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PART I


The Birth of Legends
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The first experience of life was a bright point of light followed by the sound of distant, muted whispers. A flood of sensory information registered self-awareness, when just before there was only a sea of blackness. A new mind took inventory of the world surrounding him: his chest, rising and falling with the sensation of air rushing into his lungs; the taste of saliva and the contraction of throat muscles as he swallowed; hands that opened and closed into fists as he commanded; all virgin experiences, so it seemed, for a man who was just born inside a coffin.


Lying supine, he blinked several times, struggling to make sense of his narrow confines. A glass shield was just inches from his face, where he gazed with frustrating uncertainty upon a reflection that was his own. An older man, with creases stretched across a high forehead and steel-grey eyes set upon severe cheekbones, returned the bewildered stare.


Who am I ? this lost soul asked, struggling to reach backwards in time for a memory or reference, anything to place this surreal state of being into context. But there was nothing there, and the sea of blackness prevailed.


As he tried to lift his shoulders, a medical device descended from inside the chamber and passed a bluish light over the entire length of his body. It was then that he realized the base of his skull was fastened to the bed’s surface, and that the connection was through a metallic socket implanted directly into the bone.


I am a capsuleer, he realized, peering through the glass at a ceiling high above. One of the immortals, but . . . what happened to me? The device hovered over his squinting eyes before an artificial voice spoke softly:


‘Good morning. Your vital signs are excellent. Try to relax while I assess the rebuilding progress of your temporal lobe. Scanning . . .’


With the centre light focusing on his eyes, additional beams were  projected onto his face. Then he felt a tingling sensation in the back of his head.


‘I’m going to ask you several questions,’ the voice continued. He found her voice soothing, despite its artificial tone. ‘Do you know what today’s date is?’


‘No,’ he answered. ‘Where am I?’


The voice remained impassive, but gentle. ‘Do you know what your name is?’


He was about to answer ‘No’ in desperation again when a bright flash illuminated the room beyond the glass, followed by a loud muffled thud that shook the chamber. He felt his pulse accelerate as his instincts registered danger for the first time.


‘Good morning. Your vital signs are excellent,’ the automated voice repeated. ‘Try to relax while I . . . Good morning. Your vital signs are . . .’


The device hovering above him flickered once, and then retracted back into its lair. He realized that a new face was staring at him through the glass, and that the predatory look in this stranger’s eyes was reason enough to be very afraid.


With a series of mechanical clicks and hisses, the chamber’s lid began to open.


 
Hidden above the chamber was a camera lens, one of hundreds located throughout the starship. Optical data was routed directly into a cybernetic implant which, like the man inside the chamber, was embedded within the skull of the ship’s pilot. Using onboard processors and the raw computing power of his cerebral cortex, telemetry was converted into ocular images that he could therefore ‘see’, despite being hundreds of metres away from the chamber itself.


Terrifying events were unfolding before him: an assassin had infiltrated the ship, sealed himself in the cargo bay, activated the CRU (Clone Reanimation Unit) prematurely, and was now moments away from murdering the most important figure in Theology Council history.


The same cybernetic implant feeding data to the pilot’s brain made his ship a natural extension of his own physical self. All he needed was to will his starship into action, and his biochemical signals were translated into digital instructions that were executed immediately by automated systems or the hundreds of crew members onboard. Because of this union between man and machine, the ship could react as quickly as its pilot  could think - but only if he knew how to act. Dealing with onboard saboteurs was a situation that had, until now, been unthinkable.


Opening a command channel through the cruiser’s subspace communication arrays, the pilot watched helplessly as the assassin stood over the CRU and began taunting the vulnerable clone of Falek Grange.


‘Lord Victor, we have an emergency,’ the pilot said.


‘Lieutenant Thornsson,’ the stern voice replied from dozens of light years away. ‘Go ahead.’


‘We escaped from Karsoth’s forces and survived a Covenant ambush,’ the pilot replied. ‘But there’s an assassin onboard and—’


The pilot lost his concentration as the attacker’s clenched, metal-plated fist crashed down upon Falek Grange’s face, spraying droplets of blood across the room.


 
Despite the physical appearance of an older man, this incarnation of Falek Grange was less than five minutes old. Every cell in his body was an exact replica of the original man, who by now had been dead for almost forty minutes. Although the brain of this clone contained elemental knowledge artificially distilled from simulated life experiences that an older man should have, in this case the core attributes of Falek’s original personality and personal memories were absent. A person awakening in this state has knowledge, but lacks the understanding of why he knows what he does.


To call this condition ‘amnesia’ would be inaccurate, for the term implies that there was once a memory to lose. This was far worse. For Falek Grange, there were no memories. Every experience from now on would seem both new and distantly familiar all at once.


But there was nothing familiar about the horrid violence that Falek was enduring now. With each blow, Falek could feel both skin and bone breaking beneath the assailant’s mailed fists. Every strike was perfectly placed to inflict maximum pain; just when Falek thought he would lose consciousness, the assassin instructed the CRU to inject him with enough adrenaline to keep him awake. With his head still attached to the neural interface and his hands clamped to the chamber walls, Falek was helpless to defend himself.


When the sparks of pain and numbing disorientation parted for just a moment, he gurgled out a single, pleading question:


‘Why . . . ?’


The assassin - a much younger man, with features similar to Falek’s - removed his gauntlets, unveiling thick, calloused hands. As if in prayer,  he murmured a series of phrases in a foreign language, closing his eyes while speaking.


Then he pressed both his hands into the deep, symmetric lacerations on Falek’s eye sockets and jawbone.


 
‘Unholy beast! Thornsson raged as he watched Falek scream. ‘The assassin is Covenant!’


‘You have to seal him inside the CRU,’ Victor answered. ‘Force it shut if you have to—’


‘I can’t! He disabled the hatch - my crew can’t get inside!’


The assassin raised both blood-soaked hands upwards as if to make an offering, and then lowered them to allow droplets of the crimson fluid to fall into his mouth.


‘There’s nothing they can do at all?’ Victor pleaded.


‘They’re trying everything to break in,’ the pilot replied. ‘We don’t stow any explosives onboard to blast through . . .’


He thought about that for a moment, and then added:


‘Unless . . .’


 
‘A pity that you’ll never know your crimes,’ the assassin said, manipulating the bloody controls of the CRU. ‘They are too numerous to mention in the time we have left.’


Falek Grange would have sobbed if he could; his eyes were swollen shut as his body rushed fluids to the trauma sites on his face. But the physical pain was no less excruciating than the mental anguish of not knowing if this cruel fate was deserved.


A shudder wracked his aching body as the locking shunt connecting his implant to the CRU withdrew from his skull.


‘My master has passed judgment on you,’ the assassin continued, placing one hand over Falek’s disfigured face and running it slowly towards his neck. ‘It is my devoted honour to serve him.’


Using his free hand, the assassin brandished a small sceptre. As Falek felt the grip around his neck tighten, he wished for the nothingness that was before the whispers brought him to life.


‘This will purge New Eden of your curse once and for all.’


 
‘Your clones have been destroyed, as all of ours have,’ Victor warned. ‘You know what that means!’


‘I believe in her, my lord,’ Thornsson said, swallowing hard as the  assassin forcibly yanked Falek upright by his neck and positioned the sceptre beneath his head. ‘And she believed in him.’


With a single thought, Lieutenant Thornsson armed the self-destruct sequence for his ship.


‘This is all I can do to save him,’ he said, just as the assassin thrust the back of Falek’s exposed skull downward. ‘Tell her that I did this for her glory . . .’


‘She already knows, my friend,’ Victor replied.


 
Falek had little time to scream as the electrically charged sceptre made brief contact with the implant’s socket, producing a sickening flash of white and red. As the surrounding tissue vaporized along with metal, the lid of the CRU forcibly closed down, knocking the sceptre loose and forcing the assassin to release his choking grip. Falek collapsed, unconscious, onto his back within the chamber as the lid shut completely and formed an airtight seal. The last thing the enraged assassin would ever see was a reinforced blast shield rise from the floor and enclose the CRU, where his prey continued to breathe.


Powered by an aneutronic fusion reactor, the Prophecy-class battlecruiser piloted by Lieutenant Thornsson relied on magnetic containment fields to regulate the flow of plasma used for propulsion. If these fields collapsed, the plasma would scatter internally and destroy the surrounding structure.


They also served as the primary self-destruct mechanism for the ship.


Lieutenant Thornsson was sacrificing himself and his crew in a desperate attempt to save the life of Falek Grange. Normally occurring after a sixty-second countdown, the fail-safes regulating the fields were instructed to switch off earlier, making it impossible for anyone onboard to escape. In the exact instant when the blast shield locked into place over the CRU, the containment fields ceased, and the engine room’s plasma began incinerating everything in its path, eating its way back into the fusion reactor within seconds.


Expanding outwards in every direction, the resulting explosion tore the ship in two, obliterating the decks leading up to the forward superstructure. Fragments of superheated debris travelling at immense speeds perforated every remaining section of the ship. For the crew closest to the engine room at the time of the blast, death came as quickly as a thought. For those in the forward compartments, there may have been just enough time to grasp the severity of what was happening, but not much more.


For Falek Grange, the experience was the same as the blackness from  which he had emerged. Protected by the blast shield, the CRU continued to function, keeping him alive for the time being. Suspended inside the chamber, he floated among the ruins of a shattered starship, unwillingly clinging to an existence whose single memory was of being tortured and beaten to within an inch of his life.
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Delve Region - 05K-Y6 Constellation 
System 1B-VKF


 
‘How many times does that kid have to screw up,’ Vince started, holding the two charred electrical couplings up for emphasis, ‘before you realize he just can’t handle this yet?’


Téa remained defiant. ‘You ever think that the problem is how you’re teaching him? He’s a lot smarter than you give him credit for.’


Vince gritted his teeth. ‘Look, I’m serious here, someone is going to get hurt if this keeps up—’


A blaring intercom interrupted the two squabbling siblings. ‘Did you find the problem?’


‘A capacitor rig was installed wrong, courtesy of the boy genius,’ Vince answered. ‘I have to replace a bunch of cable, and we’re out of spare caps.’


‘Oh, that’s real big of you, blaming him like that,’ Téa protested. ‘You’re unbelievable sometimes!’


‘Téa, enough,’ the voice interrupted. ‘I need you in front with me. Put the kid on the winch controls before you head up.’


She glared at Vince, fuming.


‘You heard the captain,’ he said, smirking. ‘Go someplace where you can be useful for a change.’


‘Vince, forget the cap, just replace cables,’ the intercom continued. ‘Get into a survival suit when you’re done. A battlecruiser blew up out here, and if there’s salvage, we need it. You’ve got about five minutes.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Vince mocked, setting down on a knee and ripping access panels off the bulkhead. They fell with a crash as he reached for a soldering torch.


Téa stormed past. ‘Just one fucking shred of compassion for once.’


He lowered a welding mask over his face. ‘Don’t hate me because I’m right,’ he muttered, as sparks showered onto the metal grating.


