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Can you read?

If so, youre oneof the lucky ones.

My Oolite books will always remain free to download and read. | deliberately make no
financial gain from them. However if you enjoy them and would like to show your appreciation, |
would like to suggest a donation to a charity locahta the Ashford Dyslexia Centre.

Dyslexic children and adults find it very difficult to access the written word, particularly in
the traditionakblack text on white backgroudfbrmat adopted for most printed material. This can
cause acutévisual stress It& been estimated that the dyslexic brain has to work around four to five
times as hard to process text when compared to -@yslaxic. Imagine trying to read a block of text
when the words keep shifting position, change sizerder themselves argb blurred at whim

thais what traditional books look like to a dyslexic person.

In children this can lead to behavioural problems as they are not able to understand why they
cand access text as easily as others. Schools are typically unequippecctoddeal with the needs
of dyslexic children. As a result children are frequently labelladtapiddor Gslowddespite overall
high intelligence. Given that most teaching and testing focuses around the written word (clearly you
have to be able to redlde question in order to answer it) dyslexic children are disadvantaged on all
sides, unable to demonstrate the abilities they do have. Writing is also problematic.

Often, dyslexic children have far superior ngrbal reasoning, logic and sequencing
abilities. They often demonstrate higher degrees of musicianship, creativity, entrepreneurial and
empathic abilities. Crucial to getting support to help people with dyslexia is an expert diagnosis and
the subsequent recommendations. There are many ways telbhai; readers, special glasses,

additional time for exams and so on.

The Ashford Dyslexia Centre exists to advise, diagnose, support and provide specialist
teaching for those affected by dyslexia in my home town. People with dyslexia may have a problem
with traditional books, but they still love stories. Please consider helping them to access what we
take for granted as bodkvers.

You can donate at http://www.wagar.org.uk

Thank you.



Prologue

TheOresrian traderis a heavily built, darichitin coverednsect measuringust over seven
feet tall. Oresrian$ave six limbs, two of which are dedicated walking limbs. The remaining four

limbs have jointed hands each possessing three digits, one of which is an opposable thumb.

The head is a triangular ovoid shape, with prominent faceted eyes mounted to the front. In
general, the overall impression is similar to that of a praying mantis. There are two short antennae
that protrude from the top of the head. The mouth is on the underside ofnthedirtt of tle

triangular headand is relaively small. It is surrounded kiyo strong mandibles.

Oresrians are known to be closely related to the Thargoids in a genetic sense, however there
are somanminor anatomical differences. The most obvioukésmore rounded shape of the fourth
joint on the hind leg. Oresrians also sport far less dramatic thorax markings than their warlike

cousins.

Oresrians have not enhanced their bodies in the manner of the Thargoids, and view such
0t i nker i ngmeawantamthema.eOregriare dypically nomadic traders lmgcupation,
and are a rare, but not unwelconsgght throughout the charts. They generally specialise in textile

commodities of high quality.

Oresrians are a peaceful people, amaveneverengage in warlike conduct of any sort.
Famously relaxed and almost impossible to inflatime,only known way to enrag&esriarsis to
mistake them for Thargoids, with whom they appear to have some kind of undisclosddurood
The nature of this animitg is unclear, but Thargoids have been observed targeting Oresrian ships

as voraciously as they attack other vessels.

Oresrians technology is unremarkable and inferior when contrasted with known Thargoid
equivalents. Their shigsear a striking resemblaedo Thargoid vessels, but haawspecification
similar in overall performance to familidéalcop designsuch as the Cobra Mk3. Weapons

capability is likewise of little note.

Of Oresrian culture and politics, little isnown. Oresrians generally comfo to a strict non
interference code of conduct with other races. Interactions are limited to comimesdech they

are efficient and known to drive a hard bargain.

- Extract from the Elite Webcon Interactive Knowledge Institute (Elite-Wiki)



Oresrians.Mastess of the small print. Check your change before you leave.

Theyodore by no means bad, just rather focus:
wares. Quite what they do with all/l the credit:
their ships, which are unremarkable little octagonal vesselshibat an unfortunateesemblance to

those otheir Thargoid cousins.

The first timefyowivean dmoe Y hudlklhaslpeent he se
invaded by the badss insec we warned you about in the previous chapter. Whisper it, tresy

look justlikefrak i né Thargoids donét they!

Ma k e s u r teconfuseuhendwaith the Thargoids thougither in space or in person. In
the first instance Galcop will come down on Yi&a a wamprodent on a higkgee world, in the
second youoll be | u orkthe spotdldthing upsets an Cdesrisreliketbenge | | e
mistake for a Thagoid, it really riles them. N@ne is quite sure why this is, and many a young
hotshot hagpaid theprice for this classic mistake.dn 6t b e @&leamrthe differerees e

Therebs no spike on the fourth joint of the hi

Once youdre past all that the Oresriteins ar ¢
speciality. Theyodére very reliable, and famous|l
dim view of late payment®fuse to provideredit and they have no direct translatifor the phrase

AWill next Tuesday do?0
Extract from the Unofficial Galcop Conspiracy Theory Archive, Tianve

All new pilots should note that Oresrian vessels share many identification patterns with
Thargoid vessels. Automated ident computers are not always able to distinguish between the two

vessel types. Piloare encouraged to familiarise themselves with the differences and make careful

observations before engaging unknown vessels.

Extract from Lave Space Licensing Authority Log



Chapter One

AesbionWitchspaceMonitoring Station Nhe was not the bright centod the universe. One
of the tenwitchpointentry zones at Aesbion, it tended to be the least used, primarily serving
witchspacdraffic to and from the backwater system of Aronar, rather than the busy routeraich
to Aesbion between Isence and QutBometimes days could go past without a single vessel using
the link.

As such it wasnodét a opepisnifmagctt hget twiasg f @D g d
very much tle booby prize on the rosteesulting in much callous laughter and derision dmalfeof

the unfortunate nominee.

It was dreaded for many reasoR®stings lasted for a month, not quite long endagkiou
to beable to successfully sue Galcop for mental health problems due to isolation, but enough to
make you go just that little beccentric. Folks back in on Aesbion Primeo ul d al ways spo
and availed them like the plague.

Second it was woefullglull. Thewitchspacecorridor was underuse@ince Aronar wasin
infrequent destination and most of the systems aboard thenstedre fully automatidt left the
supervisor with very little to do for the vast majority of the time. The only time things got lively was
when the local pirates decided to stage an ambush, at which the supervisor was forced to turn
something of a blingye. ltwa s n 6t as i f tthe stationdaokad ady fodroof mu c h ;
weaponry. Fortunately they weegquippedwith formidable shields.

Other than providing the occasional navigational fix, that pretty much summed up the role of
awitchpointmonitoringsupervisor in its irety. On the plus side, the pay was good and there were
some other perks.

Grebe Storenge was a native of Aesbion. A mdylitbese green frog Wi a hobby of
breeding megarosophila for his own private consumptidme was generally unconcerned about the
lack of stimulation from the outside unige. After paying scant attention to the instruments aboard
he was noweclining inhis favourite chair on the small observation deck, with his feet and lower
legs propped um the controls, unconcerned with the smudges of mucus he was leaving on the
sensitive instrumentation. He was due to be relieved in under a week and had adopted a rather

laisse-faire attitude to cleanliness as a reslilte autemechs would sort it allud.

He was enthusiastically watochi ngegnteotaineneno f t h



channels. Ispecialised in species specific adult entertainment pipegdnm$ome of the more

salacious mphibian planets ighartthree.

Gr ebeds tedoutgiommling dnatheroversized fly and sucking it back to its doom
within his slavering lips. A wet slapping soumérked its demisalong withan intestinatumble,

signalling rapt appreciation of the holofiacages dancing before him.

OWoul d poutheolkgl ands on that! 6 Grebe roar ec

drop into my pond any dakaby Phreeeooovd

Behind him, a series of yellow warning lights illuminated in sequence and messages flickered

up on the commarray.
Warning:Incomng witchspacedransfer. Unscheduled arrivalcknowledge?

Grebe was oblivioyauntil the show he wasatching wasnterruptedoy adverts. He waggled
his feet in outrage, swearing at the holofac.

OFrakkind algae sellers! Not now! b

Flashes of flickering ligt cast shadows on the bulkheads adjacent to the observation

windows. Grebe stopped, frowned dooked around.
OWhat the frak?6

In the distance heould see a series of faint pardf light, a convowf ships at extreme

range, having apparentlitchspaed into Aesbion without so much as ayyurleave.

Grebe checked the scanners, rubbing at the smeared screens, trying to get a clear view. There
were dozens of ships, some with big magaaiures. He flipped on thee-board telescope, hoping
to get a clser view. The holofac images of happy amphibians chowing down on processed algae
slices were replacedlith a series of dark grey, Wweaponed and purposeful ships rapidly heading in

system.
Pirates of a missioneée
0Bonu& @Eragh eandflipped onehd narrowband comiirek.

0This i s Aesbi on nMo.niltéomr ignuge sSstiantgi oyno uN guy s
witchspacdransferlandy ou mucho fines with the feds. 6 Gre
willing to overlook that irfavour of a donation to my favourite nominated charity, the Grebe

RetirementanBenevol ence Fund. Transmitting the det a



Grebe had quickly learnt that it was possible to supplemei@ or@me by cutting the

pirates a little slack-de hada nice little routine going with some of them, with regular appearances

A

being made whenever he rotatedibanto station nie. Theseore wer en 6t any of hi
clearly news of his oO6flexibilityé had spread.

The narrowband comms buzzed dhein emitted a high pitched whistling souaebe

frowned, checking a few settings and trying the transmission again.
Warning: Transmission bandwidth zero. All frequencies impeded.

O0You stupid hunk 06 junk!d GrebeododNawdj sshat

ti mel 6

He looked back at the holofac images still being beamed in from the external telescope. The

first ships had cleared the field of view, revealing the second set quickly moving up from behind.
Wait a minute, that | ooks I|ikeé

Grebe kew his ships well enough to spot the hulking shape of a Kruger class Behemoth. A
ship four kilometres long, the pride of the Galactic Navy. It was one of their latest heavy cruiser class

ships A match for, well anything
OFrak! The big boys in boots! 6
Grebe triggered a few switches and opened up the narrowband comms again.

6Just my Ilittle joke, one for the natives

Cooperative from their perfectly |l egitimate al
The high pitched whistle screamed out of the comms unit again.
6Come on guys! You know how it is out herec

The illumination inside the observation deck abruptly changed to a dim red. Grebe looked

around at the computer.
Warning! Facility targeted. Defens screens activated.

Grebe looked at the holofac image to see small orange spheres of glowing material erupt from
nozzles on the Behemoth, and drift towards his point of view. He spun to look out of the windows,

seeing the same incoming fire racing tovgainém.
OFrak! Stop! This is a monitoring station!

The bolts of plasma crashed into the external shields, causing them to flare an angry purple in



response.
Warning! Shields failing! Energy Low!
6Cease fisaeakeFoWwhfitakdo® youéod

The observation deck depressurised as the plasma made short work of thé staitdtds
and ripped into the superstructure. Grebeds c
sickening silence and he caught one l@stnof the monitoring station as it disintegrated before him.

A tumbling piece of fiery wreckage spun towar ¢

He held up his hands in a futile gesture of defence bifsreonsciousnessased.

Commander Mahl Tribomeof theForegone Conclusiorg greerhulled Anaconda freighter,

glowered at his son in the dim light provided by the astrogation scanners.
O0No, of course we donodét tell them the trut]
60h. 0
Hi s sonds \vednewdudyrMahl tolled hiseyes and flicked his rubbery tail in
annoyance. Hedéd built up this tradinggursenfd con:
thirty years and hadmassed a sizable fortune, along with a fleet of ships not far $tzosinaall
armada. The business gave him a perfect cover for some less conventionadrtgebgtinion on
the legality of these operatioms&as mixed. Mahl believed they were perfectly valid business
transactions, Galcop seemed to class them as smuggiiegvés catchingp wi t h hi m and

been takingime outto try to bring hiseldestson up to speed with the way things workdts rodent

features were bunched up in a frown.

6You tell t hetorhear Mastof themarg grdmans straightoud f L ave. |
the oldsters Qu need to watch. Never speedyyour docking tolls, pay your permits. You only cut

corners when youob6re out of sight. o

ORi gibdonriopddad 6 So no bl asting the police, the

Mahl shook his heanh exasperation oOybun,ever bl ast the police.
0So when do we gethissonaskedagerlf he guns, then?6
OWe donét! d Mahl snapped. 6é6The moment you L

6Lasers fire for freeé. 0



ouUunt i | s o me bListdnysonfa typicallsght kenusk costs you two or three
hundred credits just on minor hul/l repairs, m
your profits. There B$nperOPahY grgrnwgoutop make |
gotgunsistomae ot her people with guns think twice ¢

Mahl gestured to the rear view monitors, where a huge convoy ofdreditrading vessels:
Cobras, Adders, Pythons, Mambas, Boas and even the odé-Eance were jockeying for pdsin.

They slowly creptorward into the depths of Aesbion interplanetary space.

0And speaking of maki ng mo n igglitle daraetsahatieedsb u s i

a |ittle care and attenti on. Wa temirhgleaona tlceha ram,d

|l earn. o

06The bugs?56

60You cal |l ,yohea®Buesh, lie auysou makesureyodr e pol i t e,
and scrape.u come across all genial. They | i ke man

O0But why heerree wen oute bl ack?6

OWhy?6 Mahl demanded incredul ously. OHaven:¢
We do this out of si ght bulkimpoftoféekthousadbni@adf mimep . We
Oresriarsilk in a single system. Aesbidtrimewill want a cut of that, to the tune of nearly fifteen
percent! This way we split the trade betweadnt of different ships, witdpace them out to the
surrounding systems and then bring 6em btack s
pl aces. No i mport tax | ower than five hundred

60Oh. Youbdbre so smart Dad. 6

60Took me eighteen months to set this deal [

much stock. So pay attention! Ifthisge sout h 1 611 be taking it out
His son scurried across to the astrogaticanger.
6Got i ncoming ships, Dad! 6

O0Thewddeg. e They must be in a hurry. o

Commander Gerhuuk of the Geli@ Navy Kruger class Behemofeciprocatorgrimly
surveyedheimageof the planet Aesbion displayed, along with various pieces of tactical

information, on the main viewer. He frowned, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.



