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The Enemy of an Enemy





Prologue


I had to make it back to the ship before theyreturned. Most of my men were already dead. Those still alive weredoing all they could to hold off the aliens who were defeating us,giving me time to get a message out.
When we first arrived, we were sure thiswould be a boring mission. This expectation was shattered almostimmediately after we landed and began to deploy. Aliens poured outof the colony, waving swords and carrying shields. I do not knowwhat those shields were made of but our blasters could notpenetrate them. As they rushed our position we were forced intohand-to-hand combat with them. They proved to be clumsy and we wereable to hold our own for a short while.
Behind the initial rush of sword-wieldingaliens came others. These wielded thin energy weapons which theyfired with deadly accuracy and power. The addition of thesereinforcements was just too much for our squad. We were completelyoutnumbered and outgunned.
I slammed aside the airlock door as I rushedto the communication officer’s station. I really needed his skilland speed on this equipment now, but he was ripped to pieces beforemy eyes by one of the aliens who somehow did it without evertouching him. I had to banish that thought and get a message outbefore others fell victim to this trap.
“Greetings,” came a voice from the darkness.“I am glad you survived. We need you to do something for us.”
I tried hard to ignore the chills runningdown my back from that voice. “Never!” I called as I spun andopened fire with my blasters. Then he walked out of the darkness.He appeared to be an old man, impossibly old, yet somehow stillstrong and vibrant. He stood before me without a spacesuit, eventhough the gaping holes in our spaceship had vented the entireatmosphere leaving us essentially in a hard vacuum.
I must have fired a dozen times from each ofmy hand blasters, at nearly point-blank range. I could not possiblyhave missed, yet somehow he was able to ignore my shots. It was asif he was immune to them.
“No. You will now comply,” he said.
I felt my will slipping from my control; Itried hard to stop as I saw myself dropping my guns and reachingfor the communications controls. I listened in horror as I sent amessage, one obviously intended to lay a trap. I fought with all Icould to break free of whatever was controlling my body, but I wasutterly powerless.
“Thank you for your help; the trap isbaited,” he said as I felt my life slip away from me.



Chapter One


“All senior staff report to the conferenceroom for mission briefing,” came a call over the ship’sloudspeaker.
I had been serving on this ship for a whilenow, but this was our first serious mission since I joined thecrew. I did not know why the captain accepted my appointment to hissenior staff, but I knew that I must perform beyond expectations ifI wanted to stay. Some other senior staff members were unhappy withhis choice; partly because he passed over people they felt werebetter qualified, but mainly because I was an outsider to theirgroup.
This mission was very unusual for a ship ofthis caliber, and that seemed to make the crew uncomfortable. Therewas an almost tangible sense of unease everywhere I went on theship. That bothered me. I could not put my finger on the feelingbut it did not seem natural, and I did not like it when things werenot the way they should be.
The conference room had big double doorswhich, apart from their size, were completely unremarkable. Anhonor guard made up from the captain’s personal security forcesflanked the doors. Deep in the heart of the flagship there was verylittle chance of any security risks; the position was more one ofhonor than necessity here.
The honor guard was extremely dedicated totheir job and those who desired this position spent their entirelives working to achieve this high distinction. Only the best ofthe best were considered, and even then there was intensecompetition among those few for that position of honor. An outsiderlooking in might think they were statues; they did not even blinkas I passed them and entered the conference room.
In this room there was a large oval table. Ihad been told that the captain wanted a round table instead of thetraditional rectangle, but the room was too narrow to allow it. Idid not know if this was true, but it fit in with the captain’sdesire to encourage everyone to take part in these meetings. Theroom was barren except for the table, a few personal monitors, anda large viewing screen. The idea was to make sure that nothingwould distract anyone from the tasks and responsibilities given tous by the Emperor.
By the time I arrived everyone had alreadytaken his seat, with the exception of the captain who had not yetarrived. First on the right of the captain’s chair was the big andpowerful presence of Zalith. He was the Chief Tactical Officer ofthe Dragon Claw. His primary function on the ship was to lead themilitary operations and to advise the captain on all mattersreferring to weapons and combat. In addition, the infantry on boardreported directly to him and through him to the captain. Ifanything happened to the captain, he would assume command.
Zalith was a Zalionian, a member of areptilian race that was one of the first races to join the Empire.They made up the bulk of the military might of the Empire. Theirloyalty was without question, but they tended to favor a strongaggressive stance, and lived by the motto, “The best defense is anoverpowering offense.”
Zalith had served with the captain forseveral decades, far longer than any other member of the seniorstaff. Together they had served on countless missions, and as ateam they had never failed the Empire.
Seated next to Zalith was Dr. Rannor, Chiefof Medical Operations for the Dragon Claw and each of our supportvessels. In addition to that, he was in charge of any biologicalsamples that we collected or used as weapons. While his primaryfunction was handling the healing of our crew he, like all of us,was on the ship for one reason only: to crush the enemies of theEmpire. He had joined the staff about five years earlier when thefamous Dr. Smith retired.
Dr. Rannor, like most of the executive crew,was human. Humans founded the Empire in a time lost to history. Tothis day, humans tend to be found in all the key positions ofauthority throughout the Empire. Indeed, with the exception ofZalith the entire senior staff of the Dragon Claw was made up ofhumans.
My seat came next. I was the youngest memberof the staff; indeed, I was the youngest member of the ImperialNavy ever to serve on the captain’s senior staff. My youth was thereason that most of the staff did not fully trust my judgment. Ithink they saw me as a child trying to play an adult game.
Next to me sat Larath. He was the ChiefMorale Officer. Because of the vast distances and time involved inspace travel, people started to think of their ships as home, andtheir crewmates as family. This bonding proved to be verybeneficial, as it encouraged loyalty and sacrifice, yet at the sametime very troublesome for the Navy. From time to time fights wouldbreak out, or weddings occur. To handle this, the Empire determinedthat there needed to be a department whose job it was to handleinterpersonal issues. These issues ranged from homesickness tomental breakdowns, weddings and funerals. If it was a personalproblem, it fell in Larath’s department. Larath was also fairly newto the staff, but was a well-respected veteran of the fleet.
Commander Jones, Chief of Alien Relations, orhead diplomat, took the final seat. He was an expert in all alienpeoples and cultures. All peoples not part of the Empire wereconsidered to be aliens. It was his primary responsibility tohandle any and all contacts with the aliens, and to advise thecaptain on all matters relating to them. The captain specificallychose Commander Jones for his staff less than a year ago, but likeLarath he was a well-respected veteran.
The captain, as always, arrived last. I hadbeen told he did this so the staff could talk before he arrived andhave time to make final preparations. Normally the staff would takeadvantage of this time to chat about random topics. I, of course,could do nothing more than listen, since they never included me intheir conversations; even if they did I would not know much of whatthey were speaking of, as it always related to their long servicein the Navy.
This time not much was happening in the wayof talking. The uncertainty and unusual nature of this missionseemed to have everyone on edge. The situation we were heading intodid not make sense, and no one liked that, least of all me.
The captain entered the room, and immediatelywhat little conversation there was ceased. Even amongst his innercircle the captain had an aura that spoke of the power of theEmpire. He was in charge of the Dragon Claw, the most powerful shipever to be built. The Empire had never suffered a defeat when thecaptain brought the Dragon Claw to bear. Despite the fact that hewas human, his reputation was as ruthless and deadly as anyZalionian. At unofficial functions his senior staff would have noproblem talking to him like an equal, but this was not one of thosetimes. The seriousness of the situation was made all the moreapparent by the look on his face and his gruff silence as he tookhis seat.
“Okay, men, we’ve got quite a problem on ourhands,” said the captain. “I am going to play the last transmissionwe received from Arken IV, then Zalith will bring everyone up todate with what we know.” The captain started the transmission onthe main screen with a touch of his console.

[Begin transmission] “… I don’t have muchtime; they’ll be here soon. I am Lieutenant Tom of the ImperialNavy. I was part of the preliminary task force sent here to attemptto bring peace to the colony… I can hear them coming, not much timeleft …When we arrived the place was in shambles, far worse than weexpected. We thought we could handle it, though; that was until welearned of them. They wiped out the entire class-three task forcebefore we could establish a secure base. They were unstoppable,came from every direction at once. Wait, what’s that noise?..They’re at the door … By the Emperor!” [End transmission]

This was far worse than I had originallythought. Officially the mission that Lieutenant Tom was leading wasa simple probe operation to find out why this colony broke offcommunications. That was now exposed as a cover story. I had noidea as to what could have brought down a class-three task force sofast. Such a task force was designed to penetrate a planet held bya hostile, advanced alien nation, and establish a permanentfoothold from which to launch further attacks. This mission shouldhave been a boring walk in the park for them.
When the transmission was finished Zalithstood to talk. Standing his full two-and-a-quarter meter height, hewas an impressive sight. His long, powerful tail swept aside thechair to give himself more room.
“We do not know much about the situation atthis time. Most of what we do know you just heard in thattransmission. Unfortunately, that is the only transmission wereceived from Lieutenant Tom. If the Empire were currently at war,and Lieutenant Tom a young and inexperienced officer, I would sayhe met up with overwhelming numbers and firepower shortly afterthey landed, and was simply underpowered for the mission. Theappropriate next move would be for a battle fleet like ours to movein and handle the problem with sufficient force to prevent a secondloss,” Zalith stated.
“Of course the problem is that we are not atwar …” interjected Larath. He was right; it had been ten yearssince our last major conflict. There had been a few borderskirmishes, but this colony was nowhere near them. “… and I have afeeling you are about to tell us that Lieutenant Tom was not allthat green.”
“You could not be more right. Lieutenant Tomwas a battle-hardened vet. His record is very impressive, and hehas faced death many times before. The truth is, the message wereceived is baffling.”
When the task force landed they wouldimmediately have deployed temporary shelters; this would have beenachieved very quickly. These shelters would hold up well to smallarms fire, but in very hostile situations would tend to draw fireaway from the landing ships, which would be completely hiddenbehind them. Next, more secure barriers would be deployed. Thesebarriers would give the troops a much safer position to work from.After that a more permanent and secure base would be erected.
“Tom’s message states that they were defeatedbefore creating the secure base, yet he was in a building of somekind since he mentioned the attackers being ‘at the door.’ Based onthis I would assume they had raised their temporary shelters, buthad not yet got the permanent base in place. These temporaryshelters would not hold up well against an onslaught, and in thatsituation the troops would not be in the shelters. They wouldeither be planning to move to a more secure location, or be outfront attempting to stop the attack. However, the shelters were up,and Tom was in one of them. This implies they were caughtcompletely by surprise, and by a superior force.
“The problem with this is that even if theentire population of the colony were heavily armed, there were notenough of them to accomplish this feat. Add to that the fact thatthe colony consisted mainly of families, at most with lightweapons, none of which should have been able to pierce the standardissue body armor. The task force should have been completely immuneto any attack mustered against them.
“A class-three task force was far too muchpower for this mission, and should never have been sent. The onlyconclusion that I can draw from this information is that a hostilepower has taken control of the colony. There is simply no way thepeople we had there could have accomplished this feat. High Commandmust have suspected this in order to have sent the firepower theydid.” Zalith paused here, clearly unsure if he should say what hewas thinking.
“Go on,” prompted thecaptain.
“Well, sir, there is one more problem withthis message. Lieutenant Tom sounded scared. That does not fit hispersonality. He has faced death too many times to be afraid of it,and has even survived being a prisoner of war. Yet his voice andmanners in the message are those of a person greatly afraid ofsomething. It’s odd enough that a colony well inside our borderswould be such a hotspot of hostile activity; when you add in thelieutenant’s unexplained fear, it makes me concerned this messagemay have been tampered with.”
That statement just hung there in the air fora minute. No one was really sure how to respond to it all. Thecaptain turned to me and asked, “Commander, do you have anything toadd?”
“No, sir. The amount of firepowerneeded to do what Zalith described is far more than the colonyshould have been able to muster. I have to agree with him. The onlyway this could have happened is through the addition of an outsideforce. The information I have on Lieutenant Tom agrees withZalith’s assessment. Even facing certain defeat he should have beencalm and collected. Also, none of the normal intelligence channelshave any talk of activity in this area. There are vague threats inthe Beta region, but nothing out here,” was my lame attempt at ananswer.
“Dr. Rannor, what exactly was this colonythere to do?” asked the captain.
“Well, they were researching biologicalwarfare,” began the doctor.
“Are you telling me we may have experimentalbugs to deal with on top of everything?”
“If the attackers raided the bio-labs, thenyes. If the labs were merely hit in an attack, the safety systemswould automatically destroy the live cultures, eliminating anychance of contamination. However, since we do not know much aboutthe attackers, we have to assume they could have taken control ofthe stockpile.”
“What does that mean for any troops we sendto the surface?”
“Sir, I would strongly advise against anylandings unless we know those bugs are controlled. If even only onelive sample were released, the planet would need to be sterilizedfrom orbit. Based on the official information about what the colonywas working on, I would say these bugs are far too powerful for ournormal biohazard procedures to handle. Indeed, I do not believethey can be handled with our current technology.”
“Great. Does anyone have any good news?” Thecaptain paused here and looked around the room at each of us beforecontinuing, “Okay, as we approach within one day of the colony, thefleet will go to full battle alert, and is to go to battle stand-byimmediately. We already have our orders from High Command. Theywant us to investigate what is going on, and we have authority touse whatever force we deem necessary to contain the situation. Dr.Rannor, you will establish a task force to study all the data wehave as it comes in. I want probes launched immediately to startgathering information. If those bugs got out somehow, I need toknow before we arrive. General Zalith, start working on a plan totake control of this planet, assuming there is a hostile force inplace with the power necessary to take out the class-three taskforce as you described. Commander Vydor, I want you to head up theprobe operations. We need information and we need it as fast aspossible.”
Since there was little we could do until wegot some information from the probes, we scheduled our next meetingfor the day the probes were scheduled to start transmitting returndata.



Chapter Two


Because of the fairly limited time we had towork with I immediately went down to the ship’s probe bays toselect something from our stores suitable for this mission. Afterruling out the battle probes as too slow, I decided to use a veryfast, light-duty one known as the Specter Mark IV. It was thefastest probe we had, and would reach the colony long before thefleet could. In order to keep down its size its sensor array wassomewhat limited, but that small size made it fast and hard to pickout on sensor screens. The data we would get from this probe wouldhelp us in deciding which, if any, other advance probes should besent. I expected that we should start to get data from the probe inless than two days.
After personally inspecting the probe to makesure it was fully functional, I put it in sleep mode and launchedit. While asleep it would be virtually undetectable, and even ifspotted would likely be mistaken for space junk. The only realdisadvantage was that since its sensor array was fairlyshort-range, it would have to reach orbit before it would get anyreal data. Once in orbit and scanning, it would be highlyvulnerable to attack. If it were detected, that would limit thetime we would get to scan with it. However, it seemed like areasonable risk to run in order to get the data as fast as wecould.
There was some concern among my men that thismight affect our chances of sneaking up on the planet.Unfortunately, there was no realistic way we could move a fleet ofthis size and not be detected. They probably already knew we wereen route.
In one of the preliminary staff meetings thatI held to brainstorm about possible explanations for what happenedat Arken IV, some of my staff suggested this was a revolution beingstaged. I did not agree with that theory. This colony was made upentirely of highly-trained, highly-disciplined Imperial officers,scientists and their families. Every one of them was picked for hisloyalty. And there had not been a single uprising in seventy-fiveyears. Besides, why would anyone want to rebel against theEmperor?
What annoyed me most was that High Commandmust have known something more than they were saying. First theysent in a class-three task force, which was a thousand times morepowerful than was called for. Now we were being sent “The Jewel ofthe Fleet,” the Flagship Dragon Claw and her entire support fleet,the most powerful arm of the Imperial Navy.
It was very suspicious that so much power wasbeing sent to a colony with only a few hundred people in it, manyof who were just the families of the men stationed there. Therewere more people than that aboard this ship alone, and that was notcounting our support fleet. We had more than enough firepower toconquer several star systems.
The Dragon Claw was too big to even orbit theplanet; the shadow from it alone would push whole sections of theplanet into night. Our fleet was designed for meeting hostilenavies in interstellar space. It was a rare event for us to moveinto a system, and then it was only for repairs. We had smallerships and fleets better suited for interplanetary battle. The onlyreason to send us would be for intimidation, yet this was ourcolony; intimidation should not have been necessary.
As I watched the probe launch, I began towonder about the future … specifically my future. I had jumped theranks so fast into the highest position possible in my career paththat I wondered if there was anything left for me. There were onlytwo positions above me in the Intelligence chain of command, andone of those was the Emperor himself. The other was a lifetimeappointment to his personal council of advisors and rulers, HighCommand. Obviously I could not aspire to be Emperor, but I wonderedif in some distant day I would serve him on that council.
There was something else, too. As I watchedthe probe drift away I could not help but wonder what it would findout there. In a sense, I wished I could ride it to the planet andmeet this problem face-on. Something was out there, watching usclosely. My instincts told me that we were in grave danger.
While waiting for the probe to reach itsdestination, I spent the next day reviewing some of the informationwe had on the system. It was a fairly unremarkable system with afew small planets. The colony was on the innermost planet, whichwas composed mostly of rock.
This system was chosen for two reasons.First, it was almost completely surrounded by a thick, dark gas anddebris cloud, probably left over from some massive collision lostto history. In fact, from most of the Empire you could not see thestar at all. The other advantage of this location was that theplanet was completely void of life. That meant there was nothing tocorrupt any biological research.
The lack of any real atmosphere forced theplacing of most of the colony underground, with only the spaceportunder a small surface dome.
The next morning, I headed to where my teamwas gathering in anticipation of receiving the preliminary datafeed from the probes. If my estimates were correct, we would bereceiving data very soon, if not already.
“Sir, we are getting data,” reported one ofmy team as I entered.
“Excellent,” I said as I moved to the viewingscreen. “Well, based on this it looks like the colony is intact.”This surprised me. We knew there was a recent battle there that hadwiped out the task force. There should have been some indication ofa fight.
“Sir, this does not make sense; preliminarydata makes it appear there are around five hundred people there …”a young officer started when all of a sudden all the viewingscreens went blank. “Sir, the probe has been destroyed!”
“Bring up the last few seconds of data. Iwant to see who or what destroyed it,” I ordered.
“Here it is, sir, but nothing was recorded;it was just reporting data then abruptly ends. Whatever took it outmust have done it with one hit,” he responded.
He was right; there was not even anyindication of anything nearby that could have destroyed the probe,and no indication that anything was fired from the ground. Thismade no sense. “Ensign, you started to say something before aboutthe population count?”
“Yes, sir, the data shows about five hundredpeople there. Imperial records indicate the same number. We knowthat the task force was sent and did combat with somebody, so whereare they? All of the probe’s data indicates the population there isas it should be based on Imperial records.”
“That is a very good question, Ensign James.”This ensign impressed me. Normally I would not have put such a newmember of my department on a critical team like this, but hisinstinctive knack for reading data made him an excellent choice.“What else strikes you at first glance about this data?”
“Well, sir, everything else also matches ourrecords. We do not have a lot of details in this limited data, butas far as the overall picture goes, nothing else sticks out …except …well, this is odd.” He paused for a minute looking lost inthe data. “Sir, I do not see any sign of a landing site for thetask force.
“Okay, so far no change in population, nosigns of a fight, and no signs of a landing party. If this was asimulation back at the Academy, I would say we loaded the wrongone,” he continued. “There is one more thing that sticks out too,sir.”
“Go on,” I prompted.
“If you look here, this is the startingtransmission time and here is the time we received it. Allowing fortravel time, there is almost a full minute’s difference, sir.”
He was right, but I did not like where thiswas going. “What conclusion do you draw from what we know?”
“Sir, I think this report is a fake.”
“Yes, I agree,” I replied. This was not goodat all. Not only did that mean all the data we collected wascompromised, it also meant our enemy knew a lot more about us thanwe knew about them. “What about the encryption keys? Were theyvalid?”
“Yes, sir, all the keys are perfect. There isno question our probe sent the data.”
“Okay, we need to start digging through whatwe got and try to see if there is any legit information in it atall.” They might have used real data and just modified it asneeded. If so, that might mean we could reconstruct some of it.
We dug through the data for hours and foundnothing that we could use. Whoever they were, they were verythorough. It was almost like they had known this probe was comingfor weeks in advance and recorded the data ahead of time.



Chapter Three


The senior staff was reassembled to go overwhat we had learned from studying the probe’s reports. Everyoneknew that that probe had been destroyed, but they were hoping thatmy team had been able to obtain some useful data first.
The captain called the meeting to order, thenaddressed me, “Okay, Vydor, your team has been working on the probedata for several hours. Did you come up with anything?” He saidthis as if he expected me to say no, with good reason.
“I am passing out a copy of the pertinentdata from the probe. The first thing you might notice is that thetime of the report and the time we received the report are notequal. If you allow for travel time, you’ll still come up roughly aminute shy. Other than that, you might notice that the data isperfect, an exact match to all Imperial records of the colony.” Ipaused to give them time to digest that. The captain did not lookhappy with this. He already had a good idea what conclusion I hadcome to.
“From this data, I must conclude that thereport has been falsified. This leaves us still with no informationabout our target.”
“Vydor, is it possible that the equipment wasmalfunctioning?” said Larath. He was a bit of an odd character; henever seemed to show any emotion at all, yet somehow still managedto convey that he cared a great deal about this mission. There wassomething else about him that I could not put my finger on, but Ijust did not trust him.
“No, Larath. I personally checked theequipment before it left. It was in perfect working order. It mayhave developed a bug or two along the way, but nothing that couldcause it to do this,” I replied. “There are only two ways that thiscould happen. First, the enemy could have cracked our codes andused them to send back a fake report, but I do not think that iswhat happened here. If ‘they’ captured the probe before it startedto transmit and played with its sensors so that it would recordonly the data they wanted it to, then let it transmit, it wouldsend it all in code. They would have no need for the codes; theprobe would handle that for them.” I stopped there to gather mythoughts.
“Vydor, is this something that is easy todo?” Dr. Rannor asked. The good doctor was like the grandfather Inever had. He always spoke with a soft, gentle tone, and was theonly member of the ranking officers on the Dragon Claw who did notseem to mind my appointment.
“Absolutely, Doctor. If a person has the timeand knows his probes, it can easily be done with this type ofprobe. The one-minute lag is probably from turning the power offtemporarily to disconnect its defenses,” was my reply.
“So it appears that all we have learned fromthis operation is that the enemy knows our probes as well as we do,and they know we are coming. They still have the upper hand, andthat is not acceptable. I want better probes assembled immediately,which are to transmit over their entire voyage. I don’t want arepeat of this,” ordered the captain.
Much of the rest of the meeting was throwingaround ideas on how to get information on “them.” Larath proposedwe call them the “Magi,” just to give them a name. I was not clearwhere he got that name from but it was approved. After all, whatwas the difference?
After the meeting with the captain, I headedback to the probe bay where some of my better probe technicianswere waiting for me.
“Okay, team, we need to get a probe to ahostile planet and have it stand up to attack long enough to get ussome decent information on our enemy. What are our best options?” Iasked.
After much debate we chose a battle probethat would only need minor reconfiguration to handle the type ofsearch we wanted. It could only handle limited, short scans. Eventhough it only needed some minor changes, it still seemed likeyears before it was ready to launch. Now, just days away from thesystem, we were finally able to launch it.
“Sir, the probe launch was a success. We willbe receiving data shortly… Okay, we are getting a good clearsignal. Probe is functioning to full specs.”
We still had no idea who or what the Magiwere. A lot of theories went around, even one that pictured them asmonsters right out of some cheap horror movie. The most reasonableconclusion was that they were a previously undiscovered alien race.If this was true, then we had a big problem on our hands. Thatwould mean war with an obviously powerful race.
Though I had no fear that our naval forceswould defeat them, it could be a long and devastating war.



Chapter Four


I was sleeping in my quarters when an urgentcall came over the intercom, “Sir! Come quickly!”
“On my way,” I drowsily replied. I hurried tothe bridge, where the message had come from.
“Sir! The probe is under attack!” was myfriendly greeting from one of my team members.
“What?” It took me a moment to realize what Ihad just heard.
“Sir, look there.” I looked where he pointedand saw for myself. A beam of energy or light struck the probe deadcenter. This was apparently the last strike necessary to eliminatethe probe.
“Sir, I think the probe is gone.”
“It would appear so. Where in the Emperor’sname did those blasts come from?”
“They came from beyond the range of theprobe’s sensors.”
I could have guessed he was going to saythat. “Any data on those beams, at least?”
“Checking.” Lights and pictures flashedacross the screen as he searched through the last tentransmissions. “Sir, they appear to be plasma bolts of somesort.”
“I want to see these reports myself. Sendcopies of the data to my office. I want blue and yellow teams towork on this.”
Plasma bolts were not a good sign. It was arelatively new weapon our army was developing. If the Magi had thisweapon, it could mean they were more advanced than we were. Thatcould be a problem.
While my men worked on the reports, I studiedthem myself in my office away from the noise and activity of theteams working the data, hoping to find out that they were fakes, orthat our initial conclusions about the attack were wrong. I let myteams worry about what the data said. I was looking for somethingdeeper. Even if I could not find proof that the data was faked,then maybe I could find some thumbprint implied by the circumstancethat would shed a light on the people behind the attacks.
“Sir, the report from yellow team is in,”came a call over the intercom, disturbing me from my intensestudy.
“Finally!” That gave me less than fourminutes to get my own report together. I was relieved that I wouldnot have to give my report without the information from the yellowteam.
One look at the report made me reconsider thefeeling of relief that I’d just had. I gathered up all my notes andthe new report and headed to the senior staff meeting. I must havetaken longer than I meant to review the data, as the captain wasalready in his chair when I arrived.
“Welcome, Commander Vydor,” greeted thecaptain. “Is your report ready?”
“Yes, sir, but I wish it weren’t.”
“That good?”
“Well, sir, the probe was destroyed by aseries of plasma bolts, three of them to be exact.”
“What?” called out Zalith. Apparently he toowas hoping the plasma bolt theory was wrong.
“Yes, Zalith, plasma weapons are a realitynow.”
“We have been trying for decades with no realsuccess. That’s the final straw, we must stop these probe games andattack,” said Zalith. “They are playing us like fools!”
“Zalith, let Vydor finish his report,”ordered the captain.
“I have requested and received permission todisclose information regarding the Empire’s research into theplasma weapons.” I paused to begin handing out the briefing papersI had received. “There are only two plasma weapons in the Empire,and both of them have about a seventy-five per cent failurerate.”
“Just what are these weapons?” questionedLarath.
“They are at present the most powerful weaponwe know of. Right now, we only have two prototypes, and nobattlefield-ready units. Still, the two prototypes are ten timesmore powerful than any single weapon on this ship.” I let that sinkin for a minute, and then I continued.
“The data we retrieved from the probe showsit was hit by three bolts in rapid succession. Each bolt wasexponentially more powerful than the first. The final bolt that hitthe probe was of a magnitude that could disintegrate a smalldestroyer. That is three shots in less than thirty seconds. Ourprototype plasma weapons can’t come close to that rate of fire.”That drew a lot of shocked looks and muttering.
“Why would they fire three shots? At thatrange there is no way they could have known that the first shotfailed to destroy the probe, at least not that fast … unless theyknew the first two shots would not destroy it in advance,” beganZalith.
“Sounds like a fear tactic to me. Once againour enemy is proving they have the upper hand. They know a lotabout us and are using that information to put us on edge,” thecaptain answered.
Time for my biggest bombshell yet. “It getsworse. Intelligence estimates that any race capable of the featsthat our Magi have accomplished are a hundred years or more aheadof us.”
“One more thing, Captain,” said Zalith.
“Yes?” the captain responded.
“I have been poring over the reports from theprobes and have found something that Vydor missed. The Magiapparently do not have advanced sensor technology.”
“What leads you to that?”
“Well, both of the probes were picked upright around two hours from the planet, which is about the range ofthe planet-based sensor array that was there before they took itover.”
I jumped and grabbed a copy of the reports.“Captain, he is right,” I began. “Even the digital pattern matches.These probes were scanned with our own planetary-based equipment.”I blew it. I should have caught that.
Everyone must have been wondering what thismeant. I certainly was. On one hand, the enemy’s plasma weaponsmade them look extremely advanced, but on the other hand, theyapparently didn’t have their own advanced sensor technology.
“If they are using our equipment then we canjam it,” stated Zalith. “This gives us the opening we need.Captain, let me take some of our battle cruisers and teach thesealiens what it means to mess with the Empire.”
“Zalith, as much as I can sympathize withthat plan, it is not something we can do at this time. I calledthis meeting because I received classified orders from HighCommand. I was hoping Vydor’s report would make me feel morecomfortable about them, but it has not. This is not how I wouldchoose to run this mission,” began the captain.
“High Command has ordered that we are toposition the fleet in the asteroid belt and begin collecting largeasteroids for bombardment operations. From that position we are tosend a small squad to the planet to attempt to penetrate theirdefenses. Once there, they are to collect all possible informationon the situation and establish an advanced base to operate from.The orders go further than that. They state that Vydor will leadthe mission.” The captain paused here, as if to decide whether heshould continue, then went on.
“We are approaching a known hostile planet.We should be trying to make contact from the fleet, not sendinggood people to a place that has killed many people already. HighCommand has informed me that the Emperor himself decreed all theparameters of this mission. This is the first time in my career inthe Imperial Navy that this has happened. Something very strange isgoing on here. My orders are to have Vydor lead a squad toinvestigate and make the mission a code-one stealth mission. Theonly control I have is choosing the soldiers that will join him.”The captain paused again. Taking a breath, he continued, “Quitefrankly, I don’t like this at all. I have every reason to believethat High Command estimates their safe return to be unlikely.”
Zalith broke into what I was sure was vulgarlanguage, but in his anger he used the Zalionian tongue of hisyouth. I knew him well enough by now to know that he much preferreda direct frontal attack and despised the games, as he called them,that High Command would play. A fierce gaze from the captainsilenced him, but judging by his posture his silence did not changehis opinion of the situation.
No else one piped up. This was very bad.Code-1 stealth meant that once we launched there would be nocommunications with anyone for any reason until the missionsucceeded. There was no provision for failure. It seemed as if HighCommand was very afraid of something. But why wouldn’t they tellus? Why not just destroy the planet and be done with the Magi?Nothing made sense any more.
“Captain, you could override the order; thatis your right as commander of the flagship,” stated Dr. Rannor.
When I first learned of this provision, Ithought it was odd that an officer was able to override the order,but it was explained to me that due to the large size of theEmpire, sometimes local conditions would not be fully known by HighCommand, and the various captains would have to make a judgmentcall on any orders they received.
“Well, Doc, I thought of that. But in amission of this apparent magnitude they would strip my command andfind someone else to lead. They have made this clear to me.Whatever we are on the edge of here is big. My hands are tied onthis matter.”
The room erupted into various discussionsafter that. The captain sat quietly by, as if he were just lettingthem talk out everything he had already debated in his mind. I tookept quiet; I had nothing to add. All their talk centered on waysout of the orders. It seemed that no one thought the orders were agood idea. I had absolute faith in my Emperor, but this was tryingthat faith to the limit. There was no logic behind this that Icould see. So many things did not make sense; it was as if thefoundations of my beliefs were being chipped away.
Someone suggested I should merely refuse theorder, which would have led to me being thrown into the brig, butwould have made the mission impossible. I did not like that optionat all. As Chief of Intelligence it was not normally my honor tolead a vanguard mission like this, but I wanted to meet the Magi inperson. The more I studied them, the more I felt an attraction ofsome kind. I could not understand it, but I knew it was my destinyto meet them face to face. But why did the Emperor choose me forthis? Since he chose me, I must have been the best choice, but Iwas one of the least experienced members of the crew.
I decided it was time to speak up for myself.“Good sirs, if I may speak on my own behalf? I do not need a wayout of this. If these are the Emperor’s wishes, then I will proudlyserve.”
The room fell silent at my remark; a look ofsurprise fell across everyone, except Larath and the captain.Larath was as stoic as ever, and the captain just smiled as if thatwas exactly what he had been waiting to hear.
“I would prefer not to take my team, though.None of them has any real combat experience and most are onlytrained in processing reports, not frontline data collection,” Icontinued.
“So be it then,” stated the captain. “Zalith,I would like you to hand-pick a team for Vydor. I want to be surehe has the best possible chance of success, and I know you are thebest person to assure that.”
“Absolutely,” stated Zalith. Somethingabout the way he said this told me that he already knew who tosend.
“So what do we really know about the Magi?Other than that they appear powerful enough to scare the entireEmpire. Do we have any unofficial leaks on them?” questionedCommander Jones.
“None of my normal contacts have told meanything. Heck, I cannot get half of them to talk to me. They areall running scared. I have one … umm, unofficial is a good word …source who says, ‘The secret to the powers of old is hidden on thatplanet.’ That is it, nothing more. I don’t know what he means byit,” answered the captain.
“The powers of old? What in the Emperor’sname is that supposed to mean? Are we going to find old projectilehandguns down there?” I asked.
“I don’t know. That was his last message tome. He is dead now; apparently his space cruiser had a freakaccident. Vydor, you have complete authority over this mission. Youhave excelled in all your tasks and have certainly proved able tocarry your own weight, but I suggest you lean heavily on your moreexperienced crewmates. You will have two weeks to create a securefoothold. If you fail, our orders are to bombard the planet andensure nothing survives.”
Planetary bombardment was a very drasticmove, and one that was expensive on resources. This was notsomething that the Empire would order lightly, and was only usedwhen total genocide was determined to be the sole option. Once wereached the asteroid belt, the fleet would gather the largest spacerocks it could find, and fit them with powerful engines. Once thedeadline was reached, these massive rocks would be sent towards theplanet at extreme speed.
The tremendous force generated by the impactswould liquefy the crust of the planet, ending in its completedestruction. Nothing had ever survived this, not even in computersimulations. There would be no safe haven, not even deepunderground. In addition, the Dragon Claw and its fleet would benearby to destroy any craft that attempted to escape. Thedestruction would be complete and there would be no chance ofsurvival.
This prompted me to ask, “Sir, should Iassume that we are at war with the Magi?”
“For now, assume this to be a diplomaticmission. I know they destroyed our probes and possibly our taskforce, but until we know their intentions, I will not send theEmpire to war. But, I expect your squad will meet resistance, andit should be dealt with as needed,” responded the captain.
“Sir, you’re sending troops on to soil theypresumably claim as their own at this stage, and establishing abase. That would definitely be seen as an act of war by mostcultures,” commented Commander Jones.
“I know, Commander Jones. That is why theinstant Vydor succeeds you will be sent to take over communicationswith the Magi,” said the captain.
It was customary that the first contact wasthe honor of the ship’s Alien Relations Officer. He doubled as anemissary in times like these. We were lucky to have such a highlyexperienced officer. He had been in five first contacts and, ofthose five, three joined the Empire after their meeting withhim.
“Sir, it would be better if I went with him…” began Commander Jones.
“I know that, Commander Jones, but it is badenough that I must send one of my top officers on this suicidemission; I will not make it worse by sending two.
“This mission is to be considered classified.Only the people in this room and the men who will be on the missionare considered to have a need to know. The operation will becodenamed Quiet Storm. People, we are making history here. Let’smake sure it’s a good one. Bring the fleet into position and engagelevel-one defense screens. Zalith, see what you can do with theplasma weapons research. If they can do it, so can we,” said thecaptain.



Chapter Five


It was time to call in some favors. There wasjust too much about this mission that could not be explained byusing the standard channels. I went to my office where I could workin private. “Computer, find me Karathlathornka.”
Suddenly a massive cat-like humanoid hologramappeared before me, one that would easily tower over any man.Karathlathornka was an old, but still quite vibrant-looking,Cathratinairian, an almost extinct species that lived on the edgesof society. Most of them avoided all contact with other species, asthey saw them as inferior and unworthy. This one though (I did notknow if it was a he or she or genderless) seemed to know just abouteverything that was happening anywhere in the known galaxy.Karathlathornka was completely fearless, and was the only one Ithought I could go to for this kind of information.
“I see the great and mighty Vydor has finallyrealized he needs help,” Karathlathornka said.
“Greetings, Karathlathornka. I take it thenyou already know what I plan to ask?”
“You have been assigned to a top position inthe Navy and are being sent on a suicide mission. It is easy toextrapolate from this that you need answers fast.”
I always did my best to keep a totallyexpressionless face, but revelations like that never made it easy.“Good, then you have already done the work and have thoseanswers?”
“Maybe. Why should I tell you?”
“Our normal agreement should hold here,unless you think that you no longer need it?” This caused him torecoil slightly, and I knew that was a bad sign. He really held allthe cards in these negotiations; he could have easily just claimedignorance or fed me bad information if I pushed too hard. Time toswitch tactics. “Look, I have no intention of breaking thatcontract, but you are of course right about the suicide missionand, if I am to continue our agreement, I need to survive.”
He seemed to think that one over a bit, as ifweighing the possibility of not having me around. I wondered if hehad found another way to get what he needed. He sighed, then said,“As you already know, I still need our agreement to stand, so sitback and I will tell you the tale of how you got where you aretoday…”
He produced information from extremelyclassified reports on the colony that we were approaching, many ofwhich I was not authorized to know the existence of, never mind toread. The wealth of information at Karathlathornka’s disposal wasalways nothing short of miraculous. I was thinking that one day Imust discover his sources.
When he had finished his report I said, “On amore personal note, be careful. It seems that people who getinvolved with this end up having ‘accidents.’”
“Vydor, do you honestly think I got thisinformation for you by being careful? I will be fine. You had bestbe concerned with your own hide.” And with that he ended thetransmission.
I thought back to our first meeting, howtimid and foolish I was, but darn lucky. I had been working in thefield as an apprentice when my instructor was assigned to anemergency meeting. A call had come in for him …
“This is Cadet Vydor, the lieutenant is outright now …” Just then I lost the power of speech when a massivecat-like creature appeared before me. His bright orange fur, spikedhead, and massive claws were far more impressive than anything Ihad to offer.
“Where is he?” the creature demanded.
“Well, um, he was called to a meeting …”
He responded with a bone-chilling roar, and Istruggled to remind myself that it was only a holographic displayand he could not harm me. “Maybe I can help you?”
“YOU? Help me? HA!” he said.
“Well, why not? I have full access to hiscomputer …” That got his attention.
“Full? Hmmm … perhaps you can help me, butthen I would owe you and it’s bad enough being indebted tohim.”
Interesting, I thought. This must be one ofthe lieutenant’s informants, and if so it would be a good thing tohave him owing me. I moved to the lieutenant’s computer and said,“Well, it is your call of course, but it seems to me you would notbe calling here unless you needed something, and I might very wellbe able to find it for you.”
“What string are you going to attach to it,human?”
“That is not a question I can really answerwithout knowing the value of what I am looking up, but let’s justsay that someday I may be in need of information and then you willsupply it.”
He seemed to ponder that a bit beforereplying, “All right, that seems fair. Call up the records on …”This started me on a wild run through the computer banks until Ifound the information he wanted, and at the same time I stumbled onthe agreement that he had with the lieutenant.
As he was getting ready to end the call Istopped him, saying, “Look, the day will come when he cannot makegood on your agreement. When that day comes, find me. I can make ithappen.” I was mostly bluffing, but I could not pass up thisopportunity for an informant.
To that he simply nodded and broke theconnection. It was years later before he contacted me and told methat the lieutenant had lost his ability to fulfill the agreementand was calling in my promise. I had no idea at the time of hisvalue as an informant. I thought I knew, but I was greatlyunderestimating him.
Back then at that chance introduction I couldnot have known how great a find he was. As I sat there ponderingthe information he had given me, it occurred to me that my careerso far had been one lucky chance after another, almost as ifsomeone was orchestrating a huge play in which I was a helplesspuppet.



