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        A meeting, outside GDA space

      

      

      

      Eighty-seven thousand light years distant, deep in the uncharted regions beyond the furthest GDA outposts, a very unusual kind of gathering was taking place.

      In a vast chamber carved from living crystal, twelve figures gathered around a pool of swirling liquid metal. Their bodies were tall and sinuous, covered in iridescent scales that caught the light from the bioluminescent growths adorning the walls. Six-fingered hands gestured over the pool as it shaped itself into a perfect replica of GDA space.

      ‘The Dimioi fleet has been destroyed,’ hissed the tallest of the figures, its voice like stone grinding against metal. ‘The entire race, cleansed in a matter of moments.’

      ‘They called it the Extermination War,’ another replied, touching a scaled finger to the pool. The liquid metal rippled and formed a perfect image of a decimated fleet of a thousand ships.

      ‘Just as the prophets foretold,’ a third voice joined in, deeper than the others. ‘The cycle continues as it will.’

      The leader, distinguished by the elaborate crest of spines that ran from its forehead down its back, moved closer to the pool. Its vertical pupils narrowed as it studied the image.

      ‘For a thousand years we will wait, hidden beyond their reach, rebuilding our strength,’ it said. ‘The Extermination War was merely the beginning. They believed they had destroyed us, the Dimioi, greatest of all species. They believed wrong.’

      The tall figure reached forward, clawed fingers extending towards the pool. The liquid metal responded to its touch, reshaping into a new image – the surviving GDA fleet moving through space.

      ‘Our physical fleet failed us,’ it hissed. ‘But we are patient. We have waited a millennium already. What are a few more years?’

      The leader’s vertical pupils narrowed to slits.

      ‘We will revert to the infiltration procedure. Humans are so very gullible and fragile.’

      The liquid metal rippled again, forming a perfect replica of a planet. The leader extended one claw, piercing the miniature globe. The metal flowed around the intrusion, resealing itself as if nothing had happened.

      ‘Our agents are already in place on Dasos,’ the leader continued. ‘The Klatt will also serve our purpose too by keeping the humans busy, as they have for centuries without knowing it.’

      ‘And if they fail?’

      The leader’s scaled lips parted in what might have been a smile, revealing rows of needle-like teeth.

      ‘They most likely will, but it will be too late by then…as we shall emerge from the shadows ourselves. The objective to secure our influence on every human planet and on every vessel will already be in place.’

      The twelve figures raised their arms in unison, a low humming filling the chamber as their voices joined in ancient harmony.

      ‘For the glory of the new Omada,’ they intoned. ‘The true inheritors of the stars.’

      The liquid metal pool shimmered once more, resolving into an image of the galaxy…with a wave of darkness spreading slowly across its spiral arms.
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      Eleven hundred years later.

      

      
        
        Bache Loftt’s cabin, Katadromiko 2, docked with Vasi Stathmos Station

      

      

      

      The summons arrived at 0400 hours, jarring Bache from a sleep so deep he’d been dreaming of interstice tube calibrations.

      “Lieutenant Loftt, your presence is required at the Dresse inquiry, Kentro GDA Council chambers. 0900 hours today.” The message repeated until he called for it to stop. He opened one eye and peeked at the glowing message on his wall screen with the unmistakable GDA high-priority encryption border.

      Bache sat up, blinking away sleep as he ran a hand through his short dark hair. Council chambers? That couldn’t be right. He hadn't set foot in a GDA council meeting since Dresse, and that was three years ago. Three years since the affair on Dresse and the hidden battle fleet. Three years since he’d been promoted to chief engineer on the Katadromiko 2.

      His cabin felt suddenly cold. Bache checked the authentication codes on the message twice, then a third time. Legitimate. Direct from the president’s office.

      ‘Why now?’ he muttered, swinging his legs over the edge of the bed. The metal floor chilled his bare feet, grounding him in the present and making him shiver. ‘What could’ve possibly changed, that they want me again?’

      The K2 had been on routine patrol for months, monitoring the shipping lanes near the Serris agricultural colony. Nothing remarkable had happened…exactly as it shouldn’t. He was looking forward to some leave, a visit home to Tyraan City on Deelatayne and a few beers with his father, Tirexion.

      He grabbed his dress uniform from the storage compartment. The stiff fabric felt foreign in his hands after years of wearing the more practical engineer’s boiler suits. He hadn’t expected to need it on this rotation.

      Two hours later, he stood in the small capsule of the Kentro space elevator, watching the huge space station shrink to a speck above him. The transparent walls of the elevator offered a panoramic view of Dasos and the sparkling city of Kentro growing larger beneath his feet. His stomach lurched slightly as the capsule accelerated, though whether from the descent or the upcoming inquiry, he couldn’t be sure.

