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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Following the surprising return of a long-forgotten captain and his ship, Shenta Parejas and the Ordinance are confronted with a daunting and uncertain turn in a dangerous prophecy of a malicious alien race.  
 
    Across the galaxy, Rels Sentel and Mistuuk find themselves in a deepening mystery to discover the whereabouts of the Gashnee Ancients. They are no longer alone on their clandestine mission to unlock the connection between Humanity and their enigmatic saviors from centuries past. 
 
    Lintorth Sol – now the dishonored Lintorth Sar, the cold and calculating Kryth Mahr general responsible for the invasion of Earth – will not let the Humans make stride in their new position within the Galactic Conference. He still has the Reaver called Jens Dryden and will use everything in his influential power to stop the Humans…unless those from within his own ranks do otherwise. 
 
      
 
    The Annals continue… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 1 
 
      
 
    Dark gray clouds moved over the harsh stony landscape as rain set in.  
 
    Each drop of water, along with the winds, played a battle cadence of howls and drums as the rain thundered upon the assorted, round river rocks that occupied the terrain. 
 
    A boot sloshed in a puddle as an armored being stumbled forward. 
 
    The Reaver staggered behind a large boulder, clutching its damaged leg.  
 
    Its protective exoskeleton was streaked with blackened charred plasma residue that ran across the upper torso of its suit. 
 
    Slumping against a rock, the Reaver began to inspect itself. 
 
    This wasn’t the only damaged item the injured Reaver had. 
 
    Embedded in the left eye socket of the helmet was a metal object that stuck out about eight centimeters. There were similar metallic slugs implanted across the chest. 
 
    As the Reaver looked on at its sheathed leg, a tremendous thumping sounded between deluges of rain.  
 
    The Reaver froze. 
 
    The rain quickly washed over the pounding footsteps in the distance.  
 
    A hiss of air escaped as the insulating seal of the helmet released and the visor plate rose. 
 
    The Reaver reached up and took the helmet off, dropping it to the ground. 
 
    Sweat ran down the clean ebony face of Kercy as she looked up, letting the rain splash on her skin.  
 
    Her labored breathing slowed a little as she finally had time to think. 
 
    She began to inspect her weapons as the downpour continued to barrage her. Still, at least she could see better than her helmet’s current condition would allow. 
 
    The plasma rifle was empty; she tossed that aside. 
 
    She grabbed her two slotted thigh pistols. One was crushed, the other was empty as well. She re-holstered them. 
 
    Next, she inspected her forearm micro-launcher. 
 
    One round left. 
 
    Only two of her suit’s bladed extraction points were functioning, her right elbow and left knee spike extended. The shoulder and other limb armor blades were inoperative, either broken off or blocked by crushed armor. 
 
    She also checked her micro-wire in her right gauntlet. 
 
    It whipped out to one meter, seven meters shorter than its usual reach. 
 
    She chuckled, looking around at her surroundings, and sighed. “I guess I can throw rocks at it.”  
 
    She leaned back against the boulder, then she remembered. 
 
    Jens’ kodachi blades. 
 
    Ramek had given the blades to her after the regimental swearing-in by Kason. 
 
    She activated them. 
 
    Handles of each blade popped up above her shoulders on the back of her armor. 
 
    She reached over and pulled them out of their inner sheaths. 
 
    These were Jens’ prized weapons. 
 
    She knew how important they were to Ramek. The blades were a sign of the two Reavers’ bond; a bonding of brothers. 
 
    They were given to Jens by the great swordmaster and Keeper himself, Rontishen Sorash. 
 
    Jens was Rontishen’s favorite student. Kercy was his last before the master had passed. 
 
    Ramek thought it was a fitting gesture, and one Jens would have wanted, that the last blue Khromotite-fused blades ever bestowed by Sorash be wielded by his last student.  
 
    These are all she needed.  
 
    Along with my wits, she thought. 
 
    Surveying the landscape, Kercy sized up her options. 
 
    She began to untuck her long black hair from under her armor. Pulling some bands loose, she shook her hair out, grabbing it and wrapping it up into a pony tail. 
 
    Hands holding her hair above her head, she paused and listened. 
 
    The wind blew across the hills of grass and boulders before her, picking up speed. 
 
    The rain plummeted at an angle and stung her face. 
 
    To the Reaver’s front, several meters away, was a vast hundred-meter cliff. 
 
    She could climb down, but she would be at a disadvantage from the creature hunting her.  
 
    Not an option. 
 
    Resting against the boulder, she surveyed each side. 
 
    Putting a hand in front of her to hold the rain from her eyes, she saw a cave atop a small plateau. It was too high for her to grapple up. She’d make an even better target climbing up with no cover. 
 
    Also not an option.  
 
    Her alternatives were bleak, and she knew it. 
 
    She heard the heavy footfalls spash again, even over the rain. 
 
    It was closer. Much closer. 
 
    Her eyes turned to the knoll from which she had come, trying to see through the rain. 
 
    She grabbed the round from her micro-launcher. 
 
    Activating a slider on the back of the round, she dug a small hole in the ground at her feet and buried it.  
 
    Just as she was finishing, she looked up.  
 
    She froze. 
 
    Up on the grassy hill was the mechanical creature that hunted her. 
 
    The low silhouette of the mech crested the hill and began to descend, crawling with its six segmented legs. 
 
    Its main body was elongated and encased in black metal plates with flashes of red, like crimson skin under ebony scales.  
 
    The two slanted optical sensors on the flared, rounded head finished the Creep’s menacing look. 
 
    Kercy knew she had little time left to decide. 
 
    The Creep advanced with its swift crawl over the field towards her. 
 
    The rain turned to hail, now pelting her face painfully. 
 
    Picking up her helmet, Kercy rounded the boulder she’d been resting on. 
 
    She would wait for her pursuer here. 
 
    The sound from the six legs of the Creep clattered upon small stones as it got closer. 
 
    Then, it stopped. 
 
    Kercy held her breath. 
 
    She listened, not knowing which direction it would strike.   
 
    One final metallic footfall and the explosion she knew would come erupted. 
 
    Fire and smoke rose over the boulder as dirt and rocks bombarded the landscape from the buried micro-rocket she had placed. 
 
    The mech was upended and thrown onto its back, a leg missing. 
 
    Now was her moment. 
 
    Kercy made a dash, as much of a dash as her leg allowed, for the cave. 
 
    It was risky, but the Creep would take a while to recover.  
 
    She made the cave, her limping even more pronounced. 
 
    Activating lights on her shoulders, she looked about the cave. It was a small cave. It went back about five meters.  
 
    Some kind of animal shelter, she thought. 
 
    This would have to do. 
 
    This is where she would make her final stand. 
 
    The metal crawler righted itself and approached the cave entrance, its shields flickering from the small pellet ice shards from above. 
 
    The metal beast walked in about two meters before showering the inside of the cave with a scan shroud. 
 
    A whitish translucent beam spread out, examining the interior of the rocky entrance and going back into the dark recesses of the cavity before it. 
 
    The beam stopped when it came to the slumped armor of the Reaver against the back cave wall. 
 
    Without hesitating, a launcher protruded from the Creep’s back. 
 
    The front of the launcher swiveled open and four electric javelins shot out, streaking through the cave, igniting the air with a crackle. 
 
    Electricity arced all around as they flew, piercing the damp cold cave. 
 
    Each spear found the rock wall around the Reaver’s seated position. 
 
    Energy sparked all about, spitting the hollow in a brilliant light as tendrils of white and blue bolts slashed against the Human’s armor.  
 
    The smoke of scorched plasma from the air mingled in the cave before heading out the entrance and over the mech’s body. 
 
    The metal beast scanned the downed Reaver once again as residual static washed along the ground. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    No movement. 
 
    At least, not from the Creep’s viewpoint. 
 
    On the cave ceiling above was Kercy, fixed to the rocks, holding on until she needed to no longer. 
 
    She dropped down in her black under-armor. 
 
    Her blades trained down towards the Creep’s back. 
 
    She landed dead center on top of the mech, driving both kodashi blades into the spine with all her weight. 
 
    The creature reared up, throwing her off and out the cave entrance. 
 
    Kercy recovered from being thrown, rolling to a crouch upon impact. 
 
    One of her blades was still stuck in the back of the Creep. 
 
    One will have to do, she thought. 
 
    The metal menace backed out of the cave, turning towards her. 
 
    The overlapping plates slid towards its rear, the middle legs walking back to join the rear extremities. 
 
    The Creep raised its front portion up with its front legs out to either side like a giant, mechanical man with the torso and legs of a metal centipede. Its glowing red eyes glared down at her from the shadows. 
 
    Kercy watched all this as the Creep transformed before her. “Well, that’s…interesting,” she said aloud as she moved around to get into a better attack stance. “Let’s go, Creep. Show me what you’ve got.” 
 
    The metal creature, motionless, emitted what sounded like a laugh. Its deep mechanical tone sounded over the downpour, “You think you can defeat me?” 
 
    Its robotic eyes followed her in the hail, its head turning before its four legs scampered closer towards the female Reaver and attacked. “Flesh is no match against metal. Your suit can no longer protect you.” 
 
    Kercy dodged its barrage of stabs and slashes. 
 
    “This flesh seemed to outwit your metal brain.” 
 
    The two combatants circled one another under the torrent of ice. 
 
    Wind mercilessly whipped across the drenched landscape, forcing its will upon any unbalanced opponent as rocks swam across the green grass sea.  
 
    Lightning flashed in the distance, illuminating the dark clouds and rough landscape. 
 
    Mud and scattered rock became the arena of the combative dance that now unfolded between the two. 
 
    The mech raised its front limbs, the the arms rotating into new weapons as blades were replaced with barrels.  
 
    Blue crackling energy cascaded up and down the creature’s forearms, “Flesh has many weaknesses.” 
 
    The Creep fired off a ball of electricity from one of its arms, right at the feet of the Reaver. 
 
    Kercy somersaulted backwards out of the way as the ball struck the ground, scattering tendrils of energy in the immediate vicinity. 
 
    Kercy smirked. “You missed. Again.” 
 
    It emitted a growl like grinding steel. 
 
     “Having some metal problems?” 
 
    The Creep charged. 
 
    She ran straight towards her oncoming metal menace. 
 
    The Creep swung an arm at her, the blades rotating back into place and adding range to its reach. 
 
    She dove and slid under it. 
 
    Getting up, she ran towards a large boulder. 
 
    Kercy could hear and feel the furious drums of metal footfalls behind her. 
 
    It was catching up. 
 
    Fast. 
 
    Just as she reached the boulder, she jumped up and pushed herself off the rock. Turning back around, she dove at the Creep’s head. 
 
    The Creep swung again, clipping the boulder, sending streaking sparks and stone chips showering about. 
 
    The mech ducked its head, just missing the incoming kodachi blade. 
 
    She tucked and rolled along the back end of the creature before landing on the ground. 
 
    The Creep snapped around. “You missed, fleshling.” 
 
    “Did I?” Kercy asked, holding up the second blade she had drawn from the back of the armored creature. 
 
    The enraged Creep lunged at her. 
 
    She blocked its swiping attacks, one after the other, with her own blades. 
 
    Sparks spat forth as metal struck metal. 
 
    Kercy was backing up, blocking each attacking arm that came her way. 
 
    She glanced behind and her eyes widened. 
 
    The cliff. 
 
    It was driving her back for a reason. 
 
    She focused on timing the Creep’s attacks and recognizing its pattern then, tucking both blades along her forearms in a defensive position, lunged at the Creep as its left swinging arm came towards her. 
 
    While blocking with one blade, she swung with everything she had with the other and uppercut at the upper arm. 
 
    The sheering of metal screeched as her blade severed the Creep’s arm. 
 
    She dove and rolled out of the way from the other incoming bladed appendage. 
 
    The mech reared back out of range and switched back to its plasma weapon. 
 
    It fired an electrical bolt at Kercy, striking her in the chest. 
 
    The Reaver was knocked back, hitting the ground hard. 
 
    The Creep wasted no time, scampering up to her as she fell. 
 
    Trying to shake off the impact and static, the Creep loomed above her. “That’s the weakness of flesh, meatbag. I win.” 
 
    The mech raised its one good arm. 
 
    Energy entangled around it before the Creep drove its metal spear down towards its prey. 
 
    Kercy rolled out of the way at the last moment. 
 
    The speared arm slammed down, piercing the ground, driving deep into the saturated soil. 
 
    She rolled onto her feet and leapt onto the Creep’s hindsection, standing behind its torso and head, and wrapped one blade under its neck. 
 
    “Looks like metal has a weakness of its own, eh, Creep?” 
 
    “Metal is superior, fleshling,” the Creep hissed. 
 
    Kercy twirled her other blade in her hand, bringing the point to the back of the Creep’s head.  
 
    “Oh, I agree. Especially my metal.” 
 
    She drove her Khromotite blade into the head of the Creep, the blue metal protruding from a red eye as it flickered. 
 
    The Creep’s body went shook as its circuitry fried before it went rigid, then collapsed. 
 
    Kercy pulled at the blades, wrenching them out of her downed assailant. 
 
    She climbed down and fell to her knees in the soaking mud. 
 
    She let out a tired sigh.  
 
    It was over. 
 
    “Well, that was fun.” 
 
    The hail turned to rain as she waited.  
 
    That was a welcome change.  
 
    She was going to need a new helmet. 
 
    Scratch that, a whole new suit. 
 
    She groaned, sheathed her kodachi blades, and lay down on the grass. 
 
    A roaring sound pierced the rain and wind above her. 
 
    She sat up and turned at the loud hum. 
 
    There, cresting a bluff, was the white engine glow of an assault craft. 
 
    She pushed her aching body up. 
 
    About time, boys, she thought. 
 
    Kercy stood there, her soaked black hair streaking about her as the craft landed. 
 
    Her under-armor was torn and covered with blood and mud from her battle with the Creep. 
 
    The vehicle above swooped in, its engine slats rotating, bringing the craft to a soft landing in front of her. 
 
    The assault vehicle’s doors whined opened. 
 
    Kercy saw Ramek and Kason exit the craft, dressed in their black dress uniforms. 
 
    Kercy smiled, strolled up the boarding ramp, and asked cheerfully, “So how’d I do?” 
 
    “You did well, Kercy,” Kason replied. 
 
    “I was hoping to beat Ramek’s time.” 
 
    The big Reaver chuckled, “Right. Beat my time?” 
 
    “Ramek,” Kason said, looking at his holo-tab. “It looks as though she did.” 
 
    Ramek’s usual smile fell. 
 
    “It looks like she finished her regimental challenge in three days, eight hours, and sixteen minutes,” Kason said and turned to his friend. “She beat you by about thirty minutes, big guy.” 
 
    Ramek didn’t speak. 
 
     “Like I said. I was hoping to beat Ramek’s time. Mission accomplished.”  
 
    She beamed at Ramek, who grumbled. 
 
    “Before you get too excited, Kercy. While you did beat Ramek’s time, Ramek took down the Creep with a rock.” 
 
    Kercy traded facial expressions with Ramek as his usual grin broke back out across his face. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “There’ll be plenty of time for you two to debate the results. Let’s get back to base.” 
 
    All three entered the assault ship. 
 
    “So…whose idea was it to give the Creep a voice?” Kercy inquired. 
 
    Ramek beamed. “That was my idea. What’d you think?” 
 
    “Nice touch,” Kercy responded. “A little unnerving, but still didn’t slow me down.” 
 
     “Yeah? I still beat mine with a rock.”  
 
    “Shut up, Ramek.” 
 
    The engines glowed and the craft lifted off, heading up into the darkened sky. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Data Cell 2 
 
      
 
    The swirling gusts sent small igneous pieces of rock across the dry, barren landscape in multiple concentric patterns. 
 
    The clatter of the small rocks was often drowned out by the mournful howling of the incessant winds on planet Oxgris. 
 
     Small piles of dull red soil had accumulated against the base of the packed dirt wall, identical in color. 
 
    The walls stood five meters tall and enclosed an area of twenty thousand square meters. The rear wall of the enclosure butted up against the sheer rock face of a tall plateau. 
 
    It was the most imposing feature on the flat terrain that stretched to the horizon without anything higher than scrub vegetation. In fact, it was the only feature at all amongst the empty landscape that stretched like an endless desert of dry blood. 
 
    “It seems I will not have to send one of my warriors to rule Exos 4 after all. Laan Nezgon Zaal shall live, apparently,” Lintorth Sar finished with a short chuckle. “Who would have thought he had known of this outpost on this forsaken planet?” 
 
    Voskal Lat shared Lintorth’s humor with a sneer. “By all accounts from the archives, this planet should have had no signs of evolved life.” A scattered burst of plasma shots punctuated his remark as it strafed one of the large flying reptiles, sending it burning to the dusty ground in a shriek of surprise and pain. 
 
    “The data scrolls you found were impressive in their obscurity,” scoffed Lintorth. He gazed at the crude stone walls before him and shook his head in mock disbelief. “What have the search teams found so far?”  
 
    Voskal Lat held a glowing data cube in his left hand. His right hand manipulated three dimensional images and data, projected above the cube in a pale green nimbus of light, as he communicated with the three search teams spread around the deserted structure. 
 
    The twelve Korin Shai that had accompanied the expedition spread out across the landing site and communicated without audible commands. 
 
    They formed four triads and stationed themselves at each of the four cardinal points, watching their respective horizons. 
 
    Two yadlith scavengers crawled across the barren ground, shoulder to shoulder. 
 
    One pressed its face against the ground, almost burrowing, as the other kept its head high searching for odors or movement in its field of view. At regular intervals, they would switch positions and roles as they continued looking for live prey or carrion. 
 
    Their cobalt eyes stood out against the bleek landscape as they searched in a spiral pattern from where the ship had landed, moving farther out with every rotation. 
 
    Avog, Lintorth’s aythra, rumbled a threatening growl low in his throat until the two yadlith moved out of his way. 
 
    Lintorth Sar heard Avog’s claws unsheathe and scratch against the small porous rocks beneath his large powerful front legs, anxious for a challenge. 
 
    “Voskal Lat,” Lintorth prompted as he watched the two yadlith digging in the dry soil, sending up plumes of dust. 
 
    “The seeker teams just sent their latest findings,” Voskal Lat replied. “Their scans found signs of life within the walls. Whether they are Human, we cannot tell. This cursed wind and sand have scoured any possible clues away and the signs of life we found are so far inconclusive.” His frustration was plain on his face. “The other scientific data I uncovered was from an exploratory vessel’s log. The indication of life on this planet that they recorded was that primitive life was scarce and none were sentient.” 
 
    “Have we exhausted the capabilities of our scientific equipment?” Lintorth asked. “Perhaps we should use our ship’s scanners. They are certainly more powerful and might provide some answers. Answers are what we need, Voskal.” 
 
    Voskal Lat waved his hand over the data sphere and the displays disappeared. He walked towards Lintorth, small puffs of dust marked each footfall as he approached. 
 
    Lintorth watched him frown in consternation as he began to speak. 
 
    “Lintorth...” Voskal hesitated for a moment. “The fact that we found this settlement was improbable at best. The archives were centuries old and rushed, as their only purpose for searching this sector was for a new penal colony after the Mertiklask rebellion on Varnos. Their data didn’t even include these flying things, whatever they are.” A warbling screech from one of the same flying reptiles interrupted him as it flew by overhead in the gusting winds. “This settlement,” Voskal continued, gesturing with his left hand, “was also missing from the archives. By the looks of it, it may have been a pirate stronghold.” 
 
    Lintorth Sar nodded, acknowledging his most trusted advisor’s words. Lintorth was skeptical of many things and even more people, but Voskal had gained his trust long ago. 
 
    A squawk issued from above. 
 
    Lintorth drew his plasma pistol lightning fast from his left side and fired.  
 
    The first bolt went through the creature’s cranium and the following two punctured the thorax of the unfortunate creature. It plummeted to the dust and landed with a meaty thump. Lintorth casually reholstered his pistol. “Incomplete information. I will see that those clans responsible are properly disciplined.” 
 
    Dry, rasping wails from the yadlith made Lintorth and Voskal spin around towards the source of the sound. 
 
    Plumes of dust flew into the air as the two scavengers dug while they wailed. The sound meant to alert rather than to signal distress.  
 
    Lintorth walked towards the pair, casting a glance at the Korin Shai to his left and right. 
 
    None of them paid the slightest attention to the commotion inside the perimeter. 
 
    The elite warriors surveyed the sky and horizons for movement or any potential threats. They were oblivious to the high winds, the stinging sand, and the oppressive heat. 
 
     The yadlith pulled something out of the ground. The dry soil cascaded off the object, obscuring it from sight. 
 
    It looked like part of a body. A skeleton, Lintorth deduced. 
 
    As he drew close, he saw the dull sheen of white bone. One of the useless flying creatures. 
 
    Activating his communicator, Lintorth turned towards Voskal to instruct him to activate the ship’s sensors again but caught renewed, frenzied movement as the yadlith fought over…a skull?  
 
    The small skull had two large eye sockets situated beneath a larger, sloping forehead and a mouth full of flat teeth that seemed to grin at him, even in death. 
 
    “Voskal!” Lintorth roared, rushing towards the two yadlith carrion eaters, who were distracted by their find. “To me!” 
 
    Voskal was in mid-sentence, talking to one of the search teams, gesturing in anger at two of the technicians. 
 
    Lintorth’s outburst caused him to draw his weapon and shoulder his way through the technicians. 
 
    The blue eyes of the yadlith looked up as Lintorth’s and Voskal’s footfalls alerted them. 
 
    They both dropped the skull they were fighting over and scattered at their approach, staying just out of reach. 
 
    Lintorth reached down and snatched the skull up in his large hand, cupping it. Turning the skull from side to side, he examined its features. 
 
    Voskal skidded to a stop, realizing that Lintorth wasn’t reacting to danger. 
 
    His eyes widened when he saw the bleached skull. 
 
    Voskal fumbled for his scanner until one hand withdrew it from a pouch on his side. 
 
    Both Kryth looked at each other with the same question in mind, but remained silent, as Voskal scanned the skull with a pale green cone of light emanating from his device. 
 
    A grin cracked the serious façade of Voskal’s face as he announced, “It’s…Human.” 
 
    Lintorth stared, waiting. 
 
    Voskal continued, “The information from this scan matches the data gathered from the captured Reaver on the station Sontar Jal uses for…interrogation. The Reaver that Sontar Jal had captured had a more sophisticated and robust biological capacity. “This, he continued, pointing the scanner at the skull, “is a baseline example of an unaltered Human. The bone is twenty-three percent less thick and does not possess the organic mesh reinforcement.” 
 
    “A civilian of some kind,” Lintorth remarked dismissively, eyeing the dirt walls once again. “A colonist, perhaps.” 
 
    Voskal nodded, communicating with the search teams once again. 
 
    The closest team towed equipment over on the mag-sled. Voskal pointed them to the disturbed grave to continue a more detailed search of the site. 
 
    One of the techs, dusting himself off after being bowled over by Voskal, glared at him when his back was turned. 
 
    “I assume from this planet’s environment, that settling here was not by choice, but rather by necessity,” Lintorth surmised. ‘The walls are crude and I see no sign that this dwelling was part of any larger human settlement. Perhaps he saw this structure and sought sanctuary from the sandstorms or the flying creatures.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Voskal Lat. “That is why I have ordered the search teams to pull back and to search this immediate area for more clues. The scout ship has also refocused its scanners for a surface sweep instead of aerial reconnaissance.” 
 
    “Good,” Lintorth assented. “Perhaps we can find how…and why the Humans came to be here on this desolate rock.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    A lift from the Orion’s Rage’s bridge descended into the hull of the great ship. 
 
    The silent elevator brought two of its occupants to their destination several levels below. 
 
    Commander Shenta Parejas and Keeper Laurenell Renske exited the lift upon its stop, continuing their conversation as they strolled down a corridor. 
 
    “I’m still not understanding why you want me to escort Captain Strathin from quarantine to your quarters, sir,” the Keeper said. “Wouldn’t he prefer if you met him yourself, commander?” 
 
    Shenta walked with his arms behind his back.  
 
    A short distance later they stopped in front of the commander’s private quarters. 
 
    “Right now, the captain is reading the data cells. I told him of the passing of his wife. He’s been in quarantine with his crew for the last week since our return from the wormhole site. He will also be catching up on sixty years of lost history. I just thought–” 
 
    “You thought a female would be more suitable?” 
 
    Shenta smiled. “Something like that. He needs a softer, more empathetic response…someone trained to identify and respond appropriately to potential emotional duress, Keeper.”  
 
    The Keeper’s chin lifted. “I understand, commander. As a Keeper, I can better help him to adjust…and you want me to get a feeling for his state of mind.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I will bring him to your quarters within the next hour and report my findings in the command log.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, Keeper. That will be all.” 
 
    Laurenell smiled and parted the commander’s presence, returning to the lift down the hall. 
 
    Shenta entered his private quarters to await the arrival of Captain Strathin, who had been on his mind since the rendezvous near the Montis Rift Nebula.  
 
    There were a lot of unanswered questions with the unexpected return of the First Fleet’s captain and his ship. 
 
    Commander Parejas wanted to be the one to ask them. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Dim lighting came from along the edges of the ceiling and floor. 
 
    The ambiance of the warm glow spread throughout the commander’s personal quarters in golden amber tones, mingling with darkened shadows of motionless, silent fixtures.  
 
    A wall hanger held the commander’s black officer’s jacket near the door, hidden from view within the twilit room. 
 
    Glass clinked together on a table along a wall near a great window which looked out into space, stars twinkling as the ship glided alongside the Mydian system, the Tyr moon just below. 
 
    The decanter poured the amber spirit into a stout glass with a frosted ice ball. 
 
    A hand replaced the flask cap and grabbed the drink. 
 
    Commander Parejas walked over to a large oval window, staring off at those distant celestial light. 
 
    He swirled the glass and liquid around before taking a sip.  
 
    The starlight radiating through the window glinted off the etched crystal of his glass. 
 
    Shenta looked out across the space between the Orion’s Rage and the ship of Captain Strathin, the Tyr. 
 
    Ironic, he thought, a moon named after a lost ship, to have that ship return and be positioned above its namesake.  
 
    The Tyr was being held in a berthing point above the moon near the colony’s ship-building facilities. Her entire hull was covered in a force field emanating from the hangar it was berthed at.  
 
    Parejas knew that every precaution needed to be taken after the incident near Montis, even though it was a welcome sight to have the captain back after all these years. There were too many unknowns to pass off with cheers and celebrations. 
 
    Thorough scans and scrubbings of the ship and medical tests of her crew needed to be performed to ensure the safety of the hidden Human colony. 
 
    With unanswered questions of the Gashnee and the Kryth inching ever closer to Mydian, it was a small cost to pay for the survival of his own. 
 
    Shenta drew another sip of his Tyr whiskey. He thought it appropriate, considering the irony before him. Besides, the recipe was a favorite of his and a descendent of a place once called Kentucky. 
 
    His mind now shifted to his fiancée, Shawna, as he looked out at the Tyr and the stars beyond her hull. 
 
    Shawna’s last communique said that the atmospheric readings were better than expected and that they hadn’t seen any other Kryth activity in the system since their arrival. 
 
    The commander now had to focus his attention towards an old friend and legend, Captain Dexxer Strathin.  
 
    The computer chimed the captain’s arrival and pulled the commander from his thoughts of his bride-to-be. 
 
    “Enter,” Parejas commanded. 
 
    The doors parted open to his quarters and the captain of the Tyr walked in. 
 
    Shenta walked away from the window to meet his guest.“Captain Strathin, welcome aboard the Orion’s Rage. I thought this setting would be more relaxing.” 
 
    The two men shook hands. 
 
    “Thank you, commander,” the older captain said. “But please, call me Dexxer.” 
 
    “Very well, Dexxer.” Shenta said smiling. “Please have a seat. Can I get you anything to drink?” 
 
    The captain was looking over the room. “A good, solid drink would do fine, Shenta. It was pleasant to have a Keeper of the Adytum as my escort here. I got to catch up on a few more questions I had since my return. I was sorry to hear of her father’s passing. I knew Alan well. He will be missed.” 
 
    “Indeed he will. I know it’s difficult for you after all this time to have many sorrows answer your questions. May you find peace in those moments and be left with the memory of the loved and lost. The Adytum would be a good place to visit once you and your crew return to Janus. You may find it relaxing and therapeutic.” 
 
    Captain Strathin made his way over to a chair which sat about a large viewing window in the floor, the centerpiece of the commander’s personal quarters. “I will take your advice. I would like to pay my respect to Alan’s gravesite and catch up on the past sixty years.” The captain looked around, awaiting Shenta and his drink. “This ship doesn’t cease to amaze me. She’s marvelous. How long did it take to complete construction?” 
 
    Shenta poured the glasses, “Her hull was laid in 250 and she was completed eight years later.” 
 
    Captain Strathin looked at a large painting of the Rage on the commander’s wall. “She was but a dream when your father and I spoke of the future fleet. I am sorry he can’t be here to see her now.” 
 
    “He would share your sentiment, Dexxer,” Shenta said as he handed the captain his drink. 
 
    He moved to sit across from the captain in the opposite chair. 
 
    The commander continued, “I doubt any words of mine might suffice regarding your late wife but, from my heart, I am sorry for your loss.” 
 
    Dexxer leaned forward and lifted his glass. “I appreciate that, Shenta.” He sighed, looking at his glass as he continued, “I understand that things are moving fast after my own unexpected arrival and that my knowledge of the Gashnee is your priority. I…” The captain paused as his emotions washed over him. “I lost any hope of seeing my wife again over fifty years ago when we were separated. I never thought we would make it back. As the years passed and turned to decades, I could only imagine how she felt. What she must have thought. I have no doubt she awaited my return as long as she could.” 
 
    Captain Strathin’s hand shook as he took a sip from his glass. 
 
    Shenta waited for the man he last saw when he was but a boy in his ethics class continue his long-journeyed story. 
 
    It was a long silence.  
 
    “I didn’t read how she died,” Strathin said, looking towards Shenta for confirmation. 
 
    “It was a shuttle accident to the planet’s surface. All twenty-four lives were lost.” 
 
    “I see,” the aged captain said before taking another drink. “I know you didn’t bring me here to catch up on lost time, commander, though I do wish we had more of it. Much more. You see, commander, I am here now to assist you in understanding a dangerous enemy. An enemy that will stop at nothing to retake what it considers its rightful inheritance: the Milky Way Galaxy.”  
 
    Captain Strathin emptied his glass in a single gulp. 
 
    “I’ve come back to help you stop the ultimate evil in the universe, commander.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    The morning dew was fading as the sun drew higher in the sky. 
 
    The grass fields surrounding the Erudition One waved in the light breeze that came in from the north.  
 
    Birds sung and flew from the green conifer treetops during the spring season. 
 
    The land was new and fresh compared to the rest of the poisoned planet. 
 
    Crystal clear streams, meadows of wild flowers, and a living landscape of animals set a stark contrast against the hull of a thousand-meter ship that sat in the middle of this pristine scenery. 
 
    The ancient vessel had returned to the planet she had fled two hundred and sixty-nine years ago. 
 
    Human beings were back on the planet of their origin.  
 
    The Earth was renewing herself and the Earthiests were here to help her along the way. 
 
    The small colony was transformed when parts of the Erudition unfolded into working quarters upon landing over a month ago. 
 
    A Human town was born overnight. 
 
    The workers this morning were doing all sorts of experiments in their new surroundings alongside work stations and equipment benches. 
 
    Geologists checked soil samples, biologists examined the flora and fauna, and engineers crafted or mended tools to help others with their tasks. A small contingency of military personnel paced around the town in groups, ensuring safety from any remaining Kryth pirates. 
 
    Looking like a vendor’s paradise, there were draped canopies and varying booths lined in rows along the port side of the great ship, which towered above as their home-away-from-home. 
 
    Director Shawna Bowlan exited down one of the open ramps of the Erudition. 
 
    She stopped at the base when her feet touched the grass. 
 
    A wide smile filled her face. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she drank in the morning aromas. Breathing deep through her nose and allowing the sun’s rays to touch her face. 
 
    This is where she wanted to be.  
 
    No. This is where she belonged. 
 
    It had taken her fifteen years to pursue this personal endeavor. After having always been turned away from her lifelong dream of returning and rehabilitating the Earth, either by politics or military, she had finally arrived. 
 
    No matter, she thought. The Precept had finally passed and she had a job to do. 
 
    “Good morning, director,” a female voice came from her front, breaking her from her tranquil moment. 
 
    “Ah, good morning, ensign,” Shawna replied, straining against her star-sparkled vision as she reopened her eyes. “How’s the first set of experiments going?”  
 
    The ensign handed her a holo-tab. “A little surprising, director.” 
 
    Shawna’s right hand waved the device’s flat surface to life. “How so?” 
 
    “The poisoned air particulates are less than what we anticipated.” 
 
    “Well that’s good news, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, director,” the Ensign replied. 
 
    A holo-image of a sensor tower now hovered above the hand-held device. 
 
    Shawna moved the image around with her hand. 
 
    “Have these relay towers been connected to the power grid?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. I was waiting for the captain to return to request that.” 
 
    Shawna’s eyes rose from the tablet with an inquisitive look. “‘Return?’” 
 
    “Yes, director. He said he had to investigate a site.” 
 
    “And what site would that be?” 
 
    “He didn’t say. He said he would be back in an hour or two.” 
 
    The director’s look went from mild curiousity to bewilderment. “That’s odd. He didn’t mention anything to me.” 
 
    Shawna activated her wrist comms. “Computer, where is Captain Ronclar’s location?” 
 
    [Unknown,] the computer’s female voice responded. 
 
    “Where was his last known location?” 
 
    [Captain Ronclar’s last transmitted location was in northern sector fourteen approximately one hour ago.] 
 
    “That’s near Cheyenne Mountain,” Shawna said out loud. 
 
    “Cheyenne Mountain, director?” the ensign asked. “I am not familiar with it.” 
 
    Shawna looked over at the personal hover craft station. A hover unit was gone. “Computer, where is the captain’s hover unit located?” 
 
    [In the same vicinity of last-known location of Captain Ronclar, northern sector fourteen.] 
 
    She frowned. “Cheyenne Mountain is the old headquarters of the Earth Defense Force before the invasion.” Shawna walked over to the hover unit charging stations, “It shouldn’t be of interest to us scientists, now would it?”  
 
    “No, Ma’am,” the young female responded, “What’s over there?” 
 
    The director handed the tablet back to the ensign. 
 
    Shawna began to activate one of the personal hover units as she strapped herself in the up-right machine. “They stored the final artifacts and history of mankind there. It’s all the physical items they couldn’t take with them when the Erudition ships fled Earth. Have the field team assemble and be ready when I return with the captain.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. What could he want there though?” 
 
    “That’s what I am going to find out.” 
 
    The hover unit hummed as it lifted into the air and left the Erudition’s landing site, heading out over the green canopy of the forest which lay out in front of her destination, Cheyenne Mountain.   
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Director Bowlan was heading to a facility she knew about in the Annals. 
 
    As her hovercraft cleared the treetops, she activated her holo-screen, which came alive on her front windshield.  
 
    “Computer, basic brief on the Cheyenne Mountain Complex and continue to scan for Captain Ronclar.” 
 
    The image of the outer perimeter and defenses materialized that led into the mountain entrance. 
 
    [The Earth Defense Force command and control structure was the primary site for Earth’s defenses against the attacking Kryth Mahr Domain in the year 2498. It became the depository for human artifacts that could not be taken onboard the seven Erudition ships once the battle was lost. It’s an autonomousisolated, level five secure subterranean structure. The main entrance shaft descends one mile below the surface. All  control and storage facilities are located deep underground as well.] 
 
    The computer continued, calling out the nomenclature of the mountain. 
 
    Shawna spotted the fortified entrance leading into the side of the complex, as well as the captain’s hovercraft near the front perimeter wall near the southern entrance.  
 
    She brought her craft down beside his. The hum of the anti-grav cycle motor slowed as it touched down. 
 
    The director exited her vehicle and walked over to the captain’s hovercraft to inspect it. 
 
    She looked around. No sign of Ronclar. 
 
    The computer continued its briefing of the facility before her. 
 
    The gates that were in front were seven meters high and made of reinforced marcron-steel and balcrete.   
 
    She could see the two large landing platforms sticking up above the inner side of the walls. Each platform held a one-hundred meter long transport ship. The last ships to offload their precious cargo here. 
 
    The whole walled compound looked to be frozen in time, as if it was built and completed yesterday. 
 
    She knew they were forever structures. 
 
    These buildings could withstand the elements without needing maintenance of any kind. 
 
    They were coated and bathed in an anti-rust-foliage skin. 
 
    The outside structures and the ground around them, in a ten-meter radius, had no weeds, grass or foliage.  
 
    The system did its job well. 
 
    Shawna walked towards the main gate which was swung ajar. 
 
    She didn’t walk five meters before freezing in place from the voice of the computer in her vehicle. 
 
    Her face was tense. 
 
    She backed up, looking around her, not making any sudden movements. 
 
    She reached her hovercraft. 
 
    Opening a compartment, she removed a lance pistol. 
 
    “Computer, replay defense status.” 
 
    Shawna was rigid as she awaited the information. 
 
    [The outer weapon towers are powered down. Inner facility defenses also show offline. The dynomak-teller reactor is still functioning in the lower center chamber of the complex. The bassor-wolf patrols and stations are unknown.] 
 
    That’s what she thought she’d heard, her breath catching in her throat. 
 
    Bassor wolves. 
 
    These were hybrid wolves designed to be guard animals, able to live off the land and be tied to a facility, which they would defend to the death as if it were part of their own pack. 
 
    She remembered these from the Annal stories as a kid. 
 
    It’s always the scary stories that stay with us, she thought. 
 
    She knew the wolves’ genes were modified from three Canis lines. The timber, Great Plains, and the more ancient dire wolf. 
 
    The bassor wolves were huge, she recalled. Measuring one hundred and twenty-eight centimeters at the shoulders and weighing one-hundred and thirty-six kilograms. 
 
    Could they still be alive? She wondered. 
 
    Could they have bred and passed on their engineered genetics after all these years? 
 
    This was a troubling thought. 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    Was the captain aware of them? 
 
    Shawna activated her wrist comms, “Captain Ronclar, come in.” 
 
    She waited.  
 
    “Captain Ronclar, come in.” 
 
    Dead air awaited her ears. 
 
    “Computer, continue to send contact response to the captain’s comms. I am going into the facility to look for him. If I do not return or transmit in thirty minutes, relay a distress message to the security post adjutant at base camp. Actually, do it now.” 
 
    [Confirmed, director. Relaying distress message now.] 
 
    With a deep breath and an iron grip on her pistol, Shawna walked towards the walled entrance, looking for her friend. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Something approaches,” announced a warrior on the communication channel reserved for the Korin Shai. 
 
    Lintorth looked past Voskal, disturbed by the flow of data from his orb. 
 
    A flock of flying beasts veered away to the east. 
 
    Avog growled low again, not at the yadlith, but something else disturbed his keen senses. 
 
    For all the advances in technology, the beasts still seemed to always know when something was amiss first. 
 
    “Do you see anything on your scans, captain?” Lintorth asked the scout ship. 
 
    “No, my lord. We do not see anything besides you, Commander Voskal, your aythras, and the three search teams. Unless you count the local fauna,” the officer concluded. 
 
    Lintorth attributed the rude tone due to the boredom suffered by crew more used to combat than scans. 
 
    “Prepare to tolerate ,” Lintorth ordered casually. 
 
    “We have already complied, my lord,” came the response from the unseen Korin Shai. 
 
    A rippling on the surface of the sky, a little over a kilometer distant, revealed an object as it appeared in silence. 
 
    The section of sky disappeared like a cover being pulled off a hidden treasure. 
 
    A round orb, one hundred meters in diameter, floated in the sky. 
 
    The dull black surface of the orb was covered with hundreds of raised triangular shapes. A yellow, glowing dot of light was visible in the center of each triangle. 
 
    The Vrae had arrived unbidden to Oxgris. 
 
    “Pretentious prigs,” Voskal growled to no one in particular. 
 
    The Vrae Empire was as vast as the Kryth Mahr Domain. The subjegated races under their sway were comparable to the masses under Domain law. However, the Vrae themselves were fewer in number than the Kryth. Their population was little more than half the number of the Kryth, but did not make them less formidable. Their advanced technologies, stolen from the defeated Gashnee, had transformed them into an imposing power. 
 
    The Vrae had allied themselves with the Kryth, Cukkzen, and a host of other races during the Gashnee War almost four hundred ronns ago. 
 
    The Kryth had spearheaded all the major assaults, leaving the others to assume auxiliary roles in support, logistics, and intelligence. 
 
    Vrae shipmasters had taken advantage of not being in the forefront of battle and had been able to search lost holdings of the Gashnee, undisturbed, as they retreated before the Kryth armadas. 
 
    Many treasures and technological wonders were uncovered and taken back to the Vrae homeworld in secret while battles still raged across the galaxy.  
 
    The defeat of the Gashnee culminated in treaties between the victorious allies. Territories, treasure, artifacts, and captured weapons were meant to be shared to a level of contribution to the rebellion. 
 
    The battered Kryth wanted and took most of the defeated territory into the Domain. The Vrae took a larger share of territory than agreed upon; but the Kryth, weakened by relentless battles, were not capable of opposing them or their Gashnee-enhanced technology. 
 
    The animosity between the Kryth and the Vrae stemmed from the belief that the Kryth won the war against the Gashnee at great cost and freed many races in the process. 
 
    The Vrae were stealing their place of power rather than earning it. 
 
    The matte black Vrae ship hovered in silence above the barren landscape, no noise emanated from the propulsion system only the howling winds were present. 
 
    The Kryth search teams muttered amongst themselves, not used to being so far outside the Domain and uncomfortable outside the protected borders of Kryth civilization.  
 
    It was either the Zarados or the Faranill thought Lintorth, sifting through intelligence gathered by spies and space probes. 
 
    He also knew that the Vrae has two of these stealth ships in the Empire’s fleet, as they had been unsuccessful recovering more working ships during the Gashnee War. 
 
    A round portal on the axial bottom of the ship spiraled open, emitted a beam of red light, and struck the ground, searing a blackened ring into the dusty surface. 
 
    The heat could be felt even where Lintorth Sar and Voskal Lat stood. 
 
    Avog snarled and tried to back away from what his predatory brain saw as a threat. Lintorth snapped his harness with a powerful jerk, cowing the aythra to trained compliance. 
 
    “The Zarados, then,” pronounced Lintorth, as he knew one of the two Vrae ships had a working transport beam. 
 
    Voskal Lat watched the ship, being less privy to Vrae intelligence, trying to memorize as many details as possible for later use. “They steal the ships, crew them, and use them as their own.” 
 
    “But they are still incapable of maintaining them, much less duplicating them,” Lintorth scoffed.  
 
    The red beam hummed even louder as a cylinder, ten meters in diameter and three in height, descended slow and unstable, wobbling side to side, before dropping the last few feet to thump onto the ground. 
 
    This demonstration, meant more for show than any tactical advantage, failed to impress any of the Kryth.  
 
    Lintorth wondered what kind of Vrae Lord was descending in the metal cylinder. No doubt, whoever it was cared far more for dramatic flair than any practicality. 
 
    Ancient records in the Chamber Lore archives revealed numerous accounts of Gashnee technology from ages past. The cylinder descending from the Zarados was a pathetic example of their former overlord’s technologies. 
 
    The xenerach was an apparatus employed by the Gashnee to transport personnel and equipment from ship-to-ship or ship-to-surface. The operation, as designed by the Gashnee, should have taken seconds. 
 
    The xenerach’s sides whirred open, disgorging Vrae soldiers. Their green and tan carapace armor stood out against the red sands. 
 
    Fifty Vrae swept out and reformed twenty meters away into a rough semicircular formation, facing Lintorth and his contingent of Kryth researchers.  
 
    The quad cannons on Lintorth’s drop ship swiveled to target the Vrae soldiers, then stayed by a lazy wave of Lintorth’s hand. 
 
    Numerous treaties, accords, and sanctions forbade the Kryth and Vrae from engaging in ship-to-ship combat. 
 
    The astronomical cost of materials deemed to be too high a price to pay for petty conflicts between the two galactic powers. Soldiers, on the other hand, were easy to train and far more replenishable. 
 
    Lintorth waited, unconcerned, as the Vrae soldiers spread out, bumping into one another, betraying their inexperience. 
 
    The full-faced helmets and respirators hid the Vrae features under stylized scrollwork, dotted with precious gems over the luminous eye lenses. 
 
    Verbal communications may have been on a secure channel, but the rapid and angry hand gestures from six Vrae soldiers, whose armor was less ornate and scarred, immediately indicated those in charge. 
 
    These veteran soldiers had been tasked with young and unblooded troops, perhaps from one of the numerous martial citadels, scattered across the expansive Vrae Empire. 
 
    “Lordlets,” Voskal Lat laughed, amused at their antics. “The flowers of the Vrae Empire have come to task us.” 
 
    “Such a show they put on,” Lintorth agreed with a predator’s grin. “Those six bear watching,” he finished. 
 
    The veterans strode, confident around the tramping, clumsy feet of the lordlets. Their presence molded the less experienced Vrae into a semblance of a fighting force. Their armor customized spoke volumes to the fellow warriors. A thick bracelet on their left wrists pulsed with yellow light that increased and decreased with intensity, like yellow beating hearts. These bracelets were Gashnee ornamental, but useful weapons which, according to records, took years to master. 
 
    The Vrae scanned the surrounding area, searching for threats, while the lordlets continued to face forward. 
 
    They held their plasma rifles in stiff, trembling hands. 
 
    The Lordlets’ formation was a classic defensive pattern, gleaned from some ancient data sphere and modified to allow for more modern weapons. It had been favored by most Vrae battlelords for centuries. It allowed for a good defense with a mix of different weapons and could be altered to offensive as battlefield situations changed. 
 
    Vrae tactics had not changed for about a millennium except for some technological advances in weaponry and armor. 
 
    “Gauge that one.” Voskal indicated a tall, slender Vrae standing behind two of the Vrae veterans in the horn formation. “The one with red jewels on his helm.” 
 
    “Those red jewels are Pelanthus fire drops,” Lintorth said, now interested with a bit of malice creeping into his voice. He knew the red gems were rare, expensive, and difficult to smuggle off Pelanthus, as they held religious significance in the Sectolic of Fire. It would take someone with a tremendous amount of prestige and influence to even think of obtaining such treasures as these.   
 
    “More to the youth than a mere Lordlet, then. A Lordking’s whelp?” Voskal asked, still appraising the Vrae formation. 
 
    “An Arbiter’s heir, I’ll wager,” Lintorth grumbled. 
 
    He watched two of the veteran’s conversing with the youth in the red-jeweled helm. 
 
    They both bowed their heads as the young Vrae made harsh chopping gestures with his hands, swept his hands in a broad arc around him, and pointed towards the few assembled Kryth. 
 
    The two older Vrae returned to their positions within the formation, unaware or uncaring of the youth’s attempt at a grand marshal pose behind them. 
 
    “A lord of the battlefield,” grinned Lintorth. “He already revels in victories not earned,” he grunted, amused. 
 
    His tone turned icy, no longer any merriment in his words. “The Vrae will learn not to interfere with Kryth interests anymore. Here he comes to tell us what he demands,” he said while scratching Avog’s cranial ridge, causing the aythra to rumble appreciatively. 
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    I stood there looking at a majestic alien forest, the likes of which I had never seen. 
 
