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Chapter 1

Crora, homeworld of the Icren, sometime in the year CE
3030.

 


 


The
belowground holding area was hot and stifling. Natasi, Heidi, and
Marco were not alone in their captivity; over a dozen other
prisoners joined them. There had been more, an hour ago. Guards had
come for them, a few at a time, marching them out and then shutting
the opening with an impenetrable forcefield behind them. No one, of
course, ever returned.

 


Natasi Drex,
Empress of the Drex Empire and sound supporter of the Initiative
for Human Supremacy— the anti ethnocentric scheme for complete
galactic single-species domination which her father had
established decades earlier, was the reason she and her comrades
had been condemned to death. She neither knew nor cared what the
other poor wretches had done to earn a fate such as that which
awaited them. Some wept quietly, others sobbed, rackingly and
loudly, begging for mercy. Still others sat with blank expressions,
as if completely unaware of their present circumstances.

 


All were in
various states of agony and exhaustion, and were securely bound
using energy chains with their backs to the cold metal walls, their
arms cuffed at the waist and linked to rings a few feet over their
heads. Movement was limited, but possible, and while the pose was
extremely uncomfortable, it was not in itself an extra torment.

 


The Icren were
tall, muscular, and humanlike, but their faces and bodies were
horribly scarred and disfigured. They had no hair, and their noses
were practically missing. As far as the Drex Empire was concerned,
they were horrible to behold, and their Initiative for Human
Supremacy would ensure their swift eradication from
existence. 

 


Natasi and
Heidi had been shackled beside one another. Their proximity offered
them no comfort. Yet despite her predicament, Natasi was actually
pleased with herself. She along with her righthand woman, Heidi
Agler, had managed to successfully plant a virus deep within
the core of the Icrenian planetary defence systems. And
although Legate Orud Damiran had captured them, the same
could not be said for him discovering the hidden virus that
would ultimately pave the way for Natasi’s invasion fleet once
the malware crippled their defences.

 


Now, the only
thing left to do was survive long enough for her fleet to
arrive.

 


They had
fallen silent hours ago, and now Heidi stared ahead, her eyes
focusing on nothing. Then, she spoke.

 


“Empress, you
are a living legend— admired by many, and despised by some. Because
of you, humanity has achieved so much— has become a force to be
reckoned with among the stars. I once believed in parallel
universes, and that we all had another version of us out there,
somewhere. If only it were true. But the reality is if you die,
that will be it. You will be gone for good, irreplaceable,
and humanity will have lost so much. If anybody must
survive this it has to be you. The Admiral and I are but your loyal
servants— expendable servants.”

 


“Heidi, my
beloved friend, you’re absolutely right— and I’ll do everything I
can to pull through this. I have led humanity to victory on
countless occasions, conquered and colonised a vast number of
worlds, and starting with these pitiful Icrenians, I
intend to be there when we continue our expansion,” Natasi
replied. Her mouth was dry and her voice was a raspy croak. The
ever compassionate Icren commanders had reasoned that their
prisoners would be dead soon, and what did a corpse need with
water?  

 



“Our Empress will prevail,” said Marco Cuteddu, turning
to look at the two women while he spoke, his energy chains emitting
a low frequency humming sound. He gazed them with a blazing
intensity that was as much a part of him as his hands or his
voice. 

 


“Even if we do
not. Don’t believe the rubbish you hear about the multiverse,”
he said, his voice shaking ever so slightly. “That’s nothing but
nonsense talk. The multiverse has been the topic of science fiction
for over a thousand years, and that’s all it will ever be. There
are no parallel universes— there’s only one of me, and there’s only
one of you.”

 


No less
convincing than he had done ever since the real Empress Drex from
this universe had been murdered by Kay Blade two years earlier,
Marco had lied.

 


Because the
multiverse did exist. 

 


And unlike the
people of the other universe, almost all the people of this
universe were oblivious to its existence.

 


Because it
wasn’t possible to have two of the same people coexist in the same
universe, the leader of the rival Zhann Alliance had killed
the Empress in order to bring her doppelgänger across, a
doppelgänger that was loyal to her, and subsequently, also to the
Zhann Alliance. 

 


Kay Blade’s
ill-devised intentions were clear. To have the other Natasi Drex,
an imposter to the real and now deceased Natasi Drex of this
universe ally the Drex Empire with the Zhann Alliance. But
Marco had foiled Kay’s plans, and had the Natasi Drex that was
present with him now lobotomised and implanted with the memories of
the deceased Natasi of this universe.

 


This Empress
Natasi Drex was in actual fact, the doppelgänger from the other
universe. 

 


But she too
was oblivious to the truth.

 


And now it
seemed, that Cuteddu’s secret would die with him. 

 


Well
almost.

 


With the
exception of KnM Blade, the Empress’ sworn trio of enemies from the
Zhann Alliance, nobody but Admiral Marco Cuteddu possessed this
knowledge.

 


Natasi took a
deep breath. "Believe me, Admiral, I don’t believe any of those
things. It’s insane, impossible and simply all
make-believe." The Admiral’s eyes were wide, unblinking, and
she could see the pulse in his throat even in the prison’s dimly
light that shone from above.

