hand and leaped onto the horse behind him. Wrapping his arms around the Sheriff’s midsection, he spared one last glance at Keesha as she sat back down at the table, eyes narrowed as she focused on completing her task.

      The Sheriff shouted, urging his stallion into motion. Joseph held on tight as they rode down a trife that had come through the window before the stallion leaped out the same window. Landing amidst the onrushing slick, the Sheriff drew one of his revolvers and took out one demon after another as they barreled through the slick.

      Hanging onto the sheriff with one arm, Joseph pulled his plasma pistol and started shooting. Wind buffeted his arm, destroying his aim. Dust bit into his face, blinding him. He kicked at the creatures trying to sink their claws and teeth into their legs.

      Bitten and bloody, the horse didn’t slow. Trife after trife went down under its pounding hooves until the big stallion finally battled his way through the chaos. The Sheriff reined the stallion in, slowing it to a trot as they emerged from the darkness of the storm into a calm but dilapidated cityscape.

      Earth at the end of the war.

      “Keesh, we made it,” Joseph said into his internal comms. “I’m out.”

      She didn’t respond. She was already gone.
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      Forge. Gate to Obado. 04.24.2324. 2045 hours.

      “General, the first group of passengers is about to come through the portal,” Captain Shri announced over the comm.

      “Roger,” John replied. “We’re ready for them.”

      He looked across the room to the gate, watching as Pioneer’s passengers began filing into the gate room on Obado. Guardian Nori, one of three people in combat armor guiding the civilians across, was in the lead. His helmet made his expression impossible to read, but John could tell by the bedraggled looks of Metro’s population that the crossing had been a challenge, both physically and mentally. They all looked exhausted and still swollen from traversing the vacuum between ships. The adults ambled sluggishly as if they were an army of zombies instead of a mass of refugees. The children among them seemed to have recovered better, showing more life and a greater level of energy and excitement over the adventure, but even that was diminished from what he would have considered normal for them.

      Even so, these people were alive. Five thousand so far. Forty-nine hundred, he corrected himself. There were more casualties than he had hoped for, less than he had expected. Six had been lost to the vacuum of space in the crossing. Another ninety or so, mostly older people, hadn’t recovered from the exposure. The better news was that they could get everyone across in four groups instead of eight and the people were recovering faster than their original estimate, cutting the evacuation time considerably.

      The bad news was that the attack on the Forge had begun.

      He winced slightly as another shiver reverberated through the shell, signaling a powerful, unshielded strike to the station. It was already the tenth such quake he’d felt, signaling that Joe and Keesha were struggling in their defense of the Forge. He expected a comm from them any minute, telling him they had been breached and it was time for the interior defenses to take over. He just hoped they would be able to get the passengers safely through the second gate to the Inarhi homeworld before that happened.

      Guardian Nori hurried over to him, coming to attention. “Guardian Nori reporting, General.”

      Technically, John wasn’t his superior officer, but they had all agreed to follow a mixed chain of command during the transfer of civilians and the defense of the Forge. It was vital to maintain order, especially when the fighting started.

      “Nori,” John replied. “How was the trip over?”

      “Terrifying, sir,” Nori replied. “We lost six passengers.”

      “I know. It wasn’t your fault. I heard you saved a little boy?”

      “Yes, sir. Jacob.” Nori turned at the waist, pointing to a woman holding a boy in her arms. “And we found his mother.”

      “You did well.”

      The shell vibrated again, causing murmurs of surprise from the incoming passengers, and a look of concern from Nori. “Sir?” he said.

      “The Forge is taking fire,” John replied. “That’s why it’s imperative we get these people through the second gate as soon as possible. We’re going to have unwanted company soon.”

      “I was hoping Sarge would be able to hold the line longer than this.”

      “So was I. I’m sure he and Queen are doing their best but...” Washington shook his head, motioning to a platoon of Inahri waiting near the door leading out of the room. “The Fourth Wing will escort you to the outgoing gate. They’re under your command from here on out. Godspeed.”

      Nori nodded. “As you say, sir,” he replied, using the Inahri response. He saluted again and broke attention to continue toward the platoon, catching up with the leading edge of passengers.

      John returned his attention to the gate. The passengers continued to file through it like ants marching. A sudden commotion behind him drew his attention  back to Nori and the squad of Inahri. They were facing the still closed exit, Nori running his hand around the edge of the door. It was a motion activated door. It should have opened as soon as its sensor registered their approach.

      “Cross, can you hear me?” John said, trying to contact Joseph through the channel they had been using. “Cross?” He wasn’t answering. Not a good sign, but he didn’t want to frighten the passengers anymore than they already were. He carefully pushed his way through the gathered passengers, making his way to the door. His heavy armor was more than powerful enough to overpower the locking mechanism. Nori stepped aside to allow Washington access to the door.

      “Be ready,” John said, meeting the worried look he could see through Nori’s face plate. “I couldn’t raise Cross. We might find that our unwelcome guests are already here.” Nori nodded as he raised his rifle, prepared to fire.

      John wedged his armored fingers into the crack between the panels and forced them apart.

      Nori stepped into the gap at the same time an energy blast shot through it, just over his head. Behind him, the refugees cried out in fear, pushing and shoving at those around them to get out of the line of fire, but with their numbers growing by the second as more and more of them poured in through the gate, it was a nearly useless effort.

      Nori fell back and dropped into a crouch, firing back at the dozen soldier Intellects coming down the corridor toward them.

      “Fourth Wing, staggered defensive position. Xix forward,” John ordered as he leaned around the side of the doorway, adding his fire to Nori’s. Between them, they dropped three Intellects before the Inahri behind them moved out into the corridor, one after another.

      Both John and Nori ceased fire, lifting their rifles for the split seconds it took the Inarhi to crouch down in two staggered rows of six. They resumed cover fire as another line of soldiers with Xix formed a shield in front of the riflemen, the Intellects’ energy beams dissipating over the webbed Xix energy or sizzling harmlessly overhead.

      “Fire at will,” John shouted, he and Nori adjusting their lines of fire as the Inahri rose and fired over the Xix shield before ducking back down.

      Despite losing half their number in the first Inarhi volley, the Intellects forged ahead. Smarty rounds tore into them, creating deep wounds that took them out in two short bursts of fire.

      “We’re clear,” John said. “Nori, we need escorts front and back and spaced evenly along the sides.”

      “General, you want us to keep going?” Nori asked. “It’s nearly half a kilometer to the outgoing gate.”

      “We don’t have a choice. If Cross and the Control Mind are compromised and the invasion force is already breeching, we don’t have much time to get these people through the next gate. You need to keep them moving, as fast as they can go.”

      “As you say,” Nori snapped. He began calling out orders to the Wing, positioning the squads along the line as he moved out into the lead, vanishing through the door. The civilians were hesitant behind him, obviously afraid. They kept going regardless, as if they knew instinctively things were going to get worse.

      John switched channels on his comm. “Ramek, this is Washington. Do you copy?”

      “I am here, General,” Ramek replied.

      “The Axon have breached the station. I don’t know how many are inside but if one ship made it through, more will be coming soon. I need all of your fighters on high alert, and have your patrols check in every three minutes instead of ten.”

      “Are you certain, General? We can feel the vibrations, but there is no indication of invaders within the Forge.”

      “We just downed about a dozen of them near the gate room,” John replied. “I also have indication Cross is losing his fight against the Axon AI. The gate room door wouldn’t budge. I had to force it. If we’re already losing the station, we need to be ready to evacuate everyone.”

      “Negative, General. You have given us a taste of freedom. We will remain here to fight until the last of us has drawn our last breath.”

      “Ramek, you don’t need to die here. You can join the passengers on the Free Inahri home world.”

      “I understand, General. But this is the only home we desire. And we will do all that we can to defend it. I will alert the patrols to increase their reports and mobilize our defenses around the Control Mind and the city.”

      “Roger that,” John said. “Keep me informed.”

      “Of course, General. It will be done.”

      “Washington out.” John disconnected the comm, glancing back at the gate as the last passengers entered the room, shuffling toward the exit from the portal room. Waiting here to meet the incoming civilians when things were calm was one thing. Staying behind when the enemy had already entered the station was something else.

      “Shri, I’m heading out with Nori and his group. Send Za Loi through with the next group to manage the transfer.”

      “As you say, General,” Captain Shri replied.

      John cut in front of a few of the passengers to join them in the corridor. The people around him all stared, seeming to relax slightly to have him nearby, imposing as he was at his height and in heavy armor. He didn’t stay there for long, moving up the line until he reached Nori at the front.

      “General?” Nori said, surprised by his presence.

      “I’m going to range ahead,” John said. “Make sure the path remains clear. I’d rather not have Intellects shooting civilians.”

      “As you say.”

      “Nori, I want you to come with me, along with First Unit.”

      “Yes, sir.” Nori turned to the civilians at the front of the line, including Jacob and his mother. “It’s going to be okay,” he told them. “We’re going to scout ahead and make sure it’s safe. These Inahri are all crack warriors. They’ll protect you.”

      The people nodded, somewhat comforted by his words.

      “You’ll make a good leader one day,” John said as they began running ahead, breaking away from the rest of the group.

      “Thank you, sir,” Nori replied. “Right now, I’m just focused on right now.”

      John smiled internally. He liked that answer too. “Stay sharp warriors,” he said over the comm. “Everyone in this line makes it through the gate.”

      “Ya Shi!” the Inahri replied in unison.

      “Just hang in there, Cross,” John whispered to himself. “Give us some breathing room.”
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      Supernova. Passageway. 04.24.2324. 2115 hours.

      “The primary access to the Control Mind is just up ahead,” Joseph said, bringing Preslan, Tsi and Ksod to a stop. “We need to be smart about our approach. Going in guns blazing is more likely to get us killed before we can even talk to Khron.”

      “Do you have an idea?” Tsi asked.

      “I’ve been thinking about it as we made our way up here,” Joseph replied. “I might.”

      “You know,” Preslan said. “Other than that first group of Intellects we encountered, it’s been strangely quiet. I don’t like it.”

      Ksod made a hissing sound like laughter. “The way you handled those Intellects, I am not surprised. The balance of power in the universe is sure to shift with the enhancements that have been created here.”

      Joseph cast a sidelong glance at Preslan. He had watched her lift a dozen Intellects off the deck with her mind, crumpling their metal bodies as if they were made of paper. While Hidalgo had warned him of her potential, it was a power and control he never expected her to exhibit. One that even she didn’t seem completely comfortable with.

      “Nobody should have to live this way,” Preslan replied softly. “I don’t feel human anymore. I don’t even feel alive.”

      The sadness in her statement caused Joseph’s jaw to clench in anger. He was furious with Rose for what she had done, his anger tempered only because he knew it was the only thing that had saved Preslan’s life.

      “But now that I have it, I’m going to use it to help my friends,” she continued, her expression softening. “And my people.” She turned to Ksod, speaking in Relyeh. “If you do leave here and go back to your kind, be sure to warn them what we’re capable of.”

      Ksod flinched slightly, an odd sight since the Norg was considerably larger than Preslan. It was also understandable. “I have yet to decide where I will go. There are places where Relyeh live who have either tired of the war or have been cast out by their broods.” He lifted his metal arm. “I am not pure either, dsek.”

      “Dsek?” Preslan asked.

      “It is a small, hairless creature from my homeworld. A pest that is very difficult to eliminate.”

      “Fitting then,” Preslan said, smiling.

      “We’re all members of the same club here,” Joseph said. “My humanity is all stored in ones and zeroes. Emulated. I don’t know if I’m even real anymore.”

      “I believe we should save the philosophical discussion for later, Sergeant Joseph,” Tsi said. “What is your plan?”

      Joseph nodded. “Tsi, is your Skin’s projection system still functional?”

      Tsi activated it, creating a perfect hologram of her real self in Inahri armor over the flattened features of the Skin. Perfect except for the slice the Shard had taken out of it, leaving a gap in the image. “It is functional, but damaged,” she admitted. “What is your thought?”

      “A diversion,” he said. “With your Skin, you could go into the Control Mind disguised as Preslan and try to speak to the Mind or to Khron if she is there. Meanwhile, you can get a sense of the defenses and pass them back to me, and I can call them out to Preslan and Ksod through my synthetic moiety. Admittedly, we’d have to kind of wing it from there, but it would give us a chance to possibly take the Mind by surprise.”

      “Only if it believes I am the real Preslan,” Tsi said. “Would it not be able to tell the difference?”

      “I don’t think so,” Preslan said. “The Skin uses a similar low level energy to the nanocytes in my veins. It would be a pretty close match.”

      “Why not just send our dsek in?” Ksod asked. “We have the real one to use. Why a trick?”

      “Because the Mind will treat me as Preslan,” Tsi said. “If it attacks me or tries to capture me, it will overestimate my capability and show its hand. And then the real Preslan will strike. It is a good plan. But there is only one Skin, and it is torn.”

      “It might not matter if nothing in there is using ocular sensors,” Preslan said.

      “We can’t assume that,” Joseph replied. “Especially if Khron is present.”

      “There is no way to repair the Skin in a reasonable amount of time,” Tsi said.

      “Maybe we don’t need to,” Joseph said. “Ksod, how do you feel about being a prisoner again?”

      “It is not ideal,” Ksod answered. “But I will do what needs to be done.”

      “If you stay here on Tsi’s left, your size blocks the break in the image.” Joseph positioned Ksod where he wanted him to stand. “I would prefer to keep you in reserve so you can take the enemy by surprise, but we need to work with what we have.”

      “This is a dangerous maneuver, Sergeant Joseph,” Tsi said.

      “I know. And it’s your life I’m risking. If you aren’t okay with it—”

      “It is an honor to die fighting for your people,” she insisted. “I would be heralded in the Ong. I will do it.”

      “I need to stay back out of sensor range,” Joseph said. He reached out to Preslan through his synthetic. But I’ll come running when you call.

      And I’ll keep you informed of what’s happening, she replied.

      Joseph shifted his gaze between Preslan, Tsi and Ksod. “What a magnificent group of bastards we are,” he said. “My commanding officer used to say that before we went up against the trife. I don’t think it’s ever been more true than right now. You can’t get much more diverse than this group. Or more courageous.”

      “As you say,” Tsi replied. “Honor to you all.”

      “And to you,” Preslan said.

      Tsi faced Peslan, a red laser shining out from her head and sweeping over her entire body. Then her projection changed, creating a nearly identical duplicate with a piece missing from her side.

      “How do I look?” Tsi asked.

      “Just like me,” Preslan replied.

      “Let’s do this,” Joseph said.

      Tsi led Ksod toward the Mind as if he were her prisoner, with Preslan lagging a few meters behind. She kept to the bulkheads in case anything came at them from one of the adjoining passages.

      Joseph remained aware of Preslan through his synthetic as they disappeared around a corner up ahead. He trailed behind them, moving slowly to remain out of the sensor range of any Intellects in their path. The enemy might not suspect a lone Intellect in the corridor was him, but there was no reason to bring more risk with unwanted attention to the others.

      Tsi is approaching the entrance to the Mind, Preslan told him a short time later. There are no guards stationed outside.

      That’s strange, Joseph replied.

      Maybe Khron didn’t think we would show up here. Maybe she thought you would save me and leave.

      Joseph wasn’t convinced. The Intellects we encountered were between the cloning area and here. They must have sent some kind of warning before you destroyed them. Stay alert. This might be a trap.

      He wanted to warn Tsi as well, but didn’t want to risk his comm being noticed. Even if the Axon couldn’t break the encryption, giving away their positions would complicate the plan. Besides, Tsi was astute enough to come to the same conclusion. She would be careful.

      Tsi just went inside, Preslan said. Wait. The doors are opening again. It’s Tsi. She says...Joseph, come quickly!”

      What’s going on? Joseph asked, breaking into an immediate run.

      I don’t know yet. Tsi is signaling for you.

      Joseph caught up to Preslan at the door to the Control Mind. They hurried through it together, coming to a stop just inside.

      The Supernova’s Mind was much different than the one running the Forge. It was significantly smaller. The energy rings, contained within a central cylinder at the center of the room, spat out constant bolts of undulating electricity. Four spheres nearly ten meters in diameter—the Mind’s data repository—rested on the floor around it, each covered in dozens of flickering lights. The rest of the space opened into a rounded compartment at the top of the Supernova with a thick, transparent material separating them from the universe outside. The view was incredible, with thousands of stars and colored gaseous clouds visible all around them.

      But that wasn’t what held Joseph’s interest.

      His attention was riveted on the dozens of Intellects spread out across the floor, crushed similarly to how Preslan had destroyed the group they had encountered earlier.

      But Preslan hadn’t done this.

      Joseph had a bad feeling he knew who had.

      “They were waiting,” Ksod said. “I do not believe they received the visitor they were expecting.”

      “Joe, Iagorth is controlling your clone,” Preslan said. “He did this. I would bet anything. Maybe with the help of the other clones.”

      “He isn’t here now,” Joseph said. “Neither is Khron.”

      “It doesn’t make any sense,” Preslan said. “Why would he come here? He can’t do anything to the Control Mind in this type of body.”

      “For the same reason we did,” Tsi said. “He was looking for Khron.”

      “I wonder if he found her?” Preslan said.

      “We can find her more easily than he can,” Joseph said, walking over to the Control Mind. He put his hand against one of the spheres. “It should only take a few minutes.”

      He was about to enter the Mind when his sensors picked up a contact, almost directly on top of him. A soft metallic whir of metal announced the opening of a door in the side of the sphere next to him

      “Joseph!” Preslan shouted. He backed away from the sphere as it disgorged a swarm of shards.

      “Get down!” Joseph screamed, the hundreds of lethal pieces of metal gathering above them in a shimmering, undulating cluster. He raised his hands, gathering energy to them, and the shards changed direction, coming straight for him.

      Unleashing the energy from his hands, the beams seared through part of the swarm, burning away dozens of shards. But he couldn’t possibly eliminate them all. They slammed into him, colliding with his shields and slicing into every part of his body. He stumbled away, trying to get clear.

      The last Shard Intellect he met in combat had nearly killed him, even with Goliath there, helping him.

      But he didn’t have Preslan the last time.

      The shards came to a complete stop around him.

      Eyes narrowed, forehead sweaty, Preslan held them still as he dove beneath them and rolled back to his feet. He didn’t think she could hold them for long. Already a few were beginning to slip away. He put his hands together, making a single wide beam, and fired into the mass of shards, burning away more of the Intellect. As one, the remaining shards jerked free of Preslan’s control and burst forward, coming at him a second time.

      Joseph backpedaled as Tsi’s twin beams cut down more of the Shards while Ksod hung back from the fight. The Norg had no ranged weapons to attack with, and he wouldn’t last two seconds against the sharp metal. Even with an Intellect body, it was all Joseph could do to intensify his shield energy to deflect them. They continued to bite at his shields, weakening them a little more with each strike.

      “No!” Preslan screamed, the shards slowing again as she grabbed onto them and held on tight. Her telekinetic power paralyzed them long enough for Joseph to unleash another shot of energy. Tsi launched one of her own, and together they burned through countless more until the survivors suddenly redirected, heading directly for Preslan.

      “Prezz!” Joseph shouted, thinking the Intellect was going after her. He watched with amazement as the swarm suddenly parted, dividing into two equal groups that swerved and then came around to collide with one another and shatter directly over Preslan’s head. Like glitter, their remains showered down around her, an invisible barrier protecting her from any damage they might have still been able to inflict.

      The brilliant flakes piled up at Preslan’s feet, crushed into an inert ball of scrap. Her eyes relaxed. She fell forward on her hands and knees, exhausted. Milky white sweat poured down her face.

      “Prezz?” Joseph rushed over and knelt down beside her, his hand resting on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      She looked up at him. “I need to rest. Just a little while. It takes a lot out of me...to focus that hard.” She rubbed at her head, bringing her hand away to look at the white liquid on it. “The nanocytes need to regenerate.”

      He nodded. “Just relax. I need time to delve into the Control Mind anyway.”

      “I will keep an eye on both of you,” Ksod said.

      “Joseph, go ahead,” Preslan said. She shifted her position until she was sitting, pulling her knees up and leaning her head forward on them. “I’ll be okay.”

      He rose and put his hand against the side of the data repository. Tendrils snaked out from his palm, inserting themselves into the computer. He used Max’s hack to bypass the Mind’s security and enter the repository, his cortex quickly searching the most recent log entries in the Mind.

      He wasn’t sure how much time passed while he ran the queries, but the answers he discovered left him chilled. How could he have been so stupid?

      He pulled his hand away, finding Preslan already back on her feet. She had joined Tsi and Ksod in displaying impatient expressions. He felt as if he’d been inside the Mind for just a few moments. Apparently, real time passed differently on the outside.

      “Well?” Preslan asked.

      “Khron went to the gate room,” he said.

      “There’s more to it than that,” she replied. “I can hear it in your voice.”

      “I sent Hidalgo back to the Forge with Pioneer,” he said. “Only Hidalgo wasn’t Hidalgo. He was a clone. He may have tricked the other me into inserting an AI version of Khron into the Control Mind on the Forge.”

      “How do you know?” Preslan asked.

      “Khron went to the gate room,” Joseph repeated. “The gate was used. The destination coordinates were for the Forge.”

      “Are you sure?” Tsi asked.

      “I’m sure,” Joseph replied. “Whatever we’re trying to do here, the battle might already be lost there.”
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      Forge. Control Mind Simulation. 04.24.2324. 2115 hours.

      “Where are we?” Joseph asked Sheriff Duke as he slid backwards off the stallion’s haunches and landed flat-footed on the asphalt. The Sheriff had guided the horse into an alley between two large, burned out buildings hidden from the street by a pile of rubble on one side and the wreck of a car on the other.

      “You should recognize it,” the Sheriff replied. “It came from your memory.”

      Joseph realized he did recognize it. He had been down this alley once before. Only his Bastards had been at his side then, racing through the streets of Austin, Texas in an effort to stay ahead of a slick of trife. To wind up back here in a similar situation seemed fitting.

      “How are we going to stay ahead of Khron this way?”

      “It’s a lot easier to hide out here than it was in that saloon.  Max thought keeping the simulation smaller would make it harder to locate. Khron knows you’re here already, but now they have to find you and catch you. And this is our turf, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it is,” Joseph replied. “The only problem is that it isn’t stopping Khron from taking over more of the Forge’s systems and restoring the Control Mind. We’re losing more of our grip every second.”

      The Sheriff moved to the center of the alley. “As long as you have the defensive systems, as long as you have the gates, you still have a chance. Do you remember this?” he asked, kneeling down beside a manhole cover and easily moving the cover aside with his augmented hand.

      “I remember how bad it smelled,” Joseph replied.

      “In you go, Sarge.”

      Joseph crossed to the sewer, breathing in the fetid scent and making a face. “This is one memory I didn’t need to relive,” he said before turning and planting his feet on the ladder. He climbed down, doing his best not to breathe too deeply.

