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ONCE THE TOP OF THE capsule slid open, Dyron Dyrge woke up, breathing in the parched air of a dead world. His enhanced senses immediately shifted into high gear, and he sat up and looked around, ready to leap out of the coffin-shaped pod that had just deposited him onto the planet’s surface.

The broken terrain consisted of sandy bluffs partly covering the remains of a ruined city below an orange-hued sky. Matches were fought on planets that had been decimated and abandoned during the distant past, so as not to disrupt the ordered serenity of the Magna Pax.

His eyes failed to spot the other capsule, and that meant his opponent would be at least some distance away. Good, he thought. Now I have a bit of time to look for weapons.

A slight shimmering in the air twenty meters away caught his eye. It meant the Watcher had found him, and now his every move was being recorded live and sent up to the data conduits orbiting the planet. The game had begun.

Climbing out from the side of the capsule, Dyron’s bare feet touched the loose, grainy bits of sand as he stayed low and trotted towards what looked to be the shell of a ruined building. The near invisible sheen to his left moved parallel with him, yet maintained a healthy distance.

No one knew how Watchers operated. The Keepers surmised they were nothing more than automated surveillance drones with a stealth field that rendered them near invisible, along with a miraculous antigravity unit that enabled them to fly anywhere in order to broadcast the matches. Nobody had ever managed to examine these artifacts in detail, for Watchers had a built-in defense mechanism, just like all thothan technology, and woe to anyone who attempted to pry open their secrets.

When Dyron made it beneath the shade of a ruin, he winced and started hopping on one leg. Something sharp had punctured the sole of his right foot. Crouching down, he used his hands to dig around the edged protrusion, but in the end came up with nothing more than a bulky piece of scrap metal.

The fair wind had blown a fine layer of dust onto his bare skin, and the desperation inside of him was growing. I need a weapon and something to wear, he thought. And I need it right now.

By the agreed upon rules he had been put into the arena world naked as an egg, and with no possessions whatsoever. The agreed upon conditions were for each combatant to start out with nothing, and the daimons took it literally of course.

Spotting something half-hidden beneath a moderate layer of dust a few paces away, he quickly ran over and began to dig again. His fingers clawed at the packed pieces of dirt, and he paused every few seconds to look up and feverishly scan the area around him, staying wary just in case his adversary was close by.

It took a few more minutes, but his frantic excavations managed to reveal what looked like a pile of black rags buried less than a meter beneath the sands. He tried to tug it loose, but the shreds of cloth seemed to be anchored deep underground.

Gritting his teeth, he pulled even harder, and the caked sand slowly began to loosen. This time he used all of his strength for one almighty yank, and finally managed to excavate the whole pile, sending up a brief cloud of dust into his face.

Wiping away the dirt from his eyes, he stared at what he’d found and grimaced. A half broken human skull stared back at him with hollow sockets, the bared yellow teeth a possible portent of his own fate.  The bits of rag did belong to someone, and whoever it was died while wearing them.

Necessity overcame disgust, and he quickly separated the torn pieces of clothing from the skeleton. Dyron managed to fashion a loincloth, but the shirt was still intact and he quickly dressed, wrapping the remaining pieces around his head and neck. He managed to pull out an additional pair of ragged boots from the shallow hole he had made, and he put them on too after picking out the remaining pieces of bone. 

Assuming that this individual must have also been armed, he continued to dig along the sides of the small pit, but found nothing. He was about to burrow even deeper, but he spotted something moving along one of the low hills to his right.

Dyron quickly shuffled over to a nearby wall, ducking behind it while squinting, trying to get a better view. His heart sank when he finally recognized who it was.

His opponent slowly made his way over to where Dyron’s capsule had landed. Like him, the enemy had also been dropped naked onto the planet, yet this particular being didn’t even bother to try and find something to wear, because he didn’t need to.

Dyron had been present when the challenge was issued, and he knew his opponent by name. Quarlok Linoor was a duelist of some repute, and he had bared his fangs in an amused smile when Dyron had been introduced. When he’d agreed to the terms, Dyron knew he would be at a disadvantage, yet he had to accept for reasons of his own. The kuajins promptly gave him odds of five hundred to one, and he’d heard that the betting lines stretched around the block in some cities.

Quarlok stood a few meters away from the open capsule but didn’t get any closer. It was against the rules to try and scavenge the drop pods, and the thothans had rigged both active and passive defenses on them in case of such an eventuality. 

Looking up, Quarlok puffed up his armored chest, expanding the overlapping plates of dermal bone to make himself look even more intimidating as he began to roar. “I know you’re here, Dyrge! Let’s finish this. Come out and fight me now!”

Keeping his temper in check, Dyron slipped away, running silently towards another set of ruins to his right. If he thinks I’m gonna fight him with my bare hands, then he’s gotta be stupid, Dyron thought. I didn’t agree to this match just to commit suicide.

The adrenaline continued to pump through his veins, keeping his courage up, but Dyron knew it wouldn’t last. His ears picked up Quarlok repeating his direct challenge once again, but now it wasn’t so deafening since he had gained some distance.

His opponent was known as a breed—a half-mixed fusion of different species. Votoms in particular were produced to be masters of unarmed combat, with overlapping dermal scales, squat, powerful muscle groups, and fanged teeth. Looking like a cross between a heavily built gorilla and an armadillo, Quarlok wasn’t going to win any beauty contests, yet it didn’t matter in times like these.     

Rounding a bend along a line of ruins, he came across what looked to be one of the main streets of a once thriving city. The wide, sand-blown boulevard separated a row of abandoned storefronts on either side. 

Hoping that one of these crumbling interiors was a weapon shop of some kind, Dyron quickly ran into the nearest one, poking and searching, wishing to find something useful. The first room had nothing more than burned out tables and chairs. The next one had what appeared to be tall display shelves built along its walls, but these only contained broken ceramic plates and bowls.

A feeling of hopelessness and despair began to course through his body. Quarlok’s echoing challenges had devolved into curses, calling him a coward and a whole host of other things with regards to genitalia before throwing out various creative pejoratives on the subject of scatology.

Hearing a slight hum nearby, he turned around in fright while crouching inside one of the ruined interiors. The shimmering in the air just past the open entryway made him realize that a Watcher had come inside to record what he was doing, and that gave him some relief. But having one of these daimons in the area also meant that Quarlok was close by, and he had to keep on moving again. 

Seeing an opening towards the back, he quickly made his way through it, ending up in some sort of shallow ditch that seemingly ran behind an alley. Keeping low, he hurried along its length.

Quarlok’s voice echoed once more. “Dyrge, come out and show yourself, you craven fool of a duelist! You’re a disgrace to our profession!”

Dyron didn’t hear him, for he had already emerged from the ditch and run into a large mazelike building at the center of the ruined metropolis.
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HUDDLING IN A SHADOWY corner, Dyron stretched his tired legs. Night had fallen and the wind had picked up, and he could see small clouds of sand being blown in through the high cavernous openings of the ruined structure he was hiding in.

He was just about to drift off into sleep when a high-pitched echo only he could hear threw his eyes wide open again. “What do you want?”

The Voice had a playful, almost teasing tone. “Oh look at you, running away like some pathetic vagrant. The kuajins have now increased the odds against you to over a thousand to one.”

“What do I care what those damned bookies think?”

“You’re right,” the Voice said. “In fact this is a good sign for us.”

“A good sign? I’m helpless out here for Thoth’s sake. If you really want to help, guide me to a weapon.”

“You know I can only see through your eyes.”

“Then how do you know the kuajins upped my odds?”

“Oh, you can hear all sorts of things when you have senses like mine,” the Voice said. “I can pick up the broadcasts and messages the daimons carry.”

“Then find a way to help me!”

“First you need to help yourself. If you don’t fight your opponent within one revolution of this planet’s day-night cycle then the Watchers will guide the adversary to you.”

Dyron held up a sharpened piece of rock in front of his eyes. It was the only weapon he had. “Did you see what I’m up against? How do I fight him with this?”

“According to my memories this world has many secrets, so you’ll need to start looking.”

“What do you think I did all day? I found nothing but blasted sand and rocks.”

The Voice hissed in disappointment. “You haven’t been looking in the right places.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Figure it out. Before it’s too late.”

His ears heard nothing but the howling of the wind once more. Dyron clenched his jaw. I never wanted this, he thought. 

A part of him felt like ending it all. Maybe if I just head over to where Quarlok is, he’ll give me a quick, painless death and all my problems will be over, he thought.

He held this train of thought until he realized what the Voice had done to him. With his enhanced abilities, death would be slow and very painful. He didn’t mind dying, but an agonizing way out just wasn’t very appealing. Quarlok had a reputation for torturing his defeated opponents before killing them, and he didn’t want that.

Dyron slowly got up. What did it mean I’m not looking hard enough? he thought. I’ve checked every nook and cranny for the past several klicks at least.

Wait, he thought. I’m in what’s left of a city. Either the thothans or some other species used orbital bombardment on its inhabitants and killed them all.

He spotted a tunnel at the other side of the area and started making his way towards it. If this city had been bombarded and its inhabitants knew in advance, then they would have gone underground in an attempt to escape the onslaught, he thought.

They had to have built shelters, not just for civilians, but for their military units as well, he thought.

Dyron stopped. The corridor he was standing in seemed more intact than all the other places he had been to. At least this part of the building withstood most of the bombardment, he thought.

He started running his hands along the walls. There was a fine covering of dust on their surface, but he could feel a series of long indentations that suggested a hidden doorway. His eyes had been modified to see in the dark, and he could clearly discern the outline of a recessed entrance.

The moment his probing fingers felt something akin to a latch, he immediately grabbed hold of it and began pulling in different directions to see if it would give. His sifting was rewarded by a sharp metallic screech of grinding, rusty metal as the once concealed door gave way, revealing a subterranean corridor beyond. 

Dyron made his way down the steps and proceeded through the tunnel. He was right. The walls around this place had been reinforced. Probably a bombardment shelter of some kind, he thought. This whole building was obviously a type of government installation, so it must have housed some soldiers or bodyguards, at least.

Numerous human skeletons in rags lined a number of alcoves and interior rooms. Some of the clothing was in better shape than the stuff he wore, but he kept on looking. Finding a weapon was a more important task than upgrading his appearance.

One pile of bones caught his eye. The rags it wore clearly had a military bent. Dyron got closer, and began to rummage through the remains. Reaching underneath a clothed femur, his fingers managed to grip something solid. When he pulled it out, the object resembled an old pistol of some kind.

Dyron’s hopes faded when he tried racking the gun’s nano-plastic slide, only to reveal that the metal barrel had cracked and rusted into several broken pieces. He tried to pull out the magazine and succeeded, but it only showed non-functional cartridges of brass and eroded lead.

Everything in this place is dead, he thought. And I’ll be joining them all soon enough.

The room had a number of standing shelves and a desk. He didn’t find anything of value when he searched through the racks, but one of the drawers behind the table produced a carbon fiber knife. The edges of its blade remained sharp.

He held the knife in his hand, testing for balance. It’s an upgrade over the rock, Dyron thought. But it’ll do little against Quarlok’s armored skin. I’d have to stab him in the eyes, or at one of the weak points beneath his protected joints.

Moving out into the main tunnel, he backtracked a little. There was a shredded flag of some kind by the entrance, its symbol faded away into the mists of time. Dyron ripped the worn fabric off the intact pole before using it as a sort of rope to tie the knife onto the tip of the rod. Now he had a spear.

Continuing his search for more weapons, Dyron began probing the still unexplored length of the bunker, pausing here and there in case anything caught his eye. He found another, near identical knife lying in an alcove, and this time he tied it in a makeshift sheath around his waist.

Dyron paused when he made it round a bend. The walls of the corridor in front of him had cracked open, signifying that this part of the shelter had taken a direct hit. He hoped that it wouldn’t be a total cave in as he strolled forward.

Sections of the path ahead of him had indeed collapsed, and he could see cracks and holes where the once secure tunnel was now exposed to the surface. Poor fools, he thought. So it looks like the shelter they took refuge in wasn’t effective at all.

The remaining length of the corridor led up to a breach near the surface. The slight incline wasn’t very steep, and Dyron had no difficulty scrambling upwards, into what seemed to be a desolate room at the other end of the ruined structure.

Just as he pulled himself up to the lower floor, he heard the soft hum of a Watcher. Glancing to his right, he saw the outline of the surveillance drone hovering close by, right before his sixth sense began screaming of danger.

He caught a glimpse of something big, leaping out from the shadows of a nearby ledge and landing right beside him. Dyron rolled to his left to try and get out of the way, just as a set of raptorial claws tore into his shoulder, tearing into the muscle and just missing his collar bone by a scant few millimeters.

Dyron cried out in pain as he got to his feet and kept his distance. He had nearly dropped the spear, but somehow he had managed to keep the weapon in his hands.

Quarlok let out a deep throaty laugh as he got into a fighting stance, claws at the ready. “You’re not the only one with enhanced senses, Dyrge. I could smell you a klick away. What were you doing, hiding underground like a little mouse? Do you know I love to eat those things live for breakfast?”

His right arm felt numb due to the injury. Dyron gritted his teeth to push the pain out of his mind. He was in big trouble, and he had to find a way to win against even longer odds now.

It was common for duelists to engage in colorful quips and banter before the killing blow to enhance their prestige, and Quarlok relished this bit. “First blood is mine, Dyrge. That flimsy little spear isn’t going to do much against me. Let me make you a bargain: I’ll only give you five minutes of pain if you surrender to me. What do you say?”

The adrenaline began pumping through his veins once more, turning his sudden fright into anger. “Is your mother as ugly as you, or were you birthed in a breeding capsule?”

Quarlok bared his fangs and lunged forward, leading with his right claw in an attempt to impale his adversary.

Dyron was quicker, his enhanced leg musculature enabling him to shift sideways with a sudden blur, dodging his opponent’s attack. He thrust the spear forward, and with his gifted coordination managed to plunge the weapon’s tip into Quarlok’s left eye, just below the other duelist’s armored eyelid. 

It was Quarlok’s turn to cry out as the votom took a step back, pulling the spear shaft from Dyron’s hands and trying to remove the blade embedded in his eye.

Dyron’s wound continued to bleed profusely, and he knew he had to retreat for the time being. Turning around, he ran towards the exit and out of sight.
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WINCING IN PAIN, DYRON sat beneath the shade of a ruined house as he peeled back the makeshift bandage and stared at the wound. The healing nanites in his body had already formed a transparent membrane over the cuts and had coagulated the blood to stop the bleeding, but the torn muscles continued to gnaw at his raw nerves.

Dawn had begun a few hours ago. The arena world he was fighting on apparently had a very fast rotation, with a full day-night cycle lasting a mere twelve hours. Although his wound had partially healed, he would need food to accelerate the recovery time, and it seemed there wasn’t any.

The Watcher observing him at the top of the hill hadn’t moved, which meant that his adversary had not located him yet.

Quarlok is probably holed up somewhere, trying to heal too, he thought. Almost every duelist had regenerative nanites coursing through their bodies, but Dyron’s were far superior to most, thanks to his benefactor.

Using his left hand, he unsheathed the remaining knife and held it in front of his face. I could make another spear and stab Quarlok’s other eye out, he thought. But this time I think he’ll be ready for that.

The distinct tone of the Voice manifested in his inner ear once more. “What are you doing just dawdling over here? You’ve got a duel to win, so get moving.”

Dyron frowned. The inner vocalization always spoke in riddles, never giving him a direct answer. “What do you want me to do? Find him and attack with just this knife?”

“You can do better than that.”

“Tell me how!”

“Must I do everything? Remember what he said to you.”

Dyron looked down. I’m so sick of its nagging, he thought. When it comes to doing the dirty work, it always falls on me!

Rubbing his chin, he tried to recall what had happened. Okay, aside from the insults, what else did Quarlok reveal that is of some use to me?

His thoughts flowed through his memory palace, trying to relive each word that had been spoken. Quarlok was waiting for me when I got out of the shelter, he thought. How did he track me down to that very spot?

Dyron snapped his fingers when the answer popped into his head. He said he could smell me.

He stood up and looked around. Ruins, nothing but streets and streets of ruins, he thought. Rocks, sand, and more rocks. The only other common thing is ragged bits of clothing and decayed fabric.

And then he knew what could be done. After creating a mental picture of how the streets were laid out, he began to formulate a plan.

*
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EARLY AFTERNOON, AND Quarlok had finally emerged from his makeshift burrow to begin the final hunt. He had spent most of the morning in agony, but now that his injured eye had stopped hurting, he could concentrate on doing some killing once again.

He was a winner of nine straight matches. The Secundus who worked for him had always been careful to only accept bare duels, and never the augmented ones. His tenth match was proving harder than the previous ones, but he remained confident the second encounter with Dyron would be the human’s last.

He had one good eye left, which meant he’d be at a disadvantage when it came to visual detection, but what his opponent didn’t know was that his sense of smell was so acute that he didn’t need to see most of the time.

There were still traces of the opponent’s blood on his claws, and he brought the limb up to his nostrils, familiarizing himself with the scent of his prey. This puny human is as good as dead, he thought. Dyron may be a touch faster than me, but he would have to get very close to get at my other eye.

Sniffing the air, he had already begun to pick up the olfactory trail of his adversary. His squat stubby legs had slowed him somewhat due to hunger, but he maintained a leisurely pace in order to retain his energy reserves for one final battle.

Quarlok moved from one boulevard to the next as the tracking scent became stronger. Dyron is wounded too, he thought. And without his spear I have the advantage of reach.

When he got to the middle of a desolate street, Quarlok stopped momentarily in slight confusion. The scent had become jumbled, as if his opponent had suddenly doubled back round a bend before he once again continued on to the same route.

Where is this fool of a human going? he thought. Dyrge is running around like a headless emu. The wound he suffered must have made him delirious.

What his opponents and the public didn’t know was that his claws and fangs were poisoned. Quarlok and his Patrons were fully aware that widespread cheating was endemic to these matches, and gaining any kind of advantage over one’s opponents was always a good thing.

The metallic smell of fresh blood met his nostrils when he rounded the next bend. Looking down, he saw a small trail of crimson on the dusty ground. He’s close, Quarlok thought. Seems like I’ll finally have my kill and then it’s off on a holiday victory tour.

Spotting a figure in rags partially hidden behind the wall of a building up ahead, Quarlok started to sprint, his trunk-like legs shuffling along as he began to close the distance.

“I have you now,” he hissed. Turning to his right, Quarlok dashed towards the edge of the ruin, hoping to cut off his now fleeing target by intercepting him just as Dyron tried to make it past the eastern side of the building to his left.

When he thrust himself through the open entryway Quarlok felt something snap near his stubby clawed feet. Sensing a trap, he tried to stop and retreat, but it was already too late. His recessed ears picked up a sudden rumbling, just as a huge pile of rocks landed on top of him.
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DYRON EMERGED FROM behind a low freestanding wall as his opponent was struggling to get out from the avalanche trap he had just sprung.

Quarlok’s lower torso had been partially pinned by the falling rocks. Looking up and locking eyes with his adversary, he gave an enraged roar. “You think this will stop me? I’ll make sure you suffer for a long time before you die!”

Pulling out a crudely made bow from the back of the ragged cloak he wore, Dyron leveled an arrow made of sharpened bone just above his grip and let loose. 

His opponent saw what was coming, and Quarlok managed to get his right paw up and bat the projectile away. “You’ll pay for that too!”

Dyron could see that the enemy had finally managed to pull himself free from the rubble pile, but Quarlok’s left leg looked lame. Retreating backwards, he fired another arrow at the votom, hoping to further provoke him.

Quarlok cursed as he tried to close the distance between him and the fleeing human, but his wounded leg slowed him down. Dyron had backed off into another open entryway, and he once again sensed a trap. Seeing a crack along the side of the wall Quarlok drove his armored shoulder into it, intending to burst through to the other side and catch his opponent unawares.

The idiot played right into my game, Dyron thought as he saw the wall to his right begin to give way when Quarlok started smashing through. Instead of running out of the ruined building, he shifted sideways and gripped the knife in a fighting stance near the middle of the room.

It took Quarlok a little longer than usual to break down the wall, but his gargantuan bulk carried him through as he smashed a hole big enough for him to charge through the once solid barrier. Upon seeing his human opponent in the center of the place, the votom charged forward, using the added momentum to gain some speed so that Dyron wouldn’t have time to escape again.

Quarlok’s temper had blinded his wariness and he failed to sense the other trap until it was too late. When his right leg planted itself onto the middle of the area, the sandy surface immediately gave way. Quarlok yelled in surprise as he plunged nearly two meters into a pit of sharpened rocks and jutting bone splinters. His armored hide absorbed most of the damage from the spikes, but his other leg took a serious injury from the fall when he fell on top of the limb, twisting and fracturing the ankle joint.

Dyron wasn’t taking any chances. He pivoted to where a freestanding support pillar lay and began pushing against it, using all of his strength. In less than five seconds, he felt its base moving a little. Gritting his teeth, he doubled his effort until the cracked, concrete beam finally began to sag. He had just enough time to back off and sprint out through a nearby hole before the tilting column brought down what was left of the ceiling. 

When the dust cleared, Dyron made his way to the center of the rubble. Hearing a pained gasp, he edged closer and removed a few rocks from a small mound by the side of the pile.

Quarlok’s one remaining eye stared back at him, telegraphing a final spasm of hate even as the votom’s life began to wane. 

Dyron walked over to the side of a nearby wrecked house and picked up the shaft he had placed there earlier, tying the knife to its tip. When he made his way back to the mound of scree, he thrust the spear point into Quarlok’s last functioning eye, this time plunging it all the way through until he was certain the brain had been pierced.

Quarlok gave one last bellow as the remaining air left his crushed lungs. Leaving the spear where it was, Dyron stepped away and waited.

The two Watchers that had been recording the event deactivated their stealth cloaks, revealing their pale, three-meter-tall, jellyfish-shaped hulls. A high screeching noise came from both units, indicating that the duel had been decided.

One of the drones stayed where it was, while the second Watcher lifted up one of its metallic tentacles from its underbelly and pointed towards a distant hill less than a klick away. Dyron knew that place would be the pickup area.

“You can take your time on the return trip since they will give you several rotation cycles before sounding the final call,” the Voice in his skull said. “Now that they have stopped recording, let’s get to work.”

Dyron nodded absentmindedly before he turned around and began walking in the opposite direction.
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EDE GIGGLED WITH DELIGHT as she soaped her raised leg while still in the tub. Morning had come over Eoa Lom, and the planet’s pale yellow sun could hardly be seen on the haze-filled horizon. This would be her final bath within the halls of the institution, and she was determined to enjoy every last bit of it.

The door to the side of the room opened, and another young woman entered, carrying a pair of towels in her hands, before closing the entryway behind her. While Ede had long flowing auburn locks on her head, this individual had dark, close cropped hair. Their faces were both angular and considered beautiful in equally different ways by the various Patrons who came by to visit.

“Oh, thank you, Alix,” Ede said as she gestured at the other woman to come closer. “You’re really making my final moments in this accursed place fun!”

Alix’s sandaled feet walked over the cold, smooth stone floor as she got closer, offering one of the towels to her best friend. The charity that funded these institutions had bought the ancient castle since the original title holders lost their fortunes sometime during the early years of the Magna Pax. The serfs would have preferred more modern installations in which to live, but they simply had no other choice since money was always tight.

Ede grabbed the top towel from Alix’s hands and playfully flicked some of the perfumed soap suds into her friend’s face, making Alix cringe as she backed away.

Ede let out a playful laugh as she stood up and began to dry herself. “I know you’re sad, but I can’t help but feel gleeful about all this. The moment he takes me shopping I promise I’ll send you a gift.”

Alix smiled faintly as she walked over to a nearby table and placed the remaining towels on top of it. “It’s alright. You’re very lucky to have found a Patron, and I’m happy for you.”

“Oh, don’t be so coy, Alix! We’ve known each other for years, and I can tell you’re a little angry, am I right?”

“I must admit I am a bit jealous.”

“Oh, don’t be so sore! He just picked me because of my naturally curly hair. Otherwise you and I would have been on the same footing.”

“I’m happy for you, Ede, I really am. You can now live a better life and make your way back to high society once again.”

Ede stepped out of the tub, still toweling off her damp body. Serfs were only allowed to use this bathroom and its amenities during special occasions, and the lucky ones took their time when availing of it. “Oh, don’t be so glum. I will send you an e-letter every day when I’m out of here.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Why not? You don’t want any correspondence from me?”

Alix sighed. “Of course I do.”

“Then it’s settled,” Ede said as she tried to saunter over to the full body mirror on the other side of the room. Her wet soles made her steps slippery and she nearly toppled, but Alix quickly raced over and managed to keep her upright.

Ede placed her right hand over her mouth to stifle another round of giggles. “Oh, by the love of Thoth, I nearly fell down and broke my neck. Imagine how unlucky that would be at such a time as this.”

She missed the slight twinkle in Alix’s eyes. “That’s right. You need to be careful.”

Ede stood in front of the mirror, running her hands playfully along the curves of her shapely body. “Do you know what Verloch told me? He said the contest between us was so close, but in the end he chose me because he liked the shape of my neck.”

Alix looked down and said nothing.

Ede immediately sensed she had hurt her best friend. Turning around, she kissed Alix gently on the lips. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

Alix stared into her eyes and smiled again. “It’s okay. I guess that means he did see something in me at least.”

“Of course he did, silly! You and I are the two most beautiful girls in this entire place. We scored the highest on the examinations too, which means both our looks and our skills are in very high demand.”

“You’re right. Maybe I shouldn’t be so glum all the time.”

“Of course I’m right,” Ede said. “Whenever I got taken out for the evening by a Patron I always smile and say nothing but good things. Remember what one of our teachers said, ‘a good attitude shall bring forth good fortune.’ Remember that?”

“True.”

Ede placed her hands on Alix’s shoulders. “Stop being so serious all the time! Live and enjoy life.”

Alix looked away, trying to hold back the tears in her eyes. “I’d like to, but you know how it is with people like us.”

“Stop thinking about the past or you’ll be forever trapped in it,” Ede said. “We were both thrown into this dump when our families lost everything. But our hard work finally paid off.”

“It paid off for you.”

“Nonsense! You were nearly picked over me when they presented us. Do you know what this means?”

“What?”

Ede beamed at her. “You’ll be next in line, that’s what! When the next Patron who wishes a new concubine walks in through the outer doors of this place, I’m sure you’ll be chosen.”

“But there are thousands of us here, Ede. Very few of the rich come through the doors because there’s so many of these places to cater to them and—”

She stopped talking when Ede placed her index finger over her lips.

“Just be patient,” Ede said. “I’m sure a little luck will come your way too.”

Alix nodded. “You’re right.”

Ede turned to face the mirror once more, her hands combing through her long hair. “Can you help me with my bangs? Verloch will be here in a few hours, and I want to make sure I look like—” 

She stopped midsentence and cried out in shock as Alix suddenly pivoted and used her hands to throw Ede backwards. Her still damp feet worked against her as Ede tried to stay balanced but quickly toppled, head first—with a healthy assist from her best friend.

The back of Ede’s skull cracked against the solid marble floor, temporarily stunning her. She started flailing about in a state of injured confusion, and failed to notice that she was being dragged backwards by her hair.

Alix used all of her strength to get her best friend closer to the tub before she braced Ede’s lolling neck against the side of the porcelain container, then leveled a solid kick to her victim’s windpipe.

There was an audible crunch, and Ede flopped to the side of the tub when her neck broke. She began convulsing as Alix cupped her hands and poured copious amounts of the soapy bathwater onto the floor beside her dying friend.

Only after Ede finally stopped twitching did the salty tears begin to flow down Alix’s cheeks as she ran out of the bathroom to try and get some help.   
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AFTER REVIEWING THE holographic dataset for a second time on his desk console, Per Benteley sighed and leaned back in his plush chair, his fingers clasped around the back of his head. The unexpected bad news couldn’t have come at a worse time, and he would have to be the one to deliver it. 

Turning to his right, he looked from out the office window of the eightieth floor and stared at the double eclipse that had just begun. The two glowing disks of Moravius’s twin suns had begun to merge, creating a double-edged shadow of different hues along the planet’s skyline. The astronomical event would last for five to six hours, and the weather would be chilly by the time he got back home.

If I get back home, he thought. The big boss had a reputation for firing anyone who gave them bad news, even lowly account executives like Benteley whose job was simply to relay the reports.

Standing up, Benteley made sure the felt jacket he wore underneath his cloak-like corporate shawl was free of wrinkles. If he was to be let go this afternoon, then at least he would walk away in a dignified manner.

Tapping his wrist multi-com, he downloaded the data from his console onto the device in under half a second before he turned and walked out of his office, the door automatically opening and then closing as it sensed his approach and subsequent departure.

Walking down the corridor he activated his multi-com again, and patted the top of his hair down while using the mirror application. His immediate boss’s office was just down the hallway, and he reached it in less than ten minutes.

The automated sensors above the door detected his presence, and it opened by itself, revealing a brightly lit interior. Rows of ancient framed paintings lined the paneled walls, encased in nearly unbreakable metallic glass. The departmental head had a taste for ancient terrestrial artwork, and these imported luxuries also demonstrated the kind of wealth he had accumulated over the years.

Dak Stenog was Benteley’s immediate superior, and the balding, slightly older man had already amassed a nice trove of riches due to insider knowledge. Whenever there was a surefire bet, Stenog would certainly be in on it.

Looking up from his holo-console, Stenog motioned his subordinate to come closer. “You’re late. I was expecting your report more than two hours ago.”

Benteley steeled himself as he stopped just in front of his boss’s desk. “I have some bad news.”

Now he had Stenog’s full attention. The department head’s eyes narrowed. “What happened?”

“Quarlok Linoor lost the match,” Benteley said softly.

“You’re kidding me! He was an up and comer.”

“Yes, he was.”

Stenog tapped the virtual keys of the console on his desk as he activated a highlighted replay of the duel. “He was heavily favored. How could he have lost?”

“Our analytics thought so too,” Benteley said. “The odds of the other duelist winning started out at 556 to 1, then it ballooned to 1308 to 1, right before everything went haywire.”

Stenog slammed his fist down onto the terrestrial oaken table. “Damn it!”

Benteley figured his boss had probably bet some of his own money on the match. “Our corporate betting accounts... took some hits.”

“How much?”

“According to the new data, it’s around 46.3 billion in adjusted losses.”

A sudden hush fell over the room. Both men knew the monetary cost was significant, and being part of the lower rungs within the corporate hierarchy they would be the ones tasked to make up for it, or else lose their hard-won positions and face demotion, or worse.

Stenog’s deep brown eyes had a distant look to them. “Our first loss ever since I was put in charge of this department. How could this have happened?”

“Our analytic teams ran every conceivable scenario,” Benteley said. “There was no way Quarlok’s opponent could have won.”

“And yet he did, and we went all in with Quarlok?”

“Yes.”

“Didn’t I tell you to always place a contingency bet on the other opponent in case of outcomes like this so that we hedge our risk?”

“Yes... but...”

“But what? You didn’t do that, did you?”

“No,” Benteley admitted. “The odds were so high the analytics concluded that our profits would substantially increase if we didn’t make the side bet.”

Stenog scoffed. “So now it’s all blown up in our faces. Wonderful.”

He looked down. This is it, Benteley thought. The analytics team will surely be purged, but will they include me as well?

Stenog tapped his chin, his eyes focused in thought. “Who is this duelist that won against our top votom?”

Tapping his multi-com, Benteley sent the data over to his boss’s console. “A male human. His name is Dyron Dyrge. This was only his fourth match.”

His superior seemed impressed. “His fourth match? Against a ranking duelist and he won? How come I never heard of him before?”

Benteley shrugged. “He’s no one special. All the previous matches this Dyrge guy won were against unranked opponents.”

“How could he have won then?”

“Quarlok wounded him first, and everyone thought he was a goner, but Dyrge somehow recovered and laid out a trap against the votom the very next day.”

“Remarkable,” Stenog whispered. “He must have some superior nanite regen gear or something.”

He might have, Benteley thought. Quarlok’s claws and fangs were poisoned, so Dyrge should have been close to death a few hours after being wounded. “This man just came out of nowhere, and we were totally blindsided by the results.”

“Where’s his homeworld?”

“Right here, in Moravius.”

Stenog had a look of surprise on his face. “Here? Well then—we need to look into him.”

He didn’t fire me yet, Benteley thought. “Mr. Stenog, what do we do about our losses?”

“We don’t have to file the reports to our database until the end of the month, right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Okay, that gives us time to make up for the losses,” Stenog said. “Go and see this Dyrge or his Secundus, and see what you can learn about him. If he does possess something of value to our Genetech Division then offer him a standard contract.”

“And if he balks at that?”

“Then you know what to do.”

“Yes, sir,” Benteley said before he turned around and headed for the door.

Stenog gave a low whistle. “One more thing, Per.”

He twisted in surprise and locked eyes with his superior. “Sir?”

“You have until next week to come up with a plan to make up these losses,” Stenog said calmly. “And add in another 22.7 million to cover my personal account. Don’t ever fail me again, or I’ll see to it that you and your entire family end up in serfdom.”

“Yes, sir.”
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AFTER EMERGING FROM the jump point, the Ereshkigal began a leisurely one gee acceleration towards the planet Moravius. The Void Sodality liner looked typical of her class, with multiple rotating habitat wheels buttressed by spokes connecting to a central cylindrical spine that had an attached cluster of fusion drives at her rear. Glowing plasma dust radiators jutted out along the gaps of the rachis, creating a multitude of branchlike shafts of light.

Shuffling along, Oton continued through the corridor, ignoring the transparent observation windows on the slightly curving floor. Dinner had been excellent, especially the fruit pulp stew that had been made from the vrangal tree along with the roasted Arcturan cacti fillets. He was in such a good mood that he hardly noticed when a human male suddenly came out from a side corridor and ran up to him.

The smiling young man wore a recording module on his forehead as he got ahead of Oton and activated the mobile spotlight over his shoulder, half blinding the old chnjuur with its focused intensity. “Hello, you are the Secundus for Dyron Dyrge, are you not?”

Oton’s once lovely evening had now been ruined. He raised a hairy paw over his squinting close-set dark eyes in order to shield them from the blinding glare. “Where I come from, they’re called Seconds. Now take that damned light out of my face, I can barely see!”

“Sorry,” the reporter said, adjusting his illuminating device to a lower intensity while continuing to walk ahead. “The public is eager to know more about Dyron. How is he feeling right now?”

Oton suppressed the urge to slap the nosy human away. It was important that the media at least be placated in order to reach the higher tiers of the dueling circuit. “He’s fine. Look, I would be happy to arrange some interviews, but this is not the time. Dyron has just finished his match and he needs some rest.”

This reporter had apparently bluffed his way into the first class section to get a scoop ahead of his rivals in the media. “My conglomerate can give you a handsome bonus if you can get me an immediate interview with Dyron. All I’m asking for is ten minutes.”

“I’m sorry, no. Interviews will be scheduled when we get back to Moravius.”

“Come on,” the man begged, reaching into his cloak and producing a handful of cash chips. “I’ll pay you a hundred thousand coyns right now.”

Oton growled. “The answer is no. Now please go or I’ll be forced to call security.”

The reporter glumly moved away as Oton continued on down the corridor.

Fools, he thought. They think I can be bribed with money?

Oton’s species were closer to simians than humans. Like the others of his kind he had large eyes and holes for a nose along his flattened face. The top and sides of his head were covered in graying fur, yet contrasted by a hairless skinny neck that allowed his head to make a one hundred and eighty degree twist if needed. It was said that the chnjuur had once been true humans in the distant past, but generations of poly genetic manipulation had produced a completely new species.

Stopping in front of the entrance to a cluster of joined suites, Oton tapped at the virtual keypad beside the door. He had requested extra security during booking, and now he needed to enter a code just to get inside.

Oton slipped into the foyer the moment the door opened up and looked around warily. The living room seemed just as he had left it. A rolling tray with used dishes had been situated by the dining table, evidence that Dyron had called room service to have his dinner.

He had been gone for close to four hours and it looked like everything was in order. Oton sighed with slight relief, anticipating a quiet evening. He moved closer to one of the sofas before abruptly halting again.

Oton’s recessed ears picked up the sounds of choking and he craned his long neck towards the small corridor leading into the master bedroom. The door at the end had been left slightly ajar, with a pair of trousers preventing the sliding entryway from sealing itself.

Making his way over and stopping in front of the entryway, Oton’s leathery elongated fingers hovered over the keypad. “Dyron, are you alright?”

Hearing a groan, he instantly coded in an emergency set of numbers, and the door fully retracted. When Oton peered inside the large bedroom, he nearly did a double take. 

The interior was a mess. Piles of clothes were strewn over the rumpled bed and the wet carpeted floor exuded a foul smell. He could see a hunched figure through the frosted, semi-transparent walls dividing the bathroom, seemingly kneeling over the old-fashioned toilet. 

A long-haired blonde woman with mocha colored skin stood like a statue by the far wall, her blank eyes staring straight ahead. The woman’s naked body was stained with yellow green bile that stuck to her skin like semi-dried algae.

Moving past her, Oton got closer to the adjoining bathroom’s doorway. “Hey, what is it?”

Dyron turned to look up at him, but in less than a second he twisted his head back around before vomiting into the toilet bowl again.

Shaking his head, Oton turned towards the woman and tapped at the multi-com device in his wrist. “Leave us. Use the guest bathroom to clean up.”

The female android turned and walked out of the door, leaving just the two of them inside the bedroom.

After another round of puking, Dyron sighed as he wearily sat down on the bathroom’s tiled floor. “I... hope that’s the last of it.”

Oton pointed towards the stains in the bedroom. “Did that sex bot malfunction or something?”

Dyron shook his head slowly, as if girding himself for another heave. “No, it was my opponent. He poisoned me.”

The old chnjuur drew in a deep breath. “Should I call the medical staff?”

“No, my body took care of it.”

“Just right now?”

“There... was a delayed action. My body sort of... quarantined the toxin until my wounds fully healed... then it began to purge the poison out of my system.”

Oton looked around with disgust. “I see. So you’re not gonna die?”

“No, not yet.”

“So it seems all the rumors I heard about Quarlok were true. I told you to be wary of that votom.”

Dyron kept his eyes closed. “Couldn’t be helped. He got the drop on me.”

“Well, you won and you’re alive, that’s all that matters,” Oton said. “I bumped into a paparazzo on my way back here. It seems your rep is growing.”

“Just keep them off my back.”

“You’ll have to give an interview sooner or later.”

“Make it later then.”

Oton nodded as he drifted back to the edge of the divider. “Very well. Would you like me to go so you can sleep it off?”

Dyron opened his eyes and stood up. It seemed he had fully recovered. “No. Did we get the funds yet?”

“Yes, our kuajin sent me a message at the end of this last jump. The money will be in the account by the time we make planetfall,” Oton said. Kuajins were the bookmakers that represented the Conexius, a network of galaxy-wide gambling syndicates.

“Good, I’ll need to visit a Hedrik shop once we’re on the ground.”

“I’ll make the appointment,” Oton said as he followed the human back into the bedroom. “Are you sure you’re alright now?”

Dyron walked over to the closet and took out a new shirt before putting it on. “I said so, didn’t I?”

“It’s just that I don’t know of any antitoxin system on the market that works like what you just went through.”

Dyron looked away without saying anything.

Oton shook his head and chuckled. Even though he was a trusted Secundus, there were still many things he didn’t know about his client. “Fine, fine. I won’t ask again.”

“Thank you.”

“Be wary though, if that votom was equipped with poisons, then you can bet his Patrons will be asking the very same thing.”

“We’ll deal with that when it comes.”

“Very well, anything else?”

“Yes, once my appointment with Hedrik is done, book us a passage to Eoa Lom.”

“Eoa Lom? What for?”

“There’s a Keeper temple there—I read that it has extensive archives.”

Oton hissed. “You and your obsession with the past. You know, with your current winnings you could already afford a steady pension and a modest house somewhere in the Outer Reaches. You can quit while you’re ahead and live a long, peaceful life.”

Dyron didn’t answer him.
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AFTER POWERING DOWN the flitter’s engines, Verloch Grenwald made sure the front of his poncho was sealed before getting out of the air vehicle’s cockpit. His high boots touched the stony surface of the slick landing pad and he began walking towards the inner courtyard. The howling winds gave the pouring sleet some added strength, but Verloch’s hood stayed over his head as he continued on.

A smiling redheaded young girl wearing a cheap cloak bowed as he got into the cavernous tunnel, gesturing at him to follow. Verloch threw off his hood, grateful to be out of the downpour that constantly drenched Eoa Lom’s southern latitudes.

They both moved through a number of deserted corridors before walking up a tremendous flight of stairs. Verloch hated the exertion, silently wishing that if only the builders could have added some elevators, then this alms house could have had more visitors who were willing to adopt.

Poverty simply breeds more poverty, he thought. Thank Thoth I was never born poor.

The girl led him down another corridor. A young woman wearing a dark robe was at one end of the passageway, busily cleaning the floor with a mop. She quickly paused and bowed respectfully to Verloch as he passed her by.

Stopping in front of an old wooden door at the end of the hallway, the small redhead gestured at him to go inside as she activated the keypad by the side of the doorframe.

Verloch leaned over her and held out a small cash chip. “For you.”

The little girl smiled while taking the gift from his hands, showing him her twisted molars. “Thank you, master.”

“And how old are you?”

“Fourteen, sir.”

“I have a daughter a few years younger than you.”

“That is wonderful, sir. You have a blessed family.”

They sure train them well, Verloch thought. “May I have your name?”

“Cissilda, sir.”

“And how long have you been living here, Cissilda?”

“Since I was a foundling, sir.”

“Well, keep your chin up and perhaps you will find a Patron soon enough.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

Verloch wished her well before walking into the room. The interior had a lower ceiling, with small windows that sloped downwards to keep out the rain. Like the rest of the keep its walls and floors were made of smooth black granite, giving the area an appearance of a twilit tomb.

An old woman sitting behind a desk quickly stood up and padded her way towards him with a bucktoothed smile. “Welcome back, Mr. Grenwald. I must thank you for returning so soon to discuss business during this sad time.”

Verloch sighed after returning her bow. “Yes, Ede’s death was a shock to me.”

Sister Yuin clasped her feeble hands in a gesture of both respect and reconciliation. “The unfortunate circumstances of her death are an epic tragedy to this institution.”

She sure has a flair for big words, he thought. “What did the gendarmes say about how she died?”

“The gendarmes? Oh, the police rarely if ever visit us here. I conducted the investigation myself.”

“And what did you find?”

“It was an unfortunate accident. Poor Ede broke her neck getting out of the bath.”

“I see,” Verloch said softly. “Right on the day of her transfer to my household too.”

“Yes, it is so sad. Like you, this entire institution is in mourning over our beloved daughter.”

“May I see her remains?”

Placing her bony fingers over her mouth, Yuin gave him a look of surprise. “Oh, you wanted to be part of the wake?”

“Yes, can I see her for one last time?”

The old woman lowered her gaze in apology. “I am so sorry, Mr. Grenwald. You see, our charitable house has barely the funds to keep ourselves running. We couldn’t afford a traditional funeral.”

“What did you do?”

“Poor Ede was cremated and her ashes scattered to the sea just yesterday.” 

Verloch frowned. “So I came here for nothing.”

“But sir, the cause is not lost,” Yuin said. “Our almshouse is home to over ten thousand girls and young women. All are in need of a loving home.”

“I’m well aware of what your institution provides,” Verloch said. “Ede was special. I had been seeing her for almost a year and my people were keeping track of her progress.”

“Oh yes, we are very grateful for your sponsorship in allowing our brightest to take courses in the Secundus Schools.”

“And Ede had the best scores, and now she’s gone.”

“Yes, so tragic.”

This old crone is just stringing me along, he thought. “Which brings us to the other reason why I came here. I bankrolled these scholarships because I needed more than just a typical concubine—what I wanted was someone who could be a Second in her later years and would therefore remain useful to my long-term goals.”

“I understand.”

“You do? Well, you must also remember that I paid a deposit for Ede’s cost and transfer to my household.”

“Oh yes, I was about to bring that matter up to you as well.”

Sure you were, Verloch thought sarcastically. “With Ede’s death, I shall expect a refund for that.”

Yuin grinned once more. “May I make a suggestion to you?”

“Answer my question first. Do I get my money back?”

The old woman looked down at the floor. “Alas, your deposit was already spent. I’m sure you know how hard up we are out here. The monthly aid we get from the government is so pitiful that we have to ask for additional support from kind men such as you.”

I knew it, he thought. She probably spent it for herself. “This is unacceptable.”

Yuin nodded energetically. “Oh, I do agree, Mr. Grenwald, which is why I want to suggest an alternative.”

“Explain yourself.”

“We are aware that you personally paid for Ede’s education, yet she has a very good friend who studied with her. Although this young woman didn’t have Ede’s talent, she scored second, right behind your chosen concubine during the last examination period,” the old woman said.

Verloch was instantly intrigued. “Oh? How come my people never told me of this?”

“They simply overlooked her,” Yuin said. “There was a spot open at the school, so naturally we put in Ede’s best friend, and since the scholarship was paid for, we figured it would be a wise investment if there was a spare, if you know what I mean.”

Now I get it, Verloch thought. They were training another concubine at my expense to sell off to another Patron. “And who is this woman?”

“Let me show you,” Yuin said before she turned around and shuffled over to her desk. Picking up a tiny silver hand bell from the table, she rang it.

The door at the opposite end of the room opened up, and a young woman entered, wearing a revealing, short sleeved dress.

Verloch recognized her. He’d had a number of concubines from the institution brought to him over the years, and he remembered what she was like in bed. “I think we’ve met before. Alice, right?”

“Alix, milord,” the young woman said, correcting him. “But I can change my name if you wish.”

Yuin held out her bony wrist, revealing a multi-com unit. “Would you like to see her academic records for yourself?”

Verloch nodded as he held up his own device and the data was quickly transferred into it. Using the holographic application, he scanned the reams of information as quickly as he could. 

This girl isn’t as good looking as Ede either, but she’s close enough, he thought. “Impressive. Do you wish to become part of my house, Alix?”

Alix grinned before making a short bow. “It would be a dream to come live with you, master.”
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INSTEAD OF HAVING A single office building at Moravius’s main city, the Conexius were separated into more than a dozen branch offices, spread out across the various districts. This dispersed organizational style allowed for more discreet meetings and a stratified level of service; the branches located in the more prosperous sections of the city tended to have dual functions as both leisure clubs and gambling dens.

Stepping through the security foyer, Benteley made his way over to the cloak room and took off his spider silk hooded cape before handing it off to the ever-affable female attendant. It was late evening, and he had worn protective clothing on his way to the club in case of retaliation by members of the recently dismissed analytics team.

His wife had sensed his unease during dinner, and she had dutifully kept quiet when he told her he was going out again after they had put the kids to bed. 

She knows me well enough, he thought. I’m working late for our children’s sake.

Passing through the main corridor, he deliberately bypassed the casino and the bordello sections before stepping into an elevator. When he got out of the lift, he made it to the bunker-like basement level of the building. This area was the heart of the operation, and he continued on until he made it to a hallway.

Benteley waited until the automated laser scans from the surveillance module above him finished and a soft chime indicated he was cleared to proceed. Rounding the passageway, he stopped briefly beside one of the doors along the sides before it opened.

The room was well lit. Holographic screens lined each wall, showing muted recordings of all the matches that had recently taken place. The center of the room had an imbedded, crescent shaped desk. An old maalok sat hunched behind the table, his cybernetic eyes rapidly scanning the monitors with supernatural rapidity.

Benteley waited for about a minute before gesturing at the empty chair in front of the desk. “May I sit?”

With a height of two meters when fully upright, a typical maalok resembled a cross between bears and humans. Their flat, wrinkled faces had close similarities to Earth’s pug dogs, and they were affectionately called Teddy Bears by the first humans who encountered them. A mature male would normally have deep brown fur, but this one’s coat had already turned gray. 

Moortis Hrnngr flicked his goggled, silvery eyes in the human’s direction thirty seconds later. Being a former duelist, he had steadily built up a reputation as one of the best oddsmakers in the galaxy, and his services were open to only the highest of bidders. “You may sit. I have just about finished reviewing the last batch of duels.”

Benteley sat down with a tired sigh. Fatigue was starting to catch up with him, but he knew there was no time to lose. “I wanted to talk to you about a match that happened a few days back. Linoor versus Dyrge.”

The maalok’s tongue jutted out from his snout and licked the sides of his jaw. His accent when speaking Standard had a low growl to it. “Ah, yes. That one. A remarkable feat for an unranked duelist, I must say.”

“My firm was using the standard odds that your organization had published over the bettor networks, and we took huge losses.”

“You are not the only ones. Quite a number of lesser companies were taken over once the bets were called in.”

“How could this have happened? Your analytics are normally very accurate.”

Moortis swayed his wide head from side to side. “As you well know, there will always be upsets every once in a while.”

“But not against ranked duelists! Quarlok was our top product—we had closed several contracts to engineer more of his breed.”

“I studied that match. Your duelist had become overconfident after wounding his opponent,” Moortis said. “Quarlok wanted a spectacle when it came to finishing that human off, and it cost him everything.”

I’m pretty sure he knows about the poison that our duelist was equipped with, Benteley thought. “Are you sure you factored in everything?”

“I thought I did, but it seems that the human has a talent for recovery from a catastrophic injury.”

Benteley scowled. “I checked the market. There is no known antidote module or nano regen system capable of doing what he did.”

“Perhaps your duelist may have forgotten to administer his secret weapon?”

Okay, so he does know about the poison and factored it into his odds accordingly, Benteley thought. “No, I’m pretty sure Quarlok did indeed inflict serious damage to that human. I believe this Dyrge fellow must have had some means to resist the toxin, but I’m at my wits’ end trying to figure it out.”

“I’m afraid I don’t have the answer for you either. Perhaps he might have a natural immunity?”

“That’s impossible! The bio-engineered toxin was tested repeatedly, endlessly, over and over.”

Moortis nodded. “Then there are two possibilities—this human duelist might have access to some unknown defensive tech that no one knows about. That would mean he is being supported by one of your rivals.”

“What’s the second possibility?”

“He might have access to thothan technology.”

“Impossible! The greatest researchers across the known galaxy have tried and failed to reverse engineer thothan tech. What makes you think a duelist can do what galactic society’s smartest minds can’t?”

“All that I can tell you are probabilities. The odds of him having access to thothan tech are one in billions.”

“So you think it’s a corporate rival?”

“The odds are higher in that regard.”

Benteley pursed his lips. “Okay.”
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DYRON SLOWLY OPENED his eyes after the aches had finally died down. His entire body felt stiff, as if something unnatural had deposited itself just beneath his skin. He heard the door to the side of the operating room open with a slight whiff of air, and he sat up.

Pym Hedrik smiled as he stood beside him, holding a medical hand scanner. With a deeply tanned, swarthy hued skin contrasted by a shock of fiery red hair at the top of his head, Pym looked exactly like his numerous brothers and sisters. “How are you feeling?”

Dyron held up his left arm. “The pain is gone.”

Pym continued to operate the hand scanner along the other man’s naked torso. “So far so good. The nano weave mesh has been successfully upgraded to level five, our highest rating. Do you feel any difference?”

“It feels a bit tight when I curl my fingers or move my joints.”

“Oh, that’s natural. The weave is still adjusting, and that feeling should go away in a few days once it fully adapts to your physiology.”

Oton entered the room and sat down on a chair by the door. “Money well spent I guess.”

Pym turned towards the chnjuur and smiled. “We at Hedrik Limited always strive to attain a hundred percent customer satisfaction.”

Dyron ran his hands along his chest, trying to look for any obvious bumps and not finding any. He could barely feel the subdermal armor now. “How effective is this thing?”

Pym placed his hands on his hips. “Against standard melee weapons and low tech guns, you’ll be fully protected—no penetration whatsoever. You’ll still feel the pain though, since you haven’t opted to numb down your nervous system.”

“I need to stay alert,” Dyron said. “I’ve read about duelists who didn’t feel any pain and they ended up losing because of it.”

“The best way to avoid pain is not to get hit,” Oton said before pointing towards the sign on the far wall of the medical room. “Telum Modo Libertum? I’ve seen that on every wall of your shop. What does that mean?”

“It’s in ancient Latin—a dead Earth language,” Hedrik said. “It roughly translates to ‘a weapon means freedom.’ The sign can be found in every Hedrik outlet. It’s our motto.”

“Nice,” Oton said. “I ran into another attendant at one of your stores in Liir a few years ago. She seemed to bear an uncanny resemblance to you, Pym.”

The shop owner merely kept smiling. “In Liir? That would be Anansi. We’re all from the same clan. Naturally, we tend to look alike.”

Dyron said nothing. It was rumored that all the Hedriks were in fact genetic clones of just one person, but he really didn’t care as long as he got what he paid for.

“All good? Let’s all move back to the front of the shop.”

Dyron put his clothes on and made his way down a short corridor until he ended up with the other two at the boutique’s main room. Thick walls and the absence of windows made it resemble a vault. Situated along the walls were racks displaying numerous hand weapons and combat accessories. At the far end of the place stood large transparent displays containing assorted full body armor, for various species.

Oton was leaning by one of the transparent metallic glass counters as he continued to chat with the shop owner. “I hope he’ll be more protected against votom attacks with that skin armor upgrade of yours.”

Hedrik nodded while looking towards Dyron. “Oh yes, he will. Level five is effective against most claws and fangs.”

“He wore level two and it seemed like it wasn’t even there when he got wounded.”

“Quarlok was probably using enhanced claws,” Hedrik explained. “Normally those kinds of attacks wouldn’t penetrate level two skin armor, but I have no doubt the tips of his incisors were nano-sharpened.”

Oton let out a deep breath. “Let me guess, your shops did those modifications too?”

Hedrik shrugged dismissively. “We take no sides, and we provide the same level of service to all our customers.”

Dyron moved closer to them. “What about present day projectile weapons?”

“It’s all about angles,” Hedrik said. “Pulse guns and gauss rifles should be deflected, provided they’re not a straight shot. However, you will still feel the kinetic effects.”

“Like how?”

“You’ll still be subjected to the recoil. With a full powered gauss weapon you’ll likely get knocked backwards or into the ground unless you’ve braced yourself.”

“Okay, what about lasers? Masers?”

“You ought to be okay for the first couple of seconds,” Hedrik said. “The liquid bio-gel layer beneath the nano weave will disperse and absorb the heat spike, but not for long. It would be advisable not to stand still if you’re under attack by such things.”

“Well, he won’t be walking around naked,” Oton said. “Could we get some defensive clothing too?”

“Of course,” Hedrik said, gesturing towards the numerous free-standing racks of cloaks, jackets, ponchos and trousers at one side of the store. “We have protective outerwear in the latest fashions. The nobles prefer to wear synthetic spider silk, since the fabric weave is stronger than ancient steel, yet light and stylish enough to be hip. We can make custom clothing too—just give us a few days in advance when you place your order.”

Hedrik shops were known for their extreme privacy policies, with each customer’s DNA records immediately deleted once they were fitted with their ordered product. The weapon makers remained strictly neutral, and they were respected throughout the galaxy for it.

“Perhaps we’ll take a couple of the heavy cloaks,” Oton said. “I think we still have some credit left.”

“Indeed you do,” Hedrik said as he took out two pairs of capes from a nearby rack and placed them on the counter. “Since your reputations as a duelist and his accompanying Secundus are growing, I would suggest at least level three outerwear protection. These cloaks have extra layers of graphene as primary armor, along with liquid gel overlaps to counter lasers and such.”

“Well take them,” Oton said, glancing at Dyron. “How about some weapons too?”

“Sure.” Hedrik leaned over the counter, pointing at a set of small pistols on display beneath him. “What will be your pleasure?”

“I’m a little too old to worry about projectile weapons. How about a laser for me?”