Chapter Six


From Karathlathornka’s report I made abreakthrough in the problem of the Magi. It was not much, but itmight be the key we needed to start making headway. Often in thesecases a few small steps are made, then all of a sudden everythingfalls into place. I was still trying to make that happen but atleast I had enough to make a start.
In the Academy we were trained to look ateverything like a child’s picture puzzle. Every piece of data was anew clue to be assembled in order to reveal the complete picture. Inever worked this way; it was too simplistic for real intelligencework. Instead I saw everything as threads in a great tapestry inthat the data we collected were not discrete pieces, but ratherstrands of thread, and those threads were often knotted up.Untangling them and figuring out how to weave them into the biggertapestry would reveal the hidden truth. While working at thethreads, smaller patterns could be found that would eventually makeup the details in the bigger picture, and it appeared that I hadfound one of these smaller patterns.
I brought my report to the captain, but heinsisted on waiting until the senior staff was assembled. I did notknow if I was ready for this. If I was wrong this would reinforcetheir low opinion of me, but if I was right it could be theopportunity I needed to prove myself. It would be nice to leavethem with a good impression before I departed on my suicidemission.
When I entered the conference room and lookedaround, the atmosphere seemed more relaxed than it had beenrecently. I wondered if that was because they did not expectanything I had to say to be very shocking.
Zalith had his feet up on the table, Dr.Rannor was sitting on the table looking like he should be sipping adrink, and everyone generally seemed in a carefree mood. It feltmore like a social gathering at a friend’s house, at least as faras the others were concerned. I felt like I was about to face theworst exam of my life and had forgotten to study. I assembled mynotes and did my best to look as relaxed as they were, but withoutmuch success.
The door opened and everyone jumped toattention as the captain entered. His broad shoulders seemed tofill the great doorway as he passed through it, adding to the auraof power that he projected.
Soon everyone was seated and the captainsaid, “I asked Vydor to call this meeting because he has some newsfor us on the Magi situation. He has shared a little with mealready and I think we would all benefit from hearing hispresentation.” He paused and looked at everyone as to say, “Givethe kid a break,” then said, “Vydor, go ahead.”
“Thank you, Captain.” I paused, took a breathand told myself that these were my peers, not a review board. Ionly wished I could believe myself …
“I want to start with a review of what weknow, going back to the original transmission from Lieutenant Tom.This is because I think I have found a thread running through allthe events which gives us a clue to the puzzle of the Magi.
“When Zalith presented his report on Tom’smessage, he stated that he thought the message was tampered withbecause of the way Tom was acting. At the time I agreed with him.Tom, as we all knew, was a battle-hardened veteran and was actinglike a green soldier who had never faced battle. After thatmeeting, I studied the message to see if I could verify thattheory.
“It is fairly well-known that alltransmitters in the Empire have a code which they transmit toidentify themselves. What is not so well-known is that all militarytransmitters, like Tom’s, have a second coded message they transmitto prevent any possibility of interference. Based on my analysis ofthat data, there is no way that message was tampered with. It isexactly as it was when it left the transmitter. If there was anyfalsehood involved, Lieutenant Tom would have had to be involved.There is no reason to believe he would knowingly have taken part,so we can only take the message at face value.
“The next thing to look at is the target theMagi picked for their move: a colony deep within the Empire’ssecure borders researching biological warfare. At first it soundslike a great target, because it would be unexpected and yield somenice weapons, but not this colony. The last few reports on thecolony indicate that it is a complete failure. It has neverproduced a single new discovery in the seventy-five years it hasbeen in operation. What does not make sense is the colony’sclassification. It is rated in the highest level of biologicalwarfare research, which is why Dr. Rannor strongly warned usagainst landing. From what these reports say, that project shouldhave been abandoned and not classified so highly.”
I paused here. I wanted that to sink in abit. I had a lot more to say and I needed to gather my thoughts. Iwas sure they would soon start wondering about my informationsources. I did not officially have the security clearance to knowabout the reports I had just cited, never mind study them. Heck, Iwas not sure anyone in this room other than Dr. Rannor did.
“The next thing to consider is the firstprobe we sent. The Magi could easily have simply shot it down;instead they tampered with it, changed what it would report and letit report for a while, and then shot it down. The only reason forthis is that they wanted to change our perception of them in someway. If they had merely destroyed the probe, we would not havethought much about it. By manipulating what the probe reported theycaused us to spend time and resources trying to deduce what theywere up to, and making wild guesses about what they could do.”
As I looked around the room, I noticedsomething I had never seen before. They were listening very closelyto me. Not as if I was a green youngster, but as a peer. Icertainly had their attention. Dr. Rannor was a good example ofthis. He always took notes when he thought something was important,and he was taking notes on my presentation. Zalith never tooknotes, but his piercing gaze was firmly planted on me, paying veryclose attention to everything I said.
“After this we sent a second probe. Thisprobe was specifically designed to prevent tampering, and washeavily armored so that it would not be easy to shoot down. It wasalso transmitting data non-stop throughout its flight. This meantthat the Magi could not merely manipulate the probe to convey whatthey chose, and it was impervious to the known planetary defensesof the colony. What did they do in response? They used a weaponthat they know we cannot duplicate, and fired on the probe threetimes. As we agreed here, it would have been impossible for them toknow that the first hit failed to destroy it before they fired thesecond shot, indicating that they had always intended to take threeshots. When we discussed this, the captain pointed out that it wasprobably a tactic designed to induce fear. It was then that Zalithpointed out their lack of sensor technology.”
Now it was time for me to present myconclusions. This would make or break me. I had their attention andif I messed up now it would be much harder to prove my worth in thefuture. If I had a future, since in a fairly short time I would beleading a virtual suicide mission.
“By now some of you may have an idea what Iam leading up to, but let me present two more pieces of data thathave not yet been considered in these chambers. The first is thecrew’s morale. Most of our crew are battle-hardened veterans, yetthere is a noticeable level of fear everywhere on the ship. Thatdoes not make much sense. All the Magi have done so far is to blowup a couple of probes and repel our first attempt at invasion. Evena mighty force like the Imperial Navy loses skirmishes, especiallyearly on in a brand-new war, or potential war. Some level ofanticipation might be expected, but fear? I may not have seen asmuch space time as the rest of you, but I think I can fairly statethat this level of anxiety is not normal.
“Add to that the strange orders from HighCommand, the lack of information, and the death of the captain’sinformant; and it start to appear that High Command is alsosuffering from an unusually high level of alarm. The fear here onthe ship could be categorized as fear of the unknown, but theindications are that High Command knows more than they are saying,so their fear is that of a known force.”
I paused to gather myself. The silence in theroom was deafening, almost entreating me to continue. “There is onemore piece of information which I think ties this all together.What I am about to disclose comes from a reliable but unofficialsource. I travel a lot in intelligence circles, and so I meetpeople, and perform favors which are paid back with information. Ibelieve this to be accurate. I trust this source.
“The Magi are not a new hostile force. Theyare an experimental research group into the art and science ofpsionic warfare. I know, you have probably all heard the variousconspiracy theories and think them groundless, but add up what weknow so far and it becomes apparent that the colony has launched adevastatingly subtle weapon against us, that ofpsychologically-induced fear. They are researching biologicalweapons, but not the kind we assumed; the so-called bugs in thiscase are people, a group that goes by the code name Black Adders.They were sent there secretly to focus solely on psionic warfareand attempt to prove or disprove the viability of such a weapon,and I would say they were successful in their endeavors.”
That wrapped up what I had to say. I wasunsure what to do next, when the captain spoke up. “Vydor, theytold me you were the best, and that you could find connections andlink data which others missed, and they were certainly right.”
I sat down and waited to see what would bethe reaction of the others. Dr. Rannor was reviewing the notes hehad taken. Larath was finding some reports on his personalcomputer, and Zalith looked lost in thought.
Larath was the first to respond. “Sir, I haveto say, with regard to Vydor’s statements about the crew, I mustagree. I am looking at the reports from my staff, and an illogicallevel of fear is being reported. I can think of no good reason forthis.”
“Dr. Rannor, what is your opinion on thecolony?” inquired the captain.
“Well, Captain, I have heard some rumorsabout a colony such as Vydor described, but I had rejected them assilly. His assessment of the colony as a failure is an accurateone, based on reports which I have no idea how he could have seen.In my studies of biological warfare I have turned up no newdiscoveries accredited to Arken IV. In fact, I had never heard ofthe colony until this mission,” answered Dr. Rannor.
“Zalith? Your thoughts?” prompted thecaptain.
“I have to admit Vydor’s theory sums upeverything very nicely, and I would agree with his conclusion basedon the given information. This leaves us with a problem. The Magihave at least one powerful plasma cannon, and the ability to sowfear. Either of those weapons by themselves would be dangerous, butcombined they make a deadly mixture,” was his reply.
“Does this change our commitment to send introops?” asked Commander Jones.
“Our orders are not conditional uponanything, so no. It is safe to conclude that High Command knowsabout the Black Adders, and that’s why they do not want us to bringthe fleet in any closer than needed. I assume they are counting onVydor’s reputation for reasoning to defeat the fear weapons, sincethe Tom’s boldness apparently failed,” answered the captain.
“But why did High Command keep thisinformation from us?” asked Dr. Rannor.
“Well, fear of the unknown is something weall have experience of; we all know how to deal with that. Fear asa weapon only works when you can remove the person’s ability todeal with it. They are probably assuming that we have a betterchance of winning if we do not know what we are facing, as odd asthat sounds,” answered Larath. “The big question we need to beconcerned with is how to fight this fear weapon.”
“I am not sure. I cannot find any reliableinformation on how to counter psionic warfare. We are all trainedto deal with fear, but Tom had that same training, and it did nothelp him,” I answered.
There was some brief chatter regardingvarious rumors and theories about psionic weapons, even a fewreferences to myths and legends from days so far back that no onecan place them.
“Captain, I need your permission to select areplacement to take over my post,” I began.
“Do you think you’re not coming back?”interrupted Larath. “If you leave with the intention of failure,then you will surely achieve it.”
Commander Jones interrupted, “That is a goodidea, Vydor. If the mission is a success you are likely to be goneat least a few months.” I noticed he did not address the questionof the mission failing.
“Months?” I was a bit shocked by thatassessment. “I figured several weeks, but not much more thanthat.”
“Yes. If you are successful at making firstcontact, then I will need you as part of the negotiations when Iarrive. In most cases the person who makes first contact is theperson most able to smooth over negotiations. After we have builtup formal communications, you could return to your post here, butthat often takes several months,” answered Commander Jones.
“Oh, come on! First we take a top officer andsend him on a suicide mission, and now we are talking aboutdisgracing him with a desk job? Is nothing sacred any more?” boomedZalith.
The assembled officers really were unhappywith this mission and how it was being handled by High Command.Combine that with the fear everywhere on the ship and things couldstart to get explosive. The captain sat back and watched. He lookedso calm in the face of all this. How did he do it?
It was officially my meeting, so it was up tome to try to control it. “Gentlemen, please. Enough of this. Iappreciate the concern for my honor and wellbeing. I completelyunderstand the risks of this mission. As of now no one understandsour enemy better than me, and I am not looking for a way out. TheEmperor has decreed that I lead this mission, and that is enoughfor me. I need not know what his plans are or the part I will playin them. If by my death or life I can serve the Empire, then Ishall do so.”
I paused a moment and looked around the room.My comment affected them in different ways. Larath, as always, hada look of encouragement about him. It was that look that he used tokeep himself from ever showing any emotion. The captain and Zalithboth regarded me with knowing pride on their faces. It was as ifthey looked at me and saw younger versions of themselves. CommanderJones maintained a completely unreadable posture and face. The bigsurprise was Dr. Rannor. He had an odd look on his face; it was asad look, but more than that. It was as if he was looking into thefuture and what he saw depressed him. He must have known somethingthat he had not shared, but what could it be, and why hide it?
“If there is no further information, orquestions, I have a team to prepare to run without its leader foran unknown length of time.” I paused here to see if anyone hadanything to say. Since this was my meeting, protocol demanded thatI be the one to wrap it up. “Okay then. This meeting isadjourned.”
As everyone started to clear out, the captaingrasped my shoulder from behind and said, “Vydor, wait a moment. Iwould like to talk to you in private.”
He waited for everyone to leave, and thengestured for me to sit across from him. He paused for what seemedlike years. Then in an uncharacteristic, fatherly tone, he startedto speak.
“Vydor, you are a fine officer and a valuablemember of my team here. Since you came on board you have gone wellbeyond the call of duty in everything you have done. You haveworked very hard to prove yourself worthy of the tremendous honorof your position here. I will admit I had to be talked into lettingyou on to my team. You were not my first choice; in fact, you werenot even on my list of possibilities. However, since you came onboard, I have watched you. I have watched how you work with yourteams, and how they view you. I have read every report produced byanyone under your direct influence, and I have kept on top ofeverything you have done from the beginning. You have certainlyshown yourself to be worthy of the great chance you got when youwere offered this position.
“Now that you are leaving us for a while, Iwould like to give you a bit of advice on what to do with yourteams before you go. In your desire to prove yourself, you areoverworking your teams a little. Before you assign a replacement,go over your rules and regulations and add a little moreflexibility and leniency. People tend to work better when they havesome room to maneuver.
“When you do select your replacement, don’tpick the best man for the job; instead choose the one whoseleadership style most closely resembles yours. This will reduce theamount of retraining you will have to do on your return.”
The captain paused here a minute, as hedecided what to say next. I knew him well enough to be silent whilehe worked it out. “Vydor, I must say I am a bit concerned that yourpride may be driving you to take this mission. You lack experienceand really do not know what it is like to face death. You will beleading a very dangerous mission, and every member of that team’slife will be in your hands. I want them all back safely. Do nottake any foolish risks just to prove yourself to us. Returningalive with all of your team will be enough.”
“Captain, I have faced death.” I paused togather myself. “I have faced him in a very intimate way. In ourfirst round, he won. We brought every weapon and tool that theEmpire could muster against him, and lost. Now I am locked in astand-off with him. I can see him down the corridor of time. Hestands ready to do battle again, patiently waiting, knowing thatthe clock always runs in his favor. While I may not have a hugeamount of combat experience, I am all too familiar with death.”
“You are referring to your father, and thedisease you are destined to get. Good, I am glad you realize that.A healthy respect for death is a good thing to have on a missionlike this. Do not look so surprised; I make it my business to knowmy staff. Your family line is plagued with Betalian’s Syndrome.Every male in your family has died from it. In fact, I also knowthat you are the last of your bloodline.”
I was continually surprised by the captain’sability to learn things he was not authorized to know. Personalmedical histories like mine were not intended to be generallyknown, in order to prevent discrimination in assignments. But hewas completely right. It was just a matter of time before I too gotsick like my father.
“Vydor, before you leave pay Dr. Rannor avisit. No, I am not worried about your health, but about his. Yousee, he is the reason you are here.”
To say that remark surprised me would be anunderstatement. I knew that High Command had sent orders ahead tosecure me this position, but it never occurred to me that theship’s doctor would even know my name, never mind be the reason formy acceptance.
“As you know, High Command sends outrecommendations for crew replacements whenever positions open up inthe fleet. What you may not yet have learned is that most of thetime, most captains ignore them and choose whoever they think best.High Command makes its decisions based on records, while captainsmake their decisions based on their personal knowledge of theofficers. When your recommendation came down the line I intended toreject it, but Dr. Rannor piped up in your defense.
“He was very convincing, singing your praisesand telling me that there was no one better in all the Empire forthis position. I was amazed by this, as he has never done anythinglike that before or since. Based solely on his recommendation, Iaccepted your assignment to my staff. I thought that you wouldn’tlast more than a few days and I could appease him and then be ridof you. But to my surprise, you turned out to be all that he saidyou were. You lack only experience, something you’re about to get abig dose of.
“I am worried that if something should happento you on this mission, he will take it hard and blame himself. Soplease stop by his office as soon as you can and see what you cando about that.”
With that, the captain left the room.



Chapter Seven


I just sat there for a while, I do not knowhow long. This new information from the captain must relate in someway to the puzzle of the Magi. In my mind I could see many threadsall tangled together. There had to be a way to untangle them andweave them into a tapestry that would explain everything. I wassure it was just a matter of time before I loosened enough threadsto see the outline of the pattern, and could start to weave themproperly.
When I got up and left the room, the honorguard was still dutifully at their post. Since I had called themeeting, they could not leave until I dismissed them. Oncedismissed, they secured the room and walked off in perfectlockstep. Their dedication to perfection was amazing. With all thatwas going on, it was heartening to see them so calmly going abouttheir duties. Most of the ship was plagued by the fear weapon, yetthese two were seemingly unaffected by it. I set this thread asideto be considered later. There was too much I needed to do now toget ready for my mission.
I headed to the common mess hall wherecrewmen of all ranks mingled off-duty over food and refreshments. Ifound a dark table in the corner and covered it with my work todiscourage anyone from approaching me. The rule changes did nottake long. I had already considered some adjustments, so it wasmore a matter of drawing up the official documents and placing theorders. Before I left I would have to schedule a department-widemeeting to announce these changes.
Instead of moving on to review my officers’records, I found myself once more focused on the tapestry of thepuzzle. It seemed to call me in; I could not let it go. It hadtaken a while to get to a point where I could start working withthe threads of information, but now that I had something to workwith, my confidence of success was much greater.
I sat there staring blankly at piles ofrecords, working in what my father used to call “puzzle-solvingmode,” hyper-focused directly on the puzzle at hand almost to theexclusion of everything else. I have been accused of not evenbreathing when I am working this hard. I had not gotten very farbefore Larath came to the table.
“Hello, Vydor, mind if I join you?” he askedas he sat down. Clearly he was not really looking for permission.“I see you are lost in thought, no doubt about the upcoming missionand the Magi.”
“You know, Larath, sometimes you have amazinginsight into people and seem to read minds — and other times youare the master of stating the blindingly obvious,” I responded witha big grin.
“They are one and the same. It often justtakes a change in perspective to see what others are blind to.”
“Perhaps that is so, but you did not comehere to trade quips. I perceive you have something on your mind?” Iwas bluffing. I could never read him, but it was odd for him toappear at my table.
He grinned and said, “Now who is stating theobvious? You are right, of course. Vydor, I know we have not servedtogether for long as yet, but hopefully by now you have learned totrust me as a friend.”
He paused here; he was leading up tosomething. Because of the nature of my position and rank on thisship I was required to see him regularly for psychiatricevaluation, and through those visits I had learned a bit about hisstyle. He was a master at getting people to talk about theirdeepest secrets. I had often wondered if he would be willing totrain my officers, as his methods would be a major help ininterrogations.
“Officially, I am here to make a finalevaluation before we are committed to this mission. Unofficially, Iam here to offer you a way out. I heard your speech in the meeting,and I know that when you said it you fully believed it, but youwere under the pressure of the meeting and the desire to proveyourself to us. In such situations, people may later regret takingso strong a stand and wish they had a way out. As your friend, I amhere to offer you one.
“You see, if I declare you unfit for thismission, then the mission is off, and the captain shoulders noblame, as I would be overruling him. Your name would also be clear,since you can lodge a formal complaint and appeal my ruling. Thisof course would take many weeks to process, and by that time wewould have been forced to wipe out the Magi, ending the need foryou to fly this mission. All you have to do is let me know that youwant out, and I will take care of it. There will be no record ofyour request, just my assessment saying that you were notpsychologically ready for such a mission. Nice and neat, and no onehas to take a fall.” He stopped here and waited for my reply.
“If you know me as well as you claim, youknow my answer to that,” was my response. I was being very carefulnot to give him anything he could use to remove me from thismission. I needed to go or I might never solve this puzzle.
“You are right, I do. Originally you wereserving out of faithful loyalty and whatever mission was tossedyour way you would blindly accept. But that has changed. Now youare so tied up in solving this mystery that you cannot see anythingelse. To you, this has gone beyond a mere act of loyalty or anattempt to prove yourself. Instead, it’s a challenging puzzle thatcries out for an answer. I doubt short of tossing you in the brig Icould stop you from going at this point.”
Amazingly, his insight into me was betterthan my own. He was right, although I was not sure when this changehad taken place. I was no longer afraid of the mission, and in astrange way actually looked forward to it. “Okay, Larath, since Iam bound on a suicide mission your secret will be safe with me. Howdo you do it? What is the secret to your insight?”
That actually seemed to catch him a bit offhis guard; I had finally got one up on him. I wanted to move theconversation away from my evaluation, to ensure I said nothing togive him reason to think he should cancel my mission. It onlylasted an instant, but it was a small victory for me.
“Have you not heard the rumors? I am amind-reading amphibian from the Outer Colonies,” he replied with abig grin, masterfully not answering the question at the same timeas seeming to answer it.
“No, I have not heard that one. Are you atelepath? Look, Larath, I am about to face an enemy who may haveparanormal powers. If you have any information on these powers, Ireally need to know.”
He said nothing for a minute or two. I couldsee he was deciding how to answer, but nothing could have preparedme for his reply.
“No, I am not. I am an empath, as are most ofthe top counselors in the fleet. This means I can read yourfeelings which, allied to my training and experience, is almost asgood as being a telepath.”
I just sat in silence. Up to this mission, Ihad thought all this psychic stuff was silly children’s fantasy andnot worth my time studying. I realized that might turn out to bethe biggest mistake of my career.
“The Empire has been actively seeking andtraining anyone they can find with empathic powers and, yes, thereare some telepaths. All anyone in the Empire can do is read minds,until now at least. The Magi, or more likely the Black Adders, seemto have learned how to project thoughts, and in a big way.”
“You said the Empire was actively trainingpeople. I assume this includes a defense against this kind ofattack?”
“Yes, but until now it has never been triedagainst someone who projects thoughts, because there was no suchperson. Fortunately the defense does seem to work. In fact, that ishow I have managed to keep my cool throughout this crisis. The nextobvious question is how, so let me answer it. To block an empathyou need to take hold of your emotions and bury them behind a stoiccover. It takes much dedicated practice to do this on a consistentbasis, but once you learn it you can still experience the fullrange of emotions while appearing to have none. Blocking a telepathis much harder; you need to learn to cover your thoughts with ashield. I don’t know how it works, nor am I very good at it. Somepeople seem to be born with that ability and merely need coachingto do it.”
“Can you teach me to block this fear weaponof theirs?” I asked.
“In the time that we have left? Probably not.But I can give you some basic starter skills to work on, and if youhave the gift you should be able to work it out with time andpractice on your own. If not, no amount of training will prepareyou for the level of skill you must have to wage battle with downthere.”
“Fine. Can you come by my quarters at 0600hours?”
“Certainly. Let me ask you something, do youfeel the weapon any longer?”
Oddly, until he said that I had not paid muchattention to it. He probably knew the answer already, but I playedalong. “No, I do not. I’m not sure when that happened, but I getthe feeling you’re going to tell me it was when I began to approachthis like a challenging puzzle.”
“Yes. Very good, you have completed yourfirst lesson successfully. Tomorrow we can work on more advancedmaterial. Oh, by the way, Dr. Rannor asked me to deliver the orderfor your pre-mission physical. One wonders if he plans to offer youa way out too,” he said with his trademark big grin. “I must bemoving on now. I look forward to our meeting in the morning.” Withthat he left.
Yet more threads for the puzzle. What did hemean by “I have already completed the first lesson?” How long hadthe Empire been employing psychics? Besides counselors, what otherpositions were they in? The possibilities were endless andfrightening. Were there more cells out there like the Black Addersjust waiting to crack? Was Pandora’s box already open?
Well, that mystery would have to wait. Rightnow I needed to announce my replacement to my team leaders,distribute the policy changes and then go to see Dr. Rannor. Igathered up all my work and sent a message out to all my teamleaders to meet in my office.



Chapter Eight


As I walked to my office I paid closeattention to my crewmates. I wanted to see how each was dealingwith the fear. Most of them looked like they were struggling tofocus on their work, but holding it together. Some just wandered ina daze, and a select few seemed to be so intently focused on whatthey were doing that the ship could be on fire and they would notnotice. Like the honor guard, they seemed to be completelyunaffected by the fear weapon.
As I approached my office I saw that some ofthe team leaders were there already. “Hello, gentlemen,” I said asI passed them to unlock the door. Once inside everyone filed intohis place. Unlike the very formal atmosphere of most officers’meetings, I tried to keep mine as casual as I could. There was nolarge table to sit around, just a collection of chairs with endtables. I always had some refreshments, and kept the lighting at acomfortable level.
Once everyone arrived and was seated I letthem chat a bit amongst themselves. There were seven of them inall. To an outsider they must have looked like exact clones. All ofthem were perfect products of the best training that the Empire hadto offer. Each had their strengths and weaknesses, but that was notapparent until you had worked with them for some time.
When I took over the department it was a muchmore linear structure, and officially it still was, but I did notrun it that way. Instead I set it up so that each team leader wasequal in rank and authority, with complete jurisdiction over theirown team. Any conflict between leaders would be settled in ameeting like this with myself as the final authority if needed.Officially I still had to give them linear ranks, so I just namedeach team a color of the rainbow and their rank followed the colororder: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet.
“Okay, gentlemen, let’s get this meetingstarted,” I began, then gave everyone a moment to settle in. “Firstof all, thank you for coming at such short notice, especially thoseof you I had to wake up.” Since the department was required tofunction around the clock some of my team was asleep at any giventime.
“There are two things I need to go over withyou. The first is some rule and policy changes. I have already sentthem to each of your message boxes for you to review in detail. Thechanges are fairly minor. I increased team cycle times toaccommodate a longer rest cycle, shifted the balance of the rewardand punishment system to give a bit more weight to the positiveside, and a few other things of that nature. I do not want to wasteour time going over that right now. When you get back to youroffices you can review them and send questions in if need be.
“The second thing I need to discuss is theprimary reason for this meeting. The Empire is sending me on amission and I will be gone for an extended period of time. In fact,if the mission is successful, it could be several months before Ican return to this post.”
“Sir, it seems a bit unusual for a rankingofficer to be sent on such a mission,” interrupted red team’sleader.
“Yes it is, but these orders come from theEmperor himself. Everything about this mission is highly unusual. Icannot tell you much about it, but I do need to say that themission is extremely dangerous. Therefore I must appoint myreplacement, not only for the time I am away but also in case I donot return.”
I looked around the room. I knew thatwhichever choice I made would have the potential to cause jealousyfrom those not chosen. I remembered one of my professors explainingthat in this kind of situation it is best if everyone else can beconvinced that they made the decision. The trick would be gettingthem to make the same decision I had already made.
There was no doubt in my mind that red team’sleader was the best choice. From the first day I worked with him Iknew he would replace me. He was a natural in his position, andwell-liked by his teammates. I hoped I would not have to steer themto that realization, but rather that they would get there bythemselves.
“Well, team leaders, you know each other wellby now, as well as I do if not better. I would like to hear fromyou. Who do you think will make the best replacement for me?” Thiswas where I would find out if all the work I put in encouraginghonest and open communications had any real impact.
Unlike the typical, rigid structure ofcommand teams, everything about my department was designed to beloose and casual. I hated all the formality of my job. It just gotin the way of getting the job done and had a stifling effect oncreativity and imagination, which were critical to my line of work.That was one reason I used colors to name my officer ranks insteadof the official ranking system. It helped cover up the rigidness ofthe system a bit and allowed my officers to forget that there was astrict line of command.
“Sir, I think I can speak for all of us whenI say that the best person for that position is Red,” repliedGreen.
“Anyone else have an opinion?” I asked,somewhat shocked at how easy that had been.
“Sir, Green is right. Red has out-performedall of us in your tests and challenges, and has a good, level headon his shoulders,” replied Blue.
“Well, Red, what do you have to say aboutyour peers’ recommendations?” I asked.
“I am honored by their respect andcompliments but no one could replace you, sir. If I am chosen Iwill do my best to serve as well as you have,” replied Red.
“Are there any comments against Red’sappointment? Speak now; you will not get another chance. I leave inless than forty-eight hours.” I waited, but received no reply.“Very well, then. Effective in forty-eight hours, Red will take myplace. I will let him choose his own replacement as Red leaderafter he takes over.
“The mission I am about to embark on carriesa high risk of capture by a hostile force. While we all like tothink that we could never be forced to give up the secrets we hold,the reality of modern day drug-induced interrogation is thateveryone can be broken. Because of this all my access, all securepasswords, all encryption keys, and so forth must be changedimmediately after Red takes over. Furthermore, I will not becontacting any of you for any reason. All communications from mewill be directly to the captain. If you do receive a communicationfrom me it will be a signal that I was captured. Inform the captainimmediately. He will know what to do.”
“Sir, you do not expect to return, do you?”asked Red.
“Well, the odds are stacked pretty highlyagainst me right now, but that will not stop me from doing all Ican to complete the mission successfully.” I paused a moment, thenplowed on. “The appointment of Red will stand uncontested untilsuch time as it is determined that I am dead. If that shouldhappen, a different replacement for me may be chosen, and if thatis the case it is likely to come from outside our department. I amtelling you this now so that if it happens you do not see it as areflection on you. High Command prefers to bring leaders in fromoutside a given department in order to keep ideas and methods freshand new.
“Inform all your teams that we will be havinga department-wide meeting at 1800 hours tomorrow. I will beannouncing Red’s promotion there. Until then do not speak of itoutside these chambers to prevent the rumor mill from going intooverdrive.
“That will be all for tonight. Everyone otherthan Red is dismissed.”
After goodbyes and well-wishes were exchangedand everyone had left the room, I locked the door and turned offall internal recording. What I planned to talk about was notsomething I wanted on record.
“Red, I guess that title no longer fits.Lieutenant Commander Peter is more appropriate. As you will betaking my position, you will need to be more fully briefed. Soonthe captain will be looking to you to solve the problems that wecurrently face.
“The mission I will be leading is codenamedQuiet Storm. I will be leading a small assault force to penetratethe planet where the Magi are at present, with the goal ofestablishing a foothold there. I have prepared a data disk for youwith all the information that we have on the Magi, and the logs ofall the command meetings about them to date. You should know thatthis is considered a suicide mission, and our last chance toprevent war with the Magi. A war with the Magi could be a very badthing. They have displayed technology that is at least a centurybeyond what we have reached. I do not need to tell you what thatmeans for our chances of winning such a war.
“You will know the success or failure of mymission in about two weeks. The captain has orders to destroy theplanet if I am not successful. If at any point he launches thisattack you will know that he has reason to believe I have failedand am probably dead.
“High Command believes that the Magi arepresently contained on this planet only, and if that is true thewar can be won there. If the captain’s attack fails, we can expecta full retaliation from the Magi, and we really do not know whatthat means yet. I would say we have good reason to think that wewould suffer many casualties.
“As you know I always look for a backup plan,and in this case you are it. Do you recall all the cycles ofdecryption challenges we did, especially the one I called the DuckCode?”
“Yes, sir. As I recall no one, not even thecentral computers, ever cracked it,” he responded.
“Also on that disk is a complete explanationof the Duck Code, including how to encrypt and decrypt it. It isactually a fairly simple code. But it is specifically designed totake advantage of a weakness I found in our decryption methods.Because of this, no computer in the Empire can decode it; it has tobe done by hand. I am giving you this code so that if I should needto contact you, you will know it is from me. Of course, there willalways remain the possibility that I have been captured and broken.You will just have to do your best to determine that for yourself.Do not share the Duck Code with anyone; do not even admit knowingof its existence, ever. After you have memorized it, destroy thatdisk completely.”
He took the disk and stared at it for a longwhile, then slipped it in his inner jacket pocket. After that Igave him some advice on how to run the department and how to choosea new red team leader, then sent him on his way. It was gettingnear the end of Dr. Rannor’s shift, and if I hoped to catch him Iwould have to move quickly.



Chapter Nine


I made my way quickly to Dr. Rannor’s officein the medical wing. I wondered why he wanted to see me. Larath’ssuggestion that he planned to offer me a way out did not seemlikely; he was not the type to get mixed up in games of deceptionand politics. Well, if nothing else it gave me a good excuse tomeet with him as the captain had requested.
As I entered his office, the ensign behindthe desk snapped to attention and stood there silently. “As youwere, Ensign. I am here to see Dr. Rannor,” I said, rememberingthat junior officers were not permitted to speak unless spoken to,a rule I had done away with in my department. All this formalityjust got in the way of getting anything done.
“Sir, he is with a patient,” was his concisereply.
“That is fine. I will wait here until he isfinished,” I said. I sat in one of the chairs provided for waitingpatients and began to think about the Magi again. This mystery keptgrowing more and more complex. I began to focus more and moredeeply on all the threads of information I had, slipping intopuzzle-solving mode. I continued by building a wall of thoughtaround my mind to block out distractions, and once that was set upI began to deeply focus both my subconscious and conscious mind onthe problem.
Once in this mode, I lose almost allconnection to the outside world and that nearly got me killed once.I was working on some puzzle as a small child when our home caughtfire. I never heard the alarms, or felt the heat. The only memory Ihave of it is my mom screaming as she ran out of the house with mein her arms. Because of that, I learned to save a bit of myattention to watch and listen for trouble around me.
I do not know how long I had been working onthe mystery of the Magi when I heard alarms sounding. I wasextremely deep into the puzzle but for the first time ever Isuccessfully managed to separate my awareness of my surroundingsfrom the puzzle solving. It was very odd. I could see everyonerunning, and hear commands being called out, but everything wasgoing very slowly. I knew it would take me at least thirty, if notforty-five seconds to fully come out of my deep focus, and I sawDr. Rannor coming towards me. As my brain became more aware I stoodand walked towards him. Out of the corner of my eye I saw all thecolor leave the ensign’s face as he attempted to stand up, withoutmuch success. Slowly the world started to come back up to normalspeed and I heard Dr. Rannor call out, “CANCEL ALERT! EVERYONESTAND DOWN!”
I realized the alarms had stopped ringing.Suddenly, without any warning, a feeling of deja vu hit me with theintensity of a tidal wave. Instinctively I grabbed a hold of thatmemory thread and started to follow it when I was struck by anagonising feeling, like liquid ice pouring through my veins. Theintense pain threatened to break my concentration on thatmemory.
“Pain is but an illusion, the mind is themaster of the body,” I chanted to myself over and over until I hadcontrol of the pain. I could not let go of the memory thread, and Ichased it to a locked door. “A door is merely a temporary obstacle;a lock is but a pattern begging for a solution,” was what I foundmyself chanting next. I had no idea where either chant came from,but that was the least of my worries. I needed to open the lock andsee where the thread led. The lock proved too simple to stand up tome. I opened it and suddenly I was transported back in time …
“Academy-Level Ensign Vydor reporting for myyearly physical, sir!” I stated as I stood at attention at thefront desk.
“Have a seat, Ensign. The doctor will see youwhen he can,” said the officer behind the desk.
This was likely to take a while; they did notattach much importance to ensigns’ physicals. It was probably doneon purpose to teach us humility or patience. This time I had comeprepared to occupy myself while I waited.
I had managed to find a contact that couldget me real encrypted messages from the communications systems ofthe Empire. I used them to keep my mind sharp, especially duringbreaks. So far most of them had been boring messages about fleetpositions and the like. This would be extremely useful if anyonewas trying to mount an attack on the Empire, but to me they weremuch more interesting as decryption problems. This latest code wasmuch more complex than the others. I had been working on it for afew days now without any real progress. As I began to focus on it,tiny pieces of it started to emerge, but nothing that made muchsense. Whatever it was, it was certain to be more interesting thanwhat I had intercepted so far.
Before I could get much further I heardalarms going off. I began to work my way back out of the puzzle. Itusually took me forty-five seconds to a minute to return to fullawareness. As I emerged from my deep focus, I realized I was on astretcher with crewmen barking orders all around me. I started tosit up. A mask was pushed on to my face …
The thread of memory ended there. I awoke inDr. Rannor’s office on his couch. He was sitting at his desk with asyringe ready to use, watching me with a look of concern on hisface.
“So you’ve finally decided to return to theland of the living,” he said.
“How long was I out?” I asked, still tryingto regain my senses.
“Which time? I guess in total around thirtyminutes,” he replied.
“Um, Doc, what do you mean ‘which time’?Perhaps it would be best if you told me what happened,” was myreply.
“Well, I am hoping you can answer that betterthan I can. Shortly after you arrived your med alert patchbroadcasted an emergency message. According to your vital signs,you were dead. No heart rate, no brainwaves, no sign of life atall. You had been dead for about eight seconds when I came out ofmy office and saw the resurrection team scrambling to get theirequipment and reach you. After you had been dead about ten secondsyou stood up and started to walk towards me. All your vitals werestill below detectable levels. Then at about fifteen seconds one byone your vitals came back slowly; by about thirty seconds yourpatch was reporting all was normal.” He paused here as if he didnot believe his own words. “After that your vitals spiked off thechart: heart rate, respiration, all at extreme levels. You startedto collapse in front of me, but I managed to catch you. I heard yousay something, but I couldn’t make it out. It sounded like a chant.Then according to your patch you died again. This time however, Iwas close enough to see you were not really dead. Your breathingand pulse were much weaker than normal, but functioning. I removedyour patch and laid you on the couch to recover. That was aboutthirty minutes ago.” A big, friendly grin broke out on his face ashe said, “Now, I think you have some explaining to do. The abilityto die and come back is something you really should let your doctorknow about.”
The medical alert patch was something thatall officers and mission-critical staff were required to wear. Itconstantly monitored their health and reported back to the medicalpersonnel. The idea behind it was that those most critical to thesurvival of the fleet needed to be monitored constantly to ensurethe fleet’s safety. For example, if one of the navigators collapsedwhile on duty, he would need to be replaced immediately in order toassure the fleet stayed on a safe path.
“Well, Doc, obviously I was not dead. Iassume it happened because of how focused I was on what I wasdoing,” I replied.
“Let’s go through what happened together andsee if we can make sense of it. You checked in with thereceptionist, and then …?” he prompted.
“He said you were with a patient and I toldhim I would wait. I found a comfortable chair to sit in and waitfor you.” I did not want to go into too much detail until I had hada chance to work it out myself.
“Look, Vydor, this room is secured andnothing we say is being recorded. Patient-doctor confidentiality isparamount here. If you are randomly dying and coming back I cannotallow you to return to duty, never mind lead a critical mission. Soyou have to open up a bit more,” he said.
I had to admit he was right. “Well, Doc, as Isaid I was not dead. I did not realize that the medical alert patchwould react the way it did. In fact, the reason I am reluctant toexplain is that I don not fully understand it.” How could I explainthis without sounding like a nutcase? “After I sat down, knowing Ihad to wait a while, I began mentally working on all the data Ihave related to the Magi problem. When I work on a complex problemwith a lot of interrelated information that seems to lead nowhere,I often drop into a deep focus. My father called it ‘puzzle-solvingmode;’ he was a computer man, so everything had names like that.While in this mode, I cut off most outside stimuli that mightdistract me, leaving just enough awareness to recognize and reactto possible danger — in this case, alarms going off.”
“Okay, it sounds like some kind of deepmeditation. That might explain the alert going off, so let’s setthat aside for a moment. After the alarms went off, you stood andwalked towards me, then your vitals spiked off the charts. Whathappened there?” he asked.
“As I walked towards you a memory wastriggered, and I decided to follow that trigger and see where itwent. As soon as I did I felt an extreme pain, like someone hadpoured ice-cold acid in my veins and was pumping it through mysystem. I am sure that is when you recorded the spike in my vitals…”
“A memory block?” he interrupted.
A memory block was something the Empirenormally used only when people retired from key positions. Theyblocked out all sensitive information that the person might have sothat in their older, weaker state there would be no risk of themreleasing critical secrets. Typically people who had one did noteven know it, and never searched for those memories again. But ifthey did, they would be discouraged with extreme, though harmless,pain. If they did get through that they would find the memory wassecured behind a psychological barrier.
“Yes, Doc, but I was able to get a grip onthe pain and continue to follow the memory through to itscompletion. But why would there be a block in my mind?” Iasked.
“I have some suspicions. But first, whatmemory was blocked?” he asked.
“Well, nothing too exciting, but I guess thishappened once before. Basically it was the same as this event,without the memory block. I was a young ensign in the academywaiting for my annual physical, and to pass the time I was workingon decrypting some messages I had brought. The alarms went off thattime too, but before I could bring myself out of it, they had me ona stretcher and put me out through a mask on my face. It’s a memorythat would have been useful today, but I do not see what … oh … themessage.” I just trailed off as I remembered something.
“Go on, what about the message?” Dr. Rannorprompted.
“The message I was decrypting I had acquiredfrom a contact who assured me it was from the highest level ofImperial communications. I did not finish decoding it, but I didget a phrase and some numbers. But it cannot be, can it?” I grabbedmy pad off the end table where I assume he had placed it. I jotteddown the numbers and could not believe what I saw.
“Vydor, do you plan to let me in on yourdiscovery?” he asked.
“Well, I am not sure I believe this. But Iremember the two pieces of data that I was able to get out of thecode before getting hauled away, a phrase and some numbers. Thephrase was ‘The Black Adders have hatched’ and the numbers … arethe stellar coordinates of the colony we are en route to.” I justlet that last statement hang in the air for a bit.
He sighed and after a pause said, “I wasafraid of this.”
“Afraid of what?” I asked.
“Well, in your file are orders that if youever hit a memory block I am to inject you with 35ccs of CrystalineBetazene before you succeed in breaking it. Apparently they did nottrust their blocks to hold against you, and it seems with goodreason.”
“Forgive me if I am off-base here, Doc, but35ccs seems far too high,” I said.
“Indeed, it would be for a normal personunder normal conditions. You were not under normal conditions. Youwere fighting extreme pain, and the normal dose would have onlystabilized you. Their goal was to push you into a coma to preventyou from discovering whatever it was they had blocked. My orderswere to keep you in the coma until someone could come andreestablish the block.” He then stood, picked up the hypodermicsyringe from his desk and tossed it into my lap. When I picked itup I saw it was completely full.
I leveled my gaze at him and said, “This isfull, Doctor.”
“Yes, instead my official report will saythat your medical alert patch malfunctioned, and that we need toorder a replacement. I will also record that you passed out due tooverexertion, and lack of rest. Your official treatment will berest and a good meal, and to leave your medical alert patch offuntil we can replace it,” was his answer.
“Why, Doc?” I asked. “You are not the type todisobey an order and get involved in a cover-up.”
“Vydor, you will learn in time that you haveto weigh each order you get against the situation at hand. In mostcases orders come down the chain of command, and often from peoplefar removed from the situation. Sometimes, as in this case, theorders were placed long before the situation came about and need tobe adjusted in light of new information and events that arose sincethe order was given. Beyond that, though, you need to use your ownmoral compass to judge whether an order is something you shouldfollow or not. In this case, it was that moral compass that told methis order is wrong. If I am questioned officially I can simplystate I took the Emperor’s orders for your upcoming mission tooverrule that order since if you were placed in a coma there wouldbe no way for you to fly The rest of the cover-up is actuallydescribed in the orders so I would not have to explain thataway.”
Well, this doctor was packed full ofsurprises. Technically I should have reported him for disobeyingorders but, as he pointed out, that would jeopardize the mission aswell as getting my memory blocked again. He had me here. I couldnot report him, and part of me felt that was good.
“Doc, I have to ask you something. Why didyou recommend me so highly to the captain? I did not think youwould have known anything about me.”
He got that faraway look about him again,just as he had in the meeting. This time I could watch him moreclosely and I saw that there was more to it than that. He seemed tobe fighting some internal struggle with himself, one I could barelydetect. After a few minutes he sighed and looked at me.
“Vydor, I know that I did, but I cannotremember doing it. You see, like you I have many memory blocks, butunlike you I have never been able to open them. I can find them,just not open them,” he stated in an almost depressed tone.
“But no alarms went off showing you in pain?”I asked.
He had a proud smile about him as he startedhis reply, “No, I have been fighting the memory blocks much longerthan you have. You will find after you defeat the pain a few timesit starts becoming second nature and you get to the point that youdon’t even notice it any more. It took all my medical training thefirst few times to get through it, but I did. Of course the realquestion you must be wondering about is why I have memory blocks,and that’s a question I have been researching ever since returningto my post here.”
“Returning to your post? As far as I know youhave not left the ship since taking over from Dr. Smith.” Thisvisit was providing all kinds of new threads to work out, and itseemed that they must be connected to the Magi. Why that should bewas a mystery, but my instincts told me it was true.
“The problem is that you think Dr. Smith andI are two different people, in fact everyone in this fleet does.However, I know for a fact that we are not. Vydor, if we continuethis discussion you probably won’t like where it leads. It willcast a doubt on everything you think you know about the Empire. Areyou sure you want to hear it?” He had a concerned look on his face,worried about how I would take all this new knowledge.
“Doctor, information is my game; all I dealin is facts, figures and numbers. I know everything we have talkedabout so far will somehow lead me to the solution to the Magipuzzle. I need whatever information you have to give me the bestchance of surviving this mission.” I had to keep him talking.
“Very well.” He started to pace a bit as hespoke. “When I came aboard this ship five years ago, I felt I hadbeen here before, but every memory of this ship was blocked. So Istarted digging in the ship’s logs and personal records. As part ofmy search I looked at Dr. Smith’s records. At a glance I knew theywere faked. In time I was able to reconstruct a series of events,none of which I can directly remember, but I know must be true.Many years ago I was a leading DNA researcher. I accumulated manyawards for my work on trying to unravel the DNA code. I even helpedto create a lot of the DNA simulation software that is being usedto test genetic treatments today…”
“Sorry to interrupt, but what do you mean the‘mystery of DNA?’ When I was in the Academy we studied it. Itseemed fairly simple and well-understood to me,” I said.
He looked right at me, locked my gaze andsaid, “You were lied to.” He let that sit in the air for a minute,and then continued, “DNA is still a complete and total mystery tous. We have no idea where it came from, or how it works. Weunderstand bits and pieces; enough to make medicines and correctsome defects, but that is it. If you take the time to do theresearch I think you will be shocked by the number of things wedon’t understand that you were told we did in school. The mind isanother; no one really knows how it works. Centuries of study havenot solved the puzzle. No matter what we learn about it, we cannotmake any theory fully fit. It is as if we are missing some criticalpiece of that puzzle. But this is beside the point …” He paused togather himself, and then continued, “It was all that time spentstudying DNA that helped me spot the tampering with Dr. Smith’srecords. In fact, the DNA was mine with some not-so-clever editingto make it look like a different person. It happened to be softwareI had helped to create which was used to fake the DNA, so I wasable to undo the changes and get back to the original code, whichmatches mine perfectly. Since then I have spent a few hours everyday trying to unravel why all this has happened. I have managed torebuild a lot of my old life, but haven’t found any answersyet.”
“Wow, this really creates a lot morequestions than answers. To start with, why would the Empire lieabout the state of medical research?” I had so many questions, buta cover-up of this magnitude was just unimaginable, and I had tostart with that.
“You are expecting some deep, dark reason,with many levels of complexity, but in reality it is deceptivelysimple. This is where we will really begin to challenge yourpreconceptions. You, like everyone else, were brought up to worshipand serve the Emperor with all your heart, mind and body. As achild you probably sent him small gifts and offerings to helpensure you would have a good path in life to follow. Now, think fora minute. If it became generally known that no one had any solididea where life came from, or how the most vital parts of ourbodies function, would you think that such worship would holdup?”
“What do you mean? We know where we comefrom, a planet near a G-class star …” I started. Then I realizedthat the planet had never been found, nor had I ever heard anythingbut the most general information on it. It was so ingrained intoour society that I had accepted it as true without ever thinkingabout it.
“I think you are starting to get it. By thelook on your face, you don’t like it very much,” he said.
My mind was reeling from the blow to thebasic beliefs I had grown up with. What could all this mean? Ineeded time to collect myself, so I took him down another road.“Doctor, assuming what you say is true, then why did the captaintell me you recommended me to him? I would think that if theywanted that buried they would have blocked his mind too.”
“Ah, now you see the trap that lies andcover-ups create. If they blocked his memory, then later he wouldnot have remembered my recommendation and would not have kept youon his staff. This of course allows the possibility of the captainasking me about it later, but in this case the imperfection of thememory blocks would help them. I think it’s safe to assume that youhave more memory blocks you haven’t yet found. In time, you willfind you still know things that you acquired during those memories,but you won’t know how you know them. For example, even though theyblocked my memory of recommending you to the captain, I know that Idid it. So if the captain asked me, they were betting I would justgo with it in order to avoid looking like a fool for notremembering.” He sat down behind his desk and leaned back. “Thequestion is, where does this all leave us? Well, from what I cantell, we have a lot more questions than answers, and you are ourbest hope for getting them. Like you, I know the answer is downthere on that planet. I can feel it calling me. If I could think ofa way to pull it off, I would be on that mission with you.”
I sat there quietly for a while just thinkingabout everything I had been told. I had never in my wildest dreamsever expected to have a conversation like this with a respectedofficer. On one hand, all my training and schooling was screamingat me that he was a traitor and it was my duty to kill him beforehe could tell more people what he told me, but on the other hand Iknew he was right. Something about all of this was calling me, anddragging me to that planet. I could not fight it. I had to followthis through and reach the planet.
He leaned forward in his chair and lockedeyes with me and said in a low tone, “Vydor, listen to me verycarefully. You must avoid Larath until you launch. If he discoversyou broke this memory block, it is his job to put it back.”
His tone implied so much more than his words.“That will not be easy. I am scheduled to meet with him at 0600tomorrow. He promised to teach me a defense against the Magi’s fearweapon.”
“You’re already able to beat that weapon.Just use the same thought shield you use when you drop intopuzzle-solving mode, without going into the mode. You will thenbecome completely immune to the Magi’s fear weapon and Larath’sempathic powers …”
“Wait a minute, Doctor, I never mentioned athought shield. How did you know that?” Just how much informationwas he withholding? As I pondered that he got that look on his faceagain. When he came out of it I said, “Let me guess, another memoryblock?” I paused as he nodded, then pushed on. “It seems our pastsare heavily intermingled and someone did everything they could toprevent us from knowing it.”
“It would appear so,” he said as he turnedand entered something in on the computer. “Either way, that thoughtshield is how you will block all the psychic powers. You areprobably wondering why I did not mention that in our briefings.That was because Larath was present at all of them. If he suspectsI have made progress on cracking my memory blocks — well, let’sjust say I would probably have an unexpected retirement party.”
“I really do not like casting Larath as anenemy,” I stated, but it was worse than that. It seemed like theenemy might be the Empire itself, but that could not be true!
“Nor do I, but really it is much worse thanthat. If both of us have had our pasts tampered with, what aboutthe rest of the senior staff? It would seem a given that if Iretired and came back as a different person they should haverecognized me.” He paused there, and then said, “One has to wonderhow deep this cover-up goes, or should I say, how high?”
“So where do we go from here? Obviously, Ihave to get to that planet, at any cost. I do not want to believethat this is how the Emperor wants it to be. I would rather believethere is some evil force operating inside the highest levels ofcommand which is orchestrating all this.” That was such a cop-out.I could see where all the evidence pointed, but I just could notbelieve the Emperor would betray his loyal servants like this.
“In any case, we can be assured that whoeveris behind this means to stay hidden at any cost. The first thing weneed to do is to arrange for you to be ordered off duty, to restand recover from your ordeal. Then we need you to leave a day earlyon your mission, in fact at 0500 hours tomorrow would be best,” hesaid.
“Assuming that could be done, that would tripsuspicions with my team since they are expecting me to make anannouncement at 1800 hours,” was my reply.
“Well that is simple; contact yourreplacement shortly before 0500 hours, saying that the mission wasmoved up, and that he has to take over as of 0515. It would not bethe first time a mission timeline was moved up. No one would bemuch surprised by that,” he stated.
“And how are we going to pull this off? Icannot just leave early; I am still waiting on a squad and shipassignment from Zalith,” I pointed out.
“I can handle that. Zalith and I have had avery good relationship ever since I saved his son’s life. I willsimply tell him that we have reason to believe that the mission hasbeen compromised and that we think the Magi know the missiontimeline. That way he will see the wisdom in stepping it up a dayso that you arrive long before they expect you. He may suspect heis not getting the whole truth, but he trusts me enough not to askquestions.” He turned back to his computer and a smile crept acrosshis face. “It seems that about ten years ago you had a faintingspell which was attributed to working too hard in school andneglecting your diet. They put you on medical leave for a fewdays.”
I looked over his shoulder and saw therecord. I knew that matched the memory I had just unblocked, butuntil that time I had had no recollection of it. “That settles it,we will go with your plan. And since I will be leaving on a stealthmission, I must conveniently turn in that faulty medical alertpatch.”
“Yes, and since it is faulty, there is noreason for me to keep it.” With that he tossed it in the trashdisposal that would quickly recycle it back to raw materials.
“There are many questions still to be asked,but I do not think we would get anywhere tonight. I must get backto my quarters and get some rest; it might be a while before I getanother chance,” I said. After exchanging well-wishes, I left andreturned to my quarters.
As soon as I entered my room, I noticed I hada message waiting from High Command. I went over and played it.
“Commander Vydor, this message is for youonly, direct from the officer of the Emperor. You are not clearedto share this with anyone except your strike team. These new orderssupersede all previous orders. You are not to attempt to contactthe Magi in any way. You will lead your team to steal one of theirplasma cannons and any information you can get with about the fearweapon you reported. Once you have that, you are to get off theplanet and it is to be destroyed. The captain will be told all heneeds to know when the time is right. When you return you willreport back all that you learned only to High Command. The Emperorsends his blessings for a successful mission.”
Great, orders to not speak with the Magi. Howwould I get any answers if I did not? This might turn out to be oneof those orders Dr. Rannor would tell me should not be obeyed.Well, there would be plenty of time to think about that on the tripto the planet. Now I would have to get some rest.