He was operating under sealed orders. Orders issued from levels very high up in the Galactic
Administration. Orders that required extraordinacyions. In time of war that was often the case.
Aesbion was fast becoming a strategic locatiothe fronline of the increasirly desperate war
against the Thargoids. What he had been ordered to do togsh®Aesystem had no precedent.

Desperate wasnoét t.he right word, he decided

OMai ntain couaegigh iGrerthawr ¢dn atplpeed. 6Stay al
They may already be in system. Look sharp. 6

0 Wi detbraanrmds mi s si on he c@mmsefficercdlledeut.e d , 6 t

Gerhuuk sighed.

Time to break the bad newscivvy streed

60pen wideband comms, override civilian, G;

Gerhuuk waited patiently whilst the sophisticated systems aboaREthprocabr

effectively took control of all communication lines within the Aesbion system.

(@)

OReady sir.

OPeople of Aesbion, your att en tRecipmcatprloe as e .
ensure continued safety for Galcop citizens throughout the cbargrg hereby notified that your
system is being appropriated as a blockade against Tangaision in this sector. Effective
immediately a curfew will be in operation. No vessels will be permitted to use local or galactic
witchspacadrives until furthemnotice.Witchspacdransponders will be switched off. Any vessels
found to be in violation of the curfew will be fired up@il. vessels currently in transit are instructed

to return to statiomegisimmediately.No exceptionswill be toleratedd

Gerhuuksmiled grimlyat the expressions of dismaytage and anger that were sweeping
across billions of faces at hpsoclamation Complaints would be acknowledged, logged and then

calmly ignored.

It wasndt as i f anyoneRehi@mabtor he mi ght to st

dFrak! Frak! Frak! Of all thefraki n6 bad ti ming! 6 Mahl <coul d
moving down the primary space lane towards Aesbion. He thanked his foresight in ensuring his
convoy had taken a mooircuitousroute on the outbound jousy Othewiset hey 6 d have ru

straight into the Navy frigateend that scarasfrak Behemoth. As it stood, they were out of scanner



range It was the sheer size of the Behemoth that made it look closer than it was. It had to be over a

hundred clicks away.
OLook at the size of that thing!é his son ¢

O0You hearCurtfheewbndsanc.omi ng. Wedre out of visu
silent.Work out a new rendezvous time and send the comms code to therbagght squak. |

aind letting this one go on accountsdme stuffed shirt in a unifori.

Mahl flicked on the narrowband commsminimum power 6 Al | shi ps, best
coordinates for witch marker three. Dond6t sav

Theastrogation operative aboard fReciprocatothad access to technology and capability
that Mahl was unaware of. Navy spec scanners reached far beyond the measly range of the systems
available to civilians. Awmnvaeyalercoutséand inciease spaed v e

on the starboard scanners.

0Sir. Ci vateightdive poinbtwonaokyfouris not complying with directive.

Heading out system at point two fige.
Ger huuk nodded. 6Give me the tactical over

The holofadmage of the convoy appeared on the screen. Gerhuuk could see an unremarkable
collection of trading vessels gathered in an untidy group, driving away from the planet as fast as they
could go. It waghenumber of vessels that was most surprising; there weer two hundred of

them.

0Cl early t hey otapplytdkthetrph eéGelr daw ucko ensi sred, wat ch

for a moment before settling back in his command chair.

0Seurs® to interecesmtaptphea .c OV ayn,kd shpeed. 0

Timetomakeae x ampl e. | do prefer to be taken ser

6Code sent! d Mahl 6s son said excitedly. 0Gc

oDandécall o6em bugs! 6 Mahl snapped as the wi
message.

0Ci vil i an tbeRaciprocatorRavédrse soursesand return to Aeskaegis



i mmedi ately. o

drak!T h e y 6 v e PlagaeaiddenuceetinStall themand send an abort code to the Bugs

Mahl roared, jabbing at the astrogation computer.
@Gtallthem™Ho w? 6

00h f ogakKeak 6dahl| g saibiReciprodatbrjast messaga unclear,

webve -gpbt sunterference, please repeat. o
GAnacondaclassvesséldent i fy yourself i mmediately. 6
0 SoReciprocato message stil | uncl e aunitrirdsaahd statica b b e

fizzed across the open link

Mahl 6s son was staring at the astrogation

way! 6
Suddenly the line went dead.
OWhat theéebd
0l s that better?6 A voice called from behir

Mahl and his son turmkto see a holofac projection of a Galactic Navy commander glowering
at them.

OEr é WwWedah, 8t ammered. O6Looks | i ke the comms
60l dent i f e Coromanderaliteétedd t

6Captain Mahl Triboner at youheFoegomevi ce, Co1

ConclusionHow can we be of assi stanceébo

6Turn your ships around, Captain. Now. 6
0 ©Ocourse, Commander. Right away, Ma h baclf, amiakblyd 61 61 | just send
narrowband course correction to my fleet. St al

Mahl 6s s on ifedaodiwbisperddatiiml  Bwte 6ve got t&06 war n

Mahl glared at him and surreptitiously typed in a code on the astrogation scanner.

O0What 6s ItheCommandesgi® @arroived his eyes at the Anaconda Freighter
directly ahead of thReciprocator.



OWi deband comms activati on, sirebod

0 J a niheiwbrks! Wideband, narrowband, scanners, everytiNng'!'w ! 6

A screaming whistle echoed out of the wideband transmitter aboafotagone Conclusian

Mahl and his son winced and recoil@the atrogation scanner clouded with static and flickered out.
OWhat is that?d Mahl 6s son demanded.
6Jamming signal . 0
6Did the word get out to the bugs?6
OHow the frak should | know?d

Mahl and his son cowered down as the intimidating bulk oRéxaprocatorswepttowards

their fleet, accompanied by rows and rows of neatly arcngktary frigates and fighter escorts.

The atrogation scanner aboard tReciprocatorflashed up several new warning messages.

O0Mor e t ar g sirtDesignated group twdgigh peed At least onehundred ship$.
The operator announced.

Gerhuuk looked around.
6l dent s?6

The scanner operatowisted a few controlsandstedd her readouts. oO6Can

sirToo much interference from the jammingé
6Bmmi t . Get traddmsaumonthepaikt blank 0
OHailing frequencies open, sir. o6

0 Tr adi nFgoregene €Eandukigrere you expecting to rendezvous with another convoy

at this time?656

QJust enjoying the free and open spkoees, Commandé, ¢ a mea utnhtey rimgpol yv. 06
do with wus. I f youdd see your way clear to st

out of your wayébéb

OLi st en gawwantane to pull gbor trashy collection of shigsside and subject you
to a hull by hull inspectiohAll your paperwork in orded?



ANothing to hide, nothing to fear, Commande t he v oi ce Alwaysghowit sar c

you military types were busy bees. | youdve got time on your hands
6Targets closing, sir! Firing range in fift
Gerhuuk spo back aroundd Get meideat! | meedrapositive 10
Canobt Gosacvwsual.sirtt6s not very clear but éé6

Gerhuuklooked up at the screen. TReciprocatod s | ong range jamming
helping the interference. He caught a flash of greehnaagenta hull, an octagonal shape, twisting in
space, heading directly towards them. A phalanx of ships spread across an intercept trajectory.

He heard a gasp from the bridge officers.
Thargoid attack on thgpace statias) Hundreds of ships sliced into oblivion by that devastating

plasma accelerator.
Thargoids!

0Stil |l on rsesircspded betten thmm0.4E€Goming right aifbaty clicks and

closing fastb
Gerhuukfroze for a moment.

Shouldbe unni ng the checks by the book, but th

we can bring our weapons to bearé
60Sir! Firing range in fivel! Sir! o
60Sir! Theybdreé
Thi s nowireframesimulationt hi s i s the real deal é

Gerhuukclenched hisfisit o st op t h e mll dghipsbTargesihgeokpitwogl. 6

A

repeat, group twdll batteries!'Open fire! o

Mahl looked past the bulk of tHeeciprocatorto where the new ships had appeared.
phalanx of the newcomers wsgread out in a loose formatiddicanning beams flickered out across

the gulf of space.

Come on you stupid bugs, you must have figured out the game is up! Get out before we all get

locked up! Frakkiomi | i t ary i nterferenceé

Mahl blinked as intense bright light flashed out in front of him. Coloured lights clouded his



retinas before he managed to squint enough to see what was going on.
60h frakéeb

Hundreds of bright beams of laser fire and the glowing arcs of plasma weaponsédire wer
streaking across space between the milsaigs and the incoming Oresrigaders. Two ships
exploded immediately, the others began randomly adjusting course attempting to avoid the
devastating firepower. A number of the dark hued insectoid vessktedakith each other in a

desperatattempt to avoid being shot to pieces
That 6s osyi Ifkr aykokuionr e bl asting out of space!
Mahl grabbed the coms i rRlecipro@ator!Abort attack, those are Oresrians, nokra n 6
Thargoids! 6
The screaming hiss tiie jamming signal was the only respenExplosions peppered the

bacldrop of space.

The Oresriarships continued closing the gap between themselves, the military vessels and
Mahl 6s now stationary f | ebeadirecsflpag.iTmegnilitaryrshipsr b e s |
continued to fire as tlygpassegdtrackingthem mercilessly, pummelling them with close range fire.

More ships exploded, showering the area with drifting, whirling debris.

A dozen of the insectoid ships made it past the front linepnsmg abrugyt o avoi d Mah

stationaryfleet. Themilitary fire continued to radiat®wards them.

Two of Mahl 6s Adders were hit by errant pl e
into a nearby Boa. All three ships exploded into dust.

FRAK! For frakkilRandomiusake& . 6 Ma h | screeched.

It was too much for the rest of his convoy. Ships began peeling off in all directions, some
straight into the firing solutions the military ships wengrtg to reestablishon the Oresrian vessels.
More tradng vessels exploded in the blizzafdfire. The bigger vessels began to fire back at the

military ships in retaliation.
ONoé! 6 Mahl s h dhetamming signal pvasthie only angwer.

Military fire splashed across the shields of Bo@egone Conasion rattling the ship.
Missiles streaked around, looking for targets as the rapid pulsingMftEansmitters introduced

headche inducing buzzing sounds in the jamming static.

It was utter chaos.



0Get wus out of hagcemmanddita the astpogatiobompliters.st ab b i

The Oresrians ships, perceiving the battle widening, came about and began unleashing their
weapons on the military vessels. Two of the frigates succumbed to the combined attack before the
Reciprocatomade shorwork of the #tackers splashing their hulls across the blackness of space.

Gerhuuk realised his mistake within a few seconds of the first shots being fired. The faded
hulls of the Oresrians were clearly visible at close range. Within moments the Orbadans
destroyed the two frigates at the lead of the convoy. At the same time the trading convoy lost three of

its ships and began firing back en masse.
OAI'l ships cease fire! Cease firel!o

TheRe c i pr gammaingdigldovas still operating, preventing anything other than comms
at point blank rang&wo of the nearby frigates received the command and did as they were told. The

traders immediately took advantage of the lack of local fire and obliterated them.

60Get that jamming signal of f! 6 Ger huuk yel!l

Reciprocator

Dozens of the traders joined in the attatkmminga near constant barrageroissiles
towards theReciprocator forcing the forward viewer to badown its brightness scale in an attempt

to still provide a visual.

A

6Jammi ng down, sir! o

O0AlIl shi pBRecipracdtar s Cesssehéire! | repeat, ceas

Mahl glowered at the debris that was all that remained of sighsformerly belonging to

his trading fleet. Somef thoseships still had mortgages on them.

Frakkindmilitary sting operation. They knewdbugswesr goi ng t o meet us
using ths curfew to take us out. If théyinkwe 6 r e goi ng down withhhaut a

that Behemoth no onallxever dare to cross us again!
Mahl saw the jamming signal fade away, and grabbed the narrowband transmitter.

OAlIl ships. Death or glory boys. This is a
down fromtheoff. Ido 6t hol d t o kkhianté. nYToatrhgeert wihtaht Gaftvrear y t t



t h stardéd

As theForegone Conclusioturned and brought its forward gun to bear, Mahl also activated

the vidlog and started transmitting all wideband channels he had asdes

6Gal cop and the Navy are not to be trusted!

provocationébéd

0Get us some nda e thwruikng nrsaam,cted, | ooking
meleeof ships was no tidy engagemesitjps were pointing at ranth orientations, each tracking

individual targets.
6l ncoming! o

Gerhuuk lookdup to see swarmof missiles converging on thiReciprocatorThe
automated ECM emitters got around half of them, but the rest piland impacted against the
B e h e mehieldsoTée shriek of sirens echoed through the bridge as vammgedthresholds

were exceeded.
OFrakkind hell ! d
60Shi el dguddwn3iand 4, sir! Damage to portsi

Oresrianships blasted past the viewer at point blank range, green festisg in the

darkness. Th&eciprocatorumbled underneath him.
Gerhuuk alled to mind his sealed ordesscure the Aesbion line.
Secure the Aesbion |ine at any cost é
The battle was joined, he couldnoét di senga:
He straightened, stepping to leet.
0OTake thhemaduwt ,héeeabvi | y. o6 Take all of them o

TheReciprocatob s pl asma weaponry burst forth once
furious and devastating energy. The Oresrians and the Aesbicaders came about, unleashing
everypiece of ordnarethey carried, but their ships were no match for the heavy guns and defences
of the military vessels in dase range slugging match. Skaifter ship wasargeteddisabled and
destroyed. Some of the smaller military vessels were lokeialtercation but wherever the

Reciprocatorturned its weaponry the civilian lines were decimated.



Within minutes ithadturned intoa rout, andhone were sparedvEn escape pods were
systematicallysubjected to gunnery. Some ships tried to make an escape using fuel injectors, but

military fighters quickly overhauled them and pummelled them into submission.

TheForegone Conclusiowas one of the last to be destroyed. Mahl had even tried to launch

a QBomb buttheRe c i p r gunrets shotd slown before it could detonate
Five minutes after the final oeds had been given it was over.

Aeshion was under martial law.