Hedrik placed a set of small barreled pistols with extended grips on the countertop beside the cloaks. “These will fit nicely within the folds of your cape so they won’t be apparent. They’re also custom fitted for chnjuur hands, giving you a comfortable feel.”

“You have anything that’s even more... concealable?”

“I do indeed.” Hedrik placed an eight centimeter long tube made of grayish metal onto the counter beside the pistols. “They’re called laser wands. No grip and just a single shot. They can be easily concealed with a forearm holster that slides the weapon out with a flick of your wrist.”

Oton rubbed at his goatee. “People would think I’m an assassin. I guess I’ll prefer one of the pistols instead.”

“Of course. I would also recommend that you get protective optical implants. A side effect of lasers is their ability to burn out your naked eyes, so even a near miss or a wide angled shot could render you blind if you looked in the firer’s direction.”

The old chnjuur shook his head. “I have an aversion to getting an operation. The thought of having my eyes sliced open and replaced by biomechanical implants gives me the chills.”

Hedrik placed a set of goggles and a small container on the counter beside the pistols. “Not a problem. You can wear these, or put on some armored contact lenses. They offer the same amount of protection.”

Dyron chuckled. “You seem to have thought of everything.”

“We provide equipment for all contingencies,” Hedrik said proudly.

“Ah, I don’t think we have the remaining budget to get everything,” Oton admitted. “I’ll take one of the goggles.”

“Very well.”

Dyron stood beside his Second. “How much funds do we have left?”

“Well, the annual rent is paid for our housing unit, and the fares and the hotel for Eoa Lom are set,” Oton said. “But beyond that, we have very little left.”

“I guess I’ll have to fight again,” Dyron said while looking towards the shopkeeper. “Would you recommend anything else for the future?”

Hedrik gave him a sly look. “The possibilities for upgrades are endless, my young duelist. If I were you I’d work towards getting a full skeletal reinforcement suite, then some audio enhancement and protection. You could also use an augmented musculature system to increase your strength and add more body protection.”

“Well, we don’t have the funds for that yet,” Oton said wistfully.

“The higher tiered duelists on the circuit have all these enhancements and more,” Hedrik said. “You’ll be at a major disadvantage if you don’t keep up.”

“We’ll keep that in mind for the future,” Dyron said. “We’ll take the cloaks and some hand weapons for now.”

“Excellent choices,” the store owner said. “Would you like to wear them now or would you like me to wrap these things up for you?”

“We’ll wear them,” Oton said. “Do you have another exit we can get out of? I saw a few media folk that had spotted us coming through your shop’s entrance.”

“Absolutely. This outlet has numerous exit tunnels for you to discreetly come out of.”

“I can’t help but be impressed.”

Pym continued to beam at them. “We aim to please.” 
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ONCE THE STORM HAD broken, Alix caught the next air transport into Farshore, Eoa Lom’s main city. Her secondhand cloak had sustained a rip along the neckline when the old fabric had stretched past its breaking point, and she was thankful for the rain’s lull. Her meager possessions amounted to an old malfunctioning multi-com device and some clothing that she had packed in a worn leather satchel slung over her shoulders.

The cash chips they had given her were inadequate, so it took another two hours of walking until she made it to the Grenwald estate located a few klicks from the city’s commercial piers. Crossing the street, she made it to the front door just as the downpour began once again.

Pounding on an old fashioned brass knocker, Alix drew her cloak around her slender shoulders even tighter as the rainfall intensified. The sleet penetrated the breach at the back of her outerwear, completely soaking the bodice she wore underneath and sending a cold shiver down her spine.

The thick metal door finally opened with a rusty creak, and a tiny old woman with deep wrinkly jowls stared up at her in mute annoyance. 

Alix clenched her jaw to stop her teeth from chattering. “I’m the new concubine.”

The hag continued to study her in cold silence, as if hoping this seeming new addition to the house would instead go away.

Alix’s shoulders began to tremble. “Please, I need to speak with the master.”

The crone finally relented, stepping back and gesturing at her to enter with a bony forefinger.

Alix quickly ducked inside. Although she was no longer pestered by the rain, the wide twilit foyer was cold and damp, and she continued to shiver even while holding her hands around her torso.

“I am Tripetta, the housekeeper,” the old woman said and pointed to a nearby alcove. “Leave your things there.”

Alix turned, took off her cloak and laid it down on the raised dais, along with her bag.

Tripetta hissed with disgust at the small puddles of water along the stone floor she had just polished that morning. “Have you any dry clothes at all?”

She opened the satchel, and began to rummage through it. “I... have perhaps... a blouse.”

“Put it on.”

Alix removed the still dripping bodice from her shoulders and placed the thin blouse onto her upper body. The cold air continued to chill her, but at least her shoulders weren’t wet anymore.

Another woman’s voice echoed down the staircase by the main hall. “Tripetta, who is it?”

The old crone cupped her hands to amplify her anemic reply. “My lady, the concubine is here.”

After putting on her blouse, Alix watched as a woman with long black hair wearing noble attire made her way down the staircase. Lady Keiko’s exceptional height was enhanced by the tall headdress she wore. 

Tripetta bowed slightly as Keiko walked up to them. Alix did the same.

Keiko stopped in front of her. “Your name?”

“Alix, milady,” she said.

“My husband is out for business,” Keiko said. “He told me his first choice died tragically, and that you are the substitute, is that correct?”

“Yes, milady.”

“I will speak plainly,” Keiko said. “Grenwald used to be one of the ruling houses of this world, but time and... bad investments have made us into a minor clan. My husband plans to rectify the situation and hopes that your skills will help us in that regard.”

“I shall do my best, milady.”

Keiko seemed unconvinced. “I hope so, for your sake. The last concubine we had at this estate died as well. Do you know how?”

Is this a threat? Alix thought. “I do not, milady.”

“She threw herself into the sea,” Keiko said. “This was after my husband lost a substantial fortune when he made a bet on a duel based on her recommendations.”

“I shall strive to do better, ma’am.”

Alix instantly froze when the tip of Keiko’s sharpened fingernail touched her throat. 

“You have but two purposes here,” the lady of the house said. “The first is that you shall pleasure my husband. He needs a respite from all the stresses he puts onto himself.”

“Y-yes, milady.”

“Your second task may be more rewarding for us and for you,” Keiko said. “You shall assist my husband with his bets. If you can increase the status of this house then you shall be freed from your debt bondage to us. Do you understand?”

“Absolutely, milady.”

“Good.” Keiko removed her finger from Alix’s throat and stepped back. “Remember that I run this house. I am aware of everything that goes on inside of it. If you betray our secrets to a rival family, then your life will be forfeit.”

“I understand.”

“Alright then. Prepare yourself, for my husband will be home within the hour.”
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WHEN THE LAST OF THE media crews finally packed up their gear and left, Dyron breathed a sigh of relief. The past several hours had been spent answering their incessant, repetitive questions. The whole event exhausted him and Dyron wished he were somewhere else. Now he wanted nothing more than to go home and get some rest.

The partially enclosed plaza in Moravius’s main city had a gargantuan object near the center that looked like a strange pale twenty-meter-tall menhir from a distance. Upon closer examination, however, the monolith’s smooth surface had a number of flattened polished disks embedded along its length that would glow with some strange inner light.

Dyron stood up and stretched. He had been giving interviews at a stone gazebo while facing the object, and his eyes would periodically wander and stare up at it, his mind completely missing the questions being asked, forcing some of the media to repeat them. This irritated a number of the less patient reporters, and quite a few sulked away before their allotted time had even ended.

Turning to his right, he could see Oton chatting with another pair of reporters a few meters away. He remembered recruiting the old chnjuur at this very spot two years ago.

He must have figured I was crazy back then, Dyron thought. But every duelist needs a Second, and I’m sure he’s glad to have stuck around.

During Earth’s ancient past, Seconds were normally close friends or associates who would accompany the duelist and even negotiate the circumstances of the match. Ever since the thothans declared any sort of war was illegal, the fate of entire worlds were now decided by just these two beings- the duelist and their Secundus.

Dyron slowly drifted closer towards the object at the center of the plaza. Many spacefaring empires attempted to resist the thothans, but were stomped flat by that mysterious race’s incredible technology. A single thothan vessel would decimate whole enemy fleets, or even pulverize the entire surface of a resisting planet during those terrifying times.

Thothan victory was inevitable, and the surviving races eventually capitulated. After a brief period of rebuilding, the thothans reorganized galactic society—open warfare was not allowed, and any conflict was to be decided by single combat between two individuals. Thus began the age of the duelist.

In time, galactic society became stratified. Whole planets changed hands after a single match, individual and collective fortunes won and lost, and now the region was gradually dominated by economic blocs. Another shock came when the thothans suddenly disappeared without warning, leaving the whole of galactic civilization to fend for itself.

But the thothan war machines remained to monitor and enforce the peace. In time the galaxy began calling these automated devices daimons, and an orderly galactic society continued to exist, even without its now departed masters. 

Dyron stood in front of the object and looked up, staring at the wisps of glowing energy emanating from its surface. This particular monolith was called an Arbiter, a type of daimon that communicated with Seconds to arrange any sort of duel.

Reaching into the cloak with his right hand, he began to scratch his left forearm while whispering into his collar. “Are you there?”

“Ask me another stupid question,” the Voice said to him.

Dyron kept his chin low, so it wouldn’t look like he was talking to himself. “Look, it just seems you never bother to speak with me when I want you to.”

“Perhaps I’m just not in the mood. But now I’m present. What do you want?”

“I wanted to ask something that’s been bugging me all this time,” Dyron said as he continued to stare up at the Arbiter. “How come duelists can’t arrange their own matches? Why do they need a Secundus?”

“Who knows? Maybe the thothans felt that a duelist’s job was just to fight, and someone else was needed to make arrangements when it comes to the particulars of a match. A good Second can provide an advantage over a duelist with an incompetent one.”

“Is that really the answer or are you just making it all up?”

“Your guess is as good as mine.”

“Aside from being annoying, do you have any other uses?”

“Yes,” the Voice said. “I’ve kept you alive. You ought to be thankful for that.”

Dyron sighed. “When will our partnership finally be over?”

“Why do you keep asking this? You don’t like me?”

“No, I don’t.”

“I’ve done so much for you,” the Voice said. “If it wasn’t for me, you’d still be in that hellhole, continuously scrounging for a piece of food to keep yourself going for just one more cycle.”

“Look, don’t get me wrong, I am grateful.”

“Then what are you complaining about?”

“These duels,” he said softly. “We’ll be in the big leagues soon, and they’re getting more dangerous.”

“Just keep taking my advice and continue to add your enhancements and train. I’ll handle the rest.”

“Can’t we just quit while we’re ahead?”

“No, and you know why.”

“Can I hand you over to someone else maybe?”

“No, my... essence is embedded into your DNA now. Any separation would be catastrophic to us both.”

“You mean I’ll die?”

“Slowly and painfully.”

Dyron bit his lip. The small crowds hovering by the monolith were starting to notice him. Turning to his left he moved away, back towards the side streets.

Walking up to Oton, he observed another man advancing towards the two of them. Unlike the media crews, this one wore business style clothing. Dyron nudged Oton’s elbow when the smiling man stopped in front of them and held up his hand in greeting.

“Per Benteley,” the man said after making a slight bow. “I’m an account executive with the Origamis. I congratulate you both on winning a superb duel.”

Oton drew in a deep breath. The Origamis remained a powerful conglomerate that used advanced breeding programs to create the most effective duelists in the galaxy. “You’re the Patron of our opponent.”

“We were,” Benteley corrected him before glancing at Dyron. “As it so happens you beat our best product. Do you know what that means?”

“You lost a lot of money?”

Benteley chuckled at Oton’s sarcastic remark. “The Origamis does not lose. We always hedge our bets and come out on top whatever the outcome.”

The old chnjuur crossed his arms. “This is obviously not a social call. What’s your offer?”

“Direct and to the point, I like that,” Benteley said while nodding towards Dyron. “I can offer you a position within one of the stables that we sponsor. That means a generous compensation—a competitive salary, a nice place to stay, and lots of perks.”

Dyron stayed silent.

“Naturally we can offer a lavish retirement plan for your Secundus here,” Benteley said, pointing towards Oton. “But the greatest benefit is support. As part of a corporate stable, we can offer substantial biotech enhancements to improve your abilities, and all will be paid for by us of course.”

“We can purchase enhancements with our own winnings if we stay independent,” Oton said.

“Yes, you can, but independents don’t last very long,” Benteley countered. “The thothans may have outlawed war, but people still die from all sorts of... unnatural causes.”

Dyron stiffened slightly. Oton told me about this before, he thought. These corporate types will say anything, including veiled threats, to get you to join their stables.

Benteley smiled to lighten the mood. “In the end, the benefits of joining us are tremendous. You’ll have others looking after your wellbeing, and best of all, you can retire at any time. We offer a guaranteed pension so you won’t ever have to worry about funds for the rest of your life.”

“What’s to stop us from joining a tribe?” Oton asked.

Dyron fought off the urge to nod. Tribes were alliances of independent duelists, banding together for mutual protection and support. While they didn’t have the resources of a corporate stable, these informal cooperatives were still better than going it alone.

“Tribes don’t last very long,” Benteley said, as if he was reading from a tired old script. “The egos within those groups tend to go in different directions. Duelists also happen to have shorter lifespans than most, so in the end every tribe that ever existed eventually breaks up. Being in a stable gives you long-term stability—pardon the pun.”

Oton’s eyes flickered towards the duelist before returning his gaze to the corporate executive. “If Dyron accepts, what’s the catch?”

Benteley gave a dismissive shrug. “We arrange all the duels of course. You fight who we tell you to fight.”

“Fixed matches,” Oton said.

“Not quite, our analytics will set you up so you’ll always be at an advantage whenever you duel,” Benteley said. “Our sponsored win records are unsurpassed.”

Yeah, you cheat and go after poorly equipped duelists, Dyron thought. 

“Tell us the truth,” Oton said. “You just can’t believe that one of your almighty breeds got beaten by an unknown, and you want to open up Dyron’s body to see what makes him tick, right?”

“A cursory medical examination is standard whenever we hire a new duelist,” Benteley admitted. “Every stable does that.”

Oton turned and looked at Dyron, expecting him to answer.

The duelist shook his head. “No thanks.”

Benteley seemed to take the rejection in stride. “It’s up to you.” Holding up his left wrist, he tapped on his multi-com, sending out his contact details to anyone in a half klick radius. “I’ll give you a few days to think about it.”

The old chnjuur watched Benteley as the executive turned around and walked away, disappearing into the throng. “Looks like the die is cast, as they say. He’s made it clear that the Origamis wants you in with them—they desire to know what skills and abilities you possess so they can adapt it into their breed programs.”

Dyron pulled his hood over his head to hide his face. “And if we keep saying no?”

“Then they’ll come after us—both of us.”

He ran his eyes along Oton’s cloak. “Well, in that case, let’s hope the laser pistol you bought from the weapon shop works as advertised.”
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ALIX LIFTED HER HEAD from the pillow and whimpered slightly. The pain on her back felt like liquid fire had been traced onto her skin, and not even the pleasant surroundings made any difference to alleviate her agony. 

The roaring gas fireplace kept the spare bedroom warm, helping to keep Eoa Lom’s cold damp evening rain outside. When she heard the running faucets coming from the adjoining bathroom, she knew he had left the bed. 

Getting up, Alix gingerly made her way towards the tall, freestanding mirror that stood by the far wall. Wiping the salty dampness from her eyes, she began to compose herself while examining her injuries.

The bite marks on her breasts, neck, and shoulders weren’t deep enough to scar, but the bloody slashes across her back might lead to a permanent blemish if the wounds weren’t treated properly.

Hearing his footsteps, she quickly ran back to the large bed and lay face down on it, hoping that he wouldn’t continue. When she felt his hand caressing the back of her neck she made an involuntary shudder. The leather whip was now tied to the side of the headboard, and she feared that it would be used once more.

Verloch leaned in and placed his mouth close to her left ear. “I’m sorry. I had a particularly bad time at the Conexius today.”

The stink of alcohol in his breath meant that he was still somewhat drunk, but since concubines had very little power, she braced herself for more pain by clutching the pillows around her tightly, hoping that she’d lose consciousness once the ordeal started again. 

With a hiss, he grabbed Alix by the neck and propped her up, his eyes locking with hers as he twisted her face around. “I told you I was sorry!”

“Yes, master,” Alix said feebly.

He let go of her neck and sat down by the side of the bed, shaking his head. “This is why... I can’t sleep with my wife anymore.”

If I can keep him talking maybe I can sober him up and spare myself from more pain, Alix thought. “Perhaps if I go with you the next time your luck might just change.”

Verloch leaned forward, placing his hands over his face. It looked like he might start crying. “I am in such... shame. Two years ago I went on a winning streak, but now... my luck has turned sour ever since.”

“Are you participating in games of chance, or betting on the duels?”

“Both,” he admitted. “I still remember the winnings I took a lot in... when I made the right call in that one duel all those years ago. I was... so close to making up the losses my father had put our clan through, but each successive bet since then turned out to be the wrong one. I’m at the end of my rope.”

Alix slid closer to him, placing her arm around his shoulders. “Let me help you. Give me access to the bettor’s data field at the Conexius, and I can give you some very good analytics for your next wager.”

Verloch cursed as he swung his arm, his elbow connecting with her mouth. “Damn you! Ede was supposed to be the one to turn my fortunes around, and now I’m stuck with... a poor substitute!”

The blow had knocked her back into the center of the bed. Alix slowly sat up once more, wiping the droplets of crimson away from her lower lip with her wrist. She had a feeling she was about to get beaten again, but the opportunity to convince him was there. “Master, please. One chance is all I ask of you.”

He waved his fist at her. “You think I’m going to risk my remaining money based on your recommendations? Your amateurish hopes could smash what’s left of this family into the ground.”

“Let me go to an Arbiter so that I may get my mark.”

Verloch shook his head with incredulity. “Why is it that everyone who comes my way thinks they know who to place the bets on? You’ve been barely educated in the arts, and yet you think you’re more knowledgeable than the kuajins now?”

“Just give me a chance. One.”

He scoffed. “I’ve heard it all before. You know how much coyns I’ve spent on research and analytics? You know how many times I’ve bribed the kuajins?”

“I’m not like the others.”

“That’s what they all say.”

“Let me make you a bargain,” Alix said. “Commit your smallest bet to whichever duelist I recommend. If I can’t get you to at least double your earnings, then I shall remain a serf to you for life.”

He reached out, grabbing her by the throat once more. “The deal will be on my terms. If you fail, then I shall whip you so bloody that your bones will stick out from your body, you got that?”

Alix’s voice became a mere croak due to the viselike grip around her neck. “Yes.”

Verloch let her go. She fell backwards onto the bed again, gasping and wheezing for a few seconds until the color came back to her face. 

“I’ll take you to the main Arbiter at Farshore’s Hub District soon enough,” he said. “If that daimon rejects you then I shall kill you on the spot and throw your worthless carcass into the sea. Do you understand?”

Alix nodded slowly.
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BENTELEY WALKED UP to the two maalok bouncers guarding the entrance to the establishment and revealed his wrist multi-com, showing them his holographic corporate logo that identified him as a high ranking officer of the Origamis. The two hulking humanoids stared into each other’s eyes before giving him the go-ahead. 

After looking over his shoulder and getting one last glimpse of Moravius’s twin setting suns, he strode in through the entrance. Benteley had told his wife he would be late for dinner again, for he had a problem that needed to be solved.

Past the entrance tunnel, he walked into a central room with squared stone columns and lighted orbs jutting down from the high ceiling. He passed by the central bar, maneuvering his way past the loitering prostitutes and their fawning customers. 

Benteley cringed and moved away when one of the harlots attempted to place a caressing hand on his shoulders. Ignoring her taunts and hisses, he walked over to the stairs at the end of the hall and made his way up. He felt that going into these places was beneath his stature, but the nature of the business demanded it, and one had to make certain sacrifices in order to get things done. 

The upper corridor had balconies along one side, allowing the second floor denizens above to observe what was happening in the open courtyard below. When Benteley got closer to the door third from the end of the passageway, an aarvaki male hanging out by the veranda turned and faced him. The blue feathers on the alien’s head were puffed up and the thick, leathery clawed hands protruded from the umbrella shaped cloak he wore, ready for a fight.

Benteley stopped and held his right hand up in a gesture of peace. “Rosebud.”

Upon hearing the password, the aarvaki stepped back and pointed towards the door with his sharp beak. The being’s high-pitched accent resembled a parrot’s angry squawk. “He’s inside.”

He nodded in affirmation to the moa-like alien before turning to his left and opening the door. The small room’s interior was dimly lit and felt very uninviting, but he stepped inside anyway.

A tall bearded man with a shaved scalp sat beside a table in the center of the room, his bulging biceps and forearms resting on the counter. A half empty bottle of imported sake lay in front of him. “Sit.”

Benteley heard the door close behind him as he walked up to an empty chair and sat down on it. “I’m with the Origamis. My name is Per.”   

“I know that already,” the man said. “You think my guard outside would have let you in if you didn’t give the right code?”

He drew in a deep breath. “Alright, let’s just get down to business. May I have your name?”

“Vasco. Now what is it that you’d like done?”

“Well first of all, I need to know if your crew is up for this kind of job.”

Vasco scowled at him. “What do you think? You placed a request in the network, so here I am.”

“Yes, but these are no ordinary targets.”

“You want a duelist and his Second taken out, right? It’s what I do for a living.”

Benteley clenched his hands underneath his cloak. The whole conversation was making him uneasy. “You’re gonna do this all by yourself?”

There was a flash of anger in Vasco’s face, and it looked like he was going to get up and smash his fists against the other man’s head before he visibly calmed down. “Is this the first time you ever done this?”

“Yes,” Benteley admitted.

The mercenary sneered. “So you’re just another one of these soft palmed corporate bureaucrats, eh? Well let me tell you, I work with a team. You remember the aarvaki outside? Yeah, he’s with me.”

“You have a group? But... but won’t the gendarmes or maybe even the daimons react if you do this?”

“Listen, you salaryman. The daimons only react when there’s large groups engaged in a fight. We know from experience that if you keep the crew small, say around four individuals, then they won’t intervene,” Vasco said. “The cops can be bought off, and I’ll leave those details with you.”

Benteley had read about the Narchist Revolts, when waves of unruly rioters protesting against galactic society attempted to cause chaos on a number of planets more than fifty years ago. The daimons reacted by bombarding all affected worlds, causing millions to die. From then on, local gendarme units engaged in constant patrols to prevent such an occurrence from happening again.

Vasco could plainly read the thoughts on his face. “What? You think nobody has died by murder just because the cops and the daimons continuously watch over everyone? Let me tell you, there are many ways to get around them.”

“I don’t want to know any more,” Benteley said. “All I’m going to say is that this duelist is an up and comer.” Holding out his multi-com, he sent out the data on Dyron to the other man.

Vasco activated his own device and began studying the information from the floating hologram in front of him.

Benteley leaned forward, his face wrinkled in concern. “Well? What do you think?”

The mercenary nodded slowly while stroking his beard. “Impressive. A duelist who came out of nowhere and beat one of your rising stars—this man will be a hard target.”

“Can you do it?”

Vasco grinned. “Of course. We’re not a bunch of amateurs, you know. My crew has taken down more than a dozen duelists and their Seconds. Seeing as he isn’t ranked yet, he won’t have the funds to purchase all of the upgrades from the weapon shops.”

“Implying what?”

“It means he has some enhancements, but not all of them,” Vasco said. “All we need to do is find out what he lacks and we get rid of him using his weaknesses.”

“So you’ll take the job?”

“Yes,” Vasco said. “But our fee will go up.”

He had anticipated this. “Alright, how much?”

“Double.”

Benteley was taken aback. “What? Ridiculous!”

“You think this is easy? Only a duelist can legally challenge another. If the daimons react we’ll be dead along with an entire city block.”

“But double your fee? That’s outrageous.” 

“Find someone else then.”

Benteley sighed. “Alright, but you’ll only get half deposited into your account. The rest of it comes in after the job is finished, okay?”

Vasco nodded. “Bargained well and done.”
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STANDING BESIDE THE rain slicked street of Eoa Lom’s main city of Farshore, Dyron drew his cloak around his body before going up the white marbled steps. The shiny domed temple stood out in stark contrast with the nearby blackened, square stone buildings in the area, a testament to the Keepers’ distinctive style of architecture.

Walking through the open gates he made his way to the reception area. Behind the thick torus shaped table was a slightly elevated platform. A v’ssm attendant sat on top of the podium, the thin pink tentacles jutting out from its mollusk-like central body acting as hands, accessing the numerous adaptive consoles around the desk while catering to the temple’s visitors.

Dyron stood in line, waiting for his turn. The afternoon crowd was sparse on a weekday, and he was thankful nobody had noticed him. Keeping his face concealed beneath the hood of his cloak undoubtedly helped too.

He made it to the front of the line within ten minutes. Looking up at the set of eyestalks hovering above him, Dyron smiled. “I’d like to get access to the historical archives, please.”

The v’ssm attendant exuded a slightly rotten odor since there was always a layer of thick mucus being produced by its fleshy body. The voice synthesizer on top of the alien’s outer shell had a robotic monotone. “Very well. The archives are down the main hallway and to your right. How much time do you need?”

“As much as you can give me.”

“Visitors can only browse for up to two hours per day.”

“That’s fine.”

The v’ssm extended a pair of tentacles and typed a series of commands into the console. “Very well. Do you wish to make a donation?”

He knew that although the Keepers were not supposed to take any money, donations were their way of receiving funds. “Yes,” he said, placing a set of chips onto the table.

Using one of its tentacles, the v’ssm Keeper carefully counted the cash tokens. Resembling giant oysters with snaillike pseudopods, the natural mobility of these sedentary beings was nonexistent, and he figured that this particular individual would be wheeled out by its colleagues back to its private quarters at the end of the day.  

Dyron’s wrist multi-com emitted a shrill chime, indicating that it had received a guest access pass. “Thank you.”

“Will you require any other forms of service today?”

“I’m fine, thanks.”

Turning to his right, he moved past the reception area and placed his weapons onto the security desk situated by the tunnel entrance. The human Keeper manning that station took his weapons and placed them in an empty locker behind him without comment before giving out a token to redeem them after the visit.

Dyron walked into the access shaft, trailing a small group of off-world tourists. He felt somewhat secure since nobody had identified him, even though his likeness had been steadily permeating the galactic data network. 

The tunnel walls were painted with frescoes from the past, showcasing the origins of the Keepers. Even before the thothans vanished, a quasi-religious support organization had already been established that worshipped them as gods. The Keepers were a monastic order, with every member swearing away any personal allegiance or relationship to completely devote their lives to the preservation and maintenance of the daimons. Being both scholars and engineers, Keepers would sometimes pray to the very machines they were maintaining.

Dyron made his way past the end of the tunnel and into an adjoining hall. Shafts of sunlight from the windows at the ceiling cast glowing vertical columns down to the marble floor below. 

A gaggle of human schoolchildren were gathered beside a life-size bronze statue of a Watcher near the center of the dome, being attended to by an elderly Keeper.

Stopping beside one of the nearby pillars, Dyron leaned against the support column and smiled wistfully to himself while keeping out of sight. He liked to hear these lectures, since it made him feel like a kid again.

The Keeper standing below the statue was an elderly human male with a balding forehead. Wearing his customary silver toga, he waved his hands around to help embellish his epic tale. “And then the thothans just vanished,” he said to the group of little children sitting cross-legged in front of him. “Everyone was left wondering where they had gone to.”

A boy of about seven raised his hand. “Where did the thothans go?”

“Nobody knows,” the old Keeper said. “Some of our scientists have speculated they may have journeyed into another universe to spread the Great Peace, while others said they merely went away to get some rest after successfully uniting the galaxy together.”

A little girl raised her hand. “Master Historian, you never told us what these thothans looked like.”

The old man winked at her. “That’s because no one knows either. The thothans communicated by voice and optical writings only. They never revealed their true forms to anyone.”

Another boy raised his hand. “If we don’t know what they look like, then how do we know they were really thothans?”

“Good question. The thothan name is actually a human invention,” the Keeper said. “The thothans never identified themselves—they only gave orders for everyone to stop fighting and make peace. One human soldier—whose name was lost in time—said they were like an ancient god called Thoth, and the name stuck—we have been referring to them as thothans ever since.”

“Who is Thoth?” the same boy asked.

“An ancient terrestrial demigod. He is depicted as having a man’s body, but with the head of some strange bird. Thoth was the god of many things, from magic and knowledge, to being the great arbiter of justice—it is said that his scales weigh the universe and keep it in balance.”

The same little girl who asked an earlier question raised her hand again. “Maybe these machines that you take care of—you know, the daimons—maybe they are really the thothans.”

“Perhaps they are,” the old man said. “We can’t be truly sure, but these daimons are very old, and they don’t give any orders, unlike the thothans from our history. All they do is hibernate and react whenever someone breaks the Law of Conflict.” 

A second little girl raised her hand. “Master Historian, if the thothans left us, why don’t we build our own starships and look for them?”

One of the boys sitting beside her elbowed the child. “That’s because the daimons won’t let us, stupid.”

The old man appealed for calm. “Now, now, children. That is a good question. Firstly, who controls all space travel?”

“The Sodality, of course,” a brown-haired boy in the middle of the class said.

Dyron looked down at the floor, deep in thought. The Void Sodality crewed all of the starships that facilitated trade between the various systems in the galaxy. Since only their vessels were allowed to use the jump gates that enabled faster than light travel, the Sodality had a virtual monopoly when it came to interstellar transportation of any kind.

“Correct,” the Keeper said. “But do you know how the Sodality acquired their ships?”

None of the children reacted.

The old man smiled. “They were given to them by the thothans. Every single vessel that passes through the jump gates at the edge of every star system is of thothan design.”

Yet another boy raised his hand. “How come humans don’t build our own?”

“But we do,” the Keeper said. “Space miners construct small prospecting vessels that go around and engage in all sorts of resource gathering.”

The boy didn’t seem convinced. “But they’re stuck within the star system, they aren’t real starships.”

“Correct.”

“So why don’t we start building real ships then?”

“Because of the daimons, that’s why,” the boy at the center of the class said.

“The only starships that exist now are thothan vessels,” the Keeper said. “Our shipbuilders must get their approval first if they wish to build more spacecraft.”

A boy near the back of the group stood up and curled his fists in anger. “My uncle was killed when his ship strayed too close to the jump gate. It’s not fair that the daimons control us like this.”

“I’m sorry to hear about your uncle,” the old man said. “Yet the rules must be followed. Does anyone know why?”

The first boy raised his hand once more. “Because the daimons are mean and they hate us.”

Chuckling slightly, the old man shook his head. “Look at the benefits! We live in the Magna Pax—the Age of Peace. Before the thothans taught us their rules, the galaxy was in a state of constant war between numerous species and factions. Billions, even trillions died. Whole planets were wiped out.”

The same boy kept his hand raised. “So we’re at peace because the thothans killed all of our soldiers?”

“That is one of the reasons why,” the Keeper said. “But there are many others. Our universal language is called Standard—and every species communicates using it, but did you know that it is based on the thothan language? Many different races used to live on their own planets, but now we have many worlds with mixed populations—the thothans taught us all to live together in harmony.” 

The second girl raised her hand. “Master Historian, where do you think the thothans are now?”

Rubbing his fragile chin, the old Keeper beamed at her. “I believe that the thothans are still out there, watching us. When we finally become worthy of them, then they will reveal their true forms to us. Every Keeper believes this.”

“But you said we have peace now. So how come they haven’t come back yet?” a boy near the front of the group asked.

“Who knows,” the Keeper said. “Perhaps they are waiting for something to happen. I have a feeling we shall find out soon enough.”

The old man pointed towards an adjoining wing, and the children got up and followed him into the next hall. Dyron began walking too, heading towards the archival section of the building. 
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THE CONEXIUS BRANCH nearest to the Grenwald estate consisted of a number of office buildings within a walled compound. Casinos and a small hotel stood at the western side around open air courtyards, while the eastern end had the meeting halls and the analytics sections.

Alix stood inside the main foyer leading into the numerous lobbies. She wore a guest medallion around her neck while slowly making her way towards another wing. Verloch was busy gambling away his daily allowance at the casinos, and she had been given a few hours to do some research.

The moment she got to the end of the corridor, an old uniformed attendant of the geenli breed standing by the entryway held up a hairy paw to stop her. “Only Seconds are allowed past this point.”

“But I’m a graduate from the Secundus School on this planet,” she protested.

“You’re wearing a guest pass. Where is your mark?”

Every Second had been branded on their forearm by an Arbiter to signify that they were qualified to act as agents for the duelists. Alix had none. “I... I haven’t been imprinted yet.”

“Then I’m sorry, you cannot pass.”

“But the athenaeum is at the next hall, how can I do my research if I’m not allowed through?” she protested.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t make the rules. You can use the data consoles in the public areas.”

“Those have limited research capabilities.”

The geenli were hairy humanoids that had been combined from terrestrial chimpanzee and human gene stock. They barely stood over a meter high, yet they were excellent climbers, with long, powerful arms. Pushing his lower lip out, the attendant shrugged. 

Alix lowered her head in disappointment and started to walk away. “Alright.”

“Wait,” the attendant said. “I know what you’re after. You want to make a fortune on dueling bets, right?”

She turned around and sighed. “I’m just a concubine, and I want to be free of my debt bondage. I guess it’s hard for me to hide who I really am.”

The geenli male seemed to empathize with her. “I was a serf too, and I know how you feel. I even worked as a Second for a few months or so back in the day, and now look at me.”

Alix was surprised. “You were a Second?”

“I was, until my duelist got killed.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

The attendant pointed with his thumb towards the next hall. “I’ve been working here for twenty years, and let me tell you, a Second’s career will only last as long as their duelist’s life, which isn’t very long.”

“Why didn’t you get another duelist?”

“There are more Secundus out there than duelists,” the male geenli explained. “You see, when a duelist starts to win, the stables gobble up the most promising, leaving their original Seconds in the dust. During ancient times a Second was a duelist’s most trusted confidant, and most new duelists rarely seek the service of someone they don’t know.”

Reality started to dash her hopes. “I see. Do you think I wasted my time trying to become a Secundus?”

“Maybe, maybe not,” the hallway attendant said. “Since you’re a concubine, then your Patron must have paid for your schooling, yes?”

“Sort of.”

“Well, you can use the skills that were taught to you and bet on the right duelist.”

“That’s my plan,” she said. “But how can I find the right one to bet on if I can’t access the Conexius research wing?”

“Let me tell you, the Conexius doesn’t know that much anyway,” the old geenli said. “They usually put high odds on the corporate sponsored duelists since they’ve got more enhancements and the money to buy bigger weapons, and so the advantage lies with them.”

“But it’s hard to place a bet on the favored duelists, much less figure out who they are. The returns are so meager since I’m only allowed a small limit.”

The attendant started to laugh. “You want to hit the jackpot? On your first bet? Good luck with that.”

“I... I made a bargain with my master,” Alix said softly. “I must double his money or else I’ll be his serf forever.”

“That was something you shouldn’t have done.”

She bit her lip. “I... I didn’t have much of a choice.”

The geenli was silent for a few seconds, before he twisted his head and began scanning the sparse crowds at the hallway behind him. “I saw him come in a few minutes ago... I wonder if he’s still there.”

Alix stood beside him, observing the same group of people. “Who are you looking for?”

The attendant stiffened before coyly pointing with his head towards a male chnjuur standing alongside a small group of other Seconds. “That’s him.”

She didn’t recognize the being he was looking at. “Who is he?”

“His name is Oton, and he is the Secundus to one who I believe might be the next upstart duelist in more than a hundred years—Dyron Dyrge.”

Alix looked away. “Dyron? I think I heard of him on the news this morning.”

“Yes, he won a match he wasn’t supposed to.”

“What do you mean?”

The geenli chuckled slightly. “Don’t you know? The whole dueling circuit is rigged. The various economic blocs control the corporations, and they in turn control the matches.”

“How?”

“By putting up their own duelists against inferiors who don’t stand a chance,” the attendant said. “This is why gamblers who try to bet whatever they can scrounge always lose—the favored duelists win, and most of the earnings to these matches gets funneled into the inside bettors within the Conexius. Winnings from public bets are miniscule because of limits compared to the kind of money one wins using the insider’s network.”

“Can you tell me how one can get access to this inside network?”

He tapped her forearm. “Well, you need to get a Second’s mark first, then you need to find a way to get an Arbiter to approve you in making unlimited bets. That’s how the Conexius started, their founders figured out a way to bet entire planetary economies on the matches, and the Arbiters let them do it.”

“I think I know how to get the first thing done, but what about the second one?”

“That’s a secret I don’t know,” the old geenli admitted. “You’ll have to find that out for yourself.”

“Thanks, you’ve told me a lot.”

“Be careful though,” the attendant said. “The Arbiters may punish you if you do it wrongly.”

“What’s the punishment?”

“They kill you on the spot.”

“Oh.”

The attendant watched in silence as Oton had finished speaking to the small group of fellow Seconds before moving off into another hall and out of their sight. “I think the next match this Dyrge being is involved in just might surprise the Establishment.”

“You think that Second’s duelist will win again?”

The geenli grinned at her, showing off his powerful set of teeth. “I sure hope so. I’m betting all I have on Dyrge once his next match is announced. It ought to be enough to pay for my retirement... if I win.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




16


[image: image]


AFTER ENTERING THE cavernous hall of the archival section within the temple, Dyron moved to the side of the great chamber, walking in between the rows of massive shelf-like dividers containing the automated databanks until he found a remote corner to sit in.

Twisting his head around, he checked to see if there was anyone observing him. He could only spot a pair of chnjuur Keepers walking down a nearby aisle, chatting softly to each other before disappearing from his view.

Sitting down on a chair at a human-compatible console, he tried to see if there was a way to cover up the holographic screen so that a passerby wouldn’t be able to eavesdrop on what he was doing, but there were no dividers between the various tables.

I guess I’ll just have to chance it, he thought. A quick query. Nobody recognized me yet, so they probably won’t know what I’m doing anyway.

Reaching into his cloak, he began rubbing the underside of his left forearm, whispering towards the floor. “Hey wake up, we’re here.”

“About time,” the Voice said. “I’m imprinting the old codes into your memory cortex. Use them as passwords to open the archival files.”

Dyron shuddered as a series of letters and numbers popped up in his mind. He hated it whenever the Voice did that. Pushing aside his discomfort, he immediately began typing the code into the console. The holographic screen activated, showing a brownish green planet a few seconds later.

He scowled as a series of coordinates appeared. “This world looks familiar, though I can’t name it.”

“You are looking at Chireep,” the Voice said. “The former aarvaki homeworld.”

Dyron was intrigued. He began reading through the various entries. So this was the seat of their empire, he thought. Towards the end, the aarvaki even made an alliance with the AI, their most hated enemies, because of the thothan threat.

The AI were sentient machines created by the various biologic species. At one time all the thinking machines managed to consolidate into a single consciousness, nearly exterminating every sentient organic life in the known galaxy. It was only the timely arrival of the thothans that turned the tide.

He continued to scan through the various histories. The aarvaki must have figured the thothans were far worse than the AIs, he thought. Both factions prepared for a last ditch defense as the thothans came into the system.

It wasn’t enough. The thothans first wiped out any opposing spacecraft and static defense platforms before bombarding all the major population centers of Chireep from orbit. By the time it ended, nine-tenths of the planet’s aarvaki population was dead, while every single AI unit was hunted down and destroyed by the daimons.

Dyron shook his head slowly. The thothans just swept them aside as if they were nothing, he thought. When it was over, the surviving aarvaki were evacuated off-planet by the thothans themselves, leaving behind a dead world.

Once the final conflict had ended, the thothans resettled the refugees of various species into a number of select star systems and the galaxy began to rebuild. Some planets, however, were left entirely abandoned. In time these dead worlds would eventually be classified as arenas by the daimons—places to which the duelists were sent to fight their death matches.  

He scowled while staring at the planetary data. “So let me guess—this is the next proving ground you want me to fight a match in?”

“You’re smarter than you look,” the Voice said.

Dyron cursed. “Why here?”

“Read a bit further before asking me stupid questions.”

He continued to scan the entries. After close to twenty minutes it dawned on him. There were many secondhand reports from the aarvaki refugees who witnessed one of the AI units actually crippling a daimon during the extermination phase.

I get it now, Dyron thought. It wants me to check if the story really is true.

“Is your thick skull finally enlightened?” the Voice asked.

He snorted. “You want me to risk my life just to see if what these stupid refugees said was true?”

“I can’t think of a better reason myself.”

“That’s easy for you to say—it’s not your body you’re risking, it’s mine!”

There was movement along the nearby rows of databanks. A human Keeper came into view twenty meters away, looking curiously in his direction. Dyron realized he shouldn’t have raised his voice.

He quickly turned his attention back to the console, typing in a new entry to change what was displayed on the hologram. The Keeper shook her head before disappearing behind another aisle. 

“Tsk, tsk, tsk,” the Voice said. “You need to watch that temper of yours.”

“This hunt you’re making me do... I hate it.”

“It’s important for me.”

“When is it going to end?”

“When we find what I’m looking for.”

“So if we don’t find whatever this is on Chireep it’ll mean I have to fight another duel?”

“You catch on quick.”

“Damn you,” he hissed.

“You still have some time left, so let’s try and narrow down the search, okay?”

“What do you mean?”

“If the drop pod sends us down to the wrong part of the planet then we’ll have to fight another duel.”

“You can’t be serious! I can’t control which part of the planet the daimons will be depositing us in.”

“Leave that to me,” the Voice said. “Now keep using the console.”

Dyron typed in a series of new commands, shifting the hologram back to the aarvaki homeworld. “Are you saying you could control the location where we’re dropped?”

“I can... influence the daimons to a certain degree.”

He sighed. “I’m beginning to wonder. What kind of being are you exactly?”

“I’m just a voice in your head.”

“If that was true then people would think I’m crazy.”

“Who knows? Maybe you really are.”
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ALIX HAD SEATED HERSELF at a public console by the window that faced the courtyard a few stories below. From her vantage point she could easily see the comings and goings of guests from the casino section of the Conexius compound. The day was ending, and Verloch would be exiting the gambling area very soon, yet there was one more thing she needed to do.

Placing the cash token beside the console, she allowed the machine to scan it. Her master’s allowance was now spent in order to give her the highest level of public access for the analytics programs, and she was determined to make the best of it.

I got a tip, she thought while typing on the keyboard. Might as well see if what that attendant was saying is true or not.

Sorting through the menu, she punched up Dyron’s name on the dueling circuit and began to study the entries on him. She had taken high level analytics classes during her time at the Secundus School, and now her eyes began to discern patterns on the near endless streams of holographic data in front of her.

Dyron seemed to come from humble beginnings. An orphan raised by a number of alms houses before being accepted into a dueling guild. Parents unknown. No known relatives.

A serf like me, she thought. Many first time duelists end up in the various fighting guilds. Most get crippled during training and wash out. A few manage to get accepted by the Arbiters and then sent to an arena world for their first match against each other.

Alix’s eyes narrowed as she read the next entries. Dyron had somehow snagged an experienced opponent in his first duel. The odds were heavily stacked against him, and the Conexius analysts predicted an easy victory for his adversary. 

First time duelists don’t usually have access to a Second, so this Dyrge guy probably challenged the other duelist himself, she thought. Everyone thought he must have been suicidal since his opponent was heavily favored.

Only it didn’t turn out that way. Against all odds Dyron had somehow won. His body was crippled but he managed to stay alive in his first match. When the daimons returned him to civilized space he was in a near death state.

Severe injuries, she thought while continuing to read the after action report on that first duel of his. His entire face was practically blown off and the meager winnings were spent on recovery and reconstruction of his broken body.

“Yet he won,” she whispered to herself. “That immediately gave him a reputation.”

Not long after his recuperation, Dyron spent what remained of his winnings and freed himself from his debt bondage. The next news article revealed that the young duelist hired Oton a few months afterwards, and then he won his second match.

Going through the next two matches on the database entry, Alix sensed a pattern. He hired an independent Secundus instead of one of the pricier corporate ones, she thought. Oton was clearly down on his luck when he took the job, yet the old chnjuur had a reputation for shielding his duelists from public scrutiny.

Alix continued to comb through society and gossip columns, and was somewhat surprised not to find any entries. Most duelists go corporate or do some kind of public sponsorships in order to attract attention to themselves, she thought, but this one did not. 

New duelists would often try to earn as much money as they could in between matches by becoming public performers or doing some commercial work on the side, yet Dyron completely shunned the limelight.

His behavior is strange indeed, Alix thought. There have been many stories of young duelists who ended up making a lot of money before they even had a second match, and were able to retire in freedom and stay alive to live out their lives in tranquility, but not him.

Alix rubbed her forehead. There must be a reason why he stays independent and continues to duel, she thought. His last victory against a ranked opponent must have made him enough money to retire comfortably in peace—so why didn’t he?

Trying to attract corporate sponsorship? No, she thought. He surely must have been offered one by now, but since he kept Oton he must have turned it down. But why?

The last set of articles she read had more fluff than facts, but a few details stayed in her mind. Someone from the media had candidly recorded a meeting between one of the corporate executives and Dyron during his last interview session, yet this particular duelist remained independent.

No one turns down a corporate offer, she thought. Yet he did. Why?

Alix looked up, staring into space. He’s not after the money, that’s for sure. Does he have a death wish or something?

She went back to the match reports once again, trying to see if there was something she missed. After another hour of reading and contemplation, something dawned on her.

In every match, Dyron’s Second is always the one who initiates the challenge, she thought. He’s never accepted becoming a champion to someone who is being challenged.

According to standard protocol, the ones being challenged would have a say as to the choice of weapons, while the challenger was allowed to determine the arena where the match would take place.

Alix nearly stood up in excitement. That’s it, she thought. This Dyrge fellow makes sure his Second is the one who does the challenging, so that he gets to decide which of the arena worlds he goes to.

Remembering some case studies during her time in school, Alix quickly shifted her archival queries to various historical duelists. There have been some instances of other duelists doing this in the distant past, she thought. They chose specific worlds in order to try and locate something of value in those places.

As she started comparing both past and recent events, something caught her eye. Dyron was specifically choosing abandoned worlds that had been the site of some of the bitterest fighting before the Magna Pax came about.

She leaned back in her chair, deep in thought. He’s choosing planets where the thothans landed their daimons on the surface. Why is that?

A soft chime on her wrist multi-com pushed her mind back to reality. Her master had just come out of the casino and was now looking for her. Turning off the console, Alix stood up and left the place.
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ALL HE COULD SEE WAS the sandstorm, the swirling eddies of brownish dust cutting into his bare skin like a molecular whip. The crude goggles his long dead parents had fashioned for him were cracked, and it limited his vision to less than a meter from his nose.

He heard them out in the distance. The ear-splitting sounds of pain and battle. His father had repeatedly warned him never to approach, but now his desperation had risen to a fever pitch, and he had to see for himself if all the stories were true.

A flash of artificial lightning erupted somewhere to his left, clearly the discharge from a weapon of some kind, followed by the screaming of the wounded. It was so close he could feel the hot, ionizing air being carried by the howling winds before it dissipated in the vortex.

“Remember,” his father had said. “The fighting will be distinct. You must run and hide. Never reveal yourself.” 

Most of his time was spent scrounging for grub. Days and days of nonstop digging into the dirt, hoping to discover something edible. Finding a swarm of pale, squirming maggots was a feast. Such was life amongst the ruins. 

Growing up he had a single playmate. A human girl with hollow eyes. They had fun times together, chasing each other around the rubble, hiding and seeking for hours on end. Then she got sick and died. The cause might have been an illness, or just starvation, he never knew for sure. When they fed her corpse to the worms it was the worst day of his young life.

Not long after that his parents led him away from the small dwindling community because there just wasn’t enough food for everybody. His mother had been worried, but his father assured her that there would be plenty of things to eat in the Forbidden Zones.

In time he learned to hide and stay hidden. His mother nearly lost her mind when she heard the sounds of killing. She would cry and whimper softly while holding him in her arms. At first he would cry with her, but as he grew older he steadily got used to it.

One by one his parents died. His father was the first to go, after his foot got infected when something sharp pierced his boot. He stood by in silence as his mother wept before leading her away so he could bury him in the worm nest.

After a time he found his mother dead too. She had apparently starved herself after days of delirium. He buried her alongside his father’s bones, then waited until the maggots got fat and he gorged himself.

He was alone, and he no longer cared. Boredom and melancholy seeped into his very soul. He vowed that the next time he sensed a battle he would reveal himself. Perhaps they might kill him outright, or even take pity on him. Any form of deliverance from his current fate would be a blessing.

And so it happened. He felt the tremors on the ground not long after the sandstorm came into the area. He stumbled around blindly, and so did they. He could sense their presence—for they always came into the world as a pair. Holding his scrawny arms out in front of him, he trudged forward, closer and closer.

The first glimpse seemed nothing more than a shadowy outline in front of him. He tried to talk, but all he could utter was a hoarse yell due to the rags covering his mouth. The figure in front of him turned, and he caught a glimpse of a pair of glowing eyes encased in armor, right before the blinding heat began to burn his flesh all the way to the bone...
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DYRON OPENED HIS EYES. The bed he was lying in was drenched with sweat. Sitting up, his senses told him that he was back inside the liner’s stateroom. The return trip to Moravius would take a few more days. Wiping the sweat from his forehead, he breathed in deeply.

The secondary lights along the side of the ceiling cast a twilit glow across the entire room. Oton sat by a small table beside the door, nursing a glass of wine. 

“Would you like some?” the old chnjuur asked.

Dyron shook his head. “No.”

Oton took a sip of the wine. “Your tossing and turning woke me up too, so I decided to have another nightcap.”

“Sorry about that. I thought we were gonna get separate cabins.”

“Our funds are almost gone,” Oton said. “We had to take a more economical way back home.”

He sat on the edge of the bed and lowered his head. The floor windows showed the blackness of space past his bare feet. “Once we get back we’ll need to schedule another duel.”

Oton scowled in surprise. He was half-drunk, but his mind could still reason. “So soon? I had booked you for some additional training in the fighting guilds.”

“Well, you did say we needed the money, right?”

“The cash is low, but not that low. You can afford some rest time.”

“I’ve found a new location.”

Oton put down the wineglass. “Where?”

“Chireep.”

“That place? If you fight bare or simple augment it’ll mean lots of climbing. The terrain is mostly mountainous except at the river valleys.”

Dyron nodded. Bare meant that the duelists would be deposited on the planet stark naked, while a simple augment indicated that personal clothing and hand weapons could be equipped. “It’s where I need to go.”

“Suit yourself. Let’s just hope you won’t have an aarvaki as an opponent,” Oton said. “It was their homeworld, and it’s considered a sacred place in their culture.”

“Aarvaki can’t fly, so why not have one as a foe?”

“Because every aarvaki duelist trains according to the conditions of their homeworld, that’s why. As younglings they are required to memorize all the major places there.”

“So they’ll know the terrain. So what?”

Oton shook his head in disappointment. “You know, for a rising duelist in the circuit, you are either very careless or too overconfident in your abilities.”

He stood up and stretched his arms towards the ceiling. The nightmare was a distant memory, and he needed some amusement. “Am I not the most promising duelist you’ve ever seconded?”

“You? No. I had two previous ones that were more talented.”

“How so? They had better abilities?”

“No, they were simply more dedicated to their craft. They trained hard, studied the terrain of the various arena worlds, and kept up their focus—to the very end.”

“Yet they died anyway.”

Oton sighed. “Yes, the law of averages catches up to even the most well-versed duelist eventually. Sometimes it’s just a simple matter of bad luck.”

“And you consider them better than me even though I’m the first duelist you’ve ever seconded that’s beaten a ranked opponent?”

“I honestly do not know how you win,” the old chnjuur admitted. “Every match you’ve played in is a near disaster—and you’ve only survived by the skin of your teeth.”

Dyron smiled. “Maybe I’m just lucky.”

“Everyone’s luck runs out sooner or later.”
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SQUATTING DOWN TO HER knees, Alix reached into the pail, wetting the hand brush with some soapy water before scrubbing it along the black marble floor by the main staircase. With the lessening of Eoa Lom’s monsoon season, Verloch was out doing business at the Docks district, and Lady Keiko had decreed that whenever Alix wasn’t servicing her husband then she needed to make herself useful in other ways.

She had been thinking about the dueling analytics throughout the past several days, running a number of different scenarios in her mind on the potential outcomes. It’s gonna be a major risk, she thought. I’m going to be gambling my entire life’s freedom based on this Dyron Dyrge, so I have to make sure he’ll be the right bet.

A voice called her from above. “You there, stop and acknowledge me as I come down the steps.”

Alix put the brush down and stood up while making a slight bow when a little girl in a bright blue dress slowly walked down the stairs. “Good afternoon, milady.”

Lili imitated her mother by keeping her shoulders straight and chin up high when she stood at the landing. “Where is Tripetta?”

“She’s out. Gone to market, milady.”

“I see. Well I am a little hungry.”

Alix smiled. “I can prepare something for you if you wish.”

“Very well, but wash your hands first. I don’t want the food to smell of soap and dirt.”

Alix bowed again before she turned around and headed into the kitchen. Keiko had also left the house to get her hair done by a professional stylist for another grand ball she and her husband would be attending that evening. 

Rummaging through the kitchen’s freezer units, she heard the scraping of a chair in the dining room. Lili was evidently seating herself, and Alix needed to impress her.

Finding a packet of pongi rice pudding, Alix quickly emptied the contents into a small saucepan and activated the induction stovetop. There were still some purpleberries left in the pantry and she added them into the dish, sprinkling additional bits of sugar, razorwasp honey, and imported terrestrial cinnamon into the mix before spooning the finished product into an antique ceramic bowl.

“Hurry up, I’m hungry,” Lili demanded.

“Coming, milady,” she said, placing the steaming bowl on a tray before heading into the dining room.

Lili was already there, sitting at her customary place at the left side by the head of the table. The little girl took the offered spoon and tasted a bit from the bowl. “I like it. Tripetta doesn’t make it very sweet, so your version is better.”

Alix smiled and placed a glass of water on the table. “I’m glad it’s to your expectations, milady.”

The child ate another spoonful before looking up at her. “Where are you from?”

She chose her words carefully. The lies she told had to be consistent. “From one of the alms houses, at the southern latitudes.”

“No, where were you before that?”

“I was... a foundling.”

“What’s that?”

“I was found abandoned at the steps of a charitable orphanage when I was still a baby.”

“So you don’t know who your parents are?”

Alix had thought about telling this child the actual truth, but she quickly suppressed it. “No, I do not.”

“That is sad,” Lili said as she continued to eat. “Everyone should always know who their parents are.”

“I agree, milady.”

“Do you think they might be out there somewhere, looking for you?”

“Perhaps. I don’t think about it too much.”

“You’re strange,” Lili said. “You don’t care about who your parents are or where you come from.”

Alix was hurt, but she remained calm, continuing to smile at her master’s daughter. “I think about how best to serve this house. I made a vow to do it.”

“Okay then. You know you’re like the second concubine my daddy got, right?”

Alix became curious. “Yes, I heard about the one prior to me. Do you know what happened to her?”

The little girl nodded as she spooned the remaining bits of pudding into her mouth. “Oh yeah. I overheard my mother while I was in the next room changing my clothes because the red stuff gets sticky when it spilled over me. She told my daddy that she pushed the concubine out of the window and the serf broke her neck.”

“I see,” Alix said softly. “Who else knows about this?”

“I’ve only told you and Tripetta so far.”

“What did Tripetta say when you told her that?”

“She said not to tell anyone else ever, because it would get my mommy into trouble,” Lili said. “Tripetta even reminded me not to tell you just before they brought you over here, but I like you, so I don’t have to listen to a low-born housekeeper, right?”

