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Buggies

“I’m the only one who hasn’t blasted someone,” Carroll said to Cal as him and the women were heading toward the cafeteria for breakfast.

“Alice hasn’t blasted anyone either,” Kyra said, pointing to the woman.

“I don’t think I’d like to blast a real person,” Alice said.

“Plenty of time,” Cal said keeping on walking in the hope of getting to order food before the troubles began. At least he made it into the cafeteria area, and it wasn’t him that was the centre of any issue.

It was Zoe with the request. “I saw you filmed yesterday’s dinner, and wondered if you could send me a copy?” Behind her were her tribe of recruits, and soon Alice had her terminal out and copies were being sent around, leaving Cal free to order and receive his food in peace.

The area was soon loud with people commenting on the video, and Zoe demonstrating how she had blasted the Treasurer. Mia lent close and whispered, “You should send that video to Agatha. Show her what happens to people that defy you.”

“She’ll get to see the others.”

“And she’ll get even more jealous. So?”

“Well you do it. I don’t want my name on that.”

Back to eating for Cal, while Mia saw Alice and arranged the sending of the video. In one way Mia was right. That video would put the frighteners on quite a few when they saw it, and that couldn’t be a bad thing really, but all this attention on videos was blocking the real tasks Cal had planned. At least Mason was close, and a beckoning hand had him sitting at the same table. “Got an extra task for you, but before you panic, I’m allocating people to help you.”

“That Zoe woman has already given me two workers to sort out my business details, and we’ll have three ships in the air today as well as mine.”

“Great. Leaves you free to do more of the executive things like I plan. I plan on getting you to take Brian and his women to Kalthor today. There’s a pirate spaceport there we’ve been blasting that I want to turn into a warehouse for your produce. Set it up like at Kepla Seven. Find some locals to run it, but you keep overall control. Brian did this before, and I’ll get him to do it again for you.”

“I didn’t know Kepla Seven was like that.”

“Brian did all the work, so let him do it again. You supply the produce and control the costs. Even pick a name that you like. I’m thinking that planet will be good to sell a lot of this new produce we’re getting now. Plenty of rich people there with rich tastes. Keep it a wholesale outlet so you’re not deluged with people, and make it an outlet for all Rigel 3 products.”

“Big job.”

“Use Brian’s experience and bags full of plastic, and it will happen. If you can find Brian, I’ll talk him into the job for you, and when you go to Kalthor, go empty and load the stray pods from that warehouse. That should just about empty the Pirate goods.”

“Any Pirates still?”

“I’d take blasters just in case, and take no risks.” Cal wasn’t sure if the grin on Mason’s face as he left was from the prospect of the new outlet or blasting people, but it left Cal with time alone to finish his breakfast.

That plan might have worked other than Mia coming close, her terminal held out toward Cal. “Agatha needs to talk to you. She says she might need your violence.”

“It’s one of those close planets I was contacting. Thylos Thirteen. When I called, they became incredibly belligerent. They wanted nothing to do with us or Orange. The leader threatening to blast out of the sky any of our ships that came near.”

“Anyone else give trouble?”

“Most happy to have someone to complain to, actually. Things going well.”

“So you want me to go and blast that Thylos Thirteen and subdue the locals.” Cal was grinning up to Mia as he said that.

“I’ll get the crew together,” Mia said. “You finish your meal.”

“I’ll send you a live feed of our attack once we get close.” The call ended, and inside, his whole body was yearning for the battle to come quickly. I’m getting too bloodthirsty he thought, as in his mind’s eye he saw the government building on Thylos Thirteen disintegrating into a massive red dust. All those who refused his rule instantly turned into a fine mist of particles. Is that me, or the crystal?

“I’ve got Brian.” Mason had indeed got Brian, and Brian looked like he was ready for some exciting action. “I’ve told him briefly about the job.”

“Setting up a warehouse shop like on Kepla,” Cal said. “You did such a good job there, I thought you could repeat it on Kalthor. Blank canvas to work with. Old Pirate spaceport for you to make work. Recruit locals. Set up systems. Mason’s crew will sort the stock so this new place will become an outlet of Rigel 3.”

