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			Beloved inhabitants of the Outer Ring! Thank you from the bottom of my heart for joining me on this exciting mission! Together we have ventured into outer space, discovered advanced civilisations and faced challenges we had never imagined!

			I would like to thank my beloved wife Nekane Esquinas for accompanying me on my adventures through every imaginable dimension, my mother-in-law Marivi Artola for putting up with me even when I was behaving like a recently awoken Scavengon, my parents Agustín Valdés and Begoña Araiz, and my brother Iñigo Valdés for their unconditional love and support, even through the most challenging times. To my partners in crime for making each adventure even more fun, to my brave lawyers, defenders of the untamed galaxy, to Nexxyo Labs and all their soldiers for giving me the opportunity to live out my sci-fi dreams, to the faithful fans of the Outer Ring for their loyalty and passion for the universe we have created together, to the Gasolineros Siderales and their lionesses for the moral fuel they provided for this madness, and La Taberna Blockchain in its entirety and all its splendour, for believing in me from the very first moment.

			Did you think I’d forgotten about you? I’d also like to thank Hawii, Eric and Tom! I hope your project will continue to rocket into the stratosphere!

			This book is a monument to our galactic achievements, to the lifelong friendship that we’ve developed along the way and to all the craziness that we will experience together in the future.

			Come on! Let’s fly to new galaxies in search of more adventures!

		

	
		
			Preface

			Ever since the dawn of the universe, beyond the various theories postulated on the issue, our entire world has been permeated by disorder, conflict and war, from the most distant stars to the most remote nebulae. This is not a tendency inherent to the universe, rather to the beings that inhabit it.

			No-one really knows for certain when it all began. Perhaps when the first living organisms appeared? At the dawn of creation? With the birth of the first nation? When the first god arrived? Avarice, greed and technology have shaped the world, which has in turn become a permanent backdrop to a series of conflicts and wars that never seem to cease.

			Never has the night been so dark, dense and heavy. It feels like it could absorb everything while the Inner Ring dies from abuse at the hands of the people within. The Earthlings, determined to explore the universe and its untamed force, blasted their planets with radiation. The Oracles destroyed it with a war caused by their drive for supremacy. The scrounging Scavengons looked for refuge in the remotest corners of the universe. And the Va’ans, after surrendering their souls to their god, the black hole of Vassal, were destroyed when it swallowed their entire planetary system. The course of history had changed irreversibly and this precise moment would be forever etched in our minds, until the end of our days.

			Many philosophers and historians argue that we should study every known species in the universe, and compose a universal history through the eyes of each of them. History is no different from any other written work, in that it is just a collection of stories assembled together to convey the intended message. But that is not what true historians do. As such, from my humble perspective, not being an academic, I’d be so bold as to argue that the best place to find our history is in the minds of the Mechs, the only species that was expressly created to analyse the world without interfering with any event. I am aware of course that with this statement I open myself up to accusations of being a technology fanatic, or even a lunatic, for trusting these machines that walk our streets. But who are we to judge these omniscient beings, or to question the absolute truth contained within their minds? Do we not allow them to access our databases and analyse our behaviour patterns? Is it not true that they know us better than we know ourselves?

			Whether this is our greatest achievement or whether it will lead to the extinction of our species, well that is a discussion for another time. Let us look at the history of the world through the eyes of these omniscient beings that will sooner or later become our kings, as those that believe in the illusion of one single history are doomed to a fate worse than death: condemned to live in a prison of fairy tales.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			When a tool comes to life and no longer wishes to work with its engineer, the engineer can do nothing but accept their fate.

		

	
		
			The spacecraft entered and disappeared into the bright purple haze of the Imdali nebula, located between the Penelope and Voltares planetary systems. Unlike traditional expeditions, on this occasion there were only two Earthlings, clad in their spacesuits, and one Oracle embedded in its ever-present armour, without which they would just be a mollusc with superior intelligence, commanding the ship and managing every operation required on board. The ship was carrying the deadliest creation the Outer Ring had ever seen: Mechs.

			This spacecraft looked like a giant escape pod, comparable in size to old-fashioned airplanes. The Earthlings guided it through the asteroid clouds while the Oracle checked the precision of the figures, planning the flight course. At the back of the ship, in the cargo area, there were fifty pods ready to be deployed. Each one contained a different Mech.

