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I took a sip of instant coffee, screwing up my face at the bitter, rancid notes on the tongue that only stale, instant coffee built to last for a century could produce. Gah! I threw another dry milk cube and another sugar cube into the steaming brew, watching them dissolve before turning back to mull over the current news reports.

Just a few days ago I’d received an urgent call from Vartan’s bodyguard Magnum. It hadn’t helped my already disquieted mental state when Magnum had roused me from a troubling dream, only for the battle mech’s imposing presence and cold, blue cybernetic eyes to be the first thing I saw projected on holo-screen upon waking.

Ms. Vartan had suddenly sent for Chip and the others from U-net to break from the Phoenix and the Ghost and travel to Gunner’s Run to meet with her representative there. Apparently, she’d made this arrangement with Diamond, who had called in a favor from Jinkx to use the station as a rendezvous point. I knew there had to be a good reason for it. So, our merry band of warriors had been drastically cut to just Diamond and me, racing into a stew of chaos. We didn’t stay in the dark for long. Fred came through with a small but vital piece of information. He’d informed me right after Magnum's call by written message that Vartan had a few cutting edge fighter ships, newly-built, and she wanted their performance tested. As far as she was concerned, the Mars conflict would do.

It wouldn’t be the first time that our plans changed with lightning speed with little time to scramble. 

I read over the latest grisly reports Diamond had pieced together from news feeds and renegade radio signals from around the solar system this week. One news story that was flying around like wildfire was about a new location called the Dark Seed Garden or Blood Garden, allegedly on Mars. Diamond heard about it from a smuggler on a pit stop on our way back to Mars, where human bone and flesh were manufactured. Human and now alien blood these days was being turned into the grisly dark seed ale at a frightening pace. If we didn’t stamp out this dark alien cult, it would spread throughout the system.

A cheerful chime from the Ghost hailed the Phoenix, pulling me out of my ruminations. I instructed the Virtual Voice to keep the comlink channel open.

“Yeah. What’s up?” Diamond Dog’s holographic image flickered in. He was sitting at a half-moon table filled with hole-screens and consoles. I watched closely as he entered some information into one of his computers.

“Okay,” he said hesitantly, staring intently at one of his screens. “It looks like the new translation program Chip sent us is finally reading the hive-wire properly.” His frown slowly morphed into an expression of excitement, and my own interest started bubbling up again.

“It’s working! So it can read both Hanga and Gorsi?” I asked hopefully. He chuckled.

“Huh,” he glanced over at me and shook his head. “Curb your enthusiasm, Bob. We can understand some Hanga. Gorsi? Well, you can forget it. That’ll take another six or seven light-years.”

We were finally able to partially read information on one of the disks, or the hive-wire that I’d found years ago on the gorgon ship that had crashed and burned in the Martian desert. It seemed like ages ago and yet, here we were, seemingly at the beginning again.

I glanced down at my pad, closed out the journaling app, pulled up my notes app again, and applied my attention to studying the symbols I’d copied from Abor’s ship. I glanced at Will who was in serene repose – or technically, sleep mode. I prayed that he wouldn’t get stolen on this trip. You never knew what could happen anywhere outside of Earth’s general orbit. Androids were considered fair game in the world of the scavenger. And everyone was a scavenger on Mars.

Some of these symbols had been found on files on the alien disk. What we’d found, with Will’s help, were bits of arcane secrets, histories, and mythologies from an alien culture. In my opinion, such things were priceless in understanding a culture and their thinking. But then, I didn’t always think of things in practical terms. The only caveat was that I wondered if they would be useful for our current mission.

“Will should be able to decipher these. It’ll be interesting to see what he comes up with,” he said. I examined some of them closely, pulling a few symbols up onto a larger screen for closer study.

“Diamond, some of these are similar to what I’ve seen on the sword.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, especially this one,” I pointed to a symbol that I’d seen repeated more than the others. It looked like a pair of curved parentheses. “What do you make of this one?”