      The Sheriff followed behind him, pulling the cover back over the sewer hole and leaving them in total darkness. But only for a moment. He produced a flashlight, clicking it on and revealing the tunnel a few meters below. A layer of brown liquid and garbage floated there.

      “You only got out because of this sewer system,” Sheriff Duke said. “Not everyone in your company was so lucky.”

      “We tried to direct them, but the trife cut them off. And then they started coming down into the sewers. We survived because they could only come at us a few at a time, and Keesha had her sword.” He smiled at that part of the memory as he reached the tunnel, moving aside to let the Sheriff down. “What about you? I know you aren’t the real Sheriff.”

      “I’m a reproduction from Max’s stored data of the real Sheriff. An artificial intelligence based on the organic. I’m about ninety percent accurate.”

      “What happened to the other ten percent?”

      “Max prefers this version of me. I don’t know why.”

      They started walking through the sewer. Joseph became more acclimated to the smell over time, though he still got stronger whiffs of it every so often that made him want to gag. The Sheriff seemed immune to the putrid smell, suggesting that Max believed the real Hayden Duke wasn’t bothered by those kinds of details.

      They covered nearly a kilometer before the Sheriff brought them to a stop. “You might want to check on things,” he said, motioning to Joseph’s glasses.

      Joseph nodded, shifting his attention to his sub-processes. The Forge’s outer defenses were still active, functioning on full automation and concentrated on trying to destroy the transports launching from the Novas around the station. The large Axon warships continued bombarding the station, mostly targeting the fixed gun batteries. They had already destroyed nearly one hundred of them, creating a lane for more transports to reach the surface. Close to fifty already had. It was up to the Inahri to hold the line against hundreds of incoming Intellects.

      The drones were still in play, but their numbers were greatly diminished, and without Keesha around to manage them more directly they weren’t faring as well as before. They still outperformed the Axon starfighters nearly three kills to one, but the enemy numbers were far too great for them to stand a chance at carrying the day.

      Meanwhile, Khron’s AI continued to eat away at his control over the station’s secondary systems. He had lost hundreds of processes already, though most of them were for less critical controls. He was most worried about life support, though he wasn’t sure Khron would rather kill all of the Inahri than attempt to enslave them again, and the gates, the loss of which would be catastrophic. General Washington’s plan to evacuate the passengers from Pioneer was ingenious, and the last thing he wanted was for the people of Metro to wind up cut off from their freedom.

      Of course, with the number of transports breaching the station, it was possible that might happen regardless of the gates, and there was absolutely nothing he could do about it.

      “There has to be some way to fight back against Khron,” Joseph said.

      “Like a duel?”

      “I’d prefer that to this.”

      “That’s not how these systems work. And Khron wouldn’t agree to it anyway.”

      “I don’t like hiding.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “We should keep moving,” Joseph suggested.

      They continued through the tunnels, following the trail that had gotten the Bastards out of the city, which felt like only a few years ago to Joseph, but had in reality been two and a half centuries. He still remembered every turn in the tunnel and the corpse they came across, a woman who had tried to hide down here after being wounded by a trife. She was face-down in the muck, body bloated and ugly in her decay.

      They had gone only a short distance past the body when the Sheriff came to a stop, raising his head toward the nearest cover.

      “We need to get out of here,” he said. “Khron’s got this memory pegged.”

      “How?”

      “It’s all stored in the Control Mind. Of course Khron’s been looking for clues to your whereabouts. Come on.”

      The Sheriff climbed the ladder, pushing the cover out of the way and pulling himself up to the street. Joseph had only put his foot on the first rung when he heard splashing behind him. Looking back, he saw the Librarian there, a gun in his hand.

      “Cross,” he said, raising it. “Get out of my Mind.”

      He didn’t get to pull the trigger. The Sheriff  leaned down over the edge of the manhole, aiming his gun and firing in one smooth motion, his bullet hitting the Librarian clean between the eyes and dropping him into the brown water.

      “No dawdling,” the Sheriff said. “We need to move.”

      Joseph hurried up the ladder and popped out onto the street. They were near the city center, surrounded by rusted old cars, garbage and bodies. Too many bodies.

      “This way,” the Sheriff said, directing him toward the nearest alley.

      Joseph took a step to follow, pausing when he noticed unexpected activity through his glasses. Unexpected and impossible.

      “Cross, we need to move,” Sheriff Duke said.

      “Sheriff,” Joseph replied. “I still have control of the incoming and outgoing gates. So why did I just pick up a power surge from a third gate connection?”
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      Forge. Passageway. 04.24.2324. 2115 hours.

      John winced as the floor shuddered again, the vibration an indication of either another energy beam striking the outer surface of the Forge or another transport touching down. He had tried to keep count of the separate shakes as he and Nori led the first group of Pioneer’s passengers to the outgoing gate, but had stopped around twenty-five.

      At that point, it didn’t seem to matter anymore.

      The Forge was under siege. The Intellects were getting inside. Where they were headed was still unknown to him as they had yet to come under fire a second time, but he expected that to change any minute.

      If he were in charge of the Intellects, the first thing he would do would be to send them to the gates to manually disconnect and reconnect them, the way Max had done to get him across to the Forge in the first place. His secondary objective would be the Control Mind, and his tertiary the Inahri city. Capturing the first objective would make the other two that much easier to achieve.

      The fact that they had nearly reached the outgoing gate without running into resistance felt off to him. The Intellects should have been swarming the area. Instead, they had yet to be seen. Comms with Ramek and Za Loi had revealed the Intellects were scarce around the incoming gate and throughout the factory, as if they were intentionally avoiding more populated, guarded areas. At least for the moment.

      “It’s too quiet,” Nori said beside him. “I don’t like it.”

      “I don’t like it either,” John admitted. “Sensors are clean too.”

      “What about all the vibrations?” Nori asked. He squatted down, putting his hand flat on the deck. “Can you feel the footsteps?”

      John looked over at the Guardian. “What?” He leaned down also, more difficult in his larger armor, and put his hand on the deck. He did feel it now. Smaller vibrations in an even cadence, still relatively far away. “You felt this through your boots?” John asked, impressed.

      “Yes, sir. Too heavy to be human.”

      “They’re staying back out of sensor range,” John said, standing upright again.

      “Shadowing us?” Nori said.

      “It could be. Or getting into position to surround us. Either way, we need to get these people through the gate. It’ll be a lot easier for us to operate once they’re clear.” He opened a comm channel to the Inahri escort. “We need to move these people along. We’re almost there.”

      “As you say, General,” Second Unit’s leader replied. “It will be done.”

      “Let’s get to the gate,” John said to Nori and his First Unit. They continued forward at a jog, covering the last few hundred meters and reaching the entrance to the gate room well ahead of the others. The doors to the room had already been severed from their mounts, the metal discarded just inside the frame. Half of the Sixth Composite Wing was positioned outside, keeping watch over the entrance. The other half was inside.

      “Honor to you, General,” the Wing Leader said as John approached.

      “Honor to you, Klai,” John replied. “The refugees are close behind us. Is everything ready?”

      “It is. Members of both the Free Inahri and the Earther security forces are waiting to receive them. We also have medical personnel standing by. General, I do not understand why we have not been attacked.”

      “Neither do I,” John said. “Something isn’t right. But we can’t control that. We need to get these people through.”

      “General Washington,” Za Loi said over the comm. “The second wave of passengers is entering the gate room now. Guardian Morales is leading their security detail.”

      “Acknowledged,” John replied. “Get them out of the gate room and on their way over as soon as they’re healthy enough to walk.”

      “As you say.”

      John turned back toward the corridor he had just come through. The first line of passengers were visible at the end of the hallway, marching behind Second Unit. They still looked exhausted and frightened, but the journey had also increased their resolve, putting a level of strength into their steps.

      “Here they come. Second Unit, urge them forward. They can run the last few hundred meters. We need them through ASAP.”

      “As you say,” Second Unit’s Leader replied. Up ahead, John could see the Inahri warriors saying something to Pioneer’s passengers as they waved their arms toward the gate room.

      The civilians hesitated a moment before breaking into a run. Nori waved them forward, urging them on, beckoning them to freedom. Jacob and his mother moved out ahead of the group, the excitement and desperation clear in the woman’s eyes.

      “Come on,” John said as she neared them. “You’re going to make it.”

      She ran past, and John turned to watch her and the passengers directly behind her cross the gate room, headed for the large, drab compartment on the other side. He smiled, knowing that while the compartment was very ordinary, what they would experience once they made it outside would blow their minds. As third and fourth generation colonists, none of them had ever seen a real sky, a river or verdant forests for as far as the eye could see.

      Jacob and his mother made it through the gate, met happily by the Inahri warriors and civilians on the other side. More of the passengers joined the pair a moment later, the floodgates open and Pioneer’s precious cargo pouring through.

      “Come on, come on, come on!” Nori shouted to them, urging them to run faster. Seeing the first group beginning to reach the other side the passengers behind them began to smile, growing confident in their escape.

      They filed through the gate by the hundreds, a stream of people making it across to freedom, to a new life and a new world beyond anything they could probably imagine. Sensing their imminent crossing, the passengers in the back picked up the pace themselves, even before John and the others could hurry them along. They bunched tightly together, going through the gate even faster. A minute passed. Another. John kept a close eye on his sensors, waiting for the Intellects to move in.

      Waiting for the attack.

      Expecting it at any moment.

      But it didn’t come. The sensors remained clean. The caravan continued through the gate, until the last of them had cleared the passage to safety.

      “General Washington,” Guardian Morales said over the comm. “Second wave is incoming on the outer gate, sir.”

      “Roger that, Fatcat,” John replied. “First wave is clear.”

      “That’s great news, sir!” Morales said excitedly. “Let’s get these people through too!”

      “Definitely,” John said at the same time the Forge shuddered again. He checked his sensors once more. Surely the enemy was moving in now?

      They weren’t. It was curious at first. An oddity. Now he couldn’t help feeling like there was something else happening here. Something he was missing.

      “General John Washington,” Nori said, his voice anything but normal. “From the starship Deliverance. A member of Caleb Card’s Vultures.”

      John turned to Nori. “What?” he asked, confused.

      “You’re fortunate to be alive, General John Washington,” Nori said. “Even in his weakened state, Arluthu was a worthy adversary.”

      “Niko, what’s going on?” John asked.

      “I gave you the women and children, John Washington,” Nori said. “To show you that I can be benevolent when it suits me. I let them have a future out of respect for what you’ve accomplished. And what you’ve delivered to me.”

      “Niko, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” John said. “What did I deliver to you?”

      “This place. These people. Joseph Cross thought he could stop me. He still thinks he understands the nature of what I am.” Nori laughed, his voice turning harsh when he spoke again. “And you don’t even realize Niko Nori isn’t speaking to you right now.”  He paused, turning his rifle toward John. “No matter. Thank you for your service, John Washington. It is no longer required.”

      John reacted quickly, instinctively grabbing his xix from his back. He should have had time to deflect the sudden attack, but somehow Nori moved far aside, completely avoiding any potential blow, sticking his smarty rifle against John’s armor and squeezing the trigger.

      The round punched right through the armor, detonating just ahead of his chest. He felt the sting of the shrapnel punching into his flesh in a dozen places, and then the wetness of his blood pouring out.

      He fell to his knees as the Inahri around him turned on Nori, leveling their rifles at him while John’s Wing Leader knelt beside him.

      “Do not move,” one of them said to Nori.

      Nori pointed his weapon at the warrior. “This one deserves to die for all the trouble he’s given me.”

      The Inahri thought Nori was talking about the warrior and they opened fire, dozens of bullets punching through him and knocking him to the ground.

      “No,” John whispered, understanding creeping in as his vision started to blur.

      “General, we need to get you through the gate for treatment,” the Leader beside him said. “Hold on.”

      “Warn Cross,” John said. “Warn Ramek. It’s Iagorth. Iagorth is here.”

      He tried to stand up, immediately becoming dizzy, his world fading to black.
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      Supernova. Gate Room. 04.24.2324. 2130 hours.

      Joseph and Preslan, along with Tsi and Ksod, approached the gate room cautiously but quickly. The revelation that the gate had been used and Khron had already passed from the ship into the Forge had created a fresh level of desperation.

      The good news was that if the gate was programmed to the Forge and the link could be made, it meant they could also use it to return to the station only a short time behind the Axon Seer and his Iagorth clone.

      The bad news was that Joseph wasn’t sure they wanted to follow. If Khron and Iagorth had already gone through, if the Preslan clones were with them, and if the battle on the station had already ended in crushing defeat, following blindly would only make it that much easier for them to join their allies in captivity. Or worse. That consideration was compounded by the number of Intellects they’d encountered along their path from the Control Mind down to the gate room. Not because they’d run into heavy opposition but because they hadn’t. The machines they’d passed were all destroyed, crushed and mangled the way Preslan had done earlier, clearly destroyed by the clones.

      It also left Joseph wondering about Khron’s part in the current situation. These were her Intellects. Her army. Was she ordering their destruction to test the strength of her newer designs? Or had she lost control of them? From what Joseph knew about Iagorth, the Q-net, and the moieties, he was fairly certain it was the latter. And entering the gate room proved that theory out.

      “You must think this is exactly what I deserve,” Khron said as Joseph and the others entered the gate room. She had her back to the bulkhead at the side of the compartment, her robes hanging open, blood staining the wispy hair that spilled off her otherwise naked body, running down her side and pooling on the floor.

      Seeing her like that, Joseph had a moment of empathy for the Axon. He couldn’t say that anything she had done was truly wrong. Her actions had come with the intent of saving her race from the Hunger, not out of personal malice or ill-intent. Her problem was borne more of ignorance and desperation than evil.

      “What happened here?” Joseph asked, looking over at the gate. It was inactive, the connection to the Forge broken. A pair of Intellects were crushed on the floor on either side of it.

      “Evolution,” Khron replied in the tonal algorithmic language of the Axon. “I made the perfect Intellect.” She laughed sardonically. “The perfect...Intellect.”

      Ksod pushed past Joseph, fists clenched as he headed for Khron, hissing loudly. Khron’s eyes shifted to him, and he stopped moving suddenly, held by her telekinetic energy. “I am not dead yet, Norg,” she said, teeth bared. “You will not lay a hand on me.”

      “Ksod, stand down,” Joseph said.

      Ksod hissed again but took a step back. Khron released him before turning her attention to Preslan. “I didn’t know you were tainted. I understood the Relyeh DNA, but not the meaning of the growth. I decided it was benign. Because I needed you too much. We are all going to fall to the Hunger. Axon. Humans. Everything that lives in this universe. I tried to solve the problem. I only made it worse. Who is Iagorth?”

      “A Relyeh Ancient,” Preslan said. “Sibling to Shub-nigu. The black sheep of the family. Shub-nigu told me he helped Vyte create the Q-net. It’s the interface that is allowing him to control all of your clones. It’s the network that let him in when we sacrificed so much to keep him out.”

      “We could have negotiated,” Joseph said. “We could have worked together. Earth has no conflict with the Axon.”

      Khron laughed again. “I am forty-thousands years old, human. A child to a Relyeh Ancient, but an Ancient to all humans. All I have seen and learned. You do not ally with other races because those alliances always fail. Those races are always destroyed. And when they turn to you for aid, your own defenses are weakened. Your own survival is threatened. The only solution is to take what you need and use it against the enemy. That is what the Hunger taught us.”

      “We haven’t succumbed to the Hunger. We’re still on Earth. Still fighting.”

      “I know what is happening on Earth. Your survival is temporary. You don’t see it because you measure time in decades while we measure it in millenia. The end result is always the same.” She paused to make a wheezing, coughing sound. “Always the same.”

      “You’re dying,” Preslan said.

      “The damage you see is not the true damage. The clone I made of that one…” She pointed at Joseph. “...incorporates the lessons I learned from your first challenge. He is stronger than the rest. My insides are twisted, my body hemorrhaging. I expect to die here alone. A failure.”

      “You can still help us,” Joseph said. “The gate is closed.”

      “It was not closed from this side. Iagorth brought the clones through the gate and then destroyed it at the other end. You cannot go back through there.”

      “You can still help us get back,” Joseph insisted. “This ship can fold to the Forge.”

      “What reason do I have to help you, human?” Khron asked. “Of what benefit is it to me? To the Axon?”

      “If Iagorth gains control of the Forge, your people are going to be in a world of hurt,” Joseph replied.

      “That cannot happen. His telekinesis has no effect on the Control Mind. Besides, if I could not stop him with all of my Intellects, all of my intelligence, and all of my abilities, you will have no chance against him.”

      “That may be true,” Joseph said. “Regardless, you have nothing to lose by helping us now.”

      “My pride, human. That is what I have to lose. And absolutely nothing to gain.” She laughed again. “The light of the Axon may be fading, but the flame of humankind will go out first. I will not help you. In fact, I will stop you.”

      An invisible force grabbed Joseph, lifting him and putting pressure against his Intellect body, threatening to compress it like Iagorth had done to the others.

      “Let him go,” Preslan said, doing something that caused Khron to cry out in pain.

      The Axon Seer released Joseph, letting him fall back to the deck. “Are you planning to kill me?” she asked.

      “You said yourself, you’re dead already,” Preslan replied. She turned to Joseph. “We need to get out of here. We need to get back to the Forge.”

      Joseph looked at the inactive gate, and then at Khron. She stared back at him defiantly, though her eyes looked more glassy and her breathing more shallow.

      “Your pride might be the death of us all,” he said.

      “So be it,” she growled. Then her head drooped forward and she went deathly still.

      “I wanted to do that,” Ksod said.

      “Let’s get back to Fang,” Joseph said. “Prezz is right. We need to get to the Forge as soon as possible.”

      “Do you think Khron realized that we know Grant and the others are fakes?” Preslan asked.

      “I don’t think it matters,” Joseph replied. “They’re Iagorth’s now. But that may be something we can use against him. Come on.”
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      Supernova. Hangar. 04.24.2324. 2145 hours.

      While Khron’s death wouldn’t stop the Control Mind from acting on its directives, those directives didn’t appear to include stopping Joseph, Preslan and the others from leaving the Supernova. They made it from the gate room back down to the hangar in record time, slowed only by the need to forcibly enter the transfer unit closest to the gate room to get back to the right deck in the massive starship. Joseph had warned all of them to play dumb when they reached Fang. He didn’t want any of them revealing that they knew the surviving humans weren’t human at all.

      Joseph entered the hangar first, and he hurried across the floor to Fang. Rollins was stationed outside the open hatch into the ship, one of the smarty rifles that had been stowed on the ship cradled in his arm and ready for use.

      “Sergeant Cross,” he said as Joseph approached. “You made it.”

      Captain Grant appeared inside the hatch, also armed. “Cross. It’s about time.”

      “Captain, is Keesha ready to get us out of here?” Joseph asked. “I haven’t been able to raise her on the comm. I was worried something might have happened to you.”

      “We’re still intact, Sergeant,” Grant replied. Then he shook his head. “I’m sorry to say Guardian West didn’t make it.”

      “What?” Preslan said, feigning surprise and upset. She was a better actress than Joseph would ever be. “What happened?”

      Grant’s eyes shifted to her. “Miss Juno. It’s excellent Cross found you. And Colonel Tsi. When you ran off, I feared the worst.”

      “What happened to Keesha, Captain?” Joseph echoed.

      “We were ambushed by a group of Advanced Intellects on our way back. Not far from the upper teleportation device. West covered us as we made our escape. We were all just about clear when a second group of Intellects took us by surprise. She held them off single-handedly. I’m sure you would have been proud of her, Sergeant. Before she was destroyed, she told us to head down here to wait for you.”

      “I understand,” Joseph said, noticing Grant’s lack of emotion over her loss. “It would be harder to take if she were the only copy of her we have. Even if the one back at the Forge meets the same fate, the good news is, I can build another one of her once we get back to the Forge. The bad news is that it means I have to fly us out of here, and I’m a bad pilot. Thankfully, the ship’s Control Mind doesn’t seem to be too concerned about stopping us.”

      Grant’s eyes narrowed slightly at Joseph’s mention that he could make another Keesha and wasn’t that upset over her loss. He recovered quickly, his expression turning more morose. “That’s not all, Sergeant. Rollins, Stevens and myself are the only survivors. Prime West tried to get everybody out, but the Inahri wouldn’t listen to her. They tried to fight back against the Intellects and got themselves killed. And Navita was taken in the initial ambush.”

      “Only you, Rollins and Stevens survived?” Joseph asked. “I don’t even know what to say. I came here to rescue all of you. This is a real tragedy.”

      “Maybe if you hadn’t left us to our own devices it might have been avoided,” Grant said.

      Joseph flinched for real at the comment. Knowing Grant was one of Khron’s clones didn’t ease the sting of knowing Siraj, Oslo and the others were all dead. He had succeeded in finding Preslan, and he was happy about that. But right now the victory felt more than just a little hollow.

      “If I hadn’t distracted the enemy, we would all be dead,” Joseph replied. “The Axon Seer has a new Intellect with a range of abilities that make the Advanced Intellects look like toys. I would have died too if Ksod and Tsi hadn’t found me in time.”

      “I’m grateful they did, Sergeant. It’ll be good to get out of here. This whole episode has been a nightmare.”

      “It won’t get any better on the other side, Captain. The Forge is under siege as we speak. I don’t know how our side is doing.”

      “Then we should get moving, shouldn’t we, Cross?”

      “Yes, sir,” Joseph said, climbing into Fang and moving past Grant, the others right behind him.

      “He’s so full of manure I can smell it,” William said inside Joseph’s construct. “He’s poking at our defenses, Joey. Iagorth. He probably thinks he’s clever, and doesn’t realize I’m a lot more sensitive to his bullshit now.”

      “Just make sure he doesn’t figure it out,” Joseph replied. “And tell me if it seems like he’s going to get past our shields.”

      “He won’t.”

      “And don’t underestimate him.”

      “Fine. You little shit.”

      Back inside Fang, Joseph moved to the forward station, slipping his hands and feet into their locks and adjusting his head until the interface cable plugged into him. He immediately interfaced with the ship’s artificial intelligence, becoming aware of Fang’s systems. He was also aware of Grant taking the seat beside him on one side, Stevens on the other, and Rollins moving into a spot at the front. Preslan was forced to strap in next to Grant, while Ksod took up the entire front row opposite Rollins and Tsi went all the way in the back. It was an odd arrangement, purposely made as both sides played their end of the game.

      Joseph wasn’t immediately assured the clones or Iagorth wouldn’t identify the countermove for what it was, rather than random seating based on the remaining spots and overall convenience. But when none of them reacted he became more confident neither they nor Iagorth were onto him.

      “You probably won’t need the rifle en route,” Preslan said to Grant.