 
Téa was accustomed to the putrid concoction of odours aboard the Retford. The recycled air was ripe with the heavy stench of mildew, sweat, and mechanical lubricants. Flickering lamps illuminated the pipes and bulkhead fittings that snaked along the ceilings as she navigated the ship’s narrow corridors, which she could probably manage while blindfolded. Like the rest of the small crew, these metal catacombs had been her home for years, replacing a life in Caldari society that was only slightly worse than this.


‘Gear?’ she asked, ascending a small ladder.


Scanning the confined galley, she already knew that the boy was here. Apart from the bridge, there were no other rooms with a view outside. This was the only place on the Retford where one could find some peace, if just for a short time.


The tip of a tiny shoe was protruding from the galley’s single table. Téa squatted to look below. ‘Hey,’ she said. ‘Whatcha’ doin’ down here?’


Gear sat with his hands clasped around his knees, his hazel eyes full of dejection. Lowering herself beneath the table, she took a seat on the floor besides him.


‘Sometimes, learning isn’t easy,’ she said softly.


The child looked up, gesturing with his hands: I did it the way he told me to!


‘Oh, I believe you!’ she said, her heart wrenching with sympathy. ‘Vince is careless at times. He isn’t the best teacher . . .’


Gear’s hands motioned in a flurry. He’s a big jerk! And he told Captain Jonas about my mistake!


‘Captain Jonas isn’t mad at you,’ she said, leaning forward to place a gentle hand on his cheek. Her pale skin contrasted sharply with his olive tone. ‘In fact, he needs your help with the winch again.’


All I ever do around here is work the winch, Gear motioned. Vince won’t let me do anything else.


‘You’ll get your chance,’ she said, brushing aside the thick locks of hair from his forehead. ‘Everyone does. But you’re the best winch operator on the ship - even better than Captain Jonas.’


Gear shrugged. It’s easy, once you get used to it.


‘You know, the captain thinks that a battlecruiser blew up out here . . .’


Really? His eyes lit up. A battlecruiser?


‘Yes,’ she smiled. ‘There’s only one way to find out for sure!’


The boy scampered out from beneath the table and disappeared down the ladder.


 
Three years of this, Jonas thought. And I’m no closer to getting rich than when I was planetside. He rubbed his temples, staring at all the yellow markers in the schematic display before him. Each was an indicator of a component that was either malfunctioning or in danger of ceasing completely. The Retford was a sick starship, urgently in need of an overhaul. But with what money? Jonas thought, annoyed that it was taking Téa so long to reach the ‘bridge’, which in this frigate was little more than a cramped room with a forward view and two uncomfortable seats. This flying shitcan represents my entire net worth, and it’s crewed by two goddamn fugitives and a ten-year old kid who can’t talk. Disgusted, he shut down the schematic and switched to the scanner. A flashing marker indicated the approximate location where the battlecruiser explosion was detected. At least I have my health, he thought, just as the door behind him opened. For now, anyway.


‘What took you so long?’ he muttered.


‘I was trying to fix the damage that my asshole brother did,’ Téa answered, settling into the seat besides him. ‘Gear’s just a child, for God’s sake, and Vince needn’t be so hard on him.’


‘You’re only half right,’ Jonas said, powering down the ship’s noncritical functions to conserve energy for the warp drives. ‘Gear’s just a kid, but Vince is the only one fixing damage around here, which happens to be to my ship.’


Téa’s hands were moving furiously over the controls. ‘Your explosion triangulates to a position approximately seven AUs from here,’ she said, her face reddening. ‘And we can resolve all possible wreckage tracks with ninety-nine per cent confidence.’


‘Ninety-nine? Are you sure you’re doing the math right?’


She sat upright and took a deep breath. ‘Jonas, I want to ask that we use the next salvage proceeds to get him the surgery he needs to restore his voice. Now, before you get all angry, let me explain—’


‘Téa, what you do with your cut is your own business, but I really don’t advise you telling anyone else how to spend theirs.’


‘But he has so much potential! Think of how much more he could help us if only he could—’


‘He is a liability until he either proves otherwise or I can drop him off  someplace where I don’t think he’ll get killed, period. Now, are these coordinates accurate or not?’


‘You men are all just assholes, the whole lot—’


‘Tea!’


‘Yes.’ She was on the verge of tears. ‘We’re at ninety-nine because there’s no redshift in the playback.’


‘So what does that mean?’


She turned her deep green eyes towards him and glared. There was just enough light inside the bridge to accent the deep scar along her right eye socket.


‘It means your prize was sitting perfectly still when it exploded, Captain.’


 
Over the course of a typical career, salvaging offered the least favourable risk/reward ratio compared with other space professions. Its sole advantage was that it was the cheapest to maintain, requiring only a functional spacecraft and a cutting winch array, which in the case of the Retford cost more than the ship itself. However, insofar as success was concerned, a profitable expedition to retrieve intact items from a starship explosion was the statistical equivalent of predicting when and where lightning will strike.


First, a ship had to be within sensor range to detect the explosion. Next, the speeding fragments had to be located and intercepted without placing the salvager in the direct path of the debris. Then there was the recovery phase, which required cutting into the scrap with the ship’s winch crane, or worse, venturing directly inside the wreckage with a survival suit and a cutting laser. And finally, there was the challenge of completing the salvage without being spotted by the ‘competition’, as Jonas referred to any hostile ship that chanced upon their operation.


All this risk-taking was for the slim chance of recovering something - legal or otherwise - that could be resold. Starships were very expensive commodities, were often used to transport very expensive things, and were attacked and destroyed with enough frequency to make salvaging a viable, if hazardous, profession. Exactly how viable was a matter of pure luck, which Jonas hoped would continue to stay ‘good’ as the Retford cautiously approached the tumbling, charred remnants of a shattered Amarrian battlecruiser.


The wreckage before their eyes was more than double the size of the Retford; Téa shuddered as the icy tomb filled the canopy. Great composite alloy beams that once supported thick armour plates, now twisted  and ruined, rolled past the view as the Retford slowed to a full stop. It was difficult to fathom how this gutted, metal carcass was once a powerful warship; even more unthinkable was the kind of force required to rip it apart.


‘Gear, slow that thing down, would you please?’ Vince said, depressurizing the airlock as he waited. A greenish-white tractor beam extended from the winch and impacted against the spinning hulk, gradually slowing it down until it was stationary.


‘There isn’t much left here,’ Téa muttered. ‘Looks like the forward superstructure of a Prophecy-class variant . . . but those hull breaches were all caused from the inside.’


Jonas manoeuvred the Retford even closer, expertly nestling the small frigate within the shredded confines of the wreck. The cutting equipment and scanners were now in range. ‘Whenever you’re ready, Gear.’


From his vantage inside the airlock, Vince could see mechanical arms extend from the winch and probe the mangled hull. A preliminary list of salvageable parts began to scroll across the display in his helmet as Gear worked the controls.


‘Pretty shitty pickings for a battlecruiser,’ he muttered. ‘Where’s all the good stuff?’


A warning appeared on the main display. ‘Whoa!’ Jonas exclaimed. ‘Something’s still airtight in there. Gear, move that dorsal scanner back a few metres!’


The wire-frame image in front of Jonas panned back. There was a large container embedded in the wreckage. ‘Vince, can you get in there?’


‘Yeah, but I need a little help . . .’


Before he could finish, Gear was already using the cutting lasers to detach a segment of wreckage big enough for the mysterious container to fit through. Vince checked the fuel gauge on his thruster pack one last time as the mechanical arms peeled away the remnants of hull plating.


‘I’m opening the outer doors,’ Jonas said. ‘It’s your show now.’


As the cargo doors slid apart, Vince stepped outside of the airlock into the exposed bay. Before him was the wreckage, surrounded by pitch-black space. Floodlights were trained on the gaping hole cut open by the winch, and immediately Vince could recognize the charred remnants of a single corpse floating inside. Poor bastard, he thought. But better him than me. The container was still anchored to what had been the floor grating of a compartment onboard the cruiser.


Using the thrusters on his suit, Vince propelled himself across the small chasm separating the edge of the cargo bay from the wreckage.  Despite hundreds of space walks, he still experienced a brief moment of disorientation as the surface beneath him gave way to an eternity of nothingness. Careful to avoid the edges of the makeshift entrance, Vince pulled himself into the cavity and over the container. He was drawn to a small transparent pane on its surface immediately, and drifted closer to see what was inside.


‘What the . . . ?’ Vince started, pressing his mask right against it. ‘Is that . . . ?’


The reddish-purple form turned and coughed up blood globules that floated to the underside of the glass. Vince flinched, sending his cutting laser equipment spiralling across the compartment.


‘Holy fuck ! There’s something alive in here!’


Jonas blinked. ‘Are you kidding?’


‘No! Hell no, I’m not!’


As the mass stopped moving, the deformed silhouette of a man’s head finally became recognizable. ‘Oh, man,’ Vince gasped. ‘There is one seriously fucked-up human being inside this thing!’


‘Can you cut the container away from its mooring?’ Téa asked.


‘No,’ Vince said, allowing himself to drift backwards to examine the base of the structure. ‘But the winch lasers can. If Gear makes a good cut, we can fit the entire section inside.’


‘All right, get out of there,’ Jonas said. ‘Gear, you think you can handle this?’


Clicking the microphone twice, Gear positioned the winch across the open cavity while Vince drifted back across the void to safety. Within minutes, the entire container and a section of the surrounding floor plates were secured inside the cargo bay. As soon as the outer doors closed and the area re-pressurized, Jonas and Téa rushed inside.


‘How do you open this thing?’ Jonas muttered, running his hands along the container edges. Gear ran into the bay hauling a bag filled with medical equipment.


‘Wait a minute,’ Téa said, kneeling alongside the container. ‘I’ve seen these before . . .’


Vince stripped off his helmet. ‘For his sake, you’d better open it quick.’


‘Lai Dai used to make them,’ she said, typing into an instrument panel built into the side of the container. ‘It’s an automated intensive care unit, typically used near battlefields to treat injured soldiers, but this one’s been modified . . .’


Téa stopped in mid-sentence, and her eyes opened wide in horror.


‘What?’ Jonas asked.


Nervously, she looked over her shoulder at Gear, ‘Sweetheart, stand back a little, okay? You shouldn’t see this.’


The boy gave her a disapproving look as Jonas took the first aid equipment from him. Vince understood the cue from his sister. ‘You heard her, little man. Outside.’


Gear slinked back into the shadows, towards the cargo bay’s exit.


‘Thank you,’ she said quietly. ‘The victim . . . he’s definitely Amarrian.’


‘How can you tell from looking at that,’ Vince asked. ‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes,’ she breathed. ‘If Gear finds out that we have an Amarrian onboard, he’ll never forgive me.’


‘Well,’ Vince replied, looking towards the exit. ‘You know that’s not going to stay a secret for long, right?’


