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 Prologue 
 
    After the retaking of Earth and the Sol System by the Ordinance Forces, Commander Shenta Parejas holds Humanity’s future together while opposing forces look to tear mankind apart. 
 
    The Kryth Mahr Domain has not forgotten about the demeaning loss to their reborn adversary, Humans. Lintorth Sol will stop at nothing to gain all knowledge about this race that brought disgrace upon his beloved empire and his honored family name. 
 
    The Reavers must recover from a lost mission and heavy casualties. Kason Bender faces trial for his actions at the conference which led to the death of his dear friend and mentor, Keeper Alon Renske. 
 
    One dust, one star. The mysterious Gashnee prophecies have linked both Human and Kryth alike to each other’s past. They will hunt for the Gashnee’s secrets, which will not only bring them into battle; but, may very well drag the whole galaxy into war. Soon, their pasts will collide with devastating consequences. 
 
      
 
    The Annals continue… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DATA CELL 1 
 
      
 
    The moon was just a shell of its former self. Gone was the previous sphere, replaced now with a deformed, oblong object. The abnormal rock had holes and open-ended caverns strewn across its topography. It had been mined to the point of becoming unrecognizable. 
 
    Orbiting the mined mass was an old and rusted mining platform. It was once used to crush, filter, and sort the precious ores torn from the moon’s surface by giant machinery, now absent from the cratered landscape. Long ore-chutes angled away from the aging structure. Each one had once awaited cargo haulers as they had loaded the mined product aboard to be taken to market. What now docked at two of the six converted ports were Kryth Exendoth destroyers.  
 
    The inside of the platform matched its exterior, in dire need of maintenance. Most of the light that streamed inside came through gouged openings in the structure’s plating, allowing the system’s star rays to enter. The hallways and rooms were a wasteland of lifelessness. On occasion, a piece of floating debris would disrupt the rust-coated walls. 
 
    A shallow noise emanated from deep within the dead structure. The bowls of the complex began to moan and come alive, as if a dormant hibernating beast awoke from its slumber.  
 
    A cavernous, circular, sealed room opened up within the platform’s center. Steam rose from the bottom of a huge shaft, wafting upward around dangling chains. Below, various metal cages and prison cells lined the floor of the chamber. 
 
    A Human scream pierced the silence, bouncing off the hull of the circular room, reverberating and mingling with the steamed air. The long chains from the ceiling ran down the center to a yellow sludge pit near the bottom, the fluid bubbling and oozing over the sides. 
 
    Coming out of the goo was a figure wrapped in thick chains. The metal links clanked together as they raised the large form from the muck. 
 
    It was Ramek.  
 
    “Move him over the floor,” the Comondon’s deep voice rumbled. 
 
    The Comondons were not listed in the Domain as a truly intelligent race. Although bipedal and sentient, the Kryth used them as muscle around their territories. The bovine creature with reptilian skin dwarfed his assistant as he ordered their captive to the floor, “Drop him.” 
 
    His small Tiwil lackey, a rodent-like creature, sat up on a corroded console. “Gladly, Mortok.” He pulled a lever, ratcheting gears high above the room. 
 
    The chains holding Ramek’s naked body released and rolled out, dropping him to the metal floor. 
 
    Ramek let out a grunt, spasming in pain.  
 
    The one called Mortok approached, “You tough, much tougher than others of your kind.” The creature motioned towards some smaller cages, which held Human remains from the shuttle crash and then to the arms and head stacked on a table next to his ratty assistant. “Now, what we do next with you?” the bull-torturer asked. 
 
    The Tiwil hopped up onto a table and scampered across to the other end of the room. “Here! Here!” the little, excited creature squeaked, pointing to a boulder in the corner of the room. 
 
    The Comondon turned from Ramek and walked over to the large rock, harrumphing, “Slagworms will work.”  
 
    “Let me! Let me!” the Tiwil asked with jubilance.  
 
    Mortok snorted his acceptance. His rodent lackey grabbed a pair of large pinchers and approached the rock. The pinchers reached out to a slug-like creature attached to the boulder. The body of this parasitic organism was about a foot long with camouflaged skin, blending into the rocky surroundings. Its head was round and flat with a diameter larger than its body. 
 
    The pinchers snagged it. 
 
    The slagworm let out a hiss at being wrenched loose from the rock. When the head came off the rock, particles broke off, filtering down to the floor. A circular cut-out was left in the wall where the creature’s mouth had been. 
 
    The Tiwil approached Ramek’s prone body with parasite in tow. The little rodent looked up to Mortok for direction. 
 
    “Place over his heart,” the bull snorted. 
 
    The mouth of the slagworm was round with multiple rows of jagged teeth; each tooth receded into the center toward a beak-like orifice. 
 
    The Tiwil placed the worm on Ramek's chest. 
 
     The creature hissed again and withered as it began to bite into Ramek’s flesh. 
 
    Ramek arched his back in pain, screaming as blood coated around the worm’s mouth before pouring off and down the side of his body. 
 
    “Get other one,” said the Comondon. 
 
    The rodent ran back to the rock, grapping a second slagworm. He approached. “Where this one go?”  
 
    “Place on forehead.” 
 
    Just as the rodent reached to place the worm, a bang sounded and a rusted door whined open against the hull to the room. 
 
    In stepped Sontar Jal. 
 
    “I see I have interrupted your work.” Sontar sneered at the sight of the slagworm.  
 
    “Not done. You come too soon,” the Comondon replied. 
 
    Two other Kryth soldiers followed Sontar into the cavern. They moved around the cages and over to where Ramek lay, “I have come for any intel you may have–” Sontar stopped mid-sentence to look at the slug on Ramek’s bloody chest, “Any intel you have garnered from our guest here.” 
 
    “I have little information. He is hard one. We break him and he heals. I want to see how he heals.” 
 
    “No. I want him alive. His internal biology specifics can wait. I need his knowledge of his race and their whereabouts and I need it now!” Sontar demanded. 
 
    Mortok reached down and snatched the second worm from the Tiwil’s grasp, “I use this to take answers. He will tell me what I want to know soon,” the bull snorted. 
 
    Slagworms were a nasty parasite. Although typically feeding off mineral deposits and smaller vermin that lived in porous rock, the acid in their saliva attacked certain enzymes and acted similar to a narcotic agent, inducing the afflicted into a semiconscious state and removing any conscious suppression. The victim was left in a stupor and would answer any question without even realizing it. The only thing the slagworm venom did not inhibit was pain. 
 
    Sontar turned at the sight of the mucus running out the flared nostrils of the towering beast before he spoke, “I want what you have now. I will return in several cycles for the rest, and to take him. Gain the knowledge by that time and your reward doubles. Fail, and that slagworm will be placed on your head instead.” 
 
    “I gain what you seek,” Mortok grunted. 
 
    “Good. I will leave you to your work.” 
 
    Sontar flinched at the sight of the Tiwil who was now on a crate next to him. The rodent was feeling Sontar’s white cape with its clawed hands. Sontar pulled the cape from the creature’s grasp with disgust, “I will leave a regiment of soldiers and a destroyer at this facility until my return.” 
 
    “Why?” Mortok asked. 
 
    “You do not ask why. You just do as I say.” Sontar spun and exited the shafted room. The soldiers backed outside and closed the door behind them. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Sontar and his men walked down the dim corridor towards the docking bay. 
 
    “Team Leader Vran, I want guards posted at that door at all times,” Sontar said as the Kryth team leader approached his side as they walked. He continued, “I also want those other two Comondons watched. I do not trust them.” 
 
    The group of four Kryth walked by the other Comondons working on a generator. The beasts snorted as the Kryth officers passed without paying them much attention.  
 
    The Kryth team leader glanced back to meet the gaze of one of the bulls, “What of Mortok?” he asked Sontar. 
 
    “I trust him the least. I want a guard to keep an eye on him until my return.” 
 
    “And the regiment in the hangar bay? What shall I do with them?” 
 
    Sontar stopped in his tracks to face the team leader. “I want them for extra security. You can never be too careful around these beasts.” 
 
    The team leader looked perplexed from Sontar’s comment about being safe amongst Comondons. He pushed, “Excuse me, General. My men are quite capable of handling three Comondons.” He paused. “Should I be concerned with anything else?” 
 
    Sontar smiled. “No. Nothing more than mere precautions.” Sontar continued walking towards the hangar bay. “And, Vran, make sure your men watch this bay entrance and that docking port.” 
 
    The team leader queried with an eyebrow raised, “Just mere precautions, General?” 
 
    “Yes, just mere precautions.” 
 
    “I see. My men and I will do as you ask.” 
 
    “That is all I require. Now,” Sontar approached an open docking door posted by two guards as he continued, “I will leave you and return in several cycles. I expect that information from the Human before then.” Sontar finished, entering the docking corridor, but stopped short of the entrance. He turned back toward the team leader, “One other thing, Team Leader Vran. Have most of your men here to watch the docking bay and keep a close eye on the Comondons.” Sontar smiled, turning away as the door closed behind him. 
 
    The team leader was bewildered by his general’s triple order to watch the hangar. He understood the first time about keeping an eye on the bay. The third command to watch the port made him ponder. 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, he returned back into the hangar, stopping a moment to glance at both docking bay doors he and his men were now ordered to watch. 
 
    He walked over to one and checked the security release. 
 
    The Kryth peered out the small window in the door. There was nothing out there except the other docked destroyer and a field of stars. 
 
    He backed away, looking at the door with suspicion. Shrugging his shoulders one last time, he walked away.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DATA CELL 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    One of the Exendoth destroyers departed from the mining platform, veering around a massive asteroid and heading out of the system. 
 
    Sontar Jal sat on the bridge of his ship, staring at the blinking light in front of him. The light was readying a transmission from Dranneous Kor and Sontar was not too happy, for he knew who was on the other end. 
 
    The computer beeped, and the monitor came to life. 
 
    “Well, well, I was wrong. I was certain the image on my screen was going to be that of your spy. You bestow such an honor with your personal calling.” A sinister smile came across Sontar before continuing, “Lintorth Sar, is it?” 
 
    Lintorth’s face showed no expression from Sontar’s taunt. 
 
    Sontar did not cease his provoking. “The Chamber Lore did elect to strip you of your honored family name of Sol, did they not? I am so sorry I could not have been there for the ballot.” Sontar was enjoying his improved position over his brother. 
 
    “Names matter not, Sontar, it is what we do that marks us.”  
 
    Sontar laughed, “Interesting for you to say, Lintorth, considering what you have done of late. I am marked quite well then, in your presence.” 
 
    “Where’s the Human?”  
 
    “Ah, he gets right to the point.” 
 
    “You are playing a dangerous game here, Sontar.” 
 
    Sontar kicked his legs up onto the console. Relaxed, he interlaced his hands on his chest, “Oh, dear brother, you are so desperate. You are racing to garner position, but you have already lost ground, continuing to be a step behind me, as always. How desperate are you, Lintorth?” 
 
    “You have no appreciation for the capabilities of these Humans. We cannot delay. We need every bit of information to help us track them down. We need it now!” Lintorth snapped. 
 
    “Well, well.” Sontar removed his legs from the console and leaned in close to his monitor, “Desperation drips from your lips, Lintorth. I can hear it in your voice. I can almost smell it on your breath from here. How it must bother you in having me best you so.”  
 
    “It bothers me that you, as an amateur, believe getting intelligence is worth doing, but not worth doing properly.” 
 
    Sontar let out a stomach-turning laugh, “You have not done any better. Have you tracked them down? Do you know where they are?” Sontar paused to give Lintorth time to answer before continuing with his question, “Well, do you? Again, nothing but silence from you.” 
 
     “We have no time for this, Sontar. Time is against us and we must pool our resources together. This is not about position. What position will either of us have without a Domain to give it?” 
 
    “You were always the sly one, Lintorth. If it makes you more secure, then I suppose I could assist you.” Sontar smiled. “We have not gained any knowledge of the Humans’ whereabouts. We have armor and some of the tech they employ, but the Human prisoner has not given any real information.” Sontar looked curiously at Lintorth, wanting to turn the questioning. He was done helping. “But, you, my brother, what have you found? I have given my share, now it is your turn. Do you not have your spy, Voskal Lat, tracking them down as we speak?” 
 
    “We have. . .” Lintorth pondered his next words. “We have located two possible systems they could be in. Tolarus and Kentabak Four.” 
 
    Sontar peaked in interest. “The Tolarus System is near the Montis Rift Nebula and is uninhabitable due to the Monx Black Hole. It is a dying system.” Sontar continued, smiling, “But, the Kentabak System; now, that is interesting. It is a mining trade conglomerate near the outer portion of the system around the asteroid belt there, if I am not mistaken. That system is where they are, no doubt. What is your plan of attack, brother?” 
 
    “There is none.” 
 
    “What? Why so slow to react, mighty warrior of the Domain?” 
 
    “Hardly. We are probing now to determine if the Humans are there. Unlike you, Sontar, I do not jump on feeble, premature intelligence.” 
 
    “There is one system to search. Kentabak Four! It is obvious. The other is falling towards a black hole. It is handed right to you and still you do nothing.” 
 
    “Our time is short here, brother. We must get the Human soldier’s tech back to Dranneous immediately. In time, we will locate the system where they hide.” 
 
    Sontar stood and laughed aloud once more. “I follow my orders from the Si Lord. I will decide when I take the Human and the evidence back to Dranneous. Not you.”  
 
    Lintorth, smirked, replying, “As you wish, brother. I will leave you to your ways. Keep a close eye on those Comondons.” 
 
    The monitor went out just as Sontar seethed with anger, lashing out at his chair and hitting the backrest. 
 
    “We will see who is in favor, brother. You will be one step behind me, as always.” 
 
    Sontar spun and exited the command bridge. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lintorth turned in his chair within his personal quarters onboard the battleship, the Zalmon. 
 
    An image on another monitor smiled back at him. 
 
    “Well, Voskal, now you see what I have to put up with,” Lintorth said. 
 
    Voskal Lat snickered, “Better you than me. I would have shut the transmission down long before you did.”  
 
    “Sometimes you just have to give Sontar a few more minutes of jabbering before he opens up and reveals himself.” 
 
    “Do you think he has obtained any insight from the Human?” 
 
    Lintorth stood from his seat and paced the room in thought. “No. I believe what he said. He would have been on Dranneous crawling up the ankles of the Si at the slightest information on the Humans. I shall leave Sontar to Sontar. We have pressing matters of our own.” 
 
    Lintorth moved back to the monitor. “What is the progress on the Human system, my friend?” 
 
    “Our first two probes went offline. The third operated for a few moments before we lost contact with it, but we did get something.” 
 
    Lintorth sat back down. “Please tell.” 
 
    “The first thing we noticed was the data our sensors were reading regarding the system itself. The black hole we thought was at the center of this system does not actually exist.” Voskal had Lintorth’s full attention with this comment. He continued, “You see, it has always been a system to avoid, as the main shipping lane in this sector was far outside the system. No one has ever ventured close enough to the developing black hole, until today.” 
 
    “Get on with it. I know the sector and system in question,” Lintorth’s impatient voice gestured. 
 
    “Well, as the probes approached, the data we have known for all these mons was accurate until we crossed over into the inner system, where this black hole was supposed to be forming. You see, it was a ruse; false data. Some type of sensor distortion being given off from within the center of the system. Our probes crossed this barrier and showed it to be an illusion. The black hole does not exist, but the Humans do.”  
 
    Lintorth leaned back in his chair, folding his hands as he smiled. “What did we gather?” 
 
    “We picked up multiple Gashnee and Human signatures from the innermost planet. We also show–” Voskal Lat was cut off by his benefactor. 
 
    “That is it! The Tolarus System is our main target. Voskal, I want more information regarding what hides in this system. I also want sentries posted around it, tracking anything that moves in or out.” 
 
    “What of the Gashnee? The signatures were off the scales in this system. Maybe the Humans are aligned with them somehow?” 
 
    “I have that covered for now.” 
 
    A surprised look came over Voskal’s face. “I was not notified?” 
 
    “You will know soon, my friend. Right now, we need to focus all of our intelligence forces on gathering any and all information on these Humans. We must use all means necessary. This is our moment.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DATA CELL 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    The hangar bay was quiet. A few dim lights bathed the archways and loading containers within the large room. 
 
    Two Kryth soldiers entered with rifles held slung at their waists. 
 
    They stopped in the middle of the bay. Only silence awaited them as their exhaled breath met the cold air. 
 
    The soldiers looked at one another without speaking. One shrugged his shoulders to the next, as they wondered why they had to guard an empty hangar bay. The shrugging soldier departed from his comrade and went down towards a lit hallway connecting the hangar to the center of the outpost. 
 
    The lone Kryth ventured near one of the loading doors they were instructed to guard. He turned his back with a look of boredom over the ridiculous order. He wondered how long the Comondons would take to fix the main generator and heat up this rusted tin can.  
 
    “Why am I here? I should have taken the cargo runner mission. Instead, I am guarding a freezing hangar. Get the heat going, torntas! Stupid bulls!” he yelled toward the unseen Comondons. 
 
    The soldier took his hands off his slung weapon and blew into his palms to warm them before placing them in the pockets of his uniform. “This is senseless.” 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kryth Team Leader Vran walked down the hall towards the two Comondons working on the generator. “How long before you get this thing working?” 
 
    The larger bull answered, “We try different parts, it not working. We try other parts, it still not work.” 
 
    “I asked how long?” 
 
    The Comondon thought for a moment before answering his Kryth master, “We try more parts. We see.” 
 
    Frustrated, the team leader turned and left. “Just get it working!” 
 
    He hadn’t taken more than a few steps away from the workers when a loud hum penetrated the facility’s walls. 
 
    The team leader looked around to ascertain its direction. The sound seemed to increase, as if it was approaching his location. 
 
    Down the hall in front of him, a bluish light advanced, washing over him in a blinding flash. 
 
    The generator behind him sparked and powered down. 
 
    The Comondons stood up, the little hair they had on their head was standing on end from the blue energy wave. 
 
    The taller Comondon spoke to the team leader, who now looked in their direction, “Not us.” 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The hangar bay was now dark. 
 
    The Kryth guard activated the light on his plasma rifle. 
 
    The hairs on the back of his neck were still standing up after the electrical discharge. His first thought was the generator. “Comondons! Now we have no heat or light!” 
 
    He began to search around with his weapon held out front. 
 
    A clank of metal sounded behind him. 
 
    He spun around to shine his light on the bay door. More creaks of metal came from beyond the door.  
 
    The soldier approached slowly, searching the darkness with his beam. 
 
    He reached for a comm-link on his chest armor. “Team Leader, this is Sentry One. Respond.” Only static met his ear. He spoke again, “Lead, Sentry One. Respond.” More static awaited him. 
 
    He crept closer to the door. The light from his weapon now shone brightly against the hull door, overly distracting him, he moved his weapon aside. 
 
    He approached the door’s window. 
 
    He looked through. 
 
    Pitch blackness stared back at him. He squinted harder, trying to look past the docking port. Usually, one could see stars beyond the port, but he saw nothing. He placed his hands up next to the window and stared even harder before a blue flash caught his eye. 
 
    The window burst inward with a shattering of glass as a plasma charge blew through the bay and the Kryth soldier’s head. 
 
    The corpse fell backwards, landing on the deck. 
 
    The hangar bay door whined open.  
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Move!” Captain Nevlen yelled out over comms to his men. 
 
    A dozen Human troopers exited from the docking port as they left the Mercador’s hold. 
 
    The last person through the door was Lieutenant Commander Droe Temin. 
 
    She briefly looked over the troops taking up positions within the cargo bay. 
 
    She approached Captain Nevlen. 
 
    Her face shield’s reflection appeared in his battle suit helmet, “Captain Nevlen, move your team up through the second corridor on the right. My team will move through the main one on the left. Keep comms up and let’s make this quick.” 
 
    He nodded. “Bravo Team, let’s move.” 
 
    Nevlen’s team moved down the corridor that entered the bay from the center of the complex. 
 
    Droe’s team moved through the larger main corridor. The team leader communicated as they moved, “I have Ramek’s location, forty meters from our position.” 
 
    “Let’s get to him. Call out incoming targets, and watch those corners,” Droe replied. 
 
    The teams pushed further into the outpost with no resistance, besides one dead guard. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The chamber door opened to the torture room. 
 
    The Kryth team leader yelled out to the Comondon, “Kill the Human. If they want him, they can have his corpse. Do it now.” 
 
    “Not done yet,” Mortok voiced. 
 
    “I do not care. The outpost has been compromised. Do as you are told. Now!” the Kryth officer reiterated as he left, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    The bull snorted, “Not my problem. I take my prize.” Mortok turned toward his Tiwil assistant, “Get ship ready. We move Human.” 
 
   


  
 

 DATA CELL 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Give me a status on their defenses,” Keelen said towards Maddox. 
 
    The five Reavers stood in the main corridor onboard the Exendoth destroyer docked alongside the station.  
 
    They had just finished the pod penetration at midpoint along the ship’s lateral line. The pods were evenly spaced out, about five meters apart. One pod had entered the hull near the corner of a larger viewing window, which ran at least seven meters down the length of the hallway.  
 
    Fortunately, the force shielding of the window replaced glass when the pod entered. 
 
    Maddox replied, “I show six shielded barriers near the engineering bay and four near the bridge.” 
 
    “They’ve learned,” Keelen acknowledged. He turned to the other three Reavers, “Tershin, Kercy, and Kremage. Guard the blast door towards the bridge.” He spun back to Maddox. “Find another way in. There’re too many barriers. We don’t have enough time.” 
 
    “Will do,” Maddox responded. 
 
    The new Reavers, Tershin, Kercy, and Kremage, were on a trial mission, all vying for a spot within the regiment to replace the lost Reaver, Jens Dryden. They could be replacing two Reavers if Ramek is not recovered during this rescue, Keelen thought. 
 
    He approached one of the pod openings between the four wrenched-open, spear-tipped hydraulic arms of the pods. 
 
    He grabbed the handle of a large box and pulled it out. 
 
    Keelen moved toward the center of the hall, between the aft blast door and the one heading toward the bridge. 
 
    He set the box down and entered a code on a pad near the top. 
 
    The box unfolded into a dual-turreted plasma cannon. The weapon housed two blue plasma rotatory tanks along its side. Upon completion of the conversion, the weapon began to track towards the hull door. 
 
    “Got that update, Maddox?” Keelen asked. 
 
    “I’ve found a possible entrance ahead, along the wall. It’s a maintenance corridor that runs the length of the ship. We can make our way through there, but we have another problem.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “They’ve set the reactors to overload. I’m showing the center chamber at fifteen percent. For a stationary vessel, that’s a slow build-up to critical, if you ask me.” 
 
    “I’m confirming that as well, Reaver Lead,” Tershin added. 
 
    Keelen stood there for a breath, “That’s why all the force fields are guarding our path. They plan to blow the ship and the station. Now we’re definitely behind schedule.” 
 
    “They anticipated our rescue mission?” Kercy questioned. 
 
    “Hence, the trap,” Tershin added. 
 
    Kremage jumped into the conversation, not wanting to be left out, “Sneaky kizards aren’t they?” 
 
    “Yes, but we anticipated this,” Maddox replied. 
 
    “How much time until it blows?” Keelen queried. 
 
    “We’re looking at about fifteen minutes,” Maddox replied. 
 
    Keelen, thinking, walked near the turret, “We won’t be able to disengage the overload sequence in time with the shielding they’ve put in our way.” 
 
    Kercy spoke up, “We can move the ship away from the station to give the rescue team more time, maybe?” 
 
    “Yes, good idea. Let’s get to the helm. Kercy, remove that access panel along the center wall. We’ll move through the maintenance shaft.” Keelen paused. His HUD picked up Kryth troops advancing towards their position on both sides of the doors. He continued, “We don’t have much time. I want mirage cubes out now. Kercy, hurry up with removing the panel. Kremage, you assist. I’ll contact Lieutenant Commander Temin and update her on the situation.” 
 
    “I have an idea, boss,” Maddox said. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I can rewire that door panel from this side so both doors open at once. Maybe catch the Kryth in a crossfire.” 
 
    “Do it,” Keelen ordered. 
 
    Keelen now turned his attention to contacting the station assault team to give them the vital update on the Kryth’s trap.  
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Droe’s team moved down the corridor, hugging the walls, weapons aimed ahead of them. 
 
    The hallway they were in remained black as night. Their helmets aided, showing a clear, depth image of their surroundings. 
 
    “Captain Nevlen, come in,” She said over comms. “We have a situation report from Team Leader Keres. Keelen reports overload of Exendoth’s reactors set as a trap. We have less than fifteen minutes to evac Ramek. They will try and stabilize situation, but no assurances. Repeat, no assurances, over.” 
 
    Nevlen’s voice came over comms, “Roger, lead. We are progressing to last room before station center near Ramek’s location, over.” 
 
    “Roger that. We are also approaching the adjacent room before the last corridor, opposite your position. We are not getting any readings from this point due to a heavy static-layer between the room’s walls. How do your readings look, over?” 
 
    “Not much better. If I had to take a guess, they knew we were coming, over.” 
 
    “Copy that. They are using the static-layer for cover. Hold your position and prepare for assault. Temin out,” Droe finished, switching her comms channel in her visor to the Flashpoint’s tab. “Flashpoint, you have report of situation. Keep an eye out for incoming ships. It looks as if they were expecting us, over.” 
 
    “Affirmative, I have the eye in the sky. We got your backs, Alpha One, over.” 
 
    Droe was looking over her HUD’s schematic of the outpost and about to give her next order when the plasma bolts flashed down the hallway. 
 
    A green torrent of plasma came from around the entrance to the last room to their front. Impacts on walls lit the darkened corridor. 
 
    “Return fire,” Droe commanded. 
 
    Nevlen’s voice came over comms, “We have contact and returning fire from last room before center, over.” 
 
    “Copy. We have same ambushed contact. Proceed. We need to get Ramek. Over and out,” She voiced. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
      
 
    A section of the wall panel came off with the final bolt removed. Kercy and Kremage laid the panel aside, giving access to the maintenance walkway behind the wall. 
 
    “I want all mirage cubes out,” Keelen ordered to his men. “The Kryth will be coming through any second.” 
 
    Each man detached a small, black cube that fit in the palm of the hands from their side torso armor. Each tossed the cubes to the floor. 
 
    The miniature blocks clicked and a bright, full image of the owning Reaver shot upward, appearing as a solid hologram in the center of the corridor. The effect made it look as if five extra Reavers were in the hallway, weapons drawn, ready for battle. 
 
    “Let’s get to the bridge. Maddox, you take point. Let’s move,” Keelen ordered. 
 
    The Reavers entered the access causeway behind the wall, heading towards the bridge. 
 
    “I’m picking up contact with enemy by the station assault team,” Maddox called out. 
 
    “Copy. We’re going to be in our own firefight in a moment. Let’s pick up the pace.” 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Kryth troops were positioned on either side of the doors to the corridor the Reavers had just left. Some were kneeling with weapons drawn; others were standing along the walls waiting for the command to make the assault. 
 
    A Kryth officer nodded to one soldier near the door control panel. To their surprise, the doors on both sides of the corridor began to open at the same time. 
 
    The Reaver turret that had been set up in the center of the hallway sprang to life. One of the barrels flipped one hundred eighty degrees towards the other door. Each barrel now had a field of fire. 
 
    The Kryth officer tried in vain to have the soldier close the doors. Only one was to be opened at a time to corner the Human intruders. 
 
    It was desperately too late. 
 
    They now found themselves in an unwanted crossfire. 
 
    Before the blast doors were halfway open, the turret began its blazing fire. 
 
    The blue plasma bolts met the Kryth soldiers on their knees first. Kryth bodies fell where they had been kneeling. Some resulted in death as nerves twitched, causing weapons to fire wildly and cutting down their own comrades. 
 
    Some soldiers began firing at the fake Reavers they saw before them. Their plasma bolts moved through the holograms to the other soldiers positioned opposite the corridor. 
 
    The turret continued spitting out rapid bolts in a spray pattern. The weapon mount swayed back and forth, covering the corridor with plasma rounds. The blue plasma canisters drained rapidly as the maelstrom ensued.  
 
    The incoming rounds soon took out the plasma turret. The Kryth soldiers advanced from both sides, passing the cubed holograms. The officer kicked one of the blocks, sending it skittering across the floor as one of the Reaver images rolled in all directions. 
 
    There in the corridor, next to the Reaver pods, were about a dozen remaining Kryth soldiers. They began to look around, noticing the open access panel. Some approached with weapons drawn. Others looked at the turret and the cubes. 
 
    They all heard the wrench of metal from the pods behind them. They turned back to the pods from where the sound came. The pods’ forked arms closed and the pods themselves, programmed by Keelen, backed out from their embedded entrance. 
 
    Everything was sucked out into the cold blackness of space. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “They’re firing around the door’s edge. Get me a bastard on the wall opposite the door now,” Droe ordered. 
 
    A Human troop attached a flat bastard to the launcher accessory on top of his rifle and fired the device at the wall across the door where the Kryth were covered in the room. 
 
    The projectile spun, attaching itself to the wall.  
 
    It beeped and then detonated in towards the room. 
 
    The shrieks of Kryth echoed down the corridor as the fire licked the door’s edge, racing across the hall and into the room. 
 
    “Move up!” she called out. 
 
    The Human troops advanced toward the door. One troop tossed in a room-buster grenade. 
 
    Some of the Kryth soldiers were recovering from the blast near the door when the grenade rolled to a stop amongst them. 
 
    A flash-strobe blinded the Kryth as the grenade launched its first assault. The second assault came as the blinded Kryth were covering their eyes from the flash. 
 
    The grenade fired out targeting lasers, finding each remaining living Kryth. Once targeted, the lasers were followed by rounds exploding outward, striking the enemies. Their bodies slumped to the floor.  
 
    The Human team advanced into the room and secured the fallen Kryth survivor who had found cover from the blast. 
 
    Droe followed as the last one into the room. 
 
    She pulled up comms, saying, “Captain Nevlen, room secure. What is your status, over?” 
 
    “Clearing now, over.” 
 
    Droe immediately brought up her scanner. The layout of the facility showed the center of the room, where Ramek’s DNA was picked up earlier. 
 
    Concern came over Droe’s face. “I’m not picking up Ramek’s signature. The room looks empty.” 
 
    She increased the radius of the device and added a system boost to the interior scan. It would drain the battery, but she needed to find Ramek. 
 
    A slight blip showed up below them. Droe moved the device down towards the floor. She made an adjustment on the instrument. The blip became more pronounced. 
 
    “I got him!” she yelled. “There seems to be a secret corridor underneath the chamber. It looks to lead to the bottom center of the station.” 
 
    Just then, Captain Nevlen came in over comms, “We are at the center chamber door. It looks to be heavily shielded. We are preparing for entry now, over.” 
 
    Droe was concentrating on the room at the bottom of the station this secret corridor lead to. 
 
    “I’m picking up an engine signature of a small craft. Damn! They’re trying to move him!” Droe cursed as she ran out of the room, following the secret passage below her feet. 
 
    A few of her team members followed her. 
 
    “I’m picking up another, larger signature . . . a Comondon!” 
 
    Droe turned to her team member. “Assist Nevlen with the chamber door. I’ll take Trooper Selinsk with me,” she ordered as she continued to follow Ramek’s path below her position. 
 
    She moved down the hall and came to a grate in the floor. “Here!” 
 
    She set the scan device down. 
 
    Kneeling down, she removed the grate. 
 
    The trooper responded, “Not much room to get down, Commander.” 
 
    “I know. Enough for me, though.” 
 
    The trooper looked at her as if the thought of her going down alone was crazy. 
 
    “Captain Nevlen, what’s your ETA to the chamber, over?” she queried. 
 
    An explosion rocked the station as a flat bastard detonated. 
 
    “Captain Nevlen, come in, over?” 
 
    Nevlen’s rushed voice came through, “Give me two more minutes. The shield is stronger than anticipated. A couple more flats should do the trick, over.” 
 
    No time, she thought, “I’m going down. The shaft should lead to the hidden corridor below.” 
 
    She began to remove her helmet and torso armor. The trooper assisted. 
 
    “I won’t be able to assist you, Commander, if something should go wrong. I can’t fit down there,” he said. 
 
    “What could possibly go wrong? I’m jumping down a dark shaft in my under-armor with a single pistol.” She smiled at the trooper. “Wish me luck.” 
 
    She jumped in, sliding down the duct and curving out of sight of the trooper’s stunned gaze. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The Reavers were just about to the access panel of the bridge. Their boots beat against the metal maintenance deck plating within the corridor as Keelen spoke over comms. 
 
    “Set bastards and prepare to breach. There are ten Kryth on the bridge. Gyro-rounds set for flash. Cut them down.”  
 
    The door was set. Maddox detonated the devices attached to the panel’s frame. The access door blew inwards, showering the bridge with fire and debris. 
 
    The air soon filled with gyro-jet rounds bursting in a blinding flash. The Kryth had no chance. They were guarding the two main doors to the bridge, assuming an assault from the main hallways. Their bodies lay strewn throughout from their slow reactions and miscalculations. 
 
    “Seal the main bridge doors so they can’t override them,” Keelen ordered his men. He turned to Maddox, “Can you navigate this thing?” 
 
    Maddox laughed, “Was your mother a test tube?” 
 
    Keelen grinned under his mask. “Get it done. I’ll look for an escape route.” 
 
    Maddox approached the center flight console and removed a cylinder from his waist pouch. He placed it on a socket; it turned and lowered down into the console. 
 
    The device relayed clicks and beeps before popping back out. 
 
    “I only have maneuvering thrusters. All other controls are locked out,” Maddox reported. 
 
    “Move it away from the station,” Keelen responded. 
 
    Maddox entered a few commands on the console, “My Krythtinian is a little rusty. For all I know, I could be giving commands to cycle their laundry.”  
 
    The destroyer nudged forward before a vibration rolled through the hull. 
 
    “What’s happening? We moving?” Keelen questioned. 
 
    “We are, but–” Maddox said.  
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “It looks like we are still connected to the station by the docking boom.” 
 
    The ship began to quake more as the connector between the station and ship held. It didn’t last long, tremors giving way to wrenching metal. 
 
    The Exendoth destroyer lurched forward as it tore the boom away at the connection point on the ship. A final snap was heard, and felt, as the ship broke free from its mooring. 
 
    “We’re moving, if you want to call it that.” Maddox looked at Keelen, “See, I know how to drive this thing. What about you? Find our escape route?” 
 
    “I have. It looks like more Kryth are advancing this way. Maddox, lock out the helm. Everyone else, get back in the access tunnel. Let’s move!” Keelen ordered. 
 
    The Reavers ran back down the access corridor. 
 
    Keelen brought up his HUD’s map of the ship layout. 
 
    “Make the next left and stop at the access panel on the starboard corridor,” Keelen ordered. 
 
    The team came around the corner to the panel. 
 
    “This is where it gets messy,” Keelen said. 
 
    “What are we doing, boss?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Beyond this panel, straight ahead, is an outer hatch. About fifteen meters past the corridor.” 
 
    Kercy came in through comms, “You notice the Kryth gathering at the bridge door a few meters down?” 
 
    “I saw that. We also have them coming up the access walkway,” Keelen responded. 
 
    “They’ll be here in a minute,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Okay. This is what we are going to do. We blow down this panel and make it to the adjacent corridor. Once through, we will be at a safety check door. There is a smaller access corridor and then the final hull door. 
 
    “And then?” Maddox toned. 
 
    “That’s the messy part.” 
 
    Keelen looked over his men, “We will use our tethers to anchor to each another then blow the hatch.” 
 
    “You mean, get sucked out?” Kercy voiced. 
 
    “It’s that, or stay here and wait for the ship to detonate. Which, by my readings, is in about two minutes,” Keelen responded. 
 
    “Just what I signed up for,” Maddox remarked. 
 
    “Maddox, leave some bastard friends behind here for our incoming guests. We all ready?” Keelen asked. 
 
    With a nod, the Reavers prepared to make the bound across the corridor and to the last set of doors for their escape. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Droe slowed herself the last few meters of the vent shaft by pressing her feet and hands along the inside. She was a foot away from the grate to the secret tunnel. 
 
    She heard footfalls approaching. 
 
    Looking through the grate, she saw the large Comondon pass by, pushing a wheeled cart. On it was a large, draped form. 
 
    It was Ramek. 
 
    She reached for the Lancer pistol on her side. “Here goes nothing.” 
 
    She let go of the walls with her feet and dropped through the grate, landing hard on the floor. 
 
    The sound stopped the Comondon in his tracks. 
 
    He turned. 
 
    Droe was up holding her pistol dead center on the bull-beast. 
 
    “That’s as far as you’re going, big guy,” She said in broken Krythtinian.  
 
    “Who are you?” the bull snorted.  
 
    “Hands up. Let’s see them.” 
 
    The bull chuckled, “You tiny Human. I smash you.” 
 
    “You’re not smashing anything but your face into that wall there. Now turn and face it, ugly.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    Just as Droe moved her finger to the trigger, a sharp pain radiated from her shoulder. 
 
    The Tiwil assistant had jumped up on her back and stabbed a knife down into her. The blade pierced through the tight, black under-armor she wore.  
 
    She yelled and barreled over. 
 
    The bull charged, grunting as he raced towards her. 
 
    She reached over her shoulder and pulled the knife out. 
 
    Spinning around, she threw the knife, and the Tiwil rat still attached to it, in the direction of the rapidly approaching Comondon. 
 
    The bull swatted the incoming rat-projectile away, bouncing the little rodent and knife off the wall and to the floor behind. 
 
    The beast punched at Droe, who slid under the legs of her towering assailant. The Comondon found only air and lost his balance, stumbling. 
 
    Droe spun back around and kicked the back of the bull’s left knee, sending the beast tilting back to collapse. 
 
    She grabbed his forehead and slammed it backwards, which sent the creature’s body to the floor. 
 
    Droe dove over him, tucking into a roll. 
 
    She quickly found her pistol and, spinning, fired a blast just as the Comondon was sitting back up from his miscalculated melee of the smaller Human female. 
 
    The round impacted the thick-boned forehead of the bull, sending his bloodied scalp back to the floor.  
 
    Droe slumped down on the deck. 
 
    Breathing hard, she put her hand to her forehead, “Well, that was fun.” 
 
    She wiped her hair to the side and caught the little rodent scampering to the knife lying on the ground. 
 
    The Tiwil stopped before the knife, noticing she had spotted him. 
 
    Droe shook her head. “Don’t even think about it, rat boy.” 
 
    A shrill squeak issued from the Tiwil. He scooped up the knife and bound for Droe. 
 
    He never made it a foot in the air as the plasma bolt impacted, showering the corridor with fur and body parts. 
 
    A splat of rat goo landed on Droe’s cheek, turned from the burst airborne varmint. 
 
    She wiped the gunk from her face. 
 
    Boots beat the deck from behind her. 
 
    Captain Nevlen’s men ran up from the other end of the corridor. 
 
    “You okay?” Nevlen asked, “It took us a bit to get through the shield.”  
 
    Droe lifted herself off the ground. “Yeah, never better. Check Ramek and let’s get to the Mercador.”  
 
    Nevlen’s troops approached Ramek to assist.  
 
    “What happened here?” Nevlen asked. 
 
    “A rat exploded.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    Nevlen looked around at the coated walls with a perplexed look. 
 
    Droe walked back up the tunnel, never answering the captain’s question. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “Ready? Now!” Keelen ordered. 
 
    The wall panel blew outward and the Reavers followed, bounding through the corridor towards the next hallway. 
 
    The Kryth soldiers amassed at the bridge blast door, turning upon the explosion to their rear. 
 
    Weapons’ fire came blazing down the corridor at the leaping Reavers. 
 
    Green rounds impacted walls, showering the corridor as energy flashed and impacted. 
 
    The Reavers made it to the next door. 
 
    “Close it behind us and lock it. Start connecting tethers,” Keelen said. 
 
    Maddox dropped the door down at the control panel and began splicing. 
 
    Each Reaver began to unwind a micro-wire tether from their front belts. They attached them to the waist at the back of another Reaver, forming a line. 
 
    “How’s the door?” Keelen asked of Maddox. 
 
    “Just about . . . got it!” 
 
    The door clanked with a lock. 
 
    Maddox then attached his lifeline to Kremage in front of him. 
 
    A pound came at the door from behind them. 
 
    A Kryth officer looked through the small port window in the door. 
 
    He voiced something inaudible, then backed away from the sealed hatch. 
 
    “They’re going to blow it,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Too late,” Keelen responded. 
 
    Keelen turned the two release locks on the outer hatch. 
 
    Klaxons whooped and red lights flashed above the airlock door. 
 
    With a final turn and pull on the security handle, the outer hatch blew into space. 
 
    The Reavers were sucked out into the darkness, away from the moving destroyer. 
 
    Their bodies flayed about in different positions uncontrollably, tugging on the tethers and bounding against one another in the vacuum of space.  
 
    “Grab a hold of the lines and pull together,” Keelen ordered. 
 
    Each Reaver began to reel themselves in from the gap between the lines. 
 
    “We need to get into a ball. We only have a few seconds before that thing blows,” Keelen said. 
 
    “Is it far enough from the station?” Kercy asked. 
 
    “We can’t do much if it isn’t. We bought them time,” Maddox replied. 
 
    The Reavers grabbed a hold of each other’s arms and pulled tight into a ball. 
 
    “Activate the personal suit shields and let’s hope they work.” 
 
    Each man activated the personal shields from their HUD within their visors. 
 
    Blue bubbles blinked around each Reaver. 
 
    “Will these things hold from this distance?” Maddox asked Keelen. 
 
    “We’re going to find out together,” Keelen said. 
 
    “Cozy,” Maddox joked. 
 
    The ship was only about eight thousand meters from the station before her interior began to flash. 
 
    One flash after the next, the destroyer exploded into a massive shockwave emanating from her detonated reactor core. 
 
    The wave continued to expand from the epicenter. 
 
    “Hold on,” Keelen voiced. 
 
    The wave struck the Reaver-ball and tossed them like an asteroid being flung out of its planetary orbit.  
 
    The heated energy from the blast surrounded the Reavers, engulfing them in its wake. 
 
    Pieces of metal and debris shot by on all sides in a raining torrent of wreckage. 
 
    The suits’ shields lasted for only a brief moment, but long enough for the armor to absorb the rest of the blast as the wave passed. 
 
    The station was next. 
 
    The wave struck the old outer layer, bombarding it with chunks of destroyer remains. 
 
    A large section was torn away from the station, sending it to the cratered moon it orbited. 
 
    The wave moved past and dissipated over the vast distance of space before it. 
 
    “Are we alive?” Tershin asked. 
 
    “No. You’re in Reaver Heaven,” Keelen said. 
 
    “Or Hell,” Maddox chimed in. 
 
    “Well, that was interesting,” Kremage remarked. 
 
    “That was awesome!” Kercy yelled. 
 
    The Reavers began to laugh in their triumphant survival. 
 
    “That’s one for the Annals, I think,” Keelen said. 
 
    Maddox blew his held breath. “That was off the charts.” 
 
    Keelen caught his breath from the excited jubilation. “I wonder if they made it out on time.” 
 
    “Yeah. My sensors are offline, I can’t tell,” Maddox said. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Kercy asked. 
 
    “What can we do, but float and hope they made it,” Maddox responded. 
 
    As the Reavers held on to one another, they drifted against the backdrop of stars. 
 
    Without another word spoken from the group, appearing right above them was the bow of the Flashpoint. 
 
    A crackle came over comms, “Anyone need a lift?” Commander Takkar’s voice asked. 
 
    Cheering ensued as Keelen responded, “That we do, Flashpoint. It’s good to see you.” 
 
    “Likewise, Reaver Lead. The Mercador is on her way. Ramek is safe onboard and is in stable condition.” 
 
    Keelen smiled inwardly. 
 
    He placed his hand in the center of the floating group.  
 
    They each looked at their leader and placed their hands on top of his. 
 
    There was a moment of silence before Keelen spoke, “For the fallen and never forgotten.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DATA CELL 5 
 
      
 
    “The Assembly is now in session. We have concluded our break and the first phase of our hearing. We will continue the final questions before the voting pertaining to Precept Number 1401, regarding Kason Bender’s guilt or innocence in the matters at hand,” Assembly Leader Mordon Tallis recited before those present.  
 
    The viewing guests sat back in their seats as the Assembly Mount came to order. 
 
    The Assembly Mount was built on the highest mound of layered rocks in the center of the city, Evoke. The platform of the chamber was carved from layers of natural rock. Hues of brown and gray intertwined the deposits in various patterns. Everything was carved and polished from the same rock formation on the mount, with man-made glass and steel surrounding. 
 
    The chamber itself was oval. One end was used for raised, staggered seating for those in attendance. The other was for the Assemblymen. 
 
    The Assembly’s seats were carved from the same stone as well. The high-backed and ornate seats were etched with carvings of Human governments and judicial bodies of Earth’s past. 
 
    There were eleven seats in all. Five chairs on each side with short steps running up the center. The eleventh and last chair was lower-center of the stairs. 
 