      Joseph would have smiled if he could. He had also noticed none of the survivors had stowed their weapons. The maneuver did cause him to wonder if they had the same abilities as Preslan or if they were more exact copies of the deceased crew members, with a Q-net interface added by Khron. It was an important distinction to make.

      Prezz, can you tell if they have your abilities? he asked silently.

      Not until they try to use them, she replied.

      Copy that.

      “Here we go,” Joseph said, firing Fang’s vectoring thrusters to push them off the deck. He swung the front of the ship toward the hangar bay exit and hit the mains, shoving everyone on board back into their seats as Fang shot forward, crossing the bay and shooting out into space. He was only a few seconds away from the hangar when he ordered the ship’s AI to prepare for the fold back to the Forge. “We’ll jump as soon as the calculations are...”

      He went silent as Fang’s systems began blaring out a warning inside his mind. Reviewing the sensor data, he was surprised to find that with Khron dead, the Control Mind wasn’t letting him go as easily as he’d thought it would. In fact, it seemed as though it had just been waiting for them to take off.

      An entire swarm of hundreds of projectiles launched from the Supernova’s surface bore down on Fang in a hurry.
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      Forge. Control Mind Simulation. 04.24.2324. 2145 hours.

      Three gates. That’s what the Sheriff had told him. That’s what Joseph had forgotten. Max had mentioned the three gates the first time they had spoken. One for incoming raw materials to be converted into Intellects. One for outgoing Intellects. And one that only the real Axon could use. That gate hadn’t shown up anywhere within the data repository until a power surge signaled its opening in a small compartment beneath the Mind’s parabola. Joseph didn’t know if it was absent from the station’s schematics because the Axon were trying to keep it secret or if the Librarian had quietly removed it behind his back. Either way, the answer didn’t matter much now. An Axon had opened the gate. He could only guess what Axon had entered the Forge through it.

      Khron.

      There was no other logical choice. It had to be the real, organic version of the AI that was still chasing him through the post-apocalyptic landscape of the trife-infested Earth in order to kill his last process and gain complete control of the Forge. The only good thing about the Seer’s arrival was that the gate had opened and closed relatively quickly. Khron might have brought a few Intellects with her, but she hadn’t brought an army through.

      Then again, Joseph wasn’t convinced that was good news. Khron had sent an entire fleet of four thousand warships to attack the Forge. She had sent a clone of Hidalgo to implant an AI in the Control Mind to recapture it. And then she had come in the flesh. Why not bring an army with her?

      If only a handful of Intellects had come through with her and those Intellects were Shards, she didn’t need to bring an army. One was already here.

      He had seen the designs for the Shard Intellects in the data repository. He knew how hard they were to make. How much exotic material it took to build even one of them. The Shards were the rarest of the Intellects for good reason. Both humankind and the Relyeh were fortunate there weren’t more of them.

      Clearly, if Khron had come alone, without Shards, it would have been because she thought the  invasion force already here was sufficient to win back the Forge. Joseph was aware of every shield failure. Every surface breach. He could guess from that how many Intellects had landed on the Forge and were already inside the station. Hundreds. And while the Inahri vastly outnumbered them, they weren’t trained warriors, and they only had a limited number of Free Inahri rifles. They could only do so much. That’s why it had been so important for him and Keesha to knock out as many Axon ships as they could before they touched down. They had fallen short in their goals. Way, way short.

      “They’re catching up,” the Sheriff said, peering over the edge of the rooftop into the distant streets.

      “How can you even see them in this darkness?” Joseph asked, trying to spot the trife that were tailing them.

      “Replacement eye,” the Sheriff said. “Night vision, telescopic. Better than the sight of an assault rifle networked to combat armor. Anyway, if we lie low up here, we should be able to avoid their attention. They’re attracted to sound and smell.”

      “What if they come up here anyway?” Joseph asked.

      “Then we use that stairwell to get to the basement. We can block it up and hold out for a few hours at least. That should give the Inahri time to rally if they’re going to. After that, it won’t matter anymore. It will all be over, one way or another.”

      “I’d rather keep running than sitting here and waiting for them to take us.”

      “We’re losing control of the simulation, Joe. I can tell because they’re speeding up. Getting faster than us. It wouldn’t be possible any other way. We need to hold onto as much of it as we can. Running will get us cut down faster than hiding.”

      “I know how many transports have already landed. I’ve lost eighty percent of my subprocesses. Keesha’s are pretty much gone. The only thing of value we’re still holding onto are the gate controls and life support, and I can tell Khron is trying to get into those too.”

      “She can’t. Not while you’re still here. You’re updating the encryption aren’t you?”

      “About ten-thousand times per second,” Joseph admitted.

      “There you go,” the Sheriff replied. “And here they come.”

      Joseph peered down from the rooftop, watching the first line of trife reach the building. They scrambled around it, the thick line of creatures spreading like crude oil through the streets and quickly flooding the area. The line of them seemed almost endless as hundreds of thousands continued through the dead city, leaving them totally surrounded, their option to escape expired.

      They were committed to this all the way to the end.

      The Sheriff didn’t speak. He barely moved. He glared down at the monstrous slick as it passed, watching and waiting. Five minutes. Ten. The line finally began to thin out, the bulk of the trife army nearly past. For a moment, Joseph was certain they were going to make it through this. That the demons would harmlessly pass them by.

      There was no reason for one of them to start scaling the side of the building that Joseph could guess. It just approached the rough mortar, dug its claws in and began to climb, using its powerful arms and light body to easily scale the vertical incline.

      “Sheriff,” Joseph whispered.

      “Back up,” the Sheriff replied. “To the stairs. Be as quiet as you can.”

      They rose into crouches, stepping backward. The Sheriff pulled a knife from his boot, face tense as they retreated to the stairwell near the center of the rooftop. They had almost reached it when the trife appeared over the edge and jumped onto the rooftop facing them.

      Joseph and the Sheriff both froze as the trife turned its head, listening and smelling—trying to use its weak eyes in the darkness and shadow. It walked across the rooftop, moving parallel to them until it reached the center. It stopped again, and for a moment Joseph was sure it had caught their scent. But then it moved on, crossing to the other side of the roof and vanishing down over the side.

      “Too close,” Joseph whispered.

      “Pozz,” the Sheriff agreed. “Stay here. I’ll take another look.”

      He padded across the rooftop toward the edge and leaned over. His head snapped back, and then he was falling backward onto the roof, the trife that came back up over the edge was on him. Joseph’s muscles bunched to launch him forward, but before he could move, the Sheriff drove his knife into the creature’s eye. It hissed as it pulled out the knife and then fell dead on top of the Sheriff. With his replacement hand, he threw its carcass into the next trife to appear, knocking both demons off the edge of the roof.

      The Sheriff pushed himself back to his feet, backing quickly away as the real storm arrived. An entire line of trife reached the edge of the rooftop, climbing over and making way for a second line and then a third. Sheriff Duke grabbed his revolvers and started firing. Joseph used his rifle to do the same, each of them picking off one demon after another. Joseph kept his aim tight, focusing on getting the Sheriff to safety.

      Sheriff Duke made it to the stairwell door, shoving it open as Joseph continued laying down cover fire. “Let’s move,” he said, grabbing Joseph by his arm and nearly throwing him down the stairs.

      They descended quickly, the trife filling the stairwell behind them. They pushed and shoved each other in an effort to be the first to reach them. The Sheriff paused a few times to shoot the leading trife, further clogging up the stairs allowing him and Joseph to put a few floors between them and the horde.

      They were nearly at ground level when hundreds of trife burst through the doorway beneath them. Joseph didn’t slow as he opened fire, his bullets blowing gaping holes in their chests and heads. The Sheriff added the firepower of both his guns a moment later, and the trife dropped like flies, the dead and dying littering the stairs two and three bodies deep. They had to leap over and step on them as they hustled down the stairs, often having to brace their arms against the opposing walls of the stairwell and swing down five and six steps at a time.

      A claw shot toward Joseph, scraping his arm and digging in, creating a sharp burn as it drew blood. Joseph fired his rifle point blank into the demon, pulling away from it and continuing his descent all the way to the main floor. The Sheriff made it through the melee a moment later, and they hustled down the stairs another six floors to a deep sub basement.

      Pushing through the door, the Sheriff slammed it shut behind him. “Joe, pass me the rebar,” he said, pointing to a piece of metal rebar sticking out of the demolished side wall of the basement..

      Joseph ran over to it, needing both hands to pull it from the jumble of cement detritus filling the hole that a tank shell must have created.  Returning with it, the Sheriff took the steel bar and bent it with his augment, through the door handle and around a security latch on the frame. He stepped back from it as the first of the trife slammed into the door. It rattled on its heavy hinges but held.

      “Now what?” Joseph asked, peering at the shuddering door, “That isn’t going to hold for long.” He scanned the basement. It normally occupied the entire footprint of the structure, but the blown-to-shit wall, filled with its own rubble and asphalt chunks from the street above had left their section much smaller. “And there’s no other way out.”

      “I know,” Sheriff Duke replied, turning around.

      Joseph flinched when he saw the Sheriff’s eyes were yellow like Khron’s. “Sheriff?” he said.

      “This is where it ends, Sergeant Cross. I respect your efforts to survive. You have proven a worthy opponent.”

      “So have you, Khron,” Joseph replied. “I should have known you would locate the simulation and subvert it.” He brought his rifle around in line with the Sheriff.

      But he didn’t get a shot off.

      The Sheriff’s first round hit him in the forehead. The second obliterated his right eye and blew out the back of his head.

      And then he ceased to exist.
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      Supernova. Exterior. 04.24.2324. 2200 hours.

      Joseph could have kicked himself for not realizing sooner that an external attack when they took off made the most sense. The soldier Intellects couldn’t do much against them when they’d been on board. The clones were under Iagorth’s control. And Khron was dead. The Axon could have destroyed Fang before they returned to the ship, but that would have provoked Joseph into going after the Supernova instead of folding to the Forge. Maybe the Control Mind hadn’t liked its odds there either.

      Through Fang’s AI, he was able to track every single missile headed their way. One hundred sixty of them in total, all of them accelerating so quickly they had only a few seconds until impact. Not long enough for the fold computer to finish its calculation. Not long enough to evade them all. But there had to be something he could do.

      “There is, Joey,” William said. “You know what to do.”

      “Are you strong enough to survive it?” Joseph asked.

      “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. You don’t have a choice.”

      The first of the projectiles rocketed past Fang. To a human observer or a normal Intellect, it might have appeared the Control Mind had missed Fang completely, but Joseph was neither human nor a normal Intellect. He carried a cloned Relyeh synthetic, a QDM for an energy source and he was desperate to survive.

      He had identified the attack pattern in a split second, his cortex able to track and capture the trajectory of every missile around them. The Control Mind knew he had that capability, and had modified its attack into one an Intellect of his kind would never be able to evade. One that established the projectiles in a static pattern around Fang, so that once it was surrounded there would be absolutely no escape.

      Only, there still was a way out. One the Mind couldn’t have accounted for.

      Joseph activated his synthetic, sending a massive burst of energy out from it to establish a time dilation. He wasn’t sure the synthetic could make one large enough to envelop the entire ship.  Had he tried this before his nanocyte gel had been upgraded he definitely wouldn’t have survived it. As it was, warnings reverberated throughout his Intellect body, the wave of heat expelled from his body making Grant and Rollins shrink away on either side of him, both flinching as if scalded.

      Time slowed around Fang, enough that the missiles were unable to complete their trap before he changed Fang’s vector again, coming up and over the top of the projectiles before letting the dilation go.

      The missiles reacted poorly to the unexpected maneuver, trying to update their vectoring computers to compensate for the changes in velocity and direction, something that, to their algorithmic minds, was impossible to achieve. They didn’t move in unison at that point, colliding with one another as they attempted to give chase. Fang managed to stay ahead of them as Joseph aimed the starship directly at the Supernova.

      “Cross, what’s going on?” Grant asked.

      Joseph glanced over at him. His face was red from the heat Joseph had expelled, lines of white gel filling in the redness and causing it to quickly fade. Grant didn’t seem aware of it or he would have covered his face. Or did he already suspect that Joseph knew his true nature?

      “Missiles, sir,” Joseph replied.

      “A little warning would have been nice,” Grant said.

      “There was no time.”

      Grant’s eyes flashed at the statement, alerting Joseph that the clone, or rather Iagorth, knew what he had just done. “How long until the fold?”

      “Not long,” Joseph said. The Supernova was fast-approaching, the remaining missiles recovering and rejoining the hunt. He couldn’t get too close to the vessel or the fold drive would refuse to activate.

      Fang swooped toward the Supernova, the missiles gaining on them. They had updated their tactics in response to their losses, and were doing their best to score a hit on the ship. Joseph worked to keep Fang out of their path, but he wasn’t half the pilot Keesha was. He didn’t have that same innate feel for the capabilities and limits of the craft, and it cost them. Fang shook as a projectile impacted against her shields, knocking them around.

      “Cross!” Grant snapped, angry with the blow.

      Joseph didn’t respond. He sent Fang skipping past a pair of missiles, and then used the ship’s guns to assault the group behind them. The energy blasts reduced a dozen projectiles to dust in  seconds, but two of the missiles made it through, headed right for Fang’s tail.

      Inside his cortex, the ship’s AI informed him that the fold drive was ready and locked. Joseph triggered it immediately. Fang disappeared from space only moments before the missiles entered its jump radius, continuing across space without a target.

      “Fold complete,” Joseph announced a moment later as Fang emerged into Axon space near the Forge. “We’re back where we started.” He opened a channel to the station, sending the message in outward silence. “Forge, this is Cross. Do you copy?”

      It felt strange for him to reach out to himself this way. Worse was that he didn’t receive a response.

      “Forge, this is Cross,” he repeated. “Do you copy?”

      He paid more attention to his sensors, hope fading when he registered the accumulation of large and small debris—destroyed Axon starfighters and Forge drones, along with chunks of shattered warships—drifting around the Forge. The inner region close to the station was still heavily active, nearly two thousand Axon ships remaining in orbit, though there was no sign of a continuing attack against the shell.

      There was also no sign of Obado or Pioneer. Were they intermingled with the rest of the junk out here, the flotsam all that remained of either vessel?

      “Pioneer is gone,” Joseph said to his passengers. “Obado too. I think it’s over.” He paused, still coming to grips with what his sensors were telling him and the lack of reply from the Forge. “I think we lost.”

      The words had just escaped him when Grant started laughing. Rollins and Stevens followed suit a moment later.

      “Captain?” Joseph said.

      “Oh, Joseph Cross. So courageous. So very courageous. And also so inept. Always one step behind, instead of one step ahead.” All three crew members raised their rifles toward him in unison. “And a worse actor than you are a pilot. The Forge is mine now. It belongs to me. As do the Inahri and the humans on board.”

      “Humans?” Joseph said.

      “That’s right,” Iagorth replied. “The Axon didn’t destroy Pioneer. They folded to the inside of the shell and found a way off the ship and onto the station. Thirty-five thousand survivors, Joseph Cross. Thirty-five thousand moieties. And they have no idea what’s waiting for them. No idea what they are. And no idea what we will become as soon as the Control Mind is mine.”

      Preslan shifted in her seat, glaring at Captain Grant as she started to rise.

      “Preslan Juno, do not move another muscle or think to attack. You may be able to crush all three of me, but not before I blow a hole through Joseph Cross’ cortex and end this existence.” Preslan froze in place, and his attention returned to Joseph. “Though we would like to see you try to float home from here,” he said, grinning with pleasure.

      Joseph stared at Grant without replying. If Iagorth didn’t have the Mind, then why wasn’t he or Keesha responding? What had happened to them?

      “What do you think of us now, Joseph Cross?” Iagorth continued. “To be spread out across the galaxy. To taste the power we possess. Do you want to make more copies of yourself? Of Keesha West? Of Preslan Juno? You can keep the Control Mind, if you’d like. Seeing how things have evolved, how you have evolved,  I am willing to allow you to join us.”

      Joseph didn’t answer right away. He turned to William inside the cabin. His grandfather sat at the kitchen table, tapping keys on an old laptop. He leaned forward so he could better see the output on the screen.

      “Do you have them?” Joseph asked.

      “Working on it,” William replied. “It’s a little trickier this way.”

      “Hurry up.”

      “I’m going as fast as I can.”

      Inside Fang, Joseph’s eyes shifted to Rollins on the other side. He couldn’t see Stevens behind him, but he knew he was there. “You can’t get into the Control Mind, can you? Not in the body of a hybrid clone. Not in any of these bodies, or the Cross duplicate Khron made.”

      “I will get into the Mind in time. But you can make it so much easier, Joseph Cross. This is the mission. This is the reason for everything. The Axon are a stain, Joseph Cross. A blight on the universe. As are the Hunger as my brother has made them. But we can change that. We can master all of it, devour all that we desire and spare whomever we choose. You have seen it, Joseph Cross. Consider all that you can accomplish. You can save Pioneer. You can save your Guardians. You can save Preslan Juno and all of humankind. You can have the Forge and spread across the galaxy with me. Axon, Relyeh and human hybrids. This is the true evolution of all sentient beings.”

      “I don’t know,” Joseph said. “I have to admit, it is tempting. This body. That Mind. The power. The control.”

      “Yes,” Iagorth said. “You used the moieties. I know you did. You seized the people you’re supposed to protect. Tell me that it didn’t feel good. Tell me that you don’t hunger for more.”

      Joseph shook his head slowly. “I can’t tell you that.”

      “Joseph?” Preslan said. “What are you talking about? You can’t actually be agreeing with him.”

      “Prezz, I know you feel it too. Why are we fighting so desperately for scraps when we could take this entire sector of space? When we could give the people of Metro a real, permanent home.”

      “I don’t know, because Iagorth is a Relyeh and can’t be trusted, maybe?”

      “I’ve got it Joey,” William said inside the cabin. “He won’t know what hit him.”

      “What do you need me to do?” Joseph asked Iagorth.

      “Khron inserted an AI replicant of herself into the Control Mind. She’s trying to destroy you. I know you can get into the Mind. You can overpower her. Regain the Forge, and then order the Inahri to stand down. They don’t need to know we are here. Not right away. Let them think they have won. Let them think they have their freedom. And then we will take it from them...again.”

      “I see,” Joseph said. “And if I agree to help you, then all of the passengers from Pioneer will go free?”

      “Yes. You have my word.”

      “And Preslan?”

      “If that is what you wish.”

      “And if I don’t agree?”

      “Your people will be mine, under my control to do with as we please. You will be destroyed. And Preslan Juno and your companions will all be stranded out here. What is your answer, Joseph Cross? Will you finally submit to my superiority?”

      Joseph was silent for a few more seconds. “I have another idea,” he said. “First, I’m going to take your clones. And then, we’re going to come and kill you. Again.”

      The three clones started to laugh. It cut off a moment later, the hybrids falling slack, slumping over in their seats and dropping their rifles.

      “What do you know,” William said. “It worked.”

      “What just happened?” Preslan asked, taking the rifle closest to Grant’s clone.

      “William put a block on their Q-net interfaces,” Joseph said. “My clone has an energy unit powering it. I have a quantum dimensional modulator. Iagorth can’t match me there. It just took the synthetic a few minutes to suss out the access keys for these three.”

      Preslan smiled. “That sounds like something I would do. Where’d you learn how to do that?”

      “Natalia Duke,” Joseph replied. “And you, of course. Now we need to get through this soup and back to the station.” He noticed the sensors. The Axon had taken notice of them; a squadron of starfighters were heading their way. “Hold on tight. It’s going to be a hell of a ride.”
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      Obado. Sick Bay. 04.24.2324. 2200 hours.

      John’s eyes snapped open and he pulled himself upright. He immediately recognized the recovery room inside Obado’s Sick Bay and was angry just as quickly that he was there. A nurse entered the room as he yanked the monitoring electrodes off his bare chest.

      “General Washington, sir,” she said as he jumped, naked, to his feet. “You are not completely repaired.”

      John looked down at himself. The skin where the bullet had pierced him was still raw, and his activity had made it seep a trickle of blood. “Am I actively dying?” he asked.

      “No, sir.”

      “Then I’m good enough to go. Where’s my armor?”

      “In holding.”

      “Clothes?”

      She pointed to a drawer on his left, hurrying out of the room as he opened it and pulled out the shirt, pants and underwear. He had them on by the time Doctor Guri came in.

      “General,” he said. “Your healing process is not complete.”

      “Tell me what’s happening on the Forge.”

      “Sir, you really should allow—”

      “Tell me,” he growled, knowing the Doctor would have stayed abreast of the situation for this exact circumstance. He wasn’t just another injured warrior. He was the commanding officer.

      “I’m not aware of the full situation. We’ve lost contact with the Inahri. Our people have taken heavy losses. Captain Shri is preparing to order a retreat.”

      “A retreat?” John said. “What about Pioneer?”

      “The passengers have all been transferred onto the Forge, General. Pioneer is empty.”

      “And the gate?”

      “It remains active.”

      “Good. I’m going back.” He pushed past the doctor and out into the center of the hub.

      “General, you suffered a nearly fatal injury.”

      “I’m still breathing, which means I’m still able to fight.” John’s eyes passed over the other rooms, taking in the names of the occupants. They froze when he spotted Nori. “He’s alive?” he asked, pointing to it.

      “Niko Nori? Barely. That Earther seems rather accident prone.”

      “Keep him sedated, and get a guard in here to watch him. When he wakes up, he might not be himself.”

      “What?”

      “Just do it. Has Shri been able to contact Cross?”

      “No, General. Both Cross and West are unresponsive.”

      “I’ll tell Shri to hold up the retreat. We aren’t leaving.”

      “Sir, I told you, we’ve lost contact with the Inahri.  Our warriors have suffered heavy casualties to the Intellects. The Forge is lost.”

      “No. Iagorth is here.”

      “Who is Iagorth?”

      “A Relyeh Ancient. Cross and West told me all about him.” John shook his head. “Nevermind. I need to get moving.”

      “As you say, General.”

      John left the hub and hurried to the storage room.

      The guard there was surprised to see him. “Honor to you, General Washington. How are you feeling?”

      “Well enough to fight,” John replied, heading for where his armor stood against the bulkhead. He entered the code to open the metal shell and climbed into the hulking suit. “We don’t need someone watching the equipment here,” he told the guard. “You’re with me. Suit up and grab a rifle.”

      “Sir?”

      “Do you want to sit here and do nothing, or cross over to the Forge to earn your place in the Ong?”

      “As you say, General.”

      John closed up his armor, the synthetic musculature pressing against his limbs, the systems coming online. He went through a few basic motor control tests, his hand drifting to the hole in the metal where he had been shot. Then he grabbed his smarty rifle and stormed out the door, one warrior right behind him.

      “Shri, do you copy?” John asked, using the suit’s comm to contact the captain.

      “I copy,” Shri replied. “Honor to you, General. I am glad to hear you are up and about. Sir, I was just planning the retreat. The Forge is lost.”