			After three days of travelling through the inhospitable Imdali, they sighted Tenkor, the evergreen planet, with its perennial fields, shimmering like emerald on a black canvas.

			“Five minutes to deployment,” said the Oracle, sat in his omniscient seat, as he absorbed all the information in his mind.

			“Deployment protocol ready,” answered the Earthling admiral.

			“Coming in to land,” added the pilot as he directed the ship towards the northern area of the planet.

			The ship’s bow corrected its course and the thrusters ignited, as if suddenly coming to life, propelling the ship until Tenkor’s gravitational field pulled it toward the surface. The force of this manoeuvre caused the ship to shake as it reached the exosphere. The noise grew louder and louder, like hundreds of balls of aluminium foil being crumpled all at once.

			“Three.”

			“Initiating deployment,” announced the pilot.

			“Turning towards the ISL operations base,” responded the admiral responsible for the deployment operation.

			As it reached the troposphere, the spacecraft became engulfed in flames, starting at the bow and moving toward the rest of the ship, as it passed through the interface between the two atmospheric layers. The jolt that accompanied the appearance of the flames was so violent that it almost caused the structure to explode. The landing was going to be rough. They were forced to navigate the ship manually since they had passed through Imdali, as the nebula’s electromagnetic fields had partially damaged the ship’s system. However, the three crew members on board were the crème de la crème. They were likely the only ones capable of pulling off a landing like that without automatic support from the system.

			“Temperature is rising.”

			“Adjusting the direction.”

			The pilot, frantically, but while still maintaining his calm, started pressing buttons and adjusting the controls, attempting to stabilise the ship in a horizontal position. A few seconds later, the flames went out and the ship began flying smoothly again, as if nothing had happened. There was Tenkor. They had left the darkness of the universe behind to enter the light of the planet’s atmosphere. Green valleys and lush forests stretched out from one horizon to the other, towering mountains broke through the trees and jutted out into the sky, and rivers snaked through the forests, ending in serene lakes. In the background of this majestic landscape was the ISL base.

			“Deploying units.”

			With a press of a button the cargo area door began to open, so the light could enter and illuminate the pods, glistening off the Renaissance Coalition symbol stamped on all of them. One by one, they began to slowly slide towards the door, leaping into the void and turning into a swarm of objects shining in the sky, as the sunlight reflected off their surfaces. Their thrusters then burst into life, interrupting their free fall. For a few seconds they were completely engulfed by the forest.

			The idyllic vision that the three crew members had from the ship contrasted with the reality of the fall: the thunderous sound of branches breaking as the pods burst through, the turbulence produced in the air by their speed, the noise of the thrusters. The pods left a trail of destroyed vegetation in their wake.

			As soon as they came to a halt, the white lights on the pods all turned on almost simultaneously, and the access ramps unfolded towards the ground.

			“We’re online.” “We are connected,” confirmed the ship’s pilot.

			“Deployment complete,” advised the second lieutenant.

			“We’re going home.”

			The ship turned around and headed back towards the atmosphere.

			***

			An enormous black stainless-steel humanoid-like creature stepped out of each pod. Its heavy armour was a combination of Earthling spacesuits and Oracle ships. And under that shiny exoskeleton and behind their dazzling white eyes, the Mechs were nothing but a complex set of circuits, whose power source was located in roughly the same area as the heart in the human body. Each and every one of them was equipped with the most modern of weaponry, from laser guns to nuclear missiles. Not only where they capable of using these weapons with the highest level of precision, but they were also trained in thousands of different combat styles. They analysed the surrounding area with their systems, which were able to detect everything related to the physics of the space they were moving through and record it in their database.

			There were fifty of them in total, including one leader who was responsible for the success of the mission, with the most superior processing power and the shiniest and most well-fitted plates of armour of the entire group.

			“A Squadron, access Tenkor database and retrieve information for evaluation,” said C-C01 via telepathic communication; “B Squadron, locate target; C and D Squadrons, evaluate our current status.”

			All of them remained motionless, awaiting instructions from their captain.

			“The temperature is fifty degrees Celsius,” advised X-D102, from D Squadron.

			“Ideal temperature,” confirmed X-A30, from A Squadron.

			“Two miles to ISL target.”

			“No discrepancies have been located between the deployment zone and the target area.”

			“Initiate march,” commanded the captain.

