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            GDA Research Vessel Vlepon – approaching System H-91237/AK, Sector 97

          

          Day 029, Year 11270, 08:25FC, PCC

        

      

    

    
      The GDA research vessel Vlepon had left its home planet Reez’ly four hundred and thirty-two days ago. A three hundred and fourteen metre Klaxx Class freighter, it had been converted for exploration to scout the far reaches of the Milky Way. After several thousand years of spacefaring and representing over a thousand races from within the galaxy, the GDA (Gerousia Dipodi Agones or Council of Bipedal Races) still had vast regions of the Milky Way relatively unexplored.

      The Vlepon’s eighty-nine-person crew was made up of twenty-nine ship crew and sixty scientists of multiple disciplines. Their maiden voyage involved scanning systems on the extreme far edge of the galaxy. There could be weeks of nothing of any interest, empty lifeless systems ostensibly going on forever, with the looming void of black intergalactic space stretching away on their port side. Crossing to a neighbouring galaxy had always proved an insurmountable undertaking.

      That morning they’d received an unusual reading which had been emanating from a dry, almost barren, planet in a small system 5.6 light years away, designated H-91237/AK in Sector 97.

      Captain D’aker ordered the navigator and pilot to jump the ship into clear space on the outskirts of the system. Once there, they proceeded to check the earlier scan results. It quickly proved to be no mistake: there were multiple returns of exotic metals that simply couldn’t exist naturally. He pointed at one of the scientists, who was hunched over his array console, and raised his eyebrows.

      ‘The planet has an acceptable atmosphere, Captain,’ said the science officer. ‘Well within parameters, although surface water is rare and mostly underground. No discernible intelligent life forms, only the numerous returns of unnatural alloys dotted around the surface.’

      The captain nodded and turned his attention to another officer.

      ‘Spacial report?’ he asked.

      ‘Second planet of six,’ the lieutenant answered. ‘Three moons that are, err—’

      ‘Err, what?’ the captain asked impatiently.

      ‘They’re all in a perfect stationary orbit,’ said the nervous officer. ‘And symmetrical in a big triangle.’ He glanced back at the captain, a perplexed expression on his face.

      ‘Is that possible naturally?’ the captain asked.

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘Well, it’s never been recorded before. They’re all so equal in size too. Not identical, but close.’

      He suddenly stared at the console again and scratched his head.

      ‘Well, that’s weird.’

      ‘What now?’

      ‘I’ve got a return for some of those manufactured alloys on the surface of one of them.’

      ‘Unnatural alloys until proven otherwise,’ said the captain.

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘Navigation, plot a course over to the second planet. I want to have a closer look at those moons.’

      The Vlepon accelerated and powered into the system towards the strange phenomena.

      ‘Keep us at five thousand kilometres distant. And a full range scan please, ladies and gentlemen,’ the captain asked.

      The pilot brought the ship in towards the three moons and slowed, intending to stop at the agreed distance.

      ‘I’m getting a new power reading on that same moon, sir,’ said one of the array officers.

      ‘A power reading? What? As in alien technology?’

      ‘Yes, sir – shit. It’s a weapon sys—’

      ‘Full shields front,’ shouted the captain, interrupting his junior officer. ‘Flank speed now, pilot. Take us through the three moons and away.’

      The laser cannon bolt took a split second to reach the ship’s shields. They felt the whole ship judder as the vicious bolt dissipated around the front shields of the vessel.

      ‘Shields at sixty-four percent,’ called the helm officer.

      ‘Keep that shield between us and that fucking cannon as we pass through,’ said the captain. ‘And hope it’s the only one.’

      The cannon fired again. This time it was a glancing blow as the targeting software hadn’t quite accounted for the ship’s acceleration. It was still felt all over the ship, though, and a few red warning lights illuminated on various consoles around the bridge.

      ‘Shields at thirty-one percent,’ came the call.

      Then everything went haywire. The bridge lighting suddenly dimmed and every warning light on the navigation console began flashing.

      ‘Was that another cannon?’ shouted the captain, staring confused at the holonav, which seemed to be having a serious glitch.

      ‘No, sir,’ somebody called from the gloom. ‘We – err – seem to have jumped.’

      ‘Who authorised a jump?’ he bellowed, staring in the direction of the helm as the lighting came back up again.

      ‘No one. We didn’t initiate the jump, sir.’

      ‘Well, who on Reez’ly did? And where the fuck are we?’

      The navigator stared at his console for what seemed like an age.

      ‘Well, Lieutenant?’

      ‘I don’t know, sir.’

      ‘You’re the navigation officer with the latest GDA navigation array. How can you not fucking know?’

      ‘Because – we’re not in the Milky Way, sir,’ he said, glancing over his shoulder at the captain, his eyes wide.

      ‘There are three moons behind us in the same configuration as before,’ said the spacial officer. ‘Only they’re not quite the same ones – same look, shape and size – just not the ones we flew through. The planet, on the other hand, is very different – this one’s green and lush, with plenty of surface water, and shows sentient life signs.’

      The captain stomped over to the navigation console with a face like thunder.

      ‘Move over, Lieutenant,’ he ordered and sat down on the warm seat. After pressing and re-pressing the ‘navigate compute’ icon several times, he slammed his fist down on the console, making everybody jump.

      ‘What the fuck is up with this thing?’

      ‘Nothing, sir,’ said the navigator. ‘It simply doesn’t know where it is.’

      ‘All four hundred billion star systems in our galaxy are plotted,’ he replied, staring up at the standing officer. ‘We might not have visited them all but they’re all plotted. So, wherever we are, this machine will be able to pinpoint the location anywhere in our galaxy.’

      ‘That’s just it, sir. It can’t plot our location, because we’re not in our galaxy.’

      ‘Lieutenant, the nearest galaxies to us are millions of light years away. There is absolutely no way we can—’

      ‘Hang on, sir. I’ve got an idea,’ he said, interrupting, and reaching over the captain’s shoulder. He proceeded to press a few icons.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Scanning for the nearest galaxies.’

