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Mackenzie
watched the universe end. It was beautiful, like a flower closing
up for the night. Stars and planets swirled inwards, spiralling
around and down, faster and faster, collapsing into an
infinitesimal particle. As silent as the sunset. The more
space/time that was pulled in, the more massive the particle became
and the more gravity it exerted on what remained of the
universe.

The point of
no-return had already been passed. It was inevitable now that all
of creation would reduce down to a single point. He wondered how it
was he was able to watch without being affected. That couldn’t be
right. But it was surely only a matter of time. And what did that
mean since time as well was being destroyed?

The scale
shifted outwards. Now whole galaxies, super-clusters of galaxies,
were being sucked in. The rate of collapse increasing
exponentially, the end of everything suddenly at hand. And then
what? Would there be another Big Bang, the start of a pristine,
virgin universe? Still he was outside, remote from it all.

There was
nothing left but the invisible point and the void and him. And it
wasn’t the comfortable, familiar blackness of space he knew so
well, but a terrible absence of space, a nullity.

Something
still nagged at him that this wasn’t right; he couldn’t be watching
this. It occurred to him he must be dreaming. It was a gloriously
reassuring realisation but still he couldn’t break out of it. It
seemed to be a story he was stuck inside. He promptly lost the
realisation.

Then came the
noise, the start of the Bang, an alarmingly loud noise sounding
strangely like the tolling of a bell. But how could that be
possible? Of course, he was dreaming, becoming more and more
confused as to what was real and what was not.

A familiar
figure was standing over him. She was a musician from – what –
Earth’s nineteenth century? He had forgotten most of his history.
She had bright, scarlet hair, teased up into a ridge of spikes. Her
nose and eyebrows and ears were pierced with a variety of metal
studs and pins. Her clothes were a deliberately ragged collage of
ripped cloth, leather, lace and studded metal. She had a worried
look on her face. The bell was a gentle but insistent chiming from
the ship, waking him up. Or was he still dreaming? No. He had known
the ship use this avatar before when speaking to him directly. He
was on board the Higher Than The Sun. His ship. OK. He sat
up blearily.

‘You’re
worrying about the Armageddon Machine more and more. Your
nightmares used to be all memories of your experiences in the
Draconian war. Now worries about the device have taken over. Maybe
it’s time you took a break.’

He smiled,
rubbing his eyes with two of his four hands.

‘Kind of hard
to get away from though isn’t it? A device capable of bringing to
an end the entire universe. Hard to escape something like
that.’

‘I guess.’

‘You woke me
because I was having a nightmare?’

‘No. It has
changed course again. You wanted to know.’

‘Show me.’

A wall of the
cabin became a window, showing space outside. Everything looked the
same. The unlovely machine was there in the centre, part grey
asteroid and part black metal starship, like a creature
half-emerged from an egg. All round it, at a respectful distance, a
halo of twinkling lights. The ships of the flotilla, their courses
shadowing that of the machine.

‘Can you spot
any patterns yet, any reason for these course changes?’

‘None. I have
searched through the cultural and scientific records of all Million
Star worlds, and everything we know about all other societies, and
the movements of the ship match nothing. The course, the timings
all appear chaotic. I still think our notion of a random-walk is
the best; that the ship is searching for something and following
some arbitrary-seek programming to do it.’

‘Or it’s
defective, it’s gone wrong somehow.’

‘Indeed.
Although judging by the normal effectiveness of Draconian military
technology I’d say this was unlikely. I don’t need to tell you
that.’

He grunted.
Damn right. He watched the machine for a while, still a little
stuck in his dream, expecting the thing to detonate at any moment.
A pearly, yellow light pervaded the room, mimicking a pre-dawn
glow. He had the whole fleet following a standard diurnal cycle. It
seemed futile to be at battle-readiness.

‘Remind me how
the Draconians pronounce the name of the ship.’

‘lsiur.’

It sounded
such a gentle word.

‘And do we
know yet what that might mean?’

‘An exact
translation is impossible. Maybe Ragnarok? The Destroyer? The Final
Machine?’

‘That such a
device could have been conceived, let alone built.’

She sat down
on the bed next to him.

‘From their
point of view it made perfect sense. The Draconians thought it
inherently desirable to kill other beings. That was why there
were other beings. And why there were Draconians. It is
quite conceivable they would construct such a machine faced with
their own demise. At least this way they could never lose the war
against every other living thing. Only draw it.’