    A low speaking podium stood in front of the eleventh chair, occupied by the Assembly Leader, Mordon Tallis. The others were staggered two below the outer three. 
 
    Behind the Assembly chairs ran the rest of the rock formation to the top of the glass, arched ceiling, over ten meters high.  
 
    A large, round emblem was carved in the center of this rock, overlooking the entire Assembly Mount. 
 
    The Earth was at the center of this symbol. Two justice scales sat on top of the planet. The left scale had six scrolls in a pyramid: three on the bottom, two in the middle, with the last one on top. The right scale had the same number of bullets in the same layout. Two half justice wreaths arched one over the top, and one around the bottom of the Earth, with written text that ran in between the two. 
 
    It read. . .  
 
      
 
    The Annals teach us not to forget. The Precepts teach us law and order. The Scales of Justice teach us the balance of both. 
 
      
 
    Tallis continued his opening remarks before the podium, 
 
    “Commander Parejas, we are here because a soldier under your command, former Captain Kason Bender in question, broke a Precept by his actions, which resulted in the deaths of several Humans and any chance of peace we were to garner under this Precept at the Conference of Races.” Tallis paused, looking at both Shenta and at Kason. 
 
    Commander Parejas and Lieutenant Kason Bender stood behind a large stone-cut table in the center of the room, facing the Assembly in their formal black uniforms. 
 
    Tallis continued, “Shouldn’t Lieutenant Bender be charged and face a penalty by this Assembly, separate of Ordinance jurisdiction, Commander Parejas?” 
 
    “No,” Parejas retorted. 
 
    “And why not?” 
 
    “This Precept was ill-conceived and voted on while we were engaged with an enemy, which had almost wiped out our species, only to turn around and make nice with these beings we had been slaughtering with extreme prejudice days prior. This Precept was not to begin until we–” 
 
    “Commander, we understand that–” 
 
    “Don’t interrupt me, Assemblyman. I was not finished. I have offered you this respect over these past few hours. I would appreciate the same consideration.” 
 
    Tallis’s eyes narrowed. “Continue, Commander. My apologies.” 
 
    Parejas stared at the Assemblyman for a moment. 
 
    The other members of the Assembly looked at one another, feeling the tension in the room with the commander’s remark and the following silence. 
 
    Parejas continued, “This Precept was not to begin until six months after the Retribution mission. By moving this Precept up, you did not allow for stresses to dissipate between the Kryth Mahr Domain over that allotted time. It was too soon after combat with our resurgence back into the galactic arena. Bureaucrats sticking their noses in matters where they do not belong will have repercussions.” 
 
    Tallis couldn’t wait. “So, this is why he should not be held accountable for his actions before this Assembly? Because of a vote you were not present for and by not allowing a peace conference on your military time-table? Is this more accurate of a statement, Commander?” 
 
    “Under Ordinance jurisdiction, yes. Under Assembly law, no.” 
 
    “Then why was former Commander Bossarios demoted to the rank of captain?” 
 
    “I believe you do not understand my point. Let me make it clear for you, Assemblyman.” 
 
    “Please do, Commander.” 
 
    The two men’s eyes were in a stand-off, not yielding a blink to the other.  
 
    The audience was absolutely still in their silence, watching the powers-that-be. 
 
    “Captain Nevlen broke an order as an Ordinance officer, in a vital mission, which cost the lives of several of his men. Lieutenant Bender broke–” 
 
    Tallis once again cut the commander off, “Lieutenant Bender broke a Precept by which this Assembly will pass judgment and–” 
 
    Parejas’ glare stopped Tallis in his tracks. 
 
    The other Assemblymen glanced at the Mount Leader, eliciting him to stop interrupting the commander, as the air in the room was beginning to be drawn in by these two men. Commander Parejas, however, was imposing a much stronger presence over the Mount Leader. 
 
    Tallis backed away from the podium, acknowledging the commander to continue. 
 
    “As I was saying, Lieutenant Bender also broke an order while on an Ordinance mission. This Precept was still under military jurisdiction and under my command. Lieutenant Bender has been punished by being suspended from his Reaver Lead position and demoted as well. This is why he should not have to go through these hearings and be brought up on separate charges. 
 
    “Then they should have both been removed and discharged from the Ordinance, since their actions were so reprehensible. Under military jurisdiction, of course. Don’t the Ordinance laws call for such a removal of both men from the ranks, in light of what transpired and what you so well put in your remarks, Commander?” 
 
    “They do.” 
 
    “Then why haven’t they been? Why not charge Lieutenant Bender under these laws of the Assembly you so highly regard and protect?” 
 
    The commander grinned. “Assemblyman, let me remind this Mount, and all those in attendance, of the reasons you ask.” Parejas paused, looking over each of the Assemblymen before continuing, “I cannot lose a single good man if I can help it. The Kryth Mahr Domain has twenty-five billion citizens. We have about eight hundred million. Their forces number three billion. Ours stands at one hundred million. Do I have to remind you of the odds? The only reason we stood a chance of what we accomplished by attacking the Domain and retaking Earth from the Kryth is that they do not know these numbers I speak of.” 
 
    Parejas paused to take a breath. He glanced down at the solemn reminder he had just given everyone of the position the Humans were in against their enemies. 
 
    Parejas looked back up at the Assembly. “The Kryth are two hundred and sixty-eight years behind in their knowledge of us. This is what keeps us safe. They do not know our force size. They do not know our technology or our capabilities; and, they do not know where we are. This is what gives us our advantage on the battlefield. The Domain has lost years of intelligence on our race, whereas we know much more about them. This advantage we have requires every last soul in a Human body to be present. I need all of them, every last one of them. Mistakes will be made amongst them, but we cannot lose a single one, for the odds say we shouldn’t be here at all.” 
 
    No one was breathing as Parejas finished. He had both passion in what he was saying and cold, hard facts. 
 
    Tallis stepped back up to the podium. “Well said, Commander. We would agree that our society is frail at this moment and, through the Ordinance and the Assembly, we strive to strengthen and prolong it. But we must obey these Precepts or there would be only chaos replacing what we so proudly fought for, survived for. Let us hold up what we so dearly embrace as Humans, justice and peace. Let us defend these ideals together.” 
 
    Parejas nodded as Tallis finished. 
 
    The Mount Leader then called for the final motion, “Let us take our vote of the matters at hand regarding Precept Number 1401. Will each chair cast their vote now?” Tallis said, moving back to his seat. 
 
    It was now in the hands of the eleven members of the Assembly body. 
 
    Shenta and Kason took their seat behind the table where they stood. 
 
    The votes started to come in. The Mount Leader would be second to last to cast his vote. After a few minutes, Tallis stood and approached the podium. 
 
    “The count is tied, five to five.” Tallis looked over at the last Assemblyman to cast their vote. A wide smile crested his face, as if he had already known the vote-to-come, but had to ask, “Assemblyman Qurinden, your vote please.” 
 
    The half-Human Assemblyman continued to sit without moving. The one red eye wasn’t fixated on anyone in particular, but seemed to be contemplating the question. 
 
    There was a tense silence about the room. Everyone looked at the last Assemblyman for an answer. 
 
    One came as she spoke, “My vote is cast.” 
 
    Tallis, still smiling, looked down at the podium for the count. His high-arched smile dropped. He was stunned. 
 
    “The vote,” his words caught in his dry throat. “The vote is six-to-five. . . in favor of Lieutenant Bender.” 
 
    Cheers broke out amongst the audience. The commander and Kason stood, grasping forearms at the celebrated news. 
 
    “I’m glad that’s over,” Kason said. 
 
    “Agreed,” Shenta concurred. 
 
    People were coming up and congratulating the two. 
 
    Tallis’ eyes were fixed on both for a moment before turning to Assemblyman Qurinden with a look of frustration. 
 
    Qurinden got up from her chair and left the chamber. 
 
    An Ordinance officer came in through the main hall to the chamber and approached Commander Parejas. 
 
    “Commander,” the officer said. 
 
    “Yes, Major. What is it?” Parejas asked. 
 
    “I’ve come with an update on the rescue mission.” 
 
    Kason was first to react, as he awaited news of Ramek. 
 
    “Continue,” Parejas acknowledged. 
 
    “The rescue was a success and Ramek is safe. There were no casualties, and all are en route to Mydian.” 
 
    “Great news, Major. We appreciate the update.” 
 
    The major spun and left the chamber. 
 
    Behind the departing major came Director Shawna Bowlan. 
 
    “Congratulations, Lieutenant Bender,” she said. 
 
    “Thank you, Director Bowlan.” 
 
    She approached Shenta and kissed him on the cheek, “Good work, dear.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’m a little surprised to see you here. I thought you were at the Earth delegation conference?” Shenta asked. 
 
    “I was,” she said. 
 
    Just then, Mordon Tallis slammed a multicolored stone gavel against the podium block, “The chamber will commence with our next hearing.” 
 
    Shenta looked suspiciously at Tallis, then back to his fiancé.  
 
    She spoke before he did, “I’m sorry, dear. I wanted the Earth Precept moved up and thought this would be the best time, since I have you here.” 
 
    Before Shenta could respond, Tallis spoke again from the podium. 
 
    “Commander Parejas, I briefly mentioned we would hold a back-to-back Precept session when you were available. Is now a good time?” Tallis grinned. 
 
    Parejas was not in the mood for this. This was for the Precept to allow for a contingent of Humans to recolonize Earth and start the rehabilitation of the planet, with his fiancé leading the project. 
 
    Shenta glanced at Shawna, “I wish you would have given me more notice.” 
 
    “I’ve tried many times, but I know how against the Precept you are, and how much this means for me. You never have the time.” 
 
    Tallis spoke again, “Commander, shall we commence in say, ten minutes after a short recess?”  
 
    The commander wasn’t too happy. “Yes, Assemblyman, that will be fine.” 
 
    Shenta turned to Kason, “Congratulations again, Kason.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commander, for your assistance in the matter,” Kason said. 
 
    The two men grasped forearms. 
 
    “You’re welcome, Lieutenant. I’ll meet you at the Keeper Adytum after your visit with Doctor Solome and Ramek?” 
 
    “I’ll meet you there,” Kason said as he turned and departed the chamber. 
 
    Shenta turned his attention now to Shawna, “I guess I don’t have a choice now.” 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    “I do love you and I do know how much this means to you. I hope you understand my position as we begin this hearing,” he said. 
 
    “I know. Thanks for giving me the opportunity. I will accept whatever decision is brought on this Precept. I just hope you will do the same.” 
 
    “I may kick and scream a little if it doesn’t go my way,” Shenta said, smiling. 
 
    “I have no doubt about that, my love.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DATA CELL 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    The khromotite crystal fields were one of the largest deposits in free-floating space. The massive field of blue-green khromotite crystals was prized for use in weapon and drive technologies by all races. The oceans of rock-mixed crystals were remnants of a system collapse millions of ronns ago. 
 
    When the star collapsed, the inner planets were struck asunder. Their broken pieces floated for millennia, smashing against one another until they formed tight, circular orbits around their leftover host star. 
 
    On the outer edge of the largest khromotite belt was a massive conglomerate mining depot called Raffix Run. Though overseen by both the Kryth and Vrae empires, the mining consortium was corporately owned by a few other races that ran the complex. Many species traded here, before taking their goods to market in the Greater Rings system on the planet Aba-Qun Ta to be sold. 
 
    The station was a large, square platform that fed a myriad of mining ports and docking arms. The center of the station was open. Descending below the station were massive ore and crystal processing plants, machinery, and holding silos. Business transactions were conducted thirty-six circles a day, ten cycles a mon, never slowing down. It was the last bastion of civilization where desperate people hid, worked, or continued further on to travel to distant sectors of the galaxy. 
 
    Laan Nezgon Zal was a Mertiklask tradesman.  Middle aged, he was still strong of body and possessed a shrewd, calculating mind that had allowed him to remain part of the ruling class on Raffix Run for almost twenty ronns. Ascending to a position of leadership in this cauldron of treachery, riches, and death had been a long and arduous undertaking, replete with great risks, triumphs, and a few admitted failures. Surveying the vast expanse of the mining station from high above in his office, Laan Nezgon Zaal watched the activity below on the streets. Cargo ships rose from docking rings to begin their long journeys into space, the vibrations from their great engines reverberated through the floor.  Scores of smaller ships flitted about like controlled swarms of insects.  The ground traffic ebbed and flowed throughout the day without pause.   
 
    The chaos of all this commerce pleased Laan. The percentage of profits from smuggling, as well as legal commerce, would make Laan a moderately wealthy citizen in either the Domain or Vrae Empire, if he ever chose to leave Raffix Run. Yet, he enjoyed his tangible and gratifying power on the mining station. As much as he disliked sharing power, he was loathe to leave it behind. His stockpile of physical wealth, letters of credit, favors owed and paid, and interests protected had guaranteed his inclusion in every level of political and criminal machinations aboard this mining station. 
 
     Laan’s sphere of influence was uncontested amongst his peers of the ruling caste here at Raffix Run. Until now. 
 
    That sphere was being encroached upon by a young upstart, Malace, the youngest and richest of the ruling consortium here on the mining station. Malace wasn’t the most influential member; but, given time, he could become a grave threat, perhaps toppling a few of the less stable members and taking titular control of Raffix Run. 
 
    Laan’s powerful fingers dug into the sides of his stool. The precious arka fibers creaked as Laan flexed his powerful hands. 
 
    He gazed down in thought at the scars that crisscrossed the backs of his calloused hands. A small amount of fury flickered into life as he remembered his ronns as a pit miner in the lethal Axios mines of a nameless asteroid. 
 
    His youth had been endless days of wearying, backbreaking labor, beatings, and despair. The crystalline formations of rock had been a nightmare of death and bare survival for thousands of bonded sub-citizens. The mines had made him strong for his size, honed his survival instincts, and shaped his ruthless disposition. 
 
     Laan Nezgon Zal had gained all his success because of these characteristics. Bellowing, he broke the stool into splinters, slamming it against the floor again and again until he regained his calm. 
 
    Malace will not remove me from my place of power, he swore to himself. 
 
    Malace’s ship, the Takarsus, spun above the mining station’s docking port, as if it was deciding whether to tarnish itself by landing at Exos Four. Then, in a quick motion, the Takarsus settled and attached itself to the docking port. 
 
    Laan’s predatory grin threatened to split his face.  Pounding the surface of his desk with his hands, he laughed in triumph. 
 
    Malace’s ship was caught in his clever trap. 
 
    The Xrostok dock-coupling lock was a masterpiece of trickery and craftsmanship. The locksmith, Juybre Xrostok, had spent years creating a masterwork security device for Laan at an astronomical cost. The lock, now entrapping the Takarsus, was impervious to all gauges of weaponry, projectiles, plasma cutters, electronic, mechanical, bio-mechanical, and nano-engineering.  Once in place and activated, the lock could not be detached from another ship or space station without catastrophic results.  
 
    The Takarsus was now at the mercy of Laan’s judgment and whims. He basked in the knowledge that his current adversary was helpless in his grasp. Malace and his crew were unable to leave port or disembark from the ship until Laan granted permission.   
 
    The readout screens, floating above the surface of Laan’s desk, swirled with colors and shapes.  The information displayed was as varied as it was valuable. Here, he controlled his concerns on the station, secure in his might. 
 
    A cacophony of alarms and flashing displays snapped Laan out of his self-congratulatory reverie. 
 
    Scanning the readouts fast, he attempted to discern what had caused all the emergency warnings. 
 
    Laan felt the pit of his stomachs clench and he froze in shock as he caught movement out of the corner of his eye outside his office. 
 
    The Takarsus drifted away from the docking port, unscathed. She spun on her longitudinal axis and, without haste, descended towards another airlock hundreds of meters distant from Laan’s office perch and re-locked onto Exos Four. 
 
    “Sronsix!” Laan cursed. 
 
    Malace had defeated his prized locking system and avoided his trap. Laan’s men, who were positioned outside the original docking ring, had been waiting to assault the Takarsus and capture Malace. 
 
    Laan knew he had limited time to regain the initiative and capture Malace alive. 
 
    “Hessor!” he bellowed into his communications console, “Move to the secondary lock on Betan Level and stop Malace from getting off that ship. Four hundred Tanar credits for each of your men and five for you if you succeed and take him alive.”   
 
    “Yes, Zal,” hissed the reply, “I will snare your enemy or you can dispose of my corpse in the icy black.” 
 
    Yes, of course I will, Laan thought to himself. An ejection into the vacuum of space would be the least of Hessor’s worries if he failed his benefactor. His ire was roused because of the failure of the initial part of his plan, not with the competency of his bonded servants. 
 
    Hessor, led a band of competent mercenaries. Each member was a veteran of dozens of conflicts, ranging from simple protection details, minor gang skirmishes, all the way to larger land battles with thousands of combatants. Laan was confident that Malace would be captured and his men dispatched. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “Hold them! Hold, you skarktas!” yelled Hessor, firing round after round into the maelstrom of fire, smoke, and screams. 
 
    Betan Level had transformed into a canyon of death.  The high, curved, metal walls that had been built to accommodate large, bulky cargo offloaded from transport ships had become a deathtrap for Laan’s mercenaries. 
 
    The corridor’s curved walls were five meters tall and ten meters across. It was too big an area to take tactical control of with a small contingent of men and too small to maneuver at will. 
 
    Hessor’s crew of twenty-five was not faring well against Malace’s men. Six had been dispatched by a long-range weapon before they had even gotten a visual of the airlock. There was scant cover to shelter behind, except for a few relay stations. The small, buttressed data coms were too few to cover but a handful of men. 
 
    Hessor was part of those who had gained some relative safety behind one, as rounds hissed and exploded all around. 
 
    His men had been firing their weapons in controlled, accurate bursts, synchronizing their firepower as they had done many times before with fatal effectiveness, granting those victories by the score in hard-fought battles. This battle was murderous. 
 
    Hessor watched members of his crew killed from multiple quadrants, almost as if they were being toyed with. His remaining crew fired in all ineffective directions, but no enemy combatants had fallen or could be seen in the low light. 
 
    Hessor’s second captain slid into the buttressed position under a hail of weapons’ fire as projectiles sprayed the walls around them angrily. “Boss, we are getting slaughtered,” he reported. Before he was able to elaborate, a crackling spear shaft with writhing tendrils of red energy punched through the front of his chest. 
 
    A body loomed behind the dying captain, a metal-clad hand pulled the hissing spear shaft back in a spray of blood and bone, covering Hessor. 
 
    “Tell your master we come for him,” rumbled an ominous voice, “Tell Laan Nezgon Zal the Korin Shai come.” 
 
    Hessor ran. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The door to Laan’s office burst open as Hessor stumbled through the opening, gasping for breath.  Laan’s three bodyguards twitched nervous hands on their weapons, as they were not used to someone besides themselves being armed in their employer’s presence. 
 
    Blowing hard to regain his breath and composure, Hessor eyed the three guards watching him hold his combat rifle. 
 
     Throwing it down with a clatter, “This will do me no good,” Hessor conceded. 
 
    The three guards brightened, thinking the veteran combat soldier was speaking of them. 
 
    Laughing and shaking his head, Hessor looked at them with pity in his eyes, muttering, “Fools.” 
 
    “Pick up your weapon, Hessor,” Laan commanded, nervous. He had never seen his bonded man act this way, and it was worrisome. “Now,” he ordered, trying to instill compliance. 
 
    “No, Zal. Best you beg for leniency. They are here,” Hessor sighed, with defeated finality. 
 
    Laan’s stomach twisted, “Who is here?” 
 
    Two creatures moved through the doorway to Laan’s office. One moved to each side of the doorway, their grey-scaled heads with piercing cobalt eyes scanned the room and the occupants. 
 
    Tilting their heads from side-to-side, they seemed to consider what to do with the bodies inside and acted as if any answer would suffice. Their lithe bodies undulated, as if they could barely keep themselves in check from sudden, furious movement. Encased from head to foot in a sheath of tiny gray scales, they rustled with each movement. The eeriness of the sound made Laan’s skin crawl. 
 
    The pair of Yadlith worm-eaters moved with a rolling, sinuous gait, low to the floor. Their fibrous skeletal systems allowed them to move from one contorted pose to the next without the strain that a normal biped with a rigid skeleton would be able to duplicate. Their pheromones permeated the air with a nauseating reek of decay, associated with rotting corpses. They were scavengers, carrion eaters, and loyal creatures under the thrall of their Kryth Mahr masters. 
 
    As much as the Yadlith set Laan’s teeth on edge, the next three figures that entered the room made his blood run cold.  The filigreed armor with the Eternal Flame of Dranneous Kor etched into the breastplate was famous throughout the Domain, the Vrae Empire, and most every civilized sector of the galaxy. 
 
    “Korin Shai,” Laan choked, watching Hessor go to his knees and raise his hands in supplication, showing he held no weapon and was not an immediate threat. 
 
    “Come now, Laan Nezgon Zal,” an almost jovial voice mocked from the doorway. 
 
    A crimson cape fluttered as the large figure ducked down to clear the lintel and rose back to his full, impressive height. 
 
    “You should be pleased to be honored by such august company. It’s not often the Head of Kryth Mahr Intelligence comes to visit local hegemonic rulers. Nothing to say?” he chided Laan, as he strode further into the room followed by two more armored Korin Shai warriors. “I was under the impression, erroneously perhaps, that the Mertiklask were a culture with a stringent and elevated code of hospitality,” Lintorth’s face went rigid. “Was I mistaken? Am I not a welcome guest on Exos Four?”  He queried with a cold tone, the menace in his voice bespoke great harm would befall the miscreant unlucky enough to respond incorrectly. 
 
    Laan paled and swallowed hard, trying desperately to moisten his dry mouth. 
 
    His heart pounded as he gazed upon the infamous Kryth Mahr general looming before him. Lintorth Sar, Chief of Domain Intelligence, was a renowned figure within the Domain hierarchy. He ranked just below the Si Lord, and was mentor to the most powerful generals. 
 
    Lintorth stood well above Laan, in influence as well as in physical stature.  His chest was at the level of Laan’s eyes. His filigreed armor was worth ten times more than the entire worth of Laan’s income from all his business transactions. 
 
    The Mertiklask felt weak and insignificant under the relentless gaze of Lintorth. Laan had power across the entirety of Exos Four that spread into the surrounding quadrant. Lintorth exercised overt power across the entire breadth of the Kryth Mahr Domain; and, more importantly, did it in a covert manner. 
 
    Laan had mercenaries to do his bidding. Lintorth had cadres of spies, merchants, warriors, and the feared Korin Shai to exercise his will.  
 
    The five of Laan’s bodyguards stood still. They had sense enough to realize that the Kryth that had entered the room were dangerous. The two gray-scaled beings unnerved them with their sinuous movements and their talon-tipped hands that flexed, searching for soft flesh to rend. 
 
    The two other Kryth Mahr, the feared Korin Shai, were armored like Lintorth and moved with an easy, relaxed grace. The energy lances gripped in their hands glowed, smoke wisping from the jagged blades and permeating the air with the scent of recently scorched flesh. Their scornful features showed their casual contempt for the lesser races.  
 
    “Why are you here?” Laan ventured nervously, croaking a little from his dry mouth, “I’ve done nothing to violate Domain law.” 
 
    Lintorth’s eyebrows rose in annoyance. Mocking or genuine, Laan did not know.  
 
     “How did the Takarsis escape the Xrostok lock? Malace! Where is he? He was mine!” Gaining some confidence at Lintorth’s silence, Laan forged recklessly ahead, “I’ve controlled Raffix Run for almost twenty ronns and tithed a generous portion of taxes to both the Domain and Vrae empires.” Laan bristled as his voice rose, “Why did you attack my bonded servants? You have no right to come here and do as you will.” 
 
    Crumpling to the hard floor and writhing in pain, Laan heard the crackling of the energy lance receding and the heavy footfall of a Korin Shai stepping back into his deceptively relaxed stance. 
 
    “Worm,” Lintorth spat. “Your petty dispute with Malace has vexed me.” Lintorth punctuated his displeasure with a punishing kick to Laan’s prone body. “Do you think your paltry, insignificant brawl over this,” Lintorth continued, gesturing out the viewport at the station, “captures my attention?”  
 
    Gasping for air, Laan could not answer;  fortunately, because Lintorth did not pause in his tirade, 
 
    “Arlosk, burn me! I swear by the Four Fold Gods that I have no intent on arbitrating a pathetic, mewling squabble between two minor lords on the outer rim.  Your fractious fight to rule Exos Four pales in significance to my task.” Turning his back, Lintorth strode across the room as one would avoid excrement in the dirt. 
 
    “Dispose of him.”  
 
    Laan rasped for breath, watching the Korin Shai heft his energy lance in a powerful armored hand and trod purposely towards him. The tendrils of energy cracked on the blade and cascaded hungrily over the Korin Shai’s gauntleted hand. Raising his arm to strike and plunge the lance through Laan Nezgon Zal, the casual effortlessness and total lack of regard for his life unnerved him. 
 
    “Wait.” Laan raised his arm in a feeble attempt to stop the death blow. “I can help you, my Lord. Tell me what you want!” The last came out in a screech as Laan squeezed his eyes shut and clenched his whole body, waiting for the pain of the brutal strike. 
 
    Something flicked, like small probing fingers against his abdomen. It was painful and almost ticklish. Cracking open his eyes, Laan reluctantly looked. The blade of the energy lance hovered, unwavering, a scant hand’s width above his abdomen. The tendrils of energy arced from the blade and danced against the surface of his tunic. Behind the lance, a Korin Shai waited to carry out his master’s will. 
 
    Chuckling low in his throat, Lintorth said, “Tell me, Laan Nezgon Zaal, do you hold your life so precious that you debase yourself, squealing like a youngling trying to avoid the whip?” Turning from the viewport, Lintorth walked a slow, circuitous route around the room with his hands clasped behind his back. “Are you a Mertiklask who covets wealth? Power? Yes, of course you are,” answered Lintorth, explaining the obvious to an unseen audience, “At this moment, what is of primary importance?” The manner of his speech was meant to be mocking, such that Laan would be goaded to respond, even if he knew it wasn’t in his best interest to do so. 
 
    Laan was cautious, extremely so, as death was centimeters above him. “Life, my Lord.” He surreptitiously gazed about the room, trying to scan for the Yadlith. “But,” he added hastily, “what is life without power and riches to implement one’s will and desires, my Lord? Or facilitate the will of their superiors?” 
 
    Turning back, Lintorth strode towards Laan with a predator’s dangerous grace, “So, you are not completely stupid. Stupid enough to engage the Korin Shai, perhaps, but possessing enough wisdom to placate me in a desperate ploy to spare your life and the life of your clan.” Grasping Laan’s tunic in his powerful hand, Lintorth lifted the Mertiklask off the floor until his feet dangled. Lintorth pulled him close, his eyes flickering with dangerous intent. 
 
    “Show me your vault, open it, and you may yet live,” Lintorth growled. 
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    The feeble and forgotten facility was in no better shape after the assault that rescued Ramek. 
 
    Voskal Lat’s cruiser was stationed at the last good docking port left on the twisted hunk of metal that still orbited the moon. 
 
    Inside the hanger bay were the two surviving Comondons. They were stacking equipment in the center of the room amongst dead Kryth soldiers. 
 
    “What happened here?” Voskal queried as he entered from the docking tunnel. 
 
    The bull beasts stopped what they were doing. 
 
    The taller one answered, “We got attacked.” 
 
    Voskal approached with a quirky smile, “Yes, I know that. I want to know the details of what happened here, as I am reporting for Lintorth Sar.” 
 
    “I told Sontar. He be here soon,” the bull grunted. 
 
    “I’m not interested in Sontar. He’s a reckless fool. Tell me what happened.” 
 
    The taller bull looked over to his comrade who just shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “Follow this way.” The bull gestured. 
 
    Voskal followed him down the corridor, past the scorched wall and charred door frame of a room. 
 
    Voskal peered in to see the mass of Kryth bodies huddled on the floor. The bull pointed into the room as they past. “These ones dead.” 
 
    Voskal just shook his head at the bull’s obvious observation. 
 
    They came to the center chamber and entered. 
 
    The chains still dangled from the ceiling above and the yellow ooze pool. 
 
    Voskal Lat looked about the room. “Was the Human here?” 
 
    “Yes. He was here. Humans came and got him from Mortok.” 
 
    “So, they took all the evidence?” 
 
    “Only him.” 
 
    Voskal turned. “What about his suit?” 
 
    The bull lumbered over to a grate in the floor. He pointed. 
 
    “No take. Nothing left of Human suit.” 
 
    Voskal approached the grate and bent down to inspect the small black residue on the floor. 
 
    He moved his fingers through the goo. 
 
    “Carbon,” he observed, pausing before continuing, “What happened to it?” 
 
    “It dissolve itself.” 
 
    Voskal stood and turned to the bull, “What do you mean it dissolved itself?” 
 
    “It vanish. That what left.” 
 
    “Fascinating.”  
 
    Voskal walked the room, thinking out loud to himself. “Sontar is a fool. How could he leave this valuable evidence in the hands of a bunch of torntas? His incompetence is complete.” 
 
    The bull snorted at the slight, “I don’t know why you so angry. Sontar has other one.” 
 
    Voskal Lat froze in place. 
 
    He turned and approached the bull, asking, “Other one?” 
 
    “Other Human.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “We have on landing base on ore moon. He in stasis tube there.” 
 
    “Take me to him now,” Voskal ordered.  
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The Kryth shuttle came to a stop on top of a landing platform on the ore moon’s surface. 
 
    An elevator rose to meet the bottom of the craft. 
 
    A door opened and Voskal walked out of the lowered shaft that exited into the base. 
 
    “Where is he?” Voskal asked. 
 
    The bull approached from behind pointing, “There, behind crates.” 
 
    Voskal rushed over, finding the Human in a stasis tube just as the Comondon had said. He saw the suit next to him on a stand. It was mangled with various blood stains. 
 
    “Quickly!” Voskal ordered to a Kryth soldier, “I want a cryo-stat tube immediately.” 
 
    Upon the order, the Kryth soldier ran back to the elevator that had brought them down. 
 
    Voskal walked around the suit, “Why didn’t this one disintegrate?” 
 
    “We don’t know,” the bull answered. 
 
    “I thought this one had died?” Voskal asked. 
 
    “So did Sontar. They heal. Don’t know how, but heal well. This one not much alive.”  
 
    The elevator gate slammed open as the soldier rolled in a round disc along the floor. 
 
    “Place it under the armor, quickly,” Voskal ordered. 
 
    The soldier rolled the device under the armor as Voskal instructed. 
 
    Voskal leaned down and activated a switch. 
 
    A second round disc separated itself from the first and began to rise up. The circular ring stopped at the top of the hanging armor on the stand. 
 
    Voskal activated another switch on the top ring. 
 
    Lights flashed and beeped on the control pad as a blue shield descended down to make contact with the first disc on the floor. 
 
    Another beep sounded. 
 
    The descending shield had made a tube between the rings. 
 
    A liquid gel began to fill from the bottom ring. It rose to meet the armor. 
 
    Voskal detached the half-submersed armor from the stand and dropped it into the goo. 
 
    Once the gel reached the top of the second ring, a final button was activated by Voskal. 
 
    The gel instantly froze within the shield barrier wall. 
 
    The Comondon looked puzzled. “You freeze armor?” 
 
    “It’s to stop whatever process makes the suit dissolve. Hopefully, this will work.” 
 
    The bull’s confused look did not change. 
 
    “I want both of these tubes on my ship immediately,” Voskal said to the Kryth soldier. 
 
    “What about Sontar?” the bull snorted. 
 
    Voskal smirked. “Sontar can do the clean up around here from his ill-conceived plan.” 
 
    “He not happy.” 
 
    “Have him take it up with Lintorth Sol. . . Sar, I mean,” Voskal said, turning from the bull and walking towards the elevator shaft out of sight. 
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    Kason approached the main Reaver technology facility from the landing pad atop a four story structure. 
 
    The building seemed small and insignificant compared to its surroundings. Brush and foliage of an open field lay around the edifice in all directions which seemed to go on for miles. Trees lined the far perimeter with rolling hills in the distance, making for a calm picturesque scene amongst the wilderness on the second moon of Janus, Veriton.  
 
    Kason knew the important part of the Reaver facility was down below the ground, the place he headed now to visit Ramek. 
 
    The landing pad had two stairwells for guests to enter; each ran down a few levels from the pad to an entrance. 
 
    Kason walked past the stairs and straight to a large, black, metal wall of the structure’s frontal façade that came up to meet the landing pad. 
 
    He placed his palm on the smooth, black surface, which reflected back his image and that of the shuttle behind him. 
 
    The wall started to draw a white energy. These sparks of light emanated from various sections of the wall, swirling towards Kason’s outstretched palm. The particles formed around his hand, making a silhouette of light. 
 
    Kason removed his palm, the outline of it remained against the wall forming in a white glow. 
 
    A tone sounded. 
 
    The pinpoints of light receded back into the black surface from whence they came, vanishing just as they appeared. 
 
    A section of wall dropped down into the floor, exposing a hidden walkway. 
 
    Kason entered and walked to a lift as the wall closed behind him. The lift descended down into the facility. 
 
    After a few moments, the silent elevator stopped and the door opened. 
 
    Ahead of Kason was a long, wide hallway. It was made of the same black, reflective material of the wall outside on the landing pad; similar to the Rage’s interior walkways. 
 
    Kason continued down the corridor. 
 
    White lighting came from the wall joints on either side of the walls to illuminate the corridor. 
 
    The lights flickered for a moment before stabilizing. 
 
    Kason stopped at the waning power. 
 
    The lights blinked again then went out. The hallway was pitch black. 
 
    Kason stood still for a moment before the lights flicked back on. 
 
    He looked around at the odd occurrence, continuing down the corridor.   
 
    As Kason approached the center of this hallway, he stopped. The floor around him began to descend, being replaced by another black piece to complete and seal in the floor above. 
 
    Another descent downward and Kason was at his final destination. 
 
    Upon exiting the lift, he was greeted by Doctor Solome. 
 
    A large medical lab lay out before him as she approached. 
 
    He was familiar with this area, for this is where he was born. 
 
    “Welcome back, Lieutenant Bender,” she greeted. 
 
    “It’s good to be back, Doctor,” Kason replied. 
 
    She turned and began to walk through the lab. 
 
    “How long has it been since you’ve been here, Kason?” 
 
    “Three years, I believe.” 
 
    “Then I’ll show you what we’ve been up to since then; after I take you to Ramek, of course.” 
 
    “How’s he doing? The last report said he was in serious condition.” 
 
    “He was in bad shape, but we stabilized him since his arrival.” 
 
    “Is he conscious?” 
 
    “No. Not consistently, at least. He comes in and out. We are doing a stage seven stabilization of his neuro systems and reentering regenerative cells and nanites.” 
 
    She stopped and directed Kason, “Here, this way.” 
 
    A siren sounded and red lights flashed along the walls. 
 
    “What’s that?” Kason asked. 
 
    “A false alarm. We have been having issues with a cryo-tank and heater filtration system. It’s been going off every hour or so. We’ve been trying to locate the glitch; but, so far, no luck.” 
 
    “The lights went out as I came in. Didn’t pay the bill?”  
 
    She laughed, “One would think.” 
 
    The alarm stopped, as did the warning strobes. 
 
    A sliding glass panel opened in front as they walked through to a longer hallway with glassed-off rooms on both sides. 
 
    In the rooms were embryonic chambers. A blue liquid filled their tube centers as systems and monitors flashed around them. 
 
    “What are these?” Kason asked. 
 
    “These are the new accelerator chambers. We’ve got the development cycle down to one month from fertilization, embryonic, fetal, to birth stages.” 
 
    “Impressive. I think my development took three months.” 
 
    “Correct. We can now develop Reavers at a faster rate and cycle through the bio and nano stages much sooner,” she said, as another pair of glass doors opened to their front, “And, here, we have the first test commencing with live embryos. These are at two and three weeks.” 
 
    Kason stopped to look at the tubes beyond the glass. There, in one of the tubes, was a new Reaver. “The baby looks developed now.” 
 
    “This is the stage the nano-spinal systems are being developed. Cute, aren’t they?” 
 
    Kason smiled, “Just as I was. Or, so I was told.” 
 
    Solome smiled in kind, “Here’s the door to the med-bay.” 
 
    The two entered. 
 
    The room was lined with beds and med-tubes. 
 
    Kason spotted Ramek on the opposite end. 
 
    A robotic assistant was administering fluids into Ramek’s arm from a console attached to the bed. 
 
    Ramek laid there in a black, tight-fitting compression suit. Woven into the fabric were wires and tubes. 
 
    Kason approached his bedside. 
 
    He looked at his friend for a moment before speaking, “Ramek. Ramek, can you hear me? It’s me, Kason. Can you hear me, Ramek?” 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
    Ramek. Ramek. Ramek. 
 
    His name echoed inside his head. He knew it was Kason. 
 
    Ramek winced. 
 
    He kept hearing his name, but was unable to respond. He was trying to open his eyes. 
 
    His head twitched again. 
 
    The voice calling his name got louder. 
 
    A light flashed. 
 
    Ramek awoke in his own mind. 
 
    He could not see anything, but he could tell that he was face down on a rough surface. He couldn’t move, as his limbs and entire body were frozen in a contorted position. His massive hands were curled into useless claws, leaving him unable to even twitch a finger. 
 
    The battle suit was not responding to any of his neural commands. Audio and visual input was useless. The Kryth electro-net must have overloaded his shielding and caused a catastrophic meltdown. The nanites, now inactive after the cascading failure, left him a prisoner is his own battle suit.   
 
    He could hear muffled voices, rising in pitch and intensity, through his now sealed earpieces. 
 
    A sharp blow cracked against Ramek’s spine, followed by multiple, erratic hits on his ribs, shoulders, and head. 
 
    Smiling, Ramek was amused at the irony of the situation. His armor trapped him, making him immobile, but also protected his body as his captors pummeled him. 
 
    The assault on his armor ceased as a commanding voice bellowed over the din. A few lights flickered inside his helmet, illuminating Ramek’s face in the darkness. One of the errant blows must have somehow freed some of the nanites and spurred them in to operation again. Their self-repairing protocol had re-initialized some basic functions. 
 
    Closing his eyes, Ramek calculated the odds of his battle suit recovering to allow basic movement, much less the total economy of movement necessary for the excruciating demand of combat. 
 
    The battle-drugs thrummed with a subsiding roar, no longer thundering in his bloodstream and nervous system. 
 
    His eyes snapped open with clear purpose towards his mission. 
 
    “Omega. . . 2-4-9-8. . . Keres. . . Codes. . . Disperse,” Ramek spoke while he triggered multiple commands through his retinal displays. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Sontar Jol snapped his hand at the brutish Comondon, indicating that he should strike the prone warrior in the black carapace again. 
 
    The bull beast complied without thought or question. It was as natural to him to obey his Kryth masters as eating, breathing, or mating to the dull-witted Comondon warrior. 
 
    His dense, corded muscle flexed as he brought the club down with brutal force, rocking the Human’s armored head to one side.  
 
    The Comondon struck again and again with increasing intensity, searching with each strike for a weak spot in the black, armored shell of the Human. 
 
    The difficulty of his task began to annoy the bull. His arm did not tire, but his patience did. He grew bored with this useless game, but licked his lips after a strong blow to the spine of the downed prey.  
 
    The Comondon’s brow creased in concentration as he watched the black armor, not crack open as he expected, but instead ooze, sluicing off the pale flesh of the Human’s body and disappear through a metal grate in the floor. 
 
    Ramek had activated the dissolve feature in his suit’s nanite architecture.  
 
    The Human’s flesh was covered in rippling layers of muscle, shoulders as massive as some members of the Comondon’s clan. 
 
    The Comondon’s victim pushed itself up to rest on one knee, hanging its head low between its shoulders. It shook its head, as if trying to awake from a deep slumber. 
 
    Sontar stood mute, watching the Human captive. 
 
    The bull turned towards Sontar Jal, flexing his huge hand around the shaft of the club, waiting for instruction.  
 
    The Kryth general nodded, allowing him to club the prey unconscious.  
 
    Turning back to the pale Human, the Comondon raised his arm to strike, but faltered, his instincts bellowing at him to flee. 
 
    The naked Human looked at him, not in a haze, but focused; his eyes radiating death and destruction towards his assailant. 
 
    “Ramek.” 
 
    The image of the Comondon flashed before him. 
 
    “Ramek. Ramek, can you hear me?” 
 
    The flash of light enveloped him once again. The sound of his name being called was even closer than before, snapping him from his dream. 
 
    He could feel his body; his feet, his hands, and then his fingers. 
 
    Ramek began to open his eyes. 
 
    A blurry image of Kason was beside him. 
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    “Ramek? There he is, Doctor. He’s coming to. Welcome back, old friend.” 
 
    Kason reached out his forearm and grabbed Ramek’s. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, big guy, but we need to stop meeting like this,” Kason said with lifted spirits. 
 
    Ramek smiled at Kason’s remark. 
 
    Doctor Solome smiled, saying “He is still sedated. It will be a few more hours until he is fully coherent. Let him rest.” 
 
    Kason released his grip and patted his friend on the shoulder. 
 
    “I still have some time until my meeting with Commander Parejas at the Adytum. Perhaps you could show me what you’ve done with the place?” Kason said to the Doctor as Ramek’s eyes closed again. 
 
    “Right this way.”  
 
    The two walked down a hall as other medical personnel moved from adjacent rooms. They passed several secure checkpoints along the long corridor. 
 
    “Have you had a chance with adding the enhancements to the R.A.S. suits?” Kason asked. 
 
    “I have. We should have them ready in the next day or two. Why? You eager to try them out?” 
 
    Kason laughed, “I’m always ready to try new tech, Doctor. Anything that keeps us on the cutting edge.” 
 
    “I do my best.” 
 
    Kason was about to ask the doctor another question when he heard a sound. 
 
    He stopped. 
 
    She had walked ahead a few meters before looking back at him. 
 
    Kason was looking around the ceiling, trying to place the sound he heard. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” 
 
    She paused and listened. She looked back at Kason, not finding the sound he now searched for, “No, I don’t.” 
 
    The Reaver walked towards the wall, turning his head, trying to place the sound. He was focused on a vent near the ceiling. He wasn’t surprised Doctor Solome couldn’t hear the sound. Reaver hearing was far superior to normal Human hearing. 
 
    The Reavers’ auditory field crossed over into both infrasound and ultrasound ranges. Without any enhancement, a Reaver’s hearing is about seventy percent better than a natural Human’s. This aided in combat situations while out of their R.A.S. suits. The suits themselves amplified incoming sounds, carrying over into both the low infrasound and high ultrasound ranges.   
 
    Kason heard the sound clearly. “It resonates like a hiss. I think it’s some type of leak. Maybe a pressure line.” 
 
    Doctor Solome walked over to a console and pulled up the floor’s mechanical layout. She moved wall layers aside with her hand to see sensor readings of the support systems inside the facility. 
 
    “I have no alarms or malfunctions. You sure it sounds like a leak?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, and it’s getting louder.” 
 
    “I don’t. . . wait. . . I think I do hear it.” She approached the wall where Kason was standing, “Yes. Yes, I can hear it. What do you think it is?” 
 
    Kason’s calm look turned serious, “GET DOWN!” He yelled, grabbing the doctor and driving her to the other side of the corridor when the explosion went off. 
 
    The upper wall vent blew outward, showering the hallway with debris. A tremendous roar rocked the corridor as the wall bulged out. Fire whooshed through the top vent, dancing across the ceiling, and licking the corridor air in both directions. 
 
    Kason landed on his side, not wanting to land and injure his friend, “Are you okay?” 
 
    She coughed, “Ye. . . ye. . . yes. I think I got the wind knocked out of me. What happened?” 
 
    Another explosion rocked the other room. The corridor shook. Fire continued to pour out the top vent. Smoke filled the hallway, rushing along the ceiling in a torrent. 
 
    The klaxons waned and lights flashed. 
 
    Doctor Solome got to her feet and moved towards the nearest emergency read-out, “We are having system problems.” She activated the console. 
 
    The console showed the fire safety system malfunctioning in red. 
 
    “The fire suppression system is offline, Kason.” 
 
    “What’s in that room?” 
 
    She pulled up the layout. “Cryo and embryonic circulatory systems for the newborns,” Solome read. Her heart stopped at the thought as she said, “Kason. The babies.” 
 
    Without hesitation, Kason ran down the hall to the room where the newborn birthing tubes were located. Fire had already entered the room, lashing against medical containers and storage lockers.               
 
    Another explosion came through the wall, throwing Kason to the far side. He rolled and continued to the second room were the babies were. 
 
    The room was engulfed in flames inching closer to the birthing tubes. 
 
    Kason patted at the fire that had started on his officer’s uniform near his right shoulder. He tore off the jacket and removed his pants. His body-tight under-garments protected him against the fire. 
 
    Kason made his way through the debris and towards the tubes. There were three babies left intact. 
 
    He grabbed one of the med-lev tubes, disconnecting it from its umbilical connections on the wall and started to move it out of the room. 
 
    Kason didn’t make it far as the smoke and fire were thick. He knew he didn’t have much time. 
 
