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			Prologue

			An end, the end is come upon the four corners of the land. 

			Now is the end come upon thee, 

			And I will send mine anger upon thee, 

			And will judge thee according to thy ways, 

			And will recompense upon thee all thine abominations. 

			And mine eye shall not spare thee, neither will I have pity,

			But I will recompense thy ways upon thee, 

			And thine abominations shall be in the midst of thee . . . 

			An evil, an only evil, behold, is come. 

			An end is come, the end is come: it watcheth for thee; behold, it is come.

			– Excerpt from a Human religious text, origin unknown

			It came as an envoy to the Master’s will.

			Across the Deep Reaches it came, bending to the will of the Master . . . and in turn bending all before it to that same will. 

			The Master declared that it was Malum, and thus it was so.

			•••

			Malum’s knowledge was vast. It stored the knowledge of aeons across galaxies: lifetimes, empires, planets, the fabrics of civilization and technology, the knowledge of life and death. Yet it drew on it only insofar as it served the Master. When knowledge was needed, the barriers shifted to make the new relevance the only knowledge in Malum’s existence, the rest as lost as if it had never been known. 

			The invisible barriers of eternal information shifted, parting to focus in on the constellation of stars that now floated before it. In Malum’s memory words flared to life. Aecron. Ritican. Hazionite. Human. Exo. Confederacy.

			Aecron. Homeworld designate Aeroel. Superior intelligence, fragile physiology. Arrogant, unskilled in diplomacy. First in Confederal region to develop interstellar fold technology, used it to observe and intermittently experiment on pre-spaceflight Human and Hazionite homeworlds. Policies changed after attack by extra-regional fleet designate Invaders of 1124. Invader origins not known to Aecrons, though known to Master. Invaders repelled, effected change in Aecron disposition; Aecrons cultivated alliances with other races reaching spacefaring status as defense against future attacks. Aecrons conform to will of Master, unaware.

			Ritican. Homeworld designate Ritica. Durable physiology, high tolerance for temperature. Methane respiration. Intelligent, developed interstellar travel after Aecrons but independently of them. Sociology revolves around nonviolent coexistence unless attacked; retaliatory psychology, relentless, brutal. Exemplar: Corridor Wars; Ritican counterattack led to near-genocide of Hazionites. Current Hazionite and Ritican relationship nonviolent but complicated, potential for exploitation. Ritican militia most powerful military force in Confederacy. 

			Hazionite. Homeworld designate Hazion Prime. Matriarchal society. Olfactory senses allow for enhanced perception of emotion. Moderate intelligence, expansionistic disposition. Fold drive reverse-engineered from Aecron ship wreckage found on homeworld. Invasion of Ritican territory precipitated Corridor Wars; Ritican retaliation resulted in near-annihilation of Hazionites before Human intervention ended conflict. Treaty designate Titan Accords ended Corridor Wars, established Confederacy.

			Human. Homeworld designate Earth. Moderate intelligence, skilled in diplomacy and politics. Little surviving recorded Human history prior to 1300 homeworld revolutions antecedent; cataclysm on ancient Earth led to loss of most knowledge through period designate Dark Ages. Cause of Earth cataclysm and loss of Human history unknown to Humans. Fold drive reverse-engineered from Aecron ship wreckage found on homeworld. Human diplomats intervened to end Corridor Wars, create Confederacy. Highly influential in Confederacy; Human language and measurements norm in Confederal commerce and trade. 

			Exo. Homeworld designate Exo Homeworld. Exo name given by Human diplomats. Exoskeletal physiology, extraordinary durability, capable of short periods of time in open space. Asexual, highly individualistic, oriented predominantly around task completion. Capacity for mechanical, engineering work without equal in Confederacy; intellectual processes are concrete, lacking in artistic or creative function. No formal governance, no family structure.  

			Confederacy. Capital designate Nevea, Human homeworld system, planet designate Titan. Facilitates interspecies commerce and trade, organizes Confederal Navy to protect sentient merchants from piracy. Maintains some contact with non-allied sentients designate Minor Races: pirate society Ussonian, reclusive Tullasph, multiple pre-spaceflight civilizations.

			•••

			Malum absorbed the full knowledge of the Confederacy and its component societies, became as much the knowledge as it was itself. Malum organized the knowledge for the purpose that lay before it, for the knowledge itself was not an end, but a means to the will of the Master. 

			•••

			First came Gor-Exxus. A Ritican frontier listening post orbiting an aging white dwarf. Isolated, neglected even by pirates. Fifty Riticans present. Most received the assignment as punishment, viewed it with resentment. It was not a vigilant defense, although Malum knew it would not matter either way. This was not a matter of hubris, but fact.

			Malum folded in on the listening post, drew near. It sensed the station probing, questioning. It felt the malaise become confusion, the confusion become worry. The station sent a message to other stations. 

			Malum unleashed its power. The worry turned into terror, then was silenced.

			Malum departed, leaving nothing behind.

			•••

			Next came Omi-Treb. A Ritican research outpost. Malum could feel the curiosity of the scientists as it approached. It sensed a message being sent to a nearby sciences vessel, an Aecron ship. We have discovered something new, something strange, the message said. We are coming to investigate, the ship replied.

			Light flooded the research outpost, and it fell silent. 

			Malum departed, leaving emptiness for the research vessel to find.

			•••

			The Tel Gi Confederal research station followed. Deep within Ritican space. Various races. Malum could sense its activity even before folding in. The station resonated with concern, its sensors probing the darkness and its staff anxiously compiling, analyzing, evaluating. They knew about the fates of Gor-Exxus and Omi-Treb, were fearful that the same would happen to them. As the Master had intended. 