Diamond frowned, scratching the stubble on his chin as he studied the symbol. He heaved a sigh, then he drew up his holo-screens wide and showed me some symbols on one of the screens.

“Well ... this symbol shows up by itself in the files and also with this triangle, if you’ve noticed, Bob.”

“The upside down triangle-like shape. Yeah, I’ve seen it before.”

“Me too. I think this symbol represents a doorway. A place, or a doorway to a place. What do you think?”

“I’m not sure. Why would you say a doorway?”

“I’ve seen this image before on a few stations, the ones much further out from Earth where there is more open alien activity. And that symbol has represented doorways on those stations. Especially to secret rooms and private dens. Not in every case, but enough to make this symbol seem significant.”

“That information should be cataloged. I’ll tell Will to do that when he powers up.” I tapped my fingers on the table. “But the triangle symbol, I wonder.” 

“Well, I’m off for a short nap. Maybe more information about them will come to me in dreams.”

“You’re starting to sound like me, Diamond.” He chuckled.

“Lately, I’ve been dreaming about Firewake.”

“Really? Do you have any idea why?” He shrugged.

“I think it’s an unconscious desire to relive my youth.”

“What are you talking about? You’re still young, unlike these old bones!” I chided. He laughed.

“To be honest, I think it’s a sign to settle down. I’ve been thinking about that too. Catch you later.”

There was enough communication and fraternizing between aliens and humans now that symbols and languages from both species were starting to influence each other ever so slightly. I ran a check on the symbols database library Will had uploaded from his brain to the ship’s computer system. After a few minutes, I came up with an interesting answer: Dark Matter.

Long ago, the upside-down triangle was an occult symbol representing dark matter and occult magic. These days no one went in for such things, or no one I knew of anyway, but the symbol was still used by older scientists as shorthand for Dark Matter.

What was fascinating to me, too, was that according to some of the lore and mythic information in the alien files, this inverted triangle glyph was something that was used by various alien civilizations of Eraut. And it seemed to imply the same thing: Dark Matter. 

I glanced down at my datapad, studying the symbols I’d copied from Abor’s ship. Some of these symbols had been found in the files on this alien disk as well. What we found were secrets, histories, mythologies, and prophecies from an alien culture. Such as a small group of religious teachers in their ancient history called the Ikaah.

In my opinion, such things were priceless in understanding a culture and perhaps their destiny. In fact, it was a mindset close to our own centuries ago. That attitude had nearly led to human extinction. And though we’d come a very long way, the desire to conquer and dominate hadn’t entirely vacated the collective subconscious of humanity.

In the corner of my eye, I saw Will in repose, his face the perfection of serenity, charging at his station. The gentle hum of the station changed moments later and I saw his eyes turn blue. He was now fully charged and starting up.

He had helped Chip and Ellen decode a treasure trove of information on the alien hive-wire and we were searching through it now. One symbol in particular seemed to come up in many files. Some glyphs I’d deciphered I’d found had more than one meaning when paired with other symbols. For instance, the symbol for “stop”, the same in Abor’s ship and the same symbol I’d seen on the ill-fated stargate at the Sci-Tech conference could also mean “deep”, or “immovable”. Several symbols that I’d studied on this current mission to Mars gave reference to the word “icon” which also could mean “altar”. Or a blevdas. A holy place. But this particular symbol, or glyph, which looked like a humanoid figure with a starburst-like shape around it seemed particularly distinct and different from the rest. I was beginning to suspect it represented some sort of deity.

As soon as Will awoke, or powered up from standby mode, he had an interesting piece of intel for me.

“Good morning, Captain Astor! The special word of the day is Thakin.” I chuckled at his attempts at humor. He actually was becoming more sophisticated.

“The special word of the day? Alright then. Proceed, professor.” Will smiled like a little kid.