“What about here?”

“Pretty quiet here for now, so taking a few trips away won’t matter. Then I thought you might be able to find some people at Kalthor willing to set up a food and accommodation business for your new beach resort you’re working on. I’ll leave you piles of plastic to recruit people and things there.”

Brian looked even more interested, if that was possible. “So really I’d be acting as an ambassador of Rigel 3.”

“Emissary too. Expanding your influence, and hopefully bringing even more good change to your planet in the process. Mason is keen to take you and your crew for a visit today to see what would be needed. Definitely need to take weapons in case there are some stray pirates left, but it will be an exciting day for a change.”

Hardly had Brian gone when Mia was close. “Everyone else is going directly to the ship. They’re just waiting for you.” Well he’d been told.

When he got into The Sea Stallion, he noticed two new things. His crew now included Carroll and Alice, and he was the only one not wearing a blaster. “Carroll wanted to come to blast someone,” Mia explained.

“Alice is going to film the attack for us,” Kira added.

“Course to Thylos Thirteen set,” Mia said from her pilot’s couch. “Destination is very close to base really. An hour in aether space for us from here.”

“Web showing nothing about the planet,” Kira added.

“Political map showing very little details other than mention of leaders.”

“Well crew prepare to blastoff. Alice to set up her camera when we’re in orbit of target planet with images sent directly to Agatha at base.”

“Doesn’t look much of a planet,” Carroll said peering close through the view-port as they broke aether space into orbit around a mainly dark looking planet. Cal had to agree. Even more drab than Grand Bazaar, if that was possible. There were large swaths of a dirty yellowish colour that could be sand, but certainly no sweeps of green or sea of blue. “Looks like ice at both poles.”

“No ships in orbit,” Kyra reported.

“Population two thousand,” Kira read from her screen. “No cities listed.”

That sort of population usually applied to a large farming planet, but there was no sign of crop land. “Series of low orbits while we film,” Cal called. “Scanners to check for ships on the ground and anything suspicious.”

“What’s suspicious?” Kyra asked from the scanner screens.

“Something out of place. Something to show why they don’t want us.”

“Maybe they just didn’t like Agatha.”

“Or they’ve got something to hide,” Carroll said. Cal thought the latter, and he scoured the view outside as intently as Carroll trying to see what. “Is that a landing pad?” Carroll was pointing.

“Not on the map,” Kira said quickly.

“Weapons!” Her sister called. “Faint red patch of weapons showing on the scanner. On the edge of that cleared area. See!” She had an arm out pointing through the front view-port.

“Take us down,” Cal said. “Confirm shields on auto.”

“Shields on auto. Searching for signs of life.”

Mia took the ship down toward what looked more and more like a makeshift landing pad formed amongst a plain of brownish clear ground. No signs of surrounding buildings or even tracks. The large oval appearing from nothing. “Weapons sign getting stronger,” Kyra reported. “And still no signs of life.”

“You want me to land,” Mia said.

“Cautiously. Point us to where that weapons sign is. Scanners check above us too.”

“All clear above. No life signs at all.”

Skids touching the ground now and no sign of anything changing outside. One thing was becoming clear, with some effort, and that was a camouflaged building at the edge of the pad exactly where the weapons sign was. “Weapons screen active and pilot in charge while anyone who wants to explore that building prepare to go.” Cal was nearly knocked over in the rush. Twins first, then Carroll banishing her blaster and then Alice, hand up, holding the camera.

“They’re all keen for some action,” Mia said keeping an eye on the screens.

“Everyone’s getting too bloodthirsty.”

“Selective violence you said.”

“But not everyone,” Cal muttered as it was finally his turn at the hatch.

The leaders were already halfway to the camouflaged building when he got to the ground, around the air still and warm, a scent like hot metal in his nose. No footprints on the compacted sandy looking ground, but there were faint signs where ship skids might have been landing. Turning right around but nothing startling to see, only the sandy plain extending. Funny place for a landing pad.

