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	ONE

	 

	 

	It would have been so much easier doing this in symbiosis. Breel was strapped into the control throne on the bridge of Scavenger. The room was a mess. Bits of broken equipment and other, less identifiable objects, floated around her in microgravity. They bounced off the walls and each other, a testament to the violent events that had left the ship mortally wounded and the reason Breel was having to hands-on pilot the spacecraft the old-fashioned way.

	A semi-circular array of screens vied for her attention. The central and largest screen showed a mountain of ice and rock floating in a sea of stars, around which two smaller mountains and a glittering ring orbited. These were the shattered remains of the asteroid they had christened Revenge. 

	She was focused on the largest mass. It slowly drifted across her field of view, occluding the stars until she could see nothing but rugged gullies and craters.

	“Coming up over the C&C now,” she announced.

	The tops of a collection of shattered buildings, the remains of the Command-and-Control centre, hove into view. They were situated on a ridge at the edge of a huge drop. The human construction gave her a familiar reference to create a sudden, dizzying sense of depth and scale. Like a bird soaring over the edge of a high escarpment in Arralandeshi crater back home, Breel looked down a massive, sheer wall of ice and rock. Embedded in this wall, and foreshortened into tight ellipses by her perspective, she could just make out huge pits that housed the now defunct EMD star drives that had once powered the asteroid across the light years.

	The ruins of the C&C continued to slide across the screen until they stopped dead centre.

	Scavenger vibrated rhythmically as Breel applied the ship’s thrusters in quick succession. The relative motions of both ship and asteroid ceased. She had put them into a synchronous orbit, in line with, and as close to the remains of, the Command-and-Control as possible, about a hundred metres away. Any closer and the mass of Revenge would slowly pull them down to its surface. She still had to constantly trim the ship’s position to hold station. She tapped a control and the scene was lit by the harsh glare of Scavenger’s floodlights, overpowering the wan light from the system’s distant sun, little more than a bright star from this distance.

	“We’re in position,” she reported.

	Another screen showed three space-suited figures crammed into a tiny airlock: Matt, Kaemon, and the Deacon, about to EVA down to the broken asteroid to salvage what resources they could, essential for their survival. Four MARRVs were also squashed in between the men. If the ship hadn't been in weightless conditions, the exercise would have been impossible.

	“Opening the lock now Breel,” Matt said. The outer doors opened. She couldn’t see the view this would give the men – the camera was focused on the airlock interior – but light from outside flooded the space they floated in, casting their black shadows across the deck and each other.

	Matt and Kaemon were old hands, but this was new to the Deacon. He didn’t have a spaceman’s background and the EVA was a terrifying prospect for him. She worried he might be more liability than help, but such were the straits they found themselves in, everyone had to step up.

	“Okay Breel. Letting the MARRVs go,” Matt reported. She watched the men all squash to the perimeter of the airlock to allow the MARRVs access to the door. The MARRVs were about half the height of the humans, compact bulbous metal bodies moving on four legs with six manipulator arms dangling from their undersides. Their job on this trip was to haul whatever the humans found on Revenge back to Scavenger, especially the heavy EMD cells needed to reactivate Scavenger’s star drive. Pale puffs of gas vented from thrusters mounted in the machines’ curving flanks and they disappeared from view. On a separate display she watched the small robots dwindle in size as they jetted down to the icy surface.

	“You’re good to go guys,” she said. “Good luck. I’ll be here if you need me.”

	*

	Matt turned to the space-suited figure standing next to him. “You go first,” he told the Deacon.

	Matt watched the man float towards the door. The Deacon gripped the hatch frame tightly. His eyes were wide and his face drained of blood. 

	Matt pushed up alongside. “Deep breaths, Deacon.” he said. “Try to relax and enjoy the ride.”

	The Deacon glared at him. “Does this look like an amusement park to you?”

	Matt smiled and patted the Deacon on his armoured shoulder. “It’s okay, Deacon. You’ll be fine. The SMU will deal with the flight. Breel’ll keep an eye on you, so just sit back and take in the view.”

	The Deacon turned back to what to him must look like a suicidal drop, clearly not finding much to admire in the view. 

	Matt nodded to Kaemon. “You go next, Kae, I’ll bring up the rear.”

	Kaemon gave him a thumbs up. “See you down there.”

	The Deacon was still at the edge of the airlock, a bulky shape, dark against the bright rugged ice-scape of Revenge. He hesitated for a second longer, then threw himself out head first, like a skydiver seeking speed, but in slow motion.

	That’s one way to do it, Matt thought. Kaemon followed the Deacon next with practiced ease, feet first. 

	Matt’s turn. He pulled on the hatch frame to give himself enough momentum to follow the two men out into the void and away from the security of Scavenger. He gripped the two joysticks that hung in front of him. Flexible arms connected them to the thruster array that was the suit manoeuvring unit, itself attached to his backpack. Telemetry showing the status of the SMU and that of his flight began to flow through his heads-up display.

	He had suggested Deacon enjoy the view and to Matt at least, it was spectacular. The rugged surface of the asteroid hung below his feet as a series of giant bright ellipses from the ship’s floods, striated by black shadows. There was nothing visible beyond Scavenger’s lights, the multitude of stars he knew were there lost against the eye-watering glare. 

	A pattering sound transmitted through Matt’s suit as fine particles bounced off him. The small ones weren’t a problem since their relative speeds were close, but there were larger objects in less safe orbits that could prove fatal, not least the two large fragments that had sheared off the main body of Revenge. Although invisible to him, those jagged moons were just now setting beyond Revenge’s irregular horizon. The timing would give them a clear run for a few hours.

	“Something fairly large coming fast at your 3 o’clock,” Breel reported.

	“I see it.” Matt had already spotted the spinning object, a primary surrounded by a bright family of smaller satellites. He heard the Deacon gasp as the object turned to reveal a humanoid shape.

	“Don’t worry, Deacon,” Matt reassured his companion. “He’s long dead.”

	The one-time Warrior of Light, a martyr to his people, spun past at high speed only a few arm’s lengths away. The body changed orientation at the last minute. At some point in the battle the soldier had lost his helmet. The mummified head turned its rictus grin towards him. The skin was desiccated from decompression, cheeks sunken. Matt could see ice glimmer on the man’s beard. Dead cataract eyes met Matt’s, seemed to hold his gaze and then Matt’s blood ran cold as the corpse gave him the finger. The hairs on the back of his neck rose. He knew, of course, that some spurious motion must have transmitted through the dead man’s arm, but being flipped off by a corpse couldn’t help but trigger a superstitious response from his hindbrain.