“Thakin: the Hanga name for The Dagger. An obscure base that is located inside one of the extinct shield volcanoes of Tharsis Montes. I have recalled that you once went to this place years ago when we first came here to stop Abor and his schemes, did you not?” he recounted. I nodded slowly.

“The Dagger, as I remember, yes.”

“I've intercepted some communication in Hanga that this location may have been resurrected and is currently in use again. References to it being recently established as a holy place or shrine to...Ancus.” I felt that growing sensation of smoldering dread, that ball of nasty stress that had made a permanent home in the pit of my stomach. I glanced around for some pink bismuth tablets to calm my stomach, but in vain. Diamond, who had been busy doing something else snapped to attention again.

“Are you sure?” I heard the alarm in his voice.

“I would not tell you so if I were not. Just be aware that this isn’t hard evidence. You must be on the ground to find hard evidence.”

“Right. I’m going to check something.”

“Check what?” I asked.

“I’m going to send out messages to some folks I know, see whether they’ve heard about this. Any little rumor or snippet of information will help until we descend into the maelstrom! I’m out!” Diamond’s image disappeared in a sharp blink of blue holo-screen light.

“Will, can you find a way to zero in on those specific communications you intercepted?”

“Aye, Captain! It’s difficult. Sometimes I try to pinpoint the source of the communication but everyone uses strong masking or shielding technology this far out. I will keep trying.” I smiled. I didn’t feel like a real captain but I appreciated the compliment.

“Thank you, Number One.” Will closed his eyes and went into search and scan mode, an enhanced function of deep processing. When he opened them again his eyes began to glow white.

Always on my mind was that this current iteration of the battle and the religious zealotry springing from it was the outworking of the destruction of the Mordurum, the Black Fleet. The work of Yours Truly.

I'd felt like a hero at the time. Now, trapped in the Phoenix, I felt helpless and restless.

I rooted around my workspace and found the pieces of copied papers that Edwin had sent me of the symbols he’d recorded and copied from the object he’d unknowingly sold years ago to Giulio Borghese.

As I peered over them again my bionic arm banged against a panel on the wall. It popped out and a small drawer opened. A signal I’d never seen before lit up on the wall panel. The Virtual Voice sounded a warning.

“Danger! Explosives! Handle with great care.” I looked in surprise. I thought I’d known everything about this ship! I rose and carefully looked inside. The contents were small, canister-like objects, about four inches high. I picked up the canisters. On closer inspection I realized that they were hand grenades. Each of the explosives had a pull ring on the bottom. I wondered if they were still worth using.

Under the grenades was a photo. That in itself was a surprise; photographs were rare artifacts of the past but some people still liked to collect them or even create them. But it wasn’t the photo itself that most surprised me but who was in it. 

It was Taylor Richmond. He was smiling, something that I didn’t think I had ever remembered seeing him do when he was alive. He was standing in a group of other men and women in front of a large building on a sprawling green campus. The company sign they all stood next to said: Futura Technologies. Ghosts of the past.

I gazed at it in amazement. He was the original owner of the Phoenix. He was also part of the original science and engineering team that worked on Project Destiny, later known as the Dark Energy Project. They gave their lives for the stargate mission. He was a hero in my mind. All of them were heroes.

It was as if he had come back from the dead to encourage me and to remind me of what was at stake. Thoughts and images of my wife and children passed through my mind. Were we close to the truth and how would the answers manifest once we arrived at planetfall? Would any of this help us find Tulos?

Tulos, another ghost, who was lost in the land of Dream and Ether and I had not a clue on how to reach him. If I were to find him, I figured it had to be within the realm of intuition. The womenfolk in my family had taught me to listen to it carefully. Once again, gut instinct was going to have to lead. Intuition, don’t fail me now.
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Three days later we’d nearly reached planetfall. In three hours we would descend.

