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Prologue


 


Had Jemaal Grath known death awaited him, he
would have ignored the distress signal. As it was, he did not.


The signal appeared on Grath’s sensors almost
twelve hours after he had left the Terran home world, Orion. The simple beacon,
sent at the touch of a button, foretold a grim tale of the Kharaluka space
station’s plight. Or of a careless administrator’s elbow.


Grath looked upon the wall of darkness outside the
window. Much of the power was out across the station, and only one other ship
was docked. Something was very wrong here. He had to get inside and see what he
could do to help.


Frigid air rushed in to meet his wondering face
and tickle the base of his four small horns as the passenger ramp slowly whined
open. Flashlight and meagre medical kit in hand, Grath descended the ramp,
where his ears met with complete, deafening silence.


In stark contrast, the corridor beyond was bright,
lit by large, pure white panels set into the ceiling and humming quietly.
White, white, white. Grath shuddered. For some reason, it gave him the feeling
of a psychiatric hospital.


Perhaps there had been a power issue of some kind,
and the administrator feared the life-support shutting down. That would explain
the beacon and the sporadic power distribution.


The next door slid quietly open to reveal a
deserted cafeteria, and Grath’s stomach rumbled loudly to share its excitement.
Two dozen long metal tables occupied the cafeteria, some dotted with plates of
food. On the table nearest him sat a plate of mashed potato, chicken, and
vegetables. Basic Terran food, he thought, assuming an expression he hoped a
detective might at this well-deduced evidence. Next to the plate, a plastic cup
lay on its side, the black coffee still slowly dripping off the edge of the
table.


Seeing similar scenes across the cafeteria made
him anxious. And hungry.


A thought, a wondering, stopped Grath as he was
about to proceed, and he plunged his little finger into a dollop of mashed
potato: lukewarm. Whoever had been eating here did not leave long ago. Despite
his increasing unease, he decided to keep going – to find whoever came in on
that ship.


Of the cafeteria’s four doors, Grath chose the one
labelled ‘staff only’. As he walked along the new corridor, he strained to hear
any sounds indicating activity. Only his muted footsteps and the low hum of the
electric lighting reached his ears, multiplied tenfold by the otherwise eerily
silent corridor.


Grath soon rounded a corner, and what met his eyes
made him stop so abruptly he nearly fell over himself. Anxiety turned to fear.
Hunger could no longer be felt over the writhing of ice-cold snakes.


A short way down the corridor, a dark red patch
ran down the wall in tracks to the floor. It was quite fresh, as a single track
still slowly trickled. Below the patch of blood, a long smear led across the
floor and disappeared under the door opposite. Had someone been dragged into
that room?


Obviously, there has been some kind of accident and
whoever was injured has been taken into that room to be treated. Yes, that’s
it.


He glanced down at the little medical kit in his
hand. The sticking plasters it contained might not be sufficient.


After a dizzy couple of minutes staring at the
blood and trying to decide his next move, Grath took a deep breath and stepped
shakily towards the door.


As he drew near, it slid quietly up. Inside, the
main lights were off and the room was illuminated only by a dim red light on
the wall, which lit up every few seconds.


It took a moment for his eyes to readjust to the
dark, but when they did, he saw what he suspected to be a small security
station. Empty.


Just to his left, along the wall, a computer
terminal stretched the length of the room, with monitors and many buttons and
switches. The monitors were all blank and nothing on the terminal was lit up to
help him figure out what was happening. On the opposite wall hung an empty
rack. He didn’t like to think of the implications if it once held weapons.


Grath was about to turn and leave when he noticed
a small mark on the floor. Looking closer, he saw a bullet, half-buried in the
rubber sheeting. As the red bulb flashed on again, he saw more. Twelve in
total, spread along the floor and halfway up the wall.


Grath’s chest felt something like a boxer’s punch
bag, and he felt a bead of sweat run around the base of one of his horns and
down into his eyebrow.


Glass, probably from the light on the ceiling,
crunched beneath his boots as he made his way further into the room. Beside
another pool of blood, at the end of the trail, lay a pistol. On the backrest
of a fallen swivel chair was a fresh clip for the pistol.


What the hell happened here? He could no longer
placate himself with ideas of a work accident. This station had been attacked,
he realised at last.


And whoever it was is probably still here…


As a shiver reached the base of his spine, a
deafening crash behind made Grath instinctively dive for cover. From his foetal
position, he scanned for the source of the noise. On the ground lay a metal air
duct cover. As his eyes shot to the duct above, something scuttled away. The
metallic echoes reverberated through his bones and sent shudders through his
muscles.


The red light clunked on. Then off.


Grath was unable to draw breath. As the light
flashed again, he spotted a dark opening in the air duct where the cover had
fallen – a blackness that might contain any manner of creature. What the hell
was in that duct? It surely wasn’t a person; it sounded far too quick and
agile.


A rush of adrenaline allowed him to jump up, grab
the pistol and the fresh clip, and make a quick exit.


He stopped outside the room and leant heavily on
the wall. Out here, in the bright white corridor, he felt a little safer. At
least not in immediate danger. The cool of the wall was pleasant against his
damp forehead.


I came here to see if anyone needed help, and
someone obviously does, Grath told himself stubbornly.


He hesitated for a moment. He gazed longingly back
towards his ship.


No. As much as he wanted to help anyone here who
needed it, there was blood and there were bullet holes. That suggested
something he and his medical kit – which he’d dropped in the security room
anyway – could not handle.


His fear had been content to brood in the pit of
his stomach for a few seconds while he thought. Now it reared its cold, spiky
head once again: the light at the far end of the corridor went out with a
doom-heralding clunk.


A second later, the next light went out. Then the
next. And the next.


The lights went off one by one, the wall of
darkness rushing rapidly towards the paralysed Grath. It looked so dense, so
impenetrable, he was sure it would slam into him and knock him down. Very soon,
though, the wall swept over him, and he was consumed by the blackness.