Jonas became impatient. Téa, can you open the thing or—’


Everyone startled as the container clicked and hissed, its lid opening slowly. A naked, older Amarrian male lay inside, and his face was barely recognizable. A pool of blood coated the surface beneath him.


‘Fuck,’ Vince said, looking away. ‘He looks better with the lid closed.’


‘Very weak pulse,’ Téa said, placing her fingers on the victim’s neck. ‘Massive head trauma . . . there has to be haemorrhaging inside his skull.’


‘There isn’t much we can do for him here,’ Jonas said, glancing at a console on the bay wall. ‘Where’s all this blood coming from?’


‘The back of his head . . . we have to turn him onto his side to look,’ she said, gently placing both hands along the victim’s ears. ‘Vince, hold right here . . .’


The three adults positioned their hands. ‘On three,’ Jonas said. ‘Keep his head steady now . . . one . . . two . . . three !’
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Delve Region - YX-LYK Constellation 
System MJXW-P: The Matriarch Citadel


 
Her footsteps made no sound as she entered the room; her magnificent visage glided forward silently, as though carried by an invisible force that controlled every movement with unnatural precision and grace. A veiled robe adorned with the royal insignia of House Sarum flowed over tightly fitted garments, concealing the powerful, athletic figure beneath. But Lord Victor Eliade, alone in the private antechamber, could sense the urgency in her presence and gathered his thoughts carefully. It was essential to convey resolute strength and composure during this dark hour.


‘Your Majesty,’ he said, kneeling before the former Amarr heiress.


‘Arise,’ she commanded, standing over the much older man and extending her hand. ‘Tell me the fate of Lord Falek.’


Victor composed himself and looked upwards. As always, her young beauty stunned him momentarily. He took her hand gently and stood, careful to hold her gaze.


‘With a very heavy heart, I must report that he is missing,’ he started, mentally bracing himself. ‘Dozens of his supporters on the Theology Council have disappeared as well.’


‘I was told that he was safely aboard one of our ships!’ she breathed, her expression changing for the worse. ‘How could this happen?’


‘The ship you speak of was infiltrated by a Blood Raider assassin,’ he said. ‘Its pilot, a devoted servant to you, saw the intruder’s intentions and self-destructed. He did this knowing there would be no clone for him to awaken in; he sacrificed his own life for the chance to save Lord Falek.’ 


Jamyl Sarum faltered, taking a step backwards, one hand reaching over her heart.


‘Your Majesty, we have been compromised,’ Victor continued. ‘They destroyed our clone banks, and then they ambushed and murdered our fleeing pilots in space. Whoever did this knew everything: where to find us, how to kill us, and how to make sure we never rose again!’


Her back was against the wall. ‘How is this possible . . . ?’


Victor deliberately pressed the truth even harder. ‘Lord Falek’s clone was the only specimen to survive the attacks on our facilities, and even then, they knew exactly how to find him afterwards.’


He could see that she was breathing faster, and just when she was on the verge of speaking again, he delivered the crushing blow:


‘I fear that Lord Falek may be dead, Your Majesty.’


‘No,’ she exclaimed forcibly, but not in desperation. With her head bowed, the muscles in her body contracted, forcing her posture upright while her hands rolled into tight fists that hung poised like war clubs. Victor had seen this transformation many times before, and quickly dropped to a knee.


‘Falek Grange is alive, Lord Victor,’ Jamyl announced, her voice much more authoritative and composed. ‘I know it.’


‘I have faith, my queen.’ Victor kept his eyes closed, trying to shut every thought out of his mind. But he knew such was a futile effort.


‘You are a practical man; your doubts are understandable,’ she said, lifting his chin with an outstretched finger.


Victor allowed himself to behold her. ‘Forgive me . . .’


Her expression radiated kindness, and her emerald green eyes seemed to glow. ‘Falek trusted you above all others, as I did in him. Now you, Lord Victor, will be my captain of captains.’


A powerful rush of inspiration nearly overtook him. He rose slowly to his feet. ‘I will give everything that I am to your service, my queen.’


There was absolute authority in her voice. ‘You will search the wreckage site where Lieutenant Thornsson self-destructed,’ she said, turning away and walking slowly towards the room’s window. The system’s orange sun was just starting to break the plane of the moon outside. ‘The remnants of Lord Falek’s CRU will be among the debris.’


It was likely vaporized during the explosion, Victor thought, damning himself for allowing doubt to enter his mind again.


Her hands clasped firmly behind her back. ‘The CRU was stowed and anchored forward, inside a reinforced structure. If any part of that ship survived the explosion intact,’ she said, turning around slowly. Her  majestic figure occluded the sunlight pouring into the room. ‘Then you will find evidence to disprove your faithless assumptions.’


‘It will be as you say, my queen,’ he said, squinting. ‘I shall ready my ship immediately.’


‘Faith makes us all stronger, my captain.’ She had become a dark silhouette, as rays of blinding light streamed past her. ‘Go now, Lord Victor, and see for yourself.’


 
Nobody noticed that Gear had slipped back into the cargo bay; the three adults were all too distracted by the horribly disfigured man in their arms. The gruesome sight was too much for him, and he ran from the scene, retching onto the deck as he went. Startled at the interruption, Téa nearly went after him, then thought better of it. She knew the boy’s delicate character was already hurt, and that he must have seen that the ethnicity of the victim was Amarrian.


But neither Vince nor Jonas cared where the child had gone. Instead, they were transfixed by the cauterized metallic cavity in the base of the man’s skull.


‘A capsuleer,’ Vince breathed. ‘He’s a goddamn capsuleer!’


‘We can’t help him,’ Téa blurted, nearly panicking. ‘We should just replenish the medical unit with whatever we can and leave him adrift in the wreckage!’


‘That’s not an option,’ Jonas said. ‘Do what you can to stabilize him, and—’


‘No, Jonas, you’re not thinking it through,’ Vince warned, backing away from the container. Blood was smeared along his hands and forearms, which he was now desperate to clean off. ‘He’s an immortal, okay? Someone is going to come looking for him—’


‘Which is exactly why we’re going to keep him, Vince,’ Jonas said. ‘Dead or alive, that ‘‘someone’’ is going to pay a lot of money to get him back, and we need that money.’


Téa was turning pale. ‘You can’t be serious . . . you know how powerful these people are!’


‘And yet there’s one lying helpless right there in your arms,’ Jonas retorted, wiping his hands down with a cloth. ‘He doesn’t look like he’s going to be immortal for much longer, so why don’t you be your usual humanitarian self—’


‘He’s not human!’ Vince shouted. ‘These freaks don’t give a goddamn how many people they kill because they don’t fear death! There are no consequences to anything they do! What fucking part of that don’t you  understand? Other capsuleers will come looking for him, and when they do—’


‘Vince, I think you should shut up and do what you’re told,’ Jonas growled, fingering the sidearm on his waist. ‘Here’s a little refresher: This is my ship. You can leave whenever you like. But if you stay, you have to do what I tell you to. Got it? And right now, I want you to go to the galley, fix yourself something to drink, and relax.’


‘Please,’ Téa begged. ‘What about Gear? For his sake, you know the boy is terrified of Amarrians, and for good reason!’


Jonas tossed his hands up in exasperation.


‘Hey, if you two want to dodge bounty hunters and death squads planetside, you can get off at the next stop. Have fun! I mean, fuck! Have you two already forgotten why you’re here? Is that scar on your face all healed up finally?’


‘That’s enough, Jonas!’ Vince snapped, taking a large stride towards him. He was met with a gun barrel pointed between his eyes. Vince stopped in his tracks, his face as red as a sunset. Téa looked away as tears streamed down her cheek.


‘You’re so afraid to die,’ Jonas snarled. ‘But do you call this living? That man right there could potentially be worth millions. Maybe even a hundred million. You don’t get these chances working for state corporations, remember? This is why we got into this business in the first place! That man right there is your ticket to a real life, a chance to get off this bucket and do whatever the hell you want. And you, Téa, are you really looking out for the kid’s best interests by passing up on this? Eh? Look at me!’


Téa turned to face her captain. ‘Goddamn you, Jonas . . .’


‘Tell me honestly that you’d pass up on a real shot at the money you need for the kid’s surgery.’


‘We can accomplish that without resorting to this,’ she answered.


Jonas looked as if he was disgusted with her answer. ‘I guess I’ll have to keep looking out for everyone’s best interests here then,’ he said, holstering the weapon. ‘Now, we are going to Lorado Station, where we will get John Doe here some medical attention and, if possible, beg and or steal some spare parts. We’re so broke right now that I’m not above doing either. And while I’m doing that, I suggest that the both of you get out and find some ‘‘entertainment’’, because you need it.’


He gave them a furious look. ‘Do what you can to keep him alive. Prep his rig for transport and strap yourselves in for hyperspace.’


Jonas stormed out, leaving the two siblings standing there with ‘John Doe’ lying unconscious inside his tomb.


‘I’d kill him if I could fly the ship,’ Vince said, trembling as he spoke. ‘I swear, I’d break his goddamn neck.’


Téa looked over John Doe, noting that she couldn’t feel any pity for him despite his grotesque misfortune. A cruel, wicked heart beats beneath that chest, she thought, checking his vital signs one last time before allowing the lid to close. I’ve betrayed a child because of this madness.


‘No more killing,’ she mumbled. ‘For all the good it’s done for us.’
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Delve Region - D5-SOW Constellation 
System T-IPZB: Lorado Station


 
Sometime during the numbing fog of a violent dream, the universe shuddered as the Retford ’s warp drive shut down. Jonas awoke with a start, spilling the water in his mug between his legs. Instead of cursing as he usually would, he dropped the rest onto the floor and stared, drooling, at the tiny puddles on the grating below as the mug skidded to a halt. It was silly, he knew, to be so fascinated by so simple a thing, and that allowing the spectacle to corrupt his attention for much longer could prove deadly.


‘Wake up, shithead,’ the intercom blurted. ‘Send the ID!’


A warning tone blared throughout the bridge as a sentry gun locked onto the Retford. The danger finally registered, snatching him out of the fog.


‘Umm . . . Harbour Control, this is the civilian transport Retford, IDENT number three—’


Téa hollered at him again through the intercom. ‘Electronically, you imbecile! Snap out of it!’


Fighting through the dizzying haze of jump sickness, Jonas fumbled over the bridge panel to broadcast the Retford ’s electronic ID to the harbour control system of Lorado Station. If the authentication process took too long, the station’s defences would assume the ship was hostile, and open fire with the heavy-calibre sentry guns floating nearby.


A bit of overkill, Jonas thought, relieved to see that his ship was awarded permission to approach the station. Considering that those guns are designed to punch holes through battleships.


Blinking a few times to clear his vision, Jonas made some adjustments to the ship’s thrusters, easing her towards the docking bay. The station was twenty kilometres ahead, its metallic towers rising from the dark surface of a forbidding asteroid. Abandoned mining structures and equipment littered the surrounding space, trapped in the gravitational tug of the mountain-sized rock and its sister asteroids nearby. An industrial cargo ship was being towed into the hangar bay, with several escort frigates orbiting nearby. All of them were Amarrian.