			Malum felt another in the darkness near the station. A Ritican battlecruiser. Rdaro-Lorsei. Six hundred vigilant crew ready for battle. Many weapons, an awareness that Malum was approaching.

			It mattered not.

			Malum moved into the system, opening up its fury upon the outpost and the ship. 

			Malum departed, having spared nothing.

			•••

			Next was Ahtog 3. Ritican colony world. Legions of colonists. Multiple Navy ships.

			It was heavily defended, but Malum knew it mattered not.

		


		
			1

			Ahtog 3

			Earth Index 1305.010

			Lieutenant Aioua Horae walked anxiously down the hallway and up to the Sidney’s bridge doors, which parted before her. She paused to assess the scene, tapping her pale blue fingers against the palm of her opposite hand, a nervous gesture she had picked up from her unit mother. In spite of being off duty, she’d been summoned to the bridge with all haste, which could only mean trouble. Taking a short breath, she stepped across the threshold and up to the sciences station, relieving the Aecron male currently stationed there. At once the foreign, frightening data assailed her senses.

			Above Aioua, at the front of the bridge, the main viewscreen showcased a series of images, each apparently normal: the harsh Ritican colony world of Ahtog 3 with its red-purple atmosphere; various views of the eleven capital ships, from cruisers to gunboats, that comprised the Sidney’s fleet; and a stretch of space swirling with the myriad colors of a fold distortion. 

			It was the last that terrified her.

			Not far from Aioua, Admiral Cersius Pelleon Monabee shifted uneasily in the command station, gazing out at the looming fold distortion. Monabee was a Human male with a wide frame, a grizzled beard, and a reputation for being almost unnaturally calm in a crisis.

			“What do you make of it, Aioua?” The admiral’s voice was coarse, the product of years of wear and too much tobacco. 

			Aioua glanced between the fold image now frozen on the viewscreen and the impossible data streaming through her station. “I have never seen anything like it, sir.”

			A Confederal Navy battle carrier, the Sidney was a massive affair, its vast hull stretching hundreds of trics long. Pulse turrets bristled from its flanks, torpedo tubes stood guard on each end, and launch bays lurked in the places in between. In the bosom of the ship, squadrons of fighters and torpedo bombers waited for the command to pour into the night.

			The fold developing before them dwarfed not only the Sidney, but its entire fleet.

			Monabee grunted, and Aioua’s face tightened. He hadn’t summoned her here for awe and wonder; he needed analysis. She had a gift for making sense out of data that was contradictory or incomplete, an instinct for piecing together the final elements of a mystery. In the past those mysteries had been of the more mundane variety, like some new Ussonian smuggling device or a weather anomaly on a distant colony world. Not this.

			But that didn’t change her job.

			She took another quick breath and felt calm settle over her as her considerable mind churned through the facts. “It is approximately three-thousand eight-hundred times larger than the largest folds produced by any ship in our records. Roughly four-thousand two-hundred kiltrics at its largest length.” 

			The Sidney’s first officer, a middle-aged Human male, gave off a whistle. 

			Aioua ignored him and met the admiral’s gaze. “The fold signature matches the fragmentary data reported from the Gor-Exxus, Omi-Treb, and Tel Gi stations. I can say with a high degree of confidence that this is the same phenomenon. It is not natural, and it is not from any society in Confederal space.” She hesitated. “Given the available information, I believe that something large and possibly very dangerous is about to come through that fold.”

			The admiral let out a deep sigh. “How much time do we have before that distortion opens?”

			“Five minutes.”

			“Very well, then. Communications, order the fleet to combat stations.”

			Orel Dayail, the Aecron communications officer, responded to the affirmative. Then, a moment later, he added, “Sir, the colony reports that they are launching seven militia vessels to join our fleet.”

			The first officer leaned in close to the admiral, his voice quiet, although Aioua could still hear him. “If Aioua is right, nineteen vessels and a sortie of fighters won’t be enough.”

			Monabee looked over at the first officer. “If Aioua is right, the whole Navy won’t be enough.”

			•••

			As the message rippled out from the Sidney to the rest of the fleet, combat alarms sent crew scurrying to their posts and pilots clamoring into their fighters. Within minutes, swarms of fighters and torpedo bombers were massing into the silent deep of space like an agitated hive. At Monabee’s orders, small and large ships alike drifted out of orbit and took up a defensive position between the fold distortion and the planet. 

			The nexus of color filled the Sidney’s viewscreen, slowly fanning up and out as if it were radioactive ribbons attached to a string in a windstorm. It was a familiar evolution to anyone with even a semblance of space experience: a fold distortion began as tendrils of prismatic light that would erupt into a hole in space from which a ship would come forth. Everything about this particular fold conformed to that well-worn understanding except for its logic-defying size.

			At sciences, Aioua meditated on the information flowing around her diminutive, blue-skinned frame. Soon something—in all likelihood very large—would come through the fold, and the admiral and his fleet would have to react. The question was, how should they react? The fact that the object creating the fold had originated on the frontier suggested that it was from beyond the Great Void. Up to this point, the only confirmed contact from that vector were the mysterious Invaders of 1124, who had been turned back by the Aecrons nearly two centuries ago, some time before other races had achieved fold technology. According to official Aecron accounts (which Aioua suspected were at least partially censored) the Invader ships of that era were roughly the same size and capability as their Aecron counterparts. If this monstrous fold was also from the Invaders, it suggested technology evolved on a frightening scale.