Grath stood in terror for a moment, his vivid
imagination grabbing the opportunity for some exercise, before he remembered
his flashlight and clicked it on. He shone it wildly around, but there were no
hideous, terrifying monsters lurking in the dark. A sigh of relief was allowed
to pass his lips.


It must have been the same creature as in the air
ducts, knocking out the power cables to each of the lights as it went, he
guessed.


As he turned to hurry away, a dull thud emanated
from somewhere around the far corner. Grath almost dropped the flashlight. His
hand shook as he pointed the piercing beam down the empty corridor.


Silence.


Thud!


Silence again.


Thud!


A shorter silence this time and then another thud,
then another, and another. They were coming every few seconds now, louder and
louder.


As suddenly as it had started, the thudding
stopped and was replaced by a few seconds of metallic screeching.


From somewhere beyond the corner echoed a low,
guttural growl, and then a pattering sound.


Footsteps!


The corner must actually have been a T-junction,
because from the other direction came a loud, piercing shriek and the same
pattering sound. This time, Grath thought he could make out the sound of claws.
Claws so sharp they sliced through the rubber sheeting to the metal with every
step.


Oh, Maker!


Grath sprinted away as fast as his shaking legs
could carry him. He only made it two steps before he slipped on the coagulated
blood and fell heavily on his knee, dropping the flashlight. He scrambled to
his feet and continued running, ignoring the pain and not daring to look
behind.


His boots pounded the rubber-coated floor.


At the cafeteria, he made a beeline for the door,
jumping on tables and over benches. The lights were going out right behind him
as he ran. It was clear now that some of the sharp-clawed creatures were above
him, and skittering behind announced their rapid entry into the cafeteria.


Oh no, this is the wrong damn door! Please, Maker,
please let the ramp be down...


As Grath burst out of the cafeteria towards the
wrong ship, he heard plates crashing off the tables. They were right behind him
now, shrieking and snarling. His mind formed images of foaming mouths full of
long, bloodstained fangs, slavering and snapping at his heels.


Hot tears blinded him.


Grath fired two shots over his shoulder, the
recoil hurting his wrist, and the sound leaving a ringing in his ears. He heard
no shrieks of pain; he’d hit nothing. As he ran now, each of the bright white
lights in the corridor was going out ahead of him.


They’re going to get there before me!


Grath eventually reached the docking bay and
pounded over to the large ship – his only chance of safety.


Thank you! Thank you!


The loading ramp was lowered. Reaching the top, he
spun around, raising the pistol, but his pursuers were no longer behind him.
They must have given up. Logic said something, but whatever it was, the
thundering in his chest drowned it out.


Grath closed the ramp, pointing the pistol through
the opening and mashing the button until it was fully shut.


Heart hammering painfully, body shaking all over,
he would have cried with relief if he hadn’t been gasping for breath. Careful
to close every doorway as he went, Grath headed to the cockpit, collapsed into
the pilot’s seat, and buried his head in his shaking hands.


He sat for several minutes before finally
preparing the ship to undock. As soon as he was away from the station, he would
create a warning beacon to other pilots.


As the engines roared to life, Jemaal Grath heard,
from behind his seat, a low, guttural growl.


Maker...


 



Planet Orion,


Terran Space,


0516 Hours,


Year 2342:


 


Thardriik Jhunassi Kortlyn III – ‘Theak’ – lay
asleep in the expansive, squashy bed of his hotel room. Five minutes had passed
since he last turned over, half sliding out of the bed. Currently, his head and
chest dangled over the edge, and one hand was firmly jammed inside an empty
glass tumbler, which he’d drained of Ordassi wine just three hours prior.


As Kortlyn dreamt of some obscure Turisian food,
the door to his room clicked. A moment later, it slowly opened, just a little.
A wide, pale-blue eye slowly appeared around the edge of the door to survey the
contents of the room.


The eye retreated momentarily before reappearing,
paired with a second, set into a spherical head, in turn attached to a
staggeringly short body. A sound in the corridor startled the figure, and it
darted across the room in such a ridiculous manner that, had anyone been
watching, there would be no doubting its maleness.


The intruder got as far as the bathroom doorway
before stopping dead. He clearly didn’t consider that hotel doors were designed
to close silently, and was determined not to make a sound. Darting back to it,
he shoved his hand in the way just in time. The other hand was then stuffed
firmly into his mouth as the heavy wooden door closed.


It would have been blatantly obvious to an
observer that the intruder had no experience whatsoever in the field of
breaking and entering – or rather, using a bumblingly-procured key card and
entering – and probably hadn’t even so much as watched any holofilms on the
subject.


Muttering to himself in his native language, and
trying to rub both hands at the same time, he glanced over at the Korellian in
the bed – theoretically, anyway. He considered Kortlyn as one might consider a
piece of highly inspired post-modern artwork. Or a cat doing arithmetic.


Starting again to cross the room, a thought struck
the intruder. A datapad was pulled from a pocket, and the picture of a smartly
uniformed man on the screen was compared with the upside-down drooling face.


Korellian...check. Black...check. Hair,
non-existent...check. Eyes...never mind the eyes. Nose... Mouth... Ears...
Cheekbones...


It took a minute, but the intruder eventually
decided it was indeed the same man. Perhaps he’d fallen on hard times.


Stowing the datapad again, the little man crossed
to the cabinet on the far side of the bed. He produced something from another
pocket and was about to place it on the cabinet when Kortlyn stirred.


He froze completely, unable to breathe or blink,
as the Korellian sat up straight and turned his head to look at him. Except…his
eyes were closed. Was he still asleep?


The Korellian sniffed, he snorted, and he got out
of bed. As he walked across the room, he carefully stepped over a bowl of water
in which he’d probably been soaking his feet. He went into the bathroom and
closed the door.


