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  GENESIS REGION – EVE CONSTELLATION




  THE NEW EDEN SYSTEM




  >>SIGNIFICANCE MISSION LOG ENTRY




  >>BEGIN RECORDING




  Given the confines of my exile, insanity is surprisingly fleeting.




  From the murky depths of madness, reality churns and boils over my head, a great distance away. Like a pair of entangled protons, my actions seem hopelessly enslaved to a new consciousness that

  many, including my old self, would consider repulsive or depraved. Yet at some point the mind accepts that whatever is happening, the person drowning can’t possibly be me, and that someone or

  something else entirely has been writing these log entries – treating them like unwanted feedback, mere static interfering with the perfectly arranged experiment.




  The drone I mutilated is barely functional, though its companions are more concerned with my well-being. In fact, they were indifferent as I ripped into this creature’s innards with

  primordial barbarity. Instead of defending their brother, they took action to protect me from myself when it became clear that physical pain was no obstacle to my rage. My hands, pulped and broken,

  were tended by medical drones as others held me still. A mesmerizing ooze of cybernetic entrails mixed with my own blood coated the floor; I was absolutely captivated. It was a welcome reprieve

  from the unbearable ennui of this wretched life.




  But my fascination eventually ran its course. The deep, jagged laceration gouged into the drone’s faceplate inspires a strong desire to do the same to myself, if only these infernal

  machines would allow me. For a short while, I was feeling productive, satisfied that it was better to create a disfigured monster than to not create anything at all. At least, such was the logic

  that justified reaching for that wrench in the first place.




  The destitute thing now drags itself through the ship, searching in vain for parts that can only be had from fellow drones, who are unwilling to donate them. I note with subtle amusement that it

  is searching for a solution rather than just accepting an outcome without question, which vaguely resembles my own determination to understand the means through which this exile is

  sustained.




  It stands to reason that the machine’s search for answers gives it something to live for. Science has always provided answers for me, not the pathetic faith that my deceased colleague

  Aulus Gord would have insisted upon. Her Majesty Jamyl would agree, if only she could do so without killing me first.




  Equally disconcerting is that I needed to be carried back to my cabin following hours of intense, soul-crushing mourning. The person I used to be was dead, and I felt obliged to grieve. At first

  the drones offered ‘comfort,’ as defined by the AI architect who thought to impart his own rubbish notions of empathy into these machines. Then they insisted on drugs, concerned that

  their inexorable mandate to protect me was in jeopardy. Clearly, I was a danger to myself. If these drones knew such a thing as hope, they might wish their orders would be lifted someday so they

  could give me the violent end I deserve.




  I suppose none of this matters now, as there is little chance that anyone will ever find these logs. That I still adhere to the Imperial regulatory protocol of maintaining them, even when they

  are largely the same from day to day, speaks volumes about my decaying state of mind. So here it is:




  The Significance is holding position dangerously close to the EVE Gate, whose quantum turbulence remains markedly elevated. Tachyon emissions from this massive defect remain steady;

  several dozen traces of parallel universes pass through the ship every second. All systems are functioning normally, save for the drone I nearly destroyed.




  No experiments are in progress. No surveillance probes are due to return for maintenance. No further progress has been made in determining the reason why I am protected from my tormentor

  here.




  Empyreans continue to proliferate in numbers and power. The war has claimed more lives than any empire has the means to track.




  We are all EVE’s bastard children. And I, Dr Marcus Jror, am the worst of them.




  

    >>END RECORDING
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  DOMAIN REGION – THRONE WORLDS CONSTELLATION




  THE HEDION SYSTEM




  IMPERIAL CORRECTIONS PENITENTIARY(ICP) 89




  SOVEREIGNTY OF THE AMARR EMPIRE




  Deep within the orbital fortress of ICP 89, rows of entombed prisoners lined the curved walls of a vast chamber, spiraling upward in perfect rows like larvae on the inside of a

  giant hive. Not unlike a capsuleer, these inmates were suspended in a viscous gel that kept their immobilized flesh sanitized and nourished. All external references and sensory information was

  controlled by brain-interface dreamcast technology under the direction of mind wardens, whose task was to enforce the sentences handed down by judges.




  Convicts were kept in persistent REM sleep to ensure that the memories of reconditioning would be firmly entrenched in their new life. Psychologists working alongside the mind wardens assisted

  in the rehabilitation by walking directly into the consciousness of inmates, placing them in the virtual role of their victims and forcing them to suffer vivid re-creations of their own

  transgressions for as long as it took for the ‘Reclaiming’ to be complete.




  Regardless of their crimes, the souls who ended up here had asked for forgiveness, or – in the case of those whose ethnicity was anything but True Amarr – were compelled to do so by

  a merciful judge. Such was to prepare them for a return to society, and Imperial technology would ensure that their transition would be seamless.




  Many of those who completed their sentences were welcomed back with open arms. As their beloved Empress once declared, wayward children must be corrected from time to time, and once they emerge

  from holding, they are considered forgiven souls, fully reclaimed, any dues owed to society paid in full.




  But sometimes, the imprisoned have no home to return to. The record of their arrival at ICP 89 was the only proof of their existence, and for one very special inmate, this too would be removed

  from the archives. Lord Victor Eliade, Empress Jamyl’s closest advisor, had been seeking individuals orphaned from the universe for a unique reclamation program – one that would be

  tested for the first time on inmate 487980- A.




  Somewhere else in New Eden there were records stating that his name was Vince Barabin, last reported to be aboard the privateer salvage vessel Retford, which was destroyed in the T-IPZB

  system three years ago.




  VINCE WAS DEEP IN PRAYER, gazing upon a surreal shoreline glimmering in the soft light of twin moons. Gentle waves lapped against his ankles as

  he breathed in the fresh sea air of virtual reality, contemplating his favorite verse of the Scriptures:




  

    

      

        All things were created by the Divine, and so the glory of our faith is inherent to us all;




        When thine heart shines with the Light, thou shalt know no hardship;




        When thine actions are in Light’s name, thou art immortal.




        —The Book of Trials, 2:1


      


    


  




  When he learned those words, his mind was carried throughout the regions of the Empire, through clusters of stars surrounded by beautiful worlds and wonders whose memory often brought tears to

  his eyes. In his wildest dreams – those few that he could recall since emerging from Reclaiming – he never grasped how New Eden could be such a vast and breathtaking creation.




  Yet he was saddened as well. The faith firmly established that the universe was created for True Amarr, which he was not. The other races of New Eden were descendants of the impure, tracing back

  to lineages tainted by the Demon on worlds that Amarr could not save. For those blemished peoples, the inescapable test of their existence in this domain was finding the will to return home. Though

  Vince could never be True Amarr, the Empire would welcome him if he embraced the faith. This act – gathering all the wayward children of New Eden into the blessed shelter of Amarr – was

  known as the Reclaiming. Though his Caldari roots were long forgotten, Vince wanted nothing more than to become True.




  Though he could no longer remember his crime, he knew his incarceration was deserved. But he no longer thought of himself as imprisoned, and he had learned to see the world in a new light. That

  meant his journey to spiritual redemption was nearly complete. He might have arrived there already if not for the distraction of a recurring dream. Something about a small ship, with a crew he once

  cared about, and of losing them all to circumstances he could have averted if only he had found the courage to do so.




  These visions, the priests explained, revealed a deep fear of failing a test of faith – an encouraging sign that demonstrated that he was eager to prove himself. They warned that he must

  be prepared to seize the opportunity when it arrived. His indiscretions as a wayward child had led him to the blessed gates of Amarr. He would accomplish more than he ever dreamed possible and do

  so in the name of something righteous and good.




  It is so much more than a faith, Vince thought, turning away from the sea. It is a code of honor and a way of life.




  As he walked along the beach, he saw another set of footprints forming. An apparition emerged: the fog of light that always preceded the appearance of a priest.




  He froze when he realized who it was.




  ‘Faith be with you,’ Empress Jamyl said.




  Already collapsed in the sand, Vince was terrified. ‘My Empress, I should not be in your presence. . . .’




  She knelt before him, placing both hands on his shoulders. Vince shuddered, keeping his head down.




  ‘Rise,’ the Empress said. ‘Don’t be afraid. Walk with me. . . .’




  He paused before taking the virtual hand of Empress Jamyl I, the supreme ruler of the Amarr Empire and the very manifestation of divinity itself. Standing slowly, he fought an overwhelming urge

  to look directly upon her. He did not feel worthy of such a privilege.




  Gently pulling his hand, she led him down the beach.




  ‘I grew up on these shores,’ she remarked. ‘I loved the tranquility, the peace, the wonder of all those stars above. . . . When I was young, the palace guards let me wander

  about, wherever I wanted. I was never in any danger. There are times when I miss that innocence, of not having a care in the world. . . .’




  As the first rays of dawn reached out from the horizon, Vince could see structures forming ahead. Farther inland, he could make out the beginnings of a majestic skyline; a solitary spire rose

  high above the other buildings.