			If, however, it was a new race, one that had never been encountered before, it stood to reason that the disappearances could be simply a massive misunderstanding. With such a possibility still in the mix, protocol dictated that the Sidney’s primary objective was to establish communications with the object. Something inside her, though, said this was a force of destruction, not one of confusion, but she had no way to prove it—at least not yet.

			She stole a glance across the bridge, where a fellow Aecron worked quietly over at communications. If Orel Dayail felt the weight of the Navy’s hopes, he didn’t show it. Orel was one of the brightest and most creative linguists in the Confederacy, an Aecron who was uncharacteristically gifted in matters of diplomacy. They were skills learned from his father, an Aecron ambassador to Earth and an observer in the Confederal Congress. Few of their race were interested in studying the art of motivation and language as the Dayail family unit had. For Orel it had translated into a stellar career in the Confederacy, including several successful dealings with the Minor Races; his role in improving Navy relations with the reclusive Tullasph had won him his current post on the Sidney.

			Aioua did not really like Orel—she found his overly amicable disposition irritating—but she respected his skill, which was quite possibly peerless. If anyone could make contact with the object behind the fold, he could. Conversely, if he could not . . .  

			Admiral Monabee looked over to his right. “Garo, how are we doing?”

			Garo Ball, the ancient Ritican who occupied the weapons station, spoke with a deep, resonant cadence. “Defense fields initialized, all tubes loaded, turrets report ready.”

			“Very good. Do not fire until I give the order.”

			“Understood, Admiral.”

			Monabee cocked his head toward communications. “Orel, that goes for the rest of the fleet, too. And those militia ships. I don’t want the locals provoking an incident.”

			Orel listened to his link, his face contorting into a frown. “Sir, one of the Ritican captains is reminding us that he is not under our command.”

			Monabee slowly but purposefully turned his full body to face communications. His voice was deathly quiet. “Remind him that we are here to protect his planet under the courtesies of the Confederacy. Tell him that if he fires so much as a single shot before I give the word, that I will remove my fleet from the system and he can deal with this situation on his own. Tell him I will not endanger so much as one of my officers because he happens to be a fool.”

			Orel relayed the message to the Ritican ship. Moments later, he said, “Admiral, the Ritican captain agrees to your terms and thanks you for the Confederacy’s assistance.”

			“‘Agrees to your terms,’” repeated the first officer sarcastically. “What nonsense.”

			“I would gladly take such an attitude from whatever is behind that fold,” said Monabee.

			“Admiral,” said Aioua, “something is coming through.”

			The viewscreen lit up as the fold distortion blossomed into a full-fledged spatial tear: a hole, bordered by a striking prismatic outline, in the black-and-white starscape. Even at a distance, the hole appeared to consume the entire viewscreen, blocking out the stars. A mass surged from the fold, a vast darkness that eclipsed the fold and just about everything else in sight.

			The bridge crew of the Sidney fell silent. 

			The intruder was enormous and spherical, the size of a large planetary moon. The light of the system’s sun exposed a sheen that exploded with polish, even as it seemed to suck in the light around it like a black hole. It had the broad profile of a planet but the clear form of the artificial. The surface was rugged, running in sharp, angular lines. Even from a distance, massive towers, squared valleys, and prickling spires could be made out along the surface. There was no evidence of a front or rear and no obvious point of propulsion.

			Aioua’s voice wavered as she announced the data already pouring into the display in front of Monabee. “The object is approximately three-thousand six-hundred kiltrics in diameter. It does not match any known technology.”

			In contrast, Monabee sounded calm, controlled. “Make sure Navy Command is getting our telemetry. Orel, try to make contact with the object.”

			At once the bridge began to rumble violently. The sound was nearly deafening, and officers who were standing had to steady themselves to keep from falling. 

			Monabee had to shout to be heard, “What’s that noise?”

			“High-output waves coming from the contact,” said Aioua, her high-pitched voice piercing the rumble more easily than the admiral’s gruff tones. “Variable wavelength. Intensity is extraordinary, well beyond Confederal capabilities.”

			Sparks briefly cascaded across the vacuum of space in front of the viewscreen. 

			Reports began streaming in, none of them good:

			“Our defense fields have collapsed.”

			“Pulse turrets are not operational.”

			“Fighter and bomber squadrons are reporting critical system failures! They’re completely disabled!”

			Monabee appeared to ignore the reports for the moment, turning his attention to communications. “Orel, the waves. Could they be some form of communication?” 

			“Preliminary analysis shows nothing. It is a wall of noise.”

			“Pick it apart, Lieutenant. Find something if you can.”

			On the screen, a stream of pale light lanced out from the sphere. The light settled on one of the Confederal ships, a cruiser. At first glance it looked like a sort of massive spotlight, only the bathing light was so bright that it obfuscated the cruiser from view. Slowly the light stream subsided. 

			The first officer let out a shout. The cruiser was gone.

			“Impossible,” said Garo Ball.

			Aioua glanced at the admiral. Monabee stared at the screen in disbelief. “What happened to that ship?”

			“I . . . do not know, sir,” Aioua said, poring over her readouts in frustration. “The cruiser is no longer . . . there.”

			“What about residuals?” 

			“Nothing, sir. No debris, no energy signature. It is simply not there anymore.”

			“Admiral,” announced Orel, “I believe I have something. There is a message embedded in the waves. A single phrase, repeating over and over. In Confederal Common.”

			Aioua started. Confederal Common was the trade language of the Confederacy, based on Human language. It knew how to talk to them.

			Grim voiced, Monabee said, “Play it.”

			Over the admiral’s display, a hollow, flat voice spoke. “. . . has come . . . Malum has come . . . Malum has come . . . Malum has come . . . Malum has come . . .” 