The intruder’s brow furrowed, but still he
couldn’t move an inch, his arm still hovering over the bedside cabinet. After a
moment, the sound of liquid pouring into liquid came from the bathroom,
followed by a relieved sigh. Then came the kind of laugh that made the intruder
decide he didn’t want to know its cause.


As silence regained authority, the man stood like
a statue, vainly trying to persuade his body to hide. A moment later, Kortlyn
reappeared from the bathroom, eyes still closed. Walking around the empty
bottle of Ordassi wine, he climbed back into bed, lay face down on the pillow,
and became still.


Eventually, the intruder decided it was safe to
move. He finished the swap he’d come for and crossed quickly back to the door.
Pausing briefly, he glanced first at the bowl of warm water, and then at
Kortlyn’s hand dangling over the edge of the bed. He failed to prevent a
giggle, shook his head, and left.


 

* * *

 


Thardriik Jhunassi Kortlyn III woke with a start.
He found himself sitting bolt upright, with the holoscreen blaring painfully.
Eventually locating the remote under his foot, he kicked it up the bed and
reduced the volume.


Upon raising his hand to scratch his head,
something hard hit Theak’s temple. Blinking to clear his vision, he peered at
his hand. It appeared to be stuck inside a glass.


Theak regarded this for a moment, failing to feel
anything about it, before turning his bleary eyes to the clock. It was only
08:26. Groaning, he rubbed his eyes and peered at the blur that was the
holoscreen.


After a few moments, the garbled noise gradually
became a news story:


‘...and their leader, Lieutenant-Commander Travis
Archer...’


As he spoke, the man disappeared and was replaced
by a picture of three men standing beside each other. One looked vaguely
familiar, but at this time of the morning, Theak had no hope of remembering
why.


‘...all we really know is that the six men have
rapidly become Orion’s most wanted men in the galaxy…’


Theak nodded
knowingly at the holoscreen, pondering the great question of Bacon, Egg, and
Everything, and then turned it off. The Korellian rubbed his eyes again and
climbed out of bed. His feet were met not by thick, soft carpet, as expected,
but by several inches of cold water.


Lovely.


He stepped out of the bowl and walked, a little
unevenly, to the bathroom. From the small room emanated the sounds of running
water, and then of splishing and some splashing. Accompanying the latter was a
dull thud and then tinkling. Swearing followed this as the water was turned
off, then muttering and more swearing.


Soon began the kind of buzz that would irritate a
mosquito. After a few seconds this too went silent. Theak exploded from the
bathroom, toothbrush in lightly bleeding hand.


‘Chafish Aasha?’ he shouted, spraying foamed
toothpaste all over the carpet.


Theak grabbed the holoscreen remote and switched
the news channel back on. The newsreader was on a new story, so he flicked to
another channel. This one seemed to be the right one.


Now fully awake, he realised from where he
recognised the man in the picture. He and Travis Archer had gone to university
together. They had been the best of friends. The two joined Orion’s US Army
together, and then the Air Force a few years later.


The newsreader told how Archer was rumoured to be
in command of the Star Wraith – a powerful ship believed to be terrorising
several star systems. Theak remembered hearing about the ship. Because no one
had ever survived the Wraith’s attacks, few believed it existed.


If it was real, there was no way Archer had been
in control of it for so long. And there was no logical reason for him doing all
the things the ship was supposed to have done. But if he was now, there must be
a good reason.


Was there any way he could help Archer? If the
Navy couldn’t find the man, it was unlikely he could. Nevertheless, Theak made
a mental note to try to find Archer as soon as he’d been fired.


That thought came with a little lurch in his
stomach.


Theak left the Air Force three years ago and had
been blissfully unemployed until two days ago. Three days ago, he
decided to try his hand at private detecting. So, two days ago, he took on a
job which could make or break his new career. Yesterday, he decided that line
of work wasn’t for him anyway.


A prominent businessman hired Theak to find his
daughter’s ‘kidnapped’ puppy. Because Orion had been pretty much crime-free
since humanity’s evacuation there, one hundred and three standard years ago, it
wasn’t unreasonable for the savvy detective to become a little suspicious.


While his client was on the phone, Theak had, only
in search of a bathroom of course, happened to wander through the locked
basement door. In one corner of the half-floored basement, he’d noticed a
darker patch in the muddy ground.


On impulse, he’d taken the shovel leaning against
the wall and began to dig. Just ten inches down, he discovered the fate of the
fluffy wuffy wickle woof woof (in the words of the businessman’s possibly
few-screws-loose wife). It appeared his client had accidentally lowered his car
onto the poor animal.


Unfortunately, the wife had descended into the
basement to find Theak holding her daughter’s dead puppy by the scruff of its
neck, dangling it over a freshly dug hole. Naturally, she got the wrong idea.
Naturally, Theak panicked.


Nothing says innocent less than attempting to hide
the rotting carcass of a beloved pet behind one’s back while unwittingly
reverting to one’s native tongue to pursue a manic rant, all while brandishing
a shovel in what could justifiably be conceived as a threatening manner. At
least, nothing Theak could think of.


He’d never been anything short of awful in
stressful situations.


The woman had fainted. On the plus side, this gave
Theak the opportunity to panic further, plant the shovel in the woman’s hand
and make good his escape before sanity could apprehend him.


The businessman, fearing the truth coming out and
having his daughter hate him for a very, very long time, had persuaded his
traumatised wife that no action need be taken against the Korellian. He’d invited
Theak to talk the next day: today.


All in all, it had been an interesting career
move. And the bottle of Ordassi wine had wiped the image of that poor,
unfortunate puppy from his mind nicely. Private detectives were old men,
anyway, not twenty-eight-year-olds.


