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	Enthusiasts

	Two guns: one an Earther automatic, the other a Lenkormian beamer.

	“Holy Marduk, that’s a Grifone!”

	And we have an enthusiast. I grin at the young trooper.

	“Only by looks. It’s a custom Perez .557 automatic. I spent some time at his compound when I was stationed in Lima.”

	He points to the white-steel death on my other hip.

	“Lenk or Kor?”

	I do like a being who knows their xenohistory.

	“Lenk body, Kor chassis. Genuine Lenkormian cell.”

	He goes whiter than the weapon we’re discussing.

	“A Forever Gun?”

	I nod. Any second now…

	He starts to bring his rifle up. The Forever Gun flits from its holster to be in my hand by the time I need to think ‘fire’. The beam goes through his right eye and exits through the left parietal.

	There’s a shout from behind: “Stand down! Your fancy beamers won’t cut cerasteel.”

	I turn to face the armoured warrior with lieutenant’s stripes on the left chest. A man with that many service bars should be better than enthusiasts like the one I just killed. I level the Perez at him and put an armour-piercing round containing depleted uranium pellets floating in liquid Teflon through his stripes. Either load would be sufficient, but the excessive blend seems to really upset the people we need to annoy.

	He hits the floor, blood already seeping around the torso plates. I hope they open him in a container. It’ll take ages to clean the smaller bits off a floor.

	“I recognise that cannon blast. Have you started, Red?”

	My overwatch. As the cliché goes: if you think I’m nasty, just hope I don’t need her to intervene.

	“Ran into a gun collector at the gate. He recognised the combo.”

	“Didn’t the cannonball go straight through?”

	“That was mincing his Lieutenant.”

	“Didn’t think you’d waste a shot. Okay: target is in the central compound.”

	“That’s three gates and a couple of towers away?”

	“Yes. While I would never doubt your abilities, it might be an idea to flush game.”

	I’m dangerous, but without my war machine about me, the second fire tower will turn me into prime cuts and carbon. Jogging towards the next gate, I use the Forever Gun’s ridiculous range to drop all three troopers before I get there. Sadly, I have to shoot their Lieutenant in the back as he’s too busy running. Never put a soft officer on critical duty.

	“General Ranno! Remember the Twenty-First Keshichan Lancers? I’m Khevtuul Chloe Bastia, and I’m here to end your days!”

	Four years ago he led us into an ambush. He used that betrayal to get himself a promotion into the enemy ranks, going from Cherbi to General at the cost of the people who trusted him.

	“Nicely over-the-top, Red. He’s moving.”

	“Away from me?”

	“You need confirmation?”

	“As a Khevtuul, I reported directly to him. If he’s not running, that’s a body double. Politics and cowardice were his only competencies.”

	“He’s exited the central compound, heading away, but slowly.”

	“Do I need to crack another gate?”

	“Use something splashy.”

	I point the Perez at the distant gatehouse and thumb the integral laser designator. In the car park across the road, an assault drone ruins its camper van disguise by sending something fast with a thermobaric warhead to do my destroying.

	As flaming bits of gate and soldiers rain down, I hear a chuckle.

	“Konnichi wa, General-kun.”

	The sky lights up as Saeko-chan fires the anti-ship beamer she affectionately calls ‘Torchy’.

	“He’s done. Spread like smoking geography. Let’s go home.”

	“Thanks.”

	“Anytime. I love killing things with you.”

	That’s my girl.

	***

	 

	Chains

	The viewing room is hushed as we approach the co-ordinates. Every being not on duty has gathered. For some, it’s a rite of passage. For others, a renewal of faith.

	“Exiting shiftspace in three, two, one.”

	Conventional space and time welcome us back with their usual indifference. As the spinning greyness streams away like impossible mist, distant stars catch our eyes. Then it becomes clear, and everything else is irrelevant.

	You’ve seen the descriptions of Artaxerxes. Might even have seen a blurry image or two. If you’re lucky, you’ve seen one of the captures from the first mission. No matter how you came to be aware of it, nothing can prepare you.

	At some point before life appeared on Earth, it had been a habitable planet. Now, it’s a wandering mystery.

	We’ve mapped this battered sphere, can show you depictions of what it used to be like, with deep oceans and continents much like Earth was during the first millennium of man’s dominance.

	Except for the chains.

	Those impossible artefacts, anchored deep within opposite sides of the planet by means we’re still trying to grasp, trail back for nearly twice the planet’s diameter. One side has four links, the other five. The broken links of either side have been lost somewhere on the journey. They certainly aren’t anywhere nearby, so their loss must have happened long ago.