      The capsule slowed as it entered the atmosphere, the gentle hum of the stabilisers increasing to a low whine. Clouds parted around the wide tube, revealing the sprawling governmental complex below. Kentro was massive, the administrative heart of over sixteen hundred worlds of the GDA and home to the GDA’s central council chambers.

      ‘Chief Engineer Loftt, please confirm identity for final clearance,’ the automated customs system requested.

      ‘Loftt, Bache. Chief engineer, Katadromiko 2,’ he said, pressing his palm against the seat scanner. The light pulsed green.

      ‘Identity confirmed. Welcome to Kentro.’

      He checked the time: 0835. Plenty of time to reach the chambers, but not enough to gather any information on why they’d summoned him. His reflection in the glass looked tired. The premature grey at his temples had spread slightly over the past three years, an unwelcome reminder of the stress that came with his position.

      The capsule touched down with a slight bump, and Bache stepped onto Kentro soil, his polished boots reflecting the cold morning sunlight. The Council Chambers loomed ahead, a massive structure of gleaming white stone and glass that dominated the central plaza.

      Bache passed through the security checkpoint, where his credentials were scanned again. The guards’ faces betrayed nothing as they waved him through. Inside, the chambers were hushed, the vaulted ceilings amplifying even the smallest sounds. His footsteps echoed as he followed the directions on his tablet to the assigned meeting room.

      He paused outside the ornate double doors, straightening his uniform, and took a deep breath. Whatever this was about, he’d face it head-on. Just as he reached for the handle, a familiar voice echoed behind him.

      ‘Chief Engineer Loftt. Still punctual to a fault, I see.’

      Bache turned, his heart skipping a beat. Zaphir Mye, ex-colleague, ex-lover, stood a few metres away, her dark brown eyes studying him with the same intensity he remembered. She wore the uniform of a senior systems specialist now, with new insignia he didn’t recognise.

      ‘Zaphir,’ he managed, surprised by the dryness in his throat. ‘They called you in too?’

      She approached, her tall lithe figure still carrying that efficient grace he’d always admired.

      ‘Apparently someone thinks we need to relive old nightmares together,’ she said, ruefully.

      ‘I see you’re both here.’ The deep voice came from behind them as the chamber doors swung open.

      Bache turned to find Admiral of the Fleet Zeers standing in the doorway, his weathered face expressionless. The man’s silver-streaked beard was longer than regulation permitted, a privilege of rank Bache supposed.

      ‘Sir,’ Bache and Zaphir said in unison, straightening to attention.

      ‘At ease. Come inside.’ Zeers stepped back, gesturing them through.

      The council chamber was smaller than Bache expected, an intimate oval room rather than the grand assembly hall he’d imagined. A semicircular table dominated the space, behind which sat five figures. Bache recognised President Xutan at the centre, his face more lined than when they’d last met. The other four were strangers to him, though their uniforms indicated two admirals, a civilian councillor, and a systems intelligence director.

      Most surprising was the solitary figure sitting to the side, a man in plain civilian clothes, his back partially turned. Even from this angle, Bache would know that profile anywhere.

      ‘Dad?’ The word escaped before Bache could stop it.

      Tirexion Loftt turned, his face haggard in a way Bache had never seen before. The renowned engineer and ship designer’s eyes were bloodshot, his normally immaculate appearance dishevelled.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Bache whispered to Zaphir, who looked equally confused.

      President Xutan gestured for Bache and Zaphir to take the two empty seats at the centre of the room. ‘Please, sit down. We have matters of grave importance to discuss.’

      Bache lowered himself into the chair, his eyes never leaving his father’s face. Something was deeply wrong. Tirexion wouldn’t meet his gaze, his fingers fidgeting with a small data chip – a nervous habit Bache hadn’t seen since his mother’s funeral.

      ‘Three years ago,’ Admiral Zeers began, ‘the two of you uncovered a Gata plot involving illegal battleships and mining rights. Your actions prevented a catastrophe.’

      ‘With respect, sir,’ Bache said, ‘we’ve been through this debriefing multiple times. Has something changed? And why is my father here?’

      A heavy silence fell across the room. President Xutan exchanged glances with the other council members before leaning forward.

      ‘Chief Engineer, your father came to us voluntarily three days ago with…disturbing information.’

      Bache’s stomach tightened. He looked at his father again, who finally raised his eyes…red-rimmed and haunted.

      ‘Tell him, Tirexion,’ Xutan said quietly. ‘He deserves to hear it from you.’

      Tirexion’s shoulders slumped as he stood, the movement stiff and mechanical.

      ‘The ships, Bache. The Gata battleships you destroyed.’ His voice cracked. ‘They were mine.’

      The words hit Bache like a physical blow. His mind refused to process them, even as his body reacted…heart hammering against his ribs, palms suddenly sweaty against the polished table surface.