	Clumsily, the Deacon was doing his best to make the sign of the Circle of Light in his bulky suit.

	“There will be a few of these guys orbiting Revenge, I reckon,” Kaemon said.

	Matt watched the dead man recede, his stomach churning. A human life he had been party to ending. True, the soldier had been trying to kill him at the time, but as he watched the crusader tumble away, the death of this man and of the others who had died in the fight for control of the asteroid weighed heavily upon him; more than he would have expected.

	He fired a burst of propellant to turn and face away from his destination, to look back at Scavenger. Travelling backwards now, he got a first good look at the damage to his ship. It was like seeing the body of a much-loved member of the family bruised and battered by a violent mugging. Holes and rents in the fuselage, components, fins and antennae, all missing; so much damage, the silhouette was almost that of a different ship.

	“Coming up to halfway,” Breel informed them.

	Another burst of propellant spun Matt around to once more face his objective. The shattered remains of the Command-and-Control centre were very close now. There were so many holes in its superstructure that it must have been entirely open to the vacuum and frozen solid. The terrain around the complex was relatively smooth, but a short distance away to his right, it broke up into a gorge filled with broken pinnacles, a deep gash like a mouth filled with rotting teeth. Beyond that, a bowl-shaped blast crater gleamed with smooth new ice, the place where only two days before he and Kaemon had run to make a final stand against the crusaders in a fight for control of the asteroid. Matt and Kaemon had lost that fight. Lying on the ice, wounded, Matt was sure he was taking his last breath when Breel had swooped in and saved them both.

	The MARRVs landed on Revenge, moved aside and waited patiently, bobbing in that alert way they had, long black shadows cast across the frozen surface.

	“You okay, Deacon?” He called out to the man, who had gone silent.

	“It’s a relative question, I think,” the Deacon replied, “but I suppose so.”

	Matt looked through his boots at the approaching ice. The Deacon, still in his swan dive, gave a sudden yelp as the suit’s neural-core began its pre-programmed landing sequence, spinning him upright so he would land on his feet. His suit thrusters erupted in silent bright flashes to slow his descent. A little cloud of disturbed ice rose from the surface, then fell back in smooth parabolic arcs in the vacuum. The thrusters brightened and the Deacon hung motionless above the surface for a second, before touching down smoothly with barely a bounce. He quickly moved clear to make room for Kaemon who did the same a minute later.

	There was a sudden sense of ground rush. Matt pulled at the joysticks to slow his descent. His shadow undulated across the pitted surface of Revenge, racing to meet him as if to greet an old friend. He raised a small cloud of frozen particles on impact.

	 

	So here he was, breathing, drinking, and peeing inside his hi-tech cocoon, a finger-width thickness of polymer the only thing that lay between him and a suffocating, freeze-dried death. He was on his own, if you didn’t count the MARRV. Matt and Kaemon were pursuing their own missions.

	The Deacon’s heart hadn’t stopped racing since he left the airlock of Scavenger. Now, here in this pitch-black, icy tomb, it wasn’t about to slow down anytime soon. The situation was insane.

	As if that wasn’t bad enough, he and his accompanying drone were the only source of illumination. Their lights cast swirling shadows that turned room fittings, pipes, and other unidentified machinery into leaping predators and monsters.

	How did anyone get used to this, enjoy it even, as Matt had suggested? He was pretty sure that hadn’t been merely a turn of phrase. Matt was made for this stuff.

	“You okay, Deacon?” Breel asked. “Your readings are spiking.”

	A small display in the corner of his helmet gave the Deacon a view transmitted from Matt’s drone. Matt and Kaemon would have a similar display in their helmets. Matt stopped when he heard Breel.

	“I’m fine,” the Deacon said, a little testily. “I’ll let you know if I need anything.”

	“Just checking,” Breel said, responding in kind with her own slight note of irritation. “Keep going the way you’re going. You’re almost at the quartermaster’s deck.”

	The Deacon continued his low gravity shuffle down a corridor lined with adjoining rooms set at regular intervals. A quick look showed they were bunk rooms, presumably for the construction crew that had converted this once nameless aggregate of ice and rock into Revenge. The bunks were covered in ice. It was so cold here that, along with the frozen water, some of the precipitate was likely carbon dioxide. Here and there a hole allowed light from Scavenger’s floods to splash bright highlights, making the rime sparkle.

	He low-gravity-hopped past the ruined bunk rooms, away from the brief cheer of light, back into the dark once more. The MARRV skittered ahead silently on its four legs, following a floor plan Matt had installed in its memory. Its headlights created a narrow, constantly shifting corridor of light that threw ruts and cracks into sharp relief. The Deacon paused.

	“There are marks in the ice on the floor here,” he said. “As if something has been dragged across it.” He shone his own light onto the deck.

	“That’s weird,” Matt said. “Kaemon and I were the last one’s in there.”

	“Yeah,” Kaemon joined in. “Must have been made after we left, sometime after the transit through the RIP.”

	“How can that be?” the Deacon asked. “Do you think there’s something still alive in here?”

	“I doubt it,” Kaemon responded.

	The corridor came to an abrupt end. The Deacon and his mechanised companion followed the trail into a large space lined with storage lockers of various sizes. The doors to most lay open, revealing empty interiors. Canisters and containers of all sizes and types lay scattered about, smashed, spilling ruined contents, now frozen to the floor.

	“This doesn’t look promising,” the Deacon said. He walked past the devastation, following the ruts in the ice towards a faint glow.

	“There’s something ahead. I can see light.” He used the suit sensor to scan the bright spot. “And it’s warm.”

	“Can’t detect anything from up here,” Breel said.

	“Be careful, Deak.” Kaemon said.

	“You are full of useful advice, Kaemon,” the Deacon muttered.

	The MARRV took the lead. The Deacon followed. A humped shadow on the floor began taking on a familiar outline.

	“It looks like… a body,” he said. As he got closer, he saw that it couldn’t be anything else.

	“Are you seeing this?” he asked. The figure was folded into a foetal position.

	“Looks like a zip-head all right,” Kaemon said.