      The navigation computer beeped and they both looked at the result with horror.

      ‘That’s impossible,’ said the captain, his face ashen.

      ‘No mistake, sir. That’s Triangulum, about seven hundred and fifty thousand light years away from us. And that there is the Milky Way, two point three million—’

      ‘Yes, yes, I get it, Lieutenant,’ he said, scowling. ‘How is that even remotely possible?’

      ‘Sir, we’ve got a contact in the next system,’ called one of the other officers.

      The captain jumped up out of the navigator’s seat and stepped up next to his raised couch and stared at the flashing anomaly on his own console. ‘Is it a ship?’

      ‘It’s accelerating in this direction, sir,’ said the array officer.

      ‘Helm, turn us around. I want to see if we can get back through that gate, or whatever it is.’

      ‘Too late, sir. He’s jumped. He’s here – five thousand kilometres and closing.’

      ‘Shit,’ he mumbled to himself. ‘Helm, full stop. Communications, send them a polite hail.’

      The huge two-kilometre-long matt black Andromedan warship didn’t reply verbally; it responded with two laser cannon bolts. The first removed the Vlepon's main array and the second disabled the main drive housings.

      The captain walked quickly into his private office, off the starboard side of the bridge. He called his daughter’s cabin.

      ‘Rayl, it’s me. Code 10. Yes now, right now. Run.’
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            Theo Island – Panemorfi, Trelorus System

          

          Day 175, Year 11270, 20:46FC, PCC

        

      

    

    
      Edward Virr, Linda Wisnewski, Andy Faux and Phil Theo all stood in a circle at the top of the beach, surrounding a small hole dug into the sand.

      A few meters away, the light blue ocean lapped gently against the shoreline and a soft breeze struggled to move the blue-fringed palm tree leaves above. It was a gorgeous day on a beautiful island, one of many on the predominantly-ocean planet of Panemorfi.

      Phil knelt down and carefully placed several charred and blackened components into the hole and swept the extracted sand back into place with his hand.

      ‘Goodbye, old friend,’ he whispered, slowly standing back up to join the other three.

      The damaged components had once been part of Gabriel, the sentient computer core of their starship. The core had been irretrievably damaged during an energy weapon attack by a stolen GDA gunship a few months ago. Phil had lived and worked with Gabriel for several millennia since he was two days old. He’d also lost the other three members of his crew to a weaponised virus on the island shortly before he lost Gabriel. This was the first proper chance he’d had to say his goodbyes.

      He walked near the water to a slowly disappearing circular indentation in the sand. This was where his crew mates Tony, Mike and Steve’s bodies had been cremated, using an Asteri Beam from the starship while in orbit. He’d been lucky; the auto-nurse of the ship had put him into a coma until Ed, Linda and Andy had secured an antivirus from Earth, which had saved his life. Unfortunately, his colleagues hadn’t been so lucky.

      He squatted down again and touched the almost-covered glass circle, which had been formed by the intense heat of the beam.

      ‘Sorry I wasn’t able to help, guys. I let you down,’ he muttered.

      After a few moments, he stood and turned to face the other three. ‘Can we drink beer, play some old Genesis songs and eat pizza?’ he asked. ‘It’s what they would have wanted.’

      ‘Sounds like the perfect wake to me,’ answered Andy. This was followed by nods from the other two.

      The four of them strolled back through the trees towards the main building in the centre of the island. Ed could see the three computer-generated girls, Marilyn, Samantha and Sandy, setting up the entertainment deck.

      ‘Looks as though Cleo has found some computer sub-routines we all thought were lost,’ he said.

      ‘Wow, it’s Samantha!’ exclaimed Andy and sprinted over to meet her.

      ‘Before you two get carried away with romantic reunions,’ said Phil as they watched Andy steering Samantha swiftly off to his cottage, ‘don’t forget our guests will be here in four hours.’

      ‘No problem,’ said Ed. ‘I can wait till later, unlike some.’

      The sound of giggling and Andy’s cottage door slamming could be heard in the background.
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      Two days ago, they’d all been surprised by Commander Bache Loftt, the newly-promoted GDA Attaché to the Helios System. He’d turned up one evening at the Red Lion Inn, one of their favourite pubs deep in rural Kent, England.

      As the GDA was still busy purging its ranks of Andromedan infiltrators, whose presence had initially been uncovered by Ed and the team in their first foray into space eight months ago, he’d asked them if they would be willing to go on an exploratory mission for them. The details of exactly where they were going was the agenda for the meeting on Panemorfi that afternoon.

      Near the allotted time, a small dot appeared on the horizon and quickly grew into a decelerating GDA personal spaceplane: a sort of spacefaring executive jet, designed for the wealthy or important traveller. It swept in over the island, skimming the tops of the blue-fringed palm trees, turned and landed next to the Gabriel’s shuttle in a small clearing on the east of the island.

      Ed and Phil walked the short distance and met Commander Loftt as he stepped down from the plane. Ed was not expecting the second passenger, the new Earth Ambassador to the GDA, James Dewey to follow him out of the airlock.

      ‘Ambassador Dewey!’ exclaimed Ed. ‘We weren’t told. Welcome to Panemorfi and Theo Island. This is a pleasant surprise.’

      ‘Good afternoon, Edward,’ said Dewey. ‘This seems a bit more hospitable than Mars – more hospitable indeed.’

      Twenty years ago, James Dewey had made himself the most famous human on Earth. Despite being the first man to walk on Mars, he had a strange habit of repeating the ends of sentences, much to everyone’s amusement.

      ‘It certainly is, Mr Ambassador,’ replied Ed.

      ‘Call me James – please. We’re not in council chambers here.’

      ‘Thanks, James. I found Dasos looked quite pretty from orbit. They can keep their heavy gravity, though.’

      ‘Tell me about it,’ said Dewey. ‘It’s like permanently wading through thin porridge – porridge indeed.’

      ‘The only thing you have to wade through here is the cocktail list,’ said Ed, smiling and ushering them towards the entertainment deck.