Chapter Ten


As I woke very early the next morning, thefull weight of the mission I was about to undertake hit me anew.This was no longer merely a puzzle to solve but a real mission torun with real lives on the line. It had been easy to ignore thehuman factor but now that would have to change.
What does one take on a suicide mission? Isupposed there was a chance of success, but it did not lookpromising. There really was not much I needed to bring. All I ownedwere a few dusty old books that had been passed down through myfamily for so long that I had no idea where they had come from. Ihad been told one of them was very important. I couldn’t read it;it was in a language that I had never seen in all my years atschool.
I remember the day that my father gave it tome. I had just graduated from the Academy at the top of my class,and I received a message that he needed to see me right away. Hewas suffering from the final stages of Betalian’s Syndrome. I wentas fast as I could. I knew there was very little time left.
Betalian’s Syndrome is one of the few fatalillnesses that we cannot cure. No one really understands what itis, or what causes it. The body just starts to shut down, one organat a time, until the patient dies. It can take years. Transplantsand cyber-orgs only delay the process.
When I arrived at his hospital room, helooked bad, worse than I had ever seen him. I knew that the doctorshad no tricks left to try. “Dad, how are you?”
“Not well, son. I can see the end of the linecoming. It won’t be long now. The doctors tell me my brain isstarting to shut down. I hear you graduated with the highest scoresever in the history of the Academy. Congratulations, my son, youmake your old man proud. Have you chosen your path yet?”
I had to strain to make out his words, as hecould barely talk. I knew better than to try to stop him; he wouldjust waste more energy arguing with me about it. “Yes, Father, I amgoing into Intelligence.”
“Ah, yes, you were always one to play withpuzzles. I never found one you could not solve. Look, I know Idon’t have much time left, and there is much I wanted to teach youyet. In my room, back home, look under my bed. You will find asafe. Inside it is my most valuable belonging. Keep it with youalways. I wish I had time to teach you what it is. Just rememberone thing, the Emperor is not … BEEP BEEP BEEP …”
Suddenly all the alarms were going off. Thedoctors rushed in, and I was forced out of the room by theorderlies. I spent the rest of the night pacing, waiting for newsfrom the doctors. Someone from the Academy called, wanting to knowwhere I was. I had left the ceremony before the end, withouttelling anyone. I did not take the call, I just asked the nurse tohandle it for me. She was a nice older woman. “Don’t worry aboutit, son, I’ll take care of it. You just get some rest, okay?”
Later the headmaster of the Academy came by.“Vydor, you never told me your father was so ill. I had to pullsome strings just to find you. I would have let you skip theceremony to be here instead.”
“No, that would have broken his heart. Hewanted me to be there so badly. I think it is what kept him goingthese last few weeks. I am sorry, sir, for leaving withoutnotice.”
“Forget it, no one could blame you. How ishe?”
“I don’t know, sir. He was trying to tell mesomething, and then the alarms went off, and …” I could notcontinue.
“Stay here, son; I will see what I can findout for you.”
The headmaster was a gentle man, and he tooka personal interest in all his students. He never had any childrenof his own, and I think the school served as a substitute familyfor him.
“They are doing everything they can for him.That is all they can say right now,” he said and took a seat nearwhere I had been trying to get some rest.
A few hours later the doctor walked out towhere we were sitting and said, “I am sorry, we did everything wecould, but he didn’t make it.”
The rest of the night was a haze. All I canremember is that the headmaster took me home and told me that hewas giving me some time off before sending me on active duty.
I found the safe Dad told me about. He nevergave me the combination to open it, but I was able to guess itafter only a few tries. When I opened the safe, all that was insidewas a book, a real book, with paper pages. It looked very old. Itwas not in a writing I had ever seen before.
I brought the book to my language teacher atthe Academy. He said that he had seen samples of this writing butcould not read it himself. He cautioned me against showing the bookto anyone. He said that it could get me into big trouble. Herefused to say more.
My father wanted me to keep this book with mealways, so I decided I must bring it. The rest of my gear wouldhave to be practical, in case I had to carry it all on my back fora period of time.
Zalith knocked on my door, waking me from myreverie. I assumed the crew assignment was ready.
“Hello, Zalith, come in. I am just checkingmy gear one more time,” I said.
“Vydor, we don’t have much time, so I will bebrief. I am giving you twenty-five of my Dark Knights. They are thebest of the best. They have been fully briefed on what is to come.All of them have more experience in the field than you do. I don’tlike this mission at all.” He paused and paced for a moment. Idecided to wait and see what it was he wanted to say. “I have beenin this fleet for longer than you have been alive, and I have madesome friends in high places in that time.
“High Command does not expect you to returnfrom this mission. That really angers me. I know that I have beenhard on you, even to the point of saying you are under-qualifiedfor your rank, but you are my brother-in-arms here in the field.For this to happen to you is as if it happened to me. I am givingyou the best men this navy has ever seen because I want all of youback alive. I am also giving you the Dark Talon. It is the onlyship ever to return from a suicide mission with all the crew alive.A word of advice for you: let the Dark Knights lead most of thetime. They know what they are doing.”
With that he just walked out of the room. Inever thought he cared at all what might happen to me. I seemed tohave underestimated him in more ways than one.
Zalith was assigning me the Dark Knights, soI needed a minor gear change. The Dark Knights were an elite groupof Zalionian warriors who were extremely dedicated and deadly. Eachof them had decades of experience, all of it as a penetrationsquad. They specialized in the kinds of missions that often putthem deep within hostile territory with no support. This created aunique bond between them. Men who have served with them say it isas if they can read each other’s minds.
Their name came from the color of theirscales. Each of them had a permanent dye implanted over his entirebody. This dye was a very deep, flat black that made them nearlyinvisible in any dimly-lit situation; it also had a thermalreduction effect that made them just as hard to see withnight-vision goggles. They preferred to operate only at night whenon planetary surfaces, and this dye gave them a big advantage.
I put away my normal uniform. The Imperialblue would not work well for this mission. Instead I pulled out myown night gear, lightly armored and perfectly black coveralls thatwould give me similar characteristics to the Dark Knights’ scales.In addition to being the perfect camouflage for night missions, itwas also completely silent and had a ton of storage in small hiddenpockets. This allowed me to ditch the pack I had been planning tocarry. When travelling with a group like the Dark Knights, oneneeds to be light and fast.
I stopped for one last check in the mirrorbefore I left. I sighed as I caught a glimpse of my tightly-croppedhair. It was one of the minor things I disliked about my job, notbeing allowed more than half an inch of hair on my head, andabsolutely no facial hair. I never really understood thisregulation, and that made it harder to follow.
It was a short walk from my quarters to wherethe Dark Talon was docked. The Dark Knights would be making theirlast run though their pre-mission checklists. My biggest concernwas how they would feel about having me in charge. Of course theywere highly loyal, but I was an outsider. Worse than that, I was anoutsider with far less combat experience than any of them. I couldnot afford to have them second-guessing my orders.
As I entered the hangar, a docking bay workercalled out, “Senior officer on deck!” and everyone snapped toattention.
“Crewman, is the bay ready for launch?” Iasked the sergeant on duty.
“Yes, sir!’ was his reply.
“Then clear the hangar. I want only myselfand the Dark Knights in here.”
“Yes, sir!” he replied and immediately beganshouting orders to clear the bay. While he did that I turned to oneof the Dark Knights and said, “Gather up your team for finalbriefing.” Without a word he turned to the rest of them, and theyall came out and assembled before me. It really seemed that theycould read each others’ minds!
They were a very impressive bunch; theshortest of them was a half-meter taller than myone-point-eight-meter frame. Their uniforms were impressive despitehow plain they were. On these kinds of mission, no rank, namebadge, or insignia of any kind was permitted. If any of us wascaptured, especially myself, it would be best if the enemy did notknow whom they had.
“Computer, security lockdown codeDelta-Three, execute!” I called out. That guaranteed us privacy forthis conversation. What I was about to say to these men wasclassified, and I could not risk being overheard. I took a deepbreath and began my speech.
“I know that General Zalith has alreadybriefed you on the official line, and told you all that youofficially need to know. What I am about to tell you must never berepeated. Indeed, once you board that craft, nothing you say, do,hear, or see will ever be recorded. This mission is classified tosuch a degree that only High Command has the authority to know whatwe are up to. Our orders for this mission come directly from theEmperor himself, completely bypassing the normal chain of command.Not even the captain of this ship knows all I am about to say.” Icould tell they were not comfortable with this; heck, I was noteither, but it was not my place to question the Emperor.
“A hostile force, one that we have named theMagi, currently controls the planet we are heading towards. It isunknown what they call themselves so we will refer to them as theMagi until further notice. They are a very powerful group ofunknown size.
“Recently a class-three task force was sentto this planet to bring it back under control. This task force wasled by Lieutenant Tom.” I was surprised to see a look ofrecognition on some of their faces. Good, that would make the nextpoint all the more powerful. “The Magi defeated the class-threetask force before they could get a foothold. As far as we know,there were no survivors.”
The Dark Knights were a stoic bunch bynature. If not for my training in intelligence gathering I mighthave thought they did not react at all to that news, but I couldtell they were all shocked. Again, this was good because I neededto keep them just a little off-balance so I might be able to gain adegree of trust from them.
“The Magi have two primary weapons that weknow of. Both of them have already been brought to bear against us.The first is a plasma cannon. I will not waste our time with allthe technical details; just be aware that it is a weapon muchgreater in power than anything in the fleet. Indeed, one shot fromit could potentially destroy the Dark Talon.” The Dark Talon wasvery heavily armored, and it was hard to imagine anything powerfulenough to take it out with a single blow, so that made it a perfectexample.
“The second weapon is far more subtle, and inmany ways far more deadly. This colony used to house a secret squadcalled the Black Adders. They were trying to develop a new weaponfor our arsenal: psionics. Their progress with this is unknownbecause we lost communication with the colony over a year ago. Webelieve the Magi have wiped out the Black Adders, but it ispossible that they are one and the same. If they are, it will meanthat you might be required to terminate all of them.”
I paused a moment while I let themcontemplate that. No one liked the idea of turning our weapons onour own people; but if they were the Magi, they drew first blood,and we have no choice but to fight back.
“Now, the logical question is: What ispsionics? The honest answer is that we do not know. However, outhere even when we were still days away from the system, we began tofeel its impact. You must all have sensed it, that scent of fear onthe ship and the crew; that gnawing specter of doubt in your mindsthat you cannot shake off. It is not at all natural for hardenedwarriors to feel this way, but nonetheless you do. That is theimpact of the Magi’s weapon. It is becoming more intense the closerwe get to the planet.
“Fear will cause you to hesitate, to doubtyour own judgment and senses. Fear will cause you to underestimateyourselves, and overestimate them. You are all battle-hardenedwarriors. You know how to deal with fear, and this is no differentexcept in its magnitude. You will have to force yourselves to fightit. We do not know how this weapon works, and have no defense forit, so you must steel your minds and deal with it in your ownmanner. Remember it is not a natural fear; it is far more dangerousand crippling. You were chosen for this mission because GeneralZalith believes you are the best of the best. I assure you no oneless than that will survive this mission.”
I paused to gather myself for the next order.This was not an easy command to give, as it meant complete trust inthese men, whom I had never served with before. I looked each oneof them over and was impressed again with the power they radiated.These truly were the best the Empire had ever produced.
“The Empire has good reason to be worriedabout this colony. As of now, they believe the Magi are all on thisplanet. Two weeks after we launch the captain will destroy theplanet, whether we make it off or not. We simply cannot risk themspreading out. This could be our only chance to eliminate them. Whywait two weeks? Well, that is where we come in. Officially we aregoing to make contact with the Magi and attempt to make them partof the Empire. Obviously that is not the real mission, at least notthe orders we will be operating under. Our primary objectives areto learn how they are able to control fear as they do, and to stealone of their plasma cannons. Anyone, alien or not, who gets in ourway is to be eliminated. No attempt at communication will be madewith them. I must stress that these orders are extremely secret.Only the Emperor and ourselves know of them.” I could tell theywere very unhappy with that. They were hard-core military, and tothem the chain of command was sacred. To bypass it completely musthave left a foul taste on their forked tongues.
Now for the hard part. “As you know, I am ina position which gives me access to extremely sensitive informationthat could be very dangerous in the hands of a hostile force. If itshould happen that I am taken prisoner and you are unable to rescueme, you must kill me, even if you have to give your own lives to doit. We cannot risk even the slimmest chance that they mightsuccessfully break me and gain access to what I know.” This broughta look of respect from them.
Now I had to test my shocking little speechto see if it worked. “Men, I know that all of you have more combatexperience than I, and I will have to lean heavily on your skillsand knowledge. However, I must have your one-hundred- per-cent,unconditional loyalty. We are about to leave to penetrate intoextremely deadly territory, and I cannot have anyone questioning myorders at a critical time, even if they seem foolish. If you cannotgive me this loyalty, I will release you from your duty to thismission. I will fly it alone if I must. I will not allow anynegative marks on your records should you decide not to come, butby accepting this mission you are giving your word to follow me,into certain death if need be. I intend to complete our primaryobjective, regardless of the personal cost, and I will acceptnothing less from you. If you are leaving, this is your onlychance. We will be under total communications blackout until wereturn.”
Here I stopped. I knew none of them would bewilling to back down from such a challenge. They were warriors, andhonor was their life. To back down after such a speech would implyfear and weakness. It was a bit of a gamble maneuvering them likethis, but I needed them completely on my side or this really wouldbe a suicide mission.
The squad’s sergeant came forward.Surprisingly, at just over two meters tall he was the smallest ofthem, though not by much. He locked his steel-grey eyes on mine. Imatched his fierce gaze and said, “Speak freely, Sergeant.”
He said, “Sir, the Dark Knights were hesitantabout this mission when we were first briefed. We did not like theidea of following a green leader to try and negotiate with theMagi. Now that the mission parameters have changed to includewiping out the Magi, we no longer have those hesitations. You neednot worry about us; if by death or life we can serve you, we will.”With that he stepped back into place with the rest of theKnights.
“Thank you.” I was very pleased by thatresponse. It was better than the begrudging reaction I hadexpected. “Then, men, complete your preflight. We leave the instantyou’re ready. Operation Quiet Storm is now officiallyunderway.”
“Yes, sir!” was their reply, in perfectunison, and they immediately went to work. I took what little gearI had, stowed it on board and did my best to stay out of theway.



Chapter Eleven


The Dark Talon was a Kessler-class vessel,often referred to as a mini-battleship. It had an impressive arrayof weapons and tactical sensors. It was specifically made for thiskind of solo penetration mission. The bridge crew was made up of amission leader, pilot, tactical officer, and gunner. Each positionoverlapped the others so that there were at least two crewmen ableto handle any given function at any given time. Their stations werefanned out in a half-circle with the mission leader’s position inthe center. This allowed the mission leader to keep on top of whatwas going on and communicate freely with his crew. Once I hadboarded, I took my seat in the mission leader’s chair and asked,“Is all ready for departure?”
“Yes, sir,” was the pilot’s reply.
“Computer, execute program Vydor FinalDeparture, authorization code Victor — Igloo — Nancy — Charlie-Eggplant — Nancy — Tango. Pilot, as soon as the way is clear,launch the ship. There will be no clearance to launch from thecommand, since we do not officially exist. At first possibleinstant, engage full stealth and take us out of the gravity wake ofthe fleet.”
“Yes, sir,” came the reply.
The planet was still almost three days away,but the Dark Talon was equipped with the newest generation ofmicrojump drives and could dramatically reduce that distance.Indeed, we would be in orbit in about an hour.
There was a slight lurch as the craft wasreleased from its moorings, and ahead on the viewing screens Icould see the bay doors opening and a rush of air escaping the bayas the energy screens dropped. The pilot gracefully accelerated usout of the bay and into open space. As we cleared the doors all thecomputer displays dimmed as the shipped slipped into the low-powermode associated with complete stealth.
“We have cleared the bay doors, acceleratingto the tidal exit point now,” reported the pilot.
“As soon as you can, make the jump. Targetthe jump’s exit so that we come out in the moon’s gravitationalshadow,” I ordered.
“Yes, sir, path already laid out. We shouldbe able to jump in twenty minutes,” replied the navigator.
I wanted to get to the planet as soon aspossible to give us the greatest amount of time to complete ourmission and get out of there before the planet was destroyed. This,of course, made the next twenty minutes feel like an eternity.Finally the pilot called out, “Jumping in three, two, one …”
Jumping inside a star system was a trickybusiness, and something only a smaller ship like ours could pulloff. A larger craft like the Dragon Claw, or most of her fleetcould only jump in interstellar space, and even then they needed tobe at least a couple of weeks away from any major gravity well atboth the entrance and exit points.
Long ago it was discovered that the speedlimit of the universe was equal to the speed of light. There was noway to break it, but it needed to be broken or interstellar travelwould be impossible. This brought on the invention of the jumpdrive. It was a very strange technology that I did not fullyunderstand, and I am not sure anyone does. It grew out of thediscovery that gravity could bend time. It seems that everythingthat we know of is affected by gravity, nothing is immune. The jumpdrives take advantage of this by using a gravitational bubble toforce the ship out of time while still moving through space. Sincethe ship stays stationary with respect to time, but moves in space,it effectively bypasses the speed-of-light limit. To say the shipmoves through space is not quite true because it is a half step outof sync with reality while jumping. This technology allowed us totake the most direct route to our destination without worryingabout small things in our path. Big items which create largegravity wells are a real problem and need to be avoided. This iswhy we needed to get out of the gravity wake of the fleet, as anylarge gravity well we passed would pull us back into time, andwould place us directly in the center of mass for that well. Inmost cases this would be catastrophic for all involved.
The jump drives make interstellar travelpossible, but it still takes a very long time to travel. Thedistance each ship can jump is limited by the size of the gravitybubble it can create, which is a function of the amount of energythe ship can generate and the size of the ship’s own gravity well.Fleets of ships can combine their gravity wells and link theirdrives for extremely long jumps, but on the scale of the galaxy itstill takes many jumps, with significant time to recharge thedrives between each jump. A naval fleet is not expected back to herhomeport for several years at a time.
While traveling in jump space time has nomeaning. This has as-yet unexplained effects on matter. Allphysical matter is frozen and unable to be affected by anything.For example, if there was a pot of boiling water at the beginningof the jump, during the jump it looks like it was flash-frozen withall the steam and bubbles trapped in their exact relative positionsuntil the end of the jump when it returns to boiling as if nothinghad happened. That is not the really odd part; what is strange isthat sentient beings, even though their bodies are unable to move,have a complete awareness of their surroundings. It is almost as ifsomething about life is not part of the physical world.
Whenever I jumped, I looked back over myshoulder and my constant companion was always there: a tall, darkfigure with a sickle, dressed in long, black flowing robes and witha skull for a face, sunk deep in a black hood. He always stoodthere patiently waiting for me, as if to say, “In time, you will bemine.”
This time was different; there was anotherbeing with us, one I had never seen before. This was a being ofpure light. He differed completely from the dark figure in everyway. This new being held his arms open wide as if to say, “Come tome.” As I studied him, he and the dark figure faded away and timeslowly took hold of us again.
“We are clear of the jump, all systems showgreen,” came the call from the navigator. How did they recover sofast? I was still working my way back into reality. As I regainedall my senses I saw the Dark Knights already at work making sureall was as it should be around the ship. Exiting this close to amajor gravity well was very dangerous. Parts of the ship could havebeen pulled into it. “All Clear!” came a call from behind me.Good.
“How do you recover so fast from a jump?” Iasked as I finally regained control of all my senses.
“Sir, you are the only other pilot on thismission. Should something happen to me, you will have to take over.I ask you not to share this with anyone, but you should know incase we have to fight our way out. The secret is meditation, sir.That’s why I do the countdown. I set the computer to make the jumpfor us, and we all slip into a meditative state just before thejump. When the jump is finished we have no ill effects,” answeredthe pilot.
Amazingly, they had just let me in on one oftheir most closely-guarded secrets. They had often used theirextremely fast recovery as a major advantage in combat, jumpingright in the middle of a fight and coming out with guns blazing. Itwas an extremely effective tactic that many tried to mimic, butwithout the nearly instant jump recovery of the Dark Knights, noone could pull it off.
“Thank you, I will keep that secret safe. Iam honored you have shared it with me,” was the only reply I couldgive. I was sure I would never forget this moment. I had no moretime to think about it, as suddenly the ship’s alarms went off.
“Five incoming fighters,” came the call fromtactical.
I felt a wave of fear pass over the ship. Iknew it could not be from the five enemy fighters. We could takethem, but nonetheless everyone was very much afraid. Suddenly thehonor guard, and others I had seen who were seemingly immune to thefear weapon, came to my mind. Larath’s comment finally made sense.“FOCUS! That’s the key!” I called out. “The Magi have found us!Dark Knights, listen to me very carefully, FOCUS on my words! TheMagi have brought their deadly fear weapon against us; you must notlet it overcome you. You can beat it. Everyone who is not neededfor the dogfight, go into your meditative trance; it should protectyou from the weapon. The rest of you, FOCUS! Focus is the keydefense. You must focus everything on your job and push out allother thoughts. You can beat this weapon. You are the Dark Knights,the best of the best of the best!”
I looked around and most of the crew wasbuckled in and looking almost asleep, but each of the three bridgeofficers was hard at work at his station. “Tactical, report,” Iordered.
“Five Peregrine class fighters, sir. Theyknow we are here but cannot target us. I suspect they will soonbegin firing at random to draw us out,” was his report.
“Where did they come from?” I asked. “Thecolony did not have any shuttles, never mind any combat vessels.”Peregrine class fighters were light attack ships. They weredesigned to be extremely fast, nimble and work in small groups.Their primary attack plan is to fly in unpredictable patternsaround their target, making themselves as hard to hit as possiblewhile continuously firing on their own target.
“Best guess would be a moon base, sir, but Isee no sign of one,” was his answer as the fighters began torandomly fire in our general direction.
“As soon as you get a solid lock on one ofthem, break stealth and take them out,” I ordered.
They brought the Dark Talon around and movedtowards one of the fighters while still hidden. Once they closedthe distance, I felt the Dark Talon roar out of its low-power modeand the swishing sound of two antimatter missiles launching.Immediately after firing those, they banked the ship hard and firedthe ship’s forward high-energy particle cannons on a second ship,quickly destroying both craft, probably before they had evennoticed our attack. The three remaining fighters came at us fromthree different directions at once, all guns blazing. The pilotthrottled up the Dark Talon’s engine to full thrust and turned awayfrom their attack. The Peregrines quickly closed the gap and cameup behind us, which was exactly what the Dark Knights wanted themto do. Immediately I was slammed forward in my harness as theship’s rear engines were cut off, and the forward braking thrusterswere fired at maximum power. All three fighters flew past us, andright into a spread of weapon fire that the Dark Knights had laidout. One fighter was quickly destroyed, a second damaged but thethird escaped unharmed.
The Dark Talon’s primary engines were broughtback up to speed and they quickly moved to take out the woundedPeregrine. They were able to down that one quickly, and moved toengage the last fighter. Before they could, the tactical officercalled out, “Fifteen more Peregrines just appeared at 270 degrees,in a tight bravo formation.”
A bravo formation? That meant they had justjumped in and would still be recovering! Apparently the Knightsrealized this too as they broke off their attack and headed towardsthe new group of fighters, launching a large spread of antimattermissiles and all forward weapons firing. Eight of the enemyfighters were destroyed before they could take any evasive action,but that left us with eight more to fight.
“This makes no sense! Where are they comingfrom?” I asked.
“Sir! Five Falcon-class ships just came outfrom behind the moon!” called out the tactical officer.
This was bad. We could take the Peregrines,but we would be completely out-gunned by the five Falcons.Undaunted, the Knights moved to engage the Falcons when thetactical officer called out, “Sir, a Condor class destroyer hasjust jumped in!”
“How is that even possible this close to theplanet?!” I exclaimed. “We need to get out of here. Disengage theenemy and come about to Z minus 90 degrees, maximum thrust, fullweapons spread to the rear.”
“Yes, sir!” called out the pilot as heexecuted my order.
“Navigator, prepare the jump drive. Charge itto 18.473 % and target the far side of the moon; prepare to executeon my mark. Pilot, I am counting on your ability to come out of thejump with all your senses. As soon as we clear the jump you willneed to take control of the ship and keep us from crashing. At thefirst instant that you can, re-engage full stealth mode.” Icarefully watched the ship’s tactical displays. This course we wereon must have looked like a suicide dive right into the planet. Onlythe Peregrines were keeping up with us. My timing had to be exacton this. “Execute in four … three … two … NOW!”
When I finally came out of the post-jumpconfusion, I noticed that we were safely on the far side of theplanet in a stable orbit. “Excellent work, pilot.”
“Sir, if I may ask, how did you know that wewould be thrown over here? There is no way you could have triedthis before,” said the tactical officer.
He was right. The move was impossible withoutthe Dark Knights’ ability to operate immediately after a jump. “Istumbled upon it in a video game that allowed me to use yourpost-jump recovery skill. Later I tested it in countless computersimulations and it worked every time, but this was the first time Iwas able to try it in a real situation.”
After that I began to look over the battlelogs for some indication of where all those ships had come from,but something was wrong with the logs. “Tactical, can you check thelogs? My screen does not show any enemy craft at all.”
“Sir, there must be something wrong with thecomputer. My logs show the same,” he replied as he franticallyworked at his station, trying to find the problem.
“Okay, wake up your crewmates …” Istarted.
“Sir! Fifty Peregrine-class ships are cominginto range!” called out tactical as I felt the fear weapon hitus.
“Do not break stealth, do not engage.” Thismade no sense at all. I just could not believe there were this manyfighters here. Just as I finished that thought the fightersdisappeared from my screen. “Of course!” I called out, “DarkKnights, we know the Magi can sow fear, so why not hallucinations,too? Those fighters are not real; once you realize that they willdisappear. That is why we have no record of fighting them, becausethe computers are not subject to the hallucination. Pilot, bring usto the landing site of Lieutenant Tom’s squad. If there is anythingleft of their ship I want to read its logs.” At first the DarkKnights seemed uncomfortable with that order, but one by one theyseemed to get it. “Once you have beaten the hallucination, wake upyour crewmates and train them to fight the fear weapon and thehallucinations.”



Chapter Twelve


While we traveled to the landing site, Istudied the most recent maps we had of the colony. Clearly the Magiknew we were there, and that meant we would have a fight waitingfor us. One could only guess what other tricks they had up theirsleeves.
“Sir, his ship is coming into view now,” saidthe pilot.
“Odd, there is no sign of a fight of anykind,” I remarked. The shelters were up just like Zalith hadexpected but the entire site was in perfect condition. “Unless … ofcourse! That explains how they were defeated. They did not knowabout the fear weapon when they landed, nor the hallucinations.Land us as close as you can. As soon as we are down we will move totake Tom’s camp. For now, assume the Magi hold it even though wecan detect nothing. Pilot, I want you to set the Dark Talon toreturn to orbit under full stealth once we are off. Program theautopilot to return to the fleet in twelve days. Bring atransmitter with us when we leave the ship. I want every bit ofinformation we collect to get back to the fleet should we fail toreturn. That hallucination weapon is far more deadly than the fearweapon. I shudder to think of the bloodbath if they merely confuseour fleet into attacking itself!”
I let that somber thought sit in the air aswe began our final descent. The Dark Knights were rechecking alltheir weapons and gear. They carried a wide variety of light andheavy arms. I followed their example and rechecked my pulse rifle.It was a fairly slow-firing weapon, but with extreme range andaccuracy. It was not the best choice for this kind of raid, but itwas my best weapon. At the Academy, I actually earned the name" One-Shot" with it because I was the only ensign who could hit mosttargets with a single shot.
The Dark Knights all put on theirenvironmental suits in preparation for the landing. The planet hadlittle to no atmosphere and we would be dead without protection.With the addition of a helmet my body armor would work well as anenvironmental suit on the surface of this barren world. Onceeveryone was geared up, they depressurized the craft. This wouldeliminate the need to cycle the airlock, which would be dangerousif we met resistance at the landing site.
Within seconds of the Dark Talon touchingdown the airlock was opened and we rushed out to secure the area.Once we were all out the pilot used his wrist computer to order theDark Talon back into orbit and we ran to Tom’s ship. The Knightsformed a wedge and put me in the center as they ran. I realizedthey were intentionally running slower so I could keep up. Theirlonger, more powerful legs and stabilizing tails allowed them toget much closer to the ground and move much faster than any human.The squad’s sergeant was in the front of the wedge running at hisfull height, attempting to shield me.
We reached the site without any interference.Nothing living showed on our scanners, and there were no bodies atall. The place looked more like a brand-new training mock-up thanthe site of a recent battle. The lack of weather helped to keepeverything exactly the way it had been set up. As soon as theKnights secured the camp, three of them went into the ship to getthe logs that I had requested.
“I do not like this at all,” said thesergeant.
“Me neither, it feels like a trap,” Isaid.
He nodded to this, but before we couldcontinue one of the men called out, “Sir, single target on theridge!”
I looked where he was pointing and saw whatlooked like an older man with a walking staff. I was just about tosend someone to retrieve him for questioning when he pointed thestaff at us. “What is he …?” I started to ask when a bolt of energyleft the staff and hit a group of the shelters nearby, completelydestroying them. The shockwave from the blast knocked me over. TheKnights’ powerful tails managed to keep them steady. “Return fire!”I called out.
As I got back up to bring my weapon to bear,I saw that our fire seemed to bounce off him. I grabbed a scannerand detected an energy field around him that I had never seenbefore. Before I could think this over, he aimed his weapon at theship. “EVACUTE THE VESSEL NOW!” I ordered over the inter-suitcommunications. I saw the three Knights dive out of the ship as theold man’s weapon blew a large hole right through it. “He has somekind of personal force field. All of you, concentrate your fire ona single point.”
As the Knights adjusted their fire he seemedto realize he was in trouble and dove for cover behind a rock. TheKnights did not let up their fire and completely destroyed thatrock, but he was nowhere to be found. I moved to the hole in theship and stuck my hand in it just to make sure it was real. “Somuch for them only having light arms. Where did he go?” Iasked.
“There!” someone called out, and almost asone all the Knights turned and opened fire. He then dove for coveragain, and disappeared like the previous time. This happenedseveral mores times; we were locked in a stalemate. “Sergeant, weare sitting ducks here while he waits for help. We need to move. Ithink we should make a run for the colony. He will not be able tofire such a powerful weapon inside without killing himself in theprocess.”
“I agree,” he said, and again acting as onethey moved into their wedge around me and began running for theairlock on the colony. This time everyone on the outside wascontinuously firing in all directions. Over my shoulder I saw theold man come out of hiding and take aim with his staff, but hecould not fire. If he missed he might rupture the airlock to thecolony. I lost track of him as we ran, but I was sure the Knightsknew exactly where he was. When we got to the airlock one of themquickly disassembled the lock, and with what looked like a simpletwist of a few wires opened the door. The airlock was large enoughto hold all of us and we quickly filed in. The Knights up frontdropped to one knee and pointed all their guns at the exit to theairlock. As the door opened a group of men rushed in, only to bequickly killed by fire from the Knights’ weapons. Once the area wassecure I moved forward to check the bodies.
There were no uniforms on them, and I did notrecognize their race. They looked almost like humanoid pigs withgreen skin. They did not have any guns; instead their weapons werewhat looked like knives and swords of various makes. Lookingclosely at the weapons, I noticed an oil-like sheen on them.“Poison,” I muttered. To my surprise the Dark Knights were stowingtheir guns and environmental suits, and pulling out their ownblades. The sergeant must have noticed my expression.
“In these close quarters blades are superiorweapons. If we did not already have our guns at the ready when theyrushed in, they would have killed several of us before we couldhave taken them out,” he said.
“Surely our body armor would stop a knife?” Iquestioned.
He did not answer; instead he picked up oneof the alien swords and swung it at the airlock wall. It burieditself deep into the heavy metal wall. “Okay, point taken. Well,all chance for a stealth hit is gone, so I say we push straight fortheir primary computer center and upload all the data to the DarkTalon to be relayed back to the fleet.”
“I agree. If we take this corridor down tothe tenth junction, then turn left that will put us on a directpath to our target. Speed is going to be our best defense rightnow,” responded the sergeant.
“Then take us. I will follow your lead,” Ireplied. This was completely his turf. I knew nothing aboutpenetration hits like this.
He then looked at the squad, and theyimmediately reorganized and we headed out. Four Knights were sentahead, and four trailed behind us to prevent any surprise attackson our main force. We were moving fairly quickly down the windingcorridor when we got a radio call from our vanguard.
“Sir, we have met resistance … looks like twohumans with smaller versions of that weapon we saw earlier. Theyare positioned to shoot anyone that comes around the bend,” was thereport over the radio.
“Hold there. We can assume they have the samepersonal shields, so wait on additional firepower,” replied thesergeant. The Knights all put away their blades and drew out theirrapid-fire phase pistols. The sergeant must have seen the look Igave him because he turned to me and said, “The secret of avictorious warrior is being able to adapt to an ever-changingbattlefield. We carry several different kinds of weapon so that weare always ready.”
When we reached the vanguard I noticed theyhad set up a movable shield wall and had it ready to slide out.This would give them something to shoot behind. With the sergeant’snod they pushed it out and stayed low behind it. Several bolts ofenergy flew over the wall and scorched the metal walls behind theKnights. Once out in the corridor they returned fire but the humanshad the advantage of not having to hide and were able to keep theKnights effectively pinned down. I remembered something from themap that I had studied, and saw a small access panel. “Sergeant,what is your next move?” I asked.
“Well, we need to break the stalemate,” hesaid and held up two photon grenades.
“Hold off on that. I want to get my hands onthose weapons, if possible. Wait here. I am about to do somethingreally stupid, and I do not want to be talked out of it,” I said asI removed the access panel and crawled through to anothercorridor.
I needed to move fast, but undetected. Thiswould be hard since I still was unsure how they had found us undercomplete stealth in orbit. Then I remembered what had happened inthe medical wing, how I dropped completely off all the sensors. Thecomputers, of course, thought the lack of a heartbeat or brainwavesmeant that I was dead, but in reality I was merely invisible to thesystems. What was it that I was doing …? Ah, yes! Of course! Thethought shield I used in puzzle-solving mode. I immediately put itup and ran down the corridor.
I came out around the bend just slightlybehind the enemy. I activated my suit communicator and said,“Knights, for the next fifteen seconds blast every gun you have. Itdoes not matter whether you hit anything; just create a blanket oflight. At fifteen seconds hold all fire and prepare to assist me.Start your fire … now.”
Right on cue the corridor lit up withblinding light. I was shielded around the bend with my back turnedand eyes closed, covered with my hand. Silently I counted off thefifteen seconds, and as soon as it was time I turned around thebend at full speed and charged the two humans from behind. Theywere still blinded from the light and never saw me spring into theair until I hit them both hard. They both went flying down to thefloor. I landed in a roll and prepared to get up when I saw thatone of them was already on his way up, so instead I pivoted my bodyon my shoulder and swept his legs out from under him. He fell backand hit the floor again but his partner was on his feet and movingto aim his weapon at me. I sprung off the floor leading with bothof my fists, hitting him hard in the center of his chest, throwinghim back into the wall and knocking all his breath out of him. Iturned to see what the first human was doing, just in time to seeone of the Knights pick him up and slam him into the wall.
“Well done, sir. Seems that the reports aboutyou being a timid bookworm were unfounded,” said the sergeant.
As they restrained the two humans I picked uptheir weapons from the ground. They looked like bone wands withazure writing on them. It was like something out of a video game. Iturned to one of the men and said, “Now you are going to talk, oryou are going to wish you did.”
He laughed, and wriggled free enough to puthis hand on the other man and said something under his breath thatI could not make out, and then vanished.
“What happened? Where did they go?” Iasked.
“There, sir!” said one of the Knights as hepointed down the corridor.
How did they get down there? Before I couldverbalize anything the man who had laughed raised another wand andsaid, “Fools! We are the Magi! You are pathetic, trapped in yourmachine-controlled world. Your pitiful empire has reached the endof its wasted life. Now die!” With that he pointed the wand at usand called out in a loud, clear voice, “Rawrathania!”
Around me the Knights dove for cover, but Idid not join them. Acting purely on instinct I raised my own wandand repeated his call a mere instant after his. A bolt of energyleft my wand and collided with the energy from his wand with a loudexplosion. Both bolts were completely consumed by the explosion. “Idon’t think so!” I called out.
“Impossible!” was his yelled reply.
Then two more humans came running down thecorridor behind him, only to be met by a volley of fire from theKnights. Two of them were killed quickly and the other twovanished.
“Good, it appears their shields only workwhen they are stationary,” said the sergeant. He then waved thevanguard to move out, and turned to me and asked, “How did you knowthat their shields would not stop your attack?”
“It was a lucky guess. We have limited energyshields like these in labs back in the Academy. None of them stopsphysical matter, so I assumed these would be the same,” was myresponse. The truth was I had not thought it through but reactedinstinctively. With that, we moved on. I maintained my thoughtshield; I planned to keep it up at all times now. It would justtake some practice.
We did not get very far down the corridorwhen our vanguard again reported that they were under attack, thistime by overwhelming firepower. They were wiped out before we couldreach them. As we got close the Knights again deployed their mobileshield wall. As we rounded the corner behind it we saw six humanswith wands, all firing very rapidly. The Dragon Knights returnedfire and used the shield walls to slowly inch forward. We now knewthe way to beat them was to close the distance between us and them,and the Knights would not be deterred. The humans were in a badsituation because if they stood to retreat their shields would falland they would be gunned down, but if they stayed put we wouldeventually reach them and make the fight hand-to-hand. No humanstood a chance against this squad in hand-to-hand combat. I thoughtwe had a sure win here when we got a call from our rear guard.“More of those green humanoids are coming fast down the corridor,at least fifty of them in view and more coming.”
“Rear guard, abandon your position and returnto the main group,” was the order from the sergeant.
About half of the Dark Knights turned andkneeled, preparing to open fire on the first sight of the rearattackers. The rear guard quickly reached us and dropped to do thesame. As the green creatures came around the bend the Knightsopened fire, but the enemy was holding some kind of shield in frontof them and they charged forward, undaunted by the heavy fire. Ipointed the wand weapon and fired it into their line. The bolt ofenergy smashed right through their shields and opened a hole intheir defenses, which the Knights immediately took advantage of.This did not even slow their charge; they just kept coming. Theysoon reached us and the Knights drew their own blades and took themon hand-to-hand.
I moved to the front line of our defenses andadded my wand to our firepower, knowing that I could not compete inthe rear line. The humans down the corridor did not let up theirfire and seemed not to care at all if their weapons hit their ownmen behind us. I do not know how long we fought there but it wasnot long before I realized we were hopelessly outnumbered andoutgunned. Knights were dying on both sides of me, and more humanshad arrived to assist the wand group in front of us. I was reallyhoping the sergeant had some trick up his sleeves to get us out ofthis. We managed to kill what seemed like hundreds of the greenhumanoids, but they just kept coming. I was about to grab somegrenades off a dead Knight’s body when someone grabbed me frombehind and dragged me into a dark room. They put a cloth over myface and as I passed out I saw a very large explosion hit thecenter of the Knights. The last thing I heard was, “Sorry to dothis, sir, but we have to get out of here …”