      ‘What?’ The word emerged as barely a whisper.

      Tirexion’s eyes were fixed on some invisible point on the floor. ‘I designed them. The basic schematic. The hull configuration. The drive systems.’

      Each confession emerged with visible effort, as though the words themselves were causing him physical pain.

      Bache’s vision narrowed, the faces around the table blurring at the edges. He felt Zaphir tense beside him but couldn’t look at her. His entire focus was locked on his father – the man who’d taught him everything he knew about ship design, about integrity, about doing what was right.

      ‘That’s not possible.’ Bache shook his head. ‘You’ve dedicated your life to GDA vessels. You wouldn’t…’ His voice caught. ‘You couldn’t.’

      ‘I didn’t know what they were for.’ Tirexion finally looked up, his eyes pleading. ‘Not at first. They came to me fifteen years ago. Said they needed transport vessels with enhanced defensive capabilities for dangerous sectors. Mining support ships, they called them.’

      ‘Who?’ Bache demanded, leaning forward. ‘Who came to you?’

      ‘A private contractor. At least I thought it was private.’ Tirexion’s voice dropped to barely a whisper. ‘It was Flast Enterprises, operating through a shell company. I had no idea at the time.’

      ‘Ah, crap,’ Bache grunted. He felt as if someone had sucked all the oxygen from the room. His father – the man who’d taught him the ethics of engineering, who’d insisted that every design choice had moral weight – had designed weapons for Ystolion Flast? The woman responsible for thousands of deaths?

      ‘You worked for Flast?’ The words scraped from Bache’s throat. ‘For fifteen years?’

      ‘No.’ His father’s hands trembled as he placed the data chip on the table. ‘The initial designs, yes. But they were modified extensively after I delivered them. I discovered the truth during a routine systems analysis three months ago. They used my basic framework but weaponised it far beyond what I’d imagined possible.’

      Bache’s mind raced, connecting pieces he’d never thought to examine. The familiar look of the Gata ships’ array systems. The sound of the antigrav drives that had reminded him of GDA vessels. The subtle elegance of the hull design that had struck him as strangely familiar even as he was fighting for his life.

      ‘Why didn’t you come forward sooner?’ Zaphir’s voice cut through, sharp and accusing.

      His father flinched. ‘I didn’t know. Not until recently.
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        Council meeting room, GDA Central Chambers, Kentro, Dasos

      

      

      

      Bache stared at his father, his mind spinning between disbelief and a mounting sense of betrayal. The man who had lectured him about engineering ethics since childhood had designed warships for Ystolion Flast? The same woman who’d nearly killed him on that fractured moon?

      ‘What happens now?’ Bache asked, his voice sounding strange in his own ears. He looked directly at President Xutan, deliberately avoiding his father’s gaze. ‘What becomes of him?’

      The weight of the question seemed to press down on the entire room. Xutan’s lined face remained carefully neutral as he leaned forward, steepling his fingers.

      ‘That’s partly why we’ve brought you here, Chief Engineer. Your father’s cooperation has been invaluable in identifying potential security breaches. The designs were accessed through classified GDA databases…databases that should have been impenetrable.’

      ‘You’re using him,’ Bache said, the realisation hitting him like a physical blow. ‘As bait? Or an informant?’

      Admiral Vesten cleared his throat. ‘Your father faces serious charges, Loftt. Treason being the most severe. However, his continued cooperation could significantly mitigate his sentence.’

      The word “treason” landed like a punch to Bache’s gut. He’d seen what happened to traitors in the GDA. Military prison on Kaltos IV was notorious – a frozen hellscape where inmates rarely survived their full sentences.

      ‘I deserve whatever punishment they decide…’

      Tirexion’s voice trailed off as President Xutan raised his hand. Something shifted in the president’s expression…a calculated look that made Bache’s skin crawl.

      ‘Before we continue discussing your father’s fate,’ Xutan said, his voice lower than before, ‘there’s something else you both need to understand.’

      The president pressed something under the table, and a soft hum filled the chamber. Security field. No recording devices would work now.

      ‘Tirexion was led to believe he was designing ships for a private contractor, yes. But the trail we’ve uncovered suggests a more troubling origin for those orders.’ Xutan's eyes narrowed. ‘They came from within the GDA itself.’ He pressed his palm against the table’s surface, and a holographic display flickered to life between them.

      Bache’s breath caught. The display showed a series of encrypted communications, timestamps, and transfer records. Names scrolled past…many he recognised from the highest echelons of GDA leadership.

      ‘Your father was a pawn,’ Xutan continued, his eyes never leaving Bache’s face. ‘A convenient scapegoat, should this ever come to light. Which, thanks to his conscience, it has.’