      ‘Fabulous,’ said Loftt, eyeing up the well-stocked bar. ‘I am liking new job especially much.’

      His English language skills still needed a little work.

      Once they were all sitting around one of the round dining tables, and Linda and Andy had joined them, Dewey started the conversation.

      ‘The GDA has lost a couple of ships.’

      ‘Oops a daisy,’ Andy blurted out.

      Everyone turned and gave Andy a glare.

      ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled and lowered his gaze.

      ‘I take it that’s not a regular occurrence?’ said Ed, keeping an irritated expression aimed at Andy.

      ‘No,’ said Loftt. ‘Unheard of for a thousand years.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Sector 97, on the fringes of the explored region.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Ed, looking nonplussed. ‘Cleo, can you give us a holo map of the Milky Way, showing us and Sector 97, please?’

      Cleopatra – or Cleo – was Gabriel’s replacement on the starship, a new fully-sentient computer embryo who had been introduced to the rebuilt core shortly after Gabriel’s loss. Cleo learnt fast and, within days had ingested everything left by Gabriel and more. Although they’d kept the name of the starship as the Gabriel, Cleo was very much now running the show and, over the last few months, had become an integral part of the team.

      The image of the galaxy took up the space above the whole table and showed hundreds of sectors, one of which was coloured green and one, right on the fringe of the system, red.

      ‘Thanks, Cleo.’

      ‘You’re welcome,’ she said.

      ‘I take it the green sector is where we are now and the red one is where the ship disappeared?’ asked Linda.

      ‘Correct,’ said Dewey. ‘The ship was the Vlepon, a mid-sized exploration ship with eighty-nine crew, two-thirds of which were scientists, with a small contingent of six marines. The ship was unarmed and without any cloaking technology.’

      ‘How do you know it’s disappeared and hasn’t just broken down or something?’ asked Andy.

      ‘We don’t.’

      ‘Have you sent any help?’ asked Ed.

      ‘Yes, that’s just it,’ said Dewey. ‘We sent a ship you’re familiar with, the destroyer Vrachos – all repaired with a newly-promoted captain on his first mission.’

      ‘Don’t tell me it’s disappeared too?’

      ‘Yep – regular six-hour updates up to the final jump into the sector, then not a squeak, nothing more at all.’

      ‘I take it the sector, being the nearest outer systems in the galaxy to Andromeda, hasn’t gone unnoticed?’

      ‘No, it hasn’t, Andrew,’ replied Dewey. ‘If the Andromedans are setting up some sort of staging supply base there, the Gerousia needs to know – and quickly, very quickly.’

      ‘Theo cloaking technology is better than GDA,’ said Loftt. ‘You can do sneaky about better.’

      ‘I couldn’t have said it better myself,’ said Dewey. ‘All we want you to do is go “sneaky about” and get back here with some proper intelligence so we can gauge how to deal with it. With all the Andromedan infiltration problems, the GDA is short of operational ships. But, then again, I’m told that that’s a usual scenario.’

      Loftt cleared his throat and gave Dewey a sideways glance.

      ‘What’s the pay like?’ asked Andy, looking hopeful.

      Dewey chuckled.

      ‘I think you Brits call it “for king and country”,’ he said, giving Andy a wink. ‘But how does a month at my ski lodge in Aspen sound?’

      ‘In February?’ said Ed.

      ‘Deal.’

      ‘Cool bananas,’ said Andy. ‘I’ll order some new carvers.’

      Ed glanced back at the holo map for a moment.

      ‘You’ll need to plan a route for us, Linda.’

      ‘I think it would be best to fly into that system, instead of jumping in,’ she said. ‘It might take longer, but at least we would be fully cloaked and not jumping in blind.’

      ‘Good idea,’ agreed Ed. ‘Sneak up on the Andromedan buggers through a side door.’

      ‘It might not be the Andromedans at all,’ said Andy.

      ‘Whatever it is,’ said Dewey, putting his hands up in a placating gesture, ‘please find out for us and get back here. No rescue mission, no taking on an enemy battle fleet, just information and return. Then we can mount any rescue or attack missions with overwhelming force – overwhelming force indeed.’

      Everyone at the table nodded and Ed noticed Loftt glance lovingly at the bar.

      ‘Okay, who’d like a drink?’ he asked.

      ‘Have you got any of that England real all?’ asked Loftt.

      ‘Ale,’ said Andy. ‘Walk this way, Commander. I’m sure the barmaid can rustle up a flagon or two.’

      Ed raised his eyebrows at Dewey, on seeing Loftt jumping up and off towards the bar as if shot out of a gun.
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            The Starship Gabriel – orbiting Panemorfi, Trelorus System

          

          Day 176, Year 11270, 00:36FC, PCC

        

      

    

    
      The Gabriel was considered small for a starship. At only four hundred and seventy metres from stem to stern, she looked more like a luxury yacht than a serious galaxy exploration vessel.

      However, she carried a fearsome hidden arsenal of defence and offence capabilities, which put even some of the GDA’s best naval ships to shame.

      Theo-built ships were very different from other vessels, in that the hull, internal structures and bulkheads were made from semi-organic polymers and grown in the hard vacuum of space to a pre-programmed design. This made them extremely durable, damage resistant, smooth and aerodynamic in appearance, similar to an unopened flower bud, but with aerodynamic wings.

      Cleo, the Gabriel’s sentient computer system, never had to sleep. She spent every moment of every day learning and working on ways to improve the ship’s design and proficiency.

      It was for this reason that she woke Ed early, despite the fact that Ed had only shuttled up from the island five hours ago, after a Herculean session with Commander Loftt, Ambassador Dewey and the rest of the crew. He was slightly less than overwhelmed with enthusiasm.

      ‘Ah shit – Cleo,’ said Ed as he peered at the ship’s clock, which was set into the wall beside the bed. ‘We’re not leaving for another few hours – what’s up?’

      ‘I’ve got something new for you to try,’ she said enthusiastically.

      ‘Is it a hangover cure?’

      ‘Er, no.’

      ‘Well, can I have something? I’ve got a steam hammer reshaping the inside of my skull.’