Theak quietly hoped he’d be offered a bribe to
keep his mouth shut. Although the bribe would quite likely consist of not
having his knees removed by people who, he rather suspected, would not be
qualified surgeons.


The Korellian dressed, retrieved his pistol from
the bedside cabinet, and ventured forth into the world to find bacon and meet
his destiny. And his bank manager at 3pm sharp.


 



The Sixth Planet,


Unknown Space,


0112 Hours:


 


Again the dream came.


The Sixth wondered what it meant. Every two
hundred years It emerged and attempted to destroy…everything. But never before
had she experienced these dreams. Contacting the others was out of the
question. It was too dangerous for them to come together before the time.


Her subconscious had already been watching several
promising candidates…but it surely wouldn’t come to that, would it? Using
mortal agents? But if It did manage to find her and take her, the universe
would surely perish. Perhaps she’d already made contact with one of them... There
was no way of knowing yet.


Already, she felt the darkness closing on her.
Even at this early stage, areas of the universe – even this very galaxy – were
lost to her senses. It had started a whole standard month early. It appeared
that after all this ‘time’, all these thousands of mortal years, It had finally
begun to grow more intelligent, more devious.


Some part of her mind wondered vaguely how It had
discovered her temple. But this question was promptly dismissed in favour of
one far more important: when would It strike?


She rose and glided to the room’s entranceway. In
her mind, she searched through the kilometres of tunnels and passages under
this mountain she currently called home. Something was unsettling and foreign
now about this familiar place. Something dark and heavy. Surely It wasn’t here
already?


With barely a conscious thought, her body radiated
a piercing light, illuminating the passage. There were some things these mortal
eyes could see better than her own. Should shadows flee from light in quite
that manner? The rough walls of the passage were black and slimy. Had they not
been a pale orange just hours ago? Her ears heard only silence. Shouldn’t there
be birds and animals outside? Could these ears even hear that far?


She placed her body at the cave entrance.
Sometimes she would walk the three kilometres, but that would be far too slow
this time.


She was vaguely aware of a cool breeze washing
over her body. She knew the body could only withstand temperatures as low as
this for about half of a standard hour and realised that she should take better
care of her host. Clothing would keep it warm and comfortable.


For now, she raised the air temperature in her
immediate vicinity and concentrated on the jungle, which swept a short way up
the side of the mountain to the small plateau. Under the moonlight, the thick
trunks and dark green leaves, usually calming to the host body, intimidated
her.


She saw now what she had feared. It had already
reached her home. Six pairs of long white fangs preceded the sleek black bodies
of the planet’s most dangerous predator.


The animals, normally so docile and friendly with
her and her host, now snarled, slowly circling around her. The energy of the
force possessing them caused their eyes to glow deep, blood red as they watched
her, hungering for the golden skin of her mortal’s naked body. She was acutely
aware, as she always was, of the host’s spirit standing beside her, concerned
for the safety of its body.


She’d asked for the use of the body just before it
was born, and the spirit agreed to vacate it for her twenty-nine years after
birth. That was just a few weeks ago; she was still not fully trusted. If the
spirit thought its body was in danger, it would step in and remove her. She
needed the body in order to exist in this universe, and if she did not exist in
this universe, then she couldn’t join with the others to stop Its rise.


Assuring the spirit that no harm could come to the
body while under her power, she moved herself into it, knowing she would remain
fully attached now until it, or she, died. Immediately, she felt blinded as her
senses were drastically reduced. That would take some getting used to, as it
always did.


She spared little thought for the life this person
once had, save to be grateful that the body had been well cared for. Perhaps
she was a dancer. Should she have taken more interest over the years? She did,
it seemed, feel a touch of sorrow over the end of that life after all. Removed
from mortal life, the spirit understood it was necessary, though, and felt
little sorrow itself.


Fascinated by the sensation of the muscles moving
in her new body, she raised her hand high. Bright white light illuminated the
small clearing in front of the cave entrance. The beautiful animals snarled
louder, but took a few cautious steps back.


Beside her, a seventh predator appeared on the top
of a large boulder. It stared down at her, sensing that something wasn’t quite
right about this golden-skinned woman. It sensed the same three days ago when
it sat purring, with its head on her shoulder, and she’d gently patted and
stroked it.


In a flash, the animal pounced, but it passed
harmlessly through her, as though she were mist. Having expected to sink its
claws into flesh, it hit the ground awkwardly and rolled. The others ran at
her, but a clap of thunder exploded from nowhere, and a bolt of lightning
slammed into the ground between them and their prey, terrifying the creatures.


Determined still, one stepped towards her again,
but the spirit, in an attempt to protect its body, lifted the creature and
threw it, yelping in confusion, into the darkness of the trees. The six
remaining predators retreated into the thick jungle, knowing they would not
taste that golden flesh this night.


She knew interacting in such a way with this
universe would have drained the spirit considerably. It looked at her for a
moment, as though wanting to memorise its body’s appearance, and then faded
away.


Stepping back into the cave, the Sixth created a
barrier over the entrance. Why was It using these mortal creatures? It knew
they could do her no harm. She wondered what she should do now. Against It, she
was vulnerable. But she couldn’t meet with the others until the time was right.
And that was not just yet.


One thing was certain: It knew where she was, and
for the first time in Its fifty-three-thousand-year history, the Hierarchy was
coming for her.


 



New London,


Orion,


Terran Space,


0930 Hours:


 


‘…and, as such, would greatly benefit both our
careers. Do you understand what I’m saying, Mr Kortlyn?’


The tinkling of the spoon in the cup of pearly tea
dulled as Theak’s client – Director Johansson, as he liked to be addressed –
lifted the cup to gently and ineffectually blow away the excess heat while he
continued to stir. He’d been drivelling on like this for the past hour, trying
to persuade Theak that it was in both their interests that, basically, the
Korellian keep his mouth shut.