Business as usual, he thought. Smugglers hauling everything from drugs to slaves to firearms and everything else you could think of, provided that it was illegal. And speaking of slaves . . .


He toggled the intercom. ‘Téa, the kid has to stay onboard.’


There was a pause. ‘You think?’


Jonas ignored the sarcasm. ‘How’s our patient doing?’


Another pause. ‘Oh, he’s talking now. He said he’d like for you to go fuck yourself.’


Morale has reached an all-time low around here, Jonas thought.


‘Leave him in the bay and stay out of sight. We’re docking in two minutes. Vince?’


‘What.’


They’ll thank me when we’re swimming in money. ‘Check back in an hour. Not a word about our cargo to anyone, right?’


‘Whatever.’


‘The girls and booze are on me, but you’re on your own if you want to gamble.’


‘Fine.’


You’re welcome, Jonas thought, turning the intercom off. The bridge view was filled with the station hangar, a massive array of composite alloys designed to withstand the harsh environment of space and the massive bulk of starships. Jonas throttled back the thrusters as towing drones took position on either side of the Retford, gently nudging her towards a docking collar. He noted that there were many empty slips in the hangar, and that the local time was around 03:00. Good, he thought. The less people around, the better.


Located in the Delve Region, Lorado Station was a trading outpost far from the major shipping lanes, and an ideal haven for all travellers of ill repute. Besides the smugglers, there were various criminals, fugitives, and pirates who used the station to conduct the illicit business of their trades. Although the dominant ethnicity in the region was Amarrian, the outpost drew an eclectic mix of races who all shared two things in common: a  mandate to stay as far away from Empire authorities as possible, and that someone, somewhere, was willing to pay a hefty sum of money in exchange for their severed head.


Filthy rich or dirt poor, everyone here is running from something, Jonas thought, removing the Gistii-10 from his holster and locking it in a cabinet. Among other security measures designed to keep Lorado Station a ‘civilized business establishment’, the station’s airlock wouldn’t open to allow him inside if he was armed. Vince had already gone through, disappearing in one of the station’s shuttles. Which probably whisked him someplace where he could drink and feel sorry for himself, he thought, stepping inside.


When the door in front of him slid open, he walked through, feeling very alone without the Gistii at his side. Death-dealing is an art form, he mused, approaching a station directory. People find creative ways to kill each other all the time.


 
The Purifier-class bomber responded to his thoughts with a series of barrel rolls as it streaked towards the IP6V-X stargate. Despite the radical danger to himself, Victor could barely keep focused on the task at hand. Deep within territory regularly patrolled by the Blood Raider Covenant, he was making his way towards the last position reported by Lieutenant Thornsson. Travelling to the wreckage site so soon after the apparent slaughter of all the men loyal to Falek Grange was tantamount to suicide, for it seemed probable that the assassins would return to rule out the impossibly slim chance that he had somehow survived.


And what if he did survive? he thought, willing his ship to activate the stargate. In an instant, he was transported dozens of light years away. There were no other spacecraft nearby, at least for now. Such a bittersweet prospect, finding the man whose shadow has been cast over me for so long, and so soon after reaching the pinnacle of glory!


As the warp drive catapulted the powerful warship to faster-than-light speeds, he cursed himself again, convulsing in the neuro-embryonic containment fluid surrounding him inside the bomber’s capsule.


Focus! She can hear my mind, but . . .


Victor’s thoughts focused on the starmap, retracing his route across the cosmos. He had already jumped across seven systems, and was literally dozens of light years from the Matriarch Citadel. When she is close, I can feel her probing my mind, but out here . . .


He concentrated on letting his mind relax, allowing the subconscious to fly the ship . . .


I wonder if her powers are limited by distance.


As the warp drive shut down and the quantum glow of the 1B-VKF stargate emerged into view, the reality dawned on him:


Yet another secret about her that old Falek may have taken to his death.


 
‘Gable, it’s me. Jonas.’


A long, raspy yawn was heard on the audio, and the video was blocked from the other side. ‘What do you want now, Joney . . .’


His loins stirred at the sound of her half-asleep voice. ‘Something different for a change.’


‘It’s the middle of the night, and you’re not welcome here any more, remember?’


‘I need your help. Please.’


‘Ooo, Captain Joney-boy needs my help? What do you need now, more money? A quick fix? Sorry, the bar’s closed, and so are my legs. Have a nice life.’


‘Don’t hang up,’ he pleaded, looking around to make sure no one was nearby. ‘I have someone onboard who’s seriously hurt. I’m asking you to have a look at him.’


‘What happened to Vince?’


‘It’s not Vince, it’s someone we picked up on the last trip. Can you come down here please?’


‘Who the hell do you think I am? Send him to sick bay and I’ll consider looking at him after you pay up some of the money you owe me.’


‘Gable, this is serious. I don’t trust the medic drones here, and he’ll die if he doesn’t get help. You’re the only one that can help him.’


She exhaled a long sigh. ‘If this is more of your bullshit . . .’


‘No bull, Gable. This is the real deal. Dock 7B.’


There was a pause. ‘Fine.’


 
The sight of the wreckage made his stomach turn several times, once for each possibility that the dreadful scene implied. Gently, he eased the 2800 ton warship to within metres of the ravaged hulk. The imagery passing through the lenses of camera drones orbiting outside was almost too surreal to believe.


Somebody was already here!


Unmistakable evidence of cutting equipment was everywhere he  looked; shorn metal with perfect edges that no explosion could create were evident along the largest recognizable section of wreckage. Then the camera drones, responding to anxious recognition from Victor, zoomed into the exposed cross-section. The sight of a rectangular cut in the floor grating jolted his soul.


How could Sarum have possibly known that this happened?


 
‘Have you lost your fucking mind?’ Gable nearly screamed. ‘Do you realize what you’ve done by bringing him here?’


Jonas remained passive. ‘Can you help him or not?’


Her short, petite figure was trembling with anger. ‘Other capsuleers will come looking for him! Don’t you understand that?’


‘So what if they do,’ he said, his mind drifting towards the last time he shared a bed with her. ‘He’s probably worth a fortune, you know.’


‘You selfish, stupid bastard!’ Her expression was incredulous, as if she couldn’t believe he was capable of such a lethal blunder. ‘You have absolutely no idea what you’re dealing with, do you?’


‘Stop being so dramatic,’ he scoffed. ‘We picked him up in the middle of nowhere, there weren’t any witnesses, and most importantly, no one knows he’s here but us. Relax!’


She looked down at the mangled capsuleer, holding a hand to her forehead. ‘You’ve killed us all—’


‘Oh, please,’ he said, rolling his eyes. ‘You know, that surprises me, coming from a tough gal like yourself. I thought doctors were supposed to be pragmatic.’


She shook her head. ‘I think we’re through here,’ she said, hurriedly walking towards the airlock. But Jonas grabbed her arm as she walked past.


‘Look,’ he said, gripping tightly and staring intently at her. ‘There’s a man dying over there. A man, who bleeds just like you and I do. Capsuleer or not, he’s going to die if you don’t help him. Now I know you’re a capable doc, and I’ll overlook the fact that just a few Caldari corporations are willing to pay a lot of money for information on your whereabouts . . .’


Her face turned bright red. ‘Fuck you! Let go of me, you—’


Jonas was too strong for her, and just gripped even tighter. ‘You know how this works, Gable. I don’t like holding your past over you, but in this case, it’s worth it. And if I’m right, it’ll be worth it for both of us. All I ask is that you try - for once in your life - to do the right thing.’


He let go finally, and she stood there glaring at him with bitter contempt.


‘I’m going to do this,’ she said. ‘But not because of anything you’ve said or threatened me with.’


‘Oh yeah?’ Jonas said, crossing his arms.


Gable pressed a button on the console, and a slab detached from the open chamber and pulled away. It hovered one metre above the floor, with the battered capsuleer lying unconscious on top.


She started pushing the stretcher towards the airlock. ‘I’ll do it in the hope that whoever comes for him considers my efforts to save his life before killing me.’


 
The Purifier was more than 100 kilometres from the wreckage and cloaked, completely invisible to the squadron of Blood Raider interceptors that had just arrived. Victor watched as the ships inspected the wreckage, much the same as he had just a few minutes ago, and then as they disappeared into hyperspace. They had undoubtedly reached the same conclusion that he did:


That the question of Falek Grange’s survival still cannot be answered, and the race was on to find him.


‘Did they see you?’ Jamyl asked.


‘No, Your Majesty,’ he thought. ‘But they saw the wreckage.’


‘Falek left instructions for his Council allies in the event of his demise . . . a plan he called Revelations.’


‘I know it well,’ he said.


‘The survivors who knew of that plan are en route to their destinations now,’ she said. ‘Whoever took him is not a capsuleer, and likely brought him someplace close to where you are.’


It was pointless to try and hide his thoughts from her, and so he asked plainly. ‘My queen, you can see into the minds of anyone you choose, and Falek was your champion . . .’


‘He is no longer the man that he was, Lord Victor,’ she answered sharply, sending a nervous pang through Victor’s stomach. ‘He is now a stranger to me, and to himself.’


Victor remembered what Thornsson had told him, that Falek’s clone was activated before his saved persona could be restored.


So there must be boundaries, he thought. Limits to what she can see and hear -


‘Don’t test me, Victor,’ she growled. ‘Position yourself within proximity  of the outposts nearby. The Blood Raiders will find him for us, and you must be ready to act swiftly when they do.’


Victor was astonished. She is truly divine.


‘As you wish, my queen.’
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Jamyl Sarum and two of her servants walked quietly along the corridor circling the cathedral tower, a vast crystalline structure with tall windows that revealed a breathtaking view of the Great Baromir Nebula. A million stars and countless worlds coalesced in that swirling dust cloud thousands of light years across, hopelessly beyond the reach of the civilizations in New Eden. The human race, orphaned here since the cataclysmic collapse of the EVE gate tens of millennia earlier, had little more than 5,000 stars to claim as home. For all its presumed power and technological prowess, much of the universe still remained an inaccessible mystery to humanity.


A tragic constant throughout the ages, the greatest enemy of humanity was always humanity. The passage of time and the wonders of space exploration did little to cool the glowing embers within the soul of man, which were always ready to flare into a searing, destructive heat with the slightest provocation. Trillions of people called the systems of New Eden home, and their diversity necessitated the creation of borders that often crashed against each other with devastating result. Equilibrium between the four dominant races was a noble concept practical in theory and little else, as political boundaries proved only as strong as the will of those consigned to protect them. The only balance that ever existed in New Eden’s history was the constant struggle between two factions among man: those who crave absolute power, and those determined to resist oppression no matter what the cost.


