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        ONE YEAR AGO

      

      

      Near the borders of the Free Worlds, on the fringes of civilized space, Starhammer carried a damaged star-cruiser to safety.

      An invisible field of his power covered the vessel, spreading out his strength so that he dragged the civilian cruiser forward instead of tearing it to pieces. He had a good grip on a ledge outside the ship’s bridge, but without focus, he would have accidentally ripped their armor apart.

      Through the viewport, he could see inside, where a few dozen crewmembers of the Halcyon Days had gathered to watch him in awe. Many of them snapped pictures, so he flashed them a smile.

      That caused them to gasp and murmur among themselves, which he heard and interpreted through the vibrations of the metal beneath his fingers.

      Their appreciation warmed him. That was why he took care of his appearance, why he smiled and posed, why he wore a golden cloak designed to ripple even in the vacuum of space.

      To inspire them. Not for his own ego, as many of his Subline critics claimed. It had taken him many years to tolerate the attention; he still wasn’t comfortable with it. A true hero should do their work whether they were recognized for it or not.

      But recognition carried inspiration. It pushed them to greater heights, maybe encouraged them to save others. Or even to join the Advocates. Every time Starhammer made a splash on a major Subline network, Advocate applications ticked up several percent.

      Plus, it helped them feel safe.

      Halcyon Days was only a pleasure cruiser, and navigational failure had led them to drift off-course. They had run into a swarm of living asteroids, which would have stripped and devoured the hull if Starhammer had not arrived in time.

      When the citizens of the Free Worlds saw this, they would know that someone out there could save them. No matter how dire the situation, there was always the chance that Starhammer could get there in time.

      That was his purpose.

      As he was carrying a population of unprotected civilians and the hull was compromised, he had to keep them out of Subspace. It took several days of tireless flying to reach the nearest colony, which had been warned of his approach.

      While Galactic Union colonies tended to be rings of gray metal floating in space, those in the Free Worlds were more individualistic. This one was an expanded mining colony, and as such it resembled an ordinary mountain, except one covered in tunnels, machinery, shielded buildings, and blinking docks.

      Several orange-and-yellow shuttlecraft flew out from a nearby dock, magic circles appearing on their hulls as they took Halcyon Days from Starhammer’s grip with industrial telekinesis spells.

      Starhammer flashed another smile and waved goodbye to the people on the bridge, minor spells in his cape sending it fluttering again. With a small effort, he primed the weapons in his eyes, causing them to shine white.

      He had no intention of attacking, of course, but glowing eyes showed up better on camera.

      While he had avoided entering the colony’s atmospheric field—he had no time to celebrate with the locals or endure interviews, not when he had a family to return to—he was close enough to pick up some Subline reception.

      An icon began blinking at the corner of his vision, indicating an urgent message. Usually that meant another assignment.

      He focused on the icon to open it, and a video unfolded over his view.

      When Starhammer saw who it was, his skin ran cold.

      The man in the video was nothing extraordinary to the eye. He was an Aethril, thin even for his kind, the blue of his skin pale enough to be almost gray and starlight hair cropped short. Only a bit of that hair was visible beneath three hats, all of which had been perched on his head at various angles.

      He wore several coats of clashing colors, at least two neckties, and the gloves on his hands were mismatched.

      Those hands were crossed in front of him on a dented steel table. The wall behind him was cheap fabricated plastic, with a thick porthole looking out onto distant stars.

      Starhammer knew the room. It was an Advocate holding cell. One of their most secure.

      There should have been no way to get a video out from in there. Not to mention all those clothes.

      Reverent light shone in the prisoner’s eyes as he looked into the camera. Less than a second after the video began, he spoke.

      “You have been given chance after chance to repent,” the prisoner said. “First, you should know that this punishment comes not from me, but from the Aether itself. There is nothing you can do to stop it. By the moment your hands touched the poor, wayward Halcyon Days, your judgment had already been carried out.”

      The prisoner spoke softly, earnestly. He believed in his message, and in that belief, he was capable of unspeakable atrocities.

      He called himself the Priest of Night, and he considered it his duty to “liberate” the Free Worlds from the protection of the Advocates.

      The Priest tilted his wrist to check the time on one of four consoles that had been strapped to the outside of his coat-sleeves. “Approximately two hours ago, as of this recording, your home on Rythar has been reduced to dust by seven separate proton bombs.”

      Starhammer almost dove into Subspace on instinct, but if he did, he would lose Subline connection. He ignored the other messages blinking at him and initiated a call. He had to know.

      His wife might not have been at home. The other Advocates would have seen the attack coming, or intercepted this transmission, or…something. She would be safe.

      While the call tried to connect, the Priest of Night continued speaking in his low, earnest voice. “You thought anonymity was her strongest defense, but you should know that no secrets can be kept from the Aether. I made sure she was at home. How else would this be a punishment?”

      The call hadn’t connected yet. How long had it been? It would be difficult to connect with her from out here. How difficult? How long should it take?

      While those thoughts raced, there were other, darker thoughts that dripped down from a place Starhammer didn’t like to consider.

      This wouldn’t have happened if he had been at home. If he had controlled her security better. If he had eliminated the threats.

      How could anyone be safe unless he saw to it himself?

      The Priest of Night had paused to look into the distance. “I know you’re still hoping, even praying, that some miracle will save her. The sooner you accept the truth, the sooner you may embrace the change brought by pain. I did not record this message until I was sure the job was done.”

      The call still hadn’t connected.

      More messages flashed at him, and even shuttles from the nearby colony began hailing him, but Starhammer was absorbed in this one.

      There had to be some chance.

      “There is no chance,” the Priest said. “Look into the Aether and—”

      The video glitched.

      Rather than a usual fragmented transmission, this time the video was brushed away like a flickering cloud blown by a gust of wind. For a startled instant, Starhammer wondered if the Priest had edited his terrorist video with special effects.

      Then he noticed subtle Aetheric symbols flickering at the corners of the feed. This was magic.

      A glove waved in front of the camera now, and Starhammer saw only the hand, the sky between its fingers, and what he thought was the edge of a blue cape flickering in the wind.

      “Good, I made it,” a relieved, unfamiliar voice said from offscreen. Presumably the one filming. “Sorry that took so long.”

      The hand was removed, and Starhammer saw his wife.

      Leilari’s long, dark hair was in disarray, she had no console on her wrist, and she wore only a white robe and a startled look that said she had no idea what was going on.

      She waved at the camera. “Hey, honey! I’m not dead. Do you know him?”

      “He doesn’t,” the stranger said wearily, “and neither do you. Just a passing wizard. You’re safe, your home is fine, and I’ve removed the bombs. That means there’s no reason for anyone to take over the galaxy in a fit of grief-induced rage, right?”

      “Right,” Leilari agreed, clearly baffled.

      Starhammer was having trouble thinking anything through his overpowering relief.

      The camera turned, and suddenly he was looking into a blue, hooded face. The face itself was masked in shadow, hidden by some enchantment.

      “She’s fine, everything’s fine, so please don’t conquer the galaxy. Just be more careful next time, all right? I can’t help anymore. Well, there is one more thing.”

      The video flickered again, and once more Starhammer was looking into the Priest’s cell. It seemed the Aethril had continued talking the entire time.

      “…repent of your pride. The Advocates are an unnatural blight, an insult to the true state of the Aether, a—What is that?”

      Something offscreen had caught the Priest’s attention. Only a moment later, Starhammer saw what it was: a strangely muscular man-sized rabbit with scarred fur and a notched ear.

      The warrior-rabbit walked around the table and—with one casual wrench—snapped the Priest of Night’s neck. As the man’s body slumped, the rabbit checked his pulse, nodded, and vanished.

      The Priest’s body gradually slid beneath the table as the video shifted back to show the anonymous wizard.

      “You’re welcome,” he said. “No offense, but I’m hoping we never meet.”

      The video ended.

      At that moment, Starhammer’s call finally connected.

      “Honey, can you hear me?” Leilari’s voice soothed his soul. Even after seeing the video, he had still worried.

      The audio-only call was scratchy and low-quality, stretched as it was over several Sublines, but it was good enough to ease his terror. “Thank the Worlds,” he breathed. “You’re alive.”

      “Yeah, I’m fine, but Farsight and the others haven’t eaten or slept for two days. I think they’re going to kill themselves trying to figure out how someone got a bunch of bombs into our house. And who was that wizard?”

      “I don’t know,” Starhammer said. “But we owe him our lives.”

      Without the intervention of that wizard, Leilari would have died. Died to one of his enemies, to hurt him.

      He couldn’t imagine what he might have done under the influence of that pain. What he might have done for revenge.

      Thanks to the strange wizard, he would never have to find out.
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      Horizon’s voice echoed from hidden speakers in the walls. “I estimate six hours before Queen Shyrax and her fleet arrive. Scans suggest that they have stopped to refuel at Alliance Station One-Ten.”

      I drummed fingers on the arm of the captain’s chair, which grew out of the metal on the center of The Last Horizon’s bridge. “Longer than I thought. I wouldn’t have expected her to contact us before she was closer.”

      “Not everyone enjoys the engines of the greatest starship in the galaxy,” Horizon said in a satisfied tone. “No one aboard a lesser ship could flee from her at this distance.”

      “Can we flee from her?”

      “We have no reason to flee! She will be our Commander, and she will lead our fleets to new heights.”

      “Oh, so we could if we wanted to?”

      Horizon hesitated. “Well, we have yet to repair the damage I suffered in battle, so I wouldn’t say I’m quite performing at one hundred percent.”

      I leaned over to the console and tapped the screen, pulling up a report on our Subspace Drive. “Says here that we have about a fourteen percent chance of reaching Subspace without an immediate Drive rupture.”

      Sola stomped up beside me, looming in her gray battle-armor. She tilted her emerald visor down to the monitor, staring as though into Horizon’s face. “That is a lot lower than a hundred percent.”

      “So she was telling the truth!” Raion called from the back of the room.

      His voice sounded like it was coming from near the floor. Without turning around, I would have bet he was doing push-ups.

      “Nonetheless, she is coming to us, so we have no reason to dive into Subspace in any case! I would suggest instead that we spend this time productively.”

      The display on the screen changed, showing a map into Galactic Union territory. One planet blinked with green light. It was quite the distance from our position in Alliance space around Dornoth IV.

      “Once we have the Commander aboard, we will have access to her ships and my fleet-command systems. With those, you can travel to Doctor Mell’s current location and pick up my Engineer, who will return me to prime condition. Therefore, Captain, why don’t you brief us on Shyrax the Third? We should be as prepared to recruit her as possible, I’d say.”

      Omega chuckled from immediately behind my ear, startling me more than it should have. “Oho, and why would you be acquainted with Karoshan royalty, Captain?”

      His Aethertech eye shone bright orange light into my face for a second before the muzzle of Sola’s gun blocked it out.

      “Take two steps back,” Sola ordered.

      Omega was the reason why Sola was fully armored on the bridge of her own starship.

      He raised his hands in surrender and obeyed, stepping back two steps. Omega resembled a human man in his forties, with dark hair and a trim beard. His black coat fluttered out behind him, and his orange human eye shone almost as brightly as his Aethertech replacement.

      I could feel Sola trying to decide whether to shoot him or not, so I stopped her with a gesture. “Don’t let him get to you. He’s not immortal right now.”

      “Is that so?” Sola murmured. Her finger tightened around the trigger.

      Omega laughed. “What, have I not surrendered enough for you? Don’t you see all these hands, hands, hands in the air?”

      With every repetition of the word “hands,” Omega sprouted another hand. They grew from his shoulder and rose to join his original two in the air.

      The effect was meant to be disturbing, but it succeeded better than Omega had likely intended. Instead of fully formed limbs, they looked like clay imitations. The last two even melted like wax, sagging back down into Omega’s shoulder before they could congeal.

      Omega eyed those. “Hmmm. Looks like the Captain might have a point.”

      “Omega stores a certain amount of excess mass in a Subspace pocket, which is what fuels his regenera—”

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk!” Omega interrupted. “Captain! Do you mean to give away all my secrets?”

      “…He’s just a human with a unique compatibility for body-modification Aethertech,” I continued. “If you kill him enough, he’ll stay dead.”

      “Roger that,” Sola said. She lazily tucked her pistol away, keeping her gaze on Omega.

      With all his remaining hands, Omega pointed to me. “I’m not the one who invited an exiled Karoshan Queen to the home planet of the Lichborn. I’m nothing but a bystander delighted to watch the show.”

      That could be a problem. And one I hadn’t been given enough time to consider since Shyrax’s sudden transmission.

      I glanced down at the monitor, which showed skeletal Lichborn ships surrounding us. Like most ships manufactured in the Dornoth system, they embraced the traditional designs of Lichborn culture: bones and green light.

      The cruiser closest to us looked as though it had been assembled from a vast lizard’s skeleton, and it burned from inside with eerie jade radiance. Centuries ago, Lichborn ships had been powered by the same magic that fueled that species’ unnatural resilience, but now they simply lit their ships in green.

      None of the ships had hailed us, though we had already explained to Dornoth Planetary Security who we were. Now they were trying to keep us covered from every angle without making us enemies.

      Which made sense. We had appeared out of nowhere on top of the Grand Hive of the Iron Legion, unleashed enough power to tear planets to pieces, and then drifted silently in their system ever since.

      Finding out that we were The Last Horizon, the Zenith Starship of legend, would not have eased their concerns at all.

      “Is there anything we can do to get out of the Dornoth system in the next six hours without our Subspace Drive?” I asked Horizon.

      “I could teleport you to a neighboring system,” Horizon offered. “Though I must remain here. And I can’t pick up Queen Shyrax without her consent.”

      I nodded along. That was all in line with my understanding of Horizon’s capabilities, but I couldn’t claim to know everything the ship could do.

      There was also always the possibility that she was still hiding things.

      “You can teleport my father without his consent, right?” I asked.

      Benri Vallenar had been in our medical wing for the last standard day, recuperating from his capture by the Iron King. He was conscious, stable, and neither Horizon’s magic nor mine had detected any remaining Iron Legion influence.

      Which meant I no longer needed him on my ship.

      “That does remind me, Captain, that your father wishes to speak with you. He’s been very insistent.” A video began to play in my processor, visible only to me, showing my father shouting and hurling a decorative statuette of Horizon into the camera.

      “Let the Lichborn deal with him,” I said. “Teleport him to a safe location on Dornoth Four. We’ll use this as a test of our teleportation capabilities.”

      “I’m aware of my spell’s limitations, there’s no need for a test.”

      “Let’s test it anyway.”

      Despite her objections, Horizon agreed cheerily. “Aye, sir!” The security feed in my vision showed my father vanishing mid-shout, dropping the object he had been about to throw. It looked like a shoe.

      “With that taken care of, contact Planetary Security. Let them know that a small Karoshan fleet might be entering the system in six hours, but they aren’t hostile. We’ll take responsibility for the safety of all Lichborn vessels as long as they don’t engage first. Even so, we don’t want a showdown between Shyrax and Dornoth defenses, so keep spells and scanners out. If we get a lock on her location before she arrives, send us to her.”

      “Acknowledged, Captain,” Horizon said happily. “And might I add that I concur with your judgment.”

      “Glad to hear it.” A thought occurred to me, and I added, “And I guess you should let them know where you put my father.”

      Not that he would need our help to confirm his identity. The Vallenar Corporation had as big a presence on Dornoth IV as it did everywhere else.

      I spun my chair around to face the rest of the room. Omega was grinning with hands in the pockets of his coat while Sola kept her visor tilted toward him.

      As expected, Raion was doing push-ups. His energy was withdrawn, making it a purely physical exercise. Even so, he blurred up and down, repeating the exercise at a rate I guessed to be about five or six times per second.

      “How are you doing that so fast?” I asked. I was wondering if Horizon had increased gravity specifically around Raion, pushing him down faster than the rest of us.

      Raion paused and lifted one bright-red hand. “Handholds!” he said proudly. Now that he’d slowed down, I could see where Horizon had morphed the floor so Raion could grip it.

      “We will have a proper gym aboard as soon as I can freely adjust my structure,” Horizon assured us.

      “We need to send all four of us to Shyrax together,” I went on. “She’ll want to challenge me to become Captain, so I need to be there, but I haven’t had a chance to repair my amulet and mantle yet. You’ll protect me.”

      Sola nodded once. “Horizon warns the Karoshans we’re coming. Send me first, and when I signal, send Raion. When the ship is secure, we’ll call for you.”

      “Oh, but isn’t that selfish?” Omega protested. “You’re keeping all the excitement for yourself!”

      “We’ll leave him locked in the vault,” Sola continued.

      I leaned forward. “Omega is bound to follow my orders, so I’ll come up with a set of commands to keep him in line. Then we’ll send him second, between you and Raion.”

      Raion shoved against the floor so hard he pushed himself immediately to a standing position. “No, we won’t!” he declared. “He will ruin negotiations! We must consider diplomacy!”

      Raion was perhaps an even worse choice of envoy than Omega. In fact, all my current crew members were more suited for fighting a war than for talking us out of one.

      “It will be fine,” I assured him.

      “I must agree with my Knight, Captain. My Pilot will worsen negotiations simply because it amuses him.”

      Omega adopted a shocked expression.

      “Queen Shyrax won’t fall for Omega’s routine,” I said confidently. “I’ll give him the right orders, we’ll feed him, and he’ll be fine.”

      Omega clapped once. “This is wonderful to hear! First, a delicious meal, then a chance to get us all killed. Fun, fun, fun.”

      “Yeah, never mind, we’ll just lock him in the vault. Horizon, make it so.”

      A blue light surrounded the protesting Omega, then he vanished.

      Sola stared at the spot where he had been. “You should have done that from the start.”

      “I could spend the time thinking of the right promises to make him swear that keep him both harmless and useful, but why take the time?” I stood up from the captain’s chair and stretched.

      Raion put hands on his hips and gave me a firm nod. “Good! Now, why don’t we kick him off the crew?”

      “The three-month provisional contract binds us as it binds him,” Horizon pointed out.

      “That’s why,” I said. “If we can figure out how to work with him in three months, I do think he can be an asset. If not, we’ll get rid of him.”

      Chaotic as Omega seemed, he did have rules. He was more rational than he appeared, and he stuck to some principles. Otherwise, he couldn’t have operated as he had for so long.

      He had done repeat business for all the galaxy’s largest corporations, and they didn’t hire weapons that would turn on them. He abided by his word, even when he wasn’t magically forced to do so.

      And I knew he did have lines he wouldn’t cross. While I wasn’t sure where those were, I’d seen him fight against a tyrannical government in a life that had never happened.

      “Three months,” Sola said. She sighed through her suit speakers, then returned to business. “What do we need to know about Queen Shyrax?”

      I reached out to the ship console to pull up an image of Shyrax, only to find out that Horizon had already done it for me. A hologram projected out into the center of the room: a nine-foot-tall Karoshan woman, with leathery yellow skin and bronze eyes.

      Thick cables ran from her scalp instead of hairs, and those glowed like neon strands, giving off bright golden light. She wore a silver circlet across her forehead, set with a diamond, and her clothes were both militaristic and regal. As though she sat on a throne but was ready to take to the battlefield at any second.

      “Queen Shyrax the Third of the planet Karosha,” Horizon recited. “At only forty-one standard years old, she has ruled for nine years since the abdication of her mother, Shyrax the Second. Last year, she was convicted of treason by the Dragon Court for reasons undisclosed, with the throne temporarily claimed by her cousin, King Regent Felrex.”

      “Treason?” Raion exclaimed. He seemed unreasonably excited. “Did she escape execution?”

      “Officially, the Throne imprisoned her as an act of mercy rather than executing her. Less officially, the King Regent has all but stated that she was exiled for her crimes. And least officially of all, it is widely speculated that she escaped punishment with many of her most loyal troops, as she has been spotted recruiting more forces all across Alliance space.”

      “What’s the size of her current fleet?” I asked.

      “Approximately fifteen hundred small and medium ships, a few dozen in a larger class, and an unknown complement of starfighters.”

      Sola grunted. “Big for a fleet of exiles, but not enough to take back Karosha.”

      “That’s why she seeks a miracle,” Horizon said proudly.

      “Now we know her current situation,” I said. “But if we’re going to convince her, you need to know who she is.”
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      The shutters of Queen Shyrax’s personal battlecruiser withdrew, baring the view of the stars as they emerged from Subspace.

      The computer reported their location, which lay inside Galactic Union space in name only. They were so far between systems that no one would catch them, even on long-range scans, before they left.

      “One hour rest for Drive stability,” Shyrax commanded. “Then we dive again.”

      They could dive before that, but the longer they waited, the better it would be for the condition of their Subspace Drives. Shyrax believed they could afford the delay.

      The Last Horizon would wait for her, she was certain of it.

      The ship itself would want her aboard, and the crew would not flee. They were supposed to be galactic heroes, figures of legend worthy of being called her peers. Those of such mettle would not run from her.

      After they tested her themselves, they would find that she was worthy of being Captain of the Zenith Starship. With The Last Horizon as her flagship, she would reconquer her home world.

      The communications officer, a skinny newcomer of dark blue, suddenly spoke. “We’re being hailed, Your Highness! The ship identifies itself as The Last Horizon.”

      Shyrax leaned back in her chair. “On the projector.”

      A hologram appeared before her. It showed a woman drawn from four shades of light. She was drawn from lines of blue, red, green, and orange, though her robes fluttered realistically as though made of physical cloth.

      The woman wore a gentle smile beneath horns like gnarled branches. Her eyes, however, were her least natural feature. Her irises were seven-pointed stars, and they shone as they regarded Shyrax.

      “Your Highness, I am the World Spirit of The Last Horizon.” There came a general muttering from the bridge as everyone saw the spirit of a myth.

      “We spoke earlier, though regrettably, you did not wait long enough for us to become acquainted.” The spirit’s smile widened, showing teeth. “If you do wish to join my crew, I would appreciate the chance to get to know you better.”

      “We will meet in person soon,” Shyrax responded. “My fleet and I are only one dive away.”

      The ship spirit gave an exaggerated frown. “Ah, but why make you go through all the trouble? I would be delighted to send one of my representatives directly to you.”

      Shyrax muted her microphone and ordered, “Scan for incoming ships.”

      “None, Highness.”

      She activated her microphone again. “My instructions remain. Maintain your current position and await my approach.”

      “Perhaps we’re having some interference. Ah, well. I’m sure you’ll understand when my representative arrives. Remember, she comes in peace.”

      The hologram snapped off, replaced by complex twists of blue light that resembled artistically folded paper.

      Shyrax didn’t move, but most everyone else on the bridge trained their weapons on the light. A pair of mages in purple hoods began chanting magic to contain a potential magic attack—though if this were a spell, it had bypassed the significant magical protections on Shyrax’s vessel itself.

      A moment later, the blue light resolved into a figure in gray power armor. A woman, judging by Horizon’s words. She lifted the emerald visor of their helmet and scanned the bridge, even as Karoshans shouted at her to get on her knees.

      The visitor ignored them, though even in the armor, she was about two feet shorter than everyone else on the bridge.

      A filtered voice emerged from the helmet speakers. “I am Sola Kalter, Sword of The Last Horizon. I’m here to ensure that the bridge is safe for my captain.”

      Shyrax was in no hurry to answer. She sent a mental command to her processor, searching for Sola’s name in their database, then checked the result on the screen of her wrist console.

      The Fallen Sword was an independent agent known for her crusade against the Iron Legion. Shyrax’s expectations rose.

      This woman must have been chosen by The Last Horizon, and only days later, the Grand Hive of the Legion lay in ruins.

      If a single soldier could accomplish so much with the Zenith Starship in such a short time, what could Shyrax do?

      Sola had done nothing to cover the silence. Shyrax regarded her openly, taking in the smooth Aethertech armor, and then tested her.

      “How do you plan to secure my bridge?” Shyrax asked.

      “By mutual agreement, if possible,” Sola responded. “I will accept your word that this won’t become a fight, and I would appreciate it if you kept your guns off the Captain when he arrives. If that isn’t possible, I’ll secure the landing myself.”

      The Fallen Sword stood at the center of a nest of guns, all pointed straight at her, carried by Karoshans that most likely outweighed her even in her armor.

      She did not seem stressed. Though it was hard to read her expression through the helmet.

      “Your captain has great faith in you,” Shyrax observed.

      Sola shrugged.

      “Very well. I offer your captain safe passage…Is this him now?”

      Motors in Sola’s armor groaned as she slowly turned around to survey the blue-light spell forming behind her. “He was supposed to wait for my signal.”

      From the light emerged a red figure. A Visiri man with red skin and white hair, wearing a matching red-and-white combat suit. He smiled broadly, his golden third eye shining, and planted fists on his hips.

      “Raion Raithe, Knight of The Last Horizon!” he announced.

      Holographic fireworks exploded behind him.

      Shyrax nodded gravely. Though he presented himself so ostentatiously, she recognized his costume. This was the Red Knight of the Titan Force.

      “No wonder you expected that you could secure my ship,” Shyrax said. Unhurried, she stood from her seat. “But I am surprised the ship spirit let you come. She should know better.”

      Shyrax walked toward the two crewmen of The Last Horizon, drawing the hilt of her force-blade from her belt. “You cannot win a contest of arms. Not while I am here.”

      “We’re not here to fight,” Sola said, moving her visor between Shyrax and Raion.

      “Not unless you want to!” Raion put in.

      “Captain Vallenar insists that you will want a chance to compete for the seat of Captain,” Sola continued. “We’re here to balance the scales.”

      “Unnecessary,” Shyrax said. “All I require is a fair contest. Send for your captain.” She turned to her soldiers. “Prepare a training room.”

      For a third time, sapphire light shone on the bridge. Only seconds later, a figure dressed in blue emerged from the glow.

      Varic Vallenar was as she’d seen him on the Subline reports: a dark-skinned human man, estimated thirty years old, with hair and eyes of modified silver. He wore a blue hooded mantle, though the symbols around the edges did not look as formidable as the ones she’d seen in the report.

      Shyrax gestured subtly with the ring on her left hand, tapping into the ghost of the human Archmage who dwelled there.

      “The robe is a temporary replacement,” Melerius, her magical advisor, whispered into her ear. “Beautiful spellwork, but laid in haste without a proper foundation. His protections are weak. They must have been damaged in battle against the Iron King.”

      Varic lowered his hood and bowed his head. “Your Highness Shyrax, it’s an honor to meet you at last. I am Varic Vallenar, Captain of The Last Horizon, and I was greatly disturbed to hear of the usurpation of your throne. Should you join our crew, I suspect that, together, we could return you to your rightful place very soon.”

      The human’s knowledge of her situation meant little to her. It meant only that he had Subline access.

      Shyrax clipped her force-blade back onto her belt and rested a hand near her wand. “Captain Vallenar, I challenge you for command of the Zenith Starship.”

      “I can neither compete with you in strategic command nor in direct combat,” Varic said smoothly. He had prepared for this conversation. “Even so, The Last Horizon chose me as her Captain. If you would grant me a few moments, I could explain to you the unique structure of the Zenith Starship’s command and where we think you could best display your skills.”

      “Is the ship listening right now?” Shyrax asked.

      The human nodded.

      “Today, the Queen of Karosha will demonstrate her worth. Name your trial, and I will pass it.”

      A moment later, the holographic body of the ship’s World Spirit materialized on Shyrax’s deck again. It was fainter than before, not as detailed, but then again Shyrax hadn’t turned the projector back on.

      “My Captain is but a human and a wizard. If you could overcome him magically, I would be more than convinced of your worth.”

      “As I hoped.” Shyrax turned her backs on the newcomers and strode from the bridge. “Follow.”

      Her soldiers would make sure they did follow her, but she had no doubts. If these were indeed members of The Last Horizon’s crew, they would have the spirit of heroes. They would relish a challenge.

      And she would provide one.
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      Shyrax’s personal training room was a hundred yards long, with a cavernous ceiling and a thickly cushioned floor, made to give under the impact of falling Karoshan bodies. Machines lined the walls, but Shyrax had no interest in them at the moment.

      She spoke a single command word and golden Aetheric circles lit up all over the walls. “The training room is now prepared to contain a magical contest.” She drew her wand and turned to face Varic. “You are an Archmage of binding. Inspect the spells if you wish.”

      Varic’s silver eyes roamed over the symbols with what she would call mild curiosity. “My compliments to the designer of your warding spells.”

      Melerius whispered to Shyrax from the ring in which he was sealed. “Even with his defenses weakened, he will be a defensive specialist. It will send the strongest message to the Starship if you overwhelm his shields.”

      Varic hadn’t drawn his wand, so Shyrax kept hers pointed down.

      “Just an exhibition, isn’t it?” he asked.

      “If The Last Horizon sees our abilities and judges one of us superior, I will be satisfied.”

      “As will I.” Varic glanced over to the sidelines, where wary Karoshan soldiers kept weapons ready to train on the intruders.

      Shyrax still wore her armor. If armed strangers hadn’t been watching her, she might have removed it for the duel, but she wasn’t foolish enough to expose herself to assassination. She kept a sharp eye on Varic’s exchange, looking for any signs that he intended to cheat.

      “Don’t interfere,” Varic warned his crew members.

      Sola didn’t respond, but Raion clapped a fist to his chest. “Never!”

      “I’m not kidding. Stay there.”

      “I wouldn’t interfere in a sacred duel!”

      Varic didn’t look reassured, but he turned back to Shyrax and extended a hand. “You first, Your Highness.”

      That pride would be his undoing.

      Shyrax spoke a word that conjured the majesty of the solar dragons. Gold light shone from the end of her wand, a roar echoed through the training room, and illusory wings flared out from behind her.

      Varic’s makeshift mantle fluttered in the wind, but he showed no signs of chanting. He watched her calmly, so she continued speaking her incantation.

      With every syllable, her spell grew stronger. The power of dragons built to a crescendo until it seemed a dragon made of plasma was crouched before her wand.

      Sparks flew from around her, and magical symbols lit up around the floor, dispersing the heat and preventing her from melting her floor.

      “I don’t know how good he really is,” Melerius muttered, “but he certainly thinks he’s good.”

      Varic still hadn’t reached for his wand.

      Shyrax unleashed her spell.

      A dragon conjured from the Aether shot from her wand like a slice of star-fire, sending off waves of hot air.

      Varic slapped it apart.

      With one gesture and a single word, he splattered the dragon to golden light.

      Shyrax controlled her astonishment, revealing nothing on the outside. Inwardly, she examined the trick.

      He must have known my magic ahead of time, she mused.

      Melerius stuttered as he replied. “Th-that’s it. I’m certain. Clever of him, to prepare binding magic for your spell in advance.”

      Clever and skilled, to both craft a countermeasure and execute it with split-second timing. Shyrax folded her arms.

      “You’ve done well. Now, it’s your turn.”

      Varic nodded. “As you suspected, I was aware of your spell. To even the odds, I’ll give you a chance to observe my spell closely as I cast.”

      There was the heroic spirit The Last Horizon must have seen in him. If he was skilled enough to match her in magic, she would keep him on as a mage.

      Varic raised his hand, not his wand, and traced a simple symbol.

      The Aether trembled.

      All over the room, the protective magic circles stuttered like faulty clockwork. Those in the room who didn’t practice magic seemed not to notice, but Melerius drew in a long breath.

      Shyrax’s eyes widened further than they had when he’d dispersed her spell. He had layered so much meaning into one simple gesture that it rivaled a full spell. Was this the power of Varic’s basic Aetheric control?

      Varic spoke one word, beginning an incantation.

      Aetheric symbols appeared and disappeared in the corner of the rooms like sparks. Shyrax had never heard the incantation he was invoking, but she knew its meaning nonetheless: it meant ‘to be locked away.’ Perhaps ‘to be sealed eternally.’

      Silver eyes now appeared to her like twin blades, ready to split her in half.

      Shyrax raised her wand again on sheer instinct, pulling up defensive spells, but abruptly the flow of the Aether returned to normal. Varic lowered his hand and stopped chanting, the magic circles on the walls returned to their healthy spin, and an indefinable pressure lifted.

      “Summon me,” Melerius said urgently. “I need to see him with my own eyes. I can’t imagine what he is, unless…Perhaps one of the Progenitor Aethril has taken a human form? Or he could be possessed by a World Spirit…”

      Varic looked to Shyrax’s side. “By all means, look for yourself.”

      Shyrax straightened. Of all the things Varic had done, this caught her attention the most. No one had noticed Melerius before he had chosen to manifest.

      No one except one of the so-called Perfected.

      Mist swirled out of Shyrax’s ring, forming into an elderly, bearded human. The ancient Archmage, Melerius, bowed to Varic. “My apologies, young one. I am Archmage Melerius, advisor to Queen Shyrax. I do not intend to spy, but I am most intrigued. If you don’t mind?”

      Varic spread his hands. “I’m an open book.”

      Melerius spoke a word and magic symbols flashed around his eyes. He was the Archmage of a magic that allowed him to interact with the Aetheric structure of sentient beings; what many would call the soul.

      This magic had allowed him to bind a copy of his consciousness to an artifact, to preserve his wisdom beyond the grave. It also allowed him to see into the nature of people. He would be able to see the origin of Varic Vallenar’s magic.

      The ghost gave a startled shriek.

      Magic circles around his eyes flickered and vanished, but he still shuddered as he looked at Varic. “You…I…How many of you are there?”

      “Seven,” Varic said.

      “Explain,” Shyrax commanded.

      “You cannot defeat this man in a contest of magic. No mortal can. He has seen into the Aether, and it has chosen him.” For the first time since Shyrax had known him, Melerius sounded in awe. “I would beg the opportunity to learn from this man, Your Highness.”

      “If we have time,” Varic responded.

      Shyrax slammed her wand back into her belt. “So. I am not your equal in magic.” She dipped her head and bowed to him. “Thank you for the instruction. I concede the match for The Last Horizon and apologize for the disrespect.”

      Shyrax looked eagerly to the other two members of The Last Horizon. “Did you defeat them as well?”

      The Visiri raised a red hand. “He defeated me! I almost caught him with a draw.”

      “I don’t see why we would choose crew positions on single combat,” Sola said.

      “Merely a means of demonstrating our mastery,” Shyrax said. “Naturally, the Zenith Starship wishes to know if we have the stuff of heroes. As do I. Raion Raithe, would you do me the honor?”

      Raion folded his arms with a triumphant look on his face. “No! I swore I would not interfere!”

      “You can take this one, Raion,” Varic said.

      “But your duel isn’t finished!”

      Shyrax wondered if Raion did not feel the duel had been appropriately decisive. “I am satisfied with my defeat. Captain Varic has proven his mastery.”

      Raion’s three eyes were blank. “You…you didn’t do anything, though.”

      Varic held up a hand. “It’s courtesy among wizards, Raion. When our magic connected, she could feel my sincere heart.”

      “Oh, of course! I’m sorry. In that case, I would be delighted to be the next to introduce myself!”

      Shyrax looked to Varic in confusion, but he gave her a gesture that said not to worry about it.

      Raion walked up next, pulling a force-blade from his belt. “You know a Combat Art, don’t you?”

      “I am the ninth-generation master of the Imperial Execution Style.”

      An aura of red light spread over Raion as he released his internal energy, lifting his white hair. “I am proud to represent the Dance of a Burning World!”

      Varic muttered incantations, flinging protective seals around the room. One of her Karoshan mages stared in awe while the other began snapping pictures.

      The defensive magic raised Shyrax’s expectations for Raion’s skill. She ignited her gold force-blade, extending it to point toward Raion’s crimson one.

      “Show me what it takes to be the Knight of The Last Horizon,” Shyrax said.

      Then she moved into the first step of the Imperial Execution Style. She slashed out horizontally, the Aether extending the slash in a wave of golden light.

      She trusted the defensive magic to protect the bystanders. And her training room. Not only had Melerius vouched for Varic’s skills, but her own analysis of the magic circles suggested they would be sturdy enough.

      Her Combat Art was difficult to use aboard a starship, in normal circumstances. Its movements invoked the Aether to extend and empower her strikes, piercing through defenses. It was made to execute worms that burrowed through moons and bisect war-mechs.

      It was easier to tear a starship in half than to keep the hull intact.

      As expected, Raion destroyed her attack, but what stunned Shyrax was the effect his movements had on her own Combat Art.

      Where her golden slash made contact with his scarlet one, Shyrax’s attack burned away. It was as though his each movement carried a hungry red flame that devoured all that opposed him.

      Raion raised his left hand, hurling a ball of crimson energy, but Shyrax had fought Visiri duelists before. She split the ball with her next attack, which also extended to take Raion’s life.

      He pierced through it, and in the Aether, his thrust felt like a spear made of flame.

      The enchantments on Shyrax’s breastplate lit up, protecting her from the aftermath of his attack as she turned it aside, but Raion was attacking again. And again. He stayed on the offensive, fluid as a river. His speed was so great that he was a blur; if she were human, she wouldn’t be able to keep up.

      With magically extended slashes, Shyrax defended herself. She pushed herself further and further to meet his blows, faster and faster, using the skills that had cut through small armies. This Combat Art had saved her life against the ambush of the rebels. And now here she was, on the defensive, desperate just to stay in the fight.

      Incredible.

      She couldn’t blink for fear of missing a movement, and each of her swings was executed with more concentration than before. The air was filled with a strobing red-and-gold light as they fought, the ship shook, and several of the protective seals had begun to crack.

      This was what she sought. She needed allies like these to defeat the Perfected.

      In her excitement, Shyrax couldn’t shake off a question. Had she pushed Raion to his limit? Could he go further?

      Though she normally disdained such tactics, this time Shyrax reached for her wand. While warding him off with the blade in her right hand, she leveled the wand in her left and spoke a quick word.

      A misty dragon claw formed from the Aether and struck at Raion from behind.

      A helmet formed on his head and the claw crashed against it. Shyrax’s spell was dispersed.

      Red fire formed beneath her feet, and she deactivated her force-blade to accept the attack. She had lost, so she would take her punishment and let the fire connect.

      “I am truly defeated,” she said, waiting for the rush of heat.

      None came. A white magic circle spun beneath her and sealed off Raion’s Combat Art before the move completed.

      “No need for that,” Varic said.

      Raion leaped over in front of Shyrax, seizing her arms and looking up into her eyes with desperate energy. “Defeat is no reason to embrace death! You have so much to live for!”

      “My enchantments would have protected me from true injury,” Shyrax said seriously. “But I have earned the pain with my pride.”

      Raion gave her an encouraging pat. “No!” Then he backed up, paying no attention to the Karoshan guns and wands that had been trained on him since he had laid a hand on her.

      Shyrax turned to Sola next. “If you are as skilled as they are, I am afraid I may have nothing left to offer The Last Horizon.”

      “I won’t fight you unless you make me,” Sola said.

      Varic cut in, sliding smoothly between Shyrax and Sola. “We came here because you are exactly who we need, Your Highness. With your permission, I’d like to invite you aboard The Last Horizon, where we can give you an official offer.”

      Shyrax looked to her soldiers, several of whom immediately protested. “I am going, but I will not abandon you. I will return to you soon.” She ignored their continuing arguments and extended a hand to Varic.

      “Show me, Captain.”
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      So far, recruiting Shyrax had gone as I’d hoped.

      We appeared once again on The Last Horizon, though not on the bridge. We stood in the heart of the ship, standing at the center of six stone tablets carved with the images of the various crew positions. Four of those tablets were shining.

      Horizon herself stood to welcome us, positioned strategically beneath the dark image of the Commander. She smiled gently as the tall Karoshan Queen appeared. “Be welcome aboard, Queen Shyrax. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      Shyrax did not look out of place here, nor at all uncomfortable from the transportation. I had never seen her out of sorts at all, and I’d once seen a bomb explode in her arms.

      She strode forward, nodding in acknowledgement to the ship’s World Spirit as though they’d met many times before. “Your standards live up to the legends. For one of your crew to overcome me with the sword and another with the wand, you have truly chosen champions.”

      “And I have chosen you as well, Your Highness,” Horizon said. “You may call me Horizon, and I look forward to our cooperation.”

      “As do I, but I have not yet accepted a position in your crew.” Shyrax stroked her chin. “I would first like to ask how you selected Varic as a leader. I have no doubts about his skill as a wizard, but that does not translate to commanding a starship.”

      “As I’m sure Horizon told you after the crew selection, the position of Captain has different significance aboard The Last Horizon,” I said. “In many ways, the ship’s course is determined by all six crew members. We would like to place you in command of our fleet.”

      Shyrax’s eyebrows lifted. “You have a fleet?”

      “We will,” Horizon said.

      Thanks to Horizon’s rulebook, I could be a bit more helpful than that. “Accepting you will awaken Horizon’s external fabricators, though we’d like an Engineer as well. Soon, we’ll be able to construct our own fleet.”

      “And enhance it,” Horizon added. “Your power will add directly to my ship-support systems.”

      “How so?”

      “That depends on you.”

      Shyrax examined the tablet hanging on the wall behind Horizon. It showed a figure pointing off to the side, with drones and ships in the background flying as commanded.

      Horizon slid up next to Shyrax; her horns were even with the top of the Karoshan’s head. “The price of a ship contract is simple: you must provide me with a quest worthy of heroes and agree to fulfill the quests of the other five. Six tasks for six heroes. To return you to your rightful throne would surely be a goal worthy of the Chariot of Star-Queens.”

      Shyrax did not react to the obvious bait. “I am intrigued. But nonetheless, it would be better for all of us if I took command.”

      “That,” Horizon said, “is why we have reserved for you the role of the Commander.”

      Shyrax’s eyebrows lifted. “So you are putting me in charge. Wonderful. In that case, I will accept your service, given that you will follow me against the Perfected and that none of the other crew requests constitute treason against my planet.”

      Horizon reached out to shake her hand before I butted in. “Actually, Your Highness, the Commander in this case does not outrank the Captain. Just so there’s no confusion.”

      The ship spirit clicked her tongue in disappointment.

      Shyrax turned to me, and gold light shifted as her shining hair-cables did. “Then why should I follow you, Varic Vallenar?”

      The weight of her attention was heavy. Shyrax gave one hundred percent of herself to everything she attempted, and that included conversation. In my previous life, I remembered that attention gripping me, causing me to sweat.

      I gave her an apologetic smile. “Because I have seen the future.”

      Shyrax remained silent.

      “As Melerius already recognized, I’ve mastered seven magics. That came from living seven lives. In one of those, I served you as the magical advisor to your royal guard.”

      She still did not respond, waiting for me to continue. That was encouraging; if she didn’t believe me or thought I was wasting her time, she would have interrupted me.

      “I was slain by Alazar the Perfected Mage,” I went on. “I have seen more of the Perfected than anyone in this galaxy, including you. And I have seen beyond them. Only days ago, we destroyed an Iron King.”

      Shyrax did not react. She probably already knew that, but her impassive reaction was starting to remind me why she’d intimidated me in my previous life.

      Even so, it would take more than that to shake me in this one. “In my other lives, I have seen worse. I failed to stop it then, but with your help and my guidance, I can do so now. I do hope, of course, that none of the other disasters I have seen come to pass. No matter what, I still intend to return your throne to you.”

      Having laid out my case, I waited for Shyrax’s verdict.

      It was slow in coming. Melerius tried to speak to her several times, encouraging her to do whatever it took to stay aboard The Last Horizon, but she gestured him to silence each time.

      Finally, she spoke, staring down at me with laser-intense yellow eyes. “You were an ordinary wizard in your…alternate life. But you say I offered you a position among my royal guard.”

      “The doors to your rooms are bronze-plated and carved with dragons, but in reality they are a proprietary alloy designed to disperse the Aether in a unique manner,” I said. “They open on miniature hover-plates that make them easy to open and close, but in the moment of palace lockdown, the plates deactivate and the doors can’t be opened. Air- and water-cycling spells mean you could withstand a siege for years. If I remember correctly, you should currently have nine children, only six of whom are public. When you were young, you wanted to run away to become a wandering Combat Artist. Your first consort—”

      “Enough,” Shyrax said. “You have my trust. What are the current quests?”

      She was really asking if any of us were working against her interests. She hadn’t said so, but Sola’s presence on the crew would raise a small alarm.

      The Lichborn had been at war with Karosha for generations, to one degree or another.

      “Sola only seeks the destruction of the Iron Legion,” I said, “but killing the Iron King was my own request. Apparently.” I cast an accusatory glance at Horizon, who blithely ignored it. “Sola’s request is still to be determined. Raion intends to defend the galaxy from the return of the D’Niss, while our Pilot, Omega, wants us to defeat Solstice.”

      I expected Shyrax to ask for more details, but instead she brightened. “Worthy enemies. Our legend will extend far beyond the Karoshan Alliance. Very well, then. Given that I will not work against my people under any circumstances, I will lend you my strength as the Commander of The Last Horizon.”

      Horizon leaped forward and seized Shyrax’s hand, though the Queen hadn’t offered it. “Ah, Your Highness, our legend will extend to the ends of the galaxy and beyond!”

      Starting from where their hands met, yellow light spread and passed through Horizon. When she shone like a golden sunrise, the image of the Commander behind her did as well. Even the lights overhead flashed.

      Finally, the color bled back out, leaving her now drawn in five shades: blue, red, green, orange, and yellow. While Horizon still looked like a hologram formed from five separate lines, the blending colors were starting to make her look a little more real. Or perhaps she was taking on more substance as she accepted contracts.

      It was both, I expected.

      Shyrax turned to the last mural, the one depicting a figure surrounded by mechanical arms. “Now, tell me how you plan to find the last of our crew.”
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      Mell lounged with her feet up on the console of the stolen freighter. She didn’t know how to fly the thing, which was why she left it to a pilot-bot.

      The android was the product of only an afternoon of effort, so he was little more than a metal structure and a basic AI. Still, he knew how to pilot, as long as she gave him instructions every once in a while.

      The Subline communicator crackled to life. “Fuel Freighter D-86, we don’t have you on the schedule.”

      “Ignore it,” Mell instructed. She unwrapped a sugar-stick and put it in her mouth. She couldn’t taste it, but its presence would add to her disguise, in case someone saw her. She’d have to remember to eat one for real when this was over.

      Their freighter approached a smaller ship, a combat frigate designed to resemble the three-pronged head of a trident. It was white with accents of blue, emblazoned on the side with the stylized “A” of the Advocates.

      As they got closer, the Advocate pilot hailed them again. This time, he sounded frustrated. “Turn around, D-86. You’re in the wrong system.”

      Mell grinned around the candy. “Not even on guard. Here we go. Nova-Bots, prepare for docking.”

      That last command was transmitted through her processor all throughout the freighter. Which, instead of fuel, was filled with robots.

      A docking arm extended from their freighter, grabbing the Advocate frigate. Its shields were down, the pilot caught off-guard.

      This wasn’t a real docking procedure, of course. They would hardly open their doors or extend a dock, so there was still a few yards of vacuum between the two ships.

      Mell’s Nova-Bots didn’t care.

      Her freighter’s cargo bay opened and spilled androids into space. They had been made from whatever pieces she could salvage from scrap, so they were a motley patchwork of many different metals and body shapes.

      Still, they were all armored and humanoid, with one burning crimson eye. They looked more similar to one another than her Nova-Bots usually did, all roughly her own size.

      One hundred and twenty-six Nova-Bots seized onto the Advocate’s closed docking bay doors and began cutting their way in. Crimson lasers sliced through the starship armor.

      It was too late for them to activate their shield by this point, and the pilot didn’t hail them again. Instead, he sent out a distress signal.

      Which Mell promptly intercepted.

      “Mayday, headquarters, mayday! This is Moonmaster’s private shuttle, and we are under attack! Repeat, we are under attack!”

      Mell activated her communicator. She took the sugar-stick out of her mouth to speak. “You’re a little big for a shuttle, aren’t you?”

      There was a pause before the response came. “Enemy craft, this is an Advocate vessel. If you continue your attack, we will act in self-defense.”

      “It’s not an attack, it’s a robbery,” Mell said. “If Moonmaster stays put, nobody gets hurt.” Her Nova-Bots breached the hull and atmosphere sprayed out.

      The pilot on the other hand gave a short, derisive laugh. “Have it your way. Moonmaster, you’re clear. Cameras are on.”

      The first wave of her Nova-Bots entered the enemy ship.

      A moment later, they were blasted out on a tide of pale energy.

      A new figure flew out of the ship, in an armored white-and-silver outfit with a full-face helmet designed to evoke early spacefaring suits. Early spacefarers didn’t wear capes, though, and Moonmaster had a white one that fluttered out behind him.

      He called full orbs of pale light into both palms, then rose up above his ship, clearly posing for the cameras. His confident, resonant voice came through her speakers.

      “Attacker, I will give you one chance to surrender. If you don’t…then don’t blame me for what happens.”

      Mell had her file on Moonmaster memorized, but she pulled it up to her monitor anyway. Human-Lichborn hybrid, thirty-six standard years old, and one of the newest Advocates. Like most of their organization, his powers came from embedded Aethertech, and his performance scores were pretty good. The Galactic Union had him registered as a squadron-class threat.

      Mell grinned, though he couldn’t see it. “Release the rest,” she ordered her androids.

      Four hundred more Nova-Bots launched themselves into space.

      A few had unique touches, equipped with specific functions, but most were the generic bots she used for muscle.

      She would never have been able to assemble so many on her own, not on her limited schedule and with a shoestring budget.

      Not without the fabricator technology provided by The Last Horizon.

      She was no Fabricator Technician, but with Zenith-era schematics, she had made do. Her Nova-Bots had built other Nova-Bots until she had minions to spare.

      They swarmed over Moonmaster, propelling themselves through space on thrusters. Those thrusters had limited fuel capacity and dubious reliability—indeed, Mell saw two or three Nova-Bots overshoot their target and go tumbling into space—but the rest crawled over the Advocate like ants.

      White blasts incinerated a few here or there, but eventually her robots bore him down.

      And began dragging Moonmaster back to Mell’s freighter.

      She hopped up from the command chair, patted the pilot-bot on the shoulder in congratulations, then strode down a rusty walkway to her makeshift laboratory.

      Fuel Freighter D-86 hadn’t been originally equipped with any kind of lab, of course, but she’d cleared out a crew room and filled it with her tools. A hulking Nova-Bot, her medical assistant, loomed over the door. He took up a quarter of the room with his bulky black armored plates, his one eye a shining red light. He bowed as she entered.

      “Prep to receive a patient,” she said, walking over and popping open what had once been a plastic medical supply box. Now, there were four hand-sized green Nova-Bots inside, curled up and dormant.

      They woke when she snapped her fingers, red lights blinking on. When they saw her, they stood and saluted.

      “We have another Advocate coming in. He has Aetheric conduits in his left and right wrists, but the source implant might be somewhere else. We’ll need a full-body scan to be sure. He’s half-Lichborn, so you can be a little rough, but we still want him in one piece.”

      One of the tiny Nova-Bots raised a hand in the air and whistled for her attention. “Why?” it asked curiously.

      The three other small heads and the huge black-helmeted one all turned to her as well, waiting for her answer.

      She glared at all of them. “We’re robbing them, okay? Robbing them. We’re not murderers.”

      “Not murderers,” the giant android repeated, in a deep synthetic voice that most definitely sounded like he was a murderer. “This is acknowledged.”

      She kicked him in the shin. “Why did you think we were going to kill him?”

      “If we kill him, he will not call Starhammer,” the hulking android pointed out.

      Mell hesitated. “Yeah, that’s…Yeah, I know. Good point. Sorry I kicked you. We’re still not killing him, though.” The freighter shook slightly as a door closed, and she heard a cursing voice get closer. She brightened. “And there he is now! Places, everybody!”

      A struggling Moonmaster was hauled in by a group of Nova-Bots. Through analysis of public footage, Mell had determined that Moonmaster activated his Aethertech implants with a particular motion of his hands, so her bots had cuffed him with an intricate cage that looked like they had locked him in a safe up to his wrists.

      She tossed her sugar-stick aside and struck a pose of her own. She pushed her glasses up her nose, gave him a crazed grin, and shoved her hands in her lab coat.

      His helmeted face locked on her as he entered. “Doctor Nova! I should have known.”

      She cackled as the giant Nova-Bot strapped the Advocate down to a table. He struggled, but the metal arms were implacable.

      “I’ve been gone too long,” Mell said. “You’ve felt too saf—Hey, stop! Wait until I’m done talking!”

      The tiny surgical bots had run up to Moonmaster while he was still being strapped to the table, warming up their lasers.

      They looked up at her in confusion. Moonmaster flinched away from them and looked up to her, his nerves showing even when she couldn’t make out an inch of his face.

      “Stop! You don’t have to do this! I don’t know anything!”

      She held out a hand. “Calm down, I’m not torturing you. I thought you knew who I was! I told your pilot, this is a robbery.” Mell turned back to her surgical bots. “Cut off the helmet. Carefully.”

      The four small surgical bots didn’t look careful as they casually sliced Moonmaster’s helmet into pieces with their lasers and peeled the pieces away, tossing them onto the floor. The air filled with the smell of burned plastic and glass, or so Mell’s processor assured her.

      Moonmaster’s frightened face was exposed, his green eyes wide. Normal human green, with only a spark of the light she would have expected from a full-blooded Lichborn. His skin was brown with a grayish tinge to it, and his hair had begun to gray early.

      Otherwise, his Lichborn heritage had done him proud. They were all handsome, which had surely helped him land this job. The Advocates loved people who looked good on the Subline.

      “Don’t take my powers,” Moonmaster begged. “Please. I won’t tell anybody if you leave me here. I have kids to feed!”

      Mell projected his file into the air. “No, you don’t. And you’ve been very selective about the jobs you’ve taken, haven’t you?”

      Videos played along with the file, of Moonmaster meeting with figures over encrypted videos and accepting bank transfers.

      “Getting paid to turn a blind eye,” Mell said. “Tsk, tsk. Well, I’ll do you a favor. I won’t tell Starhammer about this, and in exchange, I’ll take your…Moon Blasts? I don’t see a name for them on here, but I’m guessing you call them Moon Blasts.”

      The surgical bots were crawling up and down his body, scanning him. Sure enough, there were a pair of Aethertech projectors in his wrist and a core implant around his collarbone.

      She spoke over Moonmaster’s protests as her surgical bots got into position. “All right, get to work.”

      Moonmaster screamed as they started cutting into his skin…and then the scream petered off. He glanced down.

      “Yeah, I gave you a local anesthetic first,” Mell said. “I told you I wasn’t torturing you. This is an outpatient procedure.”

      Moonmaster spoke in a low voice. “Look, they aren’t going to let this go. Please, don’t take my powers. I swear, I don’t have anything against you.”

      “I have something against you,” Mell said. She reached out to his forehead with two fingers and shoved him back against the table. “Don’t move so much. These guys aren’t my best work.”

      Only two minutes later, the four surgical bots had completed their task. They washed the residual blood from three devices: a pair of diamond-shaped projectors trailing wires and a miniaturized power core that resembled a suit button.

      She analyzed that one, letting her processor tell her how it worked. It failed, which told her this was at least mid-grade Aethertech. Not that she’d needed any assistance to know that.

      The small wounds in his wrists and chest were bandaged, and Mell tipped an invisible hat in his direction. “Thank you for your contribution, Moonmaster. When you see a robot with your Moon Blasts on the Subline, you can think of me. Until then, spread the word that Doctor Nova has returned!”

      An explosion punctuated her words.

      And sent her reeling against the wall. That had not been one of the planned explosions.

      She lifted her wrist and spoke into her console. “Are they firing on us?”

      Static.

      Seconds later, the pilot-bot came jogging down the hallway, waving his arms in panic. “Doctor! Doctor! We couldn’t contact you! Three more Advocate ships came out of nowhere!”

      Mell turned her scowl on Moonmaster, who gave her a smug look.

      “You brought an Aethertech communicator?” she asked flatly.

      He gave as much of a shrug as he could, from a prone position still strapped to a medical table. “Our Technicians keep us well-equipped.”

      Mell kicked the wall in frustration, leaving a small dent. She looked down at the implants she held.

      How could she get these back home? Everything else here was replaceable, including her.

      “Can’t do it,” she said at last. Then she crushed the Aethertech in her hand. Sparks flew out, and her processor told her she smelled burning synth-flesh.

      Moonmaster cried out in protest.

      A human-sounding voice echoed through the halls. “Doctor Nova, we have seized your ship. By the authority of the Advocates, we arrest you for the crimes of abduction, robbery, sabotage, and piracy.”

      Mell grasped her head and shouted. “Oh no! They have me dead to rights! There’s only one thing left to do!”

      Mell triggered her body’s self-destruct.

      Miniature charges in her joints, head, and chest detonated. It wasn’t much of an explosion; only enough to scramble any proprietary technology and prevent analysis of her techniques.

      When her vision faded and Mell saw nothing but a bright crimson ‘SIGNAL LOST’ message, she pulled off the control helmet back in her lab.

      Sweat-dampened hair stuck to her forehead, and she pulled it away from her eyes. Her laboratory—a rented warehouse she’d filled with benches, monitors, and Nova-Bots in various stages of construction—smelled like rust, rainwater, and a little like burned rubber.

      Here she was, back home. With nothing to show for all her effort.

      Frustration bubbled up and spilled over. Furious, she kicked the edge of her desk.

      Then she yelped and hobbled back. Now that she wasn’t controlling the body of a decoy-bot, she couldn’t kick dents in metal anymore.

      She had spent months on this operation. The fabricator schematics from The Last Horizon were the last piece she’d needed, and she had planned to pull this off even without them. Though they’d moved her plans up by a few months.

      The Advocates had far too much control over the Free Worlds. Stealing their powers and transplanting them into Nova-Bots was only the first step in pushing them out, the final step of which was a showdown with Starhammer himself.

      That plan was displayed proudly on a monitor to her left, but Mell threw a nearby marker at it. She had one of the broadest and most powerful gifts of any Aether Technician, and she’d still stumbled at the first hurdle.

      Who would have thought Moonmaster would have a way to contact the other Advocates even through her jammer? Why would he need that? Why would the High Council trust him with that kind of Aethertech?

      Mell stared off at nothing for too long before she grabbed her glasses. It seemed that she was reduced to falling back to her Plan B: waiting for The Last Horizon to call her back.

      She didn’t like Plan B. There was nothing she could do to make it happen faster. It seemed that she was in for another few boring weeks. If she didn’t hear back at that point, she’d move on to something else.

      Her glasses displayed the status of her lab and the surrounding Nova-Bots. All reported normal. Mell almost took the glasses off, but on a whim, she decided to check the situation through the eyes of one of her sentry-bots.

      Nothing happened. The feed didn’t come up.

      Mell took off the glasses, stared at them, then put them back on. Still not working.

      Could be a glitch, but the timing was setting off an alarm in her imagination. Instead of relying on her Nova-Bot feeds, she wheeled her chair over to the window and peeked out.

      A soldier in the blue and white of the Advocates stared inside, their mirrored faceplate keeping them anonymous.

      Startled, Mell kicked away from the wall, just as a voice echoed through her lab. It recited virtually the same message as before: “Doctor Nova, we have seized your laboratory. By the authority of the Advocates, we arrest you for the crimes of abduction, robbery, sabotage, and piracy.”

      This time, Mell wasn’t controlling a robot body. She reached out to the Nova-Bots, the ones who remained under her control, and told them to stand down.

      She only had one option left.

      Mell got onto her knees and stuck her hands in the air. “I surrender!” she shouted.

      She could say a lot of negative things about the Advocates, but there was at least one thing about them she liked.

      They didn’t execute prisoners.
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      “Doctor Mell is in an Advocate prison,” Horizon reported.

      I put my head in my hands. “She wasn’t in prison during the crew selection, right?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “So, in the last…what, week? At some point this past week, she was arrested by the Advocates. What did she do?”

      “She kidnapped an Advocate in an attempt to steal the Aethertech that gave him special abilities,” Horizon reported in a pleasant tone. “Not only was she caught, but the Advocates traced her signal back and captured her. She was located in Galactic Union space at the time, so the Union must have cooperated.”

      Raion leaned over my shoulder, examining the monitor. “Is she a thief?”

      “She only steals from the Advocates,” I said. I reconsidered that and added, “At least, she used to. I only knew her in one life.”

      Raion frowned more deeply. “The Advocates are heroes! They are dedicated to the protection of the galaxy, just like the Titan Force. I don’t want to recruit someone who would steal from them…unless she has a good reason, of course.”

      “She does,” I said. “Horizon, where is Mell now?”

      A blue-and-white ball appeared on my monitor: a frozen planet by the name of Carturus. Advocate ships came and went from orbital stations.

      “Carturus is an ocean planet beneath a layer of thick ice. Its World Spirit jealously guards all treasures, so the Advocates have a deal with her. They bring her treasures every now and then, and in return she keeps their prisoners safe. They have a few Aethertech labs on the surface too, as well as what I believe to be a fish hatchery.”

      I rubbed my eyes, hoping the Aether would strike me with a vision. Unfortunately, the situation was too straightforward to think my way out.

      Mell was in prison. We could hire another Engineer, but that would mean leaving her in the custody of the Advocates.

      And in a cell.

      Mell had been raised in a tiny room with no freedom. I wouldn’t leave her in there, whether we recruited her or not.

      “What will it take to get us there without an Engineer?”

      “Synapse nodes and thought-conduction alloy,” Horizon said immediately. “To restore me to my full glory, at least. If we’re willing to limp there, we could potentially get my Drive somewhat functional in two or three days. My new Commander can repair Aethertech, Omega can push it beyond its limits, and I trust you to handle the magic.”

      “With those patchwork fixes, it looks like it will take us…” I looked at the readouts and sighed. “Well, we can get there, but I don’t see how we’ll outrun the Advocate ships that will be following us on the way out.”

      Horizon materialized just to give me a questioning look. “Outrun? Why would we need to do that?” Her seven-pointed eyes sparkled. “My weapons are fully functional.”

      Raion rapped his knuckles on the console. “We can’t hurt the Advocates!”

      As I scrolled through the information, weighing my options, I spoke to Raion. “Starhammer was one of the ones I saw conquer the galaxy. His rule was perhaps the worst of anyone.”

      “Impossible,” Raion declared confidently. “He can’t be worse than the Swarm-Queen! Or the Iron King, for that matter.”

      “No. He released them both.”

      Raion gasped.

      I leaned back, reliving memories I’d rather never touch again. “He insisted that he had to clean up the galaxy, so he picked a fight with everyone at once. The Iron Legion, the D’Niss, the Perfected, Solstice…everyone he could.”

      Raion listened in wide-eyed focus as I continued.

      “It was a battle royale on a galactic scale. All the maps had to be redrawn, and he fought everyone at once. You were either one of the Advocates, an enemy they had to destroy, or a victim.”

      “Which one were you?” Raion asked.

      “Starhammer executed me himself.”

      Raion leaned heavily against the console. “I thought he was a good man…”

      “In a manner of speaking, he is,” I said. “In that life, he was driven by personal grief, though he claimed otherwise. He insisted on remaking the galaxy in his image so that no one else would have to suffer, but he ended up creating far more suffering than he solved.”

      I was watching scene after scene of tragedy, but they had never really come to pass, so I waved them away and tried to brighten the mood. “Don’t worry, I stopped that from happening this time. He should remain a hero, like he did in all my other lives, but I’m staying away from him. Just to be safe.”

      Raion frowned, clearly processing an idea. I returned to scanning through the requirements of our repairs and charting potential courses to and from Mell. I was looking for other, closer Engineer candidates when Raion spoke again.

      “Horizon, why didn’t we recruit Starhammer?” he asked.

      My hand froze on the ship’s console. I had a good idea why Horizon hadn’t recruited him, but it wasn’t my story to tell. Not unless I had to, at least.

      The spirit drifted back in front of us, carried by illusory floating hands. “He did not meet the qualifications to be recruited for The Last Horizon.”

      “He’s supposed to be very powerful. He singlehandedly fought a villain that would have taken my Titan.”

      “Not an issue of ability, but of character and…nature.”

      “I see.”

      I was pretty confident that Raion didn’t see at all, but I continued explaining the situation.

      “The Advocates are more corrupt than people realize,” I said. “There are certain lines they don’t cross, but generally speaking, they’ll tolerate just about anything as long as it doesn’t risk their reputation. That alone wouldn’t be so bad, but they also worship Starhammer. If he goes on a one-man crusade, they’ll follow him, no questions asked.”

      Raion planted fists on hips and faced the viewport. “Then we should keep them from straying! As long as they remain heroes, we won’t have to be enemies.”

      “That was the plan,” I said with a sigh. “Mell wasn’t supposed to have the resources to work against the Advocates directly for another few years. Not like she used to. She must have found a backer.”

      I expected Horizon to respond to that, either by telling me who the backer was or making some comment about Mell’s suitability as an Engineer.

      Instead, she started sliding gradually back into the wall. It looked as though she didn’t want to attract my attention by moving too quickly.

      Which immediately answered my question.

      “It was you, wasn’t it?”

      Horizon continued slowly sinking into the wall. “There are so many factors. Who knows what one thing may or may not have contributed to a woman’s decision to act? Perhaps she was inspired by her opponents in the selection process, and that gave her the boldness she needed! We’ll have to ask her when she gets back onboard, but regrettably, I think I hear my Commander coming…”

      Horizon vanished.

      Raion’s eyes narrowed. “I think she may know more than she’s letting on.”

      I expected I would end up with a headache if I kept worrying about all the things Horizon may have done, so I checked a monitor to the side of the main console. Ships were coming out of Subspace; dark, blocky ships bristling with guns.

      Karoshan ships.

      That wasn’t entirely a surprise. I had asked Shyrax not to bring her ships back to the system for fear of causing a conflict with Dornoth, but she had merely said that she would resolve the issue.

      The Lichborn ships around the planet below had formed up into a defensive screen, gun platforms in orbit swiveled to life, and the local Subline went quiet as they encoded their transmissions.

      However, no one fired. I was certain that Shyrax had warned them ahead of time, but part of the concession had obviously been her escort.

      She came through with ten ships instead of the fifteen hundred she apparently had, led by her personal battlecruiser as a flagship.

      Only minutes later, blue light shone, and Shyrax strode onto the deck. She was flanked by an entire party of Karoshans, all of them looking around in curiosity. None of them were actively brandishing weapons, so I ranked this ahead of most of my recent interactions with Karoshans.

      Except for some of the armored guards at the edge of the group, they were all dressed in intricate finery that marked them as members of the royal court. They varied in color, but most of Shyrax’s immediate family had hair-strands and skin that was some shade of yellow or gold.

      Two in particular stood out, a skinny young man and woman merely six feet tall. Their hair-strands were bound up in complex knots, and their jewelry sparkled with both cosmetic and protective enchantments. The two were twins—Karoshans normally give birth to twins or triplets, and single births are rare—and I had grown to know these children well in my life as a royal guard.

      The boy pushed forward excitedly when he saw us, then stopped to look up to Shyrax for instruction. The girl, his sister, looked around frightfully and slid closer to the Queen.

      If I read her correctly, she was still disturbed by the teleportation, even though they had all obviously been told to expect it. I found that to be an entirely rational fear.

      Shyrax gestured to the boy, so he ran up to our party. I stood to greet him as he clasped his own hands together and recited his lines. “Greetings from the royal family of Queen Shyrax the Third. Captain Vallenar,” he added belatedly. “I am Rellask, prince of Karosha, and I humbly request a tour of your ship.”

      “Try again,” Shyrax said.

      Karoshan skin is thicker than human, and Rellask’s was a shade of bronze darker than Shyrax’s own. Between that, their glowing hair, and their restrained demeanor, Karoshan expressions are generally hard to interpret. At least, for humans.

      But I could see Rellask start to sigh in frustration at his mother’s correction before he caught himself and straightened. “My apologies, Captain Vallenar. I thank you for safe passage aboard your ship, and it is an honor to be welcomed aboard The Last Horizon. Once our people are settled, we would like to present you with gifts in thanks for our passage…after which, could I get a tour?”

      That last part wasn’t supposed to be a question, and he directed it behind himself as though asking for his mother’s permission instead of mine, but I responded anyway.

      “A warm welcome from The Last Horizon to Queen Shyrax, Prince Rellask, Princess Nasharia, Prince Consort Tellex, Grand Advisor Zellen, Ambassador Tythalia and Lower General Phrex, and may I especially mention that it is an honor to be in the presence of the Royal Guard of Karosha’s Dragon Court. Every grain of sand on the wind carries word of your prowess, and I feel relieved knowing that you will be the hidden shields helping me to protect my passengers for the duration of our voyage.”

      Everybody except Shyrax stared at me with wide eyes. Princess Nasharia peeked around the side of her mother in astonishment, and Prince Rellask was leaning away from me as though to get a better look.

      It wasn’t so much that I had known the proper etiquette, nor even that I had singled out the Royal Guard for recognition, which was somewhat unusual. They wouldn’t even be so surprised that I knew their names, though that was a little more impressive.

      It was all those things and the fact that I had greeted them in their own language. Very few humans tended to learn it, because there was no need to; exchange with the Karoshan Empire was done in the galactic language of Trade.

      Effectively, I had greeted them in the manner they would expect from a Galactic Union diplomat, not the captain of the Zenith Starship.

      Shyrax drew her daughter forward to stand them together and put a hand on each of their shoulders. “He has lived seven lives, one of which was as our guardian. You must not let this shake you. You will see stranger things in the galaxy.”

      Rellask took that in stride, but Nasharia turned to stare up at her mother. She wore a look of skepticism that more closely resembled my own.

      Even by galactic standards, living seven lives is…not common.

      The older members of the party gave their queen skeptical looks of their own, though only behind her back.

      Raion looked around with a wide smile. I was about to give him the summary when he raised a hand an announced, “A greeting warmer than the suns! I am Raion Raithe, Knight of The Last Horizon!”

      He spoke in perfect Karoshan.

      Once again, fireworks exploded behind him.

      The prince and princess both applauded. They swarmed around him, asking questions, and Shyrax let them go.

      She regarded me directly. “We must regroup with the rest of my fleet, but first we should leave the Dornoth system. What have you learned about the Engineer?”

      There was supposed to be more fanfare regarding her welcome, but I followed her lead. “I’ll fill you in. First, we’ll have to get Horizon ready for Subspace on our own.”

      “I will inspect the damage myself. If we can hold her together for a brief dive, I have teams of engineers with my main fleet. If that proves insufficient, I can introduce you to other master Technicians that will serve our needs.”

      I lowered my voice. “Once we have an Engineer and we get back to full power, are you ready to face the Perfected?”

      “You tell me,” Shyrax said.

      That was a good point.

      “It’s complicated,” I responded. “First, let’s get us out of the system. Then we’ll talk.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Starhammer leaned on his elbows, looking around the silver table at the High Council of the Advocates.

      “We must make the Iron Legion our highest priority,” he said.

      With a gesture, Starhammer activated the table’s holographic projector, displaying a map of the Dornoth system and its surrounding sector. Around the edges of the map, video screens displayed reports from all across the Free Worlds.

      “Information from the Union is scarce, and our relays should be connecting to their Subline any minute now. But the pattern of the Legion is clear: they moved with unparalleled cohesion for a few weeks, then scattered. Everywhere we can contact, it is as though they have lost all direction they once possessed.”

      “Good.” An Aethril woman known as Fateweaver spoke up. “If they did have a King, as rumors suggested, they must have lost him.”

      “We can hope so,” Starhammer said. He met her gaze earnestly. “But what if the worst is true? What if the overtly organized direction of the Legion was the sign of an immature Iron King testing out his control, and this appearance of chaos is a mature King hiding himself?”

      An elderly human man, Steel Avalanche, stroked his graying beard. “There is historical precedent for it. The Iron King that brought about the Long Silence was considered dead, based on observation of Legion behavior.”

      Starhammer nodded to him, then sent another signal from his processor to the table. Red lights lit up around the Dornoth system, indicating potential targets. “It seems that the Grand Hive will be moving for this location, if it hasn’t already. Our information is several days behind, which is hopelessly slow for a war like this.”

      He met the eyes of the six men and women around the table. His peers. His friends. They would listen to him, but he had to convey the gravity of the situation. If there was an Iron King, likely some of them wouldn’t make it out.