      Bache’s blood ran cold. He glanced at his father, whose expression had shifted from shame to confusion.

      ‘Sir?’ Bache managed, his throat tight.

      ‘We have evidence that someone on the Naval Defence Council authorised the initial designs through back channels. Someone with access to our most secure systems.’ Xutan’s gaze swept across the room. ‘The same person who likely helped Desulet install the sabotage protocols on the K2.’

      Bache leaned forward, scanning the data. ‘These are authorisations. Command-level clearances for…’ He stopped, the implications hitting him like a physical blow. ‘These are approvals for the transfer of almost all the classified ship designs, propulsion designs, weapon designs. Not just my father’s work.’

      ‘Exactly.’ Xutan’s voice hardened. ‘For the past twenty years, there has been a shadow council operating within our government. People with access to our most sensitive technologies, selling them to private interests…including Flast.’

      Zaphir’s sharp intake of breath beside him mirrored Bache’s own shock. ‘How deep does this go?’ she asked.

      ‘Admiral Henns was openly…let’s say, unappreciative of your father…and, it seems, set him up for the fall. Henns, as we know, disappeared just before the treachery was discovered, his wife too. But we don’t believe he was acting alone.’

      ‘You think they’re still operating, don’t you?’ said Bache.

      ‘We do,’ said the president, leaning back in his chair and getting nervous glances from the others either side of him. ‘It could still be Henns for all we know. With Flast’s money, I’m sure he’ll have had surgery and have a completely different appearance now.’

      Bache couldn’t remember his father ever looking so vulnerable. It was as if someone had taken all the self-belief out of the man. He looked over at him again. Tirexion sat slumped in his chair, staring at the marble floor with a haunted look in his eyes.

      ‘If Henns rubber-stamped all this, you’re not going to be blaming my father,’ Bache announced, surprising himself with the forcefulness of his tone.

      The president took a deep breath and stared back at Bache.

      ‘Chief Engineer, remember who you’re talking to,’Xutan growled in reply. ‘But I understand your frustration and of course your allegiance.’

      ‘Where do we fit into all this?’ Zaphir asked.

      Bache turned to look at Zaphir, struck by the directness of her question. Her dark eyes held that familiar intensity…the look that had always cut through complications to find the core issue. Even after three years apart, she still possessed that uncanny ability to voice exactly what he needed to ask but couldn’t find the words for.

      The council members exchanged glances, and Bache noticed the subtle shift in their body language. President Xutan leaned forward slightly, his weathered hands clasping together on the polished table.

      ‘You two are uniquely qualified,’ Xutan said, his voice dropping lower. ‘You’ve encountered Flast’s operation first-hand. You’ve seen what she’s capable of. And most importantly, you’ve already proven you can survive their attempts to eliminate you.’

      ‘Only by pure luck,’ Zaphir countered.

      Bache’s stomach tightened. ‘You want us to go after this group of whoever they are?’

      It wasn’t a question. The realisation settled over him like a cold weight. Three years of relative peace…of rebuilding the K2, of establishing his reputation as chief engineer…and now they wanted to throw him back into the fire against that psychopathic woman.

      ‘Not exactly,’ Admiral Zeers interjected. ‘We need you to investigate something…unusual. A pattern we’ve detected that may be connected to this group.’

      The admiral activated a holographic display, revealing a star chart of the Frontier Worlds. One system pulsed with a soft blue light: Serris Adelaine.

      ‘Agricultural world,’ Bache said automatically. ‘Major food producer for the Carina Arm.’

      ‘I’m impressed,’ said Zeers. ‘You know your systems. Serris has reported unusual yield patterns in their crops over the past six months,’ Zeers continued. ‘Widespread failures in some regions, while others show unprecedented growth rates.’

      Bache frowned. ‘Agricultural anomalies? With respect, sir, that sounds like a job for environmental specialists, not engineers.’

      Zaphir shifted in her seat beside him.

      ‘Or is it the AgriNex system?’ Her voice had that edge Bache remembered…the one that meant she’d seen something everyone else had missed.

      The president’s eyebrow rose slightly. ‘Very astute, Specialist Mye.’

      ‘The AI farming system,’ Bache murmured, connections forming rapidly in his mind. It made sense now. The AgriNex was cutting-edge technology, integrating planetary sensor networks with robotic harvesters. Perfect for a world like Serris Adelaine.

      ‘The system was implemented eighteen months ago,’ Zeers said. ‘Initially, production increased by thirty percent. But the recent fluctuations have been…unpredictable and concerning.’

      ‘You think someone’s tampered with it,’ Zaphir stated flatly. She leaned forward, eyes narrowed. ‘But what does this have to do with Flast’s operation or the stolen ship designs?’

      Bache watched the silent exchange of glances between the council members. There it was…the question he’d been about to ask himself. Where did they fit into this tangled web?

