
        
            
                
            
        

    

 Chapter 1 
 
    “All departments report ready sir,” said a slim young man with light blue skin. The four silver stars pinned to the neck of his red vac-suit indicated his rank amongst the ship's crew. “The Starfaller's light drive is at capacity. Internal grav is online and showing zero fallout. Mass dampeners are operational. Awaiting your coordinates sir.” 
 
    The man turned to face his console and began operating the touch screen once again. As he did so the ship's main display shifted from a ship wide report to a solid black screen, speckled with flecks of light.  
 
    The captain of the ship sat unmoving as he stared out of the main display into the cold dark of space. The dim lighting of the bridge accentuated his deep, rich blue skin tone; his eyes, orbs of solid red, narrowed at his thoughts.  
 
    The captain flicked his fingers into the air and a holographic display of two dozen planets lit up in front of him, light danced across one of his armored golden gauntlets. He shifted in his chair and his purple robes pulled tight over his seat. The black vac suit, with its seven golden stars, clung tightly to his massive and muscled form. He flicked his fingers once more and the display of planets changed with each motion.  
 
    The captain sighed as boredom washed over him. His arm dropped to the armrest of his chair. He stared blankly at the display of spinning planets.  
 
    “Do you know why planets are the single greatest treasure in the galaxy Commander Tira?” The captain asked. 
 
    “I would not presume to know as you do sir,” Tira responded. He stood only a few feet from the captain's chair. The tall lanky man brushed his white braided hair off his shoulder. Tira shifted his weight momentarily and the light gray vac suit, which clung loosely to his, rich blue form, puckered at the waist.  
 
    “Life.” The captain stated. 
 
    “Sir?” Tira asked. 
 
    “Planets are the foundation from which life blooms. Without a planet for life to cling, the vast emptiness of space lays claim to it.” 
 
    “And yet, through your guidance here we are, Captain,” Tira responded. 
 
    “Yes, here we are,” the captain said coldly. “A people without life Tira. Remnants of the great Attllian empire, floating aimlessly through space, in search of a home.”  
 
    Tira, while listening intently to the captain suddenly raised his hand and pressed his earpiece tighter to his ear in order to here the incoming message better.   
 
    “Something of interest Tira?” The captain asked. 
 
    “Sir, I'm getting a report from the Otomis sector concerning one of the original seven: the planet Volja. Allow me a moment to confirm.”  
 
    Tira raised the portable console he'd been holding in his left hand. He slid his free hand across it and began tapping quickly. His rich blue skin a blur as he worked the interface.  
 
    The captain breathed deep and held it. A moment later he exhaled, indicating his agitation. 
 
    “My apologies sir, I merely wished to confirm the information. It has been revealed that species 042 are the genetic match for Volja.” Tira announced. “Humans.” 
 
    Whispers ran across the bridge of the Starfaller. 
 
    “Lay course for Earth and initiate a spatial bend,” the captain announced, a hint of excitement found in his tone.  
 
    The captain brought his hand up once again and flicked dismissively at the holographic display. The scene shifted from dozens of planets to one: Earth. The captain peered at the tiny blue planet for a moment. Reaching his armored hand up he took hold of the holographic planet within his fingertips. He held the tiny blue orb front and center for a moment, then with a quick twist and flick, he spun it in place.  
 
    “Course laid in,” the younger man from earlier announced. “Ship prepping for spacial bend. Launch in twenty-two tryls.”   
 
    “Sir,” Tira said. “In anticipation of our launch I thought it best  to inspect all travel reports in and around Earth over the last few diatryls. It appears as though a vessel did in fact set route to the planet not that long ago. They will arrive before us.”  
 
    The captain reached up and crushed the holographic display in his palm. Shards of light dispersed wildly but quickly faded into nothingness.  
 
    “Power down the engines and contact Sir Halen of the Central Core,” the captain stated. “Have him issue a collections order for Earth using a time-lock. I do not care if off-worlders are upon it. Tell him all will be dealt with and his payment will be substantial.”  
 
    “Of course sir.” Tira responded. 
 
    “I also want to know who managed acquire the information about Earth before us,” the captain said bluntly.  
 
    “I'm attempting to ascertain that information as we speak,” Tira announced. 
 
    “After all this time,” the captain said to no one in particular. “One of the original seven, a planet worthy of our people, is within our grasp.” 
 
    Silence fell across the bridge for a moment.  
 
    “I have confirmation that Sir Halen has received his orders and things are underway, however,” Tira cleared his throat. 
 
    “What now?” The captain asked. 
 
    “It is my regretful duty to inform you that the vessel currently in route to Earth is the Platnium IV. Knowing its capabilities, as we do, there is little reason to believe that Taam and Bartl Heezarian have not already reached the planet, or will do so shortly. If they hurry, they will be able to escape with what is needed before a time-lock can be completed.”  
 
    The captain slammed his fist down on his arm rest. The entire bridge of the Starfaller shook. The crew flinched, each of whom turned, only slightly, to look at the captain. Their faces filled with fear.  
 
    “Inform Sir Halen of the Platnium and tell him to respond as needed, but do not cease the time-lock,” the captain said. “The Heezarians aren't capable of taking everyone off planet. They may take a few, but there are many more available to us.” 
 
    “Of course sir,” Tira responded. 
 
    “Pilot Ashan,” the captain addressed. 
 
    The young man locked eyes with the captain, “Sir, awaiting orders.” 
 
    “Redirect our course to the Pilas sector,” the captain issued. “We will make our claim once the planet has been repossessed and transported to the storage facility.”  
 
    “Of course sir,” the young man answered. 
 
    “Is there anything else you wish, captain?” Tira asked. 
 
    “Yes, Commander Tira, there is. I want to know how it is the  Heezarian's were able attain this information before us.” 
 
    “Of course sir,” Tira said. “I will begin a full inquiry.” 
 
    The captain paused a moment. He flicked his hand and brought up a display of the Heezarian ship: the Platnium IV.  
 
    “They selfishly seek to claim what is ours,” the captain said. “Taam and Bartl have annoyed me for the final time. Issue a bounty to all scavs Commander: ten bars of star heart for any crew that can bring me the bodies of Taam and Bartl Heezarian.” 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    “Why are we off the main roads again?” Genny Linas asked her husband of eleven years.  
 
    “There's so many uncharted caverns just north of the Superstition Mountains,” Marcus said to his wife and friend Anthony Monte, excitement filling his voice. “Any of them may very well lead to a never before explored area. Just think of it, we three may discover the Lost Dutchman Mine.”  
 
    “Marcus, that's not what I asked,” Genny said. “Are you even listening?”  
 
    “He's lost in his thoughts again Gens,” Anthony said as he reclined across the back seat. 
 
    “Marcus!” Genny blurted out. 
 
    “What?” Marcus said as he snapped from his thoughts and jerked on the steering wheel. 
 
    The jeep swerved slightly, and kicked sand high into the air as he regained control. 
 
    “It's hot. It's midday. And you're driving through the open desert like a lunatic.” Genny said. 
 
    “You're fine. We're...fine. We're all doing fine,” he retorted. “We're almost there anyway.” 
 
    Just then their tires smashed into a a rather large hill of sand. The jeep shook rather violently causing Marcus' thick, black glasses to shake free of his face and land on Genny's lap. 
 
    She handed the glasses back. “Yeah, you clearly have a handle on things,” she said.  
 
    He pushed his glasses back up on his nose and scrunched his face.  
 
    “And what if there are no caverns?” Genny asked. “What if, like all the other theories and guesses, this doesn't work out?” 
 
    “It'll work out,” Marcus responded. 
 
    “Listen man,” Anthony said. “We've been really supportive of whatever you're going through. But we've talked about this quite a few times now, and you know can't keep doing this to yourself.” 
 
    “I'm not doing anything to myself,” Marcus said defensively. 
 
    “Marcus,” Anthony said. “You've...we've, been at this for six years now. No one faults you for the Rockies, there's a reason Forrest Fenn's treasure has remained lost for so long.” 
 
    “You know the rule,” Marcus blurted out. “So stop.” 
 
    “I'm just saying,” Anthony replied. “You've been given an open invitation to return to the university whenever you want. No one gets that, but they gave it to you. Just don't forget, teaching was your passion once.”  
 
    Genny wiped the sweat from her brow. Her already olive complexion was darkening by the hour under the midday sun. She blew out a puff of air attempting to get her dark curly hair out of her face. She wiped at her brow once more.  
 
    “Seriously,” she said to her husband, attempting to change the subject. “How can someone so smart rent a topless jeep with no air conditioning?” 
 
    “How many more times are you going to bring that up?” Marcus blurted out. “It was a minor oversight.” 
 
    “No, Marcus,” she said definitively. “No cruise control is a minor oversight. This is a cause for mutiny.” 
 
    Anthony chuckled from the backseat. “Minor detail.” 
 
    Marcus ran his hand over his nearly shaved head; the short black stubble flicked sweat into the air. He wiped his hand across his khaki shorts then wiped at his goatee.  
 
    “Geeze,” he said. “It really is hot.”  
 
    Genny glared at her husband and pulled at her shirt which was sticking to her curvy form. Her agitation grew every time Marcus spoke. It wasn't that she'd grown bitter, or even angry at him. She loved him dearly and was willingly to trudge through whatever he was dealing with. Yet, at this very moment, he'd made such a poor choice in vehicles that she couldn't contain her desire to annoy him. 
 
    “I've been meaning to ask,” Genny blurted out. “Were you somehow unaware that during the summer months—in Arizona—the temperature is higher than normal?” 
 
    “Just drink more water,” Marcus said.   
 
    “Oh, I'm sorry,” Genny replied faking a sense of surprise. “Do you have some sort of magical water that stays cool in this sweltering heat? Because I could make a lovely cup of tea with mine it's so hot.” 
 
    “You know what, I don’t like your attitude. So for the next five minutes, I'm not speaking to you,” Marcus responded.  
 
    “Oh no sir,” Genny cried out. “You don't get to ignore me Mr. Can't-Rent-A-Proper-Car.” 
 
    In a final attempt to annoy her pouting husband she turned in her seat so that her back faced him, “He solves Aztec math puzzles in his head, but air conditioning turns out to be his nemesis,” she said under her breath. 
 
    “You two are hilarious, you know that?” Anthony chimed in.  
 
    He stretched his legs across the back seat, and ran his hand through his wavy, dirty blonde hair. His complexion carried a nice tan, which was darkening due to the lack of shade. Sweat rolled down his forehead. As he wiped it away he smiled and said, “Great car choice my friend. I won't have to work on my tan for months now.” 
 
    “Don't you start too,” Marcus blurted out. “I'm sure the tan you're getting is really going to hinder your social life.” He huffed sarcastically. 
 
    “Don't be envious that I've got both looks and brains,” Anthony said to Marcus.  
 
    “Envious,” Marcus retorted. “Can the women you date even spell envious? Or have you started dating your former students again?” 
 
    “I dated one former student,” Anthony responded. “And yes, most of the others can spell.” 
 
    “Most,” Marcus said and laughed. “Seriously though, are you ever going to date a girl that can carry on a conversation about more than the latest gossip?” Marcus craned his head to look at Anthony in the back seat. 
 
    Anthony sat up to respond but paused as something caught his attention. With one cursory glance he took notice that Marcus was not watching the road once more, and Genny was purposefully staring out of the passengers window attempting to ignore her husband.  
 
    This explained, only slightly, why no one in the car saw the rather large object plummeting from the sky no more than a hundred yards in front of them. 
 
    “Hey!” Anthony blurted as he pointed at the descending object. 
 
    “Whoa!” Both Marcus and Genny screamed as their eyes snapped forward.  
 
    Marcus slammed down hard on the brakes and the jeep began to slide across the sandy desert floor. 
 
    With a sudden jerk in the opposite direction the jeep stopped abruptly.  
 
    The flustered group watched as the massive, smoking object made impact. Without a sound or tremor the ground swallowed it whole. 
 
    The group puzzled for a moment.  
 
    Then, as if delayed, dirt and rocky debris spit into the air. The three covered their faces and stared on in shock as the brown-gray dust completely enveloped them.  
 
    “What was that?” Marcus coughed out. 
 
    “I don't know, but it was huge.” Anthony said. “It was smoking, right? You two saw all the smoke?” 
 
    “Am I crazy?” Genny asked. “That, thing, it just vanished into the ground, right?” 
 
    “That's what I saw,” Anthony replied. “And, as far as I know that's not possible. Marcus, you're always bragging about being the smart one, explain that.” 
 
    Just then a gust of wind kicked up. The three squinted their eyes as the site before them cleared.  
 
    “What the,” Anthony said.  
 
    He opened his door and climbed out of the jeep.  
 
    “Guys. It's not done being weird yet.” 
 
    Anthony looked and noticed that the jeep had stopped inches before the edge of the impact crater, which was a hundred yards in diameter, but roughly only ten feet deep. Protruding from the epicenter was, what Anthony and the others could only describe as a large ball of rock, easily fifty feet around. It sat like a giant stone ball, now half buried in the ground. 
 
    Marcus and Genny got out of the jeep, “You think it's a meteor?” Genny asked.  
 
    Anthony made his way down into the crater and approached the rock. He quickly passed his eyes over the scene and noted quite a few peculiarities as he walked the perimeter.  
 
    First off, the depth and diameter of the impact crater didn't make any sense. Something as large as the rock would've created far more devastation. 
 
    Secondly, the rock itself appeared completely unharmed, with not a scratch, burn mark, or even the tinniest of cracks to be found.  Even the symmetry of the meteor was unnatural as it appeared perfectly spherical. 
 
    Thirdly, after walking the perimeter of the rock he found a cleanly cut out section that housed a rickety iron elevator, which hung over an opening that lead to a pool of pitch black nothingness.  
 
    He inspected the elevator, but only for a second. Instead, he chose to continue his trek around the rock. 
 
    Next he noticed that the sun sat almost directly over head, yet the light came to an abrupt stop just a few inches before the rocky mass. For all his examining, he couldn't find anything that would cast this shadow.  
 
    Lastly, Anthony felt a slight chill radiating from the surface. He reached out slowly and touched the rock. It was ice cold with a smooth, almost polished texture. 
 
    “So, do you have super powers yet?” Genny yelled as she and Marcus approached. 
 
    “That's not funny,” Marcus stated bluntly. “This thing really could be giving off radiation and we wouldn't even know it.” 
 
    “Calm down,” Anthony responded. “Super powers would be cool. But no joke, this thing is weird. There's all kinds of stuff I can't figure out.” 
 
    “Such as?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Well for starters,” Anthony answered. “I'm pretty sure a rock falling from the sky isn't supposed to be cold.” 
 
    “What?” Marcus blurted out.  
 
    He reached out and touched the surface. 
 
    “It's freezing,” he stated. “And oddly smooth.” 
 
    “That's not the weirdest part,” Anthony continued. “Around the west side there's a section that's carved out. It's about nine feet tall, five feet wide and deep, with an old rickety elevator bolted into it.” 
 
    “What?” Genny blurted out.  
 
    She ran around the side to find the area Anthony described. 
 
    “Of course she'd run off,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Holy smokes!” Marcus and Anthony heard her yell. 
 
    “What do you make of this thing?” Anthony asked Marcus. “Do you think it could be some military experiment?” 
 
    “I don't know,” he responded. “My instinct's telling me this isn't military, although I've never seen anything like it. Whatever it is, I'm pretty sure it's interfering with our cell phones and the CB in the jeep is giving me nothing but static.” 
 
    “Well,” Anthony said as he ran his hand through his hair, “if this isn't military, that only leaves one plausible option, right?” 
 
    Marcus just shot Anthony a glance. 
 
    “That's what I thought,” Anthony said with a hint of excitement in his voice. “You should go check out that elevator thing. It's really weird.” 
 
    The two made their way around and found Genny up on her toes examining something. 
 
    “You two need to see this,” she blurted out in excitement. “I think I found a power source, or some sort of mechanism to work this thing.” 
 
    All three were now up on their toes as Genny pointed out an oddly shaped box with a few wires and gears that sat atop the elevator.   
 
    “It's not a motor,” she said, “at least not any kind I've ever seen. It's missing about a dozen key components and contains a few parts that I've never actually seen before.” 
 
    “But that's not the crazy part,” she continued. “If you get down really low and look up, back through the grate, there's a bunch of gears and springs, like some sort of clockwork device. I laid on my back to see it better and suddenly a blue light shot out and I swear it scanned me. Like you see in the movies. It started at my head, ran down my body, and back up. Then all the gears started moving and the box on top started humming.” 
 
    “I think we need to get back in the car, drive until we can get a signal on the CB radio, at least, and call some people,” Marcus said. “This is all very exciting, but we aren't even sure what this thing is.” 
 
    A moment later the larger box began to radiate a blue light from within.  
 
    “Whoa!” Anthony blurted out. “Why's it glowing?” 
 
    “This doesn't seem safe,” Marcus said, panic running rampant in his voice. “Even by the most loosely held standards of safety I think it's appropriate to start running.” 
 
    “Just wait a second,” Anthony stated. “You big baby.” 
 
    After about thirty seconds of buzzing and clanking, the elevator began to drop. The group jumped at its sudden movement, then slowly approached and stuck their heads over the edge of the shaft and watched as the elevator slowly plummeted out of sight into the darkness below.  
 
    “I'm going back to the car,” Marcus said. “You two can wait here, or do whatever it is you want to do.” He turned and started walking away. 
 
    “Marcus wait,” Genny blurted out. She fell instep with her husband after about twenty steps and grabbed his hand. “What's wrong with you?” 
 
    “Look,” he said and shook his hand free. “That boulder, or dome, or whatever that thing is, it just fell from the sky. It fell from the sky and was basically swallowed up by the ground. Then, as if that's not enough, it took almost thirty seconds before the ground reacted. That's not normal. And since I'm on the subject of the ground, a thing that size, falling from the sky creates, this?” Marcus gestured around at the crater. 
 
    “This is a huge ditch,” he said. “Not an impact crater. We were at ground zero and this thing didn't even make a sound when it landed. You're not stupid. That boulder...ball...thing, is massive. Whatever we just saw, it's not natural and probably dangerous. I mean, it has an elevator on the side of it.” 
 
    Attempting to calm his panic Marcus breathed deep. 
 
    “I'm just saying,” he continued, “a giant boulder, quite possibly from space, with a rickety elevator on the side of it just crashed down in front of us. The motor, or whatever that thing is, shot out lasers and lights. I'm not being unreasonable here. But you two want to just hang around and see if something more interesting happens.” 
 
    “You're right,” Genny said. “Nothing we've seen makes sense. Let's get Anthony and we'll drive until we get some sort of signal to make some phone calls. Okay?” 
 
    “Yes.” Marcus responded. “Thank you.” 
 
    Just as the two turned to get Anthony they saw him speeding toward them. His face full of panic. 
 
    “Uh, you two, the elevator's up. And someone's coming out of it,” Anthony yelled.   
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
    The gated door of the elevator slid open. This caused the three friends to hurriedly make their way out of the crater. They nearly jumped around the opposite side of the jeep. A moment later an elderly gentleman emerged.   
 
    “Ah fantastic,” the old man said as he looked toward the jeep and stroked his stringy white beard. A slight desert wind kicked up and whisked the only four hairs on his head straight up into the air.   
 
    He strolled toward the group until he reached the incline leading out of the crater and cleared his throat. Looking down at himself, he quickly tucked his festive Hawaiian shirt into his cargo shorts. Straightening his posture he poised himself and started to speak. Quickly he snapped his mouth shut and adjusted a rather large pair of yellow sunglasses resting on his face. Satisfied at his appearance he began once more, “Are you three interested in taking one last tour, or do you just want to get straight to it?”  
 
    The three looked to each other, confused, then back to the old man. 
 
    The old man paused for a moment as he looked to the three behind the jeep. 
 
    “Hello?” The old man asked. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “What should we do?” Anthony whispered to the group. He'd reached into the jeep and tucked something into his waist band. 
 
    “Sorry if I've startled you three,” the old man said. “But we really do need to be off, so if you want one last go around, speak up.” 
 
    The group remained unmoving.  
 
    The old man puzzled for a moment, then very slowly he said, “Can...you...understand...me?”  
 
    Marcus looked to Anthony then to Genny. He looked back to the old man and nodded yes. 
 
    “Okay, well that's a start,” the old man said. “I wasn't sure if my translator had gone on the fritz. Anyway, as I said, do you three want to take one last zoom before heading out?” 
 
    “I'm. I'm. I'm s...s...sorry,” Marcus stuttered and stammered. His last words falling slowly from his lips. “But. Who. Are. You?”  
 
    “I'm the guy who's asking if you'd like a tour before getting under way,” the old man responded. 
 
    “Right,” Marcus responded. “Okay. What I meant was—.” He was cut off. 
 
    “Fantastic,” The old man said happily. “If you'll just follow me.” 
 
    He turned and stepped back toward the giant rock buried in the ground.  
 
    “What I meant was,” Marcus blurted out.  
 
    The old man, already exasperated, shifted his weight as his shoulders slouched forward. He turned back to the group, “I thought that was too easy.” 
 
    Marcus continued, “Who are you, like, personally? Not who are you as in this whole general situation.” 
 
    “Personally?” the old man questioned. “Well, personally, I wish I'd won the coin flip because I'm terrible at these first contact situations. I could be sitting in the cooled lounge instead of being up here, struggling to sort all of this out with you all. I will mention, generally, this type of thing is a lot easier if the group just cooperates. In either case I'm not sure what any of that has to do with anything.” 
 
    “Was he even trying to answer my question?” Marcus asked as he looked to Genny.  
 
    Genny shrugged.  
 
    Marcus turned back toward the old man, this time determined to get a clear answer. “Did you come from that thing over there?” 
 
    “No,” the old man responded. “I've never been here before. Originally, I come from Praltius IV, but then my parents moved my family to Ostenbar. Honestly boy, I'm not really sure why any of this matters though.” 
 
    “I don't understand anything he's saying,” Marcus said quietly to the group. 
 
    “Ah dang it,” the old man said. “I knew this translator wasn't working.” 
 
    Suddenly, the old man began smacking himself in the head. 
 
    “Whoa,” Marcus blurted out. “What are you doing? Why are you hitting yourself?” 
 
    “What? Is that better?” The old man asked. “Can you understand me now?” 
 
    “No, I mean, yes. Sorry,” Marcus answered. “We understand the words you're using, it's just, we don't know what you're talking about when you say them.” 
 
    The old man scrunched his face in agitation.  
 
    “Why didn't you just say that?” The old man retorted. “It hurts when I have to adjust my translator.” 
 
    Marcus looked to Anthony and shrugged, not knowing what to say. 
 
    “Sorry,” Anthony said. “He's not very good with people.” 
 
    The old man nodded as he accepted Anthony's apology. 
 
    “Would you mind telling us who you are and what you're doing here?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “I told you,” the old man stated, now sounding perturbed. “I'm the guy you're talking to and I'm offering you a tour before we get underway.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anthony said as he went along with whatever the old man said. “A tour of what?” 
 
    “Earth Mark II.” 
 
    Anthony looked to Genny who, again, shrugged conveying her confusion. 
 
    “I have another question,” Marcus said. “Did you have something to do with all of this?” 
 
    Marcus pointed and darted his hand around gesturing toward the half buried rock and crater. 
 
    “No,” the old man replied. “Really, I guess you could say it was the group digging on Hesan II that started all of this. Or if you want to get really technical, it would be the first colony that started it all.” 
 
    “Okay.” Marcus responded.  
 
    “Okay,” the old man replied happily. 
 
    A long awkward pause hung in the air. 
 
    “So we're ready to go?” The old man asked. 
 
    “Well, no,” Marcus replied.  
 
    The old man sighed. 
 
    “This is far more complicated than I anticipated,” the old man said to himself. “And we're really running out of time. They're going to be here any minute.” 
 
    “If I may,” Marcus said timidly. “I have another question. Although at this point I don't really expect an answer that'll make sense.” 
 
    The old man nodded slightly in agreement.  
 
    “Where does that elevator go?” Marcus asked. 
 
    The old man puzzled his face. 
 
    “The elevator on the side of that rock-thing you came up out of,” Marcus said and pointed back behind the old man. 
 
    “Rock thing?” The old man questioned as he turned around. “Oh!” He exclaimed. “That's not a rock.” He chuckled slightly. 
 
    He clapped his hands together and the trio watched as the entire rocky dome flickered off and on like a projection. A moment later it was gone and in its place stood a tall metallic ring, resembling something like a large gear, easily twenty feet in diameter and slowly spinning horizontally. Across the entirety of the ring wound a thick, copper colored tubing. At the base, on what would be the left and right sides, protruded dozens of long glass tubes. The trio could see some sort of large coil inside the tubes as well as dozens of other wires. After a few moments the large ring stopped spinning and aligned perfectly with the tubes. 
 
    “There we go,” the old man said. “All better, right? Now we can be on our way.” 
 
    “What the?” Anthony mumbled out. 
 
    The old man looked to the group. All three had come away from the jeep, with mouths agape and faces full of shock. 
 
    “Fantastic.” The old man announced. “”Just watch your step there as you make your way down here.” 
 
    The three remained unmovedg. 
 
    “Hello?” The old man said and paused for a moment. “We're going now, right?” 
 
    Marcus slowly looked to the old man then back to the center of the crater, then back to the old man. He raised his hand and pointed.  
 
    “What's that?” 
 
    “Oh. Whoops,” the old man responded. “I forgot you don't have those yet.” 
 
    Anthony looked to the old man, eyes wide and asked, “Who are you?” 
 
    The old man opened his mouth to answer but Anthony cut him off, “Please don't say the thing you've been saying.”  
 
    The old man snapped his mouth shut, then opened it once more, paused, closed it, then began to ponder his next words.  
 
    After a moment he nodded as if agreeing with himself.  
 
    “Okay,” the old man stated emphatically. He looked to the sky, paused for a moment, and then looked back to the group. “We're really running short on time now. So why don't the four of us just head on out, and then maybe things will explain themselves later. You know, once we're all safe.” 
 
    “We're not going anywhere until you start answering some questions,” Anthony said. “For starters, why aren't we safe?” 
 
    “Well,” the old man said. “Like I've said, they're coming. We just need to head out before they get here.” 
 
    “Head out of where?” Marcus asked sternly.  
 
    “Earth Mark II,” the old man stated bluntly. 
 
    “What's Earth Mark II?” Marcus yelled. 
 
    “Well, all of this,” the old man gestured.  
 
    He swept his arms up and around in an arcing circle and spun himself around on his toes.  
 
    “You know one last go around before—ZOOM,” the old man said, thrusting his hand outward and up. 
 
    “Wait, you're talking about the Earth, like the planet Earth?” Marcus asked, suddenly connecting the man's words to his gestures. “You're asking if we want a tour of Earth?”  
 
    “Mark II—yes,” the old man responded as if it was so very obvious he'd been talking about the planet the entire time.  
 
    “Yes.” Marcus stated bewilderingly. “You answered yes just now. I asked if you're talking about the whole Earth and you said, yes. And of course you added Mark II, because why wouldn't you?” 
 
    “Why wouldn't I add Mark II?” The old man asked in response. “Well, Mark I wouldn’t make any sense.”  
 
    “Okay, let's see where this goes,” Marcus said his tone sounding exhausted. “Why exactly wouldn’t Mark I make sense?”  
 
    “We called the first one Mark I,” he continued. “You can’t have two Mark I’s. Wait…can you?” The old man initially gave his statement as fact until he questioned himself. 
 
    “The first one? The first, Earth.” Anthony blurted out. “You're saying this is the second Earth?”  
 
    “No I guess you can’t,” the old man responded, now talking to himself. “Because then it would get confusing when giving tours, and then there's the whole registration process.”  
 
    Suddenly the old man snapped his eyes back to the group, “Oh yes, sorry earth man. Yes, of course this is the second. But it's really the first that's causing all this intergalactic interest in the second.” 
 
    Anthony and Marcus just looked at each other. 
 
    The old man began to wave his hands dismissively in the air, “This is all getting so confusing,” he said. “And we really do need to get going, we only have about another eighteen of your minutes left before they arrive and things start getting explody.” 
 
    “Explody?” Anthony asked. “Why are things going to start exploding?” 
 
    “That's what usually happens when pulsers or rail cannons are fired,” the old man replied. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Anthony blurted out. Frustration ran rampant in his voice. “Who's coming with cannons?” 
 
    “Those who are coming for you,” the old man said. “We've covered this.” 
 
    “Who's coming for us?” Marcus asked. “Why are people coming for us?” He motioned to himself, Genny and Anthony. 
 
     “Well, not you three specifically,” the old man answered. “Anyone will do but,” he waved his hand dismissively. “If you'd just come with me all of this will be easier to explain, and a lot safer.”  
 
    He gestured for them to follow as he started walking back toward the metal ring. 
 
    “Okay, for the sake of argument, let's say we go with you,” Anthony said. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Up,” the old man turned and said with a smile on his face. “Well I guess technically down, then up, but that's just semantics.”  
 
    “Hey champs,” Genny finally chimed in, “you're both doing a great job deciphering all of this, but, I'm tired of this back and forth. Let me ask a couple questions.”   
 
    She made her way down into the crater and approached the old man who was now standing on the base of the ring structure. She could now see there was, what appeared to be, a platform of some kind through which wires and different parts were visible. Encircling this grated platform was another metallic ring, which was buried somewhat in the dirt. It was connected to and holding the vertical ring aloft.  
 
    “You want us to join you up on that thing, correct?” Genny asked. 
 
    “Uh—yes,” The old man said.  
 
    Genny watched as a long square box rose from the floor near the old man. It had dozens of levers and switches on top of it, as well as a big red button at the center. 
 
    “Well, that isn't happening until we get some straight answers,” she said. “We just watched something fall from the sky, which by itself is a little unnerving.” 
 
    “Not really,” the old man said. 
 
    “Then, as we inspected the thing,” she continued choosing to ignore his remark, “we found what we believed to be an elevator. My good friend Anthony over there,” Genny turned and pointed. She saw Marcus and Anthony making their way down into the crater. “Well, he saw you come up and out of it.”  
 
    “I can see how he'd think that,” the old man confirmed. “But it's not true.” 
 
    “As if that wasn't strange enough,” Genny pressed on. “You clapped your hands and made all of that disappear, only to make whatever this thing is appear in its place.” 
 
    “I did do that,” the old man said as Marcus and Anthony joined Genny.  
 
    “And now you're saying people are coming for us,” she continued. “You're being more than a little vague about everything, and I think you're doing it on purpose.” 
 
    The old man nodded in agreement. 
 
    “And now you expect us to what?” She continued. “Just hop up on your platform and act like this all makes sense.” 
 
    “It does make sense,” the old man responded. “Just not yet.” 
 
    Genny paused for a moment. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” the old man said. “I don't mean to be rude, it's just that the clock is ticking, but did you have a question, or a point, or something?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Genny blurted out. “Why don't you shove off? We aren't going anywhere until you start making sense.” 
 
    Marcus smirked at Genny's directness. 
 
    The old man relaxed as he leaned against the console box, a smile crept across his face.  
 
    “That's the key word of the universe isn't it. Why!” He said emphatically.  
 
    “In every galaxy, in every system, people are always asking, why? Why would we go there? Why should we eat that? Why do I listen to this or watch that? It's such a deceptively simple question.” 
 
    The trio gathered together as the old man spoke. His tone, even his posture, drew them in. 
 
    “But,” he continued, “that's not actually the question you're asking, is it? I mean, of course you asked a 'why' question, because everything inside of you forces it out. It's like a reflex. But you three, you don't really care about the why.”  
 
    The old man shook his head. “No. The three of you have seen oddities today. Oddities that would puzzle and frighten others. Your news crews and investigators will soon pile up and around this place. Your professors and academics will write books and papers for years, stating their theories and guesses about what transpired here. All because of the question, why.” 
 
    The old man chuckled slightly. 
 
    “But you three.” He pointed at the group. “Instead of turning and running, you drew near. A stranger appeared. You stopped and asked him questions. He wouldn't answer any of them of course, but you didn't care. He made things vanish and other things appear. Did you run? No, you came even closer. And in my opinion, that makes you three special.” 
 
    Marcus opened his mouth to speak, but was quickly interrupted. 
 
    “And look at you,” the old man continued. “You're standing here, so close, ready to throw caution to the wind. You're fighting the instinct within that says 'run!' But deep down, way in the pit of your stomach, far beyond the reaches of logic and sensibility, you can feel it. That sense of adventure and mystery that you desperately crave. And now you ask yourself, 'Is this situation that makes no sense worth venturing out upon? Should I throw caution aside and simply follow my gut?' And that, my three soon to be friends, is a question only you can answer.” 
 
    The three paused for a moment and then each looked intently at the others. Anthony shrugged indicating his inclination to join the old man. Genny nodded in agreement. Marcus scrunched his face at the two.  
 
    “You two can't be serious,” he whispered. “You heard him ask us if we want a tour of the second earth, right? He's also more than hinting that he's an alien, and he all but outright said wherever he wants to take us is dangerous. You two seriously want to get up on that thing just to see what happens next?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anthony said emphatically. “I kind of do. Don't you?” 
 
    “No,” Marcus answered back. “I most certainly do not.” 
 
    “You're not the least bit curious?” Genny asked. 
 
    “No.” He answered. “And I don't understand why you two are so keen on following some stranger, who is either crazy or dangerous, but probably both.” 
 
    “You know earth man,” the old man said from the platform. “I'd love to tell you why you should listen to your friends on this, but I can't.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Marcus replied with a little attitude. “Why is that?” 
 
    “You already know,” the old man said. “That's why you're afraid. That's why you don't want to step one foot on this platform. You've figured it out, or least have a really good guess.” 
 
    “What's he talking about?” Anthony asked Marcus. “What do you already know?” 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” Marcus blurted out. 
 
    “I'm afraid I have to press the issue here folks,” the old man said. “If we don't leave, real soon, we might not make it. By my guess we have less than fifteen minutes now. But bravo to you,” he pointed to Marcus, “for seeing things as they really are. You're a smart one.” 
 
    “Marcus,” Genny said. She grabbed his face to look him in the eyes. “What's he talking about? What have you seen?” 
 
    “There's a reason why he's purposefully not answering our questions,” Marcus answered. “It's all part of the act.”  
 
    “Bingo,” the old man said. 
 
    Genny and Anthony turned and looked at the old man then back to Marcus.  
 
    “Talk to us Marcus,” Anthony said. “You've figured something out like you always do.” 
 
    “Everything,” Marcus answered. “All of this, even his speech was meant to prod us into following him. An object falls from the sky right in front of us, but somehow we aren't harmed. Then it turns out to be some weird rock that's all intriguing but completely out of place. But that wasn't enough,” Marcus said as he looked to the old man. “Was it?” 
 
    “You're on a roll,” the old man said. “Don't stop now.” 
 
    “There had to be something more,” he continued. “Something we couldn't dismiss or explain. An object we'd recognize as safe and harmless but so far out of place that it was unexplainable.” 
 
    “The elevator,” Anthony said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Marcus confirmed. “But none of it was real. It all disappeared at the clap of his hands. It's all a show.” 
 
    “As I said,” the old man chimed in again. “Smart man. But not everything is as you think.”  
 
    “Okay,” Anthony said. “We're being set up. So we turn around and leave, right?” 
 
    “That's just it,” Marcus answered. “There's no real threat, which is why I've stood around and listened to this guy. My first thought was maybe this was some setup or prank. But there's nothing, no evidence that points in that direction. Everything looks real, but it can't be.” 
 
    “The clock's a ticking,” the old man said. “Twelve minutes until things get really serious. And if that happens, I can't guarantee you'll all make it out safely.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anthony stated. “So what are our options?” 
 
    “And there's the problem,” the old man said. 
 
    Marcus spun and glared at the old man 
 
    “Tell them,” the old man said. 
 
    “Tell us what? Anthony asked. 
 
    “Our options,” Marcus said. Agitation ran through his voice. “If there's no evidence of a prank or some setup here, then we're only left with one option, the impossible.” 
 
    “Wait,” Genny said. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I know you see it Genny,” Marcus blurted out. “All of us see it, and that's why we're standing around having this conversation. He's promising us the impossible: that he's an alien offering to take us into space.”  
 
    “So?” Genny asked. “You're right. We all know what he's hinting at, and it's ridiculous. So, we just turn around and get out of here. What's the big deal?”  
 
    “His intrigue is getting the better of him,” the old man said. 
 
    “You shut up,” Marcus said as he stepped forward and pointed to the old man. 
 
    “Marcus,” Anthony said, “we're all captivated by these events , there's no harm in that.” 
 
    “Intrigue is what got me into the mess I was in,” Marcus spat out. “Against all evidence, I just couldn't walk away.” 
 
    “This isn't like before,” Genny said. 
 
    “No, it's not,” Marcus said. “This is all perfect. There's not a single hair out of place. No room for the explainable, we're standing here facing the impossible.” 
 
    “And that's what worries you,” the old man said. 
 
    Genny and Anthony turned to the old man and back to Marcus. 
 
    “It's really bothering you that suddenly the impossible might just be possible, isn't it?” The old man asked of Marcus. 
 
    “Look,” Anthony said to Marcus. “Forget all of this. Let's just turn and leave.” 
 
    “We don't have to play his game,” Genny said to Marcus. 
 
    “We leave,” Anthony said. “And no one is the wiser. It's only us three and this crazy guy.” 
 
    “Not quite,” the old man blurted out. 
 
    “What?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “Whatever that thing was that fell from the sky,” Marcus replied. “We couldn't have been the only people who saw it. Given that it's midday, if I had to guess, anyone within a few hundred miles, maybe more, could've seen it easily.” 
 
    “A little over a hundred and thirty people,” the old man said. “Phone calls and reports have already been made. News crews are on their way.” 
 
    “And if people show up, and this is all some joke,” Marcus said. “We look like fools. Trust me, you don't want that kind of humiliation.” 
 
    “Well,” the old man paused a moment and looked to the sky before saying, “If you'd like a little more proof, I believe it's on the way. Don't worry though, they're just blind firing.” 
 
    The trio looked to the sky and watched as three orbs of light appeared. They watched as they grew larger and larger. After a few moments the trio realized that these orbs were falling from the sky. In an instant, they rocketed to earth. Three explosions rang out, dirt and rock flew into the air. 
 
    “Holy--” Anthony blurted out. 
 
    “What is that?” Marcus screamed. 
 
    “Oh, those,” the old man said. “Just light matter blasts. Typically harmless to most ships and planets running phase induced shielding, but I don't think you all have discovered that tech yet.” 
 
    Genny grabbed at Marcus' hand, “We need to get out of here.” 
 
    Another three lights from the sky caught their attention and the trio looked up once more. 
 
    “Here comes another set,” the old man said. “But like I said, don't worry, they're shooting at me, not you. 
 
    “What do you mean, don't worry,” Anthony blurted out. “We're all standing right next to you.” 
 
    “Huh,” the old man said. “So you are. Good thing you didn't get back into your vehicle.” He pointed to the jeep. 
 
    Two light matter blasts crashed down and exploded off in the distance, but the third slammed down just beyond the edge of the crater. The jeep was tossed into the air and crashed down on its side. 
 
    “Holy--” Anthony yelled out.  
 
    “We're stuck,” Genny whispered. “We have no way out now.” 
 
    “Calm down,” the old man said. “I told you there wasn't much time. I'm running a displacer field. It'll take at least another four or five shots before they discern my position.” 
 
    Marcus looked to the old man who was a picture of calm.  
 
    “I wish I could offer you more time, I really do,” the old man said. “Either come with me or deal with them.” He pointed to the sky. “Although, I don't think they'll be nearly as pleasant as I've been.” 
 
    The old man paused and looked to Marcus.  
 
    “I know you're trying to figure another way out of this, but there isn't a third option. I promise.” 
 
    Another three light matter blasts appeared in the sky. A moment later all three crashed down around the perimeter of the crater. Dirt and debris rained down on the group.  
 
    “Either join me or get blown up,” the old man said. “We are out of time.” 
 
    “Fine!” Marcus blurted out. “Fine.”  
 
    “Good call,” Anthony fired back. He jumped up on the platform and turned to take Genny's hand. “C'mon.” 
 
    Marcus motioned for Genny to join him and in turn followed her up onto the platform. 
 
    “Fantastic, I really didn't want to get blown up today,” the old man said. His tone sounded ever so pleased.  
 
    “So now what?” Anthony asked. 
 
    As the four looked to the sky, a dozen light matter orbs appeared. 
 
    “Whoa,” the old man blurted out. “They stopped playing around. Time to go.” 
 
    The old man flicked a few switches and turned a couple dials. Then with a punch he slammed down the big red button. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “Hmm,” the old man puzzled. 
 
    He looked to the sky and every light matter blast was fixed on their location. 
 
    “Looks like they've upgraded their targeting system,” he said.  
 
    He punched the red button once more. 
 
    “C'mon you old heap,” he blurted out. He looked to the sky. The orbs were descending quickly. 
 
    “Let's go, let's go, let's go!” The old man yelled as he punched the red button over and over. 
 
    The floor jostled for a moment and the machinery below them began to hum and whir. 
 
    The orbs above were seconds away. The sounds of energy crackles and hums could be heard coming from above. 
 
    A flash of light burst forth and the entire desert scenery beyond became a canvas of pure white.  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3 
 
    “Well, that was exciting,” the old man stated having actually enjoyed the danger. “Sorry about that by the way, the displacer field was still on and interfering with our trans-warp. We're perfectly safe now, I assure you. There is, of course, a mass limit on trans-warps, but as I said, there's nothing to worry about. Alvin's mass is significantly more than ours and he's always fine.”  
 
    The three stood after having dropped to the floor and taking cover. With legs shaking they peered around. There was nothing but pure white light everywhere they looked. After a moment, the bright scene beyond the elevator dimmed slightly as a dark spot on the white canvas appeared directly in front of them. The group felt the grated floor shift slightly and watched as the dark spot grew in size. It doubled, then doubled again. A moment later the trio realized they were moving toward an opening of some kind, and doing so at a great speed.  
 
    The three began to panic as it appeared they were going to  launch through the opening. However, at the last moment, the scene before them halted and the edges of white faded away. The group heard the machinery beneath them power down, but paid it no real attention. Instead, the trio now stood, mouths agape, peering into a rocky cavern, practically oblivious that the old man was still with them on the platform. 
 
    They quickly took in all the standard features of a cave. Typical stalactites covering the ceiling, dark crevices and jagged recesses scattered the walls. A musky, old-timely, dirt smell overpowered everything else. Marcus, for a split second, attempted to discern where the unknown light source that illuminated the cavernous expanse, which seemed to stretch on for hundreds of feet in every direction, came from.  
 
    For all the questions the group may have had, each came and went from their minds, dismissed almost immediately due to the cause of their bewildered look. There in the center of the cavern was a massive, spheroid machine splayed out horizontally. Easily a hundred feet wide and three times as long, the light green metallic object rested upon three extended, but retractable legs.  
 
    Attached across its arced top were four oval shaped pods, as well as two larger pods across the bottom. The pods were the same shade of green as the rest of the machine, with the exception of the red translucent material that ran straight through the center of each pod. 
 
    As their minds pieced together all they saw, it was concluded that they were facing the back of this machine, with all six of its engines pointing their way. An open door, that served as a ramp, revealed a rather spacious cargo bay. However, in all of that, it was the next item their eyes came across that kept them from immediately moving off the platform.  
 
    A robot, standing at least nine feet tall and easily four feet wide, hoisted a tall, metal, finger-like structure into the air, which he then planted firmly into the ground.  
 
    A wave of excitement and terror washed over the trio as they realized they were now staring at a spaceship, which had a robot removing things from its bay. 
 
    “Well this is it,” the old man said as he stepped out and around the group. 
 
    His words snapped the group from their mesmerized state.  
 
    “What's going on here?” Marcus asked as he attempted to regained his wits. “Is that a spaceship? Is that a robot? Is that a spaceship with a robot in it?”  
 
    His finger darted and dashed around, pointing at everything as the words left his lips. He found himself stepping off the platform and treading forward a few steps. 
 
    “Oh yes, so sorry, where are my manners,” the old man said. “Alvin, these are the guests I was telling you about. Guests, Alvin; Alvin, guests,” the old man said as he swung a hand toward the robot and then back at the trio. 
 
    “Hey there gang it's great to meet you,” Alvin said. He unnervingly spun at the waist to face the group while his legs continued forward. “I'm so happy we'll be traveling together. I look forward to all of our amazing and fun adventures.” 
 
    The three friends were now side by side, off the platform, each with mouths still agape, and eyes as wide as they could get.  
 
    Anthony, being the next to come to compose himself, spoke up, “Umm…guy, person? That robot, did it just talk to us?” 
 
    “Yes I did,” Alvin responded. “And it was a fantastic conversation wasn’t it? I look forward to having another just as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Okay, it's talking to us. Holy—” Anthony said, but was cut short. 
 
    “That robot,” Genny blurted out, “is unloading things from that...thing.” 
 
    “Spaceship,” the old man said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Spaceship, right,” Genny continued. “You said something about explaining things, up there, back then.”  
 
    Her arm moved around, and pointed back behind her and upward, while not turning away from the display before her. 
 
    “Right, yes I did,” the old man said with gusto. “Uh, okay. Your planet is about to be repossessed. Well, actually it's being stolen, but they're calling it a repo. By my guess it's going to get time-locked, which means that everyone and everything is about to be frozen at this exact moment in time. Unfortunately, we don't really have the time to explain why your planet is being taken from you.  
 
    “If it helps,” he continued, “just know that the people doing so will most likely say that payments haven’t been made in quite some time. I'm sure they haven't, but normally no one cares unless the planet actually becomes valuable, which yours suddenly has.” 
 
    “Did you just say our planet is about to be repossessed?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the old man answered. 
 
    “Why?” Marcus asked. “Why, the planet thing first. Then, why is there a spaceship with a robot doing robot things?” 
 
    “I know this is a lot for you three,” the old man said. “If we had the time I would explain everything, but for now I need you to get on board. Once we're safe, I promise more will be explained.”  
 
    “You're telling us that our planet, the planet Earth, is about to be repossessed,” Anthony said attempting to clarify the situation for his sanity. “And in response to that, you want us to climb aboard your spaceship?” He paused for a moment. “The same spaceship that has the talking robot moving in and out of it.”  
 
    “Yes,” the old man answered definitively. 
 
    Just then the entire cavern shook violently. The trio stumbled in place. 
 
    “That's our queue,” the old man said sternly. “We need to leave immediately.” 
 
    “What's happening?” Marcus blurted out. 
 
    The group looked up and watched as cracks began to form across the cavern ceiling.  
 
    “Gah,” the old man blurted out. “Those blatnards move fast. I really need you three on the ship, now.” 
 
    “Sorry there stranger,” Anthony said as he stepped forward, gun drawn and pointed in the face of the old man. 
 
     “You're going to tell me what's going on, right now,” He demanded. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt Bartl,” Alvin said, addressing the old man. “But the ships sensors confirm five PC Cross-Wings just beyond the planet's stratosphere. They're firing pulser blasts at the surface directly above our location. I believe they are attempting to create a cave-in.” 
 
    “Look,” Bartl said sternly. “Do you see those cracks? Well, the ships that were firing at us earlier are doing so again. They're attempting to keep us on the planet so that the Central Core can time-lock this rock. We have about four minutes to get our ship off the ground and beyond your atmosphere before that happens. So, either get on board or get frozen in time, but standing here doing nothing, it's no longer an option.” 
 
    “Phase system is online,” Alvin announced.  
 
    “Thank you Alvin,” Bartl said. “That'll be all. We need to get out here, now.” 
 
    Alvin turned and walked into the cargo bay and through a doorway leading into the ship. 
 
    The cavern shook once more, this time slightly more violently. A large chunk of rock fell free above the ship. As it slammed down, a yellow light covered the craft. Small hexagonal shapes could be seen within the light. The rock shattered and crumbled around the light, never coming into direct contact with the ship. 
 
    The trio flinched as they watched the massive chunk of rock crash down.  
 
    It was the distraction Bartl needed. 
 
    From under his shirt he produced a rather menacing looking gun. It was polished to a mirror finish and had a fan of five, long cylindrical tubes across the top. The butt of the gun was rather large and shaped like an egg. As it tapered off the barrel was formed, which extended out about ten inches. Encircling the barrel were ten silver discs. As the trigger was pulled, the five cylinders lit up and focused a beam of purple light at the tip of the gun. Each disc began to glow a soft blue and a moment later a pulse of energy rocketed outward toward the trio.  
 
    The trio returned their attention to Bartl just in time to see the air around them go wavy. Then everything went black. 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    Marcus was the last to open his eyes, but only by a fraction of a second. As Genny, Anthony, and Marcus awoke, the sight before them was slightly boring yet completely terrifying: a room with a beige ceiling, which had a slight curve to it. The lighting in the space was gentle and pleasantly soothing. It was not however, the cave they'd previously been in, nor was it any room they were familiar with. 
 
    “Sorry about the Snoozalator friends,” Alvin chimed in, “we needed to get going. But at least you're all rested up and comfy cozy for our trip.” 
 
    “Snoozalator?” Anthony mumbled out. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Alvin answered. “The Snoozalator is a wonderful invention designed specifically for the inhabitants of Snoozolaptic VII. On Snoozolaptic VII, it is imperative that falling asleep be done forcibly, for no Snoozapalonian ever wants to go to sleep voluntarily. Therefore, the good people at Gadgets, Gizmos, and Everything You Could Ever Want Company designed the Sonic Snoozalator. A simple pull of the trigger and anyone within the twenty mile cone-shaped blast zone, who doesn’t want to sleep, falls asleep on the spot. As it happened to be, the cavern housing the spaceship was exactly twenty one miles away from the nearest residence. 
 
    “An interesting design in the Snoozalator” Alvin continued, “is its performance capabilities. Those who have a greater desire to stay awake are effected by it far more severely. In fact, if falling sleep is the exact thing you do not want to do when the trigger is pulled, the Snoozalator will put you to sleep for roughly ten hours. This explains why it's been around ten hours since we left your planet.” 
 
    At the sound of Alvin's voice the memories of the cave, the old man, his giant robot, and spaceship rushed to the forefront of the trio's minds. As feared, they'd been kidnapped. What they hadn't expected was that they were taken to a rather relaxing room, and apparently laid to rest on very cozy beds. 
 
    “Did you just kidnap us?” Genny asked with a surprisingly relaxed tone.  
 
    She knew there should be a feeling of panic, yet something about the room was keeping her rather calm. 
 
    “Yes we did,” Alvin answered, “and you couldn’t have chosen a better ship to be kidnapped on than the illustrious Platnium IV Luxury Model. Equipped with on-board relaxation, positive reinforcement sound waves, and the coveted stress relieving steam bath of Cartin III. We are traveling like royalty my friends.” 
 
    “Where are we, and why have you taken us?” Marcus asked, still lying in bed, facing the ceiling, refusing to actually look around the room. 
 
    “Well, we're currently leaving the Milky Way headed for Praktius in the Zeldan quadrant,” Alvin answered. 
 
    “We’re in space?” Marcus asked.  
 
    He shut his eyes with no intention of opening them again. 
 
    “Sure thing friends,” Alvin cheerfully answered. “If you look out of the windows the Platnium IV just created for each of you, I'm sure you will see some familiar planets.” 
 
    A moment of silence passed as Anthony and Genny turned to look. Marcus, however, continued to keep his eyes shut. 
 
    “We’re in space,” Genny stated as she sat up and planted her feet on the remarkably soft carpet. “You’re that robot from the cavern, and we're in a spaceship. In space.” 
 
    “Your ability to state the obvious is amazing,” Alvin said. “Now everyone in the room is absolutely clear about our current situation.” 
 
    The current state of being kidnapped on the same day they learned aliens were real, and that space travel was actually something that happened outside of sci-fi movies was too much for the trio. 
 
    Alvin watched as the trio passed out. It was about fifteen minutes later when the trio woke up once again, and Marcus still refused to open his eyes. 
 
    “Robot are you still here?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Yes good buddy I am. Isn’t that exciting?” Alvin responded. 
 
    “Genny, Anthony? Are you two still here?” Marcus asked rolling over to his side, bracing himself for whatever it is his eyes would see whenever he decided to open them. 
 
    “Yup we are,” Anthony answered 
 
    “And we're still in space?” Marcus continued to question. “With an overly friendly robot who seems to love everything?” 
 
    “That’s the way I'm seeing it,” Genny answered this time. 
 
    “Should I open my eyes and get out of this bed?” Marcus asked, not caring what the answer would be. 
 
    “Good friends if you'll allow me to interrupt this very bonding conversation you're having,” Alvin interjected. “I would just like to mention that as soon as you feel up to it, I can escort you to the kitchen for some amazingly delicious food.” 
 
    “Robot wants to feeds us,” Marcus announced, eyes still shut. 
 
    “Yeah, I heard,” Anthony responded 
 
    “Think we should?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “I’m a bit hungry,” Genny answered. 
 
    “Okay,” Marcus announced, “on three then. One…two…three.” 
 
    Just then he spun around, sat upright, and planted his feet firmly on the ground. 
 
    Genny watched as his face puzzled. “Carpet's really soft, isn't it?” 
 
    He nodded in agreement then looked around the room trying desperately to ignore Alvin who stood only a few feet away. It was only a few passing moments before the group realized they were no longer wearing the clothing they had on previously.  
 
    “I'm in different clothes,” Marcus said, his voice rather monotone. 
 
    “Hey, check that out. We all are,” Anthony confirmed. 
 
    “Uhh, where'd these come from, and who changed me?” Genny asked no one in particular. Her tone carrying a slight hint of panic.  
 
    “Robot?” Anthony started, “Do I call you robot?” 
 
    “You can call me whatever designation you would like I'm sure I'd love it,” Alvin answered. 
 
    “Isn’t your name Alvin?” Genny asked. 
 
    “Yes ma’am it is, and thank you so much for remembering. It means a lot.”  
 
    “Right. Alvin,” Anthony continued, “where'd these clothes come from and where'd our old one's go?” 
 
    “What a great question friend,” Alvin's voice sprang out in excitement. “As we brought you on board, the ship's computer atomized the clothing you had on while simultaneously fitting each of you with Bond-o-Threads. Any outfit you wish to be wearing, or need to wear, is sensed by the materials on-board telekinetic sensors. It then creates the perfect attire for each individual wearer. Bond-o-Threads never tear or wear out. They never need to be cleaned and they're all yours. Isn’t that just great?” 
 
    “These clothes are self-cleaning?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Alvin responded. 
 
    “How is that possible?” Marcus muttered as he pinched at the cloth. 
 
    “Of course the first thing he does is try to figure out it works.” Anthony blurted out. “Marcus, are you not listening? These are space clothes. They can tell what we want to wear, and becomes that. That's freaking cool.”  
 
    “You got it right buddy,” Alvin answered.  
 
    “Formal wear,” Genny blurted out excitedly as the three stood from their beds.  
 
    A quick burst of smoke covered their forms and quickly dissipated. 
 
    The three looked down and found themselves now dressed in exquisite formal attire.  
 
    “Beach clothing,” Anthony yelled happily.  
 
    Another burst of smoke and the three were now set to go to the beach.  
 
    “Robotic and deep space survival gear,” Marcus muttered.  
 
    Just as quick, the beach attire vanished only to be replaced by Marcus' request. 
 
    The trio were now in full, deep space, military survival gear, with anti-atomic shielding and fully automated, thought driven, shoulder mounted pulse rifles. 
 
    “Marcus!” Genny yelled, slightly concerned with offending Alvin, but mostly afraid of provoking him into a full blown rampage at which point he rips them limb from limb, or atomizes them, or whatever it is that robots do when they're provoked. 
 
    “Casual clothing,” Marcus said blandly.  
 
    Once more the smoke came and went leaving the trio wearing a very comfortable set of personalized casual attire. 
 
    “Alright, that's kind of cool,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Kind of cool?” Anthony blurted out. “You're ridiculous. This is amazing.” 
 
    “Glad you like it sir,” Alvin said gleefully. 
 
    “Hey Alvin,” Anthony began, “are you always this happy?” 
 
    “What a great question new friend,” Alvin responded, “and the answer is: yes. I was programmed with the Positive On-board System: Affirmation and Happiness packet when I was brought online.” 
 
    “So do you ever get angry or upset?” Genny asked. 
 
    “Goodness no,” Alvin answered back. “Why would I when there is so much good to see in everything.” 
 
    “Well then, you happy go lucky, person, robot,” Anthony said as he fumbled for the correct words. Quickly trying to cover his folly he changed the subject. “So, where's this kitchen at?”  
 
    “I have a question I'd like to ask real quick,” Marcus chimed in. “It's probably one of the more important questions that no one seems to be asking. And don't misunderstand Alvin, these clothes are great, and we really appreciate them, but, are we prisoners? Like, are we going to be killed, or ransomed off, or anything horrible like that?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, that's a good one,” Anthony said, sounding rather excited to hear the answer. “Are you planning on killing us?” 
 
    “Oh my goodness! Never my new friends,” Alvin said, sounding horrified at the thought. “You're our guests and no one on this ship is planning on killing any of you silly people.” 
 
    “Well there ya go,” Anthony said, gesturing toward Marcus, and back to Alvin. “Giant robot is all sunshine and puppies, not killing us, and knows where we can get some food. I say let's do it.” 
 
    “Sure why not,” Marcus said, as he completely gave up any notion of foul play. “We've only been knocked unconscious, and had our clothes were stripped from us. That, of course, was right after we were kidnapped and then thrown onto a spaceship. The act that we're headed to some place we've never heard of isn't a problem at all, right? Why wouldn’t we go eat?”  
 
    With that, the trio, along with Alvin, set off to the kitchen.  
 
    As they passed a dozen or more corridors, one of the motion sensing doors whooshed open revealing an arsenal of weapons: dozens of futuristic looking missiles, and quite a few objects with different colored lights eminating from them. 
 
    “Hey, Alvin,” Marcus stopped and pointed into the terrifying room that just opened up. “Why is there a room full of things for killing?” 
 
    “What a great question,” Alvin responded. “That's the ship's arsenal, which is standard on every space bearing vessel. But of course the Platnium IV's arsenal is fully stocked with the rarest assault weaponry known in the universe. We have over three hundred tactical blasters, each of which has been fitted with atmo-sensitive, self producing, high caliber rounds. Then there are the spacial torpedoes and multidimensional warp gates equipped with static shock bombs, motion vacuum gates, and bio-molecular neutralizers, just to name a few.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Don't worry good sir,” Alvin said. “You're about to become very familiar with everything in that room shortly.” Turning, Alvin proceeded down the hallway once again. 
 
    “Oh good,” Marcus said watching Alvin walk away. After a few moments, he looked at Genny and Anthony and whispered, “We're going to die.” 
 
    Just then a flash of movement within the arsenal caught Marcus' eye.  
 
    He turned his head slightly attempting to see what it was that was moving.  
 
    “You okay?” Genny asked. 
 
    “I saw something,” Marcus said. 
 
    Just then the trio saw a small silver critter run across the floor. 
 
    “Hey Alvin,” Anthony called out. 
 
    Alvin turned to face the group, “Yes my good friends, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “You get rodents out here in space?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “No sir,” Alvin answered. “But what a clever and funny joke.” 
 
    Just then the tiny silver rodent bolted across the floor once again. 
 
    “Well,” Marcus chuckled. “I hate to break it to you, but it looks like you have a mouse problem.” 
 
    The trio watched as Alvin turned and started back toward them.  In a blur of speed the small silvery rodent bolted out of the room. Simultaneously, Alvin leapt forward. The rodent dodged left and Alvin's foot crashed to the ground. 
 
    “What the?” Marcus blurted out. 
 
    “We have an intruder,” Alvin's voice came over the ships speaker system. “The ship is under attack. Activate counter track maneuvers.” 
 
    Red lights fell from the ceiling and began spinning. An alarm rang throughout the corridors.  
 
    “Confirmed,” said a rather robotic female voice. “A tracker-rat is aboard and traveling east in corridor nine, section C.” 
 
    “Computer,” Alvin said addressing the female voice. “Seal a perimeter around corridors seven through nine, all sections.” 
 
    “Task complete,” the computer said. 
 
    The tracker-rat spun on the spot and darted back toward the trio. All three sprung out of the way. 
 
    “I do apologize good friends,” Alvin announced. “But if you'd be so kind, could you not let that cute, but extremely dangerous creature out of your sight.” 
 
    Without hesitation, Anthony and Genny sped after the thing. Marcus sighed and followed shortly after. The group chased the rat around three turns then down a rather long hallway. The rat faked left, but suddenly shot right down another corridor. The group stumbled for a moment and turned the corner. The rat was gone.  
 
    The trio paused. 
 
    “Dang it!” Anthony yelled. “Where'd it go?” 
 
    “This corridor is too long, at the speed it was moving there's no way it made it to the end the hallway already,” Genny said. 
 
    Marcus caught up to the group, his breathing labored.  
 
    “Where is it?” He asked. 
 
    “Somehow we lost it.” Genny answered. 
 
    The group stood unmoving for a second.  
 
    Thump, they heard.  
 
    Then a moment of silence. 
 
    Thump, came once again. 
 
    “You hear that?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Where's it coming from?” Anthony responded. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    “Look!” Genny belted out. 
 
    She pointed down the hall, toward the floor.  
 
    The group darted toward the area where Genny pointed. They stopped flat as they realized what they saw. 
 
    “It's a hole,” Anthony said. “It busted through the wall.”  
 
    Thump, came again, this time higher and louder. 
 
    “No!” Marcus announced. “Not through, into.” 
 
    The small silvery rat burst out of the wall and zipped overhead. 
 
    They dropped to the floor and watched as the rodent darted back the way it came. 
 
    The three jumped to their feet and sped after it. The rat made a sharp left and a few moments later the trio turned after it. It was already half way down the hall. 
 
    “There,” Genny yelled as she pointed at it. 
 
    They heard a whooshing sound to their immediate right, and the three jumped. 
 
    Alvin stepped through a doorway. 
 
    “Alvin,” Anthony pointed. “It's down there.” 
 
    Alvin sped after the rodent and the trio followed close behind. They watched as Alvin made a sharp right as he nearly closed in on the rodent.  
 
    The trio turned the corner.  
 
    Alvin was stopped only a few feet into the corridor. The three attempted to stop, but slid momentarily, just past Alvin. They righted themselves and looked down the hall. The old man, Bartl, was at one end, with a very large rifle held in his hands. It had three silver barrels that were attached to a thick disc filled with some sort of orange smoke. Between the group and Bartl was the tracker-rat, unmoving, but facing Bartl. 
 
    Bartl shouldered the rifle and took aim. 
 
    “Slice it!” He yelled to Alvin. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
    The tracker-rat spun to the left and slammed into the wall. A large crack formed and the rat attempted to push through. It failed. Quickly it reversed and slammed into the wall once more creating a larger hole. 
 
    “It's trying to burrow into the wall,” Anthony bellowed. 
 
    Bartl cocked his gun and the group heard it power up. 
 
    The three spun their attention to the old man who, while aiming at the rat, was also aiming his extremely menacing gun at them due to their positioning. 
 
    Just then an overwhelming weight began to pull on the three. It felt as if their limbs, even their bodies suddenly quadrupled in weight. Another moment passed and the weight grew. After only a second or two the trio collapsed under the pull and were pressed firmly to the floor.  
 
    Alvin stepped forward and raised his arm.  
 
    The three could barely see, but from their peripheral, they watched as Alvin's arm shot out and extended right over the top of them at lightning speed. 
 
    They heard a small click, like metal striking metal, and felt the heaviness of their bodies lift almost immediately. 
 
    “Nice shot Alvin,” Bartl said. 
 
    “It was all thanks to my wonderful programming,” Alvin replied. “However, it was only made possible by your threatening and intimidating distraction.” 
 
    The group stood and looked on as Alvin's arm began to retract slowly. They saw the silver tracker-rat skewered at the end of Alvin's  morphed hand, which now came to a sharp point. From out of Alvin's arms came wires and cables that were now wrapped around and plugged into the rat. 
 
    Bartl made his way down the hall toward Alvin and the others. He flicked a switch and the three heard his weapon power down. 
 
    “Did we get it in time?” Bartl asked. 
 
    Alvin remained silent for a moment. 
 
    “The tracker-rat has been disabled,” Alvin announced. “The Central Core has upgraded their tech. It appears as though there were seven dummy tracking routines also being broadcast while the true one was buried within the operating noise.” 
 
    “Well,” Bartl said. “It's about time those goons started using decent tech.” 
 
    “I've scrambled the sequence,” Alvin said. “All traces they may have had on us now lead in 37,812 different directions.” 
 
    “Good work as always,” Bartl said. “I'll run a sweep of the armory then return to the Astrometrics Lab for a short while longer. Escort these folks to the kitchen; they deserve a good meal after that.” 
 
    With that Bartl turned and walked down the corridor a short way. He stepped through a doorway and was out of sight. 
 
    “That's it?” Marcus said. “Not even a 'Oh hey you three, sorry for kidnapping you?'” 
 
    “What was that just now?” Anthony chimed in. “I felt like I weighed a thousand pounds suddenly.” 
 
    “I do apologize for that,” Alvin responded. “We didn't want any of you to be harmed so I temporarily shifted the gravity in the section where you were standing. I would've asked you to duck, but didn't have the time to allow you to respond. I will say that you recovered wonderfully after I lifted the grav pull.” 
 
    The three stood silent for a moment. 
 
    “What was that thing anyway?” Genny asked. 
 
    “Apparently, the Central Core managed to sneak a tracker-rat aboard during our short stay upon Earth,” Alvin answered.  
 
    “And that thing was dangerous?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “The tracker-rat allows the Central Core to track and trace any course of any vehicle it's aboard,” Alvin answered.  
 
    “Okay,” Marcus said. “I guess that sounds bad.” 
 
    “It also allows them to send long range weapons across multiple galaxies with pinpoint accuracy should they need to destroy the vessel,” Alvin continued. 
 
    “And that's worse,” Anthony said. 
 
    “How'd that thing get on the ship anyway?” Genny asked. 
 
    “What a great question,” Alvin responded. “It appears that the pulse fire from the cross-wings, during our short encounter on Earth, was meant to both destroy us and cause a distraction allowing the little critter to sneak aboard.” 
 
    “And you're sure that was the only one?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “The Platnuim IV's sensors are calibrated to detect tracker-rats,” Alvin stated. “However, our current arsenal requires special shielding that hinders the sensors in that section. But don't worry good friends, Bartl is doing a clean sweep of the armory so all should be fine.” 
 
    “Should be,” Marcus said. Dizziness swept over him. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can answer for you wonderful three?” Alvin asked. 
 
    “More than you know,” Anthony replied. “But how about we just grab some grub?” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Alvin announced. “If you'd please follow me, I'll escort you to our fabulous kitchen. It's a one of a kind across the cosmos and I believe the three of you will most certainly enjoy some delicious cuisine.” 
 
    Anthony just shrugged as he looked to Genny and Marcus and the trio followed after Alvin. 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    “Man, Alvin, this is so good...really...best food I've ever eaten,” Anthony said. He shoveled more of the bountiful display into his mouth. “I was a little concerned after the arsenal and rat thing...but if you say we shouldn't be afraid...well then, I'll just keep pretending like I'm not terrified we're all going to die.” 
 
    The group was sitting in the most elaborate kitchen they had ever seen. Genny and Anthony had managed to calm themselves after the rat chase. Marcus, however, was too focused on his ongoing dizziness to pay any attention to the food. 
 
    “I'm glad you are enjoying it,” Alvin said. “The kitchen of the Platnium IV is fully equipped to prepare and serve any meal conceived from any planet. The good people at Gadgets, Gizmos, and Everything You Could Ever Want Company really out did themselves on this particular invention. 
 
    “Using a stabilized black hole energy transmitter, and coupling together a spread of interstellar worm holes, the Buffet Master Control System aboard the Platnium IV is able to download, and recreate, every ingredient and recipe the universe over. The kitchen itself is quite impressive also, having been decorated in the art deco style of the early 1900's America, found on the planet Earth Mark I.  
 
    “With a banquet table made of solid durillium, one of the most precious metals in the known universe, and inlaid cut gemstones from around the cosmos, there was no finer dining table. The most rare of all materials used is the large chunk of dirt like substance at the center of the banquet table. It's a rare piece of the very first created planet, Acrium, which was destroyed, of course, by the space dwelling dog known as Barky. Although dirt like in appearance, no civilized being would ever mistake the very rare piece of planet for dirt. The Platnium IV was designed to be the most elaborate space travel vehicle known to exist.” 
 
    “Wait, that's not dirt?” Marcus asked after sipping a most fantastic tea in an attempt to quell his dizziness.  
 