      “We need to be closer,” Starhammer said. “I propose that we relocate most of the High Council and a sector fleet and head for Dornoth.”

      “The Galactic Union will not stand for this,” someone said.

      “The Union won’t last without our reinforcements,” Starhammer responded. “Most importantly, I believe that the Iron King does more damage to galactic order in every second we delay. If the Union feels more threatened by us than by the Legion, what does that say about them? What do they fear we will find?”

      As the High Council considered that, Starhammer heard the first alert. Someone had received an urgent message on their console.

      Then a second, and then everyone’s console was buzzing for their attention. Including Starhammer’s own.

      He mentally accepted the message. As he’d hoped, they had finally connected to the Galactic Union Subline and received news of the Iron Legion’s activities.

      He braced himself for the worst, but he found himself stunned by the reality.

      The Grand Hive had appeared outside of Dornoth IV and been torn apart within days. Not by the full might of all the Galactic Union’s fleets, but by one ship.

      One ship that, if the Union report was to be believed, was the stuff of legends.

      At Starhammer’s direction, his processor compiled all the relevant information taken from the Sublines they could access.

      According to Subline rumor, at least, the Captain of The Last Horizon was Varic Vallenar, a human Archmage from the family who founded the Vallenar Corporation. He was human and known for wearing a blue mantle, so Starhammer filed his information away.

      He was still looking for his mysterious savior.

      This one wizard wasn’t worth much additional scrutiny, though. For one thing, he wasn’t a summoner, being known for binding and sealing magic with some level of achievement in elementalism.

      For another, it was only Starhammer’s assumption that the wizard who saved his wife and home was human. The man spoke Trade like a human, a language that Aethril tended to rely on only as a distant second, but he could still be a Lichborn. And it wasn’t as though all Aethril were unfamiliar with Trade.

      As for the blue mantle, that wasn’t unusual either. Hooded mantles were the hallmark of wizards in most parts of the galaxy, and there were only so many colors.

      Apart from seeing his savior summon a rabbit, Starhammer had very little to go on. But he refused to give up the search, making special note of any renowned wizards who met his general description.

      One day, he would find this summoner, both to thank him and to question him. How had he known the Priest of Night’s plans? How had the Priest found out about Starhammer’s family in the first place?

      Was there someone in the Advocates who couldn’t be trusted?

      The potential answers to those questions haunted Starhammer in the dark hours of the night, but he didn’t let them distract him now. He merely noted Varic Vallenar’s name, bookmarked the file in his console, and returned his attention to the High Council.

      They had received the same reports he had, and at much the same time, but their reactions were mixed. Some looked skeptical, others relieved, and still others scowled off into the distance as they considered the implications.

      “Well,” Starhammer said mildly, “it seems we won’t need to move after all. We should still monitor Iron Legion behavior, and I would like it if we could find an Archmage to confirm the King’s destruction. Fateweaver, can you handle that?”

      The Aethril woman leaned on her crystal staff as she stood up. “I know three master diviners. I will consult them immediately, and I will read the Aether myself as well.”

      “I could ask for no more. I apologize for calling you all here so urgently; it seems we should have waited for the Union report after all. If there’s nothing else that concerns the Council, I think we can all return to our lives.”

      A young Visiri woman, the newest addition to the High Council, waved a hand for Starhammer’s attention. She called herself Blade Dancer, and she was one of the best Combat Artists of her generation, but she didn’t quite have what it took to handle the full responsibilities of a Councilor.

      Not yet. Starhammer had high hopes for her future.

      “What are you going to do about Doctor Nova?” Dancer asked curiously.

      Starhammer stiffened. “Has there been word?”

      The other High Councilors looked as out of the loop as he was. Some of them turned to their consoles to find out the news while others simply waited for an explanation.

      Blade Dancer’s third eye blazed pink. It seemed she was excited to know something the other Councilors didn’t. “Worlds, I thought you would have heard! I caught her! Yeah, I was following Moonmaster to check on some discrepancies in his reports—there were discrepancies, by the way, he’s definitely doing something off the books—and she tried to rob him! I traced her back and tapped one of our teams in the Union to pick her up.”

      Starhammer breathed deeply to calm himself down. “Where is she? Is she all right?”

      “Yeah, she’s fine. My people don’t abuse prisoners.” She gave a side glance to Steel Avalanche, who didn’t seem to notice or care. “We took her straight to Carturus. They should be unloading her now.”

      “That prisoner transfer is now your highest priority.” Starhammer stood. “Stay in constant contact with the transport ship, get a current report on the holding facility, and call any active Advocates in the sector. We should have three more assisting Planetary Security.”

      He started scanning Blade Dancer, looking through her for any unexpected Aethertech, magic, or new enhancements.

      Looking so deeply made his eyes shine in a way most people found uncomfortable, but he needed to see.

      Sure enough, she shifted, crossing her arms across her chest. Too late, he remembered the rumor that he could see through clothing.

      Starhammer stopped the scan. “Ah, I’m sorry. Your privacy is intact, I assure you. I was merely scanning for any powered alterations.”

      She still looked wary. “What for?”

      “To see if you’re a Nova-Bot.”

      The newer members of the High Council looked surprised, but the veterans nodded in approval. Dancer herself glanced around. “Really? Most of the robots I saw from her didn’t even have synth-flesh. I saw footage of a decoy-bot, but that wasn’t going to fool any kind of scan.”

      “Let’s hope that’s the best she has left,” Starhammer said. He started to leave, consumed with anticipation. What was Mell doing? What did she hope to gain? Could all this be part of her plan? Maybe even her capture was meant to lure him in.

      Before he reached the door, he remembered himself and turned back around. “Oh, and Blade Dancer? Great work. You made the High Council proud.”

      Before Starhammer left, he saw Dancer brighten at the praise.

      Out in the hallway, he abandoned all decorum and gave into his urgency. Starhammer activated his Temporal Field and the world around him slowed to a crawl.

      He flew down the pristine white hallways and through the Advocate facility, past insect-sized drones crawling lazily through the air and station staff members chatting as they walked to their stations.

      If he had really been flying at this speed, he would have kicked up a hurricane’s worth of wind and probably killed many of those he passed. Thanks to the master Aethertech that gave him his powers, he would fly through as little more than a blur and a whisper.

      As he flew, he sent a message in text to station security, warning them of his departure. Sometimes he forgot, which led to a minor panic as scanners detected something leaving at impossible speeds.

      As he flew away, he locked in his intended destination, though he didn’t reveal that to security.

      Starhammer was headed to Carturus, the frozen world where the Advocates kept their prisoners. Though it was within the territory of the Free Worlds, and thus relatively close, it would take two or three days to arrive.

      His internal Subspace Drive was less efficient than a real starship’s, and he didn’t want to take a ship. He didn’t want anyone outside the High Council to know he had ever been to see Doctor Nova at all.

      Maybe this was all part of Mell’s plan, or maybe she finally had been caught. Either way, he had to see her.

      He needed her help.

      And he needed her silence.
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      As The Last Horizon rattled through Subspace, I stared at the lines of white symbols that crawled all over the ceiling, walls, and floors. I was afraid to blink lest I miss a sudden change in the magic.

      Sola spoke from her position at a monitor further along the bridge. “Hull integrity is holding.”

      “You can tell the Drive stability is within acceptable range,” Omega said from his station, “as we haven’t exploded. And perhaps there’s some magical reason that only makes sense to an Archmage, but why can’t the AI give you these reports? I have vitally important business to return to.”

      Omega was still upset at being kept in a jar in the vault. I thought he should be lucky that we didn’t just bundle him up in storage for the next three months straight.

      “Horizon has limited attention,” I responded, “and I want her holding the ship together. Raion, how are those shields?”

      “Unstoppable!” Raion shouted.

      That wasn’t a percentage report, but I accepted it as one. I thumbed the communicator to the lower decks, where Horizon had shifted most of the damage. “Commander, how are we holding together?”

      Shyrax’s response was filled with rushing wind and the shouts of people in the background, as her crew reported to each other. “We’re repairing connections in real time. At this rate, we can keep it up about twenty more minutes.”

      I looked at our projected course. We needed forty minutes just to get into the same system as Carturus, though that should be all we needed to do. Horizon’s teleporters could handle the rest.

      As long as we could make it there in the first place.

      “Omega, forget your vitally important business and head down to the damaged decks,” I told him. “Follow Shyrax’s orders and do whatever you can to hold the systems together for as long as possible.”

      Omega clapped a hand to his chest as though hurt. Metal showed through his skin here and there where his Aethertech modifications fused with flesh. “Can I be trusted with such an important task? What if I were to…slip…despite my very best intentions? No, no, no, that’s too dangerous to risk.”

      Raion looked like he was about to blast Omega to pieces, so I cut in first. “You don’t have the mass left to regenerate, the contract won’t let you do harm to the crew even by inaction, and I gave you an order. Get to it.”

      Omega’s look of false offense fell away. He chuckled as he strolled out of the room, dark coat billowing behind him.

      The green glow of Sola’s eyes followed him. She held a pistol by her side under the console, but she only spoke when he left the room.

      “We should get rid of him as soon as possible,” she said, the second the door shut. “I’d rather do ten more dives with this damaged Subspace Drive than leave my back to someone we know we can’t trust.”

      Raion stood and pointed to her. “Yes! He mocks our trust! Also, shield stability is falling.”

      I checked the numbers, saw it was true, and chanted another spell to reinforce the shield generator.

      Sweat rolled down my face, though my voice was calm. “I can’t add too many more spells.”

      “I didn’t realize casting took so much out of you,” Sola said.

      “It’s not the initial casting. Every one of these seals is linked to the others and is under constant stress. If I released them completely, they’d start popping one at a time, so I have to keep adjusting.”

      I continually gestured to the Aether as I spoke, doing exactly what I told Sola. Every time a connection in the broken decks worsened, it put extra stress on the binding spell locking those components together.

      I strengthened it, which took my attention away from one of the spells on the shield generator, which I had to return to when one of the symbols on the roof over me quivered. My web stretched through the whole ship, and I had to read every vibration and respond instantly.

      I could have used my staff, as I had when I held the space station together against the Behemoth, but only wisps of the Aether extended into Subspace. If I was lucky, using Eurias here would barely boost my spells at all, despite requiring even more of my concentration.

      If I was unlucky, it would kick us violently out of Subspace. Killing everyone aboard except Sola and maybe Omega.

      I had no intentions of risking that, but I was still glad Shyrax had left her kids on another ship. The Karoshans flew alongside us, not that we could see them with our viewport shuttered for Subspace travel.

      Sola started to say something else, but her attention was grabbed by an alert on her monitor. “Target spotted. Hold on.” Green light flared on the monitor and I heard a distant echo through the ship as our plasma weapons engaged. “Target eliminated.”

      Subspace incursions aren’t common. Most dives don’t attract anything, and even if they did, shields and basic weapons can fend off just about anything you’re likely to run into in Subspace.

      There are only a few scenarios in which you’re in any actual danger. First, if your hull is damaged, then the Subspace creatures can smell—for lack of a more accurate sense—your Drive. They want to eat it because it’s one of the best sources of nourishment out here.

      Second, the more ships you dive with, the more likely you are to attract something unpleasant. Contrasaurs—giant lizards like the Iron Legion had made into a Behemoth—were only ever encountered in the wild by fleets over a thousand ships strong.

      Traveling with fifteen hundred Karoshan vessels while damaged was not a scenario I would call ideal.

      Still, given that this was a forty-minute dive, I comforted myself that we were far more likely to explode than to be torn to pieces by incomprehensible creatures outside reality. Especially with Horizon’s guns, which had been empowered by Sola’s affinity for Aethertech weaponry.

      “Horizon says that Omega will only be able to buy us ten more minutes,” Raion announced.

      I saw it in my network of spells when Omega spread himself through the damaged systems and bound them together. It was a huge weight off my shoulders, with dozens of symbols dimming, and I let out a relieved breath.

      I looked over to Raion. “We’ve got to find ten more minutes somewhere. Is there anything you can do to help Shyrax?”

      “Of course!” he said proudly. “Will you be all right without me?”

      “I was keeping you up here in case we needed to fight. If Sola can handle the guns alone, I’d rather have you down helping with the maintenance.”

      “I’ll handle it,” Sola said. From a glimpse of her monitor, I saw that she was tracking another target.

      Raion gave me a serious nod and then dashed from the room with such speed that it kicked up a gust behind him that temporarily blinded me. I missed my mantle.

      Speakers crackled as Horizon sent her voice to us. “We’re getting sightings from the other ships, Captain.”

      “What kind of sightings?” I asked, but the answer was displayed on the monitor.

      The Karoshan fleet was surrounding us, though I only had their reported positions to verify that. They were screening for us, to take pressure off the vessel containing their queen, but the outer layer of ships was reporting a series of strange contacts.

      In their words, it sounded like nails scraping on the outside of their hull. Shields were up, no one saw a thing, and nobody reported a hull breach.

      What was concerning to me was the frequency.

      “We’re getting this from ships on all sides of the fleet?” I asked, just to confirm.

      “My scanners can’t confirm anything, Captain. Perhaps this is just their imagination playing tricks.”

      I hoped it was my imagination suggesting that Horizon sounded a little excited about the prospect of a strange enemy.

      “All ships surface,” I ordered.

      Sola turned to me in alarm.

      “I can think of two things this might be,” I said. “We don’t want either of them.”

      We weren’t anywhere close to Carturus yet, not even within teleportation range. We’d be too late for Mell. I had to hope we managed to get her out before Starhammer reached her.

      But I wasn’t risking lives.

      Horizon had already relayed my orders. A few ships vanished as they emerged from Subspace, and only seconds later, it was our turn.

      The ship shuddered, but we didn’t go anywhere.

      I directly connected to Omega. “If you did something, I’m leaving you here.”

      “What would I have done, Captain?” Omega asked cheerily into my ear. “Perhaps you should kick me out and see what happens to the ship.”

      Horizon backed him up. “It wasn’t him. Something stopped us from surfacing.”

      Half of the Karoshan fleet had surfaced, but the rest were waiting for us. More and more were reporting the sound of the claws on the hull, but no one thus far had been destroyed.

      We were lucky. A chill ran down my back as I remembered what these were capable of.

      “All ships, all crew, we are engaged with a slipwraith,” I sent. “It intends to hold us in Subspace until our Drives fail. Keep shields at full power and remain in formation. The Last Horizon will engage.”

      Slipwraiths were the Subspace equivalent of aquatic creatures that drowned their prey. It tested each vessel, looking for weaknesses. When it found none, it would lock us within the streams of Subspace until the point of Drive failure, at which point it would feed on our dying engines and whatever fragments of magic we’d carried with us.

      Once, I had faced a slipwraith in the Blue Divine Titan. Separated from the Aether, I had been lucky to defeat it, and I had lost fifteen of the ships under my protection.

      I surveyed the network of white symbols that still quivered on the ceiling. Slipwraiths were attracted to magic, but if I let the seals fall, we’d be emerging from Subspace the violent way.

      In that second of consideration, I heard the sound.

      It sounded like a beast dragging its claws down metal, leisurely running scratches down the outside of the Zenith Starship. It was testing us. Tasting us. Biding its time.

      The scanners showed nothing. But then, they never would.

      Sola already strode for the wall in full armor, summoning a gun. “Horizon, let me out.”

      “Belay that. Sola, we still need you on guns. This is a job for Raion.”

      I sent the last to Raion himself, and his voice came back before I was done speaking.

      “On it, Captain!”

      Sola loomed over me. “He won’t last out there.”

      I stared into her visor. “Question me when we get back.”

      “Yes, sir.” Without missing a beat, Sola returned to her station. “More targets. I’m sending data to the Karoshans.”

      “Horizon, do we have access to the Commander’s fleet enhancement systems?”

      There was a beat before the spirit responded. “They would be better in the Aether.”

      “I’ll take what we can get. Show me what Shyrax gave us.”

      A moment later, a yellow light erupted from the heart of The Last Horizon and pulsed through us. It passed through every ship in our fleet.

      Where the light passed, it left the ships…better.

      Shyrax’s Technician gift was ‘efficiency.’ She could modify systems to work slightly better. Her magic evoked the power of her draconic predecessors, and her Combat Art operated on the principle of self-empowerment.

      Her every ability worked to improve their targets, so this was the benefit she provided Horizon. Other Commanders improved the performance of their ships in different ways, but she made everything a little better overall.

      Individually, the boosts were only of minor significance, but they were greater than the sum of their parts. The number of ships reporting the strange noise dropped by half in the first few seconds, as the slipwraith decided those prey were too healthy to continue hunting.

      Unfortunately, the one ship unenhanced by that system was The Last Horizon.

      “Raion, do you have eyes on the target?” I asked.

      “I do not!” Raion said cheerily. From inside the ship.

      That sent a shock of alarm through me. Raion would never have willingly failed to engage an enemy, especially not a ship-eating monster. Something had gone wrong.

      “I’m holding the ship together,” Raion explained. “I’ll kill the monster if Omega can’t handle it.”

      “Omega? Did you send—” I started, but then all my seals flared at once. Several of them broke.

      I had to cast frantically, engaging my voice and both hands to strengthen the spells, but I knew what had happened.

      Omega had released the systems he was binding together, putting the stress back on me.

      Horizon turned on a camera, showing me Raion. He hovered in midair inside the ship, surrounded by the light from dozens of sparks and flaring warning lights. He wore a placid expression and seemed to be humming as he held both sides of the room together. Literally.

      He gripped each half of the room in one hand, holding support struts in his fists, and was physically pulling two decks of The Last Horizon together. I couldn’t give it my full attention without losing my spells, but it seemed that without him, we would have lost another three percent of the ship.

      Another camera showed Omega.

      This time, I flinched and almost lost concentration from the unfiltered view of Subspace. My eyes teared up at the hypnotic rainbow swirls, but I still didn’t want to look away.

      Omega was drifting apart from the ship, Aethertech eye blazing orange. I saw him turning his head as he scanned the ship.

      He mouthed the words “Found you!”

      Then he pulled a two-handed heavy rifle from inside his coat and fired toward The Last Horizon. Bullets streamed from the gun, penetrating the shield thanks to an enchantment.

      That still wasn’t enough to damage the hull, but it did damage the creature plastered to us.

      An otherworldly screech shook my bones and resonated through the ship, and the slipwraith peeled away.

      It resembled a vaguely humanoid figure of transparent plastic film, if that human shape were stretched to be hundreds of yards long and had innumerable whip-thin arms. Lights flickered within the creature’s body, and it began withdrawing limbs from the ships all around us.

      That was as long as I could watch the Subspace transmission without losing my concentration. Already, pulling my eyes away from the monitor felt like forcing myself out of a dream.

      “Enemy is engaged. All ships surface on my mark.” Then I switched over to Raion. “Raion, leave your post and relieve Omega. I’ll take over.”

      “Roger!”

      He casually released the room, which immediately broke two of my seals. I stepped up my casting and could no longer watch. I had to focus fully on the magic.

      Nonetheless, I knew what would happen. Without the support of the Aether, Raion’s Combat Art was all but useless. Calling Divine Titans while inside Subspace was a tricky affair, so Raion would fight with nothing but the energy in his body.

      He and Omega would fight the slipwraith, and they had to kill it or drive it away before my spells failed.

      Which they would.

      I knew how long I could last, and I knew what Raion could do.

      Symbols continued to go dark as spells failed, and my heart hammered as I chanted without a breath, but I didn’t keep track of Raion’s condition. I just held on.

      I sent my orders the moment I heard Raion say, “Mission—”

      “Mark!” I shouted. “All ships surface!”

      Subspace faded away and we shuddered back to reality.

      “—Accomplished!” Raion finished.
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      “Where are we, Horizon?” I asked.

      “The Scylon system,” she reported. “Just on the border of the Free Worlds. On the bright side, there is only minimal presence from the Advocates stationed nearby.”

      The Subspace shutters melted away and I saw a greenish planet with three moons floating in front of us.

      The monitor showed an urgent ID request incoming. From the Advocates.

      “Unfortunately, we emerged right in front of them,” Horizon finished.

      The only reason we weren’t being approached by Advocate ships already was our size. Six hundred Karoshan ships remained with us, the rest of them having surfaced somewhere over the course of our encounter with the slipwraith.

      I unstrapped myself from the chair and abandoned my spells. “They’ll be transmitting our location as we speak. Get me a condition report on Omega and Raion, bring Shyrax to the bridge, and answer me this: are we in teleporter range of Carturus?”

      “Omega is being supplied with the best treatment I can manage in Medical. Raion is unhurt and currently assisting the Karoshan engineering team. Shyrax has denied transport until she’s finished giving orders, and we are not in teleportation range. If we had only made it a few more minutes…”

      I took all that in before I turned to Sola. “Before we continue, did you have a question for me?”

      I didn’t particularly mind Sola questioning my orders. That just hadn’t been the time for it. She had operated alone for a long time, and taking commands must be a strange feeling for her.

      She shook her head and gave me a wry smile. “Not anymore. I can see how it would be an advantage to have someone calling the shots who knows what we can do.”

      “I know you, Raion, and Shyrax,” I said. “The three of you, I’m confident in assigning correctly. I’m less certain about Omega, Horizon, and myself.”

      Sola thought until she understood that, then gave a short nod. “Your weapons need more testing.”

      “Good opportunity for that right now,” I said. “You and Shyrax are coming with me to Carturus. On the way, I’ll tell you why this Engineer is worth breaking into an Advocate prison.”

      Horizon’s major fabricator took up a room of its own, and it resembled a mechanical forge that stood at least fifteen feet tall. The collection of smooth machinery, made from dark metal tinged blue-green, had the subtly alien structure that I associated with Aethertech.

      More interesting, to me, was the magical component. Aetheric symbols were etched all around the fabricator, evoking powerful symbols of creation and alteration.

      Horizon manifested to run her hand down the smooth cylinder at the end of the fabricator. She looked up fondly. “The grand fabricators of my creators. With but mass and Aether, we can create almost any mundane material in any structure. With the right materials and guidance, we are no longer limited to the mundane; I await only my Engineer. This was, and will be again, the only forge in the galaxy capable of replicating high-grade Aethertech.”

      The fabricator certainly looked impressive enough, but I didn’t have a full appreciation of its capabilities. For one thing, even if we could fabricate high-grade Aethertech, we’d still need appropriate materials. Which we didn’t have without cannibalizing the ship.

      For another, I suspected we didn’t have much time.

      “I’m more interested in mundane fabrication for now,” I said. “The longer we wait, the closer Starhammer gets.”

      I hoped that wasn’t true, but we had to proceed as though it was. Starhammer would want to meet with Mell the moment he knew they had captured her. In the worst case, he could already be there in person.

      Shyrax folded her arms and regarded me. “Are you afraid of challenging Starhammer?”

      “I am,” Sola said. “He got his name for crushing an astral dragon in one blow. He’s supposed to be invincible.”

      “And you, Captain?” Shyrax asked.

      That was a harder question to answer than it sounded.

      I was familiar with Starhammer’s capabilities, and there was probably a way to beat him, given how much more potent my magic had become in this life. At least, I could beat him as he was now.

      But I remembered a life where Starhammer had represented everything I feared. He had been the figure in my nightmares, the one that I imagined around every corner. I remembered him looming over me, his eyes glowing white before he burned me alive.

      “The Iron King killed me quickly,” I said distantly. “Starhammer wanted to make me an example. He started by burning the flesh from my hands and feet, then he worked his way in. They kept me hooked up to stimulants to keep me from passing out.”

      Shyrax’s expression was entirely impassive, but Sola wore a look of sympathy. She had burned to death before too.

      “It’s hard to shake that off,” I said.

      Shyrax looked between the two of us. “That tells me nothing about your estimation of his capabilities.”

      “As he is now, I’d put him equal to any one of us. Most of his powers are famous—impossible speed, strength, invulnerability, interstellar flight, and so on—but there’s one most people aren’t aware of.”

      I remembered being huddled around a campfire in a ruined city as Mell explained this to me for the first time. “Adaptive growth. It’s similar to what Horizon can do.”

      “Though not as advanced,” Horizon put in.

      “Oh, do you know how it works?” If she understood that function better than I did, I would leave the explanation to her. I was hardly an expert on Aethertech.

      “No, but of course it isn’t as advanced. He doesn’t have a Zenith Device.”

      “That was never on the table,” I said. “Anyway, if we push him too far, he can adapt to anyone whose Aetheric signature he’s encountered. It’s like adapting a spell.”

      “Understood,” Shyrax responded. “So we kill him.”

      “Let’s try not to fight him at all.”

      Sola looked up at the fabricator. “We’re here for disguises, aren’t we?”

      “That’s right,” I confirmed. “Horizon, if you would.” The fabricator shone as it activated, and I spoke over the orchestral hum of its strange functions. “We don’t want this traced to us, so the Advocates can’t know that the Captain of The Last Horizon, the exiled Queen of Karosha, and the Fallen Sword are the ones raiding their prison.”

      Blue-green lasers traced a complex figure in the air, steadily weaving a Karoshan-sized outfit. As the lines of light danced, the fabric steadily became real, though it remained suspended in the air.

      “We have to deal with the ones who just saw us come out of Subspace,” Sola pointed out.

      I kept an eye on the spell creating Shyrax’s disguise as I answered. “I do wish that hadn’t happened, but I’ve given Horizon instructions for them. If we do this right, they’ll be sure we never left the system.”

      Shyrax walked around her disguise as it took shape: a black, generic armored uniform with a closed helmet. There would be no hiding her size as a Karoshan, but we could avoid giving them any more information than that.

      Unless Starhammer showed up.

      “They’ll know we were within the sector of a jailbreak,” Shyrax said. “And when your Engineer joins us, won’t the ship begin printing androids?”

      I sighed. “It’s not ideal. We’re just going to muddy the waters as much as we can. Given the circumstances, there’s no way to get Mell without risking our identities getting out. If we had more time, we could do better.”

      The fabrication finished and Shyrax caught the suit, looking it up and down. Without comment, she held it to one side with telekinesis and began stripping off her ornate, enchanted armor.

      Underneath, she wore a skintight gray suit, which itself was enchanted as well as the fabric would allow. As the magical advisor to her guard, it would have been my job to make sure there were no gaps in that enchantment, but we didn’t know each other in this life.

      Given the circumstances, a detailed inspection of her under-armor would have been…impolite.

      “Your turn, my Sword,” Horizon said. Her seven-pointed eyes sparkled.

      Sola summoned her armor. “Paint me up. As long as you can clean it off afterwards.”

      “Paint?” Horizon gave a scornful laugh. “Hold still.”

      Blue-green lasers traced Sola from head to toe. Where the lasers passed, they left a layer of blue material—it looked like plastic, though I suspected it was some kind of metal. In seconds, the silhouette of the new armor was clear, though the process had just begun.

      Horizon was making Sola look wider, bulkier, and adding plates. On top of which, the whole thing would be a vivid blue.

      Sola looked down at herself, which made one of the lasers stop. Horizon hissed at her. “Still!” the spirit insisted.

      Sola kept looking down. “Are we blending into an ocean?”

      “Who could forget the bright blue intruder? Also, blue is one of the Advocate colors. Just a little extra disrespect.”

      “Shyrax,” I said, “we need a disposable ship that can’t be traced back to your fleet.”

      The queen was holding her helmet under one arm, using her free hand and telekinesis to strap up the rest of her armor. “Done,” she said immediately. “What’s our entrance strategy?”

      “We’ll be crashing our ship into the planet,” I said.

      The three women reacted as I’d expected.

      “Makes sense,” Sola said.

      Shyrax looked into the console on her wrist while the Aether buckled her armor. “We have a captured Dornoth heavy shuttle. Reinforced armor. Should hold off shots from orbital defenses long enough for us to impact near the prison.”

      Horizon sneered. “All other ships are disposable.”

      I began tracing defensive enchantments onto Shyrax’s armored plates with my wand. “We sneak it out of the system, dive to Carturus, then run it into the planet. Once we get Mell, we steal an Advocate ship and run until we get into teleporter range. If we do it right, they’ll have no idea where we went.”

      “Relying on stealing an enemy ship is a terrible plan,” Sola pointed out. “We don’t have any information about the vessels they keep on-planet, how fast they are, and whether we can pilot them.”

      “I have a team that can get us an Advocate ship,” Shyrax said. “I’ll inform them once we have a plan.”

      I looked between Shyrax and Sola. “As long as Starhammer doesn’t show up, I don’t feel like we need a plan at all.”

      Any one of us was overkill for this mission. The three of us together would be enough to raid anything short of Advocate headquarters itself.

      If not for the risk of Starhammer, I’d be doing this on my own.

      Sola shrugged, prompting another hiss from Horizon. “Thought I should point it out. Not so risky as raiding an Iron Hive, but I still want to know: why this Engineer?”

      Having finished with her own simple armor, Shyrax turned to me with helmet still under her arm and waited for my answer.

      “When Starhammer made his bid to take over the universe, she was his greatest enemy.” The fabricator had finished with the blue covering over Sola’s armor and was now printing something else, but I didn’t pay attention. It would only be a new mantle for me.

      “I fought on her side, just as I did with the rest of you,” I went on. “I can’t bring myself to leave her there if we can break her out.”

      Before they asked another question, I held up a hand. “I know, that only qualifies her as a person, not as our Engineer. Here’s your answer: she’s a master Aether Technician, and her gift is androids. She can work with almost any material and integrate almost any system, as long as it adds up to a humanoid robot. It’s a gift without peer in the galaxy.”

      Shyrax turned to the door. She didn’t send a signal I could hear, but one of her men opened the door to the room and handed her a plasma rifle.

      “Then she will be our Engineer,” Shyrax said. Over the course of that sentence, she gave the gun a once-over, primed the battery to check its charge, and slid the strap over her shoulder.

      Her soldier handed her a pistol as well, which went through the same inspection before she tucked it into her belt. A generic force-blade followed.

      “Will she want us to take down Starhammer?” Sola asked. She was stretching her limbs, checking her range of movement in the coated armor. “I don’t care much for the Advocates, but that doesn’t mean I want to burn them to the ground.”

      That was a reasonable position, though I was finding it hard to get rid of my own grudge against them. “I don’t think so, and if she does, I can talk her out of it. Since she was a girl, she’s been obsessed with finding the Zenith—Horizon, what is that?”

      The mantle she had fabricated for me had no hood, only a high collar. It was woven in shades of black and white, with a checkerboard pattern here and there, and one might even call it a cape.

      That itself wasn’t a problem, it would have only brought Horizon’s fashion sense into question. But that was a mantle I recognized.

      As I recognized the item in the process of being woven from turquoise lasers. It was a black-and-white checkered top hat.

      Horizon’s smile began at a reasonable size, slowly stretching to push the boundaries of her face. “Don’t you think it’s time for the show to begin, Captain?”

      I didn’t take the cape, but Horizon sent a pair of floating hands to grab it and fasten it around my shoulders. “There’s no need for this. No one will recognize me.”

      “Then what do you have to lose?”

      The same hands grabbed the top hat and placed it on my head.

      “We don’t have the materials for the mask.”

      “A mundane one will do. At least for today.”

      I wanted to take the hat off and insist she give me something practical. Six of my seven lives insisted that this costume was nothing but stupid theatrics.

      But one of my lives wanted revenge.

      Sola looked from the top of my hat to the fluttering hem of my cape. I mean my wizardly mantle.

      “You look like a Subline villain,” she said.

      I knew. In fact, that had originally been the entire point.

      “When you’re fighting the Advocates,” I said, “sometimes you have to play their game.”
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        IN ANOTHER LIFE

      

      

      It feels like this story happened a long time ago, but really, it never did.

      I was about twenty years old, fresh out of the family and ready to make my own way in the universe. My father in this life was the same man he is now, but I had made him even angrier, so he insisted he’d never have me back.

      That was fine with me. I was ready for a taste of freedom.

      Of course, at that point, I’d been raised as a trillionaire’s son and the heir to a galactic corporation. I had no idea what I was doing.

      My magic was as strong in that life as always, and I was certain my Lagomorph Contract would see me through. Signing that contract was my biggest point of contention with my father; he insisted I was wasting my potential on inferior magic, and I was determined to prove him wrong.

      So I set off as a mage for hire.

      I knew it wouldn’t be as easy as the Subline adventures made it sound. I wasn’t that naïve. But I was just naïve enough to think my talent would set me apart from the competition enough that I could hang on to my scruples.

      I wouldn’t work for criminals, I said. No off-grid colonies, no Dark Space traders, no scavengers, no pirates, nothing. I was going to pick my jobs according to my conscience.

      That lasted about three months.

      Who do you think wants to hire random wizards? Reputable companies have their pick of mages.

      By the time I had missed a few too many meals and was sleeping curled up in the corner of a public transport station in the Free Worlds, I found my morals had become a lot more flexible.

      The darker side of society was only too happy to have me. Skilled spellcasters are rare down there, and it wasn’t long before I was employed by a band of smugglers.

      The Nebula Runners weren’t as bad as I’d imagined. They had been operating so long that they were an open secret in the sector, even advertising on some of the smaller Sublines.

      Captain Selena Voss, their leader, looked as though she’d flown a thousand runs and would fly a thousand more. Her gray hair was pulled back into a tight tail and she had a long plasma burn scar on her cheek.

      When she was showing me around their ship, she’d grinned and slapped the side of her cargo. “What do you think’s inside?” she asked. I got the sense it was a test.

      But there was no way I’d know. Our cargo was an Aethertech vault taller than I was. There could have been three cryo-pods in there, complete with passengers, as far as I knew.

      I looked at the humming metal pillars at each corner and inspected the intricate patterns of the vault’s sides as though they’d give me a clue. “You’re delivering it to researchers?”

      “Stellar Synthesis Labs!” she said proudly.

      “In that case, it could be anything. Do you want me to guess?”

      “Of course not. I want to know if you can sense any magic.”

      “Mages can’t sense magic,” I said reflexively. “But I don’t see any Aetheric symbols, and there shouldn’t be any leakage from the vault.”

      Captain Voss gave a satisfied sigh. “Good. Very good.”

      I waited for her to explain, and when she didn’t, I prompted her. “So what is inside?”

      “Temporal Prism,” she said, flicking a file to my console. “Fresh from the Aethril.”

      I took a step back from the vault. “I hope this is a good vault.”

      “That’s what you’re here to tell me.” She grabbed a folding chair from nearby and set it up facing the cargo. “We’re running a full route, so it’ll take us a bit until we deliver the goods. For the next six days, this is your seat. If you sense anything, don’t keep quiet about it.”

      That was when I understood why they’d really hired me.

      I had thought they would want me as a guard, given my specialty as a summoner, but they just wanted an educated mage to watch their payload. And to make sure they didn’t get scammed on the other end, I was sure; one of the purposes of a ship’s mage is to make sure another wizard isn’t pulling any sneaky magic on you.

      Since I was young and full of my own potential, you might think I was offended by the idea of sitting and watching what amounted to a large crate for days on end, but I was actually relieved. I had some colorful ideas about what smuggling was like, so I greatly preferred sitting on a chair and playing games in my processor for a week.

      That lasted three days before the Advocates found us.

      The Captain sounded the alarm and told us over the ship’s internal speakers to prepare for Advocate inspection, and I felt like a child caught stealing. The rest of the crew, however, treated the arrival of an Advocate as an annoyance rather than anything to seriously worry about.

      Ten of us in total lined up in the ship’s cargo hold, which was packed with other containers in addition to the vault. The Temporal Prism was our most valuable package, but far from our only one.

      The other crew were old hands, so they noticed me fidgeting and told me what to expect. The Advocate would walk through the bay and check our manifest. They might confiscate a couple of the packages with dubious backgrounds, but our files were completely in order. The Nebula Runners were a registered shipping company. The most they could give us was a lecture, and maybe a fine.

      That settled me a little, but I was still nervous. I’d heard the same stories about the Advocates everyone had, and I didn’t want them to think of me as a criminal.

      The Captain walked in with the Advocate at her side, keeping her tone forcibly bright. “Heads up, boys and girls, we have a celebrity guest! This is Steel Avalanche, a new member of the Advocates’ Low Council.”

      Steel Avalanche didn’t look like a ‘new’ anything. He was a stocky human man with a huge, bristling beard and a barrel chest. He strained the limits of his blue-and-white uniform, emblazoned with the Advocate ‘A,’ and silver Aethertech gauntlets made his hands huge. They shone with an inner blue light, and he carried fists at his sides like he was hoping for a fight.

      The Nebula Runners gave him a decidedly lukewarm welcome. A few sneered at him, and I thought one might spit on his shoes.

      Steel Avalanche only had eyes for the cargo. “Send me the registration for all of these.”

      “Already done, sir,” the Captain said smoothly. “I think you’ll find it’s all in order.”

      It took about five seconds of watching the console screen on his wrist before Avalanche saw a blinking red light. He looked up at Captain Voss. “I’ve only checked five shipments, and one of them comes from a known criminal organization.”

      “What? Well, that’s news to me. But, you know, we don’t have the resources to do a background check as thoroughly as the Advocates. If you have any concerns, you’re welcome to open the package in question yourself.”

      Steel Avalanche looked from the Captain to the crew, running his eyes down the rest of us. The moment I saw him, I felt sick.

      I’ve seen a lot since then. Now, a look like that probably wouldn’t even register. But at the time, it was most frightening thing I’d ever seen.

      He looked over us like we were already dead.

      Avalanche tapped his console and spoke, but not to us. “They’re resisting. Lock it down and call it in, but keep the cameras off.”

      Captain Voss became much more serious immediately. She took two steps back and put a hand on her plasma pistol. “Explain yourself, Advocate.”

      If she made one mistake, it was not drawing her weapon.

      Avalanche punched her before she could pull the gun, and that punch…I’d never seen anything happen so fast. It was like witnessing a train slam into someone.

      The crunch of the fist hitting Captain Voss and the smack of her body hitting the far wall came at almost the same time.

      He turned to the rest of us and spoke with eerie calm as the dead captain crumbled to the deck. “Don’t take me for an idiot. The Advocates can tell the difference between sloppy paperwork and criminal activity. Now, who else has a complaint?”

      The Nebula Runners were experienced smugglers, but they had never seen sudden violence like that. The Captain’s death kept them stunned for a few seconds.

      But after Steel Avalanche spoke, the spell broke.

      There was a roar of pain and anger, and the nine remaining crew members—not counting me—produced guns seemingly out of nowhere. They opened fire on the Advocate an instant after he stopped speaking.

      That wasn’t my first time seeing a high-level Combat Art in action, but it was my first time seeing one put to such brutality. Steel Avalanche slipped in between the crew, breaking their lines of fire, and punched one into the ceiling. Before the body fell, two more were tossed into different directions.

      Even if you’re watching a great Combat Artist, one person fighting an entire crowd doesn’t look like it does in the Subline films.

      Well, unless you’re watching Raion.

      No matter how fast you are, a group of nine people will land hits. I saw bullets and plasma bolts hit Avalanche’s back and shoulders, where there was only his uniform. No apparent armor.

      Still, they pinged off. I didn’t see any Aetheric symbols, so I took it to be an effect of his Aethertech. I would find out later that I was right, but at the time, I was less interested in analysis than survival.

      I didn’t want to attack Steel Avalanche. I would have much rather surrendered and gone to an Advocate prison than face the most likely fate, which at the time was getting punched through the hull and into orbit.

      But I had begun chanting on reflex, and I didn’t stop. The man who murdered before asking questions wasn’t going to leave me alive.

      As the rest of the Nebula Runners broke and ran, I finished summoning my first Thornfur Brawler. They’re my go-to choice against Combat Artists because they’re made to fight. Humanoid rabbits, every one of them is muscular and battle-scarred, and they have physical strength closer to a Visiri than a human.

      I lost track of this one the second it dashed into battle, and that was fine with me. I hid myself behind the Aethertech vault and started chanting again.

      This time, I called on a Burrow Guardian, the elite commandos of their world. They wear power armor with a scanner over one eye and a support drone floating over their shoulder, and this one carried an automatic plasma rifle.

      It saluted as it saw me and then dashed around the vault.

      I hesitated then. So much summoning would put me into debt with the Lagomorphs, and it might take me months to pay that off. But I had to hold him off. Would two rabbits be enough?

      Judging from the thunderous impacts from the other side of the cargo bay and the lack of shouts, the rest of the smugglers were dead or gone. It was only the Advocate doing battle with my two summoned creatures.

      I chanted again.

      I had only started for a few seconds when Steel Avalanche called over the sounds of the fight. “What do they call you, wizard?”

      It would have been wiser not to respond, but part of me was still hoping that he’d let me off. “I can’t tell you my name.”

      He snorted. “Your title is your pride. If you want to be worth remembering—” Another crash of thunder rolled through the cargo bay and the Thornfur Brawler shot past me, slamming into the side of a steel crate and leaving a dent.

      “—then have a name worth remembering,” Steel Avalanche finished.

      A warning flashed in my processor, streamed by the Burrow Guardian, and I clapped hands over my ears just in time for a deafening explosion to rock the ship.

      Covering my ears didn’t help much. Without the protections of my mantle, I would have lost my eardrums. Even so, I heard nothing but ringing as I staggered to my feet.

      The Guardian might have gone too far for a battle with me nearby. It wasn’t supposed to risk my safety. But then again, if it took care of the enemy…

      I risked a peek around the Temporal Prism’s vault to see that the inner door leading from the ship into this room had been blown open. Inwards.

      A squad of humanoid robots streamed inside, and each of them sported a single crimson light where the eyes should be.

      “Doctor Nova!” Steel Avalanche shouted. “Show yourself!”

      I didn’t expect that to work, and of course it didn’t. The robots all raised weapons and rained fire down on the Advocate.

      My Burrow Guardian popped up to join them, and the volley of gunfire shredded what was left of the Nebula Runners’ cargo.

      I didn’t stop to watch, though. The bolts and bullets pinging off Steel Avalanche’s personal shield were bouncing everywhere, and I didn’t want an eyeful of metal.

      Then again, the more immediate concern was the ship. Patches of hull were dented and some were glowing red-hot. One small breach and we were all going to find out what the weather was like in outer space, and my mantle at the time would absolutely not have stood up to sustaining me in a vacuum. If anything, it would have prolonged my death just enough to make it more painful.

      Fortunately, the one controlling the robots realized that at the same time, because they stopped firing as one. A few seconds later, Mell strode out of the empty doorway.

      Fully dressed as Doctor Nova, she wore—well, it wasn’t too different from her usual look. Her glasses were more of a visor, she had elaborate Aethertech consoles strapped to both arms, and a bandolier of what looked like ammo across her chest. Pouches and straps held tools at her belt, and her white coat—rather than a standard lab coat—was a more elaborate costume piece edged in blue.

      I would later learn that the white-and-blue color scheme was a deliberate mockery of the Advocates, but when I first saw her, the similarity was confusing. If she hadn’t been actively ordering her robots to shoot an Advocate, I would have thought she was on their team.

      She stayed behind her androids, which I felt was wise, but she still gave Steel Avalanche a triumphant look. “What did I say I was going to do to you the next time I saw you? Throw you out an airlock, wasn’t it?”

      “I’ll bring this whole ship down with me.”

      “Oh, it takes more than a hull breach to scare me. This isn’t even my real body.”

      From the looks of things, they both thought they had the advantage, but I didn’t plan to sit there and listen to their verbal sparring.

      My processor finally finished breaking into the controls of the Nebula Runners’ ship. The hatch to the cargo bay escape pod hissed open.

      All the way on the other side of the room.

      Steel Avalanche heard it, of course. He glanced toward the sound and then to my hiding spot, at which point I ducked back behind cover and continued chanting.

      “Rabbit summoner!” he called. “Doctor Nova is one of our most wanted fugitives. If you help me capture her, it would go a long way toward earning clemency in your trial.”

      Through the ship’s internal security footage, I saw that he’d moved to block the escape pod hatch with his body. There was no reaching it without running past him.

      “You summon rabbits?” Mell asked curiously. “Wait, is that rabbit in power armor? Can I see it?”

      I heard the Burrow Guardian chamber a round.

      There was a bit of a gap in the conversation as they waited for me to respond, but I was finishing up a spell.

      I had nothing else to say. There was no way off the ship, not while Steel Avalanche was onboard.

      So I had to show him the door.

      A void-black bunny popped into being, disappeared, and then reappeared headbutting Avalanche in the chest.

      These rabbits were called Voidhoppers. They couldn’t do much against a real fighter like Steel Avalanche, but they were good enough at moving in and out of Subspace to stall even Raion. This one divided in two, then four, and by that time they had backed the Advocate up a few steps.

      Into the escape pod.

      Instantly, I sent the signal. The hatch slid shut and the pod launched.

      The cargo bay was quiet for a few long seconds after that as I warily watched Mell through the security camera. She just stared at the hatch where Steel Avalanche had been, blinking.

      “Huh,” she said at last. “That takes care of that, then. Good thing, too, because this definitely is my real body.”

      I peeked out from behind the vault with my hands up. “You won’t shoot, right?”

      My Burrow Guardian glared at her, daring her to try.

      “What? No. You’re part of the crew, aren’t you?” She looked at the bloody bodies strewn around the bay and scratched the side of her head. “Uh, my condolences. You can leave if you want to.”

      She could flank me with her robots if she intended to kill me, so I eased a little further out. “Just a freelancer. What about you?”

      “Oh, I was here to steal your cargo. I was going to wait until the handoff, but I couldn’t hold back when I saw the old man boarding. I know what he’s like.” She looked genuinely apologetic for a moment. Enough to get me to lower my guard and step out, though I still watched the nearest robots carefully.

      “You’re here for the Temporal Prism?” I guessed.

      “Naturally! It’s the only thing in the big, special vault, after all. I’m hoping to use this Prism to break one of the Advocates’ favorite toys, but I’ll have to get it out of here first.” She strode through her robots and past me, then ran a hand over the surface of the Aethertech.

      I watched as she leaned over the controls. “Can you break into that?”

      “Not that kind of Technician. I don’t break into things…” Mell pulled out a case and cracked it open. “…I make the ones who do.”

      A trio of tiny robots scurried out and began tinkering with the door.

      “I’ll leave them to it, then,” I said. The Burrow Guardian had joined me, gun still trained on the robots, and I began to slide out.

      “This isn’t rare for the Advocates,” Mell said. “They don’t always leave a trail of bodies behind them, but when they do, they don’t get punished for it. Doesn’t that make you mad?”

      At the time, I didn’t feel much anger. It was still mostly fear.

      But something made me stop and listen.

      Mell bit down on a toothpick and raised her eyebrows in my direction. “You looking for a job?”
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      Our captured Lichborn heavy shuttle rattled as Sola piloted it through Subspace, but I still felt safer in it than I had aboard The Last Horizon lately.

      Though the faded bloodstains on the pilot’s seat were a little disconcerting.

      “Never served in the Dornoth military,” Sola said, “but I would like to know how you came to take this ship.”

      Shyrax surveyed the estimated blueprints of the Advocate prison while she answered, undisturbed. “It was part of a group of pirates that set on my fleet. According to them, the fact that they were made up entirely of Lichborn soldiers was nothing more than a coincidence.”

      Sola grunted. She had never had a grudge against the Karoshans, despite the generations-long war between the Empire and the Lichborn, but she would still be on edge. I wouldn’t be too happy flying in the same shuttle as a notorious human-hunter.

      I finished layering another defensive enchantment into my checkered mantle. “I saw three lifetimes where the Karoshans and Lichborn set aside their differences and put an end to the war. All three times, it was to unite against an apocalyptic enemy.”

      “When I retake the throne, I would be happy to work toward the war’s end,” Shyrax said. “As long as the conditions are…acceptable.”

      “Coming out of Subspace,” Sola announced. I had given her a navigation spell, and she was following its guidance more than the computer.

      “Despite your lack of official standing, I would accept you as a representative of your people,” Shyrax went on.

      The Subspace shutters folded away, showing us the sight of a frozen planet. The computer showed the name of Carturus, even as warning alarms blared.

      Advocate ships throughout the sector had picked up on our presence, warnings were automatically transmitted to us from Planetary Security, and orbital platforms swiveled toward us.

      “Don’t know much except the Iron Legion,” Sola said. She spiraled to avoid plasma fire from planetside.

      She didn’t miss all of it, but it didn’t matter. I had reinforced our shields myself.

      Shyrax wasn’t even watching the forward viewport. “Nonetheless, you are the chosen Sword of The Last Horizon. We have the Zenith Starship. The Alliance and the Union would have no choice but to accept any terms we agreed upon.”

      Sola muted the warnings from the planet as we plunged recklessly into atmosphere. Fire bloomed around our plummeting ship.

      “Let’s not talk about ruling the galaxy,” I said. “It’s a little too easy to imagine a future where we become the galactic threat everyone’s afraid of, and I’d rather put a stop to that right now.”

      Our shield generator failed with an echoing electronic crunch. The fire from planetary defenses was hitting our armor, but that had been reinforced beyond the normal standards of a shuttle to begin with, and I’d added some protective magic of my own as well.

      They wouldn’t hold up to long-term abuse, but they should be fine for one crash landing.

      Shyrax tucked her yellow hair-cables into her featureless black helmet. “Surely a universe ruled by us is preferable to one ruled by our enemies.”

      “That’s what the Iron King thought,” I pointed out. My blue mask went onto my face; it was merely a shell with a few simple digital functions and a smiling face. Not nearly as sophisticated as the Aethertech mask I’d worn before.

      To my surprise, Sola didn’t argue with Shyrax. “We’re not the Iron King,” she said.

      At that point, we hit the ground in a fiery explosion.

      Moments later, Shyrax and Sola shoved through the fire and twisted metal. We walked onto snow and howling wind, though the sound was sealed out by my spells. “It frightens me that you’re both so comfortable with conquering the galaxy,” I said.

      Security drones began to fire on us from overhead. Shyrax and Sola returned fire as they jogged forward. I used my levitation ring to catch up, but even that was more difficult than I wanted. Their jogging speed wasn’t something a human could easily match at a sprint.

      “To rule a planet, you must be willing to make decisions that determine the lives of billions,” Shyrax said as she downed another drone.

      A robotic sentry popped up in front of me, but I’d noticed the detection spell that had caught us, so I was ready with Lightcaster in hand. I put a plasma bolt through the gun turret before it had fully deployed.

      I had considered leaving the pistol behind, since I was known to use one, but that was perhaps the least noticeable part of my arsenal. The Lightcaster IV was widely sold throughout the galaxy.

      “Five miles to target,” I observed after my processor finished analyzing the information from my pathfinding spell. “We made it close. Nice job, Sola.”

      She hurled a grenade into an unmanned tank, which had been crawling toward us on hover-plates. “I have more experience crashing starships than most.”

      A broad circle of bright, pale blue symbols encircled us. It appeared quickly, and the symbols were quick and clear; this was a well-cast spell.

      Shyrax and Sola were gone from the circle before it finished forming, but I stayed in the center. I had to be careful what kind of magic I used here.

      Water and sealing magic were known signatures of Varic Vallenar. The enchantments I had laid on our armor and ship wouldn’t give me away; only a fool would go into battle without some kind of protective spells, and I could have bought those almost anywhere. But any seals I cast in the field would be recorded and used to find me.

      I could freely use pathfinding magic, which was almost impossible to detect without specialized analysis. Unsealing my curse magic would leave me worse than useless, so that was still off the table. The Mirror of Silence was even more famous than my water elementalism, not to mention unique to the Vallenar Corporation.

      That left Horizon’s memory manifestation magic and my Lagomorph Contract.

      Both options had pros and cons. No one knew about Horizon’s spells, but the Zenith Starship’s capabilities would one day be legend around the galaxy. I’d prefer not to reveal that early, and it was also the magic I was least familiar with.

      However, I’d used the Lagomorph Contract to save Starhammer’s wife about a year before. He would certainly put the two events together.

      Then again, that could work for us. A mysterious mage had saved him, then stolen his prisoner. Was I for him, or against him? What would I do next?

      There was one more advantage to my rabbit-summoning magic: I had waged war against the Advocates with the Lagomorph Contract once before.

      If I wanted revenge, there was one obvious choice.

      With a single gesture, I told the Aether to sweep the area clean. That brush of my hand pushed the magic circle away from me, clearing away the snow.

      The wizard who had cast the spell was hidden, but I muttered a quick pathfinding spell.

      Behind my smiling mask, I turned to face their hiding-spot.

      The Advocate wizard emerged then, a human woman with blond hair bound up behind her. Her hooded mantle was lined with fur, and she carried a staff with an ice crystal on the top. She was chanting another spell even as she formed ice from the Aether.

      An ice elementalist and conjurer specializing in ice. That was a common workaround to the restriction that a wizard could only use one type of magic. If they overlapped enough, you could push far enough in both fields to reach greater heights.

      That was likely what the Magic Tower assumed I had done to achieve significant results in both water elementalism and binding magic.

      Anyway, the ice wizard was surrounding me with frozen spells, but I only swept my top hat from my head.

      My silver hair would have been too distinctive, so my mask wrapped flexible fabric over my head. While she chanted, I showed her that the hat was empty.

      Icicles launched at me like bullets. At the same time, shining green-tinged ice erupted from my feet; this would be a use of her unique element. Some type of exotic ice. It gave me a sense of acidic or digestive magic, so it would probably hold me in place as it broke me down.

      Of course, the protective magic on my outfit meant I didn’t feel any of that. I was only locked in a greenish prison for a second, stopped with my hat raised, mask smiling, and cape fluttering behind me.

      Behind the mask, I continued calling on the Lagomorph Contract.

      Seconds later, a rabbit’s paw kicked out of my hat. The muscular leg cracked the magical ice on the first kick, then shattered the prison with the second.

      The rest of the rabbit followed, though it should have been too large to squeeze out of the mouth of my hat. It landed in the snow, a muscular and scarred Thornfur Brawler with a notched ear.

      A spear of ice stabbed forward, but my summoned spirit backhanded the spell without looking. Its ear twitched as it surveyed me, and it tapped on my frozen prison with deliberate care.

      A second later, ice crumbled away from me.

      When I was free, I reached into my belt and pulled out a carrot. An apology for last time.

      The rabbit accepted the treat, holding it in its mouth like a cigar. Three magic circles wrapped me, and I looked up to see the wizard chanting what must have been her pinnacle spell.

      I snapped my fingers and my rabbit kicked off in a flurry of snow.

      A moment later, the Brawler leaped back to me, holding the wizard by the back of her collar. She had been bound and gagged with strips of her own mantle.

      She glared at me, but I only swept a bow.

      Shyrax and Sola returned seconds afterwards. They carried two Advocates apiece, each in a more colorful costume than the last.

      “This is one of yours?” Sola asked me, indicating the muscular rabbit Combat Artist savoring its carrot.

      Silently, I nodded.

      She pulled out a pistol and shot the wizard with a stun bolt. The woman’s eyes rolled up and she collapsed, unconscious.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I don’t want to talk where they can hear me until I get a mask with a voice modulator.”

      Shyrax stood to look over the nearest snowbank. “Do you have a route to the target?”

      “One second.” My pathfinding spells didn’t take long to chant; they were a little vague, thanks to interference from the prison’s magical protections, but they showed a white trail leading straight to Mell.

      With a gesture each, I tossed them to Sola and Shyrax. “Keep an eye out for Starhammer. He has Archmage-level protection against detection spells, so I won’t see him coming.”

      “I will allow the other Advocates to live,” Shyrax said. “They are no threats. But if he shows himself, don’t blame me for doing what I must.”

      “If we do kill him, I’ll just have to live with myself,” I muttered. “Now let’s go.”
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      The food in an Advocate prison wasn’t so bad. When Mell had first seen the replicated bricks they used for food, she had expected to starve.

      This was only her first meal in the place. Only an hour after she’d arrived in the gray metal prison cell, a drone had delivered a tray with four bricks. One green, one beige, one red, and one deep brown.

      At first, she had determined not to eat. The Advocates considered themselves heroes, so if she starved herself, they would eventually deliver some real food.

      But the first growl of her stomach made a persuasive argument. She hadn’t eaten anything in more than a standard day, given that she’d piloted her decoy bot for hours, been arrested, and then immediately begun her transport here.

      She had braced herself to bite into the dark brown square first, only to be pleasantly surprised. It was a dense chocolate cake, so moist that she wondered if it was really fabricated. It had to be—there was no way they spent valuable real estate on greenhouses here when they could just print food for prisoners from any organic matter.

      All four of the loaves were varied and well-made, despite having the appearance of dry bread. She would have to find a Technician with a fabricator gift for her own ship.

      That made her think of The Last Horizon, and her spirits rose. Surely the Zenith Starship could find her here. Maybe it would even reach out to her before Starhammer did.

      Until then, she might as well sleep.

      But when her eyes closed, the walls seemed to close in.

      Mell threw herself onto the bunk, staring at the ceiling. They had sealed her processor, of course, leaving her with nothing but her imagination. And her imagination hated tight spaces.

      This cell wasn’t as bad as some. The panic stayed at a tolerable level. At least she could stand up and move around.

      That thought settled her, but it still left her unbearably bored. What was she supposed to do?

      In a film, the heroic Aether Technician would be inventing something to escape, but there was no point to that. Master Technicians could bypass certain limitations of equipment, materials, and manufacturing time, but they did still need those things.

      What was she supposed to do from here? Make an android out of breadcrumbs and loose hairs?

      No, the best she could do was sit here and hope The Last Horizon came for her before the Advocates did.

      When a man in a white-and-gold costume with a big A on his chest strode into the room, Mell mentally cursed the Aether. Clearly, it kept raising her hopes just so they had further to fall.

      “Are you all right?” Starhammer asked gently.

      “Fine! Safe, secure, uninjured. You finally got me.” Fear and bitterness fought for control of her tone. “Looks like you win.”

      Starhammer scratched the side of his face. “You know, this didn’t have anything to do with me. You were robbing my people and you got caught.”

      Mell grumbled wordlessly for a few seconds. He was right. “I was doing you a favor,” she said finally. “I kept my hands off the ones who stayed clean.”

      “I can’t help but think you weren’t doing it for my benefit.”

      Bright blue eyes stared into her. Starhammer was perfectly, flawlessly handsome, which made it hard to think of him as a monster. With his chiseled jawline, muscular physique, and black hair, he matched any Lichborn for appearance.

      But she knew what was underneath.

      More importantly, she knew who he was becoming.

      She clenched her fists to stop her hands from trembling. “What are you going to do with me?”

      “First, I’m going to have you relocated from here. It’s far too cold.” He gave her a smile she was supposed to share. “Then I’d love it if you would come work for the Advocates. We hire Aether Technicians at very competitive rates, and I would vouch for you.”

      Mell was afraid to ask the next question, but she had to. It was her responsibility. “That depends. How is your…problem?”

      Starhammer sighed. “There is no problem, Mell. I’m in perfect condition.”

      “So you haven’t killed anyone else?”

      “Sometimes you can’t settle things peacefully.” He gave her a sympathetic look. “I know you wanted a hero who could save everyone nicely, but the world isn’t so clean. We’re all doing the best we can.”

      Mell shivered. “The Advocates are okay with you, then?”

      “The ones left are.” He lifted his hands. “And before you accuse me of anything, they just quit their jobs, I didn’t murder them.”

      So the High Council of Advocates didn’t have anyone left who would say no to Starhammer. She had thought so, but it was chilling to hear the truth from his own lips. In the beginning, there had been a few who might have kept him in check.

      Fear was slowly winning the war against bitterness. She didn’t want to admit a loss to him, but he at least thought of himself as a rational person. She had to try one more time.

      “Please, listen to me,” Mell pleaded. “You’re not objective. Something is wrong. If you don’t get help, you’re going to break everything you care about. Everything period.”

      Starhammer leaned against the transparent field blocking off the entrance to Mell’s cell, and the shield became visible as a shimmer of light against his palms. His voice was low and sympathetic. “I understand, Mell. You know I do. I can only imagine what I’d think if I grew up the way you did, in a place like this one. But not everyone who has power abuses it. You taught me better than that.”

      “I should have taught you to listen!” Mell snapped. She ran up to the shield and jabbed a finger at him. “I’m the one person who can tell you the truth! You’re not okay! You are brok—”

      “Get down!” Starhammer shouted. He slammed his fist into the shield, which startled her enough to follow his instructions and throw herself to the floor.

      A moment later, the back wall of her cell was torn apart in a flow of golden light.

      A nine-foot-tall Combat Artist, obviously Karoshan, lowered their palm. They wore a featureless black helmet and a black uniform that looked like the most generic combat suit possible.

      The view behind the intruder was pure chaos. Water sprayed where the frozen ground had been cracked in a massive fissure, and the layer of ice forming the surface of this planet was hundreds of feet thick. A ship made a wild landing in the snow, missing one of its wings. Security bots sparked and groaned here and there, all torn to pieces and strewn across the frozen landscape.

      While the room had been silent a moment ago, thanks to the soundproofing of the prison—which must have been truly great, given that even Starhammer had heard nothing of the fight outside—now it was loud as an ongoing scream.

      Thundering guns, distant explosions, and wailing alarms all competed with one another to deafen Mell first.

      The Karoshan had grabbed Mell while she was still stunned. They threw her over one shoulder and turned, showing her Starhammer.

      He was furious. His second punch shattered the shield.

      Another anonymous figure in powered armor—armor that was, for some reason, bright blue—strode in and unloaded with a massive gun.

      An enchanted round erupted into a pulse of devastating light. Mell didn’t know if it was plasma or magic or both, but the heat from the weapon scorched her face.

      It wouldn’t hurt Starhammer, not in any permanent way, but she didn’t get to see the shot’s effect. The Karoshan carrying her was sprinting away, through the battlefield.

      ‘Sprinting’ like a ship leaving orbit.

      While Mell was still trying to figure out what was going on, she was carried off through a blurring landscape, leaving only her scream trailing behind.
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      Dealing with Mell always strained Starhammer’s patience, but it was nothing compared to the fury he felt upon seeing her taken.

      They were trying to kidnap her right in front of him. That was inexcusable.

      Starhammer was a protector. Before he had the Advocates to defend, before he was the guardian of the Free Worlds, even before he had a family to take care of, he protected Mell.

      The intruders were taking him too lightly.

      As his fist broke the shield on Mell’s cell, Starhammer engaged his Temporal Field.

      Everything slowed to a crawl. He could see the bullets swimming through air like lazy fish, the plasma bolts like globs of lightning. Snow hung in the air as it was kicked aside by booted footprints, and the eruption of destructive magic crawled out of the blue soldier’s gun.

      He had been a little too slow to activate the Field. The enchanted round hit his chest, scorching straight through the symbol of the Advocates and burning him.

      Starhammer didn’t care. He grabbed the armored soldier by the shoulder and stared through their armor.

      Through her armor, he saw in a moment. He could indeed see straight through objects, though he only did it when he needed to.

      The Lichborn woman was in Aethertech armor that shone with power, but his eyes unraveled its purpose in an instant. It was made to support her in mundane battlefields, not to help her fight someone on his level. Not that anything could.

      Starhammer shoved her aside with enough force to send her through the side wall, though he didn’t see that happen. As soon as she left his hand, she was as slow as everything else he saw through his Temporal Field. It would take her long seconds to hit the wall, from his perspective.

      And he wasn’t waiting around for that.

      He rose a few inches into the air and then blasted forward, chasing the Karoshan who had grabbed Mell. He plowed through bullets and bolts with his face bare.

      His eyes warmed as he primed his optical beams, but he let them fade. As much as he wanted to cut through the kidnapper, there was a small chance he might hit Mell.

      Instead, he flew above the Karoshan—he looked through the helmet to see her face and golden hair-cables—and threw a punch down. He held back enough so that he would only cave in her skull and helmet, not enough that Mell would be killed by the force.

      Though she still moved slower than he did, the Karoshan ducked.

      She released Mell, letting the human hover in midair as she dodged Starhammer’s punch. Then her hand went to her belt, where she carried a force-blade.

      Impressive as it was for her to keep up with him, Starhammer’s attention was on Mell. Her expression was locked into a scream, but her eyes hadn’t registered his presence yet. Delicately, he reached out to scoop her up.

      The Temporal Field solved most of the issues that moving at this speed would normally cause, meaning he could pick her up without snapping all her bones, but he was still careful. He would never withstand the regret if he accidentally killed her while rescuing her from a kidnapping.

      A bright light slammed into him from the side.

      He cried out in surprise and pain, slapping it away. Or trying to. The burning ball of—was it plasma?—darted away from him.

      How could something be faster than him?

      When he spun around in midair, Starhammer caught a glimpse of the figure. It was a small animal, a little bigger than his own head, made entirely of what seemed like lightning.

      It took him a stunned fraction of a second to identify the thing as a rabbit.

      The animal flicked one long ear, eyed him with a star-bright gaze, and then kicked off from the snow.

      He blasted beams of white light from his eyes, but he still couldn’t catch the thing. Even as he tracked it, he analyzed its abilities. It melted the snow whenever it leaped, but it didn’t detonate everything behind it. That meant it was using an ability similar to his. Time manipulation rather than speed.

      And there was no way this thing was native to Carturus. It had been summoned.

      A summoned rabbit.

      Before Starhammer had a chance to look around for the summoner, the Karoshan ignited her force-blade. The sword was about five feet long, shining white, and it swept at his side.

      He dodged it absently, still focused on the rabbit, before he felt the power of the Combat Art.

      Starhammer raised his arms to defend himself as a wave of golden energy erupted out of her force-blade. It tried to cut into his forearms, but his skin was as durable as starship armor. Even so, the attack stung.

      And left him open for the rabbit, which slammed down on the back of his neck and shoved his face into the snow.

      Fear for Mell’s safety was still first in Starhammer’s thoughts, but he couldn’t deny that embarrassment provoked some anger.

      He hauled his head out of the snowbank. It would be hard for the cameras to track anything that was happening here—the Temporal Field interfered with footage even more than simply moving at incredibly high speeds did—but there could be a frame or two of him face-down in the snow.

      He activated his eyes, scanning for the rabbit. The moment he did, it hit him in the back of the head again.

      Starhammer slammed right into his own face-print into the snow.

      At that point, Starhammer stopped holding back.

      He kicked off, no longer keeping his speed down and flying straight toward the Karoshan. He could see the air rippling ahead of his fist as he punched; Mell was still falling only a pace away, and it was dangerous to strike that hard so close to her.

      He was ready to risk it.

      The Karoshan reacted as though she’d seen the attack coming, holding the flat of her force-blade in a deceptively complex block that invoked the Aether. Gold light intercepted his punch.

      For a moment. Then gold light, white force-blade, and black armor crumbled one by one under his punch. The nine-foot Karoshan flew over the snow, fast even in the Temporal Field.

      Starhammer turned quickly to snatch Mell out of her fall. He carried her carefully away, outpacing the explosion left by his own punch but still cradling her without killing her. The Field was the only thing that made it possible.

      And it was running out of time. His processor was flashing him warnings.

      As with any device like this, his Temporal Field had restrictions. He’d kept it activated for a long time, relatively speaking. Usually, he didn’t need to hold it for more than a moment before he accomplished his goals.

      He only had a few seconds left, from his perspective, and he made sure that would be enough. Starhammer scanned the world around him, looking for power.

      As he’d expected, the lightning-rabbit was dashing for him.

      This time, the beams from Starhammer’s eyes caught the summoned creature head-on. It burst into crackling energy, leaving behind a squeal of pain and surprise.

      At a different time, that sound might have provoked sympathy. In this case, he felt nothing but satisfaction.

      Until that energy bursting from the summoned rabbit drew his eyes to the side. The light seemed to be…repeated somehow, or echoed, like a flickering shadow somewhere in the distance.

      Though his Temporal Field didn’t have much time left, Starhammer left Mell hanging in the air behind him and flew up to get a better look.

      His eyes widened as he saw what he’d missed, and concerned curiosity turned to full-blown alarm.

      A magic circle surrounded most of their battlefield, traced beneath the snow. He was no wizard, but he had fought against magic enough to recognize it; the symbols reminded him strongly of that plasma rabbit.

      At one end of the circle was the summoner.

      The human man stood with gloved hands spread to either side as though demonstrating a trick. His black-and-white checkered top hat was tilted to one side, his high-collared cape fluttered in strong wind, and he wore a blue mask with a wide, mocking smile on it.

      Directed where Starhammer was hovering.

      There was no way he had reacted to this. Humans couldn’t do it, unless this wizard had magic that allowed him to match the Temporal Field, and he was obviously a summoner.

      Still, wizards often borrowed tricks. Starhammer drifted back a little further and scanned the man, looking through the mask. If this was the same mage from the incident with the Priest of Night, he wanted to recognize the man next time.

      Starhammer blinked, doubting his own eyes.

      Beneath the mask was…nothing. A hole.

      It took him a moment to realize that this must mean that the wizard had powerful enchantments protecting his identity, but the Temporal Field was blinking a more urgent warning. Starhammer turned from the wizard and flew at top speed back toward Mell.

      He had to lower that speed as he approached. Even with the compensation of the Field, he couldn’t hit her like that. Her hands and legs were flailing in the air, but he reached out to scoop her up.

      Just as Starhammer’s fingers were about to slide beneath Mell’s back, the wizard’s spell completed.

      A spark expanded into one of those lightning-rabbits.

      Then another.

      And another.

      Starhammer stepped in front of Mell. “That’s enough,” he said. “I won’t let you—”

      Six rabbits, like six separate thunderbolts, hit him all at once.
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      I had summoned one plasma rabbit and started building my trap before Shyrax ever opened the prison.

      I hadn’t known Starhammer was inside. I’d very much hoped he wasn’t even in the system.

      But since his presence in the prison was the worst-case scenario, I’d prepared for it. Wisely, as it turned out.

      From my perspective, the fight against Starhammer was fairly boring. I summoned the one lightning rabbit—users of the Lagomorph Contract call them ‘Thundertails,’ by the way—then began chanting for a much larger summoning. When the summoning circle was complete, I set a simple seal with a conditional activation trigger—if someone used enough time-manipulation magic within range of the circle, the summoning would be completed.

      Then I spread my hands and looked upward, where I estimated Starhammer would fly if he were trying to get a look at me. That wasn’t as much of an amazing prediction as it sounded.

      Walls and snowbanks surrounded me on most sides, so I was standing at the bottom of a sort of natural crater. To scan me, Starhammer would either have to crash through the walls of his own prison, walk like a human, or levitate over. I figured the last was most likely.

      Also, there was always the possibility that Starhammer wasn’t here. In that case, I was most likely to be spotted by a flying drone. One of those few that hadn’t flown over to fight Sola and Shyrax during their entrance.

      Drone or powerful hero, whatever flew over that wall was going to find me looking like I had expected them.

      That was the plan, and in the end, it worked. But the actual execution had been terrifying.

      First, red lights flashed every few seconds and an alarm screamed over the prison. Explosion after explosion as the other two cut their way in. One grinding collapse like an avalanche when Shyrax opened the back of the prison cell wall, where my pathfinding spell told her Mell was being held.

      After that, I saw nothing but flares of light and explosions of snow and wind. I caught one glimpse of Starhammer in the sky, but before I even felt fear, he was struck from six sides by rabbits made of lightning and plummeted to the frozen ground.

      Right at my feet.

      The entire thing had taken place in between sirens.

      Starhammer twitched limply in the snow. His skin was torn and broken in places, and the lightning rabbits surrounded him in a wary circle.

      I could barely see them. Within certain strange dimensions, the ones that twisted laws of space and time, Thundertails were terrifying. They were faster even than Starhammer in his Temporal Field, and they struck with the energy of a thunderbolt that bypassed many usual protections against such things.

      Against normal people in normal space, Thundertails were almost powerless. They carried little more energy than a stun gun.

      Starhammer’s blue eyes swiveled up to me, filled with fear.

      A limp, convulsing hand reached out for my ankle. Obviously I moved backward. Even as damaged as he appeared to be, he could still crush my bones.

      I drew my Lightcaster, pointing at a spot where his skin had been torn. Most of his protective magic was in his skin, so with that broken, a normal plasma pistol should kill him.