Chapter Thirteen


When I awoke I was lying on a hard, coldfloor. It took a few moments to work my way out of the stupor leftover from whatever they used to knock me out. Even after Irecovered I did not open my eyes right away. I did not want to giveany indication I was awake just yet, but I did put up my thoughtshield. If I got a chance to make a break for it I did not want tobe tracked. Then I heard a gruff human voice say, “Sir, you can getup. There’s no use in pretending you’re asleep. You just droppedoff our sensors.”
I decided to cooperate for now and see what Icould learn, so I sat up and looked around. I was not at allprepared for what I saw: four men and two women in Imperialuniforms. Granted, their uniforms looked like they had taken a lotof abuse, but they were still recognizable. Then I noticed thepatch on their sleeves. “So I finally meet the Black Adders,” Isaid.
“Yes, sir. I am Major Jerran, ranking officerof what is left of the Black Adders,” said a tall and burly-lookingman. “Sir, we have to move. The Magi will notice that you’vedropped off their sensors and move in on this location as fast asthey can to get us. We can fill you in when we get to a saferplace.”
“Lead on, Major,” I said. I was not sure Iwanted to trust them yet. After all, one of the most viable workingtheories cast them as traitors. However, they had left me with allmy weapons and gear, so they apparently trusted me, and this trustI could use to my advantage. We traveled very quickly through amaze of corridors that I did not recognize from the map I hadstudied. After a while the hard metal walls turned into rock, andall lighting ceased. I stopped to slip on my night vision goggles,as did the Black Adders, and we pushed on. Eventually we reached awall of darkness so deep and dark that even with my goggles on thehighest setting I could not see through it. To my surprise theyslipped off their goggles and walked through, so I followed suit.After a few steps I walked into a well-lit room. Once my eyesadjusted I looked around at was apparently a makeshiftheadquarters. Weapons and supplies were stashed away everywhere,and in the center of the far wall was a set of screens thatappeared to be linked into the colony’s sensor grid and securitynetwork.
“Welcome to our home, sir. We are about akilometer below the colony, and as long as you keep your thoughtshield up we are completely undetectable to the Magi,” said MajorJerran. “Yes, we know about your shield. In fact, all of us herecan do something similar. It comes with being a Black Adder,sir.”
“Okay, we are safe then. What in theEmperor’s name is going on here and where are the rest of my men?”I asked.
“Sir, I am sorry. Your squad was destroyed.They fought very valiantly, but we got there too late to help andthey were hopelessly outgunned and outnumbered,” was his reply.
A wave of depression and shock hit me then. Ihad never lost anyone under my command before. To lose twenty-fiveall at once was just unthinkable. Depression slowly turned into acold, burning anger that demanded revenge. “Jerran, you had betterstart at the beginning and tell me how we went from a loyal,peaceful colony to all-out war in its corridors,” I said throughgritted teeth.
“Well, sir, I came here about four years agostraight from the Academy to take over the squad. The previouscommander had disappeared and was presumed dead, though we had noidea what had happened to him. As you presumably know, the BlackAdders were sent here to study psionic powers. Every member of thesquad was a master of one or more of these powers. Our primaryobjective was to develop a means of defense against them. I waschosen to come here as leader because I am a master telekinetic,which is a very rare, almost completely unknown power. Theybelieved this power would give me the fresh insight needed to breaka long string of failures.
“When I arrived everything was fairly normal.The squad was continuing with their work, and there was no unrestamongst the civilian families that had come with them. But therewas something odd. There were seven old men who kept turning up inhighly secure places and I could find no record of them in ourdatabase. Whenever I would try to approach one to question him, hewould just vanish. I was not at all happy with this, so I gatheredthirteen of our best telepaths to search for these men.Individually, each of them failed, so I formed them into atelepathic lens …” he said.
“A what?” I interrupted.
“A telepathic lens. It is when a group oftelepaths link their minds as if one and pool their powers andskills. It makes them far greater than any single telepath couldever hope to be,” he answered, and then he continued with hisstory, “That worked very well. Apparently when we chose to do this,the men in question were in a meeting discussing their plans. Ididn’t get very much information, just a clear sense that they planto destroy the Empire.
“Shortly after that connection was made, oneof them appeared in the room with us, floating over the table. Hecalled out, ‘Fools! You have no idea who you are playing with!’ andthen used a wand to kill the telepaths. Because they were linkedup, as soon as one died, they all died. He then turned his wand onme, but I used my telekinesis to grab a chair and hit him frombehind with it before he could attack me. He crumbled and fell outof the air, but before I could do anything else two more of themappeared. I ran from the room under heavy fire from their wands. Iran to get help from the colony security force but found themalready locked in combat with an army of green-skinned aliens.
“The battle for control of the colony lastedonly a few days. Our security forces were just no match for them.Most of the Black Adders fared better as we used our powers to holdsome secure ground, but it was not long before we were forced intoa full retreat. We decided to make a stand at the central computercore and try to get a message out for help. That decision cost usdearly. We got the message out, but only the six of us survived. Wethen went deep underground and built this headquarters. Our planwas fairly simple at this point. Survive until help could come.
“When Lieutenant Tom’s forces arrived weplanned to join up with them and give them all the info we had, butthey never made it to the colony. As soon as they landed and beganto move out, several of the enemy came out of hiding andslaughtered them. The firepower they wielded was incredible;nothing could stand in their path.
“They must have had a telepath among theirnumber because as soon as the squad was wiped out they usedLieutenant Tom’s personal communicator and security codes to send adistress call. Once they got the message out, they set up the lightshelters at the landing site. We didn’t know at the time why theydid all this, but it is now obvious it was to lead you here.
“When your team landed we were sure you wouldbe killed just as Lieutenant Tom’s force was, but not only did yousurvive the opening attack, you made it into the colony. We knew ifwe could not get to your team you would not last long against thesheer numbers here. Our plan was to convince you to retreat, but bythe time we made it to your squad, you were the only one we couldsave. Seconds after we pulled you out, they turned their bigweapons on your squad, killing all of them, and most of theirGreenskins too.”
“Why do you think they wanted to lure mehere?” I asked.
“Well, not you personally, but your fleet. AsI recall, you were recently assigned to the Dragon’s Claw. Made bignews out here because of how young you are. Well, the stated goalof our enemy is the destruction of the Empire, so I assume theyplan to make their first strike against the Dragon Claw. Ifsuccessful, it would have a demoralizing effect across the entireEmpire. Sir, it is important that we warn them not to come close tothe planet. If they come within range, they will be wiped out,” washis reply.
“You think the Magi can destroy the DragonClaw and her fleet?” I questioned.
“Sir, we have studied them as much as wecould while waiting here, and I fear that they can. Our transmitterwill not reach the fleet from here, but I assume your ship is stillout there somewhere cloaked. We could get a message to it and theship could relay it to the fleet,” he said.
“Yes, we could. Before we get to that, pleasecall out your names and ranks. I will need them for any report Isend,” I said. I was stalling while I decided how to proceed.Getting a message to the fleet was a darn good idea, but also adirect violation of orders. They might very well disregard it asfraudulent. I felt I could trust the Black Adders, and while I didnot think I had all the answers yet, I did think what they told meso far was true.
“Certainly, sir. I am Major Jerran, mastertelekinetic,” he said.
A young woman with a slight build and long,dark hair was next. “Sergeant Kellyn, master healer.”
A short man with bright blue eyes describedhimself as “Sergeant Darnath, master telepath.”
Next came a stocky man with brown hair whosaid, “Sergeant Luke, master telepath.”
A brick house of a man was next and said,“Private Gafar, master telepath.”
And finally a brawny woman. “Private Andreya,master illusionist.”
“Thank you,” I said as I pulled out myrecorder and encrypted the conversation for transmission.
“You recorded all that?” Jerran asked.
“I have recorded everything that has happenedon this mission since we left the fleet,” I said. “Do not look sosurprised. I am in Intelligence, after all,” I said with a slightgrin. “Now, where is your transmitter?”
“This way, sir,” said Kellyn as she walked tothe computers on the back wall.
I encrypted all my logs using a key that Ihad previously arranged with the captain in case I needed to make amid-mission transmission like this. There really was no decision tomake. I had to try to get this information to the fleet. Iestablished a link to the Dark Talon, and set it to record andrelay the information to the fleet. “Captain, I know this is abreach of the mission orders, but I have to get you thisinformation. I am sending everything I have learned in thesub-channel and relaying this via the Dark Talon. The mission is acomplete failure, and I am now the only survivor from my team. Ihave established contact with what is left of the Black Adders andI would like their records marked that they have served the Empirewell and did not betray its trust as we first feared. Captain, Icannot leave this line open too long for risk of getting caught.Move immediately to the final stage of our mission plan. Do notapproach the planet; I repeat, do not approach the planet. Captain,I suggest you execute your plan from maximum range, withoutdelay.”
Jerran looked at me and asked, “They plan tobombard the planet, don’t they?”
“Yes, that was the plan from the beginning.We only had a short window of time to try to regain control of thecolony. If that failed, the Emperor ordered that the planet bedestroyed,” was my reply.
“Sir, how much time do we have?”
“Well, hard to say for sure. Three or fourdays at least,” I answered. As the ranking officer they would belooking to me now to lead them. I was not sure I was ready to leadagain after losing the Knights. I looked around at them, and itappeared that Kellyn wanted to speak, but dared not break rank todo it. “Speak freely, Sergeant,” I said.
“Sir, we know a way off this planet. Well,more accurately we think we know how the Magi got here, and wemight be able to use that to escape the upcoming bombardment,” shesaid.
“Go on,” I prompted.
She continued, talking fairly rapidly, “Well,sir, originally we could not understand how they got here. I mean,there are over a thousand of the Greenskins and more and morehumans kept arriving, yet we have not detected even a singlespacecraft landing anywhere on the planet. During the fighting withthe Magi, we discovered this tunnel system that we are in now, andit was not on any map. From what we can tell the Magi have beenhere a long while digging these tunnels. They seem to be searchingfor something, but we do not know what for, or if they found it.The tunnels go much deeper than we are at present, severalkilometers in fact. Well, we never actually measured it but it’ssomething like that, you can tell because …”
“Kellyn, you are off track …” came a gentlereminder from Major Jerran.
“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. I will try to focus.In our exploration of the tunnels we found a room that has a bigstone circle standing vertically against one wall. It is adifferent kind of rock from the rest of the cave wall. While wewere trying to figure out what it was, a blue swirling glowappeared in its center and grew to fill the circle. Then Greenskinsstarted marching out of it, like it was a big door. We quicklyfound cover to prevent our discovery from being known. Since thenwe have seen the Magi and their lackeys go back and forth throughthe circle. I think it is some kind of gate,” she said, almostbreathlessly.
“Okay, everyone, pack up. In one hour I wantto move on that gate. Our primary objective will be to destroy it.Hopefully we can make it through the gate before it’s destroyed,but it is more important to trap the Magi here. Based on yourstories it sounds like they are amassing their forces here. If so,it is best that they stay for the bombardment,” I ordered.
I watched them pack their gear, and none ofthem took any of the guns or other normal weapons they hadstockpiled. Instead they were grabbing what looked like bundles ofthose wands and stashing them in various places in their uniforms.Major Jerran brought me a package of the wands and said, “Sir,shortly before Lieutenant Tom’s raid we intercepted a shipment ofthese weapons. We do not fully understand how they work but we doknow how to use them. Each one has a command word inscribed on itsside. As long as that word is glowing, the wand has a charge. Wehave not yet worked out how to recharge them, nor do we have anyidea how many shots are left in a given wand. This bundle of wandsall uses the same command word, ‘Rathshiran.’ To use it, merelypoint the wand at your target and say the command word. You controlthe strength of the blast by the intensity of your focus on yourtarget. You can only target what you can see clearly. The wandsappear to have a range of one hundred meters,” he explained.
Then he handed me a large staff that wasabout two meters long and appeared to be made from a type of smoothblack wood. “We also captured several of these, which we canrecharge. They work exactly like the wands, except they are muchmore powerful. They have the same line-of-sight limitation, buttriple the range. Both of these weapons easily penetrate theirpersonal shields.”
“What do we know about these shields?” Iasked.
“Not much. They appear to be powered by a boxthey wear at their waist, and only seem to operate when they arestanding still. We have not spent much time worrying about them, asthey are ineffective against their own weapons,” he replied. “Butthey have another kind of shield that does block these wands. It isa large oval-shaped device that they hold like a knight from achildhood fairytale. We have been unable to capture one of thoseyet.”
I stowed all the wands, being careful toseparate the one I had taken earlier, since it used a differentcommand word. “How long is the trip to the gate?” I asked.
“Sir, it will take us most of a day to reachit from here,” Major Jerran replied. “It looks like everyone isready, sir.”
“Everyone, come here for a moment,” I saidand then waited for them to gather. This was not going to be easy.They were not fine-tuned fighting machines like the Dark Knights.This was not a surprise since they were researchers with only theminimal combat training required by the Empire for service. On topof that, they all looked worn out and ready to give up trying.
Instead of the “barking orders” tone that Iwould have used with the Dark Knights, I decided words ofencouragement might be a better idea. “Okay, you all know moreabout the Magi and these tunnels than I do so I am going to needyou to speak freely. I will be depending on your information andexperience to get us to the gate, and survive whatever lies beyondit. You have all done extremely well. Not only have you surviveddeep within enemy territory, but you also have managed to succeedin the mission I was sent here to accomplish. Because of what youhave done, we have a chance to strike a blow to the heart of theMagi’s forces while getting critical information back to theEmpire. Now we can safely assume the course we are about to take isa very dangerous one, so I need you all on your top game. You haveoutsmarted and outmaneuvered the Magi many times over the past fewmonths while you have been down here. We will do it again.” Ipaused here to let that sink in. “If you would have me, I would behonored if you would think of me as one of your squad instead ofjust another ranking officer. Now, before we move out we need aplan to destroy the gate when we get there. Do we have anyexplosives?”
“No, sir, but I know where we can get some,”answered Major Jerran.
“Go on,” I prompted.
“Well, sir, the Magi are using explosives tocreate these tunnels, and we recently found out where they arestoring them,” he answered.
“Excellent. How far out of our way must we goto get them?” I asked.
“Sir, it will probably take a couple of hoursto get there and back. It is in the opposite direction to thegate.” He paused there. I gave a slight nod to prompt him and hecontinued. “Sir, it is likely to be guarded and if we move on itthe guards will call the Seven.”
“I understand, but we have to destroy thatgate and trap them here. If we fail, perhaps we will succeed indistracting them long enough to prevent them from escaping. Thinkof all your families, friends, and classmates out there …” Igestured at the ceiling and continued, “If we can stop this warhere, they have a chance to live. Otherwise, war with this powerfulan enemy will reach them, and many of them will be called tobattle. You have already seen the power of the Magi; we cannot letthe Empire down. We must make our stand here and now. Now, are youwith me?” I asked. I wondered who the “Seven” were, but thatquestion would have to wait.
“Yes, sir!” was their reply.
“Excellent. Then lead the way,” Iordered.
“Sir, before we go we should explain to youhow we avoid detection by the Magi. Darnath will go in front of us,just a hundred meters or so. Luke will trail behind the samedistance and Gafar will be with our group. With the three of themstrung out like that we get a good coverage of telepathic scanning,allowing us to detect the Magi and their troops long before theysee us. When one of the telepaths detects a Magi scan passingthrough, you will see us all freeze. It is important to take yourcue from that, sir, as there will not be enough time to warn youverbally. When you see us all freeze, you will have to rely on yourthought shield to keep you hidden. If we are detected they willattack us within minutes. We have been doing this for a while now,and we should be able to make it all the way there undetected,”Jerran said.
With that we headed out into the tunnels, andonce there we all put on our night vision goggles so that we couldsee. The group moved rather slowly. Calling it a fast walk would bea stretch. Jerran explained to me that they had to go at a gentlespeed in order to focus on their telepathic scanning. This slowtravel allowed me time to pick their brains a bit. “Major, I have afew questions for you while we walk, if you do not mind, while itis safe.”
“Certainly, sir,” he replied.
I wondered where to start. I decided it mightbe best to start with simple, practical questions. “Okay, you toldme the command word for the wands; I assume that means you can readthe writing on them?” I asked.
“Yes, sir, and so can you,” he answered.“Sir, these wands and staves are controlled by force of will. Youaim them by looking at your target and willing the wand to hit it.You control the strength of the bolt by how forcefully you will itto be, and you read the command words merely by willing them into alanguage you can read. Try it, sir. Take out a wand and focus onthe writing, and will it to be understandable.”
Well, that did not seem logical, willingwords to be readable, but it did fit everything else they saidabout the wands. So I pulled one out and attempted to do just that.It took a few minutes but suddenly the writing was clear and Icould easily read the command word. “Incredible,” I said with aslight gasp.
In response I heard a slight giggle out ofKellyn. “Sir, that was exactly my reaction.”
Excellent; not only had I learned how to readthe command words on the wands, I had also managed to crack the icea bit in this group. “Well then, something does not make any sense.If the wands are this easy to use, why did the young Magus I foughtin the corridor appear shocked when I used the wand on him?”
“Well, sir, you’re right. Something does notmake sense and it has bothered all of us,” was Jerran’s reply. Heseemed to catch himself, and the look on his face indicated that hehad not meant to say that out loud.
“Go on, Major,” I prompted.
“It’s just that … well, sir, don’t take thiswrong, but you should not exist,” was his reply. He paused togather his thoughts and I waited for him to continue. “Sir, as youno doubt know the Black Adders are a group of master-level psionicssent here to determine if there was any way to protect against orblock psionic powers, especially telepathic powers. What you maynot know is that we are not merely one group; we are all that thereis. That is to say, anyone who ever reached any degree ofsignificant psionic power was sent here. You see, the colonydoubles as quarantine to protect the Empire from us. Sure, thereare much lesser psionics out there, such as Larath on your ship, alow-level empath.They pose no real danger to the Empire, unlike us,apparently. The problem is, sir: given what you can do, you shouldhave been sent here a long time ago. Not only that, but yourthought shield is what we were sent here to discover, and failed todo.”
“What do you mean, ‘failed?’ You seem tosuccessfully hide from the Magi.”
“Not like you do, sir. You turn completelyinvisible to all sensors. We merely trick the sensors into thinkingwe are something else. In addition, your thought shield completelyblocks our telepaths’ ability to read you, something no one hasbeen able to do before, not even the Magi. You asked if we wouldaccept you as one of us, when in reality you should have been oneof us to begin with and imprisoned here long ago.”
Just when I thought I was getting somewhere,they had to toss all this in. The colony was a prison disguised asa psionic research center disguised as a bioresearch lab? No wonderthey seemed a bit reserved with me. Based on what they were saying,I should have been locked up with them, not be a ranking officer onthe flagship of the Imperial Fleet. “Well, I assure you that I knewnothing about this, but what you said does raise a question. If younever succeeded in creating a thought shield, how did you know thatI could do it and what I call it?” That question seemed to catchthem all off guard. It was like catching a child with his hand inthe cookie jar.
“I am sorry, sir,” started Gafar. “When wepulled you from the fight, I probed your mind to make sure you wereon our side. Of course at that time I could not read you becauseyou had your thought shield up, but later when you were just wakingup I was listening for your thoughts, and your first one was, ‘Ineed to get my thought shield back up’ and then you disappearedfrom my ability to read you.”
“Good work, Gafar,” I said. I did not likethe idea of being probed like that but I needed to keep the unityof the group. “I would have done exactly the same in yourposition.”
Suddenly they all froze in place. Iremembered what they had said about that back when we started outso I too froze, and made sure my thought shield was as effective asI could make it. Then I saw a thin wall of light coming down thecorridor at great speed. No one moved, so I too stayed put. As thelight passed over each of the Black Adders I briefly saw them turninto little pebbles. Then as the light passed over me I saw myselfcompletely disappear. The light passed through me as if I was notthere, not even a shadow. As soon as the light passed out of sightI turned to Gafar and asked, “Did they see us?”
Gafar looked a bit surprised at the question,but answered, “No, sir, not at all. But I did sense that they arefervently searching for you. Apparently you have them greatlyworried. I expect we will see the Greenskins increasing theirpatrols looking for you. Sir, if I may be so bold, how did you knowwhen to ask that question?”
“That is an odd question, Gafar. I merelywaited until the light from their scan passed out of view,” Iresponded.
“Light, sir? There was no visible light. Sir,are you saying you can actually see their scans?” asked Gafar.
“You cannot?” was my feeble reply.
“Sir, if you do not mind, can you tell usexactly what you saw?” asked Major Jerran.
“Sure. There was a very thin wall of lightthat came down the corridor and passed over us. As it passed overeach of you, you briefly turned into pebbles. When it reached me itpassed over me as if I was not there at all. It continued down thecorridor and out of sight. What did you see?”
“Nothing, sir. The telepaths can sense itcoming, but none of us can actually see it,” answered MajorJerran.
As we started walking again I asked, “If youcould not see it and only Gafar, Darnath and Luke could sense it,how did you know when to stop?”
“Sir, Gafar warned us telepathically. Hecannot warn you the same way because of your shield, and it is toodangerous for you to lower it at this time,” was Jerran’sreply.
So that explained why they were so quietunless I was talking to them. They communicated telepathically.“Okay, so how does this all relate back to the wand? And how come Iwas not sent here with you?” I asked.
“Well, sir, your second question we cannotanswer, but the first is simple. You see, only either amaster-level psionic or a Magus can use the wand. The ability tofocus one’s willpower is an extremely rare knack that one must beborn with. The Magi thought, as we did, that all the people in theEmpire that could pull off such a feat were already here. When youpulled out and used the wand, your attempt should have failed.”
“Perhaps that is why the Magi attacked herefirst,” I said.
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“Well, it sounds like the Black Adders arethe greatest single threat to the Magi, and as such a surpriseattack on them in the first battle would be the most logical move,”was my answer. “The Magi must be wondering how many more BlackAdder cells are out there, since I apparently shattered their ideathat you were all that existed.”



Chapter Fourteen


We traveled for a while in silence as Ithought over all the new information I had. I had a lot morequestions to ask but wanted to sift through the data a bit first.Suddenly, I saw Darnath jogging back towards us, and Luke camejogging up from behind.
“Greenskin patrol, twenty strong, headingthis way,” he reported.
“Sir, we should hide. Right now the Magi haveno idea where you are. If we fight, then this hallway will beflooded with reinforcements,” suggested Major Jerran.
“I agree, but where?” I asked.
Then they all gathered up tight near a walland pulled me in. Next I saw Andreya waving her arms around in theair as if drawing something with both hands. Soon after, asemi-transparent rock wall appeared and completely surrounded us.It was not long after that I saw the Greenskins coming down thecorridor. I held my breath as they filed past at a fast march. Oncethey were out of sight, I saw Andreya relax a little and the walldisappeared.
“Amazing. I take it all they saw was a rockoutcropping?” I asked.
“Exactly, sir, and if they reached out totouch it, they would have felt it too. Their own minds make itreal,” answered Andreya.
That was probably the same thing the Magi hadbrought against us in orbit. It was not a new weapon at all; justone that the Empire had decided to keep secret and confine to thisplanet, a move which could end up being the worst tactical mistakeof this century.
“So then are the Magi also master-levelpsionics?” I asked as we resumed our walk.
“No, sir, we do not know what they are. Onthe surface some of our powers and theirs look similar, but inreality they are extremely different. For example, they can scanfor us, as you saw, but they do not have any other telepathicabilities that we can detect, nor can they block our powers anymore than we can. The only thing that stops us from probing themconstantly for all their information is that they can detect uswhen we do that and locate us instantly. But it’s more than justdifferent powers, it is more like a different form of energycompletely. We do not truly understand how either our powers ortheirs work, but we can tell they are fundamentally different,”answered Jerran.
“No telepathic powers, but earlier you saidthey used a telepath to fake Lieutenant Tom’s message?” Iasked.
“Well, sir, there are different degrees ofMagi, and the most advanced ones break all the rules,” hereplied.
Before I could ask for more information,Darnath came back to the group and said, “The storage depot isahead. It looks like two Magi apprentices are guarding it.”
“You know their ranks?” I asked.
“Not completely, but we have a general idea.It appears that seven older humans rule them, and they are by farthe most powerful. Under those there appear to be a few levels ofpower, and each lower level addresses the people in the levelsabove them as “master”. During the early battles we discovered thenames of a couple of the lower ranks. “Apprentice” appears to bethe lowest,” answered Darnath. Well, that at least explained whothe “Seven” were.
“Well, if there are only two, I want you sixto stay hidden. Right now they probably assume I am the only threaton the planet, and I would like to keep it that way. About how longdo we have from when the two Magi see me until reinforcementsarrive?” I asked.
“On average it takes them about five to sevenminutes to respond, sir,” answered Gafar. “But that assumes theyare completely unprepared. They can be anywhere in less than aminute if they are fully prepared to move.”
“Okay, then: the instant it is safe to do so,charge in there, get all the explosives you can carry and get out.I will be looking for detonators and timers. If anything happens donot wait for me. Head down this corridor and hide when you get farenough to be safe. If I do not show myself in fifteen minutes,carry on the mission without me,” I ordered.
“Yes, sir,” was the reluctant reply.
I drew out two of my wands, one in each hand,took a deep breath to steady myself, and then slipped around thecorner to where the guards were. The instant I could see them Ifired both wands, one at each of them in rapid succession. Both ofthem were caught completely off-guard and were killed instantly. Ithen turned both wands on the door and fired again, blowing thedoor wide open. As soon as I was sure the room was secure I wavedthe Black Adders in and started grabbing anything that looked likea timer or detonator.
“Here they come,” whispered Gafar.
“Get out,” I ordered.
Everyone sprinted down the hall a mere fewseconds ahead of me. Before I got far I felt an icy cold chill onmy back. When I turned and looked I saw one of the older Magistanding with staff in hand just a few meters behind me.
“Pity you have to die, Vydor. Had you beenborn amongst us you would have been a great power,” he said.
Not wasting any time, I pointed both wands athim. He did not seem at all worried about it and casually loweredhis staff. I quickly re-aimed my wands at the ceiling and fired twobolts, causing it to collapse. When the dust cleared the corridorwas completely blocked off and he was nowhere to be found. I ran tocatch up with the Black Adders.
As I rounded a corner I saw them tucked tightagainst a wall with a translucent rock wall in front of them. As Iapproached them, Darnath reached out and pulled me in whilegesturing to be quiet. Almost as soon as I was behind the wall, asquad of Greenskins came running down the hall heading in thedirection I had just come from. They passed us without even aglance.
“It is clear,” said Gafar.
“We need to get out of here quickly. It willnot be long before this whole area is filled with Greenskinpatrols,” I said.
Darnath took off on point as before and weall moved out. The next hour was spent constantly hiding from scansand dodging patrols. We traveled deeper and deeper into what lookedlike older and less-used pathways. Eventually we reached a smallhollow just off the main path. “Gafar, is anyone near us at all?” Iasked.
“No, sir, we appear to have completelyavoided their search net,” was his reply.
“Excellent. Rest here in this hollow then,and we should eat while we still can,” I ordered.
For a while it was quiet as we feasted on thefood the Black Adders had been stealing from the Magi. Each of themlooked scared, tired and spent. I wondered if they would have thefortitude to carry on. We had too much information on the Magi now;we had to get off this planet with it.
“Sir, can I ask you something?” askedGafar.
“Certainly, feel free to ask whatever is onyour mind,” I replied.
“Well, sir, we know that just as we got awayone of the Seven appeared in the hallway. What happened?” heasked.
“Not much, really. He said something abouthow it was time for me to die as I pointed my wands at him. He didnot seem at all concerned about the wands, so I blasted the ceilingover his head instead, which caused part of the tunnel to collapse.I do not know what happened to him, only that when the dust settledhe was gone. I assume he was either killed by the rubble, or wasjust on the other side of it. After that, I ran until I saw you,”was my reply.
“That was a smart move, sir,” started Gafar.“The Seven have a way to block the wands; they seem to catch themwith either their hands or their staves. Had you tried that youwould be dead now. At least one of them seems to be completelyimmune to any wand or staff attack.”
“Catch them?” I asked.
“Yes, sir. We found out in our fights withthem that not even staves can generate enough power to overcomethis ability of theirs,” he replied.
“You know, I wish I could have seen yoursquad in action against the Magi. I bet it was a sight to behold,”I said, hoping to instill some pride.
“Oh, it was, sir,” called out Kellyn. “Theywere brilliant!”
“Sir, if you want, I can show you,” saidDarnath. “You would just have to let down your thought shieldenough for me to show you.”
“Is that safe? I thought you said never tolet it down?” I asked.
“Sir, Gafar and Luke will alert us if anyonelooks our way, and while I do not know how you create your thoughtshield, I suspect you can crack it just enough to let me in withoutgiving away our position,” answered Darnath.
I thought about it for a minute. On one handI did not like the idea of letting a telepath poke around my head,but on the other hand I suspected this was a test. “Very well, giveme a moment and I will see what I can think of,” I replied.
I envisioned my thought shield as a rocksphere around me, completely and totally protecting me fromeverything, with no doors or windows. Then I pictured a door on it,and I cracked it just a little. Just on the other side of the doorI saw what I knew to be Darnath, but he looked more like a spiritthan a person. He was holding a box. I reached out and took itinside my sphere, closing and erasing the door behind me. I openedthe box to look inside when out of it came what looked like aholographic movie which wrapped around me. Suddenly I was elsewhere…



Chapter Fifteen


I was crouched behind a makeshift barricadefiring my wands for all they were worth. Bolts of energy wereflying all around us as the Greenskins advanced on our position.Humans were coming up behind them using portable shields to protectthemselves from our weapons. They fired through the ranks of theGreenskins, not seeming to care if they killed a few of them in theprocess. As they slowly approached it became evident that there wasno way to stop them. There were just too many of the Greenskins,and we could not penetrate the shields the humans were using.
A loud, gruff voice called out from behindme, “We will make our stand here! They will not reach the primarycomputer core! This far and no further will they come! Today theywill learn the true strength of an Imperial soldier!”
I recognized the voice to be that of GeneralTizar, head of the colony’s security forces. I knew we wereoutgunned and outnumbered, but still that brief speech helpedbolster my confidence and bravery. I looked over at Andreya who wasnext to me behind the barricade. “Andreya, remember the idea wetalked about a few months ago, the one where we combine ourpowers?”
“Yes, Darnath. Now is a good time to find outif it would work,” she replied.
“Indeed,” I replied. I put down my wands andfocused all my power on the approaching army of Greenskins. Idumped on them all my personal fear and feelings of helplessness. Iassaulted them mentally with all the power I could muster. Andreyaused her powers to alter the appearance of the Greenskins, makingthem think that we had rushed their line and were in amongst them.It worked beautifully. Their advance halted and they turned on eachother. The humans behind them were screaming out orders, trying toget control of the situation but the Greenskins were overcome byfear of each other and did not respond. Soon all of them weremassacred, bodies piled everywhere.
“Well done, Andreya,” I said.
“Thank you, but they still keep coming,” shesaid.
All the Greenskins were gone, but the humanskept advancing. Andreya and I were too drained to try anotherattack like we did to the Greenskins, so we grabbed up some wandsand fired for all we were worth. The shield line of humans justkept inching forward. It seemed we were doomed when a largeexplosion ripped through a section of wall between our position andthe advancing humans. Then suddenly all the bodies of theGreenskins lifted off the ground and flew right at the humans!
The last of my fellow Black Adders pouredthrough the breach in the wall wielding all their psionic powers inperfect unison. “Charge!” came the command and we all rushed forth.It was strange to follow flying bodies into battle, but theysucceeded in breaking through the shield wall. For the first timesince the invasion we were winning! As we reached the formerposition of the humans many of us ditched our wands and took up themore powerful staves that the enemy had recently started usingagainst us. Just when we thought we had them on the run, the othersappeared.
The Seven, as we took to calling them. Theyseemed to be the greatest of the Magi, and ruled over them. Theyjust stood in the middle of the corridor with no protection.“Shields!” came an order from someone, and everyone who couldgrabbed up shields from the fallen Magi and formed a wall with themin front of us. Just as we got our shield in place they started tofire. The shields held, but we had no opening to fire back. Itseemed we would be locked in this stalemate until the shieldsfinally gave out, but then one of the Seven stopped firing and spunhis staff around until it was vertical and while chanting slammedit into the ground. The force of that blow shook the veryfoundations of the colony and sent us flying. The shield wall wasbroken and they proceeded to pound us with their bolts. Screams ofdying people were all around me as I lifted a shield back intoplace and began to return fire. Soon others began to do the same,using the small area of safety I had created. One of thetelekinetics behind me started throwing shields at the Seven, buttwo of them successfully blocked everything thrown at them. Thenthe one in the front traced a semicircle towards us in the airwhile chanting. Suddenly an arc of energy leaped forward andslammed into us. I was thrown against the wall, and then everythingwent dark …
I gasped for breath as suddenly I was back inthe hollow with the Black Adders. The room was still spinning abit, and my body ached from where I had been hit during the battle… but it was not I who had fought that battle, it was Darnath. Mymind reeled, and when I got my senses back I looked at everyoneagain. I felt as if I knew them better. I recognized all of themfrom that fight. They had all been there by my side; well, byDarnath’s side. “Oh, wow … I feel as if I was there,” I said.
“Yes, sir. I gave you a copy of my memory ofthe event, so in a way you were there. You experienced everythingthat I did, and know everything that I know about that battle,”said Darnath.
“What happened after that?” I asked. I neededto know more.
“Well, sir, I was the first to recover,”started Kellyn. “I heard sounds of fighting further down the hall,but knew I had to tend to the wounded first. I could only find fiveother survivors. I treated their wounds as best I could there inthe hallway. I was not able to do much before more of the Magi cameback and found us. Jerran ordered us to run as he opened fire witha staff he had recovered. To everyone’s surprise he did not shootat the Magi, but rather the wall next to them. This ruptured theside of the colony and opened the chamber to the outsideatmosphere, sucking the Magi out in the process. We were far enoughaway to be saved by one of the colony’s airlocks, which slid shutand kept us alive. From there we worked our way back to the centralcomputer core, hoping to unite with anyone that was left. By thetime we reached it the battle was over. There was nothing butbodies and pieces of bodies everywhere. We tried to find …” At thatpoint she broke down crying. Andreya did her best to comfort her,and everyone was quiet for a while.
“Black Adders, I am greatly impressed andproud to know you. General Tizar was right; you showed them what anImperial soldier really is: strong, unwavering, loyal and fearless.You kept fighting, even when it was obvious you could not win. Evennow, months later, you are still fighting. You could have given uplong ago, but instead you held out. First it was to get informationto Tom and his forces, then to my squad and now finally you areattempting to get to the gate and cut off all hope of retreat bythe Magi.” I paused and looked them over, then said, “As rankingbattlefield officer I hereby award you all with the Medal of Honor.You are without question some of the finest men and women thisEmpire has ever produced!”
They all looked stunned, but squared theirshoulders. A little bit of pride and strength seemed to creep backinto them. “Now then, let’s clean up this camp and get to thatgate.” More than ever I wanted to get them safely off this rock. Ilooked at Darnath and asked, “Did you detect any indication thatthey suspected I was not alone?”
“No, sir. As far as we can tell, your planworked. They think it is still only you,” he responded.
“Good. So they must know there are only threelogical places for me to go: the central computer, the exit hatchor the gate. They might assume I do not know about the gate, butthat would be a foolish risk. They do not strike me as the type totake unnecessary risks, so we should assume the gate will beguarded and watched. Major Jerran, can you take us around to theopposite side of the gate from the storeroom that we just camefrom?” I asked. “That might put us behind their defenses.”
“Yes, sir, but that will add at least an hourto the walk. From here I would estimate four or five hours until wereach the gate,” was his reply.
“Fine. Take us that way and stop us about anhour before the gate for a final rest and preparations,” I ordered.As I leaned on my right arm in an attempt to stand, a blinding painshot through me causing me to fall back to the ground where I wassitting.
Darnath noticed immediately and asked, “Sir,what’s wrong?”
“Aah, I think I dislocated my shoulder, I amnot sure how. No matter; if you will just help me pop it back in, Iwill be fine to travel,” I said through gritted teeth.
Then Kellyn came over, smiled at me and said,“Sir, just relax. This won’t hurt a bit.” I doubted that her petiteframe could support enough muscle power to readjust my shoulder,but even more I doubted that it would not hurt! Ah, well, I hadbetter cooperate; she was, after all, their medic. She knelt infront of me and closed her eyes, placed her right hand behind myshoulder, and pressed her left hand ever so gently on the front ofmy shoulder. I assumed that she was about to examine it, but then Ifelt warmth passing between her hands and moving through my body.Her hands had a faint pink glow about them, as if they weregenerating the heat themselves, and instinctively I wanted to jerkaway, but I was paralyzed by her touch. I felt my bones move andshift back into place. She then looked up directly into my eyes andI felt a connection that I had never known before. Instantly it wasas if she could see through to my inner most being and I could seehers. Hers was a beautiful pool of color that shimmered constantly,but I feared what she saw in mine. I knew what was there. A look ofhorror passed over her face, and then it was replaced by stubborndetermination. She started to say something, but before she couldspeak Darnath warned us that a Magi scan was nearing us. Fearingshe would not be able to react in time, I quickly reached out toher, pulled her close to my body and envisioned my thought shieldexpanding to surround both of us. I got it up barely in time, amere second before the light from the scan passed over us.
Once it passed, I tried to stand but got verylight-headed, and once more fell to the ground. This time Kellynwas there to slow my fall. “Now what is wrong with me?” Iasked.
“Sir, you overextended yourself by hiding mefrom the scan,” answered Kellyn, who started digging in herpack.
“Sir, from what you have told us I assume youhaven’t used your powers very much before coming here, and sincecoming here you have been using them non-stop. That alone would bepushing your mental strength to the limit, but then to extend yourshield to cover Kellyn …well, until just a minute ago I thoughtthat was impossible. It must have been very difficult, and it hasexhausted you,” stated Darnath.
“Here, sir. This will help clear your head abit,” said Kellyn as she handed me what looked like a bar ofchocolate.
“Candy?” I asked.
“Yes, sir. We discovered a while back thatthere is a chemical compound that your body depletes as you useyour powers. We can manufacture it, but it tastes horrible. So Iprefer to disguise it in candy. It is no substitute for a good mealand rest, but it will help you get by until we can manage that,”answered Kellyn.
After eating the candy bar, I did feel betterand was able to stand. “Amazing, my arm feels like it was neverhurt. No wonder they call you a master healer!” I said. “But how inthe world did I get hurt in the first place?”
“Sorry, sir, I should have known that wouldhappen,” started Darnath. “When I transferred my memory of thebattle to you, your mind completely re-enacted the fight. For mostpeople that is the extent of it, but for those of us who are morepsychically sensitive, the re-enactment often extends to themuscles. You see, when I hit that wall I broke my collarbone, sowhen that happened your body must have had a muscle spasm whichthrew your shoulder out of joint.”
“I see. Well, since that is now all behindus, let’s get moving,” I said. I was not sure how I felt about whathad just happened, not only with my shoulder but also with Kellyn.For the moment I would just move on to the next step and put itaway to think about later. I noticed that Kellyn began walking muchcloser to me after our encounter. She seemed a bit worried aboutme. I wanted to blame her concern on my recent collapse, but theimage burned into my mind was that look of horror I had seen on herface. She saw something when she fixed my shoulder that had hervery worried about me. There was only one thing that I could thinkof which that might be, but surely she did not think she couldfight the dark figure who waited for me?



Chapter Sixteen


We moved out and traveled in silence for awhile. There was something that had been on my mind, and thisseemed like a good time to ask about it. “Major Jerran, when thefirst of the Magi spoke to us, he called his group the Magi; later,when I met you, you also referred to them as the Magi; yet as faras I know Larath coined that name a couple of weeks ago and it wasknown only by a few select members of the Dragon Claw’s crew. Sohow did that name get known here?”
“Sir, forgive me, but the better question is: How did Larath know that name?” was his answer.
“What do you mean by that?” I asked.
“Well, sir, we call them the Magi, becausewhen our telepaths probed them we learned that is what they callthemselves. This was long before even Lieutenant Tom arrived,” heanswered.
“I see your point,” I said and nothingfurther was spoken about that. This was not the first time a threadof information had led back to Larath. What part did he play in allthis? I was still missing some key piece of information. I knewthere was some piece of data that, once known, would shed a lighton the rest of what we knew and would make sense of it. I had noidea where to find it, however. Then I remembered the book Icarried with me. It was written in a language that looked similarto that on the wands. Maybe that was a clue.
“Major, the writing on the wands and staves,do you ever see it elsewhere?” I asked.
“Yes, sir, but only on their clothing andsome of their jewelry,” he answered.
“Then this is not their primary writtenlanguage, I assume?” I prompted.
“No, sir. They have another language forthat. It looks somewhat similar but we cannot read it,” heanswered. He paused a moment then continued, “One of our latemembers could read it. He learned it by telepathically stealing theinformation from one of the Magi, but he was killed before he couldpass it on.”
“If he could do it then can Darnath, Luke, orGafar also do it?” I asked.
“Yes, sir, but not without giving away ourposition to the Magi,” he answered.
“Well, it is good to know it is an option, ifa dangerous one,” I said. I was about to ask about the book when wecaught up with Darnath.
“Sir, this is the last safe place to rest.Just around the corner is an automated security checkpoint. Once wepass that we will be about ninety minutes from the gate, but underconstant threat from patrols and surveillance,” reportedDarnath.
“Okay, then set up camp here and let’s haveone more meal. We do not know when our next chance will be,” Iordered. As everyone got busy I turned to Darnath and asked, “Canwe get by this checkpoint undetected?”
“Yes, sir. We will be able to walk rightthough it. Your thought shield will make you completely invisibleto it, and we have our own methods that work as well,” heanswered.
“How does my thought shield render meinvisible to electronic sensors?” I asked.
“Well, sir, we do not know for sure becausethere is no way to measure or record what happens, but whenpsionics decide to use their powers to hide, they disappear fromall sensors as well. The prevailing theory is that the body’snatural electromagnetic field is somehow being affected, thusrendering the sensors useless,” he answered.
“Interesting. So then let me ask you this, ifI had on my shoulder a standard navy issue medical alert patch andput up my thought shield, what would happen?” I asked.
“Well, sir, the patch would lose its abilityto read you, so all your vital signs would register zero and thepatch would assume you were dead,” he answered. “Sir, I take it youask because that happened?”
“Yes, and that is exactly what happened.Well, at least that mystery is solved,” I said. “Okay, everyonebring me what you were able to get from the storeroom and I willsee if I can figure out how to make a nice bomb.”
“Sir, if you do not mind, I think I shouldtake care of that since I am a demolitions expert,” Major Jerransaid with a hint of fear in his voice. Perhaps he was worried how Iwould react to that statement.
“Absolutely. I have some training, but deferto your superior skill,” I said and passed him all that I had.“Please make a timer that will give us fifteen seconds onceactivated,” I ordered. Then a thought occurred to me. “I shouldhave realized you would have demolitions training. With yourtelekinetic skill you can place the explosives easily with a levelof safety far beyond that of the average person.”
“Yes, sir, all telekinetics are required toget certified as demolitions experts for that very reason,” hereplied and then got to work on sorting out the jumble of parts wehad given him.
“Sir, I need to tell you something more aboutthe path ahead,” said Darnath.
“Speak freely, Darnath,” I prompted.
“Well, sir, the corridor is likely to haveaudio sensors to record any sound. So we will have to be as quietas possible, as our powers will have no impact on such recordings,”he said. He looked like he wanted to say more but kept quiet.
“Go on, Darnath, do not be afraid to talk tome. We are in this together and it is important that we keepcommunications open,” I said.
“Sir, well … if you don’t mind, I will letKellyn explain since it is her idea,” he said.
“Very well, Kellyn, I am all ears,” Iprompted, wondering what was up.
“Well, sir, please forgive us but when wefirst met up with you we weren’t sure what to think of you. Ofcourse we would follow the chain of command, there was no questionabout that; but you were an outsider to us, and we did not know ifwe could truly trust you. We have been imprisoned in this colonyfor a very long time, some of us all our lives, and that does notexactly breed trust for official representatives of the Empire.”She paused here. They were clearly worried about how I was going toreact to all this. I just waited quietly, doing my best to give noindication of how I felt about this admission. Then she continued,“Sir, back in the tunnel when I healed your shoulder I probed muchdeeper into you than I should have, but we had to know what kind ofperson you really were at the core. You have all the indications ofa psychic, but you were not imprisoned with us. We had begun towonder if maybe you were a plant by the Magi, or somethingworse.”
She paused again, as if afraid to continue. Iremembered the memory that Darnath gave me of her. She alwaysappeared timid, yet when it came down to fight or flight she stoodwith the best of them. Eventually she continued, “Sir, I know itwas wrong to probe you like that but the connection we made while Ihealed you was the first time any of us could see behind yourthought shield and I was sure it was our only chance to find outfor sure who you really were.” She stopped there and locked gazeswith me, and seemed to gain confidence. “Sir, I learned that youare exactly what you represented yourself as, and more. We know nowthat we could have trusted you completely from the start.” Shestopped there and waited. They were all waiting for myreaction.
“Kellyn, well done,” I said. “If we were backon the Dragon Claw I would request that you be promoted to my team.You saw a small window of opportunity and used it. Most peoplewould have hesitated, and with that scan so close behind when youhealed me, the chance would have been lost for good,” I responded.I did not like all this probing, but if I had been in her positionI would have done exactly the same thing and I needed to keep thatin mind. She saw a golden opportunity and took it. It was exactlythe kind of thing I tried so hard to teach my men back on the ship.The fact that I had been the target did not change that, and Icould not let that interfere with my judgment.
“There is more, sir,” started Gafar.
“Go on,” I said. Now what?
“Well, sir, we have known for some time nowthat we can safely bring you into our telepathic communicationslink. You see, when Darnath gave you that memory it was really afinal test to be sure we could.” He paused, and then continued, “Wedid not mention this before because we felt we needed a way to talkthat you could not hear in case you were not what you appeared tobe. But now we know you are trustworthy and you definitely have thegift of psionic abilities, though untrained; so we can bring youinto that communications network.”
I thought about this for a while. These BlackAdders kept proving to be a lot more resourceful than I gave themcredit for. I looked at each of them, lingering briefly on Kellyn.I could not get that look of horror out of my mind. If we ever gottime alone, I would have to ask her about it. “Seeing that we willhave to be silent for the rest of the journey, this is good timing.What do I need to do?”
“Well, sir, all you have to do is let mereach you through your shield in the same way as you did withDarnath. You see, only telepaths can communicate telepathically. Sowhat I do is act as a communications hub linking up all the mindsin our little squad. It will make more sense once we connect, sojust let me through your shield and I will take care of the rest,”Gafar said.
Well, this would be interesting. I envisioneda small room inside my thought shield, and in that room I pictureda table and chairs for us all to sit at. Then I created a doorthrough the shield to that room and set it to allow Gafar and theothers in. As soon as I did this Gafar appeared in one of theseats, and one by one the others appeared in silence. I created athought picture of me in that room and asked, “Are you sure thatthe Magi will not be able to hear us in here?” It was a sillyquestion, but I needed to say something to break the ice.
The image that was Gafar said, “Yes, sir.No one can be part of this that I do not allow.”
With some effort I was able to turn off theimage so that I could focus on the world around me without breakingthe communication channel. “Okay, well, it might take me a whileto get used to talking without saying anything, but I willtry,” I said.
“You will be fine, sir, you’re anatural!” said Kellyn. “Now, I want you to eat anotherchocolate bar. You need to keep your strength up, at least until wecan find a safer place to rest,” she said as she handed me acandy bar.
“Sir, the bomb is ready. This red buttonis the trigger. When we are ready to use it we just connect thebutton here, and press it. Once set you will have around fifteenseconds,” said Major Jerran.
“Around fifteen seconds?” I asked.
“Sorry, sir, but we did not have a timer,so I just used enough fuse line to roughly provide the delay youwanted,” he responded.
Anyone watching us would have been baffled bywhat they saw. We used no audible language but interacted just likepeople who were talking. “Well, that will have to do, then. Ifwe are ready we should move out.” I had lost all track of timedown there and did not know how much time we had left before theDragon Claw began its attack.
As Darnath moved ahead to take the forwardguard position, I felt our net stretch and soon I could see whatDarnath saw ahead of us, and as Luke fell behind to take therearguard position I could see what he saw at the same time. I wassilent for a while as I made sense of seeing through three pairs ofeyes at once. They talked amongst themselves about various optionsin the route we could take, and other mission-related topics. Thefree exchange of ideas between them was a masterful demonstrationof how team planning should work, but never seems to. This mediumof communication seemed to allow a more pure exchange of ideas.They could talk with any combination of the five senses at once, soinstead of just describing an idea, they could show everyone whatthey were picturing.
Ahead through Darnath’s eyes I saw theentrance to the room that contained the gate. There were twoguards, firmly entrenched behind a partial shield wall with wandsat the ready, scanning the corridor in both directions. Darnathwaited for us to catch up.
“I do not like this. They are too wellentrenched there. I doubt we could get past them beforereinforcements arrived,” I said. I checked my gear to see if Ihad any hand-grenades left. I was sure I did not but hoped I waswrong. As I had thought I did not have any, but in looking for themI unintentionally sent the image of my idea to all the BlackAdders.
“Sir, that is a great idea. I can take asmall part of the explosives from the bomb and make one,” saidMajor Jerran.
“Without a timer, how will you detonateit?” I asked.
“Well, sir, the stuff we were able to getfrom the storeroom is notoriously unstable; it should be easy todetonate it with a light blast from a wand.” As he said that Ihad an image in my mind of the explosive drifting down the corridornear the ceiling out of sight, and then myself jumping out andshooting it.
“That sounds … looks … should work,” Isaid, stumbling for the right word to use. “Since the wands aretargeted by sight, can I use the view I have from Darnath’s eyes totarget, or does it have to be mine?”
“Sir, either will work, but you still needa clear line-of-sight path for the bolt to travel,” answeredLuke.
“Okay, here is the plan. Kellyn, you andAndreya will go through the gate first. Andreya, once through thegate use your power to hide the fact that we are all comingthrough. Kellyn will guard you with her wands and should you beattacked she is your best chance of survival until the rest of usarrive.
“Jerran, as soon as you are ready, send inthe bomb,” I ordered. Soon after, I saw the package travelingin the shadows towards the unsuspecting Magi. As soon as it was inplace, I rolled out into the corridor on my belly and fired mywand. When the bolt hit the package there was a bright flash oflight, followed by a loud rumble. I covered my head but could stillsee, thanks to my connection to Darnath.
The bomb destroyed a section of the corridorand the two Magi were dead, but the passage was partly blocked byrubble. I ran forward intending to climb over the pile of rubblewhen I felt myself lifted up and over it. As soon as I was back onmy feet I looked back to see the others flying over, too. It tookme a moment to realize that Major Jerran had lifted us allover.
As soon as everyone was over Andreya andKellyn approached the gate, and Major Jerran began stringing outthe explosives. I felt Andreya focus on the gate and concentrate ona single thought, “A place of safety.” Then in the center ofthe gate a blue, swirling light started to grow until it filled thegate. She and Kellyn charged through, followed by the threetelepaths. As Gafar passed through the gate I lost touch with allof them.
“The bomb is live!” called out Jerran,the last one to pass through the gate.
I started to count down from fifteen in myhead. I had to wait to make sure the bomb was not interfered withbefore I left. Just as I started to count, the pile of rubbleblocking the corridor dissolved and one of the Seven stood there,lowering his staff at me. “You are too late, old man!” Itaunted, knowing that time was up and dove through the gate. WhenAndreya activated it, she did it the same way we used the wands, soI did the same, focusing on Kellyn as my target and hoping for thebest.



