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The first city of the Arcadian Conglomerate shone like an exquisite jewel, nestled within a cluster of six other worlds that never rose and never set in the crimson sky. They merely hung, suspended above churning vermillion clouds, held in place by the extraordinary towers that reached up from the surface until they met their neighbours, each planet locked in place seemingly for all eternity.

Bolts of brilliant lightning scudded across the sky. Some reached out and grasped the towers, snaking along them and extending their fiery fingers out into the heavens to touch other worlds. Far below, clouds swirled, the tips of sky-scrapers peeking through the miasma, like the fingers of a drowning man clawing at the air.

Streaking through this blanket, cutting an erratic gash in the upper layers of cloud, was a single cutter. It skirted the layer, sometimes dipping a little below, but never slowing as it dodged the ephemeral towers that would appear through the fog.

Ahead, standing proudly high above the clouds and spires and minarets, was a giant mushroom edifice. Its stem was slender and elegant, the top spreading out to merge with the flattened dome that spread out for kilometres.

The cutter emerged from the clouds, rising to circle the great Presidium in a wide arc, before coming in to land on one of the myriad platforms that spread out like leaf-filled branches of a tree.

The pilot emerged from the small craft. By no stretch could his squelching waddle be called a stride, but it was probably as near to a purposeful march as any Arcadian ever achieved. He wore a shimmering gunmetal cloak, tied around where a human midriff would be. Three 'feet' protruded from beneath the cloak, slimy, tentacle-covered limbs squirming on the ramp.

The figure stopped and looked up. The lightning storms were bad today. Searing white daggers of electricity sliced through the sky, illuminating the city from horizon to horizon.

'And they still haven't done anything about those storms,' the figure muttered under his breath. To his own people, his name was Kayvak-Ushtrascen. To the humans he had met, his name was simply Kevin.

He shook his head slowly, the tentacles on his head swaying back and forth like the grass in a field on a breezy day. There was a sadness to the action, a rueful acknowledgement that everything in his universe was about to change. His powers to affect these changes were limited. Indeed, he had brought a lot of this on himself, but in good conscience could not have stood by and watched yet another species eradicated from the cosmos. Something had gone wrong with Arcadia, he thought. His brethren were not the species he remembered from his youth. There was a cruelty to them now, a distinct and extremely damaging lack of empathy for other species. Humans may have been a fledgling race, with an abundance of flaws, but they were not deserving of extermination. He was certain of that.

Kevin began the long walk. Normally, as one of the Council of Thirteen, he would be whisked magically into the chamber. But not today. Today, the other council members were making him take the great walk.

The chamber was a vast cauldron, excited spectators representing every race of Arcadian influence lining its walls. Over eight hundred thousand individuals muttered quietly, creating a harmonious murmur that suddenly fell silent as Kevin appeared. With heavy hearts, he began the great walk. It took him several minutes to make the journey from the entrance, all the way along the narrow causeway that led to the central platform. There was an eerie hush in the chamber now. Barely a murmur escaped the lips of the watching crowd. The only sound was the squelching of his feet as they moved with a slow, but deliberate action, until he reached the Presidium's central platform, and the semicircle of Arcadians: his colleagues within the Council of Thirteen.

'Kayvak-Ushtrascen, I trust you are aware of why you have been summoned?' the head of the Council of Thirteen began. When she chose to speak, none of her colleagues interrupted or contradicted her. The Arcadians were far removed from sexual reproduction, but retained the notion of gender, nonetheless.

'No, Rhaashta-Deboolo,' Kevin replied, 'I do not believe I do. Would you care to enlighten me?'

There was a murmur from the other council members, but the female raised one of the nests of worm-like tentacles that passed for a hand, to silence them. 'Alas, we are extremely disappointed in you,' she said.

Kevin did not glean disappointment from her tone. If he did not know any better, he would have called it restrained glee. He would have to tell Tamara about her actions and attitude the next time they spoke. Although he would probably have to simplify her name. Humans were not adept at remembering long and difficult to pronounce appellations like Rhaashta-Deboolo-Diacalla-Reeshta-Ich-A-Boolo.

'We cannot ignore the fact that you have been assisting the humans,' Rhaashta-Deboolo said. 'And your actions have resulted in the deaths of a great many Drakani.'

'As I recall,' Kevin countered, 'the Drakani that you dispatched did not have the humans' best interests at hearts.'

'They were performing the task that we assigned them.'

'No. They performed the task that you assigned them. You, not I. And they did more than perform their task. They enjoyed it. They glory in the terror and suffering of others.'

'This is not true,' Rhaashta-Deboolo said coldly, the tentacles on her cranium flashing an angry purple for a moment, until she brought the emotion under control.

Kevin waved a wayward tentacle, and an instant later a hologram appeared next to him, a hologram that was indistinguishable from reality. It showed an enormous creature, larger than a full-grown grizzly bear and looking like a cross between a cockroach and a lobster. Everything about it looked menacing, not least of which the huge pincers it waved threateningly in the air before it.


"It won't be long now, soft-flesh," the Drakani hissed at the comparatively tiny human female. "Your human friends on the moons of the gas giant will soon be hanging in our larder. Have you ever tasted the meat of your own kind, soft-flesh? Have you enjoyed the feeling of biting into it, having its blood run down your face? I have feasted on the flesh of many species. It is not the actual slaying that I enjoy the most, but the terror that I can inflict just before. I love the smell of their terror. The sound of their screams."





With a shimmer, the image dissolved into nothingness, Kevin satisfied that his point had been made. If his face had been remotely similar to a human's, it would surely have betrayed smugness.

'This is totally irrelevant,' Rhaashta-Deboolo said, waving a wriggling hand in the air. 'The Drakani carry out our bidding. It is up to them how they achieve this, and the words of one warrior in the heat of battle is no argument—'

'It is the perfect argument. We have a responsibility,' Kevin said, gesturing with the sweep of one arm at all twelve members of the council. 'Occasionally we deem a species to be too violent and too uncivilized to risk unleashing on the galaxy. That has been our way since the first of our progeny emerged. That has been our policy, our belief for millennia. But such a policy has evolved into needless genocide.'