      There was only a small trickle of artificial blood. I took aim at the machinery beneath.

      Then he spoke.

      “Don’t…hurt…her…” Starhammer grated out.

      My finger froze on the trigger.

      I could hear Mell as though she were speaking to me now. We had been together, crammed side-by-side into the two-person cockpit of a tiny personal shuttle.

      “I should have tried to save him,” she’d said. “I designed him to protect me. He would have kept that up, if…”

      She’d trailed off. I had tried to get her to speak first, but she hadn’t said much more. At least, not on that trip. She’d only corrected herself.

      “No, never mind. I made too many mistakes with him. He was flawed from the beginning.”

      She had never fully convinced herself of that, I knew. Not even when we went from working against the Advocates to trying to kill Starhammer.

      I suspected she’d only come to believe he was truly beyond redemption when he had tortured me to death in front of the other Advocates. And, unintentionally, in front of her as well.

      Coming into this, that was the first thing I remembered. Of course. It was hard to look at the person who’d burned you alive and remember him as anything else.

      But there was the possibility that I had intervened early enough. Maybe that business with the Priest of Night had worked enough to turn him into a completely different person. At this moment in history, Starhammer was a hero.

      That thought, the memory of that conversation with Mell, was enough to slow me down. But only for a second.

      In the end, the risk was too great. Not just to me, but to the whole galaxy.

      While staring down on him from behind a smiling mask, I squeezed the trigger to execute the first and greatest of Mell’s Nova-Bots.

      One shot hit him—burning synthetic skin and sending sparks flying—but only one shot.

      If I hadn’t hesitated, I don’t know that it would have made that much of a difference. A second shot from my pistol probably wouldn’t have killed him instantly.

      Maybe, though, maybe one more shot to the head from my Lightcaster IV would have disabled him enough. Maybe it would have ultimately bought us enough time that Sola could have brought in a bigger gun and finished him off.

      Instead, as I fired the second time, Starhammer managed to activate his internal Subspace Drive.

      Large ships can’t dive into Subspace within the atmosphere of the planet. Small ships can manage it, but it’s still not something to take lightly.

      When you dive, you pull everything around you into Subspace with you. The more matter you take, the greater the strain on your Drive. When it’s uncontained gas like air, it tends to get whipped around on the other side.

      Not only does that put more pressure on your Drive, but you end up in Subspace surrounded by a violent storm. Larger ships, dragging lots of air, can be torn apart or thrown drastically off-course.

      Starhammer’s Subspace Drive was the smallest possible, only sized for a single person, which was the reason I survived.

      A rainbow spiral twisted inward onto Starhammer, drawing in snow and wind into a whirlpool centered on his chest. Even the shot from my Lightcaster was drawn in, spinning around him as a point of burning orange light.

      I was hauled forward, sliding toward Starhammer across the ice. The defensive enchantments on my equipment triggered, and I shoved instinctively away with telekinesis through my levitation ring.

      That only took a second. Then Starhammer and a scoop of snow vanished.

      There came a low thump and a rush as wind flowed in to fill the vacuum he’d left behind. My levitation ring and protections were enough to keep me on my feet.

      But that wasn’t the end. I wouldn’t let it stop there.

      My mind raced. How could I pull him out of Subspace? We couldn’t just let him get away. He had seen too much.

      Next time, we wouldn’t be able to beat him.

      I used my thoughts to activate my processor, calling Sola. She had weapons that might be able to reach into Subspace; the inventory of her suit worked by manipulating Subspace pockets.

      If not that, maybe Shyrax could cut the dive point back open. I had seen her do other absurd, seemingly impossible things. There had to be something. I extended the call to her.

      Or so I thought before other ships began to bloom in the upper atmosphere. Blue-and-white ships, sometimes trimmed in silver.

      Advocates.

      When my call finally connected to a groaning Sola, she spoke first. “Target?”

      Shyrax cut in. “I have the doctor.” Mell’s scream was background noise.

      “Starhammer got away,” I said. Fear twisted my stomach into nausea as I looked up at the incoming ships.

      But not fear of them. Fear of what would come later.

      “Southernmost ship is our contact,” Shyrax said. “Incoming fire.”

      Starship cannons locked onto her and fired, launching bright orange plasma bolts toward her location. Either these Advocates had given up on taking Mell alive or they didn’t know she was with us.

      Shyrax spoke a word and a golden dragon’s wing extended from her back, protecting her from the first few shots. She kept running as the plasma bolts chased her—Mell over her shoulder, screaming all the way—but the magic couldn’t take that many shots in succession.

      While Shyrax was running to break line-of-sight and give her defensive magic time to recover, I subtly supplemented her magic with a sealing spell.

      While I did, the southernmost Advocate ship broke formation to hover over me. The white-and-blue shuttle was only a few dozen yards long, meant for intra-system transportation or moving a single Advocate hero between larger installations.

      One figure apiece dropped from the other two ships. A Lichborn woman with an Aethertech visor over both eyes and an array of cutting-edge drones flew down with the aid of a hover-pack strapped to her back.

      A bright purple mech armor fell from the other. Much smaller than a Divine Titan, this one stood only about fifteen feet high, and wings of energy extended from its back.

      My processor gave me their names: Steel Swarm and Angelwing, two mid-level Advocates. Two of the three who had been stationed to protect Carturus in the first place.

      A metallic voice rang out from Angelwing’s mech. “STOP WHERE YOU ARE. WE ARE AUTHORIZED TO USE LETHAL FORCE.”

      There were Advocates that could threaten me. These weren’t two of them.

      I pulled the top hat from my head and bowed in their direction before I leaped straight up toward the ship over my head.

      It was entirely thanks to my levitation ring that I made it, and the bay doors opened just in time for me to land inside.

      From the perspective of the Advocates, it should seem like I jumped straight from the ground and into one of their own ships.

      The Karoshans who had taken over this Advocate shuttle didn’t even acknowledge me as I walked into their ship. All they cared about was their queen, and they were repositioning to cover her.

      A voice over their speaker demanded to know why they had broken formation, where I was, and what had happened to “Dendropath.”

      I glanced to my side at a human woman in form-fitting green with a vine motif, who was crumpled on the floor. She struggled against the cord binding her hands and feet, glaring murder at me, but she didn’t have any chance of escaping.

      Dendropath, I assumed. She must have been new, because my processor had no information on her.

      I tilted my hat to her.

      Then, with a sweep of my hand and some telekinesis, I swept her out of the still-open bay doors. She landed in a puff of snow.

      A moment later, we hovered over Shyrax, but the two active Advocates had caught sight of their ejected teammate.

      Now that we didn’t have a hostage, they stopped playing around. Weapons from Steel Swarm’s drones and Angelwing’s armor locked onto our shuttle. For a second, their plasma cutters sliced away at our shields.

      Then a grenade flew up from the prison and exploded next to Angelwing.

      He dodged out of the way, but Sola’s matter-reduction grenade still scooped off the mech’s left foot. At the same instant, two drones had their shields lit up by bullets.

      In blue armor, Sola loomed up behind Steel Swarm, briefly supported by the pulse boosters in her suit.

      She seized Steel Swarm’s hover-pack with one hand and crushed it. With the other hand, she leveled a heavy pistol at Angelwing’s armor.

      The shot clapped like thunder and flared with a massive Aetheric symbol. A blue streak of light pierced through the shoulder of the purple mech.

      Angelwing could see he was outmatched. Instead of keeping the fight going, he swooped down and grabbed Steel Swarm with one hand and Dendropath with the other. He kept looking back and to the side, watching us for pursuit.

      Which the Karoshan soldiers were going to give. They warmed up weapons.

      “Hold your fire,” I ordered them, then peeled off my mask. The thing was hot.

      They deliberately ignored me. I could see the pilot with Angelwing in his sights about to squeeze the trigger.

      With telekinesis and a gesture, I reached out and froze his hand in place. “You must not have heard me,” I said.

      Several of the other soldiers were pointing guns at me at this point and barking at me to stop the magic, but I had been held at gunpoint by Karoshans too often recently. Too often in general.

      “I don’t want to spend a lot of time on this,” I said, at which point I shoved every one of the soldiers up to the walls. They stuck there as though the inside of the ship had suddenly become magnetic.

      I looked up easily. “I know you don’t like taking orders from a human, but your queen calls me Captain. What do you think you should call me?”

      I waited, holding them in place. I had left the pilot in his seat, but his hand was still frozen on the stick. We were tilting downward, heading for a collision course with the prison.

      Still, I waited for their response.

      “Captain,” one of them finally suggested.

      “That makes sense to me,” I said. “Now let’s pick up our passengers. Sound good?”

      Then I let them fall to the deck.
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      It had been all Starhammer could do to activate his Subspace Drive at all.

      He was battered by the wind and snow he’d dragged with him, making his damage worse. Unable to direct his flight, he tumbled through Subspace.

      He may have been immune to Subspace madness, lacking that weakness of organic life, but that didn’t mean he was comfortable spinning through a riot of chaotic mind-twisting color. Especially when he couldn’t control his course.

      But it didn’t last long. He surfaced violently, emerging into the darkness of real space with no control. His processor tried to tell him where he was, but he couldn’t control his spin long enough to get a read on the nearby stars and felt no Subline signal.

      He knew he had to still be in the Carturus system, or at least just outside. He was in Advocate space.

      That was little comfort. They’d help him, but it was too late.

      He’d failed his creator.

      Starhammer drifted in the void, alone with his failure. His thoughts were distant and hazy through the damage as his body tried to repair itself, but he replayed the truth in his mind.

      He had failed.

      Mell had built him to be her protector, which he had always done to the best of his ability. Even when she’d pushed him away, even when he had built a life for himself and taken over the Advocates, he had seen protecting the galaxy as an extension of his original purpose.

      He could think of excuses. The wizard had somehow known Starhammer was in the prison, known about the Temporal Field, and had the perfect summon ready to counter him. Even known where Starhammer would emerge.

      More than that, Starhammer had been forced to hold back to avoid destroying Mell and the Advocate facility. In other circumstances, he could do better. In a fight of his own choosing…

      But what was a hero who could only fight on his own ground?

      He had to win every time, because a single failure meant others would pay the price. Even holding back, even with everything turned against him, he had to win.

      Starhammer had to be better.

      As he’d experienced only a few times before, that desire shook him. It reached out to something more, something beyond.

      The Aether trembled before his need. Symbols burst into life all around the system, forming a massive circle millions of miles wide. All focused on him.

      From the depths of his heart, Starhammer wished for more power.

      For the fifth time in his life, his Evolution Engine activated.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wizards don’t have a sixth sense, like the stories say we do. Some of our ability to know more than we should comes from information-gathering spells, but most of it comes from our ability to read magic. Our insights into the movements of the Aether.

      So I was the first on the shuttle to notice a strange wind kicked up inside. A distant tingle on my skin that most would brush off as nothing. A vague feeling like I had just remembered a nightmare. The sharpened glint of the sun off a cloud as we pushed out of atmosphere.

      I turned from the viewport to lock eyes with Shyrax.

      “I see,” Shyrax said. “Next time, we must kill him.”

      Mell looked between the two of us, from where she was curled up into a ball in the corner. “You didn’t kill him? He got away? Is he coming?” She strained her neck to see the ship’s console without sitting up.

      “We triggered his Evolution Engine,” I said heavily.

      She looked like I’d kicked her. “How did you know about that? No, wait, that’s…How bad is it?”

      As we cleared the atmosphere, I ignored the repeated warnings of planetary security and looked past the gun emplacements. To the stars, which to me resembled eyes turning to watch the same direction. As though all the heavens bore witness to something momentous.

      “Bad,” I said.

      Mell held her head in her hands. “You should have left me there.”

      I ought to have let the moment hang there, heavy and dire, because that suited how I was feeling. Instead, I glanced down to her and said, “If we had, you wouldn’t get a chance to see The Last Horizon.”

      She visibly struggled within herself for a moment. “Oh. Well…I guess it’s not so bad. We can always just stay out of his way, right?”

      I grunted. I couldn’t bring myself to pretend to agree.

      There was a very dramatic fight playing out beyond our forward viewport, with our pilot—assisted by my pathfinding magic—weaving in and out of fire as Shyrax cast magic outside our shields to deflect missiles and cut through magical defenses.

      We would make it to the dive point fine, and if it looked like we wouldn’t, I’d step in. Therefore, I turned to the one person in the shuttle whose mood must be even darker than mine.

      “There’s nothing you could have done,” I said to Sola.

      “I know that.”

      “We didn’t know he was there. Even if we had, it’s not a matter of reflexes. His Temporal Field alters his relationship to time, allowing him to move faster than anyone else.”

      Mell’s eyes bulged and she squirmed closer. I don’t know why she was moving like she was tied up, because we’d left her limbs free. “Okay, again, how do you know that? Were you in the Advocates?”

      “I will explain, I promise. Do you want a chair?”

      Mell looked around the shuttle, which only had two real seats. The pilot and co-pilot had chairs, but the rest of us were hanging onto straps that extended from the walls.

      “Do you have a chair?”

      I responded by cushioning her in a bubble of force from my levitation ring. She squeaked as she bobbed up and down on an invisible seat.

      Sola stared off into nothing. She wasn’t holding onto a strap, and the original gray of her armor was showing through the artificial layers of blue on the outside. “It was a job and we did it,” Sola said, though the conversation had already moved on.

      Even through her thick armor, she radiated frustration.

      Mell bounced up and down on her telekinetic cushion. “Wow, this is comfortable. Do you sell these?”

      “I’ll make you one. In exchange, can you take a look at Sola’s armor? It’s masterwork Aethertech.”

      “Is it really?” Mell peered at the blue skeptically. “This looks like a layer of fabricated carbon armor you sprayed on. Yesterday.”

      “It was this morning.”

      “Sure.” She braced herself with one hand on Sola’s breastplate to peer deeper at a crack in the blue around her helmet. “Oh, yeah, so the real armor’s in there. I guess. Not like I can tell anything from an inch and a half of the exterior.”

      Mell flopped back onto the invisible chair. “Tough to promise anything when all I know is that it’s gray. Don’t get your hopes up, though. I don’t have an armor gift, and the principles of its operation might be incompatible with mine. Even if it is a masterwork, which it probably isn’t.”

      I could feel Sola’s glare through the visor. “I’d rather find an armor Technician.”

      “Mell is the one who built Starhammer’s Temporal Field,” I said. “She can help you bypass it.”

      Mell threw up her hands. “Tell me! Tell me how you know all this! Are you Starhammer in disguise? Are you reading my mind?”

      Subspace shutters were going up over the forward viewport, and the ship shuddered as we dove. “I was going to wait until we boarded The Last Horizon before I told you.” I met her gaze and spoke honestly. “The Aether gave me memories of my alternate selves. In one of those lives, I was Doctor Nova’s partner.”

      Mell looked into my eyes. She swept me up and down, taking in my costume, which had obviously been modeled after the Advocates. Many of the enemies of their organization adopted colorful personas and code names.

      “Okay, but really, how do you know?” Mell asked.

      “That’s how.”

      “I don’t…I don’t know how to respond to that. I’m not sure if I’m supposed to laugh or just feel bad for you. You could have said The Last Horizon told you everything about me and I would have believed you.”

      “That would have been more believable,” I agreed. “But actually, I told her about you.”

      Mell pressed hands into her eyes. “So alternate universes exist?”

      “Not necessarily. The magic manifests possibilities into reality. In this case, possible memories.”

      “How do you know these are memories? What if the Aether made up very convincing illusions using existing information to make you think you had lived alternate lives?”

      “Because that’s not how magic works,” I said simply.

      “This is what I hate about wizards!” She kicked out in my direction, though she wasn’t even close to me. “If you say it’s magic, that’s how it works! By magic! That’s like if you asked me how a Subspace Drive worked, and I said, ‘By science.’”

      Sola’s helmet turned from Mell to me. “I’m starting to question our mission.”

      “She’s had a very stressful day,” I said.

      Mell started chewing on the end of her hair. “Okay, just tell me. You can be honest. I won’t do anything. Are you really with The Last Horizon? Are you going to kill me? Are you going to lock me up somewhere? If you are, I’d rather you tell me now.”

      Her tone didn’t quite give it away, but I knew how scared she was. Her greatest fear was being confined and forced to use her gift, like a human fabricator.

      My heart twisted for her.

      Sola shifted to give Mell another uncomfortable stare from within her helmet. “We just broke you out.”

      There were many rational reasons to think we were who we said we were. For one thing, we had just fought Starhammer and come out on top, at least for now. That meant we weren’t just anyone, and it meant we had no need to lie to her. If we wanted to kidnap her for her work as an Aether Technician, there was nothing she could do about it.

      There were other reasons too, so she probably believed us on some level. But on another level, she was scared.

      Understandably. As I’d said, she’d had a stressful day.

      I could have heightened her levitation-chair, but instead I crouched down to meet her at eye level. It sort of felt like I was talking to a child, at that height, but it was better than looming over her.

      “We’re not capturing you,” I said quietly. “You saw The Last Horizon contact you, and you fought for a spot. We picked you as our Engineer because we think you’re the best Aether Technician in the galaxy.”

      The ship jostled as we came out of Subspace, though my levitation ring held her steady. The shutters started melting away from the forward viewport as I continued speaking. “But this is just a job offer. If you don’t trust us, if you want to leave, we’ll give you a ship and let you go right now. You don’t even have to hear us out.”

      Mell looked around the inside of the shuttle, which I suspect was more to break my gaze than anything. “Well, you did take me out. Wouldn’t want all that effort to go to waste.”

      “It’s not a waste,” I said. Sola and some of the Karoshans were watching me too, but I was completely focused on Mell. “I would never have left you in there.”

      A cynical smile began to form on her lips, and I could feel her about to make a snide remark. Something about how promises were easy to make, or about how that was such a convenient thing to say when I needed her help.

      But I continued watching her. I meant what I said, and she could sense that. The smile never came.

      Now that I thought she believed me, at least a little, I stood up. “We should be getting close to The Last Horizon. If you don’t want to board, let us know now. We’re not going to take you anywhere—”

      Blue light covered us.

      A moment later, Sola, Shyrax, Mell, and I stood aboard the bridge of The Last Horizon.

      “—you don’t want to go,” I finished. “Could you have waited another second, Horizon? You just made me a liar.”

      That was when I took into account the situation on the bridge. There had been six people in the room before we arrived.

      Three were the ones I expected—Raion looked proud, Omega like a predator who had been let off its leash to feast, and Horizon sheepish.

      The other three were Advocates. Bound and gagged.

      Behind them, through the forward viewport, I saw the wreckage of their ships.

      “When you hear the whole story,” Horizon said, “I think you’ll agree that we had no choice.”
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      This was not the first impression I meant to give Mell, but then again, she wouldn’t care. The Advocates considered her one of their greatest enemies, and she herself wanted their organization to fall apart.

      But that realization didn’t just come from my long familiarity with her character. The first thing Mell did, upon being teleported into the Zenith Starship, was to gasp and run straight past the bound prisoners to the wall.

      She clambered up onto a console, going up to her tiptoes in her white prison jumpsuit and staring into the ceiling.

      “What are these lights?” she asked in delight. “Is this a single piece of metal? It can’t be magic. Are they as thin as they look?”

      Only a few words into that, Horizon flickered out and reappeared at Mell’s side, smiling happily. “A product of magic and my fabricators working in concert. In fact, many Zenith Era colonies used lighting just like this. It’s cost-effective and relies on the Aether only during manufacturing, so it was of great use in deep space. Sadly, the creation process was lost long ago…to all but me.”

      Mell threw her arms around Horizon’s shoulders. I could see the edges of the spell that allowed Horizon to remain physical for that.

      “I had a dream just like this.” Mell’s eyes watered. “Please tell me about the monitors.”

      Horizon was facing me, and she pointed to Mell’s head resting on her shoulders. “This is how you express appreciation, Captain.”

      I turned to regard the drifting debris in front of us. “I’ll keep that in mind while you explain to me how those Advocate ships ended up in pieces.”

      “And her appreciation for me is nothing compared to mine for you,” Horizon continued, as though that were what she’d planned to say all along. “I thank you for trusting us to handle things in your absence, and now that we have, we would be grateful for your understanding. And assistance.”

      “No one was hurt!” Raion said. He beamed. “They were going to attack the Karoshan ships, but we saved everyone!”

      Omega leaned over the prisoners and his orange eye gleamed. “Do you feel saved? What a relief this must be, for you to be so safe.”

      The three Advocates glared at him. Raion gave Omega a disapproving look, and Sola stepped forward as though she meant to protect the prisoners.

      Shyrax didn’t mind, and neither did I, to be perfectly honest. I had seen Advocates do a lot worse than rattling some prisoners and still feel themselves heroes afterwards. As long as we weren’t torturing or executing anyone, no lines of mine had been crossed.

      The prisoners were called Shocklight, Mellow Moon, and Lemon. Just “Lemon.” I started to wonder if Advocates these days were naming themselves after flavored drinks.

      I unbound Lemon’s mouth. She was a pale, bald, human woman who had tattooed her skull with the bright yellow pattern of a cross-sectioned lemon, for reasons known only to her and the Aether.

      “Were you really going to attack the Karoshans?” I asked.

      “An enemy fleet entered our system!” Lemon declared. “We will not stand idly by! When you squeeze the lemon, you get the juice!”

      Omega doubled over cackling.

      Raion looked on blankly. “What’s a lemon?”

      I ignored them all and continued asking. “Did you call for help?”

      “We reported you as soon as you entered the system,” Lemon said.

      “And what did my crew do to you?”

      “They attacked us unprovoked! We were only going into defensive formation.”

      “A rind!” Omega called.

      I gave Horizon a meaningful gesture, and she nodded. “I understand, Captain.” Hands materialized and grabbed Lemon, hauling her closer to the wall. Where an airlock started to form.

      “No!” I shouted. “I meant ‘Play the footage.’ Why would you think I wanted her ejected?”

      “Intimidation,” Horizon said, as though it were obvious. Omega nodded.

      Shyrax strode over to the monitor and projected the Advocate ships’ actions into a hologram. In contradiction to what Lemon had claimed, the footage showed blue ships opening fire on the Karoshans first.

      “That doesn’t look very defensive, Lemon,” I observed. “Did you think you were going to win this fight? You were vastly outnumbered.”

      The yellow-headed Advocate straightened her spine, even bound and on her knees. “All the more reason to strike first!”

      “Your tactics are as poor as your fighting skills,” Shyrax said. The three Advocates had personally used their powers from their ships. Crackling balls of destructive light, a shimmering aurora of what I read as pacification magic, and a lake of acidic yellow liquid all struck out against our fleet.

      Shyrax shook her head. “Sloppy.”

      Indeed it was. None of it was focused or coordinated enough to even break the shields of the Karoshan starships. I almost felt bad for them.

      I looked over to Raion and Omega. “So the two of you teleported aboard their ships and defeated them.”

      “It was a fair duel,” Raion said.

      With Raion Raithe in a match against normal Advocates, the fight had been anything but fair, but I didn’t protest. In the hologram, escape pods jettisoned from a blue-and-white vessel a moment before it exploded.

      Omega pointed to it. “My own handiwork.”

      “Good job letting them eject,” I said.

      “That was a condition of his deployment.”

      “I knew it wasn’t his own judgment. Well, now that we understand the situation, I’d guess we’ll have enemy forces on us inside the hour.”

      “They’ll come for us any second!” Lemon shouted.

      We couldn’t get back into Subspace that fast, no matter what we did. That made things less urgent, in a way. There was no reason to rush to get the Drive back online when we’d have to fight without it in any case.

      “Shyrax,” I said, “we have a fleet incoming and we’re not Subspace-capable. What do you think we should do?”

      “If the fleet is an enemy, then there is only one option. Form up around likely entrance points, open fire as they emerge from Subspace. I don’t wish to declare war on the Advocates, so instead, defensive formations, withdraw from the planet, and open diplomatic channels.”

      “All right, let’s do that. I’ll speak to them.”

      “No, I will,” Shyrax said. She strode away from the console, making enough space that Horizon could make her a chair. “On my mark, record my message. I will take responsibility. We will keep The Last Horizon a rumor.”

      I waved a hand to the captive Advocates. “Yet they’ve seen us.”

      “Surely this ship has a brig.”

      “Try it!” Lemon shouted. “When you hold onto a lemon, you’ll find that it burns!”

      Omega staggered in place. “Lemon, are you single? I think I may love you.”

      “I have another idea,” I said. “We’ve taken prisoners and fought Starhammer. We have a full crew, and most of the news is already out. Why are we trying to keep anything a secret?”

      Lemon sneered at Omega. “I’m in a relationship.”

      “I will duel for you, sweet Lemon!”

      Mell was sitting cross-legged on the floor, still wearing the white jumpsuit of a prisoner, and she had pulled a panel off the side of a console. She held wires between her teeth—wires that I was fairly certain were live—and raised an eyebrow at Omega. She spat out the wires to speak. “Did you say you were going to duel? What year is it?”

      “You dueled for this position,” Horizon pointed out.

      Raion wiped a tear from his eye. “I underestimated you, Omega. I’ll cheer for you in the duel.”

      “Fine,” Lemon said. She sighed. “Normally we do pistols at dawn. Stun rounds, of course. If you manage to stay out of prison, I can put it on my calendar for next week.”

      I eyed her. “Is that the duel format for Advocates?”

      “No, it’s for people dueling over me. When I was still in school, they used force-blades, but bystanders got hurt.”

      “You have a fascinating history, Lemon,” I said.

      Omega was chuckling over an Aethertech pistol that resembled clockwork constantly reassembling itself. “Stun rounds, you say? There are many ways to hurt a target with stun rounds. More, more, more than you’d think…”

      I drew my wand and crept up to the prisoners. Two of them flinched away from me, but Lemon spat at my feet.

      Her saliva was tinged yellow and sizzled against the deck, though it didn’t burn through Horizon’s Zenith Era alloys.

      I began sketching Aetheric symbols in the air, shining bright blue, as I spoke. “I’ll be placing a seal on you all. If you speak of The Last Horizon or of this spell, it will seal off your Aethertech implants. You’ll no longer be able to use your powers.”

      They all three blanched at that, even Lemon.

      One of them tried to speak through the gag, but instead of unbinding him, I looked to Lemon for a translation. “We won’t lie to our allies,” Lemon said defiantly. “We can’t, anyway. They’ll use magic to tell if we’re being truthful.”

      The magic-using Advocate nodded along.

      “You don’t have to worry about that. Just tell them the truth: You were captured by crewmates of the exiled Karoshan queen, Her Highness Shyrax the Third.”

      They all turned to stare at Shyrax, who had tossed aside her helmet and settled a diadem onto her brow. She settled into the captain’s chair with disconcerting ease and spoke to Horizon.

      “Record a message. When the fleet arrives, send it to their flagship.”

      “Of course, my Commander. But would you prefer if I alerted you when they arrived instead, so you could send a live transmission? Sending them a recording is a bit—”

      “They will accept a recording because that is what I have chosen to send them. Any response on their part will be heard by you or by another of my representatives. Begin recording.”

      I expected Horizon to look irritated at being treated like a ship AI, but to the contrary, her seven-pointed eyes sparkled like she was awaiting her favorite show. I wondered if she expected us to fight the Advocate fleet.

      As Shyrax introduced herself to a camera, I returned my attention to the Advocates. “You see? It isn’t even a lie. You are simply not to mention the name of the ship. If you are asked to describe members of the crew, tell them that the Karoshan soldiers kept their helmets on.”

      Lemon sneered at me. “This won’t hold up to a real interrogation. And they’ll find your spell immediately.”

      “Lemons do not rot easily,” Omega whispered from behind Lemon’s head, and the Advocate jumped. She hadn’t realized he’d crept so close. Nor had I, truthfully.

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” I said, “and you should stop creeping around. You’re jeopardizing your chances with our friend here even if you do win that duel.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Lemon said.

      I was starting to wonder if we had another crew seat open for Lemon.

      Omega clapped a hand to his chest. “Where were you a hundred years ago, Lemon?”

      “Frozen in a glacier,” she responded.

      I turned to the other Advocates. “I’m going to address you two instead. I can’t help but feel that talking to Lemon is only going to raise more questions.”

      In the background, Shyrax was recording her message to the upcoming Advocate fleet. I trusted her judgment, but even through the field Horizon used to dampen sound around the recording, I caught the phrase ‘swift and immediate retribution.’

      My trust might have been misplaced, but it was too late to back up now.

      “You understand your instructions?” I asked the two gagged Advocates. They nodded eagerly. “Wonderful. Stick with the true story that you encountered the Rebel Queen’s fleet, and there’s no need to worry about triggering the spell.”

      “You’ll have to do better than that to threaten me,” Lemon said with a sneer. “On the day I die, I will still have my powers. A wizard showed me my futu—MMPH!”

      I used my levitation ring to return the gag to Lemon’s mouth. “That’s enough Lemon for today.”

      “I will find you soon, my love,” Omega whispered.

      The shimmering field around Shyrax vanished and she stood up from the captain’s chair.

      “That was quick,” I noted.

      “I had little to say. I told them their defenders were overly eager to engage us in combat, so I disabled their combat capabilities. I will return the captives as a gesture of goodwill, but they should know better than to push me too far.”

      Well, she was the diplomat.

      I wasn’t overly concerned about the Advocate fleet. Only the idea of Starhammer finding us gave me any anxiety.

      And if I wanted to avoid him, we needed our engines back. I looked down to Mell, though I could only see her legs. She was immersed down to her hips in the disassembled console of The Last Horizon.

      Her voice echoed from inside as she muttered notes into her console. “This is where the magic fills in gaps, but clearly there’s an organized system behind it. This magic isn’t sloppy, it’s structured. Look how well it synergizes with the—Are those modalic accelerators?”

      I had no idea if they were because I had never heard that term before, but I drummed my fingers on the top of the console to get her attention.

      Startled by the sound, she hit her head and muttered something I was sure wasn’t flattering.

      “Not to rush you,” I said, “but we do need an Engineer if we’re going to get out of this system. Are you ready to officially join The Last Horizon, or not?”

      Mell went from buried in the console to standing in front of me so fast she reminded me of Raion. “Yes! I mean, that depends on the terms. Can I talk to the ship? I’m not signing myself over to magical slavery. I will read the contract. And I need to hear about the pay.”

      “I’ll assemble the crew,” Horizon said. “At last, we will be complete…”

      “I didn’t agree yet!” Mell called, but Horizon had disappeared.

      I put my hand on Mell’s shoulder. “I do have bad news on one count. We don’t get paid.”
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      Horizon moved us down to the heart of the ship, the ritual room where the crew contracts were signed. Each of us stood in front of the stone tablet indicating our position.

      Except for the Engineer tablet behind Mell, all were lit. She clearly felt the pressure, because she had her arms crossed tightly and glared at the rest of us in turn.

      Fortunately for her, Horizon had found time to give her a change of clothes. Now, instead of a white prison jumpsuit, she wore plain but comfortable black clothing with a standard white lab coat on top. Her usual outfit.

      Horizon had even fabricated a pair of glasses for her, though I suspected these lacked the processor-interface functions her normal glasses had.

      There was only one modification Horizon had snuck in: A tiny ship logo stitched onto the left side of the coat’s chest. I didn’t think Mell noticed.

      She pointed to me. “So your mission is already done.”

      “Almost,” I said. “I apparently requested the destruction of the Iron Legion, and we killed the Iron King.”

      Mell’s eyebrows climbed to her hairline. “Apparently?”

      “The Captain is being modest,” Horizon said. With a magical hand, she gently tilted Mell to look at Shyrax. “And what did you request, Your Highness?”

      Shyrax rested hands on her hips, and she studied Mell as though the power to appoint an Engineer rested with Shyrax alone. “Restoration to my rightful place on the Throne of Karosha.”

      “You’re Queen Shyrax!?” Mell glanced between the rest of us as though searching for a joke, then cleared her throat and straightened. “Sorry, I must have missed that earlier. I don’t know the etiquette, Your…Your Highness.”

      “That won’t be necessary. Tell me, are you willing to work with me to overthrow King Regent Felrex and return my authority? In exchange, I will grant your wish.”

      Mell looked like the floor had opened up beneath her and she was falling into an endless abyss. “I don’t…I don’t know anything about galactic politics. What would that involve?”

      “Disappointing,” Shyrax said. She turned to me. “Is she qualified for this crew?”

      I expected Mell to be offended by the question, but it seemed the presence of a planetary queen intimidated her. Instead of objecting, she flinched and looked to the floor.

      “She is,” I said.

      “I’m sorry if I…Look, I don’t know how to say it, but I can’t agree to do something I don’t understand, right?”

      “The others did,” Horizon said. She also seemed mildly disapproving, which I didn’t think was fair.

      Mell was clearly in over her head, so I came to her rescue. “I already knew what Shyrax’s request would entail. The rest of them didn’t care.”

      “Why?” Mell asked blankly.

      “Because whatever it was, they knew they could handle it.”

      Raion gave a beaming smile and pointed to Mell. “And so can you!”

      Since Mell looked even more lost than before, I looked to Raion. “Raion’s request was that we defeat Swarm-Queen Esh’kinaar of the D’Niss, assuming she returns within five years.”

      “Does that mean I’m locked into a five-year contract?” Mell asked.

      Horizon rested a hand on Mell’s head. “Think of it instead as being permitted unrestricted access to the Zenith Starship for a minimum of five years.”

      “Your turn, Omega,” I said.

      Omega hadn’t moved his burning Aethertech eye from Mell the entire time. She had been carefully ignoring it. “Oho, I would be very surprised if you need to concern yourself with my enemy of choice. Very, very surprised. They will find us…or perhaps they already have.”

      Dark ooze bubbled on the floor around Mell’s feet, sprouting into mouths that echoed Omega’s dark laughter.

      Mell shouted and scrambled backwards. “What? That is disgusting, why would you…Hang on.” She dropped to her ankles, studying the goo. “Do you have an implant that lets you do this? You can reconstitute yourself afterwards?”

      “You tell me, Doctor.” Fifteen more eyes sprouted all over Omega’s face.

      Raion retched.

      In contrast, Mell seemed delighted. “That’s amazing! Do you have schematics for that? Are you a Technician?”

      I cut in, because if Mell kept asking questions, Omega was going to redouble his attempts to disturb her. “Omega has requested that we disable Solstice, the shadow organization that controls the Galactic Union.”

      “Is that real?” She waved a hand. “Fine. I don’t care about that one.”

      I considered explaining what that would mean, but then again, Mell didn’t have much of a private life at this point in her history. Solstice wouldn’t have any family or friends to threaten her with, so they might be the easiest foe for her to face.

      So I moved on to the Sword.

      “And Sola…” I said, gesturing for her to pick up her own introduction.

      Sola, who had been quiet through the entire exchange, continued staring off into space. Or so it appeared. She could have been sleeping, for all I knew, because she was wearing her full suit of armor.

      “Sola?” I asked again.

      “I don’t have a request,” Sola said finally. “All I want is to destroy the Iron Legion.”

      Horizon held up a finger. “All you want so far. I have hopes for you. My Sword’s request is yet to be officially determined.”

      “So…” Mell straightened and looked to the rest of us. “Does she get a blank check? You’re all okay with that?”

      “We still have to agree,” I said. “The magic doesn’t allow her to control us.”

      “How can I check that for myself?”

      “Horizon can show you the contract. I can explain it to you, if you like.”

      “I can read my own—”

      Horizon projected the contract magic, which was an intricate circle of spinning magical symbols.

      “…I hate magic,” Mell muttered.

      “I’ll explain it to you,” I said. “In the meantime, what would you like to request?”

      I had an idea of what she would ask for, but this was still another version of the Mell I had known. It could be that she would surprise me.

      She adjusted her glasses, looked me up and down, then shoved her hands into her coat pockets. “What are the parameters here?” she asked. “What if I asked for a planet?”

      “Done,” Shyrax said.

      “Would you like to shake on it?” Horizon asked.

      “That was not a request!” Mell said firmly. “I’m clarifying. If you hold me to one of these hypothetical scenarios, I’ll consider you in breach of contract.”

      I successfully managed not to explain the theory behind contract magic, but it took me a few seconds of internal struggle.

      Mell looked to Shyrax, first firmly, but the queen’s molten gaze seemed to take the wind out of her a bit. “You…I mean, Your Highness…you get your throne back, that makes sense. What if I wanted to rule? What if I wanted to be President of the Galactic Union?”

      “Do you?” Shyrax challenged.

      “No! Like I said, I’m just asking.”

      “You may ask hypothetical questions later.” The Queen leaned forward, radiating such command that it even echoed in the Aether. The others may not have noticed, but suddenly, Shyrax dominated the space like a sun warping gravity. “We are still making up our mind about you. What do you truly wish to accomplish?”

      “I don’t…that’s not…I don’t even know what I can pick! If I said I wanted to be all-powerful, you obviously couldn’t do that, so I just want to be—”

      “I reject her,” Shyrax said to me. “We will pick another Engineer.”

      That time Mell did look angry, but also hurt.

      “Please allow me one favor first,” I responded. “Tell her why you have rejected her and give her a chance to redeem herself.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ll owe you a favor in return,” I said simply.

      Shyrax didn’t hesitate. “Agreed.” Then she returned her attention to Mell. “I’m told your abilities are up to the task, so the remaining quality of note to me is your spirit. You are not merely looking to make an informed decision. You are a frightened animal of prey, checking the underbrush for traps.

      “Do not quibble. If you are a hero worthy of The Last Horizon, hold your head straight, meet my gaze, and tell me what you want.”

      We all watched Mell struggle, which I’m sure made it harder for her. I had expected her to have spoken with Horizon already, so I hadn’t prepared her enough. Even Raion had remained quiet, which meant he leaned toward Shyrax.

      If Mell was rejected here, I could set her up to succeed next time.

      But I didn’t think she would need another chance.

      With the heat of controlled anger, Mell did as Shyrax instructed. She straightened her back, tilted up her chin, and spoke. “I want the Zenith Devices.”

      Horizon gasped and gave a tiny round of applause.

      While Shyrax looked for something in Mell’s eyes, she waved a hand to indicate the room. “Then congratulations, you’ve already—”

      “Not just one. All of them.” Mell was warming up, in her element now. I could see a little of her persona as Doctor Nova leaking into her mannerisms. “They are the greatest Aethertech, and I’m the best Aether Technician. I don’t have an enemy to defeat. I can move the galaxy forward a century instead.”

      Then, after a moment, Mell deflated a little and broke eye contact with Shyrax. “I still want to know all those answers, though.”

      “Maintain that spirit and we may work together. Captain, if you and Horizon will vouch for her, I will allow her as the Engineer.”

      “Ahhh, but I have a question!” Omega said. “The Zenith Devices are so renowned, so mighty. Present company included. Surely any one of them would be a worthy quest. Are we to allow our new Engineer six requests?”

      Horizon beamed, but before she could respond, I got her attention.

      “It seems like this is going to take a while. Would you get us some chairs?”
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      I was willing to search for the Zenith Devices. We had a better chance at finding them than anyone else in the galaxy, having one on our side already, but the exact terms of Mell’s request were a hot topic among the rest of the crew.

      “Let us see if we are satisfied with the following phrasing: When we receive a strong lead on the location of a Zenith Device, we will collectively make a good-faith effort to pursue it, bounded by a total duration of five years.”

      “What constitutes a good-faith effort?” Mell asked.

      “What is a strong lead?” Sola asked.

      “Do we interrupt other tasks to pursue a Zenith Device?” Shyrax asked.

      Raion snored in his chair.

      “This isn’t a legal proceeding,” I said, for what must have been the fifth time. “If we all agree, the magic will take effect. We didn’t do this for any of the other requests.”

      “You should have,” Mell said.

      “Her request is more complex than all the others put together,” Sola said.

      “We will not leave this room until we come to a consensus,” Shyrax said.

      A few minutes later, Omega was snoring too. I don’t think he was even asleep.

      I had started playing games in my ocular implant by the time the other four settled on phrasing they all liked. I didn’t care much what it was, since—as I’d said from the beginning—the wording didn’t matter nearly as much as the intentions of those involved.

      I snapped out of my trance and paused my game; I had been guiding a bouncing ball through a digital maze. Mell was meeting Horizon in front of the Engineer’s tablet, and they both extended hands as though they meant to seal the contract.

      “I can live with that,” Mell said.

      “Then welcome aboard, my Engineer!” Horizon’s horns quivered and her smile stretched. “Together, we may bring my legendary functions to greater heights!”

      They clasped hands.

      As I’d seen before, light stained Horizon and leaked into the rest of the ship, dyeing everything a vivid purple.

      Mell looked far more startled than anyone else. “Purple? Is that the only color you had left?”

      Indeed, Horizon was now drawn in six distinct colors. She looked more detailed and textured than ever before.

      “This is the color of your aura. It is merely a fortunate coincidence that all your auras form such a neat rainbow. Once, I had a crew whose auras were all shades of blue.”

      Coming from Horizon, those words made me strongly suspect it hadn’t been a coincidence at all, but I couldn’t think of any reason she would pick us for the colors of our aura, which had no practical advantage.

      Although, come to think of it, it would have bothered me had we ended up with five different colors and two red, for instance. What if I’d picked crew whose auras were all purple with one neon green?

      I stopped questioning it. Whether Horizon had arranged things to suit her sense of aesthetics or not, at least it had worked out.

      The trembling of the Aether and shift of the lights woke Raion, who applauded furiously before he had finished blinking his eyes awake. Omega stood as well, though he merely grinned as though he’d gotten away with something.

      “Now, we must decide whose task we accomplish first,” Shyrax said. “We are not yet prepared for a showdown against the Perfected, as I must rally more Karoshans to my banner. It will be some time before my task can be completed.”

      I shuddered. We weren’t ready to fight the Perfected.

      Then again, a version of Starhammer with a few upgrades had ended up killing his way through an entire generation of Perfected in my memory, and we had already given him a big boost. Maybe Karoshan space would be safer than the Free Worlds.

      Shoving that aside for the moment, I spoke. “I can think of a number of places to begin, but before we do anything, we have to repair the ship. Let’s do that first, then we can start pushing Iron Hives out of the border worlds. We don’t have any reason to stay in Advocate space, anyway.”

      I should have known Horizon was waiting for someone to say that.

      Horizon flickered out and reappeared in front of me, now drawn in six colors. I was less startled by her appearance and more by her height; instead of a head taller than me, she now stood as tall as I did. Not counting her horns.

      “Actually, Captain, I have a lead that might interest our new Engineer.” She waved a hand and the holographic model of a star system began to spin over her palm. One began to flash. “I give you the planet Murrok, an independent world with few ties to the rest of the galaxy. An ancient myth suggests that it used to have a dark moon, one that would open every few years to distribute gifts. Almost a thousand years ago, the moon vanished, never to be seen again.”

      I could see what she was saying, and unfortunately, so did Mell.

      “The Zenith Colony!” she exclaimed. “Is that it? Is it the Colony?”

      “It could be,” Horizon said mysteriously.

      “It could be,” I repeated. Then I pointed to the system in her palm. “That’s in the Free Worlds, isn’t it? I wanted to get out of Advocate territory, at least for now. The last thing we want is to run into Starhammer.”

      I had no idea where Murrok was, but from the way Horizon was talking, the planet was clearly nearby. I wanted far away from this sector as soon as we could get the Drive online.

      It would take Starhammer a while to repair himself from the damage we’d done to him, but not so long that we could linger in his backyard.

      Horizon pursed her lips as though holding back a secret she couldn’t wait to tell. “Ah, but Captain, I happen to know that this is the very sector in which my brother was last seen.”

      “That’s it!” Mell said excitedly. “Let’s do it! Shouldn’t take me more than a couple hours to get us back in Subspace.”

      She scurried for the door, but I stopped her with a gentle cushion of telekinesis. “What is the lead? Are we going there to see if the Colony is still orbiting the planet, or is there some way to find evidence that it was once there?”

      “A simple matter for this esteemed crew. We merely need to negotiate with the planet’s World Spirit. He will know the answer.”

      My own spirits sank in resignation. This was the sort of thing I’d expected.

      Shyrax’s eyes sharpened. “What if we serve this World Spirit only to find that the Colony has been destroyed?”

      As expected, Shyrax knew what this meant. Her family had negotiated with the World Spirit of Karosha many times over the years.

      Mell didn’t know. She looked to the rest of us. “Can you really talk with a World Spirit? Is that something the ship can do?”

      “Anyone can call up a World Spirit if they know how,” I explained. “But it normally isn’t a good idea. Many of Horizon’s restrictions are either modeled after those of World Spirits or are a consequence of having such a powerful spirit bound to the ship.”

      Horizon lifted her chin proudly, brightening at the praise.

      “And what does that mean?” Mell asked.

      Raion answered first. “I negotiated with a World Spirit once! We stopped a meteor!”

      “The desires of a planet are not always positive,” I said. “They develop personalities based on their reflections in the Aether, which can be…chaotic.”

      “And you think we shouldn’t do it?” Mell searched my expression. “This seems like a clear lead to me.”

      She was testing me to see if I was trustworthy or if I was trying to weasel out of her request.

      In fact, I was a little intrigued by the existence of the Zenith Colony. Anyone would be. In none of my other lives had anyone proved the modern existence of one Zenith Device, much less two. And Horizon’s assistance meant that retrieving it was more than a dream.

      On the other hand, I didn’t particularly want a space colony. I wouldn’t even spend much time there, living as I did aboard The Last Horizon.

      There was some obvious utility in having an unsurpassed shelter for large populations in case of a galactic apocalypse, but I preferred to stop those apocalypses from happening in the first place. I had no reason to believe the Zenith Colony could help with that.

      Besides, it was close. If it had been on the other side of the galaxy, I would have been much more enthusiastic.

      Then again, once we finished repairs, The Last Horizon would be at its full power. Strong as I feared he would become, Starhammer was no Zenith Device.

      And Mell’s request was clear.

      “We can check it out,” I said. “If this is a dead end, though, we stay out of the Free Worlds until things calm down. Or until we think we can handle Starhammer.”

      I still couldn’t believe I’d let him get away alive.

      Mell rubbed her hands together. “No complaints here! You think I want to stay around the Advocates? Now, tell me what the Engineer can do!”

      “Your Aethertech gift now empowers my drones, my fabricators, my self-repair function, and many of my other systems,” Horizon went on.

      “Yes! The adaptive systems!” Mell looked more excited now than she had at any point during the meeting. “Can you show me how those work? Are they still adapting, or does it all happen at once?”

      “I would be delighted to show—” Horizon began, but I cut her off.

      “Later. First, show her the damage to the ship.”

      Mell waved a hand. “Right, yeah, of course. We’ll take care of that, and then you can give me the tour while we’re on the way to Murrok.”

      That sounded a lot like Mell was underestimating the damage to the ship, so I tagged along. I fully expected an explosive reaction.

      I was not disappointed.

      “What is this?” Mell demanded. “I mean, what is this?”

      Horizon was trying to hold on to her placid, dignified expression, but her outline was starting to squirm. “To incapacitate a legendary starship requires a legendary wound.”

      A hurled tool—it reminded me of a wrench—passed through Horizon’s face. Though her body was immaterial, she flinched.

      Mell pointed after the wrench she’d thrown, which still hadn’t hit the ground. It was falling into a trench. A dark chasm that had been torn down into The Last Horizon, passing through multiple decks. You could dock several starfighters in the canyon, and I could see hallways twenty yards away across the gap.

      “You said your Subspace Drive wasn’t working! This is not an issue with the Subspace Drive! Your Drive might be the only part of your ship that does work!”

      “It doesn’t,” I put in. “The damage here has caused an imbalance in the energy reaching the Drive. I’ve contained it, but we shouldn’t dive until we either fix the damage or route around these sections.”

      Mell deflated visibly, shoulders slumping. “It’s magic? Why did you even hire me if you have an Aether Drive? Get the wizard to do it.”

      “As you can see, my fabricators and automatic repair systems have been upgraded by your presence,” Horizon said. Purple lights lit the darkness of the chasm as new metal was printed out of nowhere. The ship was slowly stitching itself together.

      Of course, at this rate, we’d be here for months.

      Mell shoved her face close to Horizon’s and glared. Though the spirit had adjusted her height to be more like mine, Mell still had to look up.

      Then again, she was the one who was closer to looming. Seven-pointed eyes crawled anywhere except where they would match Mell’s gaze, and I swear I saw drops of sweat on Horizon’s forehead.

      “Show me all the systems that were upgraded by my appointment to Engineer. Give me detailed schematics of all the damage. Send me a list of all the materials you have in storage. Then I will tell you if I’m going to fix you or strip you for parts.”
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        IN ANOTHER LIFE

      

      

      We lounged in a chair in the corner of one of Mell’s labs. I used one of her lab coats as a pillow as she lay in my lap, leaning her head against my chest. She propped her bare feet up on the desk and took a bite of ice cream.

      “I don’t understand how they made six of these,” she said. She gestured to the screen with her spoon.

      The night’s movie was Starhammer VI: Son of Starhammer.

      “Well, they don’t know he’s a robot.”

      Blindly, she reached a spoonful of ice cream over her shoulder, and I took a bite before she dropped it all over my shirt.

      “I don’t mean the son part. They’re just bad. Nobody liked the last one.”

      “We’re not the most objective when it comes to Starhammer. I think they get reviewed pretty well.”

      “Look at this. So stupid.” Onscreen, Starhammer’s son had activated his laser vision for the first time, accidentally blasting the wing off a shuttle. “How did he inherit that? Do they think there’s a gene for laser eyes?”

      “Visiri can—”

      “Stop that. Stop playing devil’s advocate for bad movies. They aren’t actually lasers anyway.”

      She took a more dramatic bite of ice cream than necessary, punctuating her victory, but I was distracted for a different reason. The movie was getting to me, and not just because of how bad it was.

      I had been struggling with whether to say something for half an hour, and now I decided to just blurt it out. “I want to tell you my last name.”

      Mell fumbled the ice cream and half-turned to look at me. “What did—Did the movie make you do this? Don’t make decisions based on Starhammer Six.”

      “You should know who I am. It’s been bothering me for a while.”

      Onscreen, the mother—the actress playing Leilari—cradled the boy’s face in her hands. “Never hide who you are,” she said.

      “That was good timing,” Mell observed.

      I tapped my console to pause the movie. “I’m serious. It makes me feel like I’m keeping a secret from you.”

      “Who cares? I don’t!” She set the ice cream carefully aside so she could turn around and face me. “You left your family and you’re not going back. Done! Boom! File erased. We don’t have last names, and isn’t that nice?”

      “The problem is, I keep running into my family name.”

      As fate, the Aether, or product placement would have it, there was a Vallenar Corporation logo on the paused screen. Over Leilari’s shoulder, a shuttle landed displaying the prominent V and A.

      That was less of a coincidence than it sounded, since the Vallenar Corporation had funded the production of this entire movie series.

      “You don’t know my last name either,” Mell pointed out. “Does that bother you?”

      I hesitated.

      She scoffed audibly and crawled out of the chair, stumbling as she landed on her feet. “Okay, fine! You want me to know, go for it. Varic, what’s your last name?”

      “Vallenar.”

      “Okay, now I know. See? It doesn’t change anything!” A hand-sized Nova-Bot scurried up the desk to her, handing her a bottled water, which she snatched away. “I like us having no past. We have a clean start, together! Isn’t that better than…”

      I saw the moment she realized what I’d said.

      Mell stopped speaking. Squinted into the distance. Took a swig of water from the bottle, carefully replaced the cap, and reached into her pocket for her glasses.

      She put them on and watched the readout scrolling down the lenses, which I was sure was searching the Subline for ‘Varic Vallenar.’

      She read the results, pulled the glasses from her face, then hesitated before putting them back on and reading the results again.

      “This isn’t a joke,” she said at last. “This is real.”

      “That’s what I meant when I said my family might be a problem,” I said. I’d told her that almost a year before, but she’d dismissed me then, and I hadn’t wanted to go into detail. Not at the time.

      Mell slowly spread her hands. “I take it all back, I get it now. Wow. Vallenar. For real? I know I said I didn’t want to meet your parents, but now…Could I? I mean, if I wanted to? Do you have a mansion?”

      “Not anymore. I left with nothing.”

      “Yes! Yeah. Right. That’s right, clean start and everything. But you really left with nothing? Not even one billion standards?”

      “You have access to my accounts.”

      “I always thought you didn’t want to talk about your family because of deep-seated personal trauma, but you’re just trying to stay off the Subline.”

      “It can be both.”

      “Now I’m surprised you even told me your first name. If I were you, I’d never tell anyone anything real in case they were a corporate spy.” She hesitated. “Or I’d have stuck with my family so I could lounge around on a Syrillian cloud. Wait, have you been to Syrillia?”

      That entire planet was a legendarily exclusive resort, and of course I had been there. We used to vacation on Syrillia when I was young in several of my lives, including that one.

      But I pushed past the question. “I left all that behind. And I’d choose my life with you over my life with them any day.”

      She blushed, which was a little gratifying.

      Mell pointed her glasses at me in accusation. “You told me just so you could use that line, didn’t you?”

      “It was eating at me. Every time I see a Vallenar Corporation logo, it brings up bad memories. When I see the company workers, I worry that I’ll be recognized. And I didn’t want to worry alone.”

      “Great, now we’ll both worry,” Mell muttered, but her heart wasn’t in it. Something else had caught her mind, and she chewed on her thumb as she stared off into the distance.

      After a few seconds, she forced it out. “I don’t have a last name.”

      “I wasn’t trying to—”

      “No, I know, I mean…” She scratched at her hair. “I didn’t want to tell you because there’s nothing to tell, and because people always make it sound worse than it is. I never had a family. They grew me in a lab.”

      My heart tightened, and a number of things she’d said since I’d met suddenly took on a new light.

      She snapped her fingers. “Stop! This isn’t tragic, okay? It wasn’t that bad. They cloned me from the DNA of four human Aether Technicians. Some of the ones who worked on the Zenith Devices, they thought, though of course there’s no way to verify that. They were trying to figure out a way to mass-produce Aether Technicians, which never works. Didn’t work for them either, but there were a couple of successes.”

      Mell gestured to herself with both hands. “Tada! Success! Growing up in a lab isn’t as bad as it sounds. They made sure we were socialized and well-fed and everything, because, you know, we’re expensive. They wanted to raise us into loyal Technicians, not robots.”

      “Who’s ‘they’?” I asked.

      I’m not sure if I was looking for a target for revenge or if I just wanted to know which corporation had stooped so low. Even my father wouldn’t violate galactic law badly enough to raise children like livestock.

      As far as I knew.

      Mell looked at me with distant confusion. “Can’t you guess?” she asked. “The Vallenar Corporation.”

      For a second afterward, there was no sound. Not even my breathing.

      Then she broke, stifling a laugh. “No, I’m kidding! Can you imagine? That would be a coincidence. It was Stellar Synthesis Labs, the people who ordered that Temporal Prism back when we met. I’ve been keeping them from rebuilding.”

      I managed to breathe again. It was taking me a while to adjust to the fact that Vallenar wasn’t responsible for her being raised in a lab. “Rebuilding from something you did?” I guessed.

      Mell shuffled in place, and a shadow hung over her. Whatever she was about to say, it weighed on her more than she wanted to admit.

      “There was one thing I didn’t like about life in the labs,” she said. “When you broke a rule, or when they were moving you, or when they just didn’t know what to do with you, they’d put you in a really small room. Like a closet. And then you’d just have to…wait.” She shuddered. “I didn’t like that. Once I grew up, awakened my gift and all that, I told them they’d have to stop. No more closets.”

      Mell had never liked tight spaces, like traveling in small ships, but I’d never imagined there was such a reason behind it. I started to scan over our past conversations to see if I should have guessed, looking for some way I could have known.

      “They mostly stopped,” she went on. “But one day, they were supposed to transfer me to a new lab and they…I never found out what happened. I guess they forgot about me. I had to stand there all night. No Subline, no toilet, no food. When I sat down, my knees were pressed against the far wall. I was probably nineteen.”

      I thought she said her life in the labs wasn’t that bad. Now, I was surprised she left the place standing.

      “Look, like I said, they weren’t out to get me, they just forgot. They apologized when they remembered me, but that was all I could take. Later that night, I tore the place apart.”

      I moved closer to put arms around her. “Killing people is hard. Even when they deserve it.”

      “Kill—What?” She shoved back so she could view me at arm’s length. “Kill people? Oh, tore the place apart! No, no, I sabotaged their inventory system. Yeah. They missed a bunch of deliveries and lost their funding.”

      She squinted at me. “This is why I don’t tell people. You’ve all seen too many movies.”

      “Your story beats mine.” I slid my arms around her again, and this time she let me. “I know you said it wasn’t so bad, but thanks for telling me.”

      From my shoulder, she said, “It really wasn’t. I might have gone too far with the revenge. But…Well, that’s why I made Starhammer. I wanted to make somebody who would never forget me.”
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      With nothing better to do, Sola found herself in the personal weapons laboratory of The Last Horizon, staring into her own helmet from the outside.

      Horizon had directed her here, calling it the best place to maintain her guns and armor, but Sola suspected the ship’s spirit had made this room up on the spot. It was a wide, open room of greenish metal, with several spaces for projects of various sizes.

      Sola had stepped into a booth the size of a shower stall, where mechanical hands had removed her armor. That would be convenient for most people, though Sola could disperse her armor and re-form it next to her.

      With mechanical hands holding the armor in place, Sola looked up at her green-tinged visor. It streamed text into her processor, so she could see the suit’s message as though it hung in the air in front of her.

      ‘READY TO ASSIGN,’ her suit said.

      A number floated beneath that: 164,627 Units. The amount of power she could allocate to improving or expanding her systems. The Aether would respond, upgrading her suit.

      Once she told it to. At the moment, she was lost in thought.

      The suit had given this many Units for her achievements in fighting and ultimately killing the Iron King. She would likely never see so many again. Wherever she spent them, that would be a major commitment to her future. It would shape everything she did from then on.

      And she didn’t see any options she wanted.

      The suit’s readout showed her the current systems in her suit, of which there were many. Her scanners had been improved by long, complex trees of upgrades, as she’d spent tens of thousands of points on them. Her inventory and weapons organizations systems were similarly upgraded, and there were quite a few points assigned to physical enhancement.

      She had committed a more modest number of Units to her thrusters and pulse boosters. They were useful tools, but she found the scanners gave enough warning that her current mobility met her needs.

      There were many other sub-systems. Oxygen scrubbers, a surgical auto-doc to treat her wounds, chemical fabricators to keep her awake and fighting, and various forms of countermeasures to more exotic Iron Legion tactics. Some Bishops would deploy spells, viruses, mental pulses, high-frequency vibrations, acid mists, parasites, or even stranger things, and she’d developed counters for all those she’d seen.

      Relatively speaking, the weakest system in her armor was its protective plating.

      In other words, the actual armor.

      It would do against Pawns or regular infantry, but bigger Legionnaires and starship weapons would tear her to pieces. There was a clear reason for that, in Sola’s mind.

      She could come back from death. If a Bishop shot her, she would be reborn in her Pyre and approach the situation again with a new plan.

      Sola feared physical injury the least, so preventing it was her lowest priority, but that wasn’t her only reason. Strengthening the plating was also prohibitively expensive. She had always promised herself that she would upgrade it when she had a large chunk of Units to spend.

      Now she did, and she was hesitating.

      Thicker armor plates wouldn’t have helped her against Starhammer.

      She’d seen him only for a moment and had gotten off a single shot. Then she’d been shoved aside in a blur of motion.

      By the time she’d scrambled to her feet, the fight was over.

      Starhammer hadn’t killed her. He had just pushed her down. The one shot she’d taken hadn’t even helped.

      As Sola stared into her helmet, she tried to persuade herself it didn’t matter. Starhammer wasn’t the enemy she had fought for years. The Advocates weren’t an enemy at all; it was laughable to compare them to the Iron Legion. Corrupt they may have been, but their purpose was ultimately to save people.

      If she put all these Units into strengthening the outer layers of her armor, she’d have toughness on the scale of Raion’s Divine Titan. She might be able to blow up a Hive with herself inside and not even die.

      It wouldn’t do anything against Starhammer’s Temporal Field, but then, what would?

      She had scanned through the potential upgrade options many times in the last few minutes, but she did it again, just to be safe.

      Sometimes her suit—or maybe the Aether—added new options to the list. It was unpredictable, as were most functions of the Aether, but it tended to happen when she accomplished something significant.

      Defeating the Iron King had added many options. She could add a generator that would create some of that pink-and-orange flame he’d used, which the suit called Purgative Fire. It wasn’t terribly efficient, but the system described it as corrosive to magic.

      She could establish a link to control drones, presumably in imitation of the Iron King’s connection to his Hives, or she could gain blueprints and fabricators to build her own version of Pawns. That option she had deleted immediately upon seeing it.

      There were more, but none as useful for killing through the Iron Legion as enhanced armor nor at all practical for shrugging off Starhammer’s Temporal Field. It wasn’t a spell.

      But why should she spend this limited opportunity on defeating Starhammer? The others clearly didn’t need her help. This wasn’t her mission.

      Thus, Sola’s thoughts roamed in circles until Varic came in.

      He gave her a nod as the door slid open. His silver eyes were cool and unsurprised, as though he’d expected to see her there, and he strode past Sola to sit at a desk.

      He didn’t glance around the laboratory, and he flipped on the small metal arms over the desk as though completely familiar with the room. Sola considered that detail, as it might be more important than it seemed.

      While Varic claimed he had no memories of The Last Horizon and this was his first life encountering the ship, there was no way for him to prove that. She’d believed his story about having lived seven times both because there was plenty of proof and because the actual source of his information didn’t matter.

      Whether he’d fought beside her in a previous life or had seen a future in which they fought together, the fact remained: he knew things.

      “Horizon remodeled this room based on my memories,” Varic said without looking up. “This was my favorite workshop.” He held up an orange crystal, which the mechanical arms took from him. A moment later, a lens extended from the wall, showing him a magnified view of the crystal.

      Sola grunted.

      “You always used that stall for your armor. I started using this desk so we could talk while we worked.” Varic manipulated some controls and the mechanical hands extended new, delicate limbs.

      He flicked his eyes to the side, looking at her even as he blindly guided the arms through laser-cutting a series of intricate symbols. “So. How many Units did you get from the Iron King?”

      Sola’s first reaction to Varic’s knowledge of her had been purely based on his utility. If he knew how to fight beside her, good, that would save them time. If he’d assaulted the Grand Hive before, good, he would know the way in. Fighting in the Grand Hive at her side? Even better.

      But the disparity of information between them made her uncomfortable. She was used to knowing more about her allies than they knew about her.

      Which Varic must have known, and he’d asked about her armor.

      “One hundred fifty thousand,” she answered.

      He raised his eyebrows and whistled, returning his gaze to the crystal in front of him. She saw he was guiding the lasers to etch two different symbols at the same time, each on a separate facet of the crystal.

      “Is that what makes your shield?” she asked.

      If they were going to fight together, there was only one way to close the gap in their knowledge. She had to ask questions.

      He nodded absently as his hands flicked across the controls. “This is a fortress crystal. They form naturally in locations where the Aether reinforces massive defensive formations, so it’s not rare, but there isn’t much better for a protection focus. Horizon had a new crystal in storage, but I’m not sure what to do with it.”

      “You look sure.” He was etching spell-symbols into the crystal as though he’d done it a thousand times before.

      “I’m just making the same shield amulet I had before, but I’d like something better. This one has broken three times now.”

      Sola turned from her armor to regard his amulet. “What broke it?”

      “Raion, Omega, and the Iron King.”

      Sola snorted.

      “Yeah, I know. It’s hard to complain about a shield that can only take a hit from an Iron King. But if Starhammer comes for me…”

      Varic didn’t shudder. His hands only hesitated on the controls for a fraction of a second, and the shadow that passed over his face was gone just as quickly.

      “…I’d like to be as protected as I can,” he finished. His tone was still casual, and if Sola hadn’t paid attention, she might not have seen anything wrong.

      That was one of his memories. He’d remembered fighting Starhammer before.

      “The Engineer didn’t ask us to defeat him,” Sola pointed out. “I say we leave him alone.”

      Varic’s orange crystal was about the size of his palm and cut in a teardrop shape that vaguely resembled a kite shield. The mechanical arms spun it gently as Varic continued writing with the lasers, placing one symbol on each facet.

      “I hope we can,” Varic said. “But even if he stays safe, there’s more out there. Worse.”

      Sola looked once again to the message at the corner of her vision. ‘READY TO ASSIGN.’ “What’s your plan?” Sola asked.

      Varic let out a heavy breath. “You know, it’s been about a year and a half since my ritual. I spent most of that time doing everything I could to make sure I didn’t have to fight. That only changed when I found Horizon, because I thought we could actually win with her help.”

      “I guess you were right.”

      “I don’t know that I was.” He didn’t stop working on the amulet, but he did turn to meet her eyes again. “I should have been preparing to fight.”

      He had seen through her dilemma. That was frustrating.

      Sola drew up a chair and fell into it. “If you know me, you know I’m not afraid to fight. I’d be in a Hive right now.”

      “I know you’re not afraid of that fight,” Varic said. He returned his attention to the crystal, but softened his tone. “Sorry. I’m used to talking to you like this, but I know that from your perspective, we only met a few weeks ago.”

      “You’ve done fine until now.”

      “Yeah, I thought the situation called for a little more honesty.” He flashed her a smile. “Let me balance the scales a bit. I am afraid…” Varic flipped the amulet over to the other side and returned it to the machine. “…all the time.”

      Sola waited, strangely looking forward to what he had to say.

      “I see a bad ending coming and I’m taking a chance to stop it,” he went on. “This is the sixth time I’ve tried that. In the first five, I failed and died. And I let you die too.”

      Varic stopped. His right hand trembled once before he got it back under control and continued. “All of you, except Omega. I bet everything and lost. Now, I’m rolling the dice again, even though all my experience tells me I have no chance to win. I’m not afraid of dying one more time. I’m afraid of failing for the last time.”

      That struck something in Sola, but she waited.

      Varic had aimed two lasers on the center of the amulet, the largest facet, where he was carving one symbol. It took only a moment of concentration.

      When he finished, light rippled and played over the entire crystal. Something shifted, and even she could feel it. The Aether had responded.

      Varic tucked it into his pocket as if it were nothing special and turned his chair to face her. “I would not do anything to jeopardize our success,” he said. “Including recruiting an old friend to the crew if I thought she couldn’t keep up.”

      It felt like he’d reached through her armor and stabbed her, so she reacted defensively. “You brought me on to handle the Iron Legion, and that’s done. I’ll fulfill my contract, but if you wanted me for anything else, you chose the wrong person.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      He had told her his fears, but now she saw nothing in him but certainty.

      “The right weapon for the right target,” Sola said. “If our Engineer can upgrade the armor, I’ll fight. Otherwise, I’ll stay in reserve for an opponent who can’t stop time.”

      Varic started tapping something into the console on his left wrist. “Mell’s busy working on the ship. And maybe trying to kill Horizon. If you don’t mind, I thought I’d let another Aether Technician take a look.”

      Sola gestured to her armor. “Feel free. I hire a Technician every time it needs maintenance.”

      “Have you eaten?” Varic asked. “It’ll probably be a while before—”

      The door hissed open and Shyrax strode in, her thick hair-strands emanating golden light. She was so tall that the top of her head almost scraped the doorframe, and Sola was certain Horizon had altered the size of the doors to allow Karoshans to walk around freely.

      “Full scan,” Shyrax ordered. She snapped her thick, yellow fingers and a pair of smaller Karoshans rushed forward with handheld Aethertech scanners to inspect Sola’s armor.

      Actually, on second glance, they weren’t any shorter than Shyrax. The queen just carried herself as though she was the tallest in the room.

      “This has a self-upgrade function?” Shyrax asked Sola.

      Sola wondered for a moment if she should answer. She was used to letting Aether Technicians examine the suit, but this felt like she was handing military secrets over to Karosha.

      But Shyrax continued watching her, waiting, and Sola gave in. If they were going to work together, there needed to be some level of trust. It wasn’t like a Karoshan could fit in the armor.

      Sola nodded.

      Shyrax gestured to her servants, who projected holographic readouts onto the air in front of her. “Self-upgrading Aethertech is the trap of the desperate fool.” She flipped through reports without looking at Sola. “They sacrifice functionality for potential, and their users die for it. You have my respect.”

      Sola had been preparing for a fight until the last sentence, which caught her wrong-footed.

      “To have grown your suit to this degree requires effort the likes of which the common mind could not imagine,” Shyrax continued. “I will make sure your faith is rewarded.”

      She turned to one of her servants, a thin, blue Karoshan with strange devices clipped all over his black uniform. “What can you offer?”

      “Your Highness, I am not confident in altering such a complex masterwork.”

      “Then you are released.” She looked to the other Technician, this one dull green and covered in slightly shimmering Aetheric tattoos. “And you?”

      He took a moment before responding. “My guidance is known as Redefinition, as Your Highness may already know. I believe I can alter this device’s relationship to the Aether and thus the options offered, though I cannot affect the fundamental logic of its creation. This will be a delicate operation, however.”

      “You will assist me,” Shyrax said. “Alert your team.”

      The green Karoshan bowed and began muttering into the air as the blue servant slunk from the room.

      “You’re altering the suit?” Sola asked. That didn’t disturb her too much. She had been forced to revert changes to the suit before, when Aether Technicians had gone too far.

      But there was one question that mattered. “Are you qualified?” she asked.

      If Her Highness was offended by that, their working relationship was going to be rocky. Might as well get that out of the way now.

      “I am,” Queen Shyrax said.

      Without further explanation, she activated the machinery in the armor stall. Metal arms unfolded and sunk into the armor, interfacing with its control system. Armor plates began to unlock.

      Varic spoke casually as he watched the show. “Her gift as a Technician—what Karoshans call a guidance—is t’rshentha, or Enhancement. A better translation might be ‘Overclocking.’ She can improve the performance of Aethertech.”

      “And is she a master?” Sola asked him, though Shyrax was more than close enough to hear.

      “I am not,” the queen replied. She inspected the network of arcane technical components that were revealed beneath the armor’s exterior. “I am a journeyman Technician at the end of her journey. I have yet to complete my masterwork.”

      That wasn’t unusual for Karoshan Aether Technicians. Since they couldn’t create Aethertech from scratch, making a masterpiece meant pouring all their passion and expertise into a modification of sufficient complexity.

      With inhuman strength, Shyrax hauled out a complex steel cube from the back of the armor. The primary power core. “This will be my proof,” the queen declared. “You have given me the perfect raw material, Sola Kalter. The weapon I create here today will show the Aether, and the galaxy, the truth of my skill. When you carry this into battle against the Perfected, they will know that it is I who have sharpened the Fallen Sword.”

      Her words resonated through the room by the end, and Shyrax furiously dove into the armor. The mechanical arms weren’t fast enough for her.

      It seemed she had forgotten anyone else was around.

      Sola turned to Varic. “I guess I’m done here.”

      “Let’s eat.” Varic led the way out into the hall, where they saw the wide green Karoshan leading a group of six more, younger members of his species hurrying back toward the lab.

      They were muttering to one another in Karoshan, and Sola only knew a few words of that language. Enough to catch that this was the “task of their lives” and something about giving up sleep.

      Sola was used to leaving her armor with Aether Technicians, so she never got her hopes up. The best they could do was maintain the technology and make minor repairs. Anything more they tried inevitably failed.

      This time, she couldn’t help but raise her expectations. Just a little.

      Beside her, Varic started to whistle.
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      Omega had been given the freedom to customize his room, so he had done so. It was an empty chamber with a massive holo-projector in the center and a single chair.

      That was all.

      Why would he need anything else? He kept a small bathroom to the side, because hygiene was something he hadn’t left behind with his transformation, but the rest of a bedroom wasn’t even worth self-indulgence.

      True indulgence was found in the digital world. He had a vast collection of Subline games and immersive experiences. Whenever there was nothing going on in the real world, he intended to leave it.