      “How do you know that, Shri?” John asked. “Are you there? Is anyone?”

      “We have four platoons who were pinned down with Ramak during their last communication. That was ten minutes ago. We have no proof they are still alive.”

      “And no proof they aren’t,” John said. “Iagorth is on the station. He seized Guardian Nori and made him shoot me.”

      “General, I do not understand.”

      “Iagorth infected the people of Metro. He implanted something in them that allows him to seize them too. You said they’re all on the Forge?”

      “Yes, General.”

      “Then Iagorth has an army of nearly forty-thousand to fight with. And if he’s interested in capturing the Forge too, then he’ll be targeting the Intellects along with the Inahri.”

      “General, I…” Shri trailed off, unsure what to say.

      “We can’t retreat,” John said. “Not yet. Send as many warriors as we have to the gate room. Obado will leave the area once we’re through the gate.”

      “As you say, General.”

      John ran out of Sick Bay with the Inahri warrior behind him, across to the closest transfer unit that carried them close to the gate room. He went inside, finding a dozen Inahri warriors already waiting.

      “How many more are coming?” he asked the ranking officer.

      “General, Eighth Wing will be here in three minutes.”

      “Too long,” John said. “They’ll have to catch up. Let’s go.”

      The Inahri officer was surprised but he didn’t argue, he and his small unit following John through the gate. Another dozen Inahri warriors were on the other side, still guarding the connection though it seemed Khron didn’t find that target very appealing.

      John had only made it two steps on the other side of the gate when he heard a scream behind him. He spun around as Obado’s gate room vanished, the Inahri between each side of the gate sliced in half when the link disconnected.

      “Shri,” John snapped over the comm. “What’s going on? We just lost the link.”

      “General, it wasn’t us,” Shri replied. “It was disconnected from the Forge side.”

      John turned back around, swallowing hard. If the Control Mind had disconnected the gate, that meant his fears that Cross and West had lost the Mind were realized. Obado was cut off from the Forge. He imagined the path to the Free Inahri homeworld was cut off as well. Had any of Pioneer’s passengers made it through?

      “Ramak, this is Washington. Do you copy?” John asked over the comm. “Ramak?”  He didn’t expect a reply from the Inahri leader, and he didn’t get one. He opened a new comm to the Inahri warriors around him. “Inahri brothers and sisters. The Control Mind may be lost. We’ll head for the entrance to Cheni Shi. If the Forge Inahri are on the retreat, we may be able to break them free there.”

      The Inahri in the room stomped their feet in reply. They were ready to go. John led them forward, out of the gate room and into the passageway, breaking into a jog as he turned and headed for the nearest transfer unit.

      Reaching it quickly, he found it had been destroyed, the control pedestal smashed by an Intellect’s fist.

      “Looks like we’re walking,” John said, pointing his Inahri back in the other direction. They returned to the corridor, making their way across the Forge. John picked up the pace when his suit’s microphones captured the sound of smarty rounds firing somewhere up ahead.

      He charged toward the gunfire, his warriors right behind him. Nearing the factory smelters, his sensors began picking out targets, marking the Intellects on one side as red and the humans and Inahri on the other as green.

      “Let’s give them some backup,” John said, his group coming at the Intellects from their flank. He brought his rifle up, firing at the soldier Intellects the moment they came into view, smarty rounds cutting them to ribbons. The other Inahri warriors joined him, unleashing a barrage that cleared the Axon line in a hurry.

      John emerged from the passageway, the area momentarily cleared. Turning toward the humans and Inahri, he was about to activate his external speakers to speak with them when his eyes crossed over the scene. Inahri fighters were spread across the area, splayed out face-down next to the cover of the machinery and ore piles, while the Earthers from Pioneer stood over them, some cradling the Inahri weapons in their hands. Their eyes were empty, their expressions blank.

      “Fall back!” John shouted to his warriors, driving back toward the passageway as the Iagorth-controlled Earthers opened fire on them. Nearly half of his Free Inahri were hit trying to escape the unexpected assault, crying out as the smarty rounds tore through their armor to inflict fatal damage.

      Lucky to make it to cover, John spun around, rifle at the ready to use against anyone who gave chase. He didn’t want to shoot civilians, but they were Iagorth’s weapons at the moment.

      And there was no stopping them.
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      Forge. Exterior. 04.24.2324. 2215 hours.

      Joseph had never been a good pilot. He had tried of course. He had logged nearly a thousand hours in the Dagger simulator included in the Guardian Module. He had done the AI, Goose’s, lessons over and over and over again, hoping that rote repetition would lead to muscle memory that would increase his skills behind the stick.

      He could hit a bullseye with a sniper rifle from a kilometer away, but he could still barely manage the controls of a spacecraft.  And now here he was, facing the greatest challenge of his existence, before as a human and now as an Intellect. Somehow, he had to fly through the squadrons of Axon fighters coming his way and then stop both the Axon Seer and the Relyeh Ancient from ending the Earther’s hopes and dreams of a new home. Not to mention the added responsibility of helping the Forge and Free Inahri gain and maintain their freedom.

      Even if he made it through the Axon fighters, there was every possibility he wouldn’t be able to do much to prevent Iagorth from making slaves of Pioneer’s passengers or the Khron AI from capturing the Control Mind.

      But damn it, he was going to try.

      “Prezz, can you affect anything outside the ship with your telekinesis?” Joseph asked.

      “Sorry Joseph. I need to see it to do anything to it,” Preslan replied.

      “I figured as much. But I had to ask.”

      “What about Grant and the others?” she asked. “Are they still alive?”

      “Yes,” Joseph said. “I shut them down for now. They’re under William’s control. Iagorth can’t get back through to them. Hold on.”

      He threw Fang into a sharp turn, rotating the vessel and barely avoiding a large piece of Axon starship that was rotating end over end. He cut back the other way, dipping beneath another large piece of debris while smaller junk burned up against Fang’s shields.

      “This ship is coated in Intellect Skin,” Tsi said. “Will it not help us slip past the fighters?”

      “Not when we can’t blend in,” Joseph replied. “We’re the only thing moving toward the Forge. Everything else is floating the other way.”

      “Understood.”

      Joseph added thrust and changed vectors, throwing Fang into a spin, barely making it between moderately sized debris that the shields might have been able to handle but would have cost them too much power. He rolled over and leveled out, cursing as the first of the Axon fighters reached them and opened fire, a pair of energy blasts striking the shields. He dived again, adding thrust to get below a half kilometer chunk of Axon Nova that had been separated from the rest by a pinch missile.

      He put it between them and the growing number of Axon ships. Some of those ships followed, trying to intersect where they believed he would come out from cover. He engaged Fang’s thrusters, slowing the vessel enough that the Axon were confused when he didn’t reappear. Then he hit the mains again, accelerating hard enough that Preslan grunted from the pressure. He needed to be more careful next time. This time, he fired the rockets into the thick of the fighters, knocking three of them out and impressing even himself.

      “Not bad, kid,” William said inside the cabin. He was watching the battle unfold on an old black and white television with a crooked rabbit ear antenna.  “But watch out for that…!”

      Fang shuddered, the impact rocking the ship and throwing her into another chunk of  debris, the shields flaring brightly.

      “Hit your thruster,” William directed, a little late.

      Joseph fought to get Fang back under control, colliding with another piece of debris before stabilizing. The hit actually saved them from the enemy, the vector change throwing them out of the path of a series of energy blasts that would have taxed their shields. Not only that, it allowed them to break away from the attacking fighters.

      It was pure luck, as simple as that, and Joseph didn’t waste it, accelerating hard toward the Forge while desperately trying to get around the debris in their path. The Axon fighters worked to get into position behind him, while a second group approached from the front.

      “Prezz, are you sure you can’t affect things you can’t see?” Joseph asked, unable to find an easy way out of the sudden crossfire.

      “I don’t know what I would be moving,” Preslan replied.

      “Joey, bring her in here, you idiot,” William said. “I’ve got it all on the TV.”

      Joseph could have kicked himself. He reached out to Preslan through the Q-net, pulling her into the cabin.

      “Look here, Prezz,” William said. “We’ve got bogeys in front, bogeys behind. Bogeys all around. And lots of shit to avoid in between. Go to work, kiddo.”

      “I see,” Preslan said, grinning. “Joseph, I think I can do this.”

      “Let’s find out,” Joseph replied. “I’m not sure we’ll make it any other way.”

      “Here goes.”

      Joseph vectored hard left, taking a few more hits off the shields as he misjudged the angle and moved into the line of fire. Cursing, he overcorrected, nearly hitting a piece of an Axon Nova that seemed to move miraculously out of the way.

      But it wasn’t miraculous. The chunk of destroyed warship suddenly spun behind them, the change in its path too illogical for the Axon fighters to adjust to. They collided with the debris, taking care of a few of her targets.

      “You did it!” Joseph said, spiraling Fang again to avoid more incoming fire.

      “It was too big,” she replied, falling into William’s lap. “I can’t do one like that again.”

      “Smaller debris works just as well as bullets,” William offered. “F=ma, remember?”

      “Yeah, I do. Thanks gramps,” Preslan said.

      Joseph watched as the smaller chunks of metal around them, each less than a millimeter in size, suddenly stopped moving, quickly falling behind them.  Then they shot forward again, but at incredible speeds, traveling so fast the ship’s sensors could barely track them. Joseph watched them penetrate the Axon shields as if they were made of soft butter, smashing into the fighters in a series of detonations that left the ships spinning away in pieces.

      “Yes!” William shouted, nearly throwing Preslan off his lap in his excitement.

      Joseph continued accelerating, racing well ahead of the remaining enemy starfighters. They punched through the remainder of the detritus, storming out into open space, the Axon warships still between them and their destination.

      “I don’t suppose you can move those out of the way?” Joseph asked. Preslan’s expression answered the question for him. Not that he expected she could. He renewed his focus as Fang’s AI tracked the fixed gun positions on the warships ahead and began sending him warnings. They were preparing to open fire. “Here goes nothing.”

      Joseph located the point in space with the lowest coverage and vectored in that direction, pushing the thrusters hard. The Novas’ guns began to fire, bolt after bolt racing toward them. He did his best to avoid the shots, but there were so many and his movements weren’t as precise as Keesha’s would have been. They took a half dozen glancing blows in the first few seconds, Fang’s shields nearly erased in the aftermath.

      “Damn it,” Joseph cursed, cutting hard over and diving to get below the plane of fire. “It’s too much to handle,” he said, sensing his imminent failure. One more hit and they would be done for.

      But he couldn’t give up. Too much rode on what he chose to do next.

      

      He vectored around to face the Forge just as a series of bright flashes appeared against its surface. An instant later, pinch missiles ripped into the huge Axon warships, silencing their guns. Nearly twenty of them took death blows, outgassing vapor before they exploded into tumbling chunks of slagged alloy.  Their demise left Fang a clear pathway to the station.

      Excitement rushed through Joseph as if he still had a heart to pump adrenaline. He pushed Fang forward, the ship rocketing toward the Forge. He didn’t understand where the missiles had come from. Considering the situation, he had expected them all to be spent. Not that he was going to complain. Someone had just saved them from certain destruction.

      Nearing the Forge, Joseph could see the troop transports littering its surface. He was tempted to blow them full of holes, but there was no point. They were likely all empty by now. He pointed Fang at the closed doors to the hangar bay, prepared to blast through them to get inside.

      But it wasn’t necessary. The huge doors began moving aside at his approach, and he flipped Fang over onto her port side, to fit her through the narrow opening, thrusters fighting hard to reduce her velocity. He couldn’t believe what he saw. All of the Inahri starfighters were still maglocked to the deck, never utilized as part of the fight. Something must have gone horribly wrong to keep them out of action.

      Joseph leveled Fang out for landing. With gravity still active in the hangar, she began to sink as she slowed. She just wasn’t slowing fast enough, the inner bulkhead looming larger and larger in the windscreen, collision with it becoming a very real possibility. If he still had lungs, Joseph knew he’d be holding his breath.

      Fang touched down less than a hundred meters from the back of the large compartment, using nearly the entire remaining distance to slide to a stop. Ignoring the close call, Joseph yanked the chord from his head and stepped out of his station. Ksod, Tsi and Preslan were already on their feet. Grant, Rollins and Stevens remained inert.

      “William, wake Grant up,” Joseph said.

      Almost immediately, the clone lifted its head, suddenly alert. Joseph knelt down in front of it, meeting its eyes with his ocular implants.

      “We’re here,” he said. “And we’re coming for you.”
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      “Get up,” Joseph said, still glaring at the Grant clone.  “William, wake up the other two.”

      Grant stood up, remaining silent as Tsi was the first to the hatch, opening it and jumping out. Stevens and Rollins stood up, almost in unison, the pair heading for the exit behind Preslan and Ksod as if nothing had happened.

      “Who are you?,” Grant said suddenly. “Where am I?”

      Joseph went still, staring at the clone, surprised by its questions “Captain Grant?”

      “I’m not telling you anything,” Grant insisted. “It doesn’t matter what you do to me. I won’t give up my people.”

      “Captain, it’s Cross.”

      Grant frowned at him in confusion.  Joseph felt just as befuddled. The clone was suddenly acting as if it really believed it was Grant.

      “I don’t know what game you think you’re playing,” Grant snapped. “Cross is dead.”

      Joseph had forgotten his appearance. Grant saw an Intellect. The enemy. Not him. “Captain Grant, I’m not dead. Not exactly. My consciousness is inside this Intellect body.” He didn’t understand how Grant was suddenly present in the clone. He hadn’t seen that in any of the others.

      “Joseph?” Preslan had poked her head back inside the ship. “We have a situation out here.”

      “Joseph?” Grant looked from Preslan back to Joseph. “Tell me something only Cross and I would know. Prove to me you’re him.”

      “The first time we met in person it was because one of my Marines refused to follow orders. We had a disagreement on how to handle the situation.”

      Grant’s expression changed from mistrust to surprise. “Son of a bitch. Cross, that really is you?”

      “It is, but pulling up memories doesn’t mean what you think it does. You aren’t the original you, Captain.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Joseph!” Preslan shouted to get his attention. “This is serious!”

      Joseph left Grant standing there, jumping out of the hatch. Rollins and Stevens were both sitting on the hangar floor, sobbing.

      “What happened?” Joseph asked.

      “I don’t know,” Preslan replied. “They both looked at me. They recognized me, and then they started blubbering.”

      “We killed them,” Joseph heard Rollins sob into his hands. “We murdered them in cold blood.”

      Joseph looked at Grant. “Do you remember what happened?”

      “It’s like a nightmare,” Grant replied. “I was hoping it wasn’t true. That we were the only ones taken. But it is true, isn’t it? Navita. Chief Oslo. We killed them.” He looked like he was going to fall apart.

      “No,” Joseph said, raising his voice so Rollins and Stevens could hear. “You didn’t kill anyone. Iagorth did. Or Khron did. One of the two. They were using your bodies. It wasn’t you.”

      Grant stared at him, a tear running down his cheek. He set himself and nodded. “You’re right. Thank you, Sergeant.” He moved to the hatch, looking out. “Preslan, is that you?”

      “Captain Grant?” Preslan replied, turning to face him. “I don’t understand.”

      “I think blocking out their Q-net interface and allowing them autonomy is allowing their copied consciousness to surface,” Joseph explained. “Is that even possible?”

      “I’m not an expert but I think it might be, considering my clones are close enough duplicates of me to have moieties in them.”

      Grant jumped out of Fang and went over to Preslan, pulling her into his arms to embrace her. She accepted the affection before backing away. “Captain…” She looked up at him. “...how are you feeling?”

      “Strange,” Grant replied. “There’s this odd pressure in my head, like something is trying to drill a hole through it. I don’t know how I got here. Or where here is. The last thing I remember, an Intellect threw me back into a cell with the others.” He looked around. “I don’t recognize this place.”

      “We’re on the Forge,” Preslan said.

      “The Forge? Where’s Pioneer? Where’s Prime West?” He paused suddenly. “Why am I only breathing when I speak?”

      It was the last question that seemed to get him. He spun toward Joseph. “Cross, what the hell is this?” Then he noticed Ksod, over near the hangar’s exit. The Relyeh was using the tentacles on his face to manipulate the security panel. “What the hell is that?”

      He went stiff, as if he were about to pass out, before falling to his knees in a posture similar to Rollins and Stevens.

      “Joseph, this isn’t—,” Preslan started to say.

      “Can you get their rifles from Fang?” Joseph asked.

      “Sure,” she replied, leaving to do as instructed.

      “Captain,” Joseph said. “Stevens. Rollins. Look at me. Some things have happened, but we don’t have time to go over them all right now. The important thing is this. We’re on the Forge. It’s under attack. By the Axon and by Iagorth. He’s back. He’s here. We need to stop him. You were all experimented on by the Axon. They used Intellect technology to make you into hybrids. You don’t breathe because your body is running on Axon nanocyte gel, not oxygen.“ Dr. Rose  did the same thing to Preslan. I know this is hard to understand, but right now we have to stop the enemy from gaining control of this station or the people on it.”

      Preslan jumped out of the hatch, clutching the rifles.

      “I need you to fight, Captain,” Joseph continued, taking one of the rifles from her and holding it out to him. The Captain looked down at it, still fighting to overcome his shock.

      “Pioneer’s civilians are here, Captain, “Preslan said, more softly than Joseph had spoken. “Iagorth has the ability to control them. We have to stop him.”

      “They’re here?” Grant asked, that information finally eliciting a response from him.

      “Yes,” Joseph confirmed. “And they’re in serious danger.”

      Grant reached out and took the rifle. “What are the benefits to these new bodies we have?”

      “You should regenerate when wounded,” Joseph said. “You might have telekinetic ability like Preslan does, but let’s not worry about that right now. You’re probably stronger and have quicker reflexes.”

      “I do feel stronger,” Grant admitted. He looked at Preslan. “Telekinesis, huh?”

      She smiled. “Yeah. It does come in handy.”

      “I bet.”

      “As long as I can keep you out of the enemy’s hands, you should be okay.” Joseph looked across the hangar to Ksod, when the Norg did something to the door panel to make it spark. The door slid open. “Perfect timing. Ksod, fade out. Stay back until I call you forward.”

      Grant stared at him, surprised by Joseph’s command of the Relyeh language.

      “It’s built into my cortex,” Joseph explained. “Ksod is on our side. At least for now.” He turned to Rollins and Stevens. “Are you two good?”

      “I’m good, Sergeant,” Rollins said. “Maybe better than good.”

      “I don’t want to fight,” Stevens said. “I’m an engineer, not a Marine.”

      “Me too,” Preslan said. “But a lot of people are going to die if we don’t fight.”

      Stevens nodded, accepting the rifle she handed him. “Just point and squeeze, right?”

      She smiled. “Yes.”

      He nodded.

      A sudden commotion outside the hangar drew Joseph’s attention, as did the Intellects appearing at the edge of his sensors. Gunfire echoed in the passageway outside, and Ksod’s nearly invisible frame headed through the now open door to investigate.

      “Wait here,” Joseph said to the others, running to the doorway and looking out.

      General Washington was unmistakable in his heavy combat armor, backing toward Joseph and away from a group of Intellects. He blocked the Intellects’ attacks with a pair of xix, playing defense for the handful of Inahri warriors behind him as they retreated toward the open hangar door. None of them seemed aware Joseph was there.

      He was going to ask Preslan to lend the General a little of her telekinetic help, but a splinter of light along the ceiling bent around Ksod as he glided over Washington’s head. The Norg dropped into the middle of the Intellects, using his immense augmented strength to literally rip them limb-from-limb while an immensely confused Washington looked on.

      “General Washington,” Joseph said, opening a comm to him. “Look behind you.”

      Washington spun around as Joseph moved out into the corridor, offering a curt wave. The big man started laughing. “I never in my life thought an Intellect would be such a sight for sore eyes. Where did you come from, Cross?”

      “General Wash,” Tsi said, moving through the doorway. Washington’s eyes lit up at the sight of her. “Honor to you.”

      “Honor to you, Tsi,” Washington replied, a huge smile on his face. “I don’t think I’ve ever been happier to see anyone. Captain Shri will be ecstatic to know you’re alive.”

      “As you say, General.”

      “Washington, what’s our situation?” Joseph asked.

      “Cross, Iagorth is here. On the station. I don’t know how, but he’s got the people from Pioneer killing Inahri and Intellects both, and the Inahri and Intellects killing them back, along with each other. This whole place is a chaotic mess.”

      “Mmm...the fear is delicious,” Ksod said from behind Washington.

      Washington spun around, grabbing Ksod by the throat before the Norg could react. “What the hell did you just say?”

      “General Wash, let him go,” Tsi said. “He is with Sergeant Joseph.”

      “You brought a Norg back with you?” Washington said. “These bastards are dangerous, Cross.”

      “Exactly,” Joseph replied. “Dangerous to the enemy. Ksod is not our enemy. Let him go.”

      Washington let go of Ksod. “I’ve dealt with your kind before. Watch yourself.”

      Ksod didn’t reply.

      “I know about Iagorth,” Joseph said. “Khron made a clone of me with a fully operational synthetic. Iagorth is using it to turn this place upside down. We need to find him. What about the Control Mind? I couldn’t raise myself or Keesh on the comm. I know Khron inserted an AI to take it back.”

      “I think she succeeded,” Washington said. “Your alter-ego is gone. So is West. We lost control of the gates. We’re lucky life support is still active.”

      “I don’t need life support anymore,” Joseph said.

      “Neither do we,” Preslan added, coming into the corridor, with Grant, Stevens and Rollins right behind her.

      “Who are you?” Washington asked. “Let me guess, you’re Juno.”

      “That’s right.”

      Washington smiled. “I like your style, Juno. I’m John Washington.”

      “Good to meet you, John.”

      “And these three are...?” Washington asked.

      “Clones of crew members.” Joseph said. “They’re exact replicas, memories and all. This is Captain Grant,” Joseph said, introducing him.

      “Captain Grant, sir,” Washington said. “General John Washington of the Free Inahri Composite.”

      “You’re Colonel Tsi’s commanding officer?”

      “I am.”

      “You aren’t Inahri.”

      “No, sir. It’s a long story.”

      “Then save it for later,” Grant replied. “We have work to do.”

      “If Khron has the Control Mind and Iagorth wants it...,” Washington began.

      “...then we’ll find him at the Control Mind,” Joseph finished. His eyes crossed over his collection of combatants.  “We just need to get there, which shouldn’t be a problem with this collection of Magnificent Bastards.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?” Preslan asked. “Let’s finish this.”
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      “All of them are damaged,” Washington said as Joseph looked over the smashed transfer unit pedestal. “Either Khron or Iagorth is trying to keep us from reaching the Mind.”

      “There’s no other way up there,” Joseph said. “The Forge doesn’t have stairs. They can’t have destroyed all the transfer units.”

      “I can guess one place where a unit is likely still intact,” Washington replied. “Cheni Shi.”