The girls were already working at gaining access into the building that closeup looked more like a bunker. Solid looking walls with a heavy but wide access door. “This seems very old,” Kira said when she noticed Cal close behind. “Very old tech.” Cal couldn’t see any sign of keypad or conventional control point.

“I’ve been all around and there’s nothing else,” Carroll reported.

“Blast it,” Cal said. “Everyone back first.” Now the issue was who was going to do the job. “Just blast it before someone comes.” Three women at once. That should do something, but it didn’t, the door scarred, but only a little. “All stand well back and I’ll get Mia to use the cannon.”

“But we always use the cannon,” Kyra said while Cal was calling Mia with his terminal.

“Set to level one and fire when we’re all out of the way.”

A red circle in the middle of the door and when the colour dissipated, there was a hole where it had been glowing. “Hench-girls first.”

“It’ll be hot.”

It didn’t matter, two girls scrambling through the hole in the door while others looked through the hole to see what the Twins were doing. “Got the access circuit.” Then the door was sliding to one side leaving a large rectangular opening plenty big enough to get freight pods through, and that was convenient because that was exactly what was inside that bunker. Four locked freight pods. And now there were two girls working at unlocking those pods as fast as they could, the others all watching progress.

The password cracking was not going well. Minutes and still no progress. Cal was beginning to worry about people coming to investigate the break-in. “How about we move these pods to the ship.”

“Just another minute.”

Cal knew their minutes, so he began working on one of the other pods, elevating it and pulling it out of the bunker and toward The Sea Stallion. Soon Carroll did the same, leaving Alice to keep filming the cracking. Cal had the two pods loaded and secured and was back for more and the girls were still insisting only a little more time. “Engineers back to man the scanners for threats while we load these pods. Cracking passwords later.”

“Plasma cannon to level five and pilot free to blast that building to dust,” Cal said when everyone was back inside the control room.

“Getting signs of vehicles approaching,” Kyra reported. “Showing small weapons on them.”

“Blast this place and let’s go.” One last red blast and there was no sign of that building, but now the task was the approaching vehicles. “Pilot to investigate what’s approaching.”

As the ship ascended, their pursuers were made clear by the plume of sand following behind them. Six small light brown coloured vehicles in two columns, racing to where that landing pad had been. “Look at them,” Kira called excitedly. “I’ve only seen vehicles like that in old books.”

“Wheels,” Carroll said. “Like some mining gear.”

“Get closer so we can see better,” Kira called toward Mia.

“I’m supposed to be controlling this ship,” Cal muttered, then, “Close enough to see if they want to talk to us.” Mia was doing that, but it became very obvious that no one wanted to talk to them, the squeak of laser rifle hits against the shield proof of that.

“Blast them,” Kira yelled.

“NO,” her sister called out. “Zap them and save those vehicles for us to play with. We never had something with wheels that can go fast before.”

“Weapons set to implants and instant. Pilot has the control.” As Mia zapped the area, the vehicles began careering every which way, the drivers dying with their hands and legs still controlling something. Vehicles ending up on their side and crashing into each other, but at least the weapons fire stopped. “Land and let’s see what’s there.”

A repeat of last time, with Cal needing to wait to go last. Of course the girls were scouting the scene for the best vehicle, but Cal was studying the enemy more closely. Clearly military men. Smart uniform, but not one he knew, although that didn’t really mean much because he hardly knew uniforms at all. Weapons looked standard Imperial issue. And the vehicles. Although they held six men each, the machines were smaller than he imagined. More like a small runabout for moving around a farm or compound. The wheels were definitely different. Everything used hover drive now, and had done for centuries. Wheels were only used on machines that need slow and sure traction.

“We need help.” It was a twin calling from the distance, but by the tone it didn’t seem urgent. It wasn’t. All they wanted was help to move bodies and push the vehicle they wanted. “We think there is enough space in the hold for this one,” Kyra said.

“We’re going to try driving it next,” Kira added.

Cal’s terminal beeped and he saw it was from Agatha back at base. “Been enjoying the invasion, and there’s some people here who want one of those cars too. Can you send the co ords and Ginny is going to come and collect them now.”