      A glass of clear liquid materialised on the bedside unit. He sat up and sniffed the contents warily.

      ‘Get it down you – it’s fast acting.’

      Ed swigged it down in one go, discovering it tasted slightly bitter, but not unpleasant.

      ‘Give it a couple of minutes. You’ll be a new man.’

      He swung his legs out onto the floor and, sure enough, the pounding in his head seemed to lessen by the second.

      ‘Wow, Cleo. That’s impressive stuff. What’s in it?’

      ‘It’s Gabriel’s recipe – best you don’t know. And I wouldn’t operate any heavy machinery for a while.’

      Ed made a grimace at the glass, placing it quickly back on the table as if it were radioactive, and stood up. The reflection in the cabin’s mirror that greeted him was not that of a healthy thirty-five-year-old.

      ‘Shit, I look like I should be in the auto-nurse.’

      ‘You look fabulous, darling,’ said Cleo.

      After using the bathroom, Ed sat back down on the bed. The hammering in his head had ceased, but the white walls in the cabin seemed way too bright so he reached over and dimmed the lighting slightly.

      ‘Okay, Cleo. What have you got to show me?’

      ‘I’ve been working on a new design for the POKs,’ she said.

      A POK was a thin helmet you wore to connect with the ship using the power of thought to either fly it or operate any of the ship’s systems.

      ‘Is it less obvious for away missions?’

      ‘Well, that’s just it,’ said Cleo. ‘It’s not obvious at all, because it’s invisible.’

      ‘How does that work?’

      ‘Nanos build an internal POK inside the skull.’

      ‘An epidermal POK?’

      ‘Yeah, kinda.’

      ‘And you want me to be your guinea pig?’ asked Ed, the scepticism obvious in his voice.

      ‘I have to test it on someone,’ she said. ‘It’s quite safe and painless.’

      ‘Would it be operational all the time?’

      ‘You can turn it off whenever you wish.’

      ‘Okay, I trust you. Do I have to be in the auto-nurse?’

      ‘No, just stick this small pad onto your forehead.’

      A pad about the size of a small sticking plaster materialised in his hand. He stared at it for a moment, nodded to himself and stuck it firmly above his right eye.

      ‘How long does it take?’

      ‘You can remove the pad in two minutes, then it’ll take the nanos approximately three hours to complete the fabrication and programming.’

      ‘What are we calling this system?’

      ‘You have a choice. In GDA speak, it’s a Dermatikos Pantognostis Orama Emfytevo – or D-POE; in English it’s a Dermal Omniscient Vision Implant – or DOVI.’

      ‘I think DOVI will be the best bet,’ he said, rolling his eyes. ‘Can I go back to bed now?’

      ‘Yes, I’ll wake you when it’s time to test the pathways.’

      Ed went back to bed and slept fitfully, dreaming of insects eating his brain.
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      Ed was awake, suddenly aware that he could see around the outside of the ship, even though his eyes were still closed. He explored further, soon realising he had full operational control over the entire starship.

      ‘This is cool,’ he thought.

      ‘Glad you like it,’ Cleo thought back.

      ‘Bloody hell,’ thought Ed, almost jumping out of his skin. ‘Do we have thought communication now?’

      ‘Yep, good huh?’

      ‘I take it that’s controllable too?’

      ‘Yep, just think of it being disconnected and it will be.’

      ‘Does it have the same range as a physical POK?’

      ‘Again, yes – so long as you’re within line of sight of the ship from orbit.’

      ‘That’s great, Cleo,’ thought Ed. ‘Saves having to wear a hat all the time on planet visits.’

      ‘Correct. There’s one more addition to this I haven’t told you about. The main memory cache – or Krypti as I’ve called it – is located underneath the skull at the back of your head. It’s about the size of a large grain of rice and will absorb all your thoughts – past, current and future – in case you’re not within contact of the ship.’

      ‘Kinda like a back-up hard drive for my brain?’

      ‘Yes,’ she thought to him. ‘There is also another function for this.’ She paused for a moment. ‘If you were ever killed, the Krypti could be placed into an embryonic skeleton in a Theo birthing chamber and you could be reborn – so long as your head was retrieved, of course.’

      Ed immediately sat up and opened his eyes.

      ‘What? And have all my memories and personality back, as though nothing had happened?’ he said out loud.

      ‘Yes, your rebirth could even be pre-programmed with your same looks, height, eye colour, et cetera. Which means anything you desire could be changed and delivered in a perfect new human body.’

      ‘What if you had a particularly violent death? That trauma can really screw you up.’

      ‘Anything can be erased.’

      Ed got out of bed and stood in front of the mirror again.

      ‘This makes immortality almost a reality, doesn’t it?’

      ‘Yes, welcome to the club,’ said Cleo. ‘But you do realise you can stay just as you are now by detoxing in the auto-nurse every few months, right? That’s how Phil stops his ageing process and has done so for nearly four thousand years.’

      ‘I need to talk to the others before we take this any further. Personally, I wouldn’t mind being around for longer than ninety or a hundred years, but the other two might have different feelings on the matter.’

      Through the DOVI, Ed could see Linda walking through the ship. Thinking that this was a bit voyeuristic, he quickly turned it off. He dressed and made his way up to the bridge.
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            The Starship Gabriel – DOVI testing in the Trelorus System

          

          Day 176, Year 11270, 08:11FC, PCC

        

      

    

    
      Ed was reclining on his control couch powering the Gabriel through the Trelorus System, changing speed continuously, activating and deactivating weapon systems, cloaking and uncloaking, before flashing back into a high orbit around Panemorfi again.

      ‘That’s outstanding,’ said Andy. ‘Where do I sign?’

      ‘What about you, Linda?’ asked Ed, opening his eyes once he was sure the ship was in a stable orbit.

      ‘Does this work with the shuttles and the Cartella too?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes, it does,’ said Cleo. ‘You won’t need the POKs anymore.’

      ‘And this rebirthing thing. Is it compulsory?’