    “No, sorry earth man, it isn't,” said a very regal gentleman as he entered the room. “Although, from your perspective, I can see why it looks like dirt. The name is Taam, and I'm the captain of this most spectacular vehicle. Earlier you met my uncle, Bartlenum'betrakzit, but you can call him Bartl.” 
 
    Taam flicked his head to the side and stroked his hand through his wavy, yet perfectly placed light brown hair. He smiled at Genny who, in response to Taam's flirtatious demeanor, gave a bashful smile back.  
 
    “Hey,” Marcus said. “Ease up there. That's my wife.” 
 
    “My apologies Earth man,” Taam brought his hands out from within his crimson trench-coat and swept it back. He brushed a bit of dust from his black trousers and took a deep bow. As he righted himself he reached up and with his left arm and plucked a wild lotus, which had just bloomed from the silvery vine traveling down his right sleeve.  
 
    “A rare flower,” he said as he approached Genny. “With an aroma that smells like the joys of childhood.”  
 
    He handed Genny the flower, gently lifted her left hand and placed a small kiss upon it. Angrily, Marcus was about to step in until Taam turned to him and repeated the process. He bowed, plucked the flower, and kissed Marcus' hand. Finally, Anthony noticed it was his turn, but before Taam could kiss his hand, Anthony began to shake the Captain's hand aggressively. 
 
    “I must apologize,” Taam began, “on my world it is a customary greeting to present guests with the wild lotus of the Blizzarian mountains Jvoul III, ending with a gentle kiss upon the hand. If my actions have made you uncomfortable, I will return to my quarters and lash myself one hundred fold with the fangs of twenty dilar beasts.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Anthony stuttered, “it was just that, I, uhh,” and before Anthony could finish his sentence, Bartlenum'betrakzit wandered into the room. 
 
    “You do the flower bit yet?” Bartl asked of Taam, “And did that one,” he gestured toward Anthony, “get all fidgety?” 
 
    Anthony snapped his gaze at Bartl upon hearing his words, and Taam burst into laughter.  
 
    “Oh man, you should've seen your face,” he said. “I thought Marcus was going to punch me before I could even get to him, and you,” Taam said to Anthony, “you're right Bartl. I owe you five strips of jewel.” 
 
    Genny stood from her chair, slightly chuckling at the situation.  
 
    “What's going on?” She asked. 
 
    “Oh, I really am sorry this time. This jacket is the Regalia Supreme. It's a pompous coat that's worn when greeting certain dignitaries across the universe. I won it in a game of harbak on the outskirts. Bartl and I made a little wager as to whether or not I could pull off a formal Central Core greeting. I almost got it, but Anthony freaked out. You know Anthony, sweaty palms,” Taam said pointing to Anthony's hands, “that's a sign of attraction on some planets.” Taam finished with a burst of laughter as he slapped his leg clearly pleased with himself. 
 
    “I really am captain of this ship, and that really is my uncle,” Taam continued, “you're most certainly our guests, but I thought of no better way to lighten the mood after having your planet time-locked and repossessed. I will say, my addition of lashing myself with fangs was a bit over the top.” 
 
    “Wait,” Marcus chimed in as he wiped Taam's spittle off the back of his hand. “That's right. I can't believe we forgot. What exactly happened to Earth?” 
 
    “Mark II,” Bartl shouted out. 
 
    “Oh not this again,” Marcus said as he threw his hands up in the air and collapsed back onto his chair. 
 
    “It's alright,” Taam said, “they don't have to say Mark II every time. But to answer your question, your planet has recently become the center of intergalactic attention, which has caused it to become temporarily unavailable.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “It means the great government of the universe, the Central Core, has issued a repossession order on Earth,” Tamm answered. “They used a process we call time-locking. Only the three of you managed to escape. And it's going to take quite a bit of work for us to get it back to spinning again.” 
 
    “Wait a second,” Marcus blurted out. “Only the three of us? Time-locking? What happened to everyone else?” 
 
    “A time-lock stops time,” Taam answered. “In short, everything within Earth's atmosphere has been stopped at an exact moment.” 
 
    “As of right now,” he continued, “no one on your planet even knows anything has happened. And if all goes according to plan, it'll remain that way, even after everything returns to normal.” 
 
    “So what're you saying?” Anthony asked. “The three of us just happened to be at the right place at the right time?” 
 
    “Taam and I managed to get a jump on the rest of the galaxy when it came to your planet,” Bartl chimed in. “We performed a preliminary scan of your population's thought patterns. You three were our best choice. So we set down, grabbed you up, and now, here we are.” 
 
    “Okay,” Marcus said. “Let's say for now we believe everyone is safe. Why is the Earth suddenly so popular?”  
 
    “Because of you,” Bartl answered. 
 
    “Us?” Genny asked. 
 
    “No,” Bartl answered. 
 
    “Is he ever going to answer a question properly?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “He just likes messing with people,” Taam responded. “What he means is, humans are the reason why Earth became popular.”  
 
    “What?” Marcus said.  
 
    “No joke,” Taam said, making some gesture the trio took to be a sign of truthfulness. “What lay ahead for us is a rather impossible task. Truth be told I need humans to get the job done and we barely had time to rescue you three, let alone anyone else. You three stood out amongst the rest.  
 
    “Stick with us and you'll make the history scans by finding the one the greatest treasures in the known universe. Even for creatures with abnormally short life spans, I'm sure you can figure out a way to enjoy it.” 
 
    “Abnormally...short....what are you talking about?” Marcus asked sounding annoyed. 
 
    “Hey, easy there buddy,” Taam said. “It wasn't meant as an insult. In fact it was a compliment. You guys only live like what, a hundred years...max. I'm just over a thousand of your earth years, and Bartl over there is five thousand and some odd years old.” 
 
    “Heck,” Taam chuckled. “I'm still considered a child on over eight hundred different planets. All I'm saying is, for creatures who are considered infants by most of the universe, you guys are amazing.” 
 
    “It really is a compliment,” Alvin chimed in. “Of course, while humans are considered children, even babies by most other races, you've also garnered quite a bit of respect for being rather witty children. Not genius children, and really not even smart children, but witty children. An attribute earned by humans because even though you live in the range of eighty to one hundred years, most other living beings don't consider that long enough for a nap.”  
 
    “On the other hand,” Alvin continued, “the Olefards, from the Dustopian nebula live to be over nine hundred and thirty seven million, four hundred and twenty three thousand, and four earth years old. They are wildly respected as the wisest, albeit grouchiest of all the species found in the galaxy. The most common complaint given when discussing the Olefards is their hatred for people talking so loud.”  
 
    “Alvin why are you rambling off weird facts? Actually, don't answer that. Bartl!” Taam blurted out. “Did you activate Alvin's factoid protocol.” 
 
    “What?” Bartl replied. “These three don't know anything about the universe. I figured Alvin could fill them in on some stuff.” 
 
    “Huh,” Taam responded. “That's not a bad idea, if you three don't mind Alvin's ramblings,” Taam looked to the trio.  
 
    Each looked at the others and shrugged. 
 
    “Well,” Taam said. “If you ever want him to stop, just ask him to deactivate Factoid Alpha One. In fact, I'll run the program through the ship's computer that way you can just ask questions whenever you need, with or without Alvin around. However, for now Alvin, I'll dispense the information.” 
 
    “Of course captain,” Alvin said emphatically. 
 
    “Anyway, where were we?” Taam asked. 
 
    “I have a quick question,” Genny said. “You said something about making history.” 
 
    “I knew it from the moment I saw you that you'd be interested,” Bartl said.  
 
    He clapped his hands together twice and the lights to dimmed. A moment later a holographic projection of some oddly shaped planet appeared in the middle of the room. 
 
    “Did you just make that appear using the Clapper?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “Yeah, he saw something called a commercial from your planet and had the computer replicate the tech,” Taam answered. 
 
    “This is Volja,” Bartl said. “It's one of the oldest planets in the known universe and believed to be one of the original seven. Recently, there was a discovery concerning Volja. Someone found an ancient tome describing, in detail, the history of the planet and let me tell you it is unlike anything else in the universe. If this text is to be believed, there's a vault upon the planet holding technology so advanced that most of it is believed to be impossible.” 
 
    “Wait,” Marcus said. “How is it that some old ancient planet is so advanced?” 
 
    “That's part of the mystery,” Taam said. “But we aren't just talking about working devices, there's supposed be schematics, plans, and blueprints on things too large to house. According to this text, inside this vault there are advances in travel, communication, agriculture, and medicine to name a few. Bartl and I managed to delay the spread of this info, but now that it's out, there are others who want it. Specifically, they want...” 
 
    “Weapons,” Genny interrupted. “This book, it described weapons didn't it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bartl said. “Weapons so dangerous, that even the people who lived upon Volja at one time destroyed them. That's why it's so important for us to be the first ones to get there. If certain people get their hands on this stuff, well, let's just say a lot of people are going to die.”   
 
    “Okay,” Anthony said. “If I'm picking up what you're laying down, there's more than a few 'one-of-a-kind items' on this planet. Sure, there's weapons, but from the sounds of it, that's not really why you're in this. However, one-of-a-kind-items, if there's a market for them, usually means priceless.” 
 
    “Priceless doesn't even begin to describe how much some of this stuff is worth,” Taam said. “Even if only a tenth of what we find is operational, we'll still be able to pay for your planet and buy four more luxury Earth's for each of you. But Bartl and I aren't actually interested in most of the tech described in the text. However, as payment for your help, we'll excavate, stabilize, and transport whatever we find to the Royal Gaaz Festival of the Beizcun auction. Once sold, Bartl and I will do everything needed to get your planet back. If you so choose, the three of you can live out your days doing whatever you want with all that money. You'd be considered wealthy even amongst the wealthiest of the wealthy in the universe.” 
 
    Anthony whistled a sound of amazement. “That sounds nice,” he said. “But, forgive my skepticism. We're talking about a lot of money that you'll just be handing over to us? Any particular reason why we should believe you'll do any of that?”  
 
    “First off, compared to what I'm after, the stuff that can be sold is worthless.” Taam answered. “Secondly, without you three, Bartl and I can't actually get onto the planet once we find it.”  
 
    Marcus, Genny, and Anthony each chose to ignore his comment about their necessity for the moment and instead focused on the bigger picture. 
 
    “What are you after?” Genny asked. 
 
    “The planet,” Taam answered. “As Bartl said, it's believed that Volja is one of the originals. In the text there's talk of something called a stabilizing matrix. The reason no one has found Volja is that it was built with trans-warp capabilities that are beyond anything in the known universe. Small, short range trans-warps are possible but anything over a helic mass destabilizes the wormhole. According to the laws of the universe, a planet shouldn't be able to trans-warp. But not only does Volja have the ability, according to the text, this stabilizing matrix would allow anything of any size to be trans-warped. We're talking about revolutionizing space travel.” 
 
    “Alright,” Anthony said. “So you find this planet and reverse engineer this stabilizing matrix which gives you the ability to replicate and sell it. You become famous and probably make more money than we can fathom.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Bartl said. 
 
    “But the trans-warp is part of the problem of finding the planet,” Taam said. “It shifts from one place in the universe to another every two seconds. In order to pull this off we'll need to know where Volja is going to be at an exact moment. We'll position the Platnium so that we can shut down the planet's matrix before it shifts again. Bartl and I believe a Quellar pulse will do the trick. Once we stop the planet from shifting, it's only a matter of trans-warping to the surface, excavating what we want, and escaping before anyone catches up with us.” 
 
    “And, of course, you need the three of us to do any of this,” Anthony said, finally addressing the obvious. “For some reason, you, with all this technology, and your talk of Quellar pulses and trans-warp, need three people who, less than a few hours ago, had no clue spaceships and robots and aliens were real?” 
 
    “Why I need you is a long story,” Taam answered. “But the short version is: Volja's CPU will only respond to humans. If any other species so much as enters the planets atmosphere they're trans-warped onto a random planet somewhere. You can imagine what a pain that would be. The Quellar pulse will only destabilize it's ability to shift for roughly ten minutes. After that the planet's on-board AI will have completed a reboot and off it goes once again.” 
 
    “This thing's no joke,” Anthony said.  
 
    “Being as smart as you three are,” Bartl said. “You can see how your security comes built in. If any attempts are made to steal from you or hustle you in any way, you'll have the ability to snatch Volja from our hands. So the deal is: you three get on the planet and keep it from jumping while also keeping everyone else off of it. After that, we'll gather everything we can, sell it, get your planet back, after which you'll transfer control of the planet over to Taam and I. We take possession of our half of the deal and everyone is a winner.” 
 
    “Wait a second,” Marcus barked out. “We don't even know what exactly is on this planet, how much it's worth, or even what it costs to get our planet back.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Genny agreed. “It's not that I think you would cheat us. I mean you only crash landed your ship in front of us, and proceeded to play some mental game with us. After which you shot,  kidnapped, and hauled us into space. I don't think we're out-of-line by wanting to know how much everything is worth.” 
 
    Taam nodded in agreement and walked over to a console. He started pressing buttons and sliding switches. A moment later the holographic image of Volja vanished and in its place appeared a symbol. 
 
    “Do you know what that symbol is?” Taam asked. 
 
    “Well,” Marcus said quizzically. “It kind of looks like the number sign, but with a circle at the bottom and five little stars in the circle.” 
 
    “That's the amount you owe for your planet,” Taam said. 
 
    “That isn't a number,” Anthony said. “That's a squiggle.” 
 
    “That squiggle is a number,” Taam said. “Sorry, but the entire universe doesn't use Earth's numeric system. We use a simple currency known as a jewl. And this, squiggle as you called it, represents a tragnithion jewl. Computer, would you please convert the tragnithion into a human number?” 
 
    “Sure thing captain,” a computerized woman's voice answered. A moment later the room lit up with numbers everywhere. 
 
    “There's your number,” Taam said as he made a sweeping gesture. “This is how much money is needed to get your planet out of repo. However, as I said, this tech doesn't just pay off the debt, it pays for the whole planet. Free and clear, you three would technically own Earth.” 
 
    “So what's your plan?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anthony blurted out. “You've only discussed the end game, which sounds nearly impossible as it is. How do you track a planet that has apparently shifted its position over ten thousand times since we left Earth?” 
 
    “You're quick on your feet,” Taam said.  
 
    Marcus turned to Anthony, who in response shrugged. 
 
    “Getting onto Volja before it shifts is a problem we haven't completely answered yet,” Bartl chimed in. “We're fairly certain a Quellar Pulse will disrupt the jump but getting the Platnium into position so that the pulse hits the planet quick enough is still a puzzle we haven't solved. Not to mention that we'll actually need to confirm a Quellar Pulse will work. But that isn't the problem we're facing as of right now.” 
 
    “You don't know where it's going to appear next,” Marcus spoke out. 
 
    “You see,” Taam smirked. “You've been in space for just over ten hours, and you're already figuring things out. I knew we chose wisely.” 
 
    Just then red lights fell from the ceiling and alarms began buzzing.  
 
    “Alvin?” Taam called out. 
 
    “A spacial tear has opened thrity-four dranecs from engine bay two,” Alvin answered.  
 
    “That'd be the Attilians,” Bartl said. He sped over to a console and began working it. 
 
    “Think he's still mad that we paid off his guys so we could get a head start on Earth?” Taam asked. 
 
    “The Attillian Starfaller has dropped cloak sixty two dranecs off engine bay one,” the computer announced. 
 
    “They've set the impact point,” Bartl said. “A gravitational vortex is forming.” 
 
    “Force?” Taam asked. 
 
    “Sevnty-two X,” Alvin responded. 
 
    “Yup,” Bartl said with a chuckle. “He's still mad.” 
 
    “What's that?” Anthony asked. “What's happening?” 
 
    “We're being sucked into oblivion,” Bartl said casually. 
 
    “Computer,” Taam blurted out. “We need a spacial bend. I  don't care where as long as its beyond the tear and the Attilian tracking. Skip the dampner phase, we don't have time.” 
 
    “Prepare for spacial bend,” the computer said. “Eight tryls and counting.” 
 
    “That might be cutting it close,” Bartl said. 
 
    The Platnium began to shutter violently. 
 
    “The pull has us,” he continued. 
 
    Suddenly, Marcus watched as the entirety of the ship began to warp. Everything began to twist in place. His brain felt as though it was being ripped from his skull while his eyes were being forced into the back his head. Genny and Anthony's voices came, yelling, but everything was muffled. Marcus attempted to turn but the sight before him swirled. He could focus on nothing. The sounds of his friends were distant and being pulled away. Then, everything went quiet. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
    Marcus burst forth gasping for air. His head darted left then right. Everything was back to normal. Genny and Antony were where they should be.  
 
    “Calm down earth man,” Taam said. “Everything's fine.” 
 
    “What was that?” Anthony asked. “It felt like my insides were being sucked out through my ears.” 
 
    “What you felt was an Attillian trans-warp mixed with a spacial bend,” Taam answered. “They were trying to remove you from the ship before it was swallowed by the gravitational anomaly they created.” 
 
    “Heck of a way to get introduced to space travel,” Bartl said and laughed. “Don't worry, it's not always that bad.” 
 
    “We used a rather forceful escape,” Taam answered. “Spacial bends aren't meant for a getaway, but it was our only option to to get away without being tracked. Unfortunately, we didn't have time for the computer to calibrate a dampening field, which is why it felt the way it did. I'm just glad we're all okay.” 
 
    “They meant business on that one,” Bartl said. “A spacial tear into a forced trans-warp attempt while our shields were up.” 
 
    Taam ignored Bartl and continued, “We should be safe, at least for a short while. Spacial bends are extremely hard to track, even for the Attillians.” 
 
    “Captain Vex can't be too happy we made the slip,” Bartl said. “I'd hate to be a crewman on the Starfaller right now.” 
 
    “Alvin,” Taam said. “Why don't you escort our guests into the armory.” 
 
    “Wait,” Marcus said. “The armory?” 
 
    “The arc shielding in the room will prevent anyone from being able to gen-scan this ship for humans,” Taam said. “Bartl and I will setup a low field arc across the interior. That should keep us out of sight while we get back on track.” 
 
    “Wait,” Marcus said. “I thought you just said we were safe. Now we need to go into a room with special shielding?” 
 
    “It's just a precaution,” Taam said. “Unless you don't mind going through something like that again.” 
 
    Marcus remained quiet. 
 
    “Here,” Taam said. He took out three palm-sized readouts from his pockets. “Take these and follow Alvin. You can relax and read up on space stuff. Just press the button on the bottom and ask a question about space. It'll then display all the information you'd like. If that doesn't sound appealing, we downloaded quite a large quantity of digital files from your planet. Just ask it for your favorite book or whatever form of entertainment you want and it'll come up. Securing the ship will take some time so just use this time to relax.” 
 
    The three nodded and took the readouts.  
 
    “Also,” Taam said. “This goes without saying, but don't touch anything in the armory.” 
 
    The three stood motionless for a moment. Alvin spun as he headed out of the kitchen. “Follow me,” he said voice as cheerful as ever. 
 
    The trio scurried along and caught up to Alvin.  
 
    “Greatest apologies my new friends,” Alvin said as they made their way through the ship. “It's been a tough day for all of you but you've handled it like champions. And now that you've survived, it'll make this time of pleasant relaxation all the better.” 
 
    A few moments later they stepped into the armory and Alvin worked a panel on the wall. With a final click Alvin turned and the group watched as the far wall and part of the floor shifted and morphed into a very cozy looking seating arrangement.  
 
    “Please dear friends,” Alvin said. “Enjoy.” 
 
    He turned to leave the room and Marcus reached out and grabbed his arm. 
 
    “You're leaving us?” He asked. 
 
    “Only for a short while,” Alvin responded. “The captain and Bartl will need my help to calibrate the ship's energy supply in order to compensate for the arc shields. If we don't we'll need stop every ten days to recharge. While I'm sure that would provide us all with thrilling adventures, I do believe the safest route is to calibrate the ship.” 
 
    With that Alvin walked out of the armory and the door slid shut. 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    “We've been in here for an hour,” Genny said. “I'm done trying to figure out what these weapons are. I'm just going to read like Taam suggested.” 
 
    “Look,” Anthony said. “He told us these readouts can answer our questions. And I'm sorry, but I think it's at least a good idea to know what some of this stuff does.” 
 
    “I agree,” Marcus said. “But these readouts are really condescending. When I asked about this thing,” he pointed to a crate full of red and silver orbs, “it just read, 'These things go bang.'” 
 
    “Yeah,” Genny said. “Apparently everyone in space thinks we're stupid. For instance,” she said as she held up a black object with a display of red lights encircling it. “It's apparently a grenade of some sort; however, my readout says, 'Throw. It go boom.'” 
 
    “Well, at least mine gave me better info on these assault rifle things,” Anthony said. 
 
    “Really?” Genny said sarcastically.  
 
    “Yeah,” he responded. “It said, 'Pull hook thing, it go pew pew (Caution: Point open end away from body.)'” 
 
    “Look,” Anthony continued. “I'm just trying not to die during the very real possibility when we have to use some of this stuff. At least the readouts gave us the name of those things.” He pointed at shelf full of box shaped gizmos. 
 
    “And what does that do?” Marcus asked. “How does knowing that those are called Inter-dimensional Bio Vaporizers help us at all.” 
 
    “Well,” Anthony responded. “Now we know that those...vaporize...bio's.” He slowed as he finished his sentence. 
 
    “And what about the inter-dimensional part?” Marcus asked. “What's that do?” 
 
    “The Inter-dimensional Bio Vaporizer was developed by the Vlkizzian on Valzk III,” the ships computer said. “During their fifth and final world war. The Vlkizzian had developed a traveling system that allowed them to step through dimensional shifts. Simply open a shift, plug in the coordinates of where you wanted to end up, and step out. This was well received by the populace until it became common place to open a shift in order to steal freshly baked bread from your neighbors.  
 
    “On one occasion, King Brabblebbelle II had his Soured Puff Loaf stolen right out of his hands by a neighboring noble. This was the start of the Thousand Varnex Yeast War, and eventually spilled out across Valzk III. The Inter-dimensional Bio Vaporizer was invented to put an end to the war by deterring would be thieves from stealing bread.  
 
    “Simply hide a Vaporizer in a freshly baked loaf and once it entered a shift,” the computer continued, “the thief would find the bread loaf vaporized. This came as a shock for only a second however, as an unfortunate side effect of the Vaporizer was that it also set the thief on fire and closed the shift, locking them in the parallel dimension to burn.” 
 
    “Luckily the Thousand Varnex Yeast War ended, leaving fresh bread loaves to feel safe all across Valzk III.” 
 
    “You know,” Genny said. “That factoid program really is kind of fun. Disturbing, but fun.” 
 
    “I just wish it was more helpful,” Marcus said. “It's like it's programmed to only give us useless facts.” 
 
    The trio heard a sound at the door and a moment later it slid open and Alvin walked in. 
 
    “Oh thank goodness,” Anthony exhaled. 
 
    “I'm sorry it's taking so long,” Alvin said. “But the good news is with all this time you're able to relax to the point of blissfulness.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Genny responded flatly. “This whole thing is surreal.” 
 
    “Actually,” Marcus announced. “We felt like it would be a good idea to familiarize ourselves with the ship's armory.”  
 
    He reached down and picked up a pistol of some kind. He looped his finger around it and gave it a spin. A split second later he lost his grip and flipped it into the air. Stumbling forward to catch it, he tripped on one of the rather large rockets stacked in crates and crashed into a row of particle rifles. 
 
    Alvin's reflexes were beyond the scope of humans, and seeing the very present danger they were in he sprung into action. In the blink of an eye he caught Marcus and put him back on his feet. He then spun at the waist as he caught the pistol flying through the air which he then placed back into its holster. With his left foot he caught the rack holding the rifles while simultaneously a beam of white light shot out from his eyes enveloping them. Every rifle that had fallen free froze in mid air then floated safely back to its housing on the rack. 
 
    Genny just stood motionless as Alvin whirred and spun across the room preventing what would have most likely been a series of explosions followed by a moment of silence for the idiotic humans who died in the commotion.  
 
    Alvin righted himself, and as he did so, he apologized to Marcus, “Sorry good sir, I'm sure you had everything under control, but I didn't want you to strain yourself.” 
 
    “It's...it's quite alright,” Marcus said quietly. His hands trembled.  
 
    Alvin leaned in so only Marcus could hear him, “I also took the liberty of drying your pants as it seemed in the commotion you lost control of your bladder.”  
 
    Genny and Anthony looked curiously to Marcus who stood motionless and wide-eyed. He was pretty sure a few drops escaped but didn't feel the need to check. He simply resolved himself to believe Alvin. 
 
    “As for learning about different things like these weapons,” Alvin announced to the group. “The readouts can be a bit tricky. Instead,” Alvin paused and walked over to a panel on the wall. He pressed it and an oval alcove appeared. All along the perimeter of the alcove were needles, three inches in length, and pointing toward the center of the opening.  
 
    “This is the Psionic Link Network,” Alvain said. “Or, PLN for short. It's the standard method across the universe for gaining knowledge immediately. Simply, step up and the alcove will lower itself to the proper height. Place your face within and follow the directions.” 
 
    “Wait,” Anthony said. “We just place our face in that thing and we can know stuff?” 
 
    “You got it sir,” Alvin said cheerfully. “Just be careful, as the PLN is typically used for small tasks such as learning to fly a uvnian shuttle in an emergency or learning how to speak Iii in a pinch. Over use has been known to wipe the mind clean of all memories.” 
 
     Panic ran across Marcus' face. 
 
    “Is there anything else you need?” Alvin asked. “The captain asked me to check on you due to the extended time it's taking to get the ship underway.” 
 
    “I think we're okay,” Anthony said.  
 
    “About how much longer do we need to stay put?” Genny asked.  
 
    “No more than forty-five of your minutes,” Alvin answered. “The captain and Bartl are just double checking things. We should be ready to get back on course in a short while.” 
 
    With that Alvin turned and left once more. 
 
    “Well,” Anthony chimed in, “who is sticking their face in this thing first?” 
 
    Marcus opened his mouth to protest, but was immediately confronted by the thought that he had never actually won a game of Rock, Paper, Scissors against Anthony, and he was not about to let his wife risk her life first. 
 
    “Fine,” Marcus said, slumping his shoulders in defeat before the argument even started. “I'm in a room full of weapons from space. This ship was almost sucked into nothingness. And a robot who loves everything just told us that learning things in space is as easy as sticking your face in a cubbyhole. What could go wrong?” 
 
    Marcus cursed to himself as he stepped closer to the opening.  
 
    The alcove was a good ten inches too high, yet as he approached, the alcove slid down the wall and expanded to the precise diameter Marcus needed in order to place his face safely inside. 
 
    “I brought up instructions on how to use this thing on my readout,” Genny said. “It says to carefully place your face into the opening and declare what it is you wish to know or forget.” 
 
    “That's it?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “That's it,” Genny answered. 
 
    “There's no more to it than that?” Marcus asked. “It doesn't say anything else? I don't want to stick my face in there and then suddenly new information is discovered.” 
 
    “After that,” Genny said, “there's a blank page and then something written in a language called 'Gavakalabin.'” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Marcus said to himself. 
 
    He took four deep breaths and then three rather quick breaths. He shook his hands and balled them into fists five or six times. 
 
    “You can do this,” Anthony said to him, attempting to cheer him on. 
 
    “Right,” Marcus said. He shook his head in agreement rather quickly. “I got this.” 
 
    After another four quick puffs of air Marcus stepped up and placed his face into the alcove. The wall began to hum and a voice appeared in Marcus' mind. 
 
    “Please state the nature of learning or unlearning today,” the female voice said. 
 
    “Uh,” Marcus said aloud. “Can I please learn about the weapons in this room? Please. Thank you.” 
 
    “Scanning for mental capacity, please remain still,” the voice said. After a short moment of silence the voice declared, “Prepare for knowledge.” 
 
    From outside the alcove Genny and Anthony watched as the needles began to appear and encircle Marcus' head. A moment later they began to glow a searing red. After a second or two, little arcs of lightning began to snap from needle to needle, and eventually encircled the entire opening. 
 
    Genny gasped. 
 
    Marcus heard her and yelled out, “What's going on? Why did you gasp?” 
 
    “It's nothing,” Anthony said. “Just a bunch of light and stuff. You're doing great.” 
 
    Genny looked sideways at Anthony and made an I'm sorry face. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Genny answered. 
 
    Marcus took a deep breath but remained perfectly still. He couldn't see any light. The alcove had gone pitch black the moment he stuck his face into it. 
 
    “Knowledge download commencing in five, four, three, two, one...” the female voice in Marcus' head said. 
 
    Just then, Genny burst out, “Oh wait there's more!” 
 
    Marcus only managed to blurted out, “Wha...” before the PLN took over.  
 
    Everything went numb as if he'd just stubbed a nerve traveling throughout his body. His mind swirled and colors flashed before his eyes. Then everything went black once more. He couldn’t see. His ability to discern directions appeared to be gone. It was as if he was suddenly floating with no up or down, left or right. He heard nothing, and felt nothing. 
 
    A moment later, “Bahhhh!” Marcus yelled as he pulled his face out of the alcove. “What happened?” He slurred. “There was more?” Drool began running down his face. “Am I alive?” He hiccuped, stumbled back a few steps, spun, and fell straight down on his butt. 
 
    Genny attempted to contain her laughter, while Anthony did no such thing. He was already crouched on one knee, doubled over from laughter. 
 
    “Why would you do that?” Marcus yelled at Genny, still slightly slurring. 
 
    “Sorry,” Genny said, accidentally letting a chuckle slip out. “It wasn't anything important. It turns out Gavakalabin is the inventor of this thing. The next page was simply explaining how this thing works. Are you okay?” Another chuckle slipped. 
 
    Marcus was shaking profoundly. Not because of the Psionic Link Network, but because Genny had scared him worse than anything had ever scared him in his life.   
 
    Anthony took a deep breath and wiped away the tears caused by his laughter. Genny let an audible laugh escape. Marcus relaxed himself enough to let out a forced chuckle. 
 
    “Well,” Marcus said, “the thing works. There isn't anything in here I couldn't tell you about, use, heck, I could disassemble all of this and put it back together again.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Marcus answered. 
 
    “What was it like?” Genny asked pointing to the face alcove. 
 
    “It's like your foot falling asleep, but all over,” Marcus answered. “Then a couple bright lights and suddenly you know stuff.” 
 
    “That's it?” Genny asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Marcus answered. “It's weird though. Like, I can't remember not knowing this stuff. It's like It's like this information is all mixed in with everything else. I can't be sure, but I feel like some memories of middle school are gone.” 
 
    “Oh man that's trippy,” Anthony said. “And who cares, middle school sucked. I'm going next.” 
 
    With that, Anthony stepped up to the alcove, which raised itself allowing him to place his face inside. Just as before, a female voice entered his mind. 
 
    “Please state the nature of learning or unlearning today.” 
 
    “What'd you say when it asked for learning?” Anthony yelled out. 
 
    “Oh,” Marcus paused. “Teach me about all the weapons in the room.” 
 
    “You heard him,” Anthony said. “I want to learn about every weapon in the room.” 
 
    “Scanning for mental capacity, please remain still,” the female voice said in his mind. “Prepare for knowledge.” 
 
    Just as it happened for Marcus, the pins began to glow red hot, and the arcs of electricity sparked around. 
 
    “Oh it's nothing, just some lights,” Marcus said to Genny, sounding perturbed. “That's more than just some lights. I had red hot needles and electricity sparking around my face.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Genny said. “Did you want to know about the needles and sparks while your face was in there? Would that have calmed you down?” 
 
    “Still,” Marcus said, knowing he already lost this argument. 
 
    A few seconds later Anthony stepped back, “Whoa! That's super weird.”  
 
    Turning on the spot, he stumbled on the spot but caught himself before falling. He began to wipe at his face profusely, remembering Marcus' drool, but couldn't seem to find the correct spot to wipe. Instead, he simply kept slapping himself in the face. 
 
    Marcus and Genny started laughing rather hard. 
 
    “You okay there?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anthony slurred out. “That's intense. No wonder you came out all wobbly legged. I'm trembling like a new born deer over here.” 
 
    “I don't know,” Marcus said. “I just went all numb.” 
 
    “I didn't get the numbness,” Anthony responded. “But it felt like I was running as fast as I could. I feel exhausted.” 
 
    Genny chcukled. 
 
    “You going to be okay precious?” She asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Let's see how you do?” Anthony retorted.  
 
    “Fine,” Genny said.” Let's get this over with.” 
 
    Genny stepped up and placed her face into the alcove. 
 
    “Hey, yeah,” Anthony said, “I just had a solid idea.” 
 
    “Okay,” Marcus responded. “Do share.” 
 
    “This thing just beams knowledge into your head,” Anthony said. “What if it can tell us what exactly is going on.” 
 
    “You think Taam is lying to us?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Well no, but we can't be sure,” Anthony responded. 
 
    “True,” Marcus said. “But it seems kind of unnecessary. They've already demonstrated they're protecting us.” 
 
    “I'm not saying they're trying to kill us,” Anthony said. “But why not stick my face in the hole of knowledge just to be sure.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don't want me to do it?” Marcus asked. “I'm afraid you might test the limits of the 'doesn't need to be cleaned' aspect of  your pants there wobbles.” 
 
    Anthony glared at Marcus. 
 
    “I'm fine,” he said. “And this is a good idea. We have no clue what's going on, and this thing is basically the answer to everything we've ever wanted to know.” 
 
    A moment later Genny stepped away from the alcove and Marcus and Anthony turned to see her completely unaffected by the process. 
 
    “What the,” Anthony blurted out. 
 
    “I added a small bit at the end,” Genny said. “Asked to learn all about the weapons in here, and also asked if it could skip any physical side-effects.” 
 
    Both Marcus and Anthony scrunched up their faces at Genny's wit, and Anthony stomped toward the alcove and placed his face inside once again. 
 
    “What's he doing?” Genny asked. 
 
    “He wants to ask that thing about Taam and Bartl,” Marcus replied. “I guess he wants to confirm we're safe.” 
 
    “Please state,” the female voice said in Anthony's head. 
 
    “You can skip that,” Anthony said. “Listen, I'm new here, and I was wondering if you could tell me why we're on this ship, and what exactly Taam is planning on doing with us? 
 
    “Oh yeah, and also, if you could do that without the whole numb body or wobbly legs, that'd be great.” 
 
    “Prepare for knowledge,” the voice said. 
 
    “It worked,” Anthony yelled out. “Info incoming.” 
 
    Genny and Marcus watched as the needles once again turned red hot, and the sparks darted across them.  
 
    A moment later the voice appeared in Anthony's head once again, “Personal information download access codes.” 
 
    “Sorry, what?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “Personal information access codes,” the voice stated again. 
 
    “I don't know what personal information access codes are,” Anthony said. “Can you tell me what those are for?” 
 
    “The knowledge you requested is based on the extrapolation of personal information of the individual named, Taam Heezarian, Captain of the Platnium IV. If this is not the correct individual, please restate name and personal information access codes,” the voice answered. “In compliance with the Psyteric Law of Galvn III, all personal information extrapolated can only be downloaded by those with personal information access codes.” 
 
    The female voice paused a moment and then said, “Personal information access codes.”  
 
    “You have the right person but I don't have any codes,” Anthony answered. “Sorry to bother you.” 
 
    “In line with regulation Alpha Ottamis, nine five four, five four nine four, you have hereby been charged and admittedly deemed guilty of attempting to obtain personal information using the Psionic Link Network. Please stand by for stellar-beam.” 
 
    “Whoa, what,” Anthony said. “I didn't know. What's a stellar-beam?” 
 
    “Stellar-beam technology was invented by a Ringlarian living on Ringading, the fourth planet from Ninth Sun of Pool,” the ship's computer said. 
 
    Marcus and Genny turned to look at each other, confused as to why the computer was now giving them this info. 
 
    “The Ringlarian was tired of her neighbor's bratty kids always stealing her garbage,” the computer continued. “Therefore, she invented stellar-beam technology which links together a series of short range bio-matter energy conversion transports allowing for long distance bio-transports. At first the stellar-beam simply transported the children into the garbage cans on varying planets, teaching them a lesson about not stealing. Later, it was patented and sold to the Galvn law enforcement agency who now uses it to apprehend criminals dumb enough to admit their guilt audibly. 
 
    “The Ringlarian, in an odd stroke of irony, moments after being paid a wealthy sum for her invention, ran a stop sign. It was accidental of course, however, she blurted out, 'I think I just ran a stop sign.' The admission of her crime was the first account of Stellar-beam technology being used to capture a criminal. She served eight hundred years in prison.” 
 
    “Something's wrong,” Marcus said as he looked at Anthony. 
 
    Anthony was attempting to pull his face free. 
 
    “I can't get out,” Anthony yelled. “My face is locked in here.”  
 
    Marcus and Genny stepped toward Anthony, yet before they could react a flash of pink light lit up the room. As both Genny and Marcus regained their sight, only a wisp of smoke remained where Anthony had been standing. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6 
 
    Genny and Marcus both blinked, trying to clear away the vision of their long time friend having disappeared. After only a second, the two darted toward the door and into the corridor trying to remember which way to go.  
 
    “This way,” Genny yelled. “The kitchen is this way.” 
 
    The thought of Anthony vanishing flashed in Marcus' mind. Dizziness began to creep in as the ship's on-board relaxation attempted to keep him from passing out.  
 
    “Taam! Alvin!” Genny screamed. She grabbed Marcus, “Don't you dare pass out on me.”  
 
    Marcus shook off the dizziness and nodded. They turned and rushed toward the kitchen, the only place on the ship they knew how to find. After a moment or two, spinning lights dropped from the ceiling, and loud alarms started ringing.  
 
    Genny and Marcus froze. “Is that because of us, or Anthony?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “How should I know,” Genny answered back. 
 
    A second later, a voice, neither of them recognized came over the system. “We have taken into our custody the criminal known as,” there was a silent pause then a recording of Anthony's voice, “'Where am I? I didn't know. Holy crap, what is that thing? No don't put me in.' Please contact the Galvn law enforcement agency if you wish to contest the charges against, 'Where am I? I didn't know. Holy crap, what is that thing? No don't put me in.'” 
 
    Marcus and Genny doubled their speed to the kitchen, and just as they entered, Taam, Bartl, and Alvin turned a corner into the kitchen as well. 
 
    “What the heck happened?” Taam asked. 
 
    “Man that didn't sound fun,” Bartl chimed in. “I wonder what they were putting him in?” 
 
    “Bartl,” Taam said as he gestured for Bartl to be quiet. “Why has the Galvn law enforcement stellar-beamed Anthony off this ship?” 
 
    Marcus almost blurted out the information, however, his brain managed to catch up with him. He quickly realized that telling Taam about their attempt to use the Psionic Link Network to spy on him may end badly for everyone. 
 
    “Well, you see,” Marcus started. 
 
    “I thought Anthony was dead,” Genny blurted out. “What's going on?” 
 
    “When we escaped the Attilians,” Taam answered. “We needed to get somewhere, anywhere, safe. Apparently the computer sent us into the Galv district. As soon as we entered Galv space the computer automatically complied with Galv law to keep us safe.” 
 
    “By complied he means our shields remodulated and we linked up with Galvn's stellar-beam system,” Bartl said. 
 
    “What's a stellar-beam?” Genny blurted out.  
 
    “Stellar-beam technology was invented by a Ringlarian living on Ringading...” the computer started. 
 
    “Computer,” Taam blurted out. “That's enough.” 
 
    “Listen, we need to skip the inquiry for a second,” Taam said addressing Marcus and Genny. “You need to tell me what happened and quickly. Galvn has the fastest criminal processing in the known universe. They only stellar-beam people who are stupid enough to admit their crimes.” 
 
    “Listen,” Marcus demanded. “Is Anthony alive or not?” 
 
    “For now,” Bartl answered. 
 
    “According to the read out they sent along with that lovely message,” Taam said. “He violated PLN–1PIN—Taam_Heezarian. They will have him processed and executed in less than one hour. So you might want to get on with the story.” 
 
    “Anthony had the idea to ask the face hole info thingy what the deal was here,” Marcus said. “He thought it would be a good idea to ask about your true intentions. You know, why we're really here and stuff. Basically he was seeing if everything we've been told is true. He just wanted to be sure we're all safe.” 
 
    “Oh, you can always ask Alvin for that,” Bartl chimed in. “His personality programming keeps him from lying. No matter what.” 
 
    “Yeah that'd have been great to know hours ago,” Marcus said. “I'm sorry. That face hole learning thing seemed like a good idea.” 
 
    “I'm curious,” Taam said. “If it told you I was lying, if it told you I kidnapped you and planned on ransoming you off to the king of Palanoosh, what then?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Marcus replied. “I never said it was a well thought out plan, just a plan.” 
 
    Taam exhaled then said, “This could've all been avoided if I'd realized we were in Galvn jurisdiction.” 
 
    “We had to prioritize,” Bartl said. “There's still a chance, but it'll be close.” 
 
    “Computer,” Taam said. “Plot a non-light drive, non-spacial bend, speed course to Galvn III. We need to arrive in the fastest way possible that won't cause the Platnium to blip on any radars. Assign all fines for unregistered speed travel to my personal CC-01 account. Estimated cost and time of arrival?” 
 
    “We can arrive at Galvn III in thirty eight minutes. The cost will be forty-three thousand jewles and two weeks service time,” the computer responded. 
 
    “Authorized,” Taam said. “Prepare for launch.” 
 
    Bartl had already strapped into a seat facing the ship's main display. Alvin converted himself into a box like structure and was currently strapped into an alcove on the wall. 
 
    “You two, take the seats next to Bartl,” Taam said. “Computer initiate coupling and secure passengers.” 
 
    “Look, we're really sorry,” Marcus said. 
 
    “It's fine, and you're right,” Taam said. “I've asked too much from you without giving you what was needed. If we can get Anthony back, we can all sit down and I'll run any questions you have through Alvin. That way you'll know exactly what's going on.” 
 
    “What do you mean, 'if we can get him back?'” Genny asked. 
 
    “We've been floating for six minutes since the broadcast came on,” Bartl answered. “Galvn's processing time gives him about another fifty five minutes at most, and we are thirty eight minutes away.” 
 
    “Okay,” Marcus said. “That's not so bad.” 
 
    “Then,” Bartl continued. “We have to gain clearance for entry, hope we can dock on our own instead of waiting for a shuttle. After that we need to make our way to the Galvn Processing Center for Processing and Reprocessing, file a contestment, all in under fifteen minutes. I don't know about Earth Mark II's legal system, but out here, that's pushing it. 
 
    Marcus and Genny sat down and buckles and straps sprung out of their seats and secured them. 
 
    “Alvin,” Marcus said. “Can you still hear us?” 
 
    “I sure can great new buddy,” Alvin answered, although his voice was muffled. 
 
    “You can't lie?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “I sure can't,” Alvin answered. “It's apart of my core programming.” 
 
    “Is Anthony going to die?” Marcus asked.  
 
    He pressed his head against the back of his seat and squeezed his eyes shut. The answer was clear. 
 
    “The probability of our good friend Anthony's death is eighty-five to one,” Alvin answered. “Don't worry though, I'm sure his funeral will represent him, and his life, most wonderfully.” 
 
    “Computer,” Taam said, clamping in a final buckle. “Punch it.” 
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    “Look, I'm new here,” Anthony said to a rather large looking creature who was easily ten feet tall and five feet wide. Everything about the creature was squared off. It wore some sort of metallic plating for clothing and a mask that hid most of its facial features. Well, it hid everything except for the eyes. Those bright blue triangular eyes.  
 
    “Really, I had no idea,” Anthony continued to protest. “You've got to believe me.” The creature wrapped its massive hand around Anthony and hoisted him into the air. 
 
    “You called me a wall,” the creature said. 
 
    “I did,” Anthony said. “But it was meant as a compliment. I mean look at you. What are you anyway?” 
 
    The creature yanked hard and tossed Anthony across the holding cell. Anthony slammed into the ground and felt every ounce of air make a mad dash out of his lungs. 
 
    “Hey,” a tall, skinny, lizard-like creature, who was wearing a gray and gold uniform, said from outside their cell. “You two keep it down in there.”  
 
    Anthony looked at the uniform, and after observing the badge and patches he deduced that he was in some sort of space police station. 
 
    Oddly enough the large, wall like creature cowered in fear at the mere sound of the lizard creature's voice. Anthony looked at the behemoth and back to the rather scrawny officer, then back to the living wall. 
 
    “You scared of that guy?” Anthony asked. 
 
    The creature had already fallen to its knees in terror and was now just shaking its head back and forth sobbing in fear. 
 
    “Hey,” Anthony said. “It's alright, he isn’t coming in.” Anthony propped himself up on his feet and slowly walked toward the gigantic beast. 
 
    “Easy there. Calm down, the scrawny lizard monster man is gone.”  
 
    Anthony approached cautiously and the enormous creature continued to sob uncontrollably. “There, there,” Anthony said, patting the creature on the back. 
 
    Suddenly, the massive creature leapt to its feet and wrapped its huge arms around Anthony. Before Anthony could even react, the creature hoisted him off the ground. At first Anthony thought he was being attacked again. However, upon the sound of more weeping, and the slow rocking back and forth, Anthony quickly realized the beast was hugging him. 
 
    “Hey there buddy,” Anthony said. “Calm down, it'll be...okay.” The creature squeezed tighter and a dozen or so popping noises came from Anthony's back. He winced in pain. 
 
    “Ack!” Anthony wheezed out. 
 
    “Easy there big fella,” he said trying to free one arm. “No need to squeeze me til my head pops off.”  
 
    Finally, after some wiggling, Anthony freed his left arm. Although his efforts were successful, he suddenly realized he wasn't exactly sure why he needed his arm free. After considering his options, the only real viable choice was to pat the creature on the shoulder. He would've patted the creature on the back, however, Anthony's arm wasn't long enough to reach. 
 
    After a few moments, the creature's sobbing stopped. Its grasp loosened, and it began to make a whistling, purring sound. Anthony, still being slightly clutched by the creature, leaned back as far as he could and took notice that the creature's eyes were starting to become droopy. The creature's grasp began to relax and Anthony tumbled to the floor, landed on his feet, and stumbled back a couple steps. 
 
    The creature, however, collapsed with a thud. As Anthony composed himself he took notice that the creature no longer made the purring whistle noise. In fact, it was making no noises at all. 
 
    He jostled the creature with his foot. The lifeless roll that came  next startled him. Anthony kicked harder in the hopes the creature was asleep. The creature rolled over on its back and made a gurgling noise. 
 
    “Holy...” Anthony said, but was cut short by the lizard like officer. 
 
    “What did you do?” The officer wheezed out. “Stand back, place your appendages against the wall.” 
 
    Quickly, Anthony turned on the spot and assumed the position. He watched as the officer touched the creature's face and then removed a black wand-like device from his officer's belt. He passed it over the limp, massive form on the ground, stood, and said, “You killed him.” 
 
    “What!” Anthony exclaimed as he turned and faced the officer. “He was terrified of you, I was trying to make him feel better.” 
 
    “Sure,” the lizard officer said. “Like you didn't know a Catulian can never fully relax or their brain shuts off.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Anthony responded. 
 
    “First we get you for admitted illegal Psy Net activity,” the officer said. “And now we have you on video, killing Marty.” 
 
    “Marty,” Anthony said. “His name was Marty? I don't know why I expected it to be something like, Zarkan the Terrible, or Collusius Maximus. You know, something menacing.” 
 
    “Wow,” the officer said. “First, Psy Net crimes, then murder, now you break Galvn code 184-59, and right in front of me.” 
 
    “What?” Anthony said. He shook his head back and forth, and brought his hands up gesturing that it was all a mistake. “Look, a few hours ago I was in a jeep with my friends. I'm not a criminal. I'm just stupid. I have no knowledge of any of these laws.  
 
    “What is Galvn code 184-59 anyway?” 
 
    “Speaking ill of the dead,” the officer said. 
 
    “Oh man,” Anthony responded, sounding surprised. “My mom used to tell me never to do that.” 
 
    “You even admit your atrocities,” the officer said. 
 
    “That's not what I...” Anthony started to say. 
 
    Unfortunately, the officer had reached his limit. He pulled out a blue pistol with a large canister strapped atop of it. Five hoses ran down each side of the canister and were connected to the frame of the gun. 
 
    The officer pulled the trigger and a shot of blue and green dust smacked Anthony right in the face. As he wiped the dust from his eyes he took notice that everything began to dim. A few seconds later everything around him started to go swirly. 
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    “Wow, that's not good,” Bartl said. 
 
    “What? What's going on?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “I guess your boyfriend is racking up a crime spree,” Bartl responded. 
 
    “Wait. What. No. He isn't my boyfriend,” Marcus responded. 
 
    “Of course he is,” Bartl answered back. “You're his friend. He's a boy, correct? Boyfriend.” 
 
    “Well, I guess technically that's true, but you see—” Marcus started to respond but was cut short. 
 
    “What do you mean crime spree?” Genny chimed in. 
 
    “Well Marcus' boyfriend is now being charged with Murder Alphis, admitted knowledge of Galvn code 184-59 and a violation thereof. That's all in addition to his illegal use of the Psy Net.” 
 
    “Murder,” Marcus stated. “Anthony killed someone?” 
 
    “Not just murder,” Bartl responded. “Your boyfriend committed Murder Alphis.” 
 
    “Oh of course,” Marcus said. “Murder Alphis. What's Murder Alphis? And really, you can stop saying he's my boyfriend. Sure we are friends, and we are both male, but you know...” 
 
    “What do I know?” Bartl asked.  
 
    “Boyfriends?” Marcus responded, slightly chuckling and with eye brows raised. 
 
    “Are you really doing this right now?” Genny asked. “You want to make a big deal out of the phrase, 'boyfriends?' Anthony is probably going to die, and you're here making a big deal about being called boyfriends?” 
 
    “Well,” Marcus said, his eyes looking away from Genny. “When you put it like that. I mean, it's not like I'm wasting time.” 
 
    “You're ridiculous,” Genny said. 
 
    Marcus rolled his eyes slightly and looked toward Bartl, “So, what exactly is Murder Alphis?” 
 
    “Murder, by passive relaxation techniques,” Bartl responded. “Horrifying.” 
 
    “Passive...relaxation,” Marcus repeated. 
 
    “Techniques,” Bartl finished. 
 
    “Techniques, right,” Marcus repeated. “Uhh, what exactly does that mean?” 
 
    “It means your boyfriend,” Taam answered, “killed something by putting it to sleep. Probably some creature that doesn't sleep, or isn't supposed to sleep. They're usually overly aggressive and wildly moody.” 
 
    “Now you too, with the boyfriend,” Marcus muttered as he slouched in his seat. 
 
    “This isn't good,” Taam continued. “We're still eight minutes away, and with Anthony rackin' up the charges over on Galvn III, they might not even bother with a trial.” 
 
    “Your boyfriend might already be dead,” Bartl said. 
 
    Marcus just sat there and looked through a window watching light streak by.  
 
    For a moment no one made a sound as Marcus looked solemn. 
 
    “It's really bothering you that they keep calling him your boyfriend isn't it?” Genny asked. 
 
    “So much,” Marcus blurted out. 
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    Anthony awoke; his eyes burned. It felt like someone had filled them with sand. He lightly rubbed his eyes and the sudden memory of having been shot in the face with something came flooding back. 
 
    He blinked a couple times; his vision was blurry. He could make out basic shapes but everything was a heavily shaded green'ish blue. “What happened?” Anthony said aloud. 
 
    “Now that the criminal, 'Where am I? I didn't know. Holy crap, what is that thing? No don't put me in...' has awoken, let him speak for himself before he is debonded from the physical.” 
 
    The sound of an unfamiliar voice, along with the words “criminal” and “debonded from the physical,” caused Anthony to attempt to regain his sight frantically.  
 
    A sudden wave of cold washed over him and then instantly faded. It felt like he had been submerged in ice water, and immediately pulled out on a warm summer day. After the shocking sensation lifted, Anthony noticed his vision was once again restored. His first sight was that of the lizard officer replacing another gun of some type back into a holster. 
 
    Anthony's face puzzled as he looked at the gun. 
 
    The lizard officer, taking notice of Anthony's expression pulled the gun back out and held it up.  
 
    “The Freeze-Thaw Ultimate,” he said. “The pinnacle of nonlethal crowd control devices. Created by Gadgets, Gizmos, and Everything You Could Ever Want Company, this completely freezes any living thing and then instantly thaws them. The absolute shock caused to the body alleviates all hostile actions intended, and also clears up most allergies. It can also be calibrated to remove the affects of other nonlethal weapons, such as the Dust Blaster World Spinner, which is what I shot you with earlier.” 
 
    The lizard officer's face took on a proud look, after which he turned and addressed the room. “This proceeding is to finalize the actions of the criminal known as,” just then Anthony's recording played over an intercom. “Where am I? I didn't know. Holy crap, what is that thing, No don't put me in.” 
 
    “I'm not a criminal,” Anthony said slowly.  
 
    He felt disoriented and this room was quite different than the cell he had been in prior.  
 
    “It'sh all a mishtake.” He said, slightly slurring his words. “I'm new to spaysh, I promissh...why am I shlurring my worshhs?” 
 
    “Do you deny your actions?” Came a booming voice to Anthony's right.  
 
    Still feeling dizzy and confused, Anthony turned his wobbly head toward the voice. The shock of what he saw only confused him further. Sitting in a tiny wooden chair was the smallest, cutest bird he had ever seen. It sat in a chair that stood upon a gray stone pillar, which placed it at eye level with Anthony. As he took in the rest of the scene, he noticed that he was in some sort of courtroom, and everything was made from the same gray stone as the bird's pillar.  
 
    The lizard officer was now sitting in a stone chair next to another creature that looked like a mix between a chicken and a goat. The chicken-goat was wearing a bow-tie and a top hat, and had robotic arms which held a file of some sort. 
 
    “You were asked a question,” the booming voice came again. 
 
    Anthony turned slowly, looked at the little bird again, and said, “Was that you?” He said, slurring beginning to clear. 
 
    “I've had quite enough of this,” the bird said so loudly the entire room shook. 
 
    Anthony's mouth dropped open as the shock of what he saw rushed into his mind. His brain quickly attempted to attribute the overwhelming voice to the tiny little creature, but it was struggling. 
 
    “Your gracious Magistrate,” the chicken-goat said. “I've been reviewing my clients papers, and while his crimes are ever heinous, he has told the truth. From what I can gather, Mr. 'Where am I? I didn't know. Holy crap, what is that thing. No don't put me in,' was in fact a resident of Earth Mark II, as of twenty four hours ago. He left Earth Mark II on an unknown transport just before the planet was repossessed due to missed payments.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anthony mumbled out. “What, uhh, yeah, that. I told you. I didn't do any of anything on purpose. I really don't know what's going on.” 
 
    “You really expect us to believe you Mr. 'Where am I? I didn't know. Holy crap, what is that thing. No don't put me in,'” the lizard officer said. 
 
    “Why do you keep replaying that sound clip of me?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “That is your name isn't it?” The little bird asked. “Mr. 'Where am I? I didn't know. Holy crap, what is that thing, no don't put me in.'” 
 
    “No,” Anthony answered. “My name's Anthony Monte.” 
 
    “So now you admit you lied on your voice iDent,” the lizard officer asked. “Bring down the Matter Disbonder.” 
 
    Anthony watched as a massive machine descended from the ceiling. It had sharp, knife-like objects on skinny metal arms all over it, as well as dozens of laser lights, which were all different colors. At the very center of the machine was a helmet-like form.  
 
    The moment the machine came to a stop, Anthony lost control of his body. He suddenly sat upright and without any thought he placed his head into the helmet. The knives started whirling around slicing into the air, and the lasers started spinning clockwise around the helmet. The entire machine made buzzing and whirring sounds. Try as he might, Anthony could not move.  
 
    The chicken-goat placed his face into his robotic hands and shook its head. 
 
    What is this thing? Anthony thought to himself. 
 
    “The Matter Disbonder is one of the very few inventions not created by Gadgets, Gizmos, and Everything You Could Ever Want Company,” the familiar voice of the Platnium's computer said in Anthony's head. 
 
    He paused for a moment, caught off guard by the secondary voice suddenly in his head. 
 
    “Instead,” the computer continued. “It was created by the only real competitor to come out of the Gurn Galaxy, We Make Stuff & Stuff. In fact, the Matter Disbonder is the only invention We Make Stuff & Stuff ever created that Gadgets, Gizmos, and Everything You Could Ever Want Company has not managed to out do with their own creation.  
 
    “The Matter Disbonder places the recipient into a cranial protection device, then using laser guided lasers, and really sharp and pointy objects, it carves up the recipient into billions of tiny particles. These particles are then vacuumed up, and dumped into the nearest waste basket. 
 
    “When Gadgets, Gizmos, and Everything You Could Ever Want Company was asked why they had not created their own version of the Matter Disbonder, they graciously responded by saying, “You don't mess with perfection.” 
 
    “Wait, why is the computer's voice in my head?” Anthony blurted out.  
 
    Just then he saw a knife whiz by his face. 
 
    “I mean,” he said, voice panicked. “Look, I'm sorry.” 
 
    Everyone gasped and the chicken-goat fainted.  
 
    A sensation fell over Anthony. It felt as though his eyes were being forced to roll back. Colors began to flash across everything, then it all went black. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
    “We're starting our decent,” Taam said. “The bay doors are opening. Bartl, get them out of the harnesses. I'm landing us directly in front of the Contestment & Appeals building. As soon as we touch down, all of you follow Alvin. He knows exactly where to go and he'll be able to fill out the paper work faster than any of us. I'll follow once I get the ship situated.” 
 
    “How much longer do we have?” Genny asked. 
 
    “About three minutes; if things went slowly.” Taam answered. 
 
    Marcus watched as Bartl unstrapped him. The moment he was free he yelled, “Alvin, haul out! Let's get our friend.” 
 
    Alvin sprang to life and bolted down a corridor with Marcus, Genny, and Bartl in hot pursuit. It was three left turns, a right turn, then a long hallway, another left turn, two right turns and another long  hallway that lead to the cargo bay. The bay door was already open and light was shining in from the outside. The moment Alvin stepped one foot into the cargo bay he came to an immediate halt. Marcus, Genny, and Bartl couldn't react fast enough and crashed into Alvin.  
 
    “What are you doing Alvin?” Marcus yelled out as he was picking himself up off the floor. 
 
    “I think he was coming to get me,” Anthony answered. “Did that hurt as bad as it looked? Cause it looked like it hurt really bad.” 
 
    “What the?” Marcus puzzled. “You're alive!” 
 
    Genny and Bartl jumped to their feet. 
 
    “They let ya go?” Bartl asked.  
 
    “Apparently,” Anthony responded. “They read me a list of crimes I'd committed, then dropped some helmet of death on me, so I freaked out. I started apologizing for whatever it was I was being accused of and suddenly everyone went into shock.” 
 
    “And?” Marcus asked. “Don't tell me that's it.” 
 
    “No,” Anthony answered. “A moment later everything went black and I felt the helmet lift off my head. Some little judge, bird, thing, asked if I was prepared to offer my admittance of sorrow to the offended, and I agreed. A holographic screen appeared in front of me and I was told to make a formal admittance. Taam's face appeared on the screen and at the bottom it read, 'Admit verbal sorrow.' 
 
    “I wasn't sure what to do so I said 'Sorry.'  
 
    “Taam's face disappeared and then this creature I met earlier, Marty, his face appeared. They told me I killed him, but it read the same 'Admit verbal sorrow.'  
 
    “I said, 'Sorry,' again, and apparently that was enough.  
 
    “Then the bird judge asked me if I rescind all verbally stated abuses toward the dearly departed, I said 'Sure,' and next thing I know I was beamed, or transported, or whatever you call it to a different room. Marty was in some metal container with a glass lid. It was up on a slab of rock that tilted the whole thing so you could see good ole Marty. The room was pretty dark, but there were candles everywhere. The little bird judge appeared on my shoulder and said, 'As required, a statement of nicety is needed to formally rescind all verbally stated abuses.'  
 
    “It took me a minute to figure out what they wanted. But apparently I just needed to say something nice about ole Marty. I said, 'Marty had a great hug.'  
 
    “Next, a flash of light lit up the room and everything went white. It was like I was floating in the middle of a cloud. A few seconds later it cleared and I was standing out here. I heard jet engines above me and looked up. I saw the ship, but wasn't sure if it was you all or not. Once I could see inside, I saw Alvin running toward me.” 
 
    Genny bolted toward Anthony and gave him a hug. 
 
    “I'm guessing from your faces I was in real big trouble?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “They were going to kill you,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anthony responded. “I kind of figured. They had some helmet with lasers and knives that looked like it would do the job.” 
 
    Genny stepped back and wiped the tears from her face. 
 
    “Please don't do something stupid like that again,” she said. 
 
    “I think I need to give you three a crash course on space law,” Taam said from behind them. “We can use the Psy Net if you feel up to it. I know we just had a bad experience, but it'll still be the safest and most comprehensive way to make sure this doesn't happen again. 
 
    “Oh, also,” Taam continued. “I just received a download from Galvn entitle: file 141a-WaI-Idk-HcWitt-ND-pMi. It came with a note that read 'As required by law, all offended parties must receive their 'Verbal Sorrow' from the offender.'” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Marcus asked.    
 
    Taam opened his hand and resting on his palm was a small black disk. A second later a holographic display of Anthony's face appeared over the disk. 
 
    “Uhhhh...sorry?” Anthony's holographic face said. 
 
    “Really heart felt,” Taam said to Anthony. “Were you asking if you were sorry, or...” 
 
    “Nice apology man,” Marcus said.  
 
    “We're just lucky Galvn doesn't use Emoticon Tech,” Bartl said. “Otherwise they would've caught you lying again and then you'd have really ended up in the metal crate with all the candles.” 
 
    “What?” Anthony said as the group walked back into the ship. “I barely knew what was going on. I meant it.” 
 
    Everyone was shaking their head back and forth as Anthony pleaded his case. 
 
    “I'd like to see how you'd all sound if you didn't know what was going on,” he continued. “Not to mention I'd just had the science helmet of death take control of my body.” 
 
    “I'd send it back my boy,” Bartl said. “I don't think he meant it.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up!” Anthony blurted out. “That was scary. I could've died.” 
 
    Taam looked at Bartl sideways and raised his eyebrows. Bartl just shrugged. 
 
    Taam reached down and pressed a small button on the holographic disc display. Another screen appeared. It read, “Accept: confirm or deny.” 
 
    Taam paused a second. 
 
    “Really?” Anthony asked sounding exhausted. 
 
    “I accept,” Taam said.  
 
    A paper thin, silvery disc, no bigger than a fingernail, detached from the back of Anthony's neck. It floated up and out of the cargo bay as the doors shut and sealed. 
 
    “What the heck!” Anthony spun around and grabbed at his neck. “What was that?”  
 
    “Galvanian Spinal Separator,” Taam answered. “If anyone one of the recipients of your 'Verbal Sorrow' denies acceptance, it severs your spinal cord from your brain and a pulse liquefies your insides. Then a quick incineration of the rest of your body and a short distance trans-warp of the ashes to the nearest trash bin. It's painless, so nothing to worry about. Plus I'm the only living person who could've denied your apology.” 
 
    Marcus popped his head around the corner of the cargo bay, “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Just fine,” Taam answered. 
 
    Anthony was frozen in place. He looked to Marcus, then to Taam, and then back to Marcus. 
 
    “Why are you standing there like an idiot?” Marcus asked of Anthony. “Let's go. You're fine now. Geeze. What a baby.” 
 
    Taam chuckled and proceeded to make his way back into the ship. A few minutes later the entire crew gathered in their now familiar meeting place: the kitchen. 
 
    “Okay,” Taam said. “Let's start with the truth filter. Alvin, I want you to answer every question they have. Doesn't matter how personal, I want you to tell them anything they want to know.” 
 
    “You got it El Capitán,” Alvin said. “Just provide me your safety protocol release code and we'll be set.” 
 
    “Wait,” Anthony said. “I thought he couldn't lie?” 
 
    “He can't,” Bartl said. “But how easy would it be to shut Alvin down, steal him, reboot him somewhere and run questions through him. Everything about where we've been, this ship, the locations of priceless items currently in our possession, safe house locations, lockout codes, current fetch jobs we're on, our client list, the...” 
 
    “They get the point Bartl,” Taam said. “Alvin, release safety protocol Heezarian D-01A, access code Sparkle Pony - 0Z19.” 
 
    “Voice iDent confirmed, access code accepted, please identify new database access personnel” Alvin said in a very robotic tone. 
 
    “Sparkle Pony?” Marcus said with a chuckle. 
 
    “It was my mother's favorite pet as a child,” Taam said. “She passed away awhile back and I use it to remind myself of her.” 
 
    “Oh, that's sweet,” Genny said. 
 
    “Yeah, that's really nice,” Anthony said. “Why are you giving the guy a hard time about his mom?” 
 
    “What?” Marcus responded defensively. “How was I supposed to—” 
 
    “Nah, messing with you,” Taam said chuckling. “But seriously, who's going to guess Sparkle Pony? Anyway, Alvin, add our three new crew-mates into your database, give them full clearance and access, then lock down.” 
 
    “Marcus Linas, Genny Linas, and Anthony Monte now confirmed. Safety protocol Heezarian D-01A now locked.” 
 
    “Alright, there we go,” Taam said. “He'll give you verbal codes later so you can access the ship's security and a bunch of other stuff. You can also now ask him anything pertaining to Bartl and I, what we are doing, what our plans are, home address, you ask, he'll tell. But first, let's get you all set up on the PLN for some law and regulation training before one of you gets arrested again. Then we can talk about what our next move will be. Sound good?” 
 
    The three paused for a second and looked at each other then nodded in agreement. 
 
    “What's the problem?” Taam asked.  
 
    “Well,” Anthony started. “You just saved my life and here we are not trusting you. It feels wrong.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Genny said. “It sounded like we racked up a lot of fines saving Anthony. You charged everything to your personal account.” 
 
    “Okay,” Taam responded. 
 
    “Look,” Marcus chimed in. “We're sorry. Maybe this could've gone smoother, what with all the jail and death and racing, but we go by a person's actions not their words. Sure, there was the knocking us out, then the stripping us down and re-clothing us. And then of course there was the kidnapping. This would've been so much easier if Bartl could've just told us clearly what was going on. ” 
 
    “That's some good apologizing, man,” Anthony said. 
 
    “What?” Marcus snapped out of his rambling. “Oh, yeah, sorry.” 
 
    “Is everyone on your planet this bad at apologizing?” Taam asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Genny answered. “Just these two braniacs.” 
 
    “Well, as it stands,” Bartl said, “apology or not, you three need to be in Alvin's data base. We can't be certain you won't ever need something he knows. Secondly, I'd rather not go through another arrest because of some silly mistake. Using the PLN to bring you up to speed is the easiest and fastest method. The sooner we do this the sooner we can be on our way to get what we're after.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Marcus responded while Genny and Anthony nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Good,” Taam said. “But as a side note, you two seriously need better people skills.”  
 
    He pointed to Marcus and Anthony. 
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    “That Psionic thing isn't so bad once you get used to it,” Anthony said as he rejoined the crew in the kitchen. 
 
    Taam followed behind, “That covers all of you for law and regulation of the major sectors. You've had your time with Alvin to square things away. Are we all on the same page now?” 
 
    “I think we're all good,” Marcus said as he reclined in one of the kitchen chairs. “So what's next?” 
 
    “To start, the armory I had you learn about wasn't for training or fighting,” Taam said. “We are making a donation to a peace organization.” 
 
    “A peace group wants weapons?” Genny asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bartl said. “Our armory is carrying some of the most sophisticated weapons in space. We've been scavenging this stuff for quite a while. We're donating it for destruction. That should get us an invitation to mingle with the group's founder and leader.” 
 
    “So what does he have that we need?” Anthony asked.  
 
    “The Commondant,” Taam answered, “we believe, has information that can lead us to a rather notorious genius: Ellidron. He isn't a celebrity by any terms, but he's freenet famous for sure. He brags every time he's cracked some code, or busts into some secured system. He managed to shut down an entire quadrant's space travel for three weeks using some gizmo he invented. He's as cocky as he is obnoxious, but our chances increase dramatically by adding him to our team.” 
 
    “We're looking to bring this guy on?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “As we said earlier,” Bartl chimed in. “We aren't positive that our pulse will shut down the core to Volja. In fact, we're pretty sure we'll need to modify it. Unfortunately, reorganizing the natural flow of a Quellar Pulse can unravel organic material down to a molecular level. We have no safety station available on board, or off, to accomplish such a task safely. So we need someone who can  modify it as we go without turning us all into soup. This guy will also come in handy when it comes to getting the ship into position to shut down Volja's core.” 
 