“Call Mia for the details. They’ll need to rush. We can’t guarantee to hold the area for long.” Cal was left shaking his head, and that only got worse when the vehicle the twins wanted took off in front of him. Those girls hadn’t found the slow button yet.

There was just enough space for the wheeled vehicle, it’s called a buggy, Alice informed everyone, and it took the twins many attempts to actually drive it into the hold. “Closeup here and let’s go and find where these people came from. Twins back to the scanners and prepare for more violence.”

“I still haven’t blasted anyone,” Carroll said.

As they lifted off, Cal saw the way forward in the tracks left by those vehicles. The wheels were good for something. Almost a straight line, two lines of wheel tracks pointing off into the distance, and no buildings in sight. Then Ginny came through the ship’s terminal. “Calculating thirty-nine minutes to your site. Is the area still secure?”

Cal looked at Kira who was closest to the controls and nodded. “Engineer Kira reporting the Captain said it should be good, and we’ll keep watching.”

“Those hills ahead,” Mia said, all heads looking out the front view-port again.

“Only dirt,” Carroll said.

“Scanner showing some metal,” Kyra said. “Might be camouflaged like that bunker.”

Cal could see it too now, the wheel tracks still pointing directly ahead and toward an almost sheer looking side of a large group of hills. Perfect place for the opening to an underground base. Mia was slowing the forward movement, the ship still pointed directly toward the hill, and still no obvious signs that there was a door in front of them. “Still reading metal ahead. Shifting to try to read people.”

Mia had them flying low now, trying to exactly follow the vehicle tracks. So close, the scanner should be reading people. “Try checking for implants,” Cal asked.

“Nothing. Might be something blocking the signal. Switching back....” Wham. The windows silvered over and the ship lurched and dropped, hitting the ground with a jarring thud, all screens black and even the control room lights off. Everyone too stunned to speak.

Then the light returned, and the screens began to return, as did a strong alarm. “Trying to find the alarm,” a Twin called.

“Anyone hurt?” Cal asked. Wham. The ship shook again and the screens and lights disappeared again.

“Screens taking all our power to protect the ship,” Kyra said. “Full strength level five shields.”

Wham again, but there was nothing else to switch off.

“Super powerful plasma cannon bolt,” Kira said. “We need a big enough break to get our weapons up and blast them.”

Wham.

At this rate there was nothing to do but endure the blasting until the enemy ran out of power. The first blast had stunned Cal, and additional blasts had numbed his brain. They were dead. But he remembered Professor Frank saying that no ship using level five shields had ever been destroyed. Unable to move, for sure, but never destroyed. It was situations like this why they had the large amount of plutonium fuel rods. Four times more than ships of today.

“We can’t be hurt if we stay here, but we can’t fight back either,” Cal said to the sea of frightened faces around. “At least the ship doesn’t seem to be damaged.”

“We can’t stay here forever,” Kira said. “We’ve got no air purification and heat control and no one knows where we are with the aether link down.”

“Personal terminals,” her sister said. “But who do we call?”

“Your wardrobe,” Mia said gently toward Cal. “Accept help.”

He knew what she was saying. Maybe they had reached a point when they needed serious help. As he stood to walk to the wardrobe, the ship was hit again, but he was getting used to the blows now. Inside the box, both crystals were glowing, so he picked them both, one in each hand. Best way out of this situation? He thought, both hands close together in front of him.

Two obvious solutions, the voice in his head said. Get out and disable that cannon, or use me and obliterate the whole base. That was no choice, and he didn’t even offer any choice to those around. He did ask if the ship would survive the whole base being obliterated and he was assured it would. “Everyone prepare for a large blast. Hold on tight.” And to the crystal he said, ‘obliterate that base now.’

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2
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Cubed People

They had destroyed spaceships before. Launched a bolt from the plasma cannon and watched that first burst of plasma race toward the enemy, the strong red energy run around the bubble of the ship’s force shield, encasing the vessel in red destruction. Then another bolt unleashed, adding to the first, creating an even stronger bubble of seething red power. Then another and another until the enemy’s shield could handle no more and the bubble broke and there was nothing stopping all that plasma invading the metal and people inside, the whole erupting into a boiling cauldron of power and destruction.