Still the Red Hand of the solar system, the planet had changed considerably since the last several times I’d been here. If one studied it carefully enough, one could see tiny pale patches of greenery sparsely populated across Mars’s surface. It was slowly being terra-formed, its fragile ecosystems, only just beginning, could collapse if we couldn’t end the conflict.

Mars Weather Signs alerts had detected the beginnings of a huge northern dust system on the way in a few days.

I hailed Diamond.

“Did you hear or find out anything else about Thakin?” I asked, feeling slightly hopeful.

“No. I’ll keep my ears peeled though.” I could hear the disappointment in his voice. I doggedly remained confident that something somewhere would turn up.

The next night after a fitful sleep dreaming of shadowy figures and guttering flames, I was preparing to come out of the shower when I heard the sharp ping of a communications alert. By the sound of it, this was a personal transmission. Will was drinking down his special bluish-silver-colored amniotic fluid mixed with trace minerals and liquefied metals which served as nutrition for his organic body parts. Basically, a proper android breakfast.

“The Vartan Pragmatic Heuristic Impression Linear model is ready for service,” he said after he’d finished. I smiled to myself.

“Oh, come on. You don’t have to be that stilted anymore.” Will grinned like a mischievous child. His developing sense of humor was endearing.

“Who is the message coming from?” I asked. I relished the water droplets running down my hair and body, both inhaling and drinking them in, taking my time to towel off as the air in the spaceships tended to dry one out and we were headed to a global desert drier than any on Earth.

“Captain Astor, you are wasting precious water,” Will admonished. He frowned disapprovingly as he moved over to a lone holo-screen at the table and gave a cursory glance at the message. “That’s enough water for ten thousand moisture pills!” He eyed me again, giving me the most baleful look his android self could muster. I sucked my teeth.

“Moisture pills,” I grumbled. “Just tell me who’s calling, Mr. Freddy Frugal Two-Shoes!”

“It’s an active call. The sender is code G3,” he said. Genevieve!

“Virtual Voice, open channel!” I demanded. I wrapped the towel around my waist and listened intently as the message played over the ship’s intercom. “Hail Diamond, Will!” Will did so.

“Diamond, are you getting this?”

“U-net, Thiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiis............. is... Genevieve!” The call dropped briefly, then cut back in but her voice sounded highly distorted.

“Syzygy is in an extraordinary state of chaos. Difficult to quaaaaaaa........quantify. Almost all of Syzygy has been destroyed! Is there anyone who can respond? Diamond? Are you there? Bob? How close are you guys?” I hurried to the cockpit to answer.

“I’m here, Genevieve! It’s me, Diamond! Bob and I are almost there!”

“Diamond! Bob! Thank the stars! Things here have changed so radically. I hardly know where to start!”

“Start with what you are witnessing right now!” I exclaimed. A cloud of emotions burst within me at hearing her voice knowing that she was in dire trouble. A far cry from the first time we’d met on Mars, when she, Rychik, and Tulos had saved my hide from being killed on that fateful day when I’d first stumbled into the wilds of Syzygy.

“Parts of the city have simply disappeared as if without a trace, Bob! The loyalists or the Andazeh, they have black hole weapons, I swear it! They ar-........they are engineeeeeeeeering strange things in the North Lab. Even so, considering that so much of it has been ravaged by combat and so many people killed, it’s a wonder they can keep it open!”

“Disappearing objects from space and time is not a positive development. Which parts of the city, Genevieve?”

“The phenomenon is localized in the nooooooooooorthern part of the city. And even to the north ooooooooof th- the city!” The connection started to sound distorted again. I wondered what could be causing it. A little voice in my head told me: black hole tech. Dark Matter. No doubt, the scattered loyalists left were now wreaking their vengeance on Syzygy, the surrounding outposts and waystations, and they wouldn’t stop there.

“When you say without a trace, what does this look like?”

“Do you remember that time when we attacked and scavenged the gorgon ship years ago?”

