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For Karen, my amazing wife,

who continues to endure my indulgences

and support my flights of fancy.

 

In all my gazing into Some Day,

I am sorry for not always looking at This Day.

 

But it has always been you.

 

Every Day.





Whenever Darkness grips me, I sink my teeth into its arm.

Darkness is a cowardly thing, and it can do me no harm.

I spit at its temptations, claw at its charm;

yet still it finds its mark, in my allure for sweet alarm.







Author’s Foreword for the Phase Two Edition

 

Three of Seven – is that a Borg designation? Probably, but not the sexiest. Anyway, here we are again, back in a universe that shouldn’t exist. I say this for many reasons, but some of you will know of the inception of Kiranis, in the form of two trilogies that came together, coalesced, formed a higher life-form of its own accord. Much of what happens in this third instalment is derived from the novel that started it all – the 1996 never seen (and hopefully never-to-be-seen) Devastation. Combined now with the narrative echoes of Tears of The Dragon, a 1998 Fantasy novel (and the title of Kiranis Book 4) that came close to the bar but fell at the second hurdle, this book is larger than its predecessors in terms of its ambition and scope.

In opening the ‘Absolution Cycle’ of Kiranis, Secrets of The Universe jumps you forward about 250 years – to a specific date, I might add – to the next major focal point in the story. From here, the next three books are immediately sequential, so the immensity of the story in which you are about to find yourself immersed slows down. While not as intense in pace as its predecessor, ‘Secrets’ is still fully laden with characters, scenarios, setups, and clues as to the nature of Naveen’s universe and the grand scheme which is unfolding; and it will still move you through this universe with comparative speed.

The first protagonist you’ll encounter, Philip Arthur, is named for my brother, who was given our maternal grandfather’s middle name. Arthur Worrell was a man with whom I would have loved to chat about a lot of things I’ve learned and done in recent decades; and a little bit of legacy never hurt, right? Unlike either man, however, Philip Arthur is a troubled loner coerced into a power game he won’t see coming, despite his ability to normally do so. And that’s another aspect of this book – the abilities I hinted at in Books 1 and 2 are now very much in play. Much of this isn’t afforded a lot of exposition, as I consider most of these tropes stock fare in SFF, and I expect the experienced genre reader will just roll with it.

On the planet Heragon (on the other side of the Barrier; see Pieces of Kiranis #1), Antoni Echad – there’s that legacy again – is the enemy of an all-too-familiar face, and you’ll start to learn what those little Omega symbols referred to in Books 1 and 2. Elsewhere, Becca Echad leads humankind into the future, and the Garran try to take control of theirs; while the planet Kiranis hosts the young Naveen and his sister, Neisha, building on the legacy of Book 2’s foundations for magic. Alongside all this is the introduction of fearsome enemies, their arrival threatened since the epilogue of Book 1.

For those interested in any of the astronomical elements of the story, one that you’re about to encounter (the transit of Venus) determined the time setting for Book 3 and was calculated – to the day – on many pieces of paper with no little head-scratching. Projections into the future of astronomical events are one thing, but doing so within the framework of a reinvented calendar is quite another.

Secrets of The Universe is a turning point in the Kiranis story, recognising its predecessors while also leaving them behind; but I hope you’ll enjoy the way I’ve connected major elements of this book with those that have come before (just as Book 6 will reconnect). Most were tightly planned (like the homage to Pawn of Prophecy by David Eddings in the Part 4 chapter ‘Across Worlds’), but one was not, and when it struck me, I was bowled over. Not one for crediting the supernatural – in any circumstance – I always find myself reeling when my deep subconscious does this sort of thing. It’s like it’s working away on the problems I’ve set up without telling me, all so it can justify its existence. Long may this last.

A final word: if you haven’t yet read Pieces of Kiranis #1 on the Temple Dark Books website, please do so. It sets things up for the massive transition in time between Books 2 and 3 and will even introduce you to a location that links to Books 4 and 6. The plan is to gather all these ‘Pieces’ when they (and Kiranis) are complete and publish them in one volume in chronological order. For now, however, failing to read them would be a mistake along your journey, even if it just means whetting your appetite between publications.

 

Welcome, my friends, to the Absolution.

Ronald A. Geobey, 2024

 




PROLOGUE

 

Sighing seas of blackness lost drew the Shoal of the Starmaster closer to the Abyss. His Journeymen were now each of three across the Ranks, and so the course was hampered still. Onwards pressed the harried crews, their faithful hearts glowing for blissful atonement. But the Metal Demons crossed the horizon soon, their molten hearts brimming for chaos.

 

From The Odyssey of the Resounding Sea, a Jaevisk Epic discovered in hundreds of parts, engraved upon the solidified bodies of thousands of Cen-Dith fused to the hulls of scores of ruined warships. The debris field corresponds with Jaevisk records of an encounter with the Flagship of Aphestan.

 

 

Galaxy NGC 6503, Constellation Draco, 583 NE

 

Aboard the Jaevisk warship, its name in English akin to the Cursed Jump, Mryra Yln had served as a Journeyman for thirty-eight cycles of the Core. His role on the Jump meant that he spent most of his time either with his three Brothers, or on his own. In this isolated galaxy perched on the edge of a death-filled darkness, those who oversaw the odyssey of their race were dependent upon each other for their very survival. Journeymen were not trained or educated in their role; they were born with the ability to navigate the Lines. They absorbed the harmony of the Sentience with every breath in every waking moment; and as they slept, the Lines whispered in their ears, assuring them of their significance in the Resounding Sea even as they taunted Journeymen with their fate. For only through their dreams could their future find them.

Yln had dreams of a different nature, aspirations of plotting a course to their home galaxy and returning his people to the world of Kiranis. It was said that the ancient gods of the Jaevisk Society lived on that mystical planet, but Yln had seen so much in this galaxy that the concept of gods had become somewhat skewed. The Old Ones referred to their great enemies as Station Masters, but it was an enigmatic term for numerous reasons. Firstly, they appeared to be both hunting and evading the subordinate species of only one of these creatures, whom the Old Ones called Aphestan, and no Jaevisk with whom Yln had ever spoken knew of any other. Secondly, there was no apparent reason for their mission, for ancient Jaevisk lore bore no reference to these Station Masters. And thirdly, the name of these enigmas suggested that a route was being monitored or protected, but no Jaevisk knew anything of either the existence or nature of such a route.

There had been reports of engagement with the vessel of Aphestan, but they had no sooner been transmitted than contact had been lost. Incomplete images and corrupted readings had been received by fleets too far away to come to the aid of their outmatched brothers, and the Lines would pulse with the loss of every Journeyman whose heart was returned to the Core. Yln experienced these deaths as if fleshhooks were teasing his muscular frame, promising him an infinitely slow and painful journey across the Resounding Sea before finding rest in the Core. And now, as he hooked himself into his restframe to enjoy some respite from the endless war, he felt the irony of the alignment of sleep and death. For only by his dreams was a border raised between these brethren realms.

With the last of the sleep-hooks connected to the piercings at his ankles, hips, and shoulders, he was drawn upwards to hang from the ceiling. His head hung back, and he felt his breathing slow and his heartrate diminish as his eyes fixed upon the circular porthole of his cell. But something slammed against it from outside and his inbound slumber was unceremoniously diverted. Hanging from the ceiling with his great heart pounding, Mryra Yln stared at the circle of black eyes watching him. They were set within a hexagonal head of silver and gold, and they were unblinking. Perhaps this had been one of Yln’s kills, one of the many he had dismembered when last the Cursed Jump had been boarded by the enemy. But it was impossible to say, for these Cen-Dith – vanguard of the Station Master Aphestan – all looked the same. These formidable soldiers of a mysterious god were made of metal, with six semi-autonomous appendages centred upon their head section, the one now glaring at Yln through his cell window.

Yln held its glare for some time, as his heart slowed and he relaxed again. The great cold of space kept these prisoners of war from reforming, and they had been broken apart and spread randomly around the hull of the warship like a vast display of trophies. It would take a long time for them to solidify, and experience what the Jaevisk presumed was their equivalent of death, so the warship was protected by a shield of living Cen-Dith warriors, whose bodies always held out for some time against the onslaught of their kin.

Content in this ironic protection from the greatest enemy the Jaevisk had ever known, Yln drifted off to sleep. His home was a fleet of two hundred warships sailing the Resounding Sea in an alien galaxy, with living Cen-Dith fused to their hulls. The captive aliens watched the blackness for any sign of rescue…their arms flailing…their eyes unblinking…

 




PART 1 EARTH

 

What do you mean, there was never a Great Flood? We are the Flood.