Cal imagined his enemy seeing them now. The Sea Stallion a bright red sphere and the gunner waiting for that moment of success when their shield broke. Feeling no mercy for those cowering inside, as their destruction hovered all around. That image broke through his reluctance to use his special nito crystal to target that enemy, and when he asked for that enemy base to be obliterated, he felt nothing but power and control in his mind. They will lose and I will win. Their death will be my dominance.

The ship shook again, the screens adsorbing more punishment. This time it was different. Rather than the single massive attack, the shaking kept on coming, like the ground itself was shaking while they sat on it. And as the shaking slowly reduced, the power began to return. Lights. Screens. And that cursed alarm beeper. “I’ll stop it,” Kyra called.

“Ship power returning to one hundred percent,” Kira reported.

“Weapons console activating,” Kira said as the warning alarm stopped, leaving the control room suddenly completely silent. “Climate control returning to full function. Computer showing no ship damage yet.”

“What happened?” Carroll said, her voice growing in power.

“Ship shut down to send all power to the shields to protect us. These ships are the best ever made.” Kira’s manner as though nothing had happened.

The view through the windows was clearing as the last vestiges of the screen’s action dissipated. Ahead was a different scene from before the attack. Now there was a large opening where Cal suspected a camouflaged door had been, and scattered were bodies and weapons of people that had been ready to commandeer The Sea Stallion. As he looked, the crystal’s voice said he needed to recover the weapon. Take me with you the crystal said. I know what you need. “Crew. Prepare to recover that weapon. Twins with some basic tools, and I’ll lead.”

“You want me to film?” Alice said, her face still white.

“I still haven’t blasted anyone,” Carroll added.

“You’re all crazy,” Mia said.

“That weapon was the strongest we’ve found so far. We need to know what it is in case we find another even bigger.”

Cal did get to lead out the hatch this time, opening into an atmosphere smelling of dust and mustiness. The crystal in his trouser pocket commenting, through the opening and toward the right. He set off as directed, turning back to see the others following. The first body he encountered was wearing a uniform like those in those buggies before, but there was something different about them. “Look at their face,” Kyra said.

Like a frozen body of ice that had been smashed with a large hammer into jagged cubes. The face like a jigsaw puzzle. No sign of blood or anything oozing out the gaps in the flesh. Nothing like he had ever seen before. Use that weapon on your ship. Make it your signature. No other group will have it. Cal felt his body shudder as he thought, but then he thought more, and he wanted that weapon. Frightening and yet distinctive. The Galaxy would know when he struck.

“The bodies are cold.”

The voice shook him from his thoughts. “Toward the right side. Keep going and watch in case there are any survivors.”

Through the opening and there were more bodies lying. More buggies too, but the girls weren’t calling to salvage them, yet. A metal staircase to the right and as he looked at it he felt it was the right path. As he walked up he saw the platform ahead that had to be their target, the steps behind vibrating the stair as he thought. A gun platform he assumed as he stepped onto the metal platform, a mass of wires and pipes and boxes with what looked like a control console off to one side. “This is a job for engineers,” Kira called behind him. “Stand back and let experts work.” He was certainly happy to do that, although he thought he could help by moving the three bodies away from the works. As he began that task, he found a serious problem. The bodies were not easy to move, falling into small cubes as they were touched. A mass of bits of body. Difficult to quickly heave away. Maybe a broom would work best, but he couldn’t see a broom.

“Not much for me to blast,” Carroll said, last onto the platform.

“Come with me and we’ll look for trouble,” Cal said, making for the steps to go down, Carroll following. Not a sound as he searched around the main level, trying to find some information of what this place was really for. His best guess so far was this was a military base of some sort, and that’s all.

“Lift,” Carroll called. “Large capacity too.” Cal followed and saw exactly what she had said. The question now was should they go down and see what was below? The lift car was at their level and the door open. “I’m game. There’s only one level down.”

Descending into the unknown at an enemy base was not Cal’s idea of a considered risk, but... “You press the button and I’ll stay ready with the blaster.” Carroll pushed the button and the door began to slide closed. Then they were dropping, quicker and further than Cal liked, though really he didn’t like to go underground at all, if truth was said.