      “The Inahri city?” Joseph said. “If they’ve managed to hold onto it.”

      “I don’t know. I can’t get Ramak or any of the other Forge Inahri on the comm. We were headed that way before you showed up, but couldn’t get through Iagorth’s slaves or the Intellects. Maybe now we can.”

      “Joseph,” Preslan said. “Iagorth has to be burning an insane amount of energy to control everyone from Pioneer. How long do you suppose he can keep it up?”

      “I don’t know,” Joseph replied. “The clone has an energy unit, not a QDM. A weaker power supply, but still orders of magnitude more than Pioneer’s fusion reactors and batteries possess. And he’s probably regenerating the damage his organic cells are taking from the heat and effort. But you might be onto something. I don’t think he can move around too much when he’s regenerating, which makes it more likely he’s in the Control Mind.”

      “Can he take the Mind without your clone’s help?” Grant asked, apparently considering what Iagorth had done, using him earlier on Fang.

      “Not easily. Not while he’s still holding the people of Metro hostage in their minds. I believe the strain would be more than he could handle.”

      “You have the same ability as Iagorth,” Grant continued. “Why not override him and take back our people?”

      “I’d like to,” Joseph said. “But it would limit my available resources the same as it limits his. I’d be static and out of the fight. General, can you lead us back to Cheni Shi from here?”

      “Affirmative, Sergeant. This way.”

      The group followed Washington, Joseph directly behind him while Preslan, Ksod, and Tsi took up the rear. They moved quickly through the corridors. While clear at first, they quickly became littered with destroyed Intellects and the bodies of both Inahri and Earthers from Pioneer.

      “It’s horrible,” Preslan said, verbalizing his thoughts at the sight of the civilians laid out on the floor. It triggered waves of anger in Joseph. They couldn’t stop this massacre soon enough.

      They made their way back to the smelters. The carnage there was even more pronounced. Death and destruction surrounded them, the bodies piled on top of one another and mingled with downed Intellects. Tsi found a pair of xix among the dead, shouldering her rifle to keep them in hand and active.

      “I’m getting contacts on my sensors,” Joseph announced, pointing down the corridor. “That way. About three hundred meters.”

      “That’s the direction we’re headed,” Washington replied.

      “I can take care of them,” Preslan said.

      “Negative,” Joseph replied. “Save your strength. We might need it later. I think the Composite can handle this.”

      “With honor,” Tsi said.

      “They’re moving toward us,” Joseph informed them.

      “We’ll go to them,” Washington said. He broke into a charge, Tsi beside him, the other handful of Free Inahri trailing them. They all had xix in their hands, their rifles mounted on their backs to the magnets in their armor . Joseph watched them rush down the passageway and into the distance, the corridor lighting up as the Intellects opened fire on them. Flashes of xix energy mingled with loud cracks and pops, the Intellects vanishing from Joseph’s sensors one after another.

      It was over within seconds, the Composite waiting patiently for Joseph and the others when they arrived. Nearly twenty Intellects were out of commission in the passageway.

      “I’m impressed,” Grant said.

      “Don’t be too impressed,” Washington replied. “There are hundreds more where these came from. Maybe thousands. We need to keep moving.”

      They continued through the passageway another ten minutes before nearing the entrance to the Inahri city, where the sound of fighting was thick with considerable shouting and gunfire. There was nothing to signal the presence of Khron’s Intellects. The Inahri were fighting Iagorth’s slaves. Who knew how many innocents they had already killed.

      “We need to stop this,” Preslan said. “They’re killing one another.”

      “Stay back,” Joseph said. “I’ll handle this.”

      He went forward on his own, moving into a side passageway to the open blast doors to Cheni Shi. He saw the exchange of volleys up ahead, the energy blasts crossing over the dead already strewn on the floor in front of the entrance. He didn’t understand why Ramak hadn’t closed the blast doors and sealed the Inahri in to keep them safe. Maybe Ramak had tried, but the Control Mind wouldn’t allow it.

      The shouting grew in volume as he stopped at the garbage and other debris blocking his way. Iagorth’s slaves suddenly broke from cover and rushed the Inahri defenses lined up just inside the entrance, directly in front of him. Joseph recognized Governor Nori and Preslan’s friend Barstow among the attackers, their eyes black, their expressions blank. The Inahri fired stunners at Iagorth’s slaves, quickly knocking the front lines down, forcing the attackers behind them to climb over the bodies.

      “William!” Joseph snapped, back inside the cabin.

      “The line’s open, Joey,” William replied.

      Joseph kicked the garbage out of his way and rushed into the group of slaves, knocking a few of them aside to reach Iagorth’s defenses. He reached out through his synthetic, pushing through their defensive wall. “Stop!” he shouted, the volume of his voice through his Intellect speakers freezing the Inahri in place, even as the enslaved passengers bore down on them.

      The passengers seemed to come to their senses then, suddenly stumbling and falling or veering off to end their attack. Joseph caught Governor Nori as she tried to get past him, her clear eyes reflecting her fear when she looked at him. She screamed, fighting to get away, not recognizing him.

      “Governor Nori!” Preslan shouted, catching up to Joseph with the others right behind her. “It’s Preslan. Wait!”

      “Preslan?” Claire said, confused. Then she broke down, tears spilling from her eyes. Joseph let go of her, letting her stumble into Preslan’s embrace. “Preslan, what’s happening to me?”

      “Prezz?” Barstow said, seeing her too. “Is that you, girl?”

      “Barstow!” Preslan cried with a smile. “It’s me. It’s going to be okay.”

      Barstow lifted one of his large arms, showing off her guitar. “It’s the only thing I brought with me,” he said, tearing up. “I hoped I would get the chance to give it back to you.”

      “You hold it for now,” Preslan replied. “I’ll pick it up later.”

      “Promise?” Barstow said.

      “I promise.”

      “Do you have them?” Joseph asked William inside the cabin.

      “Locked up tight,” William replied. “This group anyway.”

      “Can you track the others?”

      “I’m working on it.”

      Joseph walked through the suddenly placid passengers to where the Inahri guards waited behind their cover.

      “Where is Ramak?” he asked. “I need to speak to him.”

      The guard shook his head. “He is dead, Joe.”

      “Who’s leading you now?”

      “I am,” Nesa said, revealing herself at the end of the line. “I did not want leadership, but the others chose me.”

      “Nesa,” Joseph said. “Is the city safe?”

      “It is now.” She looked out at the civilians. “I do not understand why they attacked us. We tried to bring them to safety and they killed us for it. How did you make them stop?”

      “They aren’t acting of their own volition,” Joseph said. “They’re under the influence of Iagorth the Devourer, a Relyeh Ancient. He’s trying to take the Forge for himself.”

      “How did he get here?”

      “It’s a long story. But everyone here is safe now. I’m blocking the signal Iagorth uses to control them. Why are the doors open?”

      “We were locked out of the controls, and you did not answer from the Control Mind. We could not close them.”

      “We can,” Joseph said. “Are all of your people here?”

      “Yes. All that is out there now are crazy Earthers and Intellects.”

      “Washington,” Joseph shouted. “Help me get everybody into the city.”

      “Roger,” Washington replied.

      “What are you doing?” Nesa asked. “We do not want these people in here with us.”

      “I just told you, they weren’t acting on their own.”

      “But what if you lose control of them, Joe?”

      “If I lose control of them, we’ve lost the Forge completely. You can keep them locked up somewhere, if you’d like. But it isn’t safe for them to be out here now.”

      Nesa’s eyes shifted to where Preslan was standing with Claire and Barstow. “They do not look the same. Their eyes have changed.”

      “Yes. That woman is Governor Claire Nori. She’s their leader. Please, Nesa.”

      “Very well. To honor your sacrifice to us, I will allow them to enter.”

      “Nesa,” one of the guards cautioned.

      “It is not your decision,” she snapped. “You made me lead. It is mine.”

      “As you say.”

      Joseph waved to Preslan, who brought Claire over.

      “Governor Nori, this is Nesa, the leader of the Forge Inahri.”

      “Honor to you, Governor Nori,” Nesa said.

      “Honor to you, Nesa. I…I’m sorry for what happened. I…I’m not…” The tears began to flow again. She lowered her head in shame. “I didn’t…”

      “It is well, Governor,” Nesa said. “Joe has told me what happened. It is not your fault. Please, we must get our people inside the city before the Intellects arrive.”

      “Barstow, can you get them moving?” Preslan asked.

      “Sure, kid,” Barstow replied. He cupped his hands over his mouth and bellowed. “Everybody through the secondary blast doors behind you. Right now!”

      The passengers began moving immediately, hurrying through the doors into the city. Joseph noticed Ksod’s aura standing beside the doors as if he were watching over the humans as they passed. He also saw Captain Grant and Governor Nori working to move the people along.

      “Preslan, can you close the main doors?” Joseph asked.

      “Yes,” she replied, lowering her head slightly and jutting her chin forward. The main blast doors vibrated slightly, resisting at first. Preslan won the fight, and a moment later they began grinding closed. And just in time.

      A group of Intellects appeared on Joseph’s sensors, just outside the outer blast doors.. “Rollins, Stevens, cover fire!” he shouted.

      The two clones found a clean angle and raised their rifles. They started shooting when the Intellects came into view, the outer blast doors still not quite closed. The Intellects fired back, sending a barrage that dug into Stevens, sending him to the floor. Joseph hurried over to him, sending energy blasts out the diminishing opening as he did. He knelt beside Stevens as the main blast doors clanked shut.

      “Stevens,” he said, staring down at his stomach. Stevens lifted his head to see them too.

      “I’m not healing,” the engineer said, white gel pouring out of the wounds, but it wasn’t healing the damage like Preslan’s did. “Why aren’t I healing?”

      “I don’t know,” Joseph said. It was all he had a chance to say. Stevens’ head fell back to the floor, his eyes glazing over as he went still. Joseph glanced at Preslan. She shook her head. She didn’t understand it either. Turning his attention back to Stevens, Joseph reached down and lowered his eyelids before returning to his feet. “Nesa, I assume your transfer unit is still intact?”

      “Yes, but we do not have access permissions to use it.”

      “That’s okay. I think I do.”

      He couldn’t be completely sure, but somebody had fired those pinch missiles, which meant somebody on their side was still active inside the Control Mind, or at least they had left behind secured processes Khron had yet to crack. It might have been his other self. It might have been Keesha or even Max, if he’d somehow made it back. He just hoped they had noticed the transfer stations being destroyed and had done something to keep the path open. It was a long shot, but not as long as their odds of reaching the Mind otherwise.

      “Sergeant Cross,” Claire said, walking up to him. “Do you know anything about Niko?”

      “I don’t,” Joseph replied. “I’m sorry.”

      “I do,” Washington said, overhearing her. “He’s on board Obado, in Sick Bay. Injured, but alive.”

      “Thank goodness,” Claire said. “And thank you for telling me that, General.”

      “Governor, since we’re on the subject,” Joseph said. “Do you happen to know the whereabouts of Morales, Hoffman and Kaminski?”

      “Morales and Kaminski crossed from Pioneer together. Hoffman was with the last group. But I lost track of her when the fighting started. She pulled a lot of the Guardians away to cover the corridors. I’m sorry I can’t tell you more.”

      “They have to be in here somewhere,” Preslan said.

      “We can sort it all out once we deal with Iagorth and Khron,” Joseph agreed. “Nesa, can you take us to the transfer unit?”

      “Of course, Joe. Follow me.”
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      Forge. Cheni Shi. 04.24.2324. 2300 hours.

      “I think it’s better if I stay here, Sergeant,” Captain Grant said, pausing at the entrance to the transfer station. “I’m not a Marine. Not even close. And after what happened to Stevens…” He trailed off for a moment. “Besides, the people of Metro need me.”

      Joseph looked at Grant, trying to discern the clone’s intentions from his expression. Was he afraid to confront Iagorth? Or did he really believe his place was here? Either way, Joseph  was hesitant to let Grant and Rollins out of his sight.  They were just as dangerous as the thousands of passengers he was leaving under lock and key in the Inhari city, so maybe it was better to leave them with the passengers, where none of them could take him by surprise should he lose control of them at a critical moment.

      “I think that’s a good idea,” he said. “Rollins, you too. This isn’t a fight we’re going to win. In numbers anyway.”

      “What’s our plan, Sarge?” Preslan asked.

      “The unit will bring us in close. The most important thing is to neutralize the defenses as quickly as possible. We have to assume all of your clones will be in the room, along with Iagorth and maybe the clones of Sheriff Duke and his wife.”

      “It’s a good thing if my clones are there, isn’t it?” Preslan asked. “They all have moieties. You can take control of them.”

      “I’m not completely sure I can. They’re not like the other clones. Even if I block Iagorth they might still be under Khron’s directives instead of reverting back to benign duplicates of you. We can’t make assumptions. But I will try to take control of them.”

      “All you can do is try.”

      Joseph moved to the control pedestal. The projection activated, showing a message that the unit was disabled. He put his hand on the pedestal over the projecting laser, tendrils extending from his palm and entering the device. If Khron hadn’t been able to lock it down, it would accept his connection.

      It did, acknowledging his request in binary.

      01001000 01100001 01101000 01100001 01101000 01100001 01101000 01100001 00101110 00100000 01001000 01100001 01101000 01100001 00101110 (Hahahaha. Haha.)

      Joseph smiled at the response, setting the coordinates to the unit closest to the Control Mind before removing his hand.

      “Get on,” he said, watching Preslan, Tsi, Washington and half a dozen Inahri warriors climb onto the unit. Ksod was with them, phased out of sight to the humans and stepping onto the platform last, with Joseph.

      Joseph disabled his ocular sensors to avoid the blinding light, reactivating them upon arrival. Ksod was already off the platform and headed for the door.

      “Sensors are clear,” Joseph announced, noting there were no Intellects in the area—strange because of the proximity of the Control Mind. The only reason Joseph could think of for the Khron AI to leave the Mind undefended was because it was already lost. Did that mean Iagorth had already managed to destroy all of the Intellects that had entered the station? “I’ll head in first. Keep your distance until I give Preslan the signal.”

      “Are you sure that is a good idea?” Tsi asked.

      “No,” Joseph admitted. “But I don’t have a better one. The Control Mind is impossible to sneak up on.”

      Tsi nodded in acceptance. “Then we will be ready.”

      “Joseph, be careful,” Preslan said.

      “I will.”

      Inside Joseph’s construct, the door to the cabin opened and Preslan stepped inside. William was still at the kitchen table, the old television replaced with the chunky laptop computer. He looked over his shoulder at her as she joined him at the table. “Hey, kid.”

      Back in the corridor, Joseph made his way out of the transfer room, aware of Ksod nearby as he crossed the passageways toward the Control Mind. Entering the final corridor, he could still picture Levi on his knees at the far end, doing his best to protect them as he died. The vision was made easier by the fresh mass of Intellects littering the passage, all of them crushed and tossed aside, crumpled like tin foil by the Preslan clones.

      Iagorth had definitely been through the area. He was probably waiting on the other side of the door.

      Joseph didn’t let that slow his approach. In fact, the thought urged him forward, increasing the speed of his gait until he reached the primary entrance to the Mind. He paused in front of it, glancing back and finding the outline of Ksod against the bulkhead. Then he stepped close enough for the door to activate, unsure if it would open without challenge.

      It slid away, revealing the Control Mind beyond. Joseph’s eyes tracked directly to the data repository in the center. Iagorth was there in Khron’s clone of Joseph, facing the repository with his hands pressed against the side of the device.

      Prezz, he’s already connected, Joseph said. There’s no sign of the—

      He was cut off as an invisible force grabbed him and pushed him to his knees.

      Joseph, are you okay? Preslan said.

      One of your clones is here, Joseph replied. Hurry.

      “Joseph Cross,” the Preslan clone said, emerging from around the side of the repository. “You’re too late. I’m already inside, using the doorway you opened.”

      “I don’t see how that will help,” Joseph replied. “The Khron AI will destroy you like it destroyed me.”

      Iagorth laughed. “It doesn’t even know I’m here. Your problem, Joseph Cross, is that you lack subtlety. Nuance. To you, every problem is best solved by exerting force. But if you stepped back, you would see that discretion is often a more tenable long-term approach. While Khron is busy trying to recover systems you locked out, I’m quietly initiating a bridge between the Q-net and my collective, one that will allow me full mastery of both, and of you. Even your synthetic can’t hold out against the energy available through this station. Even you will become my slave in the end.”

      “I wouldn’t count on that,” Joseph said.

      “Still so defiant,” Iagorth answered. “I respect that in you, Joseph Cross. I’ll remember you long after you’re gone.”

      Joseph didn’t reply. The clone exerted more pressure on him, pushing him onto his stomach. He could feel the weight against his back, pressing down, threatening to crush him.

      “Stop!” Preslan shouted, moving forward.  She tilted her head, a look of determination on her face. The weight vanished, and Joseph shoved himself back up.

      “Preslan Juno,” Iagorth said. “I’ve been expecting you.” The other doors to the Control Mind opened, the remaining Preslan clones stepping into the room. “You may be able to overpower one of you. What about four?”

      Their combined force lifted Preslan  into the air and pulled forward until she was dangling over the arcing energy of the Control Mind.

      “Should we let you go?” Iagorth asked.

      Joseph, I’m not strong enough, Preslan said. I can’t stop them all.

      Joseph scanned the room, finding Ksod moving toward  the platform. Just stop one of them. Not the one on the platform.

      But—

      Trust me.

      I do.

      “Goodbye Preslan Juno,” Iagorth said.

      Preslan lashed out with her telekinetic energy, catching the clone at the rear door and pulling it into the hole at the same time the others began forcing her toward the parabola. Meanwhile, Ksod appeared directly behind the first clone, grabbing its head and twisting until its neck issued a sick crack. Then he threw the body off the platform where it burned up in the Mind’s energy.

      The clones let go of Preslan, leaving her in freefall toward the energy storm. Joseph reached out through the synthetic, speeding up time around himself and gaining valuable seconds to sprint across the nearest spoke. He reached the edge and leaped, arcing across a slow-motion flash of lightning below and catching Preslan before she could tumble into it. He landed on the other side, nearly sliding off the edge of the platform before digging in.

      Tsi and Washington rushed toward them, only to be thrown to the floor by the remaining clones, who began dragging them toward the hole.

      “William, can we stop them?” Joseph asked.

      “No. It’s not working. Sorry, Joey.”

      “I’ve got them,” Preslan said. “Two on one I can handle. Joseph, you need to take care of Iagorth.”

      “Copy that,” Joseph said, letting go of her and heading for the data repository.

      The clones released control of Washington so they could counter Preslan’s attack. Ksod, still on the platform, was about to tear the Joseph clone away from the repository.

      “Wait!” Joseph said, stopping him. “We can’t stop him that way. He’s already inside.”

      “Then he does not need this body,” Ksod argued.

      “No,” Joseph agreed. “But I might. Don’t let anyone interfere.”

      Ksod didn’t look happy about the order, but he nodded in confirmation.

      Joseph put his hands next to those of his clone’s, injecting himself into the Mind to deal with Iagorth and Khron both.

      Once and for all.
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      Forge. Control Mind. 04.24.2324. 2315 hours.

      Preslan fought off the telekinetic attacks from the two clones remaining in the area. The pressure against her was immense, her ability to block two concurrent forces stretching her stamina to the limit.

      As soon as the clones let go of them, Washington and Tsi bounded to their feet, each choosing a clone to target. Washington traded his xix for his sidearm, firing plasma bolts into his chosen clone, forcing it’s attention onto him instead of Preslan. The pressure on her lessened as the clone tried to pull Washington’s gun from his grip, succeeding in knocking off his aim. On the other side, Tsi threw an energy ball at her Preslan clone and it dodged.

      Momentarily free, Preslan pushed back against the two clones, able to freeze them in place until they refocused on her. She growled and clenched her fists, lowering her head and fighting back. Pain spread across her face and she had a sense of wetness running down from her ears. She had told Joseph she could handle the two clones herself. She had lied to get him to enter the Mind, knowing he wouldn’t leave her out here to fight a losing battle.

      Washington spun his xix sticks together, building their charge as he approached his Preslan clone. Again, the pressure against her subsided as the clone pushed the weapon’s energy back into him, stopping him in his tracks. Dropping his xix, he threw himself aside, hitting the deck, his transparent faceplate nearly melted from the reversal.

      Tsi was more successful on the other side, moving in gracefully to attack with her xix. She batted at the clone with the weapons, each phantom strike bringing Tsi a little closer to the target and taking more of the pressure off Preslan.

      Sudden pain sprouted from Preslan’s stomach. She lost concentration, her eyes dropping to where an energy blast had caught her in the gut. She looked to the entrance as a group of Intellects arrived, all taking aim at her.

      “No!” she shouted, throwing them backward in a desperate effort to save herself. The wound was already covered in nanocytes and starting to heal.

      Preslan’s clone used her distraction to its benefit, pulling one of the arcs of energy from the Mind and guiding it toward her. She barely dove away in time, the blast hitting the deck beside her and throwing up a shower of sparks. Her body weakening in a hurry, she rolled onto her knees and slumped there. She didn’t have the energy to fight everything at one time.

      She didn’t need to. Ksod appeared near the entrance to the Mind, roaring loudly as he barreled into the Intellects, knocking them all back. Tsi finally made it to her clone, cracking her across the jaw hard enough to break it and send the clone to the floor, its focus lost.

      It freed Preslan up to concentrate on the single clone, at least for a few seconds. Gathering herself, she fueled her emotions by belting out the first few notes of Connection, the song she had written for Joseph, the raw energy of the hope, gratitude, respect and love that had generated the lyrics resonating across the psionic blast. It hit the clone with such force that she literally tore the thing apart.

      She whirled around to the other Preslan clone. With only one still operational, the odds had shifted in her favor. She took the clone, lifting it and holding it over the parabola.

      “Should I let you go?” she asked, meeting its gaze. She could still see Iagorth in there, suddenly nervous in his clone’s defeat. She didn’t wait for him to answer. She threw the clone into the bowl where an arc of energy struck it, reducing it to a burned, irrepairable husk.

      The clones handled, Preslan’s emotional strength waned, and she again collapsed to the floor, her entire body beginning to spasm.

      “No,” she murmured. “Not yet.”

      She looked up as Intellects began to enter the room, filing in from every doorway at once. It was immediately obvious to her that Khron had been holding them back until the clones were out of the equation, and now the Axon Seer had an opportunity to launch the defensive assault.

      Nearly sixty Intellects entered the Forge with seconds, facing off against the four of them remaining in the room. Three, as far as Preslan was concerned. She could barely move. She definitely didn’t have the strength left to fight.

      Washington took the lead instead, picking his xix up off the deck and turning to face the nearest Intellects. His face plate had melted away, leaving his entire face exposed, his scalp burned by the energy and melted glass. He tapped the xix together and spread them apart, a web of energy arcing between the sticks.