Chapter Seventeen


As I entered the gate everything around meturned into an iridescent blue. It was similar to jump space, but Iwas much freer in my movements. It was not like being in a tunnelor a room, more an endless sea of blue. Looking back over myshoulder I saw him again, that black specter that always joined me.This time he was much nearer, and coming for me. Instinctively Iknew that if he reached me I would die, and I could not let my teamdown. I was still holding a wand, so I turned it on him and pouredinto it all my anger over the death of the Dark Knights. The blasthit him and sent him reeling back, just long enough for me to fallthrough the other side of the gate.
As I came through the gate I felt myselffalling towards the floor, but something caught me just in time.Soon I felt the Black Adders silently communicating with me oncemore, all urging me to be quiet and not move. I wanted to scream inpain, as it felt like my back was on fire, but looking throughtheir eyes I saw Andreya maintaining an illusionary wall thatperfectly mirrored the wall behind us, and an old man staring atthe wall as if searching for us. I did my best not to move, noteven to breathe, for what seemed like years and eventually heturned and left.
Once he was gone, I felt myself being loweredto the ground and immediately Kellyn rushed to my side. “Sir, itlooks like you took a hit just before you made it through the gate.You are hurt pretty badly; I will do what I can.” With that Ifelt her warm hands on my back and energy leaving her, passingthrough me. As she worked I lost the communication link with theAdders, but I felt a deeper connection to her. I felt her think,“Sir, I know what demon chases you, and so long as there is anypower left in me, it will never catch you.” Then I had a visionof her standing between myself and that dark specter. She washolding up her staff and glowing brightly while the specter foughtfruitlessly against her.
Then it all faded away and I felt a weight onmy back. Soon I was able to re-establish communication with theBlack Adders, but Kellyn was not there. “She is overtired, sir.We need to find a place for her to rest,” said Jerran.
She was the weight on my back. With Gafar’shelp I was able to get up, and pick her up. “Then let’s find asafe place,” I said. Andreya lowered her illusionary wall andwe began to move out when he appeared again.
It was the same man as before. He was wearinga long, flowing, dark purple robe covered in glowing symbols. Hehad a tall pointed hat and a long white beard. In his hand he helda staff, but one completely unlike the sleek black staves of theMagi. This one looked more like a tree, with a crystal ball on topinstead of leaves.
“Welcome, Black Adders, I have been waitingfor you,” he said in a grandfatherly voice. “The little one needsrest, as do you all. Come, I will show you a safe place.”
With that he turned to leave, and I startedto follow him. The others seemed uncomfortable with this, so I toldthem, “My instincts say we can trust him, and rarely am I wrongabout a person.”
That immediately put them at ease. I got thefeeling from them that the instincts of a Black Adder were farbetter than any scanner. It was then I realized that they hadfinally accepted me as one of their own.
That room exited directly on to a stonespiral staircase. We followed the old man up the stairs to a heavy,wooden door. The door opened by itself with a loud creak as weapproached. The room on the other side resembled a militarybarracks, with a line of four beds down each wall. In the centerwas a large table covered with food and drink. Once we were all inthe room, the man said, “I will return shortly. I must see to yoursafety.” With that, he closed the door and left.
I laid Kellyn down on one of the beds andasked, “Can we do anything for her?”
“No, sir. She just needs to sleep a whileand she should recover completely,” said Major Jerran.
I took some food and pulled up a chair nextto her bed. “Eat up and rest while we can,” I ordered.“Anyone have any idea where we are?”
“Sir, this room is sealed. None of us cansee beyond it. I assume this would also keep anyone from seeing in,so I dare not try to break the seal,” answered Luke.
“Very well. We wait then for ourmysterious host to return,” I said.
We all ate and drank while we waited butthere was not much conversation. No one seemed to like the factthat we had stepped out of one mystery into an even bigger one. Ikept reliving that vision of Kellyn fighting the dark specter. Whatcould it all mean?
“Sir, he is here,” Darnath said justbefore the door opened.
The old man entered the room, and pulled up achair next to the table. After taking a drink he turned to us andsaid, “I know you have many questions for me. Let me see if I cananswer the obvious ones first. My name is Mantis, and you are in mytower. I have been watching the developments of your battles forsome time now, and when you opened the gate I intervened andredirected you here. You would probably like to know where my toweris. Well, that is complicated since it is not known for its abilityto stay in one place. Relative to your understanding, it is best tothink of it as lying on a planet in a different, but similaruniverse.” He stopped, looked at Andreya and said, “I mustcompliment you on your illusion. Masterfully done. I have not seenyour equal in all my travels. Had I not personally redirected yourjourney to my gate, I would have never known you came through.”
Andreya blushed a little and said, “Thankyou, sir.”
“Mantis, you said you were watching thecolony and brought us here. Why?” I asked.
“Well, that is a very long story, but youneed to hear it so I will do my best to be brief.” He paused andrefilled his glass from the jug of mead that was on the table. “Itstarts in a time so far back that no one really knows how long agoit was. At that time the known universe was limited to just oneplanet, and all men could do was guess at the meaning of the lightsin the sky. There were two powerful kingdoms on that planet, one inthe east and one in the west. These two kingdoms hated each other,and were in a constant state of war. They were well matched, andlocked in a stalemate for decades when the Kingdom of the Eastfound the Tome of Power. The Tome of Power was a book thatcontained information on how to tap a power that no one had knowneven existed. It was a kind of energy that flowed through andaround everything. Using the information in the book, it wasdiscovered that some people were gifted with the ability to tap andchannel this power. This gave the Kingdom of the East a powerfulweapon to use against their hated enemy. Seven men were trained inwhat became known as the art of Sorcery. Those seven men wieldedgreat power, the like of which had never been seen before, and theycould conjure up foul beasts from the underworld to do battle forthem. They could even animate the dead to continue to fight. It wasnot long before the Kingdom of the West was completely overthrown.The sorcerers then turned on their own king and seized the thronefor themselves. That ushered in an era of darkness where the entireknown world was forced into slavery. No one could resist theirpower.
“Then one day a young man appeared on thescene. History does not record much about him, but we know that hehad great power of his own. His power surpassed even the combinedpower of the seven sorcerers, effortlessly turning back theirbeasts and spells. The sorcerers never came out to fight him,preferring to send their slaves to do it, but none of them couldhurt him. He took on twelve apprentices to whom he taught his art.Once he felt they were sufficiently trained, he left. History doesnot record where he went, but we do know that the twelve moved toattack the sorcerers with great speed. Five of them were killed inthe battles that followed, but they soon forced the sorcerers intohiding. It was then they took to calling themselves wizards.
“With the sorcerers gone, the seven remainingwizards freed the lands from the dark curses of the sorcerers andissued in an era of peace. The wizards began to train others intheir arts so that there would always be someone around to defendthe lands against the sorcerers should they return. The long andunbroken peace lulled the wizards into a false sense of safety, andthey became lax in their vigil. Secretly the sorcerers returned,and following the example of the wizards began training others intheir arts. Then one day they struck. Instead of just sevensorcerers there were hundreds, and they brought all kinds of foulcreatures with them. The wizards rallied to defend the land butwere forced to retreat from the northern continent.
“That brings us to where we sit today. TheSecond Great War between the wizards and the sorcerers is stuck ata perpetual stalemate. Both sides are scrambling to find someadvantage over the other, and it seems we are doomed to relive thehistory all over again.”
“Okay, let me take a guess. The ones we callthe Magi, you call sorcerers?” I asked.
“The title ‘Magi’ has been taken to refer toanyone who can tap the energy, so both wizards and sorcerers areconsidered to be Magi.”
“So it seems your war has spilled over intoour Empire. Why?” I asked.
“Remember how this all started, how theKingdom of the East and the Kingdom of the West were locked in astalemate until the Tome of Power was found? The sorcerers aretrying to repeat that feat now to break this stalemate. We do notknow what they are looking for, or why they think they can find itin your Empire, but they are searching for something they thinkwill give them the edge again. Of course that means we are doingeverything we can to discover what they are looking for and claimit before they do. The obvious question to ask next is why wewatched your fight with them and did not help. After all, the enemyof an enemy is a friend.” He paused to take out a small box from ahidden pocket in his robe. “Well, the answer is simple; to do sowould devastate your lands. Let me show you something.” He traced asquare in the air that somehow turned into a window. The view outthe window was not something you would ever want to see. It was awar-torn land that looked like it could never again support life.The window faded and he said, “If we come and meet them in battlethere, all your worlds could look like that.” He let that commenthang in the air.
I knew the power of the sorcerers, and if thewizards were equally powerful, then Mantis’ fear could very well berealized. “So the alternative is to sit back and hope you find thisnew weapon before they do?” I asked.
“Not a good plan, I know, but until recentlyit was the best plan we had.” He stopped and sighed. I could tellhe was about to ask us to do something distasteful to him. “Thereis a better plan, but it will require all of you, and could verywell be the death of you.”
“Mantis, we are Imperial soldiers. Death willnot deter us from defending the Empire. It is obvious your enemyhas made us an enemy, making us your friend for now. What is yourplan?” I asked.
“In this box are seven rings. These are notordinary rings, as you might guess. If you take them from the boxand put them on, you will be signifying your acceptance of myproposal.” He pushed the box towards me, paused and looked us over.“Until recently, we knew nothing of your Empire or of any of theother nations existing in your universe. About fifty years ago wediscovered that the sorcerers had begun to take an interest in you,so we investigated. At that time we saw no evidence that there wereany Magi in your realm, so we were baffled by the sorcerers’interest. We assumed they must be looking for reinforcements. Soonafter, we discovered why they were searching your realm so heavily,and this worried us, so we began to study you closely. It was thenthat we learned of the Black Adders, and realized that any move thesorcerers made in your realm would start with them. So we planted aspy on the colony to monitor the situation for us. When thesorcerers made their move and took over the colony, our spy waskilled with the rest. We thought the Black Adders had been wipedout. This was very troubling, as there was no one left in yourrealm capable of defending it. So we began searching for a planthat could save your realm without jeopardizing our owndefenses.
“Well, I won’t bore you with the details; Iwill just say we came up with no plan that you would like. That allchanged the day we discovered Vydor. It was obvious to us that hewas gifted with the power to be a Magus, so we began to watcheverything unfold. Then when he met up with the six of you, we hadour answer.” He stopped to drink some more. “I should clearsomething up first; what you call psionics and what we call magicis one and the same. You are all Magi in your own right. Untrainedand inexperienced, but that will all come with time. What we areproposing to you is that you seven form a new Council of Wizardsfor your realm. This is not a position to take lightly. If youagree to it, everything that you are and believe will change. Asthe ruling Council of Wizards you will answer to no mortal. Youwill have to break your allegiance to your Empire, your families,and everyone else. You will stand alone with only each other todepend on. This is important to ensure that the Council can actalways in the best interest of the entire realm, and not just thoseof one political group.
“A Council of Wizards has three primaryobjectives. First and foremost is to prevent the sorcerers fromever getting a foothold in your realm. Should they ever get afoothold, you must do everything in your power to remove them.Second, you need to master all aspects of magic, not just each ofyour specialties. Finally, you must maintain absolute authority andpower over all forms and uses of magic in your realm. To accomplishall this you will eventually need to raise an army of wizards, andappoint them to control sections of your realm, with wizards intraining under them as their replacements. We can provide you withthe details of how we worked all that out here. That will get youstarted, but you will probably need to tailor it to your realm. Theresult of this will be to force the sorcerers into a war on twofronts and give both of us the edge we need to win safety for bothour realms. If you should all accept our proposal, I will appointVydor as grandmaster of the Council, in keeping with the ranks youhave already established.” He paused and looked around the room. Noone said anything, as we were trying to digest what he hadsaid.
Then he looked at me and said, “Vydor, youhave already surpassed the others with the little bit of power youhave learned to use. You see, each of you has all the powers of theothers, and more. You just need proper training to unlock them.” Hestopped there and looked like he was waiting for a reply.
“All this assumes they do not find thisweapon they are looking for,” I said.
“Of course both our forces will have tosearch constantly for that, too. If it is what they think it is,then whoever finds it wins the war.” He paused there and thencontinued, “It also assumes that each of you has a strong moralcore which extends well beyond our primary objectives. You must allswear to strive to do good in every way, without counting the cost.Based on what I know of each of you I am not concerned about this,but it must be said.”
“What if they have the same idea and plant aCouncil of Sorcerers?” I asked.
“Then we risk them raising a second army ofsorcerers, which would force us back into a stalemate, this timewith both our realms devastated by the war. That is why they mustnever get a permanent foothold in your realm. The lives of everyonein your realm and ours depend on your preventing that,” was hisreply.
“Assuming that we accept this burden, how dowe get back there, and what will our first move be?” I asked.
“The plan is simple. Right now the sorcerersthink you are all dead. We will wait for the planet to be destroyedby your armies, which I consider a most devious plan! They have noidea that it is coming because they do not consider floating rocksto be a threat. The confusion of the forced rapid withdrawal, andthe devastation to their number caused by it will give us anopportunity to slip you back into your realm unnoticed,” was hisresponse. “After that you must work to build your own power quicklywhile trying to find out what you can about this weapon they seek.As yet, you lack the skill to combat them, so you must avoid anydirect confrontation until you have sufficient knowledge to put upa fight. This may mean letting them take over another planet andgetting a small foothold. I know that contradicts what I havealready said, but we have to face reality. If you met them in adirect fight now, you would all be killed, and that would hand therealm over to them.” He stood and looked around the room again,then continued, “Now I know I have given you a lot of informationto consider. I will leave you to talk about it alone.” He pulled asmall bell out of another hidden pocket and said, “Ring this bellwhen you are ready for me to return. Until then you are safe here.Rest, eat, and think.” With that he left the room.
I could tell no one was really sure what todo next, so I reached out mentally to the others and said,“Everyone, eat and get some sleep. I do not want anyone to talkabout this right now. Each of you must think about what we havebeen told. We will meet back around this table in twelve hours. Atthat time we will discuss this idea fully and freely without regardto rank. When Kellyn wakes, I will brief her on what has transpiredwhile she rested.”



Chapter Eighteen


I stood and walked back to where Kellyn wassleeping. I moved my bed next to hers in such a way that no onecould get to her without waking me first. Then I climbed into bedand began to integrate all the new information I had into the weavethat I had started when this mission began. That seemed like alifetime ago now. I slowly slipped deeper and deeper into mythoughts, and lost all connection with the outside world.
The problem with all this new information wasthat no matter what happened now, I could never go back to justbeing Commander Vydor. That life, that once held so much promisefor a shining career in the Imperial Navy, had ended. Indeed, whatI had learned and experienced during this mission had shatteredmany of the beliefs I had held since childhood. The cover-up aboutthe planet, the imprisonment of the Black Adders, the memory blocks- all that I had learned along the way had severely damaged my viewof the benevolence, infallibility and power of the Empire and theEmperor. In fact, they look rather weak and helpless in the face ofthis new threat.
I do not know how long I lay like thatpondering all that I had learned, but I was awakened by a touch tomy face. Without opening my eyes I reached out mentally and foundKellyn kneeling next to my bed. I silently said, “Good morning.Sleep well?”
She mentally gasped a bit, and thenresponded, “Sir, I am sorry to disturb you, but I was worriedabout you. You looked so lifeless.”
“It is okay, Kellyn. I have a lot to tellyou about what happened while you were asleep, but before I do Iwant to ask you something. What did you mean about the demon?”I asked.
“Sir, I saw a dark spirit chasing you; heis a very old and powerful spirit. I know that he has hunted yourentire family line. He will do anything to destroy you. When youwere wounded back at the gate the wound was not too bad. Your armorstopped most of the blast, but it weakened you briefly, and thatwas enough for the spirit to attack. I do not know how you survivedas long as you did under his attack, but you were seconds fromdeath when I finally reached you.” She paused to gatherherself, then said, “Sir, I do not yet have the power to beatthat demon, but I have forced him to retreat for now. I will oneday gain the strength to defeat him, and until then together we canhold him back.”
While she talked I found myself drawn to her.Beyond the outer layer of thought that we used to communicate, sheopened herself completely to me. I saw down into her core, herinner being. First I saw a bright and pure light, almost blinding,but beyond that was the most surprising thing. She had at her verycore a fierce fire that could outshine a million stars. I knew inmy heart the meaning of what I saw. I knew that she was pure atheart, and that nothing would sway her from my side.
I gasped as I made this realization and felther say to me, “I know all that is in you, and what is in you isnot the demon, but a good soul that is being suppressed by anger,fear and pain. Now you also know me through and through. I will gowith you as you fight to free your soul and defeat this demon thatstalks you. Together we will be victorious.”
“Kellyn, I hardly know how to reply tothat … “thank you” hardly seems enough …” I just trailed off,not knowing how to respond, but this was not normal speech. Thiswas the world of thought and emotion. She did not need my words toknow how I felt; she could read my mixture of surprise, relief andjoy for herself.
“It is okay, Vydor, I already know,”was her reply. Her tone had shifted. It was more informal, moreintimate. I felt a bond grow between us that I had never had withanyone before.
“Well, I had better fill you in on whathappened. Let me see if I can repeat Darnath’s feat of passing on amemory …” I pictured my mind as a big library with lots ofbooks, each book representing a different memory. I took up thebooks that contained all the memories from when I had seen Kellynpass through the gate until my recent awakening. I then picturedmyself handing her the books, which she took and opened. Suddenlywe were both reliving all the events, including my vision and fightin the gateway, which I had forgotten until now.
Once that was done she said with a tone ofhumility, “Vydor, I would be honored to serve on your Council ofWizards.” How did she do that? I had not yet realized that Ihad made up my mind, and here she was responding to a question Ihad not yet asked! I realized that she was right. At some pointalong the way I had decided to accept the position of grandmasterwizard.
“Vydor, even if the others decide not tocome along, I will be with you and I am sure we will eventuallyfind five more people to make up the council, but I believe thatthey will all join us,” she said with a high degree ofcertainty.
I rose then without breaking my link toKellyn; it brought me a sense of peace that I was not willing togive up. I looked around the room and saw the rest of the teamalready at the table. Kellyn and I walked over and took theremaining two seats. After getting some food I connected with therest of them, keeping my connection to Kellyn separate and secret,and asked, “I have no idea what time it is, but is everyoneready to discuss Mantis’ suggestion?”
“I think so, sir,” started Jerran.“Is Kellyn up to speed?”
“Yes, sir, fully so,” she replied.
“Well, sir, I did not get much rest, and Isuspect the others didn’t either. It seems to me that there areonly two options here. We can say no to Mantis’ plan and offer ofassistance, go back to our realm and fight them alone, or we canaccept his help and follow his plan. The reality is that thesorcerers are not going to go away; in fact, now that they think weare dead they are likely to move forward with whatever their plansare,” said Major Jerran.
“Sir, on the surface it seems like an easydecision. Why fight alone when you have all this power here to callon for help? But the problem is all the strings attached tothat,” said Gafar.
“I see it a bit differently, sir,”started Darnath. “The way I see it is that Mantis’ plans willmove forward, with or without us. They cannot risk our realmfalling to their enemy. That would give the sorcerers a safe placeto build a second army, which would spell the end for the wizards.War has come upon the Empire, and it’s a war the Empire cannot winalone. We can either stand and fight or watch others fight forus.”
After that others piped in with their views,and soon the discussion got repetitive with no real progress beingmade. During all this time that box sat on the table staring at us,daring us to make a decision. After some time, I stood and waitedfor the conversation to stop. I raised my hand and mentally reachedout and opened the box. I could feel the surprise from everyonearound me, especially as I lifted the seven rings out of the boxand moved them towards each person, resting them on the table infront of them. I said, “The choice before us is simple. Weeither stand and fight the sorcerers, or we fold and hope for thebest.” I took one of the rings, slipped it on my hand and said,“I never fold.”
Kellyn then scooped up a ring and put it onher finger, saying, “I stand with you, Vydor.”
There was a pause while the other five staredat the rings but then, one by one, they each picked up a ring andslipped it on, saying, “I am a Black Adder, and we never backdown. I stand with Vydor and the Council.”
As the last ring was placed on the lastfinger, I felt a change in the room. The order of events was notclear to me, but our uniforms all became dark robes, and the staveswe all carried were exchanged for others that looked like the oneMantis wielded. Our bodies felt different, too; I could not placethe feeling and no one else could either, but we were definitelydifferent.
Once all that had passed I rang the bell tolet Mantis know that we had made our decision. I was sure the soundhad not yet reached the door when he opened it and entered.
“I see you have made your decision, and Imust say I am glad at the choice you’ve made,” he said as he walkedover to a small table in the corner that I had not noticed before.He took from his robes an impossibly large hourglass and set it onthe table. Purple sand slowly dripped down as it counted out theseconds. “This timer will run out at the same time the first rockshit the colony. When that happens I will bring you back to the gateyou used to get here and send you back to your realm.” He walkedover to a section of wall and waved his hand over it. As he did sothe wall disappeared, revealing another room. We followed him intothat room where walls and walls of books greeted us. “Here is mypersonal library. Study what you can while you are here, and beforeyou leave I will copy some of the more important texts for you totake to start your own library. I suggest you start by learning thespell of many tongues so that you can read any of the books, butyou are welcome to start wherever you please.” With that heleft.
Looking around the room I was a bitoverwhelmed by all the books. “Well, I really did not get muchsleep during our break. I spent it all in thought, so I am going tolie down and deal with this later,” I said, heading back to mybed. The others made similar comments and left the room, but Kellynwas undaunted. She walked over to the stack of books and said,“I think I have slept enough for today. I will see what I canfind in here.”



Chapter Nineteen


I fell asleep so quickly that I am not suremy head even reached the pillow before I was out. When I awokelater I saw Darnath, Gafar and Andreya eating quietly at the tablethat never seemed to run out of food. Luke and Jerran were stillasleep. I poured a drink and headed into the other room to findKellyn poring over a book.
Immediately I felt her reach out to me andsay, “Morning, Vydor. I have something for you.” Shementally pulled a scroll from her memories and handed it to me.When I opened it to read I was transported back to earlier in theday and saw myself leave the room. Then I, as Kellyn, walked overto the bookcase and started taking down books at random. None ofthem made any sense. They were all filled with strange writing, andmany had odd illustrations that did not make sense without thetext. After a while I found a book with writing on its side that Icould read. I pulled it down and saw that it was entitled “AWizard’s Primer.” I took the book over to a large reading table andopened it at the first chapter, which was entitled “The Spell ofMany Tongues.”
After studying this spell I took another bookoff the shelf and attempted to read it, using the spell. Success!After casting the spell I could read any of the books I pulleddown.
The memory ended there. So I lifted a bookoff the shelf, attempted the spell I had just learned, and itworked. I could read all the books on the shelf. “Where is theprimer now?” I asked Kellyn.
“Here,” she said and handed me a bookfrom her stack, barely looking up from her studies. “I amfinished with it.”
I spent the next few hours studying that bookuntil Darnath and the others finally wandered in. I handed them thebook and told them all about the first spell. We all spent what weassumed to be the rest of the day in there studying. With nowindows it was hard to guess the time. Eventually we took a breakfrom our studies to eat a meal together.
Talking with them now as Magi, I noticed thatwe had all shifted to a more casual tone, and any thought of rankwas almost completely gone. I was pleased to see this because Iknew from experience that all those formal ranks and rules just gotin the way of getting things done.
At first the talk was mostly about what wehad learned. Other than the primer book, we were each reading outof different books and learning about different things. Kellynstudied all the books she could find on spirits, demons, andmagical healing while Darnath was more interested in spellsregarding shields, protection and hiding. Jerran seemed to favorspells dealing with fire, explosion, and the like. Gafar and Lukewere working very closely together studying natural and weathermagic, while Andreya stayed focused on illusionary magic. Myinterests lay much more in how magic worked, and what its originswere.
“When we get back I suppose the firstthing we must do is resign,” Darnath said, which seemed tosilence all communication.
“Yes, that would be best,” Iresponded. “Officially we are all dead now, so I am not sure ofthe best way for you to do that. For me it is easy. I have to go tomy former captain and officially announce my resignation, but youall … can you even resign when you are sent to a quarantine colonylike that?”
“Well, I’m not sure. None of usvolunteered for the position, nor does our status officiallyexist,” said Darnath thoughtfully.
“This is what we will do, then. When weget back we will travel to High Command, and we will inform themthat we are leaving the military. It is likely that no one will behappy with this, and we will be seen as traitors, but in time thatwill pass,” I said.
“Aye, but it could be worse. Being what weare, they might try to imprison us,” interjected Gafar.
“Well, we will deal with that if it comesup. All we need now is to make sure we have a good escape plan fromany meeting. Has anyone studied the art of teleportation yet?”I asked. They all shook their heads. “Jerran, please make it apoint to find a book on that. Gafar, find out what you can aboutgate travel. I suspect we will need to learn both before we leave.Andreya, please see what you can learn about opening a window tolook at places like Mantis did, and any other monitoring means youcan find. It is important that no two of us learn the same thing.We can exchange memories later. For the moment we need to maximizethe time we have in this library. Darnath, go on with what you arestudying, we will need that for sure. Kellyn, you are on a goodtrack already, too. Luke, please find out what you can aboutsummoning creatures to help us. Surely the wizards have somethingother than the foul beasts the sorcerers use. I will see what I canlearn about crafting wands, staves, and other magical tools, as wewill need to know how to make our own. Study what you can, but makesure you get good rest and nourishment. It could be a long timebefore we enjoy safety like this again. As silly as this sounds,take it slow and easy, but study as much and as fast as youcan.” I smiled at that. They indicated they understood what Imeant. One by one they finished their meals and entered thelibrary.



Chapter Twenty


The rest of our time there passed with littleof note occurring. We ended up splitting our time between studyingand trading memories of what we learned. This constant exchange ofmemories helped draw us much closer as a team than ever before.Soon, though, the purple sands of time began to run out, and Mantisreturned to speak with us.
“Well, I hope you enjoyed your little rest.As we speak the first of the rocks is closing in on the colony.Your crewmates did well. In this first wave at least six largerocks will hit in rapid succession, with three more waves on theway. When all is done, well over fifty large rocks will hit thatworld. The sorcerers are just now realizing their error and, sincetheir gate is not yet repaired, most will not make it off theplanet. The elite and higher level of their number can travelwithout the gate, but the rest will perish. This will be theirbiggest single loss in a century. That would be an impressive featfor an army of wizards; it is completely unthinkable for an army ofmundanes!” Mantis said with obvious astonishment.
“I take it then my message got through to thefleet,” I said.
“Yes, it did,” said Mantis. “You are probablywondering how we kept tabs on you while you were on the colonysince you spent most of the time hiding. Well, the truth is we havespies on the Dragon Claw and in the sorcerers’ forces that kept usadvised of everything, and between the two we were able to piecetogether what was going on down there. We also discovered that theDark Talon never returned to the fleet.” He stopped there andhesitated, but then continued, “Since we had intercepted yourcommunications to the Dark Talon, we were able to recreate yourcommands and contacted the ship. Yesterday it was still in orbitaround the planet, so we sent it away from the area to a saferlocation. Our plan is to put you on to the Dark Talon when wereturn you to your realm.”
“Will you reveal who your spies are?” Iasked. “Since we will not be part of the Imperial Navy any more, wewould find such a source of information helpful.”
“Well, we could but it wouldn’t do you anygood. You see, the spies do not know who they are. We have simplyfound some people in key positions who are very susceptible to ourmind-reading. I assure you they have no idea they are helping us,”was his answer.
I was relieved to hear that. I would hate tothink I had promoted or rewarded someone who was a traitor. “Well,yes, we would still like to know so that we, too, can monitor themif need be.” I really had no intention of doing that, but it wouldbe good to know who was being used and who was not in case ourfriendship with this other council ever got rocky.
“That’s brilliant, Vydor!” I heardKellyn say via our connection. We had grown much closer over thepast few days and maintained a more or less permanent telepathiclink which was separate and deeper than that with the rest of thegroup.
“Certainly. I will include a list with thebooks when I finish collecting the copies I’ve had made for you.Now you need to get yourselves ready. In one hour I will be sendingyou back to your realm,” Mantis said.
“Mantis, once we are there, how will we reachyou for future communication?” I asked.
“In one of the books I am giving you there isinformation on how to create and use a communication sphere. Youwill be able to use that to communicate with anyone else who has asphere, no matter where they are, including me.” He turned and leftthe room promptly again. He seemed to have no use for goodbyes.
“Well, I guess it’s time to pack up,”I said and looked at the small amount of gear I had left. That waswhen I found the book again. I had forgotten about it because ofeverything that had happened and, now that I could read it, therewas no time to do so. I pulled it out anyway and looked at thecover. The title on it was simple and bold; it merely said, “TheBook.”
“Vydor, you must tell me the story behindthis book of yours soon. It looks very intriguing,” commentedKellyn. She could sense the feeling of wonderment I had about thebook and knew it was special.
I packed the book away and replied, “Itwas my last gift from my father before he died.”
“Ah, then we must keep it safe always.”
Once we had all our gear packed, we sat downfor one last meal at the table, which had still not run out of foodor drink.
“I guess one of us should have learned howthis table works,” mused Luke. This brought a chuckle from allof us.
We ate mostly in silence until Mantisreturned. When he entered the room, he simply said, “It is time,”and walked out. We followed him and he led us back to the gateroom. A feeling of fear passed over me as I recalled the last timeI had gone through that gate, and I felt Kellyn come up beside mein support.
Mantis approached the gate and waved his armsover it while chanting in an arcane tongue. Soon a small, bluespiral appeared in the center and grew to fill the gate. “It isready,” was all he said as he pushed a big chest through it.
“Goodbye, Mantis, and thank you,” I said andwalked up to the gate. As the leader, I felt I should be the firstto brave the gate, but Kellyn would not let me go alone. So we bothwent through. In the gateway I saw him again, the dark specter,patiently watching and waiting as if all of time was on his side. Ialso saw the being of light, this time much closer than he had everbeen before, but still with his arms wide as if to say, “Come tome.”
I could still feel Kellyn beside me as wetraveled through the gate, and I knew she could see all that Icould see because I could see all that she saw. In her vision therewas no dark specter, and the being of light was much closer.“What are they?” I wondered.
Before she could attempt an answer we werestanding on the Dark Talon, and soon after the rest of the Councilcame through. I went to the bridge and activated the viewing screento see what was happening. We were a safe distance from the planet,but well within range of the ship’s cameras. From the looks ofthings the first wave of rocks had already landed, and the secondwave was about to hit. We all stood there and looked in awe at thedeath of the planet. The surface was completely molten by the endof the attack. Nothing could have survived it.
“I guess it’s a bit late to ask if I cango back and get my comic books?” asked Luke.
The total irrelevance of that question nearlykilled us all with laughter. Eventually we recovered, and I took myseat of command. The ship could fly mostly automated as long as wedid not have to fight anyone. I set a course back to the DragonClaw.
“I plan to return to the fleet. The tripback to the capital will be much faster if we ride with them, butthis ship can take us if it needs to,” I said.
“Vydor, I suggest you try to contact themfirst. As I recall, the standard procedure is to destroy any shipsin the system after a bombardment,” commented Jerran.
“Good point,” I said. I activated theship’s communication equipment and opened a secure channel to thefleet.
“Dragon Claw, this is Dark Talon reportingin, authorization code Kelly-Red-Igloo-Sam-Theta-Igloo, do you readme?” was the message I sent. I set it on repeat and waited for areply.
“Dark Talon, this is the captain. What isyour status?” came the reply. I checked all the reply codes and themessage looked legit.
“Captain, the Dark Talon appears to beintact, but only seven of us made it off the planet, myself and sixof the Black Adders. Sir, I would like the record to show that theDark Knights fought to the death in order to give me a chance toget our information out to you. I would also like the record toshow that I used my battlefield authority to grant the Black Adderseach a Medal of Honor for their valor in combat against the enemiesof the Empire, who we now know call themselves sorcerers.” I neededto get that on the record before I resigned so that it wouldstick.
“Record duly noted and accepted. How longbefore you can reach the fleet?” the captain asked.
“Sir, without a navigator to calculate a jumpit will take several days, if not a week. Can you send the jumpalgorithms for the autopilot?” I asked.
“Affirmative, Vydor. I will get someone tosend it to you on this channel soon. Once you return we will need acomplete debriefing before I can assign you back to your post.”
“Sir, we will be glad to comply with that,but hold off on any reassignments for now. Captain, this soundsodd, I understand, but we have information that must reach HighCommand in person. I received special orders directly from theEmperor’s office before I left for the mission, and I must ask youto take us back to the capital right away. If you cannot, then Iwill need you to send the jump algorithms to the Dark Talon to takeus back.”
“Well, normally that would cause a problem,but we already have orders to return to the capital, so there willbe no difficulty there. Since you are still operating under ordersfrom them, I will not be able to return you to your position asyet. I look forward to your return, Vydor. I am sure you have muchto tell. Dragon Claw out.”
With that the transmission ended. Not longlater the jump data came in, and I entered it into the navigationsystem. I looked over my team and could tell that everyone wasnervous. “Remember, should this plan fail, we will have nooption but to steal the Dark Talon and escape. Darnath, make surethat no one can enter or interfere with her at all while we areaway. If you have any questions, this is probably your last chanceto ask them,” I said.
No one said anything. I knew they wereworried about our situation. It should not have been like this;after all, we were going home, but I felt it too. It was not reallyhome any more. “Okay, the jump is laid in. Buckle yourselvesin,” I ordered.
“Kellyn, I will need you to watch over meduring the jump. I will be meditating in order to avoid thepost-jump hangover just in case the jump algorithms are off,” Isaid to Kellyn privately. Jump calculations were notoriouslytricky, and we would come out of the jump extremely close to thegravity wake of the fleet. Even a minor error could be deadly, so Iwanted to be ready to take control of the ship the instant we cameout of the jump.
Kellyn slid into the chair next to mine andgrabbed my arm so that we would be one physical unit in jump space.Once everyone appeared to be ready I called out, “Jumping inthree … two … one.” As I said the last number, I dropped into ameditative state. The next thing I heard was the ship’s alarmsgoing off as we came out of the jump. We were on a collision coursewith the Dragon Claw! I quickly steered us to safety and broughtthe ship out of stealth mode.
“Vydor, the specter merely watchedpatiently, as if to say, ‘I have plenty of time. I’ll catch youunguarded one day …’ and did not attack,” said Kellyn privatelyto me.
“Thank you, Kellyn,” was myresponse.
“Dark Talon, this is Bay Control on theDragon Claw. Come about to 284.78 degrees and engage the autopilot.We will bring you into bay Five-E,” came a message over thecommunicator.
I did as they said then replied,“Acknowledged. You should have control now.”
“Affirmative, enjoy the ride.”
“Five-E, that’s not good,” Icommented.
“What is wrong with Five-E?” askedGafar.
“Well, that is where they send you if theythink you are carrying a contagious disease, so that means we willhave to go through quarantine and disinfection,” was myreply.
“Well, that could work in our favor. Thebest option for us right now is to keep silent until we get to HighCommand, and if we are stuck in quarantine for a while, that wouldbe much easier to pull off,” noted Darnath.
I smiled. He was right; this could not playout any better. Only the captain and Dr. Rannor would come to seeus there. “Plus it gives us an excuse to lock the ship,” Isaid. “If I recall right, since we were on a non-Imperial worldfor a while we will have to be kept in quarantine for forty-eighthours, but it is at least a week to the capital from here. I willhave to see if I can pull some strings and keep us in there longer.No matter what happens, your cover story is that I am operatingunder command from the Emperor’s office and I have ordered you notto talk to anyone about the mission, the colony, the Magi, oranything related until we are properly debriefed by the HighCommand. Also do not forget that Larath is on this ship, so do notlet your guard down, as we do not yet know the extent of his poweror what role he is playing in this.”
Security forces poured into the bay once theship was safely secured. They were all wearing biohazard gear, butonly carrying ceremonial weapons. They lined up along the path wewould have to walk to get to the decontamination area and snappedto attention. “A hero’s welcome home,” I said. That was avery good sign.
“Dark Talon, this is Bay Control. You arecleared to disembark from your vessel and proceed to Decon roomseven,” came a voice over the speakers.
“Bay Control, this is Dark Talon. We will beestablishing a quarantine field around the Dark Talon until furthernotice. Keep all personnel and gear at least ten meters away,” Ireplied.
“Acknowledged,” came the reply.
“Okay, it is time. Follow me out,” Isaid as I opened the airlocks. The Dark Talon automatically lowereda ramp for us to walk down. Kellyn came down at my side, and theothers followed, with Darnath bringing up the rear. As soon aseveryone was clear, I signaled the Dark Talon to lock itself up,and I saw Darnath erect an energy field around it.
As we walked through the corridor formed bymy old security forces they snapped a stiff salute, and theImperial Anthem played over the bay’s speakers. As we reached theend of the line I saw my replacement standing there with a look ofpride on his face, as if to say, “I knew you could do it!” I gavehim a smile and a slight nod as I passed. I knew that I was leavingthe fleet in good hands with him.
Next we passed down a corridor and allpretense of honor was gone as we had to walk through various cloudsof chemicals, sprays and irradiation chambers all designed to killeverything but us. Once we finished that walk we entered a small,square room with just enough space for seven beds, a few tables anda bathroom. At each table was a computer workstation, in case wefelt the motivation to get right to work.
“Well, pick your bed and relax as best youcan until we hear from someone. Speak freely, but only via ourtelepathic connections. Say as little as possible verbally,” Iordered.