 

Anonymous, Provenance Unknown








PRIMARY CHARACTERS

 

Celeste Ferrici – a prophet of the Si Absolution

Philip Arthur – a renegade from the Absolution

General Khalid Danesh – overseeing Shipyard 4

Hallene Samson – staff at MEC Central Control

Assa Fahoud – staff at MEC Central Control

Sarril – a Leader of Four

Ucian – a Leader of Four

Becca (Kelly) – a Future Seer & Attaché to Ambassador Mbenga

Halli Rozhenko – Overwatch of the Si Absolution

Kenn Mbenga – Ambassador to the African Federation

Absolution – the Hybrid AI guiding the Si Absolution

Karol – a Journeyman on the Icarus

Henning – the doctor on the Icarus

Aphestan – a Station Master

Naveen – the Prophet

Conner Echad – a man out of time

Steph Hawking – Lieutenant on the Icarus

Alkell (Lkll) – a Warlord among the Jaevisk Vanguard

Chaerakh Tae Ahn – the World Killer

Mryra Yln – a Jaevisk Traveller


PROPHET-KILLER

 

Prophecy 101, Mannix Relland Boarding School

Upstate NY, 565 NE

 

‘Before we encountered the Sentience,’ their teacher began, ‘billions of people all over the world had countless different beliefs about the nature of the Divine. But many people realised that if all those beliefs could not all be true, then it was much more likely that they were all…false. And where conflicting beliefs on the creation of the Universe had originated amongst different societies in different parts of the world, a single answer could be found by critically examining the planet itself. Independently and free from religious interpretation, scientists found the same answers everywhere in the world. The planet told us a story, and it was uniform.

‘After the decimation of the Church of the New Elect, their remnants here on Earth began hearing the story of the Sentience. And just like geological truths, it was uniform.

‘Today, we know that whoever and wherever we are, we Si experience the Sentience in the same form…at least, in the beginning. You’re all here because you’ve shown potential when it comes to following the Fate Lines – some of you are natural Future Seers – but you all need to hone your skills so you can serve the Absolution faithfully. Up until now, we’ve spent our time discussing the philosophy of time travel, but today…we’re going to start putting your knowledge into practice.

‘Now…close your eyes.’

It was a relatively dull morning, the sun hidden behind a low blanket of clouds. Twenty students, all eighteen years old, steadied their breathing and waited for the next instruction as they sat cross-legged on comfortable mats in the sparsely decorated classroom. ‘Congratulations,’ said their teacher, Celeste Ferrici, in a soft and soothing voice, gathering up her raven-dark hair into a bun. ‘You’ve passed Step One.’ She grinned as some of the students smiled while others looked confused. ‘Now, if you can…’ she continued, turning to reach back to her desk to lift a red, heart-sized crystal, ‘try to close yourself.’

She held the crystal in her open palms as her words advanced their meditative state: ‘Let nothing of your surroundings enter your mind. When I stop talking, you’re not here. You’re beside here, inside here. You’re with the Sentience.’

Celeste waited a little longer, before she, too, closed her eyes and joined them, outwardly rigid but inwardly relaxed. Each student could feel her with them. For some, she was visible as if occupying their dreams, while other experiences varied from a profile of the woman’s body made from stars amidst an imagined galaxy to a fluffy blue animal whose face bore traits of Miss Ferrici. Each student saw their teacher as their imagination desired. For each one, comfort was key. And for each one, the red crystal was now visible. ‘Reach out to the stone,’ she told them all without moving her lips. ‘It’s your point of origin.’ Their bodies at rest, heads bowed, arms hanging loose, imaginary hands touched the projection of Celeste’s crystal. ‘This…is a High Stone. As you might be aware, we discovered some time ago that by using these on their own, we could move away from the unpredictability of Low Stone travel and use High Stones as stronger anchors to ourselves. They’re where our journeys begin as we enter the sentient network of the Universe and explore the many uses of the Fate Lines.’

This was where things got dangerous, for Celeste had to monitor the journeys – or attempted journeys, at least – of twenty students at once. She was a powerful woman, however, and had mastered multiple projections at a relatively early age. In essence, her consciousness was divided amongst her students, compartmentalised so that each child was given equal guidance and protection. She achieved this marvel through psycho-temporal backstepping, a highly specialised and deathly dangerous Si ability allowing one to move back beyond the origins of one’s own Fate Line to explore those of one’s ancestors. Journeying farther back in time allowed for the exponential expansion of her psychic reach, as she divided herself along the black Lines of parents, grandparents, great-grandparents, and so on. Because no consciousness occupied the silent black Lines of dead ancestors, Celeste had achieved the breakthrough of experiencing multiple memory-lives at the same point in space and time. All she had to do was draw those memory-lives into the present, and she was at the same time one and many, here and now. At only twenty-three years of age, Celeste was a highly valued member of the Si Community.

Now, in each of their minds, she smiled at them and said, ‘Okay…follow me.’

As expected, many of them fell at the first hurdle, a sort of tripping-over effect that failed to appreciate the High Stone as a launchpad rather than an obstacle. They remained wholly tethered to the crystal, their gathering frustration eventually returning them to the mundanity of the classroom. Only nine managed to leave the crystal anchor behind, leaping outwards into the darkness. And for all who flew, it was indeed darkness into which their minds were catapulted. The solace of their controlled and comforting imaginations dissolved as they joined the great consciousness of the Sentience, the mind of the Universe; and heartrates and other vitals displayed holographically above their heads gave some idea of what they were experiencing. If the Sentience were aware of them all – which of course it was, always – it was likely to pay heed to only a handful. And this was the true purpose of Celeste’s class. The world had many thousands of Future Seers, and Celeste had seen nothing in the lives of most of these young people to lead her to flag their travels for surveillance. Three of her class, however, were not aware that they would become more than mere fortune tellers or harbingers of personal doom.

The nine remaining travellers – the others quietly left their seats and then the classroom, nervously eyeing the four black-garbed men standing across the hall – found themselves amongst a blackness populated by countless criss-crossing red lines of different hues, textures, and widths, coming in and out of view according to the onward movement of the observers and their individual interpretations of the Fate Line network. ‘Remember,’ Celeste warned them, ‘stay away from the black Lines. Few of us are strong enough to escape them.’ She could feel their trepidation, but she pressed on, eager to determine the extent of their capabilities. The second part of Celeste’s mandate was to grade her students and identify them for specific career paths. Only the ordinary people worked in service-based roles, with most labour automated. The now centuries-old Robotics Treaty meant that the creation of humanoid synthetic life was outlawed for the purposes of labour, and only relatively rudimentary robots worked at everything from agriculture to technological manufacturing. It was widely suspected that the reasoning behind this had come from Church foresight concerning the now normalised segregation of humankind – for if there was no work for ordinary people to do, they were of little use to the predominate (albeit minority) Si population of Earth.

The students immersed themselves in their respective journeys, calming down and delighting in the guided flight. They had all tried this before, of course, but without a High Stone and in relative chaos, they would always leap panic-ridden back into this dimension, often risking their sanity in doing so. Knowing that there was someone to protect them from the dangers of the network provided them with a safety net for exploration. Humans were not the only species who could navigate the great Chronopaths of the Sentience, and the Sori had long been proficient explorers. The Jaevisk and the Kwaios were, of course, the greatest concerns, but every student dreamed of encountering the one enigma of the network – the Prophet Naveen. Every young Si had heard the stories about his appearances throughout time, how he had both guided and manipulated significant players around the galaxy so that the Church of the New Elect could evolve as it had. He was nothing short of a god to the Si.

‘Okay, everyone…’ Celeste called out to them, ‘come back to the Stone.’

They journeyed back, retracing their thoughts to maintain the same route, and each of them lifted their hands from the High Stone before returning to reality in the classroom. The door was opened and four men in dark suits and darker robes entered, looking around the room at the confused students. One of them carried a silver case, and he turned to Celeste. ‘Are you sure?’ he asked. She nodded, and the case was brought to the centre of the room, the students moving back as their mats were kicked out of the way.

‘If you’ve gone out beyond what used to be the Sieltor protectorate,’ Celeste explained as the students strained to see what was happening between the four men, ‘you’ve probably encountered an area of empty space that seems to go on for ever. And I’d imagine that most of you turn back at this point.’

They said nothing, some of them nodding, knowing that a revelation was coming.

‘That’s by design,’ Celeste told them. ‘That fear that washes over you out there.’

‘By design?’ asked Philip, a lean and formidable young man with piercing green eyes who rarely spoke. ‘You mean the Absolution set it up?’

Celeste felt her mind clearing, as if someone had opened a window in her psyche to allow the universe to breeze in. This was a life-changing moment for every young Si, and she knew that her students could also feel the change in the room. She remembered when the truth was first revealed to her, how much it had altered her perception of the world in which she lived. ‘No…’ she eventually replied as she faced their cautious stares, ‘not the Absolution.’

Philip was moving towards the men even as they were rising from the now open case. ‘What did you do?’ he demanded, pointing down. ‘You changed it.’

The man who had carried the case regarded him suspiciously for a moment, before looking to Celeste: ‘You got this?’