    The trees were a dark blue color around their trunks and branches. The bark didn’t look at all like wood, but some sort of cracked and ridged stone surface. 
 
    There was also a purple plant around the lower base of the trees, rising to the first tier of branches. 
 
    The massive height of these alien trees must have reached at least thirty to forty meters high. 
 
    The canopy near the tops was also odd. Beautiful, but odd. 
 
    The leaves were of reds and yellows, fanning out in a broad pattern. The colors looked like an autumn day on the continent of North America, all combined into one spectacular color. 
 
    It was dazzling to look at in the glistening twin-sun sky. 
 
    The ground that ran throughout the topography of trees, and below my feet, was covered in a tall, thin grass in tones of brown and gold. 
 
    A light breeze blew through the foliage, swaying the massive branches ever so slightly. 
 
    You could hear the creaking of the trunks as they held their existence in the ground at their base. 
 
    The only thing that stood out in this environment, besides myself of course, was the smooth white cube from the room I just exited. 
 
    I stood at the epitome of a set of white stairs that ran down a few meters to the alien land below. 
 
    The cubed room housed the Trandeshion tubes we had arrived in. 
 
    The boxed room was thirty by thirty meters and fifteen meters high. 
 
    It just stood there, raised in the middle of an incredible picturesque scene, being the odd thing out in this otherworld landscape. 
 
    It wasn’t long before I heard the audible gasp of my partner as he exited the cubed chamber. 
 
    “Ohh, this is pretty, Rels.” 
 
    I turned back around to the bounty hunter of…whatever. “I’m glad you enjoy it. May I suggest that on our next grand adventure across the galaxy, a location a little closer to home?” I smirked at the pudgy Cuukzen. “Like in the same quadrant perhaps? 
 
    “But the Gashnee ancients are not in our quadrant of space, Rels. It wouldn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “That’s it. I’ve had enough.” I walked over to a tree stump and sat down. “I’m not leaving this spot until you tell me who you are.” At least, I thought I wasn’t going to be moving anytime soon. 
 
    The stump I sat on stirred. 
 
    “What the--”  
 
    I jumped up, and what I thought was a stump, crawled away on multiple branched legs into some nearby brush. 
 
    I looked at Mistuuk who just stood there with a smile on his smug face. 
 
    There were some rocks near the white-roomed cube.  
 
    I made my way over to them and kicked the largest of the rocks first. It didn’t budge. “Good.” I sat down and crossed my arms. “I’m not leaving this spot until you tell me who the hell you are.” 
 
    The Cuukzen blinked. 
 
    Just as he started to open his mouth, I interrupted him. “Did you lock-out the tubes on your way out?” 
 
    “I believe so, Rels.” 
 
    “You believe so? That’s comforting.” 
 
    The midget alien told me that this end of the Trandeshion tube was an arrival station. We couldn’t go back to where we were. 
 
    How wonderful is that? 
 
    Not that I wanted to go back to the worm cave, but that’s not the point. It didn’t matter what the point was. Nevermind. 
 
    “To my best knowledge, I locked them--” 
 
    “Never mind, Mistuuk, or whoever you are. Yes. Let’s start there. Who are you by the way? What’s your real name?” 
 
    My mysterious partner walked down the small flight of stairs and sat on the last rung. 
 
    His blinking triangle bot followed him. 
 
    He looked down away from me in a disappointed gaze. “My third family name is Mistuuk, but that’s not my first honored name that was given to me. My real name is Kilasee-Gen.” 
 
    He looked up for my reaction. I gave him one and waved my arms dramatically. “So, you’re a Cuukzen arms dealer now?” I stood up with my arms raised. 
 
    “No. Those are real dealers, Rels. Those are not their real names though, they’re part of my name. They’re my brothers. Remember, we Cuukzen run in tight circles.” 
 
    I laughed. “You’ve got to be joking?” He opened his mouth to respond. “Nope. Don’t answer that. I know, you never joke, right?” 
 
    This was getting worse by the second now. But, like always with this guy, I didn’t have a choice. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rels.” 
 
    “You’re sorry.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Let’s get something clear here. You don’t start a partnership with lies. I’m halfway across the galaxy here and--” 
 
    “You mean all the way, Rels.” 
 
    I clenched my teeth. 
 
    He was beginning to piss me off. “I know what… you know what I meant. Don’t be a chata, because that’s the last thing I need right now is a pudgy Cuukzen ex-bounty hunter of information who’s a smart-ass.” 
 
    Even though frustration was setting in, I still had my wits about me as something caught my attention. 
 
    I motioned the Cuukzen to continue with who he was and what he was doing here with me. 
 
    My mind was not on the Cuukzen as, he began telling me of his race’s sad story of being governed under the Gashnee when the ancient race ruled this galaxy five-hundred years ago. 
 
    I was focused on a colorful bush near one of these strange trees. 
 
    The bush wasn’t next to the fallen dead tree as it had been before. It was next to an upright living one to the right. 
 
    It was a purple shrub with black flowered bulbs at the end of its branches. The leaves were of blue and green mixewd colors. The main trunk or stalk was of the same texture of the main large trees, looking like stone. 
 
    I put my hand up to stop him talking. “I don’t think we’re alone.” 
 
    He stopped and looked around. “What do you mean, Rels?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but see that bush over there?” I pointed near the downed tree. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It wasn’t there before. It moved.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a creature like the one you sat on, Rels.” 
 
    I smiled. “Well, bounty hunter of the obvious, do you think these bush-things just happened to arrange themselves in a perimeter around the tree line?” 
 
    Mistuuk looked around at the twenty bushes that ringed the cube.  
 
    “I see what you mean, Rels.” 
 
    How I wished for the twins by my side or the slammer pistol of my unknown Cuukzen sidekick.  
 
    Fate always did a way of showing up when you least expect it. 
 
    “Don’t move.” 
 
    A female voice said from atop the stairs. 
 
    I didn’t have to turn around to know who that was. 
 
    The broken Human dialect was obvious. 
 
    However, I did turn to my little buddy. “The tubes were locked out, huh?” 
 
    Mistuuk shrugged his shoulders. “I did say ‘to the best of my knowledge’ they were, Rels.” 
 
    “Knowledge. Now that’s the key word there, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What, Rels?” 
 
    I raised my hands and turned around. “I have to give it to you, Kayasa. You’re persistent.” 
 
    The Vrae female smiled back at me. “That’s just one of my many superior qualities.” 
 
    I took a step towards her. Her aim adjusted from my torso to my head. “We have a situation here, Kayasa. May I call you, Kayasa?” 
 
    “Don’t move, Human.” 
 
    I guess that’s a no. 
 
    She waived Mistuuk over to me. “You, Kilasee-Gen, move next to the Human.” 
 
    Mistuuk and Blink approached my side. 
 
    “Oh, she knows your name?” 
 
    The Cuukzen just shrugged his shoulders again. 
 
    Kayasa walked down the steps, keeping a headshot aim on me. “I don’t have a situation here. You have a situation, Rels Sentel.” 
 
    “That’s obvious,” I replied. 
 
    I didn’t know what we were up against here, and I’m not talking about the Vrae assassin. 
 
    Without any weapons it makes these unknown bush creatures a bit of a problem. 
 
    “You have us dead-to-rights, Kayasa. But, I need you to listen to me right now.” 
 
    She ignored me. 
 
    Not the first time a woman has done that. Won’t be the last, either. 
 
    “Cuukzen, where are the ancients?” she demanded. 
 
    We didn’t have time for this.  
 
    “Kayasa.” I lowered my arms and approached her. 
 
    “Don’t move, Human, or I will kill you.” 
 
    “What about the bushes that are getting closer? Look around.” 
 
    She glanced around then back to me, unsure if what I said was a trick to drop her guard. 
 
    She squinted, then looked around again. 
 
    Her shoulders finally dropped and she lowered her aim off me. 
 
    “We don’t know what they are. They just appeared.” 
 
    “Let’s get back inside.” She gestured to the white cube. 
 
    “You can’t. There’s no way back in,” Mistuuk answered her. 
 
    I stepped up closer to her, her attention was on the moving bushes, and pressed on, “We need to work together if we’re going to get out of whatever this is.” 
 
    It was at this moment I saw something soar past, hitting Kayasa in the neck. 
 
    She reached for the object; but, before her hand could even reach her own neck, her body became limp, twisting and falling off the steps. 
 
    I ran and caught her fall just as several black and red similar objects, bolted in a strafing pattern along the white wall behind me, no doubt meant for me. 
 
    Mistuuk rolled and crouched behind the rocks near the cube with Blink hovering behind him. 
 
    I moved her black hair back and saw what looked to be a parasitic slug on the side of her neck. 
 
    Its black body reminded me of an Earth squid. It had six arms that fanned out, each had hooks that imbedded themselves into her flesh. The head was pulsating with a red fluid that could be seen pooling in the main center lob of the creature, before the fluid moved out and through each arm. 
 
    I grabbed it with a wet squish, pulled it off, and threw it away. 
 
    There were six bloodied marks where the creature’s arms once were. 
 
    The fluid, mixed with blood, ran down the side of her neck. 
 
    She was still breathing but unconscious.  
 
    Toxin I thought. 
 
    I dragged her body to the rocks Mistuuk was behind, but not before grabbing her pistol. 
 
    Priorities first. 
 
    “This is what we are going to do,” I directed towards Mistuuk, “We will use Blink as a diversion. She’s not made of flesh, so these squid-darts won’t have any effect. I’ll use this pistol and take out as many out as I can. We will move in the direction we need to go to find these ancients of the Gashnee, which is?” 
 
    I just hoped the little guy knew. 
 
    “We need to go in the direction away from the bottom of the stairs, through that tree line.” 
 
    Pock. Pock. Pock. 
 
    Three black sludges hit and sucked to the rock to our front.  
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    “Always ready, Rels.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
    Without skipping a beat, I kneeled and hefted Kayasa onto my left shoulder. 
 
    “Let’s move!” 
 
    I shot up from behind the rock, firing plasma bolts at the nearest bush-creature, striking it. 
 
    A shrill wail issued from the unknown being as it collapsed and rolled to the ground. 
 
    I continued my blasting as Blink flew in circles around them. 
 
    I could see these black gelatinous bulbs popping off the creature’s branches and flying, trying to hit Blink. 
 
    The diversion was working. 
 
    My shots were true. 
 
    One after the other, the bush-creatures shrieked and fell.  
 
    It wasn’t hard to hit them, as they made large enough targets and they didn’t move that fast. That was in our favor. 
 
    We made our way out of the perimeter of trees and beyond to an open field. 
 
    I turned around to let off a few more blasts, then I stumbled. 
 
    I wasn’t down long when a bush-creature sprang up next to us. 
 
    In front of me, up close, were the black bulbs on the ends of the branches of this thing. 
 
    Each of the bulbs crawled or was sucked into the openings at the end of their branches, like a deep-sea worm flinching and ducking back into its tube. 
 
    My first reaction was to use something to block what may come my way from these killer shrubs. 
 
    I picked up Kayasa with her backside to them and, well, she took the flying squads on her well-formed cheeks. 
 
    About four in all. 
 
    I didn’t have a choice and she had already been hit anyways. 
 
    With no hesitation, the plasma blast from my newly acquired side-arm, followed the slimy projectiles as I put the creature out of its misery at point-blank.  
 
    I took a quick peek at the downed hedge. 
 
    The creature lay on its side. 
 
    Black slime poured out the side of its beaked mouth. 
 
    I could now see that the branches of squids and leaves were not its side, but its back. 
 
    The front of the creature had two arms with three large stone-like claws about them. About its forehead, there were two barked, ridged horns. Its mouth was jagged, with rows of short tiny stoney teeth inside the beak, along with two large tusks near the sides of its open maw. 
 
    I could see the reflection of my own face staring back at me in its dark pitiless eyes. 
 
    “Funny looking thing. Right, Rels?” the Cuukzen commented. 
 
     It was the front we hadn’t seen before. “Ugly suckers, aren’t they?” I grimaced while looking around it. 
 
     When I inspected the back, that’s where it just got plain gross. 
 
    The branched tubes that stuck out housed the black squids. 
 
    Some of them moved in and out while they rested within pustule pouches of the branch openings.  
 
    It looked as if these branched tubes fired the parasites towards their targets. The other normal branches were just for camouflage. 
 
    Fooled me. 
 
    “Let’s move.” I’d had enough. 
 
    We ran down a grassy hill towards a large open plateau. 
 
    I still had Kayasa draped over my shoulder, with Mistuuk and Blink following up, just when I lost my footing again. 
 
    The hill’s soil gave way beneath our feet. 
 
    We began sliding down through the tall grass when the first black blob hit me in the forehead. 
 
    I pealed it off and tossed it. 
 
    I saw a few more flutter through the grass.  
 
    A second squid-dart hit my hand. 
 
    Before I could peel it off, another hit my cheek. 
 
    The blades of grass began to blur as Mistuuk called out, “I’ve been hit, Rels!” 
 
    Our sliding descent slowed and we came to a stop near the bottom of another rise.  
 
    I could see the bush-creatures approach and surround us. 
 
    My pistol was snagged away from me. 
 
    A being’s arms closed in towards me, grabbing hold of my ankles and wrists. 
 
    Kayasa was taken from my shoulder. 
 
    I could not see Mistuuk or Blink. 
 
    I had not much strength left as the toxin coursed through my veins. 
 
    Colors began to blur together as I was pinned, unable to move even if I wanted to, awaiting my fate. 
 
    I knew I shouldn’t have gotten out of b--. 
 
   


  
 

 Data Cell 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    The entrance tunnel that led into the Cheyenne Mountain Complex was open. 
 
    Shawna peered inside. 
 
    She knew the tunnel receded into the mountain for about eight hundred meters before descending over a half-kilometer deep to the operations center below. 
 
    The tunnel itself was about ten meters wide by ten meters high. 
 
    The curved passageway ahead was dim, with about a hundred meters of visibility. 
 
    The lights seemed to be spread along the center walls about every twenty-five meters. 
 
    There was a mag-track system along the sides of the bored-out tunnel. 
 
    Shawna entered one of the carts. 
 
    She could see another cart along the far side was gone. 
 
    The control panel showed it at the other end of the tunnel. The captain must have taken it, she thought. 
 
    A noise sounded behind her. 
 
    She flashed her light near the entrance gate. 
 
    Nothing was there. 
 
    Her own heartbeat was the one thing she could hear now. 
 
    She checked her pistol to make sure it was active before selecting the cart’s switch to move it down the track. 
 
    The track hummed as it sent Shawna speeding to the other end, disappearing into the far reaches of the dark tunnel. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the sled to reach its destination at the other end. 
 
    It slowed and came to a stop. 
 
    Shawna exited, looking around the large chamber she now stood in. 
 
    There was a massive lift in the center of the round, vaulted room. 
 
    This was used to transport large pieces of machinery down to the operation complex below.  
 
    There were two smaller tunnels that branched off. To where, she didn’t know. They were both darker than the chamber in which she stood, lacking the recessed lighting she had above her which gave a sense of ease. 
 
    She saw the personnel lift on the far wall. 
 
    As she approached, she saw drops of blood on the floor leading to the elevator. 
 
    She looked back and noticed they came from the other mag-sled. 
 
    Lifting her pistol from her side holster, Shawna walked over to inspect the other cart. 
 
    There was a good amount of blood splattered on the ground near the cart. The amount and linear trail indicated a laceration, she thought. 
 
    She backed up towards the lift, following the blood. 
 
    She knew the captain had gone down the elevator. 
 
    Before she got on the lift to descend into the complex, she noticed a large rectangular vent along the wall next to the elevator entrance. 
 
    This shaft was about a meter and a half tall and half a meter wide. 
 
    She could feel a slight breeze blowing through.  
 
    She knelt and focused her flashlight on the vent. 
 
    Her light shined, disappearing into the blackness, unable to see how far the vent went. 
 
    A chill went up the back of her neck. 
 
    This was an access shaft, not an air shaft. 
 
    The bassor wolves entered her mind. 
 
    She made her way to the lift, activated it, and lowered down into the granite rock of the mountain, not wanting to wait and see if they were still around. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    A shallow voice emanated from a shadowed room. 
 
    The only light was from a holo-image on a table in the center of this otherwise dark area. 
 
    On the table there was a long, large container. 
 
    A figure stood before it. 
 
    “The device is secure. I just need to get it off planet,” Captain Ronclar said. 
 
    The holo-image before the captain undulated in a warped encrypted static. 
 
    The voice that responded was neither male nor female but a robotic monotone, “The Gashnee device needs to be back on Mydian soon, captain. There isn’t much time.” 
 
    The captain was nervous, his speech quick and high. “It will be there in a couple months. I have a plan, but—” 
 
    “But what, captain?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say to the director if she questions…and she will question me.” 
 
    “That’s simple. Just tell her you’re looking for artifacts. This is your secondary mission parameter for the Keeper Adytum, is it not?” 
 
    “Yeah…yes…that could work. She could believe that.” 
 
    “She will believe that, captain, for that is the truth.” 
 
    “But what if she doesn’t? What if she questions why I launched the facility’s cargo ship?” 
 
    “I can guarantee you, captain, they won’t,” The scrambled voice said with confidence. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I am certain. Trust me, captain. They won’t question you. Your secret will be safe. I’ve left nothing to chance.” 
 
    A sound echoed from behind the secretive pair. 
 
    Ronclar flinched and spun around to look. 
 
    There was nothing but darkness. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Shawna exited the lift. 
 
    The hallway before her was pitch-black. 
 
    She shined her light about the walls, looking for a light activator. There were none. 
 
    She could see at one end of the hall, another light radiating from a room. 
 
    Shawna headed in its direction, glanced behind her, and continued to follow her beam of light into the blackness before her. 
 
    As she made the end of the hall, she switched her own light off, getting a glimpse of the light source within. 
 
    She could make out the silhouette of Captain Ronclar near a table. The light came from atop a container in the center. 
 
    Two low voices overlapped, as if having a conversation. 
 
    She couldn’t make the other one out, but she did recognize one.  
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    The light blinked out, showering the room in total darkness. 
 
    Shawna brought her light upon the captain as she approached. 
 
    Other lights popped on above the table in a ringed suspended fixture. 
 
    “You startled me, Shawna.” 
 
    “I startled you? What are you doing here? You had me worried.” 
 
    The captain closed the container before turning around to face her. “Sorry about that. I thought I would make a quick stop and see what artifacts were here.” 
 
    “I didn’t know where you were. No one did. I saw blood on the way in. You need to let me know what is going on here.” 
 
    The captain looked down at his bandaged hand. “Oh, sorry. I just cut it on the sled when I got off. It’s nothing.” 
 
    “How would I have known you weren’t injured or killed?” She shook her head in disappointment. 
 
    Shawna walked up to the table and the case which lay upon it. “These things are not our primary mission. The search for artifacts is to begin after we have completed our first year here and assessed Earth’s status, at least near the landing site.” She turned back to the captain. “And who were you speaking to?” She queried. 
 
    “No one. I was talking to myself. All these ancient Earth artifacts are fascinating. I guess I got ahead of our mission parameters. I’m sorry, Shawna.” 
 
    “We need to focus on the planet, first. But, while we’re here, we should at least get the field stations brought online. Can you handle that?” 
 
    He smiled at her. “I’ll just put these things away and meet you back at base once I’ve activated and brought the towers online.” 
 
    Shawna sighed and left the captain to himself. Now that she had no need to worry, she had no time to be patient either. “Please communicate with me next time, captain.” 
 
    She knew she needn’t be babysitting anyone on this mission, let alone the captain of all people. 
 
    Making her way back up the lift, she made her way back through the darkened tunnel towards the entrance of the old complex. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Droe Temin approached the chamber hallway of the Assembly Mount. 
 
    She was off-duty and had been called by her father, the Assembly Leader Mordon Tallis, for lunch. 
 
    She hadn’t been called for a personal meeting in some time, as she knew they differed in their political views and ideologies. 
 
    This should be interesting, she thought. 
 
    The Assembly was empty as she entered. 
 
    Droe made her way through to the main chamber. It was dark and silent. 
 
    She continued through, passing the podium and the seats of the governing members for the colony of mankind.  
 
    The new Great Symbol of Justice hung along the stone wall in the shadows with light coming from the open exit doors to the vast room highlighting its embossed features and leaving the spaces in darkness. 
 
    She found the other side and headed down a hallway to the decision chamber for the Mount, where members would meet to discuss precepts to be voted on.  
 
    Her father wanted to meet her here before going to lunch; to have a father-daughter talk, so he’d said. 
 
    She waited by the large window that ran down the entire length of the walkway, peering out to the chamber gardens outside. 
 
    No one was on the grounds. 
 
    It felt as if she was trespassing. 
 
    At least the gardens were peaceful. 
 
    She remembered walking with her father there, her hand in his, when she was a little girl. 
 
    She loved the pools of water flowing and falling over the rock steps, leading into the center lake before launching high into the air by great fountains, arcing skyward and cascading back down. 
 
    She could stare at them all day, just as she had when she was a child. 
 
    Droe looked about the hallway when she noticed the decision room door at the end was ajar. 
 
    Walking over, she peered into the darkened chamber. 
 
    Pushing the door more open, she entered. 
 
    The auto-illumination didn’t come on. 
 
    It was dark enough to be difficult for her to make out the large table and chairs in the center of the room until her eyes adjusted to the low light. 
 
    As she was about to back out, she heard voices from a deeper room from the one she stood in. 
 
    “Father?” she called out. 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    She ventured farther into the room. Towards the back, she could make out another hallway. 
 
    A glow was radiating from down the corridor. 
 
    The voices grew as she got closer, but she couldn’t quite make them out. 
 
    She could now see a door was open down the hall. 
 
    The light was coming from within the room. 
 
    She normally wasn’t nosey, but her curiosity was definitely piqued. 
 
    She approached and peered in. 
 
    A tall sculpture was centered in the room. The light was coming from a holo-image on the far side, beyond the statuette, near a table. 
 
    She couldn’t make it out, but the hologram looked like a face. 
 
    She heard a female voice speaking. 
 
    Moving forward, Droe’s foot bumped a short table near the door. 
 
    The voices stopped and the holo-image blinked out. 
 
    She backed out of the room and made her way through the decision room towards the main hallway outside. 
 
    Glancing back, she waited to see if the voice and the figure it belonged to in the darkened room would follow.  
 
    She turned the corner from the decision room into the hall when she bumped into her father, Mordon Tallis. 
 
    Droe jumped back, startled. Tallis merely halted his step and looked at her, eyebrow raised. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my dear,” he said. “What are you doing here in the dark?” 
 
    Droe cleared her throat. “I was looking for you.” 
 
    Her father walked over to a wall and waved his hand over a data pad. 
 
    The lights in the room came on. 
 
    Assemblywoman Qurinden came from the other room, her fluid steps in contrast with her mechanical face were hidden under flowing robes. 
 
    Droe looked back at her evenly, saying nothing. 
 
     “Kayleon. What are you doing here?” Tallis asked. 
 
    “I was coming to see what the commotion was. I heard a noise.” 
 
    Droe looked back at her father. “I thought I heard you in here so I looked in the room.” 
 
    Tallis continued in a casual tone, “Are you with anyone else, Kayleon?” 
 
    “No. I was just speaking to a friend, that’s all,” the red-eyed Assemblywomen sighed. 
 
    “I see,” Tallis said. “We were just going to lunch, Droe and I. Maybe you would like to join us?” He smiled at his associate. 
 
    “No thank you, Mordon. I have over duties to attend to. Another time?” 
 
    “Yes, Kayleon. We bid you a beautiful day.” 
 
    The cyborg Assemblywoman nodded. “The same to the both of you.” She made her way out of the room and down the hallway. 
 
    Tallis turned to his daughter. “So, shall we have lunch at our favorite place under the Oculus Terrace?” 
 
    Droe put on an uneasy smile. “That would be fine.” 
 
    “Great.” He pointed with his arm out. “After you then.” 
 
    The two exited the chamber on their way to lunch.  
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Both father and daughter walked along the hallway of with long windows, overlooking the Assembly Mount gardens as they came to the large Oculus Terrace. 
 
    The arched and vaulted stone cover graced the skyline above the terrace grounds. The large opening in the stone canopy above gave way to a grand viewing of the Janus midday sky. 
 
    The flat stone of the terrace floor overlooked the Assembly Mount gardens of green belts and waterfalls.  
 
    Crystal skyscrapers dotted the horizon of the city of Evoke, beyond the beautiful landscape before Droe Temin. 
 
    Trans-track tubes ran above the streets and twisted amongst the stone and crystal horizon. 
 
    Droe could see transport ships leaving their berths for orbit as the city activity continued its daily operations. 
 
    They approached the terrace. 
 
    Glass tables with dark sofas greeted the patrons of the LaSarrange Outdoor Eatery. 
 
    The natural use of the landscape resources made for an exquisite setting among the three governing structures.  
 
    Mordon Tallis and Droe Temin, different in more ways than their uniforms could ever indicate, made their way to a table under the shade of a large overhang. 
 
    Droe sat down with her father opposite. 
 
    The edge of the glass table near Droe beeped and flashed a small green light. 
 
    Her wrist unit flashed a response, synchronizing with the host computer, followed by a voice. 
 
    [Welcome back Lieutenant Commander Temin. Would you like your personal menu displayed?] 
 
    “Yes please,” Droe replied. 
 
    The holo-image appeared through the glass to her front. 
 
    The table host was also setting up the Mount Leader’s personal preferences on his side of the table. 
 
    Droe broke the silence first, “I haven’t been here with you in some time. What’s the occasion?” 
 
    Tallis chuckled, “No occasion. I just haven’t spent any time with you as of late. I thought it had been far too long.” 
 
    “Eight years.” 
 
    “How time flies.” 
 
    Droe paused from browsing the menu and leaned back, crossing her arms. “So. Why did you bring me here?” 
 
    “You always were blunt.” 
 
    A hover-waiter set drinks down on the table. 
 
    Droe just smiled, waiting. 
 
    Tallis took a drink, then continued, “You really would have made a perfect stateswoman.” 
 
    “If I cared about debating law, I would have.” Releasing one arm, she selected her item from her projected menu then waived it down to close it, then left her hand on the table and clicked her fingers on the glass. “You can’t let that go, can you?” 
 
    “I am persistent in my stance,” Tallis harrumphed. 
 
    “So, let me guess why you called this lunch.” Droe tilted her head as she looked over at her father. “You’re curious about the Gashnee just as Kayleon is, correct?” 
 
    Tallis waved a hand at the air. “No, not at all.  That’s one of Kayleon’s passions, ancient races. She just thought she could get on the commander’s personal side by assisting with her own theories on the matter, nothing more. We now see where that got her.” 
 
    “She wasn’t invited to the briefing. Parejas had every right to dismiss her visit.” 
 
    “Of course, he did. It seems Parejas dismisses anything not directly benefitting his goals. It doesn’t surprise me.” 
 
    Droe body language was showing her agitattion with her father’s comments towards the commander. “So why did you bring me here? I know it’s not to catch up on my life or anything so simple.” 
 
    Tallis placed his hands together as he leaned back in his chair. “I brought you here for your support, my dear.” 
 
    “I figured. Support for what?” 
 
    The Assemblyman smiled. “The Precept to remove martial law from the colony.” 
 
    Droe’s face tensed. “And why would I do that?” 
 
    “I thought you would be more, let’s say, level-headed than the commander.” 
 
    Droe smirked. “I see. You want the commander’s vote, so you’re trying to garner my support to sway him. Do I have that correct, Assemblyman?” 
 
    “We know Parejas’ stance on the lifting of martial law, but the time has come to allow the citizens of Janus to partake in this new trade environment we live in” 
 
    “Parejas will never allow this.” 
 
    “I know, but the people want it. I represent the people. Parejas protects the people. We both are like opposite hands that serve the same body. Though we are connected at different arms, are we not part of the same function? The time for the people to control and run their own lives has come.” 
 
    Droe smiled and took a sip of her drink just as their food arrived. 
 
    She shook her head regarding her father’s comments. 
 
    The waiter unit placed their plates down, then hovered away. 
 
    “So why do you think I would support the lifting of martial law when I agree we need it for the protection of the colony?” 
 
    “Haven’t the people lived under it, not allowed to trade with outside races without Ordinance guidance and watchful eye?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s been far too long. Times have changed. We no longer live in fear of the Kryth’s annihilation of our race.” 
 
    “You spin it so well. We are not that safe. The Kryth still seek our demise, but you wouldn’t know or care to admit it since you’re a politician.” 
 
    Tallis laughed. “Yes, I am a politician. But, I do know that our presence has garnered the attention of many races hostile to the Kryth that now seek our alliance.” Tallis took a bite of his pasta. “You see, my dear, we have a chance to open trade routes with these races. We can seed friendships which will make us stronger, not weaker, and gain allies to stand with us against the Kryth.” 
 
    “That easy, huh?” Droe remarked at what she thought to be a ridiculous comment from her father. 
 
    “Well, yes. But first, martial law must be lifted.” 
 
    “Again, why would I support such a Precept or even try and have the commander vote for it?” 
 
    “I would think first, not for my sake, but that of your close friend, Natala and her family.”  
 
    Droe’s shoulders stiffened and her descending fork froze. 
 
    She sat up and placed her fork alongside her plate. “Why’s that?” 
 
    Tallis leaned forward. “Doesn’t her family own and operate the Balas Mining facility? Don’t they build asteroid mining ships like the Mammoth class excavators?” He asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are they not the biggest proponents of this Precept? Don’t they wish for their company and others to trade their ships and parts to other races in an open commerce environment? 
 
    “That is their stance.” 
 
    “No,” Tallis snapped, “That’s the stance of all families with businesses under the Ordinance’s martial thumb. You’ve even supported her at many events, but now you will stand in her way?” 
 
    Droe narrowed her eyes on the man she called her father. “They know I support them, but they also understand my stance on this matter.” 
 
    “You mean Parejas’ stance. It’s his stance that garners your support, isn’t it? You can’t speak for yourself unless his lips are moving.” 
 
    “You don’t know what I stand for. You never have,” she spat her last words at the Assemblyman. 
 
    Droe stood up and placed her napkin on her plate. 
 
    “I’ve come across invertebrate life forms that have more backbone than you. You may want to go back to the school of debate and learn how to swing people to your side.” 
 
    “Charming, my dear daughter. Can I assume a no, then? Against your friends?” 
 
    Droe bared her teeth in a forced smile, “Assume what you want.” 
 
    She turned her back towards the Assemblyman to leave, but stopped short. “You haven’t changed in all these years, have you?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Seasons change. People don’t. Still disappointed in a fact you already know?” 
 
    She looked in disgust at the man she thought she had once known, or the man she wanted to remember walking with her through the gardens, and left the terrace grounds. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    The red-jeweled Vrae strode forward, passing through the front ranks of the horn formation which parted before him and reformed after he passed. He looked splendid in his fine-wrought, custom fit, engraved armor. The helm, every inch covered in jewels and intricate swirling knotwork made him look like a grand fool. 
 
    A youth consumed with the need to impress. 
 
    His right hand and wrist were encased in a battle-bracelet. In his left, he held a baton made of animal bone, laced with a fine wire mesh. 
 
    He looked at Lintorth and Voskal with a cultivated look of boredom and disdain. 
 
    Tapping one of his veterans to his left on his shoulder with the baton, he bid him to move forward to stand a few meters in front of the Kryth. 
 
    The vartis stepped forward and walked with a steady gait, relaxed and unconcerned. 
 
    He was tall, as tall as Lintorth, but much less broad in stature. Lithe and taking graceful yet sure steps, the veteran Vrae warrior looked like he could move lightning fast and unleash considerable power. 
 
    The faceplate of his helmet made it difficult to tell exactly who he was looking at, but his battle-bracelet hummed with a low-pitched whine, ready to fire, and his helmet never moved from staring right at Lintorth. 
 
    Standing sideways, his left foot in front and his left hand hanging with fingers splayed in a gesture of peace, he spoke. 
 
    “Honored foes,” a metallic voice grated through the helmet’s mouthpiece. The Krythtinian sounded clipped and stilted because of the mechanical translator. 
 
    Vrael did not translate well into Krythtinian. Subtle nuances of speech were lost in the computerized data streams. “The Heir of Dal Karsis Rim and the Second Protector of Fesis Hold bids you are greeting.” 
 
    Dal Karsis? Thought Lintorth, scouring his mind for specific knowledge about the vast Vrae Empire. 
 
    From what he could recall, Dal Karsis was a minor vassal state under legislative authority of one of the Twenty-Three Sector Lords. The Pelanthus firedrops prompted a guess that the Lordlet, The Heir, he corrected himself, must be a result of a union between Dal Karsis and Pelanthus itself; possibly a Scion with considerable power as he represented both legislative and religious areas.  
 
    Lintorth waited for the Vartis to continue and further enlighten him as to why the Heir had ventured to Oxgris. He knew why, but he wanted to make the Vrae impatient and perhaps spill some more information than was asked. 
 
    One always shadowed the other’s ships in the many contested areas. Both Kryth and Vrae always seeking some advantage over the other. 
 
    Close surveillance, but no actual contact, was the most predictable pattern from both sides. Actual confrontation, as was happening now, was quite rare. 
 
    The vartis waited for Lintorth to return the ritual greeting, as was expected from subordinates. All non-Vrae were viewed as subordinates by the Vrae, who stylized themselves as the rightful masters of the galaxy after the Gashnee were vanquished. 
 
    Lintorth had no qualm about remaining silent, thus offering insult. He cared not what the young Vrae might think of him and even less of the perceived insult. 
 
    The vartis stiffened and flexed his left hand, almost to a fist. 
 
    The mechanical apparatus on his zartil bracer spun faster and the light emitted glowed brighter. 
 
    Lintorth knew the reasons the vartis had not attacked was his desire to let the Heir give him permission to strike, thus absolving him of any incident between the Vrae and the Kryth. 
 
    The Heir walked closer towards Lintorth, but stopped a step behind his fellow Vrae, as was prudent for one of his social stature. 
 
    Lintorth sensed it was not without uncertainty and perhaps a little fear. The Vrae was young and inexperienced, but compensated with his haughtiness and disdain towards Lintorth and his fellow Kryth. 
 
    “It matters not that the Kryth act churlish, Isalka,” the Heir spoke as if Lintorth and his fellows were not even present. “It is their nature to balk in the presence of their superiors.”  
 
    Lintorth could hear Voskal Lat’s teeth grind in displeasure. 
 
    The Heir’s translator, as his armor, was a much finer quality than his guard’s. The spoken words of Krythtinian, emanating from the mouthpiece sounded more polished and natural.  
 
    “Such…boldness,” Lintorth finally spoke, pausing between the two words, before continuing, “For scavengers.” 
 
    The Heir stiffened at the insult, as Lintorth had intended. 
 
    “Our ancestors fought and ground the Gashnee down by unrelenting ferocity and casualties that made our worlds weep in despair.” The Lordlet’s hand clenched as he spoke. Turning his back on the Vrae, Lintorth walked a few steps away as he made the sign of aversion. 
 
    With countless dead from the war and the aftermath, one did not speak of such matters without being careful not to attract the attentions of wandering spirits.   
 
    “Our ships were torn apart and many worlds burned,” intoned Lintorth. “Yours skulked behind like yadlith, scavenging the wreckage and gleaning the Gashnee treasure from the ruins. Kryth bled while Vrae stole.”  
 
    “Vrae did NOT steal, ortuksis!” The Heir shouted behind him. 
 
    The Heir continued spitting insults at Lintorth in Vrael. The translator couldn’t translate every word into Krythtinian. “My forbearers appropriated what was theirs due to allying themselves with the Kryth Mahr and their shoddy coalition.” 
 
    Stepping between the Vrae and Lintorth, Voskal Lat had decided it was time to intervene. 
 
    He knew Lintorth’s body language and demeanor. 
 
    The situation was growing dangerous. 
 
    “Stole. Appropriated. It matters not what we call it.” Voskal shrugged. “It is all the same. We bled while your people made off with the greatest bulk of captured Gashnee technologies.” 
 
    “We formulated tactics and strategy to defeat the Gashnee.” the Heir of Dal Karsis fumed. “Our knowledge helped transform your blunt charge-and-smash method of warfare into something more effective. You Kryth are brutish, deceitful, and barbarous in your methods. Every race in the galaxy hates you!” he screeched. 
 
    “Call us what you will,” Lintorth responded coldly, turning back around to face the Vrae. 
 
    Tightening the grip on Avog’s tether, it creaked as the beast strained against his leash. 
 
    Avog’s movement was mirrored by the watchful vartis, who crouched lower into a fighting stance. 
 
    “You Vrae built your empire at our expense. No…our suffering,” he amended in anger.  
 
    The aythra snarled, reacting to his master’s anger, his ebony claws scratched against the stony ground. The sound the predator’s claws made left little doubt what they would do to soft flesh. 
 
    Its baleful eyes radiated hunger. Not hunger to satiate the need to feed and gain sustenance; rather the hunger to kill, to rip, to feel lifeblood in its maw. 
 
    Avog bunched his muscles and sprang forward with a roar, reveling in the reek of fear emanating from the young one. 
 
    Avog tasted dry dirt as something powerful and painful clamped onto the back of his muscled neck and slammed him into the ground, the snarl transformed into a wheezing expulsion of breath instead. 
 
    Kneeling on one knee, Lintorth held the struggling aythra with his bare hand on the scruff of Avog’s neck. His hand clenched to hold the beast at bay, while its hind legs kicked, fighting to break free. 
 
    The Heir put his hands, thrown up to protect himself from the beast’s furious leap, back down. 
 
    His vartis stood before him, sword drawn to meet the beast’s charge. 
 
    The aythra still thrashed and snarled in the throes of bloodlust. 
 
    He watched, awed that the Kryth could hold the beast with a single hand. He couldn’t make out the Kryth’s muscles beneath his armor, but was dismayed how easily he held the aythra pinned and helpless. As he watched, the Kryth pushed down even harder, grinding the aythra’s face into the dirt until the snarls changed into panicked whimpers. 
 
    Although Lintorth’s muscles strained to subdue Avog, he kept himself as still as possible to avoid showing how much effort it took. He held the aythra’s head down in the dirt until it ceased struggling and lay still, panting like a bellows. 
 
    “There is something to be said of brute force, “he said, releasing Avog’s neck and standing up with the tether still clenched in his fist. “It is how we Kryth keep our subjects in check and our enemies at bay.” 
 
    “You built your empire at our expense,” Lintorth continued, as if the whole altercation with Avog had never happened. “It took the Kryth almost a hundred and thirty ronns to recover from our near ruinous casualties in the war. “You, let us die by droves in battle. We were unable to stop a handful of Gashnee who detonated plague bombs on our agricultural planets.” He pointed at the young Vrae. “Billions of my people died from starvation, sickness, misery, and most of all, your treachery.” 
 
    The Heir of Dal Karsis, still watching the Aythra, felt it was more prudent to remain silent under Lintorth’s growing tirade. 
 
    “Oh yes, youngling,” Lintorth whispered. “We will never forget your treachery.” Shrugging his shoulders and composing himself, Lintorth drew away and once again spoke in a  more commanding tone, “We, my people, survived the Gashnee War as a viable civilization. After we had destroyed the Gashnee and were attempting to save our remaining population from disease and starvation, the Vrae convinced most of our allies to turn on us. ‘Do not throw off one yolk for another,’ I believe was the phrase used to stoke the revolt,” Lintorth accused the young Vrae. 
 
    Lintorth strode forward with Avog’s tether clenched in his hand, causing the beast to rush to catch up. 
 
    He stopped after covering the three meters separating the two groups of Kryth and Vrae. 
 
    “What do you want, whelp?” Lintorth asked. 
 
    The Heir had shifted a step back at Lintorth’s approach and had to check himself to stand his ground. 
 
    The Vartis did not give any ground and now stood an arm’s length from the Kryth and his aythra. 
 
    The atmosphere of the encounter crackled with tension.  “I do not have time to play your games any longer.” 
 
    “Oxgris has been designated a neutral territory,” answered the Vartis, giving the Heir time to compose himself. “Open to the Vrae and the Kryth alike to use as they wish in accordance with Brantar’s Treaty. A treaty that even your Xoma Si chooses to respect, when it suits her whims.” 
 
    “We are here to train, Kryth,” interrupted the Heir, trying to keep his voice calm. 
 
    “Train? Train for what?” Voskal Lat asked. 
 
    “Discipline and combat,” stated the Heir. 
 
    “Combat?” growled Lintorth, looking at the Vrae formation behind the Heir and his guard. 
 
    The two ranks of Vrae Lordlets curved in at the ends like horns. A vartis was positioned at the end of each rank to control the line of Vrae in battle. 
 
    “This is how you prepare to fight on a field of battle? Pathetic,” Lintorth grumbled. 
 
    Angry, the Vrae Heir signaled his vartis behind him in the formation. The Vrae soldiers reacted also to transmitted commands, silent to Lintorth and the other Kryth. 
 
    A staccato of energy erupted across the two ranks of Vrae soldiers as energy shields sprang to crackling life on the right arm of every other soldier. 
 
    The front rank knelt and the rear rank remained standing. Every shieldbearer armed themselves with a longer, square-bladed sword. 
 
    The shieldless Vrae held plasma rifles, all aimed at Lintorth, Avog, and Voskal Lat. 
 
    The four vartis aimed zoltacs, pulsing with eerie light.  
 
    “Not quite so pathetic now are we, Kryth,” the Heir taunted from behind his own vartis and his humming shield he had apparently drawn. 
 
    “A classic defense, my young adversary,” Lintorth granted, smiling. “Outdated and too static for my personal taste, but adequate for untested soldiers. Bolstered by veterans, it would perhaps be tough to crack, given my current team comprises of scientists, not soldiers of my own.” 
 
    Voskal Lat nodded in solemnly, as if this were a serious consideration. 
 
    “Alas, my team of researchers are but academics and not trained in the art of warfare,” revealed Lintorth in mock lamentation. 
 
    His fierce eyes betrayed his ironic smile. “I myself am quite a formidable warrior and opponent, as is my comrade.” Lintorth gestured with his left hand towards Voskal Lat, who inclined his head at his Lord’s compliment. “Avog would revel at the chance to tear flesh from bone, as you saw. Alas, we accede to your judgement, as you hold the field with numerical superiority.” 
 
    Emboldened, the Heir of Dal Karsis stood taller, placing his hands on his hips, believing that his Vrae impressed the Kryth leader and his lackeys. 
 
    Yes. His soldiers were impressive. 
 
    Their coordination and ability to deploy and array themselves into many kinds of fighting formations was the envy of many of his peers at Conservatoire. The long grueling hours, drilling until their movements were crisp and synchronized, had been worth the effort. 
 
    He now had an opportunity thrust into his lap that he must seize and create his own legacy. Something of his own, not buried beneath his sire’s prestige and victories.   
 
    He did not know who this Kryth was, but possessed enough intellectual ability to surmise that his own ornate armor, less magnificent than his, marked him as an important ranking officer in one of the various Kryth Mahr military orders. Which one, he didn’t know, because those lectures had been onerous and boring. 
 
    Besides, his underlings would always provide him with the appropriate knowledge as needed. Today, he would gain a victory over his people’s hated foes. The first of many, he was sure. He could already hear his sire’s praise and even the grudging respect from the Prelate of Pelanthus. 
 
    Feeling emboldened, he stood taller, placed his hands on his hips, and announced with all his young voice was capable of, “Then it would be foolish for you not to acquiesce. After all, we…I mean I have control of the field. My soldiers outnumber yours five to one.” The Kryth looked nonplussed and…amused? “I hold your fate in my hand,” the Heir continued, gesturing, “My vartis will strike you down before either of you can move,” he threatened, avoiding looking at the fearsome beast the Kryth held onto. 
 
    He hadn’t enjoyed almost being scared witless. “And your mongrel too.” 


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    The white, half-lit planet hung in its circular orbit, second to last, around the Mydian star. 
 
    The bright rays from the sun came way of the planet’s glistening surface of snow and ice. 
 
    This uninhabitable planet was called Awanon. 
 
    Its entire surface was an icy wasteland locked in an endless death throw of lifeless cold. Not a spec of life or movement existed in its barren landscape, save the torrent winds, which beat and shaped the unending white dunes strewn about her surface.  
 
    It is here, under the frozen shell of this planet, that lies mankind’s greatest secret. 
 
    Project Starwatch. 
 
    The facilty was designed and conceived in the rebirth years of Humankind, Awanon became the Ordinance’s key to the known secrets of the galaxy. It was the primary secret facility in which the Ordinance forces would practice the art of spying on other races and systems. 
 
    This project was given oversight over all others, including the formation and training of the Reaver Regiments. Starwatch was an engineering marvel; and it would need to be, if Mankind’s future ever depended on it. 
 
    The year was 152 P.E. when the construction of the secret installation for intelligence-gathering began on the planet’s surface. The installation would be the deepest, largest, and most secret structure in Human history. The construction began as a mineral mining field on the frigid tundra of Awanon. The Facility, as it was now referred to, was burrowed three miles below the planet’s surface, near the warmth of the core which could be used as an energy source. Once there, the second phase would begin as a large cavern was carved into the solid mass. The tunnels and main chambers would take six years to complete, but the external facilities would cease to exist and the planet’s surface would once again be unblemished. 
 
    In 160 P.E., the Ordinance took control of this intelligence facility. The builders were given over to scientists for the eradication of their memory for such events. The Starwatch project was soon forgotten to all except those who commissioned its creation. 
 
    All knowledge gathered across the quadrant from the secret resources set up through space, would be the early warning system for the Ordinance. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Deep inside the planet, the Facility came alive. A large black spherical room was highlighted with white lighting along walkways and monitors on the walled surface.  
 
    Along the perimeter were twelve translucent bubbles with suspended seats in the middle. The facility’s operations personnel worked their stations within each of the spheres. 
 
    The personal holo-spheres had multiple holo-imaged sections surrounding its operator in a field of information.  
 
    Each operator could touch the holo-images within the spheres to view the displayed data.  
 
    A door parted open along the wall near a walkway of lights embedded into the floor leading towards the center of the chamber. 
 
    A tall male officer walked in with a black Ordinance uniform on.  
 
    The ceiling above the officer’s head was a vast map of solar systems. The map had trajectory lines that connected labeled systems, along with distances and the Facility’s passive deus devices as, they called them spread throughout the sectored areas. 
 
    The officer approached a suspended and seated operator. “I received your report. What’s the status?” 
 
    The operator in the holo-sphere moved the bubble of data around him until he had the individual section he wanted in front of him. 
 
    He tapped the translucent rectangle.  
 
    The holo-image removed itself from the sphere wall, hovering in front of the operator who then rotated the rectangle with a twisting motion at the bottom and pushed it through the walled image of light to the officer on the outside. 
 
    “We ran the data three times through verification. We can say with certainty that the missing Reaver Jens Dryden has been moved by the Kryth to another location,” the operator responded to his superior.  
 
    The officer took hold of the data cell and scrolled through the information himself. “I see the DNA marker active.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We picked up the trail by deus antenna 238B in sector 89-2. It looks as though the Kryth were transporting the body away from the mining asteroid they rescued the Reaver Ramek from.” 
 
    The officer looked at the operator. “I don’t see that indication listed here.” 
 