'It is a principle that has maintained galactic peace for over a billion years.'

'At what cost? And to what end?'

'To what end?' Rhaashta-Deboolo asked, her head cocked to one side. 'Everlasting galactic peace, my friend. That is the end we seek.'

'But what have we become? I freely admit that our intentions were originally honourable, but a policy of peace has evolved into a reign of tyranny, where any species that shows the slightest spark of individuality and a quest for knowledge is extinguished. Brutally. Unless, of course, they can be useful to you, Rhaashta-Deboolo.'

'What do you mean?' she asked, unable to control the flaring of colour in her head tentacles.

'You cannot deny that you have created a sizeable force of warriors of your own. The Drakani and the Zula are merely the vanguard of your forces, are they not?'

'Enough of this! You have taken actions in direct violation of this council's instructions. Your twisted conspiracies will not deflect us from our tasks. You were summoned here to answer for your crimes.'

'My crimes?'

'Yes. Your crimes.' She leaned forward, fixing her stare on him. 'You must have known that your actions would have consequences?'

'I was wondering how far you would fall, how far from the old ways that you would stray. It seems I am about to have my answer.'

For a full ten seconds, there was not a sound. The council members seemed to collectively hold their breath. Not a murmur could be heard from the eight hundred thousand spectators as they watched in dumb awe as this unprecedented exchange took place. And then, finally, Rhaashta-Deboolo replied.

'You will be kept under our protection until this business is completed. It gives me no pleasure to do this, but you leave me—'

'You? So, you have appointed yourself the autocratic ruler of Arcadia have you, Rhaashta-Deboolo?'

Her head flared in purple again. 'We shall, of course, put it to a vote. My fellow members of the Council of Thirteen: do you support my motion to censure Kayvak-Ushtrascen?'

One-by-one, the other members hesitantly spread their arms wide in a gesture of assent. There was no opposition. She had clearly ensured their approval long before Kevin's arrival.

'The motion is passed,' she said with satisfaction. 'You will remain in the first city as our guest until we deem it appropriate for you to have your liberty returned to you.'

Kevin did not answer immediately, feeling the tension that threatened to overwhelm them and actually enjoying it.

'Hmm...' he mused. 'No, on balance, I do not think that would be agreeable to me.'

Rhaashta-Deboolo was jolted, as if physically struck. 'I am sorry, but we are not offering it as a choice. You must concede and comply.'

'Well this is where we have a rather fundamental problem, Rhaashta-Deboolo. I see myself as having other options.'

Rhaashta-Deboolo suddenly began to get an inkling of what was happening. 'No! you cannot—'

'I am afraid I can, and I will. I will see you again, my friend.'

'Zula!' she shouted, but it was too late.

The apparently solid figure of Kevin bowed theatrically and shimmered for a moment, before dissolving into a cloud of stray photons. There was uproar in the chamber as the stunned crowd gasped as one, turning to their neighbours in astonishment. There was little more control among the council members, several of them lurching forward involuntarily.

Kevin's actions had violated one of their most sacred principles. They were each required to be physically present for council meetings. The notion that one of them might use a hologram as a proxy was simply unthinkable.

'Find him,' Rhaashta-Deboolo said quietly. She turned to face the Zula warriors who guarded the platform. 'Zula, find council member Kayvak-Ushtrascen. Drag him back before us if you have to, but find him.'

Unfortunately, Kevin had no intention of returning to the council chamber until he was good and ready. And he doubted that time would come very soon. On the small planet of Peerya, the farthest planet of the Arcadian Conglomerate, he turned away and made the short, but hesitant walk to his ship. The krake was his own personal vessel – a ship unknown to the rest of the council. Shaped like a slender crescent, it stood upright, towering thirty stories into the air. It had no crew as such, just an incredibly intuitive AI that could perform any task asked of it. Including companionship.

'Guardian,' Kevin said as the hatch sealed shut behind him. 'I believe it is time for us to leave our homeland.'

'As you wish,' the AI replied. 'Do you have any specific destination in mind, master?'

'I do, Guardian. Can you guess where I wish to go?'

'No master. I am not a mind reader.'

'Oh yes you are. But I will tell you anyway. Take us to the Procyon Luyten's Haven. Communications silence and passive scans only.'

'I understand, master. The softly-softly approach.'

With a whoosh of manoeuvring thrusters, the krake rose into the air and entered the local gateway, disappearing into the churning spiral of light and colour of voidspace.
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The cutter may have been small, but its weapons were formidable enough to give Commodore Viktor Barkov sufficient pause before he tried to force the issue. Tamara Jax had been adamant: there was no way this side of hell that she would accompany the heavy cruiser Vengeance to Ganymede. Her recent experiences with the Black Star Force had taught her that the elite military wing could be trusted about as much as a hungry lion. No, whether the commodore liked it or not (and it was most certainly not) they would proceed directly to Earth. The man, to his credit, had tried to bluster them into submission, but as soon as he saw the prolific speed of the little craft, he knew his arguments were merely empty entreaties.

Amber had loved that part. There was nothing she enjoyed more than seeing a pompous stuffed suit publicly humiliated. Well, maybe there were a couple of things the auburn-haired Texan liked more, but she generally kept those to herself.

Natasha was a little more reserved, and kept a wary eye on the Vengeance until they were a very long way out of the range of the heavy cruiser’s weapons.

Amber and Natasha were still coming to terms with the murders of their respective husbands, brutally slaughtered before them on the frozen moon, Triton. They were scientists, not soldiers, and their escape had been little short of miraculous. But it had come at a great cost. Craig and Dmitri were not the only casualties. Another two researchers from Trident Base had been killed in equally unpleasant ways. The Drakani – the unimaginably cruel and aggressive creatures that had been sent to kill them – used their powerful crab-like claws to crush a victim’s neck. That was how Amber had seen Dmitri killed. By the time the creatures got to Terrell, they had become a little more flamboyant in their method of execution, hacking the unfortunate man apart one limb at a time until what was left was ripped in half. This had very nearly become Tamara’s fate aboard the Drakani harvester ship.

But now, the two scientists could take a pause and reflect on what had happened to them, and to their husbands.