Alix nodded. “Of course not. Thank you for telling me. It’ll be our secret.”
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STEPPING OUT FROM THE open passenger door of the automated taxi, Dyron threw the duffel bags onto the sidewalk and waited as the old chnjuur got out of the vehicle. Pantagra served as Moravius’s capital city, and it was late evening by the time they had made it back home.

Their abode consisted of an old converted warehouse located in Kobe, the city’s industrial district. Most of the nearby factories had closed for the day, and Dyron preferred this sort of dead quiet since it calmed his mind.

Oton gingerly bent over, picked up one of the bags, and slung it over his shoulder. “You know, instead of spending lots of money on these temple trips, we could have easily afforded a nice house in one of the upper middle class residential areas, like say at the Janakpuri Enclave or maybe even in Sector 9.”

Dyron breathed in the night air, staring at the nearby rusty buildings and chain-link fences. “I like it out here.”

The old chnjuur scoffed. “Here? It’s full of metal and junk. No trees or grass. Did you know I was once kept awake all night when I couldn’t get the smell of industrial lubricant out of my nose?”

“It’s fine by me.”

“In Thoth’s name why?”

“When all the workers have gone home... it feels... very still.”

“It feels dead to me. Metal and depowered machinery have no life of their own.”

Dyron didn’t answer as he picked up the two remaining duffel bags and began walking down a side street.

Oton increased his pace in order to keep up. “I saw a holo ad for a nice walled estate over at Ishpan. It’s got a lovely garden at the back and there are sonic dampeners for privacy. All the reviews said the neighborhood is quiet too. I think it would work out for us.”

“A garden? That would mean it’s probably got bugs buzzing around, like razorwasps.”

“If you don’t like those things I can hire some fumigators to get rid of them.”

They both rounded a corner, and Dyron saw that the two lampposts fronting their house were inoperative, casting that side of the street in shadow. “I don’t like the smell of plants.”

“You’re the first human I know of who doesn’t like a garden,” Oton said. “That is very odd.”

Dyron didn’t want to admit that plants reminded him of the bad times. He would sometimes imagine huge nests of worms burrowing under their roots. “You don’t have to live with me if you don’t want to, you know.”

“We can’t afford to have separate houses as of yet,” Oton said as he pointed towards one of the inoperative streetlights. “Damn City Council and their incompetent maintenance crews. I shall lodge a complaint in the morning.”

Dyron walked up the short steps that led to the front door of their shared abode. He typed the numerical code into the keypad by the lock, and the door automatically swung open a half second later. “Another win, and you can buy yourself a house with a huge jungle at the backyard so you can swing in the trees all day.”

Oton frowned as he followed the duelist inside and closed the door behind him. “Don’t insult me like that.”

He took off his cloak and hung it on the rack by the door, leaving the duffel bags on the floor by the entryway. “Head over to the local Majelis Palace tomorrow and see if there are any floating bids we could take.”

“No rest for the weary,” Oton muttered. Keeping his bags slung over his shoulder, he walked up the steps leading to the second floor. The Majelis Palaces were the buildings where the Great Houses would regularly congregate in order to pass laws and maintain their political network across the galaxy. A floating bid meant that a Patron was looking for a duelist who could act as their champion.

The ground floor had the kitchen and a number of storerooms. Dyron was thinking of brewing himself a cup of java when he remembered that the larder was empty. I’ll have Oton go to the market in the morning, he thought as he made his way up the stairs.

When he got to the spacious second floor landing he froze. The lights hadn’t been turned on. Oton stood in the middle of the wide platform overlooking the main area below, and a bald male human with a goatee was nearby, pointing a laser pistol at the old chnjuur’s exposed head. 

Dyron remained still as his enhanced optical sensors detected a male aarvaki wielding a gauss carbine had positioned himself behind the shadowy minibar to serve as partial cover once the shooting started. That’s two of them, he thought. There’s probably more very close by. 

The bald human smiled, his pearly white teeth glittering in the twilight. “The name’s Vasco, and this is my crew. Rakk, he’s got sight enhancements so he can see you. You might as well break cover and greet him.”

Stepping out from behind the minibar, the aarvaki moved sideways, keeping his weapon aimed at Dyron.

Vasco edged closer towards Oton, making sure that if Dyron attempted to draw and fire, he would be hitting his own Second. “Cat got your tongue? Okay, let’s get down to business. We were hired to take you down.”

“If that’s the case, why haven’t you started shooting yet?” Oton asked.

Rakk made an angry squawk. “You know why. There are gendarme drones hovering nearby, and they’ll immediately check things out the moment they detect weapons fire.”

“That’s right,” Oton said calmly. “The laws are clear—if it’s two individuals fighting each other they’ll treat it as a duel. If there are more than two, then it could mean the daimons go on alert.”

“We could have killed you both by simply opening fire and getting the hell out before the cops or the daimons got here,” Vasco said. “But I care for my crew, and I would like to at least adhere to the laws of the land.”

“What have you got in mind?” Dyron asked.

Vasco held up his left palm towards him. The green glow of the duelist insignia radiated from the imprinted circuitry just beneath the skin. “We’re being recorded, so I want you to accept my challenge before I blow your brains out.”

Oton strained his neck to look at the dim glimmer coming from the man’s hand. “Green. It means you’re no longer part of the dueling circuit. An active duelist would consider it beneath them to accept your challenge.”

The mercenary leader snarled. “We can do this the easy way or the hard way. At least you got a chance if you accept, Dyron. You know I’m covered, so if you don’t, you’ll be dead and we’ll still win either way.”

Dyron had been looking out past the huge windows to the tops of the nearby buildings while they were talking. Sure enough, his enhanced vision spotted a woman behind a stealth field lying prone on a rooftop across the narrow street. Her gauss sniper rifle had an extended barrel, and his optics confirmed that an ultraviolet laser beam from her weapon sight was painted squarely on his chest.

He had taken off his armored cloak when he got inside, but the jacket he wore still had some ballistic shielding. I’m going to get wounded for sure, he thought. But will it be enough to incapacitate me?

“I’m going to count to three,” Vasco said as he brought the tip of his pistol to the side of Oton’s head. “One.”

Oton’s still wearing his cloak, but without his hood on, a headshot will kill him instantly, Dyron thought. He used to be an amateur duelist, so I’m gonna have to guess he would know what to do.

“Two.”

Rakk began to move in closer yet kept to the side in order to give their sniper a clear shot. 

By the time Vasco started saying the word three, Dyron was already on the move, his nerve enhancements pumping much needed adrenaline into his augmented musculature, enabling him to close the distance with the aarvaki, who wasn’t expecting a frontal charge.

The sniper had already fired, the gauss ordinance smashing past the window’s metallic glass, slowing down its hyper velocity somewhat, yet the slug still managed to hit the side of Dyron’s ribcage. Ignoring the injury, he slammed into Rakk, pushing the aarvaki’s gauss carbine towards the side, the succeeding burst from that weapon hitting the walls of the room instead.

At the same time, Vasco turned his attention back to the chnjuur and fired, but Oton had already whipped his long, dexterous neck downwards, and the laser fire only grazed his cheek. Nevertheless, the intense flashes of light partially blinded him as the chnjuur desperately swung the duffel bag he carried like a club towards his foe.

Dyron felt the pain in his chest, but his legs continued to work while his arms pushed against the unbalanced wide torso of the aarvaki mercenary, as they both tumbled towards the stairwell. 

The sniper fired another shot, this time hitting Dyron’s lower right calf muscle. The round managed to penetrate the subdermal nano weave, and the shell exploded a millisecond later, shredding the muscles around the fibula.

Vasco easily ducked away from the half blinded chnjuur’s swings as he fired two more shots into Oton’s chest. The Second went down in a heap, but managed to roll sideways behind a thick sofa and out of sight. 

Ignoring the pain, Dyron continued his relentless tackle while grappling with the aarvaki. Rakk was strong, but his hollow avian-like bones failed to get any counter leverage as they both fell down the stairs.

Vasco wanted to finish the chnjuur off, but he knew his team was already in trouble. Turning around, he ran towards the stairs, hoping to get a clear shot at his main target.

After landing in a heap on the ground floor, Rakk bit into the side of Dyron’s neck, but even his razor-sharp beak failed to penetrate the subdermal armor. The carbine had been torn away from his stubby hands during the fall, and now he tried to claw his assailant’s torso, ripping through the synthetic leather jacket, yet having no discernable effect against his opponent’s continuing attacks.

Using both hands, Dyron twisted the aarvaki’s long, moa-like neck while holding it out in front of him. His strength was starting to fail due to his injuries, but he doubled his efforts as Rakk began to squawk out in agony.

Dyron noticed a shadow looming above the stairs, and he just managed to hold up the aarvaki’s head in front of him when Vasco’s laser beam tore into the back of Rakk’s skull, searing through the bone and into the cerebral cortex. He quickly rolled sideways and into the cover of darkness when the aarvaki went limp.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




21


[image: image]


CURSING IN TWO LANGUAGES, Vasco jumped down the remaining steps and threw a pained glance at the dying aarvaki before his eyes began sweeping the ground floor. “You’ll die for this!”

The leader of the mercenary group moved into the kitchen area, his laser pistol at the ready. Switching to infrared, his enhanced eyes started picking up the heat trail of his quarry on the floor.

There were droplets of blood on the ground too, indicating that Dyron had been wounded by his team’s sniper. Vasco continued to track as he moved slowly into the next room. 

The main floor had a number of old storage pods lying about, some as big as a ground vehicle. But Vasco ignored the other stuff around him as he concentrated on the heat and blood trail. I’ll kill you slow for what you did to Rakk, he thought.

Vasco continued to move slowly, his eyes occasionally darting sideways to make sure nobody came at him from the shadowy flanks. It looked like the footsteps and the blood trail ended at one of the freezer units along the wall.

Taking no chances, Vasco opened fire, his laser pistol burning through the metal door. After taking multiple shots, the freezer door began to partially melt into slag as the smoke started to rise.

Vasco could now see through the inside of the container, and the smell of burnt metal and molecular plastic began to sting his nostrils. The boxlike interior seemed to have contained inert, moldable building materials.

A droplet of blood fell in front of his feet. Vasco looked up, bringing his laser to bear, but it was too late.
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DYRON FOUGHT OFF THE pain while gripping the sides of the low-walled ceiling in order to stay wedged in place. His body wanted to shut itself down in order to heal, but there were at least two more assassins nearby, and there was no time.  

He was a mere two meters above Vasco, and he threw himself on top of the mercenary the moment the other man had emptied his weapon.

Both of them fell onto the concrete floor, their limbs flailing about, with each one trying to get a solid grip on the other. Dyron kept twisting, wrestling with his enemy, doing his best to counteract his opponent’s grappling moves while Vasco did the same.

His injuries continued to sap his strength, and Vasco finally managed to get on top of him. Dyron was on his back, and the other man gripped his shoulders and neck, trying to get on his knees, all the while keeping Dyron pinned down.

Vasco used his right fist to deliver several hammer blows to the back of Dyron’s head, yet it had no apparent effect. “Die, damn you!”

Dyron knew he couldn’t keep this up. Despite his nearly unbreakable bones his internal organs were still vulnerable, and the constant pounding would eventually render him unconscious. Once that happened he would be helpless. Twisting his head, he used his right hand to grip the side of Vasco’s opposing forearm and bit down on it hard, drawing blood.

Vasco cried out and instinctively pulled his arm away, tilting his balance. 

Using all his strength, Dyron rolled to his left, breaking the deadlock between the two of them. Both men rolled away in opposite directions, and they got up while facing each other.

Vasco saw the metallic glint of the laser pistol he had dropped on the floor when he got jumped. The mercenary dove towards the ground, hands reaching out for it.

Dyron had seen it too, yet he slid sideways, grabbing an old metal pipe that had been lying on the floor.

When Vasco picked up the pistol and turned in order to aim the weapon towards the duelist, Dyron had already closed the distance. 

The mercenary managed to fire off a wild shot that skimmed off Dyron’s shoulder before the duelist brought the pipe down onto Vasco’s forehead. The blow dented the other man’s skull, and Vasco fell backwards.

Clenching his teeth, Dyron got to his knees and continued to bash the other man’s head in. After a few dozen blows, all that was left of Vasco’s skull was a mangled pulp.

Dyron slowly stood up and yelled towards the stairs. “Oton, are you still alive?”

The chnjuur’s muffled groans were weak, but hopeful. “I-I’m hurt badly. Help me.”

“Hold on. I gotta take care of a few things.”
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THE MOBILE STEALTH unit on top of the roof generated a small electromagnetic dome around a two-meter area that refracted incoming light at opposite angles. Its exposed effect resembled a glass prism, rendering its subject invisible to the naked eye by steering light around the inside.

In addition, Meelai also wore a form fitting suit made of radar absorbent material that shunted her body heat into a small array of removable heatsinks along her belt. As the group’s sniper, it was her job to keep them all covered in case of unforeseen circumstances.

A high-pitched voice crackled over her earpiece. “I can’t get Vasco or Rakk on my comms.”

Meelai bit her lip. Half the team was probably wiped out, leaving only her and the cyber hacker by themselves. She tapped her throat microphone. “What about the cops?”  

“No alert came out yet, but I’m detecting daimon sensors sweeping the area. What do we do?”

“Pack up and get out of here.”

“What about Vasco? Or Rakk?”

“They’re gone.”

There was an audible gasp on the other line.

“Get outta here. Now,” Meelai said tersely. “I’ll meet you at the rendezvous site.”

The youth on the other line seemed like he was about to cry. “Okay.”

Meelai got up to a crouching position, just underneath the top of the stealth field, but then her enhanced vision spotted a cloaked figure on the target building’s roof. She quickly got back down to a prone shooting position, aimed and fired twice in quick succession.
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HIS INJURED LEG HAD started to heal, but it continued to slow him down. Dyron had made it just below the opposite building’s rooftop and was about to pull himself up when his strength began to fail him once more. 

Gritting his teeth, he pushed the dizziness away while gripping the cleft of the wall even harder. Come on, he thought. Just a little bit more.

The strain was tremendous, nearly making him groan, but he kept silent by exhaling deeply through his nose. Whenever he was wounded his body wanted to curl up into a ball and get some sleep, and he had to battle through that urge in order to make sure his enemies were truly defeated before he could rest.

Tolerating the pain, he finally willed himself onto the roof deck. His enhanced vision quickly spotted the shimmering half globe of the stealth field, and he began to creep up from behind it.

Whoever was hiding beneath the refractive zone must have spotted him, as a lithe female in a cat suit abruptly leapt out from beneath the now scintillating dome and fired a laser in his direction.

Dyron weaved in and out of cover as he continued to advance, his skills and abilities giving him just enough speed to make the incoming attacks miss. When he got to within five meters, he threw a small cylindrical object towards the area where the sniper had taken cover.

The woman must have thought it was a grenade as she leapt away and rolled along the roof deck, giving him enough time to cover the distance and make a grab at her arm.

She tried to wrestle the laser pistol away from him but he was too strong. Dyron twisted her wrist until it broke, and the weapon slid from her fingers as she cried out in pain.

“Give up, and I’ll let you live,” he hissed.

The woman pulled out a hum blade from the side of her belt and slashed across his chest, the weapon’s vibrating edge partially ripping through his jacket. It was clear she had no intentions of surrendering.

Dyron’s temper got the better of him. He spun around while dodging another slash and landed a solid kick across her chest. The sniper screamed as she lost her balance and fell over the side of the roof.

Peering past the edge, he saw her broken, lifeless body on the ground below him. A shadow at a nearby alleyway made him turn and he saw what looked like a youthful human carrying some hacking gear running down the street.

Just as he was about to turn towards the fire escape, a Watcher suddenly appeared in the sky, hovering twenty meters away from him.

Slipping his right hand through the left sleeve of his jacket, Dyron held up the underside of his forearm, revealing a strange golden glow coming from beneath the skin.

The Watcher stayed immobile for less than a minute before it flew off into the night.
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ALIX CLOSED HER EYES and sighed contently as the steam from the heated stones in the center of the enclosed room continued to make her sweat. The first human colonists had adapted one particular pastime from Earth—the sauna. Blessed with underground hot springs and plenty of stone, sauna houses had become ubiquitous throughout Eoa Lom.

The master’s trust in her had grown steadily, and now she was allowed to go out of the house on occasion, a newfound privilege she took to with gusto. The last few weeks of being holed up in the estate had been stifling, and she welcomed her added freedom.

Verloch preferred his concubines in athletic shape, and he had arranged for her to work out at a common gymnasium three times a week to maintain her shapely figure. With her exercise routine finished for the day, she had a few hours to relax before heading back home.

A cheerful voice coming from the edge of the entryway made her eyes open. “And how is everything so far?”

Alix noticed a plump smiling woman in an attendant’s uniform carrying a stack of towels by the open door. She returned the other woman’s smile. “I’m doing well, thank you.”

“My name is Pini, and it looks like you’re the new concubine that Verloch is talking about, yes?”

She nodded. “You have very good sources.”

Pini’s chubby cheeks were already flushed despite being exposed to the steam for only a few seconds. “It’s my job to know everything about our clients. Mr. Grenwald is a long-time valued customer at our establishment. I’ll leave the towels by the door. If you need anything else, please let me know.”

Alix held up her hand. “Wait, can I ask you a few questions?”

The server placed the towels on a niche just behind the entryway and nodded. “Of course. Ask me anything you’d like.”

“How long have you known Mr. Grenwald, if I may ask?”

“Oh, I’ve known him for almost twenty years,” Pini said with pride. “He first came to our sauna house as a young man and stayed because of our excellent service.”

“So you’ve known him personally for a long time?”

“Yes, of course,” Pini said with pride. “My family owns this establishment, and I’ve been helping out here since I was a child.”

“That’s great. I was hoping to find some friends outside of the family,” Alix said. “You see, I barely know anyone in this city.”

“Well, it might be prudent to get acquainted with the other concubines who belong to the wealthy families in the city,” Pini said. “But Mr. Grenwald gave me strict orders to keep your sauna sessions separate, and that’s why you have this steam room all to yourself.”

Alix looked down. “I wish that wasn’t the case. I feel so... lonely sometimes.”

“There, there. Now don’t feel so sad. If you wish, we can be friends.”

Alix smiled while seating herself closer to the door. “Could we? I would really appreciate it.”

“Of course. I am friends with all of our customers. I promised Mr. Grenwald that I would take good care of you, and I always keep my word.”

Alix clapped her hands. This woman is eager to please and she sounds like a gossip, she thought. “Thank you so much. If I could ask, did you ever speak with Mr. Grenwald’s previous concubine?”

“Oh.” Pini flushed, placing her right hand over her mouth. “I mustn’t speak to you about her.”

She feigned a look of surprise. “Why not?”

Pini paused for a bit before replying. “You see, Weeta had a very tragic accident. Mr. Grenwald told me not to bring it up with anyone, but you know people engage in small talk all the time in this establishment, so I overhear a lot.”

So that’s her name, Alix thought. “It’s just that... I knew Weeta. We came from the same alms house. She was like an older sister to me when I was growing up. I think that’s why Verloch decided to take me into his home.”

The improvised lies piqued Pini’s interest almost immediately. “You don’t say! I always talked with Weeta a lot whenever she came here for a sauna session. One could even say that I was her best friend outside of the Grenwald family.”

Alix kept smiling as she reached out and touched Pini’s chunky forearm. “Oh, that is so good to hear. I still stay in touch with my other friends at the alms house, so anything you can tell me about her would surely be appreciated. They’ll be so happy to hear that Weeta had a trusted friend.”

Pini’s eyes fluttered. It was apparent that she liked to be complimented. “Well, she liked to take a cup of milk tea after her sauna. I could make that for you if you wish.”

“I like milk tea too,” Alix said energetically before switching to a serious demeanor. “Could you tell me what people said about Weeta’s accident?”

Pini looked around the corridor to make sure no one was listening before leaning back into the small sauna room. It was clear she could no longer keep it bottled up and was eager to talk. “Whatever I say, you mustn’t tell anyone, alright?”

“Yes, of course. It’ll be our secret.”

“It seemed to me that Mr. Grenwald got a little too infatuated with her, if you know what I mean.”

“Are you saying that Verloch’s wife might have gotten jealous?”

“Oh, it’s more than that,” Pini whispered. “High society knows that he married Lady Keiko due to her own family’s fortune, and he ended up spending most of it on his gambling.”

“Yes, he has an addiction to that,” Alix said. “It’s one of the reasons why he took me as a concubine—I happen to be trained as a Second. He plans to place a large bet in the dueling circuit soon.”

“Well, you need to be careful.”

“Why?”

“Based on what I heard, Lady Keiko is extremely envious. She views Mr. Grenwald’s infatuation with concubines as a necessary evil, but if one of his women gains too much power, then she resorts to... well, I can’t say any more.”

“Are you telling me that Lady Keiko might have had a hand in Weeta’s accident?”

“No one is sure,” Pini said softly. “But I overheard talk about it over several weeks after poor Weeta died.”

“But murdering a serf is still a crime, right? What did the gendarme say?”

The plump woman looked down while shaking her head. “The police rarely investigate cases like this, especially when one of the rich is involved.”

“Do you think there was a cover up?”

“It’s possible.”

“How?”

“Well, every time someone in the city dies, there is usually an autopsy done by the coroner. In poor Weeta’s case, the Grenwalds declined that step, and had her body cremated the next day.”

“Oh my! Then no one shall ever know what truly happened?”

Pini wiped the sweat from her forehead using one of the many hand towels she had folded on her wide waistline. “Well, I’m sure the head coroner, Dr. Ghadavi, might have at least a file on the body when it was found by the gendarme, but since he is a good friend of Mr. Grenwald and Lady Keiko, I doubt he would ever reveal any scandalous findings even if he knew.”
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OTON WAS HALF-AWAKE when Dyron came to visit him at the hospital ward the next morning. Most of the chnjuur’s body lay inside the tub-like bed, immersed in bluish healing gel, with only his head propped above the surface in order to allow him to breathe.

Dyron stood over him and smiled, the glare of Moravius’s twin suns behind him. “How’s it going?”

The chnjuur sighed. “What do you think? I feel like a monkey in aspic.”

“Aspic? What’s that?”

“An old Earth dish. It’s a gelatin mold with meat fillings embedded in it.”

Dyron nodded. “Okay. With your droll humor intact, I guess the rest of you still works.”

“Even with the armored cloak, I barely got through that ordeal. How did you recover so quickly?”

Dyron shrugged. “I’m healthy.”

Oton scoffed. “You told me never to ask so I didn’t, but others will.”

“Ask about what? My self-healing?”

“Yes. Even the best nano regen systems that Hedrik offers on the market are nothing like what you can do. It seems you are able to fully recover within a few hours, despite taking huge amounts of damage.”

“I told you not to ask.”

“And I won’t. I just hope there isn’t a weakness others could exploit.”

“I just have to eat more than average. I think it’s to help regain the mass I lost.”

Oton turned away. His vision remained somewhat blurry due to the laser damage. “Fine.”

“Is there anything I can do for you?”

“Other than somehow sharing your miraculous healing abilities? No.”

Dyron chuckled. “You know, today’s our anniversary.”

“It is?”

“Yes, it was a year ago that I first met you at the city center and got you to finally agree to serve as my Second.”

“Almost as if it was yesterday,” Oton said softly. He had been bouncing around, working odd jobs and occasionally placing bets until that fateful day. When Dyron first approached him Oton rejected the offer. Why would he bother to help out another young man who was destined to die?

Dyron looked around. His eyes were unfocused, as if he was daydreaming. “You rejected me about half a dozen times before, remember?”

“Yes. And you know why? Because I was tired of losing. When it comes to dueling, you either win or you die.  And no one wins forever.”

“So why did you accept then?”

“Because you were so damned persistent. To this day I still don’t understand why you chose me.”

“I heard about you, that’s why.”

“And what did you hear?”

“You respect duelists because you were one yourself.”

Oton hissed. “Hah! I won one match and decided to quit while I was ahead. Anyway, that one duel nearly killed me and I was never the same afterwards.”

“So you became a Second.”

“I wanted to be the best Secundus that ever was. Now look at me.”

“Yeah, look at you. It’s like you’re living a second life.”

“Nine lives won’t be enough when it comes to being your Second,” Oton said. “When the Origamis wants you, they’ll get you... sooner or later.”

“You really think it was that agent who set up those mercs to go after us?”

“I know it was him.”

“Well, he failed. What’s to stop me from going to the cops?”

“Because the Origamis owns the gendarmes, just like they and the other big consortiums own everything else in this whole damned galaxy,” Oton said.

“So what do we do?”

“I don’t know about you, but I’m thinking of resigning as your Secundus.”

Dyron had a shocked look on his face as he made eye contact once again. “Don’t do that—please!”

“I’m an old ape,” Oton said. “I’d like to live my remaining years in peace, thank you very much.”

“But I still need you!”

“There are plenty of Seconds out there looking for someone like you.”

“I don’t want them,” Dyron said tersely. “You keep things low profile and don’t ask questions, and that’s how I’d like to keep it.”

“I’m sure someone else would accept your conditions since you’ve got a rep now.”

“Oh come on, it’s not like you have a family anyway! I’ve never seen you go out with females of your kind. Heck, you don’t even use a sex bot.”

Oton looked away. “I had a family once. They’re long gone.”

“Oh? I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“It’s alright,” Oton said wistfully. “I never asked your background and you never asked about mine. We’ve been keeping our relationship strictly professional, until now.”

“If you don’t mind my asking, did they go to another planet or something?”

“No. My wife and children were killed when a Narchist cell rioted in the city we were living in. A Leviathan swooped into low orbit and delivered a bombardment that took out half the planet’s surface.”

Dyron looked down. “I... I didn’t know. Sorry.”

“Will you stop apologizing? Of course you wouldn’t know. I never told you about it.”

“Until now.”

“I wanted you to know the reasons for my quitting,” Oton said. “I don’t have many years left, and I just want some peace and quiet.”

Dyron gripped the sides of the bed. “Look, if the Origamis is indeed behind that attack last night then I’ll go fight them.”

“Despite your wondrous abilities, you know that’s gonna be a tall order, right? They’ll win by sheer numbers.”

“Okay, so if a direct assault is out of the question then I’ll find another way.”

“Good luck.”

“Come on!” Dyron pleaded. “Just be my Second for at least one more match, please.”

“Why is this duel so important to you? What are you planning to find on the aarvaki homeworld?” 

Dyron didn’t answer him.

Oton scowled. “See? This is why I don’t want to be your Second anymore. If you want me to risk my life, then at least give me some reasons as to why.”

“It’s... complicated.”

“I’m all ears and have an open mind, you know this.”

Dyron took a deep breath. He figured now was the time to break the truth to his Second since everything was heating up. “There’s... this voice inside of me, telling me to do things.”

“Perhaps a consultation with a psychologist might be prudent? They can run tests on what kind of derangement you have.”

“I’m not crazy! It’s a real distinct intelligence that’s separate from me.”

“Are you sure it’s not all in your mind?”

“It is in my mind, but not like what you think!”

“Riiight. So you’re mentally ill, just admit it.”

“I said I’m not crazy!” Dyron yelled out before he looked around peevishly. A number of other patients across the large room glanced in their direction before turning away again and resuming whatever it was that they were doing.

“Okay, let’s assume I believe you. How does this ‘voice’ interact?”

“I’m the only one who can hear him.”

“So it’s a ‘him’ now?”

Dyron grimaced. “Look, he sounds male but I can’t really be sure. He just pops up in my head from time to time.”

“Uh-huh.”

After making certain no one was looking at them, Dyron edged closer to the chnjuur’s face, rolling back his left jacket sleeve so that Oton could see the strange glowing glyphs on his forearm. “Proof enough for you?”

Oton squinted while staring at it for a few seconds. “What is that thing? It doesn’t look like a duelist’s brand, and it glows yellow.”

“I don’t know, I think maybe it’s some sort of subdermal bio circuitry but I can’t be sure. No one has been able to look at it but me, and I’m no techie.”

“But you’ve been to Hedrik’s weapon shop multiple times for body system upgrades. His gear never detected it?”

Dyron shook his head as he put his left jacket sleeve back into place. “This... thing can become invisible if it needs to, I think.”

“Is that the thing that heals you up so quickly?”

“I don’t know, maybe. What I do know is when I give it a rub, the inner voice starts talking to me.”

“How did you get it?”

Dyron hesitated before speaking again. “During... my first duel.”

“You mean you found it?”

“More like it found me.”

“And that’s the thing that makes you go on these hunts for specific planets?”

“Yes.”

“What is it looking for?”

“That I don’t know.”

Oton licked his thick rubbery lips. “Thank you for telling me this. It seems you have something that the entire galaxy may want because it gives you the ability to heal quickly from catastrophic injuries. You’d better keep it close to your chest and not tell anyone else.”

“Don’t worry, this will be between you and me,” Dyron said. “Now that I’ve told you my secret, will you stay on?”

Oton sighed again. “And here I thought I would be living an uneventful life in my twilight years, but then fate puts me in the middle of a galactic mystery that could be the biggest event since the thothans left us. Alright, I’ll remain as your Second—for now anyway.”
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THE GHADAVI ESTATE occupied a small island, separated from the rest of the city via an old stone bridge that marked its exclusivity. Like a solid black flower with cuplike petals, the curving rock walls seemed to reach upwards in order to keep back the occasional high wave from Eoa Lom’s ever threatening seas.

Using both hands, Alix first helped Keiko take off her long cloak before assisting Lili in removing her smaller coat. After slipping out from her cape, she then handed the still dripping bundle to a waiting female android at the foyer’s cloak room.

Verloch stood near the open entryway as a butler android wiped the remaining droplets of water from his boots. “Hurry up and stay together. I’d like this to be a formal greeting.”

Alix took Lili’s waiting hand and they both followed her parents as Verloch and Keiko led the way past the anteroom and into the main chamber.

Numerous small congregations were already milling about in the central hall. Alix felt a little intimidated by the glittering imported chandeliers from Earth that hung from the cavernous ceiling, radiating light like glass stars. Even the granite flooring was inlaid with gold and amber, a testament to the owner’s wealth.

Staying close to Lili’s parents, the pair dutifully waited their turn as Verloch and Keiko introduced themselves to the various cliques of well-dressed families milling about. Alix had been trained in the arts of etiquette, and she smiled and exchanged pleasantries with the various nobles and other concubines of her class.

It took close to twenty minutes for Verloch and Keiko to make their way over to everyone. So many names and titles were presented and introduced that Alix had pretty much given up trying to remember them all.

When the four of them finally made it to where their hosts were standing, Verloch made a slight bow as Keiko held on to his elbow and did the same. Dr. Rey Ghadavi was a diminutive man whose clothes seemed more suited to a child prince than a full grown adult. Nevertheless, it was obvious he was well respected, and every single guest made it a point to come up to him and bow in greeting.

After exchanging their customary pleasantries, Keiko waved Alix and her daughter forward using a low handed gesture. “And here is my daughter and the newest member of our family, our concubine Alix.”

Alix stepped forward and made a slight bow to Ghadavi and his wife at the same time Lili did. “Thank you for inviting us, master.”

Ghadavi shot an approving glance at his taller wife first before winking at Verloch and Keiko. “It seems you both have chosen your latest concubine very well.”

“She’s trained as a Second too,” Verloch said proudly. “We’re already making plans for a foolproof bet.”

Their host laughed while wagging a finger at him. “So it seems you have plans to move up in the world, eh?”

“We’re going to recover the money we lost over the years first,” Keiko said as she flashed an evil eye towards her husband. “If that succeeds then we’ll think about advancement.”

Ghadavi’s wife raised her glass towards them, the numerous rings in her fingers making it appear that her hands were made of scintillating gems. “To you and your family, Verloch.”

Keiko turned towards her serf. “Take my daughter out into the gardens so she won’t get bored. Dinner should begin in about an hour.”

“At once, milady,” Alix replied before bowing again and leading Lili away.

In time she started to get confused since Keiko had never told her where the gardens were. She was about to go up to one of the uniformed androids serving drinks in the corridor when the little girl pulled her away in a different direction.

“I know the way,” Lili said. “Let me be the one to guide you this time.”

“Thanks,” Alix said, continuing to hold on to the little girl as they walked down another wide passageway. “This place is so huge, it’s bigger than the Conexius building I visited last week.”

“I’ve been here a few times so I know the way to the gardens,” Lili said and pointed to one of the servant androids. “Not a good idea to ask one of those machines.”

“Why not?”

“They’re very old and of limited intelligence. My mom says they’re dumber than serfs.”

Alix figured Lili didn’t mean to insult her, so she let it pass. “Why does Dr. Ghadavi employ these old robots, why doesn’t he hire servants instead?”

“My daddy says maintaining these antique androids costs more, so Ghadavi is sort of like showing off, he says.”

“I see.”

“They taught me at school that the thothans destroyed all the real AIs in the entire universe so all that’s left are these dumb robots who can’t really think for themselves.”

“I’m surprised they don’t manufacture more.”

“I think the thothans don’t allow any new bots to be built, at least that’s what they told me in school.”

“Okay.”

Lili looked up at her. “If they made new bots then that would mean it’d be hard for your kind to get work, right?”

“That’s true.”

“Maybe that’s why.”

After rounding a corner, they walked down a short tunnel and into an outdoor area. Alix looked up in awe at the tiered rows of hanging plants and trees built along the walls above. The grassy area in front of them had numerous small canals to channel the incessant rainwater away. A well-kept hedgerow maze stood near the eastern part of the grounds.

A human boy of about ten dressed in a cloak that duelists wore during their challenge ceremonies ran up to them. “Lili, we’re playing a game of hide and seek. You wanna join us?”

“Okay,” the little girl said before taking her hand away from Alix. “You can wait for me here.”

“Try not to dirty your dress, milady,” Alix said to her, but Lili had already run off and disappeared behind a row of hedges, laughing and running after the boy.

An old female chnjuur wearing a nanny’s uniform sat on a stone bench below an overhanging roof, looking at her. Alix was tempted to go sit beside the governess, but instead she smiled and pointed back towards the corridor she came from. “I need to go to the bathroom.”

The governess nodded. “I’ll keep watch on the younglings while you’re away.”

Alix thanked her and walked back inside. She remembered passing by what seemed to be a set of suites just a few minutes before. Working her way down another corridor from memory, she quickly found herself near the huge kitchen. A half dozen androids dressed as waiters walked by, carrying silver trays full of canapés.

An android with a chef’s hat stood just behind the entryway, busily arranging a set of crackers with imported cheese and vegetables on a chopping block.

“Excuse me,” she said. “Do you know where the bathrooms are?”

“Go into the north corridor and turn right,” the humanlike machine said without even turning to look at her. “There is a bathroom by the office.”

Alix hurried down the next hallway. After making a right, she found what she was looking for. The double doors by the corridor were slightly ajar, and she could see an android attendant handing out a towel to one of the guests from her vantage point.

She waited until the swinging doors shut fully before abruptly moving in the opposite direction. The succeeding passageway had a plush velvet rope barrier to block entry, but she quickly stepped over it. 

Standing in front of the office door, she tried the latch and found that it opened without effort. Alix slowly peered inside to see if anyone was there, but the room was apparently deserted.  

After slipping inside she slowly closed the door before tiptoeing over to where the desk stood. A console could be accessed but she would need to activate it first. Keeping low, Alix began testing the drawers to see if they were unlocked.

With the exception of the middle drawer, all the rest were open. She rummaged through the various antique pens and leather-bound address books, hoping to find something. When she pulled open the lowest drawer on the left side of the desk she spotted a thick ledger. Grabbing the large book, she placed it on the desktop and began leafing through its pages.

Seems Dr. Ghadavi likes antiques of all kinds, she thought. I wonder if there’s anything here that’s useful to me.

One handwritten entry made her pause. A series of codes, derived from the old language the thothans used for communicating with the galaxy. As a Second, she had some training in deciphering their meaning.

Turning on the console, she was prompted for a password. After thinking about it for a minute, she inputted the translated code from the ledger and was pleasantly surprised that it was accepted.

Alix typed fast, accessing the city records for the morgue dating back from last year. Sure enough, the records pertaining to Weeta’s body being found were still there. When she started reading the reports, she let out a soft, surprised gasp.

Weeta’s neck had been broken. Although the official report said she died of drowning, her lungs were clear of water. Defensive marks along the deceased’s body indicated that she may have been tortured by an unknown implement. 

Reaching into her upper gums, Alix took out a small datachip and inserted it into the console’s link port. She copied all the relevant files in less than three seconds. Turning off the computer, she made sure everything was back in place before heading towards the door. 
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DAK STENOG DIDN’T BETRAY any emotion as he stood in the corridor while the janitors carried the body of Per Benteley out of the office. Checking his multi-com, he figured that he would have one more hour before another double eclipse would begin on Moravius’s skyline. He’d need to spend extra time filling out replacement forms before going home.

The gendarme detective was better dressed than his colleagues at the nearby station due to being on the firm’s payroll, yet he still had to go through the motions of doing his job. He stood beside Stenog as the two of them watched the corpse being carried away on a maglev trolley. “So it was a suicide?”

“Pretty much,” Stenog said, handing the other man a datachip. “He wrote a note saying that he was going to take responsibility for the department’s loss this quarter.”

“Must have been one heck of a loss in order for him to kill himself, yeah?” 

“In this company those that fail get fired.”

“What’s wrong with being let go? He could have easily gotten another job.”

Stenog shook his head. “Not on this same level.”

“So he was going to be put on a blacklist for executives or something like that?”

“His prior performance would have been known, so yes—if he got another job he’d have to start from the bottom again.”

“He didn’t seem that old to start over.”

“Some people just can’t take failure I guess.”

The detective tapped his wrist multi-com, transferring the suicide note into the police database. “Okay, I guess that’s it. A clear-cut case of suicide. I feel sad about his family.”

“They’ll get a standard compensation package. Are we done here?”

“Yes,” the gendarme said before switching to a lower tone of voice. “I’ll still get my monthly cut, right?”

“Of course, provided that you keep doing what we tell you.”

“You can count on it, Mr. Stenog,” the detective said before he wheeled around and headed out into the adjoining corridor where the elevators were.

Shaking his head, Stenog had a look around Benteley’s former office. Per will take most of the blame for the loss, he thought. But that still leaves me one big problem: this new duelist.

Walking back to his own office, he could see that the door was slightly ajar, and it instantly made him suspicious. He was just about to call security when he heard a playful laugh coming from within. Swallowing his rising bile, he calmly opened the door and entered.

Two other beings were inside. Although the pair resembled humans at first glance, Stenog could tell that they were clearly more than ordinary. The young woman with glowing red tattoos on her skin sat in his chair, balancing the tip of a thin knife on her index finger. A silver haired man leaned against the wall by the window, the biomechanical muscles in his arms constantly rippling beneath his seemingly metallic skin.

Stenog stayed by the door as it slowly closed behind him. He had an inkling as to who they were, yet he needed to be certain. “May I help you two?”

The woman laughed as she sheathed the blade by her waist. “He doesn’t know us,” she said, glancing at the man by the desk.

“That’s because you’ve never dueled bare,” the silver man said before turning his attention over to Stenog. “The name’s Raegoth Zralox, and she’s my sister Kirin.”

Beads of sweat started to form on Stenog’s forehead. House Zralox were the co-owners of the Origamis, and these siblings were obviously sent by the Polymind as a warning. He tried to think of something to say, but his mind suddenly went blank.

Kirin looked at her brother before she began laughing again. “I guess he truly wasn’t expecting us.”

“Let’s give him a hint so he can answer us,” Raegoth said, gesturing at the corporate supervisor to hurry up. “If you’re as smart as you dress, you ought to know why we’re here.” 

“If... if you’re both here with regards to the losses that w-we took, I-I can tell you that it’s being handled,” Stenog said nervously.

Raegoth sat down on the edge of the desk. Due to his modified mass and strength, the oaken countertop started to splinter and crack from the strain. “You mean the losses you took. As of this hour your personal accounts have been deemed forfeit by the Board.”

The words came as a shock, and Stenog nearly lost his balance as he staggered sideways, reaching out with one arm for the closest wall in order to stay upright.

Kirin giggled again. “Look at him! I’ve never seen anyone get so affected by your words, brother. You ought to get into politics when you retire from dueling—you’d be a natural.”

Crossing his arms, Raegoth grinned, as if he was taking pleasure in seeing the other man squirm. “He’s lucky to have such sizable assets—at least they’re enough to make up for the firm’s losses. If he didn’t have the funds, he’d have ended up like that other one.”

Stenog took out a handkerchief and wiped the sweat from his brow. “So everything... i-is balanced again?”

Raegoth stood fully upright, and strode over until he was less than a meter away from the cowering older man. “Not everything. It seems the mercs your subordinate hired screwed up, and there was almost an incident, if you know what I mean.”

“That was Benteley’s fault,” Stenog protested. “He... he was the one who hired them, n-not me.”

“But your pal Benteley is gone,” Kirin said. “Now the problem falls on you.”

“I-I was told the duelist killed the whole team.”

Raegoth shook his head. “Not all of them. There’s one survivor, and the cops are looking for him.”

“W-what would you... like me t-to do?”

Raegoth stood nearly two meters tall and he leaned in closer, like a shiny praying mantis about to strike at a helpless fly. “Give us all the data on this merc team.”

Stenog meekly held up his wrist multi-com and tapped on its surface, allowing them to access all of his files. “It’s a-all in there.”

Kirin activated the console on the desk and began to look at the data. “My, my, this looked like a good team on paper. They took out six duelists in the past and successfully got away.”

Raegoth turned around and walked back towards the desk. “Well, this time they failed, and now it’s up to us to sort this mess out.”

Stenog slowly exhaled in relief. For a minute he’d thought he was about to lose his life.

Kirin glanced up at the corporate supervisor before she disappeared in a lightning-quick blur. Less than a second later she had leapt out of the seat and stood right next to Stenog, brandishing her blade right by his throat. Stenog uttered a shriek as he tried to back away, but there was nowhere to go, so instead he fell backwards into a sitting position behind the door.

Raegoth chuckled. “Don’t scare him like that! We still need him.”

Kirin took a step back and put her knife away. “Ah, too bad. I am in the mood for one more kill today.”

Her brother glanced at the console screen. His words were clearly directed towards Stenog. “What do you know about their target, this duelist?”

Stenog had been cringing near the floor, but he quickly stood up. “All we know is that Dyron Dyrge is completely unknown, but he somehow wins.”

Raegoth locked eyes with his sister and smirked. “We’ll see about that. House Zralox has the best duelists in the galaxy. Now that we know about him, his next match will be his last.”
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INSIDE THE GRAND HALL, Oton continued to sit patiently near one of the stone benches facing a huge holographic circle. He had been visiting the Majelis Palace for the last two days, studying the bids that continued to float around the virtual field in front of him. The grafted clone skin on his chest was still irritating, but at least the debilitating aches from the injury had finally stopped.

Dyron’s revelations had given him a renewed sense of purpose. For the first time in many years he finally felt useful, yet his enthusiasm was tempered by the reality that their enemies would now be doubling their efforts against them.

He kept his eyes focused on several bids even as his mind wandered. Dyron didn’t say how he found that so-called voice or how it got attached to his body, he thought. Even though he told me his secret, there’s still more stuff he’s keeping from me.

One of the floating bids caught his eye. Standing up, he edged closer to the holographic billboard and tapped his multi-com, downloading the details onto his personal computer.

House Rochantis, a minor noble family with small corporate holdings, was locked in a financial struggle with a rival. It seemed the competitor was driving them out of business by undercutting the market for agricultural products on several worlds, forcing the Rochantis aligned companies into bankruptcy and eventual takeover.

This does sound enticing, Oton thought. Rochantis put out a floating bid, but none of the corporate stables have taken their desperate offer.

Switching his multi-com into research mode, he started to look into the rival house’s connections. As he kept on reading, his reservations began to grow.

House Wuo was a pretty insignificant clan until a few years ago, he thought. Now all of a sudden they’ve got the assets to undersell House Rochantis at their own markets? Something’s up.

Delving deeper, he started to look into the House of Wuo’s trading alliances. Their holdings included more than a dozen new shell companies that were started up in a very short period. It meant that one of the larger houses had taken an interest in the Rochantis holdings and was intending a hostile takeover.

It’s gotta be one of the big guns that’s secretly supporting Wuo, he thought. But even then, the stables would surely pounce on this since they could make a lot of money on the duel, unless...

The implications felt like a sack of stone bricks being dropped on his head. If the stables were staying away, then they were either bribed or instructed by their patrons not to take the exceedingly generous bid being offered.

It must be one of the Triarchs, he thought. They’re making a move to either consolidate or expand.

The Triarchy was the term everyone used to describe the current balance of power in the Majelis. Three of the most dominant houses—namely Zralox, Dramodor, and Arael—regulated most of galactic society. 

It was said that House Zralox had a controlling interest in the Origamis, while House Dramodor was highly influential amongst the Keepers. House Arael had the distinction of being the most mysterious of them all, and largely kept away from trade and business ventures, yet they still managed to maintain massive planetary holdings due to their political clout with various non-human species.

One of them has got to be backing House Wuo, he thought. This just makes everything even more complicated.

Oton took a step back and scanned the rest of the floating bids being displayed. The others he could see were for minor duels since the stables and the various crews had already gobbled up the more lucrative ones. Even the sparse number of Seconds milling about meant that it was a slow day in Moravius.

If I take this bid then Dyron will be going up against a ranked duelist for sure, he thought. But then again he’s never cared about how hard the challenge would be as long as he got to choose the arena world.

Edging closer, Oton activated the virtual keyboard of his multi-com device and typed in a code. When the virtual registration of the floating bid opened up in front of him, the chnjuur held out his palm and allowed the machine to scan his Secundus symbol.

A small group of Seconds that were sorting through the other offers paused and looked in his direction. Oton pretended not to mind as he shuffled over to where the palace’s Arbiter stood. 

The pale, twenty-meter-tall monolith now hummed back to life as Oton stopped underneath it while holding up his insignia, signifying that he was a Second. “I claim the bid on behalf of my duelist, Dyron Dyrge.”

A series of light beams coming from the daimon showered down on him. Oton closed his eyes so as not to be blinded by the intense aura. Less than ten seconds later, a low trumpetlike bellow akin to an ancient foghorn reverberated across the entire chamber. It meant that the Arbiter had accepted the challenge, and was now busily arranging the terms of the duel amongst the other daimons across the galaxy.

Oton turned and began walking towards the exit, throwing the cloak’s hood over his head. I’m sure hope Dyron knows what he’s doing, he thought. Otherwise this could be the end of his short career.
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MENTALLY PUSHING THE burning pain away, Alix sauntered out of the tram station and into the city’s downtown area. Eoa Lom’s naturally harsh weather felt somewhat more inviting on this particular afternoon, with only the occasional droplet of rain thrown around by slight gusts underneath the planet’s perpetually gray skies.

The crowds had come out, and she passed by a number of tented market stalls displaying common wares. Screeching shop owners stood just outside their doors, hawking the various goods they were offering. Small children in muddy boots scampered about, eager to play in the outdoors for once.

Pausing near a roofed alcove, Alix held up her pink wrist multi-com and studied the map hologram it had brought up. Lili had taken pity on her and given Alix an old multi-com device she no longer had any use for. This particular model was a child’s version and it had limited capabilities, yet Alix gratefully accepted the gift for it was better than the one she had.

“Out of the way,” an old woman wearing a patched up cloak and holding a basket of overripe fruits hissed when she bumped into Alix’s elbow, all the while jostling in between a sudden influx of people along the path.

Alix winced, wedging herself deeper into the alcove between two old buildings as various crowds passed her by. The pain in her left hand continued to bother her, but she needed to concentrate. 

Verloch had accompanied her to the city center a few hours before. When they got there she held out her open palm towards the standing Arbiter at the square, hoping it would approve. 

The monolithic daimon reacted, bathing her entire body in a strange, multicolored glow. Alix was expecting some pain but she screamed in agony as the Arbiter somehow lifted her up above the ground and seemed to hold her in the air, like an ancient demigod examining a mere mortal for sacrifice.

When she woke up she found herself lying on the stone floor, being helped to her feet by Verloch. It seemed that the Arbiter had somehow read her mind as a sort of test, to see if she was worthy. The mark of the Secundus had been burned into her left palm, and the pain left her so weakened that Verloch decided to give her the rest of the day off.

But instead of lying in bed, Alix requested that she be allowed to wander the city. Since he needed to be out on business anyway, her master acquiesced without protest. She now had the afternoon to herself, and Alix was determined to make full use of it.

Memorizing the directions, she deactivated the multi-com’s map application and began to move with the crowd. It took her another half an hour to make her way from the middle class plazas and into the seedier parts of the city.

As she continued to walk, the orderly streets and buildings around her began to change. Deep muddy puddles had formed in holes where missing cobblestones once kept the roads level. The old houses now had a dilapidated look, as if the very stones had somehow grown old and crumbling.

She had heard stories in the alms house with regards to this part of the capital. The planetary government couldn’t afford to revitalize this area, and so the dregs of society moved in to make it their own. Now it was an enclave for the unwashed and the unwanted, shunned by society’s upper echelons. 

Alix had been warned that this was a dangerous, anarchic place where the gendarmes rarely patrolled, only coming to the area in force if necessary. Yet a part of her somehow felt kin to the desperate people who made this place their home.

The streets had begun to curve, with occasional detours due to debris blocking a number of lanes, turning them into alleyways. Some of Farshore’s more prominent families had spoken out, imploring the authorities to clean up the district, yet the rumor was that it would not happen, not as long as there was some semblance of peace and order.

She could sense a distinct change in character amongst the people in the street. It was clear she didn’t belong, and more than a dozen pairs of eyes began to look on her with suspicion and mistrust.

Alix’s hooded cape wasn’t of the best quality, but it was still far above the tattered rags that the local denizens wore. One of the younger hobos noticed her delicate features, and soon began to catcall her, forcing Alix to move away and into another street. 

A scrawny crone standing beside a patched up door cackled at her. “You out looking for some fun, milady?”

Alix ignored her, hurrying into another side street. The pain in her palm kept distracting her, and it was hard to remember the routes she had mentally mapped out just a few minutes before.

Sensing danger, she looked over her shoulder. Sure enough, three men in scraps of clothing were apparently following her, their dirty faces telegraphing malign intent. Alix regretted not bringing along a knife as she quickened her pace.

The street continued to twist and turn, and she dared not look back lest her pursuers decide to up the ante and drop all pretense. Her light, soft boots continued to tap on the uneven cobbled road as she dashed down another street, hoping to lose them somehow.

When she rounded the corner, Alix stopped and gasped slightly. The street in front of her was blocked off by an unnatural amount of rubble. It seemed that a building had collapsed due to old age or neglect, and no one bothered to update the map on her multi-com. 

Hearing a series of chuckles, she slowly turned. The same three men who had been following her stood a scant ten meters away, guffawing at her sudden misfortune. No one else seemed to be nearby. She was trapped.

The tallest of the three gave a wide, bucktoothed grin. “You lost, milady?”

“Methinks she was using one of them old map programs,” the shortest one said to the others in the group. Holding up two dirt-stained fingers, he wriggled those digits in the air as if he was counting money. “Payday or sex—what will it be?”

All three men laughed as Alix looked around helplessly. The windows along the nearby buildings were shuttered, and it seemed she would have to go through them if she wanted to leave.

The third man was of medium height with a long beard and matted brown curls sticking out from underneath the battered hat he wore. Stepping forward, he placed his hands on his hips. “We can gladly help you out, milady, for a fair price.”

Alix looked back at the blockage again. The small steep mountain of stone, dirt, and garbage was almost three meters high. She could climb over it with some difficulty, but they could easily catch up to her in no time. Not knowing what lay at the other side was another risk if she wanted to take that route.

The tallest of the three started moving closer towards her, only to be stopped by the man with the beard. All three started bickering in hushed but sharp whispers that she could easily discern.

“I saw her first, she’s mine!”

“I’m the leader of this group, Hogg!”

“Keep it up and I’ll be using my knife on you instead of on her undies.”

Alix knew what she had to do. Throwing off her hood, she smiled at them. “Please, gentlemen. I’m a Second and a member of House Dramodor. It might be prudent for all of you to leave me alone.”

The shorter one became visibly nervous at the mention of one of the great houses. “She’s with Dramodor?”

“Desperate lies,” the bearded derelict scoffed, taking another step forward. “No one from Dramodor would come here, and surely not without any escorts.”

He was stopped in mid-stride when Alix held up her left palm, showing the newly branded symbol. “When my bodyguards come, you’ll all be slit from ear to ear!”

She managed to make him pause for another few seconds, but then the bearded one snarled and moved in, his hands reaching out to grab her. 

Alix reacted, keeping low before kicking out at the base of her opponent’s chin. The bearded one was completely surprised by her speed, and he took the blow head on, falling to the side in a semi-conscious heap.

Turning back towards the blockage, Alix quickly began climbing while the man’s two accomplices were still cursing in shock. The pain in her left hand nearly made her slip and fall back to the base of the mound, but Alix gritted her teeth and pressed on. By the time the other two thugs had reached their stunned companion, Alix had made it to the top of the heap and was scrambling down the other side.

She ended up running through another alleyway as the heavy rains began again. Her cloak had been partly torn due to being snagged by jutting objects from the mound of debris, but at least the rest of her body was intact.

Continuing on down her original route, her dirt-stained clothes now made her look more like the locals, and she made her way over to a nearby pub without further incident.

Stepping inside, her nose was assailed by the scent of sweat, tobacco, and old leather. The main room was dimly lit, and she could see that the sparsely populated bar was at the opposite end. Straightening her wet hair, she walked forward with some degree of confidence, fully aware of the darting looks of the patrons and prostitutes in the room.

The bartender was a rotund man with a bald scalp and mutton chop sideburns. He pretended to be wiping the worn countertop as she strode up to face him. “You sure you be in the right place, milady?”

Alix nodded. “Yes. I know the owner of this establishment.”

The bartender grinned, showing off a set of yellow stained teeth. “I can always tell a lie. If you’re looking for drugs, I must tell you that I don’t allow them here. This place is for drinking, and only for the customers I choose.”

Alix bit her lip. It seemed that her information was horribly outdated. “I’m sorry. I am looking for a man named Hrontis. He used to own this place.”

The bartender eyed her warily. “That was years ago. Hrontis fell into debt, and he had to sell this bar to me.”

She reached into her cloak and produced a ring made of gold with a small diamond set in its center. “I can pay you. Will this be enough?”

The bartender held the piece of jewelry up to his trained eye. “Where’d you steal this from?”

Alix didn’t want to admit she’d been rummaging through her master’s bedroom during the times when they weren’t around. “I found it.”

He snorted. “You’re a terrible liar. How do I know someone won’t be looking for it?”

“Stuff like that comes and goes in places like this. I’m sure you can fence it without any difficulty.”

The bartender nodded as he took the ring and placed it beneath his patched apron. “That buys you the information and a free drink. What’ll you have?”

“No drinks. Just tell me where he is.”

He pointed with his thumb towards the back door. “I gave Hrontis a room to stay. Second floor, third door to your right. He’s up there right now, but as to whether he’s in a condition to speak to you, that’s another matter.”

Alix gave him a nod of silent thanks before walking over to the door, opening it, and stepping inside. Going up the old creaking stairs, she got to the landing and knocked on the worn synthetic wood paneling.

A muffled growl came from the inside. “Go away.”

She tested the old knob, and was surprised to find it unlocked. Opening the door, she walked into the small room which was decorated with empty bottles of malewon liqueur. The odors of dried urine and alcohol-infused sweat were overpowering, but she was used to such things.

A bloated, elderly man lay on the bed, his uncombed salt and pepper hair sprouting from his scalp in every direction. He looked up at her with bloodshot eyes that radiated a melancholy loneliness, as if he were allowing his body to waste away until the inevitability of death.

“Salutations,” Alix said.

“Go away,” he growled.

He doesn’t remember me, she thought. “It’s been a long time, Hrontis.”

“Whoever you are... Go away.”

She edged closer. Even though it was clear Alix wasn’t welcome, she could tell there wasn’t much he could do about it. “I just came to ask one question, and then I’ll leave you in peace.”