‘Insane
then.’

‘They thought
the universe was theirs to use as they wished. They were unique in
that they created a spacefaring technology solely in order to find
more beings to hunt and kill. Every other species has been driven
by inquisitiveness, population-pressure or the need to secure
natural resources. Or as the result of some benign intervention,
typically by the Xin of course. The Draconians did it because they
had wiped out everything else on their homeworld.’

‘And the
Ancients did nothing to stop them.’

‘Apparently.
We can’t really be sure. The Xin move in mysterious ways.’

‘Yeah,
yeah.’

He knew a lot
of people were voicing doubts about the Xin. They had lost the
collective will to live. Their time had come to an end; they
actually wanted to see the universe die. They were corrupt,
divided, already all dead. He couldn’t believe any of it but he did
wish they would get on and do something now.

He yawned. He
didn’t feel particularly rested.

‘Well, nothing
more to be seen I guess. Remind me tomorrow to have another word
with our prisoner. The last surviving Draconian must be able to
tell us something even if it does think we’re all worthless
bacteria infesting its universe.’

‘OK. Have you
forgotten that a delegation will also be here tomorrow to discuss
the situation?’

‘Wish I could.
But I think I’ll talk to our captive demon first. Wake me in
time.

‘OK.’

 


*

 


The Draconian
stood at his normal place in the centre of his cell, staring at the
star field they displayed on one of the walls. They did not, of
course, show it that the Armageddon device was nearby.

It was tall,
twice Mackenzie’s height, and massively powerful. It bristled with
spikes and spines, each limb, each part of its anatomy, modified to
act as a stabbing or a slashing weapon. Its carapace was the
standard, shimmering, metallic green. He remembered how they had
mistaken these fearsome killers for some sort of Draconian war
machine at first. Only later did they realise they were the
Draconians.

The cell was
bare: a large, evenly-lit cube, all surfaces grey. It wasn’t that
they were trying to punish the alien. It was simply that they had
no idea what sort of environment it would have preferred, and the
Draconian hadn’t deigned to inform them.

The ship put him
inside, immediately in front of the creature. He couldn’t help
feeling a pang of anxiety. It barely seemed to notice his arrival.
It glanced down at him with blank eyes, as if trying to decide
whether to bother killing him, then ignored him. The array of
symbols scratched onto its chest was clearly visible: stylised
representations, so the thinking was, of all the people it had
killed. The spiked limb which they assumed was damaged hung inertly
at its side. They hadn’t bothered or dared to try and treat it.

It occurred to
Mackenzie they could be considered very beautiful creatures.

‘Will you
speak?’ he asked.

It said
nothing. Mackenzie began to stroll backwards and forwards in front
of the creature, his four arms folded behind his back. He knew it
could understand him. They were far from unintelligent.

‘There are
many of my people who wish to see you killed. If you help us, I can
prevent this happening.’

The creature,
ignoring him, proceeded to hone the cutting edges of some of its
talons by rubbing them on patches of specially-adapted hide.
Mackenzie pressed on.

‘The ship we
found you near at the end of the battle. The ship that is
half-asteroid. What is its function? Is it a warship? Did you help
build it? Are you a member of its crew?’

It looked down
at him as if seeing him for the first time. Very rapidly it struck
out with one of its arms, scything cleanly through Mackenzie’s
body.

The avatar
being projected by the ship did not waver. The creature gave a low,
grunting sound and resumed its sharpening behaviour.

Mackenzie had
the distinct impression that it wasn’t really listening to anything
he said. Perhaps he was merely an annoyance to it: the buzzing of
an insistent fly.

‘There are
others who want to open your mind and extract what you know
forcibly. We can do that. It would destroy you.’

He knew the
creature wasn’t in the least concerned, that it was unable to take
such threats seriously. Nevertheless, it did now respond. It
emitted a rapid series of clicks and thrumming tones, which the
ship translated into a deep, rasping voice.

‘Your empire.
What is it you call it?’

‘The Million
Stars. And it isn’t an empire.’ He couldn’t help himself being
defensive. ‘At the last count there were, I believe, 1.2 million
suns covered by the Concordat. Although, of course, there are a few
less than there were because of your supernova weapon.’

For the first
time the creature seemed genuinely interested, its upper limbs
moving slightly in something like excitement.