6ln a startling and unprwicttlle@adledohasdbs eh | & g
introduced matrtial law across several systems in the Old Worlds sector, with various other
restrictions being imposed across chart one. Many systems have hadttgaointnavigation
beacons disabled and all ships are subject to stop and seaodo|srot these zones. Travetarand
out of the Old World systems is effectively at a standstill at this point, with curfews in operation. All
ships are required to remain docked at orbital stations or gatestintil further notice. Galcop has
saidthesituation is unlikely to change for the duration of the war, but indicates that it has no plans to

extend the restrictions to other systems at this ime.

dn other news, reports are growing of an acute shodb@ealactic Witcldrive units with
manyrggai r yards and transport outl et s ticeSppekr t i ng
Index dropped a further eight percent this morning, with the price of essential commodities
continuing to rise. With many systenamterdicted, imminent shtagesof basic commodities seem
inevitable in the near futurgvhab e ext i n t his war? Truth es, we

for the Tionisla Chronicle,nder the jackboot. Weband channe t hr ee ei ghty fi ve



Chapter Two

Rebecca had pagbeut as the escape pottigoned. The acceleration wisrce and brutal,
farwor se t han shedd anti ci patsnabsthepod wasHirenly hdigme s h
one of the Thargoid warships. A qujainpotent prod of the thruster controlslicated she was
utterly helpless in their grasp.

She looked around and saw that the whole series of Thargoid vessels had dropped into a tidy
wall formation and were proceeding back towards the Thargottiershipat pace. She craned her
head around, but atd see no sign of th®pectre She hoped her plan had worked. Jim would
doubtless be at the rendezvous point.

Her heart hammergahinfully at the thought of him seeing tBpectreemerge without her.
He wi | | do the rigWonéhimg. Hedl l under st al

Themothershidoomed in the windows. She saw a section of the hull roll aside, revealing
sone kind of orifice, brightly illuminatedby intense green light. The escape pod was dragged

inwards. Theglow was painfuly bright, forcing her to hold a hand tp shield her eyes
The orifice closedsealing her off fsm the outside. The ligliadedimmediately

Rebecca tried to recall any previous instances of people being capgurbdrjoids. She
coul dn 6t itaver nappertng. Thargoids simply attacked killed, that was that. If anyone
had been captured theydd never |ived to tell

Will they kil me? No, theydbve gone to too

be wor seé?

A dozen nightmare scenarios ran through her mind. Torire er i ment at i on? M
just eat her. Who was to say what ethics or morals a warlike insectoid race had?

The escape pod jadslightly as it came to resttslengines shut themselves down
automatically The sudden absace of noise wadisconcerting, causingebeccao shiver

involuntarily.

She blinked, looking through the forward viewer ports, trying to see. It was too dark and her
eyes were still trying to adjust to it. She pulled herself out of the seafrabldedherlightweight

pistol from her waistband.

Maybe | should end it now?



She looked at the pistol, and got as far as raising it up to point towardsauerer hand

trembled.
él canodét. |1 6ve got to know what they want

A series of scratches and thumps came from the rear hatch. After a moment she could smell
hot metal. The Thargoids must be burning their way through the reareddhpe pod. She levelled
her pistolat the hatch.

Her fears were confirmed, as the hatchdreto glow. First a dull reat, swiftly grew through
a dim orange to a bright yellow and then a fierce white. Molten streams of metal ran as the tough
alloy dissolved. An acrid smell diffused through the cabin, making her cough. Before long smoke

was bilowing above her head, forcing her to duck down, with her hand across her mouth.
She braced herself agatthe pild 6 s chair, t dhehatcly careful ain
The moment it goesé

The hatch broke, collapsing inwards with a shower of sparks, leaving aydegdénin the
rear of the pod. Rebecca immediately fired through it, punching out five or six bolts of fierce laser

fire before stopping. The shots disappeared into the darkness, apparently without hitting anything.

She heard rapid chitteringofn outsideSomething appeared ithe gap, a dark green mass.
She firedat it, but the thing was unaffected. Rebecca squirtedasdifficult to see through the
swirling smoke, but it looked like some kind of organic mattiee, & blob of syrupy lichent ivas

mowving, flowing over the gaping entrance hole into the interior of the pod.

She fired again, noticing that the laser was burning small brown spots on the thing. As it
flopped inside the pod it suddenly stretched senttindrils out in all directionbke a dant growing

a thousand times too fast.

Rebecca fired at the tendrils. Each one she hit coiled back on itself, but there were always
more to take their place. They grew at an extraordinary rate, quickly covering the bulkheads and

shaking across the floor.

Rebecca tried to back up, still firing, but it was to no avail. One tendril managed to wrap itself
around her ankldripping her upAs she tried to bring her pistol to bear, another managed to catch
her wrist, pulling her arm backh€ tendrils constcted, forcingher hand open. The pistol dropped

with a clatter.

No é



Tendrils rose up in front of her face. She shrieked in horror.

More tendrils snaked around her, securing her ankles, wrists and thighs. Another set wrapped
themselves around her waist dret shoulders. She was lifted off her feet, helpless to resist, vainly
struggling to free herself.

The green mass retreated back through the rear opening, pulling her with it. She found herself

turned on her side and lifted through the opening.
0 RkyoulLet me go! ed made here/oicg scteéch. F

Outside the pod was a dull green featureless cavern. Rebecca cast around to see if she could
see anything recognisable, but there was nothing to focus on. No control panels, no canduits,
wiring. No evdence othee nt r ance t hrough which the escape |
be any obvious source of lighting, though everything was lit by a dim greenish glow. A dank moist
smell greeted her, as if she was in the depths of some dark primesil fofaint throbbing hum

echoed around her, almost too deep to hear.

She was tilted forward as she emerged from the pod. She struggled again, the tendrils that
held her were elastic, but still held her firmly. After a moment she relented, unable my getcof
purchase.

She swallowed as she saw nine Tuéals steadily regarding her. Atst glance they all
|l ooked identical to the o @Gaechssimanly afterb mamgridid i n t |
she realise they seemed considerably smalker.sight filled her with a sinking cold realisation. She
felt her sweat cool instantly, leaving her shivering. She continued to struggle, but the tendrils held

her tight. The green mass had arranged itself underneath her, supporting heaim mid

OLed go you frakkind 6goi ds'! Let me go! Whe

want to talk to someoneébd

One of the Thargoginclined its head slightly. A tendril shot up and wrapped itself around

her mouth, muffling her voice. She instinctively triedt s cr eam onl 'y to find st

A strange smell assaulted her nostrils, sweet and sickly; almost-hikeely was
intoxicating. She tried not to breathe in but
blurred, the background thrummibéended into a dull thudding in her head. Colours flashed around

her, spinning out of control, slowly tunnelling in and fading away.



A scant few lightyears awayyvé spacecraft hung in the darkness. Aboard one a transmission

was being played to the disgnaf the individual watching it.

6Jim, speak to Coyote. You can trust hi mébéd
D@ondt try to hceo npea uasfetde.r omleiéndé sl 6 m sorry | di di

The cockpit was abruptly lit by a flashlajht. Jim saw Rebecca flung to one side as the stars
behind the ship wheeled sickeningly around. Alarms sounded on the recording and the cockpit was lit

by red illumination.
ORebeccal No! 6

He saw her closker eyes, brace and tHe ejet buttons. Abulkhead shot dowhetween the
monitor and the rest of the cockpit. Dust and patrticles of debris spun in a maelstrom as the cockpit

depressurised and the escape pod fired backwards and upwards from the deSkectiee

Jim caught a brief view of the escape pod thrusting away in vain, the Thargoid warships
behind theSpectreammediately swarming around it, ignoring the fleeing vessel. A moment later the

spiralling rings ofwitchspaceappeare@nd the video faded out withcrash of static
Transmission complete. Replay?
Jim slowly reached out and touched the darkened screen.

0 Fr ak dippetvdicé snapped on the narrowband. The screen widened to incorporate
the incoming comms of the otherigs. Extra video feeds litp, dividing the screen into quadrants.
Jim recoiled at the startling sight of an angry lookdrgconoidwith an artificial eye, who was
gazing into the camera pickup at close range, showing a visceral collection of éxtste

| ooki ng t eeyedihsects &idhappimgungprincess Lock and | oad! Let 6

OWait!é another voice snapped, with a tone
adjacent monitor. He recognised Coyotmpet. mor
Rebecca knew the scoreébd

o1 c ® aidgcawdeeply metallic third voice. That viewer was dark, Jim had no idea what the
owner of that voice |l ooked I|ike. Based on Rect

R e b e dextawmsnary had been sucdintthe extreme.
Udian-don 6t trust hi m!

Udi an cont i nuSpdctrewsé Naee the weamonst Gueniissis still viable. The

lossofthewoman s r egrettabl e, but does not alter wha



0 And wh aktwere¢ yoe doihgr back iKequeri? 6 Der i k roar ed. 0Sc

front of Galcop?bd

OA simple engine glitch. o

OMy scaly ass it was!©d

0Gentl emen! 6 Coybhiesrias seat hi lse vioii me. Brep
ONhat about you | a b Debkolgaftéeven closer in td h e monitor. 0 S

sweet heart éo
600f counwoe gletwaretr back! 6 Jim returned

60Then | say damn the frakkind Imiesdsaconoid, an

snarled, leaning back and already starting to flick switches in his cockpit.
O0Diekéd Coyote warned.

O6rhe Thargoids will have significant nundrs of ships between her and &us, Udi an
comment ed. 0The chances of b e i n gignifidarit gain.tThe r et
Thargoids will show her no mercy once they take fromwieait they need or discover she is of no

use to them 6

0 Yo u ki fnréa kc o Deakrydesl !l 6e d . 6She saved your ass
t hought we were supposed to be a frakkind tea
anyway? Youral |y going to | eave her to them? Theyod

her, kill her rip herto piecesNe dono6t even know why they took |

0 Molikdly she is already deadl, Udi an added. OAnd how, preci
Thamgoid mothershipwithout a contingent of marines? They are unlikely to allow us to waltz in and

retrieve her éo

OYou ever been introduced to my axe, buddy”"

0l know why the Thargoids are afterckRebecc
di dndédt knowébd

60This is not a salde uncharacterssticdllydraisthg fiovioiee 6 Bhhe s i

mission, we get to BeenriRebeccagot theSpectreback to us so we could continuerep jump to
Zaerla. Allsh ps. 6 He | owBNwed his voice,

ONo O&waDBer idk bsancakr.l e6Bugs got d 8detos inatahgspace t 6 s



buddy 6

There was a flash of light from outside the observation windows oBub&us Profit Jim
looked up to see a spirallingitchspacewormhole where thelraconoid s  bald been a moment

before.
Coyote swore under his breath

6l 6m afraid my companion is prone to occa

presented with danger to those he professes t
Coyoteignored him, thinking hard for a moment.
6Jim. Can you fly?8o6
0l 6ve had ,yea Wiretaméed ati nli ngaa 6t fi ght .

0Good enough.SpesteeiVe 0 v e r g tDierik. ¢\llhskeifs fpreprreturn jump to
Deri ks coordinates. 0

0 Thi s tiaskUegandnsisted.

OMi st akebs already been made, 6 Coyote retur
O0What about sctaghedoutHe sper us

OYoubre doM@ionyotaetyepli ed

ONo waydi &vndt swarmn! Gp for this

O6Put i t6 tCthoiysotweays ai d. 0 Y oouwe deave loel therec amenghip wi t
unescortedand send out an open season widebandt h your i dent on it sa\
tonsof narcotics Comprende®

Hesperus prevaricated for a moment before acquiescing.
0Get me @ vEirmt shreatieptieedtationar@pddtre

0 | joih you if | may be permitted, Da d d y h o gngoghind themdJimflooked at the
big avianin surprise.
OWhy?6

61l d&m hoping the d®clorbeabaalkidttlhat mehdfpc aovnd
| 6 m dereduad to my constituent components in a futile araddliv i s ed atrdaic k , I

with a little moregje ne sais qué 0



Rebeccadlinked.

The thrumming noise was louder now. Lights flashed in front of her, she could just make out
indistinct shaps surrounding her, occasionally moving. She felt dizzy; unable to focus her eyes. She
frowned and squinted, trying to figure out where she washklad swam, she fought bactealing

of almost overwhelmingauseaHer body was shuddering uncontrollably.

A horizontal beam of light passed over her, followed by a vertical one. The pattern was
repeated again and again. It was too bright, it made her eyes hurt.

She could hear chittering and clicking sounds. The shapes resolved slightly; green; mauve.

Her arns and legs hurt. She tried to move, but found she was restrained at the wrists and
ankles, her arms pulled above her head antéelysrslightly apart. She moaah, trying to look around
her. A cool breeze drifted across her momentarily, making her skimmtwit They dédd t aken

she was entirely naked.
The lights flashed across her again.

She struggled, but whatewheld her refused to releshe was bound fast, lying mostly on
her back, but slightly propped up. She felt horribly vulnerable andgrd again, wildly pulling at

her wrist and ankles. It was to no avail.
6Let me go!d she wail ed.

One of the shapes came close. A terrifying head resolved in her vision. A wide ovoid, green
and bristling with fine hairs. Two anterean top of its head bent towards her and probed her face.

She screamed and twisted her head away.

There wasome kind of holofac imagfloating in the air on her left sidi looked like a map
of chartone. Differentsystems faded out one by one afteebpausesThe lights flashed in front of

her again, more systems weeenoved from the map.

Rebeccaried to focus more clearly, trying to see what the Thargoids were doing. She pulled

her body to one side.

Almost straightawayamehing slipped across hemouth. $ie felt the tendril tighten around
her.

She tried to cry out her defiance, but she could make no more than a muffled moan. The

honeysweet smell invaded her senses again. Her eyes rolled up in her head and she collapsed back



again the restraintbid held her; unconscious agairertpale body still held by the indefatigable

tendrils.

The lights flashed, across and down, acesssup, across and down, across. Mostesys

on the map were removednly a handful remained.

Jim fired up the astrogatn scannemi theS p e c ¢ockpit@ssDaddyhoggy arrandé@imself
behind him. The bridge was spartan, functional with little in the way of embellishment. Each

monitor, console or carol had a discrete purpose. Less was more, classic Isis design.
Just rowshe would have likediEasy t o underesti mate, jJust |

Only the original forward section of the cockpit remained. The escape pod had formed the
rear component of the control centre and it was conspicuously absent. There was nothing other than
bulkhead now. Of the three chairs that would have been part of the bridge, only two were left. Jim
could see the tracks that had secured the third seat to the floor. Rebecca would have been pulled

backwards as sheb6éd triggered the escape seque.]
He shook hishead to focus his mind and buckled himself in.
O0Aust er e, dithabigavencanmented faomypesiie him.But it i s cl e
Thenarrowbandcomms flickered into life.
6You in?6 Coyotebs voice sounded.
O0We 6r e Jimmedealy . 6

0Good. fMlhowirgrcootdhaad prime the jumpprfavor 6 Coyote rattl e
of numbers. Jim typed them into twichspaceplotter.