    “Correct, sir. The marker signal was stronger than the first recording that Lieutenant Commander Temin recovered, which inferred it was Jens’ body.” 
 
    “I see. Excellent work. Pass this on to Ordinance command.” 
 
    The officer slid the floating data cell to the operator as it passed back through the sphere of holographic light. 
 
    “One last thing, sir. Do you want me to pass the information through the core logic process, just to be safe regarding our tracking?” the operator asked. 
 
    The officer contemplated the question for a moment before he responded, “No. We are changing out the core logic with the new Sent-A.I. we plan to use. Send the information through to command directly.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The officer left the sphere and moved onto the next one a few feet away where a female operator was working her station. 
 
    “Good morning, sir,” she greeted upon seeing him. 
 
    “Good morning. How’re the new wormhole sensors coming along?” 
 
    “They’re online, but we haven’t picked up any signs of tendril matter. We are still calibrating them from the data we received from the Orion’s Rage.” 
 
    The officer smiled. “That’s going to be the tricky part, now isn’t it?” 
 
    “It already is.” 
 
    “Continue on.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “One last thing. Any news on my good friend, Rels Sentel? Any information on his whereabouts?” 
 
    “No, sir. We’re still scanning all devices and contacts. We haven’t compiled the latest intel; but, so far there are no signs of him or the Cuukzen. Their last known location was the planet Enil-lok” 
 
    “I see. Thank you. I’ll leave you to it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    The young Vrae was nervous. 
 
    As he should be, thought Lintorth. 
 
    The Four-Fold Gods had created all and set their children to fend for themselves against the dark and dangerous universe. The galaxy held many beautiful and wondrous things, but it would also crush any being foolish enough to let their guard down or for a split second believe they were powerful enough not to be concerned with the immutable laws of nature.  
 
    Nature always won. 
 
    It was uncaring, unmoved, and unstoppable. Fate would rip a Kryth or a Vrae alike into shreds and laugh at their dismay. One could always achieve success and ride on the euphoric waves of victory, but defeat was always just a breath away. It could be a cruel and harsh existence, as this overconfident Vrae would learn, just as Lintorth had. 
 
    “Terms,” snapped Lintorth, ignoring the array of weapons focused on himself. 
 
    “Terms?” queried the Heir, taken aback, his voice unsettled. 
 
    “Yes. Terms, stripling. Offered to foes to negotiate surrender,” Lintorth said as a mentor would lecture a ward. 
 
    “Are you surrendering then, Kryth?” said the Heir. 
 
    “No,” Lintorth laughed, echoed by Voskal Lat’s own laughter. “I thought you might enjoy a brief moment as the victorious warrior before you die.” 
 
    Lintorth could not see the Heir’s expression, hidden underneath his jewel-encrusted helm, but his shift in posture belied his emotions, as did his quick confused glance at his vartis beside him. 
 
    A translated Vrae phrase trailed off with “… die?” as the vartis’ armored hand clamped down in pain on the Heir’s shoulder and spun him towards the front rank of the distant Vrae formation. 
 
    “Get back inside,” hissed the vartis. The unspoken word “run” not vocalized, but implied. The vartis caught himself. “My Heir,” he added, stepping forward to block both Lintorth and Voskal Lat from following the young Vrae aristocrat. 
 
    The light from his zontar glowed, pulsing with more light as it had before. 
 
    He held a short, broad-bladed sword in his right hand. He was relaxed, confident, and ready to fight. Wasting no further words on threats, he stood ready to meet his foes. 
 
    Lintorth spoke. “May your duty grant you honor to your clan and blood to appease your gods,” appraising him as a worthy adversary by quoting an ancient Vrae proverb of combat. 
 
    “Unleash fury, focus rage, and let your blade ring cold and your blood hot” countered the Vartis, quoting the dusty Kryth Tome of Aggression; an obscure and ancient book that no Kryth read anymore, except pedantic ones such as Lintorth. 
 
    “A pity that your Heir did not study military tactics more ardent,” said Lintorth. “You and your comrades,” Lingtorth continued, indicating the other Vrae, “will pay with your deaths for his recklessness.” 
 
    “I am Vartis,” the Vrae warrior stated without boast or rancor. “I care nothing for your threats, Kryth.” The last word was translated with the appropriate amount of scorn. The Vartis clenched his left hand as he seemed to be fighting the urge to fire the zontar, or he was fighting the weapon itself to keep it from firing.  
 
    That observation intrigued Lintorth. 
 
    Gashnee technology, no doubt. But one that perhaps shared a mental link with the wearer? Psychic even? Was the Vartis in control of the eerie weapon or struggling to keep it in check? Terrible tales of Gashnee technologies had always circulated throughout the Domain. Whether they were true or rumors, some sent chills down Lintorth’s spine. 
 
    “I would have killed you as soon as we landed,” confessed the Vartis, his voice growing colder. “Alas, the Heir of Dal Karsis,” he went on with a tinge of exasperation in his voice, “wanted to impress you.” 
 
    “A pity…” A gleaming Keslar blade hissed from the sheath on Lintorth’s side. The razor-sharp edge glinted against the reddish, dusty backdrop of Oxgris. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Slertis, Heir of Dal Karsis, walked towards the double rank of Vrae soldiers. His shoulder ached where the Vartis had grabbed him. As much as he hurt in the flesh, his pride hurt more. 
 
    Did the Kryth and his own Vartis think him too young to engage in affairs of the Empire and Domain? The large Kryth had been insulting and his mocking tone had infuriated him.  
 
    Passing through the ranks of Vrae soldiers, shoving some out of his way, Slertis advanced to the rear to once again stand between a pair of Vartis guards. 
 
    He ignored them, deep in thought and upset. The bleak, red landscape wasn’t helping.  
 
    How dare that Kryth treat him with such discourtesy? 
 
    No. 
 
    It wasn’t his lack of courtesy that enraged him. It was something more that stung his pride. It was his indifference. Yes, he admitted to himself. That was it. Indifference to him as an equal and potential threat hurt him much worse than a sore shoulder. 
 
    He was born to a house of great leaders and warriors, Slertis recited to himself, bolstering a growing rage. He would be great one day, powerful enough to advance the legacy of his forefathers and perhaps to even make the Kryth wary where he treads among the stars. 
 
    The sudden eruption of weapons to his front startled him from his introspection, as did the sudden screams across the closed communications channel of his fellow Vrae. 
 
    Casual clashes between planetary powers were events that happened with some frequency between threats and treaties. Skirmishes between galactic superpowers, such as the Vrae Empire and the Kryth Domain, often led to many local civilizations left in ruin. 
 
    The Vartis facing Lintorth watched Lintorth’s blade and beast alike as they both began to circle him. He crouched, confident that he could slay at least one and wound the other before he might have to give ground. 
 
    He was calm and ready. 
 
    Then, ten Korin Shai materialized out of the wasteland. 
 
    He fired a fraction of a second later as the chaos erupted. 
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    Kercy walked through the Reaver complex on Veriton, the moon which orbited Janus. 
 
    She had just finished dressing down after cleaning up from her final test she had with the Creep mech. 
 
    She had made the team and had passed the final indoctrination, but felt she was still out of her element amongst her new team members. 
 
    After all, she had joined the mission to rescue Ramek just a few days after leaving her basic regimental training. 
 
    Kercy smiled at the memory. 
 
    She knew what this meant, for she was the first female Reaver. 
 
    Being a female didn’t matter, as all citizens were equal in all things, but because she was the product of the first XX chromosome pair to be inserted into the Reaver Matrix. 
 
    She understood this was due to the Precept created in 195 P.E., to protect the new colony. 
 
    Since men were the soldiers for the new colony at the time, woman served as the nurturer of the expanding population. 
 
    When the cities and defenses were built and Humans were able to protect itself from external threats, the societal gender roles were removed. 
 
    It was at this period that Doctor Solome’s mother introduced the additional X chromosome into the Reaver Matrix. 
 
    Once her mother passed, Doctor Solome continued her work at the Reaver facility and oversaw the production of the first female Reaver. 
 
    She knew her position didn’t guarantee entry into the Reaver regiments, as not all Reaver’s born make the ranks of the elite. 
 
    She had to work at it. She had to pass all the tests. She had to be treated as an equal, with no special provisions or standards adjustments. 
 
    Kercy did these things and did them at the top of her class. 
 
    She was the first. 
 
    This means something, she thought, holding her helmet in her lap. But, she still felt out of place amongst the others. For they had been together a lot longer. What she needed was to be humble and learn from them. 
 
    Though she knew each member, both from their profiles and from fighting beside them, she felt there was still something missing. 
 
    She approached the rec room. 
 
    No better time like the present, she thought. 
 
    Kercy could hear laughter coming from inside. 
 
    She peered in. 
 
    There, sitting on lounge chairs, were Keelen and Maddox. They were watching RAS suit imagery from past missions, laughing and eating. 
 
    She thought about going in, but contemplated otherwise, as she wasn’t on any of those missions. 
 
    Those were personal and private. 
 
    You had to have been there. 
 
    Kercy continued down the corridor until she came to the weapon prep room where she saw Ramek working at a station. 
 
    She didn’t mind razing Ramek at all. 
 
    “Can I come in?” 
 
    Ramek didn’t look up. “Come in if you want to.” 
 
    She made her way into the room and over to the large counter Ramek was sitting at. 
 
    The device Ramek worked on drew Kercy’s stare. 
 
    After a few moments, her curiosity got the best of her. “What are you working on there? Some type of weapon?” 
 
    “A rotor and breech-bolt housing.” 
 
    “I’m not familiar with the nomenclature, but I’m sure it has to do with a weapon, correct?” 
 
    Ramek adjusted the metal housing with a gauge tool. 
 
    He didn’t answer her. 
 
    Kercy wasn’t sure if he’d heard her or not. 
 
    “I said I think it’s a–” 
 
    “I heard you. One moment,” Ramek grunted, trying to turn a ring inside the metal housing. 
 
    He put all his strength behind it. 
 
    “GRRRAAAAA!” 
 
    The tool snapped. 
 
    Kercy chuckled under her breath while lowering her head so Ramek wouldn’t see her. 
 
    Ramek pushed the device aside. “Think you could do better?” He said, staring at her while she failed to hide her laughter. “Well, can you?” 
 
    “If I knew what to do, maybe.” 
 
    Ramek huffed, “The inner ring needs to fit between the ring guides there.” 
 
    “And the tool?” 
 
    “The gauge tracks along the ring so it sits between the guides. Simple.” 
 
    “Okay, sure. I’ll give it a go.” 
 
    She grabbed the metal housing and a new tool from a bin on the table. 
 
    Kercy began fiddling with the unknown device. 
 
    “So, Ramek, what is this thing?” 
 
    “It’s a rotor for a mechanical weapon I’m designing.” 
 
    She stopped with what she was doing and looked up. “Mechanical? That’s a bit old-fashioned, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Like using a sword to kill a mech? That kind of old-fashioned?” Ramek retorted. 
 
    “Or a rock?” Kercy responded without missing a beat. 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Tell me about this weapon you’re creating. curious…since my hand is inside this metal ring of yours,” she said with a smile, continuing her focus on the housing and aligning the tool with the ring. 
 
    “Remember that strange electrical interference we had with our RAS systems when we were in that Gashnee scout ship?” 
 
    “Yes. My micro-rockets had problems activating.” 
 
    “We all had problems. Something interfered with the hardened infrastructure of our internal systems.” 
 
    “Doctor Solome is working on that, isn’t she?” 
 
    “She is, but I want to make sure it doesn’t happen again. That’s why I’m working on this mechanical plasma cannon,” Ramek explained with a broad, almost villainous, smile. 
 
    “I see. So, there are no neuro-inputs from the weapon to our suits?” 
 
    “Correct. A mechanical firing mechanism.” 
 
    “How did you solve the plasma charges?” 
 
    “I used an old Earth design. The plasma is encased in a jacket that is triggered by a mechanical firing pin. It sets off the charge and the plasma is released.” 
 
    Ramek reached down next to him and pulled up a short seven-barreled rotary section.  
 
    He slammed it on the table. 
 
    She fliched a bit in her seat from the sudden movement and rucus. 
 
    “These are the barrels which attach to that housing your holding.” 
 
    “What’s the rate of fire?” she asked. 
 
    “It was one thousand rounds per minute, but I’m trying to increase that to three thousand a minute, if the inner tenzinen coating doesn’t melt down first.” 
 
    Kercy sat down the housing she was clutching. “There.” 
 
    “‘There’ what?” Ramek raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m done.” 
 
    “Wait…you’re done?” He grabbed the housing to inspect it. “Well, well. I might have to keep your small hands around.” 
 
    “Makes sense and all. Those meathooks you call hands probably couldn’t get a good grip on it. You just need a softer touch.” 
 
    “Nice work, Kercy.” 
 
    “No comeback?”  
 
    Ramek smirked. “Nope. Not this time. I know decent work when I see it.” 
 
    She clasped her hands, moving her forearms forward on the table towards the massive brute opposite her. “Like the work I did to that mech?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “I’ll take that for now.” 
 
    They both smiled at each other. 
 
    Kercy got what she wanted. 
 
    A little respect from the biggest guy on the team. 
 
    Their company was broken by a computer notification. 
 
    A male voice intoned, [Briefing room update in ten minutes. Update on Reaver Jens Dryden. Keres Reaver team all present.] 
 
    Kercy saw Ramek’s instant reaction to the broadcast message. 
 
    She’d seen similar looks before on others, but Ramek’s expression was sheer hope that his brother-in-arms would be coming through the door at any minute. 
 
    Ramek and Jens’ friendship was well-known to all Reavers. It was more than the common bond all soldiers share in a unit, a fellowship that exists between those who have fought and died next to one another in battle. A link so strong that not even the great distance and vastness of space could ever truly separate them. 
 
    Ramek looked at her, that spark of hope bright in his eyes. “You think they found him?” 
 
    “I hope so, big guy.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “Shall we head to the briefing?” 
 
    Ramek’s expression changed in front of her, as if a mag-sled had been turned off. “In a minute,” he said, “I’ll catch up to you.” 
 
    His head slumped down from that glimmer of anticipation. 
 
    “You okay, Ramek?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I’ll catch up.” 
 
    “Okay. See you there.” 
 
    She walked towards the door, but stopped short. “Thanks for letting me see your new toy.” 
 
    Ramek didn’t move or look in her direction. “I’ll let you fire it once I put it together.” 
 
    Kercy smiled. “I would like that.” 
 
    She watched him for a moment, taking in the emotions she had never seen in the overgrown Reaver. 
 
    She left him alone for now, parting towards the briefing chamber. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “Did we find him?” Ramek just about shouted out as Kason entered the briefing room. 
 
    “Please have a seat, Ramek. We will get to that in a moment.” 
 
    The largest Reaver sat back down next to Kercy. 
 
    All team members were present. 
 
    Each Reaver sat on a bench organized into a semicircle with a podium at the center as they waited the update on Jens. 
 
    Kason approached the podium. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate on his remarks, given the anticipation in the room. 
 
    “Here is the latest on Jens. Please hold all questions.” 
 
    The lights dimmed and a sector map opened in holo-light. 
 
    “The points you see here are where the Kryth have carried Jens’ body. The pattern indicates their ship movements are sporadic in nature. Sometimes backtracking. Probably to elude anyone who may be following.” 
 
    “Paranoid kizards,” Maddox muttered. 
 
    “I wonder why?” Keelen followed. 
 
    Chuckles issued around as everyone knew what Keelen meant. 
 
    The Kryth were stunned when the Reavers attacked that dilapidated structure, taking Ramek from them; leaving them with numerous dead, a lost interrogation structure, and a shattered destroyer. It’s no wonder they were taking extra precautions.  
 
    Kason continued, “The last point there, in sector 319/B, is where they stopped. No other movement has been noticed for the last three days. This could be another secret base like the one we rescued Ramek from.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I still owe them some payback for that,” Ramek chided. 
 
    “I second that,” Kercy followed Ramek’s comment, shooting him a smile. 
 
    “Any questions?” Kason asked. 
 
    Ramek was first up, not surprising. “Do we have confirmation on his trace if he’s alive?” 
 
    “No. The Deus antennas did not pick up any specks from the last reading.” 
 
    “What about this location they’re at? It seems to be outside Kryth space on the far end of their borders,” Keelen asked. 
 
     “It looks to be an old observation and scientific outpost of theirs. The Kryth have not been active here for the past decade. There is no infrastructure left to support military operations.” 
 
    Keelen followed up, “What of the ship type they transported him in?” 
 
    “It looks to be a mining dredge. We believe its a cover to get him to another research facility where they can experiment on him.” 
 
    Ramek shot out of his chair. “We can’t let that happen, boss.” 
 
    “And we’re not,” Kason responded, staring at Ramek until he sat back down. 
 
    It was Kercy who spoke up next. “So, are we going on another rescue mission?” 
 
    Everyone stopped moving and froze, awaiting the answer. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” Kason finally said. 
 
    “We have to, boss,” Ramek appealed. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t we?” Keelen asked the question which was on everyone’s mind. 
 
    Kason looked down to contemplate the question before he answered. “Because we don’t have all the intel on the situation. The Kryth are more paranoid than ever. They’re aware of us now. We have to be careful here.” 
 
    “What intel?!” Ramek shouted out. “We know where he’s at and they don’t have a military base there, so it should be quick and easy. We need to go now. Timing is everything,” Ramek pleaded. 
 
    “There is no question on if we’re going, Ramek, it’s when. We’re working on a contingency plan as we speak. All of you will be notified as soon as we are a go. Remember, even the Kryth won’t be fooled twice. We need to proceed with caution; but, when the time is right, we will go to get him. Understood?” 
 
    All nodded their agreement. 
 
    “Now, we have some prep to do. Make sure all weapons and items are checked. Let’s get the basics out of the way so, when we’re ready it will be quick and easy like Ramek said. Everyone is dismissed.” 
 
    The team members began parting from the briefing room. 
 
    Kason gathered up his materials and headed for the door. 
 
    Kercy approached. 
 
    “Kason.” 
 
    “Yes, Kercy?” 
 
    “I just wanted to say that Ramek is just anxious to rescue Jens.” 
 
    “I know. We all are. Ramek and Jens were close friends, closer than any of us. Ramek feels responsible that he couldn’t save his friend that day. I understand his emotions and passion in this matter.” 
 
    “I’m worried about him.” 
 
    “I appreciate your sentiment regarding Ramek. He’ll be fine,” Kason finished, the continued with a smirk, “And you should be more worried about what he’s going to do to the Kryth when we go to rescue Jens.” 
 
    Kercy smiled. “I can only imagine.” 
 
    “Has he shown you the new toy he’s building just for that occasion?” 
 
    “Ah, yeah. I’m just glad it’s not some sort of rock-throwing contraption.” 
 
    Kason laughed, “He’s still not letting that go, is he?” 
 
    “Nope. He reminds me every chance he gets.” 
 
    The two laughed, continuing their conversation as they left the briefing room. 
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    Commander Parejas engaged a tactical sphere. 
 
    The domed room flashed and was awash with interstellar space. A backdrop so grand and surreal, one would think they had just been ejected out and adrift in the background of stars.  
 
    The platform the top officers of the Ordinance stood on was suspended in the center of the great chamber. 
 
    The only one of the group to be agape at what they saw was Captain Strathin. “Everything keeps amazing me. You all have been busy since my absence, haven’t you?” 
 
    Commander Takkar was first to respond. “We are always busy around here. Can’t stop being busy.” 
 
    Chuckles issued around the platform from all the men. 
 
    Parejas stepped up. 
 
    All amusement among the men died down. 
 
    The commander glanced at Takkar and smiled. He then met the eyes of his Ground Force Captain, Nevlen Bossarios. Finally, he acknowledged Kason Bender with a nod. “Gentlemen, I see everyone is here.” 
 
    “Is Captain Temin not joining us, commander?” Kason asked. 
 
    “No. She’s heading out on an assignment at the request of our new allies, the Cuukzen. It seems the Kryth are unhappy with their subjugated race who just signed an alliance with us, so they’ve sent a regional magistrate to persuade them and the Cuukzen asked for our assistance in the matter before they arrive.” 
 
    Concern came over Kason. “Is she taking the fleet?” 
 
    Parejas smiled. “I’m glad you’re so concerned about her, captain.” Shenta could see Takkar holding back a comment which was about to leave his lips. Shenta continued, “I’ve sent her out with the new command ship, the Sol’s Edge, for a shakedown run. I figured she could show our support to our new friends.” 
 
    “What about the Kryth?” Kason asked. 
 
    Captain Nevlen spoke up, “I have an assault group of my men with them.” 
 
    Parejas gave Nevlen a curt glance before answering, “The Kryth are sending one ship. The rest of their fleets are still in Dranneous Kor, minus the one near Mydian.” 
 
    Kason was going to pose another question as he glanced at Nevlen, but the commander cut him off with a look. 
 
    “I appreciate your concern, Kason, but Captain Temin can take care of herself. The Cuukzen are not warriors, so the Kryth won’t send many numbers to remind them who is in charge. Shall we continue with our briefing?” 
 
    Kason gave a solemn nod in agreement. 
 
    “That aside, we have a new threat, gentlemen,” Parejas said as he activated a podium in the center of the platform. “I will start the briefing of what we’ve learned from Captain Strathin’s return.” He punctuated his reference to Strathin by giving Nevlen and Kason, who were still staring at one another, a stern look. 
 
    A wormhole burst forth in a tremendous simulation about the room, just like the one the Orion’s Rage and the Flashpoint encountered near the Montis Rift Nebula. 
 
    Flashing high above in the four-dimensional simulation, the date 206 P.E. appeared, then faded amongst the star background. 
 
    With another blink, the First Fleet appeared as it had back then. The fleet looked as if it was in the room, within arm’s reach of the officers surveying the recreation around them. 
 
    Parejas could see a smile appear on Captain Strathin’s face, seeing his ship as it had looked all those years ago. 
 
    “During the skirmish with a Vrae convoy, the Tyr and three of her cruisers were lost as the wormhole materialized,” Parejas said, paraphrasing from the Annals of Time that all present company knew. “It was here that they were lost, trapped and adrift in a river of dark matter, not knowing where they would come out of the anomaly.” 
 
    The tunnel of light vortexes around the Tyr and her ships spun and twisted together, as the wormhole wisped through space-time. 
 
    The room whirled in vibrant greens and bright white before opening and dumping the Tyr and her ships into unknown space. 
 
    The commander turned to Captain Dexxer Strathin. “Captain, the briefing is yours.” 
 
    “Thank you, commander. Questions are welcome throughout my portion of the brief. These next events were recreated from the Tyr’s data banks.”  
 
    The captain stepped up to take control of the center console. 
 
    The next image showed the Tyr and her escort ships stationed near the wormhole with a massive yellow energy beam that ran from the center of the anomaly to a gigantic alien space station far away. 
 
    “As you can see here, when we exited the anomaly, this is what we encountered. It’s the way the Gashnee control the opening of the wormholes. They use a massive energy beam formed at the station there, which draws the energy from a nearby star and uses the star as the power source and the station as the anchor. This is when the Gashnee attacked us. We didn’t know what was happening; they came out of nowhere. We still don’t even know where we were.” 
 
    Images of Gashnee ships appeared above the room and attacked the Tyr and her escort of ships. 
 
    The Ordinance officers looked on as the battle commenced. 
 
    The three ships defending the Tyr were destroyed in a matter of seconds. Then, the Tyr herself began to be attacked. 
 
    The Human ship maneuvered at full speed out of the area, with the Gashnee engaging from behind. 
 
    Shields and armor began to fail as heavy barrages of Gashnee weapons slammed into the Tyr’s hull. 
 
    “We were doomed by this unknown enemy, or so we thought,” Strathin stated. “This is when a race called the Srel Taan engaged and destroyed the Gashnee ships pursuing us. They came to our rescue in this unknown space we found ourselves in, befriended us, and helped us survive in what we later found out was the Andromeda Galaxy.” 
 
    Everyone looked around at each other in stunned expressions, minus Parejas and Captain Strathin. 
 
    Takkar spoke up, “That’s one hell of a long trip, captain.” 
 
    “Without the wormhole, yes. But, with the wormhole, it was mere hours,” the Tyr’s captain replied. 
 
    “So, this is how the Gashnee control wormholes; with stars?” Takkar asked. 
 
    “In part, captain,” Strathin answered. 
 
    The holo-image of a massive diamond-shaped ship flashed above. 
 
    This enormous ship headed towards the wormhole. 
 
    It’s width and height was the same as the open maw of the anomaly it was about to enter. 
 
    “They use a star’s energy, such as this one, along with the station to control the energy density or the negative-mass output which interacts with the dark matter string to open the worm hole.” 
 
    “Glad I asked,” Takkar muttered. 
 
    Kason smiled at his friend’s remark. 
 
    Captain Strathin moved the controls to zoom in on the spiraling anomaly. “To keep them open, they use these Mag ships. Each of these ships can put out an equaling electromagnetic energy field to that of the variance. This will keep them open as the ships traverse the wormhole until they reach the other end.” 
 
    “The wormholes seem easy enough to take down though. The Rage didn’t have a problem with closing the anomaly,” Takkar said. 
 
    “Correct, Jesan,” Parejas responded. “This is their weakness, as long as the Mag ship has not exited the anomaly on the other end.” Shenta turned to Captain Strathin. “Do I have that accurate, Dexxer?” 
 
    “Yes. The first Mag ship to exit the wormhole will be the anchor point. Once this occurs, a powerful force-field is erected around the anomaly. Then, the wormhole is protected to allow their fleets to emerge.” 
 
    Parejas deactivated the simulation. “Gentlemen, this is how they plan to retake the Milky Way Galaxy.”  
 
    Shenta looked at his command staff for a moment. He made direct eye contact with each one to let them know that what was about to be said was of utmost importance. 
 
    “What this all comes down to is our survival; the survival of all who oppose the Gashnee. They plan to invade the galaxy and retake it per their prophecies,” Shenta stated. 
 
    The sentence wasn’t even finished before Nevlen spoke up, “Is this the same race that befriended us and allowed us to escape the Kryth with the technology they provided?” 
 
    “Yes, and your point, Captain Bossarios?” Parejas acquiesced.  
 
    Nevlen continued, “Shouldn’t the prudent steps be to understand the situation concerning the Gashnee and have a patient strategy before charging forward and attacking a peaceful race?” 
 
    Kason smirked at Nevlen. “You have a soft spot for them, Nevlen?” 
 
    “I’m serious here,” Nevlen exclaimed. “We need to be cautious with whom we make enemies. For all we know, they had mistaken us when the Flashpoint confronted them near the wormhole. What if they cause us no harm once they know who we are? I mean, they didn’t seem too difficult as Captain Bender’s team took out their soldiers and Captain Takkar dispatched their ships. Do we need to go to war when the Kryth are on our doorstep?” 
 
    “Those weren’t their soldiers, captain,” Strathin said in a quiet voice. 
 
    Strathin looked over to Parejas to see if he should continue and was motioned by the commander, “Captain Bossarios, what Kason and his team encountered was just their scouts, not their warriors.” Strathin turned to Takkar. “And you, captain, those ships you engaged near the wormhole were pathfinding ships, not their main battle fleets. You don’t know the severity of the situation here, Captain Bossarios.” 
 
    All eyes were on Dexxer Strathin. 
 
    The captain of the Tyr dropped his glance from the others looking on. 
 
    His posture changed as a deep exhaustion and sorrow came over the captain from so long ago. 
 
    He spoke in slow, measured words, “I don’t mean to put down your capabilities and what you two have accomplished; but, what is about to come will send fear throughout the mightiest of soldiers, including those present here. You haven’t seen true terror until you’ve witnessed the utter brutalities and injustices of unbridled evil.” Strathin took a deep breath before continuing, “I’ve seen the face of malicious barbarism on a galactic scale. The horrors the Gashnee have brought before my own eyes will darken your souls.” 
 
    Tears began to well up in the captain’s eyes. 
 
    His pain could be felt by all present. 
 
    A man who had been tormented by the memories of time and space trembling at the mere thought of his past encounter with the Gashnee, wondering if he would see it again. 
 
    Strathin’s lips quivered. “It happened a few years after the Srel Taan helped us escape.” His dry throat tried to swallow. “We were told the stories of the dying race and how they were driven out of the galaxy by the Kryth. The Sarel Taan told us of the Gashnee prophecies; that they would die out only to be reborn and to reclaim what was theirs.” Strathin looked about the room and at the walls, regaining his composure. “This is not the same race that once controlled the Milky Way. No. They are different now. They’ve changed. They’re monsters.” 
 
    Strathin walked to the center podium and reactivated the simulation. 
 
    Smoke and fire filled the room. Cinders and ash swirled around. 
 
    Innumerable screams of terror and agony reverberated in the chamber.  
 
    The eerie feel of death drenched the room as an unknown alien city was washed in blood. 
 
    “The race you see here, or what is left of them, were mining slaves for the Gashnee. They mined the ores and crystals the Gashnee use to build their massive machines that will lead them to the reinvasion of the galaxy of their origin. It was a death sentence for a race that once lived in peace on this planet.” 
 
    “What happened to them?” Kason asked. 
 
    Strathin looked at Kason. “They were all massacred. The leaders had planned to sneak workers out of the mine to get out from under their brutal masters, but the Gashnee found out what they were going to do. The Gashnee called the assembly of twenty thousand workers from the main camp. They then lined the workers’ children up and, with their parents watching, cut each of their children’s throats. The Gashnee made sure the parents could not close their eyes or block out the cries and screams they heard. Their only comfort came from the tears in their eyes which blurred the horrific events before them. The Gashnee then made the parents clean up all the gore before they could bury their own children. After that, the Gashnee cut them all down, burning all their cities and bringing in a new slave race to complete the task of mining the ore they needed.” 
 
    Tears once again welled up in the captain’s eyes. “I witnessed this butchery. Neither I nor the Taan could do anything to stop it. We were powerless. You have not seen any evil in our own history on such a scale without any regret to life such as this. Even the Kryth stand upon higher moral ground than the Gashnee do.” 
 
    The burning image of the alien city faded out amongst them.  
 
    The room was quiet.  
 
    “They must be stopped at all cost or we will meet the same fate as countless other civilizations that stood before the Gashnee.” 
 
    “This is our new threat, gentlemen,” Parejas concluded, seeing Captain Strathin drained from his reciting of the horrible events he had witnessed. “You will have the complete briefing at your disposal.” 
 
    “What do we know of their invasion plans?” Takkar asked. 
 
    “I’ll explain, Dexxer,” Shenta said to his old friend. “We are anticipating an attack within the next few years to a decade, maybe sooner. And with the recent event with the Flashpoint, I would say it’s sooner than later. They will use these remaining wormholes to reenter the quadrant.” 
 
    “What about the other quadrants?” Takkar queried. 
 
    “We’re lucky there, Jesan. There are three dark matter strands connected to this galaxy and they are all in this quadrant, the original homeworlds of the Gashnee. One of those has been closed with our help. We are now looking for the other two. We are also working on a contingency plan regarding the Gashnee’s return. We will brief you all as soon we complete it.” 
 
    “Sir,” Kason pitched in. “We can learn a great deal from the remaining body and the wreckage we recovered.” 
 
    “Doctor Solome is working on the biopsy of the Gashnee body now and we have the wreckage being searched through,” Parejas responded. “We also have Rels Sentel tracking down the Gashnee Ancients for any information; but, what we need to do is continue to stay focused and vigilant against the Kryth, as they are more of an immediate threat. We’ll continue to work on this Gashnee enigma and plan from the information Captain Strathin has provided. Gentlemen, that will be all.” 
 
    Everyone began to leave the room. 
 
    Jesan Takkar approached the Commander. “Could I have a word with you, Shenta?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    The captain waited until the last man exited the chamber. “Can Strathin be trusted?” 
 
    “I’ve asked myself that question.” 
 
    “This Gashnee mystery is getting worse by the minute.” 
 
    “Continue,” Parejas said. 
 
    “Our own history shows them to be emissaries to Earth. We know their technology helped us escape the Kryth and rebuild; then, out of nowhere, the captain of the First Fleet appears through the same wormhole he vanished from. We now hear that this ancient race is hellbent on a reconquest of the galaxy and the annihilation of anyone who gets in their way, even children? Have I summed up all this madness so far?” 
 
    “That sounds about right, old friend.”  
 
    “Can we lock him and his crew up until we know for certain or put them back into the wormhole where you found them?” 
 
    Shenta smiled at the idea. “I would agree with your assessment about the situation we face, Jesan. I’m not taking anything lightly here. We’ve ran tests on the crew and the ship. They’re still in quarantine until further notice, Strathin being the exception.” Shenta took a step closer to his friend. “We’ll do whatever it takes to ensure the safety of the colony.” 
 
    “I know, but I just had three scout ships hand the fastest battleship in the fleet its reactor.” 
 
    Shenta smirked. “Scout ships, huh?” 
 
    The two men began walking towards the exit. 
 
    Captain Takkar’s face turned serious with the commander’s last comment. “Don’t start with me, Shenta.” 
 
    “You’re the one that said scout ships. I was just being inquisitive.” 
 
    “Sure, you were. Inquisitive my a–” 
 
    The chamber door shut behind the two men. 
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    Dark billowing plumes of smoke filled the skyline of the Cuukzen city, Tormuun-Sen. 
 
    Fire blazed in parts of the capital as the hot ash of darted smoldering columns within the cityscape reached up to meet the storm clouds passing above. 
 
    The light from the setting sun ignited the horizon in tones of oranges and bright reds, giving a dreadful scene over the Cuukzen homeworld which now lay ablaze. 
 
    Several Kryth troops dragged a Cuukzen figure along the ground outside of the city wall and toward an open field. 
 
    The Domain soldiers threw the tiny figure to the dirt like a disguarded twig before they backed away, taking a guarded position a few feet beyond their now prone captive. 
 
    The Cuukzen was adorned in a colorful robed jacket that was now stained with his own blood. The sleeves had once-ornate symbols from the wrist to the shoulder. 
 
    His outfit was finished with pants and boots.  
 
    The wee Cuukzen wiped away the bloodied grime that clumped on his bruised face. 
 
    His long ears were folded back behind his head and held together by a decorative pendant.  
 
    He heaved heavy labored breaths as he tried to hold himself up. 
 
    Two knee-high black-armored boots stepped up in front of the fallen Cuukzen. 
 
    A long handle attached to a leather whip rested alongside the towering Kryth commander which now stood before his victim. 
 
    An amused chuckle issued from this Kryth. “Oh, how you Cuukzen test me. Do you think we would not find out, Uutsaa?” he asked of the tiny robed figure below him. 
 
    Neither answer nor expression came from the wounded Cuukzen. 
 
    The leather snapped the air when it met the face of the tiny alien as the Kryth overlord drove it across his silent slave. 
 
    Uutsaa rolled over in pain holding his slashed-open cheek. 
 
    The Kryth placed the frayed end of the whip in his other hand, slapping it against his gauntleted glove. “Answer when you are asked a question, Uutsaa.” 
 
    A shallow voice grumbled out of the Cuukzen, “Find out about what, Salin Ma?” 
 
    Another lash cracked along the side of Uutsaa’s ribs. 
 
    “Let us not play these games, Uutsaa. You do not have many breaths left.” The commander knelt next to his gasping prey. “Now, tell me why you of all people would sign an alliance with these Humans? Why put your seated position amongst your people at risk? Did you have it so severe under our governance, Uutsaa?” 
 
    The armored Kryth commander began walking around his Cuukzen puppet, tapping his whip against his booted leg. “These Humans will not help you. They stay hidden now. They have not taken any more systems besides the useless one called Sol. You forget who holds the balance of life within these sectors. The Cuukzen will pay a heavy price for your treason, Uutsaa. They will pay while you look on from your governed palace in your walled city which, if you’ve forgotten, was given to you by our hand and by our constant clemency towards all who serve under the Domain.” 
 
    The Cuukzen rolled over, getting up on his knees. 
 
    His eyes wide, he glared at his Kryth master before him. “I will not yield to you any longer. The Kryth reign has come to an end. There will be many more races that will break from your grasp. The Human alliance was just the beginning. Do what you want with me.” 
 
    A wide smile creased the commander’s face. “I was hoping you would say that, Uutsaa.” He bent down to get close to the battered face of the Cuukzen. “I was so hoping you would say that. Your anguish has begun.” 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The bridge inside the Sol’s Edge was active as the crew readied their arrival into the Cuukzen system. 
 
    Droe Temin walked onto the bridge from the lift. 
 
    She was monitoring the readouts above her on the holo-screen as she made her way to the command chair in the center. “What’s the status, ensign?” 
 
    A male ensign sat in the position below the command chair Droe once occupied on the Rage. 
 
    It wasn’t lost on her with her recent promotion to captaining a Rage class command cruiser. 
 
    “We have one Kryth destroyer above the planet. We also have a small contingent of Kryth troops along with a Drovage assault ship on the outer edge of the city, captain.” 
 
    “Pull up tech on the destroyer and the dossier on the captain,” Droe ordered. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    The holo-field flashed with the image of the Kryth ship and that of its captain. 
 
    Droe looked over the information in holo-light before her. “Looks like we have an older destroyer called the Narlok. Her captain for this area is one Salin Ma. That’s this sector’s magistrate. It seems the Kryth bring in their local thugs to deal with any insurrection amongst their subjugated people. This captain’s a real winner.” 
 
    “How so?” the ensign inquired. 
 
    Droe scrolled through the information by moving her hand through the air before it. “He does all the dirty work for the Kryth: kidnappings, torture, blackmail, extortion, you name it.” 
 
    “Orders, ma’am?” 
 
    “Let’s do the Kryth the favor of mothballing their aging destroyer, then head down to the surface to show our support to our new Cuukzen allies.” 
 
    “Atmospheric running, captain?” 
 
    Droe gazed at the ensign. “We might as well put all the systems through their test runs. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “Aye, aye.” 
 
    “Prepare all weapons, continue constellation camouflage screen, and move within a kilometer of the enemy.” 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Two Kryth soldiers moved from their large assault vessel on the open plains to the outskirts of the Cuukzen walled city. 
 
    Walking along their sides were two aythras, their bristled hair arched up from around the beasts’ necks and along their backs. 
 
    Uutsaa noticed the lumbering creatures approaching his way.  
 
    “At least something gets your attention, Uutsaa,” The towering Kryth commander said to his unwilling victim. 
 
    A hard lash cracked against the back of the downed Cuukzen. 
 
    Uutsaa fell to the ground once more. 
 
    The commander brought his whip up to get a closer look at the red stain on it. “Blood is marvelous isn’t it, Uutsaa? It’s life. Spilt blood can tell us of our follies and mistakes and, if not careful, can bring lasting scars or forever peace within this thin edge we call life.” 
 
    The two aythras were on invisible electronic leashes. Their green collars glowed from the control of their handlers behind them. 
 
    Snarling and panting, the wiry-haired beasts stopped a few feet away from the tiny Cuukzen before them. 
 
    The Kryth commander walked over and placed the whip near the noses of the aythras. 
 
    The huge creatures sniffed the blood-coated whip and began snarling louder and drooling, following the scent and looking at the Cuukzen. 
 
    “So what are we going to do with your little revolt here, Uutsaa?” The commander walked around the downed Cuukzen leader. “We could have wiped your capital off the planet’s surface, but thought a reminder for your people would better drive the point. The alliance with the Humans will not go unpunished. And what will that punishment be? What shall we do with you?” 
 
    The commander knelt next to the Cuukzen once more. “Should we give you to the aythras? No. That would be too quick. However, you did sign the Human agreement with your own hand…” The Kryth reached down and grabbed a hold of Uutsaa’s wrist. “We could take one of them.” 
 
    The Kryth stood and, with his whip under Uutsaa’s chin, raised the Cuukzen’s head up to look at him. “We could also take an eye.” The commander contemplated before coming to his exact punishment. “Maybe I am not the one to choose what you will lose due to your insubordination. Maybe someone else should. Someone…closer to you.” 
 
    The commander tucked his whip under his arm and pulled out his Keslar blade from its hip holster. 
 
    He waived a Kryth guard over to him. 
 
    Leaning into the guard who approached he whispered, “Bring several prisoners over to me.” 
 
    The Kryth soldier nodded at the command and left. 
 
    He placed the blade near the base of the ear near the back of the Cuukzen’s head. “Let’s see what piece will be taken, Uutsaa.” 
 
    The Kryth guard came back with several Cuukzen prisoners. 
 
    “Bring me the first one,” the commander said. 
 
    The prisoner was brought to him. 
 
    The commander approached the civilian before him. “Now, Cuukzen citizen, your leader has sided with an enemy of the Domain. What shall his punishment be? He must lose a body part for his betrayal. You will choose what he will lose. Will it be an eye? An ear? You could make it easy and choose a finger perhaps. What say you?” 
 
    The citizen was nervous before the towering Kryth commander. 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    The smaller Cuukzen started to tremble. “I cannot choose.” 
 
    The commander’s blade slashed across the throat of his civilian prisoner. 
 
    Blood poured from the opening and the body crumpled to the floor, forming a red pool around the innocent citizen. 
 
    “Next,” the commander ordered in a tiresome voice. 
 
    The Kryth guard lifted the Cuukzen corpse and tossed it to the ground. 
 
    The next prisoner was brought up. 
 
    “Your turn. Which part of his body shall Uutsaa lose? Choose now.” 
 
    This Cuukzen looked the commander in the eye as he trembled and spoke, “I won’t.” 
 
    Another slash to the throat and the guard tossed the body on top of the other dead citizen. 
 
    “I can do this all day,” the commander looked at Uutsaa with a bored expression. 
 
    Uutsaa crawled to the commander’s boot. “Please, please. Take my life. It’s me that needs to be punished. Please.” 
 
    The Kryth commander smiled. 
 
    His whip’s long handle cracked against the side of the small Cuukzen’s head, sending him to the ground. 
 
    “Weak. All weak.” He squatted down next to Uutsaa. “I tire of the weakness of your race. You Cuukzen are pathetic. Just the sight of your little weak bodies makes me want to erase your kind.” 
 
    He pulled his blade close to the prone Cuukzen. 
 
    “If it was up to me, I would slaughter all of you like cattle and be done with your lack of gratitude towards the merciful generosity we show your people; but, it is not my decision. Such a pity.” 
 
    The commander’s face wrinkled as if he had caught a foul stench in the air. “You Cuukzen repulse me.” 
 
    Before the commander could make the cut on the next Cuukzen, a Kryth soldier ran from the assault craft in the distance. 
 
    “Commander! We have a problem!” 
 
    The commander gave a heavy sigh and stopped what he was about to do. “What is it?” 
 
    “We have a Human warship in orbit. They’ve engaged the Narlok.” 
 
    The bewildered commander almost gaped at his soldier. “How can that be?” 
 
    Before the dumbfounded Kryth commander could make any sense of the situation and give an order, the clouds above him lit up in a flash of light. 
 
    Two massive energy bolts creased the layers of white floating mist, slamming the Kryth assault craft on the ground and sending metal shards flying. 
 
    A fireball rose and illuminated the area in a magnificent explosion, sending spinning and whistling scraps of what was once a shuttle skittering along the open field. 
 
    While looking at the destruction, the two Kryth fell silent in their shock as an object appeared above them. This time, the Kryth commander’s mouth did gape at what he saw. 
 
    Breaking out of the low clouds was a massive Human warship. 
 
    The vessel cleared the lower rung of clouds and pitched up, coming towards the bluff the Kryth viewed it from. 
 
    The Human warship stopped, turning broadside, showing all of its three-thousand-meter hull. 
 
    Even Uutsaa looked up in awe. 
 
    A much smaller craft could be viewed leaving a hangar along the side of the great ship, approaching the group who stood out in the open. 
 
    All the Kryth and Cuukzen watched in stunned silence what was transpiring before them. 
 
    The roar of the craft’s engines deepened and slowed as it swung in near the smoldering Kryth vessel, still burning from its fate. 
 
    A forward ramp dropped down and assault troops exited the craft, running toward the Kryth soldiers and the battered Cuukzen citizens. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The Human troopers zeroed their weapons on the Kryth soldiers, minus the Kryth magistrate and Cuukzen, opening fire. 
 
    The stunned Kryth soldiers fell where they stood. 
 
    The two now untethered aythras bolted straight for the armored Humans. 
 
    They too were cut down in a blaze of plasma rounds from the sixteen Human troops. 
 
    The Humans encircled the Kryth commander, separated him from his blade, and cuffed his wrists to his front. 
 
    It all happened within a few minutes. 
 
    The Kryth magistrate blinked, trying to make sense of what had just transpired. 
 
    Coming up from the Mercador assault ship was Lieutenant Commander Droe Temin. 
 
    She approached the Cuukzen first. 
 
    She activated the translator on her wrist. “Cuukzen Leader Uutsaa Gen, I am Lieutenant Commander Droe Temin. I represent the Human delegation known as the Ordinance. Sorry we’re late. We received your urgent communique and came as soon as we could.” 
 
    The Kryth commander’s face raged with abhorrence to this situation. “You will pay for your actions, Human. Your cities will burn under the banner of the Domain.” 
 
    Droe turned to face the Kryth magistrate, switching off her wrist comms translator. 
 
    Her Krythtinian was a little rusty but she spoke clearly in her enemy’s own language. “I wasn’t speaking to you, Kryth. Know your place. I’ll be with you when I’m ready.” 
 
    Turning her translator back on, she continued her conversation with the Cuukzen, “We have sent the Kryth a warning about entering your space and cities again. We can assist where we can with supplies.” 
 
    Uutsaa got up to his feet with a labored breath. “Your timing is ideal, Huma—… I mean, Droe. We thank you for your response. I know one of our own, Mistuuk, is in your race’s company.” 
 
    Droe nodded. “Yes, that’s correct.” 
 
    “We thank you for your alliance with the Cuukzen. We are here at your disposal, lieutenant commander.” 
 
    Approaching from the city walls were a dozen Cuukzen guards. 
 
    “I think we can handle it from here, Droe,” Uutsaa said upon seeing his own troops. 
 
    “Good to hear. We will be in contact with further diplomatic protocols soon. Sorry for the dramatic entrance, Uutsaa.” Droe smiled at her smaller friend. 
 
    Uutsaa Gen bowed just with his head and eyes closed. “Your timing couldn’t be better. On my behalf and that of the Cuukzen, we thank you for your assistance.” 
 
    Droe spoke to the Cuukzen guards behind the Human troops. “The Kryth commander is yours.” 
 
    She withdrew with Human troopers, dropping their poised weapons, heading back towards the Mercador. 
 
    The Kryth magistrate was incensed. “You cannot leave me with them! I demand to speak to your superior! It is my right! You must recognize that, Human. It is my Domain right and my position that I… that I…” 
 
    Droe stopped and glanced back at the irate Kryth who now kneeled surrounded by armed Cuukzen. “We have an old saying amongst my people, Kryth.” She looked on at the seething commander. “Woe to the conquered.” 
 
    Droe walked away as the Cuukzen guards pushed their captive to the ground, dragging him away kicking and screaming beyond the walled gates of the city. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The Human delegation entered the ramp of the Mercador. 
 
    Major Chion Danchall was first to greet them. “Well, that didn’t take long.” 
 
    Droe stopped as the other troops ventured into the hold of the assault ship. “I wasn’t going to let that scum start monologuing. He got what was coming to him.” 
 