      ‘We believe the AgriNex software may have been reprogrammed,’ said the man sitting to the president’s left and wearing the insignia of the systems intelligence director.

      ‘Reprogrammed?’ Bache repeated, his mind immediately racing through the implications. ‘You think someone’s deliberately sabotaging the food production on Serris Adelaine?’

      The systems intelligence director nodded grimly. ‘We need you both to investigate…quietly. Your engineering expertise combined with Specialist Mye’s systems analysis skills make you uniquely qualified.’

      ‘Serris has been experiencing…irregularities,’ Zeers continued. ‘Crop failures in regions where our agricultural AI systems predict peak yields. Communication disruptions. And unusual power fluctuations across their primary settlement grid.’

      Bache glanced at Zaphir, catching the subtle tightening around her eyes that he still remembered so well. She leaned forward, her shoulders squaring in that familiar way they always did when she was about to challenge someone.

      ‘With respect,’ she said, her voice controlled but edged with impatience, ‘what on Dasos does an agricultural colony’s technical problems have to do with a GDA conspiracy and Bache’s father? Where exactly are we going with this puzzle you’re constructing?’

      The question hung in the air. Bache felt a surge of gratitude towards her for voicing the obvious question.

      Xutan’s expression hardened slightly. ‘The AgriNex AI system that controls Serris Adelaine’s agricultural production was also designed by your father, Tirexion.’ He gestured towards the slumped figure. ‘And the system’s recent…modifications were approved by the same authorisation codes that signed off on the stolen ship designs.’

      Bache’s head snapped towards his father. ‘You designed AgriNex too? Is there anything you haven’t had a hand in?’

      ‘I was busy…what can I say?’ Tirexion muttered with a shrug. ‘One of my later projects. A fully integrated agricultural management system. It was meant to revolutionise food production across the frontier worlds.’

      ‘When do we leave?’ Zaphir asked, her voice cutting through his thoughts.

      ‘Immediately,’ President Xutan replied. ‘A transport is waiting.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Western Division Agricentre, Central Flatlands, Serris Adelaine

      

      

      

      The journey to Serris Adelaine passed in an uncomfortable silence. Bache spent most of the three-day trip reviewing technical specifications of the AgriNex system, avoiding both his troubled thoughts about his father and the palpable tension between him and Zaphir. She’d barely spoken to him outside of mission parameters since they’d left Kentro.

      The agricultural monitoring centre in the western division of Serris Adelaine’s central flatlands was a sprawling complex of low, white buildings surrounded by test fields that stretched to the horizon. Bache stood at the observation window, watching the automated harvesters move with precision through rows of tall golden grain. After two days on the planet, something felt profoundly wrong…but he couldn’t put his finger on what.

      ‘You’ve been staring at those fields for twenty minutes,’ Zaphir said, coming to stand beside him. Her presence still unsettled him, familiar yet distant after their years apart. With his early promotion to chief engineer three years ago, and her surprise posting as a systems specialist on another ship, they’d barely had a private conversation in all that time.

      ‘Something’s off about the harvester patterns,’ he muttered. ‘They’re too…perfect.’

      She handed him a tablet.

      ‘Look at this. I’ve been analysing the system logs from the past six months. There are these odd patterns in the data distribution. It’s like…’ She trailed off as the main entrance door behind them slid open.

      Bache turned, his mouth falling open as a tall figure strode through from the agricultural centre’s atrium. The newcomer moved with a casual confidence that Bache recognised instantly, despite not having seen her in nearly eight years.

      ‘Tyrett,’ Bache whispered, hardly believing his eyes.

      Bache had met Tyrett Shazz just before he joined the navy. She was already a lieutenant and a navigator and pilot for the GDA.

      Tyrett spotted them and grinned, the same crooked smile that made her popular with everyone she came across. She’d grown her hair longer since Bache had last seen her, and her once immaculate regulation pilot’s uniform had evolved into something more casual, but there was no mistaking those deep green eyes.

      ‘Loftty…I heard you were poking around my systems.’ Tyrett closed the distance between them in a few long strides, enveloping Bache in a bear hug with almost enough force to break ribs.

      ‘Your systems?’ Bache croaked, confusion momentarily displacing his shock at meeting an old friend.

      ‘I’m the lead systems architect for AgriNex implementation on Serris,’ she said proudly, tapping the ID badge clipped to her lapel. ‘Two years now. Though no one bothered to tell me the GDA was sending their most handsome engineering prodigy to inspect my work.’

      Bache felt Zaphir stiffen beside him. She and Tyrett had never really gotten along. Zaphir had always been convinced Tyrett had wanted more from Bache than just friendship.