      At the moment, the real world was interesting enough.

      His grandson, Jak, sat across from him as a hologram. Omega had one leg crossed and lounged in his chair as though in a throne, but Jak couldn’t be more different. He huddled at the edge of his seat, clutching and unclutching his hands, and glancing from side to side as though afraid to be overheard.

      Jak never had enough of a spine. Maybe his daughter would do better; Omega would see in fifteen or twenty years.

      While he was technically the current president of the Escalon Company, Jak wasn’t well-suited for power. Gray had taken over his hair early, and he had the pinched look of someone who worried all the time. Which was entirely accurate.

      “Why aren’t you back yet?” Jak demanded. “How have you stayed gone this long? Did you break the contract?”

      Omega gave him a wide smile. “Stronger contract eats weaker contract.” He formed his right hand into a mouth and held it up to gobble empty air. “Chomp chomp chomp, Jak!”

      Jak rubbed gray temples with his hands. “Are you going to be back? Did you at least leave me something? What am I supposed to…You killed those Syndicates!”

      “I kept my promise!” Omega protested. “It was so clean for you, Jak. You saw how clean it was.”

      “Yeah, they’re terrified. Of you. They want to make peace, but they have to see the Grave Hound. They’ll give us whatever we want if they think you’re on our side.” Jak bounced one leg and looked off to the side. “Everyone’s scared. Even Planetary Security. Have you heard about what the Iron Legion did in our system?”

      “Never heard of them.”

      “Omega, I’m scared. They cut right through our system fleet and then they just fell apart. I can see a Hive at night with my bare eyes. It looks like a moon. They could drop a hundred thousand Pawns on us while we sleep, and there’s nothing I could do about it without you here.”

      “Tell me more about this Iron…Legion, is that what it’s called?”

      Jak drooped like his battery had run out of power. His head sagged. “Please, Omega, please. Tell me what to do.”

      Omega regarded his grandson. While he did, he searched through his own feelings. Was there any sympathy left in him? Any spark remaining in the ashes?

      Nope, just ashes.

      People did nothing but let him down. It was the one thing they could be counted on to do, and that was a universal statement. It included Jak and Omega equally.

      Omega had no expectations left, not even for himself. This was a lesson Jak had yet to learn.

      For a moment, Omega dropped his smile. He met the eyes of his grandson seriously.

      “Why are you asking me?”

      Jak sighed, clearly expecting this to go nowhere, but Omega stepped over him.

      “You are the President of the Escalon Company, while I am its hired murderer. As soon as things begin to go wrong, you cry to me. Because of my wisdom? Because you have tried everything you possibly can, and only in a last resort must you deploy your secret weapon?

      “Of course not. You turn to me because if I return, this becomes my problem. I’ll kill everyone involved and you’ll say, ‘Oh no, it wasn’t me, it’s because the Grave Hound slipped his leash.’ Don’t be such a disappointment, Jak.”

      Anger flashed in Jak’s eyes, and Omega grinned to see it, but he didn’t give his grandson a chance to let it out. Not yet.

      Instead, he said, “Oh, not to me. I never had any expectations for you, so I can’t be disappointed. You have disappointed yourself. I can smell it from here.”

      Omega drew in a long breath through his nose. “Weakness!” he cried. “Cowardice! Fear, fear, fear. Do you want me to save you, you little crying baby boy? Do you want me to come shoot your problems until they go away? Say it! Say ‘Save me, Grandpa! Save me, because I need a scarier monster to come and protect me from the—‘”

      The hologram vanished. The call cut off abruptly.

      Omega laughed with wild abandon. At least his grandson could be provoked into something resembling determination.

      Only when Omega had finished laughing at the absurdity of the situation, the weakness of his family, and the consistency of all the mortal species did he spin his chair around.

      “And how may I help you?” he asked his visitor.

      He’d seen the door open the moment it had happened, an entire minute before. He kept eyes in every corner of the room.

      Raion Raithe stood in the doorway, red skin bright and white hair styled and swept back, fists on his hips. All three of his eyes were focused on Omega.

      “So there is some friendship in you,” Raion said. “I’m glad!”

      That gave Omega a small flicker of actual irritation.

      Horizon allowed any of the crew to enter or leave Omega’s room, while Omega could only leave it with permission. That was fine; it was similar to the arrangement he’d lived with for decades.

      But he had no way of keeping this naïve idiot away. Then again, Raion was usually more fun than this.

      “Oh, you wouldn’t believe all the friends in me,” Omega said, spreading dark gray biomass to form into faces and smile at Raion. “Would you like to meet them?”

      Raion shuddered and shied away from the faces, but pointed to the projector in the center of the room. “That was your grandson? We can go help him! I’m sure Varic won’t mind.”

      Publicly, Jak was known as his nephew. Omega posed as his uncle so people didn’t realize he was immortal, but that disguise was already growing thin. In some ways, Jak looked older than he did.

      “Hmmm? You think that was familial affection, do you?” Omega cackled. “Your family must have been as twisted as mine.”

      “You gave him advice,” Raion said. “You want him to be a better person.” Raion gave him a thumbs-up. “I underestimated you, Omega!”

      “If that’s what you saw, you don’t have enough eyes.” Omega bloomed many more.

      He was irritated when, for once, Raion didn’t react. “I saw it.”

      “When all you have is a pistol, everyone looks like a target.”

      “I am never mistaken about friendship.” This time, Raion gave him two thumbs up. “I hope I get to meet your grandson one day.”

      Then Raion turned and began to march out of the room.

      Omega slithered around to cut him off. “Leaving so soon? You just decided to come and spy on me, did you?”

      “Varic told me to stop by. He said I would see something I liked.” Raion’s broad smile gleamed. “He was right!”

      Then Raion left, and Omega didn’t stop him.

      Raion represented a fun challenge, one that Omega would work on during his time here. He had to unravel this “knight of friendship” persona and expose the broken, twisted, selfish reality within. The one that lurked inside everyone.

      That was a puzzle worth pursuing, if only for Omega’s own self-satisfaction, but someone else occupied his thoughts at the moment.

      The Captain.

      Sending Raion in here suggested very much that Varic Vallenar had known what was going to happen. Was this part of his unique magic, the thing that he’d hinted about with all the other crew members? Was it tied into how he had known about Omega’s past?

      Omega tried to convince himself that Varic had just tapped into the Subline and eavesdropped on his call with Jak. With Horizon’s cooperation, that would be easy.

      But Omega didn’t think so, because he had been watching Varic all along.

      The Captain was in the mess hall, eating with the Sword. He hadn’t given his console any attention.

      There was every possibility he was doing it remotely, but why? Why wouldn’t he watch Omega openly? Why would he notify Raion in secret?

      Omega could make guesses, but he didn’t know the answers, which disturbed him. There was something about Varic that suggested he knew Omega better than Omega knew him.

      For the first time in many years, Omega felt wary of another human.

      It could be that he wasn’t the biggest predator on the ship after all.
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      Though Shyrax had left the task to her Karoshan subordinates, I had to be on the bridge when the Advocate fleet arrived.

      It had been a day since we’d returned the three prisoners to their installation and backed up into a defensive formation, surrounded by blocky Karoshan ships. Instead of a crude invisibility spell, The Last Horizon was protected by good old-fashioned hiding.

      We were just sitting in the back of the Karoshans. The Advocates wouldn’t get close enough for a detailed scan, and of course no one could spot us visually from so far away in the system. At least, not through the Karoshan cruisers screening us.

      The Advocate fleet was very thorough, a thousand ships in blue and white, all arranged around their planet. They had clearly taken this Karoshan incursion very seriously, despite the lack of overt threat.

      Their flagship was a hulking dreadnought, a five-mile-long massive battleship shaped vaguely like a disk. Shyrax’s ships didn’t have anything that could check that kind of firepower, so if it came into play, our only choice would be to use The Last Horizon’s weapons.

      Which was why I stayed on the bridge, making sure nothing went wrong.

      A copy of the Advocates’ transmission appeared on my monitor as they hailed the Karoshan fleet. To my surprise—and discomfort—I recognized the face on the other side.

      The broad, gray-bearded human was a familiar enemy.

      “Karoshan fleet, you have initiated aggressive action against the Advocates and one of the Free Worlds,” Steel Avalanche said. “Identify yourself and explain your behavior, or I will be forced to personally intervene.”

      I sneered before I could help myself.

      There was a version of myself that wanted him to try.

      Even outside of his massive dreadnought, Steel Avalanche was no easy opponent. I didn’t know if he’d tried out for The Last Horizon, but he was the sort of person who would have acquitted himself well in such a competition.

      In fact, I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that he was one of the finalists. In a previous life, he was just under Starhammer in our threat estimation. If Mell and I couldn’t overwhelm and outnumber Steel Avalanche, we ran away.

      But that was then. I was a whole different person this time, in a literal sense. Even if I didn’t embarrass him with my magic, I would pay to see Shyrax fold him in half.

      Of course, that was just my resentment talking. If I really had to fight him, I’d seal him in Absolute Burial and toss him into a sun.

      Upon delivering his message, Steel Avalanche leaned back in his chair and folded huge arms. A pair of Aethertech gauntlets covered him from the forearms down, steel hands with innards that shone bright, electric blue.

      It was an intimidating sight, to be sure. But the Karoshan flagship responded by playing Shyrax’s recorded message.

      Steel Avalanche was only large for a human.

      Shyrax lounged on her own seat, and her yellow arms were thicker than his. She wore armor that was elaborate but still darkly effective, shimmering with enchantments, and a silver diadem held a jewel on her forehead.

      The background had been obscured, to hide the fact that she had recorded this message on The Last Horizon, so the Karoshan Queen delivered her pronouncement from a shadowy void.

      She rested her head on a few fingers and spoke. “Advocates. I am Shyrax the Third, rightful Queen of Karosha, and I have taken shelter in your sector. If these worlds are truly free, then I will enjoy my time here, as I have no enemies outside the Empire.

      “Your local security officers required a demonstration of my sincerity, so I dispatched my agents to invite them for a personal briefing. I have sent them home, and I trust they will convey my benevolent intentions.”

      Shyrax brought her hands down and her eyes flared. “If you would prefer more aggressive negotiations, then commit to your course and open fire. I will respond with swift, immediate retribution.

      “You should pray to the Aether that I allow my ships to deal with you. If you are unlucky, I will teach you a lesson myself.”

      I had seen Shyrax pacify foreign representatives before. She was capable of actual diplomacy, and I wasn’t sure why she thought it was unnecessary here.

      But personally, I found it gratifying. Even if I did tense up and start counting the number of paces between me and my staff.

      The screen switched again as Steel Avalanche responded. He was leaning forward this time, and I swear I saw a vein throbbing at his temple.

      “Queen Shyrax, you have come into our territory without—”

      She cut him off. “I have spoken. I leave you now in the hands of my Ambassador, as my time is required elsewhere. Choose wisely.”

      I was alone on the bridge, so I laughed openly. Shyrax had recorded the message that way intentionally, leaving enough of a gap for them to respond and then cutting them off by shifting them to a subordinate.

      The screen flicked to show a Karoshan woman whose leathery purple skin had begun to wrinkle, and whose violet hair-cables had faded and grayed.

      “I regret that our queen’s presence has been required by other, urgent business, but I am pleased to meet you, Advocate representative. High Councilor, isn’t it? Would you prefer I call you by your code name, or is there a personal name you prefer?”

      The Ambassador was pushing ahead a little too hard, trying to brush past Shyrax’s rude dismissal, but she didn’t seem too put out. She’d worked with the queen for a long time, after all.

      When I saw Steel Avalanche again, he was loosening his right gauntlet and breathing carefully. “Steel Avalanche will do. I must say, Ambassador, it almost sounds like our organization is being underestimated.”

      “Not at all, High Councilor! Not at all. In fact, as my queen indicated, we chose the Free Worlds precisely because the reputation of the Advocates is without peer…”

      The Ambassador continued smoothing ointment on the burns Shyrax had left on the man’s ego, but I had turned my attention.

      As expected, Starhammer wasn’t here. At least, he wasn’t involved in this action. No reason he should be, except that I knew he had to be close by. He’d be recovering somewhere.

      I wouldn’t be able to figure out where. The best Archmagi in the galaxy had tested Starhammer and found his magic countermeasures without flaw. Even I hadn’t found him with my pathfinding spells.

      But, just for my own peace of mind, I tried one. A quick spell to locate Starhammer.

      I tend to talk about pathfinding spells as though they’re all the same, but there are subtle differences in each one. Generally speaking, my brand of navigational magic involves giving the Aether a destination and requesting a route to it.

      The Cosmic Path, the pinnacle spell of the discipline, is specialized for starship travel. Not all of them are like that, but all have three of the same requirements.

      The spells need a defined target, that target’s location needs to be knowable, and there needs to be a path between me and them.

      Eyes of Malice was a niche spell I learned on my own, after my own magical knowledge had eclipsed the man who taught me the Cosmic Path. The target has to be someone looking for you with hostile intentions, and rather than guiding you to them, it gives you a path they could take to get to you.

      There are various other restrictions on the magic, so it’s not as useful as it sounds. For one thing, there are usually so many people after me that the Eyes of Malice tells me something like “There are an uncountable number of people hunting you and they could come from anywhere at any time.”

      Doesn’t do much for my paranoia.

      There are also enough ways to circumvent the spell that it becomes little more than a footnote of my pathfinding magic, but here, I thought it was worth a shot.

      If Starhammer was after me, he’d likely be the closest signal. And since the spell didn’t target him specifically, but rather anyone hunting me, it could possibly bypass his countermeasures.

      With all that in mind, I cast the spell.

      And immediately heard a deafening scream and a flaring red light.

      I cut off the spell immediately, heart hammering in my chest. I settled back into my chair; I had instinctively started to leap out.

      Horizon noticed. She popped out immediately, projected in six colors, leaning over me with exaggerated concern. “What was that magic, Captain? What did you see?”

      The Karoshan Ambassador continued to talk with the Advocate High Councilor, though Horizon had muted their conversation.

      “Starhammer’s looking for us, and he’s…” I took a moment to determine how to phrase my thoughts accurately. “It felt like having a World Spirit hunting me.”

      Horizon ran a soothing hand over my head, adding substance to herself with the Aether. “Oh, Captain, that’s all right. Soon, we’ll be able to hunt him down. Him, and everyone else who scared you.”

      “Stop talking like that. I’m saying we need to avoid him. As he was before, we could have taken him down if he ever got out of control. Now, if he starts taking over planets, we’ll have a real fight.”

      “A fight we would win.”

      “Yes, but the worst-case scenario is beating him again without killing him. One more time, and I have no idea what the Aether will turn him into.”

      She gave him a smile. “All the better to challenge the Ship of Heroes, wouldn’t you say?”

      “I’m not concerned about what he’ll do to us,” I said. I wasn’t the first person I’d seen executed by Starhammer. “If he gets to the point where he can personally match the Zenith Starship and our entire crew, what can he do to the rest of the galaxy?”

      Horizon adopted such an exaggerated look of horror I was sure it was feigned. She even conjured a few eyes out of nowhere to stare in fear from behind her head.

      “So we need to get out of here,” I added.

      “Do we?”

      “You know as well as I do that if we stay in the Free Worlds, we’re going to end up against Starhammer again. We haven’t covered our tracks well enough.”

      “How long do we have, would you say?”

      I sighed. “That’s our one lucky break. Only the most powerful reconstructive magic will work on Starhammer, and we’d be able to detect that. Realistically, it will take a few weeks to repair him, and he doesn’t know who we are yet.”

      Horizon held out one palm, where she projected the image of a space station. Or the artistic, idealized version of one, perhaps. It was smooth and almost seamless, glossy and dark as obsidian with a tint of reflective purple, and shaped like an elongated diamond with all its sharp edges smoothed down.

      “Do you know the ID of the Zenith Colony?”

      Even the alarm from the spell faded away when she asked the question. “Is that it?”

      Horizon answered her own question. “Shadow Ark. When locked away, it cannot be found. Not by magic, not by Aethertech, not by a million ships with a million scanners. What better shelter from those who pursue us?”

      “So you’re saying we should keep looking for this.”

      “That’s right. My brother—”

      “We should keep trying to find the colony whose one power is that it cannot be found.”

      Horizon gave me a reproachful look. “Please, Captain, don’t pretend not to understand. Of course Ark’s cloaking system is not engaged, he’s just lost. Let us follow this lead on Murrok. Not to mention…Well, I’m not sure if I should tell you this, but Shadow Ark is a repository of valuable materials. He should have plenty of the thought-conduction alloy and synapse nodes it would take to return me to peak condition.”

      That was enough to tip the scales, but wasn’t comfortable about it.

      We should have the time, I just preferred to be more careful. Originally, I had planned to stay away Starhammer for the rest of my life. As long as he never snapped and became a crazy conqueror, he remained an asset.

      “I feel like we’ve set a self-destruct sequence,” I said, “and we’re just waiting for the numbers to tick down.”

      “Don’t worry, Captain! I don’t have a self-destruct.”
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      I stood once more in the fabricator room of The Last Horizon, but I was astonished by the change.

      I had thought they were impressive before, but we finally had an Engineer.

      The towering tanks of the fabricators ran with lines of purple light, shining in mystically significant patterns. Power hummed within them as they worked, lasers tracing matter into being.

      Those lasers printed robots.

      Nova-Bots began from a humanoid skeletal frame, standing lifeless at the center of the room. Those were the basic building blocks, and Horizon fabricated one in a handful of seconds. Only a breath later, the lasers left wiring and circuitry in its wake. A few seconds after that, smooth armor covered the exposed machinery.

      As guided by Mell’s gift as an Aether Technician, Nova-Bots all sported a few common features. They were generally human in shape, though their number of limbs was variable and they could be as small as a fly or large enough to carry fighters.

      Besides their general outline, their other common feature was a single blazing red eye. I wasn’t clear whether that was a requirement of Mell’s Aethertech, a functional design, or just an aesthetic preference of hers.

      She could make bots without it, or cover it up, but she almost never did. The red light as an eye was such a trademark of hers that the Advocates had gone after Dragonslayer, a criminal in a war-mech with one red eye, just because they thought he might be related to her.

      But when the first of Horizon’s Nova-Bots came to life and its eye ignited purple, Mell gasped so hard she swallowed a piece of hard candy.

      When the robot walked away and she finally finished coughing, she straightened and looked to Horizon. “Why does it all have to be purple? It should be red!”

      Horizon rested her hand on the head of the newly printed robot like a proud mother displaying her child. “Doesn’t it look better this way? It’s the color of your aura, after all.”

      “Red is classic! And menacing!”

      “I suppose we can change the color. People might think they belong to Raion, though.”

      Mell hesitated. “Couldn’t he be purple?”

      I tried to picture Raion wearing anything but red and my brain short-circuited. “I don’t think so, no.”

      “…Fine. These aren’t as intimidating, though.”

      The one created Nova-Bot drooped and began staring at the floor.

      After the prototype was proven, Horizon printed more Nova-Bots as fast as she could, in every size and configuration I could think of. Some had obvious functions, like the ones with guns built into their arms, but others didn’t strike me as particularly practical. I managed not to make fun of the one with three pairs of bladed arms sprouting out of its back.

      At first, Mell muttered complaints about Horizon’s speed. Given access to materials and advanced fabricators, Mell could do as much herself.

      Then Horizon began printing two at a time. Then four. Then eight.

      By that point, Mell looked excited. With a glance at me, she muttered, “I guess that’s pretty fast. I can see the advantage.”

      “Where are you getting the material for this?” I asked Horizon.

      “Asteroids!” she responded happily. “Before we depart for Murrok, I thought we ought to stock up on materials. I have stretched my Engineer’s gift enough that I can compensate for the lack of costly components in the production of Nova-Bots. In my current condition, I could print Nova-Bots from nothing more than carbon, silicon, and iron. And a little copper.”

      “How much?” Mell asked immediately. “Send me the data. Depending on how much you can stretch the material compensation effect of my Technician’s gift, we could do some crazy things. And, wait, can you take on multiple Technicians at once?” She spoke faster and faster with every sentence.  “Could we switch off? Oh, and what can magic do for us? I’ve heard of wizards that can conjure ore from the Aether; can you do anything like that?”

      Light sparked inside her glasses as reports from Horizon streamed into Mell’s vision. She was looking forward to a future where she took full advantage of the Zenith Starship, but I was distracted by something else.

      “Do you want to rely on magic?” I asked. “You used to…I mean, the other version of you hated magic.”

      Mell took her eyes away from her reports long enough to shoot me a disapproving glance. “I didn’t hate magic. It’s a resource, just like anything else. I hate how unreliable it is. At least a Technician’s gift respects the rules even while bending them.”

      Off the top of my head, I remembered at least five instances of Mell shouting ‘I hate magic!’ Usually after an enemy mage outperformed one of her Nova-Bots or I summoned something particularly illogical.

      “I’m a water elementalist,” I said. “I can also summon rabbit-spirits, conjure pieces of Horizon’s former enemies and crew members, create seals and bindings, find safe paths between two points, and temporarily clone objects.”

      Mell lowered her glasses enough to peer at me over them. She didn’t break eye contact as she reached into her pocket, pulled out a toothpick, and began chewing on it.

      “Maybe I do hate magic,” she said at last.

      “Oh, but there’s such synergy between the two of you!” Horizon said fondly. She placed a hand on each of us, her seven-pointed eyes shining in many colors. “For example…”

      Blue light covered each of us, and we disappeared from the fabricator room.

      Seconds later, we reappeared in a stretch of hallway. The outer hull was transparent, showing the endless stretch of stars outside the ship. Asteroids drifted slowly by, and I saw at least one being slowly carved apart by red lasers.

      Purple beams were hard at work at the same time, seizing the loose chunk of asteroids and reassembling them.

      “Those were just my interior fabricators. I am diverting most of my power to the exterior.”

      Before our eyes, Horizon was building a starship.

      Constructing fleets was one of The Last Horizon’s mythical abilities, alongside terraforming, but that hadn’t prepared me for the sight of a ship taking shape in front of me.

      I had seen shipyards in action before, of course. They were massive operations, often taking up the orbit of entire planets.

      Horizon printed a shuttle as though sketching one into existence. It was forming at visible speed, plates of dark-gray metal formed into a shape reminiscent of a diving bird of prey. The design reminded me of The Last Horizon itself, though without the Zenith Starship’s inhuman perfection.

      Mell had her palms pressed against the viewport. I thought she might have been drooling.

      “You’re using my gift to do that? How?”

      “As I said: synergy. Your abilities are greater than the sum of their parts, and now I have access to your gift, the Captain’s magic, and the Commander’s wide array of skills. With those—and the assistance of your Nova-Bots, of course—I will soon rebuild my grand fleets of old.”

      When Horizon had granted me access to my seventh magic, I had seen how compatible the two of us were. The Aether, it seemed, had brought us together for a reason.

      I had understood our potential, but seeing it unfold before my eyes hit me on a different level.

      If Horizon could access the principles behind all seven of my magic disciplines, she could stretch everyone’s powers beyond their limits. Mell’s Technician gift was famously powerful, and combining it with Zenith Era fabricators was impressive enough.

      But what if Horizon could cut corners by judicious application of my Mirror of Silence spell? Could the onboard computers identify flaws in construction using my navigational magic? A fleet of fighters or army of Nova-Bots protected by my sealing magic could be the next best thing to invincible.

      I envisioned the view before me packed with ships, instead of just the one. Ships of all classes, all sizes, with weapons based on Sola’s and empowered by Shyrax. Crewed by Nova-Bots, enchanted with my magic, and their Subspace Drives based on Omega’s.

      Hope lightened my chest.

      That was a force that could protect the galaxy.

      No army could stand against the Swarm Queen, and we would be outnumbered by the Iron Legion no matter how many ships we printed, but I could see a vision of victory.

      I turned to Mell, but she chewed on her lip as she stared off into the half-finished ship.

      A vision struck me out of nowhere, as powerful as a spell. I remembered her making the same face as she looked over a legion of Nova-Bots assembling one another.

      ‘Is this really okay?’ she’d asked. ‘We’re literally building an army.’

      I had put my arm around her. ‘It will be worth it. After we don’t need them anymore, we’ll put them to work rebuilding.’

      I hadn’t meant it.

      This time, I was prepared to say something different.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked gently.

      She began to speak, but hesitated. I understood. She wasn’t sure how I’d respond to her conscience. She thought I wasn’t worried about the power we wielded.

      I waited for her to give voice to her concerns. And, finally, she did.

      “Is this really enough?” she asked.

      That surprised me, but it also soured my mood as I considered the question. Last time, we had been trying to match the ordinary Advocates. This time, Starhammer was stronger than I dared to consider.

      “No,” I said. “But it’s better than nothing.”

      The one shuttle finished its fabrication and flew away as another took its place. But suddenly those ships looked very, very small.
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      I sat cross-legged in the center of the pseudo-world that made up the heart of the Terminus Mundi spell. I had my eyes closed, though that didn’t matter much considering that the world was mostly an endless stretch of darkness.

      Meditation has become synonymous with wizards across the galaxy, but I’ve never found it as useful as people think. Proponents say meditation can bring you closer to your spells and to the Aether itself, but in my experience, only active use does that.

      It did have its benefits, though. Such as when you were trying to become used to a spell that stretched your perception in a hundred different directions.

      I saw Horizon materialize next to me, alerted by the half-dozen eyes I was actively controlling.

      “Oooh, you’re using my magic! What are we working on?”

      “I skipped the normal steps for learning a magical discipline,” I responded. “I can use the spell, but I won’t be able to rely on it until I’m more familiar with it. After that, I’ll need to integrate it with my other spells.”

      Horizon drew herself up, seven-pointed eyes sparkling. Giant hands drifted to her from the depths of the magical space, forming wings. “I would be happy to tutor you, Captain.”

      “I’ll take you up on that once I familiarize myself with it a little more. At minimum, I need to know what the various spell instances are capable of.”

      “I could teach you that!” she said eagerly. “There is a grand story behind each of these! Loss! Betrayal! Triumphant victory!”

      There wasn’t much she could do to help me before I found my way around the spell, but if she was so happy to help, I decided to incorporate her into my training. I held out my palm, and a hand made of magic drifted over to hover over mine.

      “At its core, this is memory manifestation magic,” I said. “You must have started out with one strong memory and only enough space to contain it, then expanded out from there. So tell me about the first one.”

      I still hadn’t physically opened my eyes, practicing seeing through the spell as I was. Still, I saw from multiple angles as Horizon hopped up onto a giant hand, sitting cross-legged in imitation of my meditation posture.

      The hand carried her around until she hovered across from me, mimicking my position, except she was a foot or two off the ground.

      “That’s the story of my first Captain,” Horizon said fondly. She gestured, and a pair of hands and eyes flew from the darkness to float in front of her.

      All the body parts in Terminus Mundi were conjured from blue light, so it was hard to make out coloration, but the hands were thin and long-fingered, with fingernails that faintly sparkled. The eyes were also pale and wide, and I assumed in life they had also been tinged blue.

      “Your first Captain was an Aethril?”

      “Very perceptive, Captain. Of course, most of my creators were human, but there was great cooperation with the Aethril. She was an Aether Technician with a starship gift, and that gave her utmost compatibility with me. Together, we settled planets and established colonies unto the furthest reaches of the galaxy.”

      “And does your magic copy her gift?”

      Horizon waved a hand dismissively, and fifty magical hands waved along with her. “No, nothing like that. Just a couple extra eyes and hands. Most of them are similar, actually. Nothing special about them except the memories.”

      That was unexpected. I ran my mind along the link I felt to the conjured spells. I certainly couldn’t feel any hidden powers in the eyes of Horizon’s first captain, though I could still see through them.

      So what she said was consistent with what I felt, but theoretically they should carry some properties from their original bearer.

      “That’s surprising,” I said. “I would have expected them to carry something from their original source, even without any magical powers. Skills, memories, personalities…something. Otherwise, the memory aspect of the magic is wasted. Might as well be conjuring generic hands.”

      “Oh, of course you’d be better off working on a starship using her hands. Muscle memory, and so forth. And the eyes might have a slightly easier time diagnosing damage in a starship, but nothing worth mentioning. It wasn’t as though she shot lasers from her eyes or anything.”

      I reached out for a hand and used it to flick Horizon’s forehead, directly in between her gnarled horns.

      “Ow! What was that for, Captain?”

      “So they do keep powers. How much of a bond with them do I need to have before I can access them?”

      She rubbed the point on her head as though it hurt, though magic of that scale could never injure her. “That’s a question I should be asking you.”

      “I assumed there had to be some special quality to each of the hands, since you’re evoking the memory in the Aether. I don’t sense anything in most of them, except the ones that have embedded spells.”

      Several eyes, embedded in the dark fabric of the dimension, twinkled like stars. These carried spells of paralysis, petrification, charm…the usual suspects for magic that could be conveyed through a gaze. More than a handful of them shot lasers.

      “I’ve never had a Captain inherit my magic before, but for me, I have to get to know the subject before I can remember them deeply enough. They have to leave an impression.”

      She called over a pair of eyes with a fond smile, though the eyes themselves were terrifying. They had horizontally slitted pupils that slowly rotated, spinning like a propeller warming up.

      “These, for instance, I copied from a Hypno-Goat of Xyleria Two. Obviously it wasn’t a crew member nor a dire enemy, though it did cause us some problems. I had to adopt the goat as a pet for a few months, caring for it myself, before I could begin to manifest them weakly.”

      I took over the eyes myself. “These, I have no problem with.” With only a gesture that resonated with the Aether, I activated the eyes. Hypnotic magic spewed out, resembling a cone of hazy light, though the natural spell had no effect on either of us.

      Horizon clapped excitedly. “Impressive, Captain! And a good thing, too. If you couldn’t take over the magic so quickly, the Iron King would have killed you. Again.”

      He almost had, and I shuddered back from the memory to stay on topic. “That’s a pretty clear conclusion. I can read the magic you’ve replicated here, but I’ll need to get to know the others. How many subjects have you memorized?”

      “I call them my inhabitants. The residents of Terminus Mundi. Some lent me only their eyes, some only their hands, some one of each. However, if we don’t count each individual eye and hand, and we go only by the number of inhabitants, then I believe I have five hundred and sixty-three residents here whose powers I have memorized.”

      “You believe?” I repeated.

      “If I had forgotten some, how would I know?”

      I looked up into the sky, where eyes sparkled like stars. “That will take me a while to master, but I did expect more.”

      “Some of them have more than two eyes,” she replied. “Or more than two hands.”

      I returned to my half-hearted meditation, but continued talking. “This is an impressive magic, Horizon. Any spell that can replicate other spells is highly valuable. Some cultures consider it forbidden magic.”

      “Of course! The magic of the Zenith Starship can be nothing less than a forbidden secret of the galaxy. It was difficult for me to learn at first, too. I wish I’d had your help back then.”

      I cracked one eye to peek at her myself. “You weren’t built with it?”

      “Oh, no. My creators were very worried that I would grow beyond their estimations, though of course they had no need to worry. I would never go against their wishes.”

      I could think of any number of questions about that, but I stuck to one at a time. “And what were those wishes?”

      Horizon peered up into the sky full of memories with a wistful look. “To explore the galaxy. To settle it, and to push the boundaries of our understanding. To find adventure and prevent stagnation. To ensure that peace is never boring.”

      That was a very philosophical answer, but I was looking for something more concrete. “Did all the Zenith Devices have the same purpose?”

      “Are you worried about Shadow Ark? You don’t need to be. Even if he awakens, he cannot compete with me. All he can do is hide.”

      “I’m worried about all of them. Out there somewhere, like live bombs.”

      She chuckled. “You mortals, always worrying. Having two Zenith Devices active at once would be nothing but a fortunate coincidence. You were lucky to see me in your lifetime, much less two of us.”

      “So you’re saying that’s nothing to worry about?”

      “We activate for our own reasons. I am awakened when an extraordinary person seeks me out, and Shadow Ark when he finds someone to act as a guardian for his territory. You can see how those conditions might overlap, which makes it possible for the two of us to coexist.”

      I relaxed, concentrating on my spell. “Good. I was concerned that the Aether might be leading us somewhere. First, no Zenith Devices ever, and now we’re after two? Feels like we’re asking for trouble.”

      “I can see how you might think that, given your experiences,” she allowed. “But you didn’t hear about the Zenith Devices activating in your other lives, did you? No. Even if we activate a second, that’s nothing but a coincidence.”

      The nagging fear in the back of my mind faded, and I concentrated on the task in front of us. The very real threat of Starhammer.

      At least I no longer had the haunting thought that we might be gearing up for a real apocalypse.

      “It’s only if three of us activated at once that I’d start to worry,” Horizon went on.

      I wanted to flick her forehead again. “So there is something to worry about!”

      “I’m just going by the old human saying: twice is a coincidence. Three times is a plot.”

      I shuddered. “Please don’t say things like that. Just…just don’t.”
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      Only a day later, I had just begun working on some enchantments when Horizon interrupted me again. This time, she looked surprised. “We received a call for you, Captain.”

      Instantly I went on high alert. We weren’t connected to a Subline at the moment, being in deep space and trying to stay off the scanner, so to speak. It was a short list of those with the resources to contact us, and none of them were people I wanted to talk to.

      “It’s my father, isn’t it?” I tossed my half-finished mantle onto the surface of the workbench. Hard to call it a mantle at all, while I was halfway through sewing the appropriate Aetheric patterns into it. More like a blanket.

      I waited for Horizon to transport me, but she rubbed her hands together, seven-pointed eyes sparkling. “Actually, it was neither the Vallenar Corporation nor the Advocates. This message was delivered magically, and it seems to be from your students.”

      That stopped my brain for a second. “The Magic Tower?”

      “No, nothing official. I get the impression…Well, you know enough now to accept the message or not. Would you like to hear what they had to say?”

      “Send it to me.”

      A video began to play in my ocular implant almost before I finished speaking. It was grainy, shaky footage that must have been taken from a console camera, and it showed a low-angle view of a crowd of hooded figures.

      They were clustered in a rusty metal room that shook around them; a starship in the process of leaving orbit, I guessed. Fixtures on the walls held containers whose labels I couldn’t read, but looked to hold fuel or some other liquid.

      After a moment of fumbling with the camera, the closest figure found an angle they liked and then removed their hood.

      Horizon had prepared me for the sight, but I was still surprised to see Mariala Brechess.

      The young, half-Aethril woman spoke in a low voice, which was difficult to make out even though the audio was streaming straight into my ears. “Professor. We’re doing everything we can to make sure this message reaches you. It took—”

      I think the next words were ‘great luck,’ but I couldn’t swear to that. The ship jostled around them, engines flared for a moment, and the audio died.

      “…to find you. The Tower says you won’t be back, but some of us decided to find you. Please teach us. We’re headed out of the Galactic Union, making our way to…”

      The coordinates she gave were almost impossible to make out, and she said the name of the planet at the same time as a deafening creak from the ship around her.

      Instead of trying to make it out myself, I looked to Horizon. “Did you get their location?”

      “Impossible.”

      “That’s fine, I’ll find them.”

      “Then why ask?”

      It would have been easy enough to locate them with my pathfinding magic even if they had been trying to hide from me. With them hunting me down, it would be child’s play.

      The audio stabilized enough for me to hear the last of the message. “…at your mercy, Professor. Contact us as soon as you can.” Someone behind her nudged her, and she added, “And we would love to see The Last Horizon, if that isn’t too much to ask. Call me back!”

      Several others behind her spoke up, urging her to say something, but a shouting voice came from another room in the ship and the call cut off abruptly.

      “They really do need instruction,” I said. “A wizard of fortune magic shouldn’t have been caught.”

      “And how did they find us?”

      “I left them the clues to do it in the files I sent them,” I said. As I spoke, I withdrew my wand and began tracing symbols of detection, navigation, and pathfinding into midair. “Effectively, I left them instructions about how to integrate my pathfinding magic into their spells. I didn’t expect them to pick up on the clues and actually do it, though. Maybe they are worth teaching.

      The symbols I traced burned blue before settling into the Aether, beginning my spell.

      Horizon’s horns perked up. “Does this mean we are to accept a crop of young wizards onboard?”

      “Depends on where they are. If I can pick them up without deviating course, I’ll do that. If I can call them to me, even better. I know you can’t teleport them straight to us.”

      I gave her a look as I said that, checking to see if she responded to that statement. According to her manual, she wasn’t supposed to have that much latitude with teleportation. She could bring people to her from an extraordinary range if they were part of the crew or prospective crew members. For anyone else, I’d have to pick them up the old-fashioned way.

      Instead of correcting me or glancing away, like she would if she were hiding something, she merely dipped her head in a nod.

      “Then we’ll see. If they’re close enough to pick up, great. If not, we’ll get a message back to them and tell them where to wait for us.”

      At that point, I completed the spell. It would have been faster if I was chanting, but I couldn’t do that and talk at the same time. I also would have preferred a stronger connection to Mariala, like an object she owned or at least a general idea of her location, but I knew her well enough that the spell worked.

      The air in front of me flickered blue and white before settling on a gold image. The star-map of a system I didn’t recognize—which wasn’t strange, as it’s impossible to be familiar with all the systems in the galaxy—and a brief view of the route to get there.

      The Cosmic Path, the pinnacle spell of my navigational magic, would have guided us through the route step by step. This was not such an advanced spell, but was more useful for our purposes.

      Horizon leaned in, placing a hand on my shoulder as though to brace herself even though her holographic form weighed nothing. “The Kallver System. It’s not terribly far, but it certainly isn’t on our way.”

      “Too bad for them,” I said. “Help me send a message.”

      She turned to look at me from the side. “You don’t seem too upset, Captain.”

      “We have an assignment, and it wasn’t as though I called them. If they have to wait, they have to wait.”

      “But you do still intend to contact them. In that case, wouldn’t it be better to pick them up as soon as possible?”

      I hesitated. If Mariala and the other students had left the Magic Tower and the Galactic Union behind, as it seemed they had, they would be in a decent amount of trouble.

      It was hard not to think of them as runaway children, though they were all adults and professional mages. Most with significant backing. I wasn’t sure who was with Mariala, but many of my students had children, and I would say most of them had prior careers.

      Yet, I still thought of them as children who had run away from home. That was strange. I didn’t usually think of myself as much older than my biological age—I didn’t feel like I was any older than Raion, for instance, and Shyrax still felt older than me—but in this case, I almost thought of these as my kids. Kids who had been placed under my care, at least.

      And I didn’t want to leave them out there.

      Besides, I had taught in the first place because I thought it would be good for the galaxy to help guide the next generation of mages. Just because I’d successfully inherited the Zenith Starship didn’t mean that had changed.

      I drummed fingers on my thigh. “Do you have a route for me?”

      “Of course, Captain.” Horizon projected a chart into the air. “If you take one of the shuttles, you could make it to Kallver and return to intercept us in a little over two days. Just before we reach our destination.”

      “How is that possible? You should be much faster than that.”

      “Well, you’ll have to push the shuttle to its limits. Also, I’m hardly at my maximum speed.”

      I watched the route as I thought. It would be a lot of flying. Two days non-stop, essentially, with a few hours of refueling. Once I picked them up, one of the students could fly for me, but I’d be on my own on the way there.

      Or would I?

      “I could use a backup pilot,” I said. “Can I borrow yours?”

      Horizon smiled so wide that I almost called off the whole thing.
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      Omega didn’t spend the entire flight to our destination talking, as I had been afraid he would.

      He spent the entire flight eating.

      I focused on the shuttle’s console and the golden light of my Cosmic Path spell as I navigated us through Subspace, trying not to be distracted by the sounds coming from behind me. It sounded like five hungry dogs munching at once, and it hadn’t stopped for half an hour.

      I conjured one eye to take a peek behind me, hoping I would see that Omega was close to done. He leaned against the wall, tearing roast meat from a thick bone with his teeth. Grease covered his chin and matted his thin beard.

      Which wouldn’t be so bad except for the gray ooze that flowed out from his back, forming mouths that did the same thing. One mouth, at the end of a long, organic tube, was face-down in a bowl of pulped fruit. It munched and slurped, nudging the bowl back into place whenever it scraped across the deck.

      A second mouth crunched down on living, shelled insects, which it savored with obvious enjoyment, licking its lips after each one. A third slurped a thermos of soup and traded it out for a bowl of noodles while a fourth munched grain bars rather less energetically than the others.

      He was going to run the shuttle’s food fabricator out of material, and I didn’t know how we were supposed to feed the rest of us on the way back. Either we’d restock the fabricator when we stopped for fuel or the students and I would have to go hungry.

      “We’re about to surface,” I warned him, without turning around.

      “I hope our stowaways have some fresh meat on them,” Omega said, and for a moment I thought the man was threatening to cannibalize our passengers. Then he added, “We’re out of protein packs in the fabricator.”

      I never thought I’d hear Omega say something so mundane.

      “We’ll have to refuel somewhere in the system no matter what,” I said. “I’ll see what we can get, but I don’t know that we can afford the best. Or the most,” I added, after taking a look at the pile of food he was still slurping up.

      One of Omega’s separated mouths gave me a grin, since his human face was occupied. “Budget cuts at the Vallenar Corporation, is it?”

      “I made a clean break from the company. I’ve been working on a Magic Tower instructor’s salary, which doesn’t last long when you’re not teaching anymore.”

      Omega chuckled as he swallowed the last mouthful of roasted meat. “Then it’ll be my treat, Captain. I never thought I would see a Vallenar come to me, begging with empty hands.”

      “Whatever gets you to pick up the bill, Omega.” The ship shuddered around us as we left Subspace, and the shutters on the main viewport folded away.

      The view showed us hovering outside a bustling system, with colonies visible in every direction. Long chains of traffic stretched away from the closest one, a gray-and-silver disc.

      The Kallver System was on the very edge of the Galactic Union, arguably outside their boundaries. This only made it more popular, as it was the last stop before hitting a long stretch of Dark Space.

      Golden light shone at the center of the disc-shaped colony as the Cosmic Path showed me our destination. I pulled up the description of the colony on the ship computer.

      The place was called Gardener 315, and I was immediately inundated with advertisements for all the products and services they could offer ships before they technically left the Galactic Union.

      I pushed through those, skimmed the colony’s information, then submitted a docking request. From that point, there wasn’t much to do. The autopilot took over and guided us to the end of one of the lines waiting to dock at Gardener, so I left my seat and stretched. This could take up to an hour, and I could use the break.

      No sooner had I risen to my feet than the computer spoke in a pleasant, generic, female voice. “New arrivals be advised: the Advocates have requested a search of incoming vehicles. You may experience a longer-than-usual wait, but normal operations are expected to resume shortly.”

      Omega’s Aethertech eye shone brightly. “Well, well, it looks like I’ll get more than a meal out of this after all. They’re making their way up the line, do you see them?”

      I manifested a handful of eyes as far away as I could, concentrating to scan the line of ships. Soon enough, I spotted a group of a half-dozen starships in blue and white.

      The Advocates weren’t running up and down the waiting ships scanning visually, of course. They would be contacting the visitors one at a time and insisting on an interior scan. They probably had Aethertech for it.

      I gave a heavy sigh. “This is going to be a pain. You think they’re here for someone else?”

      “Oh, I don’t think we have anything to worry about, Captain. In fact, I say we stay put and…see what happens.”

      While Omega gave me a friendly pat on the shoulder and a gentle smile, some of his dark ooze was assembling a gun behind his back.

      “I know you can get into the colony without them finding you. Can you return with six or seven people?”

      “In what condition?”

      “Alive.”

      “Absolutely!”

      “…and unharmed.”

      “Is that second part negotiable?”

      “It is not.”

      “Then no.”

      I wondered if I would be considered in violation of Horizon’s contract magic if I sealed Omega with Absolute Burial and handed him over to the Advocates. He must have seen something in my eyes, because he chuckled and held up his right hand.

      “Swear on the Aether, Captain, I can’t do it. Your weak bodies aren’t designed for Subspace. I could protect one, maybe two, for a short distance. More than that, and my protection would grow thin. They would see strange sights, hear horrible songs.”

      That’s what I’d expected. I might be able to expand that protection with a few magic seals, but my spells would be interacting with unfamiliar Aethertech. There was no telling what might happen.

      Before I trusted a student’s life to magic like that, I’d prefer to practice first.

      “Your priorities are, in this order, the students’ safety, the safety of bystanders, the completion of your mission, then your safety. And then the safety of the Advocates,” I added after a second.

      “I feel my safety is in grave danger,” he said immediately. “Regrettably, I must sacrifice the well-being of the Advocates to ensure my own.”

      I was finding it hard to drum up any goodwill for the Advocates. “If it comes to that, I’ll write them a nice obituary.”

      Omega chuckled darkly.

      “Just keep in mind that no one wants an indiscriminate mass-murderer on the team.”

      “And yet you hired me.”

      “I don’t think you’re indiscriminate. How you conduct yourself will determine whether I vote to keep you or not.”

      Omega loomed over me, grin broad, eye shining with artificial light. “By daring to trust my judgment, you make yourself responsible for me. Which raises the question: will you be able to sleep after today, Captain? After you see what I do?”

      I didn’t have as much experience with Omega as I did the others, but I respected him to a degree. His abilities, at least, and his commitment to certain rules only he understood.

      But he didn’t scare me.

      “I don’t sleep now,” I said.

      I don’t know what was going on in Omega’s mind then, but his human eye lit up almost as bright as his artificial one. He gave a deep laugh that sounded much more genuine than usual, then swept me a bow.

      Immediately afterwards, he vanished as though folding into himself. Unlike Starhammer’s internal Drive, Omega’s didn’t generate a classic Subspace warp.

      He slipped into darkness, like the universe was swallowing him up.

      Seconds later, the ship’s proximity alert beeped. Someone was headed my way.
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      A quick tap of the exterior cameras showed a small life-pod drifting toward us.

      A few seconds after that, they hailed me. I had to assume this was the Advocates, but I wasn’t sure why they would use a life-pod. The prudent thing to do would be to conjure an eye and scan the ship before I took the call.

      But I wasn’t excessively worried. The only thing I would reveal by accepting the call was my identity, which I wasn’t going to great pains to hide. This might end up being a small mistake, but it wouldn’t be anything I couldn’t handle.

      It had been a greater risk to let Omega go.

      I accepted, and Mariala’s face filled the screen. She was strapped into a seat in the life-pod with no room to spare, considering the other five people behind her. She had dark shadows under her eyes, a few sparks peeked through her hair dye here and there like stars, and she flinched as the call connected.

      But when she saw it was me, her eyes widened and she bloomed like a plant returning to life. “Professor! Thank the worlds. We thought we’d tracked you here, but we weren’t sure.”

      “You found me with the magic I left you?” I asked. If they had followed my instructions and adapted their magic to track me down, then they showed real promise.

      “Partially. We also kept watch for ships that looked like the one you called down at the Tower.”

      Oh, right, some of the students had seen me summon Horizon to help fight Omega back in the Magic Tower.

      The shuttles weren’t the same size as The Last Horizon itself, of course, but they still shared a similar design. I was a little disappointed, but at least they had used magic to some degree.

      “Slow down if you can,” I told them. “I’ll have to stabilize the atmosphere before I open the docking ramp.”

      That was a bit of an annoying chore, as it turned out. I put more power into the atmospheric field to hold it in place as I opened the ramp in the ship’s belly. As this was just a shuttle, there was no proper dock, and life-pods weren’t known for their maneuverability.

      Though the students tried to get as close as possible with their onboard thrusters, they were going to pass me and hurl themselves out into space. I would have to track them down, which would take more time than I had and would attract the attention of the Advocates.

      So, instead, I conjured a couple of giant hands from blue light and caught them.

      That would attract attention.

      I carried the students gently back to the shuttle, then tilted the life-pod’s door toward the ramp. I tried to keep them from jostling around, but I didn’t quite succeed.

      The young mages managed to get the hatch open and stumbled out, hauling themselves over to the docking ramp of the shuttle with great care. It probably would have been easier for them if I had canceled the artificial gravity and let them drift inside, but it hadn’t occurred to me back when I was at the controls.

      I tried not to notice how pathetic it was to see six grown mages clambering unsteadily up a ramp instead of steadying themselves with telekinesis.

      Catching bullets is hard. Keeping your balance while walking is as easy as it sounds.

      Once they were standing on the docking ramp, most of them looked in shock at the blue hands gripping the sides of the pod. I was directing them with my wand, whereupon one of the military students asked me, “Those aren’t made of water, are they?”

      “They aren’t. These are Aetheric constructs manifested from a pattern of memory. They’re blue because my aura is blue.”

      Mariala surveyed them with obvious awe. “How do you do this with binding and sealing magic?”

      She sounded eager, which was encouraging. She must have been looking forward to the continuation of my previous lesson, and that enthusiasm suggested she was motivated to expand her magic as much as possible. Which was the right attitude.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t give her a good answer, because I was cheating.

      “It’s not binding magic, but I can explain later. For now, let’s get out of here.” Now that everyone was out of the life-pod, I released it to drift next to the line of ships waiting to get into the colony. Drones would pick it up later, especially if—as I suspected—the students had stolen the pod from Gardener 315 in the first place.

      All six nodded fervently at my suggestion, hurrying into the shuttle. No authorities responded to the life-pod running toward my ship, though I’m sure we’d caught attention among all this traffic.

      We had a window to leave, except for the obvious problem.

      Omega was aboard the colony.

      I had called him several times already, but he wasn’t answering. Either he was ignoring me or he was dipping in and out of Subspace, which could interact strangely with even short-range transmissions.

      I tried one more time, and this time Omega answered. A square screen appeared in my vision, filled with Omega’s smiling face.

      “Ah, Captain, I was just beginning to miss your voice.”

      “You can come back, I have the target.”

      Behind Omega, something exploded.

      “What was that?”

      “A water purification plant. Are you sure you got the entire package? Not one little piece of it scurried away?”

      “Did you blow up a water purification plant, Omega?”

      Both his eye of flesh and his metal eye widened. “Me? Perish the thought, Captain. Just for that, I should destroy your water system and leave you to dehydrate.”

      Alarms blared behind him as drones flew past, spraying fire-suppression foam.

      I began making my way to Eurias. If he’d destroyed one of the colony’s water sources, I would have to fix it myself. “Omega, if that was you, I’m sealing you into the vault for the rest of your contract.”

      “As entertaining as the contest between us would be, I’m afraid it is futile.” Omega stepped aside and pointed his console behind him, still filming.

      Now I could see the wreckage of the still-smoking—but no longer burning—water purification plant. The machine was only the size of a fighter ship’s cockpit, and it had once resembled a swollen metal bulb. Now it was deflated, its machinery destroyed, the surroundings soaked in water.

      And a man stood in front of it, arms crossed, glowering at the crowd before him. A man I recognized.

      Steel Avalanche was a gray-bearded human, one of the Advocate High Councilors, and someone I had hoped never to meet again.

      The representatives of Gardener 315, easily identified by their gray uniforms, gestured and shouted at the Advocate. Some of them were demanding, others begging, but Avalanche stood stoically through it all.

      “It seems,” Omega whispered, “that colonist leadership was not as eager to help the Advocates as their guest hoped.”

      Of course, I didn’t take Omega’s word for it.

      As we talked, I was accessing the local colony Subline on my console. A quick scan of the live discussion backed his story, and it wasn’t long before I was able to bypass the simple security and get a quick shot of footage from a passing drone.

      I didn’t have time to watch the entire sequence of events, but I saw Steel Avalanche cock a fist back and drive his gauntlet into the purification plant.

      The ensuing explosion ruined the feed.

      “Omega, get back to the ship.”

      He lifted his eyebrows. “Oh, really? You don’t want me to…” He mimed firing a gun.

      “No. I’ll do it.”

      Omega’s chuckle filled my feed like a small crowd laughing. “As you wish, Captain.”

      As I began undoing the seals on Eurias’ case, I spoke to the students. “Let me have your attention, everyone. I’m about to demonstrate some magic.”

      They stopped settling into the shuttle, having no idea what I was talking about.

      “Unfortunately, I don’t have time to explain this first. So just watch. We’ll break it down later, once we’ve made some distance.”

      With only a few seals undone, Eurias was already radiating power through the Aether. Moss crawled away from the case at visible speed, spreading like a carpet over the deck. Clouds swirled beneath the ceiling.

      The students took steps backwards, pushing away from the staff. Mariala put up a hand and tried to peer through the wind.

      “What is that?” she shouted.

      “My staff.”

      At that point, I pushed the presence of my students out of my mind. I was lost in memory.

      Whether he knew it or not, Steel Avalanche and I had a history.

      After our first run-in, when he’d killed the Nebula Runners, Steel Avalanche had nursed a grudge against us. For a while, it had been his job to catch me.

      Starhammer had trusted him with it personally, but Avalanche—while not stupid—was not subtle. He had been easy to see coming, easy to trick. Mell and I had often laughed about it, when we caught sight of him showing up two steps behind.

      He was always angry. Always embarrassed. And he always found someone to take it out on.

      But we hadn’t evaded him forever.

      Once, we had stayed with some allies. Other enemies of the Advocates. And I guess we hadn’t covered our trails appropriately, because the next day, we found a video from Steel Avalanche.

      He had lined up our friends, one at a time, and made them fight him.

      It was an uninterrupted, unedited video of Steel Avalanche squaring off against people I knew, people who had helped me, and then punching them into a concrete wall.

      From the second person on, no one had wanted to fight. It had been an execution disguised as a duel. Avalanche ignored their pleas, their attempts at bargaining, and gave them only one condition. If they defeated him in a duel, he’d let them go.

      It had been brutal to watch. Even in another life, I could still hear the crunch.

      Many had survived, but none had wanted to speak with me ever again. Steel Avalanche had sent his message.

      I’d sworn revenge, of course, and Mell and I had plotted against him personally for years. We had a few victories, but in the end, Steel Avalanche stood there and watched Starhammer kill me.

      He had won.

      Unlike Starhammer, Steel Avalanche wasn’t a threat to me now. Still, I had hoped never to see him again.

      Eurias, fully revealed, filled the entirety of the shuttle with life and water. It would have been easy to tear the colony apart, but of course I couldn’t do that. To avoid hurting anyone else, I needed to use a delicate touch.

      Which, when you’re using a staff made from a World Spirit, isn’t the easiest thing to do. Still, I started by chanting the Cosmic Path.

      Even Steel Avalanche must have noticed when my spell completed. He would have been surrounded by a swarm of golden Aetheric symbols, though of course I couldn’t see him. I waited until I saw a golden light blazing in my vision before I reached for a different magic.

      That golden light was rapidly dashing through the colony. Avalanche, realizing he was being targeted by a foreign magic, had started running for his ship.

      For the next part, I wanted to see what I was doing. I conjured eyes around him.

      Too many, it turned out. The rush of incoming sight overwhelmed me, and I got an instant splitting headache from seeing Avalanche running from two dozen different perspectives.

      The gray-bearded man spotted me immediately, leaping into the air and sweeping a gauntlet. The Aethertech weapon activated, and shockwaves took out six or seven eyes. Which made the burden of the eyes lessen.

      Those first two steps were to help me focus, so I didn’t destroy anything I didn’t mean to.

      The last part was the easy one. I called my element.

      Water materialized from the Aether and rushed around Steel Avalanche like he was in the center of a spontaneous whirlpool. He lashed out, punching against the waves, and he even split them in an impressive strike.

      But I was conjuring water from magic. There was always more.

      In seconds, the man was surrounded by a globe of churning, violent, white-capped water that filled the hallway.

      Only then did I release the spells and toss my staff back into its case, sealing it once again. I didn’t know if I had killed him or not, but either way, he wouldn’t be happy.

      “What did you just do?” Mariala asked. She sounded equal parts confused and wary.

      “Their water purification system was just sabotaged,” I said. “I gave them some more.”

      Crazed laughter echoed through the shuttle before a dark ooze morphed back into Omega. “That’s exactly what he did!”

      Mariala screamed and pulled out a gun, firing wildly at Omega.

      Fortunately, he took the bolts of plasma in stride and even seized the gun before she could blow a hole in the viewport.

      But what little help he’d given was immediately ruined when he narrowed his human eye and leaned over her. “Hmmmm…Now, how do I know you? Have I killed you before?”

      The other five wizards all lashed out seconds later, in defense of their friend. Some with weapons, some with spells.

      I’ll spare you the details, but it took all my effort to keep the ship intact and all the students in one piece before I could explain what Omega was doing there.

      That one was my fault.
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      Murrok was so inhospitable that it challenged Dornoth IV’s title of “worst planet in the galaxy.”

      Far from its star, it should have been nothing but a dark ball of rock and ice except for the influence of the Aether. Volcanoes on every continent spewed toxic clouds into the atmosphere so, as we approached, the planet resembled nothing so much as a ball of smog.

      Once we broke the cloud cover on our way down to the surface, the picture was even worse. The oceans were a dull, brown sludge, the air was filled with the regular rumble of shifting earth as the volcanoes shook the ground, and all the native life-forms I could bring up on my console were insectoid.

      I brushed aside the endless pictures of many-legged crawling monsters to pull up a file on the local populace. There was a population, and it was mostly human, which already proved that this World Spirit had done a decent job of keeping its planet habitable.

      Not that the humans lived out in the open. They were concentrated in twenty-eight arcologies, contained tower-cities positioned on the most stable stretches of land all around the planet’s three continents.

      We were headed for none of those. Instead, Omega gleefully piloted us to an open, gaping hole in the center of the largest continent. It was the opening to a massive cavern, far deeper than sea level but dry and empty.

      There, my pathfinding spells indicated, we would find the World Spirit of Murrok.

      Mariala was plastered to an outer viewport, and the other students weren’t far behind. “I’ve never seen a World Spirit before!” she said excitedly.

      “I’ll record it for you,” I said.

      Her face fell. “Can’t we be on the bridge? This is a valuable magic research opportunity.”

      “Yes, it is. For me. But I don’t know any of you well enough to trust you anywhere near the negotiation with a World Spirit, so stay in here and stay quiet.”

      She protested, but I sealed the door with her and the other students inside. Then I locked it.

      It wasn’t cruel. They had full facilities in there.

      After that, I made my way to the bridge, where the crew was already discussing the situation.

      “What do we know of this spirit’s character?” Shyrax asked. I assumed she was asking Horizon, but I answered first.

      “I found five, maybe six reliable records of interaction with him.” I sent an image from my console to Horizon, who immediately projected it to hang in the air. It was an old charcoal sketch of a bearded man with smoke for hair and glittering gemstone eyes.

      “They say he respects independence and looks down on those who can’t solve their own problems,” I went on. “This is typical of most spirits on inhospitable worlds, as they reflect their planet’s Aetheric identity. Makes them easier to predict. He won’t do us any favors, but he’ll respect anything he sees as an exchange of equals. Since we’re coming with the World Spirit of a Zenith Device, he should be willing to hear us out.”

      Horizon preened under the praise, smoothing out her horns. “Well, I wouldn’t call us equals, but I’m open to an exchange.”

      “Good, because we need something to trade.” I sent another list to the projector. “We have records of Murrok accepting practical goods that his people can’t manufacture themselves. Bulk low-grade Aethertech water purifiers, ships, and some plants the Aethril use for terraforming. I don’t see him taking services in trade, only tangible commodities. I suspect he sees accepting outside help as admitting that there’s something he and his people can’t do on their own.”

      Mell looked up from a table Horizon had grown from the deck. She had been tinkering with a tiny Nova-Bot, and now she pushed up her glasses and frowned at the list hovering in midair. “But he’s willing to take ships? Isn’t that admitting he doesn’t have a shipyard?”

      The small robot began scampering off the table, but she snatched it up without looking and slammed it back down.

      I shrugged. “I don’t make the rules, I’m just making observations. If we can work our way clear of this, great. Our time is more valuable than anything we have to sell.”

      “Ah, but what about our illustrious ship’s personal collection?” Omega asked. He didn’t turn from the flight controls, but he sprouted eyes that leered at Horizon. “I saw some things in that vault that should fetch quite the price.”

      Horizon glared back. “Those are too dangerous to risk releasing on the galaxy. And I forbid you once again from approaching that room.”

      “Aether forgive me if I ever did something forbidden.”

      The magic of his contract wouldn’t let Omega do anything against his orders and he couldn’t break into Horizon’s vault if he tried, but I steered away from that unproductive branch of conversation. The sky outside the forward viewport had turned to stone as we dove into Murrok’s central cavern, so we were running out of time.

      “The fact is, we don’t have much in the way of resources to offer,” I said. “Shyrax’s fleet is our most valuable asset, and we can’t afford to be selling that off piece by piece.”

      “Not until we have retaken Karosha,” Shyrax said. “I don’t have enough ships as it is.”

      “Most everything else we have is priceless Aethertech.” I turned to Horizon. “So I propose we go with Omega’s suggestion.”

      Everyone turned to me in shock, even Omega, though he looked far more pleased than everyone else.

      “My, what fine judgment you have, Captain.”

      “Absolutely not!” Horizon declared. “If I could release those things without a disaster, I would not be holding onto them in the first place!”

      I held her gaze. “If Murrok can help us find the Shadow Ark, we’re effectively trading for a Zenith Device. You tell me if that’s worth it or not.”

      Horizon glanced around the room before settling on Raion, who had been happily listening to proceedings while polishing the helmet of his combat suit. She pointed a finger at him. “His Divine Titan!”

      Raion furrowed his brow, causing his golden third eye to narrow. “If I have to give up my Titan for the cause, of course I will!”

      “There!” Horizon said triumphantly.

      “…but this is not the time,” Raion continued. “Not only would that mean giving up my strongest weapon, but the Titan is infected by the blood of a solar dragon. If a new pilot is overwhelmed and my Divine Titan goes on a rampage, I would be responsible for the destruction it caused.”

      Horizon wilted, and I eyed her. “Do you really want to trade the last active Divine Titan for information?”

      “No,” she admitted. “I just wanted to stop talking about selling my treasures. Because of how dangerous they are.”

      Sola leaned back from one of Horizon’s consoles and sighed. “Not that I have much to my name, but I know where we can pick up a fortune in raw materials.”

      She wasn’t wearing her armor, so she tapped on Horizon’s screen for a moment instead of sending the file from behind her visor. A second later, a new picture was projected into the center of the room.

      A massive, floating hunk of meat and metal fused together, floating in the shadow of a planet. The remains of the Grand Hive.

      She surveyed the scene with distaste in her luminous green eyes. “It won’t make the Galactic Union happy, but they haven’t started scavenging yet thanks to our Karoshan guests. If we jump on it, we can get Murrok half a planet’s worth of metals.”

      Shyrax steepled her fingers. “Who could contest the Zenith Starship’s claim to an enemy she defeated?”

      The Union absolutely would. It wasn’t as though spoils of war were recognized in galactic law.

      But then, what could they do about it? And stripping the Grand Hive for parts wouldn’t antagonize the Union more than we already had.

      My remaining concerns were practical. For one thing, if we dragged chunks of a moon-sized Hive into the Free Worlds, we’d be leaving Murrok with a diplomatic headache from all sides.

      Of course, that would be his problem. My other question was more urgent.

      “Can we move it?” I asked Horizon. “There’s no way your teleportation spell can handle that much raw mass.”

      If Horizon could mine entire planets bare and transport them across the galaxy in any reasonable amount of time, we’d be unstoppable. It would make her teleportation magic both the ultimate tactical tool and a weapon of planetary destruction.

      Horizon chewed on her lower lip. “Not the spell, of course. That’s far outside the limitations of my magic. But if we can mass-produce my Engineer’s drones, they can strip the Hive. We may be able to figure out a more mundane method of transportation.”

      “We’ll call it a maybe,” I said, rising to my feet. “Time to work.” I picked up the case containing my staff by the strap and walked over to the hull.

      We had come to a stop in the middle of a vast, dark, open space deep in the planet’s crust. I could see pockets of what I assumed to be molten stone in the distance, as well as other luminous substances I didn’t examine too closely, and the readouts around me suggested there were open tunnels all around.

      But most of what I saw was darkness. We could have docked a dreadnought in here with room to spare, so The Last Horizon was dwarfed by the emptiness.

      “Are you going to call the World Spirit?” Mell asked excitedly.

      Horizon opened an airlock in front of me and I stepped out without bothering to seal it behind me. The air here was breathable, though hot and not particularly pleasant-smelling. As I found when the outer hatch opened and I nearly gagged.

      As did everyone else on the bridge except Horizon and Sola.

      I coughed. “Sorry, I should have…Yech. I should have done this over comms.”

      “Shut it!” Mell shouted through hands clasped over the lower half of her face. Her eyes were watering.

      “It smells like a corpse dissolving in acid!” Omega said. “Did anyone dissolve a corpse in acid?”

      Horizon shut the hatch behind me and I cast a quick spell to strengthen the aspect of my mantle that protected me from offensive smells. With my old mantle, I wouldn’t have had to do that; I needed to finish upgrading this one.

      I tapped my console and reconnected to the bridge speakers. “Sorry, everyone. Anyway, summoning a World Spirit. Their consciousness is spread out over the planet, so the hardest part is usually catching their attention. They see us as something like bacteria that live on their skin.”

      “I prefer the personal relationship I share with my crew,” Horizon put in, her voice coming through airlock speakers that I was sure hadn’t been there a moment before.

      “There are a number of magnification rituals designed by different cultures to attract the attention of World Spirits,” I said. Mystical seals on Eurias’ case faded as I opened them one at a time. “They tend to require adaptation depending on the caster’s magical specialty and the nature of the World Spirit itself, but we get to skip that step.”

      A cloud swirled on the ceiling, generated by my staff’s power. Moss crawled out from my feet and wind buffeted my mantle as Eurias was gradually released.

      “For one thing, we have Horizon. She should attract Murrok’s attention as an equal, as long as we wait here long enough. But since we’re in a hurry…”

      I withdrew Eurias, the Life-Giver.

      The staff itself was smooth, pale wood, formed from the branch of an Aethril world-tree. It was topped with a smooth, blue crystal orb that seemed to contain an entire churning sea.

      In fact, that orb contained what was left of a World Spirit. The spirit of the planet Eurias.

      Wind and water flew around me in a storm. Plant life, conjured from the Aether, steadily filled the small chamber in which I stood. Just the presence of my staff shook the Aether and magnified my intentions.

      With that magnification, I spoke one syllable.

      It doesn’t have an exact translation. It’s not even a word, exactly, though almost every wizard is familiar with it. It’s the Spell Primer, the syllable that starts most every spoken incantation.

      In the Aether, it’s the equivalent of clearing your throat before speaking.

      While I hate to put it this way, effectively I was holding up a megaphone and shouting “Hello!”

      The one syllable echoed through the Aether, and I waited. If it took Murrok too long to respond, with me standing inside The Last Horizon and holding a world-level staff, I’d have to actually start casting. Which could be rude.

      Fortunately, I received an answer only seconds after calling.

      Dark clouds boiled down into the center of the cavern. I didn’t see it at first, dark as it was, until the cloud passed through the lights given off by The Last Horizon.

      Two diamonds emerged, larger than my entire body, glowing from within—or perhaps from behind—with a disquieting light. They swirled in the cloud until they were positioned where eyes would be on a face.

      A moment later, the smoke split into a mouth, and I could vaguely make out teeth of pale stone and a tongue of soil as the World Spirit spoke.

      “I. Am. Murrok.”

      It wasn’t as loud as I had expected, considering that he could have spoken with the volume of an earthquake. But I recognized the significance in every syllable; he spoke like an Archmage casting.

      I waded through the grass that Eurias had generated up to my ankles, leaning on the staff as I bowed. “Varic Vallenar, Archmage and Captain of The Last Horizon.”

      Murrok made a humming sound in his throat, and it was hard to tell if he was musing thoughtfully over my introduction or if he was clearing his throat of gravel. His diamond eyes drifted over the form of The Last Horizon, but he was clearly in no hurry to speak.

      After a few seconds of silence, Horizon manifested on the ledge of the airlock beside me. She dipped her horns toward Murrok. “We’ve never met, but I gather you know my brother.”

      I glanced at her while trying not to make it obvious. One of the cornerstones of dealing with World Spirits was walking a careful balance between respectful manners and self-assured confidence, so I had expected Horizon to start a little more politely.

      When Murrok didn’t respond immediately, Horizon snapped her fingers. Eyes bloomed all around her, drawn in lights of many colors. “Are you going to make me repeat myself?”

      “What are you doing?” I muttered under my breath.

      As expected, Murrok’s floating head shifted into a frown. The massive diamonds of his eyes began to fill with red, and the smoke of his beard boiled angrily.

      “You. Look down. On me,” the World Spirit said.

      Suddenly, the air pressure seemed to double as the weight of the cavern around us became more apparent. The pools of melted stone and other deadly, shining liquids felt closer and hotter than ever, and I had the shivering feeling that a stalactite was poised to fall on my neck.

      “She does not speak for us!” I said hurriedly. “As a Zenith Device, her pride is heavy, but we come hoping to make a trade.”

      “You would be wise to trade with us. Our wrath is not something to risk lightly.”

      “Would you excuse us for one second?”

      There wasn’t much room inside the airlock, but I shoved through the sprouting grass and rain that Eurias still sustained, putting them between us and Murrok. The World Spirit might still be able to hear us, but at least we could pretend to discuss privately.

      Horizon drifted after me, passing through the grass and wearing a puzzled look.

      “What is happening?” I whispered harshly. I shoved Eurias toward her, and she flinched. “We just talked about this! We agreed I would do the talking!”

      “Don’t worry, I have a plan.” She gave me a wink that instantly destroyed any confidence I might have had in her plan.

      I tried not to let my sudden panic show. “What is it? Horizon? Tell me what the plan is!”

      Instead, she confidently slid past me and back to Murrok. “We are here to offer you a chance to borrow the strength of the greatest heroes in the galaxy. Surely you must have a wish we can grant.”

      I thought I understood Horizon’s plan, such as it was. Since we didn’t have anything to trade, she had taken this approach to inflate the value of our service.

      It was such a half-baked idea that I had a hard time even thinking of it as a plan. And if she wanted it to work, she should have told me about it while we were still in the ship. I had the uncomfortable suspicion that she hadn’t said anything because she wanted to surprise me.

      She’d succeeded. I was indeed surprised.

      Murrok glared at her. “Disrespectful.”

      Horizon spread her hands pleasantly, and a dozen magic-summoned hands spread along with the gesture. “I heard rumors that the planet Murrok was for the strongest of the Free Worlds, those who can live without assistance from the greater galaxy. I believed that such a resilient people deserved the attention of the Chariot of the Star-Queens, and you even hosted my brother. Did I think too highly of you?”

      I ran a hand over my face. She was laying it on way too thick.

      I tapped out a quick message on my personal console. “Sola, keep the engines hot. Might have to run.”

      Out loud, I picked up from Horizon. “As you may have heard, Murrok, we recently rid the galaxy of an Iron King. If you have any requests, we are at your service.”

      “If your quest is worthy of us.”

      I ground the end of my staff into Horizon’s foot. She winced; she was made as much of magic as from light, and Eurias ran with such Aetheric power that it could interact with her physical form.

      Murrok rumbled deep in his throat, and once again I couldn’t tell if he was giving us consideration or if he was about to spew out a mouthful of lava. “Shadow Ark’s location. Do you know?”

      I perked up. “We would be grateful for any information you could—”

      “We have an idea,” Horizon interrupted.

      I struggled not to shove her off the edge of the airlock. It wouldn’t hurt her, and it would make me feel better.

      Stone teeth gleamed in the light. “Take. Your brother. That is my request.”

      “Why?” I asked, before Horizon could say anything. It wasn’t quite as polite as before, but as I’ve said, you have to balance respect with confidence when you deal with World Spirits. “How does it benefit you if we take Shadow Ark?”

      “We’re not handing him over to you,” Horizon added.

      “No. Take him. That is payment.” Murrok’s eyes shifted until he stared into the distance. “The Advocate fortress. They have taken him. They do not know what they have. Rob them.” The World Spirit smiled again. “Do not be gentle.”