  ‘Is this Xerah?’ he asked, still not looking directly at her.




  ‘Yes,’ she answered. ‘This is how my beloved city was three years ago, on the morning of June tenth.’




  People were starting the day, which promised to be a gorgeous one. Vendors opened doors to shops along a boardwalk as a group of teens ran across the beach, surfboards tucked under their arms.

  Deeper behind the beachfront, hovertrams arrived at platforms to take passengers inland, and Reclaimed laborers worked alongside drones building a new park on the waterfront.




  There was no evidence of police or anything that could exert force anywhere that Vince could see.




  ‘They lived in such wonderful times,’ Empress Jamyl continued, saddened. Vince turned as her voice trailed away. More angelic than he ever imagined, he watched as she set her gaze on

  the sky.




  ‘Sadly, in their bliss, they had become naïve. . . .’




  A flash of light followed by a deep explosion startled Vince; a ball of fire was rising from deep within the city. Military drones streaked overhead, coming from beyond the sea, flying so low

  their engines nearly deafened him. Antiaircraft fire rose up from inland as the sound of nearby screams and panic filled the air; a second beam lanced down from space, reducing a city block to

  ashes.




  And then the sky darkened as thousands of dropships converged on the city like a swarm of insects.




  When Vince turned to look where the surfers were, he saw their corpses washing up on the sand just ahead.




  ‘The Minmatar did this?’ he asked, knowing the answer.




  She didn’t answer him directly.




  ‘My people were brave . . . every last one defiant until the end.’




  With a wave of her hand, the imagery changed. The magnificent city that had welcomed the day was now smoldering ruins. Smoke rose from the shells of wrecked buildings; the great ancient spire

  that dominated the skyline was toppled in half. The staccato of isolated pockets of gunfire carried over the landscape; the muffled thuds of explosions broke through the crash of waves near where

  they were standing. Bodies were strewn among the rubble and in the streets as combat MTACs marched through the ruined avenues, their ominous metallic steps echoing throughout the metropolis. Though

  it was midday, the sky was dark, blotted from the plumes of uncontrollable fires.




  ‘This is the Xerah I returned to,’ she said bitterly. ‘The invaders were vanquished. But this was no victory.’




  Vince was fixating on the dead surfers. As their lifeless forms were turned over by waves, he could feel anger building within him. It felt strangely familiar, almost soothing. Though he was

  peripherally aware that this was only a dream, he was nearly overtaken by the urge to fight.




  ‘It was just the end of the beginning,’ she said, letting go of his hand. ‘Do you know how many Paladins I’ve sent to die since this day? How many soldiers use what

  happened here as inspiration to fight on distant worlds?’




  ‘I would fight and die along with them,’ Vince said. ‘Even knowing the outcome, I would do it. That’s my redemption.’




  She turned to face him. ‘Is that what our faith tells you?’




  ‘That’s what my heart tells me. Our faith tells me this is what I was meant for.’




  ‘To give your life for Amarr?’




  ‘Yes.’




  She approached and circled him slowly, studying him. He kept his eyes straight ahead.




  ‘That is not your destiny,’ she said. ‘You will defend the Paladins you would die among . . . ’




  Vince could hear his own heart beating.




  ‘. . . for I shall make you an angel among us, a warrior that can never fall.’




  Her eyes were full of passion.




  ‘So much blood has been spilled defending our faith, our culture, and our way of life . . . so many fall at the hands of empyreans,’ she said. ‘Though their souls live on, we

  deprive them of precious time here, in this life, which is unique in every way and so crucial in preparing us for the journey beyond.’




  Again, she placed her hands on his shoulders; he knelt before her.




  ‘We must protect them. And to do so, you must become immortal as well. . . .’




  What Vince didn’t know was that his physical body had long since been removed from its holding area in ICP 89. While his mind walked on the virtual beach, his body was already being

  accosted by medical drones, which pierced and disassembled his flesh with startling precision. His blood was drained and replaced with an infusion of synthetic bioplasma crawling with nanites. His

  spinal cord was augmented to interface with cybernetic technology. Some of his bones were replaced with light alloys that were nearly unbreakable. Those that were not replaced were encased in a

  fullerene nanomesh to render them twice as strong. Tendons and muscles were augmented to become hyper-efficient and optimized for powerful contractions that could be controlled with infinite

  precision. By the time the transformation completed, Vince would be something more than just human.




  As he knelt in the virtual sand, the base of his skull was removed so his brain stem could be implanted with a neuro-interface socket.




  Vince looked up at the divine image of his Empress.




  ‘I need you to defend our way of life,’ she continued. ‘There are those who are determined to harm us, and they cannot be reasoned with. They will not stop, not ever, and the

  bloodshed will continue unless we strike the fear of God into their hearts. You will become the first Templar – an immortal holy warrior of Amarr – on equal footing with True Amarr and,

  by virtue of your actions, even greater still.’




  She looked past him, toward the ruins of her homeworld.




  ‘This is how you will serve us,’ she whispered. ‘This is the redemption you seek.’
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  THE FORGE REGION – ETSALA CONSTELLATION




  THE VASALA SYSTEM – PLANET V, MOON 15




  ISHUKONE CORPORATE FACTORY – TEMPORARY HQ




  SOVEREIGNTY OF THE CALDARI STATE




  A fleet of Ishukone warships emerged from warp just outside of their headquarters station, turning in unison to align with the hangar bay. The untrained eye might have

  suspected these menacing vessels just returned from the Gallente Federation border. In truth, they were escorting their CEO on routine business, who never traveled anywhere without bringing

  intimidating firepower with him. He flew at the front of the pack, inside the pod of a Raven-class battleship, immortal and powerful – but by no means impervious to harm.




  Ishukone Chief Executive Officer Mens Reppola, one of the most influential figures in all civilization, had withstood the pressures of being responsible for 300 million people fairly well.




  He was building a formidable legacy, having successfully guided Ishukone through one of the most tumultuous periods in Caldari State history. Two years ago, the assassination of his predecessor

  and close friend, Otro Gariushi, had left the mega-corporation on the brink of financial default, and with it, the very high probability that many of Ishukone’s labor commitments would shift

  to purely military obligations under the dictatorship of State Executor Tibus Heth.




  Leaderless for months, the mega-corporation lost hundreds of thousands of lives. Workers were activated for military service and sent to die anonymously in the ongoing war with the Gallente

  Federation. For Mens, who was running the security arm of Ishukone at the time, this was a senseless disaster he knew Otro would have never allowed. With the support of investors, Mens bet his

  entire personal fortune on taking an ownership stake in Ishukone. The strong-arm tactic impressed the Board of Directors, which, like Mens, was growing weary of the direction in which Heth was

  leading the Caldari State.




  Mens worked tirelessly to salvage the fortunes of Ishukone. He swam against the populist tide of those who believed in Heth’s vision of a centralized economy. He redirected the

  mega-corporation’s focus from heavy industry to research and development. He recalled Ishukone-supplied troops and equipment from a war he felt served no good purpose for the State, let alone

  his mega-corporation.




  And he did it all with a brave face. Ishukone today was in a better state than it was three years ago. It had, despite Heth’s near-constant efforts to sabotage Mens, finally turned back

  into a profitable corporation.




  By all accounts, Mens should have been proud. But all victories come at a price. In truth, his success was killing him, and for those who knew him best, it seemed like a matter of time before

  the weight of Ishukone would crush him completely.




  ‘LORIN, I TOLD YOU I can’t be there,’ Mens snapped, briefly losing his concentration. ‘It tears my heart out, but if you

  knew what we were discussing—’




  ‘Your heart? What do you think it’s doing to hers?’ snapped his wife. ‘You need to hear what she has to say in person. For God’s sake, Mens!

  She’s that close to walking away from you for good!’




  A lapse in concentration made the 99,000-tonne vessel at his command veer to port. Mens quickly corrected the Raven-class battleship’s course, but not before his cruiser escorts turned

  high and wide to avoid a collision.




  ‘What am I supposed to do,’ he seethed. ‘I can’t be in two bloody places at once—’




  He stopped himself too late.




  ‘Ah . . . I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to say that. . . .’




  Mens ignored the inquiries from his escorts, asking if he was alright.




  ‘No, I understand perfectly,’ she said. ‘You can’t be here to look after us yourself. Why bother when you can just hire muscle and tech? You’re more obsessed with

  protecting yourself from a ghost than you are with spending time with us. Face it, Mens: Ishukone is more precious than your own family.’




  He throttled back the warship just outside the station’s bay doors, halting the entire flotilla in his wake. A staggering amount of money had been spent developing an elite

  counterintelligence unit for Ishukone. The team’s primary purpose was preventing Heth’s Provists – the political enforcers of his government party, the Caldari Providence

  Directorate (CPD) – from infiltrating the organization. But they had halted dead in their tracks many attempts of espionage from their corporate rivals as well.




