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            Previously, on Altered Destiny…

          

        

      

    

    
      Altered Destiny begins with the introduction of a new villain, a Crevak pirate named Vlanchek. He turns out to be the supreme leader of all of the Crevak Tribes. And he seems to be working with a mysterious liadi boy, Darius. They’re up to no good, we can tell that much.

      We then return to our heroes, freshly woken after the detonation of Benjam’s mysterious time bomb. Everyone is whole again, despite the death and destruction that had just befallen them. However, Elarra has a new vision and sees another end to the galaxy. She is too shaken from her vision of this new threat, this Kirugi, to discuss it.

      Alis discovers her beloved Ashari is whole again, although something isn’t quite right, she won’t admit to herself the only suspicion she has. Garloks. They don’t seem to have done much more than rewire the ship’s controls, and she has no time to pursue them, so she ignores them for the time being.

      Then Alis discover the Ashari is unable to warp, its antimatter core is drained. So they are forced to use an alien warp gate, leading to an unknown destination. Thankfully they come out in known space, but unfortunately smack in the middle of a Crevak-Consortium battle.

      With their awesome ship, Kyren, Alis, and the others turn the tide of the battle and drive away the attackers, saving the Consortium. But as thanks, they get tractor-beamed into the Starhammer and arrested. A crazy saurian intelligence officer believes they are the spies who killed her husband, and wants to see them locked away to rot.

      Just when they look completely screwed, Alis’ mom, Geri, a Consortium super-spy, shows up and puts the verbal smack-down on Evil Yiu. They are about to escape when they discover the Ashari is no longer aboard the Consortium frigate. Then the Captain of the ship decides to keep them all until they can reach an Arbitrator.

      However… remember those garloks Alis was suspicious of? Well they got out of the Ashari and onto the Starhammer. Somehow the first thing they monkeyed around with was the self-destruct sequence. So the ship gets primed to blow. They manage escape on Geri’s shuttle, but Evil Yiu will not be deterred. She pursues them in a fighter craft.

      They warp away, but not before sustaining major damage. Winding up at some random coordinates, their shuttle rapidly decompressing, they look to be utterly doomed. Someone responds to their mayday though, and saves them. They are about to board their rescuer’s ship, when they realize it is… dun-dun-dun… Tharox! Yes, Mr. Bald Bad-Guy from the first book is back.

      But, since the Epsilon Computer was removed from the timeline by Benjam’s time-bomb, Tharox never found it, never claimed its forces for his own. He never launched his campaign of vengeance against the galaxy. It seems their paths were destined to cross anyway.

      Geri reveals that the centuries-old peace between the Crevak tribe and the Consortium has disappeared, replaced by another brutal conflict. The Crevak have a new weapon, one which is turning the tide in their favor. They are capable of killing an entire ship with one single beam.

      Elarra is concerned about another threat, though. The one she calls the Kirugi. It seems that this beast, hundreds of meters tall, with eggs that launch into space, will somehow overrun the galaxy if not stopped. She has hope, though, as a giant robot appears in her vision, fighting the monster.

      Needing the guidance of her people, she leads them to the liadi home world of Duniya. Tharox is urged to help by his ship’s artificial intelligence, Isa. Who, it turns out, is the artificial imprint of his late wife’s mind. So, finding himself with no excuses, Tharox gives them a ride to Duniya.

      Unfortunately, the supposedly warm welcome they receive turns out to be a trap. Elarra is separated from her companions and then her memories are sucked out by the strange chair-device, the rho’kar, and given to the liadi council.

      The council, led by… big surprise… Darius, decides that, based on her memories that they have seen, that she is an anathema for having survived her visikaji, her death-vision. She is to be put to death in the morning.

      Meanwhile, the others are taken to a sketchy construction zone, apparently to be done in. But of course the raxi, the liadi’s clone guardsmen, underestimate the heroes and fall victim to their own weapons.

      Kyren and the others then stage a daring rescue of Elarra, aided by the mysterious council member Saeli, who claims to be on their side. After a car-chase and running gun battle, they make it back to Tharox’s shuttle and are burning into the sky, heading back to Isa. But the liadi launch a few missiles.

      The shuttle has no countermeasures and they appear to be doomed. But Alis, the extreme pilot and engineer that she is, manages to eek enough speed out of the shuttle to evade the missiles. They manage to escape Duniya and decide to return to Regalis, Benjam’s home, so he may have access to his lab and its resources.

      Of course, they are greeted on Benjam’s doorstep by a squad of raxi, a hit squad sent by the liadi precogs. Geri is such a badass, though, that she takes out the whole squad. Turns out being a spy does make you pretty cool.

      Benjam reveals that although his lab is quite advanced, he does have limited computing power. As such, it will take a long time for him to run his analysis of the time bomb’s effects.

      Just then, the Crevak arrive and immediately engage the Consortium forces stationed there. The new Crevak battleship with the strange red sphere weapon also appears, decimating the Consortium ships. Regalis is ordered to evacuate, and the battle does not look like it is going well. Geri decides to stay and help the Consortium fight. After all, Alis’ father and brother are in the fleet currently battling the Crevak.

      Isa offers Benjam access to her substantial processing power, and they decide to escape and work on Benjam’s research while they travel to their next destination. Deciding they need more information, Benjam convinces them to return to the Knowledge Archive on Darlos. He believes his friend, the Lorekeeper Milos, will be able to help.

      But the Crevak are tipped off by that rat Darius, and invade the capitol of Darlos before they reach it. The vile Crevak destroy the city and bury the archive under a mountain of rubble. Luckily, though, the Crevak main force has already moved on by the time Isa warps the Radiant Star to Darlos.

      Thanks to some fancy flying by Isa and some tricky maneuvers compliments of Alis, they get to the surface and manage to escape their Crevak pursuers. Making their way on foot to the archive, they encounter Crevak that Tharox mercilessly dispatches, revealing his utter hatred for them.

      Once inside the destroyed Knowledge Archive, they find no active terminals. They do find, however, a flighty young woman, who doesn’t believe they aren’t with the Crevak. Eventually catching up to her, they discover she is hiding refugees, and is the last keeper of the Knowledge Archive.

      After they gain access to the data they were seeking, they launch an escape, managing to save most of the refugees. Tharox goes off the rails and starts chasing down the Crevak, all while fighter craft are inbound. Kyren has to reign him in and they make their escape just in time.

      They wind up on the same planet that Saeli happens to be on. Big coincidence? Not! Turns out he wants to let Elarra share her visions with Kyren, by way of a pair of rho’kar he happens to have on his ship.

      They learn from both Elarra’s visions and the Knowledge Archive data that they need to obtain some ancient tech called katerwans, to allow them to masquerade as Crevak. All so they can locate information on the new Crevak weapon. And so Elarra can kill Darius.

      Believing there to be a marketplace dealing in ancient tech, they travel to the backwater planet of Vargos and ride the space elevator to the surface. Of course, they immediately run into trouble and are nearly mugged, when they are saved by the ever-so-badass Hubbell.

      It turns out she is a mercenary and relic hunter, and happens to know where there may be some katerwans. The catch? The ancient station where they are supposedly stored is intermittently bathed in deadly radiation from a nearby pulsar. That, and the security systems are likely still active too. No big deal, right?

      After encountering not only the remnants of the security system, but a strange alien monster as well, they finally find a box of tech. It contains the katerwans, but also some other goodies as well. Hubbell takes her cut of the tech and goes on her way.

      Now that they are prepared, they locate Darius’ ship from the tracking beacon Saeli so graciously gave them. They plan to infiltrate the alien space station from which the Crevak’s red sphere weapon was obtained. Using the katerwans, they physically turn into various Crevak races. Kyren gets to be a lizard-like thevar, Alis a demonic-looking dimak. Elarra morphs into some lumpy-faced dwarf, and Tharox is brought along as a Trojan Chewbacca, wearing rigged handcuffs.

      Quickly separated by race, they are all sent to different sectors of the station. Tharox is taken to a torturer, who is supposed to extract information on the Consortium. Tharox slips his bonds and quickly ends the torturer's existence, then proceeds to go on a Crevak-killing rampage.

      Alis is led away to be with her own demonic kin, while Elarra activates the stealth belt, one of the goodies from the excursion with Hubbell, and goes invisible. Lucky for Elarra, too, because the katerwan’s effect ends prematurely. Unfortunately, the same happens for Kyren and Alis too.

      Alis, when revealed, hides within an energy shield generated by another belt. Kyren uses his own belt, a warp generator, to warp away to an unknown location within the station. He finds a mysterious AI who keeps rambling about the “platypus routine,” and their meeting seventeen thousand years earlier. Kyren finally agrees to activate this mysterious protocol, and discovers he now has a complete arsenal of security bots at his disposal.

      Just in time, too. He locates Alis just before her shield is overwhelmed, and dispatches several bots to save her. The interface is somehow perfectly intuitive, as if he had designed it himself, Kyren notes. His intervention allows for his companions to make it back to the ship. Elarra reveals that she killed Darius, and now the raxi are following her orders. They sacrifice themselves to remain behind and hold off the Crevak long enough for the rest to escape.

      The station blows, but now Kyren has a strange alien data core, which seems to have exactly the information they were looking for. Suddenly, the phone rings. It’s… Geri! And she’s found the Ashari! And she wants to steal it back! For a rather grim reason, though, it would seem. Geri has a suicide plan to destroy the Crevak flagship that is laying waste to the Consortium fleet.

      They just happen to have a data core with the technical information on the Crevak weapon in their possession. Examination by Alis and Benjam reveals a weak point, at which a modification could be made that would cause the weapon to burn out. They rendezvous with Geri and she reveals their plan to steal the Ashari back.

      They execute the plan but Geri wasn’t prepared for the battle-scarred veteran who was aboard. The veteran thwarts her plan but quick thinking by Alis and fast action by Kyren save the day. Successfully stealing the Ashari, they head for the engineering bay to pick up Benjam and his latest creation, a teleporter beacon.

      Once onboard, they head for the battle already in progress. The Crevak are wiping out the Consortium ships, one by one. Geri manages to fly the Ashari, thanks to its new stealth tech, right up to the flagship. Kyren, Alis, Elarra, and Tharox don their space suits and board the escape pods, which also have stealth technology. Geri makes a close pass and launches them in the pods.

      Elarra veers off course as she has a vision, and lands far from the others. By the time she makes it to the exhaust port they used as an entry point, the others are deep within the ship. But she discovers her powers have changed, and now she can see the future almost as it is happening.

      Harnessing this newfound gift, she infiltrates the ship and locates Kyren and Alis just after they have sabotaged the weapon. Unfortunately they were separated from Tharox. As they are trying to find their way from the ship, they are confronted by the mighty Warmaster Vlanchek, of the Crevak Tribes. He casually whips up on them and is set to kill them when Tharox intervenes.

      The others flee while Tharox and Vlanchek fight in brutal hand to hand combat. Kyren attempts to use his warp belt to open a portal to the latest gizmo Benjam had built, which is sitting aboard the cargo hold of the Ashari. Unfortunately something in the ship’s hull is blocking the signal.

      Traveling out of the depths of the ship, they approach the hangar bay, hoping that will allow the warp signal to get out. But an explosion separates Kyren and Elarra from Alis. The same exact way as Elarra’s vision had shown her.

      More explosions rock the ship indicating it is about to go critical. Elarra convinces Kyren they have no time, and must flee, so he opens a portal to the Ashari. They escape the ship as it goes nova, and believe Alis to be lost forever.

      Meanwhile, Tharox, while unable to defeat the mighty Warmaster Vlanchek in hand to hand combat, does manage to keep him occupied long enough to be unable to escape the destruction of his own ship.

      But what about Alis?! Well, we see that she did manage to escape the exploding ship by commandeering an enemy shuttle. But she is now falling from orbit in a burned out craft, destined for a meteoric end.

      As the others mistakenly grieve the loss of Alis, Elarra has another vision. This time, she sees Kyren as the one controlling the giant robot. She sees that there is something that they can do to fight. She sees hope.
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      It awoke. The Kirugi flexed its consciousness and felt. It could feel again, there was no more blackness, no more infinite nothing in all directions. It knew this concept was death, but somehow this single tendril of its existence was no longer experiencing it. It could feel, and it felt hunger. It knew it was time to feed and release its spawn upon this galaxy.

      Once upon a time its kind had swarmed many galaxies, laying waste to sentient life, one planet at a time. And each time, each planet fueled its spawn, launching many, many more of its kind to the stars, to repeat the cycle of destruction. With time, it knew its kind could seed an entire galaxy.

      And they would have. They could have consumed this measly spiral of stars and gas with ease, had it not been for a race of blue-skinned humanoids. The cursed vermin had discovered a technology that could not only kill, but could predict its arrival. This Kirugi knew, because it had experienced it, if only through the telepathic link to the others of its race. It had felt every death, experienced doom thousands of times.

      That only fueled its rage and increased its hunger. It could feel the myriad of planets in the galaxy, feel the life throbbing on each one. It knew all it needed was one, just one planet and it could send hundreds of offspring into the galaxy, which turn would spawn hundreds of their own. And the vermin, they were nowhere to be found. If they hadn’t stopped it by now, it knew they were no longer a threat.

      Extending its senses, the Kirugi inhaled, drawing in radiation, eating signals. A rich source of electromagnetic radiation caught its attention. Turning, it opened its gills and caught the interstellar wind, bearing course for the planet drawn by the overpowering scent of sentient life.
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      Kyren had no words. Geri sobbed uncontrollably while tears rolled down Elarra’s cheeks. Benjam grieved as well, his skin having faded to a somber gray.

      “How could you leave her behind?” Geri screamed at Kyren.

      “I… we couldn’t…” he stammered, tears streaking his cheeks as well.

      But he knew she was right. It was beside the point that he and Elarra had nearly died, escaping the Crevak flagship’s destruction by only mere moments. Whether they would have all died, or just Alis; the point was moot. He had left Alis behind, and he would never forgive himself for it.

      First, his brother, now Alis. He wasn’t sure he could contain all the grief, choking out a sob. Geri grabbed him in a firm embrace and held him as she cried.

      “We tried to find another way, but there wasn’t time,” he offered.

      “Yes, I know,” she acquiesced. “You arrived moments before the Crevak flagship blew. There was barely enough time to jump away before the blast overtook us.”

      “And what of Tharox? What happened to him?” Geri questioned.

      “He came to our aid, and saved us from a powerful Crevak. We were able to escape because of Tharox’s sacrifice,” Elarra explained, her voice colored with sadness, her usual saturnine demeanor surprisingly shattered.

      “What do we do now?” Benjam asked dejectedly.

      “We do what we set out to do,” Elarra replied with conviction. “We stop the Kirugi from infesting the galaxy.”

      “Yes, you will. You’ll honor my daughter’s memory, her sacrifice will not be in vain. Elarra, you have my support,” Geri said, wiping away tears.

      Kyren remembered the vision Elarra had shared with him, he remembered it vividly. But what he had seen, to him had shown hope, had shown a way of fighting the creature. The giant robot had to be the key, it had to be the weapon that would save them all. He needed to look at the strange alien data core again.

      “Yes, we’ll stop the bugger any way we can,” Kyren proclaimed confidently, also drying his eyes. “We’ll do this for Alis.”

      He located the data core and slotted it into the console. The holopanel flickered to life and displayed three separate paths as before. This time, instead of Crevak Weapon or Other, he chose Giant Robot.

      The holopanel flickered and the image shifted. Suddenly, Kyren was staring at his own face in the screen. The camera zoomed out a bit, revealing the image’s upper torso and the strange, toga-like white garb. His, er, the image’s arms were crossed casually, the baggy sleeves hanging loosely.

      “Hi, uh, you, er, me. This is a message from the future. Well, rather, the past, actually. I’m sure you’re confused, I admit I still am. At least a little, anyway,” video Kyren began.

      Real Kyren spotted a pause button and hit it, halting the playback.

      “What in the hell is that?” Geri exclaimed. “What are you playing at, Kyren?”

      “I’m not! I don’t know what the hell this is, I’ve never seen this recording before!” he retorted.

      He reached out and touched the play button, curious and horrified at the same time. He didn’t remember making this video, but neither could he see any sign of it being faked. It looked and sounded like him.

      “So you’re probably freaking out now, I assume. Okay, good, get it out of your system, because things are about to get a whole lot weirder. There are some things you need to do, if you want a chance at stopping the Kirugi,” video Kyren explained calmly.

      “Elarra, is this one of your tricks?” Kyren asked with a sidelong glance.

      “No, I have nothing to do with this,” she affirmed.

      “So if you want to stop the Kirugi, you are going to have to go on a journey, a journey that will lead you through eons, as well as across light years. Sounds dramatic, eh? It’s not as glamorous as it sounds, you’re still going to get your ass kicked in multiple ways.”

      Geri let out a subtle chuckle as Kyren shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Alis was gone and he was still worrying about how her mom thought of him. He wrestled with the grip of grief, forcing himself to watch the video and disregard his feelings.

      The background was fuzzy, and there was a persistent rushing sound. He realized the background was actually falling water.

      “So, besides taking a beating, what else do you, er, me, have to do? First of all, to begin your journey you must meet the one who calls herself Joraq. Elarra should know what that means. Second, be sure to bring this data core with you, there’s more information contained within, but you can’t access it yet. You’ll figure out how when it’s time, I assure you, or I wouldn’t be standing here today. Er, yesterday, um, yeah.”

      The image flickered and went out, leaving Kyren slack-jawed. Had he just received a message from himself in another time? The data on the Crevak weapon had proved to be exactly what they had needed. Was this message more of the same?

      “Hmmm, traversing dimensions, and even time is theoretically possible,” Benjam squeaked. “But we don’t have access to any power sources monumental enough to bend time into a bridge. And even if we could, we wouldn’t necessarily want to do so, the threat of paradox could be too dire.”

      “Elarra, what do you think? Who or what is this Joraq?” Kyren queried.

      “Joraq is a myth. The first liadi. She is supposedly still out there, hiding somewhere in the galaxy, waiting for who-knows-what. It is said she is millennias old,” Elarra explained.

      “Well, let’s say she’s not a myth. How would we go about finding her location?” Kyren suggested.

      “The only ones who might possess such knowledge would be the high council,” she responded. “And you know what happened the last time I met with them. I’d rather not repeat the experience. There could perhaps be another way. There is one council member who has been friendly in the past, one might even call him an ally.”

      “Saeli!” Kyren exclaimed.

      “Yes, if the council knows, he would as well. The only problem is, if he is not on Duniya, I do not know where he can be found.”

      “Okay, let’s get to the rendezvous with Isa then. Although admittedly I’m in no hurry to deliver the bad news about Tharox,”  Geri replied. “Then we can travel to Duniya and find Saeli.”

      Geri seated herself at the Ashari’s piloting console and said, “strap in everyone, we’re jumping in five.”
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      The shuttle’s hull creaked as it rocketed through the upper atmosphere, as if it were threatening to come apart. The interior was lit dimly by the orange glow emanating from the narrow windows as friction with the planet’s atmosphere superheated the air around her.

      The atmospheric stabilizing fins must still be intact, she wasn’t spinning out of control at least. But that really didn’t matter, in the end. Alis knew she was going to crater. The impact would disintegrate the shuttle and leave a monumental hole in the ground. There was no hope of survival.

      She wasn’t even that afraid. She was just sad. Sad that her mom would miss her. Sad that Kyren would be left to fend for himself. Sad that Elarra and Benjam would grieve. Tears wrenched free as she huddled in the pilot’s seat, trying to resign herself to her fate but finding no solace.

      She screamed in rage and denial, her voice echoing through the cockpit. Something clunked, like she had run over something. It took a moment to realize it was the sound of an airlock attaching. What? A ship just docked? How could that be?

      She kicked off and drifted to the airlock. Had someone heard her distress call? She reached the airlock and hit the panel. It lit, indicating an adjoining airlock on the opposite side. She triggered the door and stepped in, waiting for it to cycle. The opposite door flew open, and a voice boomed in.

      “Alis hurry, hurry, hurry!” a familiar voice cried.

      She kicked off and rocketed into the Radiant Star, landing nimbly at the transition to artificial gravity. The door slammed shut behind her and she felt the clunk as the shuttle was disconnected. Alis dashed for the bridge and settled into a console, as the viewscreens showed the shuttle falling away and the planet whirling beneath her as Isa corrected course and headed for high orbit.

      “Alis, what happened?” Isa asked, concern evident in her voice. “Where are the others?”

      “I don’t… I don’t know,” she replied hesitantly.

      It was true, she didn’t know what happened to the others, at least Kyren and Elarra. But she knew Tharox’s fate, or most likely fate. She considered his sacrifice, and decided that Isa should know.

      “I don’t know what happened to Kyren and Elarra,” Alis said, more steadily this time. “But I know what happened to Tharox.”

      “No…” Isa’s voice was barely a whisper over the speakers. “No, no, no…”

      Alis’ wished she had some way to comfort her, but she knew there was nothing that could be done. Suddenly the lights went out and Alis was plunged into darkness. There was no glow of the console, nor glimmer of emergency lighting. She felt herself begin to float free as the ship’s artificial gravity ceased. All systems had gone offline.

      “Um, Isa?” Alis asked tentatively.

      No answer. What had she done? What happened to Isa? Was this her way of grieving? Minutes went by, and still nothing.

      “Okay, Isa, now you’re scaring me. I know it’s tough but I’m here for you. You saved me, just like Tharox saved me. He saved us all, in fact. He saved us from a Crevak who would most certainly have killed us.”

      Tears began to fall before she even realized she was crying.

      Sobbing now, she cried, “he saved us from the Crevak. In another reality, another time, he was the villain. But here and now, he was a hero.”

      Still nothing. She floated free in the darkness, waiting. When she could wait no longer she transformed her wrench into a light sphere and placed it floating just above her head. She grabbed the console and pulled herself closer. She tapped keys, but nothing activated.

      Hours went by, and still Isa didn’t respond. It was becoming maddening, she was starting to crawl out of her skin. Not only was her friend apparently not okay, but Alis had no idea their trajectory before system shutdown. She hoped they had gotten high enough into orbit to be stable, at least for awhile.

      More and more time passed. Alis ate and slept by the light of her wrench. She awoke, but Isa was still silent. Had Isa gone into permanent shutdown? Life support was functional and there was plenty of food, but Alis didn’t know how long she would stay in stable orbit without nominal course correction. It might be hours, or it might be days, or maybe even weeks.

      Damn! Out of one frying pan, into another, she thought. She had escaped the exploding Crevak ship, only to be left plummeting to the planet on a meteoric course with the surface. From which she had been saved, only to be left to plummet to the planet once again. If boredom didn’t kill her first.
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      “No sign of any ships, Isa’s not responding on any frequency,” Geri said, sounding puzzled.

      Kyren didn’t like the sound of that. Where had Isa gone?

      “Can you send a message over the QET network?” Benjam piped.

      “Yes, I’ll try calling her direct,” Geri replied. A few moments later, she frowned and looked up. “No response.”

      “What does that mean, Geri?” Kyren asked, worry leaking into his voice.

      “Her communicator is offline, for whatever reason,” Benjam explained.

      “Okay, I’m going to drop a communications beacon in case she returns,” Geri informed them, punching in commands on the control panel.

      Kyren watched on the viewscreen as the blinking probe drifted free from the ship.

      “Where should we go now, Elarra?” Kyren asked, feeling lost.

      “We need to meet with Saeli. He may turn up, but we can’t count on him finding us. To find him, we’ll have to start on Duniya,” Elarra responded.

      “Duniya?!? If you don’t remember, the last time we were there your people tried to kill you,” Kyren exclaimed.

      “Yes, I know. But I believe that was Darius’ influence over the council. I’m certain we will be in no danger if we return now that Darius is dead and the Crevak have been broken.”

      “If you say so,” Kyren said suspiciously. He would trust her, but he was still worried. If she were wrong, they would be ready.

      “To Duniya, then?” Geri confirmed.

      Elarra nodded and Geri prepared them for warp.

      “I’ll jump us a good distance from the planet, let us have plenty of time to prepare if there’s a welcoming committee,” Geri informed them, just before engaging the warp drive.

      As his head cleared the viewscreen came into focus. Duniya was ahead, a blue-green marble hanging in the black of space. He began to scan his console, engaging sensors and bringing weapons and shields on standby.

      “No sign of any ships approaching,” Geri notified. “We’ll approach at a casual pace, so it’ll take us a few hours to get there. I suggest some rest.”

      Now that she mentioned it he felt it, a fatigue, a weariness deep in his bones. His grief only added to it. He went to the quarters and collapsed on a bed. He didn’t even bother removing his body armor. He was asleep in moments.

      Then, some unknown interval later, Geri was gently shaking him, urging him to wake up. His eyes snapped open with a start, panic beginning to grip him. What was wrong?

      “Relax, Kyren, I’m just waking you up, we’re about thirty minutes out.”

      “Nothing’s wrong?” he asked, feeling relieved.

      “No contact from the planet or Isa, no intercept by any ships. Seems they don’t care about us.”

      “We’ll see after we land. Those damn raxi might still be under Darius’ orders,” Kyren speculated.

      Within thirty minutes Geri was navigating them through re-entry. As the Ashari streaked toward the liadi capitol, Kyren checked his rifle and slung it across his back. A brief exchange between Geri and the liadi traffic control and she had a course set for a landing pad.

      The Ashari touched down with a thump, triggering Kyren’s heart to race. He steadied himself as he made his way to the airlock, trying to push the fear out of his mind. It wasn’t fear for himself, though. He was afraid for Elarra.

      Would her own people still want to put her to death? If so, could he protect her? Could they escape in time? Likely not, they had barely made it away last time. And that had even been with Saeli’s aid. Elarra put her hand on his arm for a moment, and the gesture calmed him. He wouldn’t let anything happen to her, he swore to himself.

      “Benjam, you stay here and keep an eye on the Ashari,” Geri recommended, cycling a compact pistol and then tucking it into her belt. “We may come in hot and we’ll need to be ready to move.”

      “Of course, I’ll hold down the fort!” Benjam squeaked happily. “I’d rather stay out of the path of bullets, you know.”

      “With any luck, there’ll be no bullets to dodge,” Elarra said hopefully.

      The airlock swooshed open and sunshine spilled in. A cool breeze washed over them, fresh air bringing with it the scent of pines and freshly cut grass. There was no entourage waiting for them. No squad of raxi, no council members. Perhaps they had not been foreseen.

      It took a short walk from the landing pad to get to the terminal where they prepared to hail a motocab. Before they could flag it down, a cab pulled to the curb. The doors sprang open, revealing the empty interior. The driver, a liadi boy with black hair and olive skin motioned them in.

      “You’re my fare today, I’ve foreseen it,” the driver said, motioning again.

      Elarra shrugged and climbed in, so Kyren followed. Geri climbed in behind him, looking wary.

      “I’m Raegar. Pleased to meet you, Elarra the Visikaji,” the driver said.

      Kyren was surprised, but Geri reacted, thankfully. Her pistol was in her hand in a flash.

      “Relax, Geri, there’s no need to shoot me,” Raegar replied. “I’m here to bring you to the council.”

      Kyren’s face must have belied his distrust, because Raegar looked in his rear view mirror and locked eyes with him.

      “No, they aren’t going to kill her,” Raegar explained. “They wish to meet with her, with you all, but they are not forcing you to go. You are free, there is no more death order, Elarra.”

      “How?” she inquired.

      “Darius has disappeared. The council was only following his lead, so in his absence they have lost their thirst for your death. Instead, they now seem fascinated by you.”

      “How do you know all this? Have you seen it?” Elarra responded.

      “Indeed, I’ve foreseen your visit. Put your mind at ease, your people are no longer a threat to you. Your defeat of the Crevak has made you revered, now.”

      “Pfff,” Kyren snorted. “You’re telling us everything is peachy now? You people tried to kill us, to kill Elarra. So we should just forget it, sweep it under the rug now?”

      “I am not a council member, I hold no power, so I cannot answer you, young man. I am merely a simple motocab driver who gets the honor of transporting you.”

      “Well then, Raegar, take us to our destination,” Elarra instructed.

      Raegar navigated the cab back into the street and bore them to their destination, the council amphitheater. Kyren unslung his rifle and kept it close, carrying it loosely but ready to snap to his shoulder at a moments notice.

      “Stay ready, everyone. If these buggers make any threatening moves, we’re escaping, understood?” Kyren dictated.

      Elarra strode up the sidewalk to the arched entryway to the coliseum, motioning for the others to follow. Kyren fell in beside her, head on a swivel, anxiety leaving a damp sheen on his palms.

      “Elarra,” Geri began. She continued as Elarra turned, “We should have a code word to abort. If you say the word, we’ll take action.”

      “How about “platypus,”” Kyren replied.

      “Fine, you say platypus and we’ll move,” Geri agreed.

      He squared his shoulders, took a deep breath, and followed Elarra through the archway.
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      I’m not afraid, Elarra told herself. Perhaps they were just luring her in, to make the capture easy. They could be walking into their deaths. She pushed doubt from her mind. Raegar’s words were persuasive, but only to a point. He could by lying, or just mistaken. She steeled herself and walked into the amphitheater, trailed closely by Kyren and Geri, both coiled like springs under great tension.

      It took a moment to take in her surroundings. The first thing she noticed was the absolute lack of liadi’s hardened, highly trained raxi. There was no guard to be seen anywhere. That was reassuring. She looked to the raised stage and observed the council, minus Darius and Saeli, seated at a long table.

      “Elarra the Visikaji has arrived,” a liadi standing near the archway hollered out.

      Murmurs went up through the crowd like wildfire through dry grass. The council was beginning to stand. They made their way to the front of the stage and motioned for Elarra to approach. She hesitantly climbed the stairs, walking towards them with great apprehension. Kyren and Geri followed closely.

      “Welcome, revered one,” Gabai said, smiling and opening his arms.

      Waving Kyren and Geri back, she stepped forward and came to stand before them, a hard, angry look on her face.

      “You ordered my death! And now you stand before me as if it never happened?” Elarra said hotly.

      “Yes, we understand we made a terribly tragic mistake. We hope you can forgive us,” Persephone said, with a surprising tone of submission, completely out of character.

      “We will swear our allegiance to you, Elarra. We will follow you, aid you in whatever way we can. The council has now seen the future you spoke of. We now have context for your actions,” Gabai continued, his tone pleading.

      “The vision we had, collectively, was that of our planet being destroyed. A giant monster that comes from the sky will destroy us all, if it isn’t stopped. But we have seen it continue, seeding the galaxy and wiping out civilizations. We understand what you are fighting. We are prepared to offer what aid we can,” heavyset Dynor interjected.

      “Yes, we’ll help. We may not have an army, but I’m sure our raxi can aid in some way, they’re willing to trade their lives for salvation of the galaxy,” Samiratha said, her red curls bouncing, blue eyes twinkling.

      “For the Visikaji, we serve,” Gabai said ceremonially, and took a knee.

      The other council members followed suit. She felt Kyren and Geri relax behind her.

      “Perhaps a squad of raxi will help. A security force to help keep you safe?” Vero spoke, surprising Elarra, as he was known to be one of very few words.

      “Yeah, that’ll help,” Kyren said over her shoulder. “But don’t think I’ve forgotten you ordered the very same raxi to kill us.”

      “The raxi are genetically engineered to follow orders. If they are ordered to protect you with their lives, they will do so to the best of their considerable ability,” Gabai explained.

      “Yes, I experienced that. Shortly after I killed Darius,” Elarra said, a little louder than she had intended.

      Her voice carried through the amphitheater, and a hush fell over the murmuring crowd.

      “I suspected he had met with an ignominious end,” Gabai sighed.

      “Indeed. He tried to kill me, but I was stronger. Now, I am here not for your platitudes but to seek the location of Joraq.”

      The murmuring broke out again, more furious this time. The councilors stood and straightened their garments.

      “But we know not her location. No one does. She has been absent from visions, as if a blind spot exists where she should be,” Persephone explained.

      “That is not entirely true, Persie,” Samiratha said. “Saeli may know. He once hinted that she was somewhere in the Tregas sector, at the far end of the Perseus arm.”

      “Unfortunately, he also has not been seen since Darius left,” Gabai informed her. “We have no way of reaching him, either.”

      “We saw him, he helped us out,” Kyren said cautiously. “Maybe he’ll come to us again, Elarra?”

      “Yes perhaps Saeli will decide to return,” Dynor said optimistically. “In the meantime, you may rest and make full use of our hospitality. We have a residence prepared for you and your attendants.”

      “Yes, that would be acc…” Elarra began, but felt her words choke off as her vision began to fade.

      She was once again facing the Kirugi, looming on the horizon. Again, a giant robot battled. And again, the hordes of alien creatures washed over the sea of people, engaging in mass carnage.

      But then there were Consortium soldiers, pouring weapons fire into the creatures. Many soldiers fell but the tide was pushed back. She turned to the left and peered down an alleyway. The creatures were flooding around the corner, moving to flank the soldiers.

      She was right in their path. There was no fleeing, they were too fast. There was no escape. She braced for the onslaught, but it never came. Blazing bolts of plasma rocketed past her head as a squad of raxi, leathery face flaps covering their cheeks, their chins protruding, yellow eyes full of serious intent, opened up on the approaching creatures. They took up a defensive perimeter around her, stopping the creatures advance.

      Her vision faded back to reality, and she found herself leaning against Kyren while he was holding her steady.

      “What did you see, revered Visikaji?” Gabai asked inquisitively.

      “I saw the aid you can provide. The raxi, they can help, they will play a part in what is to come,” she continued. “For now, let us avail you of your hospitality, as we work out how the raxi can best aid us.”

      She was about to continue when a commotion at the archway caught her attention. It was Benjam. Dammit what was going wrong now? She felt dread until she saw his face, contorted in a look of pure joy.

      “She’s alive! She’s alive!” Benjam cried.
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      She thought it might actually be driving her insane. It was certainly doing more harm than good, she realized. Reaching out she turned off the chronometer. It was torture not checking it, and she broke down and flicked it back on.

      Drat! This was going to kill her way before falling out of orbit would. She would expire from boredom before too long. To stave off the space madness, she had spent a considerable amount of time talking to Isa, although she was unsure of whether or not she had heard her.

      “You know, he was at peace, in the end. I mean, he was engaged in a struggle, sure. But he looked like he knew exactly what he was doing. He seemed such a different man than what I knew in the other time,” she said aloud.

      “I mean, the first time I met him, he tried to kill me with his bare hands. He would have had Kyren and Elarra not saved me. Imagine how difficult it was for me to accept him in any other role.”

      “I think he was heading into a dark place, before we met you. I mean, he must have been if he went on such a rampage, I think. But he rescued us, Consortium or not, he put aside his animosities to help those in need. And he continued helping us, just as you have. He seemed to have signed on to our cause, and that, I think, is very noble.”

      “I have known both the villain Tharox, and the hero Tharox. I think the hero was the true man. I know you wouldn’t have loved him otherwise,” Alis finished.

      “I know… I just don’t know how to continue,” a faint voice trailed from the ship’s speakers. “Where do I go from here, Alis? What do I do? I’m only a ship, yet I grieve.”

      “Isa! You still have me. I won’t abandon you. I’ll be here, through your grief. I won’t let you suffer alone,” she replied quickly, unsure of exactly what to say to assuage Isa.

      “It’s so black, so dark in here. It was what I wanted, but now I’m not so sure,” Isa whispered.

      “Yes, power on, let’s go somewhere. Anywhere but this system. We can even try to raise the Ashari, hopefully somebody survived.”

      “Alis,” Isa said bashfully.

      “Yes Isa?”

      “I can’t seem to get anything to power up. I’m afraid I may have blown a transducer conduit.”

      “Okay then, that is a problem I’m sure we can solve. See, there we go. One solvable problem at a time.”

      She spent the next several hours tracing down the blown conduit, and several more performing some delicate repair work.

      “Isa, try now. Bring your light back,” Alis coaxed.

      The lights flickered and then sparks flew from the open access hatch in which she had been working.

      “Dammit! Let me see what I did wrong,” Alis cried embarrassedly.

      She spent a great deal more time examining the repairs, finally discovering the shorted component.

      “Sorry Isa, you’re gonna be without full radar functionality. The reticulator is shot, the zeta band scanning is inoperable,” Alis explained.

      “Oh well, not important. This isn’t going to work. I’m going to go back to sleep,” Isa slurred.

      “No!” Alis cried. “Wait, I can do this, just stay with me please! We’ve been through so much together, don’t let this be it.”

      “Yes Alis, I’ll try,” she replied, her words held more vigor this time.

      Alis continued working until she felt satisfied. This time it would work, it would hold and Isa would regain control. At least she hoped.

      “Here we go,” Isa’s tiny voice quavered.

      The lights flickered several times, then the emergency lighting engaged.

      “Good start, let’s see what else you can access.”

      The engines hummed to life and the viewscreen sprang on, revealing the planet hanging huge in their view. The edges of the screen were just beginning to glow orange. Uh oh, they were on a reentry course. Isa better get control soon, or they were going down.

      “C’mon Isa, give it more,” Alis urged.

      “I’ll try,” Isa acquiesced.

      The lights went on fully and the maneuvering thrusters kicked into action, raising their orbit and diminishing the orange glow until it disappeared completely. They had a stable orbit, and it seemed Isa had regained control. What now? Contact the Ashari.

      “Isa, send a message on the quantum subspace network, we need to reach the Ashari. I need to know if anyone survived,” Alis suggested.

      “Message sent, awaiting response,” affirmed Isa.

      “Okay, let’s hope someone is there to get our message.”
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      Kyren blinked, taking a moment to process. Benjam was hollering and locomoting toward the stage at a furious pace. And bellowing. Could he really mean…

      “She’s alive, Kyren! Alis! Alis is alive!” Benjam squeaked in pure joy.

      “How… how did you, I mean, how do you know?” Geri asked, still looking doubtful.

      “She called us. Or rather, Isa called us on the quantum entanglement transmitter. Alis is with her!”

      Geri broke into tears of joy. Kyren couldn’t help himself and hugged Elarra tightly. Benjam reached the stage and slithered up the stairs enthusiastically.

      “Good news, I take it?” Dynor said with a smile.

      Elarra turned and responded, “Yes, very good news indeed. It also sows doubt.”

      “What do you mean?” Gabai asked, curiosity evident.

      “Well,” she began, face darkening. “It means I misinterpreted one of my visions.”

      Kyren understood the implication almost immediately. His heart sank and he felt betrayed. Elarra had known Alis was going to die. But she had led them on, anyway.

      “Elarra, how could you?” Kyren said, stepping away from her. “You knew, didn’t you?”

      “What are you talking about, Kyren?” Geri asked, concern growing on her face.

      Kyren knew if he responded, Geri would be tremendously upset. He didn’t know what she would do though. But she would figure it out soon enough, she probably already knew just didn’t want to accept it.

      “Um, well, Elarra knew about Alis’ death, er, supposed death,” Kyren began, tentatively watching for Geri’s reaction.

      Geri rounded on Elarra, reaching out and grabbing a handful of the front of her dress. She hauled her close as her face contorted into rage.

      “You. Let. My. Daughter. Die?” she growled.

      Elarra appeared as implacable as ever, speaking in an even tone, “Yes, it was a choice I had to make. It was either Kyren or Alis, and Kyren will be instrumental in the conflict with the Kirugi. So I chose, but it hurt my heart, truly. And now I’m overjoyed to have been wrong.”

      “You, overjoyed? You’re cold and calculating, Elarra. I won’t forget that,” Geri said venomously, releasing her fistful of cloth.

      “You are entitled to your opinion, Geri, but know that I am truly sorry,” Elarra was trying to soothe her, it seemed, but was only making her more angry.

      “So Benjam,” Geri said, turning her back on Elarra. “Where exactly is my daughter?”

      “They’re on their way, they are!” he piped. “They will be here in several hours.”

      There was more commotion and murmuring in the crowd as a single raxi ran into the amphitheater. He made straight for the stage, bearing for them. Kyren tensed, coiled like a snake ready to strike.

      The raxi was unarmed, though. He ran past Kyren to the councilors.

      Speaking quickly in his native tongue, he babbled to the council members. Kyren felt a sense of dread as he saw their faces darken.

      “Elarra, is it true your people have a warship?” Samiratha asked eagerly.

      “Yes, we do, why do you ask?” Elarra replied.

      “Saeli, he is in trouble,” Samiratha said, concern in her voice evident.

      No, it was more than concern. Love, perhaps? Her distress was apparently genuine.

      “He just contacted us, he has arrived in system. Unfortunately, he is not alone. A thessell hydra has followed him through his warp portal. It’ll reach him before he’ll get to the planet,” Samiratha said dramatically.

      “Geri, will you fly to Saeli’s aid? Will you bring the Ashari to bear on this interstellar beast?” Elarra questioned, looking Geri in the eyes.

      She said she was remorseful, but Kyren just didn’t see it. Of course, with how implacable Elarra was, he doubted he’d see much emotion anyway. He just couldn’t get over it, though. She had let Alis die. Well, she didn’t die, but Elarra hadn’t known that. She’d been willing to sacrifice Alis to stop the Kirugi. Would she do it again? Who else would fall along the way, he wondered?

      “Yes, I will. But when this is over, we’re gonna have words,” Geri growled back. “Kyren, Benjam, I’ll need you to man the auxiliary consoles.”

      When they didn’t respond immediately, she barked, “Move, now, people!”

      Kyren and Benjam followed her as she dashed to the exit and out to the street. Gabai followed.

      “The raxi are bringing a car in just a moment,” he informed them, just as a motocar squealed around the corner down the block.

      It zipped up to the curb and slowed long enough for them to get in, before taking off at full acceleration. Sirens wailed as the car sped down the street, motobikes and motocars dodging out of the path of the careening vehicle. The raxi driver delivered them right to the ramp of the Ashari, mere minutes later.

      Kyren dashed inside with the others and sprinted to the bridge, practically diving into his seat. The others followed suit, with Elarra tentatively stepping onto the bridge, hanging back and waiting, it seemed.

      “Kyren, get those weapons queued up. The Consortium engineers rearmed her, and installed a few new goodies,” Geri ordered. “Benjam?”

      “Yes ma’am,” he replied, saluting with a tentacle.

      “Bring those shields online and keep an eye on them. Okay?”

      “Yes, I can do that,” Benjam said as he squiggled into a terminal.

      The Ashari lifted off, heading for high orbit at full burn. Kyren scrolled through the weapons. There was the main gun, the focused proton beam. And the DS cannon slung underneath, it was apparently back online too. The proton torpedoes had been reloaded, but there was no singularity bomb, unfortunately.

      “Benjam, activate cloaking when we reach orbit,” Geri commanded.

      Kyren scrolled through the remaining items and found several countermeasures and a new weapon.

      “Geri, what’s a plasma burster do?” Kyren asked.

      “The shields can charge up and emit a spherical pulse of plasma,” she responded as she worked the controls, pouring more power into the engines.

      “Cloaking field engaged,” Benjam squeaked.

      Kyren pictured the Ashari shimmering out of view, but in truth he had no idea what it would look like. It took them several more minutes of flight before the viewscreen tagged a distant spot. Two spots, in fact. One visible as a tiny brown dot, the other merely an indicator, the target itself too small to be seen even at this magnification.

      “Uh, what’s a thessell hydra?” Kyren asked, not sure he wanted to know the answer.

      “They’re a beast that lives in interstellar space. They are drawn to warp signatures and eat warp cores,” Geri explained.

      Geri zoomed in, and Kyren quailed. Flying on leathery wings, which should not be possible in the vacuum of space by the way, was a great black scaled beast. It had multiple long, snakelike necks, each ending in a draconic head. It was climbing through the warp portal Saeli’s ship had generated, claws wrapping around the edges, somehow holding the portal open. The ship was merely a fly, flitting around in the space surrounding the beast.

      “Faster, we need to get there before his ship is destroyed,” Elarra said, urgency in her voice plain to all.

      “We’re at max thrust, liadi,” Geri returned coldly.

      Kyren watched as a burst of white-hot burning plasma left the open maw of one of the creature’s heads. It streaked toward Saeli’s ship, and he expected to see it vaporized. However, Saeli’s craft juked at the last moment and avoided the majority of the blast.

      The ship began to tumble as the plasma clipped it though. He watched Saeli’s ship careening out of control. One of the heads snapped out and bit down on it, but the engines flared and the jaws snapped open. Saeli’s ship sped from the gnashing maw as another head loosed another burst of plasma.

      “Almost in range,” Kyren informed Geri, preparing to launch proton torpedoes and open up with the main cannon.

      The range indicators went green and the targeting systems kicked in. He executed the launch of the torpedoes. Waiting, he kept his hand hovering over the main cannon’s trigger.

      A pair of torpedoes streaked toward the creature as Saeli continued evasive maneuvers. Kyren held his breath and watched the range indicator on the torpedoes counting down. They shot toward the nearest head, and right before impact he opened up with the main cannon.

      The torpedoes detonated, the screen whiting out briefly. He was dismayed to see the beast unharmed. And, one of its heads had managed to snap its jaws around Saeli’s ship.
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      “Crap, what now, Geri?” Kyren asked, staring at the beast, fear beginning to take hold.

      “At the very least, I think we got its attention,” she replied.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good thing,” he said as the heads began to swivel their direction.

      “Shields, now! Full power!” Geri bellowed as several of the beast’s heads unleashed burning gobs of pure plasma.

      Geri began evasive maneuvers, but Kyren knew they wouldn’t make it. He only hoped the shields would hold. The viewscreens whited out as plasma swirled around the ship, deflecting around their shields. Then it cleared and he could see a massive maw bearing down on them.

      The ship banked as Geri kicked in the maneuvering thrusters, rolling around the scaly head, avoiding the jaws. Unfortunately, the next head was waiting, almost as if it were anticipating their movements. It snaked forward, jaws open. Crashing down on the Ashari, they snapped shut.

      “Plasma burster, now, Kyren!” Geri cried.

      He already had the weapons queued up and ready to trigger. His hand shot out and activated the plasma burster. The viewscreens whited out for several moments. When they cleared, he could see Geri dodging them around the last head as they flew past.

      “Kyren, target the third head from the left with proton torpedoes,” Elarra instructed.

      “But we already…” he trailed off as he saw her eyes.

      Elarra’s eyes had gone completely white. She was having a vision, he knew. But she seemed fully cognizant of her surroundings. That was quite unlike the coma-like state she would fall into during previous visions. This was something new. Something Elarra hadn’t told them about.

      What else was she hiding? He felt like he didn’t know her anymore. Ever since he found out she had known about Alis’ supposed demise, he wasn’t sure he could trust her. Wrenching his concentration back to the task at hand, he queued up the torpedoes again, preparing a double volley. As instructed, he targeted the third head from the left, preparing the firing sequence and hovering his hand over the trigger button.

      “Launch now!” Elarra commanded.

      He hit the launch key, but had no idea what Elarra was getting at. The torpedoes hadn’t had any effect on the beast before. He watched the torpedoes streak toward their target, wondering how the outcome could be any different.

      Geri navigated the Ashari back around, heading for another pass by the beast. Kyren watched incredulously as the beast’s third head from the left opened its mouth to spew a bolt of plasma. The torpedoes streaked straight into its gaping maw and detonated, whiting out their visual sensors once again.

      Incredibly, the neck floated in space, lifeless, completely missing its head. Black ichor poured from the stump, pooling in large viscous blobs. And then the creature shrieked. Kyren wasn’t sure how they heard it, what with there being no atmosphere to conduct sound waves in space and all. But somehow, they had heard it, all the beast’s rage and fury. But there was another overtone, one of fear.

      They had hurt it, and maybe, given enough time, they could even kill it. But it seemed they wouldn’t have to. Relief flooded him when he saw the creature turn and flee into the dark of space, trailing streams of black ichor.

      “No time to suit up, Kyren. Benjam, get to the airlock, you’re going into a harsh environment. Get ready to grab Saeli and get back to the ship,” Elarra commanded.

      Kyren noted her eyes were still white, so it was still happening, whatever it was. Benjam sprang into action, squiggling and squirming at top speed for the airlock.

      “Geri, get us docked with his ship immediately,” Elarra instructed her.

      Geri began to maneuver the Ashari into position, fighting to match the other craft’s erratic motions, as atmosphere vented into space, wildly changing the ship’s trajectory.

      Kyren could see Geri straining at the controls, attempting to line up the airlocks. She bellowed a tremendous “raaaaaah!” and slammed the controls forward. The ships locked together with a clunk.

      Elarra rose as he heard the airlock cycling. He followed her as she strode purposefully from the bridge, eyes still stark white. How was she still upright? She had always crumpled when she went into her vision state.

      “Kyren, go get as many blankets as you can manage and bring them to the airlock,” she instructed calmly before striding into the ship’s storeroom.

      Running down the hall to the sleeping quarters, he began to strip beds and gather arm loads of blankets. Arms full, he dashed back to the airlock. It was beginning to cycle as Elarra stepped up, carrying an oxygen tank.

      Benjam, bearing Saeli in his tentacles, spilled out into the corridor, gasping dramatically.

      “Oh dear, is he okay? Please tell me he’s okay. I hurried!” Benjam protested weakly, laying Saeli down on the pile of blankets Kyren had dropped in surprise.

      Elarra darted forward and placed the mask over Saeli’s mouth and nose and turned the tank on.

      “Geri, we’re clear for disconnect,” Elarra called out, knowing Geri was listening from the bridge.

      There was a clunk as the ships disengaged. Kyren suspected Geri was doing more hard maneuvering to get away from the spinning ship, but he couldn’t feel it due to the damping nature of the grav plates.

      Kyren looked down, examining Saeli more closely. The Liadi’s skin had gone blue, and his eyes were rolled up in the back of his head.

      “He’s going into hypothermic shock,” Elarra cried, voice cracking. “Let’s get him to the showers, fast!”
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      Benjam wasted no time waiting for instruction, he just scooped Saeli up in his tentacles and broke for the bathroom facilities near the rear of the Ashari. Kyren, Elarra, and Geri trailed behind, faces plastered with looks of concern.

      The liadi was so cold, his flesh like ice. Benjam had hurried to save him, as fast as he could manage. But the ship had been badly damaged, and navigating it had been difficult. The ship had been venting atmosphere for some time, and was nearly vacuum. He feared it had taken too long and Saeli was now beyond saving.

      Reaching the showers, he gently lay him down as Kyren dashed to the controls and turned the hot water on. He pulled Saeli in under the water as Elarra let out a choked sob.

      “Saeli, hang on, keep fighting. I know you’re in there, you’ve got to live, please you’ve got to live,” Elarra wailed quietly.

      This was really starting to get to Benjam, all this tragedy. Consortium ships being destroyed, entire crews wiped out with the pull of a Crevak trigger, that was bad enough. Alis had been dead, well, now she was alive but still, he had felt her death keenly. And Tharox, too. He didn’t know how Isa would take it, but his heart broke for her.

      If only he had thought to map Tharox’s brain. He could have scanned his gray matter, mapped his neurons, and uploaded it to Isa’s systems. Then she would never be alone. It would have taken some advanced technology, but he was sure he could have built it.

      Hindsight, he thought, not much to be done about it now. At least he wouldn’t be the one to tell Isa, Alis had already done so. He had no idea how to comfort a ship, but he vowed to try. She was his friend, after all.

      He watched in anticipation, worried because Saeli was still unconscious. Saeli’s eyes were closed now, and he didn’t know if that was a good sign or not. Elarra was vigorously rubbing his limbs, looking incredibly distraught. Benjam wasn’t sure how he felt about Elarra at the moment. She had chosen not to save Alis. How could she have done so? He pushed the thoughts from his mind for the moment. Saeli’s skin was no longer blue, but he was still out.

      “Kyren, prop him up, let’s get the mask back on him,” Elarra suggested.

      Moments later, he was resting against Kyren’s lap, the mask secured firmly over his mouth and nose.

      “Dammit, why doesn’t this ship have a med bay,” Elarra cried.

      “We’ve done all we can. Now we just wait and see how strong Saeli’s will is,” Geri said impassively.

      They waited for many minutes, Benjam’s perfect sense of time clicking along as it always had, clocking in seventeen minutes and forty-four seconds since he had boarded the ship with the injured liadi.

      Saeli coughed suddenly, and his eyes flew open. Benjam squeaked in surprise. Saeli’s eyes tracked around the room and he croaked out a few unintelligible words.

      “Saeli! What? Just save your strength, you’re safe now,” Elarra soothed.

      “No… I must… tell you… my time here is nearly done,” Saeli said after reaching up weakly and knocking the breathing mask aside. “You will travel to a world called Rendikar, to find her, the first of our kind.”

      “How do we find this world?” Geri questioned. “Do you have a starchart?”

      “The planet is in the Kilgore system. Seek out the one known as Utien,” he explained softly.

      “Where do we find this Utien?” Kyren asked.

      He coughed some more and closed his eyes, then spoke weakly, “I know not how you find him, but he will lead you to Joraq. You will not like what you find, Elarra. I have not seen the final outcome, but I believe you may meet with your end...”

      “I doubt that very much,” Kyren said venomously. “If she’s interpreting her own visions correctly, then she’ll make it to the end, and she knows it. But she’ll do it at any cost, it would seem.”

      Benjam quailed at Kyren’s harsh words, especially when he saw Elarra visibly flinch. But she had earned them. She had sacrificed one of them to her cause. Sure, the threat the Kirugi posed was possibly galaxy-ending. But it was equally likely that she didn’t fully understand her own vision. After all, Alis had survived, and Elarra hadn’t seen that.

      “Kyren, I…” Elarra began, but didn’t continue.

      Benjam looked from Kyren to Elarra, then back to Saeli. His eyes had closed, his skin was pallid. If he was breathing, it was shallower than Benjam could detect.
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      “Saeli?” Elarra said, feeling a sense of dread.

      No response. She touched his throat, searching for a pulse. Nothing… and then, there! A tiny flutter, barely perceptible. She held her fingers there and found it, thready and slow. But there was a pulse. Elarra felt tears of joy roll down her cheeks.

      “There’s a pulse, he’s alive,” she informed the others, her voice cracking.

      “I’ll get us planet-side asap, we’ll get him to a hospital,” Geri said and then dashed to the bridge.

      “Benjam, let’s make him comfortable. I think we can move him to the bed now,” Elarra instructed.

      She followed anxiously as Benjam scooped Saeli up in his tentacles and squiggled to one of the sleeping quarters. He placed him on the bed and Elarra scrambled to cover him in blankets.

      “Benjam, will you stay with me while I wait with Saeli. I don’t want him to be alone if he awakes. Kyren, go back to the bridge and make sure Geri gets along okay.”

      Kyren nodded and left. Benjam settled in, lowering himself to the floor, squeaking out a small grunt as he descended. She reached out and held Saeli’s hand, speaking to him quietly.

      “Saeli, please, hang on. Be strong, don’t let this be the last time we meet.”

      She felt a weight descend upon her shoulder, warm and leathery flesh touched her cheek where the tears were falling.

      “He’ll pull through, I know it, Elarra. He’s a liadi, he’s no child, he’s strong. He defied the council to aid us. He risked the hydra to find us to deliver the information,” Benjam said, obviously attempting to sooth her.

      She knew better. Saeli had said his time was short. Had this been his Visikaji? Did that mean he knew he wouldn’t make it. Did that mean he wasn’t going to pull through? She tried to push the grim thoughts from her head but couldn’t manage it.

      “Elarra, what did you do to Alis?” Benjam asked tentatively, after several moments of awkward silence had passed.

      “It’s what I didn’t do,” she said, feeling as if admitting to a crime. “I saw her separated from us, apparently caught in a blast behind a locked bulkhead. That section of the ship was decompressing and there was no way to open the doors. I truly thought she was lost. Had I seen a way around it, a way to prevent it, I would have.”

      “But it’s Alis, how could you just do nothing?” he asked, impassioned.

      Creeping into her mind was the smallest doubt that maybe she could have done something. Maybe she could have tried to warn them, maybe she could have tried to avoid that route, or be faster, or any number of other factors that might have changed the outcome.

      Or she could have used her new vision, she realized. Had she been able to get it to work, like she had just done with Saeli’s encounter with the hydra, maybe she could have saved Alis. She had made her choice. And she had been wrong.

      So many lifetimes, she had lived, full of confidence that she knew her own destiny, knew the future she saw would come to pass as long as she played her part. But once she had passed her Visikaji, and lived, everything had changed. It seemed the nature of her visions had changed, and now it was as if she were a newly transformed liadi, unsure of the future, yet to see anything but her own end.

      But the end she was seeing now, it was not necessarily her own. She hadn’t actually seen herself dying, just the apocalyptic ending. And even that had become fluid, changing as events unfolded around her.

      And there was the newfound vision, the waking sight. She could see, and do, as if she were living several moments ahead. When she had boarded the Crevak ship, it had been the first time it had happened. Again, while leading Kyren through the halls of the Crevak flagship, she had entered that trance-like state.

      And then again, trying to save Saeli. Maybe she could have done it with Alis. Maybe she should have at least tried?

      “Benjam, I know now that I could have tried to do something. The nature of my visions have changed. I might have been able to change the outcome. But the more disturbing thing, you see, is that I was sure of something, and I misinterpreted. I didn’t see the whole picture. My vision is suspect.”

      Benjam didn’t seem to react, and spoke calmly, “Elarra, we’ve followed you, through many dangers, and you led us true. Don’t keep something like that a secret again. Don’t ever give up on us, and we won’t on you.”

      “Thank you Benjam, for giving me a second chance. I’m sure I don’t deserve it after my betrayal. You know I… I…” she tried.

      But there was nothing more to be said.
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      “Ashari, do you copy?” Alis’ voice came over the comm channel.

      Kyren jumped, then turned and ran to the console.

      He hit the button to open the channel and cried, “Alis? Alis! I’m here. It’s Kyren. Where are you?”

      The Ashari had landed minutes ago, greeted by a waiting medical transport. The raxi med-techs had hustled aboard and gingerly carried Saeli out between them on a small stretcher. He was loaded into a sleek aerocar transport and it had abruptly lifted off and sped away. Kyren had seen the pain in Elarra’s eyes as she watched Saeli retreat into the distance.

      “We’re coming up on our final jump, we’ll be there in thirty minutes,” she said excitedly.

      Isa’s voice came over the channel suddenly, but it lacked her usual spirit.

      “Actually, thirty-three minutes, to be precise.”

      “Hello Isa, I’m happy to be seeing you again,” he replied.

      “Yes, thank you,” Isa replied, sorrow evident in her voice.

      “Okay, see you all in thirty-three minutes,” Alis said, signing off.

      Kyren found he couldn’t sit still, so he went outside. He thought about Alis and how they thought they had lost her. His thoughts drifted to Elarra. Anger stirred, but also reason. He knew surviving her visikaji had changed her. But he wasn’t sure he was okay with the change.

      He knew she was having difficulty interpreting her visions, and he knew it must be terrifying for her. But he still couldn’t understand why she would have let something happen to Alis without trying to stop it.

      “Kyren?” Elarra spoke behind him.

      Startled, he whirled. He had been lost in thought and hadn’t heard her approach.

      “Sorry to startle you, but we need to discuss something,” Elarra apologized.

      “Okay, go on,” he said, a little more harshly than he intended.

      He saw her visibly flinch at his tone. She seemed to compose herself for one moment, and then began to speak.

      “My vision of the end, of the Kirugi’s coming,” she paused for a long moment before continuing, filling Kyren with anticipation. “The vision keeps changing. As as we take action, things change. It seems the future is being reshaped.”

      “What do you mean?” Kyren asked, unsure of the implications.

      “Before we came here, before I met with the council, there were no raxi present in my visions. But after we met with the council and they pledged their aid, I saw them fighting off the spawn in the streets. Along with some Consortium forces that appeared after we destroyed the Crevak warship.”

      “So you’re saying our actions are changing the future?”

      “It would seem,” Elarra affirmed.

      A thunderclap rolled across the landscape, interrupting Kyren’s next thought.

      “Sonic boom,” Elarra commented.

      “That’s Isa entering the atmosphere!” Kyren exclaimed.

      He dashed back into the Ashari, scrambling to the bridge. Geri was there, grinning ear to ear.

      “They’ve locked on to our location. She’ll be here in a few minutes,” Geri said, her excitement plainly evident.

      Kyren followed Geri as she made her way out to the landing pad, joining Elarra. He watched as Benjam emerged from the ship as well, squiggling down the boarding ramp. They waited in a loose knot, and Kyren found himself unable to concentrate on anything else.

      Alis was coming back to them! Minutes passed before Benjam pointed to the sky.

      “There, it’s Isa, on the horizon!” he squeaked excitedly.

      Her engines rumbled as she approached, circling the pad before touching down next to the Ashari. The ship’s airlock began opening and the boarding ramp extended. Alis emerged and ran down the ramp, right into her mother’s arms.

      Sobs emerged from the two as they embraced tightly. Kyren felt tears welling in his own eyes. Alis disengaged from the hug and turned to Kyren, tears still streaming down her cheeks.

      She grabbed him and drew him close, her cheek brushing his and leaving a streak of tears. Alis held him for long moments, then leaned away.

      “Oh, sorry,” Alis said, reaching up with her sleeve to wipe the wet patch from Kyren’s face.

      A tentacle slithered over and rested on Alis’ shoulder. She turned to Benjam and dove into his mass of tentacles, grasping him around his trunk and squeezing tight.

      “You too, Benjam, I missed you too,” she said, releasing him.

      He squeaked in glee, “I missed you, I thought you were gone. We all did. It was terrible, it was nearly unbearable.”

      “Yes Benjam, I’m sure it was,” she soothed.

      “Truly terrible,” Benjam confirmed.

      “Elarra!” Alis turned and hugged her as well.

      Kyren could see the anguish in Elarra’s eyes. He wouldn’t mention Elarra’s vision, not yet anyway. But Alis definitely had a right to know.

      “How is Isa?” Kyren asked, his excitement muted as he remembered Tharox’s demise.

      “Terribly sad. I think she needs us, needs us all right now,” Alis explained. “So anyway, what’re you all doing here? I thought the council wanted you dead, Elarra?”

      “Yes, well, they seem to have had a change of heart. We needed to find Saeli,” Elarra responded, the sadness in her voice evident.

      “What happened?” Alis queried, obviously picking up the emotion.

      “His ship was attacked by a thessell hydra. We barely managed to rescue him, but he remains in critical condition,” Kyren spoke after Elarra remained quiet for several moments.

      “We need to find Joraq, the first of my kind. She will be able to guide us, I believe,” Elarra explained.

      “Where is this Joraq?” Alis asked with trepidation.

      “A world called Rendikar, the Kilgore system,” Benjam explained.

      “Where’s that?” Kyren asked, even though he knew the answer would probably be meaningless to him.

      “I searched the star charts and finally found reference to a Kilgore system. It seems it’s location is uncharted but it resides in the far end of the Perseus arm. It’s called the Tregas sector, and thankfully it’s far from Crevak territory,” Benjam explained.

      “That’s good, far from Crevak,” Kyren nodded.

      “Yes, well, it’s also far from Consortium territory. It’s a completely lawless zone, ruled by local warlords and plagued by pirates,” Geri interjected, her tone serious. “It’ll be incredibly dangerous. We’ll need to be extra careful, there’s no telling what we’ll run into.”

      “Oh dear, that’s frightening,” Benjam said, quailing.

      “Shall we go see to Isa now? I think she needs to see everyone,” Alis suggested, beginning to make her way back.

      Kyren followed, a knot of anticipation tight in his belly.
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      “Isa?” Alis asked, hoping Isa was still present.

      “Yes Alis, I’m still here. I see you’ve brought the others,” she replied softly.

      Alis could see the concern filling Kyren’s face.

      “Isa, I’m so sorry. He saved us, you know,” Kyren consoled.

      “Yes, Alis told me what happened.”

      “What can we do for you?” he asked her, concern evident in his voice.

      “Nothing, Kyren. But thank you.”

      Alis was happy to be reunited with the others, but she was also relieved to have help with Isa. She didn’t know what to do to comfort her. She is a ship, after all, kind of hard to sympathize when you can’t conceive of what it’s like, she thought.

      “Hi Isa,” Benjam said shyly as he squiggled aboard.

      “Hello Benjam, I’m glad to see you. And you as well, Elarra and Geri.”

      Elarra gave a small nod, while Geri said a muted hello.

      “Isa, will you come with us? We’re going to search for the first liadi. She may know how we find out about the Kirugi,” Kyren asked directly.

      “What are you talking about, Kyren?” Alis asked, unsure of this new direction.

      “Hang on, let me go grab that data core from the alien station,” he said, making his way to the airlock.

      He returned a short time later bearing the data core he had recovered from the space station that had been occupied by the Crevak. They had learned of the Crevak tribe’s newly acquired weapon from the core and used that data to find the weakness they had exploited to destroy it.

      “Here, let me load this up, I’ll play it and then you’ll see,” Kyren said to her.

      He slotted the data core into Isa’s panel and hit several keys, initiating access to the core.

      “Wait, Kyren, don’t. There’s something strange abou…” Isa’s words were cut off by a squelch of static.

      The interior lights began to blink on and off. The engine rumbled to life and then abruptly cut out. Garbled sounds began to emit from the speakers, almost sounding like language, but still just gibberish.

      Alis looked around, feeling deep concern for Isa. What the hell was happening now? What had that core done to her? Alien virus? Incompatible programming? She extracted her wrench and converted it into a diagnostic monitor. She quickly popped an access hatch and plugged the leads from her wrench into the emergency receptacle inside.