The journey from Jupiter to Earth took three days, representing an incredible level of acceleration and deceleration that left the Vengeance floundering in their wake. Even with the warship's photon drive, they could not have made the journey in under two weeks, and that would barely allow time to slow the ship for orbital insertion. By contrast, the cutter was barely exerting itself, and could have shaved off at least a day of travel time if they had wanted to.

Tamara was not in a particular hurry, and wished to give her new companions time to grieve, time to adjust. And she had been through a lot herself over the past days, so welcomed the change of pace.

'Tamara, we are receiving a communication from the Global Assembly Complex,' Connie, the cutter's controlling AI, informed her.

'This should be interesting. Immediately, she was joined by the others.

'They'll launch missiles first,' Amber said.

'No, they won't,' Natasha corrected her. 'They will establish our identity and intensions. And then they will launch missiles.'

Tamara rolled her eyes. 'I didn't realize I was sharing this ship with such a pair of optimists. Connie, let's hear the message.'

'Affirmative Tamara. Playing transmission now.'

There was a beep from the console and an audio message began. 'Unidentified ship, this is Global Assembly Control, Karema: you are ordered not to come within one hundred thousand kilometres of Earth. Any attempt to approach will be met with deadly force. Please acknowledge.' The voice was male, monotone in the extreme and about as inviting as a day trip to one of the lunar penal colonies.

'Well, they're a friendly bunch,' Amber said with a sigh. It would be nice if once – just once – something in this universe could be achieved easily. Or at least without people shooting at them or trying to tear them into little pieces.

'Connie, what's the transmission latency?'

'Two-point-two seconds Tamara, giving a four-point-four second lag between transmission and reply.'

Good, she thought to herself. She could just about hold a conversation with whoever was at the other end. 'GAC, I'm guessing you've been informed of our actions around Jupiter and our intensions now, correct?'

Tamara waited. One, two, three, four, five. She tensed as she waited for the response to come. Six, seven, eight, nine, ten.

'Did they hear you?' Natasha asked.

Tamara shrugged. 'Connie, can you tell whether they got that?'

'The transmission was received, Tamara.'

'Unidentified vessel,' Captain Personality eventually replied, 'you are ordered to hold position until your intensions have been evaluated. Any deviation from these orders will result in your destruction.'

'Oh, for heaven's sake,' Amber said as she threw her arms into the air. 'Barkov would have contacted them three days ago and told them all about it, and they want us to hang about here while they wave their dicks in the air?'

'General Assembly Control,' Tamara said with an unnatural evenness that belied the annoyance she felt boiling beneath the surface, 'we are coming in to land at the Assembly Chambers. Feel free to launch as many missiles as you like. It'll give us an opportunity for some target practice, and to demonstrate this vessel's defensive systems. Hold onto your hat, sparky, we're coming in.'

'Nicely done, toots,' Amber said with a grin. 'I'm hoping to run into your pal 'Sparky' sooner or later so I can give him a friendly kick in his happy place.'

Tamara was extremely glad she had Amber on her side.

The Earth was already a shining blue disk, and quickly resolved itself into a beautiful world with azure seas and lush, green land. Wispy clouds swirled elegantly around its surface. The orbiting weather control satellites ensured these systems never developed into anything more harmful than a healthy stiff breeze.

The cutter dropped past the hotels and other assorted stations hanging in space just above the Earth, and entered the atmosphere close to the space elevator that was anchored to an equatorial point near the once small town of Meru in Kenya. There were two other such elevators spread at roughly equal distances around the world, in Ecuador and Indonesia. The little ship sliced its way through the atmosphere, its energy shields doing a far more efficient job of dissipating the heat than any physical heat shield could ever hope to achieve.

'Tamara, my sensors indicate a number of ships approaching.'

'Welcoming committee?' she asked.

'There are twenty-four ships and they are locking weapons on us, which does not seem terribly welcoming to me.'

'Nor me. I think we might have upset them a little bit.' She brought up an image of the ships. They were quite unmistakably fighters, looking extremely aggressive and packed with a variety of weapons.
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'This is Captain Akida Kazembe, strike commander of the Karema Defence Force,' the pilot of the lead fighter said, his richly accented voice modified by the speaker, but losing none of its texture. 'You are requested to hold position and approach the Global Assembly no closer than five kilometres. Is that understood? Please acknowledge.'

Tamara frowned. The man's tone was uncompromising, but not adversarial. 'Captain Kazembe, my name is Tamara Jax. We need to make contact with the president immediately.'

'You know I can't let you come any further, Ms Jax. Our weapons are locked and hot. Please do not attempt to close on the Assembly. Is that clear?'

Now that was a little adversarial, Tamara thought. 'And you should know that this vessel is capable of taking out your entire squadron in an instant. We don't want a fight, but we really do have to speak with the president.'

There was a pause, and Tamara followed the swarm of fighters as they hung in the air ahead of the cutter.

'Okay, please stand-by.'

The line went dead as the captain terminated the transmission.

'Is it me,' Natasha asked, 'or has the world gone completely mad?'

'At least they haven't started firing straightaway,' Tamara replied with a shrug, although there was plenty of time for that and she was ready to blast them out of there in an instant. She had risked her life and the lives of her companions to come here, and this treatment seemed poor reward.

There was another beep from the console and the radio crackled back into life.

'Okay Ms Jax. Crisis averted. You are clear to approach the Global Assembly Chambers and land on the north platform. Follow me in and don't stray too far or they'll blast you out of the sky, and I do not want to get hit in the crossfire.'

'Don't worry, I'll be following so close, you'll think you've grown a tail,' Tamara said with a grin, and powered up the engines once more.
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The Global Assembly Chamber complex floated three kilometres above Lake Tanganyika, an ornate collection of government buildings and ceremonial edifices that straddled the border of the Congo and Tanzania. Here, representatives from Earth's great hegemonies legislated and deliberated, controlling the fates of twelve billion on Earth, the Moon, Mars and the moons of Jupiter.

The cutter, looking like a rocketship Flash Gordon would have rejected in favour of something a little less retro, spiralled in from above, following in the wake of Captain Kazembe's fighter. The north platform was actually a collection of individual landing pads of various sizes, nestled on the northern side of the complex.