      Ksod was there too. He had retreated back into the room after mangling the first wave of Intellects.  He stood between the machines and Preslan, as if he intended to defend her from the onslaught.

      Tsi was ready as well. Her Intellect Skin glowed with energy that transferred to her xix, increasing the power of the weapon and making her look as though she were on fire.

      The Intellects raised their hands toward the defenders, the glow of energy signaling imminent attack.

      An attack that never came.

      The Intellects turned almost in unison, facing back toward the doorways. What seemed like thousands of shouts echoed through the passageways and then gunfire—both smarty rounds and plasma bolts—erupted in the distance. A collection of Guardians and Inahri soldiers raced into the room, their plasma bolts and bullets hitting the Intellect ranks. Washington and Ksod joined the battle, the Intellects falling like dominos between them and their rescuers.

      Preslan forced herself up to her knees as Tsi rushed over to help her the rest of the way up.

      “The Guardians are here,” Tsi said. “The Forge Inahri are here. Everyone is here. We are saved.”

      Preslan couldn’t help but smile too, even as she turned her attention to the two Josephs plugged into the Control Mind.

      “That remains to be seen,” she said solemnly. “It’s all up to you now, Joe.”
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      Forge. Control Mind Simulation. 04.24.2324. 2315 hours.

      The Pioneer simulation had changed drastically since Joseph had last been inside it, indicative of the remodeling first done by Khron and now usurped by Iagorth as the two entities struggled for domination of the Control Mind.

      The look and feel of the ship wasn’t completely gone but it had been twisted and distorted, first to better match the smoother aesthetic of Khron’s Supernova, and then twisted and altered even further to identify with Iagorth’s Relyeh nature. The structure of the simulation was more crystalline and three-dimensional than the formerly flat, linear nature of a starship’s corridors. While the materials remained mostly smooth metal, there were shards of black rock and puddles of ooze intermingled around the open space where physics didn’t seem to apply.  The surfaces had all been adjusted to better suit an Escher drawing than anything even close to reality.

      Gravity was just as confused as the layout, leaving Joseph facing a vertical incline ahead where a robed figure stood at a ninety degree angle from him, peering sideways at an upside-down bridge where Iagorth stood in his Governor Nash guise. The two opponents approached one another slowly, each of them with a knife in hand. It seemed a strange choice of weapon all things considered.

      Joseph.

      Natalia Duke’s voice echoed in his mind, surprising him with its sudden presence.

      Natalia? Where did you come from?

      I’m inside your construct with William and Bosco. William called for me. He said you needed help.

      I do?

      You did. I’ve isolated the simulation from the rest of the Control Mind, preventing Khron from ganging up on you and giving you a fighting chance. The firewall won’t hold for long, so you need to hurry. Otherwise you’ll be up against an army of Khron’s subprocesses.

      What about Iagorth?

      There are three of you in the simulation, Joe. Only one of you is getting out of it to spread to the rest of the Mind. You need to make sure it’s you.

      Understood. The structure of this place is chaotic. The gravity is all over the place.

      You need to remember something, Joe, Natalia said.

      What’s that?

      None of it is real, and its rules are made to be broken.

      Do you think Iagorth and Khron will remember that too?

      If they don’t, that’s your advantage. I’ve done what I can. Good luck.

      Thank you, Natalia.

      She didn’t respond, gone from his senses as quickly as she had appeared.

      Joseph watched as Iagorth leaped away from his perch, suddenly falling sideways toward Khron. The Axon Seer jumped off the platform, grabbing it with a hand and rotating around to the other side, so that they both stood upright opposite one another. Only now realizing he was there, Khron pushed off and fell toward the surface level relative to Joseph. Touching down, she raised her head, her eyes locking on him.

      The distraction cost her, as Iagorth jumped, knife in hand and aiming to come down on top of her. She noticed him at the last moment. Leaping aside, she rolled out of the way, pulling her own knife from beneath her robe. She slashed at him, almost catching him in the face.

      Joseph didn’t move. He stood there, watching the two ancients from different races, with so many years of evolution and advancement between them, engage in a simple knife fight. He had to remind himself of what Natalia had said. What he’d known as the Control Mind version of himself. This was a simulation. A representation of something else. Billions of ones and zeroes flowing through trillions of transistors and logic gates, creating something that felt like a real environment.

      But it wasn’t real.

      The winner of this fight would be the one who could bend the simulation better. The one who could outsmart the other, not the one who was a better knife fighter.

      He didn’t stand a chance against either one of them.

      Or did he?

      The Axon had created the Inahri because of humankind’s ability to think outside of the box. Because of their creative and often chaotic minds. Because they could think at lower levels than the Axon were capable of after so many years of increasing their intellects. It sounded counter-intuitive at first thought, but maybe there was more to it than Joseph was seeing.

      Maybe he didn’t only stand a chance.

      Maybe his success was all but guaranteed.

      True or not, it was a better way to approach the situation, especially since Iagorth had halted his attack on Khron and was now looking at him..

      Joseph set himself, taking a few steps toward them before trying his first alteration. He bypassed the distance between the two aliens, his next step carrying him directly between them before he turned around and faced them. Both Khron and Iagorth reacted with surprise.

      “Joseph Cross,” Iagorth said. “I was hoping you wouldn’t make it, while assuming that you would.”

      “I destroyed you already, human,” Khron said. “Your final process was disabled. How is it you are here?”

      “I’m external to the Mind,” Joseph answered, pointing at Iagorth. “Like him. Do you know what he is, Khron? What he represents?”

      “Yes,” Khron replied. “The enemy comes in many forms.”

      “I suppose you’re going to offer to gang up on me, Joseph Cross,” Iagorth said. “You probably believe you and Khron can work something out. Come to an agreement.”

      “No,” Joseph countered. “No agreements. There are too many dead for that. I’m going to stop both of you from doing further harm to my people. What you both need to decide is whether you want to team up with one another against me.”

      Iagorth laughed. “Joseph Cross, you still believe you can win. As I said before, it is the thing I enjoy most about my dealings with you.” He looked at Khron. “There will be no alliance.”

      “I agree,” Khron said. “If we are to fight, then let us fight. Logically, there is too much at stake for any one of us to rely on or trust either of the others.”

      “Good point,” Iagorth said, thrusting his knife at Khron. She was expecting the surprise attack, and she blocked his blade with hers. A second knife appeared in her other hand, arcing toward Joseph.

      He caught her wrist, using her weight to kick out at Iagorth before he could slash his throat with the knife that had materialized in his free hand. Joseph knocked it away, pulling Khron forward and throwing her at Iagorth.

      They collided with each other, both catching the other’s blade only centimeters away from gouging out eyes. Joseph moved in on them and was forced to retreat as they seemed to change their mind about allying with one another. Breaking their standoff, they turned on him. He scanned his surroundings before jumping, his leap carrying him nearly thirty meters toward an overhead structure. Gravity caught him and took him the rest of the way up; he managed to get his feet under him as he hit the platform.

      Khron gave chase as Iagorth maneuvered toward a connecting platform that angled at an inverted forty-five degrees. He leaped up to it, running along the side toward Joseph.

      Waiting for Khron to arrive, Joseph swung around the side of the platform. She hit the bottom, slashing at him as he danced away, toward the other side. Iagorth nearly caught him there, but he stopped his momentum and dove for the next surface. Gravity caught him just as he tucked his shoulder into a roll and Khron threw one of her blades at him. It missed, sinking into the material just behind him.

      Joseph rolled through to his feet, spinning and throwing his knife at Iagorth as he leaped across the platform. The Relyeh just barely batted it away before he hit the platform right behind Joseph, who managed to stay ahead of the pair.

      “Joseph Cross, stand and face your fate,” Iagorth said, finding a surface close to him and crossing it to cut him off while Khron picked an alternate route to reach the surface behind him. .

      Joseph reached the end of his structure, looking for the next. He had come to the tip of the crystalline surface, the nearest platform nearly one hundred meters away.

      “You’re trapped, Earther,” Khron said.

      He turned to face her. “Not yet,” he replied, stepping backward off the edge.

      He was nearly three hundred meters above the closest platform, and he plummeted toward it, rapidly accelerating. But he didn’t accept that he would land hard. Too hard. He should be able to control the platform’s gravity.

      He began to slow as he neared it, landing almost gently. He looked up to see Khron staring down at him, Iagorth right behind her, knife raised to jam it in her back.

      He almost cried out a warning, holding his tongue at the last instant, when he remembered what Natalia had said. Khron was the more valuable target. Once the firewall fell, she could inundate the simulation with subprocesses that would overwhelm him and Iagorth both.

      Iagorth should have had her dead to rights, but she was smart enough not to trust Iagorth so completely she left herself open to attack from behind. She spun around, blocking his assault. They clashed, trading slashes and blocks until Iagorth kicked her, sending her over the edge.

      Joseph figured she would land safely like he had, by manipulating gravity. She had another plan, a platform appearing beneath her, stopping the fall.

      Iagorth jumped down after her, and as the two aliens once again engaged each other, Joseph searched for a path to them. He stepped onto the nearest vertical surface and planted his feet, remaining there when logic would have put him in a freefall. Instead, he walked the distance of the platform, inverting on an adjacent bridge and running across it until he stood over Iagorth and Khron.

      Still grappling, they seemed to have forgotten all about him. He drew his knife back and threw it at Khron. She saw the blade coming at her at the last second and jumped off the platform, catching the top edge as a solid side formed for her to stand on. Joseph had expected the construct, his blade following her down and sinking into the top of her head.

      A strange shudder rippled out from her as she released the platform and fell, her grip on the station as broken as her body when it hit the surface below. The quake from it nearly knocked Joseph from his perch, the diversion Iagorth needed to leap up at him.

      Joseph tried to scramble away, Iagorth’s blade catching him in the leg, slicing through his pants and drawing blood. He grunted in pain, rolling over and kicking out. His boot shot off his foot, hitting Iagorth in the face. The distraction allowed him to roll off the platform and land on the one below it, resetting the fight.

      “I knew you would do well here,” Iagorth said. “You’re much more of a brawler than a strategist.”

      “You don’t think I have a strategy?” Joseph replied.

      “Oh, you do,” Iagorth said. “You understand how to manipulate the simulation better than she did, or she wouldn’t have lost. But…”

      He vanished, re-appearing right in front of Joseph. His blade went through Joseph’s stomach without meeting any resistance, as if he were a ghost.

      “So predictable,” Joseph said from behind Iagorth. He put his blade to the Relyeh’s throat.

      “How?” Iagorth asked. “That’s impossible.”

      “Nothing’s impossible in here,” Joseph replied, as a second copy of him appeared. Then ten more. “That’s the whole point,” they all said.

      “So is this,” Joseph added in Iagorth’s ear, sliding the blade through his throat, holding onto Nash’s golden hair as he decapitated him.

      Iagorth’s body fell away, his head turning to face Joseph. “Until the next time, Joseph Cross. Perhaps we’ll see you on Earth one day.”

      Iagorth’s body faded from the simulation. Joseph looked to where Khron had fallen, finding her gone as well. The simulation changed as he stood there, the strange, chaotic crystalline maze forming back into Pioneer’s bridge.

      Now...it was over.
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      Forge. Control Mind Simulation. 04.24.2324. 2315 hours.

      The Librarian sat at the command station, but he jumped to his feet when he saw Joseph. “You were destroyed,” he complained.

      “I’m back,” Joseph replied. “And back in charge. Move.” The Librarian stood aside for Joseph to take the seat. “Where’s Keesha?”

      “I do not know what you mean,” the Librarian said.

      “Her consciousness is stored in the repository. Reboot it into the system.”

      “The corruption to the repository is extensive. I am not certain I can repair it.”

      Joseph glared at the Librarian, trying not to panic. “You’re going to repair it. Or I’m going to destroy you.”

      “You won’t get very far without me. You can recover as many processes as you want, I am still a critical daemon within this system. A daemon incapable of refusing the commands of the primary process. I do not like you, but I also cannot deny or lie to you. I am checking the secondary’s data stack now. Like the rest of the repository, it is heavily fragmented from the multiple attacks.”

      “And you don’t have a backup?”

      “The backup is similarly compromised. I wasn’t designed for this kind of activity. My fault tolerance is high, but not this high.”

      Joseph stared at the Librarian. He didn’t accept that Keesha couldn’t be restored. It was the one comfort he had held onto since she had been destroyed on the Supernova. “How long will it take you to determine if you can restore her data stack?”

      “I’m working on it as we speak. Not long.”

      Joseph noticed the holotable was active, the tactical grid projected above it, showing the Axon fleet outside the station. They were dormant at the moment, their assault paused. What would they do now that both the real Khron and the Seer’s AI were destroyed, their leader effectively dead? Would another Axon take her place?

      For the moment, they weren’t doing anything at all. And he took heart in that.

      “Will those ships respond to commands from the Forge?” Joseph asked.

      “Do you have the authorization key?” the Librarian replied.

      “I don’t know. Do I?”

      The Librarian smirked. “No.”

      “So they won’t respond to me?”

      “No. Khron was not fully confident she could capture the Mind. I don’t believe she expected you to attack it from the outside. You or the dark one.”

      “Then it’s a good thing they’re just sitting there,” Joseph replied. “Do you have the data stack?”

      “I would be done if you hadn’t interrupted me.”

      Joseph glared at the Librarian, who was unfazed, his attention once again drawn to the projection. He leaned slightly forward before rushing to the tactical map. “Son of a bitch,” he said, his gaze fixated on the rear of the grid, beyond the ring of debris forming around the station. A new ship had arrived, its size making it unmistakeable. Khron’s Supernova. It was moving toward the rest of the Axon fleet. Toward the station. “What is it doing?”

      “Whatever it was instructed to do,” the Librarian replied.

      Joseph watched it on the tactical for a few more seconds before reaching out for the Forge’s defenses. Everything was offline because of the change of ownership. “I need the guns back,” he said.

      “It will slow down your other instructions.”

      “Give me the guns!”

      The Librarian moved to the control station and ran his hands over the control panel. “Batteries online. Approximately four hundred remain within targeting range of the fleet.”

      Joseph knew there had originally been nearly two thousand. The Axon fleet had been busy destroying them during the bombardment. “Shields?”

      The Librarian sighed. “Activating. They are at twenty percent.”

      The Supernova continued to advance. Joseph watched it without moving as the seconds ticked away. A minute passed. Two. Five. It reached the outside of the debris belt, pushing its way through.

      “What about Keesha?” Joseph asked again.

      “The damage is too extensive.”

      Joseph whirled around, facing the Librarian. “What?” he hissed. “Bullshit. Fix her.”

      “I told you. I do not like you, but I can neither lie nor deny you. I cannot fix her.”

      “If you can’t repair the damage, that means she’s dead. Permanently dead. That means she gave her life for me. Again! I can’t let that happen.”

      “There is nothing I can—”

      “Figure something out!” Joseph screamed, slamming his fist down on the holotable. He was a program inside of a computer. A tremendous mass of binary. He couldn’t cry real tears, but fake ones flowed just fine. “She can’t be gone. Not like this.”

      “Give me time,” the Librarian said.

      “There is no time,” Joseph replied. “There’s never time. Restore her data stack. Reinitialize her program. She should be here with me. Now.”

      “She would not be properly operational. The resulting glitches would destroy the station. It cannot be done.”

      Joseph slammed his fist on the holotable again. “Damn it, Keesh!” he shouted. “It should have been me.” He glared at the Librarian again. “Whatever you need to do, however long it takes. Figure it out.”

      The Librarian nodded and disappeared. Joseph turned back to the tactical map. The color around the ships changed as the heat and energy built within them, captured by the Forge’s sensors. The bombardment resumed, the Axon warships unleashing their ordnance on the station with renewed fury.

      “Shit,” Joseph cursed. “Librarian, where did you go?”

      “To figure it out,” the Librarian replied, appearing in front of him. “That was your directive.”

      Joseph wanted to punch him in the face. He resisted the temptation. “We’re taking fire.”

      “Yes,” the Librarian agreed.

      “They don’t care if they destroy the Forge,” Joseph realized. “Khron is gone. She doesn’t need it anymore.”

      “An astute observation for a human.”

      “How long can we withstand sustained bombardment?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Give me an estimate.”

      “Twenty minutes. Thirty if we’re fortunate.”

      “We need to do something.”

      “I recommend evacuation through the gates.”

      Joseph glared at the Librarian. There wasn’t enough time to get enough people through the gates to safety. “Give me something else. What would you do if you were still in control of the station?”

      The Librarian smirked. “Kill you.”

      Joseph smiled back at him. “You tried that already. It didn’t work. What else?”

      “I would extend the siege timeline and improve my defensive position.” The Control Mind was being intentionally cagey, unable to refuse him but doing its best to stall.

      “How?”

      “Altering my position in space would force the opposition to first locate my new position and then regroup to launch their new assault. I estimated a delay of between eight and twenty-four hours. Enough time to produce sixty new quantum missiles and to make repairs to both shields and fixed gun positions. And to evacuate all organic life forms if desired.”

      “Wait,” Joseph said. “You’re saying the Forge can fold space?”

      “It has never been utilized, but it is possible.”

      “The power requirements have to be beyond calculation.”

      “The Forge consistently collects one hundred percent of the energy from a star, human. More than one hundred times that energy is stored in energy units. Energy is not the problem in the equation. The containment of the flow is the bottleneck. You will not be able to fold again for some time.”

      “So if we fold and they follow, we’re still dead. It’ll just take longer.”

      “Undoubtedly. However, it will offer more time to consider other options and evacuate the organic life forms.”

      “Okay. What’s involved with that?”

      “Calculating coordinates and charging the fold drives. The system will synchronize nearly five thousand fold units to encompass one single spacetime tear.”

      “ETC?” Joseph asked.

      “The estimated time to completion is twenty to thirty minutes.”

      “So, by the skin of our teeth.”

      “I have neither skin nor teeth.”

      “Start the calculations.”

      “What about your companion?”

      “I need all of your resources on the fold. Start the calculations.”

      The Librarian nodded and vanished. Joseph had a sense of the Control Mind following his directive. It didn’t have a choice in the matter.

      He couldn’t believe he was going to attempt to move an entire star and the Dyson shell around it from one place in spacetime to another. He couldn’t begin to wrap his mind around the technology needed to make that happen, or what the side effects of something so grand might be.

      “I require a destination,” the Librarian said, rematerializing in front of Joseph.

      “What’s our range like?”

      “Hundreds of light-years.”

      “Do you have coordinates for Earth?”

      “Your homeworld? Gladly.”

      Joseph smiled at the Librarian’s reply. If he brought the Forge anywhere near Earth he was bound to ruin the gravitational balance and destroy the planet.

      “What about Proxima Centauri?”

      “I have coordinates to the system.”

      “Put us within ten light years of both. Somewhere open and vast.”

      The Librarian vanished again.

      Joseph was aware of his two Intellects—his hybrid clone and his Intellect form—still connected to the data repository. There were three of him active on the station now, two more than ever should have existed, but right now he needed them. Their cortexes were both damaged. He created two new subprocesses, sending them to inspect the Intellects. It took a couple of minutes to identify the damage caused by the transfer into the Mind and repair it.

      “Sergeant Cross, do you copy?” he asked, reaching out to the machines.

      “I copy,” his hybrid clone said.

      “I copy,” his Intellect form said. “Thank me for bringing me back.”

      All three Joseph’s laughed.

      “Are we able to repel any effort by Iagorth to reconnect to our synthetics?” Control Mind Joseph asked.

      “As always,” Intellect Joseph answered.

      “I am now that I’m expecting him to try,” Clone Joseph replied.

      “Joseph, do you know how Khron was able to make an organic duplicate without using the scanning machine on me?” Control Mind Joseph questioned.

      “Yes,” Clone Joseph said. “Doctor Rose had a full model including DNA analysis, and also including the synthetic. Khron converted that data.”

      “For Sheriff Duke and his wife too? Where would she have gotten that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What should we do now?” Intellect Joseph asked.

      “The Librarian is preparing the Forge to fold,” Control Mind Joseph said. “We need to tell the others what’s happening. Maybe we can do something to buy us more time.”

      “Copy that,” the other two Josephs said in unison.

      Joseph felt the two Intellects disconnect from the repository. He continued producing new processes to regain control of the systems he had temporarily lost while he waited for the Librarian to finish preparing for the jump. He was disappointed he couldn’t do more to help Keesha at the moment, but maybe it was better this way. She had probably died with no idea he might not be able to bring her back, expecting a version of herself would see him again soon.

      The thought of her being gone forever was painful to Joseph, the thought of living alone as a machine equally as bad. As much as the selfish part of him wanted her back, perhaps it would be better to let her rest in peace.

      But did he love her enough to let her go?
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      Forge. Control Mind. 04.24.2324. 2330 hours.

      Joseph pulled his hands away from the data repository, looking to his left where Clone Joseph was doing the same. The clone’s organic eyes met his small ocular sensors and they nodded knowingly to one another before they both pivoted to look out across the Control Mind.

      The scene in front of them was quiet but chaotic. Disabled Intellects lay scattered across the outermost platform of the Mind, mixed with the bodies of Earther civilians and Inahri warriors. Survivors picked their way among the fallen, poking at them with deactivated xix or the muzzles of smarty rifles, verifying the Intellects were truly destroyed and the organics really dead.

      Numbering nearly two hundred in total, Joseph quickly counted Preslan, Tsi, Washington, Nesa and Grant among those survivors, along with Hoffman and Morales. He was glad to see the two Guardians directing squads to the Mind’s entrances for guard duty or to help make the wounded comfortable. He had missed all of the action outside of the Mind, but from what he could tell, the cavalry had appeared to bolster the defenses, their arrival turning the tide of the fight and most likely winning the first half of the battle for them.

      Now, he had to get the Forge out of the area before the Axon fleet tore it apart. When the entire Mind shook hard enough to knock a few of the survivors off their feet and nearly send some over the edge of the parabola, he couldn’t help wondering if it might be an impossible task

      “Joseph!” Preslan shouted, the first to notice he had disconnected from the repository. He looked at her, watching her eyes dance from him to the clone next to him. He could tell by her expression she believed the clone was a threat.

      Prezz, wait, he said through the synthetic. He’s not a threat anymore.

      I’m not a threat, the other Joseph added, using his synthetic. Iagorth is gone from the cabin. I’m Joseph, as much as he’s Joseph.

      There are two of you now? Preslan asked, confused.

      Three, if you count the copy in the Control Mind, Joseph replied. And two Williams.

      This is getting complicated. But if we won, why is the Forge still shaking?

      Khron’s Supernova is here. The Control Mind is under directive to destroy the Forge. It’s in charge of the entire Axon fleet.

      What are we going to do? Preslan asked.

      We’re coming over, Joseph replied. Can you get Washington, Nesa and Grant?

      Of course.