      She began to scan through Isa’s systems. It seemed there was indeed something foreign that had taken up residence within. There were entire chunks of controls missing on the holopanel, which were replaced by foreign looking symbols.

      “Isa, can you hear me?” Alis asked fearfully.

      “What is happening?” Elarra questioned.

      “I don’t know, I don’t know what I did,” Kyren lamented.

      Nothing changed, there was still garbled gibberish coming through the speakers. I’ll try to reboot some modules and see what happens, she thought desperately. Quickly working through the controls, she began restarting systems that she didn’t think were too critical. Truthfully, though, she knew there was probably little chance. Kyren was the only programmer in the bunch, but with Isa’s organic brain, all bets were off.

      “Isa, are you there? Flash your lights twice if you’re there,” Alis suggested.

      To her relief, the bridge lights blinked two times in rapid succession.

      “Alis, what’s going on?” Geri questioned.

      “I think it’s some sort of virus, but I have no idea what it is doing or how to stop it.”

      She looked back to the controls and noticed several components had returned to functioning state, but seemed to be requiring manual activation. Alis keyed in the activation sequence. She had just finished turning on an auxiliary system when Isa spoke through the gibberish.

      “Alis, something has happened to me. I’m scared. There are pieces of my memory, pieces of me, that are just missing. But there’s something else in their place and I don’t know what it is.”

      Suddenly the gibberish began to form actual words, then full sentences. Still just a random cluster of words, but words nonetheless. Then suddenly a voice spoke. A very familiar voice.

      “Hello? Is anyone there?” the voice of rumbled.

      “Tharox? Is that you?” Isa asked.

      Alis swore she could hear a lump in Isa’s throat, despite having no throat. Was that really Tharox? How?

      “Yes. Hello Isa.”

      “Are you really him? Are you really my husband?”

      “I am. Although I know not how I got here. Or even where here is. I feel strange, like I’m paralyzed. Can anyone tell me what is going on?” Tharox continued, sounding more frantic with each sentence.

      “You’re in here with me, dear. Inside the ship. Is that really you and not some ruse?”

      Alis looked over to the terminal where the data core was slotted, planning on removing it immediately. Her eyes fell on the holoscreen and she froze. It was a hologram of Benjam, and it began to speak.

      “Isa, Tharox, everyone, please be calm, everything is okay,” the recording of Benjam began in his reedy voice. “Tharox, what is the last thing you remember?”

      “We had boarded the alien space station held by the Crevak, using the katerwans to infiltrate the base. I was masquerading as a prisoner. After we were separated, I overpowered my captors. I was fleeing, running somewhere. In one of the many featureless corridors, I remember the wall sliding away to reveal a chamber beyond. There was some sort of bot, and it… it… I don’t remember what happened next.”

      “Yes, well, you’re brain was scanned at that moment, capturing your memories, your personality. You, basically,” hologram Benjam explained after continuing his brief pause for a moment longer. “Then you were encoded onto the data core. It was programmed to insert Tharox into Isa’s operating system.”

      “But now I’m missing pieces of myself,” Isa grumbled.

      “Well, you’d have to make room for him, so the only way would be to erase some pieces and load Tharox in place, to give his memories and his personality room to exist,” real Benjam surmised.

      “Isa, I hope this assuages your loneliness. It may not be his body, but you are now linked to his mind,” hologram Benjam concluded before winking out.

      “Oh dear, this has tremendous implications,” real Benjam piped in concern.

      “What does?” Kyren wondered.

      Alis wasn’t sure what Benjam was getting at either, so she waited eagerly for the explanation.

      “Well, you see, I think we are going to travel through time. Or we already did. Hence the data core loaded with assistance.”

      “Okay, that is pretty tremendous, if you can believe it. But time travel isn’t possible, is it?” Geri said, breaking her silence.

      “Well, theoretically it is, but having an energy source powerful enough to generate the necessary time rift is just beyond our current technology,” Benjam related. “But the real zinger is, all this help we’re providing ourselves… we’re gonna have to put it all together, find a way to hand off the data core, make sure we do exactly what is on that core. We’ll need to avoid paradox, the results could be catastrophic if we don’t.”

      “So we’re gonna time travel? Where? How?” Kyren asked. “Can we figure that one out?”

      “I think we’re going to have to study that core intensively. Hopefully we will have the time before we find Joraq,” Elarra said. “I have a feeling she may be able to provide the guidance we seek. Then again, I don’t know what thousands of years as a clairvoyant can do to one’s mind.”

      “Alright, Isa, and um, Tharox… do you want to come with us? We could use you, as always. And we’d certainly like the company, especially if Tharox is back with us,” Kyren suggested.

      “Tharox and I have been discussing it. You all have treated us as one of your own. We have enjoyed traveling with you and aiding your cause. We would like to remain together,” Isa informed them.

      Feeling a swell of joy, Alis disconnected her wrench and looked at the console.

      “We should all take the Ashari, give Isa and Tharox some time to reconnect. That way we can study the core together while we travel,” Alis suggested.

      “On to the Tregas sector, then. But how are we gonna find this Kilgore system?” Kyren questioned, helplessness in his voice.

      “I think we can hit the planet Vartan first. It’s on the edge of the Tregas sector,” Geri proposed. “I have a contact there, he knows the sector, and should be able to get us some coordinates.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            Revelation

          

        

      

    

    
      Kyren returned to the Ashari, worry gnawing at the edges of his mind. All of these messages from the future said what would happen. But what they didn’t say is how. That meant they were going to have to figure it out. All of it, all of whatever crazy stuff they had done, or would do, would have to be figured out.

      He didn’t know why his future past self wouldn’t be more specific, but there had to be a reason. Maybe Benjam would be able to understand?

      “Everyone get strapped in, liftoff in sixty,” Geri informed.

      They spent the next several hours warping from system to system. They took several intervening warp gates as well to shave off some extra jumps.

      “We’ve got several hours before our next jump,” Geri said, rising from the piloting console.

      “Good a time as any, I think, to check out that core a little more,” Kyren suggested, hoping the trepidation he felt didn’t show in his voice.

      He slotted the core in, expecting something to happen. Instead the Ashari’s console just displayed the directory. “Crevak weapon,” “Giant robot,” and “Other,” were still the three choices.

      “What’s under Other?,” Alis asked. “Perhaps there’s a message from me or Elarra?”

      He keyed up “Other” and waited in anticipation as the screen opened. A list of messages appeared, labeled “message one,” “message two,” and then “final message” at the bottom.

      He tapped “message one” and the screen flickered. Alis appeared, dressed in the same white toga garb Kyren had worn. The same falling water background was behind as well.

      “Hi everyone,” video Alis said cheerfully. “You should all be happy now, I’m back, Isa has Tharox back, and you know where to go, at least for the next move. I want to warn you things are going to get difficult, and very soon, though. By the way, Elarra, I forgive you. Er, rather, I will forgive you, but it’ll take time.”

      “Forgive her for what?” the real Alis interjected.

      Before Kyren could even compose a response, video Alis continued, “Okay, so here’s the deal. Alis, you and Benjam have a job to do. I can tell you the what, but you’ll have to find the how. You’ll need to encode Tharox into the data core. So that’s it, really all I had for you. I know, it’s not much to go on. But you’ll figure it out, I did after all. And you’re me so you’ll be fine, I suspect.”

      “So the next thing is of utmost importance. Turn off this data core and don’t watch any more of these messages, until after you’ve encountered Joraq,” video Alis continued in a more solemn tone.

      “Anyway, one last thing. Kyren, please don’t kill Daryl, I know you’ll want to, but just don’t,” video Alis said, her eyes glinting mischievously.

      The screen returned to the directory of messages.

      “Well, that wasn’t much to go on. And who is Daryl, anyway?” Alis remarked.

      “He’s my contact, on Vartan,” Geri replied. “He is a scumbag, but I agree with future you, Alis. Kyren, please don’t kill him.”

      “Hey, I don’t even know the guy,” he replied defensively.

      “Yeah, but I’m sure all of you are going to dislike him when you meet him. I dislike him, immensely in fact,” Geri admitted.

      “So we’re not supposed to watch any more messages? What’s in the “Giant Robot” directory? Gah! Why would you do that to us, Alis?!” Kyren lamented.

      “If you tell someone not to do something, that is what they will wish to do,” Elarra interjected.

      “Okay, so we’re not supposed to look at any more of the core until after we’ve met Joraq. Let’s follow our own instructions, okay? Let’s get this over with and find this Joraq. You think your contact will get us the coordinates?” Kyren asked, turning to Geri.

      “Yeah, or he’ll know someone who can,” she responded. “Kyren, let’s go do a gear check, okay?”

      They made their way to the ship’s small cargo hold and began to go through their gear. They still had the various utility belts they had recovered from the lost Consortium battlestation.

      “We’ve got the belts: stealth, shield, and warp. You’ve got armor and a rifle. We’ve got several small-caliber pistols as well,” Alis rattled off.

      “And grappling hooks too,” Kyren said, digging them of them out of a crate.

      “Right, and hooks too,” she remarked, smiling at him.

      They spent some time sorting through the various mundane gear they had with them, as well as what was part of the Ashari’s stores.

      “We’ve got plenty of outdoors gear, ropes, climbing harnesses, camping gear, emergency supplies, et cetera, et cetera,” Geri said, sifting through bags of gear and crates of goods.

      “Here’s a case of communicators, mom,” Alis offered Geri the toaster sized box.

      Geri flipped it open, revealing several sleek communicator pods.

      “Each one has a detachable ear piece that can be used in place of the handset,” Alis explained, removing one from the box, detaching a small piece from the tip, and inserting it into her ear.

      She used the handset to tune the frequency, then tossed a second one to Kyren.

      “Testing, testing, toast, toast, toast,” Alis said, her voice echoing over the communicator Kyren held.

      He chuckled and she grinned, pulling the comm unit from her ear and reconnecting it to the base unit before replacing it in the box.

      “So Kyren, what do you think I was talking about… forgive Elarra? What has she done?” Alis asked.

      Kyren and Geri both froze, but Kyren broke free and reacted first.

      “Alis, I don’t think you’ll like what I’m going to tell you. Elarra saw what she believed to be your death in a vision. And she did nothing to stop it, told no one. Alis, she left you to die,” he finished ominously.

      “Oh hell,” was all Alis seemed to be able to come up with.

      She rounded on Elarra and stared her in the face.

      “It is true, Alis. I saw no other way to save Kyren, and he is needed to stop the Kirugi. He must make it to the end,” Elarra explained.

      Kyren watched a look of fury begin to pass across Alis’ face. Then a mild alarm sounded over the ship’s speakers, and the look disappeared like wispy clouds disintegrating on a windy day.

      “Time to get back to it,” Geri said flatly, her face a mask.

      She gave Kyren a slight nod as she made her way to the bridge.
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      “We’re entering Vartan’s atmosphere now. Everyone get your stuff together, we’ll be down in less than thirty,” Geri informed them. “Isa, stay in orbit, we’ll call you if we need you, but for now sit tight.”

      “Roger that, Geri. Tharox and I have plenty of talking we can do. We’ll be waiting for you if needed,” Isa replied over the comm.

      Alis caught the innuendo and felt a moment of revulsion, like thinking about her parents… ew! Oh well, this was probably the closest either had been to each other in a very long time. It didn’t matter that they were, for all intents and purposes, both copies of the original.

      But they were together still, and that had to mean something. Or she wouldn’t have done it. Or rather, she wouldn’t be setting out to do this if she didn’t care, seeing as how she hadn’t actually done it yet, even though future-her had. If only that bitch could have provided more info, she thought sarcastically. So damned cagey, future her was.

      As if the shadow cast by future her were not dark enough, she still had the present situation to deal with. Elarra had betrayed her. Instead of using her considerable power to save her, she instead was willing to let her die.

      Alis wasn’t okay with that fact, and felt revulsion in her gut each time she considered it. She had thought Elarra was her friend. But maybe that was just it. With destiny, there were no friends. No, there were only outcomes. And some were worth any sacrifice, she knew.

      What would she give up for her mom, for her family? Would she let Elarra die? The answer chilled her. But it also gave clarity, helped her understand. She might have made a similar decision, had she been in Elarra’s place. Had she known what was at stake.

      Was that forgiveness for Elarra she had just found? Perhaps it was. She continued to mull it over as they approached the planet’s capital city, Shargosh. The viewscreen began to jounce and shake as the Ashari entered a strong storm system.

      “You okay with this, mom?” Alis asked.

      “Yes, fine. Just fine,” Geri said, brow scrunched in concentration, ears pointing different directions.

      They broke through the weather system and saw the coastal city sprawled out before them. Dingy huts and derelict looking multi-storied tenements were the common denominator here, she could see right away. This place was a real gem alright, she thought.

      Geri brought the ship around and located a suitable landing site, about a mile outside of the city. Seconds after touching down she began killing systems. But not all.

      “Benjam, you and Elarra are going to stay here and keep an eye on the ship. Don’t trust anyone and don’t let anyone in for any reason. Not until we get back. Okay?” Geri looked serious.

      “Daryl, do you read? This is Geri, do you copy?” she said into the comm.

      “Hey there kitty-lady, I copy,” a baritone voice responded after almost a minute.

      “You said contact you when I arrived. I’ve arrived,” she said flatly.

      “Fifty seven Mangles Way, that’s my address,” the voice drawled back, then the comm link went dead.

      “Okay, now listen everyone,” Geri began.

      Alis interrupted “yeah, dangerous, got it mom.”

      “Yes, dangerous,” Geri affirmed. “But that’s not all. Daryl’s an… unseemly sort, real rough around the edges. Okay fine, he’s a prick.”

      Kyren chuckled.

      “Mom!” Alis exclaimed.

      “Hey, I don’t like him, and I don’t trust him either. So be on your guard.”

      Squinting against the light, she waited for her eyes to adjust before stepping from the shadow of the ship. They made their way to a wide thoroughfare running between the makeshift landing pads. A large dump truck was rumbling down the road heading toward the city. It slowed as they approached the roadway. Geri gave a friendly wave, and the truck ground to a halt. It was a large industrial model, with a small one-person cab.

      A mole-faced humanoid leaned out the window and spoke in a shrill voice, “ho there, would you like a lift into town?”

      “Sure thing. We riding in back?” Geri responded to the mole-man.

      “Yes ma’am, sorry for the accommodations.”

      “No bother, thanks for the ride, friend,” Geri replied “Can you get us to Mangles Way?”

      “Sorry, no idea where that is, but I can drop you at the marketplace, I’m sure someone there would know,” he replied apologetically.

      “Fair enough. Take us to the marketplace, sir.”

      Kyren scrambled up into the empty bed and helped Alis and Geri board. Every time the truck hit a bump or pothole Alis’ teeth chattered. It was uneventful, but the ride was distinctly uncomfortable.

      Rubbing her back and neck after disembarking, she said, “well that was rough.”

      “Yeah,” Kyren replied, rolling his head around his shoulders.

      “C’mon you two whiners. At least we didn’t have to hoof it for miles,” Geri reprimanded. “Let’s see if someone can provide directions.”

      Alis watched as her mom strode confidently up to a vendor’s stall. She sure was happy to have her mom along. She was so competent. Hell, competent? Her mom was a bad-ass.

      Geri approached the vendor, a strange humanoid creature with tentacles where its ears should have been. The face was nearly human except the jaw jutted out awkwardly. Alis watched as Geri exchanged words.

      “So we’re not supposed to hurt this Daryl character? What the heck is he supposed to do to piss us off so bad? Who is he, anyway?” Kyren groused.

      “Just because he’s one of her contacts doesn’t make him a good guy. She seems reluctant to take us but I guess we really have no other way,” Alis remarked as Geri returned.

      “Okay, I’ve got directions, let’s go.”

      It took them nearly a half hour to reach Mangles Way, but the walk was mostly pleasant, the temperate climate and mild sun warming her skin but not uncomfortably. The only downside was the intermittent clouds of exhaust from a multitude of wheeled and tracked vehicles that occupied the street.

      The streets were also full of pedestrians, mostly strange alien creatures with bizarre physiology. Humans were definitely the minority around here, and there were no rillians to be seen. Hmmm, we must be sticking out, she thought.

      “There, fifty seven,” Geri pointed. “Just wait a sec, let’s scope it out first.”

      Alis waited and watched. Several people came and went from the inconspicuous low ceilinged baked-mud building, swinging the heavy door wide, releasing a puff of smoke.

      “Damn, a canadol den. What the hell is Daryl up to now?” Geri considered.

      “What’s that?” Kyren asked innocently.

      “Canadol, a Vrrkashian herb, gets you high in a non-addictive way. Perfect recreational drug, no side effects, no after effects. Completely non-toxic. But totally mind-bending.”

      “And your contact is in there?” Alis asked incredulously.

      “Yeah, so you two wait out here, I’ll take care of this,” Geri ordered.

      “Like hell you are, mom! We’re going with you. You need back-up,” Alis retorted, her ears perking up.

      “Yeah, we’re your back-up, Geri,” Kyren said, grinning.

      Alis felt a swell of affection for him, he was always so willing to throw himself in harm’s way for them.

      “Fine, I can see from the looks on your faces you won’t have it any other way. Just try to keep your shit together, okay kids?” Geri said and headed for the door.

      Alis followed Kyren, who shadowed her mom. She noticed his hand never strayed too far from his belt, where his gun was tucked. They strode up the dirt street and stood before the large wooden door set into the baked-mud wall. Geri pushed the door in and stepped inside, disappearing into a cloud of smoke. Kyren followed.

      She stepped through the doorway after them and blinked as her eyes struggled to adjust to the shadowy interior. They had entered a large foyer, adorned with cushions and low couches around the walls. Beyond she could see a wide hallway lined with curtained booths. Puffs of smoke billowed over and under the curtains, and a thick haze hung in the air.

      The cloying scent of the herb was not unpleasant, but also not quite right. She looked around as her eyes had finally dilated enough. There were all manner of beings, strange humanoids, creatures with oddly shaped bodies, even what appeared to be a ghostly jellyfish floating in the air.

      Huddled around hookahs or smoking pipes, aliens chatted, some chittering incoherently. Others sat silently, motionless and staring. What the hell was going on? At least she wasn’t affected by the smoke.

      A curtain at the opposite end of the hallway parted and a bot carrying a tray of food items wobbled out to the foyer. Her stomach rumbled when she spotted the food the bot was carrying. Hadn’t she eaten recently? She shouldn’t be hungry, should she?

      The door slammed behind her and she heard a loud clunk. Shouldn’t that have surprised her? Why didn’t she jump? Wait, why couldn’t she turn around? Alis exerted every bit of control over her muscles she could manage and slowly, ever so slowly, turned around. A burly Grendle in rough leathers had just barred the door.
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      “Can I help you?” a deep voice rumbled behind Kyren.

      He whirled, or at least tried to. Instead, he spun slowly, feeling as if he were pushing through molasses. Was he already being affected by the smoke? Turning revealed a burly grendle dressed in rough cut leathers. It had just barred the door behind them. He snapped his hand to the pistol tucked into his belt. Only his hand didn’t snap. It lazily drifted.

      He tried to grab the pistol but could not make his hand grasp quite right. The grendle reached out grabbed his wrist like an iron vise, shaking his head.

      “I’d usually pulp your face for doing that, but boss’d hate the mess. Right through there, boss’ll see you lot now,” the grendle rumbled, pointing at the first curtained off booth.

      “Let’s go,” Geri ordered.

      It took Kyren a moment to realize he was no longer gripped by the grendle. Another moment before he realized Geri and Alis were already crossing the room. He sauntered after them, frustration filling him. This damn smoke was crippling him, if they needed to fight he’d be useless. He wondered how Alis and Geri were keeping it together.

      He reached the booth as Geri ripped open the curtain and yelled “Dammit Daryl, what are trying to put me through?”

      Daryl was a strange looking being, sort of like a giant caterpillar, but with a human-looking head. Several tentacles extended from the creature’s chin and were engaged in popping morsels of some sticky cake into it’s mouth. The creature let out a small gurgle, choking on its food.

      “You’re not Daryl? Where is he? I’m gonna smack him!” Geri ranted.

      Shit, this is bad, he thought. Even Geri seemed shaken, which made him incredibly nervous. The creature cleared its throat and took a large gulp from a silver mug, one tentacle setting the mug down while another wiped its mouth.

      “Welcome to my establishment, the Moke. I am Gryar. Unfortunately, this is a private club, and trespass is rewarded by death,” the creature spoke in a strange accent.

      Kyren took a moment to process the creature’s words. Then his brain registered “death” and he sprang into action. Only he wasn’t springing, he was fumbling. Attempting to swing his rifle off his shoulder and bring his rifle to bear, he had become tangled in the sling.

      “Kidding! Kidding! It was a joke!” Gryar squeaked, many arms and face-tentacles waving.

      Geri placed her hand on Kyren’s arm and said “Just relax, just wait, I’ll figure this out.”

      Kyren looked to Alis. Her face was scrunched up and she was nearly shaking.

      “Alis, are you okay?” he asked, concerned.

      She broke out into a giggle fit, speaking through fits of laughter, “You… got tangled…”

      “Alis, get it together!” Geri snapped, eliciting silence from Alis.

      “So, can you tell me where the hell Daryl is?” Geri demanded.

      “Information? It is information you seek? I’ll gladly speak with you, my new friends, but we still need to address the matter of you entering my private club. Perhaps if you were to become introductory members, I would feel it necessary to serve you graciously as patrons of my establishment.”

      “Okay, how do we do that?” Geri asked, her voice colored with mild frustration.

      “Well, without a sponsor, the fees are quite steep,” Gryar began, but before he could continue, Kyren felt an inky black touch in his mind.

      “Gryar, I will sponsor them,” a strange voice spoke in Kyren’s head.

      He noted the look of surprise on the others’ faces. They must’ve heard it too. Kyren knew the sensation, though. He had experienced it once before, on Junoval. They were being spoken to by the evgalian he had seen in the foyer.

      “I see you have dealt with my kind before. I see our mark upon your mind. I will answer a single question, and will expect nothing in return,” the evgalian rasped in his mind.

      “Okay,” he thought back. What would be the best question? Well, it would need to be something the evgalian could know. Would he know Utien? Not likely. But maybe he knew something else. Maybe Kyren could bring this whole situation to a close in one simple moment.

      “Can you provide coordinates for the Kilgore system?” he thought to the creature.

      “Alas, I cannot,” it replied wheezily. “Do you wish to ask another question? I will take only a small payment in exchange.”

      “What kind of payment?” he asked as his heart sank.

      “A small memory, one of no consequence,” it responded, a note of eagerness coloring the voice in his head.

      “Sorry, but no,” Kyren thought back.

      “So now that you have a sponsor, let’s discuss your membership dues,” Gryar continued.

      Geri’s eyes widened as he spoke his price.

      “Yes, well that is the discounted rate, since you have a sponsor,” Gryar added quickly when he saw Geri’s expression change.

      “Fine,” she said angrily, handing over her chipscan after thumbing it to unlocked.

      The creature extracted a chipscan from bag next to him and swiped them together, the holographic numbers changing to indicate the transfer.

      He handed the card back and spoke, “So what is it you wish to know? Speak and I shall answer as best as I can.”

      “All I want to know, where in the hell is Daryl,” Geri growled.

      “Alas, I know no Daryl,” Gryar squeaked dejectedly.

      “Dammit, don’t play with me,” she snapped back.

      “Boskor, do we know a Daryl?” Gryar squeaked loudly.

      The grendle from the front responded immediately, “No boss, don’t know no Daryl.”

      “Okay, fine. DARYL! WHERE THE HELL ARE YOU!?” Geri bellowed, head swiveling.

      “There is no need to shout,” the evgalian soothed.

      Kyren knew Geri had heard as she snapped straight.

      “I have asked and there is no Daryl in this establishment,” it replied after a brief moment.

      “Okay,” Geri replied out loud, looking dejected.

      “Is there anything else, or would like to avail yourselves of my hospitality?” Gryar asked, motioning with his tentacles to the array of food, beverages, and a huge hookah resting on the table.

      “No, but I have another question. Do you have the coordinates for the Kilgore system?” Geri asked without hesitation.

      “Alas, I know not those coordinates. And I do not wish to know them, and you should not either,” Gryar replied seriously.

      “What do you mean?” Geri wondered.

      “The Kilgore system is the home of the Ararax assassins. They keep their planet’s location a secret. They have strange powers and are quite deadly. And they hunt down those who reveal their secret home.”

      “You’ve got nothing of use to me, we’re leaving,” Geri snarled at Gryar.

      “Well, you are certainly free to leave. And now that you are members, you may return at any time,” Gryar soothed.

      Geri strode away without another word, making for the door and bursting out into the bright afternoon sunshine. Kyren and Alis scrambled to follow. As he squinted and blinked, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the bright daylight, he heard Geri growl.

      “Daryl, you son of a bitch!” Geri hollered at the man standing across the street, leaning against a low wall ringing a small house.
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      He was a large man, humanoid, but definitely not human. His forehead bore a shallow ridge of bone and his cheeks were highly prominent, as was his chin. His angular features gave him a leering appearance. His large frame was adorned entirely in black garments, from his silk shirt and leather vest to his tight leather pants, to the black wide-brimmed hat adorning his head. Heavy gold chains draped around his neck and rings glistened on each finger.

      “Geri, it’s a pleasure! It’s been a long time,” Daryl called out, arms wide.

      “Is that him, mom?” Alis asked her mom, obviously knowing the answer, but unable to avoid acting the dunce, thanks to that damned smoke.

      How had Kyren and her mom kept it together so well? She had been, well, she still was, completely disoriented. She just hoped they didn’t have to fight, she knew she’d be useless.

      “Can I offer you a beverage?” he asked amiably as they approached.

      “No, you can offer a damned explanation, though,” Geri retorted, ears going flat.

      “Sorry for that little bit of misdirection,” he drawled apologetically. “I had to be sure your weren’t here to pick me up. Gotta keep away from those Consortium bounty squads, y’know.”

      “After that stunt, I’m tempted to turn your ass in anyway!” Geri shot back angrily.

      “Whoa kitty-lady, just relax, everything’s okay now,” he crooned.

      “It will be as soon as you give me what I’m looking for.”

      “Relax, let’s move into the shade and see what arrangement we can work out,” he said, eying Alis.

      She didn’t like the way he was leering at her, her hand went reflexively to her wrench. Creepily, that only seemed to intensify his leer.

      “Daryl, I’m here for one thing only. Can you get me the coordinates to Kilgore or not?” Geri demanded.

      “Well that’s a tall ask. Are you sure you don’t wanna go somewhere a little less… exotic?”

      Alis was trying to focus, trying to keep vigilant, but her mind began wandering, unbidden. As her eyes drifted over the garage’s contents, she noted a huge stack of arclytic converters. What would someone need with so many? And why were they all cut so crudely at the ends? In one corner were dozens of what appeared to be small boat motors, stacked up on racks. On the other side of the junk piles was a shiny convertible auto, pristine white.

      “Like my ride, do you sweet cheeks?” Daryl said to her.

      This time, she really didn’t like how he was leering at her, his tongue even flicked across his lips. Ew!

      Her mom apparently caught it to, because she grew visibly more furious.

      “Kilgore coordinates now, you scumbag! Keep your damn skeezy eyes off my daughter,” Geri yelled, stepping toward Daryl menacingly, ears going aggressively flat.

      “Whoa there kitty-lady, can’t a man appreciate a young woman, beautiful and delicious as she is?” he replied as if he were the one being offended.

      Click. Alis turned as Kyren drew his pistol and disengaged the safety.

      “Hey, that’s not necessary, son,” Daryl said, putting his hands up appeasingly.

      “The coordinates,” Kyren demanded, leveling the gun at Daryl’s crotch.

      “Is this how you treat me, kitty-lady? Come into my home and point guns at me?” he said calmly.

      “Kyren, enough,” Geri commanded.

      It took several moments but he finally acquiesced, tucking the pistol back into his belt.

      “That’s better. Now about those coordinates. You sure you don’t want to go somewhere else?”

      “Positive,” Geri growled.

      “Okay then, but it’ll cost you. Providing the coordinates to the Kilgore system can earn the ire of the Ararax assassins, you know.”

      “Bullshit,” Geri called. “They’re a myth. Now how much for the coordinates?”

      Alis watched her mom grimace as he named his price.

      “Well, if that’s so unpalatable we could work out… alternate… arrangements,” he said, creepily leering at Alis again.

      This time he added a tiny pelvic thrust in her direction. But it was enough. Enough to set her mom off, and Geri the warrior took over. Daryl went flipping through the air, crashing into his stack of what Alis now realized must be stolen arclytic converters, cut from the underneath of many hovercars.

      He scrambled to his feet and cried incredulously “What was that for?”

      “You know,” was Geri’s clipped reply. “Cut that shit out, that’s my daughter.”

      “Okay, so you want to pay. It’ll cost you seventy-five k. Where’s the chipscan?”

      Geri produced her chipscan and handed it to Daryl, who swiped and grinned as the numbers changed. He extracted a datapad from a nearby shelf and queued up a star chart.

      “Alis, grab the coordinates,” her mom instructed.

      “Oh, yeah, let me get them,” she replied lazily, reaching for her wrench more casually than she intended.

      Transforming it into a data reader, she captured the star chart and coordinates, logging them into permanent memory.

      “Got it,” she replied proudly.

      “Good, let’s leave this bastard to rot,” Geri growled, heading for the street.

      Alis watched as Daryl extracted a tiny vial from his pocket and dug out a small pile of fluorescent green powder with a long, sharpened pinky nail. He licked the air as he snorted the powder up one nostril. Alis broke free of her paralysis and fled after her mom and Kyren, feeling eyes upon her the whole way.
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      “So what’s the deal with these Ararax assassins that Daryl mentioned?” Kyren asked Geri as they walked back to the ship from town.

      “Well, they’re just a rumor. They’re supposed to be able to see with their minds, and therefore are not limited by distance in what they can perceive. This makes them deadly combatants and lethal assassins… apparently. I didn’t buy it. But after meeting Elarra, I think it is entirely possible they may possess some of those skills. As for Kilgore being their highly guarded home… I doubt it, seriously. Besides, how do they know who revealed the coordinates?”

      “Sounds plausible, Geri. But what if they do exist? What if that is where Joraq is hiding?”

      “We’ll just have to deal with that if the possibility comes to be,” she replied, falling silent.

      “That Daryl was a real skeez, mom,” Alis remarked with a shudder.

      “Yeah, I know, I’m sorry honey. He’s a real scuzzbag, that one,” Geri replied apologetically. “Thanks for not killing him, Kyren.”

      “Yeah, that was tough, the canadol smoke thankfully had me dulled, or I may not have hesitated. Perhaps I wouldn’t have been riled by him had I not been so out of sorts, though,” he admitted.

      “Either way, we’ve got the starchart we needed. Let’s see if we can’t find this Joraq now.”

      They returned to the ship and lifted off, making for orbit and a rendezvous with Isa. It took several tries to raise Isa on the comm, but she finally responded, sounding like she was being interrupted. Alis uploaded the star chart to the Ashari and transferred it to Isa. The trip to Kilgore would be ten hours, with several jumps involved. They had a few hours before the next jump so they opted for some rest.

      Geri put the ship on autopilot and they all made their way to the crew quarters. Kyren still felt somewhat groggy after the experience with canadol, so he reclined and closed his eyes. Some unknown duration later, he awoke. Flipping on the lights and standing, he stretched and yawned, then headed for the door.

      He was making his way to the bridge when he heard quiet sobbing. As he entered the bridge he saw Alis sitting at a console, a blank screen active in front of her.

      “Alis, what’s wrong?” he asked, concern filling him.

      “It’s… it’s the data core… I watched it,” she replied tearfully.

      “What’d it say? And why’d you watch it?”

      “Well,” she sniffed. “I just couldn’t resist, I kept thinking about it and decided that if I watched it, I would have known. So it would be okay, right?”

      “Um, I guess,” he replied hesitantly.

      “Yeah, well, I guess I knew, because…” she began but paused, turning to the console and tapping play.

      Future-past video Alis flickered to life on the holoscreen.

      “Oh honey, you couldn’t resist, could you? Well, you’re not going to like what I have to say, but it’s imperative that you follow my instructions exactly,” video Alis began.

      Alis hit pause and spoke, “See, I knew I would.”

      “Okay but what’s so disturbing, anyway?”

      She hit play again, and video Alis continued, “You are going to send mom away. Don’t worry, you’ll see her again, I promise. But it is imperative that you send her to these coordinates, and now.”

      Coordinates flashed across the screen and a starchart icon appeared.

      “So, send mom to those coordinates in the Ashari and have her wait for the signal. Tell her to keep her sensors on and she’ll know the signal when she sees it,” video Alis finished.

      “Well, I hate to say it but they’ve, er, we’ve been right so far. I think Geri should go to those coordinates,” he admitted.

      “I know, I know. It’s just… I’m going to miss her, and I don’t know if we can do it without her,” she began to sob lightly, tears leaking from her eyes.

      Kyren reached out and gathered her into his arms before he even knew what he was doing. He held her to his chest, and he felt her tension leave her body. They stood there for several moments before she drew back.

      “Well, I guess we better tell her,” Alis conceded.

      “I’ll go get her,” he suggested.

      He returned with Geri a short time later.

      “Mom, sorry, but you’ve got to see this,” Alis instructed.

      Geri watched the video and then turned to her daughter and spoke, “So you think I need to do this thing? You trust the video, do you?”

      “Yeah, I hate to say it but I think we have to do what I suggest,” she replied, sniffling.

      “Oh honey, this is so hard. I’m going to miss you and worry about you,” Geri admitted.

      “Well, we better get transferred to Isa so you can take the ship, Geri,” Kyren proposed.

      “Be well and safe, Geri,” Elarra offered her hand.

      Geri ignored her.

      “Oh Geri, you’ll be missed,” Benjam squeaked sadly, tentacles coming to rest on her shoulder. “I look forward to our reunion.”

      They docked with Isa and transferred their belongings. Alis said a tearful goodbye to her mom and then returned to Isa. Alis cried again when the Ashari warped away. Kyren comforted her as best he could, but he could understand her pain. Hell, he missed Geri too, already.

      “Alis, it’s okay. Your video said you’d see her again, right?” Isa soothed. “Separation is painful, but you just have to trust it’ll be okay.”

      “Yeah, look what you were able to do, er, will do. I’m still here. You and Benjam performed a miracle somehow. You reunited me with my love. I’m sure video you is right, you’ll see her again,” Tharox interjected, his sonorous voice rumbling over the interior speakers.

      “Final jump coming up,” Isa warned.

      They made their final jump to the Kilgore system and entered orbit around the planet Rendikar.

      “Detecting weapons lock,” Isa warned. “But no weapons have fired. I think they are sending a message. I’m trying to raise traffic control on the comms but no response. I don’t think they get many visitors, here.”

      “Do you see any signs of civilization?” Kyren asked.

      “Yes, there seems to be a city on the coast up ahead,” she replied, zooming the viewscreen in to show a shabby, sprawling city composed of mud brick buildings and tin roof shacks.

      Isa flew low over the city, making toward a clearing at the edge of town. She touched down as Kyren loaded up his weapons and gear. They exited the Radiant Star, striding down the ramp. Kyren led the way, vigilant for any signs of trouble.

      “There, that path through the scrub oaks leads toward the city,” Kyren pointed out.

      He was making his way for the trail when figures began to step from the brush. Cloaked in heavy green cloaks, faces hidden by what appeared to be gas-masks with round eye holes and a tube running from the chin beneath the cloak. The figures began to extract grenades, pulling the pins and tossing them into the clearing before darting back into the thicket.

      Kyren unslung his rifle and tried to get a bead on one of the attackers, but they darted out of sight too fast. Then a billowing cloud of smoke from a grenade that landed at his feet hit him and he immediately felt his body go limp. Dropping his rifle, he staggered a few steps and then fell. His body was not responding, all he could do was lie there, paralyzed. He heard the others hitting the ground too.

      Well, all except Benjam, who screeched, “I surrender! Don’t shoot.”

      Booted feet stomped around Kyren as hands relieved him of his weapons and a black cloth sack was unceremoniously shoved over his head. He was lifted from the ground and slung over one of the mysterious attacker’s shoulders. The being reeked of sour sweat and vehicle fuel, burning his eyes and eliciting a gag.

      They were carried down the trail to some waiting vehicles. Kyren caught another glimpse of their attackers through the fabric. They were still obscured by the gas masks and heavy cloaks, and seemed to need not to speak, working in a coordinated and efficient fashion. They didn’t walk, they stalked. These beings were competent killers, he could tell.

      The vehicle ride lasted minutes, and they were then hauled indoors. Kyren began to feel control returning to his muscles as he was being carried along. He tried to resist, to fight back, but all he could muster was a weak wiggle.

      “Uta chaka greedo,” the creature carrying him spoke, and dumped him into a chair.

      Kyren’s head lolled for a moment, but then he was able to raise it. A small victory but a victory none the less. The bag was ripped from his head and he rapidly looked around, attempting to catalog his surroundings and locate an advantage.

      There was none, they were terminally outnumbered, the room was filled with the same figures who had captured them. Only now, their masks were off, and he could see their faces. They were varied in features, in stature, in nearly every way. But they were familiar to him. He knew what they were. Raxi.
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      Benjam was terrified. There were so many of them, he was at their mercy. Even though he could regenerate, that didn’t mean it wouldn’t hurt. And he didn’t like to hurt. And he could tell, these creatures were good at hurting, he could tell from the way they moved, the way they glared.

      In fact, he could tell who they were, or at least what they were related to. These creatures were somehow related to the liadi’s raxi. They bore individualized features, though, instead of the uniform identical features like the liadi’s raxi. Those raxi were genetically engineered clones. These must be the progenitor species.

      The crowd of raxi parted and a figure strode toward them. A male figure, blue skinned and bald, his head ending in two long thick tendrils draping down his back, was clad in battle armor, a great sword hilt jutting over his shoulder. The man stepped forward, drawing the sword and letting the tip rest on the floor.

      “Well, what do we have ‘ere,” the blue-skinned being crooned. “Oh, wait, where are me manners? I’m Master Arkanon, and this is my world. Welcome… whoever you are… who are you, anyway? And why have you come here?”

      “I’m Benjam!” he squeaked. “We’re here to meet Joraq.”

      Kyren looked over at Benjam and glared. Why was Kyren mad? Did he say the wrong thing?

      Kyren struggled to speak, “I’m Kyren and our business is our own, sir. What do you want with us?”

      “You’re quite demanding for a guest, boy,” Arkanon said, pointing the tip of his sword at Kyren. “But I suppose you have every right to be, given the greeting I’ve offered.”

      Benjam quailed as the sword wavered before Kyren. Oh dear, don’t hurt him please, Benjam thought frantically, looking for a way to defend Kyren.

      “Some greeting indeed,” Arkanon continued. “So I guess you have every right to be suspicious of me. But I must be cautious, for I have enemies everywhere. So you see, I need to know your intentions, and I need to ensure my safety. Thus I have disarmed you and brought you here to speak. So I suggest you speak.”

      “We are indeed here for Joraq,” Elarra spoke up, slurring slightly. “We have come to meet with her.”

      “And she is expecting you? You are companions of hers?” he asked warily.

      “No, we seek her for reasons that are our own, but we do not know her,” Elarra answered cautiously.

      Arkanon lowered his sword again and responded, “Fair enough, I understand keeping your business a secret. However, I have a proposal that you may be interested in. I too seek Joraq, but I have been warned of my death should I ever enter her territory.”

      “So what do you want us to do about it? Carry a message?” Kyren suggested.

      “Yes, indeed, but you will carry a messenger, who will bear the message, instead,” Arkanon answered. “In fact, I will provide transport and escort to her realm. You’ll need it too if you are to travel the Rendikarian wilderness. So in the meantime, just relax, the effects of the gas will be wearing off soon enough.”

      Benjam saw Kyren flexing his fingers and lifting his arms. Alis and Elarra seemed to be making similar recoveries. He felt relief flood him. This Arkanon didn’t seem like such a bad fellow, at least as far as warlords were concerned.

      “Please, refresh yourselves while I prepare my envoy for the journey. You may speak to my wife, Arshara, who will answer any questions you may have. My people will lead you to the garden where she resides,” Arkanon finished, abruptly sheathing his sword and disappearing back into the silent crowd.

      A short, squat raxi with broad features motioned for them to follow. Benjam was relieved as Kyren, Alis, and Elarra all stood, albeit shakily. Benjam squiggled along, following down a long hallway to an open archway at the end. They exited into what turned out to be a courtyard garden.

      Near a large enclosure across the far side, stood a being much like Arkanon. This must be his wife, Arshara. She was bald, blue-skinned, and bore the two fleshy tendrils trailing from her skull just as her husband. However, she wore delicate silk robes, and stood with a gentle grace, unlike her husband’s aggressive, coiled posture.

      “Welcome strangers, welcome,” the woman said, moving toward them, the sun playing across the fine silk robes as she swished along.

      “Kyren, Benjam, Alis, Elarra,” she said, nodding to each in turn.

      “How do you know my name, I didn’t give it,” Alis asked, sounding shocked.

      “Ah, yes, well, that is explainable. I am Ararax, I can see great distances through space. But not through time like you, liadi. Alas I only see the present.”

      “So you watched us on approach, then?” Elarra asked bluntly.

      “Yes, once I was alerted to your presence, I began to watch you. I assured my husband you were no threat to him, but he is cautious. His enemy can see through time, after all,” she explained. “Come, let me release the serkins and then we can walk amongst the garden while we speak of your quest.”

      They followed her across the courtyard to the large enclosure. It was the size of two autocars stacked upon each other. The wooden frame was screened in. Arshara opened a large door and a flurry of color emerged.

      Tiny fluttering wings blurred around them as the butterfly-like creatures swarmed out. The creatures began to flit and flutter around them in a loose cloud. Occasionally one would land on someone then flutter away a moment later.

      “Aren’t they magnificent. They were a gift from Arkanon. He befriended them when they came to visit. Now they reside here,” she explained as she led them through the flowering foliage.

      “So you’re husband’s enemy is Joraq?” Kyren asked. “Why are they enemies?”

      “I know not why she wishes him dead, but she does. The only reason there is not open war is that Joraq hides within the jungle to the south, far removed. But any expeditions that venture there have never returned.”

      “And you’re hoping to piggyback on our trip. You’re hoping Joraq actually wants to see us and you can slip an envoy in alongside us?” Kyren supposed.

      “You’re not as dumb as you look, lad,” she responded, a twinkle in her eye.

      Kyren looked as if he were about to retort when a serkin landed upon his nose. He froze for a moment, until it fluttered away again. Anger lost, he just grinned.

      Benjam held out a tentacle and several alighted upon it, their faint, gentle touch tickling him, accompanied by a sort of jolt. He couldn’t help but let out a tiny giggle. They finished circling the courtyard and reached the enclosure again. Arshara opened the door and the serkins flew back inside.

      “So what is it your husband wants? I’m sure it isn’t just to be Joraq’s friend,” Elarra questioned bluntly.

      “Joraq sits upon a cache of pre-millennium-war tech. We want to obtain it. If we can set up a dialog, perhaps we can arrange a barter.”

      “So we’re helping you find some tech, and you’re helping us reach Joraq. Sounds fair enough,” Alis remarked.

      “Yes, sounds fair. But there’s always a catch. And I assume you’re not going to tell us what that is, Arshara?” Kyren asked cynically.

      “You are correct,” she replied, as the short squat raxi motioned for them to follow again.
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      They were led from the compound down to the shore, to a long dock running out into a shallow harbor. A dozen speedboats were moored there, and raxi milled about, moving supplies and loading them into boats. Kyren noted that they were all well armed, heavy rifles or energy weapons were as common as the multitude of small arms.

      Arkanon stood amidst the controlled chaos, barking orders and directing traffic. Slung over his shoulder opposite the sword hilt was a wicked looking rifle.

      “Kyren, bring your friends, let’s get you introduced,” Arkanon called, beckoning them closer.

      As they approached he bellowed out to one of the raxi scurrying around. The raxi strode over, his green cloak swishing behind him. This raxi had a hard face and a long scar running down his cheek.

      “Meet Utien, he will be my envoy to Joraq, and your guide through the dangerous lands ahead,” Arkanon announced.

      Utien bowed slightly then extended his hand. He spoke in a thickly accented speech, guttural and difficult to understand without paying close attention. Kyren struggled to catch it all.

      “I will be yer guide. We shall reach our destination safely, do not worry,” Utien reassured them. “Come to the boat, meet the crew.”

      At the boat were several raxi, all couldn’t have been much more than juveniles, their skin not yet leathery and tough.

      “Jaysar, Grazabel, and Dond, meet Kyren, Alis, Elarra, and Benjam.”

      They greeted each other and shook hands.

      “Come, your gear is already on the boat. Let us be away,” Utien suggested as speedboats began pulling from the dock and speeding toward open water.

      They boarded the boat, a young raxi helping them aboard. Sure enough, their weapons were there. Kyren noted the look of relief on Alis’ face as she tucked her wrench back into her belt. The crew pushed off and the boat’s engine revved. Kyren held on as they sped out of the cove.

      It took them nearly an hour of travel at high speed along the coast to their destination, a wide river delta. A jolt went through the boat as the driver beached it against a sandy strip. The young crew members whooped and screeched as other boats pulled in alongside them. They grabbed their rifles and leapt overboard into the shallow water.

      Kyren shrugged and followed as Utien jumped ashore, the others came behind. He helped Alis and Benjam helped Elarra.  Almost immediately he heard the chatter of automatic weapons fire, originating from within the jungle bordering the wide beach.

      Several raxi burst from the foliage, scrambling away in terror. They spun and trained their weapons on the jungle. Arkanon emerged, panting. He turned and raised the rifle, body going rigid, waiting to strike. Kyren immediately recognized the beast that emerged moments later.

      It had inky black fur and strode, cat-like, on six legs. The head was broad and flat, like a cross between a cat and cobra. Fangs lined it’s jaws, but worst of all was the tail. Scorpion like, long and flexible, it could shoot out feet past its body, driving the barb through anything but the toughest armor. Oh, and the stinger was poisonous, too. It was a skaljir!

      Arkanon raised his rifle to fire but a strike from the tail caused him to fumble it as he dodged, dropping the weapon to the sand. With surprising speed the skaljir engaged with Arkanon, preventing his men from getting a clean shot. With equal speed he whipped his sword from its scabbard and parried a strike from the tail.

      Another strike was dodged and an upward slice with the sword sent the stinger flying. Black ichor squirted from the tail stump as it flailed around. The skaljir turned to run but Arkanon reversed the swing and brought the sword down in a vicious arc, decapitating the beast. Ichor sprayed from its neck and coated the chest of Arkanon’s battle armor.

      “Ah, I love the smell of skaljir blood in the morning!” he cried, as more weapons fire erupted from within the jungle. “Continue on, friends, and deliver my envoy to Joraq. Now I’ve got some beasts to slay.”

      Arkanon disappeared back into the jungle.

      “Come, let us continue up the river,” Utien suggested, leading them back to the boat.

      They were underway in minutes, heading up the broad river. It didn’t take very many minutes of motoring before the river began to narrow. Soon the jungle was creeping in on both sides, only fifty yards of water either way.

      They motored for many hours, the terrain changed very little. Strange birds and other creatures chirped and hooted from the trees, and fish jumped in the water. The scene was rather relaxing, actually, the thrumming of the boat motor lulling him into complacency.

      The first stone struck several feet from him. It took him a moment to realize what had just happened. He looked to the shoreline to see several raxi in loincloths swinging slings. Another rock was loosed and Kyren ducked. It whistled through the air just above him, smacking into the opposite gunwale.

      Rocks began to pelt the boat so Kyren hunkered down. The driver hit the throttle and they raced past the angry looking raxi, leaving them behind in short order.

      “Who were they?” Alis asked.

      “They are Joraq’s raxi. The nar’raxi, we call them. They are fanatically loyal and defend her territory with their lives,” Utien explained.

      “They don’t seem like much of a threat,” Kyren remarked.

      The stones had been dangerous, possibly even deadly, it was true. But it wasn’t like they were firing automatic weapons at them, he thought

      “Yes, they seem primitive, but they have arrows and spears that are deadly enough. Let us hope they only choose stones,” Utien muttered.

      Hours more of boring driving and the sun began to set. At least that was some change.

      “We’ll sleep in shifts, but we’ll keep moving. No reason to stop now,” Utien ordered, commanding the crew to keep the vessel running.

      Kyren took the chance to get some sleep while Utien watched. He recognized the hyper-vigilance Utien displayed and appreciated they were in good hands. Leaning back, he closed his eyes, the thrumming of the boat motor lulling him to sleep.

      He awoke to a scream, a gurgled cry from the front of the boat. The lights were on and the boat still drove at a steady pace upriver. But bright bits of fire were flying through the air, arcing toward the boat. Flaming arrows?! he thought as he dove for cover.

      He could see one of the crewmen staggering around the front of the boat, arrow through his throat. He gurgled and fell over. Kyren crawled toward Alis and Elarra to wake them, but they were already scrambling for cover.

      One of the remaining crewmen picked up his rifle and began to fire into the darkness, randomly spraying the jungle, bellowing in terror.

      “No! No! Stop firing!” Utien screamed at him, but the young tough ignored him.

      Not exhibiting any hesitation, Utien drew a hefty looking pistol and squeezed the trigger, just once, drilling the young raxi in the head. The firing ceased immediately as the remaining crewman scrambled to his fallen companion. He bellowed an incoherent battle cry and picked up the rifle. He stood and aimed at Utien.

      But before Utien could fire, a spear came sailing from the darkness and punched through the crewman’s chest. The rifle clattered to the deck as the raxi fell. Blood pumped from the wound around the spearhead jutting from his chest.

      Utien jumped into the driver’s seat and gunned the throttle, the powerful engine rocketing them forward, their speed increasing and leaving the barrage behind.

      “What the hell?” Kyren exclaimed, looking to Utien.

      “They are only defending their territory. Let us hope Joraq is expecting us. Otherwise they may not let us pass,” Utien admitted.

      “No, I mean what the hell, you killed your own dude!” Kyren retorted.

      “We’re envoys, not warriors. We didn’t come to kill, we came to talk,” Utien explained. “Hopefully Joraq has foreseen this and will accept us.”

      They sped on into the night, encountering no more arrows, spears, or stones. Kyren slept again, although fitfully. Utien woke them as they passed through a narrow channel and emerged into a broad lake. The far side was rimmed by a stone dock and a large glass faced building, three stories tall. It was overgrown with vines and moss, and much of the glass was cracked and chipped, but all of it was still intact.

      Kyren pointed at the far shore and turned to Elarra, “Look at that crowd. Looks like they are expecting us, eh?”
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      Utien motored the boat to the stone dock. The crowd was only dimly lit by torchlight, so Utien panned the lights across the crowd. Kyren’s eyes widened as he spotted a grisly sight. Heads on bamboo spikes. Lots of them, in varying stages of decomposition. Whatever was going on here had been going on for awhile, he realized.

      The crowd of nar'raxi, clad in loincloths, stood before them. Some bore clubs and stone axes in addition to the ranged weapons that had already been used upon them. The boat drifted up to the pier and the crowd parted. One of the strangest creatures Kyren had ever seen came striding through the gap. He was humanoid, clad in a loose orchid-pattern shirt and dingy khaki trousers. His head, however, was just all wrong.

      The mouth was at the top of his face, two nostrils below. Further below was a single bulbous eye, rapidly rotating, gazing all around.

      “Welcome, welcome, enter Joraq’s home and be welcome,” the creature said excitedly. “Wait, where are my manners. My name’s Mac, it’s short for… never mind I doubt you could pronounce it. Just call me Mac.”

      Kyren tied one of the mooring ropes to a low wooden post wedged into a gap in the stone. He jumped out and turned to help the others. He and Utien lifted Alis and Elarra out, Benjam squiggled out behind them.

      “So Joraq is waiting for us, of course,” Kyren said to Mac.

      “Yeah man, she knows all, she does. You know, like when someone can see what’s going to happen, man, they know all, man,” Mac rambled, his one eye rapidly twitching between them, the pupil dilating and contracting.

      Kyren wasn’t sure this guy was all there. He looked sidelong at Alis. She raised an eyebrow and shrugged.

      “So where is Joraq? Do we get to meet her now, or do we have to play another bullshit waiting game?” Kyren remarked hotly.

      “No bullshit man, no game. She’s waiting for you, she is, man. Her highness will see you now, man, it’s like that,” Mac continued rambling.

      He led them deeper into the compound, they passed several structures that Kyren could swear were anti-aircraft batteries, boxy rows of missile launchers angled at the sky. Good thing they hadn’t tried to fly in here. Even overgrown as they were, he wouldn’t bet his life on them failing to operate.

      They reached a central courtyard, a sparse lawn lit by torchlight. Standing in the middle was a figure, diminutive in stature. As he approached he could make out her features, and was surprised by what he saw. He looked to Elarra and saw a look of horror.

      He knew why she was horrified, he knew what she feared. She feared growing old, as this liadi, Joraq, had done. She was as a child, but wrinkled and frail, skin hanging in folds from her jowls.

      Was this what would happen to Elarra? Now that she had outlived her visikaji, was she doomed to live forever? He didn’t know but he knew Elarra must be asking herself those questions.

      “Hello friends, welcome to my home. You need not fear, you are under my protection,” Joraq wheezed. “Hello Elarra, I am happy to see you, finally.”

      “Hello Joraq, I am sure you’ve seen me. I must say I’m at a loss myself, I’ve not seen you,” Elarra responded.

      “Indeed I’ve seen you, and I’m sorry you’ve not seen me. It’ll make this more difficult,” Joraq admitted.

      “What?” Elarra asked, seeming confused.

      “Kyren, I’m glad you could come. Please, be assured there is no need for your weapons here. Yes, I know, you’ll keep them all the same, you’ll tell me.”

      “Yeah, I…” she waved and cut him off.

      “Alis, do not fret. I have seen you reunited with your mother,” Joraq informed her.

      Alis looked shocked, but then the look of surprise faded, replaced by understanding.

      “And you, Benjam,” Joraq spoke again. “Your wisdom and knowledge are key to success.”

      Suddenly, a shimmering shape streaked toward Joraq. Utien became visible at the last second. The raxi were moving to intercept but Utien was too fast. In a flash he was holding two wicked looking knives.

      Utien lashed out with two vicious strikes. Kyren expected to see Joraq sliced to ribbons, but Utien barreled forward, off balance, about to crash into her. And then he passed through, Joraq’s body appearing to flicker and waver, as Utien staggered past.

      Hologram! Kyren thought. Utien spun but the nar'raxi were already closing in. He dashed forward, slashing and stabbing, in a whirling dance of death. Nar'raxi fell, disemboweled, slashed, and stabbed.

      But there were too many, and soon enough one managed to land a blow with a club on the back of Utien’s head. He crumpled to his knees while the nar'raxi surrounded him. A barrage of blows from clubs came from the many members of the crowd, pummeling Utien to the ground. He ceased moving.

      “Please, enough. Take him away!” Joraq’s voice called as the crowd parted to let the real Joraq through. “Do not fear, I know you were not in on the deception, I know you did not come here to kill me.”

      She approached and motioned for them to follow.

      “Utien was a fool, but I know you are here for different reasons. Come with me and I’ll show you your quarters. It is late and I’m sure you’re tired. We shall continue our meeting in the morning.”
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      Elarra followed the others, contemplating the gravity of the situation. Joraq held their lives in her hands. With a mere word from her they’d be swarmed by nar'raxi, torn limb from limb by the angry mob.

      But Elarra was afraid, truly afraid. She knew she was in real danger. Joraq had lived for thousands of years, it was rumored, and she didn’t doubt the rumors. What had that done to her mind?

      She was afraid, because she had not appeared in any of the messages from their future-past selves. Did that mean she didn’t make it? Or didn’t go with them, wherever the others went? She didn’t know, and not knowing was so frustrating. She had always had a certainty, a reassuring knowledge that all would go according to what she had seen.

      Now she was facing an adversary that had every advantage on her. Yet, they still needed something from Joraq, some information or vision or something. This was going to be tricky.

      “This way, here are your quarters,” Joraq crooned, pointing.

      A low cinder block building stood amid the overgrowth, green vines and broad leaves framing the doorway. The rusty metal door swung open, several female raxi, clad only in loincloths motioned for them to enter. Gentle torchlight glowed from inside.

      They entered, each one of them tentatively, nerves wound tight. Elarra didn’t think it was a trap, but she certainly worried about what would come next.

      “Please, rest and be well. We shall continue in the morning.”

      With that, Joraq and her entourage of nar'raxi departed, disappearing into the darkness.

      “Okay, so what’s the plan?” Kyren prompted.

      “No plan, we do as she suggests. We wait,” Elarra replied somberly. “We are entirely at her mercy, though I do fear what she has planned for us.”

      “Great, that’s just great. We don’t even know what we’re supposed to get from her,” Kyren complained, frustration painting his face.

      “Actually, we’ll be okay, right Benjam?” Alis interjected.

      “What do you mean?” Benjam squeaked back, as they entered the building.

      The nar'raxi women offered them trays of food and pointed to several doorways lining a short hall. They made the motion of sleeping and then nodded. They bowed and backed out of the room.

      “So we made a message to ourselves, from the past right?” she answered.

      “Ah, yes, I see what you’re getting at. We obtain what she can offer because we made the message. So we’ll be okay, right Elarra?” Benjam responded.

      “Yes, you will, all of you. But I’m not so sure about myself,” Elarra admitted. “I’ve not shown up in any of the videos from the future-past. I’m afraid I may not leave here.”

      “Well, we’re not going to let that happen,” Kyren said confidently.

      “You may not have a choice in the matter,” she replied sadly.

      “Should we trust the food?” Alis asked. “I’m starving.”

      “I think it’s okay, I’m sure she could do us in with a wave of her hand, poison seems a little redundant,” Kyren theorized.

      “You are likely right,” Elarra agreed.

      They ate the small gelatinous leaf-wrapped gobs and strange fruit from the worn platters. Shortly after eating, she decided to rest, it was likely tomorrow would be difficult, and perhaps even deadly, if she didn’t play her cards right.

      The lodgings were sparse but comfortable enough for her, no worse than what she had lived in with the Pygars, anyway. Exhaustion overwhelmed her and she was out shortly after her head hit the pillow.
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      Kyren awoke with a start, immediately reaching for his rifle.

      “No need for that, man. I’m just here to relay a message, man, so don’t get all aggro, my friend, no need for that,” Mac said in his run on speech.

      He sat up and blinked, waiting for his eyes to focus. Mac held an electric lantern and although dim, its glow still hurt his eyes. He squinted at Mac and climbed out of bed. He stretched and bent, trying to un-kink himself. Sleeping in his armor had been quite uncomfortable.

      But he wanted to be ready for anything. They’d likely need to make a quick getaway, probably under fire, so he wasn’t going to get caught with his pants down. Literally or figuratively, he decided.

      “What, what’s this message? And what time is it?” he asked, unsure as the cinder-block building had been constructed without windows.

      “It’s the middle of the night man, like the witching hour and all that shit. This is when it goes down, man.”

      “What goes down? You’re confusing me, Mac.”

      “Sorry man, it’s just so exciting, such an exciting time,” he apologized. “Joraq wants you to come see something, man. Follow me.”

      “What about the others?”

      “Just for you, she said. A personal visit from her highness herself! You should be amazed, man. You should bow down, be like, I’m not worthy and all that shit.”

      “Um, okay. How about I don’t, and you just take me to her,” he replied, getting annoyed.

      “Okay, okay,” he said as he led Kyren from the bunker into the night.

      They walked for some time through the overgrown buildings, mostly single story cinder-block but some two story glass and steel, many windows shattered or broken out.

      “So what is this place, anyway?” Kyren asked as they walked.

      “It’s like, a historical site. The old gods used this place to make war, but they forgot some shit, man. Oh man, I gave it away… sorry,” he said, sounding consternated.

      They approached a huge pool of darkness, and as they approached he could see it was the edge of some vast chasm. Mac led him to the edge, where Joraq stood with several figures.

      “Hello Kyren, thank you for coming to witness this… demonstration,” Joraq spoke, her gravelly voice matching the age on her face.

      “See man, look,” Mac said, grabbing a torch from a nar'raxi and tossing over the edge.

      Kyren watched as it fell, illuminating the sides of great spacecraft. This was a massive silo, and it still contained a massive star cruiser. Incredible. She was sitting on the greatest tactical advantage in the sector. No wonder Arkanon wanted her land. He wanted the ship.

      “I am loath to admit it, but here we must have order. We must have rule. Or the people will degenerate into savages. It is my influence alone that keeps them civilized. To keep them in line, it is necessary to make examples.”

      Two nar'raxi pulled a cloak from the third figure, revealing Utien, half naked and bound tightly. One of the two guards grabbed his hands and forced him down to his knees.

      “You’ll never defeat Arkanon, he’ll have your head, if not now, then another day. He’ll get you, eventually,” Utien snarled, spitting at Joraq.

      “Take it!” she screamed.

      One of the guards drew a short, heavy blade and flicked a switch on the side. It began to hum and blur as the blade vibrated. Damn! Vibro-blade, that could shear straight through plexi-steel even.

      The guard swung and Utien’s head fell from his body, severed by one clean blow. He sheathed the blade and helped the other hurl the headless body over the edge. Seconds later he heard a thud.

      “Place it upon a spike, let it be a warning,” Joraq said to the nar'raxi, then turned to Kyren. “Isn’t it glorious? What a message I’ve sent. They know it now, they do. They are watching. I am sanctified, I am impervious. And it pains me so.”

      “You just wanted me to witness your barbarism, and now you want me to sympathize with you? You’re crazier than I thought you’d be,” he retorted.

      “I could take your head and throw you into the pit, boy! You should learn to hold your tongue. Have respect for your elders,” Joraq screeched, a helter-skelter look in her eyes.

      The nar'raxi advanced on him, and he fell into a fighting stance.

      “No man, don’t do it, you guys, relax, it’s all okay, people,” Mac said, stepping between the nar'raxi and Kyren.

      “Very well,” Joraq acquiesced, waving off the guards.

      Kyren dropped his hands but retained his defensive stance.

      “I have more to show you, more than just this,” she waved at the pit. “Come.”

      They left the pit and delved deeper into the complex, low buildings replaced by towering hangars and massive scaffoldings. They stopped before a large hangar. One of the nar'raxi knocked on the rusted metal door and it swung open.

      Joraq led Kyren inside. The space was vast and dark, but in the center, illuminated by torchlight, sat two mechanized chairs. They were covered in wires and components, a small inverted head basket above each headrest. These were rho’kar.

      “Sit and let us share. There is much for you to see,” Joraq croaked as she made her way to one of the chairs.

      Kyren walked to the other and sat down tentatively. What was he about to witness? Would it be like when he had absorbed memories from Elarra? Or would this be different? He leaned back and let the basket settle just above his head.

      “Let the seeing begin!” Joraq screeched.

      Kyren’s mind was suddenly elsewhere. His senses someone else’s, at least he thought at first. Then he realized he was seeing through his own eyes.

      A wide sandy beach stretched out before him, the sky streaked with high clouds and lit by three bright moons. The waves lapped lazily up the gently sloped beach, retreating and advancing again. He saw himself, Alis, and Benjam. They were ridden down and netted by strange blue-skinned beings on six-legged mounts.

      More images, impressions and sounds blurred past him, but he couldn’t make them out. The blurring ceased, and he was elsewhere. A stone city, elaborately carved and elegantly decorated sprawled out before him.

      Again he saw the strange blue skinned humanoids that had captured them within their nets. They were dressed in what must be taken for finery, elegant looking robes trimmed in gold. At least most of them were. There were many who were in simple tan robes. There was an arena, and a bot fight going on. Then the blurring happened again, sounds of battle fading as he left the vision.

      Then, he was a giant robot, facing off against a myriad of tiny foes, both airborn and on land. He crushed tiny foes with his mighty foot as he thundered across a desolate rocky plain. A massive warp portal opened before him, and a massive bot, his twin, stepped through.

      Before he could see more, before he could see the battle, he was again in another place, this time he recognized Isa’s bridge. A star chart was displayed on the main viewscreen.

      “There,” he heard himself say. “And then there, and from there to here. And then one last hop there, the final system. Then from there into the Trifid Nebula. Near the center is a star forming region. Joraq showed me that is where the Traveler lies. She has an energy signal unique enough to identify, and follow, apparently.”

      He retraced the route, locking it into memory. That was important, he knew. So they had to find someone called the Traveler.

      “And this Traveler will help us get where we need to go? Or rather, when?” Alis asked him.

      “Yeah, this is the only way,” he replied.

      The vision faded and he returned to his own senses. A wave of nausea hit him and he lost the contents of his stomach on the floor. His head swam and he felt himself lie back in the chair, just before blacking out to the sound of Joraq cackling.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            22

          

          

      

    

    







            Joraq’s Request

          

        

      

    

    
      Elarra woke with a start as the door opened. One of the nar'raxi women motioned to her to follow, urgency in her gesture. She decided it best to acquiesce, so she shook off the sleep and followed.

      The nar'raxi woman led Elarra deeper into the compound to a two story glass building, the facade shattered and broken. The nar'raxi motioned for her to enter through an empty doorway, the door lying on the ground outside.

