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  Quantum Worlds


   


  Robert Chang sat at his desk, staring at the computer screen in front of him. It was 3 AM, and he had been working for hours, but he still had a massive pile of unread submissions waiting for him. He sighed and rubbed his tired eyes.


  Quantum Worlds was struggling. The economy was in a downturn, and he couldn’t afford to pay his writers, his staff, and keep the magazine running for much longer. Lately, the slush pile had been swamped with thousands of poorly written submissions that were created using artificial intelligence chatbots like ChatGPT, which had dramatically increased the workload of his staff and had nearly forced him to close submissions. 


  Robert felt defeated. He had always dreamed of running a science fiction magazine, but now it seemed like that dream was slipping away. He glanced at the family photo on his desk, with his wife and daughter smiling back at him. He couldn’t bear the thought of letting them down.


  He took a deep breath and opened the first submission. It was the usual drivel he had come to expect from AI-generated content, full of cliches and poor grammar. He sighed and closed it, feeling a sense of despair wash over him. Despite his best efforts, the stories coming across his desk were uninspired, derivative, and downright boring.


  His wife, Sarah, poked her head into the room. “Robert, we can’t keep going like this,” she said. “We need to find a way to turn things around.”


  “I know,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “But we’re already cutting costs wherever we can. I don’t know what else to do.”


  Sarah thought for a moment before speaking again. “What about using AI to help us sort through the slush pile? Lily has been experimenting with AI in her fan-fiction writing, and some of her stuff is pretty good. Maybe we could use the same technology to find the gems in the slush pile.” 


  Robert raised an eyebrow. “AI? I don’t know, Sarah. I’m not sure how I feel about that.”


  Sarah rolled her eyes. “Come on, Robert. It’s the future. We have to embrace new technologies if we want to stay ahead of the game.”


  Robert sighed. “I don’t know. I don’t want to compromise the integrity of the magazine by replacing our writers. What if—“ 


  Sarah shook her head. “We wouldn’t be using the AI to write stories, silly. We’d just be using it to help us find the good ones. And besides, we can program it to look for certain things, like those positive and uplifting stories that we don’t see enough of.”


  Robert considered her words for a moment. Maybe she had a point. Maybe this was the push the magazine needed to get back on track.


  “Okay, let’s give it a shot,” he said finally. “But let’s be careful. We don’t want to rely too much on the AI and lose touch with our readers.”


  Sarah grinned. “Trust me, Robert. This is going to be the best decision we’ve ever made.”


   


   


  The next morning, Robert and Sarah gathered the staff of the magazine in the conference room. They had a big announcement to make.


  “Thanks for coming, everyone,” Robert began. “As you know, we’ve been struggling to keep the magazine afloat. We’ve been looking for ways to revitalize it and make it successful again.” 


  “We’ve been researching different options,” said Sara, “and we think we’ve found something that could really help us. We want to start accepting AI-assisted stories.”


  The room fell silent for a moment before Jim, one of the long-time staff members, spoke up. “Are you serious? No reputable magazine accepts AI-assisted stories. That’s not real writing.” 


  Robert sighed. “We understand your concerns. We were skeptical at first too. But we’ve been doing some research and we think this could be the future of writing. We’re not throwing out the traditional methods, we’re just adding a new tool to our arsenal.”


  “We’ve been thinking about how to make the magazine successful again,” said Sarah, “and we came up with an idea to use AI to help us sort through the submissions faster and more efficiently. That way, we can find the stories our readers are more likely to resonate with, and you can spend more time doing the work that you really love.” 


  The room fell silent again as everyone looked at each other, eyebrows raised skeptically.


  “But no other reputable magazine accepts AI-assisted stories,” pointed out Eliza, one of the junior slush pile volunteers.


  Robert spoke up. “Yes, that’s true. But some writers are doing some amazing things with AI, and readers are curious to see what they can do with these new AI tools. Not everyone is churning out low-quality content.” 


  “We would be turning our biggest struggle into our greatest strength,” Sarah added. 


  But the rest of the staff still seemed ambivalent. Ronda, their art director, was the next to chime in.


  “But how do we ensure that the AI-generated stories are ethical and won’t plagiarize?”