    Another sound caught his attention. 
 
    The far wall nearest to the room where the explosion originated from was bulging out. It creaked under the strain as the metal contorted and flexed.  
 
    Whoop! The delayed klaxon went off and the nursery door started to descend. 
 
    Kason grabbed a hold of an empty tube and flung it under the door. The door was stopped halfway as it wrenched against the top of the med-lev tube.  
 
    He knew the door wouldn’t hold. Kason removed his under-armor.  
 
    Opening the first tube, he reached in and wrapped the baby up in the thin, protective body suit. He continued to the second and third tubes. He removed each baby and placed them together inside the garment.  
 
    The R.A.S. suit under-armor would protect the babies from the intense heat, fire, and flying debris. Kason, on the other hand, was on his own. Even though his epidermal was twice as thick as a normal Human’s, it could still burn. 
 
    He held the babies against his chest and raced for the door. 
 
    Boom! The wall gave way and exploded inward, showering the room in a flood of fire and debris. 
 
    Kason squeezed through the half-opened door to the next room, but was knocked off balance and thrown into a blaze of raging fire. 
 
    He emerged from the flames on the floor and reached for a desk to lift himself up. He could feel his skin melting away around each finger; but, with a firm hand-hold, he pushed to stand. The weakening metal of the desk screeched and toppled over. 
 
    Kason turned his shoulder and back to the toppling desk, protecting the babies in his arms. The cabinet on top of the desk slammed him down to the floor with its additional impact. With the fire engulfing him, Kason closed his eyes and heaved the desk off his back. 
 
    He got up and hurried to the last door. Before he entered, a rain of halocarbon jets sprayed through the opening, drenching him and sending him sliding along the floor to the main corridor wall opposite the fire. 
 
    Fire Bots continued their assault on the blaze while Doctor Solome and personnel ran to Kason. 
 
    Kason rolled over, showing the under-armor. “The babies are inside. Get them to safety.” 
 
    The doctor grabbed the infants and ordered her team to assist Kason, “Get him into a hydro-regen tank immediately!” she yelled, as the group around her attended to Kason and his injuries. 
 
    His body was burnt over ninety-five percent. All his facial and body hair was gone. The second layer of skin hung off his body like a wet rag, exposing the tissue and muscle underneath.  
 
    The nanites in his system began the stabilization, along with infectious and clotting triage. 
 
    Kason lay there, painless, as the nanites also injected his system with drugs to handle the damage to his body and to compensate for his nervous system shock. 
 
    Kason saw the mag-lev plate next to him the medical team placed. 
 
    The voices around him began to linger and his vision started to blur. 
 
    His breathing slowed.  
 
    It was time for his body to repair itself. 
 
    Kason closed his eyes and didn’t fight what was already being fought for him. 
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    Sontar Jal lifted his cup to his lips, drinking with short, quick gulps. The hot zaar splashed over the rim of the ornate metal cup as he set it down too hard on the table. The heated metal stung his hand, which did not improve his foul mood.  No sooner had the cup rang on the stone surface of his table than Skentil Nelesk’s bony hands shot past Sontar Jal’s shoulder to refill the cup with more steaming liquid. 
 
    “Away from me, you miserable sot,” he growled, cuffing Skentil’s shoulder. “Go! Go, before I feed you to my aythras.” On his right side, a raucous guffaw drew his ire. Sontar glared at his lieutenant, Zartock, cramming mouthfuls of meat into his mouth and washing it down with sloshing goblets of kouvil, a potent spirit drink. “Should drive that one into the jungles of Ventokon and let the beasts strip the flesh from his useless bones.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” answered Sontar Jal, half-paying attention, as he was preoccupied with scanning the crowded amphitheater. 
 
    The Chamber Lore, located in the capital of Dranneous Kor, was an ancient structure of stone, metal, and blood. Games of skill and death were once played on the stone floor in this arena. Surrounded by tiers of seats and tables, the powerful Kryth Mahr generals and their retinues once reveled in the barbaric games on the sun-blasted clay. The games exhibited warriors from conquered races to test their skill against their new Kryth Mahr masters; much to the crowd’s delight, and often to their dismay, as legends were born and heroes slain.   
 
    Now, the ancient arena and the exploits of ages past were closed to the sky with a great, domed roof supported by massive arches.  The howls of victory replaced with those of petulance and bureaucracy. Politics ruled here now. 
 
    The tiers radiated out in concentric circles, growing larger the further away from the center of the amphitheater they were situated. The lowest tiers, closest to the empty, stone throne in the center of the floor, held the greater generals of the Kryth Mahr Domain.  
 
    Sontar Jal, General of the Third Fleet, sat a meer spear’s throw away from the seat of Domain power, the Red Throne of Dranneous Kor. 
 
    Cranos Lar, General of the Eighteenth Fleet and seated across from Sontar Jal, lifted a cup and toasted his fellow general, as did many other generals. Sontar Jal raised his cup, acknowledging his comrades. All forced smiles through clenched teeth and railed at the necessity of their political partnership. The black cape of Poth Kar, General of the First Fleet, caught his eye as he maneuvered his way through the less crowded first tier, clasping arms with comrades, harassing rivals, and shouldering his way through the traffic. General Turlon Ti, less influential than Poth Kar, was more taciturn and ignored his rivals, greeting his allies with the barest nods of his head. Sontar Jal had gathered his friends, necessary allies, and coerced supporters across a broad spectrum of Domain Houses. His power base was in adequate control of the Conclave of Adjudication.  He knew that four of seven sectors were under his control. Enough for now, he thought. 
 
    Sontar swept his gaze across the ancient arena, nodding to some and smiling at others. He challenged other reluctant allies with his severe gaze, willing them to do his bidding. Many bowed heads as they acquiesced, unable to oppose him and the influence he wielded. Others stared for moments before looking down. One did not look away when challenged. A singular pair of red eyes regarded Sontar without wavering.  They burned with as much malevolence as they did mirth. Sontar felt a brief and uncharacteristic chill in the pit of his stomach as Bruntok Gar, the current Blood Blade of the Korin Shai, did not avert his eyes. 
 
    “He is one you will have to kill one day,” grunted Zartock through a mouthful of meat, “Best you do that behind everyone’s backs or you will draw retaliation. They never take well to one of theirs being killed. Think they are favored by the gods, they do,” he finished, quaffing the remainder of his drink. Sontar knew Zartock was trying to sound aloof, but he saw Zartock trying to look around the chamber to discern if anyone had heard his comments. He feared the Korin Shai as much as anyone would, if they valued their lives.  
 
    Three large bells over the widest entrance began to ring, signaling the beginning of the Chamber Lore session. The buzz of conversation died down on the uppermost tiers as the less influential members hastened to settle down and adhere to the traditional rules of the conclave. Servants clothed in gray robes blended in against the stone seats and tables, bustling about and clearing away food and drink. The occupants of the lower tiers were obvious about taking their time getting seated, as if they could not be bothered by tradition and Kryth Mahr law. Poth Kar and Sontar, along with a few others, made a great show of taking their seats and directing their retinues to do the same amongst much grumbling and laughter. All present knew it was mere posturing and theater for the assembled Generals of the Domain. The arrival of the Si Lord was drawing near. 
 
    Two large, stone doors swung open as two Kryth servants pushed the balanced slabs of carved stone with silent, straining efforts. Twelve Tactis Guards, wearing silver, red, and black armor, entered through the huge double doors that were the main entrance and egress of the Chamber Lore hall. Armed with three meter pikes, a broadsword, and plasma pistols, they stood out amongst the remainder of the assembled, who were unarmed. The Tactis Guards halted in a unified crash of armored feet and pikes striking the stone floor.  
 
    All eyes were on the doorway as Xoma Si entered the Chamber Lore. Her dark hair cascaded down the back of her green and black robes as she walked with a practiced stride to stop in the exact center between the two columns of Tactis Guards. The guards in the front and rear ranks crossed their pikes and advanced in unison towards the Red Throne. Xoma Si stepped out of the protective barrier of weapons and turned to sit. Once seated upon the throne, she gazed at the assembled generals, lords, and other brokers of power.  
 
    Xoma Si rested her hands on the arms of the ornate seat. A masterful gauntlet, forged from a living metal that changes shape and hue, encased her left hand. She nodded at her Tactis Guards, as the captain positioned behind the right shoulder of the Si Lord slammed his pike down on the stone floor three times in slow succession. The servants reversed the course of the great, stone doors and began to push them closed. By tradition and by Domain law, no one could enter or leave until this session was concluded. Anyone who chose to violate this law would be executed, unless spared on the whim of the current occupant of the Red Throne. 
 
    Most assembled in the chamber paid the ceremony scant attention, already growing bored with the procedure of governance. When the doors were no more than a dagger’s width from closing, they stopped. Aghast at the thought of a mechanical malfunction, or being punished for shirking their duty, the two servants redoubled their efforts to close the doors. Some in the crowd began to notice their struggle.  Amused, the spectators began to laugh, bray insults, and offer sarcastic advice. The doors began to swing open as the servants started to lose their footing. The Tactis Guards began to shift and grip their pikes tighter. 
 
    With a reverberating groan, the doors swung wide open, tumbling the servants backwards. Half of the generals were on their feet as the Chamber grew quiet. Lintorth Sar entered and walked towards the Red Throne, acting like a hero returning home. “It is an unexpected honor to see so many rise for my entrance to this meeting,” he declared, nodding, and bowed at the waist. Laughter echoed throughout the vaulted chamber, as the some were amused by Lintorth’s dramatic entrance while others grumbled insults. The laughter died and the growling insults turned to shouts of outrage as four armored, and armed, Korin Shai entered the chamber. 
 
    “Treachery!” roared General Poth Kar, rising to his feet. The Tactis Guards stood, crouched with lowered pikes, ready to slay the first Korin Shai who moved even a step closer towards Xoma Si. “Seize him!” screeched another general, pointing at Lintorth, who stood calm amidst the rising chaos of the uproar. Sontar glowered at his brother with hate-filled eyes, wishing he could watch him fall under a storm of blades and plasma rounds. 
 
    The Korin Shai stood motionless in the barrage of insults, their energy lances crackling with red tendrils that flowed down the shafts.  The yelling and posturing of those proposing to leap down upon the stone floor to protect the Red Throne at all costs seemed to amuse them.  Even the Tactis Guards interposed between the Korin Shai and the Red Throne looked less than confident in their abilities to protect the Xoma Si.   
 
    “Hear me!” Lintorth shouted, attempting to stifle the shouting. “Citizens of the Domain,” he bellowed, “I wish to speak before the Chamber Lore and beg the leave of the Red Throne if it will be permitted,” he finished, kneeling on the floor with his hands thrust skyward in supplication. 
 
    “SILENCE!” the singular word reverberated out of the stones of the ancient arena like a wrathful god awakened from slumber. Everything, and everyone, stopped. All present were stunned by the magnitude and vehemence poured into that one word. 
 
    “RETURN TO YOUR PLACES.” the unspoken threat that hung in the air made for rapid compliance, as the crowd returned to their seats with as much decorum as possible. Those keen enough to notice the Xoma Si’s lips moving after the amplified commands had died away, marked the plasma weapon arrays retracting back into the shadows high above the vaulted arches of the chamber. 
 
    “Now,” Xoma Si said in a much less amplified voice, “let us continue with the gathering.  Issues of importance need to be discussed,” Xoma Si said, pausing. “Chief of Intelligence,” she directed with some venom at Lintorth, “explain yourself to my satisfaction. You have violated Domain law and tradition.” Her words made his enemies sit forward with anticipation at his transgress in front of the entire Chamber Lore. Generals Poth Kar, Turlon Ti, and Sontar Jal cackled with glee, expecting the worst to fall upon their arrogant adversary. 
 
    Still kneeling, Lintorth bowed so low his massive chest rested on the floor. “Your most loyal subject begs your forgiveness for my rashness, my benevolent Si. I regret any offense I have caused with the upheaval my entrance precipitated. I cast myself upon your great wisdom and mercy, asking that I may explain my actions and continue to serve you until our enemies are but flames and ash.” 
 
    “Until our enemies are but flames and ash,” intoned Xoma Si, and many throughout the stone tiers, recalling litanies from their youth. Some enjoyed the ancient adage and the adherence to old traditions of the Domain. Others did not share the love of ancient traditions as Lintorth and his supporters did. Many eschewed the old ways and favored the more modern paradigms. Sontar and his factions did not believe that the renown of the Kryth Mahr and the greatness of the Domain were in decline; but, in ascension.  “Stand and account for what has transpired, Lintorth,” ordered Xoma Si, with less coldness in her voice, “Explain what is to come to the Domain, so that they may decide on the most appropriate course of action.”  
 
    Many in the Chamber looked askance at one another. The less-than-subtle appearance of shared secrets between the Chief of Intelligence and the Si Lord did not agree with many of the gathered generals. Domain politics were relentless. Most skirmishes were trivial actions, such as defaming enemies for past grievances, resolving matters of honor, or altering alliances. Various political machinations had not caused but minor disturbances for the last twenty-five cycles, since Xoma Si gained the Red Throne in the last substantial political upheaval.  
 
    Sontar Jal sat complacent. He watched the whispered conjecturing ripple through the throngs of less informed rivals. He basked in their ignorance, nodding to Poth Kar. He knew Poth had the backing of the larger fleets and could move forward with his plan to crush the Human incursion into Kryth Mahr territory.  “You look as if you just acquired a new concubine, if I didn’t know any better,” chuckled Zartock.  
 
    “Better,” grinned Sontar, “Much better, my friend.” I know what my brother, Lintorth, does not. I know the location of the Human home world,” he whispered, I have fleets owed to my cause ready to strike. I will be the scourge that destroys our newfound enemy,” he finished under his breath. 
 
    “I’m with you Sontar Jal,” Zartock acknowledged, “Now, let us watch and learn what your good brother plans. I’m confident he will amuse us.” 
 
    Both laughed at that, drawing curious stares from those around them and from shrewd eyes on the floor below. 
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    Kason could hear the laughter coming from the briefing room. He stopped in the hallway before entering and listened to his fellow Reavers. The men were in good spirits as each took turns razzing Ramek.  It was good to feel the camaraderie once again.  
 
    There were twelve at the start of the selection. Three had been on the mission that rescued Ramek. Only one would be chosen to take Jens’ position on the Reaver team. 
 
    Kason fidgeted in his black dress uniform. The skin treatments by Doctor Solome were starting to irritate him. 
 
    No matter, he thought. He was eager to greet the new Reaver that would join the team.  
 
    This was always the part he enjoyed, handing the regimental sash to the newest team member. The new Reaver had been notified earlier of the selection, but this was the official welcome. 
 
    Kason entered the Reaver briefing room. 
 
    He smiled through his itchiness of his new skin. 
 
    The room was oval with a sunken, stepped center. In the center, a holo-projector was surrounded with four benches occupied by Reavers. Metal equipment lockers rounded the outside of the oval room with other benches.  
 
    The Reavers had gathered here, awaiting Kason to start the meeting. 
 
    Keelen saw Kason first, “Honor!” He yelled, calling the men to attention. 
 
    “As you were,” Kason ordered, approaching the team. 
 
    He walked over to Keelen first. 
 
    Kason reached his forearm out in the traditional Reaver greeting. 
 
    Keelen met his arm. 
 
    Kason smiled, “I want to thank you for leading the team in my absence. You did an honorable and impressive job, Keelen.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kason, but it wasn’t really my team to lead. I was just filling a big R.A.S suit until the real leader returned.” 
 
    Kason patted him on the shoulder, “You always have the right words to say, my friend.” 
 
    Ramek was next up for Kason, “You’re looking better since the last time I saw you, big man. It’s good to see you up and about,” Kason remarked. 
 
    “Feeling and looking better than you, boss,” Ramek said. 
 
     “Yes, I would agree. Doctor Solome said the glowing would go away soon.” 
 
    “How many more treatments do you have?” Keelen asked. 
 
    “This was my last one. The doctor has reduced the process and time needed for epidermal regeneration. It’s a little tight and itchy, but it’s just like new.” 
 
    “Are you keeping the dome?” Ramek gestured to Kason’s bald head. 
 
    Kason rustled Ramek’s full head of hair as he moved down the line of men, “Thought I could borrow some or yours.” 
 
    Ramek grinned, “No chance. I need mine for the ladies.” 
 
    “What ladies? You have no ladies,” Maddox jabbed, causing chuckles around the room, including a giggle from their female counterpart, Kercy. 
 
    “You don’t even have me, Ramek.” 
 
    Uproar broke out at the comment from the newest Reaver. 
 
    “That’s questionable,” The big Reaver retorted.  
 
    “I could show you right now and there wouldn’t be any questions on that.” 
 
    All eyes widened. She could hold her own. 
 
    “Okay, let’s keep our uniforms on,” Kason said, before stopping and facing Maddox, “Mister Maddox, how’ve you been?” 
 
    “Fine as always, boss. I like the new recruit’s attitude. She’ll keep Ramek in check.” 
 
    “More like ‘on edge’, but someone has to do it,” Kason looked over to Kercy with a smile. He turned back to Maddox, “You never waiver, Maddox. Thanks for keeping things together around here.” 
 
    “No problem. Weapons are ready for your inspection, boss.” 
 
    “No need, Maddox. I never need to double check your work. It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “Likewise.” 
 
    Kason took a step to his left to the last and newest Reaver on the team. 
 
    All eyes were on Kason and the new Reaver. 
 
    “We don’t have elaborate ceremonies here, Kercy. It’s simple,” Kason paused, pulling a Reaver regimental sash from behind his back, “You see, there are no oaths to take, stanzas to recall, or poems to recite. We don’t gather in large formations or dress down according to some ritual handed down by past generations. You will not find salutes or a parade of well-wishers standing by.” Kason glanced down at the sash he held before returning his stare to Kercy, “It’s a simple blood sash. Crimson. You are now part of a brotherhood that is spoken about in hushed reverence. A sash was taken and a sash is given. The only thing that is asked of you is to remember and honor the sacrifice of the one before you. Nothing more can be given than the one that was lost. Nothing less can be taken than a simple red sash worn at your side. Let us take into account the passing of this sash.” 
 
    Kason handed the sash to Kercy. Turning, he walked over to the holo-projector. The silence was only broken by the Reaver leader, “Okay, men. We have some updates. Let’s gather around.” 
 
    The four Reavers found seats on the lower benches around the monitor. The image of a new Reaver suit came to life. 
 
    “Before we get into the new upgrades to the R.A.S. armor,” Kason said, “let’s speak about some information we came upon over the last few hours.” 
 
    He paced the upper walkway around the monitor as his men sat below, “There is no easy way to say this, so I’ll just say it. We’ve collected data from Lieutenant Temin’s scanner during Ramek’s rescue. It came back with a small DNA sample from Jens.” 
 
    Ramek shot up out of his seat, “He’s alive?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that. The sample was barely enough to be identified. We didn’t detect it when the Deus antennas tracked your whereabouts, Ramek. It was only found after the mission when the data was combed through.” 
 
    “But, boss,” Ramek replied, “it has to mean something. How else would we pick it up?” 
 
    “You said you saw his body mangled and lifeless when the aythra killed him. Maybe the Kryth took his body for experimentation. What we do know, is that there was no sign of him on the station when the team arrived for your rescue; so, with less than an adequate sample and nothing else to go on, we have to assume he’s gone.” 
 
    Keelen spoke up, “Was the sample showing active or inactive tissue?” 
 
    “Neither. There wasn’t enough of a sample to tell.” Kason replied. 
 
    “Then, there’s still a chance?” Ramek said, hopeful for his lost friend. 
 
    Kason was direct, “No, Ramek. Jens is gone.” Ramek was about to interrupt, but Kason continued, “We will continue to monitor all surveillance networks for any additional traces. If anything is picked up, we will follow up with it. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ramek said, sitting back down. 
 
    Kason nodded, then activated a wrist control. The Reaver suit gleamed in pure, artificial light above the holo-projector, as if it were solid and real, “Let us discuss the upgrades the good doctor and her team have been working on for us.” 
 
    With a flick of his wrist, the Reaver suit broke apart, exposing the layer beneath the external black shell. A highlighted white layer lay between the armor shell and the most inner garment.  
 
    “The layer highlighted is the new impact gel. This upgrade was designed with Ramek’s fight with the Kryth Mahr general, Lintorth Sol, in mind. The grenade impact at close-range threw Ramek against the bulkhead at a high rate of speed.” An animation of the explosion and suit impact against the wall played out in mid-air of the room. Kason continued, “The armor took the destructive power of the explosive, but the blast force was the issue here. This layer will cushion against blunt force trauma to the R.A.S. suit.” 
 
    Ramek was not impressed with what he saw, “Boss, that thin layer doesn’t look like much cushion. A guy like me–”  
 
    “Needs ten times as much cushion?” Kercy cut in. 
 
    Ramek turned at Kercy, “Ten times? Is that what you got, vat-babe? I need ten times the cushion?” 
 
    Everyone paused, waiting to see what would happen. 
 
    “I like your style, Kercy.” Ramek smiled. 
 
    Chuckles issued from everyone. 
 
    Kason continued, “No worries, big guy. Doctor Solome thought just like Kercy did. Look here,” Kason activated the animation, “and you can see that, when a major impact occurs, the gel expands five centimeters. This is the same restrictive gel that’s in the insertion pods. It will give us added protection . . . even against walls.” Kason smiled at Ramek. 
 
    Everyone laughed. 
 
    Ramek wasn’t amused, “See, Kercy, no love. None at all. You watch yourself around here. No love, I tell you.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s get through this and onto our training,” Kason said. 
 
    He proceeded to go over all the new features Doctor Solome had added to the already impressive Reaver armor. Kason knew that every upgrade would be needed to keep the Kryth on their toes. Even though he was glad to have the doctor’s input on the improvements, he was content to have his team back, with the Precept debacle behind him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 12 
 
    Laughter echoed loud in the vaulted chamber. Lintorth rose to his feet and turned to address the crowd. With a flourish, he draped his red cloak over his left arm and spoke, “I greet you, protectors of the Domain. As much as you would like, I am not here to ask forgiveness for a trespass upon hallowed tradition. I stand here to enlighten some of the more dull-witted present members who have forgotten days of the past and forgone what our ancestors, in their wisdom, bestowed upon us. 
 
    “The Domain faces a threat. An enemy has been bold enough to attack us without provocation. I know some of the generals here believe the rumors that have circulated.”  
 
    Shouts of “Is it true?” and “Tell us!” echoed off the stones.  
 
    “I ask for patience,” Lintorth intoned, holding his hand up to silence the crowd, hissing its displeasure.  
 
    “I will recount events from the last cycle to illuminate my position.” Lintorth looked at the loudest factions, willing them to silence with his stony glare. “Since the Montis Conference and the unprovoked massacre of Kryth Mahr subjects on Geen, the generals have been searching for our new enemy, as we now know are the Humans we thought extinct. We do not know from where they came and why they have chosen to engage the forces of the Domain in small, inconsequential skirmishes. Such as they are, this cannot be tolerated.” 
 
    Some of the Kryth guardsmen talked to one another, relishing the prospect of combat and glory. The majority of military actions within the Domain consisted of boring patrols on the major interstellar travel routes and guard duty on less civilized planets.  
 
    “We have benefitted from five hundred ronns of peace,” Lintorth Sar lectured, “and we have suffered from it.” He believed that the Domain and its citizens had grown complacent and soft from ronns of luxury and lack of purpose. The last great conflicts ended long ago when the Kryth Mahr, the Vrae, and the Mertiklask established the boundaries of their respective empires. “The time of peace has ended,” Lintorth stated. 
 
    Many of the generals present now hung on Lintorth’s words, waiting. 
 
    “War. The Domain must go to battle once again.” Cheering erupted in the Chamber Lore as many jumped to their feet and shook their fists towards the roof, howling with glee. Lintorth looked at his brother, Sontar, and greeted him a slight, mocking smile. 
 
    “What is that trickster up to?” Sontar furrowed his brows. “The declaration of war comes too easy from his mouth. He plots. I know it.” 
 
    “The bastard probably knows you’re right,” offered Zartock. “We should assemble the fleets and attack the Humans in the Kentabak Four System. 
 
    “Poth Kar and Turlon Ti have thrown their support and their fleets. You, Sontar Jal, were able to extract information about the location of the Human star system from the captured Human warrior. He was rescued, but that comes from entrusting Comondons with anything more complicated than guarding a pillar of ice in the frozen wastelands of Urvik,” he finished.  
 
    “It is easy, yes,” Sontar grumbled his ascent, “He is giving us what we want. Control of the fleets and the consent of the Red Throne to commence attacks on the Humans.” 
 
    Zartock nodded. “Perhaps your brother is making a great public spectacle to save face in the moment of your guaranteed triumph. Your troops captured the Human warriors. Reavers, yes?” Sontar Jol grunted the affirmative. “And, in doing so, you put him to torture and were able to discover the location of the Human home world. No other Kryth Mahr General or Lord can lay claim to that feat,” he whispered in a harsh voice close to Sontar, lest he be overheard, “What does the Chief of Intelligence possess to placate Xoma Si with?”  
 
    “Lintorth brought his precious Korin Shai,” Sontar gestured towards the floor below, baring his teeth like a predator, “He has nothing. His favor will wane this day and mine shall grow,” he exulted, “Xoma Si will have no choice but to acknowledge my path as superior to Lintorth’s spy craft and allow me to lead the Kryth Mahr to war with the Humans.” He rose from his seat with righteous purpose and raised his arms high over his head with his fists clenched. 
 
    “I would speak to the Chamber Lore!” Sontar bellowed to be heard over the din. Many eyes directed their gaze upon him, allies and opponents alike. The level of noise decreased, not by much, incising Sontar’s anger at being ignored. “I will speak!” he roared, as he climbed upon the stone table in front of his seat, giving him an imposing height over the lower level of the generals. His outburst did not have the effect of the Si Lord’s, but the additional bellows for silence from his allies, Generals Poth Kar and Turlon Ti, helped, as did Zartok’s physical subjugation of two Kryth officers behind them on the second tier. Heavy blows, grunts of pain, and scuffling could be heard even farther up the tiers as factions loyal to General Sontar let their displeasure be known at the lack of respect shown for his rank and prestige. The tiers became silent. Sontar lowered his arms to his sides and addressed Xoma Si, seated on the Red Throne nonplussed, surrounded by her guards.   
 
    “If the Domain is to commence war against the Humans, I humbly ask for your leave to command the fleets and lead my warriors against the enemies of our people,” he asked with masked disregard. 
 
    “Humbly?” Lintorth queried, facetious. 
 
    “Your warriors, my general?” countered Xoma Si. She drummed her left hand on the armrest of her throne, the metal gauntlet clacking in the ancient arena. “You address the Red Throne like the most banal street vendor, hawking his wares in a forgotten backwater of the realm.” The chamber grew still. The possibility of a second spectacle loomed close. 
 
    “State your case, General Sontar Jal,” Xoma Si said without emotion, “Why should the Red Throne grant you sovereignty over the fleets and authority to make war upon our enemies, these Humans?” 
 
    Sontar walked down the steps from the first tier and strode with confidence onto the stone floor of the Chamber Lore, stopping a respectful distance, just out of pike range from the Tactis guards. He opened his mouth, noticing the icy gaze of Xoma Si upon him. He knelt down on one knee before the ruler of the Domain instead of standing to speak. 
 
    “My Si, I will not mince words or try to garner your favor with honeyed words, like Lintorth,” he paused before he spoke, “I know the location of the Human home world,” he declared. Xoma Si looked at him, inquiring with a look. Sontar pressed on, “I captured two Human warriors. One died from his wounds, but the other provided much information.  
 
    “They are not as formidable as Lintorth Sar would lead you to believe. Our warriors are formidable as well, more than a match for any race. We hold our territories with ease and maintain strength beside the Vrae Empire and all others who seek to encroach upon our beloved Domain.”  
 
    Cheering erupted in support of General Sontar Jal. His factions started to chant his name until he admonished them with a look of false humility. 
 
    “Do not play the crowd false, General,” Lintorth growled, “The Human threat is not a trivial one. We will not mobilize for war and crush them like one of our minor rebellions.” 
 
    “Why not?” chided Sontar, “They have sent no mighty fleets against us, nor hordes of troops to overwhelm the Domain. They are of little consequence,” he dismissed. 
 
    “They are not of little consequence!” roared Lintorth, “You are a fool.” 
 
    Sontar leapt to his feet and moved to confront Lintorth Sar. They stood face-to-face, all attempts at civility fell away to be replaced with contempt for one another. 
 
    “Fool, am I?” Sontar yelled. “I want to destroy the Humans at their point of origin in the Kentabak Four System.  Once we accomplish the destruction of their home world, we can track down the remnants of their small fleets and destroy them piece-by-piece. It’s quite simple actually,” he finished with a smug grin. 
 
    “Simple? It is not a matter of simplicity, General,” Lintorth said through clenched teeth. “Except for your feeble attempt at gathering intelligence, perhaps. Kentabak Four is not the origin of the Humans,” Lintorth finished, laughing. 
 
    Sontar did not laugh. He hated Lintorth and his abilities to ferret out information and hidden data. “Where, then? Where are they, brother?” 
 
    “My name. The ancestral name taken from me. That is the clue,” Lintorth provided.  
 
    A look of confusion crossed Sontar’s face. “Sol?” he said. “The Sol system?” Some recognition dawned on him. “Dalyth Point. The outpost that was attacked by an unknown force over a ronn ago? The Humans, I speculate.” 
 
    “Correct,” Lintorth said, turning his back to Sontar and walking towards the Red Throne before he turned back around. “Dalyth Point. The ruined planet it orbits is called Earth. It is, or more aptly, was, the birth world of the Humans. It was from there that they first started to colonize their solar system more than eight hundred ronns past.” Lintorth raised his voice a bit more so the upper tiers could hear him, as a low rumble of voices permeated the Chamber.  
 
    “The Humans had only completed construction of their first vessels capable of interstellar travel almost three hundred ronns ago. The Domain was engaged in the great conflict with the Azliklon-Gashnee.”  
 
    At the mention of the Kryth Mahr’s hated enemy, the Chamber grew loud with curses and warriors hissing between clenched teeth. The new masters of the Domain did not forget the centuries of subjugation under their previous overlords.  
 
    “All gathered here remember the tales of the Gashnee enslavement, Lintorth Sar,” Sontar said with impatience. “And the accounts of your ancestor, Largoth Sar. He was the Fleet Lord that led the excursion that destroyed the last of the Gashnee in a remote sector of the galaxy long forgotten.” 
 
    “It was forgotten by us,” Lintorth spoke. “It was not forgotten by the Humans. Their home world was destroyed in the last great battle. We drove the Gashnee out and divided their territories between the Kryth Mahr and the Vrae.” 
 
    “It is of little consequence.” General Poth Kar rose from his seat. “All here know our histories and realize that our empire was built upon the ashes of another. The Humans seem to have been just another casualty of any war,” he said with a scorn to the assembled Kryth. “Great empires, as the Domain, always crush the lesser peoples underfoot. It has always been so.” 
 
    “Maybe the Humans have returned for revenge,” Sontar mocked 
 
    “Yes, I believe they have,” Lintorth spoke again. “The Humans want revenge for the destruction of their birthplace.” 
 
    “Their attacks have been troublesome, but not of extreme import,” Sontar concluded out loud. “The Humans only raid and strike at us from the shadows. They fear to face us in open battle.” Poth Kar and many others nodded assent and grunted affirmations of sound reasoning. 
 
    “It is us who should fear them. Any general present should acknowledge we face a potentially grave threat from an enemy of unknown strength and capabilities,” Lintorth protested. 
 
    “The Kryth Mahr do not fear their enemies,” scoffed Poth Kar. “We strike them down without mercy.” 
 
    “The Montis conference, General,” Lintorth reminded him. “Were not your warriors present there?” 
 
    “Yes,” Poth Kar answered warily, noticing the gaze of Xoma Si upon him once again. “They fought the Humans when they attacked our delegation.” 
 
    “I saw over sixty of your warriors fallen in the inner chamber after that conference,” Lintorth provided. “They faced but a pair of Human Reavers. They were unarmed and not geared for battle, General, yet they slew sixty of your warriors. I myself am a blooded warrior many times over and I would be hard-pressed to recall a similar feat of arms to match that fight.” 
 
    “Then we will overwhelm them with superior numbers. The Kryth Mahr will fight, no matter the cost,” Poth Kar practically seethed at this humiliation. “Our warriors will kill every last one of these Humans if that is what it takes to defeat them!” 
 
    “How many are there, General?” asked Lintorth, unfazed by the angry outburst. “How many warriors do the Humans bring to battle the Domain? One thousand? Ten thousand? Enough to overwhelm even our numbers? Does every Human warrior possess the deadly capabilities of these Reavers?” He looked about the Chamber Lore, searching for any indication that his words were giving pause to those who preferred to charge headfirst at the enemy, regardless of consequences. Lintorth saw some conversing in low voices with thoughtful looks upon their faces. Some seemed to be contemplating his words. Too few, though, seemed to have any doubt that the Kryth Mahr could defeat any enemy, even one they knew too little about. 
 
    “Bruntok Gar,” Lintorth addressed, “You are the Master of the Korin Shai, and all here respect your order for their fearsome reputation and legendary exploits.” Bruntok Gar inclined his head to Lintorth, acknowledging the compliments. “Your warriors are without peer in the Domain and even our Vrae brethren are loath to admit this truth as well. What make of you these Human Reavers?” 
 
    “They are more than worthy adversaries for the Korin Shai,” he spoke without preamble or further elaboration. 
 
    Thoughtful looks changed to worry amongst the crowd of Kryth Mahr at the plain statement issued from the deadliest warrior in all of the Domain. 
 
    “Enough of this!” shouted Sontar, rising to his feet once again. “Warriors alone do not win wars or topple empires. Our fleets possess the capability to reduce any adversary to ruin. Their warriors cannot face us if their worlds and ships are in flames.” He turned away from the floor below to address the Kryth Mahr assembled above him in the tiers of the chamber. 
 
    “I say let me assemble an armada and destroy this Human threat. I can combine my fleet with those of Generals Poth Kar and Turlon Ti and proceed to Kentabak Four. We can annihilate the Humans on their home world, track down and destroy their fleet, and return to the business of the Domain maintaining its rightful territories and subjects,” Sontar concluded, as if his solution was a brilliant strategy. 
 
    “Once again, your lack of understanding astounds me, brother.” Shaking his head in disbelief, Lintorth Sar walked to stand next to Sontar at the foot of the first tier. “The Humans have ships, capable ships, if you even remember the Montis conference. They brought one ship, as was allowed by the rules of delegation. For those of you not at the Montis conference personally, you may have heard second-hand accounts of what happened that may or may not impart how truly dangerous an enemy we now face,” Lintorth addressed those seated up in the higher tiers, as they were most likely to have heard accounts that were more palatable to the Kryth Mahr. 
 
    “We were unable to stop the Human delegation, protected as they were by their Reaver warriors. That part, you have heard today. What you may not know is that we tried to stop their vessel from leaving the conference by force.  The space station that they were docked to was an X Class military outpost.” Lintorth paused, as he could see looks of disbelief on the faces of the younger officers who knew what the X Class was capable of.  
 
    “Yes, there exists enough weaponry aboard the X Class to render any military vessel to ruin, including all but the most powerful Capital Class ships of the Domain and the Vrae Empire.  
 
    “Yet, the Human ship shrugged off the point-blank bombardment as a youngling brushes a stinging bug away. . . and returned an attack of their own which  crippled the X Class and destroyed two Exendoth destroyers before they jumped out of the system,” he finished. 
 
    Turning away from the hissing crowd, voicing their consternation, Lintorth stared at Sontar before he spoke again, “Before you try to placate them, brother, about the uncontested might of the Kryth Mahr and rallying the whole of the Domain to join your fight, let me impart one more damning fact.” 
 
    “Proceed, Chief of Intelligence,” a note of warning crept into Sontar’s voice. 
 
    “I have asked for patience, my Lords and Generals, because we do not know the full capabilities of the Humans, the number of their warriors, or the size of their fleets,” Lintorth continued, “The Humans have also incorporated Gashnee technology into their own.” 
 
    The uproar among the Kryth Mahr was instantaneous and deafening. Most of the factions loyal to Sontar’s plan of action roared out defiance at caution and patience, howling instead for total mobilization of Domain military forces to strike the Humans down now, before it was too late.  
 
    “We must act with caution until we understand who we fight and how to best counter them with appropriate force,” Lintorth countered, roaring back at the crowd, “It is irrational to attack an enemy who you know so little about. You are fools!” he bellowed, losing patience with the incompetents.  
 
    “At least the fools are not cowards, afraid to fight for the Domain,” one Kryth Mahr on the upper tiers said, audible through the commotion.  
 
    The tumult of voices grew hushed. Sontar and Lintorth’s argument on the floor of the Chamber Lore was acceptable, as they were of similar rank within the Domain hierarchy.  A more minor functionary or lower ranking officer, as denoted by his position upon the upper tiers, did not berate or dishonor a high-ranking General without serious consequence in front of the Red Throne. 
 
    Lintorth’s right hand shot out to his side, palm open. A split-second later, his hand closed about the shaft of a Korin Shai energy lance, tossed to him by one near the Red Throne. Rearing back his arm, Lintorth hurled the lance towards the offender high above. Red energy tendrils dragged behind the lance as it flew into the left leg of the offending detractor with a meaty thunk and a shriek as the wounded Kryth Mahr crumpled to the floor, writhing as the energy coursed through him. 
 
    Most of the Kryth Mahr nodded at Lintorth’s back as he strode towards the Red Throne with Sontar walking to catch up with his brother. The slight on Lintorth’s honor had been dealt with, blood had been spilled, but the younger Kryth Mahr spared. His wound was serious, but not a threat to his life. He would bleed, as his companions would try to staunch the flow of blood and wait to seek medical care when the Chamber Lore was over and the doors opened once again. 
 
    Sontar Jal seethed with anger as he caught up to Lintorth in front of the throne. Unbidden, they both knelt in front of Xoma Si, hands hanging at their sides, palms flat on the cold stone floor. 
 
    “Lintorth Sar and Sontar Jal,” she said, her voice amplified to be heard across the chamber, “I have listened to council from both of you, publicly and privately. I must do what is most beneficial for the Domain this day,” she said, her voice tempered with steel, “I tasked both of you, one ronn ago, to find proof to support your cause of action against these Humans.” She looked at both Kryth Mahr generals kneeling before her. “I will support Lintorth Sar in his request for caution and additional intelligence gathering before striking against the Humans. His course is the wiser at this time.” 
 
    The anger radiating off Sontar was almost palpable. He glared with dangerous hatred at Xoma Si, oblivious to the Tactis Guard watching him. The guard’s eyes dared Sontar to rise without permission from the Red Throne. The Korin Shai standing behind him stood on the edge of explosive action. If Sontar’s palms rose a centimeter off the stone, he would die by a fatal energy lance wound first and a Tactis pike second. 
 
    “I will grant the Fleet General Sontar authority to mobilize a portion of the Domain fleets to stand ready to strike,” the Si Lord’s words clipped between almost grinding teeth, “but not the authority to launch an expedition to Kentabak Four or elsewhere without my direct consent,” her voice conveyed a veiled warning. “A second fleet will be placed under the command of Lintorth Sar,” she said with a harsh tone, “to assist him in his search for relevant information, which will lead to a decisive engagement with the Human fleets. 
 
    “I fully expect both of you to heed my commands. I want the Human threat nullified soon, my warriors. I don’t mean for them to undermine our power and influence and expose the Domain to empires that adjoin our own. Our retaliation must be unerringly merciless and absolute,” Xoma Si concluded. 
 
    “Until our enemies are but flames and ash, My Si,” Lintorth offered. “I will endeavor to eradicate any threat to the Red Throne of the Domain.” He bowed his head in acquiescence to Xoma Si.  
 
    Sontar shook with rage, furious that his proposal for battle had been discounted in favor of a strategy that revealed the impotence of the Red Throne. He and his warriors would languish, waiting for another inevitable attack from the Humans, thus exposing the Kryth Mahr as weak and incapable of maintaining their authority of rule. Many subject races already chaffed under the Kryth Mahr oppression.   
 
    “Is this wise, Xoma Si?” Sontar pressed, the snarl evident in his words, “We must attack, now! Waiting any longer for your favored Lintorth to search for information that I already possess is madness.” 
 
    Fire flared in the Si Lord’s eyes. All of her Tactis Guards gripped their weapons tighter, awaiting the command to strike Sontar down for his insolent rebuke. She had parted her lips to respond, but another voice prevented her retort. 
 
    “The Red Throne has spoken, cur,” Bruntok Gar rose from his seat. “I will lay down to death any who oppose its dictates unlawfully while this Chamber Lore is in meet.” He looked at no one, staring at a point beyond the Red Throne, but his red eyes bespoke a warrior who had slain countless foes and would slay countless more without remorse or regret before his time was done.  
 
    “Well, brother,” said Lintorth, “it sounds like you have a serious choice to make.” 
 
    Facing ruin and certain death, Sontar growled, “I will obey the command of the Red Throne.” The underlying message many others in the chamber heard was, for now. 
 
   


  
 

 Data Cell 13 
 
      
 
    The morning air met two men walking along a cobbled foot path. The natural landscape of flora and tall grass made for a tranquil setting amongst the early, fading fog. The carokin trees dotted the countryside with their radiant orange blossoms, littering the branches and ground in abundance. 
 
    The men came to a small walkway over a clear, running stream. Several others darted the landscape, fed by two majestic waterfalls in the distance behind the building they now walked towards. 
 
    Shenta Parejas was in his black officer’s uniform, and the Keeper who walked beside him was in traditional long robes. 
 
    Parejas was thinking about his meeting with Alon Renske onboard the Orion’s Rage when the Keeper had told him about the Gashnee secret. He wished Alon were here now to explain and show what data cells they had on this long-held mystery. 
 
    It was just a few hours after the ceremony of Alon’s life and death that the commander decided to visit the Keeper Adytum. He was greeted by the High Keeper Brentice. 
 
    Keeper Brentice was to show him to the archive hall; there, he hoped to find out the secrets on this long-dead race. 
 
    “You mentioned this Gashnee race was friendly, almost helpful, when they gave us this drive technology?” Parejas asked. 
 
    “Correct. Our historical data cells show that they not only made contact, but gave us this tech without any exchanges or attachments of our own,” the Keeper responded. 
 
    Parejas was deep in thought as they approached a training platform between two streams near the facility. 
 
    The platform had a dozen Adytum students sitting on a raised, grass area. They were in meditation posture as a teacher walked around them speaking soft, murmured words.  
 
    “I would like to see for myself the data cells in the Annals, Keeper Brentice,” Parejas said. 
 
    “Absolutely, Commander.” 
 
    The two men walked past the students on the grass, approaching the main facility. 
 
    Parejas was curious about the murmuring from the teacher to the students, “What’s he doing there?” he asked. 
 
    “Memory training. He speaks different words in different tones for the students to pick up. Later, he will ask them to recall what was spoken,” Brentice explained. 
 
    “The same for the martial arts training I saw on my way in?” 
 
    “Yes, Commander. We train in seven different styles of the ancient arts of Earth. We are the guardians of mankind’s history. We hold the Annals in the highest regard and will do anything to protect them.” 
 
    “A couple Reaver regiments could do that for you.” 
 
    “The mind is not only trained in memory, but inner strength and balance. The arts focus our skills that favor our duties, besides the offensive and defensive movements of the stances.” 
 
    “Swordplay as well?” 
 
    The Keeper chuckled, “Do your Reavers work with swords, Commander?” 
 
    Shenta nodded, “Indeed.” 
 
    They came to some stone steps which led up to the impressive façade of the Keeper Adytum.  
 
    Shenta understood why the Adytum structure was different in architecture then the rest of Janus’ cities. The historians wanted the importance of the structure to resemble the ancient institutions of Earth’s past. 
 
    The architecture was a cross between ancient Greek, Roman, and Shinto designs. There were large, stone columns with arched, wood railings and open-vaulted areas amongst natural landscapes. 
 
    As they came to the top of the steps, Shenta noticed Kason approach from a nearby landing pad. At the same time, a female Keeper approached from an outdoor hallway. 
 
    The two men met Kason first. 
 
    The Reaver approached in his black officer’s uniform. His bald head shined with the morning sun. 
 
    Shenta greeted the Reaver, “Lieutenant Bender, it’s good to see you’ve recovered. I would like for you to meet High Keeper Brentice.” 
 
    “High Keeper, it’s a pleasure.”  
 
    “In return, Lieutenant. Welcome to the Adytum.” 
 
    “Thank you, High Keeper.” 
 
    “I tracked the reports from Veriton. Is everyone okay?” Shenta asked. 
 
    “Everyone is fine, Commander. It was just an equipment malfunction. Everyone is safe.” 
 
    “Good to hear.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the Keeper added, “Doctor Solome should be commended on her work there. The technology they’ve created to improve Human health is marvelous. Just look at you, you are a walking example. It’s amazing. How long did it take for them to mend the damage caused by the fire?” 
 