      ‘I’ve put a lot of thought into this. The default setting would be a rebirth with the last ten minutes of your life erased. If you state clearly beforehand that you do not want to be reborn after your death, then your Krypti will be put into storage on Paradeisos indefinitely.’

      ‘Okay, I’m in,’ said Linda. ‘Default setting for now, although I reserve the right to change my mind in the future.’

      ‘That’s good,’ said Ed. ‘Phil, you cool with this?’ He gave him a hopeful thumbs-up.

      ‘Yeah, it’s good with me. You have to remember, I’ve been through a birthing chamber before, although it was a bloody long time ago. But there’s nothing to be concerned about in the process at all.’

      Two minutes later, three more nano-infected pads were stuck to Andy, Linda and Phil’s foreheads and three hours after that, all four of the human crew were able to operate any system on any of the ships with just the power of thought. Cleo modified the ship settings to make the private cabins secure from any voyeuristic opportunists and they all recorded a rebirth charter, listing their preferred characteristics.

      At the allotted time, Linda took the Gabriel out of orbit and set a course for the jump zone, away from the Trelorus System, bemoaning the fact that flying the starship without a POK felt like riding a motorcycle without a helmet. It just felt weird.

      The journey to Sector 97 would take over a week, especially as they wanted to enter the area from another direction, cloaked, using the AVF drive.

      Five days in, they finally jumped out of the GDA-controlled space. This meant that they no longer had designated jump zones and were emerging into largely unexplored systems – which also meant that they had to be extremely vigilant. Pre-scanning the next system before jumping was a must now. Although advanced civilisations out this way were rare, the thought of jumping into another ship or an uncharted asteroid field was not overly exciting.

      It was now not possible to leave the flying to Cleo during sleep periods, so the crew took shifts on the bridge, scanning in all directions, but mostly ahead.
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      ‘Are you seeing this too, Cleo?’ asked Andy, as the Gabriel swept through a system known only as C-29641/AT.

      ‘Yes, I am.’

      The holo map in the centre of the bridge spun round and extended out to include an incoming unidentified object, now flashing as a red icon.

      ‘Whatever it is, it’s on an intercept course at about point five light. I’ll alter course slightly.’

      ‘It’s compensated and still on intercept course.’

      ‘Who is it?’

      ‘Still too far away. They don’t appear to have cloaking or stealth tech, but they do have data blocking. I’ll be able to counter that when they get a little closer.’

      ‘Can you wake the others please, Cleo?’

      ‘They’re on their way.’

      ‘Time to intercept?’

      ‘Thirty-one minutes.’

      Andy could detect the other crew members’ DOVIs coming online.

      ‘Are we close enough to the next system to safely jump yet?’

      ‘No, not for forty-eight minutes.’

      ‘Shit.’

      ‘So long as you don’t do that on my couch,’ said Linda as she swept up on the tube elevator. ‘Do we know who they are yet?’

      ‘No, Cleo should be able tell before—’

      ‘Klatt, it’s a Klatt warship – Fonias Class,’ said Cleo, butting in.

      Ed and Phil came up through the floor together on the tube elevator.

      ‘Did I hear it’s a Fonias Class warship?’ asked Phil.

      ‘Yes, what does that stand for?’ asked Linda.

      ‘Killer,’ said Phil. ‘We need to be wary. The Klatt have no sense of humour – and no word in their language for friendly.’

      ‘Weren’t they the ones you saved us from last year when we were—’

      ‘Jumping over to Uskrre at Proxima Centauri,’ interrupted Phil. ‘Yes, it was – and now you’ll see why.’

      ‘Receiving transmission from the Klatt ship,’ said Cleo.

      ‘Run it through the translator please, Cleo,’ said Ed.

      ‘Unidentified warship, your uninvited trespass into Klatt prepotency is an act of offence. You will immediately reverse course to avoid eradication.’

      ‘How rude,’ said Andy. ‘Can I talk back with the rail gun?’

      ‘Hang on a minute,’ said Ed. ‘I’m starting to feel their ship – it’s getting stronger as they get closer.’

      ‘Well, we all are,’ said Linda.

      ‘No, I mean – I’m feeling my way into their systems.’

      ‘Good – it does work,’ said Cleo.

      ‘What does?’ asked Andy.

      ‘I made the software in Ed’s DOVI invasive adaptive, which means that with ships that are near enough and don’t have adaptive shielding, he may be able to infiltrate their control systems and severely ruin their day.’

      ‘When were you planning on telling me this?’

      ‘When I knew it worked. I couldn’t test it on myself.’

      ‘Why only Ed?’ asked Linda. ‘I might’ve liked a bit of that.’

      ‘I reckoned it would be safer with only one of you delving about in an enemy ship’s systems. If you were all in there messing about, it could get a bit confusing about who was where and control of your own ship might also get neglected.’

      ‘Oh, wow!’ exclaimed Ed. ‘I just shut down their main drive.’

      ‘They’ve stopped decelerating,’ said Cleo.

      ‘Hang on,’ said Ed. ‘I’m in their weapons suite – if I can just – there we go – have a little bit of that – see if you can eradicate anything without that, Mr Happy Klatt.’

      ‘What the fuck?’ said Andy. ‘Did you just do that?’

      ‘Do what?’ asked Linda.

      ‘One of their rail gun turrets just turned back on itself and reduced their own targeting array into scrap.’

      Andy opened his eyes and looked across to find Ed staring back with a wide grin plastered across his face.

      ‘Oops,’ said Ed. ‘Their rail gunner might be in a bit of strife right about now.’

      ‘They’re gonna fly right past too,’ said Andy.

      ‘Unidentified warship, you have committed an act of war by opening fire on us, you will—’

      ‘Identified Klatt Fonias Class warship, this is Vice Admiral Virr of the GDA Exploration Ship Gabriel. Our scans indicate that it was one of your own rail gun turrets that fired on your ship. It would appear that members of your crew do not agree with your arrogant and childish bullying of peaceful, unarmed ships passing through this system which, by the way, remains unclaimed. If you wish to register a claim on system C-29641/AT, please complete the required documentation and submit to the Galaxy System Claims Office on Dasos. In the meantime, I wish you a good day as we have more pivotal business elsewhere, with more important species.’