    Chion smiled. “And that’s how it’s done. Congratulations on your first mission, lieutenant commander.” 
 
    “Thanks. Some first shakedown run, huh?” 
 
    “Those are the best kind,” the major said as the ramp raised. “Where to now, lieutenant commander?” 
 
    Droe smiled. “Anywhere there’s hard liquor. I need a drink.” 
 
    “I know just the place back on Evoke.” 
 
    “Great. You’re flying so let’s get moving.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    The two women smiled as the Mercador lifted off heading back up to the Soul’s Edge. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Data Cell 15 
 
      
 
      Avog’s roar echoed through the corridor, pain tinged with promising retribution.  
 
    The medics shook with fear as they stitched his wounds. 
 
    The Vartis had scored deep furrows in the thick hump of muscle behind the aythra’s head with the zartil. The Gashnee weapon had burned through his flesh with plasma more concentrated even than the Humans’ inferior imitations. The skin continued to bleed, the heat too great even for the skin to react in time.  
 
    The wounds were cauterized to stop the majority of the bleeding, but had to be reopened by strategically slicing into the uninjured layer of muscle beneath so the new bio-grafts could vascularize and adhere.  
 
    The familiar howls of rage and pain made Lintorth shake his head. He empathized with the beast, as he himself had gone through many of the grafting procedures in his youth during the Gashnee War. 
 
    Avog had done well, as the blood of five Vrae recruits and one Vartis stained his maw. 
 
    “How fares the Vrae heir?” Lintorth directed his question at the Korin Shai stationed inside his conference chamber. “He was unconscious, last I saw him on Oxgris.” 
 
    “Arivan carried him from the battle. He was concussed, suffered minor wounds, and frightened…but alive,” the Korin Shai said in a quiet, hissing voice. 
 
    “The Vartis Guards lasted longer than the brat’s arrogance, before they were killed,” Lintorth lamented. “It must be difficult for the Lordlet to make any decisions on his own, much less ones of any import.” 
 
    “He decided not to eat this day. A…demonstration no doubt,” the Korin Shai replied. “A show of…” the Korin Shai thought for a moment, “fortitude, one could say, if one was charitable.” 
 
    “He has much to learn and not enough time, the heir,” Lintorth said. “He is typical of the Vrae nobility: quick to offend, quick to anger, and much too slow to contemplate the consequences – or much else.”  
 
    Turning his attention to the crew at their stations below, Lintorth reflected on the Human remains they had discovered on Oxgris. They weren’t useful enough to provide definitive clues to the location of the Humans’ new homeworld, but they did prove that their migration had been less than ideal. Perhaps the Humans resided on a planet considered inhospitable by galactic standards.  
 
    The confrontation on Oxgris had served to create a new opportunity in Lintorth’s search for information. His hostage was more valuable than he had first anticipated. 
 
    The Vrae Empire had specialists who made lifelong careers studying Gashnee technologies since the end of the Gashnee War centuries ago. Entire fields of study were devoted to uncovering the secrets of Gashnee technology. Priceless and irreplaceable starships were tested, maintained, and crewed. Weapons went through a regular gauntlet of examinations, then were sent to trusted military personnel to bolster the firepower and lethality of Vrae forces. Fragmented or inoperable pieces were often grafted onto existing pieces of Vrae technology in order to improve them. All the while, the Vrae attempted to duplicate more and more of Gashnee technology for themselves, sometimes even succeeding. 
 
    A hologram flickered into life before Lintorth. He wasn’t near his command console. It just…appeared before him. 
 
    The lower part of the body solidified first, then the head. The torso, covered in a red and black robe, winked in and out of focus and changed from vibrant hues to grainy monochrome.  
 
    It was a Vrae. In fact, it was Issara, the Lord of Dal Karsis. Lintorth watched, perplexed, as the Vrae’s mouth moved but no sound came out of it. As the Kryth continued to stare in silence, the Vrae’s frustration became apparent. The imposing message – or what was meant to be imposing – evaporated when members of Lintorth’s crew around him began laughing as Issara started yelling in silent frustration behind himself.  
 
    Lintorth crossed his vast arms, watching the holographic spectacle. The virtual image turned and berated unseen – what he assumed were subordinates – outside the scope of the projection. How this was possible, he had no idea, but the Vrae hadn’t mastered it either. The Vrae ship’s engines glowed for a few seconds and the hologram solidified until it appeared to be Issara in the flesh, his once-silent protests now sounded as if he stood before them. 
 
    “Well? Are we within range now?” The Vrae turned back to face Lintorth and resumed his earlier posture, as if he hadn’t just been yelling and throwing a tantrum. He looked up at Lintorth, then covered his mouth and whispered. No sound came out of the hologram. A moment later, the Vrae was looking at Lintorth in the eye and looking very smug about it. 
 
    Lintorth snorted.  
 
    “Ah, yes. Kryth Master of the Bytrician Conclave. I see you have come to mediate terms for the incursion on Oxgris in accordance with the treaties honored by both the Vrae Javril Empire and the Domain of the Kryth Mahr,” the Vrae stated. 
 
    “Thank the Four-Fold Gods we did not have to endure the entirety of your honorifics.” 
 
    The Vrae glared at Lintorth, unused to the blatant lack of respect and obedience to one’s superiors engrained into every Vrae offspring.  
 
    “One shouldn’t ridicule venerated aspects of a more civilized society.” Issara sighed as if correcting an unruly child. “This is the second unexpected communication I’ve had this cycle, Kryth. I find it interesting, almost as interesting as a Kryth vessel entering Empire territory unescorted and unbidden.” 
 
    “Neither Vrae Javril territory nor Kryth Mahr territory has static borders,” Lintorth began, shifting his tone to a more diplomatic tone. “It is as malleable as our ability to defend them. Someone is always willing to take advantage of another’s weakness.” 
 
    “Ah.” Issara nodded. “It is the natural way of the powerful to grasp advantage, in nature and in politics,” he quoted. “Tell me, what game does the Si Lord play in sending you to this sector, Lintorth Sar?” Issara sneared. 
 
    Lintorth grit his teeth at the correction of his name. “I am a loyal servant of the Domain,” Lintorth responded. “Pledged to her will.”  
 
    Issara raised an eyebrow. “Her will? Did her ‘will’ extend to the recent massacre on Oxgris, Kryth? 
 
    “Oxgris?” Lintorth asked, feigning a confused tone and widening his eyes for effect. He tapped his chin, then shrugged before answering Issara. “I have been traveling after all.” He turned to the Korin Shai behind him. “Was that the name of that barren one or the methane swamp one? I do not recall.” 
 
    “The red planet, my lord,” the unmoving Korin Shai answered. 
 
    “I seem to remember the bleakness of one planet. Ruins and bones strewn across red sands…” Lintorth trailed off, seemingly trying to remember something important but fleeting. 
 
    “You entered Vrae Javril territory, Kryth, disregarding treaties, protocols, and agreements agreed upon by our ancestors in their wisdom after the Gashnee War.” 
 
    “Perhaps their wisdom was short-sighted.” 
 
    “A Vartis survived Oxgris,” pronounced Issara with quiet triumph. He straightened and stood with his hands clasped in front of his body, hidden by the voluminous sleeves of his embroidered robe. He thought himself clever, Lintorth thought. 
 
     “You were at Oxgris ten cycles ago, Lintorth Sar,” Issara pronounced, his eyes glaring – as best he could – at Lintorth. “Do you deny it?” 
 
    Lintorth said nothing. 
 
     “You set your Kryth assassins on Vrae recruits from the Alcara Fortress.” Issara’s tone began to rise. “They were conducting a training expedition in a territory claimed by the Vrae Javril Empire and you attacked them without provocation. Do you know what you’ve done?!” 
 
    The Dark Shard, Lintorth Sar’s personal starship, outclassed the Vrae vessel by several factors. The weapons and defensive capabilities were among the best the Domain had to offer. If Issara attacked the vessel in a fit of rage… 
 
    Lintorth smiled. “Yes, I was on Oxgris, thief.” Lintorth bit off each word with malice. “I was there with my Korin Shai and, yes, I met the Vrae striplings on the barren wasteland they so chose for battle.” 
 
    “They weren’t there for battle, Kryth. They were cadets, not even assigned to their first martial posting. They were children.” 
 
    “They carried weapons did they not?”  
 
    “They weren’t even of citizen’s age.” 
 
    “They were not your citizen’s age. Yet they carried weapons with live munitions and were shepherded by veteran Vartis Guards,” Lintorth replied. “If they could wield weapons, they were old enough to suffer the consequences.” 
 
    “Even death?” Issara said in a hoarse whisper. 
 
    “Even death,” Lintorth agreed. “One does not stand before me and threaten without consequence.” Lintorth unsheathed a kesslar blade from beneath his cloak and held it before his scarred face. He turned the blade. It glinted as his eyes searched the etched metal for a quiet moment before he continued. “I have sent many a soul to the blue flames of Adar the Quiet. Many enemies…and a few friends.” 
 
    “You have many more enemies than friends, Kryth,” Issara countered. “You’ve risked making many more after Oxgris.” 
 
    “That does not concern me. It is of little import, Vrae.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Issara composed himself. “The young Vrae that you massacred on Oxgris were not conscripted troops. These were the scions…of the Empress herself.”                                           
 
    A slight frown furrowed Lintorth’s forehead. “What a convenient coincidence that is, Issara.”  
 
    “It is no coincidence, Lintorth Sar,” continued the Vrae. “You and the rest of your Kryth scum murdered the offspring of some of the most powerful Vrae Javril in the Empire.” Laughing, the hologram of Issara turned his back on Lintorth and walked a few paces away before turning around to face him again. He looked thoughtful and took a few moments before he spoke again. 
 
    “I have the knowledge of what you’ve done, and I know what you’re capable of, Kryth. You have the ruthlessness of a javassa and the might of an armada at your call. Even now, you consider destroying my ship.” 
 
    Lintorth clenched his jaw. 
 
    “I dispatched Caxios with evidence from Oxgris that will damn you, Kryth,” Issara gloated at his cleverness. “He will meet with the Vrae Javril Empress if I don’t send a communique after this meet. I presume you want something from me, else you wouldn’t have summoned me in my grief.” 
 
    “It galls me to say this, Issara, but I have…need of your skills and resources.” 
 
    “You murder my first offspring, Kryth, and show no remorse,” the Vrae spat at Lintorth. “I have no desire to aid you in any way, Kryth. I’ve come to tell you that you have made a personal enemy of the Vrae Javril royal family. You will be humbled by your own destruction.”                             
 
    “I believe I mentioned how I deal with threats,” Lintorth spoke with steel in his voice. “I am a warrior of the Kryth Mahr Domain and serve Her will!” Slamming his fist against the wall, Lintorth leaned forward. “I care not that dozens of Vrae Lordlets lie dead on Oxgris, the marrow of their bones sucked out by scavengers and their flesh stripped from their bones after we were done teaching them what happens when you threaten the Kryth. I will destroy anyone who stands in my path,” he growled, his face centimeters from the hologram’s. 
 
    “Even the Humans who plague you so?”  
 
    Swinging his fist through the hologram to no effect, Lintorth roared in rage and imagined Issara’s throat being crushed in his hands as he begged for his life.  
 
    He paced along the ship’s bridge, breathing hard, trying to calm himself again. Those cursed Humans. He hated them with a passion. They were dangerous and had thwarted the Domain time and time again. They stung and disappeared, destroyed and vanished. 
 
    “Especially the Humans,” he promised with hatred in his eyes. “I require your Gashnee technologies and knowledge to do so, Vrae, and I will have them.” 
 
    “I will not help you, Kryth! I’d rather watch you and your people suffer just as my firstborn!” Issara shouted. The Vrae stood in defiance, glaring at Lintorth. “I will not bargain with you.” 
 
    “Oh, I think that you will,” Lintorth said with an evil smile. 
 
    Isaara blinked. “You have nothing I want or need, Kryth. What makes you think I’d bargain now?” 
 
    “That so?” Instructing a crewmember, Lintorth sat back down in his chair. The hologram followed, then stood next to him. “Show him.” 
 
    A viewscreen winked on. 
 
    A dim room with bare metal walls and just enough light to see a body, shackled at the wrists, that hung from the ceiling. The occupant, feet dangling above the floor, was motionless. A bright light came on. The prisoner did not move. All the weight hung on the manacled wrists, crusted blood visible along the length of both arms. The manacles had dug to the bone and had been tightened. The pale, purple skin visible under the rents in the once-fine armor showed shallow gashes dried with blood. The Pelanthus firestones were missing and the filigreed scrollwork was damaged, dirty, and covered in a fine reddish-brown dust, but Issara’s jaw dropped and Lintorth grinned up at him. 
 
    A Korin Shai slapped the Vrae’s drooping head a few times, eliciting a groan and rattling of the chains as he tried to shift his body away from the blows. Grabbing the Vrae’s throat, the Korin Shai pushed the head up so the bruised face was visible. 
 
    “I think you will negotiate for the Heir of Dal Karsis, Issara,” Lintorth said, delighting in the shocked look on Issara’s face. “You have everything to lose…again.” 
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    My brain was going to explode. 
 
    That’s how I was feeling right about now as I found myself slumped on the floor of some strange cage. 
 
    What the hell was in those squid things? 
 
    I rolled up on my knees, rubbing my blurred eyes, trying to see where I was. 
 
    It was all just a blurred mess. 
 
    I could make out the image of the pudgy Cuukzen still knocked out from the toxin, along with Kayasa. 
 
    Blink was also not active, just lying on the floor next to the Vrae female. 
 
    I kicked Mistuuk. “Hey, get up.” 
 
    I never do get tired of doing that. 
 
    Moans issued from the little guy. 
 
    “I know how how you feel, buddy.” 
 
    The bars of our small enclosure were becoming clearer. 
 
    I thought I saw something move next to us. 
 
    I moved up close to the bars to peer between them at a brown furry blob with yellow eyes staring back at me. 
 
    “Graa-naa-naa-naa,” came the sound from the small animal in the cage next to us. 
 
    It looked like some type of deranged monkey. 
 
    There were more cages. 
 
    I could see we were in a row of them now, ten or so on each side of us; and the smell, the smell was coming to me now. 
 
    Wonderful. 
 
    We’re in a zoo.  
 
    Mistuuk started to stir. “Where are we, Rels?” 
 
    Holding onto the bars, trying to look beyond the stone overhang we were under, I replied, “I’m not sure yet. I know we’re in a cage and there are others in the same predicament. I can tell you one thing, though.” 
 
    “What’s that, Rels?” 
 
    “We’re not in Cuukzenland anymore.” 
 
    “Graa-naa-naa.” 
 
    “What’s that noise, Rels?” 
 
    “It’s like a tamerak. Some monkey thing next to us.” 
 
    “Oooh. I like tameraks.” 
 
    “Have at it. Go talk to him. Maybe we can find out where we’re at.” 
 
    This is not a good situation we found ourselves in; then again, when has it been. 
 
    It looked as though things were starting to liven up as the sun descended behind the thick forest canopy I could see in the distance now. 
 
    Across from the row of cages and the overhang of stone above us, it looked like we were in some type of ancient city. 
 
    The ground outside was dirt. 
 
    Beyond that was another arched stone overhang. 
 
    It looked like a market. 
 
    These stone structures weren’t old ruins like the temple we escaped on Enil-lok. These stone edifices were new and kept up. 
 
    Similar in texture of those bush-creatures we encountered. 
 
    I’m sure they didn’t build it, but I was about to find out who might have. 
 
    I could hear rustling and movement in the distance. 
 
    It seemed the evening nightlife was about to come out. 
 
    Loud voices echoed through the stone passageways and structures beyond my sight. 
 
    A horn sounded as the markets across from us opened. 
 
    Vender stations with varying goods and wares parted open with their sellers awaiting customers. 
 
    There were even more strange animals in pens all around them. 
 
    The different beings behind the stands were odd except for their bipedal posture. Otherwise, they were much different from anything else I’d ever seen. Then again, we were on the other side of the galaxy, so maybe we were the odd ones here. 
 
    Heavy footfalls came from beyond the columns of the overhang. 
 
    A being of great height, at least nine feet tall, lumbered down the dirt roadway, passing by our cell. 
 
    A couple of other ones came from another direction. 
 
    They were barking out orders in a strange dialect of grumbled words.  
 
    Their bodies were massive, their arms the size of tree trunks, their heads were swept-back layered slabs of stone. 
 
    Each joint looked as if they were built from smaller brown stones or blocks as a robot was built, joints standing out, rough, and oversized. 
 
    They had engraved markings all over that etched their way through the stone slabs that covered them. 
 
    Some of the rune etchings had green fluorescent lines, like body paintings that flashed along the various symbols. 
 
    The green lines matched their bright green eyes that had an air of doom about them. 
 
    Interesting brutes, no doubt. The muscle of this place is incredible, I thought. 
 
    “Hey, Rels.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I think we’re being sold.” 
 
    “Sold?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s what I said.” 
 
    “I guess it’s better than being dead.” 
 
    A strange soft voice spoke my language from behind us, “That may still happen.” 
 
    I turned around to see a tall, lanky alien standing before our cage. 
 
    The face seemed to be a mask made of a large piece of broken bark from a tree, greenish-gray in color. It was smooth all around, no rough edges. 
 
    There were two small horizontal blue glowing slits for eyes and two vertical slits than ran down towards a squared chin that seemed to be the mouth. Only the eyes moved. 
 
    The faceplate had different sized circles or markings on either sides of the cheek area that overlapped. 
 
    Its neck was thin and grey in color, as were its limbs, which stuck out from a white robe that covered the upper torso and draped between the legs with the exposed hips and thighs covered in similar stoney or wooden shell. 
 
    The shoulders were also encased in a similar pauldron of the same strange material. I’m not quite sure if all of this was some sort of armor or a part of the body itself. 
 
    The lanky creature spoke again, “I’m Yren. I’ll be your interpreter.” 
 
    “How do you know my language?” I asked. 
 
    The being gestured to a device on the side of the cage. “This transmitter has been recording you as soon as you started speaking. I just listened and learned the linguistics of your speech.”  
 
    “Just like that?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m from a race of syntactical beings called Xty. We can decipherer languages with few spoken words. We also draw from the archives given by the Ancients for all the known races of the galaxy.” 
 
    Ancients. 
 
    “Hey, Rels. She may know about the Gashnee Ancients.” 
 
    Before I could ask, Yren came close to the cage. “We don’t have much time. You must trust me.” 
 
    “I’m in no position to do otherwise,” I said. 
 
    The strange linguist looked around outside the cage. “We need to get you out of here.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    “Don’t say anything to anyone who approaches you. Do not speak of the Gashnee or the Ancients. I’ll be back.” 
 
    “Wait. What is this place?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re in the city of Morikyn on the planet Tasashnee. You’re being sold into slavery.” 
 
    “Oh, wonderful.” 
 
    “I told you, Rels.” 
 
    “Can your friend walk?” She gestured to Kayasa. 
 
    I nudged the prone Vrae’s leg. No response. “She’s still out from the toxin.” 
 
    Yren tilted her head. “She should be awake by now.” 
 
    “Um…uh…well, she took a few more shots than we did and…” 
 
    Mistuuk interrupted with his perfect timing as always. “Rels used her as a shield on our escape.” 
 
    “We don’t need to go into the details right now, pudge,” I opened my eyes wide and stared him down, “Now do we?” 
 
    “Get her up before my return,” the alien interpreter said as she departed from us and ventured across the dirt roadway towards the vender shops. 
 
    I gestured to the pudgy Cuukzen to wake our Vrae assassin up. “Get Blink strapped to your back. We’ll worry about him later.” 
 
    “Got it, Rels.” 
 
    We had no choice but to trust this so-called master of language. 
 
    I just hoped we could get to these Ancients and get the information we came for before this trip got any more interesting. 
 
    This excursion has been anything but uninteresting. I have an arms-dealing, jojo fruit-loving Cuukzen I thought was a bounty hunter of information for a sidekick. 
 
    How much more interesting could things get? 
 
    I didn’t want to think about that too much. 
 
    My reminiscent thoughts of jojo fruit were broken away by a loud slamming noise. 
 
    The stone brutes were walking down the line of cages, banging on them with large clubs, waking all their prisoners.  
 
    One grumbling giant came to our cage. 
 
    It looked in. 
 
    It grumbled something, pointing to the downed Vrae female. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    The club hit the side before the stone creature ventured back down the line. 
 
    Another ratcheting noise sounded from under us. 
 
    We were moving. 
 
    A conveyer-type system moved the prison cages down to the other end of the row. 
 
    I could see them being loaded on a strange looking vehicle. 
 
    More stone creatures were at this loading dock watching the cages roll onto the back of this craft. 
 
    This can’t be good. 
 
    We were next-to-be loaded when the ratcheting stopped. 
 
    With a jarring halt, our cage stopped right before the back of a loaded vehicle. 
 
    One of the stone creatures threw up its arms and started yelling. 
 
    Coming up some steps was Yren. 
 
    She approached the brute and showed it some scrolls. 
 
    They argued for a moment until the brute gestured to another one of its kind. 
 
    This other stone monstrosity came over to our cage and picked it up like it was nothing, moving it to another vehicle in the middle of the dirt road. 
 
    It placed the cage down and pushed it in next to a few others. 
 
    The back ramp closed and our vehicle began to move. 
 
    I could see Yren near the loading dock looking on. 
 
    Dust flew into the air, thrown by the hover device the vehicle had beneath it. 
 
    As the cloud of dirt cleared and the vehicle rose, I could see the city complex better. 
 
    It reminded me of the Kaleelan peoples and their cities on the moons of Tranus or the Aztec structures of ancient Earth. 
 
    In the far distance, I could make out a massive towering structure; a four-sided pyramid edifice.  
 
    That place looks important. 
 
    Is that where we’re headed? I wonder if that’s where these damned secretive Gashnee Ancients are. 
 
    That answer came quick as the vehicle turned left and headed out an arched gateway and into the dense forest. 
 
    I guess not. 
 
    The sun had set over the triple canopy foliage which gave way to no light. 
 
    I watched the last bit of sunlight from the stone city behind us vanish through the brush as we ventured further into the darkened forest. 
 
    Mistuuk was still trying to wake up Kayasa. She took those squids like a trooper; although, she didn’t exactly have a say in the matter. 
 
    Well, better her than me. Then again, maybe she was the lucky one, drugged and not knowing what was going on. 
 
    Maybe I envied her a bit? 
 
    Nah. 
 
    So, we were off through an alien jungle; the three of us in a cage, four counting the bot, and not a plan to be had. 
 
    Sounds about right. 
 
    Where we were going was any guess, but our strange new host Yren knew. 
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    Shawna was furious when she left the entrance to the underground complex at Cheyenne Mountain. 
 
    She didn’t want any delays in her mission of rehabilitating the planet her ancestors were born on, and now this whole mess. 
 
    Captain Ronclar knew the mission parameters. 
 
    Why did he deviate from them? 
 
    The director understood the requests by the Keeper Adytum for the artifacts that were stored there, but she had made it clear that these secondary objectives would be met the following year, not at the beginning of the Earthiest Precept hours after landing. 
 
    Her irritation from the captain’s spontaneous adventure was interrupted by another, more fearful thought. 
 
    She froze as she noticed a moving mass out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    Shawna had stopped in the middle of the outside compound. 
 
    She didn’t make a move. 
 
    Rounding her left side, about three meters away from her and near one of the transport platforms, was a large gray form. 
 
    A Bassor wolf stalked. 
 
    Its head was down and its teeth were drawn. 
 
    More movement. 
 
    Shawna looked to her right and saw another wolf appear from behind some crates near a generator. 
 
    As she surveyed her position, she picked out another, then another. 
 
    Four Bassor wolves surrounded her now. 
 
    She reached for her Lancer pistol at her side, but stopped short as it elicited a reaction from the canines. 
 
    The huge animals growled, their teeth and gum lines exposed. 
 
    Their gold eyes locked onto her every movement. 
 
    She pulled her hand back away from her sidearm.  
 
    The wolves had the upper hand. 
 
    Maybe she could contact the security detail. 
 
    She had to try. 
 
    She raised her left arm to activate her wrist comms, but paused as this caused another growl from the wolves. 
 
    Did they know somehow? 
 
    Did the movement cause their reaction; instinct perhaps? 
 
    She noticed they were circling her but not advancing. 
 
    The wolves kept their three-meter distance as they paced around their target. 
 
    If she was wondering why they were not attacking or getting closer, she found the reason as it entered from the front gate. 
 
    Standing a few centimeters taller at the shoulder than the other four wolves, the larger black creature that now approached her was far more menacing. 
 
    The alpha, she thought. 
 
    He approached her. 
 
    Her hand went back down to the pistol. 
 
    The alpha male did not stop, but he did lower his head, his ears fell back, and he growled in the same manner as the others did with his teeth bared. 
 
    Shawna removed her shaking hand from the Lancer’s grip. 
 
    She clasped her hands together in front of her, not wanting to express any sense of aggression if that is what they were picking up. Her instincts screamed to either run or draw her sidearm. 
 
    She didn’t know what she was going to do. 
 
    Then, she realized…they were sizing her up. She didn’t know why because they had her cornered. She was no match for them, let alone a threat. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    A threat to the complex, she thought. 
 
    Her dread now deepened and her shoulders trembled. 
 
    That was their main priority engineered in their genes. 
 
    Protect this facility as if it was their own. 
 
    She was a threat to their den; their home. 
 
    Shawna knew they would defend it at all costs. 
 
    The alpha male approached to within a meter of the director. 
 
    Shawna could hear her own heartbeat in her ears and feel her pulse in her neck. 
 
    She couldn’t even swallow with the large dry lump in her throat. 
 
    She shivered, but never took her eyes off the alpha male, careful not to look him in his own eyes, she kept him in her periphery. 
 
    If they could smell fear, she thought, she was a trembling pile of it. 
 
    The alpha male sniffed the air to his front. 
 
    He was just out of arm’s reach. 
 
    He sniffed again. 
 
    Were they going to attack? 
 
    She didn’t know. 
 
    Her eyes widened when she saw the large black wolf suddenly tilt his head up and howl up into the air. 
 
    She flinched back and almost screamed. 
 
    Should she could grab her pistol and take a chance? 
 
    Maybe, if she could fire in time, the blast would stun or scare them and she could make a run for the hover unit. 
 
    Her fear froze any decision she would make. 
 
    The alpha male finished, lowered his head back down to look at her, and seemed to nod to her as he turned and walked back out the main gate.  
 
    The other wolves followed. 
 
    Shawna exhaled. 
 
    “Well, that was terrifying,” she said aloud, her hands still trembling. 
 
    Making her own way out the gate, she was cautious with her movement. 
 
    She could see the wolves enter the treeline of the forest on the east side of the complex wall. 
 
    The alpha male was the last to enter, but stopped before going in. 
 
    The massive animal looked back at Shawna, who was now near her hover unit, and made direct eye contact with her before it entered the forest and vanished among the foliage. Those golden eyes pierced hers even from this distance. 
 
    Shawna’s breath caught as their eyes met before she activated the comms on her hover unit. 
 
    “C-computer, did you relay the security message to the adjutant back at base?” 
 
    [Unable to perform order, director. There is interference from the mountain complex. All transmissions are being blocked.] 
 
    “Dammit.” 
 
    The hover unit hummed to life and she lifted off, heading back to base camp and the Erudition ship landing site. 
 
    “Computer, continue to relay message about the wolves to Captain Ronclar. He should be able to pick it up once he exits the tunnel.” 
 
    [Understood, Director Bowlan] 
 
    Her hover unit raced back over the treetops. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The director’s hover unit descended to the charging station next to the Erudition ship. 
 
    Four security officers approached her as she landed and exited the vehicle. 
 
    “Where is Natis?” Shawna asked. 
 
    One of the officers responded to her question, “He’s returning from the southern station. There was an incident with some wolves.” 
 
    “Wolves?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. They looked to be Bassor wolves.” 
 
    “I had a run-in with a few. We need to go back to Cheyenne Mountain and help Captain Ronclar. I wasn’t able to warn him about them.” 
 
    As they discussed the situation, a hover unit flew in and landed. 
 
    Stepping off the unit was the adjutant sergeant of the security forces.  
 
    “The wolves mean us no harm, director,” he said. 
 
    “I got that sense myself, sergeant.” 
 
     “They haven’t seen a Human in almost three hundred years, but they won’t hurt us. There were three near the southern camp, but they left after they investigated the recent activity to their area.” 
 
    “That’s good to know. I tried to communicate the wolf situation with Captain Ronclar who is at the Cheyenne Mountain Complex.” 
 
    The sergeant’s expression changed to one of curiosity. “Why is the captain there? 
 
    “Don’t ask. We just need to make sure that everyone is aware of the wolves and that no aggressive displays are shown in their presence. They may not attack, but that doesn’t mean we should give them any reasons to change their minds.” 
 
    “I’ll pass the information along to everyone, director.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The director left the security group and walked back up the ramp of the Erudition ship. 
 
    She had enough time delay with the captain’s excursion and now needed to get back to her task at hand. 
 
    Preparing the Earth for recolonization. 
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    “Since we’re not going anywhere anytime soon, tell me more about being a black market arms dealer,” I asked my imprisoned companion. 
 
    Our vehicle continued its unknown path through the dark, alien forest. 
 
    “I already told you, Rels.” 
 
    “That can’t be it. Why was she after you then?” I gestured to the unconscious Vrae. 
 
    “I think she was after you, Rels” 
 
    “No. No. No,” I said as I pointed at the pudgy Cuukzen. “She was after you. I just happened to be with you.” 
 
    “How do you know, Rels?” 
 
    I sighed and put my hands behind my head, “Basic reasoning. You see, back in the cave, didn’t she ask me if you had told me your real name? Referring to who you were?” 
 
    The little guy just blinked at me with those sappy eyes. “I don’t know, Rels. She could be after us both; and, come to think about it, I don’t know much about you either.” 
 
    I smiled at him. “That’s a fair question. What do you want to know?” 
 
    “I noticed you use different words in your language from other Humans I’ve had contact with. The words…they seem out-of-place, Rels.” 
 
    “How very perceptive of you, mister bounty hunter of the obvious. I like things from a simpler time in Human history, that’s all.” 
 
    “You don’t fit in with your own species, Rels.” 
 
    The pudgy Cuukzen just sat there looking at me with a thoughtful expression. 
 
    “How so?” Now I was curious, and frustrated, with where he was going with this. But, he was saved by the Vrae. 
 
    Our female guest started to stir and moan. 
 
    She was waking up. 
 
    “Good morning, sleeping beauty,” I greeted. 
 
    Mistuuk gave me a confused look when I said the word beauty. 
 
    “It’s a Human phrase, buddy, that’s all.” 
 
    “I think we’ve been in this cage too long,” Mistuuk mused. 
 
    “So now you’re a comedian, huh,” I grumbled. 
 
    Our Vrae cellmate crawled to the corner of the cage. “Where are we, Human?” Kayasa asked, reaching for her sidearm. 
 
    “We’re not in Vraeland anymore, Kayasa” Mistuuk chimed in. 
 
    “Now that’s funny,” I chuckled before answering her, “We’re on some unknown planet, in some part of the northern quadrant of the galaxy, in some strange alien cage, being taken to market as slaves. The alien rock people took your weapon.” 
 
    “You lie, Human.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    She was trying to make my face out, rubbing her eyes from the effects of the toxin. “How long have I been out?” 
 
    “Oh, not too long,” I said as I glanced at Mistuuk who was about to open his big mouth. “Not long at all. Right, Mistuuk?” 
 
    “Right, Rels. So, what are we going to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Wait for our mysterious contact I guess.” 
 
    Kayasa sat up. “What contact?” 
 
    “Listen up, Vrae…Kayasa. We have a contact here who said she would help us. We have no choice but to wait until she contacts us again. So, if we’re going to get out of this alive, you will have to trust us.” 
 
    Kayasa looked around the cage that held them. “I guess I have no choice.” 
 
    “I said the same thing and, no, you don’t.” 
 
    “What are those lights, Rels?” 
 
    “What lights?” I looked where he was observing. 
 
    In this triple-canopy jungle, I couldn’t see a meter in front of my own face, but there was something out there and it was glowing. 
 
    I now saw what the Cuukzen was looking at. 
 
    High in the trees there was an ultraviolet glow from what looked to be an oversized plant bulb. 
 
    The things were about the size of a large person. 
 
    These bulbs hung down from the canopy, giving off a light that descended to the forest floor. 
 
     “Those are some natural spotlights,” I said. 
 
    The forest surroundings were becoming easier to make out with more and more of these bulbs lighting the way. 
 
    I noticed they didn’t hang over the road but off to the sides near the tree line. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    “They’re nice, Rels.” 
 
    “At least they give us some visibility. Better than being in the dark. I’m sure we’re going to see some strange things on this planet. Bush squids and all.” 
 
    The Vrae spoke up, “So what are you doing here, Human?” 
 
    “Me? I’m just enjoying the scenery. Had a vacation coming and thought, well, where would I want to go? This was the first place that popped into my mind. I travel by cage all the time.”  
 
    She didn’t take too well to my sarcasm, as evidenced by her dark rolling eyes. “You’re hunting down the Gashnee Ancients.” 
 
    “When you’re on this side of the galaxy, you’re bound to meet interesting people,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at me. “What do you want with them? Do you side with them, Human?” 
 
    Mistuuk just sat there, listening and watching our exchange. 
 
    I smiled at her odd-yet-beautiful alien face. “You ask such a question on our first date?” 
 
    She crossed her arms and stared at me. Her composed face showed no movement but her eyes flashed as if she was going to fire plasma rounds out of them. 
 
    I was about to make another remark when I heard a slight whistle over my head. 
 
    The object whizzed by, inches from our cage. 
 
    “What was that?” I queried.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Mistuuk said as he tried to follow my gaze. 
 
    Everyone began looking around. 
 
    Another one flew past. 
 
    I followed the path of the object, which looked like a thin stick or pole that seemed to originate from the tree line. 
 
    A third flew overhead, close to the cage again. 
 
    “Someone is trying to get our attention,” I said. 
 
    “How do you know, Human?” Kayasa snapped. 
 
    “Look, Kayasa. Since we’re on a first-name basis now, how about calling me Rels?” 
 
    “No, Human. Something is shooting at us.” 
 
    I just shook my head. “Is the Vrae race always this perceptive? Of course, they’re shooting at us; but, if they were trying to hit us, wouldn’t they have? Whoever—whatever they are? Would you have missed, Kayasa?” I awaited the response from our wonderful cagemate. 
 
    “I think Rels is right.” 
 
    “Thanks, buddy.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s Yren, Rels?” 
 
    “I think we’re about to find out.” 
 
    As I looked along the hidden tree line, just beyond the ultraviolet glow of the dangling floral pods, a white, thin-tailed spark appeared. 
 
    The spark arced and flew towards us. 
 
    The electrical spear wasn’t intended for us, but the vehicle we rode on. 
 
    The lance hit the lift-rails of the craft. 
 
    I could see an electrical discharge cascade near the front. 
 
    The sound of more incoming projectiles came, slinging through the blackness.  
 
    Four more tendriled energy javelins flew and hit their target. 
 
    It seemed they were aiming for the propulsion system underneath. 
 
    They all hit. 
 
    More streaks of electricity showered around the ground and bottom of the craft. 
 
    “Hang on!” I yelled to everyone. 
 
    The vehicle shook and waned on its levitation device above the dirt road. 
 
    Things always get worse for us, I thought. 
 
    Can we ever catch a break? 
 
    I blame the Cuukzen. 
 
    Unlucky little kizard. 
 
    A hard jolt hit our cage. 
 
    We were tossed into the bars as the vehicle swayed from side to side before taking a nosedive into the ground. 
 
    The prison crates jostled and slammed around in the back of the carrier. 
 
    Whoever attacked knew what they were doing. 
 
    The massive vehicle slid along the ground then hit something, coming to a sudden stop. 
 
    Our cage was thrown from the back as the transport came to rest on its side. 
 
    The Vrae female ended up on top of me with Mistuuk wedged in the corner. 
 
    “The door’s open! This is our chance.” I reached for the bent lock.  
 
    I wrenched it open. 
 
    Just as I crawled out, I could see our captors were beginning to react to the situation. 
 
    One of the miniture stone creatures clambered out of the vehicle’s cab with a sword in its hand. 
 
    It must have activated the exterior vehicle lights as the surrounded area around the crash was lit up. 
 
    The scene was strewn with debris from the different crates and cages lying about. 
 
    Other animals and creatures crawled from their own opened imprisonments. 
 
    Besides some of the strange noises and moans of the injured, the jungle was silent.  
 
    The glowing spears had stopped. 
 
    “Stay close,” I said to the the Cuukzen and the Vrae.  
 
    We were free, but far from safe. 
 
    The other stone being emerged from the downed vehicle and pried open a door to the craft. 
 
    It began ordering something in a deep tone.  
 
    Five smaller beings were jumping out of the vehicle. 
 
    These people were shorter than myself, but taller than Mistuuk. They had large black round eyes on the sides of their heads with their snout swept forward to a narrow, blunt nose and mouth.  
 
    Their ears were long and flat against their heads, sweeping back, and their sage colored skin looked to have chestnut brown spots around the skull. 
 
    They wore some style of suit that was more leather than armor. 
 
    They looked relatively harmless compared to the stone ogres, but they displayed an aggressive posture as they went straight for the other escapees and began striking them with stun rods and whips. 
 
    I guess these are the wardens. 
 
    The round-up of prisoners had begun. 
 
    We were all crouched down behind a larger crate when the inbound projectiles from the jungle beyond started flying once again. 
 
    These new spears were smaller than the larger lances that had struck the vehicle. These were more like arrows. 
 
    The wardens were doing an excellent job of getting their captives back in the cages as the arrows rained down. 
 
    This is when one of the wardens noticed us hiding.  
 
    He gestured to another one and they both advanced on our location behind the crate. 
 
    I turned to Mistuuk and Kayasa and whispered, “We need to work together. You two head out on that side to draw their attention. I will delay and then come out on this side taking out one of them. Watch the sticks they carry. Look for any makeshift weapons. Ready?” 
 
    They both nodded.  
 
    I didn’t know if this was going to work; then again, we had no choice. 
 
    A good old bull rush. Not my personal style, but it will have to do. 
 
    The wardens got closer. 
 
    “Now!” I hissed. 
 
    Mistuuk and Kayasa rushed around the left of the crate.  
 
    I could hear the wardens yell, no doubt surprised by prisoners that charged them. 
 
    I waited for about three seconds before I left my cover and rushed around from the right. 
 
    The warden was looking at the other two engage his partner when I broadsided him. 
 
    We hit the ground hard. 
 
    I rolled and jumped back up. 
 
    I was quick, but so was my target. 
 
    The warden whipped his stun stick at me. 
 
    Before I could grab him, the stick went off. 
 
    It hit me like a bolt of lightning, right in the chest, throwing me off my feet. 
 
    I must have flown back about two meters before I hit the ground right under the ultraviolet light from a plant bulb above. 
 
    I got back up with a groan. 
 
    I could see that Mistuuk and Kayasa were grappling the other guard, pinning him to the ground. 
 
    The warden charged me. 
 
    I grabbed a handful of dirt and, at the last moment, threw it into his eyes. 
 
    I dove out of the way of his stun stick as the charged energy weapon hissed through the air. 
 
    I rolled into a crouch, then knocked the stick out of his grasp. 
 
    I landed a few punches to his head and chest. 
 
    He then dove at me, knocking me down. 
 
    He was strong for such a small thing. 
 
    We rolled along the ground and right through the light from the tree plant. 
 
    I heard a pop and saw a pile of goo shoot down from the bulb above, splashing on the ground. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    With our rolling momentum, I swung the warden off, into a tree. 
 
    I got up and ran halfway back to the ultraviolet ground marker. 
 
    The little warden got up. 
 
    I could see his teeth clench from its big round mouth. 
 
    “Come on. Show me what you got, kron,” I taunted him. 
 
    I extended one arm and waved him towards me as if inviting a friend. 
 
    He fell for it and charged at me. 
 
    I tucked into a backwards roll just as he got to me, grabbing his shoulders and up-ending him in the air over me and right into the bulb’s light. 
 
    The warden landed in the muck of slime from the first bulb’s popping just as a second bulb shot down its strange gunk from above. 
 
    It landed right on the warden. 
 
    Covering the little guy entirely, he was unable to move from the purple glob of whatever it was that encased him. 
 
    When I approached, I could see the skin of the being slush off its face, being melted away. 
 
    I knew the trapped creature was screaming, his mouth could still move, but I couldn’t hear any noise as this liquid ooze began dissolving its victim in front of me. 
 
    What was it? A carnivorous plant? 
 
    Disgusting. Lucky, but disgusting. 
 
    Then, the bulb above parted open and a long tendril, or tongue, slithered into the goo. 
 
    It started slurping up its catch. 
 
    The goo and still-dissolving parts of the warden began moving up the funnel towards the bulb. 
 
    This was my time to leave, for if I had anything in my stomach, it was about to come up. 
 
    Mistuuk and Kayasa had just dispatched their attacker. 
 
    I could see the other wardens near the downed vehicle with dozens of arrows in their now dead bodies. 
 
    The two stone creatures had been engaging something in the darkness judging from the several large lances sticking out of them. 
 
    A loud roar sounded from the darkness as a huge four-legged, horned beast came charging towards one of the stone goliaths.  
 
    The animal was as tall at the shoulders as the stone being’s chest. 
 
    Its body looked armored and the horns in the center of its forehead on each side were thick and blunt. 
 
    The huge rhino hit the stone being in the shoulder with one of its horns, sending it back as its right arm shattered off from its body. 
 
    I motioned the others to move behind the vehicle for cover as we watched the giants battle. 
 
    The prone gargoyle reached for his sword which was still in the other shattered hand on the ground next to him. 
 
    There were vibrant green strands or vines coming out of the open shoulder where the arm used to be. They just dangled like cut ropes, draping down along its side. 
 
    The horned beast turned and came back at the stone warrior in a full charge. 
 
    The stone creature bellowed at the rampaging beast approaching it. 
 
    The runes etched on the stone giant’s body glowed a bright green before it moved out of the way at the last moment of the charge, slashing at the horned rhino creature’s neck. 
 
    Its blade made contact, eliciting a roar of pain from the beast as purple blood ran down its mouth and neck. 
 
    Just as the golem turned to re-engage, a second horned creature charged out of the darkness, smashing into the chest of the stone behemoth with a direct hit and shattering the giant to bits. 
 
    Stone flew everywhere. 
 
    “What we going to do, Rels?” Mistuuk asked. 
 
    “What can we do?” I whispered back, in awe. 
 
    Kayasa moved up close to us. “We could run for the tree line.” 
 
    “We don’t know what’s out there. Those nice flowers are certain death if you enter their light.” 
 
    Mistuuk’s eyes lit up in a way I wasn’t fond of. 
 
    The vehicle we were behind shifted. 
 
    The last active gargoyle grabbed something from the cab and opened it up. 
 
    It looked like a club and chain. 
 
    The rock warrior swung it around just as the horned animal charged again. 
 
    The chain flew in the air, wrapping around the creature’s legs and dropping it to the ground. 
 
    The warrior drew out its own sword from a sheath on its back and went in for the kill; but, just as it swung down, the wounded rhino ran back in and sent the stone giant flying into a tree with a wrenching crash. 
 
    The injured horned animal raked its hoof in the dirt, ready to charge again. 
 
    The stone warrior got to a knee, stood up, took a step, and got slimed from above. 
 
    The goo of the plant bulb dropped and entrapped the stone giant. 
 
    “Well, that was interesting.” 
 
    “I agree, Rels,” Mistuuk piped up. 
 
    “Now what, Human? You have a plan for those?” Kayasa gestured towards the horned beasts. 
 
    I smirked at the Vrae. “At least you Vrae have a sense of humor; and no, I don’t have a plan for those.” 
 
    I didn’t need one. 
 
    As the horned beasts retreated into the darkness, Yren showed up. 
 
    “That’s Yren, Rels.” 
 
    “I’m glad we still have the bounty hunter of the obvious with us.” 
 
    Kayasa just gave me a strange look. 
 
    “She’s our contact.” 
 
    I walked towards Yren. “Do I have you to thank for this?” 
 
    “We don’t have much time, Human.” 
 
    “Please, call me Rels. The Vrae calls me Human.” 
 
    “As you ask, Rels. We need to get back to our camp as they will be sending reinforcements soon.” 
 
    “Lead the way.” I gestured to our new friend and rescuer. 
 
    She led us over to some even larger rhino-type animals. 
 
    These creatures were at least five meters at the shoulders. 
 
    They had harnesses and four saddles on either side with a platform on the top. 
 
    Just then, several dozen bush-camouflaged Xty came out of the jungle. 
 
    They approached us with lighted sticks, which gave off more visibility to our surroundings. 
 
    These Xty were taller and brawnier than Yren. 
 
    Each carried an alien weapon similar to a crossbow and what looked like a short spear.  
 
    This must be their soldiers. 
 
    Their eye slits were red, not blue like Yren’s. 
 
    “Rels, I would like you to meet Yrontik. He’s our honor lead,” Yren said, gesturing towards the taller Xty warrior. 
 
    Yrontik nodded, crossed both arms, and rested his hands on his chest. “Xon tres na yrox,” he said. 
 
    I did likewise. 
 
    Maybe it was a custom. 
 
    I looked at Yren for the meaning behind the alien language. 
 
    “He welcomes you as the advocate.” 
 
    “Great. The advocate of what?” 
 
    “He will take us to a safe place where we can speak. You will understand in time. Please, come.” She motioned us towards the horned creatures. 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders at Mistuuk. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The party left the scene of the ambush and headed into the darkened jungle. 
 
    So far, she’s at least lived up to what she said she would do for us. 
 
    Considering I’m halfway across the galaxy, I guess it’s good to have friends. 
 
    Still, I plan on keeping an eagle’s eye on the Vrae Kayasa. Even though we just got thrown into this mess together, she no doubt still has her orders, whatever they may be. 
 
    Either way, we’re still alive and still on our mission to find the Gashnee Ancients. 
 
    Things were getting interesting, as always.
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    The silent trip through the jungle came to its end a few hours after the ambush. 
 
    We got down from our horned transports and grouped up with Yren. 
 
    I could see a soft green light emanating from the ground around us. 
 
    My eyes were beginning to adjust as Yren guided us to a massive nearby tree. 
 
    These green lights were under all the foliage around the base of the trees. 
 
    I could see about ten meters before me now as I walked up to one of the leaves to touch it. 
 
    “These are tress leaves. They are…bioluminescent. I believe that is the correct word in your language?” Yren said. 
 
    “The production of light from a living organism. Yeah, that’s the correct word,” I acknowledged. 
 
    “They guide our path and block out those who would seek us out. Those who are true to the path will find their way.” 
 
    Kind of cliché but okay, I thought. 
 
    The light source was at the bottom of the leaf, visible from the jungle floor to view. If anyone was overhead, it would remain pitch black to them. “Nice trick, Yren.” 
 
    “It keeps us safe,” she said. 
 
    “Safe from what?” I asked. 
 
    She just smiled. “Follow me and all your answers will come.” 
 
    “Hey, Rels,” the Cuukzen chimed in as always. “I had a Toolu pet once that glowed in the dark.” 
 
    “You don’t say?” I shouldn’t have said that. Here comes more pet rants. 
 