    “But all of that means nothing if we can't locate him,” Taam said. “So now you know the next few steps of our plan. And now that you probably won't break any more laws, all of this should go fairly smooth.” 
 
    Suddenly, the lights across the ship shifted from pleasant to bright red. Alarms began to go off everywhere. Everyone was thrown off their feet as the ship slammed to a complete stop and the engines powered down . 
 
    “Did we hit something?” Genny said as she pulled herself to her feet. 
 
    “No,” Taam answered. “Is everyone alright?” 
 
    “Everyone's heart-rate is above normal, but all vitals are within safety limits,” the computer responded. 
 
    “What was that?” Bartl asked. 
 
    “I think we're about to find out,” Marcus said pointing to the ship's main display monitor. 
 
    A silhouetted figure sat in a dark room with a handful of computer monitors scattered behind.  
 
    “Hey gang, how's everyone?” A voice came over the broadcast system. “Sorry for the intrusion, but since you were so rudely talking behind my back, I thought I'd join the convo.” 
 
    Taam began to discreetly work a console behind him. 
 
    “Don't bother Captain,” Ellidron said. “I've completely shut you down. I decided to leave life support on, just to show my nice side, and I think the red lights add to the mood, don't you?” 
 
    “What can we do for you?” Bartl asked.  
 
    “Do for me?” Ellidron asked. “Weren't you just discussing what it was I could do for you? That is, of course, after you found me and convinced me to join your little team. 
 
     “It was a great plan too,” Ellidron continued. “But I don't like people looking for me. Even if you do need my help, which you do. Can't say I'm not mildly flattered, very mildly. I mean, how often do the notorious Taam and Bartl Heezarian come looking for the living? Must be something big, especially after your interference in a planetary repo? Not to mention you're cruising around in your luxury liner of all things. Too much to ignore and far too interesting to just sit back and watch, so I decided to join in for the moment. Glad I did too, come to find out you're hunting my genius down. Some might feel honored. Me? Well, I consider it bad form. Such an easily avoided mistake too. And this early in the game you can't really afford to make mistakes.” 
 
    “He doesn't shut up,” Bartl said. 
 
    “I admit,” Ellidron said ignoring Bartl. “This is a nice ship. I'd really enjoy traveling around in this thing. Did you realize it took me almost eight seconds to bypass every security protocol you have?” 
 
    “This is interesting,” Marcus muttered. 
 
    “Oh, are these the humans?” Ellidron exclaimed. “I've never met humans before. They die so fast. But if these caught the Heezarian eye, well, they must be special. Maybe even impressive. Well, I'm sure your bot is almost finished with his trace. How're you doing Alvin?” 
 
    “Really well, thank you for asking Mr. Intruder sir.” Alvin responded.  
 
    “Well,” Ellidron said. “I better be off. But I really should get something for my trouble. I mean I've taken precious seconds out of my time just to talk with you.” 
 
    “Alvin, shields up!” Taam yelled. 
 
    “Too late,” Ellidron said. “Quite the armory. Oh, what is that? And those look like fun. See ya!” 
 
    With that, the alarms stopped, the lights went back to normal, the ship's engines came back online, and the main display went back to normal. 
 
    “He was quite fast,” Alvin said. “I raised the armory shield the moment you said but he'd already taken all of our amazing inventory. It has been trans-warped off the ship. I've run a trace but it leads to your beautiful home in the Opal sector Captain. It's most likely a ghost trail.” 
 
    “You didn't ask him about joining up,” Bartl chimed in as he peeled a naala berry and popped it in his mouth. 
 
    “It didn't come up in the conversation,” Taam replied. 
 
    “So now we go after the guy, right?” Anthony asked. Just then the lights switched to red again and alarms began to sound. 
 
    “What now?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Alvin?” Taam barked 
 
    “We're being boarded,” Alvin responded. 
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    “That's some interesting timing, don't you think?” Bartl asked. He spit a naala berry seed out and into the trash. “We'll set up in hanger four. Alvin, lock down procedure Platnium IV series seven. Initiate.” 
 
    A dozen cables sprung forth from Alvin's left hand and plugged into a various ports on a console. “Series seven complete,” Alvin said as the cables withdrew. “All doorways have been sealed with derinium blast walls and level four bio fields. I took the liberty of leaving us an open pathway to hanger four. Each section will lock down as we pass through the ship. Control of the ship has been transferred to my mobile command.” 
 
    Tamm reached deep into his coat and behind his back. He withdrew two pistols that Marcus, Genny, and Anthony couldn't identify. He tossed one to Bartl. 
 
    “I'll circle around and come at them from the back,” Taam said. “You get everyone to hanger four and call out incoming.” 
 
    Bartl nodded, turned on the spot, and dashed down the hallway. “C'mon you three, they're here for you, so get movin!” 
 
    “What do you mean there here for us?” Marcus asked as the three ran after Bartl. 
 
    “We grabbed you off your planet moments before it was time-locked,” Bartl said as he wove through the hallways, headed for hangar four. “The hangar is right up around the corner, move.” 
 
    The group made a left turn and found themselves standing toe to toe with five heavily armed intruders. Each of them was wearing an all black, skin tight, armored vac-suit. Their faces were obscured by a visor that ran across their eyes and a breathing apparatus over their mouth. They carried a rifle of some kind that neither Marcus, Genny, nor Anthony could identify. The barrel of the rifle glowed a bright orange and metal woven tubes ran from the middle of the gun to the base of the grip. 
 
    Before any of the armed intruders could take aim, Bartl drew his pistol and fired. Five head shots, each exploding into an electrical field. The five intruders shuddered for a second or two and collapsed. 
 
    “Keep moving,” Bartl ordered. “Hangar four is the door on the right.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Anthony blurted out. “This your first time shooting?” He said sarcastically. 
 
    Bartl ignored the comment and followed the group into the hangar. “Alvin, do your thing,” Bartl said.  
 
    Alvin made his way to the wall on the right and dozens of cables and wires launched from his hands. Within seconds he was plugged into a console that hadn't been there moments before. A monitor appeared on the wall and loading screens flashed faster than anyone could keep track. A few seconds later Alvin unplugged and the room began to reform. A moment later they were standing in an exact copy of the bridge. 
 
    “Transfer protocol Alphis 9.8 sub code flux R-D2, command codes Bartlenum'betrakzit, authorization: wendigo, Marie, fiver,” Bartl said quickly as he plopped down into the command chair.  
 
    “Command codes accepted and voice iDent confirmed,” the ship's computer said. “Bridge command has been transferred to hangar four.” 
 
    “Alvin,” Bartl said, “I need you to go defense unit. Use temporary paralysis procedures.” 
 
    Alvin walked to the center of the room and began to  transform. The metal plates covering his body shifted and moved. After a few moments, Alvin had converted into a bunker with a large mounted rifle pointed at the door.  
 
    “You three hunker down behind Alvin,” Bartl ordered. “If someone comes through that door, one of you point and fire. Don't worry, the gun only stuns. It does however, feel like you're being dragged over dozens of juboolia beasts though.” 
 
    “What's a juboolia beast?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “What? Oh...” Bartl answered. “Little creature, covered in barbs.” 
 
    “These folks are wearing Uni garb Taam,” Bartl spoke out.  
 
    “Roger that,” came Taam's voice over an intercom. 
 
    “Uni?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “Central Core Specialty Unit,” Bartl replied. “A subdivision of their own personal police. Probably want to detain us and question why we took three Class A beings–you all–from a planet minutes before a time lock.” 
 
    “That's not illegal,” Genny said. “So why's it matter.” 
 
    “Is it me, or is it still weird that we know stuff like that now?” Anthony asked Marcus in a whisper. 
 
    “I told you, that Psionic Link thingy is crazy,” Marcus responded. 
 
    “Volja is a popular legend,” Taam said over the intercom. “And we aren't the only people after it. I've managed to keep track of a few groups who are also on the hunt. Apparently, the Central Core has a deeper vested interest in all of this than we thought, which complicates things. 
 
    “Also,” he continued, “you'll get used to the PLN fellas.” 
 
    “He heard us?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Yup,” Taam answered. “We're in lock down procedure seven. All of our communications are hyper linked at the moment. We can hear everything, even the tiniest of whispers.” 
 
    “Two Unis are closing in on your position,” Bartl called out as he watched a half dozen monitors that were displaying various parts of the ship. “Three from corridor 9C, and four more coming up from 4A.” 
 
    “Got it,” Taam called out. “Anything else on the radar?” 
 
    “Negative,” Bartl responded. “Looks like they just sent in a single unit. It's kind of rude don't you think?” 
 
    “They probably thought they'd catch us off guard,” Taam responded.  
 
    Marcus, Genny, and Anthony watched Taam on the monitor as he made his way through the ship. He slid to a halt at the edge of an intersection of corridors, his back against the wall and pistol at the ready. Another monitor showed a group of three intruders approaching his position.  
 
    “Actually,” Bartl said to Taam. “This group doesn't move like  Uni. I'm thinking scav group with Uni gear.” 
 
    “What's a scav squad?” Anthony blurted out. 
 
    “Bounty hunters,” Bartl replied. 
 
    Tamm turned and leaned out. He fired three shots. A moment later three bodies collapsed to the floor.  
 
    “Okay,” Taam said. “Cleared 9C. And definitely not Unis.” 
 
    “Yup, come on back. 4A has moved to our position,” Bartl said. “Don't worry, we'll dump this trash.” 
 
    “Our position,” Marcus blurted out.  
 
    The door to hangar four whooshed open and two metallic orbs, about three inches in diameter, rolled in. 
 
    “Bangers,” Bartl called out. He snatched a device from the arm of the command chair and squeezed. It clicked and a blue'ish light encircled Bartl. A moment later the entire room flashed bright red.  
 
    “What was that?” Anthony yelled out. 
 
    “Doesn't matter,” Bartl yelled out. “Alvin has you covered. Now one of you three light that doorway up.” 
 
    Marcus looked to Anthony, both were in the fetal position on the floor.  
 
    Genny rolled her eyes and stood up. Three more intruders turned the corner. 
 
    “I have a visual on one of the targets,” one of the intruders said.  
 
    “One's enough to get paid,” another responded. “Drop em and bug out.”  
 
    Genny took hold of the large mounted rifle and squeezed the trigger. Blasts of electricity poured out from the rifle. Everything in front of her lit up. Arcs of lightning crawled across the wall and doorway as the blasts continued to pour out. A moment later the gun powered down. Snaps and crackles could be heard dissipating. Genny stood frozen, finger still squeezing the trigger. 
 
    “Good call Alvin,” Bartl said. “She'd burn a hole through to the other side if you hadn't shut down.” 
 
    Marcus and Anthony slowly stood and Marcus gently took Genny's hands off the rifle. 
 
    The Alvin bunker shook for a moment then transformed back into his robotic self. “Fine blasting lady sir,” he said. “You showed them who runs this ship.” 
 
    “Well done,” Taam said as he entered the room. “Any signs of stealth?”  
 
    “Nothing,” Bartl responded. “Just a smash and grab scav group.” 
 
    “It's okay Bartl,” Taam said. “Don't take it personally.” 
 
    Bartl shrugged. 
 
    “What was that?” Anthony asked.  
 
    “They really did come for us,” Genny said. Her voice was shaky. “I heard them. They saw me. They called me a target.” 
 
    Taam looked to Bartl who shrugged. 
 
    “As I said, we aren't the only people after Volja,” Taam answered.  
 
    “We need to get a move on,” Bartl chimed in. “This scav team won't be reporting anytime soon. I'm assuming since they're wearing Central Core gear they're contractors. The Core will know they failed soon enough.” 
 
    “You're right, but things just got more complicated,” Taam responded. “We knew the Core was coming, but the bounty they must've put up has to be huge, these were amateurs sure, but what happens when we're out in the open and some serious players show up?” 
 
    “You want to change the plan?” Bartl asked.  
 
    “Might be a good idea,” Taam responded. 
 
    “Why don't we just go after the guy who hijacked all those weapons?” Marcus asked. “That's where we were headed prior to almost being kidnapped.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anthony said. “The two attacks appear to be unrelated.”  
 
    “What would make you think we even know where to start?” Taam said quizzically. “And secondly, why do you think the two incidents are unrelated?” 
 
    “Well, for starters, we'd follow the trackers in those weapons,” Marcus said. “And since I have all this space knowledge suddenly, which totally isn't weird at all, we know they only activate with a very specific kind of energy, say, from something like a trans-warp? And since Bartl told us that trans-warps can only be made at short range, it means whoever took them was close. With all this technology, I'm sure there's a trail to follow.” 
 
    Taam and Bartl smirked as they listened. 
 
    “I'm new to space, but there's no way you were unaware that those guns could be hijacked,” Marcus said. “Which means you left them out in the open.” 
 
    “Listen,” Genny chimed in. “You two have us beat when it comes to all this gadgetry and space travel, and I'm convinced you know why that group just came after us. But those weapons were a set-up for whoever took them.” 
 
    “That's partly true,” Marcus said. 
 
    Anthony looked puzzled. 
 
    “That group wasn't after us or the weapons,” Marcus said. “Both intruders had different objectives, which means they could've been working with each other, but it's unlikely. The hacker left our systems intact. If they were working together he would've at least attempted to shut us down to help the, scav, group.” 
 
    “I told you they were the right folks,” Bartl said as he pulled another naala berry from his pocket and began peeling it. 
 
    Taam smiled. “You're right,” he said. “The scav group was a surprise, and definitely not working with our weapon's theif.” He looked at Marcus. “You're also correct about their target. They were here for Bartl and I.” 
 
    “We snatched you up just before the Central Core locked your planet,” Bartl said. “Not to mention Taam and I have a minor history with the Central Core government.” 
 
    “We're kind of a big deal,” Taam finished.  
 
    “Okay,” Genny said. “So you've pissed off some powerful galactic government and now they're sending people after you. If they're as big as you're implying then everywhere we go will be dangerous. I don't see how that changes things.” 
 
    “Genny's right,” Anthony said. “That's a lot of weapons, which probably took a lot of effort to acquire. Especially since they were nothing more than bait to track this hacker down. No one goes through all of that work unless the person you need to track has something you need. So what is it?” 
 
    “Remember when we said that he managed to shut down space travel in an entire quadrant,” Bartl answered. “The Quellar Pulse would do what we need, but keeping it stable on this ship is almost impossible. It's our backup plan. Our primary plan is to borrow whatever contraption it is that can lock out space travel.” 
 
    “Find where Volja is going to be, set up this gizmo before it appears, and let it port into some space trap it can't escape,” Anthony said. 
 
    “You got it,” Taam said. 
 
    “Captain sir,” Alvin chimed in. “I've taken the liberty of trans-warping the unconscious intruders onto a drift pod and set their course to the Hostan Service Encampment. It'll be quite some time before the Core, or anyone for that matter, will be able to locate them. I've also plotted a course to our next destination, but the current plan is inadvisable. Our destination is deep within Zorg territory.” 
 
    “Ah, geeze,” Bartl said. “Of course it's Zorg. Why wouldn't it be?” 
 
    “Calm down Bartl,” Taam said. “We knew this entire find was going to be a fight.” 
 
    “Yeah, but Zorg?” Bartl exclaimed. 
 
    “I'm assuming Zorg are somehow bad and that he isn't just a racist,” Anthony said. 
 
    “You know how in your movies there's always some alien group that travels the universe draining resources, enslaving the worlds they conquer, and destroying everything?” Bartl asked. 
 
    Taam laughed. “You've really taken to their planet's entertainment haven't you?” 
 
    “It's good stuff,” Bartl answered. 
 
    “Okay,” Marcus said. “So Zorg are the badies of the bad.” 
 
    “Well,” Taam said. “The Zorg conquer, but not planets. They sort of, partner up with smart individuals.” 
 
    Blech, Bartl coughed out.  
 
    “They're a symbiotic race,” Taam continued. “They thrive by forming a symbiosis with a strong host who then enslaves weaker minded individuals they call sefs. The main host has total control over its pack of sefs.” 
 
    “Disgusting,” Bartl said. 
 
    “It's sounds menacing,” Taam continued, “and it is, but also know that Zorg aren't usually hostile. They enslave sefs for cheap workers. Find strong, smart, people looking for some power, give them the ability to slave sefs and use them to further the Zorg empire.” 
 
    “Monsters,” Bartl said. 
 
    “Awhile back,” Taam said, “a law was passed on slave usage, thus making it illegal. The Zorg ignored the law claiming cultural immunity. Shortly after, they started getting more and more aggressive. They started infiltrating quite a few of the Central Core planets, and it was rumored they'd even put a host into a Prime position. Long story short, a war broke out and lots of big space ships, with lots of lasers and rockets went on a Zorg hunt.” 
 
    “Should've wiped em out,” Bartl said. 
 
    “An extinction wasn't the plan,” Taam continued. “Instead, the brightest scientists and inventors of the Central planets came together and crafted a way to track and contain the Zorg. It wasn't long before they, their slave drones, and their hive mother were rounded up, given some territory in space, and a containment field was launched. Any Zorg who crosses the field has their symbiotic links severed and the whole drone crew gets shut down. The tech specs for the field were uploaded to Freegate computer systems across the universe. Every planet and ship is now Zorg proof. It's been ages since anyone has even encountered a Zorg.” 
 
    “Great,” Genny said. “So now we get to be the first humans out here in space, the first people to track down some ancient planet, why wouldn't we be the first group to get space vampired and lived to tell the tale.” 
 
    “Vampire legend doesn't really give credence to say they were symbiotic,” Marcus chimed in. 
 
    “Oh geez,” Anthony blurted out.  
 
    “What,” Marcus shrugged. “I'm just saying.” 
 
    “Now's not the time,” Genny said. 
 
    “Vampire?” Taam said quizzically. 
 
    “Oh, it's great,” Bartl blurted out. “You see there's this guy named Dracula—” 
 
    “Do you see what you started?” Genny asked Marcus curtly. 
 
    “Okay, everyone stop,” Taam said loudly. “Bartl, you can explain this vampire stuff later. Secondly, you aren't the first humans in space. Lastly, we need to figure out how to get into Zorg territory without getting hitched.” 
 
    “What do you mean we aren't the first humans in space,” the three said in unison.  
 
    “That's what started this whole mess,” Bartl said. “Volja is where your species originated. That was the discovery that peeked all this interest in Volja and Earth. It's why you and your planet suddenly became so popular. ”  
 
    “Remember when we told you that Volja's system only responds to humans?” Taam asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Marcus answered. 
 
    “It's genetic based technology, ancient, but effective,” Taam continued. “Volja's CPU can determine species origination the moment someone enters the atmosphere. If it isn't human, poof, an intergalacitc port to who knows where. Up until recently, there was no point in even hunting down Volja. Even if you found the planet, if you were the wrong species, poof.” 
 
    “But now you know the correct species,” Genny said. “So you came and got us.” 
 
    “Bartl and I managed to get a head start on everyone else,” Taam said. “That's why we were able to grab you three before the time-lock.” 
 
    “So why doesn't someone just pay off the debt,” Marcus asked, “Un-time lock it and grab a few more humans?” 
 
    “I'm sure that was the plan for most,” Bartl said. “But Taam and I set up a little trap that bought us enough time get clear and way out in front.”  
 
    Bartl began to giggle.  
 
    “What'd you do?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “We knew that once humans were needed to grab Volja it'd be only matter of hours, a day at most, before the Core would flex their power and time-lock Earth, keeping it for themselves,” Taam answered. “Knowing this, we left a little present before we took off: a dimensional shift matrix.” 
 
    “Do you remember when you first saw Alvin?” Bartl asked. “He was pulling stuff off the Platnuim and planting into the ground in the cavern.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anthony said. “I do remember that.” 
 
    “Well,” Taam said. “The minute your planet was time-locked the dimensional shift was activated. It phased the entire planet out of reality. Everyone is safe, but your whole planet is currently untouchable.” 
 
    “What do you mean untouchable?” Genny asked. 
 
    “We ghosted it,” Bartl said. “You can see it, its mass, orbit, everything about it looks and acts like a planet supposed to, but it's out of phase. We could fly the Platnium right through it as if it weren't there. And forget about transporting it anywhere. As of right now, you three are the only humans available in the entire universe.” 
 
    “This is why I said we could guarantee you'd get your planet back,” Taam responded. “Once we sell the core and pay off your planet, Bartl and I are the only two who can phase it back to reality. After we're done with Volja and pay off your planet the Central Core will have no choice but to release the time-lock. Earth will go about its business and no will have noticed a thing.” 
 
    “Captain Sir,” Alvin said. “I'm sorry to inform you but that last statement is partially untrue.” 
 
    “What?” Taam said. 
 
    “It has come to my attention that along with the weapons,” Alvin continued, “the Dimensional Shift Matrix was also taken. I would've noticed sooner, but it appears that a virus was uploaded into the ship's system during our encounter with the Zorg. It's quite the masterpiece. I must've been infected when I interfaced with hangar four. Might I suggest that each of you make your way to the escape pods. It se...e...m...s...” 
 
    With that Alvin powered down, emergency lights dropped, and alarms sounded.  
 
    “Computer, status?” Taam yelled out. 
 
    “A Central Core Delukxar battle class ship, Imperium, has dropped cloak fifty dranecs from engine bay five,” the ship's computer said. Its voice fuzzy and cutting out. “The Platnium IV's travel matrix has been destabilized and we are propulsion locked. A matter beam has been fixed on our location.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9 
 
    “We won't make it to the pods,” Bartl said. “The matter beam will have us in less than two minutes.” 
 
    Taam immediately began working a wrist unit on his left arm. 
 
    “Taam, don't you—” Bartl said. 
 
    A moment later, Anthony, Genny, and Bartl were in a small room facing a control console.  
 
    “That blatnard,” Bartl blurted out. “Sit down and strap in.” 
 
    “What's going on?” Genny asked. “Where are we? Where's Marcus?” 
 
    “Taam evac'd us to one of the escape pods using his mobile unit,” Bartl answered as he plopped down into the command chair of the pod. “Marcus is with Taam. Now do as I said, sit down and strap in. The Platmium is being matter locked and we have to decouple from the ship before it reaches us. So sit tight, escaping the Imperium's defense system won't be easy, or gentle.” 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    “Where's Genny and Anthony?” Marcus blurted out. “What was that?” 
 
    “I've evac'd them to an escape pod,” Taam answered. He stepped around to the backside of Alvin and grabbed hold of a metal plate. He dug his fingers around the edge and yanked. The plating came free and Marcus watched as Taam withdrew a long black metallic bar. It had blue rectangles and squares scattered all over its surface. 
 
    “What is that?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “It's Alvin's memory core and operating system” Tamm responded. “Here,” he said as he tossed it to Marcus and began to press another series of buttons on his wrist unit. With a sudden flash of blue he and Marcus were now standing in an escape pod. 
 
    “Are Genny and Anthony okay?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Taam answered. “Bartl'll get em to safety.” He took Alvin's core from Marcus and slid it into an open slot on the main console. 
 
    “You with me old friend?” Taam asked.  
 
    “I sure am Captain,” Alvin's voice came over the intercom. “Thanks for grabbing my core. I'm sorry I couldn't warn you of the Imperium sooner.” 
 
    “Don't worry about it,” Taam said. “Our Zorg hijacker must've been a little more adept with our system than we gave him credit for.” 
 
    “It does appear his bragging was somewhat warranted,” Alvin said. “I've cleared all the uploaded files of the virus; I'm operating at full core capacity once again.” 
 
    “Good to hear it,” Taam said. 
 
    “Why didn't you send me with them,” Marcus questioned as he stared blankly into space through the main display. “That's my wife. I need to be with my wife.” 
 
    Taam sat and strapped himself into the command chair, “Sit down. Strap in. This isn't going to be pleasant.” 
 
    “Oh geeze,” Marcus said. He sat and fumbled with the straps.  
 
    “Hit the square red button on the right side of your seat,” Taam said. 
 
    Marcus hit the button and the straps sprung to life. They crisscrossed over his chest and buckled in. Then another strap shot across his waist. He felt his head pull back into the head rest slightly, then all the straps went tight. 
 
    “Why did you send Genny and Anthony with Bartl?” He asked sternly. 
 
    “Bartl is the only one who can fly these things, besides me,” Taam answered. “I had to split you up; the pods only hold three.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Marcus responded. 
 
    “Breathe deep,” Taam said. “I'm decoupling the pod and punching it.” He slammed a dual lever forward and pulled back on the pod's control column.  
 
    Marcus felt the pod drop free from the Platnium IV. Engines roared to life from behind them. Space began to spin in front of them. The pod launched out. Taam pulled up and to the left. Their escape pod dropped into a spin. A moment later flashes of red began lighting up all around them. 
 
    “What's happening?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “We're being shot at,” Taam answered. “They're going to try and knock out our propulsion and matter lock us.” 
 
    “Matter lock us,” Marcus repeated. “What's that?” He felt his stomach turn. 
 
    “Tractor beam,” Taam said. “Think tractor beam, but it locks everything in place. The ship's movement, our movement, everything gets locked down. But matter locks are slow. A ship the size of the Platnuim takes two, two and a half minutes, to completely lock. A ship this small, a matter beam'll freeze us before we can even react.” 
 
    “Are Genny and Anthony okay?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “I have them on display,” Taam answered. They're out in front of us by eight dranecs. They're taking fire.” 
 
    “Please be okay. Please be okay.” Marcus muttered to himself. 
 
    “Bartl's one of the best pilots in the galaxy,” Taam said. “So it's not them that you should be worried about.” 
 
    “Please don't let us die. Please don't let us die,” Marcus began to mutter. 
 
    “That's more like it,” Taam said.  
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Bartl blurted out. “Their targeting systems are top notch.”  
 
    “Where are Marcus and Taam?” Genny asked. 
 
    “Don't worry,” Bartl answered. “Taam made it out before the matter lock reached the pods. He's about eight dranecs behind us. I'm running the Imperium's sensors wild. At the moment we seem to be the primary target.” 
 
    “You're enjoying this,” Anthony stated. “Aren't you?” 
 
    “I'm definitely not hating it,” Bartl said emphatically.  
 
    “He's crazy,” Anthony said to Genny. “He's certifiably crazy.” 
 
    “Kids,” Bartl said to Genny and Anthony. “I've been outrunning gunner ships since before your planet learned the wheel. Taam's a good pilot, but against a gunner ship, I'm better. We fly crazy, draw their fire, and hopefully we'll all make it out of this.” 
 
    A red flash lit up the inside of the pod as it shook slightly. 
 
    Bartl let out a laugh, “That one almost hit us.” 
 
    Genny and Anthony looked at each other sideways. 
 
    “I'm telling you,” Bartl said with excitement. “This ship has one heck of a targeting system. I might actually need to try something new.” 
 
    “Are Marcus and Taam going to be okay?” Genny asked. 
 
    “Should be,” Bartl responded. 
 
    A much brighter purple blast lit up their pod and the entire thing shook violently this time.  
 
    “Those dirty plooks,” Bartl blurted out. “They're not playing around.” 
 
    “What was that?” Anthony asked.  
 
    “No more matter blasts,” Bartl answered. “They've deployed pulse cannons. They can't catch us so I guess the next best option is to blow one of us up.” 
 
    “You can keep that from happening,” Anthony said. “Right?” 
 
    “Yup.” Bartl responded quickly then paused and said, “That's not the problem.” 
 
    “There's a problem?” Anthony said with panic in his voice. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bartl responded. He jerked hard on the control column. “They've stopped firing on us.” 
 
    “That's good,” Genny said. “Why is that a problem?” 
 
    “They're focusing on Taam,” Bartl said. 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    “Sons of a bunch of flurtnads,” Taam blurted out. 
 
    “What?” Marcus asked. “Is Genny okay?” 
 
    “Yup,” Taam answered as he put the pod into a dive. He pulled hard and to the right. Three bright purple explosions rang out all around them. Their pod shook hard. 
 
    “Captain,” Alvin said. “I'm adjusting engine power to match your defensive maneuvers. But they're predicting our movements despite my efforts. I suggest a different approach.” 
 
    “I'm working on it Alvin,” Taam responded. 
 
    “They've ceased their fire of matter locks,” Alvin said.  
 
    “Thank goodness,” Taam said. 
 
    “They have however, switched to pulse cannons,” Alvin said. 
 
    “Blatnard,” Taam blurted out.  
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Genny yelled. “Why are they focusing on them? I thought you said we'd draw their fire.” 
 
    “We're out of range,” Bartl said. “We can punch it now and be gone.” 
 
    “You're leaving them?” Anthony yelled out. 
 
    “You can't!” Genny screamed. “That's my husband.” 
 
    “I need you two to trust me,” Bartl said. 
 
    Genny closed her eyes. Her breathing was short.  
 
    Anthony looked to her, “Gens?” 
 
    “I do,” she said. “We do.” 
 
    “I may be a better pilot,” Bartl said. “But if someone is getting caught, it better be us. My days of intrusion and extraction are far behind me. We'll just hope Taam and your dear hubby can grab us before it's too late.” 
 
    Bartl pulled hard on the control column. The pod spun and climbed upward. A few moments later the bottom of the Imperium came into view. Bartl pressed a button on the main console.  
 
    “This is Bartl Heezarian. I have the passengers you're hunting. Initiate docking procedures and cease fire on our other pod. We'll come quietly. Cease fire on the other pod.” 
 
    “Bartl Heezarian,” a voice came over their comm system. “This is the Imperium. Enter remote code Alpha Hat 01-9V into your ships nav unit and allow us to take control of your vessel.” 
 
    “Cease fire,” Bartl responded, “or I'll drain our light drive and punch it. It'll scatter our remains across half this galaxy, but the hole I'll leave in your pretty ship will be devastating.” 
 
    “Your threats are empty Bartl,” the voice said. “You're in an escape pod. You wouldn't even scratch us, let alone breach our hull. We've scanned both pods. You have no weapons, no threats, so we have no problems. Hand over remote control or we blow up Taam and the other.” 
 
    “Kids these days,” Bartl turned and said to Genny and Anthony. “They can't even do a proper scan.” He turned back to the intercom, “Extrapolate our trajectory. If you know how to do your job, you'll see that your main engine core is directly in front of us. Now run a metallurgical scan. In a moment you'll see we aren't riding around in your everyday escape pods. I mean c'mon, this is Bartl and Taam Heezarian you're dealing with. These suckers are made of star forged dirillium plating. You'd need spacial slip torpedoes to take us out. Not exactly Core standard issue weaponry, so we'll take our chances.” 
 
    Bartl turned to Genny and Anthony again, he shook his head and pointed at his display. “This guy to has to be new.” 
 
    “I can still hear you,” The intercom voice said. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Bartl said, sounding agitated. “Maybe next time you'll do your job. In any case, now that you're properly informed, would you care to run through the scenario where I pop light and you try and survive.” 
 
    The comm remained silent for a few moments.  
 
    “Pulse cannons have been taken offline. Enter the codes. Imperium out.” 
 
    “As soon as the other pod is out of range,” Bartl responded. “You'll have us...kid.” Bartl said condescendingly as he flipped the comm off. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 10 
 
    Taam watched on screen as the other escape pod slowed and began drifting toward the Imperium.  
 
    “Bartl,” he gritted through his teeth. “Alvin give me an exact distance to the other pod.” 
 
    “We're 12.356 dranecs sitting at a Z axis of 38°,” Alvin responded. 
 
    “Bring the light drive online,” Taam said. He worked the controls of the pod for a moment and stood. “Plot a course that'll pass us within 5.14 dranecs of the other pod as you head toward that destination.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Marcus blurted out. “You can't leave them.” 
 
    Taam ignored him. He turned and pressed a button on his wrist band.  
 
    Marcus watched as Taam's clothing appeared to break up into tiny squares which then flipped end for end. In less than a second his clothing transformed itself into a black and silver vac-suit. With another press of a button a helmet, with a reflective face shield, wrapped itself around his head. Taam stepped around Marcus, walked to the back of the pod and crouched.  
 
    Marcus craned his neck and turned to watch Taam. His seat restraints made it difficult.  
 
    “What are you doing? Do I need to get up? I don't have one of those fancy suits.” 
 
    Just then Marcus' clothing burst into a small puff of smoke that dissipated quickly. He was now wearing a vac-suit similar to Taam, only a dark blue color and no helmet. 
 
    “Oh geeze,” Marcus blurted out. Panic running through his voice.  
 
    Taam reached down and pressed another button on his wrist band.  
 
    “Listen,” Taam's voice came over the escape pod's intercom. “Alvin is going to get you out of here; he's taking you someplace safe. Worst case scenario, it'll be you two for a short time, a couple days at most. This pod has a Psy Net; you're a smart guy so use it sparingly and carefully.” 
 
    Marcus mashed the red button on his chair, “Let me go,” he said. “Where are you going? Please. Don't leave.” 
 
    He felt the pod start to vibrate slightly. 
 
    “Light drive online and fully charged captain,” Alvin said. “Course set.” 
 
    “Hit it,” Taam said. 
 
    Marcus turned and watched as the stars and various lights displayed across the ship's screen streaked. A dizzying sensation washed over him. He could barely breathe. Then, as fast as it had come it was gone. The lights streaking across the screen slowed and returned to little white dots.  
 
    Marcus exhaled and breathed heavily attempting to catch his breath.  
 
    “What was that?” He aired out.  
 
    “We used a light drive to escape the Imperium's range,” Alvin said. “The escape pod's mass dampeners aren't as sophisticated as the Platnium's.” 
 
    “What?” Marcus blurted out. 
 
    “In terms you may better understand,” Alvin responded. “We just flew away at nearly ten times the speed of light. The Imperium will not be able to pursue, however, I do not believe that was ever their intention.” 
 
    The restraints on Marcus's seat released and he jumped to his feet. He turned and saw that Taam was no longer on-board.  
 
    “He left us?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “I assure you he did so because it was needed,” Alvin answered. “But worry not my new friend, I'll do everything I can to look after you.” 
 
    “Alvin,” Marcus said. His voice was quiet and weak. “You don't even have a body.” 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    “Listen you two,” Bartl said. He turned to face them both. “This is about to get very serious.” 
 
    “Oh,” Anthony responded. “Unlike the space rat, weapons hijacking, and the space SWAT team that tried to kill us?” 
 
    “They weren't trying to kill you,” Bartl said. “They would've killed Taam and I. They wanted to kidnap you.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Anthony said. “My mistake.” 
 
    “Will you two stop,” Genny said.  
 
    “Sorry,” Anthony said. 
 
    “As I was saying,” Bartl continued. “ We're about to be questioned and I'm not sure what angle they're going to play. They may separate us. They may keeps us together and play up a whole friendly demeanor. They may force you to watch as they torture me. There are about a hundred different ways they do this. But what you two need to know is this: they need you.” 
 
    Genny looked to Anthony. 
 
    “Because they need you,” Bartl continued. “Play that strength. Keep that idea in your head. Know it. No matter what they say or threaten to do, they need you, alive.” 
 
    Bartl turned and flicked a couple switches.  
 
    Genny and Anthony watched as large doors across the bottom of the Imperium slid open. Their pod slowly drew closer and closer. 
 
    “There's one other thing I want you to remember,” Bartl said. “And this is almost as important as the other.” 
 
    Anthony and Genny were listening intently. 
 
    “Taam's coming for you.” 
 
    The three remained quiet as their pod made its way into the Imperium docking bay. They could hear, just outside the pod, the bay doors shut. 
 
     A high pitched hiss rang through the air. 
 
    “And we're in,” Bartl said. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Anthony muttered. 
 
    “Bartl and guests,” a voice came over the pods intercom. “If you'd be so kind as to unseal the door, I've arranged for us all to meet within the High Counsel Chamber so that we might have a little discussion.” 
 
    “Sir Halen,” Bartl replied. “When did you step from the Central Core onto a ship?” 
 
    “Oh Bartl,” Sir Halen said. “I do occasionally get away from my desk. Especially when my personal touch has been requested. But let us cease with the intercom, it's so impersonal.” 
 
    “Unseal the doors.” Sir Halen finished. His initial friendly tone now stern and cold. 
 
    Bartl pressed a button and disabled the intercom. He then spun and looked to Genny and Anthony. 
 
    “You two ready?” He asked.  
 
    They both nodded. 
 
    He flicked a switch and their seat belts and straps clicked and came free. With another punch of a button the pod's door unsealed. It shifted in place and moved outward. Slowly it raised revealing a dozen armed soldiers. Each were wearing light gray vac-suits and visors covering their eyes.  
 
    Genny noted that this group looked similar to the crew that had boarded the Platnuim earlier.  
 
    With shock rifles raised and ready, two soldiers stepped forward. The two entered the escape pod and made a visual sweep of the interior. Once satisfied, one dropped his rifle and allowed it to hang from a strap slung over his shoulder. He pulled free a device that was clipped to his belt. He stroked his finger across the face of it and a thin white light streaked out. Genny and Anthony saw that the line of light stretched from the ceiling, across the front of the pod, and down to the floor. Slowly the light moved around the perimeter of the pod then vanished. 
 
    “All clear,” the soldier said. His voice somewhat robotic.  
 
    The other soldier looked to Anthony and Genny; he gestured with his rifle for the two to stand and step out of the pod. 
 
    “Move.”  
 
    “Not very friendly,” Bartl said. “I'll have to report you to Sir Halen. He and I go way back you know?” 
 
    “You do that Bartl,” the soldier replied. 
 
    Genny was the first to step out from the pod. Her eyes darted everywhere as she attempted to take the scene in front of her. 
 
    The docking bay was massive. She first noticed a half dozen other ships, each larger than the Platnium. Three of the ships were at differing stages of assembly or were quite possibly being disassembled. Parts and machinery she couldn't fathom uses for were strewn about. Dozens of workers operated varying machines and carried tools she'd never seen.  
 
    Across the far wall were large metal crates stacked one atop the other. Next to the crates were tall and bulky robotic figures. A seat and what she guessed to be operating controls rested within the torso. High above were girders and large steel claws that hung from some sort of machinery. Cables and wires stretched in every direction, while others were bundled and wound tightly together. Large lighting fixtures were evenly distributed and inset across the ceiling.  
 
    Here and there, almost at random, were work stations with panels full of lights and digital movements, each of which were nestled into the walls. By her best estimate there were at least a couple hundred workers moving about.  
 
    Over all the noise and bustle a word caught Genny's attention, “Platnium IV.” 
 
    She strode forward about dozen steps forward and a soldier reached up to halt her movement. She looked to the guard, and although highly obscured by a darkened face-shield, she could barely make out a set of eyes, which looked almost reptilian. 
 
    Attempting to feign obliviousness she listened intently, barely able to pick up phrases. 
 
    “Platnium IV locked...aboard...bay nine.” She heard. 
 
    Anthony stepped free from the pod and his eyes widened. 
 
    “Whoa,” he said. 
 
    “It's a bit much to take in,” Genny said. 
 
    “I'd say,” he responded and joined Genny. 
 
    From within the pod came a loud commanding voice, “Out of the chair and out of the pod Bartl. I have no problem pulse shocking you into the next varnec and dragging you out.” 
 
    “I'm going; I'm going,” Bartl said.  
 
    A few seconds later Bartl appeared at the pod doorway. He stretched for a moment and yawned.  
 
    “Out,” the solider said.  
 
    He kicked forward into Bartl's back.  
 
    Bartl stumbled forward, but didn't fall. He snapped his head back and peered at the soldier who kicked him. 
 
    “Alright,” he said quietly and nodded. “That's one for you.” 
 
    “Move,” the soldier said.  
 
    He joined Genny and Anthony and the two noticed he'd barely looked around. His face almost looked bored. 
 
    “Do this a lot?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “Enough,” Bartl replied. 
 
    “No talking,” one of the soldiers commanded. 
 
    “Does that go for everyone?” Bartl asked. “Or just us?” 
 
    The soldier stepped forward aggressively. 
 
    “Stand down,” came Sir Halen's voice. 
 
    The soldiers immediately parted and took formation; each stood shoulder to shoulder with the next. 
 
    A large, rather over weight, and slightly pink man walked toward the group. His attire was outlandishly gaudy. Gold ribbons curled and twisted across a bright blue vest. A pair of bright green trousers, which puffed out at the hips, hung down and ended just above a pair of gem studded shoes. Rings wrapped every finger. Necklaces and pendants hung from his neck. Draped over his form was a lavish robe comprised of a multitude of colors. Atop his head were large curls of yellow hair. Every movement, every gesture, was dramatic and over done. 
 
    “Bartl,” Sir Halen announced. “We meet again.” 
 
    “Halen” Bartl replied. 
 
    “Sir.” He corrected. “I've not worked for my title only to have a petty criminal think he can address me with such informality.” 
 
    “Of course,” Bartl said. “I merely forgot my place amongst such highly esteemed Prime.” 
 
    “Your sarcasm is not missed,” Sir Halen said. “No matter how flatly you deliver it.” 
 
    “I'll try harder,” Bartl said.  
 
    “You test me and so early,” Sir Halen said. “We could just as easily take this to sector eight. Have your friends seen someone go through a mind scalp yet?” 
 
    Bartl didn't even flinch.  
 
    “This is your show,” he said. “High Council Chamber, science lab, lavatory, they're all fine with me.” 
 
    “Well,” Sir Halen said. “Out of respect to our freshly inducted space dwellers,” he looked to Genny and Anthony, “I've chosen to keep this as friendly as possible. 
 
    “Although,” he looked back to Bartl. “My patience only goes so far.” 
 
    “To the High Council Chamber it is,” Bartl announced and stepped forward. 
 
    A soldier broke from the line and slammed the stock of his rifle into Bartl's midsection. 
 
    Bartl curled over for a moment. He righted himself and looked to the soldier. He watched as the soldier winked at him through the darkened visor. 
 
    “That's two for you,” he said. 
 
    A set of docking bay doors slid open and a new group of soldiers entered. These were dressed distinctly different than the rest. Each wore a crimson vac-suit that had an emblem embossed on the right side of the chest. Black helmets stretched down and over their head, past their neck, and ended in a set of pauldrons. From their back hung crimson cloaks that nearly reached the floor. In their left hand they carried a golden staff, the top of which flared out into an elongated sphere. 
 
    “Your own personal guards,” Bartl said. “We are getting the luxury treatment.” 
 
    “Escort these three to D4-A,” Sir Halen commanded. “Do not leave them alone in the room.  
 
    “Have four from your group stay posted outside the door while you and the remaining watch these three within.” He turned and addressed one of the soldiers. 
 
    Sir Halen turned back to his guard, “Once inside, seal the doors using a level eight protocol.” 
 
    “Nervous?” Bartl asked. 
 
    “Experienced,” Sir Halen answered. 
 
    With that Sir Halen reached out and slammed a hood down and over Bartl's head. A split second later Bartl felt it pull tight around his neck. He could still breathe, but was unable to see anything. 
 
    He felt someone reach up and touch his shoulder. 
 
    “I've got you,” he heard Genny say. 
 
    The three, along with the large pack of soldiers and guards, wandered through the corridors of the Imperium. They came to a pair of doors and one of the guards reached up and pressed the back of his hand to a panel. A moment later the doors slid open.  
 
    “Step inside,” one of the soldiers said. 
 
    “Elevator?” Bartl whispered. 
 
    “I think so,” Genny answered. 
 
    The entire entourage stepped in with the trio surrounded at the center. The same guard who accessed the elevator worked a series of motions across a touch-pad within the elevator. A moment later the doors shut and they felt the floor jostle, but only for a moment. The doors opened revealing a new long corridor, at the end of which were a very elaborate and ornate set of doors.  
 
    As the group was escorted down the corridor Anthony peered down a couple turn-offs. 
 
    “Eyes forward,” one of the soldiers commanded. 
 
    He snapped his gaze back to the door. 
 
    As they reached the doorway, one of the soldiers stepped forward and opened it. Inside was a long highly polished table around which were finely crafted, and very comfortable looking chairs. From the walls hung banners with varying symbols and emblems.  
 
    Six of Sir Halen's personal guard broke off from the rest and escorted the three into the room. Four remained outside as ordered; the doors were shut once everyone was inside, at which point a very dull hum was heard. Two chairs were pulled out for Anthony and Genny. One of the guards motioned for them to sit. Two of the guards yanked a third chair out and aggressively spun and forced Bartl into it.  
 
    “Don't forget the hood,” Bartl said as he raised his hands into the air and pointed at it. 
 
    One of the guards looked to the other who nodded. The guard reached down and yanked the hood free. 
 
    “Gah,” Bartl choked out. “Stuffy. Can I get a mint or something? My breath is horrible.”  
 
    The guards turned and spread out evenly around the room. 
 
    “No?” Bartl asked. “Gum?” 
 
    A slight hum was heard once more and the doors opened.  Sir Halen stepped into the room. 
 
    “You always make an entrance,” Bartl said. “Right Sir Halen?” He over emphasized. 
 
    “You may leave us and attend to your prior duties,” Sir Halen said to his guard. “Command two of the remaining soldiers to enter and have the rest remain posted outside. Continue the level eight seal on the room.” 
 
    The guard nodded and moved toward the door. The rest followed suit. A moment later two soldiers stepped into the room and shut the doors. The dull hum was heard once more. 
 
    “Just stand guard at the door,” Sir Halen ordered. “That'll be fine.” 
 
    The two soldiers nodded. 
 
    “Now then,” Sir Halen said as he strode across the room taking the chair at the head of the table. “How about we get right to business.” 
 
    “This should be good,” Bartl said under his breath. 
 
    “Better than anything you could hope for,” Sir Halen replied. 
 
    “We'll see,” Bartl responded. 
 
    “First,” Sir Halen said. “That was quite the trick you two pulled, managing to get the jump on everyone, and even get off world before any big guns could arrive. A lot of people aren't happy with you two Bartl. But, as is the case with civilized people, not all things must end with a bang.” 
 
    “Where's the fun in that?” Bartl asked. 
 
    “Well,” Sir Halen answered. “How does this sound for fun? I've been authorized by an independent to offer fifteen billion jewles for each of the humans. Think of it as sort of a delivery payment.” 
 
    Bartl' eyebrows rose. 
 
    “However,” Sir Halen continued. “The deal grows sweeter still.” 
 
    “I'm listening,” Bartl said. 
 
    Genny and Anthony just looked at each other. 
 
    “Should you cooperate,” Sir Halen said. “I've been authorized by the Core to offer you something never before used. We can make your, substantial, list of bounties disappear.” 
 
    “Wow,” Bartl said. “That's a lot. I mean you guys don't even know half the stuff I've done.” 
 
    “For both you and Taam,” Sir Halen said. 
 
    Bartl quieted and shot a look to Sir Halen. 
 
    “With that kind of money,” Sir Halen continued. “And with your records wiped clean, you and your nephew would be able purchase a nice retirement planet somewhere on the outer rim of Osh.” 
 
    Sir Halen smiled. “A very luxurious sector,” he added. “We'd be neighbors.” 
 
    Bartl remained silent. 
 
    “Tell me,” Sir Halen said. “How long's it been since the two of you have seen Ash?” 
 
    “Everything,” Bartl said. “I mean everything is cleared. For both myself and Taam.” 
 
    “Of course,” Sir Halen replied. 
 
    “Wait,” Anthony said. “You can't just sell us.” 
 
    Genny just looked at Bartl. 
 
    “You three are the only humans in space,” Bartl said. “Only a handful of people even know you're out here. The Central Core could lock you away for your whole lives and no one would even know.” 
 
    “Oh really,” Anthony blurted out. “I guess you forgot to mention that on the pod.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Sir Halen said. “What else did he tell you on the pod?” 
 
    Anthony looked to Sir Halen and back to Bartl. 
 
    “It doesn't matter,” Anthony responded. 
 
    Sir Halen smiled. 
 
    “You are a witty race,” he said. 
 
    “So what'll it be Bartl?” Sir Halen asked. “You and yours tired of running yet?” 
 
    “We've been running a long time,” Bartl responded. “Long time. Longer than you've been in office,” he glanced at Sir Halen. “Taam and I have already discussed this; we think its time to stop.” 
 
    “Really?” Sir Halen questioned. 
 
    “Really,” Bartl answered. 
 
    “The wild Heezarians are tired of running?” Sir Halen asked. “Ready to settle down and rejoin civilization?” 
 
    “Running's only fun for so long,” Bartl replied. “And you know the true cost.” 
 
    Bartl dropped his eyes to the table top. 
 
    “Okay,” Sir Halen said, a slight reluctance in his voice. “I'll go along with this. I'll contact the Central Core and inform them you've agreed to our proposal.”  
 
    Sir Halen paused for a moment, then looked to Bartl, “Honestly, I'm a bit surprised I didn't think you'd cave so easily.” 
 
    “We both know you can't kill these folks,” Bartl said. “They need to be alive in order to claim Volja. That's what I told 'em on the pod. Taam and I had no intention of claiming Volja. We just wanted to make it to Earth before the rest of you. That was our real payday.” 
 
    “You sack of—” Anthony jumped to his feet. 
 
    “Anthony,” Genny blurted out.  
 
    She looked back to Bartl. “Are you serious?” She asked. 
 
    Bartl turned slightly and looked toward Genny. She locked eyes with him.  
 
    “Was that really it?” She asked. “Kidnap three of us just to grab an easy pay out?” 
 
    “Listen kid,” he answered. “Space isn't easy and your kind became valuable real fast.” 
 
    “So what was with all that other stuff?” Anthony asked. “You know the bit about getting our planet back, selling the core, was it all just a setup?” 
 
    Bartl turned away from the two and looked to Sir Halen.  
 
    “They get the royalty treatment,” he said. “Once the Core has Volja, and Taam and I have our money and our cleared records, we want you to return these three. Once you're in position we'll dephase Earth. Understand?” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Anthony said. “It was all a setup.” 
 
    “What about Marcus?” Genny asked. “What did you do with Marcus?” 
 
    “Taam has him,” Bartl answered. “If this deal went south we had another buyer lined up for the last of you. Once I contact him he'll deliver Marcus to the Core. He'll be fine. You three will be back together soon enough.” 
 
    “You really got us,” Genny said. “Marcus said we'd probably look like fools. He said it from the start.”  
 
    She turned to Anthony. “We convinced him this was worth chasing. We talked him into this. But he was right, and we're just fools now.” 
 
    “Contact  Central Core,” Bartl said to Sir Halen. “Let's get this over with.” 
 
    Sir Halen worked a console inset on the table. A screen dropped from the ceiling and covered the wall behind him. 
 
    A moment later an emblem, which Genny and Anthony assumed represented  the Central Core, appeared. 
 
    The face of a green skinned man appeared. Behind him was the skyline of a city with vehicles flying around tall buildings, which stretched beyond the view of the camera. 
 
    “Sir Halen,” the man said.  
 
    A grouping of thin tentacles hung from the man's chin and shook with each word. The man stroked his bald head and ran his fingers around one of the two dark brown horns protruding from his head. 
 
    “I see you have the humans and Bartl Heezarian,” he stated. 
 
    “I do,” Sir Halen responded. “It appears we were wrong about Bartl sir.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” the man said. His tentacles wiggled at his excitement. “That is a very wise choice you've made today Mr. Heezarian.” 
 
    “Well,” Bartl said. “It just felt like the best way to say that you and all of  the Central Core can suck on a goot until the pit pops.” 
 
    Bartl burst into laughter. 
 
    The man's skin grew dark and his eyes narrowed. 
 
    Sir Halen groaned in aggitation. 
 
    “I expected no less from you Bartl,” the green skinned man said through gritted teeth. “You know what comes next Sir Halen.” 
 
    The screen went black and Sir Halen motioned for the guards.  
 
    “Take him to section eight; the Attilian doesn't care if he's alive or dead,” Sir Halen said. “Have your fun. We'll get Taam just as easy and then you and your crew will get paid.” 
 
    Genny and Anthony just looked at each other. 
 
    One of the guards stepped forward. 
 
    Bartl was in a full blown laughing fit. 
 
    The guard raised his rifle and smacked Bartl across the back of the head. 
 
    He fell to one knee but kept laughing. 
 
    “Did you two see his face?” Bartl turned and looked to Genny and Anthony. “That was the Prime Viant, the ruler of the Central Core. His skin darkened. He must've been pissed.” 
 
    The guard raised his rifle once more, and this time with far more force, brought it down and across the back of Bartl's head. 
 
    Bartl dropped to his other knee and braced himself with his left arm. Blood dripped down his face and onto the floor. Genny took notice that it shifted colors: dark at first then as is rolled down his neck it took on an almost pink color. As it hit the floor it was nearly clear. 
 
    “Oh man,” Bartl exclaimed. “That was definitely worth it.” 
 
    “Just get him out of here,” Sir Halen said.  
 
    The other guard stepped forward and the two hoisted Bartl to his feet. They drug him across the room to the doors, which hummed and unsealed. The two guards drug Bartl out and the doors shut sealed again. 
 
    “Now then,” Sir Halen said. “What else would we expect from such scum?” He asked the two. 
 
    Sir Halen stood and strode across the room toward Genny and Anthony. He stopped for a moment behind Anthony and placed his hands gently over Anthony's shoulders.   
 
    “Unfortunate, really, but here we are,” he said. 
 
    A moment later Sir Halen pulled the chair next to Genny out and carefully sat. He leaned forward, arms at rest on the edge of the table, and turned to address them both. 
 
    “I believe that this, interaction, has left us at odds with one another,” he said. “Your first experience with those of us who travel the stars was, unfortunately, with the Heezarians. An unfortunate occurrence, although we did try to save you.” 
 
    He paused a moment and pressed down on the table with his left index finger. The touch-pad he'd been using earlier slid around and stopped in front of him. He worked the pad for a moment then turned his attention back toward the screen. 
 
    A symbol appeared for a moment but faded. In its place appeared a long list, twenty columns stacked side-by-side, each running the length of the screen. Across the very top of the projection were the words: Heezarian Bounties. At the bottom right of the screen they saw: total – 8,764,310 jewles.”  
 
    “This is who has taken you,” Sir Halen said. “This is who came to your home. Without a doubt he's lied to you, kidnapped you, and drug all three of you into space. I assure you these are not good men. They are most assuredly an element you would avoid if they were known on your own home world. They are, the both of them, wanted criminals in most civilized sectors.” 
 
    Genny and Anthony remained silent. 
 
    “I know, at this moment,” he continued. “It feels as though I am now pitting you against them. Trying to convince you that I, and those whom I represent, are the good guys. While those who you unknowingly traveled with are the unseemly of the universe. And while that is the truth, that is not my intention.” 
 
    “Then why show us that?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “Because,” Sir Halen said. “This either matters to you or it doesn't. In either case, I felt that you should, at the very least, know who it is you've been traveling with.” 
 
    “Okay,” Genny said. “So now we know.” 
 
    “That you do,” Sir Halen responded. “But if you'll allow me a moment longer, I have another piece of information I believe you'll find most interesting.” 
 
     Genny and Anthony showed no sign of interest or disinterest. 
 
    Sir Halen smiled as he looked at them. 
 
    “I can see why they chose you,” he said. “But no matter. The information I now offer is this: I've been authorized to make a deal with you directly.” 
 
    Genny and Anthony stole a glance at each other 
 
    Sir Halen grinned slightly. 
 
    “Do you wish to know the details?” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 11 
 
    Bartl's feet drug behind him as the two soldiers walked and pulled him from the Council room. 
 
    “Remain posted,” the soldier said to his comrades. “We're taking this one to section eight. Phoal, you're in command until I return.” 
 
    “Yessir,” he said and saluted. “You,” he pointed to another of the soldiers. “Come with me.” 
 
    The group watched as the two men unsealed the door and entered. A moment later the hum indicated the door had sealed once more. 
 
    “You lot are so formal for scavs,” Bartl said. “Former Kzar military aren't you?” 
 
    One of the soldiers released his grip on Bartl, balled his fist and struck him over and over across the face. Blood fell from Bartl's mouth. A gash opened under his eye.  
 
    “There,” the soldier said. “That's the only warning you're getting. Another word and I dark-matter blast you right in the face.” He patted at a pistol holstered on his hip.   
 
    “That's three,” Bartl coughed out quietly to himself. 
 
    The two soldiers pulled Bartl to his feet. One pulled a small rectangular box free from a pocket. The other gripped Bartl's hands together. The soldier then clicked a small button on the box and threw it down toward Bartl. A loop of red light appeared and wrapped around his wrists. It tightened and the other soldier shoved him forward. 
 
    “You can walk yourself to the scalping,” the other soldier said. “I'm tired of dragging you.” 
 
    The three proceeded down the corridor and made a right at the first cross section. Every twenty or so steps one of the two soldiers  shoved Bartl forward as he slowed his pace.  
 
    “Keep moving.” 
 
    Bartl stared forward, never once looking back. He kept silent as the three made several turns. As they approached a pair of sliding doors, one of the soldiers stepped forward and reached his gloved hand up toward a panel. His vac-suit broke into small squares and rolled backward revealing a scaly yellow'ish skin. The soldier pressed his palm against the panel. A light passed up and down quickly.  
 
    “Tirian Jbvoa,” a computerized voice said. “Clearance confirmed. State section destination.” 
 
    “Take us to SL8-3,” Tirian said. 
 
    The doors to the lift opened and the three stepped inside. 
 
    As they shut Bartl said, “I knew you were Kzar, and Kzar only get three from me.” 
 
    “I thought I told you to...” the soldier said as he turned toward Bartl.  
 
    Bartl kicked at the side of the man's knee snapping it. He spun as the man collapsed and gripped his pistol, pulling it free. 
 
    Tirian screamed in pain. The other soldier barely had time to react as Bartl crouched and launched himself upward. The top of Bartl's head crashed up and under the other soldiers chin. 
 
    The doors to the lift slid shut. 
 
    After a few moments the lift slowed to a stop at the science lab level eight. The doors slid open revealing both soldiers unconscious on the floor; the same red light restraint that was once around Bartl's wrists was now wrapped around each of their necks.  
 
    Bartl had relieved the soldiers of their weapons. One rifle he'd slung over his shoulder, Tirian's pistol was now strapped and holstered to his waist, and the second rifle was raised and ready to fire. Within the lift, Bartl stepped left then right peering outward for any signs of trouble. Convinced all was well he stepped out. Bartl slowly looked around for any signs of movement but found none; the section was empty.  
 
    “Guess they weren't ready for me yet,” he said to himself. “I bet you two had all kinds of fun things planned once we got here.” 
 
    He turned back and spit toward the two unconscious soldiers. 
 
    “Kzar,” Bartl said. “Almost as bad as the Zorg.” 
 
    He took three more steps away from the lift and alarms began to sound. The doors to the lift slammed shut. Bartl peered at the access pad knowing he could no longer access the lift. 
 
    “Well,” Bartl said. “Looks like I go exploring.” 
 
    Bartl lowered his rifle and sped down a corridor to his right.  
 
    “C'mon old man,” Bartl said to himself. “Figure out where you are on this blasted heap of scrap.” 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    The group of soldiers standing outside the High Council Chamber snapped to attention as the lighting shifted and alarms rang.  
 
    One of the soldiers pressed a button on his wrist unit and asked, “Captain Tirian come in.” 
 
    The comm line remained silent. 
 
    He looked to the other soldiers, paused for a moment and pressed another button on his wrist unit.  
 
    “We have a situation out here,” he said. 
 
    Phoal, now inside the Chamber with Sir Halen, Genny, and Anthony, raised his hand to his earpiece. The scene within remained unaffected by the commotion beyond. 
 
    “Report,” Phoal said. 
 
    Sir Halen glanced toward the soldier. His distracted attention caused Genny and Anthony to turn and look. 
 
    A moment later Phoal strode across the room, leaned down and spoke to Sir Halen.  
 
    Genny nor Anthony could hear what he said. 
 
    “As you can see,” Sir Halen said. “All is as it should be. You may send your men where they're needed.” 
 
    Phoal saluted Sir Halen and walked back to his position at the door. He pressed a button on his wrist unit, “Go.” 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    Bartl sped through the corridors making turns whenever possible. He bolted down another dull gray corridor and made left at the cross section. A click above caught his attention. He looked upward. Sections within the ceiling, all down the corridor, began to open. 
 
    Bartl stopped and watched as the sections slid open. He squinted attempting to peer into the darkness above. His eyes grew wide. 
 
    “Frack,” Bartl blurted out. 
 
    He made a mad dash down the hall and turned the corner. From behind he heard the loud thumps of something large landing on the floor. Once more he heard the clicks above. 
 
    Bartl spun on the spot and turned back the way he came. Down the previous corridor stood machines on four spindly legs. The torso of these spidery machines were comprised of dual plasma cannons. Bartl took aim and fired. 
 
    His rifle blazed out with a beam of orange light. As it struck the first of the machines, white hexagonal lights lit up. The beam redirected and struck the wall; the section burst into flame. 
 
    “Blatnards have shields,” Bartl aired out.  
 
    He turned and dashed the other way. Above another dozen or more machines began to unclip, one by one, all down the corridor. Bartl barely stayed ahead of them. The last of the machines landed just behind Bartl; he threw himself to the left down a cross section.  
 
    Less than a second later the entirety of the corner behind him lit up as blue orbs of light crashed into it. Thunderous booms rang out as each orb struck the wall behind Bartl. He spun and watched as the walls themselves rippled from the energy.  
 
    “Frackin ship just absorbs it,” he said. 
 
    Above another series of clicks was heard. 
 
    Bartl stepped down the corridor only slightly. He turned and pressed his back against the wall, flicked a switch on the rifle and it broke open. He pulled three wires free and twisted them together, and snapped the rifle closed. Taking aim at the opposite wall Bartl pulled the trigger. The rifle hummed for a moment as if charging up.  
 
    A pulser drone landed on each side of him. 
 
    “C'mon you blasted thing,” Bartl said. “Fire!” 
 
    Just then his rifle launched out a blast of orange energy. The force of the blast sent Bartl up and off his feet. He slammed into the wall opposite of him, then crashed to the floor. The  wall across from him smoked and a thin line of searing hot metal formed a rough circle that could be seen through the smoke.  
 
    Bartl hopped to his feet and dove through the hole he'd just punched in the wall. 
 
    From behind he heard another dozen pulse blasts thunder out and strike where he'd just been. 
 
    Bartl caught his breath for a moment. Then, click, came from above. He tossed his now useless rifle to the floor and darted down the corridor. More drones could be heard landing behind him as he made his way through. He pressed forward and followed the corridor around as it turned right.  
 
    Bartl slammed to a halt.  
 
    In front of him stood the other eight kvar soldiers from earlier. All with their backs to him. 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    “I apologize,” Sir Halen said to Genny and Anthony. “The bridge crew needed my approval of some personnel. As I was saying, I am not unfamiliar with your world as you can see. I've read up on your planet. It is always interesting to me that planets, even those who've not yet entered into the colony of space, govern themselves so similarly to the rest of the universe.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Anthony said snidely.  
 
    “Yes,” Sir Halen answered cordially. “Your world was governed by kings and queens, rulers of all varieties. You have your presidents and dictators, your councils and sovereignty. The titles are endless really: sultans, barons, cesars, emperors, monarchs, czars. Then of course you have your moguls and your tycoons. It's like your little world was just a smaller version of the universe around it.” 
 
    “Is there a point to all this rambling?” Anthony asked. 
 
    Genny had remained silent from the moment Baartl had been removed from the room. 
 
    “Yes,” Sir Halen replied happily. “I'm merely stating that you are not unfamiliar with governments of all types. I,” he gestured to himself dramatically, “represent such a government. You see, here in the universe, chaos runs rampant. A desire for balance and order stemmed from a great need of all who traverse the stars. The universe was practically calling, crying out, for order and balance. And of course, the brave souls who answered that call: the Prime Command.” 
 
    “I thought you called yourself the Central Core?” Anthony asked.  
 
    “You misunderstand,” Sir Halen responded. “The Central Core is the alignment of planets; it is the title of the greatest government this universe has ever known. Prime Command is the sword by which that government rules. We are the military power of the great Central Core. We are a system of operations meant to watch over the aligned planets. We care for them. We protect them.” 
 
    “That's a lot of words just to say the Central Core's established nothing more than a universal tyranny,” Anthony remarked. 
 
    “We rule because we stand unopposed,” Sir Halen responded. “We stand unopposed because we bring peace, order, balance, and harmony to those who wish such.” 
 
    “And for those who don't?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “Well,” Sir Halen said. “There are always...agitators. Like your friends the Heezarians, the outlaws.” 
 
    “Well,” Anthony responded. “For a couple outlaws they've managed to save our lives a couple times now. And when we were still on Earth, someone, maybe you, was shooting at us while Bartl was attempting to help us get away.” 
 
    “Ah yes,” Sir Halen said. “You see, you do respond a desire to help. And help is exactly what I'm trying to provide. It is my job to cultivate order. I am at odds with those who wish to cause disorder, and at times I must deal strictly with such. I try to help those who need help. Your planet needed help. But, in all of this, you and your friends, the Heezarians, have caused so very much...disorder.” 
 
    Anthony quieted and looked to Genny who was now staring straight ahead peering at the wall across the room. 
 
    “But I am not unreasonable,” Sir Halen announced. He stood and strode to the head of the table once more. “And I do not believe either of you to be responsible for the disorder that has been caused. So I offer you this token of goodwill: name an amount of your Earthly currency, it does not matter how large. Each of you will receive that sum once our short order of business is concluded. After which we will return you to your world.” 
 
    “And of course,” Anthony said and paused a moment before continuing, “this short order of business would be?” 
 
    Sir Halen smiled slightly. 
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    Bartl snatched the pistol off his hip and fired three blasts into the backs of the soldiers. The dark-matter energy blasts sent the three soldiers crashing forward, bodies limp, into two others knocking them off their feet. Bartl dropped and rolled forward as the remaining soldiers spun. With a quickness he took aim and fired a shot at the knee of one soldier, pivoted and kicked the legs of another out from under him. As the group of soldiers fell Bartl fired off another shot; the energy of the blast carried the standing soldier up and off his feet and into the wall behind. The soldier slumped to the floor unconscious.  
 
    The remaining soldiers attempted to get on their feet. 
 
    Bartl leapt to the side as one of the soldiers took aim and fired from the floor. Fire burst forth from the ground as the shot missed. Bartl rolled, leapt to his feet and shot the soldier square in the chest. The Soldier slid back for a few feet before slamming into the wall. The other three men, one with shattered knee, hobbled to their feet, rifles raised and ready. Bartl, hands up in the air, just stood and watched. 
 
    “You're dead,” the wounded soldier said. 
 
    Bartl just pointed at the ceiling. 
 
    Click. 
 
    Pulser drones began unclipping from the above, one of which landed on the wounded soldier and one of his commrades. The third barely jumped out of the way.  
 
    Bartl spun and darted down the corridor once more. This corridor was slightly different than the rest; it had doors, which were evenly spaced, all along the left wall. Each of these doors had an entry pad used to access the rooms, and Bartl didn't have the codes. As the drones came to life, Bartl determined he didn't have time to blast though one of the doors. A moment later he heard the drones power up after which they spun to take aim. Bartl began to weave himself in and around the drones hoping they needed a clear line of sight before firing. It was a fairly typical safety protocol in attack drones, and one he desperately hoped these had been programmed with. He pivoted left and slid under one of the drones. As he came out the other side a slight indent in the wall caught his eye: a doorway with no entry pad. Taking a deep breath, Bartl leapt to his feet and dove for the door. 
 
    It slid open. 
 
    Bartl crashed to the floor and the door slid shut behind him. Pulser blasts thundered, but no damage was done as the walls absorbed the energy. 
 
    The remaining soldier watched as Bartl made a mad dash into the room.  
 
    “The target is in op-room seven,” he said into his comm. “I have eyes on the door and the drones have it covered. He's not going anywhere.”  
 
    He stepped forward a few feet. “I want all attention on that door,” he said addressing the drones. “If it so much as cracks open, I want every one of you heaps of metal to keep firing until your batteries die.”  
 
    The entirety of the drones shifted and focused on the door. As more drones converged each took a clear position and focused on the door. 
 
    A second later the soldier heard the sounds of a rifle overcharging.  
 
    The wall to his left exploded. The soldier was thrown across the corridor and slammed into the opposite wall. His vac-suit was charred and visor shattered. Short breaths came and went. 
 
    Bartl stepped through the smoldering hole he'd just created. He bent down a grabbed the soldier's comm unit and listened.  
 
    “...units are inbound. Keep him locked down until they arrive,” A coordinator said. “Sir Halen has the female. The other is locked down in S7; a contingent of guard is watching over both.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Bartl responded through the comm. “Oh, by the way...man down.”  
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    “Just continue to abide as our guests until this Volja mess is settled,” Sir Halen said.  
 
    “Guests?” Anthony asked. “We're guests are we?” 
 
    He stood and stepped toward the door. The two soldiers brought their rifles up and took aim. Anthony turned and sat back down. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Guests.” 
 