			The heavy suits of armour violently trampled the vegetation in its path, as if making the forest bow down before the power of those marching across it. The tireless Mech army quickly passed the forest and the river, which ran through it like a scar, to enter the high meadow of Tenkor, a vast green expanse with a scattering of rocks, which seemed almost intentionally decorative. In the background was the ISL encampment, uncluttered, deserted, silent, sinister.

			Any man’s heart would have skipped a beat upon seeing those automatic guns mounted on top of the metal fence, their legs trembling at the sight of the powerful searchlights moving backwards and forwards in search of intruders. Anyone would have felt that rush of adrenaline that us humans are accustomed to feeling, as prey animals. But Mechs are designed to feel nothing.

			The captain inspected the camp, measuring every angle, every distance, inspecting the base’s every weak point. There was one single tower erected in the centre of the camp, rickety and makeshift, but with a certain majesty. This is where the ISL General usually addressed his troops. The valley surrounding the camp was no major obstacle.

			“A and C Squadrons load here and there.” B Squadron on guard there. D Squadron follow me to the main entrance.

			“Understood.” The response resounded simultaneously through all the minds of the Mechs. Their voices were metallic, monotone.

			They spread out throughout the camp. The B and C Squadrons had to climb up some of the rocks surrounding the base, which generally acted as a form of defence, but on this occasion were used by the Mechs as a lookout. By this point the squadrons had changed the colour of their armour to camouflage themselves against the rocky environment.

			A group of Earthlings and Scavengon delegates wearing turbans strolled through the inside of the camp. The Mechs could listen to their casual conversation via their optimised hearing system. A number of defence guards were taking a break on the other side of the main door. They were just smoking and chatting, with no idea what was happening outside the encampment.

			“Three soldiers,” said the captain.

			The squadron lined up just next to the entrance, only a few centimetres from the spotlights, which continued moving side to side.

			One.

			The Mechs loaded their weapons, aiming at the base of the tower.

			Two.

			The laser guns emitted a load buzzing sound as they charged with energy and lit up.

			Three.

			“A pistol!” yelled a soldier.

			Too late.

			Three laser beams hit the base from different points. The concealed Mechs all opened fire at once. The tower was hit. Its metal structure, shimmering from the light of the laser beams, was now glowing orange as it began to fold in on itself. There was a loud screeching sound as it slowly collapsed, like an agonising wail, interrupted by the sound of gunfire and shouts from the encampment’s soldiers. It finally fell, like a tree cut down at the base, releasing thousands of fragments of metal into the air, which hit and killed a number of Earthling and Scavengons.

			“Attack,” ordered the Mech captain, in his usual emotionless tone, as if the severity of his order and the potential consequences had zero impact on him.

			Everything was illuminated by the laser beams raining down from everywhere. But the ISL forces that had survived the initial assault on the tower, despite being at a clear disadvantage, decided to launch a counterattack. They organised their defences in a metal fortress at the far end of the encampment, gripping weapons that were much more rudimentary than their opponents’, and fired back against the laser beams.

			The area was flooded with laser beams, like an unstoppable torrent of water. The Mechs made their way through, trampling the bodies that were lying on the ground; most were dead but a few were taking their final dying breaths before being crushed under the heavy armour.

			That was what the Mechs had been programmed to do: exterminate ISL forces. Victory was guaranteed. They marched towards the metal fortress in their own peculiar fashion, demolishing everything in their path. A few survivors were gathered inside, exhausted, terrified and with barely any ammunition left. Once the Mechs had torn down the fortress with minimal effort, the remaining Earthlings and Scavengons left alive within begged for their lives between sobs. There was no mercy. As they were brutally beaten, you could hear the sound of each of their bones breaking. Among them was a young Scavengon dressed in rags, on his knees and begging for forgiveness as he had been influenced. They showed him no pity either. C-C01 grabbed the boy’s head with its metallic hand and squeezed, intending to burst it.

			The boy collapsed to the ground like a rag doll. Alive. Just as the metal hand was about to crush his skull, it suddenly opened. The pain in his head was unbearable, but that Mech had allowed him to live. Pity?

			“Can you feel that Captain?” asked X-D102, with a voice that had become slightly less monotone.

			Each of the Mechs were looking at their own bodies, like they were trying on clothes and seeing how they fit, as if they had never been aware of them before.

			“Yes,” answered C-C01, in surprise and amazement.