	Not as long ago as the event that launched this world upon its lonely travels. Something so vast we struggle to imagine. What was this planet chained to? There are many theories. My favourite is that there were many worlds arranged to form a necklace around a star for reasons we’ll never work out. The one that still makes me laugh is where some gargantuan spaceship carries planets as weapons.

	Our finds under the surface of Artaxerxes have only increased the mystery, resulting in the entire project placed under a veil of secrecy.

	The inhabitants of this place looked like humans! The murals we’ve found hint at a society much like nineteenth century Europe, except for a pervasive religion that more closely resembled that of Ancient Egypt. No writings have survived, bar the minimal notations etched into rocks in caves far below the surface.

	Artaxerxes was cast adrift so long ago that organic traces are gone. Judging by the condition of the surface, it has endured incredible heat at times along its journey. We’re sure that some survived the initial cataclysm. Most of us agree that the etchings in the rock of the deep caves were made by the last of them. Sadly, we’ve found no equivalent of the Rosetta Stone from which to make a translation.

	Backtracking the course of this planet indicates an origin further towards the expanding edge of our universe. Some are convinced it’s not of this universe. I’m not one of them. Yet. We simply don’t know. That’s why I’ve lived here for decades, only returning to the worlds of the Accord when I have to. Somewhere in this hurtling mystery is the clue we need. One of them must have predicted this would happen: that some other race would find the remains of their home.

	“Welcome back, Professor Tessen.”

	I nod to the security guard. This year’s intake of students and recruits follow me into the converted battleship that keeps pace with Artaxerxes to serve as our base.

	Maybe this is the year we’ll find that clue. I don’t care if it’s not me. I just want someone here to earn their place in history, whilst giving me a lead at last.

	***

	 

	Epic Humanity Failure

	“Looks like it used to be a nice destination.”

	“It was. Had forests in more shades of green than you’d believe possible.”

	“The usual problems?”

	“Yes and no.”

	“Do tell. We’re here until we finish checking the place. Got to make sure there’s nothing that’ll hinder its regeneration or anything that could affect the next indigenes. Once that’s done, it should make a decent colony world - after another couple of hundred revolutions round the star.”

	“If it comes back like it was, I’ll petition to be allowed a home here.”

	“Tell me about them.”

	“They called themselves humans. Primate origin from saurian splice.”

	“Another experimental world?”

	“That’s why I first came here. Got assigned to investigate. Turns out this was a world jumped forward by renegades. No purpose but to give the locals a head start.”

	“Unusual. So, they got kicked into sentience early. How did that work out?”

	“About as well as you’d expect, but with some notable exceptions. Getting intelligence before they worked through their tribal urges gave them some unique advantages, along with the usual problems.”

	“Hierarchal societies, either declared or concealed. Constant warfare underpinned by varying forms of fanaticism and greed. Stagnation of societies between changes forced by non-combatant adaptations to conflict. Further friction caused by attempts to return to pre-war societal structures after each of the bigger conflicts. I presume they added rampant technology to the mix?”

	“They did. Quite stunningly, I have to add. Went from grounders to spacers very quickly.”

	“I’m guessing their societies didn’t evenly reflect those advances?”

	“Correct. Poverty and treadmill lower tiers overseen by a minority that eventually held wealth beyond imagining.”

	“I can see where this is headed. Exploitation, pollution, and planetary exhaustion. But why did they not head to the stars? You said they rapidly developed space flight.”

	“My investigations indicate some repressive factions amongst those with wealth determined that the cost/benefit ratio could erode the accrual rates of their wealth. So they stifled it using political manipulation.”

	“What we’re finding below doesn’t show a slow decline.”

	“Something changed. For all that they still carried the detracting factors of their forced evolution, they had moments of selfless glory and vision. Towards the end of their time, a great war occurred. It ruined whole sections of the planet and left the survivors facing starvation. One of those glorious moments happened. Surviving nations forgot their squabbles and started to collectively build giant spaceships. The ships were intended to take as many humans as possible out into the universe. Initially to the next furthest planet from the star, then onwards if necessary.”

	“Workable. We’ve seen it done before.”

	“The colony ships were marvels of ingenuity. Everything they had came together to create fully landscaped environments within five great spaceships.”

	“What went wrong?”

	“Some of the wealthy recruited armies of the fanatical to protect the havens they’d already built on the next planet out.”

	“Those tiny ruins on that red planet back there?”

	“The very same.”

	“They didn’t look self-sufficient. Were they?”

	“Only in their deluded belief. Similarly, for gene pool size and continued existence, they had specialists claiming that cloning and genetic manipulation would save them all.”

	“The colony ships, built to save the race, were sabotaged by servants of those who only wanted to save parts of the race? So, as the ships failed, unconstrained war broke out over access to the surviving ships?”