      As soon as Ed toggled the communication icon to off, he received a round of applause.

      ‘Give ’em a wave as they go by,’ said Andy. ‘Oh, hang on – they’ve ejected something out of an airlock.’

      ‘Ah, shit,’ said Ed.

      ‘Was that…’ said Linda, stopping mid-sentence.

      ‘Yes,’ said Andy. ‘They just spaced a crew member.’

      It went very quiet on the bridge. Once the out-of-control Klatt ship flashed by, gradually reducing speed, seemingly using only its manoeuvring jets, the other three went quietly back to their cabins, leaving Andy to finish the remainder of his watch. He sat there wishing he could sleep too, but knowing full well he wouldn’t and that the other three wouldn’t be getting much rest either, after having witnessed that.
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      Ed had the ship fully cloaked and shielded as they approached Sector 97. All four crew were seated on the bridge couches, studying the continuous stream of data flooding in from the sector.

      ‘I’m getting over four thousand systems in 97,’ said Andy. ‘We’ll be getting close enough to the first few for scanning shortly.’

      ‘I’ll mark the system where the two ships disappeared in red,’ said Cleo.

      A flashing red icon popped up on the holo display right out on the fringe of the sector, just before the infinitesimal void of intergalactic space disappeared into nothing.

      ‘Okay, plan us a jump into a safe system, which neighbours the trouble spot, Linda,’ said Ed. ‘We can scan the hell out of it from there.’

      Ten minutes later, they nervously emerged into an unnamed system, only four and a half light years away from their target. Linda instantaneously cloaked the ship and made several drastic course changes before they all relaxed a little.

      ‘Scanning,’ said Andy.

      They all surveyed the results, finding the system devoid of anything dangerous or untoward.

      ‘Right,’ said Ed, visibly relieved. ‘Let’s get over the far side of this system and concentrate everything we have on the neighbour.’

      It took another three hours to reach the outer perimeter of the system and Ed found it extremely odd when he visited the blister observation lounge up at the top of the ship. In one direction was a normal sky full of stars and, in the other, just one star could be seen before the slightly daunting, complete blackness of intergalactic space.

      It reminded him of a holiday, years ago during his gap year, on the east coast of Australia, snorkelling on the Great Barrier Reef. He’d scared himself when he’d moved further away from the dive boat than he thought and the beautiful, shallow blue water he’d been drifting across suddenly disappeared off a cliff face into total blackness and the unknown.

      He was there again now as he tentatively peered out from the observation blister, out from the Milky Way and into millions of light years of nothing.
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      The system they were in – similar to the Kuiper belt in the Helios System at home – also had an asteroid belt circling the outer reaches. Linda picked one of the largest rocks, which was sized at about five hundred kilometres across, matched its slow rotation and hid the ship close by.

      ‘Right,’ said Ed. ‘Give that system the once over, Andy, and, Phil, can you prepare one of our special GDA satellite drones to jump over there and give us the what’s what?’

      ‘No problem,’ came back in stereo.

      Andy found nothing other than a G-type main sequence star: similar in type to, but slightly larger than, the sun, with seven orbiting globes big enough to be classed as planets. One of which – the second – was possibly in the habitable goldilocks zone: ‘not too hot, not too cold’. Phil jumped the drone over, adjacent to this second planet, and hid it right next to one of its three small moons.

      ‘I’m getting small power readings from one of the moons and two on the planet’s surface,’ said Phil.

      ‘Is the drone cloaked?’ asked Ed.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Can you take it over to the moon and check out that power reading?’

      ‘Already on its way.’

      ‘I’ve analysed some of the other data from the drone,’ said Cleo. ‘And I think I’ve found ship debris orbiting the planet, although it’s very small and there’s not much of it.’

      ‘Thanks, Cleo,’ said Ed. ‘I guess over time any large debris left in orbit would soon decay and fall into the gravity well. We’ll have a look at that next.’

      Phil didn’t want to uncloak the drone so the journey over to one of the three moons took over an hour. They all took the opportunity to grab something to eat while they waited.

      ‘Well, that could explain a lot,’ Phil mumbled, his mouth full of shepherd’s pie. He was reading the telemetry from his drone as it orbited the moon that had the faint power reading.

      ‘What’s that in English?’ asked Andy as the other two looked up.

      ‘The power reading is emanating from this beastie,’ Phil said as he brought a rotating holographic image up in the centre of the bridge.

      ‘What the hell is that?’ questioned Ed, looking at a peculiar domed structure hidden inside an impact crater.

      ‘That,’ said Phil, ‘looks remarkably like a ground-based laser cannon. This planet seems to have a space defence system.’

      ‘That’s a space cannon?’ asked Andy. ‘Shouldn’t it have a barrel sticking out the top or something?’

      ‘In a sci-fi movie, yes, but in the real world, not necessarily,’ said Phil.

      ‘That could explain why they don’t have any ships in space and no satellites in orbit,’ said Andy.

      ‘Or life signs on the planet’s surface,’ added Cleo.

      ‘They could be underground, like on Paradeisos,’ said Linda.

      ‘That’s possible.’

      ‘I’ve found three more cannons,’ said Phil. ‘These three aren’t powered up, which is why the scanning software didn’t spot them before. Now it knows what to look for – and, sure enough, there’s another four over on the second moon.’

      ‘Someone doesn’t like visitors,’ said Linda.

      ‘Or, someone didn’t want the natives escaping,’ said Ed.

      ‘Hell, yes. I didn’t think of that,’ said Andy. ‘This could be someone’s prison colony.’

      They all opened their eyes and stared at each other for a moment.

      ‘What’s our next move?’ asked Linda.

      ‘I want to check if this cannon is still operational and, if it is, whether it could have downed our two GDA ships,’ said Ed.

      ‘One thing I’ve just noticed,’ said Phil, ‘is that this cannon seems to power up into a more aggressive state when pointed towards the planet and powers down into a standby mode when the moon turns away from its host.’