ORedéddy)j m replied, when he was finished.

0 Y o u Ging & baranning point defenée, Coy ot @ . c @ d uisimdWdanang b e h
meand watch out for anything that gets past us. Spectrenas the highest spec out of all our ships,

butt hat 6s our trump card. Stay behind us, compr
0God Jitm nodded.

OFirst priority is tandthent owe OU p wistste stsh avth ad

Engagewitchspacg u mp . 0

Jimtapped the command on the astrogation console.



Witchspaceo unspecified destination in thirty seconds.

Coyotebs image scrutinised from the viewer.
ONow, youdve got hhadtf tahemifnruake tthoe téeddi dse w
Jim eyed him back.

ORebecca said I could trust you. Did she t

0She sai ddéacCbygwt & h a dghmwkshe &rebwsieavaskgoing to get
caught The lastthing he sai d was the word Raxxla. Code w

Witchspaceo unspecified destination in twenty seconds.
Jim shook his head.

'Raxxla’'s no codeword, Coyote. kghost world. A real planet.raal legend. Rebecca and |

have been there. Wedve seen what it can do. 0
Coyote was |l ooking ®&Rea?Raxxlwa2d astoni shmeni
Witchspacdo unspecifiedliestination in terseconds.

O0The Thar ggdbiedcss awadbretc aRisé dhmbésdhmbegnubbdekesh
going to lead them to it somehofl those stories about timeavel and ultrgpowerful portals?
Theyore true. I f t he Thcantrg everghingforgetbioweadords, of Ra:
forget anything. uBhewd!l atbhea shirekte 6wi pe

Witchspace ngagedé

If Coyote managed a response it was lost in the burst of static as the ships dropped into
witchspace

When Rebecca next awoke she was once more in the clutches of the strange tendril creature,
surroundedy Thargads and being marchddwards a wall. Théchenlike creatureghat held her
followed them, carrying her along above itself

Alittle surprised to find she wasill alive and knowing that was pointless to struggle,

Rebeccalecided to conserve her stgtim and observe what was happening around her.

As the Thargoids approached the wall it puckerad,falded inwards, splitting. It then rolled
back with a disturbingly organic slurp, revealing a pulsating tunnel of the same material. Rebecca

could see thahe tunnel itself seemed to be a temporary thing, unfolding in front of the marching



troupe. She craned her neck back and saw it begin to seal itself behind them as they passed through.
The walls and floor seemed gelatinous in composition; the ambiahskgmed to be a natural

property of them both.

They passed areas where the walls seemed thinner. Rebecca got the brief impression of
hexagonal pods lining the walls, their translucent covering revealing the outlines of largely, vaguely
oblong objects hiden behind them. Some were bright white in colour, others a muddy brown. She

could have sworn some of them moved.
Thargoid infants?

Before long the corridor widened out into a circular room of sorts. As they entered the wall
behind them sealed itself, leag no trace of the entrance. The Thargoids stopped and then marched
outwards each onarriving at the wall. Theynadea smart turrabout, and then stogdotionless
equidistant from each other, facing inwards.

She found herself lowered to her feet, theldtds retractinggently Thelichenlike creature
grew in size slightly as the tendrils were reabsorbed. Once this had been accomplished it too
puckered, shivering for a moment, and then appeared to pop. For a moment there was an undulation
and then it was gone, becomipagrt of the floorjndistinguishale from it.

Rebecca spun around. She was surrounded, with no way out. She cautiously looked around.
The room was likewise completely featureless. She took a step forward. The Thargoids immediately
before her raised their front limbs threateningly. Shea¢td back to the centre of the room and
their arms lowered back into place.

Stay put, thatdés obvious enoughteé

She knelt down, touching the ground. It was warm and soft to the touch of her hands and feet,
giving slightly to the pressure of her hand. Orseltspection she could see it contained what
looked like bubbles of something, shapes moved within its translucent layers. It pulsed, a faintly

increased glow of light running through it.
It s alive! The whole inside of the ship i:

The wall behincher puckered, pulling itself back. An opening appdand another Thargoid
entered

This one was very different was far taller and more imposing. Its exoskeleton was much
darker, a deep maroon, rather than the more familiar green Rebecca had aatte.titd head was

larger too, and the abdomen more than twice the length of the other Thargoids. Rebecca was also



surprised to sehatit had wings; thin iridescent membranes that flickered in the dim light. She also

saw it had none of the barbs or gskound on the smaller Thargoids.

The wall slithered closed with a sucking sound and the new Thargoid straightenedlko its fu
height. It towered above hdRebecca estimated it at about two and half metres. She took a step
back.

The Thargoid regarded hsitently, its compound eyes slowly whirling, as if regarding her

from different magnificationsaperturesnd focal lengths.
OWhat do you want with me?6 Rebecca burst ¢

The Thargoid slowly gestured to t heedwadl | o1
an image appeared suspended in-aiidit solidified into a view of sgce. Rebecca could see the
outline of a small ship. It was a Suf@obra, one of the highly regarded custom designs from
Apocal ypse Engineering. m&heéddofééwn one once,

Wai t a minuteé

The image zoomed i n. It was the ship shedd
had been scrubbed off the hull. That Supebra had been a prototype, the first of its kind. She and
Jim had stolen it and ended upnterstellar space.

Rebecca frowned.
Thirteen years agoThishastobé he Thargoi d recoll ection of

The ship turned and fled, lasers snaked across the field of view. After a feentsdime ship

disappearedgeplaced by a flickering blue wmhole.
That dsver ijoulmp;ed back to Laveé

Indecipherable symbols cluttered the image, and various schematics interposed themselves on
top of the wormhole. Rebecca inferred they were scanning it, calculating the destination. The screen
wavered, showing series of Thargoid warships docking with thethershigoefore awitchspace

tunnel suddenly appeared.

Next moment the view shifted. It was a familiar star system. Lave, the home of Galcop

Administration. Rebecca could see fleets of vessels arrayediagusdormations.

It was a battle between the Empire, Federation and Galcop. We came out in the middle of it!

Then the Thargoids arrived?é



The viewer wavered again, showing a fierce and terrible battle taking place. Rebecca could
see ships of various confitgationsexchanging fire with the Thargoids. Missiles strea&exbss the

view, explosions and debris littersgpace for miles around.
Why are they showing me this? | was thereé

The view shifted again, focussing in on a single ship. Rebecca could seetlitewzuper
Cobra. It was ducking and diving, moving closer to the Thargoids camera, flanked by a series of
other vessels. Underneath it was a small device. As she watched the device was dropped, spiralling
down towards the Thargoid vessel. The Supaorapulled up rapidly, fleeing.

The@QBomb. .. we destroyed themé
The image suddenly flashed, crumpled and died. The view went blank.
The big Thargoid turned back to regard her, silently.

O0Yes, t hate wleesc Ime'!edd sdef i a motienpip! 6116 &k idd eidt ye

coul d! What you gonna do about iit?20

The Thargoid stepped forward slowly, raising a limb. Rebecca could see the sharp claw that
formed the end of its jointed hand. She stepped back, hearing the soft click of the other Thargoids
sngping to attention behind her.

Rebeccads eyes widened in horror as the cl

attackof t he Thargoid shedédd encountered in the | a
They mean to execute me for crimes against them!

The jointed hand came towards her. Instinctively she grabbed it, tryfegdat off. It was
impossiblet he Thargoi dés | i mb was unbel i arguadthery st r c
neck, clamping firmly around her, but stopping short of chokingReecca struggleadbly,
acutely conscious th#te moment thelaw closed she would be neatly decapitated in an instant.

She glared defiantly at the Thargoid in front of her, both hands still trying to wrest the claw

from her neck.

oKi |l mey tyhewm! IIngdedt scum! 6
But the claw didnodét cl ose. Ir,fout she cowad stlle d t i g
breate. The Thargoi d wasnot throttling her. It app:

It sank towards the floor.



Il tés kneeling! What é

Around her the otr nine Thargoids stamped their feet in unison and also dropped to one

knee, their heads bowed.
Rebecca stared in disbelief.
Theydre honouring me?

The claw slipped away and the Thargoids stood back up. Rebecca warily lodked at t
imposing creaturbeforeher.

6So now what ?6 she demanded, trying to st e:

bet ween warriors and al |l t hat |, but that s not

The Thargoid made a brief click with its mandibles. Rebecca felt the floor underneath her feet
shift slightly. Tendrils once agairapidly emergedrom around hefThey secured her ankles and
wrists as before, butow Rebecca felt them shoot up across her, running up against the skin of her

legs.

She shrieked in horror, vainly attempting to brush them off. With@osds they had crossed
her waist and chest, delicately wrapping themselves around her neck and cosefagg in a fine
green latticework.

OPerhaps you can understand me now. d® said e

Rebecca was almost immobile, but her eyes widened in surphied hargoid in front of her

hadndét moved, but it was regarding her intent|
01 é6
Rebecca tried to speak, but she realised h

heard her own Vvoiceé

0Sat i s beavbidee p g a Catibdation i§ successfuld

|l tds inside my head! Telepathy?
0 Of & hew/aice $aid, with the same sense of disturbing familigritfe ar e | i nkec
not struggley ou wi | | only cause yourself pain. o

0You can under st annkehowshe bearR leetsafcdespite knawing that S o

her mout h hadnot moved.

OWe wunderstand nByleyywfTianve nNlach Rebenow cl ear . ¢



It was only then that Rebecca realised the voice was female.

OWho are you?0 Shlee sd e rmiethavshewadthinkisguor speaking the

words.

There was a pause and a strange background noise, almost like a musical murmur. Then the

voice spoke again.

The Thargoid answered withfew simple words, yetébecca gasped in horror, disbelief and
shock. Heibody collapsed into the soft grasp of the tendmisnobile and unconsciouShe was
lowered gently, almost reverently, to the floor. The tendrils retreated and the floor raised itself, gently
matching the contours of her body, shifting her intesting position. One of the tendrils remained

wrapped around the top ofhigead, like a pale green pldiite tiara.

The large Thargoid bent down to inspect her. Satisfied, it tenderly ran a claw across her hair,
carefully moving it aside so her face wasible.

Then it stood back, its head bowed.

Something moved swiftly through the darkness of deep interstellar space. Stars flickered as a
silent, almost invisible vessbtiefly causedheir lightto refract in a scarcely discebfe fashion
Ahead aleet of dark hued vessels stared in a defensive perimeteey®nd them, a large

mothershipslowly turned about, aligning itself forveitchspacgump.

Space warped, folded and unravelled itseffe @im,menacing bulk of a Caduceus 4sbip
grew into conplete visibility.

Derik quickly surveyed the targets ahead using a vision sweep with his enhandteetioros
eye. Seventeen vessealgotal. Sixteen warships plalse mothership Even at extreme range he
could tell that most were the classic Thargoidgiesoctagonal ships with single orirectional
turrets. Four were the newiigate-class ships nicknamed TerroriseFhese were swifter, more
dangerouswith twin weaponsThey looked more like a simple cross at this distahbey had to be

the priorty targets.

Der i k di dthedargetthgascaeners andRersistenceo light up the Thargoids. That
would give him a missile lock and a chance to use the widetyafienunitions aboard his ship.
However,it would alsoinstantly notify the Thargds that they were undattack andjive away his
position. Hi s biggest advantage remained the

coming,somuch theworse for them.



He nosed th@ersistencento extreme range and then tweaked the corssitengs to allow
extremely fine control of the ship. At his command the ships coasted to a near stop, slowly creeping

forward in the manner of a cat stalking its prey.

dNow Violet,i ttithe for themasqueadeball,6he muttered under his breath, actingtthe

main gun ortheforward mounto Take your places everyone. 0

Lasers aboard ships tended to be classed in increasing wattage, giving off distinctive hues of
light as a result. With the relatively high levels of dust and gas that pervaded thelabarss
glowed noticeably in the darkness due to backscattering of light and had their range limited
accordinglyWith a traditional weapon, sipn g at range wor ked for a wh
for potential victims to work out your location, comevaband start firing baclBright lasers were

like big arrows indicatng O Her e | am! 6

Derik had a novel solution to that problem. With the helpashe serious teeheads from
Lerelacehe now hd the option of dramaticallincreasinghe frequencyutputof his laserlt could
now operate in the ultraiolet rangejnvisible, but still devastatingly potent. He lost a little
efficiency as a result, and the weapon heated up even faster than normal, but it left him with a
weapon completely suited to the wagyliked to fight; striking from the darkness, leaving no clues.

Ever since hebdbd begun employing this type

hadnot even known what had hi't t hem.

He slipped amltra-violet enhancement subroutine into the computerdbatrolledhis eye

and called up the visual acuity system.
His claw closed on the firing control

Damn cowards! Humans never have the balls when it comes down to the wire. Too much
f r ak ki mg@romdgteoarkich debate Ti me t o teach these insect:
wi t he

The first Terroriser Frigatdrifted into the enhanced crosshairs of his improvised targeting

system. The forward gun of tiRersistencepat invisible death acrossthulf of space.

The Thargoid vessel didndét react for a mome
drop in its shields. It came aboiits weapons pi nni ng past the | ocation
detect anything. Derik jostled his aimdtarboard and fired again. The Thargoid ship exploded.

Derik immediately turned his ship asidetivatedthe on-boardcloaking device and triggered

the injectors, moving his angle of attack on



dubbedi theClockwork Kill. It was a masterful attack strategy on a atioally superior force.
Keepcircling the victims, destroy a single ship, hide and move, return, rinse and repeat. With an

invisible ship and an invisible weapon it was almost impossiktedater.

ThePersistencerept back into nage and fired again. Another Terrorisearship expired.

Deri ks scanners detected the scanning emissi it
Not gonna work, bugs!

The cloaking device allowed hiro thove with impunity. Another hour on the imaginary
clock face, another shgame into the crosshairs

The Thargoids had spread their ships out in a vain attempt to visually ascertain the
PersistenceDerik could see them spinninigoping to catch a glimgsof hisvessel. They had little
chance, even though he did have tectbak in order to fire. The hull of tHeersistencevas a dark
grey, with only faint green emanations in certain places as testament to its heritage stg@m bio
Designed for precisglthis type of attack it presented a narrow forward profile. At range it was

effectively invisible even before any electronic stealth technologies were brought to bear.
Another ship died. Derik smiled in satisfaction.
Fish in a barreé

ThePersistenceloaked and moved again. Derik eased back into range once more. He

scrutinised the Thargoids and blinked, surprised by their response.