‘The sunburst
device. Did you see it? Glorious. So much death in one strike.’

He tried not
to get riled by the creature. He had seen the supernova weapon
used. He’d been part of an evacuation mission. From a system of
five planets with a total population of some one hundred billion
people, they’d managed to rescue about a million. He wasn’t going
to give it the satisfaction of telling it that.

‘We have
nearly obliterated you from the galaxy. How does that make you
feel?’

The creature
said nothing and returned to watching the stars.

 


*

 


Mackenzie set
the walls, floor and ceiling of the conference room to transparent,
so that it seemed as if the simple, wooden table and chairs were
floating freely in space. It was what he usually did. He found it
tended to disconcert visitors, especially those used to living on
planets. It was a small advantage but he needed all he could get.
He stood and waited for the delegation from the Million Star
Council to arrive. The ship stood next to him in avatar, still in
the punk persona. Behind him, the Armageddon ship and its
surrounding flotilla continued their progress. There had been no
more sudden course changes.

The Council
had sent a delegation of three. The ship introduced each as they
entered the room.

The first he
already knew: a Shivan like himself, basically humanoid but a third
bigger and stronger than the average and with four arms. Her name
was Galen Jones, a full Council member now but once a starshipper
like him. But the connections between them weren’t going to give
him any advantages. She was well-known for her demands that
immediate military action be taken against Isiur.

The second
delegate was better news. The ship introduced him as Qarim
Abdul-Jabaar. He was another humanoid, an average-sized man with a
bald head and a long, grey beard. His crescent ear-ring showed he
was from one of the Orthodox Islamic worlds. A member of the benign
and peaceable Church should prove to be an ally of some sorts in
the forthcoming debate.

The third was
a Chine called Speed Metal. It also wore a humanoid body: a tall,
willowy, low-g form, as if to fit in with everyone else. That might
be good news too; a Chine was unlikely to make wild, irrational
demands. Or maybe that was just a stereotype.

They sat down.
Galen spoke first.

‘We are here
to relay to you the thinking of the Million Star Council. I trust
you will not feel at all ... undermined. Whilst your fleet is in
control of the immediate situation out here, the rest of us do have
a clear interest in what takes place.’

‘Of course,’
he replied, as neutrally as possible. ‘As do all the civilisations
outside the Concordat. They are equally affected. I have not
forgotten any of that.’

‘Very well.
Perhaps you could tell us what action you have taken so far?’

He knew she
was trying to goad him. He answered as flatly as he could.

‘We have
followed the machine and monitored its activities closely.’

‘But no actual
... action?’

‘Given the
risks I have erred on the side of caution, yes.’

‘A wise policy
I’m sure,’ said Abdul-Jabaar. ‘And what have you been able to
observe?’

‘That the
device appears to be making random course changes at random
intervals. That there are no discernible changes in its condition
which might suggest it is about to ... do anything.’

‘Have you
tried to destroy it?’ asked Galen. ‘You have rather a lot of
firepower available to you.’

‘I have not.
As you will know I was there when we first encountered the machine,
during the final battle with the Draconians. An entire phalanx of
warships attacked it and were obliterated. The machine has
planetary-class defensive systems. Nor do we know what its trigger
conditions are. Now the Draconians are defeated, it may perceive
even the commencement of an attack as enough reason to detonate. I
may have treaded carefully so far, but at least we are all still
here to debate the fact.’

‘Quite so.’
Abdul-Jabaar pressed his hands together and touched them repeatedly
to his lips, frowning in concentration. ‘And the surviving
Draconian you have on board. Well guarded, I am sure. Have you been
able to learn anything from it?’

‘Nothing. It
refuses to cooperate. I don’t think it even occurs to it that it
could cooperate.’

‘Then
mind-ream it,’ said Galen. ‘Surely we can suspend the rules given
the circumstances.’

‘We can?’
asked Mackenzie. ‘Even if that’s true, how do we know the machine
is not somehow aware of the remaining Draconian? How do we know
that killing it or destroying its mind won’t cause the device to
detonate?’

‘Very
unlikely. How could the machine be monitoring the creature? Have
you found any evidence of this?’ She looked genuinely angry
now.

‘None
whatsoever. But that doesn’t mean it isn’t there. Do we want to
take the risk?’