  “We’ll work with SFWA to make sure we don’t cross any ethical lines line,” Sarah replied. “And we’ll run each submission through a rigorous screening to make sure it hasn’t been plagiarized.” 


  There was a pause as the staff considered their proposal. Finally, Jim spoke up. “It’s a risky move, but if it works, it could be just what we need to turn this magazine around.” 


  Robert and Sarah looked at each other and smiled, relieved that their staff was on board with their idea. They knew that it was going to take a lot of hard work and careful planning, but they were excited about the possibilities that AI could bring to their magazine.


   


   


  Robert’s hands shook as he held the phone, listening to the angry voice on the other end. It was Karen Le Blanc, the president of SFWA, and she was livid.


  “What do you think you’re doing, Robert Chang?” Karen spat into the phone. “You can’t seriously be considering this. We have guidelines for a reason, you know. We can’t just let AI take over the SF field.” 


  Robert took a deep breath, trying to remain calm. “I understand your concerns, Karen. But we’ve been struggling for a long time, and this could be the solution we’ve been looking for.”


  “The solution?” Karen scoffed. “This is a disaster waiting to happen. Do you really think the rest of the industry will sit back and watch you destroy the integrity of science fiction?”


  “We’re not destroying anything,” said Robert, his voice rising. “We’re using AI as a tool to improve our workflow and find the stories our readers will really resonate with. We aren’t trying to replace our human authors.” 


  “That’s not the point,” Karen said sharply. “We have standards, Robert. And if you go through with this, I’ll have no choice but to revoke Quantum World’s qualifying status with SFWA.”


  Robert’s heart sank at the thought. Losing SFWA qualifying status would be a major blow to the magazine’s reputation and could hurt its chances of attracting top-notch authors—not to mention, shatter their hope of ever winning another major award. 


  “I hope you’ll reconsider, Robert,” Karen said icily. “Think about the consequences of your actions.”


  The line went dead, leaving Robert standing there in stunned silence. He looked up to see Sarah watching him with concern.


  “What did they say?” she asked. 


  “They’re not happy,” Robert said with a sigh. “Karen’s threatening to revoke our SFWA qualifying market status if we don’t go back to running things the old way.” 


  Sarah’s face fell. “That’s not good. We need that status to maintain our reputation.” 


  “I know,” said Robert, feeling the weight of the situation on his shoulders. “But I can’t let that stop us. We have to move forward with this, regardless of what SFWA thinks.”


  Sarah placed her hand on his shoulder, offering a comforting squeeze. “We knew it wouldn’t be easy,” she said. “But we can’t give up now. Quantum Worlds has been around for too long to just fade away.”


  Robert nodded. “You’re right. But we need to be careful. If anyone finds out that we’re using AI to help us sort through the submissions, it could be disastrous. The backlash would be fierce.”


  “I know,” Sarah said. “But we don’t have a choice. We either adapt or die.”


  They both fell silent, lost in thought, before Sarah spoke up again. “We’ll have to keep this between us for now. We can’t risk anyone else finding out.”


  “Agreed. We’ll have to make sure that the AI is integrated seamlessly into our process, so that no one suspects a thing.” 


  Sarah smiled. “We can do this.”


  Robert nodded, feeling a renewed sense of determination. “Let’s get started then. We have a magazine to save.”


   


   


  A few weeks later, Robert and Sarah arrived at the office to find the staff abuzz with excitement. They were all gathered around a computer screen, discussing a story that had been submitted overnight. As soon as they saw the editors, the staff turned to them, all talking at once. 


  “Mister Chang, you won’t believe this!” Eliza exclaimed. “We got a submission last night that’s absolutely incredible! And the AI tools you gave us helped us to find it less than twenty-four hours after it was submitted!” 


  “Really?” Robert asked, a glimmer of hope in his eyes.


  “Yes!” chimed in Matt, her boyfriend and fellow slushie. “We’re finding lots of amazing stories we never would have found before. We’re working so much faster, and we’re finding so much more quality work.” 


  Sarah smiled at Robert. “Looks like our plan is working.”


  Robert nodded, then turned back to Eliza and Matt. “But remember, we have to keep this quiet. We don’t want anyone else to find out about our secret weapon.”