The two craft gently touched down on the same pad while the rest of the squadron circled overhead, and Kazembe was out of his cockpit and jogging over to the cutter before Tamara had even opened the hatch. He was immediately joined by a squad of elite guards.

'Nice welcoming committee,' Amber muttered as the three women stood at the top of the ramp. In the distance rose the great dome of the Assembly Hall, and in front of that and almost as grand was the Presidential Palace. Obelisks rose from each corner, offices huddled between the great halls and ornate gardens filled any space left over. It seemed that the ruling classes of Earth lived quite well, although none of them were visible at the moment. The only people nearby were the surly-looking security detail and one slightly flustered pilot.

Akida Kazembe gestured for them to join him. 'Which one of you is Tamara Jax?' he asked as he smoothed the creases from his uniform.

'I am,' Tamara replied.

'Good. I have been ordered to escort you to the Presidential Palace. Follow me, please.'

'Natasha, you stay with the ship,' Tamara muttered out of the corner of her mouth. 'We may need to get out of here in a hurry.'

'I'll keep the engine running, just in case.'

With a final glance behind at their comrade, Tamara and Amber fell in behind the captain as she strode toward the palace.

It was reminiscent of some of the great Eastern European palaces of five hundred years before, grand and open, luxurious to the point of vulgarity. But it was largely an illusion, a façade designed to enthral and intimidate visitors. The statues were hollow, the buildings a honeycombed carbon composite, and ornate ponds with tinkling fountains merely a few centimetres deep. Everything in the city was designed for lightness, the helium tanks beneath the structure only able to sustain so much weight.

They were whisked through the entrance halls to the office of the president. This too seemed unnecessarily grand, high double doors of fake gold forming the entrance. The doors slid aside at a command from Captain Kazembe and the women were ushered in by the president's chief-of-staff, a fussy man with gaunt features and an impatient manner. The twelve guards took up a position at the rear of the office.

'Mr President,' Kazembe said with a gesture toward the two guests. 'May I introduce Ms Tamara Jax and her colleague...' He foundered at that point, not actually knowing the other woman's name.

'Dr Amber Parker,' the redhead said with a peculiar curtsey that looked more awkward than deferential.

'Greetings,' he said. Arvik Sørensen was tall and lean, a neat carpet of platinum blond hair crowning a heavily lined face. When he smiled, his features looked ready to shatter. He stood and walked slowly around his desk to face the two visitors.

'Hello, Mr President,' Tamara said, feeling just a little intimidated. 'It's a pleasure to be here at last.'

His eyes narrowed as he studied the two women. 'As long as you come in peace, you are welcome here.'

'I can assure you—'

'My Lord President,' the chief-of-staff, Aron Voss interrupted, 'may I remind you of the report from Commodore Barkov. You would be well advised not to discount it so swiftly.'

'I am not discounting it, Aron,' Sørensen replied with irritation. 'Civility, my friend. Civility is never out of place. Now, this is an unfortunate business.'

'It is,' Tamara agreed, focusing her attention solely on the president, and ignoring Voss. 'But unavoidable, and I have to say that it is not over yet. Time is short, Mr President.'

Sørensen cocked his head to one side. 'You are threatening more attacks, then?'

Tamara and Amber exchanged a confused look. 'We didn't attack anyone. You think the attack at Jupiter was somehow our doing?'

'Yes, you and your MIM accomplices. Commodore Barkov was quite specific in his report.'

'You... You think we're Martian Independence terrorists?' Tamara asked, her mouth falling open in disbelief. She looked round at Amber whose shoulders had slumped as she rolled her eyes.

'We wish to engage with your people. Violence is not the answer, and is not necessary. If you are willing to enter into a dialogue, then I am sure—'

'We're not MIM! I've never even been to Mars. Is that what your commodore has told you? Did he mention that his Black Star troops stormed asteroid 349 Dembowska, with the intention of wiping out the civilian survivors of the Aurora?'

'The Aurora?'

'And that the ship that was destroyed near Io was an alien invasion ship, which we helped to destroy?'

'No, a Martian transport was destroyed, but only after it had successfully attacked the cruiser Retribution.'

Amber couldn't keep quiet any longer. 'Are you on goddamned drugs?'

Sørensen looked taken aback, and opened his mouth to reply with indignation, but was beaten to it by his chief-of-staff.

'Not true, Lord President. A pure fabrication. MIM operatives have a long history of misdirection, and this pair seem to be following a well-trodden path.'

'Listen, you moron,' Amber seethed, 'I am Dr Amber Parker, until three days ago assigned to the Trident scientific facility on Triton. It was invaded by aliens. We barely made it out with our lives. I lost my husband to them. Do you understand that?'

'None of this is true, Lord President.'

'They were an advance force,' Tamara said, taking over. 'Their task was to wipe out the human colonies on the Jovian moons, in preparation of the main force that is still coming.'

'Enough!' Sørensen said with a quiet intensity. 'This is all clearly nonsense. I have tried to be reasonable, but unless I start hearing some honesty...'

He was put off by a beeping from the Karema Defence Force captain's communicator.

'I'm sorry, Mr President,' Kazembe said, holding up one hand in apology while opening the line. 'Kazembe here, go.' His frown was replaced by a look of wide-eyed incredulity.

'Well?' Voss demanded, saving his president the bother of asking.

'Hello Tamara,' came a voice inside her head. It was Connie, the cutter's AI, silently making contact.

'Hi Connie. I'm kind of busy right now. Is it important?' she replied with an equally silent thought.

'I am afraid it is. The squadron of fighters that have been circling the Global Assembly Chambers have now descended and have their weapons locked on the cutter. Would you like me to destroy them, Tamara?'

'Stand-by,' she silently replied. 'Sørensen, what the hell are you doing?'

If he was taken aback before, now he practically toppled over. 'I – I don't understand.'

'Mr President,' Kazembe said firmly, 'there is a craft approaching.'

Sørensen looked around in confusion, before starting to pace up and down in a brisk, almost frenetic manner. 'A craft? Approaching the Assembly complex?'