‘Also,’ said
Abdul-Jabaar, ‘We can’t be sure that what the creature knows is
reliable. It may be part of a trap. It may have had ... false
knowledge implanted into its brain that leads us to do exactly the
wrong thing and set off the device.’

‘Exactly,’
said Mackenzie. ‘For all these reasons I have taken no positive
action. The risks are too great.’

‘There again,’
continued Abdul-Jabaar, staring out into space at the machine,
‘there is the possibility of a burning fuse. Perhaps the device is
merely counting down to detonation and by doing nothing we are
condemning ourselves.’ He sighed. ‘It is a difficult
situation.’

‘Then we need
more information.’ Asking questions was better than answering them.
‘Have you been able to find out anything more from the Draconians’
records? Have you been able to ascertain whether it is even
possible for this device to work?’

The Chine
spoke now. Its voice was thin and reedy and very rapid. It spoke in
a rush of quiet sounds, slowing down repeatedly as if having to
concentrate on talking at their pace. ‘They destroyed all their
records most effectively. We know only what the device is supposed
to do and very little about how it is supposed to do it. We have
devoted much effort to trying to find a genuine mechanism for the
cascading collapse of space-time they threatened us with. But our
Cosmologists have been unable to either prove or disprove the
possibility of such an effect, although they speculate that it
could be related to the so-called missing matter problem.’

 

‘The Missing
Matter problem? Please ... remind me,’ said Mackenzie.

‘It is an old
conundrum, supposedly solved many times over the centuries. We can
only account for about 99.9% of the mass of the universe. The
remaining amount, which must be there from what we observe, appears
to be missing. Or at least invisible. These are complex issues, but
they have clear implications for how a device might be able to
reverse the Big Bang.’

‘Have the Xin
offered any help?’ asked Mackenzie.

‘No,’ replied
the Chine. ‘We did ask them whether they thought the device could
function. And also whether the missing matter might be a part of
the equation, as it is known they have knowledge in this area. But
they have remained silent.’

Galen spoke
again, then, clearly impatient to return the conversation to
practicalities.

‘So,
Mackenzie, you propose that we essentially do nothing. With this
hanging over us?’ She waved one of her four hands in the direction
of the Draconian ship.

‘For now, yes.
I ...’

He was
interrupted by the ship, the punk avatar speaking over him.

‘Isiur
has just vanished.’

There was
silence for a moment and then uproar as each of the delegates,
Galen’s voice the most strident, demanded to know what was going
on. He ignored them all, turning to look at the place where the
ship had previously been.

‘It jumped
into Grey Space?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, that
answers our questions over its FTL capabilities at least. Can you
track it?’

‘No. It used
multiple chaotic jumps to encrypt its trajectory. It could have
gone anywhere.’

‘Damn.’ He
thought for a moment. ‘Show me the Draconian.’

The image on
the wall changed. There was the giant, glinting creature,
apparently unaware what was happening.

‘Show me what
it was doing at the precise moment the ship disappeared.’

The ship
replayed the scene. The Draconian didn’t move.

‘Was there any
change in its metabolism, anything out of the ordinary at all at
that moment?’

‘No. It
appears to be unaware of what has happened,’ replied the ship.

‘We should
have taken action,’ said Galen, quite furious now. ‘The device
could be anywhere. We must act now, Mackenzie.’ She’d stood up as
if preparing to physically attack him.

He sat for a
moment, trying to think clearly.

‘Very well. I
agree. We must assume the device is fully-functional and that it
has been following some deliberate plan all along. I think we also
have to believe it has been programmed to detonate if it discovers
there are no Draconians left alive. It will now, I think, be en
route for Draco, attempting to determine whether its master
race still survives. That is where we must go.’

‘But Draco is
little more than a cooling cinder,’ said Galen.

‘True. We must
attempt to get there ahead of it.’

‘And
then?’

‘Engage it.
Attempt to destroy it. There is little left to lose.’

He turned to
the avatar. ‘Move the fleet into Grey Space and head for Draco. Be
ready for battle. We have to hope we can outrun it.’

Even before he
had finished the sentence, space outside the ship changed. The soft
blackness switched to a uniform grey, the stars disappearing.

He turned back
to the delegates. He was about to tell them they would be at Draco
within the hour, that they should prepare themselves. Before he
could, a sixth voice spoke.

‘No. Do not
head for Draco, Mackenzie. Isiur has not gone there.’