	“He’s plugged into a console.” The Deacon lifted a flexible pipe clear of the soldier. Status lights on the console glowed a green-yellow. A display showed numbers and graphs. “That’s where the light’s coming from.”

	“Another dead crusader?” Kaemon offered. “Must have crawled down here after the fight.”

	The Deacon considered the body, outlined in sickly light. Squatting over the corpse, he raised a hand tentatively to push at the helmet, then withdrew it sharply. Get a grip! he admonished himself. He lifted his hand again and this time completed the action, pushing at the soldier’s head so that he could see the front of the man’s helmet. “I can’t see his face,” he complained, voice high.

	“Check the readouts on the console, Deacon,” Breel said, patiently.

	The Deacon let the man’s head drop so he could see the illuminated display. He concentrated, trying to make sense of the graphs and numbers.

	“Holy Light!” he whispered when it became clear what he was seeing. He pushed away from the body.

	“What is it, Deacon?” Matt said sharply, “Are you okay?”

	“This one isn’t dead,” the Deacon said.

	



	




	 

	TWO

	 

	 

	Surface of Revenge, two days earlier

	Abiel and the platoon spilled out of the troop carrier, Dance of Light, onto the frozen surface of the asteroid the insurgents had repurposed as a weapon With the nearest star light years away, there was nothing to illuminate the featureless landscape they moved across save a faint blue aurora, the glowing exhaust plumes from monumental star drives. The drives were located in a vertical cliff that dropped away at ninety degrees beyond a sharp horizon. 

	Ahead, the Command-and-Control Centre, their objective, was a squat, brutalist silhouette against this dully throbbing sky.

	The soldiers didn’t need light to see, however. The zip array of sensors in the otherwise featureless headgear implemented a variety of systems, from low light-level imaging, infrared, LIDAR and radar echo-location. The sensors also looked inwards, tracking the soldier’s eyes. Each suit’s neural-core combined all this data to present the soldiers with a sharp, monochromatic image that wrapped around their heads, as if the interior of their helmets were made of crystal-clear glass. The squad looked across a smooth ice plain to a line of low hills to the right. The landscape was overlaid with data points and scrolling information.

	Abiel’s small detachment, a team of three, broke away from the main company to head towards the low hills. Their operational directive was to flank the two insurgents taking refuge in the control centre, while the rest of the troops made a head-on attack. The small squad moved from cover to cover, presenting as small a target as possible.

	Operations-control sounded through Abiel’s helmet. “All units, be advised, targets have left the control complex; repeat, targets are moving due south, on a bearing of 45 degrees relative to your position.”

	The three soldiers paused in front of a shallow ice cave. A view transmitted from the troop carrier lit up in Abiel’s HUD. The insurgents had thrown caution to the solar winds and were heading away across the uneven surface with the mighty bounds only possible in low gravity. The main body of the platoon making the direct assault had been approaching cautiously, keeping low to the ice, not knowing how well armed the insurgents might be. Now, they stopped their cautious approach and followed, using the same leaping locomotion.

	The voice of operations sounded again. “The targets are heading towards a field of pinnacles, probably hoping to lose themselves there.”

	A schematic of the terrain appeared. Two moving red dots indicated their quarry, fleeing across a frozen plateau to where, a short distance away, the smooth frozen expanse shattered into a void punctuated by giant needles of ice and rock.

	“Let’s go,” Abiel said. “No point our skulking here, now.”

	The helmet graphic showed the insurgents had reached their objective and were making their way across by leaping from spire to spire. Dance of Light lifted in pursuit and in seconds was moving over the broken ground. Abiel’s squad set off to join the main platoon, but before they had taken a step the ground shook and the image from Dance of Light vanished into a blur of fog and static. A second later they were hit by a shockwave of superheated steam and ice that smashed them all violently back into the cave. Shocked, Abiel watched crusaders spin into the void, lost to space, their acceleration too much for the asteroid’s feeble gravity to hold.

	“Zal, Ti, you okay?” Abiel shouted.

	“I’m okay,” Zal responded. “But Ti’s… gone.”

	Abiel took a breath. Time to mourn later.

	“What happened?” Zal asked.

	Data streamed across the field of view. “Seems the insurgents set off an explosion in the chasm that triggered a chain reaction in the rock. Blew up a geyser that hit the ship, then us.”

	Abiel focused on telemetry from the ship. It showed the fugitives had reached the far side, closely followed by the remaining holy warriors, who had quickly regrouped after the surprise attack. The troop carrier was close behind, firing its cannons. Feeling a sense of pride at the professionalism of the soldiers, Abiel rose to join the chase, followed closely by Zal.

	“Targets are down,” operations said suddenly. “Repeat, the insurgents are down.”

	Abiel glanced at the images beamed from the far side of the rift, where the fight was apparently over. The cannon fire from Dance of Light had blown the two fugitives from their hiding place, out into the open. A cry of triumph rang through the comms as the Church warriors converged upon the downed terrorists. Dance of Light settled to the ground, firing tethers into the terrain to anchor itself against the low gravity. Abiel stepped from the cave and raised a fist, joining in the victory shout.

	Something flashed over the two soldiers, occluding the stars. A spacecraft, visible only by its running lights, zipped silently out of the dark. It passed low over them, heading straight for Dance of Light.

	“That’s the insurgent ship?” Zal said.

	“Looks like it,” Abiel replied. “How is it here? It was captured and docked to Transcendent Light.”

	POV telemetry beamed to them from the troop carrier showed the enemy vessel’s approach across the fissure. It took fire from the soldiers on the ground and Dance of Light. The insurgent ship went dark. The pilot had turned off its giveaway lights to make it a harder target. It flashed briefly, caught in the troop carrier’s floodlights, like a moth chasing a flame, before vanishing beyond the reach of the Dance’s powerful illumination. The troop carrier released its tethers to rise in pursuit, not wanting to be caught on the ground, but too late. It had barely begun its ascent before the heretic vessel returned. It dived down in a long looping curve that ended with it climbing vertically to the stars, directly over the rising troop carrier. The heretic vessel was lost to the dark once more, a second before reappearing in an eye-searing supernova that lit the plain and surrounding hills as bright as day. The insurgent pilot had fired up their fusion engines. Had the two crusaders been watching with unprotected eyes, they would surely have been blinded. The superheated exhaust smashed down, burning through the hull of the rising carrier, melting the ceramic composite, bursting through the sides, blasting it and the holy warriors inside back into their constituent atoms.