'I'm sure it is nothing to worry about, Lord President,' Voss cooed in a soothing voice that seemed to have the opposite effect.

'No sir,' Kazembe said, speaking and listening in to his earpiece at the same time. 'It's approaching from the outer Solar System, on a direct heading for Earth.'

Tamara shot a glance in Amber's direction. 'It couldn't be the Drakani harvester, surely?' she said.

'If it is, then we are totally screwed.'

'A what?' the president demanded.

Kazembe strode forward toward the desk. 'Sir, it is travelling at almost a quarter of lightspeed.'

Sørensen stopped pacing, his face looking even paler than before. Realizing his hands were shaking, he quickly stuffed them into his pockets. 'But the Martian Independence terrorists couldn't possibly have something capable of that.'

'No one has, sir,' Kazembe said. 'Oh my God. It's slowing, Mr President. It looks like it's entering a standard equatorial orbit.'

'Activate planetary defences,' Voss ordered. 'And arrest these two terrorists.'

Four of the security guards moved forward and restrained the two women, securing their hands behind their backs. They made a brief show of struggling, Amber shrugging herself free of two burly guards, and earning herself a punch to the stomach. She doubled over in pain, retching violently, but was swiftly dragged upright again.

'Captain Kazembe,' Tamara shouted. 'End this now, or there will be consequences, I guarantee it.'

'It is out of my hands... Wait.' He clapped a hand to his earpiece. 'Sir, there is a voice message coming through from the unidentified ship. It is from the captain.'

'Captain?' Sørensen said, his voice now little more than a whisper.

'Yes, Mr President. The ship is the Liberty, and the captain is a man named Ben Floyd.'
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Liberty was a true starship, and had whisked its crew and passengers halfway across the galaxy in a matter of hours by means of the voidspace gateway network.

Floyd had good reason to feel pleased. It had been little more than five months since he had seen the Earth, although after everything that had happened in the interim, it felt like years. So much had happened since he had seen that impossibly blue sapphire hanging lonely in the heavens. That so much had happened in such a short space of time was unbelievable enough on its own, but the fact that they had survived so many life-or-death situations was even more fantastic. So much so that Floyd was genuinely beginning to wonder whether there might be some greater force watching over them.

But not all of them. He had lost too many people – too many very good people – and each one of their deaths stalked his conscience every hour of every day.

This was not a time to be melancholy, he thought. One look at the enraptured faces of his bridge crew was enough to tell him that.

'I never thought we'd see it again,' Luana Lee said from the navigation station ahead of him, absently brushing a stray strand of black hair from her face. She glanced around at him, wearing a genuinely gleeful grin.

'Well I never doubted it,' Dane Jefferson said from the computer station along the rear wall of the bridge. 'But then again, everyone knows what a positive, glass-is-half-full kinda guy I am.'

Luana had long ago perfected the simultaneous eye-rolling shake of the head manoeuvre with which she now treated Dane.

'They'll try and blow us up the second we're in range,' Rachael Kennedy mumbled, not tearing her eyes from her defence station monitors.

'No,' Floyd said, 'it's your job to make sure that doesn't happen.'

'So no pressure then?' she said, a smirk forcing aside the scowl. 'Hold it. Yeah, planetary defences now coming online.'

'Do they pose any danger to us?'

'Energy weapons shouldn't have too much effect, but antimatter missiles would go through our shields like a fire axe through a sheet of paper.'

'Fine. Keep the shields up, and if anything small and explodey is launched in our direction, destroy it.'

'Gotcha, chief.'

The Liberty had come from the sunward direction, so was treated to a view of the planet in its full, sparkling glory. The major features of Earth were now clearly visible. They could make out the mottled greens and browns of the continents, the stark purity of the icecaps and the azure blue of the oceans, all cocooned in a wispy veil of clean white cloud. Surrounding the planet like an incandescent swarm of diamonds were orbiting space stations, hotels, shipyards, microwave power stations and the space elevators amid clusters of small stations.

'I think it's time we said hello to the planet, don't you think?' Floyd asked no one in particular. 'Conor, can you open a hailing frequency?'

'You know that we don't actually do that,' Conor replied with a raised eyebrow.

'Yeah, just humour me and be thankful I don't insist you wear a red minidress.'

Conor shrugged, one leg jiggling on the spot. To say he was excited was something of an understatement. The seven weeks he had been parted from Tamara, his truly beloved wife, might as well have been seven years. 'Hailing frequencies open, captain.'

'This is Captain Ben Floyd of the starship Liberty, about to enter standard orbit. Please acknowledge.'

There was silence for several seconds as they awaited the response. Floyd knew that their approach would have been registered from well beyond the orbit of Mars – as well as their colossal velocity. They had now scrubbed off nearly all of that speed as they neared Earth. He didn't fully understand the technicalities of the process; that was Conor's area of expertise. However, going from a quarter lightspeed down to virtually nothing should have left the crew smeared against the forward bulkhead, but the artificial singularity in the stern of the craft created a stabilizing quantum field that encompassed the entire ship and maintained the equilibrium. At least that was the theory. He had mentally tuned out quite quickly when Conor had tried to explain it to him.

The radio emitted a single beep to announce an incoming message. 'This is Global Assembly Control, Karema, to Liberty spacecraft. Maintain your position. Do not approach Earth or you will be fired upon.'

There was a crackle as the signal was cut off, but was immediately replaced by another transmission.

'Starship Liberty,' said a man's voice with a deep, almost melodic African accent, 'this is Captain Akida Kazembe, strike commander of the Karema Defence Force. We need to establish your intensions before allowing you to approach Earth. Please do not approach any closer than one hundred thousand kilometres. Over.'

'Hello Captain Kazembe. We need to speak urgently to the president. It is a matter of utmost importance.'

'Floyd!' came a woman's shout from the background. 'We could use a little help here.'

'Tamara?' Floyd questioned, trying to keep his voice calm, but still felt exhilaration at hearing the young woman. 'You need our help?'

'Yes, they're placing us under arrest.'

Conor lurched from his chair and almost fell against Floyd's own seat. 'We've got to go help her.'