They all
turned to look at a figure standing at the far end of the room. For
a moment Mackenzie thought someone had placed a statue there. A
stone-grey humanoid figure, half his height, stood near the wall.
Its head was relatively large, hairless and with very delicate,
carved features. Its eyes were wide and round. It appeared not to
be wearing any clothes, but its entire body was covered with an
intricate patterning of silver lines: whorls and swirls and
interlaced geometric patterns that looked like inlaid filigree.

He had never
met one of the Xin before although, of course, their images were
reproduced everywhere. Despite the situation they were in he felt a
thrill of excitement. This was a private dream come true. He
wouldn’t have admitted it to anyone, but he had become a
starshipper largely to satisfy a childhood fascination with the
wise and benign Xin. He glanced at the ship’s avatar. Even she had
a look of surprise on her face.

‘My apologies
for interrupting. But Isiur has jumped out of the galaxy. We
must hurry now.’

The Xin waved
a hand over the wall behind it, and the blank scene of Grey Space
changed to a star-chart. It wasn’t supposed to be possible for an
outsider to do that. The avatar simply shrugged when he looked at
her.

The scale of
the map zoomed out so the entire galaxy filled the frame, then out
further and further still, the spiral swirls collapsing inwards
until there was just a star-like dot in a vast, dark field. The Xin
indicated a point three hundred million light-years from the edges
of the galaxy. Deep in the intergalactic void: the true, empty
space that made up most of the universe.

‘Here.’

‘You don’t
really expect us to disappear off into the middle of nowhere do
you?’ Galen still sounded angry but she was also, Mackenzie could
tell, a little unnerved, a little awed by the presence of the Xin.
‘We need to defend ourselves, not leave ourselves wide open.’

‘Of course,’
replied the Xin. ‘But I assure you this is where Isiur has
gone. It intends to rendezvous with the seventeenth Draconian fleet
and then resume the war knowing you dare not fight back.’ The voice
of the ancient was quiet, gentle, almost child-like.

‘The
seventeenth fleet? There is no seventeenth fleet,’ Mackenzie
said. The last battle, when they first encountered the machine, had
been against the sixteenth and final Draconian flotilla.

‘No, there is
a seventeenth. The Draconians have been assembling it in secret as
the war has progressed, bolstering it from the remnants of the
other sixteen. Isiur is a part of that fleet, the heart of
it.’

‘Why the hell
didn’t you tell us this before?’ said Galen. ‘You expect us to just
drop everything and engage a new Draconian fleet? You expect us to
even believe you?’

Her full anger
had returned. Abdul-Jabaar next to her was frowning. Speed Metal
looked impassive, deep in thought.

The Xin was
unperturbed.

‘I am sorry,
Galen Jones. It is the truth. You must understand we are not gods,
we are only people. We are not at war with the Draconians. We are
criticised when we do not intervene and criticised when we do. We
are at a significant turning point in the time-line. Many futures
are possible and in many the universe will die. We believe we are
acting for the good.’

‘Whose good:
yours, ours or the Draconians?’

‘A very good
question. The answer is unclear at this point. Possibly
everyone’s.’

‘This fleet,’
said Speed Metal. ‘What can you tell us about it? What are its
capabilities? Are you suggesting we attempt to destroy it or that
we allow ourselves to be destroyed by it? Also, I am intrigued by
its location. There must be some considerable supply of resources
there: a rogue intergalactic mass of some sort that the Draconians
are using to construct their fleet. How did they know about this
body?’

The Xin
crossed to the table and stood in the circle with the rest of them.
The light glinted off the silver lines decorating its body as it
moved, tiny sparks flashing backwards and forwards across its
skin.

‘The fleet has
the standard Draconian configuration although it is fifty percent
larger than usual even without Isiur. And no, I do not
propose that you attempt to destroy it. As I’m sure you have
surmised, Isiur is well aware the fleet constitutes the
remains of Draconian culture. It has been awaiting the fleet’s
readiness all this time. Its baffling manoeuvres have just been to
keep you distracted and intrigued. Now it is fully active and ready
to detonate. We must be careful. If we eliminate the fleet, or
attack Isiur itself, it will set itself off for sure. It
will have no reason not to.’

‘So you expect
us to allow ourselves to be destroyed?’ said Galen. ‘To placate the
Draconian military machine. And where do we stop? Do we allow every
planet in Million Star space to be destroyed because we’re so
afraid of this one ship and what it might - might - do?’