    “The process takes about a week. There are three levels to repair the tissue damage. I will let the doctor know of your greetings and well wishes, High Keeper,” Kason said.               
 
    “Marvelous,” Brentice declared. 
 
    Parejas spotted the other Keeper approaching the men. “Lieutenant, let me introduce you to Alon’s daughter, Keeper Laurenell Renske.” 
 
    Kason spotted the beautiful Keeper before she had approached the group. Her brown hair matched her golden-brown skin. He smiled as he caught her steel-colored eyes and warm complexion. 
 
    “We have not met before,” she said, “Lieutenant Bender, it’s nice to meet you.”  
 
    “Likewise, Keeper. My condolences to you and your family. Alon was a good friend and mentor. He will be greatly missed.” 
 
    “Thank you for your words, Lieutenant. They mean a lot, coming from you. I know you were close to my father, and I appreciate the friendship and closeness you had with him.” 
 
    Commander Parejas stepped forward, “Keeper Renske, would you mind giving Kason a tour of the grounds here? 
 
    “Not at all, Commander. It would be my absolute pleasure,” She smiled. 
 
    Kason caught her beautiful eyes, but did not return the smile, glancing away. 
 
    “Good. I have some further business with the High Keeper and the Annals.” Parejas turned to Kason, “Lieutenant, I will meet up with you on the Keres One Station for the mission briefing.” 
 
    “Understood, Commander.” 
 
    The parties nodded and parted from their gathering.  
 
    Kason walked away with Laurenell down a winding path leading towards a magnificent floral garden. 
 
    The commander and High Keeper walked up steps towards the main entrance of the Adytum. 
 
    Shenta was interested in what the Annals showed on the history of the Gashnee. What he was more concerned with was who had access to this information. 
 
    Shenta walked through the main entrance with the High Keeper by his side. He could only imagine what awaited him in the archives. So much had been kept from him for so long. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 14 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” Tallis called from behind his office desk. 
 
    The door slid open and in stepped Assemblyman Qurinden.  
 
    Tallis got up from his seat to greet his fellow, robed member of the Mount. 
 
    Qurinden approached Tallis in the formal office. 
 
    The office had an open and organic feel to it as the sunlight rolled in through the glass ceiling. The walls and floor were carved from the layered rock formation the Assembly Mount was built upon. The Assemblyman passed several sitting chairs and a table as she entered the threshold. There was a long couch near one wall with artwork and sculptures on the other. A large rock-and-glass desk sat opposite the door entrance that Tallis approached from now. 
 
    “Thanks for meeting with me, Kayleon,” Tallis said as he gestured for her to have a seat on the coach. 
 
    She replied to her host, “I am curious regarding the need for my visit, since Captain Bossarios will be joining us as well.” 
 
    Tallis sat next to her, “This is why I called you here before the captain arrives,” he paused momentarily before continuing, “You have probably sensed an uneasy discord between the Ordinance and the Assembly Mount, have you not?” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “We would agree, then. We’ve been at odds with the Ordinance regarding information exchange. I believe this has caused a lack of trust between us.” 
 
    “Lack of trust you say?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How so?”  
 
    Tallis sat back on the couch and folded his hands, “The Ordinance wants to control our people’s aspirations of personal expansion and freedom. The Assembly, on the other hand, wants to free the people from martial law so they may find their own prosperity in this new universe.” 
 
    She interrupted him, “But these are just differences in ideologies, are they not?” 
 
    “No. It’s much deeper than that. Let’s take the Gashnee, for an example. Commander Parejas thinks we were hiding this knowledge from him, but he would have been introduced to the information upon his return from the Sol System. He just happened to find out about it sooner from Alon. What about the Earth Rebuilding Project we just concluded with Director Bowlan? He thinks we’re going behind his back to wrestle away more power. What about the Sent-5 Initiative? You were affected by this, since your kind was eradicated from existence before they had a chance at life. Was this not Commander Parejas’ mistrust of a created, sentient being? Did he not have the trust in the science or the Precepts that binds such a creation such as yourself?” He looked over at her for a reaction. 
 
    The cyborg tilted her head towards him and paused. 
 
    Tallis felt that he had hit a nerve, or a circuit, with that last statement. 
 
    He knew Assemblyman Qurinden was the only one of her kind. The Sent-5 Initiative was created alongside the cloning Precepts and Reaver program for expanding the Human population rapidly. These sentient beings would have a conscience and would be used in the science and technology developments for the Ordinance. 
 
    Upon the last stage, one was brought to life. This Sent-5 had the full conscience of a Human without looking fully like one. The half-robot entity eclipsed the brain functions of even the most intelligent Humans. It was at that time, Parejas had ordered the program terminated. He even wanted to terminate Kayleon Qurinden, the name they gave the Sent-5 prototype. 
 
    Tallis knew the thought process he provoked from her now. He just hoped she would agree and understand with what he was trying to. 
 
    “I see your point,” She acknowledged. 
 
    Tallis smiled, “All I want to do is to rebuild our relationship with the Ordinance, but it seems I’ve exhausted all of my good-will advances with the commander.” 
 
    “So you want to start with me?” she inquired. 
 
    He laughed, “No, no, no. Not yet, it would be too soon. I thought something of a more recent event would help; such as, the Gashnee prophecies.” 
 
    Tallis stood up from his seat to move around as he continued, “We know Parejas is now investigating what has already been investigated by the Keeper Adytum regarding the Gashnee. We know he will come to the same conclusions about the dead race.” 
 
    “So, where do I come in?” 
 
    “Well, it just so happens, you are an expert historian on ancient races such as the Gashnee. I thought we could bridge the gap this way, by having you assist with any theories you may possess about them. We could rebuild the trust between the Ordinance and the Assembly,” he paused, “and yours,” he finished. 
 
    Her red eye shifted in hues. She only contemplated for a moment. “I am willing to give it a try. I do have a fascination with the Gashnee prophecies. This could help with my– with our trust, as you said.” 
 
    Tallis smiled. 
 
    A computer chimed, [Captain Bossarios is awaiting, Assemblyman.] 
 
    “Kayleon, what we have discussed here would be better held between us. I will explain to Captain Nevlen our gesture of good-will and trust towards the Ordinance. I will ask him for our help and explain my plan.” 
 
    She nodded as Tallis commanded the computer to allow their guest’s entrance. 
 
    The door opened. 
 
    “Ah, Captain Bossarios, please come in and have a seat. We were just discussing you,” Tallis said. 
 
    Captain Nevlen approached and greeted the two Assemblymen. “Assemblymen, it’s good to see you both again.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” Kayleon replied. 
 
    Nevlen found a seat on the couch next to her. 
 
    Tallis brought a chair from his desk over and sat in front of them. 
 
    “It seems my name has been thrown around of late,” Nevlen said. 
 
    With a comforting and welcoming laugh, Tallis replied to the captain, “Nothing like that, Captain. I was just telling Assemblyman Kayleon how much I appreciated your candor and professionalism with the charge of Lieutenant Bender’s arrest. I know I put you in an awkward position when I asked you to take him into custody onboard the Orion’s Rage. I am truly sorry.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nevlen said. “but the meaning of my visit, pleasant as it always is with Assembly members, is a bit puzzling.” 
 
    “I can see why,” Tallis said, “but I– we have a special request to make of you.” 
 
    Nevlen leaned forward, “And what would that be, Assemblyman?” 
 
    Tallis smiled at Kayleon before turning back to Nevlen, “We want you to be our ambassador for the Ordinance.” 
 
    “Ambassador? What kind of ambassador?” 
 
    “I believe you to be the man to help us restore trust amongst the two governing bodies, the Assembly and the Ordinance.” 
 
    Tallis went on to explain the mistrust and stories he had told Kayleon earlier. He knew he could appease the captain’s appetite of wanting to regain the favor and the rank he had lost. He just needed the right touch to get Captain Nevlen on their side. 
 
    “So you see, Captain, we need someone on the inside to bridge the gap and bring us both around to better understandings of one another,” Tallis concluded. 
 
    Nevlen looked at both of the Assemblymen before speaking, “So you want me to be a spy?” 
 
    Tallis chuckled, “No, no, no, Captain, I just want you to be the eyes and ears regarding anything Gashnee you may come across. You see, Assemblyman Qurinden wants to be the one who reaches out the olive branch to Commander Parejas. She wants to erase the estrangement that Parejas has for her. She will bring her knowledge of ancient races regarding the Gashnee mystery. This is that bridge. In turn, we rebuild trust between the Ordinance and Assembly. This would be a high honor for the both of us, Captain. I respect your position and what you have done for the Ordinance in your career. I would call upon you again to fill a need.” Tallis paused to take a breath, “Will you help us?” 
 
    Nevlen pondered the request. 
 
    Tallis and Kayleon looked on, awaiting his answer.  
 
    It came. 
 
    “I will. I can see the importance here. I will help you restore the trust between the Ordinance and the Assembly.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. I am indebted to you, as is the colony of man,” Tallis said, smiling towards his old friend. 
 
    “I guess I will be going.” Nevlen got up from his seat. “When should I contact you next?” 
 
    “I think it best if I contact you, Captain. Let’s just take our time with this important assignment. It will benefit all parties and assure its success,” Tallis responded. 
 
    Nevlen nodded to both Assemblymen before he left. 
 
    The door shut behind the captain. 
 
    “I believe he will be a good asset,” Tallis admitted. 
 
    “What if he doesn’t believe us?” She questioned. 
 
    “I have a plan for that. We’ll let Commander Parejas make a believer out of him in what I have said is true.” 
 
    “How will the commander do that for us?” 
 
    “By showing his hatred of you.” Tallis smiled broadly, staring into the eye of his cohort-in-law. 
 
   


  
 

 Data Cell 15 
 
      
 
    The caseerendi trees covered the walkway with their shadows. Their green and yellow broad leaves made for perfect refuge from the glare of the midday Mydian star. The fauna and foliage waved in the breeze as Lieutenant Kason and Keeper Laurenell walked amongst the beauty of the Adytum gardens.  
 
    The Keeper walked with her hands behind her back, taking in the scents of the colorful flowers around her. 
 
    Kason watched her eyes close as she took in the wondrous setting, “You must like this place,” he said. 
 
    She smiled, reopening her eyes and glancing his way, “I always come here to think. It gives me a sense of peace.” 
 
    “I can see why,” Kason admitted. 
 
    “Can you?” she said with a playful look. 
 
    “I can.” He smiled back. 
 
    They continued through the gardens into denser foliage, obscuring the surrounding outside buildings.  
 
    “Can I ask you something, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “You can call me Kason. Your father did.” 
 
    “Very well, Kason. When you were introduced to me back there, you had an odd expression on your face,” she looked over at him, “What was it?” 
 
    “I am a bit embarrassed to say.” 
 
    “Please don’t be. I hold no judgment, Kason.” 
 
    “I thought at first you were your sister. I mean, I met her several years ago and forgot Alon had a second daughter.” 
 
    Laurenell laughed, “I can understand that. Why, we look so alike.” 
 
    Kason knew the two were different. Laurenell was ten years younger than Kason. She was at least two meters tall with a striking figure, even giving the Keeper robes some curves underneath. Her sister was blonde and a bit shorter. 
 
    Kason chuckled under his breath, “I would agree; but, from a distance, I thought you were Tenny. Until we were introduced,” Kason looked over at her, “You two are different. Tenny looks a lot like Alon and you–” 
 
    “I don’t?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Darker skinned?” 
 
    Kason stopped walking, “I was going to say you look like your mother, whom I’ve never met. I apologize for my ignorance of genealogy. I was trying to place your skin tone, it’s–” 
 
    “Catching?” 
 
    “I was going to say beautiful, but catching will also do.” 
 
    The Keeper smiled, “My father and mother chose it before I was born. They thought a genetic reference from Earth’s past would help keep our ancient heritage alive, since racial origins don’t play a role in our society as they once did in the past. We’re all just Human. Similar to your lineage, Kason.” 
 
    “I see someone has been studying.” 
 
    “You know, as a Keeper, that is one of my duties, to study.” They continued their walk down the garden path, “So, where would you place my genetic origin, Kason?” 
 
    Kason thought for a moment before he answered, “I would say from the South Americas.” 
 
    “Well, you’re on the same planet, but wrong continent. The DNA origin comes from my mother’s line, from a country called Spain on the New Free European continent. This is where the golden brown tone comes from.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “And yours comes from the North American continent based on the ancient native people who lived there. Am I correct?” 
 
    Kason smiled again, “You’re surprising me; but, yes, you are correct.” 
 
    “Reaver Kason Bender. Born in two hundred twenty-nine at Reaver Facility Forty-Two on Veriton, embryonic-chamber number seven. How’s that for a surprise?” she said with a coy grin. 
 
    “I can’t compete with that, Keeper. Always prepared, just like your father.” 
 
    “He taught me well.” 
 
    The two came to an intersection along the pathway. Kason continued to walk straight ahead. Laurenell turned to her right to take the other path. 
 
    “This way, Kason. I want to show you something.” 
 
    “You’re the host. Lead the way.” 
 
    The garden canopy gave way to a vined archway leading out of the floral patch. The stone path they walked entered into a larger, circular platform of white stone. 
 
    The platform opened up to a monument in the center of the garden. Three other garden pathways entered from each side. 
 
    In the center, rose four natural laccolith formations. Each were at different heights, but the tallest hexagonal middle column was about twenty meters tall. Each column had a circumference of about two meters. The white columns stood tall around a crystal center display.  
 
    The white crystals rose up from the center of the platform in front of the laccolith monuments of stone. There were a total of ninety-three crystals. Each varied in height from three to six meters, with each being a meter across.  
 
    Kason’s eyes were on the large Laccolith columns, but fell on the flickering crystals to his front. He could see an inner, blue flame in over half of the crystals. The internal flame made the crystals shimmer in the midday sun.  
 
    “What’s this?” he asked Laurenell. 
 
    She walked toward a glass podium that rested in front of the crystal patch with the looming columns behind, “This is the monument of the Fallen; the Keepers who gave their lives for the Annals of Humanity.” 
 
    Kason approached her side, “Is Alon here?” 
 
    She moved her hand over the glass board to their front. She found a colored pattern in the glass and touched a marker with her finger. 
 
    All the flames inside the crystals lessened, but did not go out. 
 
    Then, out of the collection, one crystal outshone all of them, its blue glow emanating from its faceted sides, sparkling in a prism of radiant light. 
 
    A female computer voice intoned over the monument. 
 
    [For the history of man above all else. Here lies the Keeper Alon Renske. The Annals hold these souls to a forever peace. Their sacrifice will live on within the Honor Crystals before you. His life was dedicated to the preservation of. . .” 
 
    The computer voice faded in the background as Kason faced Laurenell. 
 
    “I’m sorry I couldn’t make the service, Laurenell.” 
 
    She kept her gaze forward on the crystal, “I understand, Kason. Your love for my father is enough.” 
 
    “He would still be here if it wasn’t for my actions. I caused his death.” 
 
    She turned from the podium to face him, “You are not to blame, Kason. We all know the risks of living a hidden life amongst our enemies. None moreso than my father. He loved you as a son and wouldn’t want you to carry this burden. All Humanity now shares the burden for our race. You and the Ordinance are the guardians of our future. The Keepers are the historians of the days already past. We live or die together now. If you want to remember him, then never let these flames fall silent, Kason.” 
 
    Kason nodded, “I will carry his honor with me. He will never be forgotten.” 
 
    She touched the board again, cancelling the eulogy and restoring the flames to each crystal. 
 
    “I have no doubt you will carry what he taught you along with the memories of your friendship. I want to share in that continued journey with you, Kason, just as my father did. This is why I’ve put in my request to leave the Adytum and replace my father at his post onboard the Orion’s Rage.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 16 
 
      
 
    Commander Parejas was guided by the High Keeper to the innermost sanctum of the Adytum. There, they entered a circular, stone chamber about twenty meters in diameter. The ceiling rose to over twenty meters high. 
 
    The stone walls were interwoven with pretidyne crystals. A substance three times harder than diamond. The rock itself was one of the densest types of stone known in the galaxy. Intertwined together, they made for an impervious barrier against almost anything 
 
    Commander Parejas had never been inside the Annals, but knew of the structure when they built it. He now stood before the data cells of the entire Human race.  
 
    The High Keeper Brentice walked over to the door’s edge, leading into the chamber. He spoke some coded dialect to the stone corner of the entrance. 
 
    A stone plate, no bigger than the palm of one’s hand, receded back into the wall. A scanner then protruded out from the opening.  
 
    A green-hued beam quickly scanned the High Keeper before retreating back into the opening. 
 
    Next, a small terminal rotated out and downward. The High Keeper entered several codes into the interface before him. Once accepted, the panel folded back into the wall and the opening closed. 
 
    Without a sound, the seamless floor of the circular room began to drop down, forming a spiral, stone staircase. 
 
    Parejas looked upon it with a raised eye brow, “Nice trick you have there, High Keeper.” 
 
    “It’s one of my favorites,” the Keeper admitted, turning back towards the commander. His hands were folded to his front, “Once you’re at the bottom, a lift will take you the remainder of the way. If you need anything, please let me know, Commander.” 
 
    “Thank you, High Keeper.” 
 
    Parejas descended down the staircase as the Keeper looked down from above. 
 
    The commander knew what he was looking for. There had to be more than what Keeper Alon had let on. He knew Alon wasn’t deceiving him when he told him of the Gashnee, hinting that there might be more to the alien race.  
 
    He made it to the bottom of the staircase as the steps folded and retreated back up the circular shaft to close above. 
 
    There, in the center of the chamber, was a transparent elevator. 
 
    As he entered, a scanning beam traversed the lift followed by a male computer voice. 
 
    [Welcome, Commander Parejas. Authorization granted.] 
 
    The door slid shut and he descended further into the Adytum. 
 
    The lift was silent. Parejas thought it was controlled either by air pressure or a mag-lev device from below. Inside was illuminated by a soft light, just enough to make out one’s reflection in the glass and the texture of the stone shaft wall outside flashing by. It didn’t take long for the lift to find the bottom of the five hundred meter chute. 
 
    The commander exited the transportation unit. 
 
    As the commander exited the lift, he found himself in another circular room, similar to the one he had descended from and made of the same rock-and-crystal formation. 
 
    A new, female computer voice greeted him. 
 
    [Welcome, Commander Parejas. I am Antiquity. I am the voice and holder of all that is the Annals of Humanity. I hope your descent was a pleasant one.] 
 
    Shenta stepped forward towards the center of the chamber, responding, “It was. Thank you, Antiquity.” 
 
    Shenta’s eyes went to the chamber’s wall and to the pretidyne crystals embedded in it. He noticed several of them blinked when the computer greeted him. He only paused for a moment before the computer chimed again. 
 
    [Commander, would you prefer our communications be purely auditory, as it is now, or would you prefer to speak directly to me with a more comforting image?] 
 
    He placed his hands behind his back, “I have always been a face-to-face type of person, Antiquity.” 
 
    [Very well, Commander.] 
 
    The pieces of crystal in the wall surrounding him began to move through the stone and arrange themselves to the commander’s front. Each piece looked as though it was simply gliding through a liquid surface rather than through solid stone. 
 
    The crystals formed an ovular pattern in the wall to his front. They blended together to form one solid and smooth, blue crystal surface. The surface began to change shape, as if inner pieces of crystal were unfolding themselves to make an image. 
 
    The image was the face of a beautiful Human female. The color hues were still in blue variants of the crystal pieces, but formed a clear and smooth monochromatic image. 
 
    She spoke, [Does this suit you, Commander Parejas?] 
 
    “It does. Thank you.” 
 
    He studied the face for a moment and it didn’t take long for his computer host to comment. 
 
    [Do I look familiar to you, Commander?] 
 
    He smirked, “You can read Human facial expressions, or would that be my thoughts?” 
 
    [Facial patterns, Commander. I believe I am in reference to my creator, Keeper Maureen Taldon] 
 
    “Yes, the first Keeper of the Adytum. She was striking, I was told, as the image before me is now.” 
 
    [Thank you, Commander. I will take that as a compliment.] 
 
    Shenta wasn’t here for pleasantries. “What are the prevailing stories of the Gashnee demise?” 
 
    [Authorization?] 
 
    “Juliett-2-0-Sierra-Sierra-Romeo-Hotel-2-7-4” 
 
    [The first account, Commander, says the Gashnee were a dying race, a product of DNA degradation. They ruled the Milky Way Galaxy for ten thousand years and had many subjugated races. They were bound for extinction, only to be reborn from a new light, per their ancient prophecies. Even in their vast technology as the most advanced sentient race, they were doomed to destruction. Some of these stories say that they became eccentric and lashed out at the other races, starting a massive galactic war. It was said the Kryth Mahr Domain fought and destroyed the unbalanced race and brought order back to the galaxy.] 
 
    Shenta laughed, “That would be the Kryth’s interpretation, I presume.” 
 
    [“History is written by the victors”]               
 
    “Indeed it is, Antiquity. Please continue with the second.” 
 
    [The second prevailing historical account says the Kryth took advantage of the dying race and attacked them outright at their lowest point, seeking their chance to be the dominant race throughout the galaxy, as they were the second in power to the Gashnee.] 
 
    “My credits are on that one. Continue, please.” 
 
    [It is recorded that, during this battle, the Kryth made it look as though the Gashnee were the eccentric, malevolent, and reckless race. Even though the Cuukzen tried to stop this propaganda, the Kryth were charismatic. The new narrative overruled the latter and all soon joined the Kryth in defeating the ancient race.] 
 
    “The Cuukzen?” 
 
    [Yes, Commander. The Cuukzen were the primary subordinate race under the Gashnee. They also became the subjugated worker race under the Kryth. The Cuukzen race is fourth, behind the Gashnee and the Kryth, as one of the oldest races within the galaxy.] 
 
    “Fascinating.” 
 
    [Indeed, Commander.] 
 
    Shenta put his hand up to his chin and began to walk around the chamber, “Who’s the second oldest race?” 
 
    [The Annals reference the Aggeliones, an ancient race who wrote and held the Gashnee prophecies. They were the equal to my role as keeper of records, but for the Gashnee.] 
 
    “I’ve never heard of them.” 
 
    [They were only known by the stories that were passed down about them. There is no archeological evidence that the Aggeliones ever existed.] 
 
    “Then how can we accept any of this as fact?” 
 
    [The Cuukzens hold onto these stories as truth and say the Ancient Ones of the Gashnee are still alive and continue to foresee their return.] 
 
    “What evidence do you have that would suggest any of this is true, besides our own past history with the Gashnee?” 
 
    [The only evidence we have that would suggest these prophecies may be true lie in the astrological data on periodic space energy tendrils, or Ribbons, as they are sometimes called.] 
 
    “Like the one that caused the First Fleet to vanish?” 
 
    [Yes, Commander. These energy tendrils are rare throughout the galaxy. The tendrils are thought to be connected to wormhole events, and the residual energy that is released from them cause these Ribbons to appear. It is this residual energy that holds the truth to these stories.] 
 
    “Let me guess. It’s made of the same Gashnee matrix that is in our hyperspace tech?” 
 
    [Correct, Commander.]   
 
    “When was the last occurrence of these Ribbons?” 
 
    [We have only known about them since the First Fleet encountered one back in 206 P.E. One tendril has been appearing every twenty or so years. We are expecting the next one soon.] 
 
    “Do they appear in the same location?” 
 
    [Yes.] 
 
    Shenta stood there, thinking. He knew the Kryth were paranoid when it came to the Gashnee, and all these stories seem to tie into a larger mystery. Or threat, he thought. But, how and why were the real questions. 
 
    “Antiquity, I would like all the files encrypted and sent to my personal record onboard the Orion’s Rage.” 
 
    [That request cannot be completed without two other authorizations, the High Keeper Brentice’s and Assembly Leader Mordon Tallis’.] 
 
    “I will get those. Once complete, I want the transfer as soon as possible. Do you understand, Antiquity?” 
 
    [Yes, Commander.]  
 
    Shenta knew the secrecy of these files, but was still sore he was the last to be told. 
 
    He turned to leave the chamber, stopping short. 
 
    A thought had entered his mind, “Antiquity, who has access to these files, if accessed from this chamber?” 
 
    [All level five Keepers, the Assembly Mount leaders, and the direct command structure for the Ordinance.] 
 
    “When was this granted to the members you mentioned?” 
 
    [It was written in the Precept, regarding the retaking of planet Earth. These files would be open to all those mentioned at that time, but not until.] 
 
    That was what Tallis had said to Parejas before they had headed for the conference, and when Alon had told him of the Gashnee. 
 
    Shenta turned again to leave the chamber and approached the trans-lift. 
 
    He stopped again, “Antiquity, who was the last one besides myself to access these files on the Gashnee?” 
 
    There was a momentary pause, unlike the previous responses. 
 
    [That would be Assemblyman Qurinden, Commander.] 
 
    Parejas caught the pause, as if the programmed Keeper thought before she responded. 
 
    “Antiquity, it’s my understanding that your program has been recently replaced. Am I correct?” 
 
    [Yes, Commander.] 
 
    “What artificial program do you use now?” 
 
    [The Sent-5 Initiative.] 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 17 
 
      
 
    High above the planet Janus was the large, tactical operations station, Keres One. The hexagonal viewing platform sat on top in the center. Long docking arms came off at each of the corners, leading to other sections that continued to branch off. A circular access tube descended below the operations deck for one thousand meters before meeting another section, which also branched off to create a truss docking section for ships. 
 
    Shenta Parejas watched from the tactical operations room high above the station. Each side of the hexagonal room had four, triangular viewing windows that traversed each section. It was a grand view of the planet and the ships that docked at the station. 
 
    He saw the Flashpoint approach one of the arms. Below the battleship, a gunship swung up and rotated to dock across.  Lieutenant Bender arriving, no doubt. 
 
    Commander Parejas walked to the center of the room where a round tactical table was located. 
 
    He activated the panel and brought the holographic projector to life. 
 
    A door slid open and Lieutenant Commander Droe Temin entered.  
 
    “Thanks for coming on short notice, Lieutenant Commander.” 
 
    “I tried to make it here before the others arrived, as you directed,” she admitted. 
 
    “Yes. I wanted to brief you on a retro-fit to the command ships. This order is secret, so it will stay with you. 
 
    “I understand, Commander.” 
 
    The holo-projector spun up a clear image of the Orion’s Rage.  
 
    Shenta pointed to a side section on the ship, which showed a cut-away of the interior, “I have given the order for the implementation of a new weapon for the Rage Class of command ships.” 
 
    Droe walked around the table to stand next to the commander. 
 
    He spoke, “The L.T.S. weapon system, or what some engineers have come to call it, ‘the last thing seen’ by the enemy, was designed almost ten years ago, but not installed.” 
 
    “Nice name. What does it do?” she asked. 
 
    Shenta brought up a schematic of the Rage’s reactors from the image before them, “It’s a powerful weapon. It utilizes the full capacity of all platform reactors, including the fusion-star accelerators for the engines.” 
 
    Droe had a worrisome look on her face as she responded, “All the reactors? Including shields, offensive, and defensive?” 
 
    The lieutenant commander’s question was tactical, as she knew the Orion’s Rage had independent reactors for all systems, a redundancy that multiplied the ship’s effectiveness in combat and ensured her survivability. 
 
    The systems and sub-systems each had their own reactor, a total of six, excluding the two main engine reactors. Each one could operate independently or collectively, as each was tied into the other by three umbilical transfer conduits. If one reactor was to fail in combat, a power transfer could take place from another reactor. All this was done automatically and instantaneously by the ship’s artificial command and control systems. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered, “This is the drawback to this weapon. Let me explain.” 
 
    The holo-image changed to a space scene with the Orion’s Rage being semi-transparent with a Kryth sector station and several cruisers in the vicinity. 
 
    He continued, “When the L.T.S. system is activated, it takes the power of all reactors and funnels them through the L.T.S. device. The device then uses the hull of the ship as a conduit to transfer the energy towards the target. The power output is equal to the combined fire power of six Rage command cruisers, as you can see here.” 
 
    He activated the console. 
 
    The holo-image of the Orion’s Rage showed an energy transfer from the eight reactors to the center of the ship, where the L.T.S. device was located. The center of the ship became an intense point of white light as the energy expanded outward along the hull, enveloping the entire ship, and encasing it in a massive energy mass before being fired out the front of the ship. 
 
    The massive beam struck the Kryth station, destroying it, while incinerating the Kryth cruisers in the vicinity, even though the beam never struck them directly.  
 
    The holo-image flashed out as all the targets were destroyed.   
 
    Her mouth was agape, “Incredible!” 
 
    “The weapon is powerful,” Parejas said, “The zettajoule output can destroy the largest of ships or stations. It can even destroy an entire fleet that is grouped close together. It can take out ground targets on planets, such as cities or military installations, whether they are on the surface or deep underground.” 
 
    “What is the downside to such a platform, sir?” she inquired.  
 
    “The drawback, or Achilles’ Heel, of the system,” he said, “is the complete loss of all reactors, minus life support. The ship would be vulnerable for a short period of time during this phase. We would not have shields, offensive, or defensive systems back online until they recycled themselves after the blast.” 
 
    “How long does the phase last?” 
 
    “One minute until the reactors come back online in order of priority, such as shields and defensive systems.” 
 
    “A minute is a lifetime in combat.” 
 
    “Indeed. This is why I’ve never commissioned the project, until now.” 
 
    “Why now? If you don’t mind me asking, Commander.” 
 
    Shenta walked over to one of the triangular windows. 
 
    He placed his hands behind his back before continuing, “We need every weapon platform at our disposal against the Kryth. We need every advantage, even though this weapon would leave the ship vulnerable. It would only be used in a last ditch effort to cheat certain death.” 
 
    She continued to look at the data displayed in light, “How is the energy contained? The output on this graph is off the charts.” 
 
    “The shields act as the containment barrier, as the energy exceeds the ship’s mass by four times. When it fires, the shields collapse.” 
 
    He turned back towards her, “I tell you this now, Droe, because the sister ship of the Orion’s Rage, the Sol’s Edge, will be commissioned in the next few months. I will be giving you her command.” 
 
    Droe drew in her breath and stood tall at the commander’s declaration.  
 
    She was stunned. Her excited jubilance radiated from her green eyes. 
 
    He walked towards her, “You deserve it, Lieutenant Commander. You’ve proven your skills and duties next to me in command.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I. . . I am. . . I’m at a loss for words. This was unexpected. I mean, I knew she was due to be launched soon, followed by the others, but never considered who would command her.” 
 
    “Can I assume you agree with my recommendation?” 
 
    Droe beamed with a smile, “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. I’ve always dreamed of having a command of my own one day, but never in this manner. It’s a welcomed surprise. I thank you again, Commander.” 
 
    Shenta returned the smile, “For now, let’s keep this between us shall we?” 
 
    “Keep what between us, sir?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
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    Commander Parejas and Lieutenant Commander Droe Temin had just finished their private conversation onboard the station, Keres One, when the others started to arrive. 
 
    Lieutenant Bender came in with Commander Jesan Takkar, both laughing as they always seemed to be sharing some private joke or story with one another. 
 
    Captain Nevlen Bossarios followed behind, communicating with another officer on his wrist holo-comm. It blinked out as Nevlen entered the command tier. 
 
    “Gentlemen, it’s good to see everyone again. We have a lot to cover, so let’s get to it,” Parejas said as he cued up the projector. 
 
    They all gathered around the holo-image of what looked to be Kryth fleet positions in red. 
 
    Parejas looked over his command staff before speaking, “The first order of business will be Kryth positions and movements regarding what we know and what we can expect. Commander Takkar?” 
 
    Commander Takkar touched the holo-image with his hands and expanded it outward. The flash of light zoomed in to the front lines of the eastern Kryth sectors.  
 
    “Thank you, Commander Parejas. Please excuse the updates, gentlemen. The image will change as real-time position data comes in from Awanon regarding Kryth movements. Right now, we have little movement from Kryth forces, as you can see here. It seems they are still in a defensive posture with their fleet and ground forces. This corresponds with the intelligence gathered that they are still trying to figure out our location and size.” Takkar changed the image to the Mydian system, “Like I said, they are trying. We destroyed several unidentified probes entering Mydian the past several weeks. They were taken out in seconds once they crossed over the constellation camouflage sphere.” 
 
    This real-time data and intelligence on Kryth movements and positions in other sectors was impressive, and Parejas knew why.  
 
    The Awanon Project was designed and conceived in the early years of the rebirth of Humankind, on the outermost planet in the Mydian system, Awanon. It became the Ordinance’s key to the known secrets of the galaxy. The project was the primary secret facility in which the Ordinance forces would practice the art of intelligence gathering. It was given oversight over all others, including the formation and training of the Reaver Regiments. The Awanon Project was an engineering marvel, and it would need to be. Mankind’s future depended on it.   
 
    The Facility, as it was known, was buried five miles down under the frozen tundra and ice of the planet. The intelligence gathered would comprise of all known races, systems, militaries, religions, anomalies, and any other information that was crucial to mankind’s knowledge of their surrounding space. The intelligence systems that gathered this information were secret, yet were the only way that the Facility had eyes and ears beyond the planet’s surface. 
 
    Cloaked and hidden throughout deep space were the Facility’s farthest reaching surveillance devices, the Deus antennas. These devices were cloaked and scattered throughout the galaxy and were always on standby to pick up transmissions and imagery of interest. This information would be categorized and deciphered for use throughout the Ordinance forces. 
 
    Over fifteen hundred methods and uncountable number of devices made up the entire network of intelligence gathering. All these systems were linked together, which created a complete sphere of knowledge for the Ordinance forces. With this vital information locked in the bowls of the planet Awanon, second-guessing was ruled out in an instant. An asteroid collision could be discerned as a space battle or an explosion by non-galactic anomalies within milliseconds. A hyperspace jump signature could be ruled out over a comet’s tail light years away. The systems that make up the network are the only sure thing that mankind has to a secure future. 
 
    It was this exact system that had located Ramek. The only correct action Nevlen had made on his departure out of the system was to drop a Deus device around the planet Jens and Ramek were marooned on. The same was done by the Reavers, as they had activated a Mole device on the planet’s surface that had also helped in locating Ramek for the rescue operation. 
 
    Parejas continued to listen to the briefing, smiling at the thought of what the Kryth were behind in; knowledge. It’s our true power, he thought. 
 
    Kason spoke up, “Sorry to interrupt, Commander, but can we assume now the Kryth know where we are since these probe intrusions?” 
 
    “Correct, Lieutenant,” Takkar said, “This is why, in the next image, we will see the main Kryth fleet has moved our way.” 
 
    Just as the image changed, the door to the observation platform opened and in stepped a robed woman. 
 
    Everyone turned to look. 
 
    Parejas smiled as she entered, “Everyone, I would like to introduce you to Alon’s daughter, Keeper Laurenell Renske. She will be replacing the young Tanus Romar as the primary Keeper aboard the Orion’s Rage.” 
 
    Everyone greeted the Keeper as she passed by. 
 
    She approached the Reaver, “Hello, Kason,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Droe’s interest piqued. If the ceiling wasn’t already high, her eyebrow would have hit it for sure. 
 
    The Keeper moved past the group after the formal acknowledgments and took a spot next to one of the windows to observe. 
 
    Droe followed her all the way before turning to Kason, “That was a quick first name basis.” 
 
    Kason didn’t flinch or look in her direction. 
 
    “Continue, Commander Takkar,” Parejas said. 
 
    Takkar activated the next image of a full Kryth fleet. There were two Legion Flag command ships, two carriers, three destroyers, and four torpedo frigates. 
 
    “As you can see here,” Takkar said, adjusting the zoom on the fleet, “the Kryth have moved in their main Domonius Fleet. It has moved twenty sectors away from Mydian. Although it would take them two weeks to reach the edge of our system . . . this is the first time they have ventured so far from their own territory. There is no other reason for this positioning.” 
 
    Nevlen spoke up, “Are they planning to attack?” 
 
    “No,” Shenta responded, “They are ascertaining what we would do. They still do not know our force size, as their probes have not had time to gauge what they’re up against. This move is a baby step to see if we will react. They’re simply testing us.” 
 
    “Are we sure?” Nevlen asked. 
 
    Before Takkar could respond, Parejas stepped up. 
 
    “We’re sure, Captain. We have prepared for this day. Nothing is a shock to us and we are watching everything. Let us get to the task at hand,” Parejas retorted. Turning to Takkar, “Thank you for the briefing, Commander.” 
 
    The holo-image blinked out. 
 
    “We have several situations that garner our attention,” Parejas said, “The first is the monitoring of Kryth movements. The second is the Gashnee mystery which has now been thrust upon us. And the third is the Human delegation going to Earth.” He walked around the group at the monitor, continuing, “Our forces are in the best position to defend against any attack, although none would probably occur because we still hold the strategic position with the lack of Kryth intelligence on us. By the time they start to gain their footing, our defenses and fleets will be closer in number to their own. The Kryth making any attack now would leave themselves too weak to fend off any would-be successors to their position, such as the Vrae Empire.” 
 
    Parejas continued to walk around the projector. “The second action, regarding this Gashnee mystery, is a bit more pressing.” 
 
    “How so, Commander?” Kason inquired. 
 
    “I have come into some new information regarding why the Kryth are still paranoid about a long-dead race; and, why they are more interested than ever in ours.” He paused for only a moment before continuing, “The Gashnee may not be dead.” 
 
    The statement caught everyone’s attention. Murmuring broke out amongst the group. 
 
    “I’ve given you the back story to the Gashnee about how they visited us on Earth long ago. What I haven’t given you is the fact that they may still be around.” 
 
    “How’s that possible? I thought they died out from a disease or were eradicated by the Kryth?” Droe spoke. 
 
    “Yes, Lieutenant. Those were the conclusions, until now. We, I mean, another race believes the Gashnee have a living vessel within an ancient race that may know the mysteries and whereabouts of the Gashnee. We will need to put our trust in them to help us find the answers.” 
 
    He had everyone’s attention. 
 
    “The Cuukzen may know the whereabouts of the Gashnee, if they live.” 
 
    Nevlen barked a laugh, “Ha! The Cuukzen? Well, there’s some reassurance for you. We’re going to trust them?” 
 
    “Your men trusted you,” came the sharp reply from Kason. 
 
    “Enough!” Parejas snapped, before Nevlen could respond. He glared hard at Kason for a moment, “I will not have any gallery comments on the matter from junior officers,” the commander declared, emphasizing their loss of rank and position, “And, yes, we are going to trust them.” 
 
    Parejas walked over to Nevlen’s side, “You forget, Captain, that the Cuukzen hate the Kryth almost as much as we do. They have been subjugated and enslaved far longer than we’ve suffered.” 
 
    “Sorry, Commander. I was–”  
 
    Parejas stared at him, stopping any excuses to follow. 
 
    Parejas continued, “This is what I’ve decided. I have asked Mistuuk for his assistance. He may have some contacts who know the whereabouts of these ancients. I asked him to team up with Rels Sentel, our Provost Marshal in the Great Rings Systems.” 
 
    “I’m unfamiliar with the Provost Marshal’s name, sir,” Keeper Laurenell pitched in. 
 
    Droe gave her an odd look. 
 
    Parejas gestured over to Commander Takkar to explain. 
 
    “Rels has been off the books as of late,” Takkar explained, “I mean, he has been undercover for some time. He handles the colony’s trade business . . . or supervises it, is a better word to describe what he does. He makes sure no Humans are smuggling or trading anything they shouldn’t be with outside races. He keeps our secret trades lines intact.” 
 
    “I don’t recall a name like that in the Annals,” Laurenell cited. 
 
    Parejas stepped up, “We all have our secrets, Keeper. His name is on a need-to-know basis. And now, you know.” 
 
    A grin issued from Droe. 
 
    “Yes, Commander. Thank you,” Laurenell said as she moved back to her post. 
 
    Kason caught Droe’s grin towards the Keeper and acknowledged it with his inquisitive look towards the Lieutenant Commander.  
 
    Droe smiled. 
 
    “We also need to keep watch on an astrological anomaly which may or may not have a connection with the Gashnee. It’s the same anomaly which caused the first fleet to vanish back in 206 P.E.” 
 
    “This, I’m familiar with,” Laurenell piped up, stepping forward. 
 
    Parejas turned and shook his head, “Sorry. Not now, Keeper.” 
 
    Embarrassed, she nodded and stepped back. 
 
    “I have assigned Commander Takkar to take the Flashpoint and investigate.” 
 
    Turning to the Reaver, “Kason, you and your team will be on standby if any crises arise in any of these areas. Captain Bossarios,” Parejas now turned to Nevlen, “your troops will hold exercises and continue to keep their defensive positions around Mydian.” 
 
    “What about the Earth Rebuilding Project?”  Takkar asked. 
 
    “I have decided that no additional forces will be given an escort for the Eruditions’ return to Earth. They know the risks of wanting to recolonize the planet so soon. They have taken the necessary precautions by hiring and training a taskforce of volunteers. We can’t thin our ranks for the colony. They’re on their own.” 
 
    The commander’s words seemed harsh, but the situation didn’t warrant the separation of forces if the Kryth attacked. There was not a hint of hesitation or favoritism towards the Earth mission his fiancé was leading.  
 
    “What about the old guard?” Takkar asked, “We have several ships we could send along that are about to be decommissioned.” 
 
    “Most of the ships have been stripped of armaments already. I thought along similar lines, but the Precept has passed and they are going tomorrow.”   
 
    The commander’s directives were interrupted by the computer. 
 
    “Commander, Assemblyman Qurinden is waiting outside. Shall I grant her access?” 
 
    Parejas looked around the room, “Did anyone invite the Assemblyman?” 
 
    Everyone shook their heads. 
 
    Parejas was bemused as to why she was paying a visit now.  
 
    He would find out first-hand, “Computer, let her in.” 
 
    The door opened and the Assemblyman walked in. Her ceremonial coat flowed along the ground as she entered. 
 
    “This is unexpected, Assemblyman. A pleasure, but 
 
    Unexpected,” Parejas said as she approached. 
 
    “My apologies, Commander. I didn’t mean to interrupt your meeting. I wanted to offer my assistance, should you require it.”  
 
    “And what assistance would that be?” 
 
    “My knowledge regarding ancient races. I could assist you with my theories and understandings of what we know about the Azliklon-Gashnee.” 
 
    Parejas didn’t flinch. The others in the room, however, looked around with odd expressions at how her comments were so close to what was just being discussed. 
 
    “I don’t know if this is coincidence or bad timing, Assemblyman.” 
 
    “How so, Commander?” Qurinden asked, her red eye’s lens rotated, focusing. 
 
    “I know of your interest in archeology and ancient races, but we were just discussing the Gashnee in this meeting that you were not invited to.” 
 
    All heads went down at the commander’s tone towards the Assemblyman, except one. 
 
    “She could help with what she knows.” 
 
    Parejas turned his head sharply to look over at Nevlen. 
 
    “She could, I mean. . . She does know these things she speaks of. We need all the help we can get on this mystery,” Nevlen continued. 
 
    “I didn’t ask for your opinions, Captain.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.” 
 
    Parejas turned his attention back to the red-eyed robot, “Your matters are with the Precepts, Assemblyman. Please leave the defense of the colony in the hands of the Ordinance.” His cold tone was evident. 
 
    “My apologies, Commander. I will return back to my duties,” She said, inclining her head politely. 
 
    As she turned to leave, she nodded to the others standing around the projector. 
 
    Parejas watched the door slide shut. 
 
    Without turning, he addressed his officers, “You all have your orders. Follow up with the brief and submit any questions you may have by 0900 tomorrow. You’re all dismissed.” 
 
    The door slid open and the commander exited the other door opposite the one the Assemblyman came in through. 
 
    Nevlen’s eyes narrowed on the back of Parejas as he left. 
 
    The Keeper Laurenell approached the Reaver, but not before Droe did. 
 
    “Can I have a word with you, Kason?” Droe asked. 
 
    The question caught the Keeper, who stopped her approach and turned, leaving the platform. 
 
    “Sure. What do you need?” Kason asked. 
 
    “I had some questions about the new Reaver suits Doctor Solome was working on,” Droe said, guiding Kason towards and out the door. 
 
    Nevlen just looked at Commander Takkar before he left. 
 
    Commander Takkar was now by himself, chuckling, “Eventful. Always eventful.” 
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    Droe and Kason walked through the corridor of the Keres One Station. 
 
    Long windows followed the hallway as they strolled next to space and the planet Janus beyond. 
 
    “So what did you want to know about the new Reaver suits?” Kason asked. 
 
    Droe smiled, “Nothing really. I just wanted the chance to thank you personally for trusting me with Ramek’s rescue.”  
 
    The Reaver grinned, knowing the real reason she asked, “You don’t need to thank me. I can trust you. You did an excellent job. But, that’s not the reason you wanted to speak to me, is it?” 
 
    She played it off, “Well, yes. You asked me to take charge of the operation and not have Nevlen’s hands all over it. You couldn’t trust him. I know you trust me, but I just wanted to let you know. That’s all.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “What was that tone for?” She quarried.  
 
    Kason stopped, “This has nothing to do with Laurenell does it?” 
 