The spoon was tapped several times against the
bottom of the cup to ensure the sugar had dissolved. It had not. Judging by the
amount he’d put in, Theak was surprised the spoon could even move.


‘Yes, Director Johansson,’ Theak agreed, blinking
for the first time in half an hour. He’d stopped listening quite some time ago,
and was sitting staring at a point somewhere above the man’s left eye, with an
understanding expression on his face. ‘Of course, Director Johansson.’


Just hurry the hell up and give me some money, he
thought. But it looked worryingly as though that moment wasn’t going to come at
all. In light of this disturbing suspicion, he’d tried to incorporate a look of
mild stupidity into his countenance in the hope the man would think him not
bright enough to remember, or understand, any of what he just said without a
tangible reminder. Perhaps it wasn’t working.


‘Good,’ Johansson smiled widely. He looked at
Theak as though expecting him to leave now. Theak grinned back. ‘Um…I, uh…I
know you’ll do well, Mr Kortlyn,’ the Director prompted, his smile faltering,
and stood up to proffer his hand.


Theak stood slowly and shook the hand. Even gentle
extortion requires the extort-ee to realise they are being extorted, he
decided. The situation called for out-and-out dimwittedness. He was damned if
he was going to have wasted three whole days for nothing.


He sat back down.


Johansson adjusted his tie uncomfortably.


Theak smiled placidly at him.


He coughed.


He absently straightened the solid gold horse
statuette on the corner of the desk.


He coughed again.


Slowly, like the dripping of calcium from a
stalactite, realisation began to form the stalagmite of understanding in the
bottom of Johansson’s mind. ‘Um…let…let me pay for your taxi home,’ he offered,
unlocking a drawer and hesitantly pulling out his wallet.


‘Oh, that’s very kind of you, Director.’


‘No, no, it’s the least I can do. Where do you
live?’


‘Korrell.’


Director Johansson froze, and his eyes flicked up
in horror. ‘Planet Korrell?’


 

* * *

 


Half an hour later, Theak arrived happily back at
his hotel room, credit card considerably fuller, and Director Johansson’s
prized decorative spear in hand.


He unlocked the door and danced happily into the
room. His brief career hadn’t been a complete waste of time.


Dropping the spear on the bed, he crossed to the
window for a habitual check on his ship.


The shiny silver Sunfire fighter, which Theak had
never renamed from its numerical designation, sat patiently on the landing pad
four floors below. A blue, sunny sky and the towering buildings all around
reflected perfectly off its hull. Eight floors below that, throngs of people
swarmed along the street.


A small silver sphere passed the window. The
security drone turned to study him for a moment before continuing its patrol.


Having glowered after the intrusive orb, Theak
turned back to switch on the holoscreen, but something caught his eye. On the
bedside cabinet sat a datapad.


Had he left that there this morning? No, he didn’t
even know where his was; the only things sitting there this morning were his
pistol and his watch.


Curious, he switched on the device. The screen lit
up, revealing a short note addressed to him:

 


Thardriik Jhunassi Kortlyn
III,


 


Unfortunate business with the Johansson canine :-(
If you want to make ten times the amount you squeezed out of him, please meet
me on the Ordassi space station, Kharaluka, as soon as possible. The longer you
take, the less money you’ll get.


 


P.S. I can also change that awful reputation you
have already made over this :-)


 


- A friend


 


What the hell does ‘canine’
mean? Another word for ‘case’?


There was nothing more to the message, and nothing
to suggest whom it was from. The use of ‘please’ stood out in an otherwise
authoritative message, but it still meant nothing to him.


Theak thought for a moment. Who could possibly
have known how much Johansson had given him? And who could have found out,
written that message, and got it into his locked hotel room before he got back?


And how long would it take him to get to the
Kharaluka station?


Time is money.


 



The Crestyff Massacre,


Ordassi Space,


1227 Hours:


 


‘Your agent reports the Korellian has seen the
datapad and is on his way,’ the Ku’Ri informed the creature.


‘It does not matter.’ The creature’s voice was an
impossibly deep, tortured chorus. ‘We will soon have the Celestian, and then we
will not be stopped. Dock with the station and release the beasts.’


‘Yes, my Lord.’


These mortals might be weak, but they were useful;
once he was inside their heads, they would do anything he wanted. And if the
Celestians were going to use mortals, then his own would be sufficient to
counter them.


It was odd, the Celestian contacting the mortals.
They had never done that before. But then, they had never been afraid before.
And they were surely afraid this time. The Hierarchy was using different
tactics, and the Celestians would not defeat them again, as they had done all
these thousands of years.


The Lord rose from his seat and thumped towards
the ship’s hangar.


The ship had been the first he’d come across upon
reaching this universe, orbiting some small moon. It was ironic that it was
named after the very incident that ended his life. It was hardly a coincidence,
though. The captain had been working for him for quite some time, helping to
pave the way for their arrival.


The man had not been as helpful as he’d hoped, but
he’d done his part. He’d been a feared pirate, but as such, had a high price on
his head. There were several bounty hunters on the Izarian’s trail and eventually
he had cast the stone whose ripples led to the man’s death.


He reached the hangar and moved himself inside the
small transport craft, too lazy to walk the rest of the way. The craft’s
engines remained dead, and it glided out of the hangar by his will alone.


As the transport craft flew away, he watched the
Crestyff Massacre dock with the Kharaluka station. He would return to this ship
soon – possibly as soon as one day.


The Massacre’s possessed crew would now be
releasing the screechers from their cages, plus a few beasts they didn’t know
were aboard. The crew would be the first to die, of course, and then the
animals would move on to the inhabitants of the station. One of the Celestian’s
mortals was already there, and the Korellian would soon arrive. They would both
be killed, and the Celestian would see she was responsible for the deaths of
thousands of innocent people.