‘It is
understandable that you would see this as undesirable. You must
also understand that from a wider cosmological perspective, from
the viewpoint of all the other beings in all the other galaxies,
this might be a price worth paying. Galen Jones, they might find
your attitude not so far removed from the Draconians’.’

‘That’s an
insult! We’ve spent years fighting them, billions of lives lost and
you have done nothing to help. Now you turn up and expect us to
just roll over. We will not! We will defend ourselves and attack
the Draconians. Or are you going to try and stop us? Are you allies
with them now?’

The Xin
remained completely calm. It - she or he, Mackenzie didn’t even
know if they had genders - even smiled a little, although
sadly.

‘We knew this
would be your attitude. Of course, you must do as you see fit. As
for the Xin, I am here now and I have to come to address the
question of Isiur. Whilst you are engaging the fleet,
hopefully before you engage the fleet, I will attempt to ... deal
with it. With your help if you are willing. Now the machine is
active it is also open to being disarmed permanently.’

Galen turned
away from the Ancient and spoke to the rest of them.

‘I do not
trust this course of action. We do not know what we are getting
into or what game is being played here. Why are the Xin intervening
now? Why won’t they answer our questions about the formation of the
Draconian fleet?’ She turned to look directly at Mackenzie. ‘We
must continue on to Draco. That is where we must be ready to
fight.’

Mackenzie
looked at the other two delegates. ‘Is that everyone’s
opinion?’

‘I do not
believe we can ignore this new information,’ said Abdul-Jabaar. ‘If
it is true, and I do not see why it would not be, then we must act
upon it. Of course we must inform the Million Star Council of what
we have learned but I believe we should move with all speed to this
point in intergalactic space and be prepared to keep this new
Draconian fleet busy for as long as possible.’

‘We could
divide our forces,’ said Speed Metal, ‘Send half to Draco, half out
there.’ He indicated the star map with one, stick-thin arm. ‘I tend
to concur with Qarim Abdul-Jabaar but perhaps we should cover all
the options, leave nothing to chance.’

‘So you
propose we throw away half our force before attacking
Isiur?’ asked Galen. ‘This is madness. Mackenzie, I demand
you continue to Draco.’

He wasn’t
really listening. He had a clear enough idea now about the
delegates’ views. He looked at the Xin, who was listening
impassively to the debate.

He remembered
being a young boy on Shiva, remembered his desperate and burning
desire to escape the planet. To travel space, to meet the Ancients.
He had been given a flashlight for one of his birthdays. It had a
bright, focused beam he could shine high into the night-sky, a
column of white light hundreds of metres tall. He had spent a whole
month of nights using it to send signals up into space - or so he
liked to imagine - methodically covering every quadrant of the sky
with a deliberate series of flashes that said I’m here, rescue
me! He’d imagined the Xin receiving his messages and coming for
him, or at least watching over him thereafter.

He couldn’t
believe these ancient inhabitants of the galaxy were malicious. To
himself he admitted he probably hadn’t fully lost his romantic,
boyhood notions of the fantastical, semi-mythical Xin, of their
benign shepherding of the galaxy and its peoples. Maybe this was a
bad thing and maybe it wasn’t. But that was how he was.

He turned to
the ship and nodded.

‘Change
course.’

‘Our course
has changed,’ said the avatar after a moment.

There was no
discernible difference in the movement of the ship or in the grey
blankness outside. He turned back to Galen and the others.

‘Once we are
away from the galactic mass we will be able to pick up relative
speed. We should be there within a day.’

Galen looked
thunder-struck. He ignored her.

‘Now, if you
will all excuse me I have a battle to plan. Please make yourselves
as comfortable as you can.’

He turned to
the Xin standing quietly next to him. The Ancient’s expression had
still not changed.

‘I need to
know exactly what your plans and your requirements are,’ he said.
‘I need to know everything about this new fleet. Will you accompany
me?’

He turned to
leave the conference room. The Ancient and the avatar followed
behind him.

 


*

 


The ships of
the fleet manoeuvred relative to each other in Grey Space, moving
into formation so they would be ready to attack when they reached
their destination. Mackenzie stood in his private quarters,
examining likely combat scenarios. The lights were bright, the room
cleared of everything but the table they stood over. Star-charts
and battle-maps filled each wall. The short, stone-grey figure of
the Xin was on one side of him, providing him with a stream of hard
tactical data and polite suggestions. The avatar of the Higher
Than The Sun stood on his other side, receiving and
implementing his decisions.