  They both nodded in agreement and immediately went back to work, eager to discover more hidden gems in the slush pile. Robert and Sarah watched for a moment before heading to their office to discuss the next steps. 


  “I think it’s time to start putting together the next issue,” said Sarah. 


  “Yes,” Robert agreed. “We’ve got some great material to work with now. Let’s make this issue the best one yet.” 


  As they began to plan it out, Robert’s cell phone rang. To his dismay, it was President Le Blanc. 


  “Robert, I want to talk to you about Quantum Worlds,” she said, her voice tight with anger. “I hear you’ve been using AI to sort through your submissions.” 


  Robert’s heart sank. “How did you find out?”


  “It doesn’t matter how I found out,” Karen snapped. “What matters is that you are violating our organization’s rules by using AI to sort through submissions. I’m giving you one chance to come clean and stop this practice. Otherwise, I will be forced to strip your magazine of its SFWA qualifying status.” 


  Robert’s mind raced as he tried to think of a way out of the situation. He couldn’t afford to lose the magazine’s SFWA qualifying status, but he also couldn’t afford to go back to the way things were before.


  “I understand your concerns, Karen,” he said carefully. “But we’re just trying to save the magazine. And it’s working. Our staff is finding some amazing stories that we never would have found otherwise. Please, give us a chance.”


  “No, Robert. If other magazines start following your lead, it could change the entire field in ways that we can’t condone.” 


  Robert glanced at his wife, who nodded grimly. In that moment, he knew what he had to do. 


  “Karen, I appreciate your concern. But I think we have to keep going with this. It’s the only way we can keep Quantum Worlds alive.”


  Karen was silent for a moment before speaking again. “I’m disappointed in you, Robert Chang. I never thought I’d see the day when a reputable editor like yourself would resort to publishing AI-assisted stories. But if that’s the way you want to play it, then fine. Consider your magazine’s SFWA qualifying status revoked.” 


  Robert put down his phone, feeling both relieved and nervous. He knew that losing Quantum Worlds’ SFWA qualifying status would be a huge blow to the magazine’s reputation. But now was not the time to give up on their vision. 


  “I have an idea,” said Sarah, breaking the silence. “What if we launch a Kickstarter for an AI-assisted story anthology? We can use the same process we’ve been using for the magazine and showcase the best stories that we find. This way, we can show the world that AI-assisted stories can be just as good, if not better, than traditionally-written stories.” 


  Robert looked at Sarah, his eyes lighting up with excitement. “That’s a great idea! We can use the Kickstarter to plug the gaps in our budgeting shortfall. and get people excited about the possibilities of AI-assisted stories. And who knows, it might even change the perception of some of the old-timers too.” 


  Sarah smiled. “Exactly. We can’t give up on our vision just because some people don’t understand it. We have to keep pushing forward and show them what’s possible.”


  Robert nodded, feeling a renewed sense of determination. “Let’s do it. We’ll make this anthology the best damn thing the science fiction community has ever seen.”


   


   


  Robert and Sarah sat in their living room, watching as their daughter Lily stormed in and slammed her backpack down on the ground. She was clearly upset, and they both knew why. 


  “What’s wrong, sweetie?” Sarah asked, giving her daughter a concerned look.


  “The new Quantum Worlds anthology rejected my story,” Lily said, her voice quivering with anger. “I worked really hard on it, and your staff readers didn’t even give it a chance.” 


  Robert put his arm around her, trying to console her. “It’s not about the quality of your writing, Lily. You’re a great writer. But we can’t accept your story for the anthology. It would look like nepotism.”


  “That’s not fair,” Lily protested. “My story is just as good as any of the others in the anthology. Why should I be punished just because my mom and dad are the editors?” 


  Robert sighed, feeling a pang of guilt. He knew his daughter had a point, but he couldn’t risk the success of the anthology for the sake of his daughter’s feelings. “I know it’s tough, sweetie. But we have to do what’s best for the magazine.”


  Lily glared at him, clearly not satisfied with his answer. “You just don’t get it, Dad. The way people read stories is changing. They want stories that are more interactive, that they can engage with in new and exciting ways. And AI can help us do that.”