Clearly realising t he,the Thargoiddiad switched o tightyt t h e i
defensive strategy. Their skipad pulled in close together and were swarming around each other in
a tight pack at high speed. Derik tried to draw a bead on an individual ship, but found his aim was
constantly interrupted by another ship in the pack. No matter which ship he chosegitbeyo
tightly packed to individually eliminate.

Cl esadrardasé

Meanwhile themothershipvasemittinganincreasingamount ofgravimetric radiation, an

obvious teltale sign that it was prepping itstchspacedrive for a jump. Time was running out.
Need to disable that moth&&onna have to i mprovise a | itt)l

Via his eye implant he pried one of his favoured weapon®uairium cascade torpedo.
Based on the infamous-Bomb mine the torpedo was almost equally powerfulit added a self

homing dive-unit into the mix. Thisllowedit to individually selecind approach its target



autonomously.

Firing it at range would give away his posi
also be visible to the Thargoids, giving them a chance to #hdmt/n. However, when it went off
the Thargoids would be too closely packed to escape.

No, wedre going in .Thpi sclnmasye baen da plertstolnea It rni

Derik brought the bow of theersistenceround and triggered the injectors, driving headlong

towards the swarming mass of insectoid ships.

He didndét engage the targeting computdr i ml
on long years of experiences Ae approached five kilometres range he dropped the cloak and
primed the torpedo, bailg off the injectors to give himself time to conduct the attack with absolute

precision.
Four kil ometresé threeé.

He activated the targeting computer, sieddmne of the two remaining Terrorisemd fired

the torpedo.
Torpedo &dunched. Detonatiom five seconds.

The Thargoid instantly detected the targeting lock, their green and purple vessels abruptly
spinning around in the direction of tRersistenceAs the torpedo homed in on their position laser
fire flickered in the darkness in the general direcon of Der i kés ship. Two

shields of thd?ersistence

Derik grinned and was about to thumb the injector controls when tlogatsbn scanner lit

up with dozens of new targets.
OWhat theé?b5d

Suddenly the area was flooded with objects, creating a blizzard of obstacles directly in the
path of thePersistenceDer i Kk recogni sed them i mmedi ately, t
controlled craft, Thargons. He punchbeé autotargeting computers éine for the turret based

weapons aboard thersistencePlasma fire spewed into space, taking out many of the new craft.

Derik swerved around one, ducked below anothertHare were too many of them and
insufficient space to manoeuvrepAir of them mpacted on the starboard quarter. The first exploded
and discharged the shields, but the second one slammed into the hull before disintegrating. The

Persistencezawed into an uncontrolled spin. Warning messages flashed up on the console.



Warning! Forward shields depleted!
Warning! Starboard engine at 72% of rated output. Damagelébmanifolds.
Warning! Cloaking device cfine!

Derik cursed and wrestled with the controls to regain control of his ship. Aethistence
came about, he glanced at therndaw imager and saw the Thargoid warships bearing down on
hi mé

éJust as orpedo detanatealheddisplay blan&d out, backing down several
intensity levels, trying to provide an image. Derik could see the magenta sphere on the astrogation
consde as the deadIQuirium cascade expanded rapidly from the point of detonation, almost

immediately consuing the nearby Thargoid vessels and triggering further devastating cascades.
His claw closed on the injector control, tightening in glee.
6Sayonar@ bug
ThePersistencéurched forward briefly and then stuttered.
Waming! Fuel njection offline. Starboard nacelle manifold pressunat of bounds!

Deri k |l ooked up at the approaching wave of

throttles forvard to their stopdde glanced at the range indicator.
Not enough!

60h frakébdo



Chapter Three

Rebecca came to with a start, sittingamal looking around her in trepidaticBhe was still in
the same place, the dull featureless yet strangely organic Bemeath her the floor reacted slowly,
smoothing itself out. She didndédt move for a mi
came back to her.

The escape pod, Thargoids, capturedé | ight:
She looked up.
What it saipdo s sniobltenéat 6s not

The large Thargoid was standingtdéi way from her, regardiniger without moving.
Rebecca scrambled backwards, looking around her. The other Thargoids were no longer present. She

was alone with just the solitary insect. The room remainedridass, sealed. There was no way out.

Beside her was a pile of clothing. She recognised the flight suit she had been wéarng
she was capture@ratefully she pulled it on. She kept her eyes on the Thargoid throughout. It

remained motionles&lnfortundely her pistol was nowhere to be found.
As she finished, the Thargoid stepped forward a pace.
No é'!
OStaaway! 6 Rebecca saweayanreapi ctlcy.anmbDaomdgt c o me

The Thargoid bent down and left a small silver disk on the floordestvthem. Then it
slowly retreated. As Rebecca watched, the disk soundlessly hovered, rising a fewhteaiin
Then it began to glow, emittiren image arouwhitself. It seemed like a hdkc transmitter, only

clearer, less grainy. It steadied andrtlappeared solid. A perfect hologram.
No! It candt be!

It was a woman, a woman only too familiar to Rebecca. The imaggust a little taller than
she wasLong brown hair with a slight wave framed a narrow face with a hint of freckles. Large
brown eyesppeared to look out at Rebecca. The womasclothed in a generic spacers outfit from
a few decades before. She was standing, loa}tigbtly down at Rebecca. Her expression was

unreadable.

It was her, down to every little detail. Rebecca rememberetdhstyle, the stance, the



caring look; everything.

past?

How can they know this? Is this how they intend to torture me? Pulling up images from my

Rebecca had backed away against the efdle room, feeling its fleghsolidity behind her.

There was n@here to run to

0 Wh

eff

OWhat do you want with me?6d she whispered,
0 Tehmean you no dgeafthewohanBpoke thie woads softly.
The voice! @ frak, the voice!

No harm?d Rebecca al most sectiorecatheehdlggrarwa vi n g

atdos this supposed to be then?b5d

0 T Whoped this imagenight be reassuring. To allotkemto communicate more
ectively.® The woman took a step forward.

My mother! How can they do this? How can they?

0l r enmeomberhlink | dondt?06 Rebecca cried. 0l
chil d! o

The woman stretched out a hand.

ORebecca. . . 0

O0My mot her died years ago! 6 Rebecca screect

The woman nodded

6That 6s adumight say Rihanna Tyley\ied in 3148 you measure timed t h e
woman smiled coyly and then stepped aside. 6O

Rebecca stardohack, shivering with fright, shock and distruUShe kept her eyes on the image
of é

€ my mother!
Ri hanna contimueaddi 9&Shmi ssaisomwmnt o chart fi ve
0l rememRebecca said, breathlessly.

0lt was not hSheay hdr crew warambshadaby pirates, too many to evade

They were outnumberetheir shipdamaged. There was no way out. The only thing left to try was a



mis-jump. Easy enough with thed stylefaraway jump drive they were using. But it was too late.
Pirates attacked just as the jump engaged. The ship was shattered, but the jump still hppened

guess you could say thatodos when she died. 6
Rebecca swall owed. 6But é?56

Rihanna turned on her heel. Rebecca saw her hair spin out briefly before it fell around her

face againThe holofac simulation was faultless.
01 wodk esamgimpy, giving Rebcca a smile
Her smil eé

Rebecca looked back at the huge insectoid that was standing motionless at the back. It

inclined its head slightly.
ONo wayéd Rebecca shook her head decisivel

60h it took a whi | ertwith. The'baorrdr & deing tans®ormed, i t al |

finding myself like thisin nonexistence?Bt t hey were patient. Once |
the choiceé | decided to |iveébd
0l dondt understandéao

0They foudhdRinmnyamsrha ps,ai d,séeri vgoi céWsaftwasd
what was left of yswhat was lefftofme |t wasndét much, but Thargoi ¢

guess you could say they salvaged me. 6

60Sal vaged?d6 Rebecca said weakly.

OMy body was crushed aosdve lynremadries, mny conscidutnesg w
if you will ébé6

Rebecca felt queasy and wondered if she was going to vomit. She tried breathing deeply.
Rihanna paused, waiting for her to recover.

Rebecca looked past the hologram at the Thargoid again, biting hefifmwer

This is some stupid trick. Why are yhepinning this elaborate story?

Rebecca steadied herself and stared at t he

mot her youdoll remember my favourite bedti me s
Figure that o out insect!

Rihanna smiledd The magi c al pl anet of RAplandtlzeyondan or



the furtheststatRa x x| ads t he mols tr ewmenndbreoru si tp Iwaeclel ?. 6

Rebecca stumbled backwards, bumping into the wall again, her mouth droppm

bewilderment.

No one else knew that, not even DBdi t she knewé

O0No. l'tdés not gheswmidnebbecel traakhdongbahd ri si.
We had a funer al and everything! Youdre dead! ¢
O0As | é0

OWhy di d youedcoea vseu duse?mdl yResdbcr eamed, her eye
you leave me? | loved you! What possesses a mother to go waltzing off into space leaving her

children behind? Didndét you |l ove us?6
ORebecca of course | €60

ONot enough! 6 ReWhatovasi? Exploring the umknawn?eEnjbying thed

danger? You had a family! Responsibilities!d
60Space is dangerouseéed
6You think | deacaishapded loevwoite thraakifgéngir@yesobreath short

ofhysteria. 61 6 ve had t o itfaliny damn lifey Dowau know what bappehed after

we lost yar? Dad was never the same agaed was pretty much running the whole damn show.

We never had enough credit, always one step aheadating to piracy, Black Bhks chasing us
acrosssystas f or bad debts! Wedd onllgsteyveaything! RQpgdu b ac k
know what happened? Do you? They were dlkd#j lasered into oblivion.Mg ousi ns, Dad,

everyoneeéeo

Rebecca sank to her kneéisally shuddering into hysterics,aes freely flowing down her

cheeks.
OEveryoneeéet mey daledalys di eé
Rihanna paused, also kneeling down across from Reljasta few feet away.

6l canét change what has passed, Rebecca. 6

could,buticandét . 6
6Leave me alonel! ® Rebecca refused to | ook 1

ORebeccaébd



OLeave me!d her voice was a sharp furious ¢
0PIl ggaosue must €0

Rebecca struck out, incensed. She flailed her clenched fists at Rihanna, seeking to strike her.
Had she been reRihanna would have sufferedlowsto the faceand hest . As it was
went nowhere, overbalancing her. Shembled, tripped and feforwards,striking her head agains

the floor.

The bridge of thePersistencewas a shambl es. As ingevavd ofwat c
destruction, Derik knew he had one reckless choideWathout injectors, his shipocul d nét o u't
the cascade effect from a standing start. With the Thargoids obliterated there was nothing between

him and the deadly effect.

6 C o mp Blaweout the coolant valves, jam open the pressure wastegatbe starboard

engineand dump thevitchspacd uel directly into the drive exh
Warning! Damage toé

He cancell ed t he c¢ omp wttfwekéep the ratio down. Leakithe . 0 Y
fuel in at two point two percerd!

Derik lurched across to the helm console and set the engines to fulltheR.ersistence
surged forward, the cascade still growing behind him. Only seconds were left before it would impact

against he ship, signallingn abrupt end to everything.
Reconfiguration complete. Warning! Current e
ONow computer!déd Derik yelled.

ThePersistencasuddenly accelerated forward as if something had given it a huge kick from
behind. Blazing a trail of flamingitchspacduel, bits of hull plating and other assorted debris, it

hurtledforwards in an erratic spiral trajectory.
Poor man's fuel injection! That's definitelgigg to invalidate the warrantgn this baby!

The acceleration was terrifyingihe inertial compensatovgere unabled completely
dispense with the forces in question; they were too erratic and unpredictable. Derik grdamed as
waspinned against the rear wall, l@emnsforced painfully against hisides Hecouldn't draw breath
andwincedassmall bits of debris keptdmbarding him painfully as anything loose within the

cockpit was flung rearwards.



Darkness whirled at the edge of his vision as he struggled to freselfiftom the inexorable

grip of inertia.

Derik slowly clawed his way back towards tihelm consoleWaming lights were flashing
across most of the monitors. The sbquldn't keep this up for long. Burnimgtchspacduel in this

fashionwith a damaged manifolidh the enginenput system would melt the engimeshort order.
As if to confirm his thoughtghe computer announced a fresh set of warning messages.
Warning! Starboard engine temperature out of bounds, failure imminent!
Warning! Main reactor critical, abort configuration!

Derik tried to reach the engine eoff switches, but the force of the aceeltion was too
much for him to overcoméie coud see the engine status indicatsh®wing double red. The
starboard engine was burning itselit. The external hull indicate were showing nothing at all.
Most likely the sensors had already come loogk large parts of the external platingopably

floating around in hisvakedozens okilometres behind.
Last chance, buddly

The acceleration slowly began to slacken as the rengamichspacduel ran out. Derik
struggled forward and hit the eaffs. The engines flickered and died, the ship yawing around and

spirallingimpotently through space.
Derik pulled himself upright and surveyed the damage, wheezing and gasping for breath.
6Ball s to theswalnle habyé otf hat rwale! 6

Thenarrowbancc o mms buzzed. 6Der i k, where the fr alk

TheDark Star, Hammer, Spectand theDubious Profitmaterialised in the depths of

interstellarspace, just in time to see the cascadpedo detonate.
Coyote jammed on thearrowbandransmitter.
6Deri k, where the frak are you?d6d he yelled.
Static crackled across the link.
Coyote could see nothing on the scanner other than the fading markfithen cascade.

A

OReport, damn it! o



0Got the bwopsée@d Bomninldesd o dmdothgrshigtdor ai ned. 0G

OAlIl ships, injectors!d Coyote commanded. ¢

mothershipnd conduct a fast scan. We need to know

6Under st ood. 6 Ud iuraed.dsdHammemadletl offon adifferentevectore t

towards the hulking mass of the Thargoidthership still hovering menacingly in the near distance.
The three other ships streaked towards the fading remnants of the cascade.

As they pulled into range trezanner became clouded with drifting unpowered ships. Coyote
recognised the small signatures of Thargoaisiote controlled craftloating deadvithout the ships

that had launched themlearly themothershipvas already out of range.
One larger targetppeared, powered.
Just the Persistenceé what happened?

ThePersistencavas in a bad way. The starboard flank and wing nacelle were streaming a
glistening white material and only one engine appeared to be working. Trsednléd to be
blackened and poakakked with minor scrapes and punctures. In some areas the hull plating was

entirely missing.