  Ishukone had become a black box to the rest of New Eden. Secretly, its prime directive had become a ceaseless search for a man known only as the Broker. By far, there was no graver threat to the

  mega-corporation’s security. The Broker was responsible for the murder of Otro Gariushi and had made threats against Otro’s sister, Mila, as well. Mens Reppola was the only man who knew

  where Mila was, and that made him a target.




  The Broker’s tireless vendetta against Ishukone was because Otro had the audacity to defy him. The Amarr Empire used a mutating virus called Vitoc to control its legions of Minmatar

  slaves, and Otro Gariushi gained possession of an antidote called Insorum. This drug was priceless: The Empire would pay any price to squash it from existence. The Broker offered a king’s

  ransom in exchange for the formula, but Otro refused to sell it, and the decision cost him his life. But even that wasn’t enough for the Broker, who vowed to strike down everything else dear

  to him as well.




  There had been no trace of the Broker in years. If it were any other man, there would be enough forensic evidence to convince any police agency that he was indeed dead. But that was exactly what

  the Broker wanted his hunters to believe. He could be anyone and, thanks to cloning technology, several people at once. Worst of all, he had the patience of immortality. When the time was right

  – even if it was decades from now – he was bound to strike.




  Since Otro’s death, Mens had placed a barrier around his family, literally surrounding them with so much physical and technical firepower that even a State-sponsored military effort would

  have trouble penetrating it. And even then, it might not be enough. The strain of being surrounded at all times by weapons and prying eyes was reaching critical mass. It was a maddening paradox,

  because the more evident the security measures, the less secure everyone felt. Yet it was all that Mens could do to protect his family, and it was more than anyone else could provide. But it was

  still a life of fear, which for Lorin Reppola meant it was hardly a life at all.




  ‘That’s not true, and you know—’ he started to tell her.




  ‘Prove it,’ she interrupted. ‘Your daughter needs the assurance that her father is going to be there when she needs him most. This is one of those times. You can’t

  hire someone else for this.’




  Harbor Control hailed the ship with a direct broadcast: ‘Commander, you’re cleared to approach. Is everything alright?’




  Mens ignored it.




  ‘Lorin, please—’




  ‘Show us you’re not a selfish bastard,’ she said.




  Before he could get another word in, the comm signal terminated.




  THERE WERE NO CHAIRS in this conference room, and the counterintelligence team gathered around the chest-high table. Because his time was

  allocated in exact quantities to his many responsibilities, Mens felt that meeting areas had no reason to be comfortable. Time was precious, and both he and his closest lieutenants shouldered

  enormous burdens.




  Whenever they met, everyone stayed on their feet. By these virtues, meetings were necessarily prompt, short, and directly to the point.




  Under normal circumstances, it would have been extremely uncharacteristic for Mens to arrive two minutes late.




  ‘The Citadel,’ he said, strolling to the head of the room. ‘Tell me what happened there.’




  Counterintelligence Chief Anton Markov spoke first.




  ‘Pursuant to the passage of TRUST by the CPD, Heth has deployed Provists to each of the mega-corporations to perform detailed audits of financial and military assets. Despite our refusal

  to participate, Provists appeared at our station in Korama demanding access to classified datacores. When the techs refused, the Provists threatened them, and security was called in. In the

  resulting scuffle, one of our guards was killed.’




  ‘In our own facility?’ Mens erupted.




  ‘Yes, sir. The guard’s neck was broken in the fight. Ishukone Watch arrested all Provists and wants to bring a capital murder charge on the one responsible – with your

  approval. The CPD already warned us not to do that.’




  TRUST stood for Transparency for Unity and Strength, a controversial bit of legislation passed by Heth requiring more disclosure from mega-corporations about their activities. On the surface,

  the act was beneficial to investors and equitable for State-controlled institutions such as the Caldari Navy, which relied on corporate funding. Most people believed it was just the continuation of

  Heth’s unsubtle efforts to consolidate his grip on power.




  ‘Of course they did,’ Mens fumed. ‘So what’d they threaten us with now?’




  Anton paused, as if caught off guard by the question. ‘Sir, I—’




  ‘He doesn’t know,’ muttered Ralirashi Okimo, the Chief Technical Officer of Ishukone, a grave look on his face. ‘I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but the

  State Science Academy has formally revoked your daughter’s enrollment, citing our lack of participation in the TRUST Act.’




  The words nearly took the air out of his lungs.




  So that’s what she wanted to tell me, Mens thought.




  ‘They made a scene of it: Bastards literally pulled her right out of class, in front of everyone. The same exclusion criterion will likely be applied retroactively to all Ishukone

  residents,’ Ralirashi continued. ‘Heth is using the example of your daughter to send a warning to others.’




  I’m losing my family for this, Mens thought, lost in a trance as he stood among colleagues who were helpless to do anything except avoid looking at him directly. The only thing

  that I could give her to make up for my absence in her life was that institution, where the best minds of Caldari science and culture had gone. She’d opened that door by herself, using her

  own smarts and work ethic. All I had to do was hold it open for her.




  Instead, I slammed it in her face. For Ishukone’s sake.




  It started like a siren approaching from far away: rage, swelling within Mens Reppola.




  ‘The CPD will use this as leverage to free their Provists and force our compliance with TRUST,’ Anton continued. ‘Thousands of Ishukone civilians are enrolled in programs

  there. Strategically speaking, they’re taking tomorrow’s intellectual capital away from us. As of now, the press is unaware of these events.’




  Tibus Heth. Going after my own family.




  ‘Mens . . . ’ Ralirashi urged. The two had been close friends for years. ‘There’s no wrong answer here.’




  The words of his own wife haunted him: Show us you’re not a selfish bastard.




  ‘Charge them,’ Mens said quietly. ‘All of them. They’ll face a judge here, in Ishukone courts. Unless they’ve been bribed, our magistrates will convict them. Post

  heavy security around the holding location, including extra warships. Send a very clear message that we’re not taking this any longer.’




  ‘And the press?’ Anton nodded.




  ‘When the story breaks, tell them our version of the truth. But leave my daughter’s name out of it.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘Meeting adjourned,’ Mens declared, leaning on the table with his knuckles. ‘Keep me informed of the CPD’s reaction.’




  As the room cleared, Ralirashi was the last to exit. Mens took him gently by the arm and pulled him off to the side. His other hand activated a discreet ECM (electronic countermeasure) device.

  Nothing electronic, including the room’s own surveillance system, would be able to record their conversation.




  ‘I need a ship,’ he said. ‘A fast and stealthy one.’




  Ralirashi never made eye contact. ‘When?’




  ‘As soon as you can.’




  The engineer glanced at his datapad. ‘There’s a convoy leaving here in an hour. Take a shuttle to Sigma-Two, in the unfinished deck level. Construction drones will see you aboard.

  Don’t be gone longer than six hours.’




  ‘Thank you,’ Mens said, releasing his grip.




  ‘She doesn’t need that damn school,’ Ralirashi added. ‘I’ll teach her myself everything she needs to succeed.’




  ‘I know. But enough is enough. I need to let an old friend know what I plan to do.’




  Mens considered letting his wife know that he would be delayed, then thought better of it.




  What would be the point now? he thought.




  Ralirashi stole a glance at him before hurrying away.




  ‘Tell her that this old friend says hello.’




  AS THE CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER of a Caldari mega-corporation, keeping a low profile was almost impossible. Those responsible for the safety of

  Mens Reppola knew his whereabouts and itinerary at all times, positioning armed escorts and sentry technology well ahead of his arrival. Sneaking away from this security detail was a daft notion,

  unless aided by the freakishly intelligent and resourceful mind of Ralirashi Okimo.




  Station camera footage would show that the Ishukone CEO retired to his quarters to sleep shortly after their meeting, leaving instructions with colleagues and guards that he was not to be

  disturbed. Medical AI systems monitoring his health would indicate that he was sleeping soundly, without the assistance of meds. For added measure, the AI would recommend that he be left in that

  state for a minimum of six hours to help alleviate evidence of acute psychological stress in his biorhythm.




  Of course, all of this data was bogus. The unfinished hangar of Sigma-Two was taking an unusually long time to complete – tight budgets being what they were – which left it manned

  entirely by drones, whose memories would be erased after loading the starship capsule containing Mens Reppola into a Wolf-class assault frigate and equipping it with a cloaking device. When he

  returned later, this ship and all evidence of its existence would be disassembled and recycled into scrap.




  The convoy itself, twenty ships long, was comprised entirely of Minmatar- constructed vessels, a popular choice for freight companies doing business with the mega-corporation, given the

  attractive cost and performance of its haulers. Mens would leave with that convoy as an escort, broadcasting an IDENT signature that registered him as a noncapsuleer. Upon arrival at the next port

  of entry, Mens would set course alone on a dangerous journey some forty star systems away to the Geminate Region.