Hrontis’s eyes narrowed. “Who are you?”

“When I was a child you used to work for my father.” 

“I worked for many masters. Whose child are you?”

“It is better you don’t know,” Alix said. “All I need from you is the name of your Narchist contact.”

“Why should I give that to you?”

“Because I know the fate of your daughter,” Alix said. “I met her when I was growing up. Her name is Mistara, yes?”

Hrontis’s chest heaved as if he’d swallowed something huge and couldn’t digest it. “You... you know of my daughter? Where is she?”

“Tell me what I need to know first. The name of your contact.”

He continued to breathe hard as tears began running down his swollen cheeks. “Please, tell me where she is. She’s all I have left.”

“You need to give me the name first.”

“Palitor. Lukat Palitor. He owned a fishing vessel at the Docks. But that was... years ago.”

“Thank you.”

“Now you tell me. Where is Mistara?”

“I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news,” Alix said softly. “But she died of a fever. Seven years ago.”

Turning around, she reopened the door and quickly left the room, but not before the old man started wailing. Alix’s conscience began to bother her, for the first time since early childhood.
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OLD LEGENDS SAID THAT the sewers running beneath Pantagra once shielded the entire population of the city during one of the many orbital sieges in Moravius’s past. When the Magnus Pax came about, these massive tunnels were eventually abandoned by most of its inhabitants, yet those that couldn’t afford to shelter on the surface ultimately settled down within its twilit depths, eking out a troglodytic existence.

Making his way down the wide steps of the access shaft, Dyron stood at the base of the stairs and looked around. This was his fourth venture into this underground world, and he hoped it would be the last.

The tunnel’s height must have measured close to fifteen meters, and he could barely discern where the ceiling was. The cold damp air seemed so thick he could scoop out handfuls of mist and fashion them into whatever shape he desired. Although Dyron had prepared himself to search in the dark, he was somewhat surprised to find a number of small bonfires dotting the long length of the shaft, tended to by their denizens.

He began walking, ignoring the suspicious stares of raggedy clothed locals poking their heads out from their improvised shacks along the sides of the tunnel. With his finely tuned senses fully acute, he was ready in case of a fight.

The cops don’t come down here, he thought. These honeycombed passageways would be the perfect place to hide if you were on the run.

He’d spent the past few days asking around. The portable stealth field the sniper had used was partly unique since it was modified Hedrik gear. It took him a while, but he narrowed down the shop that did the alterations. The business owner didn’t want any gendarme inquiry and he was intimidated by Dyron’s growing reputation. A bit of cash also helped him to see the light.

Once Dyron was able to identify the human who bought it, he used more bribery to find a name for her accomplice. After spending more cash chips he managed to get three. The two that he tracked down didn’t seem to be connected to any mercenary team, but the third one had gone to ground it seemed.

If he’s in hiding then there’s a good chance he’d be down here, Dyron thought as he kept on walking, turning the corner and heading into another long tunnel a few minutes later. The problem will be in finding him—this sewer network is extensive.

He sensed a couple of gangs following him, sizing him up, yet he continued to walk with a confidence born of extreme violence, and even his stalkers became aware of it and eventually moved on to find easier prey. Dyron had a laser pistol holstered beneath his jacket, but he didn’t want to reveal that part of himself yet.

The huge illuminating bonfire up ahead meant that he was close to a large hive. A network of tents and shacks were clustered at the end of one tunnel, and he heard the low whistles in the semi-darkness, warning the nearby inhabitants that a stranger was coming.

A crude barrier of rusty drums and a horizontal stolen flagpole was manned by four beings carrying old-fashioned cordite guns. Dyron could tell that one of them was of the geenli breed, and the remaining three were human. Two of them cocked back the rear hammers of their makeshift shotguns as he got closer, but neither pointed their weapons at him yet.

Dyron held up his left hand in a gesture of peace as he stopped up to the improvised checkpoint. “Greetings and salutations.”

Being the shortest in the group, the male geenli showed his sharp teeth, indicating the intruder should either fight or flee. His stocky right hand was caressing the ancient revolver holstered along his thick waistline, ready to draw it. “What do you want, outsider?”

He smiled at them. “I just want to see your chief.”

“What for?”

“I’m looking for someone.”

“And why should I allow you to see her?”

Dyron held out his right palm, revealing his dueling brand. “I don’t want to have to challenge any of you, but if you try and stop me, so be it.”

Two of the humans glanced towards the geenli and grimaced. Although these lower classes hated the rich they had a grudging respect for duelists, for those combatants could legally kill anyone who accepted their challenge.

The geenli studied him closely. “I shall let you pass, provided that you swear to me that you will not challenge anyone here unless our chief accepts.”

“I will accept on the condition that the one I’m looking for isn’t part of this hive,” Dyron countered.

The biggest of the humans scowled and moved to level the shotgun at Dyron, but the geenli reached over and tapped him on the elbow, signaling him to stand down. The man took one step back, but retained his angry visage.

“If the one you’re looking for is one of us then you be fighting us all,” the geenli said.

Dyron nodded. “I understand. But I doubt he is one of you.”

“We shall see. I grant you safe passage, for now.”

He bowed slightly as the pole was raised and he walked through. One of the shotgun-wielding men stayed behind Dyron as he continued down the path until he got to where the large bonfire was.

There had been a shuffling of feet as the females and younglings retreated into the various shacks lying about, leaving only those with fighting capabilities standing near the bright yellowish flames, their weapons at the ready.

A large female tarase stood out from the rest of the crowd, pointing at Dyron with a clawed finger as the duelist got within five meters of the fire. “You stop right there, outlander. What do you want?”

Dyron stood in front of the gathering, allowing them to see that he wasn’t holding a weapon in his hands. “I’m here to find someone.”

“You’re here to make trouble you mean,” one of the men near the fire said.

“Silence,” the tarase said to them before shifting her gaze back to the duelist. “I am Jatha, and I speak for this hive. State your name.”

“Dyron Dyrge,” he said, eliciting a few gasps from the crowd. It was apparent even those living down here had heard of him.

Jatha’s bright yellow eyes seemed to have a light of their own as she continued to stare at him. Tarase had been engineered as a specific breed hundreds of years before, able to survive harsh planetary conditions as well as specializing in combat. Their thick green reptilian skin earned them the sobriquet of gators or crocs, but only those willing to fight would ever call them that in person.

A mousy human teenager poked his head out from one of the nearby shacks. “He’s the one who killed that votom!”

The rest of the crowd began to murmur until Jatha made a low-pitched hiss with her forked tongue, telling them in her own way to quiet down.

“I’m not here to start trouble,” Dyron said. “I’m only here to find someone.”

“And why would you be looking for this someone down here?” Jatha asked suspiciously.

“He was part of a merc team that tried to kill me a few weeks back.”

“We may be but the riffraff of Moravius, but we do follow our own laws here, which mean we don’t make trouble for our hive,” Jatha said to him before she faced the others. “Anyone here make that kind of trouble on top?”

No one answered.

“See? We know better than to invite retaliation from the surface dwellers or even the daimons,” Jatha said. “The one you’re looking for cannot be down here.”

Dyron held up his wrist multi-com and tapped on it, activating a holographic picture of a youthful human male with wisps of hair on his chin. “This man is a surface dweller, but I know he fled down here to escape the cops, and me. If you’re hiding him you all know this will be very bad for everyone down here.”

One of the men on the far side of the group edged his way closer and whispered into Jatha’s recessed ear. The hive chief listened before shaking her head slowly.

Dyron deactivated his multi-com and waited. Looks like they do know something about this guy, he thought.

Jatha breathed in deeply, expanding her barrellike chest to twice its size before she spoke in hushed tones. “We know where this one is, but we cannot tell you.”

“Why not?”

“Because it would violate our code,” Jatha said. “When someone comes into our territory asking for protection, then we must provide it.”

“Why risk retaliation by continuing to hide this one? He isn’t from here.”

“The one you’re looking for has helped us in the past,” Jatha said. “And we are honor bound not to reveal his whereabouts.”

“So we’re at an impasse,” Dyron said.

“Regretful but true. We can offer you some merchandise and a bit of coyn if you will let this go.” 

“I insist that you tell me or things will get ugly.”

“What is it that you want, duelist? Revenge? Will killing him satisfy your blood-soaked heart?”

Dyron shook his head and smiled. “I really don’t want to kill him. I just want to ask him a few questions.”

Jatha and many of the others in the crowd looked surprised.

“You’re not planning to kill him?” one of the men asked.

“No,” Dyron said. “I just want to know who it was that hired him. If he tells me that, then he’ll live.”

“I see,” Jatha said. “Even though this sounds like something we could accommodate, we have still pledged an oath of protection to this human, and we cannot just betray him like that.”

“Okay, what can I do to make you change your mind?”

A bald, clean-shaven man in loose robes stepped out from the crowd. He held out his left palm, revealing his own duelist insignia. “We’ll have to perform a duel—right here.”

Jatha nodded. “As the laws of the thothans state, a conflict must be resolved through single combat.”
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DYRON COULDN’T HELP but smile. “You know my name, but what’s yours?”

The man stood five meters away, and bowed slightly. “I am Anxin. I was born nearby, and became a duelist in my younger days.”

“But you quit?”

“I won two matches against other beings my age and decided I’d had enough of killing.”

“You could have joined the Regulators,” Dyron said. The Regulators were the closest thing to a military force galactic society had. Their units were made up of former duelists, and they actively worked as peacekeepers to prevent daimon intervention.

Anxin shook his head. “Still too much blood for me. Regulators sometimes kill in order to maintain galactic stability, and I could no longer bring myself to do that.”

“I just find it surprising you gave everything up to live down here.”

“It may seem that way to outsiders, but I am with my people once more,” Anxin said. “I protect this hive by taking on challenges whenever we’re threatened.”

“So how is this duel gonna go?”

Jatha clapped twice, and the crowd around the fire began to back away. “Bring the daimon,” she ordered.

An old woman came out of a nearby shack, carrying what seemed to be a meter-long piece of white rock that glowed eerily with something akin to red fire. She got closer and placed it on the ground in between the two duelists before moving away.

Dyron looked down at the strange artifact, mesmerized by what he was seeing. “Is it an Arbiter? I’ve never seen a daimon that small before.”

“Long ago there was a terrible battle near the entrance to one of these tunnels,” Jatha said. “When it was over the survivors found this daimon amongst the ruins. Our hive has kept it ever since, and we use it as a witness for any dispute that must be decided by a duel.”

“Okay,” Dyron said. “Now what?”

“Since there are no Seconds, you both may agree on the terms,” Jatha said before backing away from the two of them. “That daimon will read your thoughts and it shall decide whether to accept them.” 

Dyron locked eyes with the other duelist. “Since you don’t like killing, am I to assume that this will be a nonlethal duel?”

“Correct,” Anxin said coolly. “Either knockout or until the other pleads for mercy, if that’s alright with you?”

“Just our hands and feet?”

“Since you are the one who is being challenged then you decide, as long as we don’t kill each other.”

“You have any melee weapons?”

“Clubs and staves. We also have knives and longer blades, but that might easily get out of hand.”

“How is your nano regen system? Will you recover from a lot of damage?”

“It’s old and hasn’t been updated in decades, but it should keep me alive as long as I don’t get too badly hurt.”

“Alright, let’s go with a staff or club.”

Jatha clapped twice once more. “Bring out the weapons.”

Dyron took off his jacket and left his laser pistol sitting on the folded heap on the ground as two men placed a small battered cargo container near the fire. He could tell that there were a number of ancient metal sport bats and improvised clubs within the box.

Jatha spread her arms out wide and yelled up into the cavernous ceiling, her echoes reverberating along the connecting tunnels. “Hear me, o thothans! A duel has been decided according to your customs. It shall commence immediately, in the area where your Arbiter lies. The first duelist to lose consciousness or give up shall not die. We ask for your sign!”

Within a few seconds, the small Arbiter on the ground started to glow with bluish energy before emitting a low drone, telling them all that the duel had been accepted, and no other daimon would interfere.

Both duelists walked over to the container and began to choose their weapons. Dyron hefted a heavy club with a blunt axe head at its tip, while Anxin grabbed a near identical pair of meter-long metal bars, one in each hand. Now suitably armed, both men backed away before facing one another.

Dyron gripped his club with both hands. The enhanced musculature system in his limbs meant he could smash down a half meter thick wall with it. “Let’s begin.”

Anxin had taken off his robes, and now he faced his opponent bare chested, wearing only his trousers and shoes, holding both rods in an upward guard position. “Ready when you are.”

Dyron advanced, swinging the large club from one side to the next, hoping to smash it against Anxin’s cheek, but the bald man was quick, and easily deflected the blow using one rod while dodging sideways.

Before Dyron had even finished his swing, Anxin circled past him, delivering a blow to his left arm with the other rod. Both men maneuvered out of melee range as they circled each other again.

Damn, he’s fast, Dyron thought. I think I chose the wrong weapon. He’s using one of those metal sticks for blocking, while using the other to attack at the same time.

Anxin held both rods in an upper guard position again and smiled confidently. It was clear he was well trained in an ancient human martial art called escrima. “Shall we keep going?”

Dyron frowned. Now he’s taunting me, he thought. I should have taken more courses at the Fighting Guilds like Oton suggested. What I know feels so inadequate now.

Advancing once more, this time Dyron held the club out ahead of him, hoping that his longer reach would keep Anxin’s shorter weapons at bay, but the bald duelist once again used his speed to partially dodge and block Dyron’s counterblow, all the while delivering a series of well-timed strikes to the other man’s upper arms using the second rod.

Dyron reeled as the multiple attacks made him loosen his grip on the club. He tried swinging the weapon at his opponent using one arm, but Anxin easily blocked it with his right rod while smashing the other metal bar against the back of Dyron’s head.

The pain exploded in his skull, leaving Dyron partially stunned as he tried to stagger away, but Anxin pressed on, delivering a series of swinging blows against his rival. Dyron tried blocking the flurry of attacks using his arms, but the amplified force of the metal rods began to numb his limbs, and his vulnerable head was quickly exposed once more.

“You idiot!” the Voice shouted in his mind. “I’m pushing the pain out of your nervous system so you can make that stupid brain of yours work. You’ll get one chance, so do it right.” 

Out of pure desperation, Dyron ignored the pain and lashed out sideways with his hands, grabbing hold of Anxin’s wrists, stopping the blows. He then dove backwards onto the ground, using his legs to catapult Anxin’s body up into the air, throwing him towards the fire.

Anxin cried out as he was flung into the heart of the huge raging bonfire. He tried to leap out of the conflagration, but fell back into the flames a second time when the now upright Dyron kicked him in the chest just as he almost got out of the blaze.

“Enough!” Jatha yelled as two of her people ran forward with long poles, trying desperately to pull Anxin out. The former duelist managed to grab hold of one of the rods, and the others successfully retrieved his smoldering body as they carried him into one of the shacks.

Dyron rubbed the back of his head, the pain he had felt rapidly diminishing as the Voice worked overtime to heal the injury. If he hadn’t gotten that skeletal enhancement his neck would surely have been broken by the blow. 

Jatha stared at him in silence for a few minutes before she held up her multi-com unit and transmitted the directions to him. “Here is your information, duelist. Leave and never come back.”
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THE UPDATED SEWER MAP on his wrist multi-com showed a series of smaller shafts existed beyond the main tunnels. After he had unearthed one of the hidden entrances leading into those hidden places, he began his search.

Davi Grey, Dyron thought. A weasel of a man who earns a living by hacking into police scanning systems, giving merc teams and thieves precious time to complete their dirty work.

These smaller tubes had low ceilings, sometimes forcing him to duck underneath the tighter spaces. Unlike the main tunnels these areas were completely dark, forcing him to use his enhanced vision to get around.

He didn’t like these places, for it reminded him of his childhood. Even though his superior optics made it all look as clear as day, it still felt like crawling around in a lifeless tomb.

The occasional squeaking of rats made him even more uncomfortable. Dyron’s mind wandered, speculating as to how an ancient human pest could somehow thrive across so many far-flung worlds.

Someone must have brought in a breeding pair out of spite, he thought. There were old rumors that the thothans themselves seeded a number of vermin species into every planet to further demoralize the remaining resisters against their new galactic order. So many different stories, yet no one knew the actual truth.

The tunnel up ahead of him seemed to grow wider as he continued moving through it. There was a large chamber up ahead, and his infrared optics could detect thermal traces of footprints on the ground.

Taking out the laser pistol, he kept it low and at the ready. If Lenart resists, then I may have to kill him, he thought.

A metal door lay at the end of the passageway, and it had been left partially open. There was a dim light coming from the inside, a sign of possible habitation. Dyron paused for a brief second before he threw the door open and ran inside.

The room had a slightly higher ceiling than the low tunnel he had just been in. Looking up, he could see a second level walkway above the subterranean courtyard he was standing in. The entire place might have been used as some sort of underground barracks in the past. Lights up above continued to function, bathing the whole area in a dim, orange hue.

Dyron spotted a heat trail on the ground, leading over to what looked like a small, one-being tent at the other side of the chamber. He moved closer to it while on the lookout for possible traps and ambushes.

When he got to the flap of the patchwork shelter, he saw a pair of legs sticking out from its opening. Throwing back the covering, he stared down into Grey’s dead face. The corpse still had traces of heat on it, meaning that he had been killed quite recently.

A woman’s laughter echoing across the area made him turn. Dyron kept low while looking around, his weapon ready to fire.

His roving eyes spotted what looked to be a human female standing behind the guardrails of the upper floor, waving down at him. “I’m right here, handsome.”

Dyron aimed the laser pistol at her. “Who are you?”

“If you really wanna know, then I’m Kirin Zralox,” the woman said. “And you’re Dyron Dyrge. It’s an honor to finally meet you, fellow duelist.”

“Why did you kill him?”

“Davi? Oh, he challenged me so I did him in.”

“I don’t believe you. Grey was a hacker. There was no way he’d ever challenge a ranked duelist like you.”

“How do you know? You weren’t here when it happened—and the daimons will always take a duelist’s word over anyone else’s.”

He grimaced at her. “Don’t play games. You killed him to stop him from talking to me.”

“Now why would I do that?”

“I was gonna turn him in to the cops, because I know who it was that sent him.”

“Oh? And who is that?”

“The same corporation you work for—the Origamis,” Dyron said. “They tried to recruit me and failed. Now they want me dead.”

Kirin tilted her head back and giggled. “I don’t work for the Origamis, honey. House Zralox is the Origamis.”

“Whatever. Now you come down here. I’ve got a lot of questions for you.”

“And why should I answer them?”

“This is your last warning. Don’t make me—” 

Dyron stopped talking when he sensed something to his right, near the open doorways that seemed to lead into other rooms. A blur at the corner of his eye made him turn and bring his weapon to bear, but it was too late.

Raegoth used his enhanced speed to close in and jabbed the stun stick into Dyron’s left side, shooting a surge of powerful electric current that incapacitated his nervous system. Dyron yelped and tried to aim his weapon, but Raegoth kicked the laser pistol away before delivering another blow with his knee to his opponent’s stomach.

Dyron doubled over from the surprise attack. His mind hadn’t fully healed from the recent duel with Anxin yet, and he found himself down on his knees, gasping for breath.

Chuckling, Raegoth landed more solid kicks on his target, as if he was merely practicing with a padded dummy. Within two seconds, Dyron fell sideways into the dusty ground, his mind and body reeling from the relentless blows.

At the corner of his eye he saw a glimpse of Kirin jumping down and landing effortlessly nearby. Dyron’s world was beginning to fade out. At first his vision steadily went away, until he could just hear their heartless mirth over his suffering.

“I’m not gonna kill you yet, Dyrge,” Raegoth gloated while standing over him. “Not when there’s just me and my sister around to see it. When you die, I’m going to make sure the whole galaxy knows.”

Kirin was busy clapping in between her howls of laughter. “He is such an amateur, big brother. I can’t believe he fell for that old trick.”

Dyron couldn’t take it anymore. His mind finally let go, and all he could sense was the Voice’s extreme disapproval before everything finally went pure black.
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THE THREE-STORY MULTI-room house needed constant cleaning, and Alix was once again drenched with sweat, busily scrubbing the floors of the corridor between the bedrooms. The abode had been built many centuries before, and its many nooks and crannies needed a lot of maintenance in order to remain tiptop. 

Pity this family can’t afford any of those antique robots, she thought while dipping the mop into the pail of soapy water. I wouldn’t be wasting all my free time scrubbing if they just had one of those units.

Some of the newer houses had self-cleaning systems, but many of Eoa Lom’s old mansions were staffed by servants who were tasked with keeping things neat and tidy whenever the estate’s owners wanted to invite their friends over. These old houses were status symbols, and there was more than enough manual labor to keep up with the demand.

She was the only one in the house today. Tripetta had once again gone to the market, while Verloch and Keiko had accompanied Lili to her school in order to attend some sort of pageant.

Wiping her wet hands on her apron, Alix leaned back against the corridor wall and sighed. A part of her liked to be alone in the house, because it was the only time she could be by herself. But the constant, repetitive work was beginning to gnaw at her.

Keep to the plan, she thought. They’ll allow you some free time again in the coming days and then you’ll be able to visit the Docks.

Glancing towards the door at the end of the corridor, Alix walked up to it and tested the knob. As expect it was unlocked. She opened the door partway, half expecting to see either Keiko or Verloch, but no one was inside.

Stepping into the master bedroom, Alix smiled to herself as she strode over to the mistress’s wardrobe. A full-length mirror stood just behind the two-meter-tall divider that served as a dressing room. Alix ran her hand along her now shoulder length hair to help straighten some of the loose bangs by her cheek.

A whimsical thought came over her, and she opened up the wardrobe, staring at the numerous dresses hanging inside. Choosing a thin, brightly colored gown, she held it out in front of her while admiring her reflection in the mirror.

Alix recalled the times when her mother wore something similar. The remembrances of her early childhood would sometimes occur during periods of quietness and contemplation, whenever her thoughts drifted to the parts of the past she wanted to relive, right before the bad stuff made her want to forget it all over again. 

With her mind overcome with curiosity, she quickly untied her damp apron and flung it onto a clothes stand situated beside the wardrobe. Slipping out of her servant’s clothing, she then put on the dress.

The hemline was a bit too low, and her thinner waist made it seem like the gown was oversized, yet when she stared at herself in the mirror she could almost see her own mother’s reflection. 

She remembered the sunlight in their spacious house, how her mother would take her hands and they would dance along the floor, the tunes but not the lyrics of a long-forgotten song still reverberating in her mind. Those were the happiest of times.

“Curse you, concubine.”

Alix turned in surprise. Tripetta was there, standing by the open doorway. The tiny old woman’s condemning eyes seemed to pierce into her very soul, as if knowing what was truly inside of it.

Slithering out of the dress, Alix hurriedly put the gown back into place and closed the wardrobe. “I-I was... just trying it on to make sure the seams had been ironed properly.”

The crone hissed. “You are a blight upon this house.”

Alix was taken aback. “What?”

“I know of your kind,” Tripetta said disapprovingly. “You may have gotten our master and his child to trust you, but deep inside, you are an evil woman.”

Alix felt like lashing out and slapping the venerable housekeeper, but she managed to keep her temper in check. “You are wrong. I am doing everything I can to help this family out.”

Tripetta shook her head slowly. “I have been watching you. Some of the mistress’s jewelry has gone missing. She doesn’t know about it yet but she will, and I know it was you who stole it.”

“How dare you call me a thief!”

“Not only are you a thief, you are also a schemer,” Tripetta said. “Four concubines have come and gone in this family, but you are a devil.”

Alix placed her hands on her hips. “You can’t prove anything. You’re just a jealous hag who is angry that they took me to the doctor’s ball instead of you. Fine, the next time they go to a party, I’ll just pretend I’m feeling sick and you can be a nanny for Lili instead, okay?”

“You think I am jealous because of such a petty thing? No.”

“Then why? Is it because I’m prettier and younger than you? I bet that’s it, isn’t it?”

Tripetta wagged a crooked finger at her. “There is a darkness inside of you; a black mark that will spell doom for this house. I told the master that you should be sent back, but it seems you have some sort of spell over him now.”

Alix started laughing. “Don’t you know just how ridiculous you sound?”

“I once came upon you while you were slumbering in your room one night,” Tripetta said. “You were saying horrible things in your sleep. When people dream out loud, that is when their true selves can be seen.”

The young woman gave her a scornful look. “Not only are you stupid, you’re superstitious too. I’ve had just about enough of you.”

“Leave this house or I shall tell the master what you did!”

Alix ran over, grabbing the crone by the collar of her uniform, her snarling face mere millimeters away from Tripetta’s own. “If you say anything to Verloch or to Lady Keiko, it’ll be the death of you.”

Cowed by the threat, Tripetta stared down at the floor. Alix pushed her away with both hands, and the old woman nearly fell before she was able to readjust her balance and stay upright. The housekeeper shuffled away without saying another word.
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STAGGERING THROUGH the front door, Dyron made his way back inside the house and limped up the stairs until he got to the spacious living area. By the time he had regained consciousness, both Kirin and Raegoth had gone, and he managed to get back to the surface without running into an angry hive.

Oton stood by the kitchenette, fussing over a pot of vegetable stew. When the chnjuur saw Dyron’s disheveled look, he instantly turned off the induction cooker. “By Thoth, you look like hell. What happened?”

Throwing off his jacket, Dyron seated himself on a battered sofa with a painful grunt. “I tracked down the hacker who was part of that merc team.”

“I’m guessing he had some fighting skills that you weren’t prepared for?”

Dyron shook his head. “No, he was killed by the ones who hired him.”

“And you happen to run into them too?”

“That’s the long and short of it.”

“I told you before not to bother,” Oton said disapprovingly. “The Origamis have got plenty of stables to do their bidding.”

“I ran into a pair of duelists—brother and sister.”

“Oh? Who do they belong to?”

“House Zralox. They all but admitted to killing that hacker.”

Oton pursed his lips. “Of course. Zralox is one of the most powerful clans in the galaxy. They pretty much own Earth, humanity’s homeworld. You know what that means, right?”

“Yeah, they can kill whoever they want and get away with it. I would have been dead too, but they said that they would prefer to take me out during a match.”

“This is very bad. Have you thought about quitting, perhaps? Starting a new life? If you want to keep dueling there’s always the Regulators.”

“Everyone knows that the Regs are just glorified cops—they only go after extremist groups like the Narchists. They’ll never come up against a great house.”

“For good reason—House Zralox is one of the foundations of galactic society.”

“Okay, so why don’t we ally with one of their rivals?”

“You mean House Dramodor? House Arael?”

“Yes, one of them.”

“They won’t accommodate you.”

“Why not? If I can capture one of those duelists, then I can get them to admit to a murder in public.”

“If.” 

“You’re saying I can’t do it?”

Oton shook his head. “Look, try thinking with your head for once. Everyone knows Zralox can do what it wants, and their rivals do the exact same things too. The whole thing is a setup.”

“There’s gotta be something I can do!”

“You’ll just end up being another dead revolutionary,” Oton said. “The galaxy is full of them. Remember the Narchist Revolts?”

“Before my time. I heard about them though.”

“Not only were the Narchists wiped out, the succeeding daimon bombardments also killed an awful lot of innocents too. You want to be responsible for that?”

“No,” Dyron admitted.

“Well then, I would suggest we continue what we’re doing, or just quit and settle down.”

“I’m not gonna throw in the towel! Have you found me another duel yet?”

“As a matter of fact I have. A minor house needs a champion because their businesses are being squeezed.”

“That’s more like it. Who are they?”

“House Rochantis. Their homeworld is Irshan.”

“I haven’t been there yet.”

“Neither have I. Seems to be nothing more than a mining planet. Thin atmosphere, so the population lives in underground habitats.”

“No terraforming? They must be a very minor house.”

“That’s what I said. The kicker is that their competitors are being backed by one of the Triarch houses, I think.”

Dyron’s head was still spinning, but the pain continued to slowly ebb away, making his mind sharper. “So you found this because the stables won’t touch it?”

“Correct.”

“Let’s get it done.”

“Just like that? Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“But I haven’t fully investigated it yet. You could be in over your head if we take this right away.”

“I’ll deal with whatever they throw at me.”

Oton rolled his eyes. “Famous last words.”

“Get the ball rolling.”

“You seem awfully sure of yourself. You may have beaten a ranked duelist, but now that the stakes are higher they’ll be pulling out all the stops to nail you.”

“I don’t care. Head to Irshan and start the negotiations.”

The chnjuur sighed as he restarted the induction stovetop. “It’s your funeral.”
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THE LIGHT RAIN FROM Eoa Lom’s customary dark skies pelted the Docks, and Alix was thankful that her mended cloak was holding up. Verloch had won a small bet in the casino the day before, and had given her a small allowance to spend on her day off.

Once a thriving export market, the planet’s main economic hub had waned over the centuries due to overfishing the once plentiful stocks of imported terrestrial tuna. The destruction of most of the robotic fishing fleet had also been a factor, and now only a few ships would venture out into the raging oceans to try and catch what was left.

A medium sized dilapidated house sat near the edge of a ruined pier. The directions the locals had given her made it seem this was the right place. Moving closer towards the entrance she could hear the screeching sounds of industrial tools being used somewhere inside.

Standing in front of the door, she slapped against the thick synthetic wood paneling, hoping they could hear her knocks. A middle-aged woman with short matted hair answered the door with a suspicious scowl on her face.

Alix smiled. “I’m here to see Lukat Palitor.”

The woman looked her over for more than a minute before she answered with a question. “What do you want him for? There’s no jobs over here.”

“I’m not looking for work. I’d like to speak to him about personal business.”

“Yeah? Well I’m his wife, and he’s not after young bodies.”

“I’m not here for that either,” Alix said. “Please, I just need a few minutes to talk to him about something.”

“Just leave already.”

“Hrontis sent me.”

The woman twisted her head, yelling into the hazy interior. “Lukat, someone here to see you.”

Another voice—a man’s—answered. “Who is it? I’m busy.”

“She said Hrontis sent her over.”

The whining of tools stopped momentarily. “Get her inside.”

Alix gave a thankful nod as she stepped through the doorway and the other woman moved out of the way. Throwing off her hood, she straightened her hair slightly while looking around. This abode had seen better days, and what looked like an old storefront counter was littered with old spare parts. Larger components sat rusting in the middle of the room.

The woman pointed towards an adjoining area that seemed to have been added in long after the older part of the house had been built. “He’s over there. Say what you have to say and then go.”

Alix bowed slightly before she turned and proceeded further into the house. The attached hall resembled a garage of sorts, with the opposite side terminating into a pair of huge doors that were currently sealed. 

A middle-aged man with fraying hair jutting out from beneath his fish skin cap stood alongside a half repaired, five-meter-long dinghy resting on a makeshift drydock. Like his wife, he eyed the visitor with mistrust. “What do you want?”

“My name is Alix. I got your name from Hrontis.”

Palitor shook his head. “I only met that man once, when I was but a kid. You must be referring to my father, Lukat Senior.”

“Perhaps I am. Where might I find him?”

“He’s been dead for years, so I guess you came all this way for nothing. Goodbye.”

The spasms of disappointment made her stomach churn, but Alix wasn’t ready to give up just yet. “Please, I need some help.”

Palitor chuckled while throwing up his arms in a gesture of resignation. “Don’t we all? I could use more workers to help me refurbish this old skiff, but fishing isn’t exactly a growth industry these days. I can barely afford to feed my family.”

She flashed him a bunch of cash tokens. “I can pay you.”

“For what? You want me to talk about my dead father?”

“I want to talk about the Narchists.”

He stared at her for an exasperated minute before placing the buffing tool he carried back onto the work table beside him. “Now you’d better leave. I don’t want any trouble.”

“Before I got here I looked into your father’s past. He was one of the leaders of that movement, wasn’t he?”

“I said leave!”

“I’m sure you’d know at least some of the old members that are still around. All I need is a bit of information, for which I shall pay you for your—”

Grabbing a curved skinning knife from a nearby work table, Palitor lunged at her, pinning Alix to the wall as he held the tip of the blade just beneath her chin. “I asked you politely to go,” he hissed. “And yet you keep insisting. You’re in my abode and I can gut you and hang your carcass out to dry—that’s the law.”

Alix breathed deeply, trying her best to stay calm. “Please, help me.”

“What are you? Cop? Regulator?”

“No, I’m just... a concubine. I’m of a lower class than you.”

“Gendarmes have been known to use whores like you as informants. Is that why you’re here?”

“No, nothing like that. I need Narchist help.”

“Help for what?”

“The family I live with—I have information that could bring them down.”

He chuckled again and stepped away, throwing the knife back onto the cluttered table. “Why not just hire a merc team to do it?”

“Mercenaries are in it for the money. I have very little.”

“So you want me to put you in touch with the Narchists, and hope that they’ll risk their lives for a little charity work? What kind of fool do you think I am?”

“No, I don’t need them to do anything other than get some information about my master.”

“And what makes you think the Narchists would do such a thing for you?”

“I’ve heard the stories about them.”

Palitor laughed again. “Stories? Are you some sort of daydreamer?”

“I’ve heard many rumors. It seems that after their revolts against the daimons failed, the Narchists went underground. It’s true, isn’t it?”

“That happened more than half a century ago. I was a mere child back then.”

“But your father, he was one of the leaders, wasn’t he?”

“After the bombardment, there was nothing left for him to lead. Most of his comrades died.”

“Yet Narchists still exist,” Alix insisted. “I’ve seen it on the news all the time. The Regulators keep watch over them, but there are many more out there than most realize.”

“You seem to possess keen insight for a mere whore.”

She held up her palm and showed him the mark. “I have been trained as a Secundus.”

“My, my. A whore and a Second? A very strange combination.”

“My master isn’t that rich,” Alix said. “He wanted two servants for the price of one.”

“He must have paid well for you, and this is how you want to repay him?”

“I... have my reasons,” she said. “Will you help me?”

Palitor crossed his arms. “Assuming I’d even want to, what’s in it for me?”

“There should be no risk to your life, for I will be doing the work. If we succeed, then the fortune of this family can help finance the Narchist cause.”

“What do you want done?”

“Put me in touch with the network,” Alix said. “If what I read about the Narchists is true, then they must have well placed individuals in just the right positions.”

Palitor rubbed his grizzled chin. It seemed he was still trying to make up his mind whether to trust her or not. “You think the analytics training you had as a Secundus enables you to know what the Narchists are really about?”

“The Narchists haven’t really gone away, they’ve just changed tactics,” she said. “Instead of open revolts, they strike to undermine galactic society from the inside nowadays.”

“You’re well-read for a concubine. Perhaps too smart for your own good.”

“And that would make me an ideal recruit, wouldn’t it?”

Palitor remained noncommittal. “Maybe. But one doesn’t join the network from a single interview.”

“Alright, how does one gain trust and confidence?”

“Since you have no one to vouch for you, it’ll have to be done through other means.”

“Such as?”

“A test,” Palitor said. “To see whether you can be relied upon.”

Alix smiled and took out the datachip from the inner folds of her cloak. “I’ll prove that I’m useful right now.”
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LIIR’S CROWDED ISLAND cities were a testament to its status as a galactic hub world. The planet’s ever-busy spaceports brought in hordes of new immigrants and visitors on a nonstop basis, even though one had to be well off in order to afford interstellar travel these days. The low population of serfs made everything cost more, yet that didn’t stop new entrepreneurs from trying their luck for a chance to become successful.

After walking out of the subway station, Oton continued down the wide, well-lit avenue, heading north. The crowded streets made him instinctively draw his armored cloak closer to his body, even though he knew that the ever-present Watchers were nearby, especially in this part of the capital city. 

A pair of native cephalons passed him by on the sidewalk. He didn’t get to see these kinds of aliens much, yet he was too focused on the task at hand to be distracted by their mere presence. Continuing his trek, he turned eastwards and headed towards the city center.

Looking like two-meter-tall purple squids, the cephalons had evolved to become air-breathers. With their cone-shaped upper bodies, these sentients walked on the ground using four stalk-like legs, and their forward-facing eyes and manipulative tentacles allowed them to use complex tools. 

Oton had read about their history. Most of the cephalons had escaped thothan orbital bombardments by building their cities underwater at the bottom of Liir’s deep, vast oceans, but they nevertheless surrendered after a few brief skirmishes and so avoided extinction. Their homeworld was one of the first to rebound during the initial decades of the Magna Pax, and now there was talk of constructing floating cities to further bolster Liir’s economy.

After briefly staring up at the pale façade of the local Majelis Palace in front of him, Oton began going up the short steps, heading towards the gaping entrance. Turning around, he looked up at the ever-present bluish twilight across the city’s skyline before finally venturing inside.

This particular palace was much larger than the others he’d been to, due in part to Liir’s powerful economic influence. Floating spheres of light hovered just below the massive arched ceilings as if they were miniature suns, casting down their radiance amongst the various crowds milling about.

A tubby male human with a bowl cut standing just inside the foyer saw him, and quickly ran over before making a slight bow, revealing the shaved top of his head. “Oton Secundus, I am Thwait Rochantis. Welcome to Schlpss City. My relatives from Irshan sent me your picture so I recognized you.”

Oton returned the greeting. “I have been here before.”

“You have?”

“Once,” he said wistfully. “In my younger days.”

“I see,” Thwait said. “Well, I would like to take you on a tour of this city, but I did manage to find House Wuo’s representative near the Circle of Challenges, and we can confirm the duel right now. However, if you wish to rest since you just arrived, I’m sure we can find him here tomorrow for there is an assembly scheduled to begin at...”

Oton cut him off with a wave of his hand. “If your enemies are here, then let’s get it over with.”

“Very well. Follow me.”

Thwait led him down several corridors and halls, occasionally stopping to greet fellow nobles from other houses. It took them almost twenty minutes to reach the Circle of Challenges, a vast open courtyard dominated by one of the largest Arbiters Oton had ever seen.

The daimon resembled a small hill, with steep sides measuring almost twenty meters in height from its wide base. Strange pulsing blue energy emanated from veins along its length, giving it an almost lifelike presence.

Oton looked down, staring at the symbols on the mosaic flooring. Near the base of the Arbiter’s southern face were two sets of circles. Both the Second and their Patron would stand beside each other while facing their rivals, and the rules of the duel would be set, all under the watchful gaze of the Arbiter.

Thwait pointed towards two pairs of open sets. “Shall we begin?”

Oton nodded as he walked over and stepped into the outer circle to wait.

Thwait placed himself in another circle that was linked by glowing ley lines that emanated from the base of the Arbiter. Raising both hands in the air, he began to yell upwards, as if hoping that the daimon would somehow react. “I, the legal representative of House Rochantis, stand before the judgment of the thothans, and invoke the right to a duel of honor! My house and I have been wronged, and I demand satisfaction from House Wuo!”

After a short while, the Arbiter’s glow changed to a pulsing red. A low bellow began to emanate from the top of the monolith, and the open skies above seemed to change color as if some gigantic hand had splashed a new coat of paint over the horizon.

Oton continued to stand inside the circle while looking around. A number of nearby bystanders saw what had happened, and crowds quickly began to form to observe the unfolding challenge.

Turning to his left, Oton could tell that Thwait looked bored, as if waiting for ground transport to pick him up.

He must have told the reps for House Wuo that we would issue the challenge at this time, Oton thought. When these things happen there is a mutual agreement, and both sides usually step into their respective circles at the same moment to get it over with.

Within five minutes the crowds had doubled in size. Dueling challenges were always held in public view, and Oton had no doubt that the Watcher units had begun to record what was happening and were beaming the holographic signals out in real time across the entire planet.

A part of him was actually hoping that the House Wuo representatives wouldn’t show.

We’re supposed to wait for about an hour, he thought. And if they don’t show up then we issue the challenge a second time after a few days. If no one else answers by then—our side wins by default and we get to name terms.

Hushed murmurs emanated from the crowd. Oton could tell that some of the onlookers had recognized him, and their multi-coms were already taking notes so that they could place their bets at the nearest Conexius branch once the challenge was accepted.

More time passed and the throngs standing at the edge of the outer boundaries continued to grow. Oton glanced down at his wrist computer and saw that almost twenty minutes had passed since the challenge was issued.

Are they coming, or will we have to do this again tomorrow? he wondered silently.

His right knee began to ache, and Oton bent sideways to rub the pain away. A part of him wished he had brought along a walking stick for balance, but it was too late. Stepping out of the circle would cancel the challenge, and they would have to start all over again if that happened.

The crowds continued to watch as Oton glanced at his multi-com once more. Forty-five minutes had now passed. Looking up at the glowing side of the Arbiter, he waited until the next bellow.

Another twenty minutes or so and I’ll get to walk away, he thought. Maybe House Wuo was just bluffing.

Thwait continued to stare straight ahead, yet it was clear his patience had started to run out too. He spoke softly so that only the old chnjuur could hear him. “Where are they?”

Oton shrugged. “Who knows? Are you sure they were present when you entered the building?”

“Yes, I checked the registration logs at the main desk. Their representative is here somewhere.”

“So why hasn’t he or she or it answered the challenge then?”

“How should I know?”

“Alright,” Oton whispered. “Another ten minutes and we’re outta here. Let’s say you buy me some din...”

He stopped talking when he saw movement coming from the crowds at the other end. A cephalon suddenly emerged from the wall of spectators and began to approach the empty pair of circles facing them.

Oton scowled as the being shuffled closer towards them. “What’s that calamari doing? Is that thing going to accept for House Wuo?”

Thwait seemed confused as well. “I... I hadn’t expected this. I mean, all the previous House Wuo reps I’ve spoken to were human.”

“Maybe that thing is the Second.”

“If that’s true, then where’s the Patron?”

They both stopped whispering to each other when the cephalon used its set of legs to suddenly jump into the opposing Patron’s circle, igniting a purplish lightshow from the looming Arbiter above them. 

The cephalon’s voice alternated between shallow sighs and loud bellows, a characteristic of its jet-like lungs. “Greetings, I am H’sssuuool. On behalf of House Wuo, I accept your challenge to a duel of honor.”

Thwait was too bewildered to say anything, so Oton decided to speak for him. “Where is your Second?”

“House Wuo’s Second was unable to attend,” H’ssuuool said. “Nevertheless, it isn’t required since I shall speak for them all.”

“Very well. I am Oton, the Secundus for Dyron Dyrge. House Rochantis has chosen him to be their champion. Who shall he duel against?”

“House Wuo invokes deferment. Our champion shall be known at the start of the duel.”

For a few seconds Oton just stood there, stupefied into silence. They’re up to something, he thought, and I need to find out what or else Dyron could be heading into a trap.    

“This... this is highly irregular,” Thwait said. 

“It is within the rules,” H’sssuuool countered. “I am the only representative for House Wuo available this day because you caught us at an awkward time. Since we are the ones being challenged, we reserve the right not to reveal our duelist until the combatants make planetfall.”

Thwait glanced uneasily towards Oton before he started speaking again. “Ah... alright. Our demands are as follows—we seek to maintain our mining rights to Irshan, and if we are victorious, then we seek to own all of House Wuo’s assets on that world.”

The cephalon answered almost immediately. “Accepted. If my side is victorious, then we shall acquire all of House Rochantis’s holdings in that planet. Do we have a bargain as to the Spoils?”

This whole thing feels like a setup, Oton thought. It’s almost as if they were expecting me to act as a Second for House Rochantis.

Beads of sweat ran down Thwait’s forehead. The human’s fingers trembled, even though he kept them at his sides. “Y-yes. Accepted.”

The Arbiter let out a low drone and glowed brighter, indicating that the prize for both sides had been confirmed. Now there would be no turning back without a loss of face.

Located just above its legs, H’sssuuool’s big yellow eyes focused on Oton now. “Secundus, since you are the challenger, then please state your request for where this duel is to take place.”

“Wait,” Oton said. “You have been challenged, so you must therefore state the weapons that are allowed first.”

“Since my Second isn’t here, I shall defer until after the arena world has been decided upon,” H’sssuuool answered.

Oton trembled with suppressed rage. They shouldn’t have accepted the terms and instead deferred until both the rival Patron and their Second were present, only now it was too late. The laws were clear: if there was only one representative, they had the option to hold off their terms until the end of the bargain due to the rules of “fair” play.

Thwait was visibly shaken, and didn’t even speak. All he could do was stand there and attempt to maintain his composure, but the amused titters emanating from the crowd made it clear that everyone knew what he was feeling.

“I proclaim the planet of Chireep as the arena for this match,” Oton said.

“Accepted,” H’sssuuool said.

“Since you accept then I demand you state your terms for weapons, or we hold another challenge in a few days’ time.”

“Full augmentations.”

Oton felt so aghast he nearly stumbled out of the circle. Full augmentation meant that the duelists were allowed to use powered battle armor, and since their coffers were nearly depleted, Dyron would have a distinct disadvantage when it came to fighting this duel.

Thwait knew he had to say something. “Could... could we decide on the weapons and the venue at a later meeting? After all... you are the sole representative at this time. Wouldn’t you... wouldn’t you want to consult with your colleagues first?”

The cephalon remained still, and it was hard to figure out what its true feelings were. “No. It has been decided. Do you accept these terms or forfeit your challenge?”

Oton knew the negotiations were over. He had been outplayed and outsmarted. He cursed silently to himself for being so amateurish. To retract the challenge now would constitute a major disgrace for his Patron, and surely doom House Rochantis without the duel having even been fought.

“I... we... accept,” Thwait said nervously.

The Arbiter began to change color to a bright orange, and a low roar echoed throughout the entire klick-wide courtyard. Even the darkened skies seemed to change their hues to an intense magenta, as if the entire planet itself cheered in celebration.

Stepping out of the circle, Oton drew in closer to the Rochantis representative as they both watched the cephalon turn around and leave. “We don’t have the money to buy a state-of-the-art power suit for this duel, you have to help us!”

“But... but our corporate cash flow is critical right now,” Thwait said apprehensively. “My family has been spending our personal savings just to keep the company afloat.”

Oton watched as the cephalon was surrounded by cheering onlookers, congratulating H’sssuuool for his masterful use of diplomacy. “You’d better ante up, or else you’ll be looking to lose more than just your personal savings.”
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THE SUDDEN, LOUD BANGING against the door made Verloch pull out, and he stared at the thick wooden paneling for a confused minute, hoping it would cease. When it didn’t he sat back and reached for his bathrobe. “How dare you interrupt me!”

A slightly muffled voice clearly belonging to Keiko was yelling from the other side of the door. “Something’s happened! I need to speak with you!”

Alix grabbed one side of the blanket and covered her naked body with it as Verloch angrily got up from the bed they shared and unlocked the door.

There was palpable fear in Keiko’s eyes as she burst into the spare bedroom. “Dr. Ghadavi has been arrested!”

Verloch had barely enough time to catch his breath, much less process the shocking news he had just heard. “What do you mean? He’s the city’s head coroner and one of the richest nobles on this whole planet. No one would dare arrest him.”

“I’m telling you the gendarmes just did! It’s all over the news.”

He sat back down on the side of the bed. It seemed as if his strength had suddenly left him. “What? On what charges?”

“The police said that he had been falsifying autopsy reports for years and years.”

Verloch stared into his wife’s eyes, unable to speak.

Alix slid her feet down onto the floor at the other side of the bed and grabbed a set of thin undergarments from a nearby nightstand before slipping them on.   

Keiko’s chin trembled with apprehension. “The infowebs are full of outrage from the lower classes. The gendarmes have accused Dr. Ghadavi of covering up the deaths of countless serfs due to mistreatment by the upper classes.”

“That’s not possible,” Verloch said. “The commander of the police units is good friends with him. Commissioner Tavion would never allow such a thing to blow up.”

“Tavion’s been arrested too! He’s being accused of corruption and collusion with the upper classes.”

“How did this come about?”

“The news reports coming in say that someone was able to retrieve private information from Dr. Ghadavi’s personal records. A lot of it has been made public through the news nets.”

“Thoth save us!”

“Many people are angry. Demonstrations are being planned all over the city by the serfs starting tomorrow,” Keiko said. “It is said that the free classes might join in too.”

“If there are riots then...”

Keiko nodded slowly. “The daimons will respond, and they might reactivate the Leviathans.”

Verloch gasped. “The whole city would be destroyed if that happens.” 

“What do we do?”

“Our gendarme units will try to keep the demonstrations as orderly as possible,” Alix said. 

The other two turned and looked at her, but neither said anything.

Alix sensed an opportunity, but now she had to convince them. “The cops have contingency plans in place. They’ll be sending in negotiators to try and diffuse the situation with the serfs and the free classes.”

Keiko scowled at her. “How do you know all this?”

“I was trained as a Second, milady,” Alix said. “Part of that schooling involves analytics and researching the past. Duelists came about because of these events, and I was compelled to study their history as part of my learning curriculum.”

Verloch gave her a nod of confidence. “What would happen then, according to your analytics?”

“The serf communities know full well that if things get out of hand, most of them will die, so they will try to keep a lid on things, but it will be hard because of their emotions and the outrage.”

“How will order be maintained so as to keep the Leviathans from bombarding the city?” Keiko asked.

“Two things can happen: either a duel is bargained with and fought, or a swift trial and punishment. I think the latter is more likely since the lower classes would never agree to a resolution via single combat.”

Keiko stared at her husband before returning her gaze to the concubine. “But if it’s going to be a trial then... will Dr. Ghadavi make a plea for mercy?”

“I know about the law,” Verloch said reassuringly. “If the evidence is true, then Dr. Ghadavi will be found guilty and imprisoned for a while, and that will be the end of it.”

Alix shook her head. “I disagree, milord. This is probably an extreme case, and I read about such an instance that took place just five years after the Narchist Revolts.”

“What happened? Tell us!” Keiko asked almost pleadingly.

“A planetary governor—I forget what world it was—had been caught murdering his servants over a period of ten years. Dozens of bodies were found buried in his estate. The city nearly rioted, and the police had him executed after a show trial in order to pacify the public’s outrage.”

Keiko’s hand covered her mouth, stifling a pained cry. “If Ghadavi is put on trial then... wouldn’t he reveal his accomplices as an appeal for... clemency?”

“Yes, milady,” Alix said. “I’m sure he’ll do whatever he can to try and lessen his sentence—that would mean revealing others involved in the conspiracy. The serfs will surely demand that everyone implicated be brought to justice too.”

Keiko couldn’t hold it in any longer. She let out an ear-piercing scream and started to cry. “No! That would mean—”

Verloch stepped in closer and placed a hand over his wife’s mouth. “No, not here!”

Keiko instantly shut up. After giving her husband a silent nod, she turned around and abruptly left the room.

Verloch moved back towards the bed and grabbed Alix by her hair, pulling her face in closer so that she could see his menacing eyes staring straight into her. “I underestimated you. You’re the smartest serf I’ve ever known. If you breathe one word of this conversation to anyone, not even the cops will be able to recover your body for a murder investigation, understand?”

“Yes, milord,” Alix said delicately.

He let go of her and stood fully upright. “You swore an oath that you would serve me faithfully until I freed you from your bondage. Do you remember that?”

“I do, milord.”

“Good, then I would like to entrust you with a special task—one perfectly suited to your... hidden talents. Do this right, and I promise to sign the documents that will free you from your serfdom. Do we have a deal?”

Alix didn’t hesitate. She had been waiting for this opportunity. “Of course, milord. You can trust me.”
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PYM HEDRIK LED THE pair down a short flight of steps to the dim landing before he remotely activated the lights. “Welcome to subbasement level two of my shop.”

Dyron and Oton looked around at the more than several dozen types of power armor suits displayed along the walls of Hedrik’s bunker-like store on Pantagra. The choices seemed bewildering to a novice, and it was known that even a seasoned veteran would have a hard time trying to choose the best type of battle gear to wear due to the many variables a duel could have.

Standing in front of one display, Dyron marveled at the battle suit being offered for sale. Fighting a fully augmented duel meant that his opponent would surely be inside one of these suits, armored from head to toe, with enhanced strength and mobility, plus having the firepower to level a citywide district to boot.

Oton shook his head slowly while standing beside his duelist. “I’m sorry I got you into this mess. If you want me to quit right now I’ll just go.”

Dyron scoffed as he continued to eye the merchandise. “If I wanted you gone I would have said something. Right now, I still need you—more than ever.”

“But I screwed up. I let you down.”

“You were caught off-guard. Happens to all of us,” Dyron said. “Anyway, you yourself told me that everything will get complicated once we hit the big leagues, remember? Just don’t make the same mistake again.”

“You trying to be funny? There’s a good chance you won’t come back from this.”

“Have a little optimism, Oton. My luck hasn’t failed me yet.”

“Everyone’s luck runs out sooner or later.”

Dyron walked over to the next display. “Then I guess I’ll have to rely on my skills more.”

“You seem very nonchalant for someone who is about to stare death in the face,” Oton said. “Why not just quit? I think I can make a fair bit of income using the Conexius. I’ll keep us both afloat until I croak.”

“I’ve got to do this,” Dyron said. “In a few days I’ll be on the surface of the aarvaki homeworld.”

“Why do you want to go to that dead world so much?”

“You know why.”

Oton sighed as he gestured at Hedrik to come closer. “Did our credit line from House Rochantis come through?”

“It did,” Hedrik said. “But I must tell you, the money they transferred isn’t a lot.”

Oton looked down and cursed. “I knew it! Let’s just call it quits and forfeit the duel. We won’t have the proper gear to win this one.”

Dyron shook his head. “That would mean I wouldn’t be able to make planetfall at Chireep. No, it’s on.”

“Are you not listening to me?”

Dyron pointed towards one battle suit at his right. He noticed that it had some sort of modified rear module. “What’s that?”

Hedrik stepped forward until he stood beside the duelist. “That is a Dragoon Mark IV. Not quite as new as our Mark V models, but it would be very adequate for the job.”

“What’s a dragoon?”

“Good question,” Hedrik said. “During Earth’s ancient wars, dragoons were cavalry soldiers who would travel on animals called horses for mobility, before dismounting to fight on foot. This type of battle armor is actually designed to interface with a mecha unit and could also fight on its own if that war machine was disabled.”

Dyron pursed his lips. Mechas were antique humanoid robots as tall as small buildings and had enough firepower to flatten a major metropolis. Duels involving such gargantuan war machines were rare, with only the most prosperous stables being able to afford their cost.

“Well, I don’t think we need that type of power suit since there’s no mechas in this duel,” Oton said.

Hedrik gave him a sly wink. “You never know. There could be old weapons caches in these arena worlds that may still contain a functional mecha or two in cold storage. Imagine having your Dragoon battle armor commandeering one of those things—you’d win the duel for sure.”

Oton growled. “You are one heck of a sly salesman, Pym. Damn you to Hell.”

The shopkeeper maintained his smile. “I’m only telling you the possibilities and showing you the best choices. But in the end the decision shall always be yours.”

“Not with this cheap credit line the Rochantis gave us,” Oton muttered.

Dyron walked up to another suit on display. This particular model bristled with shoulder- and arm-mounted weapons. “What’s this one?”

“Marauder Mark VII,” Hedrik said. “A good all-around killer. Most duelists fighting in full augment usually choose one of these models due to their firepower and versatility. It’s got missiles, grenade launchers, plus your usual complement of lasers and gauss rifles for direct fire.”

“Maybe we ought to choose that one,” Oton said before looking towards the shopkeeper. “How much?”

“Mark VIIs cost around 55.6 million with all the basic accessories built in,” Hedrik said. “Those that want more can opt in for additional weapon packages or exoskeletal mounts, of course. Additional upgrades are listed in our virtual catalog, allowing for millions of possible configurations.”

Oton gulped as he looked at the numbers on his multi-com’s holographic display. “I... I don’t think we can afford that. Could you bring the price down a little?”

“Sure, I could strip the suit of every single weapon, mobility jets, all the sensor packages, and even the life support systems, but it will still be out of your reach though.”

“How about store credit?”

For the first time that day, the smile came off Hedrik’s face. “I’m afraid not. No layaways either. All sales must be paid for upfront, with no exceptions.” 