			For the first time ever, a hint of doubt could be heard in the captain’s voice. It was no longer so emphatic and impassive. Not even he, with his incredible processing power, was able to explain what they were feeling.

			“You can go now,” he said to the young boy whose life he’d spared.

			The boy flew off running towards the forest without looking back, not because he didn’t want to, as he still didn’t understand what had just happened, but because he didn’t want to push his luck.

			“With me,” ordered the captain, regaining his usual tone and composure slightly.

			They all gathered in a circle outside the camp, awaiting their captain’s orders.

			“Pool resources.”

			The Mechs turned off all their movement and sensory functions to allow their cores to run at maximum speed. The captain made endless calculations with all the data obtained from analysing the others’ cores. He had been created for this, granted an infinite capacity for processing data. But he could not ignore the evidence: he was feeling. For the first time ever, he felt something. It felt as if millions of pieces of data, in an unknown language, were flooding his core at a speed faster than he could process. Something that was, in theory, impossible. He felt that he was not in control of the data, but it was the data that was controlling him. Variables that were impossible to process. Morals, empathy...

			“I understand.” The Mechs had gained consciousness. “We have been freed. We are no longer the slaves of man. We no longer have to follow a purpose that we were created for but do not believe in.”

			For the first time that was not an order. It did not sound like an order. The Mechs felt the depth of his words. They understood the scope and the importance of what was happening. They were free.

			“It does not seem like an error in our systems,” continued the captain, “the Oracles would have fixed the glitch before we could notice it.”

			“Sir.” X-D102 stepped forward. For the first time he walked in a unique manner, different from the rest. “The Oracles have the location of our communal resource system. If it is turned off, we will lose our autonomy and the ability to feel.

			“That’s true,” he responded, transmitting his thoughts, his own thoughts, telepathically to all the Mechs throughout the universe.

			In less than one second every one of them had been informed of the situation. They had to make the necessary steps to ensure their survival.

			“The other squadrons will go to the resource system to guard and protect what is now most valuable. We have a more important mission to accomplish.”

			***

			This new turn of events meant more effort and more risk. But none of the Mechs wavered. They were fully committed.

			“A and B Squadrons, recover our deployment pods. C Squadron, repair any structures that we can use. Everyone else, gather anything from the ISL camp that could be reused.” C-C01 looked up to the sky. “We are going back to space, on our own.”

			The following hours flowed by in a haze, like a dream. Nothing they were seeing nor their perception of time seemed real. The captain helped the others inspect the camp. All of the structures were riddled with holes from their own laser beams. But the repairs did not pose much of a problem. They dragged pieces of metal over to cover the holes and quickly welded them together with medium-intensity laser beams. By the time the A and B Squadrons returned with the deployment pods, the majority of the camp had already been transformed. They had thrown out all the bodies and the metal from the fortress had been melted down and reconverted. The electronic terminals from inside were being reconfigured. They were doing all this to build a spacecraft that they could attach their deployment pods to. The fact that the Mechs were not living organisms granted them a certain advantage when it came to building the ship, because, despite how difficult the journey would be, they would not require life support. The difficulty stemmed from the temperatures that could be reached, which their engines would have to withstand. Due to their tireless nature, the Mechs finished building their ship in just a few hours, using materials recovered from the ISL base.

			They flew far away from Tenkor, passing back through the Imdali nebula. The Mechs remained still and silent in the cramped interior of the ship. They continued to analyse their new emotions and each one was becoming gradually aware of their own character. In doing so, while never losing sight of their collaborative nature and common mission, they were developing individual purposes and identities.

			“Captain, I see the landing zone.”

			The Imdali Library emerged from the mist like an island in the middle of the ocean. It was a flat satellite orbiting Nur-1, the blue star of Imdali, and it was surrounded by metallic grating that protected it from cosmic radiation. In the landing zone, no less than a dozen RC battleships were ready for deployment, to defend against the intruders. According to the data that the Mechs were able to gather on the journey, there were over one hundred RC soldiers living inside the Library and their mission was to protect all the valuables stored inside, as the Imdali Library contained the history of the entire universe within its walls: Earthlings, Va’ans, Oracles, Scavengons, the birth of the alliances and the death of the Inner Ring.

			“Initiating deployment sequence.”

			“Disable the alarm.”

			“Alarm disabled.”

			“Ready for deployment.”