			On the screen, another pale beam lanced out from the sphere and poured over a Ritican militia vessel. The beam receded as quickly as it had come, the militia vessel vanished.

			“Malum has come . . . Malum has come . . .”

			Monabee keyed his display to mute the chilling message. Aioua knew what the Admiral was thinking: whatever the object was, it did not intend to negotiate. Diplomatically speaking, the fleet was past the point of no return. 

			Monabee looked almost like a bystander as the next words came out of him. “Order the fleet to engage the contact.”

			Above the roar of the waves, an ever-so-slight vibration signaled the discharge of a volley of fusing torpedoes from the Sidney’s forward tubes. Within moments, a flurry of Navy and Ritican ordnance was charging away from the fleet and toward the object. 

			Another pale white beam swiftly streamed to life, cutting a wide swath across space. The beam engulfed the ordnance—torpedoes, Ritican missiles—consuming them and passing on to a Navy support vessel, bathing them into nothing. 

			“Order the fleet to initiate evasive maneuvers,” said the Admiral. “And keep firing! We’ve got to get something through those defenses.”

			As the fleet scattered, Aioua fought a rising panic as she sifted through the data in search of a weakness, an opening—anything to give them a chance against the monstrous attacker. 

			Nothing. 

			With chilling precision, the ships of the fleet were eliminated, one by one.

			Pale beam. Gunboat and a flotilla of fighters vanished.

			Torpedoes firing. Pale beam. The torpedoes gone, a Navy frigate and a militia frigate vanished.

			A pale beam blazed just in front of the Sidney and through another Navy frigate. The light subsided, the frigate was gone.

			Almost without warning, the Sidney battle group was a fleet of one.

			Monabee spoke quickly. “Navigator, take us around to the far side of the planet. See if we can put something solid between that thing and us. As soon as we are clear of the waves, prepare for an emergency fold jump.”

			The navigator never had the chance to plot the maneuver. In an instant, pale light enveloped the main viewscreen of the Sidney, waxing so bright that everyone on the bridge—save Garo Ball—shielded their eyes reflexively. With an almost palpable presence, the light poured off the screen onto the bridge itself. 

			In the powerlessness of the moment, Aioua found herself experiencing two contradictory sensations. Though violently bright, the light held no warmth. In fact, as the pale glow spread across the bridge, she suddenly felt an icy chill that scoured her straight through to the bone. 

			She flinched involuntarily, and her heart began to race out of control. A strange, almost primal fear—one that seemed to come from outside of her—gripped her. Around her, the bridge crew devolved into anarchy, screaming in terror and cowering behind their stations. Out of the corner of her vision she saw Admiral Monabee, his entire body gripped by a horror so foreign to his disposition that he appeared almost like someone else.

			“What’s happening?” someone cried out.

			I wish I knew was the last thought Lieutenant Aioua Horae had before her universe went from unbearably bright to absolute dark.

		


		
			2

			Titan

			Earth Index 1305.013

			Navy Commander Jared Carter stopped along the sloping terrain and took stock of his surroundings. Or rather, took stock of the surroundings he couldn’t see. His portable told him that he was standing along the foothills of the Norso-bunniss-bairant-Phgg Range, one of the few mountain ranges of note on a moon known from antiquity as Titan. His eyes, by contrast, told him nothing; the atmosphere’s exotic cocktail of gases created a dense fog that reduced his visibility to a few trics. 

			Being out here, unable to see beyond his own boots, gave him a sense of profound loneliness, a feeling of being cut off from the rest of the universe. Yet in the frozen haze there was also a certain comfort, a peace born from the sense of being somehow insulated from the many troubles that roamed the stars above. 

			It felt good. Jared’s interceptor, the Retaelus, had just finished a grueling anti-piracy campaign that had culminated in hours of depositions before a parade of legal and military officials. Though Jared did not dislike being around people, he had to admit it was nice to spend some time . . . well, away from people. 

			Jared wasn’t the first to experience the respite Titan offered. In fact, its insular quality had long been the moon’s appeal. In 1238 the Humans had brought the Hazionites and Riticans to Titan—a moon orbiting a gas giant in the Human home system—to seek an end to the Corridor Wars. The atmosphere was friendly to the Ritican respiratory system and quite fatal to the Hazionites, forcing the latter into atmospheric suits. The gesture proved just enough to convince the Riticans that the Hazionites were serious about peace. From those negotiations came the Titan Accords, the landmark treaty that ended war in the region and launched the fragile ship of state known as the Confederacy. Eventually, both the Confederal Congress and its anti-piracy venture, the Confederal Navy, were established here.

			Jared strained his eyes uselessly, as if that would help him. Isolation was all well and good, but he preferred to enjoy the landscape with more than the soles of his boots. He had planned on bringing along standard enhanced eyewear to help him see better, but his hiking partner insisted that the Range should be enjoyed in its most “natural” form. Jared cursed his foolishness in listening to the advice of a sentient who had access to a wider visual spectrum than he did. And he was really, really cold; his environmental suit indicated it was functioning correctly, yet he found himself shivering involuntarily. It was, he figured, the natural Human reaction to standing in a place where the current temperature was minus 160 degrees Earth standard. 

			He buried any thoughts of complaining; the Ritican female standing next to him would merely point out that today was an unseasonably warm one for Titan. Senior Lieutenant Vetta-parso-bonna-truph-Quidd wore neither a rebreather nor an environmental suit, and although Jared was no expert on Ritican body language, she seemed quite enthralled by the mountains before them. Her sizable rust-colored frame stood at ease; her yellow eyes almost sparkled with contentment. “Commander,” she said, “the pictures do not do it justice. This is incredible.”