 


They heard the
sound of the forcefield being lowered, the door opening, and then
the tramp of boots. Akyra— the elite soldiers of the Icren were
unlocking the prisoners' energy chains. It would not be long,
now.

 


Bound at throat, wrists, and feet, they
were hauled up. Natasi bit back against the hiss of pain as her
body was forced into movement after being obliged to be still for
so long. Side by side, as they ever had been, Natasi and Heidi
faced the opening where only minutes earlier, the
forcefield had stood.

 


They were
marched upward along a slanting corridor, up to the sunlight and
the heat, straight into a carnival of insanity.

 


The way the
sun's harsh rays beat upon Natasi’s head made her reddish hair
look like it was on fire, as was Heidi’s, revealing rows of braids.
To either side of them stepped two executioners— two
muscular men, both whose faces were expressionless.

 


Ahead of the group of prisoners strode a
cluster of Akyra guards, clad in the typical military attire of the
Icren; a brown leathery uniform with varying numbers of small
silver rectangles affixed to either side of their collars, black
boots, and at their hips rested long-barrelled energy
weapons. At first, the cheers of the crowd were muffled.
As the prisoners blinked in the bright light, the noise from
the crowd grew increasingly louder until the prisoners were
buffeted by the noise. Devices that emulated the sound of drums
thundered in their ears, adding to the cacophony and the sense of
disorientation.

 


Indeed, the
Akyra guards were placed in the unusual role of being the
protectors of the human aliens, as a wild crowd from the arena’s
lower level struggled to reach the prisoners, wanting to tear them
to pieces with their own hands.

 


Walking in
front of Natasi and Heidi, Marco twisted around to look at them.
His face was calm; peaceful. 

 


“Empress, even
if we all die before your fleet gets here,” he assured them, “your
successor will continue your Empire, which will continue to conquer
and expand.”

 


Empress Drex
envied him, his tranquility— and his certainty.

 


The three of
them continued to be shoved forward, stumbling up steps to an
enormous, open platform to be confronted with the true reality of
their approaching, agonising deaths. Four sturdy posts, a metre in
diameter, were centred on the arena floor, each set with regular
chains. The arena had been constructed for the sole purpose of
torturing and executing political prisoners. Thousands of
spectators crowded all levels of the massive arena on all four
sides. 

 


Yet despite
the other prisoners that had kept them company in the prison
belowground, only the three humans of the Drex Empire had been
brought up. Clearly their deaths were meant to be the highlight of
the event.

 


Gazing down from a high scaffold above
them were several high ranking officers from the Icren
military. In the centre, sat a sole imposing figure with
a stern, judgemental expression. Natasi recognised him— he
was Xylander Kush, the leader of the Icren. Despite the
Empress’ constant threats of invasion, he had refused to
submit to her, confident that his own military forces could repel
any attack from the might of the Drex Empire’s Navy.

 


Xylander Kush
rose, his bald scared head gleaming in the sun, his eyes and harsh
mouth radiating his disdain. He looked over the three humans as his
military aides did: with contempt, not seeing human beings, only
enemies.

 


He stepped
forward, and lifted his hands for quiet. His voice, it seemed; it
was strong and thrummed with certainty. "The human terrorists
before you have been convicted of espionage against the Sovereign
Nation of the Icren," he announced. "Their sentence of death is to
be carried out in this arena immediately!"

 


The wild cheering that followed deafened
the doomed trio who were dragged over to the posts, and
roughly shackled to them. Marco stood unaccompanied at his
post. Natasi and Heidi were led to a single one, the chains that
bound their hands looped up and held in place by a spike at the
top, their throats encircled by an energy ring.

 


Kush lowered
his hands. “For as long as I can remember,” he continued, “our
civilisation has thrived in a world free from alien outsiders— free
from the vermin who believe themselves better than everybody
else— and free from those who wish to destroy our great
civilisation. But, people of this great planet, with your support,
and with the trust that you put in us, we will purge this disease
from its very source.”

 


The crowd went
wild, cheering and flailing in their excitement. Kush’s gaze
travelled from the crowd before his posture landed on Damiran. The
other stared back at him, expressionless and
cold. Damiran’s face contorted even further into a deep scowl.
He accompanied one of the executioners as he went up to the
platform toward Natasi and Heidi.

 


Kush smiled benevolently, sharing the
crowd's joy, and relishing every moment of it. “I’m a
true believer in long lasting peace and prosperity, yet, the
terrorists before you sought to unjustly lead their military forces
in an unprovoked and unlawful invasion of our planet…” He
paused, contemplating the best way to put it. “I, Xylander
Kush, send their very leader Empress Natasi Drex along with two of
her close aides to die the grievous deaths they so truly deserve:
they shall not be lamented." 

 


***

 


The
executioner had reached Natasi and Heidi’s post. He bent to shove a
spike through a link in their lower chains, securing them to the
platform. Natasi was having none of it. Marco and Heidi might be
resigned to death today, but she would resist it to the last
moment, and she kicked savagely at the executioner.

 


The man reeled
back, but recovered quickly. He was angry now, and drew a combat
knife, intending to impale Natasi’s foot to the platform instead.
But Natasi was too nimble, jerking her feet out of the way at the
last minute, and
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