“I’ll never forget it.”

“Do you remember the engineering room? The engines and the technology you saw in there?”

“Yes.” It was all coming back to me as she recalled the event. I remembered the ominous feeling when I’d entered the engine room, with part of the dead, desiccated-looking skeleton crew, their shriveled bodies strewn about the floor, and the dark, unsettling feeling I had as I felt the effects of the black hole engine in the room.

There was an echo of that same feeling when I’d heard stories about ships disappearing from Jinkx. I recalled discussing this with Edwin at Odd Parts Lab too.

“Keep going,” I said quietly, settling down into the seat. I glanced toward a second holo-screen that sprang up at Diamond who was silent, his attention rapt, his eyes bright.

“Sometimes you’ll hear a sonic boom or something like thunder, which comes after an explosion. There would be lots of smoke, so much it would blot out the sky as if there were an aaaaaaactual dust storm,” the connection seemed to be growing more tenuous. “And then hoooooooooooours later wherever this happened, part of the city, whether it was just a city block or half of a neighborhood, it would be missing.” She sounded gruff and weary to those who didn’t know her but I could hear the note of fear in her voice.

“Any intel on how this is happening?” asked Diamond.

“Many sentinel and independent warrior councils have ideas but nothing concrete. Technology salvaged from loyalist-owned alien ships is what most of us think it is.”

“The most logical explanation. They may be re-purposing this technology to destroy the city, you think?”

“They’ve already done that. I think they are hell-bent on destroying everything else now. Since they've lost control of everyone on the planet and their plans have failed they now seek to destroy everything they see. And there’s more. These loyalists that are left, we’ve got intel that they’ve split into two factions. Some time ago, actually.”

“Factions?”

“The trads, we call them, traditional loyalists, and then there are the zealots. We understand now that the zealots are really the ones behind the dark seed ale production.”

“The Andazeh.”

“These zealots have been here for years murdering humans and producing this macabre drink. It’s only now that we can clearly see it is specifically the zealots behind this.”

“I wonder if this dark seed ale production will turn into a new plan to dominate humankind and take over the solar system!” said Diamond.

“I don’t think so, Diamond. This is their last, desperate stand. They have failed. But make no mistake. Both factions are working together to get rid of the rest of us! If they can’t control us, they want us gone!”

“Which makes them even more dangerous.”

“There’s a dust storm brewing. It’ll pass through the northern region in a few days. Because one problem is never enough on Mars,” she was panting, as if she couldn’t draw enough breath.

If I ever find Murphy, I’m gonna take his law and beat him within an inch of his life with it!

“Look, Bob, Diamond, I can’t stay on this call much longer. Eeeeeeeeven with call cloaking or the anti-trace applications that I use, the eneeeeeeeemy can search out and intercept communications if they last too long.” The distortion was getting worse.

“Are you using an anti-tracer?” asked Diamond.

“Yes.”

“Hang tight, Genevieve, we’re coming! Before we go, have you heard from Tulos or Rychik?” I asked. I instructed Will to triangulate the location where she was transmitting from and to keep scanning that area for any changes as we came in.

“Lately, I’ve been working with Rychik and his mate, Tenar. They are on their way back here to the gorgon to get me. I haven’t seen Tulos surface so far. I hope he is still alive.” The grimness in her voice didn’t rouse hope.

“Mars Weather Signs goes down often so I don’t know for sure how long the storm will last. It’s a death wish to land anywhere in or near Syzygy without a strong cloak. And even then, it's too dangerous. It's a burning heap of devastation now. I know cloaks, tracers and the like can tax the resources on a ship but that is how things are on the ground these days. What-” her voice cut off and I heard what sounded like an explosion in the background.

“I have to go!” The transmission was cut off abruptly. About five minutes later a written message was sent, presumably from her:

Here are the coordinates to the bottom of Laril Pyar or Little Plateau. It’s an escarpment east of the gorgon. If you have difficulty getting to this place, it’s best to land just east of Syzygy where your ships can be shielded partially from view of enemies at the bottom of one of the smaller escarpments there.