			“I suppose you mean the Range,” he groused, making little attempt to hide his discontent. “I’m sure it’s fantastic, except that I can’t see farther than two trics in front of me.” 

			Vetta seemed unconcerned. “It is simply a morning fog. It will clear once we begin our ascent.” 

			Jared sorely doubted her assurances.

			His first officer turned and resumed her walk. Her bare feet, with their long digits and opposable thumbs, moved effortlessly in the light gravity. 

			“Are you coming, sir?”

			“Yes, I’m coming.” Pushing off, Jared bounded along Vetta’s path . . . while he could still see which way she went. 

			•••

			“What under Luna is going on?” 

			Lieutenant Omarami Del came stumbling onto the empty bridge of the Navy interceptor Retaelus, still in her bedtime attire. Rami’s cropped brown hair, typical of Human females in the Navy, stood in matted clumps around her lean, angular face. She had just fallen asleep for the night when the ship’s alarms jolted her awake. Now she found her seat at the communications station and looked at the display. 

			There was a single message waiting: CLEAR THE DRYDOCK IMMEDIATELY.

			“What?” she said out loud, although no one was listening. “Now? Why?”

			On the viewscreen, she could see other ships mobilizing and moving out. There would be plenty of time for questions; right now she needed to get moving. That wouldn’t be easy. She was one of just two officers currently on board the ship, the other being the Exo engineer. Neither of them was certified to navigate an interceptor.

			“Triphox,” she said into her link, “power up the ardor drive. We need to move out of drydock right now.”

			The Exo did not reply, but its actions spoke loudly enough—a resonant hum rumbled through the ship as the interceptor’s sublight ardor drive came online. 

			Rami swiftly moved to the navigation station and took a deep breath. She was a good officer. Not a great officer, by her own admission, but a good one. No visionary, she compensated with tireless efficiency, fluency in multiple languages, and the ability to make quick decisions. All of that accumulated experience seemed moot in the face of a station she had not operated since her earliest days of Navy training. 

			She spoke to the station, ordering it to activate the ship’s automated flight system. No response. She searched the panel for some other method of activating it, with no results. As the seconds ticked away, the ship’s alarm again demanded that she move the vessel away from the dock. 

			Her nerves now rattling, Rami mentally dredged up the procedures for plotting a course manually. After locating the requisite controls, she bit her lip, quashed a sudden vision of the Retaelus careening into a drydock wall, and nudged the interceptor into motion. 

			To Rami’s great relief, the Retaelus drifted away from the drydock without incident, and she gently guided the ship into the line of interceptors streaming out into open space. Interceptors were among the Navy’s smaller vessels, compact ships with graceful wings and smooth ash gray hulls. Most were designed to carry no more than six or eight crew, but they were tremendously versatile, capable of pursuing pirates into the atmospheres and even oceans where they were known to flee.

			A few minutes passed before the Retaelus was clear and headed into orbit. It was a piloting exercise distinctly lacking in grace; more than once the navigation station angrily warned her that she was on a collision course for a ship, drydock wall, or some other solid object. As she made the final maneuvers, Triphox commented matter-of-factly that her adjustments were inefficient and unnecessary.

			“If you’ve got a problem with my piloting, come up here and do it yourself,” she snapped. “What’s wrong with the ship’s voice-command matrix? I tried to activate the automated flight system, and it would not respond.”

			The system, explained Triphox, was taken offline during drydock repairs. 

			Rami resisted the urge to scream at the engineer for not telling her this earlier or trying to bring it back online when she needed it. Instead, she closed her eyes and allowed herself a moment to calm down. A string of anti-Exo epithets rang in her mind; one of them slipped out of her mouth before she caught herself and stifled the rest.

			When her hands stopped shaking and the tension abated, a gnawing curiosity grew in its place. The Retaelus, along with the other interceptors, had been unceremoniously pushed out three days ahead of schedule with absolutely no explanation whatsoever. Why?

			She manipulated the tridimensional display just off of the main bridge viewscreen, bringing up an image of the spacescape surrounding Titan. Almost immediately it became apparent that things were not normal. Around the drydock, shuttles and other small craft scurried along with a purposefulness that bordered on panic. On the near side of the planet, an armada of cruisers and other large ships amassed with a vigilance one might associate with a region under siege. Fighters raced to and fro as if battle were imminent. 

			Rami moved back into her communications station and contacted the drydock. It took her several minutes to reach someone, and she knew just from a visual inspection that the conversation would go nowhere. The Navy deck officer on the other end, a Hazionite female, looked harried and angry.

			“Lieutenant Omarami Del, acting commander, interceptor Retaelus,” said Rami with as much courtesy as she could summon. “Is there some sort of problem?”

			“Wait on your orders, Lieutenant,” said the drydock officer. The connection immediately closed.

			“Thank you for your help,” Rami scoffed at the empty display. She realized, belatedly, that she still looked terrible, probably too terrible to be presenting herself to another Navy officer.

			A series of clicks and snaps, the language of the Exos, drifted out of Rami’s link. Though Exo speech would normally be accompanied by a translation, Rami preferred to hear Triphox without assistance, as it forced her to better internalize the esoteric language.

			“They did not say,” she replied. “Only that I am to ‘wait on my orders.’ We are not alone; every ship in every dock around Titan has been ordered out into space. I’ve never seen anything like this.”

			More clicks came through her link. “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe there’s something on the feeds.”