Ding. The car stopped with a jolt and the door was opening again. Into complete darkness. Nothing at all. The only light from inside the lift car. “Back up.” Carroll must have pressed the button again because the door was closing, then after a panic inducing moment, the car began lifting itself upward. Much slower than it had dropped down. Cal’s breathing didn’t settle until the car was fully up and the door had slid open again and he was walking on solid floor outside. “Whatever is down there can stay there.”

“You never been a miner?”

“And not in a hurry to learn.” Carroll laughed, the noise echoing around the large building.

“We need help getting this gun out,” a girl called out.

Cal had thought they were only taking the nito crystal, but the Twins had decided it was best they took the whole gun. Maybe it was a good idea, but it was going to take several trips to move all the bits they had disassembled. Cal took hold of one lot and made his way down from the gun platform. Dropping the part inside The Sea Stallion he suggested Mia call Ginny to land alongside them to load up more buggies before he made the trip back.

Five trips up and down, Carroll helping while Alice filmed. The corner of the ship’s control room looking like a junk pile and Mia saying Ginny had reported that she was in orbit and would be with them quite soon, but Cal was feeling too exhausted to really bother.

“Last load,” Kyra called when he was halfway up the steps. “But it’s heavy and awkward.” She was right about that. Mass of tubes and boxes with leads dangling long enough to trip. “Everyone hold a bit.” Easier to say than do, especially with the steps ahead. The whole process accompanied with a degree of cursing and a lot of loud talking, the group nearly to The Sea Stallion when a ship was overhead, stirring dust around the landing pad that more cursing didn’t improve.

When the hatch of Ginny’s Stallion opened, Orbis was first out the opening. “See you been invading without me lad.”

“Are you the one wanting these buggies?”

“Bit of fun lad. Can see me-self careering around the sand and racing to the beach.”

“Glad to see some people have time for play.”

“But you been out here blasting things. Don’t tell me you don’t enjoy it lad. I saw that video. You love it.”

“Well there’s some more buggies inside that hidden fortress. You might as well load them up. Careful with the bodies though.” Two more men with Orbis as well as the Captain. After dropping his load, Cal followed after Orbis, finding the four men studying bodies on the ground.

“Never seen anything like this,” Orbis said carefully, when Cal was close. “Some new cube making weapon is it lad?”

“Definitely new.”

“Painful way to go.”

“They had us inside a plasma bubble and were preparing to strip us into tiny particles.”

“But you beat them.”

“We cubed them, and now you got some new toys.”

“You know how they work?”

“Twins worked one. I’ll get them.”

“Don’t interrupt them,” Orbis said quickly. “Us men can work it out, but a bit slower like.”

Six buggies in total, all ready for work, and the men did work out how they should go. Plenty of empty space in the hold of Ginny’s Stallion to fit them all, with space to spare. “If you like, we’ll guide you to the others and you can fill the hold.”

“Got to stop the women gossiping first,” Orbis said.

“I can always ask the Twins to pilot.” That had Orbis almost running to get the job done using Ginny.

Only a few minutes of flying time and both ships were parked close to the remaining five buggies out on the sand, everyone, even Mia, out to inspect the site, once the Twins had checked the scanners and confirmed no one was close. More filming of dead soldiers and then of the buggies being pushed apart and two turned off their sides. Fifteen minutes of entertainment before Ginny’s Stallion was loaded and ready to depart, and the crew on The Sea Stallion were alone and ready to continue the invasion. “I think it’s time we went close to the listed leader of this planet, and I placed a call.”

“What if they’ve got more of those weapons?” Mia asked, other heads nodding too.

“I’ve still got our better weapon close, our power pods are fully charged, and we know our shields work great. Alice keep filming and crew prepare to blastoff to where ever the map says. We’ll win in the end. This is our part of the Galaxy.”

“Us engineers could do with some snacks before we invade,” Kyra said.

“Hover and everyone enjoy snacks while we monitor the scanners. We can make sure Ginny gets into orbit safely too.”