      Elarra entered warily. The room opened to a large workshop, tools and machinery scattered throughout the tables and shelves. Joraq stood by a rolling cart containing several small objects she couldn’t quite make out.

      “Elarra, thank you for being so cooperative. We may yet both get what we wish,” Joraq crooned.

      “And what is that?” she retorted suspiciously.

      “To the point, eh? You don’t want to ask me exactly how old I am? You don’t want to know what it is like, to be the first of our kind? You don’t want to know what I’ve seen, what I’ve been through? What my visikaji is? Very well.”

      “Good, let’s hear it. Let me know what you want and I’ll give it to you. Give us the next step in our journey,” Elarra pleaded.

      “Do not fear, I have already given Kyren the necessary directions to the Traveler. The Traveler will take you where you must go.”

      “Very well, so you’ve given me what I want, now what do you want in return?” Elarra replied, dreading whatever the answer may be.

      “I want you to kill me,” Joraq stated abruptly.

      “You what?” Elarra questioned, finally noticing two items on the cart. A syringe full of fluorescent green liquid, and a small knife.

      “You’ll kill me now. Or I’ll kill you!” she snarled at Elarra, grabbing the syringe.

      Elarra’s hand darted out like a snake and snatched the knife from the table. She scurried backward as Joraq lunged with the syringe, swinging wildly. She transferred the knife to her right hand and picked up a short section of composite fiber pipe lying on the floor.

      Joraq charged and Elarra waited until the last second. She swung the light but strong pipe in a downward strike, connecting with Joraq’s wrist, sending the syringe flying. Joraq barreled into her and went for her knife, snarling.

      She attempted to grapple with Joraq and lost both the pipe and knife. They struggled, back and forth, Joraq attempting to overpower Elarra. And she was nearly succeeding. Elarra could tell she was stronger, and soon would gain the advantage as Elarra tired.

      Using the move Kyren taught her, she reversed her momentum and pulled Joraq toward her. Using her hip she levered her up and over, sending Joraq tumbling. Taking the seconds of reprieve, she scanned around for any weapon. A large carabiner was snatched off a table and slipped over her hand like brass knuckles.

      Joraq righted herself and snarled, coming at Elarra again, teeth bared. Elarra held back until the last second, until she knew Joraq was in range. Then she lashed out with all her might, putting every bit of momentum into it she could. Her fist rocketed out and into Joraq’s face. The blow staggered her and drove her back.

      She screamed and charged again, this time catching Elarra before she could wind up for another strike. They both tumbled to the ground in a tangle of limbs. Joraq came out on top and immediately wrapped her wrinkled, diminutive hands around Elarra’s neck.

      “Won’t kill me will you? How about you live with me for eternity, instead of dying. That’s it, I’ll spare you if you’ll serve me. If you won’t succeed me, then you’ll entertain with your suffering,” Joraq said, squeezing Elarra’s throat tighter and tighter.

      Elarra struggled but it was no use, she was going to die. And then Joraq just stopped, climbing off of her and standing.

      “Nar’raxi! Take her to the stockade,” Joraq ordered.

      She was unceremoniously hauled to her feet and led from the building. As they took her yet deeper into the complex, the sun began to rise, dawn’s light revealing the overgrown campus Joraq and her people occupied. She was dragged to another cinder block building and hauled inside. It was a jail, she identified immediately. They threw her in a cell and the door clanged shut behind her.
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      Kyren awoke in the darkness, still reclined in the rho'kar chair. He stood shakily and peered into the darkness. There was a faint light coming from the doorway where he had entered.

      He staggered at first but began to get control, each step more sure than the last. He reached the door and found his belongings piled there. He slung his rifle and crept outside. Although the light was still dim, it was enough to make him squint. He heard a commotion a good distance off and headed in that direction.

      Following the sounds, it led him back to the plaza bordering the lake. He immediately spotted Alis and Benjam at the center of the crowd. Behind them was their boat.

      Alis spotted Kyren and ran over, throwing her arms around his neck and squeezing him tight, “We didn’t know what had happened to you, I was so worried.”

      “Yeah, but where’s Elarra?” Benjam asked as he squirmed closer.

      “I don’t know. Joraq took me to the rho'kar. She showed me some things, then I blacked out,” he explained. “What happened to you two?”

      “We were hustled out here at dawn, but you and Elarra were gone, so we didn’t know what to do,” Benjam said, letting out a quiet wail.

      The crowd of nar'raxi gathered around them had been murmuring, the crowd full of small conversations. Thankfully their posture was unthreatening. Curious, more than anything. But he knew how quickly that could change.

      A hush fell over the crowd and they began to part as a diminutive figure strolled into the plaza.

      Joraq spoke immediately, “You have gained what you sought, and now have no reason to be here. Depart, and do it now.”

      “Where’s Elarra?” Kyren demanded

      “She shall remain here with me. It was her choice,” Joraq replied.

      “Bullshit! Now where is she?”

      “She shall remain here, I have spoken and it is so,” she said angrily.

      The crowd shifted, and suddenly angry eyes were on them.

      “Okay, no need to get testy,” Kyren said, spreading his arms and backing away. “You want us gone, let us call our ship. Don’t shoot her down, let her pick us up. If we have to leave the way we came in, we’ll have to deal with Arkanon. Please, give us that much, I beg.”

      “Very well, I can grant that much. Call your ship, and I shall allow its passage,” Joraq assented.

      “Awesome, thanks,” he lied. “Can we go search for a suitable landing location?”

      “Fine,” Joraq said, turning to go.

      Kyren waited until she was fully out of earshot before facing Alis and Benjam, “I’ve bought us some time, and some freedom of movement. I’ve already spotted a landing site. There’s a courtyard two buildings west of the bunker where we stayed, it should be big enough for Isa. Alis, radio her please.”

      Alis extracted her comm and raised Isa. A brief conversation and Alis put away the comm unit.

      “She’ll be here in approximately thirty-seven minutes,” Alis informed them.

      “Alright, get back here before Isa reaches us and be ready to bail,” he instructed, then dashed back into the compound.

      He had a good idea where she might be, he knew. There had been another cinder-block building they had passed. The signs had indicated it was a security facility of some sort. Security facilities had jail cells. That was the only place Elarra could be if she hadn’t been with them. He made his way through the facility to the security building.

      Stalking closer, he spotted two guards outside. No other choice, he thought grimly as he unslung his rifle. Two quick bursts and the unsuspecting nar'raxi guards went down.

      Kyren dashed inside the building, bringing his weapon to bear on another guard. The nar'raxi drew a club but Kyren cut him down. He sprinted down the hall to a bank of cells. Sure enough, there was Elarra in the third cell.

      “Stand back,” he warned as he took aim on the primitive mechanical locking mechanism.

      He fired and the streams of energy disintegrated the lock. He slid the bars back and beckoned.

      “Kyren, this’ll never work. She’ll stop us,” Elarra warned.

      “Doesn’t matter, we’ve got to try. Isa’s on her way.”

      He led her back out, weapon at the ready, but they encountered no more guards. Sprinting through the campus, they made it back to the rendezvous point. And the plaza was filled with nar'raxi. And at the center, Joraq, standing with Alis, the short vibro-blade held menacingly above Alis’ head by a nar'raxi.

      He stepped forward into the plaza, weapon pointed down at the ground. Every muscle was tensed. This was one fucked up situation. The crowd would be on him in moments if Joraq commanded. He’d fare no better than Utien. But what else could he do?

      “Kyren, wait, don’t,” Elarra called from behind him. “Joraq, I will stay, do not harm my friends.”

      Elarra strode past Kyren and up to Joraq, who grinned ruthlessly.

      “Wait, Elarra, what are you doing?” he questioned, placing his hand on her shoulder as she passed.

      “Kyren, I can’t leave. Not if you, Alis, and Benjam are going to. It is the only way,” she responded somberly.

      “But what about our quest? What are we supposed to do? You’re the one who can see the future,” he pleaded.

      This couldn’t be happening. What were they going to do? How could they find a way to stop the Kirugi without the one who could see it?

      “You will have to figure the next part out on your own, I’m afraid. I don’t go with you, it would seem. I’m not in any of the future-past videos. This next trial is your own, Kyren. Just come back for me when you’re done, okay?” Elarra said somberly, striding away.

      Joraq waved off the nar'raxi threatening Alis and motioned for her to join Kyren. Benjam came squirming through the crowd to join them, as well.

      “What is going on?” Benjam squeaked, his small voice belying the terror he was obviously feeling.

      “We’re leaving Elarra behind,” Kyren said, the words choking in his throat.

      Just then a low boom rolled over the jungle, and the sound of rocket engines began to rumble over them in waves. Tremendous wind kicked up as Isa’s form shadowed the plaza.

      Nar’raxi ran in all directions, fleeing the landing ship. Kyren squinted his eyes against the tremendous wind. Moments later, Isa settled down with a thunk. The ramp extended from the side and the airlock sprang open.

      “Go, get inside now,” he pushed Alis and Benjam toward Isa’s waiting portal.

      He strode to Joraq and Elarra, “Joraq, this isn’t done. I’ll be back.”

      “Indeed you will, boy,” Joraq replied. “And when you do, it’ll be your death.”

      “Elarra, goodbye for now,” Kyren said bending and clasping her to him. He whispered in her ear, “I’ll be back for you, in force, okay?”

      She smiled at him and nodded, “Go. Find the Traveler and the future-past.”
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      “Okay, so the starting point was a system called Viracaros,” Kyren recalled. “Bring it up, Isa, and I’ll see what I can recognize.”

      He spent the next few minutes manipulating the starcharts to locate the path he had memorized, all the while Isa categorized each step.

      “From there we should be able to pick up some sort of signal. An energy reading, or something, Joraq indicated,” he explained.

      “The trip will take several days from where we are. Quite a few jumps, many hours of sub warp travel, and not many gates in between,” Isa informed them.

      “So we just leave Elarra behind? Go find this Traveler and what? Pick her up later?” Benjam squeaked in consternation.

      “Yes. Although I have no idea how we’ll manage it, we’ll free her. First we’ve got to find the Traveler. We have no other choice,” he said.

      “So what the hell is this Traveler, anyway. You haven’t explained,” Alis complained.

      “I have no idea, honestly. Not sure what to expect, I mean, beyond a being that can bridge time. Pretty bizarre, really, so let’s just get it over with. The sooner we do this the sooner we can get back to Elarra,” Kyren suggested.

      “I agree,” Benjam piped.

      “Isa, follow the course,” Kyren instructed, then went and fished out the data core. “Let’s finish the messages.”

      He slotted the core in and queued up what appeared to be the final message. Video Kyren flickered to life.

      “By now you know Elarra isn’t coming with you. You’ll have to figure out a way to get her after all of this, but for now concentrate on what is ahead. Time is going to pass, much time is going to pass.”

      “Okay, well that wasn’t particularly helpful,” Alis remarked.

      “I’m sorry what can I say? Well, let’s see if I redeem myself with the giant robot file,” Kyren answered.

      He opened the file and there was single string of text. Letters and numbers, probably an access code.

      “Alis, grab that code, I’m sure we’ll need it when we get the giant robot.”

      He scanned the core but there didn’t appear to be anything else contained within. Or rather, nothing he could read, he couldn’t be certain it was entirely empty, being alien in design. Crestfallen, he extracted it and stowed it away.

      The journey to the Trifid nebula’s star forming region was long and dreary. They ate and slept and went about their lives. The mood was somber, conversation negligible, until they reached the nebula.

      “I’m detecting a region of newly formed stars ahead. We’re nearly at the center of the nebula now,” Isa informed them.

      “Okay Isa, just keep your sensors out, we’re looking for an energy signal or some sort of anomaly,” Kyren replied.

      “Scanning now,” Isa acknowledged.

      She scanned for many minutes before admitting, “Not picking anything up, you guys, very sorry.”

      Kyren was despondent, he had no idea what to say or do, “I guess we just keep at it.”

      “Let’s move deeper into the star cluster, perhaps there will be less interference from the nebula, the stellar winds from the young stars should have cleared the space between,” Tharox suggested.

      It still surprised Kyren hearing Tharox’s voice. He continually forgot he was there, a disembodied voice like Isa.

      “Let’s go then,” he concurred.

      They spent more time moving deeper into the cluster, the stars burning bright in the viewscreen. Then he spotted it, one that was pulsing, thrumming at a constant rhythm.

      “What’s there?” he asked, pointing.

      “Variable star? No, it was blinking. Neutron star? No, too slow. Something else then? A galactic beacon?” Benjam asked, seeming intrigued.

      “Setting course now,” Isa informed them, then they warped.

      His head cleared and he stared at the screen. There was a massive space station before them, a tremendous ring surrounding a massive crystal. It was refracting the light of the star behind it and causing the lighthouse effect as it rotated.

      “What is that?” Alis asked in wonder.

      It looked almost organic, like roots growing around a pipe, all of the conduit and raceway adorning the outer shell.

      “Well looks like there’s an airlock,” Tharox rumbled, the screen illuminating a circle around the feature.

      “Great, let’s get this over with,” Kyren proposed.

      Isa made for the airlock, and in short order they were linked up.

      “Grab your stuff you guys, we don’t know how long this’ll take,” Kyren said, hoisting his duffel bag.

      “Isa, if we’re not back soon, then goodbye for now,” Alis said.

      “Goodbye Alis,” Tharox and Isa both replied in unison, then chuckled.

      “I wish I could hug you,” Benjam said sadly.

      “It’s alright Benjam, I know how you feel, and I feel the same,” Isa said, blinking her lights for effect.

      They spent a few more moments on goodbyes, then made their way to the airlock.

      “Atmosphere reads breathable, no toxins or foreign microbial agents detected,” Alis reported at the airlock control panel.

      “Follow me,” he said, not quite as sure of himself as he sounded.

      The airlock door slid open and they entered the station. The first thing he noted was the scent of flowers. They advanced down a nondescript corridor, toward a hatch at the end. The hatch sprung open with a hiss as they approached, light flickering on just beyond.

      They entered the station, Kyren stepping through first, rifle at the ready. The pristine white corridors were empty, devoid of all, including sound. He motioned and the others came through behind.

      “Where to now?” squeaked Benjam.

      “Not sure,” he replied, just before he spotted it, a small flutter of color.

      There, a flitting shape, marigold yellow, it appeared to be a butterfly. But as it drew closer, he could see the elongated, shimmering body. It wasn’t a butterfly, it was a serkin. It flitted past and continued on down the hall.

      “I think that’s the way,” he said, pointing after it.

      They followed the serkin for some ways, twisting and turning, Kyren keeping mental note on the return route. They came out into a large atrium, vaulted dome ceiling revealing the nebula and bright new stars in all their glory. As the serkin flew toward the foliage at the center he saw it erupt into color as hundreds upon hundreds of serkins fluttered and then settled back down.

      As he approached they took flight, a swirling tornado of color. Before his eyes they began to flow into a shape, forming the semblance of a face.

      “Welcome, Kyren. You will come to know me, in another form, as I have known you,” the face spoke, a rich female voice forming out of nowhere.

      “Um, hi,” he replied cautiously.

      “Greetings Alis and Benjam, welcome to my vessel. I can help you reach your destination, I can help you travel, for I am the Traveler,” the voice continued.

      “So where will you help us go?” Kyren asked.

      “You have many light years to traverse, and many millennia to journey through. I require something in return from you, Kyren,” the Traveler spoke somberly.

      “What do you need?” Kyren asked tentatively.

      Dammit, what was this gonna cost? He had so little left, he didn’t know what a creature like this could want.

      “I require a memory. Not just any memory, but memory of a loved one, of one who was dear to you,” it replied.

      “Okay, what memory?” he asked.

      “The memory of your brother, Kyren. I shall consume it and it will be no more.”

      “What?! I can’t… that’s not… but, I… no!” he responded, flabbergasted.

      How could he give up Athar’s memory? Was it worth it?

      “And there’s no other way?” he queried, dreading the answer.

      “None,” the Traveler affirmed.

      How could he do it? His memory was all he had. He remembered them rough-housing as small boys, earning the ire of their mother. That was before she had fallen ill and died. After, Athar had been his caretaker, providing for him, teaching him, raising him.

      He remembered fondly their days together, Athar teaching him how to fight. Athar teaching him why to fight. Lazy days swimming in the canal or stealing kebabs from Morke the meat vendor, they had spent the years growing up together, learning to survive the mean streets of Magar City. Always together.

      In the end he knew Athar would be proud of him, would be proud of how he stood up for his friends, stood up for innocents. He knew he would approve, and Kyren knew it would be okay. His guilt for his brother’s death evaporated like steam. He realized he made some foolish mistakes but his brother would have let him off the hook, so he realized he should do the same for himself.

      “Yes, keep going,” the Traveler crooned, as Kyren felt a strange sensation.

      He felt as if his head were underwater, gently sloshing back and forth. Sound became muffled as Alis and Benjam looked on in concern. Then it passed and he shook his head, reorienting himself.

      “Kyren, are you okay,” Alis said.

      He realized he was leaning against her.

      Getting his feet underneath him, he replied “yeah, I’m okay now. What happened?”

      “Your memory, that thing was going to take your memory.”

      “What memory?”

      “Your brother’s memory,” she replied.

      “Brother, I don’t have a brother,” he replied, puzzled.

      He’d never mentioned a brother to Alis, why did she think he had one?

      “I shall open the portal now,” the Traveler spoke ominously. “You shall journey seventeen-thousand years, two-hundred-sixty-seven days into the past.

      The air shimmered before them and the lights dimmed. A rift in space opened and tore into a jagged portal. The scene beyond showed a long, broad beach lit by moonlight, waves lapping gently up the shore. Kyren instantly recognized it as the beach in the vision Joraq had shown him.

      “C’mon, let’s get through before something happens,” Kyren suggested, moving for the portal.

      He stepped through, squinting, expecting something to happen, expecting to at least feel something. But nothing, no sensation, one second he was aboard the pristine station, the next he was just standing on the beach in the moonlight. Alis and Benjam followed hesitantly.

      He glanced back to ask the Traveler a question, but the portal was already gone.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            25

          

          

      

    

    







            Azoria

          

        

      

    

    
      Three pale moons hung in the sky in various phases, illuminating the beach they stood upon. The sand stretched dozens of yards in either direction, so gently sloping it was nearly flat. The water from a wave was propelled up the sand, ceasing forward motion and rolling back to the sea inches from Kyren’s feet. It was exactly as Joraq had shown him.

      “Where do you think we are, Kyren?” Alis asked.

      Before he could respond he heard a warning cry and several barked orders in an alien tongue. Galloping onto the beach were several riders on the backs of large horse-like creatures. The beasts were septupedal, long equine face ending in a prehensile trunk. They thundered towards them, the riders coming into view as well.

      The riders were tall and slender, broad shoulders and arched backs. They had dark blue skin, bald heads, and oblong eyes with small mouths and nostrils. They wore simple clothing in muted natural colors. Kyren’s instinct was to draw his gun and start blasting. Their aggressive approach raised his hackles. But he held firm, there was no sense making an enemy their first few seconds here. Wherever here was.

      “Hold, don’t react, just hold,” Kyren commanded.

      As the riders drew near, he saw them reach for something, drawing out what appeared to be a tangle of cords. No, wait, a net? The lead rider came within throwing distance and release what he now realized was a net. It expanded and sailed toward him, but he didn’t attempt to dodge, he just let it envelop him. He knew this was happening as in the vision Joraq had shown him.

      The weight of the net took him from his feet. The alien dismounted in an acrobatic leap and landed upon him, driving the air from his lungs. He spotted the other two riders leaping onto their targets as well. He heard Benjam squeak and Alis grunt and curse.

      He was roughly lifted and slung over the back end of the mount, rider leaping on again and spurring the creature into motion. He spotted Alis and Benjam hanging off the backs of the other two mounts.

      Keeping silent but aware, he watched as they rode on, up the gently sloping hillside just beyond the beach. After a couple minutes of riding, the grassy terrain gave way to stone pavers. He spotted stone buildings, massive columns and wide causeways as they rode through this new moonlit city.

      Shapes flitted in the darkness, humanoids with the blue skin. They resembled the AI Skotty. These had to be the same race, it couldn’t be a mere coincidence. Kyren realized that if he had indeed gone back in time, he would have to find a way to lay the groundwork for all the other bits of information contained within the core.

      But that wouldn’t be possible if they didn’t somehow obtain their freedom. He decided to watch and to wait. Perhaps opportunity would present itself, he thought.

      They were led up to a massive stone building many stories tall and unceremoniously dumped to the stone. The net was untangled and he was lifted roughly to his feet by firm four-fingered alien hands. He was relieved of his weapons, then the alien said more indecipherable gibberish and pointed at the doorway before him.

      He looked at Alis and Benjam, who had both righted themselves too, and nodded toward the door. Alis glowered as the aliens bent to take her wrench. Kyren shook his head slightly. She looked frustrated but acquiesced, allowing the strange beings to disarm her.

      Kyren led the way through the doorway and into the darkened room beyond. A dim glow came from a large brazier in the center of the wide space. Seated upon some cushions on the other side, was another blue-skinned alien. This one was decidedly female, regal purple robes velvety and pristine.

      She stood and barked an order in the creatures’ strange language. Several more aliens emerged from the shadows and advanced on him. They bore what appeared to be small pistols of some form.

      Bracing himself as they advanced, they chattered amongst themselves. Several rough pairs of hands restrained him and the pistol was raised to his neck, placed against the skin. He felt a sting of pain and then it dissipated. Suddenly, the babbling began to make sense.

      “What are these funny looking things?”

      “Look how fuzzy they are.”

      “What do you think Leicara will do with them?”

      “The matriarch will decide. Enough chatter, you lot!” the feminine alien brought the chatter to a halt.

      With a hiss, both Alis and Benjam were injected with whatever had been given to him. Whatever it was, it seemed to be responsible for suddenly being able to understand the creatures.

      “So now we can speak, is that it?” Kyren asked his captors placidly. “Whatever you injected us with allows for communication, then?”

      “Indeed,” the woman said, stepping forward toward them. “I am Elcidaria, royal Sister. You are trespassers in our land. Who are you? I have given you the power to communicate with us, use it wisely strangelings.”

      “I am Kyren, my companions are Alis and Benjam. We have crossed a vast distance to be here to fulfill a purpose,” he admitted, deciding he had nothing to lose with the truth.

      “Welcome, then. Are you emissaries for your kind? Or simply lonely travelers?”

      “Lonely travelers, we are,” Benjam squeaked. “We have no people to represent.”

      “Very well. Perhaps you have been brought here for a purpose though. Come, let us meet my royal Queen, my sister.”

      Elcidaria motioned for them to follow as she made for the corridor exiting the room. They took many twists and turns, ending up in a broad central courtyard, ringed by lush foliage. She took them across the courtyard, harsh stone replaced with spongy moss and tender young grasses. A large tree stood in one corner, and beneath it sat a figure, bathed in the moonlight. She rose as they approached.

      “Your grace, I have brought the interlopers,” Elcidaria said with a bow.

      “Yes, I see you have,” she said in a confident, commanding voice.

      Kyren put out his hands and spoke, placatingly, “Leicara, is it? We’re not here to harm anyone. We’re travelers on a long journey. At this point we’d appreciate your hospitality, as we’ve no where else to go.”

      “You speak as a noble, are you of your species’ leadership caste?” Leicara questioned, moving closer to them.

      “Leadership caste? No, I’m no leader, just a guy trying to keep the galaxy from destruction, that’s all,” Kyren replied with a chuckle, realizing it was bluntly honest.

      “Well, I appreciate the way you speak. But I cannot know if you’re truly sincere. Subterfuge abounds in these times. We must be wary,” she responded.

      “Is there any way we can prove ourselves to you?” he implored.

      “Yes, there is a way, although you may be uncomfortable to share what you will be asked to share.”

      “Okay, well, I’ll take a little discomfort if it’ll prove we’re not here to hurt you,” Kyren affirmed.

      “Fair enough, traveler. Brace yourself,” she said as she raised her hands to the tree and motioned at him.

      Suddenly tiny shapes began to flit from the tree, darting and fluttering around him in a dazzling array of color. Serkins!

      “My pretties will draw your memories from you, they will extract the sum of your life. And then I will absorb it from them and judge you. Will you submit?”

      “Yes,” he said, lowering his head and bracing himself.

      The serkins streaked toward him and began fluttering around him. Their faint, delicate touch on his skin amplified and amplified, until the tickling of the hundreds of serkins was nearly too much to bear. He stood fast though, and let them be about their work. Whatever it was they were doing, he felt none of it, beyond their gentle touch.

      Minutes later the serkins disengaged and moved from him to Leicara. They began swirling around her, alighting upon her exposed skin. Her eyes twitched and she began to shudder.

      “No… there is something missing. You have a hole in your memory. My serkins are distraught. They have never encountered such a thing. But the rest of your memories validate your words. I see you are seeking to stop a great calamity, although I understand it not.”

      “Yes, you see we mean you no harm. You see we have a difficult road ahead of us. You see we could use allies,” he pleaded.

      “At this time, I believe we could both use allies. Welcome to Azoria, Kyren,” Leicara said extending a four-fingered hand.
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      Alis woke as the wan light of dawn streamed in through the open balcony. The air was balmy and the wind light. She could smell the ocean, even at this distance from the shore. Stretching, she rolled from the plush bed and stood, drawing on her coveralls.

      She made her way out onto the balcony and welcomed the rising sun. She didn’t know what they would do next, or how they would accomplish what was set out for them. Hell, she didn’t even know where they were. Doubt struck her as she wondered just how they would get about their tasks, she wondered just how long it might take.

      How long would they have? She had no idea, and that was worrying. How fast did they need to move?

      “Mornin’ Alis,” Kyren said from the balcony next to hers. He was sitting, sipping a beverage from a large mug. “You should try the tea, it’s really good. There’s a pot outside your door.”

      She fetched the pot and mug and poured the tea, which was still steaming hot. She examined the pot and found a tiny control panel. She touched it and a holopanel sprang into existence. She saw temperature controls. It seemed this pot could both heat and cool. Neat gadget, that’s some tech, she thought.

      These beings seemed to live rather simply, primitively. But here was some pretty advanced tech. She wondered what other surprises these people had in store. She only hoped they would be the allies Leicara claimed them to be.

      “So Kyren, how much time do you think we have? To accomplish what we need to, you know?” she asked him, hoping he had a better answer than she.

      “Well, what we need to do is complicated. I don’t see any way to accomplish it quickly. We need to gain these people’s trust, they’ve got to be the way to our goals. Why else would we be here?”

      “So how do we get started, anyway? What’s our first step?”

      “We’ve already started. We’ve earned their trust, or at least begun to. It’s all we can do at the moment, until we find out more.”

      “Hello,” Benjam squeaked from his balcony, the other side of her.

      “Hey Benjam, do you think you can calculate a timeline? Do you think you could figure out how much time we’ve got here?” Kyren asked him as the light began to grow, dawn coming fully into being.

      “Well, I’ll need some pretty dramatic computing power, and time to run simulations. I’ve already been building a theory, but I’m not ready to discuss it yet. So yes, I can, but access to computing is what I need most,” he explained.

      “Okay, I’ll ask Leicara when we speak with her next,” he promised.

      “So they injected us with something, nanites I suspect, that have somehow given us the ability to understand their speech. That’s some advanced tech. These teapots are also high-tech too. They seem to live simply but they’ve got some serious technology. Hopefully they’ll give us access to the computers you need, Benjam. They should have them,” Alis remarked.

      A soft knock sounded at her door, so she went and answered. Opening the door revealed an Azorian, clad in simple rough spun tan clothing.

      She bowed slightly and spoke softly, “You are requested for an audience with the queen.”

      She stepped out and saw two other attendants scurrying away from Kyren’s and Benjam’s doors also.

      “Well, let’s go see what the good queen has to say,” Kyren said, following the Azorians.

      “Maybe she has a computer I can use,” Benjam squeaked hopefully.

      Alis and the others made their way down the hall, winding through the corridors of the stone building. Shortly they reached a set of large double doors, heavy wood fitted to the stone corridor perfectly.

      The doors swung inward and they were ushered across the threshold. A spacious chamber with a throne at one end was filled with waiting Azorians. A murmur went up through the crowd as they entered and followed the attendants up to the throne.

      Leicara stood there holding a holopad of some form, its semi-transparent screen floating in the air before her.

      She greeted them, “Welcome Kyren, Alis, and Benjam. I hope you have been made comfortable.”

      “We have, thanks for the hospitality,” Kyren replied.

      His tone turned diplomatic, “Leicara, we have several requests, things we require during our stay here.”

      “Indeed, what can I do for you? Please, speak freely,” Leicara responded, sounding gracious, but peering intently at Kyren.

      “For one, I would like to learn more about you and your people,” Kyren requested. “Also, where exactly are we in the galaxy?”

      “Yes, we can spend more time together, and I will answer all your questions. I will reveal the workings of our society,” Leicara crooned. “And as for your second question, our territory lies in the Scutum-Centaurus arm.”

      Alis didn’t like the tone of her voice, she sounded like she was stalking Kyren, ready to prey upon him. She felt her ears go flat, belying her response. Leicara did not miss it.

      “Fear not, Alis, you are all safe here. We will not harm you, nor let you come to harm. As the leader of the Nevthifar I can assure you of this.”

      “What about access to a computer, we need that too,” Alis demanded, flustered by the alien woman’s direct gaze.

      “Yes, I need to run simulations, I’ll need at least a nettron of processing power, if you can provide it,” Benjam spoke up.

      “Done, you’ll have access to our most powerful processors,” she replied. “Now, Kyren, come with me and we shall discuss my people, and our predicament.”

      “Alis, Benjam, go see what you can figure out with their computers, I’ll try to learn what I can,” Kyren responded, as she and Benjam were ushered from the room.

      Alis resisted the urge to growl and stalked away angrily instead.
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      Kyren followed Leicara through the facility, returning to the garden where she had originally received them. The sun had risen fully now, but was still not high enough to peer over the walls yet. The courtyard was still in shadow. Leicara strolled amid the trees in silence and Kyren followed.

      He spotted movement and turned to see several serkins, gently flapping their wings as they sat upon a branch. They took flight and fluttered after him.

      “Ah yes, the serkins have noticed you. They seem to find you an anomaly. They are incredibly interested in you, in why you have a missing memory,” Leicara explained. “It seems they may have become somewhat obsessed.”

      “But I’m not missing any memory,” he denied.

      “Well, regardless, they seem to be more interested in you than anyone I’ve ever seen.”

      “So you said you needed allies. Allies against whom?” he said bluntly, figuring that was the most important of all the questions he could ask.

      “Yes, indeed, straight to the point. I appreciate your directness, Kyren. I’ll try to be as forthcoming as I can be,” she began, pausing to collect herself before continuing. “We are a people divided, simply put. There is a schism so great that nothing can overcome the division. We are the Nevthifar, our brothers and sisters the Halifax, our mortal enemies.”

      “So you are at war. A civil war?”

      “Yes. But we do not war as typical races do. We understand and value our precious existence. Therefore we battle by proxy, chosen warriors contesting for each side,” she admitted. “But these battles consume resources. All the while, a greater threat looms. I have dreamed of what is coming. I have seen the egg that arrives from space, I have seen what we must do to stop it. But it will cost our people all to defeat this threat.”

      “You’ve seen it? You’ve seen the Kirugi?” he asked, intrigued.

      “You know of this creature? Tell me all!” Leicara pleaded.

      “It comes from space, lands on a planet, and then shoots its eggs back into space to repeat the cycle all over again. It would seem it threatens all sentient life in the galaxy. It’s a plague that must be stopped before it can be allowed to spread,” Kyren explained as best as he understood it.

      “How do you come to know of this?” she asked, curious.

      “I have a…” what was Elarra, anyway? A companion? A counselor? A friend? What was she after what she had done to Alis?

      “I know someone who can see the future. Yeah, I know, sounds crazy, but she’s seen it. She’s shared her vision with me, and I know how to fight it. Well, I know something we can use to fight it,” he tried to explain.

      “I too have seen this Kirugi. I know a way to fight it, but if I do, I leave my people vulnerable. The enemy will overcome us if we weaken ourselves by fighting this new threat. But we cannot let the galaxy be overrun, can we? Our people’s survival is meaningless if there is no galaxy in which to survive. Yet to save the galaxy, we lose.”

      “Sounds like a dilemma. But you’re hoping we can shift that balance of power, then?”

      “Yes, indeed, you may be just the advantage we need to maintain our tenuous hold,” she admitted, her cheeks flushing a faint purple.

      “So who are these enemies? Another faction of your own people, I’m guessing?” Kyren posited.

      “Yes, the Halifax are our brothers and sisters, they just follow a different path. They oppose our rule at every turn, fighting for power, for control.”

      “So how do you fight? Where do you wage war? I’ve seen no warriors, no war machines, no battle zones,” he wondered.

      “Our battles are fought where and when appropriate, by proxy,” Leicara revealed.

      “Proxy? You have gladiators, then?” he asked in surprise.

      “Ah yes, this term of yours, “gladiators” does adequately describe our warriors, and how they resolve our conflicts,” she confirmed.

      “And let me guess,” he said confidently. “You use bots to fight your battles.”

      “Yes, you are quite astute,” she said, reaching out and resting a hand upon his arm.

      Her touch was warm and soft, and not unpleasant. He reached out and placed his hand over hers.

      “I’m here to accomplish some very specific tasks. Aid me, and I’ll do whatever is in my power to help you with your enemies, both internal and external,” Kyren offered.

      “Very well, it would seem we have a mutual purpose, then,” she said, releasing him and staring intently, her purple irises fixed upon him.

      “So the first thing we need is computer access. We’ll need serious computing power and access to all your networks. And I need to know everything about Skotinicene’s station and the giant robot,” Kyren said, taking a chance and guessing at the connections that were just now becoming apparent.

      “You are indeed special if you know of both Skotinicene and the Gaidan,” Leicara confirmed. “Come, let us join your companions and I will provide the access you require.”

      She smiled at him, her eyes twinkling. He wasn’t entirely sure he was okay with how she was looking at him.
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      Benjam followed the attendant as he left the room, Alis trailed behind. The plainly-clad Azorian led them through the facility, back out into the bright morning sunshine.

      “This way,” the attendant said meekly.

      “I’m Benjam, what’s you’re name?” he asked, in what he hoped was his friendliest tone.

      “My name is Heston,” the attendant replied sheepishly.

      “So you are a worker? It seems to be a large compound, from what I’ve seen. Does your family live here as well? Do they work here too?” Benjam asked as he squiggled alongside the Azorian.

      “Work? We are the Dras, we serve. It is our way,” he replied, eying Benjam warily.

      When Benjam’s silence indicated he had not really understood, Heston continued, “You see, Leicara is Yal, we are Dras. The Yal have always led the way, and the Dras have always followed. We do as the Yal command, for we always have.”

      “Seems like kind of a stupid reason to me,” Alis interjected, immediately looking like she regretted speaking.

      “It may be as you speak, but it does not change the reality of our ways. We have always been subservient to the Yal, and we shall always be so.”

      He led them on, down wide causeways, past more stone buildings, some several stories tall. He noted how the stone appeared to be fused together, fitting like puzzle pieces, no obvious mortar. A gentle breeze blew in, carrying the scent of the sea. Benjam’s nostrils flared as he took in the salty air.

      “So how about cities? Is this the only one or are there more?” Benjam questioned further.

      “Oh, this is not a city, honored guest. This is the Eivolon, Leicara’s familial home. There are many cities scattered across the world, Terakesh being the nearest. Perhaps Leicara will take you to visit. It is beautiful, I have heard.”

      “You’ve never been?” Benjam asked, surprised.

      “I’ve never left the Eivolon. My family and I have been here all our lives, we’ve never been sent beyond the compound,” he replied sheepishly.

      They approached a plain stone building that stood two stories tall. Next to the entrance was a small holopanel. The attendant began to tap in commands. Moments later the door slid aside, revealing the dimly lit interior. Heston stepped through the doorway and motioned for them to follow.

      As Benjam entered he quickly scanned around, taking in the large room. The room occupied the entirety of the building, spanning twenty yards by twenty yards, vaulted ceiling dimly lit by softly glowing orbs hanging down on wires. There were control stations dotting the exterior of the walls, enough for more than a dozen occupants. In the center stood a pedestal with several controls.

      “Come, let me show you how to operate the computer,” Heston said, making for the central pedestal.

      Benjam followed, watching intently as he began to manipulate the controls on the pedestal. A holopanel sprang to life in front of them, shimmering in the air. Heston began to key in commands, and the room was bathed in light.

      Only it wasn’t the ceiling lights that had illuminated everything, but a giant cylindrical holoscreen that ringed the large space. Benjam was impressed with the interface, now he just wondered about the processing power. How much capacity would they have. He reached out to the controls, tentatively waiting for Heston’s approval.

      “Yes, go ahead,” Heston said, bowing slightly and stepping out of the way.

      Benjam began to examine the panel, keying in commands experimentally. Soon enough he felt he had the grasp of the programming methodology and tried some simple calculations. The results were displayed instantly.

      He continued increasing the difficulty of the calculations, but could not get the computer to hesitate. Yes, this system likely had tremendous processing power. It would do, at least for now.

      “Do you wish me to remain?” Heston asked meekly.

      “I think we can take it from here, Heston,” Benjam said, placing a tentacle on the Azorian’s shoulder. “Thank you for your help.”

      “My honor to serve you today, revered guests,” he said, bowing and backing out the door.

      “Well he sounded a little repressed. Never left the compound? What is he, a slave?” Alis asked, anger creeping into her voice.

      “It would seem they perhaps have some odd ways,” Benjam concurred. “But slave I think is not accurate. They seem to be somewhat feudal. I would assume Heston is of the peasant caste, whereas Leicara is the ruling class.”

      “Well, I don’t care what class, slavery sucks either way,” she remarked hotly.

      “Let’s just see what we can do about this computer, let’s see what we can learn, shall we?” he suggested, hoping to change the topic.

      Benjam turned back to the panel and programmed in some more calculations. “Let me see if I can build the time-bomb model.”

      He went to work, programming in the equations and the necessary data. Alis began to fiddle with one of the auxiliary control stations. He noticed she had converted her wrench to data reader and was attempting to interface with the alien systems. Benjam had seen her relief when their possessions had been returned to them, he knew how much she valued her wrench. Diverting his attention back to the time-bomb model, he continued with his programming.

      More than an hour later, Leicara entered the building, Kyren following after.

      “Benjam, I’m glad to see you are at work. I hope our computing resources are adequate for your purposes,” Leicara called out.

      “Yes, indeed they are sufficient. Your system seems to have many nettrons of processing power, it should be more than enough for our purposes,” he acknowledged.

      “Alis, Benjam, we need to talk. Leicara knows of the Kirugi too. And it seems it may be on its way here, as well,” Kyren said, his voice grave.

      He spent a few minutes and relayed the conversation between himself and Leicara, explaining that she too had seen the Kirugi, like Elarra had. He explained how their society was on the brink of civil war, divided cleanly into two opposing factions. Benjam understood that there were threats on all sides, even if it seemed peaceful in the here and now.

      “I shall leave you to your work,” Leicara said as Kyren explained.
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      Kyren rubbed his eyes and stretched in his seat, “We’ve been at this for two days now, I’m going googly-eyed.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Alis concurred, ears wilting.

      They had spent all of their waking hours researching what Leicara had provided them with. They discovered a vast network of documents and media, categorized by some archaic sorting system lost on Kyren. It seemed like a ton of junk, and it seemed they just had to wade in and start picking things apart.

      Hours upon end of watching vids, reading documents, and panning through holo albums, while taxing, had also been revealing. They had learned that Azorian society was primarily agrarian. There were huge farms scattered across the land, lying between the great cities. Kyren had also gleaned that they possessed advanced weaponry, but found little evidence of its use anywhere, outside of some historical records of minor alien conflicts.

      “Hey Benjam,” Kyren called across the room. “Have you made any progress?”

      “I’d hate to bias my final results, but the preliminary conclusion is… well…” he began, but stammered. “Well, it is frighteningly coincidental.”

      “Okay, out with it, then!” Alis grunted.

      “So how long ago did Skotty at the station say he met you, Kyren? Seventeen thousand something, right? And how far back did the Traveler say we were being sent? Seventeen thousand something, right?”

      “Okay, so we’ve gone back in time seventeen thousand and something years. I thought that was likely anyway,” Kyren responded.

      “Yes, I’m not disputing it. It’s just something else seems to be coming out to seventeen thousand and something years. My simulations on the effects of the time bomb have been running for some time now. I am finding a saddle point in the sigma-surface. Still far from exact. But yes, seventeen thousand years.”

      Kyren took a moment to digest what that meant, but only got indigestion of the brain.

      “That’s significant but what’s the point?” Kyren admitted to his lack of understanding.

      “The time bomb synced up with the computer’s time core. When it detonated, it took the Epsilon Computer with it. But it wasn’t just removed from its physical location, it was removed from the timeline entirely. But the time bomb’s power was, it would seem, finite. It only had a short-range reach.”

      “So if we’re here farther back than seventeen thousand and something years, then there’s a chance that the time bomb hasn’t taken effect yet,” Alis finished for Benjam.

      “Which means there’s a chance the Epsilon Computer still exists! Tharox’s all-knowing future-calculating computer could still be out there. Do you know what that means?” Kyren said, unable to hide his excitement. “You know what we can use it for?”

      “There are a tremendous number of things one could ask a prescient computer. I have already begun to compile a list of preliminary control questions. I…” Benjam tried to continue but Kyren held up his hand.

      “Benjam, we can ask the computer about the single most important thing. Where is the Kirugi heading?” Kyren said victoriously.

      “Hello all, I hope you are well. Have my people taken good care of you?” Leicara called, striding into the vid-itorium, as Kyren had begun to call it.

      “Yeah, they’re really good to us,” Kyren responded.

      “They’ve done an outstanding job, pity they don’t know anything more than a life of servitude,” Alis interjected, glaring at Leicara.

      “We live as we do, because it has always been our way. Happiness and health abound, my people want for naught,” she replied placatingly.

      Kyren could see by the backward cant of her ears Alis was not impressed with her answer but thankfully she let it drop.

      “Well, as to the reason I’m here,” Leicara began, clearing her throat slightly. “I would like to invite you to come to Terakesh with myself and my court. We have business to attend to and I think you might find it interesting. But we must leave post haste.”

      “Benjam, you going to come, or keep working?” Kyren inquired.

      “I’ll stay behind and tune my simulation some more,” he squeaked back.

      Kyren and Alis followed Leicara out of the vid-itorium, where a long sleek aerocar was waiting. They climbed aboard after Leicara. The car’s spacious interior was already occupied by Elcidaria and several other Azorians, dressed in finery similar to Leicara’s. They chatted casually in low tones, dull conversation filling the car.

      Until Kyren and Alis entered, that was, and the conversation abruptly ceased. Kyren felt every eye in the vehicle on he and Alis. The scrutiny of the purple alien eyes was discomforting.

      “Welcome, Kyren and Alis. Please, sit beside me and we shall speak,” a slender Azorian woman called, motioning to the seats next to hers.

      Kyren sat next to her and Alis sat alongside him.

      “You know our names, so what’s yours?” Kyren asked suspiciously.

      “I’m Kiana, Leicara’s cousin,” she replied with a slight giggle. “Sorry, I forget you don’t know our people’s ways. I’m third in succession to the queen.”

      Kyren and Alis both stared back, blankly, so Leicara spoke playfully, “That means she is third-in-charge.”

      “Yes, you always remind me of your primacy, cousin,” Kiana said, feigning great insult. “So Kyren, where you are from, are you considered Yal?”

      “I’ve heard that term once before, but I don’t think I understand,” he replied honestly.

      “Leicara and I, and the rest of the passengers of the car, are all Yal. We shepherd the Dras, they need our guidance. In return for their service, we provide them with a prosperous society.”

      “They’re slaves, though. Doesn’t that register to any of you people?” Alis asked, incredulous.

      “But they need our guidance. Our traditions keep our society functioning. In return for stability and prosperity, we require our people to work. They are simply building their own future by contributing to the whole,” Kiana defended.

      “Yes, but you live like royalty, while the others work. What gives you the right?” Alis shot back.

      “Well, we have superior judgment and intellect, you see. The Dras are just simply incapable of taking charge of themselves without disastrous results.”

      “Yeah, okay. Time to check out of this conversation,” Alis said, turning to look out the window as the car lifted off and began to fly, just above the buildings and treetops, streaking for the edge of the compound.

      Kiana blushed and awkwardly turned back to her companions. Kyren spent the next several minutes in uncomfortable silence. The car finally touched down on the outskirts of the compound, a massive shuttlecraft parked on a landing pad next to them. Dozens of Azorians, the lowly Dras clad in rough-spun tan robes, scurried around, loading crates and performing other menial tasks.

      As Kyren followed Alis out of the vehicle, he spotted something that made his heart race. Stalking toward the shuttle’s open cargo bay door was a large bot, standing nearly seven feet tall. Broad shoulders were padded by heavy armor plates, the torso equivalently armored. The head was narrow and bore two antennae and a single large lens for an eye.

      He spotted the controller several paces behind, working with two control gloves and a holopanel hovering in the air before her. The bot disappeared into the shuttle’s hold.

      “Yes, that was our bot, known as Omega,” Leicara informed him. “Come, let’s board the shuttle and I’ll introduce you.”

      They boarded the shuttle, which was full of passengers. All appeared to be of the Yal class, dressed in finery and being attended to by those in rough-spun clothing. Leicara led them deeper into the shuttle, past the passenger compartments and into the cargo hold, where the bot stood against one wall, harnessed to several support trusses.

      A handful of Azorians dressed in golden tunics scurried around the bot, working on the hardware. The controller stood to the side and worked her holopanel with great speed. Images and constructs flew by as she programmed her bot.

      “This is Ovia, my champion bot-fighter. Ovia, this is Kyren and Alis, our honored guests,” Leicara introduced them.

      “So I see you’ve got some attack constructs there, and a defensive matrix. What can this bot do?” Kyren asked enthusiastically.

      “Watch,” Ovia said with a lopsided grin, and hit a button next to the support trusses.

      The restraints retracted and the bot stepped away from the wall. Ovia touched a button on the control gloves she was wearing and the holopanel disappeared. She reached out to shake Kyren’s hand, and the bot’s hand extended. She made a fist, it made a fist. She jumped into a fighting stance and threw some kicks and punches, and the bot mirrored her exactly. Touching the button again, the bot returned to its previous passive state, and the holopanel returned.

      “Nice, looks like you’ve got both programmed routines and direct control,” Kyren noted.

      “Indeed. And haptic feedback, as well,” Ovia informed.

      “Come, let’s go to my chambers, you’ll really appreciate the view,” Leicara suggested.

      Kyren turned away reluctantly and followed.
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      Kyren stood at the balcony before the great window and watched as the landscape rolled on beneath them, fields of various crops checkering the land below. They flew inland, leaving the ocean behind. The flight lasted nearly thirty minutes, he assumed, but had no judge of how fast they had been traveling, so any sense of distance was lost to him.

      On the horizon was a dark splotch upon the gently rolling hills. As they neared it grew larger and Kyren could make out buildings, multi-storied gray stone structures with simple square windows. The city sprawled out before them as they approached, the shuttle bearing for a massive complex at the center of the city.

      A long courtyard extended below them, a multitude of shuttles, all appearing to be of unique design, were parked within. The shuttle was descending, bearing for an empty piece of ground. They touched down and everyone began to offload.

      Leicara led them through the soft sunshine of the late afternoon. As they traversed the massive complex, her huge entourage in tow. Kyren noted several things. First, there were equal numbers of Yal nobles and Dras commoners, it seemed.

      Second, the construction here was opulent in comparison with Leicara’s compound. There were actually columns, carved facades, and other details absent elsewhere. This place definitely held some significance for her and her people, he surmised.

      Lastly, he noted that there appeared to be no guards, no police, no authority. If this was truly a free-for-all, what exactly was keeping them in line? Tradition? Culture? If Leicara was truly in danger as she had professed, why not have armed guards?

      Kyren wished that he had the time to don his battle armor and grab his rifle, he felt quite defenseless without them. Unfortunately, he would just have to hope they didn’t run into trouble. Yeah right, who was he kidding? Hoping not to run into trouble was like pissing in the wind and hoping not to get wet. He chuckled to himself.

      “What’s so funny?” Alis prompted.

      “Nothing, actually. I was just thinking how strange it is there are no guards, no police. Nobody is armed. If Leicara is truly in danger, this is a terribly risky move. Keep your wrench handy, okay? I have a bad feeling about all of this,” he warned.

      She nodded, her ears swiveling back and forth as she panned the crowd, looking for the hidden danger they knew had to be out there.

      “Leicara,” Kyren called out, approaching her. “You said before you were in danger. Where are your guards, your warriors?”

      “Yes danger is around every corner, it would seem. But fear not, I am protected. My people are not completely defenseless,” she answered confidently.

      “Anyone who is that confident about the unknown is bound to be surprised sooner or later. I just don’t want to see it happen to you, Leicara,” Kyren admitted.

      “Thank you for your concern, but I am safe. This is the way our people resolve conflict, we don’t risk our lives needlessly, we abide by the way of the ring,” she explained.

      After several minutes of walking they reached the exterior of what appeared to be a huge amphitheater. Two massive holoscreens displayed a separate bot on each. Omega on one, another bot of similar design but with a red and blue color scheme on the other.

      Leicara’s entourage pared down to only a handful of Yal and Dras. They entered a private booth overlooking an arena. Comfortable seats ringed the railing and there were chairs and low tables in the rear of the compartment. Piled up on the tables were trays of foodstuffs and pitchers of beverages.

      Leicara indicated for them to take their seats. The crowd began to fill in the empty seats, and soon the entire arena was occupied. The hum of low conversation filled the arena, but it abruptly ceased when a giant holopanel flickered to life above the arena floor.

      Emanating from all over, a voice rang out, “This night, we settle our disputes. This night, we resolve our challenges.”

      The screen displayed the images of the two bots, and the crowd cheered.

      “So what dispute are we settling tonight?” Kyren asked Leicara.

      “A long running disagreement on the boundaries of the farmlands between us Nevthifar and the opposing Halifax. We shall settle it this evening, and no Azorian blood will be spilled. Such is our way.”

      The crowd hushed as music began to play. Kyren had a moment of deja-vu, and realized Joraq had shown him this. He shook his head and watched as a door opened and Omega strode out into the arena, greeted by a rising cheer. Another door, directly opposite Omega also opened and another bot, the other one from the displays, strode out. It was armored similar to Omega, but had three arms instead of two. According to the holoscreen this was “Havoc.”

      Ovia stood behind Omega and initiated mimic mode. She flicked her wrists and two shimmering blue blades of energy formed, extending forward from the back of each wrist. She dropped into a combat stance and performed several fighting moves. The crowd roared.

      Havoc’s controller did the same, eliciting more cacophony from the crowd. Ovia and the other bot fighter returned to their respective booths, and the bots began to circle each other. The screens showed two different maps, each indicating possession of a contested region.

      Leicara stood and took a small device from a pocket. She spoke into it and her voice rolled over the crowd.

      “People of Azoria, welcome. Tonight we resolve a dispute between Nevthifar and Halifax. Tonight we determine the rightful owner of the Ebran region.” Leicara spoke boldly, then screamed, “Bot fight!”

      Without a millisecond of hesitation the bots broke into a whirling dance of death. Their blue energy blades clashed, sending out showers of blue and white sparks. Havoc seemed to have the advantage, bearing one more arm and weapon than Omega.

      Kyren expected the fight to be over quickly, but Omega was fast. Faster, in fact, than Havoc was. Havoc whirled and struck, but Omega parried each blow. Riposting, Omega drove Havoc backward as it lashed out with its own wrist blades, a flurry of blows raining down on the defending bot.

      He spotted Ovia through the booth window, she was frantically programming, he assumed trying to find an attack routine that would break Havoc’s defenses. And then she found one. A darting slash from Omega elicited a shower of sparks, as one of the bot’s three arms tumbled to the arena floor, its energy blade extending from the wrist going dark.

      Omega reversed a slash and drew a huge furrow across Havoc’s chest plates, sending out a shower of sparks. Havoc used the opportunity to drive a blade down through Omega’s shoulder. More sparks exploded as liquid fire streamed from the wound.

      Ovia switched to mimic mode and performed a brutal double-strike with both wrist blades. The blades punched into the other bot’s side, releasing a gout of liquid fire along with the shower of sparks. Havoc staggered, left leg appearing to be disabled. Omega darted around, slashing and striking until Havoc fell.

      The crowd erupted into a raucous cheer as Ovia entered the arena. She stood next to Omega and raised her hands in victory. Omega mimicked her. Kyren spotted it, but it was already too late. Havoc had risen to its feet and now stood an arms reach from Ovia, who seemed entirely absorbed in her victory.

      Havoc lashed out with its remaining functioning energy blade and severed Ovia’s head from her neck. At that same moment, the door to their private booth burst open and several Dras darted in, panicked looks on their faces. Following them through the door were several more Dras, but these were armed. They bore small blades comprised of a blue energy, similar to that of the bots’ weapons.

      One of the new Azorians lashed out and plunged his blade through the nearest of Leicara’s attendants, her sister, Elcidaria. Kyren grimaced as he saw her body fall limp. Kyren heard Leicara scream.

      Several of Leicara’s entourage scrambled to their feet, drawing small silver cylinders. Pressing buttons, the cylinders flared to life, blue energy blades shimmering into existence.

      Before they could respond, the booth was shaken by a tremendous boom, a massive crack of thunder as Alis unloaded her sonic emitter. The forces attempting to stream into the room were driven back long enough for Leicara’s defenders to move to engage.

      Kyren looked around, rapidly analyzing the situation. They needed to get back to the shuttle, and fast. But their exit appeared to be blocked. He turned and looked over the railing. Yeah, it’d be possible to drop down to the arena floor, probably, he noted.

      “Kyren, look,” Alis pointed at Havoc’s controller, who had just entered the arena and was striding over to Ovia’s body.

      “Hit him now!” Kyren cried, and Alis discharged her wrench.

      The wall of sonic force hit the Azorian squarely in the back, sending him sliding out into the center of the arena. Kyren climbed over the railing, then held on as he lowered himself over the edge and dropped the remaining several feet. He landed hard and felt his ankle give, sending him into a pile.

      As he scrambled to his feet, he saw the opposing bot fighter also beginning to stand. Kyren knew what his only option was. He knew he had to make it to the only weapon available or they were doomed. So he went for Ovia’s body. Dropping to his knees he immediately stripped off her gloves and began to put them on. They fit awkwardly, due to his five-fingered hand, but he managed to don them anyway.

      He hit the only button he recognized, the mimic mode, and Omega’s hands snapped up. Kyren lashed out at opposing bot fighter, spearing him with an energy blade even as he was attempting to program in a kill routine. Havoc’s controller fell to the ground, still. The bot remained standing, motionless.

      Kyren commanded Omega to stand, then swung his arm in vicious strike, completely decapitating Havoc. The destroyed bot fell to the ground in a tremendous shower of sparks. He turned to the balcony to call to Alis and Leicara, but they were already descending to the arena floor. Now they just had to make it back to the shuttle in one piece.
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      Kyren quickly switched to programming mode and began to scramble through the holopanel looking for recognizable routines. He quickly swept through pages of commands and located a category labeled “stances.” He found one that sounded defensive and activated it, and the bot dropped into a fighting stance.

      Continuing to scroll through the unfamiliar interface he looked for more behavior protocols. If he couldn’t get this thing up and programmed, they’d never make it back, it’d be a losing battle with only manual controls.

      Ka-wham! Alis’ sonic emitter discharged again, a thundercrack flowing over the arena. He looked up to see several Halifax warriors, armed with short blue energy blades, get flung against the far wall by Alis’ blast.

      “C’mon Kyren, I can’t hold them off forever,” Alis said desperately.

      He struggled to get the programming completed, combining the chosen attack stance with an order to forge a path back to their shuttle, along with the behavior to protect himself and the others. Complicated enough programming, but in a foreign interface, it was beyond difficult.

      The attackers stood and picked up their blades, hesitant, not advancing, but certainly not retreating.

      As more attackers dropped down to the arena floor from the balcony, Alis called out, “Um, yeah, now Kyren, let’s go.”

      “There!” he cried triumphantly as he initiated the programming. Omega sprinted past them, whirling into the attackers, energy blades slicing through flesh like butter, blue blood slicking the stone floor.

      Kyren keyed in the next waypoint in the map he had built and directed the bot. It sprinted across the arena. He grabbed Alis and Leicara and ran after. A large door stood impassable and sealed. He switched to manual control and directed the bot to rip the door from its hinges.

      Turning, he made a flinging motion behind them and Omega chucked the massive stone door down the arena at the advancing Halifax warriors, sending them scattering. He reinitialized the bot’s autonomy and it led the way down the passage. They exited the arena and stepped out into a mild evening breeze.

      “Leicara, there were several aerocars in the cargo hold on your shuttle, right?” he prompted.

      “Yes, there were three. Perhaps we can contact the shuttle through Omega’s interface. If they are still intact they could pick us up,” she said hopefully.

      Kyren paused a moment and accessed the holopanel again, looking for communication features. Dammit this interface was like wearing someone else’s shoes. There, after some searching he found it.

      “Um yeah, guys, I’ve got Leicara and we’re coming in hot. We’re gonna need an extraction, okay?” he said, and waited, breath held.

      “This is Major Compolo,” a voice responded. “We are attempting to maintain defensive perimeter around the shuttle. Where do you need the aerocar?”

      “We’re on the east side of the arena, in the courtyard. I’ll hold them as long as possible but you’d better get here quick or we’ll be overrun,” he responded to the major.

      Alis’ emitter thundered several more times as he updated Omega’s programming. The bot sprang into action, charging into the emerging throng. Halifax warriors fell to the bot’s onslaught, but they were not without their successful strikes.

      The glowing energy blades tore chunks out of Omega’s armor and sent showers of sparks raining down, but none found vital purchase. Unfortunately, another throng was advancing from across the courtyard. They would be upon them in moments. This is going to get hairy, he thought.

      Queuing up more programming, he located some more complex routines and fighting moves and added them to the current runtime. Omega reversed course and bolted around them, interspersing itself between them and the advancing throng.

      “Just keep our back clear, okay Alis?” Kyren instructed.

      “Sure, I’ll just pin them…” Ka-wham! Her emitter fired again, drowning out her words.

      It was effective but everyone in the region knew they were here because of it. Oh well, couldn’t be helped, he just had to hope the aerocar would reach them in time.

      Omega squared off against the first wave of attackers, wading in and dealing death without hesitation. But not without cost. Much of the armor was damaged now, and several deeper gashes leaked hydraulic fluids. Each wave fell, but not without leaving its mark.

      Suddenly, crowd began to part, as another figure began to stride forward. Another bot, almost identical to Omega, but entirely undamaged, strode through the crowd, followed closely by its controller, an Azorian bot-fighter gloved as Kyren was.

      Hmmm, this could pose a problem, he thought. He queued up some more programming and sent Omega into full offensive mode. His only chance was to end it before it could start.

      The bot dashed toward the newcomer, leaping into the air and driving down with its blades. The enemy parried and sidestepped, launching an immediate counterattack before Omega had even landed. Several blows drew furious sparks and metal shrapnel, Omega staggered.

      The enemy bot came in with a flurry of blows, and Omega attempted to block. Only one of its arms didn’t respond, so it parried a couple of strikes before taking an energy blade to the chest compartment. The control holopanel went dark as the bot toppled to the ground.

      Shit! He had just lost the bot. He quickly scanned around for a weapon, spotting a dropped energy blade mere yards away. He dashed and snatched it up, scrambling back to Alis and Leicara.

      “Where’s our evac, Kyren?” Alis asked as she fired her emitter again.

      He looked up and was amazed to see an aerocar streaking toward them. It skidded to a halt beside them, door springing open. Two of Leicara’s Nevthifar warriors leapt out and sprinted to engage the enemy bot as it dashed toward them.

      “There, you asked for evac?” he said snarkily as they scrambled aboard.
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      Benjam was getting excited. This was the last analysis of his final results from the time-bomb simulation. Soon he would have an answer. Well, at least one within tolerable margins of error, anyway. He knew it wouldn’t be exact, but hopefully it would be a close enough approximation.

      He slowly squiggled around the room, pacing the circular interior past the consoles lining the walls. What did he know so far? There were two timelines, one where the Epsilon Computer exists, and one where it does not. And he knew the divergence could be at any time.

      They would have to accomplish all they could in the one timeline before it shifted to the next. All he could do was hope they would have enough time to accomplish everything. There were some tall orders to fill. Brain scan Tharox and program him to upload to Isa? Locate a space station and reprogram its AI? Find the giant robot? Locate the destination of the Kirugi?

      Those would likely be very difficult questions to answer, and at this time he had no idea how to go about them. Hopefully Kyren and Alis would get back soon so they could discuss all of it. Either way, he didn’t have much else to do, so he began to browse some historical files given to them by Leicara.

      It didn’t take long for him to get the feeling these records were reading like propaganda. The picture they painted was too black and white, too uncomplicated. The Halifax couldn’t really be that much worse than the Nevthifar, could they? They were the same people, after all, just divided into two opposing factions.

      According to the documents, at one time in their distant past, the Azorians warred amongst themselves. But as time passed and losses mounted, they searched for a way that would be less destructive to their society. They settled on bot fighting. As good a contest as any, he thought. Certainly better than slaughtering each other on the battlefield.

      Wondering if he could find anything about their primary questions, he began a search for giant robot. Soon he found record of the Gaidan, giant bots that were used for titanic bot fights. It seemed they were reserved for only the most major of conflicts. According to the documents, they hadn’t been deployed in over a hundred years.

      It seemed both sides possessed one each, and the technology to build more appeared to have been lost to the ages, a casualty of the forgotten wars. It was going to be next to impossible to get ahold of one, since there were only two to speak of, and neither’s location was even hinted at in the data he had access to.

      Benjam’s simulation finally stopped, and results began to spit out. He examined the mathematical analysis of the time-warp functions, and was relieved to see the final number. One hundred days before the time shift, give or take three point seven five percent.

      Well, that would give them time. Hopefully it would be enough for what they needed to accomplish. But most of what they would need to do would require access to the Nevthifar’s military systems. He didn’t think as strangers they would get such access.

      He heard voices filtering in from the open door and moments later Kyren, Alis, Leicara, and another Azorian, a male, entered. The male was larger in stature than Leicara, large for an Azorian. He was dressed in a white toga-like robe.

      “Hello Benjam, have the computational resources been sufficient?” Leicara asked.

      “Yes, indeed it has been sufficient. In fact, I’ve never worked with this magnitude of processing power before. Your technology is truly advanced, more so than anything I’ve encountered,” he responded, too much awe slipping into his voice.

      “Does that mean you’ve got results?” Kyren questioned.

      “I sure do,” Benjam happily squeaked back.

      “Let’s hold off on discussing your work, okay Benjam?” Alis interjected.

      Benjam recognized Alis’ distrust of Leicara right away. Perhaps they shouldn’t trust Leicara implicitly. She hadn’t shown them anything but hospitality, but by the look on his companions’ faces, he knew something had changed.

      “Yeah, we’ll talk about the results later. For now I need to fill you in,” Kyren said, hesitating before continuing. “You know the Azorians are in a civil war, but they use bot fighting to resolve their conflicts, right? So while they are divided, violently, they’ve done away with the need for warfare.”

      “Yes, I understand. It is a truly civilized system,” Benjam concurred.

      “Those days are no more, I’m afraid,” Leicara interjected, sadness evident in her voice.

      “The Halifax attempted to assassinate Leicara,” Alis informed him. “We fought off the assassins and barely escaped being overwhelmed.”

      “So you see, we are now engaged in an actual civil war. Many are going to die. But we have an advantage that the Halifax do not. We have you three,” the male Azorian finally spoke.

      “This is Dralok, chief of my warriors. He has been elevated to General of all my forces,” Leicara explained, seeming to want to say more.

      “Meager as they are,” Dralok finished the sentence for Leicara.

      “What of your advanced tech, your weapons like the Gaidan?” Benjam queried.

      “Yes, we are mobilizing our forces and regaining access to our ancient tech, but I’m afraid we are outnumbered by the Halifax,” Leicara admitted.

      “So how can we help? We are not war-fighters,” Benjam conceded.

      “We’re going to help fight the war, but we’re also going to help fight the Kirugi. Even now, a single Kirugi is heading here. In return for our help, I’ve asked Leicara to grant us full access to their network. All of it,” Kyren said, looking pointedly at Leicara, who nodded.

      “We will leave you to discuss your business. We shall send for you when we are ready,” Dralok replied, nodding slightly and exiting with Leicara.

      They waited some moments as their hosts left, before Kyren excitedly asked, “okay, what are the results? What did you find out, Benjam?”

      “I have determined that we have one hundred days until the timeline shifts, give or take about four days either way,” he replied confidently.

      “Alright, now we’ve got a timeline. Let’s go over what we know and see if Leicara provided us with anything useful,” Kyren said, sitting down at one of the consoles and bringing up a directory.

      Benjam was excited. They were making progress, they had a timeline. Now to just figure out how to pull it all off. But they would. He knew they had succeeded once before, after all, if the messages on the data core were any indicator.
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      Kyren was relieved at Benjam’s revelation. At least they had some time. Would it be enough, though? He could only hope. But, he knew they needed to move fast. Their list of tasks was actually pretty monumental, especially given the fact that they were outsiders here. They would need access to the Azorian’s military infrastructure in order to locate and gain access to Skotty’s station and the giant robot, the Gaidan.