As soon as he had retrieved the Crestyff Massacre,
he would go and secure the Celestian. Until then, his Minors would ensure she
didn’t leave her planet.


 



Kharaluka Station,


Ordassi Space,


1308 Hours:


 


Did the datapad’s author know this was going
to happen? Whatever ‘this’ and ‘happen’ were. He hoped not. Something about
people trying to kill him was somewhat hurtful.


Don’t be stupid. There’s no telling if there’s
even any danger here.


Maybe it was some kind of test. To see if he was
good enough for whatever job he was going to be offered. No, of course it
wasn’t. No one would go to this trouble just to test him. It was highly
unlikely it had anything to do with him at all.


The emergency lighting in this place was abysmal,
but he’d discovered a flashlight next to a disturbing pool of congealed blood.
His current theory, supported by paw prints in gravy all over the canteen, was
that some kind of animal had got loose from a ship and scared the station’s
inhabitants into evacuating. Where they all were now, however, was a mystery.


The blood should have added a danger warning to
this theoretical animal, but frightened people could be extremely dangerous
themselves, so who knew what had drawn the blood?


Theak soon reached a T-junction.


Looking down, he saw deep gashes in the rubber
sheet flooring all along both corridors and the one he’d come down. Beneath the
rubber, even the metal was scratched. He was no zoologist, but he knew of only
a few animals with claws that strong and sharp. The most likely were Inkraet
screechers.


Inkraet farmers transported the animals regularly,
but only a maximum of five, as far as he knew, because they were so dangerous
in packs. Theak didn’t know what the Inkraet farmers used the screechers for,
but they were quite common compared to other creatures capable of this damage.


There seemed to be more scratches coming from the
corridor to the right, so Theak walked down this one, hoping very much that the
two hundred life-signs he’d detected weren’t all screechers. If they were, he
was up the metaphorical creek with only a small, gun-shaped paddle.


Theak soon came to a badly bent and distorted
emergency bulkhead. These heavy, metre-thick doors were made of thermosteel,
the strongest metal in the known universe. Very little could get through it.
They were also only closed if something was to be contained on the other side.
He hoped the station’s staff had simply been overly cautious, but all the clues
so far pointed to something rather bad.


Screechers didn’t do that to the door. So what else
had been let loose on the station? Creeping up to the gap and peering through,
Theak spotted, facing away from him, an Inkraet bomber.


Bombers had armour plating over most of their
body. They got their name, like most Inkraet animals, from their most notable
characteristic. When they attacked – generally in self-defence – they lowered
their head, and a two-inch thick plate of bone extended from their back to
cover it. The animal then charged at its attacker, hitting it like a speeding
train. When a bomber gathered enough momentum, little could stop it.


Surely though, even a bomber couldn’t have done
all this damage? Theak could think of no other explanation. But bombers were
usually docile and only charged when they thought they were in danger. Maybe it
had panicked, he thought. Let loose in a strange, cramped place, people
probably running around it screaming – he would have panicked.


The bomber had been unable to make a hole big
enough for itself to fit through, but Theak could see many shallow scratches on
the one corner – a corner which was bent in towards the large animal.
Screechers had been on the other side as well. Again, Theak didn’t realise
screechers were that strong, but here was the evidence.


He didn’t want to frighten the now-placid
creature, so began to back away. Before he’d taken two steps, a high-pitched
shriek echoed down the corridor from beyond the bomber.


Oh, crap!


The screechers had smelt him. The bomber turned
its head a little, pricking up its small ears, now alerted to his presence too.


Theak didn’t wait to see what the creature would
do; he turned and ran, knowing the screechers would easily catch up with him if
he didn’t get a good head start. But as he reached the T-junction again, three
animals skidded around the corner ahead. There was no doubting now that he was
dealing with screechers.


The three animals regained their footing and stood
growling. Theak had never before seen a screecher in the flesh. They were only
the size of the average dog, but the black spines covering their bodies were
the size and shape of spearheads. Their heads seemed akin to that of a bird of
prey, and the eyes…were those blood-red eyes glowing?


The shiny black claws were slowly clenching and
releasing, like a cat’s, cutting through the rubber flooring and etching
patterns into the steel beneath, with a fingernails-on-blackboard effect.


Theak tried to think what to do, but the
clattering of more sharp claws on the metal floor coming from the cafeteria
direction limited his options. Turning, he ran back around the corner and
towards the bomber. The sound of the three screechers scrambling over each
other to be the first around the corner behind him soon reached his ears, and
he blind-fired several shots at them. Yelping told him that he’d hit at least
two.


Theak could now see several screechers beyond the
bomber, stalking slowly towards him, their bodies lowered almost to the ground.
There were too many to shoot, but there was no way he could get past them
without being mauled to death. Maybe the bomber could help.


The bomber turned its head again, trying to
identify the commotion behind. It was unable to turn enough to see Theak raise
his pistol and fire a single shot into its armour-plated hide. As expected, the
laser did no damage, but startled the beast, and its head disappeared under the
sheet of bone with a strangled cry. As Theak reached it, it set off charging
down the corridor ahead. He managed to keep up as it gathered momentum, and
screechers were knocked flying in all directions.


Twice Theak had to dodge a screecher that managed
to avoid the bomber and pounce at him, but eventually they reached the centre
of the station, where there were several levels of shops, small cafés, and
information centres. This space was too open for the bomber to protect him now,
so Theak ducked under the animal’s stubby tail, fired a shot into the head of a
pursuing screecher and dived into a clothes shop.


Heart pounding, Theak parted some shirts so he
could see out to where the bomber was still charging. Several screechers were
still running ahead of it, waiting for it to stop so they could get to him.


Theak sighed with temporary relief at the sight.
Pulling the clothes together again, he kept his face against the soft material
of a winter pullover, finding it comforting somehow.