The Amarr Empire is the oldest and largest civilization in the recorded history since the collapse of EVE. The first to rediscover warp technology, they expanded their empire as far and as fast as their starships would allow, subjugating the inhabitants of dozens of worlds during their conquests. Interpreting their success as undisputed proof of God’s  alliance with their race and cause, the Amarrian religion spread with a fervour that proved more powerful than their weapons - if you happen to be born a ‘True Amarr’. As for the rest of mankind, the appearance of gold-tinted warships descending from the skies was condemnation to either death, or a lifetime of servitude to Amarrian masters.


A pureblood descendant from one of five ancient royal families, the Amarr emperor is the most powerful ruler in all of New Eden. In recent history, the most notable was Emperor Heideran, whose reign lasted for more than 500 years. Kept alive with the aid of cybernetic implants throughout the centuries, it was during Heideran’s rule that the rest of New Eden finally caught up with Amarr’s technology and began to push back against the borders imposed on them. The definitive end to the Empire’s expansion was the infamous ‘Battle of Vak’Atioth’, named after the system where Jovian forces decimated the Imperial Navy, thus opening the floodgates for a mass rebellion among Amarr’s vast slave population, and ultimately leading to the creation of the Minmatar Republic.


Heideran’s death years later created a power vacuum at a time when Amarr appeared more vulnerable than ever before. Tradition demanded that the new emperor be decided by Succession Trials, an elaborate ritual in which the best ship captains representing each of the five Royal Houses competed against each other in ship-to-ship combat. In the Amarrian religion, the emperor’s ascendancy to power is the will of God, and thus the winning champion was a divine endorsement of the throne for the heir that he or she represented. The remaining, defeated heirs were required, by holy edict, to commit suicide - an honourable fate, and a sanctioned journey to the blessed afterlife that awaited all those who died in service to God.


But these trials would be the first in which the gladiators - and the heirs they represented - were capsuleers. At no other time in history did such a powerful caste rise to prominence so quickly, and their potential to tip the balance of power among the nation states of New Eden was imminent. Nowhere was this more evident than their participation in the ancient traditions, none of which had accounted for the entrance of immortals to the realm of the living politic. Jamyl Sarum, along with the other heirs, were trained capsuleers. And when the champion representing the Doriam Kor-Azor won the Succession Trials to determine who would be crowned next, the heirs all followed through with the suicide ritual before a broadcast audience of trillions.


Self-destructing their ships one by one, the grim sight of the heir’s corpses floating in space was evidence enough of their devoted  compliance with tradition. But when the battleship commanded by Jamyl Sarum exploded, there was no corpse to be found. Only its shattered hulk remained, leaving many to wonder if they had witnessed a miracle, or if she had defiled the holiest of rituals by allowing herself to be cloned. That day was more than four years ago, and New Eden had changed a great deal since.


‘Faith reveals all the mysteries of the universe,’ Jamyl said aloud, stopping abruptly to gaze at the great nebula. The two Ammatar servants following in her wake paused, bowing their cloaked heads in approval.


‘I know who is responsible for the murder of my followers . . .’


The servants hoped that she wasn’t speaking to them.


‘When the Council session convened, the conspirators sat before them, concealing their true intent . . .’


Sensing danger, the servants cautiously backed away from her, never once daring to raise their heads.


‘They waited, like animals, for Lord Falek and his followers to board their ships and depart . . .’


Her slender hands rolled into tight fists, and she kept her gaze fixed on the view outside.


‘Betrayed by Amarr’s own priests, ambushed in space by Amarr’s own admirals, sabotaged by Amarr’s own scientists, murdered in clone stasis by Amarr’s own . . .’


She turned towards the two bowed, cowering servants.


‘. . . assassins? Or shall I say, traitors?’


One of the servants began to shiver.


‘Perhaps we have an infidel among us,’ she said, slowly approaching them. ‘Who could know all these secrets? Coordinate so precisely with Falek’s enemies, conspire with the unholy Covenant, and kill members of the Council out in the open?’


Looking down at the servants, she placed a hand on each of their heads and slowly, almost sensuously, ran them down the sides of their faces towards the small of their necks. ‘Who among mortal men wields such power?’


The two remained silent, making every effort not to make a sound.


Jamyl closed her eyes.


‘You are so afraid . . .’


Her hands suddenly tightened around both servants’ tunics, and with unnatural strength, she lifted the two from their kneeling positions off the ground with startling ease. They hung from each of her outstretched arms, shaking uncontrollably.


‘Mercy . . . !’ one of them whimpered.


‘You fear me because you know my power,’ she said, her eyes still closed. ‘He fears me because he fears to lose power.’


The slaves were desperate. ‘Merciful grace,’ one pleaded. ‘We are loyal to you alone! We cannot betray you—’


‘The false keeper of my empire knows that I live,’ she growled, as her own arms began to shake - not from fatigue, but from anger. ‘He knows that I have returned to restore Amarr to the glory she was meant to be! That I alone hold that right!’


‘Your Majesty, please ...’


‘What evil is this that inhabits my kingdom? Who dares to rob Amarr of her destiny!’


‘Please! No!’


Her furious rage could be heard throughout the cathedral.


‘So great will Karsoth’s suffering be! He shall wish he was never born!’


And suddenly she collapsed, unconscious, and the two servants tumbled to the ground - terrified, but unharmed. They hurried to her, gently lifting her head off the ground and brushing the hair away from her forehead, now drenched with perspiration.


‘Wake up, Your Majesty,’ one of them said, as the sound of running boots and the shouts of men echoed from beyond. ‘You’ve had another spell!’


She awoke with a gasp, breathing heavily. Armed Paladins approached cautiously, careful not to get any closer than just a few metres - a lesson they once learned the hard way.


Jamyl Sarum lifted her head up from the lap of her servant and blinked. An expression of complete bewilderment and fear was apparent on her face.


‘How did I get here?’ she asked, sounding like a lost child. ‘Where is Lord Falek?’
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Lonetrek Region - Minnen Constellation 
The Piak System, Planet III 
Sovereignty of the Caldari State


 
Currents of black water were starting to run down the gulleys along both sides of the street, washing away the accumulated soot deposited there by the factory looming in the distance. The mist-like rain, produced in part by terraformers half a continent away, was scheduled to last for weeks longer. Heavy smog hung just over the heads of workers marching through the muck, alongside the tracks of a decrepit transportation system that was falling into ruin.


They emerged from metallic housing structures that provided shelter, warmth, and little else. There were rows upon rows of these spartan living spaces filling a rock basin dozens of kilometres across, at the centre of which stood the Caldari Constructions Armour Forge, one of several industrial mega-complexes owned and operated by the corporation. Here at this factory, the composite alloys used to build everything from micro-tools to the heavy plating of capital ship armour were manufactured, often under perilous conditions for the workers who manned the equipment inside.


On a clear day, the corporation’s space elevator complex was visible high atop the ridge encircling the basin. Giant cargo containers descended gently from the clouds, supported by carbon nanotube cables extending all the way up into space and ending at an orbital dockyard, where starships offloaded raw ore mined from asteroids and took on finished products. There were ten cables in all, moving heavy materials up and down from the sky all day, every day, with the methodical timing of a corporation striving to meet demanding production schedules.


Opposite the elevators, on the far side of the basin, were the corporate overseers of this vast machine. Luxurious domed housing structures, filled with exotic plants and stocked with every conceivable amenity associated with comfort and pleasure, contrasted sharply with the dirty shanties far below. This was where the corporate executives made their residence, the managers and foremen of the mechanical symphony playing below. They travelled to work in hovercars, their boots never once touching the filthy ground during their quick journeys to the Armour Forge. Drawing the occasional glance from a weary worker, they sped past the crowds of people drudging on to another day’s toil in return for a meagre wage.


The streets were quickly filling as the morning shift moved past the returning night crews. Most of the men and women walked with their shoulders hunched against the cold, the rain, and their bone-numbing fatigue. But today there was something different about the crowd. Some of the denizens marched with straight backs and deadpan resolve, as if they knew that this day would stand apart from all the others.


One man walked among them with a heavy limp, and his name was Tibus Heth.


 
The hovercar slipped around boulders and ravines with effortless grace, zipping down the steep rock face of the basin and levelling off over the harsh terrain below.


What a grim day, Altug thought to himself, slowing the vehicle down. The rain was steady now, leaving dark streaks on the windshield as droplets rolled down the glass. Sensors probing ahead of the vehicle found the western edge of the ‘Shallows’, the nickname of the vast housing complex the corporation provided for its Armour Forge workers. The long avenues carving through it led to the western gate, about five kilometres ahead. The vehicle gently came to a hover about a metre above the ground and started down the road, travelling slowly due to the reduced visibility.


Altug could see some of the workers returning to the tiny shelters, some of which were right next to a derelict rail station. Poor bastards, he thought. It’s a shame we had to cut funding for the transportation, but the margins aren’t as thick as they used to be. As the hovercar approached the gate, the smog cleared enough to catch sight of the two sentry towers facing the west. Those will be the next cuts, he thought, distracted by the pronounced limp of one of the workers as the car passed by. No need to pay guards to just sit up there all day doing nothing when—


A loud thud startled him as the windshield’s view was suddenly obscured with a worker lying horizontally across it. Panicking, he squeezed the brakes, forcing the hovercar to a sudden stop; the victim was thrown, rolling twice in the mud before coming to rest. Altug was shocked, and instinctively glanced up towards the towers. Both were obscured from view by the smog again. Cursing to himself, he unlocked the doors to step outside. But as they slid open, he felt several sets of hands force him back into the vehicle. Then the hovercar’s doors were forced shut.


‘Good morning,’ a voice said, startling him again. A man was now sitting right beside him. ‘Altug Borascus, yes?’


‘What the hell are you doing in my—’


The man jabbed something into his side, sending a wave of paralysing, excruciating pain throughout his limbs. As soon as he removed it, the pain stopped.


‘I don’t like repeating myself,’ the intruder said, politely. ‘Are you Altug—’


‘Yes!’ he said. ‘What do you want?’


‘A ride to work,’ the man said. He appeared to be in his mid-forties, but with white hair and harsh features. Scars ran along both of his cheeks, and his eyes were intense. ‘Drive to the security checkpoint, let them do the retina scan, and tell them I’m your guest.’


Altug noticed that the man’s hands were thick and strong, like a steel worker’s. One of them held a pistol. ‘Who are you?’


‘My name is Tibus Heth,’ the man smiled. ‘An employee of this corporation and fellow Caldari kinsman.’ Leaning towards Altug, the smile disappeared. ‘You aren’t my enemy, friend. If you cooperate, you’ll be rewarded.’


Something about the way he said ‘friend ’ sent a chill down Altug’s spine. Looking at the road ahead, the victim he collided with was nowhere to be found. Then something jabbed into his side again, delivering a second bolt of searing pain.


‘Drive,’ Tibus ordered. ‘We have a lot to do.’


 
The guards in the sentry towers, also under the employ of Caldari Constructions, never noticed the ‘accident’ between Altug Borascus’s hovercar and the factory worker who intentionally threw himself in its path, nor did they notice the men who stopped him from getting out as a white-haired cripple slipped into the passenger-side seat. In fact, the corporation-issued night-vision equipment needed to see through the  inclement weather and choking smog was inoperable, since the funds for replacement batteries were long since depleted.