	“Holy Light,” Abiel shouted. “Get back, Zal!”

	The soldiers out in the open who weren’t vapourised were hurled off the asteroid into space. Some achieved escape velocity to begin an infinite journey through the cosmos, others went into unstable orbits. Although Abiel and Zal were some distance away, on the other side of the gorge from the fiery impact, they were still hammered by a shockwave of rocks, ice, and gas, that flung them back into the cave once more. Abiel felt a stunning impact. Consciousness faded to the sound of multiple system failure alarms from the suit’s neural-core.

	 

	The screech of alarms brought Abiel back with a start. The HUD was alive with scrolling information indicating a myriad of suit failures. Oxygen down eighty percent, power down sixty percent. Abiel had expected to be as one with the Light but the pain and discomfort made it clear that wasn’t the case. The searing light from the heretic ship’s fusion engines had gone. It would have been pitch black had the zip-array not been able to conjure up the scene. The fluted ice of the cave roof ended at the ragged arch of the entrance, beyond which the surface of the asteroid bisected a sky of hard white points.

	Abiel looked for Zal and saw a twisted figure crushed at the back of the cave, next to Ti. There was little doubt that Zal had joined Ti in the embrace of the Light. A body that contorted, with that amount of suit damage, could no longer be alive.

	Glowing numbers in the HUD reported over two hours, standard, had passed.

	The ground began to tremble, then buck violently. Fearing the cave might collapse, Abiel attempted to stand, to get out into the open, then shouted a hoarse cry of pain. The suit sounded a new alarm, the shrill scream of Suit Breech! Suit Breech!

	Abiel looked down. A spike of ice as hard as steel had pierced the suit just above the belt line. The stake had sealed the hole, but Abiel’s movement had reopened it. Propelled by precious air, blood bubbled out, flash freezing in the vacuum. Gripping the ice shard, Abiel jerked it free, gasping with pain. Free of the obstruction now, the suit’s self-healing protocol immediately came online, sealing the hole. The screeching warning stopped and the air level stabilised. The pain from the wound abated as the suit administered anaesthetics, but there was no way to know how serious the injury was, or if any internal organs had been damaged.

	The ground was still shaking. Abiel had to get out of the ice cave and quickly, to assess the situation and decide what to do next. The crusader tried to walk but the right leg provided no support. Abiel only managed a slow-motion fall, landing heavily. Stunned, a glance down showed the suit’s boot twisted at an unnatural angle. The boot was holed through all its layers at the calf, exposing black and shredded flesh and a glint of white bone within. The suit had done its job here too, pumping in painkillers and sealing itself just below the knee. The leg would die, must be already dead, but Abiel would survive.

	Unable to stand, the crusader proceeded to crawl painfully to the cave opening. The scene outside was empty. The explosion had blasted the remains of Dance of Light and the other soldiers into space. This inhospitable lump of rock’s sad excuse for a gravitational field was incapable of retaining anything moving at even moderate speed. The cave had saved them, or at least prevented their bodies being blasted out into the universe.

	The quake suddenly doubled in intensity. Bright light flared all around, overwhelming the images from the suit sensors. Abiel recognised that hell-light. The Emissary had targeted the asteroid with his most potent weapon, the Matrix Pulse Generator. Large chunks of ice and rock rose ponderously. The asteroid was splitting apart under the assault and there was something odd about the stars. They had developed a distinctive blue tinge. In an instance of time too small to register they were replaced. A new set of star patterns blinked into existence and the dark barren landscape was suddenly flooded with pale light. Abiel felt despair then. They had passed through the Reality interstitial Paradox, the RIP! Against impossible odds, the heretics had succeeded in their mission.

	How could this be? How had the crusaders so offended the Light that it would forsake them in their moment of victory?

	Injured, alone, and without resources, was there any point in continuing? Better to unclip the helmet and breathe the freezing vacuum. Go to the Light.

	But, Abiel thought, why am I still alive? There has to be a reason to be spared the fate of the other Holy warriors, some purpose for my survival. Clearly, Abiel was meant to live, so that the will of the Light could be realised.

	Easy to state, hard to achieve. The only chance was that oxygen and power to maintain the combat suit might be found within the shattered control complex.

	A test then. Abiel would prove worthy or die trying.

	The landscape had stopped convulsing. Having made the transit through the RIP, they were clearly no longer in interstellar space as evidenced by the pale light washing over the landscape. Two irregular moons hung in the sky. Abiel assumed they were massive shards calved away from the main body of the asteroid in the attack. They floated serenely, along with a host of smaller fragments, lit by the sun whose domain they must now occupy. Ashen light reflected from these new satellites illuminated the way.

	With a last look at her two fallen comrades, Abiel began the slow crawl to the ruined control complex. There was no pain from the shattered limb, but pretty much every other part of the warrior’s body made up for that. It should have been more difficult with only one leg, but the low gravity was, at last, proving to be an asset.

	Abiel reached the threshold of the dark interior of the insurgents Command-and Control room. Makeshift barricades of upended tables, cabinets, and whatever other pieces of heavy equipment the heretics had been able to move, blocked the way. The barricades were probably a little more than twice the height of a man, but from the warrior’s prone position they looked like insurmountable mountains. First with one hand and then the other, Abiel hauled up the slope, ignoring the lancing pain from the abdominal wound, until, finally, the crusader reached the summit of the barrier. The injured leg dragged uselessly behind.

	Exhausted, Abiel took a moment to recover and consider how to get down the other side. Abiel twisted around until both legs hung over the drop, trying to find a ledge or a gap for the uninjured foot. Although the far side of the slope was dark, the zip array rendered the view clearly. The warrior found a toehold, began the descent, until the dead leg got caught in the tangle. Cursing, the crusader tried to twist the useless limb out of the way, but in doing so lost the secure foothold. For a long second Abiel flailed, then lost the fight.

	The fall was slow. In a one gee field it might have been the end of the story, and even here it was touch and go. Abiel bounced twice on the way down before lying dazed at the bottom of the slope, cursing that such a pitifully small fall could be so severe.

	Oxygen now down to 5 percent, vision tunnelling, there wasn’t much time left. Grimacing, eyes filling with tears of pain and frustration, the holy warrior renewed the crawl, on into the darkness of the base.