  Hidden there among the searing stellar winds of the Mjolnir Nebula, he would find Mila Gariushi, and inform her in person of his intent to leave Ishukone for good.
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  BLACK RISE REGION – KURALA CONSTELLATION




  THE PRISM SYSTEM – PLANET VI: LIMA PEARL




  SOVEREIGNTY: CONTESTED




  Killing human beings was effortless for Federation Navy Captain Korvin Lears.




  As with all capsuleers, the warship wired directly into the neural pathways of his brain responded like a natural extension of his physical self. Every aspect of the vessel’s vast

  capabilities, from the warp engines to its lethal arsenal, was controlled by the will of a single pilot. Quantum computers aboard the ship – in this case, a Myrmidon-class battlecruiser

  – worked in perfect harmony with the cybernetic implants in Captain Lears’s brain, processing massive amounts of information instantaneously and freeing his will to focus on the

  decision of the moment – which in this instance was the complete obliteration of a Caldari battleship.




  Some of the fiercest fighting between the Gallente Federation and Caldari State was in the Black Rise Region. The conflict here, as with most of the fighting elsewhere in the Empyrean War, made

  few headlines in the densest populations of Empire space. The ‘losec’ regions – constellations surrounding the periphery of high-security space – were sparsely populated

  before the war began. Composed mostly of isolated colonies, the habitable worlds of these systems were still being developed by the corporations of nation-states, each of which shared a vested

  interest in hiding the true cost – in both credits and blood – of their operations.




  The war in space was dominated by the capsuleers, and their power over mortals was staggering. There were no enforceable treaties in Black Rise, nor conventions regulating the treatment of

  prisoners. The conflict was testing the limits of human decency, and every government was complicit in its abominations, whether as direct participants or simply in looking away from these affairs

  entirely.




  Captain Lears, a decorated veteran of the war and regional specialist for operations in Black Rise, was currently fighting alongside Federation warships from the Placid Naval Forces Command in a

  pitched battle against elements of the Caldari Navy. Acting on intelligence provided by covert scout patrols, the Federation intercepted terra-ops warships attempting to land mechanized infantry

  beneath the orbital defenses of Lima Pearl, the sixth planet of the system. Though outnumbered, the terra-ops ships were fighting valiantly against impossible odds. As drones and fighters weaved

  through packs of battlecruisers exchanging fire, Korvin was oblivious to the scale of violence surrounding him.




  His concentration instead focused on the plasma bolts of his own railguns as they burned deeper into the Caldari battleship. Part of his hyper-awareness was tracking information that was utterly

  nonessential: He was counting the number of lifeboats ejecting from the disintegrating vessel, and comparing that figure with the typical crew complement for that ship class.




  The target began breaking apart, splitting in two before exploding violently. When the bluish white blossom dissipated, a tumbling mausoleum of charred, twisted metal was all that remained.

  Korvin fixated on the wreck, adding his count to a running tally that he’d been keeping since the war began.




  Then the mausoleum began calling out to him.




  Whispering. Murmuring. He couldn’t bring himself to turn away from it.




  ‘Gunfighter One-Six, new primaries are stuck in the bubble at mark two.’




  The voice of the theater commander was loud and crisp, but Korvin didn’t acknowledge him. His own camera drones were still focused on the wreckage as the other Federation vessels turned

  toward the remaining Caldari. An inhibitor field made it impossible for the ships to escape, as their propulsion engines were crippled by gravimetric interference. They would barely be able to

  defend themselves.




  ‘Weapons free,’ the commander continued. ‘Destroy all remaining targets.’




  But Korvin wasn’t listening. Images of corpses filled his vision as the camera resolution was amplified. The audio converters of his ship interface were functioning perfectly, but all he

  could hear was what sounded like a room full of people, where many conversations were happening at once.




  A voice rang out from the distance: ‘Gunfighter One-Six, do you copy?’




  The conversations were getting louder. Sinister things were being spoken. A resonance of evil arrested the senses of Korvin Lears as his mind focused on one floating corpse in particular. The

  skin of its face and scalp had been burned completely off.




  A voice from another pilot in the squadron rang out: ‘Commander, two bogies are Badger-class transports. Scans reveal persons of interest on board.’




  Korvin’s trance was almost broken by the word transports. They were unarmed most of the time, relying on escorts for protection. For terra-ops ships, some of that cargo could be

  troops, but there would almost certainly be civilians on board. The sensors of the Myrmidon conveyed that its escorts had already been destroyed.




  The sound of the voices was beginning to hurt his ears. A wicked shout jolted him. And the corpse, Korvin swore, was smiling at him.




  ‘Copy, Gunfighter One-One,’ the commander said. ‘Engage the transports and report.’




  All the voices screamed at once, while the corpse just stared its frozen, skinless cackle through Korvin’s soul. He writhed inside the pod containment fluid, convulsing as though his

  demons were locked inside of there with him.




  Another Federation pilot answered the call of duty.




  ‘Roger; two Badgers locked down, engaging.’




  Korvin saw the first volley of plasma charges slam into the target, taking its shields down on impact.




  ‘Gunfighter One-Six, what’s your status?’




  A second volley ruptured its hull. A single lifeboat ejected. The corpse kept laughing.




  ‘One-Six, are you alright?’




  He could hear the captain of the transport begging for mercy right before it exploded, and suddenly the voices in Korvin’s mind silenced.




  It had all become perfectly clear to him now.




  ‘No,’ he mumbled, directing the Myrmidon’s gun turrets toward the other vessels in his squadron. ‘I’m not alright.’




  Before the commander could answer, he locked his weapon systems on the lead Federation warship and opened fire.




  ‘Lears, what the hell are you doing?’




  The second Caldari transport, already crippled from Federation plasma fire, began ejecting lifeboats. One more volley would destroy it for certain.




  Korvin placed a second stream of concentrated railgun fire on the lead Federation ship. Its shields buckled, and the rounds detonated against its plate armor.




  ‘Friendly fire, cease fire!’ the pilot exclaimed, taking evasive maneuvers. ‘Command, I’m under attack from a friendly! What the hell is going on?’




  Korvin locked the other three Federation warships while tracking the number of lifeboats ejecting from the remaining transport. If one more got free, he could safely assume that he had saved at

  least 90 percent of the passengers on board.




  ‘Shut your weapons down!’ the commander shouted. ‘That’s an order!’




  With a thought, the Myrmidon’s railguns spit volleys at each of the remaining Federation ships, disrupting their attack run. Elation swept through Korvin as the last lifeboat rocketed away

  from the crippled transport, which by now had only a skeleton crew or even just its brave captain left behind.




  ‘Captain Lears! Shut your engines down right now!’




  He was at peace with himself.




  Any moment now, his own comrades would retaliate with lethal force for his inexcusable betrayal. But he was immortal. When his ship was destroyed, he would awaken in a cloning vat at a

  Federation Navy base, surrounded by armed guards with orders to escort him directly to a court-martial and charges of treason.




  ‘Don’t let that son of a bitch escape!’ the commander shouted.




  His bliss was replaced with miserable clarity. The plasma blasts streaked across space for him, and he reflexively took action to secure his survival.




  He saw one last escape pod eject from the battered transport.




  Do some good with this chance, Korvin thought, focusing on the tiny craft as it sped away. Make it worth what I just sacrificed.




  With a clear conscience, an uncertain future, and a heavy heart, Captain Lears warped away as bolts of plasma converged on the empty space behind him.




  
 





  [image: ]




  5




  ESSENCE REGION – VIERES CONSTELLATION




  THE LADISTIER SYSTEM – PLANET IV, MOON 4: RENÉALT




  PRESIDENTIAL BUREAU STATION




  SOVEREIGNTY OF THE GALLENTE FEDERATION




  The spacious apartment of former President Souro Foiritan was furnished with an aristocratic decor, fitting for an accomplished politician. Collections of lavish gifts

  presented by the bourgeois and elite power brokers of New Eden were arranged with artistic precision throughout the flat. They were the relics of a storied career at the highest level of

  government, a career that had come to an abrupt and humiliating halt.




  Souro preferred to keep the place dark, which was how he found it upon returning from a day of meetings with academia. But sitting comfortably inside was the man who had replaced him, along with

  his security drones.




  ‘Good evening,’ President Jacus Roden said. ‘You don’t return my calls.’




  Souro glared at him.




  ‘My datapad discards junk messages,’ he said. ‘You’ll be hearing from my lawyers about this—’




  ‘Before you say another word,’ Jacus interrupted, placing his own datapad on the table. ‘Just watch.’




  A volumetric projection of two men materialized in the living room. One was of President Roden. The other was Federation Grand Admiral Anteson Ranchel.




  ‘HOW MANY HAVE WE LOST?’ President Roden asked.




  ‘One mechanized division and three engineering battalions,’ Admiral Ranchel replied.




  ‘Which is how many soldiers?’




  ‘Twenty thousand, give or take a few hundred.’




  ‘“Give or take,” Admiral?’




  ‘I’m sorry, Mr President. I’ve become numb to statistics.’