      ‘It’s been a while, Tyrett.’ Bache managed a smile, stepping back from her embrace. The familiar scent of her perfume – something with citrus notes – brought back memories of the Flast episode that had nearly cost them their lives.

      Tyrett kept her hand on his arm, her fingers giving a light squeeze. ‘Too long. You’ve grown up since I last saw you. Chief engineer suits you.’ Her eyes travelled appreciatively over his uniform, lingering a bit longer than necessary. ‘I always knew you’d go far, but breaking up Gata conspiracies? That’s impressive even for you.’

      Bache felt his neck grow warm. Tyrett had always been effortlessly charming, but there was a directness to her attention now that hadn’t been there before. He became acutely aware of Zaphir’s rigid posture beside him.

      ‘We’re here on official business I’m afraid,’ he said, clearing his throat. ‘The yield anomalies…’

      ‘Oh, those.’ Tyrett waved a dismissive hand, stepping closer. ‘Minor calibration issues. Nothing that requires GDA intervention, though I’m certainly not complaining about the company.’ She smiled, her eyes crinkling at the corners. ‘Maybe we could discuss it over dinner? There’s a place in the settlement that serves actual imported wine. Not the synthetic stuff.’

      The brush of her hand against his was deliberate, and Bache instinctively took a half-step back. He glanced at Zaphir, whose eyes had darkened with unmistakable irritation.

      ‘I think the yield anomalies warrant more than dismissal as “minor calibration issues,”’ Zaphir said, her voice cool as she stepped forward, positioning herself slightly between Bache and Tyrett. ‘Especially considering the pattern of failure matches precisely with the implementation dates of your software updates.’

      Bache felt the tension in the room spike. Tyrett’s smile remained fixed, but something flashed behind her eyes.

      ‘Zaphir Mye,’ Tyrett said, extending her hand with exaggerated politeness. ‘Still following Bache around like a faithful shadow, I see. How…dedicated.’

      Bache winced. This was going south quickly.

      ‘We work well together,’ Bache said quickly, trying to ease the sudden tension. He could feel the air between the two women practically crackling. ‘We’ve been assigned to investigate the yield irregularities. Official GDA inquiry,’ he said, quickly. ‘The GDA takes food security very seriously.’

      ‘Of course they do and so do I.’ Tyrett moved closer to Bache again. ‘And I’d be happy to show you everything you need to see. Personally.’ She looked across at him through her lashes. ‘Starting with the system core, if you’d like. It’s quite impressive…not many people get the private tour.’

      ‘The crop failures are hardly minor,’ Zaphir interjected, stepping forward. ‘According to the reports we’ve seen, entire sectors have experienced complete yield collapse while others are showing growth rates that defy biological possibility.’

      Tyrett’s fingers brushed against his arm again, lingering.

      ‘Well, I’m all for…thorough investigations,’ she said. ‘Just like when we were together before isn’t it, Bache?’

      The memories flashed through Bache’s mind…he’d been just a teenager, fuelled by caffeine and the excitement of solving a galactic conspiracy. But the way Tyrett described it now carried implications that hadn’t existed then.

      ‘That was a long time ago,’ he said, taking another half-step back.

      Tyrett opened her mouth to respond when the monitoring station’s alarm suddenly blared, cutting through the tension between them. Red warning lights pulsed along the ceiling, bathing the observation room in crimson.

      Bache turned towards the main console as it flashed with multiple system warnings.

      ‘What’s happening?’ he asked, turning to Tyrett.

      ‘That isn’t supposed to happen,’ Tyrett said, her flirtatious demeanour instantly replaced by professional concern. She rushed to the nearest terminal, fingers flying across the interface. ‘We’ve got a critical failure in the eastern quadrant irrigation systems. The whole bloody network’s shutting down.’

      Zaphir was already at another terminal, her expression intense as she scrolled through code. ‘This isn’t a malfunction. Someone’s executing a shutdown protocol in a server room to erase the data.’

      Bache joined her, scanning the cascading data. The shutdown sequence was sophisticated…not a crude hack but a precisely engineered backdoor. As he watched, irrigation systems across three agricultural sectors went offline simultaneously.

      ‘Can you trace the origin?’ he asked.

      ‘Working on it,’ Zaphir mumbled through her concentration, her fingers flashing across the interface. ‘There…sub-level three, server room G.’

      Bache was already moving, his hand instinctively reaching for the sidearm he wasn’t carrying.

      ‘Security override on the lifts,’ he called back to Zaphir. ‘Authorisation Loftt-delta-seven-nine.’

      The elevator responded to his command and crept annoyingly slowly downward towards sub-level three.

      The lift doors opened finally on the lower level and Bache sprinted down the dimly lit corridor. His pulse hammered in his ears as he rounded the corner towards server room G. The door was ajar…someone had definitely been here.