‘I’ve got this,’ she assured him, gesturing towards the door. ‘You can go.’

There was a tense moment where the students felt an air of authority in flux, and Celeste found herself drawn exclusively to Philip, as if he had willed it so. A chill ran through her, but she held his gaze defiantly as she explained, ‘They unlocked it. Removed the encryption.’

‘Encryption?’ another of the students asked. Philip had not released her from his probing gaze, and Celeste found that she had to put more focus than usual on defending her mind from intrusion. She felt a disturbing convergence of triumph and trepidation, and she turned from him with a barely concealed grimace. ‘Only those Si who display your abilities are allowed know this,’ she resumed, ‘and you are hereby charged with maintaining this deception. This charge will be encoded into your IM. Do you understand?’

They all nodded, but she stepped up pointedly to Philip, narrowing her eyes as she repeated, ‘Do you understand?’

He smiled thinly, and while in her mind she heard him say, More than you know, he offered vocally a deferential, ‘Yes, Miss Ferrici.’

She could hear the voice of the Leader of Four outside the room, warning her to be careful, but she returned Philip’s facetious smile and stepped back. ‘Shortly after the Shield was dismantled,’ she explained, dismissing for now the anomaly in her classroom, ‘a ship was sent to the Kiranis system to contact the clone colony on the Kwaios world.1 Captain Hill’s report remains classified, but we know he witnessed something…being activated. A barrier. Since then, it’s expanded enormously, and its shape isn’t uniform.’

‘So, there’s another human colony out there?’ asked Helena, a blue-haired gen-cross of shrewd intellect. With a quarter of her scalp fashionably exposed, Helena was one of the few students whose Intrapsyche Module, fused to the skull and blinking through transparent flesh, was visible to others. She was aggressively proud to be non-ordinary.

‘Yes,’ Celeste replied bluntly, ‘and that’s why the Stones used by younger Si are biologically encrypted. The knowledge that there are…Sentience knows how many other humans out there…’ She shook her head: ‘It would change everything for them. As it will for all of you.’

‘How big is it?’ asked Philip.

‘The barrier? You’re concerned with the size of the territory?’

He shrugged nonchalantly. ‘More concerned with the power needed to keep it up.’

Celeste nodded. ‘As you should be. And as we all are.’ She returned to sit on her desk: ‘A few years back, I was part of a team tasked with exploring its boundaries. We were naïve to think it would maintain its shape as Hill had surmised, or that whoever put it up wouldn’t absorb more space as their territories grew. It took months for us to chart its boundaries. There were so many Event Lines disappearing through it that we just kept hitting dead ends. We tracked comets and other bodies skirting it. Some of the team got it into their heads that we could track smaller elements whizzing through space, but…that didn’t work out so well for them. We lost some good people.’ She fell quiet for a time, and the students – all except Philip, who was focused solely on the unlocked Stone – exchanged puzzled glances. ‘So, can we…see it?’ Helena asked eventually. ‘I mean…properly?’

Celeste inhaled deeply, regarding them all and noticing some nervous faces. ‘That’s the plan,’ she said. ‘But if any of you want to leave…no problem. A lot of people like to take some time to process.’

They all wanted it. The lure of sharing in this secret knowledge was too great to just walk away. ‘We’ll process later,’ Philip assured her impatiently. ‘You’ve kept us in the dark long enough.’

‘This isn’t personal, Philip,’ Celeste argued, irritated now as she left her desk. ‘If you want to be treated like an adult, I suggest you act like one!’

Philip’s jaw twitched, but he held his tongue. Helena drew him back to join the circle of students forming in anticipation of the journey, telling him in his head to keep his mouth shut so they could get on with this.

‘You wanna do this or not?’ Celeste pressed as she approached the group.

Philip took a breath and nodded: ‘I do.’

Nodding, Celeste reached out to the students at each end of the semi-circle. ‘Join hands,’ she said, smiling. ‘I’ll take you there.’

‘Shouldn’t we be sitting down?’ asked Ashem, his dark eyes betraying his apprehension. ‘I’ve been out to Sieltor territory, and it…took a while.’ He looked around at the others, who were all nodding in agreement. All except Philip.

Celeste shook her head. ‘The bio-encryption on your home and school Stones limits your relative speed,’ she explained. ‘Up until now, you’ve all been held back so as not to frighten those who can’t control their psycho-temporal symbiosis. As the years go on, and if you train hard enough, you’ll be able to fly from one planet to another in a heartbeat, from one star to another in a matter of minutes…’ She smiled with excited eyes: ‘Given time, you’ll be able to reach the edge of the galaxy without even getting a cramp in your legs. An unlocked Stone has all this in store for you.’

They were all mesmerized, with Philip giving a good impression of the same. Celeste continued: ‘Trust your body to keep you in this position, and your subconscious will do the rest. Just allow me to take control, and we’ll be at the Barrier in less than a minute. Okay?’

They all nodded, and hands were gripped considerably tighter as they all closed their eyes. ‘Here we go,’ said Celeste.

Philip relinquished control, but his psyche was ever coiled and ready, his IM blinking slowly beneath his blonde hair like a patient predator in the sun-bleached undergrowth. His teacher – for he had learned some years ago the importance of keeping up appearances – was right. In the darkness into which their minds leapt, their bodies maintaining a rigid stance to which they would return, the Fate Lines to which they would usually pay so much attention simply whipped by. Formless eyes blinked protectively through the journey, and Philip found that even he was awestruck. 

With Philip only reaching a count of thirty, the Sieltor star flashed into view. There was no time to discern the dotted lights of stations, Battleships, Star Cruisers, or even the pulsing core of Sieltor Teuvas and the storehouse of the Si Empire. On towards the nauseating emptiness they raced, reaching it as Philip reached forty-eight and they snapped to stillness in what had up until then been experienced as a void. ‘Okay, everyone,’ Celeste told them soothingly, ‘take a moment to calm yourself and try to ignore the urge to run.’

Philip had no such urge. He merely glared at the phenomenon before them, seeing it now by way of the unlocked Stone as an undulating other-black membrane extending in every direction before them. He turned around as if to remind himself from whence he came, finding solace in the few visible and snapping Lines leading back in that direction. ‘Whose Lines are they?’ he asked.

Celeste directed him towards a barely visible light far below their viewpoint. ‘Look closer. Follow them this way.’

The Lines merged as Philip focused on them, and his eyes adjusted to see a tiny MEC station where they converged. Only then, as his perspective was adjusted by a recognisable and tangible object did he grasp the enormity of the Barrier, for the MEC station – into which star-crossing ships could move before being broken down and blasted across space – was like an insect on the viewscreen of a Manodderi Warship. ‘It’s an old one,’ he observed.

‘A Six-Gen outpost,’ Celeste confirmed. ‘No crew. From time to time, maintenance is needed. You’re seeing the Lines of a crew still alive somewhere back home. When –’ She was cut short as Helena shouted, ‘What’s that?’

Ashem saw it, too – a bulging in a distant section of the Barrier, up and over to their relative left. ‘It’s like something’s pushing against it from the other side.’

Celeste drew the group back, their perspective warping and resetting before allowing them to see that these probing bulges were occurring in many places along the filmy Barrier. ‘I…don’t know what that is,’ she admitted. ‘I’ve never seen it before.’

‘Then let’s find out,’ Philip suggested, moving forward. Celeste stopped him with a thought, her real face contorting with the effort. ‘We’ve seen enough,’ she said. ‘I’ll make sure this is investigated.’

But Philip was unsatisfied. ‘We should investigate it now!’ he argued. ‘It could be important.’

‘You know nothing about this thing, Philip!’ Helena pleaded. ‘Let’s just get back.’

‘Come closer,’ a voice whispered through them all, icy water pouring through their heads.

‘Okay, we’re going!’ said Celeste. But rather than moving away, the group were being drawn forward, and she immediately knew why. ‘Philip…how are you doing this?’ she snapped.

Out in front of the group now, dragging them along like his entourage, his compulsion to know more led him to let down his guard. ‘I’m not the child you think I am,’ he replied, moving inexorably forward as his IM lit up and warmed his skull. All the probing bubbles along the membranous Barrier had converged into one as Philip approached it. Celeste fought but could not break free of his grip. ‘Philip, stop!’ Celeste warned him. ‘If I have to break the flight, I will!’

‘You could lose us all,’ he reminded her calmly. As one, the group were horrified by their helplessness, and had they been physically present, they could have reached out and touched the Barrier. Again, they heard the voice: ‘Be a prophet,’ it said, in its Siren Song. ‘Come to me and learn.’

As Philip reached out to the phenomenon, and Celeste and the students shouted, ‘NO!’, a ghostly hand reached out to touch the echo of his. ‘Come to me, Philip Arthur,’ they heard as the fingers made contact. Celeste drew back with all her psychic strength, but it was only as Philip turned to them, smiling with wild eyes, and saying, ‘Come and get me,’ that she was able to withdraw the group.