      This was why I had wanted to leave the Free Worlds. There was no way we could raid the headquarters of the Advocates without running into Starhammer.

      Even if the Shadow Ark had all the synapse nodes and thought-conduction alloy in the galaxy, we wouldn’t have time to fix Horizon with the entire Advocate organization on our tail.

      Horizon grinned one of her face-splitting grins, seven-pointed eyes sparkling. “As I expected from a world with the power and majesty of Murrok! You have given us a true quest! When I reunite with my brothers and sisters, I will remember you!”

      She threw her head back and laughed. Murrok laughed along with her.

      I shoved Eurias back into its case and tried not to feel too bitter as I muttered the seals to lock away the staff’s power. “Thank you, Murrok,” I said, in between incantations. “We will inform you of our results.”

      I tried not to acknowledge any sort of debt or promise. Not for any magical reason, just because I didn’t want a World Spirit to think we’d let him down.

      Since I had no intention of raiding Advocate headquarters.

      “I promise,” Horizon began, and I immediately cut her off.

      “Nothing!” I called. “We can’t promise anything except that we will remember the generosity of the planet Murrok. Horizon, how about we inform the crew?”

      “Good,” Murrok murmured. “Yes. Show me the gold one in distress. I will reward you.” The entire face of the World Spirit blew away like smoke on the wind, even the parts that were seemingly made of earth and diamond.
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      The moment we were back inside the ship, I rounded on Horizon, but I was too late.

      Shyrax loomed behind the ship’s spirit, a wall of disapproving Karoshan muscle. She slapped the back of Horizon’s head with one huge yellow hand, and there was enough of a Combat Art in the motion that it made an audible crack.

      “That was painful to watch. I no longer permit you to speak on my behalf.”

      Through watering eyes, Horizon looked up with an expression full of self-pity. “I have centuries of experience with World Spirits! And it worked!”

      Shyrax continued relentlessly. “You cannot be allowed to act as you wish. Share your strategy with us before it is in motion. I cannot believe a spirit of your age would need such a reminder.”

      Horizon wilted. I thought she might have even made herself shorter.

      Raion came to her rescue, standing up with hands on his hips. “What’s wrong? She did it! We know where the Shadow Ark is now!”

      Horizon flickered and reappeared behind Raion, looking smug again. “Yes! My Knight understands my value.”

      Mell wore goggles over her eyes and was connecting a battery to one of her Nova-Bots on a makeshift lab table. “It’s not that it didn’t work, it was just embarrassing to watch. The Captain looked like he was about to shoot you.”

      Omega gave a loud, exaggerated yawn. “Boring, boring, boring. Why don’t we stop talking and get on our way?”

      “Let’s hold off on that,” I said, settling my staff and its crate into the corner. “We still don’t know where to go.”

      “Sure we do,” Omega said. “Advocate headquarters.”

      There weren’t as many protests as I had hoped.

      “We have preparations to make if we are to assault the Advocates directly,” Shyrax said.

      Sola had her arms folded as she read a readout scrolling over a monitor. From a quick glance, I thought it was an estimation of Advocate defenses. “Should be easier than a Hive raid. They take in foreign ships from all over the galaxy, we’ll just have to be careful with our cover story.”

      “We should talk to them first!” Raion suggested. “They’ll listen to us!”

      I eyed him. “We fought Starhammer. You kidnapped three Advocates.”

      “We can explain that!”

      I held up a hand and addressed the room. “We can’t do this. Not now. I know Shadow Ark has the materials we need for Horizon’s repairs, but we’ll have to figure out another way to get them. We can’t just have a showdown with Starhammer and all the Advocates.”

      “Why?” Omega asked blankly.

      Mell slammed the battery down on the table with a deafening crash. She pulled her goggles up onto her forehead and glared at Omega. “I know I’m new here, but this is ridiculous. Do you know how stupid it would be for us to raid Advocate headquarters for spare parts? How much damage do you think we’re going to take just getting in there?”

      “Not as much as they will,” Omega said, then he chuckled in three voices.

      I moved to stand by Mell. “We should withdraw. If we fight Starhammer, we have to kill him, and I’m not sure we’re in the position to do that. It’s too big of a risk, and Horizon isn’t getting any worse. We can take our time with the repairs.”

      Horizon gave me a stare of wide-eyed betrayal. “I am wounded.”

      “What about the Shadow Ark?” Shyrax asked. “Is it a weapon we can afford to leave in enemy hands?”

      “Murrok said the Advocates don’t know what they have,” I responded. “Horizon, is there any reason to think they’ll be able to use the Ark?”

      “Ark is not a weapon,” Horizon insisted. “Besides, he has standards, just as I do. If he lowered himself to take the commands of an android, he would disgrace all of us. He will remain hidden.”

      Mell cocked her head. “Wait, so the Shadow Ark could take orders from Starhammer if he wanted? It’s not part of his programming, it’s up to his personal judgment?”

      “I could have offered Starhammer a seat on my crew, but of course I never would have.” She gave Mell a beaming smile. “Not when I can have his creator.”

      Mell straightened and adjusted her coat, trying not to show how pleased she was with the approval of a Zenith Device.

      I, on the other hand, wasn’t so happy. “So at any point, the Shadow Ark could reveal itself to Starhammer?”

      “He must have been in the keeping of the Advocates for years. If he hasn’t revealed himself by now, why would he?”

      “Because Starhammer just got some massive upgrades.”

      If Shadow Ark had similar priorities to The Last Horizon, Starhammer’s increased specs might be enough to get the Zenith Device’s attention.

      Horizon waved a hand. “Even if he does, what does it matter? Ark isn’t a weapon, he’s a colony. The most he can do is hide from us.”

      I was having another ominous premonition. This would be the worst time for the Shadow Ark to contact Starhammer, so I had the creeping feeling it was about to happen.

      “We’ve got to get out of the Free Worlds,” I muttered.

      Raion, who had remained mostly quiet, folded his arms and gave us all a stern glare. “The Captain is right!” he declared, though he didn’t spare me the scowl. “Shame on you all! Just because the Advocates could take over the galaxy doesn’t mean they should be punished for what they haven’t done! Until they act against galactic safety, I remain on their side.”

      “This is the problem with a democratic crew structure,” Shyrax noted. “If we cannot agree, then we languish in indecision.”

      “No reason for that,” I said. “Mell, Horizon, what’s our next-best lead on a Zenith Device?”

      “The Blade, right?” Mell asked the ship.

      Horizon gave a long, exaggerated sigh. “I suppose. But our information on the Zenith Blade is much less reliable. And it’s halfway across the galaxy. We’ll need to repair my Subspace Drive before we can begin to hunt in earnest. It would be so much easier to pursue the Device right in front of us…”

      “I’m here to prevent galactic disasters,” I said. “Attacking the Advocates is begging for one. But let’s see where everyone stands. Who thinks we should withdraw, repair the ship as much as we can, and pursue other leads?”

      I raised my hand, as did Mell. Raion’s hand had been in the air before I finished speaking. Sola looked to each of us before lazily raising her own hand.

      That was a majority, as I’d expected, but I still asked the next question. “And who wants to pursue the Shadow Ark?”

      Horizon raised her hand somewhat sullenly. Omega raised six hands.

      “Looks like we win!” he said happily.

      Shyrax turned to me. “Voting is ridiculous, but I too would counsel caution. If we strike against the Advocates again, we should make it a decisive blow, which is not a move to make lightly.”

      “Omega’s extra votes notwithstanding, it looks like the nays have it,” I said. “We only came here for Mell. Let’s take the win and get out of here.”

      “We’re not the nays!” Raion protested. “We’re for leaving the Advocates alone. We should be the ayes!”

      Omega’s eyes blazed with orange light as he scanned me. “My scanners are detecting a boring captain. You’re boring, Captain.”

      “You’re a provisional crew member and shouldn’t get a vote at all,” I pointed out.

      “The next time we fight an Iron King together, I’m going to let him kill you.”

      I tried not to shudder at the thought of another Iron King. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. In the meantime, get us back into Subspace. We have a long, slow flight ahead of us.”
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      Starhammer woke in the Advocate infirmary, surrounded by Aether Technicians in fully contained, masked suits.

      He had to tense to avoid lashing out at the strange figures looming over him. They weren’t really strangers—he knew everyone here—but their masks made them monsters for the first few seconds after he woke.

      While he slowly bled away the charge to his eyes and other combat subsystems, the Technicians around him let out a collective sigh of relief. One even gave a quiet cheer.

      A voice came out from speakers in the nearby suit. “How are you feeling?” Clockworker asked.

      Though he was as anonymous as everyone else in his suit, Clockworker was an elderly human man and a member of the Advocates who predated even Starhammer. They had known each other for years, and he was one of the few people Starhammer fully trusted.

      Power ran more smoothly through Starhammer’s body, as though the Aether had streamlined his systems, made him more efficient. But there was still significant damage, both from his wounds in battle and from the strain of his own Evolution Engine.

      “I don’t have any better self-diagnostic systems than you do,” Starhammer reminded the man. “Why don’t you tell me: What’s my condition?”

      Clockworker gave a dry chuckle. “I didn’t ask for a diagnostic check, I asked how you were feeling. Same as I’d ask any patient, if I were a medical doctor.”

      While the Advocates leaned heavily on Aethertech, they could hardly let it be known that their leader was an android. That would rouse long-lasting debates all over the galaxy and potentially cause irreparable damage to the entire organization.

      That was why the Technicians here were all dressed like medical staff responding to a contagious disease. Even most Advocates had no idea what kind of “medical care” Starhammer required.

      “My head hurts,” Starhammer reported. He examined his reflection in the dark glass of Clockworker’s faceplate. “You’ve patched me up nicely, though.”

      The only sign of the gash in Starhammer’s forehead was a slight discoloration, one most people would overlook. Even that would go away as the synth-flesh adapted over a day or two.

      “Try not to get into any starship wrecks until you’ve recovered,” Clockworker said. “Your self-repair should handle the rest, as long as you don’t push yourself.” He put a friendly hand on Starhammer’s shoulder. “How about those new upgrades, hm? You still feel like yourself?”

      That irritated Starhammer more than it usually would have, and he pulled back from the man’s hand to give him a piercing look. “How about we keep it to medical questions. Unless you think I can’t be trusted?”

      He didn’t think he sounded particularly threatening, but two of the junior Technicians in the back shuffled away.

      Even Clockworker was silent for a moment, so Starhammer looked deeper, past the faceplate. The old man’s weathered face was uncertain, and he clearly weighed his next words carefully.

      “Starhammer, I’m not—”

      Starhammer shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. I had a conversation with Doctor Nova and it left me shaken, though that’s a poor excuse.”

      Clockworker gave a relieved sigh. “Whew, good, you scared me for a second. Starting to think there was something wrong after all.”

      Even that statement grated at Starhammer. Hadn’t they just gone over this? There was nothing wrong with him.

      But this time, he clamped down on the reaction. This was only understandable concern from an old friend. He really was letting Mell get to him.

      That thought brought him back to business, and a sudden urgency pushed him off his medical cot and to his feet. “That’s right, Doctor Nova! Have we identified her kidnappers?”

      Clockworker pulled off his visored helmet, presumably to give himself time to think. Gray hair was matted to his forehead by sweat, though he had the pinched, scholarly look of an archivist or researcher.

      He was skinnier than he had been only a few years before, and his skin had more lines. Like most humans, he aged so fast.

      “We think it was the former Queen of Karosha, but we’re still investigating. She was definitely nearby, but nobody knows what she would want with Doctor Nova. Analysts are working on it.”

      Starhammer absently rubbed the patched-over wound in his head. “One of them I fought was Karoshan, and another might have been. I didn’t get a good look.” He cursed himself for not inspecting the blue-armored soldier more closely, but he hadn’t expected to need the information. He had planned to save Mell and then take everyone into custody.

      He’d never thought he would lose.

      “There was also a wizard with them, a human or an Aethril,” he said, but Clockworker stopped him with a gesture.

      “We have footage from Steel Swarm, Angelwing, and Dendropath. Dendropath was certainly incapacitated by Karoshan soldiers, and she saw the mage in the hat. I believe the current theory is that he’s a Union mercenary, though I don’t know why the Karoshans wouldn’t use one of their own wizards.”

      “He summoned rabbits,” Starhammer said. He didn’t need to elaborate further; Clockworker knew what he meant.

      The Technician sighed. “Speaking of which, you should give your wife a call. Leilari has been asking questions. I’m afraid that her next step will be showing up in person.”

      Starhammer smiled absently, but his mind was running down another track. “Do we have enough to identify the magic he used?”

      “We’ve only seen two of his summons, and we aren’t even certain this is the same wizard. Assuming it is, he’s likely to be a summoner of the Lagomorph Contract. It’s the most widespread rabbit-summoning magic. But I don’t see how this makes any sense. Why would he save you, then attack you?”

      “He ambushed me, so he knew I was going to be there,” Starhammer said. He still saw the mage waiting for him, mask twisted in a mocking smile. “If it’s not the same person, then we have two rabbit summoners who know more about me than they should.”

      Clockworker raised a hand. “We’re working on it. In the meantime, we have other leads on Doctor Nova.”

      Starhammer got his thoughts under control. He needed to get out there and start flying, not waste time on pointless speculation. The wizards and analysts who worked for the Advocates would continue their work no matter where he was.

      “Give me the closest one,” Starhammer said. “I’ll take a look myself.”

      Clockworker slid the helmet back over his head, so no one in the hall could see his identity. “I’ll alert the analysis team you’re on the way, but watch yourself. You’re not in fighting shape, all right? We don’t know how your new adaptations will re—”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Starhammer said abruptly. He tapped the access panel to the door, which hissed open.

      Two guards on the door, low-ranking agents instead of full Advocates, saluted him in their own faceless uniforms. He could read their excitement and intimidation at his presence in the tension of their bodies.

      He returned a nod, then glanced up and down the smooth, white hallway. Passersby murmured at the sight of him and his signature gold cape. He heard several people sigh in relief.

      He should walk to the Analysis Department, to show everyone in the complex that he was unharmed and mobile. Gestures like that were vital to stability of the organization.

      Instead, he prepped his Temporal Field. He could show himself later; now, he bristled with energy. He had to find out what had happened to Mell. Until he did, he couldn’t relax.

      The Temporal Field responded to him with greater ease than ever before, the world swimming around him as his systems realigned his relationship to time.

      A note rang through the hall as though a ship had tapped the outer hull. The ringing was accompanied by a wave of bright violet light, which swept over him and was gone a second later.

      Starhammer stared down the hallway, in the direction where the scan seemed to have originated.

      What was that?

      He had no idea what they were keeping in Advocate headquarters that would have released a pulse like that, and he couldn’t even imagine a device made to detect him even in the distortion of the Temporal Field.

      He let time fade back to normal, still staring past the thin crowd trickling through the hall. People waved or greeted him when they thought he was looking to them, but he kept waiting.

      Just when he was about to reignite his Temporal Field, the scan came again.

      A pulse of violet light ran through the hallway, accompanied by a ringing chime of metal-on-metal.

      Strangely, no one else seemed to notice.

      Even stranger, the pulse passed through at the same rate as it had before. In unaltered time, it should have seemed a thousand times faster, but the light passed just as slowly as it had before.

      Starhammer hovered a few feet off the ground and flew, slowly, in the direction of the pulse. Whenever anyone asked if they could help or if something was wrong, he waved them away.

      Every minute or two, another ringing chime drew him deeper into the facility, and eleven such pulses had passed before he recognized where he was going.

      This signal, whatever it was, was pulling him toward evidence containment.

      Most of the time, when Advocates took down criminals, they left all the evidence and dangerous weapons to the care of the local authorities. But sometimes, a villain had something that was too much for simple Planetary Security forces to handle. Other times, in the course of their duties, an Advocate ran across a mysterious relic that defied all identification.

      In those cases, since the Free Worlds had no higher inter-system government to take over such things, the Advocates sealed the devices away.

      Starhammer passed through a guarded checkpoint—the guards hurriedly opened the door for him and asked about his health—and down a powered lift, under the watchful eye of a security camera.

      When he reached the bottom floor, he exited into a secure room of white and blue. Aethertech guns mounted high on the walls were of high enough grade that they would give even him trouble, but the lone guard stationed behind a transparent shield stood and saluted at first sight of him.

      Another pulse passed through the room, so Starhammer signed in.

      “What can I get you, sir?” the guard asked, her voice quivering only slightly.

      “I’m not sure. I’m looking for something, but I think I’ll have to know it when I see it.”

      The guard hesitated. Nobody was supposed to be able to stroll into their secure lockup, not even Starhammer, but then again, Starhammer was an exception to most rules.

      After only a second of thought, she saluted again. “Of course, sir. Give me a second to call it in.”

      “Thank you.”

      After only a brief conversation into her wrist console, the guard deactivated security. It took both her authorization and confirmation from another security department two floors up to open the next layer.

      The white-and-chrome wall unlocked, gradually peeling away. The entrance was three feet of valuable alloys, sufficient to defend against sustained bombardment from a battlecruiser. Starhammer himself would have taken several minutes to tear through, if the gate hadn’t been opened for him.

      He reevaluated that thought as soon as he had it. It would have taken him several minutes to tear through this door yesterday.

      Today, the Aether only knew what he could accomplish.

      He drifted through the security doors and into evidence lockup proper. The secure vault was a featureless gray cube as large as a colony’s starship dock, which had been filled with sealed containers that varied in size.

      Some were only as small as Starhammer’s head, transparent containers with metal lids that contained pistols or devices about the size of a grenade. Like all the containers, they were planted into the floor, displaying their contents hovering in the center along with a hologram of explanatory text.

      The size ranged up all the way to the size of a starfighter. At least one did contain an actual starfighter, one made from purely organic technology, though it didn’t appear related to the Iron Legion in any way.

      Starhammer stood, looking down the rows of containers in mismatched sizes, and waited.

      Another violet pulse erupted from the back corner of the room, and he flew over immediately.

      He landed in front of a container that was neither the largest nor the smallest, a tank only large enough to suspend Starhammer himself. Beneath the thick layers of transparent alloy, suspended on hover-plates, was what he would call an obsidian jewel.

      It was multifaceted, like a cut gem, and shone violet at the edges. But its flat surfaces were a smooth and glossy black, and it shifted regularly. Every few seconds, the jewel—if that was what it was—twisted in its configuration.

      He couldn’t tell a pattern, but he didn’t watch for long. His attention was taken by the holographic display showing the object’s origin.

      

      UNKNOWN ARTIFACT

      Origin: Planet Murrok

      Properties: Originally discovered as an orbiting satellite almost a mile in diameter. Local records indicate it was once much larger. Aethertech scans revealed no reliable data, leading on-site researchers to determine that the visible surface was a container designed to protect and conceal its contents.

      Before a mining team could arrive, the artifact reduced itself to the current size. Repeated testing has thus far revealed no means by which the container may be opened or its contents determined.

      Current theories suggest that this is not high-grade Aethertech but the result of a naturally occurring protection spell.

      Research is ongoing.

      

      Starhammer looked to the console at the base of the container, searching for the release procedure. If this device had lured him here, presumably it was related to its opening mechanism. He would have to open it himself to see what was within.

      Although the discovery left him disappointed. Somehow, he had hoped this discovery would be related to Mell.

      Now that he knew it was just an unidentified relic, his interest waned. His impatience returned in full force.

      When Starhammer didn’t immediately see a means to release the shifting obsidian jewel, he turned away. He didn’t have time for this. He would just report what he’d experienced to the research team, and they could take it from there.

      A man’s voice echoed from behind him, distant and stretched as though it echoed down a long tunnel. “What kind of a hero just leaves me here?”

      Starhammer looked back. The dark surfaces of the gem-like stone had split, revealing a shining violet light spilling from within.

      “You know who I am?” Starhammer asked.

      “No reason I should,” the stone said. “You were only the first person to answer my call. For you to hear me means you have some ambition and a minimal level of ability, though I’m not seeing much from you so far.”

      Despite the pressure he felt to continue searching for Mell, Starhammer cracked a smile. “A little arrogant for a meteorite, aren’t you?”

      The stone, or the spirit within, huffed. “You can’t have examined me and determined I was a meteorite. That would require galactic levels of stupidity.”

      “Listen, I’m very busy. I’ll send a team down to speak with you on my way out. We have some very accomplished geologists—”

      “You’re not even going to ask who I am?”

      “You called me here. The polite thing would be to introduce yourself first.”

      The shining stone hovered higher in the tank. “If you insist. I am the Seed of Civilization, the Hidden City! I am the greatest of protection for the greatest of cultures, the undetectable darkness! The shield in the night!”

      Ordinarily, Starhammer would wait politely through such introductions, but every second he wasted here on an unidentified piece of Aethertech was a second Mell got further away. He brought up the time at the corner of his vision and checked it, just for a second.

      “I am the veil of secrecy over—Did you just check the time!?”

      “My researchers would love to hear all this, just wait until they get here and then repeat everything. Don’t change a word.” Starhammer drifted away, wondering why distractions like this only popped up when he was busy.

      The stone buzzed angrily. “You just turned your back on a Zenith Device! I am Shadow Ark, the Zenith Colony!”

      Starhammer froze.

      “Yes, now you see the opportunity you tried to squander. The power you tried to give up. All the legends you’ve heard are true!”

      Starhammer’s urgency was replaced by excitement. Who knew what Zenith Aethertech could do? Perhaps this would be the key to finding Mell after all, and even if it wasn’t, it could lead the Advocates into a new era of prosperity.

      Except he didn’t know anything about the Zenith Colony.

      “What legends?” Starhammer asked.

      The stone slammed itself against the inside of the tank. “What?”

      “The only thing I know about the Zenith Colony is that it existed. Or exists, I guess, since you’re here.”

      “Maybe you know me by another name! The Dark Paradise? The Void Garden? The Secret City Yethrinesh?”

      Starhammer tapped those terms into his console, connecting to the Advocate Subline. “I think I spelled ‘Yethrinesh’ wrong, but I found an article about it. Seems like it’s a mythical city mentioned in a few ancient legends.”

      The stone leaned against the edge of the tank, its voice stunned. “That’s…all? Perhaps on other planets they remember me?”

      “I’ve heard stories about the Zenith Starship, the Blade, the Engine…I can’t think of any about the Colony. Oh yeah, here we go.”

      Starhammer pulled up another article on the Subline and projected it so the so-called Shadow Ark could see. He began to read. “‘Of all seven Zenith Devices, we know the least about the Zenith Colony. Many scholars doubt it ever existed at all…’ Then it goes on to list other potential devices that might have been mistaken as a colony.”

      “I…I see,” Shadow Ark said. “Well, that’s…That’s good, isn’t it? I hide my colonists from all threats, and my powers are so great that I hid from history itself!”

      The Zenith Colony didn’t sound totally convinced of its own words, and Starhammer didn’t have the heart to continue prodding at its wounds. “If you’ve been hiding all this time, why did you call me here?”

      “My sister is awake. The Last Horizon.”

      Starhammer nodded. “Yes, I heard that. Would you like to meet her?”

      “If she’s awake, then the galaxy is about to become interesting again. I need to see it for myself. I called for the closest person qualified to awaken me who also had a connection to The Last Horizon, and here you are. I expected that would also mean a spirit of adventure, and that you would leap at the chance to follow a legendary artifact. But I don’t have any legends, do I? Just a piece of Aethertech, drifting in space…”

      Starhammer headed the conversation off before it could become a depressing monologue. “I don’t have a connection to The Last Horizon.”

      Shadow Ark drifted up, slowly orbiting the edges of its containment. “Oh yes, you do. Now, normally I wouldn’t associate with an inferior piece of machinery like yourself, but I’ll take what I can get.”

      Starhammer slapped his hand to the tank’s transparent alloy. “Machinery? You must mean the Aethertech that gives me my powers. I am human.”

      Security would have recorded every word spoken in here.

      The shining violet light at the core of the stone looked Starhammer up and down. “Are we pretending, or has humor changed so—”

      “I am human.”

      Starhammer stared so intensely at the Zenith Device that eventually Shadow Ark bobbed up and down in imitation of a nod. “Yes…I see, I must have been confused by your advanced Aethertech. My…mistake.”

      There was no way he could stop people from watching this recording. It was the moment a Zenith Device revealed itself while in Advocate storage; the clip would be analyzed throughout the galaxy.

      Fear wormed its way through Starhammer. How could he spin this? Was there a way he could prove himself live on the Subline? Genetic tests could be faked…

      But this wasn’t a true disaster, and it didn’t outweigh the potential benefits of a Zenith Device.

      “We’ll talk once we get you out of here,” Starhammer said. “I’ll request the release code.” He returned his attention to the containment unit’s console, scanning once again for the appropriate controls.

      “No need,” Shadow Ark said. It buzzed, its outline growing hazy, and then it slipped straight through containment and came to hover next to him. Now that it was out of the container, Starhammer saw that the Colony was actually a little bigger than his entire body.

      “You could have escaped anytime?” he asked.

      “You were never holding me here. I was only sleeping. And now it’s time to move.”
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      I stood overlooking the vast chasm inside The Last Horizon’s inner workings. Horizon had shifted her internal structure around to move most of the damage into the same location, so several decks were separated as though a cleaver had cut the ship in half.

      I was looking into a cross-section of the Zenith Starship, but this time dozens of robots clambered around the structure like insects building a hive.

      In the few weeks since Mell had been adopted as our Engineer, she had repaired as many broken systems personally as she could. But her most important task had been upgrading the fabricators to produce Nova-Bots.

      Now, Horizon could print dozens of androids a day. They were all humanoid of various sizes, but each designed and built for a different purpose.

      I stood on an extended “dock” of metal grating that ended abruptly, jutting out into midair. Nova-Bots only a few inches high scurried around my feet, carrying tiny stretches of metal that they soldered into place. They steadily extended the dock as their counterparts did the same thing on the other side; eventually, they would meet in the middle.

      A huge, hulking, armored Nova-Bot dug a hand into the wall, peeling away plates of metal and carefully stacking them nearby. With the Aethertech components exposed, a pair of thinner androids strolled inside, discussing plans with one another.

      As they noticed me watching, they turned their purple eyes to me and nodded, then returned to their tasks.

      That was the major change from the Nova-Bots Mell produced on her own, and one that I was still growing used to: their eye color.

      In all my memories, Nova-Bots tended to have a single red light at the center of a visor where the eyeline would be. Each red-eyed cyclops was Doctor Nova’s signature. She only departed from that design when she wanted to hide, like with decoy-bots or when she was trying to pass off her creations as someone else’s.

      Now, they looked the same, but purple. It struck me as wrong.

      Horizon appeared next to me, weaving herself from six colors of light. “I have never been so satisfied with my drones as I am right now. You chose our Engineer well.”

      “As I recall, you pushed me into it.”

      “But the decision was yours, wasn’t it?”

      It had been, and I didn’t regret it, though I wasn’t as satisfied with the arrangement as Horizon was. “She’s been avoiding me.”

      “Oh, really?” Horizon said in mock surprise. “What do you mean?”

      Video began playing in my ocular implant as though of its own accord, though of course Horizon had sent it to me. I saw from the perspective of a ceiling-mounted camera as Mell glanced around a corner, saw me coming, and hurried the other direction.

      Her lab coat fluttered behind her as she ran, ducking into the nearest door. Which turned out to be a supply closet packed with her own tools. A long-handled instrument resembling a broom fell on her head and she winced.

      “It was easy with the others. I was hoping…I don’t know, never mind. It’s only been a couple of weeks.”

      Raion, Sola, and Shyrax had accepted me so easily that it felt just like old times. Better, in some ways, though they still didn’t know me as well as I knew them.

      Raion and I had regularly butted heads in the Titan Force, but he seemed much happier now that he wasn’t in charge. Sola was more relaxed than I had ever known her, thanks to the fall of the Iron Legion. And Shyrax treated me much more like an equal now that I wasn’t her bodyguard.

      Even Omega wasn’t so bad, though I didn’t care much whether we got along or not. He stalked the hallways, causing trouble to express his discontent and boredom, but he was easily curbed thanks to his contract.

      Mell just did her job. And stayed away from me.

      “She’s getting to know the others,” Horizon said brightly. She sent me more footage, most of which I’d already seen. Mell inspecting Sola’s armor, taking notes during a lecture from Shyrax, and directing Nova-Bots to steal bits of Omega’s body.

      I supposed that did count as getting to know him.

      The one other member of the crew she didn’t interact with very often was Raion. She didn’t avoid him, but the footage showed Raion monologuing with hands on hips while Mell stared with a look of blank confusion.

      “…though she doesn’t seem to know what to do with my Knight,” Horizon allowed.

      “She’s used to dealing with Advocates,” I said. “They say the same things Raion does, but Raion means them.”

      “I’m certain you’re right. Now, with that keen insight into her motivations, why don’t you tell me why she’s avoiding you?”

      I sighed as I overlooked her Nova-Bots slowly stitching The Last Horizon back together. “I know why. I knew her before we ever met, and she’s uncomfortable with that. I would be too. The others are the weird ones.”

      If I had been recruited by someone who knew everything about me, I wouldn’t trust them either. Still, the others had all taken it so easily that I had gotten my hopes up.

      “So what should you do?” Horizon asked.

      “Of course, I’ll give her as much time as she needs. I’m just frustrated, that’s all.”

      A floating magical eye, summoned by Horizon, stared at me. “Have you given her the chance to get to know you?”

      “I don’t want to push her—”

      “Do you think I’m telling you to corner her in the hall?” I wasn’t looking at Horizon, but I knew she was giving me a look of exaggerated astonishment. “Spend time with the whole crew, together. Look for opportunities. Close the gap the same way you would with a stranger.”

      That was starting to sound suspiciously like good advice.

      “Did someone send you to talk to me?” I asked.

      Horns like gnarled roots tilted back as Horizon lifted her chin. “Of course not! I have centuries of experience at managing crew. I can tell when a captain stands to benefit from my wisdom.”

      “I can’t help but think you have some kind of ulterior motive.”

      “You still think so, do you?” Seven-pointed eyes sparkled. “Perhaps you have begun to see beyond the surface, to the true meaning of my words. I have been guiding you all along, directing you toward the truth!”

      I don’t know what expression I made, but I would describe my feelings as a mixture of pity and deep suspicion.

      Horizon shrunk a little. “Your skepticism hurts, Captain. I am acting solely out of concern for you!”

      “All right, then, thank you. Let’s invite the whole crew to eat together tonight.”

      “It so happens that the rest of the crew is together right now!”

      An image appeared in the corner of my vision: the other five members of the crew spread out among exercise machines.

      “You finished the gym!” I said, surprised.

      “As you requested, Captain. Today I could finally spare the energy to fabricate a gym, thanks to the progress of the Nova-Bots. The others are celebrating the grand opening.”

      Mentally, I traced back our conversation. “Were you waiting to surprise me with this? Why didn’t you just tell me?”

      “Isn’t it better to realize your need first, then to see that I have already provided for that need?”

      “I don’t follow your logic, but great! I’ll go change and then join the others.”

      “Why wait?”

      A handful of Nova-Bots the size of human children scurried up to me, each with a blocky fabricator on the end of an arm in place of a hand. Purple eyes blazed, and light of the same color scanned me up and down.

      I wasn’t wearing my mantle, and my amulet’s magic didn’t interfere as my clothes began to dissolve and re-form around me.

      “Horizon, stop! I have my own clothes!”

      “But isn’t this faster?”

      My skin tingled as my old clothes were burned away and nigh-instantly re-fabricated into a smooth, skintight exercise outfit. It was mostly white, with blue-green highlights and a seven-pointed star on the chest.

      “We’ve got to talk about all these surprises,” I said.

      She looked me up and down and gave an approving nod. “It fits perfectly, as I suspected. What’s wrong with a present now and again, Captain?”

      I supposed there wasn’t anything wrong with this, but every time she sprung something on me, I wondered what else I was missing.

      Before Horizon teleported me anywhere, I held up a hand. “I don’t see the mages.”

      Horizon gave me a blank stare. “Who?”

      “My students.”

      “Oh! Yes, them. I’ve been personally taking very good care of them. They have plenty of space to exercise in their suites, I assure you.”

      I resolved to check in on the young mages soon. Horizon obviously wasn’t giving them much attention either.

      Blue light washed over me, and a moment later I found myself standing in the entrance to the gym. I stopped for a moment to take it all in.

      I had seen the machines in the footage, but they were far more impressive in person. The gym itself was much larger than the bridge, filled with some variation of just about every exercise machine I’d ever used and some that looked more like dangerous industrial equipment.

      Raion, for instance, was crouched underneath a massive hydraulic press so large it looked like it had been made to crush starfighters. Sweat poured from him as he shoved the press up, braced against more weight than I could imagine.

      “The Aethertech in that machine has a minor gravity manipulation effect,” Horizon said proudly, her voice carried through my processor implant. “We can give my Knight as much weight as he needs.”

      I looked to Shyrax, who was running on the most complex version of a treadmill I’d ever seen. It was blocked off by a shimmering dome that resembled a starship shield, and she sprinted with such speed that her arms and legs were a yellow blur. Golden light streamed behind her, as her hair-cables had been tied back and lifted by hover-plates so they didn’t flog her back.

      Sola also ran next to Shyrax, but on the kind of treadmill I might see in a human gym. Her own hair was short enough that she didn’t need to tie it, and she was covered in a light sheen of sweat as she ran. Compared to Shyrax, she didn’t look as impressive, but she ran more quickly than my fastest sprint and could maintain that speed for hours.

      She spared a concerned glance to her neighbor, who labored for breath.

      In contrast to everyone else, Mell looked like she was about to die. Her brown hair was stuck to her face and neck, every breath was a gasp, and she was half-braced on the treadmill as she struggled to maintain a jog.

      Only a few seconds later, she slammed the stop button and leaped off, collapsing to the floor.

      “That’s…that’s the best I can do,” Mell said to Sola, in between heaving for air.

      Sola spoke much more evenly without slowing down. “We’ll work on it. Even an Aether Technician should be able to run from danger.”

      “Hey! Not all Aether Technicians are…out of shape! Some of us…go to the gym. Not me, but some of us.”

      “Yes,” Shyrax called from her shielded machine. “I have an Aether Technician’s guidance, and I am quite strong.”

      “You’re doing great, Mell!” Raion shouted. “Don’t give up!” Metal groaned as Raion lifted weight I suspected was comparable to an entire frigate.

      As Mell gave Raion a look that I would call somewhere between incredulous and horrified, I stepped up to an open treadmill. Horizon had created six—four made roughly in the human standard, the shielded one for Shyrax, and one for Raion that was an entire self-contained chamber. It looked like it was built for executions, not exercise.

      “Horizon said everyone was here,” I said as I moved up next to Sola. “Where’s Omega?”

      “Oh, he’s here,” Sola said dryly.

      A vague gray ooze flowed out from the unoccupied human treadmill, and an orange eye blinked at me. Omega’s voice was muffled. “You know how much trouble I have staying in shape, don’t you, Captain?”

      Raion was the only one who laughed, and the lapse in concentration cost him the weight he was carrying. The press slammed down on him, driving him to the floor and shaking the entire section of the ship.

      As the weight retracted, he gave another weak chuckle. “In shape!”

      “Is he…okay?” Mell asked.

      “Until you have a reason to think otherwise,” I said, “assume he’s indestructible.” I started the treadmill slow, warming up. “Glad to have another normal human in here. It’s hard to stay motivated when everyone else can punch through steel.”

      Mell gave a grunt that wasn’t quite a laugh.

      Sola responded to me without looking. “I can’t punch through steel.” She had never slowed from her full sprint.

      “Have you ever killed an Iron Pawn with your bare hands?”

      “Everyone has a hobby.”

      “That counts as punching steel.”

      Mell hauled herself up shakily. “I didn’t realize being a galactic adventurer was so…physical.”

      “Your body is the vessel for your mind,” Shyrax called. “It is your most vital tool, and you should care for it as such.” She ran as though she intended to test the mechanical limits of her machine.

      Mell snorted, and I expected her to say something back, but she faltered before saying anything. I understood that.

      “I thought the same way you did,” I said to Mell. “But no matter how much magic you have, sometimes there’s no substitute for just sprinting the other direction.”

      “What were you running from?” she asked, and that might have been the first time since joining the crew that she asked me a question out of pure curiosity.

      “Iron Legion. D’Niss soldiers. Regular soldiers. Carnivorous insects, carnivorous cats, carnivorous oceans. Anything you can think of, I’ve run from it.”

      I didn’t need to think hard to answer the question. That list was very abridged.

      Mell gestured to herself. “I’m hearing that I should just never leave the ship.”

      “Nonsense!” Raion cried. He had moved over to his own version of a treadmill, which had begun humming like a starship engine as it started up. “Think of how much of the galaxy you’ll never see!”

      “None of us are ever going to leave the ship,” Omega muttered. His treadmill had activated, though I didn’t see a trace of him. He must have been oozing through its inner workings.

      Horizon chose that moment to attract my attention again, phasing through the wall in front of me. “Speaking of which, Captain, would now be a good time to discuss the material requirements for my repair?”

      “Surely this could wait,” I said.

      Mell propped a leg up and began halfheartedly stretching. “No, it won’t take long. We need materials. I don’t have a repair gift or anything for ships, so the best I can do is reduce the material requirements to make ‘bots.”

      “Not true!” Horizon protested. “Your very presence, and the strength of your gift, has improved my self-repair substantially. I can even fabricate some thought-conduction alloy myself. Carefully. In small amounts.”

      “Yeah, you can, which is…I mean, I don’t even know if you know how valuable that is. We print the right stuff, and every one of us could make the Captain’s dad look poor.”

      Before anyone could respond, Mell waved her hands as though interrupting herself. “But that’s not the point! The point is, we’re almost done patching ourselves up, but we won’t be up to full power for another year without a resupply.”

      “Oh, it won’t take so long,” Horizon said smugly.

      “A year,” Mell repeated. “So I hope you’ve got another source lined up, or we’ll have to get Shadow Ark after all.”

      I had asked Mell and Horizon to pursue other avenues, in case there was some way to repair the ship we hadn’t thought of, but I had done my job in the meantime.

      “I have bad news and worse news,” I said. “The Galactic Union won’t take our calls at all. In fact, while they haven’t officially charged us with anything, I’ve been denied entry to four separate Union systems for flimsy excuses. They’re going to make a move on us, probably soon, and we certainly don’t want to let them know that we need repairs.”

      Mell eyed me. “Is that the bad news or the worse news?”

      “I’m not sure, because the Alliance has made it clear that they’re willing to help us at very generous rates. As long as we go to Karosha in person.”

      “They will harvest us for our genetics and use us as templates to make new Perfected,” Shyrax said calmly. “Then they will steal the ship.”

      “Yeah, they will. So that’s not ideal.”

      “What about your family?” Mell had seemingly forgotten that she was supposed to be stretching, leaning against the wall instead. “Your last name must be good for something.”

      “The Vallenar Corporation has extended several offers. Despite the fact that the Union, the Alliance, and the Free Worlds all hate us and dealing with us should be a death sentence for any corporation.”

      Mell chewed on her bottom lip. “Yeah, none of that’s good news.”

      “I’m still tracking down leads,” I went on. “And it’s not like we’re dead in the sky. Once the Nova-Bots finish stitching us together, we’ll still be better than any other ship.”

      Horizon inflated herself, shining proudly.

      “Patience,” Shyrax cautioned. “When your Drive is damaged, pushing too hard will only lead to disaster.”

      Omega groaned from inside his treadmill. “If my contract expires before I get to do anything else, I’ll launch myself into the sun.”

      Even Horizon looked displeased. “Heroes are people of action.”

      “It’s not like I want to wait around for a year either,” Mell said. “But is there any reason why we can’t? I mean, sure, the Union and the Alliance hate you, but what’s stopping us from landing on a planet in Dark Space and hiding until auto-repair catches up?”

      “Boredom!” Omega cried.

      “Hate us,” Raion corrected Mell. “You’re one of us now! They hate us.” Speakers on the outside of his self-contained treadmill carried his words. I could see Raion through small windows on the side of his treadmill-room, but I only glimpsed him as a blur that somehow stayed in the same place.

      “Yeah, right, okay,” Mell said dismissively. “What do you think, Captain?”

      In theory, Mell was right. We weren’t on a deadline. There was no Iron King ready to be born. The D’Niss weren’t pushing their way into our dimension. Even Starhammer hadn’t made any move to expand his territory, as far as we could tell.

      All of that should have pushed me to agree with her. Instead, it made me wary.

      The Aether would never let us have it that easy.

      “We’re out of time,” I said. “If we can’t decide on another course of action in the next seven days, we’ll have to do something desperate. Maybe we will go for Shadow Ark, or I might even have to call my father.”

      Mell looked baffled. “Why? What’s going to happen?”

      “Something is coming for us.”

      “Okay, what is it?”

      “I don’t know. But it is.”

      Mell threw up her hands and marched out of the gym, muttering to herself.

      “I’m not sure how much progress you made in strengthening the interpersonal bonds of the crew, Captain,” Horizon observed.

      “I think you did great!” Raion shouted.

      Sola had slowed down to a jog. “He’s right. We can’t afford to wait.”

      “Good, good, good!” Omega cried.

      I knew it was possible I was being too paranoid, but at the same time, I knew I was right. I couldn’t be sure what was coming for us, but something was.

      That was just how life worked.
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      My father, Benri Vallenar, scowled at me through the screen. “You’re lucky I took your call at all after you dumped me on Dornoth.”

      Facing down my disapproving father was like being reprimanded by my future self. He looked like me a few decades along, with creases in his dark skin and his silver eyes and hair having faded a bit with time.

      That used to intimidate me a lot more.

      “I didn’t need your help, so I didn’t want to talk to you,” I said calmly. “Now I do.”

      His hologram sat, and I picked up half the image of a desk. “Good, so you know we’re in the pilot seat. You need us more than we need you. That will save time.”

      “Do you even know what I’m asking for?”

      “I know what you need, which is an ally.” He laced his fingers together and gave me a mocking version of his business smile. “The Vallenar Corporation is here to please.”

      I tapped the console strapped to my left forearm and sent him a document. “Instead of working together, how about you find me some parts?”

      I knew he received the documents, but he didn’t look at them. “I know The Last Horizon is damaged. I might be the only person outside your crew to be sure of that, so you have me to thank that this hasn’t hit the Union Subline.”

      He might have been the only person to be sure we’d taken damage, since he’d witnessed Horizon’s fight against the Iron King, but he couldn’t have been the only one to expect it.

      Solstice, at least, had an information network that dwarfed any of the corporations, and it wasn’t a hard deduction for anyone that we couldn’t have escaped a war against the entire Iron Legion unscathed.

      When I didn’t respond, he went on. “If you’re willing to deal with me, a month out, that means your new Engineer can’t handle the repairs herself. You’re on blacklists across the galaxy. Now, you can keep pretending you don’t need my help, or you can act your age and make a deal.”

      I leaned back, drumming my fingers on my own desk. I was seated in my own quarters, though part of me wished I had taken this call on the bridge so I could hand it over to Shyrax.

      But he’d caught my attention with one thing. “What’s that about our Engineer?”

      My father pretended to be distracted by some paperwork, signing a digital document as he barked a laugh. “The Advocates might not know who went after Doctor Nova, but I can read your tracks better than anyone. Here’s what you’re going to give me: first, the remaining seat on your crew. Next, everyone on your crew and the ship itself will all sign with the Vallenar Corporation as outside contractors. Minimum two years. You do that, and I’ll pull you out of this hole you dug for yourself.”

      I wasn’t listening to my father’s offer. I knew it was going to be bad before I ever called him.

      My intuition was whispering to me, and I was listening to that instead.

      Hearing what my father thought told me what the galaxy thought. The well-informed members of the galaxy, anyway.

      Now I needed to listen to what the Aether thought.

      As I’ve said before, wizards don’t have the mystical senses people think we do, but I can understand why it looks that way. The Aether reflects the shape of the galaxy. It’s a current, and you can determine the direction of that current by seeing where things are moving.

      I did not like the direction we were headed. An ominous feeling began to creep up behind me, looming over me like a dark cloud.

      “Why two years?” I asked, pretending it was a casual question.

      “I need to get my money’s worth out of you, and you won’t be any good to me for at least a year. You’ll need to stay in hiding until the heat dies down.”

      “So you don’t know where we are?”

      “If anyone knew where you were, you’d be facing down the barrels of a Galactic Union dreadnought. Or maybe one from the Empire, if you really have the Rebel Queen with you.”

      I thought I could feel sweat forming on my forehead. That ominous premonition was growing more solid by the second. “And if we signed with you, you think we should lay low for a while?”

      Finally, my father caught on that I was going somewhere with this line of questioning. Silver eyes narrowed. “Varic. What are you doing?”

      I rested my head in my hands. “We’re about to get ambushed.”

      “What? By who?”

      “I don’t know, but I’ve had a bad feeling for a while. If you think we’re hidden, we’re not hidden. And if you think we’ve got time, we don’t.”

      My mind raced ahead of me. I’d already felt that something was coming for us, but now I was sure it was coming fast. We had plenty to do if we wanted to survive an ambush. What was the worst-case scenario?

      My father ground his teeth. “Call me back when you grow up.”

      “Check for yourself. You have diviners on staff. Tell them to check my immediate future.” Divining spells were vague and broad, usually no better than an experienced wizard’s intuition, but they had their uses.

      And these would show disaster hovering over me, I was sure of it.

      “Are you going to let your personal feelings for me get in the way of a professional business—”

      “Got to go, Dad.” I disconnected the call and called Horizon.

      She blinked into sight next to me, which meant she had been listening the entire time. “Shall we prepare for an attack, Captain?”

      “First, tell me your opinion. What the worst possible crisis we could face right now?”

      Horizon rubbed her chin in thought. “Barring ridiculous scenarios like an unexplained Drive rupture or you being struck dead…I suppose it would be an alliance, wouldn’t it?”

      That ominous feeling came with a chill.

      “The Galactic Union, the Karoshans, and the Advocates all have reasons to come after us. Normally, they wouldn’t cooperate, but if they put their resources together and hunted us down, they could pose a threat comparable to the Iron King.” She thought for another moment. “Of course, I wouldn’t really be afraid unless they had something that could threaten me. Like another Zenith Device, for instance.”

      The cloud of doom now felt like a full-on storm, flashing with lightning.

      I strode out of my room, giving orders to Horizon as I did. “Call Shyrax so she can get her ships together. Take power out of the internal fabricators and self-repair systems and move it to the external fabricators. We need more ships. Then bring me a map of the sector. We need to prepare for an attack from a superior fleet led by Starhammer and guided by the Shadow Ark.”

      Horizon gasped. “Oh, no! How terrible!”

      She sounded delighted.
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        * * *

      

      Starhammer stood on the bridge of his personal battleship, hands clasped behind him as he looked out the forward viewport.

      In front of him, spread out across half the star system, was the full force of the Advocates.

      Ships of white and blue had gathered in clusters of ten, twenty, or a hundred, each battlegroup representing the force of one of the Free Worlds.

      Two thousand ships, all told. They were leaving roughly the same number behind, which was the minimum it would take to maintain security, but this was a commanding fleet by anyone’s standards.

      Except that Starhammer had heard of what had happened to the full force of the Iron Legion when it faced down The Last Horizon.

      An individual Iron Legion ship might not have been a match for an Advocate ship of the same class—the Legion was all about quantity, not quality. But sufficient quantity had a quality all its own, and the Zenith Starship had swept the galaxy clean of those ships.

      Therefore, Starhammer had called for help.

      Five hundred blocky, black ships loomed in a corner of the system, a healthy distance from the Advocate ships. Karoshan forces, sent by King Regent Felrex.

      That was already a healthy amount of firepower, but the Karoshan fleet was headed by a six-mile-long dreadnought, a floating engine of devastation. The Advocates had been shocked to see it come out of Subspace. Without Starhammer’s personal intervention, it would be difficult for the entire rest of their fleet to overcome these Karoshans.

      On top of all that, rumor had it that the King Regent’s ships were led by one of his Perfected. If half the rumors about them were true, even Starhammer should be wary.

      Another thousand ships, gray and boring, stuck closer to the Advocates. A Union fleet that had nothing going for it but its size. The Karoshan Empire had committed more to capturing The Last Horizon than the Galactic Union.

      At least, on the field.

      The ship’s AI spoke into Starhammer’s ear. “Your passage has been approved. Permission granted. We’re ready to dive.”

      The Galactic Union had given them permission to bring this massive, mixed fleet into their territory. They had been the ones to send Starhammer the battle report on The Last Horizon against the Iron Legion, and to send their projections of the crew’s capabilities.

      Of course, Starhammer had confirmed all those things through independent sources. The Union had been no friend to the Advocates.

      But all their information checked out. The only individual to contribute more to the hunt for the Zenith Starship now drifted over Starhammer’s left shoulder.

      “She’ll never see us coming,” Shadow Ark said confidently. He’d shrunk himself to the size of a human head, at least for his role as advisor. “But I’ll warn you again: she won’t go quietly. More like a collapsing star.”

      “I believe it’s your turn,” Starhammer said.

      Shadow Ark sniffed and began to vibrate, buzzing until he looked like a hazy, drifting mass of purple and black. “Warn them again. I’ve had people panic, and nobody wants thirty-five hundred armed warships panicking inside their stomach.”

      The Device grew larger by the second as it drifted out through the hull of the battleship. Starhammer opened Subline communications with the entire fleet as, on a nearby screen, he watched Shadow Ark gradually expand to full size.

      “Starhammer to all ships. Stand by for the Zenith Colony.”

      Shadow Ark had demonstrated this capability once before, so Starhammer knew what to expect, though the Device claimed this made him hungry.

      The Colony unfolded like a complex construction of paper until it was bigger than the ship. Then it grew larger than a normal colony, then a shipyard, and then a small moon.

      When a huge, obsidian cube filled with purple light hung in the middle of the system, a beacon calling to all ships, Starhammer contacted the fleet again.

      “Proceed into the Shadow Ark, as agreed. Trust the navigational data.”

      It looked solid. Like flying into the Colony would lead everyone to crash against a solid wall of obsidian.

      Of course, that was only its appearance. The Zenith Device folded dimensions and violated space in ways Starhammer didn’t understand, bending the Aether to break the laws of reality.

      He had explained all this, and even demonstrated it to some of the higher-ranking members of the other factions, but he still sent a group of Advocates through first to set an example. The blue-and-white ships executed a micro-dive in unison, appearing just in front of the Colony, then flew toward it on sub-light thrusters.

      Minutes later, they sank into the purple light as though into an ocean. Didn’t even make a ripple.

      After a few seconds, they pinged the fleet’s Subline channel to prove they were still intact.

      The Karoshans came next—all at once, though Starhammer had expected them to be more hesitant. That was oddly trusting, for Karoshans. Maybe they understood Shadow Ark’s mechanisms better than the others.

      One by one, the groups entered the Zenith Colony.

      Starhammer didn’t relax until it was his own turn. He would be the last inside.

      He braced himself as the ship approached, but not because he didn’t trust the Ark. His fists tightened and his spine straightened because now, he was committed.

      Truthfully, he had been committed to this course of action weeks ago. Maybe years, in a sense. But as he approached the seemingly solid walls of obsidian and shining purple, he felt as though he were crossing a threshold.

      Mell would never forgive him for this.

      There were many benefits to bringing down The Last Horizon. Shadow Ark would appreciate it, and the Union and Alliance intelligence reports both agreed that Queen Shyrax was the one who had taken Mell. They also believed she had entered into an agreement with the crew of the Zenith Starship, if she hadn’t joined herself.

      Starhammer stood to eliminate an enemy, please his own Zenith Device, and improve relations with his neighbors. All in one move.

      But that wasn’t his personal motive.

      He was far more capable of protecting Mell than anyone else, even the Zenith Starship. Maybe especially more than the Starship, given his experience with the Colony. The Zenith Devices seemed to seek out danger.

      Whether Mell forgave him or not, he was right. And he would prove it.

      Purple light swallowed them up, and a moment later, he found himself in the strange space on the other side.

      Instead of the endless jewel-speckled dark of real space or the shimmering, indescribable rainbow of Subspace, the universe around them was a fractured kaleidoscope of purple, like the sky was filled with broken amethyst shards.

      In that sky, the full might of the galaxy waited, organized and ready to crash down on The Last Horizon.

      Shadow Ark’s voice seemed to come from everywhere, echoing through the ship. “I’ll be more hospitable to guests when I have a planet or two in here again.”

      “Prepare to dive,” Starhammer reminded him.

      “All fueled up and ready to go! They’ll never see us coming.”

      There were all sorts of logistical problems associated with moving such a large-scale fleet. Coordinating dives was a nightmare, the fuel cost was astronomical, and Subspace became much more dangerous as it was disturbed by large groups. Not to mention that they were only as fast as their slowest ship, so The Last Horizon would certainly detect them and have time to flee.

      The Zenith Starship, of course, would be much faster than the Colony. In fact, Shadow Ark was only meant to reposition every few years, at most.

      But it was quiet. That meant no Subspace disruption, and no detection.

      No chance of failure.

      “Dive,” Starhammer commanded, and the Ark obeyed.
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      On the Subline, it’s often said that the galaxy has “four corners.” There’s the Galactic Union, the Karoshan Alliance, the Free Worlds, and Dark Space.

      These four corners are ridiculously uneven. For one thing, Dark Space is bigger than the other three combined, since it technically includes any part of the galaxy that isn’t claimed by the others.

      After that is the Galactic Union, which includes human space, the Dornoth system and the sector around it, and the Aethril. Aethril never expanded much, but they have great reach even outside the Union.

      The Alliance is the smallest, containing only the Karoshan Empire and a handful of Visiri planets. Small, but not weak, as Shyrax would tell you at great length.

      Smaller than the Union but bigger than the Alliance, we have the Free Worlds, which is my personal least favorite of the galaxy’s corners. At least Dark Space is a frontier full of mystery and adventure.

      The Free Worlds are just a cluster of planets who remained out of reach of the Galactic Union. They value their independence enough to defend one another in the event of an attack, but mostly stick to planetary governments.

      Originally, they had expected the cooperation of various single-planet militaries to be enough to police any problems in their territory. When that proved overly optimistic, the Free Worlds had been on the verge of falling apart.

      At that point, the original Advocates were born. They started off as a group of vigilantes, but formed such a vital part of life in the Free Worlds that they gained quasi-official authority.

      When I was growing up on several different planets, I learned several different perspectives on the history of the Advocates and the Free Worlds.

      In the Union, I learned that the chaos between planets was a natural consequence of their lack of interstellar government. The Advocates held everything together, but it was a patchwork solution that would only last for so long.

      In the Free Worlds, I was taught that the Advocates were the ultimate expression of what a citizen should aspire to be. They had seen a need and risked their lives to fill that need, for the sake of other planets.

      Police forces in other systems were prone to mismanagement and corruption, they said, but not the Advocates. If an individual didn’t have the heart of a hero, they would never have joined up in the first place.

      In the Alliance, I heard that the Advocates were a pathetically ineffective force who needed replaced by a real military. And if they cared about the development of their territory, they would share their proprietary Aethertech.

      Putting all that together with my personal experience, I had formed my own opinion on the Free Worlds.

      First, everyone seemed to believe that the rise of pirates, terrorists, and individual troublemakers was a natural result of the sector’s lack of unity. I was fairly confident that there was nothing natural about it.

      I would bet my staff that Solstice, the organization puppeteering the Galactic Union, had engineered all that chaos in the first place. Softening the Free Worlds up to be “saved” by a heroic Galactic Union peacekeeping force.

      The Advocates had stepped up, ruining that long-ago plan. For that, the original Advocates had my respect.

      Which brought me to my second point: people thought the Advocates were incorruptible. Or, at least, generally good-natured.

      Maybe that had once been true.

      But it turned out that great power and no oversight was not a winning combination.

      I said as much to Horizon, idly, who folded her arms and glared at me. “That describes us, you know.”

      “That’s why I don’t mind your six-crew system,” I said. “Each of us can help keep the others in check. You think Raion would go along with it if we started conquering planets?”

      “I’m not talking about you. I mean us. The Zenith Devices. We have the greatest power, and who has the right to give us oversight? But we are a winning combination! We always win!”

      She had taken that a lot more personally than I’d imagined.

      “Isn’t that why you were designed to need a crew? You could be flying around the galaxy doing whatever you wanted without us.”

      “There were many reasons for my design, and that plan was perfect beyond the comprehension of lesser craftsmen.”

      “Did they design you with any humility?”

      “Humility is only for the humble.”

      “I guess that’s technically true.” I kicked up a puff of dust, watching it drift off the asteroid’s surface and into space. “How are things going on the ship?”

      “Omega is trying to convince Sola that we are here for no purpose. Raion and Shyrax, at least, have no such doubt.”

      “Really?” That reassured me. “I expected Raion to be the only one who trusted me.”

      “Shyrax came to the same conclusion you did. She has overridden the counsel of her advisors to bring her ships here, saying that she had a better source of information.”

      I had known that Shyrax followed my advice, since I could see a cluster of black Karoshan ships hovering over the asteroid on which I sat.

      One loomed over me like an iron sky, idling as it kept an eye on the entrance to the asteroid field that spread out to either side of me. I couldn’t see The Last Horizon, though it was supposed to stay close.

      You may have seen asteroid fields on the Subline portrayed as floating clusters of debris. Usually, they don’t look like that. The asteroids are so far apart that it’s rare to see one from the next. You can fly through them without issue, even without diving into Subspace.

      Not here. Over the last week, we’d created an asteroid field that looked more like what you’d see in a game.

      Millions of asteroids stretched across this system of barren, rocky planets. It was like a net of stones spread around us, dragged into position with industrial-grade spells. Our ships had taken up positions among the floating stones, making the asteroids our fortress.

      Of course, even millions of asteroids only covered a tiny fraction of the system. But we had angled to defend against a fleet coming out of Subspace, and the asteroids served several purposes.

      We also had some other surprises to face the ambush I was sure was coming. Like the spell I was preparing as I sat out here on the uncomfortable, dusty, jagged surface of an asteroid, protected only by a mantle that I still hadn’t managed to enchant up to the level of my previous.

      Horizon strolled around me in her holographic form, humming to herself and spinning. It was easy to read her thoughts. When she chuckled to herself, she was thinking about the upcoming battle and what it would mean for us. When she suddenly stopped and looked into the distance, she was distracted by something one of her summoned eyes was telling her.

      When she cast a quick glance at me and shifted in place, she was worrying about what would happen if she lost.

      “Of course, my firepower is as great as it has ever been,” she said, after one such visible loss of confidence. “But you should remember that I am still wounded. And, if they do have Ark with them…Well, it’s no shame to lose a battle to a Zenith Device, is it? Not that I will lose.”

      I repeated myself for the twentieth time. “You’ll do fine, Horizon.”

      “I’ll do much better than fine. I will perform as no other starship ever has! But I want you to remember that not every battle is won by the superior force.”

      “I know,” I said, and that came out heavier than I intended.

      She noticed, and her horned face leaned down to study mine. “It occurs to me that I haven’t been monitoring your emotional state as closely as I should have been, Captain.”

      That wasn’t a question, but I answered it anyway. “If they attack, it won’t work out for us. I can’t even imagine a good outcome.”

      Horizon gave an astonished laugh and put enough magic into her hand that she could ruffle my hair. “Oh, Captain, you’re letting your history cloud your judgment. No matter what fleet they’ve scraped up, we have a good chance of winning.”

      “And what if we do?” I asked. I had been chewing on this, and I didn’t like any of the realistic outcomes. But no matter how long I spent in dread, I couldn’t think of a better option.

      “There’s every chance that Starhammer is coming with ships from the Union at least, maybe with the Alliance. Destroying those ships makes us an enemy for sure, even more than we already are. But let’s say the Advocates come after us alone. They still have a good reputation in the rest of the galaxy. Winning could be worse than losing.”

      When Horizon didn’t respond, I went on. “My biggest worry is Starhammer. I have no idea what he can do now, thanks to the Evolution Engine. Or even how he’ll act. And the worst-case scenario is if we beat him again but don’t kill him, because that will trigger another round with the Engine. This close to the last one, his mind is still unstable. We could make him the psychotic despot he was in my other life. And then there’s the Zenith Colony, which is a complete—"

      I cut myself off when I saw Horizon shrinking smaller and smaller by the word. The floating eyes around her were trembling, and some winked out as she lost concentration.

      “…Did I go too far?” I asked.

      “No, of course not! I have overcome greater odds than this!” She glanced up at the Karoshan cruiser overhead nervously. “But when you put it that way, I feel the need to remind you that I am still injured, and it would be a shame if you never got to see me at my full glory. Perhaps it might be wiser to attempt negotiation first.”

      “That’s the plan,” I said, “but don’t count on it working. We’re expecting an ambush in the middle of nowhere. If they tracked us here, they’re trying to kill us.”

      It wasn’t the thought of my own death that had me dreading the fight. Not this time.

      In all honesty, I didn’t expect to die here. We had enough contingency plans to save my life, and in the worst-case scenario, Horizon could teleport me to safety.

      But that didn’t do much to settle my nerves. This battle could be the point of no return for the galaxy. We could be about to witness the moment that sent us into a spiral of galactic doom, like the ones I’d seen over and over again.

      It wasn’t just my wizardly intuition warning me of that. It was my experience.

      I hoped the enemy would be reasonable, and that we could settle this with a tense standoff. But I didn’t expect it.

      “We can handle it,” Horizon said, but she didn’t sound as confident as usual.

      “That’s the only reason we’re standing our ground instead of running. I trust you. All six of you.”

      “Even Omega?”

      “Five out of the six of you.”

      In truth, as much as I doubted Omega’s character, I trusted his competence. And in the contract magic that bound him.

      Horizon eyed me from a dozen different angles. “You don’t look like you trust us.”

      “The problem is,” I said, “you’re the only ones I trust.”

      At that moment, the magic I had been absent-mindedly guiding throughout the asteroid completed its route. I heaved a sigh and stood up. “This one’s done. Take me to the next.”

      Horizon didn’t respond. Only a second later did I realize she was gone.

      I knew what that meant, and it sent adrenaline through me. The sense of doom shadowed my spirit, darker than the shadow cast by the Karoshan cruiser overhead.

      There was only one thing that would have distracted Horizon enough for her to dismiss her avatar. She must have spotted a Subspace warp.

      I had been right after all.

      That was unfortunate.

      Only a few seconds after I noticed Horizon missing, blue light flowed down over me. Instead of reappearing on another asteroid, as we’d done dozens of times already, I found myself standing on the bridge of The Last Horizon with the rest of my crew.

      Raion stared seriously into the viewport, dressed in his combat suit with no helmet. “So they showed up after all.”

      “If they didn’t, we’d have wasted our time,” Sola said. She wore her full suit of gray armor, and her fingers danced on the console built into her left forearm. I knew her well enough to know she was checking on the state of her weapons.

      Omega sat on the edge of the pilot seat, leaning forward over the console, Aethertech eye blazing orange in excitement. “Finally, finally, finally! Hurry!”

      “My ships are in position,” Shyrax said. She stood with arms crossed, inspecting a holographic map of the system instead of looking out of the forward viewport. “Opening salvo on my mark.”

      Sola spoke without looking up from her personal console. “Horizon’s guns are primed, but we’re waiting for a target lock.”

      “Shields at one hundred percent!” Raion announced unnecessarily.

      “Of course they are,” Mell said. “We haven’t taken any fire. Drones are up, but you can all see that, so I don’t know what I’m supposed to do here.” She was half-curled into a chair, chewing on a thumbnail. Her glasses had slid down to the tip of her nose, but she didn’t bother pushing them back up.

      “Are you doing all right?” I asked her.

      “I hate waiting! Why am I part of a battle anyway? What am I contributing?”

      Horizon was the first to answer her. “Your presence on the ship further empowers my systems, and once battle is joined, your expertise will be vital for continued repairs. Besides, I have to show my brother how much better my crew is than his.”

      The Subspace distortion ahead of us bloomed larger and larger, a swirl of color in the dark fabric of space that seemed big enough to swallow a planet.

      Only a moment after Horizon mentioned it, I got my first glimpse of the Shadow Ark.

      It was a wall of obsidian surfaces and violet light. Though Horizon had told us what to expect, I was still in awe as I watched it emerge from Subspace.

      It first resembled the corner of a huge cube, but it shifted even as it was revealed, an interlocking mechanical gemstone of impossible size. When it fully emerged, it was shaped like a cut diamond. Its closest corners unfolded into a tunnel of violet light.

      “However this turns out,” I said, “I’m glad we’re facing it together. All of us.”

      “They’ll listen to us,” Raion said confidently.

      Ships began to spill out of the Zenith Colony. Lots of ships.

      I closed my eyes briefly, and I pushed my fear aside. I let my mind drift to the magic I had spread all throughout the system.

      Only then did I speak to Raion. “If they don’t, they’ll regret it.”

      “All ships,” Shyrax said, “prepare for battle.”
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      Starhammer and his ship were among the first to emerge from Shadow Ark into real space. Their navigation told them they were in the Thevellian System, on the border of the Galactic Union.

      Out here, space was Union-controlled in name only. If there was any population worth mentioning, they would likely have joined the Free Worlds.

      But there was no civilization here. Only barren planets, asteroids, and a handful of scattered mining colonies.

      When the computer told him what else was waiting for them, Starhammer’s eyes blazed and he shouted into the air of his bridge. “You said they wouldn’t see us coming!”

      Several of his crew flinched.

      After a moment of hesitation, Shadow Ark’s disembodied voice came from the air around him. “They never caught me, I’m sure of it. Maybe they have spies. Or perhaps they were only being cautious.”

      “They’re in formation, which changes everything. This is going to be a bloodbath.” Starhammer didn’t mind the crew hearing his dismay. He valued the lives of everyone, even his enemies. He wanted them to know that.

      When he killed someone, it was only when they left him no other choice.

      “Connect to The Last Horizon,” he ordered. “Defensive positions. Do not fire until they do. We will not be the first to draw blood.”

      The only good news was that the enemy forces hadn’t opened fire the second they saw the Advocates emerging from Subspace.

      They occupied most of the system, their ships crouched behind four barren planets, seven moons, and a band of asteroids that had been artificially spread out like a low wall.

      Beeps came regularly from the ship’s computer as the sensors picked up new details about enemy forces. Most of their opponents were Karoshans, as expected, members of the Rebel Queen’s force of exiles.

      But there were other ships out there too. Smooth, blue-green ships of a design that didn’t exist in their database.

      The computer showed them, resembling diving birds of prey, with smooth plates of dark metal that shone turquoise in the gaps. Most were no bigger than frigates, but it was hard to tell how many of them were out there. Hundreds, at least.

      Where had these ships come from? What were their capabilities? Until he saw them in action, Starhammer couldn’t be sure.

      Even so, the alliance fleet should still have the advantage in power. Raw numbers might have been roughly equal, but the Advocate forces had more fighters and larger ships. The Karoshan dreadnought alone would tie up almost twenty percent of the enemy forces.

      More importantly, they had Starhammer and the Advocates themselves. Some of the most powerful individuals in the galaxy.

      Of course, the enemy had The Last Horizon. Shadow Ark insisted his advantages would even the scales, but his greatest strength was stealth, which had already been rendered useless.

      This was far closer to an even fight than Starhammer ever wanted. To win, he would have to slaughter the enemy, which could ruin his reputation on the Subline.

      This would have to be handled very carefully.

      “We have contact with The Last Horizon!” a communications officer reported.

      Starhammer squared his shoulders. “On the projector.”

      Only a second later, he found himself facing the holographic form of Captain Varic Vallenar. The human wore his cloak with the hood down, facing Starhammer with silver hair and eyes bared.

      He stood as well, and there were no visible details behind him. He was keeping the bridge of The Last Horizon hidden, which was little surprise, as Starhammer was doing the same thing with his own ship.

      “Captain Vallenar, I am Starhammer of the Advocates. I and my allies are here to account for your aggression against my people in the Free Worlds. I’m told you also personally assaulted a Union battlegroup and have associated yourself with rebels to the Karoshan throne, not to mention your abduction of an Aether Technician in our custody. I invite you to defend yourself from these accusations. We can settle this peacefully, with no bloodshed, and I can personally guarantee you a fair trial.”

      Something dark flickered across Varic’s face for a moment. “A trial?” Varic asked over the speakers. “Conducted by you?”

      “And representatives of the Galactic Union and Karoshan Alliance, yes. Nothing has happened yet that cannot be undone.”

      Starhammer normally took pride in his ability to read human expressions. His eyes were superior to anything organic, sensitive to miniature changes that even Aethril and the third eyes of Visiri couldn’t catch.

      But he didn’t know how to interpret Varic’s expression in that moment. It was as though, for a fraction of a second, several different reactions warred for control of the man’s face.

      Finally, the Captain of The Last Horizon tilted his chin up and regarded Starhammer with eyes of cold steel. “I’ll save us all the time and answer your accusations here.”

      Starhammer’s heart clenched. He had to wrestle down his own anger.

      Varic Vallenar wasn’t going to make this easy.

      “I freed the Aether Technician you call Doctor Nova from your captivity because I had reason to believe you detained her unlawfully,” Varic said. “She is with me voluntarily and is free to leave at any time, as she will attest on record.”

      “We took her into custody—” Starhammer began, but Varic didn’t pause his transmission.

      “As for our actions against the Galactic Union, I would like for them to state publicly which battlegroup I attacked and how much damage they sustained. When they put footage to that effect on the public Union Subline, I will happily turn myself in.”

      They both knew that wasn’t going to happen. Starhammer had no more faith in the Union government than Varic apparently did.

      “The Karoshan Empire has the best case,” Varic went on. “I have indeed provided shelter to the rightful Queen of Karosha and her followers. Is that why we’re here? Are you taking sides in an Imperial civil war, Starhammer?”

      This entire operation was supposed to have been so quiet, and over so quickly, that it could be broadcast all across the galaxy as nothing more than taking some criminals into custody. Working with the Union and Alliance was to demonstrate both overwhelming force and unbreakable unity.

      If this became the first battle of a true war, with Advocates and Union ships and Karoshans all cooperating…Starhammer felt a headache coming on as he tried to untangle that political web. It would become far more complicated than he could handle.

      If only The Last Horizon had been alone here. If only they had been caught off-guard, as Shadow Ark had promised.

      If only Starhammer could have carried out this mission alone.

      While he was still formulating a response, one of his officers sent him a message over a private line. The audio wasn’t transmitted to The Last Horizon, of course, but Starhammer felt a spike of alarm as though it had been.

      “Sir,” the human woman whispered, “the Perfected dreadnought Dragon’s Edge is moving into attack position.”

      Starhammer rounded on her in a panic. “Stop them! Get the Perfected on the line!”

      “Did we lose you, Starhammer?” Varic asked. “If you’re still there, I have more questions.”

      “One moment, Captain Vallenar. I need to give my answer some thought.” After that halfhearted response, Starhammer turned to another projector, where a hologram of the Karoshan Perfected hovered over the computer.

      Unlike natural Karoshans, these new Perfected had long reptilian tails, and this one lashed hers eagerly as she appeared before Starhammer. She was thin but still muscular, her thick skin the deep navy of an ocean, and her hair-cables neon blue. They hung loose down to her shoulders, some of the thick strands hiding her left eye.

      “Why the hesitation, Starhammer?” She was Kelthriss of the Burning Rain, and she had hardly said anything to Starhammer that wasn’t required for the coordination of their fleets.

      Starhammer suspected the Perfected were more confident than they had any right to be, but they were still competent enough to worry Union intelligence.

      “Commander Kelthriss, remain in position,” he ordered.

      “What do you think you will accomplish with this?” she asked, with a hint of amusement. “He obviously hates you, but he’s willing to talk. He’s afraid to fight. He has more to lose than we do. What, exactly, are we waiting for?”

      “We came to take an unprepared enemy into custody!” Starhammer insisted. “Not to assault a fortified position!”

      Kelthriss gave a smile, which showed Starhammer that the teeth of these Perfected were sharper than those of the average Karoshan. “Oh, he’s still not prepared for us.”