Floyd held up a hand. 'Don't worry, buddy, we're going to do just that. Captain Kazembe, you're holding a very good friend of mine there. If any harm comes to her, I'm holding you responsible. Clear a platform; we're coming in to land whether you like it or not.'

Floyd turned to Conor and gave him a throat-cutting gesture, indicating he should sever the connection. 'Okay Luana, take us in.'

'I'm already on my way,' she replied, pointing the nose of the craft toward the atmosphere.

'Kennedy, keep a sharp eye out for weapons fire.'

'Really? I was about to go for a goddamned manicure. Sir.'

Being commanding officer of the Liberty wasn't how he had envisioned being a captain to be. Discipline was a fairly flexible notion, which was generally fine by him.

The downside of being on board this ship was that he could not see the craft as it sliced its way into the atmosphere, the shields absorbing most of the thermal energy generated as it dropped through the thickening air. She was a truly beautiful sight, as graceful as an eagle, elegant as a ballet dancer. It scythed its way through the clouds, carving a swirling gash of creamy white vapor as it did.

'Luana, keep us above thirteen hundred kph.'

'Sure. Why thirteen hundred?'

'Because I want to wake them up with a nice, loud sonic boom,' he grinned.

'You are such a child.'

There was a whoosh from behind as the rear door to the bridge opened. Floyd looked around to see two centaurs casually walk in, their hooves clomping on the hard floor.

'Minister Challana,' Floyd greeted the elder of the two, standing and bowing his head in respect. 'And Tychen. You're just in time. We're about to land.'

They were not centaurs in the traditional sense, but the Hurani's physiology did roughly match the configuration of the mythical creatures. They were tall and slender, their reptilian skin finely scaled and their heads long and narrow. They also wore immaculately tailored, body-hugging clothing.

'I am eager to meet the humans of this planet,' Challana said. He was one of the three elders of the Eden colony, and Floyd was sure he was also by far the wisest.

'I'm sure that'll be fine, Challana, but I don't want to risk someone taking a pot-shot at you as soon as the doors open.'

'I agree,' Tychen, the young Hurani warrior said. 'I will go to meet the humans first.' There was a finality to his tone that Floyd recognized, and knew it was pointless to argue. Besides, the two of them had stood side-by-side in battle twice now. It seemed only fitting that they should face another challenge together.

Fighters appeared on both sides, endeavouring to keep up, but maintaining a significant distance to the strangely beautiful alien ship. Ahead, the Global Assembly complex came into view, a glistening island in the sky. It was intended to be the greatest glory of Earth, a shining beacon of grandeur and opulence. The reality was somewhat different.

'There's the cutter,' Dane said from behind, pointing to the small rocketship sat on a landing pad on the northern side of the complex. 

Floyd shook his head in silent appreciation of the little craft. This was the first time any of them had actually seen it, but there was no doubting that that was the ship that had carried Tamara and her friends across the galaxy. Its hull was a deep maroon, with details of shimmering gold. Its wings were swept back in a graceful arc, as was a vertical tail fin. It was the kind of design that looked like it was travelling at lightspeed even when standing still. He was looking forward to seeing the interior, and possibly even taking her out for a spin.

Luana circled the complex slowly, partly to be absolutely sure that the landing zone was clear, but mainly to flaunt the Liberty to the human onlookers. If there was ever a group that needed to be taught a little humility, they resided here in this palace of lavish excess.

'Take us down now, Luana,' Floyd commanded. 'I think we've made our point.'

She nodded and brought the ship in closer, selecting the pad adjacent to where the cutter sat, which was surrounded by a full platoon of security guards.
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A hundred metres above the platform, Liberty began its landing cycle. The large ventral fin on its underbelly retracted, collapsing in on itself in an intricate series of mechanical operations until the entire structure was disassembled and stored away in the ship's underbelly nacelle. The wings folded upwards until they were flush with the dorsal shark fin.

The ship touched the landing pad with the lightest of bumps and stayed there. It looked about ready to topple over, but was completely stable, the quantum field generated from the singularity keeping the ship far steadier than any anchoring cables ever could.

A troop of forty guards encircled the ship, their weapons drawn and powered up, but for the moment were not raised. They were accompanied by a commander and a platoon sergeant, as well as the young captain from the Karema Defence Force. At his side was Aron Voss, a man who endeared himself to no one but had to be respected, nonetheless.

Akida Kazembe didn't know who this Ben Floyd was, but acknowledged that he had to be something pretty special to command such a ship. How he and his companions had come across the craft, he had no idea, but would be fascinated to hear his story.

The ship sat there, immobile, as inert as a rock on the beach, but Kazembe was aware of a faint hum that filled the air, like the static that accompanies a thunderstorm. It was intangible, but there, a sensation that made him uncomfortable. Or perhaps it was because he was standing next to his first alien spacecraft, preparing to face an unknown visitor.

He jumped as the rear hatch cracked open and slid aside. The tension was distracting. He would far rather have been fighting whoever was inside than simply waiting. A ramp was extended and after a few seconds, gently touched the floor of the platform.

Captain Akida Kazembe stared in slack-jawed disbelief at the creature that stood at the top of the ramp, as regal as the finest Arabian stallion.
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As the great double doors to the president's office opened, Ben Floyd was still trying to keep a straight face. It had been Tychen's idea to be the first living thing the reception party would see. Floyd knew there was a risk to doing this, that the guards might be a little too trigger-happy, but Tychen insisted and Floyd desperately wanted to see the looks on their faces.

He wasn't disappointed.

The president slowly stood when he saw the magnificent alien standing in his doorway, his mouth opening and closing but no words coming out. Fortunately for him, Captain Kazembe came to his rescue.

'Mr President, may I present to you the, er, party from the alien starship: Captain Ben Floyd, First Officer Commander Luana Lee, Engineer Conor Jax and the Hurani representative, Mr Tychen.'

Each member of the Liberty crew nodded to Sørensen, but it was Tychen who spoke first.

'Earthlings, you are now our slaves!'

Floyd shook his head. 'He can't understand you, buddy. Doesn't have the implant, remember?'

'Oh,' Tychen responded. 'I had not thought of that.'