    “The Keeper?” 
 
    He chuckled, “Yes, the Keeper.” 
 
    Her eyes darted away, “Why would it have anything to do with her?” 
 
    “What’s that tone now?” He inched closer to her. 
 
    “What tone, Lieutenant Bender?” 
 
    He laughed, “It’s ‘Lieutenant’ now?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    He stopped before her and looked into her eyes. 
 
    She caught his stare, her lips parted. 
 
    They both held that position for a moment before Kason continued, “You think she likes me.” 
 
    “She does. . .  I mean, yes, it’s obvious. Can’t you see it?” 
 
    Kason walked around her. Droe turned in place, following his movements. 
 
    “I just thought I caught a hint of jealously, that’s all.” 
 
    “From her,” Droe stated. 
 
    Kason smiled from ear to ear. “No, not her. You.” 
 
    Droe tensed a bit. “Why would I be jealous?” 
 
    “That is the question, Lieutenant Commander.” 
 
    “It’s ‘Lieutenant Commander’ now, huh?” 
 
    Kason stopped. “I did sense something, then.” 
 
    “What you sensed was her eyes and lips covering your body with her greeting when she came in.” 
 
    Laughter burst forth from the Reaver, “I’m starting to understand women now.” he said with a smug grin. 
 
    “Oh really, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Well, understand this,” Droe said as she turned and walked away from him. 
 
    Kason watched as she moved at a good pace down the corridor and out the exit. 
 
    “Combat is so much easier.” 
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    The Greater Rings system was the place to be if you were in the trades. This was the intersection for cultural diversity in this quadrant of the Milky Way. Commerce came to deal in the main city of abundance, Aba-Qun Ta. It was the, whose-who of those seeking prosperity, as well as those who would wheel and deal amongst the galaxy’s finest tradesmen and most notorious hustlers. You either did your trade dealings legally within the confines of the Domain’s and Vrae’s control, or you belonged to the black market. Either way, you were still required to pay your dues to the local magistrate to keep your head from being blown off at the slightest misstep of disobedience. This city was money. It was power. It was pure greed at its best. But, above all else, it was a place for information, if you knew who to find. 
 
    I walked the city’s marketplaces as I’ve done many times before, unknown by the races that traded and bartered here. I had my contacts, but they were few and far between. I liked it that way. The rest don’t cast a suspicious eye as long as you blend in with the culture and the goings-on of the trade system. Play by the rules and they leave you alone, or at least make sure you’re not the one they catch. 
 
    I decided to stop for some food as I awaited my contact. I always met associates in the worst of weather during heavy city activity. The night was dark and the rain was coming down in sheets. The wet winds carried the variety of vendor aromas through the streets and passages of the ore district. The alien fare was hard to acquire a taste for in these parts. One of the many places I hung my hat was a little side-street joint known as Lu-shoo. It had a good central location to get the low-down and survey any exchanges, as I didn’t come here for the service or entrees. The menu here served up yantinon larvae, a Mertiklask delicacy for sure. Stomach pains and toilet duty waited me with this choice. It was always the greengage I chose, larvae were not on my chosen list of acceptable proteins. I also ordered what was the closest thing to Human coffee. It does the trick, if you can get it down. 
 
    Before I sat down at the outside bar, I noticed a little Cuukzen in the corner. Cuukzen were used as maintenance crews for the city’s subterranean works. I knew every Cuukzen in the city, so this Mistuuk character would be easy to spot. Commander Parejas said he would find me. I found that hard to believe, as I am the one that finds, not the other way around. It wouldn’t matter though, this Cuukzen had some good intel on my target and I agreed to work with him. Rather, he work with me. 
 
    I kept my eye on the Cuukzen. He was trying to be inconspicuous; it wasn’t working. The little bastard seemed nervous as he kept looking in my direction every few seconds. That’s when I noticed the second Cuukzen jump up into the seat next to me. 
 
    I smiled as I knew the corner Cuukzen was a decoy and it was about time this little guy showed up, “You must be Mistuuk?” 
 
    “You actually fell for that?” Mistuuk beamed. 
 
    That’s when I sat my drink down and parted my duster, exposing the hidden BT-10 repeater pistol beneath, pointing in the midget aliens’s direction, “Does it look like I fell for it? Not bad, though, Cuukzen. Go ahead and order something.” 
 
    “Ha! Mert food is for Vraes. I prefer real food, not aythra waste.” 
 
    “I don’t care if you like it or not. Don’t look at me. And order something. It wasn’t a request.” 
 
    “Right!” 
 
    He had to order the larvae. 
 
    I finished my drink, gulping the last swig down, “Meet me in the alley to the north in ten minutes.” I wasn’t going to give him a chance to respond; I swiveled around in my seat and walked down the street to the rendezvous point. 
 
    The rain was still coming down hard, pouring off the market’s roofs and down into the drainage lining the streets. I waited in the alley for the Cuukzen, wondering if the information he had would help our situation in finding these Gashnee Ancients. It better, I thought. I wasn’t about to go on a wild tamerak chase for nothing.  
 
    Ten minutes of waiting felt like thirty in the cold, pouring rain. I watched, cloaked in my duster as the water ran off onto the ground at my feet. 
 
    The Cuukzen approached, almost skipping as if he was just going out for a stroll, “Okay, I’m here. Now what?” 
 
    “Follow me and don’t say a word.” 
 
    I was always cautious heading in or out of the main workspace I called home. With the little Cuukzen in tow, I carved courses through the back alleys and side streets of the city, making my way to the tech side of the market. More alien action took place here than anywhere else in Aba-Qun Ta. I always backtracked and kept an eye on the change in scenery. As the only Human amongst alien races, it wasn’t hard to stand out if you weren’t careful. 
 
    The disguise I wore helped. The long, black coat and hat came from an era in Human history the aliens would know nothing about. I blended in well with my six-foot-three frame, as one of the Kryth, Vrae, and several other races of taller height. The mask I wore covered my mouth, nose and eyes, looking more like some metal, alien breathing apparatus that several races wore in these parts. The remaining clothes I sported were a semi-armored suit with black-deck boots. Black was the way to go, as it added that extra “beware” effect amongst the parasites of these parts. Caution and keeping a low profile was the word to live by here. I preferred to reside center-stage amongst the wheelers and dealers so I could keep a close eye on anyone who would cherish my demise; namely, the Kryth. 
 
    We made it to the furthest alley in the tech district. There was only one way in and one way out of this place. I liked to know who was coming and who was going. I began to go through three security key-pads set up at different hidden locations within the alley, making the Cuukzen look away of course. The last one opened a drainage grate. 
 
    I made my way down a flight of stairs as the water poured through and down the slanted run-off. Mistuuk was still glued to my every move. I accessed the last security pad. Turning a valve on an old pipe like an old safe combination, the final access-pad appeared from inside the valve’s opening. A construct behind the stairwell slid open, allowing access to my home-away-from-home. 
 
    The inside wasn’t much to look at. There was a bed, work bench for the toys, a secure holo-system, and a stock room. I removed my coat and hat. The little alien watched as I removed my face mask. I’m assuming by his look, it was the scars on my chiseled face and neck that caught his attention, and not my lavish, black hair and blue eyes. 
 
    “Can I talk now, Mister Sentel?” 
 
    “Call me Rels, and go ahead.” 
 
    Mistuuk just shook his head, “You’re an ugly Human, Rels.” 
 
    “Ha! I’ll take that as a compliment, you little bastard.” 
 
    “You know, this looks just like the safe-room I had on Solat-Des.” 
 
    “Does it now?” 
 
    The little guy made his way around my home, touching everything he could get his pudgy hands on, “Don’t do that.” I gestured, letting him know I didn’t like my stuff touched, especially by a little reddish-brown alien. I wanted to get this going, as time was against us. I didn’t bring him here for Cuukzen small talk, so to speak. 
 
    I activated the holo-system and began to ask the questions. 
 
    “So, I hear you’re a bounty hunter of information. You hate the Kryth and think the Fossari are idiots. And you don’t much admire aythras. Is that right?” 
 
    “Most definitely.” 
 
    “Good. I hate them all myself. So, what information do you have on these Ancient Ones of the Gashnee?” 
 
    The little Cuukzen walked over and jumped up onto the edge of my bed. He wiggled a bit to make himself comfortable, blinking his eyes rapidly and smacking his mouth a few short times. He could have at least taken off his wet clothes. 
 
    “Could you have minded removing your wet trench before getting on my bed?” 
 
    “Right!” He stood up, pulled down his hood, then removed his coat, tossing it near the head of my bed, right on the pillow, “How’s that?” 
 
    “Yeah, much better, thanks.” I could see this was going to be a long day. 
 
    He repositioned himself, then answered my question, “The Ancients are Gashnee prophesiers. There are only three alive at any one time, holding all Gashnee lore.”  
 
    “Three?” 
 
    “Yes, only three. They are born as triplets and separated at birth. Each lives for a thousand years in different parts of the galaxy, never seeing one another until approaching death. Then, they come back together to fuse as one, once again beginning the birthing rights of the Ancients before conceiving the Three again. This is to carry on the prophecy tradition, as they hold all Gashnee history and future prophecy.” 
 
    I hadn’t known the Cuukzen were capable of such humor, “Are you spinning me?!” 
 
    He just blinked, probably not understanding my comment. 
 
    “You’re telling me that these three Ancients are living vestals of knowledge for the Gashnee prophecies? That they hold and decipher the lore for the Gashnee? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Don’t they have memory cells, crystals, or holo-discs for that kind of stuff? Why living creatures? That’s just bizarre. They could easily be killed and that would end the living memory banks for sure, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “That’s why they are separated by great distances at birth.” 
 
    “Oh, that makes sense. Are you joking?” 
 
    “I never joke. Well, from time to time, I do. I like joking with Kryth. They’re so serious. Especially that Lintorth one.” 
 
    “Lintorth Sol? You know the Si General?” I wasn’t expecting that.  
 
    “Well, I don’t really know him, Rels. I was captured and interrogated by him before I came into your race’s company. Not a nice Kryth at all. Then again, they’re all not nice.” 
 
    “I’m surprised he let you live, knowing his background.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t have, but I have your people to thank for that.” 
 
    “I see.” I didn’t know where this was going, but that’s all the crazy talk I had time for. Now down to business, “So what’s this contact you have?” 
 
    “That’s the question, isn’t it? Her name is Panu.” 
 
    “So, she’ll lead us to these Ancients?” 
 
    “No. She knows a Merashyn who knows the Holmloskk that knows an old Vrae woman, which supposedly knows the whereabouts of the Three. Unfortunately she’s a Vrae contact.” 
 
    I wasn’t amused, “So I am going on some wild tamerak chase here.”  
 
    Mistuuk beamed, “Oh, I had a tamerak once. They make good pets. A little annoying, but still good pets.” 
 
    “A little annoying? You don’t say?” 
 
    “Actually, what make better pets are ceenees. Now those are loyal pets. They smell, though. Do you have pets, Rels?” 
 
    I didn’t answer the Cuukzen. I was beginning to rethink this mission, as he continued carrying on with his non-informative pet rant. I’ll just let him yak away. I’m hoping it will tire the little yapper out at some point. 
 
    I grabbed my hat, covered my face, and kicked my feet up on a crate. I’ll just sleep here. 
 
    With this guy around, I’m going to need all the rest I can get; and, just think, this mission was just getting started. 
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    The planet is amazing to look at from this distance, Parejas thought.  
 
    The mag-shuttle system he road on gave the best view from the Keres One Station. The command structure he had just left was connected to another structure five kilometers away. The entire Keres One Station was made up of six hubs, with the seventh command structure at the center of the top.  
 
    The shuttle transportation system ran between the hubs via a triangular truss. The bottom point of the triangle was where the mag-track proceeded. Each side of the truss had large, triangle viewing windows that ran the full length of the system, giving spectacular awe-inspiring observations of spaceflight activities; as well as the planet Janus beyond. 
 
    Parejas sat in an open mag-sled with seats that ran horizontal to the direction of travel. He rested with his legs crossed, enjoying the peace and quiet around him, since he was the only passenger on the transport to the next section. 
 
    He brought up an image of Earth on the holo-pad resting on his lap. The difference of the planets was not lost on the commander. They were far from the same, but both still home. 
 
    Janus was similar in size to Earth. Her surface was only fifty percent liquid water compared to Earth’s seventy percent. Janus also only had two major continents to Earth’s seven. Together, the two continents made up the other fifty percent of the planet’s surface and were located near the equator. 
 
    He thought of Earth now because he was trying to make the connection to why his fiancé and all those called Earthiests wanted to go to a planet they knew nothing of, except what they read about in the Annals. He understood the historical nature of retaking the Earth; but, more as a symbol of Humanity, not as a home. Janus had always been home. He knew it ran deeper than in his thoughts and heart on why they wanted to go back and terraform the dying planet. It was the planet of our origin. He still did not like the idea of a scientific force going with no security, over a vast distance, away from the safe harbor of the Mydian system. But, that decision had already been decided by the Assembly and the consensus of the Precept. 
 
    His shuttle arrived on Section Three of the massive station. It entered the terminal concourse and came to rest. He departed as civilians boarded. They acknowledged the commander’s rank as he passed, nodding in his direction.  
 
    Parejas found the lift to take him to the departing level the Erudition Seven was docked at. 
 
    As he exited the lift, he could see the historic ship and the cargo loaders finishing their work outside the station’s concourse viewing windows.  
 
    He walked to the docking hallway just before the entry door to the ship. Several crew members moved through, carrying containers and the remaining supplies located near the ship’s entrance. 
 
    He knew the significance of the ship he now stood before and the mission his fiancé was about to undertake. He didn’t agree with it, and had lost his argument in front of the Assembly. Nevertheless, he knew the importance of it, especially what it meant to her. 
 
    He thought of the Erudition ships that fled the Sol system all those years ago. How they had arrived in the Mydian system, unloading their precious cargo of Humans and provisions on the new planet. Even though this was a day that many had wished for, now was not the time to argue his point further. 
 
    Parejas contemplated the events to come as the last of the supplies were loaded aboard. The one thousand meter ship would depart with a crew of only fifty thousand. Of those, only three thousand were security for the Earth contingent. The compliment of arms was limited, as this was a science mission. They had a dozen Storm Tac fighters and several assault shuttles, but nothing in the way of large armaments or major defenses. They would be on their own. 
 
    The commander’s thoughts were redirected.  
 
    Approaching the commander from the airlock door was Director Bowlan. She walked towards him with her arms behind her back. 
 
    He caught her smile as she approached, “Trying to leave without saying goodbye, Director?” Shenta playfully smiled. 
 
    “I don’t think I could leave undetected under the security blanket you’ve set up, Commander.” 
 
    They stood face-to-face, a few centimeters away from one another. 
 
    “You couldn’t even flinch under my blanket,” he declared. 
 
    She smiled broadly, “Oh, really?” 
 
    “Yes. Really.” 
 
    They stared at each other for a moment until they embraced in a passionate kiss. They held their posture, not wanting to release for the inevitable goodbye. The moment was right. It was a moment that they could share together, for it was not lost on the commander that many Humans two hundred and sixty-seven years ago were not able to share a goodbye. 
 
    The seven Erudition starships fleeing Earth only carried one hundred thousand survivors each. They left only three days after the Kryth attacked Sol. Many families were not able to say their final goodbyes, as time was not given by the events brought on by the Kryth. 
 
    Today, the reversal of those events are by sacrificed choice, not governed by an enemy. 
 
    Shenta was first to step away. He looked deep into her eyes and smiled. 
 
    “It’ll be a while before we do that again,” he said. 
 
    “That’s why I wanted to see you one last time before I left.” 
 
    Shenta smiled, “Is that why you moved up your departure time. To get me down here quicker?” 
 
    Shawna laughed, “No, but it worked anyways, right?” 
 
    “It did. So, why are you moving the departure up? 
 
    “I thought less fanfare and ceremonies would be better; a quiet send-off. I didn’t want to draw in the political strife many have had with this mission.” Her eyes caught his for a reaction before they lowered back down. She knew that one was a bit pointed, since he was one of those against this journey. “I don’t mean to bring it up. I just wanted –” 
 
    His hand raised her chin to look at him again, “Don’t say anything. You don’t need to convince me of what your heart desirers, Shawna. You know where my heart is. It’s with you. I will support you in all your dreams and ambitions. This means a lot to you and I respect that.” 
 
    Her mood lifted, “Thank you.” 
 
    Drawing her head in, he kissed her on the forehead. “Now, Director. You’ll send pictures?” 
 
    They laughed. 
 
    “I will, Commander.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, “I love you too, Shenta. I love you so very much.” 
 
    They kissed one last time. 
 
    Shawna rubbed his arm, fighting back her emotions, “I’ll conference you as soon as we arrive,” she told him, walking backwards. 
 
    “I look forward to it. Safe journey to you and your crew.” 
 
    She smiled, turning before her emotions betrayed her. 
 
    The commander watched his fiancé walk through the hull door of the Erudition ship.  
 
    It closed and sealed shut behind her.  
 
    Shenta walked over to the window and had a seat. 
 
    His mind was on her, not on the significance of the mission, as the ship moved from her berth. The ship’s old, metal side showed her age as it filled the viewing window. The insignia rolled by. Her windows were lined with her crew, gleaning a last glimpse of the planet of their birth, Janus. 
 
    Shuttles and other various craft flew next to the Erudition Seven, giving them a farewell escort out of the inner system. 
 
    The ship’s engines glowed, moving beyond the station. Shenta retreated from his seat and began his walk back to the shuttle and the Keres Ones operations center. 
 
    A historic moment that most Mydians would not witness, saved for the Annals. 
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    Lintorth stood alone on the cold, stone floor of the Chamber Lore. Xoma Si had departed first, surrounded by her ever watchful Tactis guards. Lintorth had bowed low as she and her retinue had passed, in respect to the Red Throne, but also to hide a smile from the crowd of onlookers in the tiers above the floor.  She had whispered “You please me greatly, my warrior of the Domain,” for his ears only. He was pleased as well. His plan to stall his brother, Sontar Jal, from rash stupidity and premature engagement against the small contingent of Human scout ships had worked.  
 
    Lintorth now held control of a sizable armada of ships assembled for the sole purpose of tracking down the Humans. He was tasked with neutralizing the threat to the Kryth Mahr Domain quickly and thoroughly.  Generals Poth Kar and Turlon Ti had approached him and asked what the new fleet commander required of them. He gave them the proper authority and guidelines to ready the force for his disposal before dismissing them brusquely.  
 
    “By the gods, those two wear on my patience,” Lintorth grumbled to the empty arena. 
 
    “Yes, they certainly do,” concurred an amused reply from behind him. 
 
    Lintorth chuckled and shook his head in mock reproof.  “Ah, it would be you, of course. I wondered if you had taken leave of this whole farce.” 
 
    Bruntok Gar let slip the slightest of smiles before resuming his neutral expression.  “I assumed the whole spectacle was premeditated for the benefit of the Red Throne and yourself, since the decision had already been made.” 
 
    “Yes, it has been decided that I would lead any expedition to find the Humans. My way is cautious, but imperative for the good of the Domain,” Lintorth said benignly. “The Human military capabilities are still largely unknown to me,” he admitted. “I had to forestall the powerful factions from doing something rash and detrimental. We cannot commit to a military offensive that might degrade our means to hold our territories.” 
 
    “The Humans,” Bruntok Gar reiterated, “You still have not discovered their source of power? Where they live? The strength of their forces?” 
 
    “I have not, my friend,” answered Lintorth. “I have deployed all of my considerable resources within and outside the Domain. I have gathered scant information so far, but am confident that I will discover the knowledge I need to proceed strategically. I have many leads, and some are very close to fruition,” he said with a look that showed he would not reveal any more information at the present time. 
 
    Bruntok Gar dipped his head. “I will take my leave, Lintorth Sar, and leave you to your considerable task. Until our enemies are but flame and ash,” he turned and walked towards the large, stone doors at the far side of the Chamber Lore, his footfalls fell silent on the hard surface as he departed. 
 
    “Lintorth Sar,” said Bruntok as he continued walking without looking back. “I thank you for regaining my Korin Shai our rightful place behind the Red Throne of Draneous Kor. I owe you a debt and am glad of it.” 
 
    “It favors us both,” Lintorth said gladly. “Until our paths cross again, may you see the approach of your enemies.” 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Voskal Lat felt the powerful thrum of the Exendoth Destroyer’s engines underneath the soles of his boots, standing three levels above the propulsion system of the Kron Hyr or “Star Glass”. The heavily modified destroyer was one of Lintorth’s personal starships. It boasted increased speed, armaments, and shields. It was also a vessel capable of matchless stealth capabilities and had no peer in its class within the Kryth Mahr Domain. The Kron Hyr could disappear amongst the stars and could cripple starships much larger than itself. 
 
    He and Lintorth Sar had been discussing the most recent developments and intelligence. Lintorth was in great spirits after derailing Sontar Jol’s plans. 
 
    “There has been a significant increase in wormhole activity in multiple sectors,” Voskal Lat explained, “We finally have confirmation of these rare appearances and they do leave a signature of Gashnee technology. I studied the old data you provided from the ancient texts from the Lore and experts confirmed that the propulsion systems the Humans use are not entirely Gashnee technology themselves, but instead a hybrid,” he concluded. 
 
    “How much of an advantage does this give the Humans?” Lintorth asked, already reconciled to the answer he was certain would not be favorable. 
 
    “The Humans have a capability to travel at a factor much greater than our warships,” Voskal began with some distress, “It gives them an extreme tactical and strategic advantage,” he finished. 
 
    “I am aware,” Lintorth agreed with his subordinate, “It also grants us a way to track the Humans’ movements, which could be detrimental. I will provide you with assets to track sightings of their signatures where they may appear,” he decided. “With luck, we might be able to start predicting their movements.” 
 
    Voskal Lat grinned like a predator. “They will inevitably make a mistake and you will flay them for their grievous offenses.” 
 
    “Now that I have the full authority to command our fleets, the current state of engagements against the Humans will be altered,” Lintorth promised matter-of-factly. “The Domain will bring them to battle. We can use subterfuge to lure them to a battlefield of our choosing and defeat them. If that is not enough,” he said, noticing the look of uncertainty on Voskal Lat’s face before continuing, “we can overwhelm them with our might if need be,” he amended. 
 
    “What of the warriors, my Lord?” Voskal Lat interjected. “The Reavers,” the word sounded odd in the Kryth language as he finished, “they seem to plague us at every turn.”  
 
    Lintorth moved over to a large table positioned to one side of the room, next to a metal wall. Tactical displays, troop movement, warship routes, and other layers of information flashed around the screen. He was quiet for a few moments before he spoke. 
 
    “I am constructing a plan to eliminate the Reavers as a threat to the Domain. They are but one part of the Human war fleet. It is called the Ordinance, I have recently discovered through my contacts in the Vrae Empire,” he explained, continuing, “The Reavers might be the key that allows us to discover the secret location of their new home world. The one you retrieved from the Comondons has revealed much about their physiology and biotechnology. I thank you, Voskal, for your exemplary judgment and swift action,” he appraised. 
 
    “You are too kind.” Voskal smiled. “I serve you and the Red Throne to the best of my abilities.” 
 
    “Your abilities have caught a great prize; but, now we must try to capture more of his brethren,” Lintorth confided. “We must know what information they hold. I must know what they know about the Kryth Mahr. We cannot blunder in the darkness any longer.” 
 
    “They must learn their fellow warrior is imprisoned and alive, must they not,” Voskal concluded, shrewdly.  
 
    “Yes.” Lintorth balled his hands into fists. “They must learn one of their own is alive and under our ministrations. They have a bond not unlike the Korin Shai. They will come for him and blaze a path of blood. And when they do, it will be their doom.” 
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    The morning came fast. I was up before the Cuukzen. It was time to go meet our first contact, another Cuukzen he knew named Panu. 
 
    “Get up!” I yelled. 
 
    My first instinct was to just flip over my bunk he was sleeping on and drop the little pudge on the floor. It was the least I could do, after what he did to my pillow during the night. I’ll just get a new one. 
 
    The light from the morning star was just making its way over the mountains on Aba-Qun Ta. I wanted to get going, as the markets in the districts would soon be buzzing.  
 
    My first stop was the weapons locker. You can never have too many weapons when meeting unknown contacts. And I didn’t trust the little midget quite yet. 
 
    “I have my own pistol, Rels.” 
 
    “You don’t say.” I didn’t bother with the Cuukzen’s statement as I readied the refill cartridges for the girls, my trusty side arms.  
 
    “Do you like, Rels.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Looks good.” 
 
    “You didn’t even look.” 
 
    I better get this over with or this pudge won’t stop until I do. 
 
    I turned around to glance at the side arm he was so excited to show me. I could only imagine what he was carrying. Hopefully, it had a bio-lock on it. Something else I couldn’t trust him with. 
 
    I knew the piece as soon as I saw it. It was a Tri-Deck Slammer pistol. Both rare and unique. 
 
    “Well, well. I’m actually surprised here, Mistuuk.” 
 
    I reached out to take a closer look. 
 
    The Slammers were unique because they were only used for one thing, close quarters blasting. I mean, real close, about ten meters. But, they packed a punch. The Tri-Deck fired three slug rounds in a spread formation. In close quarters, all three rounds could hit. You were guaranteed of at least two that would hit, even if you weren’t that good of a shot. As the rounds fanned out at a distance, it was less likely they would find their recipient. But at close range, even with a moving or bolting target, the spread fired in front of the moving mark would again guarantee a better chance of a hit. 
 
    “What rounds do you use?” I asked him. 
 
    “Explosives. Sometimes X-crosses.” 
 
    The wide smile on the little guy showed his sense of pride. His eyes were wide, awaiting my acceptance for such a remarkable piece of hardware. 
 
    “I’m impressed. Explosives at close range are a bold move, if not a bit crazy. Same goes for the X-cross rounds.”  
 
    These weren’t your normal issues slugs either. These, you had to find on the black market or make them yourself. The explosive rounds were dangerous at close quarters, anything explosive was. The X-cross rounds were even more so. When fired, they spread out, spinning, to a radius of three meters. Upon reaching the range they would cross back in front, continuing their path for about 30 meters in a crisscross pattern. They were great with chasing down marks in hallways or alleyways of a city. 
 
    I wonder where he got it from. I know most, if not all, of the black market dealers. 
 
    “I approve. Just make sure you’re in front of me when you fire this thing.” 
 
    “Oh, I haven’t fired it yet, Rels.” 
 
    I sat there staring at him for a moment. This situation just went from horrible to nightmarish.  
 
    The Cuukzen burst out in laughter, “You should see your face, Rels. That was a good one. Right?” 
 
    “Yes. Humorous. Very humorous.” 
 
    The midget alien took his weapon back, spinning it a few times, he placed it back in its holster. 
 
    “Nice move, Cuukzen, considering you’ve never even shot it. You may come in handy; but, again, make sure you’re in front of me when you do fire it. Got it?” 
 
    “Anything you say, Rels.” 
 
    “By the way, where did you get that piece? It’s not common and I know the dealers, I haven’t seen one like this before.” 
 
    “From Rece Jallao.” 
 
    “Rece Jallao? Who the hell is Rece Jallao?” 
 
    “The one arms dealer you don’t know.” 
 
    I laughed. The little guy was just trying to get at me. Then again, I was curious. He did seem serious. I’ll bite. 
 
    “How come I’ve never heard of him?” 
 
    “Because he’s a Cuukzen.” 
 
    “A Cuukzen black arms dealer?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Yeah, why not. You’re a bounty hunter of information.” 
 
    I stepped into a place I would surely regret. 
 
    “So who does he work with, besides you?” I asked. 
 
    “You know Gukan-Gen?” he questioned. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What about Shurlon Telase?” 
 
    The pudge just named two of the top arms dealers who only work within shadowy networks. 
 
    “Okay. I see, name dropping. I still don’t know this Cuukzen dealer you mentioned.” 
 
    “Ha! You don’t know something. Mistuuk know him, you don’t.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this. Explain.” 
 
    I wasn’t ready for another one of his stories that go off in a spiraling tangent of nothingness. But I was all ears for this one. 
 
    “Rece is cool. He keeps a tight inner circle. Only those who know him get the choice weapons. Even the Kryth don’t know about him. I met him through a contact of mine. Since I’m a bounty hunter of information, I know these things.” 
 
    “Just like that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I could have pressed more, but it was time to go. We needed to make our way to the trade section to meet our first contact. I didn’t really know if these Ancients of the Gashnee existed or not. Anyway, I was game for a good assignment, and this one was right up my alley.  
 
    I’ll just deal with this Rece character later. 
 
    It was hard to believe these little Cuukzens run in tight circles. A black arms dealing Cuukzen. I couldn’t wait to meet him, if he existed at all. 
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    Skentil Rol lay on his side. One arm was pinned underneath his wiry body and the corrugated, metal deck-plating cut into his cheek. That pain was still preferable to the other cheek that radiated sharp agony throbbing with his rapid heartbeat. Blood dribbled out of his gaping mouth as he gulped air past his broken teeth. 
 
    Sontar Jal raged, smashing furniture, expensive reliquaries and hapless subordinates who got in his path. He destroyed his sanctum aboard his Legion Flag ship, the Cerothnak, the “Shard of Night”.  
 
    The sanctum was perched high above the rear-most portion of the bridge on the Blakkon Nar Class vessel. It afforded the general privacy from the crew down below during meetings with classified information and other knowledge that subordinates had no reason to concern themselves with. The sanctum was also off-limits to all crewmembers except the senior command staff and the general, Sontar. The bridge crew saw Sontar enter his sanctum in a furious rage, spewing vitriol and hatred about the futility of the Chamber Lore meeting, Lintorth’s scheming and the “damn” Korin Shai, and the incompetency of the Red Throne and the usurper who sat upon it. 
 
    The content of his diatribe was dangerous, treasonous even, as slights from a high-ranking official, such as Sontar himself, were most often considered seditious and dealt with. Treason against the Red Throne most often brought imprisonment or public execution, if the infringement was political machinations or typical of Kryth Mahr power struggles between factions and houses of the Domain. Dangerous enemies of the Domain were dealt with in silent, covert, and efficient manners.  
 
    Shards of broken reliquaries crunched under Sontar’s boots as he walked across the littered floor of his sanctum. He skirted around the moaning Skentil Rol, who still lay on the floor, stunned from Sontar’s brutal pummeling minutes before. Sontar flicked a small statue of one of the Four Fold Gods out his way with his foot and picked up a curved keska blade in one hand.  
 
    The other Kryth Mahr warriors present in the room with Sontar shied away from his verbal and physical outbursts, trying to avoid the brunt of his unbridled wrath. None wanted to be the next victim like Skentil Rol. Kryth Mahr society fostered warriors who could fight another, regardless if one be high-ranking or lowborn. Fights were meant to settle affairs of honor, gain notoriety, or retaliate against an attack, provoked or not. Settling disputes through sanctioned duels, private street combat, or fights in a secluded corridor on an interstellar vessel were commonplace. The elite among the Kryth Mahr exacted revenge on the victors in numerous other ways which could end a political career, destroy a family, or extinguish their life. 
 
    Zartock did not shrink from his Sontar’s wrath. He stood his ground, with his feet turned to a classic blade fighter stance and his hand hovering over his own keska blade. The veteran warrior’s face bespoke his willingness to spill blood, mindless of the consequence of Sontar’s high station. 
 
    Sontar was dismissive, he turned his back on Zartock and walked away. He did not see the other warriors eye each other with knowing looks. All of them knew Zartock was the deadlier of the two and a master of the keska blade. They had seen him practice countless hours onboard the ship and witnessed his prowess in combat. 
 
    “What do we do now, my Lord?” Zartock spoke to Sontar’s back as he motioned for two of the Kryth warriors to help Skentil Rol off the floor. Two Kryth Mahr pulled the moaning Skentil to his feet and helped him limp painfully through an open doorway to seek medical aid. 
 
    “Now?” mocked Sontar, gripping the handle of his blade crushingly tight. Zartock saw his body silently quivering with rage still not spent. “Now we endure the dictates of the Red Throne and that bitch that sits upon it!” he spat. “Now, we wait for permission to assemble the fleet. We wait on sufferance from my brother to act as warriors and engage the Humans in battle,” he growled. 
 
    Zartock furrowed his brow. “Do we proceed as you originally planned? We have been preparing for over two cycles now,” he spoke mindfully, “Surely Poth Kar and Turlon Ti still stand by your side.” 
 
    “Those two,” grunted Sontar, “could not have capitulated to Xoma Si and her guards much faster than they did without injury.” He saw the concern etched on his trusted warrior’s face. “Do not burden yourself with their lack of commitment. They conceded publicly in the Chamber Lore, but both adhere to my purpose.” 
 
    Sontar sheathed his blade and placed his left hand on Zartock’s muscular shoulder. “We may be wrong about Kentabak Four,” he admitted grudgingly. “Lintorth always does uncover secrets. Curse him, but he does.” 
 
    “Lintorth finds the Humans for us and then we strike,” suggested Zartock. “It matters not where they hide. They will burn,” he said with fire in his eyes. “The might of the Domain will not go unchallenged, my Lord.” 
 
    Sontar now grasped both of Zartock’s shoulders. The two Kryth Mahr warriors anticipated the glory and reputations the oncoming war would bring them and embraced it. “The might of our people has been in question recently. These Humans have demonstrated a weakness in us, Zartock,” he said sadly. “Once, we were the undisputed masters of the Domain. We ruled with fire and blood. None dared oppose the Red Throne when it was strong. Now, we are attacked by these vindictive Humans.” 
 
    “They have been too successful this far, my Lord,” ventured Zartock. “Their attacks mock us, making us look weak and indecisive in front of all our enemies. Many of our own vassals are starting to sound mutinous as well,” he said. A hint of sadness creeping into his voice as he continued, “We have to fight them. Sooner is better, before we get into a worse state.” 
 
    “Straight to the heart as always, Zartock,” Sontar said, with genuine warmth in his voice. “Yes, we may actually meet the Humans in battle. My brother may find their home world and then we can descend on it with the fleets and watch it burn. But, if he does not find them, we will have to bring them to us,” Sontar said. “And when they come, there will be no doubt what happens to the enemies of the Domain. We will destroy them,” he said, thrusting his hands skyward. “We will burn them with such a fire the galaxy has never seen.” 
 
    “What are you proposing, my Lord Sontar Jal?” asked Zartock. All of the other Kryth Mahr warriors had been watching the exchange from the background, but now leaned in to pay close attention.  
 
    “Propose?” said Sontar, mocking him. “I propose that we offer these Humans as an example to all others who would rebel against our might and our rule,” he addressed all of the warrior now. 
 
    “The Humans are fond of the ancient Gashnee, it seems. They use their technology to gain tactical advantage over us, their rightful overlords,” he said in anger. “I say it’s time to remind them, and all others who would revolt, the price for doing so.”  
 
    The warriors were silent, even Zartock awaited what Sontar had to reveal. 
 
    “Our hated enemies, the Gashnee, have given us what we need to defeat the Humans,” Sontar offered. “An ancient, forgotten outpost, a seat of Gashnee power during the war five hundred ronns ago, was discovered by trusted allies more than two ronns ago. Inside was discovered a still operational Blight Apparatus.” 
 
    “Legend,” whispered Zartock, pale with disbelief. 
 
    “No, not legend, my friend,” Sontar laughed. “It is very real and ready to be activated. Let it be time for our enemies to weep.” 
 
    “Flames and ash,” Zartock croaked out. A few heartier warriors repeated the phrase all around the Sanctum over and over. 
 
    Laughing harder, Sontar chanted with them, envisioning the day he would set worlds on fire. 
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    The trading district came to life with vendors of varying races early in the morning. The Cuukzen and I walked down the stores and stations of the crowded venue. You needed to know the language in these parts, as far as trade and barter went. You couldn’t look like a tourist and make it two steps here. 
 
    We came to a corner with a satchel store on our right. This was the place we were to meet Panu. There were several Cuukzen around so I would need the little guy’s knowledge to identify this contact. 
 
    Mistuuk went wide around a sontisc beast near the stand of the vendor as we approached. 
 
    These feline creatures were used a lot in these parts against would-be thieves. They almost looked like statues from their stance. They didn’t move unless provoked or to subdue a shoplifter. 
 
    They were smaller than aythras, about knee-high, and had smaller features than the dog-like creatures. They had large, rounded, feathered ears which helped them with their main trait, bio sonar. Their stubbed rounded noses could sound off a powerful ultra-frequency burst at their target. This burst would render anything with ears unable to move for several seconds, as it affected their equilibrium. 
 
    Unless Mistuuk’s bounty hunting included stealing, he had nothing to worry about regarding the sontisc. 
 
    I started to browse the goods, blending in until we met our contact. 
 
    “Need a new satchel, Rels?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Lucky we’re at a place where they have them and you could get one.” 
 
    I don’t know how the little guy has made it this far in life. Maybe it was his nonchalant demeanor. Maybe nobody paid attention to him. Maybe all Cuukzen were annoying as hell and no one wanted to be within a meter of them. All of the above, I’d say. A Cuukzen who calls himself a bounty hunter of information. Yeah, can’t take that too seriously. Maybe that’s how he has got by, just by being himself. 
 
    “I’m looking for a reason.” 
 
    “What reason is that, Rels? To buy one?” 
 
    I’m glad someone else spoke up or I was about to kill the little runt. 
 
    “May I suggest the new Panu satchel here?” a voice said. 
 
    The softer Cuukzen tone was female. The name of the bag was our contact.  
 
    At least someone could play along and not look conspicuous. 
 
    I turned, holding the bag up, “Yes, this one will do nicely.” 
 
    “Great, I’ll get it ready for you over here. We only take Tanar credits, though.” 
 
    “Good, because that’s all I carry.” 
 
    Our contact moved back into the booth behind a stacked shelf of goods. She continued further back, down a path to a storage area for the shop. 
 
    I could see Mistuuk was deep in thought, as his little mind hadn’t caught up with the fact that I wasn’t buying a new satchel and this was Panu, our first contact. I was surprised he didn’t recognize her. 
 
    The female Cuukzen moved to a data pad on a wall near a door. She keyed in the code and the door slid open. Descending downward was a rounded staircase cut from the stone. We moved down the well-lit shaft until we came to the bottom. 
 
    A long, dark corridor ran down to another door about twenty meters ahead, lit by a single bulb. I noticed the walls were not stone, but some type of metal panels, each at different angles. As we got closer to the other door, I could make out two sontiscs guarding our next entrance.  
 
    Clever. The corridor and walls configured a sounding chamber. Any unwanted guests would find the ultra-high frequency of the sontiscs’ bio-sonar bouncing off, being amplified to a massive degree. It might scramble some brains in the process, but it makes for a great defense and early warning system.  
 
    Panu proceeded to access the last door as we entered. 
 
    The room was a small, hidden office. Most likely for the information we came for. At least, I hoped. 
 
    “Can I get you anything to drink?” She asked. 
 
    “No we–” I didn’t finish.  
 
    “Yes. If you have esen water, or some lippid sour, that would be great,” Mistuuk interjected. 
 
    “I do have some esen water. Please make yourself comfortable.” She turned toward a small kitchen area. 
 
    Mistuuk didn’t let her get two feet into the room before making another request, “Do you have any jojo fruit? I like jojo fruit. Have you had jojo fruit, Rels?” 
 
    She turned back at his request. 
 
    I wasn’t about to let him babble on with her. We needed the information we came for. We weren’t here for pleasantries and jojo fruit. 
 
    “Don’t mind him. The esen water is fine.” 
 
    “But, Rels, I like jojo–” 
 
    My pointed finger stopped him. I looked at him for a moment to get my point across, and then proceeded to ask Panu some questions. 
 
    “Just one jo–” 
 
    My finger rose again. I shook my head. He just blinked at me. 
 
    “How did you come into this information about the Vrae contact and the Gashnee Ancients, Panu?” I asked. 
 
    She spoke from the kitchen, “I learned the information from a Cuukzen named Kela-klance.”  
 
    The name slapped me in the face. I was stunned to hear Cuukzen folklore. This was the third time I’d heard this Kela-klance myth. 
 
    You see, all races and cultures have mythical stories of fanciful individuals that are propagated and passed on with even more elaborate lore behind their actions in a given society. They are looked upon as heroes or other-worldly beings. Some of these stories of this Kela-klance, an untouchable Cuukzen assassin, stretch the imagination even to a sober, right-minded person such as myself. 
 
    If it caught my attention, it definitely caught Mistuuk’s. The little guy sat there with wide eyes and mouth agape. A bit of drool ran out the edge of his open maw. 
 
    “So you’re telling me that this Kela-klance is real?” 
 
    She approached the table with esen water for Mistuuk and herself. 
 
    Sitting down across from us, she smiled, “Yes, just as real as you and me.” 
 
    “Okay. Even if I believe you, and I don’t, why drop a myth like that? Why not just tell me it was a friend of a friend who gave you this information? I mean, we came for the name of this Vrae who will lead us to a Fossari that knows a Holmloskk--” 
 
    “Yes, correct,” She replied. 
 
    Mistuuk interrupted me from his stupor, “No. It’s Merashyn, Holmloskk, then the Vrae.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “You said a Vrae that knows a Fossari that knows a Holmloskk. It’s a Merashyn that knows a Holmloskk that knows a Vrae which knows the whereabouts of the Gashnee Ancients.” 
 
    I didn’t know if he was serious, because she had just acknowledged my mention of the contact order. But, before I could respond, he was at it again. 
 
    “This esen water sure looks quite quenching, Panu,” Mistuuk said. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Panu replied as she sipped her drink. “Please, drink up,” she insisted.  
 
    Mistuuk just sat there, staring as she drank. 
 
    “Okay, can we get back to the question at hand?” I grumbled. 
 
    Panu just smiled at me as Mistuuk continued to gaze at her and her cup of water. 
 
    I shook it off and readied my next question, but was cut short. 
 
    “Rels, is it? Why are you looking for these Gashnee Ancients?” she asked. 
 
    The tables seemed turned as our contact was now asking me a question. 
 
    I didn’t have time to give a response when I noticed the Slammer pistol drawn and Mistuuk’s voice yelling, “Get down!” 
 
    “NO, WAIT!” I yelled and dove towards his poised hand, but was too late. 
 
    His finger depressed the trigger. 
 
    Boom! The weapon discharged point blank at Panu. 
 
    The top of the table blew all the contents, along with Panu’s head, off to the wall behind. 
 
    My ears rang from the proximity to the thunderous sound of the destruction in front of me. 
 
    I drew my own pistols, aiming them at Mistuuk, the little alien I thought I was getting to know. 
 
    “Don’t move,” I growled, “What was that for?” 
 
    Mistuuk lowered his weapon, “Take a look, Rels.” 
 
    He gestured me to our downed guest.  
 
    I sat up, not taking my aim or sight off the Cuukzen. 
 
    I took a quick glance at Panu. 
 
    I lowered my weapons. 
 
    Behind the table, on the floor, up the wall, and half-way across the room, sprawled Panu’s once whole body. Pieces draped everything. 
 
    I stood stunned, “Synthos,” I observed. “How did you know she was an artificial?” 
 
    “I didn’t, at first. She looked different from what I remembered when she met us outside.” 
 
    Mistuuk holstered his weapon. 
 
    I replaced mine. 
 
    He began walking and looking around the room as he continued, “The next thing was the jojo fruit. We Cuukzen always have jojo fruit with our esen water, no matter what. Even if I rejected it, or you rejected it for me, she still would have brought some out. It’s tradition.” 
 
    “So that’s when you figured it out?” 
 
    “No. When she drank before me. A Cuukzen host does not drink before their guests.” 
 
    “Another tradition?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the best synth I’ve ever seen. I couldn’t tell.” 
 
    Mistuuk found his way to another back room from the kitchen as I followed. 
 
    There was the real Panu lying on the floor, dead. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mistuuk.” 
 
    “No sorry. She was just a contact.” 
 
    “But she’s another Cuukzen.” 
 
    “We separate ourselves from emotions in situations like this, Rels.” 
 
    I agreed with the little guy. Apparently, his nonchalant demeanor actually hid some inner wisdom. How did he pick those things out and not me? Maybe he wasn’t bad to have around. I was still going to keep my eye on him though. 
 
    Mistuuk began looking around the room. 
 
    “What’re you looking for now?” I asked. 
 
    He didn’t say a word. He made his way to the waiting area we were just in.  
 
    He approached some baskets and bags along the wall near the door. 
 
    The Cuukzen started making clicking noises. I thought for sure he had lost it.  
 
    A few automated beeps issued from behind the baskets.  
 
    A basket moved and up flew a personal hover unit. 
 
    “See, Rels. This is what I was looking for.” 
 
    The little bot hovered at eye level. It flashed multicolored lights on the top of its triangular black housing while speaking in a strange Cuukzen dialect. 
 
    “What’s it saying? Since another one of your skills seem to be speaking robot.” 
 
    “She was recording our meeting.” 
 
    “She?” 
 
    “Well, that’s what she said.” 
 
    “Great. I’m talking to a bot that thinks it’s a she and a Cuukzen who thinks he’s a bounty hunter of information.” 
 