Shooting that screecher had been the first time
he’d ever killed anything outside of a fighter craft. Was it the adrenaline,
the fear, or the fact that the animal was trying to kill him which meant he
felt indifferent? He suspected he’d feel bad later.


Did this station have a weapons store? Probably,
but then again, it probably didn’t matter; there were just too many to shoot,
no matter what weapon he had. He’d just have to try to get back without
attracting any attention.


Immediately, he thought of the air ducts running
through the entire station, but then remembered the duct cover lying on the
floor of the security station. Had a screecher been in the air duct? More than
likely.


Theak crept around a rack of shirts to the counter
where he could see back down the corridor he’d come along. Six or seven
screechers stood there looking bewildered – they must be the ones hit by the
bomber.


The light in this central area was a little
brighter than the previous corridors and cafeteria, but Theak could still see
little. Except blood, everywhere he looked, with the occasional body (or body part)
scattered about the floor. Again, Theak was surprised to find that the
adrenaline coursing through him prevented any nausea at the sight.


Directly across from his hiding place, an
escalator ascended into the darkness. There was no way to tell how many
screechers, if any, were up on the second level. Theak knew that he couldn’t
stay here, or the screechers would soon find him. It seemed the air ducts were
his best chance, but he’d have to get on to the upper level to gain access.


In the distance, he could hear that the bomber was
still charging, having so far miraculously avoided colliding with any walls.
Hopefully those screechers would still be running with it, so he wouldn’t have
to worry about them. The only others in sight were the confused and hurt ones
in the corridor.


Theak spied a small rubber ball under the counter.
The merchant would probably sit all day bouncing it against the wall to relieve
the terrible boredom.


Hoping that, in their stupor, the screechers
wouldn’t see where it came from, Theak threw the ball over their heads down the
corridor. Elastic echoes pinged back to his ears as it bounced off the walls,
floor and ceiling, and after a moment, the screechers scurried after it.


The moment they did so, Theak darted around the
counter and shot across the open space to the escalator. At the top, Theak
found the level completely deserted. This both relieved and worried the
Korellian; were they plotting an ambush ahead? Had his imagination really just
come up with that scenario?


 

*

 


This was a bad idea.


The claustrophobic air duct was more cramped than
Theak had realised, and he was making slow progress. To make matters worse,
he’d just heard and felt something reverberate through the metal around him.
Whatever it was couldn’t be good for him.


Straining his ears, he heard the sound again. It
was the distant echo of banging and scratching: the screechers were in the duct
behind him, and gaining.


Sweat stung Theak’s eyes.


Shining his flashlight behind revealed nothing, so
he turned and scrabbled onward as best he could. His sweaty hands kept slipping
on the smooth metal, making his progress difficult and agonisingly slow.


After almost two minutes of crawling, Theak
finally stopped. He’d passed few covers along his way, but he must have reached
the hangar bay by now, he was sure. He’d definitely passed over the security
station, as he’d been able to look through the opening into the room.


The Korellian’s heart sank as he shone the
flashlight ahead and saw that the air duct ended, turning ninety degrees to
continue upwards, with no covers to climb out through. That meant he would have
to go back, towards the screechers.


The thought of the animals suddenly brought the
sound of their claws back to his ears. Up until then, the scratching and
scraping echoes had become part of the background, but now their proximity sent
chills along Theak’s spine.


Turning his head as far as he could in the
enclosed space, he just saw the glowing red eyes and the rows of bared
needle-like teeth. Theak immediately reached to his pistol and, without taking
it out of the holster, fired three shots.


The shots only narrowly missed his foot. Two of
them hit the screecher in the head and it crumpled instantly.


The first shot had been the most hurried, and hit
one of the many joints in the duct.


There was a moment of silence and stillness, and
then creaking. Theak knew he should move away quickly, but couldn’t make
himself; he was mesmerised by the slowly expanding gap.


As the joint began to give completely, he swore.
Only now did he attempt to flee, but it was too late. The joint gave way and
his section of the duct, under his weight, came away from the next and bent
down.


Theak scrabbled and kicked at the sides as he
started to slide backwards, but the metal was too smooth, and his hands too
sweaty. He glanced desperately behind and immediately wished he hadn’t. There
were several distressing issues.


First, he was above the wrong hangar.


Second, there were about twenty screechers below,
some circling like sharks waiting for him to walk the plank.


Third, another bomber had taken fright at the
noise of the bending duct and had started to charge. By some streak of
horrifying anti-luck, it looked to be headed straight towards where Theak was
about to fall.


Fourth, and most distressing, was the ten-metre
drop.


Theak’s last thought before he slid out of the
duct was a prayer that he’d land on the charging bomber. He plummeted in slow
motion, watching the air duct getting further away, then, as he spun around, the
angry, murderous creatures getting closer.


Theak had always maintained that God – if there
was a god – hated him. Considering this, it would have been reasonable to
assume that God – if there was a god – would take this perfect opportunity to
prove him wrong, and answer his brief prayer.


This was not the case.


While Theak was still about six metres from the
ground, the lone stampeder passed underneath.


Fortune was on his side, though, even if God was
not. The bomber charged through the midst of the circling screechers, knocking
them aside. One screecher was knocked on top of a second, and it was on these
that Theak landed. Despite the screechers’ tough spines – which were,
thankfully, pointed down away from Theak – the animals softened the fall
considerably.


He was able to jump straight off the unfortunate
animals and run towards the ship’s rear loading bay ramp, with only a slightly
bruised coccyx to show for the incident. Sheer, dumfounding luck had always
been on the Korellian’s side – a fact he was incredibly grateful for and
without which he would never venture outside of his house.


Despite being capital class, the ship was quite
small. At about thirty metres long and forty high, it probably only had two
decks, if that. The side loading ramp was closed, forcing Theak to head for the
rear ramp.