The Xin had
told them she was a she; that her name was Metarion. Although
Mackenzie didn’t show it, he still felt considerable excitement at
this close contact with the Ancient. He felt a little like a child
being treated as an equal by some respected adult. At the same time
he grew more and more disconcerted by the detail the Xin was
providing him about the Draconians. Welcome as it was for the
imminent battle he couldn’t help wondering how Metarion knew it
all. It was information she could only know it if she, or another
Xin, had worked closely with the Draconians in the recent past.

‘So this
battle will be merely a distraction,’ he said. ‘What of
Isiur? How do you intend to neutralise it? And how long do
you estimate that will take? The battle will be close. Even if we
didn’t have to play for time I think we’d lose eventually.’

‘An open
assault will not work,’ said the Xin, ‘As I believe you have
discovered. However, it is possible for a small, apparently
inconsequential force to gain entrance to the machine. I am talking
about a space-walk not an approach by any sort of craft. The
defence systems of Isiur will ignore this.’

An EVA across
space. OK, they could probably fit that into the battle-plan, get
close enough to Isiur without seeming to attack it. He
wondered how it was that such a gap had been left in the machine’s
defences.

‘But how do
you get inside? There won’t be an open door.’

‘No,’ said the
Xin, ‘That is why I need to take your Draconian along with me. It
will be able to gain access.’

That was a
shock; he hadn’t seen that coming. And he certainly didn’t like the
idea of letting the Draconian loose, especially not onboard
Isiur.

Metarion saw
the expression on his face.

‘I understand
your reluctance to do this, but it is the only way. You must trust
me, Mackenzie.’

‘Why would the
Draconian help you?’

‘It won’t. It
will see an opportunity to escape and take it. It won’t consider
that we will be able to stop it once we are on board.’

‘And will we?
And who, exactly, is we?’

‘Yes, I would like you
to come too if you are willing. You are resourceful and
intelligent. By and large you trust me in what I am doing. And you
know a great deal about spaceships and all their associated
technology. That knowledge will be invaluable to us in doing what
we have to do. In such matters we have rather lost our expertise.
Some of us consider this to be a failing; that we have degenerated.
It is a long time since the Xin were, if you will excuse the term,
tool-makers.’

Mackenzie
thought for long moments. He looked at the avatar of the ship
standing beside him. Her face was blank. He had given her
considerable autonomy, allowing her to express her views as well as
mere facts. It probably accounted for the strange personas she
adopted, her informal attitude. But there seemed to be no advice
she could give him with this.

A small part
of him couldn’t help feeling that he was following Metarion’s plans
exactly as he was supposed to. At the same time, he did trust the
Xin, he couldn’t deny it. Maybe it was because there was no-one
else to trust.

‘But ...
something else confuses me here Metarion,’ said Mackenzie. ‘If this
device is only now ready to detonate, why didn’t you tell us
beforehand so that we could destroy it then?’

‘A good
question. Is it good enough if I say we have our reasons and leave
it at that?’

‘No,
absolutely not. I need the real reason.’

‘Or if I say
we have only just discovered the truth of the situation?’

Mackenzie
shook his head and said nothing.

‘Very well
then. The truth is we were not sure of the status of Isiur
until now. Under an attack, it might have imploded partially. Let
us say, the effects upon the universe were indeterminate and we
could not take a risk. Now it is ready to detonate and so we know
how to deal with it.’

‘And that’s
all you’re going to tell me?’

Metarion
nodded her head and said nothing.

Mackenzie let
out a sigh and glanced up at the battle-maps and the clock showing
the time they had remaining before they emerged into normal
space.

‘Very well,
the Draconian can accompany you and I will come too. But I’m going
to bring an avatar of this ship with me. A material, combat-class
version I mean, not a projection.’

‘Agreed.’
Metarion smiled at him as if pleased he would be coming along. She
put her hands lightly together as if cradling something delicate.
He had the distinct impression the intricate silver lines covering
her skin had changed and shifted around a little, as if they were
part of the way the Xin expressed their emotions.

‘And what of
my other question?’ asked Mackenzie. ‘Will we be able to stop the
Draconian from taking control of Isiur? Will we even be able
to stop it tearing us to pieces?’