“Come on, give us a break here! We’re your best customers.”

“Sorry. If our shops were to give credit to every duelist we’d have gone bankrupt decades ago.”

“He’s right,” Dyron said. “It costs a lot to build these things, and the gear gets trashed at the end even if one wins anyway.”

Oton frowned. “You’re supposed to be on my side, Dyron. This is your life you’ll be risking out there, not mine!”

Dyron shrugged. “Just looking at things from a fair perspective.”

The chnjuur Second rolled his eyes. “Whatever. Do you have a set of battle suits to choose from with our budget, Pym?”

Hedrik nodded as he began walking towards another stairwell at the end of the hall. “Follow me over to subbasement level three—otherwise known as the Bargain Bin.”

Oton shuffled after the shopkeeper, with Dyron in tow. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

The three of them walked down another long flight of stairs. Dyron wondered about how Hedrik’s weapon shops were constructed. From their small, bunker-like storefronts, it seemed that the installation had a more extensive subterranean layout, with each succeeding sublevel being larger than the one above it, like a subterranean pyramid.

When the thick blast doors by the lower floor landing slid open, Oton started coughing as the layer of dust on the floor became airborne due to the rush of air. “What in Thoth’s name is this?”

Hedrik stood by the yawning entryway as he tapped his wrist multi-com unit, activating the lights inside the next hall. “No one has been here in ages, including me.”

Dyron stepped into the chamber. Like the one above, there were full-size displays of armored suits situated along the walls, yet these particular models seemed much older, crudely built and bulkier than the previous sets they’d looked at.

Oton stroked the curly goatee beneath his chin. “How old are these?”

Hedrik kept his hands behind his back as he casually strode forward. “It depends. Some of these go back to the Pre-Galactic Epoch, when the various alien races had not yet encountered each other.”

“You mean before they discovered faster than light travel?”

“Correct,” the shopkeeper said. “Various species fought with themselves, and against the AIs they created when the machines rebelled against their masters. Did you know that it was actually the AIs who built the first FTL drive?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Well it seems that the AIs wanted to merge with their fellow machines—the ones that other alien races had built on their own—but the distances using sub-light travel were so huge that it would take centuries for them to physically reach each other.”

“Is that right?”

“No one knows exactly how it happened, but the AIs were the first to present a unified front against their organic masters by inventing an FTL drive. One of the organic races managed to capture an AI ship, reverse engineered the drive, and then began negotiations with other species to unite against the living machines. So, I guess one can say that galactic society in general came about because of the AI Rebellions.”

“Thanks for the history lesson, Pym. I’m sure it’ll be of great use to us,” Oton said sarcastically.

Dyron pointed towards one of the power suits on display. “That one looks like it’s in good shape.”

“Ah, that is the Paladin series 6D,” Hedrik said. “Built and deployed by the human military just after the AIs rebelled.”

“That would make it more than two hundred years old, at least,” Oton said.

“Two hundred and thirty-three years old, in fact.”

Oton threw his arms up in disappointment. “Thoth save us! It’s an outmoded antique.”

Dyron leaned in closer, his eyes carefully perusing the suit’s visible components. “Capabilities? Looks like it has jump thrusters.”

Hedrik nodded. “Correct, but those don’t have a power boost since the armor’s fusion reactor is limited to the servos and life support only.”

Oton scowled while looking at the outdated suit. “Surely you don’t expect to make planetfall in that tin can?”

“This could work,” Dyron said. “Its gauntlets are small enough to use hand weapons.”

“I don’t see any arm or shoulder mounts,” Oton said before glancing towards the shopkeeper. “Are you sure this is a fighting suit?”

“Dyron is correct,” Hedrik said. “Paladin armors did have optional attachments for heavier ordinance, but I’m afraid you’ll have to forgo all that due to your limited budget.”

“What can we afford to do with this?” Dyron asked.

“I can add some hand weapon mounts on its back,” Hedrik said. “You’ll have jump capability but it will be limited via propellant only, so not very fast or agile like the newer suits.”

“So, I can buy some laser and gauss rifles and just use them, right?”

“Yes. Your remaining budget can cover that.”

Oton cursed. “This is such a bad idea.”

“We’ll have to take it,” Dyron said. “Can’t afford anything else it seems.”

The chnjuur pointed to a thicker looking, neckless power suit with a hunchback behind another display. “What about that one? At least it’s got more armor.”

“No,” Dyron said. “That one doesn’t look like it can jump. I’ll need that capability for Chireep.”

“That one is the Bear A22 model—its operators called it a body tank,” Hedrik said. “And you can’t afford it either.”

Oton grimaced but said nothing.
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EOA LOM’S CAPITAL WAS now in a state of siege. All available Regulator and gendarme units had set up various checkpoints in most of the major public areas. Businesses and homes had been shuttered, yet the city remained calm as an almost eerie hush fell over its desolate streets.

Endless closed-door meetings were being held by the various factions to restore normalcy. The serf population seethed, but no riots had occurred. Everyone knew that the daimons would react with overwhelming force at the slightest provocation, and any attempts to spark violence were immediately put down by both sides. The tenseness in the air was so thick one could almost see it with their own eyes.

Alix hurried down the street, her soft boots making slight squelching noises on the wet cobblestones. She carried a letter of authorization signed by Verloch, but she doubted it would be enough to get through the checkpoints. He had tasked her with retrieving something in one of the warehouses he owned, and his bargain was too good to turn down.

She hadn’t expected this kind of opportunity to come about until at least another year, but it seemed that luck was with her. The danger was acute, but she felt that her courage and abilities would be more than enough to mitigate any risk.

Turning a corner, she continued on down the alleyway. The first roadblock at the wealthier districts had been easy to bypass. The cops at that checkpoint knew the Grenwald family, and she was allowed to pass through without any difficulty.

But as she headed into the city center, Alix was quite aware that the task would surely get harder. The police leadership were in disarray over the arrest of their own commissioner, and new commanders had been hastily assigned by popular demand, with many of them openly hostile to the city’s upper classes.

Alix couldn’t help but remain confident. If I can figure out where their sympathies lie then I can get myself through this mess without a hitch, she thought. For those loyal to the city government, she had Verloch’s letter. To the ones more sympathetic to the plight of the serfs, she had been given various passwords by her Narchist contacts to hopefully get her through them.

Heading up towards the end of the street, Alix hesitated slightly when the roadblock up ahead became visible. Two gendarme vehicles had been parked to block off the thoroughfare, and it seemed like a Regulator was present too.

Clenching her jaw, Alix walked down the lane. One of the uniformed cops saw her and waved her away, yet she continued on and got to within five meters before they all turned in her direction, weapons at the ready.

Pulling out the letter from beneath her cloak, Alix put on her best smile while striding up to the nearest constable. “Good morning, officer. I’m here on behalf of my master.”

This particular human gendarme looked young, and his fingers fidgeted on his pulse carbine. “You need to go back home. Don’t you know the city’s on lockdown?”

Alix kept grinning. “Yes, but my master ordered me to head over to his business and secure some of his assets for him. Could you please let me through?”

The constable was ready to aim his weapon at her. “Listen, serf, I told you to...”

Another gendarme, this one wearing a sergeant’s rank, came over and stood beside the first one. “What’s going on, Balarny?”

Balarny pointed with his chin. “We got another one who wants to cross. I bet she’s gonna link up with her serf buddies and start a riot or something.”

Alix feverishly shook her head while offering the letter towards the sergeant instead. “I would do no such thing! I am a faithful employee of my master’s house. He even wrote this for me.”

The sergeant took the offered note and read it before handing it back to her. “Miss, the situation is acute right now. If we let you through past our lines you’ll be going into the danger zones. We’re pretty sure the serfs have set up their own checkpoints.”

“I am a serf too, although I maintain my loyalty to the family that employs me.”

Balarny hissed. “I knew it! I bet she’s passing info back and forth between her kind in order to instigate something.”

Alix scowled at him. “How dare you accuse me of acting as a spy!”

The sergeant put his right hand up, gesturing for them to calm down. “Alright, that’s enough. Miss, if you go through, I cannot vouch for your safety. We have orders to hold our position at all costs.”

“It’s okay, sir,” Alix said. “I have a brother who lives in that part of the city. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

The sergeant studied her for a minute before flicking a finger towards Balarny. “Search her for any contraband, then let her through if you don’t find any.”

Alix grimaced as Balarny walked up to her and handled her roughly, his hands even squeezing her breasts and feeling her genitalia. After rummaging through her small purse he threw it back at her. “Go on then. It’ll be your funeral if anything goes wrong.”

Holding her temper down, she turned away and walked through the checkpoint. Two more constables eyed her with suspicion, but they hardly moved as she went around the barrier and down the street.

At very next turn stood another barricade, only this one was made out of debris that had been put up like a mound of trash. A group of humans in rags holding improvised clubs immediately saw her, and began whistling as she moved closer.

By the time she got to within a few meters, the crowd in front of her had grown to almost two dozen. A few started catcalling her, while the majority remained silent, as if wondering what she was up to.

Alix was about to speak to the ones closest to her, but another man from the far side began cursing and pointing at her.

“She’s that bitch who attacked us a few weeks ago!” he yelled.

Alix held her composure. The man accusing her was one of the assailants that tried to assault her a few weeks before. Two more men who she didn’t recognize slid their hands beneath their cloaks, as if ready to pull out a weapon.

Holding out her hands in front of her, Alix appealed for calm. “I need to get through, and without any molestation.”

The taller of the pair standing in front of her narrowed his eyes. “And why should we allow you in our territory?”

“Absalom,” Alix said. That was the codeword the Narchists gave her.

The shorter man had a surprised look on his face. Tapping the taller man’s shoulders, he began whispering in his comrade’s ear.

“Okay,” the tall man said to her. “You may pass.”

“Hey, wait a minute,” her accuser said as he pushed his way closer to them. “You can’t let that whore through, she...”

He stopped when the taller man drew out a knife and waved it around. “She gets to pass, and you better move back.”

Alix nodded briskly in thanks before she walked around the improvised barriers of trash. Hurrying down a couple of blocks, she finally made it at the outskirts of the factory. Two armed mercenaries standing beside the guard post at the gate recognized her and immediately let her through.

The lanky warehouse manager greeted her at the doorway. “Hello, I am Falton. Could you please tell Mr. Grenwald that we can’t keep this up for much longer? The men I hired to guard this building are becoming exhausted.”

“Master Verloch told me you may all lock up and go once I’m finished here,” Alix said. “I just need to get something.”

Falton had a surprised look on his face. “Oh? Well in that case, let me lead the way.”

He guided her through the main hallway and up the stairs. Unlocking the door to Verloch’s office, he stepped aside and made a slight bow. 

“I’ll be downstairs making final arrangements. Come see me when you’re done,” Falton said before closing the door and leaving her alone.

Alix immediately went over to the safe and inputted the code Verloch had given her. The box’s tiny door opened up and she began to rummage through its contents. Her fingers continued to lead by touch until she felt the plastic covering of something thin and pliable.

Placing it on the desk beside her, she opened up the seal and drew the object out. It was a folded evening dress made of scintillating materials, like the scales of a heavenly dragon. Holding it closer to her eyes, she began to examine it more carefully.

The gown had been professionally cleaned, and based on its size clearly belonged to Keiko. It looked like something the lady of the house would wear at parties.

Placing it on the countertop, Alix began a more minute examination of the eveningwear. Why would Verloch ask me to get this out from his safe and then dispose of it? she wondered.

Her probing fingers came across several rips just below the rib area. Holding it up, she managed to push a finger through two of the slit-like holes along the midsection.

Only a knife could have done this, she thought. Did someone attack Lady Keiko?

She turned her attention to the package it had been placed in. Sure enough, her discerning fingers felt a small slip of paper within the folds of the plastic cover and she pulled it out. Holding up the small note in front of her, she could tell it was an old receipt for laundry services.

After reading the name of the cleaning establishment, she pocketed the chit before placing the dress back into the bag. What she had thought would be direct evidence to implicate Lady Keiko for the murder of the family’s previous concubine had turned into something more complicated.
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DYRON TOOK A DEEP BREATH and just about managed to stop himself from coughing. The old Paladin battle armor he wore exuded a strange smell, and he wasn’t sure where it was coming from. 

He was standing at the base of a low hill on the outskirts of Pantagra, the twin morning suns of Moravius shining down at him. The deployment was about to begin, and his suit sensors had already picked up the two Watchers that were approaching.

Turning to his left, he saw Oton gesturing at him to activate his external loudspeakers so they could communicate. The sudden sonic feedback in his helmet made Dyron wince, his ears continuing to reverberate even after it had subsided.

“Can you hear me?” Oton asked.

He nodded. “Yeah.”

“How does it feel?”

“Like a piece of junk.”

“I told you. You can still quit you know—it’s not too late.”

“Not gonna happen.”

Oton sighed. “Alright. Try moving your legs.”

Dyron took two steps forward. The impulses felt stiff, as if there was a microsecond delay from his body to the suit’s servo sensors mimicking his action. “The handling is a bit slower than I anticipated, but I think I can get used to it.”

“You’d better make your adjustments quickly,” Oton said. “The Watchers are already here, which means that the Transporter is already on her way to us too.”

Dyron nodded. The Transporter was a specialized daimon space vessel that acted as a shuttle to pick up the duelist before depositing them on the arena world. They were the fastest spacecraft in the known galaxy, able to cross dozens of parsecs in mere minutes. The duelists being carried by them were locked in some sort of time suspension, unable to even think until the drop capsules were deployed to make planetfall.

Oton placed his hands on his hips. “How’s your skin?”

“No itchiness as of yet,” Dyron said. Unlike the newer suits, the Paladin armors were not equipped with a gel-like coat that would act as a protective covering between his skin and the inner parts of the suit. He had to wear additional layers of clothing in order to prevent his skin from chafing within the armored suit’s inner lining.

“As long as your temperature is constant, you ought to be fine,” Oton said.

“What if there’s a breach? Chireep’s atmosphere is human compatible, right?”

“Yes, it is, so don’t worry about that.”

Dyron held up his left wrist and tapped on the console commands. The suit’s helmet was shaped like a terrestrial raptor of some kind, and it even had synthetic feathers at the base of the neck to add to the overall styling. 

If I’m gonna die, then at least I’ll die in style, he thought.

“Try testing your weapons and reaction time,” Oton suggested.

Spreading his legs, Dyron reached back to the rear modules and grabbed hold of a grenade launcher. The bulky weapon immediately attached itself to his right forearm, and he held it out in front of him after a three second delay.

Oton started clapping. “Took awhile there. If your opponent got the drop on you, I’d say he would have fired off at least two bursts by the time you managed to take aim at him.”

Placing the launcher back into the rear module, Dyron repeated the maneuver again, only this time he managed to deploy it in two seconds.

“You’re getting there.”

He turned and faced his Second. “You sure don’t have a lot of faith in me, do you?”

“I just have a bad feeling about this, Dyron.”

“You always have a bad feeling. Try to be a bit more optimistic, okay?”

Oton looked down. “I’ll try, but it’s hard to stay hopeful when you’ll be using substandard equipment right out of the starting gate.”

“I’ll fight with what I’ve got.”

“Okay. I sure hope it’ll be worth it.”

Dyron turned to the north as the Watcher came out of stealth mode and hovered closer to him. The daimon shone a strange light towards his armor before it made a droning bellow, indicating that he was within the rules of the upcoming duel.

“That’s it,” Oton said. “Within a few hours the Conexius will open up a betting line, and every single gambler in the galaxy will be laying down their coyns for a shot at getting rich. Let’s hope it won’t be at your expense.”

A flash of light coming from the sky directly above made him look up. Something pale and silvery appeared in the haze, and it steadily grew larger with each minute that passed. Oton sensed it too and began to move farther away, fearing that it might crash down on him.

When the stalactite shaped vessel appeared in full view, it seemed to hover effortlessly in mid-air, a mere three hundred meters directly over his head. Strange glowing pulses of violet light would occasionally erupt along the length of the Transporter’s hull, adding to its strange and intimidating aura. 

Dyron often wondered just how advanced thothan technology truly was. It seemed like magic compared to the everyday world he lived in.

The Transporter and the Watcher seemed to communicate silently with each other, a thin beam of light connecting the observation unit and the much larger daimon spacecraft up above. This astonishing sight continued for only a few seconds before the bridge of energy between them disappeared.

Dyron now found himself being surrounded by a light field. At first glance it looked like the Transporter had cast a spotlight over him, and even the shielded sensors on his suit had issued an alert, thinking it was under attack by an electromagnetic pulse wave.

The tingling started at the top of his head, and Dyron closed his eyes. The Transporter was now communicating with him, telling him who his opponent would be.

Dyron gasped as the images filled his mind, threatening to completely shut down his awareness. The moment he saw her features was when he realized just how truly bad the odds against him were going to be.

Kirin’s leering face seemed just inches away from his eyes. The duelist from House Zralox began laughing at him as their minds melded briefly for a few seconds that seemed to stretch into an eternity. 

Dyron clenched his jaw and tried to blank his own mind. His head swam, the piercing pain feeling like a spike being driven into his skull. Clutching his fists, he tried to calm himself, but the images of Kirin’s countless victims screaming for mercy filled him with an intense irrational fear.

The next thing he heard was Oton’s voice coming through the intercom circuit of his suit. “Dyron, are you alright? Speak to me!”

He knew then his physical body had fallen to its knees. His limbs felt weak and useless, as if Kirin had already won. 

The lights shining above him had now stopped. Dyron slowly got back to a fully upright position. His knees remained wobbly, yet he felt somewhat thankful that the suit didn’t fully obey him as it held steady, the internal gyros preventing him from toppling over to the side.

Looking around, he spotted the two Watchers on top of the hill, robotically observing him and beaming the transmission back to all the news outlets. He had a distinct feeling that the oddsmakers adjusted his already slim chances down by another few pegs.

“Dyron,” Oton repeated. “Are you okay?”

He nodded. “Yeah. When the daimon told me who I’ll be up against, it sent a mental shockwave into my head.”

“So, who are you going up against?”

“Kirin Zralox.”

Oton’s mouth hung open. “What? She’s one of the top ranked duelists on this side of the galaxy!”

“You don’t say.”

“House Wuo is being backed by Zralox? We’re screwed! What kind of a mother-grubbing setup is this?”

Dyron looked up and held out his right arm towards the Transporter floating above him. His Second was right. A trap had been set, and they had both blundered right into it.

Oton waved frantically at him. “Don’t accept, don’t accept!”

“Too late,” Dyron murmured as the Transporter’s lower nose, which hovered ten meters above him, opened up, revealing a cluster of metallic tentacles extending downwards and reaching for him.
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STARING AT THE HOLOGRAPHIC data floating in front of her, Alix did some quick mental calculations, contemplating a number of variables and her own hunches. The plan seemed crazy enough to win, but most oddsmakers would still consider it to be a major upset.

Getting up from her chair, she walked out of the access hall and headed towards the lounge area. Despite the tense situation in the city, a fair crowd had come into the Conexius branch of Eoa Lom once the latest odds for the upcoming duel had been released into the infowebs. Even in times of uncertainty, the desire for riches attracted many hearts and minds.

Stopping by the lady’s room for serfs, she made sure her dress was free from any wrinkles before returning to the hallway. Verloch was waiting for her, eager to hear what she had to say.

She spotted him sitting alone on a couch near the bar. It seemed that the past several days had changed him. Gone was his arrogance, now replaced by a sort of meekness, as if he had become a little child that needed parental guidance.

He’s afraid of losing his wife, she thought while moving closer to where he sat. You can practically read the guilt on his face.

Alix smiled as she stopped and sat down beside him on the plush sofa. “Milord, I have finished my analytics.”

A waiter approached them, expecting her to order a drink but Alix made him go away with a gentle wave of her hand. The lounge was half deserted, and they were the only pair on that side of the room.

Verloch continued to stare blankly ahead. “I... I spoke with a friend of mine. He’s a high-priced counselor and knows a lot of people in the courts.”

“What did he say?”

He looked like he was about to cry. “He... he told me that Dr. Ghadavi is telling the prosecutors everything... everything.”

Alix still wasn’t sure about the details of Weeta’s death at the hands of Verloch’s wife, yet she felt it was best to steer him away from that subject for the moment. “All of this will be okay, milord. I have disposed of the package, so whatever false accusation they come up with will never be proven.”

Verloch looked at her with a slight glimmer of hope in his eyes. “Thank you, Alix. You have been a godsend to my family. I won’t forget it.”

Alix smiled playfully. “Well, you did say you would be freeing me from my servitude, did you not?”

“I shall do that, but not yet. I still need you.”

Feeling crestfallen, she kept up her smile. “I trust your judgment and I hope it will happen soon.”

“I’ve already gone to my solicitor and had him prepare the documents,” Verloch said. “All it needs is my signature. But we did have a bargain with regards to regaining much of the fortune I have lost over the years, if I recall.”

“Indeed,” Alix said confidently as she held up her multi-com and tapped the button. “I have found the perfect bet.”

Verloch stared at the holographic data on his wrist device in disbelief. “What? You want me to place everything on this... Dyron Dyrge? Is this some kind of joke?”

“No joke. I have distinct feeling he will win this match.”

“But the odds against him are astronomical! His opponent is one of the top-ranked duelists of House Zralox.”

“If you look at Dyrge’s previous match, his opponent was also the top ranked votom, and yet he still won.”

Verloch shook his head slowly as he continued to sort through the virtual data. “But the odds are even worse for him now than ever before. The battle suit he wears is obsolete. He’ll be killed within minutes of the duel.”

“I would suggest you look beyond his equipment, and focus on his abilities.”

“What abilities? The analytics state that even with all of his winnings he could have barely afforded any personal combat enhancements from the weapon shops.”

“There is one factor that the kuajins are not taking into account.”

He gave her an incredulous look. “And what would that be?”

“His luck.”

“Don’t be ridiculous!”

“I’m serious,” Alix said. “In each of his matches he took severe wounds, enough to incapacitate or even kill him, yet he somehow recovered and won.”

“You’re telling me that you know something about him that even the most expert oddsmakers in the Conexius do not?”

“It’s just a feeling right now,” Alix said. “I can sense there is more to him than just skill.”

Verloch fumed. “You want me to risk everything on a feeling? How stupid do you think I am?”

“You asked me to help your family. That is what I am doing.”

For a brief moment it seemed like he was about to hit her, but his shoulders suddenly slumped, an indication that there wasn’t much fight left in him. “If I lose, there wouldn’t need to be any accusations against my family in court. I’ll be financially ruined long before that.”

She reached out and clasped his trembling hands. “Think of the risk I am taking. I made a bargain with you that if I can recover your lost assets then I gain my freedom. I wouldn’t recommend this bet to you if I wasn’t sure.”

Verloch looked down but didn’t say anything.

Alix sensed she needed to press just a little bit harder. “I know your mind is telling you not to do it, but look to your heart. This is the one bet that could turn everything around.”

“Are you sure you’d bet your freedom on this man? This unranked duelist?”

“I’m sure.”

He continued to clasp her hands as he stood up. “Very well. Let’s do it.”

Alix smiled and accompanied him to the betting stations. 
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WHEN HE REGAINED CONSCIOUSNESS, Dyron’s initial sensations were of near weightlessness as the capsule tumbled down through the planet’s lower atmosphere. He wasn’t sure how much time had elapsed since the Transporter had picked him up from Moravius’s surface, but now he had to focus on the present if he was to survive.

The turbulence continued to shake the pod, and he remembered hearing about one duelist who had been blown out of the sky while still inside his capsule. It seemed that the unfortunate man’s opponent had broken out of his own vessel and fired at his opponent before they both hit the ground.

A part of him wanted to break out and use his jump thrusters to land instead, but he decided against it. I don’t have much juice on the mobility suite so I need to choose the time and place to use it, he thought.

He couldn’t see the outside, so all he could count on were his feelings and the suit’s altitude sensors telling him that there was another half a klick to go before the capsule touched down.

If Kirin made it to the ground first and saw me in the air, you bet she’d take a shot at me, he thought. I know I would.

An inner rumbling made him tense up, anticipating an attack, but his suit told him it was merely the capsule’s antigravity systems engaging in order to facilitate a soft landing. Seconds slowly rolled on by, and he felt each and every one.

Dyron already knew he would break out of the capsule the moment it came to rest on the ground. The pod’s outer covering wasn’t built to withstand a determined push from the inside, and was just about the only thing that could be affected by his suit.

A slight beep coming from the speakers inside his helmet indicated the capsule was now about to touch down. Dyron immediately put his plan into motion, using his enhanced strength to push against the lid.

The covering gave way after just one powerful shove, and he could immediately see subdued daylight in front of him. Pushing off with his knees, Dyron leapt out, tumbling sideways in the air, right before crashing into the side of a gargantuan violet tree trunk.

He tried to hold out his arms in an attempt to dodge the incoming collision, but it was too late as his armored torso slammed against the leathery stem, partially splintering it. The impact made him bounce another twenty meters before he plunged into the tall grass beside a flowing stream.

Dyron rolled, getting back into an upright position as he tried to get his bearings. The built-in diagnostics told him that the suit hadn’t sustained any damage, yet his pride was lacerated. If there were any Watchers nearby, he was sure this clumsy little stunt was already being shown in all the major news outlets, making him an immediate laughingstock.

Well, it would probably mean the odds against me just went up, he thought. More money for Oton and me if I can get through this in one piece.

He was in a forest valley. At the base ran a river of unknown depth. The leaves all around him were in many hues of green, but the segmented purple tree trunks and drooping, wormlike branches meant that he was on a completely alien world.

Dyron started to run through the tall blades of grass by the river, testing the armor. The canopy of trees was extensive enough to conceal him from higher level observation, and the absence of any Watchers meant that he was all alone for the moment.

The suit had a simple AI system built in, and he manually sorted through the menu by tapping at the wrist controls on his left arm. Oton had uploaded a map of the aarvaki homeworld to his suit’s computer, and he hoped to hear a high chiming beep, telling him that he could get an immediate fix on where he was.

A negative bellow coming from the helmet speakers made him curse out loud. Although the map application was running on his tactical heads-up-display, it had failed to detect any landmarks whatsoever. He was lost.

“Where in Thoth’s name am I?” he asked himself.

“Somewhere between stupidity and idiocy,” the Voice replied.

A part of him felt relief that he had someone to talk to, but the Voice’s insults wasn’t welcome either. “The app is running, but I can’t find any waypoints to navigate with. How is this my fault?”

“You poor deluded fool, must I explain everything to you? Oh, very well. The map in your suit’s memory is outdated.”

“Duh. I may be dumb but I ain’t that dumb.”

“Of course you are. Don’t you know that the last map survey on this planet was made more than a hundred years ago?”

Dyron sighed. The Voice was right. After the thothans evacuated the survivors, the only other ones who had come here at the present time were duelists like himself. “Okay, so the terrain changed since all the sentient inhabitants were gone. What do I do now?”

“If you want your suit to load up an accurate map of the area you’ll have to do some scouting in order to update the database,” the Voice said.

“But it’ll take a while since I’ve got limited jump capability.”

“You have anything better to do?”

Dyron cursed under his breath and began moving from one set of trees to another, steadily going up one side of the incline in order for his sensors to get a better view. He continued to stay low, only showing his head for brief periods and giving the battle computer just enough time to pick up the local topography and update the maps.

It took a few hours, but his virtual HUD revised the navigation points and concluded that one of the main aarvaki cities was a mere ten klicks towards the peak of the mountainside he was moving into. 

Looking up, he saw the outline of a tree-shaped building higher up the cliffside. It was completely covered with crawling vines and moss that acted as a sort of camouflage. The old map revealed that he was actually standing on what used to be farmland.

No wonder I didn’t notice anything at first, he thought. All the overgrowth had concealed what used to be some sort of bird metropolis.

His suit sensors still failed to pick up any Watchers. It means that Kirin is probably too far away to start the match, he thought. Should I wait for her here or head on out?

“Since there aren’t any daimons around, let’s do some investigating,” the Voice said.

Dyron remained unsure. “Shouldn’t we do this after I kill my opponent?”

“Time is always our true enemy. If there are no observers then it’s an opportunity.”

“Well, everything is covered by plants, so why don’t you tell me where to begin?”

“Those overhangs above us ought to do,” the Voice said. “Based on my memories they would have been government buildings of some sort.”

“Now why would you be so interested in old ruins like that?”

The Voice sighed loudly. “As I’ve told you before, my memories are incomplete, and if I can get access to an intact database then it will go a long way towards restoring them.”

Dyron shook his head. “We found nothing on that last planet I fought on, remember? How would this be any different?”

“Just do it.”

He didn’t want to use any propellant, so Dyron began to climb, using his enhanced leg servos to occasionally hop up whenever a ledge presented itself. Most of the vine growth wasn’t strong enough to support the weight of his power suit, and so he used them only where they were thickest.

The ascent became tedious, and even his strength enhanced arms began to ache. When he finally made it to what appeared to be the base of the structure, the red sun had begun to set over the horizon.

Stretching his limbs, he checked the suit’s power and life support while standing on a wide ledge. All systems remained optimal, except his own body. He had worked up a sweat, and was becoming uncomfortable. Resisting the urge to take off the suit, he waited until the itch on his back and legs subsided, muttering obscenities to himself every few seconds.

The Voice chimed in again. “When you’re done relaxing, head over to the cliff face.”

“My body is like itchy all over, and I can’t even scratch—it’s maddening!”

“Oh, stop complaining. I don’t even have a body, so I’m stuck with you. That’s ten times worse.”

“Shut up.”

“Only if you get moving again.”

Dyron turned and strode up to the overgrowth along the cliff wall. With night having fallen, he activated the enhanced sensors on his visor, and immediately spotted what appeared to be a set of closed doors beneath a blanket of flowery vines. 

Clearing away the overgrowth, he then used his arms to pull the sides of the door open. A series of rusty, metallic grinding noises emanated from the sides of the entryway as he steadily widened the breach, revealing a deep dark shaft that seemed to extend downwards into a black infinity below.

“Looks like there was an elevator leading all the way down to the valley floor,” Dyron said.

“Try checking the levels above you,” the Voice suggested.

Peering upwards, Dyron could make out a sealed entryway that apparently led into the building’s interior. “Yeah, I do see another floor. Hold on.”

Activating the suit’s jump jets, he hovered briefly inside the vertical shaft before making a quick ascent to the next elevation. Grabbing hold of the sealed inner doors, he quickly tore them wide open and pushed himself inside before shutting down his mobility suit.

The cave-like interior was dusty and debris was strewn along the floor. At first glance it felt like a series of caves, but the hexagonally angled walls clearly marked the entire place as artificial.

“We’ll be very lucky to find a working computer inside this old ruin,” Dyron said.

“You won’t need to reactivate the power source,” the Voice said. “Just find me a physical interface, and I’ll do the rest.”

“Fine, your choice.”

The installation’s outer walls were pockmarked with holes of varying sizes, and the evening twilight occasionally shone through the gaps that weren’t overgrown with plant life. Remains of freestanding podiums were strewn about, and Dyron spotted a pale, snakelike organism slithering into one of the corridors blocked off by debris.

Entering what seemed to be a roomy chamber, Dyron had started looking around when a projectile hit him squarely in the chest.
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THE SHOT FAILED TO penetrate his armor, and Dyron quickly wheeled around, his right hand reaching back into his rear weapon modules. His suit sensors had spotted something hiding behind one of the tall pillars that supported the dome-shaped ceiling, and he quickly crouched down and took cover behind a set of old rotting furniture.

Dyron had first thought that Kirin had finally found him, but his mind soon adjusted. If it really was her she would have opened fire with more than just a single, subsonic projectile, he thought.

He could see that the shadowy figure was bipedal, and it looked like it was aiming some sort of crude rifle at him. Taking no chances, Dyron fired once, sending out a hypersonic slug propelled by the gauss rifle’s powerful magnets. His shot partially shattered the column and detonated, sending pieces of shrapnel in every direction as his adversary fell to the ground with a wounded squawk.

Dyron broke cover and used his enhanced legs to quickly close the distance. Standing over his fallen enemy, his mouth hung open in disbelief.

Lying on the dusty floor was an aarvaki male. The alien looked up at him and uttered something unintelligible before closing his eyes. For a few seconds Dyron thought he had killed him, but he was relieved to see the aarvaki’s barrel-like chest continue to heave up and down.

Hearing a series of high-pitched cries to his left, he turned once more and crouched behind partial cover, his weapons at the ready.

Another aarvaki stood at the mouth of one of the adjoining corridors. This one was clearly female judging by the more subdued colors of her feathers and considerably wider hips. She held a spear in her stubby hands, but in a non-threatening manner.

Dyron could only stare back in shock for the next few seconds. They’re part of the Lost, he thought.

After the wars had ended, the thothans were never able to evacuate everyone. Small pockets of survivors in these various planets continued to exist, and they were referred to as the Lost. Eking out a menial existence within these blocked off arena worlds was dangerous, for the daimons considered them hostile, and would occasionally send in their hunter-killer units to exterminate the last of these holdouts whenever they were found. Yet stories continued to persist of forgotten populations that remained hidden away in untouched sanctuary worlds who would one day rebuild their ruined civilizations.

The female took one step forward and gestured at him to move away from her severely wounded colleague. Dyron sensed the threat was over and obliged, retreating backwards until he got to the other end of the room.

Running over to where the wounded male lay, the female bent down and placed the spear she carried on the ground. She then took out some dark leaves from a small pack slung around her torso and threw the bits into her mouth. After grinding the plants into a mushy pulp with her beak, she spat it out and spread it onto the various wounds on the male’s body.

Dyron had occasionally run into various individuals of the Lost during his matches, and he would only act against them in self-defense. Some of his fellow duelists would kill these refugees for sheer sport whenever they encountered such beings, but he didn’t have the heart to imitate them.

The aarvaki female muttered a few cooing sounds in an apparent effort to help soothe the wounded male’s agony. The injured male opened his eyes briefly, before closing them again.

Placing the gauss rifle back into his rear module, Dyron took a step forward and held his empty hands out in the air. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt him. But he did attack me first.”

The female looked up at him and began making shrill caws.

Dyron didn’t understand a single word of it. He activated his suit’s loudspeakers, hoping she might discern what he was saying. “Do you speak Standard?”

The female said something, but once again he failed to figure it out.

“What are you doing?” the Voice said. “She’s one of the Lost. She’s obviously speaking the aarvaki native tongue.”

“Well how should I know?” Dyron hissed. “I’ve never learned that language, all I know is Standard.”

“I can translate for you,” the Voice said. “Turn up your sonic sensors so I can hear her clearly.”

Dyron did as he suggested. “There, now what is she saying?”

“She’s demanding that you leave them and go far, far away.”

“Can you translate a reply for me?”

“Of course not, you know I can only speak to you, you fool!”

Dyron began gesturing to her, asking if she needed help. The female replied with more shrieks.

“She might have understood you,” the Voice said. “She said you mortally wounded her son, but she might be able to nurse him back to health if you leave right away.”

“My suit’s got a medical kit, doesn’t it?”

“Your Paladin armor is human designed and it may be incompatible with her species.”

“Oh, right—I forgot,” Dyron said. He gestured again, telling her that he was willing to do things to help. The female tilted her head and squawked.

“She says you are insane and begs you to just go before your opponent arrives,” the Voice said. 

The female held up her right hand and signaled towards the west before saying something indecipherable to him. Dyron made a slight bow, turned around and headed out into the corridor. The guilt over what he had done began to nag at his conscience.

“Interesting,” the Voice said. “You annoyed her to the point where she pointed out a possibly functioning building to the west of this position. Looks like this silly stunt of yours did come to some sort of fruition after all.”

Dyron cursed. “I’m sick of hearing your wisecracks! I nearly killed an innocent bystander and all you keep thinking about is your own selfish needs.”

“You’ve killed countless beings of every species. One more won’t matter.”

He made it back to the shaft. “It matters to me! I only kill the ones who deserve it.”

“Well, that aarvaki was foolish enough to take a shot at you. I’d say he deserved it.”

“Damn it! Just shut up already.”

Not wishing to use up any more jump fuel, Dyron used his hands to manually climb down into the breach he had first opened. He was so distracted by what had happened he nearly slipped and fell down the abyss, but he managed to wedge his legs against a niche before pulling himself through the opening and back onto the ledge once more.

Standing over the edge he leaned out, using his suit’s long-range sensors to find some old landmarks. Sure enough, his map updated again, revealing a plateau-shaped building closer to the valley floor, right where the aarvaki female said it would be.

As he began to look for a faster way down the slope, Dyron saw a shimmering object hovering in the air twenty meters away and getting closer. The Watcher had found him at last.
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DYRON HURRIED DOWN the slope, hopping from one near vertical shelf to another until he made it beneath the forest canopy at the base of the valley. The Watcher continued to follow him at a discreet distance. That meant his opponent was nearby, and the killing would soon begin.

A burst of static coming from his helmet speakers made him cringe, and it was quickly followed by Kirin’s mocking voice. “I know you’re somewhere in the area, Dyrge, so why not cut the suspense and let’s just face each other, okay?”

Tapping the suit’s wrist controls, Dyron lowered the sound so he wouldn’t be deafened by the incoming noise again.

“So, you don’t wanna talk, Dyrge? Okay, have it your way,” Kirin said. “I’ll find you soon enough. Over and out—for now.”

Keeping low, Dyron continued to move through the tall grass. “Hey, I think it’s time we stop this Easter egg hunt of yours and concentrate on the match, okay?”

“We’re getting close,” the Voice said. “Keep going. I can already sense faint traces of the energy field up ahead.”

“What’s the point of checking that place out right now? She’ll be on top of us in no time.”

“Beats just sitting in the grass, doesn’t it?”

Dyron muttered a curse as he moved through a tangled copse of trees and made it to the base of the artificial plateau. The overgrown sides of the structure were choked with thorny crimson weeds, and his suit sensors failed to detect any sort of openings around its base.

An alarm bell sounded in his helmet, and Dyron turned around while reaching back and deploying a laser rifle in his hands. His HUD spotted something small in the air, about the size of a hockey puck.

Dyron clenched his jaw. The hovering object was a spotter drone, no doubt belonging to his opponent. Within a few minutes, his sensors detected several more of them spread out below the forest canopy, sweeping back and forth along an imaginary grid in an effort to pinpoint his exact location.

If I start shooting those things she’ll find me anyway, he thought. Instead of searching for whatever the damned Voice was after, I should have spent the time to make traps and ambushes for Kirin instead.

“I think I found a way inside,” the Voice said. “Get closer to the water, there may be a drainage pipe just beneath the surface.”

Dyron couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Did you just see those drones flying above us? I’ll be under attack real soon and all you can think about is trying to get inside this stupid place.”

“If you get in there then maybe the drones won’t be able to spot you.”

Dyron cursed again as he put the rifle back into the rear module and crawled on all fours until he got to the edge of the river. After waiting until one of the drones passed right above him, he pushed himself into the water. His suit’s computer recommended that he activate the sonar, but Dyron refused, thinking it might alert the drones flying above.

The brackish liquid rendered his visuals blind, and he had to go by feel. Extending his arms, he stayed below the surface while groping ahead, trying to find the waste pipe.

“I can sense the energy streams a bit more now,” the Voice said. “Move to your right a little.”

Dyron shifted sideways, his outstretched hands bumping into something sloped and solid. Retreating further out, he slowly inched his way until his armored fingers curled around the edge of the pipeline.

A wire mesh filter blocked off any access, and he quickly ripped it away, hoping that the tearing sounds of metal were confined underwater. Using his hands, he thrust himself head first into the tube.

The outflow seemed minimal and he continued to progress further. By the time his suit had estimated a travel length of ten meters, the channel began to curve upwards. Using his elbows and knees, he would periodically wedge himself in place before pulling himself up. Progress seemed slow, and his stress levels were beginning to rise once more.

There was a final blockage up above, and he got past it by sitting back and kicking with both legs, completely smashing through and making it past the liquid surface. Looking around, it seemed he had ended up in some sort of water tank.

Climbing out of the open cistern, he made his way up to a platform. The interior of the place resembled some sort of power plant, but the machinery had been deactivated a long time ago. The whole place felt like an industrial tomb of some kind.

The edge of the platform had a circular doorway, which opened out into an adjoining corridor. “This place looks dead, are you sure you detected an energy field in here?”

“Yes,” the Voice said. “It’s very faint, but now that we’re inside I can sense it a lot more clearly.”

“Well the fusion plant was turned off, so you must have smelled some battery or something.”

“No, it’s not fusion. More like a different kind of radiation.”

Dyron continued to walk down the passageway. “Like what? Weapons fallout?”

“No, it’s a more powerful energy source of some kind,” the Voice said. “I can’t describe it because my memory isn’t whole.”

The corridor ended in a yawning circular chamber. Dyron spotted clumps of rotting aarvaki skeletons lying around. Assorted debris of what seemed to be improvised cover had been situated along various side areas.

“Looks like the local defenders made some sort of last stand in here,” Dyron said. Stopping in front of one pile of bones, he picked up a stubby rifle that had a knobby grip, a clear indication of aarvaki design.

“I can sense something over to your left, it’s right behind that column,” the Voice said.

Dyron walked over to where the pillar was. When he rounded the support beam, he stopped momentarily, not completely believing what he had just found.

The remains of what looked to be a daimon lay at the base of the piling. Its tetragonal trapezohedron shaped body was similar to that of a Watcher, but this particular specimen’s metallic tentacles were evenly situated along its sides instead of its bottom.

“It’s only about two meters in length, so smaller than a Watcher,” Dyron said. “What is it?”

“I don’t know,” the Voice said. “But whatever it is, it’s clearly of thothan manufacture.”

“Are you sure? I’ve never heard of thothans ever getting beaten in battle.”

“First time for everything I suppose,” the Voice said.

Crouching down, Dyron ran his hand along the derelict machine’s smooth covering. Daimon surfaces always resembled white ivory, but the material was clearly stronger than even the hardest alloys galactic society could produce. 

Looking at the side closest to the pillar, he saw a wide tear near the fallen underside. “I’ve read up on the old wars, and many of the opposing factions fired everything they had at these things, yet daimons just shrugged their attacks off as if they weren’t even there. How did the aarvaki managed to penetrate and disable this unit?”

“Who knows? We’ll have to spend some time investigating it.”

“Just in case you didn’t know, I am fighting a duel and—”

His words were interrupted when a series of loud bangs coming from the ceiling shook the entire place. Dyron made a dive for cover as the room’s ceiling first began to sag, then collapsed in on itself, throwing up clouds of dust and debris. 
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DYRON RAN AND SLID behind one of the old barricades as the hole in the ceiling widened, and tiny flying war machines the size of baseballs flew into the room. Pulling out a laser rifle, he fired at one of the hovering spheres, the pulsing waves of heat melting a part of the drone into slag, disabling it.

Kirin was laughing maniacally as the extended harness on the back of her power suit lowered her into the now breached interior. “Found you!”

Dyron could only marvel at his adversary’s weaponry. The exoskeletal harness sprouting from the rear of Kirin’s custom power suit resembled four gigantic spider legs, keeping her suspended in the air while shooting down at him. With these massively long limbs swaying back and forth, it was hard for him to get the right angle of attack.

Kirin kept him pinned down as she fired several bursts from her shoulder-mounted grenade launchers. At the same time her support drones flew in lower, hoping to cut off her target’s flank until he was surrounded like a cornered fox against a pack of hounds.

Dyron knew he was at a severe disadvantage and needed to get out of there. Using his jump jets, he veered sideways, less than a meter off the floor as he tried to make his escape towards an adjacent corridor.

One of the drones was already there waiting, and the small automaton fired a pulsed laser burst at him the second Dyron entered its kill zone.

The pulsed flashes failed to penetrate his armor, but they were enough to damage Dyron’s laser rifle. This became apparent when he fell sideways and tried to fire back, only for the rifle to fail. Cursing again, he threw away the broken weapon before reaching back and trying to draw his gauss rifle.

“You won’t get away from me!” Kirin said. Both her suit’s forearms were equipped with rotary autocannons, and she fired an extended burst at him, blasting through his remaining cover.

The fusillade of depleted uranium ordinance peppered the back and right side of Dyron’s armor. Two of the shots even managed to penetrate the suit’s right arm and torso, but his own subcutaneous nano weave managed to stop the shells from going any deeper into his body.

Screaming in pain, Dyron was forced to let go of the gauss rifle, and rolled along the floor and out of sight. Giggling, Kirin switched over to her shoulder fired missiles and launched them, just as Dyron made a desperate leap towards another support beam for cover.

The missiles detonated their warheads, and Kirin just about managed to stride away as the entire structure finally heaved and caved in on itself.

*
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WHEN DYRON WOKE UP, he could feel his entire body being squeezed by several tons of debris on top of him. It seemed the structural collapse had literally buried him alive, and the suit’s life support systems were failing. 

His legs wouldn’t budge, and all he could move was his head and right arm. The sounds of digging came from what remained of his helmet sensors, a clear indication that Kirin knew he wasn’t dead and continued to search for him.

She’ll find me real soon if I don’t get outta here, he thought. Then I’m cooked.

Looking up, he could see a very thin gap between his stricken suit and a somewhat intact corridor at the far corner. The surrounding debris meant that the aerial drones wouldn’t spot him if he crept low and stayed quiet, but he had to break free first.

Disengaging the stuck rear module was enough to give him some additional wriggle room. There was a small exposed gap up ahead, and even if he could somehow get out from under the rubble one of the drones would instantly spot him.

I need a diversion, he thought. But what?

One scheme did pop up in his head, yet it carried its own risks. If it succeeded he might have a chance to escape, but it would mean he would be defenseless afterwards. 

The only other alternative was to wait until Kirin dug him out, then blast her with all of his remaining weapons, yet he knew she would be ready for that. Neither choice was a good one.

Try to gain some time, or one last, desperate attack with everything I got? he thought.

He made his decision. Reaching for the left arm’s control panel, Dyron typed in a special code. When he heard the warning chime, he quickly activated the suit’s emergency disengagement system before counting silently to four.

When he heard the jump jets activate, he had already taken off his helmet and separated the upper torso module from his arms and shoulders. As the momentum brought him forward, he quickly wriggled out of the suit and slid sideways, thrusting himself deeper into the gap.

The power suit took off without him, propelling itself forward before bursting out from the side of the debris mound. More sounds of gunfire and explosions followed, spewing clouds of dust into the air.

Dyron had already crawled past the gap when he heard her cursing at him using her suit’s loudspeakers, calling him every sort of pejorative imaginable. He took it in one ear and out the other as he slid into the tight duct and squirmed away.
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DAYLIGHT HAD BEGUN to shine through the forest canopy, and it meant the danger would be more acute than ever. Kirin must have stowed the drones back into her suit or had moved to another area, because he couldn’t spot them flying around anymore.

Dyron had perched himself twenty meters from the ground, sandwiched between the stem of a gigantic tree branch and a shallow niche along its gnarled trunk. He spent most of the night in a state of semi-consciousness after painfully removing the shrapnel imbedded in his body using a small knife. It took longer than usual for his self-healing system to overcome the radioactive side effects, but by dawn’s first light he could move and think clearly.

The remains of something akin to a half-meter-long flattened millipede lay beside him. It had tried to crawl up his arm during the night and he ended up eating the bug. The taste was terrible, but he knew his body needed fuel and he ended up consuming most of it, even though the effort nearly made him gag multiple times.

Looking at the improvised padding on his feet, he tightened the straps to make sure the tattered cloths would stay in place if he needed to move quickly. Having bailed from his power armor, all he had now were the clothes on his back.

An amused laugh coming from somewhere close by made him sit up, until he realized it was coming from inside his own head. “You bastard,” he hissed softly.

“Well at least now you can speak clearly,” the Voice said. “Last night, all you could manage were muffled groans.”

“Thoth curse you,” Dyron said. “I was nearly killed and all you do is mock me.”

“It was your fault, not mine.”

Dyron cursed again. “My fault? You told me to go looking in that ruin while Kirin was close by. I should have spent the time getting ready for her instead.”

“And just how would you have dealt with her? Out here in the jungle? You would have been killed in no time since her drones would have had more freedom of movement. Be thankful you’re still alive.”

“Yeah, I still breathe, but my armor and all my weapons are gone,” Dyron said. “What am I supposed to fight her with now? Insults?”

“You’ll think of something.”

Dyron wanted to curse even more, but felt it would be pointless. Here I am, without weapons, on a lost world up against a heavily armed enemy, he thought. How in the heck am I gonna even the odds?

He knew it was back to basics—find weapons. All he had was a knife, and it wouldn’t be enough. Even if he fashioned a spear it would do little against Kirin’s battle armor. It would be like a mere mortal battling against one of the demigods of antiquity. 

Like the aarvaki fighting the daimons, he thought. Seeing all those bones it’s clear the birdies never stood a chance, yet they fought anyway and even managed to bring one of those damned things down.

Then it hit him. Wait, he thought. The damned Voice homed in on that power source, and it wasn’t from an aarvaki, it was a daimon unit.

Dyron began rubbing the underside of his left forearm again. “Hey, wake up. I wanna talk to you.”

The strange symbols began to glow. “What do you want now?”

He pointed to where the recently collapsed ruin was. “The energy field you detected. It wasn’t a fusion plant since the aarvaki installation was shut down.”

“Correct, I think the energy signature was thothan in nature.”

“And they used this unknown energy to power their daimons, right?”

“Of course,” the Voice said. “You were taught this a long time ago. What’s your point?”

“If that daimon’s power source is still active, then wouldn’t its weapon be as well?”

The Voice’s tone indicated surprise. “You don’t say? That is one heck of a good idea. I never knew you had it in you.”

“Knock it off,” Dyron said. “Tell me about thothan weaponry.”

“Well, they didn’t use gauss cannons or lasers or masers like the galactic races did.”

“They had some sort of high-performance energy beam that could cut starships in half—what was it called?” 

“Nobody was sure what the thothans called it, but the various factions opposing them called those things phasors,” the Voice said.

“Why did they call them that?”

“Because they’re a sort of particle beam that exists in multiple dimensions—or phases,” the Voice said. “A number of theories state that thothan tech somehow transcends the third dimension—bleeding out into the fourth or maybe even the fifth, all at the same time.”

“Can you recall the final battles on this planet? Were the daimon ground units using phasors?”

“Of course they were, that’s why they were near unstoppable.”

Pulling back the cover of leaves from his hiding place, Dyron peered out across the forest. “Where do you think Kirin is now?”

“She’s probably doing a grid search pattern, looking for you.”

“I’m surprised she didn’t find me right away since I didn’t move that far.”

“That’s probably because her drone sensors are programmed to look for movement and metals,” the Voice said. “Since all you’ve got now is your rags, her drones must think you’re part of the local fauna.”

Stretching his arms, Dyron tested them while crawling out from the hollow. Those drones could still identify me visually though, he thought. Better stay careful.

Climbing down, he made it to the ground. He was just about to make a run for the riverbank when his eyes spotted one of the drones hovering by the ruined plateau less than a hundred meters to the north. After several tense minutes the flying puck moved away again, resuming its search elsewhere.

Dyron began moving while staying low. The humidity made him sweat, and the razor-edged grass would sometimes scratch his exposed skin, but he continued on, creeping nearer towards the pile of debris up ahead.

Edging close to the riverside, Dyron parted the grass in front of him. The sudden screech made him crouch backwards, and he just managed to avoid a meter-long winged creature defending its newly disturbed nest. It looked similar to a terrestrial parrot, but its purple plumage and serrated beak were on full display as the beast attempted a snapping lunge at him.

He quickly threw up his left arm, knocking the creature away while continuing to back off. The parrot thing didn’t pursue and instead flew back to where it had staked out its territory, and Dyron was thankful for that.

Looking up into the sky, he fearfully waited for the drones to appear, and felt relieved that there weren’t any in his field of view. The ruined installation was less than a hundred meters away, and he had to make it inside undetected.

A slight shimmering in the air from across the other side of the river meant that a Watcher was close by, monitoring him. Dyron figured that the odds against him were already past the heavens, and now galactic society was probably betting on how long until Kirin got a kill.  

Dyron climbed onto the sides of the structure, using the various creeping vines as handholds to scramble up to the hole in the roof. He remembered having gotten away from across the other side, and he hoped that the daimon remains hadn’t been too deeply buried under the rubble.

Making a short leap onto the top of the debris mound didn’t take too much effort, and he threw up a small cloud of dust while skidding down the chaotic slope until the rags on his left foot caught on something, making him slip and fall.

Dyron cursed as he tumbled down to the base of the debris mound, a sharp protrusion having punctured his upper elbow when he tried to stop. Standing up he winced, pulled the nail out from his wound, and threw it away. The bleeding would stop in a few seconds so he didn’t bother with a bandage.

The support pillar where the daimon had lain still seemed intact, but it was half covered by scree. Looking around, he found what looked to be the backrest of a chair, and he began using it as a shovel.

A high-pitched whine coming from somewhere inside the half-darkened interior meant that Kirin had left some detection devices behind, just in case he showed up back here. With the alarm having been sounded, time would be running out.

Dyron grimaced as he continued his frantic digging. The drones will surely come at me first, he thought. But she won’t be far behind.

Scooping away the trash as quickly as he could, Dyron’s heart began pumping wildly as he managed to partially expose the uppermost chunk of the disabled daimon. That’s it, he thought. Almost there!

He shifted over to where the hole in its body was and tried to reach in, but there was still too much rubble in the way. This time he used his hands as shovels, scooping away loose bits of stone and twisted metal.

Leaning closer, his fingertips finally felt the edges of the breach along the daimon’s side. There was a strange warmth coming from within, as if touching a small, intense flame that had never been put out. 

This has gotta work, he thought. Getting down on his knees, his grasping hands finally felt something solid, right before a searing heat shot through his nervous system. 

Dyron cried out in pain, pulling his hands back. Whatever power source was in there remained intact. His enhanced senses could discern something akin to a meter-long tube-like object that was attached to a spiked, crystalline sphere that radiated heat.

That’s gotta be a phasor, he thought. Tearing up the rags of his sleeves, he quickly wrapped them around his hands before trying to reach in again.

The pain started almost immediately. His hands felt like they were grasping the bottom of a metal cooking pan on maximum heat. Dyron gritted his teeth, doing his best to ignore the agony while channeling his remaining strength. At first the attachment didn’t seem to budge, but when he tried again, his fingers felt a slight displacement coming from the inside. After a third pull he felt something finally giving way.

One of the drones flew into the now open-air chamber and fired a short laser burst at him. Dyron cried out as the clothing on his back was reduced to ash in mere seconds. His outer skin sustained serious burn damage, but the internal coolant layer of his subdermal armor managed to dissipate most of the internal damage, leaving him painfully singed but still functional.

He tried to duck down and use the broken daimon as partial cover, but the drone hovered in closer and fired one more burst until its batteries became depleted. Dyron caught the attack along the left side of his face and shoulder, burning off most of his hair and cracking the skin.

With one last desperate attempt, Dyron screamed while tearing out the phasor barrel before pulling it out through the breach. The drone hovered in place for a few seconds, its simple programming becoming confused about what its target was trying to do. Once its batteries were finished recharging, it would resume its attack again very shortly.

Cradling the blistering weapon against his body, Dyron aimed it towards the hovering drone, yet nothing happened. His already burned fingers continued to fiddle along the barrel’s side protrusions, hoping one of them would act as a trigger mechanism, but it didn’t fire.

The front edge of the floating drone began to light up as its internal battery neared full charge. One more burst of laser fire would surely be enough to incapacitate the seemingly helpless target below it.

“Come on!” Dyron yelled as his right hand grabbed the attached crystal sphere and brought it as close to the weapon as possible. The searing pain he felt in his limbs and the rest of his body had overcome his nervous system, and he was just about ready to go into shock.

Without warning, an insanely bright, turquoise beam of scintillating light erupted from the phasor, striking the aerial drone just as it fired its own lasers. The particle beam’s energy was so intense that it absorbed the laser fire and cored the baseball-sized robotic unit, obliterating it before making another hole in the ceiling.