Chapter Twenty-One


Two hours passed with no outside contact fromanyone until the captain arrived. One wall of the room wastransparent, allowing easy communication with anyone in a sittingroom which was connected but secured from any chance ofcontamination. The captain’s large frame made the visitors’ roomlook like a child’s playhouse. He walked close enough to seethrough the wall and waited. I got up from the table where I wassitting and stood before him, not precisely at attention, butenough to convey respect.
“Welcome home, Vydor,” he said. “And welcomeaboard to your squad.”
“Thank you, sir,” I replied.
“What happened to your uniforms?”
“Well, when we left the planet three or fourdays ago, we had to hide out amongst the natives of the world wewere on so we are dressed as they dress.”
“What planet, and why were you hiding?”
“Sir, I am not able to tell you much, atleast not before my debriefing by High Command, but there are somethings you need to know. The first thing is that war has come tothe Empire, and the new enemy wields weapons of vast power. Sir,understand that what I am about to tell you for the most part youwill probably never have clearance to know, but you will be on thefront line of this war so I am going to break some rules.”
“Go on.”
“Captain, what we were calling the Magi whenI left here are an alien race, a very hostile alien race. They camehere looking for something. What they were looking for we do notyet know, but what we do know is that they chose this colony toattack because the Black Adders were there. They saw them as theonly threat to their eventual takeover of the Empire. I hope yougot my report from the field about how easily they beat LieutenantTom’s forces and faked the distress call?”
“Yes, we did. Some of that footage was verytroubling, especially your dogfight with nothing in orbit.”
“Yes, that it was. Think about this scenariofor a moment: the sorcerers turn both their fear weapon and theirhallucination weapon on the fleet at the same time. They makeeveryone very afraid and then make them think they are surroundedby enemies…”
“It would be a bloodbath. We have alreadyplayed that out, and a dozen other possibilities. None of themlooks good.”
“Well, we know now you can add superiordefenses, firepower and mobility to their advantages.”
“I take it that shield around the Dark Talonis something you acquired from them?”
“No, not exactly, but it is something theycan do, too. Let me fill you in on the broad events that happenedafter those logs ended. The Dark Knights and I were pinned down ina tight corridor, unable to make much of a dent in the forcesbrought against us. They stood and held the position and our enemyat bay long enough for me to escape the death trap, with the helpof the Black Adders who showed up to help, but before any of themcould follow me the sorcerers brought out heavy weapons and brokethough our shield walls, completely devastating the squad. TheBlack Adders and I then pushed on to send what data I had to you,all the while staying just out of reach of the sorcerers’ patrols.We knew that they had an escape route off the planet, so we knew wehad to destroy that before they realized the peril they were in.They use a gate to travel through, and once we learned how tooperate it we laced it with explosives and used it to escape. Justas we were leaving they found us and opened fire on our unshieldedposition, and they thought they had succeeded in killing us beforewe escaped. That is why we had to hide out; we had to let themthink they had won so that they would not rush to build a new gate.You see, your bombardment attack exploited a big weakness in theirdefenses; they can only scan for living things. That is why onlythe Imperial sensors that were on the colony detected the probes.By the time those sensors could have seen the rocks it would havebeen much too late to raise a defense. We do not have exactnumbers, but we do know that you scored a crippling blow on theirability to make war in this realm. They will have to reorganize andredeploy before they can attack again. We do not know how long thatwill take, but I do know that once they find out we are still alivewe will be their first target.”
“So you hid out on this other planetsomewhere for a few days. How did you get back?”
“We used one of their gates.”
“What are these gates?”
“Well, they appear to work similarly to ajump drive, except that you do not need a ship or large mass, justa big ring of stone planted in a wall. When the gate is activatedit looks like a swirling blue light, and when you enter it, it islike being in jump space, but with absolutely no physical matter. Ireally do not have much more information on them.”
“Vydor, you have changed a lot.”
“What do you mean, sir?”
“Well, when you left here you were a kid. Youtalked big but had nothing to back it up. Now I see why Dr. Rannorrecommended you so highly. When the challenge came you rose to meetit and became a warrior worthy of my senior staff.”
“Thank you for your kind words, but I do notthink I will be returning to your senior staff. Sir, pleaseunderstand that I fully expect it to go poorly when we meet HighCommand, and it is a given that I will never wear the uniformagain.”
“Vydor, you are more than any uniform, andonly a fool thinks High Command has a clue about real officers inthe field. No matter what happens at that debriefing you will havean ally in me.”
“Captain, I greatly appreciate that, and Imay have to hold you to that promise. A lot of things will changeafter I meet with them, and you may be required to publiclydenounce me. I just want you to know now that we will be fine, andwe do not want you to take a fall for us.”
“When we got that message from you, we allthought that would be the last we heard from you. All of us exceptPeter, that is. He said at the time, ‘Vydor always plans a way outin advance. He will make it yet.’ Seems that he knew you betterthan we did.”
“Captain, Lieutenant Commander Peter is thebest possible replacement for me; please make his positionpermanent as soon as you can.”
He laughed and said, “Of course. You know, itis funny how things work out. He was the one I wanted in yourposition before Dr. Rannor convinced me to take you.”
The door opened behind him and Dr. Rannorwalked in. “Captain, I need to talk to them alone if you don’tmind.”
“That does not sound good, Doc,” the captainsaid as he left.
Dr. Rannor stood there for a moment withoutspeaking, seeming to visually examine each of us. It was a tensesilence and I was unsure of what to expect. He was wearing histraditional white lab coat and holding a medical pad thatpresumably had our charts on it.
Eventually he turned to me and said, “Vydor,how long do you need?”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Well, you have some odd bacteria on you thatresisted the decontamination treatment. It could be harmless butthere is no way to know without watching it for a while,” he said.There was something about his voice, something that told me he knewthat we would be better off spending our trip in here and he wasoffering to arrange that.
“Well, that sounds only prudent and if we hadto stay in here until we were to report to High Command’s chambers,that would be fine with us. We would not want to endanger anyoneneedlessly,” was my reply.
“I think we can arrange to have you out intime for that. It is good to see you again, and we will have tocatch up some day when you are not so penned up.”
I realized then what the good doctor was upto. He was warning me that our conversation was being monitored.“Yes it will, Doc.”
He gave a slight smile and left the room.



Chapter Twenty-Two


The next few days passed painfully slowly.All our books were still on the Dark Talon, and even if we had hadthem with us we dared not study them while under observation. Onthe third day of our captivity Zalith came to visit.
He entered the room and came straight to thetransparent wall, locking his steel-like gaze directly on me.“Vydor, I need you to lower the screen on the Dark Talon.”
“Sorry, Zalith, I cannot do that,” I repliedand matched his gaze.
“Vydor, forget your orders for a minute. Onthat ship are some personal effects from the fallen Knights and Iwould like to get them back to their families.”
Personal effects? The Dark Knights? I couldnot believe it. Still, I could not let him on that ship, not withall that we had stored there. “When I am permitted to return to thevessel I will be glad to retrieve them for you, but I cannot letanyone but us seven on that vessel, at least not until after HighCommand rules on it.” I was bluffing far too much with this HighCommand orders card. I just hoped I could keep it up long enough tospeak before them.
He was not at all happy with that response. Ido not think he expected me to stand up to him and say no. Hisnostrils flared and he bared his razor-like teeth slightly. I heldmy ground and did not flinch, but secretly I worried that the wallwould not be able to hold him back.
I decided to try and defuse the situation,“Zalith, I suggest you go find Dr. Rannor and ask him to set up adecontamination tunnel so that I can return to the ship andretrieve what you want.”
With a slight growl, he swiftly spun and leftthe room.
“Well, he certainly is one of yourfriendlier crewmates,” commented Luke. “I bet he is a blastat parties.”
I could not help but chuckle at him. He wasreally developing a habit for saying the silliest things at theoddest times. I was just glad he had not said that aloud. I did notthink others would find it humorous.
“I fear he could be our biggest obstacle onthis ship. He wants the Dark Talon back, but until we can find areplacement for it, we cannot let him have it. It is our only baseright now.”
Soon after that Larath came by. I wasexpecting this visit sooner or later. He was dressed in casualattire, like he always was when he was going to evaluate someoneand did not want to let on. This had potential to be a verydangerous meeting as he would surely detect the changes in me, butI was glad for the chance to finally determine how much power hehad. “Gafar, do not get caught but learn what you can abouthim,” I said. “I will try to keep his focus on me.”
“Okay,” replied Gafar.
“Greetings, Vydor. I am sorry I was not ableto see you off properly,” he said warmly.
I could feel him trying to read me, so Ireturned the favor and reached out and gently prodded, trying to donothing more than distract him. I was counting on Gafar to do thereal probing.
“Hello, Larath. I am glad you finally came tovisit,” I said.
“I see you did not need my lessons afterall.”
“No, I had to learn them the hard way, but Imanaged.”
“Perhaps after all this is done we can tradenotes,” he commented.
It was time to risk tipping my hand a bit tosee if I could flush anything out. “Larath, I had been meaning toask but never had the time: how did you come up with the name‘Magi’?” That sent a ripple through his psychic defenses. I haddefinitely stumbled onto something.
“Oh, it is just a name from an old story.Nothing special.”
“Really? What story is that?”
“Just a childhood tale, nothing worthy ofnote. You and your team have been very quiet since your return. Iseverything all right?”
It was an interesting subject change. I hadhit on something there, but I dared not push it yet. “Justrecovering from the stress of combat, each in their own way.”
“Why don’t you tell me a little aboutthat?”
“Larath, you never stop trying to do yourjob, do you?”
“Vydor, how does that make you feel?” he saidwith a big grin.
“Like laughing at you,” I said with achuckle.
“Ah, that’s a good reaction; I will have tonote that in your record.”
“Larath, are you to deliver your report on usbefore or after we present ours?”
“Neither, I will be with you when youreport,” he said and promptly left.
“Gafar, give me some good news,” Isaid.
“Vydor, I cannot. But if you want bad news,I have plenty.”
“Well, then, give me that.”
“Larath is an apprentice-levelsorcerer.”
I almost fell over when he said that. Of allthe things I expected to hear, that was not one of them. “Thatis not at all good.”
“No, and it gets worse. He is only one offive sorcerers in consular positions in the Empire.”
“You have to admire how clever that is. Thatgets them unrestricted access to just about everyone. Can you tellif there are others?”
“No, Vydor, he knows of no others.”
“We cannot let him attend our debriefingwith the High Command. The question is how do we stop it withouttipping our hand?”
“Vydor, I have some more bad news. Herecognized the rings on our fingers.”
“Then it is too late to consider anythinghidden. Our enemy knows we are alive and what we are up to. Ourfirst mission will be to eliminate their five spies.”
“Why didn’t Larath warn the sorcerersabout the bombardment?” Kellyn wondered.
“That is a very good question,Kellyn,” I said.
We spent the next few days just waiting.There was not much else to do. I spent most of the time working allthe new information we had back into the weave of knowledge I wasmaking. Knowing Larath was a spy answered quite a few of themysteries going back to the early days of the mission. Things werefinally starting to make some sense, and for that I was greatlythankful.



Chapter Twenty-Three


A week after we returned, Dr. Rannor and thecaptain came back into the visitor’s room. They both looked a bittired and concerned. I could sense they were worried about mymeeting with High Command. For the first time I realized they didnot trust or respect High Command and the Emperor nearly as much asI had when I first came on board.
“It is time,” was all Dr. Rannor said beforehe opened the seal to our chamber.
“My orders are to put you on the Dark Talonand send you to the capital planet. Once there you will receive neworders. I am also to send Larath with you,” said the captain.
“Send Larath ahead of us if you must, but hecannot board the Dark Talon,” I said forcefully.
“Vydor, is there something I need to know?”asked the captain.
“Yes, but I cannot tell you here. Do you havea pad I can use?” I asked.
Dr. Rannor found one and gave it to me. Ithen encoded a message to the captain in the Duck Code explainingwhat we knew about Larath. “Captain, after we are safely underwayand Larath is gone, take this pad to Peter. He will know what todo,” I said as I handed the pad to him.
He hid it away in his uniform jacket and thensaid, “Vydor, I know your orders are to prevent anyone fromboarding the ship, but Zalith has requested access. He says youknow why.”
“Yes I do. Have him meet us in the bay. Nowthat I can be there and pretend to care about my orders byescorting him, what he wants can be done,” I said with a big smirk.Then over our telepathetic net I said, “Andreya, please makesure to hide all our newly-acquired things before I board withhim.”
“Will do,” she replied.
“Captain, I think we are ready,” I said.
The captain walked down to the bay with us,but did not say anything until we got there. Then he looked at Dr.Rannor who gave him a slight nod, and said, “Vydor, you and yoursquad are welcome back on this ship, regardless of anything thathappens with the High Command.”
“Captain, no matter what happens, I do notsee how this can unfold without us being side by side in battle,and sooner rather than later.”
He looked me right in the eye, placed hishand on my shoulder and said, “We will win this war, Vydor,together. Until we meet again, good luck and farewell.”
Dr. Rannor then approached me, and didsomething no one had ever done in my entire adult life; he actuallyhugged me. I did not know how to respond to that, but Kellyn urgedme, “Hug him back,” so I did. With that he left withoutsaying a word.
We entered the bay, again greeted by an honorguard, but this time without the biohazard suits. Zalith stood nearthe ship waiting for us. We walked up to him and I could tell hewas still not happy with me. On my mental cue Darnath moved forwardand lowered the shields around the ship. “Okay, Andreya, you goin. Everyone else stay here,” I sent via our link.
“Zalith, I will take you on the ship shortly.Andreya just needs to handle the rest of the security on board,” Isaid.
“Security?” he asked.
“Yes, let’s just say that time spent outthere on the front line tends to make you more paranoid than a deskjob,” I replied.
That actually brought a small smile to hisface as he said, “Aye, that it does.”
“Okay, Vydor, it is all done. I am on myway out,” sent Andreya.
“She is finished,” I said, moments beforeAndreya appeared in the doorway. Once she was off the ship Zalithand I boarded. He went straight over to a wall and removed a panel.Behind it was a hidden safe, which he quickly opened and pulled outa box.
“Vydor, I must confess when I first heardthat the Dark Knights had been wiped out but you lived, I assumedthey died covering your dishonorable retreat. But since then I havedone nothing but pore over the information that you sent and watchhow you interact with your new squad. You share a bond with themthat only comes from staring down death and winning as a team. Iknow now why you did not stand and die honorably with the Knights.You had others to protect, and a battle to win. No Zalionianwarrior could have accomplished this feat, since they would haveblindly died fighting head-on an enemy you beat with smartertactics. My only regret now is that I never got to see you inaction. You truly are a great warrior, no matter what those idiotsin High Command end up saying.” After that he just left in hisnormal, brusque style.
I did not know what to make of him. Some daysI was sure he wanted to rip my head off and use it as a soup bowl,and other days I swore he would give his life to protect me. On topof that, now it was obvious he had even less respect for HighCommand than anyone I had met. I was starting to wonder if anysenior officer still believed in the Emperor.
Everyone filed on to the ship and to mysurprise they all filled in key positions on the bridge. Darnathwas first to speak up, “Sir, I will take navigation. I spent thelast week studying it.”
Then Luke said, “Sir, I am a certifiedpilot, and I spent the last week studying the specs of this vessel,so I will take the pilot’s position.”
Then Jerran said, “Sir, I spent the weekstudying the tactical systems, so I can take thatposition.”
I looked back to the other three and Kellynpiped up, “And we all spent the week studying damage control,and the like. Wasn’t that really a brilliant idea?” she saidwith great excitement.
I knew there was no way through conventionalmeans that they could have learned so much so fast, especiallyabout a classified vessel while locked in prison-like confinement.“Well, I should say something like we must work out some rulesfor proper use of our powers amongst the mundane, but instead Iwill say “well done”! We can worry about the rules later. Everyoneprepare for departure. Darnath, please work out our jump to the waypoint, and get that programmed in.” I then activated theship-to-ship communications and said, “Dark Talon requestingpermission to depart, flight plan Alpha Beta Charlie Niner.”
“Dark Talon, we are preparing the bay foryour departure. Please stand by,” came the reply.
On the ship’s viewing screen I saw thehanger’s crew and the honor guard filing out of the bay. Once theywere clear there was a rush of air on the monitors as the baydepressurized in preparation for opening the outer doors. Next, themagnetic locks released from the ship and Luke took control of thecraft. Once the other bay doors were opened we got the call overthe radio, “Dark Talon, you are cleared for departure. We will sendyou jump algorithms before you clear the wake.”
“Negative, Bay Control, we do not need thealgorithms,” I replied.
There was a pause, then a hesitant,“Acknowledged. Bay Control out.”
I smiled. That must have had them reallyconfused.
Luke then expertly flew out of the bay andsaid, “We will be clear of the gravity wake in abouttwenty-seven minutes.”
“Excellent. Okay, since you are all sowell trained in the specs of this ship, get working on disablingall recording devices on this ship. Gafar, see if you can figureout what Zalith took,” I said.
Gafar said, “Vydor, he took a memory bank.It was tied to the ship’s internal sensors, but primarily used forpersonal storage.”
“Personal storage?”
“Yes. Journals, diaries, personal logs, thatkind of thing.”
So Zalith was not lying after all. He reallywas after personal effects. “We will need to get that replaced,then.”
“Vydor, are you planning to keep thisvessel?” asked Kellyn.
“Yes, we need a base to work out of, andthis is a good size for us.”
“How do you plan to get them to give it tous?”
“Well, I plan to steal it.”
“Vydor! That is not a good plan. Whateverhappened to the rule about always doing the right thing?”
I sighed, “You are right, Kellyn. I willrequest it from High Command, and if they turn me down we willfigure out something else. Meanwhile, I may have to appoint you asthe official conscience of the Council of Wizards,” I said witha grin. I was not sure why, but I felt like deciding not to stealthe ship was a small victory for us.
I returned to the captain’s seat while Iwaited for us to clear the wake.
“Vydor, before we jumped last time youmeditated, and when I finally came out of the post-jump effects Inoticed that you were already in control of the ship. Doesmeditation somehow help you come out of it faster?” askedAndreya.
“Yes, it avoids almost all the impact ofthe jump. I would have told you but I promised the Dark Knights Iwould keep it secret,” was my answer.
“So this method is not generallyknown?” asked Kellyn.
“No, it is their secret weapon that givesthem a big edge in combat,” I said. “As far as I know theyare the only ones ever to figure it out.”
“Well then, we shall all keep theirsecret,” stated Kellyn, and the others nodded in agreement.
“Vydor, we are clear of the wake and canjump when you are ready,” said Luke.
“Give a five-second countdown and thenjump,” I said.
“Jumping in five … four… three…” wasall I heard as I slipped into a trance. The post-jump beep of thecomputers alerted me to the end of the jump and this time everyonebut Kellyn was awake. “Do not look alive just yet. It would bebest if they do not know how fast we can recover,” I said. Iwaited until I saw Kellyn come out of the post-jump hangover, andthen announced our presence to the planetary defense network.
“Dark Talon, please relinquish control ofyour craft. We will take you into the meeting point,” was the onlyreply. Their security codes checked out, so I really had no choicebut to comply.
“Luke, do as they ordered,” I said.Then I responded on the radio, “Acknowledged.”
Soon the ship was dropped into full stealthmode, and all viewing screens were turned off. They apparently didnot want anyone to know where we were going, not even us. “Do wehave access to any sensors?” I asked.
“No, sir, all controls are offline, andbecause we are in stealth mode I cannot even probe for someoneoutside that can see us,” responded Darnath.
“Well then, enjoy the ride, I guess.”It made sense that they would keep the location of the High Commanda secret. I just did not like not being in control. Not onebit.
“Okay, everyone, here is our plan. You areto hide wands on your person, but leave your staves here. I will becarrying mine just in case, and to add to the effect I am goingfor. When we disembark, everyone is to have their hoods up, and tostand tall and proud. Do all that you can to look as powerful aspossible. Show not even the slightest fear or worry. Instead, actlike you are in complete control of everything. We want to make astrong statement for our first impression,” I said. “When wewalk, I will lead and you follow. Form up double-file behind me. Donot let anyone break our group, and prevent any security measurefrom seeing you.”
As I finished saying that I felt the shipcome to a landing. That was much too fast to be on the planet; wemust have been in a station in orbit. I threw up my hood andgrabbed my staff. The lights came on in the ship and the systemsreturned to normal. “Darnath, see to it that the ship is safewhile we are in there. If all goes badly we will return here andfly her home to the Dragon Claw.”
“Dark Talon, please disembark from yourvessel now,” came the order over the radio.
I waited a full five minutes, and then openedthe airlock. I felt Andreya wrap a subtle aura of darkness aroundus to help create the effect I was looking for. We walked down theramp. Instead of an honor guard like there had been on the DragonClaw, we were greeted by heavily-armed and armored security forces.I walked fearlessly up to the head of the squad and said, “We areready.” I could tell that shook him a bit.
“Sir, I need to take your staff,” hesaid.
“No, you will not,” I said and laced my wordswith a bit of fear. I hated to manipulate him like that, but Icould not risk losing the staff when we would soon be facingLarath.
“Follow me, then,” he said.
We followed him to a high securitycheckpoint. He stopped to get clearance to enter, but I ledeveryone right through the security screens without triggering asingle alarm. Once clear, I stopped and without looking back waitedfor him. I could hear them mumbling in shock, as we did not evenshow on their scanners. After a minute I said, “Corporal, the HighCommand is waiting.”
“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir,” he said and resumedleading us down a long corridor. When we reached a large door heheaded to the commpad, presumably to request that the door beopened.
I approached the door and cast a minorunlocking spell and then pushed the door open with telekinesis. Theguards looked on in shock. From their perspective I merely waved myhand over the door and it opened. We then walked into the chambersand I saw the members of High Command sitting around a U-shapedtable. Larath was in the center, as if they were grilling him. Whenwe entered they all stood. Andreya’s illusion of power around uswas working perfectly; they were on their feet before theyremembered who it was that we were. Larath turned to look at me andI immediately reached out to see what he was up to. He sent onelast message back to his master: “He is definitely the one,”then did all he could to lock down his mind.



Chapter Twenty-Four


The chairman gestured for the others to sitand said, “Welcome, Vydor. We have reviewed all your reports, andheard Larath’s testimony about you, but we are a bit baffled as towhy you are here. We sent no order for you to come.”
“I sent the order,” a voice said from behindus. I turned to look and saw the Emperor himself walking in. He waswearing his regal black robes of office, and carrying the scepterof authority in his right hand. He was much older than I hadexpected but still had a powerful stride and a confidence built onthe might of the Empire itself.
“Greetings, Honored One,” I said as I made asmall formal bow. The rest of my wizards mimicked my bow in perfectunison.
“Sire, I apologize, but I was not informed ofthis order,” said the chairman as he and the others scrambled totheir feet.
“That is fine, please remain seated. I wantto hear Vydor’s report,” said the Emperor as he took his seat onthe throne.
“Get shields up on everyone but Larath,especially the Emperor,” I said to the wizards via our link.“I am about to tip our hand and things could get ugly.”
I walked a few steps towards the Emperor andsaid, “Honored One, I cannot, for a traitor is in our midst.” Thisbrought a gasp of surprise from several members of the HighCommand.
I turned and looked right at Larath, butbefore I could make my next move he pulled out a wand and yelled,“Your feeble Empire is no match for us!” He then fired three boltsright at the Emperor in rapid succession. The bolts hit Darnath’sshield and burst into harmless light.
I moved towards him and he lowered his wandat me. Before he could fire the wand flew out of his hand, thanksto quick thinking by Jerran. As I neared him, my anger over theloss of the Dark Knights welled up. My voice was dripping withvenom as I said, “I have a message for you to send to yourmasters.” I saw fear pass over his face just before I swung mystaff, battering him in the side of his head with great force. Hecrumpled to the ground. I picked up his wand and finished him off.It took me a moment to regain my composure, but thanks to Andreya’sillusions no one knew.
Before I could say anything, security forcesrushed into the room and surrounded all the members of High Commandand the Emperor.
“The situation is under control. Dispose ofthe body, and stand down,” ordered the Emperor.
They moved to comply with great precision andspeed. Once they were gone, the Emperor said, “Now would you shareyour report?” I was somewhat surprised at how fast he could moveon.
“Sire, I would like to know more first aboutwhat just happened,” said the chairman.
“I fully expect that to be part of Vydor’sreport,” stated the Emperor.
As was the proper custom, I faced the Emperordirectly before speaking. This put my back to where High Commandwas sitting, which felt a bit rude, but that was not for me todecide, I guess.
“Yes, Honored One. War has come to the Empirefrom a new quarter. A group of aliens who call themselves sorcerershave already invaded our realm and attempted to set up a base onArken IV. This attempt was defeated by the combined efforts of theBlack Adders and the Dragon Claw’s fleet. The sorcerers wield greatpower, and have already infiltrated our highest ranks with theirspies. Larath was one of five known spies in top consular positionsthroughout the fleet. These positions give them access to sensitiveinformation which no other position in the Empire could give.” Ipaused here to let that sink in a bit. “Larath’s attack on theEmperor was uncharacteristically drastic for them, but I blame thaton the fact that he was only an apprentice, and relativelyinexperienced in his art.” Since Larath was so highly respected forhis skill, I wanted to make sure I cast him as weak amongst hispeers to give a proper respect for the power of our enemy. “HonoredOne, with your permission I have a visual presentation to betterillustrate who our enemy is.”
“Proceed, Vydor,” said the Emperor with atone of curiosity.
“Andreya, please show the fleetdemonstration,” I said aloud, then across our connection, “Canyou make an illusion of this?” and sent her a series of mentalimages.
“Sure, Vydor, but next time how about abit more warning?” was her reply across our connection. “Yes,Master Vydor,” she said aloud with a tone of extreme respect. Ourgroup then spread out into a circle. Jerran helpfully reached outand lowered the room lights a bit as a 3D image of the DragonClaw’s fleet appeared in the center of the circle, high enough upin the air for all to see.
“Honored One, what you see here is the mostpowerful arm of the Navy, the Dragon Claw and her fleet,” I said.Then the image shrank a little and off in the distance we saw asmall shuttlecraft. “Here is a single, simple shuttle to representthe number of sorcerers needed to completely defeat the DragonClaw. Now watch how it plays out. Andreya, play it through to itsconclusion without stopping.”
“Yes, Master Vydor,” she replied.
The scene that followed brought gasps fromall of High Command and a look of worry on the face of the Emperor.What I had Andreya show was the fleet turning on itself, shipagainst ship, and crewman against crewman. It was a bloodbath, thelike of which had never been seen in all of history. When theillusion finished, the lone shuttle was left flying through agraveyard of destroyed ships.
“Honored One, that is what will happen whenthe sorcerers decide to move in force against the Empire. What yousaw there was one of their simpler but devastating attacks. This isnot a theory or a guess; they have already used it on us once. Itis a combination of a fear weapon and a hallucination weapon. Inshort, they can turn us against each other completely eliminatingany chance for an Imperial victory,” I explained, then over ourconnection I said, “Andreya, can you display the invasion ofLieutenant Tom’s forces?”
“No, I did not witness it, but I did seethe final battle of the Dark Knights. Would that work?” sheasked.
“Yes,” I said with some hesitation. Iwas not sure I was ready to see that yet, but this was tooimportant to stand in the way. Aloud I said, “Andreya, please showthe final battle of the Dark Knights. Just bring up the initialscene and hold it there.”
“Yes, Master Vydor,” was her reply.
Upon hearing her say that it occurred to methat I was not speaking to the Emperor as a lowly soldier, for Iwas speaking now as an equal, a fellow ruler. The formal title ofmaster which everyone would have to use to me now scared me alittle. Instead of executing orders, I would have to give them. Theburden of that was starting to weigh on me as I realized that thefuture of the Empire might depend on my presentation right now.
“What you see before you is the best of thebest, the Dark Knights. At the start of this battle there weretwenty-five of them, heavily armed and ready for combat. Earlier inour mission we had discovered how to block the fear andhallucination weapon. What you are about to see here is how easilyour elite forces were defeated. Andreya, let the scene play out,” Isaid.
They all watched in horror as the Knights’weapons proved ineffective against the shields of the sorcerers. Inoticed Andreya had left me completely out of it, which I wasthankful for since I did not want to distract from my presentationby explaining how I had lived through it. As she got to the end ofthe battle I saw for the first time how they had died. One of theseven appeared. Unlike the other sorcerers, he stood tall and didnot hide behind a shield. Instead, he walked forward, completelyimmune to all the weapons being brought against him. He casuallylowered his staff and fired a single blast. Andreya masterfullyshifted the scene so that everyone’s eyes followed the bolt ofenergy right down to the center of the Dark Knights’ position. Theresulting blast ripped a hole right through to the outsideatmosphere, sucking any who might have survived out on to thesurface of the planet to die. The sorcerers were safe behind ashield wall, but the Greenskins all perished, as they were with theDark Knights. The scene faded and everyone was silent.
“Andreya, please bring up an image of thatmaster sorcerer just before he blasted, and nothing else,” Isaid via our connection.
“Honored One, the sorcerers break up theirforces into seven ranks. They are prospect, student, apprentice,journeyman, elite, master and grandmaster. Each level isexponentially stronger than the previous level. We do not have acount of their total forces but we know there are six mastersorcerers and one grandmaster who make up their ruling council.This man here is one of seven known to be on their ruling council.As you saw, his power is far greater than any of the others and hedoes not care how many of his own troops die, as long as he wins.The hard truth is that the Empire presently has nothing that canstand against him, and he is but one of seven,” I explained.
“Vydor, what about the Black Adders?” heasked.
“Honored One, they fought hard and well,killing many of the sorcerers, but when this one and the other sixarrived on the scene, they were outmatched and almost all of themwere killed.”
“Vydor, you said that you found a way toblock their hallucination attack, so we should be able at least toprevent what we saw in your first video?” asked the chairman.
“Yes, I did, but it requires a very strongmind and a dedication that I would say fewer than ten percent ofthe Imperial forces can muster,” was my reply. I let that sit for abit. I needed to prepare myself for the hard part: our resignationand request for recognition as a separate nation. Every life in theEmpire depended on me pulling this off; I dared not fail. I wastempted to reach out with my powers and force the situation to playout the way it needed to, but a voice deep down inside me that Ihad not heard in a very long time cried out against that. I couldbarely hear it, but I knew it was right.
“Honored One, if this was the end of myreport, it would be a sad day indeed for the Empire, but there ishope to be found. We successfully contacted a second group ofaliens, known as wizards, and through them we learned much aboutthe sorcerers, namely that they are currently locked in a very longand closely-matched war with the wizards. It seems that thesorcerers are in our realm looking for some new weapon which theybelieve is here, and they believe that weapon will grant them theneeded edge for victory in their realm.”
“The enemy of an enemy is a friend,”commented the Emperor with a smile.
“Well spoken, Honored One. A representativeof the ruling Council of Wizards who simply goes by the name Mantiscontacted us. He is the one who showed us how to create the shieldthat just saved your life, and how to fight a sorcerer likeLarath.” I paused here to think about what I should say next.However, before I could formulate my thoughts, the Emperor stoodand raised his scepter. I knew that meant he was about to speakofficially and whatever he decreed would be law.
“I have heard enough. I can see how the restof the story plays out. Do not be surprised, there are after allseven of you,” he said with a smile, and then a serious look cameover his face.
“By the power vested in me, I hereby grantVydor, Kellyn, Andreya, Jerran, Gafar, Darnath, and Luke honorabledischarge from their positions in the Imperial forces, and releasethem from their citizenship. Let the record show these men andwomen are worthy of the highest honor and respect for theirdedicated service. So let it be written, so let it be done,” hedeclared.
“The High Command witnesses this declarationand shall obey,” came the reply from the chairman, who looked veryconfused.
“By the power vested in me, I hereby grantofficial recognition to the Council of Wizards for our realm as ledby Grandmaster Vydor, and his ruling council comprised of MasterKellyn, Master Andreya, Master Jerran, Master Gafar, MasterDarnath, and Master Luke. I also grant full ally status to saidcouncil and commit the full resources of the Empire to supportthem.”
“The High Command witnesses this declarationand shall obey,” came the reply from the chairman, who looked likehe had finally caught on.
Well, he might not have been my childhood godany more, but he sure could still shock me! This really made nosense. How did he make that leap so fast? I wondered if it would beconsidered proper for me to grill him a little about this.
He sat down, indicating that his officialruling was complete. I promptly said, “Thank you, Honored One, yourgenerosity and insight is without measure.”
“High Command, please leave us. I must speakand plan our defense with the Council of Wizards,” ordered theEmperor. It was a mostly forgotten custom that the Emperor directlyhandled planning with allies, mainly because the Empire hadassimilated all of its allies, but the High Command seemed toremember it since they left without complaint.



Chapter Twenty-Five


Once they were gone, the Emperor laid hisscepter down next to his throne and said, “Please relax, we areequals now. No need for such formality.”
Jerran took that as a cue to telekineticallylift some chairs and bring them to us. We all sat in them, and Ilowered my hood. It seemed the Emperor wanted to talk aboutsomething but was worried about how we would take it.
“I owe you all an apology, it seems,” hestarted. He seemed really distraught. “You see, many years ago Iordered the Black Adders to be formed and all who showed promise tobe sent to Arken IV. The official reason, as you know, was todiscover and perfect a defense against their powers, but thatrapidly changed.”
He paused there, and I could feel thesurprise ripple through everyone. What could he mean? I did notdare interrupt him. I just sat in silence.
“I was warned almost half a century ago aboutthis threat, and I was told their first move would be on Arken IV.At the time my plan was simple. By packing that planet with peoplewho had what I thought to be great power, it would make our Empirelook much stronger than it was, and hopefully deter any attack. Ifthat failed, I believed the Black Adders would be able to defeatthe invasion. To that end I expanded our search for anyone withpower and made the base a permanent residence for them. It seems Igrossly underestimated the power of our new enemy, and a lot ofgood people died because of it.”
He stopped there and seemed to be waiting fora reaction. I could barely think for my surprise, but I managed tosay, “Who warned you?”
He smiled. “Mantis, of course.”
That sneaky old fool! He could have told usthat, but no; he probably enjoyed how worried we were over allthis. In fact, I would not have been surprised if he was watchingus at that moment and laughing.
“Mantis is also the one behind you, Vydor,”he said.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“While the situation on Arken IV wasdeveloping, Mantis contacted me again. It was the first I had heardfrom him since his original contact, and he insisted that I assignyou to the Dragon Claw and send the fleet in.”
“So he has been behind all the oddcoincidences, then,” I said. “That ties up so many loose ends.” Irealized then that I had inadvertently stopped using the Emperor’sformal title. I was truly speaking to him as if he was one of myshipmates, not my god. Then a crushing thought rocked my world. Ifthe Emperor was not a god, who was? I did my best to put thatthought away for later. I had more important business to attend toin the present.
“I take it that he also told you of his planto make us the Council of Wizards for this realm?” I asked.
“No, that much I guessed by your show ofpower,” he said with a grin. “I must say you did very well. You hadHigh Command ready to follow you to war. Though I have to ask, whywould a wizard hit someone on the head with his staff instead ofusing a more civilized blast?”
It was my turn to grin. “Easy. He knew how tofight against bolts of energy, but had no clue about hand-to-hand,or in this case, staff-to-head combat,” I said proudly.
The Emperor laughed and said, “Mantis made awise choice.”
“Vydor, while he is in a good mood, nowwould be the time to ask for the Dark Talon,” silently promptedJerran.
“We have a favor to ask of the Empire. Weneed a vessel to operate as a mobile base,” I started. “Since weare already familiar with her, we would like to keep the DarkTalon.”
The Emperor thought about it for a momentthen said, “I appreciate the humility of your request, but thatship is far too small to support your operations acrossinterstellar space. I do see your need for a ship though, and Ihappen to have a Raven Mark II here ready for its maiden voyage. Ithink it would serve you much better.”
The Raven was a cruiser class vessel, muchlarger than the Dark Talon, and was designed to run solo missionsacross interstellar space. It was a far more powerful vessel than Ihad any right to expect, and I was thinking of humbly refusing theoffer, but then an image came to my mind. I pictured how we couldredesign the Raven to have sections dedicated to meeting our needto study and grow, and since it was equipped to grow food for itscrew we could travel great distances without support.
“A Mark II? I never heard of such a model,” Isaid. I was stalling; I needed more time to think about this. Therewas the problem, of course, that none of us had a clue how tooperate a Raven, but we had solved that before with the DarkTalon.
“Yes, this prototype is a new version of theRaven. The old design is to be retired soon, and this will replaceit throughout the fleet,” was his answer.
Over our connection I asked, “Okay, howdid you learn to fly the Dark Talon so fast? We may need that skillagain very soon.”
“I found a spell in Mantis’ library thatallows me to copy the knowledge of another. It does not copy anypersonal information or experience, just raw knowledge,” wasDarnath’s reply.
Well, that explained how the other Magi knewour technology so well. “So then all we would need is to getsome of his experts to allow us to cast that spell on them?” Iasked.
“We do not need them to be willing, butyes,” was his reply.
“No, I think Vydor is right. We reallyshould ask for permission before doing such a thing,” commentedKellyn.
I needed to say something soon before theEmperor thought we had fallen asleep. “We graciously and humblythank you for the Raven, but we are not trained on such a craft. Ifyou can find us the top ten people who are trained on it,especially all the key positions and changes, we can use our powersto learn directly from them. They must be willing to let us do it,but it is painless and noninvasive.”
The Emperor thought about that for a bit andsaid, “I think that can be arranged.”
“Thank you. Once the Raven is ready we willpark the Dark Talon in one of its bays and return it to the DragonClaw,” I said.
“What is your next move in this war?” heasked.
“Well, for the moment we are still far tooweak to take them on directly, so we will study and work onbuilding up an army to support us. While doing that we plan to huntdown the remaining four spies we know about and execute them. Thehope is that we can build up our forces before the sorcerersrecover from the blow that was dealt to them at Arken IV.”
“I would much prefer if you let us handle thespies. Just give me the list and I will see to it that it is done.Meanwhile there is still the issue of this weapon they are lookingfor, I assume?”
“Yes. Mantis’ people and we ourselves will belooking for it too, but I suspect that it will be either Mantis andhis wizards or the sorcerers who find it since we know nothingabout it.”
“It is in our best interests if we find itfirst. I will give you whatever you need to hunt it down.”
After that we wrapped up the meeting andheaded back to the Dark Talon. Once on board Kellyn had to pointout that, since we did the right thing by not forcing the Emperorto do our will, we got a much better ship and more information thanwe could have guessed possible.
I knew she was right. It was just hard to getused to doing the right thing because it is the right thing, andnot just blindly following orders. It was going to be a hardtransition to make, from just another soldier to grandmasterwizard. My rulings and decisions in this war would determine thefate of the entire realm. What standard does one use to judgedecisions by? It is easy to say just do the right thing, but whodetermines what is right? I used to think that was theresponsibility of the Emperor, since he was god.
Again I was hit with the question: if theEmperor was a fallible human just like the rest of us, who was god?What did it mean to be god? Was it just the most powerful personaround? I hoped not with all my heart, because I realized that thatmight very well be me. All through school and even in the Academywe were taught from the point of view that the Emperor was god. Infact, a lot of what we understood about how the universe worked didnot make sense if there was not a god. That would mean all of ourscience and understanding was wrong. But how could that be sinceeverything worked the way it should? Then again, this was the samescience that said magic did not exist.