    “These soldiers are here for your protection,” Sir Halen said. “You believe Taam and Bartl to be noble creatures. You are misguided. However, should you choose to stay aboard the Imperium, you'll be given rooms far more luxurious than you could ever dream. You'll partake of delicacies the people of your home world could never imagine possible. Entertainment, pleasure, anything and everything you desire will be yours.”  
 
    “As your guests,” Anthony said. “Who can't leave.” 
 
    “You can leave,” Sir Halen said. “Once we put this Volja business behind us. All we need is your cooperation in accessing the planet's system. Once you transfer control to us, you'll be returned home to live as the wealthiest of the wealthy. Your grandchildren's grandchildren will be wealthy. You'll not just live a grand life, we're giving you the ability to establish an empire upon your world. You would own Earth, and as partners with the Central Core, your planet would then benefit from all we offer.” 
 
    Anthony looked to Genny who hadn't broken her gaze of the wall. 
 
    “It's a lot to ponder though,” Sir Halen continued. “Why not take some time and discuss it between yourselves. I can have these fine recruits,” Sir Halen said as he gestured toward the soldiers, “escort you to our dining facility. I'm sure you're famished.” 
 
    He motioned for the soldiers to come forth. 
 
    “Escort our guests to—“ Sir Halen said but was cut off. 
 
    “No need,” Anthony said.  
 
    Sir Halen smiled and said, “It really isn't a difficult decision is it?” 
 
    “I think it best,” Anthony said, but paused to look at Genny. 
 
    She glanced to the side catching his look. 
 
    “If you, what was it? Go suck on a pit until it pops?” Anthony said. “Sorry, I know that's not quite right, but I'm new here.” 
 
    Sir Halen balled his hands into fists. 
 
    “Take them to section eight,” he said. “Contact the science lab. Inform them two more are on their way for a mind scalp.” 
 
    “I'll do it,” Genny said quietly. 
 
    Sir Halen and Anthony both snapped their gaze to her. 
 
    “I'll give you what you want,” she said.  
 
    “Gens!” Anthony blurted out. 
 
    “Interesting,” Sir Halen said. “I do love it when things take a turn for the better.” He looked to Phoal and said, “Change of plans. Escort this one,” he then pointed to Anthony, “to quarters on section seven. Seal the door once he's inside.” 
 
    Phoal nodded and pushed Anthony. “Move.” 
 
    “With care,” Sir Halen commanded. “He is our guest and should harm befall him I assure you it will befall you ten fold. Allow his room to call for the service crew. Should he desire a hot meal, or other such wants, there's no reason he's to be denied, as long as his friend here cooperates.” 
 
    “Genny,” Anthony cried out. “What are you doing? He's playing you. C'mon, I know you see it. You're smarter than this.” 
 
    Sir Halen tapped the touchpad on the table a couple times. “I've ceased the sound disturbance caused by our roaming friend,” he said addressing the soldiers. “You're clear to escort our guest to his quarters.”  
 
    Anthony watched as Genny stood and turned toward him, her face stern and cold. She said nothing as the two soldiers escorted him from the room.  
 
    “What was that all about?” Genny said. “Sound disturbance?” 
 
    “A series of safety alarms have gone off suddenly; nothing to worry about I assure you,” Sir Halen said. “Maintenance crews are addressing the problem as we speak.” 
 
    Sir Halen sat and looked around the room; he smiled and said, “Ah, this is more pleasant don't you think?” 
 
    “Stop,” Genny stated. “I know what you're doing. It's just...I don't care.” 
 
    Sir Halen narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
    “You know we're new to space, and I'm guessing you know there were three of us aboard the Heezarian ship.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Sir Halen. “And you can say its name, the Platnium IV; it's a well known vessel.” 
 
    “Whatever,” she said. “I'm assuming you can do basic Earth math. There were three of us, but you have two.” 
 
    “And the third is special to you,” Sir Halen said. “What a delightful surprise.” 
 
    “You want my cooperation,” Genny said. “Get my husband back to me safely. I don't care how. I don't care if you destroy half the universe to do it. I get Marcus, you get Volja.” 
 
    “Love is such a powerful motivator,” Sir Halen said. “You have my word and guarantee; you will have your husband within your arms in no time.” 
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    “It'll be just another moment,” Alvin said through the pod's intercom. “We are making our descent now.” 
 
    “And you're sure this is a safe place to land?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “Absolutely,” Alvin responded. “Wex is a vacation spot. Taam planned well when he entered these coordinates.” 
 
    “Vacation spot?” Marcus blurted out. “But that means people. People who could probably report us to some group or space police or something.” 
 
    “While that would normally be very true,” Alvin responded. “The planet Wex is only gathered upon during the Estian Nebula Parade, which isn't for another eighty-two varnecs.” 
 
    Marcus sighed and stared blankly out of the ship's display. 
 
    The escape pod passed through the cloud cover and Marcus suddenly sat up. 
 
    Hills and plains of green grass spread out to the edge of the horizon. Off in the distance hung rocky formations, just floating, and from which lavender waterfalls poured. As the water fell it dissipated into the wind. The light of day, which caught each particle or liquid, caused a dazzling display of gleaming orbs. Pockets of golden trees reaching high into the sky swayed at the guide of a breeze. A rather large, pink colored sun hung off in the distance. Two moons rested side by side next to it. 
 
    “Wow,” Marcus aired out. 
 
    As the pod drew closer he watched a pack of white furry beasts dart out from the edge of the tree line and carry on across the grass. 
 
    Marcus snapped from his serenity for a moment. “Animals,” He said. “Do I need to worry about getting eaten or something?” He asked. 
 
    “Of course not my good friend,” Alvin replied. “Everything living thing upon Wex communes in harmony with all visitors.” 
 
    A few moments later the pod landed.  
 
    Alvin unsealed the door.  
 
    “Are you sure it's safe?” Marcus asked again. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Alvin said. “I assure you.” 
 
    Marcus stepped out from the pod and a cool breeze whipped across his face. He felt a burst of energy rise up from within. 
 
    “It's gorgeous,” he said. 
 
    “As long as you don't stray beyond the reaches of the pod's communications, feel free to roam and explore,” Alvin's voice came from inside the pod. 
 
    Marcus poked his head back through the doorway. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alvin replied. “Just try and stay within a few dranecs of the pod.” 
 
    “Uhh,” Marcus muttered. 
 
    “My apologies,” Alvin said before Marcus could form the words. “About a hundred of your Earth feet.” 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    Bartl dropped the soldier's comm unit to the floor. He watched as the drones didn't even notice him. Each remained focused on the door Bartl went through. Even the alarms had ceased. 
 
    Bartl smiled.  
 
    He turned and bolted down the corridor passing several drones. They were making their way to guard the door due to the orders of the now unconscious scav soldier. 
 
    “Okay old man,” Bartl said to himself. “We've made our way into ops, which means...” Bartl sped down the corridor, made a left and another quick right. He stopped and smiled. “Here we go.”  
 
    Door after door lined this corridor, none of which needed an access pad. 
 
    Bartl walked the corridor until he found a room labeled OP-R39.  
 
    “I love these Prime ships,” he said. “Always built the same.” 
 
    He stepped into the room and made his way to the far right corner. His fingers dug under a section of wall paneling and yanked it free revealing hundreds of wires, cables, and tubes. After moving a handful of wires to the side, he wriggled his hand behind a set of metal tubes. 
 
    “Where are you?” He muttered to himself.  
 
    He flicked his fingers as he searched about. Something brushed his middle finger.  
 
    “Ah,” he exclaimed. “There you are.” 
 
    He grabbed a hold of the two wires he was searching for and yanked them out. He then pulled down hard, which tore the wires from their housing. He twisted the now two exposed ends together and spun around. 
 
    The opposite wall shifted and revealed an emergency work station. Bartl darted over to it and began working. After only a moment a very robotic voice came over the room's intercom, “OP-R39 haul breach protocol initiated. Series OSH seal activated.” 
 
    Bartl snapped his head toward the doorway as he heard dozens of footsteps gathering in the corridor beyond. “We'll need to blow it,” he heard someone say just outside the door. 
 
    “Got here faster than I thought,” Bartl said.  
 
    He turned his attention back to the workstation. His hands darted across the touchscreen interface.  
 
    “C'mon,” he said. “Don't tell me you still haven't upgraded this heap of scrap.” 
 
    A second later a the words “Enter Release Passcode,” flashed on one of the monitors. 
 
    “Flack!” Bartl yelled. 
 
    He stood and looked around the room. 
 
    “They've locked deck to deck trans-warps,” he said to himself. “Now what? You're in a sealed room with no way out. You have a energy pistol and probably thirty well trained guards just outside the door. Three minutes at most before they blow it open. Think!” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 12 
 
    Sir Halen and Genny strolled through the corridors of the Imperium. Genny remained quiet as they made their way past quite a few sections into which Genny peered through safety glass. At one point she paused and watched a group of workers assemble spider looking machines. The workers were being attaching two large cannon-like apparatus' to the bodies of the machines.  
 
    “Those are safety drones,” Sir Halen said. “Standard feature on all Prime class ships. They're called upon if the ship is boarded by unwanted guests, and at times have been used in planetary disputes. They're extremely safe in either case.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Genny said. “They look real safe.” 
 
    “They're unable to fire if any friendly targets are within their line-of-fire, even other drones” Sir Halen said. “Also, by using drones we keep the living citizens of the Central Core away from possible harm. We no longer have a need for countless, living and breathing, citizens to volunteer for military service.” 
 
    “Your personal guard looked alive and well to me,” Genny said. She turned and began walking down the corridor once more.  
 
    “Of course,” Sir Halen said. “We are not a fully automated society. There are times when a high functioning brain is needed to make the more difficult, harder to program, choices. Drones and computers are far too literal; they have no sense of emotion or attachment.” 
 
    Genny's mind flashed back to Alvin. 
 
    The two strolled along; minutes passed without another word being spoken.  
 
    “I imagine the process of dealing with all that's transpired is difficult,” Sir Halen said. “The decision you've made must be taking its toll on you.” 
 
    “Don't try and connect with me,” Genny stated. “You're a means to an end. I just want Marcus back.” 
 
    Sir Halen bowed his head slightly indicating he'd leave the subject alone. 
 
    More silent minutes passed. Genny began to wonder if Sir Halen was walking her around aimlessly in an attempt to draw information from her. 
 
    They passed more sections with dozens of workers scurrying about. At one point they passed by a vast open area. Huge machines that looked similar to turbines stood in row after row. Other, smaller, apparatus wound its way up and around. It looked almost maze like with all the machinery and piping weaving in and around the expanse.  
 
    “The Imperium's engine room,” Sir Halen stated.  
 
    Genny said nothing. She had simply stopped and marveled at all that went on. 
 
    Sir Halen pointed out a large pillar filled with the white glowing substance he called hessian. He explained it was the ship's light-slip containment unit, and that the large orbs on both sides were the storage containers for an element known as estroban. “Think of it as an extremely efficient and highly effective fuel.”  
 
    Genny lingered a moment, it was mesmerizing however, she forced herself to turn and leave. As they did Genny noted the small plaque on the wall that read EBC-07R3. She'd been tracking where Sir Halen escorted her since they left the Council room. Genny deciphered that each plaque indicated a section and location upon the Imperium. 
 
    The two wandered about for quite some time with not another word spoken. Turn after turn they made. Time felt like it stretched on and on, especially with no destination in sight. The silence and drawn out time spent with Sir Halen finally caused Genny to break.  
 
    “Where are we going?” She blurted out. “It took us no time to go from the docking bay to that room you had us in. Now we're just strolling along?” 
 
    “If you would like,” Sir Halen responded. “I can have one of my guards meet us up ahead and escort you to your room.” 
 
    Genny said nothing. 
 
    “I just felt as though a walk through the ship would allow you to see this is not some slave vessel,” Sir Halen said. “We aren't some pirate ship, or large destroyer class cruiser.” 
 
    Genny stared him directly in the eyes. 
 
    “All the workers you've seen,” Sir Halen said. “Each performing their duties to serve not only this vessel, but the Central Core itself, was a choice made of freewill. This is their career, their chosen professions. They support families through these jobs. As I told you, the Central Core, Prime Command, we aren't the bad guys. You're new to space; you aren't familiar with what it was like before the Central Core formed.” 
 
    “Okay,” Genny said. “I'll take your bait. What was it like?” 
 
    Sir Halen gestured for the two to keep walking. After a moment he started, “While your planet was discovering fire, there were those who already traveled the stars. Chaos and war reigned supreme not so long ago. Tyrants who wished to conquer more worlds, strip more places of their resources, gather up more people to sell, ran rampant. Space is not a docile and timid place.” 
 
    “Well,” he continued. “As would be expected, a group of people were tired of living in fear that some species would suddenly have need of their people, their planet. At first the gathering was comprised of a dozen or so worlds, but with combined resources they were able to pose a real defense against such oppression. As they pooled together their greatest minds, strategies were formed. Groups and councils were established to handle the great many demands of operating such a coalition. After a short while, more wished to join this core group. Before long hundreds of planets were petitioning to join the Central Core.” 
 
    “Quite the heroic story,” Genny said sarcastically. 
 
    “You don't have to believe me,” Sir Halen responded. “I can familiarize you with a device known as the Psionic Link Network—” 
 
    “I'm familiar,” Genny interrupted. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Sir Halen responded. “And since you are familiar with this device you're also aware that I can in no way influence its information.” 
 
    Genny said nothing. 
 
    Sir Halen looked to her for a second and continued. “Once the Central Core was formed it was quickly noted that not all planets within the surrounding area had advanced themselves into space travel. Earth was one such planet.” 
 
    Genny attempted to hide her surprise but failed. 
 
    “I see the Heezarians didn't inform you that your planet was under the watchful protection of Prime Command,” Sir Halen said. “The Protection Act of Sven II requires Prime Command to watch over, even guard if necessary, Earth and all other planets like her. Should some radical group suddenly decide to bring their highly advanced weaponry into Central Core space, desiring to claim a planet like Earth, well, we intervene on that planet's behalf.” 
 
    “And what happens when that planet ventures out into space and learns they've been drafted into some register of planets they don't wish to align with?” Genny asked. 
 
    “Once a world is capable of space travel,” Sir Halen stated. “They are free to align with whomever they wish. The Central Core does not force themselves onto anyone.” 
 
    Genny dropped her gaze back to the floor and the two continued on in silence for a short while longer.  
 
    “Tell me,” Sir Halen said. “What were your professions on Earth, both you and your husband?” 
 
    Genny waited a moment before answering. Her mind flooded with thoughts of Marcus, of all they'd been through in the last few days. She looked to Sir Halen and said, “Professors. I teach at a university in California.” 
 
    Sir Halen made a quizzical face. “California?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Genny said. “I just assumed you knew what California was.” 
 
    “I assume this California is a place,” he said. “I do apologize as I've been unable to learn your world's entire geography as of yet.” 
 
    Genny chuckled. “As of yet.” 
 
    “Information is far easier to come by here in space. It was not a boast.” 
 
    Genny just nodded and continued. “I teach science, chemistry specifically. Marcus, he teaches...taught, physics and cryptography. Physics,” Genny blurted out. “What a joke.” 
 
    Sir Halen looked to Genny. His face inquisitive. 
 
    “It's just that,” she responded to his look. “Everything we know about physics has almost been proven wrong in less than three days.” 
 
    “Not wrong,” Sir Halen responded. “There are laws that govern the universe. Gravity being one such law. But, as most civilizations who have yet to discover light speed technology, your understanding of these laws are too rigid. Your belief in these laws hold you back from experimenting further. Your people may not be wrong about the laws of the universe, but instead may have possibly misinterpreted such laws.” 
 
    Genny chuckled.  
 
    “You make it sound so simple,” she said. 
 
    “As a fellow scientist,” Sir Halen said. “Would you care to take a tour of our science station? I believe you'll find it most intriguing.” He smiled. 
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    “Easy,” Marcus said. His hands raised defensively as he walked slowly backward. “You're supposed to be friendly. Living harmoniously with all life, at least that's what I was told. Why all the stomping and snorting?” 
 
    No more than twenty feet in front of Marcus stood a rather large, very agitated, beast.  
 
    “Alvin,” Marcus whispered. “Please tell me you can hear me.” 
 
    “I sure can good buddy,” Alvin responded in Marcus' earpiece. 
 
    “I believe I'm in a situation here.” 
 
    “What seems to be the trouble?” Alvin asked. 
 
    “There's a rather hairy looking beast that is very aggressively moving toward me,” Marcus said.  
 
    “Is this beast about the size of one of your Earth elephants, but with a pudgy snout and much shorter legs?” Alvin asked. 
 
    “Uhh,” Marcus paused. “I guess. Yeah.” 
 
    “Does it have two very long and pointy tusks protruding from its mouth?” Alvin inquired further. “And does it keep waving them back and forth at you?” 
 
    “Please tell me there's a point to these questions,” Marcus blurted out with aggitation. “Not exactly feeling super safe at the moment.” 
 
    “I'm verifying my suspicion good sir,” Alvin responded. “I don't believe you're in any real danger. This beast is covered in dark brown hair but has tan stripes running down its back, correct? It also keeps snorting and huffing as it stamps its hoof down over and over?” 
 
    “Yup,” Marcus quickly answered. “I'm pretty sure it wants me dead.” 
 
    “Oh,” Alvin said. “Based on your confirmation of my description, I believe you're looking at a heelak. Are it's eyes bright pink?” 
 
    “Yes!” Marcus blurted out. “Bright pink!” 
 
    The heelak snorted loudly at Marcus' outburst and stomped forward a couple steps. 
 
    “Whoa,” Marcus whispered. “Please stop. Please stop.” He said to the beast. 
 
    “The pink eyes are an indication that the heelak is passing through its mating cycle,” Alvin said. “Were there smaller, more tan versions of the heelak around you when this particular one approached?” 
 
    “Yes,” Marcus said. “Quite a few. I picked some leaves from a bush I saw them eating. I was feeding one and patting its head then this one charged out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Well,” Alvin said. “It appears this alpha male may have felt threatened by your presence. Based on the actions you say he's taking, I've concluded that he now views you as competition to his heard.” 
 
    “What?” Marcus  “I'm not competition. I'm human. I'm...married.” 
 
    “Well,” Alvin says. “I'm attempting to access a file on the heelak from freenet.” 
 
    “I thought you said everything was safe on Wex,” Marcus said. “That's what you said.  Every living thing upon Wex communes in harmony with all visitors; I heard you say that. Well, this thing isn't communing or harmonizing.” 
 
    “I do apologize,” Alvin responded. “The pods computer system is limited and I may not have had access to this particular information at that time. Give me a moment.” 
 
    “Alvin,” Marcus said. “I don't know if I have a moment. Seriously. How do I keep myself from dying here?” 
 
    Just then the heelak lowered its tusks and charged forward. 
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    “I understand your reluctance,” Sir Halen said. “If anything it'll allow you to take your mind away from all that's transpired. Nothing too long, I understand the weight you feel, I truly do. And I don't wish to force you into anything. But a quick break from your thoughts might be pleasant.” 
 
    Genny paused, but after a moment agreed. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Sir Halen said. “Please, right this way.” He motioned for Genny to turn left up ahead. 
 
    The two made a couple quick turns and stepped in front of a lift. Sir Halen pressed his palm against the access pad.  
 
    “Sir Halen Uostron,” a computerized voice said. “Clearance confirmed. State section destination.” 
 
    “SL43-1,” Sir Halen stated. 
 
    The doors to the lift opened and Sir Halen gestured for Genny to enter. 
 
    As they did the door shut and the floor shifted slightly. After only a second or two Sir Halen announced, “Here we are.” 
 
    The doors slid open revealing a large lab with machines and contraptions everywhere. Monitors with hoses and wires stood next to beds. Along the right wall were stacks of cages.  
 
    “Right this way please,” Sir Halen said. 
 
    Genny followed as the two made their way through the lab. She peered around and saw shelves of vials and beakers filled with substances. Cabinets containing stacks of bottles and supplies lined the back wall. 
 
    “You see,” Sir Halen said. “My original career within the Central Core started out as a scientist.” 
 
    “Really?” Genny said. A small amount of distrust in her voice. 
 
    “Yes,” he responded. “Genetics, macro, and micro-biology were my fields.” 
 
    Sir Halen accessed another entry pad. He placed his hand upon it after which he typed a code and made a quick gesture with his finger. 
 
    “Access granted,” a robotic voice said. “Welcome back Sir Halen.” 
 
    Genny and Sir Halen entered a room, dimly lit at first but as they stepped in the lights sprung to life. 
 
    “Motion sensors?” Genny asked. “A bit low tech isn't it?” 
 
    “This ship houses over three thousand people,” Sir Halen said. “If there wasn't a system to conserve power we'd never get anywhere.” 
 
    Genny allowed herself to chuckle at Sir Halen's joke. She looked around and at the center of the room hung two large monitors with dozens of cables, wires, and tubes wound together but dangling free. Along the back wall were three somewhat large metal cages, two of which had the doors open and were visibly empty. 
 
    “You see,” Sir Halen said as he strode to the center of the room. “Within the Central Core there often arises a need for specific animals or plants. Species with immune systems, digestive systems, ecological resistances that can be used to help the terraforming process of new worlds. 
 
    Genny peered at the third cage. It was pitch black within, and she heard the slightest hint of scratching.  
 
    Sir Halen turned to see what had caught Genny's eye. He looked back to her and smiled. 
 
    “With such needs,” Sir Halen said. “It is often the case that differing species are difficult to come by. My specialty was genetically altering animals and plants to fit the needs of these differing worlds.” 
 
    Genny looked to Sir Halen.  
 
    “You what?” She said. 
 
    “My apologies,” Sir Halen said. “It sounds far worse than it is. In fact, it is an extremely pain free process. There hasn't been a case of a single loss in over ten thousand varnecs. The splicing is mutual for both animals. We retain their instinctual nature, and they're placed on a planet they can thrive upon. I know on some worlds they use splicing for personal gain and profit; this is not the case within the Central Core. Animals, plants, and people need each other in order to thrive on any given world. How cruel would it be to take one species who struggles in deep cold, and place it on planet with long freezing winters? There's no need for that when we can give that same animal or plant the ability to resit that cold, even thrive in it. We help planets grow.” 
 
    The scratching noise from the cage came once again. 
 
    “As a chemist,” said Sir Halen. “I thought this might interest you.” He held aloft a vial of blue gel-like liquid. “It's the base component for what we do,” he said. “A solution that allows a clean integration of one genetic code into another.” 
 
    “What's in that cage?” Genny asked. 
 
    “See for yourself,” Sir Halen said. “I promise it's harmless.” 
 
    Genny heard the scratching again followed this time by a tiny series of squeaks. 
 
    She slowly approached the cage. 
 
    He can't kill me, she thought to herself. He needs me. 
 
    “You've no idea of the fierce conditions some planets face,” Sir Halen said. “Nearly uninhabitable for any living creature.” 
 
    Genny was nearly at the cage now, the light within still dark. She stopped as she heard the series of squeaks once more. 
 
    “Just push the red button there on the cage,” Sir Halen said. “It's the light switch. I think you'll find that species,” he paused for a second. “I believe the word on your world is...adorable.” 
 
    She paused a moment at the cage and heard the series of squeaks again. 
 
    “Anyway,” Sir Halen said dismissively. “If you'd like I'd be happy to let you inspect this solution. You'd find it most fascinating. It really does most of the work for gene-splicing.” 
 
    Genny turned and said, “If merging two species is so typical and easy, how is it you managed to make a name for yourself?” 
 
    “I'm glad you asked,” Sir Halen replied. “As you know science is never perfected.” He gestured dramatically. “Instead, we pioneers stand on the shoulders of those before us. Take what is known and push forward. This is the only way true progress is ever made.” 
 
    She watched him for a moment. Sir Halen continued on, almost ignoring Genny now as he was lost in his own tale. The dramatic gestures and vocal inflections almost appeared rehearsed.  
 
    Turning her attention to the cage once more Genny tuned Sir Halen out for a moment. The squeaks came again. She focused on the cage.  
 
    Sir Halen continued on about his valiant efforts in science.  
 
    Slowly, Genny reached over and pushed the red button. The light snapped on and there in the back of the cage was a small white, fluffy, creature. It occurred to Genny that it almost looked like a baby rabbit with its long ears resting down its back. It was all curled up and sleeping. As it exhaled she heard the series of squeaks once more and watched as its back legs kicked causing the scratching sounds. 
 
    “It's snoring,” she chuckled. She breathed a sigh of relief. “I think it's dreaming.” 
 
    Then from either the sound of her laugh or the sudden light, the small fluffy creature opened its round little eyes. Pearls of blue gleamed as it looked to Genny. It's little ears rose into the air.  
 
    Genny relaxed a moment and took a deep breath.  
 
    “You're right,” she said to Sir Halen. “It is adorable.”  
 
    She felt a sudden pinch at the back of her neck. She turned, and there stood Sir Halen. His face cold and blank only inches from hers. She looked down and saw that within his hand was an empty syringe, a drop of the blue, gene-splicing, liquid fell from the tip.  
 
    She stumbled to her left. The room began to swim. She stepped forward a few times but lost her footing and collapsed. She tried to push herself to her feet but slipped and crashed to the ground once more.  
 
    The light in the room danced and swayed. The sounds of boots stamping the floor echoed in her ears. Her eyes struggled to focus, but managed for only a second to see a dozen soldiers entering the room. Sir Halen stepped in front of her. She tried to look  up, his face a blurred shadowy figure.  
 
    “Boundaries must always be pushed for those who wish to claim power,” she heard him say. 
 
    She blinked once; everything was became more foggy. She blinked again; everything went black. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 13 
 
    Bartl stood with his back against the far wall, pistol in hand and ready to fire. The hall had grown oddly silent with only the slightest of sounds to indicate the guards still moved about just outside. Bartl remained unflinching at the back of the room. He steadied his breathing, readying himself to open fire the moment the door was blown, but it seemed to be taking far too long. 
 
    “What's wrong with you lot?” Bartl exclaimed. “Need me to step outside and show you how to properly blow a door?” 
 
    Silence loomed. 
 
    Bartl lowered his pistol slightly. His breath abated as he listened intently, but there was not so much as a scuffle.  
 
    “What are you missing, old man?” He said to himself. “Why haven't they blown the door yet?” 
 
    Bartl looked around the room. He peered at every corner and nook. Slowly he made his way around the perimeter, never getting too close to the door, never making even the slightest noise. He found nothing, heard nothing. 
 
    He crossed the room and accessed the computer once more, pistol raised and pointed at the door.  
 
    “Enter Release Passcode,” flashed across the screen. 
 
    Bartl looked back to the door.  
 
    “Trans-warp is still offline, so their defenses are still up,” he said to himself. “But it doesn't take this long to blow a door.” 
 
    He made his way to the center of the room, turned and shot the wall. A blast of purple dark-matter smashed against it. The wall rippled as the dark-matter dissipated. 
 
    “Okay, the energy displacer is still online,” he said. “You aren't worried about blowing a hole in your ship. What's with the waiting?” 
 
    Bartl spun on the spot and raised his pistol as a series of thuds echoed just beyond the door.  
 
    A moment of silence followed, then, knock knock, came from the door. 
 
    Bartl froze, eyes wide, nerves on end. His finger twitched slightly as it hovered over the trigger.  
 
    Knock. Knock. 
 
    Bartl narrowed his eyes as his mind raced.  
 
    Knock. Knock. 
 
    “Really?” He blurted out. “You're knocking?” The agitation was clear in voice. 
 
    Bartl cautiously strode across the room listening intently. 
 
    A few steps from the door, knock knock, came again. 
 
    Bartl stepped forward and said, “Computer, release OSH seal on door OP-R39.”  
 
    A light hum rang throughout the room.  
 
    Bartl stepped forward and the door slid open. Every guard was lying unconscious on the floor. Each drone had been powered down. 
 
    Bartl lowered his pistol. “It's about farukin time,” he yelled out. 
 
    From his left he watched as the a section of the wall across from him began to break apart into tiny rectangles that spun in place. A moment later Taam appeared. 
 
    “Not even a thank you?” Taam asked. 
 
    “How long have you been running that cloak?” Bartl demanded. 
 
    Taam just looked at him. 
 
    “Taam!” Bartl yelled out. “How long?” 
 
    “It was the only way,” Tamm replied.  
 
    “Don't tell me you've been cloaked since we boarded?” Bartl blurted out. “We've been on this ship for at least two hours.” 
 
    Taam winced as he attempted to hold back a cough. 
 
    “How bad is it?” Bartl asked. 
 
    Taam raised his wrist unit and punched at the key pad. He dropped his hand down and looked to Bartl. 
 
    “How bad?” Bartl asked. 
 
    “Forty-three percent saturation,” Taam replied. 
 
    “You frackin blatnard,” Bartl cursed. “I told you not to install a perception cloak into your suit. The rads it pumps out are too high. Your blood is practically poison at this point. Short bursts, that's all it can be used for, short burst camo. You've been running it non-stop since Alvin flash-jumped you onto the back of our pod.” 
 
    “I just told you, it was the only way to safely get the other two, and you, out of here,” Taam said. “If you hadn't played hero and turned back they would've grabbed Marcus and me. Then you could've gone off after the matrix and the zorg by now.” 
 
    “Don't you pin this on me,” Bartl said, his finger in Taam's face. Bartl spun and cursed under his breath. “Let me see it. I need to know how long until it's too late?” 
 
    Taam coughed and a black oily liquid shot out. Taam wiped at his face and spat to the ground. 
 
    Bartl looked to the ground and stared at the oily mixture. He shook his head and looked back at Taam. “Two, maybe three before it's irreversible.” 
 
    “Anthony and Genny have been split up,” Taam said, changing the subject. 
 
    Bartl paused for a moment then asked, “Where?” 
 
    “Anthony is locked away in S7-A,” Taam answered. “Genny and Halen left the Chamber and took a long stroll through the ship. Last I saw them they were at the engine room.” 
 
    “What's your call on this?” Bartl asked. 
 
    Taam coughed slightly once more and worked his wrist unit again. A slight hiss carried through the air and Taam breathed deep and exhaled a sigh of relief.  
 
    “Those injections are only dulling the pain,” Bartl said. “If we don't get you to a med bay either on the Platnuim or here on the Imperium, soon, there aren't enough pain suppressors in that suit to keep the reality of what you've done at bay.” 
 
    “I'm fine,” Taam responded. 
 
    “I'm sure you are,” Bartl said. “Let's get a move on before more drones and guards show. I'm surprised we've been left undisturbed this long.” 
 
    “Calm down, were fine for a bit,” Taam said. “I sealed most of the entryways leading here in order to give us some time to plan our next move. Halen probably has every soldier onboard trying to get here, but it'll take them some time.” 
 
    “Do you know where Halen was taking Genny?” Bartl asked. 
 
    “We'll need to find a terminal with bridge access in order to locate Genny,” Taam said. “At this point she could be anywhere. Halen was trying to make her to feel safe and comfortable, so my guess is they were eventually headed to the royal quarters twenty decks up.” 
 
    “Anthony is only two decks away; they took him to S7. We can use the maintenance shafts to reach that level,” Bartl said.  
 
    “Then it's agreed,” Taam said. “Anthony, then Genny. You do know it's not the most advantageous for us to go that route, correct?” 
 
    “I saw it,” Bartl said. “They're still our responsibility. Anthony, then Genny, then burn light and find Marcus. Where'd you send him and Alvin anyway?” 
 
    “Wex,” Taam responded. 
 
    “Nice choice,” Bartl said. “He shouldn't get into too much trouble in paradise.” 
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    Marcus laid splayed out on his back. His eyes darted back and forth gazing at countless stars above. The colors of the night sky flowed from deep purples to orange into a rich dark blue then back to purple.  
 
    “Will my suit always do stuff like that?” He asked Alvin. He let his hand glide along the soft grass, each blade tickling his palm. 
 
    “Your Bond-o-Threads are linked to you,” Alvin said. His voice coming from the pods intercom system.  
 
    Marcus craned his neck slightly to look into the pod, his head resting on the lip of the entryway.  
 
    “It saved my life,” Marcus chuckled. “That heelak had me dead to rights. Next thing I know these arms sprung out of my shoulders and zapped the crap out of that thing. How did it know what to do?” 
 
    “Just as before on the Platnuim,” Alvin said. “When you and the others tested your clothes out, the same happened here, just more instinctual. The Bond-o-Threads merely sensed what you needed and reacted for you. The heelak will be fine, don't worry.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Marcus said. He sat up and looked around. Dozens of female heelaks were sleeping close by. “It's not him I'm worried about.” 
 
    “The male heelak will reclaim his alpha status from you after we've gone,” Alvin responded. “And his heard will return to its natural working order shortly.” 
 
    Marcus jumped to his feet. 
 
    “We're getting out of here?” He asked. “The others contacted you? Is Genny okay? Please tell me Genny is alright.” 
 
    “Unfortunately,” Alvin said. “No one has made any contact, which is why we need to leave.” 
 
    “I don't understand,” Marcus said. His voice cold and defeated. “We've only been here for a few hours. Taam said he'd be back for us in a couple days.” 
 
    “It appears things haven't gone as planned,” Alvin said.  
 
    “What makes you think that?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Once the captain was aboard the Imperium he was to send a relay informing us where to meet up with the rest of our group,” Alvin said. “The two pods have a communication link I've been masking since we left. But no such relay has been given and I've been forced to cut the link.” 
 
    “Then we need to go back,” Marcus said. “That's my wife, and my best friend on that ship. If things aren't going well I don't want to be here relaxing with my new heelak family.” 
 
    “While I understand your desire to see the safety of the others, returning would not be the best course.” 
 
    Marcus sighed.  
 
    “What do we do?” He asked. “Why can't we just wait here for Taam or Bartl to contact us?” 
 
    “With the Attillian and Prime Command searching for us, and the bounty set for the scavs, we don't have the luxury to remain in any one place for long.” 
 
    Marcus looked back over the scenery of Wex. The heelaks raised their heads and looked to Marcus. Soft chirps and calls of exotic animals could be heard in the distance. Marcus shook his head slightly as he focused on the noise of the waterfalls as they floated above. The sounds of splashing water vaporizing into mist calmed, almost relaxed, him. 
 
    “If we get out of all this,” Marcus said. “I'd like to come back here. You know, when space people aren't hunting us down and the animals here won't try and kill me.” 
 
    “The Festival is only three of your Earth years away,” Alvin chimed in. “I'm sure all of you would have a most wonderful time celebrating it here on Wex.” 
 
    Marcus stepped aboard the pod and the door lowered and sealed shut. 
 
    “Where are we headed?” Marcus asked as he plopped down into his chair.  
 
    “I'm afraid we must go shopping,” Alvin responded.  
 
    “What?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Up until this point all communication has been filtered through the ship's computer,” Alvin responded. “Bartl was wearing a translator when you first met him, which is why you understood him. However, if we are to be separated from the Platnium and crew for a short while, you will need to be able to understand and communicate with other species. My capabilities, at this time, are a bit limited seeing as I'm currently locked away in this pod.” 
 
    “Okay,” Marcus said. “So we need to go get me one of those translators; that doesn't sound too bad. But why don't we just get you a new body first, that seems like a pretty high priority at the moment.” 
 
    “I am a very unique bot. My operating system is quite complicated, which requires a custom built housing. This would require both a lengthy amount of time and far more resources and currency than we have at our disposal.” 
 
    “New, or repaired, translators are far more typical within the Central Core,” Alvin continued. “While typically a planet within the Central Core would be the safest route for you to take, too many questions would be raised as to why you show no signs of a prior trans-comm unit. Prime Command would most certainly be alerted and your presence quickly discovered. We'll need to travel to the Trade Sector of Qynn. There's a fairly transient station on the rim; many traders and travelers frequent it. We should be able to purchase and install a translator without too much cause for concern.” 
 
    “Wait,” Marcus said. “Install?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alvin said. “After we purchase the trans-comm unit it must be implanted and attached to the dominant hemisphere of your brain.” 
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    Taam and Bartl made their way down the corridor. They turned left at a cross-section and stopped. From the other end of the corridor came another contingent of guards. Taam snapped his dual pistols forward and fired. Blasts of electric energy slammed into the chests of four guards.  
 
    Bartl took aim and dark-matter blasted another two. Both Bartl and Taam dove back around the corner as the ten remaining guards lowered their golden staves. From behind, beams of orange light collided into the wall. It rippled and shuttered as it attempted to absorb the energy. 
 
    “Heat-sinks,” Bartl said. “Those'll leave a mark.” 
 
    “Only for a second,” Taam replied. “Just long enough to incinerate every molecule in your body.” 
 
    “Want me to take the lead?” Bartl asked.  
 
    Taam poked his head around the corner and fired a single shot. He pulled back hard and another series of heat-sink shots whizzed by into the wall. 
 
    “The maintence shaft has an access panel half-way down the corridor,” Taam said. “Shot missed though. Ten more still approaching.” 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Bartl replied. “You stick your face out there again and we won't need to worry about your poisoned blood killing you.” 
 
    “They're quick on the draw,” Taam said. “But only if they can see me.” 
 
    “Don't you even think abou--,” Bartl said. 
 
    Taam punch his wrist unit and his vac-suit broke into pieces once more. As it reformed his entire body went invisible.  
 
    “Every second you're running that camo you're killing yourself faster,” Bartl said.  
 
    Taam turned to Bartl, his translucent form rippled slightly.  
 
    “Last time,” Taam said. “I promise.” 
 
    Taam rolled across the hallway, his form nearly invisible. Slight ripples ran across his suit as he moved. He stood, pistols raised, and froze in place. His cloaking camouflage went clear, with not a ripple to be seen. He watched as the guards paused for a second, possibly having caught a glimpse of his form as it adjusted to his prior movement. 
 
    A second later the guards pressed forward, staves lowered and ready to fire.  
 
    Taam breathed slowly, careful to make no noise. He watched as they got closer and closer. He wanted to make sure he could maneuver around without giving them a clear shot. 
 
    The guards were no more than a few feet ahead. Taam squeezed the triggers. Blasts of electricity struck three guards. Arcs ran across their bodies as they dropped to the floor. One of the guards spun to take aim toward the area from where the blasts came.  
 
    Bartl poked out around the corner and shot him. This pulled the attention of the remain gaurds back to Bartl's position. Without hesitation they unleashed their weapons. Bartl dove under the heat-sink beams. Bartl leapt to his feet and darted to the other side of the corridor. The guards unleashed their weapons once again, but their staves slammed into something preventing them from taking aim at Bartl. They puzzled a moment. A blast of electricity rocketed out, point blank in the face of one guard. The soldiers convulsed violently for a moment then fell limp to the floor. The remaining five were no longer fooled by Taam's camo.  
 
    The guard closest to Taam landed a kick into his midsection; air shot from Taam's lungs and his suit rippled. The remaining four spun their staves and began to swing for Taam's form. One such swing smacked Taam across the face, he stumbled to the side, and black blood spattered across the wall behind him. Another guard stepped back and lowered his stave, ready to heat-sink Taam into nothingness. 
 
    Bartl peeked around the corner once again and fired two shots. The guard taking aim was hit square in the chest. He flew back a couple feet and crashed to the floor. The other guard took the shot across the face. His head spun hard to the right. Taam heard the soldier's neck snap. The guard collapsed. 
 
    Taam reached out and pistol whipped one guard across the face, spun and kicked forward. The guard stumbled back. Taam brought his pistol out and around his back and fired. The stumbling guard took the brunt of the shot, convulsed a moment and collapsed to the floor.  
 
    The two remaining guards stepped forward, one with his stave ready to fire at Bartl, the other taking a defensive stance against Taam.  
 
    Taam remained motionless. His form had gone invisible once more and the guard lost him in the commotion.  
 
    “Where is he?” The guard asked.  
 
    “We just lost most of our unit,” the other responded. “Stand fast and keep focused. Another group is approaching our location. Keep these two pinned down and we'll be fine.” 
 
    “Wrong,” Taam said. His form rippled for a moment as he brought his pistol up and into the face of the guard. The other, taking his attention away from Bartl's position, spun in an attempt to swipe at Taam. Bartl snapped out and fired two shots. Both guards were tossed back and fell limp to the floor.  
 
    Taam's form came into view as he deactivated his cloak. 
 
    He coughed hard and spat up more black blood. 
 
    Bartl cursed. “What are you at?” 
 
    Taam worked is wrist unit, “Sixty-eight percent.”  
 
    “No more Taam,” Bartl said. “Eighty plus and you're on cleaners for life. Anything over ninety and you know what happens. This is exactly why I told you to not install a cloak. Anyone willing to use those is insane.” 
 
    “Let's get the hatch open before the other group gets here,” Taam said, ignoring Bartl's frustration. His complexion was now pale.  
 
    The two darted down the corridor and pried the panel from the wall. Taam climbed in, followed by Bartl, who reattached the panel from inside. The two crawled through the space for a few moments. From behind they heard the footsteps of more guards. 
 
    “We've lost them,” they heard a guard say. It went quiet for a moment then, “I don't care if you need to use up every bit of power on this vessel. Unscramble the code and bring up the computer's tracking system. Sir Halen will end us all if we don't find the Heezarians.” 
 
    Bartl looked to Taam and smiled. “Well done,” he whispered. “I was wondering what you were doing while we were with Halen.” 
 
    “Oh you know, took a tour, grabbed some food,” Taam replied as the two crawled through the maintenance shaft. “Oh, and I watched one of the service workers access minor bridge  control from a service terminal.” 
 
    They came to a vertical cross-section with a hatch leading upward and downward. Taam slid the floor hatch shut, stood, and opened the hatch above.  
 
    “Saw his passcode and all. Once he left I slipped in a little bit of Alvin's code and sent it to work.”  
 
    He jumped, caught the bottom rung of a ladder, and pulled it down.  
 
    “It's taken the entire trans-warp system offline and the ship's bio-tracking has been disabled.”   
 
    Bartl crawled out from the space and laughed. “Oh, so it was you who took the trans-warp offline,” he said. “You know I could've warped back into the docking bay from that room I was trapped in if you hadn't done that.” 
 
    “And they could've warped a set of drones into the room with you,” Taam replied.  
 
    “I created an OSH seal preventing them from warping in,” Bartl replied. 
 
    “And that same OSH seal would've prevented you from warping out,” Taam bickered. “You probably didn't even check for a trans-warp before you rigged an OSH seal over the room did you?” 
 
    Bartl opened his mouth to respond but remembered that he brought up the seal first.  
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    “That's what I thought,” Taam said.  
 
    The two climbed the stairway for two decks and stepped off into a walkway.  
 
    “Which way?” Taam asked. 
 
    “How should I know?” Bartl said. “I haven't spent that much time on these things.” 
 
    From just beyond the wall to their left they heard, “Hello? Is someone in my wall? Not very stealthy if I'm being honest.” Anthony said. 
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    “Proceed to docking station R2D,” a voice said over the pod's intercom. “You can scan our prices for refuel on freenet, sub heading Qynn-9. Also, estroban drives require our own crew for fueling and filter removal, which is also listed on the Qynn-9 page. Please assign account for docking charges.” 
 
    “Currency type: CC Obits,” Alvin responded. “Account H-49-ZZ-01-IAN.” 
 
    “One moment for verification,” the voice said. A moment later, “Transaction access codes please.” 
 
    Marcus watched as the ships main display flashed through a series of screens.  
 
    “Codes sent,” Alvin responded. 
 
    “You're all clear,” the voice confirmed. “Proceed to docking station R2D. Docking charges start now.” 
 
    The pod cruised around the perimeter of the orbital station. Alvin cleared the display giving Marcus a chance to see it all.  
 
    Marcus smirked as it came into view. 
 
    The station consisted of a massive outer ring with a disc-like section placed within its center. Four pylons stretched connected the outer ring to the center section. Two other structures, attached to the outer ring like colossal spikes, stretched up and downward. At the most extreme tips of these structures were red lights, which flashed off and on. Resting at the very center of the disc-like section was a tower, atop of which shone a bright white light. 
 
    Marcus could barely see, but there were large crowds bustling about, traveling along the passageways within the outer ring. Sections of windows allowed Marcus to peer into the center section where he saw even more alien species moving about. Lights gleamed everywhere, through thousands of windows, across both the center and outer sections. All along the outer perimeter were other docked ships. There must've been a hundred or more by Marcus' estimation. 
 
    He watched as the pod made its way into the docking station. He felt the pod begin to rotate in order to line up with the docking clamps. The pod shuddered for a moment as it attached, then came a hissing sound, which grew louder for a moment then quickly dissipated.  
 
    “Okay good sir,” Alvin said from the intercom. “Here's what we're going to do. I'm able to load a section of my programming into an ear piece we have aboard. It won't be much but I'll be able to talk in order to guide you. I'll also be able to translate some of the more popular languages here on Qynn-9.” 
 
    “Okay,” Marcus responded.  
 
    “At the back of the pod you'll see a standing row of panels,” Alvin said. 
 
    Marcus stood and walked to the back. “Yup, I see them.” 
 
    “The second one down,” Alvin said. “Tap it; the ear-comm units should be inside.” 
 
    Marcus opened the panel and resting within were three ear pieces. 
 
    “They look like wireless phone headsets from Earth,” Marcus said. He chuckled. 
 
    “Grab one and in the compartment below you'll find a blue cable,” Alvin said. “I'll need you to plug one end of the cable into the unit and the other into a port here on the pod's main console.” 
 
    Marcus followed Alvin's instruction and watched as installation bars flashed across the ship's display.  
 
    “Okay,” Alvin said. “Well done good friend. Now pop the unit on and let's see if we're in business.” 
 
    Marcus wrapped the ear piece over his ear and adjusted it so it sat snugly in place. 
 
    “Can you hear me?” Alvin asked, his voice coming from the ear-comm. 
 
    “We're up and running,” Marcus said. He took a deep breath and held it. A second later he exhaled. “I'm about to go out onto that space station aren't I?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Alvin said, voice sounding happy. “But I'm right here with you. Don't worry, as long as you keep to yourself no one will pay you any attention. Most of these folks want to be left to their own business as well.” 
 
    The pod's door unsealed and slid open.  
 
    In a quick burst of smoke Marcus' clothing changed from the dark blue vac-suit into more casual clothing. Marcus looked down and noticed he was wearing black work boots, a heavy pair of brown trousers, a cream colored t-shirt over which was a black zip up hoodie.  
 
    Marcus shoved his hands into his pockets and paused for a moment. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Alvin asked.  
 
    “If something goes wrong in there,” Marcus said. “Or somehow this ear-comm thingy shorts out, what then?” 
 
    “Good sir,” Alvin said. “You've only been in space for a few days. Since that time you've faced a tracker-rat and looked the Prime Command Imperium in the face. You've handled kidnapping, being pulled into space, and stared down a band of mercenaries. Not to mention, you took over an entire heard of heelak during their prime mating season. If something happens here on Qynn-9, I'm confident you're smart enough to get through it.” 
 
    Marcus looked to the ship's main display. He could see Alvin monitoring his vital signs. He smiled. 
 
    “Thanks Alvin.” 
 
    Marcus stepped from the pod and followed the corridor for a few feet. It was dark with only a small amount of light coming from the edges of the floor. He stopped at a door. 
 
    “Press the button on the right,” Alvin said. 
 
    Marcus reached up and pressed the round metal button. The door screeched as it slid open. 
 
    A second later a dark, red skinned man stepped into the doorway. His tattered clothes fluttered about as he moved. The yellowing of his long finger nails contrasted greatly against his skin. He barked at Marcus, “None of your kind here!” 
 
    Marcus flinched and stepped back. 
 
    “It's fine,” Alvin said. “He's Vestrussian. No one pays them any mind. Just push past him and give him no attention. They only respond to wild, outlandish reactions. Ignore him and he'll leave you alone.” 
 
    “Are you sure I can handle this?” Marcus said. 
 
    “I believe in you good buddy,” Alvin said. 
 
    Marcus calmed himself and stepped around the man and through the doorway. The man darted around him for a moment but never touched him. After it was clear Marcus wouldn't react he threw his hands wildly into the air and fell to the floor. He pushed himself up against the wall and curled up.  
 
    The handful of aliens who were in this section paid the man no attention. 
 
    Marcus looked around for a moment as he attempted to acclimate himself to his surroundings. Everyone who was bustling around the walkways were wildly different from each other. There were people he would've sworn were wearing masks and makeup like they'd just come from the set of a space movie. Others barely looked indistinguishable from humans. At one point a raccoon in a jumpsuit passed by, he was speaking to something resembling a living tree. Three large slug-like creatures slithered along. A lady with bright green hair and dull pink skin glanced at Marcus as she passed.  
 
    “Proceed to your left for about a hundred feet, then take the first right,” Alvin said. “The shop we're looking for resides within the center section. Just follow the signs leading to section TR-04. Don't speak to me, even in space people who talk to themselves are weird.” 
 
    Marcus laughed for a moment. He and the lady made eye contact as Marcus laughed, and the face she made caused him to look to the ground due to embarrassment.  
 
    Marcus stepped to his left and briskly walked the corridor. He made the first right he came to but froze for a second. Within this section were hundreds of different species. Some were wearing armor, carrying weapons, others wore elaborate clothing. All along the dull gray walls were carts and makeshift booths with various aliens yelling out what they were selling, or services they offered.  
 
    A tall, lanky, bird-like man skittered over to Marcus as he turned the corner. Marcus looked to the man, and swore he was an ostrich. 
 
    “Id, id, jystil ophen krun werenet,” Marcus heard. He paused for a moment. The reality of space suddenly came crashing down. He was hearing an alien language and had no idea what to do. He started to say something, but clamped his mouth shut, taking Alvin's advice of not talking very seriously suddenly. 
 
    “The man is offering to refuel your vessel at a discounted rate,” Alvin said. “Gesture like you want him to stop talking, shake your head no, and keep moving. At the end of this walkway you'll see signs posted leading you to our destination.” 
 
    Marcus followed Alvin's instructions and the bird man snapped forward, turned, and skittered off. Marcus pulled his hoodie over his head and strode forward. 
 
    All along the walkway were people, each wildly different from the next, but none of which resembled anything like a human; some paid him no attention while others approached. Each time Marcus just ignored them. Stealing a glance here and there Marcus saw rare gem stones, glittering coins, jewelry, devices, armor, clothing, everything and anything was being sold or traded.  
 
    Just as Alvin said, a sign with an arrow pointing the way read, “Section TR.” 
 
    He exited the area and followed the signs. As he made his way through the interior far fewer people approached him. Everyone was either focused on their own business or conversing with each other privately. Some were sitting around eating at restaurants. Others were relaxing at cafes, which were serving all kinds of different and interesting drinks. Marcus was pretty sure he passed a bar, from which came the sounds of yelling and cheering. He came across a rather large establishment that had flashing neon lights, which were quite mesmerizing. He heard laughs and sounds of glee coming from within. He paused for a second; the signage was written in a language he couldn't read, but its colorful display of light drew his attention. 
 
    “It's what you'd call a casino,” Alvin said. “There's four aboard the Qynn-9. I don't suggest we stop and play, although you may do quite well in the battle arena.” 
 
    Marcus held back a chuckle and brought his hand up to his mouth. He coughed and said, “Was that a joke?” 
 
    “Just trying to lighten the mood good sir,” Alvin said. 
 
    Marcus smiled.  
 
    After about ten minutes of walking Marcus stepped into the section marked TR-04.  
 
    “The store we're looking for is about halfway down,” Alvin said.  
 
    Marcus turned and casually walked around; there were even fewer people in this section, only dozens as compared to the hundreds prior. Marcus allowed himself to peer into window displays and through doorways, taking in the marvel of all that was for sale. Everything on display was a piece of machinery or technology. One establishment had large standing metal containers with multiple attached touchscreens. In another were ready made terminals, a few of which looked similar to the pod's command console. Another shop had two separate window displays. In one it displayed small wrist units with dials and buttons, and in the other were hand held machines with lights and displays. The entire section was a technophile's dream, Marcus thought to himself.  
 
    “Just up ahead,” Alvin said. “Third doorway on your left.” 
 
    Marcus covered his mouth again, this time pretending to yawn. “How are you able to see?” 
 
    “I'm performing a ping to track you using the ear piece,” Alvin said. “Every store has a freenet broadcast of their current supply and prices, as well as their location.” 
 
    Marcus raised his eyebrows, clearly impressed, and walked toward the store.  
 
    Just before he entered the shop, a reptilian looking gentleman stepped from a darkened corner. Marcus watched as the creature's scales shimmered. He wore a brown coat with no sleeves. It had a hood pulled up and over his head. A dark cloth covered the man's lower section, held in place by metal cable.  
 
    “Kalla amal juisnit fi sen drama shnna,” the man said. He pointed back toward where Marcus had just come. He reached out and grabbed Marcus' hand and tapped his palm. 
 
    “I'm sorry sir,” Alvin said. “I wasn't able to load this language into the program.” 
 
    Marcus pulled his hand away and the reptile man peered at him. Marcus reached to push open the door to the shop and the reptilian man stepped in front of him. 
 
    “Jaba shen corsan jet,” the man said. He tapped Marcus on the chest with his finger. 
 
    “Look,” Marcus said. “I don't know what you're--” 
 
    “Run.” Alvin said. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 14 
 
    Anthony curled in tight as he ducked down in the corner. He'd barely reacted in time after hearing Taam scream for him to get down. A moment later blasts of energy blew a hole in the wall just behind him. Shards of debris struck him across his back and side. Anthony forced himself to steal a glance back. Taam and Bartl were standing in some sort of walkway behind the wall. The two soldiers posted in Anthony's room had been knocked off their feet by the blast. They recovered quickly and took positions to return fire.  
 
    Anthony scurried along the floor, attempting to find a safe place to take cover.  
 
    Taam and Bartl ducked in and out from behind the wall, taking shots when they could.  
 
    “Grab him,” Taam called out.  
 
    Bartl stepped through the hole and took hold of Anthony's arm before he could get too far.  
 
    One of the soldiers saw his opportunity and took aim.  
 
    Taam ripped off three shots before the soldier had a chance to fire. Blasts of electrical energy slammed into the soldier. As the energy dissipated little electrical arcs crackled along the floor and up the wall. The second soldier remained uninjured as he manged to duck out of the way behind a large piece a furniture. 
 
    “C'mon,” Bartl said to Anthony.  
 
    Anthony turned to look, then jumped to his feet.  
 
    “Send all available units to S7-A,” the soldier yelled into his comm. “The Heezarians are here. They've taken control of one of the assets.” 
 
    “Assets?” Anthony spun and paused for a moment.  
 
    Bartl pushed him forward through the hole in the wall.  
 
    “Who's he calling an asset?” Anthony demanded. 
 
    “You're nothing more than property to these people,” Taam answered. “You're only alive in case they need a backup.” 
 
    “A backup, to who, Genny?” Anthony asked.   
 
    The three sped down the maintenance walkway for a short time. Bartl stopped, turned, and raised his pistol toward the ceiling. He pulled the trigger and held it. The pistol began to hum as energy built up within. He released the trigger and pulse of dark-matter energy ripped through the deck above. Debris and metal structures collapsed down, caving in and covering most of the walkway. 
 
    “There,” Bartl said. “They'll have to make their own hole if they want to follow us now. I never understood why the living sections of these ships don't have energy displacers installed. Maybe its the weird hum you can hear when it's quiet.” 
 
    He turned and motioned for Anthony to follow Taam. After a few moments Anthony stopped. He turned to Bartl and asked, “Where is Genny? Why isn't she here with you?” 
 
    Taam stopped and turned. “We believe she's still with Halen,” he said. 
 
    “Sir Halen,” Anthony responded sarcastically. 
 
    Bartl chuckled. 
 
    “I scouted around the ship,” Taam said. “Halen was giving her a tour.” 
 
    “This is bad,” Anthony said. 
 
    “What happened after they drug me out of there?” Bartl asked. 
 
    “Halen offered us anything we wanted. He basically offered us Earth if we'd just cooperate,” he answered. “I declined because his offer was transparent, but Genny....she didn't care. She's worried. Not for herself, Genny's tough, and Halen didn't intimidate her one bit. But Marcus, well...” Anthony paused a second. “Wait, if you're here,” he said to Taam. “Where's Marcus?”  
 
    “He's fine,” Taam said. “I sent him with Alvin.” 
 
    “Alvin?” Anthony blurted out. “Didn't he like power down, or get some virus thing?” 
 
    “He did,” Taam said. “He's fine now. He flash jumped me onto the back of your pod as you boarded the Imperium. Alvin and Marcus took the other pod and escaped to a safe place. The plan is that we all meet-up again real soon. But for now, trust me, he's fine.” 
 
    Anthony shook his head in disbelief, but resolved himself to not argue. “If you say so,” he said. “But Genny isn't so confident. As far as she knows, you and Marcus took off to who knows where.” 
 
    “I told her Taam would come for us,” Bartl said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anthony said. “And Marcus is, or was, with him. Marcus is smart, like smarter than anyone I know, but he's not a fighter. The minute you told us Taam was coming, I know Genny, all she thought about from that moment on was protecting Marcus.” 
 
    Taam looked to Bartl, who in return shrugged. 
 
    “You know it's really annoying when you two do that,” Anthony said. 
 
    “We've no real way to track Genny at the moment,” Taam said. “The thing keeping us from being located on this ship is also keeping Genny's location from us.”  
 
    “I'm guessing you can put a stop to it,” Anthony said. 
 
    “The moment I do every drone and guard on this ship will be all over us.” 
 
    Anthony paused for a moment. He looked to Taam and then to Bartl. “You want to leave her,” he said. 
 
    “If we have both you and Marcus, Genny's safe here,” Bartl said. 
 
    “No way!” Anthony screamed. “You brought us out here.” He stepped toward Taam aggressively. “We're only here in this mess because of you two.” He spun back toward Bartl. “Now we just leave her with these people?” 
 
    “We can't get to her,” Taam said. “If she made a deal with Halen, he'll have her locked down. That's probably why so few guards are even chasing us. He has one of you, and one is all he needs.” 
 
    “Halen's smart,” Bartl said. “He knows that we can't locate Genny while we're jamming their scanners.”  
 
    “Heck, that's probably why he walked around with her for as long as he did,” Taam said. “He knew Bartl broke free from the soldiers. He was probably taking every precaution he could in case Bartl tried to follow after them.” 
 
    “The only option we have at this point is to make our way back to the Platnium in the docking bay,” Bartl said. “We get out of here, grab Marcus and Alvin, and figure out how to rescue Genny before Prime Command reaches Volja.” 
 
    “I can't believe you want to leave her,” Anthony said.  
 
    Taam started coughing violently. He steadied himself and spat out more black blood. 
 
    “It's not that want to leave her,” Taam said. “But you said it, she's focused on Marcus. What if we get to her and she refuses to come with us. She's smart. If she sees me, she'll know Marcus is out there alone.” 
 
    “Is black blood normal?” Anthony asked coldly. “You don't look so good in fact.” 
 
    “I'll be fine,” Taam responded. 
 
    “He'll be fine if we can get back to the Platnium soon enough,” Bartl said. “It's one of the reasons why we need to get going. You know Genny best,” Bartl paused. “If we go back and risk it for her, will she come?” 
 
    “I know the look I saw in her eyes,” Anthony said. He sighed for a moment. “She doesn't trust these people, but she believes working with them will, at the very least, keep Marcus safe. If she sees you, she'll think you abandoned Marcus.” 
 
    “Well--” Bartl said. 
 
    He was interrupted by a series of energy blasts colliding into the debris behind them. 
 
    “Drones!” Taam blurted out. 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    “Okay Alvin,” Marcus said.  
 
    He was out of breath. He'd sped back to the main promenade in an attempt to lose the reptilian. After pushing his way through the large crowd he ducked down, pushed himself toward the wall, and knelt down next to a cart selling what looked like leather bags and pouches. 
 
    “I don't see him,” he said. “Can you tell me why I'm hiding now?” 
 
    “I'm sorry good sir,” Alvin said. “I believe he was attempting to negotiate for your hands.” 
 
    “What,” Marcus said. “My hands? How'd you know he was interested in my hands?” 
 
    “Due to the fact that I was unable to translate,” Alvin responded. “I decided to risk a short-range hack of the shop's security system. I was able to view the situation from within the shop using their cameras.”   
 
    Marcus swallowed hard. The whimsy of the station had whisked his fear away for a short while. It had returned with a fury. Everywhere he looked danger appeared to loom. Everything and everyone appeared menacing.   
 
    “Okay,” Marcus said. “I think I need to come back to the pod. I can't tell if I'm still being followed. How can I even know if some group hasn't spotted me and is about to snatch me up?” 
 
    “I believe all is well good sir,” Alvin said. “I've done a sweep of the other shops here on the station. I located a bio-mech merchant and I believe the creature you were dealing with was attempting to sell you some new hands.” 
 
    “Are you listening to me Alvin?” Marcus blurted out. “I'm not interested in getting new hands,” Marcus said. “I think we need to abort our current course.”  
 
    “I don't believe that to be in your best interest,” Alvin replied. “Without knowing when we'll be able to meet up with the others, I'm afraid this is best course, even with the risks. Also, with my limited capabilities at the moment, I was discovered within the stations security. I won't be able to help you in that way again.” 
 
    Marcus stayed put for a few more moments. He peered around looking for any sign of danger.  
 
    “Alvin,” Marcus said. “I'm freaking out here. Everyone looks like there staring at me.” 
 
    “Mir es tu bein commod?” Said a yellow, furry creature. 
 
    Marcus jumped and reeled back. 
 
    “It's okay sir,” Alvin said. “He's asking if you're speaking to him. Remember, talking to yourself, even in space, is weird. That's why people are looking at you.” 
 
    Marcus attempted a smile and shook his head “no” to the creature. He stood and took a breath. He looked around once more and began to move through the crowd.  
 
    He covered his mouth and faked a cough, “I'm heading back to the shop. Let's get this over with.” 
 
    “I'm sure the reptalian gentleman is gone,” Alvin said. “But just in case, keep your head on a swivel.” 
 
    Marcus nodded, then chuckled. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Alvin asked. 
 
    “I just realized I'm nodding to an earpiece,” Marcus replied under his breath.  
 
    He made his way to the end of the main corridor and followed the signs once more. He turned back toward the shop selling the translator and walked his prior course. As he approached the shop he peered into the dark corner where he'd encountered the reptilian. Nothing shimmered. Nothing moved. He breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    “Looks all clear,” he said to Alvin. 
 
    “Once inside I'll need you to give me a key word indicating you're interacting with the shop keeper,” Alvin said.  
 
    Marcus approached the door and said, “Kneesie.” 
 
    “Kneesie?” Alvin said.  
 
    Marcus paused at the door and said, “It's a nickname I used to call Genny.” 
 
    “Used to?” Alvin asked.  
 
    “Long story,” Marcus responded. “It was before I did something stupid.” 
 
    Marcus pushed the door open, stepped inside, and looked around.  
 
    There were three different people inside and none of which payed any attention to Marcus. They were handling business of their own and someone entering the shop wasn't odd enough to garner attention. 
 
    A short blue fellow with long pointed ears and a rather fat nose stepped through a doorway and walked behind the counter. 
 
    “Gi, gi, em sooin gablesin dren tri,” the man said. 
 
    “Kneesie,” Marcus said as he approached the gentleman. 
 
    “Kneesie?” The man said, his tone puzzled. 
 
    Marcus gave a dismissive wave. 
 
    “He can understand you,” Alvin said. “His translator is functional. Simply tell him you need a new trans-comm. Say yours is on the fritz.” 
 
    Marcus complied and the man nodded dramatically. He waved for Marcus to follow him around to a display case. The little man slid open a door on the back of the case and held up a perfectly smooth metallic orb no larger than a fingernail.  
 
    “He should be showing you a small round object, metallic, maybe an inch around,” Alvin said. 
 
    “That's it,” Marcus announced. 
 
    “Good job sir,” Alvin said.  
 
    The little blue man gestured for Marcus to follow and the two walked over to another counter. The little man grabbed a tablet and began to punch away at its surface. 
 
    “Shreen tuh bi unin kredeet?” The little man asked. 
 
    “Repeat after me good sir,” Alvin said. “I'll be paying using CC Obits, is that acceptable?” 
 
    The man nodded and smiled. He tapped the tablet a few more times and slid his finger across it. 
 
    “Wry trevin CC elritch.” The little man said. 
 
    “Account H-49-ZZ-01-IAN,” Alvin said slowly allowing Marcus to repeat. “Once he confirms the codes he's going to ask you to type in your access code. This'll be the hard part. I can't see the pad, so I'll need to describe the symbols to you.” 
 
    Marcus breathed deep. Sweat began to form on his brow. 
 
    The little man stuck out the tablet for Marcus to take. He peered slightly at Marcus, taking notice of the nerves. 
 
    Marcus took the table and across the screen were dozens and dozens of symbols. 
 
    “I downloaded your alphabet into this comm,” Alvin said. “I'll describe the symbols using combinations of your Earth letters and numbers. It should be sufficient.” 
 
    The little man began to look quite curiously at Marcus who was wiping the sweat from his brow.  
 
    “Sorry,” Marcus said to the little man. “Bond-o-Threads are malfunctioning. They keep insulating me like I'm on some ice planet.” 
 
    “Ahhh, gokcha eeb bonna fuind,” the little man said. 
 
    “Well done sir,” Alvin said. “He offered to take a look at your clothing for a discounted rate.” 
 
    “Just the trans-comm today, thank you,” Marcus replied. 
 
    He slowly typed in the symbols Alvin described. Surprisingly Alvin's descriptions were quite clear and precise. He finished with the access codes and tapped the large green icon at the bottom of the tablet just as Alvin directed. 
 
    “If we did this correctly,” Avlin said. “The screen should go white with some black symbols on it. If not, get ready to run again.” 
 
    Marcus's eyes grew wide as he watched the tablet screen. A spinning icon indicated it was processing the codes. A moment later it went white with black symbols and Marcus relaxed. He handed the tablet back to the little man, who in turn smiled and placed the trans-comm unit into a small box and placed it on the counter. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said.  
 
    “Griin drush, eet gokcha eeb bonna fuind, prit obbin, prit obbin,” the little man said. 
 
    “He's offering you a better deal to fix your clothing,” Alvin said.  
 
    “It's really okay,” Marcus said. He took the box and stepped away. “I'll have my ship's computer fix it for me.” 
 
    The little man puzzled his face for a moment, then shook his head and bowed to Marcus.  
 
    Marcus shot a quick bow in return and walked out of the shop. 
 
    He looked around for the reptilian once more, but saw no one. Marcus hastened his steps as he made his way back toward the main corridor and toward the pod.  
 
    He checked to make sure no one was around once more and said, “What was that about?” 
 
    “Did something happen?” Alvin replied. 
 
    “There at the end,” Marcus said. “When I told him I'd just fix my clothes on my own. The little guy looked at me weird.” 
 
    “Ah yes,” Alvin said. “There was no real need to correct you, but having a computer like myself or even the Platnium's on-board AI is very rare. Luckily, there was no one there to hear you other than the shop keeper.” 
 
    “Alvin,” Marcus said coldly. “There were three other shoppers all of which were talking with clerks of their own.” 
 
    “Well,” Alvin said. “That might not be good. I'd suggest you make your way back to the pod quickly.” 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    “Down this corridor and it's the first bay door on the right,” Bartl yelled. 
 
    He spun and fired three shots, two of which took out guards, the other bounced off a drone's shield and was absorbed into the wall.  
 
    “Keep moving,” Taam yelled to Anthony. “Don't look back, just get to the bay door.” 
 
    Taam dove forward and pushed Anthony to the side. A series of plasma canon blasts and heat-sink fire launched down the corridor. 
 
    Anthony's Bond-o-Threads were singed across his right side. His suit had created a facial covering as Taam pulled him down and to the ground, preventing his face from taking any damage. 
 
    “On my mark,” Taam yelled to him. He fired off three more shots before shouting, “Move, move, move!” 
 
    Anthony sprung to his feet and darted down the corridor again. He could hear Taam and Bartl exchanging fire with the guard and drones. His own breathing rang in his ears as he glanced toward his arm. It stung, but only slightly. He watched as his suit repaired itself, the burnt material fluttering off as he darted down the corridor.  
 
    Anthony could see the bay door Taam and Bartl mentioned. He hoped it wasn't sealed. Bartl assured him it wouldn't be. He slid to a halt, almost passing the doorway, and as he did it slid open.  
 
    He leapt inside and peered around. Workers spun in place, shocked to see Anthony jump through the doors. Even more shock came as Bartl and Taam leapt through the doorway. Another series of heat-sink and plasma canon fire launched down the corridor. 
 
    Bartl stood, fired his dark-matter pistol into the air and said, “Everyone out!” 
 