      Joseph moved from the central platform, the clone following right behind him. They traversed one of the spokes across the dish to the outer platform. Preslan had gotten the attention of the others by then, and they all converged on him as he neared.

      The Forge shuddered again, lightning flashing across the Control Mind’s parabola.

      “Which one of you is the real Joseph Cross?” Grant asked.

      “We both are,” the two Josephs replied in unison.

      “I’ll speak for us,” Intellect Joseph said. “And I’ll make it quick. The Control Mind is back under our control, but Khron’s flagship has entered the area and its Control Mind has orders to destroy the station. We’re working on a plan to move the Forge to another location, but I’m not sure the shell will remain structurally intact long enough for that to happen. I can survive a vacuum, but few of you can.”

      “I see,” Nesa said. “I should return to Cheni Shi and prepare my people for the end.”

      “We might still make it out before that happens,” Joseph replied.

      Nesa smiled. “I appreciate your efforts, Joe. But we have spent many lifetimes here. I can feel every vibration, creak and pop. The Forge will not survive another twenty minutes. Not without venting the atmosphere. I know you did your best and I honor you for that. But now is the time to make peace with our fate.”

      Nesa turned and headed away, motioning to the other Forge Inahri to follow her.

      “This doesn’t look good, Cross,” Washington said. “We should start evacuating as many people as we can through the gates. To Obado, and to our homeworld. We can get a few thousand through, at least. I know it isn’t much. but—”

      “Perhaps we can use Obado to draw some of the Axon fire,” Tsi suggested. “Even a few minutes of disruption may save hundreds of thousands of lives.”

      “We still have the ships in the hangar too,” Preslan said. “The ones we passed on our way here. And Fang. We can give them more targets.”

      “It won’t be enough,” Grant said.

      “It has to be,” Preslan replied. “Joseph, we can’t give up. Not after everything we went through.”

      “It won’t be,” Grant repeated. “But we might have another option.”

      “What do you mean?” Joseph asked.

      “Sergeant, when we first encountered the Axon after they hijacked Pioneer, Chief Oslo, Engineer Hroi and I came up with a secondary plan in the event that we found ourselves in dire straits.”

      “A plan B?” Joseph said. “What was it?”

      “We rigged our remaining energy units to the primary network, along with catalysts that will destabilize them. We turned Pioneer into a bomb. A huge, highly volatile but controllable bomb.”

      Joseph stared at Grant. “You’re telling me that we can use Pioneer as a weapon?”

      “Yes, Sergeant. I’d imagine adding a few more energy units or modulators to the equation would increase the blast radius a bit. The only challenge I see would be getting Pioneer out there.”

      “What’s her current status?” Joseph asked.

      “She needs someone to connect an energy unit to the primary supercapacitors in order to execute a fold. And then someone to steer her to the right place. Two people, at least.”

      “Two people who are going to die,” Preslan said.

      “I’ll do it,” Washington said without hesitation.

      “No,” Joseph replied. “There are two of me here, which is one too many. I’ll do it.”

      “You still need someone to act as navigator,” Grant said. “I’m the only one here who’s qualified for that.”

      “Captain, you can’t,” Preslan said.

      “I have to,” Grant replied. “There isn’t anybody else.” He smiled.  “I saw Ensign Kaminski in Cheni Shi. She’s pregnant.”

      “I know,” Joseph said. “Life goes on with or without us.”

      “It does. This is the least I can do to make up for what I’ve already done wrong.”

      “That wasn’t your fault,” Preslan said.

      “As Captain of Pioneer, it was my fault,” Grant replied. “Sergeant, we don’t have a lot of time to waste.”

      “No, we don’t,” Joseph agreed. “But how do we get back onto Pioneer from here?”

      “Follow me,” Washington said. “I know the way. But you need to get the incoming gate activated again so Obado can reconnect.”

      “I can make that happen,” Joseph said, certain the Control Mind version of himself could handle that much. “Tsi, can you catch up to Nesa and ask her to bring as many QDMs as she can to the incoming gate room?”

      “As you say, Sergeant Joseph,” Tsi said, turning and sprinting away.

      “What should I do?” Preslan asked.

      “You look like you can barely walk,” Clone Joseph said. “We’ll wait here.”

      Preslan didn’t look happy about it, but she nodded and let the clone put his arm around her shoulders, resting her head against his chest.

      Joseph was happy to see she had accepted the clone so easily, especially considering he would shortly be enroute to his death. He didn’t mind that. Maybe he could find Keesha wherever he wound up.

      “This way,” Washington said.
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      Forge. Incoming Gate. 04.24.2324. 2340 hours.

      Joseph, Grant and Washington reached the incoming gate within a few minutes. It was online by the time they arrived, and after a quick word from Washington, it came to life, the center of the gate opening in Obado’s gate room.

      “Tsi says the Inahri are bringing the QDMs,” Washington said. “They should be here within a minute or so.”

      “Perfect,” Joseph replied. “Control Mind Joseph has managed to get a few of the batteries back online. The Axon will take them out again quickly, but every little bit before that happens will help.”

      “It will. What about West, Sergeant? Is she still in there too?” Joseph’s change in posture answered the question for him. He lowered his head. “I’m sorry, Cross.”

      “It’s not over yet, General,” Joseph said.

      They didn’t wait long for Nesa to arrive with four Inahri in tow, each of them clutching a QDM. The value of the four devices was immeasurable, the amount of energy stored in each enough to power the Forge for years. The technology wasn’t volatile on its own, and even a typical explosion wouldn’t be enough to cause the Forge’s crystalline structures to fracture. But detonating energy units didn’t result in a typical explosion. He expected the fury of the detonation would be enough to trigger the QDMs to blow with a level of force the universe had likely never experienced before.

      Enough force to ensure that when the Forge did fold, there wouldn’t be any Axon ships left to follow them.

      Nesa held out a small open pack, the Inarhi placing the four modulators in it before she handed it to Joseph.

      “Thank you, Nesa,” he said. “We still have a chance to make it out of here alive.”

      “As you say, Joe,” she replied. “Honor to you.”

      Joseph nodded before following Washington and Grant through the gate and onto Obado, hurrying from there to the starship’s hangar. They were still positioned close to Pioneer, the generation ship floating peacefully across a narrow chasm of space, its open hangar still lined up with the one he was standing in.

      “You need a quicker ride across,” Washington said, pointing to one of the Inahri’s few remaining starfighters. It was already prepped and ready to go, the pilot looking at them through his augmented reality goggles. “Good luck, both of you.”

      “Thank you, General. And to all of you,” Grant replied. “Take care of my people.”

      Washington nodded. “With my life, Captain.”

      Joseph and Grant hurried over to the fighter, Joseph placing the bag of QDMs into the second seat of the cockpit. With no place for them inside the craft, Joseph climbed onto the fuselage, extending tendrils from all over his body into it to lock himself in place. “You’re going to lay on top of me, Captain. And lock your arms around me.”

      Grant did as he was told and then looked over at Washington, giving him a ready nod. Washington flashed a thumbs-up to the pilot in turn. The thrusters on the starfighter flared and they shot forward, Joseph’s anchors holding against the sudden acceleration.

      The fighter blasted out of Obado and across the gap in seconds, flipping over as it entered Pioneer’s hangar and increasing thrusters to slow down. Joseph waited until the craft had nearly come to a stop before releasing his anchors and pushing off the fuselage, sending himself and Grant floating toward the deck. The pilot flashed him a stiff salute before the starfighter regained speed above them, rocketing away.

      Joseph turned so that his feet touched down first, activating the maglocks in his boots as soon as he touched down on the deck. He kept his grip on Grant, pulling him along with him as he walked as fast as possible toward the main entrance. While Joseph was wholly unaffected by the vacuum, the captain still faced the issue of his flesh swelling from exposure. Fortunately, they would be at the main entrance in less than a minute.

      Passing through the main entrance to the hangar, Joseph went to the control pad to close it, the huge door sliding shut in airless silence. As soon as it was closed the emergency doors inside the corridor began to open, oxygen immediately flooding back in. The gravity was still active as well, allowing Joseph to release maglock and Grant to walk normally.

      “I’ll head to Power and Propulsion to hook one of the QDMs up to the supercapacitors,” Joseph said. “Get to Metro Engineering and get ready. Let me know when you’ve arrived.”

      “Metro Engineering?” Grant questioned.

      “The bridge was destroyed. The terminal controls are set up there.”

      “I see,” Grant said, slightly confused. “Shouldn’t I be giving the orders, Sergeant?”

      “Technically, you’re dead, sir,” Joseph replied.

      “Technically, so are you.”

      “True.”

      Grant grinned, breaking for the main elevator. Joseph stared after him, waiting until the elevator doors swallowed the clone up before taking the stairs, heading a few decks up and then aft to Power and Propulsion.

      The bombardment had continued for nearly ten minutes already. They were running out of time.

      “William,” Joseph said, pushing open the door to the cabin and storming in. His grandfather was in his rocking chair, taking a nap. Bosco remained at his feet.

      “Huh?” William said, eyes opening as he leaned forward, nearly crushing the newfie’s tail under the leg of the chair. “Joey, what are you doing here? I thought you were busy killing us?”

      “I am,” Joseph replied. “Does that bother you?”

      “If it doesn’t bother you, it doesn’t bother me. I never could get into that meta-existential bullshit.”

      “I need you to ping Natalia Duke.”

      “Again? Can’t you do anything on your own?”

      “A lot of things, but hooking up a QDM to a supercapacitor isn’t one of them. She’s an engineer.”

      “Let me see if I can reach her,” William said. He climbed slowly out of his chair and went to the kitchen table, where the old laptop rested. “You don’t need to stand there staring at me, Joey.”

      Joseph turned around to look at the lake through the cabin’s open door. Outside the construct, he was running toward the engineering module at the back of Pioneer, aware of every passing second.

      “Joseph,” Natalia said, appearing in the cabin’s doorway and blocking his view. “It’s risky for me to be here again so soon. What do you need?”

      “I need to hook up a quantum dimensional modulator to Pioneer’s main power supply,” he replied. “I don’t know how to do it.”

      Natalia looked torn, like she wanted to help but was terrified of how long it might take to instruct him. She glanced over her shoulder, her lips a tight line. Then she nodded. “Okay.”

      Outside the construct, Joseph reached engineering a few seconds later. “I’m here.”

      Pass through the control center, head for the back to the battery arrangement that looks like Stonehenge.

      Joseph followed the instructions, pausing when he saw the huge batteries arranged in a circle around a central power conduit. It did look like Stonehenge.

      Ordinarily, you would need to divert power to touch the central junction box, but you aren’t flesh and blood. Pull the cable from one of the supercapacitors, strip the wire and bind it to the modulator.

      That’s it? Joseph asked. I thought it would be harder.

      There are additional instructions.

      Joseph did as she said, needing a couple of minutes to bind the modulator and a couple more to follow the rest of her instructions. He knew it was working when the modulator began to hum, vibrate and glow.

      Nat, it’s working! he said excitedly.

      She was already gone. Back on the run from Shub-nigu.

      Fourteen minutes had elapsed since the arrival of Khron’s Supernova. They were nearly out of time. Where the hell was Grant?

      “Cross, do you copy?” Grant said as though Joseph had pinged him with the thought.

      “I copy,” Joseph replied. “The QDM is connected. Supercapacitors are already at fifty percent.”

      “The fold computer is running. The system was rewired to this terminal, but there’s no trigger and no delay. As soon as it’s completed, we go.”

      “The sooner the better. It’s on you to get Pioneer into position, Captain. I’ll keep us alive as long as I can.”

      “How do you intend to do that?” Grant asked.

      “Let me worry about that.” Joseph reached out through the synthetic. A number of moieties remained on Pioneer and they became active at his request. There wasn't enough to put a shield around the entire ship, but it was better than nothing.

      He began shifting them across the hull and moving them into a better position. He had only just started when the hum of the energy flow changed, the QDM glowing brightly on its perch above the junction box and signaling the fold.

      This was it.
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      Pioneer. Metro Engineering. 04.25.2324. 2400 hours.

      The entirety of Pioneer’s bridge controls had been condensed to a single workstation terminal in Engineering, one with only one single wide monitor. Tyson had to lean in close to make out the tactical map displayed in the top quarter of the screen. It was thick with targets.

      Piloting Pioneer was a challenge in the best of circumstances, and it certainly wasn’t a ship designed to make any kind of quick maneuvers. The challenge had only increased with the apparent damage to the bridge, leaving him with little ability to make fine-grained alterations to the ship’s general path. That path had to be entered into the computer as a complete unit from point A to point B, but he couldn’t make individual adjustments to the real time vector—adjustments to pitch, yaw, and roll in atmospheric terms—so his evasive capabilities were essentially reduced to manipulating the power delivered to the main thrusters.

      In other words, Pioneer was a huge, unwavering target, one the Axon would have no trouble hitting once they adjusted for its course and acceleration. The only question was whether or not that course and acceleration was enough to get the ship to the target before it was destroyed.

      Tyson had to remind himself he wasn’t the captain of a generation starship anymore. Now, he was the captain of a missile carrying a payload that would either save thousands and thousands of lives or end them all at once.

      He hadn’t been in his current condition long enough to consider the ultimate benefits of that condition. Not until the fold had completed and he needed to input the navigation path into the terminal in front of him. His Intellect cortex worked out the math with an ease his human mind never could have accomplished, plotting the shape of the approach in seconds. His fingers actuated perfectly over the keys, preventing him from making any mistakes.

      Acceleration pushed him back into his seat as the mains fired at full power, throwing Pioneer forward as quickly as they could.

      He still wasn’t comfortable in his new body. He wasn’t comfortable in his new mind. He had all the memories he knew he should have. His childhood. His parents.His days at the Naval Academy. His time aboard Pioneer from the moment they had made their desperate escape from Earth until now. It was all there, and at the same time he knew he wasn’t himself. That he was a copy, and that the real Tyson Grant was dead. It was hard to come to terms with that. Hard to accept. Especially because of what Iagorth had made him do.

      Yet he was the real Tyson Grant. The only one in existence. It was almost amusing. He had lived his life eschewing technology that didn’t improve society, and here he was, in body if not in soul, a technological leap in human evolution.

      And it was awful.

      There was no place in human civilization for what he had become. People were meant to be organic matter, to reproduce from sperm and egg, to be flesh and blood and often flawed. Accepting himself as he was, in his mind, meant accepting the loss of humanity in the universe.

      It was a loss he couldn’t live with. A loss he was about to sacrifice himself to prevent. And he wasn’t only happy about it. He was eager for it.

      Ten seconds in and the Axon had yet to notice them. Tyson had made a final correction to the fold coordinates before sending them to the computer, shifting them a fraction his non-hybrid self would have never been able to calculate. The last-second change had put Pioneer behind the Axon fleet, behind the Supernova, in the middle of the debris field caught in the station’s gravity.

      The detritus was no doubt smacking against Pioneer’s thick hull, and some of it was likely piercing through. It didn’t matter. There was nobody on board who needed air to breathe. Shrapnel  could penetrate the ship a million times and as long as the thrusters and the explosives were intact they were still in the fight.

      “Cross, we’re closing on the Supernova from behind,” Tyson said. “Protect the bow as best you can.”

      “Copy,” Cross replied.

      Joseph was another example of the same thinking. A human mind, digitally duplicated and transferred to a machine. Tyson could only scratch the surface of the implications of that sort of technology. It was an advancement that didn’t fit with the nature of humankind. An advancement that offered more downsides than benefits, at least from his perspective.

      There wasn’t much for Tyson to do other than monitor the tactical map and stay ready to adjust the power to the thrusters if needed. It was the only real control he had.

      The Axon were reacting to Pioneer’s presence now, a group of warships ahead of the Supernova halting their bombardment and flipping themselves over to accelerate toward her. The Supernova’s batteries began to fire back at them too, gun batteries spewing energy bolts across the black.

      “Cross, I think we have their attention,” he said, reducing thrust for a few seconds before adding it back. He repeated the process over and over, randomizing the adjustments as best he could to make it harder for the enemy ships to get a solid firing solution.

      It didn’t stop them from shooting. The bow camera view was active in the top right corner of the display. Tyson watched the energy blasts incoming, most of them caught by the shields created by Joseph’s moieties. Most, but not all. There were obvious gaps in the coverage, tactically placed along the hull so the only blasts that got through were shots that wouldn’t cause any damage to critical systems. The Axon weapons burned through the hull, some of their shots making it through to the interior. The ship’s computer reacted accordingly, closing off sections as they became exposed to space and flashing warnings about the mostly inconsequential damage.

      All the while, Pioneer continued on its course toward the Supernova, every second edging it closer. More of the Axon warships stopped firing on the Forge, turning over and engaging Pioneer, each weapon that targeted them giving the station a little more time to synchronize the fold. Even if they didn’t make it to the flagship the mission might already be a success.

      “I can’t hold out much longer,” Joseph said. “The moieties are burning up from the energy I’m pushing into them.”

      “We’re almost there,” Tyson replied. “I’m arming the self-destruct now.”

      He picked up the detonator from beside the keyboard. It was a simple device, and the reason he had been delayed getting to Engineering. He had needed to return to berthing to retrieve it from its hiding place beneath his pillow before heading down. It was composed of two switches. One to arm, one to trigger. He flipped the first.

      “Self-destruct is armed.”

      The enemy fire intensified as Pioneer continued gaining on the Supernova, which had slowed its approach to the Forge. The station—a huge, bumpy gray ball spitting massive gouts of flame from its stabilizing thrusters—was visible beyond the fleet and the energy from the moieties’ shields.. There was something else visible against it too. A growing web of energy spreading across the exterior like veins.

      It was beginning to fold.

      Tyson pumped his fist at the sight before returning his attention to the tactical map. The Axon seemed to have recognized the Forge was up to something too, and that Pioneer was a diversion. While the Supernova continued firing back at them, it also intensified its forward assault, pounding the beaten shell of the station with fire. At the same time, the warships ceased firing on Pioneer and began reversing course again to resume their attack on the shell.

      It was a fatal mistake.

      “Thirty seconds to impact,” Tyson said.

      The ship’s computer began sending him collision warnings, a prompt asking him if he wanted to recalibrate the ship’s path. He cleared it, putting thrust back to full. The enemy probably didn’t think Pioneer could harm them. The Supernova was so large and fully shielded.

      The enemy had no idea.

      “Twenty seconds,” Tyson said.

      The web of energy around the Forge had expanded and then faded, a black even darker than space beginning to spread out around it. The Axon continued firing, the attack exposing the upper levels of the station to the vacuum, but there were plenty more levels they needed to penetrate before they could reach the people inside.

      “Ten seconds,” he announced. “It has been an honor serving with you, Sergeant Cross. Despite our differences, you have my utmost respect. I’m certain I’ll see you in the Ong, if such a thing exists.”

      “I’m probably already there,” Joseph replied. “It’s been an honor for me too, sir.”

      The Supernova grew so large in the camera lens that the Forge was no longer visible. The Axon ship had stopped firing on them, satisfied to let the Supernova’s shields handle the impact and divert the energy of the blow.

      Tyson put his thumb to the second switch, ready to push it forward. The computer flashed more warnings as if it were terrified, the time to impact counting down to zero.

      He didn’t trigger the detonation right away. He counted in his cortex, adding an extra five seconds as Pioneer began to shudder, the collision rippling from the bow toward his position. And his death. His only regret was that he wouldn’t live to see the people of Pioneer reach their new home with the Free Inahri.

      He closed his eyes and flipped the switch.
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      Forge. Control Mind Simulation. 04.25.2324. 0000 hours.

      “The fold is commencing,” the Librarian said, appearing on the other side of the holotable. Joseph didn’t look at the Control Mind’s avatar, his attention remaining fixed on the tactical map, where Pioneer had just collided with the Supernova. “Sergeant?”

      “I heard you,” Joseph replied. “How long?”

      “Twenty seconds.”

      Joseph smiled. The explosion from Pioneer was so large it was displaying on the grid as a massive, expanding sphere that swallowed everything it touched. It spread from Pioneer, casting out a disruption of particles ahead of it that Joseph could almost feel, sending a chill running through his digital body.

      The sphere continued to expand, sucking up the Axon warships and refusing to let them out, overcoming the entire enemy fleet. It reminded him of videos he had seen when he was a child of the first oceanic tests of the newly developed atomic bomb. Operation Crossroads, it was called. It seemed like a fitting name here too. It seemed to him that the entire conflict between humans, Axon, and Relyeh was at a crossroads they would emerge from victorious. If not soon, then one day.

      “Did you calculate the destructive force of unleashing the contained energy of the QDMs ahead of time?” the Librarian asked, joining Joseph in staring at the map.

      “No,” Joseph replied. “There was no time. We figured four would be enough.”

      “Four?” the Librarian said. “Are you insane?”

      The sphere continued to spread. Joseph noticed it hadn’t slowed much, the blast radius quickly approaching the Forge. “This is bad, isn’t it?”

      “Give a human a weapon they don’t understand, and they’ll be sure to create catastrophe with it,” the Librarian replied.

      “What’s the time to fold versus time to impact?”

      “It will be close.”

      Joseph clamped his teeth down on his lip. The thought that they had gone through all of this only to destroy themselves was more than he could accept. They were going to make it out on time.

      They had to.

      The sphere continued to expand, the rate finally beginning to slow. The Forge started shaking, the simulation copying the external vibrations.

      ‘What’s happening?” Joseph asked.

      “It is either the outward force from the edge of the detonation or a side-effect of the synchronized space fold.”

      The shaking continued, a bubble growing outward from the Forge as spacetime began splitting around them, pinched into a ridge they would fall straight through. The sphere of the detonation approached it, the shuddering increasing to the point that Joseph was certain the whole place would come apart from it. He held fast to the holotable as the edge of the two bubbles collided.

      And then, nothing. The tremors stopped. The tactical map vanished. The entire universe seemed to come to a total standstill, so much so that for a moment Joseph wondered if they had entered a time dilation.

      “Fold complete,” the Librarian announced.

      Joseph looked over at him. “We did it?” he asked cautiously.

      “Despite your best efforts to prevent success, yes,” the Librarian replied.

      “Whoooooooo!” Joseph shouted, lips splitting in a huge smile. “Yes!” He beamed at the Librarian, but only for a moment before he pulled himself back under control. The Control Mind was unimpressed, the Librarian’s expression remaining as stoic as ever. Joseph knew it would still destroy him given the chance. “Begin damage assessment immediately,” he said. “Also, verify that we’ve reached the correct coordinates and that none of the Axon fleet followed us through.”

      “It will be done,” the Librarian replied. “What of your counterpart?”

      Joseph froze, staring at the Librarian. He had wondered earlier if he loved Keesha enough to let her go instead of bringing her back to live as a program, a part of a machine, or at best a digitized human consciousness inside a mechanical body. It didn’t matter if that body was the most advanced equipment in the universe, it still wasn’t real. He wanted her back, but not like this. She was lucky because she died thinking she would see him again. She died without feeling the pain of loss.