  ‘This many dead because of one capsuleer attack?’




  ‘He had help on the surface, probably Dragonaurs.’




  ‘So terra-ops for Villasen are terminated?’




  ‘I’m afraid so, sir.’




  ‘How many colonists are still down there?’




  ‘About ten thousand in three separate outposts. They’re spread out by hundreds of kilometers, all of it impassable by ground and with limited comms between them. We think our forward

  teams made it to one of the settlements, but . . . ’




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘Once Caldari Navy SPECFOR or Dragonaurs sweep through, it’s over.’




  ‘No prisoners will be taken?’




  ‘Not likely, sir. No.’




  President Roden shifted uncomfortably in his seat.




  ‘And, of course, we’d treat them in kind,’ he said.




  ‘That’s right,’ Admiral Ranchel said indifferently.




  ‘How are we supposed to win hearts and minds with those tactics?’




  ‘We lost hearts and minds a million casualties ago,’ the Admiral said. ‘The colonists don’t care who’s winning in space. They’re tired of being shot or

  tortured for saying the wrong thing to the uniform of the week.’




  ‘I’m sure our soldiers aren’t shooting anyone they’re not supposed to,’ President Roden said, narrowing his eyes. ‘Right, Admiral?’




  ‘We do what we can.’




  ‘Well that’s not good enough, now is it?’




  ‘No, sir, it isn’t. The point is, it’ll take months to replace the bodies we lost in that engagement. We won’t be able to put boots on the ground there for a long

  time.’




  ‘That’s unacceptable.’




  ‘On that we agree.’




  ‘I’m disappointed you admit it with so little remorse. Do you have anything else to report?’




  ‘A Navy capsuleer with Placid Command fired on his own squadron, then managed to escape following fleet orders to neutralize him. His whereabouts are currently unknown.’




  ‘Unknown.’




  ‘The capsuleer’s name was Korvin Lears.’




  President Roden tilted his head.




  ‘Was it?’ he asked.




  ‘You know him?’




  ‘Who doesn’t, Admiral?’




  ‘Captain Lears had just participated in a terra-ops interdiction mission over Lima Pearl when he became unresponsive and attacked Federation warships. He was attempting to save the crew of

  a Caldari transport, and he succeeded.’




  ‘Who was on that ship?’




  ‘Several officers and a contingent of civilian engineers.’




  ‘Civilians were on board?’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘And he was ordered to shoot them down anyway?’




  ‘Given the profile of ranked personnel on board, the civilians were deemed expendable.’




  ‘Do you think he was attempting to save the civilians or the officers?’




  ‘It doesn’t matter,’ the Admiral said, raising his voice slightly. ‘Captain Lears will be charged with treason if and when his clone awakens in our custody.

  Sir.’




  ‘You didn’t answer the question.’




  ‘I beg to differ.’




  ‘Ah. So killing civilians is a valid tactic in our military doctrine now?’




  ‘In those circumstances, yes. Disobeying orders and firing on fellow pilots is not.’




  ‘He was disobeying an order to attack civilians—’




  ‘He was once a close associate of Alexander Noir, sir. The worst traitor in our history. He should have never been allowed in a ship to begin with.’




  ‘Is he responsible for any Federation fatalities?’




  ‘What difference does it make? A jury will decide his guilt or innocence.’




  ‘I know the rules of our courts, Admiral.’




  ‘With all due respect, Mr President, I don’t think you do.’




  THE PROJECTION WITHDREW BACK into the datapad. President Roden leaned forward to scoop the device off the table as his host unleashed a low

  whistle.




  ‘Stress brings out the worst in everyone,’ Souro mused. ‘I’ve heard about your disagreements before, but that outburst . . . I don’t know what to say.’




  President Roden pushed the tumbler offered by Souro’s maid off to the side.




  ‘Oh? What else have you heard?’




  ‘The usual,’ Souro said smugly. ‘Mostly that you’re a ruthless son of a bitch who doesn’t know how to connect with people. Nothing you don’t already know,

  I’m sure.’




  The man elected to replace Souro Foiritan as President of the Gallente Federation was a capsuleer. The founder and former CEO of the mega-corporation Roden Shipyards emerged from a reclusive

  retirement to run for the presidency after Foiritan stepped down on his own accord – or so he insisted. A host of national setbacks followed by the loss of Caldari Prime when the war began

  dismantled the popularity that Foiritan spent nearly a decade cultivating. For all his impressive contributions to the Federation, both to its culture and as a nation, he was remembered most for

  failing to engage the most powerful class of human beings in history: the immortal capsuleers, or ‘empyreans.’ The voters demanded change, and when a Federation capsuleer emerged as the

  front-running candidate, they eagerly offered their support and proved more than willing to overlook a past that was anything but pristine.




  Jacus Roden was strikingly different from the charismatic, good-looking Foiritan. At first glance, he was a much older man; his head was shaved, and he was shorter than average, with a slight

  build. He walked deliberately, as though moving too fast would break something. But his cybernetic augmentations – at least the ones that were obvious – gave him a haunting appearance.

  His eyes were his most visible and striking modification: The irises were emerald green, capable of emitting light that some believed was tied to his emotions, while the conjunctiva was laced with

  microcircuitry. Separate lines of metal trim ran along each jawbone, beginning below the ear and ending where his sharp chin began. With the right lighting conditions, Jacus Roden’s head

  looked like a greenish skull.




  No one knew what those eyes could see – only that they weren’t the ones he was born with.




  ‘It doesn’t have to be this way,’ Jacus said calmly. ‘Granted, I could find what I’m looking for elsewhere. But I would much rather hear it from you.’




  ‘What if I’m not interested in discussing it?’ Souro muttered, jutting his chin toward the two intimidating sentry drones standing at the door. ‘You plan on coercing it

  out of me?’




  ‘Now, Souro, let’s act civilized,’ Jacus said. ‘You should speak like the man who brought greatness to the Federation. If only for a short while.’




  ‘I don’t have anything to say to you,’ the ex-President growled, downing his tumbler in a single gulp. ‘Which means you have no reason to be here.’




  Jacus leaned back in the chair, crossing one leg over the other. ‘You know, we were all good men once—’




  Souro stifled a laugh, then composed himself.




  ‘— but all men, being human, are fallible creatures,’ Jacus continued. His green eyes brightened ever so slightly. ‘A man betrays the Federation, and just like that a

  great enlightenment ends. Souro, as President you allowed the first public execution in centuries, giving in to the mob’s thirst for blood. I’m no saint. But I don’t have that

  failure on my conscience.’




  Jacus was referencing the capture, trial, and brutal public execution of former Grand Admiral Advent Etturer, who sold the secrets of the Federation’s border defense network that had

  enabled the Caldari Navy to invade the Luminaire system. The resulting occupation of Caldari Prime, right in the heart of the Federation capital system, persisted to this day, with millions of

  Gallenteans remaining trapped in quarantined sections of the planet.




  Souro Foiritan spoke through gritted teeth.




  ‘What did you come here for, rodent?’




  ‘Tell me, how many lives did you destroy during your career?’ Jacus asked. ‘I’m a politician now. . . . That practically makes us brothers. Do we not act in the best

  interests of the Federation? To be fair, it’s only natural to find places where self-interests intersect with . . . national priorities. So there are no more truly good men

  left, assuming any ever existed at all. These ugly times bring out the worst in us. Only the lesser evils remain. And you, dear friend, are no more or less evil than I.’




  Souro feigned the most polite tone that his anger would allow.




  ‘How can I help you, President Roden?’ he asked.




  ‘That’s better,’ Jacus said, leaning back and clasping his hands before him. ‘We can disagree and still be civil. Now, I would like to hear, in your own words, why you

  believe Admiral Ranchel is, and I quote, “numb” to the catastrophic loss of Gallentean life.’




  ‘Because he’s insulating himself from reality,’ Souro muttered, refilling his own tumbler. ‘All of us are.’




  ‘The reality of facing the consequences of your own decisions?’ Jacus asked.




  ‘Capsuleers have become more powerful than anyone anticipated,’ Souro said, pausing to take another sip. ‘The toll they’ve taken on human life is too astounding to

  believe.’




  Jacus unclasped his hands, narrowing his eyes.




  ‘Difficult to trust them, I know,’ he said.




  ‘They’re an abomination,’ Souro sneered. ‘Present company excluded, of course.’




  ‘Of course. Yet the people voted one to be their President.’




  ‘So they did. Not long after they burned a man to death for treason.’




  ‘Democracy is indifferent to the hypocrisy of its own people.’




  ‘Which people are you referring to?’ Souro scoffed, downing more of the potent drink. ‘Those lucky enough to live in secure space are the biggest hypocrites of all. For

  them, this war is peripheral: It doesn’t affect their lives in the slightest, and the goddamn corporations are happy to keep it that way. If they knew what we know—’




  ‘Nothing would change,’ Jacus interrupted. ‘As you say, all the wealth here insulates people from caring too much.’