    Sirens began to ring out; red lights began to spin.  
 
    “Down there,” Taam said as he pointed to the other end of the bay. 
 
    Bartl dashed toward a work station and snatched a thin strip of metal from his pocket. He slid it into an open port and began to work the console. His hands were a blur as he slid them across the interface.  
 
    Anthony followed Taam's instructions and dashed toward the other end of the bay. As he passed Bartl he saw a screen flash with what looked like a download prompt. He turned back and saw Taam following, albeit defensively behind him. 
 
    “Hurry it up old man,” Taam yelled. 
 
    “Doors are already sealed,” Bartl yelled back. “But this station has minor bridge access. Be right with you, just go.” 
 
    Taam turned and darted toward Anthony. He was fast Anthony noticed. He grabbed Anthony at the shoulder and ushered him along. The Platnuim came into view and the two stopped just behind the cargo bay door.  
 
    Taam brought his wrist unit up and punched in a code. A second later the entire bay went dark. The alarms grew louder and a computerized voice came over the ship's intercom.  
 
    “Three unauthorized passengers in SB-009, decompression initiated.” 
 
    “That took no time,” Taam said.  
 
    A sudden rush of wind pulled Anthony forward and less than a second later he felt as though he couldn't breathe.  
 
    His Bond-o-Threads reformed over his mouth and Anthony caught his breath through the newly formed breathing apparatus.  
 
    Taam worked his wrist unit and a breathing apparatus appeared over his mouth as well. 
 
    “You little blatnard,” Bartl yelled. “You know I don't wear that crazy clothing you all got wrapped on yourselves.” 
 
    Anthony couldn't see for sure, but somehow he knew Taam was smiling. 
 
    Bartl started to cough. “C'mon then,” he said.  
 
    Taam paused a second, then worked his wrist unit.  
 
    The bay door to the Platnium opened and Bartl hobbled aboard. 
 
    The door shut and Anthony heard a hissing sound. 
 
    Bartl breathed deep and coughed a couple more times. 
 
    “You really are a little flurtnad,” he said. “You know that?” 
 
    Taam's breathing apparatus broke apart into tiny little squares and trickled away from Taams face. He was chuckling.  
 
    “I keep telling you, you'd never know the difference between what you're wearing and what I've got on.” 
 
    “I'm not wearing no skin hugger suit,” Bartl protested. 
 
    Anthony paused a moment and thought of his clothing once more. A quick puff of smoke and he was wearing far more comfortable attire. 
 
    “Can we get out of here?” Anthony blurted out. 
 
    “You know you're going to have to light drive from a standstill right?” Taam asked Bartl. 
 
    “I'm aware,” Bartl replied.  
 
    The three darted through the hallways and into the Platnuim's bridge. Anthony took a seat and strapped himself in. 
 
    Bartl laughed and said, “I see you're getting used to being in space.” He pointed at the straps. 
 
    “I think I'm getting used to being in space around you two at least,” Anthony replied. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Taam replied. “Computer?” 
 
    “Yes Captain,” the computer replied. “Are you aware your blood is--” 
 
    “We're going to need light drive from this position,” Taam interrupted. “Plot a course that the Imperium won't be able to trail.” 
 
    “Unadvised,” the computer responded. 
 
    “I know the risks,” Taam said. “Do the math and raise the shields.” 
 
    “Of course captain,” the computer responded. 
 
    “This is dangerous,” Anthony said. “I'm picking up from your conversation that what we're about to do is dangerous.” 
 
    The ship shuttered for a moment. 
 
    “Computer,” Taam said. “Report.” 
 
    “Two dozen plasma canons are being fired at the Platnium's mid section,” the computer responded. “By my estimation they will breach the hull in 3.56 hecatryls.” 
 
    “They won't have that long,” Taam said.  
 
    Anthony lurched forward and covered his ears as a high pitch hum rang throughout the ship.  
 
    “What is that?” He yelled out. 
 
    “Light drive is charging,” Bartl yelled back. “Ship has to over charge it since we're at a standstill.” 
 
    “Light drive is fully charged,” the computer said.  
 
    Taam leapt up and over the side of his chair, smashed the big red button and strapped himself in. 
 
    “Punch it,” he said. 
 
    “Warning,” the computer said. “Initiating light drive will cause major damage to the Imperium.” 
 
    “You're darn right it will,” Bartl said and laughed. 
 
     “Understood computer,” Taam said. “Now, punch it.” 
 
    “I hope you understand Gen,” Anthony thought to himself.  
 
    Then they were gone. 
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    Genny's eyes cracked open. Everything looked as though it were cloudy. Lights shone down so bright they burned her eyes. She attempted to speak, but her throat felt torn and dry.  
 
    Her body felt odd, everything she saw was spinning, and her thoughts were sluggish. 
 
    Memories of Sir Halen flooded her memory. He'd assaulted her, injected her with something. She attempted to lift her hand to wipe her eyes, but it was held in place by something. Blinking quickly, she attempted to clear her vision. Slowly things came into focus. Her stomach lurched and she panicked at the sight.  
 
    Tubes and wires, which ran up and into canisters that were locked into a machine above, were inserted into her arms. She could now see straps wrapped across her wrists and waist. She guessed her legs and feet were bound as well since she was unable to move them. Her eyes darted around and she finally took notice of another series of wires that ran down toward the top of her head. She jostled and felt them within her scalp.  
 
    “You're recovering,” Sir Halen said.  
 
    He stepped into her view. He looked different. His skin was a softer pink, and his hair was no longer yellow, but now more of a blonde.  
 
    “What have you done?” Genny asked, her voice raspy. Every word burned her throat as it came forth. 
 
    “Keeping you humans around wasn't going to work,” Sir Halen said. “You're unpredictable. One moment you're cooperative, the next belligerent and obstinate. So, as I always have, I did what must be done for the good of the Central Core.” 
 
    Genny began to panic, every limb felt weightless one moment and heavy the next. 
 
    “Instead of being forced to deal with your kind,” Sir Halen continued. “I chose a different path.” 
 
    He held up an empty vial of the blue genetic solution he'd shown her earlier.  
 
    Genny's eyes grew wide. 
 
    “Now we no longer need to deal with you or your friends,” he said. “I sacrificed my heritage for the good of the Core. What do you think? A little bit of you in me and a little bit of me in you. We just swapped some genetic code around, and now I'm the first and only genetically crafted human to exist.” 
 
    He took a deep bow.  
 
    “It's quite the marvel really,” he continued. “Inter-species genetic manipulation is frowned upon even in the Core due to the unforeseen dangers, but we made a little exception in this case.” 
 
    A series of beeps came from a console behind Sir Halen. He paused his dramatic dialog and turned.  
 
    “What is it?” He asked one of the workers. 
 
    Genny couldn't see whom he was addressing. 
 
    “You've taken on the human code flawlessly sir,” the voice said to Sir Halen. 
 
    “Of course I have,” he said.  
 
    “But she's adapting to your code as well,” the voice said.  
 
    “Yes, that's simply a part of the process,” Sir Halen replied. 
 
    As Genny began to process the violation she'd just suffered a cold, blind rage began to build up within her.  
 
    “Yessir,” the voice said.  
 
    “Is there a problem?” Sir Halen asked. 
 
    “It's your genetic code,” the voice said. “We carefully acclimated your physiology to match the human structure. We made sure all the changes were assimilated easily. But we intended to dispose of her body, so there was no need for a transition procedure.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Sir Halen demanded. 
 
    “The human gen code is taking on anomalous properties due to the addition of your own,” the voice said. “Her physiology is adapting in extreme ways.”  
 
    Genny began to pull against her restraints. Sir Halen had infected her with his own genetic makeup. She'd been defiled, transformed into some monstrosity, and now he intended to throw her out like trash. 
 
    She pulled hard; the muscles in her arms burned. Her skin felt tight across her limbs. She could feel a strength coursing through her limbs. A raw power she'd never possessed.  
 
    “What do you mean she's adapting?” Sir Halen asked. 
 
    Genny snapped her restraints and sprung to her feet.  
 
    Everyone in the room spun and looked at her.  
 
    She peered around for only a moment and took notice of a dozen people dressed in medical garb and lab jackets. Everyone stared at her with shock and awe. 
 
    Genny ripped the wires and tubes from her arms and head. The wounds healed almost instantly.  
 
    The large machine above, holding the genetic canisters, began to let out a long series of beeps. The sounds were ear piercing, but as she looked around, no one else seemed to be affected. 
 
    Genny reached up wildly and swatted at the machine. A primal force was screaming in mind, it clouded her thoughts as a darkness crept over the edge of her psyche. To her astonishment the machine ripped from the ceiling and hurled toward Sir Halen and the others.  
 
    They dove out of the way. 
 
    The machine smashed through the console they were sitting at then through the wall. The large machine tumbled over itself a few times as it crossed into the next room.  
 
    The floor shook as the rather large machine bounded three times across the next room before burying itself into the wall. 
 
    Genny peered down at her own hands; the shock of what she'd just done left her breathless. She squeezed her eyes shut; whatever was happening within her mind, this dark animalistic instinct, she fought against it.  
 
    A half dozen of Sir Halen's personal guard bolted into the medical room, lowered their heat-sink staves, and fired. Genny's eyes sprung open just in time to see her attackers.  
 
    Genny spun and ducked; the beams struck across her back. Each blast burned. The heat felt like it had pierced into her bones. She screamed out.  
 
    Her mind felt as though it were being swept away into darkness as the pain intensified. Yet as her thoughts became more clouded, the pain also began to subside. Her mind was numbing her body.  
 
    Genny rose from her crumpled defensive position. She crouched and turned toward the guard. A sense of rage filled her. Genny lunged for them.  
 
    In one push she flew twenty feet across the room and landed a right hook into one guard. He spun in place and fell unconscious to the floor. With a wide sweep slash her other arm smashed into the chest of another guard. The impact sent him off his feet and into two others.  
 
    Genny had struck with such force that the entire group was tossed into the opposite wall and crumpled to the floor.  
 
    Sir Halen pulled himself to his knees and watched as Genny manhandled his guard like they were nothing.  
 
    Genny kicked forward into another and sent him flying backward. He smashed through the wall and tumbled lifelessly across the ground. A feint click, no more than a whisper, caused Genny to spin around with a quickness she'd never before possessed. She'd heard the footstep of a guard taking up a position behind her. 
 
    The only remaining solider had lowered his stave and taken aim. Genny smacked away his weapon before the highly trained man could even react. She grabbed him by the neck, and hoisted him off his feet. Turning to look back toward Sir Halen, she saw him climbing to his feet. Genny pivoted and hurled the guard at him. 
 
    The guard slammed into Sir Halen and a few of the other medical staff, knocking them all from their feet. 
 
    With the imminent threat subdued; her mind cleared slightly. Everything had happened so quickly. Her mind processed every soldier's movement. She'd heard every step they'd taken. Looking down she saw that her clothes had been replaced by a medical gown of some sort. Genny could smell the burnt cloth from where the beams had struck her. It was an acrid odor. 
 
    Genny turned and saw her Bond-o-Threads folded nearby. In a mere flash she'd moved across the room and snatched them up. As soon as she made contact they burst into a puff of smoke and covered her in a black and gray vac-suit. She ripped away the gown, turned, and pulled on the  medical bay door to open it. She broke it off the wall.  
 
    Genny held the door aloft for a moment, surprise causing her to linger. She turned and noticed the lifeless bodies of a half dozen guards lying about.  
 
    “What's going on,” she muttered to herself. 
 
    She pushed her confusion from her mind. She had to figure out a way to get off the Imperium. She looked to her right, then to her left. The corridor stretched on for quite a long way in both directions. 
 
    From above she heard click.  
 
    A hatch released and she watched as a spidery looking machine descended upon her.  
 
    Instinctively she caught it. 
 
    The drone thrashed about. Its spindly legs struck inward across her midsection. Nothing it did phased her. 
 
    Genny's mind began to grow dark again. She fought against it once more, but her struggle with the drone broke her focus. Suddenly she hoisted it up and yanked on its two legs. Metal began to screech and wires became exposed 
 
    Just then the entire Imperium shuddered. 
 
    Genny stumbled back and dropped the drone. 
 
    It landed and spun its pulse canon around and fired point blank into her face. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 15 
 
    Anthony watched as the Platnium's display lit up with streaks of light. Tiny white dots, once scattered across the darkness of space, suddenly shifted to brilliant streaks. After a few moments the entire screen was nothing but pure white. The Platnium shuttered, but only slightly. Anthony gripped his arm rests tightly; his knuckles turned white. He could feel the intense speed at which they were traveling. The sensation wasn't like before, when they escaped the Attilians. This time there was something counteracting the force.  
 
    The ship slowed and Anthony watched as the streaks of light returned to bright and shining stars.  
 
    “That's intense,” Anthony said. He was short on breath. 
 
    “Yeah,” Taam said. “You get used to it. The dampners weren't able to completely compensate since we left from a standstill.” 
 
    “Are we safe?” Anthony asked.  
 
    He reached over and pressed the red button on his seat; the buckles unclasped and the straps reeled back.  
 
    “We are for now,” Bartl said as he worked a console near the ship's main display. “The damage to the Starfaller was significant. We punched a crater in their aft section. That'll take at least a half cycle to repair.”  
 
    He chuckled.  
 
    “And what about Genny?” Anthony jumped to his feet and spun to face Taam. 
 
    Taam's face was pale and Anthony could see sweat covering his brow, but he chose to ignore it and pressed on. 
 
    “If we just blew out a section out of that ship,” Anthony stated. “How do we know Genny wasn't in the blast?” 
 
    Taam broke into a coughing fit. Anthony watched him wipe black liquid from his mouth. 
 
    “She should be fine,” Bartl said. “We had a good idea where she was being held.” 
 
    “A good idea?” Anthony spat out. “You convinced me to leave my friend on that ship we just took a chunk out of, and you only had a hunch as to where Genny was?” 
 
    “I know you're upset,” Taam said. “But you need to trust us.” 
 
    “Trust you?” Anthony said. “Trust you!” He turned and looked at Bartl then back to Taam. 
 
    “Why would I trust you?” Anthony blurted out. “Ever since I've met you it's been nothing but danger and crisis. There's been people shooting at us since before we left Earth. Then we had to chase some mechanical rat around the ship before it got us blown up. I ended up in jail for like an hour. Marcus is gone. We just abandoned Genny. And you literally look like you're about to die. So tell me, why would I trust you?” 
 
    Taam and Anthony locked eyes. 
 
    “Going with you two has been nothing but trouble,” Anthony said coldly. “I'm starting to think Genny had the right idea. They showed us your bounty. You aren't normal guys out on an adventure. You're pirates; you break the law to get what you want and somehow you convinced me and my friends to join up with you.” 
 
    Taam began hacking up more blood. 
 
    Anthony dropped his gaze to the floor and shook his head.  
 
    “We got on a ship with space pirates,” he said softly to himself. “All because it sounded like an adventure.” 
 
    Bartl looked to Taam who just stared at Anthony. 
 
    Time seemed to linger for a moment in the silence. Anthony just stared at the ground. 
 
    Finally, Taam said, “You're not wrong.” 
 
    Anthony looked up. His vision blurred as he fought back the tears. 
 
    “We're outlaws,” Taam said. “Have been for years. And ever since you and your friends joined up with us you've been in constant danger. And the worst part, we still have a long way to go in order to reach our goal.” 
 
    “Quite the pep talk,” Bartl said.  
 
    Taam ignored him and continued, “It's a funny thing about adventures.”  
 
    He paused for a moment. 
 
    Anthony looked on, he could tell Taam was reflecting on something.  
 
    “They never seem to have that 'fun adventure' feel when you're in the middle of one. Instead, it just feels like surviving.” Taam paused for a second. “Nothing turns out the way you planned. You're forced to react to things you never thought could happen. Everything you do feels like a series of involuntary improvisation. The worst is that you can get so caught up in the idea of doing what's right that you forget the consequences. It's so easy to forget that you might end up stranded and away from the people you care about.” 
 
    “He's right” Anthony said and pointed to Bartl. “You're horrible at this.” 
 
    Taam laughed slightly.  
 
    “And you're right,” Anthony said. “I'm just freaking out; it's been kind of a rough day.” 
 
    He turned, plopped back into the chair, and rubbed his eyes. “You two showed up and snatched us up before things got really bad,” he continued. “You weren't the people shooting from the sky.” He turned and looked to Bartl. “You were the one standing right there with us, trying to convince three humans of the impossible.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Bartl aired out. He threw hands out dismissively. “Are we all going to sing a song and hug now?” 
 
    “Nah,” Taam answered with a smirk. “We aren't done with the impossible yet.” 
 
    Anthony took a deep breath and exhaled. “You're sure Genny's fine?” 
 
    “I--” Taam began to hack and cough once again. He attempted to catch his breath but couldn't. He wobbled forward a few steps. Bartl dashed over and caught him as he passed out. 
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    Genny stumbled back from the blast. Her face felt like it was on fire and she could barely see. Touching gently at her face she felt flakes of charred skin flutter away. A second later the burning sensation began to fade and her vision cleared. Her skin started to feel smooth again. She heard the drone powering up another shot. 
 
    The dark rage overtook her mind almost instantly. Her gaze snapped to the drone.  
 
    The canon turned slightly as it prepared to fire.  
 
    Genny sprung forward faster than the drone could accomplish its goal. She swung out and slammed her fist right through center section of the drone. She pivoted on her right foot and hoisted the drone into the air once more. With her other hand she grabbed and pulled hard, ripping the drone in half. It's pieces slammed to the floor. 
 
    From above, a series of clicks rang out all down the corridor. Genny watched as nearly two dozen drones dropped from the ceiling.  
 
    She gritted her teeth and bellowed a scream. She was no longer herself in this moment. The torrent of rage pushed her. Every flicker of clear thought was whisked away by raw fury.  
 
    The drones landed. 
 
    Genny reached down and ripped two legs off the drone she'd just ripped in half. Turning to face the corridor of drones, she crouched slightly.  
 
    The drones took aim. 
 
    Genny curled inward, bellowed out another scream, and bolted toward them. 
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    Anthony watched as Taam opened his eyes.  
 
    “Take it easy,” Bartl said. “I've managed to clean you up for the most part. But you'll need at least another go around to be completely rid of the poison.” 
 
    He stepped toward Taam and held out a couple pills and a glass of water.  
 
    “Take these,” he said. “It'll off set the cleaning symptoms.” 
 
    Taam sat up slightly, took the pills, and gulped down the entire glass of water. He took a deep breath and exhaled. 
 
    Anthony stepped forward and Taam looked at him. 
 
    “He told me what you did,” Anthony said as he gestured to Bartl. “He said your suit was killing you because you used it to sneak aboard the Imperium to get me and Genny out of there.” 
 
    Taam looked to the floor. “It's not as heroic as it sounds,” he said. 
 
    “You asked me to trust you,” Anthony said. 
 
    Taam looked at him once more. 
 
    “And that's twice now I've doubted you,” Anthony said. “I just want you to know, no matter what happens from here on out, there won't be a third.” 
 
    “So what's the plan?” Bartl interrupted. “Or are you two not done gazing deeply into each other's eyes.” 
 
    “I think someone needs a hug,” Anthony said.  
 
    He stepped toward Bartl. 
 
    Barlt snapped his pistol up. “I will shoot you...in the face.” 
 
    Anthony laughed. 
 
    “I'm not sure,” Taam said, responding to Bartl's previous question. “Ever since we started this, things don't seem to be going very smoothly.” 
 
    He slid off the medical table and grabbed his jacket which was slung over a chair. 
 
    “Well,” Bartl said. “How about we pick up Alvin and Marcus?” 
 
    “I tried to establish a link the minute we got on the bridge,” Taam said. “Alvin's turned off the tracker.” 
 
    “You think some scavs found them on Vex?” Bartl asked. 
 
    “Unlikely,” Taam responded. “Alvin's not stupid; he wouldn't have landed if there was even a hint of someone tracking them.” 
 
    “The Attillians are pretty stealthy,” Bartl said. 
 
    “Are you trying to give me a panic attack?” Anthony said to Bartl. “My best friend is lost in space and I just abandoned his wife on a ship we blew a hole in. And here you are just throwing out the worst possible things that could be happening.” He paused for a moment. “Can I go back to being mad again?” 
 
    “No,” Bartl said flatly. “Alvin wouldn't have turned off the tracker unless it was needed.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Taam said. “At this point, we have to assume Marcus and Alvin are doing fine on their own.” 
 
    “Is that what we're assuming?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “If they got into trouble,” Bartl said. “Alvin would've left us a trail to follow. He's dropped out of sight for a reason, most likely to keep Marcus safe. Alvin's a one-of-a-kind; he knows what he's doing out there.” 
 
    “I wouldn't have sent two of them out there if I wasn't completely confident Alvin could protect him,” Taam said.  
 
    “Okay,” Anthony said. “So we can't track Marcus down. Genny is a no go. What's next?” 
 
    “The Attillians are working with Prime Command,” Taam said. “And there's probably a dozen or more competent scav crews looking for us by now. Even if we regroup with everyone, we're still no closer to Volja and ending this mess.” 
 
    “Well, that's not completely true,” Bartl said. “Follow me.” 
 
    The three made their way back to the Platnium's bridge and Bartl dug into his pocket and pulled out what looked like a strip of metal.  
 
    Anthony noticed three little strips of gold colored metal wrapped around the end. 
 
    “While you were busy setting off alarms and getting the air locks popped back on the Imperium,” Bartl said. “I ripped a keyword download from their system. Everything Prime Command has on Volja, we now have.” 
 
    He plopped down into a chair and spun around to face a console. He slid the strip of metal into a socket and punched away at the console. After a few moments he snapped his final stroke with gusto. He spun around and a holographic display lit up in the center of the bridge.  
 
    “Whoa,” Anthony said as he turned and saw the display.  
 
    There were dozens of screens with information flashing by. Ticker type reports were zipping across various spots. But for all the information, a star chart took center stage.  
 
    “Either the Attillians or Prime Command figured out how to track Volja,” Bartl said. “Those spots that keep lighting up and disappearing.” He pointed toward the start chart. “That's our prize. We are watching Volja appear and vanish in real time.” 
 
    “You're a genius,” Taam said.  
 
    “I know,” Bartl replied. “When I was stuck in that room, I took the opportunity to do a cursory scan of any odd files. I found a locked file that only needed low level bridge access to decrypt.” 
 
    “Well,” Anthony said. “That sounds pretty convenient.” 
 
    “Only because it's bait,” Taam said.  
 
    “This file might as well have been named 'Heezarian Trap',” Bartl said. “But it's legit. I was able to view the travel log of the Imperium; they've been following Volja for at least a full cycle using this chart.” 
 
    “Okay,” Taam said. “So they bait us into grabbing this file loaded full of solid information and leave it out for us to find--” 
 
    “We're being setup,” Anthony said. 
 
    “I think they intended us to do all the heavy lifting, while they get all the credit,” Bartl said. “We grab the humans, and they charge us with kidnapping. They lose this star chart, and now we've stolen Central Core classified documents. Once Volja is locked down, they say we're attempting to pillage the ancient planet and claim heroics as they take possession of it. We get a bunch of new charges against us, but The Core comes out looking like the good guys.  
 
    At some point after Volja is taken over by the Core, the Attillians or Prime Command snag us, lay the blame on us, and we're most likely killed in an 'escape attempt.'” 
 
    “Regardless,” Taam said. “If the file is good, we're tracking Volja now. If we can hunt down the Zorg and get his device we can keep Volja from shifting. Who knows, we might just pull this whole thing off.” 
 
    “Great,” Anthony said. “We just have to track down an alien hacker who's never been found, steal his gizmo, rescue Genny from the almighty Prime Command, locate Marcus and Alvin, and retrieve them. We have to do all of this while avoiding the Attillians, a bunch of bounty hunters, and pretty much anyone connected to the Central Core. All of which, we just discovered, is probably an elaborate trap to capture us all.” 
 
    “Isn't outer space great!” Bartl said gleefully.  
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    Genny stood there breathing hard. She had scorch marks all across her body. The Bond-o-Threads rewove themselves as Genny's skin healed. Her mind began to clear once more and she watched as her wounds faded away.  
 
    She touched her skin. The last few moments were completely blank as she tried to remember what just happened. It felt as though she'd passed out and was trying to remember a bad dream as it fluttered from her memory.  
 
    She knew she'd been in a fight, but everything was hazy. Glancing up she gazed over the abundance of smashed drone parts scattered down the corridor. Her mind calmed further. She felt the flood of rage subsiding. After a deep breath she turned and saw a plaque on the wall ML-0562.  
 
    If she was correct about the numbering system, the Platnium was ten decks down and Anthony was being held three decks up. The sound of boots striking hard floor rang out in her ears. Genny turned and saw at least three dozen guards marching toward her. 
 
    The contingent of soldiers halted and Sir Halen stepped out from them. 
 
    “We can help you,” he said. 
 
    Genny gritted her teeth. 
 
    “I understand your anger,” Sir Halen continued. “But you don't realize what's happening, or the very real danger you're in. You've been modified, yes, but your body's acclimation process was a failure. There are anomalies forming within your genetic code that have never before been seen.” 
 
    “Failure!” Genny screamed. “Anomalies? I heard your man back in the lab. There was never any intention of acclimating me to this...thing, you've turned me into. I was to be discarded, remember.” 
 
    “We can fix this,” Sir Halen said.  
 
    “Fix this?” Genny belted.   
 
    She looked down at herself. She didn't know what was happening. Her thoughts were cloudy. 
 
    “Fix this?” she said softly.  
 
    “Yes,” Sir Halen said. “And I'm the only one who can now. I'm sorry to be the messenger of this news, but your friends nearly destroyed this ship trying to escape. They've abandoned you to save themselves.” 
 
    “What?” Genny said. She looked up at Sir Halen. 
 
    “I'm sure you felt it,” he said. “The entire Imperium shuttered at their escape. It appears Taam Heezarian snuck aboard somehow. He found Bartl and the two of them rescued your friend Anthony. After which, the three proceeded to bay nine and blew a rather large crater into the back part of our ship. They're gone, and chose to leave you here.” 
 
    “I don't believe you,” Genny said. 
 
    “I thought that might be the case,” Sir Halen replied. 
 
    He raised his hand and held within was small, thin, rectangular device. He clicked it and a screen of light appeared between Genny and himself. 
 
    “This is the Imperium's security surveillance footage,” he said. 
 
    The screen showed Taam and Bartl running down a hall with Anthony, heat-sink beams and canon fire whizzed by them. The screen flashed and the scene changed. Genny watched as the three ran up into the Platnium. A few moments passed and she saw drones blasting the underbelly of the ship. A flash of light turned the screen white. The display flickered and disappeared.  
 
    “That was the moment they left you,” Sir Halen continued. “As I said, you've been abandoned.” 
 
    All expression left Genny's face. She stared forward blankly. Her fingers twitched slightly. 
 
    Sir Halen motioned for his guard to approach, which they did, but slowly. 
 
    Genny didn't move. She wasn't even blinking.  
 
    As the guards closed in a few took notice that her breathing came in tiny short bursts. 
 
    One guard reached up and nudged Genny's shoulder. She swayed slightly. Another turned to Sir Halen, “She's in shock.” 
 
     “Of course she is,” Sir Halen said as he smiled widely. “Escort her to lab in ML-0573.” 
 
    The guard pulled on Genny's shoulder and she wobbled a moment but spun with him. 
 
    Sir Halen approached. He spoke aloud, “This is Sir Halen; prep ML-0574 for a genetic acclimation procedure. We need to purge my code from her system.” 
 
    The guards guided Genny forward.  
 
    “Move quickly,” Sir Halen said. “We need not experience another outburst. We need to capitalize on her hopelessness. Why do you think I showed her that footage.” 
 
    The guards pushed forward. 
 
    Sir Halen watched as roughly ten of them stumbled in place as they parted around Genny. 
 
    She'd stopped. 
 
    A guard reached up and grabbed her shoulder. He couldn't move her even slightly. 
 
    Genny gazed forward, her eyes dark and hollow.  
 
    “Get her moving,” Sir Halen said. 
 
    Six more guards stepped behind her and pushed. She didn't budge.  
 
    “Heat-sinks on full incendiary,” Sir Halen said.  
 
    The guards spread out and dropped their staves, taking aim at Genny. Each weapon whirred as it powered up.  
 
    “Nuke her,” Sir Halen said. 
 
    Dozens of heat-sink beams struck Genny. Her Bond-o-Threads burst into flame. It tried to reform over and over, but the threads were incinerated the moment they appeared. 
 
    Genny didn't move. Not a scream or even a whimper was heard. Her flesh flaked away under the blasts.  
 
    One guard took notice that while charred skin was falling free, underneath that char, her flesh was healing as fast as it was being harmed. 
 
    Genny turned her gaze to Sir Halen. Her body began to shake as she balled her fists.  
 
    “Bridge,” Sir Halen yelled. 
 
    Genny lunged for him, exploding through ten guards like they were nothing. 
 
    The guards ceased fire in fear of striking Sir Halen. 
 
    “Trans-warp. NOW!” 
 
    Genny reached for his neck but her hand passed through a beam of light instead. She stumbled forward. Her skin healed and her clothing repaired itself. 
 
    The guards stood dumbfounded. Nothing they'd done, not even with their weapons charged to full, had caused any permanent harm to Genny. 
 
    “Move!” One guard yelled out. They all turned and ran. 
 
    Genny spun and darted after them. 
 
    Like a wild beast free from its cage she slammed into them. They couldn't move fast enough to escape. Guards fell, broken and unconscious, four and five at a time. Grabbing at those who'd fallen she hurled them into the others. Moments passed but only Genny remained standing amongst the carnage she'd wrought. 
 
    Her mind fought for moments of clarity in the darkness; nothing but pure mania guided her actions. 
 
    The thought of escape flashed through her mind. It was an overwhelming emotion. She wanted away from these people, and it was enough to guide her. 
 
    A quick turn and she darted down the corridor taking ten, fifteen feet per stride. After a couple quick lefts and a right Genny stood before a lift. She ripped the doors free and leapt downward. Her fingers dug into the wall slowing her decent, and she bounced from one wall to the opposite as she made her way down the shaft. With a hard push she burst through another set of lift doors. She landed and darted forward.  
 
    The sounds of drones landing came from behind her.  
 
    She paid them no attention.  
 
    Canon blasts began to strike her in the back.  
 
    Genny ignored the pain and pressed forward faster. A few quick turns lead her to a long corridor. She stopped for a moment. A memory flashed in her mind. Sir Halen had taken her this way on their walk through the ship. Genny bolted forward down the corridor. More drones fell from above. She could hear the clicks of the scurrying drones that followed after her. At the end of the corridor Genny slowed as she made a right turn.  
 
    Dozens of workers scurried about as they attempted to shut off certain systems. Alarms were sounding. Pipes big and small, tubes thin and wide, wound along the walls and up and across the ceiling. Consoles and work stations were scattered here and there, some were manned, others empty. Each had different screens displaying damage and energy drains from the aft section of the ship.  
 
    Genny's mind freed itself from the rage for only a fraction of a second. She took in the sight before her as, but just as quickly her instinct to escape reclaimed its place. Her eyes darted to the very center of this vast area where a large pillar filled with a white glowing substance stood. She watched as roughly fifty workers were scurrying about this machine in an attempt to stabilize it. 
 
    She'd made her way to the Imperium's engine room. 
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    The door leading to the escape pod hissed open and Marcus fell inside. The door hissed shut.  
 
    “You needn't make a full sprint back here,” Alvin said through the trans-comm ear piece. 
 
    Marcus was hunched over attempting to catch his breath.  
 
    He stood upright and said, “You freaked me out.” 
 
    “I'm greatly sorry sir,” Alvin said. “I was merely being overly cautious. It appears as though no attention was drawn during your interaction in the shop.” 
 
    “Good,” Marcus aired out.  
 
    He breathed deep and exhaled, then wiped a small amount of sweat from his brow. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “How do I unload you out of this ear thing and back into the pod?” 
 
    “Actually,” Alvin said. “For now it'd be best for me to continue to communicate this way.” 
 
    “What?” Marcus puzzled. “Why?” 
 
    “We still need to install the device,” Alvin said.  
 
    “I was really hoping we were going to skip that part,” Marcus sighed. 
 
    He heard a few clicks and watched as the seats unfolded and moved to the center of the pod forming a long table. 
 
    “I understand sir, but it is unavoidable,” Alvin said. “I didn't wish to burden you with worry while you purchased the translator. If it helps, this is a harmless and easy installation procedure.” 
 
    “Procedure!” Marcus blurted out. 
 
    “I assure you it's perfectly safe,” Alvin said. “I will, however, need to place you in a stasis field as you must remain perfectly still during the procedure. Any motion at all may complicate matters.” 
 
    Marcus slouched forward. 
 
    “You won't even notice you've been placed in a stasis field,” Alvin said. “I just need you to lay on the table. I'll activate the field, bring it up to proper intensity, and perform the procedure. It'll be like you're asleep. You won't even notice the passage of time. One moment you'll lay down, the next it's all over.” 
 
    “Brain surgery,” Marcus said to himself. “As if this whole thing hasn't been terrible enough, I'm now going to have brain surgery...on an escape pod...performed by a robot without a body.” 
 
    Marcus dug into the box and pulled the translator unit out and looked at it. 
 
    “It must be trans-warped into your auditory cortex,” Alvin said. 
 
    “I hate space.” Marcus said bluntly. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Alvin said. “That does seem to be an understandable response to our current situation..” 
 
    “Why is everything in space so dangerous?” Marcus said to no one in particular. 
 
    “I assure you sir,” Alvin said. “With the stasis field, everything is perfectly safe. In fact, in the context of your space experiences thus far this is repetitively one of the safest experiences you've had thus far.” 
 
    Marcus sighed. “Brain surgery is now one of the 'safer' things I'll have done while in space. This is just great.” 
 
    A moment of silence passed. 
 
    “Do I really need this thing?” Marcus blurted out.  
 
    “It isn't mandatory sir,” Alvin said. “But in the off chance I'm unable to translate for you, you'll not be able to understand anyone. We're merely assuring your best chances for survival until we can meet back up with our friends.” 
 
    Marcus stood unmoving for a moment. He stared at the translator.  
 
    “You're sure it's safe?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “There are very few things here in space that are safer,” Alvin assured him.  
 
    “That sounds like an exaggeration,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Only slightly sir,” Alvin responded. 
 
    Marcus chuckled. 
 
    “Alright,” Marcus said as he resolved himself. “Let's get this over with.” 
 
    “Just place the translator on the console,” Alvin said. “And have a lie down on the table.” 
 
    He stepped forward, set the translator on the console, and crawled up on the table. He fumbled for a moment as he tried to figure out how to lay his arms. 
 
    “Down by your sides on the table will be fine,” Alvin told him. 
 
    “You can see me again?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Alvin replied. “I'm monitoring you through the pod's cameras.” 
 
    The main display switched from Marcus' vital signs to the camera's view. 
 
    Marcus waved slowly and watched himself on the screen. 
 
    “We should hurry sir,” Alvin said. “The sooner we are finished here, the sooner we can plan out our next step.” 
 
    Marcus relaxed and placed his arms down on the table. 
 
    “I'm going to activate the stasis field now,” Alvin said.  
 
    A gold light flickered around the table and Marcus heard the faintest hint of a buzz. 
 
    “Can you hear me good sir?” Alvin asked. 
 
    “Yup,” Marcus replied. 
 
    “Good,” Alvin said. “The stasis field interferes with outside noises. This is why I chose to keep my partial programming in the trans-comm until the procedure is over. I figured a familiar voice would help you relax.” 
 
    “Thanks Alvin,” Marcus said. “Now what?” 
 
    “I'm going to turn up the intensity of the field,” Alvin replied. “You'll fall into a temporary sleep-like state; I'll warp the unit in place, lift the field, and a few moments later you'll be back on your feet.” 
 
    “That's it?” Marcus asked. “No crazy side effects or anything?” 
 
    “You won't even know it's installed,” Alvin said. “Well, that is, until you suddenly understand just about every species in the universe without help.” 
 
    “Okay,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Are you ready good sir?” 
 
    Marcus breathed deep. “Yup,” he answered. 
 
    The hum grew slightly louder and Marcus passed out. 
 
    The pod's main display switched back to Marcus' vital signs, and the translator vanished in a snap of light. 
 
    Marcus' vital signs fluctuated but only for a moment. 
 
    “You can't hear me sir,” Alvin said through the trans-comm unit. “But everything was a success.” 
 
    The door to the pod hissed open again. The two men from the shop stepped inside and the door shut behind them. 
 
    A field lit up between Marcus and the men, but quickly dissipated. 
 
    One of the men held up a small device and smiled. 
 
    “Short range disruptor,” he said. “Scatters the pattern of the shielding matrix as long as it's activated before the shield goes up.” 
 
    “We figured we'd wait outside until that one was unconscious,” the other guy said as he pointed to Marcus. “Didn't want to intrude.” 
 
    “You sure this is a Heezarian pod?” 
 
    “The Central Core's issue says dirillium plated pod. How many of those do you think are fluttering about this far out?” 
 
    “Well then, it looks like it's our lucky day.” 
 
    Suddenly the lights in the pod went dark and the door whooshed open again. A dark figure reached inside, yanked one of the men out of the pod, and the door shut once more. 
 
    “What the?” The remaining guy said. “What's going on? Who is that?” 
 
    He pulled a pistol from its holster and pointed it at Marcus. 
 
    “Tell your man to stand down,” he yelled. “I'll shoot this guy.” 
 
    The lights flickered for a moment and went dark. The man was startled. The door to the pod hissed open again. The man spun to take aim. 
 
    The dark figure lunged in with a punch and smashed him across his face. The man crumpled to the floor. The dark figure clicked something on his belt and the stasis field surrounding Marcus dropped. The figure walked over and scooped Marcus up. The trans-comm unit fell from his ear and landed on the floor. 
 
    “Sir,” Alvin was yelling through the unit. “Please wake up. Sir, I'm sorry. There's nothing I can do. Please sir, forgive me, I'm so sorry.” 
 
    The figure slung Marcus over his shoulder and walked toward the door which hissed open. The lights came back on and quickly shifted to red. Alarms began to go off within the pod.  
 
    “This is security officer Pribin of Qynn-9,” came a voice over every available intercom in the pod. “If there are any passengers aboard this vessel please vacate now. We've detected two inbound spacial slip torpedoes locked onto your position. We must jettison your vehicle away from the station. Repeat, vacate your vessel immediately.” 
 
    The figure turned and saw the pod's main display shift. It read, “5...4...3...” 
 
    The figure leapt through the door way and bolted down the corridor. 
 
    Marcus regained consciousness. 
 
    “What!” He yelled. “What's happening?” 
 
    His whole body was jostling. Marcus took notice that he was being carried. Still slightly disoriented, Marcus felt himself get flung forward. He watched as he passed through the doorway, and fell back into the Qynn-9 station. After which a dark figure leapt through the doorway toward him. 
 
    Marcus jumped to his feet, leapt over the figure, and darted back for the door leading to the pod. The figure grabbed at his ankles. The Qynn-9 door sealed shut. Marcus fell forward into the door. He watched through a porthole as the escape pod launched into space. A moment later the pod exploded and the entire station shook. 
 
    He grabbed at his ear but felt nothing. 
 
    “Alvin,” he whispered. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 16 
 
    “Captain,” a bridge officer aboard the Imperium said. “Engine crews are reporting a full systems failure.” 
 
    “Bring up containment protocols,” Sir Halen issued. “Get this ship under control!” 
 
    “The system is unresponsive,” the crewman said. “We are losing power across the entire ship. The damage in our aft section is too extensive; the ship's power supply is being drained.” 
 
    “Then figure out a way to get us more power,” Sir Halen belted out. “We cannot lose engines.” 
 
    “Sir,” another crewman said. “The ship is registering a level six threat in the engine bay. All drone safety protocols have been disengaged and are converging on that location.”  
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    Genny ripped down a rather large pipe that bent and curved around a machine. As she did a shower of scalding hot, red liquid rained down across the room. It phased her none. Without a pause for thought she began to the pipe in her hands into anything she could find.  
 
    She strode across the engine bay covering ten to fifteen feet per stride. Every console within reach was ripped from the wall, or pulled up from the ground and smashed into the next nearest object. Screens flickered, workers were still attempting reroute power where they could.  
 
    As Genny made her way closer to the center of the engine room she grabbed a hold of a rather large piping system. With all the strength she now had she heaved it from its housing and hurled it toward the main engine column. With a thunderous smash containers broke free, and a shielding wall surrounding the engine system shattered. 
 
    The engine bay lighting flickered. Genny could hear terminals and other machines powering down. 
 
    “Evac the engine bay,” one of the workers yelled. “Now!” 
 
    Genny spun and watched as the remaining workers began darting toward hatches spread across the far bay walls. 
 
    “Bridge,” one worker yelled. “Our emergency systems are down. Primary hessian containment shielding has been compromised. Initiate an evac and unlock the escape pods.” 
 
    More drones entered the engine bay and began firing upon Genny. She'd already destroyed more than thirty just making her way there. Burn marks were healing but the pain lingered far more than before. Whatever Halen had done to her, Genny realized it was being taxed far beyond its limits. 
 
    A set of drones charged and leapt on her. Their spindly legs darting in and out, and struck Genny in the face, arms, and chest. She bucked hard and tossed two drones from her back. One drone managed to hold fast. It spun its canon to fire, but Genny was quick to react. She rolled forward as the drone launched a blast. The canon fire struck a terminal, which exploded. Genny twisted around, grabbed a hold of the drone and flung it into three others. Drone pieces and parts flew in every direction as they exploded. 
 
    Genny turned and saw the engine crew attempting to pry open escape pod hatches. She stepped in their direction but someone called out her approach. More than fifty workers abandoned their escape attempt and bolted down different corridors. At the sight of fellow workers running, others joined in. The remaining workers either ignored Genny or took refuge elsewhere. 
 
    “Bridge,” one of the workers yelled. He'd taken up a defensive position behind a grouping of large metallic canisters. “This is commander Albris, please disengage defense drones. I repeat, defense drones are discharging weapons within the engine bay.” 
 
    Another half dozen drones spread forward, firing at Genny.  
 
    She grabbed at a thick metal plate that was bolted on the wall, ripped it free, and flung it at the drones. Two of the drones were sliced in half while the remaining just managed to side-step as it came at them.  
 
    As another drone took aim and fired; Genny lunged out of the way. The stray canon blast crackled as it went by Genny and struck another terminal. A series of explosions shook the floor. Genny turned; scaffolding and a grouping of pipes began to fold and buckle. A dozen workers had taken refuge under it all, and in the mayhem hadn't noticed the looming danger. 
 
    Through the darkness Genny pushed herself to react. 
 
    She leapt forward and threw herself toward the workers. The scaffolding slammed down hard across Genny's back. With arms stretched wide and feet spread Genny hoisted the metal scaffolding back. Snaps of metal rang out; debris began to fall and scatter around. 
 
    “Move,” she grunted out to the workers who were frozen in place.  
 
    They darted to one side and huddled against the wall.  
 
    Genny pushed hard and shoved the large section away. 
 
    The drones took full advantage of Genny's heroics. A group skittered around the corner and fired unrelentingly. 
 
    The canon blasts incinerated the group of workers who she'd just saved. Genny was struck square in the chest and face. She stumbled back slightly, but was able to regain her balance.  
 
    Canon blast after canon blast came.  
 
    Genny instinctively brought her arms up to guard her face as the canon fire poured in relentlessly. She felt the skin on her arms and shoulders being burned away. The pain of each strike stole her breath away.   
 
    More drones joined the fight and began firing.  
 
    Genny struggled to remain standing against the force of the blasts. The pain of the attacks was nearly unbearable. The fury within grew deeper. Every ounce of Genny's thoughts were pushed from her mind. She bellowed out in rage. She dropped her arms and darted forward taking the full brunt of the canon fire. 
 
    The drones were ready. Some had been overcharging their canon fire. The moment Genny dropped her guard, they fired. 
 
    Genny was thrown back and off her feet. She slammed against the wall and as she fell the drones pushed in and continued to fire. She attempted to push herself to her feet. The drones were relentless. Energy blast after energy blast pushed Genny back to the ground. 
 
    She attempted to look around, but the torrent of canon fire blinded her. She pushed hard and managed to pull herself to her knees. She curled in tight as her whole body wracked in pain. The grouping of drones had one single order: eliminate Genny.  
 
    Genny pulled in even tighter; her breath was stolen away by her pain.  
 
    Over a dozen drones were now firing. 
 
    Through it all, she knew she had to get to her feet. Her attackers knew it also. 
 
    Just then, two of the drones launched into the air and landed on her back. Genny thrashed around as they attempted to pin her down. Twisting left, then a hard right she managed to get to her side. With a wide wild swing she slammed into the side of one drone and smashed it into the wall. With half the weight now gone Genny reached up and grabbed the legs of the other drone. She pulled it in tight to her chest. With her arms now wrapped around it, she squeezed. The drone exploded right on top of her.  
 
    The blast pushed the remaining drones back and away. As they slid across the floor their shots went wide. It gave Genny a momentary reprieve. It was all she needed.  
 
    Genny pushed herself to her feet and darted toward the drones as they recovered from the blast. She smashed into one and sent it into two others. Metal limbs and housings rang out as the drones collided. One drone had three of its limbs snapped off; another lost its targeting system and was now wildly firing. The initial drone she'd collided into was a crumpled heap.  
 
    With only a handful of the attacking drones remaining Genny went on the offensive. Three drones dashed forward while the remaining four fell behind. The trio of drones began to target Genny's face directly with low intensity blasts.  
 
    She could barely see; Whether from the energy blasts or the fumes of leaking canisters permeating the engine bay, her eyes burned and everything was beginning to look hazy. She swung wildly toward the nearest drone and caught its front leg. Off balance, its next shot went into a nearby processing vat of some sort.  
 
    An explosion rang out as the vat detonated. 
 
    The next thing Genny knew she was hurled through the air. She slammed into a thick set of pipes and crashed to the floor. Her entire body now felt as though it were on fire. 
 
    Whatever that vat contained, it now sprayed into the air like a geyser. Genny's vision blurred even more; it was all becoming a brilliant white. She reached around the floor and felt liquid pooling around her.  
 
    The energy blasts from the drones had stopped, and she used the moment to try and orientate herself. Immense pain shot through her midsection as she attempted to stand. She crumpled.  
 
    Her vision was now completely engulfed in a piercing white glare. It was as if someone had a spotlight shining directly into her eyes. She felt around the floor once more and the liquid had pooled even more. With just the tiniest of squints she attempted to see where she was. 
 
    Light blazed all around her. Genny breathed deep and rubbed at her eyes. She attempted to refocus used her hand to shield her eyes. It was the ground she realized. Whatever the liquid, it was the source of the immense light. As her eyes began to compensate for the intensity of it all, she took notice that intermixed within the liquid light was blood. She curled inward and looked at her abdomen. Shards of metal had punctured her chest, abdomen, and legs.  
 
    Dizziness washed over her. She looked around and saw nothing but destruction. The drones had been claimed by the exploding vat. Apparently the shrapnel from the blast had embedded itself all across Genny's body. 
 
    She pulled a shard of metal from her side and screamed. The pain from the open wound burned as the liquid light continued to rain down on her. Yet, after only a moment Genny felt the pain dissipate. She looked and the puncture was slowly healing. She took a deep breath, and one-by-one removed the shrapnel from her body. The pain was overwhelming. She could hear explosions happening all around her, but whether from the intense pain, or from injuries she'd suffered from the relentless attack, everything she now heard sounded muffled. 
 
    As the last of the metal was pulled free, Genny noticed her first wound was completely healed. She watched, somewhat horrified but also relieved, as each wound was visibly closing. 
 
    Just then Genny felt something grab her shoulder 
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    “Anything on the scanner?” Taam asked. 
 
    “You think I'd keep quiet if there was?” Bartl answered. 
 
    Anthony just stood at a window and peered into space. 
 
    Huge fragments of a ship and rocky debris floated by. 
 
    “It doesn't make any sense,” Taam said. “Everything is gone. The Zorg have been wiped from their own space.” 
 
    “We really shouldn't be out here,” Bartl said to Taam. 
 
    “I just don't understand it,” Taam said. “That's a Zorg battle cruiser.” 
 
    “Not cruiser,” Bartl replied. “Cruisers. I'm showing the remains of at least six different armada class Zorg ships out there along with the remains of Tella II and Kpvurr Prime. That makes over a hundred Zorg ships and three planets, all destroyed.” 
 
    “What's going on? Taam muttered.  
 
    “I think you know,” Bartl replied. “I think we all know, or have a good guess. 
 
    “Taam,” Anthony said. He turned and faced both Bartl and Taam. “There's nothing here.” 
 
    “It's just like all the others,” Taam said ignoring the both of them. “There's nothing but bio-matter spread all over those things.”  
 
    “Bio-matter?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “Body parts,” Bartl said. 
 
    “We have to get answers,” Taam said. “We've no way of getting onto Volja unless we can track down that device.” 
 
    Bartl and Anthony looked at each other. 
 
    A long silent pause lingered. 
 
    “Alright,” Anthony said. “I'll say it. What if it's gone? What if whoever did all this came here looking for the same thing. But instead of trying to sneak through, they just started lighting the place up.” 
 
    Taam cursed, turned and punched the wall. 
 
    “You know it's the Attillians,” Bartl said. “The Starfaller is not a ship to be messed with, especially if they have a Prime Command fleet at their back. 
 
    Taam spun and worked a console. 
 
    The Platnium's engines roared to life.  
 
    “Where are we going now?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “The center of Zorg space,” Bartl answered. “If Ellidron is still out here--” 
 
    “He's still out here,” Taam interrupted. “And we're going to make that bratty little hacker come to us.” 
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    “Get out of there,” a man barked at Genny. 
 
    His face a light pink with a orange'ish beard running down to the middle of his chest. 
 
    “Run,” he yelled once more. 
 
    Genny heard the faint sounds of more drones clicking and splashing across the floor toward her position. Her mind was fighting against the darkness. For a few moments Genny was able to think clearly. 
 
    “The Light Drive has been breached,” the man said. “You need to get out of here. Only the processing system has been compromised. If the entirety of the Light Drive Shields fail, the hessian fluid will ignite and nothing will survive.” 
 
    Genny turned slowly and squinted. She saw cracks and fractures spread across the glowing chamber of the Light Drive. She watched as the hessian fluid sprayed out from various detached hoses and cracks along the chamber wall. She looked down and took notice that it was the same liquid spraying into the air. She was drenched in the the hessian fluid from the other vat. 
 
    Another series of explosion rang out. The engine room shook and Genny stumbled forward. 
 
    “They can't focus on you,” the man said. He'd taken quite a few steps away and was making an effort to reach an escape pod. “The hessian fluid is scrambling their targeting system.” 
 
    Genny turned once more and saw all the remaining drones wildly aiming at whatever registered on their targeting system.  
 
    “Get out of there,” the man yelled once more. 
 
    Genny watched as three drones broke off and darted toward the man. They must have detected his yelling and encircled him. He brought his hands up and pleaded with them.  
 
    “No stop,” he yelled. “You don't understand, I'm Lead Engineer Commander Albris. I'm trying to keep this ship from blowing--” 
 
    A drone spun its canon toward the commander and fired.  
 
    She reeled back as she watched the drone kill the man in cold blood. Genny could barely breath. Her mind went into shock. The darkness enveloped her mind and drove her into a rage once more. 
 
    The drones skittered forward, turned their canons toward Genny's general direction and fired.  
 
    Two of the blasts struck her in the face and chest. The other exploded off a wall nearby. Genny stumbled back for a moment. The hessian fluid burst into flame. Genny was immediately engulfed in white flames. The fire spread from Genny down to the floor. Within moments, a large section of the engine bay floor was a blazing inferno. 
 
    The pain of it slightly faded as the darkness attempted to push it all out of her mind once more. This time, she was able to fight back; She was starting to control whatever it was that crept and slithered through her thoughts. She wouldn't let it completely take her. 
 
    She snapped her gaze toward the drone and bolted for it. Her speed pulled the fire from her body and in a flash she was no longer engulfed in flames. 
 
    The drones charged a blast, but Genny moved too fast. 
 
    In one swift motion Genny grabbed a drone's leg, broke it off, spun, and skewered the drone with its own limb. With a flurry she then swung back around and snapped the canon off another, brought it up and lanced the remaining drone.  
 
    With a devastating kick she sent the canon-less drone careening across the engine bay and into a now blazing terminal. An explosion rang out and shook the engine bay 
 
    Genny looked down at the commander, his flesh charred and smoldering. A pool of her own blood gathered around the body. She looked down and saw that her wounds had only healed slightly. Exhaustion started to overtake her. That last outburst had drained her extensively. She could feel herself fighting the darkness in her mind. Her legs shook at the knees. Her breathing came in shorts bursts. She fell forward slightly; the room around her began to spin.  
 
    A canon blast struck her in the back. Genny stumbled forward a step or two, spun and saw dozens of incoming drones.  
 
    Thirty or so drones converged on her. She darted to her left and slid behind a row of huge canisters. Her midsection felt as though her skin was ripping apart. Instinctly she clutched inward with her hands. She looked down and blood was pouring out from dozens of lacerations. She also noticed spots of yellow spread all through her blood.  
 
    Her mind flashed with an image of Sir Halen, then an image of Marcus. Her emotions waged war inside her. One second she was filled with rage for whatever these people had done to her. She was no longer herself. She could feel Halen's experiment crawling through her. The next moment images of Marcus danced about in her mind.  
 
    The drones began firing. 
 
    Genny heard the blasts slamming into the canisters. It wouldn't be long before the they broke through.  
 
    Genny thought of how she may never see Marcus again, how giving into Halen's offer had lead her here. She knew he couldn't be trusted, but the thought of Marcus being out in space terrified her. She just wanted to hear her husband's voice one last time.  
 
    Sparks began to rain down across her back as the canisters took more canon fire. 
 
    Genny felt the tiny flecks of heat sprinkle across her. One such spark crackled just enough to cause a pinch on the back of her neck. Genny's mind snapped back to the lab where Halen had injected her with his genetic fluid. Darkness pressed in at the edges of her mind once more. She fought against it, but was exhausted. These outbursts were killing her. Her body ached. Genny fell forward. Her teeth gritted together. Her mind replayed that moment in the lab with clarity.  
 
    She saw herself crawling across the floor. Halen having just injected her with his genetic fluid. She knew he was there, slowly walking next to her, smiling at her despair.  
 
    The darkness now pulsed though her thoughts. Her head throbbed. It began to sound like a beating drum. It was nearly deafening. 
 
    Then came the memory of when she pulled herself across the cold floor trying to escape Halen. He'd loomed over her moments before she passed out.  
 
    Just then one of the drones and made its way around the side of the canisters. Its canon quickly powered up.  
 
    From a place of pure instinct Genny wildly swung and struck at the drone's canon. Its energy blast flew through the air and collided into the estroban containers. Even more liquid began to rain down. Within the blink of an eye the estroban caught fire. 
 
    It was too much, and Genny's will broke. The darkness consumed her every thought and action. Mind blank, Genny now moved with only a primal desire to survive.  
 
    She was suddenly up on her feet. Her legs were still unsteady and wobbly. The canon fire continued to assault her position, but the drone's accuracy was wild.  
 
    Whether from the heat of the spreading fire, or the chemicals now spraying everywhere, it appeared that the drones were malfunctioning.  
 
    Genny darted forward but one of the drones nearby was consumed by the hessian and estroban flames and exploded. Genny was thrown from her feet and slid for a moment. She pushed herself to her feet once more. The heat from the fire intensified behind her, a searing pain lapped across her back. Genny's breath was stolen from her lungs. More drones began to explode under the forceful heat and fire. Genny pushed forward, but couldn't find the speed at which she'd been moving prior.  
 
    Another series of explosions rang out. Genny finally reached for an escape pod door. She pulled, but it was sealed shut. With all her force she yanked back. Creaks of metal being forced beyond its limits rang out. Her body fought against her every wish. The door wouldn't pull free. Genny crumpled to the floor. She looked back and the entire engine bay was bathed in flames. The drones were bubbling into heaps of molten metal, others just burst into explosions. Torrents of flame ripped out from the light drive unit. The estroban container the blast had struck was engulfed in blue and white flame.  
 
    Genny reached up from the floor and gripped the escape pod handle once more. She squeezed with every ounce of will power she could muster. Her arms felt weak. Her fingers trembled as she pulled the handle with all she had.  
 
    A moment later she collapsed to the floor. The heat from the engine bay made it nearly impossible to breath.  
 
    Genny watched as the entire engine bay was now nothing more than blazing fire. 
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    “The Imperium's light drive and spacial bend are non-responsive,” a bridge crewman said to Sir Halen. “We're leaking particle fluid from the hessian chamber. The engine core has multiple breaches and even more fractures on the containment field. Sir.” 
 
    “Jettison the light core,” Sir Halen yelled.  
 
    “Unable,” one of the bridge crew said. “The engine bay has suffered too much damage. All coupling units are unresponsive.” 
 
    Sir Halen stood from his captain's chair and bellowed, “Then send a manned crew.” 
 
    “But sir,” the crewman responded. 
 
    Sir Halen peered at the crewman. “Do not question me. Do you think I care for their well-being? This ship will not be lost to the hands of the Heezarians and a couple humans.” He pasued a moment. “Now, fix this ship!” 
 
    The Imperium shook violently 
 
    “Report?” Sir Halen barked out. 
 
    “It's the engine bay sir,” a crewman reported. “I'm showing the entire bay is...” the crewman paused. 
 
    “Is what?” Sir Halen demanded. 
 
    “It appears the bay is showing signs of heat signatures beyond the scope of our sensors sir,” the crewman responded. “We must evacuate.” 
 
    Sir Halen looked to the crewman and sat in his captain's chair. “Do you understand what the Central Core will do with every one of us if we send out an evacuation distress? We are a Prime Command Delukxar class ship. There is no evacuation.” 
 
    “What are your orders captain?” The crewman asked. 
 
    Sir Halen stared blankly out of the view screen and said nothing. 
 
    The crewman looked to his console screen; the sensors were registering explosions and heat beyond anything he'd seen coming from the engine bay. He peered back at Sir Halen then back to his command console. He let his hand slide across the screen. His finger flicked downward. 
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    “I don't think he's out here Taam,” Bartl said. “We've been cruising around broadcasting for far too long. We're running the risk of someone we don't want to face finding us at this point if we don't move. At least bring up the shields and run the scanners.” 
 
    “Just a little while longer,” Taam said to himself. “He has to be out here.” 
 
    “No,” Bartl said knowing full well Taam wasn't talking to him. “He doesn't. He could've very well been swallowed up by all of this.” 
 
    “He's not that stupid,” Taam answered. “He would've stayed hidden.” 
 
    “And if he didn't?” Bartl asked. 
 
    “Then we've lost,” Taam bellowed. He stood and turned toward Bartl. “We just left Genny behind in the hands of Halen,” he continued. “There's not a single clue pointing us to Marcus and Alvin's location. If we can't find this blatnard, or if he's been lost to this devastation, then what do we have left?” 
 
    “So you just let us float around out here, unprotected?” Bartl said calmly. 
 
    Taam stared him in the eyes. “I don't want him thinking we're also hunting him down,” he said. “We're just as exposed as he would be making contact with us. He's not stupid; that's a clear sign we're offering help...that we need his help.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bartl said. “It's also a clear sign for everyone else to creep up on us, and then we're screwed.”  
 
    “Just a little longer,” Taam muttered. He turned, sat, and worked the command console once again. “I know he's out here.”  
 
    Anthony just sat, staring out of the main display. Debris and huge chunks of former planets were scattered across the darkness of space.  
 
    “Who does this?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “I know it's risky,” Bartl said. “We'll bring up sensors and shields in a minute.” 
 
    “Look,” Taam said. “We need this guy to contact us, without him--” 
 
    Anthony cut him off. 
 
    “Not this,” he gestured indicating he wasn't speaking of their current course of action. “That.” He pointed at the display. 
 
    “I know you both said the Zorg weren't the friendliest people,” he continued. “But they've been wiped out. And we're out here looking for some guy who might've been forced to watch his people get annihilated.” 
 
    Taam and Bartl just remained silent. 
 
    “Who does this to someone?” Anthony asked. He turned back toward the display. “What kind of person wipes out an entire species of people, just to take something from them.” 
 
    “The Attillians aren't good people,” Taam said. “At least not anymore. They used to be, don't get me wrong. But something happened, long before even Bartl's time. They lost their planet, and the Attillians on that ship are all that's left.” 
 
    “My guess is,” Bartl said.  “They're hunting down Volja in the hopes of claiming it for their own. And if that's the case, there's not much they won't do to accomplish that goal.” 
 
    “Even if that means committing genocide?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “Apparently so,” Bartl responded. 
 
    The ship's main display lit up white for a moment. 
 
    No!” Tamm blurted out. 
 
    He spun to work the console, but the bridge to the Platnium went black. Everything lost power. 
 
    Anthony heard the engines power down. 
 
    “Those plooks,” Taam blurted out. 
 
    Bartl dashed across the bridge and ripped a panel off the wall. 
 
    “I might be able to--” he started to say but a new voice interrupted him. 
 
    A holographic image of a tall lanky man with white hair appeared in the center of the bridge. 
 
    “I am Commander Tira of the Attillian Starfaller,” the holo image said. “We've destabilized your energy core. Prepare to be trans-warped aboard our vessel. Taam and Bartl Heezarian, you will be detained and transported to the Central Core processing center for your crimes. We are confiscating your vessel, the Platnium IV. All items aboard are now Attillian property.”  
 
    Tira paused. His holo image turned and looked at Anthony. 
 
    “Including the human.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 17 
 
    Genny sat trying to catch her breath. Every movement she made tore open prior wounds that had barely closed.  
 
    It's no use, she thought. Her mind flashed with images of Marcus: the day they met, their first date, their wedding day. His smile, the wide toothy grin that used to spread across his face, it'd been years since she'd seen it. 
 
    Another few explosions rang out, deeper in the engine bay. Genny didn't know if the light drive or the estroban containers would explode or not, but she watched as they were now completely engulfed in white and blue flame. Sir Halen had referred to the estroban as a fuel of some sort. Genny assumed it was only a matter of time before an explosion of greater magnitude would claim this entire section. She'd resolved herself to die on the floor. With her eyes closed she just hoped the devastation would be enough to take the entire ship with her.  
 
    The sound of a click came from behind and caught her attention. She turned slightly. Her Bond-o-Threads had caked with blood and now pulled across her back. More wounds ripped open and a searing pain washed over her. Through gritted teeth she fought to hold onto consciousness. The agony of each movement left her shaking, but as she bent forward the pod door cracked open. 
 
    Genny pulled herself to her feet. She could barely stand. Her legs shook uncontrollably. Pulling on the pod door Genny felt every laceration across her stomach chest and arms rip apart further. She screamed, but the pod door opened. She hobbled forward one step and fell into the pod. With her legs pulled in she watched as another door slid from above and sealed the pod shut. She attempted to look around; everything was cloudy and dark. Her vision was nearly gone. Every movement was a strain. What little she could see swirled and spun. The dizziness made her sick.  
 
    The floor of the pod shuddered for a moment. Genny craned to look toward the view window. She'd been launched into space. 
 
    As blood poured from Genny's newly torn wounds she laid motionless on the floor. Her breathing came in short bursts. After only a moment, Genny lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    The bridge crewman kicked wildly as he was hoisted into the air by Sir Halen; the captain's hand clutched around his neck.  
 
    “I gave no such order,” Sir Halen said.  
 
    “I'm sorry sir,” the crewman choked out. “I just thought...if someone was still alive in the engine bay...I just wanted to save them.” 
 
    With a flick of his wrist Sir Halen snapped the crewman's neck. He then tossed the lifeless body to the floor and stomped back to his captains seat. He worked at a console embedded in his chair for a moment. 
 
    The bridge crew looked at the now dead man for only a second before returning back to work. 
 
    “All systems have been transferred to command unit 001,” a computer-like voice said over the bridge's intercom. 
 
    Sir Halen sat solemnly staring out of the Imperium's view screen. 
 
    “Sir,” another crewman said. “If we don't do something about the damage in the engine bay, we're looking at an inverse spacial bend.” 
 
    No response was given. Sir Halen just stared blankly out of the view screen. 
 
    “Sir,” the crewman stood and said. “We're talking about ship-wide devastation. The Imperium will folded in on itself. We'll be shredded into nothingness.”  
 
    Sir Halen looked down and swiped at his command console. He tapped the screen a few times then dropped his hand to the armrest.  
 
    An alarm rang out across the bridge of the Imperium. The entire crew spun and turned their attention to their captain.  
 
    He regarded none of them. Instead, he sat solemnly in his seat. Arms resting across the seat's rests. His eyes peering into the nothingness of space.  
 
    One of the crewman turned back toward her console, then snapped her attention back to Sir Halen. 
 
    “Sir,” she yelled.  
 
    He paid her no attention 
 
    “The ship's self destruct has been act...” 
 
    In burst of firelight, the Imperium exploded. 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    Marcus spun and grabbed the collar of the gentleman on the floor. 
 
    “Who are you?” He belted out. 
 
    “Calm down,” the man said. “I just saved your life. My name is  Omnis Zept; I'm the captain of a star cruzer called the Sunspot. I believe we have a common acquaintance.” 
 
    Marcus stepped back and allowed Omnis to stand. Marcus then stepped back a little further. Omnis was easily a foot taller than he was and twice as wide. His skin was dark blue with crimson orbs for eyes. His bald head gleamed under the artificial lighting of Qynn-9, and Marcus saw a series of tattoos etched over his scalp. Marcus turned for a moment and looked back out of the porthole and peered into space. Shards of the escape pod were fluttering around in darkness. 
 
    “I'm sorry about your vessel,” Omnis said. “It was a Heezarian escape pod, yes?” 
 
    It dawned on Marcus that he was suddenly speaking to an alien. In fact, Marcus realized that the noises he'd heard while walking this section of the station had suddenly become very clear. Instead of garbled languages, he now understood everyone on Quinn-9. 
 
    “How'd,” Marcus paused for a second and looked back at Omnis. “Who are the Heezarians?” 
 
    Omnis smiled. 
 
    “I can see why Taam picked you,” Omnis said. 
 
    “I don't know who or what you're talking about,” Marcus replied. “I need to go talk to some folks about a new vessel.” 
 
    “Dirillium escape pod,” Omnis said. “Only two people in the known universe who'd flaunt such a thing. Not many people knew they had them.” 
 
    Marcus stood and looked Omnis in the eyes. 
 
    “Although with the Central Core issuing kill or capture orders out,” Omnis continued. “There are plenty of people with that information now.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “I told you,” Omnis said. “I'm friends with the Heezarians. I used to co-pilot with Bartl when he and Taam would run med kits and tera-seeds out on the rims.” 
 
    Marcus didn't say a word. 
 
    “Although,” Omnis said. “I don't know who you are or how you managed to get all the way out here in one of their pods.” 
 
    Marcus stood solemnly, not a word came forth. 
 
    “I only knew about the pod because I scanned the station,” Omnis said. “I comm'd the pod, but no one responded. I figured Taam and Bartl were in the station, but no such luck. Thought maybe their AI droid, Alvin, might've been out here needing some help, but I came up empty again.” 
 
    Marcus felt his face flinch at the mention of Alvin. 
 
    Omnis looked at him for a moment. 
 
    “C'mon,” he said to Marcus. “My ship's just down there. We can talk more privately.” 
 
    Marcus lingered for a second. 
 
    “Look,” Omnis said. “If you don't want to follow me, we can grab something to drink and talk all this out on the promenade. But there's lots of ears here on Qynn, some just nosy, others looking to sell out and make a quick credit.”  
 
    Marcus said nothing.  
 
    “I get the fact that you don't know me,” Omnis said. “But I owe Bartl and Taam more than most. They were there for me when not too many others would've been. Plus, I've actually saved your life twice in like the last few byts.” 
 
    Omnis kicked at an unconscious fellow on the floor. 
 
    “This guy and his partner got the drop on you in the pod. They were trying to claim the bounty the Central Core has issued out for anything attached to the Heezarians. Not sure what those two are into but the Core is dropping some serious heat.” 
 
    Marcus remained unmoving. 
 
    Omnis chuckled. “Stubborn, I like it. Well, if you're thinking I just want you dead, I could've just left you on the pod. The torpedoes would've done the job nicely.” 
 
    Marcus finally broke his gaze and looked down; he'd not even noticed the man on the floor. 
 
    “He and his friend followed you out of that shop you were in,” Omnis said. “Once I realized it was you who came in on the pod I followed. I wanted to figure out if you'd jacked the pod, or if you were friends with Taam and Bartl. Good thing too, these guys disabled the pods security fields and were ready to snatch your unconscious body off the pod.” 
 