‘It knows it
needs us to get it safely to Isiur. It isn’t stupid. After
that it may ignore us or it may attempt to kill us. In the latter
situation I can protect us. I have managed to survive in this
galaxy for nearly half a million years now. In the former situation
it will simply be a matter of us taking control of Isiur
before it does. With my knowledge and your abilities I am confident
we can succeed.’

‘Very well.’
He thought of the Million Sun delegation, of the reaction of Galen
Jones in particular to what he had agreed to. He looked back up at
the clock. There was less than an hour to go now. He turned back to
the ship.

‘How can we
best arrange a close approach to Isiur? I’d like to get
within a hundred kilometres, but not on any sort of direct vector
it might consider to be an attack.’

The avatar
frowned a little, for show, while she ran through permutations. The
icons on the main battle-plan they were working from began to
flicker and dart around as the ship calculated the optimum
configuration. After a few seconds she looked up at him.

‘This will
require only a slight adjustment but will place us on a tangential
vector to Isiur approximately three minutes into the battle.
Perigee will be 0.2 megametres.’

‘Very well,
make the formation changes. And have a five-star, combat-class
avatar ready for EVA in thirty minutes. We’ll leave the Higher
Than The Sun on the leeward side as we pass by Isiur so
that it doesn’t see anything. At that point you will have control
of the fleet. Follow the plans we have discussed and ignore
everybody else.’

‘And the
delegation?’

‘Oh ... I
think we’ll tell them about all this when we get back.’ He smiled
and turned to Metarion. ‘Do you need to make any preparations? Can
you EVA without some sort of ... suit?’

‘I am quite
comfortable in space, do not worry.’

‘Very well. I
have some final matters to attend to. I will meet you at the EVA
bay. The ship will give you any directions you need.’

Metarion
nodded her head slightly and walked from the room, apparently fully
aware of the way.

‘Keep an eye
on her,’ said Mackenzie. ‘Tell me if she does anything
unusual.’

‘I will. There
is something else you should know about though. An interesting ...
anomaly I have been aware of since Metarion appeared on board.’

‘Oh?’

‘I can’t be
completely sure because the readings are off the scale, but it
appears the mass of the Higher Than The Sun is greater than
it should be. Perhaps ... a billion times greater than it should
be.

‘A billion
times? You didn’t feel it was worth telling me this earlier?’

‘I assessed it
was of low importance. Relatively speaking of course.’

He sighed
again.

‘How can this
be? A mass of that size would collapse instantly. I mean, we’d be
just a black hole. How could we move? How could our structure
remain?’

‘I do not
know. Perhaps these anomalous readings are normal when one of the
Xin is present. Perhaps they are real but the Xin have control over
such forces.’

‘Very well.
Let’s assume it’s a technology glitch for now. If I get chance I’ll
ask Metarion about it.’

 


*

 


Towed by a
single EVA pod, the crossing from the Higher Than The Sun to
Isiur took ten minutes. They had emerged quietly from Grey
Space and immediately commenced their carefully designed attack
upon the Draconians. The enemy fleet, in turn, was in
battle-formation and had met them with full force. Isiur was
there as Metarion had said it would be. The encounter had matched
their projections to within ninety-eight percent. Three minutes
into the engagement, with the Higher Than The Sun
momentarily matching Isiur’s vector, they had slipped into
space to walk across to the Armageddon machine.

Mackenzie
found it strangely disconcerting being outside in intergalactic
space. There were only a few distant points of light - whole
galaxies - instead of the familiar blaze of stars and nebulae and
clusters. It reminded him most of all of his end-of-the-universe
nightmares, of how he imagined that absolute void to be. He was
well used to space-walking, but out here he found himself feeling
the beginnings of alarm and disorientation, as if this was his
first ever EVA. It wasn’t just that his companions were a
Draconian, a Xin and a combat avatar, nor just the nature of their
mission. The void so far away from the galaxy felt genuinely
hostile.

The battle
raged all around them. The ship kept him up to date with everything
that happened. Apart from the occasional, distant flowering of
light that meant one ship or another had been destroyed, there was
actually nothing to be seen. And of course nothing to be heard.
Ships were dark, their beam weapons, mines and other ordnance
equally invisible. Like all space-battles, this was a complex,
three-dimensional dance of traps and feints and sudden, brutal
assaults, played out over huge distances.
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