	“Yes and yes.”

	“What about the one embedded in their moon?”

	“Crashed attempting to get behind it to evade attack. There were no trained pilots amongst the mutinous faction on board.”

	“A sad coda.”

	“To a spectacularly stupid extinction.” 

	***

	 

	Salvage

	“Hey, Pete. What’s the name of this station again?”

	“Celeste.”

	“Appropriate.”

	“Hush up, Davy. Get back to duty or the captain will murder us.”

	“If he does that, he’ll have no-one to pilot or fix the ship.”

	“Good argument, but I don’t want to listen to another of his speeches.”

	“That’s a better argument.”

	“Okay. So: what’s in the box, Davy?”

	“Nothing, Pete.”

	“Thank you for that. What was in the box?”

	“No idea.”

	“Scan the transit data.”

	“There isn’t any.”

	“Davy, the logistics computer told us about this anomalous box. Therefore, it was scanned.”

	“Could the box be anomalous because it’s here without transit data?”

	“Give you that. Okay, describe the box.”

	“Can’t you see it?”

	“No. The internal cameras are down in some sections.”

	“So you can’t see me?”

	“The captain can see your biotelemetry. I have nothing.”

	“It’s a metal box. Two metres long, one high, one wide. There’s a nine-point locking mechanism in the lid, with an external lever.”

	“Who’d open an unidentified shipment?”

	“Don’t think that was the problem. See this?”

	“No, Davy, I don’t. What is it?”

	“There’s a hole in the lid. About a hundred mil in diameter. The metal is curled outward. It’s right next to where the lever is now.”

	“You think something punched through the lid and let itself out?”

	“Yes.”

	“How thick is the metal?”

	“About ten mil. It’s a laminate. Middle layer must be what prevented scanning of the contents.”

	“Not unusual. But you think an unknown something arrived in a box from we don’t know where, got itself loaded into the holding bay, then let itself out and is now roaming the station?”

	“Makes more sense than mass hysteria causing everyone to jump into the lifepods and leave.”

	“So, after dumping the lifepods to hide its presence, what did it do with the bodies?”

	“How many could you fit in an airlock if you stacked them?”

	“On this ship? Standard four-suit locks, so I’d guess five across, maybe eight high.”

	“Around 40, then. How many lock cycles have there been in the last week?”

	“Apart from us, three. That’s odd. All Lock B, and at four-hour intervals. Last one was midnight last night.”

	“How many crew should there be?”

	“Around a hundred.”

	“The math works.”

	“Davy, why? Why would some lethal thing be sent here? It makes no sense.”

	“Pete, this station is the furthest out. If you wanted to test something, this is the place.”

	“Test?”

	“To see if the plan to get it in here works. To see how deadly it is.”

	“They’d have to monitor it.”

	“Not if it went back to report.”

	“In a pinnace? The range is tiny. Even if it scavenged the lifepods for boosters.”

	A huge vibration shakes the station.

	“Pete, what was that?”

	“Hang on, Davy.”

	“Pete?”

	“Davy, that was our ship explosively undocking. Passive displays show it’s pushed the station out of stable orbit.”

	“We can presume the captain is dead, then.”

	“Cold but true.”

	“Is this station really dead?”

	“Absolutely. Even the orbit stabilisation systems are useless.”

	“Then I’ll start tearing out communications gear and filling the second pinnace. Even if it’s been smashed up inside, we should be able to launch into atmosphere and survive the landing. You grab as much food and water as you can.”

	“Don’t forget charge packs, Davy!”

	“Good reminder. How long do we have?”

	“No idea. Let’s get off this death sentence as soon as possible.”

	“See you in pinnace two.”

	“Looking forward to it. Well, the not dying bit, anyway.”

	“Love you too. Get moving.”

	***

	 

	Eternal Fire

	"You will die here, warrior. Your newly inherited title will ensure that." 

	Erismaeus has always been honest. Now his brows knit. 

	"I can save you, but it will be an exile like none have ever told. There will be no return in glory."

	I look up from my slump on the cave floor, lifting the hem of a torn and blood-soaked overshirt. 

	"Return to what exactly, wizard? My family, clan, lovers, and friends have all been slain. They even killed my backers, and anyone I owed honour or favour to. I only avoided dying by having to use the garderobe at the right time." 

	Erismaeus crouches down, a look of concern on his face. 

	"I know of a place, a land at war, yet unbedevilled by gods or magicians." 

	“Do it. My blessings for risking what little you have to save me. Will we meet again, magus?”

	“No. Go now, Ruben. Find fortune forever.”