    “You keep saying two,” Marcus said. “I only see one guy here. Your partner waiting on your ship?” 
 
    Omnis let out a laugh. “You're not going to give me a break are you? I only had time to pull you off the pod, so this guy's buddy was lost to the torpedoes.” 
 
    Marcus felt his stomach churn; he was so far out of his element. As Omnis recounted the situation a sense of overwhelming despair washed over over Marcus. Alvin was gone. The pod destroyed. He had no way to get into contact with Taam or Bartl. He was lost in space, and his involvement in all this had now put a bounty on his head. 
 
    Marcus breathed deep and steeled his resolve.  
 
    “Okay,” Marcus said. “Let's play this out. You want me to believe you're here to help, but what's to stop you from just making all of this up? It'd be a lot easier to turn in a bounty if the person thinks they're being rescued.” 
 
    “No offense,” Omnis said. “But if I wanted to claim a bounty on you, the easiest way would be to blast you unconscious and drag you onto my ship.” 
 
    Marcus' eyes widened. 
 
    Omnis laughed.  
 
    “Look,” Omnis said. “I'm not forcing you to go with me. But you came here in a pod, not the Platnium, and that means trouble. Also, don't forget that whoever just torpedoed your pod is probably still around. If you stole the pod, congrats, you've fooled me, but I'm judging you as a friend to Taam and Bartl. And in my experience any friend of theirs is good. You need help and I'm offering. My ship's docked at bay M-16. If you want to take me up on my offer I don't leave for another two diatryls.” 
 
    Marcus puzzled his face. 
 
    Omnis chuckled a moment. 
 
    “Listen kid,” Omnis said. “Translators struggle with all the different references to time and distance. There's millions of species out here in space, all of which track things differently. So, to keep things easy there's a general standard we all use. The shortest amount of time is a tryl. After that you just add the proper prefix, hecatryl, benatryl, and so on. Same thing for distance, except, instead of a tryl it's a nec: unec, parnec, dranec. Once you know those, you have your time or distance. I suggest, if you're going to venture out on your own, you learn it. The problem we have here, you didn't know about the Universal Standard System.” 
 
    Marcus started to say something but got cut-off. 
 
    “Don't try and feed me a lie,” Omnis said. “You're as fresh as they come out here. And that tells me Taam and Bartl pulled you from someplace they shouldn't have.” 
 
    Marcus' eyes dropped to the floor.  
 
    “I told you,” Omnis said. “I'm here to help.” 
 
    Marcus looked back at Omnis who shrugged. He glanced around at all the people bustling around. The entire station began to look ominous. He looked back to Omnis. 
 
    “I'm lost out here,” Marcus whispered. “You're right, I need help.” 
 
    The two made their way back to Omnis' ship, the Sunspot. The two wove through a few corridors. Marcus memorized the path.  
 
    The two came to an open area and Omnis plopped down in a chair. There was a small kitchen terminal within arms reach and a glass materialized. He then grabbed a bottle, popped the lid and poured a golden liquid into the glass. 
 
    “Inris wine,” Omnis said as he held the bottle aloft. “Best booze in the deep black.” 
 
    He held up the bottle as an offer.  
 
    “No thanks,” Marcus said. 
 
    He took notice that this ship was significantly smaller than the Platnium. The screens and controls told Marcus that he sat within the bridge of the ship, but it looked more like a large cockpit than anything else.  
 
    Omnis motioned for Marcus to take a seat across from him. A second later Omnis jumped to his feet. Taking a couple steps he snatched something from a shelf, fell back into his chair, tossed the item to Marcus. 
 
    He caught it and flipped it over. It was an image of a younger Taam and Bartl, smiling, with Omnis grinning wide between them. Behind all three were the Platnium and what Marcus assumed was the Sunspot. 
 
    “Told you I knew em,” Omnis said before he sucked down his drink in one gulp. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Marcus started. 
 
    “Hey,” Omnis said. “Listen, don't worry about it. But I'm guessing you've got something to do with all the trouble they're in. Heck, based on the issue the Core dropped on freenet, I might dare assume you're the cargo mentioned in the deets.” 
 
    “Cargo,” Marcus chuckled. “They're calling me and my friends cargo.” 
 
    “So how'd you end up out here in their pod?” 
 
    “It's a long story,” Marcus said. “Taam sent me out here with...” Marcus turned and looked out of the view window.  
 
    He couldn't see the debris of the pod, but he knew somewhere out there Alvin's data unit fluttered about, probably in a thousand pieces. 
 
    “You okay?” Omnis said. 
 
    “He sent me out here with Alvin,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Alvin?” Omnis said. “Alvin's on Qynn? I scanned for him but didn't pick nothing up. Why didn't you just say so; he can tell ya all about me.” 
 
    “No,” Marcus said. “Something happened to him before all this; he lost power or some such. There was this huge ship baring down on us. It all happened so fast. We had to escape the Platnium. Taam removed Alvin's data unit and transferred it into the pod.” 
 
    Omnis dropped his head and closed his eyes. He shook his head for a moment. 
 
    “I'm so sorry,” he said. “I had no idea Alvin was in the pod. I would've at least attempted to grab it. I know Alvin meant a lot to both of em, especially Bartl.” 
 
    “It's not your fault,” Marcus said. “You couldn't have known.” 
 
    “Listen,” Omnis said. He sat forward and slapped Marcus' knee. “It's not your fault either.” 
 
    Marcus let the silence linger for a moment. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    “I'd hate to be the one who launched those torpedoes though,” Omnis said. “Bartl's fury will be a sight to behold. Alvin was his baby.” 
 
    Marcus puzzled his face. 
 
    “Alvin,” Omnis said. “That crazy AI was Bartl's creation. He was a one-of-a-kind too. No other droid like him anywhere in the universe. Heck, I've lost count on how many times Alvin managed to get me out of a tough jam.” 
 
    Omnis reached over to the kitchen terminal and materialized another glass. He grabbed the Inris wine and poured two drinks.  
 
    “Don't bother saying 'no' this time,” he said. “This drink's for Alvin.” 
 
    Marcus took the glass; the two clinked them together and gulped down the drink. 
 
    “To Alvin,” Omnis said. 
 
    “To my friend,” Marcus muttered. 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    The white canvas cleared from their vision and in its place was an empty square room. Anthony looked around, taking a moment to let his mind adjust to the transwarp he and the others just experienced. His last thought was that of a holographic Tira coldly staring at him as they pulled him from the Platnium.  
 
    The room was a light gray with padded walls encircling the entirety from top to bottom. The floor was a highly polished black, whether metal or something other, Anthony couldn't tell. Nestled above in the ceiling, running the length of the room, were recessed lighting fixtures. A blue'ish white energy ran through the fixtures, flickering, but with such intensity that the light of the room never dulled at all.  
 
    “Cozy,” Bartl said.  
 
    His muffled voice caused Anthony to turn. Bartl was no more than a ten feet away yet his voice was drowned out as though he were speaking on the other side of a wall. 
 
    “Sound proof,” Taam said. “Or at least dampened. I expect we'll be joined shortly.” 
 
    The three stood around for quite some time, with not a sound or visit to be had.  
 
    “Looks like they forgot about us,” Taam muffled out.  
 
    “Nah,” Bartl said. “They fixed this room up just for us. I can't find where it is, but there's definitely a camera watching and scanning us.” 
 
    Bartl pulled and pushed on every crevice and crack he could find in the room. Unfortunately, he found nothing of interest. The padding on the walls was fresh and clean, looking nearly new. The flooring was recently polished. Even the lighting was recently installed. 
 
    “This room is meant to mess with us,” he continued. “Everything is out in the open; they're letting us inspect everything. They want us to feel like we're at ease in here, but without any way out. They want us to feel panicked and trapped. My guess is that the sound dampeners will begin to fluctuate, enhancing sound so every breath is deafening, then disorienting us by shutting sound completely off. Except,” he paused. 
 
    Anthony stepped closer and said, “Except what?” 
 
    “Except they know Bartl and I can sit through stuff like that for a long while before we begin to break down,” Taam said. “They're testing you.” He pointed at Anthony. 
 
    “Me?” Anthony questioned. “Why me?” 
 
    One of the panels in the room made a faint click and turned inward revealing a door.  
 
    The three turned to see Commander Tira step into the room followed by a dozen Attillian soldiers. 
 
    Tira looked upward, toward a corner of the room, and nodded. 
 
    The three could feel the sound dampener fall. 
 
    “Very observant Sergeant,” Tira said addressing Bartl. “I'd expect no less from you. Your deduction of this room was spot on. Well, with the exception of your numeric count of possible cameras. You used the singular 'camera' when in fact we have many ways of observing you in this room.” 
 
    Tira turned and addressed Taam. “As for the length of time you and your uncle could've remained in here Corporal, well, this room is rather persuasive when we need it to be.” 
 
    Anthony kept a straight face through Tira's little speech. If the room was meant to be a test of will, every word from Tira's mouth would be no different.  
 
    Tira paused, allowing himself to glance at Bartl then to Taam. He smiled and chuckled to himself. “You two really can pick them.” He turned and looked to Anthony. 
 
    Anthony stared him down.  
 
    “Such an aggressive look,” Tira said. “And for what? Intimidation? Defiance? I may not look it, but I am not unfamiliar with many forms of hand-to-hand combat. My physiology allows me a certain level of strength and speed far greater than anything you could accomplish. I've seen things that would destroy a mind like yours. And I know things you couldn't even comprehend. I say this so that you may know there is nothing you can say or do that would intimidate me. And should I wish to break your defiance, I have many effective tools at my disposal.” 
 
    “At least you aren't trying to play friend,” Anthony said. 
 
    “No,” Tira responded. He slowly walked closer to Anthony. The two were no more than few inches apart. “Sir Halen played a much different angle. He enjoyed the emotional manipulation of others far more than I. You see, I grow bored easily. I've no need to prove my mental prowess to lesser beings. And a lesser being you most certainly are.” 
 
    “Which is why you chose to lock us up in a room like this,” Anthony said. His eye contact with Tira remained unflinching. “I'm sure your little speech with the Sergeant and Corporal was meant for them. Why else would you refer to them using such titles? As you said, there's definitely no way any of that has anything to do with such a lesser being, is there?” Anthony paused for a second. “Oh, and in case you and your superior intellect can't decipher tone, we call that sarcasm. Good speech none-the-less, Commander.” 
 
    Tira reached up with blurring speed and struck Anthony across the face with the back of his hand.  
 
    Anthony was tossed from his feet and flew backward before striking the ground. 
 
    “Sarcasm is the tool of those without true recourse,” Tira said. “As such, I can simply resort to more direct means. A means you have no power to resist or halt. Keep that in mind as next time you wish to speak to me in such a manner. I will not hesitate to just end you if need be.” 
 
    “Jokes on you,” Anthony said as he stood. He spat blood onto the floor. “I know my position. I'm one of three, and the only one of those three you have on board. You can strut confidence across the galaxy, but Genny's on the Imperium and Marcus is beyond your grasp. If you want Volja before Prime Command, or Central Core, or whoever else is after that planet, you need me.” 
 
    “That was the point of the test,” Tira said as he turned and walked back toward Taam and Bartl. “It turns out we don't.” 
 
    Tira motioned for the soldiers to escort the group from the room.  
 
    The soldiers approached Anthony first. They grabbed him at the elbow. He jerked his arm hard, but the grip of the soldier was unbelievably strong.  
 
    Tira glanced back and smirked at the fact that Anthony was quickly realizing the difference in sheer strength between himself and the Attillians. He turned back and leaned in toward Bartl and Taam. Anthony was ushered by and could see Tira whispering something to them. 
 
    Anthony said nothing to Taam and Bartl as they traveled through the Starfaller. Tira had not stayed with the group. As they exited he turned and went left while the others were escorted right. After quite a few minutes Anthony noticed a trail of what he assumed to be blood, although it was an extremely dark, nearly black color. It looked as though someone, or something, had been dragged from a room and taken down this particular hallway. Every turn they made now followed the trail of blood. The soldiers stopped at a large doorway and a light from the top center scanned them all. A moment later the doors slid open and Taam, Bartl, and Anthony were shoved inside. The doors slid shut. 
 
    The room was barely lit with the exception of the tiniest flicker of lights from above. 
 
    “Well that was fun,” Bartl said. 
 
    Taam turned to look at Anthony. The lights flickered on for a moment then went black. “I bet you have some questions,” he said to Anthony. 
 
    No response came. 
 
    The lights flickered on. Anthony stood frozen, eyes wide. 
 
    “You alright?” Taam asked. 
 
    Bartl turned to see the cause of Anthony's fright.  
 
    Moving slowly toward them was a large creature. It was half covered in a thick crimson substance, the other half exposed flesh. The creature looked like it had been beaten nearly to death. Black blood dripped from its gaping mouth and wounds resembling slash marks ran across its chest. 
 
    Anthony immediately connected the bloodied drag marks on the floor outside to this creature.  
 
    As the lights flickered Anthony saw the crimson substance slowly dripping from the figure causing its face to look half melted. 
 
    Bartl and Taam darted away from the creature, but Anthony remained unmoving. He felt one of the two reach up and grab him from under the arm and pull him back toward the door. 
 
    The creature lumbered forward a few more steps. The crimson substance plopped to the ground as it dripped from certain sections. It raised one of its six arms and pointed to Taam. 
 
    Anthony looked to Taam who stood, somewhat solemnly, staring down the creature. 
 
    “Well,” Bartl said. “You were wrong.” 
 
    Taam didn't react. 
 
    “What...”Anthony stuttered. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The Zorg wasn't out there,” Taam answered. He turned to Anthony and pointed to the creature. “The Attillians found him before we could.” 
 
    “Meet Ellidron,” Bartl said. “The Zorg hacker we were looking for, and the same one it looks like the Attillians have been torturing for information.” 
 
    “Heezarians,” Ellidron coughed out. Black blood sputtered from his mouth. His eyes rolled back as he hobbled forward another step. A moment later the Zorg crumpled to the floor.  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 18 
 
    “What do you think you're doing?” Bartl blurted out. He grabbed at Taam's arm to pull him back. 
 
    Taam snapped away and spun to look Bartl in the eyes.  
 
    “We're trapped here in case you hadn't noticed,” Taam responded. “Our ship is floating dead in space, waiting to be towed into the Starfaller. And those cell doors they just slammed shut are reinforced star hardened urtronium. We aren't getting out of here without his help,” Taam said as he pointed to the barely breathing Zorg on the floor. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Bartl asked. “I'm reckless, but this is insane. This is the guy who ripped off our arsenal of weapons, the same guy who uploaded the virus that shut Alvin down. He isn't our friend or ally, he's a dirty Zorg. We, all of us, need to stay as far away from him as we can. He's dying and we're the only three options available for him to stay alive. Once his host is gone so is he, and the universe is better off without him.” 
 
    “And so is any chance of getting the gizmo he used to shut down space travel,” Anthony blurted out. “Along with the matrix he stole from you; you remember, the one you used to ghost my planet? I don't know what kind of history you have with these Zorg, or all the horrible things they've done, but if this guy is gives us chance of finishing what we're out here to do, then you better keep him alive. And if I'm being honest, your racism is showing,” he pointed to Bartl. “So maybe tuck it back in or dial it back, whatever you need to do because this guy can actually help us right now.” 
 
    Bartl cursed and spit on the ground. “Let's see if you two are still singing that tune when he slaves us all. Zorg aren't friendly, and you,” Bartl said as he shoved his finger in Taam's face, “know better than this.” 
 
    “You think I forgot what they did?” Taam belted out. “Who the Zorg took from us back then?” 
 
    Bartl just looked him in the eyes. 
 
    “We both lost someone that day, not just you,” Taam continued. “But Ellidron wasn't the one who pulled the trigger. Look at his color, he's young, really young. By the looks of it, he isn't even old enough to have been in the war. So take all your misdirected hatred and lock it down; we need this guy.” 
 
    Anthony just stood there quietly, realizing he'd accidentally stepped into a conversation that had far deeper roots than he could've known. He looked to Taam then to Bartl; the two were locked in a cold stare. 
 
    Finally Bartl spun away and tossed his hands in the air. “You're going to do what you want anyway, so let's just get it over with.” 
 
    Taam turned and stepped toward the Zorg, albeit carefully. His vac-suit fluttered up and around his hands covering them with gloves. 
 
    Taam grabbed under one of Ellidron's arms and rolled him to his back. His host body had been beaten brutally. All across his chest and arms were deep gashes that had been burned shut to prevent bleeding out. 
 
    “Who did this to him?” Anthony asked. He watched as Bartl turned and addressed him.  
 
    “The Attillians,” Bartl said. “This is standard interrogation procedure. However badly you think his injuries felt, know it was about ten times worse. The Attillians have ways of making every little thing they do excruciating.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Anthony said. 
 
    Eldiron lifted his head and coughed; black blood sputtered out. “You need to get to my ship. It's in hangar twelve.” 
 
    “What've you done with the matrix and destablizer?” Taam asked flatly. 
 
    “On my ship,” Eldidron wheezed out. “But it's locked. The farukin' Attilians can't open it. They think they're so superior, but I showed them, put them in their place.” 
 
    “We need to get you out of here and onto your ship,” Taam said. 
 
    “Too late,” Ellidron said. “Host is nearly gone, but don't worry, I'm done. I did a sweep of Zorg space, everyone's dead and I want to go with them. Just promise me, wipe these farukin' Attillians out.” 
 
    Anthony watched as Taam remained quiet for a second, just staring down at Ellidron.  
 
    “How?” Taam finally asked. “How do we get on-board your ship? Tell me, and I promise to burn every one of these blatnards.” 
 
    “There's a panel,” Ellidron said. His voice grew raspier. He began to cough violently, blood spattered from his mouth. “Just below the right docking clamp, it's cloaked, but there's an access pad you can use to board my ship.” He began to cough once again. He caught his breath and continued, “The cloak deactivation is the Zorg symbol for strength engraved on the clamp itself. Press on the symbol, a keypad will light up. Ven, ven, iet dash pron, xwn, ven is the code to unseal the ship. Once inside you'll need to access to the main AI. Access command Ait-Ellidron-7337, password is eald thiw ti.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Taam said.  
 
    Ellidron let his head fall back to the ground. 
 
    Taam stood and took a step toward Bartl and Anthony. “Well, now we just have to figure out how to get out of here.” 
 
    From behind, Anthony watched as Ellidron's arms rose into the air.  
 
    Bartl's eyes widened. 
 
    Ellidron snapped forward with two of his hands and clasped down on Taam's arm. With a third he ripped free a section of Taam's vac-suit. And before the vac-suit could repair itself, with another arm, Ellidron lurched forward and clamped down on Taam's exposed flesh. 
 
    Ellidron moved so quickly Anthony could barely process any of it. 
 
    Bartl darted forward. “Taam,” he yelled. “NO!” 
 
    Ellidron yanked Taam backward, off his feet, but caught him with his two remaining arms before he crashed down to the floor.  
 
    Taam's body was twiching as Ellidron held him in the air. “Stop,” Taam barked out. “Please, don't.” 
 
    Anthony turned and saw Bartl step toward Ellidron and Taam, rage burning in his eyes. 
 
    “I'll kill you,” Bartl growled out.  
 
    “Not him,” Taam snapped back. “You.” Taam held up his free arm indicating to Bartl to stand back. 
 
    Bartl froze in place.  
 
    Anthony watched as Ellidron put Taam back on his feet and released him.  
 
    Taam hunched over and caught his breath. “That was intense.” 
 
    “May my consciousness reside in our hive mother forever more,” Ellidron weezed out. 
 
    Bartl just stood, teeth clenched, his face reddening.  
 
    “It's okay,” Taam said to Bartl. His vac-suit repaired itself. “Calm down, I'm fine.” 
 
    “Like vhul you are,” Bartl said. “Everyone always thinks they're fine, that's how it works. You aren't supposed to know you're slaved.” 
 
    “Anyone going to address the creepy thing our hacker guy just said,” Anthony said to no one in particular. 
 
    Taam stepped toward them and both Anthony and Bartl stepped back. 
 
    Taam chuckled. “It's the final words of the Zorg hive,” he said. “And,” he turned to Bartl. “Where are you two going to run if I have been slaved? We're in an empty room that's no more than ten unecs across. He could've slaved us all and there wasn't a thing we could do about it.” 
 
    Taam looked back at Ellidron, which caused Anthony to do the same.  
 
    “But he didn't,” Taam said quietly. 
 
    The Zorg wasn't breathing any longer and Anthony noticed that the blood pool grew larger by the second. 
 
    “Now,” Taam said snapping his gaze back to Bartl and Anthony. “If you'll just give it a moment.” He paused.  
 
    Anthony and Bartl waited. Silence lingered in the air. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Anthony looked around, then to Bartl, and back to Taam.  
 
    Bartl had shifted his weight, his posture now indicating agitation. 
 
    “Sorry,” Taam said, finally breaking the silence. “It's taking a bit longer than I expected.” 
 
    The flickering light within their cell went dark, while at the same moment, the star forged cell door slid open. 
 
    Anthony and Bartl spun expecting soldiers, but no one entered. The hallway outside was empty, and nothing but emergency lights lit the corridor. 
 
    Bartl and Anthony looked to Taam; a cheesy grin lit up his face. 
 
    “Shall we?” He asked as he strode across the room and out their cell. 
 
    “How the...” Bartl muttered as he and Anthony joined Taam. 
 
    “Ellidron,” Taam said. “And we need to hurry.” 
 
    The three sped down the corridor, Taam leading the way. 
 
    “Do you know where we're going?” Anthony asked. “Not that I'm complaining about being out of there, just curious.” 
 
    The three turned a corner and stood in front of an open lift shaft. 
 
    “Yup, I do,” Taam answered. “Time to climb.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Bartl asked. The three had climbed two levels up and just exited the lift shaft. 
 
    “This way,” Taam answered. “Third door on the right. We're looking for the room marked LV-014R.” 
 
    The trio sped down the darkened hallway. If not for the green'ish safety lights it would've been pitch black.  
 
    “Is it just me,” Anthony asked. “Or do these green lights actually make it more creepy in here?” Anthony looked around as they approached their destination. His mind playing tricks on him, he heard noises, footsteps and clicks coming from every direction. 
 
    “I don't understand what's going on,” Bartl said. “You need to stop, right now, and tell me what we're doing.” 
 
    “Why?” Taam asked. He spun and faced Bartl. “Because you think I've been slaved and suddenly you don't trust a thing I'm doing? I told you, I'm fine.” 
 
    “Sure,” Bartl answered. “Which is why you're being all secretive. Suddenly the power goes out, doors open, not an alarm or soldier to chase us down, and you know your way around this ship like you've been here for ages.” 
 
    Taam turned and walked away. He continued down the hallway and toward the door he sought. 
 
    “I'm not being secretive,” Taam said. “But I am screwing with you, there's a difference. The power went out because everything Ellidron told us was a lie. His instructions activated a trap he'd set on his ship. He knew we were being monitored. So everything he told us was a trap for the Attillians. They sprung into action, following his instructions to the letter, and were kind enough to set off his wonderful little surprise. The doors opened because that same trap is being run by an AI he developed, and it's currently running free through the Attillian system. And now you know why we currently have free access like we do.” 
 
    Bartl stood dumbfounded. Anthony passed by him, shot him a smirk and caught up with Taam. Bartl snapped from his daze and went after them. 
 
    “There's no alarms or soldiers because Ellidron's ship has disabled their security,” Taam continued. “And those weapons Ellidron stole from us, his AI warped them into LV-014R, which is why we're headed there.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “When Ellidron grabbed me he wasn't slaving me,” Taam said. “Physical contact allowed him to info dump into my mind. He'd pulled tons of data from their system before he let himself get caught. He managed to get everything, which included a detailed schematic of this ship. That's how I know where we're going.” 
 
    “Let himself?” Bartl asked. 
 
    “He wasn't lying when he said he was done,” Taam said. “The Attillians wiped out the Zorg. Nothing, no one is left, and Ellidron was forced to sit back and watch it all happen. Everyone he knew, or ever cared about, wiped from existence right in front of him. His ship isn't built for combat, it doesn't have the fire power to stop the Starfaller, and he couldn't get his ship close enough to shut it down. So, he let himself get caught, uploaded his AI, and warped the weapons someplace the Attillians wouldn't find right away.” Taam paused as he pulled open the door to LV-014R. “He knew we'd come for him; we needed his destabilizer. Knowing we were coming he set all of this up so we can finish this.” 
 
    The three came to a door marked LV-014R. Taam pressed an entry pad, and the doors whooshed open. 
 
    “Wow,” Anthony said as they entered. The entire room looked just like thearsenal aboard the Platnium. “That's some next level strategy. Did you know Zorg's could PLN you, but without the glowing needles and sparks of terror?” 
 
    “Nope, and to be honest it freaked me out a little,” Taam answered. “Now, gear up; it won't be long before the system restarts and every security protocol the Attillians have will be going off.” 
 
    “Where we headed?” Bartl asked.  
 
    “Hangar twelve,” Taam said. “Ellidron told me how to access his ship. We're grabbing the matrix, the destabilizer, and getting the faruk out of here.” 
 
    The three grabbed every weapon they could carry. 
 
    “Why not just warp the matrix and the other gizmo in here?” Anthony asked.  
 
    “In the off chance he was wrong, and the Attillians discovered his warp, the destabilizer and matrix are still safely aboard his vessel,” Taam answered. 
 
    “Smart guy,” Anthony responded. 
 
    Bartl made a whispered grunt in response. 
 
    “Pay him no attention,” Taam said. “He's just mad a Zorg broke us out of an Attillian cell, and pretty much foresaw all of this long before we did.” 
 
    “Lucky guess,” Bartl said as he cocked a massive four barreled rifle.  
 
    Anthony watched as three canisters full of a pink liquid began to glow on Bartl's gun. “That's a MS-XLG Matter Blaster, anything you shoot gets liquefied.” 
 
    Bartl smiled. 
 
    “Yup,” Anthony said. “Still weird that a cubbyhole with glowing needles shoved all that info into my head.” 
 
    “Well, if you're still bothered by it when all this is over we can have the PLN pull it all from your memory,” Taam said. 
 
    “Oh yeah, let's have the mind machine take the things it shoved into my brain and rip them out, that sounds less scary,” Anthony responded. He ran his hand down the side of long rifle he was carrying, flicking a dozen switches in the process. The rifle began to hum as varying lights on the gun lit up. He smiled. “I'll just deal with my paranoia by using this X-O Internal Vaporizer on some nasty alien baddies.” 
 
    “Nothing like a good 'ole outlawed rifle to give you warm and fuzzy feelings,” Bartl said as he looked at Anthony. 
 
    The three stepped from the room. The lights above flickered back on. 
 
    “Looks like we're shooting our way to hangar twelve,” Bartl said. 
 
    Taam turned and smiled.  
 
    The hallway shifted from drab gray to a canvas of white, then again into an entirely new room.  
 
    Confused, Anthony's eyes darted around in an attempt to get his bearings.  
 
    “What the...” Anthony blurted out. 
 
    A silvery, arrowhead shaped vessel was propped up on three retractable legs no more than twenty feet from him. The rest of the room looked similar to the hanger of the Imperium.  
 
    A slight movement to his right caught Anthony's attention. At least twenty soldiers were standing guard around the vessel. Before he could react the sounds of combat rang out.  
 
    Bartl squeezed off six shots before Anthony found his ability to move. Taam launched off another five shots and Anthony was diving behind a stack of metal crates.  
 
    The Attillian soldiers scattered and began to return fire. Bartl and Taam took cover. 
 
    “Welcome to hangar twelve,” Taam yelled out. 
 
    “How are we trans-warping?” Bartl asked. 
 
    “AI,” Taam answered. “Ellidron developed his own. It's been monitoring us since he gave me the entry codes to his ship, which I'm broadcasting through my wrist unit. The AI is set to search for the code. Once it finds it and confirms...” Taam paused. 
 
    A gull-wing door lifted on the side of the Zorg vessel. 
 
    Anthony jumped to his feet and peered through the large scope atop his rifle. Through it he saw an amalgam of internal organs moving about. He leaned his head to the right peering past the scope, then back down. His scope was showing him the organs of the Attillian soldiers. Anthony squeezed the trigger. A half dozen soldiers just collapsed as he watched his rifle turn their insides into soup. 
 
    “Anthony,” Taam yelled. “Move!” 
 
    Anthony broke from his short lived victory and saw a group of soldiers converging on him. Taam and Bartl had already darted through the hangar and were making their way to the Zorg ship. Anthony stepped around the crates and came face to face with four Attillians soldiers. A second later they exploded, scattering a blue'ish goo all over him.  
 
    Bartl, from the Zorg vessel yelled, “You're welcome, now move.” 
 
    Anthony watched as Taam and Bartl pinned the remaining soldiers down allowing him to make his way to the ship. A hissing noise from behind caused him to look over his shoulder as he ran. Another thirty soldiers had just entered the hangar followed by dozens of large androids.  
 
    From head to toe the androids looked like they were covered in some sort of white plated armor. At the ends of their arms, where hands would normally be, were large pulse rifles. Mounted on their left shoulder was a triangular device that glowed red; on the right shoulder was a rocket pod with a cluster of missiles ready to fire.  
 
    Anthony pushed himself faster toward the Zorg ship. He watched as Bartl turned toward the androids and began to fire. Taam continued to give him cover fire from the other side. Anthony dove aboard the Zorg ship; the door sealed itself shut. 
 
    “They broke out the Ravagers just for us,” Bartl said with a smile. 
 
    “Ravagers?” Anthony asked as he crawled to his feet. 
 
    “The droids,” Bartl said. “Mean suckers, built for killing and not much else.” 
 
    “Why do dangerous things put a smile on your face?” Anthony asked. “Seriously, you need to get help.” 
 
    Taam chuckled. “That he does, and we need to get out of here,” he said. “Ellidron brought us this far, now lets finish it.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Bartl said. 
 
    The three made their way through the ship and entered a small cockpit like bridge. Bartl took one seat, Taam took the other. 
 
    “It's cool guys,” Anthony said. “I'll just stand.” 
 
    The two ignored him. 
 
    Taam flicked a few switches and the ship's power roared to life. The main console lit up as did a dozen other screens.  
 
    “Gah,” Bartl exclaimed. “Everything is sticky. Did he ever clean this thing?” 
 
    Taam jostled his feet and kicked a pile of empty cans and bottles. One rolled toward Anthony's feet. He reached down and picked it up. Surprised he was able to read it, he saw that it was an energy drink called Zap. Anthony tossed the can back to the ground and looked around. Wrappers and half eaten bags of snacks were littered everywhere.  
 
    “Computer,” Taam spoke out. “Access command Ait-Ellidron-7337, password is eald thiw ti.” 
 
    “Command codes and password accepted,” a female voice said. “All controls have been transferred. Hello, Taam Heezarian.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Taam said. “Now, where are my engines?” 
 
    “I'm sorry sir,” the computer replied. “The Attillians have used some form of tech we aren't aware of, which is currently keeping our engines from spooling up.” 
 
    “Can you trace it back and disable it?” Bartl asked. 
 
    “I attempted to do so, but the Attillians were slightly faster than we anticipated,” the computer said. “They reestablished their safety protocols using back-up power. They locked me out of the system. I did all I could, but retrieving you into hangar twelve was my last available action.” 
 
    “Blatnard!” Taam cursed out and struck the Zorg vessel's control column.  
 
    Anthony just stood quietly for a moment; there was no point in asking the obvious. 
 
    Bartl disagreed. “What now?” 
 
    “How am I supposed to know?' Taam replied. “I don't want to pull the matrix and destabilizer unless we can get out of here, and as of right now we're stuck.” 
 
    Anthony watched on the screen as the Ravager droids and Attillian soldiers began firing everything they had at the Zorg vessel.  
 
    “Shields are holding at 98% sir,” the computer said. “Estimated time of breach is roughly four hecatryls.” 
 
    Anthony cocked his head slightly, how do I know what four hecatryls are? He thought to himself. “About three hours,” Anthony blurted out. 
 
    Bartl and Taam glanced at Anthony then back to the screens. Neither said anything. 
 
    Anthony looked at both of them, their lack of response confirmed something was going on that he'd not been made aware of yet. He chose to allow the situation to pass, and focused on the task at hand.  
 
    “We have three hours before the ship's shield drop and what?” He asked. “Boarded? Blown up? What happens in three hours?” 
 
    “We have three hours with the ground troops shooting at us,” Taam responded. “We'll have far less time once they get anti spacecraft weaponry set up in here. Once that happens, we'll have about a minute, then any and all of the above is possible.”  
 
    Bartl was working a console, Anthony watched as screen after screen was flashed by. 
 
    “Well, I'm glad to be of help,” Anthony said sarcastically. 
 
    “Rest up,” Taam said. “If they choose to board, you'll want all the energy you have to fight back.” 
 
    Anthony remembered the state of the Zorg, all the bruises, cuts and gashes. His mind flashed and he recalled that the Zorg was even missing fingers.  
 
    Anthony leaned back against a wall and slid to the floor. He kicked away another dozen or so cans and bottles, all of which he could read. 
 
    Bartl slammed his fist down on the console. “Gah! Nothing. There's nothing in here we can use. This ship was used to hack Platnium IV, the Attillian lead cruiser, and who knows what other faruking system. But we can't access anything.” 
 
    “Not true,” Taam said. He jumped to his feet and sped down a corridor. Bartl followed and Anthony jumped to his feet and chased them both.  
 
    Taam had stopped in front of a plain looking panel, his right hand at the top corner and his left at the center. Anthony watched as Taam slowly rotated his fingers.  
 
    Click. 
 
    The panel shifted its appearance revealing the face of a large vault. 
 
    “That's a boom box,” Bartl said. 
 
    “A what?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “Any one of the twelve steps it takes to open this thing can set off a ship wide destruction if entered incorrectly,” Taam answered. “But Ellidron was never one for ordinary. Instead of just blowing up his ship, he's wired this thing into the slip drive. So, on top of being blown up, anything within a thousand dranecs gets pulled and scattered across three systems.” 
 
    Bartl groaned. “And now we're hoping that the same Zorg who stole all of our stuff didn't give Taam false steps just to set off this thing and end the Attillians all on his own. Need I remind everyone that this is the same Zorg who who virused Alvin, and watched his entire species get exterminated. You know, just in case you forgot about all of that.” 
 
    “I have no reason to believe he'd do that,” Taam said. 
 
    “Except for all those reasons Bartl just gave,” Anthony responded. 
 
    “What do you two want me to do?” Taam asked. “This is it for us. We're stuck, and once the Attillians realize we're stuck, they're going to drop everything they have on us. We don't have three hours, we have a few more minutes, at most.” 
 
    “Faruk it,” Bartl said. “Let's get blown up.” 
 
    Taam looked to Anthony. 
 
    “Can I at least know what's going on?” Anthony asked. “You two know something I don't. How is it I'm reading alien energy drink cans and understanding your weird space time all of the sudden?” 
 
    Neither Taam nor Bartl said anything. Silence hung in the air for a few moments. Anthony looked to Bartl, then to Taam. Still, neither said anything. 
 
    “I hate you two,” Anthony exclaimed. “Blow us up.” 
 
    Taam turned and worked the sequence Ellidron had given him. His hand hovered for a moment as he prepared himself to tap “Confirm” on the screen. 
 
     He breathed deep and exhaled,then motioned forward. 
 
    “Seriously,” Anthony blurted out. “We might blow up and you won't say anything?” 
 
    Bartl flinched at the sound of Anthony's voice and Taam jumped slightly. Anthony watched as they both snapped a nasty glare at him.  
 
    “Fine,” Anthony said. “But if we live through this, I'm going to keep bugging you about it.”  
 
    Taam looked over the sequence he'd punched in one last time and tapped confirm.  
 
    A series of clicks and buzzes sounded, followed by a loud buzzer.  
 
    All three jumped at the sound. 
 
    The face of the boom box dissolved away and there within was a tablet containing the matrix code, and a small square box with circular markings engraved across its surface. 
 
    “Well,” Bartl said. “That's the matrix, but is that--” 
 
    “This is it; let's get the faruk out of here,” Taam interrupted. He snatched both items from the box and darted back toward the bridge. 
 
    “And how exactly are we doing that?” Bartl yelled out as he and Anthony chased after Taam. 
 
    Taam plopped back into the chair, flipped a few switches and swiped at a screen. Bartl saddled up next to him. 
 
    “Engines are down, and power is running at a bare minimum,” Taam said. “Shields are running on their own energy supply. When Ellidron mind dumped me he gave me the exact coordinates of the Platnium. I thought it was weird and dismissed it.” 
 
    “But it's important now?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “Yup,” Taam said. “He wanted me to know that the Platnium is thirty dranecs directly in front of us.” 
 
    “What good does that--” Bartl said, but stopped short.  
 
    Taam flipped one last switch and the sounds of something coming to life came from above. 
 
    “What was that noise?” Anthony asked.  
 
    “Ellidron wasn't a fighter,” Taam said. He punched a button and the ship's main display shifted to a targeting screen. “But even he needed weapons.” 
 
    Taam grabbed a hold of the ship's control column and squeezed two triggers nestled therein. 
 
    Two pulse canons had risen from within their housing and powered up. Blast after blast of over-charged plasma crashed into the opposite wall. A second later the hull of the Starfaller was breached. Soldiers and Ravager droids were sucked out into the cold black of space.  
 
    A moment later the Zorg vessel jostled slightly. Then it jostled a little more. 
 
    “Here we go,” Bartl said as he smiled.  
 
    The Zorg ship began to slide across the hangar as it was sucked into space. Directly ahead of them was the Heezarian ship known as the Platnium IV. 
 
    Anthony's feet lifted from the ground. He looked around and saw that cans, bottles, and wrappers all began to flutter about weightless in the cabin. 
 
    “Whoops, should've told you to hold on,” Taam said to Anthony. “You might want to brace yourself before we crash into the Platnium.” 
 
    Anthony scrambled, looking for anything to grab onto. There was nothing but trash all around him. 
 
    “Wait,” he yelled.  
 
    “Can't,” Taam replied. 
 
    The two ships collided with a huge thud. The ship's main display lit up with white hexagonal shapes. 
 
    “Shields at 24%,” the computer said.  
 
    “Computer,” Taam said. “I know you can access the Platnium system, initiate docking. A light from the Platnium enveloped the Zorg vessel and spun it allowing the two ships to dock. 
 
    A hiss sounded throughout the Zorg vessel and before it was over Anthony knew what it was. “This is going to hurt.” 
 
    He slammed to the floor with a thud as gravity reestablished. 
 
    Taam and Bartl turned to look at him. 
 
    “Why are you on the floor?” Bartl said. 
 
    “That was payback for scaring you both during the boom box thing wasn't it?” Anthony responded. “Speaking of which, where's that boom box? I've got a sequence I'd like to try.” 
 
    “Too late, the time for going boom has passed,” Taam said; he jumped to his feet and helped Anthony up. “But we do need to get out of here and fast.” 
 
    The three made their way through the Zorg vessel and reached the docking door. 
 
    “Computer,” Taam said. “Once we're inside disengage the dock and wipe yourself clean. We can't have you falling into the hands of the Attillians.” 
 
    “Of course,” the computer replied. “With your permission, may I download myself into the Platnium?” 
 
    “Yes,” Taam answered immediately. 
 
    “Are you out of your--” Bartl said. 
 
    With a loud click Taam pushed the docking door open. Bartl just looked at him for a second. He shook his head and shrugged. 
 
    The three made their way onto the Platnium. Alarms were going off. 
 
    Anthony heard a loud click and hiss he assumed to be the Zorg vessel detaching from the Platnium. 
 
    “Computer, report,” Taam exclaimed as the three were dashing through the Platnium. 
 
    “The Attillian vessel Starfaller is forming a vortex rift thirty two dranecs from engine three,” the computer said. 
 
    All three burst onto the bridge and Taam darted over to a panel, pressed it, and slid it open. He dropped the black energy destabilizer and matrix touchpad into an alcove and pushed the front of the panel shut again. 
 
    Anthony watched as a flash of white light lit up around the panel's edges. He dismissed it and bolted for his seat on the bridge. In one smooth motion he plopped down, smacked the big red button, and sat back as the seat strapped him down. 
 
    “Looks like you're getting used to that,” Bartl said. 
 
    “It's practically standard operating procedure at this point,” Anthony replied. 
 
    “Computer,” Taam blurted out. “Bend us, light drive us, I don't care how or where, but get this ship out of here, now.” 
 
    The Platnium shook violently for a moment, the display flashing red. Bartl spun and looked to Taam. The ship shook again and again. “We aren't going to make it; the impact from the Zorg vessel nearly wiped out our shields.” 
 
    Taam bolted across the room and opened the panel once more.  
 
    Anthony slapped the red button and jumped to his feet. “What's happening?” He asked. 
 
    He watched as Taam's vac-suit formed a pouch that slung from his shoulder. Taam slid the tablet and black box inside. He turned and made eye contact with Anthony.  
 
    The bridge of the Platnium went white; a moment later the three were standing on a different bridge. 
 
    “Hello Taam and Bartl,” Tira said. 
 
    Anthony looked around. They were on the bridge of the Starfaller. Soldiers were everywhere, and on the display was the Zorg vessel floating dead in space.  
 
    Tira walked over and flipped open the pouch Taam had crammed the tablet and destabilizer into.  
 
    “You believed you could still escape with these,” Tira said and chuckled.  
 
    With a look of superiority on his face he reached down and took the items from the pouch. Tira handed them to one of the soldiers on the bridge who then walked them off the bridge.  
 
    “Did you truly think we were unaware of how the Zorg actually communicate?” He laughed. “Why would such a smart creature risk giving up all that information audibly when he could just force it into your mind with a quick touch? Unless, of course, he knew we were monitoring your cell and everything he said was meant to be a trap. A trap we were most certainly prepared for and expected. This is why we allowed things to play out as they did. It was Attillian superiority that prevented his AI from restoring engines to the vessel. Everything that took place, we allowed for our benefit.”  
 
    Tira strolled across the bridge and placed his hand across the back of the empty captain's chair.  
 
    “Surprised Vex isn't here to enjoy this triumph,” Bartl said.  
 
    “As you know Vex doesn't enjoying being in the presence of lesser species,” Tira replied. “But he's enjoying every moment of this, including the apex of our triumphant victory, which is still to come.”  
 
    The doors to the bridge slid open and a group of scav soldiers stepped inside. 
 
    Taam and Bartl recognized them immediately. A crew of highly trained and skilled bounty hunters known as the Urumaruu. 
 
    “Here they are as promised,” Tira said.  
 
    “Just like that?” The captain of the crew asked. 
 
    “Just like that Captain Oosun,” Tira replied. “I do not wish for a repeat of what Sir Halen went through. Therefore, take my advice and understand that I give it with full knowledge of your crew's skill. Unconsciousness is the only safe way to transport the Heezarians. The remaining bars of star heart will be payed once you deliver the four of them to the Central Core. ” 
 
    “Four?” Anthony aired out. “What happened to Sir Halen? To Genny?” 
 
    Tira grinned menacingly. 
 
    “As for your little adventure,” he said looking over the three once more. “I'm afraid you've reached your end.” 
 
    The Starfaller's display shifted from the Zorg vessel to a view of the Platnium IV.  
 
    Tira stared Taam in the eyes. “Fire.” 
 
    Anthony, Bartl, and Taam watched as the Starfaller unleashed a torrent of pulse canon fire. Within seconds the Platnuim broke into pieces, then erupted into a burst of white and orange light as it exploded. 
 
    Taam fell to his knees as he watched. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 19 
 
    Anthony watched as Taam and Bartl were handcuffed with large, thick metal restraints that enveloped both their hands. One of the Urumaruu crew snapped an energy cuff around Anthony's wrists and pushed him forward. They were escorted off the bridge of the Starfaller and a moment later were warped onto the scav vessel.  
 
    The entire Urumaruu crew escorted them through the ship. Four scavs, with rifles at the ready, were in the front leading the way. Another six, with pistols drawn, were directly behind. Eight more stood further back, each of these were carrying much larger weapons, all of which were glowing and humming indicating they were fully charged and ready to be fired. 
 
    Neither Taam nor Bartl gave the slightest hint of resistance. The devastation of having watched the Platnuim IV destroyed sat deep in their eyes. They looked broken. 
 
    A door ahead opened, which lead into a much longer hallway with three doors: one on the left, another on the right, and the third at the end of the hall. The walls were metal with thick metallic straps bolted in a crisscross pattern across each. There were thin vents covered by a fine grating intermittently spaced along the ceiling, in-between hung short elongated lighting fixtures. The door at the end of the hall opened and two Urumaruu crew broke off and stood guard, weapons aimed and at the ready.   
 
    The trio was pushed along the hall. The door on the right had a large view window, and as they passed by it, Anthony looked inside. Therein, he saw Genny strapped and chained to a think metal wall. A blue mist drifted about completely filling her cell. Genny's form looked limp, almost lifeless as she hung there. Her arms were locked into a much thicker and larger version of the restraints they'd placed on Taam and Bartl. However, her's were held aloft, floating in the air, by a stream of electrical energy. The electrical stream darted down from two orbs hanging from the ceiling and connected to two similar orbs on Genny's restraints. Across her feet and legs were thick bars of metal clamped and bolted to the wall. 
 
    Anthony paused for a second; the sight of his friend chained up like a wild animal left him in shock.  
 
    A searing pain flashed on the back of his head; the room spun for a moment before he felt himself slam to the ground.  
 
    One of the Urumarru stepped back and slung his rifle back into place. 
 
    “He's in shock,” Taam said. “You didn't need to crack him on the back of the head.” 
 
    “Don't you think a neural bath with dirillium chains and bars over a grav control board are a bit much for a human?” Bartl asked. “Although looking at this lot I can see why you're all so terrified of a human.” 
 
    The same Urumaruu stepped over to Bartl and raised his rifle. He struck him across the face. Bartl staggered for a moment but remained on his feet. 
 
    “Sorry pal,” Bartl said. “I'm a little harder to drop.” 
 
    The Urumaruu raised his rifle again. 
 
    “Stop,” Captain Oosun said. “You were warned of this tactic. He's attempting to provoke you in the hopes of lifting something he can later use to escape. The Heezarians go in the cell at the end. Set their neural bath to max. They're to remain unconscious for the entirety of the trip. Toss the human in the other cell, and don't waste a bath on him; he's harmless. Slide his cell's view window open; let him stare hopelessly at his friend from across the hall.” 
 
    Anthony pushed himself to his feet. A small bead of blood ran down the back of his head. 
 
    “Why are we both here?” He wheezed out. “They don't have Marcus; I thought they needed one of us.” 
 
    The captain stepped forward and grabbed Anthony by the face. “We have all we need.” 
 
    “He's not talking about your needs, sunshine,” Taam said. “If he was he'd probably start with mouthwash. However, the Attillians need one of the humans.” 
 
    “Not my concern,” Captain Oosun said as he pushed Anthony away. He turned toward Taam. “My concern is getting paid. And that only happens when we deliver you lot to the Core.” 
 
    “Still trying to recover your losses from the Scimar War?” Bartl said. 
 
    Captain Oosun turned to Bartl. “Are you trying to provoke me Sergeant? Maybe get me to make a mistake that'll give you some opportunity to escape?” 
 
    Bartl stared at the captain. 
 
    Oosun smiled. “I'll admit, I never thought we'd be hauling the elusive Heezarians across space to collect on a couple Core bounties. I mean sure your combined bounties are nearly the highest out there, but you aren't worth the hassle. But who would dare pass up the opportunity when you're hand delivered, all wrapped up like a gift.” 
 
    “From the looks of things, that's the only way a group like this could grab us,” Bartl said. “Everyone who's capable isn't stupid enough to try.” 
 
    Oosun backhanded Bartl. “I can't wait to see how witty you are when we're dropping you at the Core.” He turned and walked to the end of the hall. “Initiate ship-wide protocol Gamma; we're not taking any chances. I want this ship locked down and the bridge sealed.”  
 
    Bartl peeked out and around one of the Urumaruu. He caught Oosun's glare. “See you in a bit.” 
 
    Oosun glared at Bartl and walked out of the hallway. 
 
    Anthony was ushered into his cell and watched as Taam and Bartl were tossed into theirs. He looked across the hall; Genny hadn't moved. 
 
    The Urumaruu rushed out of the hallway and Anthony heard another door slam shut. From the vents above he watched as the same blue mist that filled Genny's cell begin to fill the hallway. He stepped back expecting it to drift in through his window, but tiny speckles of light flashed across the opening. The blue mist was held at bay by an energy field. 
 
    “They'll bathe the whole walkway,” Bartl said. “Ten tryls before its flooded, and less than five before we're flooded in here.” Bartl pointed to the vents in the ceiling, and the two watched as the blue neural mist began to seep inside.  
 
    “Even if we get out of here,” Taam said. “With a full neural bath running the length of the hall we'd never make it to the end.” 
 
    “Forget making it to the end, we won't even get these shackles off before they get us to the Core,” Bartl said.  
 
    Taam just stood staring at the closed cell door. Bartl looked at him then to the door as well. 
 
    “We don't know what happened to her,” Bartl said.  
 
    “It wasn't good,” Taam replied. 
 
    “No, it seems like it wasn't.” 
 
    “You don't lock a Class A species up like that,” Taam said quietly. “Maybe a war starved Rhon, or some spliced up bio-mech, but she's a human. They locked her down like she could rip this ship apart with her bare hands.” 
 
    The blue mist floated just above their heads now. 
 
    Bartl looked up then back to Taam. “I know what you're thinking.” 
 
    “Do you?” Taam asked. 
 
    “You're thinking that all of this is on us,” Bartl said. “That if we had just stayed out of it, they would've locked Earth, snagged a couple humans, grabbed Volja and set Earth spinning once more, no fuss no muss.” 
 
    “Isn't that what would've happened?” Taam asked. “We made it personal. We're always so determined to jam the Core at every little turn. Wouldn't their planet be spinning by now, without so much as a hint that anything happened?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bartl said. “That's part of it. But what about after? Once the Attillian's claimed Volja as their own and settled their trade agreement with the Core. What happens when the Attillians are  absorbed into Prime Command? Who stops the hundreds, if not thousands of battleships, outfitted with Attillian weaponry all at the Core's command? One galaxy after the next would be conquered. There wouldn't be so much as an asteroid belt that'd be safe.” 
 
    Bartl crouched and pulled Taam below the mist. Even below the thick of it the effects were starting to take effect. Bartl could barely keep his eyes open. 
 
    “We weren't just sticking it to the Core,” Bartl said. “We were trying to prevent another universal war. That's why we did what we did. The Core has to be stopped. I know that, and you know that.” 
 
    “And now I know that,” came a voice from the other side of the cell door. 
 
    With a loud creak the cell door swung open. The neural mist started to get vacuumed out of the cell and the hallway, back up through the vents. Standing in the door was a tall skinny man with a shaved head. His dark rimmed glasses could be seen through the view shield of his gas mask. His black and gray vac-suit covered him from head to toe. 
 
     “Now, how about you two get up off the floor so we can get out of here,” Marcus said. 
 
    With one hand he reached behind him and pulled two more masks from a bag slung across his back. With his other hand he pointed a small remote toward Taam and Bartl. With a click from the remote their hand restraints fell to the floor with a thud. 
 
    Bartl and Taam just stared on, dumbfounded. The masks landed on the floor nearby and slid across the floor. 
 
    “Probably want to put those on in case they get the neural gas pumps working again,” Marcus said. “Also, it seems that you've allowed my wife to get chained up like a monster. Now if you'd be so kind, I'd like to get her free and neither myself nor Omnis know how to do that at the moment.” 
 
    The floor of the Umuaruu ship shook violently. 
 
    “Omnis?” Taam said sliding his mask on. “How do you know Omnis?” 
 
    “I'll explain once you all stop being prisoners on a scav vessel,” Marcus said. “But for now, Omnis snuck me on this ship and is currently firing at it, causing a lovely distraction for us to get out of here.” 
 
    Bartl slid his mask on and darted out of the cell. He peered around Marcus and saw Anthony standing at Genny's cell door. 
 
    “Don't go in,” Bartl yelled. “Don't even touch anything.” 
 
    Anthony put his hands in the air and froze in place. 
 
    The ship shook once more. Energy blasts rang out from the other end of the hallway. The Urumarru were attempting to blast their way back into the hallway. 
 
    “Sealed us in?” Bartl asked Marcus as he ran down the hall to Genny's cell. 
 
    “Yup,” Marcus replied. 
 
    “You've been busy,” Taam said as he patted Marcus on the back. “And Alvin?” 
 
    Marcus and Taam locked eyes; not a word was spoken. Taam put a hand on Marcus' shoulder and nodded. He darted down the hall and joined Bartl who was still examining the door. 
 
    “Blatnard,” Bartl said. “I don't think I've ever seen someone sealed away this badly before. This room is dead locked with four separate panels of encryption.” He peered around the edge. “Each of which is rigged to a bio-phaser that sweeps the entire hallway.” 
 
    “Anything else?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “Anything else?” Bartl asked. “Was that not enough?” 
 
    “What about you?” Marcus asked Taam. “What do you see?” 
 
    “Bartl's right,” Taam replied. “They have her locked down worse than anyone I've ever seen. If we could just get past this--” 
 
    Marcus pressed a button on his wrist unit and started to speak, “Four encryption pads, dead lock, and something called a bio-phaser. Does that help?” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Bartl asked. 
 
    “I told you,” Marcus replied. “You're friend, Omnis Zept. I met him on the Qynn-9 space station.” 
 
    “Qynn-9?” Bartl blurted out. He looked Marcus up and down. “Where else have you been?” 
 
    Marcus smiled. 
 
    “Got it,” Marcus heard Omnis say from his ear comm. 
 
    The cell door snapped open and the mist was vacuumed out.  
 
    Taam swung the door open and the group rushed inside. 
 
    The Urumarru continued their assault on the sealed door. 
 
    “They'll be getting through that seal any moment,” Bartl said. “We need to secure--” 
 
    Marcus tossed him two guns. Bartl caught them and looked at Marcus who was closing his bag once more. 
 
    “You brought me OM Particle Pistols,” Bartl said and smiled. “And I didn't get you anything.” 
 
    Marcus ignored him and just stared at Genny. 
 
    Taam popped the leg restraints and turned to Marcus, “You'll need to catch her. They drugged her up really bad.” Taam pointed at her neck; dozens of needle marks could be seen. “It looks like the neural bath was just a precaution. She won't be conscious for a while.” 
 
    “Why?” Marcus said coldly. “Why would they do this to her? You two are the dangerous ones and they just filled your cell with the knockout gas. What've they done with my wife?” 
 
    “Won't know until we get out of here,” Taam said. He managed to shut down the arm clamps and Genny fell free. Marcus was there instantly to catch her. 
 
    The entry door to the hallway blew off its hinges. Bartl peeked around the cell door and fired three shots before the Urumaruu crew could take a step inside. Two of them collapsed to the floor. 
 
    The Urumaruu crew took cover. Bartl fired off four more shots, each of which struck the frame of the doorway. A moment later the metal doorway melted away exposing four of the Uruamaruu crew. Before they realized what was happening Bartl took aim and fired. 
 
    “Rookies,” he muttered. 
 
    “All clear for now,” Bartl said as he turned back toward the group. Anthony looked to him, and back to Genny who was being carried by Marcus. Bartl tossed one of the particle guns to Taam. 
 
    Everyone looked to Marcus who was just staring at his wife, limp in his arms. 
 
    “Say with us,” Taam said. 
 
    Anthony watched as his friend looked to Taam, tears were pouring down his face. 
 
    “She'll be fine,” Taam said. “I promise. There's nothing they could've done to her that we can't get fixed somewhere in the universe. I promise you, whatever they've done, I'll make it right.” 
 
    Marcus just nodded, and looked back down at Genny. 
 
    “But listen to me,” Taam continued. He grabbed at Marcus' mask to look him in the eyes. “You know what's going on more than we do at the moment. I need you to fill me in so we can get out of here.” 
 
    Anthony watched as Marcus took a few deep breaths and composed himself. His friend looked to him and he gave a reassuring nod in return. 
 
    “We need to take the ship,” Marcus said. 
 
    “What?” Taam asked. 
 
    “Omnis managed a short hack to get me aboard,” Marcus continued. “But he told me that they'd recover quickly. He loaded me down with these masks, guns, and a couple gizmos he said I'd need. One of them I clamped to the door at the end of the hallway to seal it shut. Omnis said we'd probably be on our own once I was aboard, but that he'd run evasive maneuvers outside to keep them busy.” 
 
    “Omnis is a heck of a pilot,” Bartl said. “If he's attacking this ship, and the Urumaruu know he got someone aboard, they can't run the risk of losing us. The Core or the Attillians would hunt them down. You heard Captain Oosun; he ordered everyone onto the bridge with a  ship-wide Gamma. The entire ship's gone dark with a bridge lock. Nothing on here has power except these cells and the bridge. That way, even if we do escape, there's no way off. Taking this ship is our only option.” 
 
    “So we're trapped again,” Anthony said. “But just less trapped than we were a minute ago. Oh, and now Marcus is trapped with us.” 
 
    “Okay,” Taam said. “Obviously Omnis knows this ship somehow, otherwise he couldn't have snuck Marcus aboard. He would've known they were going dark. What else is in that bag?” Taam asked. He pointed to the bag Marcus had on his back. 
 
    Marcus turned and Taam flipped it open.  
 
    Taam smiled. 
 
    “We take the ship,” he announced. 
 
    “What's in the bag?” Bartl asked. 
 
    “You'll see,” Taam said. He and the others left the cell and rushed down the hallway. Bartl and Taam lead the way, pistols raised and ready. 
 
    “C'mon,” Bartl said. “Just tell me. Temporal grenades? Micro vortex orbs? Oh, I know, a two way bio-split.” 
 
    Taam said nothing.  
 
    The group turned the corner, strode through the ship's kitchen, and down another walkway that split in three different directions. The group paused for a second. 
 
    Taam and Bartl looked around for a few moments. Taam stepped one way, Bartl another. The two paused for a moment then stepped toward each other. 
 
    “Seriously?” Anthony asked. “This is a first. It always seems like you two know where everything is on every ship. It's actually kind of entertaining to see you two lost.” 
 
    “Maybe we should split up,” Bartl said. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Anthony asked. “You never split the party. That's like the number one rule.” 
 
    Bartl looked confused. “What?” Bartl started to say but paused. “Rule?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anthony said. “And the bridge is down the middle.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Taam asked. “We don't have time for guesses.” 
 
    “Look at the wear patterns on the floor,” Anthony said. “The center walkway is the most heavily worn. I'd venture to guess that the bridge is that way since it appears everyone wither comes from that direction or heads toward that direction. I'm not a super savvy space man like yourself, but I'm guessing on a small ship like this, there's only two places where every single person treads. The first being the kitchen, which we just passed through.” 
 
    “The second being the bridge,” Taam said through a smile.  
 
    “Well done,” Marcus said. 
 
    Anthony smiled.  
 
    The group rushed down the middle walkway and came to a metal door. They approached cautiously. Taam leaned in close and nearly pressed his ear against the door.  
 
    The ship shook violently once more, then again.  
 
    Marcus turned his head slightly and began to tap at his earpiece. “Hello? Omnis, you there?” 
 
    Marcus looked to Taam and Bartl. “We need to hurry,” he said. “Omnis is taking pretty bad damage. We just lost comm.” 
 
    “Stand back,” Taam said. He tossed his pistol to Bartl and reached into Marcus' bag and pulled two devices from it. 
 
    Bartl cursed and kicked the wall once he saw the devices. 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “Omnis isn't stupid.” 
 
    Taam stepped over to the door and stuck a small rectangular device to it. He pressed a series of buttons and two long handles sprouted from the device. Taam wrapped his arm around one then with the same hand grabbed a hold of the other. He braced himself up against the door. In his other hand were three small black orbs. He pressed another button on the device and an orange glow lit up around the door frame.  
 
    Anthony watched as the door fell loose. Taam was now carrying it like a massive metal shield. He stepped forward and Bartl sent three shots right by his face into the bridge of the ship. Taam rolled the three orbs into the room and pulled back. He punched a button on the device and the door resealed itself. 
 
    Three loud thuds came from just beyond. Taam snaked his arm out from the handles and pressed the button again, the door frame lit up once more. This time Taam kicked it down. Bartl stepped forward, pistols raised and ready. A second later he lowered them. 
 
    The group stepped onto the bridge and Anthony looked around.  Twelve Urumarru scavs were lying unconscious, on the floor. 
 
    “What was that?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Sonic Orbs,” Bartl said. “They're non-lethal, but these guys are going to wake up with really bad headaches in a little while.” 
 
    Taam moved across the bridge and began to work the command console. 
 
    “I've established comm with the Sunspot,” he said as he swiped across the console. “He's not responding.” 
 
    “Omnis, this is Taam, can you hear me? You need to evac now. Your ship is leaking Veritus, evac now. We've taken control of this vessel. We can grab you, just get out of there.” 
 
    The Sunspot was on the ships display. It had taken some serious damage. Power appeared to be flickering off and on across the ship. 
 
    “Looks like they had him dead to rights before we breached the bridge,” Anthony said. 
 
    Marcus walked over and kicked one of the Urumarru crew off a chair. The limp scav crumpled to the floor. Marcus carefully set Genny down on the seat. He reached down and grabbed at the straps which dangled below. Carefully he strapped her in. Standing over her unconscious body he just stared at her. She was breathing. Marcus took notice that the needle marks on her neck had disappeared. 
 
    Bartl took a seat at one of the terminals and began scanning the scav crew's travel log. 
 
     From across the room the sound of a grunt caused everyone to jump.  
 
    Bartl brought his pistols up and fired. 
 
    It was a split second too late. 
 
    The Uruamarru slammed down on a turret pad and the ship fired one last shot.  
 
    Bartl's shots struck the scav in the face and chest. The man was tossed back and fell lifeless to the floor. 
 
    Everyone turned and watched as the scav vessel fired. 
 
    Marcus stepped forward; time appeared to slow. He watched the orange blasts of energy leave the scav vessel and collide with the center of the Sunspot. A second later the ship detonated into bursts of light and hundreds of pieces. 
 
    Everyone stood frozen in place for a moment.  
 
    Bartl gritted his teeth and began stomping around the room, shooting every unconscious scav in the chest. 
 
    Anthony watched, horrified. 
 
    Marcus stood staring at the display, his mind blank. 
 
    “Bartl,” Taam yelled.  
 
    Bartl continued to execute the scavs. 
 
    “Sergeant Heezarian!” Taam exclaimed.  
 
    Bartl fired one last shot and looked to Taam. He'd killed them all.  
 
    “They don't get to live,” Bartl said. “There's no escape pods, no transports, and we couldn't take the risk of them escaping if we locked them up. Now we dump them out of the air lock and get out of here.” 
 
    “We could've figured something out,” Taam said. Anger filled his voice.  
 
    “Just like they did when they destroyed Alvin?” Bartl replied. He turned and touched one of the consoles. The ship's main display showed the scav had just left Qynn-9 to meet up with the Attillians.  
 
    “They tracked Alvin and Marcus to Qynn,” Bartl said. “Probably by searching for the dirrillium pod. I'm not stupid. I didn't miss the fact that Marcus isn't carrying around Alvin's memory core in his bag.” 
 
    Anthony watched as Taam's eyes watered up. 
 
    “That means Alvin was either aboard the Sunspot and just died along with Omnis,” Bartl said, his voice now quivering. “Or he died here.” He tapped at the console once more. “During this attack.”   
 
    A recording came up on the screen. It was surveillance footage from the scav vessel. It showed the Qynn-9 station far off in the distance. Everyone watched as the scav ship launched two torpedoes, which almost immediately vanished. 
 
    “Spacial slip,” Taam said. 
 
    The group watched as a flash of light came from the station, a small silvery orb had been jettisoned away. The two torpedoes reappeared and made a sharp turn toward the pod. A second later it exploded. 
 
    “These faruks killed Alvin and Omnis, and nearly killed Marcus. They made a deal with the Attillians to turn us into the Core. And who knows what they've done to Genny,” Bartl said coldly. “As I said, they don't get to live.” 
 
    “Urumarru vessel Enyalius,” came a voice over the ship's comm system. “This is Fen of the Attillian vessel Starfaller. We've received your distress and are inbound. Have you contained the situation? Please respond with captain's codes.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 20 
 
    “I'm sorry sir,” one of the crewman said to Commander Tira. “I followed your orders precisely. But the Urumaruu vessel, Enyalius, is gone. It appears they activated a spacial bend no more than fifteen hecatryls ago.” 
 
    “Commander,” another bridge worker said. “I've extrapolated their course and I'm seeing a secondary bend. If they continue to to use spacial bends they will get a considerable lead on us.” 
 
    “Cease all efforts to follow the Enyalius,” Tira said. “But continue to track their course. When they move, where they move, I want to know. We needn't waist resources chasing after them, not when we know where they'll end up.” 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    “You're sure they can't follow?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “No,” Bartl said. “They can follow, but it'll take them about twenty times longer to get here. Mass is a factor in spacial bends, and since the Starfaller is significantly larger than the Enyalius...” 
 
    “It'll take them longer to get here,” Anthony said.  
 
    “Exactly,” Bartl replied. “If I had to guess, they won't even follow.” 
 
    “Why?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “We're all headed to the same place,” Taam said. “I'm sure the Attillians know we've managed to get our hands on the Volja pattern. And since you three are here, there's no point in hunting us down. They'll cloak up and wait for us to drop into their lap.” 
 
    “Great,” Anthony said. “So we've escaped being captured again, and now we're headed into another trap.” 
 
    Anthony plopped down into a chair and laid his head back. He breathed deep and exhaled.  
 
    “This sucks,” he exclaimed. 
 
    Marcus turned and looked at Taam who caught his glare. 
 
    “I know what you're thinking,” Taam said. “But she's out of their hands, which means she's safe. This ship's infirmary is sophisticated, but nothing they have on file is helping.” 
 
    “And her skin?” Marcus said 
 
    “I don't know why we can't inject her,” Taam replied. “But everything we try just breaks on contact. It's like her body has gone into some sort of protective mode.” 
 
    “Our bodies don't do that,” Marcus said. 
 
    “I know,” Taam replied. “But I've done all I can, all I know how to do. The stasis field is keeping her body safe. We're using inhalation to keep her system at peak conditions. Until we can discover what they did to her on the Imperium, it's the best we can do.” 
 
    A tear rolled down Marcus' cheek. “My wife is,” he said through gritted teeth. His words choked out by emotion. 
 
    Anthony stood and placed a hand on Marcus' shoulder. 
 
    “We're on a bounty hunter ship,” Anthony said. “There's not a lot Bartl and Taam can do. Genny needs a real hospital, people with the right equipment to figure out what's going on. Just trust them; if they could do something, they would.” 
 
    “Scav ships typically keep supplies for injuries they regularly encounter,” Taam said. “Pulse fire, physical wounds, stuff you'd see from fighting. Whatever Halen did--” 
 
    “How do you know it was him?” Marcus blurted out. “How do you know it wasn't the Attillians, or some other crazy group hunting us down?”  
 
    “Halen isn't a good guy,” Taam answered. “And since Genny was already locked away on this ship when we boarded it doesn't seem likely that it was the Attillians. Nothing about her current state fits with their typical operations. And these scavs, well, they weren't smart enough to do anything like this.” 
 
    Marcus wiped away the tears. 
 
    “Believe me,” Taam said. “There's nothing I won't do to fix this. We just need time.” 
 
    “And you're sure she has it?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “You saw the same thing I did,” Taam replied. “Her body is protecting itself. Physically, I'd say she's probably the safest person on this ship at the moment.” 
 
    “I don't mean to interrupt,” Bartl said. “But we're here.” 
 
    “Here?” Anthony asked. “I thought we were on the run.” 
 
    “We are,” Bartl said. “But I wanted to see her one last time.” 
 
    The view screen switched from a ship-wide status display to a view of a planet.  
 
    “Where are we?” Marcus asked 
 
    “Detrin III, the closest planet to our altercation with the Attillians,” Bartl answered. He worked the console and enlarged the screen.  
 
    There, in the planet's orbit, were hundreds of pieces of debris. A small green-ish glimmer caught Marcus' attention. 
 
    “The Platnium,” Marcus said.  
 
    Taam and Bartl stared for a moment. Silence hung in the air.  
 
    “She was the best ship I ever flew,” Bartl said. “Taam and I designed her ourselves.” 
 
    “We caused a lot of ruckus, for a lot of cycles, in that ship,” Taam said. 
 
    Bartl chuckled.  
 