      Hopefully Leicara had actually granted them enough access to find what they needed, but he doubted it. Kyren was grateful to have been accepted as an ally, but he was still suspicious, and couldn’t believe Leicara wouldn’t be also, even if she didn’t show it. They would just have to do the best they could with whatever she had given them.

      “Okay, so the first thing we should do is catalog what we have access to. Give us a better idea of research priorities, and help us see how forthcoming Leicara is actually being,” Kyren suggested.

      “What do we want to tackle first? The station? The robot? Tharox’s mind mapping? And has anyone thought about how we get back to our time?” Alis said, sounding a little exasperated.

      “I have been giving it some thought,” Benjam began hesitantly. “The energy needed to bridge two points in spacetime is astrophysical in magnitude. We’re talking the sum power of a black hole’s emissions, or a supernova captured in an instant. Whatever, or whoever, the Traveler was, found a way to generate enough power.”

      “So we just need to find a power source capable of generating a time portal, then?” Kyren proposed.

      “Yes, and hopefully the Azorians’ advanced technology will hold the key,” Benjam affirmed.

      “Great, so let’s use the rest of today to get an idea of what we have access to, then we can start fresh tomorrow morning,” Kyren proposed.

      “There’s one other thing we need to find,” Alis said enigmatically.

      “What?” Kyren and Benjam both asked simultaneously.

      “Remember where we were when we recorded the messages to ourselves? The waterfall room, we need to find it. And I suspect it’s here on the grounds,” she posited.

      “Okay, so we’ll also need to explore the grounds. I don’t think we should ask Leicara about it, at least not until we know how far we can trust her,” Kyren offered.

      Alis’ ears went flat as she snorted in derision, “not far, I’m sure.”

      They spent several hours reviewing the systems they now had access to. There was quite a few new networks they could reach now, and one of them seemed to be military in nature. At least she had given them something, hopefully they would find what they needed there.

      Finally, unable to stand it any longer, Kyren said, “Let’s finish up, I’m starving.”

      “I too am a little peckish,” Benjam offered, turning off the holopanels and squiggling to the door.

      They returned to their quarters to find trays of food, piles of small cakes and strips of some pale root vegetable, and pitchers of a sweet tea. They grabbed their food and gathered in Kyren’s room.

      “We’ve got access to a military network, we’ve got their public network, and it seems the compound’s private network, too,” Kyren said through a mouthful of one of the small, sweet cakes.

      “I found a medical network, as well,” Benjam informed them.

      “And I’ve got a map of the compound, too,” Alis chimed in.

      Kyren picked up one of the strange vegetable strips and hesitantly took a bite. It was crunchy, like a carrot. But it tasted like a mushroom, cooked in grease. It was surprisingly good, he promptly devoured his remaining sticks, following up with gulps of the sweet tea.

      “Let’s get some rest and start fresh in the morning. Alis, let’s take a self-guided tour of this place around sunrise, while you can get started on research, Benjam,” Kyren instructed, yawning.

      Alis and Benjam returned to their rooms, and Kyren stretched out on the bed. He was tired, exhausted in fact, but could not fall asleep. Their tasks were so monumental and they didn’t even know where to start. Hopefully things would fall into place, hopefully they would discover the information they needed. They had succeeded, after all, since they had left themselves the messages on the data core.

      Kyren’s mind ran over their problems, again and again. Eventually, he fell asleep, drifting into troubled dreams. His dreams were interrupted by a knock on the door. He sat up in bed and reached for the pistol he had stashed in the headboard.

      “Master Kyren,” a soft voice called out.

      Replacing the pistol, he threw on some pants and answered the door. An Azorian, a lowly Dras, stood just outside, holding folded white garments. It was Heston.

      “Hi, what’s with the early morning wake-up call?”

      “Master Dralok requests your presence, for your training is to begin today,” he said, bowing slightly and handing Kyren the garment.

      Heston then went to Alis’ door and knocked as well. Moments later a groggy looking Alis answered the door, wrapped in her sheet, hair askance. She glanced at Kyren, their eyes lingered on each other for a moment. Then she accepted the garment and disappeared back inside. Kyren returned to his room and donned the toga-like garb he had been given. When he emerged, Alis and Heston were standing in the hall, waiting.

      “So what’s Dralok training us for?” Kyren asked curiously.

      Thankfully, Heston knew, and answered, “You will begin battle training, with Master Dralok.”

      “What kind of battle training?” Kyren questioned.

      “The Master will address that question,” Heston replied meekly.

      “Let me tell Benjam where we’re going first,” he said, knocking on Benjam’s door, which opened a moment later.

      “We’re going to go train with Dralok,” Kyren informed him. “Go to the vid-itorium, we’ll join you when we’re finished.”

      They left the residence and followed Heston across the compound. They stopped before a large structure, walls curving away to either side of a large, open doorway. “Strength in Honor” was carved into the stone above the archway. Heston motioned for them to enter, then turned and strode away without a word.

      “Well, shall we?” Alis asked hesitantly, looking a little unsure.

      “Let’s see what Dralok has in store for us, eh?” he said, striding confidently into the building.

      They followed a narrow corridor and emerged in a spacious open arena, a raised platform bearing a large ring etched in the floor.

      Dralok stood in the center, in a similar garb, and spoke at their approach, “Welcome, Kyren and Alis, to your battle training. We begin with hand to hand combat.”

      He motioned them up onto the platform and into the ring. Dralok began to perform a series of moves, kicking, punching, throwing elbow strikes and other seemingly devastating attacks. He whirled and dodged, blocking invisible opponents and counterattacking. He finished with a yell, locking into a fighting stance for a moment before returning to his upright posture and bowing slightly.

      “Someday you may know mastery of the Eso kata, among others. For now, we learn the basics,” Dralok began.

      They spent the next several hours teaching them combat stances, helping them to learn how to be more stable on their feet, to keep their center of gravity low and to use their whole body when moving. By the time they stopped, Kyren’s muscles were trembling.

      “Tomorrow, we continue your training,” Dralok said, bowing before leaving the arena.

      “C’mon, let’s go find Benjam,” Kyren said, walking on shaking legs to the edge of the platform.

      “Can we rest for a minute? I’m dreading the walk to the vid-itorium,” Alis admitted.

      Kyren sat on the edge of the platform and Alis joined him. Alis looked around to make sure Dralok had left and they were alone.

      “Does this seem like a waste of time, to you?” Alis questioned.

      “Yes, and no. If we cooperate, they should cooperate. Or at least that is the plan for now. I mean, it’s not like we have anywhere else to go. If we can be allies with Leicara, maybe we’ll have the resources needed to accomplish our goals.”

      “Pfff, Leicara. You trust her too much, Kyren.”

      “We have no other choice. And no, I don’t trust her either,” Kyren intoned, noticing Alis’ ears twitching in annoyance. “This is where we are supposed to be, I think. If we can find that waterfall room, we’ll know it’s right for sure.”
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      “Gah, my legs!” Alis lamented as they reached the vid-itorium.

      “I know, I’m all jellified,” Kyren agreed.

      Alis was grateful that she wasn’t the only one who had been worn down by the training. She hadn’t really had any hand-to-hand combat training, so she was looking forward to learning more. On one hand. On the other hand, this Dralok was going to take up a large chunk of their time. Their mornings would be shot if today was any indication.

      “Benjam, how goes the research?” Kyren called out as they entered.

      Benjam squiggled over and answered, “Still just cataloging information, I’ll be digging into what I’ve selected shortly. How was your battle training?”

      “Fine,” Alis answered, more annoyance evident in her voice than she had wanted.

      “Yeah, it was fine,” Kyren concurred. “But it was really basic. I have a feeling Dralok’s got long-term goals for us.”

      “It’s okay, to a point. I just don’t want to spend all our time training and make no progress on our own problems,” Alis elaborated.

      “I agree. But we should take advantage of his training, nonetheless. We’ve got one hundred days, right Benjam?”

      “Well, ninety-nine now, but it could be minus four days so let’s just call it ninety-five,” he squeaked in response.

      “Great, ninety-five days. We’ll keep it up with Dralok and keep making progress here,” Kyren suggested. “And if Dralok impedes us too much, we’ll stop training.”

      Alis was satisfied, for now. She put her frustration out of mind and began to delve into the information Benjam had compiled. She found ship logs, maintenance records, and craft schematics. After several hours she felt she had a decent picture of the Nevthifar space fleet. At least the one Leicara wanted her to see.

      There was just something not adding up, she felt the numbers didn’t reconcile. There was a big hole in the picture, data indicating something was missing. It was as if there were a number of ships missing from the roster. The supply records seemed to indicate more ships than were listed.

      The other thing she noticed was a steady ramping up over the last twenty-five years. It seemed they were mobilizing for war, and had been planning for quite some time. She wondered if the Halifax had been doing the same. Perhaps it was an arms race between the two factions?

      “Hey guys, I’ve got a picture of the Nevthifar space fleet,” she said, explaining her findings. “There are ships missing. No data on them, so who knows what the Azorians’ full capabilities are.”

      “So Leicara is indeed holding back,” Benjam said quietly.

      “No surprise there. Let’s just keep that in mind as we investigate,” Kyren recommended.

      Alis was pleased that Kyren was still wary. But she felt he was giving away too much, and what they were getting in return didn’t measure up.

      They worked well into the evening until they were exhausted. Alis was ready for bed by the time they reached the residence. She ate a quick bite, and then dropped to the mattress, falling asleep in moments.

      The next morning was the same as the previous, more battle training at dawn, focusing again on stances. Then research in the afternoon, and exhaustion again at night. This continued on for a good ten days before their training regiment shifted abruptly, and Dralok began to teach them strikes and blocks.

      Alis decided to up her training, and after those ten days was starting to find her stride. So she went for a run to the beach. And thus began her evening ritual, a run, sometimes to the beach, sometimes around the compound. Occasionally Kyren would join her, but only when he wasn’t nose deep in holoscreens.

      The research was coming along, but they still hadn’t found anything they could act on. Until day fifteen.

      Benjam squeaked excitedly, as they entered after their training with Dralok, “I think I figured something out.”

      Alis felt a swell of hope. Finally, something to go on!

      “I think I know how we can get back to the future, or rather, our present time. I’ve not found anything regarding a power source vast enough to create a time bridge. But I did find information on another tech.”

      “So there’s another way to cross the span of seventeen thousand years?” Kyren asked rhetorically.

      “Yes. We live them,” Benjam said after a dramatic pause.

      “Huh?” Kyren asked.

      “I’ve discovered schematics for a cryostasis pod,” he said, pausing dramatically again. “We could put ourselves in stasis, and wake up when it’s time.”

      “So let’s say we can get some stasis pods. Won’t they need a power source that’ll last seventeen thousand years? And where are we going to put them, so nobody’ll screw with us?” Alis asked skeptically.

      “Well, I’m working on both those problems. So far I think a zero-point generator could power the pods, but it would need to be quite large. And as for a hiding place, I need to find a way to correlate the Azorian star-charts with a known reference point in our own coordinate system. Otherwise we won’t be able to find ourselves,” Benjam explained.

      “But how’ll we get off world once we wake up?” Kyren questioned.

      “I think we’ll need a ride,” Benjam squeaked excitedly. “And I think we’ve already arranged for it.”

      “My mom!” Alis cried. “That’s where we sent her. To pick us up!”

      “Indeed,” Benjam confirmed.
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      Alis had bruises. Kyren had bruises. He’d even had a dislocated shoulder. Of which Alis had been tremendously embarrassed about, having been the cause. Dralok’s training had moved from mere stances and positioning, into actual fighting. Of course, that meant pain.

      Kyren had been hesitant, at first, when Dralok had insisted he try to hit her. But then she had hit him first. Not intentionally, of course, but she scored a blow, bloodying his lip. Kyren still pulled his punches, but he actually went after her. They were fairly evenly matched, but with Kyren bearing a little greater reach and strength.

      Alis made up for it in speed and ferocity, though. Dralok taught them strikes, kicks, grappling, and throws. That was how she had dislocated Kyren’s shoulder, trying to send him sailing across the combat floor. But instead, she had merely wrenched his arm from its socket.

      Dralok had reset the shoulder, then injected Kyren with the contents of a small syringe. Nanites, as Dralok had said, that would heal any residual damage. Kyren and Alis limped their way to the vid-itorium after their latest training session, chatting aimlessly about their predicament.

      “What do you think about all this timeline stuff, anyway?” Kyren asked her, his head cocked.

      “Well, it’s a little mind-bending and all. And a little intimidating. How many days has it been? And we have no actual progress? I think Leicara is using Dralok’s training to distract us,” she replied, unable to conceal her frustration.

      “Yeah, I’m feeling that too,” he agreed. “But I have a feeling we really don’t have much choice. I think their cooperation is dependent on ours. I don’t think we can refuse without escalating the situation.”

      “True. But there may come a time for escalation. Let’s just be ready, okay?” Alis grumbled.

      “Of course,” he affirmed.

      They strode into the vid-itorium, Benjam oblivious to their entry, enthralled in whatever mental rabbit hole he was running down.

      “Hey squiggles, your mother was a squid!” Kyren yelled, then burst out laughing.

      Benjam squeaked and turned around in surprise.

      “Who’re you calling a cephalopod, you hairless ape,” he shot back in mock anger.

      “Okay boys, now that you’ve got that out of your system, how’re our plans coming along?” Alis said, realizing she sounded a lot like her mom.

      There it was, the sharp pain of separation. She just had to have faith that they would figure out this cryostasis stuff and her mom was really waiting for them on the other end.

      “Well, I’ve nearly completed my designs for a brain scanner. The Azorians have advanced mind-mapping technology. The trick was adapting it into components that can be installed in a wall,” Benjam explained. “Speaking of mind-mapping, I did find something unusual. Or rather, didn’t find it. The link between mind-mapping and artificial neural intelligence is an obvious leap.”

      “I don’t understand? Are you saying that Leicara left something else out, beyond the fleet inconsistencies?” Alis asked, concern beginning to fill her.

      Were they going to find subterfuge at every turn? What game was Leicara playing?

      “Yes, something is definitely missing. A whole branch of research, a whole topic of study, just absent from the data,” Benjam continued. “I also had an idea. Kyren, will you fetch the data core?”

      “Yeah, sure. It’s gonna be a while, though. I’m not moving too fast right now, thanks to that massive charlie horse you gave me, Alis,” Kyren groused, clutching his thigh dramatically.

      “You deserved that, you know,” she retorted. “You were showing off, using your greater reach to toy with me. So I went for the only target you gave me.”

      “Yeah, okay, I know,” he said, winking at her and smiling.

      She realized she was smiling, too. Grinning like an idiot, it felt like. She quickly regained her composure.

      “While you get the data core, hopalong, I’m going for a run. I haven’t gone all the way around the eastern garden yet. Maybe today I’ll make it.”

      Alis made her way out into the bright sunshine, blinking as her eyes adjusted. She stretched briefly before breaking into a brisk trot. It didn’t take long for her brisk trot to become a slow, steady slog. She pushed on through the fatigue, and soon found her second wind.

      Running. Breathing. The rhythm of the exercise lulled her mind into a meditative state. She reached the eastern garden and descended the stairs to the grass below. Breathing in deeply and reaching for her reserves, she committed herself to making it to the far reaches of the park. Pounding down the path, she entered the shade provided by the forest canopy above.

      Alis ran, her mind drifting, her vision becoming a tunnel, green on three sides, blue sky above. Her ears twitched and panned, and she realized she had just heard something. Slowing to a halt, she strained to hear.

      Yes, there was something. A faint rumbling in the distance? Was that the sound of falling water? She broke into a sprint, eagerly making her way toward the source of the noise, ears cocked.

      The path began to climb slightly. Near the crest, there was a game trail branching off into the forest. The sound of falling water was definitely coming from that direction. She pushed into the brush, following the narrow trail. Then she descended a short rocky slope and stepped out into a clearing surrounding a small waterfall.

      There it was! The waterfall. But this definitely wasn’t the backdrop in the videos on the data core. That had been what seemed to be a cave. So where was it? Was this the wrong place, she thought as she approached the small pool at the base of the waterfall.

      She glanced around, but saw no one, so she removed her shoes and sloshed out into the water. The pool was barely knee deep, but quite cold, although not completely frigid. She crept closer to the waterfall, reaching out and letting the water cascade around her arm. She reached further, and nothing. Further still, and nothing still. Her arm was in the waterfall nearly up to her shoulder, when she decided to duck through.

      Stumbling up a jumble of boulders, she entered a small cavern, hidden behind the waterfall. Here it was, the waterfall cavern. She had found it! Now they just needed to secure a recorder so they could make their vids.
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      “I know they’ll return for you. I’m counting on it,” Joraq said, fixing Elarra with an unnerving stare and ending in a maniacal cackle.

      Elarra knew then that Joraq was playing them all. Her game was greater, more intricate than any she could dream up. Joraq had several millennia on her side. Elarra was most certainly intimidated. What would Joraq have seen? She could know anything about them, at any point in their journey.

      And Joraq most certainly knew what Kyren’s plan would be upon return. But what did Joraq want? Why not just take her own life if she were truly that exhausted of living? Why try to convince Elarra to do it?

      “Come, accompany me, I’ve preparations to make. You are here, so why don’t we become better acquainted?” Joraq seemed to suggest, but Elarra knew it wasn’t actually a suggestion, so she followed along dutifully.

      Joraq made her way to the great ship in the silo, entering an outbuilding nearby. They passed through winding corridors and down multiple stories. Joraq finally stopped at a large door and keyed the panel. It ground open, revealing a walkway leading to the ship’s airlock, which was open.

      Several nar’raxi stood within the ship, armed with clubs and crude machetes. Elarra followed Joraq across the walkway and entered the ancient ship. The walls were dull with age, the paint peeling and flaking. The metal bulkheads had begun to oxidize and decay.

      Joraq led her deep into the ship, which seemed to be full of nar'raxi. It seemed that perhaps many lived here? She couldn’t be sure, but it seemed so. It certainly smelled like it.

      They finally arrived at the ship’s bridge, deep within the vessel. It was a large space with many terminals and what should have been a massive viewscreen, but the holoscreen was inactive. In fact, the bridge was illuminated by lanterns, rather than the overhead lighting. The entire bridge was dark, save for one console. Its holoscreen was active, showing the night’s sky. Targeting reticles sat lazily in one corner of the screen.

      Joraq walked up to the screen and keyed in some commands. Some tones sounded and the reticles began to trace around the screen. Suddenly several dark shapes filled the screen. They were only visible due to the light being thrown off by their engines.

      The three shuttles burned hard for Joraq’s compound. Arkanon’s forces, it must be, she thought. Suddenly the reticles locked on to the shapes and she saw several bright points of light streaking for the shuttles, coming from the battleship.

      The projectiles impacted with the shuttles, erupting into brilliant light. When the burst cleared, the shuttles were falling to the jungle in many flaming pieces.

      Joraq cackled and cried “Yes! You see! They face death at every turn, your companions. You’ve not seen this, but I have. They die!”

      “I think you’re deceiving me, Joraq,” Elarra said calmly and evenly. “You can’t stop them when they return. I know you’ve seen it, but we liadi are not infallible. Even one as venerated as yourself.”

      “Flattery? I thought you better than such petty tactics, Elarra. Come now, embrace your power. What have you seen? You’ve seen the Kirugi, I know.”

      “Yes, I have, and I know it will wipe us from this galaxy if it is allowed to reproduce. It will only be a matter of time before its spawn inhabits every planet in the galaxy.”

      “What you don’t know is where they come from and why they come,” Joraq said elusively.

      “I don’t think, at this point, that is relevant. We must stop them here and now, or that point becomes moot,” Elarra replied.

      “There are far worse things, child, than the Kirugi. Far worse things are out there, inhabiting entire galaxies. But even that doesn’t matter,” Joraq cackled again.

      “So you’re saying the Kirugi isn’t a threat because there are worse things out there?”

      “Oh no, not that at all. I’m just insisting that you are but a child, young liadi. You understand your visions no more than a child understands reading and writing.”

      “Okay, so I’m ignorant. Then educate me.”

      She realized she was taunting Joraq, and wondered if that were a good idea.

      “No, there is no time, your fool companions will be returning soon, and then all will be in motion. Now that you have seen my preparations, it is time to retire. I grow weary, weary indeed,” Joraq began wheezing. “We shall speak again in the morning.”

      Joraq turned and began to hobble away. Elarra wasn’t sure what to do. Did she want her to follow?

      “Find a place to rest and make due. For the bill shall come due, indeed it shall come due,” Joraq said, cackling again.

      Elarra looked nervously at the nar'raxi scattered throughout the bridge, but none seemed to be paying her any mind. Tentatively she touched the control panel, but none of the nar'raxi reacted, so she attempted to decipher the controls. But, try as she might she could find no way to disable the defensive systems.

      If she didn’t get the defenses down, Kyren and the others were not going to survive the approach. That would have to be a problem for another day. Right now, she needed to find her way back to the surface. She knew it was going to take all night. Sighing, she left the bridge and entered the maze of corridors crisscrossing the massive ship, seeking a way out.
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      Kyren frantically searched his room. What could have happened to it? Did Leicara steal it? Where was that damn data core. They needed the core for the script of their messages, amongst other things. While he remembered most of the messages, he didn’t remember the coordinates for Geri to pick them up or the giant robot. After more searching, he admitted to himself that the core was no longer in his possession.

      He considered the implications, if Leicara had indeed taken their data core. She would have access to all of the messages they left. She would know their plans.

      Striding into the vid-itorium, he spotted Benjam, lost in thought again, so he cleared his throat.

      Benjam looked over slowly, and upon seeing Kyren’s face, spoke with concern, “Kyren, what is wrong?”

      “The data core, it’s gone,” he answered. “I think Leicara’s taken it.”

      “Hmmm, well, that is one possible explanation,” Benjam responded after mulling over the news for several seconds.

      “What other explanation could there be?” Kyren asked.

      “Well, it could perhaps be an effect of the time travel. Maybe the data core was a paradox, and therefore wasn’t allowed to exist,” Benjam explained.

      “Either way, we don’t have access to the data and vids anymore,” Kyren groused.

      “So it seems we must do this on our own, then. Let’s review what we have when Alis returns, okay?” Benjam squeaked.

      “Sure. In the meantime, I’d like to work on something, I’ve got an idea,” Kyren said, a plan beginning to form in his head.

      He sat down at a terminal and began to work. The Azorian computer network was quite similar to ones he had operated in the past. The interface was very similar to bot-fighting controls. The construction of routines was modular. You could build functions that would perform autonomous routines, or you could take direct control.

      He wondered what sort of security measures the Azorian network would have, so he began to probe, looking for a way out of the box Leicara had put them in. Some time later, he started to believe it might be possible to hack their way out of the restrictions Leicara had placed on them. It might be possible to gain access to her full data network.

      Alis entered the vid-itorium, hair and clothes damp but ears pricked up, and said, “You guys’ll never guess what I found.”

      “What?” Benjam and Kyren both asked in unison.

      “Well, you know the waterfall room we’ve been looking for?”

      “You found it?!” Benjam squeaked in excitement.

      Kyren was relieved, this was finally a measure of progress, a measure of success. However, they were still missing the data core, and Kyren couldn’t shake the suspicion that it had something to do with Leicara, even if Benjam had posited an alternative explanation.

      “I’ve got some bad news, Alis, sorry to say,” Kyren began, groaning inwardly. “Seems the data core has disappeared.”

      “What?! Leicara?” Alis responded, incredulous.

      “I think so,” he began, but was interrupted by Benjam.

      “It is not necessarily the only explanation, Alis, as I informed Kyren. There is an alternate theory, and the more I’ve pondered it, the more plausible it seems. The data core simply could not travel with us. It could not exist in multiple timelines, and so it must have phased out as we traveled. I mean, you didn’t look for it until now, right?” Benjam explained.

      “Well, yeah, you’re right,” Kyren admitted.

      “And what would Leicara gain from the data core that we haven’t already revealed in our conversations here?” Benjam squeaked in low tones. “I mean, she could, with her advanced tech, be listening to us virtually anywhere.”

      “Shit, you’re right Benjam,” Kyren exclaimed, feeling stupid.

      Why hadn’t he come to that realization? He realized that even if she wasn’t listening, their accessing the networks she provided could easily be monitored too. Their research would build a pretty accurate picture of what they were up to.

      “Okay, so we can assume we have no secrets with Leicara. Why would we choose the waterfall cave to record our messages?” Alis wondered.

      “I’m not sure, but there has to be a reason,” Benjam offered. “If we can obtain some recording equipment, and a data core…”

      “The data core,” Kyren interjected. “It’s got to be exactly the same, right?”

      “I suppose,” Benjam agreed.

      They spent some time discussing the messages, trying to recall as many details as possible. Kyren was thankful for Benjam's whip-crack sharp memory. But what if they got something wrong? Would it affect their timeline? Would there be a paradox, and corresponding backlash? Benjam had warned that there could be unexpected consequences.

      Kyren went to sleep that night, troubled thoughts spinning around in his head. He awoke the next morning to the rap on his door. Opening groggily, he nodded to Heston, who stood waiting, Alis just off his shoulder. He donned his toga and proceeded to follow.

      “Early this morning, eh?” he asked Heston. “What’s Dralok got in store for us this time?”

      “As usual, I have no idea,” Heston began. “Master Dralok does not speak his mind to me. I am but a lowly Dras, he is Yal.”

      “That is crap,” Alis said under her breath.

      “Where? I don’t see crap,” Heston replied, perplexed.

      “No, I mean it’s lame that you’re essentially slaves,” she clarified, anger coloring her voice, ears going flat.

      “We are not slaves, we merely serve our place in society,” he replied awkwardly.

      “Okay, if you say so,” she responded in exasperation.

      “Alis… yeah it’s lame, but it’s not our place to take up a fight,” Kyren cautioned, resting his hand on her arm.

      “Shall we go?” Heston asked, behaving as if nothing had happened.

      They made the walk in silence. Heston led them into the arena, then bowed as he left them. Alis spotted Dralok approaching from the opposite side of the platform. Kyren noted her glare and placed his hand on her arm.

      “Not now, we’ve got to bide our time,” he cautioned.

      “Okay, fine,” she replied through gritted teeth, but her look didn’t soften.

      “Welcome, students,” Dralok called cheerily. “This morning, we train with weapons!”

      A plainly dressed Dras wheeled over a cart full of hand to hand weapons. Dralok picked up a staff and tossed it to Kyren. He caught it clumsily and held it before him. Dralok grabbed another one and threw it to Alis, who caught hers much more gracefully than Kyren had.

      “Strike me!” Dralok cried.

      Kyren hesitated for a moment, unsure of how to wield the staff. Alis, however, suffered no hesitation. She darted forward and swung the tip around at Dralok, aiming for his temple. For a moment, Kyren thought the blow would land, thought Dralok was going to let her connect.

      But somehow, at the last moment, he was just barely out of the way, the tip whizzing past his face. Kyren watched the look of surprise cross Alis’ face as she staggered past Dralok. He promptly swung his staff around and whacked Alis’ backside, sending her tumbling.

      “Hey! Ugly! Pick on someone your own size,” Kyren cried, charging.

      He swung his staff in a feint, then reversed the strike, bringing the other end down towards Dralok’s collarbone. Again, Dralok was just not there when his staff was. A vicious return strike with the tip of his staff impacted with Kyren’s solar plexus, knocking the wind from his lungs and dropping him to the floor.

      “Time to improve your reflexes. You are but as children to the true might of the Azorian warrior,” Dralok said haughtily.

      He motioned to the cart, revealing a pair of syringes.

      “What’re those?” Alis questioned, eying Kyren sidelong.

      “It is the next step of your training. The edge, the advantage you’ll need,” Dralok explained enigmatically, while handing a syringe to each of them. “Inject.”

      Kyren noted Alis’ hesitation, so he spoke, “But what is it? I’m not going to inject myself with something unknown.”

      “Nanites. They will help improve your speed and strength. They will make you more resilient to harm. Grant you faster reflexes. In short, as you saw, you are no match for a true Azorian warrior,” Dralok said, sounding as if he were speaking to children.

      Kyren shrugged and stabbed himself in the leg, the mechanized syringe hissing as it delivered the contents into his body. He looked at Alis as a slow warmth spread across his body. He saw her about to inject herself and shook his head slightly. He didn’t want her to be affected, if it in fact turned out to be more than Dralok had explained.

      The warmth dissipated, and Kyren flexed his muscles. He felt no difference, but figured he’d need to try it out himself. Raising his staff, he nodded at Dralok and charged. This time, his strike nearly caught Dralok in the chest. He parried deftly, but Kyren knew he now had a chance.

      Turning to Alis, he nodded. She too injected herself, ears flat, a look of uncertainty on her face.

      “Let’s make this interesting, now,” Dralok barked.

      He turned a small ring on his staff, and the ends flared with a bright purple light. With speed and ferocity, his staff leapt out and struck Kyren in the chest. He felt his body spasm uncontrollably as he fell to floor. Twitching, he could find no way to control his body. It was like jump sickness, only without the mental fog.

      “What the hell did you do?” Alis cried as he watched her drop into a fighting stance.

      “Worry not, the Barish staff is set to merely stun,” Dralok explained as Kyren’s control of his body returned.

      He sat up in time to see Dralok turn the ring several more times. The purple light intensified as Dralok twirled the staff. Spinning, he struck the weapons cart with the end of the staff. A shower of sparks accompanied the strike, as a piece of the cart was sheared away.

      Damn, that’s a devastating weapon, he thought, realizing now that it could be set to lethal, as well as non-lethal damage.

      “Let us begin the next lesson,” Dralok said haughtily.

      Kyren groaned as Alis glared, ears back. This was going to be a long morning. Turned out it would be many long mornings.
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      Benjam was disturbed by the bruises that Kyren and Alis began to show up with every morning after training. Kyren frequently had a bloody nose and Alis’ lip seemed permanently split. Their moods were equally as foul, Alis cursing Dralok’s name often and vigorously. This morning was no different.

      “I can’t believe it, that is insane. Why would he give you one and not me?” Alis lamented as they walked into the vid-itorium.

      “Here, you want the damn thing?” Kyren retorted angrily. “It’s not my fault he only gave it to me. I’m not the sexist bastard, okay.”

      Kyren backed away, looking as if he feared being hit. What was going on with this Dralok fellow, anyway?

      “Perhaps I should come to the next training session,” Benjam suggested. “I’ve not observed it yet.”

      “No, that is a bad idea,” Kyren said shaking his head.

      “That is a bad idea, I agree Kyren. Dralok is a creep. Besides, I’m done with this bullshit. Dralok can screw himself. If I’m not warrior enough to him for my own wrist blade, then I’m out,” Alis growled harshly.

      “That’s probably a good idea, I’d hate to spar with you with deadly weapons. I’d be too afraid of angering you and winding up skewered,” Kyren admonished.

      Benjam squiggled over to examine the object Kyren was holding. It was a metallic bracer, with circuitry and strange unknown components scattered across its face. There was a ridge running down the top along the forearm. A large blue crystal was embedded in the end of the ridge.

      “Watch this,” Kyren said, stepping backward to make space.

      He clamped the bracer down on his forearm and tapped a component on the side. A brilliant blue blade composed of shimmering energy sprang to life, extending a foot and a half from the blue crystal.

      “Hmmm, does not look like plasma,” Benjam squeaked curiously.

      “Yeah, Dralok didn’t elaborate, just called it his people’s most treasured ceremonial weapon, carried by those of great honor,” Kyren related the story of Dralok’s granting of the weapon.

      Alis’ ears were flat, Benjam realized. He knew that meant she was angry. He just couldn’t understand why. Why wouldn’t you give the weapon to the best warrior. Not that Alis wasn’t a warrior, it’s just she had such a useful mind, Benjam would rather work with her on technical problems than let her run around risking her life with Kyren.

      Either way, she was upset and he desperately wanted to help, but could think of nothing to say. So he spoke about his latest discovery instead.

      “Well, um, yes, you see…” he began, hoping to change the subject without having to address the previous topic.

      “What is it, Benjam?” Kyren asked curiously.

      “I’ve discovered blueprints for a cryostasis pod. With access to an advanced engineering lab, I should be able to build them.”

      “Then we ask Leicara,” Kyren suggested.

      “You ask Leicara,” Alis said angrily. “I’m going to the beach, these Azorians are really ticking me off.”

      “Okay, we’ll see if she’ll give us access to a lab and you go blow off steam,” Kyren agreed. “C’mon Benjam, let’s go see if we can find Leicara.”

      Benjam squiggled after Kyren as all three left the vid-itorium. Alis stalked away without another word, as Kyren turned toward some passing Azorians, the ones referred to as Dras. Benjam just didn’t understand class-based societies. How could you limit a massive portion of your entire populace? Intelligence and potential were not determined by birth.

      Kyren finished chatting with the Dras and turned to Benjam, “It seems Leicara was last seen in the northern pavilion.”

      As they set off, Benjam asked Kyren pointedly, “How do you feel about all of this? Dralok snubbing Alis? The division in castes?  Leicara?”

      “I suppose I should be outraged, but I’m not. I sort of expected it, I guess. They may have superior tech. They may be an advanced civilization. But they are definitely backwards when it comes to some things,” he responded ruefully. “Besides, I knew Dralok was an ass the first time we met him.”

      Benjam let out a little squeaky chuckle. They reached the pavilion a short time later. He looked around and spotted Leicara, attended by several Dras, strolling along the edge of the pavilion, Serkins fluttering around her head.

      He and Kyren approached, and she broke into a wide grin, “Greetings my honored guests. What can I do for y…”

      Leicara stopped mid-sentence and her eyes unfocused. She sank to her knees slowly and began to rock back and forth. The serkins flew frantically around her head. Suddenly, they began to stream toward Kyren, a great cloud of tiny insects swarmed him.

      He too went rigid and dropped to his knees, eyes unfocusing. Then Benjam realized both Kyren and Leicara were whispering. He leaned closer and listened.

      “And the Kirugi shall come, devouring whole worlds until no sentient life remains on any planet. They will infest our galaxy before moving on to the next.”

      “Kyren, are you okay?” Benjam queried with concern, reaching out a tentacle and poking Kyren’s shoulder.

      The serkins dispersed in a great flurry, returning to Leicara.

      Startling Benjam, Leicara let out a shriek, “The Kirugi comes!”

      “Kyren?” Benjam said, shaking Kyren’s shoulder.

      “What?” he replied groggily, rising to his feet shakily.

      “What happened?” Benjam squeaked.

      “I think I saw memories. The serkins, they were talking to me. It was like they were telling me about some memories they had absorbed. They were telling me about Leicara’s memory,” he revealed.

      He glanced at Leicara, who also was rising.

      Benjam spoke in low tones, “So she does indeed know of the Kirugi. But how?”

      “I think I know,” Kyren replied quietly. “She’s been to the Epsilon Computer.”
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      “Kyren, Benjam,” Leicara said, nodding her head as they approached.

      She looked like she had regained her composure, but Kyren could tell she was still shaken.

      “Leicara, do you know what happened?” Kyren began.

      She shook her head so he continued, “I saw your memory. Or rather, glimpses, snippets, not really enough to understand. Except one thing.”

      Kyren had spent enough time in the liadi rho’kar to know when he had seen someone’s memory. This was quite a different experience, true, but he knew the feeling.

      “What one thing?” she asked cautiously.

      He didn’t miss the hesitation in her response. She was definitely hiding something.

      “I saw your fear of the Kirugi. You know about it, you know it’s coming,” Kyren related.

      “Yes, yes I do. There will be signs to herald its arrival, you know,” Leicara said hesitantly.

      “Signs? What signs?” Kyren questioned.

      “Some of my people will turn against me, and attempt to secure territory for the Kirugi’s offspring. Somehow, as it nears a world, it begins to influence people. Not all, but many. I’ve seen that, too.”

      “These signs, have they come to pass?” Benjam piped, worry filling his voice.

      “Not yet,” Leicara replied.

      “Good, so we’ve got some time still,” Kyren concluded. “Let’s make the best of it. If you need my help, let me help. Introduce me to your giant robot.”

      “In time, Kyren, I will. But you still require more training. The Gaidan requires great fortitude and skill to control,” was her inadequate response.

      Kyren was getting frustrated, and it must’ve been obvious, because Benjam placed a tentacle on his shoulder. The sudden contact gave him pause, and he regained control.

      “I will hazard a guess that you did not come here to ask about the Gaidan. You have another purpose, correct? It was not only you who saw memories, Kyren,” Leicara intoned.

      Dammit, what did she know? What had she learned about them? It couldn’t be helped now, he admitted to himself.

      “Yes, we did have a request,” Benjam squeaked timidly.

      “Yeah, we need an engineering lab. And stuff to go along with it, tech stuff,” Kyren explained.

      “Yes, I need a generator capable of providing ten petavoles of energy, elenium alloys, phase reductors…” Benjam listed.

      Kyren lost track of what Benjam was saying. Leicara seemed to have the same glazed over look.

      She let Benjam finish before she said “I will assign Heston to see to your needs, Benjam. Please discuss your needs with him and he shall interface with our tech-sages to obtain what you require.”

      “Great!” Benjam squeaked, waving his tentacles in excitement.

      Leicara turned to one of her Dras attendants and spoke in low tones.

      “Please, follow Delia, she will take you to Heston,” Leicara said, motioning after.

      “Go, Benjam,” Kyren offered. “Do what you can.”

      “Walk with me Kyren, I must shake off the effects of that shared experience. I’m afraid I don’t possess the resilience to such experiences as you seem to.”

      “Um, yeah, I guess that sort of thing has happened to me before. Well, not exactly the same thing, but something close,” he responded, unsure of how much to reveal.

      “So we both know what is coming. But without the Halifax, we cannot defeat this invader. Divided as a people, we will fall,” Leicara said sadly.

      “So do you have a plan to unite your people? Can you make peace with the Halifax?” Kyren asked her pointedly.

      “Alas, Tavador, the leader of the Halifax, bears an old grudge from before his time. He believes we Nevthifar have wronged him. He will accept nothing less than our complete subjugation.”

      “And the Halifax have a Gaidan, and a Computer, like you, right?” Kyren asked, looking Leicara in the eyes.

      “You are correct,” she responded softly.

      “Then they must know that the future is in jeopardy, if they have a Computer.”

      “Yes, they must. But perhaps they’ve seen another possibility. Perhaps it is our destiny to fall,” Leicara sighed.

      “So I’m gonna come right out and say it. We need access to your Computer… the Epsilon Computer.”

      “That will be… difficult. You see, the last time I visited, I hid it, masked its presence. I can locate it, but doing so will render it detectable to all. The Halifax will find it and we lack the forces to hold it.”

      “Difficult position, I see. And how are we to help? I mean, aside from saving your bacon back at the capitol.”

      “I wasn’t able to see all of what you and your companions will do,” she admitted. “My ability to use the Computer is limited. It normally takes much training and preparation in order to fully utilize the interface. I am… young for one of my people, especially one in such a prominent and critical position.”

      “So you’re new to ruling?” Kyren asked, cocking his head.

      “Yes. My mother was assassinated by Tavador, although I cannot prove it. I rose to power only through the support of Master Dralok. He is influential with the council.”

      “Council? I thought you were the ruler.”

      “No, I am only one of a handful of Yal who rule the Nevthifar. The others are less convinced of your usefulness. They feel you are beneath their notice, and as such have avoided all contact,” Leicara explained, her manner casual but her tone grave. “They have underestimated you, as proved by your “saving of my bacon.””

      “Listen, Leicara, I’m going to be blunt. We don’t have time for ceremony or tradition. We don’t have time for training. We’re on a tight schedule, and we need to make some progress. Okay?”

      “Fair enough, Kyren,” she responded, gently touching his arm, her skin warm and soft to the touch.

      He drew back and looked around, “Um, I need to go. Uh, thanks for the talk. Yeah, good one.”

      Kyren took several steps backward as Leicara smiled intently at him. He nodded and turned to go, feeling her eyes upon him as he left the pavilion.
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      Once Benjam had access to Leicara’s engineering lab, Kyren barely saw him. His brontian physiology allowed him to spend long periods without rest, without sleep. Kyren also barely saw Alis, as she was either out exploring the grounds or working with Benjam in the lab.

      So Kyren trained. He spent hours every day, training with Dralok. Once Kyren had been given the wrist blade, or the sha’va, as it was called, Dralok had changed the tone of their training. Gone were the basics of unarmed combat. While he still worked on unarmed forms occasionally, his time was spent training with the sha’va.

      Benjam and Alis had been working in the engineering lab for nearly a week, when Kyren discovered they had made some progress. He stopped by the lab on the way to his afternoon training session.

      “How’s the progress, you two?” Kyren asked as he stepped into the lab.

      Benjam and Alis looked up from a large cylindrical device, studded with components and wires.

      “Hi Kyren, we’re making great strides,” Benjam squeaked.

      “Yeah, check this out,” Alis said excitedly, extracting her wrench.

      She punched in a sequence on the tiny holopanel and the wrench began to transform. It completed its transformation, and Alis stood holding what appeared to be a blade-less hatchet.

      “Hmmm. What does it do?” he asked, confused as to this configuration’s purpose.

      “Watch,” she replied and depressed a small button on the handle.

      What would be the blade of the axe formed in an arc of glowing, white-hot plasma. She then turned to a pile of what appeared to be cast off junk. She extracted a cube about a foot tall, setting on the workbench nearest her. She swung the axe and let out a keop as she struck, just as they had been taught by Master Dralok.

      The plasma axe hit the cube and cleaved it in two, sending a shower of sparks around the lab. Benjam quickly grabbed a fire extinguisher and scrambled around, hastily dousing the remaining burning bits.

      “Wow,” was all Kyren could manage.

      “Yeah, wow, huh?” she said with awe.

      “Master Dralok wouldn’t approve,” he said sarcastically.

      “Oh, I know,” Alis said with a wicked grin, eliciting a laugh from both Kyren and Benjam.

      “So Benjam, what’re these great strides?” Kyren asked, his curiosity piqued.

      “We’ve made great progress building components for Tharox’s brain scanner. I’ve still got a considerable amount of design left, but it is mostly going to depend on what components Leicara’s people can provide,” Benjam explained.

      “Yeah, we’re pretty optimistic, too. They’ve got some fancy tech around here,” Alis interjected.

      Kyren was intrigued, it was the first time she had mentioned something positive about the Azorians.

      “So Heston is coming through, eh?” he remarked.

      “Speaking of,” Alis said, motioning.

      The Azorian stepped into the lab, bowing slightly as he approached, “Master Kyren, master Dralok requires your presence. The next phase of your training is to begin.”

      “Uh, but we just finished training,” he replied, feeling a little annoyed.

      “It is crucial that we meet him immediately,” Heston said, beckoning for the door.

      Kyren looked over and noted Alis’ ears lying flat. Man she hated Dralok, he thought. Oh well, no point in poking the bear at the moment. It wouldn’t gain him anything. Besides, this was a new twist. Maybe he was in store for something different.

      “Okay, I’ll go. I can find my way to the arena just fine, you can run along Heston,” Kyren said, making for the door.

      “No Master Kyren, I must take you to a new place, one you have not been yet,” Heston said deferentially.

      “Okay, lead on. Oh, and for the hundredth time, I’m no master. Just call me Kyren,” he insisted.

      “Yes Master Kyren, I shall,” Heston replied.

      Kyren was feeling Alis’ frustration over the poor Dras, held in virtual slavery by their own people, who claimed superiority merely based on birth. Madness, he thought. But what could he do? Change centuries of tradition, of oppression? He knew he couldn’t change an entire culture’s way of life.

      They walked only a short distance, stopping before a stout stone building. It struck him as some sort of barracks or something. The austerity of the structure suggested military. Heston motioned for him to enter, then turned to go.

      Heston suddenly turned around, seizing Kyren’s shoulders and looking him in the eye. His eyes were wild and unfocused, staring beyond Kyren.

      “Will you join us in our worship? Are you among the chosen? Do you hear it?”

      “Um, Heston? What are you talking about,” Kyren said while wiggling out of Heston’s grasp.

      Heston shook his head slightly and his eyes refocused, slit pupils settling on Kyren, “Master Kyren, I’m… I’m terribly sorry. That was presumptuous of me. I must go.”

      Heston scurried away, keeping his head bowed and shoulders bent. Kyren watched him go and considered the odd behavior. The Azorians were different, surely. But he had seemed agitated about something.

      “Kyren, get in here now!” Dralok yelled from the doorway, startling Kyren.

      He spun and faced Dralok, “Hey, relax D, I’m coming.”

      He deliberately walked nonchalantly into the barracks. Dralok glared and motioned him to follow. He led Kyren down a short corridor, branching into several long corridors. Something wasn’t right, and it took Kyren a moment to determine the source of his unease.

      The building, simply put, couldn’t have a corridor this long in it. It didn’t slope down, not enough to be perceptible anyway. Yet it ran well beyond the building’s apparent dimensions. What was going on here?

      Dralok led him down a long corridor to a door at the end. According to Kyren’s heightened sense of direction, they were well beyond where the side wall of the building ended. Dralok reached out and touched a holopanel on the door. Several symbols flared to life in the air before him.

      Tapping through several of the symbols caused the door to slide open. Kyren noted the symbols, memorizing the passcode Dralok had entered. He led Kyren into the room, silent and stoic. The Azorians had facial expressions quite similar to humans, and rillians for that matter. And Dralok’s was the sourest face he had ever seen.

      “Behold, the next phase of your training, visitor,” Dralok pointed at something resembling a body harness suspended between two pillars. “Step over here and I will help you don the control rig.”

      “Control rig? What’s this for?” he questioned, even though he had already identified the symbols on the control panel, and knew what it was for.

      He didn’t need to let Dralok on to how much he had learned about them in his time here. The Yal were blind to the world of the Dras. It would end up biting them in the ass, he knew. It always did. Slavery only lasted as long as the slaves had no power.

      Kyren knew that the lowly Dras, outnumbering the arrogant Yal, would overrun their masters in a revolt. He just couldn’t grasp why none of them were revolting.

      Dralok assisted Kyren in donning the control gear. When finished, he placed the final piece upon Kyren’s head, a boxy crown inlaid with circuitry and adorned with unknown components. As soon as he placed the crown on Kyren’s head, a small holopanel appeared over one eye.

      The miniature display panel provided status information. It was status information on a bot, just as he had suspected. He was overjoyed at the confirmation of his suspicion. He had always loved bot-fighting, even as a kid.

      As he thought about his childhood, his head began to feel fuzzy. Recoiling from the thoughts, or rather, a lack of thoughts, he focused on the task at hand. Time to learn the bot control system fully, he thought.

      “You understand this, yes? Intuitively?” Dralok questioned.

      He knew he couldn’t avoid demonstrating his skills to Dralok, so he settled in and began to examine the tremendous holopanel in the air before him. It seemed as he manipulated the controls on the main panel, the small panel before his eye provided differing information. He discovered it was programmable, like nearly all of the features and functions.

      “Yeah, I guess I understand it. Your control systems are incredibly similar to the configuration I prefer. You set this up after watching my performance rescuing Leicara?”

      “You have surmised correctly, Kyren,” Dralok confirmed.

      The main screen was dominated by a large video window, showing a bird’s eye view. Below, standing on the ground, was a single bot, blue metal like the rest of the Azorian tech. It was sleek but sturdy looking, and bore what Kyren assumed were two sha’va, extended and burning brightly.

      The view zoomed out as the display window shrank, replaced by a view through what must be the bot’s eyes. Wasting no time, Kyren began programming the bot, building a base of routines. He had only just begun when he detected movement.

      Sensors triggered and he activated the bot, dropping it into a combat stance. He quickly scanned his surroundings, taking in a small stone courtyard, illuminated by either fading afternoon light or rising morning light. Which, he could not tell.

      He identified multiple entrances to the courtyard. The sensors screamed at him, indicating… what? Proximity? Yeah, that was it. He spun three-hundred-sixty degrees, taking in his opponents as they stepped into the courtyard. They were bots of similar design, although they were slightly smaller in stature. But all bore sha’va. This was going to be fun, he thought, as the bots charged.
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      Dralok’s bot-fighting training continued. Much to his chagrin, Kyren would be fetched by Heston at all hours. He would enter the strange too-large-building and proceed to the control rig. Dralok would fire up a training routine, each time the scenario slightly different.

      Sometimes he would control only one bot. Other times, he would have a number of them to control. This was the most difficult, as it required great tactical expertise. However, Kyren soon mastered the controls for groups of bots and then finally began to score victories against the opposing routines.

      Kyren had just finished a particularly nasty trial, somewhere around their fortieth day in Azoria. He had possessed a squad of seventeen bots facing off against a significantly larger force, potentially as large a ninety. While the enemy bots were slightly smaller, granting his bots a slight advantage in reach, the enemies were faster and more maneuverable. It had been no small feat to keep enough bots alive to take out almost all of the enemies before finally being destroyed.

      “Well done, you’ve successfully eliminated most of the defenders. You’ve done enough damage to the enemy’s forces to give them pause,” Dralok said angrily.

      “Okay Dralok, that’s done. What’s next?” Kyren questioned, ignoring Dralok’s anger.

      “Eager. Good,” Dralok said, nodding.

      He bent to some controls on a secondary holopanel and keyed in a sequence, “Next, you will encounter a new enemy.”

      The screen changed and he was now in charge of another squad of bots. They were already battling an enemy force, executing a pre-programmed routine. However, the opposing force was comprised of a combination of bots and Azorians. They wore matching green uniforms and carried staves glowing with purple energy at both ends. Barish staves.

      The Azorians were battling the bots but were slowly being driven back down a narrow street flanked by stone buildings much like those in the city of Terakesh.

      “Destroy all of our enemies, Kyren!” Dralok roared. “Unleash your fury upon the Halifax!”

      Something in Dralok’s tone gave Kyren pause. He examined the situation, darkness surrounding his squad of bots. The street was illuminated by evenly spaced glowing globes set atop tall poles. The Halifax were retreating. It wasn’t sporting to slay inferior opponents in bot-fighting.

      The goal was to have a match that comes down to skill, not superior hardware. The Azorians seemed to follow this ideal as well. So why was Dralok insisting he slay the fleeing Azorians?

      “No, they’re retreating, and they’re people. I won’t kill them,” he said, crossing his arms.

      The bots continued following their original programming, finally chasing down and slaying the last Halifax.

      “You must learn to show our enemies no mercy, Kyren,” Dralok said seriously.

      “Hey, what happened to the “honor bestowed by being chosen as bot-fighter?”” he retorted.

      “Victory will be the only honor. If we do not defeat our enemies, there will be nothing left to honor.”

      “So you want me to fight the Halifax for you?”

      “You already have,” Dralok said ominously.

      Then it dawned on Kyren. Maybe he hadn’t been training after all. Maybe he had been controlling actual forces on the ground. Dralok had tricked him into fighting his war for him, he realized.

      “Listen you deceitful son-of-a-bitch,” Kyren began hotly as he extracted himself from the control harness. “I’m not fighting your wars for you until you people come clean about what’s going on.”

      Dralok was silent, so he continued, “Fine, I’ll talk to Leicara about it. Maybe she’ll be honest.”

      “Do what you must, but you have an obligation. We have been accommodating. We have fulfilled your every request. If you do not cooperate, we will not cooperate,” Dralok said, the threat obvious.

      “Fine, but I’m not murdering your enemies. You want to chop down fleeing combatants? You do it,” he said, heading for the exit.

      “But there is more to do. Our forces have pushed into Terakesh and we stand a good chance of taking the city. If we can control Terakesh, we will have the advantage.”

      “No, you can wait. I need a break to take all of this in,” he replied honestly.

      “And to discuss with your companions, to find a way around my requirements, as well,” Dralok guessed dispassionately.

      Kyren left without another word, angry at the deception, angry at being used. He was making his way to the engineering lab to reveal to Alis and Benjam Dralok’s deceit when a thought struck him. The bot-fighting control interface was almost identical to the control interface on the computers they had been provided.

      Could he manipulate the programming enough to find what he was after? Would he be able to circumvent the restrictions placed on them, now that he had a better understanding of the system architecture? Only one way to find out.

      He turned off the street leading toward the engineering lab, and made his way to the vid-itorium. Firing up the interface, he began his programming. “Attack” routines were programmed in, and he unleashed them. It took several minutes, but the indicators went green when the program’s work was done.

      Kyren had just gained access to a system, one outside of the restrictions that had been placed on them. Not that the system he had hacked into was anything useful. It was merely a set of sensors on a garbage compaction unit. But he had proven it was possible. Now to figure out how to get out of their limited network and into something important, he thought.
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      Alis had settled into a routine, running the beach in the early morning hours and working with Benjam the rest of the day. Her run at sunrise was alway cathartic. The wide, soft beach and gentle tide, framed by the tall sandstone cliffs behind, created an idyllic scene.

      She would see Kyren occasionally, but often he was absent, training with that creep Dralok. Hopefully it was worth it. He better be making as much progress as she and Benjam were. They had nearly completed the majority of the components for the brain scanner that would capture Tharox’s essence.

      They were still flying blind, though, and had not located coordinates for any of their goals. It was getting increasingly frustrating to her. They had been here for thirty-something days. Benjam would have an exact count, but she knew it wasn’t good. Time was ticking by and she was getting anxious.

      As she ran in the wan morning light, feet pounding the wet sand, she considered their predicament. They needed to make some progress. Maybe she would have to confront Leicara herself. She would rather do it than let Kyren near that succubus again, she thought ruefully.

      Her route took her up a winding path in the sandstone cliffs and through a wooded valley back to Leicara’s walled compound. She ran through on of the many open gates and into the wide streets surround by plain single story buildings, composed of stone or concrete, she couldn’t determine which. Benjam believed it was an advanced form of concrete, created through an unknown chemical manipulation process.

      She trotted down an alley, cutting toward the compound’s central avenue. She turned the corner and dropped into a walk, but stopped abruptly. A dozen or so Azorians, Dras by the plainness of their clothing, stood in a semicircle around a Dras who was speaking. Alis recognized the voice. It was Heston.

      “Yes, my fellows, we will follow our new purpose,” Heston dictated.

      “We follow our new master,” the others intoned at once.

      Heston’s eyes fell on Alis and she recoiled. All semblance of the submissive Dras was gone, replaced by a burning hatred she could palpably feel.

      “Her,” Heston said, raising his finger and pointing at her. “Seize her!”

      The others fanned out in a wide arc, moving to flank her and prevent her escape. She started to bolt but they were too fast for her. She was encircled and they began to close in. Dammit why’d she have to run into trouble when she didn’t have her wrench on her.

      She barely had enough time to drop into a fighting stance before the first of them closed with her. She dodged the first one that attempted to grab her, but the second one clamped a hand around her wrist. She twisted and drove her elbow into the Dras’ face. Blue blood spattered her white garb as the Dras fell, releasing her wrist and clenching his shattered nose.

      Drawing her leg in she launched a vicious kick to the midsection of the next one to advance. She bellowed a keop and lunged at the next nearest Dras. She threw a punch to test his defenses, and he clumsily blocked. Maybe she had a chance after all, these were not warriors. Hell, they didn’t even seem to have any fighting skill whatsoever.

      Launching a kick, she drove her foot into the Azorian’s knee. A horrible crunching sound accompanied the strike, and the Dras collapsed in a heap. She whirled to face her next opponent, and came face to face with Heston. His lips drew back in a snarl and he brought a leather sap down on Alis’ head. She brought her hands up to block, but was too late. Then there was darkness.

      Alis awoke on her back, arms bound uncomfortably in front of her. She slowly opened her eyes, taking in her surroundings as quickly as possible. She was lying on a concrete floor, in a small, austere room. Three Azorians sat around a table in the corner.

      Heston was among them, and spotted her eyes open. He stood and strode over to her, as she scrambled into a sitting position.

      “What are you doing, Heston? What do you want with me?” she said weakly, doing her best to appear cowed.

      “You will join us, or you will die, that is what I want with you,” Heston answered after a momentary pause.

      There was a knock at the room’s only door, and Heston left her and went to the door. He opened and exchanged words with another Dras, who then handed him a few large kitchen knives. Heston handed them to the other Dras, who looked menacingly in Alis’ direction.

      “So, alien interloper, what shall it be? Join us in welcoming the arrival? Or die?” Heston growled.

      She scrambled to her feet and dropped into a fighting stance as the Dras began to advance. They might be armed and she might be tied up, but she wasn’t going down without a fight.
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      Kyren sat and waited, the sound of rushing water filling his ears. He had sent Benjam the message over an hour ago, and he still hadn’t arrived. He was eager to share the news with Benjam, and was also eager to hear Benjam’s take on it. Gaining access to Leicara’s network had proved difficult, but not nearly as difficult as getting out of it and into the greater Azorian system.

      He had worked at it well into the night and on into the early hours of the morning, persisting until he found the first hidden gem. It was not long after that several more pieces of information came to light. Worn out, he had decided to take what he had to Benjam and Alis. But only Benjam had responded. Alis must be on one of her runs.

      Suddenly, there was a splashing and a stifled squeak as Benjam squiggled into the cave.

      “Ooh, brisk,” Benjam said, wiping water from his eyes and shaking his tentacles dry.

      He waited a moment in anticipation but when no one followed Benjam through, he asked, “Alis?”

      “No, haven’t seen her yet,” Benjam explained. “I’ve been in the lab all morning but she never stopped by. I thought maybe you had seen her.”

      “Let’s go look for her after this, okay?” Kyren said, feeling concern rising.

      “So what do you have? Why wouldn’t you speak in the lab?”

      “Well, I didn’t want to speak in the open, and I figured this was as secure as it gets. I was able to hack their network. I got access to all kinds of things,” he said proudly.

      “Nicely done, Kyren,” Benjam complimented.

      “First, the Nevthifar fleet is falling to the Halifax,” Kyren began. “They are losing worlds at an alarming pace.”

      Benjam nodded, “Not surprising. Leicara never admitted it but I suspected she was at a great disadvantage.”

      “That’s not as important as what else I discovered. The Azorians have a means of travel we’ve not be made aware of. They use technology they refer to as a fade-gate. It seems the gates are like miniature warp portals.”

      “That makes sense now. That is why there had been no reference to gravitonic capacitance research in the data Leicara provided. Even though that was the next logical step, based upon all of the other science they had mastered,” Benjam squiggled his tentacles emphatically.

      “Yeah, so you know the building where I was “training” with Dralok, bot fighting? Well, those corridors definitely did extend beyond the building, just in another location. These fade-gates are built right into the threshold. I had no idea I was traveling to another location as I entered the control room,” Kyren explained.

      “So how do we access these fade-gates, and where do they go?” Benjam questioned.

      “It seems they link two points in space, I didn’t see any mention of being able to choose where they go, I think they are fixed ends. I did find a map, though, of the fade-gate network within the compound,” Kyren continued.

      “Perhaps I could gain access to this data? Your relaying of the information is fine, but I have so many questions that I know you cannot answer,” Benjam admitted.

      “Of course, you should do your own analysis. If you access the terminal in the vid-itorium, just run the “platypus” routine before you search. That’ll give you full access. You get started, and I’ll see if I can track down Alis.”

      Benjam nodded and squiggled back through the waterfall as Kyren followed, donning his shoes that were stashed in the bushes nearby. They struck out in opposite directions, Kyren intending to find Leicara, to ask her to have her staff locate Alis. She was likely just exploring, but it couldn’t hurt to be cautious.

      He made his way to the northern pavilion, where Leicara spent time with her serkins. She was often here, and if not, usually a Dras servant would be. He would just ask one of them, if she were not there. It was unnecessary, though, as she was indeed in her garden with her serkins.

      Leicara stood from the bench she was seated upon and glided to the cage, opening the door and allowing the serkins to fly back inside as he approached.

      “Kyren, I am so happy you’ve sought me out,” Leicara said, stepping close to him. “What is it you need?”

      “Uh, well, I was looking for Alis,” he said awkwardly.

      “Oh, I’m sure she’s about,” Leicara said, deflating.

      “I was hoping you could have one of your people put out the word. Maybe if someone finds her let her know Benjam and I are looking for her?”

      “So neither you nor your squiggly companion know her location? Come, let’s find my handmistress, Delia. She will spread the word,” Leicara said with a surprising amount of concern.

      She took his hand and led him to the garden’s exit. He tried to find a way to disentangle himself from her, but she had a firm grip on him. They stepped into a small antechamber where several Dras were preparing food, and thankfully she finally released his hand.

      “Delia, will you help us find one of my guests? The scraggly blue-haired one,” Leicara began, sounding somewhat imperious to Kyren.

      The Dras looked up at her and blinked, a faraway look in their eyes. They stared silently, then suddenly reached for knives. All three grasped the blades tightly and began to advance.

      Kyren wrapped his hand around Leicara’s upper arm and pulled her back, just as Delia swung, the blade tip whistling past where Leicara’s throat would have been had Kyren not extricated her.

      “Delia!? What are you doing?” Leicara cried, staggering back into Kyren.

      He caught her just as the next Dras lunged. He spun and dumped Leicara unceremoniously to the floor and grabbed the wrist of the attacking Dras. Twisting and levering, he flung the Dras across the room. The Azorian hit the ground and grunted, dropping her knife.

      Kyren didn’t wait for the third one to attack, or Delia to recover, he just grabbed Leicara by the collar of her robe and hauled her out of the room, slamming the door behind them. He grabbed the handle and braced himself against the door jamb. The Azorians inside struggled to open the door, but Kyren managed to keep it shut.

      “Leicara, what the hell is going on?” Kyren cried over his shoulder.

      “I… I don’t know,” Leicara said, panic in her voice.

      He glanced over to see her looking down the corridor, a frantic look on her face. Advancing down the hall way were several Azorians, all were Dras. All bore kitchen knives and the same blank stares.

      “Run, Leicara! Go find Benjam and Alis, make sure they’re okay. I’ll hold them off,” Kyren said.

      When she didn’t move, he yelled, “Go!”

      She finally stood and ran back into pavilion. He released the door to the small kitchen and stepped back into a defensive stance, as four Dras advanced down the hallway, joining the emerging three.

      Without a word the first one struck, lashing out with a clumsy blow which he easily dodged. These were not trained combatants, nor were they augmented as he was. They were servants, cooks, cleaners. Why they were doing this, he didn’t know, but he was reticent to harm them.

      The second came at him, only there was no dodging this blow. Instead he stepped close inside, as the Dras struck. Reaching out he grabbed the wrist of the hand bearing the knife and twisted. He rotated his body and sent the Dras crashing to the floor. A twist with both his hands, and the Dras’ wrist snapped.

      He was hesitant to kill, but he wouldn’t hesitate to take them out of the fight. The Dras moaned and clasped its cracked wrist to its chest, but did not rise. Good, maybe they could be cowed, he thought, just as the next attacked.

      This one came in low, then reversed and went for his neck. Kyren threw a block and a counter-strike, punching the elbow holding the knife. He carried his momentum into another move, driving his elbow into the next one to approach. Unfortunately, his strike was moments too slow and the Dras’ knife found purchase.

      A burning furrow opened up in his thigh as the Dras’ knife sliced through fabric, skin, and muscle. He heard a scream from outside, but was unable to turn to see what was happening to Leicara, as the remaining Dras were continuing the attack.

      He whirled down the corridor, blocking and striking, but still falling back. He reached the doorway to the garden and chanced a glance. A crowd of Dras stood around Leicara, as she sobbed on the ground before them.

      “Stop! Or she dies!” a Dras yelled.

      Kyren turned to see a Dras holding a knife to Leicara’s throat. He slowly raised his hands in surrender. He was mobbed from behind by the the Dras he had been fighting. They bore him to the ground under a flurry of kicks and punches. One connected with his head delivering him to unconsciousness.
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      Alis was terrified. And she was facing off against four armed opponents. Dralok’s training had addressed how to deal with multiple threats, she just hoped it was ingrained enough to be effective. She’d know in a few moments.

      Heston pointed and said, “Kill her now!”

      The first of the assailants came at her. The other two hesitated a moment, giving her an opportunity to deal with the first. The Dras lunged, driving the knife tip toward her throat. She whirled out of the way and spun into a grab, wrapping both hands around the Dras’ wrist.

      She delivered a vicious kick to the Dras’ knee while yanking and twisting the wrist. The knee popped backward and the Dras let out a yelp. He dropped the knife and fell to the floor, clutching his shattered knee.

      She scooped up the knife, reversed it, and deftly cut away her restraints. But there was no moment to rest, as the other two fell upon her, wildly slashing. Backpedaling, Alis considered how to deal with them. They looked less committed than Heston. Maybe they could be reasoned with.

      “Y’know, you guys don’t have to do this. I mean, we can talk this one out, can’t we?” Alis pleaded, while dodging knife blows.

      One of the Dras paused his assault for brief second, apparently considering her words. But it was only a momentary break, as he resumed his assault. The pause was all she needed, though. She spotted a broom standing against the wall.

      Dodging inside a wild slash, she dropped the knife and grabbed for the broom, whipping the handle around and knocking the next attack away. She placed the broom-head on the floor and delivered a forceful kick downward, dislodging the head of the broom. Spinning, she brought the detached handle around, wielding it like a Barish staff, slamming the end into the attacker’s face.