  Robert raised an eyebrow, intrigued by his daughter’s words. “What do you mean, Lily? How can AI help us make stories more interactive?”


  Lily sat down on the couch, pulling her laptop out of her backpack. “I’ve been working on some ideas. What if we used AI to create interactive story elements? Like, we could use natural language processing to create characters that could respond to readers’ questions, or use machine learning to create personalized storylines based on readers’ preferences. There’s so much we could do.”


  Robert and Sarah exchanged a surprised look. They had never considered using AI in that way before. It was a bold and innovative idea, but they knew it would also be controversial.


  “We’ll have to think about it,” said Sarah, trying to be diplomatic. “We can’t just change the way we’ve been doing things for years overnight.” 


  Lily rolled her eyes, clearly frustrated. “That’s the problem, Mom. You’re all so set in your ways. You don’t see that the world is changing, and if you don’t change with it, you’re going to get left behind.” 


  Robert and Sarah looked at each other, suddenly feeling very old and out of touch. They had never thought of themselves as dinosaurs, but maybe Lily was right. Maybe it was time to embrace the new innovations in AI writing that were changing the world around them, just like they were trying to embrace the same technology to turn around Quantum Worlds. 


  “We’ll think about it, Lily,” Robert said, patting her on the back. “We’ll definitely think about it.”


   


   


  Robert and Sarah stood in the midst of a raucous celebration in their office. The entire staff of Quantum Worlds was there, and everyone was buzzing with excitement. The new anthology had been a resounding success, with rave reviews pouring in from all over the world. 


  Sarah raised her glass in a toast. “To the anthology, and to all the amazing stories we found using AI!”


  The staff cheered and clinked their glasses together. Robert was beaming with pride. He had been skeptical of the idea at first, but now he couldn’t imagine going back to the old way of doing things.


  Suddenly, Robert’s phone rang. It was President Karen Le Blanc from SFWA. Robert hesitated for a moment before answering, unsure of what she might say.


  “Robert, I wanted to congratulate you on your and Sarah’s success,” Karen told him. “It’s clear that your use of AI has led to some incredible new voices in the field.” 


  Robert was taken aback. He had expected Karen to be angry, not congratulatory. He put his phone on speaker-phone so the others could hear. 


  “Thank you, Karen. That means a lot.”


  “I wanted to let you know that we will be reinstating Quantum Worlds’ SFWA qualifying status. We recognize that you are pushing the boundaries of what is possible in our field, and we want to support that.”


  The rest of the staff cheered, and Robert’s heart swelled with pride. He had never expected to gain the approval of SFWA, let alone be reinstated as a qualifying market.  


  “Thank you, Karen. This is amazing news.”


  “Yes. And I think Quantum Worlds is in a unique position to lead the way on this. You’ve shown that AI can be a powerful tool, but we need to make sure that it doesn’t replace human creativity and originality. I’d like to work with you to develop a set of standards and best practices for the use of AI in publishing.”


  Robert smiled. “That sounds like a great idea. We’ve learned a lot about the potential of AI in the past year, but we also recognize its limitations. We don’t want to replace human creativity, but we do want to use AI to enhance it.”


  Sarah added, “And we also want to make sure that AI-assisted writing is accessible to everyone, not just those who can afford expensive AI tools. We want to democratize the use of AI in the industry.”


  “I’m glad to hear that,” said Karen. “Let’s start working on those guidelines as soon as possible.”


  As the call ended and the staff heartily congratulated them both, Robert and Sarah turned to each other, grinning with excitement. They knew that the future of the industry was changing, and they were at the forefront of that change. And as they looked out at the rest of their team celebrating, they knew that they had made the right choice in embracing the power of AI. 


   


   


  Robert and Sarah found Lily sitting in front of her computer, her eyes glued to the screen. They could see that she was working on another one of her AI-generated interactive stories.


  “Lily, we need to talk to you,” Robert said gently.


  Lily looked up, surprised to see her parents standing there. “What’s up?”


  “We’ve been hearing some things about how you’re using AI to create derivative works,” said Sarah, her voice strained. “And we’re concerned about it.”