			She began sifting through the various information sources at her disposal. The official military channels were silent. Not a major surprise. She turned to the civilian feeds. An Ussonian pirate raid out beyond the Corridor . . . a trade dispute between a Ritican colony and a Human corporation . . . an investigation into a series of unexplained deaths on an Aecron core world . . . and the list went on. There were certainly no shortage of problems in the Confederacy, but none of them appeared dire enough to justify what she was seeing around her. 

			Rami delved further. Here was something, although it, too, looked minor. There seemed to be a problem with the communications relay system on the frontier of Ritican space. Several outposts were affected as well as a colony world, Ahtog 3. There were scattered rumors that the Riticans were trying to conceal some larger problem, but the Riticans were secretive about a great many things and this did not seem unusual. 

			A notification chime interrupted her reading, and Rami moved out of the civilian feed and into the military line. On her display, the civilian channel feed faded out, and was replaced by the face of a communications officer, a Human. According to the display, he was from Navy Command on the planet’s surface. 

			“Retaelus here. Lieutenant Del speaking.”

			“Lieutenant, Command needs to know the current location of your commanding officer.”

			“Commander Carter is currently on leave on Titan.”

			“Understood, Retaelus. Be advised that your ship has been recalled to active status. You should be receiving your new orders momentarily. Please see to them as soon as possible.”

			•••

			Jared came stuttering to a stop. Vetta had been right about the fog—not that he planned to point it out—and he could now see with a fair degree of clarity a rock wall stretching some twenty or thirty trics high in front of him. He could make out a few handholds, but even in the light gravity it was going to be hard to ascend. He was readying himself for the first leap when his link chirped in his ear. 

			Jared straightened himself up and spoke. “Commander Carter.”

			It was Rami Del. “Commander, I’m sorry to disturb you, but a situation has come up and you’re being recalled.”

			“A situation?”

			“Yes, sir. I’m sending waypoint coordinates to you now. You’ll rendezvous with a shuttle there, which will take you and Vetta to Navy Command. You are then to report to Operations Briefing Room C at 1400 hours for further orders. Vetta is to report back to the Retaelus at once to begin preflight diagnostics on the weapons systems.”

			“Any idea what is going on?”

			“Command isn’t saying. I’ve scoured the civilian feeds and can’t find anything definitive.”

			Vetta, who was already on the top of the rock wall, apparently saw him standing idly at the foot of the wall because her voice came over the comm next, “Is something wrong, sir?”

			“We’re being recalled,” he replied. “Rami doesn’t know why. We are to make for a waypoint beyond the foothills of the Range where a shuttle will take us back to Command.”

			“I do not like the sound of that.”

			“No,” said Jared, “and we don’t have much time, either.”

			•••

			“Welcome aboard,” the shuttle pilot said as they pulled themselves through the airlock. Jared, panting from the brisk walk to the rendevous point, managed only a cursory salute. 

			“Thank you, Deck Officer,” Vetta replied, stepping in behind Jared.

			Jared and Vetta took their seats not far from the front of the shuttle, across from two Ritican Navy officers. The two Riticans, both male, briefly acknowledged Jared and Vetta but otherwise said nothing.

			Jared had barely settled in his seat when the small vessel lifted into the air and hurtled forward, pushing him back into the body-conforming chair. Jared said, “I gather we’re in a hurry.”

			The pilot, a Human male, said, “Yes, sir.”

			“Any idea why?”

			“I’ve been asked that question all day, Commander. I don’t know.”

			Vetta leaned in and spoke quietly to Jared. “It is rare that orders of this magnitude happen without any clear reason why.”

			Jared nodded. “And even more rare that such orders signal anything good.”

			They sat in silence for a few moments before Jared spoke again. “I’m sorry about this. I know how much you were looking forward to this trip.”

			Vetta did not look at him. “It is disappointing,” she said, “but I am used to it. It is not the first time.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The last time I was home on Lutnum 9, I took several of my progeny on a wilderness hike. On the second day I was recalled because of the pirate massacre on the Lutnum 4 industrial plants.”

			“I remember that,” Jared said. “How did your children respond?”

			Vetta hesitated. Although Jared and Vetta were colleagues and good friends—and this was a subject they had discussed in the past—it went against Ritican instinct to reveal much about familial interactions. But Vetta answered. “If they were disappointed, they did not show it, although Monnux did not seem pleased.”

			Jared asked, “Has that situation changed?”

			“No. It is as before. Monnux rarely sends messages, and when he does, it includes only details about the progeny that he must legally provide.”

			Jared was aware from previous conversations that Ritican unions often changed once the requisite number of children had been born. That, compounded with Vetta’s service in the Confederal Navy, had reduced Vetta to a peripheral role in her family.

			Vetta leaned back and closed both her inner and outer eyelids, lost in her own thoughts. Jared knew from experience not to prod any further; they rode out the rest of the shuttle trip in silence.

			•••

			Located adjacent to the Confederal capital of Nevea, the headquarters of the Confederal Navy was a sprawling campus of dome-shaped buildings connected by a web of cylindrical pipelines. Security within the facility was more restrictive than usual; Jared’s shuttle had to wait twenty minutes just to get clearance to enter the complex’s main transport tube. He arrived at the Operations Building Briefing Room C just before 1400 hours Earth Standard time, tired from his trip and ill at ease from the tense expressions he had seen from security along the way. Rami’s inability to learn anything from the civilian feeds compounded his disquiet.

			Briefing Room C was one of the larger briefing venues at Navy Command. Designed to accommodate several hundred personnel, the room was a half-circle, with sloped seating orbiting a central speaking podium. Behind the podium was a very large tridimensional display flanked by two enormous bidimensional screens. 