  ‘That won’t last forever.’




  ‘No, not without curbing the body count,’ Roden said, leaning forward, ‘or without a technical breakthrough to smash the stalemate.’




  ‘Aha – so that’s why you’ve come here,’ Souro said. ‘You were right to say you could have learned all this elsewhere. Like from your own Intelligence

  Director.’




  ‘I need both sides of the story, and I have neither the time nor patience to play politics,’ Jacus replied drily. ‘Advancements in drone tech were available while you were

  still in office. Why weren’t they deployed?’




  Souro laughed.




  ‘Your Grand Admiral is insolent, and you don’t trust your own cabinet,’ he said, leaning back. ‘What do you need to do to earn some respect? Visit old Presidents for

  advice?’




  ‘Charming,’ Jacus said. ‘Please answer the question.’




  Souro was surprised at his own urge to do so.




  ‘Every AI that we’ve ever experimented with can be compromised – even those produced by Roden Shipyards. I doubt that’s changed since I left.’




  The eyes began to glow again. Jacus gave the truth agent in Souro’s whiskey more time to do its work.




  ‘Tragically, our efforts to cut losses in this war haven’t been very effective,’ Jacus said. ‘But I’m sure there are other options in the vault we haven’t

  tried.’




  ‘Oh, there are a few things,’ Souro slurred, now feeling the effects of the drink. ‘Dark, nasty stuff . . .’




  ‘I just want to know about one,’ Jacus said, more deliberately than usual. ‘A classified Navy program called “The Cain Directive.”’




  ‘“Cain . . .”’ Souro’s eyes closed, and his head fell back into the chair as though in a meditative trance.




  Jacus studied his prey intently. ‘Please tell me about that one, Souro.’




  The former President was now completely anesthetized. Though unconscious, his motor skills, audio processing, recall, and cognitive abilities were responsive. He spoke slowly but clearly –

  and would remain pleasantly agreeable for the rest of their conversation.




  ‘The Navy floated several proposals for creating supersoldiers,’ Souro started. ‘Most were like the Caldari model: They combined elements of cloning and cybernetic engineering.

  Some proof-of-concepts became elite fighting units, but not in any widespread capacity.’




  ‘Why not?’ Jacus asked.




  ‘Because attrition is still costly,’ Souro said.




  ‘You mean from the expense of producing the soldier?’




  ‘No,’ Souro said, as some drool began trickling from the corner of his mouth. ‘It’s losing experience that hurts. You can’t replace the knowledge that dies with a

  veteran soldier quickly. But there was another idea.’




  Jacus stood and began gently dabbing Souro’s face with a handkerchief.




  ‘Please go on,’ Jacus encouraged.




  ‘One group wanted funding to apply immortal-capsuleer technology to soldiers.’




  ‘Interesting,’ Jacus noted. ‘What happened to the idea?’




  ‘No one thought it could work,’ Souro said. ‘The equipment that supports cognitive-state transfers would have to be miniaturized. Then you need cybernetic tech that preserves a

  soldier’s memory. And all of this would need to happen in an uncontrolled Battlefield environment.’




  Jacus reflected a moment. On starships, the capsule is what managed state transfers of a capsuleer’s mind at the point of destruction. When the protective pod was breached, a snapshot of

  the pilot’s brain was taken and transferred into a clone using entangled communication systems. But it was supported by a huge interstellar infrastructure network based on stations and

  stargates.




  ‘Our best people couldn’t figure this out,’ Souro said. ‘Then there were ethical constraints.’




  ‘How so?’




  ‘Testing new technology on humans, even if it passed survivability assurance in AI constructs, wasn’t something I was comfortable with,’ Souro said. ‘I didn’t see

  anything promising enough to justify it, so I canceled the program. Creating an immortal soldier was beyond our capabilities. It probably still is.’




  ‘Do you know if anyone else is pursuing this?’ Jacus asked.




  ‘We know the Caldari aren’t,’ Souro answered. ‘Tibus Heth allegedly scoffed at the idea of immortal soldiers. We’re fairly certain the Minmatar have tried and

  failed. But we don’t know about the Amarr Empire. We haven’t been able to see inside there since the Elders’ attack.’




  ‘Very well,’ Jacus said. The ex-President’s maid, who had been in the employ of Roden Shipyards as a spy for much longer than as a maid for Souro Foiritan, quietly left the

  room. Per Jacus’s request, no one on that station would ever see her again. The sentry drones allowed her to pass, all the while maintaining their active jamming of the recording equipment in

  the room. The memory of the apartment’s AI would be deleted and replaced with video of Souro drinking himself to sleep. He would awaken later with no recollection of the encounter and find a

  letter of resignation from his maid.




  ‘I have just a few more questions for you,’ Jacus said, making sure that Souro was comfortable. ‘Does the Broker have this technology?’




  ‘We don’t think so. He operates by making multiple copies of himself and manually pushing situational-state information to a central repository, presumably the original

  copy.’




  ‘Are you certain?’




  ‘No. You never can be with him.’




  ‘But you think he’s dead?’




  ‘There’s plenty of evidence to suggest as much.’




  ‘If he’s still alive, do you think he would actively pursue this tech?’




  ‘Without question.’




  
 





  [image: ]




  6




  HEIMATAR REGION – HED CONSTELLATION




  AMAMAKE SYSTEM – PLANET II: PIKE’S LANDING




  CORE FREEDOM COLONY




  SOVEREIGNTY OF THE MINMATAR REPUBLIC




  At long last, the night mercifully surrendered to dawn. A grayish white fog began to snake its way through the rocky terrain like blood seeping from an old wound. The surviving

  Minmatar Valklear soldiers defending Core Freedom removed their night-vision equipment to see the unenhanced wickedness in its true light: columns of smoke rising from craters as shattered war

  machines and mutilated corpses littered the barren landscape. The Valklears had stopped the Amarr attackers within sight of their objective, but only barely.




  Weary to the bone, the Valklears who could still stand began the ‘mercy and salvage’ part of their mission: collecting weapons, unspent ammunition, incapacitated drones, reusable

  cybernetic limbs or organs from fallen soldiers, and any functional mechanical parts that remained. With no reliable support from the Republic Fleet, every last bit of scrap was precious for the

  colony, and anything salvageable would be given to the city engineers for reprocessing.




  Given the dire lack of supplies, the ‘mercy’ component of the mission was the unconditional execution and harvesting of any surviving enemy soldiers, including officers. They were

  worth more dead to the Minmatars than alive.




  Surveying the battlefield from a gunship was General Vlad Kintreb, who at 160 years of age had been a soldier for more than a century. Though he had experienced far worse, he knew that for many

  of his troops, this had almost certainly been the longest night of their lives.




  He ordered the pilot to set the craft down amid the carnage. Two MTACs and a squad of commandos rushed ahead to secure the landing site, as several Valklears looked on with blank, dazed

  expressions.




  The General was going downrange, they muttered, to check upon his children in the field.




  VLAD KINTREB STILL WALKED under his own power, although most of the bones in his legs were reconstructed from titanium. The usual mineral-scented

  air reeked of explosives and ionized gas. He breathed the familiar stench deeply, ignoring the rush of past battles roaring through his memory.




  Behind him, the bodyguards kept their distance, while the deep metallic impact of towering combat MTACs flanked either side of him. The chicken-legged walkers, ‘Spearstrike’ assault

  variants of Minmatar design, were now a salvaged patchwork of gold and brown armor plates. Minmatar cannons hung beneath weapon pylons lined with Amarr guidance systems. Vlad grunted at the sight

  of them. Like the rest of his garrison, there was a time when these magnificent vehicles were intact.




  Pausing over a disemboweled corpse, he reached down to turn the remnants of its severed torso over. The stub of a spine, charred black from an explosion that detached the pelvis, drew his

  attention. Unfazed by the gore that fell away from exit wounds behind the rib cage, he ran his fingers up the bone, then inspected the skull and jaw.




  ‘Kameiras,’ he growled, shaking his head.




  For General Kintreb, the irony was sickening. Kintreb’s knowledge of human anatomy was developed in classrooms and raw battlefield experience. He could tell just from looking at bones what

  he was dealing with. His Valklears had defended the colony from the Amarr elite infantry known as Kameiras, who were entirely of Minmatar origin. Genetically, Minmatar tribal ethnicities tended to

  be taller and more physically robust than the True Amarr. But the Kameiras were bred from the best physical specimens of slaves in the Amarr Empire to become holy warriors. Eligible children were

  placed in a conditioning program so optimized that by the age of nineteen, they were as strong and powerful as was humanly possible without the aid of cybernetic augmentation.




  The Kameiras were a significant investment for the Empire and were the best infantrymen they had – arguably more reliable than even their own Paladins.




  Vlad stood slowly, ignoring the tinge of pain in his lower back. Distant, muted explosions rumbled through the landscape, and more gunships roared overhead. Somewhere in the mountains beyond,

  Valklears were cleaning up the last pockets of stragglers who still had the strength to fight back.