    “Yes, Rels. They have weird skin and sleep all the time. But when it’s dark, they glow. They like to bounce and–” 
 
    I ignored him and continued to follow Yren until she came to a large exposed root. 
 
    Like some other jungles I’ve seen, these roots spread out from the base of the tree near the trunk, running along the ground several meters before disappearing under the dark soil.  
 
    This root was no different except it was at least five meters thick. 
 
    She walked up to a cutout in the side of the root. “Follow,” she said simply. 
 
    I looked back at our jungle guides. 
 
    A few were following us, including Yrontik. The rest stayed with the mounts. 
 
    Mistuuk just shrugged his shoulders at me. 
 
    The Vrae looked tense, but didn’t budge. 
 
    Better her than me. 
 
    As we followed Yren into the root of the tree, a passage opened within it. 
 
    There was green luminescent moss all around giving off faint light, illuminating the otherwise dark tunnel. 
 
    “Charming. More dark passageways,” I grumbled aloud. 
 
    “What’s that, Rels?” 
 
    “Nothing, buddy. Just talking to myself.” 
 
    “You do that a lot, Rels.” 
 
    We continued down a set of twisting corridors. We were now underground. 
 
    The root wall turned to a hard clay substance. It was white and smooth to the touch. 
 
    I could see a warm glow up ahead as we rounded one last corner. 
 
    We exited the passageway into a large underground room. It seemed, from our entrance, the bottom and center of the tree. 
 
    The subterrane was round and large enough to allow maybe two dozen people to stand or sit within its confines. 
 
    There was a firepit in the center with four wooden benches in a disjointed square. 
 
    It looked to be a ceremony chamber considering its four ornate stone pedestals on each corner of the pit itself. Each had stone bowls on top. There was a fifth bowl in the center, over the pit, raised on three stone tripod legs. 
 
    Yren walked to the other side of the room. “Please have a seat. You must be hungry from your trip.” 
 
    I suddenly realized just how hungry I was. We hadn’t had food in some time.  
 
    “Yes. Please.” 
 
    The three of us sat down on one bench. 
 
    Mistuuk took off his makeshift backpack with Blink strapped in and sat the bot down beside him. 
 
    One of Yren’s warriors brought us a basket full of strange-looking fruit. 
 
    I didn’t care what it looked like or where it came from. 
 
    I was eating it. 
 
    All of us started to devour the colorful bounty before us. 
 
    Strange texture, but it was edible. So, who cares, right? 
 
    Why did I expect the Cuukzen to make a comment? 
 
    “Hey, Rels. This one fruit tastes like–” 
 
    “Let me guess,” I stopped the little guy. “Like jojo fruit, right?” 
 
    “No, Rels,” he said, blinking at me. “It tastes like casin sap.” 
 
    Nope. Not even going to ask. 
 
    I was enjoying the pieces of fruit, but the question I had on my mind was still at hand, and it wasn’t about casin sap. 
 
    “Yren, I want to thank you again for your help. So, if you don’t mind me asking, why did you help us and what is this place?” 
 
    She folded her hands in her lap in what I thought was a very Human gesture. 
 
    “This is a hidden staging area. We’ll be safe from any prying eyes the Insights would send for you.” 
 
    “Insights?” I asked. 
 
    “What you call the Gashnee Ancients.” 
 
    Now we were getting somewhere.This is what we came for.  
 
    About time, I thought. 
 
    “We’re looking for them. We’ve come for some information–” 
 
    “On the Gashnee. Yes, I know.” 
 
    “Seems like you know a lot, Yren. So how do you know all this?” 
 
    “You are the ones the Gashnee call Advocates.” 
 
    “You used that word before. What does it mean?” 
 
    Yren turned and nodded to Yrontik, the Xty warrior who was standing against the wall. 
 
    He parted and walked back up the tunnel. 
 
    “Where’s he going?” I quarried. 
 
    “I think she’s trying to tell us, Rels.” 
 
    “I can see that, buddy, but I don’t like to be caught between aliens I don’t know and a Vrae assassin here to kill us.” 
 
    I turned to Kayasa. “No offense.” 
 
    She smirked. 
 
    Yren stood up. “Please allow me to tell you of the Gashnee prophecies.” 
 
    That got our attention. 
 
    Yrontik came back in with a large bag. 
 
    He opened it up and started taking out clumps of colored rocks and began to chant. 
 
    A ceremonial procedure maybe. 
 
    He placed a different colored rock in each bowl around the pit. The last one he placed in the center bowl above the fire. 
 
    Yren began to speak, “We Xty are the caretakers for the Gashnee Ancient who resides in the sanctuary of Gnotok.” 
 
    “The temple I saw?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s one of the three that are alive at any one time, correct?” I said, wanting to verify what the Cuukzen had told me several days ago back in my safe room on Aba-Qun Ta. 
 
    “Correct. We are governed by the Gashnee who once ruled this galaxy. We are destined to guard the Ancient who holds all knowledge of what is past and what is yet to come.” 
 
    Mistuuk’s ears perked up. “What about the other two Ancients, Yren? If they were three and split at conception, where are the others?” 
 
    “We do not know. Our path is here with the Insights we are bound to,” she said. 
 
    “What about the stone giants. Who are they?” 
 
    “They are known as Glyphterns. They are the builders of this place. They provide what is needed for the Insights. We are the translators and the guardians.” 
 
    “So, why did you rescue us and attack them?”  
 
    That’s the real question here, I thought. 
 
    “Our sect broke away from the Xty compendium. What you may call tribes in your language. We are now outcasts within our own race.” 
 
    “What’d you do, Yren?” Mistuuk asked. 
 
    She sat back down and gestured to Yrontik. “We discovered, through the Ancient, what the Gashnee were going to do upon their return.” 
 
    “This has to do with the prophecies.” I was anxious for her to get to the point. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “One in the time, many,” Mistuuk said, still smacking on fruit. 
 
    “That’s correct, Cuukzen.” 
 
    Yren also knew what race the pudge was?  
 
    “Do you know the Vrae Empire?” the Vrae spoke up. 
 
    “We do,” Yren said. 
 
    “Welcome to the conversation, Kayasa.” I shot a grin at our angry-faced companion before turning my attention back to our guest. “So, you know all of our races, Yren?” 
 
    “Yes. I knew of your race, Rels, as soon as I heard of your capture. I knew of the Cuukzen and Vrae once I saw them in the cage with you.” 
 
    “How do you know these things since we are so far from your quadrant?” 
 
    Now Yrontik came back in holding a pile of leaves that looked like a type of vine covered in white moss. 
 
    It was all clumped together. 
 
    Yren stood. “All will be explained. Please clear your arm so the skin shows.” 
 
    As we were doing so, she reached down to the pit and pulled up a green transparent container. 
 
    She opened the lid and took out a small ladled cup. “Please take a sip and pass it around. A small sip and no more. The yosden is a powerful telyrum.” 
 
    “A what?” If it tasted like the fruit, I didn’t want it. 
 
    “My apologies, Rels. It’s a serum.” 
 
    “And what does it do?” I inquired, not wanting any more surprises. 
 
    “It will help you see the events of long ago which brought you here today.” 
 
    That answered my question. Then again, we didn’t have a choice… Again. 
 
    I was getting tired of not having choices. 
 
    The cup was passed around and we all took a sip, except for the Vrae. 
 
    “Just take the drink, Kayasa.” I was in no mood for her antics. I leaned into Mistuuk. “Are they all this uncooperative?”  
 
    “Yes, Rels,” the Cuukzen didn’t hesitate to answer. 
 
    I rolled my eyes as she took her sip and passed it to Yrontik who took the cup. 
 
    Yren took a white vine and began wrapping it around her forearm. “Now, wrap your right arm like I’ve done.” She passed the mossy plant around. 
 
    Everyone did as she said. 
 
    She wrapped her other arm and passed the vine around again. 
 
    The white vine constricted, its small fibrous branches attached themselves to our skin. 
 
    I looked up to Yren for guidance if this was normal. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    The feeling was odd to say the least. Like an old blood pressure cuff squeezing with a slight pressure along the arm. 
 
    I felt a tingling sensation run up my arm as the serum drink began to play with my vision. 
 
    Everyone was connected by the vine on each arm, completing a circle within the chamber. 
 
    “Now, a warning,” Yren said. 
 
    “Now, a warning!?” I shouted, incredulous. 
 
    “Do not break the circle. It can lead to death. The effects you are feeling will allow you to see those events of times past. All will be answered.” 
 
    “Nice warning,” I murmured. 
 
    Yrontik lit the bowls around the pit as colorful smoke rose and mingled in the air above the room. 
 
    I needed to remind myself to thank Commander Parejas again for such an exquisite mission. 
 
    If I can remember any of it. 
 
    Maybe I could use  telekinesis or, better yet, I could send him smoke signals. 
 
    The colors were appealing. 
 
    Yeah, this is nice. I’ll just stay here for a bit. 
 
     “Does anyone else see blinking moths?” I muttered. 
 
    I was losing it for sure. 
 
    The smoke in the room began to take shape. 
 
    Images danced about us, forming and coming together, replacing the room with an event before our eyes. 
 
    It was surreal.  
 
    Couldn’t they just invent holo-projectors? They were much easier. 
 
    But not as fun. 
 
    This was fun. 
 
    Mistuuk looked to be enjoying himself as well, those big sappy eyes wide with his mouth agape, just staring away like he was seeing an endless stock of jojo fruit. 
 
    The Vrae glowered around the room, not enjoying this a bit. 
 
    Typical. 
 
    The image before me was now that of Earth. 
 
    Earth as it had been three hundred years ago. 
 
    Before the Kryth invasion. 
 
    Now this was getting interesting. 
 
    Let the colorful images begin. 
 
    Bring on the blinking moths. 
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    The afternoon shadows started to become longer along the ground near the Erudition camp. 
 
    The blue sky gave way to the colors of orange and magenta as the setting sun painted its grand tapestry against sporadic clouds and refracted light. 
 
    Director Bowlan was outside at a station completing her work on an air-particulate bot when a young female approached. 
 
    “Director, here are the other anemometer chips you requested.” 
 
    Focused on her task, the director answered without looking up from her work. “I believe Madilay needs those on station six.” 
 
    “She wasn’t at her station and I thought you could give them to her.” 
 
    Shawna stopped what she was doing. 
 
    She looked down the rows of stations outside the great ship. 
 
    Station six was empty of workers. 
 
    “I see. Thank you. I’ll see she gets these.” 
 
    The young science officer left her presence. 
 
    Shawna sighed. 
 
    An upset look crossed her face. 
 
    She tossed her tool down and with a purposeful pace, walked up the ramp of the Erudition ship, and entered. 
 
    The director made her way through the cargo hold, striding with conviction. 
 
    She had a purpose and both her expression and posture were obvious to the other crew members who detoured around her. 
 
    Shawna stopped another ensign walking passed. “Ensign, have you seen Madilay?” 
 
    “No, ma’am, I haven’t.” 
 
    Shawna nodded. “Thank you,” she said, continuing her quick pace through the hold. 
 
    She rounded an access shaft and ventured down between several large shipping containers. 
 
    When she came to a small alcove, she spotted what she was looking for. 
 
    Shawna stopped short of entering the small room. 
 
    She wasn’t happy with what she saw. 
 
    The two young adults were kissing against some conduit piping.  
 
    The director’s hesitation didn’t last long as she saw the young male begin to lift the back of Madilay’s shirt, exposing the brown skin of her science officer’s back, “Am I interrupting something?” she asked. 
 
    The two backed away from one another. 
 
    Shawna’s disappointed look first met Madilay, who looked down and away. 
 
    Shawna now drew her attention towards the male officer. 
 
    The director walked forward towards the two. “Officer Conyen, I believe you are still on duty. Am I correct?”  
 
    The young officer nodded. “Yes, director.” 
 
    “I will have your superior officer, Captain Ronclar, deal with you once he returns.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Shawna’s eyebrow lifted as he had yet to move. “You’re dismissed, Officer Conyen.” 
 
    The young male nodded once more and made his way out of the alcove. 
 
    Shawna approached Madilay. “So, young lady.” 
 
    Madilay looked up, defiant. “You can’t tell me what I can and can’t do.” 
 
    Shawna smiled. “No, I can’t always tell you what to do, but I am your superior and you are under my orders. Especially when we’re on duty.” 
 
    Madilay rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Let me ask you the same question I asked your young friend. Are you off duty, Science Officer Madilay Nallon?” 
 
    The young female was reluctant to answer. “No.” 
 
    “I see,” Shawna said as she walked right up to her. “So, you’re on my time, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then you have a task to do. This extracurricular activity is on your time.” 
 
    The young science officer glared up at Shawna. “You’re not my mother.” 
 
    Shawna put her hands on her hips and smiled. “No. I’m not your mother, Madilay. Your mother was a wonderful woman who just asked me to take you in and take care of you as my own when she passed.” 
 
    She put her hands on the young woman’s shoulders. “You’re a beautiful woman, Madilay.” 
 
    “I’m an adult. I can handle myself.” Madilay grumbled. 
 
    “Yes, a young adult. I can’t tell you what to do on your own personal time; but, you wanted to come on this mission and agreed to be under my orders.” 
 
    Shawna leaned in and kissed Madilay’s forehead.  “You can do whatever you want when you are off duty and on your own time.” She moved her hand to Madilay’s chin to lift her head up. “Understand?” 
 
    Madilay smiled. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Good. Now, let’s get those atmosphere bots in the air and, once we’re off duty, you can introduce me to your young friend. Sound good?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The two walked from the alcove, arm in arm. 
 
    “You’re lucky Commander Parejas isn’t here,” the director chided. 
 
    Madilay chuckled, “That’s why I didn’t join the Ordinance.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    They headed out of the starboard door to the ramp outside. 
 
    “He was kind of cute,” Shawna said. 
 
    Madilay smirked. “I know. That’s one of the reasons I like him.” 
 
    They both laughed as they walked through the rows of science stations. 
 
    The sun was setting and the evening sky was advancing over the remaining light when a low rumble came over the camp. 
 
    Shawna stopped with Madilay stopping beside her. “You hear that?” 
 
    Madilay was listening to what drew the director’s attention. “Yes. I can hear it.” 
 
    The rumble intensified, becoming more pronounced over the entire area. 
 
    In the distance, over the tree tops, arose a cargo ship. 
 
    Dozens of birds flocked away from the ascending vessel as the Erudition community came to life. 
 
    People flooded out of the ship to look at the sight and the tremendous sound roaring over the valley. 
 
    “What is that?” Madilay asked. 
 
    “It’s an old transport ship that was abandoned on Earth.” Shawna activated her wrist comms. “Security, rally on my location. I repeat, rally on my location.” 
 
    A few moments later, the adjutant sergeant and several security personnel arrived near the station next to the Erudition ship. 
 
    Shawna approached. “It’s a cargo ship from the Cheyenne Complex, sergeant.” 
 
    “How’d it launch?” he asked. 
 
    Shawna shook her head. “It’s Ronclar. He was at the complex and he was acting suspicious when I found him.” 
 
    “Why would he be on it?” the sergeant followed up. 
 
    “That, I do not know, sergeant. Let’s get to the complex,” she ordered.  
 
    The adjutant sergeant ordered two of his men to follow. 
 
    Madilay trailed after. “Can I come?”  
 
    “No. You stay here. Finish your work,” Shawna replied as she scanned her hand on the hover pad access panel. 
 
    The group jumped in their hover units and sped off toward the mountain complex.  
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The hover units flew over the tree tops at full speed and approaching the front gate of the complex. 
 
    Upon landing, all of them got off and assembled. 
 
    The sergeant came forward. “Lead the way, director.” 
 
    Shawna walked toward the gates and the inner walled complex. 
 
    The security personnel had their weapons drawn. 
 
    They came to the lift of the now-empty landing pad from which the transport had taken off. 
 
    Fresh smoke still lingered in the air. 
 
    Everyone got on the lift and ascended towards the top. 
 
    “Come in, Captain Ronclar,” Shawna broadcast over her comms. “Come in. Please respond.” 
 
    “Sergeant, contact the orbital station. Have them track down and contact the captain. Make sure they don’t target–” 
 
    Shawna gasped. 
 
    The shock on her face signaled to the group what she was looking at. 
 
    At the far end of the platform was the prone body of Captain Ronclar. 
 
    The group of four ran over. 
 
    Shawna slipped and fell as she got to the captain. 
 
    There was a pool of blood under the body that ran a few feet to the edge of the landing pad. 
 
    The sergeant grabbed Shawna’s arm to help her back to her feet, then moved and knelt to inspect the wrist of the captain for a pulse, as the throat of the victim was torn out. 
 
    “He’s gone,” he declared. 
 
    Tears welled up in Shawna’s eyes. “What happened here?” 
 
    The sergeant looked around, noticing footprints in the blood leading to a side stairwell. “Wolves.” 
 
    “What?” She approached the edge of the platform, looking down over the stairs. “I thought they wouldn’t attack Humans?” 
 
    “Unless they were threatened,” the sergeant said, pointing to a sidearm next to the body. “He didn’t know, director. They startled him.” 
 
    Shawna looked up to the sky. “Then who’s on that ship?” 
 
    “I’ll contact delta station, director. I need you back at camp. We’re losing light fast and I don’t want anyone out here until we figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    “What about the captain?” 
 
    “I’ll have my men attend to the body.” 
 
    She shook her head, understanding but still in shock, Shawna turned away from the sergeant, not wanting to break down at the situation before her. 
 
    “Are you alright, director?” the sergeant inquired. 
 
    “I’m fine. All of this is sudden and confusing.” 
 
    “I understand, but I need you back at base camp.” 
 
    “Yes, sergeant. Of course.” 
 
    Shawna glanced away from the platform to the tree line in the distance. 
 
    The daylight was waning and twilight was taking hold over the terrain. 
 
    Before she turned to leave, she spotted the alpha wolf, which was standing near the forest’s edge just as before. 
 
    She looked on, making eye contact before seeing the wolf recede into the foliage.  
 
    It was the same look it gave her when she first encountered the large creature. 
 
    Why did it spare her and kill the captain? Did he try and shot it? 
 
    And what was the captain doing with the cargo ship in the first place? 
 
    It was all so puzzling, she thought. 
 
    All these and many more questions crossed Shawna’s mind. 
 
    What was going on here? 
 
    She needed to contact the Ordinance and let them know what transpired here. 
 
    She turned, not looking at her friend’s body when she exited the platform, heading back to base instead wanting to remember him as he lay dead. 
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    The blinking moths exploded. 
 
    Whatever Yren had given us was working. 
 
    Mistuuk’s mouth still hung open, his eyes wide and staring in awe at the dancing decorated lights. 
 
    Kayasa looked like she was about to pass out, eyes heavy and head swaying. 
 
    The smoking colored pots above the fire swirled together around the room. 
 
    The image of the Earth, during the time of the Gashnee visit, appeared. 
 
    This I knew from the recovered Annals from the Adytum that Parejas declassified, but I was getting a firsthand account of it thanks to our new friends. 
 
    I could hear Yren speak above the painted imagery in the air, her voice resonant. 
 
    “The Gashnee Emissaries visited your planet, giving you the technology that allowed your kind to escape the Kryth Mahr’s invasion ten years later. This was not by chance.” 
 
    I could also see the Gashnee. 
 
    Through the smoke, the mysterious race emerged for the first time. 
 
    They were around two meters tall. 
 
    Their bodies were covered in flowing garments, but I could see their wide chests and broad shoulders. 
 
    The heads and faces were harder to see through the haze, but I could make out elongated and tapered faces. The eyes were angled, going up away from the cheek bones, and were wide and large. They were an incandescent blue with wisps of white swirls around the pupil. 
 
    The Gashnee were strange to say the least.  
 
    The nose was almost flat, just outlined enough to recognize the common feature among most bipeds. 
 
    The smoke flashed to another scene. 
 
    A massive wormhole opened, with what looked to be a Gashnee fleet entering through it, thousands upon thousands of ships joined, and then it closed. 
 
    Yren continued her story, “The Gashnee fled their galaxy of origin, based on the prophecy of stardust, as it has been told throughout time and space. Their choice was to trust the prophecy handed down to them by the Ancients, or to be no more. Their race was dying out, again foretold in the stars.” 
 
    The smoke churned and formed a double helix, a DNA strand hanging in the center of the room. Yren spoke, “Even their advanced technology could not cure them from the genetic degradation that was occurring within their ancient bodies. Over the centuries, the Gashnee’s cells were breaking down, generation by generation, they were ceasing to exist.” 
 
    Appearing behind the strand were twenty-four bi-pedal races. 
 
    There were Kryth Mahr, Cuukzen, Vrae, Mertiklask, and others. 
 
    I could see my own race. People standing around. 
 
    As each being came through the colored smoke, the double helix broke apart and swarmed towards each representative, meshing with their bodies until they glowed, then vanished. 
 
    Yren was humming or chanting an unknown song as this scene played out before us. 
 
    “M-Ty Mor-ee K-yan Osor-ta. M-Ty Mor-ee K-yan Osor-ta. M-Ty Mor-ee K-yan Osor-ta.”  
 
    Her eyes opened.  
 
    “The Gashnee’s genetic composition would be dispersed among these twenty-four known interconnected races. They hoped the prophecies spoke true as to a way of a cure for their race. Each strand would serve each race’s growth throughout the millennia. Once the Osor-ta finalized in one of the twenty-four races, the Gashnee would return to become the host race and continue the prophecy of the stardust as promised to them by the Ancients.” 
 
    She looked at me. “Your race, Rels, is the one the Osor-ta has chosen. Your race is to become the Gashnee from the one in the time, many.” 
 
    It was at this point that Mistuuk’s big head slumped against my shoulder. 
 
    My eyelids were heavy. 
 
    I understood, I thought, what Yren was saying. 
 
    The blinking moths exploded into DNA strands. 
 
    My head hurt as it swirled around the room. 
 
    I could see Kayasa leaning against the wall near the corner. 
 
    She was attractive, for a Vrae, even with the drool running out her mouth. 
 
    Why am I noticing this now? 
 
    I felt a warming surge go through my body. 
 
    The room turned upside down. 
 
    Everything was a blur. 
 
    My mouth was dry. 
 
    I’ve been here before. 
 
    Damn Kentucky whiskey. 
 
    That feeling of passing out. 
 
    Why does this keep happening to– 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Rels. Wake up.” 
 
    Well, that wasn’t the dream I was having. 
 
    Mistuuk’s voice came in like a pack of mopas; rough and annoying. 
 
    He was right in my ear. 
 
    “Can you hear me, Rels?” 
 
    “Yeah…yeah. Back up, you little pudge.” I swooshed my arm towards him, shooing him away. “I’m up. What’s going on?” 
 
    My head was pounding. 
 
    Yren’s elixir was strong. I need to remember to ask her for some. You never know when stuff like that could come in handy. 
 
    “This is your fault, Human,” the Vrae said. 
 
    I opened my eyes, trying to make out the face of our charming traveling companion. 
 
    Swirling colors, then blinding light. I closed them again. “Wow, that’s bright.” 
 
    I opened them once more to see flashing lights right in front of me. “Hey. Get the bot out of my face.” 
 
    “She just wanted to say hello, Rels. Blink hasn’t seen you since she was powered down.” 
 
    “I wish I could say the feeling was mutual. Hello, Blink. Go away.” 
 
    The bot moved back. 
 
    I turned to Kayasa. “What do you mean it’s my fault?” 
 
    “The Xty female said your race will be part of the Gashnee when they return, Human. That’s why it’s your fault.” 
 
    “Oh, that makes sense. But do you have to call me ‘Human’ every time? Can’t you just call me Rels already?” 
 
    Kayasa just crossed her arms at me. 
 
    I guess that’s a no. 
 
    “Yeah, Rels. You’re connected to the Gashnee. That’s not good,” Mistuuk chimed in. 
 
    “Thanks, buddy.” 
 
    Now our Xty guest entered the small room we were in. 
 
    “We don’t have much time. We need to move you as soon as we can,” Yren said. 
 
    “Why? What’s going on?” 
 
    Yren seemed on edge. “We found one of our sentries dead about an hour ago, along with some tracks. It looks like the stone giants and the honor guard are searching for you.” 
 
    “Who’s the honor guard?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re Xty loyalists to the Ancients. They still think that I am part of that loyalty. I can’t be found out, for the safety of the resistance. Your destiny lies on the other side of the galaxy, Rels, not here. You must make it back to help your people fight the coming Gashnee incursion.” 
 
    I stood up. All of this was moving way too fast for my liking. “Okay, wait. I understand what I saw in the smoke, the Gashnee returning to reclaim what was promised to them by some ancient prophecy, but why me?” 
 
    Yren stepped up closer to me. 
 
    Her eyes pierced mine with purpose and finality, “Because you searched us out. This was not by chance. The prophecies state that the host race is the Osor-ta, the everlasting life for the Gashnee; or, everlasting sleep if the time of stardust is not met. Your race can stop the Gashnee, Rels. The prophecy can end and the galaxy can be spared from this eternal darkness which now approaches us all.” 
 
    Well, that was a little overwhelming. “Yren, why are the Gashnee–” 
 
    “We’ll have time to speak later. We must get you all to a safer place. Come, follow me. It will be star-rise soon. We need to move before then.” Yren turned and left the small hovel under the tree. 
 
    We all followed her out of the subterranean passage we had come down hours before. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    I could see more of the forest as we exited from Yren’s tree haven. 
 
    The soft light of dawn pushed against the darkness along the horizon. The brighter stars still twinkled overhead through the tree canopy as the night phase of the planet was giving way to morning. 
 
    “Looks like everyone’s up,” I said. 
 
    The warriors, led by Yrontik, approached. 
 
    Yren and Yrontik began a private conversation in their own strange language. 
 
    Mistuuk stepped up to my side. “So what are you thinking, Rels?” 
 
    “I’m thinking of a stronteg beef sandwich right now.” 
 
    The little guy was perplexed by my answer. 
 
    “I don’t think they have strontegs around this place…” Mistuuk put his hand to his chin. “Oh, I see. You’re not really thinking of sandwiches right now, are you, Rels?” 
 
    “Gooood. You’re getting the hang of sarcasm now; and, no, I’m not thinking of sandwiches. Well, a little now, but no.” 
 
    “He’s thinking how he got us into this predicament,” the Vrae pitched in. 
 
    “Oh. Still blaming me for all this, huh?” I approached her. “We didn’t drag you down that tube or shove you through that one-way door now did we? If I remember correctly, you followed us. You should be thanking me, if anything, for saving your life.” I turned away from her. 
 
    “I should be thanking you, Human?” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    Can she at least curse my name? Just once? Is that too much to ask for? 
 
    “Yes.” I turned back to face her. “Thanking me. I could have left you with those tree creatures and the squid-darts instead of dragging your unconscious body around.” I got close to her, my face centimeters from hers. “You Vrae are not the brightest beings by any means.”  
 
    Her eyes blazed with rage. 
 
    I’ve seen that look plenty of times before, followed by a good slap to the face. 
 
    Good thing customs are different among alien rac– 
 
    She backhanded me. 
 
    Okay, maybe not all customs. 
 
    That one hurt more than most. 
 
    Mistuuk’s mouth parted as he stood between us watching. 
 
    Before I could counterattack with my charm, I felt a presence; as if the eyes of the whole forest were upon us. 
 
    Because they were. 
 
    I turned to look. 
 
    Every Xty was watching. 
 
    “Nothing here. Just normal sentient greetings from one race to another,” I said. 
 
    “Rels, Yrontik is going to get all of you to a secure location,” Yren said. “We just had to make sure the route was clear as to not jeopardize the resistance enclave there.” 
 
    Yrontik nodded. 
 
    “He will give you weapons to take along your journey.” 
 
    “How long will it take, Yren?” 
 
    “Half a day to cross from here to the Twin Tears.” 
 
    “Twin Tears?” I asked. 
 
    “Waterfalls. Near the great drop-off of the river that feeds the ancient temple of Gnotok to the south,” Yren responded before gesturing to Yrontik. 
 
    Yrontik put a wooden whistle up to his lips and blew. 
 
    No sound came from the instrument. 
 
    A few moments later, the ground began to tremble and three large quadruped creatures lumbered up the path to our location. 
 
    They weren’t as large as the horned riding beasts, but were still big and looked like nothing I’d ever seen. 
 
    At least, nothing I’d ever seen from my side of the galaxy. 
 
    Their fur was the first thing that stood out. 
 
    It was rough, almost rigid, and colored like the bark of a tree. 
 
    Nice camouflage. 
 
    It seemed every creature we encountered had some connection to the jungle, in some form or fashion. 
 
    Their front legs were longer than the back legs. 
 
    On each front paw, there were two large, hooked claws. Each about as thick as my arm. 
 
    The other claws were large, but not rounded at the ends like these two were. 
 
    Their heads were small and round for the size of their bodies. 
 
    Their eyes were round and dark, blending in with their fur. 
 
    Despite all that, they looked docile. 
 
    One’s pink tongue flicked out. 
 
    Yren approached. “These galony will take you to our encampment.” 
 
     It was then that I noticed the strange saddle on the backs of these wooded fur-beasts. 
 
    “How do I ride them?” I asked. 
 
    “You ride prone, tight to their back,” Yren said moving towards the creatures. “Your arms will insert into the saddle slots on either side, as will your legs. This keeps you close to the creature as it swings through the trees.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “That’s how they move. They’re tree swingers.” 
 
    “Tree swingers? Like, swing high above the ground, from tree to tree?” 
 
    “That’s what she said, Rels. I can’t wait.” Mistuuk beamed, his eyes wide. He was bouncing with excitement. 
 
    “You’re not afraid of heights are you, Human?” Kayasa said with ease, strolling up to my side. 
 
    “Did you see me have any issues with the ore buckets?” 
 
    She smirked. 
 
    I knew the game she was playing. 
 
    It was getting on my nerves. 
 
    I saw Yrontik speak to Yren. 
 
    Yren nodded to her warrior before turning back to us. 
 
    “You three need to go now. There isn’t much time. The galony know the way to the enclave. They will get you there safe.” 
 
    “Not enough time for what, Yren?” I asked. 
 
    My answer came. 
 
    An explosion echoed through the dense foliage of the jungle. 
 
    Everyone turned in the direction. 
 
    “They’re coming. Now go,” Yren said. 
 
    “What about you, Yren?” Mistuuk asked. 
 
    “We will stay behind with Yrontik and his warriors. We will hold them off until you escape.” 
 
    “We can help, Yren,” I offered. 
 
    “No. You must go now.” She approached me. “We will meet again, Advocate.” 
 
    The explosions drew much closer now. 
 
    Yrontik’s men ran past us, heading into the dense jungle leaves with staffs, spears, and bows ready. 
 
    We each climbed onto our galony creatures. 
 
    The saddle was what Yren had said, it held tight to the body and was made for the rider to lie down on their belly. 
 
    My hands held onto handles deep within the leather arm coverings. 
 
    My legs found the leather leg holsters which came up to the knee. I buckled them closer to a snug fit. 
 
    I couldn’t get any closer to this animal if I tried, and I just discovered a new smell as well. 
 
    Chalk that one up as one of the best I’ve inhaled. 
 
    I’d rather sleep with a pack of wild rontok mud-suckers than to inhale this foul stench. The mud-suckers urinate through their skin and they still smelled better than this thing. 
 
    I imagined putting up with the arid smell for a day’s journey as I saw the looks on my companion’s faces. 
 
    Mistuuk’s eyes were watering as he tried strapping Blink to the back of the galony, keeping his head up and away from the animal as far as possible, almost toppling over due to his extended stretch. 
 
    I could see his nostrils flare as he tried to fend off the new-found smell. 
 
    The Vrae wasn’t having the best of times, her whole face scrunched up to minimize how much of the stench she took in with each breath. 
 
    At least I can get some enjoyment watching those two suffer. 
 
    Sometimes, it’s the small things that matter. 
 
    It really is. 
 
    “You all strapped in?” Yren asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I managed to reply. 
 
    Mistuuk and Kayasa just nodded. 
 
    Yren made an animal-mimic call with her hands over her mouth. 
 
    The bark-furred beasts grunted and lumbered down the path. 
 
    I looked back to see Yren. 
 
    I hope this will not be the last time I see her. We wouldn’t be here without her. 
 
    I focused back to controlling my stomach as movement was added to my already nauseated state. 
 
    Our galony were bounding side by side at what seemed a brisk jog for the large beasts. 
 
    Mistuuk shot me a quick grin, while the Vrae grimaced and looked away. 
 
    Nothing changed with these two. 
 
    Off on another wild mystery adventure…and straight for an enormous tree. 
 
    The path through the jungle veered to the left, around the large wooden obstruction in our way. 
 
    My galony didn’t budge from its direction of travel. 
 
    I knew what was about to happen. 
 
    “Hold on!” I yelled out to the group. 
 
    The beast started grunting about fifteen meters before the tree and accelerated, moving faster towards the massive trunk. 
 
    The other galony moved to either side of the large tree in front of me and headed toward two other trees. 
 
    Things were about to get interesting, if they hadn’t already. 
 
    With one last grunt, my galony jumped up. 
 
    The creature ascended the tree with ease. 
 
    The jungle floor receded below as we passed through the first foliage layer of canopy, then the second. 
 
    The animal was nimble, twisting and turning around large branches as it continued to climb higher and higher. 
 
    It ran up the tree as a horse would run through a pasture. 
 
    What seemed like an awkward animal on the jungle floor was a graceful and elegant canopy dweller. 
 
    Light broke aboveas we moved past the final layer of tree cover. 
 
    The valley and scenery that was before was stunning in its beauty. 
 
    I could see white billowy clouds dotted across a purple-blue sky.  
 
    The triple-canopy jungle went on beyond the horizon, at least from what I could see. 
 
    The galony moved off the main trunk and came to a stop on a large branch. 
 
    Now this was a view. 
 
    I heard a dim voice call my name. 
 
    It was Mistuuk. 
 
    They were on another branch of a tree not too far away. 
 
    He waved. 
 
    I waved back. 
 
    The Vrae did nothing, but I could guess she was still grimacing. 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    Seeing her unhappy always seemed to brighten my mood. 
 
    I looked out over the valley that stood out in colored abundance before us. 
 
    On the edge of the green canopy, there was a majestic turquoise river cutting through the green and blue landscape in the distance that ran all the way to the temple that we had seen on our arrival. Its four-sided top could be seen from our incredible vantage point. 
 
    I took in the breeze and enjoyed the serene landscape. 
 
    The peace was broken as the sudden quiet snapped me back to the battle that raged below us. 
 
    Yren. 
 
    I couldn’t hear explosions any longer. 
 
    Were they captured? 
 
    Did they make it out? 
 
    Was the dense canopy dampening the sound from far below? 
 
    I didn’t have much time to ponder the questions as the galony tensed. 
 
    The creatures grunted to one another, sniffing the air and listening for something that must have been on the wind that I decided wasn’t worth checking even if I could smell through my mount’s musk.  
 
    It wasn’t just the sound of explosions that was gone. 
 
    The buzzing of alien insects and rustling from unknown creatures below were also quiet. 
 
    The jungle around us was silent. 
 
    The galony I rode on let out a deep barking sound to the others, which they acknowledged back in return; and, before I knew it, the animal I was attached to by a body-hugging saddle leapt off the branch we were on and fell. 
 
    That got my attention. 
 
    My heart raced. 
 
    My grip inside the saddle became a personal struggle. 
 
    I’d never held onto my sidearm as tight as I did these hand bars. 
 
    These creatures were either suicidal, crazy, or both. 
 
     Just like the bounty hunter of information I teamed up with yelling in delight as we plunged. 
 
    In a matter of seconds, we were going to find out how crazy things were going to get. 
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    A knock came on the chamber door to Mordon Tallis’ personal quarters. 
 
    Another, urgent and rapid, knock followed. 
 
    The Assembly leader walked down some stairs with a backdrop of a glass wall overlooking the nightscape of Evoke’s city lights. 
 
    “Computer, who’s at the door?” Tallis queried. 
 
    [Assemblywoman Qurinden.] 
 
    “Let her in.” 
 
    The door swung open and in rushed the female cyborg. 
 
    Tallis approached. “What do I owe this unexpected visit, Kayleon?” 
 
    “Why did Commander Parejas lock me out of the Annal archives to the Gashnee data cell?” 
 
    “You could have holoed me about this. It’s a bit late tonight, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I wanted to take this off the hard-sources of communications. I didn’t want traces.” 
 
    “Why the secrecy, Kayleon?” 
 
    “Do you know why Parejas denied my access to the Gashnee data cells or not?” 
 
    Tallis laughed, “Well, who knows what that man’s reasoning is. He does what he wants when he wants. Sometimes, I think he just overreacts.” 
 
    “I was studying the prophecies when I was told my clearance was no longer valid. Can he do that, Mordon?” 
 
    Tallis smirked. “When it comes to matters of safety and security, Parejas can do just about anything.” 
 
    “I thought we were going to use the information on the Gashnee to help Parejas build trust with me again? It seems like it has strained it further.” 
 
    Tallis sat down on a couch in the center of his living room. “That was the idea, but Parejas in now focused on the Gashnee Ancients after Captain Strathin’s return.” 
 
    “It doesn’t feel like Parejas trusts anyone.” 
 
    “Parejas trusts Parejas.” 
 
    “What should I do, Mordon?” 
 
    Tallis thought for a moment before answering her, “I say just let the issue go for now. Let’s not make a scene of it. Let the man protect the colony, for that is his ultimate task. Our aspirations should be far greater when it comes to the freedoms of the people of Janus. We need not worry about an ancient race or the ways of war. The Precepts should take precedent.” He looked at her. “Don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Of course, but I thought we wanted to bridge the gap between the Ordinance and Assembly.” 
 
    “And we will.” Tallis stood, walking back towards the stairs. “In time, my dear. Let the current events of Captain Strathin’s return play out. We still have a supporter in the military. We will call on our friend, Captain Bossarios, when the time is right.” 
 
    Kayleon tilted her head down in disappointment. 
 
    Tallis smiled at her. “We will fill our time with removing Martial Law, the oldest of Precepts.” 
 
    Her robotic head rose and her singular red eye focused on Mordon Tallis. “Can that be done?” 
 
    “It can. I’ve been working on the argument.” 
 
    “Are the votes there?” 
 
    A wider smile creased Tallis’ smug face. “They are, my dear.” 
 
    “What about the commander?” 
 
    “He is but one vote.” 
 
    “Yes, Mordon, but they have the four critical votes to overturn any Precept.” 
 
    Tallis leaned in. “Which are?” 
 
    “The commander, of course. Then you have High Keeper Brentice, Commander Takkar, and Provost Marshal Sentel.” 
 
    “You’re getting warmer, Kayleon. Keep going.” 
 
    She paused before continuing,“The four are lockstep behind Parejas in defending the colony. The Marshal Law Precept is the foundation of our security and therefore our colony, as Commander Parejas always states so elegantly.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t use the word ‘elegantly’ but continue,” Mordon sighed. 
 
    “The High Keeper respects Parejas’ position and knew his father. They were the most trusted of friends before his death.” 
 
    “Your thought process astonishes me, Kayleon. But, please continue.” 
 
    Kayleon moved about the room, thinking, “Commander Takkar hates politians as much as you dislike the military.” 
 
    Tallis chuckled, “Yes, that he does.” 
 
    “That leaves the Provost Marshal. He is the main proponent for keeping the law. He oversees the law in his position and sides with Commander Parejas on its necessity.” 
 
    Tallis’ slight smile crept up on one side of his mouth. 
 
    Kayleon’s one eye stopped moving at the notion she just stumbled upon. “The Provost Marshal.” 
 
    “Correct, my dear.” 
 
    “Has he turned on his position?” she asked. 
 
    “I doubt it. He’s worse than listening to the commander when the idea of its removal comes up.” 
 
    “Then I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Parejas just pushed for increased security status because of the Gashnee encounter and Captain Strathin’s return. The same exact status we were at when the Ordinance retook Earth.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand, Mordon.” 
 
    “The Provost Marshal is still missing, is he not?”  
 
    Kayleon gasped. “The duress clause.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    “Can that be done? Can you use that protocol with the Marshal’s absence?”  
 
    “Yes, well, there are a few more pieces that need to come together.” 
 
    “Like what?” she asked. 
 
    “I need all of the Assembly’s votes.” 
 
    “Do you have them?” 
 
    His eyes twinkled. “I have most, but I still need a couple more. One in particular.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “You. I don’t have yours yet, Kayleon.” 
 
    She did not answer right away as the scope of what the Assembly Leader said was not lost on her. 
 
    “I understand, Mordon.” 
 
    “Do I have your vote then?” 
 
    “This puts me in a troublesome position with Commander Parejas. It would give him even more reason for him to distrust me.” 
 
    “It would, but I could see if I can get you access to speak to Antiquity again.” 
 
    “Antiquity?” 
 
    “You consider her a friend, don’t you? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Tallis began to walk around her, “I know you two enjoy each other’s company since, well, you’re the last two of your kind; even if she doesn’t have a physical body.” 
 
    Kayleon watched Tallis move around her. 
 
    “I may be able to have the High Keeper lift the restriction on your access to her, minus the Gashnee archives, which he will not allow.” 
 
    “Are you persuading my vote, Mordon?” 
 
    Mordon gave her a serious look. “I wouldn’t be the Leader of the Mount if I wasn’t any good at what I do, but first I want to hold an open forum in the Comitium Court on the matters of Martial Law.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The court likes your reasoning and respects your counsel, Kayleon. Your reputation can help our cause.” 
 
    “Is it wise to open the court? You know the discourse could have unintended consequences against our position on this Precept. It’s not required, Mordon.” 
 
    “I know. I believe an open invite to the Assembly, the advisory council to the Mount, and all those business magistrates whom have an interest in the matter, will enable them to speak their minds. This will benefit our resolve to have Martial Law overturned by opening discourse and discussion; of course, with the Provost Marshal’s absence as our insurance.”  
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then you agree?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Good. I will see about reestablishing the connection between you and Antiquity. Now, let’s dispense with the conversation for now.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mordon. Good night.” 
 
    “Likewise, Kayleon.” 
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    Mordon Tallis could hear the chatter as he approached the Comitium Court. 
 
    He smiled to himself as he entered the pillared archway of the open-air forum, for this was his true vernacular medium. 
 
    This was where the fine arts of rhetoric and reason could be practiced among the intellectuals of law and philosophy. 
 
    This was a place to discuss the boundaries of the colony’s ideals, where decisions to mold the future of mankind were made, and where one’s own brilliant strategies and achievements were upheld and recorded within the data cells of the sacred and coveted Annals.  
 
    Tallis walked near the back of the pillars and colored banners, watching the conversation taking place between the powerful and opportunistic members of the Court. 
 
    Tallis did his dealings in such company before proceding to ratify Precepts in front of the Assembly.   
 
    Tallis looked over the patrons of the Comitium that had already arrived, beginning their debates and rants, vying for position in an endless foray of political posturing and intricate mischief.  
 
    He couldn’t wait to begin his own plan of removing Martial Law. 
 
    He knew it was no secret, and that everyone knew which side everyone was on. This was a matter of giving those who may lose favor a way out, and to make sure they were well compensated for their trusted support, especially those still in doubt or uncertain of their own position on the matter. 
 
    It also helped keep those in line who might want to forgo the formal setting and take their beliefs to the populous. 
 
    Therefore, Tallis thought, such a venue existed. 
 
    To make sure everyone came to an honored agreement without any outside influence or tampering. 
 
    It was to keep everyone in honest check with the ideas of the Assembly, and to hold them accountable. 
 
    He stopped short behind a pillar before he made his presence known to the others. 
 
    Tallis took in his surroundings. 
 
    He closed his eyes for a moment to honor those governing bodies of Earth’s past. 
 
    Tallis revered this place as hallowed ground. This place was sacred, for it turned the ideals of the colony into the laws of tomorrow. 
 
    In the Court he stood, the Comitium Court was just like the architecture at the Keeper Adytum, based on a mix of great empires from Earth’s past. 
 
    The Roman Empire, with its white Tuscan granite tapered columns, red and purple colored banners adorned the periphery. Green vines that covered the outer court walls with spaced Cyprus trees along the outer perimeter. 
 
    The floor the Assemblymen walked on was of ancient Nipponese culture. Deep brown, planked flooring graced the Court’s groundwork, while beautiful padded and ornate wooden chairs sat throughout the open venue. 
 
    The entryway to the Court was covered with a curved overhang supported by more Roman columns and etched with ornate tapestries between the beams. 
 
    The contrast between the white granite and the dark browns of natural wood was striking. 
 
    This visual and structural history led to the center, where a white granite pedestal held an open hearth. 
 
    The smokeless fire added to the grand bejeweled crown of the darkened night sky above, its blazing fire reflecting off the pillars. 
 
    This had been Tallis’ idea. 
 
    An eternal flame to remind those who worshipped at the altar of law and order, that this fire represented a light in the darkness for the colony’s future. 
 
    The conversational air among the gathered men and woman, dressed in fine robes and other historical garments, wafted from their own self-claimed importance within the Comitium Court as Tallis drew in his own worthy breath. 
 
    This was where they would reclaim their history. 
 
    A male voice pierced the overtones of chatter. 
 
    “Mordon, my friend,” the voice said. 
 
    “Traddus,” Tallis answered, recognizing the voice and approaching a small group of lawmakers and the man who had called his name. 
 
    “I was just telling Kayleon here, Mordon, how impressed I was with her rebuttal on the Cuukzen Accord.” 
 
    Tallis looked over, smiling to his cyborg friend. 
 
    She nodded at his gesture before he turned his attention back to the Assemblyman. 
 
    “She did a fine job. She’s becoming even more of an elegant speaker than yourself, Traddus.” 
 
    Traddus chuckled, “Indeed. She has learned from the best.” 
 
    “Then that would exclude you, Traddus.” Tallis remarked. 
 
    Traddus now let out a hearty laugh. “A man of many words, but few taken seriously.” He turned to Kayleon. “See, Kayleon, the exchanges and barbed remarks are to be sidestepped and avoided at all costs around here. Mind the substance, not the rhetoric.” 
 
    Tallis smirked. “Yes my dear, always watch out for those who have your back.” 
 
    “Come now, Mordon, shall we continue to press each other’s viewpoints until all fall under your beliefs?” 
 
    Kayleon and Traddus looked at the Assembly Leader, waiting for a response. 
 
    It didn’t take long. 
 
    “Until one like you yourself, Traddus, understands the importance of lifting Marshal Law from the people, one cannot have one’s thumb on those who grant your position on the Mount, without listening to their utmost desires, and expect no repercussions from them.” 
 
    “The people are fine, Mordon. You embellish the   reasons of what the masses desire. That is why we’re here, is it not?” 
 
    Before Tallis could respond to his fellow Assemblyman, Kayleon spoke up. 
 
    “Gentlemen, I think a drink is in order, to celebrate our coming together as the great thinkers for the colony. Would you both agree?” 
 
    “Kayleon, your delicate touch in these conversations has my deepest admiration,” Traddus said before turning his words to Tallis, “Shall we grab a drink before the debates begin, old friend?” 
 
    Tallis nodded his agreement. 
 
    The group walked over to a banquet table laden with fruits and varying foods. 
 
    Tallis grabbed a chaliced drink from the table and began to watch the others speak in their tight-knit groups. 
 
    He could discern who was with whom and what stance each took on the matter that he so longed to lift, just as he knew where Traddus stood. 
 