By now, every member of the Liberty's bridge crew had received one of the spinal implants that allowed them to understand the Hurani language.

'What did it say?' the president demanded.

'He sends you greetings from the Hurani, sir,' replied Luana with her customary roll of the eyes.

'Where's Tamara?' Conor said bluntly, pushing past the others, not caring in the slightest that he was addressing the president of Earth, Mars and Jupiter. He only had one thing on his mind. Or rather, one person.

The president glanced toward him, then back at Tychen. 'She is being held—'

'Held?' Conor fumed, shaking with a fury that was on the verge of explosive release.

'I mean as our guest, of course. Please, come this way,' Sørensen said quickly, beckoning his strange visitors to accompany him.

The side door to his office led to the cabinet office, all but empty at this time. The first thing they saw was a pair of burly presidential guards with their backs to them, guarding the entrance to the president's own office. There were only two others in the great room, dominated by a large, ornate table.

'Conor!' came a woman's almost hysterical scream, and one of the figures leapt from her seat and ran toward the door. She was briefly stopped by one of the guards, but wriggled free of his grasp and ran at her stunned husband. She launched herself at him, arms flinging around his neck, legs clasping around his waist. Their mouths were instantly plastered against one another as they melted into this moment of passionate relief, rediscovering the feeling of each other's bodies pressed against them, the taste of each other as their tongues flicked together.

'Well, I'd say they're pleased to see one another,' Floyd said with a grin. 'Best we leave them to it while we get on with business.'

'No,' Tamara said breathlessly, tearing her glistening lips from Conor's. 'We'll have plenty of time for that later. We need to speak about the Drakani and their harvester ships first.'

Floyd frowned, but smiled at the same time. Tamara was different. There was a confidence to her now that had not been there before. When he had known her on the lifepod, she had been quiet, almost timid. He had the impression that she was the least likely to speak at a meeting, and was the last to try and impose her will on anyone. But that person seemed to be gone. There was an unyielding strength to her now, an iron resolve that would not be blunted.

'As you wish, Tamara. Conor, do you think you could put your wife down for a few minutes?'

'Hmm?' the younger man queried. 'Oh. Sure.'

Tamara slid down his body until her feet touched the floor, but as soon as she looked around, her eyes fell on one of newcomers and her mouth fell open, a look of wonder sparkling in her eyes.

'Oh wow, who is this?'

Tychen shuffled forwards. 'My name is Tychen. I doubt you can understand me but—'

'I understand you perfectly. You must be one of the Hurani from Eden.'

It was Tychen's turn to grin. 'I am. It is a great pleasure to meet you, Tamara Jax.'

Another woman stood to greet them, someone Floyd did not recognize, but she was certainly striking with flowing, full-bodied auburn hair and the kind of figure some women paid thousands to achieve. 'Hi, I'm Dr Amber Parker,' she said, eyes keenly scanning all the newcomers.

'I think I've heard of you,' Luana said, brow creased into a frown. 'Weren't you part of a research team on... Was it Triton?'

'That's right,' Amber replied clearly surprised. 'We were attacked by the Drakani. Lost several of our people.'

'I can imagine. I think we all have stories to tell,' Luana said with a rueful smile.

President Sørensen cleared his throat to garner some attention. He was not accustomed to being anything but the most important being in the room. 'Perhaps we should open discussions,' he said, gesturing for all the humans to sit at the table. And then his eyes fell on Tychen, whose physiology certainly did not lend itself to sitting in high backed chairs.

'Tell him I will sit on the table,' the Hurani said.'

'You'll break it, buddy,' Floyd replied.'

'Then they can find a new table. I don't think that is what the humans should be focusing on right now.'

As the others took to their seats, Tychen slid his body onto the table, the oak-effect composite creaking under his weight.

Chief-of-staff Aron Voss was the last to sit, his eyes not straying from Floyd for an instant. He knew a political opponent when he saw one.

'Mr President,' Floyd began. I don't know what you've been told by your people, but I'm guessing most of it is in error.'

'I can assure you, my Lord President,' Voss said smoothly, 'that is not the case.'

Tamara sighed, and prepared to enter another battle of wits with these intransigent dullards. 'His Black Star commander thinks we're MIM terrorists, and that we destroyed his battle cruiser.'

Floyd's eyebrows shot up. 'Seriously? You think that ship out there is an MIM warship?'

'Of course,' Voss said. 'I don't know where you found it. Perhaps it was a gift from this creature.' He nodded toward Tychen. It was possibly a good thing that the young Hurani had not brought his crossbow to the meeting. 'But it is surely an alien craft that you think can be used to bully us into granting independence for our Martian colony.'

'I am not so sure, Aron,' Sørensen said quietly. 'The presence of the Hurani ambassador here leads me to think there may be a bigger picture that we must consider.'

'But Lord President, this is just folly. These terrorists—'

'Are you going to shut this fool up, Sørensen,' Floyd said, losing patience, 'or am I going to throw him out of that window?'

'That is toughened safety glass, Mr Floyd,' the president pointed out. 'I doubt you would get to throw him out of that one.'

'I didn't say it would work first time,' Floyd growled, but then felt Luana's hand on his forearm.

'Lord President,' she said calmly, 'Would you be prepared to listen to our story without premature judgement?'

'Of course. Aron, you know how much I appreciate your counsel, but on this occasion I believe it would be best if we just hear what these people have to say.'

Voss simply nodded. He did not look as disgruntled as perhaps he should, Floyd thought, but he was a shrewd political operator. He would show only what he wanted to, and only if it was politically expedient to him.

'Floyd, Tamara, Conor and I were all aboard the Aurora. I take it you heard about that?'

The president nodded. 'I did indeed. The general consensus is that it was sabotaged by MIM terrorists.'

'It was. We and a small handful of others were the only ones to escape. We sought refuge on the asteroid 349 Dembowska, where we were captured by a military defence force. They had orders to kill us on sight, but their commanding officer, a Colonel Rye Calvert, refused. A Black Star attack cruiser was dispatched to wipe out everyone on the asteroid. They were protecting a secret.'

'Nonsense,' Voss muttered, earning himself a reproachful look from his president.