Not that functional security equipment would have made any difference. On the western and northern gates, the guards posted inside the sentry towers were all disarmed, handcuffed, and gagged long before Altug’s hovercar ever reached the security checkpoint. The men carrying out the assaults - also employees of the corporation and ethnic Caldari citizens - were careful not to kill anyone, or cause irreparable physical harm to their victims. They boldly assumed the posts of the fallen guards, some even using their radios to make innocuously sounding comments about the weather to give an appearance of normality, while small groups of men and women made their purposeful way through the oblivious crowd, moving as fast as they could without running to get inside the factory.


 
‘Good morning, Mr Borascus,’ the guard said, before the door opened fully. ‘Who’s your guest?’


Altug emerged slowly from the lift with Tibus close behind him. They were standing on a catwalk overlooking an assembly hangar, a vast indoor structure where molten alloys were poured into the required moulds for this production line. Today, the line was casting armour plate sections for Hawk-class assault frigates; men operating robot-like MTACs (Mechanized Torso-Actuated Chassis) moved about the assembly floor three storeys below their feet, lifting the cooling plates from the assembly line and placing them on racks for transport to the space elevators.


Altug spoke without a trace of emotion. ‘Mr Heth has expressed an interest in factory management,’ he answered, as deliberately as he could. ‘We’re going to speak in my office about its various . . . nuances.’


The guard eyed Tibus suspiciously, who returned the scrutiny with a wink.


‘Fortune’s been good to me for a change, soldier,’ Tibus said. ‘Today’s my lucky break.’


‘What’s your regular assignment?’


Tibus chuckled. ‘Usually I’m marching around in one of those MTACs down there,’ he said. ‘Always wondered what the view was like from up top.’


‘All right,’ the guard said, standing aside to make room on the narrow grating for them to pass. ‘Have a good day, sir.’


Altug said nothing, silently fuming at the man for failing to recognize that he was a hostage. He made a mental note of the guard’s name, and  would have employment termination orders prepared for him the moment this crisis ended. Then he cringed as the door behind him closed.


‘Sit down at your terminal,’ Tibus commanded. He could feel the pain device pressed into the small of his back, and did as he was told.


‘Now set off the contamination alarms in the west and north wings,’ he growled. ‘Quickly.’


Altug twitched involuntarily. ‘You can’t be serious—’


A searing jolt of pain made him shriek. Tibus started laughing maniacally, slapping Altug on the back and pointing at the screen. The guard turned to peer into the office.


‘Laugh,’ Tibus ordered.


Another quick jolt of pain invoked a shriek, which Altug contorted into a hoarse, fake laugh. The guard gave them a quizzical look.


‘Good,’ Tibus said, keeping the device pressed against Altug’s spine. ‘Keep your eyes on the screen. Play along, friend. This will be over soon.’


Altug was on the verge of tears. Why is this happening to me? Who is this raving madman, and why aren’t the guards in here shooting him dead?


‘Turn your head and look at me,’ Tibus said. ‘Nice and easy. Try to look relaxed.’


Altug turned, quivering, and stared into the dark eyes of his captor.


‘I made you a promise,’ Tibus said, looking thoughtful as he spoke, motioning with one free hand as though trying to explain something. ‘Do as I say, and you’ll be rewarded. But if you delay me one more time—’


Tibus pressed the gun in his other hand, concealed behind the terminal, into Altug’s crotch.


He smiled, as he might when greeting an old friend.


‘Set off the fucking contamination alarms in the west and north wings, Mr Borascus.’


I can’t believe I’m doing this, Altug thought, turning towards the screen and tapping the keys lightly with his weak, trembling, manicured fingers.


 
The distance across the Armour Forge factory, from the western gates to its eastern counterpart, was approximately eight kilometres. A ten-terawatt reactor sat squarely in between them, supplying power to everything in the facility, including the space elevators and housing complexes surrounding the basin. Short of an orbital bombardment, a containment breach was the direst emergency possible, endangering everyone and everything within a sixty-kilometre radius of ground zero.


As the alarms bellowed throughout the complex, workers and managers alike stopped what they were doing and launched into a mass  exodus towards the exits. Hovercars and people running on foot emerged from the facility like swarms of insects, as a countdown sounded for the massive lead doors that were about to seal the northern and western sections off from the rest of the base. In just a few moments, it would be impossible for anyone to enter the facility from those two entrances, and anyone trapped inside would remain there until the emergency subsided, or they succumbed to whatever nuclear catastrophe was imminent.


While many guards abandoned their responsibilities and fled with the rest of the crowd, some chose to stay behind, trying to ensure everyone within their assigned areas got out safely. One such guard was the same one posted at the office of Altug Borascus, who dutifully barged inside to escort its occupants out of the facility. But he stumbled to a halt, not expecting to see Altug handcuffed to the wall railing, and certainly not expecting the powerful punch thrown from his blind side by Tibus Heth.


Unconscious before hitting the floor, the guard collapsed and was quickly descended upon by the surprisingly agile Tibus, who had him bound in seconds. The staccato thunder of gunfire and exploding charges shattered the glass of the office, and Altug screamed as the muzzle flash of a plasma rifle illuminated the room with an eerie green strobe. Another guard was trading gunfire with unseen attackers further down the catwalk, entirely unaware of the people inside the office as he tried to close in for a better shot.


The moment his rifle barrel broke the plane of the office door, Tibus swung his hand up beneath it and knocked the guard’s aim to vertical. Vulnerable for that split second, Tibus followed up with an elbow to the man’s ribs and quickly extended his fist upwards, connecting with the bridge of his nose. Stunned, the guard staggered back and lost his balance, tumbling over the railing. In the blink of an eye, Tibus had dived forward with outstretched arms. His hands found the falling guard’s utility belt and gripped it tightly. The sudden weight transfer dragged Tibus forward across the floor grating and towards the edge, and with an agonizing scream, he kicked out with his good leg, trying to wedge it against a vertical support in the railing.


His leg slammed hard into the pole but held fast, the guard dangling upside down within his grip. Both men were screaming; one from the sheer terror of being dropped from three storeys up, the other from the physical agony of supporting the dead weight of a man with his forearms. Altug, amazed at this feat of athletic heroism, heard footsteps running down the catwalk. A group of workers appeared and grabbed the flailing  legs of the guard, pulled him over the railing to safety and immediately restrained him.


Tibus brushed away the hands of the workers trying to help him stand back up. ‘How much do we control?’ he asked.


‘Half,’ one of the larger men said. ‘The northern and western sections are locked down, and the teams are flushing out stragglers.’


‘Hostages?’


‘A good mix, lots of different professions. Plenty of managers,’ he said with a smile. ‘We can shut down anything you want.’


‘Casualties?’


‘A few broken bones here and there, but no deaths.’


‘Well done,’ Tibus commended, hobbling towards the guard whose life he had just saved. ‘Anything you want to say to me?’


The man’s nose was shattered. As blood poured freely from both nostrils, he stared blankly at the space before him. ‘Get him cleaned up,’ Tibus ordered, patting him on the shoulder. ‘You’ll thank me later.’


As the workers dragged the guard away, Tibus turned back to Altug.


‘Mr Borascus, do you ever watch the news?’ he asked, limping closer.


‘Yes,’ Altug answered cautiously.


‘Good, because we’re about to make some of our own,’ he announced, removing the handcuffs from Altug. ‘The space elevators. Shut them down. Now.’







7


Steeped in martial tradition, the Caldari State is a veritable fortress of corporate dominance, immersed in a culture governed by the laws of competition. From early childhood, the Caldari are taught to embrace conflict, a spartan philosophy which they hold responsible for the survival of their race in the post-EVE collapse era. A testament to natural selection, their behaviour descends from the fortitude of ancestors who inhabited some of the harshest worlds of New Eden.


The spirit of competition eventually spawned powerful corporations that turned the gears of a mighty capitalistic economy. Power in the Caldari State was consolidated into the hands of eight mega-corporations that controlled every aspect of life in their society. From the provision of housing, health care and employment; to the establishment of independent police forces; and the joint funding of a national military capable of mobilizing on a moment’s notice, the corporations became the very identity of the Caldari State. Every man, woman and child eligible for citizenship was by definition directly affiliated with a corporation, to which each was assigned a role commensurate with his or her natural abilities. Those who failed to live up to the expectations of that role were ostracized, and became outcasts regulated to the basement of a society that had little compassion or tolerance for misfortune.


But the success of the early days began to change once the boundaries of New Eden opened to reveal other civilizations who had also survived the dark ages, and none was as influential or damning as the Gallenteans. Initially a welcome ally of the Caldari State, the two civilizations merged and collaborated on the development of space exploration technology, thus creating mutual opportunities for expanding deeper into the largely untapped systems of New Eden. But the Gallenteans were passionate  liberals and eager traders; the Caldari, on the other hand, were loath to create opportunities for any race other than themselves. The former’s insistence of access to markets that had been controlled by mega-corporations for centuries clashed with the regimented Caldari, igniting a contest that quickly transformed into rampant nationalism.


The birthplace of Caldari civilization was the planet Caldari Prime, which fate cruelly placed in the same Gallentean home system of Luminaire. As free-spirited Gallentean influence continued to grate against militaristic Caldari culture, the patience of resident nationalists evaporated, ultimately leading to acts of terrorism by Caldari radicals. The flashpoint that would lead to open conflict was the sabotage of a retaining dome protecting the underwater Gallentean city of Nouvelle Rouvenor, a barbarous act which claimed the lives of more than half a million people.


In the war that followed, the Caldari were driven from Caldari Prime by the much more powerful Gallenteans, who would have fought a decisive victory if not for the advent of capsuleer technology, which forced the conflict to a stalemate years later. And while the economies of both nations eventually recovered from the massive resource drain of the war machine, the Caldari economic expansion was short-lived, due in part to the increased determination of its own mega-corporations to retain control of interstate markets and shutting out foreign competition from the other three major civilizations. Keeping the peace in a society where corporations are responsible for the welfare of its citizens while simultaneously relying on them to be consumers within the markets that they control proved to be a myopic strategy at best. The gap between those with, and without, wealth was insurmountable, and at long last, trouble had finally arrived.


Caldari Constructions, while undeserving of mega-corporate status, was still a cog in the ailing economic machine of the Caldari State, and was the beneficiary of contracts awarded by both corporations and independently wealthy individuals for general metallurgy and component fabrication services. There were rival corporations who had offered the same services for less, both inside and out of the Caldari State, but Constructions was the ‘ethnically sound choice’, in addition to offering the largest bribes and the most decadent of ‘perks’ to sweeten the deal, all behind the tightly closed doors of boardrooms, executive clubs, and private estates.