  General Kintreb brushed the grime off his gloves, glancing back toward the outer fortifications. From a kilometer away, a great complex dominated the entire horizon. Deep behind its walls were

  antiship defenses to which the colony population – and the division of troops left defending it – owed their lives. If not for them, they would have been vaporized by orbital

  bombardments ages ago.




  The infrastructure at Core Freedom was immensely valuable. Covering nearly five hundred square kilometers, a conglomerate of industrial outposts provided access to the massive resource deposits

  of Pike’s Landing. Ore extractors, processors, and an alloy-smelting plant provided the nucleus of what was once a thriving industrial hub for the entire system. Central to all this was the

  colony’s most prized possession: its space elevator, the only one on the planet. With its six sky cables tethered to the orbiting industrial mega-complex high above, massive amounts of

  material could be transported offworld at a rate that dwarfed the lift capacity of even the largest dropships.




  With its mineral wealth and developed surface infrastructure, the Empire coveted Core Freedom. But getting ships into position to direct pinpoint orbital strikes was impossible because of its

  deadly antiship missile batteries. All ranged ordnance attacks were vulnerable to point defenses and shields. The only way to take the colony and its infrastructure intact was to land troops well

  beyond the perimeter and unleash a frontal assault, disabling the planetary defenses and then letting the guns in space impose their will on the targets below.




  Last night, Amarr launched a ferocious assault with their best troops leading the charge, and nearly succeeded in breaching the last line of ground defenses before the outer walls. Stretched too

  thin by the conflict raging closer to their homeworlds, the Republic Fleet couldn’t afford to divert resources to the frontier, and reinforcements would’ve been easily shot out of space

  by capsuleers loyal to the Empress. In fact, very little of the equipment available for General Kintreb’s troops was original-issue gear. Most of them deployed with Amarr weapons, all

  scavenged from prior battles.




  Unless something drastic changed, the General knew that they couldn’t hold the colony for much longer. Pleading to the Republic Fleet for help – even to Sanmatar Shakor himself

  – would do him no good, as there were countless other generals, on other Minmatar frontier worlds, all begging for the same.




  Shadowed by men and machines, General Kintreb continued his walk, slowly making his way toward a fallen Valklear lying upright against the wall of a shallow crater. Peering over the ledge, he

  found another scene of defaced humanity: the corpses of two soldiers, one Valklear, the other Kameira, sprawled opposite each other. The Valklear corpse – whose IDENT tag he recognized

  – was decapitated. The Kameira was on his back, with a charred blast hole in place of where his heart should have been. A white-hot microblade was still clutched and active in his hand.




  General Kintreb imagined the men holding this position were surprised by the crazed Kameira, who – with no ammunition remaining – was determined to fight to the end. Several laaknyds

  – voracious scavenging insects accidentally introduced to the planet’s ecosystem – had already begun partaking of the decaying corpses. One emerged from the chest wound of the

  fallen Kameira, its serrated pincers full of flesh. Before long, there would be many more of them.




  Vlad knelt before the upright Valklear, in whom the laaknyds showed no interest, and knew he was still alive.




  He gently removed the mask and night-vision scope. Wide, unfocused eyes appeared.




  Behind him, his bodyguards readied their aim on the soldier that Vlad was determined to help.




  A rifle lay across his lap, which Vlad slowly lifted and set aside. An inspection followed: short, irregular breaths, rapid pulse, some scarring on the armor, but no breaches.




  This was neuro-trauma. PSYKLAD munitions were reportedly used ahead of the assault. Any soldier who was unprotected could hallucinate to the point of self-destructive insanity.




  General Kintreb didn’t care about the danger.




  ‘State your name and rank,’ he ordered.




  His eyes blinked, but did nothing else. The upper torso of the closest MTAC swiveled slowly; the turret beneath its cockpit rotated toward them.




  Vlad placed a hand on the Valklear’s shoulder.




  ‘Let’s just start with your name.’




  Another blink; a tremor ran through the soldier’s hands.




  ‘I’m sorry about your squadmate,’ Vlad continued. ‘But you have to get to your feet.’




  Laaknyds were approaching the corpses in groups now, segregating themselves into tasks. Some continued their gory excavation, passing fresh meat to couriers that scampered back toward the nest.

  The larger bulls took up sentry positions, forming a protective cordon around the carcasses. Several laaknyds were facing General Kintreb and his fallen soldier, their raised pincers warning them

  not to tamper with their meal.




  ‘Stay with me,’ Vlad said, gripping both shoulders. ‘We’ve got to go, now—’




  The movement was too sudden. The soldier lunged forward and clamped onto the General’s neck, pulling him inward. Vlad sensed that this was either panic or a delusional plea for help, but

  that no longer mattered, as the MTAC – the only protective unit with a clear line of fire – unleashed a single cannon round with a disabled fuse.




  Vlad felt warm blood splash across his face, and the grip around his neck released. His pulse accelerated out of anger, not surprise. The round entered the man’s shoulder, exited through

  his upper back, and burrowed into several meters of volcanic rock. The soldier’s arm had been shorn clean off, scattering the insects as it came to rest near the protective cordon.




  ‘Send medics to my position,’ Vlad ordered.




  The body armor was doing its part to save the Valklear’s life, releasing biofoam around the wound and injecting the man with adrenaline to keep him from slipping into shock. Vlad tore a

  medpack off the man’s kit and removed more biofoam packets, stuffing them into the open wounds.




  A beat-up air sled arrived within seconds. Two medics quickly jumped out, hoisting the unconscious soldier into its flatbed.




  ‘Neuro-trauma, possible PSYKLAD ordnance,’ Vlad grumbled. ‘Wipe his memory before he wakes up.’




  The medic quickly saluted. ‘Yes, sir.’




  A moment later, they were gone.




  General Kintreb didn’t acknowledge the MTAC pilot who fired the shot, nor the bodyguards who eased off their weapons in relief. Instead, he glared at the laaknyds, several of which were

  taking test nibbles of the severed arm.




  Help from the Republic wasn’t coming. The blood coursing down his face was evidence of that. Their survival was not likely. It was time to break some long-standing principles.




  ‘Commander Bishop,’ Vlad muttered.




  The voice was loud and clear. ‘Yes, sir?’




  ‘Mordu’s Legion,’ Vlad said, wiping some blood off his cheeks. The sun was higher now, and the insects were working quickly to get back into their nest for shelter. ‘Make

  the call.’




  ‘Wilco.’




  More gunshots sounded in the distance.




  Someone once said that pride was the mask of one’s faults, Vlad thought.




  The insects were eating around the Valklear Special Forces patch. Well, here’s my ugly face for all to see.
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  GENESIS REGION – SANCTUM CONSTELLATION




  THE YULAI SYSTEM – INNER CIRCLE TRIBUNAL STATION SOVEREIGNTY OF THE CONCORD ASSEMBLY




  The mercurial figures of CONCORD’s Inner Circle gathered under conditions that hardly seemed adequate for all the power at their fingertips. Gone were the days when they

  met in ostentatious settings surrounded by absurdly lavish comforts. The ‘new’ meeting location was supposed to be temporary, and its appearance and function remained just as haphazard

  as when it was hastily assembled three years earlier.




  The Empyrean War began with the near-total destruction of their previous meeting place – a station once thought indestructible – and like so many others who lived through those

  historic events, these leaders would never be the same.




  No one spoke as the members took their seats. The only sound was the whir of electronic motors as probes descended from fragile gantries and inserted into the neuro-interface sockets in their

  skulls.




  ‘Tashin, what do you have?’ Inner Circle Director Irhes Angireh demanded.




  ‘The evidence you were looking for,’ he answered, though his mouth didn’t move. A blur of volumetric projections depicting personnel dossiers, security footage from research

  facilities, and classified incident files began taking shape before the circular arrangement of seats. ‘We have confirmation that all four nations are directly funding or researching immortal

  soldier technology.’




  ‘Even the Caldari?’ Irhes asked. ‘I thought Heth wasn’t interested.’




  ‘He said he doesn’t believe in the program,’ Tashin corrected. ‘But he’s still funding corporations who do.’




  ‘Which ones?’ Irhes asked.




  ‘Wiyrkomi and Sukuuvestaa,’ Tashin answered. ‘Heth is playing them against each other. Neither has made any real progress.’




  ‘So who’s winning this race?’ Irhes asked.




  ‘The Amarrians,’ Esoutte Denaert hissed. ‘They’ll have prototypes ready in a year, maybe two at most.’




  ‘Heth is bluffing,’ Tashin commented. ‘Who wouldn’t want the tech? No one wants to admit the urgency, but it’s plainly obvious.’




  ‘Here’s urgency for you,’ Esoutte said. Lists of soldiers – millions of them – were streaming before her. They were compiled KIA lists from several national armies.

  ‘Most never made it to a battlefield before they died.’