      The attacker staggered but another took his place, forcing her to parry a knife blow that nearly found flesh. She whirled and lashed out with the tip of her makeshift staff and punched it into the nearest Dras’ midsection, knocking the wind from the attacker and sending him to the floor.

      Several more Dras, armed with makeshift clubs stepped into the small room. Alis realized she was losing room to maneuver. So she spun her staff and charged, bellowing a keop. Darting into the throng of Dras she spun and struck, blocked and dodged.

      Alis spun the staff in a wide arc and caught one of them in the head, but was barely able to parry the next incoming strike from a heavy metal pipe. The soft wood of the broom handle shattered and the metal pipe impacted, the blow continuing on and connecting with her head.

      Staggering, Alis went to one knee, seeing stars. Her arm shot out behind her and broke her fall, but she lost her grip on one piece of the handle. Forcing herself to react, despite the pain and disorientation, she spun and scissored her legs, sweeping the Dras’ feet out from under him. He fell and she scrambled on top of him, slipping her remaining piece of the broom handle against the Dras’ throat. She hoisted him to his feet as she stood and began to back away. The Dras began to choke and sputter as she applied pressure.

      “Back off, Heston, or your buddy gets it,” Alis said angrily, pouring as much anger and vitriol into her voice as she could manage.

      “We are all ready to be sacrificed in service of Kirugi,” Heston replied, advancing, knife at the ready.

      Trying to buy some time, she said, “So what is this Kirugi you speak of, Heston? And what do they want?”

      “It’s not a they, it is merely Kirugi. Can’t you hear the music, it’s magnificent,” Heston replied, a faraway look in his eyes.

      Heston lunged with the knife, driving the blade into the sputtering Dras. He went limp, grabbing at the knife feebly as he began to topple. Alis attempted to detach from him before he fell, but it was too late. She landed next to the Dras, blue blood pooling beneath them both.

      Disentangling herself from the now-deceased Dras, she attempted to scramble backward. Heston was too quick, however, and landed upon her. She tried to push him off but he remained. He wrapped his hands around Alis’ throat and began to squeeze.

      Panic set in as her windpipe was closed off. She thrashed wildly but couldn’t dislodge Heston.

      “Do you not hear it? Do you not hear the music?” Heston asked, leaning close to her face and loosening his grip.

      She hungrily gasped great gulps of air, ignoring Heston’s words and desperately trying to find a way out. And then she did hear it. A strange humming in the back of her mind. A warm humming. A pleasant humming. Music.
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      Benjam raced along as fast as his tentacles could slither him. He knew he had to find Alis. She needed to know what was going on. It was odd, though, it looked like two Azorians, a Dras and Yal, fighting in the street. Two more Dras surrounded the Yal and they began to pummel him. He fell to the ground and they continued to strike and kick him until he no longer moved.

      He was disturbed, but he knew he couldn’t intervene. Not only was it too late for the poor fellow, but he didn’t think he could take that many combatants, even with his regeneration. What was going on, anyway?

      Deciding to dodge off the main avenue and take a side street, Benjam proceeded down an alley. Two Dras stepped into the alleyway, blocking his progress. He turned to backtrack and spotted several more making their way into the alley behind him.

      Hmmm, trapped, it would seem, he thought ruefully. What did these guys want, anyway? Were they going to hurt him, like they had the Yal? It sure seemed so. He quailed ever so slightly at the thought of what must be coming. He frantically looked around, spotting several crates stacked against one wall.

      Scrambling up the boxes, Benjam squirmed up onto the roof. Feet pounded along stone pavers as the Dras tore after him. He didn’t waste any time checking on their progress, he just squirmed at top speed for the next alleyway and subsequent building.

      He heard the Dras’ pounding footsteps as they mounted the roof and tore after him. Benjam squiggled like he had never squiggled before, racing for the next alley. He squirmed right off the edge and landed in the alley with a squish. He broke into a furious squirm, racing down the alley and around the corner as the Dras began to drop into the passage.

      Maybe he could make it to the engineering lab and lock himself inside, at least until this blew over. He realized Kyren and Alis may still be out, may still be in danger. Not much he could do at the moment for them. It was best to stay alive, best to stay out of the reach of those guys, he decided.

      He reached the lab with the Dras hot on his heels. He squirmed inside and keyed the door shut. It whooshed shut just as the Dras reached it. He activated the locking mechanism as they pounded fruitlessly on the door.

      Quickly looking around for something to defend himself, should they breach the door, he spotted Alis’ wrench lying on a table. Squirming over, Benjam grabbed it and activated the transformation to turn it into the sonic emitter. He spun and pointed it at the door, expecting the door to open and Dras to pour in.

      Seconds ticked by then became minutes, which ticked by as well. Benjam began to relax. The pounding had ceased a while ago, and he feared they had found a way to open the door. But it had not opened. It seemed they must have given up, at least for now.

      But Benjam knew he couldn’t hide here forever. Kyren and Alis were still out there and likely needed his help. At the very least, they needed to stick together. Building up his courage, he keyed open the lab door, expecting to see a horde of Dras waiting for him.

      None were present, the street beyond was empty. Breathing a sigh of relief, Benjam tentatively squirmed out onto the street, keeping a wary eye for more Azorians. He crept down the street, apprehensive but alert. Keeping the sonic emitter held out before him, grasped in his tentacle, he moved into an alleyway as he heard commotion.

      Peering around the corner, he spotted a number of Azorians. There were many Dras, some wielding knives or clubs. They were attacking the Yal, who were attempting to defend themselves, but it would seem unsuccessfully. There were several bloody bodies lying on the ground already.

      Benjam decided discretion was more prudent than valor, so moved on silently. He made his way through the compound, creeping from alley to alley. No sign of Kyren, Alis, or Leicara. No Heston, no Dralok, but lots of angry Dras. A throng of Dras, wielding makeshift weapons, strode down the street, heading straight for Benjam.

      Ducking back, he felt a moment of terror. They had seen him, he was sure of it. Time to run, he decided, and took off down the street. The Dras rounded the corner after him and broke into a run as well. It was creepy, though, how silent they were. It was as if they were exchanging communications, but somehow wordlessly.

      Backpedaling, he squiggled up to the door he had just passed. He hit the panel and it slid open, so he dodged inside. He shut the door and proceeded to figure out if he could lock it. It seemed he could, as he keyed symbols the panel went from blue to yellow.

      Feeling safe, at least for a small moment, Benjam turned to survey the building he had entered. From the outside, it had appeared small, maybe one or two rooms. It was a single, unfurnished, bare room. There was a doorway on the back wall, a large set of double doors hanging open.

      Beyond was a massive warehouse, receding into the distance, it’s sheer size daunting. He squiggled through the door and entered the warehouse. Just inside was a small holoterminal. He tapped some symbols and a huge holoscreen sprang to life. He examined the readouts, and immediately knew what he had stumbled upon.

      This was the quartermaster’s stock. This is what Leicara was hiding from him. Panning through the inventory categories, he could see that everything they needed was available here. He had spent countless days with Heston attempting to obtain the raw materials and base components needed. He had spent countless days assembling machinery from scratch, when he could have just requisitioned complete apparatuses.

      He started to explore the inventory, his curiosity too great to overcome. Yes, there it was. Stasis pods, complete and fully functional, just waiting to be deployed. One check box ticked. Now to find a power source with enough longevity to power them for seventeen thousand years. That problem would have to wait, though. What he needed was something to help out now, not later.

      So he continued to search through the inventory, looking for something to help. He located several items that he felt would be useful, and recovered them from the shelves. He picked out a trio of comm units and a vid recorder.

      Then he made an exciting discovery. He had learned of the fade-gates the Azorians used from Kyren. They had them in inventory. Benjam retrieved the devices, which came in pairs. Each unit was approximately the width of a doorway, a long square metal rod, adorned with glowing emitters.

      Each pair was keyed to the other, tuned to a specific frequency. When both were deployed, someone would be able to step through the one, and appear out the other. He gathered several pairs and the other items he had selected, and tossed them all into a satchel.

      Mustering himself, he returned to the door to the street. He had a plan. He had the means to accomplish it. Now, Benjam just needed a little luck, and a lot more courage.
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      Kyren became aware of his surroundings by degrees. He knew he was in the dark, and now he could feel that he was lying on his back. His arms were bound in front of him, and his whole body ached.

      He shifted, attempting to get into a sitting position. Fire burned in the slash on his thigh as he moved. Grunting, he bore the pain and managed to get upright. Panting from the pain, he tried to listen, but all he could hear was his ragged breath.

      “Kyren? Are you awake, is that you?” a frightened Leicara said, in a soft voice, barely audible.

      “Yeah, I’m… here, but where is here?”

      “They put a sack over my head, so I don’t know where they took us. I’m so sorry they hurt you,” she said, sounding like she was about to sob.

      Her hand touched his chest and he flinched at the pain.

      “It’s okay, I’ll live. I’ve survived worse, after all,” he replied.

      The beatings he had received from the grendle prisoner, in order to see Alis during their captivity aboard the Searcher, had certainly been worse. He felt defiant. He wouldn’t allow himself to be caught up in some stupid civil war. Now that they had discovered what Leicara had been hiding, they had some resources to work with.

      It would mean betraying her, of course. They’d need to let her use her weapons long enough to stop the Kirugi. They’d likely be able to get all but one, if the future was any guide. That one would threaten the galaxy again, seventeen thousand years in the future.

      They would need to steal Leicara’s people’s last weapons. The Nevthifar would most certainly fall to the Halifax. He didn’t want to know what would happen to Leicara should that come to pass.

      “What are they going to do with us?” she asked, stifling a sob.

      He touched her hand, taking it in both of his.

      “Just hang in there, we’ll figure a way out of this. Like I said, I’ve had worse,” he felt confident, fueled by his anger at the situation Leicara had placed them in.

      She sighed and laid her head on his shoulder and sobbed gently.

      He didn’t really know what to do, so he just rubbed her shoulder and said, “There, there.”

      “Pffff! Stop being a crybaby, Leicara,” a voice growled in the darkness.

      Alis’ voice!

      “Alis! They got you too?” he cried in surprise.

      Leicara sniffled and tried to stop crying, but he could still hear her choking back sobs.

      “Why don’t you back up a little, Leicara. I don’t trust you, you’re hiding things. For all we know, you’re in on this chaos,” Alis said venomously.

      “Easy Alis, she’s in the same boat we’re in at the moment. But yeah, she hasn’t exactly been honest with us. Have you, Leicara?” Kyren said as she raised her head from his shoulder.

      “Well, I haven’t told you everything. But it’s not of consequence. I kept secrets at the council’s insistence,” Leicara replied, sniffling.

      “Again, pffff!” Alis said angrily.

      “Alis, lay off, we’re not gonna get anywhere like this,” Kyren cautioned while attempting to stand.

      Pain scorched his leg again as he stood, but he was able to remain upright. He reached down and grasped Leicara’s hands and helped her to stand as well. He heard Alis scrabbled to her feet in the darkness too.

      “So what’s going on? Why are the Dras revolting?” Kyren asked pointedly.

      “I… I, don’t know,” Leicara responded.

      “Seems like they must’ve gotten sick of living under your yoke, Leicara,” Kyren said without heat.

      “Or they found a higher purpose,” Alis said.

      Kyren hesitated. She sounded far-off, distracted even.

      “Alis, what’s wrong?” he asked her, feeling concerned.

      “Nothing’s wrong, Kyren. It’s actually all right. All of it. These people have found a higher calling,” Alis’ voice had taken on a creepy monotone.

      Suddenly there was a distant thunderclap. Rain? Lighting? He couldn’t be sure but that meant they weren’t below ground at least. Maybe the storm would shield their escape? He was going to be free of his bonds soon. He hadn’t stopped wriggling his hands, prying at the knots until he had found purchase and begun to loosen the bindings.

      Another thunderclap, this time much closer. The storm was moving in. Maybe there’d be a moment of chaos, maybe an opportunity. He would be ready to act. And now that he had just managed to slip his bonds, he would have an even better chance.

      The thunder sounded again, only this time it seemed to come from the other side of the door. It erupted again, and again, and a fourth and fifth time, then fell silent.

      “That’s my sonic emitter,” Alis said through clenched teeth. “It’s drowning out the music.”

      “What? What music?” Kyren asked, confused.

      Just then the door burst open and Heston charged in. The instant light blinded Kyren and he squinted his eyes. He almost missed Heston lunging with the knife. A quick dodge as Heston thrust the knife put him in position for a quick strike to his inner elbow. The nerve strike rendered Heston’s lower arm inoperable, causing him to drop the knife.

      Kyren brought his knee up into Heston’s midsection, folding the Azorian in half and dropping him to the floor. He saw Alis scrambling for the knife while Leicara cowered.

      Suddenly, Benjam burst through the doorway, brandishing Alis’ wrench, in sonic emitter form. Benjam was oozing blood from a dozen wounds, and Kyren was horrified to see several knives lodged in his torso.

      “Kyren!” Benjam squeaked in delight. “I’m here to rescue you! And Alis, you too!”

      “What about me?” Leicara grumbled.

      Ignoring her, Benjam said “We need to get out of here, before all those Dras I blasted wake up.”

      Screams began to emanate from out in the hall. Kyren dashed to the door and looked out. Dralok stood at the end of a long corridor, flanked by two battle bots. He carried a Barish staff with the ends fully charged, and was spearing the unconscious Dras as he strode down the hall.

      Ducking back into the room, Kyren informed them “Dammit, it’s Dralok. I’m sure he’s here for us. Or at least me.”

      Heston groaned and rolled over, looking Alis in the eye. It was as if something passed between them. Suddenly, Alis was in motion. She spun and slashed with Heston’s knife in a two-handed swing. The move severed Benjam’s tentacle, the one holding her wrench.

      The wrench, in sonic emitter form, clattered to the floor. Unable to understand what was happening, Kyren just stood, dumbfounded. Alis scooped up the sonic emitter and pointed it at them.

      “Alis? What are you…” Kyren never finished his question.

      Alis fired, and a wall of sonic energy impacted him, flinging him brutally against the far wall. Ears ringing, all he could manage was to dumbly look on. Benjam was a mass of tentacles, squirming and squiggling in shared shock.

      Alis dashed out the door. She spun and fired a quick shot with the emitter down the corridor in the direction Dralok was approaching from. Then she disappeared from view. What the hell had just happened? Had Alis betrayed them? She had sounded odd, was she somehow being coerced?

      He couldn’t grasp it while still reeling from being blasted against the far wall. He was crumpled in a heap on the floor, but could see the door. Heston began to stand just as Dralok and his bots appeared in the doorway.

      “You’ll not stop the Kirugi. We herald its arrival. We will prepare for the coming!” Heston said, screaming the last part at Dralok.

      Dralok flicked his hand and one of the bots charged forward. Its wrist blades sprang to life, white-blue energy crackling and sparking. Heston was decapitated a microsecond later.
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      Dralok had led them into the street, his bots cutting down Dras whenever encountered. Kyren was appalled at Dralok’s bloodthirst. He seemed to enjoy slaying his own people. The Dras were just not equipped to deal with a full war bot. At least they hadn’t been, so far. Kyren wouldn’t bet it would remain so.

      As they trotted down the street, following behind Dralok and his bots, a small glowing red orb bounced into the middle of the avenue. Dralok made a complicated gesture with his hands, and the control gloves he was wearing relayed the maneuver to one of the bots. It leapt onto the orb, just moments before it detonated.

      The bot was fractured, breaking into many pieces that were flung in all directions. Kyren was peppered by fragments but none were moving with enough velocity to be dangerous. Dralok engaged his other bot and it dashed into the alleyway.

      Screams echoed into the street, and then a second explosion sounded. The remaining bot staggered out of the alley, half of its head gone, and the left leg nearly sheared off. It tottered and fell in a smoking heap, its energy blades winking out with a crisp pop.

      Dralok raised his staff defensively before him and motioned for them to follow.

      “Where are we going?”Kyren asked, stopping abruptly.

      “Come, no time for questions,” Dralok growled brusquely.

      “You’re right, no questions, how about some answers, instead,” Kyren said, planting his feet and squaring his shoulders.

      “Um, Kyren, shouldn’t we talk about this somewhere inside? Maybe with locked doors?” Benjam squeaked, looking around nervously.

      “No. Where the hell are we going, Dralok?” Kyren demanded.

      When Dralok didn’t answer, he continued, “Enough with the Azorian subterfuge. We’re trying to save the damn galaxy from an alien menace, and you’re dicking us around? It’s not working, we know what you didn’t want us to.”

      “He knows, Dralok. Somehow he knows our weakness,” Leicara said quietly, still obviously shaken.

      “Fine, I will foolishly waste time to sate your curiosity, fools,” he responded acidly. “We are going to Leicara’s private fade-gate, where she will escape, along with your braniac. You will accompany me to the war council. We must be prepared, the Halifax will see our moment of weakness and are likely to attack.”

      Dralok finished and broke into a brisk trot, not looking back.

      Kyren looked at Leicara, “Where is your fade-gate? Where does it go?”

      “It’s in my chambers off the northern pavilion, it leads to my personal cruiser, parked in orbit around a moon of a gas giant in a distant system. It sits near a dormant warp gate.”

      “Fine, let’s go. But I’m done fighting your stupid civil war,” Kyren said emphatically.

      They broke into a trot to catch up with Dralok, who had begun to creep forward along the wall, staff held ready to strike. Dras burst from several doorways, attempting to surround them. Kyren spun, taking in the assailants. He counted nine.

      This would be tight, he knew. They all bore knives or makeshift clubs. They had a faraway look in their eyes and did not speak. Dralok surged forward, immediately engaging the nearest three. He lunged and struck the first in a downward slash. The staff flared purple and the energy cut into the Azorian’s flesh with a sickening sizzle, cleaving a massive gash down his torso.

      Dralok reversed his strike and brought the other end of the staff around, vaporizing the skull of the next assailant even as he raised his club above Dralok’s head. The third attempted several clumsy swings, which Dralok easily dodged. He counterattacked with his staff, thrusting the point through the Dras’ left eye.

      Another Dras had picked up a fallen knife and began to advance. Dralok looked Kyren in the eye, just as the Dras lunged at Dralok’s back with his knife. Dralok’s leg scythed out behind him, connecting with the Dras’ head, snapping it back and dropping him to the floor, unconscious.

      There wasn’t time to be impressed, and certainly no time to ruefully wish one of the Dras had kicked Dralok’s ass instead. He dropped into a fighting stance as the first of the Dras reached him. Their clumsy swings were easy to dodge, their inept footwork made their movements easy to predict.

      Several more were advancing on him, and if they joined the fight, he’d be through for sure. So he took a chance and struck just as the Dras drew back his club to deliver a blow. His fist rocketed forward, propelled by the force of his fury. He keoped as he struck, snapping the Dras’ head back. A fraction of a second later, it wobbled and toppled to the ground.

      The next two lunged at him with knives. He backpedaled, feeling the cut to his leg burning again. They kept slashing, driving him backward. Suddenly, tentacles lashed out and wrapped around one of the Dras’ wrists. Benjam squealed in a falsetto version of a keop as he yanked the Dras off his feet. There was a gurgling as the Dras fell on his own knife.

      Benjam squealed again, but Kyren couldn’t pay attention. The remaining Dras was slashing wildly, not coming close to scoring any wounds, but neither could Kyren advance upon him. Kyren heard Dralok keoping loudly, battling several opponents at once.

      The Dras was slashing wildly, fervently, but still unskilled. All Kyren had to do was wait for… there! He finally saw the opening he needed. He struck the Dras’ arm swinging the knife with a vicious block, the pain reverberating up his arm and down into his thigh. The block had the desired effect, driving the Dras out of position, rendering him unable to strike before Kyren could counter.

      He delivered an elbow strike to the Dras’ face, stunning him. He stepped around the Dras and grabbed the back of his collar, hauling him over, levering him with his hip and delivering him into a throw that sent him nearly ten feet away. He spun to find a Dras raising a club above his head.

      Then the Dras’ head exploded, as Dralok’s energy staff punched through his skull.

      “Quickly, before more come,” Dralok said, heading off.

      They followed him for several minutes, wary and alert, but encountered no more Dras. Kyren was grateful, he didn’t relish the idea of having to hurt more of them. Nor did he relish Dralok’s apparent glee at killing them.

      They reached the northern pavilion through a side passage. They emerged into the bright sunlight. Kyren had to blink multiple times as his eyes adjusted.

      “Leicara, braniac, go,” he said while pointing. “You, bot-fighter, you come with me.”

      “No.”

      Dralok swung his staff, but stopped less than an inch from Kyren’s face, purple energy arcing and crackling, “You are needed to pilot the Gaidan, it must be deployed if we are to survive.”

      “Okay, where are we going, exactly?” Kyren responded, eager at the chance to get ahold of the Gaidan.

      He felt his heart breaking as he thought about Alis, though. What had happened to her? This might be his only chance to get ahold of the giant robot from Elarra’s vision, but that would mean abandoning Alis, at least for now.

      “We’re going to the control room, where we will deploy the Gaidan,” Dralok informed him.

      “Okay, Benjam, take Leicara and get out of here. I’ll go with Dralok, we’ll meet up later. I’ve got something I need to do,” Kyren instructed.

      “Here, take this,” Benjam handed him a small handheld device. “Comm unit.”

      Kyren tucked it into his pocket and turned back to Dralok, “Lead on.”

      Leicara and Benjam disappeared down the passageway. Kyren turned and followed Dralok. It was time to go steal a giant robot. Boy was he gonna piss off Dralok, he thought, grinning.
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      Benjam squiggled down the passage after Leicara. He wasn’t sure about Kyren’s plan, but he knew it would probably be the only chance to get ahold of the robot. He didn’t much like splitting up, and he was feeling quite distraught over Alis. What the hell had happened to her?

      Then he had a revelation. Leicara had mentioned, when explaining what she knew of the Kirugi, that there would be a sign, a herald of its coming. People would be influenced by it somehow, driven to provide a safe haven for the beast in advance of its arrival.

      Could these Dras, and even Alis, be under the sway of the Kirugi? It was distinctly possible, but he couldn’t be certain without more study.

      “I think this may be the herald of the Kirugi’s coming,” he said to Leicara’s back.

      She turned and looked at him intently, “I see, that would certainly go a long way to explain what is happening. But that would mean it is nearly here.”

      “And my timeline may be completely wrong,” Benjam said sadly, feeling shame that his calculations failed to take into account something, some as-of-yet determined variable.

      What that something was, he wasn’t sure. Leicara reached the end of the hallway and swung open a plain wooden door. Beyond was darkness. Leicara stepped through the threshold and there was a slight blurring of her form. As she stepped through, lights immediately flickered on, revealing a ship’s bridge.

      Benjam followed a moment later. There was no sensation as he passed through the doorway. No warp sickness. Not even a slight tingle. She stepped around him and fiddled with the control panel next to the doorway. The portal winked out of existence, revealing a blank wall.

      “How are we going to pilot this ship with only the two of us?” Benjam asked bluntly, looking around at the multiple battle stations.

      He wondered if Leicara was a pilot, like Alis. Alis. There it was again. Had she been influenced by the Kirugi too? It would seem so. But how? Why her?

      “This ship is controlled by an AI. Skotinicene, please greet Benjam,” she said aloud.

      A voice came over the loudspeakers, “Greetings Benjam. I am Skotinicene, I am the ship’s heart.”

      “Hello, may I just call you Skotty?” he said, recognizing the name immediately.

      But Skotty was aboard a station, not a ship. Benjam realized what he must do. He must find the station and transfer the AI to it.

      “Skotty, can you encode yourself onto a data core?” Benjam asked, an idea forming in his mind.

      “Indeed, I can copy my essence into a data core of sufficient capacity,” he replied cheerfully.

      “Leicara, do you have a spare data core?” Benjam queried.

      “Yes, I believe I do, but we’ll need to pull it from the ship’s systems. We’ll have to take something offline to find one that can accommodate Skotinicene’s coding,” Leicara informed him. “We can do so after we travel to our last base to meet up with Dralok, Kyren, and the council.”

      “Skotinicene, please set a course for the base,” Leicara instructed.

      “Indeed,” he replied happily.

      The images on the viewscreen showed several moons around ringed gas giant. The ship began to move and the perspective on the viewscreens shifted. He watched as the moons receded. They made their way around to the far side of the planet.

      As they crested the great orb, Benjam caught sight of something. A massive ring hanging in space, orbiting the planet. A warp portal. It was dark, however, appearing to be deactivated somehow.

      “I’ll  activate the portal so we can travel to our base. However, there is a chance that the Halifax have used their computer, and will be able to anticipate our move. We may face an enemy force, the moment I activate the warp gate.”

      “How come they haven’t activated it themselves?” Benjam wondered aloud.

      “I’ve got it locked from this end, and they don’t know which one it is. With it offline, they can’t connect to it.”

      “Skotty, what is this ship capable of?” Benjam asked.

      “I have a full complement of neutronium bombs, pulse cannons, graviton torpedoes, and a pseudo-stasis field for defense,” was his overly cheerful response.

      “Skotinicene, please ready all of our defenses,” Leicara instructed.

      “Indeed!” Skotty replied.

      The ship continued onward, the warp gate growing ever closer in the viewscreen.

      “I’ll activate it when we’re within thirty-five kilometers. That will leave only a few moments to act, but that’ll give our enemies the same disadvantage,” Leicara revealed.

      The ship sped onward through the blackness of space, framed by the blue and white gas giant, its rings glowing with reflected sunlight. They reached the appropriate distance and Leicara keyed in the activation sequence. The warp portal sprang to life, the pulsating, fluctuating energy field began to form.

      The second it was completed, ships began to pour through the portal. Black ships. Triangular ships. Dragoons. Escape was likely impossible, if the Halifax were indeed using their prescient computer.

      “They’re going to wipe us out,” Benjam cried desperately. “What’ll we do?”

      “I have an idea, but I could be wrong. If I am, though, it won’t matter. We’ll be blasted into atoms,” Leicara said gravely. “You are not from here, not from now. I don’t know where, or how you came here, but I know you are foreign to us. The Computer calculates the future based on all known variables at the time. You may be invisible to their Computer.”

      “Interesting hypothesis. How do we use that to our advantage?”

      “You will run the battle. You will instruct Skotinicene,” she replied in a serious tone.

      Benjam had a moment of doubt. He was no spaceship captain, much less a war general. But together, with Alis and Kyren and Elarra, they had faced off against just such a threat in the Ashari. Hopefully Leicara’s ship was as capable.

      “Incoming ships,” Skotinicene warned.

      “Shields full strength, divert all power. We’ll need to survive the first barrage. They’re all going to hit us at the same time, I suspect,” Benjam posited.

      The ships streamed at them, glinting in the sunlight. Then they were upon them. Flying evasively, Skotty attempted to dodge as much of the fire as possible, but they were still bathed in energy blasts.

      “Deploying nanites to repair the damage,” Skotty informed him.

      Beams continued to lance into the shields, whiting out the viewscreen momentarily.

      “Shields are at ten percent and failing. What is my next instruction?”

      “On my mark, drop shields and dump everything into weapons. Blast us a hole to the warp gate,” Benjam said, looking over at Leicara, who was busy at a terminal and seeming to ignore him.

      “Mark!” Benjam yelled, and all of Skotty’s weapons fired. The shields dropped simultaneously.

      Torpedoes streaked out and impacted with the nearest ships. Beams lanced into them. Then the bombs detonated, catching many of the ships. Their detonations were spectacular, as many of the enemies were caught by the ship’s weapons.

      “Skotty, use the gap to get beyond them, get us to the warp gate,” Benjam instructed.

      “Wait, I’m still trying to regain access to it,” Leicara said over her shoulder. “Otherwise we’ll end up at the Halifax home world. If I can regain control, we can warp to my base.”

      “Since you are making the decision, won’t they know where we go?”

      “Indeed they will, but I can only hope our forces are strong enough to resist,” she replied gravely.

      “Skotty, see if you can get the shields back. Meanwhile full burn to the gate,” Benjam instructed.

      Beams from the remaining dragoons lanced into the ship, shaking it and eliciting explosions from somewhere outside.

      “Deploying nanites again,” Skotty said without fear.

      The ship sped on toward the gate. Would Leicara gain control in time, or would they speed through smack into the middle of Halifax forces? They approached the gate. It rapidly grew larger in the viewscreen. They reached the point of no return, too close to veer off.

      “Um, Leicara?” Benjam squeaked. “Um, anytime now.”

      Leicara frantically worked the controls, then shrieked “Yes!”

      The warp portal rippled and shifted mere seconds before the ship reached it. They passed through the portal and into empty space beyond, no enemies in sight. Benjam sighed an audible sigh of relief. The connection was severed and the gate fell dark behind them, cutting off their pursuers.
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      It had journeyed for millions of years, crossing the space between galaxies, borne along by intergalactic magnetic fields. The Kirugi could feel it, feel the galaxy it had entered, full of inhabited planets. Full of life. It hungered.

      The Kirugi could taste the world it was destined for. Teeming with life, the planet would provide sustenance for its offspring. They would use this raw biological matter to convert into fuel, fuel to launch its eggs back into space.

      Absorbing interstellar radiation, the eggs would grow to maturity as they traveled to their destinations, the other inhabited worlds, where the cycle would start anew. The eggs would impact with a planet, entering the atmosphere and crashing down like a tremendous meteorite. The Kirugi would then hatch and emerge, to put forth its offspring and eggs.

      But it should emerge into a friendly environment, one secured by its forerunners, those who could hear its music. The Kirugi could feel the world’s proximity, so it began to sing. It could feel the listeners, feel their minds gathering within its own. The Kirugi instructed them to prepare, to make safe for its arrival. It sang its song, and the listeners followed.
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      Kyren followed Dralok to the bot-fighting control center. Instead of bearing for the right door, as before, Dralok led him to the left. This control room appeared more advanced than the other one with a larger and more complex control rig. On the left wall was a doorway, which Dralok made for at a brisk walk.

      He hurried after Dralok and passed through the doorway. They entered a small antechamber, occupied by a single bot. The bot’s eyes were yellow, and locked on them as they approached.

      Dralok raised his palm and beams of light emitted from the bot’s eyes and played over his extended hand. The bot’s eyes went blue and it stepped aside, revealing another doorway leading into yet another passage.

      Kyren had to admit he was lost. Or rather, the mental map he was building was inherently flawed. There was no geographical relation, as each time they passed through a doorway, they traveled to another location within the galaxy. Kyren was relieved when they finally stepped through a doorway and into sunlight.

      He looked up, expecting sky. Instead a huge dome loomed overhead, its composition clear plexi-steel or something of that nature. The dome covered a large city. No building was more than two stories, with most being a single story. The stone facades were highly decorated, bearing stylized Azorians, strange beasts, and mysterious machines.

      “So where are we?” Kyren asked bluntly.

      “We are on the ninth moon of the seventh planet. The planet will rise soon, and you will see the magnificent gas giant Epelion, with her tremendously beautiful rings.”

      “Whoa, you almost sound like you have feelings for this place,” Kyren responded in surprise.

      “It is the place of my birth, I am fond of it, yes,” Dralok said, sounding as if admitting to a weakness. “Enough! We shall meet with the council and then prepare for war.”

      Kyren followed in silence, knowing nothing he would say could make the situation better. Besides, he didn’t want to give the arrogant Azorian any more chances to speak, he couldn’t stand listening to him. He followed in silence and thankfully Dralok chose not to speak again.

      They reached the tallest building in the city, a two story building with four towers at each corner. This place was exceptionally opulent, bearing gold-leaf and inlaid precious stones over much of its surface. Dralok approached the entrance, large double doors, and threw them open dramatically, striding inside, a self-important look on his face.

      His only saving grace was the devious plan Kyren had in store for Dralok. He had studied the specs for the Gaidan he had discovered during his hacking, and knew much of its capability already. The plan had formed even before Dralok had recruited him to pilot it.

      It was definitely a long shot, there were so many variables anything could go wrong. And with that many moving parts, it was nearly inevitable that something would go wrong, he knew. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to try. And who knows, maybe this is how he did it in the past. Or was it the future? If he was in the past, but it happened in his future, was it still the future, or was it the past?

      He shook his head and focused on the matter at hand. He was going to need to exercise great restraint, he knew. He would have to convince these arrogant pricks that he was on their side, without letting on how much he despised them. That was going to be tough.

      Kyren prepared himself for the unknown and followed Dralok through the doors. The interior of the building was similarly opulent. It was a long amphitheater, with a stage at the end. Seated at low podiums four Azorians, the haughty Yal, sat upright, their eyes nearly unblinking.

      “Dralok, you have brought the interloper? Bring it forward that we may examine it!” the Azorian at the far left spoke in a harsh tone.

      Kyren didn’t wait for Dralok, but strode forward confidently.

      “Interloper? Examine me? I’m not some sort of specimen. I’m your salvation. So treat me as such,” Kyren demanded, firmly but without heat.

      “It speaks, and speaks with conviction. You have trained it well, Dralok,” the councilor to the far right said in a reedy voice.

      “Yeah, so how about we just get to it, okay?” Kyren said bluntly, hoping to head off more discussion.

      “Eager. Good,” the center-left councilor said in even tones.

      “Yeah, I’m like, ready to fight. Dralok taught me well, now I want to put it to good use. Besides, I think you’re missing a bot-fighter. Wasn’t she killed when the Halifax tried to assassinate Leicara?” Kyren questioned

      “Ah yes, the other matter. Leicara,” The center-right growled.

      “She has denied us, her own people, the opportunity to use our own Epsilon Computer. With it we could learn the movements of the Halifax, know their weaknesses. We would foresee their destruction, and foreseeing it would make it so. Instead she has left her own people in jeopardy of falling to the enemy,” far left said in consternation.

      “Leicara should be stripped of her birthright. She is a traitor to her people,” Far-Right insisted.

      “Then it is agreed. Leicara is untouchable, banished forever,” Center-Left said, nodding once.

      Man, why were councils always filled with a bag of dicks? Kyren ignored his ire and focused on the task at hand, suppressing the reaction he really wanted to have.

      “I’m not here to discuss Leicara,” Kyren explained. “I’m here to bot-fight.”

      “And it is time. The Halifax are even now moving on our position. We will deploy our largest weapon and you, bot-fighter, will crush our enemies,” Center-Right wheezed.

      “Dralok, prepare for war,” Center-Left instructed.

      “Come, our business is concluded,” Dralok growled, motioning for Kyren to follow.

      About time, he thought. Thankfully, they weren’t long winded, even if they were assholes. He followed Dralok as they made their way back to the control room they had passed through.

      “Prepare yourself. The Gaidan is different than any other bot you have encountered. Its control system has a neural interface, allowing for subconscious control. This allows you to both fight and program simultaneously. It links you in such a way, though, that creates neural feedback. You’ll feel the pain the bot feels, so to speak,” Dralok explained as they walked.

      Well that was a twist he had certainly not expected. There wasn’t any more time for contemplation, though. They arrived at the control room and Dralok secured the doors, deactivating the fade-gates. Great, he was trapped with King Asshole, he thought grimly. This was going to be tricky, he knew. He would have to deal with Dralok sooner or later, but for now it was time to focus on the bot.

      He let Dralok assist him in donning the control gear. The holopanel and main viewscreen were nearly twice as large as those in the previous control room he had used, and they flared to life, full of symbols and status displays. He immediately recognized the basic systems, and was pretty sure he knew how to get to the auxiliary systems he would need to access. The trick would be doing it without Dralok noticing.

      “Now, activate the Gaidan and the control rig will link with your neural system.”

      He keyed the symbols to activate the systems, powering up each sub-component before activating the entire bot. He felt a strange sensation, a whirring in his bones, as the neural system linked with his own.

      Suddenly disoriented, he closed his eyes, but the sensation did not diminish. It was as if he had more eyes than the two he had always had. He was seeing the same scene, he realized, from multiple angles.

      “Yes, you can see, can you not? You have access to all the sensors available to the Gaidan, including sensor drones and its own eyes,” Dralok said haughtily.

      Kyren flexed his arms and legs experimentally, and felt the Gaidan respond. He looked around and understood his surroundings almost immediately. He was standing, or rather the bot was standing, upon a low hill amidst a barren plain of fractured rock and sandy soil. As he turned he spotted on the horizon the domed city of Dralok’s birth. He was on the ninth moon of their seventh planet. The great blue gas giant rose in the background, its rings gleaming with reflected sunlight.

      Arrayed out before the Gaidan was a sea of battle bots, energy blades sparking and glittering from both wrists. The entirety of the Nevthifar forces. Respectable, yes. But comparable to the Halifax, not likely. This would be a losing battle, he knew. Especially if he succeeded in his plan. He didn’t wish them to die, the Nevthifar, but he felt they had dug their own graves with their arrogance. Besides, he was trying to save the galaxy after all, not just a bunch of uptight slavers.

      “Um, Dralok, I think they’re here,” Kyren said as he spotted distant shapes appearing on the horizon, pooling into a massive cloud spanning the horizon.
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      By the time Elarra exited Joraq’s ship, it was dawn. She was exhausted, not only having not slept but also having been through the ordeal of the last ten hours. Coming up with no better solution, she decided to make her way to the boat. At least she could sleep there. She knew she needed it.

      There were nar'raxi milling about, going about their daily lives. But they were sullen, silent, joyless. By the light of the morning she could see that the compound was littered with bodies on spikes, piles of severed heads, and many, many skulls.

      How long had Joraq been at this? And why? Why the barbarism, the butchery? Maybe there was no reason, maybe Joraq was just crazy? It was possible, but equally possible that she was playing a game. After all, Elarra had waited nearly twenty years on Pygar for Kyren and Alis.

      Joraq could have been planning for them for even longer. Elarra shivered at the thought as a voice called out from across the plaza she was traversing. Turning, she spotted Mac waving furiously at her.

      “Over here! Come over here! Her majesty needs your presence, man, like yesterday man!” Mac said urgently, flailing his arms.

      Wearily, she trudged across the plaza and fell in behind Mac without another word. At least from her anyway, Mac was a different story, he rambled and chatted, entirely to himself, as the nar'raxi didn’t appear to comprehend his language, nor pay him much mind.

      “So I know it’s like, barbaric, it’s like brutal, it’s like a slaughterhouse, man,” Mac rambled, waving to the decaying bodies and rotted heads. “But they’re enemies, man, enemies. Enemies of the future, man.”

      Showing no concern for Elarra’s lack of participation in his conversation, Mac continued chattering as they walked. Elarra was just trying to stay cognizant, fatigue was beginning to take hold.

      “…and Arkanon, well, he’s another story. He sees her, man. Like totally puts his peepers on her, with his mind. But she sees him back, man. Like she knows where he’s going, she does.”

      Elarra listened to Mac’s chatter, hoping to glean something valuable. Unfortunately, the upside-down-headed being was completely mad, she decided. After a short while they arrived at their destination, the stockade where she had been held briefly.

      Mac led her into the building and into the back, where the cells were located. Joraq was standing in front of one of the cells, but Elarra could not make out the cell’s occupant from her angle. She yawned a tremendous yawn then shook her head in an attempt to hold the fatigue at bay.

      “Yes Elarra, come, see my prize!” Joraq screeched at her.

      Elarra approached, stopping beside Joraq and peering into the shadowed cell. A figure limped forward into the light. He was imposing, clad in highly damaged battle armor. Two thick fleshy tendrils trailed down his back from the rear of his skull.

      It was Arkanon. Elarra realized he must’ve been on one of the transports that was destroyed when Joraq was demonstrating her defenses. How had he survived? Joraq must have known he would, Elarra realized. What were her plans for him? If Utien were any indication, it wasn’t looking good for Arkanon.

      “Ah, one of the newcomers. So you have betrayed me to this abomination?” Arkanon said indignantly.

      Joraq cackled and then spoke, “No Arkanon, I saw you. I’ve seen the entirety of your life, I have. But it ends, my dear. It ends.”

      “You do not frighten me, abomination,” he retorted hotly.

      “You act as if you are in the right. You are a thief and warlord, all you want is my ship. It is nearly time to pay for your transgressions.”

      “You’re just going to execute him? Like all the others you’ve executed, not just Arkanon’s people but your own? Why do you do this, Joraq? Are you truly mad?” Elarra questioned, almost tauntingly.

      Joraq let out another one of her cackles and replied in agitation, “Destiny matters not, Elarra. Only certainty. It is with that certainty that I take these actions.”

      “What have you seen to make you so callous? Why have you chosen horror as your lifestyle?” Elarra responded.

      “The horror, yes the horror. I must remember you’ve not seen it. You don’t know what is out there, inhabiting other galaxies. You’ve not seen what comes. You don’t know the end.”

      “What end? The galaxy’s end?” Elarra asked, alarmed.

      “Oh dear no, my child. The galaxy is most certainly gone, by then, all matter dissipated over time scales you cannot even comprehend. I have seen the heat-death of the universe.”

      “Huh?” Elarra wondered what Joraq was talking about.

      “The time when entropy reigns, when all particles have lost heat and motion. All matter shall decay, all energy shall disperse. Everything decays. The universe is no different,” Joraq finished with an atypical snort.

      “So you’ve seen the end? The final end? Was that your visikaji?”

      “Indeed, you have deduced correctly. My visikaji is the universe’s visikaji. It is an end that none shall live to see, yet all shall come to know. Now come, there is something else we must attend to,” Joraq instructed, making for the exit.
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      Kyren watched as dozens and dozens of glinting shapes flitted to the ground. He realized he could zoom, so he took a closer look. Triangular black ships sped to the ground, where they hovered and disgorged troops. He stared incredulously, knowing exactly what he was seeing.

      Dragoons, the ships were. Dragoons and reapers, the very forces Tharox had commanded when he had taken the power of the Epsilon Computer. Here they were, arrayed against him. He wouldn’t underestimate them but he hoped he really was controlling the most advanced tech on the battlefield. He hoped he really did have an edge.

      “Leicara believed you are outside of the Epsilon Computer’s knowledge, and therefore beyond its prediction. She thinks you can act with complete freedom against the Halifax. Prove her right, or we are all doomed, interloper.”

      Kyren paused for a moment, recognizing the situation. He had seen this in the visions Joraq had shown him. Had Joraq shown him these things for a reason? Had it been more than he could comprehend? Maybe he just needed to know he was on the right path. If her visions were of his success, then yes, he should be reassured. But it was Joraq who had shown him these things, so he knew it wouldn’t be so simple.

      Flipping through the control systems, he scanned the array of weapons the Gaidan was equipped with. It’s primary weapons were a pair of giant energy blades that would extend from its wrists when activated. There were several ranged weapons available too. Some long range blasters of some sort, Benjam would’ve understood them, and some sort of missile system.

      There was also something that was referenced by the symbol for destruction. He wasn’t sure what it would do, but assumed it was powerful, as there was only one charge. The Gaidan also had jump jets. Those might come in handy, he mused, unable to help feeling a little excitement.

      The dragoons lifted off, apparently done depositing their troop on the surface. The reapers surged forward. Looking down, he saw the battle bots begin to charge as well. They crossed the distance and engaged. The battle bots’ front lines were gunned down by the reapers, but some got through, and tore into them ferociously. But without any vigor or creativity. These bots were preprogrammed. Fodder.

      He looked up just as the first of the dragoons reached him. It opened up with the energy pulses from its vertices. The beams lanced out, burning into the Gaidan’s armor. And Kyren felt it. Like bee stings, the beams elicited pain and discomfort wherever they hit.

      Reflexively swatting at the small ships, he felt ridiculous, as he watched the bot from one of the external surveillance drones. The bot looked as it had in the vision. Humanoid in shape, it towered more than a hundred stories tall. It appeared as if it were wearing body armor, the plating a dull gray, accented by some gleaming white here and there.

      The head bore two short antennae and there were multiple towers jutting from its back. The antennae, he didn’t know what they were for. But the towers contained the jump jets, he was certain. There was one great eye, a narrow slit, glowing yellow. Not that he expected anything different, but it had no mouth.

      Swatting again, he tried smash the ships, but they were too maneuverable. Every second, more were appearing, buzzing around his head.

      “Use your weapon systems! What are you waiting for?” Dralok bellowed.

      “Back off,” Kyren growled, programming furiously.

      He checked the sensors and the statistics provided to him by the advanced targeting system. Once the enemy count matched the payload, he launched every missile the bot possessed. Panels slid aside and launch tubes emerged, row after row just below the top of its shoulders. They bellowed smoke and fire as each one disgorged a horde of missiles, each missile splitting into multiple warheads.

      The cloud of missiles streaked through the sky, a trail of smoke leading to each ship. Missiles began to detonate, one after another, a staccato burst of light and fury. Falling to the desolate plain below, the triangular ships impacted with tremendous force, shattering upon the stone or burying themselves in the soft soil.

      Continuing his programming, he ignored the remaining incoming dragoons. Their beams continued lancing into his armor plating. They were doing damage, certainly, but not much. Not enough, anyway, to change the outcome of the fight. They must have realized that at the same moment, because they broke off their assault, buzzing into a cloud just out of his reach.

      Suddenly, they streaked toward him, accelerating faster than he could react. They began to thud into his chest and torso. He didn’t know what was happening, until the first detonated. But by then, it was too late. A chain reaction was loosed, as each ship blew up in turn, explosions stitching their way up the Gaidan’s chest toward the head and neck.

      Readouts went yellow and red as dragoons, embedded in the gaps between the Gaidan’s armor plating, detonated spectacularly. Then the pain hit him. He would have staggered and fallen had he not been suspended between the two pillars. He lost his concentration, both on the Gaidan and his programming. Kyren couldn’t help but bellow in pain.

      Struggling to recover, Kyren quickly tried to assess the damage. The main eye was disabled, he would be unable to see through it. He would have to rely on an external view to control the bot. Thankfully there were several observation drones still functional within range.

      The armor on his right side was nearly destroyed, it wouldn’t stop much. And the chest and torso were a disaster. The readings showed major damage to multiple systems. Mercifully, the important systems he would need were still on line.

      “Ow,” Kyren said, to no one in particular.

      “Hurts, yes?” Dralok said, not masking the pleasure he took in pointing it out.

      “Yeah, well I wasn’t expecting that. Thanks for the warning.”

      “Had I known they were capable of that, I certainly would have warned you. It’s in my best interest, after all,” Dralok said bluntly.

      There was a bright flash from across the plain, where the ships had come from. Several more bright flashes and then a tear in reality opened up. He could see beyond to empty space. Through the massive, towering portal, flew a bot the same as he controlled. Nearly identical, in fact. It was the Halifax’s Gaidan.
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      Kyren knew he was in trouble the moment the opposing bot opened fire. Warnings bloomed as the energy beams tore into him. Pain also blossomed, taking his breath away. Fighting through the pain, he broke into a run, dodging and weaving as he barreled toward the enemy Gaidan.

      A panel on the outside of each of his forearms slid open and a barrel emerged. He aimed the cannons and fired off short bursts. He wasn’t aiming at the bot, or rather, he wasn’t intending to hit it. He was just trying to buy enough time to close the gap and engage it in hand to hand. He knew it was his only chance.

      As soon as he was withing range, he activated his jump jets and launched himself at his opponent. Energy blades crackled as he struck. Energy blades flared to life and the enemy bot blocked his furious strikes. Shit! This might be more impossible than he thought.

      At least his secondary program was nearly complete. He was going to need his full concentration for this fight. Spinning, he tried to deliver several blows to the Halifax bot’s back, but it whirled too quickly, blocking the strikes again. Kyren spotted an opening. He unleashed several quick pulses at the bot’s feet.

      The blasts did some damage, to Kyren’s delight, leaving some of the ankle’s armor plating melting into slag. Maybe he had a chance after all. There was definitely a weak point, now. How to exploit it, he wasn’t quite sure yet. Slightly out of position from his attacks, he reeled backward as the enemy bot counterattacked. Missiles disgorged from the enemy bot’s shoulders and detonated spectacularly, knocking him back.

      Pushing forward, blade on blade crackled and sparked as the two behemoths clashed, Kyren struggling to keep up. The enemy bot-fighter was deft, skilled, and inventive. Had he met his match? No. He wouldn’t give up, no matter the odds. Just like all the opponents he had faced before, this guy could be beat, he knew.

      The enemy bot managed to land a glancing blow on his shoulder. Kyren’s Gaidan’s armor absorbed the blow, but several large armor plates sheared off. He shifted to put the damaged side away from the strikes. The enemy bot charged again, a flurry of blows coming his way, more missiles disgorging and blasting into him.

      Quickly programming in between blocks, he activated the routine. His enemy paused for a brief moment, and his bot executed the maneuver. He activated his jump jets, propelling himself up and over. He twisted his body, so at the apex of his flight, he was upside-down, directly above the enemy bot.

      It’s head tracked his motion, but it was still unprepared for the downward strike Kyren delivered, punching his blade into the bot’s shoulder. Sparks flew and fire belched from the wound. He pulled his energy blade free as he completed the arc. Landing behind it, he prepared to strike. The bot whirled on him, swinging.

      But it was only swinging one arm. He had disabled the left arm. A moment of distraction took him as he considered the pain the other must have felt. He barely blocked the incoming strike, deflecting it away from his face by mere meters.

      He returned blows, the enemy bot somehow managing to fend him off with only one arm. His opponent suddenly activated his jump jets, flinging himself into Kyren in a flying tackle. Not expecting the maneuver, he was caught off guard. He crashed to the ground in a tremendous cloud of dust and flying rock.

      The enemy bot stood over him and leveled the barrel protruding from its working forearm at his head. He had a mere millisecond to react. He swung his arm, driving his left blade out and into the breach in the bot’s armor, just above the ankle. His blade bit deep into the leg, severing structural components and doing massive damage.

      It began to topple as its leg crumpled at the ankle. It fired, missing his Gaidan’s head by meters, blasting the stone beneath into vapor. Activating his jump jets briefly, the pulse threw him upright. He drove his other blade into his enemy’s head in a vicious uppercut. He retracted the blade and watched as the bot began to stagger. Then it fell.

      “Well done! You are warrior, truly. You have my respect, interloper,” Dralok said pridefully.

      Kyren began to extract himself from the harness.

      “Wait, the Halifax still live. You must destroy them, every last one,” Dralok urged.

      “No, you’re the bloodthirsty killer, Dralok. I’m just a bot-fighter. And there, bot-fight over. Now you can take me to Benjam and Leicara,” Kyren replied confidently.

      “No, you’ll not see them again. You’ll fight, or you’ll rot in a cell,” Dralok responded venomously.

      “Y’know, I don’t like either of those options, asshole,” Kyren barked.

      He stepped closer to the console and keyed up the routine he had built while fighting.

      “What are you doing?” Dralok asked, advancing on him.

      He hit the engage and smiled at Dralok, “It’s done man, you’re screwed. I win.”

      Suddenly a massive towering portal ripped open, revealing an empty expanse of forest. His bot’s thrusters fired on full burn, launching the bot through the portal, which closed with a staccato burst of flashes seconds after.

      “What have you done?” Dralok growled, picking up his Barish staff and advancing on Kyren, the end flaring into crackling purple energy.

      Kyren dropped into a fighting stance and replied, “I’ve done what’s necessary to save the galaxy. Sorry that screws you over. Oh, wait. No, I’m not sorry.”

      He knew the only way he was going to survive a fight with Dralok is if he made him angry. Would he be angry enough to forget his training, though? Dralok growled and lunged. Kyren dodged and spun as the blows continued. Dralok lashed out with a vicious kick, sending him sprawling.

      “That was a weak-ass shot, you bastard,” Kyren grunted through gritted teeth as he stood.

      Several more strikes came in, and mercifully he was able to dodge. Angry or not, it seemed Dralok wasn’t forgetting his training. He was driven back toward the pillars, barely able to dodge, feeling his muscles beginning to tire. Kyren knew he was slowing down.

      He glanced at the screen, viewing the battle from the hovering drones. It wasn’t going well for the outnumbered Nevthifar. Even though he had defeated their Gaidan, their forces were still superior in number.

      “Looks like your people are going to lose, asshole,” Kyren taunted.

      Dralok growled as he glanced at the battle. Then he thrust his staff in a ferocious, uncontrolled strike. Kyren waited until the last second before spinning out of the way. He palmed the staff, diverting it directly into the control pillar. Sparks flew as the staff embedded itself deeply. Dralok tried to pull it free but failed, it was planted too deep.

      Screeching in anger, he unleashed a flurry of kicks and punches upon Kyren. Kyren blocked most, but several blows reeled him backward. He focused his mind and launched his counterattack. He landed a blow to Dralok’s solar plexus, staggering him back.

      Not relenting, Kyren advanced and launched several kicks. Dralok easily blocked but fell out of position. Kyren closed the gap in two strides and launch an easily block-able strike. Dralok took the bait. Kyren grabbed his wrist and twisted, pulling and levering him over his body and flinging him through the air.

      Dralok landed on the protruding staff’s remaining energized end. The crackling purple energy punched through his flesh with ease, emerging out the front of his chest by several feet.

      As he slid down the staff, he sputtered, “How… how could an interloper beat me?”

      “That move, Alis taught me that one,” he responded proudly.

      “Who are you people?”

      “We’re the product of destiny,” Kyren replied. “We’re here to save the galaxy.”

      And the light left Dralok’s eyes.
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      “Benjam, do you read me? Hello?” Kyren said into the comm unit.

      “Kyren! What is going on? Where are you?” he squeaked back enthusiastically.

      “I’m in the control room. There’s a fade-gate leading to Dralok’s city, and the one back to the compound.”

      “What happened to Dralok?” Benjam asked hesitantly, as if he were afraid of the answer.

      “Uh, yeah, Dralok’s been, uh, neutralized. Don’t worry, he’s not getting back up.”

      He heard Benjam let out a small gasp.

      “You need to get to the waterfall cave, Kyren. We can pick you up if you do,” Benjam insisted.

      “Okay, I’ll head there. Let’s hope I don’t encounter any more Dras,” Kyren replied.

      He made his way back out onto the street, and was shocked to discover it empty. There was no sign of the Dras, but there were Yal bodies littering the street. As he approached he could see the gruesome wounds caused by the makeshift weapons.

      First things first, he needed to get his stuff. He wasn’t going to go any further without his rifle and battle armor. He had gear he still needed. Making his way to the building that contained their quarters, he was both disturbed and thankful that the streets were empty.

      In short order he had donned his armor, recovered his rifle, and slung his satchel over his shoulder. He moved cautiously yet made great haste should he discover the compound was still occupied.

      He heard voices as he approached a small courtyard nestled between several buildings. Creeping forward, he peered around the corner. It was Alis! She was speaking with a Dras in low tones, discussing something about the capitol city.

      They finished and the Dras disappeared back into the maze of buildings. He ducked his head back and hoped he hadn’t been seen. He was torn between his desire to save Alis from whatever it was, and the knowledge that he could do nothing at this exact moment.

      So he choked back his sorrow and sneaked away. At least she was still here. Maybe Benjam would have a solution, a way to save her. But now wasn’t the time. And it broke his heart. He swore to himself he would return for her.

      He cautiously made his way to the narrow canyon and stepped through the waterfall into the small cave. The light stand Benjam had erected was within reach, so he flicked it on, illuminating the cave. At the back wall, there was now a doorway, that appeared to lead onto a ship’s bridge. A bridge occupied by Benjam and Leicara!

      He hesitantly walked through, stepping into the ship. Benjam squiggled past and deactivated the doorway, leaving a blank ship’s wall behind him. Leicara surged forward and wrapped her arms around Kyren’s neck and drew herself close.

      “I’m so glad you’re alright. I thought for sure Dralok would have killed you,” Leicara lay her head on his shoulder.

      “Well, he certainly could have. But he made a fatal error. He believed himself to be superior,” Kyren responded.

      “What did he make you do, Kyren?” Benjam squeaked.

      “He had me control the Gaidan. I fought his battle for him.”

      “And obviously won,” Leicara said, sounding pleased.

      “Yeah, but not before I stole the Gaidan,” he replied.

      He couldn’t help but be amused by Leicara’s shock.

      “You’ve doomed my people, you have,” she said despondently.

      “Actually, I’ve saved your people. The Kirugi is coming, and we need the Gaidan. We’ll need it twice, actually. You should know, you’ve seen it.”

      She sighed, “Yes, I do know. I have seen it, though much of it was beyond my understanding.”

      “The Epsilon Computer, Leicara, now’s the time to take us to it,” Kyren began.

      Benjam interrupted, “Kyren, my timeline was wrong, the shift could come at any moment.”

      Kyren was surprised at Benjam’s despondent tone. But, it was bad news indeed that they were out of time. They still had so much to accomplish, and a Kirugi to fight. And Alis to save. At least the robot was stolen.

      He had warped it to the Azorian home world, in the forests outside the compound. It was programmed to defend itself but wait for him. A complex encryption algorithm protected against unauthorized access. They would have to deploy it when the Kirugi arrived. They needed to be there. If any eggs escaped, it would be impossible to contain the spread.

      “Okay, so our time is even more limited. Leicara, you’re going to take us to the Epsilon Computer. Then we’re coming back for Alis,” he said emphatically.

      Benjam smiled but Leicara frowned.

      “We’ll take the warp gate to where I’ve hidden it,” she said, pointing the gate hovering in the blackness, framed by stars, “Skotinicene, please take us through the gate to my hidden location.

      “Indeed, we shall go,” Skotinicene replied cheerfully. “Welcome new companion Kyren.”

      It was Skotty!

      “Hey Skotty, great to see you again!” he replied. “Oh, wait, we haven’t met yet.”

      “Indeed, we are strangers, at least until now,” Skotty replied.

      The ship began to fly toward the warp gate, reaching it and passing through. Leicara seemed entirely unaffected by warp sickness, while Kyren spent a few moments reeling. Even Benjam’s eyes lost focus briefly during the transition.

      “What, no warp sickness for you?” he asked Leicara once his head cleared.

      “Well, no, actually. I’ve never suffered from it.”

      “Interesting, are all your people so?” Benjam questioned.

      “No, I’ve just always been unaffected by it, I don’t know why. Perhaps it has something to do with…” she trailed off, then focused on the viewscreen.

      “It’s there,” Leicara said, pointing to the green and blue planet the warp gate was orbiting. “Skotty, take us in to the preloaded coordinates. Follow the flight path I’ve provided exactly.”

      “Affirmative,” Skotty replied.

      They landed in short order. Kyren and Benjam followed Leicara out into the bright sunshine. Knee-length green grass blanketed a rolling field, devoid of trees or any structures. Just like the planet where Tharox had found it. But where was the Computer?

      “Leicara?” Kyren asked tentatively.

      “Just wait. I don’t know how to explain it, I don’t know why I can do it,” Leicara said, as if admitting a weakness.

      “Do what?” he asked, puzzled.

      “This,” she said, raising her arms and closing her eyes.

      The very air shimmered before them. Reality was undulating and rippling, and soon began to disintegrate. As the world before them fell away, a new world was revealed. Before them stood the mighty fortress containing the Epsilon Computer. It looked the same as it had when they confronted Tharox.

      Tall buildings, built of a black metal that was cool to the touch, were adorned with fine circuitry and tiny electronic components.

      “What was that, Leicara?” Benjam piped curiously.

      “I can make things disappear. But like they never existed. Yet they still do, and I can bring them back. Unfortunately I think that means the Halifax will be able to find us now.”

      As if on cue, shapes streaked into the planet’s atmosphere, trailing great streamers of fire behind them.

      “I think we should hurry,” Kyren suggested. “Leicara, take us to the Computer’s central chamber, and fast!”

      “Hang on, I need to do something first. We may need him,” Leicara said, turning to a terminal and hastily programming.

      “What are you doing, Leicara?” Skotty questioned.

      “Bringing you with me,” she replied. “I’m encoding you onto this data core.”

      A minute later, a data core ejected from the reader. She grasped it’s handle and twisted it free. She placed it into a pocket in her robes. She broke into a brisk trot, leading them into the small compound, to the central tower. They entered and followed the passageway at the other end down below. Some twists and turns and they arrived at the same amphitheater-like room where they had faced off against Tharox, what felt like a lifetime ago. The catwalk stood before the abyss and cables hung down from the ceiling in great loops.

      “There, go up there and speak, it’ll answer,” Leicara instructed.

      Kyren stepped forward and tentatively spoke, “Computer?”

      “Epsilon Computer is here,” the mechanical voice replied.

      “Will you answer my questions, provide me the information I require?” he queried.

      “Affirmative.”

      “First…” Kyren began, but couldn’t finish, as the entire structure shook.

      “There went my ship’s engine, looks like it went nova. The Halifax reapers will be here soon enough. We’ve got no way out,” Leicara said desperately.

      “I’ve got our exit covered,” Benjam squeaked confidently.

      “Good,” Kyren said, trusting the details were covered.

      Kyren turned back to the abyss. “Okay, so…”

      A strange thing happened before he could finish his sentence. The world around him wavered. Reality oscillated, buzzing and blurring. It was familiar. It was exactly the same phenomenon he had witnessed in the messages they had left themselves on the data core.

      “Uh, Benjam?” Kyren asked.

      “Yes, that does mean to hurry, at least according to the message. We don’t have much time,” Benjam said apocalyptically.
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      Kyren was now standing in front of an omniscient computer. It was also responsible for turning Tharox into a villain and unleashing the hordes of dragoons and reapers upon the galaxy. But in their altered timeline, the computer didn’t exist. So he needed to get what he could before they shifted. He unslung his rifle from his back and looked around cautiously.

      “It makes sense now,” Benjam exclaimed excitedly.

      “What does?” Kyren asked impatiently.

      “The reason my calculations were off. They didn’t take into effect Leicara’s ability, and what it might do to the stability of the timeline.”

      “So how much time do we have, Benjam?”

      “Not long, I’m afraid. Days, maybe less,” he replied grimly.

      “Okay, well, I better get to this. Computer?”

      “Yes?” it droned.

      “Can you show me the fight with the Kirugi. One egg escapes. Where is it heading?”

      “Analyzing query,” Computer replied. “Negative, the Kirugi are all destroyed.”

      Hmmm, how was he going to find out where the last one was heading? Wait, this was the altered timeline, he thought. He would need to ask the computer in the timeline where the computer had ceased to exist. But how would you do that if it didn’t exist. But it did exist, they had seen it as Leicara’s power had shifted time. The computer currently did exist in both timelines.

      “Okay, Benjam, how do we get to the other timeline?” Kyren asked

      “Leicara, can you do what you do at will?” Benjam questioned.

      “I think so, let me try,” she replied, extending her hands and concentrating.

      Suddenly, reality blurred again and Kyren felt a moment of vertigo.

      “We’ve shifted timelines, I believe,” Benjam informed him.

      “Okay, let me try this now. Computer, the Kirugi, one egg escapes. Where does it go?”

      “Affirmative. Without my intervention, one will escape. Prepare for download,” the Computer responded in a monotone.

      A wall of thought and memories hit him like a wave. He staggered but caught himself, using the butt of his rifle for support. Pictures, sounds, and impressions flooded into his mind. It was like nothing he had experienced before. It was as if the memories were originally his, not just viewed like a vid, like with the rho’kar. It was more like the evgalian’s touch, but without the feeling of viscous black oil in his head.

      He remembered where the Kirugi egg was traveling to. It had homed in on humanity’s homeworld, a planet called Earth. He now knew where it was going. Then a tremendous blast shook the facility, causing the cables hanging down in great loops from the ceiling to sway.

      But now they knew. He had no time to peruse the memories he now held. The Halifax were closing in and he had yet another thing to accomplish. He had realized what he would need to do, in order to set the future right.

      “Okay, let me try this. Computer, am I one of your variables?”

      “Affirmative, you factor into my future calculations now that I have been able to scan you,” it replied in a monotone.

      “I want you to remove me as a variable,” he instructed.

      “What are you doing, Kyren?” Benjam began, but paused. “Aha! You were not in the Computer’s future predictions in the original timeline. That is what kept Tharox from seeing you, from predicting your actions. It’s how you were able to thwart him.”

      “Variable removed. You may collect it on floor thirty seven, bay L-one, slot seventy three,” the computer informed them.

      “Leicara, can you take us there?” Kyren questioned.

      “I think so. It would be the under-deck levels. There’s an elevator nearby, I think,” Leicara replied, heading for the doorway.

      Again, Kyren felt the vertigo as everything in his vision shimmered.

      “What did you do, Leicara?” Kyren asked.

      “Nothing, that wasn’t me,” she replied fervently.

      “I think we have destabilized the time stream. That shift would mean we are again in our altered timeline, with the Halifax. We need to get to your variable and extract it, but it must be done from the original timeline, Tharox’s timeline,” Benjam attempted to explain, making Kyren’s head nearly explode.

      Kyren heard them skittering along the floor before he saw them. Reapers! Those damn death-bots that Tharox had deployed so long ago were advancing on them now. Kyren dashed forward and hit the door control. It whooshed shut just as rounds tore into it, thankfully stopped by the door, but leaving dimples in the metal where each round impacted.

      “Lock it, quick!” Kyren instructed.

      Leicara quickly keyed the lock sequence as more rounds deformed the door. They would get through soon, he knew. Looking like they were trapped, he looked around desperately for a way out. Then he spotted the chasm. He knew, because he had gone over the edge, that there was a massive support structure below. Pylons and crisscrossing beams composed a structure that was climbable.

      “This way,” he cried, dashing to the edge.

      “Oh dear, they’re nearly through,” Benjam cried as a massive pounding on the door began.

      “Go, help Leicara down,” Kyren commanded.