	With no memory of the journey there, Abiel suddenly became aware of a room full of lockers and smashed containers. Hardly any power left now, the view supplied by the suit’s neural-core stuttered with static and noise. It would fail at any moment. In a place without light, that would leave the crusader blind. Abiel risked a sensory ping. There, just ahead. If proof were needed that this was the Light’s will, there it was.

	The emergency power and air dispensers were almost beyond Abiel’s ability to reach, but a Divine power must have willed it, for it came to pass. The umbilicals had standard fittings and the ones from the combat suit fit snugly into place. Blessed fresh air cleared the asphyxiating mind fog.

	Once plugged in, the power levels rose; limited, but enough to maintain life support – for a short time, anyway.

	All that a pious devotee could do had been done. Abiel set the suit’s life support to the lowest level needed to sustain life, then, exhausted, succumbed to unconsciousness. The warrior’s fate now lay in the hands of a higher power.

	 

	“Looks like he crawled in here and plugged into one of the emergency dispensers,” the Deacon observed. “Hole in his gut. Right leg… well, suit’s shredded and so is the leg. He’ll never walk on that again.”

	“Suit-med tourniquet,” Kaemon observed. “Sealed off the leg at the knee.”

	“Tough guy,” Matt said. “What do we do?”

	“What do you mean?” Kaemon said. “Move on. Better still, unplug the bastard, then move on.”

	“You suggest we just leave him? Let him die?” Matt said.

	“Why not? Tell him, Deacon.”

	The Deacon surveyed the curled body, dimly illuminated by the console readouts. “We have enough problems. And this soldier, this Holy Warrior, will almost certainly not thank you for your efforts.”

	“Too right,” Kaemon agreed.

	“What he might do isn’t the point,” Matt said. “It’s what we do that counts. We have to do the right thing here, or we are no better than them. What do you think, Breel? Are you getting this?”

	“You weren’t squeamish when you were blowing them off the rock,” Kaemon interrupted. “We nearly died, Matt. Ellyella nearly died,” he added, anguish clear in his voice.

	“That was self-defence,” Matt retorted. “I have enough blood on my hands.”

	“I don’t know. Is it right to just let him die?” Breel joined in. “I’m with Matt. Killing someone who’s trying to kill us is one thing, but to walk away and let a man suffocate. I can’t think that’s what we’re about.”

	“I’m pretty sure he would walk straight over you,” Kaemon said bitterly.

	“You don’t know that, Kaemon.” Breel retorted. “Under the armour, they’re people, just like you and me.”

	“Not like me,” Kaemon insisted. “I can’t understand why we are wasting time even discussing this.”

	“What’s the situation with the EMD cells, Matt?” Breel asked abruptly.

	“I’ve found an unused backup set. I’m about to get the MARRVs to drag them outside.”

	“You can’t let him die,” Ellyella’s voice suddenly cut into the debate. “It’s not right.”

	“El?” Kaemon said, “Why aren’t you resting?”

	“I am, but I can’t listen to this and not make my feelings clear. We don’t want to be those people, Kae, to deliberately allow a life to be snuffed out, for no reason other than convenience.”

	Deacon heard Kaemon take a breath, taking a moment to calm himself. “Okay,” he continued, his voice level. “I may not be the most impartial person here, but personal feelings aside, look at it logically. Can we afford to take another body on board, given our situation? This guy is a trained killer, a fanatic. Can we really afford to spend time and resources looking after him, using precious medical supplies and having to watch our backs while we’re doing it? You nearly died at their hands, El. Doesn’t that bother you?”

	“Many of them died at our hands, Kaemon,” Ellyella said. “But circumstances have changed.”

	“We don’t have time for this,” Matt said. “Deacon, uncouple the ziphead and get him back to Scavenger. Once the EMD cells are on their way, I’ll take over Deacon’s task. Kaemon, get that software download and get back to the ship as soon as you can. Let’s get on with it shall we?”

	“This is a mistake,” Kaemon said. “Remember I said that, when it all goes to shit.”

	“There are five of us and one disabled ziphead. We should be able to handle him,” Breel said. “And, to your point, we could use the help. Once this guy realises the situation, he might be useful.”

	“I feel compelled to point out,” the Deacon warned, “that, ‘fanatic,’ is in the Holy Warrior job description. He’ll slit our throats in our sleep if he gets the chance.”

	“Let’s wait and see what we’re dealing with, okay?” Matt said. “I’ll space him myself if we have problems.”

	“Save yourself the job,” Kaemon said. “Leave him here.”

	“No, Kae,” Ellyella said. “You know that’s wrong.”

	Kaemon’s voice hardened. “You of all of us, El? You want someone like that on board?”

	“He’s a human being, Kae. Who knows what his life was like before he became a crusader?”

	Kaemon said, “You guys do what you need to, if it makes you feel righteous. Just don’t expect me to have anything to do with him.”

	“Duly noted,” Breel said. “Now can we get on?”

	“How do I get him back to the ship?” the Deacon asked. “If I disconnect him, won’t he be dead before I get him to the med-bay?”

	“The power and oxygen should last long enough to get him to Scavenger,” Matt said. “But you’ll need to be quick. Disconnect him from the dispenser, then get the MARRV to haul him outside and bring him back.”

	 “What then?” Breel asked. “How am I going to get him out of that armour?”

	There was silence.

	“You’ll have to cut him out,” Matt said.

	“Sounds dangerous,” the Deacon said. “You could add to his injuries.”

	“Leaving him will certainly add to his injuries,” Breel said.

	Kaemon sighed. “Against my better judgement, there might be a way. If their suits follow military standard rescue and retrieval protocols, there will be an emergency rescue toggle. It will be inside, probably by his neck. It has its own separate power supply, purely for this purpose. His squad would have a code to get in, if he were disabled. We don’t have that, so you will still have to cut the helmet away.”

	“Okay then,” Breel said, “Thank you for that Kaemon. Deacon, I’ll meet you in the Med-Bay.”

	 

	The Deacon looked haggard as he and the MARRV manoeuvred the weightless trooper through the med-bay door. The priest hadn’t had time to remove his suit but had taken his helmet off. He had lost weight, Breel thought, and looked about ten years older than when they had first met, only months ago. They probably all did. She drifted over to help, and between them, loosely strapped the sinister black combat armour to a gurney.