Chapter Twenty-Six


It had been over a year since our firstmeeting with the Emperor and we had just finished refitting the newRaven to be our mobile headquarters. I was on board for one lastvisit to what had been our home. Today we would officially moveinto the Raven. I had decided to call it the “Nevermore” after anancient poem. It seemed fitting, as I would never again see theuniverse and the Empire in the same way.
I looked around the Dark Talon knowing thatthis would be the last time I stood on her bridge. I would missthis little ship. “We should repair all the recording systems wedisabled,” I said.
“Aye, we can work on that during the flightback to the Dragon Claw. It should not take long,” repliedLuke.
I sighed. Even though we had all been livingon the Nevermore for some time now, something about the fact thatwe would be launching the next day seemed to finalize thetransition from the Dark Talon to the Nevermore. Over the last yearso much had changed. When we came to this station we were all stillImperial soldiers at heart, doing the best we could to be the bestImperial soldiers we could be, and now we were leaving as theruling council of a new nation. The move from the Dark Talon to theNevermore seemed to symbolize that change in a way that wasdifficult for me to express.
I powered down the craft and made sure thateverything was properly stowed one last time. Soon the robotic armsof the station would be loading this vessel into the launch bay ofthe Nevermore and she would not fly again until we rendezvousedwith the Dragon Claw and her fleet. It would be good to return herto her family; there were still many Dark Knights left who wantedher back. I wondered what new impossible missions she would fly andif I would ever command her again.
“Vydor, just a reminder that you need tocontact the fleet soon,” came Kellyn’s sweet voice in myhead.
“Yes, you are right. I will go over now.Please meet me on the bridge,” I responded. I took one lastlook around, then left the Dark Talon and headed towards the liftthat would take me to the Nevermore.
This ship was much larger the Dark Talon, andmuch more intimidating to behold. Its shiny, black saucer-likeexterior with almost no external lights would normally make it hardto see in its native arena of interstellar space, but here in thebrightly-lit station its lack of color made it stand out. Most ofthe other craft here were silver and had prominent accent colorsand designs showing the pride of each crew. The bold statement madeby the lack of color on our ship made it feel almost alien, as ifit, and by implication we, did not really belong here.
As I passed the various men and woman workingon the station they all tried not to look, but failed. I knew manytales had been spread about us, and there was an uneasy sense offear in everyone around us. It did not help that most of the timewe stayed in our ship studying the books that Mantis had provided,but in the end I do not think that mattered much. We were justfreaks of nature to them, very powerful ones, but freaksnonetheless.
In a way I missed my old life, just being anormal officer with normal officer worries. These people whostopped and stared would never know the burden I carried asgrandmaster wizard. They would never know what it was like torealize that one mistake could spell the death of millions in thewar with the sorcerers. Indeed, the only one of the non-magi thatcould seem to understand was their Emperor, and he spent most ofhis time alone.
Even he could not truly understand myposition. He warned me against having any close relationships atall, as they would hinder my judgment at a crucial point, but howcould I do that when I was in constant contact with my six closestfriends via a pure and unfiltered telepathic link? The bond weshared was more than any human could understand. We were wizards,those called out of society to protect it.
Any further philosophical thoughts would haveto wait since I had finally reached the bridge of the Nevermore.Kellyn was there waiting for me and beamed a large smile as Ientered. That helped to lessen the sadness of the lonely walkthere. After a pleasant exchange of greetings we took our positionson the bridge. I sat in the captain’s chair, and as always she tookthe spot closest to it.
“Okay, Kellyn, I am ready.” Isaid.
Since we were docked in a secret location,all our communications had to be routed via the station’s systems.This meant that we had to schedule time in advance for any externalcommunications. My position gave me more leeway than most with thetimes, but in the end we all had to work within the limitations ofthe system. Eventually the call was put through and the familiarface of the captain of the Dragon Claw appeared on the screen. Ihad not spoken directly to him since we left the fleet, so I wasnot sure what to expect from him.
“Hello, Captain,” I said. Because of all theencryption and routing being done there was a slight but noticeabledelay in the conversation. It was annoying, but if you learned totake turns talking it was much less noticeable.
“Hi, Vydor. It has been too long since welast spoke.”
“Indeed it has. I hate to skip thepleasantries but we are limited in how long we can use thischannel, so I will get right to the point. I know that you arepresently heading to investigate a situation developing on theremote base Terathan XV. Based on all the reports that I haveaccess to, it sounds very similar to the situation at Arken IVbefore we arrived there. We plan to rendezvous with your fleet andjoin you in this investigation. We should be ready to launchtomorrow, and based on your last reported position it should takeus about a week to reach you.”
“A week? Then you have certainly upgradedyour ship from the Dark Talon.”
“Yes, Captain, but do not worry. We will bebringing her along to return to the Dark Knights.”
“Very well, I will hold on here and send ourexact location to you before you launch. It will be good to haveyou back for this. What route do you plan to take?”
Since jumps were dependent on missing largegravity wells, they had to be carefully routed well in advance. Atone time every trip started with a group of experts poring overmaps, trying to plot the best series of jumps to clear varioussections of space. Over time that changed and a vast database ofall known safe routes was built.
“Now, Captain, I have a full day yet to plan.What makes you think I have any idea yet what route I will take?” Isaid.
“You’re right, I should know better than toask you about planning ahead,” he said with a chuckle. “You mightwant to avoid the Batialan route, as there are reports of anuprising at the prison colony there.”
The colony that he was referring to was aplace where the absolute worst of society was kept and put intohard labor in the mines there. While this allowed many to escapethe death sentence, life in such places was fairly grim. This meantthat they felt they had nothing to lose, so every now and againthey would try to rise up and take over the colony. The Empirealways dealt with it in the same way; the military was called inand anyone who resisted them was killed. This meant the entire areawould be under a tight lockdown, and any ship traveling through itwould be delayed and probably searched. Since our ship was notImperial property or lands, I could refuse such a search, but therewas no avoiding the delays that would cause. It was best to take adifferent route.
“Thank you for that warning. I willdefinitely choose a different route.” After that we got the warningbeep from the station telling us our time was almost up. They wouldnot dare to interrupt one of my communications, but I learned longago that cooperation with the system tended to get you moregoodwill when the time came that you most needed it. “It seems ourtime is up. It will be good to be off this base and free from theselimitations, but now I must go. Thank you, Captain, and we will seeyou in a week.” With that we both signed off.
“Kellyn, I am going to tour the ship onelast time then go to dinner. Would you be available to join me insay, two hours?”
“I would love to. See you then.”
It was customary for a captain to tour theship, visiting every section before any mission. I was not sure howone did that on a ship as large as the Dragon Claw, but on theNevermore it was much more feasible.
The bridge was in the center of the ship, soI decided to take the lift to the topmost level to start my tourthere. The top level was my favorite level. It contained ourentertainment areas, a large, observational lounge and the ship’smess hall. The observational lounge was a room of my own design. Ihad had them rip out almost all the walls on the floor and put incouches, recliners, and other comfortable seating. There wereseveral food preparation areas scattered around the deck whereanyone could make themselves a full meal or a light snack. The mainfeature of the room was the extensive view it had of the outside.The ceiling and walls were covered with high-resolution viewscreensthat were tied to external cameras, so it gave the impression ofstanding under a glass ceiling looking at the night sky. In realitywhat was behind the viewscreens were many layers of extra-thickarmor plating, but it was easy to forget that and believe you wereout there in this room. Since we were inside a space dock,presently the screens were displaying a view from outside thestation instead. So looking up I could see the blue-green ball thatwas the planet we orbited.
I briefly wondered what it was like to liveon a planet, being stuck anchored to a star with scenery that neverchanges. I thought it must be lonely and claustrophobic to betrapped like that. I much preferred the openness of space and theconstant change of travel.
Also on this level was the mostly unusedfitness and exercise room. I knew it was important to have one, andmy years of service in the Navy ingrained in me a need to use itregularly, but I seemed to be alone in this belief, and that madeit too easy to fall out of the habit. Not only did I need to forcemyself to use the equipment more often, I knew I should encouragethe others to use it too. A healthy body was important, even for aMagus.
From there I went down to the next levelwhich contained our library and research areas. The library wasfilled with all the books that Mantis had given us, which was a lotmore than should have been able to fit in the chest they came in.One of the things we had learned about him over the last year wasthat he enjoyed things that should not work, such as taking verylarge objects out of very small containers, or in this case a lotof books out of too small a box. Even with all these books, thelibrary shelves were mostly empty. I had big dreams of amassing agreat amount of knowledge to store there, and used most of thatlevel for the library. Throughout the library I had a mix of littleprivate reading nooks and large tables to accommodate groupresearch. Most of our time lately had been spent in there studyingall that we had, and trying out as much as we could.
Also on this level was the Crystal Room. Thiswas a secure room with no physical doors, and no one other thanMantis and the seven of us had seen it since we had ordered thestation’s workers to seal it off. The last they saw of the room, itwas completely empty. They thought we were nuts for wasting thatspace. The room did not stay empty for long, thanks to somedonations from Mantis.
Inside the room was a round table made ofpure, polished amethyst surrounded by seven thrones. In the centerof the table was a diamond sphere that we used to communicate withMantis. The room was not only sealed physically, it was also sealedwith the most powerful magic locks we could muster, and whenever welearned of better spells we upgraded them immediately. This was ourofficial council chamber where we met to make rulings and plans. Itwas sealed off from the noise of life so that we could focus on thetask at hand, and secured so that no one could monitor ourdiscussions.
From there I went down to the next level,which contained the crew’s quarters. This level was mostly emptysince the ship was designed to carry one hundred and fiftyfamilies, and there were only seven of us. With all this space tospread out, we ended up choosing seven rooms that were all in acluster together. The rooms were all very similar. They eachcontained a sleeping section, a bathing section, and an area foreating and working. The ship had a larger room that was typicallyused for captain’s quarters, but I decided to make it into a guestsuite for entertaining official dignitaries. Each of our rooms hada telepathic seal on it so that we each had a place to retreat to,a little bit of solitude to help balance the constant close contactthat our powers caused between us. This was something the othersinsisted on, and I did not understand at first. They had spent mostof their lives living with their minds in virtual glass houses, andI had only just begun to experience the openness of it all. Forthem these rooms were a lifelong dream, and for me it almost seemedlike a step back to my previous life. Since it was so important tothem, I did not fight them at all on it. Now that I had spent moretime in that glass house with them, I was beginning to understandthe need for these sanctuaries of peace.
Below that level was the central core of theship. All the critical ship’s systems were here, including thebridge, central computer core, engine rooms, and medical wing. Themedical wing was a bit superfluous for us, since Kellyn’s was farsuperior to any mundane medical treatment, but Darnath pointed outthat someday Kellyn might get hurt and we might need it.
When the council was formed Mantis had saidwe would all need to learn all forms of magic, but that seemed tobe impossible. Each of us knew the basics of all the powers, butcould only excel in one or two areas. Any of us could heal basicwounds and sickness, but if it was serious only Kellyn could healit. The same was true of Gafar’s ability to probe minds. When Iquestioned Mantis about it he just laughed, and never did answer.Mantis, for all his desire to help, was often a bit hard to makeout.
The ship’s machine shop and fabrication roomswere on this level too. There we could make whatever parts orequipment we would need, assuming we had enough raw materials onhand. Everything on the ship was designed to be recyclable so thatin a pinch we could rip out nonessential parts and reuse them tomake repairs to crucial systems.
The next level was taken up entirely by theship’s gardens. Here was the source of all of our food and oxygen.A large force of robotic workers maintained most of it, but Kellynhad staked out a plot of her own. It produced no food; she justwanted a place to grow some pretty flowers. Since most of what wasgrown we could never have begun to eat, giving a small plot to herwas a luxury we could afford.
The lowest level on the Nevermore was mostlyunused at this time. It was the area designated for teaching andtraining new wizards. Jerran was often down there practicing hisspells. He had a real affinity for explosive and fire magic so heneeded a safe place to work where he would not be in danger ofdestroying anything. In fact, it was during one of his practicesessions we learned just how much Kellyn’s healing power wasgrowing.
Luke, who also had an affinity for elementalmagic, often came down here to practice his art too, though his wasmore centered on electricity than fire.
Andreya had it much easier, as she couldpractice her powers anywhere. Andreya was undoubtedly the master ofillusions, such that even the master wizards of Mantis’s realm wereimpressed by her skill. According to Mantis there were very few whocould match her, and he knew only of one to exceed her, and thatwizard was a member of their council!
Kellyn had a lot of opportunity to practiceher healing arts during the refitting of the ship, as many workersthroughout the station learned to come to her first for treatmentof any serious injury. Her skill grew at a phenomenal rate. At onepoint I personally witnessed her cause a man to grow a new arm thathe had lost in a blaster misfire many years before. After a while,we had to set specific hours during which people could come to herfor treatment, just to prevent her from getting overworked. Thestation workers might have feared us, but they were sure to missher.
Darnath also would come down here to practicehis art. We were a little surprised that Darnath turned out to bethe one to have an affinity for summoning magic. He could callforth all kinds of creatures to help us in our tasks.
The shuttle bays were on this level, and soonthe Dark Talon would be parked in one of them. The Nevermore wastoo massive to be practical for use in reaching the surface of aplanet, so I requested several small ships similar to the DarkTalon to be used for that purpose and for other times when weneeded small vessels. The Emperor gave us three such craft, whichwas less than I wanted, but more than I expected so I guess itworked out for the best.
That completed my tour of the ship so Iheaded for the mess hall to meet Kellyn. She naturally knew when Iwas coming, so the fact that I was thirty minutes late was not anissue. As I arrived she was just finishing laying out a nice steakdinner. I smiled as I saw her; she was stunning with her long, darkhair and slender build.
Somewhere along the line we gave up any hopeof hiding our growing relationship. At first we both tried to denyit, even to each other, but none of the others believed us. Whyshould they have? After all, we all had basic telepathicpowers.
Because of the pace of life — her clinic, thework necessary to get this ship ready, and the intense study — wehad not had a lot of time to spend together over the last year, butwe made it a point to meet for dinner like this as often aspossible. The others always seemed to find something else to dowhen we met up, for which we were grateful. Of course, the onlytime we were truly alone was when we visited each other’s quarters.This was a special dinner, though, and I did everything I could tomake sure she did not guess it. That was not easy considering howdeeply she knew me, but I believed I had been successful.
Our conversation at first was very casual andwandered around from topic to topic. Then she mentioned how nice itwould be for me to see my old shipmates on the Dragon Claw again.That was the opening I was looking for. “That will be nice,especially to see the captain again,” I said.
I paused and reached into my pocket andpulled out a small box. She gasped when she saw it. Before shecould say anything, I opened it and showed her a diamond ring.“Kellyn, would you accept me as your husband?”
She broke down in tears; I was not expectingthat reaction. Unsure what to do next, I just sat there. Then,speechless, she held out her hand and nodded. I placed the ring onher finger and said, “I would like the captain to marry us whenwe meet up with the fleet.”
She could not get any words out but theemotions overwhelming our connection were clear, a mixture ofshock, joy and love. When she could finally talk she said, “Andall this time I thought I could predict your every move!”
After we had talked for some time, Andreyafinally lost her patience and barged into the room to congratulateus. Kellyn asked her to be her maid of honor, and Andreya let herknow that there was no way she would let Kellyn even think ofgiving that position to anyone else. From then on all the excitedtalk was about where and how to have the wedding. Andreya suggestedthat she should do all the decorations, and Kellyn said she wantedto hold it down in the gardens. After a while I left them to workout the plans. I knew that a man’s place in such affairs was justto smile and nod, so I left to get out of the way.
I headed to the library to read, and was metby Darnath, Gafar and Luke in the lift. After their playful kiddingaround Gafar spoke up and said, “Okay, Vydor, how did you keep thathidden?” Gafar, being a master telepath was a bit put out by thefact even he had not known.
“Easy, I am the grandmaster wizard,remember?” I said.
“No, seriously. I never even saw you buy thering. You must let me in on your secret.”
I smiled an evil smile and tried to come upwith my best Mantis impression, “That’s simple, because you did notknow to look.”
“I guess a bachelor party is out of thequestion,” commented Luke.
“Yes, I think that would be a horrible idea,”I said as quickly as I could, which brought on more kidding fromthem about me being henpecked already, until we all heard Kellynremark how terrible it would be if she just let us suffer the nexttime we got sick.
Once I finally got away from the jokers, Iwas able to get to the library to study. The first thing I wantedto do was resync the ship’s database with the station’s database sothat we would have the most accurate information possible before weleft the next day. That would take several hours, and probablygenerate a few complaints from the station administrators, butsince I would be gone tomorrow I was not too worried about theirwrath.
While that worked I started digging throughwhat we already had. I wanted to see if there were any legends ormyths that could explain the dark specter. Tomorrow would be thefirst time we reentered jump space in over a year, and I was notlooking forward to another contest with him. In fact, I was worriedabout it. Sooner or later I knew he would win, the question waswhen. He seemed so much closer and more powerful the last time Isaw him than ever before.
While I searched I felt Kellyn’s familiartouch as she ran her fingers through my hair. She wanted me to growit out now that we were free from the Imperial requirement of shorthair, and I was glad to oblige. “Vydor, you are scared. I cantell.”
“Yes, I cannot hide that from you. Tomorrowwe will face him again.”
“I will be with you, and we are much greaterthan the last time we fought him. We have both grown considerablyin power; he does not stand a chance. With your awesome might andmy healing, how could he win? You are no longer a helpless mortal;you are the grandmaster of wizards!”
“You are right, of course, thank you. Butthere is something else I need to tell you, something you shouldknow before we get married.” As I said that I pictured myfather on his deathbed, and his father before him, and so on.
To my surprise she just smiled and said,“Oh, Vydor, I know about all that. The reason medical sciencecannot cure it is because it is not a physical illness.”
“What do you mean?”
“The dark specter that chases you is thecause of it. It is a dark curse on your family line going back moregenerations than I can imagine. When we beat the dark specter, thatwill be the end of the disease too, and until then I can keep youhealthy. Now, I am off to bed. I hope to get an early start andmake one last pass through the hospital before we leave,” shesaid, then gave me a kiss and left.
If I was the grandmaster wizard, why did Ifeel like a child playing at being god? I shut off the terminal andheaded for bed. I would need my energy for the next day, that wascertain.



Chapter Twenty-Seven


My alarm told me that it was time to get up,but I had not had much sleep. I spent the night fighting offnightmares. Ready or not, we would be leaving soon, so I headed upto the bridge.
When I arrived, everyone except Kellyn wasthere; apparently she was still in the clinic curing people. “Wewill launch when Kellyn is finished. Darnath, is the jump routelaid in?”
“Yes, everything should be set,” heresponded.
“Okay, just a word of warning. Kellyn and Iwill not be meditating before the jump, so you will have to handleeverything during our recovery.”
“Vydor, only Darnath needs to be awakeafter the jump to execute the second jump. The rest of us willstand with you,” said Andreya.
“The six of us bring a lot of power to thetable. Your demon does not stand a chance against the united forceof the Council of Wizards,” declared Gafar.
I looked at each of them as they allindicated they would not let me stand alone, and I was touched bytheir dedication. “You are right, for if any of us tries tostand alone, we will fall,” I said. I was not sure where thatcame from; someplace deep inside me, some forgotten corner of mymemory.
Not long after, Kellyn returned and came upto the bridge. She looked lovingly at everyone and said, “Thankyou.”
I contacted the station and requestedpermission to launch, to which the reply came that we were clear todo so. “Gafar, engage stealth mode and take us out.” It wasimportant that we did not give away the location of where we hadbeen staying, since everyone knew we had come to meet with theEmperor. After we cleared the station I said, “Best speed tojump space.”
“I estimate ten minutes until we canjump,” said Gafar.
“Wow, this ship is impressive. It wouldhave taken an hour with the Dark Talon,” I replied. The shipdid not lurch forward like the Dark Talon did; it was a very smoothand even acceleration. The only indication of the change in speedwas a slight change in pitch of the engines, which were anever-present background noise.
“Jumping in ten, nine, eight, seven, six…” As Darnath counted down I felt four sets of hands beingplaced on my back, and Kellyn grabbed my hand with both of hers.“…three, two…”
Suddenly we were in jump space, and this timeI turned completely around and faced the demon head-on. I lookedhim right in the eye and called out, “Not this time!”
I lowered my right hand at him and cast agreat bolt of energy directly at him that pushed him back quite abit, but he recovered quickly and charged. Then I felt powerpouring into me from the others, and I grabbed all that power andcast the bolt again. This time the blast hit him hard enough toknock me back and keep him at a very great distance. Just then theship dropped back into normal space, quickly reentering jump spaceas we executed our second jump.
This time the dark specter was standingcalmly at a great distance. He just stood there staring me down, asif to say, “Time is on my side. I will have you sooner or later.”This time I looked to the other spirit that followed me, and helooked greatly pleased. It was as if he was basking in the lightfrom the love and support of my fellow wizards. Before I could tryto talk to him, we reentered normal space.
Once we had all recovered, I saw Darnathlooking very anxious to know what had happened. I turned to him andsaid, “Round one goes to the Council of Wizards!” Thisbrought much cheering and exchanges of high fives.
“Vydor, I want you to know we are in thisfor the long haul. We realize that we will have to do this duringevery jump until we have victory, but victory will be ours as longas we remember what you said about standing alone,” saidAndreya.
“Thank you, Andreya, that means a lot tome. Darnath, what is our ETA to the Dragon Claw from here?” Iasked.
“I expect we will meet up with the DragonClaw in about seven days,” he responded. “Our next jump willbe in thirteen hours, as we have to coast by this neutron fieldbefore we can jump again.”
“Kellyn, please join me in the ready room.I think we have some news to discuss with the captain.” Theready room was a room off to the side of the bridge that was usedprimarily as an office for the captain of the ship. On our ship wehad no real use for it, but I thought it would be more proper touse that for this conversation than the general viewing screen.Mundane people really did not understand that they never talked tojust one of us, so they naturally felt more comfortable with moreprivate settings. I guess it helped them to forget how different wewere.
I took my seat in front of the screen whileKellyn put us through.
“Greetings, Master Vydor,” said the captain.I was surprised at his use of the formal title. I wondered if hewas trying to get used to my new position.
“Hello, Captain. Now that we are en route Ican talk a bit more freely,” I said.
“That is good to hear. When do you think youwill get here?” he asked.
“Darnath estimates seven days on our presentcourse. We are currently coasting by a gravity well and will not beable to jump again for thirteen hours,” I said.
“We have lost all contact with Terathan XV.This is playing out exactly like Arken IV. I would like to getthere as soon as possible. Is there any way you can get heresooner?” he asked.
“Well, this is the shortest route that thestation’s computers found for us. I could ask Darnath to see if hecan work out a faster one,” I said.
“I hear you are in a Raven. If I estimateyour location correctly, I think you can make it in four days.”
“Well, it is a Raven Mark II, actually, so wehave twenty-five per cent greater jump range than a Mark I.”
“Excellent, then you should have no problemwith this shorter route.”
“Well it seems you have a better database ofroutes than we were given access to. If you can send it, that wouldbe great.”
“I will get one of my officers to contactDarnath and they can work it out.”
“Captain, now that is out of the way, I havea personal request to make of you.”
“Certainly, Vydor,” he answered.
“Kellyn, come sit by me,” I saidprivately. Once she was settled I turned to the captain and said,“Captain, let me properly introduce to you Master Kellyn, formerlyof the Black Adders, and now master wizard and member of theCouncil of Wizards.”
“It is a pleasure to meet you, MasterKellyn,” he said.
She smiled and said, “Thank you, I am surethe honor is all mine.”
“Captain, would you do us the honor ofmarrying us?” I asked.
“Vydor, I would be honored!” he said with abig grin. “You can use our wedding chapel and all our facilitieshere.”
“Thank you, Captain, but Kellyn wants to getmarried here in her private garden,” I said.
“Well, I have done many weddings in my timeand one thing I have learned is that you never argue with thebride. If Kellyn wants it in her garden, then I will do it nowhereelse. Kellyn, if it would be acceptable to you, I would like tohost your reception here in our banquet hall. There are a lot ofVydor’s old shipmates who will want to come.”
“Captain, that is a most gracious offer, andI am happy to accept. Invite all whom you feel proper to thereception, but please only yourself, Zalith, and Dr. Rannor to theactual wedding. My garden is not big enough to hold many, and wewill already have the seven of us,” was her reply.
“Wonderful, then it is all set. Carol willcontact you about the arrangements after you arrive,” he said.
“Captain, can you ask Carol to contactAndreya instead? She is handling the arrangements for Kellyn,” Isaid.
“Thank you, Vydor,” responded Kellynprivately.
“Certainly. I must get back to my dutieshere, but I look forward to seeing you in a few days’ time,” hesaid and we wrapped up the call.
“FOUR DAYS??? HOW AM I GOING TO PLAN THISIN FOUR DAYS?!?!?” started Kellyn. Being the grandmasterwizard, supposedly with more power and knowledge than any othermortal in the realm, I knew exactly what to do. I called in Andreyato help with Kellyn’s panic attack, and slipped out.
I headed back to my quarters, planning to getsome rest. When I entered my room I saw the book on my shelf. Ithad been over a year since I had first cast the spell which allowedme to read it, but I had not yet opened the cover. Something insidetold me I was not ready yet, and still warned me against it.Logically there was no reason to worry; it was just a book, but Icould not get past that feeling that it was not yet the right time.Yet I knew in some way that this book had the answers I needed.
Just as I decided to sit and read it, I hearda voice come over our intercom. “Vydor, I just got off the linewith the Dragon Claw, and we have a nice data stream coming inupdating all of our navigational data. It seems likely with theupdated maps we can be clear of this field in six hours and shouldmake it to the Dragon Claw’s present position in about three days.”It was odd to actually hear a voice on this ship and it took me aminute to place it as Darnath’s. He had to use that to contact mebecause I was in my quarters.
“Thank you for the update, Darnath. As youheard the captain say, we need to get there as soon as we can, sotake whichever course is fastest. I am going to get some sleep. Asksomeone to wake me before the next jump,” I responded.
“Sure thing, Vydor,” he replied.
I looked again at the book. It was not veryremarkable from the outside. In fact, compared to the books fromMantis, it was downright plain. I thumbed through it brieflywithout really reading it and it seemed to be a collection ofshorter books. Well, that would have to wait until after thismission. I could not afford to be distracted by a new project justyet.



Chapter Twenty-Eight


“Vydor, this is our final jump. It shouldput us only ten minutes from the fleet,” came Darnath’s reportas I entered the bridge.
“Excellent,” I replied. The last fewdays since we spoke to the captain had been fairly uneventful.Kellyn and Andreya talked constantly about wedding plans, and Imostly stayed in the library studying everything we had on thesorcerers.
We all took our positions for the jump, whichnow entailed everyone except Darnath being in physical contact withme. The dark specter had not tried again since the first encounterhe had with all six of us, but he stayed close by, ready for anyopening. I knew that he had grown too powerful, and that alone Icould never stand against him, but he was no match for the six ofus. This jump was no exception. He stood and waited, again givingthe impression of saying, “Time is on my side. I can wait.”
When we came back into normal space, on theviewing screen in front of me was the fleet. I had forgotten howmassive it was. From this angle we could not see all of it. Itspread out far wider than our viewing screens could reach.
“I had better contact them before we dropout of stealth, just in case they are a bit trigger-happy,” Icommented. Kellyn brought up the connection on the main viewer, andsoon the captain appeared.
“Greetings, Captain, we are about nineminutes from your wake at present, and are about to drop out ofstealth,” I said.
“Excellent. As soon as you can, establish thegraviton link and pass navigation over to us for the next jump.There will be about a day and a half on the other side of the jumpwhile we skirt around a black hole, so we can have your celebrationthen,” he said.
Our ship’s engines would not be ready to makeanother jump for hours yet, but relative to the fleet we were soinsignificant that they would just drag us along.
“Darnath will get that link up as soon as weare in range. Captain, why don’t you, Dr. Rannor and Zalith join usfor dinner after the jump?” I asked.
“That sounds like a great idea, say at 2000?”he asked.
“2000 it is, then,” I said and we ended thetransmission.
After the jump Darnath ran up to the messhall to start cooking. He came from a long line of chefs and wepersuaded him into volunteering to cook all the major meals. Kellynand I also went up to prepare the table and make sure all was inorder.
Gafar offered to stay and watch the bridgeduring the dinner. Out here in interstellar space it was unwise toleave the bridge unmanned. There were too many unknowns to dealwith.
“Thank you, Gafar, but this is going to bea problem during the wedding tomorrow. I do not want anyone to haveto miss it,” I said.
“Well, maybe the captain can spare somecrew members to stand watch so that we need not worry aboutthat,” offered Kellyn.
“That is a brilliant idea,” I said. Iwas a bit annoyed I had not thought of such a simple answer.
While waiting for dinner, I went to theship’s library and focused on crafting the scrolls I would need forthe battle. I was deep into this preparation when I heard Gafarsend from the bridge, “Vydor, the captain’s shuttle is on itsway.”
“Okay, I guess we are ready. Land them inbay two.” Zalith would no doubt want to see the Dark Talon, soit was easiest to have them dock in the same bay. We went down tomeet them. As soon as the bay was pressurized, we entered it.
Zalith was the first off the shuttle. Iwalked right up to him and gestured at the Dark Talon while saying,“Hello, old friend, the Dark Talon is ready for you to fly her homeafter the meal.”
“Thank you, Vydor, but I took the liberty ofbringing two Dark Knights to take her home now.” As he said that,they came off the shuttle. I felt a sinking feeling in my stomach.I was worried what they would think of me, since I had ledtwenty-five of their squadmates to their death.
One of them walked right up to me and lookeddirectly into my eyes. He was a good half-meter taller than me, butI looked up and held his gaze. I knew that was what he wouldexpect.
“Vydor, we reviewed the logs and journals ofyour mission, and we are impressed at your honor and valor in theface of death. The battle was won because of your leadership,” hesaid and handed me an emblem.
I had to break his gaze to see what it was,and I barely held my composure. It was the emblem of the DarkKnights. The significance of this gift was not lost on me; I knewwhat it meant. They now numbered me as one of their own. Using aminor bit of magic I attached it to my staff, which had become thesymbol of my rank. “It will be an honor to fight with the DarkKnights again,” I said with as much pride in my voice as I couldmuster.
He just gave a slight nod, and they went overto the Dark Talon. I saw that the captain and Dr. Rannor haddisembarked from the shuttle. “Well, if I know the Dark Knightsthey will be asking for clearance to launch right away, so let’smove out of the bay,” I commented. As we exited I told Gafar togive the Knights clearance to launch as soon as they wereready.
Once we were out in the hall, propergreetings and introductions were exchanged all around. Kellynseemed to be a bit embarrassed over the compliments she received,but she deserved them all and more. As we walked through thetraining rooms on our way to the lift I noticed the captain waslooking around. I wondered what he was looking for. Soon we got tothe lift and were on our way to the top deck, and the observationlounge.
On the ride up, the captain remarked, “Youknow, Vydor, for some reason I was expecting strange things, but sofar your Raven looks, well … normal.”
I just smiled and opened the door to theobservation lounge with its wide-open view of the fleet around us.Our visitors caught their breath as they walked out under it. Theydid not say anything for quite some time, and we just let them takeit all in. I finally could not resist any longer and said, “I thinkyou were saying something about how normal the ship was?”
“This is an awesome view, Vydor. It is easyto forget what is out there when you spend your time moving fromone office to another on the Dragon Claw,” said the captain.
“Yes, we eat most of our meals up here underthe stars. It is quite humbling,” I responded.
Darnath, Andreya, Jerran and Luke joined usand we moved over to the table to eat. For a while the conversationover the food was mostly small talk, but eventually it moved toquestions about us. Dr. Rannor began by asking, “Kellyn, is it truewhat they say about you?”
“Well, that depends on what they are saying,”she replied.
“They say you can instantly heal any injuryor illness,” he said.
“Well, not exactly. I can heal, but my powersare limited. For instance, I cannot turn back time and make anyoneyounger, nor can I help anyone who is already dead. Minor injuriesare easy, but major things like growing new limbs or organs take alot out of me. Mental illnesses are beyond me at this stage, whichis baffling. I am also fairly limited in the type of healing I cando. For example, if a person is brain-damaged, I can heal thephysical brain, but I cannot return to the person the memories andabilities that were lost,” she replied.
“That is remarkable,” he said.
“We are also told that you all talk to eachother without speaking, can move objects without touching them, andother impossible feats. How much of these stories are true?” askedthe captain.
“They are probably blown out of allproportion but we can do what you just listed. You must understandthat we are fairly weak compared to those we will be going upagainst. We have only had a year to study and practice, and thesearts take a lifetime to master,” I said.
“How does this all work?” asked Dr.Rannor.
“It is not as mystical as you might think.There is an energy force is woven through the universe which doesnot seem to interact at all with normal matter, at least not in anyway we have been able to detect. Some people are born with anability to tap and use this energy, and that is how we achieve whatwe do. The chanting, wands, and other trappings are used to helpfocus and store the energy, which is where it starts lookingmystical. It seems that each of us is gifted in a different way sothat what we can do with the energy is a little different. We canall do some basic things, such as talk telepathically, but for themost part our powers are sharply divided. For example, Kellyn isthe only one of us who can heal a serious wound, while Andreya is amaster of illusions,” I said.
“You make it sound so simple and normal, yetwe have seen what the sorcerers can do with this energy so we knowthere is great power in it. You say you cannot match them yet, sohow are we going to fight them?” asked Zalith.
“We are hoping that when combined with thepower of the fleet we will stand a chance. In truth we had plannedto stay in hiding for a few more years, but the recent developmentsout here make me a bit concerned. We need to monitor the situation,at least. I fear if the Seven are here then the sector is theirsand there is not much we can do about it. Historically, though, theSeven have not been known to come out to fight if they think themaster wizards are around to fight back, so we are banking on themoverestimating us.”
“Are you saying that their most powerfulleaders are cowards?” asked Zalith.
“Well, I studied the history of the war theyare fighting with the wizards of the other realm, and that is thepattern I have found. They always retreat when the grandmasterwizard or any of the master wizards appear on the scene and send intheir underlings to fight for them, and our combined forces shouldbe able to handle their underlings,” I said.
“That is simply unbelievable: to have allthat power, and then be afraid to stand and fight,” commentedZalith.
While they continued to ask questions of theothers, a thought occurred to me. “Gafar, Dr. Rannor’s brain hasseveral memory blocks in it. We do not know who put them there orwhy. Assuming he agrees, can you remove them, as you did forme?” I asked telepathically.
“Most likely, but it would be a fairlyinvasive probe and he would not be able to hide anything,” hereplied.
“Well, this has been a great visit, but wemust be getting back to the Dragon Claw. Rumor has it I have to getup early for a big event tomorrow,” said the captain.
“I understand, Captain. Too bad you cannotstay for a tour of our little ship. We had to completely gut it andstart over to make it the way we wanted,” I said.
“Perhaps another time,” he said.
After that Kellyn was whisked away byAndreya: something about not seeing the bride before the wedding. Istarted to protest but the captain reminded me never to argue witha bride about her wedding.
Once we got to the bay I stopped them andsaid, “Captain, I have another favor to ask. We would like allseven of us to attend the wedding and reception, but that wouldleave the Nevermore with no one on watch. Would it be possible foryou to send over some trusted officers to stand watch for us?”
Zalith turned, gestured at the new emblem onmy staff and said, “The Dark Knights would be honored to come toyour aid.”
“Then that is settled. We will send them overin the morning,” said the captain.
“Vydor, if you don’t mind, I would like tostay behind and take that tour you offered,” said Dr. Rannor.
“Of course, we can fly you back later if youwish, or you are welcome to stay in our guest quarters,” Isaid.
“Well, if it is no trouble to you, I wouldrather stay until the wedding,” he said.
I was surprised by his request, but it was noproblem, so I granted it.
With that settled, the captain and Zalithboarded the shuttle and left. Zalith’s comment about the DarkKnights and their gift of the emblem had lifted from me a heavyburden I had carried since I had lost the squad. All this time Ithought I had failed, yet had it not played out the way it had Iwould never have met the Black Adders and we would have lost thefight for that planet, which would have spelled the end of theEmpire. The weight that lifted from me was amazing. I had feltstifled all this time by that guilt.
Then I realized that was the weaknessexploited by the dark specter in the gate. Every time I let myanger and depression get the better of me, he grew stronger. When Ihad nothing but love and support around me, he was powerless. Thiswas an amazing breakthrough. I had to share it with Kellyn, but shewas in Andreya’s quarters and out of my reach. I asked Darnath toget a message to her, and after some argument he agreed to try, butmade no promises of getting past Andreya.



Chapter Twenty-Nine


Once the shuttle was gone I turned to thegood doctor and asked, “Do you really want a tour, or would youprefer a comfortable place to sit and talk?”
“I think a talk would be good,” he said.
“Then let’s go to the library,” I said andled him to the lift.
We rode up in silence; he seemed nervous. Iwanted to reach out and find out what was wrong, but I resisted. Hedeserved the privacy of his own thoughts. When we finally enteredthe library he looked around and said, “Impressive.”
“Come now, Doctor, the only thing impressiveabout this library is its room to grow,” I said.
“What do you mean? You have more real bookson that one shelf alone than I have seen in my entire life!” washis reply.
I looked around the room and said, “Funny howtwo people can see the exact same thing and get such differentfirst impressions.”
“I think it has to do with what you have tocompare it to. Obviously you have seen a much greater library, andI have not.”
“Yes, I have and most of these books arecopies from it. Come this way. I have a place where we can sit withaccess to refreshments.” I was not sure when I had picked up thehabit, but I rarely read any more without snacks or a drink of somekind.
We entered an area of the library that hadvery few shelves; instead it had big, comfortable reading chairs,end tables and a small food locker. This was my favorite area ofthe library. Its partial seclusion allowed me to become immersed inwhat I was reading.
I got myself a big mug of coffee and asked,“Can I get you anything?”
“No, thank you,” he said.
I settled into my favorite chair, and he satacross from me. “Now then, Doctor, what is on your mind?”
“Well, Vydor, remember those memory blocks wespoke about last year? Did you ever find out if you had more?”
“That was the only one, and it appears tohave been put in place because of the secret message I was decodingat the time,” I said.
“Ah. Well, I was able to find out more aboutmine. This is the strangest thing; it turns out they are of my owndoing.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, perhaps I should show you,” he said,as my cup began to float up.
I scanned the room, found the source of thepower and traced it back to Dr. Rannor.
“Yes,” he said, lowering the cup. “You see, awhile back I found I could do that, but I knew of the decree aboutthe Black Adders, and I didn’t want to be imprisoned like them. SoI contacted Larath and asked for his help. At the time he was morethan happy to help me forget everything I could do.”
“Of course. He was eliminating a potentialenemy with no risk of being discovered,” I said.
“When you killed him, his spell broke and allmy memories came back,” he said.
“Now that is a revelation. What powers do youhave?” I asked.
“Not much. I can lift very small things likeyour cup, and I can sometimes detect people just before they openthe door or come into view,” he said.
“Well, that is a start, and it shows that youdefinitely have the gift. What do you plan to do now?” I wasstalling while I updated the five members of the Council that Icould reach. This was a big discovery, big enough that Andreyarelayed messages verbally to Kellyn. This was the first Magus fromour realm we had found since the Council was formed. “Gafar, ifhe exists, there could be more. Do what you can to scan the fleetwith minimal penetration. We need to know if there are others likehim whom Larath mentally locked up, or any othersorcerers.”
“That will take some time, a lot of time;but I will do what I can. It would probably be best if I start withthe Dragon Claw and work out from there, since that is where hisinfluence would have been the greatest,” he responded.
“That is just it, Vydor, I don’t know what todo now. Frankly, I am far too old to be of any use in the war, andI am due for retirement this week,” said Dr. Rannor.
Retirement in the Navy was a bit of a looseterm, as there was no place for him to go until the fleet happenedto pass by a station that could take him. And since we were juststarting a mission, that would be a while yet. He was stillthinking out what he wanted to say, so I let him work on it while Idiscussed our next move with the other wizards. Ultimately thechoice was mine to make and not his, but I was not going tostrongarm him into anything.
“There is only one real option, he mustjoin us,” said Darnath.
“Age is not an issue for our art. In fact,I am sure Mantis is far older than all of us combined,” saidAndreya.
“You guessed Mantis to be a lot youngerthan I did, then,” said Luke, “though I am not sure he hasquite grown up.”
Finally Dr. Rannor said, “Vydor, can I stayhere for a while instead of returning to the Dragon Claw? I need aquiet place to contemplate things.”
“Of course. Doctor, I am not sure how to putthis; though this discovery of yours is exciting for us, it willcomplicate things for you,” I said.
“Exciting? Complicated? How so?” heasked.
“Well, this is exciting because you are thefirst Magus from our realm we have found since we returned.Complicated, because you are the first Magus from our realm we havefound since we returned.” I had to concede Darnath’s point that Dr.Rannor, as a Magus, had to submit to our rule, but that seemedsomewhat totalitarian. “Dr. Rannor, we need to explain something toyou. As a Magus you fall under the direct authority of the Councilof Wizards, and are no longer responsible to the Emperor. Now, youdo have a choice. You can retire in peace and forget about yourpowers, and hope the war never reaches you, or you can come to liveon this ship with us as our first student-level wizard. Either way,the choice is under my jurisdiction, not the captain’s or theEmperor’s, though we will behave in a civil manner over theaffair,” I said.
He needed to sit and think that over a while,so I decided to help his decision along. “Dr. Rannor, before youmake any decision there are a couple more things I would like tosay. First, your age is not an issue for our art. It is onlybecause our council is so new that we are all so young. Everymaster-level wizard or sorcerer that we know of is much older thanyou. The amount of wisdom and knowledge the position calls for isnot normally found in the young. Second, I would love it if youwould come be part of our team. I think you would be a great assetand besides, we need someone to treat Kellyn if she gets sick.” Istood, finished my drink and said, “Whatever your decision, you arewelcome to stay on board here as long as you need. Just remember weare heading to the front line, and it could be a bumpy ride.”
I was about to leave him to think when hesaid, “Vydor, I really do not need to think this over. I just hadto convince myself to take the step. The captain knows why I amhere, and he has already offered to release me if you would takeme. It is just that I am an old man. I am used to being a ship’sdoctor. I know how to do that well; in a way, it is all that I am.What we are talking about is a huge departure from that, andfrankly it is terrifying.”
I got down to his level. “You are not just aship’s doctor. If titles are so important, then you should knowthat you have already achieved the level of prospect wizard. I amoffering you the chance to reach the next step and start to learnhow to use the power you already have, because I know that you aremore than any job. If you decide to do this, I know you can. We alldo.” I felt a level of confidence in him from my fellow wizardsthat surprised me at first, but then I remembered they trusted myinstincts completely. “If he joins us we will have to create alevel of telepathic communication far less deep for him to talk tous on. As the council we will need to keep our connection, but itwould not be polite to completely exclude him,” I said to theothers, who were watching intently through me. “Doctor, look aroundyou. All of these books, every last one, is about the power youwield. You will not be left to guess your way through it. We willteach you, not only to practice your art, but also how to use thesebooks for self-growth. We are constantly working on expanding ourcollection, so with a bit of luck you will never run out of booksto study. If you decide to retire, you will be alone. No one willunderstand you. You will be a stranger among even your own people,but here you have family.”
Suddenly his shoulders squared up and hesaid, “Master Vydor, I cannot turn down your offer, and I humblyaccept.”
I tried to think of a good response to thatbut my mind was full of six cheering voices. Wait a minute …“Kellyn, I thought you were hiding!”
She giggled and said, “How could I missthis? Okay, back to hiding for me!” and she was gone.
The others soon came up to welcome Dr. Rannorto the family. After many pleasantries were exchanged, I offered tocall the captain for him.
“Yes, please do. Just now, if you don’t mind,I need rest. I have not slept much since you made your firstcontact with us earlier this week, and it is catching up onme.”
“Of course, Rannor. Gafar here will show youto the crew quarters where we all stay. These rooms are allshielded from telepathic communication of any kind. If you needanything or anyone while in that room, or want to reach a person intheir quarters, you will need to use the mundane intercom system.Outside those rooms we communicate telepathically, and in time youwill too,” I said.
Rannor and Gafar left to find him somequarters, and I made my way to a comm station to call the captain.I was not certain how to approach him about this, but Rannor saidhe had already spoken with him on the subject so maybe it would bea non-event.
“Good evening, Master Vydor,” said thecaptain. There he went again with the title. Sometimes he used itand sometimes not. I wondered what the difference was.
“Good evening, Captain, I am sorry to disturbyou but I have just had a rather interesting chat with Dr. Rannor,”I started.
“Ah yes, he told me he planned to talk toyou,” he said.
“What did he tell you?” I asked.
“We talked for a while about his upcomingretirement and how it would have to wait until after this mission.I told him I thought he was too young to retire just yet. Hementioned he wanted to transfer to your crew for the duration ofthe mission. I explained to him that your ship is considered to bean alien vessel, and there could be no official transfer, but ifyou allowed it, it would be fine with me,” he said.
“Did he say why he wanted this transfer?” Iasked.
“No, not really; just that he felt it wassomething he had to do. Don’t take this the wrong way, but if anofficer does not want to be in his position, I would rather movehim to a different position than force him to stay against hiswill,” he said.
“Well, Captain, that is pretty much whathappened here. Dr. Rannor has officially requested to join ournation permanently,” I said.
“He is due for retirement at the end of thisweek, so while I could demand that he returns to the Empire andserve here, it would also be easy to say he is finishing out hiscareer as an Imperial advisor to Kellyn. Then after he retires heis free to do as he wishes,” said the captain.
I thought for a bit about my response. Icould just accept that and say no more, but I felt that would bedeceptive. This man was trusting his life and the lives of hisentire fleet to my abilities. The least I could do was becompletely honest with him. “Captain, it is a bit more complicatedthan that.”
“How so?” he asked.
“Captain, Dr. Rannor has made it known to methat he is a Magus. This means that he falls under my jurisdictionnow, and no longer that of the Empire,” I said.
“Master Vydor, I see what you mean about itbecoming more complicated. What exactly does this mean for mydoctor?” There he went with the formal title again.
“I offered him a choice. I said he couldeither finish his present assignment, find a place to retire to inpeace, and forget he ever discovered his powers; or he could joinus and be trained as a wizard.”
“I am glad to hear you left the choice up tohim. I would hate to think you had let your newfound power andposition corrupt you. Be ever wary against that, Vydor. Thetemptation to abuse your power must be far greater than I canimagine and it would be a dark day indeed if you gave into it.” Hestopped and sighed. “I know the good doctor too well to think hechose retirement.”
“You are correct, Captain,” I said. I heardhis words, but I was more concerned about his warning. There wasgreat truth in it, and I did almost force Rannor’s position. I mustalways be on guard against that.
“Then the simple way to handle this is to dowhat I suggested previously and assign him to your crew as anImperial advisor,” said the captain.
“I must respectfully disagree with that,Captain. I do not want to set up a precedent of sneaking aroundinstead of just handling it straightforwardly. I think the bestthing would be for you to grant him retirement a few days early,and then note on his record that he has joined the ranks of thewizards, so that there is no question about his allegiance down theroad,” I said.
“Then that is what we will do. Can I speakwith him?” he asked.
“Well, I have nothing against it, but he hasretired for the evening already. I am sure there will be ample timefor you to talk tomorrow either before or after the wedding.”
After that we wrapped up the call. Now,before I went to bed I needed to contact Mantis. We did not haveany training material for someone as new to his powers as Rannor.The big question always was whether Mantis would answer the call.We never found a pattern indicating when he was available and whenhe was not.



Chapter Thirty


There were no doors to the Crystal Room, so Ihad to teleport in. This was the one exception to our rule againstteleporting on the ship. With the lack of discipline about usingthe exercise room, I wanted everyone to walk as much aspossible.
I arrived in the room alone; most of theothers were asleep by now and I did not want to bother them. Iactivated the sphere and waited. I was unsure how much time passedwhile I waited. I spent it thinking over the day’s events andworrying about the next day.
“Hello, Master Vydor,” came a distinctivevoice from the ball as Mantis’ face appeared in it.
“Hello, Mantis, there have been somedevelopments here since we spoke last. I had better fill you in onthose first, and then I would like you to send me some trainingmaterials for new Magi.” I then proceeded to tell him about thesituation with Terathan XV, Rannor and the upcomingwedding.
He listened very thoughtfully to everythingwithout any comment or reaction. When I finished he just sat therea moment then said, “Very interesting turn of events.” Then heappeared in the room in person and took one of the chairs acrossfrom me. “I suppose the first thing I should say iscongratulations,” he said with a big smile.
“Thank you,” I said.
“Vydor, I am a bit worried about you. You andthe others are skyrocketing up the ranks of power at a phenomenalrate, and now you are taking on a prospect? I spoke with theCouncil about your growth and they assured me that this was the wayit had to be, so I have said nothing until now. But with Rannorcoming on board, I think it is time to address this,” he said.
“It does not feel like phenomenal growth. Ifeel as though we are only little children trying to compete withgods some days,” I said.
“All seven of you have surpassed wizards withtwenty times your experience; it’s just that your perspective isskewed because you only know high-level wizards. For example, lookat your fight with Larath. You overpowered him easily, and I knowthat you have at least tripled your strength since then,” hesaid.
“Overpowered him? Hardly. I crudely bashedhim on the head with a fancy stick,” I said.
“You see, that is exactly what has meworried. You used a great deal of power and did not even noticeit,” he said.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Well, remember the scene Andreya showed theEmperor in which one of the Seven defeated your Dark Knights; howhe stood there completely immune to all the weapon fire aroundhim?” he asked.
“Yes,” I said.
“That was the grandmaster of the sorcerers.He was upset that the Dark Knights were winning that fight. Theyproved to be far more powerful than the sorcerers had guessed, andif not for his arrival the Dark Knights might have successfullytaken control of that colony,” he said.
“Really? I had not realized that,” Isaid.
“Yes, but the point is: Did you notice howthe grandmaster did nothing to stop the weapon fire, it just had noeffect on him? That is what is known as a passive energy field. Hewas so wrapped up in power that those attacks were insignificant incomparison and were just absorbed,” he said.
“That is very impressive, but what does thathave to do with Larath?” I asked.
“Larath had a shield up to block you that,had you been a mundane person, would have made him completelyinvulnerable to your staff blow. He thought he was safe because hedid not think you would blast him with your staff because of therisk of hitting the people behind him. But as you approached him,do you remember the look of fear on his face? Yes, I was watchingthe whole thing take place; it was too important not to. But do youremember the look? As you closed in on him he could see the powerbuilding in you. By the time you swung your staff, you had so muchpower behind that swing that ten Laraths could not have stoppedit.”
“Surely you cannot be right. I mean, I didnot call on my powers, at least I do not think I did.” I was tryingto think back to what precisely had happened.
“You see, that is exactly why I am concerned.If you can bring forth that level of power without meaning to, Iworry that unintentionally you will start forcing your will onsituations when you know you should not. For example, bargainingwith the Emperor for a ship,” he said.
“Now wait a minute, Mantis, I know I did notuse any power on him, … ” I began.
“No, you did not. But if you can kill Larathwith your powers unintentionally, what is to stop you fromunintentionally doing other things?” He just left that commenthanging, and I had no answer to it.
Eventually I said, “Nothing, I suppose.”
“No, not nothing. One bright spot in yournews is your marriage to Kellyn. She is a great stabilizer for you.You will have to learn to control this intensity of yours, and turnit into a powerful weapon against the sorcerers. You merely have toaccept that it is an issue and decide to fix it. Everything to dowith our art centers on willpower, and you have that in greatabundance. Make it work for you instead of you working for it,” hesaid.
I thought about that a long while, and thensaid, “I understand, and will work on it.”
“Now, about Rannor. That is a mostinteresting development, and while I do not think you are ready tostart training others, you cannot just leave him to himself. Readyor not, you must train him. In this box are all the entry-levelbooks that we use in our schools. Vydor, understand that it willprobably take him fifty or sixty years to reach the level you havealready reached in your more basic powers. I do not understand whyyou are all growing so fast in power, but the Council continues toassure me that this is the way it must be,” he said and placed asmall box on the table. I knew better than to open it here, as itwould be much easier to carry all the books he had somehow stuffedinside it while they were still in that tiny box.
“Well, as long as those materials give usfair expectations for him, however long it takes is however long ittakes,” I said.
“As for Terathan XV, this is news to me and Iwill have to investigate at our end. We might have underestimatedtheir ability to recover from their last loss here; we did notexpect them to make a showing for at least another year. I willcontact you about that when I know more, but not tomorrow. Tomorrowyou need to give completely to Kellyn.” And with that he left. Iwondered if I would have a heart attack if he ever actually made anattempt at a goodbye.
I took the box down to the library and leftit on an empty shelf to deal with another day. Right now, I neededto get some sleep.
I lay there in my bed a long time justthinking about what Mantis had said. I slowly opened my mind to thepower that I had and could see the swirling energy around me.Mantis at one time called me a spellweaver. He also said my naturaltalent for seeing magic meant I worked directly with the energy inits purest form. While most wizards had to convert the energy intosomething else to use it, such as fire or electricity, I couldweave the power itself.
Something else he had said at that time hadnot hit home until now. He said that all the grandmasters werespellweavers, and because of it they dominated any battle they wereinvolved in. As I looked at the amount of power that flowed aroundme, I finally accepted my fate and embraced it. I was trulygrandmaster of this realm.
When I did that I felt something shift. Itwas as if the scales of the universe tipped slightly from darknesstowards light. Yes, that was it: the balance of power in this realmhad just changed for the better. Hope and confidence welled upinside me as I realized this, and I was finally able to get somesleep.