      Benjam began to assist as instructed, moving frantically. The door buckled and huge rend opened up. Kyren snapped his rifle to his shoulder and fired, concentrating the pulses of energy on the newly opened gap. It bought enough time for Benjam and Leicara to get over the edge.

      The first reaper burst through the door, fracturing it and sending the pieces clattering to the ground as it scrambled into the room. Kyren walked his fire across the bot, focusing on the main body. To his surprise, the blasts punched through the bot’s body, eliciting a shower of sparks and flame. It crumpled to the floor as the next one skittered into the room.

      Realizing he would soon be overwhelmed, he dropped to the deck and rolled. As he cleared the edge, bullets tore through the air above him and thudded into the deck where he had been. As he went over the edge he was grateful the deck plate shielded him from the rounds. He knew his armor would likely be like paper to those ultra-high velocity rounds.

      But his relief was short-lived. He felt a moment of sheer terror as he began to fall. Scrabbling at the beams, he attempted to find purchase. But his hands slid, he couldn’t find anywhere to grip on the smooth surface. He reached for another beam and missed. He felt vertigo as he hung by one remaining hand. His rifle dangled from its strap, thumping against his side. And then he was falling, stomach lurching as gravity yanked.
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      Suddenly, a tentacle wrapped around Kyren’s wrist, arresting his momentum. Benjam turned the fall into a swing, delivering Kyren into the scaffolding beneath the platform. His hands grasped support rods as he clung to the column, heart hammering in his ears. Benjam and Leicara also clung to beams. Panting, he took a moment to recover. As he rested, reality shifted again.

      “What timeline are we in, now Benjam?” Kyren inquired.

      “Tharox’s timeline,” Benjam answered.

      Benjam motioned with the tip of his tentacle, pointing down. There were enough hand and foot holds to make the climb possible. But it would be a long way down. Kyren gathered his courage and began the descent.

      They reached the bottom many minutes later. That would mean the bots would have had ample time to propagate throughout the complex, at least in the altered timeline, as Benjam had called it. That would mean the Halifax were going to capture the Computer. He knew that would be bad, and knew he had to do something about it.

      His world shifted yet again, and he said nervously, “Benjam, this is bad news, isn’t it?”

      “Not necessarily. We could be experiencing a rebound effect due to Leicara’s dimensional manipulation,” Benjam explained.

      Kyren considered the two timelines. In the first, Tharox’s time, the computer existed, and was abandoned, waiting for Tharox to find it and unleash its power on the galaxy. He was in the process of removing himself as a variable. The second was a direct result of their actions, caused by their detonation of Benjam’s time bomb.

      That timeline had no computer for Tharox to find. But it seems, according to Elarra’s visions, to have set other events in motion. The Crevak obtained the weapon from Skotty station and it seemed, a Kirugi managed to escape the final conflict with the Azorians. And the base ceased to exist. Or did it? An idea formed.

      “Computer, are you still there?” he said softly.

      “Affirmative,” the voice echoed down from above.

      “Does Leicara have the authority to initiate a self-destruct sequence?” he asked the machine.

      “Affirmative,” it replied.

      “Do it, Leicara,” he demanded.

      “Are you sure?” she questioned timidly.

      “Yeah, we can’t let it fall into the wrong hands, so we need to do it.”

      “Yes, it could be!” Benjam squeaked suddenly.

      “What?” Kyren and Leicara asked in unison.

      “That’s it. This is why the computer doesn’t exist in our altered timeline. We have to do it. It must be destroyed to prevent Tharox from threatening the Consortium. A time loop was created. Causality has become cyclical!”

      “I don’t understand what you are talking about, Benjam, but yes, we need to blow this place.”

      “Okay, I’ll do it,” Leicara agreed. “Computer, accept my authorization. Set a timer on the self destruct sequence.”

      “How long will the timer be?” the computer questioned emotionlessly.

      “How long will it take us to retrieve Kyren’s variable?” Leicara asked.

      “Approximately seventeen minutes, from your current location.”

      “Okay, twenty minutes,” Leicara said before Kyren could interject.

      “Timer engaged. T-minus nineteen minutes and fifty-eight seconds until detonation,” the computer’s mechanical voice came over the facility’s loudspeakers.

      Would that be enough time? What happened if they ran into reapers? They had most certainly got their attention. If they had to detour they could end up taking much longer than twenty minutes.

      “Well, let’s get moving, no time to waste,” Kyren instructed, spotting an access hatch and making his way to it.

      They climbed into the access tunnel and followed it until it ended at another access door. They keyed the controls but it did not respond.

      “Computer, why is this door locked? Please unlock it,” Leicara demanded.

      The panel went blue and the door slid open, revealing a reaper, its back to the door. Kyren and the reaper were in a slow motion race. Each attempting to bring their weapons to bear. Somehow, Kyren was a microsecond faster, maybe due to the nanites he had been imbued with. He unloaded on the bot at nearly point blank range. He walked the beams up the back and vaporized the bot’s head.

      Damn this gun was impressive, he thought, as the bot fell. But considering it had come from the Azorian base, Skotty station, that the Crevak had claimed, it only made sense one of their weapons could defeat their own armor.

      The computer spoke its countdown again, “T-minus nineteen minutes and thirty three seconds.”

      “Move,” Kyren cried, dashing through the door and down to an intersection. “Which way, Leicara?”

      “This way, I think,” she said, sounding unsure.

      “Great, you’re lost, aren’t you?” Kyren moaned. “Computer, get me a map or directions or something.”

      “I do not have display capabilities in your present location. However I can give you detailed directions. Would you like me to begin?”

      “Yes, lay it on me!”

      The Computer rattled off a series of directions, Kyren absorbing them and building a mental map.

      The second the computer was done, Kyren cried “C’mon.”

      Kyren dashed down the corridors, unerringly finding the next step in the directions. He confidently led them onward.

      “T-minus five minutes forty two seconds,” Epsilon Computer said again.

      They rounded the corner and came to what appeared to be an elevator. Leicara hit the controls and the door slid open moments later. They jumped in and she located the entry for deck thirty seven. Several moments went by and the door slid open. Kyren emerged with a purpose, rifle at his shoulder, nerves taut and muscles coiled.

      Weapons fire erupted all around him, he barely made it to cover behind a large structural pillar. Leicara and Benjam hadn’t been so lucky. Well, Leicara had actually been lucky because Benjam had jumped in front of her. Benjam screeched in pain as Kyren leaned around the other side of the column and squeezed off several shots before the high velocity rounds traced their way to him.

      Benjam recovered enough to drag himself and Leicara behind another pillar. Kyren leaned around again and fired more shots, then dashed to the pillar Benjam and Leicara hid behind. As he ran he fired several wild shots, hoping to keep the bot at bay.

      “Benjam! Are you okay?” Kyren cried as more rounds thudded into the pillar they were sheltered behind.

      “Ach! Ow! Yes, I think so,” Benjam groused.

      “Leicara?”

      “I think so,” she replied, her voice cracking.

      He looked down and saw there was a spreading blue stain marring her white robes.

      “Oh no, Leicara,” Kyren cried, moving to her side.

      She looked down and grimaced, grabbing her abdomen.

      “You have to leave me,” she pleaded.

      “What you need lies beyond that door, behind the bot,” she was interrupted by the computer’s countdown.

      “T-minus one minute and seventeen seconds remaining before self destruct. Exit the facility now.”

      “I can’t leave you, you’ve got to come with us, I’ll find you help,” he said desperately.

      Leicara stood on shaky legs and grasped his face in her hands. She kissed him gently on his lips, then to Kyren’s horror dashed around the column, waving her arms. He heard the skittering and saw her dodge behind another pillar as rounds streamed after her, pinning her behind the column.

      “Wait, I have an idea!” Benjam squeaked triumphantly. “Leicara, shift!”

      A look of recognition crept onto her face, and she nodded. Holding out her hands again, she closed her eyes. Just then the reaper stepped around the corner. Kyren only had time for a wild shot, but it distracted the bot long enough.

      They shifted again and the reaper winked out of existence. The wailing self-destruct alarm disappeared also.

      “That’s it, we’re back in Tharox’s timeline. Let’s move before we bounce again,” Benjam exclaimed, squiggling toward the door.

      Leicara staggered and Kyren caught her. Benjam opened the door and he carried her inside. Gently setting her down, he closed the door and looked around. In the center of the room was a small console, and sitting on top, ejected from the interface port, was a data core.

      But it wasn’t just any data core. It was the data core. The one they had discovered on Skotty station, the one that contained the messages to themselves. Here it was, again. Or rather, maybe for the first time.

      “Alright Benjam, how do we get out of here?” he asked with as much urgency as he could convey.

      “T-minus fifteen seconds…”

      “I have a fade-gate we can use to escape,” Benjam said, extracting a door-width metal rod, with emitters every few inches.

      Benjam placed the rod against the wall and activated it. The sound of rushing water came from the dim room beyond.

      “T-minus ten seconds… nine… eight…” the Computer counted down robotically.

      Kyren dashed through, carrying Leicara, and Benjam squiggled in after.

      “Five… four… three… two…”

      Benjam bent to the corresponding rod on this side of the portal and deactivated it, right as the Computer reached “one.” The portal flickered out and they were left in darkness, rushing water the only indicator of where they were.
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      Alis watched them emerge from the waterfall. Benjam first, looking cautiously around. Then Kyren, carrying Leicara. What?! That irked Alis tremendously. It didn’t compare, though, to how bothered she was that Kyren hadn’t heard the music too.

      It thrummed in every cell, every atom. How could Kyren not hear it? She had been tremendously disappointed, but she could not take time out for disappointment. She had work to do. Kirugi was coming.

      Kyren carried Leicara down the path, oblivious to Alis’ presence, hidden amongst the trees, shadowed by the night. She could make out his form receding into the darkness, passing into the shadows cast by the light of the Azorian’s second moon.

      Waiting for them to make some distance, she thought about Kyren and Leicara. What was that blue-skinned, no-haired, deceitful creep trying to do with Kyren? All Alis knew was Leicara better back off, or Alis was going to make her.

      She stalked from her hiding place and followed them down the path. She crept from cover to cover. Brush, branches, and bends in the trail shielded her from sight. She listened, ears perking, and could hear them talking.

      “We’ve got to get Leicara to a med bay, but she’s not waking up. How’re we going to find it?” she heard Kyren say, desperation in his voice.

      “We don’t need her to wake, I discovered the quartermaster’s station. There is bound to be medical gear there,” Benjam squeaked.

      They picked up their pace so Alis made haste. She would have to intercept them before they reached their destination. She needed to separate Kyren from the others, so he could listen. She knew she would be able to make him listen, if given the chance. He had to hear it. He had to join her.

      Alis found a path through the woods that she had used frequently while running. It cut through and came out not far from the main entrance. She broke into a sprint, attempting to make it to the border before her quarry. Reaching the edge of the woods, where soil turned to stone, she slowed her pace and began to scan, her ears twitching as she strained to hear Kyren’s steps.

      But all was quiet. She had indeed beaten them. She found a pile of boulders just inside, right next to the main trail, and hunkered down. Transforming her wrench into the sonic emitter, she waited impatiently. It didn’t take long for her sensitive ears to pick up Kyren’s thudding footsteps, though.

      Preparing herself, she watched Kyren stepping around some brush and into the open. She forced herself to wait until she saw Benjam. Springing from cover she aimed the emitter and fired. A thunderclap accompanied a wall of force that slammed into Kyren and Benjam.

      Kyren dropped Leicara as he went flying, sending her tumbling to the ground and rolling away with the blast. Benjam was tossed into the brush with a squish. She ran to Kyren’s side where he lay in the dirt.

      He blinked and stared, eyes unfocused, and tried to work his mouth but no sound emerged. She heard footsteps behind her and whirled to find several Azorians, the poor lowly Dras. Only now they were mighty. Now they had taken their lives back, and dedicated them to the Kirugi. They were slaves no more.

      The Dras came forward, their usually colorless garb now decorated with blue Azorian blood. Wordlessly, they grabbed Kyren and hauled him away. Alis darted after them, looking back to see Benjam emerging from the foliage. She raised her emitter to fire. Benjam spotted her taking aim and dove back into the trees.

      Wordlessly still, they made their way to the barracks where Alis and the others had set up a makeshift camp. Most of their number had gone to the capitol, to prepare for the Kirugi’s arrival by creating safe locations for its offspring to grow. They would spread the music throughout the entire galaxy. And when done, they would find a new galaxy.

      Alis had remained behind, because she knew Kyren would be back. She so desperately wanted him to hear the music, to join her in the light.

      Struggling against the Dras, Kyren barked, “Alis, what the hell are you doing? C’mon, snap out of it!”

      She walked over and stood next to him, resting her hand on the chest-plate of his battle armor. Reaching over him, she unclipped his rifle and slung it over her own shoulder. Alis relieved him of his satchel as well.

      “Alis?” he said, sounding defeated.

      “Kyren, I’m here to help you,” she crooned, running her finger along his jawline. “Don’t you want to be with me? You should hear it, the music. It’s wonderful. You’ll understand when you hear it.”

      “Alis, what are you talking about?”

      “You’ll understand more when we get where we’re going,” she said quietly.

      She walked away as Kyren continued to struggle. The Azorians were strong, and they were many to his one.

      “Put him down,” Alis commanded.

      The Dras simultaneously let go, dropping Kyren to the ground heavily. He coughed and lay there for a moment, obviously stunned.

      Recovering, he pushed himself upright and looked her in the eye, “Alis, there isn’t any music. I don’t hear anything.”

      “And that is a shame. We can’t be together unless you hear it.”

      She leaned close, ears twitching. Then she pulled back. Anger overtook her. How dare he not hear it? It was Leicara, wasn’t it, she thought. That bitch was gonna pay.

      “Keep him here, but keep him whole,” Alis said to the crowd of Dras that had gathered.

      They didn’t nod, or react in any way, but she knew they understood and would do as she had said. She left the barracks and returned to the streets, backtracking to the eastern garden, to the woods where she had left Benjam and Leicara.

      Alis raised Kyren’s rifle awkwardly to her shoulder and advanced down the path. Her ears panned but she heard nothing. She reached the spot where they had been hit by her emitter blast, but there was no sign of Benjam or Leicara. She did spot a large pool of blue blood in the dirt, though.

      Looks like she really is hurt, Alis thought gleefully. Unfortunately, she wasn’t sure where the quartermaster’s station was. If Leicara hadn’t kept things from them, maybe she’d know where it was. Growling to no one, she left the woods, heading back into the criss-crossing streets of the compound.
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      Benjam waited for forty-six seconds before creeping back onto the path. He watched Alis, the Dras, and Kyren turn a corner and disappear from sight. Squiggling over to Leicara’s crumpled form, Benjam quailed. She was so pale, her normally deep-blue skin was faded to the color of the sky. She was still, unmoving.

      He didn’t waste any more time. He quickly scooped her up and squiggled off in the direction of the quartermaster’s station. He made it there unseen, and in record time. His tentacles were tired, but he still managed to lower Leicara gently to the floor. Racing to the terminal, he summoned the holoscreen and rapidly began a search of the inventory.

      Quickly enough he found references to emergency medical gear, and shortly had a list of devices ready. He hit the execute symbol, not sure what it would do. He waited and listened. Picking up the sound of whirring rotors, he tensed. But he didn’t have to flee, dodge, or even be wounded.

      There were three hoverdrones coming up the aisle. Clamped in their robotic appendages were a number of odd devices and several small cases. The drones deposited the gear and whirred away back into the massive warehouse. Benjam’s tentacles snaked out and began to sift through the equipment, opening the cases and extracting devices.

      Benjam grabbed a medical scanner and began to look at Leicara. She’d lost a tremendous amount of blood, and was going into organ failure. If he didn’t act, and fast, she would have no chance.

      He took an injection gun and loaded it with a canister containing a swirling black substance. Benjam continued prepping, placing a mask over Leicara’s mouth and nose, and activating an oxygen supply. Then he readied a needle for her vein, and went about attaching what he hoped was indeed a blood replenishing solution.

      Once he had the blood replenisher flowing into her veins, he placed the injection gun against her arm and pull the trigger. There was a whoosh as the contents of the cylinder entered Leicara’s body. Benjam hoped the nanites would do their job, but he didn’t know if she was too wounded, too far gone.

      He used a medical scanner to check her vitals again. He could detect the nanites, and could even see evidence of their repair. But she was still critical. There wasn’t any more he could do at the moment, it was up to Leicara’s will to live.

      He turned back to the terminal and used it to access his research computer in the lab. The nanites had given him an idea, but he didn’t know if it would be feasible, it was such a long shot. But he had to try, of course. Alis’ very life depended on him finding a way to remove the Kirugi’s influence.

      There had to be a way, of course. It couldn’t be all-powerful, could it? Benjam fervently hoped that wasn’t the case. Either way, though, he had to try, for Alis. And at least he had an idea.

      He figured that since the Kirugi was influencing people from a great distance, it had to be using some sore of a faster-than-light communication system. There was only one method Benjam knew of to propagate a signal instantaneously. Quantum transmission, it was the only thing it could be.

      So how to block the signal? It was likely interfacing with the brain’s electromagnetic field. That would mean he needed to protect the victim’s brain waves.

      Benjam set about designing his solution, testing configurations in simulations. He had discovered that the nanites were essentially blank, containing no purpose by default. It was how they were “programmed” that made them function.

      Two hours and forty three minutes later, Benjam’s tentacle pressed the execute key, and his programming was uploaded to the raw nanites. Eleven minutes later, the drone bearing a rack of small injection canisters whirred over.

      Only sixteen vials. At least he had enough to dose Alis multiple times if necessary in the event his calculations were off. Unfortunately, he only knew what his calculations told him, and that was still within a range of significant uncertainty.

      With the remaining vials, he was going to try to free some of the Dras. They could use allies, he knew. Picking up the small rack of vials and the injection gun, he stuffed them in his bag.

      Benjam returned to Leicara’s side, checking her with the scanner again, he was delighted to find the nanites well at work. The mending was already apparent. Her vitals were stronger. It look like she had a better chance now.

      But he would have to leave her to go save Alis and Kyren, and that made him nervous. What if the Dras found her? What if she needed more medical attention and he wasn’t there?

      At the terminal once again, he requested the items he needed in order to execute his rescue plan. Stuffing the items delivered by the whirring drones into his sack, he squiggled to the door. Glancing back one more time at Leicara, he was surprised to find her eyes open, if only by half.

      “Mrrrrrh,” she groaned.

      He squiggled over quickly, running his med scanner again. She had improved dramatically, she might make it after all, he thought.

      “Just rest, you’ve been through a lot,” Benjam squeaked, placing a tentacle gingerly on her shoulder.

      Her eyes fluttered again and closed, her breathing even and deep. Hoisting his overflowing pack, he opened the door, half expecting to see the Dras waiting for him. Thankfully, the street was empty and dark, illuminated only by the light of the second moon. Benjam made his way into the maze of streets and buildings. He didn’t know where Alis was hiding, but he was sure he could draw her out.
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      Once he located a small plaza with an appropriate layout, Benjam began his setup. This would be tricky, he knew. And it could be painful. He quailed at the though, but steeled his resolve. This was for Alis, after all.

      With that thought in mind, he raised the flare gun he had brought, and fired several flares into the air. They burned brightly, hanging on silken parachutes, illuminating a majority of the compound. That would get their attention. Well, he hoped it would anyway. Tapping a button on the boxy device next to him, it flared to life, a hologram of an Azorian woman, dressed in finery, singing some Azorian dirge.

      Benjam cranked the volume up and waited. He had strategically placed barricades at all the entrances to the square, save one narrow alleyway leading in.

      He needed them to come in that way or his plan would fail. Taking a look at the handheld controller, he viewed the square from the surveillance drone hovering above. It wasn’t long before he saw it. Coming down the only open alley were a dozen or so Dras. And Alis! Excellent! She had come, maybe he would be able to save her after all.

      Alis stalked down the alley towards him, flanked on either side by Dras bearing knives. She stopped them with a wave at the alley mouth, while she stepped forward a pace.

      “Benjam, Benjam, Benjam…” she said as if she were scolding a child.

      “Alis, you’re going to be okay. I promise. I’m here to save you,” Benjam squeaked, hoping he didn’t sound as frightened as he was.

      “You don’t have to save me. There’s nothing to save me from. You should try listening, you’ll understand when you hear the music.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not going to happen,” Benjam taunted.

      “Fine, have it your way,” she replied hotly, raising her wrench, configured in sonic emitter form.

      Before she could fire, Benjam grasped the two stun rods he had hidden behind his back. Using his lower tentacles, he engaged two fade gates he had positioned directly to his sides. He shot out his tentacles bearing the stun rods, thrusting them through the now active fade-gates. The stun rods passed through the gates and out the other side.

      The other side, which had been strategically positioned at the entrance of the plaza, up against the walls, just before the opening. His stun rods found their targets, the two Dras flanking Alis. They went rigid and fell to the floor, dropping their knives with a clatter.

      Using the tentacles now poking through into the alley, he activated several fade gates just behind Alis and the two Dras. He had placed them strategically so that they returned the person back to the alley way going in the opposite direction. He had effectively cut Alis off from her reinforcements. It was just she and Benjam now.

      Alis hesitated as she watched the two Dras fall, but recovered in an instant, returning her attention to Benjam. She was microseconds away from pulling her trigger, when Benjam dashed through the gate to his right.

      Emerging from the gate to the left in a flying tackle, he crashed into Alis. She was driven through the opposing fade gate and back into the center of the plaza, but somehow maintained her balance. Dropping into a combat stance, her wrench transformed into the plasma axe. Oh dear, she was deadly serious, he thought in a panic.

      The music continued to blare loudly, drowning out what Alis was trying to say to him as he righted himself in the alley mouth. She swung her axe casually to the side, shearing off the top of the holoplayer. Silence descended upon the courtyard.

      “There, now maybe you can hear the real music,” Alis called.

      “No, that isn’t going to happen, Alis,” he said, thrusting his stun wand through the gate.

      It emerged to Alis’ left, but she deftly dodged. Damn Dralok’s training, this was going to be harder than he had anticipated. She lunged through the right gate and slashed at Benjam from behind, severing several of his tentacles.

      Shrieking in pain, he whirled and tried to bring his other stun wand to bear. But Alis sliced through that tentacle as well, dropping the wand to the ground. Fleeing her onslaught, he squiggled through the gate, but she dashed after.

      Alis tackled him, pinning him to the ground. She straddled his torso and raised the plasma axe, intending to shear him in half, no doubt. He squirmed and squiggled, but couldn’t get free. Black blood streamed from his severed tentacles, slicking the ground. Using a remaining tentacle, he managed to extract the injection gun loaded with nanites.

      He drove the gun against Alis’ thigh just as she started her swing, bringing the axe down towards Benjam’s face. Pulling the trigger, the nanites flooded into her body. Suddenly, she went rigid and fell to the ground, her wrench clattering to the stones.

      Benjam righted himself and checked Alis’ vitals. They were all over the place. He looked as her eyelids fluttered and her eyes rolled back into her head, leaving only the whites. She began to twitch and convulse, her body wracked with spasms. As suddenly as it had began, it was over. Her body relaxed and her eyes opened. But they stared into nothing, all sign of her presence gone.
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      Kyren finally slipped his bonds, after working at the ropes for what felt like hours. They had left him alone, unguarded. That had been their mistake, on which he had gladly capitalized. He was loose, and there would be hell to pay.

      He cautiously crept to the door and tried the simple latch. It swung open without a sound. He gingerly stepped into the empty hall, spotting a door ajar at the end, revealing shadowed street beyond.

      Peering through the gap, he could make out little in the darkness, beyond the tiny pools of light from widely spaced fusion lanterns set atop their tall poles. He pushed the door open and continued creeping along, ready to bolt at a moment’s notice.

      He stopped and listened, sounds drifting on the wind. Sounded like… music? Maybe someone singing? He located the direction of the noise and crept down the street towards it.

      As he approached it became clearer and louder. Startling him, the music suddenly ceased. He heard the sound of someone keop. That was Alis, he was sure of it. Wondering what could be going on, he picked up his pace and cut down an alley toward the source.

      He rounded the corner, coming up short before ten Dras, all armed with makeshift weapons. Neither Kyren nor the Dras hesitated, but Kyren was moments quicker. He realized his training with Dralok had some benefits as he struck his first opponent.

      Delivering a vicious jab, he immediately followed up with a block, stopping the arm attached to the incoming knife. The force of the block caused the Dras to drop his knife. Kyren drove his elbow into the Dras’ face, snapping his head back and inducing unconsciousness.

      The narrow alley kept the remaining Dras from surrounding him. Dropping into a fighting stance, he mentally prepared himself. Eight opponents stood before him, all bearing knives or clubs.

      The Dras charged, rushing him without a word. Their utter silence was eerie. But he had no time to contemplate, the first was upon him in moments, swinging a heavy section of pipe.

      Kyren lashed out with a kick to the Dras’ knee while dodging the swinging pipe. The pipe whistle past his head, missing by mere inches. The Dras’ knee buckled and he went down with a thump.

      He bent and scooped up the pipe, whirling and using it to block the next incoming strike. Spinning again, he blocked the next Dras’ incoming strike. Counterattacking, he caught one of the Dras on the side of the head with his fist, felling him.

      Not fast enough to avoid the next strike, he was hit across the back, pain blossoming. He staggered and was hit by the next. Crashing to the pavers, dazed, he tried to scramble backward.

      As a Dras approached, Kyren lashed out with his foot in a scything kick, dropping the Dras to the ground. But it was too late, the others fell on him with flurries of kicks and punches. As pain blossomed all over, he began to despair.

      Then there was a thunderclap, and the Dras paused. They turned in unison and stared for just a moment. Then they turned and ran. Kyren looked up and saw Alis and Benjam standing in the alleyway.

      She bore her sonic emitter, pointing it at the fleeing Dras. He saw a look of fury in her eye. He expected her to pull the trigger, but she hesitated, clouds of doubt crossed her countenance.

      Benjam squiggled over to him and questioned, “Are you okay, Kyren?”

      He pushed himself into a sitting position, groaning at the bruises he knew were developing.

      “I think so,” he replied shakily, trying to stand.

      Alis rushed to his side and got her shoulder under his arm, helping him to stand.

      “We’d better get back to Leicara,” Benjam suggested.

      “She’s okay?” Kyren asked, noting a look of anger that briefly flitted across Alis’ face.

      “Yes, for now, although I doubt she’s out of the woods. At least her vitals were stronger when I left her.”

      “Alis, I’m so glad you’re back,” he said, straightening and bearing his own weight.

      “Yeah, I’m, um, glad to be back,” she replied, a faraway look in her eye.

      Suddenly, the sound of whining engines kicking to life drifted to them from the other side of the compound. Moments later, a shuttle lifted off and streaked away.

      “Looks like they fled,” he spoke, pointing.

      “They’re going to the capital, to finish preparations,” Alis responded.

      “Good, so we’ve got the place to ourselves now, right?” Benjam squeaked.

      “Yeah, that’s great and all, but how much time do we have left? Any idea, Benjam?” Kyren said, his frustration a burning itch in the back of his mind.

      “I know,” Alis said quietly. “There’s only days left, at the most.”

      “How do you know, Alis?” Kyren questioned, worried about the answer.

      “It was in my head with me, I could feel it there. It was a glorious feeling, like your best, happiest memory made manifest,” she said somberly. “I could tell it was getting closer, the music grew louder every hour.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re back, Alis,” he said, pulling her into a tight hug.

      She went rigid for a moment, then relaxed into it, wrapping her arms around him too. The embrace only lasted only a moment, before Alis pulled away.

      “Let’s get back to the quartermaster’s station. I need to check on Leicara,” Benjam suggested.

      They made their way through the darkened streets to the quartermaster’s station without incident, the city truly appearing deserted. Well, except for the many bodies of the Yal, strewn throughout the streets, left where they fell.

      Entering the quartermaster’s chambers, Benjam went straight to Leicara, lying on a low cot. He picked up several gadgets and began scanning her. Leicara’s eyes suddenly fluttered open. Her gaze was unfocused, but soon cleared.

      “Kyren,” she said, reaching out and touching his hand.

      He noted Alis’ ears go flat and a dark cloud pass over her countenance. Leicara struggled into a sitting position, wincing.

      “What has happened? Please tell me all?” she questioned intently.

      Benjam spent a moment relaying to Leicara the sequence of events since she had gone unconscious.

      She appeared to ponder the situation for a moment, then spoke, “So we must have the compound all to ourselves now. I think I’m finally beginning to understand the future the computer showed me.”

      “What do you know, Leicara?” Alis asked, Kyren detecting the bitterness in her voice. “Are you finally going to be honest with us? Are you finally going to help us, or are you going to continue withholding from us?”

      “I am truly sorry for that,” she said abashedly. “I had to protect my people, though. So I had to make sure you’d still be around to fight the Kirugi. I understand now why. My people are gone, the Halifax must be closing in. But hope yet remains. You must defeat the Kirugi. You can defeat it, I’ve seen it.”

      She reached out and touched Kyren’s cheek affectionately.

      “Enough!” Alis cried, grabbing Leicara’s wrist and pushing her hand away. “He’s not interested in you, don’t you get that?!”

      Leicara turned on Alis. Kyren could see the look of anger on Leicara’s face.

      “How do you know? I think you should stay out of it, kitty,” Leicara growled back.

      “You don’t know him. You haven’t been through what we have. We’ve survived together. We have a bond,” Alis said passionately.

      “Hey you two, take it easy,” Kyren said, embarrassed.

      “Enough of this, let’s not make a scene,” Leicara said, her condescending tone unmistakable.

      Suddenly, Alis grabbed his face in both hands and drew him close. She planted a kiss firmly on his lips. Surprised, he just stared for a second. And then he found himself responding. Alis kissed him deeply then drew back, glaring at Leicara.

      “See, you’ve got no chance, so give it up, lady!” Alis cried.

      Kyren just wanted to kiss her again. It was all he could think about. Maybe he did have feelings for her? Maybe they had survived together for a reason. Maybe, someday, they could explore this. But first, they had a galaxy to save.
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      Exhaustion nearly overwhelmed Elarra as she followed Joraq into the bright morning light. She squinted as she followed, waiting for her eyes to adjust. Her head swam as she struggled to keep up. Fatigue had set in long ago, she was well beyond that point now.

      They walked deeper into the compound, to a row of hangars. Joraq knocked on a small service door beside the massive sliding doors and it opened with a creak. A nar'raxi motioned them in.

      The interior of the expansive space was shrouded in darkness, save for a dim pool of light at the center. Sitting in the pool of light were two of the most ancient rho’kar Elarra had ever seen.

      “Yes, now you see!” Joraq screeched, spotting the look of recognition that must’ve passed across her face. “We are to share. It is predestined.”

      Elarra felt a deep, gripping fear. She felt terror at the prospect of being mind-linked to Joraq. That was truly an unknown. What could she take from Elarra? How would it affect her? She realized with horror there wasn’t any way out. It was going to happen.

      Joraq led Elarra to the bulky chairs. As she approached, she smelled bile and noted a pool of dried vomit near one of the chairs. Someone had been here before her, and recently. Was it the effects of the rho’kar that had resulted in sickness, or what Joraq had shown? And who had it been? One of her companions perhaps?

      Knowing that she couldn’t avoid what was coming, she climbed into the chair and the basket lowered over her head. Joraq did likewise and leered at Elarra, licking her lips. The familiar tingling sensation began in the back of her mind, then grew to a crescendo until all went still. The rho’kar was now active, her mind was linked with Joraq’s.

      “Eeeelaaaarrraaa…” Joraq’s disembodied voice echoed through her mind.

      She could see now, that she stood in semi-darkness, some sort of gray nothing extending in all directions. Eyes lit up in the distance, dancing with an inner flame.

      “Come, Elarra, let me peer into your soul,” Joraq crooned, the eyes moving closer and closer, until they were inches from her face.

      Fear gripped her, but she stood her ground. This was all in her mind, well, their collective mind, as was the present case. Suddenly flames burst from the eyes and boiled over Elarra’s face and body. She felt skin char and blister, clothing and hair burn. She felt the agony of being cooked alive.

      She knew she had to fight back, but the fatigue had left her mentally exhausted. She struggled but it was too weak. The fire was overcoming her. What would happen if Joraq overpowered her? What would she do to her mind? She felt her memories slipping out as Joraq tinkered with her mind.

      Rallying, Elarra found a reserve of strength and pushed back, visualizing cool and wet. The empty void around them began to fill with mist, the fire dampened and went out.

      “No!” Joraq screamed, appearing in front of Elarra.

      She didn’t hesitate, if this didn’t work then she probably was already lost. Her fist rocketed out and landed squarely in Joraq’s face. The blow staggered her back, but she quickly recovered. Lashing out with a clawed hand, Joraq’s nails dug furrows down her cheek, gouging out chunks of her cooked flesh.

      Pain filled her mind as she staggered backward, attempting to get out range. Joraq floated after her, pressing the attack.

      “You can’t escape this, you’re weakened, you’re inexperienced, you are no match for me, Elarra.”

      Elarra tried to scramble back but stumbled and fell heavily on her back. She lay there stunned as Joraq climbed on top of her. Joraq’s body began to fade away, leaving only the fiery eyes again.

      “Now you will truly see!” Joraq screamed, fire pouring from her disembodied eyes.

      The flames boiled what remained of Elarra’s body away, reducing her to ash. Leaving only her own eyes behind. Tendrils of flame danced out from Joraq’s eyes and speared into Elarra’s.

      “Drink,” Joraq said quietly.

      Then Elarra’s mind was flooded with visions, memories flying past at a million miles an hour. Images and impressions danced by for what felt like a millennia. Maybe it was a millennia, or even several. She suspected she was seeing Joraq’s life, her memories.

      Elarra attempted to process and comprehend the flood of images pouring into her mind, but it was too overwhelming. She began to feel as if her own memories, her own self were being snuffed out, stifled by the flood of images and impressions.

      It wasn’t stopping. It wasn’t diminishing. The feeling of her identity slipping away grew stronger, as she mentally struggled against the tide. Suddenly, she felt herself go under, memories surrounding her, pouring into her lungs, her eyes, her mind.

      And pouring out were her own memories, her own self. She could feel Joraq on the other end, drawing them out like liquid through a straw. With a flash, it overtook her and she felt her own will snuffed out like a candle flame.

      Suddenly, she was elsewhere, standing in field of green grass gently undulating in the stiff wind. The plain went on for as far as she could see, no features but wide open sky. It looked suspiciously like the field in which she had awoken, after having been killed by Tharox.

      “How did you survive?” Joraq said from behind her.

      Elarra whirled to face her. But she wasn’t what she expected. Her wrinkles and hanging flesh were gone. She was a child again, as she had been just after her visikaji.

      “Survive what?” Elarra asked, puzzled.

      “Your mind should be dissolved by now, your essence mine. Instead we are here, in your mind,” she replied, a note of uncertainty in her voice.

      “So you’ve attempted to mind-wipe me after claiming my memories, is that it?”

      Elarra realized Joraq must’ve tried to soften her up with the fatigue. But somehow she had resisted, had brought them both here.

      “It matters not whether I can penetrate your mind. We will all serve the Obregon in the end. Our pain will sustain it until the end of time. It will persist until the very end, until the very last quark stops spinning,” Joraq said

      “The what?” Elarra asked, unsure of the reference.

      “You think your paltry Kirugi is a threat? There are things out there in the galaxy, things I’ve seen. They are infinitely more frightening than the Kirugi. The Obregon is the paramount of those things.”

      “What is it, then? What could be worse than an unstoppable infestation throughout the entire galaxy?”

      “It eats pain and suffering. Entire civilizations have fallen, becoming corrupted and delivering it exactly the torment it needs to sustain itself.”

      “And that is why you’ve chosen a life of horror,” Elarra finished.

      “Indeed. Now let us finish!” Joraq screeched, and Elarra was plunged into darkness again, returning to the gray nothingness.

      Joraq’s fiery eyes hovered before her, and she felt them piercing into her soul. Fire flooded in and she felt herself burn away.
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      “Leicara, it’s time you told us everything,” Kyren said seriously.

      Alis was relieved that he seemed to be keeping her at arms length. She hadn’t been sure if her kiss had the desired effect or not, but now it seemed maybe it had.

      “I’ll explain what I can, what I understand, at least,” Leicara began hesitantly. “I visited the Computer, and it showed me the future. Unfortunately, the data is too much for the Azorian brain to process without a mind lash, so my comprehension, my understanding, well, it’s limited. Much of what I saw had no context, so I haven’t understood it until it came to pass.”

      “What did you see?” Benjam squeaked curiously.

      “I saw the Kirugi. It was laying waste to my planet, my capitol. And it was launching it’s eggs back into space. But there was Kyren, controlling the Gaidan, defeating the beast.”

      “But what about the eggs? What happens to the eggs?” Kyren asked urgently.

      “They are destroyed, all of them. We have to hunt the last one down, though, as it will slip through our cordon. But without the Computer, we can’t find it,” she explained desperately.

      “I know where it’s going. The computer showed me its destination before we triggered the self destruct. You see, that’s why I needed to steal the Gaidan,” Kyren said emphatically.

      Alis knew they needed the giant robot. But it would have to survive a battle with the Kirugi, not once, but twice. Was it up to the challenge?

      “Yes, I’ve seen it warp away,” Leicara informed him flatly.

      “It won’t be until I’ve taken down the first Kirugi, though,” he said, looking at Leicara reassuringly. “If we don’t stop it here and now, those eggs will overrun the galaxy. As it stands, just one is enough to threaten everyone.”

      “There is something else I’ve seen, as well,” Leicara responded, hesitantly at first. “I’ve seen what we have to do next. I have to help you get back to the future, your future. That is why you were researching stasis pods, I gather, Benjam?”

      “Indeed, if we can find a power source long-lasting enough to power the pods for seventeen thousand years, then my idea will work. That, and we need to be undisturbed, as well, until it is time to awake,” Benjam explained.

      “I happen to know just the place,” Leicara admitted. “I’ve seen it. It took a while to understand it, but now I know why we go there.”

      “Where? Where is it?” Alis demanded.

      “A long-abandoned colony, on a world with a forgotten name. There is a fade-gate here that once connected to that world. I should be able to activate it. There’s just one small problem.”

      “Great, what problem?” Alis groused, annoyed that Leicara was being so damned elusive.

      “The local fauna, they are quite deadly. One of the reasons the colony was abandoned, you see. But if we are quick, and quiet, we should be able to escape their notice.”

      “Benjam, do we have stasis pods and a means of transporting them to a fade-gate?” Kyren questioned.

      “Indeed, we have the pods and there are several grav-conveyors that levitate via anti-gravity. They are large enough to carry a pod.”

      “Excellent. Benjam, let’s load up the pods. Leicara, will you lead us to the fade-gate?”

      “Yes,” Leicara replied, shakily standing.

      Much to Alis’ chagrin, Kyren reached out and placed his hand on her shoulder, steadying her. Benjam spent some time using drones to load the pods onto the grav-conveyors. They were surprisingly easy to push along, despite the pod’s great weight.

      Following Leicara through the darkness, they each pushed a cart loaded with a sleek stasis pod. Kyren kept his rifle slung over his back and he wore his wrist blade on his left wrist. Alis was equally alert, her wrench already configured in sonic emitter form.

      They reached a large domed building in the center, in which Alis had never entered. Large arched doorways led into a massive rotunda. Lining the walls were dozens upon dozens of fade-gates. Some were active, others dormant.

      “Wow, where do they all go?” Kyren wondered aloud.

      “All over the kingdom, both Nevthifar and Halifax territory alike. That is why so many of them are dark. They link to Halifax territory, so we’ve placed inhibitors on them, to prevent them from being made active,” Leicara explained, leading them across the great open space.

      Alis was on high alert as she followed Leicara. Ever since she had heard that damnably wonderful music, things had changed. Now she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching her.

      Leicara reached the far wall and bent to a deactivated fade-gate. She toyed with the device until the holopanel flickered to life. She manipulated the interface until an energy field rippled into place.

      “Kyren, I’m going to deactivate the inhibitor. The gate will reconnect. I’ve got no idea what’s waiting on the other side, if anything. So be ready,” Leicara instructed somberly.

      “Wait, what do you mean anything?” Alis cried.

      “The local predators may be just on the other side. If they are, we may need to deter them from crossing over while I shut it down.”

      “Got it, ready when you are,” Kyren affirmed, readying his rifle.

      Alis scrambled back to her grav-conveyor and took cover, training her sonic emitter at the energy field. Leicara disabled the inhibitor and a portal sprang to life. The wall now opened into a large chamber, similar in design to the one they were currently in.

      To Alis’ great relief, the far chamber was empty, no sign of alien predators. Her ears twitched nervously, panning and searching for any sound of threat.

      “Let me go first, okay?” Kyren said, stepping forward and through the portal.

      He stalked into the other chamber and looked around, panning his rifle back and forth. After a few moments, he lowered his rifle and motioned for them to follow.

      Once they had approached, Kyren began to speak in a low voice, “Leicara, where are we going from here?”

      “We need to find a suitable location for the pods, but since I’ve never been here before, we’ll have to just look around,” Leicara said while closing the gate behind them.

      “You don’t remember anything about this from your experience with the computer?” Alis questioned.

      “Unfortunately, nothing that makes any sense. Perhaps I will recognize something as we search.”

      Alis felt like growling but suppressed it. She couldn’t help her ears, though, which went flat.

      “There’s the exit, looks like daylight,” Kyren said, making his way over, rifle raised.

      Reaching the tunnel that lead out, Alis could indeed see daylight. But something faint reached her ears and they twitched in response.

      “Wait!” she hissed in a whisper. “I hear something.”

      Straining, she could make out a faint whump-whump-whump sound. It was almost imperceptible, nearly sub-sonic. They continued on, creeping to the exit and peering out.

      Poking her head out, she took a look around. A weathered stone city, overgrown by trees, grass, and brush, stretched out before her. The domed building they had just exited sat upon a hill overlooking a small walled compound. The gate was askance, having sustained some unknown damage. It was hanging at an extreme angle.

      “We need to find a building with an exposed power conduit,” Benjam suggested. “What power system does this colony possess?”

      “It has a zero-point quantum generator,” Leicara informed him.

      “It must be truly massive to power a compound of this size,” he replied, sounding awestruck.

      “It was designed to power a much larger civilization. It is buried deep within the planet’s crust. It was warped there, after being assembled in space. It should have sufficient power to spare for your purposes,” Leicara posited.

      “And the nature of the generator means it will provide energy in perpetuity,” Benjam confirmed.

      “Let’s scout first, then we’ll grab the pods,” Kyren suggested.

      “Don’t you hear that?” Alis asked him, cocking her head and panning her ears.

      She watched Kyren straining, but he didn’t seem to pick it up.

      “Oh, I think I know what you’re hearing. The creatures inhabiting this world, they trigger on seismic disturbances. You are hearing the preemptive measures in place. With the perpetual power supply, it seems they are still in operation,” Leicara explained.

      They spent some time exploring, cautiously. Kyren and the others finally heard what Alis had picked up so early on. There was a distant thumping that could nearly be felt through their feet.

      “Here! That building, I recognize it,” Leicara informed them excitedly.

      It was a large stone building, maybe two hundred feet long. Alis could tell, based on its height, it was likely one story with vaulted ceilings. Kyren crept to the door cautiously and hit the control panel. It groaned for a moment, then began to slowly retract into the wall.

      Inside, a spacious interior greeted them. The building appeared to be an empty shell. However, on the far side, Alis could see many exposed conduits. There had been some serious tech here at one time, she could tell. This would do nicely for the pods.

      They stalked inside, Kyren turning back and forth, covering all angles with his rifle. The room indeed was vast, and indeed was empty.

      “Alis, check these conduits for live power,” Benjam prompted.

      She converted her wrench into a scanner and went to work. There were many interfaces with the base, and yes, power as well.

      “We’re good.”

      “Great, let’s get those pods over here and get them installed,” Kyren commanded.

      It took them some time to move the pods and for she and Benjam to hook them up. Benjam keyed up some commands while Alis took readings with her scanner.

      “Looks green to me,” she informed Benjam and the others.

      “Great! Now let’s get out of here before we run into anything,” Kyren said, striding out into the street, illuminated by the fading evening light.
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      “So what are these predators that you warned us about?” Kyren asked Leicara as they made their way back to the portal.

      “They’re called skeevers. They’re sort of like a crustacean crossed with a primate,” she explained. “But the fact that they have armored exoskeletons and crushing pincers is second only to their speed. They can move so fast they can barely be tracked.”

      “You mean can’t be tracked by our eyes?” Benjam asked. “Yes, let’s hurry back indeed. Oh dear.”

      Kyren felt even more nervous, scanning around, head on a swivel. He kept his rifle raised and finger on the trigger. Suddenly there was a scrabbling sound and a blur of movement from a side alley. A dark shape blurred into the street and nearly reached them by the time he squeezed the trigger.

      His rifle barked energy pulses that streamed into the creature. Carapace shattered and internal goo was flung all over the street. Its body fell, several huge holes oozing pulpy green goop.

      Looking around, he noted Alis’ ears panning to the left side of the avenue. Trusting his instincts, he dropped his rifle and ignited the energy blade on his wrist. Whirling, he lashed out and the blade bit into the approaching skeever’s head, shearing off a huge chunk of chitinous skull.

      It crashed into him, lifeless, but its momentum carrying its body on. He toppled to the ground and scrambled out from under the beast. It stood a foot or so shorter than himself, and was covered in bony carapace. The head was flattened and wide, mandibles surrounding a tooth filled maw.

      He realized now that it had four arms, in fact. A smaller pair lie beneath the large claw-tipped arms. These smaller hands, unlike the claws above, were indeed humanoid.

      “Shhh,” Leicara said in a whisper. “Walk lightly.”

      Kyren recovered his rifle and they crept the final hundred yards back to the portal chamber. His nerves were on edge and he couldn’t stop seeing movement out of the corner of his eye. To his great relief, they reached the chamber and ducked inside.

      Covering their escape, Kyren was grateful there was only one way into this building. Well, one way from the outside, anyway. Could be any number of portals in here lying dormant, he speculated.

      Dashing through the portal, they made it back to the compound. Leicara deactivated the fade-gate and he sighed an internal sigh of relief. Those damn things had been fast, almost too fast to track indeed. He hoped they wouldn’t have to encounter the creatures again, but he knew they couldn’t be so lucky.

      “What now?” Alis asked, looking pointedly from Kyren to Leicara.

      “I believe I know what we need to do next. I suggest we complete it before any more events overtake us,” Benjam proposed.

      Benjam removed a vid recorder from his satchel and waved several tentacles.

      “Oh, right. I almost forgot. We’ve got some messages to record to ourselves, don’t we?” Kyren replied, admonishing himself for nearly forgetting one of the most crucial parts.

      They made their way to the waterfall cavern and spent some time recording the messages to themselves. Alis encoded the recordings on the data core they had taken from the computer. They added the coordinates to the stasis pods and the location where they would hide the robot.

      “Now we just need access to Skotty station,” Kyren said to Leicara when they had finished their recordings.

      “I believe I know what you are looking for, for I have seen it. There is a base with a potent weapon, one that must be brought to bear on the Kirugi. We need to capture the station and bring it here, to fight,” Leicara explained.

      “So how do we get to it, and bring it here?” Alis questioned.

      “I’m not sure, but you’ll come up with a plan, no doubt,” Leicara began, pausing. “But I’ll tell you what I know. The base contains a jacobian sphere, capable of emitting a deadly frequency of long-range alpha decay. I’ve seen the beam blasting the eggs from space, sending them back to the planet’s surface. It’s what stops them from spreading to the rest of the galaxy. All of them, except the last, that is.”

      “You still haven’t said how we get to it,” Alis groused.

      Kyren noted how she still scowled at Leicara. He didn’t understand it, really. It’s not like he had feelings for Leicara. Sure he was concerned for her well being, he knew she was a valuable ally, but he definitely didn’t feel that way about her. He wasn’t so sure how he felt about Alis, though.

      Her kiss had felt as if it had woken him up. Like there was a universe of new possibilities. Only they weren’t new, they were familiar, comforting. They had been through so much together. He had nearly lost her several times. He swore to himself he wouldn’t leave her again.

      “Well, you are going to have to figure out how, but the doorway to the base is the Gaidan control room. The control room itself resides within the station you seek.”

      “So we’re gonna have to “hack in,” eh?” Kyren said sardonically.

      “Do you have access to the schematics of the base, Leicara?” Benjam squeaked. “It might be possible for you cut us a hole, right Alis?”

      “Yeah, but if I’m cutting through bulkhead it’s going to take awhile,” as she spoke, Kyren watched her raise her hands to her head.

      “Alis, you okay?” he asked, concerned at the look of discomfort crossing her face.

      Alis paused and held her head, sinking to her knees, “I’m hearing something… not the music, something different.”

      A flicker caught Kyren’s eye and he looked skyward. A great ball of fire bloomed as a massive object began atmospheric entry. The massive meteor-like object streaked through the sky, burning brightly and leaving a huge trail of fire behind.

      “Oh no, it’s here!” Alis shrieked.

      The Kirugi continued its trajectory, passing over them and over the western horizon.

      “That’s the direction of the capitol, isn’t it?” Kyren guessed.

      A tremendous flash burst over the horizon and a massive mushroom cloud began to rise.
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      “Well,” Kyren said somberly. “Looks like it’s time. I’ve got to get the Gaidan on line. Then we’ve got to get Skotty station here. I’ll get to the control room and get the Gaidan programmed. Leicara, do you still have your AI?”

      She nodded and produced a data core, handing it to him.

      “Benjam, Alis, go get our things, get that brain scanner for Tharox, and anything else we need. Bring the brain scanner and tools to cut through bulkheads, and take the rest to the rotunda and the fade-gate to our pods. Stage it because I think we’ll need to make a quick getaway.”

      “The base is controlled by the remnants of Dralok’s forces. It will be heavily staffed, with both Dralok’s men and a contingent of bots. How are we going to take control of it, that’s impossible,” Leicara said despondently.

      “I’ve got an idea, but we’ve got to act fast,” Kyren responded confidently.

      He knew it would work. It had to work. After all, they had made it to the future. Unless they hadn’t. He realized his logic was flawed. What had they accomplished? They had obtained the Gaidan and built the brain-scanner components for Tharox’s mind scan. They had the data core, and a way into the station.

      All of that, it had all made its way to them via the data core. So that much had happened. But what if they didn’t make it to the pods? What if the pods failed? Fear crept in and his confidence blew away like dust in the wind. He realized there was no guarantee they would survive, only that they had made it this far.

      Benjam and Alis left to get their gear while Kyren and Leicara made their way to the building containing the bot control rooms. He walked somberly, in silence, mentally running over his plan again and again. A short time later, they were standing in the Gaidan’s control room.

      “I’ll help you into the control rig,” Leicara said, moving toward the two pillars and the apparatus between.

      She stopped short when she saw Dralok’s body, impaled on his staff and pinned to one pillar. He felt sorry for her as she began retching.

      “Not yet, I’ve got to do something first,” he replied once she seemed to have regained her composure.

      Kyren slotted the data core containing the AI into the data terminal. The screen flickered to life and the Azorian hologram stood before him.

      “Hello Skotty. I can call you Skotty, right?”

      “While I am designated Skotinicene, you may call me by a pseudonym if you so choose,” the AI replied cheerily.

      “Okay Skotty, what are your limitations at this moment?”

      “I am fully functional, but I am limited. I have no sensors with which to perceive, and no “body” with which to interact with the world.”

      “How about I give you both?”

      “I would bear a gratitude quotient for you.”

      “Great, so you’ll do something for me if I get you back into a body?” he asked, anxiety burning in his belly.

      “Indeed I will, whatever is in my capacity, anyway,” Skotty replied, sounding pleased.

      “Alright, I need you to take control of this station. I’ll get you access, then you take over all of the systems, okay?”

      He began to program, aligning symbols and setting paths. He knew they had little time, but this part couldn’t be hurried. As he had done before, when hacking his way into the greater Azorian network, he had to craft the perfect packet, recognizable by the system but bearing his foreign code. Carefully, he built his program, then hit execute the second he felt it was complete.

      “Skotty, let me know when you see the channel open,” he instructed.

      “Indeed.”

      Several tense moments went by, then the screen flashed and a whole new array of symbols presented themselves.

      “We’re in!” Kyren exclaimed. “Go ahead, Skotty, take over. Please target the communication systems first. Let me know when you’ve got it and open a channel to all shipboard intercoms. Then hit security, navigation, and anything else you need to warp the station to a new location. Lastly we’ll need the main weapon on line.”

      “Affirmative!”

      Moments later, an audible alarm came from the terminal and Skotty said, “You now have an open channel to the entire station.”

      “Azorians, you must all flee. You have five minutes to exit the station, before I decompress it,” Kyren said fiercely, hoping he sounded convincing enough.

      “Skotty, close channel,” Kyren ordered.

      “I do not detect any shuttles being activated, Kyren,” Skotty replied after several minutes.

      “Okay, sound the decompression alarm,” he instructed.

      “You aren’t really going to kill them all, are you?” Leicara said, obviously horrified.

      “No, that’s not my intention. But we’ve got to get them to leave the base.”

      He noted Leicara didn’t look reassured.

      “Skotty, how ‘bout security? Do we have it yet?” he continued.

      “Almost, I will notify you as soon as it is under my control.”

      Several more moments went by before Skotty responded, “Security bots are now under my control. What is your instruction?”

      “Chase them,” Kyren said, feeling a little smugly satisfied. “Just don’t hurt them, no weapons, okay?”

      “Affirmative. Engaging bots now.”

      Video images sprang to life on the massive holoscreen, and Kyren watched security bots charging down the corridor after fleeing Azorians.

      “I have detected a shuttle coming on line,” Skotty informed him.

      “Good, they’ve bought the ruse. Keep sounding the decompression alarm every ten seconds, let’s hurry them up.”

      A few minutes later, the data on the screen showed all shuttles had detached.

      “Navigation yet, Skotty?” Kyren questioned

      “Affirmative.”

      “Warp us to Azoria, immediately,” Kyren urged.

      “We have arrived at Azoria,” Skotty replied after a couple of seconds, and a bout of dizzying confusion. “I am working on taking over the main weapon, as instructed.”

      “Great, now Leicara, help me into the harness,” he said, moving to the rig and climbing in.

      She helped him get all the control gear on, and realized there was going to be a problem. He needed a control system for the Gaidan. If the control rig was aboard Skotty station, and Skotty station was destroyed in his own past future, then he would have to take as much of it as he could and hope Alis and Benjam could adapt it.

      “Skotty dispatch sensor drones to the capitol. I need eyes on site. The Gaidan was blinded during my fight with the Halifax.”

      “Drones dispatched. Seventeen minutes to arrival.”

      Kyren used some of the time to program the giant robot. He had no idea what it would take to defeat the creature, but it had to be possible. This bot was the only way. Elarra’s vision had shown him that much. If the robot was used to fight the Kirugi in his own time, then that meant it defeated the one in this time.

      Benjam and Alis arrived just as Skotty announced, “Drones coming on line.”

      The screen displayed several aerial views of the capitol city, much of it completely devastated by the Kirugi’s impact from orbit. There was a still-smoking crater at the center of the city, its bottom too deep to see, shrouded in afternoon shadow.

      A massive shape began to emerge from the crater. Four long spindly limbs reached up and grasped the edge. The beast hauled itself from the crater and stood upright. It was as tall as the Gaidan, one hundred stories, at least. It towered over the puny one and two story buildings that remained around the periphery of the destruction.

      The creature was six-limbed, it seemed to be able to use them as either legs or arms. They were tipped with clawed, three fingered hands. It’s skin was a dark, earthy brown, its hide leathery and rough.

      Its torso was long and flexible, and ended with a short tail with a pointed spike on the end. The head was broad, the snout short. It somewhat resembled a pit-bull, he thought, like one of the dogs that had been used for fighting back in Magar City, so many lifetimes ago. The maw was filled with jagged looking teeth.

      Suddenly, the Kirugi shuddered and he spotted something falling from its underside. Kyren commanded the drone to zoom in, and he could see rows upon rows of sickly-pink sacs of some form. The eggs, maybe? Many were detaching and falling to the ground, disappearing amongst the rubble.

      “Okay, here it goes,” he said, kicking the robot’s thrusters on.

      Breaking into a run, the Gaidan leapt into the air, carried along by the force of its thrusters. He ignited both wrist blades and drew back for a strike as he bore down on the Kirugi from above.
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      “Don’t waste any more time. Get through that wall,” Kyren grunted to them as he furiously worked the controls.

      Alis understood his plan now. If they could hack their way in, they could install the brain scanner, and leave the data core for themselves to find later on. Then they could simply return to the compound, back to the planet, and into the pods for a nice long nap.

      All Kyren had to do was beat the Kirugi with the Gaidan. It was pretty awesome, the bot was. But she had to admit, the creature was intimidating. Kyren launched the Gaidan into a thruster-assisted leap, coming down at a steep angle, energy blades raised.

      At the last second, the Kirugi spun and swatted him aside with its stumpy tail. But not before Kyren manage to land a blow with one energy blade. It bit into the creature’s shoulder, furrowing down its back nearly halfway. She expected to see the creature cut nearly in half, instead, it seemed unharmed.

      There was some sort of carapace, some armor, beneath the leathery flesh. She could see bony plating protruding from beneath the tattered flesh. Kyren commanded the Gaidan and it scrambled to its feet. She forced herself to tear away and concentrate on the task at hand.

      Transforming her wrench into a scanner, she began to pan it back and forth across the walls. There! She found a section of wall with an access panel, and the scanner seemed to indicate a possible void, just the other side of the bulkhead.

      “Okay, I think this is the spot,” she informed them, as Benjam squiggled over to assist.

      She opened the access panel and examined her job. She’d need to remove half the wall to make enough room to cut. Then they’d have to be lucky enough that the void was an access tunnel or ventilation shaft. Hopefully it was not an ionic exhaust port or vacuum conduit.

      Glancing over at the screen, she watched Kyren grappling with the beast. It didn’t look like it was going well for him, the robot had several holes punched in its armor, presumably by the tail spike.

      Getting to work, she removed the wall facing and began extracting components until she had a person-sized cavity. Leaning in, she aimed her wrench, now a laser cutter, and pulled the trigger. The beam lanced out and began cutting through the metal, albeit slowly.

      She craned her neck back and watched Kyren. The bot was firing pulses of energy from barrels that had emerged from the side of its forearms. The beams were cooking the flesh but seemed to have no effect on the bony carapace. It was resisting all attempts to pierce it.

      Kyren had broken off firing and was charging the beast again. He was going to run right into the tail spike again, she could tell. Blast it, she had to look back to the torch as she felt her aim slipping.

      When she looked again, he had somehow managed to catch the beast by its tail. Spinning like a hammer thrower, he launched the beast into the air. Leaping, the Gaidan followed after, thrusters igniting and rocketing the bot forward. The bot landed on the Kirugi as it impacted with the ground.

      The Gaidan pummeled the Kirugi’s head with its fists, at Kyren’s direction. She desperately looked for any damage, but it seemed the beast was still unharmed. Then Kyren placed the barrel of one of his cannons against the Kirugi’s eye and unleashed a torrent of energy.

      Hot plasma burst forth from the eye as the energy beam penetrated it, landing on the Gaidan’s barrel and forearm, melting them both. The energy blade on the left arm sputtered out. The beast used the moment of distraction to flip over and wriggle out from under the Gaidan.

      As it stood, it let out a tremendous screeching roar of fury, its right eye a gaping socket.

      “Go for the eyes, Kyren!” Benjam squeaked excitedly.

      “Yeah, I can see that, thanks,” he replied, concentration placing a scowl on his face.

      “There, I’m getting close,” Alis cried out. “Just another minute.”

      She spotted something as the drones panned around. There, on the ground amidst the rubble. A dark brown pod built up on some sort of organic, pink latticework frame. There was a puddle of dark goo spreading from beneath the organic structure.

      Then there was a flash as the goo exploded and the dark brown egg was flung skyward, streaking into the atmosphere.

      “The eggs, they’re escaping!” Alis cried.

      “Skotty, can you shoot them down?” Kyren said, keeping the bot circling, taking advantage of the Kirugi’s new blind spot.

      “Negative, I do not have control of sufficient computational power to plot all of the trajectories. I am still in the process of infiltrating systems. However, I believe I can route manual control to your terminal, if you wish to control targeting.”

      “Benjam, get on that gun. Don’t let any through or the galaxy is doomed,” Kyren ordered.

      Benjam squiggled to the console as two joysticks emerged. She looked back to her work as Benjam began calculating trajectories and intercept points, and then taking shots.

      “Oh no, there’s more eggs launching now,” Leicara said in horror.

      Alis watched the laser burn through the last few inches of bulkhead with tremendous relief. She heaved and pushed the segment of wall in, and it dropped down into the space on the other side. She poked her head in and panned her wrench light around the space. It was an access tunnel, leading in both directions.

      “We’re in, Kyren. Finish that thing!” Alis cheered.
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      Kyren circled the creature as it turned, staying on its blind side. How the hell was he supposed to stop this thing. He quickly scanned the control panel for something that might help. Then he remembered, the weapon called “finisher.” Maybe that would finish this thing off.

      Trying to divide his attention between the monster and the control panel, he scrolled through the capabilities. It seemed it was a close-range beam weapon. And it only had one charge. He was going to have to make it count.

      He didn’t whirl fast enough and the thing caught up to him. It reached out with one clawed hand and sunk its talons into the Gaidan’s shoulder. Kyren winced in pain as the bio-feedback hit him. Reaching up with both hands, he grabbed the Kirugi’s wrist and kicked off, immediately activating the thrusters on full burn.

      Executing a somersault midair, he managed to maintain grip on the Kirugi. Twisting as he landed, the bot levered the beast over its shoulder and sent it flying. Pressing the attack, Kyren burned the thrusters again, leaping onto the Kirugi in a low arc.

      He landed on it and immediately began to pummel the creature in its ugly face. He landed blow after blow but it seemed unimpressed. Suddenly, the Kirugi’s tail shot up, punching into the Gaidan’s back, just where a human’s kidney would have been. He knew, because that was where he felt it.

      The control screen began to flash red as a half dozen sensors and gauges went ballistic. The damage was definitely serious, but not crippling, at least. He fired the thrusters again and leapt off the Kirugi, landing out of reach of the tail. It climbed to its feet and looked at him balefully with its remaining eye. It bellowed a challenge and charged.

      He drew back his remaining energy blade, preparing a strike. It barreled towards him, yet he waited.

      “C’mon you bastard, that’s it. Bring it!” Kyren bellowed.

      It was within striking distance of his energy blade, yet still he waited.

      “Keep coming, you ugly son of an esqualian roach!” he taunted again.

      It was nearly on top of him when he finally reacted. But instead of striking with the wrist blade, he reached out with both hands and grabbed the creature’s head. Triggering the finisher, he watched as the chest plates sprang open, revealing the bot’s energy core.

      Using all the might the bot could muster, he drove the head down toward the core and activated the weapon. A massive cylinder of crackling purple energy burst forth, bathing the Kirugi’s upper body and head in blinding energy.

      When the energy passed, the entire upper torso and head were bare of flesh, shiny bone-colored carapace fully revealed now. And it showed him something, something of great importance. Something he knew he would need to know in the future. A weak point.

      The skull came together in two massive plates, but there was a joint between them, a joint that could be exploited. This had to be the way to beat it. He released the head and the chest plates snapped shut. The creature reached for him. Dodging backward, he leapt out of its grasp.

      Juicing the thrusters backward, he sailed easily ten of the robot’s paces away from the Kirugi. The creature roared again, this time seemingly in frustration. He stood as it glared at him with one baleful eye, preparing for the maneuver. It would require split second timing, but most of all, intuition. Kyren steeled himself, and executed the routine, part pre-programming, part manual control.

      Running and leaping again, he used the thrusters to somersault over the Kirugi. At the apex, he twisted, lining up for a strike from above. He aimed, and hoped his aim was true. The Gaidan’s arm shot out, delivering a vicious jab with all the robot’s considerable might.

      The vid-drone’s camera angle wasn’t perfect, after all. But it was happening so fast he didn’t have time to contemplate. So he trusted his instinct. He was rewarded. The bot’s energy blade punched into the Kirugi’s skull right at the seam between bony plates, burying itself up to the base.

      He landed, extracting the blade and whirling to face the creature. It sputtered a weak roar and staggered. One step, two, three. And then the Kirugi fell.
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      Kyren ordered the spotter drones to hover closer to the Kirugi’s body, he examined it to make sure it was truly dead. As far as he could tell, it was. He panned around and took in his surroundings.

      There were creatures scurrying through the ruined streets. The same six legged creatures from Elarra’s vision, that vaguely resembled the Kirugi. They were flooding through the ruined city, congregating around the egg towers.

      To his horror, he saw a steady stream of Azorians, Dras and Yal alike, filing toward each tower in an ominous line. Upon reaching, they were shoved into an open maw beneath the egg tower. Brown goo was oozing out of the tower, creating a slick around it.

      As he watched, sparks flew from beneath one of the towers. The goo ignited, and the egg contained within the tower rocketed skyward. The surrounding Azorians were obliterated in a blast of superheated plasma.

      There were other eggs streaking into the atmosphere, as well. He watched Benjam’s back as he struggled to target all of the eggs. Realizing Benjam was over matched, he dashed into the city, stomping and kicking the egg towers.