6Deri k! Report! o

Rebecca rubbed at her eyes, wiping away t h

image was so clear, it could have been real. Rihannadoakenger than she did.

Looking down on me just |ikeé | guess this

wouldshehavb e en? Not much more than thirty, far yo

61 had a Hinkabguttheidenisions Idoddt Ri hammua dcommtli know w

to you al . It was selfish of me, al waysébo

Rebecca looked up, her heart hammering. She remembered the words Jim had spoken in

anger at hea few short days beforaow she repeated themherselfin regret and understanding.

O0Al waiyrssg ldrnw the edgdaki slgerwbBkspeoaee. step a
Death always around the corner ébod

Rihanna nodded slowly.

Oh J nawé understangvhat | put you through



OGuess thatos where | geltysitinguf rom thenéd Re
Rihanna ventured a small smile.
6You didndét try to find us?06 Rebecca demanc

Rihanrm s mi | ed f ai remitted by te6hAdogysowrteably boktite aliehs?

considered it, of course. But no, it was bett
0And what is Othisd?6 Rebecca demanded. 0Yc
6ln a mannéeér Rofhassmeakiepdg,j ed. 61 do owe t he
OBu theydére killers!d Rebecca fdrbdhbadkRi h
hologram. Shelr opped her voi cesadi sat iwhilksiplelrer DIVi Th @ ywé
years! You know what theyobétmetlackeseeéedDecades of
Ri hanna was shaking her head. oOUnprovoked?

eradicated?
0w didnét attack the Thargoids! They attac
O0Ter e6s much that you dondét knowéod

6l know what they did t o 6Tasdhere.§hoasdndsoRe b e c c ¢
innocent men, women and childree r e ki I | ed! They tried to kildl

O0ANn act ofadespesagehardde Rohanna countered, her
insignificance compared to the atrocities visited on the TidsgWorlds sterilised, a sustained

campaign ai med at wiping them all out. Their |
OHomewor| d?6 Rebecca echoed. O6Thargoids dor

60Gal cop pdr ARp daag@aamadha ,sai d. O Ho evoledindpatzNony cr e
Thargoids are plandtornecreatures just like humans, felines, rodents and all the other space faring

creatures known. And they all have something |
O0And what 6s that?6 Rebecca demanded, hand ¢

Rihanna gestured wither hand and another hologram appeared. A shining blue green planet

appeared in front of her, with a single moon.

Rebecca recognised it; a federation wo@id Earth. The supposed bipiace of

humankind.

O6Earth?6



OEarth. 6 Rihanna amgaeddaead.c odmnosnh arnecce sh e ryi. td

Rebecca scowled. o6l dondt believe this. [
Memories extracted from me when you had me tied up and unconscious. Is this how you plan to

interrogate me? Because iIitdés not going to worl

A strange keening tone wailed through the room, interrupting whatever response Rihanna was

about to give.
OWhat 1is it?06 Rebecca demanded.
Rihanna looked blank for a moment, before looking at Rebecca, her eyes wide with alarm.

60Ships. Theyodéwe tfhoured us. Come

Ud i aHararser of Sorrovbore down upon the Thargoidothership As the ships closed,
the Thargoid began firing defensive lasers in his direction. Ud@aid them little heed and
performed evasive movespiralling in closer to thenothershipAs the range decreased he activated

the scanning beams, ey them to detect humanoid lf#gns.

The beams raked across the Thargoid vessel,Hégm@mer blasting down the massive
gleaming hull at breakneck speed. He spun to avoid some of the mang ju#thanisms on the

outside of the ship.
The scanners beeped as he pasisedhalfway point.
Humanoid lifesignsdetected.

Udian was mildly surprisetb discover the wommawas still alive. Brhaps the Thargoids had
yet to extract whatever it was they wexfter He pulled theHammerout onto an escape trajectory
and basted away from thenothership firing a sensor spike as he did so. The minute sensor device
homed in on the Thargoiahothership embedding itself in the hull and immediately began relaying
data. Status information appeared on the diagiecosonitor aboard theHammer It was clearly a

human reading. Life scienceonitorslit up with hearbeat andespiration graphics.
Sheds aliveé excellent. Pl an 6B6 it is.

He flipped on the rear view. Thaothershipwas receding in the display, but he could see
more ships launching from the sided ki ng por t s . tenT The Thagdid wrshipd t €

quickly turned toward himn pursuit.



Udi an flipped on the narrowband and direct

o1 can confirm the wadnlamansmittsg tleeldracalMe dlsodavel | s

i ncoming. O

Coyote had quickly assessed the damage tBéngistencelt was in bad shape, and there
was no way it was going to be of any use facing down the imgpfrtiargoid warships hot on

Udi ands heel s.
We candét win this one, weol/l be lucky jJjust
Udian had clearly beerading the situation tooh€narrowbandcomms buzzed.
OPl ot ahjeummst r uct esdggestawe deparmmedeteha @ t h e m.
OWhat about Rebecca?6 JSpeuresc We d eel getspteo at e 4

OWe canodt evemothgsipd Clooyod etcaurtitgthe dppraakhing
Thargoid warships. &lTiheg,0rrei dnateng weacan diRlerdes.df © a

we stay here, weo0r eHeaperus, pobaijumpgbadda | ggenté wi ped ou!
6Dondt worbr yUda baonudtréevheu,rbneeedn. | ooki ng forward
whil e. 6

TheHammerswept about in a wide arc asthrted heading back toward the incoming

Thargoid attack force.

The range shrank fast. As he closed Udian threvHtmamerinto a yaw and presented his
portside flank to the oncoming Thargoids. In any other ship this would have been & a@izy,

downright suicidal move. For the Caducei it was anything but.

Along the port and starboard flanks were three high powered plasma turrets, the portside set
werebrog ht t o bear by instahtly beganspewinyetal endrdy ¢éowards the
oncoming grap of insectoid war vessels. The first one was unable to make an evasive move in time
and disintegrated shortly after being hit. The others, more circumspeced aside and broke off

their attack, regrouping.

Lasers flashed in the darkness, seekinglmitiammer Udian triggered the injectors and
then yawed his ship back in the other direction, drivingtammerdirectly into the Thargoid
formation. Now, the top anldbottom turrets aboard the slaame into play, continuing taister

devastating energypon the Thargoid vesselBvo more were incinerated.



TheHammerwas struck by laser fire as the Thargoids pivoted, came about and sought to

eliminate their attacker.

Via his sensory feed Udian saw a flicker of light and then a pulsing wormhole opEmeup.
Dubious Profithadcreatel arouteback the way they had coméddian noted th&ersistencé Bmp

into the wormhole andubsequent disappearanteeSpectrewvas still holding station.
QAAlacrityiscalledfo® Udi an i ntonedhobdld wihlelm hmotr ever alk
O0Break oflfodlks Ilait k-sageeubwekom@u Coyot e retur ned

0Acknowl edged. 1 6m on my way. Get yourself
moment so thed® U&aindn 1 ed¢ p atewdremchbouttna roling evagsivea h e

turn. The Thargoids dropped into pursuit, peppering his rear shields with collimated energy.
6Copy that. o

Coyote turned his attention to tBpectrewhich had made no move towards the slowly

shrinking wormhole.
0Jiewyoug ass outsnapped. here! 6 he

Aboard theSpectrelJim was blinded by indecision. His logical mind knew that an assault on
the mothershipwas utterly futilea s D e r rly wrécked ship dad shown. However his heart
knewRebecca was out there, just a fimms of kilometres awayeld by these vicious insects that

would stop at nothing to achieve their aims...

He coul d see t he tsseasoraelagiomanoid ffe férm, oespirdtiah,i a n 6
carbon based indicators. The beep of the heartbeat vessiriegly steady, if a little fagdiuman,

female, age 40 plusr minus 5standard yeaé
She béal i ve, sheods still farhowlomg? But, i f we do

0l 6m not | eaving without her! 6 Jitometler i ed i1
backb

Aboard theHammerUdian called up a secret code. A variety of wideband cesigmals
presented themselves on a heagdglisplay. He quickly located the one he requifdg time had
come and it was unlikely such an opportunity would present ageih. Coyote and the others were
occupied. No one would notice.

Plan B.



0Computer, broadcast this sequence I mmedi at

unidirectional signal aimed at the primary Thargoid target
Goobye | ittle womaneé

OLi st en O6Cayotemas stilliryingto reason with the despairing scientisb We 6 r e
outnumbered and out gYomsaewhat hapjeened o DéaWke stglet c | os e.

together, we complete the missionébd

Coyote was inteupted by a sonorous tone that isstred the life science trace. Harned

to look at it, frowning at the unfamiliar sound.
Mierda! No, no, no!

Jim saw it at t he same ti me. The i fe S C |

suddenly rose dramatically, held at a high level forief momen é

éand then f1l at l i ned.

Rebecca followed Rihanna to the wall, which folded back revealing a view out into space.

Rebecca could just make out a small dot. A series of the familiar octagonal Thargoid vessels
were closing on it. Lasers flashed silentlythie darkness. Ships wheeled around, jockeying for

position.
6Can you get me a close up?6 Rebecca asked.

The star field shifted. Rebecca coul dndt s
cleared. Rebeccakti coul dndt mbtHe eesseldhesaw thedriesontine & a

Caduceus class vessel, before it faded out again.

Cloaking device! Derik or Udian. Derik probably, the damn stupid gecko! | told them not to

come after me!

The Caduceus reappeared. Rebecca saw it fire somh@kiarpedo at the group of Thargoid

warships that were struggling to engage it. Rebecca recognised the tactic.
Dropping a torpedo at point blanké itdés got

Her fears were coitmed as the torpedo explodedrapidly expanding sgre of flickering

blue energy;he infamouguirium cascade. The Thargoid vessels were almost instantly consumed.

O0Anot her un pbr oRiiohkaendn aa tstaai cdk. ,



oUnprovoked?d Rebecca said. O6Theyodre tryinge

and kidnapped a maber of theiteamb

Ri hanna turned to regard her. 6Yet no demar
Just sheer unmitigated hostility. Striking from behind the obscurity of a cloaking device, not even an

honourable fight?56
0And give awayuhmeg i gadiltyi smupteod iadr force?d
O0Thassm destruction of sixteen vessels?50
orhargoids would do the same! 0
60That 6s why youdre stil!]l alive is it?206 Rihe
Rebecca had no answer for that.
The view shifted. More ships had appeared
No é n o !youlnot to come after me!

6More of your o6friendsd?d6 Rihanna said, wat
quickly recognised the shipseRbo e c c a 6 s h e a r tas sherecogdised tSgeareamdftha | | y
Dark Star.

Jim! Coyote! What the fkaare you doing? Get out of here!

OPl ease dondét destroy them!é Rebecca cried.

t hem go! Donét fire on them!é

Rihanna was unmoved. The viewer switchedcking another Caduceus vessel. It was
closing rapdly on themothership heading directly towards their point of view. Rebecca could just

make out the hull markings.
Udi ané

Scanning beams flickered out from the gpeg vessela burst of light illuminated the room
in which Rebecca, Rihanna and the Thatgeere assembled. Immediately the Caduceus peeled off.

Rebecca saw a phalanx of Thargoid vessels in pursuit.

They know Thé foolsalbtadathiech to keep goingow the frak do they think

theydre going to rescue me from in here anyho\

OWedriagbl Ravnhanna said. OWe candét risk being

wi || el i minate them. 0



OLet me spPpe&lkbteccahedmmanded. 6l can warn t

0l t 6ds Ot oRI hlaamtnea, gest ured t o ck dne sawvtheesecond Re b ¢
Caduceusad come about and was firing on the Thargoid vessels. Rebecca could see the other ships

moving slowly away. The other Caduceuss slowly moving away
Deri ke

More lasers flashed, the Thargoid vessels careened out of the wayapgeared to be

trying to divert them.
Buying time for an escape! But why the frak did they come here in the first place?

A blue wormhole appeared and one by one the ships began to move towaM&itd r e

receiving a transmissioh, Ri hanna sai d.
There was a crackle of static, followed by a strange warbling stream of noise.
06Some ki 8dRohaoodesaid after a pause.
Rebecca had no idea what the transmission was. It sounded like some kind of data stream.
Why Udian would waste time sendingmn&thing likethawhen i n t he midst o

Sudden agonising pain flooded her bdtlyvas so intensdier mouth opened to scream, but
no sound came out. She was pasaty, unable to control anythingeHconscious thoughtsere
interrupted by sheer, brutaiguid fire that seemed to permeate every part of her body, smashing

through her rational mind and reducing her to a quivering, shaking automaton.

Rebecca fell full length do the floor, watching with horror and only vague comprehension
as webs of dark ntarial spun out of her extremities. The webs moved fast, seeking contact with the
interior of the Thargoid ship. The moment the dark mategethed outhe Thargoid shi@ fleshy
interior began bubbling, dissolving ametreating. Acrid smoke billoweddm the points of contact.
More webs spiralled out, like a dark malevolent organic cascade mine, growing silently, but with

extreme rapidity.

Ri hannads hologram snapped off as Ra&thecca
rapidly thickening websShe wasow oblivious to what was happening to her, screaming at the top
of her lungs a sound that was abruptly cut off. The lone Thargoid stepped back as the area of
contamination spread around Rebeccaobfporthbted y . It

weapon, primed it and trained it on Rebé&ceaw motionless form.

The weapon fired, spitting a coruscating flail of gyeat what remained of heody.



The line on the monitor continued flat, the unending level tone of the trace emotionlessly
recording that the subject in question was no longer emitting a measureable heartbeat. AlImost
simultaneously, all the other indicators showed a downwards trend and bottomed out.

Life-signs terminated. Continue scanning?

Jim staed at the readout in shockjs hands falling away from th8pectré s contr o

oblivious tothe Thargoid vessethatwere continuing to close on their position.
O0No@h God no! o

o1 cannot hold them any | onger, 6 Udianods

weaponfirehtt i ng t he shields of his ship. OWedre oul

A

6Ji m. Ji m! 6 CBpedréwas stllasittihgentbtionle$shire the line of fire, the
phal anx of Thargoid vessels now within firing

0She®x06gdn mdéds voice was faint. OWedbve fail.