			Reeking from the sweat of his long outdoor trek, Jared quietly took an open seat near the top of the room. Except for a spotlight trained on the podium, the briefing room was only dimly illuminated. In the shadows, however, Jared could see that the venue was filled to capacity. Most of the uniforms he could make out were other commanders—a rank commensurate with an interceptor or smaller capital ship—although he also spotted a few uniforms bearing admiral’s marking. That was unusual; admirals were typically battle group leaders and were briefed separately from the lower-level ship leadership. Breaking protocol like that did not speak well of the situation. 

			Something else seemed off, too, and it took him a moment to figure out what it was. He’d sat in these sorts of briefings in the past, and the moments before the formal presentation were always abuzz with conversation as pleasantries flowed between friends and rivals whose careers had sent them to opposite ends of the Confederacy. Jared himself always felt a bit aloof during that pre-start ritual, content to take a quiet corner, listen in to those around him, and gather his thoughts. 

			Today, as always, was the noise of collective conversation, but it was completely absent of the jocularity of past affairs. In the place of easygoing banter and the occasional laugh was a room full of tense whispers and sober comments. Jared closed his eyes to listen carefully and could make out a few scattered references to colonies and communication relay failures. It seemed Rami wasn’t the only one tuning in to the civilian feeds.

			An admiral stepped up to the podium, and a hush fell quickly over the room. She was Wr Ghiri, a distinguished Hazionite female and the head of Navy Intelligence. Some Hazionite women were tall and slender, others short and wide. Ghiri was the latter. Her ash-colored form possessed a flowing grace common to her race—Hazionites had no skeleton or formal joints, their body held together by a solid core of strong, flexible fiber—but she also possessed an aura of formidibility. The fact that she, one of the Navy’s highest officers, was personally presiding over this meeting only intensified Jared’s misgivings.

			“Thank you all for coming here on such short notice,” she began. “I realize that some of you had to cancel your vacations to come here, while others have been pulled away from important assignments. Believe me, though, when I say that the situation we now find ourselves in warrants such measures. As some of you may have learned from civilian sources, there was an incident at Ahtog 3 a few days ago. My goal here is to brief you on what we know about that incident and to explain what our role will be in the response to it. So, without delay, let us begin.”

			The tridimensional display showcased a map of Ritican space. Admiral Ghiri spoke. “Approximately five weeks ago, on Index 1304.342, Ritican Command lost contact with an outpost on Gor-Exxus. Ritican ships sent to investigate found no trace of the outpost or its inhabitants. 

			“On Index 1304.348, a second Ritican outpost at Omi-Treb contacted a nearby Aecron research vessel, the Kaetus, to report that an unusually large fold was opening in their space. The Aecron vessel lost contact with the outpost, and when it arrived six hours later, there was no sign of the outpost or its inhabitants.

			“On Index 1304.361, the Tel Gi Confederal research station, also in Ritican space, contacted the Ritican militia to report that a large fold was forming in the system. A Ritican Ksinti-level battlecruiser, the Rdaro-Lorsei, was in the system and moved to monitor the situation. It managed to relay some brief telemetry back to a Ritican relay station before contact was lost. Subsequent investigations found no trace of either the Rdaro-Lorsei or the station.”

			There was a brief stir in the room. The Ksinti level of Ritican ships were generally considered to be the most formidable in the Confederacy. Hazionite diplomats routinely scorned them as planet-killers for their enormous armament, and for good reason; their antecedent models had been practically unstoppable during the Corridor Wars. Jared had once responded to a colonial distress call only to find that a Ksinti had held off repeated waves of Ussonian capital pirate ships, alone, for over fourteen hours. The idea that one could be wiped out so quickly, much less at all, was difficult to imagine.

			Admiral Ghiri did not let the moment linger long. “Quiet, please. Thank you.”

			The two bidimensional displays projected a grainy telemetry feed with the caption “Confederal Navy carrier Sidney” beneath it. The admiral went on. “Three days ago, just after 0600 hours Index time, a fold distortion developed in the Ahtog system, just within the downspin border of Ritican space. The signature of the fold resembled the data salvaged from the other three incident locations. Ahtog 3 was a fully-inhabited Ritican colony of 5.2 million sentients and was defended by a militia of seven large vessels supported by about four hundred land-based fighter-bombers.”

			Was? thought Jared. The room remained quiet.

			“Believing that this might be the same scenario as the earlier disappearances,” continued Ghiri, “the Sidney battle group, under the command of Admiral Cersius Pelleon Monabee, consolidated above Ahtog 3 in an attempt to make contact with—and, if necessary, stop—whatever was causing them. The Sidney battle group consisted of twelve Navy capital ships, including the Sidney herself, and some two hundred fighters and torpedo bombers.

			“The fold opened at 1048 hours. We lost contact with the Sidney less than fifteen minutes later. A Ritican reconnaissance vessel dispatched to the system later that day found a planet devoid of life and no sign of any of the vessels sent to protect it. We must assume that the 5.2 million inhabitants of Ahtog 3, as well as the fleet of ships orbiting the planet, have been eradicated.”

			It was as if the air had been sucked out of the room. Jared, like the rest, sat there in numb silence, trying to grasp everything that had just been said. A five hour fold meant the intruder had folded in from a great distance, without any attempt at surprise ... and despite that, an entire battle fleet had been unable to stop it.

			“Before the Sidney was lost,” said Admiral Ghiri, “it discovered a single, repeating phrase: ‘Malum has come.’ The phrase was in Confederal Common.” 

			Malum. Jared tried to place the word and came up empty. While Confederal Common was derived from Human language, Malum was no Human word he had ever heard. 