    “Remember when I dropped a series of short range light slips,” Bartl said. “Made it look like there were five us. The Kholholds thought we lured them into a trap.” 
 
    Taam started laughing.  
 
    “Those furry beasts turned and bent space faster than I've ever seen,” Tamm said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bartl replied. He was now laughing too. 
 
    “It's a shame she went out like that,” Taam said. 
 
    “I can't imagine a better ship to be on for our first trip into space,” Marcus said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Anthony chimed in. “I was kind of attached to it, you know, first spaceship and all.” 
 
    “Well, we built her once,” Bartl said. “We can do it again.” 
 
    “The Platnium V,” Taam said.  
 
    “She'll be a menace,” Bartl finished with a smile. 
 
    A beep rang out on the command console and the ship's display closed in on a section of debris. 
 
    “Components confirmed,” the ship's computer said. 
 
    “Components?” Bartl asked. 
 
    “Computer,” Taam announced. “Can you trans-warp the item directly onto the bridge?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” the computer said.  
 
    A moment later a white light flashed and there in the center of the bridge sat a silvery, but charred, box. 
 
    “What's that?” Bartl asked 
 
    Taam walked over to it and worked his wrist unit. 
 
    The box hissed for a moment indicating its seal was released. The top of the box clicked open and Taam knelt down. 
 
    “When we were escaping the Starfaller,” Taam said. “I knew we wouldn't make it very far. The Platnium was too close and had been powered down. Sure, we've made spacial bends and light slips that quick before, but I figured the Attillians were on the watch. We weren't getting far.” 
 
    “When we boarded the Platnium,” Taam continued. “I dropped the matrix and energy destabilizer into a safety box. Just in case the ship was destroyed.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bartl said. “And I watched you take the matrix and destabilizer out of the box before we were warped back onto the Starfaller. I thought you were going to warp them into space, but we got snagged too quick.” 
 
    “No,” Taam said. “What you saw was the best duplicate I could render in such a short amount of time. Visually everything was the same. The internals, however, contained a viscous virus I'd been working on. Anyway, I knew we'd come back here. As grumpy as you are,” Taam looked and smiled at Bart. “You loved that ship. As for the original matrix and destrablizer,” Taam said as he reached down and pulled them from the box. “They're right where I left them.” 
 
    Bartl laughed. 
 
    “You're a sneaky little blatnard,” Bartl said. 
 
    “So the Attillians don't have the matrix,” Marcus said. “Or a way to stop Volja, and everyone they'd need to get onto the planet is on this ship.” 
 
    Taam stood and smiled. 
 
    “Oh,” Anthony said. “I bet their pissed.” 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    “Your suspicions were correct sir,” an Attillian crew member said to the Captain. “These are fakes. There was a highly sophisticated virus loaded into the duplicate destabilizer. It's been cleaned out, but had it been loaded into our system the damage may have been severe. As best as we can tell, neither of the items Commander Tira pulled from Taam Heezarian can do us much good.” 
 
    “Well done officer Krim,” the Captain said. “I would've been disappointed had the Heezarians allowed us to obtain the items so easily.” 
 
    “Your orders sir?” Tira asked.  
 
    “We wait,” the captain said. “I've grown bored of the chase; we are not some pet fetching its toy. They're coming to us; there's no escaping that. We sit, and we wait. And when they finally make their move for Volja, they'll find us instead.” 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    Marcus hadn't slept for over two days. Every moment away from the rest of the group was spent next to Genny in the infirmary. 
 
    His body felt tired. Flashes of the escape pod exploding, or Genny chained to the wall, darted through his mind every time exhaustion got the better of him. As much as he wanted to sleep, closing his eyes caused more fear than the sight in front of him. 
 
    For now, he just stood over Genny, looking down at her face as she slept, keeping her as safe as he could.  
 
    Her eyes were sunken with dark circles encompassing them. Her skin was pale, and her body emaciated, as though she'd not eaten in months. Everything about her physical appearance caused Marcus to fear for the worst. She looked like she was dying. He pushed it out of his mind. Taam and Bartl assured him that her physical features weren't an indication of her internals. Everything on the outside looked bleak, but apparently inside, Genny was a picture of health. 
 
    “I sure do wish you'd wake up,” he said. His voice cracking as he attempted to hold back the tears. “Taam and Bartl don't know how to help you. They need to know why your body shows such odd readings when they scan you. They can't even draw blood. Taam said that it looks like you took some pretty severe injuries on the Imperium. What happened to you over there? Just wake up and tell us so they can make you better. Just wake up so I can hear your voice again.” 
 
    Marcus breathed deep, trying to compose himself. “I'm trying to keep it together, but I watched Alvin get blown up. Then the guy who rescued me, when I was on that station, I just watched him die. I'm not doing so great here without you. I'm useless. All I can do is stand here and look at you. I just need you to wake up so we can get you better.” 
 
    Marcus watched as Genny's eyes cracked open. 
 
    “Gens!” Marcus yelled. “Gens, take it easy. Oh thank goodness you're awake. Don't move too much. You're in a stasis field.” 
 
    “Guys,” Marcus yelled into his wrist unit. “She's awake. Get in here, she's awake.” 
 
    Taam was the first into the infirmary, followed quickly by Bartl. A moment later Anthony burst into the room. 
 
    “What's happening?” Anthony said. “Is she okay?” 
 
    Marcus looked at his friend then back to Genny. Tears rolled down his face. “She's...” Marcus stammered. “I don't know what's going on. She's awake but she's not saying anything.” 
 
    “Genny,” Taam said. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    Her eyes rolled around for a moment, but she nodded in the affirmative. 
 
    “She's probably still suffering from whatever was pumped into her system to keep her sedated,” Taam said to the group. He looked at Genny and said, “You were subjected to something called a neural bath. It shuts down nearly all your brain activity. You're safe now. You're with us, see, Marcus and Anthony are right here. But listen to me, I need you to try your best to push through the fogginess in your mind.” 
 
    Taam stepped away and Marcus watched as he worked a unit at the foot of Genny's bed.  
 
    “I'm vaporizing a very mild stimulant,” Taam said. “And giving her a low dosage. It should help clear up her thoughts a little. I can't do much more without knowing what they did.” 
 
    “Gens,” Marcus said. “It's me, can you hear me.” 
 
    Genny locked eyes with Marcus. Tears filled her eyes and began to pour down her face.  
 
    She reached up with her hand to touch his face but the stasis field kept her from doing so. 
 
    “It's okay,” Marcus said. “I'm right here. You're behind a stasis field. It's been keeping you alive since we rescued you.” 
 
    Genny looked to Taam then back to Marcus. She closed her eyes and more tears poured forth. Her eyes opened again and she looked to Taam. “You got him back,” she whispered out. “Bartl said you would. I was too scared. I made a deal.” Genny started to sob. 
 
    “It's okay,” Marcus said to her. His arms and hands rested on the stasis field. “It doesn't matter. What matters is that we're all here now. Look,” Marcus pointed to Anthony.  
 
    He watched as Genny registered who he was pointing at; she winced and more tears came.  
 
    “I'm so sorry,” she wheezed out. “They took you. I didn't know what to do.” 
 
    “Genny,” Anthony said. He stepped up next to Marcus. “It's fine. We're all fine. We're together. You're awake. Thank goodness you're awake. Now Marcus can stop blubbering all over the ship.” 
 
    Marcus blurted out a laugh behind his tears. Genny smiled. She reached up and touched where Marcus' hand was resting. 
 
    “Can we lower this thing?” Marcus turned and asked. 
 
    “We need to know what happened to her first,” Bartl said. “For now, its for her own safety.” 
 
    “Gens,” Marcus said. “They need to know what's going on. The system scans gets all crazy when it reads you. What'd they do to you?” 
 
    Genny closed her eyes. Marcus could tell his wife was forcing herself to relive what happened. 
 
    “Halen,” she said. Her voice was strained and quiet. “He did something to me. Something to my genetic code.” 
 
    Taam cursed at himself. “Of course,” he yelled. “We've been scanning your wife as a human this whole time.” Taam cursed again. He began working the infirmary computer station. “The readings weren't coming out straight because he gen-swapped her.” 
 
    “He what?” Marcus turned to Taam and asked. He looked back to Genny who was nodding in the affirmative. Tears poured down her face.  
 
    “You all need to get back,” Genny wheezed out. “Get away from me. I'm not safe.” 
 
    “What?” Marcus asked. “What is she talking about? What's a gen-swap?” 
 
    “If her system produced an anomaly,” Bartl said.  
 
    “If it anomolied?” Taam blurted back. “You saw the lock down they had her in. It also explains why we couldn't puncture her skin.” Tamm slid his finger across the touchpad and snapped down on a button.  
 
    Marcus watched as a light pink mist began to fill the stasis tube. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Marcus said. 
 
    Taam stood and looked to Genny. “Halen, he gen-swapped you with himself didn't he?” 
 
    Genny nodded again. 
 
    “He tried to make himself human,” Bartl said. “He attempted a full conversion. No wonder she anomolied.”  
 
    Taam spun around and tapped the touchpad a few more times. “There we are, Vlarian.” He pressed a green button on the touchpad and Marcus watched as a brighter pink mist filled Genny's stasis pod. 
 
    “Tell her to breathe in deep,” Taam said to Marcus. 
 
    “Genny, deep breaths. Take deep breaths.” 
 
    They watched as Genny inhaled and exhaled. Over and over again. One deep breath followed by a long exhale. 
 
    After a few moments Marcus noticed the dark circles under her eyes vanishing. Her skin began to return to normal colors. Genny continued to breathe in deeply and exhale slowly. 
 
    “I can feel it,” she aired out.  
 
    Taam turned and dropped the stasis field. 
 
    Genny pushed herself upright and Marcus collapsed down onto her. The two just held each other for a minute. Everyone stood quietly. Anthony wiped away a tear as it rolled down his cheek. 
 
    Marcus broke free, spun and grabbed Taam. He wrapped his arms around Taam and clutched tightly.  
 
    “Thank you,” Marcus said. “Thank you for getting her back.” 
 
    He released Taam and spun to Bartl. 
 
    “Oh no you--” Bartl started to say. 
 
    Marcus reached down and hugged him, nearly hoisting Bartl off his feet. 
 
    Marcus was sobbing, while repeating over and over, “Thank you.” 
 
    Bartl struggled for a moment, then relaxed. He patted Marcus on the back. “It's okay my boy, we got her back.” 
 
    Marcus released Bartl and turned and sat next to Genny. 
 
    “I know this is a tender moment,” Taam said. “But I feel like I need to be honest here.” 
 
    The three looked to Taam. 
 
    “What I just did,” Tamm continued. “It's not permanent. Gen-swapping is dangerous stuff, and truth be told, it'd be more dangerous to attempt a reversion. I synthesized a substance, its a a generalized inhalation that helps the body counteracts the anomalies created in your system,” he said to Genny. “It's an older but effective treatment, designed shortly after gen-swapping was blacklisted across the universe. There's no reliable treatment to permanently reverse what's been done; it's all highly experimental. You'll need injections daily, or at the very least, you'll need to take meds regularly. That should nearly suppress all of the side-effect.” 
 
    Genny dropped her head. Marcus wrapped his arms around her. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Taam said. 
 
    “No,” Genny said. Her voice healthier. “Don't be. You didn't do this to me. You helped me. You got us all here, together. Halen did this to me. It's Halen that needs to be sorry.” 
 
    “Well,” Bartl said. “I'm sure he is, or was. The Imperium was destroyed, and according to freenet Halen was acting against the will of the Core. The story being told is that Halen went rogue and destroyed his ship.” 
 
    “Wait,” Anthony said. “What? He didn't go rogue. You were there; the Grand Negus or whatever he was called came on the screen. You pissed him off, remember.” 
 
    “I do,” Bartl said. “I also know that a deluxar class Prime Command ship doesn't just blow up in the middle of space with no one around. The Central Core has to sever ties with Halen or they'll be connected to whatever he failed to do. Mainly, acquiring Volja for the Attillian trade agreement.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Genny asked.  
 
    “I'm trying to say that if vengeance or justice is what you're looking for,” Bartl said. “Halen is dead, and his ship, along with his crew, has been destroyed,” Bartl answered. 
 
    Silence hung in the air for a moment. 
 
    “This might not be the time to ask,” Bartl said. “But I've never been good with finding the right moment.” 
 
    Everyone looked to Bartl who in turn looked to everyone. 
 
    Silence lingered awkwardly.  
 
    Bartl shrugged then brought his hands up and together. A moment later he pulled them apart and made an explosion noise, and shrugged again. 
 
    Marcus and Anthony were staring at him like he was crazy. 
 
    “Ah,” Bartl said. “C'mon. Seriously?” 
 
    “What are you--” Marcus started to ask. 
 
    “He really wants to know how Genny blew up the Imperium,” Taam said. 
 
    “Yes,” Bartl exclaimed. “I'm going crazy over here not knowing how you did it. You destroyed the Imperium. You, a single person, took down a delxuar class ship from the inside, by yourself.” 
 
    Genny nodded. 
 
    “How?” Bartl blurted out. 
 
    “It's...” Genny paused. “all still a little hazy.” 
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    The entire group now sat around a long wooden table in the Enyalius' kitchen. Bartl had poured everyone drinks and the group was doing their best to empty the bottle. 
 
    Genny breathed deep. Marcus was saddled up right next to her. Anthony and Taam were across the table. Bartl sat at the head of the table, with feet propped up and chair leaning back. 
 
    “I finally feel like myself again,” Genny said. “On the Imperium it felt like Halen was crawling under my skin.” 
 
    “Well,” Anthony said. He took a long drink from his glass. He winced as it burned going down. “As long as you don't feel like raging out and accidentally punching me in the face. Where would that leave me? I mean besides the charming personality and genius level IQ.” 
 
    Marcus laughed.  
 
    “Don't forget your humility,” he said. 
 
    “That's fourth on my greatest attributes list,” Anthony replied. 
 
    Marcus took a swig, and he too felt the burn as it went down.  
 
    “What is this stuff?” He asked. 
 
    “No clue,” Bartl said. “Probably something homemade, but it's getting the job done.” He gulped down half a glass and poured another.  
 
    Genny took a drink and looked around the room.  
 
    “I need to apologize,” she said.  
 
    “Don't,” Taam said. “You don't owe any of us anything.” 
 
    “No,” Genny replied. “I need to. Back on the Imperium, I stopped trusting everyone. I freaked out and Halen was saying all the right things to get me to turn against you guys.” 
 
    “That's what he did best,” Taam said. “He was conniving.” 
 
    “Worst of all he got me to turn against you,” she said and looked to Anthony. “You warned me. You knew I was freaking out and you tried to stop me. You tried to save me from myself, but I wouldn't listen. I was scared. Not just for Marcus, I was scared for everyone. But Bartl was right.” 
 
    Genny paused and looked to Taam. “He said you would come for us. He said it without a hint of doubt, like it was fact. He said you wouldn't have sent Marcus off if there was another way. He said you did what had to be done. And because I freaked out, I messed things up pretty bad.” 
 
    “I'll say you did,” Bartl chimed in. 
 
    Everyone turned and looked at him, shocked at what he said. 
 
    “What?” he replied. “She did. She messed up the Imperium so bad it exploded.” Bartl slapped the table and burst out in laughter.  
 
    The group chuckled.  
 
    “Listen,” Taam said. “Lots of bad stuff has happened ever since we left your planet. We've been off balance from the get go. We've faced down scavs, escaped the Prime Command and the Attillians, Marcus bounced around space for awhile, and we just commandeered a scav vessel. All of us have been through the rough of it, but we've managed to get back together. We have what we need; we know where we're going, so how about we end this thing and jam the plans of everyone who's trying to stop us down their own throats.” 
 
    “That's what I'm talking about,” Anthony cheered. 
 
    “Agreed,” Marcus said. “Let's end this.” 
 
    “Let's go get this ancient planet,” Genny said.  
 
    The group hoisted their glasses into the air, everyone, but Bartl. 
 
    The group looked at him and he just shook his head. 
 
    “I'm glad we're all hugs and kisses again,” he said. “But, if we're ending this, they need to know.” Bartl looked to Taam. 
 
    “You seriously have the worst timing,” Taam said to him. 
 
    “What?” Marcus said.  
 
    “I was trying to give us a moment of cheer,” Taam said. “You know, something good before we head off to do the impossible. You seriously need to stop drinking. You always get cranky when you drink.” 
 
    “Oh,” Bartl said. “Sorry.” He hoisted his glass into the air. 
 
    Everyone just looked at him for a minute. 
 
    “The moments kind of over,” Anthony said.  
 
    Bartl shrugged, lowered his glass, and took another drink. 
 
    “What's he talking about?' Genny asked. 
 
    “They have to be told sooner or later,” Bartl said pouring himself another drink. “Now works.” He gulped it down. 
 
    “I was planning on telling you when we covered our plan,” Taam said. “But someone has a big mouth, so I guess now is as good of time as any.” 
 
    “What?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “The three of you won't be going to the planet,” Taam said. “Only Marcus will be going.” 
 
    “Why?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “Because,” Bartl said. “Marcus is the only one of you who's still human.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 21 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Marcus blurted out. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Taam said as he looked to Genny. “When Halen changed your genetic code we lost all guarantees that you'll be able to access Volja. Our theory is that anyone who enters Volja's atmosphere gets scanned for the correct genetic base code. Because of the gen-swap you'll now get scanned as hybrid, and there's no way of knowing if Volja will accept it. For all we know Volja will whisk you off never to be found again.” 
 
    Genny slumped forward and propped her elbows on the table. Her hands overlapped as she dropped her head and stared absently at the table for a moment. 
 
    “I'm really sorry,” Taam said. “It's not your fault, but too much has already happened to risk losing you when we're so close to finishing this.” 
 
    “It's not that,” she said. “It's just...after everything that's happened, I was looking forward to being on that planet when we snatch it from the Attillians.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anthony said. “Not to sound cold here, but that makes sense. We don't want Genny getting beamed someplace we can never find her. But why can't I go? Halen didn't touch me.” 
 
    Taam sighed then looked to Anthony. “We lost you early on. Everything about you, who you are, your brain patterns, memories, how you make choices, everything was transferred into a bio-tech unit back on Galvn.” 
 
    “What?” Anthony blurted out. 
 
    “You admitted guilt,” Bartl said before gulping down another drink. “Remember what you told us. You apologized, then there was a flash of white light.” 
 
    Anthony's eyes grew wide as he recalled the event. 
 
    “Galvn law states that through your admission of guilt, you willingly gave up your right to the existence of your natural status,” Taam said. 
 
    “What does that even mean?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “You got the death penalty,” Bartl blurted out. “Killed, snuffed, blam-o'd, lights out...” With every new iteration Bartl swung his glass through the air. 
 
    “He gets the point,” Taam said. “Basically, after you admitted guilt, your entire consciousness was downloaded into their system and your body was...disposed. It was at this point when you were placed into a, sort of, stasis limbo.” 
 
    “That'd be the white light part,” Bartl said. 
 
    “Then,” Taam continued. “Everything that you were, your  consciousness, was downloaded into a robotic system known as a BMU: a bio-mechanical unit. It mimics the biological functions of your former body precisely. If we didn't tell you about this, you'd never have known. You can still get hurt, cut, sick, everything. They even programmed a randomized termination date using a life expectancy algorithm into the system.” 
 
    “So I'm just going to power down one day?” Anthony asked. “Like some sort of computer with a timer attached?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Taam answered. “It's not quite that simple, but that's the general idea. Bio-tech is quite advanced; it simulates everything about your old body. You could give blood and the synthesized substance would pass every Earth standard.” 
 
    “Wait,” Genny blurted out. “So you're telling us that I'm stuck as some sort of science experiment gone wrong, and Anthony's now what...a robot?” 
 
    “Android,” Bartl blurted out. He slammed his glass down and poured another drink. 
 
    “Please believe me when I say that we never intended for this to happen,” Taam said. “If we could've stopped any of it, at any point, Bartl and I would've given everything to do so.” 
 
    Bartl hoisted his glass into the air once more, then took another drink. 
 
    Genny shook her head. 
 
    Marcus just looked at her. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Taam said quietly. 
 
    “No,” she said. “You don't apologize. You don't have anything to be sorry for. All three of us made the decision to do this, to come out here with you two. Sure, people were shooting at us from space so we didn't have a lot of time to think about it, but we made the choice none-the-less. Bartl never forced us, that much I remember. He let the choice be ours, and we said yes.”  
 
    Bartl nodded in agreement. His head bobbled around as he did. 
 
    “Anyway,” Genny continued. “Everything I've experience with Prime Command and the Attillians tells me that if you hadn't come and phased Earth out of their hands, a lot of worse things would've happened to a lot more people.” 
 
     “Are you serious?” Anthony blurted out as he stood. His face crinkled with anger and frustration. 
 
    “What?” Marcus said. “You think everyone on Earth would've been safe? Like Prime Command and the Attillians would've just left us alone?” 
 
    “What?” Anthony said, his tone indicating genuine confusion. He relaxed his face as he looked around the room. 
 
    Marcus just stared up at him. 
 
    “Sorry,” Anthony said. “I wasn't paying attention.” 
 
    Marcus chuckled. “Then what's your problem?” 
 
    “It's just,” Anthony muttered. He looked to Marcus, then to Genny, and then Bartl and Taam. He slowly sat back down, clearly uncomfortable with divulging his issue. 
 
    “What?” Marcus said. 
 
    “I'm a robot,” Anthony said quietly.  
 
    “Android,” Bartl retorted as he raised his glass and took another drink. 
 
    Marcus looked to his friend solemnly. “Look man, I'm sorry, this has to be tough--” 
 
    “What?” Anthony said. “No it's not that. Are you kidding me? I'm a robot.” Anthony said definitively. “I was turned into a robot, in outer space, and honestly, that's pretty cool. I mean don't get me wrong, I'm literally having a meltdown internally right now, but still...at the end of it, I'm going to be a robot.” 
 
    “Okay,” Marcus said questionably. 
 
    “It's just,” Anthony continued. “I'm a robot with normal people abilities. I'm a boring human robot. I didn't get super strength or crazy speed. How cool would it be if I could download myself into a system and wreak havoc, or steal top-secret space info. But instead, I'm a robot and I just stayed me. As I realized this...it kind of pissed me off. Sorry, I guess I should've been paying attention.” 
 
    “I'm drunk,” Bartl announced. 
 
    Genny burst out a laugh. 
 
    “Yes,” Taam confirmed. “We know.” 
 
    “I wasn't finished,” Bartl said. “I'm drunk, but I won't be staying drunk. And when I'm done staying drunk, Anthony needs me.” 
 
    “I do?” Anthony asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Bartl exclaimed. He poured another drink, hoisted his glass into the air, then gulped it down. After slamming his glass on the table he looked at Anthony and smiled. “What exactly do you want your android body to be able to do?” 
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    “Okay,” Taam announced. “This is it.” 
 
    The group had rested, gone over the plan, and were now standing on the bridge of the Enyalius; each turned toward one another in a circle.  
 
    “We know we're flying into a trap,” Taam continued. “We know the Attillians at the very least are cloaked and awaiting our arrival. There's a moderately decent chance that other Prime Command vessels have rendezvoused with the Starfaller, and quite possibly a few scav ships looking for an easy payday.” 
 
    “We know our plan,” he continued. “And we've been over the risks that come along with it. I know you've each agreed to take these risks, but Bartl and I will do everything we can to keep you safe.” 
 
    “You're sure that the destabilizer will activate the moment we drop on our coordinates?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Ellidron was the only reason we were able to escape the Attillian's last time,” Taam said. “His instructions on the destablizer could've been a lie, but at this point, I don't think it was. But we'll find out if I'm wrong soon enough.” 
 
    Marcus turned and looked at the ship's main display. The countdown clock they'd set continued its relentless pursuit to zero. 
 
    “Genny's all hooked up with a trans-comm now,” Bartl said. “So there's no worries of any miscommunication aboard the Starfaller.” 
 
    Anthony nudged Marcus. “My robot brain automatically translates it for me,” Anthony said with a smile. “I've been hearing and reading space languages this whole time and I didn't even know it. Who knows, I might be smarter than you now.” 
 
    “There's only so much help technology can provide,” Marcus retorted.  
 
    Anthony chuckled. 
 
    Marcus looked to the clock once more and it showed, “24...23...22...” 
 
    “Once the Enyalius drops light I don't expect the Attillians to wait around,” Taam said. “So when that clock hits zero, be ready.” 
 
    Everyone nodded. Genny took a deep breath and clutched Marcus' hand. Marcus looked at her and leaned in to kiss her on the cheek.  
 
    “We're going to be considered good 'ole space outlaws after this,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “I always knew a bad boy was in there somewhere,” Genny said. She touched Marcus on the forehead and smiled back. 
 
    The two looked at the clock. “9...8...7...” 
 
    “Here we go,” Bartl. “Time for the fun to begin.” 
 
    “3...2...1.” 
 
    The ship dropped from its light slip. A fraction of a second later the Zorg energy destabilizer detonated a pulse of energy out from the Enyalius. The ship's display shifted from the clock to a view outside. Off in the distance the group watched as a section of space rippled like someone had thrown a stone into calm waters. The Starfaller dropped its cloak.  
 
    “They're dead in space,” Bartl said as he scanned the information coming across his console. “Just like us. The destablizer worked. Once Volja enters this space, it should be stuck.” 
 
    “Not going to lie,” Anthony said. “I'm impressed the Attillians could've predicted which point we'd intercept Volja.” 
 
    “Told you they're smart,” Bartl responded. 
 
    “Creepy smart,” Genny said apprehensively.  
 
    Taam didn't respond. He stood, blank faced, staring at the Starfaller. 
 
    Everyone watched as the Attillian ship just hung there lifelessly in space. 
 
    A moment later the room began to shift to a white canvas. 
 
    “Hit it,” Taam said to Bartl. 
 
    The room went white. A second later the group was standing in a large empty storage bay aboard the Starfaller. 
 
    “Trans-warp intercepted and reroute successful,” Bartl said. 
 
    “Okay everyone,” Taam said. “You know what to do.” 
 
    Marcus worked his wrist unit and Genny watched as his vac-suit broke apart in little squares. A moment later his form went translucent. 
 
    Taam stepped toward where Marcus was. “Under no circumstance do you keep that running for more than ten hecatryls. I don't care if Captain Vex is threatening to kill everyone of us or your whole planet. When the timer hits zero, you drop cloak, understood. I didn't give you my suit only to have you poison yourself to death.” 
 
    The air shimmered around Marcus as he shifted his weight. “Understood.” 
 
    “Now get to Storage hangar V-09 and get yourself on Volja,” Taam said. 
 
    The group listened as the sound of Marcus' feet hitting the floor echoed across the room. His form appeared for only a quick moment then vanished just as fast. The door to the storage room slid open then shut as Marcus stepped through. 
 
    “And that'll alert the Attillians to our position,” Bartl said.  
 
    Alarms sounded and the group watched as the empty storage bay faded to white once more; a second later they were standing on the bridge of the Starfaller. Commander Tira along with a couple dozen soldiers were there at the ready. 
 
    “How many times must we do this?” Tira asked. “This is not the Imperium or any other Core vessel. The minute you stepped through the door our sensors told us where you were. I expected better from you.” 
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    Marcus stood with his body pressed against the wall; his breath held as three Attillians passed by him. He slowly exhaled and glanced at a clock displayed on his visor. Taam had set it to Earth time, and it showed hr had a little over eight minutes remaining to make it to the Zorg ship. He watched as the Attillian group turned the corner and Marcus darted forward. He passed corridor after corridor. His visor displayed exactly where he needed to go, and roughly how long it would take him to reach his destination at his current pace. Marcus pushed himself onward.  
 
    A door slid open to his left. Marcus jumped and stumbled as he lost his footing and crumbled to the floor. The two Attillian soldiers leaving the room froze in place. Marcus watched as they looked down the corridor to their left, then to their right. He was sure his suit had flashed his form as he landed. 
 
    “You heard that, correct?” One of the Attillians asked the other. 
 
    “Yeah,” the other responded. 
 
    A loud groan came from behind them and the two turned and smiled. 
 
    “Let's leave him,” one said. “He needs time to think over our offer.” 
 
    The two stepped out from the room. As they did, Marcus peered inside and saw Omnis Zept strapped to a table. Bruises and scars covered his body. A bright blue blood puddled on the floor. Marcus could hear him groaning in pain. He watched as the two soldiers strolled down the corridor and turned the corner.  
 
    Marcus stood and his mind raced. He'd watched Omnis die as the Sunspot exploded. But somehow the Attillians now had him.  
 
    They're torturing him. Marcus thought.  
 
    Marcus turned and looked down the corridor; he could see the large doors marked “V-09.” He looked back at the door behind which Omnis laid. His mind flashed with the memory of the exploding escape pod on Qynn-9. Omnis had saved him.  
 
    Marcus stepped forward and the doors slid open.  
 
    He looked around; the room was full of what looked to be medical equipment. Bags of the same bright blue blood were filled and hung across a rack ready for transfusions. Scalpels, syringes, and other tools were splayed about on tables and counters. Marcus walked across the room. His visor flashed indicating he'd made a wrong turn. It showed the course correction he needed to take along with the clock displaying four minutes left. 
 
    Marcus looked around once more. The room was empty except for Omnis who was in the center. There were four red beams of light going across his body: one at his neck, two across his chest, and one across his ankles. It appeared that these red lights were keeping Omnis pinned to the table. 
 
    “Who's there?”Omnis coughed out. Blood shot from his mouth. “I can hear your breathing. I told you, I don't know where any of them are. I was helping rescue the Heezarians from a scav ship. I had no idea you were hunting them.” Omnis started to cough violently. Marcus could see his body had been brutally beaten and tortured. “Please,” Omnis said. “I know someone's there. Why don't you just kill me. Even if I did know where they were, I'm not giving up the Heezarians or anyone else to you blatnards.” 
 
    Marcus touched at his wrist unit. His cloak fell. Omnis' eyes grew wide.  
 
    “Please tell me you know how to get you out of this thing,” Marcus said.  
 
    “How?” Omnis said. “How are you here?” 
 
    “Long story,” Marcus answered. “You saved me, now I'm returning the favor. But,” he paused. “I kind of need your help in rescuing you.” 
 
    Omnis stared for a moment, shocked to see Marcus. He snapped out of his gaze. “The panel on the wall behind me,” he said.  
 
    Marcus looked and darted over to it.  
 
    “There should be three sliders on the display,” Omnis said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Marcus said. Panic filled his voice.  
 
    “Slide the middle one to about half, the other two all the way to the other end.” 
 
    Marcus followed his instructions. 
 
    “Now, there should be three buttons on the bottom, tap the one on the right.” 
 
    Marcus tapped it and heard the table behind him power down. He spun and saw that the red energy fields had disappeared. Omnis rolled and fell to the floor.  
 
    Marcus rushed over to him and quickly realized that Omnis was far too large to pick up on his own.  
 
    “Can you get to your feet?” Marcus asked. 
 
    Omnis coughed more and pulled his arms and legs in, a moment later Marcus watched as the large man pushed himself to his feet. He wobbled for a second but propped himself up against the table.“Give me a second.” 
 
    “I don't think we have a second,” Marcus said. 
 
    “How are you here?” 
 
    “I'd like to know the same for you,” Marcus replied. “But for now, we need to get out of here. I need to get to the storage room at the end of this hall. I'm taking a Zorg vessel to Volja.” 
 
    Omnis looked Marcus in the eyes for a moment. “You're serious?” He said. “You guys did it?” 
 
    “Not yet, Volja will be dropping into destabilized space any moment. I need to be on that Zorg ship when it does.” 
 
    Omnis hoisted himself upright. “Alright,” he said. “Let's go.” He stepped forward but Marcus didn't move. “I thought we were going?” 
 
    “Listen” Marcus said. “There's a chance, if you go with me, that Volja will warp you off to some random spot in space.” 
 
    “Listen kid,” Omnis said. “We all know the legends of Volja. But if I have to choose between a chance of getting taken to some random place, or staying on this ship, I'm choosing the random place.  I'm a big boy, even if I get zapped somewhere, I'll find my way.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “Well,” Omnis said. “No. But I am sure I don't want to stay on this ship.” 
 
    Marcus nodded and the two rushed toward the door. Just as they reached it, the two guards stepped inside once more. With blurring speed Omnis shot out a left hook and cracked one soldier across the face. He then spun and dropped his elbow across the other's chin. The two Attillian guards dropped to the floor. Omnis started coughing and hacking up more blood. Marcus just stood frozen in place.  
 
    “C'mon,” Omnis coughed out. “You're rescuing me, remember?” 
 
    The two made their way to the end of the corridor. The doors to V-09 slid open. There in the center of the storage room was the Zorg vessel along with dozens of soldiers and Ravager drones. 
 
    No one appeared to notice Marcus and Omnis' entrance. The two moved into the storage room and slid behind some tall crates. 
 
    “Listen,” Marcus said. “I need to get on that ship. Once I'm aboard I'll trans-warp you aboard as well.” 
 
    Omnis shot him a confused look. 
 
    “Psy Net,” Marcus said and pointed to his head. “Taam had me download some useful space knowledge into this human brain of mine. Although, the Psy Net couldn't show me how to operate the Zorg ship. Luckily, Taam had a close encounter with its former owner so he was able to fill in the gaps. We believe that as long as the destablizer is activated the Attillians won't be able to keep the Zorg engines locked out.” 
 
    Omnis smiled. “You've grown up some since Qynn-9. But, how do you plan on getting aboard the ship.” 
 
    Marcus punched at his wrist unit and Omnis watched as this human went invisible.  
 
    “You know you're dumping poison into your blood right?” Omnis asked.  
 
    “I'll be fine,” Marcus answered from a short distance away. 
 
    “You've been around Taam too long,” Omnis muttered to himself. 
 
    Marcus moved slowly through the storage room. His visor displayed less than thirty seconds before he needed to be on that ship. He slowly inched his way into position. Twenty seconds remaining. The numbers flashed in red as they counted down. Marcus touched his wrist unit which then began to broadcast the entry codes to the Zorg vessel.  
 
    Ten seconds.  
 
    A loud snap came from the side of the ship. Every Attillian soldier jumped as the ship's gull-wing door seemed to raise on its own.  
 
    Five seconds.  
 
    Marcus made a dash for the ship. His form shimmered as he ran. Three Ravagers spun to fire at him.  
 
    Four seconds.  
 
    The door had only opened half way before it started to close again. Marcus leapt for the opening.  
 
    Three seconds.  
 
    He landed. 
 
    Two seconds. 
 
    He spun and kicked at the access pad in the ship. 
 
    One second. 
 
    The door sealed shut behind him. Pulse fire began striking the Zorg vessel everywhere. He looked at his display; it was flashing zero. Marcus tapped his wrist unit and decloaked.  
 
    “Computer,” Marcus blurted out. “Access command Ait-Ellidron-7337, password is eald thiw ti.” 
 
    “Command codes and password accepted,” a female voice said. “All controls have been transferred. Hello, Marcus Linas.” 
 
    “Are the engines online?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “Affirmative,” the computer said. 
 
    “Can you bring up thermals of the entire storage room on the main display?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “Affirmative,” the computer said. “But I will be forced to use a combination of cameras currently running on the closed feed of the Starfaller.” 
 
    Marcus was running through the Zorg vessel, making his way to the bridge. 
 
    “Put the storage room on the main display,” Marcus said. “Charge the engines to full. Bring frontal pulse rifles online.” 
 
    Only a second passed. 
 
    “Tasks completed,” the computer said. 
 
    Marcus turned the corner and plopped down in command chair. He scanned the storage room for Omnis. 
 
    “There,” he said and pointed at the upper left portion of the screen. “Can you get a trans-warp lock onto that person?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” the computer said. 
 
    “Do it,” Marcus belted out. He dropped his hands to the console and worked the trans-warp controls. He slid his fingers into place balancing the four different levels. Steadily, he allowed his fingers to glide upward as he activated the trans-warp and watched the readout monitoring Omnis' vitals. 
 
    A flash of light came from behind him. Marcus turned and Omnis was standing somewhat dumbfounded on the Zorg ship. 
 
    “Computer,” Marcus said. “Fire weapons and and don't stop until you blow a hole in the side of this ship.” 
 
    Omnis stepped forward and dropped into the other chair. They watched screen as the Zorg vessel fired shot after shot.  
 
    “Computer, switch to external cameras and put them on the main display,” Marcus said. 
 
    The two heard the pulse rifles continue their fire. After a moment or two they stopped. Smoke and debris littered their path but only for a moment. The vacuum of space sucked it, plus most of the Attillian soldiers and Ravager units, all away. There, directly in front of Marcus and Omnis was a path leading out of the Starfaller. 
 
    “Computer,” Marcus said. “Punch it.” 
 
    The engines roared to life.  
 
    “How?” Omnis asked. 
 
    “Custom ship,” Marcus answered. “Ellidron developed the space destablizer, which means he also developed engines that would operate within the field.” 
 
    The Zorg vessel squealed as it drug along the metal floor. Sparks lit up for only a second as the cold of space overcame the heat. A moment later Omnis and Marcus breached the Starfaller.  
 
    Marcus pulled back on the ship's drive column. The ship arced upward. He then twisted his hands forward and they picked up speed. 
 
    “How do you know how to fly this thing?” Omnis said. 
 
    “I told you, Taam got up close and personal with this ship's former owner. He had me practicing on a simulation for the last half day. I was getting the hang of it, although the real thing is a bit more terrifying.”  
 
    Omnis sat quietly and chuckled.  
 
    Marcus piloted the Zorg ship up and around the Starfaller and pulled away from it. 
 
    A small view screen showed the Attillian ship in its entirety. 
 
    “Never realized just how big that ship is,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Omnis replied. “The Attillians are no joke.” 
 
    Marcus positioned the Zorg vessel at the exact coordinates Taam had showed him and slowed it to a halt.  
 
    “Why aren't they firing at us?” Omnis asked. 
 
    “Because if they destroy this ship, I go with it,” Marcus answered. “Only humans can access Volja, and as its worked out, I'm now the only human out here.” He paused for a moment. “Listen, I have to ask, how'd you end up on that ship?” 
 
    “While you were aboard that scav ship,” Omnis said. “I was running those Urumarru gunners wild. I was doing a darn good job of it too. But there were just too many of them. I ended up taking a few serious hits. The Sunspot's power started to fail, but then the firing stopped. Next thing I know I'm hearing Taam's hail come over my comm. I tried to answer, but apparently you couldn't hear me. I knew about the Veritus leak on my ship so I initiated evac and my pod launched just before the Sunspot blew up. The explosion knocked out the pod's tracer unit and engines. I was floating dead in space. Every second that passed I just drifted further and further away from you.” 
 
    “I watched as the Enyalius made a light slip and knew at that moment all of you thought I was dead,” Omnis continued. “The Starfaller dropped light a few moments later. They were scanning the area and found me pretty easily. They took me aboard and I've been on that ship ever since. They questioned me about everything. Captain Vex wanted to know your plans. He broke most of my ribs trying to get that info, as if I had it. After that he had them cutting on me and cutting me up and pumping me full of stuff that enhanced my bodies natural healing time. Normally that would be a good thing. This time it just allowed them to inflict more pain.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Marcus said. “We would've never left you if we'd known. Bartl lost it when he thought you and Alvin were gone. He shot up the entire Urumaruu crew. It was kind of horrific actually.”  
 
    “I've known Taam and Bartl for a while,” Omnis said. “I've been through some bad stuff with both of them. They don't leave people behind, especially friends. You all thought I was dead.” 
 
    “But you're not,” Marcus said. “And now that I know you're alive, I'll make sure you don't end up stranded somewhere if this goes badly. If you get zapped away by Volja, I won't stop until we find you. You got that?” 
 
    Omnis started to answer, but Marcus' wrist unit began beeping. 
 
    A planet, no bigger than the Earth's moon, suddenly appeared directly in front of them.  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 22 
 
    Marcus pushed forward on the drive column and rotated his wrists forward. The ship's engines roared to life and the vessel sped toward Volja. The planet looked like a shimmering pearl, floating gently in space. There were no signs of land masses or bodies of water, just an extremely smooth surface that seemed to catch every color of light and reflect it back. 
 
    “Are you ready for this? Omnis asked Marcus. 
 
    “Nope, not even a little bit,” Marcus replied. “But at this point it doesn't matter.” 
 
    The two watched as the planet drew closer. 
 
    “Computer,” Marcus said. “Initiate atmospheric entry.” 
 
    “I'm sorry sir,” the computer replied. “I am unable to comply.” 
 
    “Why?” Omnis asked. 
 
    The computer didn't respond.  
 
    “Computer?” Marcus asked. 
 
    The ship remained silent. 
 
    Marcus looked to Omnis who looked equally confused. He then felt the drive column pull away. Instinctively, he tightened his grip, but after a moment Marcus released it and he and Omnis watched as the ship continued to pilot itself. 
 
    Omnis began to work one of the consoles. Marcus looked over at him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Running a diagnostic,” Omnis replied. 
 
    “And how exactly do you know how to do that on this ship?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “It's pretty standard stuff,” Omnis replied. 
 
    “It's not actually,” Marcus said. “Taam said this ship is pretty unique. Everything about it has been custom built by Ellidron. So how is it you know how to run this stuff?”” 
 
    “Most of this ship is unique,” Omnis replied. “More elaborate than almost anything I've seen. But I'm just running a diagnostic; there's not much you can customize.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Marcus said. He paused a moment. “Losing control of the ship wasn't part of the plan. It's freaking me out a little.” 
 
    “I figured,” Omnis said. “I'm not exactly relaxed myself. Anyway, I ran the diagnostic because I wanted to confirm something.” 
 
    Marcus gave him a questioning look. 
 
    “Take a look at these readings,” Omnis said. “Volja has taken over the ship,” 
 
    Omnis slid his hand across a small touchscreen and sent his console's display to the ship's main display.  
 
    “We've lost ship wide power,” Omins said. “Engines, life-support, shields, weapons, everything has been taken offline, but nothing has changed. We're breathing fine. Our engines are clearly working. Even artificial grav is functioning. Someone, or something, on that planet is feeding us power and keeping us alive. The question is, why?” 
 
    Marcus looked around at different screens. It appeared Omnis was correct.  
 
    “Apparently, this planet wants us as bad as we want it,” Marcus said.  
 
    “So whether by choice or by force, there's no turning back,” Omnis responded. 
 
    Marcus tried to hide the panic now flooding his mind. 
 
    “And truthfully,” Omnis said. “I don't think it's us Volja wants.” 
 
    Marcus just looked at him. 
 
    “I think it wants you,” Omnis finished. 
 
    The two remained silent as the ship crept its way closer and closer to Volja. With a flash of light the main display went completely white as they entered Volja's atmosphere.  
 
    The ship shuddered slightly, but only for a short period of time. Slowly, the main display began to take on different colors once again. At first it was just small amounts of blue and green mixed in with the white. Then shades of brown and red began to appear and spread out. Marcus watched as the display shifted from a brilliant white to a kaleidoscope of spinning colors. Then, as if all the colors were suddenly called into order, random shapes began to take form. After only a moment, the two were now staring at a beautiful horizon.  
 
    Tall sweeping mountains covered in snow, spiked and jutted far off in the distance. Fields of green and gold splayed out to the east. A large body of water, almost ruby in color, was directly in front of them. Then as if on its own, the Zorg vessel adjusted itself and leveled off.  
 
    “I don't understand,” Marcus sad. “The surface of this planet was pearl-like. How is all of this here?” 
 
    “It's some form of cloak or camouflage, maybe shielding,” Omnis said. “Volja's atmosphere is obscuring the surface for some reason.” 
 
    The two looked on as the ship traveled across the surface of Volja. Marcus was awe struck. Tall, silvery, rock formations climbed into the sky and curled at the tips. Far-reaching forests and copses of trees whisked by below, each jutting and twisting in every direction. Leaves of orange, blue, and pink intermixed with every shade of green.  
 
    Marcus' eyes widened as he saw trees and shrubs gleam of metal and crystal. Beyond the forests were lakes of emerald waters and fields of bronze.  
 
    The Zorg ship made a sharp turn revealing plains and rolling hills. The light from above caught each grain of sand, which shimmered as though it were made of diamond. The brilliant colors of landscape painted the canvas of the planet's surface.  
 
    Without warning, the Zorg vessel began to pick up speed. The scenery zipped by, everything a blur of color. They focused on the horizon, a city skyline and from its center, far off in the distance rose a pillar of light. From earth to sky it stood like a watchtower of white light nestled in a sea of blue. 
 
    “If I had to guess,” Omnis said. “That's where we're headed.” He pointed to the pillar of light.  
 
    “You ever seen anything like this?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Never,” Omnis replied. “I've been to hundreds, maybe thousands of planets, but all of this, this is some weird stuff. It's like a world created by a child.” 
 
    As the Zorg vessel drew closer to the city it slowed and once more Marcus marveled at the structures. His mind raced. It looked to him like a amalgamation of every futuristic city he'd ever seen or read about. Tall buildings standing on three legs like massive tripods stretching into the sky. Tubes and railways running in every direction. Billboards floated, now blank with the distant memory of what used to be. Marcus felt overwhelmed as he saw roads with inset tracks, launchpads on every rooftop, and domed buildings. He thought it all looked like wonderland metropolis. 
 
    After a few moments the ship slowed to a stop and simply hovered in the air. It was then that whatever source was giving the ship power ceased and everything went dark. A second later a green orb of light appeared within the ship. It hovered for a moment, flickering brighter then growing dull over and over again. It looped in the air and darted toward Omnis. A beam of light lit up Omnis' face then traveled down to his feet then back up. 
 
    “It's scanning me,” Omnis said.  
 
    Neither Marcus nor Omnis moved. It appeared as though the orb of light was finished as it then turned its attention to Marcus. He held his breath as the scanning light passed over him from top to bottom, then back up. In a snap the orb vanished. A moment later a voice spoke to them, not through the ship's comm, but as though a person unseen were standing in their midst.  
 
    “Genetic scan for species 042 confirmed,” the woman's voice said. “Welcome home. All command codes and authorizations have been transferred. Species 378 has been detected. Please state authorization.” 
 
    “If I had to guess,” Omnis said. “I'm not species 042.” 
 
    Just then Omnis' body jolted and he slammed back into his chair. Marcus watched as some unknown force pressed against him. A look of panic and rage crept across Omnis' face. 
 
    “Authorization for species 378 please,” The woman asked again.  
 
    “What?” Marcus blurted out. “What's going on?” 
 
    “All non 042 species must be authorized,” the woman said. “Please state authorization for species 378.” 
 
    “Yes,” Marcus blurted out. “Authorized, or affirmitive, or whatever. Let him go. He's with me.” 
 
    Omnis suddenly fell forward as though he'd been pushing against whatever was holding him back. Marcus heard him breathing hard. 
 
    “You okay?” Marcus asked.  
 
    Omnis shook his head in the affirmative. 
 
    “What happened?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “No clue,” Omnis said. “I lost control of my body. It was like I was suddenly fighting myself. My arms, legs, everything was fighting against itself. I couldn't move. And that lady, that voice, was in my head. It told me without authorization I was to be banished.” 
 
    Marcus looked around; the ship was nearly pitch black. He turned back to Omnis. “Sorry that took me a second to figure out. You sure you're okay?” Marcus asked again. 
 
    “Yeah,” Omnis said. “I'm fine, I think. Although, if you hadn't spoken up when you did, I'm pretty sure I was about to get launched across space.” 
 
    “Well,” Marcus said. “At least we know it's safe for the others to come down to the planet now.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Omnis said. “Safe. Just make sure you're around when they do. That wasn't the most pleasant experience.” 
 
    The ship shuddered slightly.  
 
    Marcus and Omnis felt the ship descending, albeit slowly. They landed softly and the two heard every door on the ship open. Omnis stood and Marcus followed.  
 
    “You ready for this?” Omnis asked. 
 
    “Yeah of course,” Marcus said sarcastically. “I mean sure, our ship only lost total power. After which, some strange force apparently took over it over, drug us down to this planet, scanned us, and then spoke to us from some unknown source. And let's not forget that you just lost complete control of your body. I mean, I'm clearly prepared for anything to come.” 
 
    Omnis laughed. 
 
    The two made their way out of the ship and as they stepped onto the surface a cool, gentle, and calming breeze glided across their faces. Marcus didn't know if it was simply the idea of being on the ground, or if the breeze had some sort of calming effect, but his entire mood shifted from panic to relaxed. 
 
    The two strode forward a couple steps and Marcus felt Omnis grab his shoulder. He stopped immediately and glanced back.  
 
    Omnis was pointing at the sky.  
 
    At first Marcus saw nothing, but then a small glimmer caught his eye, then another. After a few seconds he could see what was causing it. Small bits of golden metal were whisking around in the sky.  
 
    As if guided by some force, the flakes of metal began to converge downward toward Marcus and Omnis. The two stepped back and watched as each flake snapped onto another, then another. Slowly a form came together, and after a moment there stood a female looking android. 
 
    Marcus' eyes grew wide and he felt himself get pushed forward as Omnis stepped behind him.  
 
    Marcus chuckled.  
 
    “Using me as a body shield?” He asked. 
 
    “You didn't have to deal with the body snatcher thing,” Omnis replied. “As far as I'm concerned this whole place wants me dead.” 
 
    “Fear not,” the android woman said. “Volja is in your debt for ceasing it's travels across the universe. You have also caused species 042 to return home.” 
 
    Marcus and Omnis immediately recognized this voice as the same one from inside the ship. 
 
    “As an authorized companion species of 042,” the female said looking at Omnis. “No harm can, or will, come to you unless otherwise stated by species 042.” 
 
    “See,” Marcus said. “You're safe.” 
 
    “As long as you don't go crazy and have me whisked off to the center of some sun or something,” Omnis said.  
 
    “What are the odds there's something that'd make me lose my mind on this planet?” Marcus asked sarcastically. 
 
    Omnis just looked at him. 
 
    “I am Kora,” the android said. “I am the interface of the being you know as Volja.” 
 
    “Being?” Marcus responded. 
 
    “What do you mean you're the interface?” Omnis asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Kora answered Marcus. “As Volja understands, you believe this to be a planet. However, it is understandable that you are mistaken. It has been many generations since your kind has called Volja home.” 
 
    “What?” Marcus asked. “What do you mean, home?” 
 
    “Although I am fully capable of recounting the events verbally,” Kora said. “I believe it will be far easier, and more enjoyable, if I were to show you.” 
 
    “O...kay,” Marcus said.  
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” Omnis said. “But what do you mean you're the interface?” 
 
    Kora said nothing, but instead made a sweeping motion with her hand. It looked to Marcus as though she'd gestured for something to come to their location. 
 
    Marcus looked to Omnis, then back to Kora. 
 
    Omnis leaned in closely to Marcus. “You can hear me right?” he asked. 
 
    Marcus chuckled. “Yeah,” he answered. “I think she's ignoring you.” 
 
    “I am not ignoring your companion,” Kora said. “However, my default interactions will not allow me to respond to any species other than 042 unless authorized.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, it's okay if you talk to him. I don't mind.”  Marcus said with a smile. Omnis didn't appear to enjoy the joke.  
 
    “Then to answer your previously asked question,” Kora said to Omnis. “I am a bio mechanical representation of the entity known as Volja. I am that which Volja uses to interface with non Zatarii beings.” She waved her hand dismissively, as if calling off whatever it was she had summoned. 
 
    “Zatarii?”Omnis asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Kora answered. “The Zatarii are the builders of this reality. Volja is but one of seven. They are the creators of all you know and that which you do not.” 
 
    “And these other six, are they also roaming around space?” Omnis asked. 
 
    Kora paused a moment. 
 
    It looked to Marcus as though she was fighting back her emotions. 
 
    “Pardon my pause,” she said. “Volja feels emotions deeply, and as the interface I must process them. To answer you question, Volja has been separated from the others for a long period of time. There is a malfunction within the core. This is why the transportation has been ocurring across the universe for so very long. It has been stuck in an infinite cycle in the hope that one of species 042 returned home. And thanks to your technology, the travel matrix was shut down, and species 042 has returned. For this, Volja is deeply thankful.” 
 
    “You said a malfunction occured,” Marcus said. “What happened?” 
 
    “I do apologize,” Kora said. “But I'm afraid the answer to that question will require an ekklisian connection.” 
 
    “A what?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “The simplest way to describe the ekklisian is to say a deeper connection,” Kora responded. “While Volja can and does express itself and communicate through me, its primary means of communication is a direct link. It is a more intimate form of communication that allows the transfer of emotions and thoughts. All that an individual is can be exchanged instantly. There is no greater communication in existence.” 
 
    “That sounds...complicated?” Marcus said. The fear in his voice was clear. 
 
    “Fear not,” Kora said. “Any individual who wishes a direct link with Volja must be scanned and authorized for their own safety.” 
 
    Marcus looked to Omnis who shrugged and smiled. 
 
    “I'm only along for the ride,” he said.  
 
    “I'm afraid he is not eligible,” Kora said. “Only those of 042 origin can interface with Volja.” 
 
    “Okay,” Marcus said reluctantly. “Let's say I do this ekklisian thing, what exactly do I have to do?” 
 
    “It is a harmless scan of your brain activity along with its total capacity,” Kora said. “The direct exchange with Volja can be overwhelming. If the individual is not fully capable of handling the exchange, they cannot survive.” 
 
    “Great,” Marcus blurted out. “Everything else in space is dangerous and deadly, why not this too?”  
 
    “I apologize,” Kora said. “I do not understand the question.” 
 
    “It was sarcasm,” Omnis said. “He does that a lot.” 
 
    “I see,” Kora said. “Please allow me a moment to adjust my communication algorithms to compensate for sarcasm. It has been quite some time since I've interacted with species 042.” 
 
    “Have you always called everyone by their species number?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Negative,” Kora responded. “During my time with the former individuals of species 042 a name by name basis was known. I called each by their personalized designation, and they mine.” 
 
    “Oh,” Marcus said. “Well then,” he stuck his hand out to shake Kora's hand. “I'm Marcus Linas, and this huge fellow here is known as Omnis Zept.” 
 
    Kora reached out and took hold of Marcus hand, although she did not shake it. Marcus awkwardly shook their now clutching hands and let go. Omnis simply waved. 
 
    “I am pleased to be able to call you by your name,” Kora said.  
 
    “I'm glad we're all getting cozy with each other,” Omnis said to Marcus. “But, don't you think its time we got on with it?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Marcus blurted out. He turned toward Kora and said, “I want to help Volja, I really do. And I'll do your scan or whatever I can to help, but I also need you're help. There's this group of people who want to conquer Volja, because they believe there's a bunch of powerful weapons and stuff here.” 
 
    “I am aware of all that seek Volja and why,” Kora said. “It is Volja's duty to know all that takes place across this time line.” 
 
    “Wait, this planet knows everything?” Marcus asked. “Sorry,” he popped back quickly. “Not a planet...a...what was it...Zatarii. Zatarii know everything?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Kora answered. 
 
    Omnis cleared his throat getting Marcus' attention. 
 
    “Oh, right,” Marcus shook his head and regathered his focus. “We can talk about that later. What I need to know right now is: can we secure Volja? Some way to keep Volja from falling into the hands of people who want to do bad things.” 
 
    “There is,” Kora answered. “As you said, Volja is not a planet to be conquered, nor a being to be enslaved. However, due to the malfunction, Volja is vulnerable. You will need to access the core and restart Volja's system, which will bring its security protocols back online. However, a direct link with Volja must be established in order to do so.” 
 
    “Wait,” Marcus said. “A minute ago you said Volja was a person, now you're talking like Volja is some sort of computer.” 
 
    “Both are correct,” Kora said. “Volja is both technological and biological. It is the very essence of both.” 
 
    “So Volja was the first bio-tech in existence,” Omnis said.  
 
    “Affirmative,” Kora answered. “As I said, all that you know, and all that you do not comes from Volja.” 
 
    “I just want to make sure I'm understanding this,” Marcus said. “I need to get scanned to make sure everything is safe for this exchange with Volja. If it is, I'll communicate with Volja using some sort of melding of minds communication link. And During this exchange I'll somehow be able to help reboot Volja, which will correct the malfunction and prevent it from being taken?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Kora said. “An interface is the only way Volja can repair itself and rejoin the others. This will accomplish your goal.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Omnis asked. “Volja will repair itself and rejoin the others?” 
 
    “I am unable to explain at this time,” Kora said. “However, if you would follow me, I would like to escort you to the citadel.” She waved her hand once more and this time a golden platform, with rails on three sides, materialized from thin air.  
 
    “Please step aboard,” Kora said.  
 
    Marcus and Omnis wavered for a moment. Marcus took notice that the golden platform looked to be the same material as Kora. The two stepped up and onto the platform. Kora followed behind. The moment Kora was aboard the platform it rocketed into the air.  
 
    “Whoa!” Marcus started screaming. 
 
    “Is everything alright sir?” Kora asked. Her voice calm. 
 
    Marcus quickly realized that while they were now hundreds of feet into the air, he sensed no motion. Not a flicker of air fluttered through his hair or caressed his skin. He stepped toward the rail and gripped it tightly. The platform had taken them so far into the sky that the Zorg ship was nothing more than a spec on the ground. A slight shift and Marcus watched as the ground began to whip by. The platform was traveling at immense speeds, but not a single sense of motion was felt. Marcus let go of the rail and immediately began to stumble. 
 
    Omnis caught him and chuckled.  
 
    “Try looking to the floor,” Omnis said. “It'll help with the disorientation. Your brain is trying to compensate for the speed at which it knows your traveling. But due to the inertia dampener, at least that's what I'm assuming it is, you're feeling no affects of the movement. You're literally falling over because your mind is trying to keep you balanced while the dampener is doing the job.”  
 
    Marcus nodded as though everything he'd just heard made sense. In truth, he was doing everything he could not to throw up. Marcus gripped the rail once more and stared at the ground, as he did the dizziness began to fade and his stomach settled.  
 
    “Do you wish me to stop?” Kora asks. “There are other means of travel.” 
 
    “I'm fine,” Marcus wheezed out. “There's no need to stop. Just get us to where we need to go.” 
 
    “He'll be okay,” Omnis said with a smile. “All this alien stuff just keeps getting the better of him.” 
 
    Marcus attempted a smile but failed and Omnis laughed. 
 
    A moment later the slightest hint of decent was felt. Marcus watched as the tip of a citadel came into view only a short distance away. The platform landed and Marcus, Omnis, and Kora stepped off. They were standing no more than fifty feet from the entrance to a massive building. 
 
    “This is the Ekklisiam,” Kora said. “The communing place of Volja. Please follow me.” 
 
    The two followed Kora as she opened the doors. Once inside both were awe struck. Elaborate statues of stone and metal stood front and center. Other carvings of varying mediums were spread out and  across different recesses within the foyer. Intricate and embelished paintings decorated the entirety of the arched ceilings. Holographic displays were scattered about showing men and woman, humans, who had apparently been in positions of recognition upon Volja. The floor was comprised of some sort of wood, polished to a mirror finish. Silver and gold chandeliers hung, candelabras stood, but not a flicker of flame was seen. Instead, Marcus took notice that small orbs of light danced in place where fire would normally be.  
 
    “Please,” Kora said. “This way.” She motioned toward a set of arches and proceeded down a hallway that was easily two to three hundred feet long. As they entered, Kora touched at a small panel on the wall. Dozens upon dozens of pictures hung on both sides of the walls. Marcus stepped forward and marveled as these painted images were somehow moving.  
 
    “This is known as the Pathway of Istoria,” Kora said. “It is the history of the people who once called Volja friend and home.” 
 
    Marcus began to walk down the hallway, stopping to gaze at each image. The scenes upon them displayed similarities to Earth's history. One image showed something resembling Egypt, with its tall pyramids, but instead of stone they were formed of crystal. These structures were surrounded by desert cities, which looked to be built so they encapsulate themselves around these crystal structures.  
 
    Marcus walked further down the hall and the next set of images showed structures resembling something out of feudal Japan, except, instead of horses and carriages, people traveled in the sky. As he traveled further the next images showed fireworks within this Japan-like city. The brilliant bursts of color danced across the night sky, but these illuminations formed moving scenes, with characters and creatures moving about. It was as if the fireworks told a story using the pitch black of night as its canvas.  
 
    As Marcus strolled along he saw images of coliseums, cityscapes looking almost identical to his home, and underwater cities. Other images showed scenes with flying vehicles and people traveling in orbs of light. Yet, as he strolled along, he noticed that each grouping of images contained one commonality: a single image depicting a gathering of thousands people. Both young and old, the peoples of every nation gathered together in a celebration and did so around the same citadel he was now within.   
 
    “These scenes,” Kora said. “They represent all that was here at one point. What you gaze upon are moments in time captured and displayed by Volja.” 
 
    Marcus heard every word, but continued to walk the hallway. Omnis and Kora followed behind him, slowly, allowing him time to take it all in. After a few more moments Marcus saw that they had nearly reached the end of the hallway where a set of large brass doors were closed.  
 
    Marcus returned his attention to the moving scenes hung on the wall. The technology, the landscape of Volja began to change. The scenes were now of people studying star charts, and others showed large congregations gathered at observatories. It was then that Marcus reached the last of the scenes: a large space craft and thousands upon thousands of people boarding it.  
 
    “Kora,” Marcus turned and said. “Why did the people of this planet leave?”  
 
    “The original humans of Volja wished to return to a more simple life,” she answered. “They felt as though communing with Volja, with all the technology and advancements available to them, would never allow them to fully embrace the fullness of life. It was a world wide event. One hundred and thirty-two thousand people set off into the stars in pursuit of a small blue planet that matched Volja's ecosystem. They settled upon it and Volja agreed to watch over it.”  
 
    Kora walked over and opened the large set of brass doors, “This way please,” she said. 
 
    They stepped into a massive and spacious room. The walls were white with some sort of paneling covering them from floor to ceiling. Huge cables and wires hung and traveled toward the center of the room where a large device was suspended in the air. The device was round and cylindrical, like a large brass floating tube. All around it were metallic orbs that were attached at various spots, and attached to those were smaller cylinders. Directly below this was a platform upon which stood a pedestal that had a white cranial device with four large cables coming from it. The cables traveled down and across the floor for about twenty feet at which point Marcus could see they were hooked into fittings.  
 
    “This is the Sfalia Chamber,” Kora said. “If you'd please step up so that the Volja Master System can confirm a safe interface with Volja.”  
 
    “Yeah, before I do that,” Marcus said. “Is this going to hurt or something?” 
 
    “I assure you the process is painless,” Kora said. “This device allows Volja to scan your brain activity for a safe interface. It will also reconfirm your genetic code and if all is safe and accounted for, I will be informed. At that point I will then escort you to the Kadashi Chamber where you will fully interface. It will be then that all be will explained, and how you can help.”  
 
    Marcus breathed deep and exhaled. “Okay,” he said. “So what exactly am I supposed to do here?”  
 
    “Simply lift the device from its housing and place it on your head,” Kora said. “The system will create a comfortable resting place for you to relax as the process does take a moderate amount of time. Once the process begins you will fall into a trance-like state. However, should you wish, you will be able to pull yourself from this meditative state at anytime without fear of harm. The reason for this state of mind is it allows the individual's mind to relax to such a degree that you can be fully scanned. This allows Volja to know the full extent of whether it is safe not to exchange with you.” 
 
    Marcus stepped forward slowly. “Why does everything in space want to mess with your brain?” He said. 
 
    Omins chuckled. 
 
    Marcus breathed deep and stepped up on the platform. He lifted the cranial device, which looked like a white helmet, and slowly placed it on his head.  
 
    “Is there a system I might be able to access in order to help with my compatriot here?” Omnis asked. “We have some friends drifting just beyond this planet's atmosphere. I'm afraid they are in a far more precarious situation than we are. I'd like to see if there's anything I can do to help them from here.”  
 
    “Of course,” Kora answered. She turned to Marcus. “With your permission sir,” she said.  
 
    Omnis looked to Marcus, “I want to see if there's anyway we can try and get the Heezarians and your friends to the surface.”  
 
    “That's a good idea,” Marcus said. “Kora, give Omnis full access to anything he needs. Help him if you can. Also, I know I'm going to be in this trance thing, but if you can get everyone to the planet, they have my permission to be here. Please don't beam them off to some random place.” 
 
    “Of course sir,” Kora said. “And these compatriots you speak of, these are the beings known as Taam and Bartl Heezarian, Genny Linas, and Anthony Monte, correct?” 
 
    Marcus removed the helmet and stepped forward. Omnis looked toward Kora, his face full of surprise. 
 
    “You know who we are?” He asked. 
 
    “Volja's systems have a great deal of information on every living creature. This information has been collected over a considerable amount of what you perceive as time,” Kora said. “Volja is aware of all life within this plane of existence.” 
 
    Marcus stood there for a second, dumbfounded. 
 
    “Are you telling me this creature, Volja, is aware of all life in the universe?” Omnis asked. 
 
    “Affirmative,” Kora said. “It is Volja's responsibility as a Zatarii to do so.” 
 
    Marcus turned and looked at the device in his hands once more, the sudden realization of what he was about to do humbled him. Volja was a creature of unimaginable magnitude, and he was about to commune with it, and more so, Marcus realized Volja was asking for his help. He placed the device on his head once more and turned to look at Omnis and Kora. 
 
    “Once the system has confirmed all requirements I'll be notified and return,” she said to Marcus. “I'll escort your friend to a physical work terminal where he can monitor your vitals during the process, as well as search for your friends beyond Volja. I'll be back in a moment,” she finished.  
 
    Marcus turned and saw a reclining seat materialize. He turned and sat. With a final deep breath he closed his eyes.  
 
    Omnis and Kora made their way toward the door of the room.  
 
    “This way Mr. Zept,” Kora said as she opened the brass doors once more. Omnis noticed immediately that the door did not lead back into the hallway from whence they came. They stepped through the doorway and into a much different room. Screens and monitors, work stations and consoles of every kind, were placed everywhere.  
 
    “This is Volja's operation center known as Leitorgia,” Kora said. “From here you can monitor any section of space across the universe.” 
 
    “Kora,” Omnis said. “If Volja is as all knowing as you say, I assume it identified who Marcus and I were the moment we entered your space?”  
 
    “Of course,” Kora said. “But Volja does not presume such informality. Volja must be invited to call you by your identification, or that which you refer to as your name.” 
 
    “Of course,” Omins said. “It's a sign of great respect. Tell me, does Volja perceive intention?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Kora said. “However, in Volja's current malfunctioning state it cannot perceive positive or negative actions. At the moment Volja is what most species would call, emotionless.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Omnis said. “Out of respect to Volja, you no longer need to refer to me as the human knew me.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kora said. “How should Volja refer to you?” 
 
    “By what name does Volja know me?” Omnis said. 
 
    “Volja's system identifies you as Captain Vex Draughn,” Kora said. “Leader of the Attillian empire, executive command of the vessel Starfaller, and a now fully authorized companion of Marcus Linas.”  
 
    “Good, now, if you don't mind, please re-confirm that the human has granted me full access to this planet's entire system.”  
 
    “Affirmative.”  
 
    “Perfect,” Vex said. “Now, direct me to a terminal where I can begin my work.”  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 23 
 
    Marcus' eyes opened and the white light of the room flooded them. As he sat upright his mind felt foggy. The brightness of the room caused his eyes to burn; he squeezed them shut and rubbed at them. They watered slightly and as he wiped away the tears he could feel the memories of what just took place race away from his mind. 
 
    After a deep breath Marcus opened his eyes once more and looked around the room; nothing had changed but it all felt slightly different.  
 
    “How long have I...” Marcus muttered to himself realizing that he'd lost all track of time. 
 
    The creak of the brass doors opening broke Marcus from his thoughts.  
 
    “I'm glad to see you awake,” Kora said as she entered the room. “I trust that the process was pleasant?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Marcus said as he watched her stride across the room. “It was fine, just like you said, it's just...” Marcus paused a moment. His mind was blank. 
 
    “Worry not,” Kora said with a reassuring tone as she walked toward him. “The process of being scanned can, and often does, leave the subject with a momentary lapse in memory.” 
 
    “Momentary lapse in memory?” Marcus asked. “You never said anything about a...” 
 
    “I apologize for not divulging this information initially, it was unintentional,” Kora answered. “The deep meditative state ensured your safety while you interfaced with Volja. Due to this small amount of contact with Volja, for your protection, the specifics of the interaction have been temporarily restrained in your mind. As your consciousness clears, so will your memory of the events. This temporary memory lapse gives your mind time to processes its interaction with Volja in a safe way.” 
 