6Ji m, engage engines and head sfvoice ddadpan, wor

commandingunemotional.
OWhat 6s the point? Sheds é shedsébd
Lasers flickered out from éhThargoid vessels, lanciagound théDark Starand theSpectre
6Jim, engage engines and head for the wor ml

6énot |l etting this happené candt beébd

The Spectreturned, but not towards the wormhole. It spun towards the incoming Thargoid
vessels and shay started moving towards thernasers flickered out in the darkness, triple beams of

military fire. The fire was inaccurate, only vaguely aimed at the Thargoids.
o0Damn it, Jim'd Coyote yelled.
A crackle of static and a thump echoed ovemidweowbanccomms.
6Jim? Ji m! aWlkaty otuha ofi mggk? 6

The Spectrelurched, dived and then came to an shuddering.Halb r a moment i
move, then it came about and began driving towards the wormhole at flank speed. Coyote fell in
alongside it.



0Good Jim. Just keep it goingebodo

O0Daddyhbocgpgyne a deeSpevwtiiradsini omet hedGi ven t
taken charge of the vessel .0

Both ships headed towards the flickering wormhole, which was already showing signs of
shrinking and destabilising. Thdammerwas $ill trailing behind themleading the attacking wave

of Thargoid vessels. Coyote surveyed the scene.
Al most a complete frakkind disaster!

OMake it quick, 6 Coyot e Specaempshall thiomghtbedi an 6 s
wormhole.

O0The pressing pneerentdo sftori nh amsyt emiinstla dmmdédrosan r e

shields were almost gone.
Udian angled thelammert owar ds t he wor mhol e as Coyot eos

They had only seconds left before it collapsed. It was time enough. The Thabiership

and its esaas were left alone in the void between stars.



Chapter Four

The BehemotbAltercator, DeprecatorandFacilitator wereholding station in a low orbit
around a lush green world. Faintids/of cloud drifted beneath them as tHelfowed a svift
trajectay around the planet. They wesiecompanied by hundreds of other lesser vessels, all dark

hulled and heavily armed. An armada awaiting a mission.

Three ships approached from behind one of the two moons, having recently arrived in the

system. A primary ves$ with two flanking fighter escorts.

The main ship wasf an unusual design, a heavy looking ship with four extended engine
nacelles and a snub nosed central fuselage. It was clearly a new vessel, its hull showing the
unblemished shine of newly pressedrBlium, reflecting the green hues of the planet below. The

group of ships was heading directly towards the armada.

Through the broad windows of the new ship the expansive beumlgd be clearly seen,
crewed by two pilotsStanding behind them, watchirfgetapproeh, was another man. He was of
average heighbut stooderect and stiffa clear military bearing. His clothes were just short of a
uniform, but rigorously pressed and formed, highly tailored in a shade ofrgiteyas almodlack.

Grim hazel ges took in all the details of the armada ahead as they approached.

The commtab he was holding beeped for attention and he raised it up to inspect it. A quick

scan of the succinct text displayed made him grin wryly.
Just coul dnoét resist, could you Udianée

Garew Ward looked back up at thearesBehemoth, now sliding past the windows as his

ship approached the docking bay. The necessary chatter from the pilots briefly diverted his attention.
Altercatorto Osprey you are cleared for docking in bay foBroceedvhen ready 6
OAcknowl edged. 6
Garew inspected his commtab again, musing on the information it contained.

ID: Hammer of Sorrow (CoreComimAnxeonis): The opportunity presented itself and Plan
0 B0 lerpst into effect successfulljne woman hasesved her purposénce the inevitable

emotionaloutpourings have been enduned will make our way directly to BeenBe ready.

Garew chuckl ed adarlyddeitcaimagise the dislanamvihewhich Udian

would choose to regard the dismayloé rest of the motley team. Doubtless they would have formed



an attachment to the woman through their minor adventures in securing-thedgors. Shewas of

no great significance, but hedd respechthal her
might have been useful elsewhere. Nonetheless, a chance to strike at the Thargoids from the inside
hadbeen too irresistiblaot to take. With the rest of the team now close to Beenri her skills as a pilot

woul dndédt be a great | oss.

She ®rved her prpose.Such a succinct way of saying that she died a very unpleasant death
whilst ensuring the infection of the Thargoids. Excellé&fgakened from within they wélbon have
to contend with the firef destruction from without. Once they have been dealtwh, Gal cop Os

solution can at | ast be wrought, five hundred

TheOspreyjolted gently as it came to rest within thelly of theAltercator. The shi@s
systems powered down as Garew made his wagrtts theaear cargo areas andstended the ramp
as it lowered into place. He walked ontd the expansive hanger of the Behemoth.

The Captain and the First Officer of tAtiercatorwere there to meet him. They exchanged a
perfunctory salute. Garew dismissed the First Officer anddbstured for the Captain to

accompany him. They walked quickly forward across the hanger bay.
0l s everything in readiness?5d

0The fl eet | sir.\Weamatthe lovmedporrtectandogy. We can replicate it
and arm all vessels within a standarg.dse can arrive in the Old Bvld& quadrant in less than

three days from theme we depart 0
O0Excell ent. 6 Garew handed him the céoommt ab.

The Captain was quickly scanning the ship IDs. The bluegatidiagrams o& Cobra,

Caduceusind Vampire class vessels could briefly be seen.
hey will be interceptedédé the Captain beg
ONot unt isbeershceessfublysarriech@aat, Gar ew corrected.
60Sir?6 the Captain queried. 260These are the

O0Yé&s Garew said, wi lydreatsotrmmsportisgrine bieeapon6 But t he

technol ogy. 6
The Gaptain frowned.

O0Ourweamon expert was not completely at eas



The Captain nodded. O6Ah. Udian Shulth. o

OPredi Sarpovnded. O0When the ships arrive, es

them to carry out their attack run. Once that has been verified as successful all sdbedmulth
aretobearresteilnd executed shortly thereafter. o

0And Shulth?06

60He wi | linthedinalattaekforuthe Thasgls. Once that is accomplished we can

deploy the biewveapons again, with a wider renit.

The Captain nodded in appreciation.

Kiri Mereso watchedhe incoming news feeds with a growing sense of despondency. Ever
since the dstruction of the civilian fleet at Aesbiogyents had unravelled quickly. Despite denials
that it would take placegseral worlds had been blockaded, withwitchspacemarkers switched
off. This had caused huge traffic issues in some sectors wittrdéradd passenger ships trying to
find alternative routes. Some areas of the chart were already completely isolated and effectively

gridlocked.

News feeds that ran stories unfavourable to Galcop anfdatwefound their licenses revoked

and their equipmerconfiscated or disabled.

Within the few days that had elapsed, the Galactic stock indices had dropped sharply, ruining
the finances of billions of companies, their employees and administrations. \Werlet being rapidly
called in with many unwilling orunable to pay up. Minor arguments became scuffles, scuffles
became fights, and on many worlds, fights became full scale riots. With a decreasing monetary
supply access toaw materials quickly beoae vital. This waparticularlyevidentfor those worlds

where trading routes weogirtailed.

Corporate worlds simply locked down their quiescent and compliant citizens with new
curfewlegislation and life continwkmuch as normal. At the opposite end of the scale, the anarchic
states hardly noticed the diffeieither Galactic creditdradnever been a particularly worthwhile
form of currency to thegthough bartering increased in intensitybetween those two extremes,
changes were more dramatic. Feudal states downsized their sudden budget deficit puifatiod p o
adj us teaenghentismHfor mass exterminations of the old and the infirm. Communist states
simply appropriatedvhat little private property remained outside of party control and any

complainants quietly disappeared. Mugovernment worlds quitk descended back to partite



squabbling over rapidly diminishing resouredgth planetside wars being the inevitable result. Even
in the democratic systems, the ka&tpne of their official structures wa#tendrastically undermined
by ill thought out emegency legislation aimed at controlling an increasingly unruly civilian

population.

Thenews channelthat remainedthe Tionisla @ronicle amongst them, were firmly
instructed to continue playing precorded announcements at hourly intesv@hesenformedall
citizersto remain planeside and for trading vessels to not attempt to rumNtney blockades. Each
revised isolated sector of worlds was told todraeself-sufficientwithin the conines of the
blockades. This was reasonafilemany systms, with agricultural and technologicabrlds in
reasonable proximity teach other continuing to trads normal. For areas where long distance
trading had been established as the norm, they now found themselves thighoetessanynports
and lackingan export market. Chaos quickly descended. Desperate trading ships tried to run the

blockades. Th&lavy shot them down without mercy.

Kir i di dndét uls) mbewas shaintedesteddHsumhagytobthe situation was

surprisingly piquant.

OFra&kThargoi ds dondéts,acweudalll yd enseceps yt 00 uartstes

coming apart at the seams! 6

TheDubious Profitheld thesignalhonour of being the ship with the largest common area out
of all the vessels that had fled the Thargoid att@bkstered around it hung tiark Star, Spectre,
Hammerand the half shatteredikk of thePersistenceThePersistencavas almost completely
obscured by a protective cocoon of shimmering whiteerra; VapourStasis fluid. The shipas

already hard at wrk trying to repair itself.

Hesperus had left his crew on duty at their various stations and then proceeded to the
common aredjastily trying to make it as tidy as possible. The gestar® more than futile, but it

gave him something to do.
Why the fraldid we get wrapped up in this hairball?

Daddyhoggy had alreadydught Jim aboard. The man looked siseh o c ked. He di d
acknowledge Hesperus at agllapsinginto a chair around thdining table in the refectory and

staring at the opposite bulkheadshace was ashen, his eyes blank.

Hesperus sidled over to tagian trying to read the enigmatic creat@rexpression.



OHe o0k?0
Theavianturned to regard him.

oI t hd nkamett,he sonorous Vvoice. 6He i s, at

actions aboardhe Spectrenvere borderline psychotic. | had to overpower him and wrest control of

the ship in order to facilitate an escape. 0
oWi | | he get better?6
0 | élibrarian, not a psychologiét, Da d d y h o gsgmbrely e tO Hroweed/ e r I w

submit that he igrapplingwith issues of despair and regret. From what | have pieced together, he
was estranged from this woman the Thargoids kdlesl. Yet the breakdown in theielationship

was something he hoped to resolve. Nbat opportunity has passed
Hesperus growled softly under his breath.
OFrakkind Thargoi dsébd

0The Thar goi dotentirely clear itithis pogdt, abraed dny h ogegtly. c hi de

6But that does not mean they are without reas:

They were interruptelly an argumentaming from the corridor that defrom the docking
bay.

6You nearly got yourself sp&Logdbtaedd tvioe cree s

raised.

OWe had to do something, | usftr askyjkbiorénd 6&r o ur
clipped voice was equally tense. 6Bugs had it

0This i somgomosei oeplied. 6You dondét have |
agenda when wedre al/l depending on you. The t
we hadwed?f ¥buodd bumthsough & Remigk ivgphctu about nowébod

0Stick together?6 Derik yelled back. o6Leavi
togetherd? They stole her from right wunder vyo

back? Just | et the 6stards get away with it?
ofat was a fight we coul dndot win, 6 Coyote s

0 We ulcchave taken down those ships, Der i Kk returned. 6Three EI

seen worse odds, one on one. 06



GAnd sbrm amothershi® 6 Co y ot eNitlgwhatAAlfreighter pifot, a librarian and a
professor? How many Thargoids are aboard that thing, D&tik@usand? Terhbusand? You know
the interior layout | presume? You know precisely where they were holdifigrbarknow how to
bypass their interior defences, | 6m guessing?

OWe would have figured it out!od

OWe would be dead before we got out of the
6Diédn you give a damn about the poor girl ?66
00f coulr sGkoylotdei dsnapped in return. O0But tha
0She deserved better! o

Vaybe she did, but she knew the score. She told us to get on with the job. The Thargoids
needed her. That attack clearly took them by surgtie®. do you knowtwa s n 6t tnfaget wh i

them Kkill her rather than risk losing her ag&ird
&ou trying to pin Youlamn ovward me ? 6 Deri k spat.

Coyote slowly turned and straightened, staring attheonoid Derik eyédalled him back

just as fiercely
0 Yo u awephrase thaporfavo? 6 Coy oobly. s ai d
Derik leaned in.

6Youbre a damn esthiirslsiellg ddwar d ,od hbf you ar

try something worthwhil eéé

Daddyhoggy could see the situation was getting out of controhdowias on the wrong side

of the table to intervene. Fortunately he did

With a clank and a whirr a huge metal automaton lurched into the room, only just fitting
through the bul khead door s. H @ suppase as$hstrangel Da d d-
creaturenterposed itself between the two assaila@ta. | y J i m dwo deemreéd ocukara c t .

receptors glowed threateningly at the assembly.
0Deri k. Sit down. 0o
&rak you, Udian!d
The ocular implants turned on him.

6l f you insist on acting |ike a chil d, I wi



retrenchment, clear hard facts and rigorous appraisal. Dispense with the emotions or | will dispense

with them for you. o
Derik raged for a moment before sulisgl

0Coyot ed ildiraing hctoont i nued. &éThe woman was | o
captured her. Apattempt to rescue her was doomed to failure from th& b#.question isvhat did

they gain from her capture?d

0l't was about ttohratt epd haésémaD earcicke Iseariad, wi t h a
that é0

Coyote shook his head atabked sidelong at Jim, who was ignoring them, still staring at the
bulkhead.

6Prof ?60

OHebs gdndebl kt smapped, after a bdi ebHpasa

something though. élknew why the bugs were afteze 6
ORaxbx ICo,yote replied.
Daddyhoggy, Hesperus, Udian and Derik stared at him.
0So youbré [Deroitkt oc atcokol,edd 6éThat explains a

Coyote ignored him and continued inasubduedvc e. 0601t was tsdiddo | as't
me before she was capturedinitchspaceRemember: Raxxla! Tell Jim, remember Raxxla, Coyote.

| wouldn@ have wished this on you. Raxxh at 6 s what she said. 0
ORaxxl a?6 Hesperus siaiyd.stooBuyté 6t hat 6s a myt

O0Au cointDaadidcyehoggy said. o6Ilts existence has
descriptions and rumours are remarkably consistent. | would surmise that there is some truth behind

the stories. o6

Ol ndbedd,i an 1 nt oen®unteredsignificaat\qeantities af orcumstantial

evidence in my travels. o
Coyotelooked across at Jim again, but there was still no response.

0Before we jumped after them, the prof tol
after Rebeowad.l 0o wkody,otfei nding it surprisingly h

legends were true, there was a portal, itragel andhe rest. The rumours are on the mark



ONo & raekr.i Kk whistled through his teeth.