	“His oxygen is almost depleted,” the Deacon said. “Let’s hope Kaemon is right about the rescue toggle, or we might as well have just left him.”

	Breel picked up a large rectangular blade from a worktop next to the bed. There was a slight sticky resistance from the magnet keeping it fixed to the table. She felt under the chin of the helmet, prising it up to reveal a soft pliable membrane, normally protected by the hard outer shell. Breel pressed her fingers into this soft material. 

	“If I can get through this, we should be able to get the helmet off.” She hefted the cutter. “This thing will cut through almost anything.”

	 She squeezed the handle and a bright green line of coherent laser light ran the length of the blade.

	“Hopefully not through his neck,” the Deacon said.

	“Yeah, well, that would defeat the object,” Breel said, “although Kaemon would be happy …”

	She applied the burning edge of the blade. The soft material split. There was a hot smell of burning plastic and another, more organic smell.

	“Deshi-damn,” Breel stopped.

	“What’s wrong?” Deacon asked.

	“Molten plastic burning his neck.” She looked up, reached across to the bench and plucked an insulated glove from it. She let the knife float while she pulled the glove onto her left hand, then pushed a square of fire-retardant material through the gap, between the suit and the man's neck.

	“This will have to do.” Breel set to work again.

	The soft membrane sizzled as the blade bit. The pulsing light set quivering shadows dancing about the room and smoke from burning plastic and carbon fibre clogged their nostrils.

	Breel deactivated the laser cutting edge. It took a second for her eyes to adjust. They were going to have to turn the man to get to the sides and back of his neck. The straps holding the soldier were loose enough.

	“Give me a hand here,” she said to the Deacon. Together they turned the ziphead onto his side, a task made much easier in microgravity. She moved the insulating material, applied the cutter again, then completed the roll until the soldier lay on his belly, giving access to the back of his neck. A last turn exposed the final quarter, allowing Breel to complete the entire three hundred and sixty degree cut. She turned off the cutter, looking to place it back on its magnetic stand, but found it quicker to push it into the Deacon’s hands. “Here, hold this,” she said.

	Turning the ziphead face up once more she gripped the headgear with both hands. It came away from the body with a soft sigh, finally revealing the trooper’s face. A shaven head with fine features. At some point the soldier had suffered a nosebleed. His features were crusted with blood and grime. His neck was red from the heat of the knife, but apart from the sore-looking burn from the first incision, it didn’t look too bad.

	“Holy Light,” the Deacon exclaimed, covering his mouth and nose as the stink of unwashed flesh hit them.

	Breel let the helmet go. It turned lazily as it floated away to bounce off the nearest wall. She felt carefully inside the neck ring, not wanting to touch the crusader’s skin, until she found what she was looking for. A whirr preceded a series of clicks as the suit components separated for removal.

	“Thank you, Kaemon,” Breel muttered. She quickly and methodically removed the rest of the armour. In her haste she let the parts join the helmet to float around the room. She removed all of the armour except that of the right leg and the punctured shin plates, below the right knee. The suit tourniquet would have to remain locked. Removing it without taking the necessary precautions would result in instant sepsis, system shock, and a quick death. They would have to get the soldier into the med-doc before removing these last pieces, where, judging by what she could see of the soldier’s leg through the holes, there would be nothing for it but amputation. Still, the smell of putrefying flesh intensified as the last pieces of the suit were removed; but that wasn’t what shocked them most. The skin-tight, hi-tech undergarment of fine pipes and umbilicals left little to the imagination. Breel’s eyes traced the contours of the body, the flare of hips and narrow waist, the swell of breast. The Deacon looked away in embarrassment.

	“Deshi,” Breel said, wide-eyed. “He’s a woman.”

	



	




	 

	THREE

	 

	 

	“What do you mean, he’s a woman?” Kaemon said.

	“The answer is in the question,” Breel replied. She was back on Scavenger’s bridge, viewing the others on screen. The three men floated in the re-pressurised engine bay. Matt was fitting the EMD cells while Kaemon was inputting data into a floating holo matrix. The Deacon drifted above them, near the ceiling, like a predatory bat, while Ellyella was visible in her bunk on a separate display. Breel waited for the two men to finish.

	“Yeah,” Kaemon continued, “but I thought only men got jobs on Saved Worlds? Like, women aren’t much better than slaves or breeding machines?”

	“Your understanding is limited,” the Deacon said huffily. “Many women see Church Doctrine as respectful of their gender, so much so that some are willing to die for it, as is plainly the case here.”

	“Amazing how some people can be persuaded to act against their own best interests,” Kaemon said.

	“How does mixing genders work on board ship?” Ellyella asked from her cabin.

	“Strict segregation, of course,” the Deacon said. “I recall there were one or two elite squads of female fighters. Never met them myself.”

	Matt made a last adjustment, then looked up.

	“Try it now, Breel,” he said.

	“Better come down from the ceiling, Deak,” Kaemon said.

	“Everybody hang onto something and make sure there is nothing heavy overhead.” Breel tapped a sequence into the controls to fire up the drive.

	Nothing happened.

	“Underwhelming,” the newly grounded Deacon said.

	“Sorry we aren’t meeting your expectations, Deacon,” Breel replied.

	“Wait, let me try something.” Matt busied himself with the installation once more.

	“Doesn’t change things much,” Kaemon returned to the earlier subject. “We’ve still brought a dangerous fanatic on board.”

	“Indeed,” the Deacon agreed. “More so in fact. Even more than in your society, women have to be so much… more, than men to succeed in the Church.”

	“Try it again, Breel,” Matt said. Scavenger gave a groan, as if it were in pain, followed by a long, drawn-out shudder. Reverberating bangs and crashes rang throughout the ship as floating objects fell to the deck.

	Breel felt herself pressed into her seat. She undid the straps and stood. Her spine cracked as it supported her weight again. “Ow, that feels great.” She pushed her hands into the small of her back, enjoying the stretch, then twisted her neck side to side. “Even better, the showers will be working again. The ship smells like a blister-hog nest.” She looked at the crew through her display.

	“Well done, guys, we saved the day, again.”

	“How is our guest doing?” Matt asked.

	“The med-doc has her under sedation,” Ellyella said. “There is a lot of damage to repair. She’s covered in NMPs. The right leg has been amputated just below the knee. Couldn’t be saved. Unfortunately, the med-doc doesn’t have the facility to grow a new one. In fact, we need to stop injuring ourselves so much. We are running low on medical supplies, especially the nano-med packages. We’ve been going through them like there’s no tomorrow.”