      ‘Halt…don’t move,’ he shouted as he sprang into the room.

      A figure in a maintenance jumpsuit whirled around, eyes widening in recognition. Not security personnel or a technician – it was Elden Voss, the deputy systems administrator who’d greeted them upon arrival a couple of days ago. The man’s fingers still hovered over the keyboard, a data extraction device blinking red on the server tower.

      The terminal he’d been working on was still active with lines of code scrolling rapidly across the screen. The acrid smell of fried circuitry stung Bache’s nostrils. Voss had physically damaged the hardware…a small device was melting into the main data core, eliminating evidence completely and permanently.

      ‘Chief Engineer,’ Voss stammered, his hand sliding towards his pocket. ‘This isn’t what it looks…’

      Bache lunged forward, but Voss was quicker. The flash of a stun baton arced between them. Bache twisted, feeling the crackle of energy as it narrowly missed his shoulder. He grabbed for Voss’s arm, but his fingers closed on empty air and he tripped and fell over an adjacent chair, as the man darted past him towards the door.

      ‘Zaphir,’ Bache yelled into his comm unit as he clambered off the floor. ‘Voss is our saboteur, he’s heading for the elevators.’

      Voss slammed a hand against the emergency panel as he fled. Blast doors began descending throughout the sub-level, compartmentalising the underground facility. Bache ducked under the nearest one before it sealed, the metal edge scraping his back.

      The corridor blurred as Bache sprinted after Voss, his pulse drumming in his ears. Another blast door was descending ahead of him. He dropped into a low slide, scraping under it with centimetres to spare. His uniform tore at the shoulder as he scrambled back to his feet.

      ‘Lockdown protocol engaged,’ announced the facility’s automated system. ‘All personnel remain at your stations.’

      Voss was nowhere to be seen. The row of closed elevator doors greeted Bache as he arrived and he stabbed the call button hard in frustration.

      ‘The system’s locked down the elevators,’ Zaphir’s voice said through Bache’s comm unit. ‘He’s triggered some kind of cascade failure in the irrigation systems. Tyrett’s trying to contain it.’

      Bache burst through the emergency stairwell door and discovered he could hear Voss’s boots clumping upwards around the stairs and landings above. He attacked the stairs three at a time, heart pumping, lungs burning.

      ‘The emergency stairs are still open,’ Zaphir called.

      ‘I know, he’s heading for ground level,’ Bache gasped into his comm. ‘Probably has transport waiting somewhere.’

      The stairwell ended at a maintenance exit. Bache shouldered through the door into blinding daylight. He squinted, raising a hand to shield his eyes as he scanned the sprawling equipment yard. Rows of agricultural machinery stretched before him – harvesters, soil analysers, irrigation drones.

      He stopped and listened. Nothing. Not a sound. Voss had completely vanished.
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      An engine roared to life somewhere to his left.

      A sleek red agricultural skimmer shot out from behind a row of harvesters, kicking up a cloud of dust. Voss was not visible through the skimmer’s darkened screen as he accelerated towards the perimeter fence.

      Bache swore under his breath and sprinted towards the nearest vehicle, a bulky maintenance crawler with oversized tracks. He slammed his palm against the ignition panel, silently thanking the engineers who’d designed these machines with standardised GDA security protocols. The crawler’s control panel lit up and its engine rumbled to life beneath him.

      ‘He’s heading east on a skimmer,’ Bache shouted into his comm. ‘I’m in pursuit, but this thing moves like a drugged Dasonian sloth.’

      The crawler lumbered forward as Bache pushed the throttle to maximum. The engine protested with a rattling roar, clearly not designed for high-speed chases. Through the dust cloud ahead, he could see Voss’s skimmer already approaching the perimeter gate.

      ‘Cut him off at the eastern access road.’ Zaphir’s voice was clearer now he was above ground. ‘Tyrett says there’s a security checkpoint there.’

      ‘Is it manned?’ he asked.

      ‘Tyrett says it’s automated, his skimmer will have to stop because she’s shut down the automation. He won’t be expecting that.’

      Bache yanked the steering column hard left, taking a shortcut between rows of dormant harvesters. The crawler’s treads crushed the smaller irrigation pipes beneath, sending water spraying across his windshield. He squinted through the streaks, keeping the red blur of Voss’s skimmer in sight. It was pulling away, despite the crawler’s engine screaming in protest at being pushed beyond its design limits.

      ‘Come on, you piece of…’ Bache muttered, slamming his palm against the dashboard.

      Through the dust-streaked windshield, he saw the eastern checkpoint ahead – a simple electronic shield gate with flashing red warning lights. Voss should have been slowing down, but instead, the skimmer accelerated.