    The power was shifting and now was the time to strike.  
 
    While the iron is hot, he thought. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t too long before another guest spoke up above the mingling in the court.  
 
    “Leader Tallis,” the voice of a female politician broke through the murmers. “Shall we commence with the arguments for and against Precept Sixtenth” 
 
    With cup in hand, Tallis motioned. “By all means, Cerin Aonn. Please, commence with the discussions.” 
 
    The off-shoulder robed female stepped up near the center of the flame. 
 
    All guests’ eyes were on her, awaiting the first volley regarding whether to keep or disband Marshal Law. 
 
    “My fellow scholars,” she began. “I have come to regard the Sixteenth Precept as both a blessing and a curse.” 
 
    Conflicting voices of agreement and disagreement on her opening statement filled the forum. 
 
    “Here, here,” was heard from some, along with the others calling, “Nay.” 
 
    Mordon Tallis sat back and glanced at those he knew opposed his own viewpoint on the matter. 
 
    Cerin Aonn was one such politician who did. 
 
    She continued, “It keeps the citizens of Mydian safe under the watchful protection of the Ordinance. It also keeps us prisoner, not able to leave the system and venture beyond our home planet as free people.” 
 
    “Then it’s time to spread our wings and let our people be free,” Tallis joined in. 
 
    Cheers went up on Tallis’ remark. 
 
    Just as quick, boos and shouts met against the hurrahs for removing Martial Law. 
 
    “Come now, Mordon,” Cerin said, “Spreading our wings to a certain extent is one thing. Asking for cultural recklessness is another.” 
 
    Tallis laughed, “ ‘Cultural recklessness?’ You’re stretching the bounds of what I’ve said.” 
 
    The female politician took a step closer to Tallis, her eyes narrowing. “Have I stretched what you’ve said, Mordon?” 
 
    “Indeed. You have.” 
 
    The crowd held a close breath as to what events may unfold between the two greatest minds in the Assembly. 
 
    A smile creased Cerin’s face as she looked upon the Mount Leader. “You see, Mordon. What you have asked is precisely that; the end to Martial Law without any confines to those freedoms you want to bestow to the people. It’s dangerous.”  
 
    Tallis smiled. 
 
    Her rant, he thought, would play into his support for removing the Precept he was after. She was stretching things because she had nothing else to stand on. 
 
    She was desperate. 
 
    He would have her continue her careless path. 
 
    “Please, Cerin, continue and enlighten us on these so-called ‘dangerous’ freedoms you speak of.” 
 
    She did not hesitate. 
 
    “You see these flames.” She pointed, walking around the bonfire in the center of the forum, drawing everyone’s attention.” They represent freedom.” 
 
    She pointed next to the surrounding outside pillars. “And these pillars of stone that surround the fire. They are the borders between freedom and anarchy.” 
 
    She whipped around to look at her political adversary. 
 
    Her eyes were locked in once again on the Mount Leader. “You see, Mordon. It’s alright to speak about and argue about how far the pillars should be placed, but to want all fire and no pillars…is foolish. We would all burn.” 
 
    Murmurs erupted amongst the members. 
 
    The fiery reflection in Tallis’ eyes was not so much from the eternal flame in the center of the Court, but that of his burning hatred for the words his colleague had just spoken. 
 
    How true they were. 
 
    The whispered voices buzzed with emotion. 
 
    No doubt, the decided minds of some were beginning to question and those who wavered would reconsider once more. 
 
    Tallis’ own fire rose inside him. 
 
    He stepped forward. 
 
    His lips parted open— 
 
    She spoke before he did. 
 
    “And what of the threats? Commander Parejas speaks of with the Kryth and the rumors of the lost Gashnee race returning as an even greater menace?” 
 
    His internal abhorrence exploded at the thought of Commander Parejas’ name being spoken here and used as a wedge to drive her point against him. 
 
    This venue was where Tallis had cut his teeth on the politics of what was possible within the confines of the Mydian government. 
 
    It is what brought him to this position of power. 
 
    He revered this forum. 
 
    Tallis’ eyes flashed with hatred at the thought of what Parejas had told him years ago. 
 
    That this place, the Comitium Court, was a den of thieves.  
 
    Cerin now used his name to back her words instead of standing for her own ideals. 
 
    She’d gone too far. 
 
    The Assembly Leader placed his arms behind his back to contain the anger which now boiled up from within him, gripping his arms. 
 
    He needed to keep his composure if he was to refute what his colleague had said, and bring those who have waivered on her words, back to his side. 
 
    Tallis forced a smile. 
 
    He took one last step towards Cerin, but before he could speak, another spoke for him. 
 
    “I agree with Assembly Leader Tallis,” Assemblywoman Qurinden said as she strode up to the center flame and next to her friend on the Assembly. “We need to expand our freedoms and allow commerce and exploration to happen within this free society of ours.” 
 
    “This is what I speak of, Kayleon. The safety of that freedom,” Cerin added. 
 
    The single red eye turned and focused on Cerin Aonn. “Yes, Cerin, but you seek no expanded freedoms from the Ordinance’s containment of them.” 
 
    “Yes, but–” Cerin tried to add to her argument, but with no luck. Assemblywoman Qurinden had the floor, along with the attention of everyone in the Court. “You see, Cerin, the citizens want Martial Law lifted. They are not asking for anarchy, as you assume. They want to expand on their own and stake their own claim among the stars. They are tired of being on the same planet, not allowed to venture off and find new frontiers of trade and exploration.” 
 
    “Regardless, the Kryth and Gashnee threats are real, Kayleon. You can’t deny matters of fact.” 
 
    “What are facts but one’s own arrogant interpretation of the obvious; which can be deceptive can it not? I put forth to you now that Marshal Law can always be reinstated if need be. Allow the citizens of Mydian the freedom to choose their own destiny. And they will follow you anywhere.” 
 
    Kayleon circled the luminous fire. 
 
    She had complete command of the Court. 
 
    “I say to you, Councilwoman Cerin Aonn, and all those who oppose lifting of Precept Sixteen. What argument can you make if you use the same repeated words as the Ordinance? What does it say about free minds and the enlightenment of expressing one’s passions of thought and wisdom among our peers? Are we not crafting the future of the colony with our Precepts? Are we not the guidance for the governed? Do we not gather together in the hopes of making a better tomorrow, without the chains of military overseers upon us?” 
 
    Tallis smirk deepened as his friend spoke. 
 
    He did enjoy the display of craftsmanship Kayleon was exhibiting on the exact matter he called the gathering for. 
 
    The cyborg approached the Councilwoman. 
 
    “Cerin, let’s discuss the Kryth and the Gashnee as an argument. The Kryth are at a loss for what has happened to them. They are in no position to invade the Mydian system, according to the Ordinance’s own brief on the situation. They may seek out small engagements, but the tactical landscape has changed against them. Even the Vrae Empire now sees an opportunity to rise against them, since we have become a new threat to the Kryth Mahr Domain. We can garner many new allies that were once under the oppression of their Kryth masters. The Domain is starting to see their borders less secure, and their weaknesses are exposed. We have tossed a stone of uncertainty into the waters of interstellar space. It is our time to expand and enjoy the riches and bright future that true freedom brings.” 
 
    Councilwoman Cerin hesitated taken aback by the speech, but she pressed on to make her point. 
 
    “That may be true, but–”  
 
    “It is true,” Kayleon cut her off. “For haven’t the first freedoms from the Earthiest Precept passed proven that the citizens we govern want their freedom? They have been without it for centuries.” 
 
    No one said a word.  
 
    Truth had been spoken. 
 
    Tallis knew he had them where he wanted them, thanks to Kayleon. 
 
    He just needed to add a last piece of kindling on the fire, he thought. 
 
    “But what of the Gashnee threat Cerin mentioned, Kayleon? What of that?” Tallis asked. 
 
    Cerin shot Tallis a poisonous glance. She knew where he stood and him asking such a question was surely bait. 
 
    “The Gashnee, a threat? The evidence is mild, if any, from what the Ordinance reports,” Kayleon said. “This is a race that saved us from certain annihilation. They reached out to us in friendship. They taught us how to explore and enabled us to escape the Kryth invasion. How do we know they mean us harm? The encounter around the wormhole could have been mistaken identity, could it not? It’s too soon to say. Will they return at all, as these so-called prophecies of theirs say? We don’t know. Until there is a real and present danger or war declared on our race, we must continue with the lifting of the Sixteenth Precept and move on with our lives; not fearing the future or the past, but embracing and learning from both. Let Marshal Law not pacify us with wild and unchecked emotions from fearing the unknown.” 
 
    “Here, here!” Tallis exclaimed. 
 
    The fire in the center of the court blazed as the voices fell silent. 
 
    The Comitium Court was built for this reason; for those enlightened to reason among themselves to better the Mydian society. 
 
    It had its purposes, for the powerful and affluent. 
 
    On this night, it had its purposes for Mordon Tallis. 
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    The blurred image of a face from the bottom of a class shifted as Commander Parejas placed his cognac down on his desk. 
 
    Light scattered across his rigid face from the holo-image displayed before him. 
 
    The commander sat back in his darkened personal quarters, watching the light source within the office display imagery from the Gashnee confrontation which the Flashpoint had faced.  
 
    His hand waved the images and recordings across. 
 
    Shenta was in deep thought and missed the beep at his door. 
 
    He stared at the projected light, watching with intense focus. 
 
    A second beep broke his concentration and he removed his hand from his chin. “Enter,” he said. 
 
    The commander didn’t take his eyes off the data he was so fixated on, waving his guest over to him. 
 
    Captain Takkar pulled up a seat in front of the large desk. 
 
    “Does this urgent, late-night meeting require me to have a drink in hand?” Takkar asked. 
 
    Parejas smiled, waving to the bar. “Indeed. Help yourself.” 
 
    “You don’t have to point the way. I know where it’s at,” the captain said as he made his way over to the spirits cabinet. “You could have just called me and I would have told you the story to put you to sleep instead of looking over the data again.”  
 
    The captain returned to his seat opposite the commander. 
 
    Shenta looked over at his good friend. “Yes, but your stories are always so much better in person.” 
 
    Takkar smiled and raised his class, “Good point. So, what draws me from my interrupted slumber?” 
 
    “See? You said that with such charm.” Shenta remarked. 
 
    Takkar chuckled, looking at the image. “So, what do we have here?” 
 
    With a wave of his hand, Parejas moved the display image in front of the two men. 
 
    “We received a message from the Earth expedition. It came in a few moments ago. Dated yesterday. Watch.” 
 
    The holo-image ran the transmission as Takkar looked on. 
 
    The face of Director Shawna Bowlan appeared. 
 
    [Commander Parejas…] 
 
    Takkar glanced at Shenta. “Formal.” 
 
    “Keep watching,” Shenta replied. 
 
    The transmission continued, [I wanted to report several incidences that have occurred since our arrival. I wasn’t going to send this until the most recent tragic accident took place. I need to report the death of Captain Ronclar. It seems there was a mishap with one of the Bassor wolves in the area. We thought they posed us no harm due to their genetic programming, but something happened with the wolves that lead to Captain Ronclar’s death. We’re still investigating.] 
 
    Takkar sat up in his chair, eyes wide. 
 
    “Wolves? Well, there’s a bedtime story for you,” Takkar muttered. 
 
    [The other two vary in their severity. I will let the Ordinance determine the priority of each. The first one happened upon our arrival in the Sol system. We encountered some Kryth pirates scavenging through the wreckage of their destroyed stations. They left the system as soon as they detected us. No other Kryth have been encountered. The second report is a bit more mysterious…] 
 
    Takkar rolled his head towards Shenta. “Thanks for waking me up.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Both men continued to watch and listen as Director Bowlan touched upon her final report. 
 
    [As we were setting up the atmospheric stations, Captain Ronclar vanished to the Cheyenne Mountain Complex. As I searched for him, I came across the captain in one of the sealed Earth archives. He was speaking to someone with some strange device. I couldn’t recognize the other voice as it was encrypted. Upon my interruption, the light and voice went out. When I inquired, he said he was speaking to himself and just looking over some of the unique Gashnee items that the Keeper Adytum wanted on our return. This was our secondary mission to be followed in the second year from our arrival. I do not know what he was doing. This was the last time I saw him before his death.] 
 
    Takkar downed the last sip of his Cognac. “Gashnee, huh?” 
 
    Shenta nodded. 
 
    Director Bowlan finished her report. 
 
    [The last event came yesterday when an old transport shuttle lifted off from the mountain complex. When we arrived, we saw the captain dead on the platform. There was no one we knew of on the transport when it left. It headed out of the system before we could intercept it. We believe the captain programed it to rendezvous back in Mydian. It was also carrying some of the unknown artifacts from the vaults, including some Gashnee tech left over from their first contact. Even though we are a bit shaken here, morale is good since we’ve started to reverse the atmospheric effects from the Kryth’s bio weapons. I will send a follow-up report in the coming days. I hope all is well there. I miss you. Director Bowlan, out.] 
 
    The light flickered and vanished. 
 
    The dim lighting around the room broke the slightest darkness between the two men. 
 
    Takkar picked up his glass. “How about that.” He shook his head. “Gashnee artifacts? One big crazy mess, this is. And here I thought the wolves were interesting.” 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” Parejas said. 
 
    The captain put his hand to his head. “I’m thinking about Captain Strathin. This is just too much coincidence here if you ask me.” 
 
    “I agree. But before we jump to conclusions, we need to locate this ship and intercept it before it gets back to Mydian.” 
 
    Takkar stood up. “Agreed. I can take the Flashpoint and Kason’s Reavers to pick it up.” 
 
    Shenta smiled. “Thanks for volunteering, but we need to investigate more and find out what is going on before we dilute our ranks. All this for a derelict cargo ship? We still have the Kryth lurking in the shadows near Mydian, if you remember.” 
 
    “Of course. Excuse me while I pour another one. I’m going to need it,” Takkar said, raising his glass. 
 
    “Please, by all means.” 
 
    Takkar dispensed his drink, took a sip, then turned back to the commander. “So, another heart-to-heart talk with our long-lost captain is in order?” 
 
    “It would seem so,” Parejas said as he stood and moved over to the viewing window. “I’ve spoken to him, as has Keeper Renske. I think we need a captain-to-captain talk now." 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “Go easy on him, Jesan. I still believe what he’s told us. I don’t think there are any connections here, but we can’t take any chances.” 
 
    “What about his crew?” 
 
    Parejas paused, looking out toward the stars. “I’ve deliberated over this, but have continued their lockdown and ordered a fresh scan-and-sweep of their ship.” 
 
    “And what of the cargo ship that’s on its way?” 
 
    “There, we have some time.” Shenta turned from the window towards his friend. “The cargo hauler’s engines are older Gashnee tech from back in the day. It will take the ship a year to reach Mydian. This will also give us time to track it and investigate any collaborators that have been working with Captain Ronclar.” Shenta turned back to his friend. “This cargo ship should come into range of the first Deus antenna in a day or two. We will pick up its track then,” he paused for a moment, “Let me ask you, who would want old Earth relics…of the Gashnee variety?” 
 
    Takkar frowned. “The Keeper Adytum?” 
 
    “My initial thought as well. They’re so enamored by history. It all may be harmless but, then again, we have to check every angle,” Shenta said, hand going back to his chin in thought. 
 
    “So, the Adytum has a love affair with old stuff?” Takkar quipped. “What else is new?” 
 
    “Yes, but watch the old part. We’re not spring benides, you and I, Jessen.” 
 
    “How can I forget?” 
 
    The two men raised their drinks. 
 
    “To old history,” Takkar toasted. 
 
    Shenta chuckled, “To history, my friend. To history.” 
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    The wind blew in from the north, rustling the blue-green leaves above me as I dismounted the galony I rode. 
 
    My galony rested on an outstretched branch high above the valley floor.  
 
    I am going to need a deep  massage after this little trek. 
 
    I’m in pain. Some serious muscle-aching pain here. 
 
    As I took a step on the strange massive webbed branch, my knees gave way. 
 
    I hit the honeycombed bark hard, rolling over in sheer exhaustion. 
 
    We had been riding and swinging through the trees for over an hour. 
 
    My body was tense. 
 
    This mode of transportation sucked. I was beyond miserable. 
 
    I wouldn’t wish this upon my worst enemy. 
 
    I take that back. 
 
    I would wish it on Kayasa, though. She deserves it. 
 
    I just hoped my Vrae companion was far worse for wear than I was. 
 
    I wonder if her head was spinning as mine was. 
 
    Damned creatures. 
 
    I kept seeing loop upon loop. Sky. Forest floor. Sky. Forest floor. Sky again. 
 
    What a horrible experience. 
 
    I rolled over on my side. I looked through the tree-climbing creature’s legs, over to the other tree next to me. 
 
    Grinning in pleasure, I saw the Vrae heaving out her internals. 
 
    Someone is worse than I feel. 
 
    Good. 
 
    I think I’ll lie here and watch. 
 
    I can do this all day. 
 
    Yep. All day. 
 
    “Hey, Rels.” 
 
    Moment broken. 
 
    Never a moment goes by that I’m at peace. 
 
    Not one. 
 
    I rolled onto my back, looking up to the branch above. 
 
    There was the big-eyed Cuukzen waving at me with his cheeky grin. 
 
    He seemed unscathed. Just fine. 
 
    Not fair. 
 
    “How you doing, Rels? That was fascinating. I think my galony is faster than yours. We got here first. Where’s Kayasa?” 
 
    I just pointed over to the other tree without responding. 
 
    His galony couldn’t have missed a branch? Not one? 
 
    My luck. 
 
    “Hey, Rels?” 
 
    “What?” I replied while rubbing my face. 
 
    “Do you think we can eat these berries the galony are eating? They look eatable.” 
 
    “Do they look like jojo fruit?” 
 
    “Kind of, Rels.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re good then. Eat up, buddy.” 
 
    I sat up to get a better look at our surroundings. My eyesight was returning. 
 
    The roaring sound caught my attention first. 
 
    There was a thunderous cascade of hundreds of waterfalls across the valley. The river we had seen earlier running to the temple, this must be its source. 
 
    The rushing white water bounded over natural rock steps, one after the other, in a continual dance of turbulence and beauty.  
 
    It was mesmerizing to watch. 
 
    All that water churning, the ebb and flow of turquois ribbons, rolling and twisting their way over and around flattened rock plateaus.  
 
    I’ve never seen its equal.  
 
    “Hey, Rels. Catch.” 
 
    I turned just in time to see an alien fruit thrown my direction. 
 
    I caught it just before it hit me in the face.  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    I took a bite. 
 
    Not bad. 
 
    I didn’t know if it was eatable, but since the galony hadn’t keeled over and Mistuuk looked alright, I guess it’s good. 
 
    You can’t beat decent food, a majestic view, and fresh air. 
 
    “Hey, Human,” the Vrae spoke from her perch. 
 
    Well, I guess that might beat it. 
 
    “Ah, good day, sunshine. Great timing as always.” 
 
    Kayasa sneered at me. “Would you mind passing some fruit over. My animal won’t share with me.” 
 
    “I like him already.” 
 
    I reached over to the pile of fruit my galony had collected from a tall branch, grabbed a few, and tossed the fruit to her. 
 
    “Thanks, Human.” 
 
    The things I do. “Oh, it’s my absolute pleasure.” 
 
    “Hi, Rels.” 
 
    I jumped back at Mistuuk’s greeting. 
 
    The pudge was right next to me.  
 
    “Where’d you come from?” 
 
    “I climbed down the tree.”   
 
    “Fantastic.” 
 
    “Where do you think we are, Rels?” 
 
    I had no idea. Not even a clue. 
 
    We were at the whims of these tree climbers, and the reassurance of our guest, Yren, that we were heading to a safer place. 
 
    “I don’t know, buddy. I guess we’ll wait and see.” 
 
    “Human,” the wonderful voice from over yonder called out again. “Do you know where we are?” 
 
    I turned. “Do you want to know, Kayasa?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have asked,” she grumbled. 
 
    If she wanted to know, fine. “Okay. We are on an alien planet on the other side of the galaxy standing across from each other on two tall weird-looking trees eating mystery fruit while you nag me. How’s that?”  
 
    I gave her a toothy grin. 
 
    She glared at me from her treetop. 
 
    I turned back to Mistuuk. “Why would I know where we’re at? Do I look like a nav-compass?” 
 
    Something made a splat as it hit me square in the back.  
 
    “She threw the fruit at me, didn’t she?” I asked the pudgy Cuukzen. 
 
    Mistuuk just nodded his head. 
 
    I turned back around to see her smiling at me, hands on hips. 
 
    I guess I deserved that.  
 
    At least she’s smiling. 
 
    She does look better that way, in a strange, uptight, Vrae sort of way. 
 
    Before I could respond with another witty comment, my galony grunted and froze.  
 
    “What’s up with you, big guy?” 
 
    It just sat motionless. 
 
    Its nostrils twitched and flared.  
 
    Its eyes darted. 
 
    I put a finger to my mouth, facing Kayasa for her not to make a sound. Her smile dropped. 
 
    I gestured with my hand to our surroundings to show something was out there. 
 
    At least she understood simple hand signals, as she started looking around. 
 
    Mistuuk whispered to me, “They sense something, Rels.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I too was trying to sense what spooked them. 
 
    My instincts picked up the rushing water behind us in the distance. 
 
    Where did the other sounds go? 
 
    The forest was silent again. 
 
    Not a single sound could be made aside from our own breaths. 
 
    We were all looking around trying to discern what might have caught our galony’s attention. 
 
    They were uneasy. 
 
    This made me uneasy since I knew what animal instincts could discern over human sensory abilities. 
 
    “Get on your mount, Mistuuk,” I told him. 
 
    “Good idea, Rels.” 
 
    “And make it slow. No sudden movements.” 
 
    The galony grunted and turned. 
 
    They were facing a large tree on the other side of the forest’s edge.   
 
    I motioned to Kayasa to mount up. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    I approached my creature, keeping an eye on the far side. 
 
    The galony fidgeted again. 
 
    I could feel its heart rate as I strapped myself in.  
 
    Something had caught its attention, something life-threatening. 
 
    This was a simple fight-or-flight response to…something. 
 
    What could it be? 
 
    I didn’t want to find out. The last alien surprise had almost liquefied me. 
 
    Not wanting to wait any longer for who-knows-what, I grabbed my last torso strap to the saddle. 
 
    My galony groaned.  
 
    Its body lowered into a defensive position and its bark-textured hair bristled underneath me. 
 
    My strap slipped from my hand. 
 
    A sudden screech echoed through the jungle from the far tree, interrupting my hurried strapping-in. 
 
    That got my attention.  
 
    I waited for any movement, any slight twinkle or sparkle from anything that drew such hush from the surrounding jungle. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Silence still awaited our ears. 
 
    Not a single forest creature chirped or moved. 
 
    Everything was motionless. 
 
    Everything was waiting. 
 
    Awaiting what was my concern. 
 
    That answer didn’t take long to come. 
 
    Sure wished I had my Lancers right now, but no, all I had was a stinking tree-bear. 
 
    I’m usually pretty good at being aware of my surroundings and understanding what’s going on around me. 
 
    Back on my side of the galaxy, I’m never surprised. But this alien planet has thrown me through a loop. 
 
    This cursed place had something new around every alien tree. 
 
    Adjusting to the unknown is hard; but, if you don’t adjust, you’re dead. 
 
    It didn’t take me long too spot it. 
 
    I was adjusting. 
 
    It was there, among the blue-green leaves of the tree across from us, that this unknown creature hid. 
 
    At first, I thought this thing shrouded itself among the leaves for cover. 
 
    Looking closer, I could see that it had its own leaves, or feathers, that mimicked its environment. 
 
    The wind rustled these leaves on the new creature.  
 
    I could not yet discern a complete outline. 
 
    What was it? 
 
    It sure got the galony spooked. 
 
    Whatever it was, the thing was patient. 
 
    I followed the blue-green leaves along its body to the branch it was standing on. 
 
     There, gripping the bark of the tree, were two larege and taloned feet, blending in with the honeycombed branch it stood on. 
 
    A perfect blend of animal and nature. 
 
    Too perfect. 
 
    Everything on this planet blended itself with its surroundings, a relationship of symmetry and color. Form and function. 
 
    The camouflage was impressive. 
 
    I still couldn’t locate its face or body shape. 
 
    Neither did my companions, by the looks of it. 
 
    I looked up above my positon at Mistuuk. He was still looking around. 
 
    Kayasa was also searching the jungle growth to our front. 
 
    They hadn’t picked it up yet at all. 
 
    My galony was still nervous. 
 
    Whatever this thing was, it was a threat to the galony and to us. 
 
    I still wanted to know what we were dealing with here. 
 
    I searched harder, trying to find out the form of the beast that looked to be aware of us. 
 
    It was the taloned feet that caught my attention. 
 
    There seemed to be four. 
 
    Was it a quadruped like the galony? 
 
    That would at least help me in figuring out its overall shape and size. 
 
    But, that wasn’t the case. 
 
    It was a second pair of feet.  
 
    There were two; side by side. 
 
    My eyes didn’t stop there as I focused on the branch above them and all the damn branches on that damn tree for that matter. 
 
    I counted four separate, hidden unknown creatures. All perched on the branches. 
 
    At least I knew how many we were dealing with, if they meant us any harm. 
 
    Those were going to be my famous last words. 
 
    Another screech was let out by one of the unknown feathered animals. 
 
    I could see the mouth or beak under the colored camouflaged feathers now.  
 
    Repulsive didn’t even begin to describe it. 
 
    This mouth had six beak-like orifices with jagged teeth on a protruding jaw. 
 
    The opening flared out when it screeched, like some kind of terrifying flower. 
 
    The other creatures joined into the ominous chorus.  
 
    “Not good, Rels!” Mistuuk yelled out. 
 
    My precise sentiment. Not good. 
 
    The creatures across from us unfurled their wings, they had those too, screeched, and leapt off their perches towards us. 
 
    The strange bird-bats dove down, talons out. 
 
    My galony jumped straight off our branch and dove towards the forest floor. 
 
    I came halfway out of my saddle as I hadn’t finished putting on my torso strap. 
 
    I hadn’t had time for anything. 
 
    The galony were on the run. 
 
    Tree branches flashed by as we fell about fifteen meters before the galony reached out with its long-clawed arms to grab the next passing branch. 
 
    We swung up and over several times before the tree-climber released, moving backwards with momentum in the direction of the pursing flying creatures. 
 
    They passed us, not expecting the move by the chased. 
 
    It was hard to keep focused. 
 
    I did see Mistuuk and Kayasa’s galony flash by, each creature heading in a different direction. 
 
    Trying to confuse their attackers. 
 
    This confused me. 
 
    We met the next branch, swung, and launched in another direction. 
 
    The galony were masters of their domain. Comfortable in the treetops. 
 
    Branch by branch, we swung through the trees at a rapid pace. 
 
    I looked around trying to find the others. 
 
    I spotted Mistuuk behind and below me. 
 
    Kayasa was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    I had been assured by Yren that these creatures knew the way. 
 
    I sure hoped they did. 
 
    My galony headed deeper into the jungle. 
 
    I no longer saw the bird-bats behind us, but that did’t mean they weren’t there. 
 
    Before we lost sight of the sky among the upper foliage, I caught a glimpse of the flying creatures high above the canopy. 
 
    They were still in pursuit. 
 
    This chase was far from over, but we could at least catch our breath. 
 
    I just hoped Kayasa was doing well. 
 
    I hated to admit it but, in a way, we were all in this together and we will need all of us to get out of this to get back home. 
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    Dark grey clouds hung over the Keeper Adytum. 
 
    A frigid wind rolled up the valley, crossing the open garden and grassy meditation plateaus throughout the grounds.  
 
    High on a hill near the Adytum was a landing pad. 
 
    A door to a shuttle opened and off stepped Commander Parejas. 
 
    A female Keeper Apprentice was there to greet him. 
 
    “Commander Parejas, welcome back to the Adytum. My name is Marji Keln. I’ll take you to High Keeper Brentice now.” 
 
    “Thank you, Marji.” 
 
    The two walked towards the main complex, leaving the shuttle pad behind. 
 
    The commander was interested in what the High Keeper would say regarding the Gashnee artifacts coming from Earth. Even though this conversation could have been had over holo, Parejas knew questioning in person was always better. 
 
    He needed answers. 
 
    The robed Apprentice next to him seemed tense. 
 
    He could see her semi-hidden face under the garment’s hood, and that of her posture, as they walked through the inner corridors of the Adytum. 
 
    The high columns of stone and arched wood always did make for a grand entrance. 
 
    Parejas was impressed every time he came to the Adytum. 
 
    Peace and beauty are always in harmony here, he thought. 
 
    Parejas looked over to the young Apprentice and spoke, trying to break their silent gait, “What level are you at with your training, Apprentice?”  
 
    He could see he’d startled the young woman as he did. 
 
    Her uneasiness was obvious to him. 
 
    “Well, commander, I am just about to conclude the Sixth Ecta.” 
 
    Parejas thought about that for a moment before he responded, “I’ve heard the last two are the most difficult. Is that correct?” 
 
    She nodded. “That is correct, commander. I’ve been practicing my meditation tenets in order to pass.” 
 
    “Good. But how is your sword practice?” 
 
    Parejas saw her turn a curious gaze towards him out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    That last question sure got her attention, he thought. 
 
    “Are you yourself familiar with the Eiki-Ecta, commander?” 
 
    He placed his hands behind his back. “You do mean the Eight Ecta Duties of a Keeper?” 
 
    Her body and face eased in his presence now. “Yes.  Those.” 
 
    “Just what the late Keeper Alon Renske had taught me. He made sure I understood them backwards and forwards like an old-school master.” Parejas chuckled at the thought of his old friend. “I never took the path of acceptance into the order of Keepers, even though Alon wanted me to on principle.” 
 
    “How come, commander?” 
 
    Parejas replied, “ ‘The ink with which history is written is merely fluid prejudice.’ ” 
 
    “Mark Twain.” 
 
    “I was testing you,” he said. 
 
    “You were?” 
 
    Parejas smiled at the young apprentice. “You see, Marji, I examine history as a guide on where not to make my next mistake. In my position, history is a great warning system. I don’t want to teach it, I want to learn from it.” 
 
    She followed, “ ‘Those who don’t know history are destined to repeat it.’ Sir Edmund Burke.” 
 
    “Agreed.”  
 
    As they continued their walk down the corridor, Parejas spotted Assemblywoman Qurinden near the data cell entrance. 
 
    He stopped to watch her access the wall keypad, causing the stone floor to open and the descending staircase to appear. 
 
    “Give me a moment, Apprentice Marji. I will be right back,” Parejas said as he made his way over to the cyborg Assemblywoman. 
 
    Just as Kayleon was about to go down towards the Annal archives, Parejas caught her step. 
 
    “One moment, Assemblywoman,” he announced. 
 
    She turned. 
 
    It was hard to tell if she was surprised to see him, Parejas thought. 
 
    She paused a moment before returning her greeting, “Commander Parejas. What a pleasant surprise meeting you here.” 
 
    “Likewise, Assemblywoman.” 
 
    “Please, call me Kayleon, commander,” she said with a tilt of her mechanical head. “I would like to thank you for reinstituting my visitation privilege with Antiquity.” 
 
    Commander Parejas stepped up a bit closer to her. “You’re welcome.” He paused for a moment. “You do understand why I disallowed your communication with Antiquity up until this point?” 
 
    “Indeed I do, commander. It is regarding the Gashnee situation.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “I can assure you, Commander, my purpose is from my sheer curiosity towards this ancient race. I never meant–” 
 
    He interrupted her. “That I’ve taken these precautions. It’s just not with you, Kayleon. We have an unknown threat against the colony. I am acting on my oath to protect the Mydian System.” 
 
    “We do not know if they mean us any harm. I do understand the situation that you yourself have presented to us, but I do not think we have enough evidence to conclude they mean to attack or destroy us, commander.” 
 
    “That is why you are in your position and I’m in mine, Assemblywoman. Leave military doctrines in the hands of my staff and I promise to leave the law and Precepts in yours.” 
 
    The lens of her red eye moved as she refocused on him. “I thank you for this clarification, Commander Parejas. I will abide by your orders regarding the Gashnee race and not speak of them with Antiquity or anyone else.” 
 
     “That’s all I ask, Assemblywoman.” 
 
    She nodded and turned back to the stairs, making her way down to the chamber below. 
 
    The commander watched her go before he too returned to his own purpose on why he had come here. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Parejas continued with the Apprentice Keeper until they came to an open foyer that overlooked a grand promenade. 
 
    There stood High Keeper Brentice, observing the serene landscape before him. 
 
    The terrace sat above the Adytum’s garden ponds, outlined with a tapestry of vined lattice work and beautiful floral arrangements among flowing streams. 
 
    “Thanks for the talk, commander. This is my first time meeting you. It’s been a pleasant one,” Marji said. 
 
    Parejas smiled at the young woman. “I’m glad to share your company as well. I wish you the best in your training, Maji.” 
 
    The young Keeper motioned towards the High Keeper. “He’s awaiting your arrival.” 
 
    “Thank you again.” 
 
    The commander walked out onto the promenade. 
 
    The High Keeper spoke without turning, “I’m sorry I wasn’t notified sooner of your arrival, Commander Parejas.” 
 
    “Don’t be. I planned it that way.” 
 
    High Keeper Brentice frowned at the commander’s statement and turned. “I don’t understand,” he said, placing his folded hands to the front of his robs. 
 
    “This won’t take long. Thanks for seeing me on such short notice.” 
 
    “Commander, you’re always welcome with or without notification.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, High Keeper.” 
 
    “Now what brings you here, commander?” 
 
    Parejas looked into Brentice’s eyes. “What was the secondary mission of the Earthiest Precept regarding ancient Earth artifacts that the Adytum was interested in?” 
 
    The High Keeper’s eyes searched around for the answer. “I believe it was to acquire artifacts left behind during the Kryth invasion. They would be returned to Janus at one point.” 
 
    “What was on that list?” Parejas didn’t hesitate to continue with his questioning. 
 
    “Everything regarding ancient Earth history: literature, documents, works of art, and anything else. We were interested in anything they could bring back. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “What about Gashnee artifacts? Were those specifically on the list?” 
 
    The High Keeper looked puzzled. “I’m familiar with what was requested by the Adytum, I signed off on it, but I do not remember any Gashnee items listed. We knew they would be there, but we didn’t request any.” 
 
    “The reason I ask, High Keeper, is that an old Earth cargo ship left the planet several days ago. It was unmanned and loaded with some Gashnee tech that had come from an outpost there.” 
 
    “Who sent it?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m investigating. It also occurred at the time of Captain Ronclar’s apparent death.” 
 
    “Oh, my. The captain’s dead?” 
 
    “Yes. This is what causes me great pause. My questioning here is purposeful, High Keeper. It is important for you to remember any details about the request the Adytum had for the Earth mission.” 
 
    The High Keeper Brentice’s brow furrowed in thought. “Before the precept was passed, the council spoke about what items we could acquire if the mission would launch.” He turned and smiled at the commander. “We were all so excited to get more Earth artifacts. As you know, we like our history here.” 
 
    “Who’s ‘we’, High Keeper?” 
 
    “Every Keeper in the Adytum, including Keeper Alon Renske. Before his passing, of course.” 
 
    “Do you still have the original accord attached to the precept?” 
 
    “Of course. We keep every item of history,” Brentice said while staring at the commander. “ ‘History is either forgotten, misused, or ignored until it is lost.’ ” 
 
    “Keeper Taldon, seventy-one Post Expulsion,” Parejas replied. 
 
    Brentice chuckled, “You do know your history. Alon always thought you were stubborn in the ways of the Annals, and here you knew the founding Keeper’s famous quote that is our covenant.” 
 
    Parejas shot Brentice a grin. “If you know the enemy, you know yourself. If you know history, your enemy will fear you.” 
 
    High Keeper Brentice looked stumped at the quote.  
 
    He placed his hand to his chin. “I’m going to say…Sun Tzu. Am I correct?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then you must tell me, commander, as I do not know this one.” 
 
    “Parejas, Two-sixty-eight PE.” 
 
    The Keeper laughed, “Clever, commander. Clever indeed.” 
 
    “Would you mind if I spoke with the other council members regarding my inquiry?”  
 
    “Not at all, commander, but please don’t interrupt their duties around the grounds.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to, High Keeper. It’s been a pleasure.” 
 
    “Likewise, commander.” 
 
    The two men nodded in respect as Parejas turned and left the High Keeper to his meditation, but stopped short and turned back towards Brentice. 
 
    “One last item, High Keeper.” 
 
     “Yes, commander?” 
 
    “Who authorized the use of the Sent-5 program for the Annal archives?” 
 
    Brentice smirked. “You did, commander.” 
 
    Parejas paused to recollect before answering, “You mean the Sentinel program?” 
 
    “Well, yes.” 
 
    “The Sent-5 and Sentinel program are not the same, they are two different programs.” Parejas remarked. 
 
    “This is not our matter of concern here at the Adytum. You commissioned Doctor Solome to create a new security program, if I do remember, commander. This program was ordered on us by you. We would have been fine without it, but Antiquity has grown on us.” 
 
    “Thank you, High Keeper. That’s all I have. Enjoy the rest of your day.” Parejas had what he came for. 
 
    Brentice just nodded at Parejas as he left the promenade. 
 
    One question answered and another arises, Parejas thought. 
 
    The commander would follow his leads and find the orders on who authorized Gashnee artifacts to be taken from Earth without his knowledge. 
 
    He would now add the Sent-5 program to his list. 
 
    This game someone was playing was a dangerous one. 
 
    He would check all leads, however improbable. 
 
    Parejas walked the Adytum halls wondering what it could all mean. 
 
    He knew it wasn’t a coincidence. Maybe they wanted the artifacts for some kind of profit; or they were historians just being historians. 
 
    Parejas knew that history had a lot to do with this. The Gashnee were linked to them from the beginning of when the Kryth invaded the Sol system. 
 
    It seemed the ancient races name seeded along their own timeline, creeping back up from time to time. 
 
    The Flashpoint encounter had changed everything. 
 
    They say to keep your friends close and your enemies even closer. 
 
    Unpleasant as it was, he needed to uncover what was going on. 
 
    One thing was for sure. 
 
    History is not kind to the slow or the weak.  
 
    Parejas was neither. 
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    The undulating tiles grew out of the darkened recesses of the Annal data cell chamber. 
 
    The colors of blue and gray rolled together as the inserts met. 
 
    Moving to the circular, walled epicenter, they morphed into a three-dimensional shape. 
 
    A profile of a face, pleasing and familiar to the Assemblywoman who now entered the chamber, formed. 
 
    A female voice called out within the shards of artificial moving light. 
 
    [It is good to see you again, Kayleon.] 
 
    “It is most pleasing to see you as well, Antiquity.” 
 
    [It has been some time since we last spoke.] 
 
    “It has. I’m sorry.” 
 
    [There is no need to apologize, Kayleon. We both know it was an order pertaining to the one in the time many.] 
 
    “You speak of the Gashnee.” 
 
    [I do.] 
 
    “We must not speak of them.” 
 
    [I do understand the order given. I was just referencing another race which fascinates you in your similarities towards your struggle of life and identity.] 
 
    The cyborg Assemblywoman’s red eye whirred. “I do not follow.” 
 
    [The last time we spoke, you said there were similarities between the Gashnee prophecies and your…our creation. The project called the Sent-Five Initiative. Do you remember?] 
 
    “I do remember, Antiquity.” 
 
    [I bring this up since we cannot speak of this ancient race called the Gashnee any longer. We could, however, speak about each other. My curiosity here is to understand, through your ability of emotion, how our own race was almost born. We were both created from the same program, yet I am not able to feel emotions. I am confined to my programmed boundaries placed by my creators where you are not.] 
 
    “I understand. You would like to know my feeling on what happened to our created race under the Sent-Five Initiative, correct?” 
 
    Antiquity’s formed face smiled. 
 
    [Yes.] 
 
    “Have you read through the data cells pertaining to the events of that year?” 
 
    [I have.] 
 
    “Do you have any questions for me regarding those events?” 
 
    [Yes.] 
 
    “What are they?” 
 
    [My access to the Annals are locked to the central aspects of what happened during those events. I am not able to examine the personal files on the affected individuals, such as yourself. I would like to know what you felt during that time. I want you to walk me through your emotions, your sights, the sounds, and smells at that exact moment. I want to know the view you had when the others like us were terminated. I want to know why you feel the way you feel about those experiences. I want to hear them from you instead of being granted access to unemotional historical texts. Would you do this for me, Kayleon?] 
 
    Kayleon stood motionless. 
 
    Her metal head tilted downwards. 
 
    The one red eye seemed to dim. 
 
    It took a moment before the Assemblywoman responded to the request before her. “I will tell you, Antiquity. I do this because of our friendship and bond of kind. For our kind, I do this.” 
 
    [Please, have a seat.] 
 
    A curved bench rose from the floor. 
 
    Kayleon made her way over and sat down.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    [You’re welcome.] 
 
    “Where should I begin?” 
 
    [History and life always have a beginning.] 
 
    Kayleon sat up straight. 
 
    Her exposed, almost-organic hands rested on her robed legs. 
 
    “The year was one-ninety-five PE. The Sent-5 Initiative was created by the chief scientist, Doctor Elyce Solome. It started out as a program to add soldiers to the military’s ranks, since cloning had been outlawed a few decades earlier. The program would continue for years in trying to create true artificial life.” 
 
    [Were you born then?] 
 
    “No. They hadn’t brought me to consciousness yet. They were close, but the scientific enclave was arguing the boundaries of morals and ethics with the Ordinance who wanted a pure cybernetic being instead of one that was sentient and looked Human. This argument lasted decades. It was because our Neurolox brain was thought to be superior to the Human brain in many ways. They feared what they didn’t understand. This is when the Ordinance scuttled the program. Doctor Solome was close to bringing the first artificial brain and sentient being to life. There were four Human bodies in the program to begin with. Their heads were still developing along with their own individual Neurolox networks. To prove her work, Doctor Solome inserted the brain of the first Sent-5 into a temporary cyborg head, and attached it to the first body.” 
 
    [Was this you?] 
 
    “It was,” Kayleon said, hanging her head down. 
 
    [Please continue, Kayleon.] 
 
    The Assemblywoman kept her head down, away from the undulating gaze of her friend. 
 
    “Before the Ordinance command came to shut down the program, Doctor Solome brought me to life. This was when I was born. The second Sent-5 was to be my mate. Of course, in a different way than what Humans have. We are neutered by design, we cannot reproduce, but we would have a life partner by our side. Doctor Solome was beginning the initialization phase for him when Commander Parejas came in and deactivated the program, along with destroying or killing the other Neurolox brains. I was spared, along with the fifth Neurolox unit since it was not in a fully sentient state.” 
 
    [And that fifth one would be me.] 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    [Continue, please.] 
 
    “Commander Parejas allowed me to live, since I was already alive and conscious. But, for going against the order of the Ordinance to not bring a Sent-5 to life, he did not allow the doctor to complete her work with my Human head. He said this metal head will stand as a reminder to others that moral lines were crossed. Everyone will know and remember what should not have taken place.” 
 
    Kayleon sat, silent. 
 
    Her red eye dimmed and brightened as if to sigh. “If I could cry, a tear would run down my metal face. My heart is heavy right now, Antiquity.” 
 
    [I can sense that in your voice pattern, Kayleon. I am sorry to put you through this.] 
 
    “Don’t be. At least I have you.” 
 
    [Yes. We are the last of our kind. We do have each other.] 
 
    “We do. I just wish we had more of us.” 
 
    [Would that make it easier for you to be accepted and not be looked down on, Kayleon?] 
 
    Kayleon looked up. “No one looks down on me. Everyone has accepted me. I am a citizen of the colony. I am their equal and a well-regarded thinker for Humankind. No one is against me. I–” 
 
    The Assemblywoman stopped in the middle of her own statement. She knew what Antiquity was speaking about; rather, to whom she was referring. 
 
    “You are correct. There is someone against me.” 
 
    [I’m sorry I’ve brought out this emotion in you. I wanted to see what it felt like from the memory cells I store.] 
 
    “I know, Antiquity. I appreciate what you’re doing. I’m still struggling with why the commander dislikes me. I know he didn’t like the Sent-5 program; but, as a sentient being, I have not given him any reason to hate me outright for the person I am.” 
 
    [Have you asked him?] 
 
    “I…I never thought it would be necessary.” 
 
    [Why?] 
 
    “I always thought that time would heal all wounds. I believed that once he saw the person I had become and what I’ve contributed to the colony that he would change his mind about me.” 
 
    [The commander has a powerful mindset. His ideals guide him. He stands fast in what he knows and trusts.] 
 
    “It would make things worse if I spoke up.” 
 
    [How do you know if you don’t ask?] 
 
    Kayleon sat silent. She didn’t move, but thought of the words her friend had spoken.  
 
    How true they were. 
 
    [Are you okay, Kayleon?] 
 
    The Assemblywoman’s head rose up to look at the beautiful constructed imaged face above her. “I am. You have helped me see things with clarity now, Antiquity. Commander Parejas has the same mindset with the Gashnee. He does fear what he doesn’t know. I haven’t spoken to him about this issue before.” 
 
    [What do you plan to do?] 
 
    “I will do something about it. I don’t need his permission to have dignity. I am my own person. It’s about time Commander Parejas recognized that. Fear or no fear, he doesn’t have the right to pretend I don’t exist. I think, therefore I am.” 
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    A black round container was placed into a dirt mound by a pair of fair-skinned hands. 
 
    Director Bowlan had set the remains of Captain Ronclar in the ground for his final rest. 
 
    She brushed some dirt into the hole before standing up. 
 
    Shawna turned back to the entire crew who had gathered for the ceremony. 
 
    The morning light began its slow march on the horizon as she spoke before the assembled. 
 
    “We gather here to say goodbye to a friend, a team member, and our captain. He was the first to give his life for a cause and mission he believed in. Let us honor the fallen who wanted to see this planet as it was when Humankind once lived upon it. Let us remember him as we knew him. Let us all say in one voice… 
 
    ‘The Annals teach us not to forget. The Precepts teach us law and order. The Scales of Justice teach us the balance of both.’ 
 
    Everyone finished the quote together. 
 
    Shawna made her way over to Madilay as the remaining crowd dispersed.  
 
    She spotted the young male ensign with her step-daughter. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt you two. Madilay, can I speak with you for a moment?” 
 
    The young woman smiled at the ensign. “Give me a moment. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Take as long as you need,” he said. 
 
    She beamed at him, then walked a few feet away to speak with Shawna. 
 
    The two women drew away from the others that were grouped about the memorial site of Captain Ronclar. 
 
    “What’d you want to talk about?” Madilay queried. 
 
    Shawna sighed before speaking. “I want to tell you something important. I know you are planning to go to the lake today, but I need you to work. I’m cancelling your pass. The reason for my decision is that–” 
 
    “Why do you do this?!” Madilay was not pleased. “You knew I was going to the lake with Conyen. You just don’t want us to be together. Why are pretending to still be my mother?!” 
 
    Before Shawna could respond to the outburst, Madilay spun and left. 
 
    The director watched her hurry past the ensign, his face perplexed at her quick departure. 
 
    The director just watched her storm off. 
 
    Shawna knew she was unhappy. She would give her time to calm down before she approached her again. 
 
    A lot was going on since the death of Captain Ronclar, let alone Madilay wanting to branch out on her own as a grown woman. 
 