The journey back was blindingly fast this time, the Lines merely buzzing past like red eye floaters, but something else felt different, and Celeste was reminded of a childhood horror when she was drawn clear of a tsunami. ‘It’s following us,’ Philip warned calmly.

‘Stay with me!’ Celeste shouted, glancing back to see a monstrous eel-like creature at their ethereal heels.

‘No,’ said Philip. ‘Stay with me.’ In the classroom, he snapped his fingers, eyes still closed, and they were all back in the room, the nightmare journey ended.

Celeste stared at him, speechless, as gradually they all released each other’s hands. Moving away from him, they regarded him with suspicion and anger. ‘We almost died out there!’ Helena accused him. ‘Why would you do that?’

He made to answer, but then raised his hand: ‘We’re not alone.’

Celeste could feel it, too. ‘It came back with us,’ she gasped, closing her eyes. ‘It’s beside us!’

Philip regarded three of the students in particular, knowing what was to come as he instantly read their Fate Lines. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, genuinely. ‘I just…wanted to know.’ Celeste screamed helplessly as the eel creature lashed out at the first student, who immediately dropped dead. The creature’s behaviour appeared selective, and Philip observed before the next deadly strike a fleeting moment of assessment. By the time the four men who had unlocked the Stone burst into the room, they witnessed the third student dying as the others jumped about aimlessly and Philip tried to manoeuvre around them to anticipate the movements of the projected creature.

Celeste stood with tears streaming down her face, but Philip was furious, resolute. He darted to where the third student had fallen, grabbing what the others could not see before it could search for another victim. ‘I’ll find you,’ he hissed through gritted teeth, staring as only he could into the snapping jaw of what he would come to learn was a hybrid siphonophore. ‘And I’ll rip your fucking heart out!’ The creature dissipated into the ether, and Philip lowered his hand. The rest of the students ran out, either crying or silently dazed.

One of the men retrieved the unlocked Stone, snapping shut the case. ‘You will never use one of these again,’ another of the Four declared as Philip locked eyes with him. ‘And don’t even attempt to go near the Barrier!’

Seething, but devoid of the moral high ground, Philip said nothing, even as two of the Four led him out of the room to pass through gathering students. ‘I didn’t see it,’ Celeste whispered, still amongst the dead.

‘What?’ snapped the man who had sentenced Philip.

‘I didn’t see this coming,’ said Celeste, a little louder but with the same despair. ‘How is that possible?’

The two men looked at each other, before the Leader coldly replied, ‘Maybe you’re not the prophet you think you are.’

 








Look out at the stars tonight. Our children see them as simple lights in the sky, imagining that they might reach out and extinguish them in their grasp. But stars are the Souls of the Universe, the means by which everything comes into existence and everything continues to exist. We know, of course, that some of those we see no longer exist, their light only reaching us while they have long perished; but the Universe replaces them with others of their kind. One day our world will be engulfed by our star and burn within it. So, it is right that the Universe should have a special place for our souls. And that we will live forever amongst the stars.

 

Extract from Purpose of the Sentience, authored by Kannaliy Farza (384-508), a Lower Lord of the Omega Federation

 

ICARUS

 

MEC Station Alpha, Lunar Spider Hub, High Earth Orbit

Eighteen Years Later

 

MEC Stations had changed in the past two and a half centuries. With knowledge acquired by Si Visionaries, it had been discovered how they could really work, how living matter could be transported from one point in space to another aboard any kind of vessel accommodated by the station design. MEC ‘Spiders’ were the latest and most versatile of these magnificent creations. The spherical centre housed the Operating Room, with eight ‘legs’ protruding from this ‘body’ and moving into positions permitting their activation. Responding to the shape and size of various vessels registered on the network, each Leg moved around the sphere and expanded to allow entry or exit. Like the arm of Six-Gen MEC Stations, they opened to accommodate the passage of each ship. Unlike the parallel action of the older configuration, these appendages opened scissor-like – the blue, pulsing energy of matter-energy conversion rippling out in an arc of electric fire. On Station Alpha, all eight Legs were now open, and something was coming through.

Eight identical vessels began to form amidst the blue energy, their prows bearing the crest of the Absolution. They were heavily armed transport vessels, each of them towing behind them a section of a ship that the people of Earth were longing to see. They came out slowly, carefully, their emergence protected by a small Grid Wall in a high orbit surrounding the Spider. These eight pieces, each of them sleek, powerful, and embodying Earth’s ever-expanding power, were the disassembled parts of the latest flagship of the Absolution. Its impressive snakehead prow shimmered blue in the proximity lights of the station and caught the eye of all gathered aboard to witness its arrival. Across the front of the prow was emblazoned the class of this vessel, the first of its kind – Starcaster; beneath which was its name – Icarus.








I flee from your neurotic protection, your declarations of love and respect that do nothing but bind me to your debt. You are the worst kind of provider. You have taken all of me.

 

From Tyrannus in Absentia, Author Unknown

 

PHILIP ARTHUR

 

Red Centre Absolution Shipyard 4, Northern Territory, Australia

 

The once esoteric Church of the New Elect had consumed the world. With its secrets laid bare by the revelation of the Sentience in the wake of the re-alignment event of 330 NE, its leaders set about reimagining its role in human society. As the years went on, and more and more people began displaying signs of abilities outside the normal spectrum of mental activity, a symbiosis of supply and demand led to the Church fading away to become something completely different, and ultimately more powerful. The Si Absolution arose, its purpose clear – to take control of the destiny of humankind and to subjugate quietly and gradually those deemed less deserving of experiencing the revelation of the Sentience. A simmering animosity characterised the undercurrent of society on Earth, but there could be no denying that the power of the Si had led to the empire in which all of humankind flourished and all other interstellar species known to them averted their gaze. In the wake of this shared destiny, the prejudices of the Si and the resentment of ordinary people became less apparent.

Philip Arthur was a Si of extraordinary talent, although this was not immediately evident to the untrained observer. Today, he intended for it to be impossible. Standing on an observation balcony ten storeys above one of several shipyards spread out across the desert region northwest of Alice Springs, he waited silently as a slightly overweight but powerfully built general approached him. ‘Can I help you?’ he asked brusquely.

Philip held the view from the balcony for a short moment, seeing again the sixteen airstrips and the hundred or so vessels of varying shapes and sizes sitting there. ‘Remains to be seen,’ Philip replied as he turned to shake the man’s hand, who offered it without intending to. ‘You got a bar inside?’

The general smiled. ‘You think I’d be out here if we had?’ He wiped the sweat from his forehead for emphasis.

‘Nothing wrong with drinking in the sun.’ Philip pointed out across the airfield to a comparatively small vessel with orange stripes on a grey bulkhead. ‘I think that’s my ride out there.’

‘Oh, you’re here for the inspection?’ The general managed to steal a glance at the back of Philip’s head and was surprised not to see even the resting lights of an IM through his close-cut hair. ‘They told me they’d be sending someone, but…ah…’

‘I’m not what you expected?’

‘You could say that, yeah.’

‘In a good way, I hope.’

‘The best. Let’s get out of this heat.’ The general gestured towards the door from which he had exited. ‘I’m General Khalid Danesh.’

‘Plain old Philip Arthur, I’m afraid.’

Inside, Philip found it too cold by comparison and shivered as they descended a staircase. ‘I’d like clearance to get up as soon as possible,’ he announced casually. ‘Sooner I’m out of your hair, the better, I’d imagine.’

‘Shouldn’t take too long,’ Danesh replied, flicking a glance back at his visitor in the silent corridor. ‘Nothing much happens here except admin these days. It’s not like I’m run off my feet.’

‘You’ve seen a lot of action?’

‘Took a fleet into a Cquaston Bait System when I was last out.’

‘That’ll do it, I suppose.’

Danesh stopped to face a door on his right, turning with a smile as it opened: ‘It certainly will. How ‘bout you? Imagine there’s more than a few notches in your bedpost.’

Philip chuckled softly, saying, ‘I’ve seen enough.’

Danesh nodded, respecting the humility. Sending a bed-wetter to check out a warship built for a classified mission was never on the cards. In the Operations Room into which they passed, seven staff at various stations regarded Philip with something akin to interest. When he was not looking, one woman gestured to Danesh, tapping the back of her head. The general shook his head and shrugged, conveying surprise. In fact, they were all surprised as word spread that the inspector was an ordinary man, and not a Si. Philip smiled darkly and moved to the station set up for his clearance process. So far, he had just gone with the flow, allowing presumptions on the part of others to lead the way. Sure, there had been some subtle manipulation here and there, but journeying across the world without being detected amongst mind-readers, Future Seers, and technology designed to monitor everyone at all times had been no mean feat. If it had not been for the illegal – and extremely painful – removal of his IM a few days ago, he would not have made it out of Ireland, let alone found his way to Australia. The identity suppression he had constructed around his extra-physical self had taken years of trial and error, but it had been working long enough to know that he trusted its protection.