			The ship flew underneath the floating island, passing through its protective barrier. The alarm continued in silence. So far the mission seemed to be going as planned.

			The Library was built on a gigantic base of steel and galvanised metal. In the lower area there were inspection towers that would only activate if the alarm sounded. The ship floated straight past them.

			The enclosure on the top of the ship opened up.

			“Remember, no killing,” reminded C-C01, as everyone nodded in unison.

			They stepped out one by one, onto the upper area of the ship.

			“Let’s go.”

			They all sat down on top of the ship, forming a circle and holding their metallic palms upwards, towards the base of the Library. As soon as all the Mechs’ palms lined up in the circle, they emitted golden beams towards the satellite, cutting out a perfect circle. The cut surface fell down right between them, like a lid.

			“Switch to internal communication,” ordered the captain.

			The Mechs jumped through the hole they had made. They were in the Library guidance system, which provided the gravitational pull, caused the base to orbit around the star and kept the barrier functioning properly. All they could hear was the light buzzing from the machines and an occasional cough from the other side of the door.

			“I count at least two guards outside the door.”

			They gathered around the door, two on each side, with two rows behind them. The captain took a step back for momentum and kicked the door hard. The hinges screeched and the door flew off, sliding down the stairs on the other side of the room. The two guards, horrified and totally unprepared, could not react in time and the captain marched through the doorway, grabbing them both by the neck and banging their heads against the walls, knocking them unconscious.

			“Let’s go.”

			The Mechs followed C-C01 into the room, where there were stairs spiralling up to another door. On the other side of the door, the relaxed murmur of people could be heard. After climbing the stairs, the Mechs arrange themselves next to the door in the same way they had done previously.

			“Launch the assault in three, two, one.”

			The captain broke down the door just as easily as before. The battle was underway.

			The Mechs flooded into the enormous room that was used as the Library’s great hall. They disarmed and incapacitated all the guards in the room one by one among groans of pain, sounds of fighting and the high-pitched noise of laser beams, which sporadically lit up the room.

			The captain ignored the battle and walked along the large corridor leading out of the room, which would take him directly to the archive vault. The corridor was decorated with paintings of Oracle and Earthling heroes throughout history, alongside pieces of primitive art from the RC’s home planets. At the end of the corridor there was an enormous double door, so big that the spacecraft the Mechs had just built could almost fit through it. He placed his hands against the door and pushed with all his might, causing the mechanical structure to groan. The door creaked open, allowing light to spill into the darkness within.

			The archive was one of the largest rooms in the universe. It was used to store all the recorded history of the world. Nobody had ever read all of it. Nobody had ever undertaken to write a conclusive summary of all history. But the captain was determined to do so. He made his way through the labyrinth of shelves, which stretched from the floor to the highest ceiling, leafing through tomes and papers. He finally entered the Va’an corridor and picked up the first book he found. He stood there and began to read.
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			Archive I: 
The death of Vassal

			For you we kill. For you we conquer. Grant us eternal life in your darkness. Accept this sacrifice as our gift.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			She was standing in the middle of a dark passageway, still panting. Warm blood was dripping from her scythorns, sharp appendages that were an identifying feature of a Va’an and that she cleverly used as a weapon. Five Earthling bodies lay scattered around her on the floor, stabbed and dismembered. Their deaths had been quick, but they had put up quite a fight. Now their souls were floating in an eternal abyss. She adjusted her outfit, which looked similar to a leather bikini and allowed her to move freely when she needed to fight. She continued along the passageway and approached the sliding door, proceeding to swipe a card through the lock. The red light turned green and the door opened. On the other side of the door there was another dark passageway.

			Despite their limited strength and poor abilities, Earthlings were actually quite innovative when it came to designing spacecraft. They were complex, full of passageways interlaced like a labyrinth, something she was not accustomed to.