High above the Armour Forge on Piak III, where Tibus Heth and his band of rebellious Caldari brothers and sisters were mopping up the  remnants of corporate security inside the facility, an industrial freighter owned by the Kaalakiota Corporation - the largest and most powerful of all the mega-corporations - was approaching the Constructions space elevator dockyard, precisely on time as dictated by the tight production schedules of its starship manufacturing division. Its mission docket was typical: offload thousands of tons of raw material, and pick up a designated cargo of assorted starship armour plating for transport back to Kaalakiota shipyards.


The captain of that freighter, preoccupied with the delicate task of docking a starship more than 800 metres in length, failed to notice that the containers suspended on the elevator cables weren’t moving.


 
Their moans and purrs were professionally timed to coincide with the frantic thrusts of his pelvis, maximizing the erotic high of his experience and the sensuous services they were hired to provide. ‘Satelles Girls’, named after the business enterprise with the same name, were the best ‘escorts’ that money could buy, and a popular favourite in the ‘relationship management’ business of Caldari executives. These three voluptuous specimens were all of Gallentean ethnicity, a personal - if unpatriotic - choice of Caldari Constructions CEO Torkebaira Shutsu, who always chose to surround himself with symbols of absolute wealth and affluence no matter what the occasion.


Today’s occasion was a self-imposed challenge to the effect of attempting to please three Satelles girls simultaneously, a feat that had already proved unsuccessful twice thus far, and was close to a third disappointment when the intercom in his personal suite interrupted the event.


‘Sir, pick up the line,’ the voice said, with a tone that suggested familiarity with the shrieks inside. ‘This is urgent.’


But the urgency was lost in the heat of the moment, as an encouraging crescendo of moans from the ladies of Satelles hinted that a successful resolution to Mr Shutsu’s challenge was imminent.


‘The space elevators have been shut down,’ the voice continued. ‘And we’ve lost control of more than half of the Armour Forge complex. ’


The thrusting ceased, and the reddish face of Mr Shutsu transformed into crisp paleness.


‘Oh,’ one of the women said disappointedly, noting the sudden absence of firmness inside of her. ‘What happened?’


‘Harbour control, this is the Kaalakiota freighter Ulysses,’ the irritated captain said. ‘I’ve been here for almost ten minutes. What’s the problem?’


‘We apologize for the delay,’ announced a voice that was synthetically apologetic. ‘We are experiencing technical difficulties and ask for your patience while we work to resolve the issue.’


Cursing, the captain leaned forward to peer through the bridge windows at the dockyard, glistening against the murky atmosphere of Piak III beyond. The giant cargo gantries were all motionless, and there were no MTACs marching along the loading ramps, both signs that it was anything but business as usual at this facility.


The voice of another freighter captain broke the silence. ‘Kaal captain, this is the Lai Dai freighter Caputon parked opposite of you in two-bravo. Do you have any idea what’s going on?’


‘No,’ the Ulysses captain answered. ‘And I’m sitting on a huge collateral payment for the freight I’m supposed to pick up here.’


‘Then you’re just as screwed as I am,’ the intercom replied. ‘I just heard there’s trouble on the ground down there, something about a factory riot. I was hoping you’d heard differently.’


‘A riot? You kidding me?’


‘Nope. Including you and me, freighters from four megacorps are sitting around waiting for paid cargo that’s never going to get here. You know what? Fuck it, I’m leaving. I’ve absolutely had it with these Constructions idiots.’


‘Roger that,’ the Ulysses captain replied. ‘I’m going to pass this along to my dispatch . . .’


 
Lonetrek Region - Minnen Constellation 
The Piak System - Planet III, Moon 5 
Caldari Constructions Headquarters


 
‘People,’ Mr Shutsu started. ‘Explain to me - carefully - what’s happening with the Armour Forge.’


The meeting room design, while still adhering to Caldari minimalism, was constructed with precious metals and sensitive nanotech alloys that reacted to temperature - a feature originally conceived by artists but often deployed by executives seeking to gauge the emotional state of their employees. Seated around a table lined with platinum trim were each of the Constructions top level executives and managers. Their reflections were slightly blushed, as the heat from each set of hands resting on the  polished surface spread in ripples that bounced gently against the table borders like waves in a pool.


‘The northern and western sections of the complex were commandeered by coordinated teams of low-grade employees,’ said Hannaken Shonen, the Production Director. ‘Then a manager on the western assembly floor set off a bogus contamination alarm, forcing the lockdown of those sections and sealing the attackers inside. The same manager then used his clearance to shut down the space elevators, and within minutes the production lines were stopped as well.’


‘This is going to cost us billions,’ blurted Tamo Heinuliala, the Constructions Chief Financial Officer. ‘Forget about the capital costs, that’s nothing compared to the public relations nightmare we’ll have with clients—’


‘Shut up,’ Mr Shutsu growled. A collective pulse of red smeared across the table, where it was brightest beneath Tamo’s hands. ‘Tell me about this manager, Hannaken.’


The Production Director cleared his throat. ‘His name is Altug Borascus, a high-grade employee with dual backgrounds in computer science and manufacturing optimization. He was on track for—’


‘Is he complicit in this . . . disturbance?’ Mr Shutsu asked.


‘We don’t know,’ Hannaken answered. ‘We know nothing, except that it was his ID that authenticated the alarm.’


‘And we can’t override it because . . .’


‘The comm towers are in the northern wing, which they now control.’


Mr Shutsu straightened his posture and clasped his hands behind his back. ‘Has any one of these . . . saboteurs . . . made any demands?’


‘None that we’re aware of,’ answered Nilen Koina, the Constructions CMO. ‘Without those towers, we can’t know how many of our security personnel are left, or if they’ve managed to secure the remaining wings.’


The table was a uniform reddish-orange now, intensifying as Mr Shutsu alternated his glare between executives. ‘Tamo, how many merchandise transfers are scheduled right now?’


‘Four,’ the man answered nervously. ‘The recipients are all mega-corps. ’


Mr Shutsu turned his chin upwards, clenching his teeth. ‘Which ones?’


‘Lai Dai, Wiyrkomi, Hyasyoda, and—’


A crisp, jovial female voice interrupted Tamo. ‘Sir, Ms Oiritsuu of Kaalakiota is requesting an immediate conference. Shall I put her through?’


Mr Shutsu locked eyes with Tamo, who appeared uncomfortable. A  slight, almost imperceptible nod confirmed the identity of the fourth mega-corporation.


‘We’ll take the call.’


A full-size apparition of Haatakan Oiritsuu, the CEO of the Caldari State’s largest and most powerful mega-corporation, materialized in the room alongside of Mr Shutsu. A tall, slender woman with a fair complexion, high cheek bones, and shoulder-length light-brown hair, she was wearing a form-fitting business suit that began at the top of her neck and tapered downwards as if it were a single piece. She stood with perfect posture, and looked more like a military officer than a business executive.


‘Good morning, Mr Shutsu,’ she said. ‘I don’t normally intervene in situations such as this, but these are unique circumstances.’


Mr Shutsu turned to face the image, bending forward slightly with a customary bow. ‘We are honoured to have you with us. How can we be of service?’


‘Actually sir, I came to inquire on how we may be of service to you. Specifically, I’m offering assistance in the recovery of the nearly six billion credits worth of Kaalikiota merchandise currently suspended on the space elevators of your Armour Forge complex.’


‘The delay in shipping is regrettable, but I assure you, we have the situation under control,’ Mr Shutsu replied, straightening up a bit. A sudden blitz of messenger device activity nearly distracted him. ‘While your offer is most gracious, I don’t believe it will be necessary.’


‘Far be it for me to disagree before your associates,’ she said, her expression now deadly serious. ‘But I would hardly call the loss of three factories controlling the situation.’


The conference table was now a full collage of pulsing, reddish hues. ‘I’m sorry, Ms Oiritsuu, but we’ve merely lost contact with one facility—’


‘Don’t you ever watch the news, Mr Shutsu?’ Her eyes narrowed, and it was apparent that she was about to lose her patience.


Sensing the dread in the room, he glanced at his board members, all of whom were just as pale as Tamo. Nilen was pointing towards the datapad in her hand.


Mr Shutsu exhaled a nervous laugh while moving towards the table. ‘The news, of course. Please allow me a moment to catch up on things.’


Nilen slid the device across, leaving a crimson wake on the table. Mr Shutsu snatched it up and began reading:



To: Nilen Koina 
From: Tobas Marchin 
Date: 108.03.31 07:40 Piak Local


 
Nilen, this just came off the newswires:


 
- - - Forwarded from CC Security - -


 
108.03.31 07:39 PIAK LOCAL 
*** BREAKING NEWS ***


STATEWIDE HAS LEARNED THAT THREE CALDARI CONSTRUCTIONS FACTORIES IN THE PIAK, AIKANTOH, AND LITIURA SYSTEMS HAVE BEEN SEIZED BY RIOTING WORKERS. REPORTS OF HALTED PRODUCTION AND SHIPPING SCHEDULES FROM EACH OF THESE SITES HAVE BEEN VERIFIED BY ON-SCENE NEWS AGENTS. WE ARE FOLLOWING THIS STORY CLOSELY AND WILL CONTINUE TO PROVIDE COVERAGE AS IT BECOMES AVAILABLE.


 
This is confirmed . . . the plants are all offline, and we can’t reach anyone at any of the sites. What the hell is happening?


 
Tobas Marchin, Director 
Caldari Constructions Security




 
‘Things aren’t as orderly as you think, Mr Shutsu,’ she said, folding her arms and studying him like a lab experiment. ‘Now, you were just discussing the use of force to regain control of your facilities, correct?’


The man was ashen, complementing a boardroom full of executives who were incapacitated with shock. When he opened his mouth to speak, she waved him off.


‘A Home Guard police carrier is en route to Piak III, where it will send dropships with mechanized infantry to assist in the recovery of our merchandise. In exchange for my word to make every effort to minimize casualties to your employees, you will give Home Guard full tactical command of the Armour Forge operation. Do we have a deal?’


Mr Shutsu nodded in bewildered agreement.


‘Once I have my merchandise back, we’ll negotiate the fee for assisting in the recovery of your other facilities. My delayed shipping compensation demands will be along momentarily.’


Tamo suddenly began to choke, his eyes bulging at the new figure on  his datapad. ‘Eight billion! That’s worth more than the value of the merchandise!’


‘Mr Heinulaila, my clients are capsuleers,’ the holograph said, turning to face the dishevelled Caldari Constructions CFO. ‘They aren’t nearly as patient as I am.’
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For those who have acted out of passion, whether self-induced or compelled by circumstance, there is a defining moment when the realization of consequence sets in with brutal clarity. Throughout the Armour Forge, fleeing residents were collectively becoming aware that their mass panic to escape a contamination alarm was a hoax, clearly intended to distract them from more significant events happening inside the complex. There was not a single resident who was asleep; thousands of people were out on the streets, indifferent to the worsening weather and carrying what little they could through the sludge. Stirred by anger and led by curiosity, they abandoned their evacuation plans and began to follow the convoys of armed security vehicles snaking their way towards the western and northern gates.