	I saw the spirals of magic as he spoke, my vision went grey, then I landed in ashes, the smoking ruins of a town about me. My first experience of this world’s warfare was a crooked-winged warbird screaming by overhead, pursued by a silver eagle that spat fire from its wings.

	Anything that sounds like a diving Stuka still makes me look for cover.

	 

	I wake with that noise and his words ringing in my mind: ‘Find fortune forever’.

	If only he’d said that before starting the working. The one question that haunts me is if he intended it to be some recompense for the losses I’d suffered?

	In the century since my arrival, I’ve fought my way round this ‘Earth’ thrice. I’ve been buried nineteen times, had two funerals at sea, and been left for dead more times than I can remember. A legacy from my previous life means I can talk to most creatures that walk or fly, and a couple of those that swim like me well enough to push me to shore, whether I want to go there or not.

	My companions always notice that I heal quicker than them. A few have noticed I heal even quicker when killing things. A couple of them noticed I can ask blazes to let me pass. It seems that a scion of Firecrag retains the love of the Eternal Fires no matter where he is.

	Many who notice join my free company. Strangely, not one who has seen what I can do has betrayed me. Even the ones who live to retire while I continue to lead, untouched by time - except in the skills I have honed for longer than any.

	“Major. You with us?”

	I grin.

	“Got nowhere else to be tonight, Bex. What’s on the menu?”

	“Terrorist hangout, one high-value target. You know how this goes.”

	“Where do I meet our local hires?”

	She gestures towards the lights of the compound about a kilometre off.

	“There’s a bridge across a stream. They’re a hundred metres west along the watercourse, same side as the compound.”

	“Good enough. You know the routine.”

	We exchange nods and she’s gone, her stealth gear good enough to baffle my sensors after a couple of metres. I head out to join tonight’s wrecking ball.

	The nine mercenaries are very good. We’re inside the main building before the last of them falls at my feet.

	“Well, now. Looks like we’ve got you at last, Ruben Eternal.”

	The thickly-accented voice seems to come from the air itself, but it doesn’t matter. Every now and then, some mob or other will realise what I represent and try to capture me. Thing is, stories about immortal warriors predate their efforts, and I’ve read them all.

	The EMP flatlines everything electric for a mile or so. The MK79 fire bomb that follows is antique, but effective. Bex got a couple of containers of them cheap. The missiles and launcher were even cheaper. Old weapons have finally become subject to fashion. Which means we can cheaply arm up with all sorts of unpleasantness that modern warriors are ill-prepared for.

	It takes me a while, but eventually the flames part to reveal the ugly bird we use for getting in and out of places without attracting attention.

	I walk from the conflagration, brushing flakes of clothing from myself as I jog across to board the angular VTOL. I get given several thumbs up as I scramble in.

	Bex grins as she hands me a pair of shorts.

	“We got their local command, too. They were nearly up to the job.”

	I laugh.

	“But only nearly.”

	Good. Might get a few years of peace and quiet this time.

	“Up, up, and away. Tonight’s victuals are on me. Which brings me to the key question: where are we celebrating tonight?”

	Chafni shouts across.

	“Little place in Tajikistan. My uncle’s brother married a local woman and they opened it a few years back. They keep hassling my folks about me coming to visit. Bringing you lot along will serve them right for being so pushy.”

	***

	 

	Proximity Causes

	“We all call it ‘safe space’. The inventors of the concept called it ‘social distancing’. It was only two metres back then. They used it, along with increased ventilation and personal masking, to slow some respiratory epidemics. Sociologists still argue about the long-term effects on everything except health. But, I digress. Which is something you’ll get used to it if you choose to enrol in this course.”

	The scruffy woman standing by the lectern looks out at the packed hall. Standing room only. Every person verified to be in good health by the scanners at the entrance to the venue. She knows more than half of the attendees are here simply because it’s an authorised proximity gathering. They just want to feel a crowd about them.

	“So, here you all are, crammed in like venues used to able to do all the time. No screens, no grids, just a mob and a speaker. I know many of you don’t really care about what I have to say.”

	She sees rapid movement. The security team is pushing through the crowd towards the front. With a swift double blink she drops monitoring lenses over her eyes.

	There! Third row back, next to the aisle. A seated body is already at ambient temperature.

	“Okay, folks. We have a little situation and I need you to do what I say. This is a Compliance Directive for the entire Grantham Hall Complex.”

	That gets their attention. CDs are instant emergency laws, applicable for no more than four hours, and only for clearly delineated areas.

	“Everybody standing, please stay where you are. I know it’s going to be difficult, but please do so with a minimum of moving about.”

	Liaden, the security lead, reaches the figure. He quickly checks the body, then looks her way and nods.

	****
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