      ‘Does the drone carry any probes?’ asked Ed.

      ‘Yeah, six.’

      ‘Okay, launch one out around the moon in clear sight of the cannon when it’s facing out into space.’

      A small one-metre-diameter scanning probe zipped away from the drone. The cannon instantly powered up and tracked the small craft, but did nothing more. As the probe passed it by, it just turned and followed it.

      ‘Now bring the probe around and settle it into a high orbit.’

      Phil did as Ed requested and, as the craft locked itself into a high sustainable orbit, the cannon blasted a huge bolt of energy at the probe, destroying it instantly. Any leftover debris fell into the atmosphere to burn up on entry.

      ‘Well, that tells a story,’ said Phil.

      ‘Certainly does,’ replied Ed. ‘And explains why there are no satellites or ships in orbit.’

      ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ asked Andy.

      ‘That we’ll find wreckages of two GDA ships somewhere on the surface of the planet?’

      ‘It’d be a good bet to make.’

      ‘I’d like to take that cannon out of commission before we venture over there, cloak or no cloak, and can we double-check there’s no more active cannons hiding on any of the three moons too?’

      ‘I’m on it, boss,’ said Phil. ‘Do you want me to stick a Kataligo missile through that cannon’s front door?’

      ‘Don’t tell me, GDA exploration drones are armed too?’ asked Ed, opening his eyes and glancing across at Phil. All he got in reply was a wink and a wry grin.

      ‘I thought you guys were pacifists?’ asked Linda.

      ‘We’re allowed to break inanimate objects,’ Phil replied, smiling now as he commanded the drone to open a panel on its underside. A rack with six Kataligo missiles dropped down and turned towards the moon.

      ‘Permission to fire?’ asked Phil.

      ‘You may fire when ready, Mr Theo,’ said Ed, closing his eyes to watch the show.

      The missile streaked away from the rack and was immediately tracked by its target. The two defensive rail guns, which had been designed to defend the cannon from just such an attack, did not perform their duty. Their power supply had long since failed. Subsequently, one minute and thirty-nine seconds later, the cannon, along with its impotent rail guns, vaporised along with the crater they were housed in.

      ‘The scans from the drone are showing no other operational cannons in the planetary system,’ said Phil. ‘So, I conclude we’re safe to approach.’

      ‘Thank you, Phil,’ said Ed. ‘Linda, jump us in when ready please. But reactivate the cloak once we’re there. We don’t know what other surprises this planet might yet yield.’

      ‘Roger that,’ she said as the Gabriel moved out from its hiding place.
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      As the system appeared relatively safe now, Linda jumped the Gabriel in behind the largest of the third planet’s moons and cloaked. The drone was retrieved and so was a sample of the debris Cleo had detected earlier.

      ‘It’s not from a GDA ship,’ said Cleo. ‘It’s an alloy of undetermined origin.’

      ‘I imagine more than just our two ships have fallen foul to the hidden cannons trick, especially when the entire network of twelve cannons was up and running,’ said Ed. ‘Drop us into orbit, Linda, and keep the shields up at all times, just in case another cannon decides to go wakey wakey.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘I think it’s time we had a look down below. Cleo, can you prep the Cartella for flight and, Andy, Phil – port hangar in ten minutes.’

      ‘Road trip,’ shouted Andy, he was up out of his couch and disappeared down the tube lift like a rat down a drainpipe.

      The Cartella was Ed and Andy’s original jump test bed. A converted NASA mining safety shuttle, in which they’d made their first tentative jumps, many months ago. The Theos had considered it so dangerous that it had been completely rebuilt, incorporating the latest flight technology, weapons and defensive capabilities. Although it retained the same layout, it was considerably larger than before and, because of the artificial gravity system, an awful lot more comfortable.

      ‘Cleo’s given us two main areas to focus on,’ said Ed. ‘All emitting low energy readings. Phil, you’re in charge of the drone again; that’ll go down in front of us to check for nasties. I’ll pilot and, Andy, can you play with defence and offence?’

      ‘You sound like my old football coach,’ said Andy. ‘Do you want me to cut up some oranges for half time?’
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      The Cartella followed into the upper atmosphere three minutes behind the drone. The GDA drones were well-designed and had retractable heat shielding on the underside, specifically made for checking out unexplored planets. They bristled with cameras, scanning arrays, atmosphere samplers, et cetera. If there was something awry with this planet, they had three minutes to either deal with it or turn back.

      ‘Atmosphere is thickening,’ said Phil. ‘Gravity at point seven six Earth and stable; ground temperature thirty-one degrees at first search area. Oxygen level is slightly higher than Earth, so no smoking.’

      ‘I left my weed behind,’ said Andy.

      ‘You could always try some of the local flora,’ said Ed.

      The drone finally dropped below cloud level and communicated a dry coastline, which stretched away for thousands of kilometres in both directions. The initial scans had shown a ninety-four percent landmass. There was no evidence of sentient life, although they were coming down very near the equator where it was very dry and barren. Further north and south, it was more temperate and a little green flora was evident where the oceans had retracted to. Phil sent the drone off to where the weak power reading had been detected and Ed brought the Cartella down to a few thousand feet above the ground. The terrain was dry, rocky and reasonably flat, with a mountain range visible far away to the north.

      ‘I’m getting a high concentrate of metals in various patches on the surface,’ said Phil. ‘It’s weird because they’re all different types and they seem to be randomly distributed.’

      ‘Enough to be ship debris?’ asked Ed.

      ‘Not really. You’d expect a large percentage of a ship would burn up during an uncontrolled entry, but there should be larger lumps making it to the surface – more than just fragments here and there.’

      ‘Perhaps the local scrap merchant’s been busy in his old truck?’ said Andy.

      Phil opened his eyes and stared at Andy with a puzzled expression.

      ‘Don’t worry, Phil,’ said Ed. ‘He didn’t take his adult pill this morning and he’s having one of his plonker moments.’

      Phil rolled his eyes, nodded and resumed his drone piloting.

