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WAR IS COMING TO THE DELTA QUADRANT!


For too long I have hidden in exile, watching as Gustados, the greatest of all civilisations, becomes weak.


I have swum amongst the Merryn of Sumara in disguise as one of them, and stolen their secrets. I have walked into Aquora, Arctiria, Verdula and Gustados, invisible to any around me. Now I know how to destroy them.



Deception is the greatest weapon. With it I will make the so-called Delta Quadrant Alliance tear itself apart! And in its place, the Empire of Gustados will rise, with me as its leader – Kade, the Lord of Illusion!





 

 

 

 


[image: images]








 


[image: images]



 


Sweat ran into Max’s eyes as he walked over the scorching sand, heading for the Verdulan coastline. His metal dogbot, Rivet, was trying to escape the sun by padding in Max’s shadow. Next to him, Lia was breathing hard, clearly keen to get back to the water. The Merryn princess wasn’t used to being on land in such heat.

Max blinked away the moisture and gave one last look back to the group of Verdulans watching them from a distance, with the six Gustadians they’d managed to capture. The Verdulan chief, Naybor, gave a final wave to Max and Lia.

He’s the only Verdulan who doesn’t want us off their island, thought Max. Or safely locked up in one of their dungeons.

“I can’t believe they still think we’re enemies,” said Lia. “Even after we defeated Fangor.”

Max frowned. “After Kade’s trickery, they don’t trust anyone.” Since the villainous Gustadian criminal and weapons scientist had set off a bomb at the Alliance’s peace conference, all the races of the Delta Quadrant were deeply suspicious of each other. Max felt a shiver pass down his spine as he thought of Kade still on the loose, in command of two more Robobeasts. Kade had awoken the ancient sea creatures from the Merryn temple at Deepholm, using a ring he stole from Sumara that had belonged to Lia’s mother. And Kade had added robotics to make the creatures incredibly deadly.

We need to track him down, thought Max. The problem was, they had no idea where he was planning to strike next.

Unless…

His eyes fell on the Gustadian captives, trussed to poles.

“I need to question Kade’s minions,” he said to Lia. “They might have information.”

Lia raised her eyebrows. “I don’t know,” she said, glancing at the Verdulans. “Naybor’s people won’t like it.”

Max gritted his teeth. “If we don’t find Kade, it won’t matter who the Verdulans trust, because he’ll have taken over the whole Quadrant.”

“Okay,” said Lia, “but let’s be careful.”

They walked back up the beach together and the Verdulans began jabbering in their strange tongue. Disguised with his holographic suit, Kade had convinced the people of Verdula that he was their shaman. They probably felt a bit humiliated now. A few poked the air with their spears and glowered, but Naybor held out a hand and let Max and Lia approach with Rivet.
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Max pointed at the nearest bound Gustadian. “Tell me where Kade has gone,” he commanded.

The prisoner laughed. “You are powerless!” he replied. “There’s nothing you can do to stop Kade conquering the Quadrant. Why should we help you?”

“Well,” said Max. “Here’s one good reason: the only thing stopping the Verdulan people from roasting you all alive and eating you for breakfast is our friend Naybor here.” The Gustadian shuddered, and Max smiled. “If you help me, I’ll put in a good word for you…”

“And why should we trust you?”

Max shrugged. “Fine. Don’t.” He nodded at Naybor. “Bon appetit.”

“He’s heading for the city of ice!” spat another prisoner.

“You fool!” said the first captive. “Kade will kill us!”

Max grinned. That could only mean Arctiria, the island city built out of a giant iceberg. Max and Lia had fought Nephro the Ice Lobster on its icy towers, while the fussy Arctirians did nothing but complain about the battle-damage to their beautiful city.

“What plan does Kade have for the Actirian people?” Max asked.

The Gustadian who’d spilled the beans just shrugged. “Our master is a genius. We do not need to know his exact plans. Kade asks only that we follow him unquestioningly.”

Max tried to read the Gustadian’s pale, taught features. I think he’s telling the truth.

Suddenly, the Gustadian seemed to flicker. For the blink of an eye he looked like a Verdulan. One of the real Verdulans hit him with his spear, and the Gustadian grunted, his shape solidifying again.

They’re still wearing their shape-shifter suits, thought Max. Grudgingly, he marvelled at Kade’s technological genius. At first glance the suits looked like normal black overalls, but they were ridged with wiring and dotted with tiny nodules. The nodules projected a holographic image around the wearer. “Take off your stealth suits,” Max ordered the prisoners. “Don’t try anything silly – not if you want Naybor to spare your lives.”

Sullenly, with help from the Verdulans, the bound Gustadians wriggled out of the holographic shape-shifter suits. They were wearing armoured deepsuits underneath.

Max turned to Naybor. “You won’t kill them, will you?”

Naybor let out a series of jabbering calls and Lia translated. “They will be spared. Naybor is going to lock them up in the dungeon at the centre of one of their pyramids.”

Max nodded. “Wait for us on Spike,” he said to Lia. “I’ll check over the aquasphere with Rivet, then come and meet you. We’re heading north.”

Lia ran down the beach, calling to Spike. Immediately, the swordfish’s dorsal fin broke the surface of the water. Lia dived in and swam out towards him.

Max shook the sand out of the six stealth suits and bundled them under one arm. “Let’s go, Riv!”
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“Yes, Max.” Rivet trotted over the beach, and Max followed him to the shallows where the aquasphere lay in a tangle of seaweed. He rolled the transparent plexiglass globe over in the warm tropical water. Carefully, he inspected the surface, rubbing his sleeve over the grubbiest parts. It looked pretty battered from its mad rush through the jungle, but there were no cracks in the plexiglass. One pair of guns was damaged, half-eaten away by the acid from Kade’s mine-fish.

But there’s still a set of blasters on the other side. And the hull’s watertight.

Max threw the stealth suits inside then jumped into the padded cockpit, followed by Rivet. He tested the controls and checked the holoscreens before coasting out over the surface of the water. Thrusters working. Engines good.

“Let’s go!” said Max. He revved the engine, zooming away into deeper water with Lia and Spike in their wake. He flicked the switch on the craft’s comms device, to call his father. Callum North was the Chief Defence Engineer of Aquora, and Max hoped he would have some good news about the Delta Quadrant Alliance.
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