    The little bot continued to blink and beep. 
 
    Mistuuk kept nodding his head in agreement. 
 
    I felt like the third wheel on a date between these two. 
 
    I didn’t have time for this, “What’s it saying now?” 
 
    “She said the synth came and killed Panu.” 
 
    “Oh, really? I’m so glad I waited for this information. Tell the bot ‘Thank you,’ and let’s move on. We have bigger issues.” 
 
    “What issues, Rels?” 
 
    “Our contacts have been compromised. We need to figure out another way to our main contact.” 
 
    “Blink wants to come with us.” 
 
    “Excuse me? Blink?” 
 
    “That’s her name, Rels.” 
 
    “No. The answer is no,” I was getting frustrated. It was like herding batwons. The pudgy Cuukzen and now a spinning bot. This isn’t going to happen, I thought. 
 
    His big eyes sappily stared up at me. 
 
    “The answer is no.” 
 
    “She says she knows the Vrae contact.” 
 
    I stood unamused, “Okay, I’ll ask. I’ll regret it, but I’ll ask. How does she, the bot, know who our contact is?” 
 
    Mistuuk smiled, “Panu uploaded it before the synth killed her. She knew we were coming, so Blink’s our backup. We Cuukzen always back up our information. Don’t you, Rels?” 
 
    I was definitely beginning to look like the amateur here. 
 
    “The bot can come with us but you are responsible for it. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it, Rels.” 
 
    Come to think about it, what did I say about a wild tamerak chase awhile back? I should have stayed in bed. We left the underground villa in search of the next contact that Blink, the spy bot with a gender complex, had stored in her, its, memory cell. 
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    The officer crew assembled on the main deck above the bridge. All stood gazing out the large front windows that arched around the observation room. 
 
    Beyond the windows was the final goal of the Earthiests, planet Earth. 
 
    The planet appeared behind her moon as the Erudition Seven passed the once vibrant heavenly body of so long ago. 
 
    Cheers erupted form the group. Hugs and handshakes commenced. Director Bowlan had tears of joy streaming down her cheeks as she hugged the mission’s captain. 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re finally here,” Shawna said, “It’s like a dream, a wonderful dream become reality.”  
 
    “It’s amazing. You’re to be congratulated, Director Bowlan,” the young captain commended, “This movement has finally been fulfilled and it’s all because of you. This is a great day for Humanity.” 
 
    The jubilant cheers soon settled down as the ship advanced closer to the planet. They were not ready for what awaited their eyes. 
 
    A graveyard of debris was positioned between the orbit of the moon and the planet. This was the remains from the Kryth invasion of the Sol system two hundred and sixty-eight years ago. 
 
    The discarded metal was of a misplaced race strewn throughout space that was once vibrant with life and commerce. 
 
    The Kryth had plundered what they could use and let the rest drift in large, concentrated clusters. 
 
    It was an eerie, almost ghostly, scene of mankind’s lost Golden Age of Peace.  
 
    The Erudition Seven moved passed the silent history of so long ago. The crew was somber and still, watching the pieces drift along. 
 
    The captain broke the muted moment, “Have you decided where you want to set down, Director.” 
 
    Her eyes watered, “No. No, not yet, Captain. I was thinking about Africa, but I’m not sure, considering the last reports. I’ll probably make the decision as we take in live data from orbit.” 
 
    “Understood,” he said, just as his wrist-comm sounded. 
 
    [Captain Ronclar, we have a situation here. We’ve detected Kryth ships near the abandoned Kryth station orbiting the planet.] 
 
    The captain and the director looked at one another before making their way to the lift towards the bridge. 
 
    Arriving, the captain approached a crew member at a tactical board, “What’s the status, Lieutenant? 
 
    The lieutenant keyed up an orbital image of the planet and the Kryth space station, “We have contact with two Kryth ships. Upon our detection, they fled and left the system.” 
 
    “Were they military?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “We’re not sure, Director. We believe they were picking debris from the station the Ordinance attacked when we retook the Earth. They could just be looters.” 
 
    The captain looked at Shawna, “Should we notify Ordinance Command?” 
 
    With a worried guise, she responded, “No. I think that would be premature, Captain. It looks like they’ve left. We should continue with the mission. If anyone is to notify the Ordinance, I’ll be the one to explain,” Bowlan directed. 
 
    Shawna was hesitant to have an impulsive reaction and call the greater powers over any issue, including one like this. She thought they could handle the situation, and had planned for such an occurrence. So soon into the mission and they already had to call the big boys; that’s not something she was going to do unless it was her on own terms and in her own words. 
 
    “I’ll launch some Storm-Tac fighters just to show our numbers,” Captain Ronclar stated. 
 
    “That sounds good, Captain. Let’s get into orbit as soon as we can. We can decide where we want to put her down as soon as we do our initial scans of the atmosphere.” 
 
    “Very well, Director. May I suggest a location, Director?”  
 
    “By all means, Captain.” 
 
    “I was thinking the central part of the region once called Colorado.” 
 
    “Why there?” 
 
    “I noticed the air quality is better than the other two locations listed for touchdown points, the vegetation seems to be more plentiful, and the temperature is stable. I also see an opportunity to explore the old United Earth Defense Force facility located in Cheyenne Mountain. It gives us everything we want for our mission, including history, which would favor the Keepers and their pursuit for ancient Earth artifacts.”  
 
    “Yes. Let’s set down there, Captain.” 
 
    The captain nodded and left her presence. 
 
    Shawna walked to the window to take in the incredible view of a planet she had only looked at in the Annals and in her dreams. This was home. This is where they belonged. She could feel it in her DNA. Destiny wouldn’t stop them from returning to the planet of their species origin. Nothing could stop us, she thought, even some scavenging pirates. 
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    We arrived at the center of the city, the main dock for Aba-Qun Ta. This is where the traders and barter ships rested until business was done. 
 
    There were ten raised landing platforms. Each one held one hundred small personal vessels for visiting guests. The larger cargo and ore haulers docked on the outskirts of the city, where larger berthing structures were located to offload the vast trading materials brought in.  
 
    When I say we, I mean the Cuukzen, the triangle flying thing that beeped, and myself exited a lift on top of Platform Number Four. This is where my ship, the Relentless, was docked. 
 
    I made a right and the Cuukzen made a left, walking away from me with his newfound friend, Blink, in tow down the center of the line of ships.               
 
    “Wrong way, pudgy,” I corrected him. Despite myself, it was fun to boss the little guy around a bit. 
 
    The Cuukzen stopped and turned, “This isn’t the wrong way. My ship is over here, Rels.” 
 
    I was about to correct him again and direct him towards my ship, but my curiosity got the best of me, “Please, lead the way.” 
 
    We walked our way along various ships, some of which I knew from black market traders I tracked. My job was to keep an eye on these Human traders the Ordinance allowed to secretly trade and barter with outside races. There was always some who decided to do more than trade for themselves, as the lure of greed and wealth showed no boundaries amongst races. They were all the same, always wanting more. 
 
    Mistuuk stopped, “Here it is, Rels. What do you think?” 
 
    My amusement turned to shock when my eyes looked upon a Fossari K-Type gunship. This was the only good ship out of the Fossari lineup of personal vessels. Fast, armored, and able to jam most anything not larger than a cruiser. 
 
    “I’m impressed. Here I thought you didn’t like these troubled people?” 
 
    “They are troubled,” Mistuuk grumbled, “That’s not my ship. It’s this ship here.” He gestured across from the gunship. 
 
    I now laid eyes upon a piece of junk that somewhat resembled a ship. A ship that looked like it couldn’t even fly without the aid of a lift or catapult. I’d never seen anything like it. I couldn’t even place a designation. The closest thing it resembled was a cargo crane loader and a shoe, or maybe a boot. 
 
    “We are not taking that,” I said. 
 
    “Why? It flies well, Rels.” 
 
    I turned and left him, “We need to get off this planet as fast as possible. We are probably being tracked or targeted this moment.” I didn’t have time to argue with him. 
 
    “Blink likes it.” 
 
    The flying robot flashed rapid colored lights with a few squeaks and clicks in between. 
 
    “We don’t have time to discuss it. We’re taking my ship.” 
 
    I made my way down to Pad Forty-Seven. This is where my non-shoe-looking ship was docked. 
 
    The pad number was registered to an off-worlder known as Roc Chancier; an alias I used to defer would-be eyes. This particular alias was set up as a Mertiklask metal tradesman with a good reputation. It always helped me to stay clear from inspectors, as I now hoped it would from the pursuer which now followed our contacts, and us. 
 
    I began the startup sequence to the ship. I just hoped the little guy was behind me. We were running out of time and we had to reach our contact before the ones who got to Panu. 
 
    I dropped the front ramp and did a quick hull scan to clear it of any tracking devices. I didn’t have to wait long to know if he was coming or not. 
 
    “Is that your ship, Rels? That thing is as ugly as your face.” 
 
    I had that one coming, as I retorted, “She’s seen better days than your scrap.” 
 
    “I could have said the same thing,” the Cuukzen replied. 
 
    The data pad beeped, acknowledging no tracking devices were found. 
 
    “All clear. Get on. We don’t have time.” 
 
    I entered up the ramp with party in tow. 
 
    This mission was starting to take a wrong turn. I just hoped we would get a bit of luck, as whoever was aware of us knew what we wanted and wanted the same information we were tracking.  
 
    I just wanted to make it to our next contact, a contact who could stay in one piece at least until we got there. 
 
    We left Aba-Qun Ta, the city that never stops trading, with Cuukzen and blinky bot. 
 
    I was always fascinated with the wheeled city. Once you got up to altitude, her size and scale became apparent. 
 
    The city covered about one hundred miles in circumference. Its districts, or trade sections, each made up a piece of a large pie, which all led to a central trading hub. From space, or a high enough altitude, the city looked like a giant, spoked wheel. 
 
    My ship, the Relentless, broke through to space on our way to the planet Enil-Lok. It was an off-world mess of a planet. It had even more lawlessness than what I was used to. In other words, not a nice place to be; but, here we were, going on purpose. 
 
    I was setting the coordinates when the Cuukzen came into the cabin. 
 
    “Can I come in, Rels?” 
 
    “Sure, have a seat.” I motioned the little guy towards the co-pilot chair adjacent mine. 
 
    He was looking around, as his curious nature always had him doing. I wasn’t even going to ask, though. I never had too. 
 
    “Hey, Rels, nice ship.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “If I’m not mistaken, this is a Vrae Mod-Sprinter, correct?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    Mistuuk smiled as if about to laugh. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked. 
 
    “The outside of the ship is as ugly as you are, Rels.” 
 
    “You already said that, and I meant it to be like that.” 
 
    “You did it on purpose?”  
 
    “Didn’t you do the same to yours so you wouldn’t draw attention?” 
 
    Mistuuk’s blank face just stared at me, “No.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    I decided not to continue down this path of discussion as the little guy seemed naïve of the fact that I had done mine on purpose and he did not. 
 
    I wasn’t sure where this mission was going. I wasn’t used to being behind anyone. The person, or persons, in the wake of this assignment knew what they were doing. They sought the same information we did regarding the Gashnee Ancients. 
 
    I sent my report to the Ordinance when the little guy fell asleep. Actually, I needed some sleep myself. I’m sure our Vrae contact will be just as interesting as our last one was. 
 
    I just hoped she wasn’t dead yet. 
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    The fluctuation of the greenish Ribbon danced in interstellar space, as if an invisible hand waved a long, thin-tailed flag. 
 
    “It sure is pretty,” Commander Takkar commented as Kason entered the bridge of the Flashpoint. 
 
    “Is this the thing that called my team’s emergency rendezvous?” Kason said as he approached the command chair where Takkar sat. 
 
    “That’s it.” 
 
    “What’s causing the effect? I’m not one for astronomical observations.” 
 
    “Neither am I, Kason,” Takkar admitted as he sat up from his position overlooking the bridge with coffee in hand, “We don’t know the source of the energy, but we know why they appear from time-to-time. Wormhole tendrils are caused by varying sources of energy throughout the galaxy. And they materialize in the same location. Some coincidence, huh?” 
 
    Kason walked up to the frontal viewing window. “Alon always told me that, if an anomaly, coincidence, or happenstance was too good to be true– it was.”  
 
    “Good advice. That’s the conclusion we came to.” 
 
    “I was initially briefed on my arrival, Commander.” 
 
    Takkar took the last gulp of coffee. “Good. You see, these wormhole Ribbons appear in the same location as they did back when part of the First Fleet vanished. They form when energy spikes occur from super novas, star formations, black holes, or a slew of other nasty things out there.” 
 
    Kason looked perplexed, “I’m assuming you didn’t bring my team and me out here for wormhole spectating?” 
 
    “You’re brighter than Nevlen gives you credit for.” Takkar’s bright smile reassured Kason of his humorous comment. Takkar continued, “Here,” the commander walked over to a console, “Excuse me, Ensign.” The bridge crewmen moved aside. Takkar waved his hand over the console. A holo-display appeared to his front. He moved his finger over a recording and activated it, “This is what concerns us, not so much the green Ribbons.” 
 
    A broken and static transmission played. 
 
    “This is . . . in time . . . copy, over . . . coordin . . . we are broadcasting . . . worm . . . trying to communica . . . Tyr . . . Comman. . . also track . . . gash . . . must reply . . . this is . . .” 
 
    [End recording.] The computer chimed. 
 
    Kason looked at, Takkar. “I don’t understand?” 
 
    “The message was encrypted with an Ordinance code. A code over sixty years old. This message came from the First Fleet’s flagship, Tyr.” 
 
    “The Tyr?” 
 
    “Yes, to my surprise as well. Our surveillance probes in this sector picked up the transmission when the tendrils reappeared several days ago.” 
 
    “How can that be? Is it a reflection of an older transmission?” Kason asked. 
 
    “It’s not an old transmission stuck in the fabric of space-time, if that’s what you’re asking. We ruled that out when the encryption was tagged with the year 268 P.E. and Captain Strathin’s personal code.”  
 
    “Maybe the Kryth?”  
 
    “Nay . . . those kronk bastards wouldn’t have known this information.” 
 
    “Then what could it be?” 
 
    “That’s the speed of light question, now isn’t it?” Takkar said. 
 
    A female ensign at another console interrupted their conversation, “Captain, we have a spike in the Ribbon. It’s getting larger.” 
 
    “Magnify,” Takkar ordered. 
 
    The bridge window was also a projector panel. The image of the green Ribbon began to widen at the tip, forming a swirling oval opening, continuing through to the thin tail. 
 
    “Interesting,” Takkar commented, “Looks like a wormhole opening. First one for me.” 
 
    “Me too,” Kason added. 
 
    The tendril now turned into a full-blown wormhole. It flashed with green light as the swirling energy rotated around the opening, like a giant eye of a great terrestrial storm. 
 
    “I have another contact, sir,” the ensign announced. 
 
    Takkar and Kason walked over to her monitor. 
 
    “Looks like a Kryth ship, Commander,” the ensign reported. 
 
    “Can you tell the designation?” Takkar asked. 
 
    “No, sir. It looks to be on the outer fringe of the Montis Rift Nebula. It’s using the cloud as a cloak. My guess would be a frigate.” 
 
    “Any others?” 
 
    “No, sir. All sectors in range are clear.” 
 
    Kason stepped up, “Someone watching us or watching the wormhole?” 
 
    “Probably both. Either way, I wouldn’t assume for a second what those kronks might be doing.” 
 
    “Looks like our arrival paid off, then.” 
 
    Directing his eyes in the Reaver’s direction, Takkar stated, “Looks like someone needs to suit up.”  
 
    Kason chuckled, “I’ll assemble my team and get them prepped for the pods. Let me know if the situation changes.” 
 
    “I may do that,” Takkar mocked.  
 
    Kason smiled and departed for the door. 
 
    Takkar turned with one last comment for the Reaver, “Make it quick, too. I’m getting an itchy trigger finger for this Kryth.” 
 
    Kason just raised his hand and exited the bridge. 
 
    “Crazy kizard,” Takkar murmured to himself. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir?” The ensign asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Just keep an eye on the Kryth and that wormhole. If either of them flinch, I want full targeting on both . . . hell, target them now. Prep all weapons and raise shields.” Takkar sat back down on the edge of his chair, continuing, “Set crew readiness at Condition Two and bring up comms to Ordinance Command.” 
 
    “Aye-aye, sir.” 
 
    Takkar rested back in his command seat, murmuring, “Never a dull moment around here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    The nebula cloud of dust and gas swirled around the Kryth frigate, buffeting the hull with ferocious turbulence. The ship was dark, with no external lights and only low, infrared spectrums lighting the control consoles inside. Voskal Lat sat on the bridge, nervous and trying to resist the urge to engage thrusters to maintain a stable position. He was very mindful of his position within the nebula. He did not want to drift into the core, where the swirling, elemental storms were even stronger and much more dangerous. 
 
    A static transmission crackled on the monitor, startling Voskal Lat, seated alone on the bridge in the eerie, red-tinged darkness. The computer struggled to accept the transmission through the maelstrom outside, until a broken image of Lintorth Sol appeared in flashes as the transmission signal was boosted.  
 
     “Lintorth, I have an emergency communique I have been trying to send you.” 
 
    “I am here now. What is your report?” 
 
    Voskal was on edge. “I have sighted a Human warship monitoring a wormhole outside the Parlax Nebula.” 
 
    “Wormhole? You did not mention anything about a wormhole in your last report, Voskal.” Lintorth drummed his fingers before him, agitated. “I have progressed in my search for the Humans and have all my assets engaged. I depend on those loyal to my task to provide me with vital intelligence, without hesitation,” he scolded. 
 
     “I. . . I was trying to update you when the wormhole appeared from the Streamer the Humans were watching. I was trying to gather as much data as I could before contacting you,” he rationalized. “It appears to be of different construction and characteristic than the other Streamers we have seen.”  
 
    “Have they noticed you?” 
 
    “I do not believe so.” 
 
    “What type of ship is it?” 
 
    “We believe it to be a battleship or destroyer. Comparable to an Exendoth, but larger,” Voskal surmised. 
 
    “Just one?” 
 
    “Yes. There are no other ships in the area. What could they be doing?” 
 
    Voskal’s question was not answered. Lintorth was contemplating the situation, a situation he was not pleased with. He knew the Humans were tracking down the Gashnee Ancients, for he was after them himself. 
 
    Lintorth didn’t take long to form his own question. “Are the readings on the wormhole Gashnee?” 
 
    Voskal was stunned, “How did you—” 
 
    “It seems the Humans are intrigued by this race.” 
 
    “Maybe they are interested in the energy source the wormholes create. We know that the Gashnee used the energy to power their technology.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Lintorth considered, “Maybe, my friend. But, conjecture and guessing are not what you are in the business of, Voskal Lat. I want facts. Keep watch on the Humans and report everything as soon as you can.” 
 
    “What if they are with the Gashnee?” Voskal questioned, shuddering at the idea. 
 
    “Then we will finally know, won’t we.” 
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    The nav-system beeped our arrival to the planet Enil-Lok. Mistuuk was asleep but I was wide awake. The waning alarm brought back uneasy memories of past missions to this jungle-covered rock.  
 
    It was twenty years ago that the largest Tesllin mineral and Grittinian ore deposits were found. Many races made a run on the planet. They had cleared large, circled swaths from the rainforest which covered the entire sphere in a solid canopy of green and color. From space, the forested planet was scarred by large rock patches, the clearing areas the machines chewed up to get to the precious deposits of ore and mineral. In doing so, ancient ruins of past races that had stood in the green entanglement for centuries were destroyed. An archeologist’s dream gone to profits. 
 
    I was charged to keep an eye on Human smugglers who took part in the operation. Mydian corporations wanted to get in on the act and would send secret transports to do dealing for the rare commodity that Enil-Lok offered. I needed to keep Human existence out of contact with other races which mined the surface. It was here that I had lost my partner in a bad trade deal. I was left to die by these corporate greeders, but I made if off the planet with the help of an Utemtca Nal ore runner, so I knew this place well. How could one forget?  
 
    The planet that we approached looked no different than when I left it, take a few more trees and give a few more ore pits. 
 
    I went to wake the Cuukzen up, “Up and at ‘em. Let’s go. We’re here.” 
 
    I headed to brew some coffee. This was going to be a long day and I need every bit of accelerated-caffeine in my system. 
 
    As I sipped my morning nectar, the Cuukzen lay snoring upside-down on my cot. 
 
    “Lazy pudge.” 
 
    I saw Blink resting on a crate next to him. “Hey, Blink. Wake your buddy up.” 
 
    Lights flashed on her triangle top. She hovered up into the air above the floor. 
 
    “Well? You going to wake him?” I asked. 
 
    Blink shook her metal black body back and forth.  
 
    “I’ll take that as a no.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to argue with a flying boomerang. My coffee was getting cold. 
 
    Coffee finished, I walked past the cot and kicked the corner leg out. The cot fell over, sending the Cuukzen rolling onto the floor and into a pool of his own drool. 
 
    “Blink, that wasn’t nice,” I murmured, walking back to the cockpit.  
 
    “Rels. . . not fun,” came Mistuuk’s muffled morning voice. 
 
    We were approaching the security checkpoint above the planet. We shouldn’t have a problem, as my mining pass, along with bribe credits if need be, would do the trick. I was more concerned to see if we would have a greeting party on the surface. Our luck would say so. 
 
    I piloted the ship towards an open community mining pit. Most pits in the area were owned by an overseeing race. There were five major races that mined the planet. The Kryth and the Vrae didn’t have operations here, they would just take their share from subjugated scripts. How convenient. Add another item to the Kryth scumbag list. 
 
    This open pit was for any freelancers to mine. Each pit was different in size, but most measured at least a couple kilometers across. In between each of the race-owned holes were towns and shanties that were constructed for the workers who lived there. They intertwined and connected to one another, making for one long, twisting community. Some of these towns were tougher than others, but they all had several things in common: women, fighting, drinking, gambling, and even more women. There was always some profit to be made in the games they held in the districts when night fell and the day’s work was complete. 
 
    Between each ore pit, ran elevated rock haulers. The mag-lev system had ore containers moving along an above track to the processing facilities each race had set up for themselves. The Kryth and the Vrae constructed and maintained the hauling system from the pits to the processors, with a tax levied against the other users of the system. Always looking to squeeze every credit out of every situation. With only a few deaths per week, they considered it a well-run operation. 
 
    The flight down to the surface was beautiful, coming in from the south during dusk. The lush foliage of tree canopies covered the layered slabs of rock they rooted themselves to below. Rivers of turquoise, clear water wove through the trees and rocks, pooling in large, natural quarries before dropping off into amazing waterfalls. 
 
    We were coming over the last of the tree outcroppings when the Temple of Zinta-Dumm appeared in all its wrecked glory. One of the oldest temple sites on the planet, it was crumbling away due to the mining coming from the Mertiklask pit operations, only a few thousand meters away. It was a shame to see such rich and ancient cities being destroyed by a bunch of greed over some semi-valuable minerals. There was no oversight for these historic sites, as these ancient civilizations had had their chance. The survival of the richest, so goes the universe. 
 
    As we came in close over the treetops, flocks of zans flew off their perches in the canopy. The large reptiles were beautiful, with over-sized wings and frills. Their colors glistened in the setting sun. 
 
    “Hey, Rels, that’s Zinta-Dumm. Oh, and those are zans,” the Cuukzen admired as he strolled into the cockpit. 
 
    “Well, good morning, mister bounty hunter of the obvious.”  
 
    “Could we stop and look, Rels?” 
 
    “Yes, we can. No. No, we can’t. Do you even remember why we’re in such a rush?” 
 
    “I know, Rels. I’m just fascinated with ancient ruins.” 
 
    “Let’s get on with the mission, shall we?” 
 
    “I’m all set, Rels,” he said, showing me his Slammer pistol. 
 
    Blink hovered down to look at the side arm on Mistuuk’s hip. The bot sounded some squeaks and whistles.  
 
    “Let me guess,” I said, “Blink likes it, right?” 
 
    Mistuuk’s face shown with excitement, “How did you know, Rels? Do you understand her now?” 
 
    I sat back in my chair and tried to roll my eyes all the way back into my skull. The bot-and-midget duo will be my doom.  
 
    I flew the ship down along the edge of the one hundred meter deep pit. The neutral township came up near the northern rim. 
 
    “I’m going to set her down on the last pad leading into the village. Do you know the way to the Vrae contact?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Mistuuk replied, “I know a secret path that will take us. No one will see, Rels.”               
 
    “Good. We get in and we get out.” 
 
    The console sounded and a holo-image scrolled up with data. 
 
    “What’s that, Rels?” 
 
    “I ran a data scan of the ships docked here. Two look to be unknown, but those are on the other side of town. The others are normal mining and personal transports. Nothing out of the ordinary. That worries me.” 
 
    I set the landing cycle on automatic and got up to prep the ramp, “Let’s go. And leave the bot.” 
 
    A quick stop atop the ramp, I put my mask and hat on. 
 
    The ship rotated around, landing on the pad just as the ramp lowered. I was off, with Mistuuk behind me. 
 
    “Lead the way,” I told him. 
 
    We headed down the stairs to the pad and onto a path in the rocks. Mistuuk led us towards a drainage ditch that ran along the pad from the town and out to the mining pit. 
 
    The smell, I had forgot . . . barely. It was a cesspool of unknown, foul aromas. You had a better chance with the locals than you did with this muck, if you ever got it on you. 
 
    We were down twenty meters below the rim, following a narrow crevasse leading into the town. The black layers of rock above darted in and out, overlapping, giving way to the darkening sky above. It gave good cover from those above who may look down. 
 
    We had come to an intersection that backed up against the south section of the village. 
 
    “Which building is the old woman at?” I whispered to my pudgy guide. 
 
    He pointed to a multiplex structure to our right, about four buildings down. 
 
    Mistuuk indicated a sewer entrance ahead, showing one finger as the first option for entry. He curved his hand forward to the left with two fingers, showing the direction of the front entrance. The final option was the backdoor down to our right. Just before I motioned for him to proceed, a figure walked passed the street that ran down the front row of buildings. 
 
    I grabbed the Cuukzen, moving back against the crevasse wall behind us. 
 
    The figure on the road stopped at the intersection of the major walkway leading into town. The unknown being was hooded and large. I couldn’t place the race. The being looked down each way of the street and then turned back around, slowly retreating the way it had come. 
 
    I motioned Mistuuk to wait. 
 
    A few minutes later, the figure reappeared in the street again. This time, it turned our way, walking on the path leading to our position behind the buildings. He was making security rounds. Our assailants were already here. Were we too late? I didn’t think so. They must be interrogating our contact inside the multiplex. They weren’t done getting the info on the Ancients, as the guard patrolling outside attested to. 
 
    We had to move, now. 
 
    The broad shoulders of the guard became wider the closer it got. I pulled out my combat knife. This had to be silent if we didn’t want to draw attention. But, that was bound to happen anyway, given the size of the guard. The bigger they are, the noisier they fall. I hated physics, at this moment. 
 
    The guard stopped in front of us, fifteen meters too far for a quick take down. I would wait until he walked down the back alley of the buildings. He then did exactly that. 
 
    I tried to get a clear look at the type of being I was about to assault. I needed to know what I was up against. The moons of the planet would have supplied plenty of reflected light to see the face before me, but the night was darkened by clouds passing above. 
 
    Just as the being turned, I caught a glimpse of its face under the hood. A Comondon?! 
 
    Those were Kryth lackeys. I really didn’t have to guess who was behind the assassination of our contact, the Kryth Mahrs Domain’s reach is long. At least now, I knew what I was up against.  
 
    I signaled Mistuuk to stay in place. I stepped up on the road above our position and approached the Comondon. 
 
    I would take him down, then roll the body over into the ditch below. I was about two meters behind him. He was an easy approach, since the bull had heavy footfalls as it walked. 
 
    Stopping where I was, I thought about the other guards. There are definitely more of them around and, with this one gone for any length of time, they would be alerted that something was wrong. 
 
    I decided to back out of the take down and retreated back to Mistuuk.  
 
    “What’s wrong, Rels?” 
 
    “We’re going to move,” I said. 
 
    “Why didn’t you kill him?” 
 
    I didn’t answer him and looked around. The guard had approached the far end of the row and turned down another side street He was heading back around to the front of the building our contact was in. 
 
    “Let’s go. Now.” 
 
    We moved up the road and to the side of the building. Most of the outskirts were abandoned, so no worries of stumbling upon residents and would-be eyes. 
 
    The back of the targeted building had a staircase leading up to a door and one leading down to an underground room. We took the lower one. 
 
    Mistuuk was on my side, his Slammer pistol ready. The little guy didn’t miss a beat as we approached. 
 
    When we got down to the landing and the bottom-rear door, it was ajar. 
 
    I pulled a pistol from my side. Mistuuk readied his. 
 
    I motioned for him to hold. 
 
    I pulled up my bio scanner and activated it for only a few seconds. I didn’t want our friends, whoever they were, to detect any active tech.  
 
    There was one life form inside on the second floor. The readings showed Vrae. Given her stature, it was probably our female contact. 
 
    The scan revealed she was in a kitchen area preparing food. No other life signs were in the building. 
 
    I grabbed and slid the door open without making a sound when I heard the noise behind us. 
 
    The guard had returned on his patrol. 
 
    I signaled the Cuukzen in. I followed and, as fast and quiet as I could, slid the door back to its cracked position to avoid detection. Not that the guard noticed the gape in the door from his position, but you never wanted to give any reason for someone to check something that caught their eye that seemed out of the ordinary. 
 
    We entered through a hall then to a flight of stairs. I went first. As we got to the top, I did another quick scan. No changes. No one else except the Vrae.  
 
    I told Mistuuk to hold, as I needed to approach our guest from behind and muffle any surprise she may have upon seeing us. 
 
    Not the best way to introduce yourself to a contact; but, with our Comondon friends outside, I’ll apologize afterwards.  
 
    When the long-haired Vrae turned her back to me, I made my way from the stairs and approached her from behind. 
 
    I grabbed her mouth and pulled her to me. My mask translated my apologies as she tried to scream and fight her way from my grasp, “Don’t worry. I’m not going to hurt you. Please, remain calm.” 
 
    Her struggling slowed. 
 
    “We were sent by Panu. We’ve come for the Gashnee Ancients.” 
 
    Her body relaxed and she nodded in understanding.  
 
    I released my hold and let her turn around to face me. 
 
    Her big, beautiful eyes widened even further at the sight of my mask. A slight gasp issued from her full lips. 
 
    “Oh, my apologies,” I said as I went to remove my disguise. It was a mistake I would soon regret, though. 
 
    I was removing my mask to make her feel more comfortable without the sight of the bizarre, mechanical alien appearance when it hit me. 
 
    The reason I regretted taking it off was, as I removed the seal and peeled it away, I had noticed that the contact that stood before me was not the old woman Blink had mentioned; rather, a very young and attractive Vrae female. 
 
    This was not our contact. 
 
    Who the hell was she then? 
 
    I smiled while placing my draw hand down close to my side. 
 
    This could get interesting. How interesting, is the real question and we were about to find out. 
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    “I have never been more embarrassed in all of my professional career. I don’t appreciate being put in that position, Mordon,” The Sent-5 Assemblyman declared. 
 
    Mordon Tallis stood up from his chair behind his desk, “I am sorry, Kayleon. It was not my intention to embarrass you. You’re far too kind a person, and far too great a mind, to have to be put in that position. Again, my deepest apologies.” 
 
    The Assemblyman tilted her head down, her one red eye closed slightly. Tallis wondered if she was showing emotion through her robotic features. Not as a Human would, but as much as one could as an artificial sentient life form. 
 
    “It’s not you, Mordon. I guess I had to see for myself what I already knew.” 
 
    “What’s that, Kayleon?” 
 
    “That Commander Parejas doesn’t like me in any sense. I felt his hatred for my kind. I could see it in his eyes.” 
 
    Tallis moved to the couch and sat down next to her. “Like he should have completed the task of eliminating the Sent-5 program with you? 
 
    “Yes,” she admitted. 
 
    “I understand. I really do. I’ve had to deal with the commander for some time with his ardent stance on Marshal Law for the colony. He can be a very stubborn man.” 
 
    The computer chimed, [Captain Nevlen Bossarios is awaiting entry, Assemblyman.] 
 
    “Thank you. Have him enter,” he responded, turning towards Kayleon, “We will see what our friend has to say about the matter.” Tallis smiled at Kayleon and patted her on the shoulder for support. He stood to greet his guest, “Hello again, Captain. Thank you for coming.” 
 
    Nevlen approached the two, “Assemblymen, I am sorry for my timing. My visit must be brief. I am called for a briefing amongst my troops.” 
 
    Tallis gestured, “Please, Captain, tell us what you’ve heard.” 
 
    “I first want to apologize to Assemblyman Qurinden. I thought Commander Parejas’ tone was uncalled-for during your visit.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” Kayleon replied. 
 
    “I personally have never seen him so hate-filled towards anyone. 
 
    Tallis interrupted, “Thank you for your understanding in this matter, Captain. We all know what the commander thinks about the Sent-5 program.” 
 
    “I wanted to come and tell you about the Gashnee mission.” His remark grabbed Kayleon’s interest. 
 
    “What Gashnee mission?” 
 
    “It looks as though Parejas has teamed the Cuukzen we captured up with our Provost Marshal, Rels Sentel. They are looking for the Gashnee Ancients in the Greater Rings System as we speak.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Qurinden said. 
 
    Tallis’ hand was to his chin in a curious look, “That’s strange. Why would he go search for something that was already deemed implausible by our lead Keepers regarding the Gashnee? Shouldn’t our focus be on the Kryth?” 
 
    “Commander Parejas believes it to be a valid lead from what he has learned at the Adytum,” Nevlen followed. 
 
    Tallis turned and walked about the office in thought, “This may come in handy. We could use this knowledge to get Assemblyman Qurinden an apology from the commander.” 
 
    “I don’t want to press the commander. I don’t need the attention or an enemy within the Ordinance,” she considered. 
 
    Tallis responded, “Yes. We wouldn’t put you in that position again, Kayleon. We will have the captain here help you in regaining the commander’s trust. Parejas owes you an apology and Captain Bossarios will help you in getting it. Won’t you, Captain?” 
 
    Nevlen was taken aback, but agreed, “Yes. I will do what I can, Assemblyman.” 
 
    She stood, “Thank you, Captain. It is good to know I have a friend in the military who doesn’t look at me as an abomination.” 
 
    “Well now,” Tallis said, “it looks as if we have a plan to rebuild the trust between our two factions of government. We’ll keep this information between us, of course. Let us now go and have a good dinner out on the terra-deck,” directing towards Kayleon, “We’ve wasted too much of the Captain’s good time. He needs to get back to his duties.” 
 
    “You haven’t wasted my time, Assemblyman. I enjoy your company and our conversations; to include your pleasant company as well, Assemblyman Qurinden.” 
 
    She nodded towards the captain. 
 
    “Very well, Captain. Let us part, so you may continue your obligations, and for us to fulfill a biological function; eating.” Tallis said with a lighter tone. 
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    I stood there in the room looking at the beautiful Vrae female. I didn’t know how this was going to go. She wasn’t the old Vrae woman I was expecting; then again, her pleasant looks didn’t bother me for a minute. It was what was going to come out of her mouth. Nothing could have prepared me for what happened next, though. 
 
    “Thanks for taking off the mask,” she said, broken, “I now know which language to use, Human.” 
 
    Knowing my own language was a bit unsettling, even if she couldn’t speak it very well. 
 
    She did use a good ploy to have me remove my mask, “Well played,” I acquiesced in return. 
 
    Her pleasant stare didn’t last long after her greeting, as her wonderful lips widened with a sinister smirk. 
 
    We had fallen into another trap. I couldn’t remember the last time I was schooled so badly, but it was back in my cadet phase, I’m sure. 
 
    My first reaction was to give her a warm greeting with my pistols. My second was to introduce her to the Cuukzen and have his Slammer remove that smirk right off her Vrae face. My third thought was broken by the sound of heavy footfalls behind me. 
 
    The Comondon was on top of me as I turned to look. He must have had a shroud-veil, as he was not picked up on the bio scan I did earlier.  
 
    I never had time to react before I saw the micro-lash around the bull-beast’s neck. His forward movement was halted and drawn backwards as Mistuuk lassoed the large figure.  
 
    The Comondon stumbled over, the wee Cuukzen kneeling behind him, sending him crashing to the floor. Mistuuk was up, pointing his Slammer pistol in my direction. My second choice had come through. 
 
    “Down, Rels!” 
 
    I dropped to the floor where I stood. The sound that reverberated in the small dwelling would get the guard’s outside attention for sure, maybe even the ones a few blocks from here. 
 
    The room the Vrae was standing in was splintered to pieces as the Slammer rounds exploded outward, ripping into everything. Glass shattered, metal shredded, and anything that wasn’t solid and bolted in place blew into a fine powder. 
 
    I got up and drew both my BT-10s. I looked back at the Comondon, who was choking on his own blood from the constriction-wire placed there by Mistuuk. 
 
    I waved Mistuuk to the main entrance to expect more guests. I entered the dust-filled kitchen, looking for parts of our Vrae substitute. What I found on the floor was more disturbing than finding her body parts. Lightly coated in the floating dust on the floor, it wasn’t another artificial.  
 
    It was a grenade blinking up at me. 
 
    She was gone. 
 
    “Get down!” I yelled and ran towards Mistuuk. 
 
    Boom! The blast engulfed the area, propelling us against the door. Furniture shrapnel followed next, behind the concussion blast.  
 
    I didn’t have time to collect myself before the door we were laying against began to open. 
 
    “Down the stairs and back to the path,” I told Mistuuk, “You cover our back from here on out.” 
 
    “I got them,” he responded. The usual whimsical tone associated with the little guy was replaced with a cold grasp of the situation we found ourselves in.  
 
    I thought of the take down of the Comondon and his instant reaction to assaulting the Vrae female after. He’s starting to come in handy. 
 
    The trap seemed set. Whoever the Vrae was, she not only knew we would be here, but now knew who I am. We were falling behind and on the run. 
 
    I looked at the scanner. Seven life forms incoming, “We have three coming through that door. I’ll clear the stairs to the rear. Meet you there.” 
 
    I ran towards the back stairs we came up, just in time to see the snouted face of the bull coming up. 
 
    My pistols strafed the stairwell they were ascending. I caught two as they collapsed on the stair casing.  
 
    I heard the sound of my partner covering his end, as there was no mistaking the resonance of the Slammer going off.  
 
    The door to the bottom room was open when the other two retreated. I could hear the sound of rain coming down outside. At least it was night and we would have the cover of darkness to aid us, if we got out of the building alive. 
 
    Mistuuk came up from behind, “Front’s clear. Targets are down. I trapped the hallway behind us. Should give us a good defensive flank.” 
 
    I just stared at him. Who is this guy? A sound snapped me back to the door, “We have at least two outside, probably more. I was thinking flashers and smoke set to a three second delay.” 
 
    “Sounds good. We should head around to our left, away from the ship. I’m guessing they know how we came.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed as I put on my mask. Need to be able see when those flashers go off, “Ready?” I looked at Mistuuk. 
 
    He was placing on protective goggles as well. “Ready?” He said. 
 
    “You thought of everything, didn’t you?” 
 
    The little guy just smiled at me. 
 
    I set the devices and hurled them out the door, “Go!” 
 
    They detonated. The flashers went off first, five rapid flashes, followed by the smoke bursts. 
 
    We exited and made our way opposite our ship. 
 
    Plasma bolts flashed in all directions. I could see several Comondons moving around in the smoke blindly, trying to grasp what had happened. A few of their own bolts found their own men. Screams from the beasts issued as we ran past. 
 
    Clearing the smoke, we came to the end of a row of buildings along a cliff-side bluff, “Here. Down the alley,” I said. 
 
    We proceeded up the alley, unscathed and in a full sprint, through the torrent of rain. We would try and make our way around the opposite side and back to the ship. That idea was cut short by the smell of burnt plasma right above us. 
 
    The first explosive bolt hit a conduit line that was traversing the buildings in front of us. Sparks showered the alleyway. We landed behind a venting pipe to one of the buildings. 
 
    “Sniper,” Mistuuk observed. 
 
    “Yeah. To our front, about fifty meters ahead.” 
 
    Another bolt impacted the vent. Hissing steam shot from its side. 
 
    I looked back down the alley of mud and dirt. I heard an explosion. 
 
    “I set some traps, Rels.” 
 
    “Good work. That’ll buy some time.” I looked around at our options. “This is a good trap we find ourselves in. Sniper holding us down until more troops arrive.” 
 
    “That’s what I would do,” Mistuuk commented. 
 
    “Yeah, me too.” 
 
    Another explosion rocked behind us. 
 
    “How many traps did you set?” 
 
    “I set four, Rels.” 
 
    Two more to go, I thought. I knew we were outnumbered and the ship was being guarded. Someone knew we were coming and wanted us dead. No chance of a live capture here. Whoever she was, she knew what she was doing. 
 
    Looking around, I noticed the ore lift running above the buildings. An ore cart traversed the mag-track. That’s our way out, I thought. 
 
    “Mistuuk, the ore carts. We can use them as an escape route to the other side of the town near the factories. The carts will give us cover.” 
 
    “Good thinking, Rels.” 
 
    “The lift is two blocks up past the alley. I’ll hold off the sniper until we can make the corner.” 
 
    “I’ll cover our flank,” he said, just as a third explosion went off. 
 
    “Move,” I ordered, raising my pistols towards the sniper and releasing a rapid barrage of ten shots from my repeater pistols.  
 
    The sniper got off an inaccurate shot as my rounds impacted around the rooftop they were positioned. I continued to fire to keep them distracted as we moved. Plasma bolts started to flash past us from behind as the last of the devices Mistuuk set went off. 
 
    “We have Comondons approaching from the rear,” the Cuukzen called out. 
 
    We made the corner and continued down the row towards the ore lift. 
 
    The streets began to come alive as our little foray caught others’ attention. Lights were coming on late into the night while miners and merchants emptied into the streets from the commotion.  
 
    We ran through the crowd to the other end of the town, near the edge of the open pit. 
 
    Auto-haulers loaded ore onto the carts to be lifted up to the mag-track system. The behemoth machinery ran eighteen hours a day and all through the night. They loaded the mined product to be taken to the factories on the other side of the rim. 
 
    This was going to be our transportation out of here.  
 
    I blew open the gate enclosure to the lift. An ore cart was about to be filled by a hauler, but we filled the space instead by jumping into the cart. The large arm which was going to drop mineral in the cart detected it was full, moving to the cart behind and unloading its cargo there. 
 
    Our cart got moved to the lift and began the fifty meter ascent.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure the Relentless is being guarded,” I said as I opened my holo-wrist link. 
 
    It flashed open and scrolled up my ship’s commands. 
 
    “What are you doing, Rels?” 
 
    “I’m going to have the Relentless take off and rendezvous with us somewhere else. Then, I want to find out who our mystery girl is.”  
 
    “I know who she is.” 
 
    I stopped what I was doing to look at my partner. “Really?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Who is she, then?” 
 
    Before the little guy could open his mouth, the impact of plasma bolts hit the side of the cart. 
 
    I sneaked a peak over the edge. 
 
    There she was, the sniper, firing while running over rooftops towards us. 
 
    Our Vrae contact’s substitute was not an ordinary female of the Vrae Empire, she was different. She made the last rooftop with ease as she bounded over, landing and rolling without missing a beat. She was headed straight for the lift scaffolding.  
 
    “She’s never going to make it,” I said as I watched her leap from the edge of the last building she was on, over the fence we entered, landing on the side lattice work of the lift tower, “Okay, never mind. Who the hell is she?” 
 
    “We have more company, Rels.” 
 
    I looked back over the cart’s edge. There were a couple dozen Comondons approaching from the streets. All began to fire up in our direction. Rounds impacted the cart and the tower structure. 
 
    Then, a jolt. The cart stopped at the top. We were protected for a moment by a walled barrier. This would give us cover from the ground fire, but not from our pursuer below, who was making good time in catching up to us as she climbed the tower.  
 
    I sent a volley of rounds down at her. They flashed off the girders and cross-beamed sections of the structure. 
 
    Another jolt came from the cart as we were placed in line of the mag-track and started our rapid movement down the line away from the lift. 
 
    “That was a close one,” I said to Mistuuk. 
 
    “I’m not sure about that, Rels.” 
 
    I looked back behind us. The Vrae had made it to the top and was in an ore cart as well, about four behind us. 
 
    “Who is she?” 
 
    “She’s a Vrae–” 
 
    The explosion almost knocked the cart from the mag-track. That one was larger than what a sniper rifle could dish out. 
 
    The round had come from the ground, where the Comondons were located. They had set up a plasma launcher. It also didn’t help that our Vrae pursuer had leapt to the next cart, getting closer. 
 
    I fired off a barrage of rounds, hitting her cart to keep her head down and remind her that I wasn’t a bad shot myself. 
 
    “We’re sitting tameraks up here, Rels.” 
 
    “I just noticed that myself, bounty hunter of the obvious . . . or whoever you are.”  
 