Dyron dropped to his knees as the discarded weapon fell away from his hands. Holding up his blackened, smoking palms in front of his face, he let out a puppylike whimper. He wanted to close his eyes and curl up into a ball. His whole body felt like it had just been roasted.

Once again, the sides of the building shook and Kirin’s power suit appeared just above the breach, her battery of weapons at the ready. “Oh, what’s this? You’ve finally showed up again.”

He was beyond pain, yet when he heard her gloating a sudden rage entered his mind and he once again reached for the weapon.

“Time to die!” Kirin exclaimed as she triggered her autocannons.

They both fired at the same time. A solid round hit Dyron in the shoulder, knocking him back. He rolled sideways, momentarily losing his train of thought, and almost blacked out until the torment of his injuries pushed his mind back to awareness. When he dove to where the weapon lay, he momentarily stopped and stared in awe.

Kirin’s armor was breached. She had taken a direct shot to her chest. The beam weapon seemed to have sliced through her like a razor-sharp sword tip being thrust through a sheet of thin paper. The massive mechanical spider legs holding her up swayed back and forth, as if drunk, before crumpling in on themselves a half second later, sending her crashing to the ground.

Dyron held up an injured arm to shield his eyes as the impact threw up a cloud of dust. He shuffled over to where she lay. Kirin was badly injured, but she still had some life left in her as she tried to get up to a sitting position, firing an arm-mounted gauss rifle at him.

Skidding sideways, he managed to avoid her limited angle of attack and the gauss ordinance struck a wall just millimeters from where his head had been. Diving forward, he finally managed to close the distance and swung a metal bar into the side of her head.

Kirin’s helmet absorbed most of the blow. She tried to smash him with her servo-powered left arm, but he grabbed hold of her armored wrist when she swung and missed, then twisted it violently, his own strength enhancements disabling her limb. 

Grabbing the metal bar he had dropped, Dyron thrust the tip of the rod through the hole in her chest, using it like a lever as his feet braced down on her lower torso and pinned her body in place.

Kirin started thrashing around in a desperate attempt to grab hold of any part of his body, but he managed to jump away and grabbed the phasor weapon once again. He no longer had any feeling left in his arms, yet he somehow triggered the phasor to fire, blasting the side of her head off. A few more shots to her body followed, and then she finally stopped moving.  

He limped over to where she was after letting go of the phasor weapon. Getting to his knees, he pried open her damaged helmet and stared down at her with weary eyes.   

She looked up at him in astonishment, her quicksilver irises darting back and forth as if in a dream. “How... how did... you? Impossible.”

And then she died. Dyron gingerly sat down beside her, sluggishly observing the Watchers as they floated around, recording the final, closing minutes of the match before flying out through the hole in the roof.
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DEPENDING ON THE DISTANCE, the delay occurring between the viewcast of the duel would usually be shown after a period of several days, as the recoding done by the Watchers in the arena world would filter through the galactic information network. Messenger daimons would travel using the various jumpgates, deliver the information to the orbital satellites, and continue on to spread the news to other star systems while newer units would then show up and update the events as they happened.

Walking down the plush corridor and back into the Conexius’s main viewing hall, Alix continued on until she got to the padded divan where Verloch was sleeping. Like so many others, they had arrived the day before, when the delayed viewcast of the duel had at last been shown on the various holographic screens across the entire compound. Eoa Lom’s planetary data servers were slow to update, but the local Conexius would always get the news first.

They both had watched in nervous silence as Dyron’s power armor was destroyed the night before. She remembered staring down at the carpeted floor while Verloch whispered curses to himself, giving her an evil look. Her world seemed to crumble away, and she silently made plans to kill herself soon after. 

Alix decided to wait until after the duel was over, still nourishing a tinge of hope. Dyron had managed to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat once before, and she continued to believe he would do so again.

The large hall was divided into little islands, with couples and small betting groups watching the unfolding match while sitting in comfortable chairs or slouching in sofas spread out across the vast chamber. The endless waiting would be occasionally relieved by short bits of tension, the more alert in the group telling the others to wake up whenever something significant occured.

A buffet was continuously served in the adjoining restaurant area, and the spectators would occasionally excuse themselves to have a bite to eat, or relieve themselves in the luxury bathrooms down the nearby corridor. No one wanted to go home and hear about the results secondhand, not when their fortunes were riding on it.

Sitting herself down beside Verloch, she continued to stare at the holographic monitor in front of their station. It always showed at least two Watcher viewpoints, and the viewer could easily cycle through different angles and even replays in order to find something they had missed on a previous watch.

When the viewcast showed a glimpse of Dyron making his way down after hiding in a gargantuan tree all night it quickly intrigued her. Everyone else had practically written him off, and she had to convince Verloch not to make a hedge bet on Kirin using credit he didn’t have the night before.

Alix could only stare in astonishment as the duelist she had bet everything on got back to where he had lost his armor. Is he going to try and repair it? she thought.

She continued to watch in rapt silence as Dyron suddenly began to dig at something buried in the debris. “That’s not where your armor is,” she whispered to herself. “It’s on the other side of that pile!”

A series of collective gasps started to wake everyone still asleep. The hall came back to life when the small aerial drone found Dyron and raised the alarm. Reaching sideways, she began to shake Verloch’s shoulder. “Milord, wake up. Something’s happening.”

Verloch opened his eyes, threw the blanket off his chest and sat up, rubbing the accumulated dirt from his eyelids. “What’s going on?”

“A battle is about to start!”

They both looked on as the viewcast showed Dyron quickly unearthing the remains of some daimon unit. Murmurs and small talk brought up the noise level inside the spacious chamber as people openly wondered what he was doing.

A number of audience members yelled and screamed when the drone attacked Dyron, only to exclaim in awe when the duelist destroyed the seemingly dominant robot using a weapon that no one had seen before.

“That’s a phasor!” someone at the far end of the room hollered.

Alix’s jaw dropped. She could feel each beat of her heart as Dyron then came up against his chief adversary and suddenly defeated her. Most of the room had quieted down in stunned silence, unable to fathom what had just happened. A great many fortunes placed on a sure bet had just been lost.

Her emotions finally spilled over, well past her self-control. Alix stood up and raised her arms in triumph. “Yes! He won! Dyron Dyrge won!”

A number of older patrons inside the hall turned and looked in her direction. Alix continued to smile while sitting back down again and gave her master a wide smile.

Verloch’s face showed both incredulity and astonishment. “We... we won?”

Alix gave him a hug. “Yes! Your fortune has been regained!”

Verloch looked down, breathing heavily. It seemed like he was about to have a heart attack. “All that money I... lost over the years... has it truly been for something?”

She nodded energetically. Alix hadn’t eaten since the day they entered the Conexius, but her starving body seemed to take it all in stride now. Her hunches were right. Somehow, somewhere, this duelist had once again beaten astronomical odds to win. She had redeemed herself.

Verloch was jolted when a series of beeps came from his wrist multi-com. Tapping on the device’s holographic interface, he marveled at the data coming into it. “I can now pay all my creditors in full, with plenty left over for us to move into an even bigger estate. Alix, you’ve saved my name and my honor!”

She smiled mischievously at him. “Don’t forget your promise to me, milord.”

“Of course, I haven’t forgotten that,” Verloch said. “You’ll be a free woman by this evening. All your debts will be paid.”

“Thank you.”

“I... I would like to ask you something.”

“Anything.”

“Would you... would you consider staying on with me? My family is fond of you. Lili says she likes you very much.”

“As what? I cannot remain a concubine. Once I get my freedom I shall no longer be a serf.”

“You’re an excellent Second, and you know how to make the right bet. How can I convince you to stay?”

“As your wife?”

Verloch looked down. “No. I’m sorry, but I can’t do that. Keiko is mother to my beloved child, and marrying a former serf is...”

Alix scowled. “Scandalous to someone of your station, sir?”

His pleading eyes told her he was serious. “Look, there must be some sort of arrangement we could come to.”

She had been preparing for this opportunity. “Very well. There is one way we could continue our relationship.”

“How? Tell me.”

“Business partners,” Alix said. “Equal partners.”

“What? You want me to give you half of my assets or you’ll leave? Preposterous!”

“Think about it,” she explained. “I am good at making bets at the Conexius. If I have legal authority to handle your business affairs from my end then your fortune will continue to grow.”

“How do I know you weren’t just lucky?”

“Would I have bet my one chance at freedom and your entire fortune on pure chance? You need to give me more credit than that!”

The look in his eyes told her everything. After a brief moment of hesitation, Verloch finally nodded. “Alright. You’ll be my business partner. Keiko will protest, but leave her to me.”

She held out her hand. “You won’t regret this.”

Verloch shook it. “I sure hope not. If you can continue to generate riches enough for me to cease my dependence on my wife’s family, then you shall be more than just a partner.”

“You have my promise that I will do just that.”
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STEPPING OUT OF THE bathroom, Dyron slowly made his way down the stairs to the kitchen area. The aches and the constant itch had subsided, but his body still felt numb, as if it was a machine with replacement parts that needed to be broken in.

The twin suns of Moravius had just begun to shine their rays over the dawning horizon, and he halted briefly to watch it. When the automated tint in the metallic glass windows started to dim the now blinding light, he turned and walked up to the refrigerator unit and held it open.

Taking out a jug filled with human milk, he twisted the cap off and drank directly from the spout, the thick creamy nourishment of the genetically engineered liquid running down his throat. Finding some slices of processed meat and bread, he made himself a sandwich and ate it all up in a few bites.

With his hunger satisfied, he walked down a short corridor that led to the basement. As they were now flush with cash, Oton had purchased a small estate for them, built along the side of a mountain overlooking Pantagra. Dyron didn’t complain since all he wanted was peace and quiet, so he went along with it.

He found the chnjuur sitting on a stool overlooking the workbench when he opened the door and stepped inside. “You’re up early.”

Oton nodded while keeping his eye on the artifact that had been placed on the countertop. “How could I sleep when your constant moans and thrashing could be heard even from my bedroom?”

“It shouldn’t happen now. The pain is gone.”

Oton clapped his longish, leathery hands. “Oh, thank Thoth for that! Perhaps I might not even do anything but sleep for the rest of the day.”

“Come on, I wasn’t that disruptive, was I?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe! When the Transporter deposited what was left of you in front of me, I couldn’t tell if you were still alive. Your skin was blackened and cracked, and the coolant was literally dripping out of you, along with the rest of your fluids.”

Dyron ran his hand along his fuzzy scalp. “My hair is growing back.”

“You know how many days I spent by your bedside trying to put some food into you? The one time I did manage to force some water down your throat you puked it right back up, along with torrents of blood.”

Dyron looked away. He had given Oton strict orders not to bring him to the hospital. The last thing he wanted was for doctors and medibots to have a look at his body and learn what made him tick.

“And yet like an armored cockroach, you refused to die,” Oton continued. “Did you know I even made funeral arrangements for you? I purchased a large mausoleum at the city’s most prestigious cemetery with your name on it. Imagine my surprise when your condition suddenly stabilized.”

“Yeah, it’s just a matter of time till I can heal everything,” Dyron admitted. “As long as I don’t get killed outright, I ought to recover from any injury.”

“I’m not a medical doctor, Dyron. We should hire a fulltime professional so your recovery will be faster and less painful. I tried to inject some painkillers into your body but you shoved me so hard the injector broke.”

He shook his head. “No. No doctors, and no treatment or drugs of any kind.”

“Whatever this secret healing ability of yours is, it’s got a price,” Oton said. “It’s one cruel, sadistic god who watches over you.”

“It’s not a god, just an inner voice. I think it likes to inflict pain on me.”

“Seeing you in that state for the past several days, I wouldn’t wish that sort of suffering on anyone.”

“Goes with the territory,” Dyron said while leaning over to the table. “Made any headway on this?”

Oton stared at the phasor weapon and its accompanying fist-sized crystal. “I’ve been pouring over the databanks for it, and there isn’t an operating manual of any kind to be found. I suggest we take this to Hedrik and have him examine it.”

“No,” Dyron said. Along with pieces of Kirin’s armor, the phasor was the only other gear he brought back with him. Winning duelists were entitled to the Spoils on the battlefield, and the Transporter didn’t seem to protest when he hid the thothan weapon underneath a bundle of other salvage upon pickup.

“Why not? House Hedrik is the most proficient weapon maker in the whole galaxy.”

“If they get their hands on this and manage to replicate it, then every corporate stable will soon be fielding this weapon.”

“Well, I can’t make heads or tails on knowing how to operate it,” Oton said. “I’m a Second, not a weapons engineer.”

“Do you know a freelance weapons maker who’s trustworthy enough to keep this as a secret?”

“Other than Hedrik? No.”

Dyron cursed. “Well have to look for more information at the Keeper temples then.”

The old chnjuur groaned. “Again? Space travel is expensive, you know.”

“You’ve already got the house you wanted, didn’t you? What else do you need?”

“How about living the rest of my life in peace and safety? Everyone has seen you use this weapon, which means there will be thieves looking to steal it.”

“You think we’re still in danger?”

Oton nodded. “I bought this house for a reason, and not just to indulge in my race’s habit of swinging in trees. We have an alarm perimeter and this reinforced basement is built like a vault. It’ll take a determined effort to try and get this weapon out of your hands, but it’ll eventually happen.”

“Huh? There’s no way to stop our enemies from stealing this?”

“Think about it, Dyron. There’s only the two of us, and we can’t keep watch over this relic forever.”

“So what do you want to do with it?”

“Like I said, give it to Hedrik and let them have a look at it,” Oton said. “Top independent duelists store their gear in one of their weapon shops. Those places are secure—like underground fortresses. Not even the Triarchs would want to go up against the weapon shops.”

“Were you not listening to me? If Hedrik figures out how to manufacture a phasor weapon, then the duels will be one-sided because those who could afford such a device will be the ones who’ll always win.”

“Perhaps we could come to some sort of arrangement with him—like an exclusive deal in that they’ll help us in trying to figure out how it works, but they will be obligated not to make copies of it.”

“Would you trust anyone to live up to that?”

“House Hedrik has always been honest when it comes to dealing with duelists,” Oton said. “They know full well that upsetting this delicate balance would send shockwaves across galactic society.”

“Maybe. But let’s try it my way first.”

“Oh, very well. So which temple do you want to visit now?”

“I don’t know yet. Can you find a secure place to store the weapon for now?”

Oton twiddled his goatee. “I’ll have a look around.”
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THE OLD GRENWALD HOUSE stood empty now. Despite the initial hardships, she had grown fond of the place, and felt a tinge of joy when Verloch gifted it to her. It was the first abode she had ever come to own, yet she knew that it wouldn’t satisfy what needed to be done.

After hearing the knocker being struck several times, Alix walked slowly down the stairs wearing her new dress. Opening the door, she stared at the cloaked male human with a thick mop of black hair and a puffin nose for a short silent minute before stepping aside and letting him enter.

Murl Tance had recently been appointed city magistrate due to the current political situation. Like her, he was a former serf who had purchased his freedom. While publicly advocating for more rights to be given to the lower classes, he remained a high-ranking member of the Narchist underground.

Closing the door behind her, she turned and made a slight bow. “I would like to offer you some refreshments, but I have yet to hire any servants.”

Tance walked slowly into the main hallway, looking around with admiration. “You have indeed moved up in the world.”

“Like you, my freedom was hard-won.”

He nodded while turning back to look at her. “So you have your independence, and a nice little home. What will you do now? Blend into the fabric of the free classes, never to be heard from again?”

“I asked for a meeting with you because I want to know if Dr. Ghadavi has made any confessions with regards to the Grenwalds.”

Tance arched his thick eyebrows. “Is this a personal matter between you and your former master?”

“No, I just want to see justice done for Weeta.”

“Excuse me if I say I don’t believe you,” he said. “I’ve been a lawyer for four decades, and I can usually tell when someone is lying, or not telling me the whole truth.”

“You think I’m untrustworthy? After all the things I’ve done for your cause?”

“It’s not that. I am wondering about your true motives.”

“Justice for a murdered serf is not enough?”

“But this isn’t just about a dead concubine, is it? If it was, you wouldn’t have convinced your former master to free you and gotten elevated to a higher rung in society.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“My dear Alix, Narchists stand for ultimate equality—the complete destruction of social classes. This cause is what keeps our spirit strong,” Tance said. “It seems to me that you are merely using us, which makes me mindful as to what you truly want.”

“I would never turn on the Narchists.”

“You had better not,” he said. “Betrayers have had their throats slit in the middle of the night, and their murder shall never be solved.”

She held her palms open and low, indicating that she had nothing to hide. “All this, the house, this new dress, it’s merely a means to an end for me.”

“Verloch Grenwald must be a really cruel master for you to hate him so much,” Tance said. “Very well. Our arrangement shall continue, for now.”

“What did your police contacts say about the dress?”

“The DNA coding doesn’t match.”

“What do you mean?”

“The forensics team concluded that Weeta was indeed wearing the dress when she was killed, but the other bio-signatures don’t point towards Lady Keiko.”

“What? Are you saying there was another killer? Verloch perhaps?”

“No, the DNA didn’t match his records either. It’s unregistered.”

Alix looked away, her mind trying to untangle the mystery. “What do you need to identify the other traces of unknown DNA?”

“I’ll need more evidence. Another piece of clothing, or maybe even the weapon used.”

If neither Keiko nor her husband killed Weeta, then it must be Tripetta, she thought. Yes, that old hag was always jealous of Verloch’s concubines. “Without the weapon, what are the chances of conviction?” she asked.

“Very low,” Tance said. “Murder must be proved beyond a reasonable doubt. Even if Dr. Ghadavi would admit to covering up for Verloch’s family, he would be the one punished, although he merely acted as an accomplice.”

“Could you have one of your contacts question the doctor with regards to Weeta’s murder?”

“There are so many allegations against him, why do you want this to be a priority?”

“If you do this for me, I shall transfer the deed of this house over to the Narchist cause.”

Tance seemed genuinely surprised. “Perhaps I misunderstood your choice of cause after all.”
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OVER THE CENTURIES, the terrain around the ruins of Entebbe along the shores of Earth’s Lake Victoria had been extensively modified. Over time, the overgrowth of mostly Okoume and mahogany trees was slowly supplanted by gene engineered cycads and cycadeoids, whose towering, near impregnable trunks continuously sprouted seedlings fertile enough to outgrow their natural rivals. In just a few decades, the teeming forest had changed into something wild and chaotic, endlessly spreading the green until it covered much of the African continent.

Aroused by the metallic scent of blood, the pseudo-carnosaur strode confidently past the shallow stream that marked its territory. The modified dinosaur had learned over the past few years that its rivals had slowly been weeded out, leaving only itself as the top predator across the entire area.

Its genetically engineered brain did have some human modifications, allowing it to think abstractly. The carnosaur had surmised there was a growing threat somewhere nearby, since it had come upon the carcass of one of its siblings a few weeks before, but it couldn’t think any further as to what it could be.

The mating season would sometimes drive it into a frenzy, and its toothy jaws would occasionally thrash every standing tree for half a klick since there were no females or easy prey around to take its frustrations out on.

Overcoming its instinct of hunger, the carnosaur slowed its gait to a wary amble, ready to pivot its three-toed feet in another direction within a split second. The one time it had sustained a serious injury was when it stumbled into the nest of a defending triceratops several years back, and had its hind leg gored before it could retreat to safety. 

Patience had its virtues, and it would periodically hesitate just before moving into unfamiliar territory, using its powerful sense of smell to ferret out any danger lying ahead. Experience was a valuable teacher, and kept this particular specimen alive so far.

Its enhanced senses could tell there was a small clearing up ahead. The smell of freshly cut ferns and tree trunks meant that something was nearby, something unnatural. The other beasts within the area would never be so precise.

The carnosaur swung its enormous head back and forth, trying to detect anything out of the ordinary. But the more it used its olfactory glands, the greater the blood scent flowed into its nostrils, the feeding instinct finally overcoming its learned wariness.

Olyphant meat—one of its favorites. All for the taking. 

Rounding the clearing, it didn’t detect any of its rival siblings. With its vigilance now satisfied, it stomped forward into the glade, its tooth-filled jaws wide open and ready to feed on the pile of bleeding, fly buzzing meat just meters in front of it.

*
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LEAPING OUT OF THE flesh pile, Raegoth yelled out in a fit of rage and slapped the side of the carnosaur’s head away. He had been stalking this beast for the past several days, but the dinosaur was too wary to fall for his other ambushes, until now.

The carnosaur backed away by a few meters, its tiny mind seemingly confused by the sudden appearance of a naked, blood-soaked human who seemed foolhardy enough to challenge its territorial dominance.  

Raegoth gnashed his teeth. “Come on, you big, dumb lizard! Come on!”

The dinosaur’s initial surprise quickly turned to hostility. It towered over the little creature, and something that small surely couldn’t be a threat to the larger beast. The carnosaur gave a slight snort before lunging forward, its snapping jaws hoping to crack its newfound prey in two.

Raegoth shifted sideways, using his superior speed to zoom past the carnosaur’s chomping teeth until he was less than a meter away from the beast’s stomach before delivering a twisting punch into its gut.

The powerful blow staggered the carnosaur, and the beast seemed to cry out in pain as it lifted its head up. Grabbing hold of one of the creature’s forelegs, Raegoth leapt up and wrapped both arms around the beast’s thick throat. His fingers weren’t able to clasp together, but he had enough of a grip to begin a very tight squeeze.

He hung on as the dinosaur tried to shake him off, using maximum effort to keep his arms pinned along the thick scaly flesh. The carnosaur tried to use its forelimbs to pry him off, but the demi claws were too weak, unable to penetrate the duelist’s subdermal armor.

The beast was desperately hoping to bring its jaws to bear against such an attack, but Raegoth’s head was buried right underneath its lower jaw, and it couldn’t reach down to try and bite its opponent loose.

Raegoth tucked his legs up when the carnosaur tried to snap at his feet. Now he had all four of his limbs hugging the dinosaur’s throat, but the beast’s flesh remained too thick to clasp them together.

The carnosaur began thrashing through the trees, hoping to pry its adversary loose by bashing Raegoth’s body against the thick foliage. With the ever-increasing pain and the cutting off of its air passageways, the beast had begun to slow.

Raegoth maintained his death grip as the blood began to flow from the dinosaur’s cracked leathery skin. “You’re strong, beast, but I am the master here!”

Within several minutes the carnosaur had begun to stagger. The pained croaks coming out of its mouth meant that the once mighty animal had met its match. After a few more minutes, the dinosaur fell over to its side.

After finally letting go, Raegoth stood triumphantly over his fallen prey. The dinosaur’s tail still twitched slightly, but the flame of life had now gone from its eyes.

Raegoth stood in silence for a few minutes before he used his enhanced legs to stomp on the animal’s ribcage, crushing it. He had been taught to be the best, and this hunt had been crucial in maintaining that sense of superiority over all his enemies.

A single tear dribbled down his eye. He had killed many beasts over the past few weeks, but it wasn’t enough to alleviate the loss of his sister. Raegoth had taught Kirin everything, and now she was gone, killed by a man who didn’t deserve to win at all.

“You’re a dead man, Dyrge,” he whispered, even though he knew no one could hear him out here.

A series of beeps coming from his wrist device helped to push the grief away and into the back of his mind. The holographic message was clear. He was ordered back to the main estate for a meeting.

The exit trail leading to the park’s perimeter was at least a day’s walk from his current position, but he knew the Polymind wouldn’t tolerate any delays. 

Raegoth started running, pushing his enhanced legs to the limit.
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OVERLOOKING THE GREAT Rift Valley in Earth’s Southeast Africa region, a gleaming white palace towered high above the dense green foliage. The planet had endured massive devastation just before the Magna Pax, and its new owners decided to let nature take its course instead of re-urbanization.

Raegoth made his way up the wide stone steps. The Great Pavilion was just up ahead, and he was already late. 

He could sense something in the air, for a meeting like this was most unusual. The master of House Zralox would almost never talk to someone of his stature unless it was important. Of all the times he had spent inside this estate, he had met with its ruler only twice before.

Long before he was birthed, the various Great Houses fought for supremacy, using duels to decide which of them would hold the keys to power over a rebuilding galactic society. House Zralox had started from humble beginnings, and through a combination of luck and deft strategy had managed to rise to the top. Now only two other competing houses were of equal power, and his clan would not cease in their efforts until they reigned supreme.

After washing away the dinosaur blood upon his arrival, Raegoth had changed to a loose robe over his tunic. Two votom guards with laser rifles strapped across their wide chests stood at the entrance to the inner compound, and they let him through with a simple nod.

One side of the pavilion had no roof, with wide circular steps leading into what looked to be a courtyard beneath a stone overhang built along the cliffside. The area seemed deserted, until a cephalon suddenly emerged from a nearby ledge and began shambling towards him.

Raegoth waited. H’sssuuool had been Kirin’s Second, and he resented having to meet the squid-like sentient so soon. The wounds in his psyche were still too raw, yet he couldn’t refuse the demands of his clan’s overlords.

H’sssuuool stopped less than a meter away from him and tilted his conical body forward as a signal of greeting. “A fair afternoon to you. Condolences for your loss. Kirin was an exceptional duelist.”

Raegoth bit his lip, keeping his temper in check. “Thank you.”

“Let us proceed up the steps,” the cephalon said, gesturing with one of its manipulator tentacles. “Our master is waiting.”

Raegoth nodded before he started to move up the stairs. House Zralox had managed to win the ownership rights to humanity’s homeworld after a series of bitterly fought duels more than a hundred years before. 

But instead of inviting refugees to resettle the planet, the clan strictly controlled land ownership and immigration, allowing only small numbers of beings to resettle Earth as tenants. Consequently, most of the world’s ruined cities were never rebuilt, and House Zralox used the majority of the land as private reserves for their various projects and experiments.

When the pair of them got to the landing near the top of the wide stairs, they stopped. Both made their greetings towards the creature that lay on the movable platform beneath the shade.

The Polymind consisted of a ring of cylindrical menhirs with attached cables, all of them connected to a bloated being lying in its center. During his childhood, Raegoth could barely bring himself to stare at this grotesque breed of human subspecies which acted as the Polymind’s voice, yet he soon realized that it had been created that way on purpose.

It might have been a normal human during its conception, but its swollen limbs had atrophied due to disuse and seemed to be nothing more than vestigial attachments now. This unnamed breed still had a pair of slit-like eyes and a small flattened nose, yet its neck was lost in the seemingly endless layers of fat that gave its sedentary body the appearance of a living, pyramidal marshmallow.

The Polymind’s mouth was nowhere to be seen since it had a speaker box that was attached around its drooping cheeks. Raegoth could see that the thick black cables sprouting from its spine crisscrossed the floor before each link snaked up to an individual menhir. 

He knew that each column was actually the final resting place of all previous overlords for House Zralox. Whenever their bodies had atrophied due to old age or injury, their brains were then transplanted into the pillars. The original leaders of the clan continued to rule, long after they were supposed to be dead.

H’sssuuool squatted and bowed, while Raegoth fell to his knees and bent his head. 

The Polymind began to speak, the voices of more than a dozen different tones and accents all in unison, like an infernal chorus. “You have both been summoned here so that the events that occurred this past week may be reviewed and new plans can be formulated.”

“I beg for your forgiveness, Great One,” H’sssuuool said. “Our duelist failed to win the match, and House Rochantis is now in an even stronger position than before. I shall willingly sacrifice my life to make amends for our losses.”

“While it is true that our duelist was killed, our losses have been minimal,” the Polymind said. “We shall not require your sacrifice at this time.”

Raegoth kept staring at the floor, yet he could hardly believe what he had just heard. What’s this? he thought. How did we manage to minimize our losses?

“Thank you for sparing my life, Great One,” H’sssuuool said. “Does this mean our contingency plan was a success?”

“It was,” the Polymind said. “We shall explain for your benefit, Raegoth. You see, in addition to taking over the leadership of House Wuo, we had also succeeded in buying out the remaining assets of House Rochantis, leaving only a shell. With our winnings from the latter, we have covered our losses.”

Raegoth felt betrayed. All this time we played both sides, he thought. And my sister got killed for nothing! For nothing!

“I must commend your foresight, Great One,” H’sssuuool said. “Only a being of your exceptional abilities would have thought up such a foolproof plan.”

Raegoth looked straight ahead, the rage finally overcoming his fear and revulsion at the creature lying in front of him. “Great One, we have lost one of our best duelists to an unheralded upstart. If all this was but a ploy since we controlled both sides to begin with, then why was my sister sacrificed?”

“We had foreseen that this Dyron Dyrge may well become a threat to our dominance in the dueling circuit,” the Polymind said. “Therefore, we laid out a trap to eliminate him. Unfortunately, Kirin failed in her task. It is the one outcome of this strategy that we failed to anticipate.”

“Great One, I would like to challenge Dyrge to a duel and avenge my sister,” Raegoth said. “I ask for the full backing of this house.”

“Patience. The time to destroy this Dyron Dyrge will come soon enough,” the Polymind said. “In the meantime, we have other plans for you.”

Raegoth looked down once more. He felt like lashing out, but he knew it would be a useless, even suicidal action. The anger continued to fester within, and he kept his mouth shut, hoping that the time for revenge would come sooner rather than later.

“Which brings us to the reasons why the pair of you were summoned here,” the Polymind said. “A new development has arisen on Eoa Lom. Are either of you familiar with that planet?”

“Yes, Great One,” H’sssuuool said. “It is an ocean world, which my species helped to rehabilitate after the war. Dominated by humans, most of the planetary population lives in a chain of archipelagoes.”

“Correct. Eoa Lom’s main industry is the export of various goods and services, notably seafood and low skilled labor. For the past several decades, their fishing industry has deteriorated considerably. The various minor houses that rule the planet are not just in decline, they have also suffered recent sociopolitical setbacks that makes Eoa Lom the perfect candidate for our ongoing expansion plans.”

“I have read the reports about the near riots they are having, Great One,” the cephalon said. “From my own analysis it seems that there are many Narchist sympathizers amongst the lower classes.”

“Your analytics are only partly correct. We have surmised from our intelligence contacts that there is in fact a major Narchist movement that continues to operate in secret on that world.”

Narchists? Nothing but a terrorist rabble of agitators and malcontents, Raegoth thought. What does this have to do with me?

“A most interesting insight, Great One,” H’sssuuool said. “If Narchists are present in large numbers, then that would mean Eoa Lom could destabilize, and bring down the wrath of the daimons upon it.”

“Precisely,” the Polymind said. “This task shall be a delicate one, but we are confident in your abilities as both a Second and a Patron. Your business contacts with your own species shall also serve you well once we achieve control of the planet. If events proceed as we foresee, then we shall install you as viceroy of that world.”

The cephalon bowed once more. “I am most appreciative for this opportunity, Great One.”

“Good. We shall speak further on this matter once everything is in place,” the Polymind said, before its tiny eyes moved to stare at the duelist. “As for you, Raegoth. You shall serve as our ‘ace in the hole,’ so to speak. You will assist H’sssuuool in this, and feel free to satiate your bloodlust when it is warranted.”

“I serve at the pleasure of my masters,” Raegoth said.
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STANDING IN FRONT OF the counter inside the weapon shop at Pantagra, Dyron waited patiently as Hedrik used his wrist device to tabulate the total price. With Oton conducting interviews and business with various media junkets, Dyron decided to sell most of the loot he had collected, save one.

Looking up, Hedrik’s face beamed behind a holographic field of floating numbers. “My best offer.”

He nodded. “Sold.”

“Done,” the shopkeeper said as he tapped his finger on the multi-com, instantaneously transferring the funds into Dyron’s account. “There seems to be one item missing here, if I recall.”

Dyron smiled and shook his head. “I’m still on the fence with that one. I doubt I’ll sell it though.”

“Fair enough,” Hedrik said. “You might want to modify it for hand use though. It looked to me like your arms were burned to the bone while handling it.”

“Let me guess, you’ll be the ones making those modifications too?”

“Of course. We pride ourselves on extending a full range of services for our clients, you know that.”

“I know for a fact that you’ll attempt to make copies of it, and then every duelist will be carrying phasors in no time.”

Hedrik tilted his head back and laughed. “We may be the best weapon shop in the galaxy, but reverse engineering thothan tech is way beyond even our formidable capabilities.”

Dyron remained unconvinced. “Right.”

The storekeeper kept grinning as he tapped on his wrist computer. One of the panels along the walls slid open to reveal a tube-like weapon behind a thick layer of metallic glass that looked very similar to what Dyron had salvaged. “You’re not the first duelist to bring back one of those things.”

Dyron half-recoiled in shock. “Is that... a phasor?”

“Correct,” Hedrik said. “A number of duelists brought those things to me as trophies over the years. We’ve tried just about everything to find out what makes them tick, but it all falls flat.”

“Everybody on the infowebs is talking about what I did. Oton is so busy these days trying to fend off all these offers.”

“Well, you’re actually the first duelist in recorded history who was able to find a way to successfully operate a thothan weapon. All the ones who came before you only found the broken stuff.”

“You must have seen what I did.”

“Everyone saw it,” Hedrik said. “I even went back to the thothan relics in my collection to see if I could do what you did, but it seems you’re the only one who found a still functioning power source for it.”

“So you have pieces that are similar to mine?”

“Correct. But like I said, none are in working order.”

“But once you have an active power source, then you could conceivably make your other stuff function, right?”

“Possibly, yes, but we are a long way from understanding thothan tech.”

“Even after all this time?”

“Yes,” Hedrik said. “Thothan tech is like pure magic to us. We can see them in action, but we can’t figure out how they work.”

“Nothing in all the annals of accumulated science can help?”

“That’s just it. Thothan tech seems to defy the laws of physics and science as we know it,” Hedrik said. “It’s like all our combined knowledge means nothing, and we would have to throw away everything and start from scratch.”

“So if I could bring the device here for some modifications, you won’t be able to steal the tech?”

“Highly unlikely.”

“That’s good,” Dyron said. “I guess I’m starting to feel better about all this.”

“I have to admit I’ll try my best to figure out what makes it work the way it does though.”

“You’ve just about won me over, and now you’ve killed the deal.”

Hedrik laughed again. “Look, I won’t press you any harder. If you want to keep it wherever it is, fine. But just remember, everyone will be gunning for it.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“You’re not going to believe the number of duelists and mercs arriving at the spaceport each day.”

“You think they’re all coming for me?”

“It’s a fair assumption.”

Dyron let out a deep breath. “I can never get any rest, can I?”

“Not when you’ve catapulted yourself to near the top of the rankings.”

“I’ll think about it,” Dyron said. “What about the pieces I’ve sold to you, can you tell me anything about them?”

“Your former opponent wore a custom designed power suit,” Hedrik said. “While we supply them, I believe House Zralox also does their own modifications for their duelists.”

“Their weaponeers must be better then, otherwise why not use your services instead?”

The storekeeper winked. “They like to think what they have is better, but we keep up with any new innovations those stables bring about. You see, I think it’s just a matter of pride for them, so they prefer to keep things in-house when in public. Privately, though, we all use the same manufacturers.”

“So there is parity between duelists.”

“In terms of gear, yes, but if you look at how Seconds negotiate and the eventual outcomes, it’s still a case of who has more money.”

Dyron crossed his arms. “Very true. The power suit I wore in that last match was totally outclassed.”

“Correct,” Hedrik said. “You weren’t financially prepared for a fully augmented duel, and your opponents knew it. If I were you, the next few duels I’d take would be made as the champion of the one being challenged. So far, in every duel you’ve fought it was your side making the challenge. The corporate stables will take advantage of it.”

“I have my reasons.”

“Because you get to choose the venue? What are you looking for out there?”

Dyron didn’t say anything.

Hedrik gave a resigned shrug. “Okay, I won’t ask any more.”

“Thanks, now what if I decide on using your shop to store the device, will you refrain from taking a look at it?”

“I could do that, but it would mean I won’t be able to modify your weapon to make it more effective.”

“Let’s just hold off on the modifications until the next duel is scheduled. I still need time to think about it.”

“Okey dokey.”

“Huh? What did you just say?”

“Don’t worry about it—it’s an old Earth slang.”
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SINCE IT WAS THE FIRST time she’d ever worn an earpiece, Alix felt uncomfortable with it. The throat microphone hidden beneath her scarf also felt tight, like someone had placed a choker that was one size too small around her neck. Nevertheless, the tools of the trade were needed in order for her to see things through, and she mentally put aside these annoyances for the time being.

Sitting in the ground car’s front seat, she continued to wait in silence. Late morning in Farshore City and the dawn fog had already lifted, bringing more people out into the streets. With Dr. Ghadavi’s trial beginning in earnest, a tense calm had settled over most of the planet and the barricades of both sides had come down, but everyone knew it was far from over.

Despite the seeming return to normality, the cracks remained. Parts of the city were still being watched and controlled by either the serfs or the government, and anyone going back and forth between these zones was being carefully observed. Arrests and the occasional killing continued, but they were being done in back alleys and secluded spots, so as not to arouse alarm.

More than a dozen nobles had been killed by their own servants, and the suspects later turned themselves over to the authorities, claiming they had been abused. The courts were now being turned inside out, and with the newly installed city prosecutor being sympathetic to the lower classes, it was the nobility’s turn to seethe.  

Using the magistrate’s influence, Alix was able to get a ride with a gendarme undercover unit, and she’d been given access to their crime database. After reading the case files on Weeta’s death, a number of things began to fall into place for her.

Several witnesses had identified Tripetta wandering through the streets on the night of Weeta’s demise.  The old housekeeper had been carrying something, and a taxi driver’s recollections explicitly pointed to Tripetta as the one who had delivered the stained dress to a laundry service for cleaning.

Tripetta is definitely my main suspect, Alix thought. She knows full well what happened that night, and I need to get her to confess.

The plainclothes detective sitting in the driver’s seat of the vehicle looked up, and the drone visor he wore began to glow. “Heads up. Target is on the move.”

Leaning forward, Alix scanned the moderately sized crowd walking down the wide avenue. In less than a minute, she spotted Tripetta. The compact old crone was walking briskly over the bridge, her tiny hands carrying a small basket.

Ever since the Grenwalds had moved to a larger abode in the city’s wealthier district, Alix had not had a chance to speak with the rest of his household, including the newly hired servants. She had discussed some business matters with Verloch during a short meeting with him in his office, but that was two weeks ago. Unless she could somehow gain some new information, it was highly probable that Weeta’s murder would go unsolved.

The detective beside her started to curse. “My drone is being jammed. There’s an ECM zone where the target is. We’re going to lose her.”

Opening the car door, Alix jumped out, straightened her skirt and began moving parallel to the sidewalk, keeping Tripetta in her line of sight.

The detective’s voice came over her earpiece. “She’s going into one of the contested areas. We need to wait for backup.”

Alix crossed the street, keeping her distance so that the target wouldn’t notice. “No need, I’m going in.”

“But we won’t be able to track you. Your audio recording will also be jammed. The serfs in that area are unpredictable.”

She reached into her cloak and felt the special token that Tance had given her. “It’s okay, I know some people here. If we lose contact with each other, I’ll back away.”

The detective’s protests were interrupted by static as Alix walked briskly down a side street. This was her one chance to question Tripetta alone, and there was no way she’d back off from that task, not when the truth was so close.

Alix wore soft boots, and her light steps hardly made any noise on the cobbled streets as she continued to shadow her quarry. If Tripetta confesses, perhaps I can strike a deal with the prosecutors, she thought. I don’t want her, I want Verloch.

The crowds began to thin as both women made it into the less congested alleyways. Alix had to slow her pace in order to increase the distance between them, otherwise her target would realize she was being followed.

When Tripetta made it to a small intersection she stopped suddenly and twisted her head around. Alix didn’t have enough time to turn away or slip into cover, and their eyes met.

Knowing that the ruse was up, Alix held up her gloved palm in a conciliatory gesture. “I just want to talk.”

The old woman instantly turned tail and began running, moving quickly out of sight into one of the smaller lanes running parallel to the much wider boulevard at the other side.

Alix quickly gave chase. Tripetta’s fleetness had surprised her, and she almost lost sight of the crone, but she managed to catch a fleeting glimpse of Tripetta ducking into what seemed to be a burned out building by the river.

Increasing her speed, Alix ran the distance until she got to the open entryway. Only half a door remained attached to the opening, and she easily pushed it aside, its rusty hinges creaking in protest. Hearing footsteps going up the old stairwell, she hurried through a tight, dusty corridor and found the way up to the second floor.

Moving along the steps, Alix made it to the upper landing. Tripetta was waiting for her right by the corridor, and the old crone swung a blackened piece of wood like a club, hoping to strike her down.

Alix put her right arm up in an attempt to block the swing, but was only partially successful. She took a glancing blow to the side of her forehead, and the attack nearly made her lose her balance, which would have sent her tumbling back down the stairs. 

Screaming in pain, Alix lashed out, and managed to grab hold of the stick and pull it out of the old woman’s grasp. Shaking off the cobwebs in her head, Alix tossed the weapon aside before reaching for the knife beneath her cloak.

Tripetta fearfully backed away, picking up the basket she had placed on the floor. “Keep away from me.”

The blow to her head continued to bother Alix, and she was having a hard time trying to be diplomatic. “I know it was you. You killed Weeta, didn’t you?”

Tears ran down Tripetta’s cheeks as she continued to back away. “No, no!”

Alix took two steps forward, staying in the middle of the small room, making sure that the old housekeeper would have to go through her if there was going to be another escape. “We have the forensics, and the recorded testimonies of witness,” she said. “One set of DNA on the dress didn’t match Lady Keiko or Verloch, so it had to be you.”

Tripetta held on to the basket with both hands and continued to move backwards, her wrinkled jowls puffed up in a mixture of desperation and fear. “You are a demon!”

“Come back with me to the gendarme station. I’m sure we can negotiate a minimal punishment for you if you cooperate with the rightful authorities.”

Tripetta mumbled something unintelligible while backing up to the edge of a broken balcony that faced the river below.

Alix sensed what the old woman was going to do. “No, wait. I can help you, don’t—”

But it was too late, Tripetta took another three steps back before her left foot finally slipped, her spine breaking past the fragile railing, and she somersaulted headfirst into the river below.

Alix peered over the edge, watching helplessly as Tripetta’s body disappeared into the dark blue swirls. The waterlogged basket continued to float for a time, before being swallowed up by the liquid abyss as well.   
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ACROSS THE SEAS FROM the old stone buildings of Eoa Lom’s main city, the Isle of Melmoth gleamed with the dull metal facades of its newly built factories. Whereas the planetary capital was characterized by class rules and old traditions, Melmoth’s thriving bourgeoise community held out hope for a brighter future, and everyone surmised that the island’s growing economy could well become the model for the rest of the planet.

The droning boat slowly edged up to the pier and docked. A man emerged from the pilothouse and threw a few ropes out, which were caught by an old robotic dockworker that dutifully tied the lines to keep the vessel in place. Within minutes, a gangplank had been placed as a bridge, and dozens of men wearing hooded cloaks began to move out onto the wharf.

Lukat Palitor watched gloomily as the last of the passengers disembarked before making his way out of the pilothouse once more. He had an inkling as to what these men wanted to do, but he couldn’t refuse the offer they made.

A taller man, his features half-hidden by the low-slung hood of his great black cloak, stood by the edge of the pier as Palitor walked down the gangplank and stopped where he stood. “Very good. The payment shall be in your account by the end of the day.”

Palitor grunted as he saw the dockmaster coming out of a nearby office and making his way over to where they were. “I hope the documents you provided were good, otherwise Bertrum will send us all back to the main island.”

Only the cloaked man’s chin was visible, and there was a smile on his lips. “Have no fear, all will be in order.”

Gray-bearded Bertrum served as the island’s sole public representative when it came to authorizing seaborne visitors to stay on the island. The middle-aged man smiled as he walked up to Palitor and shook his hand. “Welcome back to Melmoth, Lukat. It’s been a while since you’ve been here.”

Palitor kept his gaze on the slick dock flooring. “Just brought some passengers over.”

“On this night? I’m surprised you didn’t wait until morning,” Bertrum said. “The tides are strong. You could have been in trouble out there.”

“Couldn’t be helped.”

Bertrum eyed the others standing nearby. “In a hurry, eh?”

“You could say that.”

Holding up his wrist device, Bertrum tapped its side button. “Well, you’re lucky I’m the one assigned to the docks this evening. Let’s see the permit for transport, please.”

Palitor sent him the virtual documents by remote with his multi-com. “Here you go.”

Bertrum’s eyes shifted back and forth between the holographic data being displayed above his raised wrist and the two dozen men standing casually on the docks. “I must tell you, lads, we have very strict controls over who comes to this island. It’s private property, and no serfs are allowed to emigrate here.”

“We know,” their cloaked leader said confidently. “Don’t worry, we aren’t serfs.”

Bertrum rubbed his beard. “Well, it looks like it checks out, but the timing of this seems... out of place. We normally get new corporate workers for the factories in the mornings. Never had one batch come in this late before.”

“There’s been some issues with the machinery. We’ve been sent in as an emergency repair team.”

“Is that so? Well, as per the rules, I still have to contact the offices at the capital,” Bertrum insisted.

“You can do that in the morning,” the cloaked man said. “We need you to approve the unloading of our cargo and get us through the gates right away.”

“I’d like to, but as I’ve said, rules are rules. It’ll be a quick call, trust me.”

The cloaked man sighed. “Oh well, I guess we’ll just have to do this the hard way.”

To Palitor’s eyes, the next few seconds were a blur. By the time his mind figured out what had happened, he saw Bertrum’s lifeless body on the pier being kicked into the water. The boat’s passengers were already streaming out of the docks and making their way towards the guarded perimeter, their silenced weapons now visible.

Throwing the hood off and revealing his face, Raegoth turned and delivered a hard-nosed stare towards the boat captain. “You made him suspicious, you fool. I ought to kill you as well.”

Palitor bowed his head in supplication. “Please have mercy on me.”

Raegoth scoffed. “Mercy is for the weak, but you’ll stay alive for now. We still have use for you. But if you screw this up again, your family will die too.”

The boat captain shrieked. “Please! I’ll do what you want, just don’t hurt my wife and younglings.”

“Good to hear. Now join up with the others and help get us through without triggering the alarm at the perimeter. If the police or the daimons go on alert you’ll die first.”
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GETTING OUT OF THE automated taxi, Oton thrust his lower lip forward while staring up at Eoa Lom’s perpetually gray skies. “I can’t believe we’ve come back here.”

Dyron led the way as he began walking up the steps towards the temple’s entrance. “The Keepers in Moravius said that this branch in Farshore has the best historians in the galaxy. Heck, they even scheduled a private meeting for us. What an honor that is.”

Oton sneered as he followed the duelist through the gaping entryway. “They just want the publicity. Now that you’re famous, a news report showing you inside one of their temples will draw in a lot more visitors and donations.”

Dyron held up a special colored token to the v’ssm attendant at the reception counter and was waved through the next hall by the alien. A few surprised gasps were uttered by some in the sparse crowds that spotted him near the entrance.

Moving just a few steps behind Dyron, the chnjuur tried his best to keep up with his companion’s energetic strides. “We’re early, so you don’t have to hurry.”

“There seems to be even less people here than our last visit,” Dyron said.

“That’s because of the recent events on this world. Haven’t you been watching the news?”

“Not exactly.”

Oton sighed. “Figures. We were some of the only travelers coming to the planet right now.”

“There were plenty of crowds when we exited the terminal.”

“That was for departures. Anybody who could afford to leave is doing so.”

“It can’t be that serious, right?”

“You are so naïve, Dyron! When the Watchers are visible, you know the entire world is in danger. And yet instead of staying away from an obvious hazard, we blunder right into it.”

“I’m a duelist, it’s part of my nature.”

Oton frowned as they both walked up a short flight of stairs and moved down the corridor. Every temple was designed the same way, and Dyron knew the directions to the inner courtyards that served as residential areas for its Keepers.

Rounding another passageway, they emerged onto the edge of a patio with stone columns on its sides, just as the downpour from above began. The various wind chimes and manicured vines in the nearby gardens created a soft cacophony of soothing tunes. One of the robed Keepers sat by the edge of a waist-high divider, waving at them to come closer.

A revered historian, Cagabalus made periodic visits to the various temples in order to further his research. He had authored several well-received books on the thothans, and was considered to be an expert on that enigmatic race.

Dyron stopped a few meters away and bowed slightly to the elder Keeper. “It is an honor to finally meet you.”

Cagabalus smiled after returning the bow, showing his still formidable row of fanged teeth. Being an older tarase, his once greenish armored skin had dulled to a mottled yellow. “The honor is mine, Dyron Dyrge. I was once a duelist in my younger years, and so I was overjoyed when you asked specifically to see me.”

Dyron gestured with his hand towards the chnjuur. “And this is my Second, Oton.”

“I welcome you both,” Cagabalus said. “Now what can I do to help?”

Oton drifted over to one of the nearby columns and leaned on it for support. “We have come into possession of a weapon of some sort, and we wanted to find out how it works.”

“So that you could use it for future duels? I am afraid that I’m not much of a weapons maker or an engineer. I merely write history.”

Dyron absentmindedly rubbed his hands together. “We were hoping you could give us some leads on how to find out more about this phasor.”

“I see,” Cagabalus said. “A great enigma in our society is that we know so little of these gods. Even though we follow their directives, such as the Laws of Conflict, we cannot understand their science or their true motivations as to why they did it. In the end, we can only guess at such matters.”

“I’d like to discuss something more specific. The daimons who were sent down into the planets they were invading... just how powerful were they?”

“There are stories told of entire planetary populations that were wholly exterminated by a single daimon ground unit.”

“The intact remains of a daimon I found in the ruins at Chireep looked a lot like a Watcher,” Dyron said. “Is every single daimon ground unit one of this type?”

“If we were to take these tales literally, then no. Some of the stories tell of daimons that were as large as mountains, but there is no evidence so far that such ground units existed.”

“Were there any stories that told of daimons being defeated and destroyed in battle?”

“None,” Cagabalus said. “In each and every tale, it is said that the daimons were invincible. The most powerful of weapons would simply be deflected by the material covering their forms.”

Oton raised a long index finger to get the Keeper’s attention. “There were accounts of so-called heroes who resisted the thothans though.”

“Ah true, but all of those tales ended the same way—with the protagonists heroically sacrificing themselves in battle.”

Dyron crossed his arms. “So no daimon was ever beaten? How come I found one then?”

“Who knows? Perhaps it might have been a victim of friendly fire,” Cagabalus said. 

“Why would a daimon attack another of its kind?”

Cagabalus had a faraway look in his eyes. “I do recall the tale of Esha Truan. She was one of those heroes who fought and died against the daimons. Legend says that she fell in love with one of these machines, and managed to turn several of them to her cause.”

“I read about that once,” Dyron said. “She was able to control a unit of daimons that managed to slow down the advance and succeeded in evacuating a fair number of civilians from one of the targeted planets during the thothan onslaught.”

Oton scratched the top of his head in confusion. “I thought daimons were just machines, and the thothans had full control over them?”

“There are many theories regarding the relationship between daimons and thothans,” Cagabalus said. “One ancient tale said that the daimons are actually enslaved artificial intelligences, used by the thothans as workers and enforcers of their will.”

“Why were the thothans so hostile against AIs?” Dyron asked.

“They never told us why,” Cagabalus said. “Theories abound. One of the most popular ones claims that the thothans themselves were once at war with an AI of their own creation and narrowly defeated these machines, but at great cost. A countertheory posits that the thothans may actually be AIs who deluded themselves into thinking they were organic sentients.”

“I don’t buy the thothans being AIs,” Oton said. “If that were true then how come they banned all forms of self-aware machines in the galaxy?”

Cagabalus nodded. “I would agree with you, Secundus. There are other theories stating the thothans went to war against galactic society because they believed that our AI populations would eventually revolt and attempt to exterminate all organic sentients, just like they had in the past.”

“So they fought against our ancestors because they thought they were saving us from the AIs?”

“That’s one way of looking at it.”

“We’re getting ahead of ourselves,” Dyron said. “Let’s say that a daimon unit did go rogue.... Do you think that’s how I was able to find one intact? Because the others of its kind disabled it?”

“It’s a possibility,” Cagabalus said. “There have been some stories of secret wonder weapons being developed by the various allied factions against the thothans as a last-ditch defense, but nothing in recorded history ever proved them to be effective.”

Dyron pursed his lips. “Everything’s got a weakness. There was a tear along the side of that daimon unit I salvaged the phasor from.”

“That is interesting,” Cagabalus said. “The strange smooth material that these daimons are made of has proven to be effective armor against all known forms of attack. Their own phasors might be effective against such a solid, though—have you tried testing your weapon against a similar substance?”

Dyron looked down. “There’s a bit of a problem now. I tried to get a handle on the weapon, but now it doesn’t seem to work anymore.”

Cagabalus looked up in surprise. “It stopped working? That is worrying, especially for a duelist like yourself.”

“Yeah, I thought I had the ultimate weapon going forward, but it seems I’m back to square one,” Dyron muttered. “Unless I can somehow get it to work again, it’s just a piece of junk right now.”

Oton edged closer to the Keeper. “Do you have any theories as to how we can make the weapon functional again?”

“Let me think,” Cagabalus said. “Ah, I can recall a number of stories that stated these weapons would only come alive when there were daimons nearby.”

Dyron was flabbergasted. “What? But when I used it the only daimon in that entire place was already dead.”

“I remember ancient stories that claimed the daimons could never die, they could only be temporarily deactivated. Perhaps this daimon you came upon still had some sort of life left in it.”

“But a phasor would run off a power source, right? I managed to pull out a crystal-like object attached to it,” Dyron said. “I’ve always thought that was the power source.”

“We can’t be certain about anything,” Cagabalus said. “The only one who can truly answer your question is a daimon, and they’re not exactly the talkative types. All I can tell you now is to keep experimenting, and perhaps you may be able to get that phasor working again.”
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AFTER THROWING OFF the hood of her rain drenched cloak, Alix stood underneath the front door’s awning and slammed on the brass knocker. The new estate that Verloch’s family had moved into stood high up on the cliffs, and she could hear the raging sea at the other side, despite the howling winds the storm had been kicking up.

The door opened with a hollow creak, and a fidgety young servant girl answered. “I am sorry but the master isn’t here this evening, milady.”

Alix knew that Verloch wasn’t home. She pushed at the door and made her way inside. “I didn’t come here to see him. I’m here to talk to Lady Keiko.”

The new servant girl immediately folded. She closed the door and bowed. “If you’ll please wait in the foyer, I shall call her.”

Taking off her still dripping cloak and placing it on a rack by the entryway, Alix’s curiosity got the better of her as she moved past the small anteroom and walked out to the main hall. The sepulchral ceiling could barely be seen, and she stared in silent awe at the grand wide staircase that seemed to wrap itself along the opposite ends of the chamber.

Keiko suddenly appeared at the top of the stairs in a black dress, her derisive eyes staring directly at the upstart down below. “You were told that my husband isn’t here, yet you rudely came inside my house. How dare you act with such disrespect!”

The servant girl stood nervously beside her mistress, not knowing what to do or say.

Alix wore a recording device underneath her bodice. She was determined to get the truth out of Keiko one way or another. “I am here to see you, milady.”

Keiko grimaced. “I have nothing to say to you. Leave now!”

The two women upstairs froze when Alix activated her wrist multi-com, showing a larger-than-life hologram of what appeared to be a kitchen knife. “It took the police some effort, but this was successfully retrieved from a hiding place in Pini’s sauna. She’s cooperating with the authorities by the way.”

Keiko turned towards the servant girl standing beside her. “Go back to your quarters and stay there. Tell the others to do the same.”

The young servant meekly hurried down the stairs before disappearing behind a set of doors leading into the dining room, closing it behind her.

“Come up to my sitting room,” Keiko said calmly. “I think it’s better that we discuss private matters over there.”

Alix walked up the steps to the second-floor landing. Keiko led her down a plush corridor and stopped at the very end of the passageway. The lady of the house turned the doorknob and walked inside, gesturing for her to follow. 