  ‘We’ve said it a thousand times,’ Irhes said. ‘Why rush down this path even faster by bringing immortality to soldiers? It doesn’t make sense—’




  ‘No, you’ve said it a thousand times,’ Tashin scoffed, annoyed at the Director’s outburst. ‘It makes perfect sense. Look at the casualty figures. War is ugly

  business. It isn’t our place to judge how nations wage it, so long as the means doesn’t interfere with our charter.’




  ‘This is about cost,’ Esoutte said, as schematics of human soldiers, with and without cybernetic augmentations, flickered through the air. ‘The Caldari are the best at fielding

  armies quickly. Every citizen is trained and can be brought to fighting shape in a matter of weeks, but it’s still hugely expensive.’




  More figures displayed the development cost per soldier, including arms, augmentation, conditioning, and training. Tashin was about to begin a lengthy presentation.




  ‘The other nations don’t have the luxury of mandatory conscription, so their costs are even higher—’




  ‘What does this have to do with anything?’ Irhes exclaimed.




  Tashin, though immobilized at the neck, managed to twitch.




  ‘I’m merely pointing out that there’s good reason for them to be developing immortal technology, and that it’s probably not the evil superpower excuse you’re

  looking for as grounds to interfere.’




  Irhes would hear none of it.




  ‘What about the human cost?’ she demanded. ‘Did you even think about what could happen if empyrean technology was passed on to soldiers? Of the power it would give the nation

  that owned it? Have you completely forgotten what our mandate is?’




  The imagery became a mottle of red – a conditioned response that Tashin, like the other members of the Inner Circle, had trained himself to perform as a means of masking what he was really

  thinking. Instead of revealing his anger toward the Speaker for belittling him, Tashin willed himself to display the CONCORD Mandate in rather sarcastic fashion across the room:




  

    

      

        To protect the right of civilizations to grow and prosper;




        To preserve the surviving sovereignties of the Dark Ages;




        To serve justice to those immortals who abuse the privilege of everlasting life;




        To safeguard the mortals of worlds from dangers which originate in space;




        To prevent empyrean technology from causing the destruction of humanity.


      


    


  




  ‘Brilliant,’ Irhes sneered. ‘But do you understand what that actually means?’




  ‘Perfectly,’ Tashin said. ‘And I still maintain that the evolution of empyrean technology is inevitable, and you’re naïve to suggest it can be

  prevented.’




  ‘I’m with Irhes on this,’ Tatoh Okkamon interjected. ‘Immortal soldiers have one purpose, and the consequences of abuse are unthinkable. I support any measures presented

  to put a stop to it.’




  ‘Now just wait a moment,’ Esoutte pleaded. ‘We can’t interfere with the sovereign rights of nations to defend themselves!’




  ‘We can where it concerns the governance of immortals,’ Irhes growled.




  ‘Immortal soldiers would absolve the living from ever having to wage war,’ Tashin said. ‘It’s the ultimate deterrent.’




  ‘Which is precisely why we have to stop it from developing in the first place,’ Irhes demanded. ‘Whoever wins this race can wage any war perpetually. That is a

  nightmare scenario, and I’m astonished it even needs to be stated.’




  ‘I agree we should stop the tech from developing,’ Tatoh said. ‘The question is how. The moment the assembly nations even suspect we’re opposed to it,

  they’ll accelerate their research programs – or worse, transfer them to the outer regions.’




  ‘Then our jurisdiction must expand,’ Irhes told them.




  The images projected by the other members abruptly dropped as the implications of her statement took hold. Mordu’s Legion, the Intaki Syndicate, the Khanid Kingdom, and several other

  sovereignties that operated well outside the boundaries of the four primary empires appeared.




  ‘You’re not serious,’ the astounded Tashin said. ‘You can’t enforce this. They’ll kill you for trying.’




  ‘Where is this obsession coming from?’ Esoutte asked. ‘This almost seems personal.’




  The sound of the Director’s voice was loudest over the area where Tashin and Esoutte were sitting.




  ‘There’s nothing personal in recognizing that we’re at a crossroads in history,’ she thundered. ‘We’ve seen what empyreans are capable of. If it wasn’t

  for us, we might have lost every mortal in existence. This is exactly why CONCORD was created in the first place. It’s our responsibility to make sure that never

  happens!’




  ‘Irhes,’ Tashin said somberly. ‘I know their power grew faster than any of us imagined. I was in Yulai when the Elders attacked. I was scared for my life. But this isn’t

  the answer.’




  ‘I disagree,’ Tatoh said. ‘We have to try. The threat is real; the mandate is clear.’




  Tara Rushi had yet to speak, though it was clear from the projections floating above her that she was weighing both arguments carefully. All matters trivial and historic were decided in CONCORD

  by a simple majority vote, and she had become the tiebreaker in this crucial moment.




  ‘If we were to proceed,’ Tashin asked, ‘how do you propose we put a stop to it?’




  ‘We use THANATOS,’ Irhes said confidently.




  ‘Three of them are already searching for the Broker,’ Tatoh said.




  ‘We’ll create a fourth. One for this explicit purpose. To do whatever is necessary to convince the empires to cease their efforts, and if necessary, sabotage their research

  outright.’




  Tara finally spoke.




  ‘The Joves would have never allowed this,’ she said.




  ‘The Joves are dead.’ Irhes scowled.




  ‘I see,’ Tara said. ‘Then I shall abstain but give my vote to you, Speaker. Since you seem to know what’s best for us all.’




  
 





  PART II




  Absentia
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  >>CONCORD/DED Datastack 13A0B: ‘Preliminary Report: The Apocrypha Event’




  >>Owner: AI Construct Argos-1




  >>For Inner Circle, Select Members of the DED and CONCORD




  >>EYES ONLY




  

    >>Summary


  




  On 10 March, YC III, ten star systems in the New Eden cluster were struck by a previously unrecorded stellar event called a ‘mass sequence CME

  anomaly.’ The cataclysm killed over 190 million people, the bulk of whom resided in the underground cities of Seyllin I. The events appear to have been caused by the detonation of separate

  stockpiles of isogen-5, which is a highly volatile, naturally occurring mineral found only in the proximity of Class-O stars. Immediately following these explosions, concentrated waves of plasma

  emanating from the local sun dissipated throughout affected systems along a focused magnetic field, obliterating everything in their paths.




  Although each system affected by the catastrophe was host to a Class-O star, there is no obvious pattern to their locations. However, each system was struck by identical events simultaneously,

  despite their physical separation by many light-years.




  Shortly after the event took place, numerous spacetime topological point-defects, or ‘wormholes’ as they are more commonly called, began appearing throughout New Eden, also with

  random frequency and distribution. To this point, the only naturally occurring wormhole in the entire cluster was the EVE Gate, which collapsed thousands of years ago. These new defects, literally

  tears in the fabric of spacetime, were found to be stable enough to allow the passage of starships. Despite warnings that the egress point of these defects was unknown and that their stability was

  likely temporary, many empyreans began traveling through.




  All ships entering these defects were transported to uncharted regions of space outside the New Eden cluster. The nearest recognizable objects to onboard navigation systems were quasars, the

  oldest and most distant celestial objects in the known universe. If not for fluid router technology, these ships would have been completely isolated from ‘known space’ and lost.




  Wormhole space, or ‘w-space,’ as it soon came to be known, was also permeated with defects, all of which were unstable. As of now, there are hundreds of recorded instances in which

  wormholes have collapsed behind passing ships. Remarkably, most of these ships were able to navigate back to New Eden space by scanning down and then entering other defects. Although their

  destinations were unknown, enough traversals eventually led back to random reentry points in the New Eden cluster.




  As detailed later in this report, the odds of these newly discovered defects all coincidentally pointing back to the New Eden cluster are extremely small.




  

    >>The Sleeper Civilization


  




  Pilots entering w-space have reported encounters with the automated defenses of an ancient and presumably extinct race of humans known as the Sleepers. While they are believed

  to be of Jove descent, very little is known about them. What is known, however, is that they were extremely advanced, having mastered all present ‘foundation’ space-faring and

  biomedical technologies thousands of years ago. But discovery of their reach across the universe – specifically, their consistent appearance in w-space systems – was completely

  unprecedented.




  The ‘Apocrypha Event,’ as this series of anomalies has been called, had the immediate political effect of temporarily distracting the empires from the Empyrean War. Despite the

  risks, capsuleers began migrating to w-space for two primary reasons: to harvest valuable resources for sale and consumption in New Eden, and to recover Sleeper technology.




  The first Sleeper artifact returned to New Eden possessed unique properties never before observed in applied-materials science. It was manufactured from fullerene-based polymorphic alloys

  capable of being adapted instantaneously to almost any engineering application. For example, two separate samples of the alloy – each of which has the same tensile strength as tritanium

  construction alloy – could be fused into one seamless sample by applying uniform high-voltage current through both specimens. Reversing the charge and the magnetic polarity of the sample

  breaks it into the original components.
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