      With a grimace, he knew he was smashing innocent Azorians, too. But he couldn’t help it. Just one of these eggs threatened their entire future. Imagine what more than one could do, he thought.

      He was turning to deliver a crushing kick, when he spotted flashes in the sky above. Panning the cameras around, he spotted a massive Azorian armada warping into the atmosphere above the city. Long, sleek cruisers, stubby rounded battleships, and a horde of triangular dragoons blinked into existence. It was the entirety of the Halifax forces.

      Kyren’s display showed him the trajectory the craft were taking. They were heading straight for the station.

      “Benjam, be prepared to fire on those ships if they get too close,” Kyren ordered.

      “I, I can’t!” he squeaked. “There are too many eggs!”

      He looked at the screen again. There were many egg towers dotting the city, but he couldn’t reach them all, he knew.

      “Divide and conquer, okay Benjam,” Kyren coaxed as he hit the bot’s thrusters, leaping it into a cluster of egg towers.

      Delivering kicks and firing with the remaining energy beam, he eliminated the towers, crushing the eggs beneath the Gaidan’s mighty armored heel. Several more launched into the air before he could reach them.

      “Oh dear, the Azorians are within weapons range, Kyren!” Benjam squeaked in terror.

      “Hold on, keep shooting those damn eggs, Benjam!” Kyren commanded, beginning the next phase in the bot’s programming.

      Benjam let out several small squeaks as he worked the joysticks, blasting eggs. Only a few left. He had to get them all. At least he had to try. He knew one would slip through, that was going to be unavoidable. But he had to get the others, all of them.

      So he aimed and fired, spun and kicked, hit the thrusters and came down from above on them.

      “Oh double dear, they’re charging their weapons, Kyren! They’re about to fire!” Benjam squeaked in terror.

      “Skotty, how are the shields?” Kyren questioned urgently.

      “Inoperable,” the AI replied.

      Kyren panned the drones around and spotted a single egg tower in the distance. No time to reach it, he determined. That was the last one, or so it appeared. This was it, the end and the beginning, he realized. But there was no time to stick around.

      He initiated his preprogrammed sequence and the bot turned and dashed through the warp portal that had just opened before it. With any luck, it’d execute its programming and would be waiting for them to find it, tucked away in a super-secret location.

      “Any eggs, Benjam?” Kyren barked.

      “Last one in flight is down,” he replied faintly, slumping over the control panel, tentacles going limp.

      “Skotty, warp us to our pre-determined coordinates, please,” Kyren ordered.

      The station winked out, leaving the angry Halifax fleet without an outlet for their fury. The screen continued to display the drones’ views. Although he was expecting it, his heart sank as he watched a lone egg streak into the sky, headed for the future.

      “Benjam, Alis, get inside and get Tharox’s brain scanner installed. I’ve preprogrammed the data core with everything we need. Find the security control room and install it,” Kyren directed. “On your way back, destroy the fade gate that leads into this room. We need to cut the station off from the Halifax.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” Alis assured him, hefting her wrench.

      “Then meet back at the rotunda,” Kyren instructed.

      Alis nodded, then disappeared through the hole she had cut through the wall, carrying the components for the scanner. Benjam squiggled through after her, pulling components through the hole behind him with his tentacles.

      “Skotty, do you have full control of the station yet?” he asked quickly.

      “Affirmative, I have infiltrated all systems.”

      “Excellent. Download the details of the station’s primary weapon into the data core, once connected,” he explained, pausing for a moment before continuing. “How do you like your new home, Skotty?”

      “It is marvelous, I have full access to a dizzying array of sensors. I can see like I’ve never seen before.”

      “Good, remember that when we meet again.”

      “I shall. Goodbye Kyren. Goodbye Leicara,” Skotty replied cheerily.

      “What about us?” Leicara asked Kyren, helping him as he struggled to get free from the harness.

      “We need to get this harness hauled over to the fade-gate to the pods. Then we need to buy Benjam and Alis enough time to get back.”

      They dismantled the control apparatus and gathered up all the pieces they could carry. He just hoped they made it to the gate before the Halifax arrived.

      “But they’ll come with full force. You won’t stand a chance, Kyren,” she pleaded.

      “Tavador is not going to risk killing you, not when subjugating you will deliver what remains of your people into his hands. I’m counting on it.”

      “What if he doesn’t want me alive? Then we’re both dead,” she responded, fear evident on her face.

      “Trust me, he will. If he’s even half the asshole Dralok was, he will,” he assured her.

      They scrambled through the compound, bearing their load of gear. They reached the rotunda room and deposited their load just as he heard the roar of starship engines approaching.

      “Let’s go to your courtyard, it’s just around the corner. We’ll greet them there,” he decided.

      He stood with Leicara in the center of the courtyard, rifle in his right, wrist blade on his left. Breathing deeply, he attempted to relax.

      “Wait!” she said suddenly. “My pretties!”

      Dashing to the far wall, she flung open the cage containing her serkins. They streamed out and began to furiously flutter around the courtyard. They were darting and weaving, flying faster than Kyren thought they could have with their delicate looking wings.

      “Go! Be free serkins!” she cried.

      As Leicara returned to his side, the thunder of engines came to his ears from over the horizon. A dragoon sped into view, flying low. Decelerating rapidly, the craft came to hover above them. After a moment, it touched down and a hatch opened.

      Several reapers exited the craft, skittering into defensive positions. Next came several armed and armored Azorians. They were followed by a tall, smug looking Azorian, wearing crimson battle armor.

      The Azorian spoke as soon as he emerged from the ship, “Leicara! You have lost your war. You are defeated. Surrender to me. Surrender your people to me. End this death and destruction.”

      Surprising Kyren, Leicara spoke in a strong voice as the other Azorians approached them.

      “Tavador! You killed my mother and you expect me to just submit?” she replied, surprising Kyren with her conviction.

      “Your family is done, your line over, your rule ended. Even your disgusting interlopers cannot save you. Submit,” Tavador commanded.

      “I’m not done, Tavador,” Leicara growled.

      He reminded Kyren of Dralok, self assured to the point of egotism, arrogant to the point of blindness. Hopefully they’d be able to keep him talking long enough. It seemed Leicara was off to a good start.
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      “Kyren, do you copy?” Alis said, hoping she didn't sound as frantic as she felt.

      They were working as fast as they could, and still it was going to be a while longer. There was no way to shortcut it, the connection to the station’s computer was intricate and delicate. Alis tried to focus but her mind kept drifting back to Kyren.

      He was going to face off against the Halifax, with only Leicara by his side. She wasn’t as sure of their success as he was. She knew things had happened, things that had changed time. But that was no guarantee that they would make it. She knew there was still the risk of failure.

      “Mmmm,” he grunted almost inaudibly.

      “Okay, I’m assuming you can’t talk, so just listen,” she began. “We’re working as fast as we can but we need another fifteen minutes. Keep stalling.”

      He cleared his throat in response. She kept the channel open and listened as she worked.

      “I’m not ready to submit, Tavador. I’m here to negotiate your surrender,” she heard Leicara say forcefully.

      “Baaahahahahahaha,” Tavador broke into booming laughter. “That is grand. Me, surrender? But your forces are decimated. I hold all the cards, Leicara.”

      “No, you are wrong, Tavador. I still have the interlopers,” Leicara replied calmly.

      “Leicara, do that thing you do. Now!” Kyren said in low tones.

      And then the channel went dead. Several moments later, the audio returned. The shriek of energy weapons fire and the whine of high velocity rounds filled her ear. Shit! What had just happened?

      The firing ceased and Leicara began speaking, “Shall I have the interloper execute your guards, too? Or will you surrender?”

      “Never!” he responded.

      “Shoot, Kyren!” she cried.

      More weapons fire, then Kyren cried “Leicara, again!”

      And the comm went dead again.

      Moments later, communication was restored and she heard Kyren speak again, “I don’t think so. Again, I order you to surrender Tavador.”

      “Never!”

      The sound of more ship engines reached her ears through Kyren’s comm, as several more craft approached. Sounded like more dragoons. Which meant more reapers.

      “Kyren, you need to get out of there!” Alis urged.

      “I know,” he replied quietly.

      Too late, she heard the ships landing.

      “The serkins, they’re swarming,” she heard Leicara say. “They’re covering those reapers. C’mon Kyren, let’s go.”

      “What about him?” Kyren asked.

      “Let him live. He will know I held his life in his hands, and spared him. Maybe you will learn peace, Tavador.”

      “I will live to see you and your interlopers dead, Leicara,” Tavador snarled back.

      Alis heard Kyren and Leicara’s footsteps as he charged, at what must have been toward Tavador. She heard a crack, and then a thump of an armored form falling to the ground. Kyren must’ve just cracked him one, Alis thought proudly.

      “Benjam,” she said into the comm. “We need to move now, we’re out of time.”

      “The data core is now installed, I’m on my way,” he piped.

      She bent to the last few connections, melding them to the scanner’s inputs with her wrench. She finished the last piece and bolted it to the wall. Now, when Tharox ran through this corridor, the panel would slide aside and his brain would be scanned and uploaded to the data core they were leaving for themselves.

      Kyren’s programming would then upload Tharox the next time the core was slotted into Isa’s console. Kyren had also programmed the “platypus routine” that they would use to defend themselves from the Crevak who would capture the station.

      She waited impatiently for Benjam. As soon as she saw him squiggling up the corridor she sprinted for the access tunnel leading to the hole into the bot control room. She transformed her wrench into the sonic emitter and held it before her as she crawled through the hole in the bulkhead.

      The room was empty. Most of the control rig was gone, but Dralok’s corpse still remained, skewered like a strip of teriyaki. Alis took a quick second to flash a middle finger at his corpse. She crept to the exit and peered around the corner. The way was clear, but she waited for Benjam anyway. Moments later he squished through the hole and plopped onto the floor.

      “Let’s go, Kyren’s going to be in trouble if we don’t get there, and fast,” Alis said with conviction.

      She’d be damned if she was going to let anything happen to Kyren.

      “Wait, we need to destroy the fade-gate,” Benjam said, placing a tentacle on her shoulder.

      He was right. If they didn’t seal the entrance to Skotty station, the Halifax could get to it. That would change the future irrevocably if they took control of the station. What repercussions it would have, she had no idea, but it couldn’t be good.

      She transformed her wrench into the laser torch and bent to the threshold to the room. Spotting the fade-gate’s circuitry, she began to cut and melt. Sparks flew from the floor and smoke bellowed. The portal into the control room vanished, revealing a blank stone wall.

      Alis transformed her wrench back into the emitter and bolted for the street without a word. She sprinted across the compound, losing sight of Benjam despite his furious squiggling.

      “Keep going, Alis, I’ll catch up,” Benjam said over the comm.

      She nodded and poured on more speed. Her heart was thundering in her ears and her breath was coming in ragged gasps by the time she reached the northern side of the compound. Slowing her pace, she began to creep along, stalking forward, attempting to slow her breathing and calm her heart.

      Her ears twitched as she picked up the sounds of weapons fire. Sounded like Kyren’s energy rifle. And possibly some reapers? Bad news, she knew. Didn’t matter, though. She’d face them if Kyren was too.

      Following the sounds of battle, she picked up her pace. Rounding a corner, she came upon a group of Azorians, in battle armor and carrying Barish staves like Dralok had used. Their backs were to her and they began to whirl in surprise.

      Not hesitating, she raised her emitter and depressed the trigger. The emitter bucked and thunder roared as the Azorian warriors went flying. She switched her emitter to her left and bent. Scooping up one of the staves, she bolted through the scattered Azorians.

      One was attempting to stand, so she twirled the staff and locked it under her arm. As she dashed past she delivered a vicious whack to the Azorian’s head with the staff, dropping him back to the ground. She reached another corner and peered around. Two reapers were in the middle of the street, firing at the entry to the rotunda.

      Kyren was in the doorway, firing back, but for the most part was pinned down. She hurled the staff like a spear and then raised her emitter and fired. The force of the blast accelerated the staff, driving its energized end into the reaper's back at tremendous velocity.

      Unfortunately, the staff shattered, but the reaper staggered. They both whirled, opening fire. Alis was back around the corner mere microseconds before rounds shattered stone and blasted it into dust. She hunkered back, hoping she had given Kyren the opening he needed.

      Sure enough, his weapon shrieked and one bot stopped firing. The other began to fire in the opposite direction. She was about to peer back around when she felt a tap on her shoulder. She turned, expecting Benjam, but instead was met by an Azorian, noble Yal, clad in crimson battle armor, a bleeding cut above his eye. A look of fury crossed his face as he snarled. His staff came down on her head and she lost consciousness.
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      Oh dear, I have to do it again! Benjam thought, desperately searching for a way to save Alis. He had come up behind her, some distance back. He watched the Azorian in the crimson armor creep up behind Alis. Then she went down, felled by a blow from his staff.

      But the Azorian hadn’t seen him, at least there was that. So he rummaged in his pack, searching for something that might help. Tentacles wrapped around pistol grips, and he knew what he would do.

      “Interloper! Come forth and face me, or your mate dies!” Tavador bellowed as he heaved Alis up by her neck, holding his staff to her throat.

      Damn, he must have strength augmentation built into his armored suit. Benjam realized what was about to happen. As expected, he heard Kyren’s rifle clatter into the alley. Benjam withdrew the objects he had chosen and squiggled ever so quietly forward.

      “You want me, Tavador? I’ll face you. Just leave her alone,” Kyren replied hotly.

      “No, I want you both to die,” Tavador cried angrily, beginning to twist Alis’ neck.

      “No, I want you to die!” Benjam screamed in a vicious falsetto.

      Tavador began to whirl, dropping Alis and bringing his staff to bear on Benjam. That’s what he was hoping for, though. He aimed the first grappling hook and fired. The hook rocketed from the launcher, streaming straight at Tavador’s unprotected face.

      Tavador dodged the hook and it sped past his head. But he hadn’t noticed Benjam’s second grappling hook, which fired a moment later. The hook shot out of the launcher and impacted with Tavador’s chest plate. It didn’t penetrate, but it did drill into the armor, microhooks essentially bonding the grappling hook to him.

      Tavador looked down in surprise, but then laughed. Twirling his staff menacingly, he advanced on Benjam.

      “Time to die, interloper!” Tavador barked, the ends of his staff flaring bright purple energy as he charged.

      “Not!” Benjam squeaked in opposition.

      Extracting the next part of the plan from his satchel, he clipped a sleek cylindrical device to the loop on the grappling hook’s handle. He punched a small button on the side of the device with the tip of one tentacle. It began to hum, vibrating in Benjam’s grasp.

      Releasing the cylindrical rocket-shaped device, it shook violently and then streaked into the sky trailing a faint stream of smoke. Cable from the grappling hook played out as the device shot skyward. Tavador hesitated in his charge, glancing up at the receding rocket.

      Then the cable went taut and Tavador was ripped into the sky, his staff falling to the pavement with a clatter. Kyren’s rifle barked and was answered by a burst of fire from the reaper. Benjam squiggled to Alis’ side. She had a terrible gash on her head where Tavador had hit her, but her breathing was stable.

      Benjam scooped up Tavador’s staff and cranked the energy up to maximum. Shrieking a battle cry, he charged the remaining reaper that had Kyren pinned down again.

      He watched Kyren lean around the corner and snap off a few quick shots before hunkering down again. It was the perfect distraction. It began to rotate as Benjam approached, but he was already to close. Holding the staff before himself like a lance he drove the crackling purple tip into the reaper’s midsection. Sparks bellowed and fire blossomed as Kyren vaporized the bot’s head.

      “How high is that rocket gonna take him?" Kyren called from the alley, a look of amusement on his face.

      “I don’t know, depends on how long the power source holds out. Could be minutes. Or weeks,” Benjam replied innocently, as he propped Alis up and began tapping her cheek.

      Kyren crouched next to her and took her hand, “C’mon Alis.”

      Her eyes fluttered and then snapped open. She looked around for a moment, bewildered.

      “Relax, Tavador’s been dealt with. But we don’t have any time to waste. We still need to get out of here,” Kyren said, placing his hand gently on her shoulder.

      “I’m fine, really. Just a headache,” she said sardonically, gingerly touching her forehead as she let them help her to her feet.

      Benjam scooped up her wrench and handed it back, then helped Alis to steady herself as they made their way to the rotunda.

      Entering, Benjam spotted Leicara standing in the center, surrounded by a swarm of her serkins. They were darting furiously to and fro, arcing and sparking as they zipped. She emerged from the cloud and staggered toward them. Kyren lunged forward and caught her with one arm, while keeping his other around Alis’ shoulders.

      “I… see… now…” was all she managed to pant out.

      “What do you mean?” Kyren questioned, holding her steady as the serkins swarmed around them all.

      Suddenly, they swarmed into a tight ball around Leicara. The swirling, sparking mass of serkins slowly formed a shape. A face. The face of the Traveler.

      “Greetings Kyren. We understand now, what we have been waiting for, the reason we came here,” the face spoke in a voice deeper than Leicara’s.

      “You’re the Traveler. Or at least you will be, seventeen thousand years from now,” Benjam posited.

      “We must depart now, but we will allow you to speak to the Azorian,” the face spoke, then the serkins departed and Leicara was revealed, looking terrified.

      Kyren reached out again and she clasped his hand and drew it to her mouth, kissing his fingers.

      “The serkins understand. We will wait for that time which your memory is whole. I will be waiting, Kyren, though the millennia may change me. I will wait for you,” Leicara crooned.

      Alis huffed at that and shrugged off Kyren and Benjam’s help, standing straighter on her own.

      “I’m not sure I understand,” Kyren said hesitantly.

      “You wouldn’t,” Alis retorted, but without heat.

      Leicara walked over to the wall and activated a fade-gate.

      “Destroy this gate once I’ve passed through, then do the same to yours on the other side. Farewell travelers, and Kyren,” Leicara smiled longingly at Kyren, then stepped through the portal, her serkins pouring in after her.
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      The sounds of approaching spacecraft reached Alis’ ears long before the others.

      Ears twitching, she turned and spoke, “We’ve got incoming dragoons.”

      The others reacted as the sound of the craft approaching reached their ears. There were multiple thumps as the craft began touching down.

      “We don’t have time to waste, Alis, destroy Leicara’s gate. I’ll cover the entrance,” Kyren commanded.

      Alis sprinted for the other side of the rotunda. She glanced through the portal, and immediately recognized the interior of the gleaming white station, the one where they had met the traveler. Everything was coming full-circle now. There was so much that could still go wrong, though.

      Elarra’s visions were no guarantee that things would turn out alright. They still had a Kirugi to fight, but their robot was badly damaged. Securing allies had been difficult, but now they had the support of the raxi, at least. And if Elarra’s visions were correct, then the Consortium would be there as well.

      Bending to the emitters, she began to systematically destroy each one with her wrench, configured in its laser cutting torch mode. Once the last was destroyed the gate flickered out and disappeared. She turned and sprinted for the other gate. Kyren fired on the entryway to the rotunda while Benjam was already activating the portal.

      Alis realized that there could be any number of those crab-like creatures just waiting on the other side of the portal. Before she could call out a warning, Benjam reached out a tentacle and pushed a button.

      Knowing she would only have moments to react, she transformed her wrench into its sonic emitter form. Raising the emitter, she fired at the gate just as it flickered into existence. The thunderclap reverberated throughout the cavernous rotunda as the wave of super-compressed extreme velocity air passed through the gate and down the hallway leading out.

      Relief flooded her as a tight mass of the strange creatures were flung down and out of the corridor. Alis raised the emitter and fired again as some of the creatures began to rise. The creatures were slammed backward.

      “Benjam! Help!” Alis cried. “I can’t keep them down forever.”

      Benjam reached into his satchel and withdrew a short metallic rod around six inches long. He cocked his tentacle back and lobbed the rod through the gate. It sailed out of the passageway and into the tumble of creatures. A bright flash temporarily blinded Alis, but when her vision returned, the creatures were somehow stuck to the stone causeway.

      It appeared to have been melted and somehow attached to the beasts. Several struggled but were firmly bonded to the ground.

      “Now, Kyren, c’mon!” Alis yelled as she stepped through the gate, Benjam squirming after her.

      His weapon fired a long burst as he backed toward the gate, reaper fire answering in return. She converted her wrench into a torch in preparation for the destruction of the fade-gate. Kyren backed through, firing the whole time.

      “Now, Alis!” Kyren cried.

      She bent to the device and began to pass her torch across. As each emitter was destroyed, the portal shrunk in size, until only a sliver remained. As the sliver flickered out, she heard the whine of the reaper’s weapons cut off.

      Kyren led the way as they emerged into the street, his rifle raised. Alis kept her sonic emitter held up as well. Her muscles were coiled with tension. She tried to keep fear at bay, but it crept in anyway.

      The walk to the building containing their pods was nerve-wracking, she kept expecting the crab-like humanoids to appear at any moment. Relief flooded her when then reached their destination. She finally uncoiled as Kyren closed the door behind them.

      Benjam approached the pods and began to bring them on line. They whirred to life, the glass fronts sliding open, light mist flowing out onto the floor.

      “Here we go,” Benjam said hesitantly. “I’ll program them in for seventeen thousand years and two hundred eighty days. That should put us waking up just as Geri arrives in system.”

      Benjam pulled another device from his pack and placed it on the floor, “I’ve programmed this beacon to activate shortly before we are to wake. It should draw Geri here to find us.”

      Alis realized if this worked, if they survived the long slumber, the first face she would see would be her mom’s. She missed her mom terribly, and was truly afraid, but the thought of seeing her again allayed some of her fears.

      “Yeah, um, clothes off, everybody,” Benjam instructed.

      Kyren began to remove his battle armor, and then his clothes. Alis couldn’t help but let her eyes linger on him. Then she realized he was doing the same, and blushed slightly.

      “Let’s go, kids,” Benjam instructed. “The pods are on a timer, we’ve only got a minute left.”

      Hurriedly entering the pods, Alis leaned out at the last minute and said, “Good night Kyren. You too Benjam.”

      The door began to slide shut and she laid back, closing her eyes. She wasn’t sure what it would feel like. Mist began to fill the chamber and before she could contemplate its purpose, her consciousness faded into oblivion.
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      Geri really couldn’t believe it, but Alis and the others seemed to. So much so that they would send her and the Ashari away, at a time when they needed allies and resources so badly. If Elarra’s visions were any indication of things to come, they were in for a serious fight. It was hardly the time to be running off on a fool’s errand.

      She would have protested more, had Alis not looked so certain. She had told herself to do it after all. Told her to send her own mother away. Couldn’t she have revealed the purpose? Why be so enigmatic? And what the hell was she looking for? What signal would she find when she reached the system dubbed Garzok.

      She prepared for the final warp that would bring her into the Garzok system. Engaging the warp, she shook her head to clear the jump sickness and immediately set to examining the sensors. The star was a dim red dwarf star, and she detected several planets surrounding it.

      Some quick calculations revealed which one was in the habitable zone, so she made for that one. As she approached, she could see the planet was a blue and green orb, blanketed by white clouds. Initial readings indicated likely forms of life.

      So Alis, why am I here? What am I looking for? She thought to herself. She fired up the scanners as she entered orbit around the planet. She leaned back and let the scanners do their work. After some time, she analyzed the readout.

      There was a power source down there, a massive one. What it was used for, she couldn’t tell. There weren’t any other readings. No other signs of civilization were present. Homing in on the source of the power, she navigated the Ashari into an atmospheric entry pattern.

      The ship streaked across the sky, pushing through banks of clouds, finally emerging hundreds of meters off the ground. Banking widely, Geri ran the scanners as she circled the source of the readings. There was nothing, just unbroken forest blanketing the land.

      Suddenly her sensors chimed, indicating a new signal being detected. She committed more sensors to the scan, analyzing it in different ways. The signal was a beacon of some sort. It seemed like what she was here for. She continued to scan, triangulating as she circled. Locating the source of the beacon, she banked the Ashari and set a course.

      As she approached, she spotted a large clearing that was free of trees. Two massive mechanical pylons stood in the middle of the clearing, pulsing with golden light every few seconds. The beacon was coming from the forest, just to the north of the clearing.

      Unsure of the pylon’s purpose, she touched down at the edge of the clearing, the Ashari’s landing gear thumping the ground. She quickly shut down the major systems but left the majority of the ship hot. She didn’t know if she’d need to make a fast getaway or not.

      Tucking a pistol into her belt and one into her jacket pocket, she made her way to the airlock. The ramp extended and she strode out into into a bright day, sun high overhead. Clouds shrouded the horizon, dark and ominous. She better find what she was here for, before that storm arrived.

      Geri scanned the pylons with a handheld scanner. There was no radiation or any sign of weaponry, so she proceeded past the pylons toward the source of the strange signal.

      As she passed the pylons, she spotted a structure hidden amongst the trees. Concrete walls jutted out from the foliage here and there, weathered but still apparently intact. She felt a whumping in the ground as she approached the pylons. It seemed they were generating some sort of seismic pulse. Why, she had no idea.

      She strode up to the edge of the forest and pushed aside the brush. An unbroken concrete wall extended to either direction. Following the wall along, she came to a large opening. A gate lie on the ground, hinges torn from the wall. Looking inside she noted that the grounds on the other side of the wall were also overrun by the forest.

      However, there was a trail leading in, nearly a tunnel, overgrown by the trees and brush. Drawing a pistol, she stepped through the opening and began to trot down the path. She soon realized she was walking amongst the ruins of an ancient city, buildings now completely overgrown by trees.

      Geri pulled up the scanner in her free hand and homed in on the signal. There, just ahead and to the right, there was the source. She stalked carefully through the trees, alert for any sounds of trouble, her ears panning back and forth.

      Strange birds sang and something hooted in the distance, but otherwise she could detect nothing unusual beyond the rhythmic whump, whump from the pylons. The source of the signal was just ahead now. She turned right down what must’ve once been a side street. It dead-ended at a wall of vegetation. The signal was definitely on the other side of the wall.

      Pushing the foliage aside, she shouldered her way toward the wall, only to discover the alley ended in a door, rusted and pitted. Pushing aside more vegetation, she searched for a control panel. Finding the panel in the door jamb, she attempted to activate it, but it wasn’t responding. Maybe it was the dirt covering it?

      After wiping away the dirt, she could see the panel was lit, so she actuated it. There was a tremendous groan and a rattling that seemed to echo. The door slowly began to slide aside, grinding to a halt with only a foot or so of room. Enough for Geri to slip through, though.

      She keyed on a light that was built into the scanner and panned around the building. The far wall contained three large cylinders, their glass fronts caked with dust and pitted with age. White mist filled the cylinders, concealing whatever the contents might be.

      There was a small circular device on the floor and according to her scanner, was the source of the signal she had picked up. Some sort of beacon? What’re those cylinders? She thought.

      Geri made her way over to the cylinders and examined them. Each had a small control panel. She tentatively touched one of the panels, and it sprang to light. There were strange alien symbols on the panel, but a single green button in the middle called out to her.

      Here goes nothing, she thought as she keyed the green button. Lights lit up the darkness as the device began to activate. Geri stepped back, unsure of what she had just committed herself to. Suddenly the front of the cylinder lifted and slid aside with a whoosh.

      Mist billowed out and pooled at the base of the device. Suddenly, a body fell from the mist, landing heavily on the floor. But not just any body. Her daughter’s body. It was Alis!

      Geri rolled her over and stared in horror, as Alis’ empty eyes stared back. She desperately searched for a pulse. There was none.
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      Geri wanted to freak out. She wanted to scream and cry, to wail at the heavens. Instead, as she always had, she took action. She gently lay Alis on her back and placed her hands on Alis’ breastbone. Beginning to vigorously pump, she counted out loud.

      Come on, honey, breathe. Come on, please please please please, Geri thought to herself, while rhythmically pumping Alis’ chest. It felt like agonizing minutes but she knew it had only been moments.

      “Alis! Alis! Wake up, you can do it! Breathe dammit!” Geri cried out loud, furiously pumping away, the sound of ribs cracking shooting through her like a spike.

      Suddenly, Alis gasped and her eyes fluttered then rolled back in her head. Her breathing came in ragged gasps, but she was breathing. Thank the stars she was breathing.

      Geri held her daughter and sobbed, tears of sadness, tears of joy. Then she began to ponder. How had Alis gotten here? How had she come to be stowed away in this… stasis pod? Geri thought, recognizing the apparatus’ purpose. Why was she in the pod if it had only been a few days since she had seen her. What the hell was going on?

      “Alis, honey, wake up. Please be okay, please,” she crooned.

      Alis’ eyes fluttered open and she stared blankly for a moment. Then her eyes focused and her pupils contracted, and she looked into Geri’s eyes.

      “Mom?” she croaked weakly.

      “Yes honey, I’m here. You’re okay now,” Geri soothed.

      “Good, ‘cause I don’t feel okay,” she replied through ragged breaths.

      “Yeah, I kind of cracked your ribs resuscitating you. Sorry but you’ll just have to live it with it,” she said, chuckling and clutching Alis tightly.

      “Ow!” she cried, but returned the hug just as fiercely.

      “What about the others,” Alis asked, sitting upright. “Are they okay?”

      “Who? What others? Kyren? Benjam?” Geri replied.

      “Yeah, we need to get them out of the pods,” Alis croaked, trying unsuccessfully to stand.

      “I’ll get them, you just rest,” Geri ordered.

      Geri went to the next pod and immediately keyed the green button. She stepped back as the door slid aside and the mist bellowed out. As the mist settled and spilled out of the pod, Benjam was revealed.

      He blinked twice, and then began screaming. His tentacles flailed as he wailed, Geri dodging them.

      She seized both sides of his face and bellowed, “Benjam, you are safe.”

      “Huh? What?” he replied in confusion, flailing ceasing.

      Blinking, Benjam looked around, eyes alighting on Alis, then Geri, then down at his own tentacles.

      “Oh, yeah, I guess so,” he squeaked, more calmly this time.

      “Alis is okay, we need to get Kyren out. There’s a chance I’ll need to resuscitate him, though, so please, get it together,” Geri admonished, and immediately felt remorse when she saw Benjam’s crestfallen look. “Just sit tight, okay, everything is going to work out.”

      She wished she felt as confident as her words, but she was worried about Kyren. Hitting the green button on his stasis pod, she waited, anticipating the worst.

      The pod hissed open, and the mist revealed a naked Kyren, same as Alis, tumbling to the floor. She caught him at the last moment and lowered him to the ground as gently as she could manage.

      Quickly checking for a pulse, she was rewarded with a thready, faint pulsing. Alive, but not great. She wondered what she was going to do, they seemed too weak to make the trek back to the ship. Kyren gasped and his eyes fluttered open.

      “Geri, you came for us. It worked. We survived, didn’t we?” he gasped out, bleary eyed.

      “Just relax for a while, I’m going to look around and see what we’ve got here,” Geri instructed.

      She began to look around, and amid the dust and wreckage, found several items. She hefted Kyren’s energy rifle, checking the status panel on the side. It was dead, the panel didn’t respond to any touch, staying dark. Maybe out of juice?

      There were the remains of some battle armor plates and a strange looking bracer made of a deep blue metal. A belt of woven silver metal with a dial at the buckle lie next to it. That was Kyren’s teleporter belt. That must’ve been his armor there, she thought. And that pile of dust over there looked to once have been clothing.

      What the hell happened in seven days? She continued looking, finding a pair of strange looking gloves, and what she could only figure was some sort of harness. Then she spotted Alis’ wrench.

      “Oh look what I found,” Geri said, handing it over to her daughter.

      “Thanks mom,” Alis replied, checking the status panel.

      It lit up at her command, apparently unharmed by whatever had transpired here. What had happened, anyway? She thought.

      “So why don’t you three tell me what’s going on here,” Geri suggested.

      “It’s a long story, Geri,” Kyren said, straightening.

      She caught his eyes lingering on Alis and she nearly growled, her ears going flat. Kyren must’ve noticed because now he was pointedly looking elsewhere. Would it really be so bad? Alis could’ve done worse. Geri was glad she hadn’t followed in the family’s Consortium ways. She was happier, she could tell, than she would have been had she stayed and conformed.

      And Kyren was a good guy. This, Geri had seen. His heart was in the right place, and often his head was too.

      “Did you see the skeevers on your way in, Geri?” Kyren asked.

      “The what?”

      “That would be a no. Were the thumpers still active?” Benjam squeaked, finally squiggling out of the pod.

      “Those pylons? Yes, they seemed to be operating, if thumping is what they are supposed to do.”

      “That’s a good sign,” Kyren began, but was cut off by Benjam.

      “Well, actually, when we were here seventeen thousand yea…”

      This time Kyren cut Benjam off, “Yeah yeah, seventeen thousand blah blah. A long ass time, okay? Let’s call it history. In this place’s history, there were these creatures called skeevers. Nasty buggers, but my rifle took care of them.”

      “Well, we’re out of luck if we encounter any. You’re rifle is dead, I’m afraid. Plum outta juice, kid,” Geri replied.

      “Shit, looks like my armor is toast too. Guess that’s what seventeen thousand blah blah blah will do to you,” Kyren said, chuckling to himself.

      “What is with this seventeen thousand?” Geri demanded, flabbergasted.

      What were they rattling on about? She wasn’t sure, but she knew the answer was gnawing at the back of her brain.

      “Benjam, how long have you been in stasis?” Geri asked bluntly.

      “Oh dear, it’s terrible. It’s like I’ve lived them, every last second of seventeen thousand years, two hundred eighty days, sixteen hours, thirty four seconds. Thirty five. Thirty six. Thirty seven,” Benjam continued on, seemingly unable to stop.

      “Benjam!” She cried, slapping his face.

      “Wha.. What?”

      “Snap out of it, we’ve got work to do!”

      “I lived them, every second of those dark empty times. I lived them, and there’s nothing there. Nothing. A huge hole inside me,” he crooned, rocking back and forth.

      Damn, this was going to be harder than she had thought. Two naked and weakened people and a crazy brontian, that was her lot. Oh well, better get to it, she resolved.
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      “Geri, we need to get out of here, but those skeevers might still be a threat,” Kyren said weakly.

      “What are you talking about? What are these skeevers?” Geri responded, stifling her frustration.

      “They’re sort of like a human crab. But they have no eyes. They key in on seismic vibrations,” Kyren explained.

      “Doesn’t sound so bad. Can they be shot?”

      “No mom, they’re much worse than that. Yeah, they can be shot, if you can track them. But they’re fast. Like, scary fast,” Alis contributed.

      “I suggest we use the hovertrams that we brought the pods in on, Kyren,” Benjam squeaked.

      “Yeah, that’d keep our feet off the ground,” Kyren agreed. “Of course, that is as long as they are still functional.”

      Geri watched on as he borrowed Alis’ wrench and examined the first one.

      After some time, Benjam spoke, “Well, this one is a goner, I’m afraid. The power source is defunct. Looks like it didn’t last the seventeen thousand years.”

      He spent the next several minutes working on the other two.

      “Jackpot!” Benjam squeaked as he successfully powered the last one up.

      “One’ll do, right?” Kyren questioned.

      Geri could see some color returning to his face and more alertness in his eyes.

      “Indeed, we should all be able to occupy a single unit,” Benjam informed them.

      “Let’s get going then,” Kyren said, standing shakily, but maintaining his feet.

      Geri helped her daughter onto the cart as Benjam squirmed aboard. She and Kyren climbed up next. Benjam reached his tentacles around to the control panel and began to steer the cart toward the door. Geri had to shoulder the door the rest of the way open to allow for the cart to fit through. They entered the overgrown streets and Benjam navigated the cart through the tunnel of overgrowth toward the main avenue.

      “Geri, keep your gun out and aimed, they’re so fast you’ll only get one chance,” Kyren said, strapping the strange bracer to his right forearm.

      He hit a button and a crackling energy blade sprang to life.

      “Well that’s a huge relief,” he said as he lowered the blade.

      Kyren also toyed with the belt, and looked ecstatic when the indicators lit up.

      “I think the belt is okay, too,” Kyren said as they rounded the corner and made their way to the compound entrance.

      “Oh hell,” Kyren muttered under his breath.

      Geri peered out through the opening in the wall. The thumpers were still thumping, and the Ashari was still where she left her. But it was surrounded by dozens of what must be the skeevers.

      The creatures were a dull ruddy red and covered in chitinous, bony plates, obviously an exo-skeleton. They were roughly humanoid in shape, having two legs, but they had four arms, ending in deadly looking pincers. Their heads were broad and squat, mandibles clacking below a forehead filled with tiny eyes.

      “I thought you said they had no eyes, Kyren?” Geri asked as she watched them milling around the edge of the thumper’s radius.

      “Um, maybe they evolved?” he said sheepishly.

      “Well, what exactly are we going to do? They’re surrounding my ship,” Alis said in consternation.

      “I think I’ve got a plan, as long as my belt is still active,” Kyren began, continuing after only a short pause. “You all stash yourselves here, get the cart off the path and hidden behind the foliage. I’ll go disable the thumpers. That’s all that’s holding them at bay at the moment, so I’ll use the belt to keep ahead of them. I’ll draw them off through the city, and then you can get to the Ashari and fly in and pick me up.”

      “Yes, I can activate the beacon, the one we built when infiltrating the Crevak flagship, once we’re ready to pick you up,” Benjam offered.

      “I only see one problem,” Geri interjected. “Kyren, you’re too weak to flee from these things. Fast or not, I’ve got a better chance of getting away from them than you do.”

      Kyren looked crestfallen but she could see he knew she was right.

      He removed his bracer and handed it to her, “You’ll want this too.”

      She took it and strapped it on after donning the belt. Kyren took Alis’ wrench, turned into a chainsaw, and began carving a hole in the vegetation for the cart to hide. Several minutes worth of work and the others were safely hidden behind a wall of brush. Hopefully the critters wouldn’t see them.

      Well, here goes nothing, Geri thought to herself. She’d been in stickier situations than this, for sure. But this was different, the life of her daughter had never been in the balance on any of her missions.

      Geri marched out into the clearing and over to the first thumper. The strength of the vibration grew as she approached. Activating Kyren’s energy blade, she plunged it deep into the device. She dodged back as sparks flew and the thumping ceased.

      She hit the control button and adjusted the dial, placing the other end of the portal the belt generated to exit next to the other pylon. Thankfully, the belt still had charge because the portal opened instantaneously. She dashed through and it sealed behind her.

      Before burrowing the energy blade into this one, she threw a portal to the compound entrance. Destroying the pylon, she teleported to the gateway into the facility. She hadn’t realized how scary fast these things really were. They were nearly upon her, and she had only just dropped the protection the pylons had provided.

      She keyed in a portal that appeared farther up the avenue, and she dashed through it, feet pounding the ground. She hoped her seismic activity would keep them focused on her. She hoped she would be fast enough leapfrogging with the belt.

      Hearing scrabbling behind her, she keyed in another teleport, hopping ahead of her pursuers by a good distance. A blurring from the corner of her eye caused her to spin toward a side alley. Scrambling up the alley was a single skeever. Damn! They were trying to flank her. These things were deadly, and smart it seemed, too.

      Geri reacted as fast as she could manage, bringing the pistol to bear and squeezing off several shots. In the time it took her to aim, it had nearly closed the gap. Thankfully the rounds penetrated, tearing through the exoskeleton and pulping the soft tissue beneath.

      The skeever fell at her feet after several staggering steps. Without hesitation Geri opened a portal with the belt and dashed through. She hoped the others had made it to the ship by now. If they didn’t pick her up soon, she wasn’t going to make it.
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      Kyren felt incredibly weak. Running would be next to impossible, he knew, as would fighting the skeevers. He didn’t know if they would fall for the camouflage or not. What new senses had they evolved? They had eyes, but could they see thermal signatures? He hoped not. If so, they were all crab food.

      They practically held their breath as they heard the pylons outside explode. Suddenly Geri’s footsteps thundered past as she ran up the overgrown avenue. Such a short time later the skeevers skittered past, their plated feet clacking on the stone in a staccato rhythm. Damn they were so fast. He worried about Geri, maybe this hadn’t been the best plan.

      He held his breath as they streamed past, not even one seemed to stop. They waited a short time more and then motored the cart out, pushing the brush into the path. The avenue was clear, so they hovered out the gate into the open field where the dead pylons sat.

      The ship was clear, not a single skeever anywhere in sight. Relief flooded him, but he knew they weren’t out of the proverbial woods yet, they still had to cross two hundred yards of open ground to reach the Ashari.

      “Go, Benjam, go,” Kyren urged in a whisper, head on a swivel, trying to be as alert as possible.

      It was difficult to function, though. It took a lot of effort to keep focus. The hovercart crept forward, its pace agonizingly slow for Kyren. They were making progress at little more than a fast walk. He wanted to run, but not only would he be unable, but that could alert more skeevers, and they’d be defenseless.

      Kyren watched as Alis’ ears twisted and a dark look crossed her face.

      “I just heard shots. Oh mom, be careful,” she cried out softly.

      What felt like an eternity later, they reached the Ashari’s ramp. They had all heard the shots, many of them, rolling out of the compound. Then there were no more shots, only silence.

      Alis was already moving, stepping from the hovercart onto the Ashari’s ramp. She keyed in her access code and the door slid open.

      “Let’s go people, my mom’s out there!” she barked, grimacing and holding her ribs in pain.

      Kyren scrambled as fast as his weakened state would allow. Benjam squiggled in after him as Alis darted for the bridge. He had just entered the bridge by the time Alis had fired up the engines and was lifting the ship off.

      “Kyren, get on those sensors, find my mom!” she commanded. “Benjam, get that beacon on.”

      He hopped into the console seat and began to bring up the life form scanner. It didn’t take long to find a large mass of life forms deep in the city. He sent the targeting data to Alis as she banked the ship and hit the throttle. The Ashari burned furiously for the center of the compound where the cluster of life forms was located.

      “Are they all stopped? Why would they be stopped?” Alis shrieked.

      Suddenly, a lone figure appeared on the screen a good distance from the pack. Immediately the group of life forms sped after the new arrival.

      “I think she’s still on the move,” Kyren said jubilantly.

      He began to analyze her movements, understanding she was essentially leading the creatures in a continuous loop. Damn she must be getting tired. Sooner or later, they’d catch up. He watched her warping, blinking out and appearing a good distance ahead.

      “There, go there!” Kyren instructed.

      If he was right, they’d wind up nearly above her the next time she hopped. Alis slowed the ship and hovered over the spot Kyren had designated. Geri popped into existence below, and then immediately winked out again. A crowd of skeevers swarmed into the intersection below. Geri was nowhere to be seen.

      A few moments later, a voice came from behind, speaking through labored panting, “Hey kids, what took you so long?”

      Alis engaged the autopilot and dashed to her mom, attempting to hug her tightly but recoiling at the pain from her broken ribs.

      “Ow,” Alis said.

      “Yeah, I’m sorry about that, honey, but I had to save your life, y’know,” Geri said, tears welling in her eyes.

      “Um, now that we’re all safe, can we get some clothes please?” Kyren asked, trying to hide his self-consciousness.

      They all laughed as Kyren and Alis made their way to their quarters to obtain a change of clothes. Geri took the ship to orbit as they dressed and spent some time in the galley, drinking hot beverages and eating.

      Feeling somewhat rejuvenated, Kyren returned to the bridge with Alis, where Benjam and Geri were talking.

      “Yes, exactly. We traveled back in time. The only way to get back to now, was to live it. The only solution was the stasis pods,” Benjam was explaining.

      “That almost sounds implausible. But I believe you. That is truly incredible,” Geri said, obviously a little dumbfounded.

      “Yeah, you’re the only mom in the galaxy that’s younger than your daughter,” Kyren interjected.

      Geri chuckled and the others laughed. At least they were all back together.

      “Hey, should we call Isa?” Alis asked. “Let’s have her meet us somewhere.”

      “Okay, we’ll have her meet where the bot is stashed, then,” Kyren decided.

      They placed a quantum call to Isa and she agreed to meet them at the system Procyon, where Kyren had stashed the Gaidan. She was, after all, still waiting at the station where they had met the Traveler, anticipating their return.

      “Kyren, how much time do we have before the Kirugi arrives?” Geri asked.

      “Not sure, but probably not much. We’ll need to hurry to pick up Elarra and get to the rendezvous with Isa.”

      “We’re getting Elarra?” Geri asked bitterly.

      “Yes, we need her against the Kirugi. And she’s one of us, regardless of what she’s done,” Kyren replied.

      “Fine,” Geri agreed, without heat, which Kyren was thankful for.

      “Great, let’s go get Elarra!” Benjam squeaked enthusiastically.
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      “Okay, so I understand you said you traveled back in time. How did you get back? I mean, the pods, yeah I know, but like, how? How did you escape the past?” Geri questioned, ears going in opposite directions and eyes nearly crossing.

      Benjam shuddered as he thought of the dark times. The seventeen thousand years of nothing. It wasn’t like he had experienced it. No, he had been asleep. But his memory contained nothing. His internal clock had kept ticking away the entire time he was in stasis. So while he hadn’t lived those years of darkness, he remembered them.

      “Well, actually,” Benjam began in his reedy voice. “We didn’t escape the past, we lived it. In stasis, maybe, but I lived it. I mean, we lived it.”

      He couldn’t help but let out a whimper as he touched the memories of nothingness.

      “But how did you escape? Weren’t you destined to repeat the same thing?” Geri asked, her puzzlement clear.

      Benjam wasn’t surprised, time-travel and causality were difficult to comprehend for the uninitiated.

      “Geri, have you seen the child's toy, a race car on a track? And that track does a loop-de-loop? The car doubles back on its path, but ultimately continues on. We did a loop-de-loop through time.”

      “And what you did in the past influenced you now, and therefore caused your actions in the past. Which influenced your actions here in the present… which… in the past… or future… or… gah! Benjam, you’re bending my brain!” Geri cried out.

      Kyren chuckled and Alis punched him in the arm.

      “Don’t worry mom, this stuff’s hard to grasp. Kind of have to live it to really get it,” Alis comforted.

      “So you’ve found the destination of this Kirugi. You have a weapon to fight it with. But how do you know when it will arrive?” Geri asked skeptically.

      “I’ve been thinking about that. I think I know a way to gain advance warning, at least. I don’t think I can predict when with my limited data, but maybe we can know it is coming?” Benjam squeaked, feeling optimistic.

      “How can you tell, Benjam?” Kyren asked, looking askance at him.

      “If I interface with the nanites I injected into Alis’ brain,” Benjam began, but quailed when he saw Geri’s countenance darken. “The nanites I used to shield her mind from the Kirugi, the nanites that saved her!”

      Geri released her scowl.

      “So you’ll check to see if they are blocking a signal or not. If they are active we’ll know it’s nearing,” Alis finished for him.

      “Indeed!” he squeaked, delighted at Alis’ leap of intellect.

      She reconfigured her wrench into a scanner and handed it to him to calibrate. He took the wrench and dialed it in to detect signal from the nanites. Passing the scanner around her head, he breathed an audible sigh of relief.

      “Nothing. Nothing yet, they are quiescent,” Benjam informed them.

      “So we’ve got some time. Good. But we still need to get back to Elarra and then on to Procyon to get the robot, then to Earth to stop the Kirugi. I hope we’ve got days, if not weeks for all that travel,” Kyren speculated.

      “Yes, that is a problem, but I may have a solution. While I was in the Azorian data network, I managed to find data on warp gates. There are several gates we can use, they are hidden in abandoned systems, unknown to the rest of civilization. I believe this gate network will bypass much of the travel time,” Benjam revealed.

      “Great, so we’ve got a way to get there faster, we’ve got our destinations. We should get moving. That includes you, Geri,” Kyren directed.

      “Wait, what?” Geri and Alis asked simultaneously, both their ears going askance.

      “In our final battle, there were some Consortium forces supporting us. In fact, I think their support is vital to our success. They will be there because of you, Geri. You need to go find us support and get to Earth, with a quickness,” explained Kyren.

      “No, mom! Not again!” Alis cried in desperation.

      “He’s right about it, at least partially anyway. I don’t know what’ll make a difference in whatever future you’ve seen, but we’ve got to try,” Geri replied. “I’ll take Isa and see what support I can drum up. Benjam, how many days to get from the rendezvous point to Elarra, and then on to Procyon?”

      “If the gate network is still active, we can make it to Rendikar in six hours, then Procyon three days later. We can be to Earth in four days, approximately,” Benjam informed them.

      “I’ll meet you at Earth four days from now,” Geri said confidently.

      They flew on for some time before the final jump to the meeting point with Isa. Warping into orbit around an uninhabited gas giant, they immediately spotted Isa on sensors. Alis glumly helped Geri gather her belongings, sighing heavily more than once. The airlocks opened as the ships finished docking. Alis and Geri said a tearful goodbye, again.
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      Kyren was getting anxious. He didn’t know what to expect when they returned to Joraq. She likely knew exactly what would happen and would have a welcoming party waiting. But they couldn’t do this without Elarra, her visions had been instrumental in guiding them so far.

      “Final jump to take us to Rendikar in five. Everybody get ready,” Alis called from the pilot’s seat while tapping commands to activate the last warp jump.

      The ship warped and Kyren shook his head, trying to clear the jump sickness. He expected alarm klaxons at any second, but all was quiet.

      “Hmmm, I expected a welcoming the moment we emerged from our warp portal. This is infinitely creepier,” Alis remarked.

      “Yeah, she obviously knows we’re coming back, so why not hit us when we’re most vulnerable?” Kyren agreed while Alis made a course for Joraq’s compound.

      Atmospheric entry lit up the viewscreens with orange fire. When it cleared there was an expanse of green below them. Alis began the descent. Suddenly, the weapons lock alarm sounded.

      “Now there’s the welcome I expected,” she said, turning to Benjam. “What’s our readout on sensors?”

      “There has been a missile launch. The sensors have detected one hundred and seventy five separate heat signatures. Calculating their potential destructive force, there is more than enough energy to defeat our shields and still have plenty of missiles left over to take us out,” Benjam informed them.

      “Okay, hold onto your asses! This is gonna be tricky,” Alis cried.

      She hit the throttle and the ship increased in velocity. Could they outrun the missiles? How many hits could they take before the ship was terminally damaged? Apprehension flooded Kyren’s gut.

      As the Ashari sped on above the compound, many white streaks of smoke indicated the passage of the many missiles. The trails lengthened as the missiles sped on, streaking toward them.

      “DS cannon, Kyren! Try to shoot them down,” Alis commanded.

      He immediately brought up the targeting reticle while the gun dropped from the belly of the ship. He aimed at the cluster of missiles and opened up, strafing side to side. Flashes lit the viewscreen as many missiles were destroyed. Some detonated spectacularly, taking out neighboring rockets.

      Kyren continued pouring ferrous slugs into the cloud of missiles, but there were so many, they just kept coming on. He stared in horror as the ammo readout went to zero.

      “DS cannon’s dry,” he cried.

      “Damn. Maybe their engines are susceptible to lack of atmosphere,” Alis said, maneuvering the ship into a steep climb and pulling energy from the shields to bolster the engines.

      The Ashari climbed, and the missiles followed. They reached near orbit, but the missiles were still coming on. Alis pushed the ship into a steep dive and increased throttle even more, robbing power from other systems to feed the engine.

      Kyren watched Alis expertly manipulating the controls. Damn if she wasn’t a natural pilot, he thought proudly. He was nervous, yes, but was confident Alis could find a way out of this predicament.

      “C’mon you bastards, follow me on reentry,” Alis growled under her breath.

      The ship’s viewscreen lit up with the fire of reentry, temporarily blinding their visual sensors. But thankfully, there were other sensors still active.

      “Yes! They are dropping off, many are being destroyed by the heat of reentry,” Benjam exclaimed.

      “There’s still around fifty missiles that weren’t taken out,” Kyren said after reading Benjam’s sensor output.

      “That’s still too many,” Benjam informed them, his voice wavering.

      Alis pushed the ship further into a steep dive, nearly straight down.

      “Alis, what’re you doing?”

      “Benjam, I need a warp vector as close to the ground as you can manage. Come out the other side of the planet,” Alis called out.

      Kyren watched as Benjam hurriedly calculated their trajectory. The ground streamed ever closer, the trees taking on definition as they descended. The missiles were nearly upon them, and would impact at any moment now.

      “There, jump now, Alis,” Benjam yelled.

      She hit the engage button and the warp portal opened in front of them, mere meters above the ground. The ship shot through and Kyren’s brain swam, floating in a sea of confusion as the portal sealed shut behind.

      “No missiles on our tail anymore,” Benjam squeaked happily moments later.

      “Great, now let’s see if we can get back without any more missiles. Hopefully that volley was her whole inventory,” Alis said while climbing the ship back to orbit.

      As the planet turned beneath them, they sped on toward Joraq’s compound. As they approached, no alarms sounded. They came in low, just above the treetops.

      Suddenly the weapons lock alarm went off. But before Kyren could react, several pulses of blue energy burst from long dormant cannons crowning the top of Joraq’s ship.

      Alis attempted to perform evasive maneuvers but there was no way to dodge, the blasts were moving too fast. The first slammed into the Ashari’s shields, shattering them into a million tiny shards of energy. The second struck the Ashari down the side leaving a great burned furrow in the armor.

      The third found its mark, blasting through armor and punching into one of the Ashari’s engines. Alarms sounded as the ship began to spin out of control. But they were too low. There was no time to recover. The Ashari impacted with the ground, sliding down the wide avenue and coming to rest in a large plaza next to the massive silo containing the ancient ship.

      “Nooooo!” Alis cried, checking the readouts. “Shit, engines offline.”

      “No matter, we’ve got to get Elarra, we’ll see what repairs we can make after we’ve taken Joraq out of the picture,” Kyren said, checking the pistol Geri had given him to make sure a round was chambered.

      He adjusted the bracer on his left forearm and strode confidently to the airlock. Alis and Benjam followed, hot on his heels. The airlock slid open, revealing the courtyard. Nar’raxi were scrambling about, as the chatter of weapons fire erupted all around them. Kyren recognized the attackers. Arkanon’s forces had penetrated the compound, and were mercilessly gunning down the fleeing nar'raxi.
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      Chaos reigned outside the Ashari, but Kyren felt a strange calmness. Nar’raxi screamed and ran in every direction. Arkanon’s forces bore heavy assault rifles and were gunning down the fleeing nar'raxi, men, women and children alike.

      A cry went up amongst the nar'raxi as a line of warriors stepped forward, some swinging slings with stones, others readying bows or spears. They unleashed a volley at the invaders, felling several. Kyren watched in horror as the surviving mercenaries opened up on the primitive nar'raxi warriors.

      They were cut down mercilessly. Kyren was appalled at the slaughter, he couldn’t just stand by. Dashing out the airlock and down the ramp, he ignited his energy blade and raised his pistol. The nearest of Arkanon’s mercs was only about ten paces away, and with his back to Kyren.

      The merc was a short, squat humanoid with yellow-brown skin and a shock of green hair at the very peak of its head. Kyren sprinted forward and thrust with the blade, punching through the merc’s back right between the shoulder blades. The merc looked down at the energy blade extending from his chest and stared for a moment, before going limp and toppling forward.

      Kyren raised his pistol as the next nearest of the mercs, a blue-skinned saurian, but the merc was already turning, the barrel of his rifle tracking toward Kyren, barking a steady stream of high-velocity slugs. Kyren quailed mentally as he realized he wasn’t going to get on target before the rounds found him. Shit, he’d just gotten himself killed.

      But before the barrel reached him, a massive thunderclap sounded and the merc went flying. Thank the stars, Alis! She’d just saved his life. Kyren stashed his pistol and scooped up the first fallen merc’s rifle.

      Several more of Arkanon’s men had entered the plaza from the opposite side. Kyren raised the rifle and fired wildly, driving the mercs to cover. Damn, this was starting to go badly.

      They began to take aim when a crater appeared where one of them had stood. A blast wave rocked outward from the point of destruction. Kyren looked behind him and saw the Ashari’s main gun swiveling to take aim on the rest of the mercs.

      Witnessing their companion’s disintegration, the rest of the mercs scurried back into the alleys and out of sight.

      Benjam’s voice came over the speaker in the airlock access panel, “Go, find Elarra. I’ll protect the ship.”

      Kyren oriented himself and tried to guess where the stockade would be located.

      “That way,” he said, pointing.

      Alis met his gaze and nodded, and they made their way cautiously across the plaza. Entering the maze of avenues and alleyways, they darted from corner to corner, trying to keep to cover. Aside from the nar'raxi, who seemed to be ignoring them, they encountered no one else.

      Reaching the stockade, Kyren held up a hand. He watched to make sure the way was clear, then dashed across the street and into the doorway, turning to cover Alis as she darted over to him.

      “Do you think Elarra’s there?” Alis whispered as Kyren turned to the door.

      “Dunno. But we have to check.”

      Kyren touched the pad and the door slowly slid open, revealing the building’s darkened interior. Glancing behind, he was startled to see the street had begun to fill up with nar'raxi. They bore primitive weapons and an even more primitive look on their faces. He grabbed Alis and tugged her inside, closing the door immediately.

      “Elarra!” Kyren called.

      A male voice answered in return, “Kyren?”

      He recognized the voice but couldn’t place it.

      “Who’s there,” he asked, walking toward the hallway where the voice was coming from.

      He could now see a row of cells lining one wall of the corridor. Stepping into the hallway he stood before the first cell and peered inside. An imposing figure was lurking near the back of the cell, shrouded in darkness. The figure stepped into the light.

      “Arkanon!” Kyren said, feeling stupid for not having recognized him. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was riding in the transports with the first wave. Joraq destroyed the transports but I survived, thanks to my advanced battle armor. From the sounds out there, I would say my second wave has arrived.”

      “Yeah, your goons are slaughtering the nar'raxi. They’re murdering the innocent!” Alis interjected hotly.

      “You want to stop this slaughter? Get me out of here and reunite me with my forces. We’ll only go after Joraq. You have my word.”

      Alis snorted at Arkanon’s offer, but remained silent.

      “Alis, can you hack the lock with your wrench?”

      “Yes. But…” she said hesitantly

      “What?” Kyren questioned

      “Well, I’m not okay with releasing him. He’s a bloodthirsty warlord, and I don’t trust him.”

      “Hey, you two relax. Listen, if you let me out I can stop the killing. Well, the indiscriminate, anyway. I just want Joraq. My men will find me eventually, but by then, who knows how many innocents will be slain?”

      “Murdered, you mean. Murdered at your order,” Alis growled, ears going flat.

      “He’s right, you know. We’ve got to let him out. Only he can reign in his men, stop the killing.”

      “Fine! But if he turns out to be a scumbag, I’m gonna thunder his ass.”

      “Hey, no need to thunder, please,” Arkanon responded in what must’ve passed for subservience for him.

      Alis set about cutting the bars with her wrench transformed into a laser cutter. She made short work of the aged metal, and soon Arkanon limped from the cell.

      “See, I’m an ally,” Arkanon said, holding his hands palms out, placatingly.

      “Pfff, we’ll see,” Alis glowered at Arkanon, who simply smiled back.

      Kyren wasn’t reassured by the smile. It was the smile of a predator.

      “Let’s get out of here. We need to find Elarra,” Kyren said with urgency.

      “Where could she be?” Alis asked rhetorically.

      “Actually, I think I have an idea where we might find Joraq and most likely Elarra too,” Kyren said, reaching out for the door controls.

      The door began to slide open and arms immediately thrust through, followed by entire heads and shoulders. nar'raxi were attempting to get through the doorway, even before the door was open. The door opened to the width of a nar'raxi and they began to spill into the room.

      Bearing knives, clubs, and spears, they began to advance on Kyren as more continued to pour into the room. They would quickly be overwhelmed if they didn’t do something. Kyren raised his rifle, ignoring the advancing nar'raxi, and fired at the doorway.

      Blood spattered in a sickening spray as the high velocity rounds tore through the unarmored nar'raxi. The bodies fell in the doorway, slowing the influx. He fired again, but was forced to adjust his aim. He had to gun down a nar'raxi with a spear who had gotten within striking range.

      Alis’ sonic emitter boomed, the confined space causing the sound to reverberate, leaving his ears ringing. Several nar'raxi were flung backward and impacted with the opposite wall, dropping their weapons as well as their consciousness.

      Kyren glanced at Arkanon, who had liberated a large machete from one of their attackers. He was expertly wielding the blade, cutting down any nar'raxi entering his threat radius. Retraining his aim on the doorway, he unloaded another burst, felling more. They seemed to keep coming though.

      “Quick, get back to the cell and take cover,” Arkanon cried as he detached a piece of his body armor.

      It was a small plate that looked like a belt buckle, but had a tiny holopanel on the back. He hit a couple of commands and the lights went red. Quickly tossing the plate at the doorway, Arkanon scrambled back to the cell.

      Kyren and Alis followed, cowering against the back wall. A tremendous explosion rocked the building and the blast wave hit them moments later. They were slammed against the wall, rebounding to crumple to the floor. Kyren’s ears were ringing so loud now he couldn’t hear anything.

      “Alis, are you okay?” he shook her and she groggily raised her head.

      She spoke, but no sound came out. Or rather, he couldn’t hear her. He hoped he wasn’t deafened permanently, but there was nothing he could do about it. He clambered to his feet and raised the rifle, stalking into the tremendous cloud of smoke billowing from what remained of the building’s entrance.
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      Elarra woke lying in the rho’kar. Removing the sensor basket from her head, she stood shakily and peered around. Beyond the pool of light, the rest of the hangar was cast into darkness, but silent. She was alone, it would seem.

      What the hell had just happened to her? What had Joraq done? She staggered as a pain split her skull. Memories flooded in. Memories of torment, torture, glee at the pain she was causing. Only it wasn’t her, even though it felt so. It was Joraq. One of her memories.

      Somehow, she had imprinted Elarra with the sum total of her life. Elarra could feel it, bursting at the seams of her mind and trickling out. The memories came unbidden, and she saw snippets of Joraq’s life. Much was incomprehensible, as it didn’t appear to be coming in any logical order. She struggled to shut off the flow, or at least get it to a manageable trickle.

      Leaving the pool of light surrounding the rho’kar, she struck out in the direction of the door, hoping she really was alone. As she neared, she could see the door was framed by a razor-thin rectangle of light. Good, that meant daylight still, she couldn’t have been out for more than a few hours.

      Still, Joraq could have gotten up to more mischief in even a short time. What was her game here? Elarra still hadn’t figured it out. But she did have a sneaking suspicion she was being influenced somehow by the memories. She felt, what was it exactly, this feeling? A mood? A raw emotion of bitterness?

      Joraq’s memories, she realized, tasted awful, corrupted somehow. Tainted by whatever that Obregon thing was? She felt dread when her mind touched those memories. Whatever that thing was, it certainly seemed insidious.

      However, she had a pressing problem, a more immediate and direct threat to them all. The Kirugi. And here she was, stuck in madness, waiting for her companions to return, so they could go face the Kirugi together. But what if they never returned? What if Joraq killed them on approach? Her vision of the end had changed each time they had influenced events. That meant that her vision was not of what would be, but what could be.

      What a change from the certainty she had felt before she had died. Back then, she knew the outcome was predetermined because she had foreseen it. She may not have understood all the pieces, but she had known they would defeat Tharox.

      But then she had come out of the other side of her Visikaji, and had been transformed. As if that uncertainty wasn’t bad enough, Joraq had just done something to her mind. C’mon Elarra, get yourself together, she thought furiously.

      Opening the door, she stepped out into the street, eyes squinting against the bright midday sun. Mac stood in the middle of the street, seemingly to have been waiting for her.

      “Hey man, glad to see you’re up. Her highness didn’t know how long you would be out, so she said, wait here man, for her to wake up man, then take her to her quarters, like right away.”

      She nodded and he led on. A short time later they reached a scattering of small bungalows.

      Mac gesticulated wildly at the nearest, “That’s yours man, just relax, you’re like home and stuff. The great lady said for you to rest, okay man?”

      “Thanks,” was all she could manage.

      Staggering into the bungalow, she spotted a low mattress against the far wall, and immediately made her way over to it. She collapsed in a heap and blacked out from exhaustion.

      Consciousness returned in degrees, light slowly filtering in, brightening the room at a creeping pace. Soon, she couldn’t keep her eyes closed any longer and sat up, stretching. She stood and went to the door, peering out into a rising dawn light.

      She spent her time exploring the compound and avoiding Joraq. She cringed every time Mac called out. Elarra dreaded being summoned, but thankfully Joraq seemed to be ignoring her. Days and days had passed, more than a week, she was sure. But with the burden of Joraq’s memories, her own had become hazy. She was wandering, trying to avoid thinking about the Obregon and failing, when she heard a voice call her name.

      “Elarra, dude, like honored liadi lady, our guru commands you to come,” Mac called out from down the street, gesticulating absurdly.

      What did Joraq want now? And why now? Why be so absent for days? What had she been up to? Mentally shrugging, she acquiesced and followed Mac.

      She noted that the nar'raxi were quite active today, scurrying to and fro. And arming themselves? She looked on suspiciously as a nar'raxi with a cart full of spears was handing them out. Did that mean Kyren and the others were coming? Was this preparation for their rescue attempt? Her heart swelled at the possibility.

      Then she remembered the ship and it’s energy weapons, still active, just waiting to blast any approaching craft. If they came in on Isa, they would stand no chance. If they were on the Ashari, maybe her shields would protect them. At least they would have some chance, she hoped.

      Mac led her to the silo, the monumental pit containing the ancient battleship. Arrayed around the courtyard were dozens upon dozens, upon dozens of nar'raxi, armed and grim looking. The background was filled with murmuring and low, guttural speech. The nar'raxi were definitely agitated.