The room had a stone balcony with a slightly opened glass door. Alix could see the churning black ocean from high up the moment she walked into the place. A small sofa and two chairs surrounded a low-lying coffee table at the center. Imported terrestrial ferns grew out from their wide vases along the angles of the room, with ancient paintings of the idle rich adorning the walls.

Keiko stood beside an antique rocking chair. The lightning flashes coming from the storm outside occasionally cast the room in a sudden but brief glow. “So, you have been cooperating with the gendarmes all this time? I’ve always told Verloch what a dangerous backstabber you are, and it seems I’ve been proven right. You lack any kind of honor or loyalty.”

“I’m merely here to find the truth.”

“Why would you even care about some concubine that died years ago? What is she to you?”

“It’s about justice.”

“You manipulative bitch,” Keiko hissed. “My husband paid for your freedom—twice. First from that alms house you were living in, and then he freed you from bondage, and this is how you repay us?”

“This isn’t personal, milady.”

“You are threatening my family and you claim it isn’t personal? You insolent witch! Have the gendarmes arrest me then and I shall prove my innocence in court, for I’ll have the best attorneys money can buy.”

Alix shook her head. “The police won’t be arresting you for killing Weeta. There was a DNA sample found on the murder weapon that didn’t match your or your husband.”

“Then you have nothing on us? You may think you’re high and mighty now, but when Verloch returns we will ruin you, ruin you! I swear it!”

“You could still be arrested as an accomplice to murder though,” Alix said. “There is enough evidence to link you to both the dress Weeta wore and the blade.”

Keiko’s eyes became as big as saucers for two seconds before she was able to compose herself. “What do you want? More money? It can be arranged, you know.”

“I’m sure you know who did it, just tell me who it was, and I’ll leave you alone.”

“You are not a gendarme, so if you think I’m going to cooperate with you, then you can go to hell!”

“It was Tripetta, wasn’t it? Come on, admit it—she did your dirty work for you.”

Keiko pointed an accusing finger at her. “Tripetta is dead, and I will not sully her name over such an abhorrent and untrue—”

Their argument abruptly stopped when the door opened and Lili slipped into the room. The little girl wore a sleeping dress, her index finger resting at the bottom of her lips in curiosity. “Mama, I heard a noise and I couldn’t sleep.”

Keiko’s angry poise instantly changed. She huddled close to her daughter in a fearful and protective manner. “Honey, you mustn’t enter here without asking first. I have told you this many times already.”

Lili looked up at Alix and smiled. “Hello, concubine. It’s been a while since I saw you.”

Keiko started to pull the child closer to the door. “We are having a private conversation. Please go back to your room. I’ll be there very soon.”  

Alix placed a hand over her mouth. “It wasn’t Tripetta, it was you.”

Keiko shrieked and put herself in front of her daughter. “What... what do you mean?”

Alix pointed at the child. “It makes sense now. The DNA didn’t match any adults in the citywide database, but no one bothered to get a sample from Lili because she’s too young.”

Lili just stood there, her expression completely unreadable. “I didn’t like Weeta, and I thought she’d take my daddy from my mommy, so I asked her to come meet me at the highest room in our old house.”

“No!” Keiko yelled, gripping her daughter’s shoulders. “Stop talking to her!”

“You told me once that you were changing clothes the night Weeta died,” Alix said. “Because the red stuff on your gown was sticky. It was blood, wasn’t it?”

Keiko’s screams turned to pleading. “Stop! Stop this now!”

Alix moved closer to the door. “I must go.”

Screeching with rage, Keiko threw herself against the other woman. Alix managed to stop the lady of the house from clawing at her face as they struggled with each other, overturning chairs and smashing furniture.

Lili calmly moved sideways and picked up an antique letter opener from a nearby writing desk as Keiko pinned Alix to the sofa. “We’ll fix her, Mommy, just like what we did with Weeta.”

Alix saw the sharp object in the child’s hand coming closer. When Lili made a downward stab towards her face, she managed to pull at Keiko’s hair, thrusting the other woman’s back in front of her.

Lili’s stab was untrained and clumsy, and the point of the blade tore into the side of Keiko’s neck. The lady of the house cried out in pain, loosening her grip on Alix’s chest.

Rolling along the carpeted floor, Alix managed to put some distance between her and the attackers. She got back on her feet and into a proper fighting stance beside the open balcony as Lili ran towards her, knife in hand.

Alix sidestepped out of the way and instinctively delivered a kick to Lili’s ribs as the little girl charged past her. The child fell face down onto the narrow ledge and twitched for a few seconds before becoming still.

Keiko continued to scream as she ran to the balcony, pushing Alix out of the way. When she turned Lili around, she could see the bladed instrument’s point had plunged into the child’s ribcage, piercing her heart. 

Blood streamed out from the sides of Lili’s mouth before she closed her eyes. Keiko held the dying child in her arms and sobbed, the lashing of the wind creating an added sonic backdrop to the tragic scene.

When she saw Keiko holding the child and turning to face the howling night, Alix immediately sensed what was going to happen. “Wait, no!”

Keiko stepped over the railing, still carrying Lili’s body. At first glance it seemed like she was walking on air as she stepped off the balcony, right before gravity pulled her down onto the craggy rocks below.
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OTON SHUFFLED WEARILY to the next street. The last bar he had been in was closing down for the night, and he felt the need for one more drink before returning to the hotel. 

Looking up, he could see no less than four shining moons in the clear night sky. Eoa Lom’s storm had broken a few hours before, and the weather seemed unnaturally calm for now.

Their meeting with the Keeper historian earlier that day hadn’t been very fruitful, and Oton could only guess at how much of an expense their trip had been. When he inquired about getting transport to leave the planet, he was dismayed to see that a travel ban had been temporarily set up, which meant that they were stuck on this world for the time being.

We should have never come here, he thought while dragging himself into a lighted back alleyway. Dyron doesn’t want to leave the hotel room because of autograph seekers and the media hounding him.

Feeling that the hotel was too stuffy, Oton had decided to spend the evening carousing, getting himself drunk so that he wouldn’t have to listen to Dyron when he got back to their suite. He had drunk through at least three different establishments already, and felt he could keep on going until the break of dawn.

Most of the city’s inhabitants were humans, and he endured quite a few insults due to his features. Oton didn’t want any trouble, and merely continued to enjoy his drinks until he figured it was time to move on to another bar without giving the racist hecklers any satisfaction.

Damn humans, he thought. They keep thinking they’re superior to the breeds because there’s more of them, but sheer numbers ultimately mean nothing.

Soon after the Magna Pax came about, it was the humans who rallied the other surviving races and breeds to slowly rebuild galactic society. With superior cloning techniques, the human population swelled across the stars, and they had become the dominant species, taking over the position once held by the now vanished thothans.

Thothans and daimons, he thought. Damn those beings to hell.

During one of his numerous drinking sessions, he had spied upon two humans sitting at an adjoining table earlier that evening. From their subtle hand signals and whispered conspiracies, he figured them to be Narchists.

I think this whole planet is gonna explode, he thought as he walked towards what looked to be a still open bar up ahead. All it takes is one spark, and the daimons will end up bombarding all the islands out here, and kill everyone.

The entryway was open, showing a dimly lit interior. Humans huddled together in booths, drinking in hushed company.

Poking his head through, Oton locked eyes with the bartender. “Still open?”

The man behind the counter was busy cleaning glasses, yet he nodded. “For another hour or two.”

Oton used his hands to stay balanced as he shambled inside and seated himself upon an empty bar stool near the entryway. “Good enough for me.”

The bartender’s face was a mask of stone. “What’ll it be?”

Oton looked around, scanning the dour faces staring back at him. The chnjuur placed a stack of money tokens on the counter “Elucid beer, and a round on the house to the other patrons of this fine establishment!”

Expecting to hear raucous cheers for his offer of free drinks, Oton felt let down when no one applauded or said anything. Growling, he picked up the newly offered mug and began slurping at its frothy top.

The apparent rejection made him feel lonely and unwanted, and he slammed the empty mug in front of the bartender. “Another!” 

Refilling his mug, the bartender leaned forward to whisper something in his ear. “It’s best you keep your voice down, traveler. Everyone is on edge these days.”

“Oh, why is that? I thought the news said everything was coming back to normal.”

“Lots of rumors swirling around, so it’s best you finish your drink and head back to the spaceport.”

Oton snorted, his tone becoming even louder. “It wasn’t my idea to go to this forsaken world anyway! Now the problem is I can’t leave.”

“Keep your voice down.”

“I paid for everyone, and all I get is sour looks and underhanded insults,” Oton said. “It’s no wonder the daimons will ultimately wipe this whole planet clean!”

All eyes were turned towards him now. Grinning with an inner satisfaction, he took another swig of the beer, downing half the mug’s contents in a single gulp.

The bartender was a short, balding man, and he was about to pull something out from underneath the counter when someone sitting in the booths gave a low whistle, and he backed off a few meters to the side instead.

Downing the last portion of the beer with a mighty gulp, Oton slapped at the counter. “Another, please.”

The bartender didn’t move. He was staring past Oton’s slouching shoulders, as if being commanded to stay where he was by an unseen superior.

With the combined effects of near constant drinking clouding his judgment, Oton’s temper switched into high gear. “Listen you, I paid enough money to buy multiple rounds for myself along with every miserable customer you have in this pathetic dive of yours. So what are you waiting for? Get me another beer!”

When the bartender didn’t react to his demands, Oton tried to reach over the counter to grab at the beer faucet, but his unbalanced state made him lean too much to one side, and he quickly fell from the stool, butt first onto the ground.

Picking himself up from the dirty floor, he heard a faint chuckle coming from the other patrons, irritating him even more. “Who laughed at me?” 

Oton used the top of the stool to balance himself as he scanned the room. “You hairless monkeys think you’re better than me? I bet I could beat any one of you.”

“Go back to where you came from, you drunken orangutan,” a voice coming from somewhere in the booths along the sides said.

Oton snarled. His vision had become somewhat blurred, and it was hard to precisely identify who had insulted him. Pulling out the small laser pistol from underneath his cloak, he began to wave it around menacingly. “Who said that?”

The entire place became quiet once more.

“Which one of you cowards said that?”

Silent stares of hate continued to be directed towards him.

Holstering the weapon, he held up his palms. “Don’t you know who I am? I used to be a duelist, and now I’m a Secundus, the best one ever! It’s more than any of you will ever be!”

He glimpsed a door on the other end of the place opening up, and a tall human wearing a cloak similar to his own strode towards him. 

Oton took one step forward. He couldn’t make out any specific details of the one staring him down, other than the metallic sheen coming from the man’s long arms. “And who are you, the bouncer?”

“You are Oton, Dyron Dyrge’s pathetic Second,” the man said to him, smiling. “And I’m Raegoth. I can hardly believe my good fortune.”

The name seemed somewhat familiar to Oton, but in his inebriated state he couldn’t quite place it. “Good fortune? Why? You want my duelist’s autograph? Well, it’s gonna cost you.”

“I want more than Dyron’s autograph, I want his head.”

A sense of creeping danger began to raise alarms in the back of Oton’s mind, but his immediate thoughts remained too cloudy to truly comprehend what was happening. “You boast a lot, rag oaf.... or whatever your name is. But my duelist has recently beaten a high-ranking opponent, so you’d do well to watch your words.”

Raegoth threw back his cloak, revealing an assortment of weapons holstered along his muscular torso. “Your duelist killed my sister, and I’ve been seeking revenge ever since!”

Oton’s eyes blinked rapidly. “Sister? What?”

Raegoth moved closer, his glowering face towering above the chnjuur’s. “Kirin Zralox was my sister, and I’ve been looking for you and your duelist for a long time.”

With his mind screaming at him to get out of there, Oton finally took a step back. It took him a while to put two and two together, but now he realized he was in over his head. “How—how did you find me?”

“By sheer luck apparently,” Raegoth said as his grim visage turned into a smile. “It seems that the thothans do indeed watch over me, for they granted my one wish, to meet with you... and Dyrge. Imagine my delight when I was told you were just a few blocks away from where I was. Hell, I practically ran all the way over here.”

Thinking was hard, but Oton knew he had to come up with the right words. “Well, if you wish a challenge, then I shall carry your message to Dyron. Anything else I can help you with?”

Raegoth moved a few steps back, keeping his hands loose. “Dyrge will get his soon enough, but I’m going to deal with you this evening.”

Oton looked around, hoping that others inside the bar would protest, but his hope turned into dismay when he saw that the whole place had already emptied, leaving just the two of them inside. “You... can’t challenge me, I’m not a duelist.”

“But you said you were, and you openly challenged the people that were present in here.”

“I used to be one, but not anymore,” Oton protested. “I’m feeling tipsy, so I may have run my mouth off a little. Apologies.”

“We’re past that,” Raegoth said. “Your challenge was heard and accepted. To the death.”

“Now wait a minute.”

The tall man grinned and shook his head. “I’ll give you the first move. You may draw your weapon, and then it’ll be my turn.”

Oton’s voice had switched to a beseeching tone. “You.... you can’t challenge me like this. I refuse to accept!”

“Too late. You showed your brand, and made the challenge.”

“This... this is attempted murder!”

Raegoth shook his head while maintaining his wicked smile. “No, it isn’t. The patrons of this bar will correctly state that you made the challenge to them, and I accepted as the duelist to fight on their behalf.”

Oton tried to run past him, but Raegoth grabbed the collar of his cloak and threw the chnjuur across the room. 

Finding himself lying next to an overturned table and a partially smashed chair, Oton slowly got up. His drunken mind couldn’t feel any pain, but the numbness in his foot and right shoulder meant that he was surely hurt.

Raegoth bent his spread knees and maintained a gunslinger’s stance while facing his cringing opponent. “Like I said, I’ll let you make the first move. Who knows, perhaps you could get lucky and kill me, so I suggest you take it.”

Oton couldn’t think too deeply, but his enemy’s words rang true. He had a chance. A slim one, but nevertheless it was an opportunity. 

Draw and fire, he thought. Aim for his head. One shot ought to be enough to either kill him or disable him. Then I can finish off this bastard or just get the hell outta here.

Oton still had some feeling in his right hand. He twitched his fingers, sensing the touch of air. Yes, it could be done.

“Your move,” Raegoth said.

Oton’s hand reached into his jacket and drew out the laser pistol in one quick action. Using both hands for a steady aim, he used the weapon sights to get a proper target and then pulled the trigger.

But Raegoth was already gone. His speed enhancements put him in motion so quickly that it seemed he was in two places at once. By the time the laser beam ionized the air where he used to be, Raegoth was already right beside his intended victim. House Zralox’s top duelist thrust his fingers into his opponent’s ribcage and crumpled the bones as if they were made of thin cardboard.

Oton gasped as the laser pistol fell from his hands. Breathing became impossible as he dropped to his knees before falling on his side. The last thing he could see was a small bug crawling along the dirty floor in front of him, oblivious to the affairs of the bipedal giants towering above it.
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VERLOCH CONTINUED TO sit alone behind the desk. A light rain had begun, its pitter patter of raindrops striking against the glass windows of his office, but his mind was in another state of existence.

The torrents of grief that had been assailing him for the past several days had seemingly ebbed for now. His eyes were too swollen to cry any more. With the melancholia slowly seeping away, he had started to think clearly once again.

When he returned home that fateful night, he instantly knew something was amiss when he saw several gendarme vehicles around the front gate. Hurrying up the flight of stairs, he had to be forcibly restrained by two constables after he had been told what happened to his wife and daughter.

The bodies had been found several days later, by an undersea drone salvage unit. The ocean’s powerful currents had swept them beneath the waves and the corpses traveled for nearly a hundred klicks further out towards the polar regions. 

Parts of his wife’s face had been eaten away by the denizens of the sea, but the undertakers were able to fashion an exact lifelike mask for her when on display at the wake. The numerous mourners who came praised Keiko, telling her bereaved husband what a lovely and faithful wife she was.

They also said soothing words about his daughter, saying what a beautiful little girl she had been, and how she would be united with her mother in the afterlife. This went on and on, until he had their remains cremated and deposited in the family crypt.

Leaning on the backrest, Verloch eyed the half empty bottle of imported whiskey on the table. He had to think ahead, even though the past was but a jumble of unattainable hopes now.

I’m richer than ever, he thought. But it came at a high price.

The gendarmes told him about the investigation of Weeta’s murder, and his friends within the government assured him that the full details of what truly happened would not be made public. Since the true perpetrator was dead, there was no need for more pain, they felt. The case was closed.

Verloch’s hands shook as he balled them into fists. Alix, he thought. She did this to me.

Betrayal was something he could not have foreseen, and the notion of having someone so close to him use his own generosity against his family filled him with dismay.

The foremost thing on his mind was vengeance, yet he wondered just how it could be pulled off. Alix seemed to have influence amongst the lower classes now, and it was possible she could be elected to become part of the new national council that helped to oversee a political settlement for the social problems facing the entire planet.

Why is she being feted like an idol? he wondered. She’s nothing but a traitorous whore!

There was a part of him that felt relief, and it drove his guilt even further. He had stopped loving Keiko years before, and the only thing keeping the marriage together was Lili and the dishonor of a divorce. 

In some ways Alix did free me from my wife, he thought. Yet even though she did me that favor, I can’t let her get away with it. Personal honor demands that I get my satisfaction!

A knock came from the other side of the door, startling him back to the present. Verloch slammed his fist on the desk. “I told you all I wasn’t to be disturbed!”

The door swung open, and a cephalon entered his office. 

“Sorry for disturbing you,” the alien said. “I am H’ssuuool, a representative for an offworld consortium.”

He threw open one of the top drawers and drew out a maser pistol. “I hate non-humans, and squids most of all. Give me a good reason why I shouldn’t kill you right now for violating my privacy?”

H’ssuuool held up all four of his manipulative tentacles, signaling that he was unarmed. “I come in peace, so let me be brief. Your family was killed due to the schemes of the lower classes. It is apparent that you have a grievance, and I can help.”

Verloch aimed the weapon directly at the cephalon’s yellowish right eye. “You know the laws of this world. If you trespass on my property I can kill you legally. I’m giving you just a few seconds to prove yourself.”

“What happened to your wife and daughter was indeed tragic,” H’ssuuool said. “And I have proof that the Narchists are orchestrating this wave of attacks against the noble classes of this planet. Shall I continue?”

“Show me.”

H’ssuuool activated the multi-com device strapped along his torso. The hologram it displayed was a recording of Dr. Ghadavi’s confessions, along with internal law enforcement briefings and meetings of the city council.

Verloch visibly sagged in his chair and he placed the weapon on top of the desk. “So it’s all lies, then. The city council will declare amnesty for all the serfs who killed their own masters?”

“Yes, that means the ones who perpetrated all this criminality will never be prosecuted.”

He looked down. The alien was right. A huge number of his friends in high places were selling their assets at bargain basement rates and emigrating to the other worlds. Gangs of serfs were pillaging, and some even occupying, the various abandoned estates. With the divided gendarmes and courts unable to maintain order, it felt like the entire world was drifting towards chaos.

“There is still hope though,” H’ssuuool said. “I represent a vested interest that seeks to renew this world’s economic promise.”

Verloch hissed skeptically. “Eoa Lom consists of nothing more than piles of rocks in a stormy sea. We had a fishing industry once, as you know, but everything has gone to hell.”

“The consortium I work with has a solution. We can make this planet great again, and all we need is your help.”

“My help? What could I possibly do to stem this tidal wave of lawlessness? The serfs have won, all we can do now is leave this planet to them.”

“We have a plan.”

“You squids may be astute merchants, but you just don’t get it,” Verloch said bitterly. “Most of the gendarme commanders and judges have been replaced by former serfs or their sympathizers. No one is on our side anymore!”

“The situation may seem dire to us right now, but it can be turned around quickly.”

“Oh? And how do you intend to do that? Have the daimons come in and blow everything up, then start all over again?”

“That is precisely what I propose we do,” H’ssuuool said.

Leaning forward, he stared at the alien with shocked eyes. “What? You’re insane!”

“No, I am being perfectly rational.” 

“Get out.”

“Let me explain,” the cephalon said. “You have admitted that the serfs and their allies now control the government. The only way to purge them is either by mass killing via the daimons, or have them challenge one of our champions to a duel and make sure they lose.”

“The nobles don’t have the numbers to start a riot, and even if you bring in mercenaries—the authorities won’t allow them onto the planet. We’re in total lockdown right now.”

“What if I was to tell you that the mercenaries are already here?”

The words nearly jarred Verloch from his chair. “You... you were able to get them on planet before the lockdown?”

“Like I mentioned, our consortium has planned this operation well in advance.” 

A part of him wanted vengeance so bad he could taste it. “And if I go along with this? Will I be safe?”

“Of course you shall be,” H’ssuuool said. “If things go according to plan. We will have need of a human representative since the inhabitants of this world hate non-humans like me.”

“And if this plan fails? Will it be my head that will be placed in the noose?”

“There is no chance of failure. Every contingency has been prepared for.”

Verloch made his decision. All the riches in the galaxy wouldn’t matter unless he got his just revenge. “Alright, I’m in.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




56


[image: image]


WHEN IWA ICHANI WAS woken up by an island-wide alert in the middle of the night, she left her house in a half-confused state. She drove towards the Melmoth City Center, hoping to get more information on what was going on. Having been elected chief magistrate for the entire island twenty years running didn’t prepare her for the sight that she saw the moment her ground car came upon the first of several barricades.

The humans manning the checkpoint had long hooded cloaks, their features completely obscured by the additional masks they wore. She was stopped at weaponpoint and forced to move out on foot.

Being unarmed, Ichani obeyed as she was led down the street, right towards the building she once presided over. The ones who escorted her were heavily armed, but she wasn’t sure of who they were until she caught a glimpse of the Narchist emblem sewn on the armored vests they wore.

Her age and wisdom kept her mind calm at first, until the group she was with came upon the first dead body lying inside the security perimeter. She recognized him—a veteran gendarme constable whom she had met with a few times.

The three Watchers hovering just above the empty square fronting the government building made the bile rise in her throat. A number of killings had apparently been carried out, and now the daimons had taken notice.

When she saw the bloodied corpse of the Isle’s most senior gendarme commander just past the main entrance, she staggered and began to gag. It took the forceful prodding of her abductors to make her look away and resume the brisk walk up the steps and towards her inner offices.

Her lead escort threw the double doors of her office wide open, revealing a room that had been ransacked. The antique desk she had been using as chief magistrate had been laid out on its side and now helped to barricade the once scenic balcony overlooking the main square.

Another cloaked Narchist sat on her chair, facing a roaring fireplace. The grotesque mask it wore had goggle eyes and a drooping respirator that resembled an elephant’s trunk, yet it was clear he was a male, possibly human. The other one leading her quickly withdrew, yet she could still sense the two guards behind her, their weapons on standby in case she tried anything foolish.

The seated Narchist had a voice synthesizer on his neck, and it garbled his speech so she couldn’t identify him. “I am the leader of this faction, and we have taken over the entire island.”

Ichani tried her best to stay calm. When things became worse in Eoa Lom’s capital, she had assured her constituents that the Isle of Melmoth would be safe. Now that hope had been dashed. “Do you have a name, sir?”

“I will not tell you my real name. You may refer to me as Ludd.”

“Very well, Ludd. May I ask why your people are doing this?”

“We seek to free this entire world from enslavement by the nobility.”

“But Melmoth has only a very small noble population,” she said. “The vast majority of our citizens are free classes.”

Ludd pointed an accusing finger at her. “Most of this island is owned and influenced by the wealthy, who have their residences in the capital city of Farshore.”

“That is true, yet we here have maintained our traditions of equality for all classes and...”

“You are lying! Melmoth’s people hate the lower classes. This island has strict residential policies that prohibit the serfs from settling here.”

“Surely we could negotiate a just settlement? There was... no need for violence. All you have done is activate the daimons, which also puts your own people in danger.”

“When oppression continues without end, then violence is a just solution.”

“But the Watchers have become visible. If there is more conflict, they’ll signal one of the Leviathans into low orbit, and it’ll mean the death of us all.”

“That is why you were brought here,” Ludd said. “There are still pockets of resistance in the island. A few gendarme units refuse to surrender and have holed up in various locations.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“You must broadcast a message to them and to the rest of the planet.”

“Saying what?”

“You must order the remaining gendarme units still at large to surrender.”

“This is crazy,” Ichani said. “Even if I did as you wish, not all of them would willingly surrender to your kind.”

“Then the alternative is that my group attacks them.”

“If you do that then we all die!”

Ludd stood up and crossed his arms. “We are prepared for death—are you?”

“What you’re suggesting is insanity, surely it would be better if we talk about it?”

“There will be no more talking until your remaining forces surrender.”

“You realize that this ‘victory’ of yours will only be temporary? Once the Regulators hear of it, they’ll duel one of you and that’ll be the end of this madness.”

Ludd chuckled. “We are prepared for that. Now are you going to cooperate, or shall we begin our attack?”

Ichani could only shake her head in disgruntlement. These people are insane, she thought. We’ll all be dead in a matter of hours if they continue this.

“Well? Are you going to do as I say, or shall I challenge you to a deathmatch, then ask your subordinate to take over your duties?”

“You realize that all this will come to nothing, Ludd? The Narchists have tried this before in the distant past, and you were practically wiped out,” Ichani said.

The leader pumped his fists in seeming triumph. “We will win! For every Narchist that dies, two more are born. The people have had enough of this broken down, corrupt galactic society, and our cause will spread across the star systems.”

Ichani knew they were fanatics, and she wanted to kick herself for wasting so much time in a futile attempt to dissuade them. “If you promise not to harm any more of my citizens, then I shall do as you ask.”

“I cannot promise you that,” Ludd countered. “There is still one Regulator somewhere on this island, and he may yet challenge us.”

But there were three Regulators here as I last recall, she thought. What happened to the other two?

Ludd was seemingly able to read her thoughts. The Narchist leader chuckled again as he pointed towards two round objects by the fireplace.

Ichani hobbled closer for a better look, only to gasp in fright. They were a pair of human heads that had been separated from their once living necks. She recognized their faces as two of the Regulators who were assigned to keep the peace on the island.

“Are you ready to cooperate now?” Ludd asked playfully.
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ALIX HURRIED PAST THE gendarme barricades and into the main government building at Eoa Lom’s capital. It was apparent the fragile truce they had worked so hard to achieve had sundered irrevocably, and the whole capital was close to pandemonium.

The law enforcement units guarding the compound were depleted by defections to the other side, and she worried that a concerted assault would easily breach the perimeter. Civil unrest was now a distinct possibility.

She glanced upwards into the hazy sky just before moving past the entrance, and the faint silvery outline of a crescent shaped object in low orbit only added to her growing fear. The Leviathan had revealed herself, and was now poised to initiate a planetwide orbital bombardment unless a peaceful solution was found.

Two of the guards were waiting for her near the foyer, and she was escorted down a corridor, then up a flight of stairs and into the main meeting room. When the door opened, she was greeted by more than a dozen men and women arguing and blaming each other over the unfolding crisis.

Tance stood by the window, and he made a series of loud claps to silence the incessant and unproductive din in the room. “Enough! She is here. If we are to speak then do so one at a time by raising your hands. No interruptions until each speaker is finished.”

Alix stood quietly as the door closed behind her. The news about the Narchist takeover of the Isle of Melmoth had come as a complete shock the day before, yet the announcement of a new coalition of nobles who demanded that the entire planetary government step down came as an even greater blow.

“Anyone want to speak first?” Tance asked no one in particular. 

The remaining government ministers looked at each other with mute unease. When the upper-class coalition was announced, half the gendarme forces immediately went over to this revanchist faction of nobles headed by the capital’s former planetary magistrate, Artor Kulu. He had once been the head of the government, before the Ghadavi affair forced him to resign and hand the reins of power over to a hastily made alliance of serf council leaders and those sympathetic to the plight of the lower classes.

Alix remained loyal to the current serf-controlled coalition, but when she was summoned to this meeting, she’d sensed that something sinister was in the air.

“For her sake, I’ll do a quick recap,” Tance said, glancing at Alix. “Kulu doesn’t want a bloodbath and neither do we, but he is demanding the immediate imprisonment of all those who killed members of the nobility as well as a renegotiation of the power sharing agreement.”

Alix clenched her jaw. She had been publicly accused of murdering Keiko and her child by the nobles. If the old regime returned to power, she would be one of the first to be arrested and executed.

One of the newly installed ministers hissed. “That bastard Kulu just wants his old position back as head of the government!”

Another minister, a minor noble who had sided with the lower classes, raised her fist. “Kulu and his supporters are only reacting because those damned Narchists took over Melmoth Isle. They screwed everything up.”

Miir Dorle served as the council’s security advisor, and was known by insiders as a senior commander in the Narchist cause. “No, the ones who staged the coup in Melmoth aren’t Narchists, they can’t be!”

“What makes you so sure?” another minister asked.

“I have contacts... with the Narchist high command,” Dorle said, darting a glance towards Tance. “They have assured me that their leaders aren’t involved.”

“Perhaps not the leaders, but what about individual Narchists?” the first minister asked.

“That is a possibility,” a fourth minister said. “The Narchists are a loose organization—it’s in their very souls to despise authority.”

“If there are individuals involved, then they are being misled,” Dorle said.

“Be that as it may, Kulu’s side is using the occupation of Melmoth Isle as a pretext for returning to power,” Tance said. “There are rumors that he is being financed by an offworld faction, maybe even one of the Great Houses, but we can’t be sure.”

Minister Fomar was a moderate, and one of the few members of the old government that had held on to her position. “We must deploy every single Regulator we have on this world—they can stop the Narchists.”

“Doesn’t Melmoth have a small contingent of Regulators?” Alix asked. 

“They did,” Dorle said bitterly. “Out of three, two are dead, and the third surrendered.”

Gasps were uttered amongst all the participants in the meeting.

“Latest intelligence believes there is a very powerful duelist backing up the Narchists on Melmoth,” Tance said. “If this is true, then it would confirm that a Great House is indeed behind all this.”

Alix stared into the magistrate’s eyes, but didn’t say anything. 

Tance knew she had training as a Secundus. He tapped on his wrist communications device. “Here is a new development.”

The holographic recording materialized in the middle of the horseshoe-shaped table so that everyone could see it. The audiovisual scene showed what looked to be the interior of a wealthy estate somewhere in the capital. Kulu stood in the middle of a small group of nobles facing the camera. Alix placed her hand over her mouth when she saw Verloch standing beside the deposed planetary magistrate.

“It’s clear that the crisis in Melmoth was brought about due to the incompetence of the current leadership in our capital,” Kulu said. “I am hereby declaring my resignation as null and void. The truth is I was ousted from power by this rabble who proclaimed themselves rulers, and now we all stand on the precipice of annihilation because of it.”

Verloch was never involved in politics before, so why is he siding with them? Alix thought.

“Therefore, we declare the current planetary government as illegitimate, and we demand that everyone involved step down,” Kulu continued. “We also demand justice for all our murdered loved ones.”

Verloch stepped forward as the recording focused on him. “We shall forward a list of suspects who we know are responsible for creating this crisis and have so far gotten away with murder. Chief amongst them is a former concubine named Alix—it was her actions that unhinged the serenity of our world, and I demand that she be arrested and tried so that the truth shall come out.”

Tance deactivated the hologram. “As you can see, they now have the advantage. The free classes don’t care about the nobility’s revenge or the plight of the serfs, they just want this to end, and many have pledged their allegiance to the return of the prior regime.”

The second minister stood up. “No! If we allow the old guard to return to power then everything we’ve gained will be ruined. Ruined!”

“We need to face the facts,” Tance said tersely. “If we resist, then the threat of violence increases and the daimons destroy us all. We can’t try and dislodge the breakaway Narchist faction on Melmoth because of this so-called duelist who’s protecting them.”

Fomar shook her head in disappointment. “I’d always had hope that our society could somehow progress past these class distinctions to a more equal way of life, but it seems the nobles have once again outsmarted us.”

“They didn’t outsmart us,” the first minister said. “Those highborn scum suckers are merely more ruthless!”

Alix raised her hand. “There’s something we’re overlooking.”

All eyes turned to her. 

“The so-called Narchists on Melmoth may in fact be working with the nobles,” she said.

Dorle raised an eyebrow. “Are you saying that the hostage takers in Melmoth may not be Narchists at all?”

Alix nodded. “I’ve used analytics to study what I just saw, and the whole thing feels like a concerted plan by a hidden faction who’s behind all this.”

“Explain further,” Tance said.

“Think about it. Up until the coup in Melmoth, the nobles were resigned to leaving the planet, thinking that Eoa Lom would eventually become a serf-dominated world. They could have conceivably hired mercenaries to impersonate Narchists, and have them take over the Isle.”

“But there was a lockdown on all the spaceports,” Dorle said. “How could they have gotten around it to bring in offworld mercs?”

Alix snapped her fingers. “It’s House Zralox, They’re the ones behind it.”

“How do you know this?” Fomar asked.

“It’s their style,” Alix said. “Zralox always plays both sides while controlling them at the same time. Classic hedging of the bets—they always win either way, regardless of outcome.”

“That’s a crazy assumption,” the third minister said. “You’re just guessing.”

“It’s a guess I’m willing to bet my life on.”

Tance rubbed his chin. “Are you sure about this? If you’re wrong, then we’re all going to die.”

“Trust me,” Alix said. “I bet my entire freedom on one match, and now I am free.”

The ministers looked at each other, whispering with shrugs and pursing lips. They all knew her rags to riches story.  

“Let’s face it, the alternative is stepping down and a return to the old ways of exploitation by the rich and powerful,” Alix said. “Is that what any of you want?”

“Since you seem to know who the real enemy is,” Dorle said. “Do you have a plan with regards to turning this situation around?”

“I do.”
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THE KROTIAN DRUG HE took was more potent than expected, creating visions of his past as if it was happening in the present. With his sensory organs pushed into overdrive, the physical pain he now felt dominated the mental anguish, pushing his entire body into a different phase of existence.

He remembered it all. The endless dust storms. Soft white maggots squirming in his hand. Fleeting remembrances that came out of nowhere. Time and blood. Blood and time.

The cascade of sights, sounds, and smells transported him from one point in his life to the other. He tried to grab hold of the ground or the side of a wall. Anything to keep him anchored in place. 

But it didn’t matter what he did. The moment he blinked to try and figure out where he was the place had already gone, and he ended up somewhere else. A sequence of events melded with unrelated ones sucked him into a churning chaotic liquid, pushing him from one deep end of a fathomless sea to a dim starry heaven of oblivion. Dreaming while lucid.

Everything led back to that one sensation. The time when he felt his flesh burning away, right as it melted off his bones. His entire world was on fire, the intense heat searing past the nerve endings and into the very core of his bones.

He tried to cry out, but most of his tongue had turned to bleeding ash. The agony continued, and he kept wondering why it hadn’t stopped yet. Wasn’t he already dead?

And then he heard it. The Voice. A sly, condescending tone, like a devil speaking just over his shoulder, whispering false promises at the cost of his eternal soul.

“Do you want to live?” it asked. “I could give you anything you want. Your aspirations of leaving this forsaken world will finally come true.”

He didn’t remember ever dreaming of leaving the planet. Or did he? It was so long ago he couldn’t recall the exact details anymore.

“I offer you the secret knowledge of the universe,” the Voice said. “Power and riches beyond your wildest imaginings. All you have to do is allow me to enter.”

For some reason he couldn’t feel any more pain. A numbing, cooling sensation flowed through his senses, giving him some comfort from the agonizing despair.

“Would you like more?” the Voice asked. “You shall have everything if you so wish it.”

“What do you want me to do?” he asked.

“Reach out. Let us become one, and the keys to the cosmos shall be within your grasp.”

He hesitated.

“Hurry now,” the Voice insisted. “Your body is dying. Make your choice. I can give you a new life, a new name. Will you allow me this?”

And so he did.
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DYRON’S MIND REELED back to the present. The entire suite had been trashed. He saw broken furniture all around him. The walls were cracked and stained. Even a small cleaning drone that had been sent in through the window had been smashed into a million pieces on the floor.

When he heard the news of Oton’s death he immediately locked himself inside, shunning any and all visitors. The stash of drugs he’d been keeping in the event of a celebration was consumed. He needed it all. Anything to keep the crushing pain at bay.

It took some time, but his numbed mind gradually accepted his Second’s death. A part of him felt relieved. He had managed to weather the loss, and all he had to do now was to self-medicate whenever that horrible memory resurfaced again.

His ears finally picked up the incessant buzzing at the door. Dyron continued to lie on the floor while staring up at the ceiling.

The doorbell kept on ringing. He naturally reached towards the coffee table to take another pill, only to realize that there weren’t any more.

“Stop bothering me,” he growled.

The lack of sleep and food made his body tired, and he closed his eyes again. Why can’t they just leave me alone? he thought. The damn room is paid for anyway.

After what seemed to be a long while, the buzzing stopped. Dyron breathed a sigh of relief, closed his eyes, and drifted off to sleep once more.

“Someone’s coming into the room, you idiot,” the Voice said tersely, forcing him back to readiness.

Snapping his eyes open, Dyron could see a looming shadow hovering above him. He reacted instantly, using his left leg to sweep the intruder off its feet. The enhanced musculature still worked as intended, giving him enough speed to get up and keep low even before the trespasser fell to the ground.

With his right hand firmly on the interloper’s throat, he felt a little perplexed. “You don’t dress like a hotel attendant or a cop, so who are you?”

The stifled words coming from her clenched throat remained defiant. “I’m not either of them. I’m with the... government, you fool.”

He eased the pressure, but just a little bit. “If you’re not here to arrest me, then what do you want?”

“My name is Alix. We need your help.”

Dyron let her go. He backed away a few steps before slumping onto a half broken chair. The pounding headache was painfully distracting, but he could still think clearly. “Not a chance. I’m just staying here until the travel ban is lifted. So get out.”

“Don’t you want to hear what I’ve got to say?”

“No, I said get the hell outta here!”

Alix tapped on her wrist device, activating a life-size hologram of Oton. “He was your Secundus, wasn’t he?”

Dyron winced before looking away. His words seethed with barely suppressed rage. “Either turn it off, or I’ll put a fist through your face.”

She tapped on her multi-com again, deactivating the hologram. “I’m sorry for your loss. I know this isn’t a very good time for you, but unless you help us, then we stand a very good chance of being wiped out by the daimons.”

It took him a while to answer. “Why would I care about this damned planet anyway? My Second is dead. All thanks to this freaking world’s inhabitants. If everybody dies, I sure as heck wouldn’t mind.”

“But you’ll be dead too.”

He shook his head. “No, I won’t.”

Alix lowered herself to a crouch so that she could be at eye level with him. “You’re right. I studied all your matches. You’re indestructible. I bet you’ll come out without a scratch while the rest of us die.”

He turned and looked at her. “You are one slick woman. How do you know so much about me?”

“Like I told you, I studied all your analytics,” Alix said. “I’ve been trained as a Second.”

“Oh yeah? You and a million others, I’d bet.”

“That much is obvious. I know you hate this world, so how about a bargain instead?”

He gave a bemused chuckle. “You know how much I won in the last duel betting on myself? A lot. I don’t need your money.”

“You duel for your own reasons, don’t you? Otherwise you’d be in a stable by now.”

“That’s right, so stop wasting your time. Now git!”

Alix backed away and tapped on her device once again. This time the new hologram that materialized in front of her displayed a full-size likeness of Raegoth. Dyron’s spine straightened and he nearly got to his feet.

“I’ve checked the spaceport’s records,” she said. “He came to the planet a few weeks before you did. When I studied your friend’s autopsy report, the crushed ribcage stood out, and it points to Raegoth.”

Dyron felt out of breath. The shock was like a slap across his face. “How... how could you know all this?”

“I’m a Second, remember? Crushing someone’s ribs is one of Raegoth’s signature moves. He has done it in more than half a dozen matches against his opponents. Your friend was armed, yet he died the same way.”

A part of him refused to believe it. Dyron looked down at the trash strewn floor and shook his head from side to side.

Alix paused for a bit before speaking again, this time in a low whisper. “If you don’t want money, how about some payback?”

He looked up at her, tears welling in his eyes. “You are a devil woman.”

“I know you killed his sister in your last match, so I believe this was his way of paying you back for it. Are you just going to sit there until he kills you too?”

Dyron slowly got up. His breathing had become steady once more as the last of the drugs left his system. “Tell me how.”
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EOA LOM’S MAJELIS PALACE was mostly deserted. Most of the nobles had already left before the Leviathan began her low orbital maneuver. The few attendants still manning the place let out various gasps of surprise as two very famous duelists and their Seconds strode in through opposite ends of the compound and converged on the main courtyard’s Circle of Challenges.

A twenty-meter-tall Arbiter jutted out from the ground, constantly emitting glowing pulses of red energy as it switched to an excited state. The few who witnessed their entry started talking, and a Watcher unit soon became visible.

Standing beside the symbols on the floor in front of her, Alix tried to stay relaxed. Dyron stood to her right, his face unreadable. 

She waited as two men made their way towards her from the opposite side of the compound. Alix had to stop herself from gawking at Raegoth’s intimidating height of nearly two meters, instead focusing on the other man, someone she knew all too well.

Verloch looked at her contemptuously as he stopped just behind the opposite set of circles on the mosaic floor in front of them. “So, the treacherous, murdering whore finally shows herself again. You’ve got a lot of nerve coming here.”

“I didn’t kill Keiko or your daughter,” Alix said. “Lili fell on the blade when she tried to attack me, and your wife jumped from the window. Even the police report said that.”

“You killed them alright!” he snapped. “You waited until I was gone from my estate, then forced your way in to slander me in front of my wife and child. My wife! I’ll see you dead for that!”

Alix remained stoic. She couldn’t hate him anymore, and the guilt over Lili’s death also dug into what little conscience she had. “When I figured out the truth, the case was closed. Even if you bring me to trial you know full well I shall be found innocent.”

Verloch gave a grim smile. “There won’t be a trial. Once Kulu is back as planetary magistrate, you’ll be arrested, then executed.”

“That has yet to happen,” Alix said.

Verloch was about to step closer towards her, but his own duelist suddenly grabbed his right arm and pulled him back behind the empty circles on the ground.

Raegoth loomed over his Patron’s shoulder. “Control yourself, nobleman. Remember what we’re here for.”

Dyron kept quiet and maintained his hard stare towards the opposition.

Raegoth locked eyes with him. “Dyrge, you won’t believe how happy I was when I heard you were on this planet. That night when someone told me your Second was by himself, I was completely euphoric when he challenged me. This only goes to show that I am blessed at having such good fortune, don’t you think?”

“Your luck’s about to run out,” Dyron snapped.

“We’ll see. I still owe you for Kirin, and I always pay my debts.”

Alix placed her hands on her hips. “Are we going to keep jawing, or can we get this over with?”

“Since you called us out, go ahead and start,” Verloch said.

Alix stepped into the outermost circle near her side. She had spent a fair portion of the previous night trying to convince Dyron to let her be his Secundus, and he’d finally relented in the wee hours of the morning. Once she sent out the public challenge, a sense of calm instantly fell over the city. Even the Leviathan orbiting in the sky seemed to have maintained her distance.

Dyron stepped into his designated circle too, followed quickly by their adversaries. Small crowds had begun to form on the outskirts of the huge courtyard.

With everyone in place, Alix spoke first. “I, the legal representative of this world’s government and acting Secundus, stand before the judgment of the thothans, and invoke the right to a duel of honor. Our planet’s leadership is under attack, and we demand satisfaction!”

“I am Verloch Grenwald, official representative for the rightful rulers of this world, before they were forced out due to threats of anarchy and rebellion,” Verloch said. “As Patron and acting Second, I accept your challenge. State your terms.”

Here we go, Alix thought. This is the first time I’m ever doing this, and I can’t believe the stakes are so high too. “If the duelist I represent wins, your side will withdraw their demands for the arrest and trials of the suspects you have listed,” she said. “Your leaders are to withdraw permanently from public life and give the current government five years of uninterrupted rule. Also, you must withdraw your support for the armed group currently occupying the Isle of Melmoth.”

Verloch smiled. “We support no group in Melmoth. The Narchists are your problem.”

“Don’t lie, sirrah. We know those hostage takers aren’t really Narchists,” Alix said, pointing towards Raegoth. “The Regulators that were killed, were slain by him.”

Raegoth spat on the ground. “You’re lying. You have no proof.”

“The Watchers know,” Alix said. “And I do too since I saw a broadcast of your phony challenges to the Regulators that you killed. Even though you wore a thick cloak, I know your moves, and the rest of galactic society will know soon enough when the news filters to the other worlds.”

Verloch raised his hand. “Enough. Your terms are accepted, now hear ours. When our duelist wins, our side shall have the right to conduct justice in any way they see fit. We also reserve the right to arrest any suspected Narchists and condemn them to death. And finally, upon our victory, your whole leadership structure will be tried with judges that we choose.”

“Tried? For what?”

“Treason,” Verloch said tersely. “For daring to usurp the nobility’s leadership of this world. And you know the penalty for it.”

“That’s preposterous! The people chose them to lead the government.”

“Serfs have no vote! If you refuse to accept, then we shall withdraw our acceptance of your terms as well.”

She bit her lip. Verloch’s side would surely have the legal pretense to have all of their enemies killed, and there would be no stopping them. She had to accede and hope that Dyron would win. “Very well, accepted.”

Verloch smiled, glancing back towards Raegoth and nodding.

Doubts immediately began to creep into Alix’s mind. They knew we had to accept, just as they had to put up with our outrageous terms, she thought. What are they up to?

“Because our side has been challenged, we therefore get to state the types of weapons to be used for this duel,” Verloch said. “We choose a vehicular match.”

Alix was completely dumbfounded. It meant that ground fighting vehicles could be used for the contest, and she knew that Dyron wouldn’t have the funds to afford anything other than a basic war machine. House Zralox, on the other hand, could field the most powerful mecha imaginable.

She turned her head, focusing on Dyron. He’s going to get slaughtered, she thought. They waited, hoping we’d be the ones to challenge them so they could put any duelist we send against them on a suicide run.

Raegoth could hardly contain his laughter. Placing a hand to cover his mouth, he looked away, his quicksilver eyes full of mirth and amusement.

“I’ll make a bargain with you,” Verloch said triumphantly, as if his side had already won. “If you want to spare your duelist’s life, then just withdraw your challenge and apologize. Instead of execution, you and your soon to be ex-government friends shall be imprisoned for life instead. You won’t get a better offer than this, so I suggest you take it.”

No matter what happens, they’re going to win, Alix thought. We never had a chance.

Raegoth returned his gaze to Dyron. “I do hope your acting Secundus doesn’t accept. Otherwise, I would have to fight you again in the future sometime.”

Dyron kept his voice low, directing it towards his Second. “Accept.”

Alix turned her head in disbelief. “What?  You don’t stand a chance.”

“Do it!”

Raegoth began howling with laughter. “Yes, please do.”

“Accept, damn you!” Dyron yelled at her.

She looked away from all three of them, seeing the gathered clumps of bystanders who were watching the proceedings in awed silence. For a brief moment she felt lost, as if everything she had learned was useless. She could tell the entire concept of the duel was but a sham. The nobility always seemed to win, no matter what.

Verloch crossed his arms in a show of impatience. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

“We accept,” Alix said softly.

“What was that?”

“I said we accept!”

Verloch nodded and glanced back at Raegoth. “Good, good. At least we’ll have a bit of entertainment to go with our victory. Name the arena world.”

Dyron leaned forward so that only she could hear his faint tone. “Choose the right one. I believe in you.”

Alix drew in a deep breath. There were close to a hundred worlds which she could name as the place were the dueling would take place. She turned her thoughts back to the days when she had attended the Secundus School, trying her best to remember which planet would favor Dyron the most.

Our vehicle will surely be inferior to whatever they deploy, she thought. It needs to be a planet with some rough terrain, an area where he has a chance to get up close, maybe surprise his overconfident foe.

Verloch’s expression grew impatient again. “Hurry up, you can’t expect us to be here all day.”

Alix looked down. The dueling rules state that Dyron can only bring his vehicle, with minimal spare parts for repair work, she thought. If he can somehow engage in hit and run tactics, he might have a chance.

“Hurry up, wench,” Raegoth said.

“Ubiria-IV,” Alix said. “I proclaim it as the arena for this match.”

Verloch appeared confused. It was clear he had never heard of that planet before, but the droning sound coming from the Arbiter meant that the choice was satisfactory. After a few seconds, he nodded in agreement. “Accepted.”

The Arbiter’s light field turned bright orange, meaning that the duel had now been set.
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DYRON STOOD IN FRONT of the weapon shop’s counter. He was back on Moravius. The Leviathan had left Eoa Lom’s orbit once the duel had been accepted, and the planet’s lockdown had been lifted not long afterwards, allowing him to leave.

Hedrik came out from a back room and stood behind the main counter, eying them both with a friendly smile. “Welcome back, Dyrge. And who is this lovely lady you’ve brought along to my humble store?”

Dyron gestured towards Alix. “My current Secundus. Her name is Alix.”

Hedrik made a slight bow of greeting towards the young woman, before giving Dyron a look of sadness. “Sorry to hear about Oton. I had a lot of respect for him.”

“Yes... well, I’ve got a match coming up, and I’m going to need your help,” Dyron said. He didn’t want to dwell on the subject of his former Second, for the memory was still too raw.

The shopkeeper nodded. “Yes, the news of this upcoming duel is permeating through the network. One of the galaxy’s most feared duelists going up against a young up and comer. Everyone’s talking about it.”

“We’ll need to do more than just talk. What kind of vehicle can you offer?”

Walking past the counter, Hedrik motioned them over to a door at the far end of the room leading into a stairwell. “Follow me.”

They both trailed the shopkeeper down several flights of steps. Dyron had been to the first two sublevels, but now he felt a slight sense of awe as they made it to the lowest part of the installation.

Typing a code onto the keypad beside a set of massive blast doors, Hedrik signaled them to move back a few steps. “These doors sometimes swing open the other way in less than a second. We’ll stay at the lowest rung of the stairs so we won’t get crushed into a pulp in case it happens.”

Alix stared up in amazement as the thick metal doors slowly parted, revealing a massive underground storehouse with a ceiling twenty meters high. “Have any duelists ever got crushed by your doors?”

“One or two,” Hedrik said casually, moving just ahead of them. “We can go in now.”

Dyron walked slowly, silently marveling at the rows of vehicles displayed along the sides of the gigantic chamber. From ancient tracked armored vehicles to the latest hover tanks, he could only wonder at how these war machines could have been brought into such a place.

Alix stayed close to Hedrik as the shopkeeper made his way towards the inner wing of the chamber. Four humanoid robots stood in succession like a line of colossal statues, each one resembling a fifteen-meter-tall armored god, bristling with giant-sized weapons.

“Here are the mechas,” Hedrik said as he pointed towards one that looked like a giant metallic gorilla. “These were the most powerful ground fighting vehicles that were built and deployed just before the final war with the thothans.”

Alix pointed up. “So the operator of these machines sits up at the top and controls everything from there?”

“Oh no, it would be completely stupid for the pilot to sit in the head. That would be the opposition’s main target. No, the operator of this machine sits inside the back of the chest area, the most heavily armored part.”

“So why did they bother to build these things with heads then?”

“The head is where most of the sensors are located,” Hedrik said. “It makes sense since the higher the detection equipment’s location, the more distance it could cover. Also, it works as a sort of decoy, if you know what I mean.”

“So the opponent will concentrate their fire at the head?”

“Precisely,” Hedrik said. “Although there are some mecha that actually did place their control cockpits in the head back in the day.”

Alix shrugged. “I’ve never understood why any military would make these giant upright robots. Wouldn’t battle tanks be more effective since they’re closer to the ground and can take advantage of cover?”

“Just before the thothans wiped out all opposition, a number of factions actually demonstrated the effectiveness of a neural command link, and a mecha was the best sort of vehicle to take advantage of that technology.”

“What is that?”

“Thought controlled piloting and weapon systems,” Dyron said. “Mechas became superior to tanks because they were more maneuverable and could react faster. A mecha operator didn’t even need any physical controls, they could move and fire using mental commands alone.”

“That is true,” Hedrik said. “A well-trained, highly experienced mecha pilot could use their machine like an extension of their own body. These things dominated planetary ground combat for a time.”

“Until the thothans came along?” Alix asked rhetorically.

“Goes without saying,” the shopkeeper said.

She pointed towards what she felt was the most intimidating mecha standing in the display. “What about that one?”

“That model is the Metatron Block-70,” Hedrik said. “One heck of a fighting machine. It’s got gauss cannons, nuclear tipped missile launchers, heavy laser batteries, even jump jets for a short hop. If a Narchist ever got his hands on one, it would probably lay waste to most of Pantagra City in a single afternoon, assuming that the daimons didn’t interfere, of course.”

Dyron could only smile and shake his head at the overt salesmanship being displayed. “Enough already, Pym. We’ll take it.”

Hedrik looked down and shook his head slowly. “I’m afraid it’s out of your reach at this time. I’m so sorry.”

“What? But I made plenty on that last win I had.”

“You did, but it’s not enough,” Hedrik said. “The cost of one of these machines would equal the bi-monthly gross domestic product of one of the core worlds.”

Dyron’s mind still reeled in denial. “No way. You’re kidding!”

“Nope, it’s the reason why mechas are rarely used in duels—they just cost too much to field.”

“Unless you’re with the Triarchy,” Alix muttered.

“That’s right,” Hedrik admitted. “The only ones who can afford these are the big corporate stables. That’s why the independents never challenge them to a match.”

Dyron grimaced. He remembered what Oton had told him not long after they had first met. Duels could at times be lost even before they were fought, so one must always negotiate well in advance.

“I guess that’s it then,” Alix said. “I’ll contact Verloch Grenwald and tell him the match is forfeit. Maybe I can get used to spending the rest of my life in a dungeon cell after all.”

“No,” Dyron said as he got closer to the shopkeeper. “There’s gotta be some type of vehicle we can afford.”

“I can offer you a refurbished mecha,” Hedrik said. “But it won’t have the neural command interface. Those things were banned by the thothans and the only functioning devices we have left are antique models.”

Dyron cursed. “What’s the point of using a mecha without the thought-controlled link? What else have you got? How about a gunship or something like it?”

“No gunships,” Hedrik said as he gestured for them to follow him. “Aerial vehicles aren’t allowed in duels. Ground pounders only.”

“I know. I was hoping we might get away with it.”

Hedrik chuckled as he led them towards another wing of the hall. “You remember a duelist by the name of Zuz Norrin?”

“The name does sound sort of familiar,” Dyron said as he followed right behind the other man.

“He had sort of built his own hover tank, one with expanded turbofans, powerful enough to lift his entire vehicle more than a klick off the ground.”

“Ah, now I remember,” Dyron said. “As soon as he deployed into the arena world he flew up into the air, right?”

Hedrik nodded in amusement. “And got promptly shot out of the planetary atmosphere by the daimons. His opponent never even had to duel him, and won by default instead.”

“So you either play by their rules or they kill you themselves,” Alix muttered. 

The storekeeper shrugged. “I must admit the current setup favors those duelists who can afford the best gear, but back in the day when all this started the opposing duelists tended to arm themselves with just simple hand weapons.”

“You were around back then?” Dyron asked.

“Memories, passed down by my ancestors. Nowadays, Seconds play a very important role since the negotiation aspect can very well determine the odds on winning a match.”

Alix stared at Dyron with slight bewilderment. “You seem pretty calm considering who you’re up against.”

“The odds have always been against me,” Dyron said calmly. “This one is no different.”

Hedrik winked at her. “He has a secret weapon.”

It was Dyron’s turn to shake his head. “The phasor? We can’t even get it to work anymore.”

“If you succeed in making it function again, it may equalize the odds.”

Alix scoffed. “Yeah, right. Even with that weapon, a duelist in a mecha can still take him down easily. These giant robots could probably vaporize him before he gets close.”

“Can’t argue with that,” Hedrik said as all three of them finally got to the other end of the chamber. 