In anticipation of more primitive means of keeping tabs on his movements, he found a workaround to cheat facial recognition systems and even gait analysis software. He had not changed anything about himself – plenty of Si could see through prosthetics – and there had been little time to practice a new walk upon learning about the impending arrival of the ship that would seal his fate. He had simply hacked into the global mainframe and associated his biometrics with someone else – an ordinary man he had killed and disposed of in preparation for this rapidly executed mission. His activity would inevitably be discovered, but by then he intended to be out of the system.

‘So, General…?’ Philip called to him as he glanced anxiously back at the staff, some of whom had moved from the realm of surprise to scepticism. ‘Can we get things moving here? I’ve to be in New York this evening.’

‘Of course, yes.’ Danesh joined him at the station. ‘It’s a Level 8 reader, so you won’t exactly enjoy it, you know?’

‘Sure. I expected as much.’ He had not, and this lack of foresight was not the first absent detail which caused his head to ache, the surprise arrival of the warship among the most disturbing. It felt as if someone were squeezing his temples, and he put a hand on the station to steady himself as his vision swam.

‘You okay?’ Danesh laid a hand on his shoulder.

‘I’ve been better,’ he replied. ‘Just fatigue.’

Danesh hummed. ‘Been there. Wanna take a minute?’

‘No. Let’s get this done.’

‘You got it.’ The general tapped a key on the console and his biometrics were read by a standard scanner embedded in the pillar ahead of them. ‘That’s me. I’ll leave you to it.’ Danesh moved away, returning to his staff. They whispered amongst themselves, but Philip probed in his psychic periphery and found no hint of deception. Had he found any, it would not have mattered; for there was no time now to turn back. And if he did not trick this system into thinking he was the man it expected him to be, he would not gain access to a vehicle to get him off world and up to that ship. There was a click in the panel between his resting hands, and a red glow emanated from a neatly released square. In its centre, an aperture opened to reveal a small but beautifully cut red crystal. Philip knew what these were – sculpted cores of Teuvas crystals, extracted from what had been a Jaevisk storehouse until the Warlord Krell ordered the Revealing. They were more ancient than any of the stones given to Governor Ben-Hadad on Sieltor Prime, and they tapped into something more primal within the omnipsyche of the Sentience than even the Seer Stones of prophets. It was not known from where or when the Jaevisk acquired them, but these stones were designed to test even the strongest Si. No one had ever cheated their identification protocols.

Philip felt the initial pinch from deep within his basal ganglia, the reptilian remnant of humankind harking back to best forgotten times. The Teuvas stone visibly pulsed, and Philip cried out as the reader bridged the gap to the neo-cortex. All of Philip’s evolved cognition and awareness was here, and his defences were established just beyond the trenches of the limbic gap. He fought back, providing the reader with enough confusion to delay its breach while at the same time taking a detour around the probing stone to find the identity of the man they had been expecting. And lucky it had been a man, for gender-pretence was extremely difficult to pull off with even lower-level psychic readers.

Danesh and his people watched on with a mixture of interest and suspicion, knowing that Si tech was mercilessly efficient. And usually quicker than this. As if cognisant of the general’s concerns, the cut crystal pulsed again, and Philip dropped to his knees. The processing power of his mind could not outmatch the stone, and he was too slow to learn enough about the Si expected to view the new flagship to confidently overlay his own identity. With a defeated growl, he disconnected from the reader and alarms began sounding.

Three of Danesh’s people drew weapons as Philip gathered himself to stand and stare them down. ‘I’m not one of you,’ he warned them through his teeth, his head still pounding. ‘Step aside.’

‘You’ve no IM,’ Danesh argued. ‘Drop the bluff and get back on your knees.’

Philip shook his head. ‘Intrapsyche Modules are designed to control us, inhibit us. I promise you that I’m not a Si you want unleashed on your staff. Order them to stand down and I walk outta here.’

‘Well, you couldn’t beat the reader,’ the general observed, ‘so I guess you’re not all that.’

‘I’m having a bad day,’ said Philip, shrugging. He then flicked his right hand, and the closest man turned his gun on his commanding officer. ‘But I’m starting to come round, you know?’

Danesh exhaled heavily, feeling the heat of a bullet not yet fired from a gun only inches from his head. The young officer was sweating, but his arm was steady and his face contorted as his temples throbbed and he tried to fight back. The rest of the staff made to fire, but Danesh raised his shooting arm to dissuade them. ‘Okay!’ he shouted, leaning down to place his gun on the floor. ‘Okay,’ he repeated, looking up as he did so to persuade Philip. ‘You won’t get far if you’re not the guy they were expecting.’

Philip nodded. ‘That’s not your problem, General.’ He scanned the room: ‘Nor any of yours.’

‘Get the hell outta here,’ Danesh told him. ‘But we’ll do what we gotta do soon as you’re outside.’

‘I’d expect no less from a veteran of the Cquaston War,’ said Philip. ‘Good luck, General.’

Philip moved past the bewildered staff, their guns still raised, winking at the sweating man as he did so. Only when he was out of the room was the man able to lower his arm, but by then Philip was running down the cold corridor to get back to the heat. Always the hard way, he thought. I shoulda known. Shoulda just taken the shuttle up from the get-go. He certainly would not have wasted so much time, allowing his inevitable pursuers the opportunity to reach him simply because he was convinced he could do all this through subterfuge rather than sheer force. He had allowed his arrogance to get the better of him.

He got to the observation deck, seeing in the distance a land vehicle spewing dust as it raced towards the airstrip. Three air vehicles were converging on the strip, twin-piloted boltships mobilized from surrounding military bases, and Philip finally accepted that it would be impossible to continue without revealing himself. He reached out with his mind to find one of the co-pilots of the boltship approaching from Shipyard 8 to the southeast. As if squeezing a vein, he compressed this moment in the pilot’s mind and pushed it back along her Fate Line, so that in a heartbeat she believed herself to be a few minutes in the past. Control of the boltship was suddenly in conflict, and it veered away from its intercept vector. But there were still two more ships approaching.

Philip sprinted to the bar on the east end of the observation deck as the relatively distant boltships launched missiles at his position. A second before impact, he threw himself headlong up and over the bar, snapping his psyche out to read his own post-manipulated Line to understand what he had to do. With less than three seconds to figure it out, Philip stepped outside his mind into a temporal room of his own making…

 

In the front passenger seat of the heavy land vehicle speeding in from the northwest was a woman who believed she had seen it all. With the Ops Centre now in sight, she projected her vision outwards to see their mystery man hurl himself headlong from the balcony. She blinked in wonder – though not disbelief – as she witnessed him not only move abruptly northwards so that he would come down just in front of the three-storey hangar annex; but also slow his tumbling descent as if she were watching the scene play out in slow motion. ‘A Temporal Thread,’ she whispered. ‘He’s manipulating time!’

 

Straightening himself in front of the shuttle hangar, Philip leaned to his right to reach about halfway down to the ground, gripping the emptiness with a taut fist as if taking hold of an invisible hammer. He then swung his arm up and across to his left in an arc severed only by his head and, as his right hand opened to release, one of the two still-approaching ships was thrown up to replicate this arc, slamming upside-down on top of its counterpart. A terrible fireball ensued, with the heavy land vehicle bursting through it and opening fire with everything it had. With his palm outstretched as he ran towards the shuttle he had earmarked for escape, Philip stopped a hail of bullets and a salvo of missiles, deflecting them to the airstrips and the unoccupied vehicles all around. Before the woman commanding the response could see through the chaos, Philip had taken control of the shuttle, ascending rapidly. Plastered to his seat as the force took him up and out of the atmosphere, she watched with great interest, pinching her earlobe. ‘It’s definitely him!’ she announced excitedly. ‘It’s Philip Arthur!’

 

Ω

 

There were still some old MEC stations in operation. They had been upgraded, of course, but they could not match the range or capacity of the Spiders, and so were rarely used. Some suffered repeating systems failures, and while repair crews were sent out from time to time, it was safe to say that stations left in this condition were not considered priority destinations. Ironic it was, then, that the least used station should sit at the most enigmatic post in Absolution territory. There were always problems with it, and even its position had been known to fluctuate due to an imbalance in the positional thruster array. The slightest gravitational disturbance upset it, and one would be forgiven for wondering if it would not just be better to decommission it. Ordinarily, it would not really make much difference if a ship emerged a few hundred kilometres off course, especially if no other structure or vessels were nearby, so the station was comparatively serviceable. It was just that this particular station, this Six-Gen Outpost, posed a risk if it was not at least in the general area where it was supposed to be – right next to the Barrier, the division between Absolution space and the absolute unknown.

Thruster 5 sputtered for a short time before going dead, probably caused by a ruptured air-line. It happened sometimes, if a rogue piece of debris struck the station or a meteoroid pierced the hull. The silent station began to slowly rotate, and an automated distress call was sent to Earth.