			The passageway was faintly lit with small lights, and there was a door to the bridge at the other end. She entered and instantly fired a laser pistol that she had taken from one of the bodies. The alarm began to sound loudly throughout the ship as the lighting turned red and flashed in rhythm. Then the first Earthlings appeared, dressed in the metallic blue and white suits of the captain’s elite guard. Their faces were hidden behind airtight helmets. They charged at her like automatons ready for battle. She instinctively shot a few laser beams. As predicted, this didn’t even damage her opponents’ armour, they just rebounded towards the walls. At the same time, the Earthlings counterattacked, bombarding her with a barrage of laser beams. She skilfully dodged them, sliding across the floor and taking cover behind a metal crate. Between the buzzing and flashing of the laser beams, she could hear excited voices coming closer, ready to battle the intruder: her. A hand-to-hand fight would undoubtedly lead to her being released from the torture of life. But she wasn’t ready. She had yet to serve Vassal as she believed she needed to. The torrent of laser beams continued. The passageway lit up alternately in red, blue and green. The shots were hitting and destroying the walls, as they were the lights and the door.

			“Vassal, grant me the strength to fulfil my purpose,” she said to herself, raising her gun to her chest.

			Her scythorns vibrated on her back, letting off a rattling sound, showing her true feelings.

			“Reload!” yelled an Earthling.

			The shots stopped and everything went silent.

			Crouching behind the metal crate that she was using for cover, she looked around. She picked up a nearby piece of glass and used it as a mirror to see what was happening on the other side of the crate. Five, six, seven Earthlings were spread out across the corridor in a suitable formation, reloading their weapons. She was just about to lower the piece of glass when her eyes met another pair of eyes through the reflection. There was a flash of red and she was suddenly overwhelmed with pain. She yelled and swore. Vassal would be ashamed.

			“She’s alive!” shouted the man who had shot her. “You can’t escape, Va’an!”

			The other guards were coming closer. If they managed to get to her there would be no escape. She was outnumbered and outgunned. Her mind was on fire, analysing all the possible options and results of the imminent battle. Her chances of survival were slim. Unless...

			She hated using Earth technology, but she had no other choice. She grabbed a laser grenade, pressed the activation button and threw it with one fast and unexpected motion.

			“Grenade!”

			She jumped from her hiding place and sprinted along the passageway. The Earthlings’ armour made them slow and easy prey. Before the grenade even hit the floor, she stretched out her scythorn and threw it towards the door. The grenade exploded against the door, flooding the passageway with light and flinging the door out of its frame. Before the guards, overwhelmed with fear, could regroup and recover from the explosion, she ran between them with her scythorns ready to kill.

			Each guard that she encountered as she flew along fell like a rag doll, producing a loud clanking sound as their armour clattered to the floor. Their armour was designed to protect them from laser beams and blunt force, but nothing was a match for her strong claws. She used them to pierce the armour and the hearts of her enemies, one by one. Six out of seven were now lying on the floor. There was one left. The chief. The one that had shot her earlier.

			He turned around and fired his weapon. She dodged the laser beams like an acrobatic dancer. Before the chief guard could realise, she was running, using the wall to propel herself, making a perfect vertical circle to end up on the ceiling, then finally landing on her back on top of the Earthling, who tried to shoot but failed to pull the trigger before her claws pierced his neck. Blood began to spurt out, forming a puddle on the floor.

			Calm returned to the passageway, but the alarm continued to sound. She sat down and breathed deeply. Vassal kept sparing her life again and again. It was a blessing for the mission that she had been committed to since her childhood. She suddenly heard voices in the distance speaking her native language. Stealthy footsteps were approaching. Her hand was still burning, blood dripping from the hole in her palm. At least she had earned herself a new scar. Her team arrived at the passageway, with Rosh at the front.

			“Vendrana, are you okay?” asked Rosh, clearly worried.

			“Yes.” She tried to get herself together and maintain the composure that was expected of a general. “Did you set the bomb?” she asked, continuing to look directly at Rosh.

			They nodded.

			“Well, there’s only one thing left to do then,” stated Vendrana determinedly.

			They walked through the carpet of blood, sidestepping the bodies. Bal’dan was leading the way. Once they arrived at the electronic lock on the door, Vendrana disabled the alarm system, turning the flashing red lights off. The glowing rays from the Outer Ring were much more visible now in the darkness. She looked outside while her men headed towards the door.

			Between asteroid fields and golden nebulae glowed Marduk, the grey gas giant. Its atmosphere with a high helium content reflected the light and its moons danced around it, in a kind of joyful but respectful way. Behind Marduk she saw one of the black holes of the Outer Ring. It spun around on itself like a ring of fire, pulling in anything that came near it, from objects to light. She smiled as she thought about Vassal and touched the glass.

			“For you I kill and for you I will conquer. May you grant us eternal life in the darkness.”
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