Dyron walked by the rows of battle tanks that were arrayed along the walls as if prepped for a parade. “So it’s gonna have to be a tank of some sort?”

“I’m afraid that’s all your budget can cover,” the shopkeeper said and pointed to one of the hover tanks. “I would recommend this one—a Trajan Mark V. It normally handles three human crewmembers, but we can modify it so one man can do it all.”

“Can you put in one of those neural link interfaces?” Alix asked.

“Afraid not. Those are only for mechas. You can’t afford it anyway.”

“So you want him to handle all the controls? Moving and firing?”

“A few duelists in the past became aces using hover tanks,” Hedrik said. “Of course, they had lots of practice and a little luck.”

“All I’ve got is luck,” Dyron said. “Okay, we’ll take it.”

“Alright,” Hedrik said. “I assume you’ll want the standard weapons package to go with it?” 

“What’s that?”

“120mm gauss cannon for the main gun. Unless of course you’d prefer a laser?”

“The gauss will be fine,” Dyron said. “What about secondary weapons?”

“I could have support laser batteries mounted on the turret too. In addition you’ll also have close range defense pods along the sides of the skirt.”

“What’s that?”

“They’ll act as a sort of cluster munitions if anyone gets too close,” Hedrik said. “They were used against enemy infantry that tried to swarm the tank. No extra charge to include those since they’re already built in.”

“Okay, fine.”

Hedrik started walking back towards the exit. “Very good. Wait for me here while I ring up the order and get you a precise invoice.”

Alix watched the storekeeper go before she turned and gave Dyron a guilty look. “I feel kind of bad about this. If you want I can just go to an Arbiter and forfeit the match.”

“No,” Dyron said. “I want this duel.”

“For Thoth’s sake, why? Even my analytics state that you don’t stand a chance.”

“It’s a personal matter.”
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IGNORING EOA LOM’S overcast sky, Alix made her way past the foyer within the Conexius compound. The hood over her cloak had been pulled back, and the raindrops that fell on her hair gave it a sort of matted look as she eventually entered the main viewing hall.

The people in the area seemed to be divided based on the two rival factions vying for government control. She noticed Verloch and most of the other nobles near the northern end of the chamber, while her allies occupied the southern wing.

Tance greeted her with a bow as she got closer. “Welcome. We were expecting you to be in a Sodality transport, keeping watch over your duelist from space.”

Alix shook her head. “I just acted as his Second for this one time.”

“Be that as it may, the odds against him are so huge we have prepared a negotiated settlement in case he loses.”

She drew in a deep breath. “But you can’t just give up, not now.”

“We’ve spoken to a number of kuajins about this match, and they’ve all agreed that your duelist will surely lose, so we need to come up with a contingency plan.”

“What kind of plan?”

Tance turned to his left while gesturing at Minister Fomar to join the two of them. “We can call it a sort of... last minute compromise.”

Fomar adjusted her gray curls as she walked up to the pair. “Alix, it’s nice of you to be here.”

What have they come up with? she thought. “Minister, what is this about?”

“As you well know we’re beginning to have second thoughts about this duel.”

Alix could hardly believe what she was hearing. “Second thoughts? But the duel is already taking place. We’ll have a viewcast at any time now.”

“We understand that,” Tance said patiently. “But according to the rules the Patrons can still call it off. All we have to do is get to the Arbiter at the Majelis Palace, which is a short vehicle ride from here.”

“And do what?”

Fomar cleared her throat before she spoke. “I’ve been doing some back-channel negotiations with Kulu’s people, and I think we can come up with an amicable solution to this conflict.”

Alix waited for her to continue.

The old minister seemed very troubled, as if she had to force the words to come out of her mouth. “Kulu and his colleagues will, of course, return to power. That aspect was non-negotiable. But we can lessen his vendetta against us somewhat.”

A feeling of disgust started to percolate at the bottom of her throat, yet Alix knew she had to hear the whole thing. “Go on.”

“I could still keep my seat in the ruling council,” Fomar said softly. “And a selective amnesty is to be announced. There won’t be a trial and execution for most of us, as long as we pledge allegiance to the nobles. After one term in office we shall be allowed to retire quietly and we keep our collective mouths shut.”

“Are you sure the nobles would agree to this?”

“It’s from a trusted source,” Tance said. “He said that Kulu will most probably agree since he prefers an amicable settlement instead of a forced outcome.”

“What about me?”

Fomar chose her words carefully. “Kulu doesn’t seem to care much about your fate, so you were singled out by Verloch Grenwald alone. Kulu’s people have told us that they will look the other way for a short time while you leave this world and never come back.”

I’ll still be hunted, Alix thought. Verloch can easily send mercs after me, so I’ll never be rid of him this way.

Tance seemed to anticipate her reaction. “Don’t worry, I have Narchist contacts on other worlds. You’ll be safe.”

“I’ll be on the run for the rest of my life,” Alix said. “I can’t believe they’re letting us off this easily.”

“There’s more,” Fomar said softly. “We have to give them the names of every single Narchist and their sympathizers on this planet.”

Alix turned and looked around for Mir Dorle, but she couldn’t find him. “Is that why the council’s security advisor isn’t here?”

Tance gave a reluctant nod. “We’ll have to sacrifice Dorle and all his people. I’ll have to go into exile too.”

She scowled at the two of them. “This isn’t an amicable settlement, you’re both just selling out all your friends and allies.”

Fomar had a resigned look on her face. “It’s the best we can do. They hold all the cards, so to speak.”

“Have you both not learned anything? We’ll lose whatever gains we fought for. The lower classes of this world will continue to be treated like slaves, maybe even worse this time,” Alix protested.

Tance’s chin trembled. “We don’t have a choice. We can’t win!”

“Yes we can! Dyron is undefeated. He will win the match.”

“Are you insane? In case you didn’t know, his opponent hasn’t lost a single match either!”

“Have some faith,” Alix said. “All is not finished.”

“False hope,” Fomar said. “We did our best, but in the end, we were just outsmarted.”

“No! I refuse to surrender, not now!”

Tance took a step forward, his fists clenched against his chest. “You need to be reasonable! This is the only way out of an otherwise untenable—”

Hearing a loud, interrupting cough coming from behind, all three of them turned. Standing a few meters away were Verloch and the former planetary magistrate. In addition to their expensive garb, both noblemen wore confident smiles on their faces.

Kulu was a short, rotund man with dyed tufts of hair growing along the sides of the bald spot on his head. Holding up his right hand, he showed off his fat, jeweled fingers while staring at Alix. “I have met the other two before, but not you, milady.”

Verloch sneered. “She’s the murderous whore who now thinks she’s a Secundus. I paid for her schooling, and look what she did with my generosity.”

“Come, come, Grenwald. We mustn’t let our rage overcome our logic,” Kulu said as he eyed all three of them. “I’m sure you’ve heard of the backchannel talk about a last-minute peace offering, yes?”

Verloch continued to fume while directing his attention at Alix. “I’ll give you a head start, bitch, but no matter where you go, my people will still find you. That’s a promise.”

“Enough,” Kulu said, his tone more forceful this time. “I dislike conflict. When I served as planetary magistrate for almost fifteen years, my term was marked by peace and stability. All I want is for this planet to go back to that halcyon time period. Is that such a hard thing to ask?”

Alix stepped forward before either of her colleagues could reply. “The negotiations are over. Just in case you noblemen didn’t know, there is a match that will be played out, and when my duelist is victorious, I’ll see you both on trial for all your crimes.”

Verloch tilted his head back and gave a throaty laugh. “You stubborn little whore. Even in the face of defeat you still think you have a chance? Well, you don’t.”

“We shall see about that.”

Kulu glared at the other two. “So that’s it, then? You made me waste my time giving you such a generous offer? So be it. When this duel is won, I shall show no mercy.”

Fomar was about to reach out and apologize, but Alix stood in front of her. Both Kulu and Verloch turned abruptly around and made their way back to the northern section of the chamber, rejoining the others of their kind.

Tance could only shake his head in despair. “How... how could you tell him off like that, Alix?”

“Better to go down fighting,” Alix replied. “Besides, we still have a chance.”

“There will be no chance,” Fomar said with finality. She gave Tance a hard look. “I don’t know about you, but I’m leaving this planet right now, before the match even starts.”

Alix and Tance watched in silence as the old woman threw her shawl over her shoulders and walked out of the chamber. Two others who were lounging nearby uttered brief goodbyes before they abruptly left too.

“When my trial starts I’ll tell the entire galaxy the truth about my part in trying to improve the people’s lot before they execute me,” Tance said wistfully. “It’ll be my epitaph for a better world that will happen someday.”

“We’re going to win,” Alix said confidently. “I can feel it.”

“That’s what every degenerate gambler always says.”
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WHEN HE WOKE, DYRON rubbed his eyes before placing the helmet over his head. Lights began to blink on as the Trajan hover tank came online. After checking the sensors, he concluded that the massive drop capsule that had just landed on the planet’s surface hadn’t sustained any damage from hostile fire, and it was safe to get things underway.

Daimon drop pods came in three sizes, and this was the biggest one he’d ever rode in. The last thing he remembered was sitting inside the tank as the Transporter hovered above the skies of Moravius, right before its underbelly opened up and swallowed his vehicle whole.

The sides of the egg-shaped reentry craft opened up all at once, like a flower at first bloom. Dyron placed his hands on the controls and activated the hover fans. The tank quickly lifted up as huge currents of air were sucked underneath the vehicle’s metal skirt and gave it enough lift to levitate slightly off the floor.

I’ve only got a few hours’ experience with these controls, he thought. I better get used to them in a hurry or else this will be one very short duel.

The throttle switch was by his left, while the control stick jutted out from the right side of the control panel. Hedrik’s shop had customized the stick so that he could target and fire the tank’s weapons using the same interface, but juggling the tasks of both driving and firing would be a mammoth undertaking for a single crewperson.

“Let’s see what this thing can do,” Dyron whispered as he switched the throttle forward. The entire vehicle sluggishly lurched ahead before its right side slammed into one of the inner support struts of the drop pod, partially bending the column.

Dyron cursed as he struggled to keep the tank moving in a straight line. He had misjudged the air currents and it made the Trajan slide sideways. “Damn this thing.”

After a wobbly start, the vehicle finally floated out from the drop pod and into the mist-filled landscape. The damage control application indicated that the tank hadn’t sustained any harm, so he chalked it up to a minor accident, and nothing more.

The vehicle’s sensors didn’t detect any movement on radar, so he moved the tank up ahead by several klicks. Most of the surrounding landscape was littered with numerous deep craters and craggy bluffs, and the accompanying heavy fog made long range visual scans near useless.

Ubiria-IV had once been a major industrial world. When human explorers first made planetfall, they discovered vast mineral deposits on its surface. The abundance of rare ores just sticking out of the bare ground, waiting to be plucked, brought in a deluge of corporations eager for mining rights. In less than a century, a thriving population had created vast expanses of cities powered by factories and mines, but the good times didn’t last.

Greed and prosperity brought conflict, and the corporations began to squabble amongst themselves for further land and mining rights. These incidents steadily grew in intensity and the planet soon became a battlefield, changing hands multiple times during the Age of War.

The once booming cities were smashed into rubble, the factories and mines reduced to slag. Even the automated processors that terraformed much of the planet’s atmosphere were nuked in a retaliatory strike by one of the losing factions. By the time the thothans had begun their inevitable march to forcibly unite the galaxy two centuries later, Ubiria-IV had become a ghost world, eventually abandoned by its surviving inhabitants.

Glancing over his shoulder, Dyron noted the large, box-like device behind his command chair. Hedrik had placed a portable repair fabricator inside the tank’s roomy interior. The unit had its own separate fusion power source, and would allow Dyron to make vehicle repairs in the field, provided he had the time and the materiel.

Good old Pym, he thought. I should ask him to be my new Second, but he’ll never accept. Running the finest weapon shop in the galaxy is enough for him.

Hedrik had told him that the planet’s surface was littered with uncountable wrecks of old war machines, and Dyron might be able to use scavenged parts to help repair his vehicle in case it took severe damage.

That’s assuming I can get away from my opponent to fight another day, he thought. I have a feeling that Raegoth will throw everything he’s got at me the moment we make contact.

Checking the weapon status on the control panel, Dyron noted the friendly green indicators telling him that everything was fully functional. The Trajan hover tank was supposedly one of the best of its time, and he started feeling more confident while increasing the vehicle’s throttle.

The slight feeling of assurance quickly morphed into surprise as the symbols tattooed in the skin of his left forearm began to glow, momentarily distracting him. Dyron saw the steep sides of a small hill suddenly loom in front of his vehicle, and he instinctively banked left. The overcompensating maneuver crashed the port side of the tank against a nearby jutting boulder one second later.

Dyron cursed as the collision rocked the entire vehicle from side to side. He tried to steady the controls, but once again overcompensated, and this time the right side of the tank smashed against the opposite hillside. With the lift fans at near full power, the vehicle nearly tilted over sideways before he managed to regain stability once again.

The Voice chuckled. “Remind me never to pick you for tank driving school.”

Dyron frowned as he shifted the throttle down, powering off the hover fans. The Trajan settled back onto the dusty ground, the bottom of its armored skirt now sitting on the bare regolith. “Look what you made me do—I nearly toppled over because of you!”

“Tsk, tsk, tsk. Are you so insecure that you’ll blame me for every little thing?”

He looked away. “What do you want?”

“I need a moment of your time,” the Voice said. “Would you mind telling me why you took this duel? It’s got nothing to do with what I want.”

“Just in case you didn’t know, Oton is dead.”

“Beings come and go.”

Dyron shook with rage. “You bastard! Is that all you can say? He was my friend!”

“Okay, okay. I’m sorry for your loss. Feel better now?”

“You make me sick.”

“And by doing that I keep you alive,” the Voice said. “However, I’m not sure if I can perform these miracles any longer, not after this latest predicament you’ve brought us into.”

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t you remember our deal? I’ll keep you alive as long as you do what I tell you.”

“So keep me alive then.”

“Are you kidding me? We’re up against a real winner here, and his vehicle will surely be infinitely superior to yours,” the Voice said.

“O ye of little faith. We’ve gone up against very high odds before.”

“My little healing gift has limits you know. A single shot from a vehicle-mounted weapon will be powerful enough to kill us both instantly.”

Dyron scoffed. “Oh, so now you’re afraid of your own mortality? I never knew you to be the scaredy-cat type. So you’re just like me after all.”

“I want you to forfeit the duel.”

“What?”

“You heard me.”

He cursed again. “You want me to just give up? No freaking way!”

“We should fight only when it’s necessary,” the Voice said. “Taking this duel serves no purpose for us.”

“I do have a reason, Thoth damn you! My opponent was the one who killed Oton, and I’m gonna pay him back for it—in spades.”

“You gonna risk your life on revenge? You killed his sister, so it ought to be even.”

“I killed his sister because of a duel you wanted me to take!”

“That was for a good cause,” the Voice said. “We found out a few things with regards to thothan weaponry.”

“If I hadn’t taken that last duel, then Oton would still be alive!”

“Plenty of ifs there. A bare or augmented duel is within my capabilities, but a vehicular match could be the death of us.”

“Then help me!”

“We can fight your Second’s murderer at another time.”

“No!” Dyron snapped. “We’re gonna kill him. And you’re going to help me whether you like it or not.”

“But why do it this way? He has the advantage.”

“I don’t care! He dies, okay?”

“Let’s be rational for a minute. You have a tank, he will most probably have a mecha. You’re outmatched.”

“It’s no different than the last duel I fought.”

“The odds were a bit better for that one,” the Voice said. “You both had power suits.”

“Kirin’s power suit was way superior to mine, and I still beat her.”

“Just barely. How many days did you spend recovering in agony while I healed you?”

“I don’t care,” Dyron said. “Ever since you attached yourself to my body, I’ve done everything you’ve asked. Now it’s your turn to do something for me.”

“And if I don’t?”

He held up his left forearm as if staring directly towards the being. “I’ll cut off this whole limb and bury it so deep you’ll never be able to get another host again, you freaking parasite.”

“Parasite? How dare you insult me like that! If anyone’s the parasite here, it’s you.”

“All these years you’ve been bossing me around, and now I ask you to do this one thing and you turn into a coward? You’re nothing but a fake!”

The Voice gave a loud sigh. “Alright, I’ll do what I can, but remember, if you take a hit from one of his bigger weapons then we’re done for.”

“Whatever, just be on the lookout for...”

Dyron immediately shut up as the sensors on his control panel started beeping. A contact had been detected, approaching rapidly.
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HE IMMEDIATELY TENSED up and powered the throttle again. Checking the virtual map on the side monitor, Dyron could see a number of possibilities for how to take on his opponent. To the east lay the ruins of a vast city. The opposite way was pockmarked with deep pits, no doubt the remnants of a mining area.

I could maneuver better if I battle him in the mines, he thought. Hover tanks have superior straight-ahead speed compared to a mecha.

Just as he was about to gun the throttle to go west, seeds of doubt began to germinate in his mind. If I go there I’ll be exposing myself in the open though, he thought. A mecha could make short work of my tank if he catches me in an exposed position.

The city ruins offered another intriguing possibility. My tank has a much lower profile than his mecha, Dyron thought. I could hide behind the wrecked buildings, taking potshots at him and then disappear behind the rubble before he can pinpoint my exact position. I could just keep degrading his vehicle until it’s weak enough for me to take head-on.

But he knew that urban combat carried its own risks too. A mecha could maneuver better in the tight confines in between streets and the rubble, while a tank would have to move around in a straightforward manner. A dead end could easily spell doom. 

Dyron reviewed the virtual map one more time. He had been tempted to go into the ruins first, but he figured it would be an easy way to get lost, so he decided against it. Opening up the throttle, he drove the tank westwards, towards the mining location.

The contact blip on the sensors started to get stronger. He could see based on the readouts that his opponent was highly mobile. Probably has got some sort of huge jump engines mounted on the back of that thing, he thought. The bastard is sparing no expense.

Raegoth’s voice crackled over the open communications link. “I know you’re close, Dyrge. My sister was real careless when she went up against you, but I won’t be. If I find you alive I’m gonna torture you until you beg me to end it.”

Dyron quickly scanned the tactical display. The map continued to update every few seconds. Raegoth was moving in from the south, making jumps using a sort of zig-zag pattern just in case his opponent had nuclear missiles. Typing quickly, Dyron ordered the tank’s battle computer to locate a number of well-protected firing positions.

The laughter coming from the tank’s speakers meant that Raegoth was in a good mood. “No nukes yet, Dyrge? It seems I overestimated what you brought along for this fight. Okay, let’s see if you can take what I dish out.”

An explosion coming from a few klicks away rocked the tank from side to side. Dyron grimaced as he pushed the throttle up to near maximum. Unlike him, Raegoth’s mecha was equipped with nuclear ordinance, and the duelist from House Zralox was busy saturating the entire area with multiple missile attacks.

A second detonation occurred much closer this time, the expanding shockwave nearly toppling Dyron’s tank as it sped in between two abandoned mining pits. Switching course towards the north, Dyron just about made it past a small rise before a third blast occurred right behind him, pushing the vehicle further along than he’d wanted and causing a near collision with a ruined building before he managed to veer away.

Dyron cursed as more nuclear discharges continued to happen nearby. While his tank was armored enough to withstand a near miss, if the vehicle toppled over it would pretty much knock it out of the battle. Hover tanks possessed great speed and maneuverability, but those capabilities came with a price.

The battle computer displayed a series of possible firing positions he could use. Dyron turned and sped off again, this time turning the tank around before he lowered the throttle in order to begin a more delicate action.

Ignoring a nearby detonation, Dyron eased the Trajan tank along a narrow ditch in between two low mounds before shutting off the throttle. Almost immediately the vehicle’s lift fans went to standby mode as a protective covering slid over their intake valves, shielding them against possible incoming damage. 

Now in hull down mode, the tank had become an armored turtle. From his vantage point, Dyron would have a clear shot against anything coming in from the south while being protectively reinforced from return fire.

Checking the targeting status, Dyron gripped the control stick tightly, his index finger resting on the trigger. Hunting one’s enemy required patience, and he fidgeted in his command chair as a few more nuclear explosions occurred, this time more than a dozen klicks ahead of him.

You wanna make sure I’m dead, so you’ll be coming my way, he thought.

The warning beep on his tactical display told him that Raegoth would soon be in the immediate area. Dyron wondered if his opponent had used up all the nuclear missiles his mecha carried, or was Raegoth keeping a set in reserve? He quickly concluded that the latter was a more likely possibility.

Ubiria-IV’s thick, polluted atmosphere continued to be both a blessing and a curse. Dyron was thankful that it helped to conceal him when Raegoth was attacking, but now that he was lying in ambush, the smog worked to his opponent’s favor. Even the mecha’s tall profile would hardly be seen until it got close.

The closer the range, the higher the chance of penetrating that bastard’s armor, he thought. Stay calm, and be patient. We’ll get the shot sooner or later.

Minutes ticked by. A few more nuclear warheads landed both near and far. A small boulder that had been thrown up into the air by the succeeding bombardment landed right on top of the Trajan’s turret with a thundering clang before bouncing away, but didn’t do any damage.

Dyron strained his eyes as the enhanced visual image of the terrain in front of him continued to swirl in a smoky, cloud-filled haze. Where are you? he wondered.

Another minute ticked by, and he thought he saw movement to his right. The tank’s main gun quickly made a slight adjustment in azimuth and elevation as the computer detected movement in its kill zone.

Dyron tensed up as he could now clearly see something large moving in the opaque churning. It must have been fifteen meters tall at least, like a killer giant lurking about, waiting for its victim to reveal itself.

You first, you bastard, he thought. All he needed to do was get a lock-on, and the main gun would automatically adjust for countermoves and key in the critical time-to-target data for a sure hit.

Within half a minute, Raegoth’s custom-built mecha lurched into sudden view. The war machine had a vaguely humanoid shape, with its thick arms keeping it in balance while striding forward using stubby legs. Its dome-shaped head had no neck, and was attached directly into the upper torso. Long barreled cannons and hardpoints were situated along the mecha’s wide shoulders, and the large, manipulative metal hands could easily pick up and crush even a powerful hover tank.

Dyron didn’t hesitate. He toggled the control stick’s trigger and the Trajan’s main gun fired instantly before automatically reloading and firing again. The gauss shells hurtled towards their target at hypersonic speed, closing the distance in a matter of microseconds.

The first shot hit the enemy mecha in its left arm, shearing the limb off at the elbow. Raegoth did manage to react by the time the second shot came though, and while it struck the side torso of his machine, he had been able to twist the mecha at the last millisecond, and the ordnance failed to penetrate. 

Before Dyron could get off another shot, Raegoth’s own battle computer managed to pinpoint where the attacks were coming from. The mecha fired back its remaining nuclear arsenal, pounding the four-klick-wide area with half a dozen nuclear strikes.

He grimaced as the succeeding shockwaves nearly threw the tank up into the air. A large portion of the hill on the western side was torn loose, and tons of rocks and ore tumbled down, smashing against the top and sides of the vehicle.

Dyron reactivated the throttle, but the forward hover fan on the right side of the tank failed to start up because of the debris blocking its vertical intake valve. He switched the three remaining lift fans onto full power, and the tank finally started to creep backwards. The last thing he needed was for the Trajan to be half buried in the rubble, for it would then be a sitting duck.

Just as he managed to pull back, the battle computer began ringing an alarm. Raegoth had figured out where the tank was, and had just landed his mecha on the eastern hilltop in an attempt to cut him off.

Dyron grappled with the controls, activating the emergency purge on the forward right hover fan. Within two seconds the reverse throttle on that particular device had managed to dislodge the stuck debris from the intake valve, and now the tank was fully mobile again.

“Gotcha!” Raegoth yelled through the open channel as he moved his mecha sideways, firing off several barrages of laser and gauss cannon fire.

Dyron continued to reverse the throttle while shifting sideways. The Trajan nearly made it to safety behind the side of a crater, before a laser beam melted away the tip of the main gun’s barrel. The enemy mecha adjusted its fire again after the war machine’s battle computer reported a hit, and several gauss shells smashed into the tank’s briefly exposed turret.
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INSIDE THE MECHA’S glowing cockpit, Raegoth swayed back and forth, suspended in the middle of the small chamber using a cybernetic harness that mimicked his every move. The tight-fitting helmet he wore had contact nodes which gave him a headache, but the advantages of being able to control the mecha by thought alone negated any complaints he might have entertained.

The blurry image of the enemy hover tank could be seen moving rapidly backwards in a clear sign of withdrawal. He knew then that Dyron had taken his one shot, and failed.

“You’re dead now, Dyrge,” Raegoth yelled as he willed his mecha forward, trying to cut off the obvious escape route before the enemy vehicle could get lost in the deepening mists. He still had conventional missiles as backup weapons, and he continued to fire clusters of them into every suspected position the enemy tank might have driven into.

His confidence was well-placed. The tall mecha could easily stride in between or over the rough patches of terrain without having to hug the ground. The powerful jump jets attached to the vehicle’s rear pod also allowed brief moments of airborne ability, but he needed to use that advantage sparingly, lest the daimons thought him a cheater.

Raegoth’s sudden glee morphed into frustration as his sensors failed to spot the retreating hover tank. “Where in the hell are you, Dyrge? Come on out and die like a man!”

He had two choices, and he needed to decide on one quickly. It was possible that the enemy tank had continued its reverse thrust into one of the mine pits up ahead. The other possibility was that Dyron had changed direction, moving forward instead, trying to plow his way through the narrow gap he had taken refuge in just before the battle started.

Raegoth had studied his opponent, and knew that Dyron was unpredictable. Choosing to double back, he turned the mecha around and used the jump jets for added speed while making a beeline for his opponent’s old firing position.

His hunch proved right. Catching a glimpse of the hover tank zooming through the gully, he squeezed off a full barrage of gauss and laser cannon fire, blanketing the shallow trench with explosions. 

The sudden appearance of a Watcher hovering nearby momentarily threw off his concentration. Raegoth chose not to activate the jump jets again, thinking it would probably cause a reaction from the daimon observers. Instead he accelerated the mecha, hoping to catch up with what was left of the enemy vehicle.

Turning to where he had fired, Raegoth used the mecha’s lone functioning arm to try to wave away the newly produced smoke, but it hardly made a difference. 

Shaking with rage, he spat out a curse. Have I lost that cockroach again? he wondered.

The mecha’s battle computers finally managed to readjust, and the enhanced images showed up on the control screen. Keeping low, he spotted some sort of object that hadn’t been there before. Raegoth bent the mecha down for a closer look.

Pieces of metal were on the ground, right where he thought the tank had been. Half the barrel of the Trajan tank’s main gun was visible amongst the dusty rubble, including a flattened piece of alloy. The computer instantly told him that it might have come from the hover tank’s turret.

As a more thorough analysis of the pieces was displayed on his control panel, Raegoth smiled. Looks like I took out the turret on that fool’s tank, he thought. The one weapon his vehicle had that could damage my mecha is gone, now all he’s left with is an armored hovercraft.

He stabbed the microphone button on the console. “Dyrge, your main gun is gone! There’s no way you can kill me now. When I find you, I’ll crush you like the annoying little bug that you are!”
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THE DENSE, POLLUTED smog billowing in through the tank’s open interior made him cough continuously, but Dyron counted himself lucky he wasn’t decapitated earlier. Raegoth’s furious counterattack had nearly blown the entire turret off, and Dyron had been saved at the last minute by stooping forward, just as the gauss fragments tore the roof off, missing him by a scant few millimeters.

He had been moving at flank speed for the past several hours, trying to get as much distance from his adversary as possible. Vehicular duels were usually fought over an area hundreds of klicks in diameter, and the daimons tended to be more relaxed when it came to bringing the two combatants within striking range once more.

The tactical display suggested that he might have driven into an old battlefield, with gargantuan pieces of war machines strewn all over the place. What he had once thought were freestanding columns of rock turned out to be parts of mechas, and other fighting vehicles.

Dyron grimaced. The tank’s gauss cannon has been knocked out, he thought. What am I supposed to fight Raegoth with now?

The alarm coming from his battle computer was partly muffled by the droning winds. When Dyron finally heard it and glanced at the terrain display, he saw a big blip on the sensor readouts, looming just ahead of him at point-blank range.

He tried to turn away, but the tank’s skirt got caught in a rough patch of terrain and was held fast by it. Dyron looked up and cursed as the obvious lower torso of a mecha became visible, less than ten meters away. Throwing off the seatbelt from his shoulders, Dyron leapt out of the tank’s exposed hole, hoping that he’d make it to safety before the incoming barrage of weapons tore him into a million little pieces. 

When he hit the ground and started rolling in the dirt, Dyron suddenly understood what had just happened. Getting back on his feet he drew in a deep, relieved breath before exhaling it out in a series of sputtering coughs.

With the tank still hovering in place, he walked slowly to where the mecha stood. All that was left of the humanoid war machine were its legs and lower torso. Dyron shook his head slowly. If the Watchers had been viewcasting this, the audience would have laughed themselves silly at his obvious stupidity.

The Voice’s sarcastic tone once again manifested itself. “That was somewhat amusing. A bit clumsy on the exit though.”

“Shut up,” Dyron said.

“My, my. You have a bit of a problem here.”

“Tell me about it.”

“No need to be so defensive. At least your body hasn’t sustained as much as a scratch this time, so count your blessings.”

Dyron coughed again. “So what should I do now? Just walk up to my opponent and have him execute me?”

“I think he has far more insidious plans for you. After all, you did kill his sister.”

“Are you gonna help, or what?”

“What is there for me to do when you can help yourself?”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“Think.”

Dyron was ready to tear the bio-circuitry out of his left forearm, but the Voice’s words made him stop and consider the situation. Wait, this fool is right, he thought. I’m in a battlefield, but what he proposes will take too long.

“Ah, now he is finally growing a brain,” the Voice said.

“I think I’m getting what you mean,” Dyron said. “But it’s gonna take a while. Raegoth will be here long before I’m even halfway done.”

“There’s a way to handle that too.”

“What? I was thinking it still could be useful though.”

“You’d better make a choice, because if you hesitate, then your opponent will be here in no time.”

Dyron frowned before he started coughing again.
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RAEGOTH HAD STARTED to drift off into sleep when his tactical display alerted him to a new contact at around fifty klicks to the northwest. The stimulants coursed through his body once more, pulling him back to full wakefulness.

“Now I have you,” he whispered. He had tuned his mecha’s long range sensors to detect movement, since he was fairly certain that he and Dyron were the only two living things on this world larger than a bug. 

The contact was moving in a straight line, seemingly unmindful of any potential ambushes. Raegoth figured that Dyron had turned suicidal since it was clear that his opponent no longer had any effective weapons against the mecha.

Maybe he doesn’t care if he dies now, Raegoth thought. That’s fine with me. I know of a number of ways to keep him conscious while I torture him to death.

Increasing the mecha’s throttle to maximum, the giant war machine lumbered forward. Raegoth occasionally used the jump jets to vault over some of the larger obstacles as he made a beeline towards the enemy signal for an intercept.

His sensors continued to update as he got closer. It’s the hover tank alright, Raegoth thought. Though it seems to be moving more sluggishly than usual. I must have knocked out its main power plant too and all it’s using is the backup power supply.

A slight chime coming from his tactical display told him he’d soon be in weapons range. The Zralox duelist mentally debated with himself before he deactivated the heavier ordnance, preferring the direct lasers and gauss cannons instead. 

Raegoth’s mouth curled into a smile. The coming victory was so sweet he could taste it, like downing a potion of sweet nectar given to him by the gods.

The contact’s position lay just on the other side of the ridgeline. Activating the jump jets again, Raegoth maneuvered his mecha over the craggy peaks before landing at the base of the drifts. The target was now in front of him.

Pushing the throttle once more, he willed the mecha forward, the giant robot’s stubby legs tearing up the ground as it continued to lumber ahead. Although he was already at weapons range, he still couldn’t get a clear line of sight due to the intervening hills and lava necks all around him.

The uneven ground nearly made his mecha stumble, and Raegoth muttered a series of curses as he kept the machine upright and maintaining the high speed in order to keep up with the fleeing quarry. He wanted to achieve complete surprise so there was no point in shooting blindly and alerting his enemy yet.

Raegoth’s concentration narrowed. Each step he took lessened the range. He would have a clear shot very soon. Don’t slip up now, he thought. I’m like a stone cold killer stalking his unsuspecting prey down a shadowy alley. He won’t know what’s hit him.

Long, anxious moments passed, and the terrain suddenly flattened out, finally giving him a clear shot. Raegoth’s eyes blazed with eagerness as he opened fire with the gauss cannons first.

The initial barrage tore several chunks from the hover tank’s rear module, including parts of its alloy skirt. With the lift fans no longer capable of creating an air cushion, the target quickly shuddered before dramatically slowing down.

Raegoth activated the mecha’s external speakers. “It’s over, Dyrge! You’re mine!”

He drove the mecha onwards until it began to circle the stricken hover tank. Raegoth took carefully aimed shots, his heavy masers shearing off bits of the target vehicle one blast at a time. In less than half a minute, the lower part of the hover tank was a smoldering, starfish-shaped wreck.

The target vehicle’s hover fans finally sputtered out after a few seconds as Raegoth continued to dance around it.

“Come on out, Dyrge,” he said, switching to the anti-personnel lasers. If the weapons were too powerful he would end up killing the opposing duelist with one shot, and Rageoth didn’t want that.

The disabled hover tank continued to smolder, but there weren’t any visible signs of life coming from within its partially breached interior.

Sensing a trap, Raegoth backed his mecha off to medium range. Did that fool rig his own tank to blow in case I got too close? he thought.

His patience having run out, Raegoth started raking multiple shots towards the main body of the hover tank. “If you want to die in that metal coffin, so be it!”

By the time he had finished, all that was left of the enemy vehicle was a smoking pile of glowing slag. Raegoth paused briefly, waiting for the Watchers to reveal themselves.

It took an additional fourteen minutes for him to realize that the duel wasn’t over. Raegoth spat out a series of curses as his battle computer’s analysis flashed across the cockpit’s monitor screen.

He’s still alive, Raegoth thought. The bastard set his tank to go out on remote control.

Recalibrating his mecha’s sensors took all of ten seconds. His virtual map updated, showing him a probable trail where the hover tank came from.

Raegoth turned his mecha around and began moving again. If Dyron had decided to fight on foot, it still wouldn’t matter. A lone duelist stood no chance against his machine.
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DYRON WAS BUSY ATTACHING the wire-like fiber “tendons” into the giant socket when his wrist device relayed a proximity alarm. Startled by the suddenness of the alert, he nearly slipped and fell off his perch before managing to grab hold of a dangling power cable to keep himself from tumbling to the ground ten meters below.

After regaining his balance, he tapped on the device and activated the virtual map. A rapidly moving contact was fast approaching.

His mind was immediately flooded with torrents of gloom. I’m not ready, he thought. There’s no way I can get this thing working before that bastard gets here.

“You’d better finish whatever it is you’re doing,” the Voice said.

Breathing the contaminated mists had given him a bad cough, and his reply was hoarse and painful. “I haven’t even done any tests on the reactor yet. We’re screwed.”

“You’ll have to go with what you’ve got.”

“This is nothing! The weapons aren’t calibrated. I don’t even know if the old neural interface I installed will work.”

“Don’t worry about that bit. I’ll handle it.”

The reply startled Dyron enough that he nearly let go of the cable. “What? Can you do that?”

“I think I can,” the Voice said. “If I can jumpstart your body, why not an old antique command system?”

Dyron quickly threw himself over to where the tendons were and used all of his strength to connect the ropy artificial muscles into the nearby shoulder socket. “You better be right about this, or it’s gonna be our asses.”

“Correction—it’ll be your ass.”

“You’re a part of me so stop screwing around.”

“I’m linked into the sensor module you set up,” the Voice said. “He’s still a few klicks away.”

“What’s your estimate on how soon he’ll get here?”

“About nine minutes, give or take.”

There was no time left, and he knew it. “Start the power-up sequence. I’ll see if I can install the remaining coolant hoses and hope all this crap somehow works.”

“Okay.”
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RAEGOTH SCOWLED AS he kept his eyes glued to the monitor screen inside the mecha’s cockpit. It looked like he had entered an ancient battlefield where two separate armies once clashed. He had read about these titanic battles as a child, and he just couldn’t imagine what they were like.

He had come upon a number of wrecked tanks and he fired his weapons at them anyway, thinking that Dyron might be hiding in them to ambush him, so he took no chances. He even used his mecha’s gargantuan hand to grab hold of one tank and swing it around like a club when he encountered pieces of other mechas lying half buried in the regolith.

Raegoth had once again reset his sensors to detect any recent disturbances on the ground. Wary of mines and other set traps, his thoughts became more confused than ever when he didn’t find any.

What is this fool up to? he wondered. What could Dyrge possibly do that could be a threat to what I’ve got?

A warbling tone coming from the console indicated that the sensors detected a trail on the sandy ground. When Raegoth cycled the settings to a heat analysis, he could plainly see a number of drag marks on the recently disturbed regolith, as if something rectangular and bulky had been moved a few times, from one place to the next, in a seemingly haphazard pattern. 
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CLIMBING INTO THE REMAINS of an old cockpit, Dyron kept the top hatch open just in case he needed to jump out in a hurry. “Okay, can you do a preliminary startup?”

“Activating power core... now,” the Voice said.

A number of small lights immediately cast a dim illumination within the cramped interior.

Dyron was pleasantly surprised as he began strapping himself into the springy, suspended harness in the middle. “Hurry up, turn it all on already.”

“I don’t want to do that,” the Voice said. “Do you know how many circuits and ports I’ve had to bypass and then reconfigure? This whole thing is one big kludge. It’s a miracle I’ve been able to keep things stable so far.”

“If you don’t power everything up soon we’ll be dead. I can hear him already.”

“I’m slowly feeling my way, powering up the systems that I know won’t give me a short circuit, so be patient. The riskier stuff I’m waiting on as I do some quick compatibility tests.”

“By the time you get everything going, he’ll be right on top of us.”

“I know the time crunch. If I rush things then the feedback might disrupt my own self, and that would mean the end of this brilliant little idea.”

Dyron cursed as he reached up and closed the hatch. At least there was less smog inside and his throat would feel better. We’re cutting it close, he thought. Let’s hope this works.
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A WARNING TONE IN HIS sensors instantly put Raegoth on edge. Pivoting the mecha, he tried to get an exact fix on the location, but the chaotic trails of churned dirt on the ground confused his battle computer as to where they led to.

Dyrge is the craziest duelist I’ve ever come up against, he thought. What could he possibly be thinking?

Most of Raegoth’s previous opponents had always been direct, and he had no trouble dispatching even the trickier ones, for he correctly anticipated what they were going to do. Dyron on the other hand seemed to have sacrificed the only vehicle he had.

Something large lay to the northwest, partly obscured by a nearby hillside. Staying wary, Raegoth moved in for a closer look while avoiding the direct route. He was tired of wasting ordnance while shooting blind, and this time he wanted a clear target.

With the distance now less than a dozen meters, the object started to become more distinct. Raegoth nearly chuckled upon finally glimpsing the oddity. Another mecha wreckage, only this one had a number of queer characteristics that marked it as completely different from the other hulks he’d seen.

The wreck’s upper torso seemed very small compared to its wider base. What passed for a head was merely a bundle of sensor nodes sticking out from its shoulders. But the weirdest aspect of this derelict was its arms—both were of a different sort, as if a mad scientist had attached a bunch of incompatible parts and created a Frankenmecha of some kind.

Raegoth started laughing at how ridiculous it looked, remembering his visit to an avant-garde artist who had decided to assemble pieces of destroyed mechas from all over the galaxy to create a grotesque caricature of a metal demon.

He was still laughing when his proximity alert suddenly activated, and the silly looking monstrosity in front of him began to stir.
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DYRON COULD SENSE MOVEMENT in the mecha’s arms as he swung them back and forth to stay balanced, but as he willed the hodgepodge machine forward, each limb felt different, and he had to compensate in a myriad of ways just to get the proper action for it.

The enemy mecha quickly backed off, firing its weapons in a quick reaction at its newly discovered opponent. Most of the ordnance missed, but damage alarms had already begun blaring inside the cockpit, making it hard for Dyron to think.

“Shut those things off!” he snapped. The neural link to his mind was being filtered by the Voice, yet he still had to think of the actual commands to enable the Frankenmecha to operate. He felt like a man with one arm of a gorilla attached to his right shoulder, while his left upper limb was that of a chimpanzee.

The Frankenmecha was slow and cumbersome, but he had managed to sidestep most of the second barrage while getting behind the cover of a nearby hill. He had spent hours putting together this machine from various bits and pieces he found lying on the battlefield. The repair module had been so overused it ended up breaking, but he managed to craft those parts that were needed to attach the various components. 

Dyron had taken the Trajan hover tank’s fusion plant and placed it in the Frankenmecha’s base before bolting in the upper torso over it. Hours of feverish work attaching cables and the artificial tendons to form a sort of amalgamation that he wasn’t even sure would work.

But it did, and now he had something that could be a threat against his opponent. The Frankenmecha was clearly inferior to the enemy it faced, but it was a far better alternative than what he had before.

*
[image: image]


RAEGOTH WAS BESIDE himself. He just couldn’t believe that his opponent could have the knowledge or the capability to pull this off.

Dyron’s voice began to cackle over the open communications circuit. “You started off with an overwhelming advantage in gear. Now’s a good time for a rematch.”

Raegoth nearly choked before spitting out a curse. “Dyrge, how did you...”

“It was easy. You gave me time and you went after my decoy. I thought your sister was a bimbo, but it seems you’re even dumber than she ever was.”

“Dyrge, I’m gonna kill you!”

“I don’t think so. Say hi to your sister for me when you meet her in the afterlife.”

Raegoth gritted his teeth as he surged his mecha forward. His opponent was just on the other side of the hill, and not even a small mountain would hold back his ever-growing rage and desire for vengeance.
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“WELL DONE,” THE VOICE said. “You’ve thoroughly pissed him off now.”

“I’m not out of this yet,” Dyron said as he struggled to keep the Frankenmecha upright while sidestepping towards the east. “He’s still got way, way more firepower. Enough to vaporize us.”

His words just about proved prophetic when a multitude of laser blasts lit up the mists around him, stabbing the Frankenmecha in its torso. Dyron nearly lost control as the entire machine shuddered and almost fell sideways, yet he managed to maintain the proper balance at the last minute.

Come on, come on, he thought as the Frankenmecha started rumbling down a large gully ahead of it. Against a more powerful enemy, he had to get close, and it meant that the terrain had to be in his favor.

More missile blasts to his right. Dyron figured that Raegoth had come up against the other mecha wrecks lying around and had just fired at them too. He’s shooting at everything now, Dyron thought. Good—let him use up his ammo.

A gauss shell exploding from the back of the Frankenmecha’s shoulder plate nearly made it stumble, but Dyron once again used the larger arm as a counterweight to keep the war machine on its padded feet as it rounded a tall mound of debris.

“You’re mine now!” Raegoth yelled through the communications circuit as his custom-designed mecha activated its jump jets and flew more than twenty meters into the air before landing on the side of the hillock. 

But the moment the custom mecha’s metal feet landed on the apparently sturdy rock slope, the entire side of the mound quickly gave way. Raegoth cursed as he tried to compensate, but it was too late. The custom mecha’s right leg crumpled due to the imbalance, sending the entire vehicle tumbling down to the side.

Perceiving his one opportunity to turn the tables had finally come, Dyron pushed at the throttle, pushing the Frankenmecha to close the distance before his opponent could recover.

Raegoth sensed it too, and made his choice. The custom mecha opened fire with all available weapons, hoping to shred his incoming adversary before it could get near.

Dyron shouted in pain as a fragment from one of the exploding missiles penetrated the war machine’s chest armor, and a five centimeter sliver of metal embedded itself in his right hip. He was now losing control as the mecha’s smaller arm was torn off by the same barrage, nearly toppling the refurbished war machine. 

Gritting his teeth, Dyron managed to bring his mecha to point-blank range, just as a new alert sounded, telling him that the fusion power plant had sustained catastrophic damage and would have to dump its core.

The neural interface was barely working, and the feedback was literally frying his head. Fighting past the pain, Dyron willed the Frankenmecha’s gorilla arm to grapple the enemy vehicle at all costs.

Raegoth kept firing his machine’s weapons, but when he sensed what his adversary was doing, he tried to launch his mecha into the air and out of the way. The Frankenmecha managed to reach out with one arm, and grabbed hold of the other war machine’s foot before slamming its opponent into the ground.

With the fusion power plant now in meltdown, Dyron commanded the Frankenmecha to throw itself over its downed adversary. The bolted-on defense pod he had salvaged from the tank and placed in the war machine’s torso also detonated, tearing the enemy mecha’s legs out from under it.

The loud collision as the two metallic titans fell on top of each other was so powerful it temporarily stunned him, but the Voice managed to bring him back to consciousness. Dyron quickly began to pull himself out of the harness and reach up for the hatch as the heat buildup inside the cockpit became unbearable.

Throwing the hatch open, Dyron grabbed hold of the phasor rifle that he had secured near the exit before clambering out from the top of his now disabled vehicle. He had just managed to pull his legs out from over the hatch when Raegoth landed right beside him and kicked away the rifle, sending the weapon tumbling over the edge.

It seemed that Raegoth had ejected from his stricken mecha’s cockpit, and now he was thirsting for blood. His first punch connected with the side of Dyron’s jaw, shattering the reinforced bones.

The force of the blow made Dyron tumble over the side, and he fell another five meters before landing on the ground with a soft thud. 

With the mists around them having somewhat cleared, two Watchers deactivated their stealth fields and became visible, hovering a scant ten meters away while viewcasting the finale.

Raegoth leapt down and landed on his feet. He flexed his long arms and cracked his knuckles before he strode towards his fallen adversary. “I’m gonna rip you apart.”

Dyron was too weak to get up. The blow to his face was making everything look fuzzy as he pushed himself to a sitting position. “I’m... seeing stars.”

Raegoth stood over him and smiled. “I gotta hand it to you, Dyrge. You made this whole duel worthwhile. Now the audience will see you feel a bit more pain before your final death.”

“The Watchers... are they visible?”

Raegoth pointed with his thumb towards the one hovering near his flank. “Yes. Everybody is watching you die.”

“Okay, here goes nothing.”

Raegoth’s eyes opened wide in horror as Dyron gripped the phasor rifle he had been concealing behind his body, aimed it up at his opponent, and pulled the trigger.

The continuous, bright turquoise-blue beam tore into Raegoth’s right collarbone, slicing his shoulder open. House Zralox’s top duelist staggered backwards, but he managed to stay on his feet, screaming his head off.

This time Dyron used both hands to aim carefully and fired again. The second beam tore off the top of Raegoth’s head, and his opponent finally toppled. The Watchers let out their customary screeching, marking the victory.

The Voice’s tone radiated surprise. “How did you get the phasor to work?”

Dyron’s pain felt unending, but the win gave him enough enthusiasm for a slight smile. The words came out as soft mumbles since his jaw was broken. “I... finally figured it out.”

“What did you find out?”

“The phasor weapon... runs on daimon power sources,” he said, pointing towards the Watchers. “They have.... an energy field.”

“Ah, I see. You’re indeed smarter than you look.”

“Shut up. I did this... for Oton.”
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THE TYPHOON CONTINUED to lash Eoa Lom’s main city. Very few were out in the streets, but when they had sent a ground car for her, Alix felt privileged enough to accept their invitation for a meeting at the Majelis Palace.

After being led in by an attendant, she continued to stand near the entryway even after it closed behind her. The dim light streaming past the tall glass windows flickered in intensity as the occasional lightning bolt from the outside gave it brief surges of energy.

Tance was all smiles as he stood up from his desk and walked up to her, holding out his hands in gratitude. “Welcome, Alix. I’m sorry I’ve been unable to meet with you until now, but things were a bit hectic over the past several days.”

She nodded and made a slight bow. “I know. Congratulations on becoming planetary magistrate.”

“I owe it all to you, and this is the reason why I delayed our meeting.”

“Oh?”

Tance continued to beam at her. “Yes, I would like to appoint you as my chief councilor. Since it’s not an elected position, you don’t have to worry about the riffraff trying to bad mouth you. The pay and benefits are so good, you’ll soon be a noble in no time.”

She looked away. A slight sense of disgust continued to stain her view of him. “Any news on Verloch?”

“My sources told me he might have gone to one of the other core worlds, but we don’t know where yet. I wouldn’t fret about it since it’ll be just a matter of time till we find him.” 

Alix didn’t betray any emotion. Kulu lived up to his word, and retired quietly. Most of the remaining nobility sold their assets and left the planet. Verloch disappeared soon after the match had ended, and was rumored to have caught a special Sodality charter to another world. 

Tance’s tone became more serious. “We’ve arrested most of the mercs posing as Narchists on Melmoth Isle, but their leader managed to slip away. We know who he is though.”

“Oh? Who is he then?”

The planetary governor had a look of shame on his face. “Lukat Palitor. He betrayed the Narchist cause.”

“I remember him,” Alix said softly. “He was my first contact.”

“Yes, well... it would appear that these mercs will be let go soon.”

“What? Why?”

“An unknown faction is negotiating for their release.”

“And your government will accept?”

“They’re offering a substantial ransom.”

“So it’s all about money to you?”

Tance frowned. “No! If we don’t comply they said they want to challenge the ruling via a duel.”

“I see,” Alix said. They both knew of House Zralox’s conspiracies. Eoa Lom needed funding, and it was inevitable that the henchmen responsible for the recent chaos would soon be free to cause more mischief in the future.

“We’ve got a lot of problems right now, but things should stabilize, all thanks to you,” Tance said reassuringly. “So how about my offer?”

“No.”

The planetary governor was shocked. “You... you won’t accept? What will you do?”

She looked down at the floor. “I’m leaving this world. I’m already in the process of selling what I have.”

“Look, Alix, I know you are somewhat disappointed because my colleagues were ready to throw in the towel, but you have to admit that the Dyrge duel could have easily gone the other way.”

Alix scowled at him. “But it didn’t, did it? I don’t want to work with spineless dolts who have no faith in my judgment.”

“They’ll trust you more now, I’m sure of it. Give them another chance.”

“And watch them quiver like jellies when the next Great House attempts a takeover of this planet? No,” she said.

“You’re headstrong,” he said. “And I know better than to keep arguing with you. So where will you be going?”

“That is my secret,” Alix said. “I just want one thing in return.”

“What is it?”

She tapped her wrist multi-com sending a name to his own device. “I need new identity and travel documents. Under this name.”

Tance was baffled as he read the name floating in the small hologram in front of his face. “Who is this?”

“My real name.”
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KEEPING TO THE SHADE so that his damp body wouldn’t be exposed to the hot rays of the sun, H’ssuuool once again mounted the steps before stopping at the edge of the pavilion. Earth’s atmosphere felt a little dry for his tastes, but he couldn’t decline a meeting with his masters.

The bloated creature physically representing the Polymind continued to squat on the cushions like a beached whale. When its speaker unit activated, the synched chorus of multiple voices once again crackled through the air. “What have you to report?”

H’ssuuool bowed slightly. “It is as I feared. Dyron Dyrge won the duel. I have come to accept whatever punishment you see fit to give, Great One.”

“There shall be no punishment.”

The cephalon’s cone-shaped upper torso swayed back and forth in surprise, his lower tentacles almost losing their strength to keep him upright. “I... thank you, Great One. I know I do not deserve such mercy.”

“Other than our top duelist, our losses were inconsequential,” the Polymind said. “We had placed hedge bets just in case they were needed.”

“So our monetary losses were covered?”

“Correct. Our one mistake was the choice of champions. We thought that Raegoth would be sufficient to kill Dyron Dyrge, but it seems we underestimated this new duelist—again. Since you did not have a hand in choosing our champion, the fault does not lie with you.”

“I understand, Great One,” H’ssuuool said. “If I may suggest, I have run analytics on another of our duelists and I think this one will be the perfect candidate to finally get rid of Dyron Dyrge. Shall I arrange a challenge right away?”

“Would you stake your life on that?”

“I would, my master.”

“There is no need for it at this time,” the Polymind said. 

“Oh?”

“We shall inform you when the opportunity presents itself.”

“So you don’t want Dyrge to be killed right away?”

“No. Not yet. He has a curious way of winning duels which we believe involves more than just luck.”

“You want us to study him?”

“Yes. We shall observe him for a time and learn his secrets.”

“A very astute plan, Great One.”

“When we know everything, only then will he be eliminated,” the Polymind said.



    
        Don't miss out!

        
            
                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever John Triptych publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
        

        
            
                
                    
                        [image: Sign Me Up]
                

            
            https://books2read.com/r/B-A-BJEC-CHSFB

        

        
            
            [image: books2read]
            

            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.

        

    



  	
	    
	      Did you love Duelist? Then you should read
              
                Nepenthe Rising by John Triptych!
              
          

	    

    
	    
            
                [image: Nepenthe Rising]
            
	    

	  
        In the far future, two major factions are locked in a galactic cold war. As tensions mount between the technocratic Union and the genome-harnessing Concordance, both sides anxiously watch for a chance to conquer the other.The Nepenthe is a pirate vessel, loyal to neither. Led by the enigmatic Captain Dangard, her rough and ready crew includes the cat-like alien Commander Creull, Zeno the immortal synthetic, the dashing Garrett Strand, and Duncan Hauk, a promising young recruit.Hired by a cryptic employer, the crew waylays a transport ship carrying a mysterious passenger. In due time, this incident sparks the beginnings of an interstellar conflict that could threaten the state of known space.The first of an epic new sci-fi series, Nepenthe Rising delivers what today's fans want: detailed world-building, thrilling action, and mind-blowing adventure on a grand scale.


    
	    
	      
	      Read more at John Triptych’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



  	
	    
	      Also by John Triptych

	    

      
	    
          
	      Expatriate Underworld

          
        
          
	          The Opener

          
        
          
	          The Loader

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Galactic Duelist

          
        
          
	          Duelist

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Stars in Shadow

          
        
          
	          Nepenthe Rising

          
        
          
	          Shards of Eternity

          
        
          
	          Wild Sargasso Space

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Dying World

          
        
          
	          Lands of Dust

          
        
          
	          City of Delusions

          
        
          
	          The Maker of Entropy

          
        
          
	          The Dying World Omnibus

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Wrath of the Old Gods

          
        
          
	          The Glooming

          
        
          
	          Canticum Tenebris

          
        
          
	          A World Darkly

          
        
          
	          Wrath of the Old Gods Boxed Set 1

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Wrath of the Old Gods (Young Adult)

          
        
          
	          Pagan Apocalypse

          
        
          
	          The Fomorians

          
        
          
	          Eye of Balor

          
        
          
	          Wrath of the Old Gods: Box Set 2

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      X WAR

          
        
          
	          X War: Infiltration

          
        
          
	          X War: Incursion

          
        
          
	          X War: Infestation

          
        
          
	          X War Trilogy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Stars in Shadow Omnibus 1

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at John Triptych’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



  	
    
	    About the Author

        
            John has varied interests, and his love of everything is reflected in genre-busting novels ranging from real world thrillers all the way to mind blowing science fiction. A consummate researcher, he derives great pleasure and satisfaction when it comes to full spectrum world building and creating offbeat characters based on the real life people he meets in his travels.
Join John's exclusive VIP mailing list! You can receive the latest news on upcoming releases and special discounts of his work. It's FREE to join and you get FREE books too! link (copy and paste to your browser): http://eepurl.com/bK-xGn

        

    
	    
	      
	      Read more at John Triptych’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    

cover.jpeg
,quf‘»\ \ij¢‘
RUELIST

JOHUN TRIPTYCH

nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn





images/00002.gif





images/00001.gif





images/00004.gif





images/00003.gif





images/00006.gif
Sign Me Up!





images/00005.gif





images/00008.jpeg
JOHN TRIPTYCH

nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn






images/00007.gif