  Lily rolled her eyes. “Mom, come on. This is the future of storytelling. People love these interactive stories. They’re a new way to experience the world of science fiction and fantasy.”


  “But you’re using other people’s work to create them,” Robert pointed out. “That’s not really ethical.”


  “What’s wrong with it? I’m just using the AI to come up with new ways to explore the same themes and characters. It’s not like I’m stealing anyone’s copyright.” 


  “But it’s still based on someone else’s work,” said Sarah. “It’s not original.”


  Lily looked down at her computer, her fingers tapping the keyboard. “I don’t see what the big deal is. It’s not like I’m taking away from what those authors originally wrote. In fact, I’m giving their stories new life—almost everyone who enjoys my take on them goes on to read the originals when they’re done.” 


  “But as the editors of Quantum Worlds, we have to be careful what sort of example we’re setting for the rest of the field. We can’t condone this kind of behavior.”


  Lily scowled. “You guys just don’t get it. This is the future of storytelling!”


  Robert stood there, torn between his daughter and his career. His mind raced, trying to come up with a solution that wouldn't involve sacrificing either one. But when he looked at his daughter, her eyes shining with passion and excitement, he knew that he and Sarah would had to make a choice. 


  “Lily,” he said, his voice grave. “I understand that you’re excited about these new interactive stories, and I’m proud of you for your creativity and your talent. But we have to be responsible about how we use these tools. We can’t just take other people’s work and remix it without their permission. That’s not ethical.” 


  “But Dad,” Lily protested, “it’s not plagiarism if I’m using AI to create something new. It’s transformative. And people love it! They’re sharing my stories all over social media.”


  “I understand that,” Robert said, “but the rest of the SF community doesn’t see it that way. They view it as theft, and they’re not wrong. I can’t jeopardize my position in the field by promoting something that is viewed as unethical. I’m sorry, Lily.”


  Lily’s face fell, and Robert felt a pang of guilt. He knew that he was crushing his daughter’s dreams, but he didn’t see any other option.


  Sarah stepped in, sensing the tension in the room. “Robert, I think we need to talk about this more. We can’t just dismiss Lily’s ideas out of hand. Maybe she’s onto something, even if the rest of the field doesn’t see it yet.” 


  Robert looked at Sarah, and he could see the wheels turning in her head. “You’re right. But we have to be careful. We can’t rush into this.”


  Lily’s face brightened, and she leaned forward eagerly. “Dad, I can help with that! I have so many ideas about how we can use AI. We can be pioneers in this field!”


  Robert felt a flicker of hope. Maybe there was a way to make this work, after all. But he knew that it would require a lot of hard work, and a lot of compromise.


  “Okay,” he said, nodding slowly. “Let’s explore this further. But we have to be very, very careful.”


   


   


  Robert stood at the podium, looking out at the audience. The excitement and anticipation in the air was palpable. This was the Hugo Awards, the pinnacle of recognition in the science fiction and fantasy field, and his lovely wife was standing up there next to him. He felt a lump form in his throat. 


  “First of all, we want to thank the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America for this incredible honor,” he began, holding the Hugo Award tightly in his hand. “We are deeply grateful to everyone who made this possible, especially our loyal readers and the authors who submitted their work to us. Your support has been immeasurable.” 


  “We also want to thank our staff for their hard work and dedication over the years,” Sarah added. “We couldn’t have done this without them. And we want to thank all of you for your support and encouragement.” 


  The audience applauded, and Robert smiled, feeling his nerves begin to dissipate. He took a deep breath and continued.


  “But there is something that we need to address. As many of you know, Quantum Worlds has been experimenting with AI-assisted content creation for some time now. It has been a difficult journey, but it has also been an incredibly rewarding one. We’ve been able to publish work from new and emerging voices that might have otherwise gone unheard. We’ve been able to reach new audiences, and we’ve been able to stay afloat during some very difficult times for the publishing industry.”


  There was some murmuring from the audience, and Robert could feel the tension building. His eyes shifted to his daughter, who was sitting in the audience, looking up at him with a mixture of pride and apprehension.