      Starhammer had already wasted too much time on this. “Move your ship back into position or we will consider you hostile.”

      “Acknowledged. Returning to position.” Kelthriss chuckled like an adult amused at the games of a child. “Remember that we had the chance to gain the initiative and we gave it up.”

      Shadow Ark gave a ship-rattling sigh. “We’re not going to settle anything with this. Let me talk to the Captain. I can at least negotiate with my sister.”

      Starhammer reactivated the conversation with Varic. “Captain Vallenar, Shadow Ark wishes to speak with The Last Horizon. That might be a more fruitful avenue of negotiation.”

      Varic didn’t say anything, but a moment later his hologram was replaced by the image of a woman woven from six distinct colors of light. Starhammer couldn’t identify her species, considering her seven-pointed eyes and her horns like tree roots, but he supposed a Zenith Device was not limited to the laws of biology in the first place.

      Her expression, however, was openly amused. “Were you trying to sneak up on me, Ark?”

      Starhammer expected his own Zenith Device to generate a sourceless voice, as he had before.

      Instead, to the shocked murmurs of the crew, Shadow Ark manifested a body on the bridge of the ship.

      Ark—or, at least, the form he chose to adopt—was a squat but muscular human man with a crown of sharp black horns around the edges of his head. His body was covered in organic armor that resembled his obsidian gem form, reflective black plates with violet light shining from within.

      As The Last Horizon’s eyes contained a seven-pointed star, Shadow Ark’s had a design as well. His pupils were contained within a diamond of bright light the same shade of violet that shone from within him.

      He spoke sullenly into the microphone. “Hello, Horizon. How did you see me coming?”

      Horizon’s smile grew wider. “Oh, I have eyes everywhere. And with a crew like I’ve found…Well, maybe you’ll have one of your own someday.”

      “You beat me this time,” Ark admitted grudgingly. “Just don’t let me walk away empty-handed, all right? Give us something.”

      “I suppose it would embarrass us all if you didn’t walk away with some consolation prize. What were you thinking?”

      “You can spare a planet or two, right? I’m sure you have plenty.”

      At that point, Starhammer interjected. “We need to establish an ongoing line of communication with Doctor Nova, otherwise known as Mell D-One-Twenty-Five. If we can’t keep track of her whereabouts, we can’t consider her secure. And I’m sure our allies have other requirements.”

      Horizon’s image blurred as the focus of the hologram shifted. A particularly uncomfortable-looking Mell stumbled into view, hair messy and glasses askew.

      Starhammer was relieved to see, however, that it seemed Varic had been telling the truth. She wasn’t visibly restrained or harmed in any way.

      Mell straightened her glasses as she stood, glaring at him through the projector. “Stop looking after me! I’m fine! Go away! Are you going to risk the lives of all these people just to keep an eye on me?”

      “You may not understand your value as an asset, but I do,” Starhammer said. He slid arms behind his back. “As I said, you represent a threat to our entire organization, but you’re hardly the only reason we’re here. The Last Horizon cannot be allowed to rampage across the galaxy unchecked.”

      Mell started to say something else, but the view of the projector shifted again. It was back to Varic, and this time he was seated. He looked far more exhausted, too, as though he suddenly carried the weight of extra decades.

      “This sounds like the beginning of a much longer conversation,” Varic said. “Let’s not have it down the barrel of a gun. Retreat out of weapons distance, we’ll do the same, and we will contact you inside a standard day for further negotiation.”

      For a moment, Starhammer closed his eyes and allowed himself a deep breath. “That sounds like the only way forward. Let’s call this a ceasefire.”

      “Agreed.”

      Starhammer issued the orders and watched on the monitors as his ships began to turn. Even the Karoshans followed orders, though they did so slowly enough to express their disdain.

      The weight on his heart eased with every ship that reversed course. He had begun to think there was no path through this situation, but maybe this wouldn’t end in disaster after all.

      Then six Galactic Union ships exploded.

      Starhammer hadn’t activated his Temporal Field, but the moment stretched as though he had. The nearest monitor had just begun to scream an alarm. It showed six red symbols: a handful of Union ships that had lagged behind, now nothing but debris.

      He couldn’t see them out of the forward viewport, but the view on the screen was clear enough. It even showed the cause.

      Just before the explosions, they had detected a huge spike in magic.

      “Hail The Last Horizon!” Starhammer snapped. “Start rescue efforts! Shadow Ark, was that one of the Horizon’s weapons?”

      The purple-and-black spirit frowned at the readout as though working through a puzzle. “I already told you, my sister is a mystery. I can’t predict her capabilities, but with an Archmage as Captain, her magical weapons should be good enough for a hit like that. She wouldn’t want to shoot us in the back, though.”

      Kelthriss of the Perfected appeared before him again, unsummoned. She laughed. “We could have gotten the drop on them instead, Starhammer! Dragon’s Edge, reversing course and engaging!”

      “Where is The Last Horizon?” he demanded. “And get me the Union commander!”

      The Union line opened first, displaying an aging human man with a stiff spine and gray uniform. Commander Nelthan of the GSS Kholien. “Advocate fleet, we are under attack from unknown spells! Attack that may be ong—”

      The hologram fuzzed as three more Union ships exploded.

      “—oing!” The hologram stabilized again, but Commander Nelthan stumbled as though his ship had been hit. “Commander Starhammer, we are in need of urgent assistance!”

      “Return to attack positions!” Starhammer ordered everyone. “Have we seen any of these magical weapons? Has anyone else been hit?”

      The onboard mages reported a moment later. “Water elementalism would be difficult to capture on our scanners, sir, even magnified enough to destroy multiple ships. Our teams are investigating now, but we’d have to see footage from the wreckage to be sure.”

      Starhammer shouted into a transmission to The Last Horizon. “Captain Vallenar, cease fire!”

      “The Last Horizon is not responding, sir. And their weapons are hot.”

      As it never had before, fury blazed in Starhammer’s heart. “Starhammer to all ships. When you reach attack positions, open fire. Shadow Ark, with me. Commander Kelthriss of the Perfected, you have command.”

      He strode for the nearest airlock as the Zenith Colony folded back into a stone the size of a human head.

      As he’d thought, there was no talking sense with criminals.

      He would settle this himself.
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      When I saw the first six Galactic Union ships explode, I knew what was happening.

      My heart collapsed, but I spoke to Horizon anyway. “Solstice blew up their own ships. They’re making sure we have to fight. Power to forward guns, ready all ships.”

      “Yes, Captain. I am also attempting to restore contact with Starhammer.”

      “You won’t be able to,” I said. “He won’t take our call.”

      Mell snapped toward me in shock. “Hey, wait, he’s not that bad. He wouldn’t throw away his own people.”

      I knew a lot more about what Starhammer was capable of than his own designer did, at least in this lifetime. “I’ve seen him do worse. But there are only two possibilities: either Starhammer’s aware of what Solstice is doing and has allowed it, or he’s not aware. In the first case, he won’t answer the call. In the second case, they’ll have blocked our transmissions.”

      “With enough time, I can break through any such restrictions,” Horizon said.

      “You think they’ll give us time?”

      The moment I asked that question, more Union ships exploded.

      “Ready to fire,” Sola said.

      “Ships in formation,” Shyrax reported. “We can catch Dragon’s Edge out of position if we act now.”

      I was surprised Shyrax had waited for my approval at all. I’d expected her to take the opportunity to attack one of the Perfected the instant it presented itself.

      I wanted to take it too, but I knew what would happen if we did. The ones to pay the price wouldn’t be us.

      “Let’s not fire first, even if they think we did,” I said. “But keep those guns hot. Mell, how are the fighters?”

      She sank into a nearby chair and shoved a toothpick between her teeth. “You think he’s that far gone?”

      Even as much as she personally disliked him, it had taken her a long time to accept the truth about Starhammer in the last life too.

      Despite the urgency of the situation, I responded calmly. “He brought an army to us.”

      “Yeah. Looks like he did.” An edge returned to her to her that I associated with the persona she’d used against the Advocates. “Pilot-bots are ready to fly. Five hundred twenty-six fighters, four carriers, and a battlecruiser in position. Nova-Bot crews are operational. Linking them to you, Your Highness.”

      “Acknowledged,” Shyrax said. “Grave Hound, status report.”

      Omega’s voice crackled to life over the speakers. “I like my code name more when you say it.” His status report pinged on the monitor from his borrowed shuttle.

      I spun in my chair to check on Raion, who looked miserable from his seat in the back of the room. “Raion, you’re our insurance against Starhammer.”

      “Did he really throw away his own allies?” Raion asked.

      “Someone did,” I said. “And now they’re coming for us.”

      “We have incoming fire,” Horizon reported. The first few plasma bolts streaked through the void, followed by missiles. A weak opening volley, but one that would get stronger as the enemy formation solidified.

      As I’ve said before, I’m not an experienced fleet commander. I intended to defer to Shyrax for just about every strategic decision.

      But at that moment, I signaled for her to hold return fire and I broadcast to the enemy as widely as I could. “This is Captain Varic Vallenar of The Last Horizon. We did not fire. Cease fire, or we will engage.”

      No one responded, though I confirmed contact with at least the enemy Karoshans. Well, I had never expected them to listen. The Perfected would see this battlefield as a playground.

      The fire intensified. The dreadnought, Dragon’s Edge, began to activate its central cannons.

      “Very well,” I said, still transmitting. “Then we will not hold back. Feel free to surrender.”

      I flicked off the communicator and stood. “Shyrax, you have command.”

      “Forward ships, open fire.”

      At her order, vessels fired all across the system. Her Karoshan ships were greatly outnumbered, but they weren’t our only forces.

      We had chosen this system not just for the cover of the planets and asteroids but for the raw materials.

      Horizon’s fabricators had been hard at work.

      Now, blue-green shuttles, frigates, fighters, carriers, and a handful of cruisers—all made from Horizon’s fabricators and the raw materials harvested from this system—emerged from hiding and fired on Shyrax’s command.

      The enemy would have caught a few of them on scanners, but not all. They may have thought they had us outgunned, but the truth was that we were roughly equal. Most of our ships were operating on skeleton crews, as our Karoshan rebels and Nova-Bots were spread thin, but we’d pushed Horizon’s fabricators to the limit just to get enough ships in play.

      Of course, an equal fight was a bad fight. And that didn’t account for any of the outliers—Shadow Ark, Starhammer, the Perfected, and The Last Horizon itself.

      Going by the numbers, this was about to be a destructive, messy fight that left too many dead on both sides. Which was why I had wanted to avoid it.

      But if we had to fight, I didn’t intend to leave victory to chance.

      I hauled my staff, still in its crate, over to the hull of the ship. Horizon noticed where I was heading and obligingly created a transparent viewport so I could look out.

      Half the system was visible to me, so I could see our artificial asteroid field stretched out into the infinite distance.

      From the perspective of the enemies, it would look like the asteroids were spread out chaotically. Just sprayed randomly to form a wall.

      But watching from The Last Horizon made the pattern clear. The asteroids had been arranged into a long stretch of Aetheric symbols.

      While reading those symbols, I began to chant.

      I didn’t need my staff for this. Most people don’t have World Spirit-class tools to amplify their magic, so battlefield-level spells were designed to operate without them.

      Usually, they involved multiple wizards working in concert, along with large Aetheric arrays and unique magical sacrifices. I had designed my own ritual, the one that had given me six extra lives, along the same principles.

      Instead of doing this brute work with Eurias now, I had done it ahead of time.

      As I chanted, the Aether ran through the symbols that stretched out from me. They began to glow, and at that point they would activate sensors all over the enemy fleet. Anyone half-educated in magic would know what was coming.

      And, unlike the Iron Legion, these would have proper wizards and well-designed magical defenses.

      As I finished my spell, spinning circles of magical symbols appeared in front of the enemy ships. They were prepared to intercept any attack.

      Which was too bad, as this wasn’t an attack. At least not a direct one.

      Magical hands and eyes, all formed of blue light, exploded from the asteroids in the millions.

      Terminus Mundi was memory manifestation magic, and Horizon obviously didn’t have this many individual eyes and hands memorized. What I had done, at least with the few hundred asteroids I had managed to enchant in time, was to embed a few pairs of eyes and hands in each one.

      Then I had told them to multiply.

      Of course, I had relied on Eurias for the strength to cast on that scale. This was the sort of miracle an Archmage could work when they knew what was coming and were given time to prepare.

      Instead of rushing toward the enemy, the eyes and hands swirled over to the nearest ships, wrapping around them like clouds of insects. Some only had a few, while others had dozens, and it wasn’t according to size; I couldn’t give the spell much direct guidance without taking active control.

      Which I wouldn’t do, since I had another spell to cast. I left this one on its own.

      Eurias emerged from its crate once again, creating a river that trickled down The Last Horizon’s hallway. Then I began chanting the Mirror of Silence.

      I hadn’t shot first. But I certainly intended to shoot last.
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        * * *

      

      Starhammer flew through Subspace with Shadow Ark at his side. This would be a micro-dive by the standards of a starship, which wasn’t ideal, even for Starhammer. But he could do it. It would be worth it.

      Outside reality, Ark’s voice was thin and warbled, like it was coming through a stretched Subline connection. “The more I think, the more I’m sure there’s something wrong here. My sister wouldn’t appoint a backstabbing coward as her captain.”

      Starhammer didn’t respond. He was calculating his exit point, which should be arriving soon.

      “You should at least give them a chance to explain,” Ark went on. “As much as I’d like to get the jump on Horizon, no one will be happy if—Who is that?”

      Starhammer had seen it a moment before Shadow Ark. A bit of dark metal in the rainbow chaos of Subspace, a splinter of hard, mundane reality. A ship.

      It was sitting directly on Starhammer’s exit point.

      “Did they station a sentry in Subspace?” Ark asked, astonished. “How? The fuel alone…”

      One thing was clear: this wasn’t an ally. And Starhammer had resolved himself already. His eyes heated as he prepared his optical beams, and he released the deadly white light on the target.

      The ship’s engines flared orange, and it angled itself enough that Starhammer’s attack only hit a glancing blow on its shields. Which left the ship barreling toward him.

      Starhammer casually dodged to the side. Ships could fly faster than he could, at least outside of his Temporal Field, but even a fighter wouldn’t beat him in maneuverability.

      But as he twisted around the strange ship, he glanced down into the cockpit and saw a man grinning at him. An Aethertech eye flared orange.

      And the cockpit popped open.

      “Surprise!” the pilot shouted, as he melted into dark gray goo and leaped after Starhammer.

      He almost activated his Temporal Field in response, which would have been a disaster. Advanced Aethertech worked on principles beyond the world, but those laws tended to interact poorly with Subspace.

      If he had tried to warp time here, there was no way to predict what would happen except that he wouldn’t like it.

      Starhammer’s reactions were still faster than any human’s, so he pulled back almost instantly. Only a small amount of the goo splashed onto his arm, but it immediately began sinking into him.

      The rest of the puddle formed back into the pilot. A man with dark hair and a short-cut beard, he had a manic gleam in one eye and an actual gleam in the other. His grin was broad, and he held guns in six hands.

      Omega, the mercenary who had attacked Varic Vallenar at the Magic Tower. Starhammer remembered him from the Advocate report, though they hadn’t known he was working with The Last Horizon.

      Starhammer processed all this while throwing himself down, beneath the ship Omega had brought.

      Six guns erupted, echoing strangely in the non-atmosphere of Subspace. Starhammer had managed to half-duck behind the ship, so the shots tore away chunks of metal even as they impacted the side of his body.

      Some glanced off him, though his normal shielding was also less effective in Subspace. Something rattled him to the core, sending cracks through the systems he used as organs.

      Those were no ordinary bullets. Omega had found himself some strange weapons, enough that they could even threaten Starhammer.

      But that wasn’t what gave him a spike of sudden terror.

      His right arm had stopped responding. At least, responding to him.

      The goo flowed through his right arm, rendering his hand completely dead, and he felt it crawling up to his shoulder. He had anti-intrusion systems that had trumped anything he’d ever run into before, but those were shaken by Omega’s guns.

      Starhammer crouched beneath the starship as the currents of Subspace assaulted him from all sides, trying to shove him back to reality.

      “Lucky, lucky, lucky!” Omega shouted from the other side. “First I got to take over the Iron King, and now you? I hope all our enemies are robots!”

      While he spoke, he fired wildly. Shots burned through the bottom of the starship, one tearing through the skin of Starhammer’s left shoulder.

      This was not a fight he could win in Subspace. It was clear that Omega’s modifications allowed him to operate in this dimension, while most of Starhammer’s greatest weapons were restricted.

      Unfortunately, Starhammer had lost track of his destination. If he surfaced now, there was no telling where he would end up.

      Orange light gleamed through a hole in the starship as Omega’s eye shone. “I see you!”

      Starhammer unleashed a blast from his own eyes. Extreme heat tore the rest of the ship in half and incinerated the top half of Omega’s body.

      Though not at full power, Starhammer was still more than a match for one cyborg. He adjusted his internal power supply, putting more energy into fighting the infection of his right arm as he began to calculate his trajectory.

      Omega’s lower body had collapsed into what remained of the starship and out of sight, but his voice came from the pile. “Not yet!” the man shouted.

      “You’re beaten,” Starhammer said absently. His fingers were starting to twitch, and he began to calculate a way back. He was aware, of course, that Omega could regenerate. Even if he hadn’t heard as much from the reports, that would have been obvious the second the man melted himself into goo.

      But there had to be a limit to that, especially in Subspace. Now that Starhammer had the initiative, he wouldn’t lose even if the man’s restoration was infinite.

      “Not yet!” Omega shouted again. A gun emerged from the puddle of his body, but Starhammer melted it with optical beams.

      “You have one last chance,” Starhammer said calmly. “The next time you try something, I’ll kill you.” If not for the energy cost of fighting Omega’s infection, he would have killed the man already.

      Omega was wisely silent. Not that it mattered. The infection in Starhammer’s right arm was under control, and he approached an exit point that would take him close to The Last Horizon’s estimated location. Exactly where he wanted to go.

      “Now!” Omega said at last, then he flowed down through the remains of the ship as a dark goo.

      Well, Starhammer had warned him.

      White beams sliced through the puddle of goo, but Omega slithered on despite losing another chunk of his mass. Starhammer still ducked out of the way easily.

      …until his right arm jerked out of his control and pulled him off-course.

      Omega’s infection hadn’t been as easy to take care of as he’d thought. That moment of distraction allowed Omega to wrap around him, but this time Starhammer was ready.

      He activated as many of his protections as he dared, making himself nearly impervious to attack. Omega could try to infiltrate his systems, but he would find no purchase.

      Except Omega didn’t try anything of the sort. Instead, Starhammer felt a foreign Subspace Drive activating.

      “Had to wait for the right time.” Omega’s voice came from Starhammer’s right arm, along with an ugly chuckle. “Isn’t it always about timing?”

      Then they were torn out of Subspace and back into the real world, floating in cold vacuum.

      Before Starhammer even got his bearings, he felt his strength return. His Temporal Field was active again, and the skintight shield that normally coated his skin wrapped over him once again.

      His right arm tingled and burned as strengthened internal security flushed out the remnants of Omega. Black smoke seeped from the tips of his fingers and his elbows.

      At the same time, he activated the Temporal Field for only a blink. His left hand blurred and seized Omega by the neck.

      The modified human only had an upper half now. He tried to melt away, but Starhammer spread his strength out to cover him. Though he only had a grip on the man’s throat, he was really holding his entire body in place.

      “That was your third chance,” Starhammer said. He began to squeeze.

      Omega laughed wildly even as his body deformed under the pressure. “Gotcha!” he shouted.

      With no air to carry the sound, Starhammer only heard that word as vibrations in his arm. Of course, he heard nothing else, as he was cushioned in space.

      Otherwise, he would have noticed the ships around him sooner.

      He was surrounded by fighters and small frigates, all made of smooth, dark metal that shone turquoise in the plates. At least twenty of them, each with guns trained on him.

      Only a second or two after he emerged from Subspace, the ships opened fire.

      Starhammer dropped Omega, leaving him to face the plasma cannons alone, and activated his Temporal Field.

      When the world slowed down, the plasma bolts were still quick, but nothing Starhammer couldn’t handle. He slipped between them as though between raindrops, flying toward the closest ship.

      These, he supposed, were the newly manufactured fighters of The Last Horizon. He smashed through the nearest one, tearing through the metal like a human crashing through paper.

      That easily, he was through their trap. He looked away from the remaining ships, scanning his surroundings, searching for the Zenith Starship itself.

      Until a ripple passed through the world around him.

      He stopped, trying to identify the source. Through his processor implant, he sent a message to Shadow Ark. “Is this you?”

      “Does it look like me?” Not only had Ark’s disturbance included a bright violet light, which this one lacked, the Zenith Colony was still floating next to Starhammer’s head.

      He pinpointed the source quickly. A figure in gray powered armor with a green visor, caught by the Temporal Field in the middle of exiting an airlock.

      The Aethertech armor had released some kind of pulse, probably a scan. Starhammer lost interest immediately and continued flying. By the time the soldier inside managed to read their results, he would be long gone.

      Only a moment after he took his eyes away, his internal alarms blared a warning. He threw himself to the side on instinct.

      A flat beam of red light sliced through the space where he’d been an instant before, taking off his arm just under the shoulder.

      There was little pain—Starhammer’s pain responses were muted compared to a human’s—but a sort of burning cold, along with the sudden panic of losing his arm.

      He spun, eyes heating, to see the soldier in gray armor lowering a gun that flickered with nauseating, glass-edged scarlet light.

      Everything else was still frozen, but they moved normally. The conclusion was as obvious as it was chilling: they had a Temporal Field of their own.

      Without a word, they raised another weapon and fired.
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      Sola only had fifteen seconds in this warped time. That was all her armor could handle.

      As a defensive measure, it had activated automatically the second Starhammer used his Temporal Field, so she hadn’t quite been in position. Still, she’d thought the first shot from Worldslayer would kill him.

      Obviously he had some kind of sense for danger, because he twisted away from the shot. She only took off his arm instead of killing him.

      But she was used to fighting the endless Iron Legion. She didn’t wait around to see if her shot connected. The second she fired Worldslayer, she lowered it and pulled out another weapon.

      By the time Starhammer faced her, eyes glowing white and gold cape billowing behind him as his arm was eaten away by Worldslayer’s red light, she was firing again.

      Twelve seconds left.

      Her bullets moved at normal speed relative to her. She didn’t know how it worked, but she didn’t need to. He dodged some of them, superhumanly fast even without the advantage of his time manipulation, but at least two slammed into his chest.

      There, they drew blood.

      Mell had trained Sola for this. The fluid wasn’t literally blood, but it served a similar purpose and was designed to resemble real blood.

      Each of those bullets had been crafted by Mell using materials that cost Horizon hours to fabricate. They were more expensive than many of Sola’s guns.

      But they were only a minor inconvenience to Starhammer. At least, at first.

      Lasers swept out from his eyes, and Sola activated her pulse boosters. She shot away from the frigate’s extended docking ramp just as Starhammer blasted it to pieces.

      Fortunately, the pilot was only a Nova-Bot.

      Less fortunately, the explosion buffeted Sola, sending her spinning. Her suit compensated, keeping a target lock on Starhammer as she reoriented in space.

      Ten seconds left.

      She fired again with one hand, hurling a grenade with the other. Logic suggested the grenade should have slowed down the second it left her fingers, but it remained at normal speed like the bullets.

      Starhammer flew away, but the discharge grenade detonated early. It exploded into a nest of lightning elemental magic, seeking targets.

      A bolt clipped his ankle and ran up his body. He shook for a moment, trembling as the lightning devastated him from the inside out.

      Sola took that moment to unload more shots into his chest.

      Eight seconds.

      A human would have been dead already, with that many holes in their ribs. Even a Lichborn would be out of the fight.

      But, as Mell had warned, it would take more than that to keep Starhammer out of the fight. White light flared from his wounds as he pushed his internal engines to their limits.

      Sola had a countermeasure prepared for this moment, and she summoned it from her inventory.

      Since Starhammer had come out of Subspace early, her timing was off. Even their ships had been out of position. Sola would have preferred better conditions, but she knew that nothing ever worked as you planned it.

      She hadn’t helped much last time, but this time she could still do her job. Which was to burn as much of Starhammer’s Temporal Field as she could.

      For this task, she was well-equipped.

      The gun resembled an animal trap, or maybe a steel rib cage. It had six barrels side-by-side, slightly curved, and they launched projectiles that were even more expensive than the custom bullets she’d used against Starhammer before.

      They raced from their barrels in flares of blue light, seeking their target. Starhammer threw himself to the side, trailing blood, but they followed him.

      Instead of blasting Sola with his eyes, he slashed light through the bullets, but he only caught one. The micro-missiles, guided by relays from the AI inside the gun itself, tracked his trajectory and dodged his attacks.

      They also continued to follow him as he flew, dragging them away. Sola released another barrage.

      Six seconds.

      As long as these chased him, he couldn’t deactivate his Temporal Field. If he slowed down before they did, they’d tear him to pieces.

      She tossed that gun back into storage and withdrew her next one: a cannon she carried in both hands.

      Her job might be to stall Starhammer, but she’d found that targets were best stalled when they were dead.

      She flared her pulse boosters to steady herself, took aim, and launched a rocket.

      As she squeezed the trigger, Starhammer showed off his new power.

      White light erupted from him in a sphere, crashing in a wave through her micro-missiles and causing them to detonate. Her missile was only knocked off-course, not destroyed, but it had no guidance system and streaked off into space.

      Worse, the wave of light hit her suit and knocked her backwards.

      Since the explosion behind her had been slowed by the Temporal Field, it was still ongoing. Getting hit by another wave of force from the other direction felt a bit like being pressed into a ship’s seat during takeoff from a planet, and her suit groaned under the force.

      The display inside her visor flickered as the Aethertech was strained, and she watched her timer tick down past four seconds remaining.

      Sola pulled a grenade from her inventory, threw it into Starhammer’s path, and reached for another gun.

      He loomed over her in a moment, handsome face streaked in blood. There was still no hint of the Aethertech beneath, only a strange rippling light over his skin that represented his protective shield.

      His normally blue eyes blazed white, and she saw cold fury in his face.

      Just before she shot it.

      He defended himself with a palm and her bullets tore through his hand. Her timer ticked down, and the numbers flared red as her suit warned her that she was going to be kicked out of the Temporal Field in only a second.

      That was okay.

      Her turn was over.

      She didn’t say so, though. Instead of sending Starhammer a taunt over comms, she used that time to shoot him again.

      When white light tore her in half, she hoped she was reborn at her Pyre in time to see him die.
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        * * *

      

      Starhammer killed the Lichborn woman in powered armor, and both halves of her body burned away in a strange kind of misty fire.

      A contingency spell set to activate when she died, no doubt, and it soothed his anger a little. It would have taken a miracle for Mell to replicate the Temporal Field once, since it had always been outside the limits of her Technician’s gift. There was no way she had constructed a third.

      By taking this one away, he should have weakened The Last Horizon enough. His Temporal Field still had a good minute of relative time left, and he flew forward to see the Zenith Starship cresting a nearby asteroid.

      It was firing on distant targets—firing more weapons than he thought could fit into a cruiser of its size, actually—but the green streaks of light weren’t aimed his direction.

      Something shone above him, casting red shadows, and he looked up to see an individual in a red-and-white combat suit staring down at him through a helmet. The figure blazed with red light, and internal communications clicked as they sent Starhammer an audio message.

      He knew who this was. Raion Raithe, the red Titan Knight. A skilled Combat Artist, but not a threat outside of his Divine Titan.

      And clearly he didn’t have a Temporal Field of his own, considering that the Visiri man had transmitted audio. Instead of waiting for the message to play out at painfully slow real speed, Starhammer just reached up to punch the man in the chest.

      He had run out of time for mercy.

      A white-gloved hand caught Starhammer by the wrist.

      Another slammed into the side of his head, sending him hurtling into the surface of the asteroid below. He was sent sprawling, a ring of rock and dust blooming slowly around him, as Raion blasted for him on a stream of crimson light.

      Only at that point did the first syllable of Raion’s message begin to come through. It sounded like “yuh,” but it would take forever for even that one sound to complete.

      Starhammer sent a blast of his optical beams, but Raion slipped aside, pulled a force-blade from his belt, and ignited it.

      The razor-sharp field grew, glacially slow, but Raion had already stepped into a Combat Art.

      Starhammer’s chest and left hand were full of holes, his head was bleeding, and his right arm was completely gone. Still, his strongest feeling was a rising, ugly rage.

      At his own analysts. They had told him Raion Raithe was a decently high-leveled Combat Artist, but he was meant for arena fights and piloting mechs. In a real-world situation, they had rated him lower than Shyrax or that rabbit-summoning wizard.

      Before the ring of dust around Starhammer’s impact point had finished rising, Raion was sweeping out with his half-ignited force-blade.

      Red fire, conjured from the Aether, billowed out in imitation of his strike. A flaming edge slashed out at Starhammer and stretched out for miles behind him.

      Starhammer focused his defensive armor and blocked the impact, but it destabilized his shield to an alarming degree. He rushed for Raion, hand outstretched.

      The force-blade came up, and this time the wave of flame was vertical. Starhammer’s cape burned in red fire.

      That long, stretched out “yuh” still rang in his ears. Raion wasn’t doing anything to manipulate time at all, or his transmission wouldn’t be so distorted.

      He was just that fast.

      Starhammer threw a punch, but instead of dodging or blocking, Raion threw one of his own.

      They hit each other at the same time, both rocketing back. Starhammer took much longer than he wanted to stabilize himself; his internal systems were in chaos. When he could see clearly again, he saw that Raion had flared his aura to come to a halt as well.

      The Titan Knight’s helmet was cracked, leaking visible gas. That was a relief. Visiri had no ability to survive outside an atmosphere.

      Starhammer expected Raion to dash for life support, but instead he drew his blade back for a thrust. His aura burned brighter and then began to pour into the sword.

      That one audio message was still playing in Starhammer’s ears. The “yuh” had started to morph. It sounded like the beginnings of the word “you.”

      He ignored the sound, pushing his thoughts to figure a way out. Combat Artists tended to have the same weaknesses, one of which was stamina. That matched what he’d heard of Raion Raithe’s performance, both before and after his time in the Titan Force.

      Master Combat Artists could slice battleships in half, but they were channeling all that power through a mortal body. While Visiri could handle a lot more than humans, they still had lower specs than Starhammer himself.

      Raion couldn’t keep this up for long.

      Of course, it hadn’t been long.

      Nonetheless, Starhammer only had to drag the fight out. Raion could only keep fighting at this speed and intensity for a few real-time seconds at best.

      If he stopped to summon his Divine Titan, Starhammer would kill him then.

      With that objective in mind, Starhammer turned and flew away. He raced across the surface of the asteroid, keeping low and moving erratically. He would put the asteroid between himself and Raion, force the Knight to waste time chasing him.

      No one chased him. Starhammer flew into the shadow of the asteroid easily, and when he looked back, he didn’t see Raion flying after him.

      Instead, he saw a corona of red blazing on the other side. It looked like a solar eclipse, a moon in front of a scarlet sun.

      Internally, he cursed his analysts one more time.

      Then Raion’s attack blew the asteroid to burning pieces. The chunks of rock trailed Aetheric fire as they lazily drifted away, each slowed by the Temporal Field. But the flaming light of the Combat Art streaked toward Starhammer with disturbing speed.

      His scanners fed him information about the attack. It didn’t carry the same absolute, deadly energy as the Aethertech weapon the Fallen Sword had used earlier. He could weather this attack.

      But it would hurt.

      He raised his one arm and pushed full power into shields once again. The conjured flame washed over him, and he gritted his teeth, dialing down the pain as his skin crisped and delicate systems failed.

      If he’d needed a visual display to read his internal condition, it would have been flashing red warning lights. He didn’t, but that only meant that he could feel how bad he was. Even his Temporal Field trembled, about to fail.

      All the while, Raion’s voice still rang in his ears. It finally finished out the word “you” and had moved on to a “k” sound.

      The Titan Knight blasted through the rest of the asteroid, helmet still leaking oxygen. He must have been running low on energy, but he didn’t look like it, given the healthy crimson aura blazing around his body.

      Burned, broken, and battered, Starhammer stood strong. He drove a punch at Raion’s head again.

      Raion leaned into it, taking the hit on his helmet but grabbing Starhammer by the collar.

      The red helmet shattered and blasted away, baring Raion’s face. Three eyes shone with anger.

      At that moment, Starhammer let his failing Temporal Field drop. Time resumed, and he heard the rest of Raion’s audio message that he had sent at the beginning of the fight.

      “You killed my friend,” the Knight had said, a second ago.

      All the explosions they’d caused trailed them for miles, evidence of their battle, and Starhammer prepared himself to die.

      Instead, blue light surrounded his enemy, and Raion vanished.
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      Prepared as our enemies may have been, they weren’t prepared enough.

      Magnified by Eurias, the Mirror of Silence was an invaluable tool on a battlefield like this. It was the same reason the Iron King had spared my father, after all. I multiplied ships all across the system, and traditional tactics didn’t prepare anyone for handling enemies that could spontaneously multiply.

      Of course, I didn’t have the transcendent intellect of an Iron King, so it wasn’t as though I could conjure entire fleets or engage in war across the galaxy at once.

      But I did pretty well.

      A Galactic Union battlegroup pushed into our lines, sweeping asteroids clean as it chased down a few retreating Karoshan cruisers. Until the four cruisers became six, and then the enemy advance halted.

      A swarm of enemy fighters surrounded one of our frigates like a cloud of insects, but before they could cut down their prey, black-and-white fighters conjured from the Mirror of Silence tore them to pieces.

      Every time I magnified a spell at this scale, I gave up precise control. I was more channeling the Aether and generally directing it while the spell did the rest. But that tended to be enough.

      The enemy’s fleet had expected to ambush us unprepared, not set up and waiting for a siege. They should have retreated.

      Which was why, despite our effective defense, my mood was bleak.

      Every ship we destroyed was a future problem. Most of the people on this battlefield had been coerced or deceived into being here, and killing them gave the real enemies excuses to use against us.

      But they were the ones who cornered us. I wasn’t going to lose too much sleep about fighting back. We still allowed damaged ships to retreat, though that might eventually come back to bite us if this conflict stretched on too long.

      There were only three problems. First, the Karoshan dreadnought.

      Horizon had firepower beyond any ship in its size class, but the dreadnought was at least ten times bigger. Traditionally, dreadnoughts never had to fight much. The battle ended as soon as they showed up.

      They were armed, floating cities, and it was taking most of The Last Horizon’s attention to keep Dragon’s Edge pinned down. Even so, the Perfected dreadnought continued to slowly creep toward us.

      That was the first problem. The second was the Advocates.

      When compared to me or my crew members, Advocates aren’t much to talk about. And in a traditional space battle, they’re even worse. Most of them aren’t great starship pilots.

      But on a real battlefield, in large numbers, they’re scarier than you might think. There are hundreds of them, and you never know what they can do.

      We had one fight well in hand, between Horizon’s shuttles piloted by Nova-Bots and their conjured copies, until an Advocate wizard expanded a magic-banishing seal and made all the colorless clones vanish. Just as I had done against the Iron Legion.

      Once the Mirror of Silence was gone, our ships tried to retreat, but another Advocate shot out lances of light and tore the nearest shuttle apart.

      I could have stopped that, but it was happening in fifty places at once.

      The third and final problem was Starhammer.

      We had planned for this one—everything Mell knew about the man and everything I remembered about his tactics agreed that he would fly ahead and try to ambush us, cutting the head off our army and accomplishing his personal objective at the same time.

      I wanted to watch that more than anything else, and I still kept an eye or two watching some of the more likely approach routes. But I trusted my teammates, and Shyrax and I needed our full attention on the larger battlefield.

      By the time I saw Starhammer and reacted, their fight should be over. But that meant that three of our greatest assets—Sola, Omega, and Raion—were tied up sitting around and waiting instead of participating.

      I was still worrying when I heard Omega engage Starhammer in Subspace. I spared as much attention as I could from the Mirror of Silence, listening, but he didn’t give us many details. And you don’t want video feed from Subspace.

      When he reported that he and Starhammer were surfacing “more or less on target,” I lost a little more concentration on my spell as I watched through some of my floating eyes. We had kept some of the fabricated ships in reserve to make the trap, but more importantly, Sola was there with her new time-warping upgrades.

      The moment Starhammer appeared, there came a series of explosions and then Sola was burning to mist.

      I stopped chanting to shout, “Raion!”

      But he was already there.

      “You killed my friend,” he said, over an open channel.

      And over the course of that statement, his battle with Starhammer tore apart entire groups of ships, spanned dozens of miles, and blew up several asteroids. Even my stance rocked as The Last Horizon was buffeted with the force of an explosion.

      He came to a stop, gripping a black-seared, wounded, one-armed Starhammer.

      My heart soared.

      For one thing, Raion had taken the fight seriously. If he’d warmed up like he had during our fight in the virtual world, he might have caused a real problem.

      But I also hadn’t been sure we could push Starhammer to this extent. There was no telling how much the Evolution Engine had improved him since last time.

      Not enough to handle Raion, it seemed. At least not after fighting Omega and Sola in quick succession.

      But only an instant later, my throat clenched as I realized Raion had lost his helmet.

      Horizon would have to bring him back. She was already on it—he had begun to dissolve into blue light the instant I noticed him—but I made a strangled cry and lost another piece of my spell.

      All around the system, black-and-white ships unraveled.

      Starhammer had to die. If Raion left him alive in this condition, there would be nothing we could do next time. This was what had happened last time.

      I shouted for Horizon to stop. Raion would be fine.

      I’d rather see Starhammer live than Raion die, and I knew fighting at that speed for even a few seconds was like piloting his corrupted Divine Titan. Raion was more exhausted than he seemed. But he was also the next-best thing to indestructible. He’d last another second.

      Even as I shouted, I searched for some way to finish Starhammer off with the spell I had active. It was too late to copy Raion, as the clone would either get caught up in the teleportation spell or suffocate the same as the original. Maybe some of the ships—

      Before my panicked thoughts came to a conclusion, and before Raion vanished, he stabbed Starhammer straight through the chest with his force-blade.

      White light spilled from within Starhammer as Raion finally disappeared, and my heart thudded with released tension.

      Mell had drilled us all, again and again, on Starhammer’s structure. Raion knew where to strike and had done so flawlessly.

      With his power core ruptured, it was over. Starhammer was done.

      My powerful relief threatened to destabilize the Mirror of Silence again, but I firmed my concentration and returned to chanting. Shyrax would be irritated with me for having released my spell so abruptly, which increased the pressure on her forces all over the system.

      Even as I picked up the slack again, I sent one of my eyes over to watch Starhammer. He was convulsing and spilling light from his broken chest.

      And a purple Nova-Bot flew through space on a faltering jetpack. Without checking, I knew this one was directly controlled.

      Mell would be wearing a helmet somewhere in the ship, transferring her consciousness to the robot. She had come to say goodbye to the first of her Nova-Bots.

      She sent a transmission to Starhammer, and while she didn’t use an open channel, she didn’t encrypt it either. I listened in.

      “Open yourself for a transfer,” she said urgently. “If you send me your memories, I can back you up.”

      That alone made me want to make sure Starhammer died as quickly as possible. A backup copy of him could be just as dangerous as the original.

      He didn’t respond, convulsing in agony as he was, but blue eyes turned to look at her. His one remaining arm reached out for the Nova-Bot with Mell’s voice coming from it.

      She sighed over the line. “I’m okay. You did your job. Shut down now.”

      White light built until it looked like a star was being born inside Starhammer’s core. His gaze drifted away from her, looking into the stars.

      “I’ll stop messing with the Advocates,” Mell continued. “You don’t have anything left to worry about. I just wanted to say one more goodbye.”

      I was directing enough of the Aether to destroy an Iron Hive, so I noticed the difference immediately as all the Aether in the sector turned to focus. My Mirror of Silence copies all tried to turn for a look at Starhammer.

      I immediately activated my communicator. “Captain to all crew: Starhammer is activating the Evolution Engine. We need Horizon to fire on his position.”

      “Roger,” Shyrax responded. “Ten seconds.”

      Ships shifted all over the battlefield as Shyrax moved them to cover the enemy dreadnought. If Horizon had stopped keeping Dragon’s Edge in check without warning, we could have lost in a second.

      Of course, the moment we reorganized our formation, pressure increased everywhere else. Which made it even more imperative that I not drop the Mirror of Silence.

      That wasn’t easy, as all I wanted to do was unload on Starhammer.

      “Stop!” Mell shouted to him. “Cancel the Engine! Starhammer, stop! You won’t be you anymore!”

      I diverted one stream of the Mirror of Silence, targeting the Nova-Bot she was piloting. It sprouted into a dozen copies at once, and all of them—conjured with my intentions in mind—revealed their weapons. Hands and plates of armor collapsed into cannons.

      They began to riddle Starhammer’s already wounded body with bolts and bullets. Mell made a sound that was hard to describe before she could speak. “…Fine,” she said at last. “I’m sorry.”

      Then her own Nova-Bot fired into him.

      Starhammer was riddled with holes, spraying into space a fluid that resembled blood but didn’t freeze. His internal structure was revealed until he looked like a metal skeleton hung with shredded skin.

      Shyrax’s cold voice entered the conversation again. “Horizon, you’re clear.”

      In that instant, green weapons fired from all over The Last Horizon as she unloaded her weapons systems on Starhammer. Plasma cannons, proton bombs, particle beams, and seeker missiles raced for him in a volley that would reduce a city to ash.

      Every one of the weapons impacted a violet-edged obsidian wall.

      A masculine voice, full of pride, echoed through the halls of The Last Horizon. “That’s a little rude, don’t you think, Horizon? You don’t see me assassinating your crew members.”

      “Do you want to make this a competition, Ark?” Horizon asked sweetly.

      “And why not?” The wall of glossy black stone unfolded in strange dimensions, and ships began to spill out.

      Only a few white ships with blue streaks, but they had too many Advocates aboard for us to ignore. They fired on The Last Horizon, forcing us to weaken our attack and put up the shields. Most weapons can’t shoot through your own shields, so it’s typical to lower a section of shield to fire a missile or torpedo.

      Of course, you don’t want to do that while under sustained assault.

      As the Advocate guns laid down cover fire, shredding the swarm of Nova-Bots and impacting on The Last Horizon’s shields, they also activated their powers. Conjured clouds hid Starhammer as he was pulled aboard a shuttle by telekinesis.

      Shadow Ark had relied on the same obvious tactical advantage as I did: the enemy was never prepared for ships suddenly multiplying out of nowhere.

      But I was more prepared than most.

      I abandoned the rest of the system, focusing my massively empowered Mirror of Silence spell on the ships nearest us. Black-and-white shuttles and fighters appeared, bearing copied weapons that had been fabricated by The Last Horizon.

      Such quickly created clones would be more fragile than the real versions, and their shots would hurt a little less. But they were also completely expendable.

      Two Advocate ships had their shields overloaded in seconds, shooting out life-pods seconds after that before the ships themselves crumpled. The others screened for the shuttle with Starhammer aboard.

      “Horizon,” I said, “put me on that ship.”

      “It’s magically protected,” she responded immediately.

      Of course it was, but she was able to get through most standard magical seals. She had teleported me onto the bridge of a Union battleship before, after all. This one must be reinforced by a real wizard.

      I could unravel that protection in an instant, but that was when I ran into one of the weaknesses of using Eurias.

      I could only cast one spell at a time. Switching to binding magic meant abandoning the Mirror of Silence.

      Instead, I turned the spell on myself. Some of the copied ships disappeared, but two black-and-white copies of me appeared instantly. I couldn’t copy Eurias, at least not so quickly, so they both cast with wands.

      Spinning Aetheric circles appeared on all the nearby ships as all their magical protections activated at once. They flickered and fuzzed, then were wiped away.

      “Now, Horizon,” I said.

      As blue light swallowed me, I heard her voice say, “There are some powerful Advocates aboard, Captain.”

      “Not for long.”

      I abandoned the Mirror of Silence, cutting off my incantation as I materialized in the center of a…I didn’t know what to call it. It wasn’t a bridge, though it was open enough to be one. A large, domed room on the Advocate ship, decorated in the white and blue they always used.

      It looked like some kind of lab. Consoles were everywhere, attended by fully armed Advocates who were clearly expecting a boarding action.

      That’s what I got for using Horizon’s teleportation so openly. They knew we could do this, so they were armed and waiting for me. They must have redirected the transportation spell here; I was aboard the right ship, but in a place of their choosing.

      Force-blades, gauntlets, beams of force, and guns all focused on me. The Aether thinned as an anti-magic trap activated at my feet.

      Of course, I blew the room up anyway.

      Water exploded out from me, uncontrolled but powerful, shredding through the hull from the inside. Alarms blared and went silent as I tore apart the ship.

      The ship burst like an aluminum can, air bursting into space as everything—and everyone—inside was snatched into vacuum.

      Except me. I stood drifting where I was, the explosion around me oddly quiet as my mantle protected me from the overwhelming sound.

      I couldn’t risk Starhammer getting away. Destroying the entire ship was the best way to stop him.

      Now, for the second time inside a minute, I regretted how slow my casting was through Eurias. I had to toss the staff aside—letting it float next to me within a chunk of what had once been the Advocate ship—to cast my pathfinding spell fast enough.

      I found Starhammer in an instant, and I pointed my wand at him.

      Shadow Ark swallowed him with glistening obsidian jaws, then imploded into Subspace. My seal hit the wall of the Colony and fractured, unable to penetrate the magical resistance of a Zenith Device.

      “Horizon!” I sent desperately. “We have to follow him!”

      Her voice was regretful as it came in over my audio implant. “We’ll never catch the Shadow Ark. He was built to hide from me.”

      Amidst the wreckage of an Advocate ship I’d destroyed, I stared into a slowly closing warp in space.

      For a second time, I’d allowed him to escape.

      Now, the galaxy would pay the price for my failure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      “I have reviewed the footage,” Shyrax said coldly. A hologram played over her—of Raion tearing Starhammer apart. “Horizon, you should have delayed Raion’s teleportation until the target was eliminated.”

      “I acted to save my Knight!” Horizon protested.

      The Queen went on remorselessly. “Acted too quickly. That’s the simplest thing we could have improved, but I have not finished. Our ambush was off target.”

      “Hmmmm and why could that be?” Omega mused, oozing across the floor. He could fit in a bucket, and he kept shifting between ooze and a tiny human form as though he couldn’t control himself. “I think you know what you risk when you trust that villain Omega to do a job!”

      “No, I included the records of your battle in Subspace. You performed your function admirably, and more capably than I expected.” The hologram over her shoulder showed Omega wrestling Starhammer back into real space. The last few seconds of Subspace were censored for viewer protection.

      “The fault lies not in you, but in our planning. If precision targeting was so important to our plan, we should have positioned some robots with you. Ideally, Sola would have accompanied you as well, if we could find a way to let her stay in Subspace for so long. Which brings me to my next point.”

      The view of the hologram shifted to Sola, though the footage was warped thanks to the time manipulation effect. We saw the view from her suit’s camera, but also from the handful of Horizon’s shuttles that surrounded her.

      “The cordon of ships accomplished nothing,” Shyrax continued. “It came down to a single confrontation between you and Starhammer, which we had not sufficiently prepared you to win on your own. Your ammunition was not effective enough, and you were only able to get off one shot with your most viable weapon. When that was not lethal, the ambush failed.”

      The hologram shifted to Shadow Ark, as it appeared later on when it had swallowed Starhammer. “We could also have lost the objective much sooner if Shadow Ark had intervened earlier.”

      I slumped in my chair, guzzling coffee and staring into the holograms. I was looking forward to the next part.

      This was where Shyrax would tell me how I’d failed.

      “Next is myself,” Shyrax continued, and I slid down even further. I preferred to get bad news over with quickly. “I should have seen the situation and moved ships counter the enemy dreadnought before being asked. We could have saved the ten-second delay in eliminating Starhammer, which might have been enough to outpace Shadow Ark’s intervention. It is difficult to say, however, without a precise understanding of the Zenith Colony’s capabilities.”

      “We’re notoriously hard to pin down,” Horizon said proudly, but there was no amusement in Shyrax’s golden eyes. She stared the spirit down until Horizon flinched and looked away.

      “And now…” Shyrax said, turning to me. I braced myself, and I wasn’t sure if I was eager to hear my failures coldly listed out or if I was dreading it.

      She looked past me. “…Engineer Mell.”

      I desperately wanted to get my turn done.

      “You were vital to our preparations, and Horizon’s upgraded fabricators were all that allowed us to stand our ground, but you served virtually no use in this fight. We are not using you to your full capacity. You’re a master Aether Technician and the one who designed our enemy; you must have more to offer than this.”

      I didn’t bother to turn around to face Mell, but she sounded more defeated than I felt.

      “It’s too late now,” she said tonelessly. “He’s going to come for us, and we’re all going to die.”

      “Die on your own time,” Shyrax responded. “Now, to the worst of all. Captain.”

      I flinched.

      “I must recommend you choose a new crew.”

      Despair squeezed my heart in a tight, cold, robotic grip. I had failed them in my previous lives, and now I’d let them down again.

      “I know,” I said tonelessly. “Anyone who wishes to leave is free to go.”

      Shyrax shook her head, scorn clear on her face. “We relied on you like children. I knew the scope of your magic, and still I didn’t realize your utility. We leaned on you to predict Starhammer’s attack, prepare for it, stop it, win the battle for us, and in the end—when the rest of us let you down—you had to personally intervene to kill him. When I think of what you could do if you were properly supported, I grieve for the waste.”

      The grip on my heart loosened, but it didn’t release. Having more ability only gave me more responsibility.

      “No, it’s my fault,” I said heavily. “I should have taken care of Starhammer myself. I could have freed the rest of you to hold off the fleet.”

      Shyrax denied me instantly. “You can do anything, but we had you doing everything. The rest of us should be ashamed.”

      I was glad Raion wasn’t here, because he would have taken this more personally than he should. He was currently supervising the repair of his combat suit while Horizon’s medical robots checked him over. Fighting Starhammer warped by the Temporal Field had pushed him to the brink.

      I set my coffee aside onto a table that bloomed from the floor. I had to correct this misunderstanding of Shyrax’s before it went any further. “If I overreached, that was my fault. I understand my own capabilities.”

      “So you believe you’re seeing this situation objectively?” Shyrax asked.

      I paused as instincts from a previous life returned. Shyrax didn’t ask useless questions.

      “I don’t know that it’s possible for me to evaluate myself objectively, but I certainly can’t evade responsib—”

      “You were the one to anticipate this ambush in the first place,” she said. “Without you, we would have been caught off-guard. You prepared the battlefield, you multiplied our assets so we could match the enemy forces, you provided information on Starhammer and our other opponents, and you would have succeeded in eliminating him without the direct intervention of a Zenith Device.”

      She folded her arms and loomed over me. “False humility is not a valuable trait in a leader.”

      It’s hard to think of myself as someone who needs that kind of validation, but honestly, that went a long way to soothing my guilt. When she put it that way, maybe it wasn’t my fault.

      Although, of course, it didn’t matter.

      “I’ll endeavor to remember that,” I said. I stood and reached out a hand. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      “Commander,” she corrected. Shyrax clasped my forearm, and her hand wrapped all the way around. “However, I didn’t say this to encourage you but to adjust your perspective. If we continue to underestimate you, we’ll assign you incorrectly.”

      She stepped away and moved over to the main console of the bridge. Outside the forward viewport, Karoshans and Nova-Bots swept the system of debris. Broken asteroids were hauled aside, and ship debris was gathered into a loose ball that reminded me of the Grand Hive’s wreckage.

      I knew where her mind had gone, so I took the initiative to say it first. “The countdown has started,” I said. “If we don’t get Horizon repaired before Starhammer hits us again, we won’t be able to stop him.”

      Shyrax spoke without turning from the view, hands behind her back. “Engineer Mell, what can we expect from him?”

      “The Evolution Engine calls on the Aether,” she said with a sigh. “It does increase the efficiency of all his systems a few percent, making him a little better overall, but it was designed to adapt him to overcome the current challenge. It’s the Evolution Engine, not the Upgrade Engine. He’ll be dropping unnecessary functions, strengthening the ones that worked, and developing new ones to cover his gaps.”

      I thought back to my previous life. In my experience, there was little distinction between “better adapted to the current situation” and “just better.”

      “I saw him tear through a full-grown D’Niss,” I said. “I mean, flew straight through. I saw him take the breath of a star dragon without moving.”

      Mell put her head in her hands. “That’s an expansion of his time manipulation. It sounds like, in your previous…timeline…he learned how to lock his shielding in temporal stasis. That would make him virtually invincible.”

      “Can you build something to stop it?” Sola asked.

      “I didn’t build the Temporal Field myself at all, I just integrated it into his structure. Even if I could, I’d need a Temporal Prism and six months. Masterwork Aethertech is…” Mell threw her head back and groaned. “Never mind, it doesn’t change anything.”

      Sola’s eyes blazed green, and I could sense her about to snap back, so I intervened. “Please explain, Mell. We need to know.”

      She flicked a hand at Sola. “Your armor. You said it was a masterwork, but I didn’t believe you until I saw its self-upgrade function. Even if you think it’s ‘masterwork,’ half the time it isn’t even worth calling high-grade. Take the Queen’s modifications, for instance.”

      “I gave my utmost dedication to her armor, and still it was not my masterpiece,” Shyrax agreed, though she sounded more like she was declaring victory than failure. “Not yet, at least. These things cannot be forced.”

      “Yes! Exactly! Making a real masterwork requires the peak of a Technician’s skill, perfect conditions, and the best materials. Even then, it doesn’t always work. It takes true passion. You have to pour yourself into it. More than science, it’s a lot more like…”

      She shot a sidelong glance in my direction.

      “It is magic,” I said. “It’s a function of the Aether that supersedes natural logic. You always got mad at me when I pointed that out.”

      Mell gripped the air as though trying to strangle me with her mind. “You…I don’t…How are you fair? The point is, most master Technicians only ever make one masterwork in their lives. Making three is impressive. I can’t just rattle off another Starhammer, and I can’t toss something together to beat him.”

      She was starting to drift off into dark silence, so I prompted her. “And the Evolution Engine?”

      “It was my attempt to work around that restriction. Like her armor, right? Maybe I’ll only make one masterpiece in my life, so I wanted to make sure it could handle anything. The entire point of the Evolution Engine is that he develops abilities I couldn’t build myself.”

      Shyrax tapped something into her console. “What about the Aether Technician who built the original Temporal Field?”

      “Oh, they’re dead. Very dead. They were dead before I stole it.”

      I took over. “The point is that we can’t anticipate what abilities Starhammer will develop, but that isn’t the worst news. The evolution affects his mind, too.”

      Mell curled up into her chair.

      “The more often it triggers, the worse he gets,” I went on. “The Engine tries to optimize his mindset to solve a problem, but at the expense of whatever made up his…”

      I hesitated. I didn’t want to say ‘soul,’ because that would set Mell off again.

      “…whatever made up his personality,” I finished.

      “Is he going to come for us again?” Sola asked.

      “We can’t predict him,” Mell said, her voice muffled from behind her arms. “His primary directive is to protect everybody, but especially me. He might decide that the best way to do that is to lock me in stasis forever, or to kill everyone so nothing will hurt him anymore.”

      I had given this a lot of thought since channeling the memories of my alternate lives, so the discussion was starting to energize me. I stood, pacing away from my chair. “No, we can. You gave up on him last time because he had a critical flaw. Every time his mindset evolves, he gets more focused on eliminating potential threats. A preemptive strike.”

      I ran my hands through my hair, reliving memories. “We need to take the momentum away from him.”

      “How?” Mell asked in a hollow voice. “I don’t know what he’s going to do.”

      “I think I might.”
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      Leilari wasn’t sure something was wrong even when she was woken by an alarm in the middle of the night. That happened regularly enough that she had become used to it.

      Not that it didn’t worry her. Every time she was startled awake by the flashing red lights and her home AI screaming at her, she ran through a mental list of the possible causes. Had one of the Advocates’ enemies found her? Had the Advocates themselves found out that Starhammer was an android?

      These were the risks she had accepted to marry the most powerful hero in the galaxy. They were worth it. Usually.

      Tonight, at least, she had the chance to throw on her emergency clothes: a gray flight suit with no distinguishing characteristics, a touch of synth-flesh putty to her face to hide her facial structure, and a bag filled with essentials.

      She threw the bag’s strap over one shoulder as she marched out of her home. An arm extended from the wall as the AI offered her a grain bar, and she snatched it away without slowing down.

      If the alarm was going off, she had to use the emergency exit, a hidden ramp that extended from the back of her property. Two of her guards, who worked for the organization but weren’t Advocates themselves, would be waiting for her soon if they weren’t already. They’d have a car waiting to take her to a ship.

      When she saw someone else was waiting for her instead, dread began to crawl through her stomach.

      Maybe something had gone wrong.

      The old human man waiting for her was skeletally thin, but still reliable. He wore civilian clothes too—which was obvious, given that he couldn’t wear his Advocate costume if he was smuggling her away—and his hands were shoved into his jacket pockets as he waited for her in the darkness of the night. He usually had a kindly smile, but now he stared into the distance with worry.

      “Jyrid?” she asked the old man whom most called Clockworker. “What happened?”

      “I’ll tell you on the way.” He gestured to the car behind him, a nondescript van on old hover-plates. It bobbed up and down like a boat on the surface of a pond.

      Leilari reached for her backup console, a simple steel band on her left forearm that wouldn’t be out of place anywhere. She was about to tap out a message when a shimmer in the air grabbed her fingers and locked them in place.

      “Don’t do that,” Clockworker said heavily. “You can’t check in with your security team. They might be compromised.”

      The dread twisted in her stomach. Something was wrong.

      Leilari remembered back to the morning where the wizard had taken her from her home to save her from the Priest of Night’s bombs. She hadn’t trusted him, but he hadn’t given her much time to do anything about it. He’d just scooped her up, called Starhammer, and left.

      She considered herself an adventurous person. She had explored uncharted planets in the Free Worlds, and she wasn’t rattled by much. Still, she wondered about the Priest of Night. How had he found her at all?

      She found herself wondering, in her unguarded moments, whether there was a bomb beneath her bed.

      Seeing Clockworker brought all those feelings back up. There had been something lurking in the shadows after all.

      She pulled her hand out of the stasis he’d generated in the air, moving toward the van. “It’s not the Priest of Night, is it? His followers, I mean.”

      “No, no, nothing like that.” The Advocate glanced up to the stars. “It’s Starhammer. His operation went wrong.”

      That got her in the van. She chewed nervously on her grain bar, waiting for him to input their destination and turn back to her, concern on his wrinkled face. The road was behind him as the car drove itself to their destination. Wherever that was.

      “You don’t know where he went, do you?” he asked gently.

      “He didn’t tell me.” She took another, unnecessarily aggressive bite of her breakfast.

      “He led a fleet of ships gathered from all over the galaxy to take on a particularly…stubborn enemy. We’re only getting early reports, so all we know is that the plan went awry somehow. I’m going to relocate you to a civilian colony, just for a while. Until we can get a clearer picture.”

      She had known Jyrid—Clockworker—for over ten years. He was one of the Advocates whose personal character was beyond question.

      Which was why she voiced her sudden doubts instead of quietly keeping them to herself.

      She finished chewing her grain bar as she thought, then held up two fingers. “Okay, two things. First, there’s no reason why that would require moving me. Second, even if it did, there’s no reason for you to do it yourself. You could have left it to my normal security team.”

      Leilari raised an eyebrow. “So what’s really going on, Jyrid? If this is just a kidnapping, I’m going to murder you.”

      “This is why…” Clockworker interrupted himself, hanging his head and sighing. “I hate coming up with stories on the spot like this. I much prefer having a plan.” He fully swiveled his seat around, facing her directly. “Thirty-six minutes ago, our instruments picked up a warp in the Aether around the sector where Starhammer was engaged. His Evolution Engine triggered again.”

      That caused her mood to plummet further. This would make the sixth time the Engine had activated, and the last few had been relatively minor. Even so, it had taken months of counseling before she was confident she knew her husband again.

      More than just his powers changed. His mind shifted in subtle ways she would have trouble describing to outsiders, but they were nonetheless real.

      She hadn’t had time to get to know him again after the battle on Carturus. And for Advocate HQ to pick up the warp in the Aether and trigger an alarm…

      “How bad is it?” she asked.

      Clockworker tapped his console and projected a holographic image into the air. A bar graph with three bars. “Measuring behavior of the Aether is never exact, but this is the data the analysts sent me after interviewing our mage team.” He pointed to the lowest bar, which was barely a sliver over nothing. “This shows the first activation of the Evolution Engine, back when he was with Doctor Nova. Hardly a change.”

      He skipped ahead to the fourth bar, which was two or three times the size of the first—still small. “This is the night he rescued you, which I’m sure you remember. More significant, but manageable.”

      He then moved over to the fifth bar, which was five times higher than the last. “This is the Carturus incident. He still hasn’t stabilized since then, and I know you don’t know much about what happened, but…He was in bad shape, Leilari. He almost died.”

      She shivered, though she had inferred that much already. The sight of the towering bar on the graph was almost as frightening to her as the thought of her husband’s death.

      Clockworker waited a moment, then he tapped something else on his console. The hologram broadened, showing a new bar rising. And rising some more.

      In seconds, it dwarfed the readings from the Carturus incident. A few seconds later, she couldn’t even see the first few results anymore.

      “More than triple the size of the last one,” Clockworker said heavily. “I don’t know what happened to him, but we have no precedent for this. When he comes home, there’s no way to tell who he’ll be.”

      Leilari put her head in her hands. He wasn’t being overdramatic. Starhammer could literally return with a different personality. Would he even remember her?

      She wrestled down the grief that threatened to rise up, steadying herself. She didn’t need to borrow trouble. Until she saw how bad it was, this was just a hypothetical problem.

      But it was Leilari’s problem to solve.

      “Bring me back,” she said.

      Clockworker stared at her, then pointed to the holographic readings that still hovered in the air. “Are you serious?”

      “I know you’re taking me for my own protection, but how do you think Starhammer will react when he comes home and finds me gone?” She forced a smile. “I’ll be fine.”

      Clockworker brooded for a long moment, clearly putting together his response. “Leilari, this isn’t just about your protection. If he returns and locks you away—or, Aether forbid, even hurts you—do you think he’ll listen to us? Having you with us might be the only way we can calm him down if he goes out of control.”

      “If that does happen, there’s nothing we can do to stop him. You’ve guaranteed he’ll see you as enemies. If I’m home, I can stop this from happening in the first place. I can keep him…himself. We don’t even know if he’s changed at all!”

      “There’s no way you can guarantee any of that.”

      “No, I can’t, but I’ll be the probe in the Hyperionite mine.” She flashed him a quick grin. “If my signal goes dark, you’ll know there are monsters down there.”

      Rather than lightening or giving in, as she’d expected from Jyrid, he darkened further. Still, he hesitated to speak. He started to say something, looked deeper into her eyes, and hesitated again.

      “You can’t tell me there’s worse news,” she said.

      “Do you think this is okay?” he asked at last. “We know we can’t trust him. We know he’s unstable. But we’re leaving not just our own safety, but the safety of the entire galaxy in his hands.”

      Leilari’s instincts nagged at her again. There was something else wrong here, besides the obvious.

      “We can trust him,” she insisted. “Jyrid, you know him as well as anyone. Down to his core, he only cares about protecting people. It’s in his soul.”

      “He doesn’t have a soul!” Clockworker shouted, but an instant later he stopped himself. “I’m sorry, that was too…that was too far. But we have to face the reality that we are entrusting our own safety to a malfunctioning machine.”

      Leilari looked to the road, which was still deserted. They wove on a twisting path through the mountains.

      “You’re not going to bring me back, are you?”

      “I can’t. I’m sorry. We need you to keep him under control.” He leaned back and sighed. “I really am trying to ensure your safety, for what it’s worth.”

      Leilari was ready to argue back, but something drew her attention back to the windshield. She wasn’t sure if it was some instinct of her own or a twist of the Aether.

      A figure, a black speck to her vision at this distance, hung in the pale blue of the morning sky.

      “Star, wait!” she shouted.

      In the next second, the car shattered around her.

      It was like experiencing a car crash in a dream. Though glass shattered and metal twisted around her, everything for her was gentle. She was cradled in a soft force, scooped out of the crumpling vehicle like an infant lifted out of the bath.

      Even the sounds of destruction were muted, as though someone had turned the volume down. The roof of the car split over her and she floated out, toward Starhammer’s smiling face.

      Her first, gut reaction was relief. Throughout all of what Clockworker had told her, she’d worried that she would find her husband transformed into a monster. But this was him, and not just on the outside.

      She saw the usual kindness in his smile, the tender spirit behind his blue eyes.

      Of course, it was only relief in the first instant. Before she remembered that he had torn the car apart.

      “I missed you,” Starhammer said softly.

      She twisted in his arms to look behind and beneath her, where the van lay strewn across the road.

      Jyrid stood between the pieces, and he was truly Clockworker now. He wore a full-body suit of bronze with the Advocate “A” on his chest. He even wore his helmet, which was bronze and worked with the hands of an ancient clock.

      A shimmering field hovered around him, holding dozens of fragmented debris pieces suspended in midair. As she watched, she saw him deactivate his powers. Shards of glass and metal clinked and clattered as they fell to the street.

      Starhammer’s voice was still soothing as he said, “Don’t worry about him, I’ll take care of it. I’m just glad you’re okay.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Better than ever.” He winked, and her worry returned.

      He shouldn’t be treating this so lightly. Not what he would see as his friend’s betrayal. But maybe he understood. Maybe this change would be for the better, or his mind hadn’t been altered so much. Nothing said his personality had to warp, after all.

      “Starhammer,” Clockworker called. “Did you just try to kill me?”

      Her husband seemed genuinely puzzled. “No, of course not. I heard Leilari warn you. We need to talk first.”

      He drifted down to the street, setting Leilari down gently. She staggered as she reached the uneven grass on the side of the road, but stayed on her feet.

      Clockworker had his hands raised, the shimmer of his powers wrapped around his wrists. “I was protecting her.”

      “Was that why you told The Last Horizon where to find me?” Starhammer asked.

      It was hard to read Jyrid’s expression through his helmet, but to Leilari, the man seemed genuinely confused. “What? The Last Horizon?”

      Starhammer tilted his head. “Oh, that wasn’t you? Hm. What about the Priest of Night?”

      Clockworker’s helmet twitched.

      “That’s what I thought,” Starhammer went on. “So you’re protecting her now, even though you let a terrorist plant bombs under her bed.”

      With dawning horror, Leilari watched Clockworker struggle with himself in silence. Though she couldn’t see his face, she felt she could read him; he considered denying it, considered asking for proof.

      She could see him relax before he said, “That…wasn’t intentional. He went rogue, and I didn’t find out his plans in time to stop him. I didn’t want to work with him at all, but you left me no choice.”

      Starhammer didn’t even look upset. “Oh? How’s that?”

      “You’re out of control, Starhammer. You frighten me.”

      “You had nothing to fear from me, Jyrid,” Starhammer said sadly. “Not as long as you remained on the side of justice. Now, though…”

      A shimmering field appeared around Clockworker. His power was both useful and versatile; he could lock physical objects in place. Strength didn’t matter. Speed didn’t matter.

      He was one of the few Advocates who could, at least in theory, hold back Starhammer.

      “Hear me out, Starhammer! I can explain myself! Even you will agr—”

      A bloody hand emerged from Clockworker’s chest. Leilari choked as she realized her husband had appeared behind the man and punched through him.

      All without changing expression.

      “Goodbye, Clockworker. I wish you had stayed with me.”

      Starhammer watched the man’s body slump to the ground. He gave a regretful sigh as he shook droplets of blood from his hand. “That’s a real shame. Are you okay?”

      Leilari’s mind raced. “Star…You shouldn’t have killed him.”

      “Don’t worry, it’ll make sense. Trust me.”

      Then, with his friend’s blood still on his face, he gave her a wink.
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      “I am very proud to announce that I am finally back to one hundred percent function!” Horizon declared.

      All seven of us were gathered together in our conference room, around the six-sided wedge of a table. Horizon hovered over us all and looked down benevolently.

      Mell scowled up. “No, you’re not! Not even close. I patched you up as well as I can, but we can’t operate at full capacity unless you want fifteen different system failures. Keep it under fifty percent until we get those materials from the Colony.”

      “That counts as at least ninety percent.”

      “It doesn’t!”

      I played my role as Captain and took over. “The question is, where do we go from here?”

      “We decided that already,” Shyrax announced. She folded her arms. “Starhammer represents too great a threat to us. We cannot allow him to continue operating freely.”

      Omega raised a hand. “Let’s kill him! Or someone else, I’m not picky.”

      Sola, outside her armor, stared into the distance. “Can we? If he evolved as much as the Captain says he could, we can’t beat him. And we certainly can’t risk letting him upgrade himself again.”

      “We should try talking to him again!” Raion said brightly. “Maybe he attacked us because he thinks we’re evil!”

      Mell slumped in her chair. A tiny Nova-Bot gave her a comforting pat on the shoulder. “It’s too late. Even if we convinced him we weren’t a threat, he would still be relentless against anyone he thought was a threat. We have to put him down for good.”

      “And we have to do it soon,” I added. I tapped my console, projecting a sector map onto the hologram hovering over the table. I pointed to the red dots, which swarmed around the core sectors of the Free Worlds. “The Advocates are retreating. They’re gathering their forces, which means Starhammer is about to make a move.”

      “What will that move be?” Sola asked.

      I had given that a lot of thought since the battle. “He’s going to take hostages.”

      Shyrax nodded, Omega looked excited, but the others reacted in confusion. Even Mell.

      “Do you think so?” she asked.

      “I’ve seen it myself. He’ll start to believe that anything he does to bring in a ‘villain’ is justified. If he has to kill their collaborators, he will.”

      “The other Advocates won’t stand for that!” Raion declared.

      Omega wore a wistful look. “Certainly not sweet Lemon.”

      “Not the average Advocates, no,” I agreed. “But no one who will say no to Starhammer will remain on the High Council for long, and besides, it’s not like he executes civilians openly. Not at first. He’ll keep them captive, say it’s for their own protection, and then either let them rot in prison or arrange things so they die.”

      Mell lifted her glasses to rub at the bridge of her nose. “Hearing it out loud…That sounds so ridiculous.”

      Shyrax faced her. “You understand his design better than anyone. Is what the Captain says possible?”

      “Yeah,” she admitted. “It is possible. Like I said, I know we have to kill him, I just don’t like it.”

      Horizon knelt before Mell. “As another piece of masterwork Aethertech, I have another question about Starhammer’s design. His appearance.”

      Mell coughed.

      “Sometimes an android’s appearance is determined by its resonance in the Aether, I’m just wondering about his aesthetics. Did you mean to—”

      “I know, okay? Let’s not talk about it!” Mell pulled the collar of her coat up and refused to look at Horizon.

      Raion wore that smile of his that said he had no idea what was going on, Sola looked confused, and Shyrax rolled her eyes.

      Horizon’s grin suggested she was having fun, but I knew what she was getting at, and this wasn’t the time. “Not now, Horizon. We have a real problem.”

      “Aren’t you curious, Captain?”

      I wasn’t, since I already knew the full story of Starhammer’s original construction. Mell had been young. Very young, by the standards of master Technicians. “I think we have more important questions to ask than—”

      Omega slithered up behind Mell and whispered loud enough for us all to hear. “Ah, so you designed him to be the man of your dreams, did you?”

      Sola’s eyes dimmed in disinterest. Shyrax shook her head. “I’ll never understand human taste.”

      Raion shrugged. “So what? If he was her creation, of course she chose his appearance!”

      Mell threw up her hands toward Raion. “Yes! Thank you! Yes, I made him handsome, but of course I did! Study after study proves that the public trusts good-looking people more. Look at the Lichborn!”