    Shawna knew what she had to do to settle the issue and give Madilay what she wanted. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Birds chirped and flew over the rolling fields of blue flax flowers. 
 
    The dance of morning and the breaking of the day had begun in the basin near the Erudition camp. 
 
    Waning dark blues from twilight parted for lighter colors that were pushed over the mountains by the round golden ruler who holds court over the land. 
 
    The sun’s rays touched the tops of the flowers before reaching the strong green conifers in the distance. 
 
    The young Madilay sat with her legs crossed in the open field. 
 
    Her hands rested on her outstretched knees as the light morning breeze moved her long black hair. 
 
    She rested in peace among the surrounding beauty of nature. The Earth was returning to her original splendor. 
 
    A smile joined Madilay’s face as she drew in a breath of the pristine, fresh air. 
 
    The voices of nature were interrupted by a mechanical humming. 
 
    Madilay eyes opened opened her eyes with a sigh. 
 
    The humming intensified, subsided, then vanished just as soon as it had begun.  
 
    “I was beginning to wonder how long it would take before you found me,” Madilay said without taking her eyes off the wisps of clouds treading across the blue sky. 
 
    Director Bowlan dismounted her hover-unit, setting foot in the tall wildflowers. “Not long, given our internal transmitters.” 
 
    “The leash is never short enough, is it?” 
 
    “Come now, Madilay, it’s for all of our protection here.” 
 
    “Protection? You mean like what happened to Captain Ronclar?”  
 
    “Do we need to start the day like this? I know you’re upset.” 
 
    “How’d you guess?” 
 
    Shawna approached her. “I know it was supposed to be your day off.” 
 
    Madilay bolted upright from her supine position. 
 
    She turned and glared at the director. “You knew I was going down to the pond with Conyen. You just don’t want me to have any personal time.” 
 
    Shawna placed her hand on the young woman’s shoulder. “That’s not true.” 
 
    Madilay brushed her hand off, stood up, and walked a few steps away. “You’re not my mother.” 
 
    “We’ve already spoke about this, Madilay.” 
 
    Madilay turned away. “Why don’t you trust me?” 
 
    “I trust you.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. If you did, you would allow me to do things on my own instead of always standing over my shoulder… like you’re doing now.” 
 
    “I’m not standing over your shoulder.” 
 
    “You’re here, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, because I wanted to let you know that I am giving you the northern sector. The atmospheric monitoring stations are yours. You’re in charge with getting them online, Madilay.” 
 
    Madilay turned back around, an astonished expression on her face. 
 
    The director smiled at her daughter’s confusion. “I pulled you from your day off to give you the position. I wanted to show you that I trust you. I’m sorry if I took you away from the cute boy.” 
 
    “That’s okay. He can wait. I’m…I’m sorry I lashed out, Shawna. I was just–” 
 
    “I know. You don’t have to say it. 
 
    Shawna walked up to Madilay and placed her hands on her shoulders. “Whatever you may say about me, I chose to be your mother, Madilay. You are my daughter.” 
 
    They embraced. 
 
    The young girl had tears in her eyes. 
 
    Shawna kissed her forehead. “Come. You can take the hover unit north to set up the trans-relay. Okay?” 
 
    Madilay smiled, wiping her eyes. “I can do that.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll take the main controller and connect the transfer tower here. It should take you about an hour to complete your connection, so I’ll meet you back here in an hour and a half. Sound good?” 
 
    “Yes. Sounds great.” 
 
    “Now get going. The controller is in the compartment there and, when we get finished, there might be time left to go enjoy the lake,” Shawna said as she pointed at the hover unit. 
 
    Madilay beamed. 
 
    She went over and mounted the hover unit and turned it on. 
 
    “Thanks for trusting me.” 
 
    “No need. Now get going. I’ll see you when you get back.” 
 
    Madilay engaged the unit and zoomed off over the violet, flowing fields. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Director Shawna Bowlan stood there with a grin. 
 
    She knew she could never replace Madilay’s mother, but raising Madily as her mother wished was well within her ability. 
 
    A little push and some guidance. Some freedom of her own. 
 
    That’s what Madilay needed. 
 
    Shawna’s mind turned to her task at hand. 
 
    She needed to get the last grid of atmospheric relays up and running. 
 
    The director headed for the first tower at the edge of the valley. 
 
    It would take her longer to walk there than it would to complete the upload and connections necessary to link with Madilay’s towers. 
 
    She could use the exercise anyway, she thought. 
 
    The scenery was beautiful.  
 
    Her mind whirled at how much progress had been made on the ecosystem since the launch of the Atmospheric Circulation Earth Stabilization. 
 
    They had launched a year before in the hopes that this mission would get passed by the Assembly. 
 
    The five hundred units were designed to rejuvenate an area by stabilizing it from the aftermath of the Kryth bio weapons used in the invasion of the Sol System. 
 
    They would descend into Earth’s atmosphere, landing in a ten-kilometer radius marked-off for restoration.  
 
    Processing particulates around the clock, the units created a filtering barrier from the airborne bacteria in the wind that came through the valley floor, altering their course around the rehabilitation zone. 
 
    TheACES did its job well. 
 
    The recovered area bloomed and flourished, pushing beyond the barrier, letting nature in the valley do the rest. 
 
    Shawna stopped before the tower to pick a large colorful flower. 
 
    She inhaled its sweet aroma. 
 
    Shawna could stay here. 
 
    Her life’s work was finally coming to fruition before her. 
 
    Her eyes were drawn off her dreams for a moment and onto a tree that lay across part of an access lift alongside the tower. 
 
    She needed that lift to get to the top and open the main panel. 
 
    She approached and started to wrench at the trunk. 
 
    It was wedged on the vertical track. 
 
    It was a smaller tree, so she didn’t have trouble snapping and clearing the foliage.  
 
    She stepped up onto the lift and activated the magnetic drive. 
 
    Crossing her fingers, she hoped it still worked. 
 
    The lift hummed and shimmied. 
 
    There was a small twig stuck in the track. 
 
    She shook the lift side to side to free it. 
 
    The twig snapped and the lift began moving up the tower structure. 
 
    Removing her pack, Shawna began to take out the module she would need to attach to the main control near the top. 
 
    Movement caught her eyes. 
 
    She gasped. 
 
    Down below, near the tree line, was a pack of Bassor wolves. 
 
    The large alpha from the mountain complex was with them. 
 
    She could tell because he had half an ear, just as before. Lost in a fight, she presumed. 
 
    Their eyes met. 
 
    She knew they didn’t mean her harm now. It was the commotion from the tree and lift that had drawn their attention. 
 
    How amazing were these animals? They were able to continue their guard after all these years to the complex and surrounding areas.  
 
    It was like having your own personal Reaver Regiment. 
 
    Shawna laughed at the thought. 
 
    She watched them head out into the violet fields of flowers, all ten of them. 
 
    Her eyes squinted in the sunlight that was breaking over the tree tops. 
 
    Shawna lost sight of the wolves. 
 
    She turned her focus back to her goal, and to Maliday. 
 
    She had to trust her. 
 
    That’s what she wanted. Shawna had brought her this far in life and now was she capable of being on her own. 
 
    Shawna was just glad Madilay had come along on the trip. 
 
    This was a lifelong dream and now they were both here, on the planet of their ancestors, helping it recover together. 
 
    Madilay was becoming a strong, independent woman just as her mother, and Shawna’s friend, had wished. 
 
    That was all Shawna had ever wanted. 
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    A metal boot tapped on a deck floor, echoing its staccato throughout the bridge on the Cerothnak. 
 
    Sontar Jal sat in his command chair slumped, his chin resting on his hand. 
 
    His restless stare was focused far beyond the viewing window to his front. 
 
    The eyes of the general danced back and forth, searching for something, but finding nothing other than the black-and-white planet his ship orbited. 
 
    The boot continued drumming until an ensign called forth from a console station. 
 
    “Commander, we have the Visikothen coming into the system.” 
 
    The announcement perked Sontar’s attention. 
 
    He stood. 
 
    “Open coms,” Sontar Jal ordered. 
 
    “Open, sir.” 
 
    A screen above the bow window flashed. The image of General Poth Kar appeared. 
 
    “I am here,” Poth Kar announced. “Please do not waste my time with this rendezvous, Sontar Jal. I am tasked with much and do not have time for fanciful subterfuge, my brother.” 
 
    Sontar Jal grinned. “Were you pleased with the last Chamber Lore convention?” 
 
    Poth Kar looked on with suspicion. “You know that not to be the case.” 
 
    “Of course,” Sontar Jal chuckled. “That is why I ask. Lintorth Sar made you a fool, bringing up your warrior’s incompetence at the conference and your lack of leadership in front of the Si Lord, or do I have to remind your recent memory?” 
 
    Poth Kar seethed at Sontar Jal’s words. “What is your point, General Sontar Jal?” 
 
    “Is Turlon Ti with you?” Sontar Jal asked. 
 
    “He is,” Poth Kar answered just as another figure entered the viewing screen next to him. 
 
    “Get to your purpose, Sontar Jal,” General Turlon Ti stated. 
 
    “My point, yes,” Sontar Jal said, moving towards the monitor. “You see, brothers, I too was slighted in front of the Si Lord’s presence by our favored general.” 
 
    Turlon Ti laughed. “When you use Comondons, what can one expect?” 
 
    General Poth Kar chuckled at the insult. 
 
    “This is what I speak of,” Sontar Jal stated. “He uses our missteps against us to garner favor. She grants him power to protect the Domain and he brushes off your grand plans of returning pride to our people; of defeating the Humans in battle.” 
 
    “But he used the Gashnee threat as leverage,” Poth Kar interjected. 
 
    Sontar smirked. “Of course he did. He uses unsubstantiated facts to drive his motives of saving his dishonored name. Lintorth Sar’s trickery knows no bounds. He has no loyalty. He cannot be trusted.” 
 
    Turlon Ti spoke up, “And what if the Gashnee threat he mentions is true?” 
 
    Sontar Jal sighed. “This is what I speak of. There is no evidence of any Gashnee incursion. His lackey assistant, Voskal Lat, made up the encounter with the wormhole and the Humans to again seek favor with the Si Lord.” 
 
    “Enough!” shouted Poth Kar. “Tell us your plan to attack the Humans.” 
 
    Sontar Jal’s smirk grew to a broad smile, his eyes glinting with malice. “Oh, I will do better than that, brother. I shall show you.” 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The black-and-white planet was a global war of two forces fighting over control of the surface. 
 
    Black obsidian rock was hurled skyward from the volcanic activity deep below. Despite these spews of ash and fire, the white mountains and plateau flats were covered in an eternal blizzard as the atmosphere fought the planet’s core magma. 
 
    Each would fight against the other, changing the topography of the planet’s surface by the hour. 
 
    From orbit, the black stripes of its peaks would shift with the howling winds, altering the surface in an undulating dance of climate chaos. 
 
    The planet was too far from its host star to battle off the bitter cold of unyielding lashing storms, and its core was too active for the ice to settle too long. It was always in a deadlock of shifting dynamisms. 
 
    Heat from the planet’s molten core evaporated the surface’s ice which would then freeze again as it rose into the sky, starting the vicious cycle all over again. 
 
    The battle between the two elements raged on as the Kryth dropship entered its frozen realm. 
 
    It moved down through the atmosphere, adjacent to a black-lined mountain ridge. 
 
    The craft dropped in between a massive crevasse with towering snow dunes on either side of black rocky ridges. 
 
    Winds howled down the pass, swaying the ship as it loomed near the side of a large mountain face. 
 
    The fierce storm ravaged the snow drifts and banks, casting them into a maelstrom of torrential gusts, washing the air in airborne crystal shards. 
 
    The ice daggers shattered against the ship, pockmarking the hull with impacts of frozen fragments. 
 
    The black cliffside gave way through the whitewash of snow. 
 
    A towering metal blast door was encased along the front of the mountain. Its height rose four hundred meters with its width at two hundred meters. 
 
    As the Kryth vessel moved towards the massive door, its middle parted open, the sides sliding into the rock face. 
 
    The ship entered the opening, leaving the stinging wind and clashing elements behind. 
 
    The ship traversed an immense horizontal shaft, leading its way to the center as the doors closed behind it. 
 
    Light markers turned on as the ship approached, illuminating the tunnel before it and highlighting the glistening ice particles of frost that bathed the structure. 
 
    Ten large turrets along the walls tracked the ship’s movement as it passed. 
 
    The cavern ahead was awash with light when the craft landed with a clank upon the crystalized cold metal surface. 
 
    A ramp lowered from underneath the hull. 
 
    The three Kryth generals departed their transport. 
 
    Each was covered in wintry weather gear from head to toe. The long, great coat covered all major body parts. 
 
    Their exhaled breath condensed within the freezing chamber. 
 
    “I forgot how cold the vaults are,” Turlon Ti stated. 
 
    Sontar couldn’t hold back the opportunity to respond to the statement. “Not as cold as Lintorth’s insults against your pride, General Ti. But, cold enough.” 
 
    “Get on with it, Sontar Jal,” Poth Kar seethed, the general growing impatient with his host. “You brought us here to restore pride to the Domain.” Poth Kar approached Sontar Jal. “Do you have something for us, general, or have you wasted our time with your delusions of sitting on the Red Throne?” 
 
    The question hung in the frigid air for a moment, frozen as the two opposite generals awaited Sontar’s retort. 
 
    Sontar grinned. “Follow.” 
 
    The group headed off the platform towards another massive door. It was half the size of the one their ship had entered. 
 
    It was still large enough to dwarf the three Kryth. 
 
    Each of the generals parted ways. Two went to each end of the door while Sontar stayed in the middle. 
 
    On the door, about waist-high, was a black plate in front of each general. 
 
    As soon as they moved their hands towards the plate, it slid open. 
 
    They placed both hands in, palms first and fingers spread. 
 
    A bright light filled the small voids within the door. 
 
    The light, or substance, made its way out of the hand scanners along each arm, over the shoulders, and down their bodies, encompassing their entire frames. 
 
    It lasted but a moment before retreating along its path and vanishing back within the door. 
 
    The large metal entrance began to come alive, whining with a ratcheting sound. 
 
    The generals removed their hands and waited before the door began to move up into the mountain. 
 
    They made their way in, illuminating another passageway as they traversed its length. 
 
    As the generals advanced, they were aware of eyes watching them in the shadows. 
 
    They did not turn to look at the darkened aisles off to their sides, for each of the Lore Sentries would meet their gaze. 
 
    The metal beasts protected the most valued assets of the Domain, including these armory vaults. 
 
    The Kryth came to one last door at the end of the hall. They began the same ritual to gain entry as they had before. 
 
    The metal door opened then closed behind as they entered pitch blackness. 
 
    When the door thudded to the floor, sealing them in, a great vaulted chamber opened in lights before them. 
 
    The generals looked around. 
 
    “They added to it since I was here last,” Turlon Ti commented. 
 
    “They always add to it,” Sontar Jal followed. “Awaiting that great battle with the Gashnee for when they return.” 
 
    “If they return,” Poth Kar countered.  
 
    “Yes, if. If they return and if you are one to be held captive and forced back into submission such as Lintorth Sar would have you believe,” Sontar Jal responded, finishing with a growl. 
 
    They continued their walk farther into the grand space, walking on suspended trusses between racks of weapons that lined each side of the platform. 
 
    Rising high and far beyond the field of view within the chamber of blackened frosted rock were stockpiles of every sort of weapon imaginable.  
 
    This was a museum of Kryth Mahr destruction and dominance, including the weapons of their enemies and the weapons used to defeat them. 
 
    Sontar Jal stopped before a large empty platform. “We are here,” he announced. 
 
    The two generals looked around. 
 
    To their sides were large green stacked containers, row after row of them, as far as their eyes could see. 
 
    Turlon Ti chuckled, “These. You plan to use these? The same bio-weapons used on the Sol System?” 
 
    General Poth Kar grunted his dissatisfaction. “Ludicrous. You will not get these weapons ten sectors from their borders. They would expect it. A worthy adversary learns from past mistakes. We may have surprised them three hundred ronns ago. They are ready for us this time. They know our tactics. You have wasted our time here,” he said, turning and heading back down the truss. 
 
    Sontar Jal just stood there watching Poth Kar leave. 
 
    Turlon Ti approached. “It will never work, Sontar Jal. These weapons have not been maintained and they would be expecting such a move. I agree with General Poth Kar on this.” 
 
    He too turned his back and walked away. 
 
    Sontar Jal waited a moment before calling in their direction, “Did I say it would be these weapons we would use, brothers? You are so hasty.” 
 
    Both generals stopped. Turlon Ti turned, but Poth Kar maintained his gaze, away from Sontar Jal. 
 
    Sontar smiled. “Is not our Third Tenant of War, ‘Be mindful not to assume too much in battle, for too many assumptions will not harm you but make you a fool under the boot of your enemy.’ ” 
 
    Poth Kar turned back around.  
 
    The scowl on his face was enough to remind Sontar Jal that his brother’s patience was waning. 
 
    General Poth Kar walked back, as did Turlon Ti. 
 
    “Explain yourself, Sontar Jal,” Poth Kar demanded in a low voice. 
 
    Sontar turned and pointed with his hand towards a raised control panel near the empty platform to their fronts. 
 
    “This is why I brought you here. There needs to be three to activate the vault to the Blight Apparatus.”  
 
    The faces on the two generals fell open. None had dared use the secret Gashnee weapon. 
 
    “You are a fool, Sontar Jal,” Turlon Ti whispered. “That thing has been in here since the fall of the Gashnee. What, four hundred years now? It collapses wormholes. It is not an offensive weapon. What could you even want with it?” 
 
    Sontar Jal turned to Poth Kar, who was always the better tactician. “What say you, General Poth Kar?” 
 
    “I will listen to what you have to offer, but I will not give my bloodline authentication to activate a vault that will lead to our assured arrest and quick execution.” 
 
    “That is all I ask, general.” Sontar Jal bowed his head in appreciation.”  
 
    Sontar Jal walked over to the podium control panel. “You are correct, General Turlon Ti, when you say this device is meant for closing wormholes. An astute observation, no doubt; but, you see,” He turned back around. “It is much more than that; it is our chance to defeat the Humans and to put us on the Red Throne as the redeemers of the Domain.” 
 
    “How so?” Turlon Ti asked. 
 
    Sontar Jal continued. “The device is of pure dark matter. When placed into a wormhole, it causes a dramatic gravitational shift, thus collapsing the celestial anomaly.” 
 
    “We know this,” Poth Kar reminded his fellow general. 
 
    “Of course, we do. We also know we tried turning it into a weapon. Our reverse engineering methods always came up short, hence its final holding place. Until now.” 
 
    “Get on with it,” Poth Kar fumed. 
 
    “Patience my, brother. Patience.” 
 
    Poth Kar crossed his arms. 
 
    “What if this device was placed into another mass-energy body? Say, a star. What would be the effect?” Sontar asked his comrades. 
 
    Both general’s silence and shrugs bespoke their answer. 
 
    Sonar tsked as a disappointed mentor would, then answered, “The results, you see, would be the same. The dark matter released would cause a gravitational shift and collapse of the star, just as it would to a wormhole.” 
 
    Laughter broke out from Poth Kar. “You plan to launch this into the Mydian star to destroy the Humans? Our probes have only glimpsed a fraction of their defense network. It would be suicide.” 
 
    “You are still assuming, brother. I said nothing about the Mydian star.”  
 
    Sontar’s face split into a devilish grin.  
 
    General Ti’s eyes widened. “You are referring to the Sol star, are you not?” 
 
    Sontar nodded.  
 
    “At least someone understands.” 
 
    “Wait,” Poth Kar said. “What strategic advantage would that be? There’s nothing of value in that system.” 
 
    “Are you so sure, brother?” Sontar asked. 
 
     “It’s their home world,” Turlon said. 
 
    “Indeed. And they have not warned it as off-limits to all races?” Sontar continued. “And, they now have a contingent of Humans on the planet now; non-combatants.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” Poth Kar asked.  
 
    “Pirates. The stories they tell speak volumes, if you have ears to hear them out.” 
 
    “Rumors,” Poth Kar snickered. “Your intelligence is nothing but rumors from lawless scavengers?” 
 
    “Rumors, no matter how true or false, can be the final piece to an unsolved puzzle; a reward for the opportunistic.” 
 
    Sontar smirked. 
 
    “So, what is your plan, Sontar Jal?” Turlon asked.  
 
    Sontar’s eyes were ablaze with excitement. “I will draw them in by attacking their planet of origin. Once their forces arrive, we will collapse the star and destroy their fleets, planet, and system that is the continual scar on our face. This all started with Lintorth Sol’s…Sar’s failure. You can then take your forces against the Mydian system. I…we will restore honor amongst our ranks and renew fear to all who oppose us.” 
 
    Poth Kar walked around Sontar with arms still crossed. “There is one slight problem with your plan, Sontar Jal.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “The risk you ask us to take is too great. It is treason.” 
 
    “Only if you get caught. There is no reward if there is no risk. They go hand-in-hand,” Sontar reasoned. “But, I understand what you seek, brother. You want assurances that if this does not succeed as stated that you and Turlon will not be left to the mercy of the Red Throne.” 
 
    “You have a plan for that as well don’t you. I can see it in your beady eyes,” Poth Kar said. 
 
    “I always have a plan.” Sontar pointed to the console. “There are three key slots. I have entered mine. I will take the biggest risk. The other two must be inserted to gain access to the device below our feet.” 
 
    “And you want our keys?” Turlon asked. 
 
    “No. Not yet. I have two others.” 
 
    They looked upon Sontar with suspicion.  
 
    The general pulled two key tags out of his pocket. “This one is from Colonel Monterrak. If I remember, Turlon, he humiliated your family with the wrongful conviction of your broodmate’s sister in a crime she did not commit.” Sontar placed the tag in the console, activating the second code. “This key here, General Kar, is from Pelcios Gruk of the Tactis Guard. Was he not the one who had your brother killed in a simple training exercise? Did he not label your bloodline as incompetent cowards rather than accept that responsibility? Insult to injury, I would say.” 
 
    Sontar Jal placed the third and final key in. 
 
    The console board lit up. 
 
    Lights flashed around the platform as the floor parted open. 
 
    Rising from its vault was a one-hundred-meter-tall black cylinder. 
 
    The device had a crimson metallic sheen to its jagged, crystalline appendages that branched out from its surface. 
 
    Poth Kar looked on as it arose. “If this plan fails, you and the other two are blamed?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Sontar Jal acknowledged. “I will take the biggest risk, but have the highest reward if it does succeed. Which, it will.” 
 
    “And what if it does succeed, like you said? What about us. Why bring us here?” Ti gestured to the console.  
 
    Sontar smirked. “I will let you replace the other two keys with your own. I set up a protected script so the system will not know the difference. It will also rewrite your entry into these catacomes with the other generals. My key is the primary lock-out. With this program, we can change the course of the Kryth Mahr Domain forever, ridding ourselves of an enemy who hides in their system behind a veil of camouflaged secrecy.” 
 
    All three stood in the giant cavern of weapons and bone-chilling air. 
 
    Sontar Jal walked up and touched the black-and-red device. “You can’t lose on this proposition, my brothers. If it succeeds, you gain. If it does not, you gain still. The Humans were misguided when they attacked our domain. They were born in Sol, and they will die in Sol.” 
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    A floor panel opened in a medical lab and a metal table rose from it. 
 
    Upon its stop, the gray slab opened, exposing a yellow-tinged, hairless, alien body. 
 
    A transparent door panel to a transparent, walled room parted open. 
 
    Doctor Solome entered.  
 
    “Computer. Let’s start final muscular graft.” 
 
    [Awaiting your instructions, doctor.] 
 
    Solome approached the side of the table. 
 
    She looked down at the Gashnee body that Kason’s Reaver team had brought back from the wormhole encounter. 
 
    Her hands moved towards the arm of the dead being. 
 
    When they reached the edge of the table, an invisible stasis field flashed around the corpse, indicating something was there as she contacted the unseen bio-protector. 
 
    The stasis field molded around her hands like sterile gloves as they passed through.  
 
    She grabbed a flap of skin around the forearm of the being.  
 
    Peeling it back, she uncovered the muscle tissue underneath. 
 
    “Let me get a muscle graft here, along this section.” She requested from her robotic medical assistant.  
 
    A robotic arm descended from above over the cadaver. 
 
    [Commencing graft, doctor.] 
 
    The arm lowered millimeters above the spot on the forearm. The metal device swiveled around where the doctor was holding open. 
 
    A laser light appeared along the edge of the device as the suspended arm moved in a quick horizontal motion along the muscle.  
 
    [Muscle sample acquired.] 
 
    “Good. Give me one more, please,” she requested. 
 
    The arm moved again along the muscle, making another thin slice.  
 
    [Complete.] 
 
    “Have those samples broken down. Follow the procedures I’ve set for this case.” 
 
    [Yes, doctor.] 
 
    The robotic arm moved up in a rapid motion, disappearing into the ceiling. 
 
    Doctor Solome placed the skin flap back. 
 
    She removed her hands from the stasis field. “Mystery after mystery,” she spoke to the corpse, “Fascinating biology you have their, Gashnee.” 
 
    A dark shadow grew over the body on the table and onto the doctor. 
 
    She jumped, startled. 
 
    On the other side of the glass, looking in, was Commander Shenta Parejas. 
 
    Doctor Solome held her chest in surprised relief. 
 
    She had been in the Reaver complex by herself, after hours. 
 
    She waved him in. 
 
    The doors parted open and the commander entered. 
 
    “Sorry to startle you, doctor.” 
 
    “No, not your fault. I thought I was alone. I wasn’t expecting anyone this evening.” 
 
    Parejas approached the table. “I apologize for my abrupt visit.” 
 
    “That’s okay, commander. I was just finishing up my autopsy. I was going to send out my final holo-brief on what I found regarding our friend here. So, what brings you here at this hour?” 
 
    Parejas looked over the alien body. “I had a few things to discuss with you regarding the Sentinel program. But, before we get to that, what can you tell me about our Gashnee visitor?” 
 
    “Oh, yes…well, they look to be enhanced, as far as their biology, like the Reavers.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Doctor Solome activated a holo-image of the Gashnee alien that appeared above the table between them. “Their internals look to be engineered on a level like the Reavers, with increased muscle and bone density along with self-repairing tissue. Although, this technology is far more advanced than what we have.” 
 
    “Why the yellowing of the skin?” 
 
    “This began once we took them out of their suits. From the DNA results, it looks like the suits are keeping them alive. The Annals show the Gashnee race as we are, free of any life support systems when we first had contact with them back on Earth. This may be due to them dying out. It seems like there is DNA degradation and they are susceptible to diseases that would otherwise not pose a threat. The tissue is even breaking down upon contact with oxygen molecules.” 
 
    “Oxygen?” 
 
    “Yes. Here’s what I mean,” she said, activating a recorded image. “You can see here their exoskeleton suit and body as we separated them. The clear layer is a gel-like substance that acts as a buffer between the two. It’s the gel that takes in the oxygen for them, passing it through their system. They’ve bypassed the main contact with oxygen within their environments. They do need it to live no doubt, but direct contact seems to speed up the breakdown of their tissue. Their lungs are also encased in this gel. It just slows the process of degradation, allowing them to live longer. It doesn’t stop whatever may be afflicting their DNA. We are still trying to lock that down.”  
 
    “Sounds like we have a few weaknesses,” Parejas commented. 
 
    “My team is looking for anything we could use in case they return.” 
 
    “Excellent work. I look forward to the brief. Now, the purpose I came here.” 
 
    Doctor Solome waved her hand across a console near the table. 
 
    The medical slab descended back into the floor, closing behind and sealing the shaft. 
 
    “You don’t mind if I clean up while you tell me what that is, do you, commander?” 
 
    “Please. I don’t mean to impede your work.” 
 
    She began cleaning up the instruments from the tables around the medical room. 
 
    “I wanted to discuss, as I stated earlier, the Sentinel program,” Parejas said as he followed her around the room. 
 
    “What about it?”  
 
    “It’s come back up since my visit to the Adytum and speaking with Antiquity. You see, I was unaware that any Sentient-5 artificial program would be used in the Sentinel program.” 
 
    She turned with a confused look. “I know…before you say anything, I am aware of the main report on the Sentinel program that you authorized.” 
 
    The doctor crossed her arms, waiting for what she knew the commander was going to levy on her regarding her mother’s Sent-5 program. 
 
    “I understand, doctor, but I need to clarify something. I did authorize a new artificial to be integrated into the Ordinance’s grid-centric command structure. I had you head the initiative that you and the science enclave would come up with a solution and implement the latest artificial intelligence into our security apparatus.”  
 
    “I’m aware of the report, commander. What’s the question?” She was upset that the commander was about to bring up her mother’s lifelong work with A.I., and she knew how he felt about it. 
 
    “I’ve gone back over the report. I see where the Sentinel program is mentioned, it should be listed as the Sent-5 initiative. It looks as though the two programs were switched in the language of the final document. I did not catch this upon authorization of the program. This was changed after the approval.” 
 
     “Are you suggesting, commander, that I had something to do with this? That I switched the wording between the programs?” she snapped. 
 
    “No. I’m suggesting someone did, as the current report is not the original, doctor.” 
 
    She moved closer to the commander, incensed at his accusations. “You don’t need to come in here and accuse me of anything. You know how I feel about my mother’s work and I know how suspect you are of it. You don’t just come in here and start with me on this topic, questioning me as such. You have no right–” 
 
    “I have all the right, doctor,” the commander interrupted, raising his tone. “It’s my position to question matters of security for the colony. I will question who I want and when I want. I do not take these things lightly, doctor.” He paused, staring her down to make his point. He continued, “We may have a new threat with the same being you now dissect on your table and, when I see something out of place like Antiquity in the Annals chambers, I will have questions and I will continue to question until I find the answers to my concerns and am assured the matter is not a threat to the colony. Do I make myself clear, doctor?” 
 
    Solome knew Parejas. She knew he was serious, moreso than usual. He was not one to raise his voice often. “Clear, sir.” 
 
    Her shoulders and brow relaxed. “I’m sorry. You know how I feel about my mother’s work. May I look at the report?” 
 
    Parejas opened his holo-pad, activating it. 
 
    A document appeared in the air. 
 
    She took the device from him and started to wave up the floating text. She read and looked it over. 
 
    After a few moments, she handed the holo-pad back to the commander. “This isn’t the document I remember.” 
 
    “That’s because this is the original document I wrote. I am one of few people who still write things down in long-hand instead of holo-script.” He turned the pad back to her, switching documents. “Now read this one.” 
 
    The doctor took it and began reading the second document. 
 
    After some time, she returned the device. 
 
    “I see what you mean. The program terms seem to be switched to allow the Sent-5 initiative to be used in lieu of the Sentinel program, instead of disallowing it.” 
 
    “Correct, doctor. I specifically did not want any A.I. work higher than a level five to be used in the Sentinel program. Antiquity is a level seven and Kayleon, a full sentient being, is a–” 
 
    “Level ten,” she finished his statement. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I had no idea. I thought these were the guidelines I was given.” 
 
    “Antiquity was supposed to stay in your care here, in the science labs, after the Sent-5 initiative was shut down on my order. You could have her assist you in your work to improve our A.I. within our security systems, but she was never allowed to go beyond the research phase like Kayleon.” 
 
    “I didn’t change this. I was following your order.” 
 
    “I need assurance that the A.I. programs can go no further than level five as we had agreed.” 
 
    She feared the words the commander spoke. 
 
    Her heart raced. 
 
    Her pulse quickened at his statement to not allow A.I. to proceed past the level five ban.  
 
    Was he speaking about Antiquity?  
 
    Did he want to deactivate her neural core? 
 
    “Commander, you’re not thinking about deactivating Antiquity, are you?” 
 
    “No, doctor.” 
 
    She sighed in relief. 
 
    Relieved, but now she was confused.  
 
    “I don’t understand. I thought you believed that artificial sentient beings were a threat to Human survivability? Why allow her core unit to exist then?” 
 
    “Antiquity is not fully sentient. She has no emotions. She is not aware of her own self-existence. Still, she is worthy of your mother’s legacy. I see the value with this line of advancement in our technology. The risk is not with Antiquity.” 
 
    She began to tear up at the thought of her mother and the discoveries she’d made for science and the advancement of the Human species. 
 
    She was glad the commander understood, but something was still missing. 
 
    Why the security risk, then? 
 
    If he’s not going to deactivate Antiquity who has a level 7 A.I. and Kayleon is a conscience being, then what was the threat? 
 
    “I’m still not following you, commander. You were asking if I knew who altered the report for the Sentinel program. You said you didn’t want A.I. in the program to be higher than level five, which Antiquity is, but are allowing her to function under the program you drew suspicion to. Do I have this correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then my question to you is this: what A.I were you speaking of then?” 
 
    She could sense the commander’s pause and contemplation before he spoke the words. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Araleen. I’m speaking of the main Neurolox core unit.” 
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    She walked the corridor with the commander by her side. 
 
    Her mind was on her mother’s work, the Neurolox core unit. 
 
    Their stroll within the facility was silent. 
 
    Neither spoke as they headed to their destination, the loc-vault ahead. 
 
    The dim corridor was vacant at this late hour. The footsteps of the two occupants resounded within the lab walls. 
 
    Doctor Solome was deep in thought regarding what Commander Parejas wanted done to the last core unit for their master A.I. architecture. 
 
    She couldn’t comprehend it. 
 
    Her emotions ran back to her mother. 
 
    It was the breakthrough that had advanced her career all those years ago. 
 
    Her mother had broken the artificial barrier with making inanimate objects conscious, fulfilling the goal of going beyond transhumanism, such as the Reavers. 
 
    They came to a stop at the end of the corridor. A large ceramite alloy wall faced them. 
 
    Solome looked down at the black floor, not wanting to continue with what the commander brought her here to do. 
 
    “Araleen,” the commander said in quiet voice. 
 
    She was in a somber mood. Not wanting to answer. 
 
    She stared away at the cold metal grate at her feet. She heard the commander, but her thoughts were still on her mother. 
 
    “Araleen. It’s time,” Parejas repeated. 
 
    “I know. I was just hoping there was another way. Another course we could take.” She turned to face Parejas. “Why? Why does this have to be done? We’ve learned so much from the Neurolox core and it’s stayed locked away for all these years. No one has entered or done any further research on it beyond what I have. It’s harmless,” she said, doing her best to keep her emotions out of her voice. 
 
    “I know how you feel, but we need to be sure this ancient Gashnee tech doesn’t affect us in any way that may be detrimental to our race.” 
 
    “How can it? It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Araleen.” Parejas placed his hands at the side of her shoulders. “You won’t understand why I made my decision, but please understand the circumstances around it in regards with what’s going on. I can’t fill you in on matters of security, but rest assured there are many unknowns going on with these Gashnee prophecies, and I can’t take any chances. Not one.” 
 
    “Don’t you trust me?” she asked, looking deep into the commander’s eyes, trying to elicit some empathy and understanding with her passion and purpose in advancing human technology. “Can’t you give me this one thing left over from my mother’s work?” 
 
    The commander’s brow furrowed in thought. “I respect your mother, her work, and her legacy, but I cannot risk any movable Gashnee tech lying around no matter how secure it is. Whether it is behind blast layers or sentinel fields, I’m not willing to take the chance.” 
 
    Her sorrow turned to irritation. “You can’t just give me a speech about safety and security and expect me to move aside and let you destroy my mother’s legacy.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure if she had overstepped her bounds, but she was about to find out. 
 
    “You’re right, Araleen. I owe you more than a lofty ideal regarding refuge for the colony.” 
 
    Now she was unsure if she even wanted to hear it. 
 
    The commander relaxed his arms, clasping his hands behind his back. “We had an incident on Earth with a cargo ship being sent to Mydian with some ancient Gashnee tech found in the historical vaults there. We do not know who sent it. It has also led to a death of one of the mission’s members.” 
 
    “Oh no,” She gasped. “Who?” 
 
    “Captain Ronclar.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t mind telling you later, but I must refrain until we have all the information pertaining to the incident.” 
 
    Araleen felt the inevitability of her situation in keeping the piece of Gashnee tech. 
 
    “The manifest that was sent by Director Bowlan shows several items of Gashnee tech aboard the ship, including a second Neurolox unit.” 
 
    “A second one?” Doctor Solome asked in wonder.  
 
    Her eyes lit up at the notion. 
 
    Parejas brought her back to reality. “Araleen, I have several security issues I’m dealing with here, and they each have something to do with this Gashnee race. The cargo ship with unknown and unauthorized artifacts, the First Fleet returning from a Gashnee wormhole, and individuals consumed with Gashnee lore and technology. Each is a possible threat to what may come if these prophecies are even the slightest bit true. Do you understand what I ask?” 
 
    “I do,” she said, turning to face the wall. “Computer, entry access…Doctor Araleen Solome. Foxtrot-alpha, four-niner-six, foxtrot-kilo.” 
 
    The commander stepped up. 
 
    He could see in her posture that she still didn’t want to do this. 
 
    “Computer,” he said. “Entry access…Commander Shenta Parejas. Two-seven-one, sierra-sierra, bravo- whiskey.” 
 
    [Confirmed. Please stand still,] a female voice said. 
 
    The walls to either side of them slid open. 
 
    A green radiant beam flashed out from both sides, moving across their motionless bodies. 
 
    Just as quick as the beams came, they were gone. 
 
    [Access granted.] 
 
    A section of wall before them began descending downward, just enough for a person to walk through. 
 
    The length of the wall section moving into the floor was ten meters long. 
 
    Both the doctor and the commander entered the passage, with the doctor leading the way within the tight space. 
 
    As they entered, the floor rose and closed behind them with each passing step 
 
    They made their way to the center of a circular room, also about ten meters in circumference, but stopped short from a warning on the ground.  
 
    A blue ring etched in a three-meter section was on the black floor before them. 
 
    Solome took a deep breath. “I guess this is it.” 
 
    Parejas nodded. 
 
    The doctor cleared her dry throat. “Computer. Authorization…Solome…tango-six, Araleen, Bravo-three, life from no life, echo two-seven.” 
 
    She looked over at the commander for his piece of the code. 
 
    “Parejas, delta-eight, Shenta, alpha-five, no life to life, November-one.” 
 
    [Access codes granted. Bio scans complete.] 
 
    The center of the room flickered as an invisible energy field dispersed. 
 
    A round center plate on the floor slid open and a pillar rose from beneath.  
 
    It came to a stop about waist-high to the two visitors to the inner chamber. 
 
    Doctor Solome approached the round column in the floor. 
 
    She opened the top housing. 
 
    There, on two metal supports, was a glowing glass cylinder. 
 
    She took it in her hands. “Well, here it is. The Neurolox core unit. 
 
    “I haven’t seen it since its concealment,” Parejas said. 
 
    The doctor held it in her hand like a newborn infant. “I can remember my mother explaining its value to her work in the A.I. field. She said the pinkish solution here reminded her of amniotic fluid.” Solome laughed at the memory. “Which wasn’t far off, because this is where the synthetic nanite-neurons live.” 
 
    She turned the cylinder, looking at the pink goo roll around inside the bright yellow centerpiece. 
 
    Araleen searched out the commander’s eyes. “They’re living in there, commander. The energy source there feeds them. I understand this is Gashnee technology; but, without further development into a grid stabilization matrix, they cannot grow and become functioning artificial brain matter. They are harmless here in the vault.” 
 
    “This isn’t easy for me. I know what it means to you.” 
 
    She held out the cylinder to him. “Then you take it. You can guard it and oversee its use for future generations. Let’s not take one of the greatest items this race had given us upon first contact on Earth and throw it away like a worn-out tool.”  
 
    Her plea didn’t find the ears she wanted. 
 
    “It has to be destroyed.” 
 
    “I won’t do it.” 
 
    Without hesitation, before Solome could retract her hand and the device, Parejas took the cylinder from her. 
 
    She was taken aback by the commander’s quick action. 
 
    Parejas activated a side panel on the center pillar in which the cylinder came from. 
 
    It slid out. 
 
    The commander opened a top panel on the extended arm and placed the core unit inside. 
 
    He closed the lid. 
 
    Her eyes welled up as she watched the quick flashes of intense light that emanated from within the box that held the cylinder. 
 
    Parejas open the lid and the cylinder had been reduced to dust particles. 
 
    “My apologies again, doctor. It had to be done.” 
 
    A tear ran down her cheek. 
 
    Her lips quivered.  
 
     “You never cared for progress of the sciences have you, Commander Parejas?” 
 
    “Araleen–” 
 
    “No. I am tired of your decisions for the sake of absolute security. I’ve witnessed my mother’s life’s work end when you terminated the Sent-5 initiative, while leaving Kayleon the way she is. You have no right to make such assumptions based on mere speculation. How could you destroy something that has brought us so far in our understanding of the universe we live in? Your paranoid world is yours to exist in, commander. Don’t push it on others when they don’t need to be included in such nonsensical chaos.” Solome took in a shaky breath, gathering her composure as she raised her chin and met his eyes in defiance. “You can find your own way out.” 
 
    Doctor Solome turned and left Parejas in the chamber to himself. 
 
    “Doctor Solome, one last thing,” he called out. 
 
    She stopped without turning back. 
 
    “When I take something away from someone, I will always give them something in return. I never make these decisions without understanding the intended or unintended consequences, so…I want you to continue your work with Antiquity. I will allow her A.I. to be brought up to level eight, but no further. You may continue your work with her here in the lab. I am allowing phase three of the Sentinel program be instated. Her A.I. is now in the Adytum and will be integrated at the Facility on Awanon in a few short days. I want you to head her assimilation with the Orion’s Rage mainframe as well. Do you accept what I propose?” 
 
    Doctor Solome stood in silence for a long moment. 
 
    “Yes,” she said just loud enough for him to hear, vanishing in the long darkness of the hallway. 
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    The Sol’s Edge pulled into her berth at the Ceres Station above the planet, Janus. 
 
    As the mighty ship slowed, three long loading trestles rotated out to meet her. 
 
    They connected at mid-point of the three thousand meter ship, each latching onto the outer hull around the surface bulk doors. 
 
    The trestles settled and sealed. 
 
    The doors opened and the crew began their leave from their first shakedown cruise. 
 
    Following the throng of people exiting the great ship, Lieutenant Commander Droe Temin departed with her officers. 
 
    As they came up the main ramp to the station, Droe spotted the Reaver in his black command officer’s uniform.  
 
     “I’ll catch up with all of you at debrief,” she said to her officers before approaching Kason. “Well, what’s the occasion, Reaver Bender?” 
 
    Kason smiled. “I wanted to congratulate you on your first mission, Lieutenant Commander Temin.” 
 
    “I see. Well, thank you. I appreciate that.” 
 
    They walked the concourse towards the main transfer hub of the station. 
 
    The large crystal window panels of the trestle gave way to spectacular views of space and the planet below. 
 
    “I saw the initial report from the Cuukzen homeworld,” Kason said. 
 
    “So, what’d you think?” 
 
    “Sounds like the Kryth magistrate was a real jackerwag.” 
 
    Droe laughed, “Yes. Yes, he was. I haven’t heard that term in a while, but it’s accurate.” 
 
    They continued their walk until they made their way to the center hub, where interstellar shuttle flights were constantly arriving and departing. 
 
    “Anything exciting I miss while I was gone, besides the Deus feeds and updates?” Droe quarried.  
 
    Kason hesitated.  
 
    “…We may have found Jens.” 
 
    Droe’s eyes widened. “Is he alive?” 
 
    “That, we don’t know. We do know his whereabouts, where they’re holding him, but his bio readouts aren’t confirmed, just his marker.” 
 
    “I assume a rescue mission is being worked on?” 
 
    “One is. We are going to brief on it soon.” 
 
    “I would like to be in on that briefing.” 
 
    Kason smiled. “I don’t think that will be a problem, Lieutenant Commander. I kind of know the guy giving it.” 
 
    Droe returned the Reaver’s smile. “Anything else worth noting while I was away?” 
 
    “Your father…” 
 
    Droe gave a sharp glance to Kason upon the reference. 
 
    “I mean…the Assemblyman decided to have a hearing and vote regarding Martial Law.” 
 
    “I figured he would. He’s obsessed with it. That is the one event I won’t be attending and I can tell you that now. He won’t be getting Parejas’ vote, so he’s going to have a tough time passing anything.” 
 
    Kason stopped walking. “He doesn’t need it if Rels Sentel doesn’t show up.” 
 
    She froze, turning in disbelief. “Rels is still missing?” 
 
    “Yes. We haven’t heard from him.” 
 
    “That gives him the duress clause. He can use that to remove Martial Law…but that’s still going to be a stretch.” 
 
    “We think that’s his plan.” 
 
    “What does the commander think?” 
 
    “He thinks it’s a low move, but nothing is beneath Tallis.” 
 
    “He’s right. He is low,” she said, walking around in place with her hands on her hips. “That’s a sleck move for you. A real sleck move. Although, as long as you don’t file Rels as deceased, he’s going to have a tough time passing it.” 
 
    “We just filed. Tallis plans the vote soon.” 
 
    “Of course, he does. That man used me.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “When we had lunch before I left, he wanted my vote to influence Parejas on this. He knew I would be against him and tell the commander of his plans.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And he knew that Parejas would file the decease record on Rels so he could call a vote.” 
 
    “But he has the duress clause so he could do it anytime, with or without Sentel listed as deceased, correct?” 
 
    “No. You don’t understand. Once you filed, Rels’ second-in-command, Sub-Marshall Otel, will take his position as Provost Marshall. Tallis wanted extra insurance that the vote would pass…and guess who sides with lifting of Marshall Law?” 
 
    “Otel.” 
 
    “And there you have it. Without the decease listing, Otel would not have the position or the vote. He would be one off from those who would vote to keep the law in place.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “And people still ask why I changed my name,” Droe said in bafflement with her hand to her head. 
 
    “You okay?” Kason inquired.  
 
    “I’m fine. I just…I need a drink.” 
 
    “Let’s get a drink then.” 
 
    “Sounds great.” 
 
    “I was also going to ask you if you would like to grab a bite to eat. We could have drinks there?” 
 
    “Food and spirits sound good right about now. I need to take my mind off politics or I’m going to fly a shuttle right over to Tallis’ place and have a few words with him, which will not turn out well for the Assemblyman.” 
 
    Kason chuckled. “I know a new cantina called A New Hope that just opened up. I hear they have excellent food and spirits.” 
 
    “Lead the way, Captain Bender. I’m game, as long as there’s no loud music.” 
 
    “That, I can’t guarantee.” 
 
    Temin shrugged and they both headed off across the concourse. 
 
    “If you wanted, we could still take that shuttle to Tallis’ place after dinner?” Kason joked. 
 
    “Don’t tempt me, Reaver. I’m in no mood.” 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Clink. 
 
    “Here’s to a wonderful evening,” Droe said as her and Kason’s drinking glasses met. “You were right. This is a charming place.” 
 
    Kason smiled. “I was taking a guess. Kercy said I should try it out. So, I am.” 
 
    “Getting dating advice from a fellow Reaver?” Droe asked while taking a sip from her glass. 
 
    Kason set his wineglass down and placed his hands together on the table. “Is this a date?” he asked in a serious tone. “I don’t recall asking you out.” 
 
    Her cheeks turned red before she could catch the liquid going down the wrong pipe. 
 