	“Pity we wasted so many on her then,” Kaemon said.

	“Okay, Kaemon,” Matt said. “You’ve made your position clear.”

	“Actually, no tomorrow is our most likely future,” the Deacon said brightly.

	“Better get ready to brace.” Breel indicated Matt’s ad-hoc installation. “The drive’s at minimum right now, but who knows how it might hold up when we apply the brakes.”

	They hadn't fixed the symbiotic interface yet, that would allow her consciousness to meld to become one with the ship. It was next on the to-do list, so she still had to command the ship manually. Running her hands over the controls she turned the spacecraft using the reaction thrusters, then inputted the optimal orbit supplied by the ship’s neural-core.

	“Supercharging the EMD now,” she announced.

	The engines powered up smoothly, decelerating Scavenger into a long orbital fall towards the shepherd moon that was their destination. It would take several weeks. RIPs formed at the edges of solar systems, where the curvature of space was optimal, not too curved, not too flat. Journeys to and from them could take weeks or months, depending on the mass of the star, even with the EMD drive – and without one, possibly years. 

	She watched Revenge recede, left behind to continue its infinite journey into the cosmos and felt a sense of loss. Another companion gone. Were there any other survivors on its inhospitable surface? If so, they were doomed.

	She stood. A hot shower was what she craved most at this point, followed by some food. She paused, looked around at the destruction that had been wrought on the bridge. Sighing, she began to clear up the mess.

	 

	The message sent through the tumour in the flesh of reality had been answered. Something had come, alien and broken… moving away, tumbling, out of control.

	A shift in cognisance, a change in thought process. Loss? Disquiet? Disappointment?

	Activity around the alien. A change in momentum.

	Most of the mass was lost, spinning uncontrolled into the universe, but a chip, a spark of warmth and light was slowing, changing trajectory. A long fall towards the sun.

	New cognitive response. Hope? Anticipation? Fear?

	After a length of time impossible to grasp, even for something that measured its existence in millions of years, time was suddenly short and there was so much to do.

	 

	It was a door, just like all the other doors on Scavenger. Her fist froze an inch above its surface, as if it and the door shared the same magnetic pole and were unable to make contact. The metal surface slid to one side anyway.

	“Breel, come in,” the Deacon said to her.

	Breel lowered her fist and hesitantly crossed the threshold into the priest’s room.

	“I thought you might get a cramp if I left you out there much longer.” His face cracked with the uncharacteristic attempt at humour.

	The room, also the Deacon’s lab in the space-challenged confines of Scavenger, was neat and organised. His bunk was made up, but covered with various instruments and devices, both digital and analogue. Actual printed books and paper notepads, pages filled with Deacon’s neat orderly handwriting. There were various screens, most showing the spiral of dust they were bound for, overlaid with scrolling data. There were two chairs, one surrounded by electronics. Behind that, on a fold-out worktop, wired into and surrounded by numerous monitors, sat the Thing. The artefact salvaged from the alien wreck by her mother and stepfather nearly three decades ago.

	Clam-shaped, about the size of a small child, its dark surface was etched with intricate designs. Her heart hammered at the sight of it, the first time she had seen it since their escape from Hope. It bruised her reality in a way that defied description, making her nauseous.

	“Sit here please.” The Deacon indicated the chair surrounded with electronics. “Thank you for agreeing to this, Breel. I can understand why it’s been hard for you to come here, but forewarned is forearmed they say. If there is a connection between you and the shepherd moon, it's best we know about it. We might even shed some light on what happened to your parents on the Derelict.” Something in her expression prompted him to continue, “Try to relax, Breel, you have nothing to fear.”

	“You can guarantee that, can you?” Breel watched the monitors come to life. “Okay,” she said as the Deacon continued fussing with his equipment, “let’s get it over with shall we?”

	The displays were registering… something. Her body art felt warm. A glance at her bare arm showed small nodes of light trace the intricate patterns for the first time since transition through the RIP.

	The Deacon’s face lit up in anticipation.

	“We have a response already,” he beamed. He began to tap a pad in his hand, sending instructions to his equipment. Breel drew several deep breaths, trying to follow the Deacon’s advice, but what she really wanted to do was get up and walk back out. She also knew the Deacon was right, that she had put this moment off for far too long. If there were answers to be had about her origins, they were better off knowing them and this was where she was most likely to find them.

	The Deacon put down his pad so he could attach sensors to Breel’s arms and forehead. She flinched, pressing back into the seat.

	“They are merely measuring devices,” he assured her. “Skin conductivity, electrical and chemical activity, that sort of thing. Nothing more intrusive than that.”

	Breel reluctantly allowed the man’s touch.

	“How’s the symbiont interface repair going?” Deacon asked, in a poor attempt at distraction.

	Breel indulged him. “We think it’s ready. Matt and Kaemon are making some last adjustments. I’m going up to the bridge after we are done here, to give it a try.”

	Text began to scroll down the displays attached to the Thing. “Good, good,” the man mumbled, not really paying attention, focused on what he was doing.

	He stepped back from her, satisfied. He tapped a surface near the artefact and a holographic display blossomed into life above it. The Deacon sank his hands into the light show.

	“Okay,” he said, barely containing his excitement. “Let’s see what we can see.”

	 

	“Pass that bracket, will you?” Matt was holding a sheaf of hair-thin cables in place above his head with one hand, feeding it into a hole they had cut with a laser. The edges of the cavity were black where the fierce coherent light had burned through the ceiling.

	Kaemon looked up from his diagnostic display, then stretched out a hand to the shiny curved piece of ceramic that was just out of Matt’s reach. He stood and stretched across to hand it over. “We’re flying a starship and we still fix cables with brackets,” he said.

	Matt grinned. “And we’re still using cables. Some things just do the job.”

	“How do you rate our chances, if we get it all up and running?”

	Matt held the bracket up but was finding it difficult to fit without letting go of the wires in his other hand. Kaemon stepped over to help, holding the wires in place.

	“Who knows?” Matt grimaced in concentration. The bracket slotted into place with a satisfying click. “Once Breel can access the higher functions of the ship she’ll be able to take a look. Maybe there’s another RIP we can use to get back.”