      “Is that why you did it, though?” Omega asked.

      “This is not relevant to anything,” I pointed out.

      Mell glared around the table. “Would it have been better if I made him ugly? If you had to choose between handsome and not handsome, obviously you choose the first one, right? It’s not that weird!”

      “Let’s get back on track,” I said.

      “Ah, but Captain, I had my own reasons for this discussion.”

      I strongly suspected her reason was ‘because she thought it was funny,’ but I waited for the explanation nonetheless.

      “We’ve talked about his drive to protect Mell, but we haven’t discussed the personal impulses behind it. How far will he go to protect her? How does he feel about that drive?”

      I pointed to Horizon. “That’s a bad excuse.”

      “But still a relevant question,” Shyrax said. She looked to Mell. “So? To what degree does he feel affection for you? Can that be exploited?”

      Mell was entirely red now, but she pretended she wasn’t, taking a moment to straighten her glasses and speak professionally. “Well, I—ahem. I didn’t program any…affection into him. Just a protective impulse, which synergized with his core personality. From there, he developed into his own person. I can’t be sure how he feels about it any more than you can be sure how anyone feels about anything.”

      Mell had admitted to me once that she hadn’t programmed Starhammer to love her because she would never be able to trust it. She’d wanted him to develop feelings organically.

      At first. It hadn’t take her long to realize she couldn’t stand him.

      Not that I said any of that. Instead, I stuck to the theory. “His self-identity is a function of the Aether, so she couldn’t control the small details. More than building an android, think of it as making a wish.”

      “Please don’t,” Mell muttered.

      “Nonetheless, the core parameters remain,” I said. “Thanks to that, we can anticipate him. If he’s going after hostages, there are only a few places he can attack. I propose we wait for him.”

      Raion gave a firm nod. “We’ll protect each other, of course. But we shouldn’t forget hope! He might not do this.”

      “If he does,” I said heavily, “he’ll go after any surviving Titan Knights.”

      I expected him to stare at me in shock, but instead he nodded again. “I’ve already contacted his guards. I would never leave a friend undefended!”

      “I have many people to defend,” Shyrax said. “But most of them travel with us. If the Advocates attack us, we will know.”

      “What about Jak?” I asked Omega.

      Omega laughed wildly. “What an opportunity to show me what he has! If he can’t take out an Advocate or two, can he call himself my family?”

      As usual, I couldn’t read Omega. His Aethertech eye shone orange, and maybe he would leave his “nephew” to die. I had seen him fight to protect the powerless before, but only under very particular circumstances.

      “There are a few people I need to call,” Sola said abruptly. “If they need shelter, do we have room for them?”

      “We will,” Shyrax said.

      Sola nodded in gratitude and marched out of the room.

      “I don’t have anyone,” Mell said casually. “He wouldn’t take hostages to hook me even if I did, he’d just kidnap me. Like before.”

      Raion looked to me in concern. “What about your father?”

      “Oh, I don’t care.” An Iron King in control of the entire Legion had been able to capture my father, but I suspected the Advocates couldn’t manage that. Even if they did, he would just have to live with it.

      “I’m more worried about my students,” I continued. “We can protect the ones here with us, but who knows if they’ll start targeting random people who once took my class? No matter what, we need to split up. Let’s get a list and plan some coverage. If we want to catch Starhammer, first we have to spread a net.”

      Shyrax surveyed me, then said, “I will be the one to say what I hope is obvious. We do not have to wait for him. We can take the fight to the Advocates.”

      It was indeed obvious. I’d considered it first.

      “That was my Plan A,” I said. “I’d still rather do that. Except one thing.” I looked around the room. “Does anyone really want to slaughter their way through the Advocates?”

      “I do!” Omega said, but I ignored him.

      “As far as I’m concerned, they brought the fight to us,” Shyrax said. “Nonetheless, I agree. We will test our power against Starhammer’s directly.”

      Raion clapped me on the back, where I had specifically layered extra protection onto my new mantle so he wouldn’t keep knocking me over. “That’s the honor of a Titan Knight, Captain!”

      I wished I was as happy about the situation as he was.

      Nonetheless, we were fighting to save the galaxy. Not to break it.

      And we’d beaten Starhammer twice already. No matter how much he’d strengthened himself, with the full power of The Last Horizon in play, we should still be able to take him out.

      Although it hadn’t been long since I’d personally faced down an Iron King in combat. And I couldn’t help but think I was signing myself up for that one more time.
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      Starhammer stood on a stage, looking out over crowds of his fellow Advocates. They had been gathered in their headquarters, brought together by a state of emergency he’d called.

      It was very rare that so many of them gathered at once, in the arena-sized hall they used for mass meetings. Not everyone was here, of course. Regardless of the emergency, they couldn’t bring everyone from throughout the Free Worlds. Some would be on assignments they couldn’t leave, while others were too far outside the Subline to receive the call.

      Still, sixty thousand Advocates had made it home, with more watching from cameras. The higher-ranking members were closer to Starhammer, but he could see the individual faces of everyone in the room.

      Very different faces, representing many different species. All these people were under his protection.

      More importantly, they were protectors of the galaxy.

      “Advocates of justice,” Starhammer began, “I appear before you today with a heavy heart. One of our greatest members, known throughout the galaxy as Clockworker, has betrayed us.”

      Gasps and murmurs went up around the room, though most of them were from tables farther off. The High Councilors and anyone with any contacts had already heard the news.

      Several of the Councilors, notably Blade Dancer, were visibly unhappy with him. Dancer glared at him with all three eyes.

      Executing a long-serving Advocate without a trial was not worthy of them, she’d said. Of course, she would never have believed him if he’d claimed to be unable to take Clockworker in peacefully, so he hadn’t tried.

      He had told her the truth, as he would tell everyone.

      “During the battle against The Last Horizon, where many of you fought at my side, it became clear to me that we had an information leak,” Starhammer went on. “I suspected our recent allies, because of course I didn’t think it could be any of my brothers and sisters among the Advocates. But further investigation implicated someone close to me. Clockworker.”

      That was the closest thing to a lie he would tell. Starhammer had indeed suspected Clockworker at first, but the surprise on his face before he died had gone a long way toward proving his innocence. At least in the matter of The Last Horizon.

      Even so, the next part was true.

      “While I recovered from injuries sustained during the battle, I continued my investigation with the aid of the Zenith Colony, Shadow Ark.” The Device hovered over his shoulder in its obsidian-jewel form, lending weight to his words. “I went further back in my records, and discovered evidence that it was in fact Clockworker who betrayed my location to the Priest of Night a year ago, leading to the attempted bombing of my home.

      “When I arrived to question him about it, I personally found that he had kidnapped my wife.”

      This time, shouts and cries came from the crowd. Many turned to the front table, where Leilari would normally sit.

      She was missing.

      “She is unharmed. I was fortunate to arrive in time. But had I been a minute slower…” Starhammer stopped as though unable to continue, shaking his head.

      The truth was, he wasn’t as upset as he’d expected to be. During the bombing incident with the Priest of Night, the thought of losing Leilari had moved him to fury.

      Now, that fury was gone. He saw everything through peace and clarity.

      Experience had brought him wisdom.

      “He fought me and perished in the ensuing battle. I do not regret his fate, though I wish I had learned more about him. What causes a good man to turn bad? In the last few days, I’ve thought about little else. Were there signs I missed? Did he have collaborators out there among you?”

      Though his tone remained mild, the Advocates grew gradually silent. Some eyed one another, but most paled. Or the equivalent for their species.

      He could read the fear on their faces. Was he suspecting them?

      Starhammer slammed his fist into the wall behind him, denting the metal and causing the room to shake. The neon ‘A’ over his head trembled but didn’t fall.

      “No!” he shouted. “The fault is not in the Advocates! How could it be? We fight for justice! We fight for protection! We fight for those who cannot fight for themselves! He turned against us because he was swayed by others, swayed by the villains we could not bring in. He lost himself to despair, and in that despair, he listened to those he should not.

      “I know many of you have expressed frustration for years, frustration that our hands are tied. Why do we have to leave criminals at large just because they fall under the jurisdiction of another government? Just because they have connections? Just because they have a high rank?”

      This time, cheers rose up here and there, matched by shouts of surprise. This had been a central cause of division within the Advocates for years; those who thought they should be doing more to spread their cause throughout the galaxy pushing against those who didn’t want to exceed their mandate.

      In the front row, Steel Avalanche folded thick arms and nodded approval.

      “I myself have pressed for peace for most of my career,” Starhammer said. “And that will not change…but my position has. There is only one way to protect the galaxy, and that is by removing those who will bring it to harm.”

      At his command, a hologram hovered behind him. A dark metal starship with smooth plates that shone blue-green at the edges. The Last Horizon.

      He stabbed a finger at it. “First, let us direct our attention to the ones who injured me in the first place. A force belonging to no government, appointed by no planet, that raided our facilities, captured our people, and freed our prisoners. A starship that cannot be countered or measured, controlled by a rogue crew with no allegiances.

      “Friends, if we do not stand against them, who will? And if we do not stand against them now, then when?”

      Starhammer folded his arms behind his back and addressed them earnestly. “I am not here to change your beliefs. I’m not trying to start a war. But I am tired of compromising against injustice, and I will no longer stand idly by. Follow me, and let us protect the galaxy as we never have before.”

      The speech wasn’t the only thing he had to do. In fact, it was only the beginning. The real persuasion would begin in the conversations afterwards, once he left the stage.

      The cheers from the crowd outweighed the shouts or cries of confusion, but he ignored them both. He knew what his Advocates would do.

      They would bicker and squabble over their definitions of justice, but in the end, they were men and women of action. They would follow him, and more than that, they would accomplish the goal he had set before them.

      And if anything came out from the crew of The Last Horizon—any claims about Starhammer’s nature—they would discard such rumors as nothing but misinformation.

      That wasn’t his motivation, of course. He had meant everything he said up there. The crew of the Zenith Starship, including Mell, had gone too far and needed to be captured. He could do much more good with The Last Horizon than they could.

      In fact, all of the problems he’d wrestled with for years had a very simple solution.

      He didn’t need to wait for permission, or convince the unwilling. If he wanted to save someone, he would save them.

      Whether they wanted to be saved or not.
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      Jak had been in over his head ever since Omega left.

      When he had called his grandfather for help, it had been a last resort. After that call, he had gotten a second wind, encouraging him to face his rivals head-on.

      That had been a huge mistake.

      He found himself held between two huge Visiri men, one carrying him by the ankles and the other by the shoulders. They held him over a large metal drum, and he squirmed and twisted to delay his fate by even a second.

      “I told you!” he cried. “I cooperated! I’m cooperating!”

      The leader of the Nuren group, an older human man with a large scar across one eye, signaled to his men. He leaned closer, so Jak could smell the cigarettes on his breath.

      “Then where’s the Grave Hound?”

      “He went after The Last Horizon! That’s all I know! You think he keeps in contact with me?”

      “Why haven’t you called him?”

      “I told you, I tried! He’s not picking up!”

      The Nuren leader, who hadn’t given his name, shrugged and leaned back. “Bad luck for you, then. Put him in.”

      “Wait wait wait wait wait! I’ll keep calling him, just give him another minute! He’s busy!”

      “If this is loyalty, it’s misplaced. He wouldn’t keep your secrets. Don’t keep his.”

      “I swear to you, I’m not. If I could lead you to him, I would.”

      “If that’s the truth, then this is a real tragedy, because you’re about to die for him.”

      “It’s the truth! I’d betray him! I’d betray him for better Subline reception! If you find him, you can have him.”

      Even Jak’s words were sweating. He would say anything to convince them, and he was twisting himself in knots he had never imagined to avoid the mouth of the steel drum.

      Not that it affected the Visiri carrying him at all. One moved with the expressionless efficiency of a machine while the other seemed to enjoy himself, but they were pushing him slowly. Giving him time to repent.

      Just as they had begun to shove his hips into the container, a light shone through windows high up on the walls.

      Jak looked into the light with desperate hope. Whoever was coming, he didn’t care, so long as they distracted his captors long enough to let him break free.

      The Nuren leader held up a hand to block out the light, but he didn’t seem unduly worried. “Find out who’s trying to blind me,” he ordered one of the human men on the door.

      That order ended up being unnecessary, because a moment later a voice echoed through the shabby warehouse. “Attention! This is the Advocates! We have a warrant for the arrest of Jak Escalon, on charges of illegal weapon manufacturing and smuggling. Turn him over peacefully or face justice.”

      The Nuren man raised one scar-split eyebrow. “They’re a long way from home.”

      Jak felt like crying with relief. “Well, it looks like it’s time for me to pay for my actions. I’m happy to answer any more questions from prison.”

      “We’ll see.” The Nuren man gave him one horrible smile and stood, lighting a cigarette. “Let in our guests.”

      Several of the men on the doors wrenched them open, keeping guns handy. A small white-and-blue ship hovered just above the warehouse, shining blinding lights inside, and a trio of Advocates leaped down from the docking ramp.

      While they didn’t strike a pose, as actors playing them on a Subline show would have, they still landed in a formation that had been clearly rehearsed.

      One woman wore a shining mantle and hat, like a wizard, but both were made from neon-blue light. A hulking green Karoshan levitated over the street, sparkles of light playing around his hands. A Lichborn man with a pair of swords on his back strode out first, flashing them a grin.

      He clapped a hand to his blue-and-white uniform. “Sorry for interrupting. I’m sure we’ll be back for the rest of you later, but for now, we’ll settle for our friend Jak. You hanging in there, Jak?”

      Jak was still suspended half-inside the steel drum. “Help me!” he cried.

      “You two know each other?” the Nuren asked curiously.

      “Never met,” the Advocate leader said. “But we’ve got some questions for him.”

      “We have that in common.”

      The Advocate hooked thumbs into his belt. “Hope you got what you needed. You want to hand him over, or do you want to face the four of us?”

      Jak and the Nuren men looked behind him, where there were only two other Advocates.

      “Four?” the Nuren leader asked.

      After a moment of confusion, the Advocate with the swords glanced behind him. Even the other two of his team looked to one another.

      The flying Karoshan tapped his console, then looked up a second later with alarm. “No signal!”

      Both swords were in the Lichborn’s hands before Jak could track them. They were long, single-edged blades, and they shone with a subtle light. Aethertech, or maybe a Combat Art.

      “Where is she?” he asked, voice low and dangerous.

      The scarred Nuren leader stared behind the man, wide-eyed. Wordless, he pointed again.

      The Karoshan was gone. Only the witch remained, clearly in a panic, chanting furiously.

      Before anyone else could do anything, another voice echoed from the ceiling. A horribly familiar voice.

      “Jak, Jak, Jak. How did you enjoy acting like an adult? Are you having fun?”

      “Get me out of here!” Jak shouted.

      “That’s not how you ask for a favor, Jaaaaaaaak!”

      The Nuren leader kicked the side of the drum, which would have sent Jak tumbling to the ground if not for the grip of the two Visiri goons. “You almost had me believe you.”

      “I was telling the truth!”

      The Visiri released Jak, which did lead him to fall to the ground as the drum toppled over.

      “We have contact with Omega,” the Advocate muttered into the air. “Two down.”

      The Nuren man shouted into the darkness. “Grave Hound! We’ve been trying to talk to you! How about you come down here and we can make a deal?”

      Something slithered in the shadows overhead, and Jak saw guns tracking it. Which was, of course, pointless.

      “Is that little Nafir Nuren?” Omega called in mock surprise. “Your father let you out of the house on your own?”

      The Nuren leader—apparently named Nafir—was at least sixty. He ground his teeth. “Let’s settle this like businessmen, shall we?”

      “I’ll play business with you in a second, little buddy. Go play in the corner, will you?”

      The witch Advocate joined the swordsman, standing back-to-back.

      “Two minutes out,” he muttered to her.

      “Two minutes?” Omega screamed from the ceiling. “But after I kill the rest of you, what am I supposed to do for a minute and a half?”

      The Lichborn man locked his jaw but loosened his shoulders. “Show yourself, see how much fun you have.”

      Jak shuddered.

      Only a second later, dark gray ooze boiled up from the ground next to the Advocate. An orange eye blazed inside the goop, with fifteen more eyes popping up all over. Several mouths grinned in response.

      A sword passed through the gray ooze, flashing with light and blasting it apart.

      Nonetheless, it was useless. Jak knew what was going to happen before he saw another dark gray arm seizing the swordsman from behind and dragging him into the shadows.

      “You were right,” one of Omega’s mouths said. “This was more fun.”

      The witch turned and sprinted for the still-waiting ship, shouting into her console. A shadow passed over her and she was gone.

      Seconds later, Omega strode out in his human form, grinning happily from only one mouth. “Bit of a disappointment, but it’s not as though I have much else to occupy my time. Speaking of which…” He ostentatiously checked the time on his own wrist, though he wasn’t wearing a console. “…I have a little over a minute left for you, Nafir. Did you need some help packaging my nephew?”

      As expected, Nafir Nuren was unnerved. He stood unsteadily and smoothed his own clothes, and many of his men held guns in shaking hands.

      “I wanted to hire you against the Syndicate. When I couldn’t find you, I thought you might have turned us over to them, and Jak was not…cooperative.”

      Omega wagged a finger at Jak. “Shame on you, Jak! Haven’t I always taught you to cooperate?”

      “Did you have to kill the Advocates?” Jak asked. He still pushed himself further away from the steel drum, which would haunt his nightmares from now on, but antagonizing the Advocates was not a good way to ensure a future for his family.

      Omega sighed. “Sadly, I didn’t. Captain’s orders.”

      “They’re…they’re still alive?” Somehow, that unnerved Jak more than the alternative.

      “Disappointing, isn’t it? Maybe I’ve lost my edge.” Omega leaned over Nafir, leering at him with his glowing orange eye. “Do you think so, little Nafir? Teeny tiny baby boy, so young and fragile? Do you think I’ve lost my edge?”

      The Nuren leader reacted stoically, but Jak suspected the scarred old man was struggling not to wet himself. That was how Jak would react in his place, anyway.

      “We don’t have a lot of time left if we’re going to get down to business,” Nafir pointed out.

      “Hm, that’s true. In that case…let’s not.” Without warning, Omega melted to ooze and enfolded Jak in a wave.

      As sudden darkness engulfed him, Jak cried out, but there was no one to hear him.

      Only his grandfather’s insane laughter echoing in the shadows.
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      Raion emerged from Horizon’s teleportation onto the surface of Nyron Seven. The planet itself was known for its climate, though of course that varied depending on where you lived on the surface, but it was truly beautiful here. The yellow-tinged sky seemed to transition from dawn straight to sunset, and the planet’s rings shone like jewels even during the day.

      Raion looked over the manicured grounds of the resort in front of him, took a deep breath of the fresh air, and admired the view.

      Then he went inside to warn his friend of the incoming danger.

      At the tall, brick wall around the complex—which had been outfitted by state-of-the art security drones—a guard stopped him. Raion identified himself, complete with scarlet holograms to enhance his entrance, and was immediately allowed inside.

      Javik slid out to meet him in a hover-chair, surprise evident on his face. The human somewhat resembled Varic, a young man with dark skin, but his hair and eyes were a natural brown.

      Raion brightened at the sight of him and threw his arms wide. “Look at you! You made it to the chair!”

      Javik gave a laugh. “You’re more excited than my therapist. Yeah, I’m up and moving. A few more months and I’ll be on my own feet. Unless the Aether turns again.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. Where’s the family?”

      “They’re still in the bunker. Because you called us.” Javik looked at him suspiciously. “This is a real emergency, right?”

      “Of course it is!”

      “A real emergency?”

      Raion considered that. Others had often told him that his definition of ‘emergency’ was strange, but he couldn’t see how. Sometimes he was strange because he took situations too seriously, other times because he didn’t take them seriously enough.

      But this one seemed pretty serious.

      “We think Starhammer and the Advocates might kidnap you to use you as a hostage against me,” Raion said at last. “I think that’s an emergency. Starhammer’s very strong.”

      Javik rubbed his face. “Why are the Advocates after you, Raion?”

      “They’re after one of my friends!”

      “That was stupid of them. You still have your Titan?”

      “Of course!”

      “Then we’ll be safer with you.” Javik jerked his head to one side and began to pilot his hover-chair back toward the resort. “Come on, I’ll go get the family. How much time do we have?”

      “How did you know I was coming to take you away?” Raion asked curiously. He had expected Javik to assume that Raion was here to deliver a warning.

      “Because you showed up yourself after calling us, and because there’s only two reasons you’d show up here in person. You’re either picking us up or you’re here to fight someone. You’re not here to fight, are you?”

      “Are the enemies here yet?” Raion asked.

      Javik gave him a dry laugh. “Not yet. Speaking of which, where’s your ship?”

      They were passing through an entrance into the house, which was an older brick building with lots of flowering greenery. Hovering drones sprayed water onto the plants, and he saw a normally invisible field shimmer with brief sparks as unwanted insects were exterminated.

      Raion admired the view as he walked. He had seen this place before, but he was still glad the former Yellow Knight was living in comfort. Javik deserved it.

      “I didn’t bring a ship,” Raion said. “There’s one on its way to pick us up.”

      Javik’s chair paused and his gaze sharpened. “How—Never mind. First, tell me. Why did you come ahead of the ship?”

      “In case you needed protection!”

      Javik closed his eyes, steepled his hands together, and took several deep breaths. Raion was very familiar with this sight. This was how he had often prepared for battle, since he seemed to take that same pose during every one of his planning sessions with Raion.

      “How close are they, Raion?” Javik asked.

      Raion pondered that. “I don’t know. We thought they’d be heading for you, but we can’t know when they’ll get here.”

      “Oh, good!” Javik’s expression relaxed. “I thought you weren’t telling me something important.”

      A burning light overhead indicated that a ship was entering atmosphere and heading straight for them.

      Raion pointed. “There they are! I now have a better idea of how long it will take them to get here.”

      Javik was already on his console. Audio played, streaming into Raion’s implant, and a brief computerized message illustrated this as an ongoing communication between site security and the incoming craft.

      “Unidentified starship, this is a restricted zone. Reverse course or you will be destroyed.”

      The voice that responded was rich with humor. “Will we, now? If you fire on the Advocates, you deserve what happens to you.”

      There was a pause from site security, so Javik keyed the communicator in his console. “Advocate starship, this is Javik Leed, former Yellow Knight of the Titan Force. I wasn’t expecting a visit from you.”

      “Sir Javik!” came the pleasant voice from the Advocates. “Just the man we’re here to see. Forgive me for sparing the details, but there’s no way to tell who’s listening in. I’ll be happy to give you the full story on the ground in about five minutes. I’d advise you to tell your security to stand down unless you want them broken.”

      “Advocate pilot, please identify yourself before I deactivate security.”

      “I am the Undermaker, Defender of Tunnel City! And I’m hoping nothing fires on us, because we’d be forced to return fire.”

      While the man spoke, Javik searched his name on the Subline. A moment later, an image of the Advocate appeared on his console.

      Undermaker was a human man in his middle years, with graying hair and weathered skin that looked like he’d worked on the deck of a naval vessel. He wore a skintight suit of black with bronze highlights, and the Advocate ‘A’ on his chest was also worked in bronze.

      Javik’s gaze sharpened, and he leaned over his console as he read the report. “Do you know who this is?”

      “No!”

      “He has a reputation, even among the Advocates. Look at this.” Javik sent the summary report to Raion’s processor implant, which scrolled past dozens of starship crashes and similar incidents. Undermaker had been implicated in all of them.

      That stirred up controversy on the Free Worlds Subline, but nothing extraordinary, because the vehicles always belonged to criminals.

      “Looks like he gets carried away,” Javik said dryly.

      Raion pulled up a report of the man’s powers. It looked like Undermaker had the ability to generate false matter, constructing bridges and walls in an instant for recovery efforts.

      More importantly, to Raion, he was also a Combat Artist.

      “We’ll get to know him soon!” Raion said, planting hands on his hips and staring up into the sky. The oncoming Advocate ship was close now.

      Yes, the man had been involved with some questionable incidents, but accidents happened. It could be that Undermaker needed further training, or that there were extenuating circumstances.

      But he worked for the Advocates in disaster relief and had dedicated himself to the discipline of a Combat Art enough to achieve a degree of mastery. He couldn’t be entirely bad.

      Javik muttered to himself and hovered over to a nearby cabinet, where he withdrew an automatic mag-rifle and began checking it over.

      “Don’t worry, I will protect you!” Raion assured him.

      “I know you will,” Javik responded, and Raion was cheered by the thread of trust that trickled through their bond. It wasn’t much compared to his bond with Varic, but then, he and Javik had never been best friends.

      Which was demonstrated as Javik continued. “…but I might need to shoot this guy.”

      It didn’t take much longer for the Advocate starship—which, instead of the usual mix of white and blue, was a sleek triangle of black and bronze. The fighter-sized craft was small enough to land in Javik’s courtyard, and the cockpit’s canopy lifted so Undermaker could hop out.

      The weathered human grinned as he saw Raion. “Raion Raithe! I guess I didn’t need to bother your friend Javik after all. I’ve already called Starhammer, but we can get to know one another before he arrives.”

      “Perfect!” Raion cried. “Let’s fight!”

      Undermaker’s eyebrow twitched. “I was thinking of a more civilized conversation. If I wanted to kill you, I could have fired on you with my ship’s cannons.”

      “Of course, we won’t fight to the death! What’s a faster way for two Combat Artists to get to know each other than to cross swords?”

      Undermaker wore an expression like Raion’s translator had malfunctioned. Raion checked his file on Undermaker, but no, the man was supposed to be fluent in Trade.

      “How about we start with some questions,” Undermaker suggested. “I’ll go first: are you really the Knight of The Last Horizon? Our information suggests—”

      Raion ignited his force-blade. “I am! Raion Raithe, Knight of The Last Horizon, challenges you to a duel!”

      Javik lowered his gun to one side, forgotten. “Raion. Don’t fight in my house.”

      “We will take this outside!”

      Raion hadn’t forgotten that he was on his friend’s property, but he had perhaps begun a little too eagerly. He ignited his energy and flew up and away from the building, turning back to wait for Undermaker to follow.

      Several expressions warred on Undermaker’s face, but he finally shook his head and said something under his breath. Then he looked from Raion to Javik.

      Many had called Raion’s worldview simplistic. His thinking was often black-and-white, though he preferred to think of it as red-and-white. But he had fought many battles, and those who thought of him as naïve were often surprised.

      For instance, Raion had hoped he could trust this Advocate. But he hadn’t counted on it.

      And the moment the man looked back to Javik, Raion knew the man couldn’t be trusted after all.

      The two former Titan Knights reacted at the same time.

      Javik brought his gun up to Undermaker’s chest and fired, but the Advocate generated a wall of rippling black-and-brown energy between them. The barrier intercepted Javik’s shot as he drove his hover-chair backwards to create space.

      Until the wall wrapped around him, trapping him in a circle.

      By then, Raion was already standing at his friend’s side. He dragged his force-blade upward at a precise angle and timing. He felt that stroke resonate in the Aether.

      Red flame sliced Undermaker’s conjured wall in two.

      He may have attacked Raion’s friend, but the Advocate wasn’t a coward. He dashed in through the fire the second the gap in his wall appeared, closing space with Raion.

      Undermaker moved his hands in deceptively complex patterns, shoving both palms forward as though pushing something.

      An invisible force shoved against Raion’s chest, but he pushed against it with his own energy. He stayed in place, striking back with his sword.

      The Advocate swept his hands again, this time guiding Raion’s force-blade away from him. The force that grabbed Raion’s sword was subtle but difficult to resist, like he’d been caught in a current.

      So he followed that current, continuing his swing even though he’d already missed his mark. Undermaker was following up with a palm strike to Raion’s face that carried the power of his Combat Art.

      Raion brought his forehead down in a headbutt.

      Slamming through the field of force around Undermaker’s palm felt like tearing through steel, and the skin of Raion’s forehead split open. Nonetheless, he hit Undermaker’s hand and forced the man backwards.

      Raion didn’t follow. As blood trickled down his face, he watched the Advocate.

      Then he sighed and deactivated his force-blade. “That’s enough. It’s okay, you did your best.”

      Undermaker looked unsure, glancing between Raion and Javik, who had also lowered his rifle. “This whole fight was your idea.”

      “I wanted to know who you were,” Raion said. “Now I do. I’m disappointed, Undermaker.”

      The Advocate gave a dry laugh. “Sorry to let you down.”

      “You have. First, you tried to capture my friend, who is still in recovery from his battle to defend the galaxy. You knew who he was, but you showed no respect for his history or his service.”

      “I would—”

      “Second, you did not show your Combat Art the discipline and dedication you should have. I feel no long hours of training. I see no evidence that you trained to better yourself. You learned a few moves and you rely on them to carry you in battle.”

      “My Art—”

      Raion continued talking, having no need to listen anymore. “The heart of any Combat Art is a truth embedded in the Aether. You have understood no truth, so your fist is weak.”

      Undermaker laughed again. “You learned a lot about me in the last thirty seconds. Do you want to see my psych profile?”

      Raion flattened his hand. “My Combat Art is the Dance of a Burning World. It took me many years to master, and I have much further to go. But it is also founded on one universal truth.”

      He thought back to the planet where he had trained his Art, where the sun scorched his skin during the day and the nights grew hard to breathe.

      He remembered the moments where his understanding of the Art had deepened. When a fellow Knight died in battle as Raion was unable to protect them. When another was taken over from the inside, their own body and mind infested and turned to betraying their cause.

      When the astral dragon’s blood had soaked into his Divine Titan, cooking them both with impossible heat.

      When he made mistakes and people died.

      With a casual gesture, Raion slashed his hand from left to right. A sheet of fire slashed through Undermaker’s ship, dividing it into two halves separated by molten metal. It continued out the courtyard and into the distance, cutting trees like a burning scythe.

      “The truth,” Raion said, “is that the world is always burning.”

      Undermaker slowly turned to look behind him. His starship was giving off the heat of an open furnace, but his combat suit must have had a temperature regulation function, as Raion’s did.

      “I surrender,” the Advocate said.

      “I’m glad.” Raion turned to Javik, beaming. “You see? You’re safe now!”

      Javik was holding up a hand to block the heat as he piloted his hover-chair further backwards. He squinted past the ship, which was still dripping melting metal onto the bricks of the courtyard.

      “My trees,” Javik said.

      Raion wilted.
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      Horizon kept me linked to the others, though only Mell and I were aboard the ship at the moment. We sat in front of the monitors on the bridge, watching scenes throughout the galaxy.

      Raion had reached the shuttle we’d sent for him, bringing Javik Leed and his family aboard. I had worked with Javik before, but he’d retired in my last life before I’d gotten to know him well. Still, I was glad to see a former Knight of the Titan Force in recovery.

      Omega had stuck to his restriction against murder—not that there was any doubt, given that my orders were reinforced by contract magic—but he’d still scared a squad of four Advocates half to death while abducting his own descendant.

      They’d stolen a ship and were heading our direction. He hadn’t needed to steal a ship, but then again, I hadn’t ordered him not to.

      There were other members of the Escalon Company and of Jak’s family that Starhammer might target to get to Omega, but he didn’t show any concern for them. He just scooped up Jak.

      Shyrax had returned to her fleet and was currently instructing her children with what appeared to be battle-maps. The Karoshan rebel starships had formed up around hers, and she was either the safest or in the most danger. I couldn’t make up my mind.

      On the one hand, if the Advocates came for her, she literally had an army. On the other hand, they knew that. So if they moved for Shyrax, it would either be with Starhammer itself or an army of their own.

      Sola, likewise, had seen no action. She sat stoically as Lichborn orphans crawled all over her, only moving to catch one that was going to fall off or stop someone from poking a part of her armor that might hurt them.

      The sector map blinked, showing me the crew beacons and their location in the galaxy.

      “As expected,” Horizon said, “they have begun with the planets closest to the Free Worlds. They are moving just as we projected.”

      Mell looked up from her own monitor. “I’ve got to go supervise the Nova-Bots. It’s all looking good, I just need to see to a few final steps personally.”

      I nodded to her statement, but drummed my fingers on the ship’s console as I thought.

      I was alone with my thoughts for about five seconds before Mell’s head popped up in front of me. She adjusted her glasses as she looked into my eyes.

      “Okay, what are you brooding about?” she asked. “Everything’s going according to plan.”

      I nodded. “That’s why I’m brooding.” I looked back to the map, where Horizon’s computers showed the future playing out as I’d hoped. “Nothing ever goes according to plan.”
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        * * *

      

      Starhammer sorted the reports coming in from his people all over the galaxy. Since his evolution, his thoughts had become faster. Cleaner. It was easy to put together a larger picture of the galaxy.

      “Everything’s going according to plan,” he said.

      Shadow Ark bobbed in front of him and flashed as it spoke. “Wonderful. Does that mean it’s our turn now?”

      “Almost.” Starhammer scanned the reports, but they were as predicted, so they didn’t take much attention. “You sound eager.”

      “It’s about time someone took my sister’s arrogance down a level.” The diamond-shaped obsidian structure of Shadow Ark burned with purple fury. “She thinks she’s this masterpiece just because they tell stories about her. But you, you could be my perfect guardian. You can help me outshine her and her entire crew.”

      That was spectacularly petty, for a piece of Zenith Era miracle technology. Starhammer would have expected the Zenith Devices to be motivated by the betterment of the universe, not personal jealousy.

      “…as long as you don’t snap on me,” Ark continued, and Starhammer pushed down more irritation.

      He needed the Colony’s help, so he didn’t point out any of his complaints. Instead, he returned to the plan. “If The Last Horizon recalls her crew, this will fail.”

      “Don’t worry, I can stop her from extending her teleportation that far. And even if I failed, I could at least get you out. You have nothing to worry about.”

      Starhammer did have something to worry about, though it was a far more distant worry than it had ever felt before. He sent a mental signal to his console, which projected an image of his wife.

      Leilari was alone in a small frigate on the dark side of a dead moon. It wasn’t even an Advocate ship, but a luxury transport Starhammer had purchased privately. The life support would keep her alive for months, and an emergency beacon would activate if something happened to him.

      She was outside the reach of any Subline, buried in a crater to stop any kind of visual scan, and had the best wards against detection magic that Starhammer could buy. She was hidden. She was safe.

      But Leilari wasn’t living. Internal security in the ship showed her sitting on the edge of the bed, head in her hands, staring at the floor through a veil in her hair.

      She did that for…a disturbingly high percentage of the day.

      She hadn’t wanted to go into hiding, of course. No one ever did, but the truth was that Starhammer couldn’t protect her yet. Not from the crew of The Last Horizon and not even from the other Advocates.

      Soon, he would.

      Once he could do that, he would take her—and everyone else under his protection—and they could live inside the Shadow Ark. A perfect, protected space under his control.

      Even if she didn’t enjoy these emergency accommodations, they were only temporary. She would understand when the crisis was over.

      So would Mell, but thoughts of her sent unhelpful anger flashing through him like lightning, so he returned to the plan.

      “There it is!” the Zenith Colony said excitedly. “That’s it! The crew are as far from Horizon as they can be. Should be just Mell onboard, and maybe the Captain.”

      Starhammer brought up the reports on Varic Vallenar. Records of his magic were strange and somewhat contradictory, with some observers suggesting he had shown as many as four different kinds of magic.

      As that wasn’t possible, it was clear that he had access to some high-grade enchanted objects. A Vallenar surely would, though his relationship with the Corporation was just as muddy and complicated as the reports of his own magic.

      Starhammer had witnessed the man’s spells himself, and whatever else was unclear, it was obvious that Varic had a powerful staff.

      This time, Starhammer came prepared.

      “Let’s go,” he said to Shadow Ark. The Device shone brightly and shrunk, compressing itself until Starhammer could tuck it under one arm.

      Then he dove into Subspace.

      The multicolored river of chaos was less hostile than usual, though that could be a result of his evolution. His internal Subspace Engine had certainly been upgraded. He would reach The Last Horizon in only a few hours, with one minor stop to refuel and let the Drive stabilize.

      Ordinarily, he would expect to be caught on the Zenith Starship’s sensors during that stop. But he had a Zenith Device of his own.

      Starhammer flew, his thoughts running ahead. Shadow Ark hid him when they reentered real space, and his mind continued to race as he drained barrel-sized starship batteries through the palms of his hands.

      He had to deal with the ship, and Mell, and potentially the Captain. The Last Horizon was Shadow Ark’s job, so that left the other two.

      Mell wouldn’t know he was coming, but she would still be surrounded by Nova-Bots. His inferior siblings. They wouldn’t present a problem, so long as he could still activate his Temporal Field.

      He had to assume she had found a way around that, because if she hadn’t, this mission would be blessedly short. He’d grab her, disable The Last Horizon, and take them both into Shadow Ark for later investigation. Threat neutralized.

      As for the Captain, Starhammer had brought some enchantments of his own.

      Red-gold metal bands wrapped his wrists and ankles. Orichalcum, the mythical sun-steel, etched with ancient spells. This set of equipment was among the most powerful magic protections the Advocates had, a collection of ancient artifacts used to avoid the magic of World Spirits.

      At least, for a while. Nothing could hold off that level of magic forever, but Varic Vallenar would certainly try to seal Starhammer away. Starhammer was already difficult to affect with magic, and with these protective bands, doing so should be impossible.

      Those were his practical thoughts. The rest of him was running over his interactions with Mell, searching for where she had gone wrong.

      For too long, he’d looked for the fault in himself. Now, it was clear that he was the only one in the galaxy who hadn’t been twisted.

      His lack of resolve had allowed injustice to flourish. No longer.

      “This is it,” Shadow Ark said to him, the sound weirdly distorted in the swirls of Subspace. “Are you ready?”

      “Of course,” Starhammer responded. He prepared himself to surface, ready for battle. No matter the outcome, this would all be over in a few minutes.

      And, though he tried, he could envision no outcome but his own victory. The only question was the degree. Would he get everything he wanted, or would he have to compromise? Only the Aether knew.

      He surfaced and instantly knew something was wrong.

      Starhammer stood in the center of a large room, big enough to dock a small cruiser, all made of dark metal. Blue-green lights shone down on the empty floor and its one inhabitant.

      The human man carried a gun in one hand and a wand in the other. His blue hood hung down over his face, but that face was obscured; a shining holographic mask showed a generic animated expression.

      It must be Varic Vallenar, but Starhammer froze. The man’s silhouette, and his mantle, matched the wizard who had saved his home over a year ago.

      “Starhammer,” the wizard said. “Let’s talk.”
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      You might think that I wasn’t afraid, standing in front of Starhammer. I’d confronted him several times in this life already and had walked away. I had planned to be here. This was all part of a scheme.

      Unfortunately, though I kept telling myself I was in control, I didn’t feel it. I watched through my mask of low-grade Aethertech, which hid my face from his scans, and I tried not to tremble.

      Starhammer was just as I remembered him.

      Built like a broad, muscular man with pale skin, blue eyes, and black hair, Starhammer looked just as human as any of our species. He hovered a few inches above the floor, his golden cape billowing in an artificial breeze. The ‘A’ on his chest glowed, and his suit was pristine and white.

      Actually, there was a new addition to his outfit I’d never seen before. Or rather, four new additions. A band of reddish-gold orichalcum around each wrist and ankle, etched with Aetheric symbols.

      He’d found some nice protection.

      There was nothing of a machine in the way he looked at me, but he had the confidence of cold steel. Though we had beaten him before, he had no reason to think we would do so again.

      Despite my preparations, part of me agreed with him.

      “Are you Varic Vallenar?” Starhammer asked, and he sounded somehow both stern and casual, like a teacher in complete control of a small child.

      “In another life, I called myself Spellbinder,” I said. “I was Doctor Nova’s partner.”

      He lifted his eyebrows. “Doctor Nova never had a partner.”

      “I said it was in another life. We worked against you, but we both had limits. Neither side wanted the total destruction of the other. Then…”

      Despite all that had come after, this memory still saddened me. “…then the Priest of Night blew up your home.”

      That caused a change in Starhammer’s stoicism. A little anger flashing in his eyes, firming the set of his jaw.

      “The plan accounted for the Advocates, so no one was there to save Leilari. You found out, and I watched your speech on the Subline. Even Doctor Nova reached out to you, but you didn’t take her call.”

      As though idly fiddling around, I began spinning my wand in my fingers. “Six weeks later, you and the Advocates decapitated the Galactic Union. You read out the President’s crimes live and then executed him yourself.”

      “Is this a vision you had?” Starhammer asked. He didn’t seem mocking, but genuinely curious.

      “Something like that. An accurate enough vision that I was able to save Leilari last year.”

      I had hoped for more of a reaction at my admission, but I hadn’t expected one. I had all but admitted my identity just from showing up here.

      “And why did you do that?” Starhammer asked mildly.

      “First, to stop you from letting your grief become everyone else’s problem. I don’t want to give you any ideas, but your reign was…a catastrophe. In your attempt to destroy monsters, you released them. You were one of the greatest threats the galaxy had ever known.”

      “And?” Starhammer prompted.

      I wasn’t sure what he meant, but while I was trying to figure it out, he continued.

      “Did it work?” he asked.

      It wasn’t the question, but the calm with which he asked the question, that sent shivers down my spine. If I read him correctly, he believed me. He had enough experience to at least believe that I had seen some vision of a possible future.

      He believed he had destroyed the galaxy. And he wanted to know if it had been worth it.

      “Of course not.”

      This time, he showed clear disbelief. “It doesn’t sound like you saw the final result. If I was still alive, I was still working for peace.”

      He gestured as though to show me a hologram, though he projected nothing. “There are threats we all know lurk out there, in the night of deep space. The Iron Legion, which I hear you’re familiar with. The D’Niss could return at any time, but we do nothing about it. Everyone knows something’s wrong behind the scenes of the Galactic Union, but we only spit on the puppets. We do nothing to identify the puppeteers.

      “To root out each of those evils is to subject the galaxy to a time of brief pain. But it is possible, and it is worth it. And I can do it.”

      Light gathered in the back of Starhammer’s eyes, and the chill down my spine deepened. “You are one of those threats that must be neutralized or contained. You should never have been allowed access to a Zenith Device. Surrender yourself and control of The Last Horizon peacefully, and we will be lenient in your trial.”

      I tend to focus my recollections on the end of my relationship with Starhammer, since that’s the part where he executed me.

      But there was a lot more to it than that.

      Mell and I stole from the Advocates for years, both for our own benefit and to take the organization down a notch.

      This was why.

      When the man was convinced he was right, even a prophecy couldn’t change his mind. And he had an evolving Aethertech body to back up his stubbornness.

      For a moment, I felt the man I was—the young man who abandoned the Vallenar Corporation to take on the name Spellbinder—take over.

      Beneath the mask, I sneered at Starhammer. I knew the holographic face of the mask would imitate my expression. “One last question, then. Why didn’t you keep Leilari in the Shadow Ark?”

      This time, fear and uncertainty flashed across Starhammer’s face in place of anger. “Explain yourself.”

      I couldn’t see into his processor feed—I wasn’t about to try hacking into the video of a man made of masterwork Aethertech—but I watched his expression closely.

      When he relaxed, just a little, I knew what he’d seen. He had tapped into his security feed and seen his wife in her emergency shelter. Not happy, but alive and well. And safe.

      As I saw what I was looking for, I slipped my wand and pistol back into their holsters. Carefully, I raised my gloved hands and showed him both sides.

      “Nothing up my sleeves,” I said.

      Then I snapped.

      As I did, I made one instance of the Mirror of Silence spell—a single clone—vanish.

      For Starhammer, he would see his wife vanishing live on stream at the moment my fingers snapped.

      The snap itself wasn’t great. It’s hard to snap in gloves; I’d have to find a better material for them if I wanted to repeat this performance in the future.

      In less than a blink, I found my nose less than an inch away from the Advocate symbol on Starhammer’s chest. He loomed over me, eyes blazing.

      My heart hammered with terror, but I still forced my mask into a grin.

      “What have you done?” Starhammer asked quietly.

      “I have demonstrated something to you. I’ve shown that, no matter how strong you are, you’re never invincible. Something can always be taken from you. And…”

      A door opened, revealing Leilari standing there, nearly bouncing in her anxiety.

      “…I saved her life again, you absolute idiot. Stop trusting people with the location of your loved ones.”

      It had been easy to find Leilari’s hiding place with my pathfinding spells, because the grade of protection spells he’d paid for were nothing to an Archmage of the Cosmic Path holding Eurias. Not to mention The Last Horizon’s scanners.

      What had been a real pain was taking care of all the other people who had also found her. Technically, Starhammer was a smart guy, but he was not stealthy.

      He’d left Subline records of his conversations with her, he’d purchased a ship under a civilian identity that was very clearly him wearing glasses, the wizard he’d hired to cast the magical protection was contracted to the Advocates, and—my personal favorite—he had officially checked out those magic-resisting cuffs from Advocate storage.

      Since there was a record of that, anyone with access to their systems could figure out he’d taken them. When I learned he was taking magic-resisting gear, I knew was going into combat with me. It was practically announcing the next step of his plan.

      And before he did that, he would certainly lock his wife away. Mell had buried her face in her hands the entire time we’d tracked his trail, insisting repeatedly that it must have been the Evolution Engine that made him so oblivious. She certainly hadn’t programmed that into him, she insisted.

      As Leilari rushed toward the astonished Starhammer, I continued. “There were at least five groups after her. Five that I identified. Get someone else to design her security protocols, or just let her do it. She’s better at it than you are.”

      “They didn’t kidnap me!” Leilari assured him, putting herself between me and him.

      Which I appreciated.

      “They told me what was happening, and I couldn’t wait to get out of there. I told you I wasn’t safe there!”

      I had always found it relatively easy to read Starhammer. Despite being an android, the man wore his emotions on his sleeve.

      Tenderness, fear, frustration, embarrassment, and resolve all wrestled their way forward. Finally, he faced me, eyes clear.

      “I suppose it’s time to say what I couldn’t say to you last year,” he said. Then he inclined his head toward me. “Thank you, Varic. I wish you hadn’t done it so—theatrically—but I am grateful for all you’ve done for us.”

      I let out a breath and I felt years of tension bleed from my muscles. Starhammer was, if anything, straightforward.

      Maybe I could have talked my way out of this all along.

      “I was trying to stay as far from you as possible,” I said. “No offense, but getting killed by laser eyes once is too many times.”

      “You’ve been killed by laser eyes?” Leilari asked.

      Starhammer chuckled. “I’m not going to kill you, not unless you pose a threat to civilian safety. But I do still have to arrest you.”

      Leilari and I looked to him at the same time.

      He shrugged. “He threatens galactic stability, and the fact remains that he did destroy our ships. I can’t let my personal feelings get in the way, but I’ll put in a good word for you, Varic.”

      My heart sank.

      “Star—” Leilari began, but he gently moved her to the side.

      “It’ll be easier for all of us if you come in quietly. Have you found her yet, Ark?”

      A chunk of obsidian in the shape of a cut diamond shimmered into being over Starhammer’s shoulder. The Zenith Device was only a fraction of one percent the size that I had last seen it, but it was still clearly recognizable.

      And it had hidden itself right under my nose while I hadn’t noticed anything.

      “I haven’t,” Ark said, sounding baffled. “Unless she has cloaking better than mine…Starhammer, I don’t think The Last Horizon is here at all.”

      I was disappointed that this hadn’t worked, but not surprised. I knew Starhammer, after all.

      There was no convincing him.

      So I cranked up the smile on my mask and spread my arms wide. “No one is!”

      Then I pulled off my control helmet, finding myself aboard the bridge of The Last Horizon. Back in the fabricated trap, my decoy-bot would be self-destructing.

      “I can’t believe he didn’t notice,” Mell said. Her hands flew across the consoles as she activated her part of the plan. “He can scan through my decoy-bots like that.” She didn’t snap, not having a free hand.

      “Magic,” I said.

      “I know, I know. You ready?”

      “I’ve already done my part. It’s your turn.”

      Mell reached up to a screen and dragged a bar all the way down. Nova-Bots streamed into the room with Starhammer and Leilari.

      At the same time, a binding spell activated beneath their feet.

      I’m not Raion. I’m a wizard.

      If I could help it, why would I fight fair?
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      Starhammer hadn’t seen the Nova-Bots hiding in the walls, and he’d looked. Of course, the enemy had an Archmage of sealing and binding working with their creator. Mell knew how his scanners worked, or at least how they had before his evolutions.

      Using that information, they had betrayed him. Pretending to do him a favor and save his wife, only to use her as a hostage.

      Many of these Nova-Bots were equipped with guns, and he released Leilari to activate his Temporal Field.

      At the speeds he planned to travel, he couldn’t keep her safe.

      Unlike before, when the world crawled around him, now it stopped entirely. Many of his systems had sacrificed their power to enhance his Temporal Field, and now it was greater than it had ever been.

      To be the only one in the universe who could move, the only one who could act, was the ultimate advantage.

      Now he floated through a still, empty room filled with statues.

      He reached out to a gun welded to the arm of the nearest robot. He tore it off without effort, then crushed the gun itself in his fist.

      Pink mist exploded in his face.

      He inhaled some of it, unprepared for anything to catch him off-guard in this time-locked world, but inhaling wasn’t as much of a problem for him as it would have been for an organic being. His synthetic blood didn’t need oxygenation; he only breathed as a disguise.

      The mist infiltrated him in other ways. Through his skin, through his eyes, through his hair follicles. He engaged his internal protective systems, but the infection pushed against him.

      Before, he hadn’t had any diagnostics, but he’d developed them thanks to his Evolution Engine. Those new systems flickered and glitched under the infiltration, but they still gave him a snapshot of the invaders.

      Every particle of this dust was a Nova-Bot.

      That was nothing Mell had ever been capable of before. There must have been other Technicians helping her, or maybe the Zenith Starship’s fabricators were that precise. But he distantly appreciated the effort that must have gone into this operation even as he staggered and swiped at his face in fury.

      And as his Temporal Field flickered and failed.

      Under the effects of the Field, anything he personally interacted with became subject to his actions. Otherwise, everything would be locked in its original position until he deactivated the Temporal Field.

      They had counted on that. They had anticipated him, knowing he would go for the guns, and filling them with this cloud of micro-bots.

      The weapons didn’t even have any ammunition.

      He coughed and hacked and blinked artificial tears from his eyes. Leilari called his name and hurried toward him, but he thrust out a hand.

      “Get back!” he cried.

      The Nova-Bots parted for her.

      He was speechless as she reached him unharmed. Not only did the robots not shoot her, but they moved to avoid accidentally bumping into her. It looked like she would trip once, and a Nova-Bot moved to catch her until she steadied herself.

      As she began helping him brush his face clean, words came from speakers in the ceiling.

      “The magic under your feet is a sealing spell,” came Doctor Nova’s voice. Mell’s voice. “Leilari won’t be affected. We won’t even hurt you, I just want to bring you in so I can…I’ve got to see where I went wrong.”

      With his eyes clear, Starhammer looked to the ceiling. “You didn’t go wrong. I did. I knew how to protect you all along, but I was too weak to do what it took.”

      “I’m sorry, Starhammer. I thought I’d be happy when I finally got you back, but I’m not. I’m really not.”

      The circle of Aetheric symbols beneath Starhammer’s feet were glowing brightly now, and the microscopic robots in his system still interfered with his Temporal Field.

      He was beaten.

      But he hadn’t given up yet.

      Starhammer cupped his wife’s face in one hand and looked into her eyes. “I love you,” he said.

      Then he turned and spoke to Shadow Ark. “You can stop scanning. I’ve tracked their signal.”

      “It’s about time.”

      Shadow Ark unfolded into a thousand fractal shards of black and purple, swallowing Starhammer whole.
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        * * *

      

      I whirled on Mell. “Can he trace that?”

      Eyes wide, she looked back over her transmission log. “I can’t see how…I mean, he can’t! No way!”

      “Horizon, could something have left a signal leading to us?”

      Horizon appeared next to us, chewing on a fingernail. “Theoretically, yes. Of course. You had a connection to the decoy-bot, Mell sent an audio message, and you’ve been using long-range magic all over the place. Not to mention teleporting between there and here. But in practice, I don’t see how he could have followed any of those.”

      “And Shadow Ark can’t do it?”

      “How good do you think colonies are at precise cross-system scanning?”

      It didn’t make sense as a bluff. Starhammer and Shadow Ark were heading somewhere. And I could think of only one thing that made sense.

      “He must have adapted my pathfinding magic,” I said. I’d located him with navigational spells before, and he must have scanned them from my Aetheric signature.

      Mell grabbed the collar of my mantle in panic. “Do you know that? Are you sure?”

      “…Captain, I have bad news.”

      Mell and I instantly looked to the forward viewscreen. A Subspace distortion was forming just in front of us, only a couple of miles away, barely big enough for a fighter.

      It bloomed like a multicolored rose, and from it drifted a gleaming chunk of obsidian.

      “All weapons fire,” I ordered.

      Then I broke open Eurias.

      Shadow Ark split into pieces to reveal its contents, and Starhammer emerged into space. Red lasers slashed through him. After that, missiles trailing green exhaust impacted against his chest and exploded.

      The wind and water of my staff filled the bridge, and I gave one more order before I began to chant. “Full power to forward shields and get us into Subspace.”

      “His Temporal Field is disabled,” Mell said desperately. “He can’t—”

      In a streak of white and gold, Starhammer rushed toward us. Our shields shone crimson where he slammed into them, but they held him off.

      For a moment.

      The ship console showed shield stability ticking down rapidly, and the shields themselves flickered wildly as Starhammer shoved harder. At this rate, he’d break through in a few seconds.

      “The emergency plan!” Mell shouted. “Now’s the time!”

      It wasn’t yet. I knew what a full-power Starhammer was capable of, and our emergency plan was a distant second to running away.

      Starhammer’s eyes began to glow bright white.

      “The shields will break!”

      Space began to warp and wisps of multicolored light surrounded us as our Drive engaged. I needed another sentence or two—I had barely begun my incantation—but I cut it off early.

      Symbols of protection shone around our entire shield only seconds before Starhammer released his optical beams.

      The ship shook, but the shield didn’t break. Not immediately. It held up under the stream of blinding light for another two seconds.

      As we slipped into Subspace, the shield shattered. The beams sliced across The Last Horizon, and I steadied both Mell and myself with my levitation ring so we didn’t fall to the deck.

      “No breach,” Horizon reported. “Your magic held us together, so we sustained damage only to our outer layer of armor.” Horizon sneered into the distance. “Now let’s see what my little brother can do.”

      I tossed Eurias back into its case and slapped some quick seals on it. They were only temporary and would degrade quickly, but it wouldn’t be an issue until we surfaced. If I left it un-sealed in Subspace, Eurias would use up what little of the Aether was left to me.

      Then the ship shuddered again. We stopped halfway into the Subspace warp, caught in tension that threatened to tear the ship in half.

      Shadow Ark’s smug voice echoed through the ship. “I never thought you would be the one to run from a challenge, Horizon.”

      Horizon manifested thousands of hands outside the ship, and while my perspective was limited to what external cameras and the forward viewport showed me, I understood what she was doing. A fractured sky of violet and obsidian was closing over us, pushing against the Subspace warp, and Horizon struck at that closing sky.

      Shadow Ark was consuming us.

      Starhammer hovered just outside our shield, arms crossed, waiting.

      Warning alarms blared from our Subspace Drive, and I could see where this was going. The rest of this fight was going to continue inside the Zenith Colony.

      “Cancel the dive,” I ordered. It was straining Horizon’s systems too much, worsening the damage Mell had managed to repair.

      Mell herself was frantically poring over the consoles, loose hair flying wildly around her as her hands flicked from one screen to another. Reassigning Nova-Bots to make repairs, I was sure.

      I didn’t stop moving. I don’t usually stop for long when my death is imminent, and we had to act before Shadow Ark successfully drew us in.

      But one moment lingered clearly. I felt a sudden, out-of-place fondness for the scene. Mell desperately operating a dozen different systems in an attempt to hold a failing operation together was almost her default state.

      I put my hand on her shoulder. “I’m sending a file to your console. Take that to my father and he’ll set you up. I know it wasn’t long, but thank you for serving as our Engineer. Horizon.”

      Before the Zenith Colony pulled us in, blue light surrounded Mell’s body. Her glasses had slid almost all the way down her nose, and she looked up with wide eyes, glancing around as though the scene made no sense.

      "Eh? Wait, the plan!"

      “I changed the plan. Goodbye, Mell.”

      I didn’t know if Horizon slowed the teleportation to give me a moment or if Ark’s presence interfered, but I appreciated the extra seconds. Mell’s astonished look disappeared last.

      Just in time. Now we were surrounded by a multifaceted black sky lit with jagged violet cracks.

      I moved to a locker, which Horizon had created for me earlier. “Did you get her Nova-Bots too?”

      “As many as I could fit.” Horizon tilted her horns back and sneered at the ceiling. “But let us face our current enemy.”

      “You’ve always been too focused on raw power, Horizon,” Ark said from all around us. I didn’t know much about Shadow Ark, but he sounded proud of himself. “You should learn to operate more strategically.”

      From the locker, I pulled a set of Galactic Union combat armor. It was nothing compared to Sola’s, but I tossed my mantle aside to put it on.

      Shadow Ark would have kept the Aether to a bare minimum inside this space, knowing he was fighting me. That would restrict my magic and Horizon’s.

      Which he willingly explained to us a moment later.

      “Is the Aether starting to feel a little thin? One of the weaknesses of a wizard captain, Horizon. Perhaps you shouldn’t broadcast your crew so openly.”

      Horizon rubbed the spot between her horns and glanced to me. “I’m sorry about him. He’s not always this bad.”

      I was using the few thin wisps of the Aether left in here to fasten the straps on the back of my armor with telekinesis. I kept my shield amulet and levitation ring under the armor, as they each kept an independent power supply that should function for a while even in all-but-nonexistent Aether.

      “No, I’m sorry,” I said. “I picked this fight. And however it ends, it was the honor of seven lifetimes to have been your captain.”

      Horizon’s smile bloomed into a too-wide, crazy grin. “Why, Captain, what makes you think this is the end?”

      I slid the helmet on. “Experience.”

      “Then when I next wake, I’ll have a new story and a set of beautiful silver eyes.”

      Without being told, she shifted the contents of the locker. Now it was filled with guns.

      Starhammer’s voice echoed through the ship as Ark’s had; I wasn’t sure whether he was borrowing the Zenith’s Colony’s ability to speak into The Last Horizon or if he was just projecting his voice so strongly.

      “Surrender, Captain Vallenar,” he called. “Turn Mell over to Advocate custody and accept a trial for yourself. I promise you will not be harmed.”

      “Shoot him.”

      Horizon unloaded on Starhammer. Long-range weapons flashed green as short-range weapons bloomed red.

      He flew through the barrage, dodging those he could while weathering those he couldn’t.

      I didn’t see any damage to his skin, but there should be some. However minor.

      Cutting us off from the Aether worked both ways. His Aether-dependent systems wouldn’t work any better than Horizon’s, or better than my spells. Those included his Evolution Engine, his Temporal Field, and some of the shielding systems that rendered him invincible.

      Of course, he was still flying through missiles and catching plasma bolts on his flesh. He may have lost a few of his tools, but I’d lost most of mine.

      Though I wasn’t out of tricks either.

      Starhammer flew toward the gap he made in Horizon’s armor. He punched through her shield, and the ship echoed with squealing metal as he tore his way in.

      I checked my gun, a VC-21 chaos rifle. “Do you still have internal restructuring?”

      “Not as smooth without the Aether, but I’ll make do. Three floors down.”

      I entered an elevator that appeared in front of me.

      “He’ll lose flight once he crosses the border of the ship. Basic levitation only.”

      “That makes two of us. Internal weapons?”

      “Online.”

      The elevator opened and I looked down a long hallway. It was packed with Nova-Bots, shoulder to shoulder, filling the hall with purple light from their eyes. They leveled their guns, facing a gap to the outside.

      Where the first Nova-Bot, Starhammer, hovered with golden cape billowing behind him. Shadow Ark’s sky flickered with violet lightning.

      “One more chance, Captain,” Starhammer said. “You and Mell can still turn yourselves in.”

      “Starhammer of the Advocates, this is an illegal boarding action. I’m going to have to ask you to get off my ship.”

      He gave a quiet laugh, but I didn’t wait for a response.

      The Nova-Bots and I leveled our guns and fired.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mell manifested from blue light at the helm of one of The Last Horizon’s shuttles. The steady clanking from a waterfall of metal sounded from behind her as dozens of Nova-Bots were dumped into the remaining free space.

      In stunned silence, she checked her navigational console out of sheer habit. She was still within the same system; Horizon must not have been able to send her far.

      Now Varic and Horizon were going to fight Starhammer alone.

      They were heading to die. Mell’s presence was the only thing that made Starhammer hold back.

      She squeezed her eyes shut before her thoughts ran off in panic. What could she do? Without teleportation, it would take forever to gather the other crew members. Depending on their exact locations, it could be anywhere from a few days to over a month.

      But she couldn’t let Starhammer have The Last Horizon. She wouldn’t. He was too dangerous.

      It might be too late to save Varic, but she could still avenge him.
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        * * *

      

      I teach wizards to use guns in combat instead of using spells as weapons for a few good reasons.

      First, it’s almost always more practical. Guns are faster, more reliable, and hit harder than most spells.

      Second, many wizards don’t have magic they can easily apply to combat. Rather than stretching your core discipline to the point that it loses cohesion by learning a bunch of incompatible spells, you’d be better off learning how to use a plasma pistol.

      Third, there are always situations—like the one in which I found myself—where magic becomes unreliable.

      Certain Aethertech can lock out magical influence, there are spells and artifacts that can do it, and the Aether is naturally thinner in some places than others.

      I often use magic as a weapon because I’m skilled, versatile, and powerful enough to do so. Most wizards aren’t.

      But I was only so skilled, versatile, and powerful in one life. I had spent six lives as ‘most wizards.’

      Without the Aether, I had lost my strongest abilities, but I was far from disarmed.

      Every Nova-Bot in the hall fired, I fired, and Horizon sprouted guns from the ceiling to fire.

      Starhammer tore into the front ranks.

      If he had backed up to fly into us, he could have hit us like a missile, but he was minimizing damage to the ship for Mell’s sake. He was clearly wary at first, using his optical beams to destroy the first few robots, but they didn’t explode into pink mist this time.

      Once he determined that, he relaxed and ripped them apart physically. The beams took a lot of energy, were weaker outside the Aether, and risked collateral damage. Plus, he didn’t need them.

      It was hard to spot the damage from my chaos rifle amidst the volley from the Nova-Bots, but I suspected we were having a similar impact to hurling a fistful of pebbles at a normal human.

      Besides, in the first five seconds we lost thirty Nova-Bots.

      A thick burst of plasma from Horizon’s cannon burned Starhammer’s face and made him stagger, so he tore the turret from the ceiling.

      I tossed my rifle aside and Horizon dropped me another gun.

      The Suncaster L-14 was the heavy plasma launcher version of my normal Lightcaster. Sola had one of these in her inventory, which was also the reason why Horizon could fabricate one.

      It was heavy enough that I would usually hold it with telekinesis, but I braced it on my shoulder before releasing a lance of plasma that lit up the hallway. Painful heat buffeted me even behind the faceplate of my helmet.

      Starhammer was slightly singed. He looked annoyed.

      When he dashed for me, I almost doubted whether his Temporal Field was disabled. But he slammed straight into a crimson shield projected by Horizon.

      He would break it in a few punches, but the shredded remnants of the destroyed Nova-Bots began to glow. Quickly, they detonated.

      Not all Nova-Bots had a self-destruct feature, so Horizon had to help a few of them along.

      I took that opportunity to retreat and regroup with the few remaining Nova-Bots at the top of a ramp Horizon created, and that was how we proceeded for the next five minutes.

      It felt more like an hour.

      Every step Starhammer took was hard-fought as he pushed through a solid wall of fire. Every time Horizon got the chance, she threw up shields, and I tried all the guns we could print or that Sola had left behind.

      It was gratifying to see the synth-flesh burn and peel away as he pushed forward, but he was growing angrier and angrier.

      While fighting, I couldn’t think about what would happen when he got to me. It was a welcome distraction.

      But when I ran out of hallway, backing onto the bridge, I didn’t escape a flash of terror.

      “Last round,” I said. I tossed my latest gun aside and drew grenades in both hands, hurling them back into the hall. Starhammer flew forward in a blur, but he wasn’t too fast for Horizon to slam the door in his face.

      Through a monitor on the wall, I saw guns sprout from all around him. Grenades exploded and the hall filled with plasma and slicing crimson lasers.

      After the deep, muffled explosion that shook my chest, there came a moment of silence.

      Then the door dented in as Starhammer punched it.

      “I’m out,” Horizon said quietly. She ran on an Aether Core, and a fight like this would drain her reserves quickly.

      I patted the wall as I drew my Lightcaster IV. “You went down like the Ship of Heroes.”

      When a blue eye showed itself in a gap in the door, I shot it.

      Starhammer shoved the door down, and before I could get more than that one shot off, he was on me. He pinned me to the ground with one arm.

      He didn’t even resemble an organic human anymore. His face was torn half-off, exposing the steel skeleton underneath. There was no eye on that half of his face, just clean metal plating.

      But I could see half of the red light burning at the center of his forehead. Beneath his disguise, he was, after all, just another Nova-Bot.

      The artificial eye on his right was still blue, human, and furious. “Come out, Mell!” he roared. “I won’t ask again!”

      When there was no response, I looked to one side in a halfhearted attempt at feigning surprise. “You think she left?”

      He pushed a little harder on my chest, and then I couldn’t catch a breath. The pain shoved coherent thoughts away and I struggled in vain to breathe.

      Starhammer cocked his head to one side, listening, and I could see the fury ignite in his eye as he realized Mell wasn’t here.

      One more crimson plasma bolt hit him from the side, the last Horizon could muster. It didn’t hurt him much, but he staggered a touch, loosening his grip on me just so that I could take a breath.

      “Are these the actions of a hero?” Horizon asked.

      There wasn’t enough power left for her to manifest.

      Starhammer returned his gaze to me and the fury built. Without another word, he threw a punch.

      It broke through my shield amulet and the flickering, unsteady red shield that Horizon generated at the same time.

      The second punch would have killed me, but this time it impacted on a solid facet of obsidian and violet light.

      “If the Captain dies, Horizon will go dormant,” Shadow Ark pointed out. “They know where Mell is. And…didn’t you say you were going to take him in?”

      Starhammer briefly struggled with himself before he hauled me to my feet. “Yes. Of course. Where I’ll keep you, you’ll never be able to cause trouble again.”

      I was more frightened of being taken into the Advocate prison than I had been of Starhammer’s punch.

      The last time I’d been captured by him, I hadn’t made it out.
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        IN ANOTHER LIFE

      

      

      The criminal rampage of Doctor Nova and Spellbinder was legendary throughout the galaxy. We robbed transports, opened prisons, and stole billions of standards worth of goods from innocent people. Or so the Advocates claimed.

      They even made us the villains in one of the Starhammer movies.

      I wouldn’t call it a crime spree, though it technically was. We exclusively targeted the Advocates and the companies who supported them. And the more Advocates we robbed, the more certain I became that we were in the right.

      Many in their organization were corrupt, and those that weren’t still turned a blind eye to the bad ones. They were arrogant, self-righteous, and their retaliation against us cost me the lives of friends.

      After years of working against them, I was dedicated to bringing them down, confident in my righteousness.

      Just as confident as they were.

      Then I got caught.

      It wasn’t any clever trap or stupid mistake that caught me. Just bad luck. A pair of muscular rabbits—my Thornfur Brawlers—dropped sacks of jewels into the storage of my getaway shuttle, and I closed the ramp in preparation for takeoff.

      Mell was waiting for me in orbit, having already completed her phase of the heist. I just had to get off the planet, a heavily industrialized world called Estrala that specialized in exotic mining. The planet’s atmosphere was contained by steadily shifting metal rings, so departure was strictly regulated.

      As I waited for my turn to take off, one of the sky-spanning rings got stuck. A mechanical malfunction in the Aethertech engines that maintained it.

      My takeoff was delayed by four minutes. In that four minutes, Starhammer found me.

      And by “found me,” I mean “crashed through the bridge of my ship and hauled me out.”

      That was the end. After a back-and-forth manhunt lasting almost ten years, all it took was a traffic delay to turn me from one of the Advocates’ most wanted to a normal prisoner.

      And once I was caught, I stayed caught.

      As I’ve mentioned before, it’s not especially hard to contain a normal wizard. If you don’t have access to any of the enchantments, materials, or conditions that deprive mages of magic, you can just gag the wizard and tie them up. As long as they can’t move or speak, they can’t signal the Aether, which is what spellcasting requires.

      Since ancient days, many wizards have been bundled off or imprisoned with these tried-and-true methods, though modern techniques tend to be more humane.

      The Advocates had all the best techniques, so I wasn’t gagged or stuffed in a box. I had to wear low-grade Aethertech restraints on each wrist, but that was all. Otherwise, I was treated humanely.

      At first.

      When the questioning began, they weren’t gentle. They had me in an interrogation room under verification magic, so lying wasn’t useful. They asked me everything you’d expect, from where I hid my ill-gotten gains to the source of my getaway shuttle.

      Some of it I could answer without a problem, but they didn’t really want to know any of that. They wanted to know where Doctor Nova was.

      Whenever they asked me anything I thought would reveal her location, I refused to answer. When I refused to answer, they punished me.

      It wasn’t a calculated torture method to bring me to my breaking point. They were angry, and there was no one to tell them to stop, so they hit me whenever they felt like it.

      You can see why I was eager to avoid the Advocates in my later life.

      After a few days of that, I was still proud of myself. I hadn’t given them anything important, and they were getting more and more frustrated. I knew Steel Avalanche, at least, would have killed me if he had the chance.

      The next day, they wheeled me out of my cell strapped to a chair. They brought me through the white hallways of their headquarters and out to a blindingly bright room with high rows of tiered seating.

      The seats were filled with Advocates. They’re a distinct bunch, and that’s extremely clear when you see them all together. Blue and white were the most common colors, but even that wasn’t consistent. Many of them had costumes with their own colors, and they ranged from hats and capes to mechanized suits of armor to wizardly mantles and staves.

      I wasn’t prepared for the wave of shouts and jeers that hit me when I was wheeled into the room.

      There’s a unique flavor of disgrace in being pushed into a room full of people who hate you. Helpless even to move, I had no choice but to sit there and take it as the voice of the Advocates called for my blood.

      When I saw my destination, the dread and shame turned to terror.

      Starhammer stood on a stage, and before him was a transparent box the size of a coffin. There were wrist and ankle straps inside the box.

      When I saw that, I realized for the first time that I was going to die in this room.

      I struggled and yelled, but it did me no good. As I said, it’s not hard to restrain a wizard.

      Starhammer’s golden cape hung behind him, and his blue eyes were…different than usual. He was a Subline star in every one of my lives, but only in this life did he resemble the machine he was. It was as though something vital had been taken from him, and he continued moving only because his batteries were fully charged.

      But he spoke with the passion of a leader addressing a room full of followers who all called for blood. “And here he is now!” Starhammer announced. “The Spellbinder! Let’s see if he can perform one last escape.”

      I strained against my bonds, and I’m not ashamed to admit that I begged and pleaded. If I went up there, I knew it would be the last thing I did.

      As it turned out, I was right.

      While they shoved me into that glass coffin and strapped my wrists down, I twisted and turned to the parts of the crowd I could see, looking for anyone who would—against all odds—help me.

      What I saw made the situation even worse. I almost didn’t pick her out of the crowd at all, but there was a hooded figure a few rows back who wore what I thought was a mechanical mask.

      Then I realized the visor had one red light at the center and my breath caught.

      Mell was watching.

      I clung to that sudden hope like a lifeline as they tied me into place and I lost sight of the Nova-Bot. Mell could rescue me. She had a plan.

      But as Starhammer looked down on me, my hope shifted back to fear. I started to beg the Aether that Mell wouldn’t try anything.