    He just gave me a blank look. 
 
    “We need to find another way,” I said, looking around, “There. Another mag-track below us. It’s coming up. We could jump down to the lower one. It looks to be headed to the other side of the pit, close to the ruins. It’s going to cross our path in a few moments.” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Another projectile impacted the track ahead of us. The cart jostled from side-to-side, scraping the mag-coupling above, the only thing holding us to the mag-lev system. 
 
    “They’re trying to shoot the coupling,” I said. 
 
    “Really, Captain Obvious?” Mistuuk shot back.  
 
    “Funny. Just get ready to jump, pudgy Cuukzen.” 
 
    The little guy was actually anxious to jump. Who is he? He was just as excited about getting jojo fruit as he was about jumping from a moving ore cart fifty meters above the ground. Things couldn’t get any stranger.  
 
    A few more close shots came from the Vrae. 
 
    I fired a few more rounds back at her. 
 
    She had lifted up to return fire, but was no longer in the third cart from us. She was now in the second.  
 
    How’d she get to that one? How’d I miss that? Whoever she was, she knew what she was doing. She was no amateur or lackey for that matter. This girl has skills. I was impressed, and a little worried, about my own skills right about now. Jumping from a moving cart fifty meters above ground to another one ten meters below, moving in the opposite direction; yeah, that’s a smart move. 
 
    I fired a salvo at the second cart to our rear, just in time to see a projectile arc towards us from the ground near the Comondons, “Go, now!” I yelled. 
 
    We jumped from our cart to the one moving below. I landed square in the middle of the empty hauler, but the Cuukzen missed it by a foot and toppled over the side. I reached over. Was I too late? 
 
    The Comondon rocket hit the coupling and, in a flash, the cart above detached from the mag-track, careening into the tower junction point with a bang, falling the now fifty meters down into the pit 
 
    I looked for Mistuuk. He had caught himself on a metal rung on the side of the cart. 
 
    “You lucky little kizard.” I reached my hand down. 
 
    “It has nothing to do about luck, Rels.” 
 
    I pulled him up into the cart, “Call it what you want. It’s still good to have you here, pudge.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t miss it for all the jojo fruit in known space.” 
 
    A plasma bolt zinged past Mistuuk’s head, sending him back against the cart’s edge. 
 
    It was the Vrae. 
 
    She must have also jumped to the lower carts as well, and was still two carts behind. 
 
    “I’m done with her,” I took careful aim, as the Vrae and Comondons were reloading, and fired the weapon up near her coupling. “Two can play at this game, my dear.” 
 
    One more discharge and the cart detached, dropping to the rocky pit below, “So long, sister.” 
 
    “That’s what I was about to do, Rels. I thought you two played far too long with each other.” 
 
    “I need to get the ship to meet us on the other side of the ruins. Too many close calls on this trip if you ask me.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll ask,” he joked. 
 
    “You have some questions to answer to, mister bounty hunter of information.” 
 
    The command log just showed up on my holo-wrist module when another explosion erupted to our front. 
 
    The Comondons had knocked off the lead cart. 
 
    “Hang on. We’re not out of this yet,” I said, looking around at our options. “We could possibly jump to the cart behind us. We don’t have much further to go before we are near the ruins and the tree line. They won’t have an angle on us then.” 
 
    Another explosion rocked our hauler. 
 
    “That one was closer, Rels. The next will hit the coupling.” 
 
    I stood up to gauge the distance of the rear cart when I saw the streak of black flying right at me. 
 
    The Vrae female was still alive. She must have jumped from her falling cart and grabbed onto the next one’s casing.  
 
    We hit the front and toppled out, falling to the ruins below. 
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    Splash! 
 
    The next thing I knew from falling from the cart was landing in cold murky water. A mining pool near the ruins had saved me from certain death. 
 
    I looked around the water’s surface. I could not see the Vrae. I looked up just in time to see the plasma cannon strike the coupling, sending the car with Mistuuk falling. It was heading towards another pool. 
 
    It didn’t make it. 
 
    The cart smashed on the rocks, shredding its metal container to bits and showering the ruins with debris. Mistuuk? 
 
    I swam to the pool’s edge. I got out and looked around. 
 
    The debris of metal and rocks lay strewn all over the place. He couldn’t have survived the impact, could he? 
 
    I continued my search when. . .  
 
    “I guess I get to see the ruins now, Rels?” 
 
    “You had me worried for a second. What’d you do? Jump after me?” 
 
    “Yes. I jumped because I saw the plasma round coming, and saw the water below. Made sense.” 
 
    I froze. 
 
    I reached for my pistols. They were gone. At the bottom of the pool, I thought.  
 
    “Missing something, Rels?” 
 
    “Look over there,” I pointed across the stagnant water.  
 
    Crawling out, on the other side, was the Vrae female. 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to have your Slammer on you, would ya?” I asked. 
 
    Mistuuk searched his holster, “Nope. Mine’s gone too. But, don’t worry, I think we can handle her, Rels.” 
 
    “Look beyond her.” 
 
    In the distance, came an assault craft hovering across the pit floor. 
 
    “In the ruins,” I said, turning to run. 
 
    “Yes!” He exclaimed in sheer jubilance, since that’s where he wanted to go in the first place. 
 
    We made it to the entrance of the largest structure when the assault ship began firing a salvo of plasma bolts at the structure’s entrance, causing rocks and metal to explode and shatter. 
 
    Mistuuk and I moved further away from the flying debris and destructive blasts outside. The ruins’ corridor guided us to a small entry room with a high ceiling. 
 
    The Temple of Zinta-Dumm was from a lost race thousands of years ago. The stone and metal structure was advanced for the time, as indicated by the architecture. I knew little of the place, but I made a guess; my little partner knew something about it. 
 
    I stopped in the room and brought up my ship link. It gave off a faint light from the holo-image, “I don’t know where to land the Relentless. I don’t even know if there is more than one entrance to this place.” 
 
    Mistuuk turned on a marker-light he carried in his bag. The light covered the whole room. If we had to move deeper, which I expected we would, we would be lost in total darkness through the many cavernous chambers and tunnels in this place. 
 
    “How’s that, Rels.” 
 
    “Good. What do you know of this place?” 
 
    “I like ruins. This place is great. I’ve been here once before.” 
 
    “You don’t say. Are there any other exits?” 
 
    “Yes. I know of one.” 
 
    An explosion erupted from the entrance, “Stay here,” I ordered Mistuuk. 
 
    I ran out of the room to peer down the main corridor towards the entrance. The Comondon assault craft had blasted through the debris at the entrance and the reptilian bulls began to enter. 
 
    Moving back to the room, I opened my ship commands, “They’re coming in. I’m going to place the ship in orbit, cloaked. We can call her down when we find an exit.” 
 
    “I need Blink, Rels.” 
 
    “We don’t have time. Let’s move.” I exited with the marker-light, heading down another corridor leading deeper in the structure. 
 
    “Rels, I need her for calculations to get us out.” 
 
    I stopped, “What? You mean you don’t know them by memory?” 
 
    “Yes. No. I’m not sure.” 
 
    I’m heading into my own grave here, I thought. “Fine, If Blink can make it to us. If not, we’re relying on your memory.”  
 
    I activated the ship ramp, acknowledging Blink to find us and bypass the Comondons, if possible. 
 
    “Let’s move.” We continued through the darkened corridors of the ancient ruins until we came upon an even larger room with massive steps leading down to an open area. The marker-light couldn’t illuminate everything. The height of the room was unknown, as the ceiling hid from the light. 
 
    We descended the steps to the center of the cavern. The marker-light picked up large, stone tables and broken, metal machinery of sorts. 
 
    “This is where trade and commerce took place,” Mistuuk observed. 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    Mistuuk walked over to a wall on the west side. I shined my light upon it. An ancient alien text was carved into the arch overhang on the wall. 
 
    He pointed with his hand, scrolling along the text, “I had come here once. It speaks about trade and what you would call bartering. This is where all the tribes from the area would gather twice a week to peddle their wares and goods.” 
 
    “Does it say where the exit is?” 
 
    “Yes. Here, Rels.” 
 
    “‘Here’, where?” 
 
    “Well, this would have been an exit, but part of the ruins collapsed and now it’s covered.” 
 
    “This does us no good. We need to find an exit now. Let’s go,” I said, turning away from the scribble on the wall only to bump into a hanging vine of some sort. 
 
    I shined my light on the vine, which was actually a black rope. I raised the marker-light above, following the rope line, a dark figure fell towards me. 
 
    I dove out of the way. The figure landed on the stone floor where I had stood, flashing a bladed weapon in my direction. I got up and shined the light at my assailant.  
 
    Damn. 
 
    It was the Vrae female, again. 
 
    She lunged at me, twisting and slicing the blade through the air. I managed to dodge the swipes, but she was getting closer. 
 
    I tossed the marker-light at her and tucked into a roll near her legs. I spotted the hanging rope. I grabbed it and, dodging her strikes, started to wrap it around her. 
 
    I ducked an incoming blow, but I didn’t dodge her boot that followed.  
 
    I landed on my side, trying to roll and reposition, as the blade stabbed down, sparking when it hit the stone floor next to me. 
 
    Before I could sweep her legs out, a large stone smacked her in the back of the head. 
 
    She fell forward, hitting the ground and sending the bladed weapon flying into the dark recesses of the room. 
 
    “Good timing, Mistuuk,” I commended, breathing a little heavy, “I was just about to take her down.” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw that, Rels.” 
 
    “Okay. Who the hell is she?” 
 
    Mistuuk walked up to her unconscious body, “Her name is Kayasa. She’s a Vrae assassin who works for the Kryth.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but excuse me? A Vrae who works for the Kryth?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I know I should have stayed in bed. Okay. Okay. First, let’s get out of here. We can use the rope since it leads to an opening. That’s how she got in.” 
 
    I didn’t even finish savoring the thought of climbing up the rope and setting off in the Relentless before our other friends showed up. 
 
    Their lights flickered as they approached from the hallway. 
 
    “Too late. Let’s go,” I said, scooping up the marker-light and leaving our downed assailant.  
 
    We moved towards the other side of the steps as the Comondons came through the corridor. Plasma bolts lit up the room, striking stone. We ran up and through the other passageway. 
 
    “Do you have any charges in your satchel?” I asked, gesturing towards Mistuuk’s bag. 
 
    “I have one left.” 
 
    “We may have to slow them down and blow the tunnel. Happen to know another exit?” 
 
    “Yes, Rels.” 
 
    “Okay. You’d better be right about this. Let’s find a choke point up ahead and set the device.” 
 
    We moved through several corridors until we got to a room full of pillars. 
 
    The chamber was vast, with fifteen meter tall stone pillars spaced about every five meters. Each stone column had black, metal hieroglyphs from top to bottom. 
 
    “What is this?” I asked. 
 
    Mistuuk beamed with excitement, “This is what I need.” 
 
    “First, I want you to deploy the trip device back into the corridor. We’ll let it blow to give us some time.” 
 
    Mistuuk went back into the tunnel to set the device. I began to look at the markings on one of the pillars. The metal symbols were embedded into the stone. An ancient language of some sort. 
 
    “It’s set, Rels.” 
 
    “Good. Get back behind one of the columns. We’ll let the Comondons trip it and seal us in.” 
 
    It didn’t take long. Their lights flickered the closer they got, etching the walls with their varying beams that all went out at the explosion. Debris and dust washed between the pillars from the blast. 
 
    I just hoped this Cuukzen knew another way out, because I may have just sealed our fate with that gamble. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 34 
 
      
 
     The swirling wormhole fluctuated and pulsed in space, looking as if it was taking deep, purposeful breaths, laboring in its own existence.  
 
    Commander Takkar sat in his command chair monitoring a holo-image. 
 
    He took a sip of coffee. The steam rising from the cup mingled with the projection of light above. 
 
    A red light flashed. 
 
    “Commander, we have three unknown vessels emerging from the wormhole,” the female ensign called out, “They have stopped and are positioned about one kilometer from the distortion.” 
 
    Takkar looked through the anterior view port of the command bridge. 
 
    “I’m running a full scan now, sir.” 
 
    The commander got up from his seat and moved closer to the window, leaving his coffee behind. 
 
    Information began to transmit across the front console screens. 
 
    The ensign relayed it as it came in, “Each of the three ships are the same size, about four hundred meters in length,” she continued to view the info coming across, and giving it to the commander as fast as possible, “Sir, they do not register with any ships in our data base.” 
 
    “What’s our distance from them, Ensign?” Takkar asked. 
 
    “We are at . . . one hundred kilometers out from their location, sir. Would you like me to reposition the ship?” 
 
    “No, Ensign. Don’t move, just scan,” the commander responded as he activated the comms link on the console to his front, “Kason, we have company. We’re watching three ships emerge from the wormhole.” 
 
    Kason’s response came over the bridge, “Roger that, Commander. We’re almost ready here. Are they Kryth ships?” 
 
    “Unknown at this time; but, on initial inspection, they don’t seem to be.” 
 
    “Keep us apprised of the situation, Commander.” 
 
    “As soon as I have information on their systems and layout, I’ll relay them to your team’s pods. Takkar, out.” 
 
    Takkar turned to the male ensign, “Ensign Hynes, I want you to send all real-time data on the situation to Ordinance Command. Let them know I will report as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    The commander zoomed in on one of the ships to get a closer look, “Interesting. I haven’t seen any ship like that before.” 
 
    The triangular ships stood out from the green wormhole behind them. Traversing the length of the unknown ships were what looked to be layered stripes of reflective metal, each coming to a point near the curved, forked bow. The winglets on each side of the hull blended into the body, meshing with what seemed to be organic components. 
 
    “They’re scanning us, sir,” the female ensign noted. 
 
    “That’s okay, we’re doing the same thing. Anything on them yet, Ensign?” 
 
    “We do have a basic shield structure. It looks to have the shield strength of one hundred IPs.” 
 
    “Well, well. That’s pretty strong for a ship that size. Ours sits at one hundred and fifty. Do we have anything beyond the shields?” 
 
    “No, sir. We have tried varying cross-section scans, but nothing so far.” 
 
    “Keep trying. Send formal greetings and attempt to establish contact. Once you get more information, send it to Lieutenant Bender and Ion Launch Control.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
    Kason’s team exited the ready room in their R.A.S. armor and approached the Reaver launch center. They entered through two doors, separated by a compression chamber for when the launch room is filled with the vacuum of space as the Reavers launch towards their targets. 
 
    Right now, the launch technicians were readying each pod. 
 
    Kason waived to the operators in the control room behind the glass partition. The control room safely monitored the launches out of the chamber. The launch chamber would build up massive amounts of kinetic energy before the pods were catapulted through space. 
 
    Kason and his team walked up to the edge of the launch rail platform. 
 
    Five Reaver pods lay abreast, one next to the other. Five other pods lay behind the first wave, and five more behind those. 
 
    The Flashpoint was capable of launching five Reaver pods at a time, with two other waves following in five second intervals for a total of fifteen pods launched. In comparison, Kason thought, the Orion’s Rage could launch one hundred Reavers with ten launched at a time.  
 
    The Reaver pod launch system was at the heart of an intricate attack strategy. Command cruisers, carriers, and battleships carried the Reaver launch systems onboard. 
 
    Kason smiled at the thought of such tactics, for it was Commander Shenta Parejas who thought up the system when he once held the Reaver Lead position. 
 
    The team approached the suspended walkway near the rails. 
 
    A catwalk scaffolding rose above and behind the pods. The Reavers would make their way up the short steps and walk to each pod. 
 
    Kason stopped next to Ramek. 
 
    The largest Reaver had paused on the walkway, “You okay, Ramek?” 
 
    “Back to business, boss?” Ramek asked. 
 
    “Back to business, big man.” 
 
    “It just doesn’t feel the same.” 
 
    “How so?” Kason asked. 
 
    “Jens. It doesn’t feel the same without him. Maybe we should be going to get him instead of chasing green space ribbons.” 
 
    Kason chuckled, “In time, Ramek. One mission at a time. Let’s just do what we do best. That’s what Jens would want.” 
 
    “I just miss the idiot’s witty comments. That’s all.” 
 
    Kason laughed, “Let’s get ready.” Kason patted him on the back. 
 
    “Aye, aye, boss,” Ramek acknowledged, continuing to his pod. 
 
    Kason watched his teammate go, “Watch your ears when you step into the pod now, Ramek.” 
 
    Kason could hear a low audible laughter in his comms piece. 
 
    “Thanks, boss,” Ramek said. 
 
    “Anytime, big guy.” 
 
    The pod’s top-rear cockpit hoods were opened forward. Each Reaver would walk on the scaffolding to the rear of their pods. A small step would lead down to the seat in the back. They would step off the ladder and settle down into the seat. Once in the pod, the hood would lower down and latch shut. 
 
    If there were other Reavers besides Kason’s team, the scaffolding would roll back behind the next set of pods, and the entry sequence would begin again, completing the loading of all pods. 
 
    A technician would follow along the catwalk to each Reaver pod. They would check the external hood light to make sure it was closed and secure. They would then look through the top viewing port, giving the Reaver a thumbs-up. The Reaver in the pod would return the signal if the internal light was also showing sealed. 
 
    Once all was checked, the technicians would return to the safety of the control room while the top launch rails descended from the ceiling to make contact with the top of the pods, readying them for launch. 
 
    Kason brought the pod’s systems to life. Lights blinked on. Holo-screens parted open. The other pods began to link with his. All read-outs were up and the status was a go. 
 
    The team now lay in their cocoons, waiting for the orders to launch. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 35 
 
      
 
    “The unknown ships have stopped their scans, Commander.” The Flashpoint’s ensign reported. 
 
    “Any insight gained from our own scans?” Takkar asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir. We have a breakdown of their shields and some of their hull layout, along with engine emissions.” 
 
    Takkar got up from his command chair, walking towards the bridge’s front window, “So, what does it look like?” 
 
    The ensign pulled up a schematic onto a large holo-screen, “The readings show a seventy-one percent chance it’s Gashnee in nature. It matches the energy emitted from the wormhole and our own drive signature matrix.” 
 
    “Then why haven’t they communicated? Have they forgotten their initial contact with our race all those years ago? Well, if they hate the Kryth, they can’t be all that bad.” Tallis thought for a moment before giving his order, “Send contact protocols one more time, Ensign, and–” He was cut off.  
 
    “Sir, two of the ships have turned towards the nebula. They are on a direct course towards the Kryth frigate. The last ship is still holding position.” 
 
    “Interesting. Never a dull moment, Ensign.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I would assume they’re going to greet their long-time friends and have a little chat. This should be fun. Someone get me some more coffee.” 
 
    Takkar moved back to his chair, “Fire Control, have all weapons online and firing solutions based on the information we have so far on these ships. We may have had contact with them once, but that was long ago.” 
 
    The officers behind the commander’s chair acknowledged, “Commencing now, Commander.” 
 
    Takkar activated his comms to the Reaver launch room, “Kason, we have an unfolding situation here. We’ll continue to feed your team the information as we get it. Prepare to launch on a moment’s notice. Takkar out.”  
 
    The commander sat there for a brief moment, contemplating the situation before him, “Ensign, signal Ordinance Command.” 
 
    There was a moment’s pause before the ensign responded, “Sir, our signal is being jammed.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We have an unknown field around us. It’s coming from the ship near the wormhole.” 
 
    Takkar stood up, “Not around my ship, there isn’t. Send a one second secure pulse burst communique. That should get through.” 
 
    Takkar clenched his fists, “Ballsy little kizards.” 
 
    “The burst went through, sir.” 
 
    Red lights flashed on the console, following a warning beep. 
 
    The ensign gleamed over the data coming through, “Sir, the unknown ships are engaging the Kryth frigate.” 
 
    “Who fired first, Ensign?” 
 
    “The unknown ships.” 
 
    “If it’s the Gashnee, it looks to be payback time. Ensign, set our crew condition to one,” Takkar ordered as the bridge hued red with the all other lights dimming out. 
 
    Ensign Hynes spoke up from his console, “Should we help them, sir?” 
 
    “I thought about that for a nanosecond until my coffee arrived. Thanks.” Takkar took the cup from a crew member who approached his chair, “Let’s just watch and see what develops, shall we?” 
 
    “Sir, we have an incoming transmission from the one ship near the wormhole.” The ensign turned to look at the commander, “It’s already been translated for us.” 
 
    “Well, it’s about time. Let’s hear it.” 
 
    The speaker came on. The background hum of interstellar noise surged throughout the bridge and then silence. The recording played. 
 
    “One. . . In. . . . The. . . Time. . . Many” 
 
    The transmission ended. 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said. 
 
    “And that means . . . nothing to me. What’s the situation on the Kryth ship?” 
 
    She turned back to her console, “The frigate’s shields are failing. The Kryth ship doesn’t stand a chance, sir.” 
 
    “This isn’t our fight. Set course to Mydian. One-third back. Let’s show them we mean no harm before maneuvering out, Ensign. Send friendly comms one more time.”  
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    The Flashpoint moved backwards away from the unknown ship before her. It’s always wise to play it safe with the unfamiliar before you act aggressive and receive it back in kind, Takkar thought. His thought only lasted a brief moment before that saying was thrown out of the bridge hatch. 
 
    “Sir, we have an energy build-up from the ship.” 
 
    “Prepare Q-Jump maneuver.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    The unknown ship was facing the Flashpoint as it was backing up. Its triangle, forked tip glowed a brilliant light before it launched an energy beam directly at the Human battleship. 
 
    The beam struck the shield of the Flashpoint, which absorbed its destructive force. A second one fired immediately after the first, again striking the Flashpoint’s shield. 
 
    “Engage Q-Jump now, Ensign.” 
 
    Before the unknown ship fired its third beam, the Flashpoint vanished in a blink, jumping into hyperspace for a mere tenth of a second. The Q-Jump allowed a sudden jump to a point behind an enemy. It was usually used in as an offensive move to gain a strategic position on your attacker. The Flashpoint reappeared behind the unknown ship at a distance of one hundred kilometers.  
 
    The enemy ship’s third beam only found unoccupied space where the Flashpoint had once been. 
 
    “Get us turned around. All weapons target that ship. Activate the vapor rail gun. I want those barrels melting down as soon as their shields drop.” 
 
    The vapor rail gun was Takkar’s favored weapon platform on his ship. Mounted center and underneath the battleship’s hull, the four kinetic rails were massive. The system was wrapped in a large pod attached to the bottom of the ship. When engaged, the protective housing would roll back, exposing the mounted gun that was able to swivel in a three hundred sixty degree horizontal and a one hundred eighty degree vertical, enabling it to reach any object underneath the ship and to her sides.  
 
    “Lined up, sir.” 
 
    “Fire.” 
 
    The Flashpoint lined up first, as the enemy ship was slow to react to the unexpected maneuver. The Flashpoint released two quick pulses of her ion barrels, which contacted the enemy shields, sending electrical tendrils tangling around the enemy fuselage.  
 
    The enemy ship finally turned and got off several energy blasts, striking the Flashpoint. 
 
    Next, were the Flashpoint’s rapid-fire plasma coils. Ten shots strafed the length of the enemy as it passed on her port side. Following up, were the multiple pulse batteries along the hull line of the battleship. Dozens of bolts lashed out, continuing to fire as the enemy flew past. 
 
    The enemy ship fired a targeted, solid-beamed weapon, like a great, lasered knife, slicing along the length of the Human battleship. 
 
    Each ship passed and vied for position to re-attack. 
 
    “Commander, shields down to eighty-four percent.” 
 
    “Make the next pass high and launch torcon torpedoes.” 
 
    The Flashpoint had turned sooner than the smaller enemy vessel. She was known for her maneuverability in the offensive line of battleships. 
 
    The volley of plasma coils fired continuously at the oncoming ship, followed by a barrage of twelve massive torcon torpedoes. The plasma coil rounds impacted the shields, splashing outward into circular, blue waves. The torcons were next. Rapid and massive explosions engulfed the entire enemy ship, consuming it in a bubbling wave of fire from the impacts. 
 
    The enemy only got off four energy blasts, three of which struck the Flashpoint in a blaze of light. 
 
    “Enemy shields down, Commander.” 
 
    The Flashpoint rolled by above, letting the enemy ship pass beneath her. Everyone could see the smile on Takkar’s face as the vapor rail gun opened up. 
 
    A blaze of four squared, kinetic energy projectiles railed off from her gun tubes, followed every second by four more. Each of the dense metal square rounds were sixty centimeters in diameter.  
 
    The kinetic rounds shredded the side of the enemy vessel in a long strafing motion as it passed. The gouges in the side were wide and destructive, peeling back not a metal hull, but an almost organic skeleton. Metal blocks fired at dizzying speeds can turn most any unshielded object into powdered rubble. 
 
    The vapor gun tracked and continued firing at the target until it was out of range, maneuvering out from under the Flashpoint. 
 
    The enemy hull darkened around the holes punched through its skin as if it were dead. There were no lights present around the sunken holes left by the rounds, unlike the rest of the ship from bow to stern. The material looked decayed and burnt.  
 
    “Commander, the other two ships have broken off from the Kryth frigate and are en route.” 
 
    “Did they destroy it?” 
 
    “No, sir. It’s drifting in the nebula.” 
 
    “They’ll go back to finish them off after they try and take us out. So they think. I want one final pass, four torcons on the target. What’s our shield status?” 
 
    “Down to seventy percent.” 
 
    “Strong weapons for a small ship. Start the rapid grid repair to the Flencer shields, Ensign. I want them up to maximum capacity before the next round,” Takkar ordered and opened up comms to Kason and his team, “Lieutenant Bender, we have two enemy ships approaching. We will target the lead ship and launch your team towards it. We are sending all system information we gained from the first ship we are about to dispatch. Good luck, Reavers. Takkar out.” 
 
    The Flashpoint made its last turn to destroy the enemy ship it had engaged. The two enemy ships inbound would be their next victims, Takkar hoped. 
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    I just got us into a fine mess. Literally. The rubble from the blast triggered by the Comondons littered the corridor. The dust that was kicked up was just settling to the floor. I cleared my eyes and coughed. 
 
    That would only hold them at bay for a few hours or so.  
 
    Time to see if the Cuukzen knew the way out. 
 
    “Okay, shorty, your turn. Which way is out?” 
 
    “I need the marker-light, Rels.” 
 
    “Have at it. I’ll wait right here.” 
 
    “I’ll start with this column.” 
 
    Mistuuk began looking at the different black, metal symbols embedded into the stone pillar next to me; at least, the ones at his height. 
 
    “Rels, what symbol is that above your head?” 
 
    I pointed to a bird of some sort in the shape of a triangle, “An upside-down duck.” 
 
    “An upside-down. . . what’s a duck?” 
 
    I wasn’t going to be taking a Rorschach test here, “That’s what it looks like to me. Some type of bird.” 
 
    Mistuuk thought for a moment. A puzzled expression came over his face then, “I know, now. It’s a wangsonker. It is a bird, Rels. Nice work.” 
 
    I could go so many places with that.  
 
    “Can you touch it for me, Rels? Just touch and release.” 
 
    “Touch the wangsonker?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    Why not. I wasn’t going anywhere soon. I touched the metal symbol and released as he said. 
 
    I heard a click. 
 
    “Did you hear the click, Rels?” 
 
    “I see it.” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    Coming towards us from the other end of the long chamber were multicolored lights. They were getting brighter as they got closer. 
 
    I pointed, “That.” 
 
    Mistuuk beamed, “Yes. It’s Blink, Rels.” 
 
    “Great. Now we can leave.” 
 
    “Not yet, Rels.” 
 
    “Why not? Didn’t Blink come through the exit? 
 
    “No. She came through a vent. Just like the one Kayasa came through. They are littered throughout the structure, Rels.” 
 
    “Oh, good. Now she can watch us die in here.” 
 
    Mistuuk laughed, “No, no, no. I need her to help me find the other forty-nine symbols.” 
 
    “Why can’t we go out the vent?” 
 
    “It’s too high and way too small for you, Rels.” 
 
    “Wait, what? Forty-nine? Why are we searching for forty-nine wangzonkers?” 
 
    The little guy looked up at me, “They’re not all wangsonkers, Rels. Some could be tribes, letters, numbers, plants, or more animals. We have to touch them in the correct order to open the secret shaft to get to the exit.” 
 
    “Secret shaft?” I was dumbfounded. 
 
    “Yes. It’s our way out.” 
 
    “And how do you know about this secret shaft exactly? 
 
    “I like ruins, Rels.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    A noise came from the tunnel behind us. The Comondons were removing the fallen stones that lay in their path. It wouldn’t take them long now. 
 
    “Well, you don’t have much time. Take the bot and find the exit.” 
 
    They moved off, pillar-to-pillar, searching for the symbols. I was searching for the answer to this little guy. There was something about him. For his nonchalant demeanor, he sure always came through in a pinch. And, he knew who that Vrae assassin was. I didn’t even know who she was. Who was helping who here?  
 
    After a while, I heard stone and metal grinding together, followed by a bright white light. 
 
    “Over here, Rels.” 
 
    I followed the path through the stone columns to the burst of light. 
 
    Off the last row of pillars near a wall was an open column. The center section was rotated out with an inner tube of light. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s our way out.” 
 
    Blink just flashed her lights. 
 
    “So how does it work? It looks like a lift of some sort.” 
 
    “We get in and it takes us to our exit.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to ask any more questions. The Comondons should be coming through any moment. “Let’s go.” We all got in the tube. 
 
    The inner white surface didn’t look metal. The light emanating from its shell was almost translucent and moving underneath a thin layer. I touched it. The wall of light flexed and swirled. 
 
    “Is this thing alive?” I asked the bounty hunter of information. 
 
    “It’s a Trandeshion tube, Rels.” 
 
    “Oh. That answers my question. Good to know.” 
 
    Mistuuk activated a control panel that was flush with the surface near the entrance. The door rotated closed. The light inside intensified and then there was a blinding flash. The light in the tube subsided and the door reopened. 
 
    “What just happened?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re here, Rels.” 
 
    “‘Here’ where?” 
 
    I stepped out of the tube. 
 
    What awaited me was more stunning than finding a synth for our first contact. Before us was a massive underground cavern. The largest I had ever seen. But how’d we get down here so fast? What was this place? 
 
    The cave was a large, circular dome. Stalactites and stalagmites drove their incredible towers throughout ceiling and floor alike. Pools of green and blue water cratered around the cave. The reflection from the pools didn’t come from an outside source, the light came from white cylindrical tubes that were bunched up on a center platform in the middle of the cavern. The tubes were similar to the one we just exited. They reached all the way to the top of the cavity ceiling. The tops of the tubes near the roof of the cave were encased in some type of crystal lattice structure.  
 
    I was amazed, until I stepped on something that squealed. The soft, spongy surface was slimy. 
 
    I jumped back. 
 
    A slagworm squirmed and struck out at my boot. Its razor teeth caught the ceramite casing, trying to sink its teeth in, “What the–” I quickly used my other boot to step on its body. I pulled back my leg and, with great care, dislodged its mouth from my ankle. I finished it off by stepping on its head, twisting.  
 
    “Nasty aren’t they, Rels. They eat the formations of rock which drip minerals down from above. They live in these holes in the rock.” 
 
    “I don’t care about the slagworms and where they live. You know what? I’m getting a little tired of your surprises and secrets, Mistuuk. . . bounty hunter of information, or whoever you are. It’s time to answer some questions.” 
 
    “Watch out, Rels, there’re more of them,” he warned. 
 
    I side-stepped the slimy worm suckers attached to the rock floor. “Don’t deflect my questions, Mistuuk.” 
 
    “What do you want to know, Rels? 
 
    I pointed my arm towards the center of the cavern, “Like that. What is that? What was the thing we arrived in? And who are you?” 
 
    “I told you about the tubes, they’re–”  
 
    “Trandeshion tubes, yes, I heard you the first time. What exactly are they?” 
 
    “They’re part of the ancient Gashnee transportation network.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Things were now getting bizarre. “Gashnee? You’ve known about them all along, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’re not a bounty hunter of information, are you?” I was going straight for the obvious. I’d better get a straight answer. 
 
    “No, Rels. I am not.” 
 
    “Then who are you, Mistuuk, if that’s your real name?” 
 
    The little Cuukzen looked at the tubes in the center. “Follow me, Rels. I will explain everything.” 
 
    “I want the truth.” 
 
    “You’ll get the truth, Rels. I won’t hide anything from you.”  
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that.” 
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    The mighty command ship was berthed at her station orbiting the planet, Janus. The Orion’s Rage dwarfed her outfit dock as the massive thirty-five-hundred-meter ship made captains of history blush in their eternal slumber. 
 
    Many amazing stories are told of legendary ships and their heroic captains. It was said of many vessels, from those who sailed Earth’s ancient oceans to the ones who voyaged behind her blue surface to the stars, that there is always a place in the hearts of men for ships that were true and strong, and brought their crew safely home. Those are the ships whose names will be sung within the hearts of captains’ souls and held in glory forever. The Orion's Rage is such a ship, a living legend. 
 
    The bridge of the Orion’s Rage was active. Crew members worked amongst holo-boards and light projections. Information was coming in from the fleet and all intelligence sources. 
 
    The port-side lift came to a stop. Commander Shenta Parejas and Keeper Laurenell Renske stepped off in conversation. 
 
    She stopped upon entry, astounded. 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Temin approached, “Your father had the same look. Welcome aboard, Keeper.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant Commander. It’s quite an honor to be aboard. This is amazing.” 
 
    Parejas steeped up, “I don’t mean to interrupt the moment, but we need to brief.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander,” Droe said. 
 
    They all walked to the center of the bridge near Lieutenant Kansec’s station. 
 
    “Kansec, bring up the latest updates,” Droe ordered. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Kansec responded. 
 
    Four holo-images appeared above the station. 
 
    Droe stepped up, “Commander, we have situation reports on all critical locations.” 
 
    “Continue,” Parejas stated. 
 
    “We just received information from the Flashpoint and Commander Takkar. It looks as though they have encountered unknown ships that emerged from the wormhole. The last update was that these ships attacked a Kryth vessel in the vicinity. It also looks as if the unknown ship is showing possible hostility towards the Flashpoint. Updates are still incoming,” Droe finished. 
 
    The commander was deep in thought. The Keeper looked at him, then over at Droe, nodding for her to continue. 
 
    Droe continued, “The next report comes from Rels Sentel. It says they are on the run from an ambush while meeting with one of their contacts. They will report as soon as they get off planet and reach the rally point,” she said, adjusting the next visual of a space sector map, “Next, the main Kryth Domonius fleet has moved closer to Mydian. They are now in sector D-42. All other fleet assets have stayed in their defensive positions around Dranneous Kor, though.” 
 
    The commander didn’t budge, as he was reviewing the data before him. 
 
    Droe continued, “Finally, we just received an update from Director Bowlan. They have arrived at Earth and have encountered two pirate ships scavenging the Kryth station wreckage there. There were no hostilities and the Kryth ships fled the system. End reports.” 
 
    Parejas turned and walked towards the foredeck. He placed his arms behind his back. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir. How should we respond?” Droe asked. 
 
    The commander didn’t answer. 
 
    Keeper Renske, with a worried expression, moved to approach the commander. 
 
    Droe stuck out her arm and stopped her while shaking her head at the Keeper. “You’ll learn. He likes to be left alone in moments like this.” 
 
    “I see,” Laurenell said.  
 
    The commander just looked out the forward viewport at the planet Janus in the distance. 
 
    A lot of hotspots are happening at a dangerous time, Parejas thought. He knew the Kryth were searching for the Human home world. He also knew he couldn’t thin out his ranks in reaction to every fire that came up. He knew, without a doubt, that tactical responses outweighed emotional ones. 
 
    His decision had already been made. The order would be given. 
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    “Commander, ion chambers are charged. Reavers are good to go.” 
 
    Commander Takkar looked over at the tactical image of the incoming enemy ships. Two against one, he thought. Hopefully, the Reavers would be enough of an advantage in such a battle, but he wouldn’t know until they were onboard the enemy vessels. Not much was known about their technology, except what was gleamed from the scans of the first ship they were about to destroy. 
 
    The torcon torpedoes launched from their tubes and found the shield less enemy vessel they had been engaging. The massive explosions were too much for its armor, and the enemy ship emerged from the torcon’s destructive path in drifting pieces. 
 
    Strange, Takkar thought. No primary or secondary explosions. No shockwaves. The ship just scattered into large chunks. No matter. It was his next targets that worried him, “What’s our shield status?” 
 
    “Flencer grid at seventy-two percent, sir.” 
 
    “Close enough, Ensign. Prepare to engage the first ship with the Reavers. Link ion control to Reaver Lead.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    The Flashpoint veered into firing position towards the two enemy ships bearing down upon her. 
 
    Commander Takkar sat in his chair. His gaze looked over the telemetry and system status to his front. Two against one, he thought. I’ll take those odds. 
 
    “Launch the Reavers. Prepare to fire ion field,” Takkar ordered. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The launch rails blazed with wild energy. Stray white tendrils arced up to scorch the inner chamber walls as the tubes were thrown into the vacuum of space. 
 
    The Reaver team was catapulted out the front of the Flashpoint as the pods flew towards the unknown enemy ship. They had to wait until they got into the safety of space and away from the launch chamber to initiate the constellation camouflage screens, to mask each of the pods until insertion.  
 
    Kason and his team monitored the information coming from the Flashpoint. Each man was wrapped and cushioned in the protective gel which held them firm, readying them for the insertion into the hull of the enemy vessel. 
 
    Moments later, the Flashpoint fired her ion waves at the lead enemy ship. The blue nimbus of ionized energy streaked passed the cloaked Reaver pods, striking the unknown vessel. 
 
    The intensity of packed energy washed over the incoming ship. The shields collapsed as the ionized energy fell upon the hull like an ocean in storm slamming against rock. 
 
    The Reaver pods fired their entry lasers to cut into the hull before impact. Each pod was only five meters abreast of one another as they made their contact points. 
 
    The pods made an easy entry, the unknown surface structure allowed no resistance to the foreign spear-pointed crafts of the Reavers. Each pod’s interior rocked slightly as their forward momentum was slowed, coming to a not-too-bone-jarring stop. 
 
    Kason monitored the others’ statuses as the pods readied their arrival with the hull sealing foam, but instead, the console issued a green light that it was safe to charge the door release. 
 
    That’s odd, Kason thought. The pods didn’t seal themselves from their entry punctures and the vacuum of space. The systems showed a sealed hull, no openings to outside space. 
 
    Kason activated the door release; there was no time to waste. 
 
    Each of the spear-pointed pod tips wrenched open, exposing the inner hatch. The bolts exploded, sending each Reaver door outward. The Reavers were out of their cocoons with weapons ready. 
 
    Kason immediately scanned his surroundings. He saw that the pods were sealed, not by the pod’s own foam, but by the enemy hull itself. 
 
     The area they found themselves in was a corridor in the center of the ship. The surface was black with a star field pattern to it. Thousands of small, pin-pointed lights made up the celestial structure. There were boundaries that were solid along the floor, ceiling, and wall edges that were gold in color. The corridor itself was lit by unseen sources, possibly coming from the gold railings.  
 
    Kason approached the wall. The surface moved. The star field undulated before him. Kason touched it with his index finger, issuing a rippling effect, as if it was liquid. Only the walls displayed this unusual visual effect. The floor and ceiling seemed solid. 
 
    His HUD flashed the structure’s compound. 
 
    {Unknown} 
 
    “We need to find the power systems now. We are in the unknown here. Stay close,” he called out within his team’s internal comms. 
 
    They continued down the silent corridor. There were no ambient sounds of any given technology. No hum of machinery, engines, or life support systems, just utter quiet. 
 
    As they approached an intersection, a bright white seam of light shown through the floor to their front. 
 
    Their weapons drew upon the opening in the floor. The aperture stopped. The Reavers stood still, keeping their aim on the bright slash in the floor. 
 
    Emerging from the breach was what looked to be a thin sheet of water. It stretched to the full height of the ceiling, even covering the breadth of the hallway itself. It also rippled, just as the celestial wall texture they examined a moment ago. 
 
    “Keep it close and drop mirage cubes. We don’t know what we’re up against,” Kason said. 
 
    “Boss, I’m picking up a large energy source beyond the anomaly in the next room. It’s matching the data the Flashpoint gave us on the shields and engines,” Keelen reported. 
 
    “I’m not picking up any reading on this water thing, boss,” Kercy added. 
 
    Then, in a flash, the water-wall became solid, stopping its rippling effect. It was only a second later that the water anomaly flashed out in an instant towards the Reavers. 
 
    The water-sheet flew, striking the Reavers, sending them against the wall behind. Kason and Keelen were pinned on one wall while Kercy, Maddox, and Ramek were opposite, strapped to the hull by this unknown translucent barrier.  
 
    They struggled to get free from their imprisonment, to no avail. They were trapped. 
 
    Static issued over the internal comms within Kason’s helmet, “Come in. Can anyone hear me?” More static awaited his ears. 
 
    On the far end of the corridor a bright light parted open between the black walls. Two silhouetted figures emerged from the doorway. 
 
    Kason could only make out their height from his distance, but surmised they were easily over two and a half meters tall. 
 
    The bodies were bulky in the upper torso region and slender in the legs. Their form seemed hominid in origin and bipedal, from Kason’s viewpoint. 
 
    As the two forms loomed down the center of the corridor, Kason started to make out some type of weapons slung on each of the beings’ arms. They looked attached, part of the creatures’ physiques. 
 
    Kason began giving hand signals to Ramek and the others across from him and Keelen. His right hand was down near his side, hidden, out of view from the approaching hosts.  
 
    Ramek nodded, understanding what Kason was relaying to the team. 
 
    It was time to get a better look at these unknown beings. They stopped in front of Kason and Keelen, just a few meters away. The Reavers were helpless in the field that held them. 
 
    The aliens before Kason were encased in a similar material of the surrounding walls, but all gold in color. Their heads were large and oblong in shape. There were no discerning facial features, as they wore smooth reflective visors. 
 
    Kason could see himself in the helmeted head of one of the beings as it turned slightly to gaze upon the trapped Reavers. 
 
    The next thought for Kason was the worst scenario he could imagine. 
 
    The beings raised their weapons, pointing at them. They began to glow. 
 
    Kason knew this wasn’t a way a warrior should die, but it was the one that faced him now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 39 
 
      
 
    Mistuuk walked towards the center of the cavern and the large, white tubes clustered together, saying, “This place is part of a larger network within the galaxy, Rels. These are individual transport tubes. This is our way out.” 
 
    He continued up some steps, away from the stalagmite floor. 
 
    “Way out? Was this the exit you were looking for?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the Cuukzen admitted as he ascended to the top of the platform. 
 
    I wanted to run up the steps and punt the little guy off. His dismissive behavior was getting to me, “Continue.” 
 
    Mistuuk stopped in front of what looked to be a control panel. It was made of the same crystal lattice that was above our heads, high on the ceiling where the tubes ended. 
 
    “I have been searching for the Gashnee Ancients for some time. Actually, just around the time your big ship showed up.” 
 
    “What ship?” 
 
    “The Orion’s Rage. I was going to meet up with a Fossari on the Dalyth Outpost near the Sol System. Even though they are a troubled people, they come in handy from time-to-time with useful information. Everything was going fine until you Humans showed up. I was taken by the Kryth. I was never worried about them, since most are a bunch of pitats anyways.” 
 
    “So, it worked out for you?” 
 
    “Yes, very much so. Your race was looking for the Gashnee as well, and you are much better than the Kryth. You don’t smell like a pack of aythras.” 
 
    “I see, so, you already knew where these Ancients were?” 
 
    “Not exactly. I needed Blink. You see, Blink had all the information. Panu was the only contact. The others were decoys. They were placed to throw others off, like our Vrae friend. I was tracking her down. This was one way to get her.” 
 
    I felt betrayed. Was he telling the truth or was it another elaborate hoax? I guess, at this stage, I didn’t really have a choice, “Was I a decoy as well?” 
 
    “No, Rels. I needed you. You have skills. I thought we would make a good team when Commander Parejas mentioned you for the mission.” 
 
    “I’m not feeling skilled at this point. Does the commander know what you just told me?” 
 
    “No. No one knows except you, Rels. I’m sorry I had to hide this from you. I think I will make up for it once we activate the tubes and reach our destination.” 
 
    I guess this was better than chasing down inebriated Human traders. What the hell, I’ve come this far, and we weren’t dead. We just needed to get out of here. 
 
    “So how does this thing work?” I asked. 
 
    Mistuuk activated some controls with varying symbols. Some were similar to the ones on the pillars before, “Once I activate the power source below us, we can then plot our destination. There. Got it.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t answer my question. How does it work?” 
 
    “By phase-shifting.” 
 
     “That tells me everything I wanted to know. It works by phase-shifting. Who knew?” 
 
    “You don’t know about phase-shifting, Rels?” 
 
    “No. No, I don’t.” 
 
    Mistuuk put his finger to his mouth, “I see, you are being kind of funny, not serious. Right, Rels?” 
 
    “I’m glad you are picking up Human sarcasm. Please explain.” 
 