As the rain intensified, so too did the tempers of those residents demanding an explanation for what had happened, many of whom feared losing their wages for what should have been another day’s work in the factory. Others noted the seized space elevators on the ridgeline, gasping at the giant cargo containers suspended in midair between breaks in the smog overhead. As rumours of a revolt spread among the populace, the tempers of guards began to wear as they found themselves face to face with belligerent workers.


Of all the different versions of the truth circulating among the drenched crowd, one name was common to them all: Tibus Heth.


 
‘I can’t believe it,’ Heidan said, shaking his head. The plasma rifle in his hands, taken moments earlier from the Constructions guard now lying unconscious on the assembly line floor, was rattling from adrenaline tremors. ‘I can’t believe we actually pulled it off!’


‘You hit him with that rifle stock like he was Gallentean,’ Janus  muttered, carefully removing the guard’s helmet and inspecting the injury to his skull. ‘He needs a medic now.’


Heidan grimaced, reaching for the commlink on the guard’s shoulder and removing it. Rows of cargo MTACs from the nightshift towered over them, standing side by side in designated spots like giant statues.


‘Alpha command, Thunder-five. Southeast MTAC hangar secure. Requesting medics for a head trauma injury, over.’


‘Thunder-five, copy. Stay put, medics en route.’


‘Roger, command. Standing by.’


Heiden stared at the injured guard, suddenly overwhelmed with sorrow. ‘Why couldn’t you just freeze when I told you to . . . ?’


Janus was kneeling in front of the guard’s head, gently checking his breathing and monitoring his pulse.


‘He did what he was supposed to. Besides,’ he said, looking up and flashing a reassuring grin, ‘what self-respecting Caldarian gives up without a fight?’


‘That’s why I feel so bad,’ Heidan said, also kneeling down. ‘He’s one of our own, just . . . didn’t know we’re trying to help him.’


‘He’ll know when he wakes up,’ Janus said, peering down the hangar for signs of the medic squad. ‘A little pain now and then is a healthy thing.’


‘If he even wakes up,’ Heidan muttered, looking panicked. ‘Fuck, what are we doing here, anyway? Do you realize what we just did?’


‘Now, take it easy, Heid—’


‘Take a look around! See all those lights? You hear those sirens? We’re enemies of the State now, and there’s going to be hell to pay for it!’


‘Hell is slaving every day for a State that’s indifferent to your existence,’ a heavy, familiar voice interrupted. It was coming from the guard’s commlink, which to the horror of both men had been left on ever since Heidan’s check-in. ‘Have courage, man. You’re not alone in this.’


The entrance to the hangar opened, revealing the medic team. They immediately began sprinting across, pushing a hover stretcher in front of them.


The voice of Tibus Heth continued on the commlink. ‘Escort your brothers to the infirmary, then report directly to me for assignment.’


Shaking, Heidan replied, ‘Yes, sir.’


 
The Constructions guards positioned outside the gates reacted as if they couldn’t believe what they were hearing, demanding confirmation and giving each other incredulous looks. Then a commander shouted orders,  and the guards reluctantly raised their weapons and began firing over the crowd, sending them into a panic. Heavy calibre turrets on nearby armoured personnel carriers opened up next, firing bright plasma charges that illuminated the landscape in fiery strobes. The guards advanced behind the fleeing workers, retaking the ground where they once stood. Moving quickly, they erected electrical barriers 200 metres from the gate, creating a charged perimeter that would render anyone who tried to pass unconscious with a powerful jolt.


While some workers tended to those who were trampled during the frenzy, others turned to throw anything they could find at the guards. Warnings broadcast for them to return to their homes went unheeded, and just enraged the crowd even more.


But then the anger subsided, replaced temporarily by awe and curiosity, as piercing bright lights shone down through the hanging smog and a deafening roar engulfed the basin. A Home Guard dropship descended from the sky, landing in between the Constructions perimeter and the fortified entrance to the western gate.


Curiosity gave way to fear as the dropship’s ramp lowered. Two combat MTACs marched out, with heavily armed infantry following close behind.


 
‘Home Guard!’ Tibus scoffed. ‘I’m insulted they didn’t send the Navy.’


Chuckles rang out in the office of Altug Borascus, which was now serving as Heth’s personal command centre. Workers had been arriving in pairs, giving terse reports and scurrying back out, returning to set up equipment, and then leaving again to fulfill other assignments. It was happening at a dizzying pace, each person acting with methodical efficiency, as if this event had been years in the planning.


‘Sir, we’re on the news networks,’ one of the women in the office said, pointing at the screen in front of her. ‘Revolts are underway at the other complexes!’


The wave of cheers that followed was too much for Altug.


‘You stupid fools! You’re going to get us all killed!’


Save for the faint din of machines, the room went completely silent. Altug wasn’t finished yet.


‘You’re all going to burn for this. Do you understand me? You have no idea what you’re up against!’


He was struggling against the restraints clamping his hands behind the chair, defiantly ranting as though impervious to the hostility surrounding him.


‘Tibus, do you think you’re just going to walk out of here? You and your, your . . . minions, whoever these thugs are . . . Do you really think they’re going to put you in a jail for this, you fucking idiot? They’re not! They’re going to kill every fucking one of you!’


Several workers got up from their seats and took long strides towards Altug with clenched fists.


‘Stop,’ Tibus ordered them, glaring at Altug. ‘Leave me with him.’


The workers hesitated, then moved towards the exit. ‘Wait for Kaalikiota to initiate first contact,’ Tibus continued, hobbling slowly towards the desk. ‘I’ll be monitoring the situation from here.’


And then the door closed, leaving the two men alone.


‘So what are you going to do, beat me up?’ Altug demanded. ‘I’m not afraid of you—’


‘I’m going to ask your advice,’ Tibus said without a trace of anger. ‘What would you do if you were in my position?’


Altug was unprepared for the question. ‘I’d . . . turn myself in and end this, of course!’


Tibus turned to face him. ‘Hmm . . . but you just said they’re going to kill me anyway, right?’


‘You’ll be justly held accountable for your crimes against this corporation and the Caldari State!’


‘I’ve gone to great lengths to avoid hurting anyone, Altug,’ he said, limping towards the desk. ‘I never shied away from my responsibilities in this.’


‘Responsibilities?’ Altug asked incredulously. ‘You’ve cost this corporation millions in lost productivity, perhaps more, and selfishly convinced these workers to throw themselves into the fire along with you! Responsibility . . . please! Only a fool would say something like that!’


Tibus smiled, looking downwards. ‘Do you think you know yourself?’


‘What?’


‘I said, do you think you know yourself.’ His teeth were clenched.


‘What kind of ridiculous question is that?’


‘These workers - your countrymen - thought they knew themselves and their nation when they agreed to work for Constructions . . . bought into the company party line about reaping the benefits of corporate earnings, doing their part for the betterment of the State. So here we are, working fourteen-hour shifts, popping protein supplements and organic mush for meals while the leadership feasts on imported roes and spirits, spending company money on pill parties and orgies, growing fatter and weaker by the moment under the despicable illusion of status and power—’


‘You’re serious? That’s what this is all about?’ Altug asked mockingly. ‘A cry for attention from the unheralded, under-compensated, unwanted labourer—’


Tibus limped forward, grabbed Altug with both hands, and lifted him and the chair he was bound to off the floor.


‘This is about the strength of our State,’ Tibus growled, inches from Altug’s face. ‘Thanks to your leadership, the so-called Caldari elite, the Gallentean economy has grown tenfold since the end of the war, while ours - the one you were responsible for - shrivelled into impotence.’


Spittle was flying off of Tibus’s mouth as he spoke. ‘Want to talk about attention? Let’s bring some attention to the fact you’ve made us the weakest state in New Eden, when it’s us who should be ruling it!’


Altug hit the floor with a crash, forcing the air out his lungs.


‘Your counterparts on the other side of the line are superior to you in every way,’ Tibus snarled, standing over him like a predator. ‘It’s your actions that are unacceptable. My crimes today are nothing compared to your own.’


Tibus reached down and yanked the chair upright again.


‘You’re right, Altug. I don’t plan on leaving this place alive, and neither does anyone else who volunteered to be here. They’d rather burn than work one more day for you, you pathetic weakling, and spend the last moments of their lives standing up for something besides corporate greed.’


Tibus threw open the door to the office, waving in the men waiting outside.


‘You think you know what’s going on here? You think you know who we are? You have no idea.’
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As much as the Caldari State tried to control the information that travelled across its borders, events on the scale of what was happening on Piak III were impossible to contain. In recent years, incidents of civil unrest anywhere in New Eden were relatively infrequent, but rumours of open revolts - especially on Caldari worlds, of all places - were almost impossible to believe. But the news of Kaalikiota’s direct intervention, complete with footage of angry mobs and Home Guard infantry outside of the Armour Forge gates, dispelled any lingering doubt. The only question now was just how widespread the consequences would be.


Capital markets, in particular the Concord Securities Exchange (CSE), were reacting to the news in predictable fashion: Caldari Constructions stock was plummeting, and institutions with holdings in the corporation were taking financial punishment more or less commensurate with the size of their investment. To make matters worse, these markets - moved just as much by gossip as by corporate announcements - were displaying warning signs of instability along all sectors related to Caldari State industries.


For years, analysts from banking institutions across New Eden were quietly expressing concern about the decaying strength of the Caldari economy, some even speculating that a collapse - while unthinkable just a decade ago - was now a real possibility. They argued that if not for the capsuleer-driven starship technology market - and the resulting heavy demand for ship components that factories like the Armour Forge produced - the collapse might have already happened.


While publicly dismissing alarmist’s concerns, there were those among the mega-corporate elite who understood that the Caldari State was not impervious to economic realities, and took secret measures to not only hedge against their own downfall, but to profit from it as well. The  resulting sell off in Caldari assets, accelerated by massive institutional orders to flood the markets with shares of Constructions stock, set off every single technical analysis warning in the financial empire. The ‘Constructions Revolt’, as the newswires were calling the event, was now everyone’s problem.


 
‘The name we keep hearing is ‘‘Tibus Heth’’,’ Nilen said, sounding annoyed. ‘He’s a low-grade MTAC operator assigned to the western assembly array. But I told you already, it’s just comm chatter the guards are hearing from the mobs outside the gate. We still don’t know who’s in charge on the inside, sir.’


‘Mind your tone, Nilen,’ Mr Shutsu warned. ‘Remember, I still control what happens to whom in here.’


‘We’ve lost over thirty per cent of our market value in under an hour,’ Tamo croaked. He was soaked in perspiration. ‘And the broader indices are all following suit, like as if they want us to fail.’


‘They have the advantage only for as long as it takes for me to get a name,’ Mr Shutsu said. ‘Once I have it, this stops being a ‘‘worker revolt’’, and the person responsible becomes a monster before the eyes of the State.’


‘How?’ asked Tamo.


Mr Shutsu straightened his posture, but appeared calm. ‘The people responsible for these acts are terrorists. They have broken the trust that we afforded them, spit in the face of the charity that we provide, and deprived their countrymen of the wages earned in return for their loyalty to us.’
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