Coyote cont i nued.hadbBenthére, aiek sazihtite THRuegdids gethald
of Raxxla theyol|l cowetapoinsevéoygkitngnyt oi ggt |
out at a strokeébo

Udian leant back, clearly rather alarmed.

0l f this i s tr ueshouddave dtemptedio reireeee Rebecgahatall W
costs. o

O0Thanky® DDedd k grinned, combining it with a

00f course, wedd have been eradicated in t|
now be in the impoterquandarythatwen ow f i nd our sel ves. So, in hi

O0Thanonkly IDeri k growled, more sl owly.

OHaving killed her, we mseddfthalccaionrofeRaxxid, e Th a
Udi an noted. 6We can al so asrsiume they know of

0They know mor é Deaeankweotpl aheped. ORaxxl a,
anywhere. 1 sndét that the point?2o

6Lave. 0O

The voice was faint, but startled Hesperus and Daddyhoggy into turning around. Jim had

looked up briefly at the asséted throng.
0 L a veergpé@ateth in the same flat monotone, before looking away again.
6Lave?6 Coyote began, O6éBut ébd

0l tbés 6padJdsialnl es,ai d t hought ful | yllofthelrhtacksT har g
on the Old Wrld region of chartond®2 er haps they already suspected

0And Garew said they were going to |l et the
them! Wedre pl ayi nDerikfilegyfaak. i nt o t heir hands! 0

0Stri ct | sects poenatkdvenhgnils, D a d o/ golhrectgdy Derik glared at him.

60 The Ga lyatd holdethodedevritorield, Udi an sai d. O0Garew i nc
to hold them until we returned with a viable m@apon to use against the®ur mission has not
changed. We must ensure theagsty of the weapon and return to Lave as quickly as possible. We

canstill prevent the ThargoidsomaccessigRa x x|l a, or i ndeed, proceedi



0This 1 s ex@& rDeanded yyh ougngwyi sien,t er j ected. O6My co

J i m, dédihe obgcure transmission the Thargoids semeding 6
O0And?6 everyone echoed.

060The Thargoids believe that thi sTheyaremotn was

seekingaconflct hey are trying to avoid one. 0

Deri k growl ed. seétasgldser beamsuncimgioftinmy &Hieldbeakface,

but they |l ooked | i ke they were seeking a conf |

0 Ther e itogesartdo achlwmainum attacksadyhoggy repliedyith distain 6 Bu t

the facts remain. The Thargoids intendnoconfic They are not the aggr es

Orhey just killedour princessremember? She was frakkmur der ed b yoéDeérk 0 s e ¢

snapped angrily, stepping toward #ngan

60They are doing what they need to survive I
Dadd hoggybés voi ce Hestaed backainthe bubkpatondidiithonr flinching.

Coyotewsreyearrowed wthtad u gifot fywlul sy.ug@g®st ? 06
O0Al l ow the Thargoids to proceed to Raxxl a,
Derik scoffed out loud an@oyote recoiled in surprise. Udian summed up their thoughts.

060Give them free access to a device that by

access other parts of the universe?d Udian as|

OYou mi st akémotivese WDhcrogagiydssonti nued. O6They

not i ntent on conquest. 0
OEscape from whom?6
OHumanity, 6 Daddyhdwmdg@alsaopg iserpautsil gul ar . 6

0 | 6 v ethidcenapiraty nonsense befdre, D e r i kstillcenvohtingeDthddyhoggy
OTabr goi ds are the vi cofilmixs ewa sotuet,s itdheartsd s |whdast fi

slicing, burning and ripping their way through space ever since they first encountdvihstersd
0l ndedlehce and retribution. o
OFrak you! o

Coyotehelip a hand. O6Enough! 0o



Silence fell and everyone except for Jim looked around at him.

0 We h awlicashsrseeddd Coyote said quietly. 060One,
Navy that they let the Thargoids through to Lave without hindrahaag up ouhats,find a decent
bar and hop&arew forgets about uswo, we return now and hope the weapons we have already
work. Three, we continue with the mission and aim to dewsorking weapon back to Galcap

originally instructed. 0
He paused. Udian leatiéorward.

6Two is not an option. Even i f the wempons

on our return route. Beenri has such faciliaesl a Galcop contingent to make use af it

0Then we haved aCosy aripd ea, oheogrincl egddMheodd s thé or gi \
6goids a free ticket to Lave and then being di

wedOve sti®Pahed him up

6You ar & dlalddiybolggy said, with a glare. 0Yi

with. o
60Yes ,aveUdlioan sai d, his voi ceanatomigaldl anhdi medaci
Coyote wal ked across the room and | ooked at

apparently oblivious of the proceedings.
6Ji m?6 Coyote saidi ge,ntdogwbd D Itihe otuibmes. @ ot e

Jim drew a deep shuddering breath and then looked up at Coyote, his eyes haunted.

OKill the O6stards. Letdés kill them all . 6
ol  wi |l notd bDea dpdayrhtoyg gtyo stahids,, confronting C
0This mi #exitem md nati on i s execrable, and wil/

Olonddt give a damfCowlhat yepl|ltikRidnk 6Dondt eve

61l &m here because | know a great deal about

behaviour. Yourpfbes sor sought me out to decode theébé
Coyote turned and held up a hand.

OWhi ch i s al.Butygeethigstraightimeamigos Thomnge 6égoi ds des:

station, openly made war on innocent systechased us across half the chart trying to kilruan



hourly basis anthey just murdered soraee in cold blood who saved my life just two days ago.

Someone speciah part of my teamThey started this, not uSomprende®@
Raxxla is the key here, not the Thargodds.

Claro.Butwe 6 v e al edewa chlydodathing abboutth@at, Coy ot e 6fGiad ed pb ¢

hasusoveracargopod | f we dondét do what they want, webo
Or'here are worse thingsthandedlm u 6r e not see&€ibng the big pi

And youbre tedtCogotmy gpadt emeaecd, ar Dubioud t he
Profit, T his ship ad itscrew areof no use to us. | suggest ybaok a passage to wherever you

came from before | completely |l ose control of
OMo elucidate clearly, 6 burddouwtolglgy. s ai d, st
060Gl ad | got the message across. 0

OHumani t ydés mu c belfsaerifica,undecstandiag, peaceful andperation and

accommodatio are clearly so mudhypebole Daddy ho.ggdYomnu sdeidsgust me.
601 6 m logsing farwioat we needtodo, Coyote said. OThis is v
O0Yemu ydi d. 6
Coyote had hadnough. H turned on his heahd stompeaway.

Daddyhoggy went to leave, but then paused and turaginghisvoice &6 Ther e wi | |
point when you realise you are in error. The Thargoids are not your enemy. Remembaothatg

else 6

Udian had already returned to tHammerand Jim to thé&pectre Derik was preparing to
leave via the airlock back tas ship. As Coyote arrived he looked up, looked away and then

straightened.
60Coyote. 0O
6Deri k. 6 Coyote acknowledged him carefully,

Derik growled softly and then looked arou@r a moment he struggled to say anything,

before sieepishly looking up at Coyote with a lowered head.

OLi sten buddy, Il was out of order back thei



A

Coyote responded, deadpan 6 You 6r e bi gger than me. 6
Derik smiled by return.

Coyote wal ked acrossedtouhi mf éeWapeehall,t ai

O0Cadt believeg utshtoskea |flreadk kheerrs 6 Deri k was sha
0St ar ds.

6l miss her too.6 Coyote nodded. O0She was :
that. But she knew whatshews doi ng. She wanted this mission
complete it, for her sake. 0

Derik looked up, his expression hardening.

6Damn right. o

Coyote held out a hand. Derik proffered a claw. They shook.
O6Let 6s do this. o

There was a clatter from beiti them and the foppish captain of tbious Profitsauntered

A

OWhat about me? Eré usé noé me! d
Coyote | ooked him up and down. OWhat about

61l &m owed money by your prof, danger money

hosting your litle conferencé 6

qgui

Deri k showed his teeth. O6éFeelind hard done
ts, eh?o
Hesperusdé fur stood up on end, his voice a

Coyote smiled and nodded to Derik.
OHow muchpwemesgddd he asked the quivering

Hesperus totted it up in his head and then added a twenty peradeip to make the maths

easier. it was the least he could do.

Coyote opened up one of the ca@mm units on the wall, rubbing the gemn the speen

away with his finger. He arranged a transfer of the credits. Hesperus tried to keep a straight face as

h e

saw the o6transaction confirmedd message ap)|



Yesé sucker s!

Coyote turned back to him.

060Thanks f or adl ICoyyooutre alegsiids,t asntciel,| s mi

600ur pd ehsuper,us sai d, wanting to get these
as possible. Coyote thumped a hand down on t h

0 Damn g o6o dCosyhootwe, conti nued. O6Just be ready

OEr éo

O0BeciatisgowdoCoymote, kept t h erewvglirpiobablyiuse yquifa c e .

fora pair of moccasins, and we wouldnét want th
OWel |l & 1 6m sureébd

d lidbe watching. Your first mission is to take that bird back where he camerimstops
andno delays. Make sure he gateectlyhome and staysput Can you do that for

6Anything, of course! Straight away, sir! o
0Cl.adr o

Coyote straightened.

OBetter get moving then. o

Hesperus nodded, rooted to the spot. ORI ght
6 N odw , ©te whispered.

Hesperus fled, Derik guffawed.

6Youbre a Ostard. 6 He managed, after stifli

ONever a credi Coyoovoe dcdebmorede, 6But i f pus

creditor is the best side of the deal. He knows he owes ajeand you never know when you might

need to call in a favour. o
OMoccasins? 16d have preferred a hat. o6
OF@ar out of fashion this season, didndét you

Derik cackled and they headed back to their respective ships.



Coyote diall ed esselashelkatbadkinthe cotkpitiof®askdSsar. v
Udian never responded with a video feed as the cockpit ¢tfah@neracked the space or the need

for one. The audio linked confirmed it was ready.
6You did a gré aQo ) cobdbE hbzsaackks .téh er e,
OWith therThwartdhoiDkes i k?6 Udian returned i mm
O0Bodt Coyote admitted. O0OBut mostly with the

01 f Hasafaulk itisimpetuosiy, Udi an repl i ed. G&dhedereds not

apprai sal of the situation. 0
Coyote nodded to himself
0The | oss of the woman, Rebeccaéd Udi an sai
ONo & rGky,ote replied. O6You really mean that

6l't would be unworthy of mebutshe hasl deynonstrateda d a

her worth. Wi thout her our team is |l ess effeci
Coyote nodded again and then changed the subject to the other matter on his mind.
6What can we expect when we arrive at Beeni

0l suspect a Navy ar miagthe plaretl Thewill providenanr e s'i d e |

escort so we may proceed with the test. o6
61l &m guessing Garew wil |l be there too. 6
6l concur. 6

Coyote pushed up his hat a touch. Q@gd&stadk you

load of creditsaand just be laleto walk away at the end of thi$?
Udian almost laughed before managing to compose himself.
0Do | detect a note of suspicion from a vel
0l wowulldet me wal k @aw@Qyyotfe inetwarsneny. cal |

61t s eems rdwiwll lealeyn ondoiagiage@dn, Udi an acknowl edgec

whet her or not he i s aware of RaxxI| a, and t ha:
OMy thoughts exactly. 0

0You fear he will simply decide it 1is bettce



0 So me t hathergvoid id reecessary. | want a lever | can use over Gerewt. i |  we 0 v e

rid of the nanobot® that he infected us with©@é
Udian thought for a moment.

0The solution is simple. | suggest | encry|
regardng the bieweapons and store it upon my person. At any hint of betrayal we can simply refuse
to hand over theata. We can ensure that the encryptionikeyt transntted until the nanobots that
infest us are purged, and we are in a position to leah®wtibeing intercepted. Garew will not risk
the loss of that data. It is too crucial to the war. The lives and whereabouts of the four of us are

insignificantby comparison 6
Coyote thought it through.

6Do0b6 ite, sai d. Ol want urtanidtertiistimg. op | scl mek ®ptr

A

Jim in on the plan. 2o

Udian lowered his cylindrical unit into place within the cockpit of Eanmeruxuriating in

the expanding sense of power provided by his connection into the infrastructure of the ship.
Ga ewbs plan is stildl not cl ear é

Udian had always known that Garew wasa®aling the truth. Henderstood thatecessity

completely. The question was whether the concealment had a material effecown pians or not.

He promised the complegeadication of the Thargoids hat was the deal, in exchange for
thebioweapon technol ogy. But Raxxla, i1 f i1t exist

after? Is theplasmaacceleratortechnologymerely a ruse?

Udian focussed his though® pecul ati on without facts was f
scheming was irrelevant for the moment. His own goal was near at hand. With the demise of the
woman it had already been kicked off. He allowed himself a moment of pleasurable recollection.

Plan B. Elegant andimple.

Garew had desigran the woman from the beginning. As arrandeédan had ensured that
she had beemfected with the bieveapon serum whilst in the lab aboard @sechismduring her
atercationwith the imprisoned Thargoid warrior. The bie@apon remained quiescent, dormant

within her, until activated by remote control.

A walkingdoomsdayomb.



Once hedd ascertained she was indeed hel d
hadpresentt it sel f, hedd s e niweapdmaVithincetendstthebi@act i vat e
technology would have commandeered her body to generate more of itself, with a single minded
intenti infect, destroy, incorporate and grow, seeking out any Thargoid, D&pAposing it and
continuinguntil nothing further could be found. The Thargoids would have been reduced to more
raw materiad for the deadly bieveapon. Ay ships responding to the distresdl would likewise be
infected after a brief incubation period dgeed to take them by surprise and allow the spread of the
serum.It was anticipated that the infection would neutralis= Thargoid fleetsvithin weeks if not

days. The missikenounted weapons would do the rest.

Udi an hadndét been <ftectie buthwas arslaworhriakinganu | d b e
advance of the checks at Beenri. | t -signphe@ ar ed 1

disappeared almost immediately as anticipated.

And the fools beve the Thargoids killed her,raore than satisfetory outcomeDe r i k 6 s
puerile attack has restored their confidence in me, and vengeance for a perceived crime is more than
enough motivation for them to complete this misstmyote, even after all thegears, remains an
idealist; too trusting. Unfortuatdy this will be their last missigrbuttheir sacrifice will have such

meaning After all these | ong years, the Thargoid

He turned his attention to thdtchspacecharts, plotting the next jump on the route to Beenri.















































































































































































































































































































































































