Most of the screechers that had been prowling
around the outside of the ship were now racing after him. The few ahead were
brought down with ease, but firing behind was in vain.


Up ahead, the bomber had turned and was now
charging straight back towards Theak. Kortlyn put on a burst of speed in an
attempt to reach the rear loading ramp before the bomber.


He didn’t.


He was instantly glad. Two screechers leapt out of
the doorway and skidded down the ramp. The bomber bowled them aside and Theak
was able to dive out of its path before running up the ramp and into the ship.
The moment he was aboard, he punched the button to close the door.


As it closed, painfully slowly, a lone screecher
tried to jump in, but the ramp was already too high, and it scrabbled and
snapped at him for a moment before dropping back out of sight.


Theak heaved a sigh of relief as the ramp clunked
into place and sealed, ready for space flight. To relax now would be a mistake,
though, as screechers could already be aboard the ship. He hadn’t gone through
that ordeal to make such a mistake now.


Cautiously, he started to make his way towards the
bridge, where he would be able to scan the interior of the ship for more
screechers or open access points.


Upon reaching the bridge, he found it covered in a
green-coloured substance, which he soon determined to be blood. He moved to the
sensors panel, carefully avoiding the blood, and scanned the ship. There were
no open hatches or ramps, and no life-signs aboard.


Finally satisfied he was safe, Theak set about
exploring. He was going to be there for quite a while.


 



Orion,


Terran Space,


1403 Hours:


 


The voice formed in his head, startling him.


They have attempted to kill two of our
agents.


‘What happened, Mistress?’ Fonau asked, trying to
hide his horror from the other café patrons and hurriedly collecting his cup
off the floor.


It unleashed a swarm of predators on to the
Kharaluka station, she replied. Along with some of his more powerful minors.
One of the agents has already escaped, and the other soon will. The Lord has
succeeded only in proving our agents’ worth, and the extent of their own evil.
Please do not call me ‘Mistress’, Fonau, she added. I am not.


‘Does this mean the human…’ Fonau tried to
remember his name, ‘…Adrian, was killed?’


Sadly, yes. Along with six thousand three
hundred and twelve other men, women and children.


Fonau was suddenly filled with rage – an emotion
he was very unfamiliar with – and hatred – an even more unfamiliar one – for
this particular Lord. Murder on such a huge scale was unthinkable. Sickening.
But it was microscopic compared to what It would do if the Celestians couldn’t
stop It.


‘What happens now?’ he asked. Several people were
giving him funny looks, perhaps wondering if the tiny man whispering urgently
to himself might be dangerous.


The Lord will soon come for me. He has
dispatched several Minors to keep me here; he will not be far behind. I may
attempt to flee the planet, but it is unlikely I will get far.


‘But if he captures you…!’ Fonau exclaimed.


Then you must gather our agents and help them
free me, she interrupted. If I cannot join with the other Celestians, It
will rise and consume…everything.


‘But if you cannot harm the Lord, then how can
we?’


You need not. When the time comes, I will be
able to defend against the Lords. But you must first free me.


‘Why are we even talking about this, Mistress?’
Fonau dismissed hopefully. ‘You will escape the planet, and the Lord’s
clutches.’


There was a pause. No, she said, her
telepathic tone taking on an air of finality. If I flee, the Lord will find
me anyway, and many may die in his search. At least if I go with him, the
Overlords will all gather in that place to kill me. That will make them easier
to defeat when you bring the other Celestians to me.


‘Mortals can’t fight gods!’ Fonau blurted out,
startling a nearby couple. ‘What if we fail to free you?’


She sighed. The Lords and Overlords are
not gods, Fonau. And neither are we Celestians. We simply exist on
another plane. Some Necurians grow to be as enlightened and powerful… Necurians
are not gods either, Fonau, she added, seeing this belief in him. She knew
that no matter how many times she stated this, Fonau would never stop believing
she was a god. Maybe it was kinder not to try to persuade him. And you will
not fail to free me. Goodbye, Fonau – until we meet in person.


Fonau wondered if he would still be able to
speak with her if…when she was captured. Unlikely, but how could he find all
the agents without her? He’d only been able to plant trackers on three of them.


Maybe he would have to request help from the
Necurian High Council. The Necurians were probably the only species who knew
about the Celestians. They, too, were gods, but they were always helping
mortals, weren’t they? They would surely assist in the releasing of a Celestian
captured by an Overlord.


Fonau came to a decision. He would find the three
agents on whom he had planted trackers, explain things to them, then try to
find the others. If they were unsuccessful, then he would go to the Necurians.
He would…wait a minute! Did she say, ‘You must first free me’?


Oh, Goddess.


 



Kharaluka Station,


Ordassi Space,


0800 Hours:


 


Theak had been sitting on a crate in the small
cargo hold for longer than he cared to think, slowly going stir crazy. He was
thankful, at least, that his cold and aching posterior was currently his main
concern.


After a few hours, the disturbing sounds of
screechers attempting to find a way into the ship had been replaced by the
occasional loud, echoing clang of the bomber charging into the side. It was
obviously not all that determined to get in, though, or else…well, it would
have.


For the past while, it had been silent outside the
Crestyff Massacre – the name crudely engraved above every bulkhead door. Theak
suspected the screechers had gone off to search the rest of the station, and
the bomber had probably knocked itself out by now. Or was at least contenting
itself watching the little birds and stars circling its head.


Finally, a sneeze startled him out of his stupor
and he decided it was time to make a second attempt at getting back to his own
ship. And from there, find and make pay whomever sent him to the Kharaluka
station.


He considered flying the Crestyff Massacre out and
around to the correct hangar, but the controls were code locked and there
seemed to be something wrong with the power distribution as well. It would also
attract attention to the other hangar anyway, so perhaps it was for the best.


Avoiding pools of blood as best he could, Theak
made his way




























































































