Staff in MEC Central Control, an enormous multi-level hub of cross-reality processing populated not only by Si but also by ordinary people in possession of a sufficiently elevated self-awareness, logged and actioned the call as a maintenance request. With closed eyes and an ever-open mind, a precocious young Si used her unique method to see the problem, confirming that the job was necessary; and arrangements were made to dispatch a crew. Thruster 5 exploded, but the call had already been put through, and there was no need to investigate a second distress call – the repair was in hand.

Had the precocious young Si, who had always been eager to please, anticipated the consequence of the little push resulting from the explosion of Thruster 5, she could have recalled the crew in time, or at least diverted them. But they were already in the stream, and while 23-year-old Hallene Samson rested back in her pod floating twenty feet above the main floor, MEC station Zeta-9 was drifting towards the Barrier.

 

Ω

 

Centuries had passed since Governor Ben-hadad bore witness to the power of the Jaevisk crystals. Following the Jaevisk exodus and the hard-won submission of the Garran worlds to Earth, this power had passed into the hands of humankind. As the shuttle rose through the atmosphere, Philip stared out his window on the port side, ever in awe of this wonder. Great beams of red light streamed up from thousands of cities around the world. Converging from four Low Stones in their respective storage units, each of these red lines of energy drew power from a larger High Stone, which was in turn housed in an orbiting satellite – technically speaking. With thousands of these satellites in orbit, Earth was surrounded by a glowing display of power reminiscent of some monstrous laser surgery. It was a stunning sight, a humbling sight, and Philip found some strange comfort in this every time he saw it.

A massive ship was coming into view, a vessel positively alive with weapons and defensive systems. It was lit with scores of decks and hundreds of bright windows, and it looked for all the world like some battle-ready insect, a ferocious hornet. There were three ‘body’ sections to the ship, with the wings protruding from the upward-sweeping rear section and stretching as far as the centre. But they were angled downwards from the body, with two gigantic weapons modules extended towards the prow. The forward section boasted more of these long weapons modules, two on each side, one pair extending further from the hull than the other. The prow itself seemed to conceal a powerful weapon jutting from its mouth.

Philip manoeuvred unhindered towards a docking bay just aft of the centre section – and so the surprises continued, with even his attempt to read his immediate future inexplicably hampered. He watched the huge battleship passing beneath him as he peered with ordinary faculties into the darkness of the waiting bay. His heart pounded and his head swam, but his compulsion to see his mission through – married to his belief that he could handle any potential problems – trumped his fear of the unknown. The shuttle passed through the bay shield and Philip was swift to disembark.

Unfortunately, a squad of soldiers stood with rifles ready, and a black-garbed quartet stood behind them, eyeing him with a mixture of triumph and disdain. ‘Very few of us can cheat a Level 8 reader, Mr. Arthur,’ the leader of the quartet called out. ‘You were right to run. And as you saw, there are some down there who are firmly against you taking this job.’

The guns were still trained on him, but they were of little concern to someone who had just swatted attack craft out of the sky. ‘And what job would that be…Sarril, isn’t it?’

The tall Leader of Four sneered, ‘You know very well who I am, Mr. Arthur. You’ve ripped out your IM and I can feel you rooting around in my head.’ He stepped through the squad of soldiers to approach the shuttle ramp, and the rifles were audibly charged. ‘You’ve been on our radar for many years now,’ Sarril told him, looking up with something reminiscent of resentment. ‘And the job…is Captain, or Commander, or King of the World, for all I care. The title is irrelevant.’

Philip took a moment to process. He was disturbed that he had not seen the details of the transition between his life on Earth and the strange mission he had envisioned. Something had obscured his investigations into the future. ‘Welcome aboard the Icarus, Philip,’ said a woman in civilian clothing as she stepped in from his left and gestured for the soldiers to lower their weapons. With evident surprise, he nodded, conceding defeat for now. He had not expected to see this woman ever again, let alone up on this ship. Given his considerable abilities, this situation was now all kinds of interesting. But the vitality he associated with the woman in his memory appeared almost entirely gone, as if the almost two decades since he had caused the death of her students had been terribly unkind. ‘Miss Ferrici,’ he replied. ‘Long time.’

 

Ω

 

The arm of MEC station Zeta-9 began to extend, adjusting itself to the parameters of the maintenance vessel. The blue light illuminated within the arm perpendicular to the station, and the ship began to emerge seconds later. More than half of the ship looked upon its destination, and the crew were awake and alert even as the ship was still forming out of the arm. They were sufficiently awake and alert to see out of the forward windows, and everything happened so fast. Alarms sounded and someone shouted, ‘We’ve crossed the Barrier!’, but the maintenance vessel was in no way equipped to defend itself against the gigantic vessel glowing red and blurring into reality before them. It opened fire.

 

Ω

 

Celeste smiled, but there was little warmth. ‘Another life,’ she agreed, offering her hand. ‘We need to talk.’

Philip shook her hand and nodded, but he was distracted, not least by the itching inside the back of his head. There was something dangerously different about this ship, and he could feel it – except he could not. That was the danger. ‘Can I see the engine room?’ he asked suddenly.

Celeste seemed ill at ease. ‘I’ve been instructed to get you settled in your quarters and debrief you,’ she explained, smiling nervously. ‘The tour can wait.’

Philip looked into her eyes, frustrated by an uncertainty to which he was unaccustomed. I can’t read anyone, he told her privately, as he said aloud, ‘You’ve been ordered not to show me to the engine room.’

They said you’ll adapt quickly, she replied, but by then we’ll be gone. ‘Once we sit down and talk, it’ll all start coming together…’ She looked around at the small assembly. ‘Okay?’

Sarril nodded, and the Four turned to leave, their protective detail following. Celeste looked back at Philip, waiting. ‘Okay,’ he agreed, throwing his hands up before gesturing dramatically: ‘Lead the way.’

 

Ω

 

Hallene’s pod began flashing red, an alarm sounding in the air around her as MEC Central Control lost the signal from the maintenance vessel. ‘No, no, no!’ she panicked, tapping projected keys as her eye-scanner worked through the readings. ‘It was coming out!’

‘Probably just a glitch, Hal,’ a friend assured her as his pod moved closer. ‘Let me see.’ He took the readings she passed, swiping them on to his display: ‘The station was moving?’

Hallene looked haunted now. ‘I think it was drifting, Assa. It’s out near the Barrier.’

‘Okay,’ he nodded. ‘There’s nothing now. Could be a problem with the station…some sort of interference?’

‘Interference?’ Hallene was unconvinced, lowering her voice as heads turned in their direction. ‘I can’t even raise the station’s pointer, Assa!’ Taking back the readings, she stepped up to the console tower and placed her hands on its cold black surface. She gained more interest from her colleagues as the tower began to pulse red, the Stone within woken from unknown slumber. Hallene found the Fate Line of one of the Maintenance Crew and raced along it even as she stood still and silent with Assa looking on. Hallene held the Line loosely in one hand like a stanchion rope separating her from the emptiness, but the MEC station was not where it should have been. Instead, a tear in the Barrier like an electrical storm spoke of its fate. ‘It’s open!’ she gasped, pods moving ever closer as she kept her eyes closed and continued: ‘The station passed through!’

With a jolt, the Line tried to pull her towards the crackling fissure, but she exaggerated her form so that her arms reached out and her hands slammed against the edges. The Line in her left hand kept pulling, but she found that she could not let go, and she cried out in pain as the imaginary rope was now wrapped around her hand, beginning to burn to match the searing in her head. ‘Stop!’ Hallene pleaded aloud, ‘I can’t go there!’

Assa saw tears falling from her eyes and he crossed to her pod to attempt to disconnect her. He could only imagine what she was seeing, and perhaps that was for the best. The Line Hallene was desperately wrestling became something else – a deathly white eel-like creature, its head erupting with a mouth of wicked fangs from a body in which she was swiftly becoming entangled. Screaming both out at the Barrier and back in Central Control while Assa tore open the tower and tried to disconnect the Stone, poor Hallene thrashed in the grip of the siphonophore as it drifted back to its side of the Barrier. Assa ripped out the wires and the Stone flashed in his eyes before going dark, but Hallene dropped to the floor of her pod, convulsing with blood pouring from her nose and ears and eyes. Assa did his best and a great arm was now lowering Hallene’s pod to the floor. But too late.

 

Ω

 

‘What was that?’

Celeste was walking with Philip along a busy corridor when the shock hit him. ‘I didn’t feel anything,’ she assured him, concerned by the haunted look in his eyes. ‘Are you external already?’

He grabbed her arm and took her aside, backing her to the corridor wall. ‘What does that mean? You didn’t expect me to be?’

She pushed him back with gentle assertion. ‘It’s this ship,’ she explained. ‘It’s designed to protect us from…external readers.’

Philip was frustrated by his inability to penetrate her defences. ‘What about internal ones?’ he quipped.