	“A big maybe.” Kaemon returned to his station. “If there is a RIP out there, it could be so far away we’ll die of old age before we get there.”

	Matt shrugged. He dropped his hand from the hole. “We are where we are, we just give it our best shot.” He moved back from his handiwork and surveyed it with a critical eye.

	“Try it now.”

	Kaemon tapped a glowing icon on his interface. The ship shuddered, rocked violently, making both men grab for support.

	Then the lights went out.

	“What did you do?” Kaemon shouted into the pitch dark.

	“Nothing to do with me.” The room sprang back into being, rendered in shades of scarlet by emergency lighting. Matt and Kaemon shared a look, then Matt reached for the com. 

	“Hey, Breel, the lights went out. Do you know what the Jinxing-hell is going on?”

	 

	The Deacon’s hands moved through the floating icons, rearranging them in complex ways that meant nothing to Breel. Data scrolled and graphs moved to his direction. Breel’s arm and neck felt warm. The bright nodes on her body began to speed up. She felt a dizzying dislocation.

	The walls of the ship, Deacon’s body, became insubstantial, ghosted over the universe outside. It was almost as if she were symbiotic, connected to something, just not to the ship. She became aware of a presence, a Network or a lattice, suffused through space and time, dwindling to infinity in every direction: soft focus, slippery, swirling around her, making it hard for her mind to gain traction. Unintelligible voices began to murmur, rising in volume. A pinprick of definition blossomed. It flashed along the Network-lattice, heading towards her, slammed into the periphery of her mind, probing, exploring – hard and intrusive. Breel fought back, pushing with as much force as she could to keep whatever it was out of her head.

	Then, with a twist, it slid past her. Panicked, she tried to shout a warning to the Deacon but found she couldn’t. She was paralysed, frozen into immobility and silence.

	Snake-like, whatever it was, coiled around her mind, using her symbiotic connection to the ship as a doorway. It continued on, penetrating ever deeper into Scavenger’s systems, into the ship’s control and data network neural-core. She pushed at the part she had access to, trying to stop it, pull it back or sever it if she could, in a way that later she would struggle to describe. The thing reacted, fought her, constricting her consciousness, but she countered, forcing it away, attenuating its substance. That she could do this would be something to wonder at later, but for now, she was acting purely on instinct. She had no idea how long the silent struggle lasted. Having either achieved its aim, or because Breel’s response had forced it out, it withdrew along the path it had used to gain access, falling back through the Network, dwindling first to a spark and then nothing. Breel took her chance and broke the connection, slamming shut the portal that had been opened, denying any further access to the ship.

	A spasm racked her body and she crashed back into the Deacon’s lab, solid and substantial once more. She jerked out of the seat, electrodes ripping free and fell to her knees, retching. The room was painted shades of blood and it took her a second to figure out the emergency lighting must be on. The Deacon stood open-mouthed, clearly shocked. He dithered for a second, then left his instruments and hurried over to Breel. 

	“Don’t – touch – me,” she said, the words punctuated by short gasps. Breel’s entire body trembled. She shook her head, drawing in lungfuls of air tasting of vomit.

	“Are you okay?” The Deacon fussed around her, wanting to help, but keeping his distance. 

	Breel pulled off the remaining sensors, letting them drop to the floor.

	“What happened, what did you see?” The Deacon asked.

	“Something. I sensed some kind of… a structure, a vast network, out there.” She waved a hand to indicate the universe at large. “It was huge, infinite…” Her voice trailed off. She felt dazed, numbed by the experience. She looked at him sharply. “Then, something used it to invade the ship. It used my symbiotic augmentation as a doorway into the ship’s neural-core, but I pushed it out. I think. Or it withdrew. What did you see?”

	“You connected to something at a quantum level. You did.” The Deacon looked awestruck. “And then the ship bucked and the lights went out. The whole thing was over in seconds.”

	“It felt much longer than that.”

	Matt’s voice came through the ships PA. “Hey, Breel, the lights went out. Do you know what the Jinxing-hell is going on?” 

	At that moment the main lights sprang back into life.

	Breel touched the com-station to respond. “Something got into the ship’s systems,” she told him. “I’m going to the bridge to check it out.”

	“This something to do with the Deacon’s tests?”

	Breel looked at the Deacon, waiting for him to respond.

	“Ah yes, Matt,” Deacon confessed. “They might have had something to do with it.”

	Breel stood shakily and headed for the door.

	The Deacon was left surveying the disarray around him.

	 

	The Second Light warrior lay in repose in the guts of the Med-doc. Ellyella sat an arm’s-reach away. Metabolic readouts indicated the soldier would regain consciousness any time now and someone needed to be here when she did. As acting ship’s doctor, a role she played by virtue of being the least unqualified, it should be her. The others were occupied anyway. Breel had finally agreed to allow the Deacon to run his tests. Matt and Kaemon were trying to get the pilot symbiont interface online.

	She had wanted to be with Breel, to give her support, but she couldn’t be in two places at once and it was clear that Breel hadn’t wanted an audience.

	She scanned the woman on the bed. Dark skin with a faint burst of freckles across high cheekbones. Black hair shaven to a mere dusting. The tattooed lines of the Church sigil radiated from around her right eye.

	Ellyella was nervous at how this fanatic might react when she woke. That she was a fanatic was not in doubt, hence Ellyella’s sitting at a cautious distance, despite restraints fixing both the soldier’s wrists and one good ankle to the metal frame of the gurney. At this point, they didn’t know what they were dealing with. Ellyella was sure Kaemon had been wrong to suggest they leave the woman to die in the icy tomb of Revenge, but Ellyella would bear some responsibility if things went wrong.

	Ellyella was fascinated now that the crusader’s gender had been revealed. What was her history? How did she come to be a female warrior in the fiercely patriarchal Church?

	She shifted in her seat. Her whole body ached. The legacy of her own near-death ordeal made it uncomfortable to sit for long periods. The thought brought a lump to her throat, not because she had nearly died, but because she was reminded of Matt’s reaction when he had found out she had secretly been a follower of Second Light for as long as he had known her. Someone had planted a tracker on the ship, feeding information back to the Emissary after each RIP transit. It might have been anyone of them or none of them. Matt had insisted on a search of their cabins and her secret had been revealed. No amount of protestation from her would convince him that she could hold the faith and remain loyal to him. His rejection had felt brutal, like a gut punch.
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