      Ed brought the Cartella to within a minute of the drone. He could see it now, ahead of them, approaching the target.

      Phil swung the drone around.

      The wreckage had been partly buried into the ground and there was a large chunk of it sticking up about fifty metres into the air.

      ‘Uncloak the drone, Phil – and give it a good noisy fly by,’ said Ed. ‘See if we get any reaction.’

      Phil buzzed the wreck for a couple of minutes, getting within a few metres on each pass. Nothing happened.

      Ed brought the Cartella in and landed a hundred metres away. He handed over to Cleo and asked her to remain cloaked.

      Phil remained in the ship to continue using the drone as an eye in the sky. He activated a mini rail gun that popped out the side of the drone to cover their backs.

      ‘That drone’s full of surprises,’ said Ed as he and Andy waited next to the airlock as it went through its opening cycle.

      They had both dressed in GDA military Krama suits, a form-fitting body armour, and carried laser rifles. As they stepped down onto the surface, Ed felt very exposed. He jogged surprisingly quickly over towards the wreck, noticing the pungent aroma of burning plastic.

      ‘This lower gravity gives you superhero powers, doesn’t it?’ said Andy, bouncing by like a gazelle on steroids.

      ‘Just don’t fall over with your finger on the trigger,’ replied Ed. ‘I’m not particularly keen to test these suits, no matter how good Loftt says they are.’

      As they reached the wreck, Ed stopped and listened. A quiet, occasional clicking could be heard from below the surface and the plastic smell was stronger.

      ‘This wreck is recent; it’s still cooling,’ he said.

      Andy nodded and continued to walk around the huge lump of blackened, melted metal. Two minutes was all it took to completely circumnavigate the wreck.

      ‘How the hell are we going to identify this pile of junk?’ shouted Andy as he clambered up the side of the hulk.

      ‘Hang on a minute, I’ve got an idea.’ Ed stood still and faced the wreck, closing his eyes. He concentrated on any ship systems that might still have some form of life. He found the ship’s bridge was still partly operational, buried thirty metres down in the ground, with a few of the control surfaces still seemingly dragging juice from the power cells.

      ‘I think I’ve found the power source we detected,’ he said. ‘The navigation console is still up, along with life support and a few ancillary systems.’

      ‘Does it tell you the ship’s name?’

      ‘No, but it does give me an idea, though.’

      Ed concentrated on the ship again. For a moment, nothing happened. Then a rattle from below and a few clunks. A hiss and the section of ship that Andy was standing on suddenly disappeared up into a bulkhead.

      ‘Whoa, shit,’ he shouted as he vanished down into the wreck with a clatter.

      ‘Bollocks. Are you okay?’ called Ed as he ran over, clambered up and peered into the new hole in the side of the ship.

      Andy was hanging in what looked to be a rather scorched wiring loom over a corridor that stretched deep down into the vessel. He looked up with a rather unimpressed glare.

      ‘For fuck’s sake, can you give me a bit of a warning next time you remove the floor?’

      ‘Sorry, mate. I didn’t know it was a door. I just asked the system to open all bulkhead emergency doors. What I didn’t realise was we’re already well inside the ship. Several metres of it has burnt away.’

      ‘Whatever, a bit of help would go down better than piss poor excuses.’

      ‘Can you climb down that corridor?’

      Andy looked down for a second and then back up at Ed. ‘You want me to go down there?’

      ‘I’m coming too.’

      ‘What if there are pissed-off aliens?’

      ‘You have a big gun.’

      ‘They might have a bigger one.’

      ‘Do you really think anything could have survived this?’

      Andy looked down again and when he looked back up, he appeared to have made a decision.

      ‘I’ll try and swing over to that ledge over there.’

      ‘You be careful, guys,’ said Phil, his worried voice booming in their ears. ‘Broken starships are dangerous places.’

      ‘We will,’ said Ed as he clambered over the edge and disappeared down into the hulk.

      It took them ten minutes to descend into the centre of the vessel. At the bottom of the corridor shaft, there was a choice of left or right down the darkened passageways. They brought their weapons up and turned left as that took them deeper into the ship and towards the bridge. Walking on the wall of the corridor made it more dangerous as the panels weren’t designed to take their weight. Twenty metres along, they came to another junction. There was only one small light still working, but it showed the passageway dropping down again.

      ‘I’m sick of the smell of burning plastic,’ said Ed as he peered over the edge into the blackness.

      ‘You can take point this time,’ said Andy, patting Ed on the back as he looked downwards apprehensively.

      ‘Okay, it’s completely dark down there, so turn your gun light on to give me a clue.’

      It was only ten metres down this time and there was only one choice: continuing in the same direction as before. When Ed reached the bottom, he lit his gun light too, illuminating a short passage up to a partly-closed door, which had a faint glimmering light emanating from within. Ed shone his light through the gap and peeked in.

      ‘I can see flickering control panels and bugger all else.’

      ‘Can’t you have a chat with the computer and open this door?’ asked Andy.

      Ed closed his eyes again and concentrated. After a moment, he nodded and spoke.

      ‘This is definitely the bridge. It has a secondary set of bulkhead doors that seal it in case of emergency. Stand back. I’ll see if it will—’

      The door dropped suddenly into the floor, or wall, with a bang.

      ‘—open.’

      ‘Shit, you don’t want to be standing in front of that when it closes,’ said Andy, stepping warily past it.

      The bridge was partially crushed on the side that was buried in the ground, but the systems on the upper side were all glowing or flickering. They both shone their lights around until Andy called out.

      ‘Hey, here you go.’

      His light illuminated a section of wall on the back of the bridge where, embossed in gold lettering, were the words ‘GDA Apergia Taxi Antitorpiliko, Vrachos’. They’d discovered a few months ago that the universal language of the GDA was a form of ancient Greek, thus determining where that particular Earth language had originated.

      ‘Found you – GDA Apergia Class Destroyer, Vrachos,’ said Ed.

      He shone his light around the bridge a second time.

      ‘But where the hell are the crew?’
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