She grinned, feeling a shiver run through her. ‘I’m an open box, Philip,’ she told him. ‘When you have the key.’ Moving away from him, she gestured for him to follow: ‘Now tell me what you felt.’

‘A death,’ he replied as he caught up. ‘But it was…I dunno…familiar?’

‘I don’t like the sound of that.’

He nodded. ‘Yeah. It reminded me of…the last time I saw you.’

This time she stopped. ‘What are you talking about? That…thing you saw?’

‘I…look, I’m not sure, but –’

‘Save it for later,’ she snapped, raising a hand. ‘There’s a lot to discuss.’

‘Why are you keeping me in the dark?’

‘I’m following orders.’

‘I thought I was the captain.’

She shook her head and pointed at a rectangular frame flush against the corridor wall up ahead on their right. ‘Oh, you are,’ she mocked with genuine amusement. ‘Behold the privileges of the officer class.’

‘A MECframe!’ Philip picked up his pace excitedly. ‘I haven’t used one of these since I was a kid!’

‘They’re usually considered a waste of energy, but…pulled all the stops here on the Icarus.’ She tapped a console with a finger and the frame moved out from the wall, activating with a hum as passers-by slowed down to investigate. The blue wall of energy heralded a destination, and Celeste stepped aside: ‘After you.’

With a childish grin, Philip stepped up. ‘Straight to my quarters, right?’

She chuckled. ‘Couldn’t have you opening doors, now, could we, Captain?’

But at this he did not laugh before stepping through the frame. Because Philip knew that some doors should never have been opened.

 

Ω

 

A group of three black-cloaked men and one woman entered the Control Room, each of them tall and imposing, their shaved heads decorated with what was known as a ‘crown’ – a psychic dampener embedded in the top of the skull. ‘Which pod?’ the woman amongst them called out. It took a moment for anyone to find the courage to approach them, but one girl did. ‘Back there, Madam,’ she pointed. ‘Pod 183.’

The woman clearly leading the Four looked down at her, seeing tears in the girl’s eyes: ‘Pull yourself together, please, young lady. Restore order to the floor.’

‘Ah…I’m only training, madam. And this is an open floor.’

‘Not anymore.’ She turned to the man on her left: Speak with this girl’s institute and arrange for her immediate graduation and transfer. She looked down again at the girl, congratulating her, ‘You’re in charge now. Restore order.’

‘Yes, madam. Thank you.’ Somewhat overwhelmed, she was led away by the institute man as the Leader directed the others towards the Si Console. ‘Open floor!’ she snapped. ‘Ridiculous! No order whatsoever.’ Everyone watched silently from both grounded and floating pods, the only sound the beeping and humming of machines. ‘Get back to work!’ the Leader of Four shouted. ‘There are hundreds of stations to monitor! The next mistake and it won’t take an accident to see you gone, do you hear me?’

With activity hastily resumed, the black-cloaked group reached the grounded pod and the Leader reached out to it. ‘Ucian, wait!’ one of the others warned. ‘The Stone may be damaged.’

‘In what way, exactly?’ Ucian asked, more fiercely than she had intended, despite withdrawing her hand with supreme caution. Perplexed but determined, the man stepped closer, speaking privately as they could: This could have been an attack. Might explain what the Absolution have been working on.

You’re becoming increasingly paranoid, argued Ucian, looking down at the body of the young woman. ‘Hallene Samson,’ she observed, looking across at the young man, Assa, and feeling his pain. ‘I knew her father.’ Ucian took a deep breath, holding the man’s gaze before asking, ‘Which station was it?’

‘Zeta-9,’ he replied. ‘An old Six-Gen. It was rotating out of control.’

‘There was a second distress call,’ Ucian observed as she worked through the readings. ‘Explain.’

Assa stepped up, explaining, ‘The second call wasn’t logged. Hallene took it as an offshoot of the first problem.’

‘You wouldn’t have done so.’

He shook his head. ‘Doesn’t matter. There was no time to recall. Crew was dispatched.’

‘There was a window for diversion, at least, young man,’ Ucian argued. ‘Don’t pretend otherwise.’

‘She’s DEAD!’ Assa snapped. ‘I don’t care what she should have done!’

Ucian glared at him, unable to tower over this one. ‘A maintenance crew are dead, Assa Fahoud,’ she reminded him icily. ‘Doesn’t their fate warrant your outrage?’

Assa fell to silence, and Ucian understood his dilemma. If his testimony strengthened a case against Hallene, her family would suffer financially. Looking down again at the body, Ucian shook her head, saddened by the waste of potential and a future cut short. ‘Zeta-9 was at the Barrier,’ one of her black-cloaked colleagues reported. ‘It’s lost.’

‘It passed through!’ Assa blurted out, possibly in the hope that the enormity of this revelation would negate Hallene’s error. There was a time of silence as Ucian stared at him. The others were now fully engrossed in scanning through the details on the monitor, while Ucian scratched the back of her head as she turned her attention to the exposed and darkened Stone. ‘This will need to be examined thoroughly,’ she announced, taking it out and stepping back swiftly. ‘There’s no telling what it’s holding on to out there.’

‘It might be safer to destroy it,’ one of the Four suggested. But Ucian said nothing, making her way abruptly towards the exit while the others exchanged glances. Converging to follow her while processing the barrage of confusion and suspicion from the Control Centre staff, they failed to notice the strange flickering on Ucian’s IM.
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‘I said something to upset you,’ Celeste remarked as the MECframe closed behind her and she watched Philip admiring his new quarters. No. Not the quarters. He was staring out the window spanning the overly furnished room. ‘The day is young,’ he replied absently, taking a deep breath as he wondered which of the seven vessels moving into position between the Icarus and Earth would demand an end to his oblique asylum. ‘Most people have no problem with…upsetting me.’

Celeste stepped up beside him, eyeing the small fleet. ‘Who are they?’

‘Absolution Hunters.’ He turned around to locate a drink. There had to be something to quench his thirst in a room like this. ‘I’ve been on their list since I threw my IM in the trash.’

Celeste raised an involuntary hand to the back of her head, exhaling dramatically. ‘I don’t know where to start with that. How did it feel?’

‘Ah…here we are!’ Opening a cabinet door, he revealed a shelf of bottled alcohol: ‘They know me well, I see.’

‘An old-fashioned drinker, they called you.’ Celeste took a seat at the window, glancing curiously but without concern at the Absolution ships. ‘I don’t know why anyone would still actually drink it like that. You’ve heard of Pens, right?’

He was already pouring whiskey into a beautifully cut glass, and he inhaled its aroma deeply before grinning boyishly. ‘Pens are for writing, dear teacher. Alcohol is for drinking. Why the hell would I want to inject this wondrous nectar when I can feel it sliding down my throat and warming my stomach?’

‘Em…because it’s sliding down your throat and…burning…your stomach!’

Ignoring her, he poured another glass while she protested, but accepted. ‘To closing old wounds,’ he said, clinking her glass with his. She held his impassioned gaze, reading as even an ordinary person could the zeal in his eyes: ‘Is that what we’re doing here?’

‘It’s what I’m doing here,’ he said, downing the whiskey in one go. Celeste felt her heart pounding in her chest as she watched him, as if the alcohol had irradiated him and she was bathing in the heat of his determination. She was rescued both from having to drink the stuff and from the implications of yet another pleasurable shiver running through her body by a knock on the door – the real one. Rising from her chair, she set the drink on a table, but before she could move away, Philip leaned in close to her. In a whisper that sent shivers of a different nature through her, he answered her earlier question: ‘It was the most horrific agony I’ve ever felt.’ Leaving her to process, he made his way to the door. ‘Now,’ he lightly quipped. ‘Let’s see what these guys think I’m doing here.’
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Ucian quickened her pace as her colleagues made to catch up. Of the three, the last man suddenly raised his head, eyes wide in shock as if alone they might stop Ucian in her tracks. ‘NO!’ this one roared, pushing desperately past the others. Ucian had just barely passed through the exit portal when it sealed behind her. Turning to face them, she mouthed, ‘I’m sorry’, before turning away with tears in her eyes. An alarm sounded, and it was a harbinger of nightmare.

‘Don’t do this, Ucian. Please!’

A searing red line emanating from the six outer surfaces of the enormous multi-level hub of cross-reality processing caused those close to these surfaces to frantically seek escape, while a chaos of crashing pods and screaming refugees refused to accept that no escape would be found. Seconds of frightened curiosity swiftly turned to a timelessness of burning agony, as the red lines converged in the very centre. MEC Central Control was sterilised.
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Philip opened the door to find himself face-to-face with the Leader of Four named Sarril. And only Sarril. Looking playfully beyond him, Philip asked with feigned intrigue, ‘Your merry men aren’t with you?’

‘We’re quite capable of surviving without each other,’ Sarril assured him. ‘Aren’t you going to invite me in?’