-G

I sat in silence, nearly forgetting that I was only in my towel. I hoped she was still alive when we arrived. I knew it would crush Diamond if anything ever happened to her. It would crush me too.

The various instruments on the board chirped and beeped quietly, blending back into the gentle ambient hum of the ship. It seemed that as soon as we got some good news Life was there to inject another painful shot of grim reality. But after what we’d already been through over the years, I was determined to win this last fight.

Dark matters were afoot.

For years humans and aliens in the solar system stole, scavenged, and traded alien and human-made tech and top-secret information amongst each other for good or nefarious purposes; it was all a swirling pot of trafficked contraband not under anyone’s control or authority. While this presented its own dangers most involved appreciated the liberty to do as they pleased as along as certain unspoken rules were followed. Such was the law of outer space. And it worked for most involved.

Inevitably, there were always those who hated this kind of unorganized liberty and they would do anything to impose their will upon others. Like abusing dark matter. Minute bits of dark matter could be used to powerful effect and it could be lethal in well-meaning but incompetent hands. If in the hands of malicious entities? I shuddered to think of it. We’d already had too many close calls with said entities. How long would humanity’s good fortune last?

On Mars, it seemed it was being used to wipe out the burgeoning, untamed Martian colony. Even so, much remained open-ended. And we still hadn’t been able to get a hold of Tulos, who seemed lost to the cosmic sands of time.

The Andazeh. Radicalized loyalists with nothing to lose. Did the Martians have an organized plan to defeat them? A creature, human or alien with nothing to lose was the most dangerous thing in the universe. And when it came to using, or rather, misusing black hole technology and dark matter devices, this was not the loyalists’ first go-round.
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Our landing was choppy. While the worst of the storm hadn’t materialized we still had to deal with gale force winds. We settled our ships right where she’d told us: Laril Pyar. Genevieve knew this area like the back of her hand. It was near what was once a metal “bone” yard where lost, stolen, and scrap metal was bought and sold normally, or offered as All-You-Can-Scavenge for a basic price, depending on who owned the yard. Such a place was like owning a gold or silver mine on Earth. Sadly, now from the viewport it looked like a blasted heap of sand and ash. At the compound she once owned Genevieve, Tulos and Rychik had amassed a sizable collection of metal parts. It was a sign of wealth and it made one influential on Mars.

The escarpment kept us temporarily hidden from enemy fire. Landing was another matter. As we were close to landing, broken metal debris kicked up by the winds from the wrecked junkyard that once existed hit my ship’s hull. Flotsam and jetsam bounced off the hulls of both the Ghost and the Phoenix and then there was a terrible metal grinding sound, like something being broken off the ship. I felt a powerful force of movement at the bottom of the Phoenix, near the weapons chamber. My stomach dropped. The cockpit console lit up with a weapons indicator light in red. Seconds later came the Virtual Voice warning.

“Warning! Warning! Ventral Bio-Weapon Malfunction!” 

The Ghost hailed me. I slapped the comlink on.

“What’s going on, Diamond?” 

“Did you just see the lightning show?”

“Lightening show?”

“Yeah! Did you see that or anything else?”

“I didn’t see anything but I heard and felt something break off from the ventral bay! That cursed thing is gone! I just know it!”

“What thing?”

“That Light-Being-Turned-Vartan-Industries weapon, remember? It’s gone!”

“So that’s what I saw! Well, hot damn, Captain! That ain’t no good!”

“No, it ain’t!” My worst fear had come true. Well, one of many.

“I hope that ain’t gonna come back and bite us in the backside! Is the Phoenix okay otherwise?”

I made a quick check, my eyes flickering over all of the consoles, screens and panels. Besides the ventral bay issue, everything else was still in working order.
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