  “However, we have decided to step down from our positions as editors to avoid any potential conflict of interest as we support our daughter's work in creating new AI-assisted interactive stories. It's important to us that we support and nurture the next generation of writers. Lily is at the forefront of a new movement in the SF field, and we want to be there for her to help her succeed.” 


  There was a murmur of surprise from the audience. Robert knew that he and his wife were risking everything—their reputation, their careers, their legacy within the field—by taking this stand. But as he looked over at Lily, sitting in the front row with tears in her eyes, he knew that he was doing the right thing. 


  Sarah took up where Robert left off. “Our daughter, Lily, has opened our eyes to the power of AI in writing and storytelling. We believe that the future of science fiction lies in the innovative use of technology to create new, interactive stories that engage readers in new and exciting ways. We’ve made the difficult decision to leave Quantum Worlds so that we can support Lily in her work, and help her bring her ideas to life.” 


  Lily was waiting for them as they stepped down from the stage. Tears were streaming down her face as she hugged her parents tightly. “I'm so proud of you both,” she said, tears of joy streaming down her face. “Thank you for all your support!” 


  Robert and Sarah hugged their daughter back, feeling a sense of relief and hope wash over them. They knew that there would be challenges ahead, but with Lily's talent and passion, and their own experience and resources, they were ready to take on whatever came their way.


  As they walked out of the stunned conference hall, Robert turned to Sarah and smiled. “I never thought we'd be here, at this point in our lives, with so much to look forward to.”


  Robert grinned. “Who knows? The possibilities are endless. But one thing's for sure: we'll be doing it together, as a family.”


  And with that, they walked into the bright future, ready to create a new world of science fiction, powered by AI and the passion of the next generation.




  Bloody Justice (by J.M. Wight)


   


  Jamal Abu Hasan watched his starship’s scanners closely, his lips contorted in a snarl. Where were his damned clients? In just another twelve hours, the electromagnetic emissions from his last jump would reach the nearest Federation garrison, and they’d be forced to jump out before a patrol came out to investigate—assuming one didn’t stumble upon them first.


  He tapped his hands nervously on the counter. “Sa’id,” he said, turning to his first mate. “Are we charged and ready to jump back to the hub?”


  “Yes, Captain. And the merchandise is already in the freight airlock, as per your orders.”


  Jamal sniffed. The merchandise: ten blond-haired, blue-eyed virgins, all under the age of sixteen, with skin as pale as the sandy equatorial beaches of his homeworld—a world he would never see again, if the Federation authorities caught up with them.


  “Where are our clients?” he wondered aloud, his fingers twitching. His first mate remained stoically silent.


  If time was on their side—or if he could afford to bribe the Federation officials, a damnable cost of doing business that always seemed to get passed down to the supplier—he would have transferred the merchandise via teleporter. Indeed, transfer via airlock was generally contra-indicated when the merchandise was vulnerable to vacuum. But Jamal didn’t have the luxury of waltzing into a civilized Federation station under false pretenses and bribing those civilized authorities to look the other way while he conducted his sordid business. Indeed, he despised those fools who considered themselves so much more democratic and enlightened than the rest of this godforsaken galaxy.


  Fortunately, business was good, and product plentiful. This particular batch had been taken from the young colony world of New Amman. The girls were all ruddy and fair, with remarkably clean bills of health—not at all like the gaunt and emaciated trash they usually got from the Pleiades. No, these girls would fetch a very nice price, if only his damned clients would show up before the authorities did. Was that their play? Show up dangerously late, then use that as an excuse to forego the usual dickering? He should double his asking price for that!


  “They should have been here by now,” he muttered, clenching and unclenching his fists.


  “Relax, sir,” Sa’id urged. “Everything has been prepared.”


  “Then where the hell are they? This is Federation space, after all. The last thing we need is to get caught up in—”


  A blinking light on his command console snapped him out of his vitriolic thoughts. His sneer turned into a grin.


  “So! Our clients have finally seen fit to arrive!”


  “It would appear so, sir,” his first mate remarked. “Shall I open a channel?”


  “Not yet. Train your guns on them while I double-check their specs. They’ve made us sweat, so let’s return the favor.”


  Sa’id raised an eyebrow, but otherwise offered no objection. On his screen, Jamal double-checked the new arrival’s transponder code as he pinged them for more data. The ship identified as the Mary Llewellyn, a privately owned Federation-registered luxury cruiser. All of the other codes checked out.