			The admiral’s voice softened perceptibly. “Whatever this new threat—this ‘Malum’—is, it is now responsible for millions of lives. The Sidney made numerous attempts at communication, and all failed. The Sidney also attempted to stop the invader by force and failed. It knows our language, which suggests that it is acting deliberately rather than as the result of a misunderstanding. In that context, Malum must be considered a hostile and dangerous threat to the Confederacy.”

			The admiral paused briefly to shuffle through her notes. No one spoke. Jared’s mind was still struggling to take it all in.

			Ghiri found her place and continued the briefing. “The Sidney battle group was able to provide us with what is our most extensive telemetry of Malum to date, and it is our hope that we can use that information to stop the invader. Unfortunately, there is still much more that we do not know than what we do know.”

			The admiral turned to face the tridimensional display. “We do know, first of all,” she said, “that Malum is a large spherical structure, approximately three-thousand six-hundred kiltrics in diameter.”

			The three-dimensional image changed to show a large, black, planet-like object dominating a spacescape. A scattering of murmurs could be heard throughout the room. Jared leaned forward and squinted for a closer view, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. His first impression was that the object seemed to draw in all light from around it, almost like a black hole.

			Admiral Ghiri gestured toward the projected image. “The outer hull is composed of a compound which Aecron scientists refer to as Uxa251. It is so rare that only a few kilgrims have been found across the entire Confederacy, and our scientists do not know how to synthesize it. Uxa251 acts as a refractory conduit; in other words, it can conduct and redirect energy. This point will become significant momentarily. We know that Malum is not impervious to weaponry; the Sidney’s telemetry here”—the tridimensional display began moving now to recreate a few moments of footage from the battle at Ahtog 3—“shows damage being done to Malum by Ritican missiles that managed to strike its surface. 

			“The Sidney battle group observed two forms of attack from Malum. The first is this”—the image demonstrated a pale ray of light hitting a Navy vessel and the vessel disappearing—“which appears to the naked eye like a benign shaft of pale light. This ‘pale beam,’ as Intelligence has taken to calling it, apparently destroys any target it comes into contact with. We are not yet certain if the targets are vaporized, converted to energy, or if some other explanation exists. The pale beam was effective against all ordnance it was used against, including torpedoes, ardor floes and missiles, so whatever it is, it effectively acts as both an offensive and defensive weapon.

			“The second weapon consists of some sort of radial energy, which we believe is directed through Malum’s Uxa251 outer hull. Our analysts have dubbed these ‘force waves.’ The Sidney’s sensors were unable to accurately measure the power output of the waves, though its effects are clear. The waves operate on principles similar to our own pulse weaponry, albeit in ways far beyond anything Confederal technology can duplicate. The waves cause both concussive and systemic damage to its targets. In the case of the Sidney fleet, small targets such as fighters were disabled almost immediately, while larger vessels saw a gradual but increasingly debilitating drop in ship efficiency. In addition, the power level of the waves were such that the ships orbiting Ahtog 3 were unable to initialize their defense fields, and all pulse turrets and pulse cannons were rendered inoperative. This creates a serious tactical problem for our ships that our researchers are still looking into.”

			The tridimensional display shifted back to a galactic map. “We have developed a trajectory and timeline of Malum based on our encounters to date. The current course takes it through part of Ritican space and, from there, directly into Aecron space, where it would reach the Aecron homeworld of Aeroel in approximately forty Index days.”

			Again there was a buzz in the room. Jared briefly scanned the audience for Aecron commanders. He could not see any; few of them ascended to leadership posts in the Navy. Again the admiral called for silence.

			“Because of Malum’s apparent origins beyond the Great Void and its trajectory toward the Aecron homeworld, some have suggested that it may be a ship designed by the same race that was behind the Invasion in 1124. While that remains a possibility, the Aecron government maintains that the hull design, weaponry, and tactics of Malum differ considerably from the Invaders’. Navy Intelligence is currently operating under the assumption that we are dealing with a different threat, at least until conclusive evidence surfaces showing otherwise.

			 “That highlights one of our principal challenges: there is much we do not know. We do not know what Malum is or who—or what—directs it. It could be a ship, some sort of guided device, or even some new space-borne sentience. We do not know its intent, though at this juncture its actions cannot be viewed as anything but hostile. We do not know why it is headed for Aeroel, or if the Aecron homeworld is even its primary target. We do not know for sure what its full capabilities are, although what we have seen so far is obviously formidable.

			“Our duties, however, are quite clear. The Navy exists to defend the Confederacy when called upon, and to that end most of you will be redeployed to Ritican and Aecron space in order to meet the attacker. Each of you will find your orders now in front of you, along with the intelligence we have just presented and some other pertinent data. May the fortunes of the Sky Walkers go with you. That is all.”

			Without even a glance back, Admiral Ghiri walked away from the podium. As soon as she disappeared out the rear exit, the room lights came on. In her wake, the room was heavy with the silence of several hundred commanding officers reading over their orders. Jared tarried a moment on doing so, his vision still focused on the map projected on the display. So many lives already lost, and from the looks of things this could be just the beginning. Jared had friends on some of the planets along Malum’s trajectory, and he worried about them. 

			His curiosity finally coming to the surface, he looked down at his portable, where his orders were prominently displayed:

			Commander Jared Carter, Navy interceptor Retaelus—report to the office of Admiral Nhile-tonna-amel-fro-tigh-Garvak, Command Complex 14, at 1500 hours for further instructions.

			Jared read the note a second time, just to be sure. He had expected to receive marching orders to rendezvous with a battle group or to head to a rally point. What he had before him, instead, was an order to report personally to
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