      She was certain that Kyren and the others were coming. If Joraq had mobilized her warriors, that would mean they would make it to the ground. They must be coming in the Ashari, she thought, just as a sonic boom echoed over the grounds. There she was, that had to be the Ashari reentering the atmosphere.

      Suddenly, from all over the compound, plumes of smoke erupted as what had to be hundreds of missiles launched from the ancient, weathered anti-aircraft batteries. If Alis was flying the Ashari, they might be able to survive the missiles. But they would still have to contend with the battleship’s guns.

      Minutes went by and detonations were heard in the forest outside the compound. She hoped it wasn’t her companions that were detonating.

      “Come here, child!” Joraq screeched at Elarra from the silo’s railing-less edge.

      Elarra held her head high and strode across the plaza. Standing before Joraq, she could see the madness in her eyes. She was already gone, there would be no reasoning with her. Elarra realized, with horror, that she might actually have to kill Joraq in the end.

      Attempting to push down the grim thoughts, she focused on what she knew was coming, Kyren and the others, hopefully.

      “Yes, they are indeed coming. And they will die! You will stay here until my body fades, then you will finish the preparations for the Obregon,” Joraq screeched.

      “I’m not doing anything for you, Joraq. You’re mad, plain mad,” Elarra responded.

      “You won’t be doing it for me, you’ll be doing it because you want to. Just you wait.”

      A knot of anxiety churned in Elarra’s stomach, but her thoughts were interrupted by a cacophony of gunfire erupting from all over the compound. Nar'raxi began to bolt, pouring down alleyways and along the main thoroughfare. They scrambled about, looking like ants scurrying around the anthill after it had been kicked.

      At nearly the same time, a sonic boom rolled over the compound again, and Elarra looked up to see the Ashari streaking through the sky, bearing down on them.

      No! Wait! She thought frantically, trying to find some way to warn them. But there was none. The weapons fired and she watched the shields blasted into oblivion by the first pulses, then watched on in horror as the remaining beams punched into the aft of the ship.

      The Ashari spun wildly out of control, trailing a huge plume of black smoke. She passed overhead and continued on into a nearby plaza where a tremendous crash was heard. But at least no explosion. Maybe they were okay.

      “Nar’raxi, kill them. Every single intruder, kill them,” Joraq bellowed maniacally.
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      The decimation was massive, the scene beyond grisly. There must’ve been fifty or more nar'raxi, all were now meat. The carnage spread out from the building in a semi circle, gore and bodies scattered like leaves, the pavement thick with blood.

      “Boss!” Kyren heard someone cry, somewhere from down the street.

      He turned and saw several of Arkanon’s thugs running toward them.

      “Let’s go find that little bitch, shall we boys?” Arkanon said enthusiastically, swinging his machete and casually pointing to a group of nar'raxi that had just emerged on the scene.

      Spears flew and arrows whistled by, but none found their mark. The return volley from the mercs’ automatic weapons cut the nar'raxi down. Arkanon bellowed a cry and charged down the alley after some fleeing warriors. His mercs followed.

      “Let’s go this way,” Kyren said, pointing the other direction. “We need to go to the silo, that is the next logical place Joraq would be. She likes the dramatic backdrop.”

      He and Alis crept toward the silo, moving cautiously. Several warriors challenged them, but Kyren lit off a burst at their feet, and they quickly backpedaled. A short time later, they reached the plaza bordering the silo. The plaza was full of armed nar'raxi, but they seemed to be waiting. They made no aggressive moves toward Kyren and Alis, they practically ignored them.

      “What the f…” Alis began, but stopped short. “Why aren’t they attacking?”

      “That,” Kyren said, pointing to the edge.

      Elarra sat cross legged, Joraq stood above her. She held a syringe with wicked looking needle to Elarra’s neck.

      Joraq cackled and said, “Yes, weapons down children, weapons down or your friend’s blood boils.”

      Just then chaos erupted around them. Kyren dove on Alis and tried to cover her as rounds tore through the air all around them. He saw Arkanon and his men massacring the remaining nar'raxi, and the crossfire was sending rounds all over the plaza.

      Arkanon seemed to have no concern for his safety and strode through the plaza straight at Joraq.

      “You!” he boomed, pointing the gore-soaked machete at her. “You’ve thwarted me for the last time.”

      As Arkanon wound up with the machete, Joraq shoved Elarra to the ground and brought the needle to bear. The machete descended, a blur of steel death arcing straight for Joraq. And then she simply dodged, faster than Kyren would have thought possible.

      She drove the needle into Arkanon’s foot and depressed the plunger. The poison must’ve been strong indeed, because Arkanon went rigid before he completed his next step. He staggered forward and fell heavily, machete sliding away. He pulled himself along, dragging his paralyzed lower body, scraping his armor across the concrete floor of the plaza, heading for the edge as if it were some refuge.

      He reached the edge and leaned over, whispering his last words, “My ship.”

      Elarra was reacting too, although slowly. She reached out for Joraq and grabbed her leg, toppling her to the ground. They began to struggle, a mass of robes and blue dress, tiny limbs flailing.

      Joraq came out on top and began to batter Elarra’s face.

      “Now how do you feel!?!” Joraq screamed, her eyes unfocused. “Feel it, the pain, the terror, feel it!”

      Elarra bucked and sent Joraq toppling. Kyren started to dash over but Alis held him back.

      “This is hers, and hers alone. She left me, so she’s on her own here,” Alis told him coldly.

      “But we can’t just let…”

      “If all her destiny shit is right, then she’ll make it.”

      “No, I can’t do that,” Kyren said and ignited his energy blade and broke into a run.

      But as he approached, Elarra had regained her feet. She delivered a short, sharp punch to Joraq’s throat, staggering her backward. She grasped at her neck and staggered to the edge, teetering.

      Elarra advanced as Joraq croaked, “Open up to the Obregon, Elarra, it will welcome you.”

      “No,” Elarra said. “I’m ending you.”

      And she shoved Joraq backward. Joraq staggered for a step before her foot found empty air and she toppled over the edge, disappearing from view.

      She shrieked as she fell, “Ooooobreeeegoooon.”

      There was a final sounding crash below, and Elarra dropped to her knees. Kyren ran to her and scooped her up.

      “It’s been so long,” he said. “I’m sorry it took us so long.”

      “What? It’s been a little over two weeks,” Elarra replied as she let Kyren help her to her feet.

      The deadly crossfire in the plaza had ceased, as most of the mercs had either been overwhelmed while reloading or had fled. The nar'raxi seemed to be paying Kyren and his companions no mind, none were advancing, no weapons came their way.

      “Let’s get back to the ship, then we’ll figure out what to do,” Kyren instructed.

      As they returned to the ship, the nar'raxi paid them no heed. It was as if they were invisible, completely ignored as they made their way through the streets. Reaching the Ashari they dashed inside.

      “Benjam, what can you tell me?” Alis demanded as they entered the bridge.

      “It seems that the engines have been damaged. The port side one to be precise. From my diagnostics, I would say the hadronic manipulator is damaged. Perhaps some cowling and thruster tube as well. Repairable, but we’ll need some parts,” Benjam squeaked while squiggling out of the control console.

      “I think I know where to find the parts we need,” Elarra said, entering the bridge behind them.

      “Where?” Alis asked.

      Kyren noted her discomfort. Was she feeling bad for abandoning Elarra? Or was it something else? Either way, he didn’t think it would be prudent to stoke the fire at this point.

      Instead, he opted for conciliatory, “The ship, right Elarra?”

      “Yes, correct Kyren. It was operational enough to shoot the Ashari down. I’m sure there are parts we can scavenge. We just need to get through the nar'raxi. But I have a feeling without Joraq’s influence, they may just ignore us.”

      Kyren ran escort while Benjam and Alis explored the ship. They found a terminal from which they were able to access schematics, to locate the parts they needed to affect repairs on the Ashari. Alis and Benjam worked into the night stripping the required components from the aging warship and retrofitting them to work on the Ashari.

      Kyren had fallen asleep at one of the consoles, when Alis shook him awake.

      “Wha…? My gun, where’s my… oh, what’s up Alis?” Kyren shook his head in attempt to disperse the grogginess.

      “We’re ready to try firing her up now,” she informed him.

      He perked up and waited, the anticipation in the room palpable. Alis began tapping commands while Benjam manipulated the status readings.

      “Looking good so far… wait! Increase the baryon stream, generate more quark-gluon plasma! There! You’ve got it Alis!” Benjam cried enthusiastically as Alis worked the controls.

      Suddenly, there was a rumbling and then the engines sprang to life. Kyren couldn’t help himself and let out a victorious whoop. They would be on their way to pick up the bot and would hopefully meet Geri at Earth, for the final confrontation.

      Alis pushed the Ashari’s throttle and maneuvered the thrusters, lifting the ship off and hovering in the air. She hit the engines, and the ship rocketed for orbit and the galaxy beyond.
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      “Benjam, what’s our timeline?” Alis asked, knowing he would have a precise estimate.

      She wasn’t eager to face the Kirugi, but she was desperate to be reunited with her mom.

      “It took us six hours to reach Rendikar. Repairs cost us another twelve. Procyon is a good distance away, but by using the dormant Azorian gates, we can make it in another fifteen hours,” Benjam responded, thankfully rounding off to the hour.

      “I suggest we all get some rest,” Kyren remarked.

      They were all tired from working through the night on the Ashari’s repairs, Alis knew. But she was needed to fly the ship, so she would likely only get short bursts of sleep in between gates and jumps. She would just have to make due, she thought.

      “Thank you,” Elarra said, placing her hand on Kyren’s arm and looking at Benjam, then to her. “I do not know what you went through, but thank you for coming back for me.”

      “Of course, Elarra,” Kyren said, placing his hand over hers.

      “So what happened with Joraq?” Alis inquired.

      “Much happened with her, but I’m afraid very little of it is relevant to our current threat. She was entirely mad.”

      “But what did she want with you?” Alis wondered.

      “I think she wanted me to follow in her footsteps, to join her in madness, I guess. Now what about you all? Any success?”

      “Yeah, we managed to get to the past,” Kyren began.

      Then he launched into their tale, relaying how they had learned the Kirugi’s destination. They had secured the giant robot. They had prepared to capture Tharox’s mind, and left themselves all the messages instructing them on what to do. He barely mentioned Leicara, to Alis’ relief.

      “Yeah, and we hibernated in stasis for seventeen thousand years,” Alis interjected.

      She saw the look of discomfort on Benjam’s face, so she said, “Yeah, and my mom is going to get Consortium help.”

      “Good. I believe we will have raxi when we need them too. But their method of arrival I’ve not foreseen, only that they are there,” Elarra stated.

      “Have you had any new visions?” Kyren asked tentatively.

      “No, I’m afraid not,” Elarra responded, sounding shaken, which surprised Alis.

      “First gate coming up,” Alis warned.

      With that, everyone went to their quarters, leaving Alis alone on the bridge. She wondered what her mom was up to, whether or not she had secured help. Guiding the Ashari through the warp portal, she began the first of many gates that would bounce them around the galaxy until they reached Procyon. From there they could warp to their ultimate destination, Earth.

      Procyon was nearby, an easy jump to make from the Ashari. Her concern was whether or not the Gaidan was fully functional. It seemed to have been pretty badly damaged during the battles Kyren had fought with it already. She wondered how it would fare in another battle, especially with another Kirugi.

      Alis slept some, but spent most of the time worrying and wondering about things she couldn’t know the answer to. Lots of things would just have to wait and see, and she hated that.

      Many more jumps and several naps later, everyone had reassembled on the bridge.

      “Final jump, we’re about to go to Procyon and see how the Gaidan has held up,” Alis informed them.

      She readied herself and activated the jump. Several dizzying moments later, she was banking the Ashari, turning toward the tidally locked first planet orbiting the larger of the system’s two stars. The far side of the planet was shielded from the intense radiation from the star, but was extremely cold. She was concerned the Gaidan might not start in such a frigid environment.

      They came around the star, heading for the planet. Many tense minutes later, they were circling around to the night side.

      “Benjam, are we picking up any signals, anything on sensors?” Alis questioned.

      “Indeed, there is a low grade power source emission coming from the surface,” Benjam squeaked happily.

      “Great, see if you can pick up a communications channel and interface the Ashari’s computer, I’m going to help Kyren set up the controls.”

      She worked with Kyren for some time before she had managed to rewire the basic components. The neural feedback system was intact, meaning the direct interface was usable, as well as basic programming.

      “Okay, maybe a little more limited than when you used it last but it’ll have to do,” Alis said, completing the last of the connections. “Let’s go see if Benjam has gotten us linked to it. Then we can try to fire it up and…”

      Alis stopped for a moment, and strained to hear a sound at the edges of her hearing. Something faint and… was that music?

      “Benjam!” Alis cried, dashing to the bridge, Kyren in tow behind her, a worried look on his face. “Benjam, quick, scan my nanites! I think the Kirugi is coming.”

      She handed him her wrench configured as a scanner and he passed it over her head.

      “Indeed, they are actively blocking the signal. The Kirugi nears. Since we are in proximity to Earth, I believe it may nearly be there,” Benjam informed her.

      “We’d better go soon. Can we communicate with the bot yet?” Alis questioned urgently.

      “Yes. Kyren, you should be able to pass commands to it now.”

      Kyren strapped on the control gear and fired up the control panel. The holoscreen before him showed a small status indicator, like a heartbeat monitor, slowly blipping by. All other systems appeared to be offline.

      “Let’s see if we can start it up,” Kyren said, tapping commands and keying up routines.

      Systems began to come on line, going green and indicating active. Some stayed offline, though. The bot seemed to be functional, but not fully. She hoped the failed systems weren’t going to stop them.

      “How’s the warp drive look, Kyren?”

      “I’ll know in a second, spinning up the system now… and… yes! It’s on line, we’re good to go.”

      “What about the other systems?” Alis asked with concern.

      “I don’t see anything major. I mean, performance will be affected but it should be fully functional, well not counting the damage already done to it.”

      “Okay, Benjam, get us warp vectors to Earth's orbit,” Alis commanded.

      In short order, Benjam had uploaded a warp vector for both the bot and the Ashari. Alis received the vector and engaged. It took several moments to recover, but when she was finally cognizant, she noticed a buzzing in her head, a cacophony, music. Dammit, not again. She desperately tried to shut out the sound, but it carried on, ever present in the background.

      She checked to see that the bot had jumped with them. It was floating in space off the port side.

      “We still active, Kyren?” she questioned with a slight slur.

      “Yep, still green,” he slurred back.

      Then she spotted it on the viewscreen, a great fireball streaking across the blue and white orb of Earth, barreling for the surface. The Kirugi was here.
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      Kyren knew this was it, this was the final confrontation. Everything had led to this. Now that it was here, Kyren knew he should be afraid, yet somehow he felt no fear. He didn’t know if it would remain so, but he reveled in the confidence while he had it.

      “Benjam, what is the trajectory of that egg?” Alis demanded.

      “I have overlaid the map and trajectory,” he squeaked in reply, the viewscreen changing to show an overlay of the mega-city labeled Europe.

      The egg was streaming for the center of the most densely populated region labeled as Mega-France.

      “Can you calculate the blast radius?” Kyren asked Benjam.

      Several moments later the blast radius overlaid the long-range sensor view.

      “Right there,” Kyren said, pointing at a spot just outside the blast radius. “Benjam, can you get a warp vector for the bot to put it right there?”

      “Calculating,” Benjam squeaked back.

      “It is about to impact, in three… two… one,” Alis counted down.

      There was a flash and then a plume of debris shot upward as a ring of devastation began to pulse outward. Buildings crumbled, entire districts were obliterated by the blast wave. The spot Kyren had chosen stood on the edge of the destruction.

      Kyren programmed the bot with a basic defensive routine, then uploaded the coordinates and initiated the warp. Hopefully it would be there waiting for him.

      “Alis, follow that bot! Get me to the surface,” Kyren commanded.

      Alis nosed the ship down and hit the thrusters, burning into atmospheric entry at full throttle. Minutes later they were clear of the visual impairments and once again viewing the city, although now at a much lower altitude, so more definition was visible.

      He could see the ring of skyscrapers, some standing, others ready to topple, surrounding the impact crater. The crater from which a massive, hundred story tall beast had crawled out from. The creature was a dull brown, six-legged with a segmented body and a short, stout tail. Its legs had too many joints and ended in wicked looking claws. The head was wide and flat and bore a mouth full of sharp teeth and baleful red eyes. It was standing on the edge, and he could see tiny flecks dropping from it and descending to the ground.

      Damn, the spawn were already dispersing. They’d have those egg launchers operational in no time. The Kirugi reared up and seemed to bellow, although they could not hear it, since they viewed it from so far away.

      Then it looked right at them, right at the viewscreen. It’s beady red eyes felt as if they made eye contact with his. Kyren shuddered and looked away. The beast returned to its task of excreting more eggs and the caretakers, the smaller creatures.

      As they flew lower, Kyren scanned the region surrounding the Kirugi. Spotting an appropriate rooftop, he marked it on the display.

      “There, take me there, Alis. That’ll give me the best view while I control the Gaidan.”

      “What?! I’m not dropping you off there. We’ll keep circling while you battle that thing with your bot, okay?” Alis replied.

      “No, you’re needed in the sky, you’ve go to shoot down the eggs that get off the ground. In fact, Benjam, you stay here with Alis, help her shoot down the eggs. Make sure none get through or the galaxy is doomed.”

      “I’m going with you, Kyren. I’m supposed to be there, after all,” Elarra added, even though he started to argue.

      He realized he wouldn’t be able to stop her, so he shrugged, “Destiny and all that, right?”

      She nodded grimly. As Kyren was retrieving his gear, a quantum call came through. It could only be from Isa.

      Geri appeared in one corner of the main viewscreen, “The entire security infrastructure for the planet is mobilizing. That thing really made a splash, I see.”

      “We’ve got to get down there Geri. Please tell us you’ve got troops,” Kyren replied, giving her a warm smile.

      “I’ve got the heavy cruiser Gold Rush on-station. She’s got a full contingent of Consortium marines. Where shall I dispatch?”

      “Send your troops here, have them hold the block around these buildings, okay?” Kyren finished by sending her the coordinates and pictures of the location. “Expect both human resistance and an assault by some nasty critters.”

      “What do you mean human resistance?” Geri questioned.

      “The inhabitants of this planet may have been influenced to provide support to the beast and its offspring. You’re likely to encounter these corrupted individuals, probably as an organized mob. Just don’t underestimate them.”

      “Mom, I need comm channels to the Gold Rush, so we can coordinate the assault,” Alis requested.

      Comm chatter came through the speakers as the codes came through.

      “Okay, let’s get moving. Alis, get me to that rooftop,” Kyren commanded.

      Alis circled the ship and hovered just above the roof.

      “I don’t want to touch down, the building doesn’t look entirely stable,” she said as he was checking his gear.

      “Then keep hovering, we’ll jump out. Once we’re clear get airborn and get the Gold Rush on the line. You’re gonna be the last line of defense, okay?”

      Turning to Alis he was about to speak, when she kissed him again. This time quicker, lighter than before, but still just as pleasant. By the time he thought to kiss back, she was nearly pulling back. He felt himself grinning like an idiot.

      “Be careful, please,” she said, placing her hand on his chest. “Come back, alright?”

      He took her soft hand in his and promised, “I will.”

      She handed him a small oval device, “Communicator. Use it.”

      Nodding, he stowed it in a pocket.

      “Good luck, Kyren,” Benjam squeaked.

      Elarra departed without any goodbyes. Kyren hopped down to the roof and Elarra jumped after. He caught her and lowered her to the ground, then waved the Ashari off. Alis banked the ship and shot for the sky, heading for orbit. Kyren watched her go, with a mixture of sadness, excitement, and another feeling, one that made his insides twinkle.

      “My visions were of me in the streets. I will go street side and wait for the Consortium. You kick that thing’s ass, okay?” Elarra said as she made her way to the stairs.

      “Take this, then,” he said while unbuckling his wrist blade. He handed the bracer to Elarra and nodded.

      Kyren turned his attention to bringing the bot on line. Its visual sensors had all been damaged so it had to be controlled externally. This was like the old days. Bot fighting at its most basic.

      Programming. Execution of carefully crafted routines, fire and forget, so to speak. Only this was a living, thinking opponent, able to move, to adapt. It was going to be a difficult fight, he knew. But at least he knew how to kill the thing, at least he knew its weak point.

      He quickly began to build routines into the bot, assembling a collection of attack behaviors and linking them into a combination of moves. Some bits of the routine would be used now, others discarded but kept for later use.

      Finishing his programming, Kyren hit the initiate button, and the bot sprang to life. It broke into a run, aided by its jump jets, and barreled into the Kirugi, shoulder checking it into the buildings behind. It turned and glared, letting out a tremendous howl, then charged. The fight was on.
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      The door from the roof into the stairwell squealed shut behind Elarra, plunging her into darkness. She strapped the bracer to her forearm, it was comically large. But igniting the blade provided a wan light by which to navigate. She began to descend the staircase, but only made it several floors before it was blocked by debris. Perhaps there was another way?

      Elarra went up a floor and entered the building’s halls, the heavy stairwell door clanging shut behind her. She entered a maze of corridors and began to search for another staircase.

      “Youuuuuuuuu!” a voice growled gutturally behind her.

      She whirled to see a human woman holding a crowbar, standing behind her, having just exited what appeared to be a bathroom.

      “What do you want?” Elarra questioned, unsure of what to do.

      “Youuuu’re not one of us. So you die!” the woman shrieked maniacally.

      She charged Elarra, raising the crowbar. Elarra felt her eyes change, her vision shift. She began to see the future as she experienced it, seeing things mere moments before they occurred.

      Stepping aside she dodged the woman’s clumsy, untrained strike. With a deft maneuver she plunged the energy blade through the woman’s heart. Her body hit the floor with a thud. What was that Elarra just felt? Glee? Was that Joraq’s memory bleeding through? Was Joraq’s personality influencing her somehow?

      Feeling disconcerted, Elarra continued her search for a another staircase. Her search rewarded her with a second staircase. This one took her to ground level, emptying out in the building’s lobby. She was alone, save for a single figure.

      A man stood in the center of the lobby holding a long curved sword.

      He spoke when Elarra approached, “Killed Janice, I see. If you’re here and she’s not, then that means you must’ve killed her.”

      “I didn’t mean to, but she attacked me. You aren’t going to attack me, are you?” Elarra said, trying to mimic an actual child, but not sure she was doing a convincing job.

      The man swung the sword, whipping the blade back and forth through the air. He had some measure of skill, it would seem. But she knew it wouldn’t save him. Her use of her power allowed her to see the blow before it came.

      Advancing, Elarra ignited the energy blade and came in low. She dodged his swipes, rolling around his thrust and jab, then she dodged back inside and delivered a vicious swipe to his gut.

      The man’s sword clattered to the ground and he fell to his knees. He struggled at the gaping wound in his gut, trying to keep his insides from falling out. He screamed and toppled over.

      Mortified at her own viciousness, she was flooded by Joraq’s memories, her cackling, her demented mind, it was all there overpowering her. She couldn’t help but feel Joraq’s memories. And it was influencing her, she knew. Joraq was dead but she wasn’t gone. She probably never would be, Elarra realized. Joraq’s madness would live on in her.

      Extinguishing the energy blade, she stepped past the screaming man out into the street. Elarra was confronted by a mob of humans, normal civilians interspersed with the city’s local security forces. Corrupted by the Kirugi, no doubt like the other two inside the building. They turned nearly in unison, staring Elarra down, readying their makeshift weapons, the soldiers raising their pistols and rifles.

      Elarra was about to dart back into the building when a barrage of energy weapons fire cut through the crowd. They began to scatter as the pew-pew-pew of energy weapons chattered after them. Then they advanced, charging the force that had just come around the corner.

      A familiar face strode down the street. Well, he wasn’t exactly familiar, she didn’t know him personally. But he was a raxi, dressed in full battle armor bearing a plasma rifle. Small arms fire pinged off his armor and he raised his rifle, mercilessly gunning down the security forces and charging civilians alike. The firing ceased as the last of the crowd was felled.

      “Serve the Visikaji!” the raxi soldier called gutturally, thumping his fist to his chest. “What we do for you now?”

      Elarra was ecstatic, the raxi were here to help. A squad of nearly one hundred? That would do nicely. It wasn’t going to be easy of course, but this made it possible. She couldn’t have held the building by herself, no matter how much future sight she had.

      “Hold this building. Nothing, and I mean nothing, gets inside unless I say so, okay?” she instructed.

      “Affirmative!” the raxi nodded once and peeled away, returning to deliver orders to his squad.

      Suddenly, another crowd burst around the corner. This time they were unarmed, and appeared to be fleeing in terror. The crowd surged past her nearly driving her to the ground. Then she saw them, what the crowd was fleeing from. The smaller creatures that the Kirugi had disgorged, the miniature versions of itself.

      They tore into the people, biting and slashing. Feeling a sense of familiarity, she turned to her left and saw a horde of the creatures traveling down the side street, moving to flank them. The raxi reacted, taking up defensive positions and unloading on the approaching creatures. They felled many, but the creatures kept coming. Their charge was suicidal, though, as the last one was splattered by screaming plasma bolts.

      The raxi were not complacent about their victory, though. They immediately sprang into action, fanning out and taking up defensive positions around the entrance. Many streamed into the building and soon appeared at broken second and third floor windows. They were now dug in, it was just a matter of waiting.

      Several more began moving vehicles, creating a barricade at the building’s entrance. As she stood near the entrance and watched, she spotted a sturdy police vehicle turn into the street heading toward the entrance. It began to accelerate at a greater pace the closer it approached.

      “Raxi, be ready!” she called, and they hunkered down.

      The vehicle sped directly at the building entrance, but slammed into the vehicle barricade, jerking to a halt. However, the occupants of the vehicle apparently were unharmed, and opened several hatches and began firing out. The raxi returned fire but many were downed by the barrage from the vehicle’s laser turret. The raxi return fire was stymied by the vehicle’s heavy armor.

      Elarra darted for cover as fire was directed her way. This was going to end badly. They would be gunned down where they stood, and they couldn’t touch their attackers. She peeked around the pylon she was sheltering behind and watched her raxi being savagely gunned down.

      Dammit, there wasn’t anything she could do to save them. They had no heavy weapons. She watched as another crowd began to advance on the building.

      Suddenly, a smoky trail streaked down the street from the opposite direction, terminating in a fiery explosion as the police vehicle detonated. The heat from the blast warmed her cheek as she cowered to avoid flying debris. Looking past the now burning police vehicle, she spotted the squad of Consortium Marines, clad in the typical white battle armor.

      A heavy weapons soldier in power armor was reloading the rocket launcher they had just used on the police vehicle. A familiar figure led the squad. Geri.

      “Geri!” Elarra cried, dashing over.

      “Elarra?” Geri said tentatively, seemingly unsure of her own response. “I landed with Isa and this squad a couple of streets over. We’re here to help. What can we do?”

      “Just make sure nothing gets into this building, okay? We’ve got to protect Kyren, he’s on the roof controlling the bot.”

      “Got it. You heard the girl, nothing gets in here Marines!” she bellowed to the troops.

      The Consortium Marines fanned out, taking up defensive positions outside the building alongside the raxi. They had a fighting chance now. But she knew, from her visions, that a wave of trouble was coming their way.
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      Kyren initiated the first of his attack routines. The bot stepped back, then delivered a vicious spinning kick. The Kirugi dodged, as he anticipated, and the bot whirled, pointing the remaining plasma emitter at the beast’s eye. But before he could fire, it dropped its head, the blast taking it on the highly resistant carapace of its skull, instead of the eye as he had aimed for.

      Dammit, how had it anticipated? It was as if it already knew that trick. Could it have the knowledge, the experiences of the other one he had already fought? That was going to make things difficult, he realized.

      The bot dropped back into a fighting stance again and launched several swift punches, testing the Kirugi’s defenses. It dodged and weaved, bending and twisting to avoid the strikes. He quickly reversed momentum and spun into an elbow strike, which connected with the beast’s head. It staggered to the side and crashed into a building, the remains toppling over it as it struggled to stand.

      Yeah, take that you bastard, I’ve still got some original moves! He thought as he pondered what to do next. Quickly programming in some new routines, he kicked them off just as the Kirugi stood.

      The bot leaped forward, thrusters accelerating it rapidly. Driving it’s knee into the Kirugi’s gut, it bashed it backward into more buildings. The Kirugi roared, the sound rolling over the city like thunder.

      It charged and leaped on the Gaidan, not giving him any time to react. Biting down, it clamped onto the bot’s shoulder, shaking and tearing armor and structure. Wrenching away it took much of the bot’s shoulder armor with it. Kyren bellowed in pain as the neural feedback kicked in, sending burning, lancing pain through his own shoulder. The Gaidan staggered back, dropping into a fighting stance, but the left arm seemed to be having difficulty raising very high.

      Dammit, he needed to finish this, and finish it fast. Out of the corner of his eye he spotted the first egg launching skyward.

      “Alis, your first incoming,” Kyren warned her.

      “Thanks,” she responded over the comm.

      Kicking off another attack, the bot launched a flurry of blows at the Kirugi, punctuated by blasts from the barrel of the plasma emitter on the bot’s forearm. Completing the assault with a vicious front kick, the Kirugi sailed back into the backdrop of shattered buildings, bringing down a shower of debris.

      The Kirugi launched itself at the bot, emerging from the debris cloud and pouncing on it. Staggering back, the Gaidan attempted to maintain control. Kyren uploaded a command and the wrist blade ignited. He slashed upward, aiming for the segmented leg, the joint between the plates.

      The Kirugi bellowed, shaking the very buildings, as its severed leg fell to the streets below. Ichor dripped from the stump as it leapt back out of range.

      “That’s right, you bastard! Now let’s finish this,” he cried, but was cut short by the Kirugi’s response.

      The short, spiked tail rocketed out, punching into the Gaidan’s armored chest plate. He fell to his knees as the pain blossomed, taking his breath away. He grit his teeth and returned to his feet, swiping commands on the holopanel in front of him.

      Kyren quickly programmed some moves, and the Gaidan grabbed the tail and heaved, pulling the Kirugi off balance. The tail spike jerked free of the bot’s chest, pulling a large piece of armor with it.

      Damn! The Gaidan was taking a beating. He wasn’t sure how many more hits the armor could take before the creature found a vital spot. Kyren put the Gaidan on the defensive as the Kirugi began to press the attack, striking with its tail, then dodging back.

      The Gaidan blocked and dodged, but each time, armor was damaged or destroyed. Pain flared at each corresponding location on his body as it struck the bot. It truly would not be long before it indeed found something vital. He knew he had to act, so he put the Gaidan back on offense. Taking direct control he began a flurry of moves, following one of the forms Dralok had taught him. But the creature dodged or blocked every blow.

      But now it was out of position, on the defensive. Springing into motion, the bot charged the Kirugi. Its tail rocketed out again, the spike on the end whistling past the Gaidan’s head as it dodged. Mimicking Kyren, the Gaidan delivered a kick to the Kirugi’s midsection driving it to the side. Weaving, he reached out with one hand and grabbed the back of the Kirugi’s neck, winding back with the arm wielding the energy blade.

      Wrenching the Kirugi’s head around as they whirled, Kyren commanded the bot to drive the energy blade into the skull, just between the armor plates. The bot thrust its arm down, the point of the energy blade shooting for the Kirugi’s weak spot.

      The blade was nearly there, almost impacting with the beast’s head, when it twisted, and the blade drove past the head, not finding its mark. As the Kirugi’s head followed, it reached out and bit down on the bot’s forearm.

      As the Kirugi bit down, a tremendous explosion detonated in its mouth. The energy blade went out. Kyren gasped and grabbed his arm, pain flaring.

      “No!” he cried, realizing he had just lost the only weapon he had capable of killing the Kirugi.
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      The first egg approached, and Alis readied herself. She knew this was the start of a race, one she hoped she could win. At least she had some Consortium help, though. The heavy cruiser Gold Rush was very well armed, and would be able to contribute a great amount of firepower, which offset the ship’s poor mobility.

      “Gold Rush, are you tracking the inbound?” she radioed.

      “Yessir, we are,” the sensor tech on the other end of the comm replied.

      “Good, just don’t get me by accident, okay?” Alis instructed.

      “Yessir, I’ve added you to the target avoidance data bank.”

      The Gold Rush’s cannons opened up, unleashing a torrent of laser fire into the first egg. It sizzled and smoked, but seemed undeterred. More of the warship’s weapons were unleashed on the egg, but neither the white-hot bursts of plasma nor the armor piercing railgun rounds seemed to have any effect either.

      As if in frustration, every single weapons turret facing the egg opened fire. Bursts of light, streaks of plasma, streams of heated metal projectiles all converged on the egg. Torpedoes streaked from launchers as rockets and missiles trailing smoke streaked out their respective batteries.

      Detonations blinded her viewscreens momentarily, but when she could see, she let out a whoop. The egg was there, falling back to the surface, sundered in half, a viscous orange goo dispersing into the air.

      She heard cheering in the background on the comm as the channel was opened, “Come in Ashari, come in. We have destroyed the threat.”

      Suddenly, Alis’ screen lit up with incoming targets. There were hundreds of eggs streaming out of the atmosphere, heading for orbit and beyond. She had no idea how they were going to take out this many.

      “Building trajectory solution matrix,” Benjam squeaked, his face bearing the most intense look Alis had ever seen on him.

      Benjam finished his furious tapping at the controls and swiped a final command. A destination trajectory arrow appeared on the viewscreen.

      “If we follow this path, it should provide an optimum route through the eggs. We should be able to destroy enough that the Gold Rush can do its work. I’ve uploaded similar instruction to them as well,” Benjam informed her.

      “Let’s see if the Ashari’s guns will do any better,” Alis snarled with conviction.

      She hit the throttle and began following the indicators on the display. The eggs grew nearer and nearer, but she didn’t stray from Benjam’s predefined course. And then she was in it, twisting and spinning, banking and corkscrewing, all while Benjam wailed away at the gunnery controls.

      “Pew! Pew-pew-pew! Pew!” Benjam cried as he squeezed the triggers, as if he were playing a video game.

      The Ashari’s main cannon fired, the bright crackling red beam slamming into the first egg, burning a hole clear through. Benjam launched torpedoes and they detonated spectacularly, but the eggs continued on. At least they had one weapon that would work. And the Gold Rush, if it focused its fire, could take some out. Maybe they would be okay.

      “Alis, there’s too many, my matrix is being overwhelmed,” wailed Benjam in despair after a short time.

      Teeth clenched in concentration, Alis could only grunt. Suddenly, dozens of warp portals opened in the sky above her, gleaming white Consortium ships emerging, burning at full thrust, right into the cloud of launching eggs. They opened fire, combining their power with that of the Gold Rush and the Ashari.

      Eggs began to fall back to the surface, sundered and burned by the concentrated fire from the fleet, the 47th according to her readouts. It was her family! She knew that her father had somehow managed to convince the fleet to intervene.
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      Kyren let out a despondent cry, fear sticking in his throat. He had just lost his only way of defeating the beast. Without the energy blade, he had no weapon capable of piercing the Kirugi’s thick exo-skeleton. The damn thing had anticipated his moves, it had know to take out the weapon threatening it. Dammit this thing was smarter than he had given it credit for. And it had cost them, perhaps all.

      “We’re totally screwed,” he cried into the comm while dodging more tail strikes.

      “What? Kyren, what’s wrong?” Alis asked him over the comm.

      “Yeah, we’re like screwed now. Just lost the only weapon I could’ve killed it with,” he replied, unable to hide the despair in his voice.

      “No, there has to be another way, Kyren. We can’t stop these eggs forever. You’ve got to stop it on the ground. You’ve got to kill that thing,” Alis pleaded.

      “I can’t, the energy blade, it’s gone. I’ve got nothing left that can hurt it. I can beat on it until the bot falls apart but that’ll still never kill it,” he answered while unleashing a flurry of blows, then initiating a defensive routine.

      The Kirugi barreled into the Gaidan, biting and striking with its tail. Kyren grappled with it, attempting to hold the head back, but it bit down on the Gaidan’s chest. Indicators went red and he bellowed in pain. Whirling, he smashed the beast into a half-destroyed skyscraper, eliciting a cloud of rubble. But he managed to dislodge it.

      It sprang up and howled again, the sound echoing across the city. Fighting the pain that was somehow persisting, he turned to face it, but too late. The Kirugi landed on the Gaidan’s back, rearing its head back and preparing to savage the bot.

      Kyren quickly ignited the thrusters, the force of the jets blasting the creature free and sending the Gaidan sailing to the other side of the void in the middle of the destroyed city. He whirled and quickly programmed in a new routine, defensive moves to hopefully give him enough time to find an alternative.

      Scrolling through the commands, he desperately sought his last hope. If the bot had a self-destruct routine, maybe it would be enough. If he could force the core to go nova, maybe it would take out the beast. Maybe it would be enough.

      There! The command for self-destruct. But his heart fell as he spotted the readout. The bot was nearly out of power. It didn’t have enough energy to create a significant blast, he surmised. If he activated it, the detonation would destroy the bot, but the explosion wouldn’t be powerful enough to harm the Kirugi, he knew.

      Glancing at the sky, he saw a fleet of shining white Consortium ships warp in. Too little, too late, he thought.

      “Alis, I’ve got no options. Self-destruct won’t even kill it,” he informed her.

      “Then it’s up to me,” she said, sounding resigned.

      “No, Alis, don’t. I know what you’re planning, please don’t,” Kyren pleaded, immediately realizing what she was preparing to do.

      The Ashari broke off its assault on the eggs and streaked toward the great beast. The Ashari’s weapons unloaded as it streamed past, but they had little effect, merely burning the creature’s flesh but not penetrating the underlying carapace.

      “If I can get close enough, maybe if the Ashari’s core goes nova, maybe that will be enough,” she said quietly.

      “No, Alis, please don’t,” he cried vehemently.

      “Mom, get out of there,” he heard Alis speaking over the comm.

      “What? No, Alis, don’t,” Geri responded, the desperation clear in her voice.

      The Ashari screeched past Kyren, heading directly for the Kirugi.
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      It was as in Elarra’s vision. She pushed through an advancing throng of fleeing civilians, jostled and nearly knocked over by the panicked people. Climbing up onto a parked car to escape the unending torrent, she stood atop it as she had in her vision. Several streets over, one of the eggs, perched atop an organic-looking rocket, launched skyward. Clouds of acrid smoke billowed down the street and around her, nearly obscuring the crowd. She began to cough as the fog of exhaust surrounded her.

      Suddenly, out of the rolling fog of stinging smoke, the creatures emerged, tearing into the fleeing people. The Marines began firing hesitantly, choosing targets only when they had a clear line of sight. She watched as a creature slashed into a fleeing woman, ripping and tearing her flesh with its claws. It then picked up her body and disappeared back into the smoke.

      The cloud began to disperse, blown along by a persistent wind, revealing the carnage in the street. Many people lay dead and dying, Marines included, struck down by the vicious creatures’ claws, armor rended. She watched as the remaining creatures dragged away corpses, their organic matter to somehow be converted into fuel to power the rocket eggs’ launch.

      Marines continued to fire, downing some of the creatures, but most fled with their prizes. Elarra looked around in concern and spotted Geri, hunkered down behind a parked vehicle. She felt a tingling in the back of her mind, and opened herself to the impending vision.

      Another crowd of civilians and armed and armored security personnel entered the street from a side alley, streaming past the Marines, who paid them no heed. Suddenly they turned and pounced on the Marines, beating and slashing at them with makeshift weapons and firing on them with small arms. The attack caught them off guard, and many hesitated. It cost them dearly, many falling to the surprise onslaught.

      The distraction allowed another group of the creatures to move in behind them, ambushing the already beleaguered Marines. By the time the wave was broken and the creatures fled with the bodies, only a handful of Marines remained. She looked in horror as she saw Geri lying dead in the street.

      Snapping back to reality, she called out to Geri, “Anyone and anything that enters this street dies! Order your Marines to set up a kill zone, we are going to be ambushed by people corrupted by the Kirugi.”

      “What? You want to me to order them to kill civilians?” Geri responded incredulously.

      “Yes. If you wish to survive, then yes,” Elarra confirmed.

      Geri, looking hesitant, barked her orders, instructing the reluctant Marines to set up a kill zone. They scrambled into new positions, preparing for the assault. The first few civilians entered the street, and true to their orders, the Marines opened fire, downing them as they began to flood into the street. Elarra felt satisfaction as they were gunned down, and then revulsion at her own bloodlust. Damn that Joraq, she thought.

      Creatures scurried behind the civilians, but instead of advancing on the Marines, they grabbed bodies and fled back down the side streets. Moments later, the civilians ceased their advance, disappearing after the fleeing creatures. The street was then empty, save the many corpses not claimed. Elarra looked to Geri, spotting her holding a rifle, still whole, still intact and alive. Had she just saved her? Had she just changed the future?

      She looked up as a sonic boom rolled over the city, spotting the Ashari streaking toward the center of the destruction, heading straight for where the Kirugi and Gaidan brawled. Another vision tingled in the back of her mind, so she accepted it.

      She could see the hole in the cordon where the Ashari had been. She saw, several streets over, another organic rocket, bearing an egg, launch into the sky. She could tell its launch vector was leading straight through the gap where the Ashari had been. One egg was going to escape.

      She snapped back to the present, realizing her forces were the only ones left to stop the escaping egg.

      “Geri!” Elarra cried, jumping down from the car’s roof. “We’ve got to move, get your men and follow me. An egg is going to escape, we have to try to stop it.”

      Alis’ voice crackled over the comm, and Elarra realized as she spoke what she was planning. Geri obviously did as well.

      “Alis, no! Don’t do it! There’s got to be another way! Don’t, please, just don’t. I can’t lose you,” Geri wailed.
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      Elarra heard Kyren’s voice crackle over the comm. The desperation was clear. He had lost the only remaining weapon the bot possessed. The beast had known to take out the threat. It had anticipated, and now they were doomed. She heard Alis’ determination in the next few moments, and Geri’s lamentation. She knew there had to be a way out, there had to be a solution. If only she could find it. Closing her eyes, Elarra opened her senses to the flow of time, hoping to find the answer.

      She looked ahead, and saw them fighting in the street, trying to make their way to the egg tower, the lone egg that would escape. They had to stop the one that would make it through the cordon, now that Alis had abandoned her post.

      The beast was irrelevant now, its threat second to that of the escaping spawn. Even one egg would doom the galaxy. Even one egg would infest all, given time. If she didn’t stop it, all else was moot.

      If Alis had to make a sacrifice, Elarra couldn’t stop her. It truly might be the only way, she knew. She knew she might have to make the very same sacrifice. As she considered the future, she opened her vision and followed along with future her. The creatures had amassed, as if anticipating the assault. She had recalled her raxi, knowing that the egg was the goal. Kyren would have to fend for himself, she realized. The egg would have to be stopped if Kyren’s sacrifice were to be justified.

      They moved down the street, her raxi, the Marines, and Geri. The creatures tried to advance, but a withering hail of fire drove them back. She thought they might make it, thought they might reach the egg. But then the doors of the buildings around them opened, and a flood emerged. Streaming from the doors of the surrounding buildings came many, many humans. Corrupted by the Kirugi’s influence, they streamed into the street, wielding small arms and makeshift weapons.

      The Marines and raxi poured their fire into the emerging civilians, but between them and the beasts, their force was inferior. Many of the Marines and raxi were driven into cover, and many more fell. Soon Elarra’s small force was devastated, smaller even than it had been at the inception. Scattered and broken, her forces appeared doomed.

      The heavy-weapons Marine, the one with the rocket launcher, dodged into the middle of the street, ready to send a missile into the egg tower at the end of the long avenue.

      An eight foot tall grendle in full combat exo-suit strode down the middle of the street, a laser gatling gun clutched in its oversized hands. The weapon screamed as it belched electromagnetic death, streaming burst after burst into Consortium Marine and raxi alike. Just as the Marine fired his missile, a burst from the grendle took him in the chest. As he fell, the missile streaked skyward, completely missing the egg tower.

      Elarra looked over and saw Geri preparing to break from cover, preparing to assault the grendle, regardless of the foolishness of the gesture.

      “Geri!” Elarra cried, hoping she would turn, hoping she would abort her suicidal endeavor.

      Geri turned and looked at Elarra, a spark of recognition passing between them. Elarra quickly un-buckled the bracer from her wrist, tossing it to Geri.

      “Go, do what you must,” Elarra exclaimed, tossing the bracer to Geri, who quickly buckled it onto her own wrist.

      Geri took one last look at Elarra, and charged. The Marines and raxi alike opened fire on the grendle, but it gunned them down mercilessly, streams of laser fire punching through their armored bodies like knives through paper, cratering holes in the pavement behind them.

      But it was enough, just enough time for Geri to reach it, sprinting in a full run. Barreling forward, she avoided its fire as it was focused on her men and Elarra’s raxi. She slid in below the grendle’s firing arc, igniting the blade from the bracer at the last second. As the energy blade flared blue, so did a massive flash illuminate the horizon.

      Geri struck, and the grendle’s leg sheared off at the thigh, a meat-chopping strike leaving it crippled. The grendle toppled to the ground, its cannon firing wildly. Elarra looked to the horizon and saw a massive warp portal forming, somewhere in the center of the ruined city.

      She watched as Geri dispatched the grendle with a quick thrust to its torso. She then picked up the gatling laser and opened fire on the egg tower, laser beams lancing into the organic structure below the egg. The brown goop seeping out from beneath the egg ignited, detonating spectacularly as the structure collapsed, sending the egg crashing to the ground, unable to launch skyward.

      Then the ground shook, the buildings swayed, and the sky darkened. She saw the world around her begin to crumble. A warp portal more massive than the Kirugi stood in the distance, an inky blackness swirling within. The world began to crumble, buildings began to fall, the ground shook with the force of a thousand locomotives.

      She snapped back to the present, realizing she had the answer. She realized that her own sacrifice was near, but that it just might be enough.

      “Benjam, do you copy?” Elarra cried, desperately hoping he would answer, hoping it wasn’t too late, that Alis hadn’t already initiated their own demise.

      “Elarra, I read you. I do hope you have something for us, I don’t see my brontian resiliency bringing me back from this one,” Benjam responded, desperation clear.

      “What if a warp portal were opened?” she asked.

      “Well, it would merely prolong the infestation. If we move the Kirugi to another system, it will simply create more eggs. We can only delay it, we cannot stop it,” Benjam responded despairingly.

      “But could you open a warp portal to somewhere destructive, somewhere powerful?” she continued urgently.

      “Hmmmm, indeed!” he cried triumphantly. “Perhaps, yes, maybe so, let me calculate.”

      Elarra listened to Benjam muttering, performing mental calculations and murmuring to himself.

      “Yes… carry the seven, divide by the tensor of relativity, increase by a factor of one gagillion, and… yes! I’ve got it!” Benjam squeaked triumphantly.

      “What?!” she heard Alis cry in the background.

      “Alis, there is another way!” Benjam squawked victoriously.

      “What? Benjam, tell me now, we’ve only got seconds, I’ve primed the reactor to blow,” Alis cried, her concentration evident.

      “A warp portal, Kyren can open a warp portal!” Benjam bellowed.

      “Do it Kyren,” Elarra cried, motioning for Geri to follow her as she made her way down the street, toward the only egg that would escape, toward what she knew was her death, but was also her destiny.

      “What good is a portal, if you only take the problem elsewhere,” Kyren cried, desperation in his voice.

      “If you open it to coordinate alpha zero, it’ll have the desired effect,” Benjam exclaimed.

      “What?” she heard Kyren cry over the comm.

      “Yes, coordinate alpha zero, the most massive source of gravity in the entire galaxy, the supermassive black hole at the center,” Benjam replied as if speaking to a child.

      “You want me to open a portal to a black hole? Won’t that destroy everything?” exclaimed Kyren, voice breaking up as he spoke over the comm channel.

      “Indeed, but it is the only hope of destroying the creature. My calculations show the Ashari’s nova blast might not be enough,” Benjam said after a maddeningly long moment.

      “Do it!” Elarra cried. “It’s our only hope.”

      “Um, that’s nice and all, but I’m gonna have to move first, it’s seen me” Kyren cried, just as the Kirugi slammed into the building he was atop, sending a cloud of debris and rubble down into the street around Elarra.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            88

          

          

      

    

    







            Rooftop Dance

          

        

      

    

    
      Kyren saw it coming, and knew he had only one hope. He knew he had to flee, so he programmed the Gaidan to keep fighting, no matter how desperate, no matter how ineffective. As the Kirugi barreled toward the building he stood atop, he furiously controlled his bot.

      “Um, that’s nice and all,” Kyren replied to the conversation occurring over his earpiece. “But I’m gonna have to move first.”

      The Gaidan leapt atop the Kirugi, desperately attempting to stymie its advance. The bot grasped for a hold, but the beast shook it off, sending the Gaidan crashing to the ground. Kyren realized the beast was going to reach him, it would catch him and there was nothing he could do.

      Unless he could move, unless he could flee, he realized suddenly. Yes! The warp belt, he thought, reaching down and activating the belt, selecting a destination of the next rooftop over. Keying it, the portal opened and he leapt through. He watched incredulously as the Kirugi barreled into the building he had been standing upon.

      His world went wonky for a brief second, the warp sickness delaying his mind by mere moments. Was it his experience, or was it that the warp belt was limited in its power? He couldn’t tell, all he knew was that he recovered mere moments after stepping through the portal, thankful the warp sickness wasn’t overwhelming.

      Kyren stood atop another building, a short distance from the one the Kirugi had just destroyed. He caught the tail end of Elarra and Benjam’s conversation, something about a warp portal, an alpha-zero point or something.

      “What did you say, Benjam? What are you talking about?” he queried in desperation.

      “Point alpha-zero, Kyren. The point at which all warp vectors originate,” Benjam replied, as if he would understand by just his matter-of-fact tone alone.

      “Benjam, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Kyren murmured as he programmed in another routine.

      The Gaidan jumped on the Kirugi again, this time driving it to the ground. It shook the giant bot off and stood, turning its baleful red eyes upon him once again. Dammit, the thing had found him again. How was it tracking him? He didn’t know, but he did know he had to move again. Activating the warp belt, he leapt through to another nearby rooftop.

      Moments after clearing his head, he saw the Kirugi turn again toward him. He kicked the Gaidan into motion, executing a jumping spinning kick. The attack took the Kirugi in the back, and it stumbled into the nearest building. The building began to collapse, Kyren thankful he was no longer atop it.

      But the creature recovered quickly, lashing out with its tail, skewering the Gaidan in its thigh. Armor tore away as the creature retracted its tail, leaving the Gaidan limping, nearly crippled.

      “Benjam, how do I open the portal to the black hole?” Kyren questioned, not hiding his desperation.

      He prepared for another jump to another building as the creature fixed its baleful stare upon him.

      “Just let it select the most powerful point, the greatest gravitational influence. Extend the sensors out as far as you can, and then pick the biggest reading,” Benjam instructed.

      Kyren wasn’t sure if he understood, but he tried anyway. He keyed open the warp controls and began to select a target. Before he could understand what he was looking at, the Kirugi disentangled itself from the grappling Gaidan and sprinted toward his current destination.

      Damn this thing’s persistent, he thought. Time to take it out, though. He programmed in a final routine before keying in the activation. The Gaidan’s jump jets fired, launching it into the Kirugi. He grappled with the mighty beast, struggling as its many claws slashed and tore at the bot’s body.

      But Kyren wasn’t to be deterred. The pain blossomed but he ignored it, maintaining his grip on the great beast, dancing and whirling with it as it attempted to reach him atop the skyscraper. The Gaidan and the Kirugi struggled and crashed into a nearby building, sending it toppling to the ground, a cloud of dust and rubble shooting into the sky.

      Then Kyren finished his programming with a slight flourish, hoping he would succeed, hoping Benjam was right. Suddenly, a massive warp portal opened at the center of the city, crackling and arcing with electromagnetic energy. At its heart swam an inky blackness, eating up all light, bringing a pallor of darkness over the city.

      Then the destruction began. Kyren watch as buildings collapsed and were drawn toward the portal, huge clouds of rubble sucked in without remorse. Then there was a massive rumble and then the very ground began to be drawn into the open portal. Kyren felt the building beneath him begin to shake and shudder.

      Kyren knew the end was near, knew he had only mere moments to act. So he directed the Gaidan to reach out and grab the Kirugi in a massive bear hug. He hit the jump jets at full burn, rocketing the beast forward and toward the warp portal. It shrieked and struggled, but Kyren resisted the blossoming pain as it raked the Gaidan’s body with its claws and tail.

      He held on through the pain, pouring more and more energy into the thrusters, driving the creature ever closer to the warp portal, and its imminent doom. As he watched the beast and the bot pass through the warp portal and into the black hole beyond, he felt the building give way beneath him.
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      Geri followed Elarra down the street, commanding her Marines to obey the liadi. She had a vision, one that had shown a path to victory. Geri didn’t necessarily believe in prescience, but she had hope, and plenty of it. Elarra had attempted to deter Alis from her suicide mission, and it seemed she may have succeeded.

      Now it was time to deal with an imminent threat. The sort of thing Geri could handle, she realized. This was what she did. Identify a target. Develop a plan, even if only mere moments were available. Then execute. Ad nauseum, as needed. Geri knew she was a true warrior, and she was determined to fight until the end.

      This was likely the end. Elarra had seen their future, and had expressed the urgency. She had told Geri that Alis would be okay. She had convinced her that stopping this last egg, denying the Kirugi its spawn, would mean victory, ultimately. It would mean their sacrifice wouldn’t be in vain.

      And Alis would survive. That, above all else, was what what Geri cared about the most. If Kyren could open a portal, if he could access the black hole at the center of the galaxy, then her daughter wouldn’t kill herself, wouldn’t die trying to stop the great beast.

      Benjam was hurriedly instructing Kyren on the finer points of warp travel, so she followed Elarra, who had already started down the street. Shortly after she and her men abandoned the building Kyren was occupying, a horde of creatures entered the street. But the combined firepower of the raxi and Marines left the creatures fleeing for cover.

      Geri could see the egg tower coming into view, the brown goop at the base of the organic-looking latticework beneath the egg beginning to smoke and steam. Suddenly a horde of civilians streamed from the surrounding buildings, taking them by surprise. Hesitating to fire upon civilians, despite their disposition, the throng managed to reach them.

      Chaos ensued as Geri fired into the crowd, dropping corrupted humans and attempting to protect her Marines, who were also beleaguered by the advancing throng. She fired, and fired again, and again, and again. The bolt locked open on her rifle and she cast it aside and drew a pistol. A massive figure strode through the crowd, a laser gatling gun barking fire into her Marines and Elarra’s raxi alike.

      “Geri,” Elarra cried.

      Geri looked up at Elarra, pistol in hand, and dispatched an advancing club-wielding corrupted man.

      “Here,” Elarra cried, tossing her energy-bladed bracer to her.

      Geri caught the bracer with her left hand, right bringing her pistol to bear and downing several more corrupted humans. She looked toward the center of the street and saw the most massive grendle she had ever seen, armored head to toe in environmental combat power armor, wielding a massive laser gatling gun cannon.

      It was mowing down her forces, mercilessly downing several of the last few Marines and raxi alike. Realizing her pistol was next to useless, she transitioned it to her left hand and strapped on the energy blade on her right side.

      The Marine with the rocket launcher attempted to fire his missile at the egg tower, but was blasted by the grendle’s cannon, sending his missile wide. She charged, igniting the energy blade as she ran.

      The grendle was slow to respond, bringing the laser gatling gun to bear just as she reached it. Going into a slide below its firing arc, she delivered a meat-chopping strike to the creature’s thigh, severing it just above the knee. The grendle fell to the ground and she quickly scrambled atop it, driving the energy blade into its neck.

      Armor melted and flesh boiled as she punched into the creatures neck, nearly decapitating it. She struck several more times, to be certain it was down. Panting with exertion, she looked up to see a few Marines and raxi still engaging the corrupted human force. She also looked down the street, focusing on the remaining egg tower, Kirugi-spawn positioned and ready to launch into the unknown, destined for another inhabited world.

      Geri reached down and pried the laser gatling gun from the grendle’s grasp. She swung it around, bracing it on her hip, and pointed at the egg tower, squeezing the trigger with vehemence. Laser bursts barked from the cannon, streaming into the egg tower.

      The tower exploded spectacularly, clouds of fire and smoke billowing out beneath the egg as it toppled to the street.

      “You’ve done it Geri!” Elarra cried out. “You stopped the final egg!”

      “Now let’s get out of here, before that black-hole portal opens,” Geri cried, immediately raising Isa on comms.

      “On my way,” Isa responded, urgency apparent.
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      “Isa, get my mom!” Alis cried out as the hundred-story-tall warp portal opened.

      She couldn’t bear it if anything happened to her mom. She just couldn’t go on if she couldn’t save her.

      “Already on my way, Alis,” Isa responded.

      “Good! Kyren, where are you? I’ll pick you up. Benjam, get those scanners and detectors keyed up,” Alis commanded.

      “I can’t find him, Alis!” Benjam exclaimed in desperation.

      “Find him, now!” she barked.

      She felt just as strongly about Kyren as she did about her mom. What did that mean? What did that reveal about herself? She couldn’t think about that now, so she pushed such thoughts away.

      “There, he’s over… wait! No, lost him,” Benjam squawked from his console, desperation clear in his voice.

      “Benjam! Where is Kyren?” she growled as she banked the Ashari for another pass.

      “I can’t seem to lock on, his signal keeps fluctuating and moving,” Benjam replied timidly.

      “I don’t care what you have to do, just find me a location!” she bellowed, dodging the Ashari out of the way of a swipe from the creature’s tail as she flew past.

      “Alis, get out of here,” she heard Kyren cry as the bot and Kirugi staggered around, locked in a desperate grapple for supremacy.

      “No, I won’t leave you. Just tell me where you are,” she urged.

      His signal went dark again, reappearing shortly after, but she couldn’t identify where he had gone, just that he wasn’t on the building before her. She banked the Ashari and circled for another pass.

      As she flew above the tops of the buildings, she searched Benjam’s sensor results furiously, looking for signs of life, looking for Kyren.

      There! That had to be him, she thought anxiously, noting the position on the map. It was quite close to the portal, quite close to the massive destruction the black hole was already unleashing. She could almost make out the tiny dot that was Kyren atop the building.

      Alis felt the sticks jerk and the ship shudder as it was decelerated by the massive gravitational force of the black hole. The sky went dark as the portal ate up the light. Buildings were reduced to rubble and then drawn inexorably toward the gaping portal. Alis accelerated the Ashari under full burn, pouring as much power into the engines as the ship could muster.

      The Ashari reached the building upon which Kyren had relocated just as it collapsed, turning into a cloud of rubble plummeting to the ground.

      “No!” she cried desperately, fearing the worst.

      She fought to regain control of the Ashari as the gravitational force through the open portal began to draw them backward.

      “Benjam, where’s Kyren?” she hollered, face scrunched in concentration, ears back nearly flat.

      “I don’t know, his signal’s disappeared,” Benjam squeaked, pointing at the holoscreen with a tentacle.

      Alis increased the throttle, but couldn’t make any headway against the massive gravity coming through the portal.

      Then the Gaidan grabbed the Kirugi in a great bear hug and began a dance of death. Suddenly, the bot’s jump jets fired, forcing the Kirugi backward, toward the gaping warp portal and hungry supermassive black hole just beyond.

      The Gaidan and the Kirugi, entangled in mortal combat, powered by the bot’s jump jets, passed through the portal and into the waiting maw of the hungry black hole. With a flash, the portal closed behind the bot and the beast.

      But the devastation didn’t cease, it only increased. The sudden reversal of gravity caused a blast wave to progress outward from the space where the portal had been mere moments before. A massive wall of kinetic force streamed from the center of the destroyed city. As it expanded, the nearest buildings were reduced to rubble in mere seconds.

      “Mom, Kyren, get out of there!” Alis cried, banking the Ashari to Kyren’s last know position.

      She had nearly reached it by the time the blast wave hit. Alarms sounded and the viewscreen spun as the Ashari careened out of control, flying through the air on a meteoric trajectory, heading for one of the surrounding districts.

      The ship spun and whirled and try as she might, the ship refused to come under control. It slammed into several buildings and tumbled through the air. Suddenly the grav plates gave out and she felt every bit of the g’s. She felt the impact as the ship slammed through a building and crashed to the ground.

      Benjam squawked in pain as he was flung across the bridge and into the far wall. Alis would have suffered a similar, likely injurious fate, had she not been already strapped in to her piloting console. As it was, the force of slamming against the restraints knocked the wind of her and left her dazed, leaving her gasping in pain from her previously broken ribs.

      “Benjam,” she croaked. “Kyren?”

      “I’m afraid he was caught in the blast,” Benjam squeaked, picking himself up of the floor of the bridge, obviously in great pain.

      “No, no no no no,” Alis repeated rhythmically, unable to comprehend the situation.

      She couldn’t have lost Kyren, and her mom, not at the same time. Alis felt a pain much greater than the bruises from slamming against the harness and her cracked ribs.

      “Mom, do you copy? Do you read me?” Alis cried into the comm, desperation setting in.

      Only static, she only received static. Suddenly, a voice sounded behind her, weak and croaking. Disconnecting the flight harness, she rolled out of the console and onto the floor, looking in the direction of the entrance to the bridge.

      “Ow, that was quite a landing, Alis,” Kyren said while limping into the bridge.

      “Kyren!” she cried, staggering to him and taking him in her arms. “But… how?”

      He regarded her for a moment, then simply said, “Warp beacon.”
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      Kyren felt ridiculous. The garb was traditional Earth garb, he was told. He was being honored by the Consortium, but did they have to dress him so ridiculously? The sash and silly hat were bad enough, but the tights and puffy shirt were beyond embarrassing. And to his chagrin, Alis seemed to find it tremendously amusing.

      Of course she would, she didn’t have a sash and silly hat, he thought bitterly. She got a fancy Consortium pilot’s uniform. He wasn’t sure he liked the situation any more than he liked the clothes, either. This was some sort of ceremony to honor people. He didn’t really want to be honored. He just wanted to be with Alis, on board the Ashari, far away from Consortium fanfare.

      But alas, here he was, here they all were, being recognized for their part in stopping the Kirugi on Earth. He knew it was a big thing they had done but it didn’t feel big. He had simply been trying to save those he loved from a doomed fate, after all.

      “Oh dear, I’m so nervous. Do I have to give a speech? Oh dear, don’t make me give a speech,” Benjam quailed in his reedy voice.

      “No Benjam, I don’t believe there are any speeches,” Geri informed him quietly, standing next to them in a crisp Consortium uniform.

      “I too am decidedly uncomfortable with this. We should be honoring those who gave their lives to save us,” Elarra said with more emotion than Kyren was used to hearing in her voice.

      “Yes, my men gave their lives…” Geri began, but was interrupted by Elarra.

      “And my raxi, they sacrificed themselves as well,” Elarra continued.

      “Yes, they should be honored as well,” Geri added. “Had they not covered our escape, we never would have made it to Isa before the city was obliterated.”

      “Mom, I’m so happy you made it, I don’t know what I would do without you,” Alis said quietly.

      Geri turned and hugged her daughter tightly. She looked over Alis’ shoulder and winked at Kyren, smiling mischievously at him. As Alis released her mom, she turned to Kyren, reaching out and taking his hand.

      “I don’t know what I would do without you, too,” Alis murmured.

      Kyren was about to respond, when the lights dimmed over the crowd and a spotlight came on from above, illuminating them in a pool of brilliant white.

      “Today we welcome to our allies,” a voice called from beyond the curtain.

      Applause and cheering filtered in as a Consortium Marine Colonel marched onto the stage shadowed by several of his men. They were all clad in deep crimson dress uniforms.

      Why couldn’t they have given him one of those? They were crisp and impressive.

      “Welcome to our civilian allies,” the voice called again.

      Alis and Kyren were ushered out to the center of the stage to stand next to the military personnel.

      “Geri, Alis, Kyren, Benjam, Elarra, you all endeavored to fight for Earth’s survival, the very human race’s survival. You did so with no backing, nor material support of the Consortium. Yet you were the right people at the right place, at the right time. Without your actions, our galaxy would be infested with the terrible creatures known as Kirugi.”

      “You are to be honored,” the announcer continued. “You are each being granted an honorary Consortium commission, complete with a stipend and all the benefits and opportunities granted any Consortium officer.”

      An attendant strode forward and pinned a badge on Kyren’s chest, then moved on to the others. Kyren looked at the badge, then at Alis. Their eyes met and he smiled, just as she did.

      “What now?” he asked playfully, as music played and the crowd cheered.

      “What now, indeed,” Alis said, smiling back just as playfully, her fingers again slipping into his.
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      Pursued by a relentless bounty hunter, forced to flee to a long-forgotten star system…

      

      Long before Theophax was recruited by the Oracle to find a lost starship, he roamed the lawless Xia sector in search of technological relics and the score to end all scores. But as usual he’s run into a bit of trouble, thanks to a botched job. The most powerful warlord in the sector has placed a bounty on his head, dead or alive. Now he is on the run, seeking an alien relic known only as The Object. Will he be able to evade Baron Kormugon’s bounty hunters long enough to find his prize?
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