  “Uh, sir?” Sa’id asked, a hint of concern in his voice. “Something isn’t right.”


  Jamal frowned. “What are you talking about?”


  “It’s their trajectory, sir. They’re approaching a lot faster than they should be. Also, I’m getting a strange reading from our FTL drive. It’s almost like… almost like they’re interdicting us.”


  “Can we get a visual?”


  “Not yet. They’re too far out to—”


  “Then open a channel. Now, dammit!”


  Sa’id growled discontentedly, but did as he was commanded. Jamal nervously tapped his armrest.


  “Mary Llewellyn, this is captain Abu Hasan of the Majd Thuriya. Please acknowledge.”


  No response.


  “Mary Llewellyn,” Jamal repeated, sweat beginning to pool on his forehead and behind his neck. “Do you copy? Hold your position and acknowledge.”


  Again, no response. On the scanners, the Mary Llewellyn continued to approach at an aggressive clip. Suddenly, an alarm began to blare.


  “What’s that?” Jamal snapped.


  “They’re targeting us, sir!”


  “Then get us the hell out of here!”


  “I can’t,” Sa’id protested. “It’s exactly as I thought—they’re interdicting our jump drive.”


  Jamal swore and slammed his fist down. “Since when does a luxury cruiser get missiles and an interdictor?”


  As if in answer, they finally received a video transmission from the Mary Llewellyn—or rather, the ship that had claimed to be the Mary Llewellyn. The view of the ship’s bridge looked more like something from a military corvette than a luxury liner. Moreover, the face of the man who stared back at him was the antithesis of the soft and pampered Federation elite. He wore an unadorned wide-brimmed hat, and his long, silvery hair was pulled back in a short ponytail. His lips were curled in an austere, puritanical frown, and his eyes seemed to pierce Jamal’s very soul.


  “This is Captain Zedekiah Wight of the Voidbringer,” he introduced himself, his voice low and dangerous. “Surrender immediately, or prepare to meet your Maker.”


  Jamal killed Majd Thuriya’s comms and turned, wide-eyed and trembling, to his first mate. “Evasive maneuvers, Sa’id! Full power to engines—get us the hell out of here!”


   


   


  “I think you spooked them, Zed,” Eve announced as soon as the comms went dead. “Looks like they’re going to make a run for it.”


  Zedekiah Wight, captain of the Voidbringer, betrayed no other reaction than a slight exhalation of breath. But from the subtle changes in his body temperature and a slight relaxation of his facial musculature that was practically invisible to the human eye, she could tell that he was relieved that the moment of decision had arrived. As a rogue super-intelligence, Eve wasn’t quite the judge of character that Zedekiah was, but she did have a lot more data at her disposal, which she’d used to write an emotional assessment algorithm personalized for him. That algorithm now returned a 42% chance that he was inwardly struggling with his primary temptation: to take pleasure in the annihilation of the slaver scum that they had just engaged. 


  “‘And they shall go into the holes of the rocks, and into the caves of the earth, for fear of the LORD, and for the glory of His majesty, when He ariseth to shake terribly the Earth.’”


  That particular quote from the second chapter and nineteenth verse of the book of Isaiah raised the algorithm’s calculation up to 65%. He had referred to that verse exactly five times before, and every time except one had been just before a situation where the odds favored them considerably—just as they did now.


  The combat odds, that was. The odds of achieving their primary objective—rescuing the slaves alive and unharmed—were unacceptably low.


  “Your orders, sir?” Lieutenant Anton Starsky, the Voidbringer’s pilot and astrogator, asked.


  “Maintain pursuit, and dodge whatever they throw at us. Eliso, arm our pulse missiles and prepare to fire.”


  “Got it, sir,” said the Voidbringer’s weapons officer.


  “Eve,” said Zedekiah, turning to the holographic image she projected from the armrest of his command chair. “Are the men suited and ready?”


  “Suited and ready, sir,” Eve told him, sending the live video feed of the drop ship cabin to his secondary screen. It showed his five hand-picked commandos all suited in battle armor and rushing onto
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