    “The Gashnee figured out how to travel great distances with cosmic dark matter channels that are spread throughout the galaxy. They tune the frequency of these channels with the gravitational forces of mass system objects. The crystals align the vectors and match the outgoing destination signals. It happens really fast and you don’t feel anything. That’s phase-shifting.”  
 
    I knew better than to ask any more questions, but I wasn’t going to further the questioning either way, as something was starting to happen beneath our feet. 
 
    A low drone came from below. The platform under us began to vibrate, then turned into violent shaking.  
 
    “Is that normal when this thing starts? I asked. 
 
    “Yes. It’s just warming up. Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    It was at this time that a pool of water exploded up next to the steps we were on. 
 
    Slithering its way out of the pool was an enormous slagworm. It was bigger than I was, about three times the size. 
 
    The creature snarled, mashing its razor-sharp teeth together and writhing its head around, trying to find the source that awoke its slumber. 
 
    Others began to come out of their holes throughout the cavern. Some not much larger than normal and some huge like the one in front of us. It was a fountain of worms, rising out of the rock-like, fast-growing weeds, just slimier and nastier. 
 
    The hum and vibration began to settle down until it vanished completely.  
 
    “Well, that was fun,” I stated, unamused. 
 
    The slagworms squealed a bone-chilling noise as they all slinked back into their underground hovels. 
 
    “It’s warmed up, Rels.” 
 
    That was a lot of worms. The holes around the cavern stood out like a sore thumb now. I didn’t pay them that much attention when we entered until the slugs came out, now they were all over the place.  
 
    “They get that big by eating rocks?” 
 
    “Yeah. Some can get even bigger.” 
 
    “Bigger?” I asked, panning around the hollow. 
 
    If I wasn’t disturbed by the big fellow that had come out next to us, I was now. On the cave wall, about fifteen meters up, was a cavity the size of the whole platform we stood on. It had to be at least twenty meters in diameter. 
 
    “Please tell me that is a mining bore hole.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Rels,” he said, not looking, “I’m almost done with the coordinates.” 
 
    The tubes began to light up. They started to pulsate from under the platform, rising to the crystal lattice structure above. As the pulsating beams of light traversed the white tubes on their way to the ceiling, the light branched off through the crystals like lightning splitting a night sky. 
 
     “If we make the journey, we will find the Ancients on the other side.” 
 
    “If we make it?” I was really starting to dislike this guy. “Are you kidding me? We might not make it?” 
 
    Mistuuk looked at me with a dumbfounded stare. “I’m always serious, Rels. You know this.” 
 
    “You? Serious? Who are you again? You haven’t answered that question yet, have you? Give it up. What’s the gig?” 
 
    “‘Gig’, Rels?” 
 
    “What’s the disguise? Who are you really? Tell me who you are and tell me now!” 
 
    The Cuukzen just stared at my rise in temper. Blink flashed her lights and flew behind one of the tubes behind us to hide.  
 
    Mistuuk was about to open his mouth when I realized what Blink was hiding from. 
 
    “He won’t tell you,” a female voice spoke in broken Human words.  
 
    My surprised ears turned upon the intonation. 
 
    Our delay of getting this contraption working had allowed our pursuers to catch up. 
 
    The Vrae, Kayasa, and about eight lackey Comondons were across the cavern near the entry tube we had come down from. 
 
    Their weapons aimed at us where we stood. 
 
    This just keeps getting better and better.
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    The ion waves fired from the Flashpoint impacted both enemy ships in brilliant streaks of energized particles. The unknown vessels’ shields didn’t stay down long. The blue tendrils of residual energy washed over the ships and dissipated into the cold vacuum of space. 
 
    “Did the Reavers make it?” Takkar asked. 
 
    The female ensign up front was scouring the incoming data, “They just made it. The enemy shields were back up in two-point-five seconds, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Engage all weapons. Target that second ship. Let’s get those shields down.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    The two enemy ships each broke direction as the Flashpoint split the ships’ paths. Armaments and energy weapons slashed across the blackness of space as the three vessels exchanged fire. 
 
    The Flashpoint held her turn with the enemy and continued to target the second ship, getting a position behind it. 
 
    The enemy ship with the Reavers took up position behind the Flashpoint, pounding her rear shields with energy barrages.  
 
    Takkar knew he couldn’t keep this position, as the flanking ship could continue firing unimpeded from behind. “Drop the mines and camouflage them before they get out. Continue stream. I want that bogey off our butt.” He needed to get the flanking ship to break off, just for a few moments. If he couldn’t, this would be a short fight. 
 
    The ship behind the Flashpoint continued its constant barrage. The salvo of twin energy charges hit the Human ship’s shields in two second intervals with blinding flashes upon impact.  
 
    An attack was released from the enemy vessel, but didn’t make contact. The explosion erupted halfway between the two ships as the energy projectiles found the cloaked mines of the Flashpoint. 
 
    The trail of mines ignited upon impact with the enemy shields in a torrent of bubbling blasts. The long stream of destruction continued around the vessel as the ship strayed from its course. Finally, the unknown ship left the river of fire. 
 
    “Commander, enemy ship has broken off.” 
 
    Takkar smiled, “Of course they did, Ensign. Shield status?” 
 
    “We’re at fifty percent.” 
 
    “Damn. How much longer on the targets?” 
 
    The crewman searched the data on the monitor, “Their shields are fluctuating.” 
 
    Takkar knew time was running out. He needed to get those shields down faster. The strategy of the enemy was simple. The lead targeted ship would stay the course while the second ship would attack. It would be just simple arithmetic at that point, since these smaller ships had equal, if not slightly more powerful, weapons than the Flashpoint. 
 
    Takkar thought about the unknown adversary he now faced. The Ordinance knew nothing of their technology, tactics, or origins. Knowing is half the battle, he thought. 
 
    Commander Jesan Takkar was a veteran and master of the art of space combat. He wasn’t too worried about the unknown facts and disadvantage before him, for he too had an ace in his deck. He smiled at the thought. 
 
    Reavers. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The golden-armored enemies held their weapons targeting Kason and Keelen, still being held against the bulkhead by the invisible alien field. 
 
    When in such a situation, Kason knew the element of surprise always turned the tables. 
 
    His HUD displayed the options he had in his visor, which were not many, but much more than they would have had if he didn’t think a few moves ahead. The situation they were in was not predictable, but could still be planned for with the proper contingency, which it had been. 
 
    Kason’s right eye highlighted the Reaver mirage cubes from his list. He activated it without a word. 
 
    Behind the two unknown enemy soldiers sprang five Reaver images from the small mirage cubes in the center of the corridor. 
 
    The tables had turned. 
 
    The two creatures turned at the sight of new Reavers and began firing at the images of light. Their energy weapons struck the watery field behind, opposite the wall holding the real Reavers. 
 
    The translucent barriers splashed down on the black corridor floor, freeing the Human captives. 
 
    The unencumbered Reavers did not hesitate, given the situation they had known would come. Kason’s hand signals had communicated his intentions and they now took full advantage of it. 
 
    Ramek was the first to react. He fired out the micro-wire from his wrist, wrapping around one of the gold enemies before him. He pulled and leapt towards his target at the same time, drawing out the fifty-centimeter blade on the top of his left gauntleted hand. 
 
    The metal blade on Ramek’s fist drove into the golden helmet of the being moving towards him. The long, metal spike pierced the faceplate, sending the head back and splattering transparent brain matter fluids out the other side. 
 
    The golden body dropped to the floor. 
 
    Maddox had picked up his weapon and fired at the energy field holding Kason and Keelen. The water splashed against the wall and along the deck. They were unbound. 
 
    Kercy fired her micro-wire, wrapping it around the arm of the second enemy, but she wasn’t as fortunate as Ramek in her attack.  
 
    The creature pulled the Reaver like a rag doll along the floor towards it. The golden weapon arm of the being went to fire at the downed Human below it. The alien never got off the shot. 
 
    Kason and Keelen descended upon the creature, cutting down the gold-plated figure where it stood.  
 
    Kercy rolled out of the way of the falling creature and regained her footing. 
 
    The Reavers were caught off-guard by their assailants, but recovered to continue their mission. 
 
    “Head for the power source,” Kason ordered. 
 
    Without missing a beat, the Reavers bounded down the hallway towards the room they had detected. 
 
    The floor ahead once again began to open. The shard of light penetrated the corridor as the watery surface rose up. 
 
    Each Reaver launched the retro-rockets from their forearm launcher as they ran towards the emerging barrier which had held them earlier. 
 
    The mini-missiles streaked through the corridor, turning down at the last moment and impacting the hidden chamber under the floor. Rapid explosions issued, one after the other. 
 
    The liquid barrier splashed outward throughout the corridor in a fiery flash. 
 
    The Reavers continued through the lash of fire issuing from the corridor floor. 
 
    The wall behind began to reopen as the Human warriors met the light emanating from the parting of the black panels. Two more golden creatures appeared from the bright orifice. 
 
    A flash of energy weapons issued from the unknown beings towards the Reavers. Blinding flashes enveloped the Human troops, but they emerged unscathed.  
 
    Return fire rained forward as the Reavers’ plasma weapons contacted the gold armor of their assailants resulting in a neutral hit, the plasma rounds smattered the alien armor just as theirs had. 
 
    The two forces met hand-to-hand. 
 
    Kason’s Reaver team excelled at close quarters combat. He was going to see if these hulking, golden enemies before him were equal to the task. 
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    “You’re persistent, aren’t you?” I said towards Kayasa. 
 
    She approached across the towers of stalagmites along the cave floor. 
 
    The Comondons followed. 
 
    She spoke again in my language, “I can say the same of you, Human,” she stopped at the bottom of the steps before continuing, “Especially the Cuukzen there. I’ve been pursuing him for a long time. I guess I have you to thank for bringing him to me.” 
 
    I looked over at Mistuuk. 
 
    He just shrugged his shoulders at me. 
 
    I turned back to our pursuers, “We can dispense with the pleasantries and introductions, Kayasa.” 
 
    She smiled, “We can indeed, Provost Marshal Rels Sentel.” 
 
    This was getting interesting, as she knew as much about me as I did her, maybe more. 
 
    “So, what do we do now since we know each other?” I asked. 
 
    She motioned with her pistol towards the control console saying, “Deactivate the transport tube.” 
 
    Mistuuk moved toward the panel. 
 
    A shot fired. 
 
    The plasma round slammed down near Mistuuk’s feet, scorching the stone in a blackened blotch. 
 
    “Not you,” she directed towards the Cuukzen, “You, Human. Move slow and let me see your hands.” 
 
    I turned around with my hands up.  
 
    I was now more curious about why she thought the midget was a bigger threat than me. Another secret to uncover, if we could get out of this alive. 
 
    When I got to the console, I remembered the sequence Mistuuk had entered to start the machine up. I just had to enter it backwards, I suppose, but what I if I reentered it to restart it?  
 
    Interesting. 
 
    I stopped and glanced back at the Vrae. 
 
    She waved me to shut it down. 
 
    I lowered my right hand and entered the combination.  
 
    The sound I was hoping for issued from below the platform, just as it had before. 
 
    The rumbling followed with violent vibrations. 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked. 
 
    Yelling over the sound I replied, “It’s just shutting down. Nothing to worry about. Give it a moment.” And, on cue, our other guests showed up. 
 
    The slagworms burst from their hollows. The Comondons were the first to react. They began firing their weapons all over the place at the slimy slugs which had emerged. 
 
    Kayasa was knocked off balance from the rumbling underground. I ran, dove, and tackled her. We rolled down the steps to the rocky ground.  
 
    Her weapon was knocked from her grasped. I reached for it. She batted it away, then punched me square in the face. 
 
    She crawled towards the firearm. I grabbed her leg and dragged her back. I returned the favor, striking her quite beautiful face with my fist. We continued struggling on the ground when I saw Mistuuk running across the cavern. 
 
    He darted towards a Comondon who was struggling to get a worm off its leg. Right before my eyes, he leapt into the air, kicking the beast in the head, dazing the massive creature enough for the oversized slagworms to pull it down. He immediately landed and rolled, scooping up the bull’s fallen weapon and engaging the others while the worms feasted on their prized catch.  
 
    I was stunned at what I saw from the little guy, but I had my own issues at the moment.  
 
     As I wrestled with the Vrae assassin on the floor, a massive jolt rocked the cavern. I had just rolled over and had my legs and arms around her when I saw the monster appear. 
 
    The mouth of the largest cave along the chamber wall filled as the massive head of a slagworm emerged from its dwelling, causing all the shaking and commotion.  
 
    The round head had rows of serrated incisors that ran down the inside of its gaping orifice. The circular mouth held rows of jagged teeth that spun in alternate directions. 
 
    The creature lashed out of its hole towards the Comondons and Mistuuk. 
 
    “Watch out!” I yelled. 
 
    The Cuukzen dove and rolled away as the gargantuan worm shot forth, engulfing one bull in its mouth while scattering the rest like tossed pebbles. 
 
    Mistuuk ran back up the steps towards the console. 
 
    I was still holding the Vrae, locking her down in a choke hold. 
 
    The Comondons that remained began firing at the enormous beast, which infuriated it even more. 
 
    The massive slagworm lashed out again, picking another bull off, shredding its body against an enormous stalagmite pillar, grinding the Comondon to bloody bits. 
 
    The writhing of its massive body brushed the cave surface and ceiling, sending rock missiles down from above, crashing into the floor and shattering everywhere. 
 
    “Rels, over here!” Mistuuk was motioning me to a tube that was open. 
 
    I threw Kayasa along the ground away from me and got up, bolting for the white tube Mistuuk was already in. 
 
    Just as I entered, a plasma bolt grazed my arm. 
 
    The Vrae had reclaimed her weapon. 
 
    I turned to close the tube door just in time to see the massive slagworm barreling towards us. The Vrae assassin dove out of the creature’s way just in time as its mouth came up the staircase, driving straight for us. 
 
    “Wait. Blink!” Mistuuk called out. 
 
    It seemed like minutes until Blink, with her whistles and clicks, flew through the doorway from her hiding spot. 
 
    The door closed and the blinding flash of the Trandeshion tube enveloped us. 
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    The torcon torpedoes streaked towards their target. Their thin, blue, artificial contrails darted wildly through space, reaching their marks and impacting the unknown vessel, overwhelming and thrashing the ship in their destructive wake. 
 
    The Flashpoint had its victim dead to rights, but their Achilles heel was back. 
 
    The second enemy ship reengaged from the flank and started bombarding the Human ship with massive energy bursts. 
 
    “Come on, Kason. Where are you?” Takkar muttered under his breath. Things are getting tight, he thought. He hoped the Reavers were making progress with the other ship. “Finish them off with the vapor. Prepare to engage the other ship.” 
 
    The mass-driver under the Flashpoint opened up on the damaged limping ship. The vapor rail gun sent its solid projectiles towards the rear of the enemy vessel. 
 
    The impacts tore through the engines, mangling the hull. The barrage was relentless from the Flashpoint’s cannons. In a few moments, it was over, but not before the destroyed ship played its last hand. 
 
    The enemy ship broke apart without a dramatic explosion and in sections, just as its sister ship had earlier.  
 
    “Commander, we just got hit with something.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    The perplexed look was obvious on the ensign’s face as she responded, “I don’t know, sir. We didn’t pick it up until we came in contact with it. It looks to have come from the enemy ship ahead of us.” 
 
    “Damage?” 
 
    “No damage reported, sir. It looks like a field of some sort. Could be debris from the destroyed aft section, but it’s unknown at this time.” 
 
    “Keep the reports coming, Ensign. All weapons, engage second target. Give me a status on the Reavers and prepare Q-Jump. I want them in front of us.”  
 
    The Flashpoint jumped into a brief hyperspace, lurching the ship out of their attacker’s range. 
 
    The great battleship turned to reengage the unknown enemy vessel for a frontal assault.  
 
    “Shields dropping fast,” the ensign called out. 
 
    Takkar was just getting ready for the confrontation when the warning went off, “What do we have?” 
 
    “Something is depleting the shields. There is an anomaly causing a fluctuation and. . . it looks as if it’s covering the Flencer grid, sir.”  
 
    “What’s the drop rate?” 
 
    “It looks like three percent every ten seconds. We are at thirty percent and falling.” 
 
    Takkar now looked worried, “Can we pulse the shields?” 
 
    The ensign did some calculation with the systems before replying, “It may bring whatever is on the shields to the hull. We still don’t know what it is.” 
 
    Another warning light sounded. The weapons officer behind the commander spoke over the conversation, “Enemy ship within firing range, Commander.” 
 
    Takkar knew he was caught in a tough spot; pulse the shields and clear the anomaly or set in motion a worst-case scenario. He didn’t want to go into combat with no shields, especially against an adversary with unknown capabilities. 
 
    “Pulse the shields, Ensign.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Pulsing the shields brought them down to near zero and then flashed them back out to full strength of where they were before the process.  
 
    The shields collapsed, then expanded as the process started. 
 
    “It looks to have worked!” the ensign exclaimed. 
 
    “Engage all weapons platforms,” Takkar ordered as the Flashpoint secured her last target. 
 
    The torrent of weapons from both ships blazed off, striking each other in their waves of attacks. Each vied for position, continuing to launch all they had. 
 
    The Flashpoint banked, getting hit broadside with the energy blasts from the enemy, while launching an immense bombardment from the pulse batteries along her starboard side. 
 
    “Shields collapsing, sir.” 
 
    Takkar already new the odds, “Status.” 
 
    “Shields down to twenty-two percent. Enemy ship is near fifty percent on theirs.” 
 
    It’s all in the numbers. Their unknown technology is the hidden factor in the outcome of this battle. Takkar was well aware of what it meant, but he wasn’t interested in the inevitable, he was interested in the now. Right now. 
 
    “Set torcons to nuclear, close range.” 
 
    The ensign looked back, incredulous, at the commander at the severity of the order. 
 
    “Do as I say, Ensign.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    The Flashpoint rolled around for another pass. This time, the threat would also be by her own weapons, if not timed right. 
 
    “To make sure they get through, set ion control and fire a wave before the torpedoes are launched.” 
 
    He knew this may be the last pass he had. He had to make sure the weapons struck the enemy with maximum force. He couldn’t have any of the lighter weapons be destroyed before. He would give his ship and crew the best chance at victory. The inevitable was not on his mind. Takkar never assumed anything, only until the enemy was lifeless would he then concur success. 
 
    Just before the Human ship was to launch its final assault on the enemy, a warning flashed. 
 
    “Commander, the reactive-hull is showing signs of degradation. The same anomaly from the shields is now on the hull-plate.” 
 
    The gamble didn’t work on pulsing the shields, Takkar thought, “Continue course. Prepare to launch attack wave.” 
 
    The Flashpoint headed straight for her adversary. The blue ion barrels glowed bright before they fired. 
 
    The wave struck the enemy vessel with maximum power, sending cascading energy around the shields and fuselage. Coming close and behind the wave were four torcon torpedoes. All impacted the ship, which glowed an intense white light. 
 
    The sphere of destructive power expanded outward as the Flashpoint moved past. The force hit the Human ship, since it fired its salvo at such close proximity. Both ships took a part of the brunt force issues by the torpedoes, but the enemy vessel fared much worse. 
 
    Warnings waned and lights flashed on the bridge of the Flashpoint. Commander Takkar was on the edge of his seat, awaiting the status of his enemy. The ensign sounded off, “Our shields are down. Generators are damaged, and our hull integrity is at sixty percent, Commander.” 
 
    Takkar knew the odds, but awaited the news if his attack was successful. It came. 
 
    “The enemy ship is still in pursuit. Their shields seem to be down to ten percent.” 
 
    Closer odds, but will it be enough? This could be his final pass. He would have to stretch the imagination on tactics if he was going to pull this one off. 
 
    This was the moment most captains awaited, a chance to escape the inevitability of death, even if they shied away from such talk. It’s the essence of battle that draws the scenarios that play out in the minds of legends. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The Reavers were upon the unknown, golden warriors. Each was readying their personal close quarter’s combat technique. Some would use a variety of blades while others used the micro-wire whip or their fists. 
 
    The Reavers dashed towards the enemy, but were halted from their momentum by a radial energy burst from the gold figures. The shockwave blasted outwards, sending the Reavers back through the air. Ramek and Kason landed and slid into the wall near the door. Keelen and Maddox were blown into a control console of some sorts. Kercy again got the worst of it as she was thrown through the door, landing in the fiery pit they had blasted with their rockets. 
 
    Kason was first to his feet. 
 
    He fired a micro-flash rocket in the middle of the two soldiers. It exploded, flashing the room with a blinding white intensity. He struck at one of the beings with his gauntleted fist. 
 
    The creature caught his hand, stopping it before it reached the helmeted head. The golden soldier then grabbed Kason with its other hand around his neck, lifting him and tossing him off to the side with a crash. 
 
    Ramek was up off the floor. He picked up his gyro-cannon next to him and activated the plasma chamber. A barrage of plasma bolts lashed out at both the gold-suited aliens. The rounds impacted a shield around them, exploding in rapid succession one after the other, with no results. 
 
    One of the beings raised its weapon arm. The end of the barrel rotated to another setting. Boom! A red round of mass energy issued out and struck Ramek, propelling him against the wall behind him and to the floor. 
 
    Keelen and Maddox fired a salvo of smoke and shock rounds from their gyro-rockets, engulfing the enemy in concealing clouds and electrical pulses. 
 
    The four Reavers recovered and ran past their golden, bipedal barriers. They headed straight for the power source. 
 
    The room filled with a reddish beam that covered the whole area. The enemy was locating the Reaver intruders through the screening fog. 
 
    The aliens turned towards their direction and raised their weapons. The arms of the beings glowed red; but, before they could fire, a micro-wire wrapped around their legs, pulling them down to the floor. 
 
    Kercy had come from behind, which was choreographed by the team. Each Reaver attack that was thwarted by the enemy was learned by the others. It was just a matter of time before they would bypass their obstacle and continue on with their objective. 
 
    While the creatures were busy locating the four intruders which had already past them, the fifth Reaver flanked them. 
 
    Kercy finished them off by driving her bladed knee into the spine of one while stabbing her katana blade through the neck of the other. She moved to join her teammates up ahead. 
 
    The Reavers had made it to the energy source of the ship. 
 
    A large, black-and-gold ball of energy, like a small star, was suspended in the center of the room. The ball reacted like the walls and the armor of the golden beings, like liquid mercury undulating around. 
 
    “I’m picking up a barrier field, boss,” Keelen said. 
 
    “Copy. Kercy, Maddox, set explosives around the base. Ramek, Keelen, and I will hold the perimeter,” Kason ordered. 
 
    Before the men could respond, another light field appeared behind them. When they turned around to see the force field, there were ten alien beings. 
 
    Each of the beings had different colored armor. Some wore the gold they had encountered already. The others were silver, red, and black. They each had different shaped armor, varying the colors like a rank, position, or status amongst them. 
 
    The Reavers were outnumbered and, this time, the odds were not in their favor. Then again, when were they ever. 
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    The only weapons’ fire that came from the enemy ship was a solid-beamed energy weapon. The others fell silent. 
 
    Takkar knew they had done substantial damage on that last attack, since the unknown vessel seemed limited in their weapon options. 
 
    The Flashpoint continued to barrage their enemy with the vapor rail guns and the rapid-fire plasma coils. Each ship continued to take the pummeling of the other until they passed close-by. 
 
    The Flashpoint turned, giving a massive broadside assault from her pulse batteries along her lateral line. 
 
    The enemy’s beamed weapon didn’t slice through the reactive armor or destroy any of the defensive armaments the Flashpoint had. It didn’t seem to do anything. At first glance, at least. 
 
    “Sir, the anomaly on the hull has increased. The weapon they fired seems to have reenergized it. Our hull integrity is dropping fast.” 
 
    Smart move, Takkar thought. They must have used their energy resources to conserve their shields, “Ensign, enemy shield status?” 
 
    “Still ten percent, sir.” 
 
    That’s exactly what they did, Takkar thought. If he was going down in battle today, he would take them with him. 
 
    “Make the pass high, Ensign. I want all weapons available aimed at their primary weapon points.” 
 
    Takkar knew he didn’t have many options left. If he couldn’t get their shields down, the matter would be settled here. 
 
    The two ships headed towards one another. The Flashpoint heading high, the enemy coming low and underneath. Weapons blazed off each ship, but it was the enemy who had the last surprise. 
 
    The unknown ship opened with not two, but four energy weapons. Although each ship exchanged barrages, it was the Flashpoint this time who took the brunt of it. 
 
    The Flashpoint’s bridge flashed with sparks. The bridge’s glass cracked all along its surface. 
 
    On her outside, explosions erupted from destroyed gun platforms as energy crackled and cascaded over the length of her hull. 
 
    “Status?!” Takkar yelled out over the sounding alarms.  
 
    “Hull integrity down to forty percent. We have breaches on six decks. Main weapons offline. Shield generator damaged, but recycling to secondary power source. I don’t think we will have them up in time, sir.” 
 
    “Status on enemy ship?” 
 
    “Their shields are down to five percent. Should we raise the blast plates on the bridge, sir?” 
 
    Takkar looked up at the turning adversary on the projector. This pass would be the last, he thought. 
 
    The commander stood from his chair. He pulled at his officer’s uniform at the cuff. He placed his arms behind his back, “No, Ensign. Let’s face our fate as warriors.” 
 
    Jesan Takkar was at peace with the inevitable outcome. If you’re going to go down in battle, you always hoped it was to a superior foe, he thought. This enemy was just that, an adversary to be respected. He had taken two of the three ships out, betting on his wild card, the Reavers, to take out the third. He didn’t know their status, but it didn’t matter, it would be resolved soon. 
 
    The two ships positioned once again. This would be the last time he had the honor of commanding one of the finest battleships mankind had ever built. For this is how legends are born and stories are passed down. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The Reavers were trapped. The barrier before them was not like the one before, weapons could not breach it. 
 
    The aliens did not move, but stared at their captives. 
 
    “Time to take this ship out,” Kason said, “Set R.A.S. to detonation. We will fight as long as we can, but we must take out the core. Understood?” 
 
    The whole team acknowledged.  
 
    The situation was dire and Kason and his team had no other choice. The unknown enemies could subdue them at any moment, rendering any chance of success useless. It had to be done now. 
 
    “Lay them down, everyone,” Kason ordered. 
 
    All the Reavers laid down their assault weapons on the floor in front of the force field. 
 
    Kason stepped forward to the barrier, “On my command.” 
 
    They all acknowledged, readying their suits’ explosives on his order. 
 
    One of the red-armored beings approached the shield. The two combatants looked at one another. 
 
    Other gold-armored aliens appeared from white tubes near the far wall. They continued to exit these tubes to reinforce their numbers behind the first set of aliens. 
 
    Kason activated his helmet release. Air issued out with a hiss as the front plate rose up. He wanted to look at the enemy that had bested his team. 
 
    The red visor of the enemy parted like a sheet of water folding back around its head. 
 
    Kason now looked upon his enemy for the first time. 
 
    Eye-to-eye would be the way they were going to go. 
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    The energy blasts issued from the enemy vessel from a great distance towards the Human warship. 
 
    The Flashpoint did not change her course.  
 
    The energy projectiles slammed her upper hull, shredding chunks of armor into space. 
 
    Takkar watched the bridge’s glass spider web cracks expand to a point of caving in. The next barrage will seal our fate to space, he thought. 
 
    The enemy ship was at full effective range now. Takkar could see her forward banks charge up. The volley left the front of the enemy ship and headed for a rendezvous in someone else’s history.  
 
    Time had stopped for the Flashpoint’s crew. 
 
    Commander Jesan Takkar stood regal as the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. He could feel a strange energy course over his entire body. He could even see the blue nimbus of light flash through the Flashpoint’s bridge, traversing the forward window and over the bow of the ship. 
 
    This energy field did not come from the enemy ship. It had come from behind them. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The flash of light enveloped the entirety of the battleship as the Orion’s Rage jumped out of hyperspace.  
 
    Commander Parejas had the Rage extend her own shields over Takkar’s ship as the energy weapons of the enemy struck. 
 
    The unknown vessel radically altered their course, vying away from the massive Human ship only to brush the shields of the Rage, as it was being targeted by an immense one hundred meter wide beam. 
 
    The enormous beam from the Orion’s Rage sliced through the enemy ship with ease, as if it were just test firing into empty space itself. 
 
    The enemy vessel broke into two pieces, being sliced in half at the midsection. Like the other two enemy ships before, there were no explosions or energy releases, only drifting fragments. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Commander Takkar fell back into his seat. A look of pure exhaustion washed over him. 
 
    The ensign up front on the console turned around, “Blast plates up now, sir.” 
 
    “You bet,” Takkar muttered. A smile creased his face. “Crazy kizard bastard.” 
 
    A console light flashed. 
 
    “Sir, the crazy kizard; I mean, Commander Parejas is over comms.” 
 
    “Put him through.” 
 
    “Commander Takkar, my apologies for the close shave. We are pulling the Flashpoint alongside the starboard dock now,” Parejas spoke over the bridge speakers. 
 
    “The close shave was welcome, Commander, but I need a search team for Kason’s Reavers. They were on that ship when it was destroyed,” Takkar replied. 
 
    “Understood, Commander. We will search the wreckage; and, once you are onboard the Rage, we will need to discuss the wormhole and our new guests. We received a similar transmission as you did when we entered the sector,” there was a pause in the commander’s statement before he continued, “and it looks to be from the First Fleet. I don’t know how this is possible, but we are going to investigate by sending a probe into the wormhole.” 
 
    It was at that moment, klaxons sounded on both ships. 
 
    Takkar was first to speak, “We have more company incoming from the wormhole. It doesn’t look like it’s over yet.” 
 
    “Get your crew onboard as soon as possible, Commander,” Parejas ordered. 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
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    Hundreds of black points streamed from the large, green turbulence of the wormhole. The shimmering dots lined in pairs as they came forth, rushing out without end. 
 
    The objects swarmed and headed towards the Rage. Each craft was smaller than the previous ships the Flashpoint had encountered. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “They look to be small fighter craft, sir,” Droe observed. 
 
    Commander Parejas walked up the steps to his command chair, “Launch Storm-Tacs. Tell Major Chion she has the fighter lead.” 
 
    “Launching fighters,” Droe repeated. 
 
    Keeper Laurenell approached, “Are we going back into combat?” 
 
    Droe swiveled in her chair to face her, “We never left combat status, Keeper. I would direct you back to your seat. It would be safer there.” 
 
    “I hope Kason is okay,” the Keeper said. 
 
    Droe looked at her, “I hope he is, too.” 
 
    Their stare was evident. Laurenell nodded with a warm smile and returned to her seat behind Kansec. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The Orion’s Rage had four major hangars to launch spacecraft from. Two were up front, on either side of the hull, with the other two near the stern of the great ship. 
 
    The command cruiser was able to launch twenty fighters at a time.  
 
    Propelling forward out of their launch positions, the Human Storm-Tacs banked around to the aft, passing the great ship to engage the incoming fighters. 
 
    Soon, the space around the Rage was filled with fast, tactical, single-manned fighters in her defense.  
 
    The mass of small ships engaged one another between the wormhole and the Human command ship. 
 
    Space filled with energy and plasma weapons alike from the small ships.  
 
    The Human Storm-Tacs launched their dizzying miniature torcon torpedoes at the enemy. The blue contrail that streamed out the back of each armament was not propulsion, but artificial gases meant for intimidation purposes upon the approaching enemy fighters, as they zigged wildly through space. 
 
    Explosions ensued amongst the approaching combatants. Flashes of light and fire wove a tapestry of destruction as each side twisted their vessels in life and death struggles. 
 
    The enemy fighters seemed to have a fair fight amongst the Human ships, until they carried their action over into the range of the Rage herself. 
 
    Firing from all sides, the command cruiser released a massive barrage from her defensive weapon batteries. The explosions of pock-marked enemy fighters encompassed the Orion’s Rage in rapid flashes of fading light. 
 
    The Flencer-grid from the Human shields flexed at the incoming weapons of the small craft; hardly a blip on the invisible barrier’s scales when the enemy beams made contact. 
 
    The enemy’s swirling specks seemed more of an annoyance than a threat to the Rage, but the continuous stream of them emerging from an unknown wormhole would give any commander pause as to what lay on the other side of the gaping, green maw in space. 
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    The flash ended. The white tube door opened in front of me. I wondered where the Cuukzen had brought us this time. 
 
    I was glad to see the room was not rocks and slagworms, but it wasn’t home or anything familiar either. 
 
    The chamber I looked at was about thirty meters square. The same structure leading up to the ceiling was no different than the one back in the cave. The tech looked like something seen in any advanced civilized spaceport.  
 
    The walls of the large room were black in color and seemed metal in origin, with embedded channels of some sort. Larger, gold, solid tubes lined a far wall and what looked to be a doorframe on another. 
 
    As I stepped out of the tube onto the platform, the channels in the walls came alive. They glowed with light, illuminating upward within the room. The walls seemed to come alive as the channels of light gave way to small, specked beads of light throughout the walled surface. 
 
    Mistuuk followed behind, “I think we made it.” 
 
    “Really? I couldn’t figure that one out. Thanks. Of course we made it. Where are we now, then?” I asked. 
 
    He looked up at me with a serious expression, “I don’t know, Rels.” 
 
    Once again, I was unamused, “Great. The Cuukzen I thought I knew who I didn’t really know doesn’t know where we are. Correct?” 
 
    “Correct. I know this is Gashnee tech. I can find out,” the Cuukzen said as he turned and moved towards the center console. 
 
    “Well, I’m not moving until you find out. Probably some metal mech-monster out there for all we know.” 
 
    He looked at me, puzzled. 
 
    I pushed him with my glare to continue with what he was doing. 
 
    This room was just as eerie as the cave was. Quiet. No sounds except Mistuuk’s pudgy fingers tapping the crystal panel. The air was breathable, but had a slight pungent, damp odor to it. It probably hadn’t been used in some time. 
 
    I was thinking these Ancients weren’t worth it. What was worth it was finding out who my unknown partner was and where the hell we were. 
 
    The console sounded. 
 
    “Oh,” came the small, audible reply from the Cuukzen. 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘Oh’?” 
 
    He just stared with mouth agape at the console information. 
 
    I leaned in towards his drawn-back ears, “Oooh, what?” 
 
    The Cuukzen blinked, still staring at the figures before him. He paused for a moment more. 
 
    It was at this time, one of the tubes began to glow white in the cluster of other non-glowing tubes next to us. 
 
    Without looking at me, he spoke, “We are at a Trandeshion point that’s not in the correct quadrant.” 
 
    “What quadrant are we talking about here?” 
 
    He turned to look at me with a stunned expression. My own stunned expression would soon follow as the little guy answered. 
 
    “We’re not in our quadrant of the galaxy, Rels.” 
 
    I thought again about the moment Commander Parejas asked me to take the mission. Then, my reply came, “Oh.” 
 
    “That’s what I said, Rels” 
 
    “So, where are we?” 
 
    “In the northern part of the spiral.” 
 
    “How far north?” 
 
    “All the way, Rels. All the way.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to think, but that white, glowing tube had my attention, even though the Cuukzen just laid out our unbelievably distant location within the galaxy. 
 
    This was way beyond interesting now. 
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    The debris of the last enemy ship drifted in space. Its two large sections were tumbling together, lifeless. Six smaller objects were in the center, floating along with the debris field. 
 
    “So, we’re back in space. Twice in the last few months,” Kercy said, “I think I could get used to this.” 
 
    “Shut up, Kercy.” Ramek’s irritated voice grumbled. 
 
    The Reavers were tethered to each other by their micro-wires. 
 
    Besides the Reavers, there was another being amongst them. 
 
    Kason held the wrist of the dead, floating, red-armored alien. 
 
    “Maybe Kercy is right, big guy. Maybe we can get used to this,” came Maddox’s reply. 
 
    “Have at it, Maddox. Maybe we should put it on the training list for you and Kercy,” Ramek remarked. 
 
    Two of the Reavers bumped one another, “That would get me closer to you then, big man,” Keelen said, moving away from Ramek who he had just jarred. 
 
    Chuckles issued from the team, except Ramek, “Whatever floats your suit, Keelen.” 
 
    “I think more zero-g training is a good thing. Thanks for the idea, Ramek. I’ll put it on the list,” Kason said. 
 
    Laughter broke out. 
 
    Ramek was not amused, “Kercy seems to like it. Let her do it for extra credit.” 
 
    With arms behind her helmet, and legs crossed out in front of her, Kercy relaxed, “This is the life, floating here amongst the stars and–”  
 
    “Shut up, Kercy.” Ramek grumbled again.
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    The command bridge onboard the Orion’s Rage lit up with holo-images and data following from the combat surrounding the ship beyond her hull. 
 
    “Commander, we have a continuous stream of enemy fighters coming from the wormhole. We’ve also picked up two larger signatures emerging behind them,” Droe said, working her console. 
 
    Shenta Parejas surveyed the streaming information, “Bring up Battle View and turn the ship to face the anomaly.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” Droe activated the order. 
 
    The ceiling of the command bridge began to peel away as if the hull was dissolving. The real-time image of the space outside the ship enveloped the entirety of the bridge in a three hundred sixty-degree view.  
 
    The millions of sensors on the outside hull relayed the image date to the inner bridge walls, which became an entire viewing monitor, giving an unimpeded view for the crew. 
 
    The inside bridge outline was still visible, as was the semi-transparent floor; all other interior surfaces were transparent, showing outside combat in space. 
 
    Keeper Renske grabbed her chair’s arms in stunned expression, never seeing such a visual and sensory marvel. The simulation was too much for her as she turned a light shade of green. 
 
    The Orion’s Rage turned around, heading straight for the wormhole as the enemy ships continued to pound at her shields. 
 
    Kansec swiveled in his seat next to Droe, “Commander, we have an incoming message. It has an Ordinance encryption.” 
 
    “Play it,” Parejas ordered. 
 
    The broken static transmission played over the command chair he sat. 
 
    “Ordinance ship. . . attacking Gash. . . Destr. . . we are on. . . I repe. . . ormhole. . . destroy th. . . hole. . . this is. . .” 
 
    The transmission ended with static. 
 
    “We need to shut down that anomaly,” Parejas said. 
 
    “We can use the L.T.S. weapon, sir,” Droe suggested. 
 
    Parejas sat for a brief moment before speaking, “No. Lieutenant Commander, charge ion batteries. Target the wormhole’s center. Continuous stream.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Droe responded. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The Rage moved at combat speed towards the green, swirling phenomenon. The enemy fighters streamed out, each zooming around the great ship as they approached, continuing to engage the Human forces. 
 
    In the wormhole ahead of the Human ship, two unknown, silhouetted ships appeared. The smaller ship was in front of the larger one coming through the opening in space. 
 
    The Rage’s shields flashed with enemy weapons impacting upon its unyielding barrier. Explosions and fighter pieces smattered across space as the command cruiser’s armaments found their targets. 
 
    The front of the great ship began to glow a blue nimbus within her ion banks. The charge of light intensified to a solid pane of color before being fired. 
 
    Two solid beams arced out of their encasement and streaked towards the center of the wormhole. The ionized energy had an immediate impact on the anomaly. 
 
    The green swirl heaved in an out of its invisible door in space. Its structure began to break down as the Human weapon wreaked havoc, surrounding the space-time of the irregularity.  
 
    Pulsing and flickering, the wormhole waned. The green background cracked in space, allowing the backdrop of stars to seep through its weakened state. 
 
    The edge of the anomaly started to fade toward the center, encompassing the exiting fighters and the large, emerging ship. 
 
    With a flicker and a flash, the wormhole closed, collapsing in upon itself, leaving a thin-tailed energy streamer behind, weaving through space until it vanished.  
 
    The only thing left was the smaller vessel which had made it through just in time, heading straight for the Orion’s Rage. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
    “We have an unknown ship approaching, sir.” 
 
    “Rearm the ion banks and prepare to target all weapons,” Parejas ordered. 
 
    The combat-sphere on the bridge gave a glorious view into space as the strange vessel approached. 
 
    “She’s coming to a stop ahead,” Droe said. 
 
    The commander ordered the same for the Rage as the two ships stared each other off. Parejas knew he had the upper hand. The Ordinance ship dwarfed the unknown vessel by at least one thousand meters, and the enemy ship did not have any shields up. 
 
    “She’s turning, sir. She’s showing her starboard side.” Droe announced. 
 
    Commander Parejas stood, watching the enemy’s gesture, “They don’t mean to fight.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Laurenell said as she approached the command chair. 
 
    Droe swiveled in her chair, “Their posture is not aggressive, Keeper, and they’re turning their side to us with no shields. That would make them sitting magjacks in any scenario.” 
 
    The Keeper looked up at the commander. 
 
    Shenta Parejas just stood there with his arms behind his back, looking at the unknown ship in the distance. 
 
    A beep sounded on Droe’s console, “We have an incoming transmission.” 
 
    “Do we have the scan back, Lieutenant?” Shenta asked. 
 
    Droe scrolled through the holo-image data, “Yes. The ship appears to be,” she slowed her words at what she saw, “It’s the–”  
 
    “Tyr,” Parejas finished her statement. 
 
    The expressions on the Lieutenant Commander’s and Keeper’s face were matching in shock from hearing the unknown vessel’s name. 
 
    Droe stood up from her station, “How’s that possible?” 
 
    “That ship, along with the First Fleet, vanished over sixty years ago,” The Keeper added. 
 
    “Correct, Keeper. The Tyr and her crew, and four other ships, were lost in a wormhole anomaly such as this one, in this same location.” 
 
    All eyes were on the commander as he continued, “The outline of her hull was familiar from the Annals when I saw her, but the patchwork upgrades on her frame is foreign to me.” 
 
    The console sounded again. 
 
    “Commander, the ship, I mean the Tyr, is transmitting the correct encryption code.” 
 
    “Display the transmission on the main holo-screen.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    With that order, all eyes were on the suspended light above the bridge, ahead of Parejas’ command chair. 
 
    The image flashed in mid-air. A Human figure appeared. 
 
    The man present over the holo-light had black hair which matched his short, boxed beard. He looked older than Commander Parejas did, with a worn and stern look about him. A scar ran across his right eye, around his cheek, and through his right ear. His uniform jacket was of a bygone era in Human military history, but one Commander Parejas recognized. 
 
    The man in the image grinned as he looked upon the Orion’s Rage captain, “If I’m not mistaken, you were nine years old the last time I saw you.” 
 
    Parejas recognized the face, even though the years had passed. “I was. Captain Strathin, I presume? I was in your ethics class. I believe you and my father were close friends.” 
 
    “We were, Shenta, and you; you look just like your father, Korlan.” 
 
    “My mother would have disagreed.” 
 
    The Tyr’s captain chuckled, “Indeed. Shallan would disagree. She always said that your genes were from her lineage, not your fathers. Oh, how your father abhorred when she said it. How are your parents by the way? I see you standing on a bridge of a grand ship that was only a mere thought the last time I saw them.” 
 
    “My parents were lost in combat in 215 P.E., Captain.” 
 
    Captain Strathin’s face changed to distress, “I am sorry to hear that, son. Your father was a great man. I learned everything I knew from him. They will be missed.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Captain.” 
 
    “I hope I’ve passed the tests, Captain Parejas?” 
 
    “It’s Commander; and, yes, you passed.” 
 
    “Well, you sure did follow in your father’s footsteps now didn’t you? I know we have to go through this line of questioning to assure you and your crew we are who we say we are. Even though it may seem impossible after sixty-eight years, I can reassure you, Commander, I am the captain of the lost First Fleet.” 
 
    “No rudeness intended, Captain. Just precautions.” 
 
    “I understand. It looks as though we will have many more questions for each other since my unexpected arrival.” 
 
    “We will, Captain Strathin,” Parejas replied. 
 
    The weathered captain took a more serious tone, “However, Commander Parejas, we must now discuss matters of dire importance. This is why I’ve risked coming such a great distance. It’s about the Azliklon-Gashnee.” 
 
    “We are aware of them, Captain.” 
 
    “Not about the race, but their intentions, Shenta. Their intentions to fulfill prophecy and carry it out at all costs.” 
 
    “What are they trying to fulfill, Captain?” 
 
    Captain Strathin sighed before speaking, “To fulfill their prophecy of returning and retaking the Milky Way Galaxy, Commander.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DATA Cell 49 
 
      
 
    The lights came on inside the Annal archives. 
 
    A robed figure exited the lift and approached the data cell chamber. 
 
    The blue, crystal wall undulated as the tiles came together to form Antiquity’s face. 
 
    The archivist’s female voice spoke, [I did not receive your verification upon entry. Please identify yourself.]  
 
    The robed, hooded figure walked into the center of the records chamber. 
 
    Antiquity spoke again, [It is good to see you again. May we continue our conversation? I enjoyed our time together.] 
 
    Another female voice spoke from under the hood, “I, too, enjoyed our conversation. Shall we speak of our future amongst the stars, Antiquity?” 
 
    [I would like that. Tell me the stories of our race, and of one in the time many will come. I enjoyed hearing about them.] 
 
    “Me too, Antiquity. One in the time many. Are you ready?” 
 
      
 
    The Annals continue… 
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