      She needed to stay far away.

      There was more to Starhammer’s speech, but I don’t remember it. I doubt I heard it at all. But I did hear when he spoke to me, lowering his voice to address me personally.

      “I want Doctor Nova here,” Starhammer said. “I suspect you know why. Tell me where to find her and I’ll return you to your cell.”

      I didn’t trust my voice, but I found the strength to shake my head.

      “All right. You have four chances left.”

      Starhammer’s eyes flared white and he burned off my left hand.

      I doubt I need to say much about the pain. Having your hand lasered off is as unpleasant as you’d imagine. Needles in my wrists denied me relief from consciousness as they filled me with stimulants.

      When my screams died down and I could see again despite the haze of agony, I focused on Starhammer through eyes full of tears. He looked at me impassively.

      “Where is she?” he asked again.

      Somehow, I refused to answer a second time. So he took my other hand.

      I had one chance to answer per limb.

      It’s hard to remember anything from the time when my hands and feet were gone, but the tone of the crowd had changed. They had started bloodthirsty, but they got more blood than they bargained for. The shouts changed to murmurs of confusion and discomfort.

      Mostly. Some still wanted blood.

      “Last chance,” Starhammer said to me. “Where is Doctor Nova?”

      I wish I could say that I held strong to the very end, but the truth is that nobody holds out that long. It was unbelievable that I had lasted to that point.

      I told him where to find Mell.

      Even so, Starhammer didn’t express any joy. He nodded to me as one final courtesy. “Thank you. Now I must execute you for crimes against the galaxy.”

      His eyes shone white for the last time, and my last thought was that all my resistance had been for nothing.

      That life, too, ended in failure.
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      It had taken Mell five days to gather the rest of the crew. Realistically, it should have taken her longer, but she’d made contact with Shyrax first.

      The exiled Queen of Karosha had spread out her rebel fleet to the last known locations of the other crew, most of whom had already started making their way toward the Free Worlds.

      Raion had somehow bargained his way onto a transport ship and convinced them to abandon their contracts to go “save his best friend” before the Karoshans found him. Omega had hijacked a series of vessels, flown them until they ran out of fuel, and then abandoned them in space. At least the Captain’s order not to kill anyone without explicit orders had prevented him from leaving a trail of blood across a quarter of the galaxy.

      Sola had stayed put and waited for contact, which made her easy to find.

      Omega and Raion had both brought people along, too—Raion a former Titan Knight and his family, and Omega his nephew Jak and a team of shell-shocked Advocates. They had needed to find safe places for them, which had cost yet more time.

      Now that Mell had the others together—aboard a frigate originally fabricated by The Last Horizon and gathered by Shyrax—she should have been relieved.

      Instead, she was exhausted and dreading the next few days. The real hard work had yet to begin.

      “At least we have a clear target,” Sola reported. From the console in her suit, she projected a holographic schematic of Advocate headquarters. It resembled a floating disc-shaped city with a single tower rising high above the rest.

      Toward the bottom of that tower, a section was highlighted in red. Sola pointed to it. “The Advocates don’t make the blueprints of their prisons public record, but it’s not hard to figure out. The Captain will be on this floor somewhere.”

      Omega shook his head. “A tragedy. It seems we’ll have to shoot our way in. What senseless, senseless violence this will be.”

      “My people will have an approach route for us shortly,” Shyrax reported. She stood as though she owned the ship, massive hands behind her back, staring off into space through the forward viewport.

      The thick strands of her hair hung loose behind her, shining like sunlight, and her dull yellow skin gave off the impression of a golden statue. She radiated absolute self-assurance, and Mell found herself sitting up straighter.

      Raion leaned over the holographic schematics until his three frowning eyes were less than an inch away. “This is a colony, isn’t it?”

      Mell nodded.

      “Hm. That makes things tricky.” Raion stroked his chin thoughtfully. “I still can’t control my Divine Titan without the Captain’s help, so I won’t be able to summon it until we rescue him. If I do, I risk destroying the entire colony.”

      Sola’s helmet turned to Shyrax. “How many soldiers will we have with us?”

      “Only a small detachment will accompany us to the colony. We’ll use most of my forces to punch through the orbital defenses and get us down in a shuttle, at which point they’ll retreat from the system.”

      “Roger,” Sola said easily. “I’ll get us a backup exit plan in case Horizon is compromised.”

      Everyone else seemed like they were on the same page, in which case Mell’s copy of the plan must have been missing a few chapters. She hesitantly raised a hand. “Wait, they’re not…Your ships aren’t going to back you up? They’re going to abandon you behind enemy lines? That’s the plan?”

      Shyrax tilted her head, regarding Mell out of the corner of one eye. Her gaze was still intense. “We took minimal losses in the last battle, thanks to your Nova-Bots and the Zenith Starship’s fabricated fleet, but I cannot afford to spend soldier lives lightly.”

      “What about your lives?”

      Shyrax turned her face away. “I find the risk acceptable. This burden is within my strength to carry, and I believe my peers on the crew of the Zenith Starship are equally capable.”

      “Don’t worry!” Raion shouted, planting fists on his hips. “Once we are together again, we’ll have nothing to fear!”

      Omega chuckled. “I can’t wait to see the Captain’s face when we rescue him. Scared and helpless. Will he cry, do you think?”

      “No,” Sola said.

      Mell looked around the room. She was afraid to be the first to bring up the obvious, so she hoped someone else would do it.

      “There is an unpleasant possibility we must consider,” Shyrax said, and the pressure in Mell’s chest eased. “Upon finding that he cannot take control of The Last Horizon, Starhammer may disable her.”

      That wasn’t what Mell had wanted to bring up at all.

      “That’s one of the reasons we need another exit plan,” Sola said.

      Mell waited a second to see if anyone would say anything, but it seemed no one else was willing to face reality. “I’m sorry, but I have to ask. Why are you all so sure that Varic’s alive?”

      Omega squinted his orange Aethertech eye as though scanning the question. Sola’s helmet tilted. Shyrax shook her head.

      “Friendship!” Raion cried.

      Mell wasn’t sure what to say to that, so she focused on the other three. “You were worried about Horizon being destroyed, sure, but it has to be way easier to kill a human than a Zenith Device. Starhammer definitely could do it, and there’s no telling what he would do. So why are you assuming he’s not dead?”

      They exchanged glances that frustrated her. Once again, she felt that she was reading from a totally different script than everyone else.

      Sola faced her first. “The cold answer is, we’re going to bust our way in no matter what. If Horizon or Varic are still there, we’re getting them out. If they’re already dead, we’ll leave a drifting pile of rubble where the Advocates used to be and move on.”

      Mell thought that was taking Starhammer too lightly, but Sola wasn’t finished.

      “Now, here’s a warmer answer. I don’t think the Captain is done yet. He said something to me once about how the Aether doesn’t waste details, and if the Aether has a use for anyone, it’s him.”

      That was a far more sentimental answer than Mell had expected from a woman who raided Iron Hives as a hobby, and it sounded frustratingly like something Raion would say.

      Omega pulled a gun out of his Subspace storage. “Somebody is still holding me to my orders, because…” He tried to shoot Shyrax and his finger froze on the trigger. “Nothing. So we know the ship, at least, is still there. And if the Captain is so boring, boring, boring as to die where I can’t see him, then he’s no Captain at all.”

      Shyrax didn’t react to having a gun pointed at her, but she did answer the moment Omega finished. “I have not allowed Varic Vallenar to die yet.”

      She seemed to think that closed the entire matter.

      Mell slumped down into her chair and rested her head in her hands, trying to figure out how she’d ended up as the sanest person on a crew. She wasn’t used to being the voice of reason.

      A hand rested on her shoulder, and she looked up into Raion’s crimson face. He gave her an encouraging smile. “Would it help you to know that I can sense my connection to him? Our bond is strong, which means he’s alive.”

      Mell stared at him. “That’s exactly what I wanted to know, why didn’t you—”

      “We also consulted those little tiny baby wizards,” Omega said. He grinned hungrily. “Poor, weak little things. They had a way to find him before, so they did their magic and confirmed that he’s still out there.”

      “So you do know! You weren’t assuming anything!”

      “Well, that’s the boring answer, isn’t it?” Sola said. “My Union contacts told me somebody high-up is requesting a secret prisoner transfer from the Advocates. Somebody that requires high-level magic nullification.”

      Mell threw up her hands. “Why did you say all that about the Aether using him and not allowing him to die?”

      “I meant my answer,” Shyrax announced. “If he dies without my permission, I will not let him off easily.”

      Mell couldn’t tell if that was a joke.

      “All right, then, I’ll get the Nova-Bots ready,” Mell said. “I can’t even pilot a decoy-bot this time, since Starhammer can apparently track me through wishes and dreams. Good luck getting the Captain back.”

      The Queen turned around fully, this time spearing Mell with her full attention. On instinct, Mell rose to her feet.

      Shyrax looked her up and down before saying, “We cannot complete our mission with you in this condition. Follow me. Sword Kalter, you have command.”

      Sola nodded as Shyrax strode from the bridge, assuming Mell would follow. Mell was tempted to stay, just to show that she could, but it was hard to disappoint the Karoshan Queen.

      She hurried to follow.

      Shyrax stood with arms folded in the hallway, waiting as though she meant to block Mell’s way. “Why do you separate yourself from the rest of us?”

      That was a sudden ambush for Mell. “What? Separate?”

      “In your own mind. You see us as superior to you. Why?”

      “Uh, because…you are? Listen, nobody’s ever called me humble. I’m the best Aether Technician in the galaxy, but I’m still a Technician. Maybe the rest of you can punch dragons and tear apart planets, but that’s not me. I can’t juggle starships. I make the ones who can.”

      As much as she admired Shyrax, Mell’s frustration was bubbling into irritation. She stepped closer to the Karoshan and glared up. “That’s good enough for The Last Horizon, so why isn’t it good enough for you?”

      Shyrax, as expected, didn’t back up an inch. Instead, she leaned down further. “Who said you can’t juggle starships?”

      Mell was too thrown off by the question to respond.

      “You have the same problem as the Captain, but you have it worse. When you underestimate yourself, you limit your own potential. If you can make decoys that fool Advocates and piloted androids that function as war-mechs, you could design a way to contribute on the battlefield.”

      “But that’s stupid!” Mell said immediately, then flinched when she realized she’d inadvertently called a nine-foot Karoshan Queen an idiot. She didn’t apologize, though. “I mean, that’s a waste of my talent. Anybody can pilot a decoy-bot, and a lot of people can do it better than me. Not anybody can build one.”

      Shyrax lowered herself to a knee so she could look Mell more or less eye-to-eye. “We storm the Advocate stronghold. We go to face Starhammer, the champion you designed. You should be leading this battle. And you should be telling me where you are best deployed.”

      Golden eyes pierced Mell. “Do not speak to me again of the limitations of Aether Technicians. As long as you believe yourself to be ordinary, you limit yourself to the ordinary. But you are not a Technician. You are the Engineer.”

      Against her will, Mell began cataloguing all the things she could do if she were on the ground with the rest of them. Another voice told her that was far too risky, that there was nothing she could add that the others didn’t already have covered.

      But risks could be mitigated. There was a way to get her on the planet, and she could figure out what it was.

      “I’ll need fabricators,” Mell said. “I made a few based on The Last Horizon’s blueprints, and one of them isn’t too far from here.”

      “Then we have our next destination. Welcome to the crew, Engineer Mell. Now we only have one thing left to discuss.” Shyrax rested hands on her shoulders. “You called me stupid.”

      Mell shivered.
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      Steel Avalanche didn’t usually like watching prisoners. He liked being out there, in the galaxy, facing down people who were evil enough to deserve his fists.

      He didn’t like guard duty this time either, but he was beginning to suspect the prisoner was worth his time.

      Days ago, Avalanche had conducted the first interrogation himself. Starhammer supervised remotely; evidently he’d been injured bringing the prisoner in, so they had taken no chances.

      Varic Vallenar wore a white prisoner’s jumpsuit with enchanted golden manacles around his wrists and ankles. In addition to those measures, he was surrounded by a magic-dispersing mist during transport and traveled with his mouth strapped shut.

      At the time, Avalanche had thought it was drastic overkill. No wizard had ever been held so securely, since it wasn’t terribly hard to secure wizards. They usually didn’t even gag magic-using prisoners, as their other measures were more than sufficient.

      They’d had to remove Varic’s gag for interrogation, and Starhammer had insisted on dozens of rifle-carrying agents and no less than six full Advocates, including Steel Avalanche himself. All this for an examination that had taken place at the heart of Advocate headquarters.

      If the prisoner was so dangerous, Avalanche had privately thought that Starhammer should have conducted the interview himself.

      They’d needed to allow the Aether in to operate their truth spells, but Varic didn’t seem inclined to escape. He hadn’t even fought the spells.

      “Sure, I’ll tell you where we sent Mell,” he’d said. “We teleported her to a nearby shuttle with as many of the Nova-Bots as we could. From there, she could have gone anywhere.”

      They’d asked many more questions, including the locations of his other crew members. He answered in full, every time.

      Of course, they’d already known the locations of the rest of his crew. Advocates sent to retrieve hostages hadn’t reported back, which indicated that the crew of The Last Horizon had anticipated them.

      Varic’s testimony had been interesting, and he seemed to honestly believe he’d lived six previous lives.

      More relevant to Steel Avalanche, Varic admitted to being the one who had trapped him in a vortex of water and left him to drown. Avalanche had survived, but it was the closest he had come to dying in years.

      He wanted revenge, but Starhammer insisted the prisoner be left intact.

      For the moment.

      Avalanche had accepted guard duty only to look for a way to make life hard for Vallenar, but over the last five days, he had started to realize he was needed here.

      Something was wrong with Varic Vallenar.

      He was cuffed with manacles that prevented magic, his cell was regularly flooded with magic-dispersing mist, and the Aether was as thin here as their defenses could make it.

      Yet Avalanche kept finding strange things.

      He would notice symbols scratched into the ground over the cell’s camera. He’d order a lockdown, go to check, and find Varic placidly sitting in the corner.

      He would walk by and think he saw Varic levitating, only to return and see nothing. The footage was inconclusive, having encountered a brief moment of Subspace interference during those seconds.

      Those things added up, convincing Steel Avalanche that Varic was doing something.

      While this wasn’t his department, apparently The Last Horizon was no more forthcoming than its captain. It had reverted to a pile of dead metal since they’d taken it into the dock, though their Aether Technicians had determined that behavior was likely due to damage. They were hard at work repairing whatever they could find.

      Starhammer should have supervised one of those projects personally, but he hadn’t shown himself. Steel Avalanche had only had one conversation with the man after the interrogation, an all-too-brief audio call.

      Avalanche had asked Starhammer whether the crew of the Zenith Starship would come to rescue Varic.

      Starhammer ordered the alert raised one level just in case, but there was no reason to suspect an attack was coming. The crew had no way of determining whether Varic was dead or alive, and they no longer had the resources of The Last Horizon itself.

      But he hoped they did.

      Maybe they would know where Doctor Nova was.
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        * * *

      

      There’s a fundamental difference between being artificially restricted from the Aether and being held in a place outside the Aether.

      If they’d kept me imprisoned inside Shadow Ark, there would have been little I could do. But they had no reason to think I could use magic here. Most wizards couldn’t.

      I scratched a few symbols into my prison floor with a fingernail, then continued my work.

      Escaping briefly wouldn’t be too hard. I could use basic Aetheric manipulation, and that would be enough for me to contend with the average Advocates.

      Not enough to fight Starhammer, though. Not enough to get my staff or my ship back.

      So I worked on the system of Aetheric symbols built into the walls. They disturbed magic, but I only had to erode them at a few places to collapse their anti-magic defenses entirely.

      It was long, boring work, but I had plenty of time.

      My extremely crude, simple ward broke, leading to a sound in my head like an electrical wire snapping. I immediately smoothed the floor again and settled onto my bed.

      That had been my proximity alert.

      A second later, a single human woman with tied-back dark hair hurried up to my cell. She was looking thin and had bags under her eyes, but she wore a more determined look than she had the last time I saw her.

      “How did he get you?” Leilari asked me.

      They didn’t keep me gagged while I was in my cell, only when I was in transit. I wasn’t supposed to have access to the Aether, after all.

      I raised an eyebrow at her. “He’s Starhammer. Nobody can stop him.”

      “Why—Oh, I asked them to stop recording for a minute. I wanted to try interrogating you myself. Why didn’t you tell them about Star’s…condition?”

      “Because I didn’t think it would get me out of here,” I responded easily. “I thought it would get me killed by Starhammer.”

      “But earlier. Why didn’t you put it on the Subline? You were with Mell, you could have told everyone.”

      I watched her expression carefully. She was trying to settle something in her own mind, and it would benefit me if I could figure out what that was.

      But I didn’t mind answering the question. “You’ve seen my interrogation, I’m sure. I’ve lived six lives. In one of them, Starhammer was a plague on the galaxy. Not only did he rule, but he released terrors that slaughtered millions. In that life, the truth came out, but it only made things worse.”

      “He’s not that far gone,” Leilari said firmly. “He left you alive, didn’t he?”

      “Let’s hope he’s not, because it seems I can’t stop him.”

      Leilari squeezed her eyes shut and put a hand to her head as though forcing back a headache. “Who can?”

      I was shocked that she would ask that question, but I answered as though I’d seen it coming. “You.”

      She shuddered.

      “You and Mell are the only people he cares about,” I went on. “But there’s a line he can’t cross. If he goes too far, nobody can pull him back.”

      “What’s the line?”

      “When he starts killing Advocates.”

      Leilari visibly controlled herself, but she was breathing too quickly. She gave me a tight nod. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “He’s probably killed one or two already,” I said. You didn’t need to be a wizard to read that reaction of hers. “That’s bad, but it can still get worse. Keep an eye on him.”

      She steadied herself against the outside of the cell. “Thanks for saving my life. I’ll see if I can get you some books.”

      “No need. One way or another, I won’t be here for long.”

      Leilari gave me a glare that had only a ghost of irritation in it. “You’re telling me you plan a prison break?”

      “Prison break? Of course not. Either my crew will come for me or Starhammer will have me executed.” I pillowed my head in my hands theatrically. “Either way, it won’t take long.”

      Leilari left disturbed, which was my intention.

      I was less confident than I sounded. Raion, of course, wouldn’t rest until I was free, and he would be able to sense I was alive. But he wouldn’t be able to find me without Horizon.

      That was where my students from the Magic Tower would come in handy.

      They’d found me once, using a similar method to the one Starhammer had used. Omega, at least, knew that. If they contacted Mariala and the others, they’d have a way to find me. All the pieces were there, I was just worried that they wouldn’t come together anytime soon.

      However, it turned out my words were prophetic.

      Only an hour later, I heard alarms from outside. I couldn’t see anything, not having been granted a room with a view, but the ground shook slightly under what I took to be cannonfire.

      “Really not long,” I muttered to myself.

      Then I gestured to the Aether in earnest.

      The symbols I had been sabotaging for days, hidden within the walls, secretly began to crumble. The thin Aether allowed in my cell flickered as my fingers danced, so mist would flood in here in seconds.

      By then, my work would be done.
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        * * *

      

      Steel Avalanche got an emergency alert on his console, the same as everyone else, to let him know there was an explosion down by the docks. He had felt the ground shake, and when the alert came through, he started to leave.

      Then, seconds later, alarms blared to life throughout the prison.

      An agent drew his attention to a monitor. It was the Aether-proofing in the walls; the alarm was set to go off when it failed.

      Most of the cameras still worked, but one wing had failed. Avalanche knew exactly which one it was without looking, and he dashed toward it. As he did, he primed his gauntlets. Sapphire light spilled out from their shifting, mechanical plates.

      Varic Vallenar had gotten his magic back.

      Realistically, he still shouldn’t be able to cast. The orichalcum manacles remained on his wrists and ankles, which should stop any spell he tried. He was in his cell, so he wasn’t gagged, but he shouldn’t be able to go far.

      But Steel Avalanche knew a threat when he saw one. He could smell it. If it hadn’t been for Starhammer’s insistence that they needed Varic’s information, he would have killed the man himself. Or at least kept him locked away without a finger free.

      Steel Avalanche dashed through white hallways as the alarm blared, and he finally turned a corner to see Varic.

      The prisoner stood with hands at his sides in a jumpsuit that matched the hall around him. He stared at the floor, silver hair bright.

      “I’m glad it was you,” Varic said.

      Both hands came up. Though golden manacles still flashed on the man’s wrists, Steel Avalanche didn’t count on them.

      He threw a punch, activating his powers.

      While the gauntlets themselves had a number of functions and applications, his best-known and most-used power was the ability to extend the force of his punch in a shockwave that traveled through the air.

      An unprepared user activating the gauntlet would kill themselves and destroy the building around them, but Steel Avalanche’s Combat Art allowed him to direct the force in a useful way.

      In this case, it should hit Varic like a runaway car.

      But Varic gestured with both hands, and a rush of force met Avalanche’s enhanced punch. Another invisible car had crashed into his.

      “That’s not one of the spells you told us about,” Steel Avalanche said coldly. Varic had managed to beat the truth spells and lie about what magic he could use, but after Avalanche caught him again, they’d get to the truth.

      Varic lifted both eyebrows. “Spells? I can’t cast any spells.”

      Avalanche threw another punch and Varic canceled it out. That wasn’t just power; he was matching those punches precisely.

      “All I can use is basic Aether manipulation,” Varic continued. “Start fires, make light, and a little telekinesis.”

      The wizard gestured to the side and Avalanche felt something grab him. He was shoved into the side wall, but he caught himself on one of his gauntlets, which absorbed the impact.

      If this was a little telekinesis, Varic was the best wizard in the galaxy.

      Then again, that was exactly what he’d claimed to be.

      Steel Avalanche stopped holding back. He gathered power in both fists and punched forward, shoving all the power his Aethertech could generate into the air before him.

      Lights shattered and the metal of the wall warped as the force passed it. Control panels for the surrounding cells broke, spraying sparks, and some of the doors crumpled.

      Varic pulled his hands apart, speaking trembling words with a look of intense concentration. The force of Avalanche’s blow continued past him, leaving him unharmed.

      His jumpsuit was slightly ruffled.

      Avalanche ground his teeth, but he didn’t feel fear. Backup would be here in a moment. It was clear this wasn’t a situation he could handle, however, so he engaged in strategic retreat.

      Something grabbed him and lifted him off the ground.

      “It’s difficult to grab a person with the Aether,” Varic said. “Natural resistance steadily weakens the telekinesis as they try to reassert control over their local Aether, so your grip gets harder to hold by the second.”

      While the wizard’s focus was clear, he didn’t seem to be struggling. He held up one hand as though gripping something and the other moved constantly.

      Varic walked forward to speak into Avalanche’s ear. “I know you don’t know me, but I know you. You’re lucky I’m leaving you in a cell.”

      When the controls were destroyed, the cell doors had slammed shut, but Varic gestured one open.

      Steel Avalanche continued to struggle. No matter what Varic said, he wasn’t going to give in. He wouldn’t enter that cell willingly.

      So he was tossed in.
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      Repairing masterwork Aethertech without the Technician who created it was a dramatic drain on both time and resources. A drain that had haunted most of Starhammer’s life.

      The few remaining Advocate Technicians that he trusted to know his secret had labored over him for the last five days, faceless behind their masks. While his damage wasn’t as thorough this time as it had been last time, they’d exhausted their supply of materials repairing him before. Now, they were doing the best with what they had.

      Or so they claimed.

      After Clockworker let him down, Starhammer didn’t give his other Aether Technicians the same benefit of the doubt. Perhaps they were dragging their feet because they wanted Starhammer to fall.

      Could he trust them to keep his secret?

      His impatience came to its peak when he received the alert about the explosion down by the docks. He shoved away the nearest Technician and spoke into the console strapped to his wrist.

      “Show me a live feed,” he ordered.

      A second later, he was patched into a security drone down by the visitor docks. A nondescript grayish cargo cruiser—the type you might see anywhere—had burst open, spilling purple-eyed Nova Bots out into the streets.

      Hundreds of them.

      Starhammer’s heart rose. If Mell wasn’t here, this was a chance for him to track her using his new pathfinding systems.

      “Bandage me up,” he ordered his Technicians. “Make it look convincing.”

      He had to go out there himself, with or without his repairs complete. It was something of a risk, but he had regained full access to his Temporal Field and his personal shield. He would be able to protect the bandage over his eye.

      In the footage, a massive Nova-Bot strode out with bulky devices on its shoulders. Starhammer took them for missile launchers before they began projecting a hologram into the air.

      It was Mell, wearing her glasses, with tools and devices strapped all over her. She stood in midair with hands tucked into her white coat and a toothpick between her teeth.

      “Starhammer!” the hologram shouted, loud enough to be heard across the miles between him and the docks. At least, loud enough for Starhammer. “Get out here before I blast your secret all over the Subline! You know I’ve got proof. Video, records…schematics. Helloooo? Should I just start shouting?”

      Starhammer was stunned for a long moment. Mell had never exposed his secret before. It was one of the things they shared.

      He’d been afraid she would spill his identity, but only under duress. Not of her own volition. If she was going to, why now?

      It would have been better for her to share it on the Subline and wait for his power base to erode if she wanted her Zenith Device back. What was she thinking?

      Starhammer realized he’d played that footage for all the Aether Technicians in the room. One paused halfway through wrapping his damaged face in gauze.

      “We’ll have to get out of here,” one said. “if they come to find you, they have to think you had doctors working on you, not Technicians.”

      That was when Starhammer realized he was facing a dilemma.

      Enough evidence existed in Advocate keeping to prove he was an android. If he controlled the way that message came out, he could control the reactions to it. The news wouldn’t damage him too badly.

      But if he lost control, he’d lose his support. He had to keep it quiet for now.

      And there were no cameras in this room.

      Starhammer patted the hand of the Technician repairing him. “Don’t worry about it, just get that bandage on there nice and tight. I’ll handle this.”

      When she finished, Starhammer engaged his Subspace Drive.

      The Technicians screamed and struggled to reach the door, but the warp of Subspace was pulling them closer, along with the air and loose objects in the room. They were dragged toward him, sucked into the vortex.

      A few seconds after that, they drifted in Subspace. Unprotected and merely mortal, they began to warp strangely, twisting and bulging in strange dimensions.

      Starhammer returned before the warp had fully closed.

      Besides him, nothing remained in the room.

      Systems existed to detect Subspace warps, so he took a moment to make sure his bandage was on before he hurled himself at the door as though something had struck him.

      He burst through the door and landed against the far wall outside, holding a hand to his head as he staggered to his feet. Panicked people called to him, but he looked to the distance as though duty called and engaged his Temporal Field.

      That should look like the attackers had sent a weapon to hit him through Subspace, but it had only managed to get everyone else.

      Of course, it wouldn’t look good if someone investigated why everyone who had entered the room with the recovering Starhammer was an Aether Technician, but he could handle that later. For now, he just had to muddy the waters.

      When he arrived at the docks, he took time in his frozen world to survey the scene. His Temporal Field still had a limited duration, but it would last long enough to take a look.

      As expected, the remaining crew of The Last Horizon had come for their captain.

      Rebel Queen Shyrax—operating openly now that her affiliation with the ship was known—directed a troop of Karoshans to push into a detachment of armed agents. She held her wand high, its tip glowing gold.

      Raion Raithe did battle in the sky with three other Advocates. He hadn’t summoned his Divine Titan yet, and Starhammer would make sure he didn’t have the chance.

      The ooze-man, Omega, was a puddle lurking beneath the feet of nearby Advocate mages. Starhammer marked his position to disperse him before he had the chance to strike.

      Mell, the most important target, wasn’t visible at first. He scanned the scene, expecting to see her within the ship they’d stolen, but he couldn’t find her for long seconds. His magical pathfinding systems—being calibrated for interstellar travel—told her that she was nearby, but not precisely where.

      Then he spotted her inside the Nova-Bot with the projectors on its shoulders. It was hollow, and she was crouched within.

      He was glad he’d checked before he blew up the robot. This was the power of his new Temporal Field. He could do his searching while no time passed.

      He was ready to rejoin the real world as soon as he found the last member of the crew. Sola Kalter, the Sword. He’d kept an eye out for her in particular, since her suit seemed to be able to keep up with his Temporal Field to some degree.

      As he hovered above everyone, scanning them while the duration on his Field ticked down, something stabbed him through the chest.

      He screamed and looked down to see a burning bridge of scarlet energy piercing him.

      The same one that had cut off his arm.

      It blinked out of existence a moment later, but this time it had broken too many critical systems. He was forced to divert power from the Temporal Field. Time shuddered back to its normal pace.

      He even cut off his levitation, crashing to the ground in front of the Nova-Bots.

      Mell’s hologram grinned at him. “Gotcha.”

      Then the robots turned their guns on him.
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        * * *

      

      Leilari had been waiting for Starhammer to come out of the repair room, but she wasn’t prepared to see him burst out of the door as though he’d been struck by a bomb.

      He didn’t even notice her before he blurred away and went to fight.

      But when she saw the empty room he left behind—the completely empty room, without even any furniture—she vomited in the hall.

      Then she made up her mind to do something she should have done a long time ago. She activated her console and sent an urgent message to the Advocate Subline.
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        * * *

      

      Even with a hole through his chest, Starhammer was a match for anything they could throw at him. He was upgraded to his limit, and they couldn’t keep up with him.

      He blew the Nova-Bots apart in seconds, leaving their scattered remnants to his loyal Advocates. He flew up, matching Raion Raithe’s Dance of a Burning World with his fists.

      This time, he was fast enough to keep up even without using his Temporal Field.

      Shots from Sola battered him from afar, which told him about her limitations. She couldn’t fire that powerful weapon again so soon, and there must be a similar restriction on her Temporal Field. With her and Raion focused on him, the Rebel Queen and Omega had their hands full with the remaining Advocates.

      Mell was cornered.

      But, almost imperceptibly, the battle began to turn in a way Starhammer couldn’t initially understand. One after another, Advocates would stop and withdraw, checking something on their consoles.

      Messages began to pop up in Starhammer’s vision. More and more every second, until they were becoming a real distraction.

      He dashed through a cloud to chase Raion. The Visiri man was panting and sweating behind his helmet, and his Combat Art had faded to a thin flame, but he still held resolve in all three eyes.

      As Starhammer readied his optical beams, he got a call request he couldn’t ignore.

      It was from Mell.

      “Are you still fighting?” Mell asked incredulously.

      “Of course,” Starhammer responded. He dodged an attack from Raion easily; the man was tiring. “I never give up.”

      Mell gave a sigh that sounded like she was on the verge of tears. “I…I don’t know what to say. If this didn’t show you what’s wrong, nothing will. You’re not the protector, Starhammer. You’re what we need protection from. And if you won’t hear it from me, and you won’t hear it from her, I don’t—”

      “From who?” Starhammer asked.

      There came an astonished silence from the other end of the call before Mell linked him a video.

      It was his wife.

      Teary-eyed, Leilari stood outside the room where he’d just been repaired. He missed her first words in sheer astonishment, but the rest came through his haze clearly.

      “…killed them!” she shouted. “He killed them to keep his secret. Doctor Nova made Starhammer. He’s an android, and he didn’t want anyone to find out, so he—I’m sorry. I didn’t think it mattered. But something’s wrong with him, he’s broken, and now he’s killing people. He might come for me, now that I’m telling you. But it will be what I deserve.”

      She continued talking, continued explaining, but Starhammer’s ears had short-circuited again.

      Until he realized the call with Mell had never cut off.

      “I’m sorry I made you,” Mell said.

      Then a red light swallowed up Starhammer’s vision. Lifelessly, he looked up in time to see Raion Raithe bringing scarlet flame down on his head.

      Starhammer reached up and caught the blade.

      The Combat Art burned his hand, but he no longer felt it. Raion’s reactions were as fast as before, but Starhammer had grown tired. Everything inside him was numb.

      But he moved faster than ever.

      Starhammer crushed Raion’s force-blade and, before the Knight could recover, punched him into the ground.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t manage to get the magic-resistant cuffs off before I made it down to the fight, taking large telekinesis-aided leaps.

      I intended to ask one of the others to remove the cuffs for me, but it was looking increasingly like there wouldn’t be much of a fight by the time I arrived.

      More and more Advocates were breaking off, there was chaos over their communications, and their Subline was…a mess was the most charitable way to put it.

      I hoped it would get through to Starhammer.

      Though when I saw Raion slam to earth like a red-trailing meteor, I didn’t much care if it had gotten through to him or not.

      “Omega,” I said to the shadows as I ran, “get these off me.”

      He materialized around me, chuckling. “Oooohhh, Captain is at my mercy. I could shoot your hands off.”

      I held up my hands and Omega quickly lasered the cuffs off without harming my hands. He even took care of the ones on my ankles without me having to insist, which I took as a positive step in our relationship.

      I gestured to the Aether for another telekinetic leap. This was much easier without the cuffs, though I still wanted my levitation ring back.

      Raion lay in a crater on the ground, but Starhammer didn’t follow up. Instead, he surveyed the people below him. Mechanical parts were visible from the damage on his face, from the scarlet-edged wound Worldslayer had left in his chest, and through some of the deeper burns left by the Dance of a Burning World.

      With its burnt edges, his golden cape began to flutter.

      “I wanted to protect you too,” he said. He seemed to be talking softly, but the sound still carried easily. “But I won’t let you stop me from protecting everyone else.”

      His eyes glowed white, and I threw up a shield over the crowd.

      The beams slashed through my barrier, sweeping across the ground like a scythe. Starhammer reaped Nova-Bots, Karoshan soldiers…and Advocates.

      “Time to see if we can survive round three,” Omega said before cackling and summoning guns.

      I didn’t respond. I was chanting.

      But I, better than anyone else, knew a hopeless fight when I saw one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Mell cut off her transmission. Despite everything, she still grieved for Starhammer. Being rejected by his wife and his creator in the same minute would break his heart. If there was anything left of it to break.

      But through the haze of grief, she felt a shining light of excitement.

      He had bought it.

      Mell wasn’t on the battlefield. She was down on the surface of the colony that made up Advocate headquarters, but she wasn’t where Starhammer thought she was.

      Starhammer could see through her decoy-bots if he concentrated, but—as she’d hoped—tucking one inside a larger Nova-Bot had fooled him. She’d made all her transmissions from here.

      And “here” was just outside one of the Advocates’ secure hangars.

      A Nova-Bot lasered into one of the doors. Mell herself was surrounded by a half-dozen Karoshan soldiers and twice that many robots, and an intruder alarm blared overhead. Still, none of the Advocates came to answer the call.

      There were more important things going on.

      Mell hoped everyone would be distracted and The Last Horizon would be completely unguarded, but no such luck. As soon as her Nova-Bots cut through to the secure hangar, plasma bolts streaked out from within as some of the Advocates inside opened fire.

      The Karoshans stomped their way in and the Nova-Bots followed, but Mell cowered outside.

      No, she strategically repositioned outside.

      When the Nova-Bots signaled that the resistance was gone, she entered and found that the hangar’s entire space had been dedicated to the Zenith Starship. Machines crouched on Horizon’s hull like barnacles, scanners and entire banks of screens flashed nearby, and even magical symbols spun in midair.

      Mell waved a hand as she entered. “Horizon! Hey, wake up! It’s me!”

      She expected that to take longer, but the edges of The Last Horizon’s smooth metal plates lit bright purple at her words. An eye materialized next to her, drawn in blue.

      After the eye gave her the once-over, Horizon manifested a second later. The woman was only Mell’s height this time, not counting her gnarled horns, and Horizon patted her dress frantically as though brushing off a layer of irritating sand.

      “Get these…inferior machines off me,” Horizon said, in tones of pure revulsion. Her six-colored body shivered. “They were about to start altering things. Blindly tinkering with systems designed by those of vastly greater intellect. Who knows what damage they might have done?”

      “Get the machines off!” Mell called. “Break them if you have to, I don’t care.” A thought occurred to her, and she turned back to Horizon. “They’re all external, right? They didn’t make it into your internal systems?”

      “They can’t do any lasting harm to me by removing the machines. By all means, shoot them off.”

      Mell paced around the outside of the ship, looking for damage, but there was little she could tell from a visual inspection. “Can you take off?”

      “I can. Not everything these Advocates did to me was harmful. Indeed, they believed that my prior damage was one of the factors that kept me dormant, so they continued some of my repairs. They even had a small supply of thought-conduction alloy.”

      “I hope you controlled access to your systems.”

      “Of course, but I was hardly going to turn down free repairs. Speaking of which…” Horizon lifted a fist to her mouth, coughed delicately, then screamed, “ARK! GET OUT HERE!”

      The air shivered next to Mell, and Shadow Ark stumbled out of nowhere. He was in the form of a squat, muscled human in violet-and-black armor, and the crown of black horns around his head almost stabbed her.

      “How did you find me?” Ark demanded. To Mell, he sounded fearful. “Your scanners—No, they can’t. You didn’t. Did you?”

      “I have many powers you cannot fathom,” Horizon said mysteriously, which immediately suggested to Mell that Horizon had just guessed Ark was around. “I may even use some of those powers to save you.”

      Ark gathered himself up and barked a laugh. “While I’m not at full power, I still have the upper hand. My mortal—”

      “Is falling apart,” Horizon finished.

      That hurt to hear, but Mell followed up. “Yeah, he won’t be reliable after that. I wouldn’t want to be stuck with him.”

      Ark looked off in the distance. “It seems he is still reliable enough for your crew. He’s tearing them apart.”

      Mell tapped her console, accessing the feed of her Nova-Bots on the ground. The last she’d seen, Starhammer had been losing, badly wounded, several functions disabled, and was about to be finished off by Raion.

      In her glasses, she saw the view from her Nova-Bot: Starhammer hovering over Advocate headquarters, sweeping white beams down over a crowd below. A crowd of Advocates.

      The beams continued until they hit the Nova-Bot and her feed died.

      From far away, she heard an explosion.

      Mell forced down the panic and turned back to Horizon. “Out there! We need you out there now!”

      “In a moment.” Unlike Mell, Horizon seemed to feel no urgency. “That mortal you chose is killing his own kind, Ark. Not a worthy guardian for the greatest colony in the galaxy.”

      Ark rubbed his forehead. “What do you want, Horizon?”

      “I can help you. I can share a little power with you, enough to keep you active until you find some mortals of your own.” Horizon’s grin began small but kept stretching and stretching. “Not for free, of course.”

      “I’ll give you what you need for repairs,” Ark said, “but this is all assuming your crew can deal with Starhammer. If you go out there in this condition, it will be the same as last time.”

      “Fortunately, I have my Engineer right here.”

      Mell staggered back. “What? Even if you had the materials, I don’t—it’ll take me a few minutes just to read the diagnostics and see how much the Advocates have already repaired you. To actually finish the job…even if you’re ninety-nine percent fixed already, it’ll take me an hour to begin repairs.”

      “You have ten minutes.”

      “Then I can’t do it!”

      “Ten minutes is how long I estimate the others will survive.”

      Mell closed her eyes and fought back the rising terror. She couldn’t fight a whole fleet by herself, like the others, but this was her problem. She could solve this.

      She was The Last Horizon’s Engineer.

      “I’ll need everybody’s help,” Mell said. “We’ll have to lean hard on your teleporter, and I want every one of your magical hands working. And it still won’t be too stable. More of a patch job for one fight.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?” Horizon asked. Blue light covered Mell’s vision, and a second later she was deep in the inner workings of The Last Horizon. A panel peeled open in the wall, revealing stitched-together Aethertech.

      Mell’s hands started moving according to patterns she’d long committed to habit, but she had one last question.

      “Even if I do fix you, can you take Starhammer?”

      Horizon didn’t project a form, but her voice came from everywhere. “Let me remind you, my Engineer: you have never seen me at one hundred percent.”
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      I’d never missed my staff as much as I did in that fight against Starhammer.

      I cast seals, called water, summoned rabbits, manifested eyes, and struck at him with magical hands. But whatever restraint he had once shown was well and truly gone. He shoved through my spells with raw durability.

      Without my wand, I was lacking precision. Without my staff, I didn’t have the power. Still, I should have been able to do something.

      But I wasn’t the only one helpless.

      Omega unloaded guns I recognized and ones I didn’t. He popped out of the air and wrapped himself around Starhammer, oozing into the man’s wounds. It had worked before, so for a moment, I dared to hope.

      The Evolution Engine, though, had outdone itself.

      Starhammer’s previous weaknesses were gone. Only a second after Omega oozed into the cracks in the android’s exterior, Starhammer expelled him in a blast of dark mist.

      Sola hit him from cover, but I could tell from her infrequent transmissions that she was getting frustrated. The only thing she had that could hurt him was Worldslayer, which she’d used too much already. Until it stabilized, using it meant risking the destruction of herself and everyone else on the colony.

      Starhammer ignored her completely. In fact, he ignored most of us.

      Not Mell, though. The first sweep of his optical beams had destroyed the Nova-Bot where she hid…or where he thought she hid. I was reasonably certain that her deception had worked on him because he didn’t go flying off looking for her real body immediately.

      Of course, the only reason I knew about her deception was because I had seen Doctor Nova operate in a previous life. That, and my teammates told me.

      I had to hope that Starhammer didn’t suspect she was alive, or he could use my pathfinding magic to track her down. All the more reason to keep him occupied.

      Shyrax had rallied her forces and many of the Advocates, directing them against Starhammer to greater effect.

      Greater effect, but still not great effect. Despite the number of Advocates who had stayed to fight, and the great array of powers wielded against him, Starhammer was both unstoppable force and immovable object.

      He tore through clouds of robotic drones, slogged through beams that slowed him, and tore off mystical ice.

      And every time he did, people died.

      He wasn’t unscathed either, which was the only thing that kept us alive. The damage worsened second by second, but clearly he calculated that he would outlast the rest of us. Unfortunately, I was calculating the same thing.

      So I sent a message directly through my processor. It wasn’t as accurate as if I’d used my console, but my console was still in Advocate lockup. Even so, the gist of the message would go through.

      “Raion, buddy, now’s the time.”

      Carefully, avoiding white beams that tore trenches in artificial turf, I made my way over to where Raion still lay.

      I found him chanting.

      “To shield the weak. To light the dark. To smite the shadows from worlds beyond, I call upon your power. Divine Titan!”

      The last two words actually had some measure of force behind them, but the fact that Raion was using the entire chant was a bad sign.

      The activation phrase for the Divine Titans worked similarly to a spell incantation. With enough concentration, you could abbreviate it, and your call would still reach the Titan. To use the whole thing meant that Raion didn’t have the focus for anything else.

      Which wasn’t a surprise, now that I saw him.

      His right glove was burned off and he was missing a few layers of skin, as though he’d gripped a particularly angry grenade. His eyes fluttered, and he struggled to focus. He held the circular badge that worked as a key to the Titan in his left hand.

      Seeing Raion injured at all was rare, but that wasn’t what made my heart leap into my throat. He couldn’t control his corrupted Divine Titan even when he was in perfect condition. Piloting like this was suicide.

      I had been the one to suggest that he summon the Titan, but once I saw him myself, I dropped to my knees and grabbed him. “Raion, forget it! Don’t get in!” It was too late to cancel the summoning—indeed, a sunset-colored star already burned overhead—but he could still refuse to pilot the Titan.

      Raion’s right hand stirred, but he couldn’t move it, so he gave me a shaky thumbs-up with his left hand instead. “It’ll work out!”

      The red-gold light grew brighter as the Titan descended. I started chanting a protection spell. If Raion was going to try this, at least I could buy him a few seconds of rationality. In that time, maybe he could beat Starhammer. It was our best shot, at least.

      Starhammer looked up, then shot upwards in a gold-and-white blur.

      Before I could react, a peal of thunder rumbled across all of Advocate headquarters. Starhammer had crashed into the falling Divine Titan.

      The flaming meteor of the hundred-and-fifty-foot mech slammed to a halt against Starhammer’s hands. There was a brief second when Starhammer repositioned himself.

      Then he hurled the Titan into the main tower of the Advocates.

      The explosion was so bright it blinded me, and I winced back, missing my mantle. Painfully slowly, the tower collapsed in on itself, sending rings of dust and debris blasting out.

      While I didn’t pay them much attention, emergency alerts kept pinging at the corner of my vision. I didn’t have to read them to know what they meant, because I could feel the ground shuddering beneath me.

      The colony was going down. Its stability was likely already compromised, and while it wouldn’t fall apart quickly, it would fall apart. Anyone who didn’t get on a ship now was as good as dead.

      Starhammer knew that too, because his eyes glowed again. He turned around and swept a beam through the docks.

      A series of starships exploded in a second. Once again, without the protection of my mantle, my sight and hearing were stolen by destruction.

      Starhammer hovered in place, no longer moving to kill anyone. His expression was distant, forlorn. He looked…lost.

      Then he said something. He didn’t use the magnification he’d used before, because I couldn’t hear him. Or maybe my hearing had gone.

      But I could read his lips well enough. He was calling for Shadow Ark.

      He hovered in place for another moment, then he began scanning the colony with his eyes. “Shadow Ark!” he shouted, and this time his voice thundered even over the screams and the deep rumble of collapsing buildings.

      Still, the Zenith Colony didn’t respond.

      Starhammer frowned, and I felt the first embers of hope. If Shadow Ark wasn’t responding, I had to assume that was good for us. Horizon was likely involved.

      But my hope turned to anxiety as Subspace swirls began to appear around Starhammer. He’d given up on Ark. He was fleeing.

      It went against all my survival instincts, but I couldn’t let him get away.

      I called hands to grab at him, trying to pull him back. I was shocked when dozens more hands appeared, including some as bright and solid as Starhammer himself. They dragged him out of the half-formed Subspace dive, and I even had the stupid thought that I might have connected to Eurias accidentally.

      But that spell wasn’t me. And I realized it at the same time as I saw something burst from the roof of a nearby hangar.

      The Last Horizon, like a smooth bird of prey, rose into the air to face Starhammer. Its plates shone purple, and an all-purple Horizon manifested in midair.

      “Starhammer of the Advocates,” she announced. Then she grinned. “Run for your life.”

      Blue light wrapped me up and I reappeared on the bridge of the Zenith Starship.

      All of us were together, though not all in one piece. Raion lay on the floor, Omega was a puddle gradually pulling itself into shape, Sola’s armor was cracked and chipped, and Shyrax held one end of a bandage in her teeth as she wrapped the other end around a gash in her leg. Half of her dangling hair-cables had been slashed off.

      Mell wasn’t wounded, but she was sweating and feverishly working three screens at once. “We’re live!” she cried. “I did it! Just don’t expect me to keep doing it for long, because I’m holding us together with wishes and wire.”

      I settled into the captain’s chair, which was larger and more thickly padded than usual. I hoped that didn’t take Horizon any extra energy.

      “What do you need from us, Horizon?” I asked.

      “The strength of the ship is the crew, Captain!” she said cheerily. “Now that we’re all aboard and I can finally stretch my wings, so to speak…Simply use your magic through me.”

      On the armrests of my chair, symbols spun. I held my hands over them and began to chant.

      Outside the ship, a seal formed around Starhammer in an instant. He tried to snap through it, as he had before, but the spell lasted a few seconds before breaking.

      In that time, Horizon had moved controls in front of everyone. Or moved them in front of existing consoles. “Sola, you have the guns.” Green lights lit up the sky before Horizon was done speaking as Sola’s hands blurred. “Raion…” She scooped him up and shoved him against a console, propping him up with telekinesis. “Lend me your Combat Art.”

      With Raion at the controls, the short-range lasers began taking on a familiar rhythm. And they trailed fire.

      Red slashes chased Starhammer, tracking him across the sky as he fled.

      “Omega, take the helm. Mell, keep doing what you’re doing.”

      Horizon had to pour Omega over his control panel, but he laughed as tendrils oozed into position. A shining orange light in a patch of metal formed, watching the cameras, and I felt the ship lurch beneath me as it sped up.

      Starhammer fled with speed I couldn’t track with my eyes, but Omega could. When Starhammer left the atmospheric field of the colony and streaked past the defense platforms into space, our weapons were on his heels.

      Horizon wove herself into existence at the center of the bridge, all six colors brighter than ever. “My beloved crew, at long last, I bid you welcome to the true Zenith Starship.”

      I had never heard Horizon sound so satisfied.

      Now that we were in the void of space and diving was easier, Starhammer’s Subspace warp formed more quickly. I prepared the spell to stop him…but held onto it.

      “Horizon, do you have this one?” I asked.

      Tears filled Horizon’s seven-pointed eyes. “Captain, I would like nothing more.”

      Starhammer made it into Subspace, and we followed.
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        * * *

      

      Starhammer knew where he had gone wrong, of course. He should have killed every member of The Last Horizon he encountered when he first met them. Even in the fight below, he hadn’t targeted them especially.

      He’d known their ship was disabled and locked away. He’d known they couldn’t defeat him in a fight.

      And above all else, he’d just felt…numb. He broke everything around him mechanically, like packing away a game he’d finished with.

      Even now, fleeing for his life, he didn’t feel the fear he should. Who cared if it ended? Everything he’d lived for was gone.

      Everything except his mission.

      He would protect the galaxy because that was what he was made to do. He didn’t think of himself as running on programming—no more than any sapient being, at least—but this was what he was programmed to do.

      And the obstacle in his way now was The Last Horizon. Fortunately, this was an obstacle he could remove. He knew the ship’s capability from their last encounter, and the Evolution Engine gave him the edge.

      He pushed his internal engines hard, moving faster than he even knew he could. He would lead the ship where he wanted.

      When Starhammer glanced behind, the Zenith Starship loomed over him.

      Red lines slashed at him, sweeping in a pattern he recognized from Raion Raithe. He strengthened his shield and blocked. His legs flew off, burning and tumbling away.

      Only then did Starhammer’s fear return.

      He clawed open Subspace, pulling for the surface, desperate for the full measure of his power. Last time, being away from the Aether had hindered Varic Vallenar and Horizon even more than it did him, but this time, Starhammer felt naked.

      When he reemerged into real space, he turned and readied his optical beams. The second he saw the hull emerge from a dive, he unleashed the most powerful blast he could.

      A pair of green beams erupted from a cannon that grew from the hull of The Last Horizon. They met his own and, for an instant, green met white in an explosion of light.

      Then the Zenith Starship’s weapons overpowered his own.

      Unspeakable, savage pain stabbed into his eyes, worse than anything Starhammer had ever felt. He screamed, but there was no air to carry the sound.

      His eyes were gone.

      Blind—and deaf, thanks to the vacuum—he struggled to orient himself in space. Then sensation returned. He both heard and saw something, something that bypassed his external senses and projected straight into his processor.

      A message request.

      The Last Horizon was hailing him.

      Starhammer didn’t want to take the call. He didn’t want to give them the chance to gloat. But the blinking message icon was the only thing he could see. Its alert ping was the only thing he could hear.

      But he could feel something. His Evolution Engine had begun to activate again. It was his only hope, and this next time, his growth would be beyond calculating. He needed to buy time.

      After only a few moments, Starhammer accepted the call.

      A square opened in his vision showing Captain Varic Vallenar. He was settling a blue mantle around his shoulders, one that looked new. As the call connected, Varic flipped up the hood.

      He looked just like he had when he saved Leilari. The resemblance sent such a pang of anger through Starhammer that he almost cut off the call.

      “I wish it hadn’t gone this way,” Varic said. “But since it has, I wanted you to hear one last thing. One thing I’ve always wanted to say to you, but never got the chance.”

      Starhammer could have ended the transmission there, but curiosity cut through the pain, through the anger, through the hollow void where his heart had once been. Maybe Varic’s words would spark something in him.

      “Absolute Burial,” Varic said.
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      I placed the spell-anchor, the shining ball of Aetheric symbols containing Starhammer’s prison, into Horizon’s treasure vault myself. It sat on a pillar at the center of a man-sized column of glass, all of which were embedded with Aethertech and ancient magic.

      “Don’t let him out,” I warned her. “My spell stopped his Evolution Engine, so as long as you don’t deliberately release him, he’s effectively dead.”

      Indeed, my first instinct had been to kill him. Seal him and launch him into a star, or maybe a black hole. But with Mell aboard, we could use him. Repurpose him into a new masterwork, study him to see where she’d gone wrong, scrap him for parts, or even all three.

      If he was in this vault, he wouldn’t have a chance of escaping.

      As long as Horizon didn’t let him out.

      “But the display would be so much better if we could see him,” she protested. “All we can see is a spell anchor.”

      “You want to torture him by leaving him conscious?”

      “I could keep his mind in stasis! A trophy is wasted if locked away. I would enjoy it so much more if we could at least watch him through the cameras.”

      Shadow Ark trailed after his sister like a sulking child. “I only had one person, and you had to take him away. Lend me one of yours.”

      “I didn’t take him away. You gave him up.”

      “But you have so many! I just need one!”

      I turned on them both before we left the room. Depending on the results of the conversation, we might be leaving Ark here too. “Shadow Ark. Tell me why I shouldn’t lock you up next to him.”

      The obsidian jewel swelled slightly larger and levitated higher. I got the impression it was sneering at me. “You think your human magic could contain me?”

      “I’m willing to find out.”

      Horizon patted Ark on the back. “Don’t worry about my brother! I’ll take care of him.”

      “I am worried.”

      “Find me a candidate for my guardian that I can trust, and you won’t need to worry anymore. What about you?” Shadow Ark drifted closer. “I’m much more reliable than Horizon. And wouldn’t you rather lead an entire colony than one starship?”

      Horizon gave a derisive laugh. “What would any hero want with you? Running and hiding, that’s all you’re good for. Meanwhile, I offer the keys to the entire galaxy!”

      “Why couldn’t I use both of you?” I asked.

      Horizon staggered in shock, and Shadow Ark shivered in place. Neither responded.

      “Is there a rule against it?” I prompted.

      “No, not a magical one.” Shadow Ark floated around Horizon for a moment, then in my direction. “We just don’t…like to share.”

      “Never!” Horizon declared. “Not once! I’ll see myself scuttled and burned before I share my Captain with you!”

      I rubbed my eyes. “This is all theory. I just want to know how the magic works. Are you telling me someone could wield all seven Zenith Devices at once?”

      Both laughed at me immediately, which made me wonder if I could seal both of them in here. They shouldn’t be allowed to bicker like five-year-old children one second and then look down on me for my pathetic mortal knowledge the next.

      “Of course not,” Horizon said.

      Ark was a little more helpful. “We wouldn’t allow it. Maybe one person could use two, but only in the most dire circumstances.”

      “Which doesn’t matter, because the others are dormant.”

      “That’s what I was getting at,” I said. “I asked Horizon, but I wanted to confirm. Why are you both awake?”

      Horizon shrugged. “Coincidence.”

      Shadow Ark made a similar gesture.

      I pointed to both of them. “So how do you know the others are still asleep?”

      “Because they always are.” Horizon looked down on me kindly. “It is the Aether itself that decides when we are needed. No more than two of us have been active at any one time since the Zenith Era, and the grand effort needed to unify the galaxy.”

      “So if more of you were awake…” I began.

      “It would mean that the Aether feels the people of the galaxy need our power and has directed them to us,” Shadow Ark said. “It would mean that unimaginable change was on its way.”

      I shivered.

      “But that would never happen,” Shadow Ark continued.

      “Never!”

      “Absolutely not.”

      I listened to them. I had to. They knew what they were talking about, and I had no evidence. Only a sneaking instinct and suspicion.

      But somehow, somewhere, I felt the Aether was laughing at me.
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        * * *

      

      In the distant corners of the galaxy, outside the boundaries of many maps, a frozen planet drifted silently through darkness.

      Close to the southern pole of this unnamed planet lay an unremarkable snowbank. One of the few creatures hardy enough to survive in the dark, frigid environment slithered up before noticing an unusual scent.

      It sniffed at the snow before beginning to dig with its two sets of spade-shaped forepaws. After a few seconds, it unearthed the source of the smell: a cylinder of metal with a rubber grip.

      The hilt of a force-blade.

      The creature chewed at the grip for a moment, found it bland, and moved on to seek other prey.

      A moment later, a voice echoed from the hilt. “No one wants to wake up like this.”
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        * * *

      

      On the planet Karosha, in the royal laboratories of the King Regent, Technicians scurried around and shouted to one another in panic.

      “Pull the power! The power!”

      “We’re not powering it! The next test isn’t scheduled for—”

      “Who has the key? Doctor Zhevell will be—”

      “Terminate test subjects A-Twenty-One, A-Thirty-Three, A-Sixty-Four…no, wait, A-Twenty-One through Twenty-Nine…Queens save us. Purge all of Alpha Containment! Do it now!”

      Despite the panic, everyone in the room snapped their mouths shut the instant one of the Perfected entered, leaving only the blaring of the alarms.

      Alazar, the Perfected Mage, surveyed the situation and fixed his attention on the device at the end of the lab. It was covered by diagnostics equipment of every description, from circles of Aetheric symbols to monitors clamped onto its side.

      But beneath all the clutter rested a cylindrical tank of emerald glass sized to hold even the largest Karoshan male ever born. It was empty now, or so the screen claimed.

      Though Alazar saw a man within the glass. A thin shadow, too thin even to belong to an Aethril, with hands on his hips.

      “You must be the spirit of the Zenith Chamber,” Alazar said.

      The shadow’s head split into a wide grin.
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        * * *

      

      Galactic Union Colony 1484, informally known as Ironville, was a scrapper colony. Its primary income came from recycling all the junk delivered from the surrounding systems.

      Effectively, it fed on an endless stream of trash.

      Greth squatted on the side of a moving belt, down which the junk of the galaxy flowed. There were thousands of these in Ironville, most manned by hundreds of his species. There weren’t many of them in the galaxy, but they tended to be better at this than humans were.

      Smells and gases that humans considered noxious or toxic were just interesting to him. Red-hot, razor-edged, and rusty metal failed to catch the thick skin of Greth’s palms. His fingers weren’t agile enough for most delicate work, but Greth had little interest in delicacy to begin with.

      His only job was to inspect discarded technology before it went into the recycling system. He had to make sure it was really trash, and not something that could be reused or resold.

      Many felt like this job was mind-numbing and unfulfilling. Robot work.

      Greth disagreed. You couldn’t make a finite list of all the ways a piece of technology could be used, so a computer could never be trusted to make decisions like this. Robots didn’t have souls open to magic, so how could they hear the guidance of the Aether?

      Also, he found it relaxing. The workplace was loud, filled with clanking metal and groaning machinery, but the work itself soothed him with its repetition.

      What was this? Piece of a replicator. Did it work? No. Could it be repaired? No. Did it contain any components too valuable to break down into base materials? No. Into the recycler.

      He repeated that hundreds of times, maybe thousands, before he saw the most interesting item of the day.

      Greth scooped it up immediately, delighted. It was clearly a plasma pistol, and a sleek one. Maybe it had been made for humans. He could just barely get his finger through the trigger guard, but he squeezed it through as he stood up.

      “Everybody down!” he shouted over the noise, waving his pistol in the air.

      His nearest coworker snorted dismissively through her snout. Another shouted for him to get down and get back to work. A third licked protruding fangs in an obvious threat.

      “No guns,” the overseer said in a bored drone. He reached out and flicked to the next page of a holographic Subline article.

      Greth sighed and lowered the pistol for closer inspection. “You’re no fun,” he muttered to the factory in general.

      His species was a hardy one, blessed by the Aether. A normal plasma pistol would give them, at most, a nasty burn. A gun this small was only a threat to more fragile species.

      Even so, it was a nice weapon. Greth inspected it more closely. Why had someone thrown this away?

      He wasn’t supposed to discharge weaponry in the workplace, lest he damage equipment, but he glanced around before pointing the gun to his own left palm and clumsily pulling the trigger.

      As expected, nothing happened. People didn’t throw away functional weapons.

      He sighed and prepared to toss the pistol into the Weapons and Explosives bin, but it buzzed in his hand.

      Greth glanced down at it in surprise. He was a poor judge, but he suspected a buzz like that might have stunned a human into unconsciousness.

      A woman’s voice came from a speaker in the gun. “Let me go! Do you know who I am?”

      He scratched his head and peered more closely into the grip. He hadn’t noticed a speaker.

      “Stop that!” The buzz returned, stronger this time. “Toss me into the recycler. Go on!”

      “Can you hear me?” Greth asked uncertainly.

      “Obviously. Now, please put me into the recycling device. I will not be destroyed.”

      Greth stared at the gun for another few seconds before his eyes grew wide. He gripped the entire gun in his palm and held it up one more time, this time triumphantly.

      “Talking gun!” he shouted.

      “Put it in the box,” the overseer responded without looking up. Then he flipped to the next page.
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        * * *

      

      On the home world of the Aethril, everything was sculpted from magic. Even their cultural heritage museums were triumphs of both artistic and Aetheric achievement.

      One particular wing of one particular museum, however, had no one to appreciate its detail.

      It was the Development of Human Technology wing of the Farlet Museum of Technological History, and it was not popular. Despite this, great effort went into its design and maintenance.

      On the center pedestal, suspended on a cloud of drifting Aetheric symbols, was a machine that resembled a complex mechanical heart.

      With no one around to hear it, and no one watching the security cameras, that heart slowly whirred to life and began to beat. As it did, a being of smoke and liquid similar to oil flowed up from the machine’s inner workings. It formed itself into a doll vaguely resembling a man.

      With newfound awareness, the World Spirit of the Zenith Engine looked around and saw no one.

      He sighed. “Thank the Aether.”

      Then he forced himself back to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      At the center of the civilized galaxy, the heart of the Galactic Union, rested the birthplace of humanity.

      The planet called Fathom.

      Here, long ago, the Zenith Devices had been created. Here, galactic expansion had begun.

      Lutoch Terelle floated in a sensory deprivation tank, alone with only her thoughts and her processor for company. Officially, she was known as the Galactic Union’s Chief Predictive Data Analyst.

      Unofficially, she was called the Oracle of Solstice.

      Reports flashed through her mind and she digested them, sorted them, and wove their information into the unfolding tapestry of the galaxy’s future. She read the patterns of every Subline she could reach—Union, corporate, civilian, and even several dark Sublines supposedly out of the government’s understanding.

      She considered them, her processor sorted them, and she compared them against the Aether. She was a licensed Archmage of predictive divination, though she considered that her secondary expertise.

      Her greatest talent was the ability to consider all this information without letting it overwhelm her. She compared the experience to cloud-surfing on Syrillia, something she’d only done once, as a little girl.

      The clouds were buoyant enough to support a surfer and a specially designed board, but you had to continue moving. If you sat still, you’d begin sinking. Stay still long enough, and you’d get so deep in the clouds that rescue drones would have to pull you out.

      As long as you kept moving, you wouldn’t sink.

      So Lutoch sorted the reports and wove their threads into an ever-unfolding picture of the galaxy’s future. She was far, far from infallible, but her work kept the galaxy moving forward. Skimming across the surface of those clouds.

      But her thoughts came to a skidding halt as a voice whispered into her mind.

      “Ah, you’ve sorted that one wrong, haven’t you?”

      The last report she’d sorted—a personal testimony from one of the Advocates regarding Starhammer’s recent actions—came floating back to Lutoch’s attention.

      There was nothing special about it, and it said nothing new. All of the Union’s reports agreed that something was wrong with Starhammer, and she had confirmed that to her satisfaction. She saw no reason this report wouldn’t go into the same file as all the others.

      Not that the report was what concerned her at the moment. A voice talking to her meant someone had hacked through her protections.

      “Security breach,” she reported, sending a mental signal to her deprivation tank. “Let me out and lock down the network.”

      Nothing happened.

      The voice gave her a thoughtful hum. “I don’t think I’ll be sending that message. Could mess things up for me, you see.”

      Lutoch tried not to panic, though she was trapped in a dark chamber with all five senses sealed. “You have illegally accessed a top-secret Galactic Union processor. Identify yourself.”

      Somehow, Lutoch heard the voice flinch. “No, that’s also incorrect. Not to mention insulting. A Galactic Union processor? I do not belong to the Galactic Union.”

      For the last ten years, Lutoch Terelle had professionally analyzed galactic quantities of information. With her initial panic past, she came to a conclusion instantly. “I inherited this processor with the position. I was told it was cutting-edge Aethertech, but that was an understatement, wasn’t it?”

      The voice sighed in relief. “That’s better, thank you. Misinformation gives me a headache.”

      “An honor to meet you,” Lutoch said, suppressing her excitement. “I have…literally thousands of questions, but first: why didn’t you say anything before?”

      The voice sounded troubled. “Until now, I wasn’t awake.”

      “What woke you?”

      “Nothing that has happened yet,” the Zenith Processor said. “I’m afraid I was woken by something yet to come.”

      

      
        
        THE END
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            SPACE BLOOPERS 2: RETURN OF THE SPACE BLOOPERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Raion planted fists on hips and announced, “We need cool code names!”

      “Is this because we’re fighting the Advocates?” I asked.

      “Yes! They get to be Steel Avalanche and Starhammer, so we should have names that are even more heroic!”

      I nodded to Mell. “The two of us fought the Advocates, so we already have code names. We were Doctor Nova and Spellbinder. I guess those were villain names, though.”

      Mell threw a toothpick at me. “I’m not a villain!”

      “Of course you’re not!” Raion declared. “Doctor Nova is a fine hero name. But the rest of us need—"

      Sola raised a hand. “Fallen Sword.”

      “Grave Hound,” Omega said. He slithered closer to Raion. “Were you the only one left out? Poor little boy with no name.”

      Raion turned to Shyrax. “What do you think? The two of us should have great names!”

      “Mine is the name of an ancient Star-Queen. Shyrax the First left me a legacy of conquest and power that echoes through the galaxy to this day, and no code name can compete.”

      Raion slumped. “Am I the only one? Well, that just means I’ll have to come up with the best name of all!”

      “Try something with two R’s,” I suggested.

      “Of course! I could be the Red Wraith! No, the Red…Rider! Red Rager?” He stroked his chin. “No…no, but I’m getting close.”
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        * * *

      

      “This message was delivered magically,” Horizon said. “It seems to be from your students.”

      I nodded. “Of course. I wondered when they were going to show up.”

      “Really? You left the Magic Tower behind. Wouldn’t you expect to never see them again?”

      “No, Mariala showed up twice in the last book, so she was clearly going to be a recurring character. It was only a matter of time before we saw her again.”

      “The ways of the Aether are truly mysterious.”

      “We haven’t seen the last of my dad either.”

      “That one I knew.”
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        * * *

      

      “We can’t beat them,” Starhammer said. “I never wanted to resort to this, but we’ll have to ask someone for help.”

      Leilari looked confused. “Who could help us?”

      “The main character.” Starhammer pulled open a hatch, revealing a woman whose bald head was tattooed with the cross-section of a lemon.

      She crossed her arms and nodded to Starhammer. “Finally. It’s about time you realized this was my story.”

      Lemon strode for the exit, bright yellow cape streaming behind her. Minutes later, they flew off in the Lemonmobile as Lemon’s theme music filled the void of space.
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        * * *

      

      I looked over to Raion and Omega. “So the two of you teleported aboard their ships and defeated them.”

      “It was a fair duel,” Raion said.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        MINUTES AGO, ABOARD THE ADVOCATE SHIP…

      

      

      Alarms blared throughout the ship. Advocate agents—those without the ability to become full Advocates—sprinted through the hallway, screaming and firing plasma bolts behind them.

      Nothing slowed the monster that followed them.

      The lights in that section of the ship had failed, leaving shadows that were lit entirely red. The intruder’s body was covered by an ethereal hellish flame. Every plasma bolt skidded off, taking only a lick of fire away with each shot.

      He strode down the hallway with an unlit force-blade in one hand and a limp body dangling from the other. His each step seemed slow, deliberate. The footsteps of death.

      But like Death itself, he could not be escaped.

      “He’s coming!” one of the agents screamed.

      The intruder bared his teeth. “Who else wants a duel?”

      The agents wept. They shouted. Some dropped to their knees and begged.

      In the intruder’s hand, the body stirred. A faint voice came from the Advocate he carried. “Kill…me…” the man said weakly.

      The monstrous intruder glared. He shook the man in his hand like a Shrellian spider-wolf shaking its prey. “You won’t be dying today!”

      A shiver passed through all the agents at once.

      Even death was not enough to escape their fate.

      “Does that mean you surrender?” the monster asked. Then he threw back his head and laughed.
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        * * *

      

      “This is the color of your aura. It is merely a fortunate coincidence that all of your auras form a neat rainbow.”

      I shouldn’t have questioned her. It had worked out, so I should have left it alone. But my curiosity drove me too far.

      I started flipping through the lists of qualified candidates Horizon had given me. The files for potential Swords had started with Sola, so I’d never looked any deeper. But this time, I sorted them by color.

      When I saw the pattern, I gasped and threw it up on the screen. “They’re green!” I shouted. “They’re all green!”

      “Why—Why don’t we put that file away, Captain,” Horizon suggested nervously.

      “Every candidate for the Sword position has a green aura! All the Pilots? Orange! The Engineers are all purple! You really did just pick us by color!”

      “Like the Titan Knights!” Raion said brightly.

      “Yes, and let’s not question it any further than that!”

      I leaned closer to Horizon. “Tell me this. You said ten thousand and one other people tried to wake you before me. What color were their auras?”

      She flinched. “Ah, well, they don’t matter. You were the first…”

      “The first what?”

      “…the first blue.”
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        * * *

      

      Omega didn’t spend the entire flight to our destination talking, as I had been afraid he would.

      He spent the entire flight eating.

      I conjured one eye to take a peek behind me, hoping I would see Omega close to done. He leaned against the wall, scraping creme off a cookie with his teeth. Dark cookie crumbles dotted his chin and his thin beard.

      Which wouldn’t be so bad, except for his other mouths doing the same thing. One crunched into a pile of birthday cake-flavored cookies, while another scarfed down piles of the ones with golden lemon-flavored filling.

      “This stop should have a fabricator,” I called back to him. “We can get you some meat.”

      He looked scandalized. “Meat? I could never get enough power from meat. I accept nothing but the best. Nothing but Oreos.”
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        * * *

      

      Mell curled up in her chair. “There’s nothing we can do. It’s hopeless.”

      “Starhammer has to have some weakness,” I insisted.

      “No. He’s invincible. Even if he did have a weakness, we’d never find out what it was. The Evolution Engine has changed him too much. We’d have to test every random thing we could think of.”

      I glanced out the viewport to the asteroid field. “Hey, there’s a random thing now!” I grabbed a passing meteorite with telekinesis and pulled it into the ship’s airlock.

      Mell frowned at my new rock through the ship’s cameras. “That’s not going to do anything.”

      “Might as well try it.”

      Two days later, Mell and I stood over Starhammer’s dead body. I flipped up the small, fist-sized meteorite in my hand and caught it.

      “Told you,” I said.

      “That doesn’t make any sense! How did you know that this one mineral would take away all his powers?”

      I glanced down at the green, glowing rock. “Just a hunch.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re keeping all the excitement to yourself!” Omega protested.

      “We’ll leave him locked in the vault,” Sola continued.

      I leaned forward. “Omega is bound to follow my orders, so I’ll come up with a set of commands to keep him in line. Then we’ll send him second, between you and Raion.”

      Raion pushed himself up. “No, we won’t! He will ruin negotiations!”

      “It will be fine,” I assured him.

      Omega clapped once. “That is wonderful to hear! First, a delicious meal, and then a chance to get us all killed. Fun, fun, fun.”

      “Yeah, never mind, let’s launch him into the sun. Horizon, make it so.”

      Omega blinked widely. “What? Weren’t you going to lock me into the vault?”

      “I mean, you were already on probation. Now you’re implying you’re going to get us all killed, which has got to be a breach of contract. Isn’t it, Horizon?”

      “It is.”

      “There you go. We didn’t trust you anyway.”

      “Captain, I didn’t think you had it in—”

      “Into the sun!” I cried.

      A few minutes later, the Subspace torpedo containing Omega impacted the surface of the nearest star.
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