Chapter Thirty-One


I woke early the next morning and dressed inthe full ceremonial robes of my office. I needed to look my best onmy wedding day. While I was getting ready a call came over theintercom from Luke, saying that the Dark Talon was incoming, so Itold him I would meet them down in bay two.
When I arrived, the bay had just finishedpressurizing and the Dark Talon’s doors were opening. Twenty-fiveof the Dark Knights filed out of the craft and into the bay. Theylined up at perfect attention as if ready for an inspection. Theircommander came towards me and said, “We are honored to take care ofthe Nevermore for you today.”
“Thank you. You will find that most of theship is fully automated, as there are only seven people on boardwho can fly her. Feel free to disengage what automation you need toin order to do your job. I do not expect any trouble out here, butshould any come, handle what has to be handled and contact meimmediately,” I said.
“Yes, sir. Did I hear you right that thereare only seven people to run this ship and fly her into thepotential battle we are about to face?” he asked.
“Yes, there are currently only seven wizardsunder my command,” I said. “I must be going. If I am even a momentlate for our rehearsal this morning, well … let’s just say I darenot risk it.”
He smiled at that, turned and led his squadout. “Luke, when they arrive, make for the garden. They willknow what to do.”
“Okay, Vydor,” he responded.
Once the captain and the others arrived intheir shuttle, I took them down to the gardens. After an exchangeof pleasantries Andreya took charge. I spent the rest of themorning standing where I was told to stand and moving only wheninstructed.
Kellyn wanted a simple but formal-stylewedding. To create this effect, she and Andreya rearranged thegarden so that there was a path from the entrance flanked byvarious pink and purple flowers that led to a grassy knoll alsoflanked by flowering bushes and small trees, with a waterfall inthe center of the back wall of bushes. It was in front of thatwaterfall that the captain would marry us. There were no illusionsanywhere. Kellyn insisted on a pure ceremony.
When the time finally came for the wedding Itook my place in front of the captain and waited for her to come. Ifelt her presence long before she came into view, but when she didI was almost overwhelmed with emotion. She was dressed in astunning, pure white gown that was tastefully decorated with pinkand clear crystals. She came slowly up the path escorted, to mysurprise, by Mantis. Despite, or maybe because of, the lack ofmagic, the ceremony was a powerful experience.
After the ceremony, Mantis made his typicalquick getaway and we all headed over to the Dragon Claw for thereception, which was a whirlwind of handshakes, pats on the back,cheers, music, and food. It was a huge event, orchestrated by thecaptain’s hostess, Carol.
When it was all over Kellyn and I returned tomy quarters on the Nevermore …



Chapter Thirty-Two


Kellyn woke me early the next morning andreminded me that we would be jumping very soon.
“The Dark Knights are still here, so Iasked them to handle the jump. I hope you do not mind,” shesaid.
“No, that was a good idea. Where are theothers?” As we were still in what was now our quarters, I couldnot sense them.
“We are meeting on the observation deckfor the jump in one hour,” she said.
“All right. I will have a shower and go upthere,” I said. She went back to her previous quarters to getready herself, and then we went up to the top deck together.
“You know, Vydor, you are very lucky. Notmany people get to be woken early the day after their wedding nightto face battle with a demon,” commented Luke as I arrived. Itwas a good thing that Kellyn’s primary power was healing, becauseafter the look she gave him I was sure he was going to needemergency treatment.
I noticed that Rannor was with us, so Iasked, “Can he hear us yet?”
“Yes, Master Vydor, I can. Master Gafar isserving as a link for me until I learn how to do this myself,”Rannor replied.
“Good. Have you been told what is about tohappen?” I asked.
“Only that we will be jumping soon,”he said.
“Well, I wish I had more time to explain.I will just say that jumping is dangerous for me at this time and Icannot do it alone. You may see some odd things, but do not worry;united we can handle it,” I said. “Rannor, make sure youhave a good physical hold on Gafar and do not let go until the jumpis over. We will take care of everything else. Focus on holding onto him while you have a grip on him and it will hold through thejump. Okay?”
“Yes, Master Vydor, I can do that,” hesaid and grabbed hold of Gafar’s arm.
“Commander, we will need the jump countdownup here. I do not have time to explain why, just be aware that wewill probably face greater than normal hangover coming back,regardless of our preparations,” I said over the comm, taking careto leave it open so that we could hear the countdown as I walkedback to the group. Privately to the other master wizards I said,“I plan to take the offensive this time, so be ready for somefun.”
Then we heard over the speaker, “Jumping infive, four, three, two …”
The blueness of jump space surrounded us all,and I saw the dark specter moving towards us. This time I lookedhim right in the eye without fear and said, “Foul creature, beware!I, Grandmaster Vydor, and all six of our realm’s masters standbefore you. Prepare yourself for battle!” With that I called up abolt of pure magical energy and blasted him in the dead center ofthe chest. He screamed out in pain and shrank a little in size, butflew right at me in spite of the blast. I stared him down withoutblinking, and then raised my left hand, with my wedding ring on it,and channeled the power that I felt coming from Kellyn through thering and into him. The bolt cut a hole right through him; this timehe fell back in intense pain. “Spirit of old, you have no powerover me. Your curse on my family ends, NOW!” As I screamed “now” Ichanneled another bolt, this time combining the powers of all thewizards, and when this bolt hit him he burst into fire and wasconsumed, leaving only us and the spirit of light.
“Well done, Grandmaster Vydor, you arefinally free,” the spirit of light said. “Now you must prepare foryour greatest battle yet. Take this scroll. It contains vitalinformation that you will need soon. Do not worry about how to readit. When you return to normal space you will have the knowledgecontained in it.” I took the scroll the spirit offered withoutpausing to think about it.
Almost instantly after that we were back innormal space, but none of us suffered any side effects from thetrip. I looked around at each one, and as they realized what hadjust happened there was much cheering, jumping and hollering. Oncethey calmed down, I spoke, using my real voice so that Gafar wouldnot have to relay my words. “Today we united and defeated a demonwhich has plagued my family for countless generations. This is amajor turning point for us, as it shows our greatest power comesfrom our unity. We must stand united, since we are the last andgreatest defense the forces of light have in this realm. Everythingdepends on us.” I stood in front of them and said, “Soon we will befacing the greatest battle this realm has ever seen. Many will die,perhaps even some of us, but we cannot falter, or sacrifice ourdedication to the battle; so I ask you now to repledge your loyaltyand dedication to me and our cause.”
Starting with Kellyn, one by one, they statedtheir support with a bow. Then over the loudspeaker I heard thecommander of the Dark Knights say, “The Dark Knights will standwith you to the end, Grandmaster Vydor, no matter what happens.” Itwas only then that I remembered I left the comm open before thejump.
“Commander, how many Dark Knights remain onthe Dragon Claw?” I asked over the comm.
“None, Grandmaster. All one hundred of usmade the journey over yesterday,” he said as he entered the room,turning off the comm as he passed it.
“Commander, the Dark Knights’ skin is notblack because you dyed it; it is because you are a subrace of theZalionians. Correct?”
“Yes, sir,” he answered.
“And your race has a natural ability tocommunicate through a form of telepathy?” I asked.
“Yes, sir,” he replied.
“Your race also has a natural resistance tomagic, has it not?” I asked.
“Yes, sir,” he answered.
“Well then, I plan to ask the Empire toassign you to my craft indefinitely, if you and your Knights arewilling,” I said.
“Yes, sir, but there is no need since we havealready informed Zalith of our decision to join you here,” repliedthe commander.
“Excellent. Then prepare this ship for thenext jump. I expect that we will be jumping into a hot battlezone,” I ordered.
“Yes, Grandmaster,” he snapped as he turnedand left.
“Rest and eat. I must call the captain,then we must have a full council meeting before the next jump. Imet with Mantis two nights ago and have much to tell you,” Isaid to the wizards. “Rannor, I will need you to take your oldposition in the medical bay, as there are too many of us here nowfor Kellyn to treat alone.”
He seemed to light up with that comment andasked if he could be excused to check out the medical wing beforeany battle occurred. “Go, but be back before the next jump,”I said.
“Oh, do not worry. After what I justwitnessed, I will be back early,” he said and left with aspring in his step, looking younger than before. This baffled meuntil Kellyn sent via our link, “You gave him a job; he feelsneeded again.”
“Ah, of course! Thank you, Kellyn. Okay, Iam going to call the captain. Feel free to listen in. Just stay outof sight,” I said.
I wandered off to find a private-looking nookto place the call from. Kellyn followed me over and set up thecall, then returned to the table with the group to eat.
“Master Vydor, I am glad you called,” camethe captain’s greeting. “I need to talk to you about the DarkKnights.”
“Go on, Captain,” I replied.
“Well, it seems that they are not reallyImperial citizens, nor truly part of our Navy,” he said.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Yesterday they all started packing up to flyto your ship, and I told them that the first twenty-five was reallysufficient. Then they just quoted a treaty reference to me andsaid, ‘The time has come.’ I could not get them to stop packing up,and I didn’t want to make a fuss on your wedding day, so I let themgo.
“I had not heard of this treaty, so I spentmost of last night researching it, and I was surprised at what Ifound. Apparently the Dark Knights were not part of the ZalionianEmpire at the time of the merging with the our Empire. They had aseparate agreement. Vydor, this agreement dates back over threethousand years and supersedes anything that would be in effecttoday.”
Zalith entered the room at this point, butdid not say anything. I could see something was eating at him,though. After a brief greeting to Zalith, the captain continued,“This treaty clearly states that they have their own government,and serve the Empire only until the return of the one who will leadthem to victory over darkness.”
“I am surprised such a treaty even exists,” Isaid.
“So was I, and I checked thoroughly. Nothinghas been done to change its terms in all this time. It seems theEmpire figured enough time had passed that, whoever the ‘one’ was,he was dead and not coming back,” he said.
“This is very interesting, but how does thataffect us today?” I was sure I knew what he was going to say, butdid not want to jump the gun and insult Zalith if I was way offbase.
“Vydor, they believe you are the ‘one’, basedon some ancient prophecy,” he replied.
“Somehow I knew you were going to say that.What do you know of this prophecy, Zalith?” I asked.
Zalith seemed relieved to finally be able tospeak and said, “Vydor, the prophecy just predicts that you willcome, and how we will know you when you come. The first sign isthat you will come from a foreign people, but earn respect inbattle as one of our own. The second sign is that you will rise upsix others from your own people who will follow you withoutquestion or hesitation and will also be greatly honored in battle.Once you come into your power you will lead the armies of lightinto a great battle in a faraway place against the greatest army ofdarkness ever seen. There is also an obscure reference to beatingan ancient power in a place out of time, but I know nothing aboutthat. There are many other signs like these, and they all point toyou, Vydor.”
“A demon out of time? Such as in jump space?”I asked.
Zalith’s eyes went wide, “You actually didthat?”
“Yes, Zalith, a demon that has hunted myfamily for countless generations. With the help of my Council ofWizards we were finally victorious, thus ending the disease thathas plagued my family almost to extinction,” I answered. Before Isaid that I would never have thought a Zalionian could go pale, butnow I knew better.
“I do not really know what to say in the faceof all this. The treaty clearly states they are not under mycommand, but only serve out of mutual benefit until the ‘one’ … Iguess you … returns,” said the captain.
“Well, Captain, at least this explains whathappened just before I called you,” I said.
“What was that?” he asked.
“Their commander came up here and swore theloyalty of the entire squad to me,” I said.
“Then I guess they are yours now. It reallyis a wise move. You need a crew on that ship in case we find abattle waiting for us,” he responded.
“Zalith, are you happy with this?” I asked. Icould not figure out what he was thinking, but he was obviouslygreatly torn over something.
“Vydor, not only am I happy about it, I amproud of them for following through on an ancient promise. I almostwish I could join them,” he said. “All Zalionians hold dearly tothat prophecy.”
I thought about it for a minute, then said,“Zalith, I need you on the Dragon Claw as my officialrepresentative and to take care of the Zalionians who are stillpart of the fleet. The Empire needs our help, and I need you tospearhead it in the Navy.”
He smiled and said, “It will be a great honorto serve you in that way, thank you.”
The captain looked at me and said, “You areturning out to be a great leader, Vydor. I am proud of you.”
“Thank you, Captain, but we have morebusiness to attend to. I have just learned that we will be jumpinginto a hot battle zone. The sorcerers are amassing their forces andplan to strike now before we have time to raise up an army ofwizards to face them. Are there any fleets nearby that you can callon for help?” I asked.
“The Phantom’s fleet could probably make itin about twelve hours. They are the closest,” he said.
“We do not have the time to wait for them.Let them meet us at the battle. If they arrive after the fightstarts, that could work to our advantage,” I said.
“I agree. If the sorcerers are stillgathering power then we dare not let them have any more time thanwe have to. I will also shorten our jump a little so that we havesome extra time to recover from the jump before rushing in,” hesaid.
“Captain, you must understand that everythingis at stake here. Call in all who can make it. If the battle dragson long enough for them to reach us we will definitely need them,”I said.
“I will have to delay our jump, probably byan hour, so that we can prepare the fleet for this. Do not worry,Vydor, we will win, no matter what they bring against us. I havenever lost a battle or war yet, and I do not plan to startnow.”
With that I wrapped up the conversation andcalled all the wizards to meet me in the Crystal Room. Once insidewe each took our official positions, and I said, “There is muchto discuss. You heard some of it when I spoke to the captain, butthere is more you must know. First, let me give you my memory ofthe meeting with Mantis.”
I looked around at each of them as theyreviewed it. Long gone was the ragged-looking group that I hadfound last year. They no longer bore the effects of the stress ofconstantly hiding and fighting underground for months at a time.They all looked strong and vibrant now. The power each of themradiated was immense. Soon they had absorbed the memory and werewaiting for me to talk.
“I have learned much since then. You heardsome of it during my chat with the captain, so let me go back andfill in the details. I will start with the identity of the darkspecter that we just defeated; he was the embodiment of a cursecast on my family line by the very first grandmaster sorcerer inthe hope of preventing my birth. His power came from my anger andfear, and his destruction was brought about by your love andsupport.”
“So then, he is gone for good?” pipedup Kellyn.
“Yes, Kellyn, we won.” I responded.That brought great joy to the room. It was our first great victoryas wizards, and there was nothing like complete and total victoryto cheer a team. Once the room was settled again I continued,“There is a lot more to cover, starting with what I was shownabout the future. When we come out of the next jump the largestarmy of darkness ever created will meet us. It will be made upalmost entirely of spirits, demons and other creatures from thedarkest and foulest abyss. This massive fleet will be outnumberedalmost three to one.”
I just let that settle in for a minute. Noone said anything while they visualized what that might look like.Then I continued with the bad news. “I foresee a death tollamongst the forces of light greater than that of any previous warin the entire realm. I cannot see who will live and who will die.You may or may not want to believe in the prophecy that Zalith toldus about, but the key is that our enemy does believe it, and theybelieve I am the one to fulfill it. Their plan is to wipe us outbefore we can reach full power.”
“Vydor, do we have the power to face themyet?” asked Andreya.
“The army of darkness we can handle. Thelower-ranked sorcerers, regardless of their numbers, we can handle.But any one of the Seven is more than a match for us,” Isaid.
“Then how can we fight them?” askedLuke.
“Well, we have two major advantages in thiswar that offer us a chance, if we exploit them to their fullest.The first is the battlefield itself. This is interstellar space;this is where the Imperial Navy is at its most powerful, and it isa completely alien terrain to the sorcerers. As far as I can tell,they have only fought wars on planetary surfaces before. What wewill see when we come out of the jump is a large army surrounding alone space station. All the sorcerers will be on that station.”
“Destroy the summoner, and you remove thesummoned,” commented Darnath.
“Exactly. The key to this fight will bethat station. And you can be sure they know that. I fully expectthe Seven to be on that station,” I said.
“But how do we beat them?” askedGafar. “If they are greater than us, then that station is safe,and we lose.”
“No, they are not greater than us, but anyone of them can defeat any one of us. You see, our second advantageis our ability to combine our powers. To do that you need atremendous level of trust and loyalty,” I said.
“Something sorcerers are not knownfor,” said Kellyn.
“Yes, and when we combine our powers theresult is far greater than the sum of the parts. No single one ofthem can match our combined power, just as the dark specter couldnot.”
“What of the weapon?” asked Gafar.
“I have found the weapon, and the funnything is, I have known where it was all along,” I said.
“You are the weapon they were lookingfor,” stated Kellyn.
“Not just me, but all of us. They weretrying to destroy me and prevent the creation of this Councilbefore we discovered our powers. They foresaw our coming and theyknew they could not match two Councils of Wizards, so they aremoving pre-emptively to secure a victory,” I said.
I looked around the room, meeting each oftheir eyes and said, “This fight we are about to face seemsdaunting now, but each of you must remember that we are their worstfear. They are assembling all this power because they know theirtime is short, and that we come in great power to fight them. Theyare far more afraid of us than we are of them.”
“Vydor, did that other spirit tell you allthis?” asked Kellyn.
“Some of it, and some I finally figuredout. I also know who he is now; he is the same man from the historythat Mantis told us, the one who raised up the twelve wizards tofight the sorcerers the first time,” I said.
“What else do we know about him?”asked Luke.
“Nothing, but that book back in my room isconnected to him. I do not know how yet. Later, when we have peaceagain, I will take the time to read it, but now our main task is toprepare for this war. I plan to summon Mantis and see if they canspare any wizards to help us here.”
“Brilliant! Since they are amassing herein great numbers, they must be pulling forces from Mantis’ realm touse here,” said Kellyn.
“That is the hope,” I said. I thenturned to the ball and summoned Mantis, for the first time using myfull authority as grandmaster to command his appearance instead ofmerely requesting a chat.
He answered the call fairly quickly andappeared in a purple puff of smoke. When he saw me, he stopped andbowed and said, “Greetings, Grandmaster Vydor, what can I do foryou?”
“Mantis, war is upon us. I have foreseen thearmy we are about to face and it is a great gathering of darkness,greater than has ever amassed before. The sorcerers are makingtheir move now on this realm, and using all their might.”
He looked surprised at my statement and said,“Then they have found the weapon?”
“No, Mantis, you did. But it was not aweapon; it was this Council. They knew that if we were created theycould not face both of us. They wished to strike us down before weever got up,” I replied.
“Vydor, you have grown tremendously sincelast we met, but how can you know this?” he asked.
“I have met with the same man of light thatyou told of in your history lesson, and he revealed much to me, andopened my eyes to what I already knew,” I said.
The look of surprise that passed over hisface was priceless; I had never had the edge on him before, andwould have enjoyed it if not for the desperate times we faced.“Mantis, I have summoned you here to formally request anyassistance your realm can provide. Even if it is just a handful ofapprentices to scatter through our armies, anything would be ofgreat help. We fully expect to fight the Seven in this battle andwill not be able to lend our power to help the Imperial Navy.”
He slumped his shoulders and said, “I amsorry, but we cannot help at this time. In fact, I was instructedto ask you for help; it seems they are making a move in both of ourrealms. Our forces are already committed to battle. I do not knowwhere they suddenly got the numbers from to achieve this, but itseems they are calling our bluff on the two-front war.”
“And they only need to win one to take itall,” I said.
“That is why you must not lose. You mustbring everything you can to this fight. Both our realms depend onit.” He paused and looked around the room before continuing. “Youare by far the best students I have ever seen. I have faith in yourability to win this. No matter how big their armies are, there arestill only seven master-level sorcerers, and we have fourteen now.They will have to choose a place to make their stand, and it islikely to be here because they will underestimate the power youhave acquired. When that happens, their power in our realm will dipconsiderably and we should be able to win on our front and thensend reinforcements here, if you have not won already.”
“So we really just need to keep them busyonce they arrive,” said Kellyn.
“I fear help will not be able to reach us intime. If we see the enemy, we must engage them to the fullest,” Isaid.
“Yes, Vydor is right. If they know you arestalling they will exploit that to their own advantage. Now,Grandmaster, with your permission I need to bring this news back tomy realm and rejoin the fight,” said Mantis.
“Go forth, Mantis, and I expect to see you atthe victory party,” I said. He smiled, winked and disappeared.
“So we are on our own,” said Luke.
“No, we are not. Not only do we have theseven most powerful wizards in the realm here, but we are alsobacked by the might of the most powerful military in history. Wewill win this so long as we continue to stand together and notwaver,” said Kellyn.
“Well said, Kellyn. Do not forget they areused to fighting against men on horseback wielding swords, notmassive battleships, destroyers and particle weapons. The onlyadvantage they have is in numbers; the rest favors us. We will bevictorious!” I said.
“Now, we are running out of time before wewill be jumping into the battle and I must meet with the captainand discuss our fight plan, so unless there are any questions I amgoing to adjourn this meeting.” No one spoke, so I closed themeeting and we returned to the observation lounge.
“Commander, please come to the observationlounge for pre-battle briefing,” I said over the comm.
When he arrived I said, “Commander, when wecome out of the jump we need to be in full stealth mode. We willnot be joining the opening moves of the battle. Once the two armiesare locked in battle we will move to hit their primary center ofcommand. It is a space station that will be in the center of theirforces. I want you to lead three groups of Dark Knights topenetrate and conquer the station. Once your men are on the stationand actively fighting, I will send in the Council of Wizards andthen follow to open a fourth front inside the station. Control ofthat station is key to this battle. Each sorcerer killed there willweaken the forces outside the station, and if we kill their leaderstheir whole army falls apart,” I ordered.
“It is a wise plan, Grandmaster, and we willgladly give our lives for it,” he said.
“Thank you, Commander. Go and prepare yourmen. Once our time to fight is at hand, speed of execution will becritical.” As he left to carry out my orders I went over to my commstation to call the captain. Kellyn came over and set up the callfor me, then took a seat beside me.
“Hello, Master Vydor,” the captain said as heappeared on the screen. With him were several important officers,including Zalith.
“Pardon me, Captain, but his proper title isGrandmaster Vydor,” interrupted Kellyn.
“My apologies, Master Kellyn. I will make anote of that,” said the captain.
“Captain, I am aware that we do not have alot of time, but we need to go over the battle plans before wejump,” I said.
“Definitely. We have been expecting yourcall. Since you know the enemy best, why don’t you tell us what youhave in mind?” he replied
“Master Andreya, I need you,” I said,speaking aloud for everyone’s benefit. When she came over I askedher to show them a vision I had in my mind of the upcomingbattlefield.
“As you can see, there is a large forcewaiting for us, grouped around that station. That station is key toour victory,” I said. “What I will need your forces to do is toengage their fleet with everything you have.”
“If the station is the key, it would makemore sense to push through and destroy that,” said one of theofficers.
“In a normal battle, yes, it would, but inthis case that would grant them victory. That station isinvulnerable to any attack this fleet can muster, but that is wherewe come in. Once you have them fully engaged, we will move on thestation. You must keep their military engaged so that we can get onthe station and take control.”
“What of their powers?” asked Zalith.
“Their powers will be tied up in creating andcontrolling the army that you fight. That is why you must keep themengaged. Once we are on the station they will have to startdividing their power between controlling their forces and fightingus, and you will start to see sections of their forces fall apart.It is important that you keep up the pressure on them so that theycannot bring their full strength to bear against us. If either yourfleet or our men have to face their full might alone we will lose.It is only through this joint attack that we can overcome them.” Ipaused there for a moment, and memories of the first squad of DarkKnights I ever led came rushing back to me. “If something happens,and there is an opening in the shields on that station, you mustdestroy it regardless of who may still be on it.”
“Your plan sounds wise, Vydor. What can weexpect to be fighting?” asked the captain. I knew that I couldtrust him to follow through with that order. He would not like it,but he would not hesitate. He had too much combat experience to dootherwise.
“Master Andreya, please show them this,” saidKellyn as she started mentally picturing all kinds of horridcreatures. As they were being displayed one by one to them, shesaid, “They are immune to most physical attacks, but your energyand particle weapons will work well. Many of them will have shieldsaround them, but they can be overpowered. Just keep increasing yourfocus fire until you break through. I am just showing you a sampleof the kinds of beings they have available to bring to bear, butthey can all be defeated the same way. You just need to overwhelmtheir defenses by coordinating your attacks. Their primary weaponswill all look very different, but in the end they are all pureenergy-based attacks, so your defenses should be structured to takethat into account.” Then she privately said to me, “I guess allthat time spent in the library studying demons while trying to findyour demon wasn’t wasted after all.”
“Do you have this data in a form we can loadinto our computers and share with the fleet?” asked Zalith.
“No, it is all in real books at present. Ifwe had a couple of months to transcribe them, maybe, but we donot,” answered Kellyn.
“Captain, as far as I know they have onlyfought wars on planetary surfaces before this, so the battlefieldstrongly favors us,” I said. “Have you been able to call in anyhelp?”
“We have two more fleets arriving. The firstshould arrive about four hours after the battle starts, and thesecond should arrive about two hours later. Combined, they willalmost double our numbers,” he said.
“Excellent. At present I estimate theirnumbers to be about three times greater than the Dragon Claw’sfleet,” I said.
“Grandmaster Vydor, it sounds like you havethought of everything that could be thought of before the battle.If I understand you right, these things we will be fighting cannotfunction without their masters, and you will be attempting toeliminate their masters, while we kill the … things,” he said.
“Yes, Captain, that is it exactly,” Isaid.
“Then we will spread the plan to the ships,and jump in one hour. Good luck,” he said and signed off.



Chapter Thirty-Three


We gathered around for the trip through jumpspace, this time knowing that it was not what was in jump spacethat we had to worry about, but what was on the other side. As theblueness of it wrapped around us I looked for the spirit of lightthat had been following us, and he was there in his customaryplace, smiling and looking friendly. “Who are you?” I asked.
“Keep following the narrow path of light, andyou will find me,” was his answer.
We again came out of the jump with nopost-jump effects; apparently we had grown enough in our powers tomove in and out of jump space without issue. As soon as we returnedto normal space I took out a scroll which I had created some timeago. I opened and read from it. As I read each word the scrollstarted to burn up, and when I was finished the scroll wascompletely consumed. In its destruction it released a powerfulconcealment spell that would wrap our ship in a cloak ofinvisibility which not even the Council of Sorcerers couldpenetrate. This would guarantee that we could attack on our timingand terms, not theirs.
I switched the view mode on our observationdeck viewing screens to show tactical information about thebattlefield. I saw the Dragon Claw and her fleet slipping into avery standard attack formation that appeared to be focused on thestation.
On the other side I saw a huge army ofdemons, spirits, and other foul creatures that had somehow createdspiritual spacecraft to fight in. When they saw the fleet theybegan to redeploy to counter the attack formation they saw.
“Vydor, it looks like he plans to attackthe station. He must have decided not to follow your plan,”said Darnath.
“Studying the captain’s battle strategieswas a required course in the Academy. His plans are the best I haveever seen. He knows exactly what he is doing, and he knows that weare dependent on him to handle his part of the plan. I suspect thathe will bring some firepower against the station in order to helphide the fact that they are not attacking the stationdirectly,” I said.
As the enemy redeployed the captainrearranged his fleet, this time into an inverted crescent. When thesorcerers saw this, they moved their forces again. Back and forthwent the dance for a while. “He is stalling,” I said to theothers.
“Why?” asked Kellyn.
“Well, if I know him as well as I think Ido, he plans to attack about one hour before the first of ourreinforcements arrive. Look at all the patterns he is using. Theyare not random, they are carefully chosen to test the speed andmobility of the enemy, as they constantly have to move to adapt.The sorcerers continue to focus their positions on perceivedweaknesses in the captain’s formations, and since they are focusingheavily this is constantly opening large weaknesses in their ownlines. Their inexperience is showing and the captain is using thatto his utmost advantage,” I said.
While watching the dance, I heard the captainspeak a single word over the intership communication link:“Deploy.” That was all that was needed. Suddenly all the largeships moved to the back of the line and the smaller attack vesselsmoved to the front. The fleet then arranged its pattern into a verysolid and aggressive attack formation. I knew this one well. It wasthe subject of one of my papers at the Academy. Once the ships werearranged he issued another one-word order: “Launch.”
Suddenly Ravens, Falcons, and all other kindsof craft started launching from the larger ships. Everything fromsingle-pilot fighters up to the biggest war vessels that could becarried in a ship’s bay was launched. They all moved out to form aline in front of the fleet, and it was an impressive show offorce.
I felt fear coming from the enemy as thecaptain skillfully moved the final pieces of his attack plan intoplace. The enemy’s forces pulled back into a tighter, moredefensive stance. Memories of a speech the captain gave to my classcame back to me. In that speech he explained that he was never init for the long run. A battle is won by bringing your full might tobear all at once in the opening move. He went on to say that anyonewho has a long-term plan for a battle is a loser and a failure. Hisrecord backed up his boast; he never lost.
Then the final order came: “Attack.” And theentire fleet moved forward with every weapon firing. As they did, Ifelt Kellyn cast her power over the fleet twice. The first time wasa protection magic of some kind. It bolstered their resistance tospiritual and magical attacks. The second one increased the powerof their weapons against spiritual creatures. Somehow, with thosetwo spells she increased the overall power of the fleet bytwenty-five per cent.
“Commander, move us in close to the stationand hold us there. Time your men’s entry on to the station tocoincide with the second fleet’s arrival,” I said via the comm.
“Yes, Grandmaster,” he said.
The Dark Knights were already aboard theirthree ships, and the bays were already depressurized. They werevery anxious to bring the fight back to those who had killed theirsquadmates. I could sense the eagerness and anticipation emanatingfrom them.
Around us the battle raged on. The captainwas using a lot of different methods at once to attack thecreatures, most probably trying to determine which was mosteffective. “The fools think they are fighting on theground,” I commented, as I noticed the enemy formation wasfairly linear. The captain must have noticed this too, because heforced his own formation to match.
Any ensign looking at the battle would havebeen baffled at the captain’s arrangement, and screaming for him totake advantage of the enemy’s weak formation, but they would havebeen wrong. Right on schedule, the second fleet came out of jumpspace, not behind the enemy, but on a plane perpendicular to thecaptain’s attack, catching the enemy completely off guard.
Although every one of their crew would havebeen out of commission for a while after the jump, the ship’scomputers were already linked to the Dragon Claw’s and theyautomatically began targeting and firing all weapons. Once the crewrecovered from the jump they would take over control.
I checked the station on our tacticalmonitors and I saw the Dark Knights already punching a hole throughthe outer layer of the station and pouring in. Excellent, so farall was going as planned. I turned my attention back to the battle,and the second fleet had begun deploying their fighters and smallercraft. The enemy still greatly outnumbered us, but the numbers weremuch closer now. I felt Kellyn cast her beneficial magic on thesecond fleet and they, too, grew in power.
“Everyone, prepare for our attack on thestation. This is how I want it to go. You will break up into groupsof two and each pair of you will drop in to assist one of the DarkKnight squads. You will be facing mostly lower-level sorcerers atthat point, and you should have no problem. Once the six of you arefully engaged I will land on the station to hunt their primarycontrol group. Our presence there will do one of two things. Itwill either grant us victory, or draw out the Seven. Since theythink we are still too weak to beat them, I am counting on itdrawing them out. When that happens, all come to me and we willstand against them. If in our attack we end up weakening theshields enough for the fleet to destroy the station, then everyonehuddle close to Darnath and he will shield us until we can jump outof there.” Each of them indicated that they understood, then Isaid, “It is time,” and they all disappeared.
Via our link I was able to track theirmovements. As they hit the station I saw a chunk of the enemyspirits disappear from the army. Good, we got their attention. Iwaited back on the Nevermore. I knew that my entry into the battlewould have a drastic impact on the outcome and I wanted to time itfor maximum impact.
All three groups of Dark Knights were pinneddown under heavy fire from what appeared to be a mix of journeymanand apprentice sorcerers. I watched as Kellyn and Jerran joined thefirst group. Kellyn got right to work healing the wounded, whileJerran took a moment to evaluate the battle. Soon he stood up andcreated a wall of fire between the two forces. Then with a pushfrom his hand the wall went traveling towards the sorcerers withgreat speed. They tried to turn and run but were too late and thefire consumed them.
Luke and Gafar were with the second group andI looked over just in time to see something I had not expected tosee on a space station. A dark cloud had formed over the sorcerers’heads, and then suddenly lightening rained down from the clouds andcompletely wiped out the enemy position.
When I looked over to Andreya and Darnath’sgroup I saw that Darnath had summoned creatures made of pure stonethat were mercilessly pounding the sorcerers.
Outside the station, the third fleet arrived.It was the Crusader and her support fleet. She was an older shipwith a smaller fleet, but it still gave the Navy forces a boost innumber of about twenty-five per cent.
Back on the station, Kellyn and Jerran’sgroup met up with an elite sorcerer, much more powerful than whatthey had fought before. He chanted a command and slashed his handthrough the air, leaving a blade-like arc of energy behind, whichflew at Jerran. Jerran was undaunted and blocked it with his staff,then fired a blast from his staff in return. The blast hit theelite sorcerer square in the chest, but had no effect.
“Fools, you are mere children to me, nowdie!” he shouted at them and began to weave a deadly spell.
Then Kellyn jumped to Jerran’s side and said,“I do not think so!” and placed her hand on Jerran’s shoulder.Jerran grinned, and with their powers combined he blasted thesorcerer again, this time ripping through his shields and killinghim.
Then across the station Andreya and Darnath’sgroup came across a group of three elite sorcerers. I became veryworried, as I knew they would be no match for three, but before Icould go to them, I appeared in the corridor. This sent the enemysorcerers into full retreat. I laughed as I realized that Andreyahad tricked them.
I judged the time had come for me to join thebattle. Soon the enemy would begin assembling their elite sorcerersto bring against my wizards, and that would turn the tide of battleback in their favor. I scanned the station and found what I waslooking for: a group of elite sorcerers completely focused on thewar outside the station. They were in a shielded room in a remotearm of the station.
Before leaving I sent Rannor instructions onwhere to find the box of training materials, just in case he wasthe only survivor. I stressed to him the importance of carrying onno matter what happened. Then I wrapped myself in power andteleported directly to the elite sorcerers that I had found, easilypassing through their defenses.
When I appeared they were sitting at a tablewith crystal balls in front of each so that they could see thebattlefield. They gasped as they looked towards me, but it was toolate for them. I chanted a spell and traced an arc through the air.Behind my finger leapt out a bright arc of energy that pounded intotheir group, sending them all flying into the wall. Before theycould recover I spread out my fingers and sent a wave of energybolts into their group, killing them all. Outside the station Iknew another large chunk of the enemy had just been wiped out.
I walked out into the hall from that room anda group of sorcerers was waiting for me. They opened fire withtheir wands and staves as soon as they saw me. Undaunted, I turnedto face them, their bolts having no effect as they were completelyabsorbed by the energy I had around me. The scene reminded me ofthe battle back on Arken IV between my first squad of Dark Knightsand the sorcerers, but there was a distinct difference. Unlike theDark Knights, who stood their ground when facing the overwhelmingpower of the grandmaster sorcerer, these pathetic excuses for Magiwere pale with fear at the sight of a grandmaster wizard, and as Ilooked them over they were turning to run.
I lowered my staff and fired a single boltinto their group that ripped right through them and put a largehole in the side of the station, sucking any possible survivorsout.
Air rushed by me, leaving through the hole Ihad made, but my shielding held and I was unaffected. I reached outwith my power and crushed the passageway, sealing the holecompletely. “Someone please remind me not to cheat at chess withhim any more,” said Luke via our connection.
I began looking for another group of elites,and soon I found them. This time they were ready for me when Iarrived. They greeted me with a large number of summoned creaturesthat instantly leaped to attack as I appeared. I quickly spun mystaff to an upright orientation and slammed the butt of it into thefloor. A crack appeared where I had hit the floor and spread inboth directions. Soon the room broke in half, and the rush of airout into space pushed the sections apart and sucked out all myenemies to their death. The sorcerers did not yet understand thedangers of fighting in a space station and this group never would.Across the entire station the enemy was in full retreat.
With half the room gone I could look out overthe battle that was raging outside the station. The captain hadmoved the fleets so that they completely surrounded the enemy in asphere of death. All weapons on all vessels were firing at once.The bolts came so thickly and fast that they looked like solidsheets of destruction.
As I watched the battle rage on, a lessonfrom the Academy came back to my mind. The professor was trying toget across how big the universe was and he said, “Even if all theships in the fleet were to join in battle and fire all theirweapons at once, the amount of power they generated would be sominuscule on the universe’s scale that it would not even benoticed.” Now that I could see such an example first-hand, I was inawe of the majesty of the universe.
I noticed that the Dragon Claw was introuble. She was beset by a very large number of enemies determinedto destroy her. I reached out with my power and slammed the groupof demons with a fist of pure power. With that single blow I wipedout the entire force attacking the Dragon Claw. It was then I beganto truly understand the power that I wielded. To think that notmuch more than a year ago I was worried about looking good enoughto keep my job, and now I stood in the hard, cold vacuum of spacewielding a level of power that made the Dragon Claw look like atoy. That must be the most terrifying thought of my life.
The Imperial Navy continued to push hardtowards the station, its shield glowing from all the hits it wastaking. Inside, the Dark Knights and wizards continued to keep theenemy on the run. On every front it seemed the battle was ours.
Then I felt a shift in the balance of power,and not in a good direction. The shields on the station suddenlygot stronger. The sorcerers rallied in defense and the fleet beganto be pushed back.
“Finally they come,” I said, moving toa larger room on the station. I reached out to the commander of theDark Knights and said, “Pull your men out, and do all you can todestroy the station from the outside. Should we fall, guard Rannorwith your lives, as he will be our last hope.”
I waited in the large room, gathering all thepower I could from the battle around me. Then he appeared. He wasan old man with a sunken, almost skeletal-looking face; there wasmore bone about him than skin. By the power he commanded I knew hecould only be the grandmaster sorcerer. The room literally crackledwith his energy and the walls seemed to retreat in fear. Therewould be no simple defeat of him like I had used against others ofhis army. His shielding was far greater than mine.
“So we meet at last, foul one,” I said. Istood proud and strong with the full authority of my position andsaid, “Leave this realm now if you wish to survive this day, andnever return.”
That failed to shake his confidence at all;he had utterly no fear of me. He smiled and said, “This day shallmark the end of the era of wizards and a return to the time ofsorcery.”
Then one by one each of the six wizardsstepped forward out of a concealing shield I had put up, andcollectively said, “Not today, and not ever.”
“Good, I will kill you all with one fellswoop.” And he attacked with all his might.
Had I stood alone I would have beencompletely and utterly overwhelmed by his opening attack, but withthe unified power behind me I was able not only to resist, but tosend a counter-attack. We struggled back and forth with magicalattacks and defenses flying all around us, neither making headwayfor a long time.
Anyone watching the fight from outside wouldhave seen some amazing things. The station itself twisted and bentand stretched as if a great monster was inside it trying to escape.Then, in a brilliant flash of light, the station ruptured, spewingdebris in all directions. The destruction of the station wiped outthe remaining sorcerers and their summoned armies at once, but thebattle between light and dark carried on without them.
When the flash finally cleared, two greatbeings in a death match could be seen. One was pure black; so blackthat the mind had a hard time registering him, and if not for thecontrast with the other he could not have been seen. The otherbeing was pure light, so bright that it should have been blindingto look at, but there was an odd quality about the light that madeit almost comforting to see.
Looking closely at the being of light, heonly had one face, but in some strange and odd way seven distinctfaces could be seen in that one face, each concentrating fully onthe being of darkness. The seven faces each resembled one of thegreat wizards, but were somehow perfected. This was what they wouldhave looked like in a perfect universe free of evil anddarkness.
The two great beings were locked in the exactsame stance, perfect mirrors of each other. The look on their faceswas one of pure concentration and control. Each had both his handsforward, held in a claw-like shape, with the right hand slightlyforward of the left. From the great wizard’s right hand came a beamof pure light that the great sorcerer was blocking with his lefthand, and from the great sorcerer’s right hand came a beam of puredarkness that the great wizard was blocking with his left hand.
While all this was going on, none of usnoticed that the station was destroyed; we just kept fighting therein the hard, cold vacuum of space. We just kept at him, all ourpowers combined as one pouring into his defenses, and doing all wecould to survive long enough to outlast his shields.
Then the unexpected happened. A bolt ofenergy came in and hit the old sorcerer, then another, and another.Soon there were hundreds upon hundreds of bolts of energy peltinghim, overpowering his defenses and utterly destroying him.
The seven of us stood there floating in thehard vacuum and looked around to see what was left of the threefleets arrayed around us. I saw the Dragon Claw, heavily damaged,but intact and I teleported our group to the command deck.
Upon arriving I saw the captain in his chair,and he stood and said, “Sorry to break up your party, but it wasgetting awful stagnant.” I realized what had happened. When thestation was destroyed, the summoned army must have been wiped out.That freed up the Imperial forces and he brought them to bearagainst the old sorcerer. Even he could not stop that muchpower.
I reached out and cast my voice on every shipthat was left while Andreya put my image on every screen. I simplysaid, “This day we stood united, and have claimed victory over thegreatest power of darkness ever to be gathered together.” Thisbrought cheers and much joy to the men, but I could not share init. The burden of the death toll was too great to bear. I did notwant to know the numbers; seeing the remains of the battle wasenough.
The captain walked over to me, put his handon my shoulder and locked eyes with me. “Vydor, I said you would bea great leader one day, and today you proved it. Forget not theprice we paid this day, but do not let it burden you. Everyone whocame to this battle knew it could be their last, but they werewilling to stand and fight for the vision you created. Today youled the combined forces of wizards and men to fight a foul diseasethat could have destroyed everything we stand for, and you did itwell. Focus on the victory, not the cost.”
“Thank you, Captain. I must go contact Mantisand see where the other six master sorcerers are,” I said.
“Which did we kill?” he asked.
“The grandmaster,” I said with a grin I didnot truly feel. Then all the wizards and I returned to theNevermore, and the Crystal Room. As we entered the room a call wascoming in from Mantis. “Come,” I said in reply.
He appeared looking tired and battle-worn.Kellyn quickly gave up her chair for him. I was sure we looked justas bad as he did. I surely felt like it.
Once he settled in I said, “We have defeatedthe grandmaster.”
This brought a light to his eyes and a smileto his face. “That explains their retreat in our realm.”
“So you are victorious there?” I asked.
“Yes, apparently thanks to you. We were veryhard-pressed, and faced overwhelming odds. I do not know how theyraised such a huge army so quickly. We fought with everything wecould. Our only hope was that we could hold on long enough for youto win here and send help to us. We managed to lock them in astalemate, and suddenly their numbers starting dropping off, andtheir power started to fail. We moved to take advantage of thisweakness and started to regain some lost ground. It was not longafter that they withdrew completely from the battlefield,” hesaid.
“Any idea where the other six are?” Iasked.
“No. They were with the forces thatretreated. They must have stayed in our realm to keep us busy,believing their grandmaster could take you alone,” he said. “I mustsay, I am very impressed you were able to take him.”
“We could not have done so alone. We werelocked in a stalemate with him for a long time; how long I do notknow. The stalemate ended when every ship we had left turned itspower on him, and our united attack was far too great for evenhim,” I said.
“Amazing. Simply amazing, that in the end itwas the mundanes who won the greatest war ever fought betweensorcerers and wizards,” he said. “With your leave, I must return tomy realm and bring them this information.”
“Yes, go, but be sure to keep in touch, as wehave only pushed back the darkness. It is not yet defeated,” Ireplied.
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