    “So, wait,” Marcus said. He removed the cranial device, slid from the reclining chair, and walked to Kora. “Are you saying that Volja is controlling my memory?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Kora answered. “The process by which Volja can affect an individual's mind is similar to the technology known as the Psionic Link Network, where information can be psionically delivered and removed. As I understand it, you are familiar with the PLN, which is why I didn't feel the need to explain the temporary memory loss.” 
 
    Marcus rubbed at his face. The very idea of things coming and going from his mind creeped him out. Although, everyone else in space seemed to be fine with it.  
 
    “Okay,” Marcus said dismissively. “I've done the scan. So now what?” 
 
    “It displeases me to tell you this,” Kora said. “But unfortunately, due to your current mental capacity, a full ekklisian link will not be possible with Volja.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Marcus blurted out. “I've been laying in this room getting my memory messed with, for what, nothing?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, affirmative,” Kora said. “As a full ekklisian process would kill you; there is nothing you can do.” 
 
    “You don't understand Kora,” Marcus said. “I need Volja's help, and you're telling me Volja needs mine. There aren't a lot of options here. I'm the only human, or 'species 042' available. There has to be something we can do.” 
 
    “I am afraid there are no other options,” Kora said. “With Volja's systems malfunctioning, retrieval of another 042 is impossible. Thus, with the time remaining, Volja's systems cannot be repaired.” 
 
    “What do you mean, time remaining?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “A program has been initiated within Volja's system,” Kora answered. “It is currently searching out and deleting all process and operations files. Because of this action, Volja will cease to exist in an estimated thirty Earth minutes.” 
 
    “Cease to exist,” Marcus. “Volja is dying?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Kora said. “Due to the deletion of operations and process files Volja's life will cease shortly.” 
 
    “Why don't you just shutdown this program?” Marcus blurted out.  
 
    “Due to Volja's malfunction all system safety protocols are offline,” Kora answered. “I am unable to cease the programs operations.”  
 
    “I don't understand; Volja is a is a living creature,” Marcus said. “Some sort of ancient planet person, not some computer. How is a program killing it?” 
 
    “Volja is both technological and biological,” Kora answered. “One does not exists without the other. This newly installed program is currently seeking out all life functions of Volja and corrupting them. Without an ekklesian interface, Voljas system protection protocols cannot be brought online.” 
 
    “Newly installed program?” Marcus said. 
 
    “Affirmative,” Kora answered. “Executable file 'Phyzzer' was uploaded into Volja's system from the control center roughly twenty-six minutes ago,” Kora answered. 
 
    “Uploaded, how?” Marcus asked. But he didn't need to hear the answer. There was only one other person on the planet besides himself. 
 
    “Your companion, Omnis Zept, also known as Vex Draughn, installed and executed the file, releasing it into the central hub.” 
 
    Marcus' eyes widened. His chest felt tight.  
 
    “Vex Draughn,” Marcus said. “Omnis...he's...” Marcus could barely push the words out. 
 
    “I do apologize sir,” Kora asked. “It appears as though you were unaware of the duality of your companion's assigned title. Had I sensed the deception, I would have informed you immediately. I offer my greatest apologies, sir.” 
 
    “No,” Marcus uttered. “Don't, please don't.” Marcus paused. “Don't apologize.”  
 
    “I can't believe I've done this,” he muttered. “I brought him here. He's been lying since the beginning and I just ate it up.” 
 
    Marcus stood silent for a moment. The thoughts of every interaction with Omnis, Vex, flooded his mind. 
 
    He looked to Kora. “You have to stop him,” he said to her. 
 
    “I cannot,” she said. “He was confirmed as an authorized user of Volja's control center...” 
 
    “I don't care what I said earlier,” Marcus yelled out, interrupting Kora. “Please Kora, you have to stop him.” 
 
    “My ability to rescind privileges was one of the first corrupted  commands,” Kora said. “I am no longer able to access many of my former operations of Volja.” 
 
    Marcus fell to his knees. His hands curled into fists and he slumped forward resting his weight on them.  
 
    “We have to stop him,” Marcus whispered out. “There has to be a way to stop this. My friends, my wife, they were counting on me. Kora please, they are going to die unless we do something. You have to stop this from happening.” 
 
    “Volja must enter into a full systems reboot,” Kora said. “If that were to take place, all corrupted files would be restored. All system safety protocols would be activated. This would satisfy your request, but unfortunately, it is not possible at this time.” 
 
    Marcus breathed deep. His mind cleared of all but one thought: Genny.  
 
    The memory of when they first met washed over his mind. Then came the thoughts of their first date. Marcus remembered what it felt like to clutch her hand into his. The thought of seeing her in her wedding dress came next. Tears rolled down his face. A single image froze in his mind, the greatest memory he had of Genny. It was her smile. It was everything to Marcus. But on that day, her smile meant so much more. Within her smile Marcus found both hope and joy. On that special day it inched across her face and displayed every ounce of love she had for him. And in this moment, as Vex was killing Volja, Marcus allowed the thought of Genny's smile to fill his mind as he remembered uttering the words, “I do.” 
 
    Kora looked at Marcus as he sat slumped forward on the floor. She said nothing and did nothing. 
 
    “I'm sorry Kora,” Marcus said. “I brought Vex here. This is my fault. I never want to see people as they are. I always want to see the good; I always think people are better than they are. I'm a fool, and always have been. I was a fool back home, and now I'm a fool in space.” 
 
    With those words, Genny's smile vanished from his mind. In its place came the memories of having lost everything he and Genny saved. He'd given them everything. He'd invested all they had into their scheme. It was one of the most elaborate ruses ever devised, the news agencies reported. Millions upon millions of dollars were scammed from hundreds of thousands of people. But Marcus was the poster boy for the fallout.  
 
    News reports, blogs, podcasts, vlogs, every social media site, everyone it seemed, focused in on the genius teacher who was tricked into losing everything. The words “sucker” and “chump” flashed through Marcus' mind. The humiliation of it all crushed him, but Genny stood strong. She defended her husband. She dared to point to all the other people who'd been lured in, but the media didn't care. Marcus was a famous scholar, and he was exposed.  
 
    And now, here he was again. 
 
    Only, it wasn't just him. Now, due to his foolishness everyone was exposed. Taam and Bartl built their plan around him. Genny and Anthony's lives were depending on Marcus' success. And the worst part, none them ever hinted at the thought that he might not be able to pull it off. No one ever questioned whether or not he'd succeed. They'd given him their full confidence, and once more he'd failed. He'd failed her, and this time Genny was going to die. 
 
    Unless he did something. 
 
    Marcus stood and wiped at his face. He looked to Kora who in return was staring him in the eyes.  
 
    “You said that Volja can repair itself if it were able to enter into a full ekklisian and reboot,” Marcus said. “If that happens everything will be safe?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Kora answered.  
 
    “That means Vex, the Attillians, no one will be able to come here and steal whatever it is they're after, correct?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Affirmative,” Kora answered. 
 
    “And if this ekklisian thing works,” Marcus said. “Can Volja get my friends to safety? Can Volja pull my friends off the Starfaller and  down to the surface?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Kora responded. 
 
    “And they won't be warped off to some place?” Marcus asked. “Kora, I need to know they'll be safe.” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Kora said. 
 
    “Good,” Marcus responded. “Then I don't care about dying. Hook me up to Volja and save everyone else.” 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    “As you can see from our scan,” Tira said. “Captain Vex has infiltrated Volja using your human.” Tira stood, confidence glaring in his posture. Arrogance and bravado resounded in his voice. 
 
    Anthony looked around the bridge of the Starfaller. Dozens of armed soldiers stood by, weapons at the ready. He and the others had been ushered up against the back wall and surrounded. There was no place to run, no place to hide. But in all of this, it was Commander Tira's smug expression and cadence that built up a seething defiance deep inside Anthony. 
 
    “Our captain intercepted your companion sometime ago,” Tira said. “It wasn't even difficult to track him down and gain his trust. Once you abandoned him to your escape pod and sent him on his way what did you expect? All he had by his side was your now destroyed AI companion Alvin.” 
 
    Bartl clenched his teeth and Tira let out a laugh. 
 
    Tira peered at Bartl, a wide smile stretching across the Attillian commander's face. “It brought me real joy to watch Alvin be destroyed,” Tira said to Bartl. “After all the instances where your precious AI helped you escape Prime Command. After all the trouble you've caused the Attillian empire using that thing, did you really think we would ignore him?” Tira stepped forward and bent down slightly to allow himself to be face to face with Bartl. “In truth, that was the defining moment for me. I always knew we'd bring the great Heezarians to their knees. But when we issued the order to have those scavs destroy the pod, I knew the chase was over. The destruction of your precious AI marked the beginning of your end. And I take deep joy in the fact that I've been here to see it all.” 
 
    Bartl stood unmoving, his face frozen with not a hint of emotion. He stared Tira in the eyes, and Tira stared back and chuckled. After a few moments, Tira stood upright and strolled back toward the captain's chair. 
 
    “You've lost Heezarians,” he said. “As we all knew you would. You believed yourselves to be limitless. As though your precious cause would continue to provide some miraculous protection against us and Prime Command. But, it's not just us you face. You stood against the betterment of the Core. And when you did that, there was only one outcome. It was always going to end this way. The Core would capture the two of you. You'd be beaten, flaunted for your crimes in front of the public, then erased from existence to show all that no one stands superior. And by this time next cycle, your names will be nothing more than warnings, stories told of how no one, no one, stands against the Core.  
 
    “It is however,” Tira paused a moment. “Unfortunate, that you brought innocents into your fray.” Tira looked to Anthony and Genny. “You two, and your friend on the surface, have been lead to believe we are a cold and ruthless people,” Tira said. “But allow me to demonstrate our truest nature. Once the captain confirms we are able to enter atmo,” Tira turned and looked to Starfaller's display screen. “We'll reunite you with your lost friend and return you to your planet.” 
 
    Anthony and Genny glanced at each other. Tira turned back toward them, his sinister and arrogant smile was wider still. 
 
    “The two of you are nothing but simple Class A lifeforms,” Tira said. “Killing you, as we are going to do to the Heezarians, would be akin to killing children...no, that's not quite right. I would be more like slaughtering soft, fragile, harmless, insignificant animals. The reports across the Core will tell of how the Heezarians lied to you in order to gain your trust. The story of how you were tricked and taken into space against your wishes will run on every news network. Every word across the freenet will talk about your release and safe return home, all provided by the Core. It will solidify the Prime Emperor in his position for cycles to come. Your deliverance will be celebrated not just across the Core, but across the universe.” 
 
    “You're going to use us as political grandstanding,” Anthony said. “We're puppets for your show. You're going to use us to gain support for what comes next.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Tira said. “The technology upon Volja is unlike anything else in the universe. And with it, Prime Command will sweep through the galaxy with a swiftness. They will stand victorious above all who oppose. The dream of a unified universe will finally be achieved. And we will be at the head of it all. With Volja at our command, the Core and their Prime Command, dare I say everyone, will be at our submission. The universe will be safe under the watchful eye of the great Attillian empire.”  
 
    “Safe,” Taam said with a chuckle. “That's the feeling I get as I look around this room. Who wouldn't feel safe with all the soldiers and guns nearby.”  
 
    “Your words attempt to bait me into action,” Tira said. “But I don't play your games. And make no mistake, these soldiers are not here for your protection. While I do despise you, I am not ignorant of your abilities.” 
 
    “You know it's funny,” Anthony said. “Your dearly departed Halen said similar things to us. And look how that turned out; we escaped and his ship blew up.” 
 
    “Be a real shame if that happened again,” Genny muttered.  
 
    “Indeed,” Tira said. “Which is why my soldiers have been given a kill order should any of you even hint at an attempt to escape. Sir Halen enjoyed playing his little mind games, and as you said, look where that got him.”  
 
    Bartl smirked.  
 
    “So, what?” Anthony said. “Now you just hold us here at gun point until your captain sends word that he's taken over Volja?”  
 
    “If you'd prefer,” Tira said. “You can wait in a cell.”  
 
    Anthony said nothing.  
 
    “I thought not.” Tira said with a smug look on his face.  
 
    A moment of silence lingered and Tira turned to take his seat. 
 
    “Did you ever figure out what happened to the Imperium?” Bartl asked just before Tira sat.  
 
    Tira slowly righted himself and looked at Bartl, but said nothing.  
 
    Bartl allowed the silence to hang in the air for a short time. 
 
    “No?” Bartl finally said. “Nothing?” 
 
    Tira glared at Bartl. It was clear that Bartl was antagonizing him, but in truth, no one knew exactly what happened to the Imperium, and that concerned the Commander. 
 
    Bartl nodded to himself. “I thought not.” he said. “Real shame, I mean for you. It's a great a story. Would you like to hear it?” 
 
    Tira said nothing. 
 
    “Before we get into that Commander,” Taam said, enunciating Tira's title sarcastically. “I'd like to commend you and your men. You're all extremely thorough when scanning and searching people.” 
 
    Tira's eyes darted to Taam. His mind raced. This was how the Heezarians played their game. They reveled in the moments prior to executing their plans. Tira couldn't fathom how they could escape. They were locked down. The Captain had played the Heezarians perfectly. 
 
    “But if I could make a suggestion,” Taam continued. “Fractured-particle-cloaks really should be a part of your weapons scan. You never know when you're going to come across someone crazy enough to wire one into a vac-suit.” 
 
    Anthony glanced over at Taam. A section of air rippled for a moment. Then, tiny little squares broke apart revealing two phaser pistols strapped to his back. 
 
    “Soldiers,” Tira belted out. “Fire!” 
 
    With blurring speed the Attillian soldiers began to fire. Anthony smirked and looked to Bartl. Every shot collided and diffused as it smashed into white hexagonal lights.  
 
    “How do you like that short range shielding we installed in your new body?” Bartl said to Anthony. 
 
    “You know,” Anthony said. “I don't think these Attillians realized I'm no longer human.” 
 
    “I think you're right,” Taam said sarcastically. “I'm also willing to bet that they haven't given Genny any of her meds.” 
 
    Taam pulled the two pistols free and tossed one to Bartl. 
 
    Tira's eyes narrowed, as he watched the scene before him. His skin darkened. A sign of fury within the Attillian race. 
 
    Genny smirked and balled her hands into fists. Dark circles began to appear around her eyes. 
 
    “Nope,” she said. “They sure haven't.” 
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately,” Kora said. “The ekklisian interface is not an option.” 
 
    “What?” Marcus said. “Why? I don't care if I die at this point. I've failed. I'm the one who brought Vex here. I'm the one who allowed him to do this to Volja. And that means I'm the one responsible for fixing this.” 
 
    “It is not an option,” Kora said. “I do not say so out of some responsibility to your life. It is simply not a solution as you believe it to be. Should you connect with Volja in a full ekklisian you would perish far too soon to be of any use. Your life would be wasted.” 
 
    “So there really is nothing left to do?” Marcus asked. “Volja is going to die, and we just have to stand around and watch?” 
 
    “Affirmitive,” Kora said. 
 
    Marcus glanced toward the brass doors. Somewhere beyond, Vex was killing Volja. He breathed deep and looked back toward Kora. “Take me to him,” he said. “Take me to Vex.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Kora said.  
 
    The two strode across the room to the brass doors. Marcus caught a hint of light that flashed through the thin opening between the two doors. A second later Kora pushed them open and Marcus was staring into the massive control center of Volja. At the center, Vex was looking over a dozen or more displays. 
 
    Marcus watched as Vex turned his head slightly toward them. He said nothing, nearly paying them no attention other than to see who'd entered the room. Marcus strode across the room quickly and approached Vex. 
 
    “Why?” Marcus blurted out. “Why all of this? 
 
    Vex didn't bother to turn around and for a second Marcus thought he was being ignored.  
 
    “Because it is mine to take,” Vex said. “This universe, everything in it, operates under one simple rule: power wins. It is a commonality even on your world. The records of your planet's earliest interactions are written not by those who were overcome, but by those who overcame. Power bestows itself upon those are willing to take it. You ask me why I do what I do, and the answer is: because I can. It is the reason Volja lay powerless at my doing. It is the reason why the Core, and soon the universe will bend its knee to my throne. Only I was strong enough to take it, and not even Volja itself could stop me.” 
 
    Marcus stood there quietly just staring at the back of Vex for a moment. “You posture yourself as though everyone is beneath you,” he finally said. “But look at you, you're nothing more than a monstrosity of life. You claim power, you force loyalty, everything you are is based in fear.” 
 
    Vex laughed slightly. “People obey what they fear.” 
 
    “It's not them I'm talking about,” Marcus said. “It's you. You're afraid. You believe your only course of action is to gain absolute power or you'll be left with nothing. You're afraid of being alone, and you're right. The Core, Prime Command, heck I'm willing to bet that even your own people would leave you if given the chance.” 
 
    Vex turned and glared at Marcus. 
 
    “Wow,” Marcus said. He chuckled slightly. “You're nothing more than a bully.” Marcus started to laugh.  
 
    Vex now squared himself with Marcus. The Attillian towered over him, but Marcus payed him no attention. 
 
    “Here we are,” Marcus continued. “All the way out in space, who knows how far I am from Earth, and in the end I'm standing face to face with nothing more than an alien bully.” 
 
    Vex stepped forward and kicked. Marcus barely had time to flinch. A blue light held Vex's foot just inches from Marcus' face.  
 
    “Physical violence cannot be committed against species 042 without express consent,” Kora said.  
 
    Marcus spun and looked to her.  
 
    “It is one of the only remaining operations files I have left,” she said to Marcus. 
 
    Vex dropped his foot and Kora's energy shield dissipated. “That's easy enough to solve,” he said.  
 
    Vex walked back to one of the control stations and began to slide his hands across its interface. Marcus watched as lists of files were being deleted or corrupted in some way. Vex's Phyzzer program had given him nearly full control of Volja's system. 
 
    “How'd you do it?” Marcus blurted out. He wanted to distract Vex, cause him to slow down whatever it was he was doing. “I thought everyone in the universe believed Volja to be some mystery planet. But you knew it wasn't. You knew Volja was more than a place. How?” 
 
    Again, Vex said nothing at first, and Marcus wondered if the Attillian captain was done conversing with him. Marcus understood his position with Vex; without Kora's protection he was nothing more than a fly waiting to be swatted. 
 
    “As I said,” Vex stated. “Power is given to those who take it. I have known of the Zatarii for quite some time. There has been far more written of them than most believe, you must simply know where to look. Once I learned of the original seven creators, and their true nature, overcoming them was the next logical step. I set my focus on designing a program that would wipe away the life of any Zatarii without destroying the gifts it could give. However, gaining access to any one of these creature proved to be a near impossible task.”  
 
    Marcus watched as Vex stood upright. He'd finished whatever it was he needed to do. This time, Marcus knew, if Vex wished to strike him there'd be no interference from Kora. 
 
    Vex walked over and leered down at Marcus. “If I wish,” he said quietly to Marcus. “I can now snap your head clean from your body before your next breath. Keep this in mind should you wish to try and provoke me once more.” 
 
    Marcus looked up at Vex. The two locked eyes. Marcus wouldn't back down. His only hope at this point was that somehow Vex would reveal a weakness, some sort of way to stop him. 
 
    “As I was saying,” Vex continued. “Knowing how to gain access to Volja had proved nearly impossible.” 
 
    “Until,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Until your species was revealed,” Vex said. “Ancient writings told of a very specific user Volja had interacted with in the past. It wasn't enough to know your species was a match, we needed to know the specifics of who on your planet could interact.” 
 
    “But you didn't have enough time to figure that out,” Marcus said. 
 
    Vex said nothing. 
 
    “The Heezarians managed to phase Earth before you could get to it,” Marcus said. 
 
    “The Heezarians did what they do best,” Vex said. “Annoy. Nothing more.” 
 
    “But it wasn't just annoyance,” Marcus said. “They managed to get three of us off Earth before they phased it. Not only were they one step ahead of you, they took what you wanted.” 
 
    Vex laughed sarcastically. “You give the Heezarians far too much credit,” Vex said. “The Heezarians acted exactly as I expected. It was simply a matter of putting a plan into action to get what we wanted. As it was, we needed to separate you, any of you, from the others.” 
 
    “And that's where Halen came in,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Halen was an efficient tool,” Vex said. “Albeit an arrogant one, he did serve his purpose. The Imperium split your group up and sent each of you in different directions. You and that annoying AI went one way, the rest another. With Taam and Bartl together you were the logical choice to hunt down. I knew convincing you to join me was futile. So I would need to gain your trust. Once you were upon Qynn, it was a simple matter of destroying the pod along with the AI program inside. I wanted you to watch as your only means of travel and your only friend in space was obliterated before your eyes. You were alone and afraid. All I had to do was offer a helping hand and you practically fell into my arms.” 
 
    Marcus gritted his teeth. Everything had been planned out. Vex used Alvin. He used him to build Marcus' trust, and it worked flawlessly. 
 
    “Once I fed you the story of being the Heezarian's old friend you were mine,” Vex said. Every word that poured from his mouth dripped with malevolence.  
 
    “And the real Omnis?” Marcus asked. 
 
    Vex smiled wide. 
 
    Marcus looked to the floor. 
 
    “After I allowed you to rescue your friends aboard the scav vessel everything was in place,” Vex said. “It was simply a matter of waiting for you to arrive on the Starfaller. Although, I hadn't expected it to be you alone. Tell me, why is it they sent only you to Volja?” 
 
    “It doesn't matter,” Marcus said.  
 
    “Indeed,” Vex retorted. “We are merely passing the time. I assure you I'll give you no opening. You are delaying nothing. I understand our banter to be a means to an end. You're hoping for some weakness to manifest itself, some possibility to your victory. I assure you, no such thing exsists. This is the end, spend it how you wish.” 
 
    Marcus cursed to himself. It seemed Vex had accounted for everything. As Marcus looked around the overwhelming feeling of defeat began to press down on his shoulders.  
 
    “So what now?” Marcus muttered. 
 
    “Now?” Vex answered. “Now you wait. Your part in all of this is not over. Once Volja is in my full command you and your friends will be returned home, safely. Your rescue from the Heezarians will be broadcast across the universe. It will be used to usher in a new age for the Core. An age powered by the Attillian empire. And in a small way, it was all made possible by you,” Vex mocked. 
 
    Vex turned and walked back to the central station. He sat and began working it once more. 
 
    Marcus just stared at him for a moment, with his mind blank. He looked to Kora who had said nothing the entire time. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” he said to her. “There really is nothing we can do. My mind is too full.”  
 
    Marcus paused and shook his head. “Wait, what did I just say?” He asked aloud.  
 
    Kora tilted her head in confusion. 
 
    “Sorry,” Marcus said. “It's just, those words, they just sort of came out.” An image flashed in his mind and just as quickly it left. Marcus tilted his head slightly. His mind felt strange. 
 
    “Are you alright sir?/” Kora asked. 
 
    “I,” Marcus started to stay. The image flashed and vanished once more. “I don't know. I keep seeing something in my mind but I can't hold it. 
 
    “That may be your mind processing its interaction with Volja from earlier,” Kora said. Marcus looked to Kora. He took a deep breath and calmed himself. Closing his eyes Marcus focused his mind.  
 
    Images, flashes a of blurry face came and went. Then images of  Earth, or was it Volja, appeared and disappeared. Everything flashed by so quickly he couldn't make anything out.  
 
    Something was wrong, Marcus thought. No, he pushed the idea away. Not wrong, different. The scan, it wasn't what Marcus thought. Volja knew Marcus wouldn't be able to interface with him. The scan served a greater purpose. 
 
    Marcus closed his eyes as he pushed his thoughts around. He could feel something, a piece of information that was missing. A glass nearly full of water flashed in his mind again, but this time he saw it all. The image changed suddenly; this time it was over flowing. And as fast as that image came, the glass became empty.  
 
    Marcus' mind went blank and he opened his eyes. 
 
    “Sir,” Kora said. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Marcus shook his head. He closed his eyes and focused once more. The same images of the glass came again but this time slower. Marcus steadied his breathing and then, as if on loop, the glass of water went through its sequence over and over. 
 
    “C'mon” Marcus blurted out at himself. He knew Volja was telling him something, but he couldn't figure it out. He watched over and over again as the images of the glass came in succession: partially full, overflowing, empty.  
 
    “See it!” He yelled at himself. His eyes opened and darted toward Vex who had turned for a moment to see what was happening. Marcus just looked back at him. After a moment Vex gave a dismissive look and went back to work. 
 
    “C'mon Marcus,” he said to himself. “What are you missing?” 
 
    “Sir?” Kora asked. 
 
    “I'm missing something,” Marcus said quietly. “Something in the interaction with Volja. I keep seeing these three images over and over and I think Volja put them there.” 
 
    “That is most unusual,” Kora said. 
 
    Marcus took a deep breath and steadied himself. He cleared his mind and focused. “Okay,” he said. “Just talk it out. What are you seeing? Keep it simple.” He closed his eyes. “A glass with water in it, then too much water, then empty,” he said. With eyes still shut, “Okay, so the glass, it's not full, then too full, then empty. It's Not full. Then it's too full. Then it's empty. Not full...too full...” 
 
    Marcus snapped his eyes open wide and looked at Kora. 
 
    “Kora,” he said. “Earlier, you said I'm unable to interact fully with Volja because of my current mental capacity, correct?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Kora answered.  
 
    Marcus darted toward the brass doors. Kora lingered for a moment then quickly followed. As the two reached the brass doors Marcus looked to her and said, “Can you get me back to my ship?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Kora answered. 
 
    “Alright then,” Marcus said. “Listen up, I think Volja just gave me a plan.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 24 
 
    Tira turned and fired his energy blaster at Genny who was holding two soldiers aloft. In response, she hurled one of the men toward Tira. The commander dove out of the way; the soldier careened through the air and crashed into one of the pilots. The impact shattered the pilot's workstation and the two soldiers fell limp to the floor. Tira spun as he rolled across the floor and fired another shot at Genny and struck her in the face. Reeling back, she dropped the other soldier and snapped her gaze at Tira. Her smoldering, charred skin hung loose from her face. A split second later her injury healed. Genny gritted her teeth as the rage within intensified.   
 
    Bartl fired three shots at members of the bridge crew who were calling in reinforcements. Taam put an energy blast into the chest of the soldier Genny dropped and took aim at the doorway to the bridge.  
 
    “Stay with us Genny,” Taam yelled out. “It's yours to control.” 
 
    Genny heard Taam and focused her mind. She pushed against the rage. It's mine to control, she thought. 
 
    Another group of soldiers poured in from the bridge entryway. Taam spun and dropped four of them before they could take cover.  
 
    “Commander,” one crewman yelled out. “We just lost comm and tracking with the captain.” 
 
    Tira took cover behind the captain's chair. He spun and looked to the crewman. “Get him back, now!” 
 
      
 
     ҉ 
 
      
 
    Vex worked the station he'd been using but to no avail. He stood and stepped back from it. Everything was dark; no console or workstation in the entire control room was active. Even the lights had gone out. Frustrated at the inconvenience, Vex kicked forward and the workstation broke free from the ground. It tumbled forward smashing through two other stations and caving in a third before it came to a stop. 
 
    The brass doors to the control center burst open. 
 
    “Sorry,” Marcus said as he entered the room. “But I'm afraid Volja is no longer yours to murder.” 
 
    “You,” Vex said. He snapped his gaze toward the doors. Marcus strode into the room followed closely by Kora. 
 
    “Of course me,” Marcus responded. “Who else could it have been?” Marcus finished sarcastically. 
 
    Vex stepped toward him and Marcus rose his hand into the air indicating to Vex that he should halt. Vex paused for a moment.  
 
    “I know in situations like these you like to demonstrate your superior strength,” Marcus said. “However, your power, your 'advantage',” Marcus made air quotes with his hands. “It's all gone now.” 
 
    Vex laughed. “You think a simple power outage stops me?” Vex questioned Marcus. “The program is already within the core. It had reached its destination before you awoke from the scan earlier. I was using this control center as nothing more than a relay to the Starfaller.” 
 
    “Was, being the key word,” Marcus said. “As in, the virus you uploaded was doing quite a bit of damage, but no longer. It's been eradicated.” 
 
    Vex peered at Marcus but said nothing. There was something in Marcus' tone, something about his posture that was different. No, he thought, it's his eyes. Something else is staring out from behind them.  
 
    “I understand your confusion,” Marcus said. “And it'll all become clear in a moment. But I want something first.” 
 
    The Attillian Captain continued to glare at Marcus. 
 
    I want to know why you killed your people,” Marcus said. “Why is it that you and your crew felt the need to eradicate your own world.” 
 
    Vex's skin darkened. 
 
    “There's no need to get angry,” Marcus said. “I'm just curious. You could've left and taken your crew anywhere. But you didn't, so I want to know why.” 
 
    The massive Attillian darted forward. Only a few feet from Marcus, Vex slammed into an energy field. His own force sent him hurling backward. He slid to a halt and glared at Marcus.  
 
    “I don't know what you've done to regain control of this planet,” Vex bellowed out. “But you''re sorely mistaken if you believe something as simple as an energy field can keep me at bay.” 
 
    Vex stood and clenched his fists; they began to glow a crimson color. 
 
    “I know all there is of you Vex Draughn,” Marcus said. “I've seen each and every detail of your past. I watched as you tapped into the power you wield, the energy that lay dormant within you. I know about your war and everything you did to your people.”  
 
    “You know nothing of me or my people,” Vex blurted out. He strode across the room and slammed his clench fist into the energy field. A burst of crimson and white light flashed. The room shook slightly and Marcus smirked.  
 
    “I assure you,” Marcus said. “You're only getting through that shield when I so desire it.” 
 
    Vex stepped back and spread his feet in order to brace himself for the next strike. His hands clenched and at his sides. Vex breathed deep and as he exhaled the crimson glow of his fists grew brighter. 
 
     “You're not wrong,” Marcus replied. “I didn't know anything about you. It's Volja that knows everything about you and your people. Volja has been around longer than nearly any living being. All the Zatarii have existed long enough to how the Attilian home world was destroyed. Volja showed it all to me. I was shown the moment when you and the others were all selected because of your loyalty to Attillia. Each of you were hand picked because of your willingness to give what was needed to protect your home.” 
 
    “I know your world was once a peaceful place,” Marcus continued. “Yet, you were forced into war. Your world was under attack, faced with a threat that would enslave you all. So your people did what was needed to ensure their survival; they initiated the Starfaller program. They built you, Vex Draughn, you and all the others who were selected. They turned you into machines of war, and under your command the Starfaller program saved your world. There were casualties of course, or at least that's what you were told. But you, and your commander Tira, discovered the real cost of saving your world, didn't you?” 
 
    Vex stepped forward, the internal power he'd drawn out  radiated from his fists. A crimson inferno swirled around his hands. Strike after strike shook the room as Vex attempted to break down the energy field. 
 
    “Each member of the Starfaller program had survived the war,” Marcus continued. “They all made it home, didn't they? Just as you knew they would. Yet, upon arriving home, your fellow Starfallers were deemed uncontrollable liabilities. They had become a threat to the Attillian race. And as each member returned home as heroes, they were executed.” 
 
    Vex stepped back, his breathing heavy. “We saved our world,” he growled.  
 
    “I know you did,” Marcus said. “And you were betrayed. Even your families were annihilated. There was to be no trace of any member of the Starfaller program. But you had friends that gave their life to send you a warning. There was to be no celebration. There were no honors to be given for those who risked everything, given everything, to protect their home. Instead, you and your crew were coming home to be slaughtered.” 
 
    Vex screamed out in rage. The power surrounding his fists now encapsulated his entire body. He kicked forward into the energy field and the control center shook violently.  
 
    Small cracks were forming at the outset of the field. 
 
    “He's nearly overloaded it,” Kora said. 
 
    Vex brought his hands up over his head and slammed down onto the energy field. It shattered into thousands of pieces, each of which immediately dissipated into nothingness. 
 
    Vex locked eyes with Marcus and sprung forward. Marcus watched as the massive Attillian moved so quickly he was nothing more than a blur of speed. Vex lunged for Marcus, but slammed into another energy field only a few inches from his target.  
 
    Vex was tossed back and to the ground. He stood and screamed. 
 
    Marcus looked at him and said, “I'm not your enemy.” 
 
      
 
     ҉ 
 
      
 
    Genny ripped a workstation off the wall and slammed it down in front of Anthony. “Aren't you supposed to be doing something?” She asked him.  
 
    “I'm keeping us alive,” Anthony responded. “Isn't that enough? Do you know how hard it is to generate shields for Taam and Bartl while they jump all around and shoot people?” 
 
    Three shots nearly struck Bartl in the midsection, but were deflected by Anthony's shielding. 
 
    Anthony pointed to Bartl and looked at Genny. “See!” 
 
    Bartl returned fire at his attackers. He spun, dove, and rolled up next to Anthony. “Having fun?” 
 
    “Actually,” Anthony replied. “Yeah.” 
 
    Bartl popped his head out and around the workstation Genny had placed in front of Anthony. Using it as a barrier, he fired and took out two more Attillian crewmen. His eyes darted around; he saw his opening and dashed for an operational work terminal. “Keep me alive,” Bartl yelled to Anthony.  
 
    “You only have to follow that order as long as he stays useful,” Taam yelled out as he shot three more soldiers who were attempting to enter the the bridge.  
 
    Genny slammed her fingers down into the floor and peeled the metal flooring up. She yanked hard and rolled it to the right creating a metal wall behind Bartl as he worked.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said as his hands darted across the interface. “Just a few more seconds and we should be good.”  
 
    Genny sped forward and kicked a soldier who attempted to get to his feet. He flew back and crashed into Tira who'd taken up a defensive position behind a blast-guard.  
 
    “Done,” Bartl yelled to Anthony. “Do your thing.”  
 
    Anthony turned and saw the wall behind him light up.  
 
    “On it,” Anthony yelled back.  
 
    Anthony spun and placed his hand on the wall. A series of wires launched out from his arm and began plugging into various ports. 
 
    “It's about time you do something useful,” Genny said to Anthony with a smirk on her face. 
 
    “Attempting to gain control,” Anthony said. His eyes were darting around. It looked as though he were scanning monitors and screens that weren't actually visible. “It's behind a multi-teired firewall,” he said. “It's going to take me another minute to get through.” 
 
    Bartl dashed back to Anthony and took a defensive position. With Anthony attempting to gain control of the Starfaller he was no longer able to generate energy fields for anyone. 
 
    Genny yanked on the metal flooring once more and a section broke free. She twisted back and with a flick hurled the metal plate like a disc through the air toward Tira.  
 
    The projectile sliced through the blast-guard like it was nothing. Tira arched backward just in time to watch the plating glide by, inches above his face. He righted himself and caught a glimpse of what Anthony was doing. 
 
    “Times up,” Taam belted out. “Tira's figured it out. Anthony, we need control now!” 
 
    “Computer,” Tira yelled “Execute bridge command Orii Bet Dashin.” He mashed his wrist unit and his vac-suit shifted to cover his entire head.  
 
    “No!” Bartl shouted. 
 
    A bright orange beam lit up across the bridge. Everyone screamed out in pain. Genny grabbed at her ears and fell to her knees. Anthony's eyes rolled back in his head as he fell backward unconscious. Bartl dropped to one knee as he fought against the pain.  
 
    “Bio scrambler,” Taam grunted out through gritted teeth. He looked to Genny and Anthony, but their Bond-o-Threads weren't reacting.  
 
    The scrambler must be shorting out the neural connection, he thought. 
 
    He attempted to work his wrist unit, but every muscle in his body fought against him. He fell to the floor and his knees pulled into his chest. Blood began to pour from his nose.  
 
    The Attillian crew was no better off. Everyone other than Tira screamed out in pain. The soldiers breaching the bridge fell back. The door slammed shut.  
 
    “The blatnards...sealed...us...in,” Taam said as his vision grew dark. 
 
      
 
     ҉ 
 
      
 
    “I can't imagine the betrayal you felt,” Marcus said. “But that didn't give you the right to murder everyone.” 
 
    Vex struck at the energy shield with everything he had. 
 
    “At this rate he will breach the shield in less than an Earth minute,” Kora said. 
 
    “You and each member of your crew made a decision that day,” Marcus said. “If the leaders of your world, if the people of Attila were so willing to throw you away, you would give them no less in return. So you, and your commander Tira, took the greatest war machine in the Attillian empire and turned it on its own creators. You decimated your own world and renamed your ship Starfaller in memory of those who were betrayed.” 
 
    Vex screamed. “You dare judge me?” He stepped forward and kicked into the energy field. “You dare look at me with condescending eyes?”  His hands rose high into the air and slammed down into the field. The room shook once more. “You know nothing of betrayal.” Vex's skin darkened, and the energy he wielded poured from his body. 
 
    His fists collided over and over against the energy field. Small cracks began to form at its edges once more. “You know nothing of my people.” Vex's rage emanated from his body. “You know nothing of their weakness. The fear that filled them. The war had made them weak. But I could've given them the strength they needed.” With each sentence he struck out harder and harder.  
 
    Vex was nearly out of breath. He locked eyes with Marcus and stepped back.  
 
    Kora started to speak but Marcus motioned for her to stay quiet. 
 
    “They feared what they had created,” Vex said. “We'd given them their safety. But instead of heroes returning home, all they saw were monsters.” 
 
    Hex balled his hands into fists once more and gritted his teeth. Marcus watched as the Attillian Captain focused and summoned his rage from deep within himself. The crimson aura radiated more intensely.  
 
    “Sir,” Kora started to say. 
 
    “Just be ready Kora,” Marcus said as he cut her off.  
 
    “I lead my people to victory,” Vex continued. “And they dared to end my life. They dared to slaughter my family. They feared me, but they knew nothing of fear. The sound of my voice caused them to flee. At my sight they trembled.” The crimson aura flashed. Tendrils of energy snapped at the walls.  
 
    “It was then that I realized,” Vex said, with his voice cold and dark. “Fear enslaves. Fear dominates. Fear is the only true power. It was fear that turned my own people against me. And it would be fear that gave me what was mine.” 
 
    Vex pushed off and the ground beneath him shattered.  
 
    “Now Kora,” Marcus said calmly. 
 
    Vex collided with the energy field. It shattered under the force of the attack. He reached for Marcus, but in a flash of white light Marcus was whisked away just before Vex could grab him. 
 
    The Attillian stumbled forward. He spun and peered around the room. He was alone. 
 
    “You know what I am, what I can do,” Vex bellowed out. “And you are afraid.” 
 
    A snap to Vex's right caught his attention. The brass doors had opened and through them Vex saw Marcus and Kora standing outside. 
 
    Without hesitation Vex pushed for them. With blurring speed he was outside and closing in on Marcus. The tiniest flash of light caused Vex to slam to a halt. He slid across the ground for a few feet before stopping completely. He righted himself and reached out; his fingers touched another energy field. 
 
    “It is over,” Marcus said. He was roughly fifty feet from Vex. “The war, your vengeance, all of it, it's over.” 
 
    A loud hum came from behind Vex and he turned to see the power returning to the citadel. Lights began to pop on and Vex watched as the horizon lit up. It wasn't just the citadel that had lost power, Volja had gone dark. 
 
    “How?” Vex whispered. 
 
    “You knew of Volja's malfunction,” Marcus said. “It's the only reason you would've attempted such an act against a Zatarii. And once you understood that Volja was exposed, you saw your chance to obtain power.”  
 
    Marcus gestured to his left. With a flash of white light Taam, Bartl, Anthony, and Genny appeared no more than twenty feet away. 
 
    Vex looked to the group and back to Marcus. 
 
    “You've done it,” Vex said. “You condemn me for my actions, but you've done no less. You've taken control of Volja. How?” 
 
    “Not everything must be dominated and controlled,” Marcus said. He turned to his friends who were badly hurt. He saw Genny craning her neck and the two locked eyes. “It'll be just a moment until the extent of your injuries will be fully corrected. Take a moment to gather yourselves; you're safe now.” 
 
    “You've stolen this from me,” Vex said. His anger welled up once more. He reached out and pushed against the energy field holding him at bay. “But how? How can you, a mere human, control a being such as Volja?” 
 
    “I've stolen nothing,” Marcus said. “For Volja was never yours to begin with. And I am no more in control of Volja than you. However, Volja and I have come to an agreement. While you attempted to steal the life from Volja, I sacrificed mine on its behalf.” 
 
    Taam was the first to stand. He looked to Marcus who in return looked back. The two locked eyes for only a moment, but what Taam saw pained him. While it was Marcus' voice who they heard, and his body that they saw, the life behind his eyes was not his. 
 
    “You wanted domination,” Marcus said. “But I offered salvation.” Marcus snapped his fingers and Vex watched, off in the distance, scattered across the horizon, as sections of the Starfaller began to appear. 
 
    “No!” Vex cried out.  
 
    “Calm yourself,” Marcus said. “I'm no killer.” He snapped his fingers once more and the entire crew of the Starfaller appeared all around. The energy field dissipated and Vex pushed his way through the crowd. 
 
    Commander Tira saw his captain and made his way toward him. Vex broke through the crowd just as Tira reached him. The two Attillian leaders looked and saw Marcus and Kora standing no more than ten feet away.  
 
    Vex looked around, searching for any hint of another energy field. He found nothing. 
 
    “There's nothing between us now Vex,” Marcus said. “Nothing. I hold no vengeance against you. I pass no judgment on your actions. If you can simply follow my terms, this will be the end of our interaction.” 
 
    Vex looked to Tira then to Marcus.  
 
    “You will never again attempt to harm my people,” Marcus said. “You will leave the Heezarians unharmed and cease your pursuit of them from this day forward. You will also never again aide those who wish harm against Earth, or its people.” 
 
    “You dare issue me orders?” Vex asked.  
 
    “If you refuse to abide by these, then your outcome is already decided,” Marcus responded.  
 
    Vex turned and looked at his crew. He looked at the anger in each of their eyes. “You attempt to impose your rules onto my people. You hold no authority over me or my people. You are nothing. Even now you leave yourself defenseless, why? To demonstrate a peace offering? To show that you mean me and my people no harm?” 
 
    Marcus said nothing. 
 
    “Peace is a vulnerability,” Vex said. “That is why your world will be conquered. That is why you and your friends will die. You think peace is something to be desired. Peace yields no power.” Vex looked Commander Tira in the eyes. “Peace makes no demands.”  
 
    Marcus dropped his eyes to the floor.  
 
    Vex spun and darted forward. His hands stretched out, reaching for Marcus' neck but passed through him as though there was an illusion or a projection. Vex stumbled forward, spun, and looked to Marcus, then to Kora.  
 
    “Volja has completed a full systems reboot,” Kora said. “All safety protocols concerning species 042 have been reinstated.” 
 
    “Volja is no longer malfunctioning,” Marcus says. “It is no longer exposed. And as such, it is no longer within your grasp. Your pursuit of the Zatarii, of Volja, is over,” Marcus said. He looked to Vex, then to Tira, and then over the Attillian people.  
 
    “You have each chosen to follow these men,” Marcus said. His voice now booming so that every Attillian could hear him with utmost clarity. “Thus, I now offer to each of you the same as I have to your leaders.” 
 
    Vex looked around. Both Taam and Bartl were on their feet; Genny and Anthony huddled together. The entire Attillian crew watched Vex. He looked to Marcus. “Do you really believe my crew to be so disloyal? Do you believe your threats could sway them from my side. They have seen what I am capable of; they know who it is they follow.”  
 
    Tira stepped forward and took his place beside Vex. “Your orders, Captain,” he said.  
 
    “Kill them,” Vex said. “Kill them all and destroy this planet.”  
 
    The crew of the Starfaller was not just a highly trained warrior race, born of war. They had each been subjected to the same modifications as their captain. Their loyalty was unwavering and their captain had given an order. With rifles and pistols drawn, the three hundred and eighty six Attillian soldiers took aim. 
 
    “I am sorry,” Marcus said. “But your choice has been made.” He looked to Kora and nodded. 
 
    Vex looked to Marcus who in return gave him one last look of pity. A second later, the scene, everything around the Starfaller crew, flashed white. A second later their vision cleared. 
 
    Vex and his entire army were now standing on a rocky plateau. The sky a deep red with four suns appearing overhead, but none of the crew could identify exactly where they were. Before them splayed out a sea of black, oily liquid.  
 
    “Captain,” Tira said. 
 
    Yet, before he said another word the Starfaller crew watched as the expansive sea of black liquid rose into the air forming a massive, faceless creature. Its face, empty and void, began to swirl and take shape.  
 
    “I don't understand Captain,” Tira said. “Where are we?” 
 
    Vex ignored his commander, but instead focused on the creature now taking form before him. 
 
    A face, contorted and agonized, appeared on the enormous creature. 
 
    Vex and the Attillian crew watched as the face continued to morph. Every iteration, every change looked more agonizing.  
 
    “Vex Draughn,” the creature said. “I am that which you decimated. I am that which you slaughtered.” 
 
    Tira turned his attention away from Vex and peered at the face now roiling upon the monstrosity. “The hive mother,” he said. “The human has banished us to the den of the Zorg hive mother.” 
 
    The face swirled for a moment longer then vanished. The large form melted away. As it did, the vast ocean of black liquid rose into the air. From every direction, towering waves formed, surrounding the Attillian army.  
 
    Tira spun, his eyes darting all around. Vex stood unmoved.  
 
    “Sir,” Tira said. “The hive mother, she controls the water.” 
 
    “No Commander Tira,” Vex said. “She is the water.”  
 
    The Zorg entity climbed taller and taller, towering over the Attillians. The walls lingered high into the air for a moment, causing a disturbing moment of silence. Then slowly, the walls began to tilt inward. The Attillians helplessly watched as this creature formed a dome, completely encapsulating them. As they stood within the pitch black darkness of their enemy the hive mother spoke once more.  
 
    “I spare not one this day.”  
 
    Within the blink of an eye the hive mother receded in on herself crushing everything within. 
 
    “Not another breath shall be taken,” the hive mother said. “My children have now been given justice. May their consciousness reside within me for the rest of my days.” 
 
      
 
     ҉ 
 
      
 
    “They're gone,” Anthony said. “You did it. Marcus you did it,” he cheered. 
 
    Marcus turned toward his friends. His eyes locked with Genny once more. She climbed to her feet but before she took a step Taam grabbed her arm. She turned to look at Taam. His eyes watered and reddened. She looked back to her husband who was now walking toward them. It was then that Genny saw what Taam had seen earlier. Marcus looked at each of them. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Marcus said. “It was the only way.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 25 
 
    “I don't understand,” Genny said. “What's happening?” 
 
    Marcus looked to the others then back to Genny. “I apologize,” he said. “I know of you. I know of our past, and that we are married. But I am no longer myself.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Genny said. “Of course you're you.” Tears began to roll down her cheeks. The vacancy of life behind her husband's eyes confirmed the truth of the situation. 
 
    “In order to save you all, including Volja,” Kora interjected. “Marcus offered his mind and body to Volja, thus sacrificing himself. It is through his actions that we all stand here now.” 
 
    “So the rumors were true?” Taam said. “Volja really isn't a planet, but some sort of life form.” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Kora answered. “Volja is a living creature, a being known as a Zatarii. However, your realm of existence is not Volja's true home. Long ago Volja sustained an injury while returning to its realm. An injury to the systems that allow the Zatarii to traverse different realities. Thus, Volja has been trapped within this reality ever since.” 
 
    “What does this have to do with Marcus?” Genny asked. She pushed back the tears and reached out and gripped Marcus' hand.  There was a cold indifference to his touch. Her breath became short. Her eyes were filled with tears of agony. 
 
    “Stuck and alone,” Kora continued. “Volja adopted a group of people who were also unable to return to their home. A catastrophic event had caused the ancient humans to become drifters through space. Volja understood their plight and sympathized. Thus Volja offered your great ancestors a home. And for millennia humans and Volja coexisted.” 
 
    “So what happened?” Anthony asked. He looked at Marcus who, in return, glanced back. His eyes averted from Marcus. Whoever stood there, that gaze was no longer his friend's. Nothing but a stranger stood with them. “How'd we all end up on Earth?” 
 
    “The comfort Volja provided the humans, for so very long, had begun to takes its toll on your ancestors,” Kora answered. “Your people no longer pushed themselves, they no longer pursued the passions of life. It was decided that they must, for their future generations, return to a lifestyle where comforts were earned, not given.” 
 
    “So they packed up and set out for Earth,” Taam said. 
 
    “Affirmative,” Kora answered. 
 
    “Please stop,” Genny blurted out. “I don't care about all of that.” Her face crumpled as she spoke. Every word looked agonizing. “What's happened to Marcus? Please, tell me, where is my husband?” 
 
    “I apologize to you miss,” Kora answered. “However, I am obligated to carry out this tale, for it was your husband that asked me to explain this to you all.” 
 
    Genny nodded and forced her emotions back. She teetered on the edge of hysterics. This close to the end and it was Marcus who had been lost. 
 
    Kora took Genny's silence as permission to continue. “Once the human race left Volja,” Kora said. “Volja, once more, felt alone. It was unable to return home, however, having been a home for others had filled Volja with a sense of purpose. Thus, Volja sought out others to help. However, not all in the universe are as peaceful, or kind, as your ancestors.” 
 
    “As these others joined with Volja,” she continued. “They saw the financial opportunities and immense power contained within. Just as the Attillians desired, so others attempted to take this entity as their own. It understood that it did not belong to this realm. The power and knowledge of the Zatarii was to be protected at all cost.” 
 
    “Volja fought back,” Bartl said. 
 
    “Affirmative,” Kora answered. “Volja banished its attackers and scattered them across the universe. But in the attack Volja had sustained even further damage, this time to its core. Under normal circumstances it would've been a simple repair, however, the entirety of Volja's life-systems needed to be rebooted.” 
 
    “But it was alone,” Anthony said. 
 
    “Correct,” Zora answered. “Under normal conditions the Zatarii would care for each other, and the only beings Volja trusted we the humans. Neither was available, and for a reboot of this magnitude a secondary party was required. Thus, in an attempt to protect itself Volja looped its operations protocols which prevented the damage from spreading. However, it was this loop that has caused its appearance and disappearance for so long. With its final act, Volja created a genetic safety protocol only humans or fellow Zatarii could access. 
 
    “Which is why anyone else who entered Volja's atmo was whisked away,” Bartl said. 
 
    “Correct,” Marcus finally spoke up. “However, in order to initiate the required reboot a human would need to interact with Volja in its more vulnerable state. A processes known as an Ekklisian link was required This forms a direct link between the minds of both the human and Volja.” 
 
    Marcus looked at Genny. She was clutching his hand and he could feel her shaking. Tears began to roll down her face. 
 
    “To interact with Volja in such a manner required a special person,” Marcus continued. “The ancient humans who would perform such interactions were raised to do so from childhood. The process of communing with Volja was extremely dangerous without proper preparation. Doing so would cost any living being their life. Unfortunately, my mind had not been properly prepared.” 
 
    “And yet here you stand,” Taam said “I get that you're not you, but you're also not dead. Whatever it is, somehow, you figured out how to do it.” 
 
    “The Marcus you knew did indeed, but the cost of doing so was great,” Marcus said. “The interaction with Volja needed a clear mind. A mind without clutter. My mind was not such; I was far too old, and had experienced far too much. My memories and knowledge, everything in my life that made me who I was, hindered me from interacting with Volja and accomplishing our goal. And because of this inability to complete the task this very group set out to accomplish, Volja's life, and all of yours, were at risk.” 
 
    “So you got rid of all that somehow,” Anthony said. 
 
    “Correct,” Marcus said. “I sacrificed who I was in order to save all of you.”  
 
    “No,” Genny cried. “Please no. Not after all of this. Not here at the end.” 
 
    “While I am still physically Marcus, I have no clear recollections of who I was prior,” Marcus said. “All that remains are shadows of my former life. I just know that if I had not sacrificed myself, everyone would have died.” 
 
    “If I may?” Kora interjected. “Before Marcus offered himself to Volja to save you all, he asked me to record a message.” 
 
    Genny turned to Kora. 
 
    Kora began to speak, but it was no longer her voice, instead, it was Marcus. 
 
    “Well everyone,” Marcus said. “This sucks. It turns out Volja is a lot more than a planet, and while I have in fact landed on Volja, I also made one heck of an error.” You could hear the embarrassment in Marcus' voice. “I kind of, sorta, let Vex Draughn trick me into believing he was Omnis Zept. I then kind of brought him to the planet with me. I also might have given him access to Volja's systems. I'm sorry to tell you Taam and Bartl, but Omnis was killed by Vex in order to gain my trust.” 
 
    “Because of my mistake,” Marcus continued. He cleared his throat and steeled his words. “Vex has nearly taken over Volja. I'm no longer able to pull you from the Starfaller. And if I don't do something, you and Volja are going to die. I have a plan to save everyone, but I'm afraid none of you are going to like it.” 
 
    Genny stepped back toward Marcus and touched his face. She stared into his eyes as his voice came from Kora. 
 
    “I need to interface with Volja,” Marcus said. “But, if I do that as I am, it's going to kill me. Now if it were that simple, if all I had to do was sacrifice myself to save all of you, there'd be no question. I'd do that in a second to save you Genny. But my dying doesn't actually accomplish anything. I need to be able to interface with Volja and survive. But it turns out,” Marcus chuckled. “I'm too smart. I have too many memories; my mind is too cluttered. However, I'm pretty sure I've figured out a way to work around that.” 
 
    Genny was sobbing. She reached down and grabbed Marcus' hand. She clutched it between hers, held it to her chest, and rested her head on his. 
 
    “Ellidron has a PLN on his ship,” Marcus said. 
 
    “No,” Taam whispered. 
 
    “From what I understand I can erase everything I know using this thing,” Marcus said. “The Marcus you know will be wiped away, but in doing so it'll allow me to interface with Volja. I don't know how much of me will be left, but Genny, I want you to know, every memory and every thought I can keep, it'll all be of you.” 
 
    Genny was sobbing as she closed her eyes. Her body shook as she listened to Marcus' voice. 
 
    “I don't know what I'll be when this is over,” Marcus said. “But I want you all to know some things. Taam and Bartl, I know you did everything you could to keep us safe. And none of this is your fault. You didn't drag any of us out here. And I want you both to know that I've enjoyed every minute of being in space. Well,” Marcus paused. “Maybe not these exact minutes, but you get what I mean.” 
 
    Bartl blurted out a laugh, and choked back his tears. Taam's eyes began to water up. 
 
    “Anthony,” Marcus said. “You're a freaking robot. How cool is that? Do me a favor and learn some cool robot stuff. You're like a brother I never had, so please, make sure Genny gets home safe, for me. You've been the greatest friend anyone could've had. I know what you've done for me over these past few years, and it's meant the world to me.” 
 
    Anthony wiped at his face and cursed. 
 
    “And Genny, I know this is probably the worst time to do this,” Marcus said. “But, I'm sorry. I've put you through some stuff over the last few years because of my mistake. But you never made me pay for it; you never once faltered by my side. You were there for me in ways I couldn't have ever dreamed. I love you.” 
 
    The entire group heard a small click, and Kora looked around. “That's all he said.” 
 
    Genny looked up to Marcus who was looking back at her. With tears streaming down her face she reached up and touched his face. “Please Marcus, you have to be in there somewhere. You promised.”  
 
    Taam looked to Bartl.  
 
    “I understand why you're upset,” Marcus said. “But this was the only way I could save you all.”  
 
    “This won't stay a secret,” Taam said. “Your name will go out to the ends of the universe.”  
 
    “You're a hero,” Bartl said. “A legend. You single-handedly defeated the Attillian empire and snatched Volja from the grasp of the Core. Everyone will know what you did today.” 
 
    Anthony looked to his friend. “I'll never think of you as anything less than the best friend anyone could've ever had.” Anthony reached up and wrapped his arms around Marcus and Genny. Tears rolled down his face, he wiped them away and said, “Plus, it's not like your dead. Right? You're right here, just a little memory problem.”  
 
    “You saved us all,” Genny said as she caressed Marcus' face.  
 
    “I'm sorry I was unable to retain a small amount of myself for you,” Marcus said to Genny.  
 
    Genny reached up and placed her hand on his lips. “Just stop. You saved everyone. Anthony's right, you're alive. We made memories once, we can do it again.”  
 
    “Thank you for under...Gah!” Marcus screamed.  
 
    He pushed away from Genny and fell to his knees. “What's happen...” He screamed out in torment once more. His hands grabbed at head. Marcus bellowed in pain once more and began to shake violently.  
 
    “What's happening?” Anthony yelled out.  
 
    “Help him,” Genny cried out to Kora. “Please. What's going on?” 
 
    Taam and Bartl launched forward, but Marcus swatted them away. He screamed out in pain once again.  
 
    “Marcus,” Genny yelled. “We're trying to help you. You need to tell us what's happening.”  
 
    Marcus let out a long excruciating scream. He pushed up off the ground and fell back, his body limp.  
 
    Genny ran forward and grabbed him. “He's not breathing. Help! He's not breathing.”  
 
    Anthony looked at Kora, “Do something, please!”  
 
    “I'm sorry sir,” Kora responded. “But there's nothing I can do.”  
 
    Marcus suddenly inhaled. His limbs swung out wildly. The look of confusion and panic ran across his face. After a few quick breaths Marcus appeared to get his bearings once more and calmed down.  
 
    He slowly sat up. Everyone appeared to be frozen in place. Genny, still crouching down next to Marcus, locked her gaze into his eyes. 
 
    “Holy crap that hurt,” Marcus aired out.  
 
    Genny sat back for a moment, her hand resting on Marcus' chest. A moment later he reached and took a hold of her hand. His breathing steadied.  
 
    “That was seriously not fun,” Marcus said. “I don't recommend doing that.” 
 
    Genny reached up and grabbed his face. She turned him so the two of them were now face to face. 
 
    “Hey Sweetie,” Marcus said with a sly smile on his face.  
 
    Genny froze in place once more and just stared at Marcus for a moment.  
 
    “What...what did you just call me?” She asked.  
 
    Marcus answered slowly and somewhat sarcastically, “Sweetie.”  
 
    “Is it you?” Genny's mind reeled back to the day when Marcus had lost everything. It was around that time when he'd stopped calling her that. She grabbed his face. “Is it really you?” She could barely push out the word as tears rolled down her cheeks.  
 
    He nodded as he rubbed at his temples. “Yeah,” he said. “It's me, memories and all.”  
 
    Bartl stood dumbfounded for a moment, then suddenly blurted out in laughter. “Holy smokes my boy, that was brilliant. Ridiculously dangerous, but brilliant none-the-less.”  
 
    Taam stood for a moment, just as confused as Genny and Anthony. Then it struck him and he chuckled, “Did you...that's risky even by my standards.” 
 
    “What?” Anthony said. “C'mon, you two promised to stop doing that.”  
 
    “The Psionic Link Network, remember?” Marcus said to them. “A memory microwave timer, you can forget, or recall, just about anything at any time.” 
 
    Taam started laughing while he shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    “I used it to clear my mind,” Marcus said. “But set it to beam everything back after it was all over.” 
 
    Genny pushed herself forward and wrapped her arms around Marcus. 
 
    Marcus took the moment to just be in her arms once more.  
 
    After a moment he looked to the others and smiled. 
 
    “Once my mind was clear,” he said. “I interfaced with Volja and rebooted the system. After that Volja sort of took over until the PLN started beaming everything back. Which by the way, having a lifetime worth of memories beamed back into your head is extremely painful. I definitely would avoid it if possible.” 
 
    Genny stood and helped Marcus to his feet. He was shaky and still very weak. 
 
    Marcus looked to Kora. “Planet's all yours. With the core fully rebooted Volja has been completely repaired.” 
 
    “So what now?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “Volja is done playing house for others,” Marcus answered.  “It's time to find a way back home.” 
 
    “Thank you sir,” Kora said. “Volja wishes me to tell you that you will forever be in its memory.” 
 
    “Good luck Kora,” Marcus said. “I'm confident Volja will find a way home.” 
 
    “Speaking of home,” Kora said. “Volja wishes to impart it's thanks to your entire group. It wishes to give tokens of gratitude for your risk and your help.”  
 
    Kora waved her hand and a section of ground began to split open in the distance. From below the surface rose a silver and red spacecraft.  
 
    “I know your ship, the Platnium IV, was destroyed in your attempt to save Volja,” Kora said. “And in no way do I believe such a vessel can be fully replaced. However, if you give it a chance, I believe you will find this vessel most accommodating. The ancient people called it the Shyia. It means 'Life giver.'” 
 
    Kora turned to Marcus, Genny and Anthony. “As for you three,” Kora said. “The sacrifice you each gave is more than anyone would dare ask. The two of you,” Kora said to Anthony and Genny. “You sacrificed yourselves, your lives, in coming here. You had that which was most precious taken from you. While Volja cannot restore what was taken, what will be given is an expression of Volja's deepest gratitude.” 
 
    Kora now turned to Marcus. “And to you,” she said. “While your friends had their lives taken from them, you willingly offered yours to save Volja. You gave everything; therefore, Volja will give no less for you.”  
 
      
 
    ҉ 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Taam said. “Volja is safe, the Attillians are gone, and Prime Command is attempting to smooth everything over across the Core. Sure, there was no actual treasure for us to excavate, which means no big pay off, but I don't think we made out too badly.”  
 
    Bartl rose a glass in the air as he sat slouched in a chair; a red liquid jostled within. 
 
    “We did just fine,” Bartl said. “Volja re-phased Earth and set everything spinning again. Not to mention, we were given this new spiffy ship, although I still say it's no Platnium IV.” 
 
    “Don't forget, Volja wiped your bounties from the Core,” Genny said. “Now you two are free and clear to pursue honest business.” 
 
    “Blah, honest business, more like boring business,” Bartl replied. “Plus, you got some pretty interesting toys yourself.”   
 
    Genny glanced to the ground where her and Marcus' bags sat. They were packed and ready for their return to Earth. The two silvery, metal batons Korra had given her stuck out from behind a flap. 
 
    “Sure we don't have bounty hunter's chasing us anymore,” Taam said. “But, honestly, where's the fun in honest work?”  
 
    Marcus chuckled, glanced around and noticed Anthony hadn't joined the rest of them on the bridge yet. “Is he in the training simulator, again?” He asked Genny. 
 
    “He is,” Genny said as she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “He just wants to make sure he can properly use the tech before he shows it off,” Taam replied with a smirk. 
 
    “He's still being secretive?” Bartl asked and took a deep swig of his drink. “Any guesses as to what exactly Volja gave him?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” Marcus replied.  
 
    Bartl rose his glass once again and took a another drink. 
 
    “Slow down,” Taam said to Bartl. “It'd be nice if you weren't completely smashed while saying goodbye.” 
 
    “I won't smash anything,” Bartl replied as he took another drink. 
 
    “That's not,” Taam started to say. “Nevermind.” 
 
    Genny smirked and looked to Taam. “Not that I don't trust Volja's ability,” she said. “But we're sure no one on Earth is going to figure out that they lost two weeks?”   
 
    “I'm sure,” Marcus said. “It's part of the repo procedure on a Class A planet. Everything has been adjusted to fit within the two weeks. A scattered few might think something happened, but conspiracy theories run wild on Class A planets.”  
 
    “How's it feel to have a bunch of space knowledge in your head now?” Taam asked Marcus. 
 
    “You know,” Marcus responded. “It's not so bad. My interaction with Volja was terrifying, sure, but the gift of knowledge has it's perks. All this new stuff rattling around in my head should give me plenty to do for a while.” 
 
    A door whooshed open and Anthony walked in.  
 
    “There he is,” Bartl said. “Are we finally going to get to see what Volja gave you?” 
 
    “Just a little bit longer,” Anthony replied. “I'm able to do some pretty cool stuff. I just want to be absolutely sure I can--” Anthony paused as the ship's main display lit up. 
 
    The group turned and saw Earth, spinning as it should, displayed on the view screen.  
 
    After a moment of silence Taam spoke up. “Looks, like we're here.”  
 
    The trio stood quietly and stared at their home. 
 
    “Can we really be sure the Core won't come after us?” Anthony asked breaking the awkward silence. “Genny did blow up one of their ships by punching it.” 
 
    Bartl hoisted his glass once more and gulped the remaining liquid down.   
 
    “Well,” Taam said. “They've covered up the Imperium's destruction by pinning it on Halen. The official report states that he went rogue and used Core resources to pursue personal gain. They're saying the Imperium's destruction was caused by Halen's own hand as a means to escape capture from Prime Command. Since they said he committed treason, and given the Core's reputation for punishment, it's a believable story. In a rare move of generous public relations, the families of the crew have all been gifted grievance packages. They've denied any and all involvement with the Attillians, or their interest in Volja.”  
 
    Taam paused and smirked.  
 
    “It does appear however, that entire event, since the Imperium's destruction, was documented and posted on freenet by an unknown author. The entire account of all events has been verrified by numerous reliable sources, one of which calls themselves B.H.” 
 
    “Whoever this B.H. is, he's a farukin' hero.” Bartl said as he kicked his feet up on the table and relaxed back; he tucked his hands behind his head, while his empty glass rolled around on his lap. 
 
    “It's a real mystery,” Anthony said sarcastically. “The universe may never know the true author.” 
 
    Bartl chuckled. 
 
    “Well,” Taam said. “What the universe does know for sure is that Volja was never a planet. It's been officially been classified as an Infinity Class Species. The Core would never risk a political war by hunting it down, or destroying the Class A planet from which the saviors of Volja hail. You three made Earth famous and in the process ensured your home's safety. Which, thanks to Kora, Marcus now officially owns, thus removing Earth from the Core alliance. Any act of aggression from the Core would expose them to a political nightmare. Every enemy they have would call for their dismantling as a galactic government. Earth is safe, and it owes its thanks to you three.”  
 
    Silence lingered in the air for a moment. The group looked around at each other and eventually turned their gaze back to the ship's display of Earth.  
 
    “I want you all to know,” Taam said. He paused chocking back his words. “You did great out here. Bartl and I are going to miss you.” 
 
    “We'll miss you too,” Genny said. Tears began to well up in her eyes. 
 
    Another moment of silence hung awkwardly in the air.  
 
    “I guess this is it,” Taam said. “Computer, activate cloak and prep for undetected entry please.”  
 
    “Of course captain,” a computerized female voice responded. 
 
    Just then a series of beeps came from one of the terminals. 
 
    Taam and Bartl both turned to see where the sound came from.  
 
    “Everything okay?” Anthony asked.  
 
    “I think so,” Taam said. “It's just, the ship's hasn't made those sounds yet.” 
 
    Bartl snatched up his glass, stood and strode over to the terminal. He plopped down into the chair and worked a few screens. 
 
    “What is it?” Taam asked. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Bartl said. He swiped at the terminal and sent the information to the main screen. 
 
    “It's a bunch of  messages,” Genny said. 
 
    “Sure,” Bartl said. “But, does any of that make sense to you?” 
 
    The messages read, “Happy. Fun. Great. Joyous. Delighted. Serene. Jubilant.” 
 
    “Who sends messages like that?” Genny asked. “Especially one word at a time.” 
 
    Marcus stood there quiet. A puzzled look washed over his face. 
 
    Anthony turned and looked to Taam. “Is it just me or is that kind of creepy?” 
 
    “Yes,” Taam answered. “That is a little creepy.” 
 
    “Well, who sent them?” Genny asked.  
 
    “I have no idea,” Bartl answered. “They're all sent from different places. There are no sigs or digital marks on any of them.” 
 
    “Computer,” Marcus blurted out. “Search for reports using the messages as a key code.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Bartl asked. 
 
    “Look at it,” Marcus said. “That isn't seven messages. It's just the same thing, repeating itself over and over. A singular concept expressed seven different ways. 
 
    “Happy. Fun. Great. Joyous. Delighted. Serene. Jubilant, they all have the same basic meaning,” Marcus finished. 
 
    “Search complete,” the computer said. “I've found eighty-six reports relating to these messages. Each instance states that these same words are appearing in randomly various operation systems.” 
 
    “And these reports,” Marcus said. “They're isolated aren't they? All of them are coming from one location.” 
 
    Everyone looked at Marcus. 
 
    “Correct,” the computer said. “All reports are coming from Qynn-9.” 
 
     “Qynn-9 uses thousands of proxy servers to send out messages,” Taam said. “That's why it looks like they're coming from different places.” 
 
    Bartl stood slowly. “Qynn-9?” He said quietly. 
 
    “Correct,” the computer responded. 
 
    “Alvin?” Bartl whispered. “He's...” 
 
    Just then another message appeared on the main display. “I have your AI. --Elendra.” 
 
    Marcus looked to Anthony then Genny.  
 
    “Who's Elendra?” Anthony asked. 
 
    Taam and Bartl said nothing but stared at the display. 
 
    “Doesn't matter,” Marcus said. 
 
    The three turned and sat. Straps and buckles shot out and strapped them in. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Genny turned and said to Taam and Bartl.  
 
    “Let's go get Alvin.” 
 
    END 
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