'Secret? What secret?' Sørensen asked, looking genuinely perplexed.

'It contains a gateway,' Luana said.

'Surely you knew that?' Floyd asked, his face displaying a look of total disbelief.

'What sort of a gateway?' the president said, clearly feeling uncomfortable being so dreadfully uninformed.

'A gateway to another world,' Luana said gently. 'The gateway system was set up by an advanced race called the Arcadians. The gateway was our only hope. We used it to escape the asteroid to a new world, and the Black Star force that was pursuing us. We temporarily managed to disable the gateway with a contraterrene antimatter explosive device, but after a month or so it repaired itself and more Black Star soldiers came through and tried to finish the job.'

'The Arcadians saw this action by your troops as evidence that humanity is too violent to be unleashed on the galaxy,' Tamara said.

'I suppose they told you that,' Voss said scornfully.

'Yes, they did. I have been to their homeworld. I met their Council of Thirteen and argued for them to show mercy, but my words fell on deaf ears. Or rather, deaf tentacles.'

'You mean they are going to attack us?' Sørensen asked.

'They have already started. They began at the outer reaches of the Solar System, hunting the scientists on Triton for sport, before engaging our forces near Io. It was a damned close-run thing, but we managed to destroy this first ship. But that was just an advanced scout. There is something much, much larger on its way. We would not have a hope against that.'

'Even with the liberty,' Luana added. 'She's a powerful ship, but we were nearly destroyed when we tried to disable their capital harvester ship. We delayed it for a time, but they will be coming soon.'

The president sat there, stunned, looking as helpless as a newborn. 'If what you are saying is true,' he said slowly, 'then what is to be done? These Arcadians are far too powerful for us to defend against.'

Floyd nodded. 'Yeah, they are too powerful, but that doesn't mean we don't have a chance. There are two gateways in this Solar System: a small one at 349 Dembowska, and the other out beyond Neptune. This second gateway is huge, and can accommodate one of their giant harvesters. We have the plans for a device that can destroy this gateway, but the science is pretty advanced, so we'll need help building it.'

'I might know someone who could help with that,' Conor said. 'If he's still there, a physics professor at Cambridge who might be able to help. This kind of thing would be right up his street.'

'Good,' Floyd said. 'I'll leave you to make contact and get things moving, okay?'

'Sure thing.'

'If we do succeed in destroying that gateway,' Floyd added, 'it'll buy you time.'

'Time for what?' asked the president, as the weight of this began to press down upon him.

Floyd shrugged. 'Earth is finished. The Arcadians will make sure humanity is wiped out in this system one way or another. So, we need to build ships capable of interstellar travel. Humanity's lifeboats. Time is the limiting factor here. There is another of these gateways at Proxima Centauri, a little over four light years away, which means they could be here in under five years.'

'Five years,' the president whispered, staring at the pattern in the faux-wood table, looking for salvation, some way to avert the coming disaster. 'We couldn't hope to build enough ships in time.'

'No,' Luana said. 'There will have to be difficult choices. Who goes and who stays? Who lives and who dies? These ships will have to carry the last of humanity, be completely self-sufficient and prepared for interstellar journeys that will take decades, or even centuries.'

'That's longer term,' Floyd said. 'Right now, there is a harvester ship coming that wants to get the job done quickly. They will attack the outer colonies first: Ganymede, Europa and Callisto, and then work their way in and wipe out the Martian colonies before finally attacking Earth. You need to send everything you've got out to Jupiter to take them on.'

'And leave Earth totally defenceless?' Voss scoffed.

'It can't be helped,' Floyd said, not letting on that at this moment he would like nothing more than to break Aron Voss's nose. 'Take them out before they can get too close and you might have a chance.'

Arvik Sørensen slowly stood and wandered over to the window, staring out at the plains of Africa spread out before him. It seemed incomprehensible that something was coming that wished to obliterate all of this, but he had no doubts now. He had seen the Liberty, had already wondered at its sheer magnificent beauty. She was clearly not a craft conceived by human minds. She made the clunky human ships look like clockwork toys in comparison. And then there was the presence of this strange and magnificent alien, sitting quietly on his cabinet office table. This was no hoax or ingenious terrorist plot to destabilize the Earth government. This was his new reality. This was the dark future that awaited them. Humans were about to become a fugitive race, pursued across the heavens by a superior and terrifying foe.

They were out of time.

The harvesters were coming.
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The wheels were in motion. The president had made up his mind, and now all of humanity must work toward one imperative goal: to save a last few million souls from certain oblivion.

Conor felt that a burden had been lifted from his shoulders. For so long, the fates of everyone around him had rested, even just in part, with him. It had been he who was responsible for building the drone-ship that had carried them to the island on Eden, and he who had unlocked some of the mysteries of the Liberty. Now, after so long in the wilderness, he had all that he had ever desired: Tamara was back with him. Their reunion, once they had left the Global Assembly Complex and been assigned quarters in the city of Karema three kilometres below, had been fierce, passionate and urgent. An almost frantic desire had possessed them, a biting, scratching, clawing zealous fire in which both were happy to be consumed.

Conor had good reason to feel relaxed now, and only wished that they had had time to sleep, even for just a couple of hours, but their task was not complete. They needed to close that gateway on the edge of the Solar System. He had looked at the plans for the device that Kevin had supplied them with, and felt a sensation akin to that elicited by an elevator dropping away too quickly from beneath him. He was good, he admitted. Complex engineering was, after all, his forte. But this was well above his pay grade, and quite frankly, he couldn't think of too many people who might be able to interpret the instructions.

Only one name emerged as a possibility: Professor Cornelis van Schubert. Despite his name and Dutch heritage, he seldom left his adopted city of Cambridge in the east of England. His reasoning was that if he was physically close to the Lucasian Chair, it might improve his chances of ever attaining it.

Cambridge had changed little over the previous thousand years, with the exception of the monorail system that weaved its way through ancient streets like a network of arteries. This was one of the few concessions to modern twenty-fifth century life in this city. For generations, the municipal councils had endeavoured to preserve the traditions of the venerable seat of learning, and it maintained a cultured, undoubtedly quaint façade.
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