It was a welcome break. Bathroom followed by snacks and then drinks. Much more time taken than really needed, but the break and the chatter helped everyone settle. Carroll was back to complaining of not blasting anyone yet. Alice saying how she hoped her new job was not as exciting as this one, while the twins were saying you could never have too much excitement in a day. “In one way, I wish we had been able to take more of those buggies,” Mia said. “They looked fun.”

“We’ll get someone at Rigel 3 to make some more,” Carroll said. “Leave it to me.”

Cal had his political map open and the contact sheet selected, and using his personal terminal, he entered the first contact and made a call. When it rang out, he called the second contact, but that ran out too. One left. No name, just the contact and a note saying ‘caution’.

“It’s connecting,” Kira said looking over Cal’s shoulder.

But then the other numbers connected too, only no one answered. “The answer is no.”

“But what was the question?” Cal said, thinking fast.

“You can not take control of Thylos Thirteen.”

“What’s there to take over anyway?”

“Smart. I know who you are and I know you think you can get whatever you want, but there are things much bigger than you and places you can never even think of acquiring. That’s not a warning. That’s a threat.”

“Well, if you told me why I can’t I might understand, but...”

“A fool dies never knowing he was killed by a force bigger than him. Farewell my foolish friend.”

“Well he was weird,” Mia said as the call ended and Cal was still pondering.

“He felt like he was one of the six,” Carroll said. “That tone of certainty and power. It sends shivers down your spine.”

“He wasn’t on this planet,” Cal said carefully. “Maybe slowly fly toward the listed landing place while I ask more questions.” Up from his seat and toward his wardrobe so he had both crystals close, he asked for help. “My instruction to obliterate that base has killed everyone on that planet.” Cal repeated aloud the information he was given in his mind. “Data from the past listed this planet as a secure weapon’s manufacturing centre. Isolated and hidden with no other population. Current use unknown.”

“That from the time of the First People?” It was Carroll asking.

Cal nodded. “Maybe we should look at the Web for Thylos planets. There must be twelve more somewhere.”

Mia and the Twins instantly working maps and screens. “Fifteen of them,” Mia said. “All spread around.”

“Web hardly mentions anything, only saying they are all deserted.”

“Political map shows Thylos Nine and Eleven in our area,” Kyra said as she read. “All list that same man as last contact.”

“I’m getting a bad feeling about the whole thing,” Cal said. “No, it’s not the crystals. Look how those pods of weapons were left well away from everything else. Are they so dangerous?”

“We should open those pods and see,” Kira said excitedly.

“Or drop them somewhere and blast them,” Cal said. “Can you try scanning them carefully to see what you find? What about using that black screen to see any nito crystals inside?”

“Like if they had plasma cannon inside?” Kyra said.

A frantic period of swiping through screens, but no comments until the girls ended on the black screen that showed the properties of any nito crystal close by. “Nothing,” Kyra said. “Only the red icon of weapons.”

“So it could be something nasty like that Zenon6, or worse. We’re definitely not going to try opening those pods.”

“We still going to the official building listed?” Mia asked while people considered.

“Let’s go. See what information we get there.”

Flying to the listed landing area for this planet, all eyes out the windows attempting to see something more than bare dirt and sand. Nothing until the landing pad was clear enough ahead. Prepared oval area. Big enough for a couple of medium freighters. No signs of a settlement nearby, only a building about double the size of a house an easy walk away from the landing pad. “You want me to land?”

“Land and some of us will investigate,” Cal said. The silence from the Twins showing there were no threats obvious on their screens.

Again, Mia wanted to come too. Everyone but Alice armed, and the twins insisting on leading. “You said everyone has been cubed,” Mia said as she strutted with the rest toward the building, blasters still in her holster. “It must be safe.” Cal wasn’t so sure of that. He had his blaster in his hand ready for instant action.

“No one coming to welcome us,” Kyra called back when they were passed half the way to the warehouse-like building. Even the door ahead of them looked like it was more suitable to pass freight through than people.

The girls were either side of the doorway, blasters now In their hands and ready to invade. “One. Two. Three. Go,” Carroll called and the Twins struck, the
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