The new Captain of the Icarus looked back into his room to catch Celeste’s attention. She shook her head in mock exasperation as he asked her, ‘What do you think? Should I invite him in?’

‘If you’re thinking he’s some mythical soul-sucker, Philip, you’re way off.’ She moved towards the door. ‘Sarril is one of the people I trust the most.’

With genuine surprise, Philip inclined his head and stepped aside. ‘A friend of a friend,’ he conceded.

‘How gracious,’ the Leader mocked as he came in. ‘I hope there’s enough of that whiskey for me.’

‘Depends how long you plan on keeping me out here.’

Sarril laughed as he sank into a comfortable chair and Celeste passed her glass to him. He winked with thanks and looked up at Philip. ‘Let’s not be coy, Mr. Arthur. The Absolution has shared their Intelligence with me.’

‘That would be with a capital “I”, I presume.’ Philip was already on his second drink.

The Leader nodded. ‘You presume correctly, but your mockery is misguided. Can we dispense with the games? You may have only ditched your IM a few days ago, but the truth is you’ve been on the run from us for a long time.’

Philip took a breath and looked out the window. ‘Us,’ he noted. ‘Are they going to attack?’

Without looking, Sarril replied, ‘They’re not really sure what to do. Our arrangement wasn’t exactly mutual, if you know what I mean.’

‘Ah. I see.’ Philip turned back to Celeste. ‘You in on this…arrangement?’

‘A piece of the puzzle,’ she told him. ‘I don’t know all of it.’

‘But you’re a prophet.’

Celeste looked to Sarril, who did not appear as surprised as she. ‘You knew?’

‘I always knew,’ said Philip, finishing his drink. She knew by “always” that he was referring to the last time they had seen each other. ‘Why were you even in my class?’ she questioned him. ‘Your abilities were way beyond any of the students.’

‘They were beyond any of the teachers, Celeste,’ Sarril pointed out. ‘His parents taught him to keep up appearances.’

Philip was impressed by Sarril’s understanding but kept his attention on Celeste: ‘I thought prophets weren’t allowed off Earth for fear of capture.’

‘The rules have changed,’ Sarril put in before she could respond. ‘Celeste was separated from other Future Seers when she was very young. Once we realised she could see large scale events and see further into the future than the others, it was clear she would become an asset. This was back when there were over a thousand prophets on Earth. There are now only seventeen, and they’re all up here…on this ship.’

‘Seventeen?’ Philip was clearly stunned. ‘What happened to them?’

‘You know what happened to them.’

It was as if a fog had been lifted from his mind. Philip could feel everything, and it showed: ‘I was allowed up here.’

‘You’re here because of the convergence of your desire for revenge and our need to protect the remaining prophets,’ Sarril confirmed. ‘The Absolution permitted your…escape, but only at the highest levels. Others are still pursuing you.’

The attack craft off their port bow made sense now, sitting there without direction. The Absolution would have countered the squad’s engagement commands, while the lower ranking military personnel were itching to catch a very powerful rogue Si who had just killed their comrades on the surface. Philip walked fully up to the window and waved childishly at the craft, laughing as they responded by illuminating their wing cannons with impotent promise. ‘Even if they wanted to attack,’ Sarril rose as he spoke, ‘they wouldn’t stand a chance against the Icarus. This ship is built to the specifications of a Garran known to the Absolution as the World Killer.’

Eyebrows raised, Philip gasped: ‘Chaerakh Tae Ahn designed this thing?’

‘I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised you’ve heard of him.’

‘Why wouldn’t I? He has a cult following on the Sieltor worlds. They believe he’ll liberate them from us!’

‘Amongst other things, yes. The point is that this ship was built to do something that no one in this moment in time should be able to.’

Philip looked at Celeste, who was avoiding making eye contact. Is this about Naveen? he asked silently. She looked up to him and nodded, but Sarril broke up their tête-à-tête: ‘Right now, you don’t need to worry about the minutiae. The last of the shuttles have docked and our prophets are on board. As are our Journeymen.’

‘Our what?’

Sarril smiled. ‘Captain, you are exactly the sort of person I love surprising, because you presume you know everything.’ He took a small device from his pocket and winked again at Celeste: ‘Are you ready?’

She, too, was smiling, and she nodded. ‘More than.’

The Leader tapped the device…

…and the floor vanished.
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Ucian had been appointed to the position of Mediator only four years ago and had risen through the ranks to become a Leader of Four. The assignment that brought her to oversee MEC Central Control appeared to many to be a series of unrelated coincidences. Of course, the exploitation of such coincidences was something in which Future Seers could excel if they so wished. Such manipulation of time and abuse of power was forbidden, and had been for close to two centuries, ever since the Absolution had so spectacularly delineated its borders. From here, the Laws of Si had been set down, and all were expected to adhere to them. Something to do with respect and courtesy, Ucian recalled as she held something concealed in her cloak and stepped through the glass portal into her Transport Pod. The vehicle locked its doors automatically and dropped away from the upper floors of MEC Central Control as an alarm sounded.

It would take them a while to discover which three of the Four had died in the Control Room, for the bodies had been incinerated and analyses of the powdered remains would take some time. The three Si would not have bothered with feeble attempts at escape, knowing full well the absolute finality of the security measures. Despite resigning themselves to their fate, they may yet have screamed until there was nothing left to scream with. It was a terrible fate to bestow upon anyone, but it had given MEC Security the dread reputation they so desperately needed to avert an attack on Central Control.

Within a few hours, there would be a new crew in the Control Room, and the Spiders and other, older stations would be once more up and running. For now, all of them were shut down, but Ucian knew that they would be active in time to make good her escape. Civilian transports would either be delayed within the buffers – and no one would know anything until they materialised two or three hours after they entered the system – or they would have to sit and wait at MEC stations around the vast territory under human domination. Military vessels were stranded no closer than Mars. Ucian could flee in one of many alternative directions without fear of pursuit, with her stolen prize, glowing red now as she set it down on the console before her.

Placing her hands on the smooth, black console, she closed her eyes and transmitted the coordinates that would take her to her ship and then on to her rendezvous, without crossing any significant military checkpoints. Her newfound friends would want to know what happened at Central Control today. And, for a price, Ucian would tell them.
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Below them, seen through the now transparent floor, was a section of the engine room. Philip could not see what he presumed was situated in the centre of a room whose borders extended beyond his vision, because his eyes simply could not focus on the shifting sphere that was both red and black at the same time: ‘What am I looking at, exactly?’

‘An entanglement engine,’ Sarril explained as he stepped towards him and his feet came into Philip’s field of vision. ‘It’s taken centuries to perfect the technology.’

‘I thought we’d given up on this.’ Philip was mesmerized by the undulating fluids travelling around the outer membrane of the device, as their lines twisted red and black at the same time as they disappeared beneath self-perpetuating liquid plates like the tectonics of a world. Every now and then there was a crackle of electric fire between tiny stars, disappearing as rapidly as they materialised.

‘As intended.’ Sarril pointed down to Philip’s left. ‘We needed to protect a certain group of Si.’

The hairs rose on the back of Philip’s neck as he followed Sarril’s gesture to see four red-garbed men approaching the liquid engine. Their heads were almost entirely encased in a dulled metal, with intricate interweaving lines of red and black covering the surface. Philip instinctively lifted his hand to the back of his head, forgetting his IM was no longer there. ‘What is that?’

‘If you mean the shiver that just ran through you…’ Celeste explained, ‘it’s a result of their inhabiting Fate Lines that are constantly in flux. So, I’m sure you can imagine that as a prophet, they freak me out a bit.’

‘I can’t even detect their presence. It’s like they don’t exist.’

‘And it will need to stay that way,’ said Sarril. ‘My Four, and you and Celeste are the only people who know about them up here.’ He tapped his handheld device again, and the floor returned. Philip felt a wave of comfort wash over him as the familiarity of sensing people in his field of vision returned with it. ‘Are you still on board with this?’ Sarril asked. ‘Because your thirst for revenge might need to take a little detour.’

‘You mean you’re giving me a choice? I can leave?’

Sarril and Celeste exchanged glances, and Philip laughed. ‘I don’t know how, but you’re keeping something from me,’ he said, ‘which means you’ve outside help. If Naveen’s involved, I want to know. I’m not comfortable being out of the loop.’

Sarril conceded with a nod, and Celeste took Philip’s hands as she turned to him, surprising him with the gesture. ‘The way I understand these things,’ she began, ‘all options are still on the table. Problem is…Naveen set the table a long time ago. Or a long time in the future…or whatever.’

‘I’m not gonna like this,’ Philip realised. ‘I can tell these things, you know.’

Celeste grinned. ‘I know,’ she said softly. ‘Look, Philip…you’re here because…you were always gonna be here. They built this ship to precise specifications because prophets had seen it in detail and it couldn’t look any different. Prophets who risked their lives to see it, and who are now dead.’
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