      “If she’s gone,” he finally replied, “then let her go. Nobody should have to live like this. It was never what she wanted.” That didn’t make it any easier to take. He turned away, lowering his head, the joy of their victory already forgotten.

      “I have confirmed we have arrived at the proper coordinates,” the Librarian said to his back. “I am initiating damage assessment and prioritizing repairs.”

      Joseph didn’t respond. He climbed onto the command station and fell into the seat. He wasn’t tired in an organic sense, but he still felt the strain. They had escaped the Axon and pushed back Iagorth. They had moved the Forge somewhere it would take the enemy some time to find, and brought it to within fold distance of both Proxima and Earth. They had lost so many along the way. Fellow Marines. Innocent civilians. Those he loved and respected.

      But it was over now. They were safe. Keesha, Grant, Siraj and so many others hadn’t died for nothing. In fact, their sacrifices might have saved the entire human race.

      Only time would tell.

      They had made it, and he was glad for that, but he still couldn’t relax. There was so much work left for him to do. Just like Keesha hadn’t wanted to live as a ghost in the machine, he had no intention of remaining this way any longer than he needed.

      Life in the universe would go on as it always had, but in time it would go on without this version of Joseph Cross.

      And he wouldn’t have it any other way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            55

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Cross

          

        

      

    

    
      Forge. Control Mind. 05.05.2324. 1200 hours.

      Joseph entered the Control Mind, a chill running down his spine as he looked across to the central platform around the data repository. There, a collection of Free Inarhi, Forge Inahri and Earther engineers were busy putting the finishing touches on a new external control system. It would allow the Forge to be interfaced with and operated by a crew of humans, rather than a single overriding AI.

      The system was a nearly direct transfer of Obado’s bridge controls, highlighted by dozens of wires that snaked out of a cap that had been placed over the repository. Twelve clumps of wires each led to a padded seat with a virtual reality helmet attached to it by a flexible arm. The  helmets were then connected to twelve subsystems inside the Mind created by Joseph’s alter-ego, each of those subsystems managed by twelve individual Librarians specialized in a specific subject. The Librarians were additionally sandboxed from one another with minimal intercommunication in order to ensure security. It would be impossible for the original Control Mind to ever rebel against its new owners again.

      Preslan was seated at the primary station, the VR helmet lowered over her head, covering her to the neck. Most people wouldn’t have recognized her like that, but Joseph knew her instinctively, both by the fit of her dark red Inahri jumpsuit and through their shared connection through the Q-net.

      He started across the bridge that had been added to make passage over the Mind’s primary cortex easier, drawing the attention of the other engineers. Following the destruction of the Axon fleet and the Forge’s fold to a new part of the galaxy, word had quickly begun to spread across all three segments of humankind about how he had saved them all from certain doom. It was an adulation he didn’t want and a narrative he was eager to change, not unlike the Forge Inahri’s first impression that he was some kind of god. He had done his part, that was an immutable truth, but he had hardly done it alone.

      Keesha had been by his side.

      He had thought about her a lot over the last ten days, since Mind Joseph had informed him of her loss inside the Mind, the corruption to her source, and his decision not to try to recover her. As hard as it was to accept at the time, as hard as it still was to accept, he had agreed with the reasoning. All other arguments aside, according to Preslan, trying to piece her back together from damaged memory would have undoubtedly led to a Keesha who was different from the one he had known. She wouldn’t be herself. And that was the Keesha he missed, the one whose death he grieved.

      He was glad she would rest in peace, comforted by the fact that her sacrifice had been directly responsible for their overall success. If she hadn’t resisted Khron’s AI as long as she had, the entire timeline of events would have been different. Everything had come down to the wire as it was. As Mind Joseph had told it, they had come within seconds of destroying themselves through their own ignorance of the true destructive power of a destabilized QDM. It left him to wonder why the Axon didn’t use the devices as weapons. No doubt they could inflict uncounted casualties on the Relyeh if they ever did.

      “Joseph,” Preslan said as he reached the end of the bridge, aware of his presence even though the majority of her attention was focused inside the Control Mind Simulation. “I’m just finishing up the final runthrough of the interface. I’m inside the virtual control center with you.”

      “I’m on my way,” Joseph replied, reaching down and giving her thigh a gentle squeeze of greeting.

      The other engineers were still gawking at him—awed, curious and slightly unnerved as he put his palm to the side of the repository and extended the nanocyte strands beyond the outer shell, hooking into the data transfer fibers. He closed his eyes, his attention shifting from the Control Mind to the simulation, leaving him standing beside Preslan in the virtual control center.

      The room bore a similarity to the Control Mind, though the floor was solid and there was no ceiling above them. Rather, the station’s sensor data provided a reconstructed graphical view of space around them, marking out everything it could identify from within its radius. The location Joseph and the Librarian had picked was an open expanse, though there was a loud gaseous nebula within a thousand AU that offered a colorful break from the starry black, and of course Obado was in synchronous orbit with the factory part of the station, outlined in yellow over his head. With any luck, nothing else would appear out there any time soon.

      The twelve stations outside the Mind didn’t translate to the inside. Instead, anyone sitting in the seats was able to move freely about the bridge and the areas around it, including the library he and Keesha had designed earlier. Those same crew members could also access any of the Mind’s systems through either projected interfaces that matched the holographic controls of an Axon Nova or by direct requests to the Librarians, who popped in and out of existence in the simulations as they ran messages and carried out tasks.

      “Joseph,” his counterpart said, drawing his attention from his surroundings.

      “Joey,” Joseph replied, turning to the Control Mind version of himself. They had decided to go by the two names in order to make it easier to differentiate between them. “Did you come to see me off?”

      They wouldn’t need to do that for much longer.

      “I wasn’t sure if it was appropriate or not. To witness my own death.”

      “It’s not really dying,” Joey replied. “I’m not really alive. Besides, I’m just… diminishing.”

      Joseph nodded. Preslan had already explained the plan. Joey wasn’t shutting down completely. Instead, she had written a program that would essentially turn his self off, converting him into what she referred to as the Head Librarian. He wouldn’t have access to any of the memories copied over from his original, organic brain or an understanding that he had once been a living, breathing human. But he would maintain his sense of loyalty and morality, serving as another level of security to keep the other Librarians in line. He was the lone intelligence inside the Mind with access to all of the Forge’s systems, and only Preslan knew the code that could return his self in the event of an extreme emergency.

      Both Josephs hoped she would never need to use it.

      “And we’ve still got you,” Joey added.

      Joseph still wasn’t completely clear what that meant for him. He knew he wasn’t the original Joseph Cross, but a hybrid clone printed by Khron from a sample taken by Doctor Rose before his second hibernation. He should have had a massive gap in his memories because of that,  but Joey had repaired his cortex, filling in most of those gaps and erasing all of the potential holes, though he was certain some minor holes remained.

      Like Preslan, he no longer needed to breathe, his body powered by the Axon nanocyte gel and the energy unit embedded just beneath his heart. A wayward shot during the fight for the Mind had proven that like Preslan he could also heal quickly from wounds, while subsequent testing had shown he didn’t possess her telekinetic abilities, which he figured was probably a good thing. And of course, his synthetic was intact and active, his construct still home to William and Bosco and connected to Preslan through the Q-net. He hadn’t heard from Natalia Duke again, but he thought about her often. If he could figure out a way into the Collective through the synthetic, maybe one day he could help her escape Shub-nigu’s watchful eye once and for all.

      “Are you nervous?” he asked, shifting the topic.

      “No,” Joey replied. “Resolved. This is the way it should be. It’s confining being here, more so being here alone.”

      “I miss Keesha too,” Joseph said. “The Inahri are arranging a memorial service for her, Grant, Siraj, Oslo, Hroi and all the others, to welcome them to the Ong with the honor of their people.”

      “They deserve it. And they deserve this station to be fully theirs. It was their blood, sweat, and pain that built this place for the Axon. Now it will work for them instead.”

      “For all of us,” Preslan replied. “The Inahri have offered both the Free Inahri and the Earthers equal share of the station and its output, since we did save them from certain death.” She smiled. “The downside is that we’ll need to locate a supply of the red ore in order to take advantage of the smelters. In the meantime, I’ll be working on updating the Intellect’s software to make them friendly to humans. Khron believed they were too valuable to use as workers here, but the Inahri think otherwise.”

      “That’s really great,” Joey replied, his voice distant. “All of it.” He paused, looking them both in the eye. “I’m ready to go. All of the diagnostics have checked out. The virtual reality interface is fully functional. The Librarians are operating according to our updated specs. And that’s why you came. It’s time.”

      Joseph nodded, coming to attention and offering a stiff salute. “It’s been an honor serving with you, Sergeant Cross,” he said.

      Joey matched him, repeating the gesture. “And you, Sergeant Cross.”

      They held the salute for a few beats, and then Joey turned his head toward Preslan and nodded. She stepped forward, leaned up and kissed him on the cheek.

      He faded as if they were inside a fairytale, a smile spreading across his face as he vanished.

      “It’s done,” Preslan said, turning to Joseph.

      “I thought he would still be here,” Joseph replied, lowering his hand and loosening his posture. “Just in another form.”

      “He’s more like Shub-nigu that way, watching over the entire system. He can appear if he wants to, but only if there’s a specific need.”

      “I understand. Are you okay?”

      “I will be. You?”

      “I will be,” Joseph replied. “I’ll see you later?”

      “Of course.”

      Joseph took her hand and squeezed it, closing his eyes and pushing himself back out of the Control Mind. He removed his nanocyte tendrils from the repository, backing away from the device.

      “And then there was one,” he said softly.
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      Forge. Cheni Shi. 05.05.2324. 1800 hours.

      There was a party going on upstairs, in the main gathering place at the entrance to Cheni Shi. Joseph could feel the vibrations from the thousands of pounding feet and catch an occasional whisper of the music and celebration through the ventilation ports.

      He would join the party soon enough. He was eager to go up and be part of the joyous occasion. But that time hadn’t come just yet. There was still this meeting to get through. So many details to work through. So many plans to make. Passing operations of the Control Mind to the people of the Forge was only the beginning.

      He was seated at the head of the low table on a soft, colorful stool shaped to allow his legs to drape comfortably beneath his buttocks and keep his back upright with minimal effort. Governor Nori sat on his left with Hoffman next to her. Nesa and her newly appointed second, Dhama, were positioned to his right. General Washington faced him from the opposite side, Tsi on his right, Preslan to his left. A few cushions on either side remained unclaimed.

      A small device with an integrated microphone and speaker rested in the center of the table. It would pass whatever they said to the Mind where it would be translated from Forge Inahri to English, and from English to Forge Inahri in real time, allowing them to communicate more easily.

      Nesa slid back her seat, rising smoothly from it and clasping her hands together in front of her. “Honor to all of you,” she said. “Great honor to you, Sergeant Joe Cross.”

      “And to you,” Joseph replied, matching her gesture of respect.

      “I’m certain we are all eager to make these proceedings as brief as possible and join the celebration above. I know that I am.” She smiled widely, drawing smiles and laughs from the others. “This is a momentous occasion, one that in all of my years I would never have even dreamed possible. That it has occurred in my lifetime is still incredible to me. And despite our place in the universe, it did not happen in a vacuum. While the Axon have sought to separate and enslave the lineage of humankind, and the Hunger have sought to devour it, each of us has come together to throw off that yoke of oppression and stake our first claim to our rightful freedom.”

      The group clapped for her, including Joseph. “Nesa, you should have saved that for the others,” he said, smiling.

      She looked at him. “I will repeat most of it later tonight. The truth is joyous and easily returned to mind.” She let her eyes pass over each of the others present with them. “As a first order of business, I would like to make a few formal proclamations. First, we have decided that we will be henceforth known as the Cheni Inahri, in honor of our city, and in reverence to our Inahri roots. Second, the Forge will also henceforth be known as Cheni Station. And third, it has been decided that all humans, be they of Earth, Proxima or any of the Inahri worlds are hereby welcomed to Cheni Station without restriction. As discussed previously, we have also decided that the factory part of the station will be run as a cooperative between the Cheni Inahri, the Free Inahri and the people of Earth, producing vital materials to best aid us in defending ourselves from threats both known and unknown.”

      The group clapped for the statements, the mood in the room light and relaxed. It was a feeling Joseph could barely remember from a time before the trife came to Earth. Before the war started. Before Iagorth, Shub-nigu and Khron.

      “Now, let us move on to our second order of business. As you know, Sergeant Cross brought a member of the Relyeh, a Norg named Ksod, back from Khron’s Supernova with him. We have given succor to him during the days since and treated him with great honor for his role in the events that brought us here. Initially, Ksod had expressed a desire to procure a vessel to return to Relyeh space, a request we were inclined to approve as soon as we had the resources to build him a craft. However, Ksod has since reconsidered that request, and instead has petitioned me, and in turn you, for a permanent home on Cheni Station. I will open the discussion to arguments both for and against this petition.”

      Nesa sat down again. Those present were silent for a moment, gathering their thoughts. Joseph too was surprised by the newer request. Ksod had always seemed so eager to go home. He stood up. “Nesa, do you know what prompted Ksod to change his mind?” He sat while she stood to speak.

      “He said he has decided he likes it here, and that he is grateful to have something to fight for again.”

      “But he’s a Relyeh,” Hoffman said. Her comment went unanswered. She realized her mistake and stood up. “But he’s a Relyeh,” she repeated.

      Preslan stood. “He is,” she agreed. “But he helped Joseph escape from the Supernova. He helped me defeat the clones.”

      “Because it served him,” Hoffman argued. “He wanted to escape too. How do we know we can trust him?”

      Tsi stood up while the others sat. “I do not see any reason not to trust him. I believe it is important that we remember what separates us from our opposition.”

      “And it’s important to learn from the Axon,” Preslan said. “Khron told me about their history, and how they used to be welcoming of other races. War turned them into slavers, it changed their very nature. We don’t want that to happen to us.”

      “Agreed,” Joseph said without standing, drawing a smile from Preslan.

      “I too agree,” Tsi said. “I understand your hesitation, but if we refuse a home to someone because they are supposed to be the enemy, we are no better than the enemy.”

      Hoffman’s face turned red, embarrassed she had brought up the argument. “I don’t disagree with that. It’s just, after everything that’s happened…” she trailed off and sat down. Joseph looked over to her, smiling and trying to offer support with his eyes. He understood why she felt the way she did. Nobody could blame her.

      “Very well,” Nesa said. “All in favor of accepting the petition?” Every hand at the table went up. “I’m certain Ksod will be pleased.” She paused before looking at Governor Nori. “Governor, the next item of discussion pertains to the status of your colonists.”

      She sat down, and Claire stood up. “Thank you, Nesa. As you all know, there was a lot of confusion in the hours leading up to and after our evacuation from Pioneer. There’s still a lot of confusion. Approximately five thousand of our colonists made it through the gate from here to the Free Inahri homeworld, which is a wonderful thing. But subsequent communications with the head of the colony there have revealed that nearly thirteen hundred of them want to return to the F…to Cheni Station to be reunited with friends and family. We also lost nearly three thousand of our people both during transit from Pioneer to Obado and in the fighting afterward. And, of the approximately thirty-thousand remaining survivors, nearly six thousand want to relocate to the Free Inahri homeworld, while the remainder would like to stay on the station. I can’t blame them that they feel safer here. In any case, the logistics of getting everyone where they want to be has so far proven challenging. And there’s the fact that the environment here is really not suited for humans from Earth.”

      Joseph smiled at that. Governor Nori was soaked in sweat, as was Hoffman. They both looked like they were ready to pass out at any second. He and Preslan were both fortunate that the nanocyte kept their temperatures fully regulated, and both Tsi and Washington were wearing cool suits beneath their uniforms to help with the heat.

      “Yes,” Nesa said, her lips spreading in a wide smile. “That is a concern.”

      “You don’t seem concerned,” Claire said in a confused voice.

      “Forgive me, Governor Nori,” Nesa said. “On my honor, I must make an admission. Much of this meeting is a set up.”

      Claire looked frightened at the statement. She leaned back in her chair, looking at Joseph, who shrugged. He didn’t know what Nesa planned, but he was also pretty sure it wasn’t negative.

      “If you will all follow Dhama,” Nesa said, beckoning them to stand. She leaned over the table and picked up the translator.

      The other Cheni Inahri, including Dhama, went to the door ahead of them. Everyone else stood up, following him out into the hallway. Preslan moved into position beside Joseph. “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” he replied.

      They went a short distance to the transfer unit. Dhama stopped at the controls, while Nesa moved ahead of them.

      “As you know, this transfer unit was off-limits to the Cheni Inahri up until ten days ago, when our Control Mind was liberated. We have been examining the unit since, though many of the transfer points were intentionally damaged by the enemy and only a few have since been repaired. It was Dhama who discovered that there were additional transfer points which only became active in the last couple of days, as control over the Mind was segmented and operations formerly reserved solely for the Axon were revealed. Joe, you once asked me where the rest of the Inahri on Cheni Station were, since the enemy gave you a number in the millions, and we are but a small portion of that.” Her smile grew even larger. “We have much to discover together, my friends. My family.”

      She bade them to step onto the platform without explaining. A current of excitement gathered in the room, each of the others all looking at one another, wondering what she was about to reveal. And where she was about to take them.

      Dhama moved to the platform. A flash of light and they were transferred across Cheni Station to somewhere they weren’t able to reach before. A pair of Inahri were already in the transfer room, both of them armed with stunners.

      “Kala, what do you report?” Nesa asked one of them.

      “Everything is quiet, Lin Nesa,” Kala replied. “Only lesser species have been observed. We have catalogued a few of them from the Control Mind repository.”

      “Excellent,” Nesa said, still beaming.

      “What is this? Lesser species?” Preslan asked again, unable to contain herself.

      “You shall see, child,” Nesa replied. “It will blow your mind, as you say.”

      “Then quit stalling,” Washington joked, equally excited.

      Nesa laughed. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes!” they all shouted back at her.

      Nesa nodded to the guards, who activated the door, which slid aside.

      A passing deer was caught off-guard by the sudden movement, and it bounded away from the door, taking three leaps across the grass and vanishing into dense brush.

      “What the hell?” Joseph said, looking out into the greenery as a blast of fragrant, temperate air entered the room.

      “Come,” Nesa said, leading them out the door.

      They joined her, stepping across the threshold and into paradise.

      “What is this place?” Tsi asked, the only one able to speak.

      “It’s Earth,” Joseph replied, though he couldn’t quite believe it. “Earth before the trife. Before the war. Hell, before humankind came along and started chewing it up.”

      A butterfly flitted in front of them. Birds flew overhead and chirped from the branches of the trees around them—maples, pines and oaks.

      “Joseph, you didn’t know about this?” Washington asked. “You should have had access.”

      “I didn’t even know to look for it,” Joseph replied, still gawking.

      “From what we have been able to discover, the factory occupies only five percent of the entirety of Cheni Station. Energy collection and its related materials compose another fifty percent. The other forty-five is made up of artificial biomes like this one, each of which we believe is sourced from a different planet. It occurs to us that Axon Seer Khron did not completely forget her roots as a peaceful gatherer of knowledge, as she used much of the Station to that end. Perhaps this was the original intent of the station. Who knows?”

      The door closed behind them, vanishing into a hologram that looked like part of the side of a mountain. No one on the inside who hadn’t come from the outside would ever know it was there.

      “You found more Inahri in the others?” Joseph asked.

      “Yes, one other, though that biome is not as open as this one, with greater security before leading into the wilderness. The Inahri there are tribal in nature, and we believe too primitive to understand where they truly are.”

      “What about the remaining biomes?” Joseph asked.

      “There will be time for exploring them later,” Nesa replied. “Governor Nori, I wanted you especially to see this. I believe this may be a suitable home for those who wish to remain on the station.”

      Claire hadn’t spoken a word, her hand over her mouth, her eyes darting around the landscape and tears running down her cheeks. She nodded faintly.

      “I think she says yes,” Joseph said for her.

      “Very good,” Nesa replied.

      “I can’t wait for Niko to see this,” Preslan said. “And Barstow. And Leon. They’re going to flip out.”

      “I think all of the colonists will be very pleased,” Tsi said.

      “All of them might even want to come back through the gate,” Washington added.

      “It will all be arranged if that is what they want,” Nesa said.

      They stood at the foot of the biome for a few more minutes, taking it all in. For Joseph, it was the first time in a long time that he truly felt free.

      “I believe there is a celebration occurring at this moment,” Nesa said. “Shall we vote on tabling the rest of our meeting for a later time and joining the party?”

      All of the hands went up to approve the motion.

      “In that case, the meeting is temporarily adjourned,” Nesa said.

      They all turned back to the door, which opened when Kala pressed in a small spot on the stone.

      “This is it,” Preslan said to Joseph, putting her arm around his waist.

      “This is what?” he asked, returning the gesture as they passed through the doorway to the transfer unit.

      “Home.”

    

  


  
    
      Thank you, thank you, thank you for reading Forgotten Starship.

      

      I really hope you’ve enjoyed the series. Since you’ve come this far, you might be looking for more books in the Forgotten Universe. If you are, you won’t be disappointed.

      

      First up - the original Forgotten series, which is essentially Sheriff Duke’s origin story, is now available as a complete trilogy in e-book and audio format. If you want to know more about the Sheriff, you can check that out here: mrforbes.com/theforgottentrilogy.

      

      Second, if you like John Washington and Tsi, you can read more about them in the Forgotten Colony series. The first book is called Deliverance, found here: mrforbes.com/deliverance

      

      If you want more Forgotten Universe but aren’t sure where to start, you can browse the entire catalog of titles at mrforbes.com/forgottenuniverse

      

      And, if you’re all caught up in the Forgotten Universe… WOW! Thank you so much! Flip to the next page for more of my other series.

      

      Thank you again!

      

      - Michael.
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        View my complete catalog here

        mrforbes.com/books
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        Forgotten (The Forgotten)

        mrforbes.com/theforgotten

        Complete series box set:

        mrforbes.com/theforgottentrilogy

      

      

      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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      M.R. Forbes is the mind behind a growing number of  Amazon best-selling science fiction series. He currently resides with his family and friends on the west cost of the United States, including a cat who thinks she’s a dog and a dog who thinks she’s a cat.

      He maintains a true appreciation for his readers and is always happy to hear from them.

      

      
        
        To learn more about M.R. Forbes or just say hello:

      

        

      
        Visit my website:

        mrforbes.com

      

        

      
        Send me an e-mail:

        michael@mrforbes.com

      

        

      
        Check out my Facebook page:

        facebook.com/mrforbes.author

      

        

      
        Join my Facebook fan group:

        facebook.com/groups/mrforbes

      

        

      
        Follow me on Instagram:

        instagram.com/mrforbes_author
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