      A blinding flash erupted as the skimmer collided with the barrier. The explosion ripped through the morning air, the shock wave hitting Bache’s crawler seconds later. He instinctively ducked, though the reinforced windshield protected him from the worst of it. Metal fragments pinged against the crawler’s panels like deadly hail.

      ‘Zaphir,’ Bache shouted into his comm. ‘How could he have missed the red lights? That wasn’t supposed to…’

      Bache slammed on the brakes and the crawler slid to a halt twenty metres from the burning wreckage distributed widely around the gate. ‘Surely he would’ve known that barrier was lethal?’ His stomach knotted as he stared at the flaming debris. No one could have survived that.

      Movement caught his eye…not at the crash site, but inside the perimeter fence. A cloaking field dissolved, revealing a small spacecraft nestled between two massive harvesters. Its engines were already cycling up, the distinctive high-pitched whine of antigravs cutting through the air.

      ‘Zaphir…there’s a ship,’ Bache shouted into his comm, opening the door of the crawler. ‘East of me, inside the fence.’

      The military-issue stealth gunship’s landing struts retracted with mechanical precision, it pivoted to face the crawler. Two missiles streaked out from its side-mounted weapons pods.

      ‘Ah, skata,’ Bache swore, as he leapt down from the machine and dived under a nearby auto-plough.

      The explosion was immense and he felt his ears pop as the crawler erupted. Bits of it fell around the plough and he had to wedge himself behind one of its tracks to avoid the hailstorm of shrapnel.

      The gunship, seemingly happy with its work, turned to face straight up and just launched skyward as if fired from a gun. A sonic boom was closely followed by the unmistakable metallic ding as it jumped from inside the atmosphere.

      ‘Bache…Bache,’ Zaphir called, obviously panicking. ‘Are you there?’

      Bache climbed out of his improvised safety zone to find the ground on fire and began stamping out the burning patches to stop them spreading to the nearby machines.

      ‘I’m all right, apart from being deaf…do we know where they went?’ he called.

      ‘Oh, thank the ancients… Tyrett says the only arrays are at the main space port, so we have absolutely no idea who it was or where they went. Is Voss dead?’

      ‘That’s a good question,’ he said. ‘Was he in the skimmer? Or on that ship?’

      ‘Isn’t there a body from the skimmer?’

      ‘It was vaporised, it hit at such a speed there’s virtually nothing left.’

      A distant hum cut through the ringing in Bache’s ears. He squinted up at the smoke-filled sky, expecting more trouble. Three sleek dark grey vessels descended through the clouds, their distinctive profile unmistakable…military-grade GDA interceptors. The kind absolutely not assigned to agricultural colony protection.

      ‘We’ve got company,’ Bache called into his comm, backing towards the shelter of a nearby harvester. ‘Three ships, GDA markings, but I don’t recognise the squadron insignia.’

      ‘Are they friendly?’ Zaphir’s worried voice crackled through the static caused by the antigravs.

      ‘We’ll find out soon enough.’

      The lead interceptor touched down twenty metres away, kicking up a cloud of dust that stung Bache’s eyes. Its landing struts absorbed the impact with practised precision as the other two vessels took up flanking positions, hovering protectively.

      The airlock on the lead ship cycled open. Six figures emerged in formation, clad in matte-black tactical armour that Bache had never seen in a standard GDA inventory. Their helmets concealed their faces completely, and each carried what looked like prototype laser rifles.

      Bache tensed, calculating his odds if they were hostile. Not good.

      The lead figure removed their helmet, revealing a woman with short silver hair and a face lined with experience. She scanned the burning wreckage before her eyes locked onto Bache.

      ‘Chief Engineer Loftt?’ Her voice carried the unmistakable authority of someone used to commanding respect. ‘Don’t panic…we’re not here for you.’

      Bache opened his mouth to respond when a loud crack split the air. The silver-haired woman jerked sideways, a spray of crimson erupting from her shoulder. She crumpled to one knee as her team instantly formed a protective circle around her.

      ‘Sniper,’ one of them shouted, raising his weapon over Bache’s head and scanning the vehicles behind him.

      Bache flattened himself against the ground as laser fire erupted from several hidden positions among the agricultural machines. The harvester beside him pinged with impacts, chunks of metal flying off dangerously close to his head. His heart rate went through the roof as he crabbed sideways behind the harvester’s huge tracks, trying to put himself behind something substantial and make himself as small a target as possible.

      Four figures in full armour emerged from the smoke, their faces hidden behind black tactical helmets. Not GDA issue…these were different, with jagged red markings across the visors. They moved with military precision, firing as they advanced, their suit joint servos whining. Bache realised this was not a random event. Whatever this was, it had been carefully orchestrated.

      ‘Mercenaries,’ the silver-haired woman shouted, her voice clipped and strained with pain as her team returned fire. ‘Loftt, stay in cover.’
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