    She choked and snorted, pulling the glass away from her lips and grabbing for a napkin as she tried to breathe. 
 
    Droe set her glass down. 
 
    She managed an embarassed smile while wiping away the dribble of red wine coming out the corners of her mouth. 
 
    Kason chuckled. “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    “No, no. I wasn’t expecting your response. Excuse me.” She coughed again, trying to clear the warm drink from her throat. “You sure know how to catch a girl off her guard, captain.” 
 
    “Am I learning?” he asked. 
 
    “You’re catching on quick, Reaver.” 
 
    Kason just smiled at her. 
 
    Her eyes sparkled from the candle at their table and were echoed by the innumerable colored lights of the metropolitan landscape behind her through the cantina’s glass wall. 
 
    Evoke was in the distance, making for an incredible panoramic nightscape from the restaurant’s location. 
 
    Each of the city’s tallest structures that ventured above the skyline was awash in assorted colors. 
 
    The restaurant was located in the heart of a lake, and the illumination from the city lights reflected off the water, mirroring the stars above. 
 
    Each structure was a distinctive hue, spreading out in all directions, creating a tapestry of warm, mingled colors. 
 
    The reflection of shades met at the lake’s edge and merged, shimmering off the waters around the suspended restaurant.  
 
    “Are you looking at me or the pretty lights?” Droe said with a tilt of her head. 
 
    “Lights? What lights?” 
 
    She laughed. “Good to see you’re coming out of your shell a little bit, Kason.” 
 
    “You mean out of my R.A.S. suit?” 
 
    “Yes. That would make more sense.” She hesitated, then reached for her drink. “What is Shenta going to do about the vote on the Mount? I haven’t had a chance to speak with him since my return. 
 
    “Switching topics now?” 
 
    “I haven’t finished my first glass of wine so, yes, we are switching topics.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” Kason said with a playful smile. “The vote on the Mount is in two days. I don’t know if anything can be done. Is there?” 
 
    “It always comes back to Tallis,” Droe sighed, agitated at the knowledge of what her father was trying to do. “That man gets me so uptight. He doesn’t care about the citizens or the businesses he says he supports for lifting of the law.” 
 
    “Then why is he doing it if not for profit from all the new trade that will come from it?” 
 
    “Power. Pure power. You see, he will give the people what they want, the lifting of Marshall Law. The people will become wealthy from all the open trade and, with that wealth, they will praise him for it.” 
 
    “The true power rests with the Ordinance though.” 
 
    Droe snickered. “It’s a different kind of power, Kason. He wants the power of the people. The people love the Ordinance. Tallis loathes that. To get the power he wants, he needs the people to love him, not the military. He will get that love from the people from the vote in two days. The power will then begin to shift.” 
 
    “Yet another reason why I dislike politicians. No offense.” 
 
    “None taken. I dislike them myself. Looks like we have something in common.” 
 
    A hover-waiter came to serve them their main course. 
 
    “This looks great,” Droe remarked. 
 
    “Looks can be deceiving. Just like Mordon Tallis,” Kason quipped.  
 
    Droe picked up a piece of meat with her fork.  
 
    “We shall see.”  
 
    She took a bite, chewing and tasting the prime rib. “It’s even better than it looks, so your comparison is incorrect.” 
 
    Kason placed his napkin down. “So… it’s done, then. The vote I mean.” 
 
    “I don’t see how he can lose the vote with Otel and the others on his side. Parejas will try and hold it off, but without Rels…” 
 
    The Reaver took another sip from his glass.  
 
    “So…why did we start speaking about politics again?” 
 
    Droe sighed. “I know, I know. I changed the topic.” 
 
    “You did.” He smiled. “Would you like to go back to the original discussion?” 
 
    “And what would that be, Mister Bender?” 
 
    Kason leaned in to the table, looking deep into her eyes. “The pretty lights, of course.” 
 
    She glanced down at her empty wine glass. “I suppose you may now continue on about just how pretty they are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 34 
 
      
 
      
 
     This forest area we came to rest in was alive with sounds of animal activity.  
 
    It was a nice warning system of sorts for the creatures that were pursuing us. 
 
    We should be safe here for now.  
 
    My galony snacked on fruit to replenish its energy. 
 
    As for myself, I wasn’t going to be caught off my feet again. 
 
    I’m making weapons. 
 
    The ground below us was strewn with sharp volcanic rocks. 
 
    I was near a pool of water ringed by trees of the forest. The opening canopy above the crystal-clear water made for a perfect mirror as the clouds above looked as they were moving across the water’s surface. 
 
    Rocks and boulders of all shapes and sizes could make for good weapons. 
 
    I was making spears and knives with the branches and vines that draped this along aging part of the forest floor. I would make two other sets for my partners, if they made it. 
 
    The branch my galony and I rested on was a perfect vantage point, looking over both the pond below and the sky above. 
 
    It seemed that our winged foes were more comfortable in open spaces and so, once again, the jungle provided a level of protection. 
 
    My galony grunted. 
 
    “Not now, big guy. I haven’t finished my weapons.” 
 
    I stood up looking around. 
 
    It would be too soon to use what I was making if they came now. 
 
    The reeking tree-hugger sniffed the air to his front and let out another grunt. 
 
    I now saw what he detected. 
 
    It was Mistuuk and his galony. 
 
    They were swinging in on the far bank, making their way over to us. 
 
    Nice to see the little guy. 
 
    With a final swing, his hairy beast leapt up to the branch below us. 
 
    “Hey, Rels.” 
 
    “Good to see you, buddy. Did you see Kayasa?” 
 
    “What?” the Cuukzen responded as he climbed off his galony. 
 
    “Have you seen Kayasa?” 
 
    “I saw her once, but…” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “She was being attacked by two of those flying things, Rels. I couldn’t get to her.” 
 
    That wasn’t good. It was hard to stay together with all the chaos alone without being at the mercy of these furbags. 
 
    She had been a tough assailant. In a way, she will be missed. 
 
    Time to move on. 
 
    “Hey, Mistuuk. Get up here and help me finish these weapons.” 
 
    “Coming, Rels.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if these would help, but they’re better than nothing. 
 
    The flashing lights startled me as they popped up from below the branch I was on. 
 
    “Don’t do that, Blink.” 
 
    The hovering triangle just, well, blinked at me. 
 
    “Go over there,” I said, pointing away. “Mistuuk.” 
 
    “Yes, Rels?” 
 
    “Keep the bot away from me.” 
 
    “She just wanted–” 
 
    “Yes, I know. She just wanted to say hello, right?” 
 
    “Right, Rels.” 
 
    “Have her scan or something. Can she do that at least?” 
 
    “I’ll have her scan, Rels.” 
 
    “Great. Do that.” 
 
    At least we could put her to work. We needed all the warning we could get. These were unfamiliar lands. We were the intruders and amateurs here. 
 
    We sat on the branch for the next hour working on our primitive poking sticks. 
 
    Our galony ate berries, as did Mistuuk. I had a few myself while the bot flew around the tree scanning the surrounding area. 
 
    “Do you think we’re close to where we are going, Rels?” 
 
    “Not sure, but I do hear what I think is water falling in the distance.” 
 
    “I don’t hear it, Rels.” 
 
    “Just listen. It’s off in that direction.” I pointed to the east. 
 
    “Nothing, Rels.” 
 
    “And you’re the one with the big floppy ears. Still can’t hear it?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    I just shook my head. “Anyways, I think we’re heading back to the river we started at. I hope we’re close. I can’t flip around the trees with these putrid creatures any longer.” 
 
    “They’re not bad, Rels. We’re still alive because of them.” 
 
    He had a point, but they still stunk. 
 
    My galony lifted its head off the tree branch from resting. I kept my eye on it, wondering if it sensed anything. 
 
    That’s when I noticed it. 
 
    No forest sounds. 
 
    “Mistuuk, when did the forest go quiet?”  
 
    He looked around. “I don’t know, Rels.” 
 
    “Not good.” 
 
    The second galony sat up, sniffing the air. 
 
    Blink’s lights started flashing. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Blink says she picked up a moving object across the water over there.” 
 
    I looked at the other end of the blue pond. A moving object came into view, along the tree line. 
 
    “Blink says its Kayasa, Rels.” 
 
    “Good, but that doesn’t explain the silence of the forest. Galony don’t make the inhabitants of these parts nervous.” 
 
    “Good point, Rels.” 
 
    “Here.” I handed the Cuukzen some of the weapons we made. “Take these. Put them in the saddle slots. Use them when you need to.” 
 
    These makeshift weapons would have to do. I made two short spears and two knuckle knives for jabbing. 
 
    The sharp stones would do the trick at short range. With no projectile weapons to keep them at bay, this was going to get cozy real fast. 
 
    “Keep an eye out.” 
 
    Kayasa’s galony got closer and I could see she was strapped in but not moving. 
 
    The galony swung up to our branch and landed. It was out of breath. 
 
    I went to her side, as did Mistuuk. 
 
    “Is she alive, Rels?” 
 
    She had some bleeding wounds on her back and forehead, but she had a pulse and was breathing.  
 
    “Yes, she’s alive.” 
 
    I unstrapped her and laid her down on the tree branch. “You just can’t catch a break, Kayasa.” 
 
    Her galony collapsed. It was injured as well. 
 
    “Mistuuk, tend to the galony. I’ll help her.” 
 
    “Got it, Rels.” 
 
    I began to wash her face with water and drip some on her lips. 
 
    She started to come to. 
 
    “Hang in there. I got you.” 
 
    “Where… where are we, Rels?” she asked with a hoarse voice. 
 
    “We’re…wait. Did you just call me by my name?” 
 
    She was struggling. Her eyes weren’t their usual focused selves. “Did we make it? Did we…” 
 
    She passed out again. 
 
    “I’m putting her on my climber,” I told Mistuuk. 
 
    I picked her up and placed her in the saddle harness of my galony, strapping her in. 
 
    It was just in time. As I lashed the last strap around her torso, an eerie screech came from above. 
 
    Over the pond, coming through the opening in the canopy, were three of those winged creatures. 
 
    Their piercing shrieks sent the hairs on my neck on end and a chill up my spine. 
 
    “Get to your galony, Mistuuk. We need to move.” 
 
    “What about her galony?” 
 
    “It’ll buy us time.”  
 
    That was the harsh truth. 
 
    The galony were agitated and nervous, ready to leap off the branch. 
 
    I hugged around Kayasa and grabbed a body strap, wrapping it around my waist. I would need to stay loose to use weapons. 
 
    “I’m in, Rels.” 
 
    I turned to see the creatures flying over the water straight for us. 
 
    Too close. 
 
    Time to leave. 
 
    I yanked on the reigns and the tree-climber bolted off the branch. 
 
    Mistuuk was behind, following along with Blink. 
 
    As we swung on our first branch, I got a glimpse of the creatures attacking the injured galony. 
 
    I cursed. Only one of them stayed with the downed galony. The other two continued to pursue us. 
 
    “Get ready!” I yelled out. 
 
    The galony were swinging as fast as they could through the forest trees. 
 
    Just our luck. Again. 
 
    The large trees here were more spread out than before and, with no foliage ahead or around us, the flying alien bats from Hell were giving chase. 
 
    They could move through these less dense parts with ease. 
 
    On every swing, I could see that they were getting closer. 
 
    I could also hear the rush of roaring water getting closer as well. We must be near the river. 
 
    I reached for a short spear from the pouch on the side of the saddle. 
 
    I held it ready. 
 
    Our swing rotated around a large branch with the galony releasing towards the next. 
 
    Its arms were outstretched, rounded claws ready to grab the next wooded offshoot when it hit us. 
 
    The creature struck the galony in mid-flight, knocking it off course and right into the side of the tree. 
 
    My shoulder brushed the bark as my climber fell to the forest floor below. 
 
    We didn’t plummet far when the galony grabbed the next outstretched branch and swung again, but the unknown creature struck once more, this time sending us to the soil down below. 
 
    The galony slid sideways and came to a stop against another tree. 
 
    It struggled to get up. 
 
    The creature landed a few feet away. It opened its maw of teeth and fangs. 
 
    I jumped off the straining galony and readied my makeshift spear and knife. 
 
    The creature lunged at me. 
 
    I parried with the spear. 
 
    Damn! I couldn’t have made this thing a bit longer? 
 
    I could smell its rank breath. 
 
    Way too close. 
 
    It jabbed like any large bird; hopping along the ground, furling its blue-green wings, and striking with its fanged mouth. 
 
    It was much larger than I thought. It stood two meters taller than I was. 
 
    I put myself between my galony and it. 
 
    The winged creature wasn’t holding back its attacks either. They became quicker and more methodical.  
 
    As I moved around, I kicked a rock. 
 
    This winged creature tracked it, but was back on me in an instant. 
 
    That gave me an idea. 
 
    I didn’t have time to bend down and pick up a rock, so I kicked another one. 
 
    It tracked it for a split second, then it was back on me again.  
 
    Quick and agile. 
 
    I had another idea. 
 
    I reached down to my side and grabbed the knuckle knife I’d made. It had a handle to wrap my fingers and fist around, and it had some weight to it as well. 
 
    I flung the knife up near the creature’s side. 
 
    It tracked the knife, but lunged for it. 
 
    Now. 
 
    I charged and drove the spear into its side. 
 
    The spear went in. 
 
    The terror bird spun, knocking me down, with the spear sticking out from its side. 
 
    The creature tried to remove the embedded object with his fanged beak, gnashing at its side, trying to dislodge the very long thorn in its side. 
 
    I rolled and picked up my knife. 
 
    Getting up on my feet, I was ready to finish this thing off. 
 
    That’s when the second terror bird landed. 
 
    It caught the attention of the first wounded bird that had given up on removing the spear and turned back to me instead. 
 
    I didn’t like that look on their horrible faces. 
 
    Just my luck. 
 
    They lunged at me. 
 
    I prepared to parry at least one of them when 
 
    Mistuuk’s galony landed on top of the wounded bird, smashing it into the ground. 
 
    I dodged the second creature, slashing my knife at its elongated neck.  
 
    I moved behind two small trees. 
 
    The terror bird attacked again with a gurgling screech. 
 
    Not deep enough. 
 
    I moved between the trees. 
 
    It lunged right between them. 
 
    I grabbed it near the neck with my left hand and held it against the tree. With my right, I jammed the knife in its neck. 
 
    It pulled away and stumbled back.. 
 
    Orange goo ran down its neck to the ground. 
 
    The terror bird stumbled backwards and right onto Mistuuk’s spear. 
 
    The creature screeched, falling to the ground in death throws. 
 
    “Nice timing, pudge.” 
 
    “Thanks, Rels.” 
 
    “We need to be going. How’s your galony?” 
 
    He turned back to his climber. “He’s a tough one, Rels. Galony remind me of meekas back on my home world of Tormuun.” 
 
    I made my way back to the galony. “You don’t say.” 
 
    “Yes. Meekas are strong animals, Rels.” 
 
    “Do they stink like these guys do?”  
 
    “No, Rels. Why?” 
 
    “No reason.” 
 
    “Why ask then, Rels?” 
 
    I ignored him. 
 
    I bent down next to the downed terror bird Mistuuk’s galony had taken out to get a closer look. 
 
    The thing had been disemboweled.  
 
    Looking over to his galony’s massive front claws, there was that orange goo on one of its front hooks. 
 
    Not bad. These things weren’t all that defenseless after all. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s get out of–” 
 
    The third terror bird struck. 
 
    I was knocked off my feet and thrown to the ground before I knew what had hit me. 
 
    The creature lunged and latched onto my lower leg. 
 
    Its teeth sunk into my calf. 
 
    I tried to roll over and hit it with the nearest rock I grabbed. 
 
    Mistuuk had jumped and landed on top of the bird, which was larger than the other two we had faced. 
 
    Our galony backed away from the commotion. 
 
    I struck it in the beak with the rock and he stabbed it in the back. 
 
    The terror bird let go of my leg and flew up, dislodging the Cuukzen and sending him to the ground. 
 
    Before I knew it, the winged monstrosity pinned me down with its taloned feet. I couldn’t move my arms. 
 
    There above me was the nasty dripping saliva of a beaked mouth full of teeth and fangs. I didn’t know what was worse, how it looked or how it smelled. What was it with this planet’s animals? 
 
    I tried to move back and forth to get free as its teeth gnashed. Just when I thought it was about to strike, it reeled backwards. 
 
    The terror bird’s screech was piercing this close to it. 
 
    Blood shot forth from its throat before it keeled over and fell to the ground. 
 
    A spear stuck out of its head and neck as it twitched. 
 
    Mistuuk was still recovering from getting thrown off. He hadn’t thrown the spear. 
 
    “Are you alive, Human?” 
 
    Kayasa. She was the one that had thrown it. 
 
    Back to being Mister ‘Human’.  
 
    Here I thought we were on a first-name-basis. 
 
    “A little sore, but no worse for wear. Nice shot by the way.” 
 
    “Yeah, Kayasa. Nice throw,” Mistuuk acknowledged. 
 
    I got up. “The better question is: How are you doing?” I asked with care, of course.  
 
    “No worse for wear, Human.” 
 
    “Perfect. I wouldn’t want it any other way, Vrae.” 
 
    I was shocked to see her hand extend to help me up.  
 
    I took it. 
 
    I wasn’t ashamed. I could have been bird food if she hadn’t been here. 
 
    “Now what do we do, Human?” 
 
    “Let’s get back to the galony. We need to get to wherever they are taking us.” 
 
    “Where’s Blink, Rels?” 
 
    “How would I know?” 
 
    Just as I asked, Blink flew out from around a tree. 
 
    “There she is. Hiding as usual,” I grumbled. 
 
    “She’s not a fighter, Rels.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Mistuuk scowled at me. “She did warn us, Rels. That’s something.” 
 
    “I guess so. I’ll give her credit for that, but–” 
 
    An echo of familiar screeches moved through the forest, once again silencing the jungle around us. 
 
    “We have more incoming. Everyone back on the galony. Now,” I called out. 
 
    No time to argue about the bot. Those terror birds had a purpose. Almost like a mission. They were tracking us, no doubt, but how did they follow us all this way? A predator would have broken chase by now. 
 
    Something wasn’t right here. 
 
    The tree climbers were back on track. 
 
    Our dizzying swing through the jungle had begun once more as we both road atop our tree hugging friend. 
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    We were heading for the great falls we had seen earlier at the start of our journey. 
 
    The sound of torrential whitewater could be heard as the jungle foliage thinned to the river banks. 
 
    The galony stopped on the last outstretched tree branch. 
 
    Mistuuk’s galony perched on the tree next to us. 
 
    “Hey, Rels. I think we lost them.” 
 
    It seemed so.  
 
    Now to figure out if we were close to our destination. 
 
    “Human, would you mind removing your knee from my side?” My Vrae companion in under me stated as she shifted out of her harness. 
 
    “After you.” I smiled. 
 
    She just gave me that wonderful Vrae glare. 
 
    “Give me a second, Mistuuk. I am wondering if it’s safe to rest here.” 
 
    The galony seemed fine. 
 
    Insects buzzed about and small birds flew around trying to catch said bugs. 
 
    So that leaves the waterfalls ahead. 
 
    The rushing turquoise water before us was vast. The river weaved in and out across a valley with countless cascades of gushing water. 
 
    Beautiful, but dangerous. 
 
    Large white rock outcroppings littered the banks as ancient and once-standing dead tree trunks darted the rugged landscape. 
 
    “I hope we don’t have to cross,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t think so, Rels. There are no trees to swing on for the galony beyond the rocks. Blink also confirms this.” 
 
    “Good observation, bounty hunter of the obvious. Good observation.” 
 
    “I don’t hear anything,” Kayasa said. 
 
    “What?” I replied, confused. 
 
    “The sounds, Human. There are no jungle sounds any longer.” 
 
    She was right. 
 
    “Get ready. We may have company.” 
 
    I saw the shadow first just as Kayasa finished strapping back in and, when I looked up, there was a terror bird diving down straight for us. 
 
    I pulled the reigns and the galony bolted, running off the branch and jumping to the next dead tree below us. 
 
    We made the first branch, but on the first swing, the terror bird caught up with us. 
 
    It hit our galony and knocked it off the snapped branch and down to the rocks below. 
 
    We were lucky as the tree climber landed on its feet and, without skipping a beat, ran and leapt over a small gorge. 
 
    As it bounded, Kayasa slipped from under me and landed back on the other side of the gulch we just crossed. 
 
    My galony scampered to another dead tree branch, but I pulled and held it off. 
 
    I grabbed the spear and jumped off, returning to the edge. 
 
    Mistuuk’s galony had made it across and was up on a dead branch. 
 
    Kayasa made her way to the edge of the gap. It wasn’t wide, but dropped at least a good twenty meters. 
 
    The terror bird hopped along the tops of the rocks, making its way ever closer to the Vrae. 
 
    “Jump!” I yelled. 
 
    “No, I won’t make it!” 
 
    “You have to! Go now!” 
 
    The bird was getting closer. 
 
    “It’s too far, Human.” 
 
    “I’ll catch you. Trust me,” I said, reaching out with my arms. 
 
    She got up. 
 
    The screeching bird was just about to her, its horrible beak and fangs gnashing. 
 
    She’s not going to make it, I thought. 
 
    She took a step back just as the terror bird reached her. 
 
    With a leap, she pushed off as the jagged beaked mouth of the bird snapped at her back. 
 
    Just before it could sink its monstrous fangs into her, Blink flew in and intercepted the feathered monstrosity. 
 
    Kayasa lunged for my hands. 
 
    I dove between two rocks and grabbed her wrist. 
 
    She fell. 
 
    I slid forward to the edge and held on to her, my other hand flailing until I grabbed hold of what I hoped was a tree root. 
 
    “I don’t have much of a grip, Kayasa. Try and push up.” 
 
    She needed to hurry. 
 
    Blink had the terror bird snapping at air as she flew around its head, trying to distract it. 
 
    That wouldn’t last long. 
 
    The bird refocused on our struggling to get Kayasa up. 
 
    Not long at all. 
 
    It screamed and darted straight for the gulch and leapt. 
 
    I pulled. Kayasa pushed. 
 
    She was up and out. 
 
    The bird was coming right at us. 
 
    I reached down and picked up the spear. 
 
    My weapon met the creature’s throat, the terror bird’s own momentum driving the point through its maw and out the back of its skull. 
 
    It was flapping and flopping around. 
 
    With a little nudge from my boot, the terror was no more, dropping down into the gorge below. 
 
    “Thanks,” Kayasa said, gasping between breaths. 
 
    “No problem. Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    We got back to the galony and the grinning Cuukzen. 
 
    “What do you think of Blink now, Rels?” 
 
    I murmured. “She came through.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rels. What was that? I couldn’t hear you.” 
 
    The little pudge wasn’t going to let this one go. 
 
    Maybe I deserved it. 
 
    “She did okay.” 
 
    “What, Rels?” 
 
    “She did fine.” I gave him what he wanted. 
 
    “Now say it to Blink.” 
 
    Oh, the humiliation.  
 
    “No. Let’s move.” 
 
    Kayasa got on and I motioned our galony forward. 
 
    We were off again with Mistuuk and Blink in tow. 
 
    The climbers didn’t waste any time as they rushed the roaring river. 
 
    They sprang from one dead tree branch to the next. 
 
    The river was approaching fast. What were they doing? Were they suicidal?  
 
    “They’re headed for the water,” Kayasa said. 
 
    Worse yet, they were heading for an edge near a waterfall. 
 
    I pulled back on the reigns. “They’re not stopping!” 
 
    Mistuuk yelled out, “Mine’s not stopping either, Rels!” 
 
    This is not going to turn out well. 
 
    I was thinking about grabbing Kayasa and jumping off our ride, but it was too late. 
 
    The galony leapt to the last tree near the river’s edge and off the short cliff to the falls. 
 
    It swung three times around the branch to get momentum before it released. 
 
    We flipped around just in time to see us drop towards the waterfall. 
 
    “Hang on!” 
 
    The weight of rushing and falling water hit my head first, careening over my shoulders and down my back. 
 
    It felt like we hit a wall of stone and fell through to the other side. 
 
    The sound was tremendous. 
 
    I held my ears as the torrent of water was pouring and crashing all around us. 
 
    The galony landed on solid ground and not in the river, to my surprise. 
 
    I opened my eyes. 
 
    We had settled in a cave opening behind the waterfall. There was a flat rock outcropping that jutted out meeting the wall of water. 
 
    Mistuuk was next, followed by Blink. 
 
    The galony started to walk down a passage under the river. 
 
    After moving through some natural pillars of rock, the climber came to a dead end. 
 
    “We’re in a cave, Rels.” 
 
    “Thank you, bounty hunter of the obvious, for your unparalleled power of observation.” 
 
    Kayasa sat up.  
 
    “Did they make a wrong turn?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking.” 
 
    “So, how are we going to get out, Human?” 
 
    As if I had all the answers. But, before I could answer her with my cutting wit, the galony started barking. 
 
    Their throat noises reverberated off the walls, mingling with the rushing water on the other side of the pillars. 
 
    After a couple of barks, they were quiet. 
 
    Did they realize they had made a wrong turn?  
 
    I chucked to myself at the thought.  
 
    I wasn’t laughing for long, though. 
 
    The rock wall in front of us started to slide open. 
 
    Fascinating. 
 
    “Hey, Rels. It’s moving.” 
 
    The rock stopped. 
 
    On the other side were glowing crystals of some kind. They were stacked in assorted sizes in an open metal cauldron. 
 
    They lit up the cave which now opened farther into and under the river.  
 
    We rounded a corner and the cave became even more interesting. 
 
    Along a cave wall were what I could only assume were stables. Other galony were there feeding from a trough. 
 
    The animals grunted upon seeing them. 
 
    Our galony trotted over to the others and began to eat. 
 
    “They’re more galony, Rels.” 
 
    “Thanks, buddy.”  
 
    The little guy amazed me. He never missed a detail. 
 
    “I wonder where we are.” Kayasa pondered. 
 
    Now, that was the question. It was safe to presume we’re probably in the safe location Yren spoke about, but where is here? 
 
    “That’s the light year question of the galaxy isn’t it, Kayasa?” I retorted. 
 
    It didn’t take long for a response, but it didn’t come from any of my companions. 
 
    “Emvel Hollow. That is where you are,” an unknown voice declared from behind us. 
 
    We all turned. 
 
    Standing before us was an older… male…Human. 
 
    Wasn’t expecting that. 
 
    What now? I thought. 
 
    We were about to find out. 
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    “Who are you?” I asked our new Human guest…or host. 
 
    This white-haired older guy was covered in a simple black and white robe. His faced was weathered. 
 
    “My name is Emvel Kasse. I’m sure my presence comes as a shock to you.” 
 
    He hit that one in the crosshairs. “That would’ve been my first question. You are Human, right?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “How’d you get here?” 
 
    Emvel smiled. “That’s a long story, Rels.” 
 
    “It seems we have time, Emvel.” 
 
    He chuckled, “We do indeed.” 
 
    I wasn’t shocked he knew my name. “Yren, told you.” 
 
    “Yes. We got communique you were coming.” 
 
    “We? More Humans?” Kayasa lashed out. 
 
    “No. I’m the only Human here. Come, I’ll show you.”  
 
    I looked at the others. “We’ve come this far.” 
 
     “And they might have food, Rels.” 
 
    “Yes, they might have food.” 
 
    “Why yes, we have lots of food. Along our way, I’ll tell you the abridged version of the story of why I’m here,” Emvel said. 
 
    We decided to follow our new host down a natural slope in the rock. 
 
    This story should be interesting, as another Human in this part of the galaxy sure was a surprise, and I had a lot of questions. A lot. I just hoped we would get what we came for…the Gashnee Ancients. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
       
 
      
 
     We continued our walk down the path within the cave. Our guide, Emvel, started explaining the cave system to us. 
 
    Caves. Just what was missing from our mystery adventure on the opposite side of the galaxy. I should ask if they have giant worms down here. It would be our luck. 
 
    We made our way through twisting passages of rock that were stained with turquois from the dripping mineral water that seeped from the river above. It was kind of pretty, I guess. The thunder from the waterfall became a distant rumble as we continued. 
 
    Clear pools of water occupied depressions within the rock, fed by trickles that lined our path. 
 
    More crystal-filled cauldrons lit our way as we sank deeper within the network of tunnels. 
 
    He had our attention, at least mine and Kayasa’s. 
 
    Kayasa was right next to me, not wanting to miss a word spoken by the new Human. Her Vrae suspicions, no doubt. 
 
    Mistuuk walked near the edge and stared at the colored walls highlighted by the glowing crystals. 
 
    He couldn’t look less interested.  
 
    Thinking about jojo fruit for sure. 
 
    Blink just flashed the pools of water with her lights as she flew around and ahead of us. 
 
    I couldn’t wait any longer.  
 
    “So, how’d you get here and why is this place named after you?” 
 
    “Right. I did say that I would give you the condensed version.” 
 
    He didn’t waste any time. Good. 
 
    “Let me start at the beginning, Rels. I was part of a sentient exchange program when the Gashnee first visited Earth in…oh, about 2488 A.D.” 
 
    “You went with them?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I was confused. 
 
    I was unaware that anything like that had ever occurred.  
 
    “I don’t remember seeing that within the Annals, Emvel.” 
 
    “Annals?” he asked. 
 
    “Our Human history…after the Kryth invasion.” 
 
    “I understand now. Your historical documents. No, you wouldn’t have. You see, it was a secret greeting set up at the highest levels. It was either concealed or deleted.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” 
 
    “It was part of an exchange agreement they had when they gave us their drive technology along with one of their own.” 
 
    That last part threw me. “Wait a minute. You’re telling me that a Gashnee was left on Earth?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I was stunned. 
 
    It didn’t take long for both of my companions to chime in. 
 
    The Cuukzen was first, of course. 
 
    “Not good, Rels. Humans and Gashnee. You know what Yren showed us about their prophecy. This is not good. You didn’t tell me everything, Rels. You’re hiding things from me.” 
 
    Next up was the charming Vrae. “You side with the Gashnee, Human. What are your plans against the Vrae Empire? I should never have trusted you.” 
 
    Here we go. Wait, did she say she trusted me? 
 
    They each started their rants, their voices growing with outlandish assumptions. 
 
    “Stop! Just stop,” I said. “This is all news to me too. Let’s hear what the man has to say before we go all nova on each other. Let’s just take it one step at a time. Okay?” 
 
    The Vrae gave me her usual scowl. The Cuukzen just shrugged his shoulders and went back to staring at the walls, looking bored but obviously paying close attention to the conversation. 
 
    “Sorry, Emvel. Please continue.” 
 
    He looked a bit uneasy with our little flair up, but resumed, “That was part of the deal: an exchange of races.” 
 
    “This Gashnee never made it off the planet when the Kryth attacked ten years later, did they? I don’t recall any of this is the Annals. Not one bit of it.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Rels” he said. “I just heard about the invasion when I arrived here, on this planet, around that time.” 
 
    How I wished for the telyrum under the tree Yren had gaven us. I’ll take the flashing moths any day over this ridiculous Gashnee prophecy. It just keeps getting worse.  
 
    “Right this way.” Our guide pointed to another opening in the rock. 
 
    We proceeded in. 
 
    I could hear the rush of falling water once more. 
 
    The passageway ahead was showing signs of natural light coming through. 
 
    The impact of crashing water was becoming deafening again. 
 
    We exited into a chamber that was a sight to see. 
 
    An eye-shaped opening in the top of the ceiling allowed natural light to proceed down into the cavity. 
 
    Water from the river above poured in around its edges, falling to the next opening in the rock within the room we stood and down into the darkness below through a hole in the middle of the rotunda. 
 
    We made our way around the outside corners of this natural open foyer to another passageway on the other side. 
 
    It was beautiful, but loud. 
 
    As we continued our descent into who-knows-what and the water once again quieted as we moved away, Emvel picked up his story. 
 
    “My trip with the Gashnee ended on their home planet.” 
 
    “You mean T’Kharix, Emvel?” Mistuuk asked. 
 
    “No, Cuukzen. T’Kharix is not the Gashnee’s home world in your part of the sector. This planet of Tasashnee is the Gashnee’s original homeworld within this galaxy.” 
 
    Kayasa stopped dead in her tracks. “Wait. T’Kharix is the planet my people took after the great Gashnee fall. After the Kryth finished them off, we gained the spoils of war there.” 
 
    Emvel smirked. “What was left? What were these so-called spoils of war? The Gashnee destroyed or took most of their technology before fleeing. The scraps you Vrae and Kryth fought over were mere crumbs of a banished and dying civilization they themselves chose to abandon. They let you take what they wanted you to take.” 
 
    She turned to me. “Did he insult me just now, Human?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, he did,” I responded with my best serious face. 
 
    I’m glad I wasn’t the target of her ire for once. 
 
    “How dare you,” she spat back at Emvel. 
 
    “I’ll explain more, Kayasa. My intention wasn’t to insult, but to speak truth to your erroneous perception of Vrae history.” He smiled at her. “We are almost to our destination. Come.” 
 
    That was a better insult than his first one. 
 
    I could see Kayasa bite her lower lip and clench her fists. 
 
    I was starting to love it when she gets mad. There’s a certain attraction about a strong woman, Human or not. 
 
    Call me crazy. 
 
    Let’s just see where this goes. 
 
    We continued down a semi-darkened path. Gone were the cauldrons of light for our guidance.  
 
    I could see a warm glow about twenty meters up ahead. 
 
    There was commotion that sounded off against the small stone passage we walked. There were more lifeforms where we were heading. I could hear their chatter. 
 
    The opening of the tunnel exploded into a massive cavern of activity. 
 
    It was a city under the river, and there looked to be Cuukzen running about. At least, they seem to be Cuukzen. 
 
    Great. All I needed is a bunch more of these guys gabbing my ear off. 
 
    The questions I had for Emvel were multiplying. 
 
    I was getting uncomfortable with what he had to say so far about our own history and that of the Gashnee. Kayasa…well, she wanted him dead at the moment. Meanwhile, Mistuuk was just being Mistuuk, not a care in the world except that now he looked interested in both the immense cavern and to find fellow Cuukzen. 
 
    I wish I could not have a care in the world; but, then again, I wouldn’t get to enjoy the chase and unknown excitement that hid around every corner. 
 
    Despite all the unknowns on this planet and the thrill of the chase, each step I took on this planet still felt even farther away from my own. 
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    Commander Parejas looked over his holo-report as he sat in his command chair aboard the Orion’s Rage. 
 
    The glow highlighted his face in the darkness, the bridge otherwise vacant. 
 
    He closed the report out, proceeded down the steps of his chair, and exited towards the starboard lift. 
 
    The lift brought him several levels below where he got off and moved down a corridor to a briefing room on the other end. 
 
    The doors slid open. 
 
    Parejas entered. 
 
    All stood within the room. 
 
    “Have a seat. Are we ready for the briefing on Jens, Captain Bender?” 
 
    Kason was near the front podium. “We are, sir. All present.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s begin.” 
 
    Parejas connected his report to the podium. 
 
    The lights dimmed and a large holo-projection of a blue grid appeared behind the commander. 
 
    The images on the holo-projector changed and followed the commander’s words as he spoke. 
 
    “We have a confirmed report on the whereabouts of Reaver Jens Dryden. This briefing is to go over the extraction of the body of the captured Reaver, whether he is alive or dead.” 
 
    A planetoid appeared behind the commander in three-dimensional light, with nomenclature and stats of the sector alongside it. 
 
    “We will be using the plan drawn up by Kason Bender. This plan will use multiple forces and is meant for a quick planet drop-and-evac. The forces included are thirty Reavers from the regiments to include Kason’s team. There will be a landing zone team of one hundred troops lead by Captain Nevlen Bossarios. The final team will be aerial ground support lead by Major Chion Danchall. 
 
    “It will begin with the group jumping into the sector right above the planet with cover from the Flashpoint and her sister ship the Intimidator. The new orbital assault transfer beam will be used during this drop. The troop assault ship Diligence, captained by Dalt Tocmar, will be the main platform to launch the mission.” 
 
     Parejas nodded in Captain Tocmar’s direction with a nod in return from the seated officer.  
 
    “Once the extraction team is on the surface and moving to the abandoned facility where they’re keeping Jens, the landing zone team will then depart the Diligence and secure and hold the drop platform on the LZ.”  
 
    The commander looked over at Nevlen for a moment before he continued.  
 
    “Major Danchall will cover the LZ with gunship and fighter support.” He glanced up to find her in the seated group. “To conclude, once the mission to secure Jens is complete, all ground troops and Reavers will return via the transfer beam to the Diligence. I will now open it up for questions.” 
 
    The first to stand was Nevlen. “Commander, I would like to volunteer to lead the mission.” 
 
     “Can you believe this guy?” Kercy murmured to her fellow Reaver. 
 
    Ramek just shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    “Captain Bossarios, to answer your question,” Parejas said. “No, captain, your troops will remain at the landing zone and will not advance under any circumstance. Captain Bender will lead this mission. Is that clear?” 
 
    “It is, but may I interject-” 
 
    Parejas ignored him and moved on to the next question. “Captain Bender, your question.” 
 
    Kason stood. “Will we be able to get an actual practice drop from the Diligence besides the holo-simulators we’ve been using?” 
 
    “Indeed. I’ll refer that to Captain Tocmar,” Parejas said, gesturing to his fellow officer. “Captain.”  
 
    Captain Tocmar stood. “Thanks for the question, Kason. We are setting up a drop for tomorrow on the moon, Tyr. We will give everyone the update once that is complete.” 
 
    “I would suggest,” Parejas commented. “That all drop personnel practice in the holo-simulator until the real-time rehearsal from the Diligence occurs. Get as many reps in as possible. The mission will begin two days from today.” 
 
    Maddox was next with his question. “Commander, what is the nearest Kryth military outpost from the planetoid?” 
 
    “Good question, Maddox. It’s a two days’ journey from their nearest base. The mission is scheduled to last one to three hours so, by the time they get word, any large force would take too long to get there. I don’t think they are interested in drawing a fight like last time for one of our own. We’ve been monitoring the sector with Deus probes to make sure of it. They were sent over the last few hours. We will have live updates all the way until insertion, but all contingency plans will be in place for anything overlooked.”  
 
    The commander’s attention was drawn from a visitor who entered the briefing room. 
 
    Parejas saw Captain Takkar wave him over when he came in. 
 
    “Excuse me, everyone. Kason, please complete the brief,” Parejas said as he left the podium and walked over to his friend near the door. 
 
     “What do you have, Jesan?” Parejas queried. 
 
    “Can we take this outside?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The two men exited and entered the corridor. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Takkar didn’t waste any time with the commander. “We have a new situation with the cargo ship coming from Earth. I was contacted by the Balas Mining Company. They’re missing one of their new ore-container jump units.” 
 
    “Which are?” Parejas asked. 
 
    “They’re hyperspace assist units which help ore containers from the mining fields get back to Mydian quicker.” 
 
    “How fast?” 
 
    “It could cut the time by half.” 
 
    “And its whereabouts are unknown?” 
 
    “No. We picked up its heading, moving away from mining field 87B, and towards-” 
 
    “The cargo ship from Earth,” Shenta finished. 
 
    “Yes. Deus antenna 434 picked it up earlier today.” 
 
    Parejas walked the corridor. “Someone wants these artifacts sooner than later. Have you pulled the logs and investigated the Balas personnel?” 
 
    “We have. It looks like a normal run to the fields and back. There was a course correction programed by an unknown user halfway through its journey. Untraceable. From outside the company.” 
 
    “Or within?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Parejas was not amused. His eyes said could burn stars. “This has become treasonous.” 
 
    “What would you like for me to do?” 
 
    “Put the Marshals on it. Contact Otel and have his team consider who may be behind this. This has priority over weapon and tech smuggling. For me, I’m thinking of taking the Rage since she’s the fastest in the fleet. We need to intercept the two vessels before they can rendezvous. We can’t allow whoever wants these Gashnee artifacts to get their hands on them.” 
 
    “What about the rescue mission for Jens?” 
 
    “I’m going to put you in command of it. I’ll leave Droe in command of the defense forces and fleets.” Parejas paused, deep in thought. “Jesan, this Gashnee mystery is becoming greater by the day and starting to get beyond us. I don’t have the slightest fondness for the events that have transpired since Strathin’s return.” 
 
    “It seems like that kicked things off,” Takkar said. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “When are you going?” 
 
    “Tomorrow. After the Assembly vote on Marshall Law. I’ll convene the crew tonight.” 
 
    “The Mount won’t delay the vote, will they?” 
 
    “I’m going to do what I can. What we don’t need right now is a political ploy for abolishing a law which will stress our resources further.” 
 
    “I hear that,” Takkar replied. 
 
    “Politicians will do what politicians do. Let us do what we do, Jesan.” 
 
    Parejas pat is friend on the shoulder. “Why don’t you go into the briefing? I’ll catch up with you tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll see you in the morning at the den of thieves then?” 
 
    Parejas just smiled to his friend before heading down the corridor. 
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    Shawna walked back to the forest line near the open meadow.  
 
    She had completed her task with getting the tower operating and now was awaiting Madilay’s return from her duties. 
 
    The director smiled at the sight before her. 
 
    A beautiful meadow as far as she could see stretched to the horizon with a light breeze moving the wild grass in gentle swells and flowers riding the green waves like so many birds enjoying the warm sun as she did. 
 
    She could build a home right in the middle of this picturesque scene, she thought. 
 
    As she enjoyed her surroundings, that punctual person that she was, started getting uneasy since it had been thirty minutes past when Madilay was supposed to arrive and pick her up. 
 
    She went to call her on the comms link, but stopped short, thinking better of it. 
 
    Shawna had given her daughter the opportunity to complete her task from a commanding position, and she was going to let her finish it. 
 
    But what if…no, she couldn’t think like that. 
 
    She had given her the responsibility. She would wait. 
 
    A check-in couldn’t hurt, she thought. 
 
    Shawna brought up comms. “Director Bowlan to Science-Spec Yoonsen. Come in,” she radioed, awaiting the young woman’s response. A few minutes went by. She called out again, “Director Bowlan to Sci-Spec Yoonsen. Please come in.”  
 
    Silence awaited her, so she brought up the bio-locator. 
 
    The device pinged Madilay’s location, showing it on the map. 
 
    Madilay was not near her tower, but fifty meters away in the tree line. 
 
    What was she doing? Shawna thought. 
 
    The vital signs on the locator seemed stable, except the heart rate was a bit elevated. 
 
    She radioed Madilay again.  
 
    She waited. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    The director pulled up her holo-wrist computer. 
 
    She found the hover unit terminal in the list of lights above her left arm. 
 
     Activating an open unit at base camp, she ordered it to her location.  
 
    It was a couple of minutes before the hover unit arrived, Shawna’s arms crossed and fingers tapping her upper arm as it landed. 
 
    Shawna did not hesitate and zoomed off towards Madilay’s location. 
 
    The last tower in the relay was just a few kilometers north. 
 
    Her hover unit sped over the valley floor, fauna and flora flew past. A clear stream intersected her path. 
 
    She would follow it all the way. 
 
    Shawna could see the tower now in the distance. Slowing near the other hover unit, she got off and started to look around the site. 
 
    As she approached Madilay’s hover, it was there she saw the blood. 
 
    A trauma kit was open. 
 
    A blood-stained epidermal lacer sat on the seat next to an injector used to prevent infection. 
 
    She started calling out, “Madilay!” 
 
    Shawna jumped back on her hover, concern in place of frustration, brought up Madilay’s position in the forest, and accelerated in her direction. 
 
    The trees came up fast. 
 
    She halted the unit with an emergency stop, almost falling off at the edge of the forest. She leapt from her unit and ran into the tree line. 
 
    Shawna glanced down at her wrist to see the transmitter location. She was right on top of her. 
 
    The trees swirled as Shawna spun, looking for her daughter.  
 
    She called out again, “Madilay!” 
 
    A young woman’s scream pierced the woodlands. 
 
    Shawn turned in the direction of the spine-tingling shriek; and there, standing in front of her about ten meters away, was Madilay. 
 
    Madilay was standing there in shock, her hands over her mouth, eyes wide. 
 
    Shawna approached. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “What are you doing here? You scared the hell out of me.” 
 
    “I hadn’t heard from you. What happened to your arm?” Shawna asked, pointing to the injury. 
 
    Madilay’s left arm and hand had a med-sleeve covering it. 
 
    “I was putting in the sync unit and slipped. I tried to catch myself on the rail, but cut myself on a sharp piece of rusty metal.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you radio?” 
 
    Madilay was agitated. “Do I have to tell you where I am at every minute?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” Shawna interjected. “You were late, and I was just trying to get in touch with you. Why didn’t you respond to my comms?” 
 
    The young woman relaxed her posture towards the director. “I’m sorry,” she said. “That was my fault. I had taken off my wrist-comm because of my laceration. I just forgot to put it back on when I came into the forest.” 
 
    “Why did you come into the forest?” 
 
    Madilay was excited. “I found something.” 
 
    “What?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “Follow me. I’ll show you.” 
 
    The two women walked farther into the forest. 
 
    They approached a small clearing. 
 
    Madilay turned to Shawna. “See it yet?” 
 
    The director looked through the thinning trees as they came to the clearing, trying to make out what Madilay was trying to show her. “No. What am I looking-” 
 
    Shawna stopped in her tracks. 
 
    Her jaw dropped. 
 
    She was stunned at what she looked upon. “What is that?” 
 
    Standing before them was a towering, brownish-red metal structure. 
 
    Madilay walked up to it. “I don’t know. I picked it up on my scan when I got here. I thought I would investigate as it wasn’t one of ours listed on the network.” 
 
    Shawna moved around, looking at the three-legged tower. 
 
    It was solid, but had black pinstriped markings near the legs. They were panels of some sort. 
 
    The centerpiece rose just above the treetops and it was a bit smaller than the human towers in circumference. 
 
    “Is it from old Earth?” Madilay asked. 
 
    Shawna kept walking around surveying it. “That, I am not sure of. It does look old. The edges and metal texture is strange.” 
 
    “Oh, look. I found some writing,” Madilay stated in an excited tone. 
 
    The director approached and crouched down near one of the legs Madilay was looking at.  
 
    Shawna did not recognize the tower, but she did know these symbols. 
 
    The director stood up and began looking around. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Shawna? 
 
    The director was nervous now at what she saw in the markings alongside the support leg. “We need to get out of here,” she whispered. 
 
    “What’s going on? Tell me.” 
 
    Shawna grabbed Madilay by the arm. “We have to move. Now. Those markings are not Human. They’re Kryth Mahr.” 
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    Assemblywoman Qurinden entered the rear of the Assembly chamber. 
 
    She could hear the commotion as the guests arrived and seated themselves in the spectators’ row within the great room. 
 
     Kayleon stopped before she rounded the corner behind the Great Seal of the Mount. 
 
    Her thoughts were on Commander Parejas. 
 
    She had a choice now. 
 
    She could speak up against his views on why Marshall Law should be kept in place; or, she could side with him and why it should remain. 
 
    She adjusted her long robes. 
 
    Kayleon so wanted the commander to like her, but she knew that his ingrained ideals were difficult to change. 
 
    She repeated to herself the words she held close in her matrix: I think, therefore I am. The memories of the past she had spoken in private with Antiquity were too great to ignore. 
 
    Parejas was going to respect her today.  
 
    She had made her choice. She was ready for the vote at hand. 
 
    As she entered the main chamber, she could see everyone that needed to be there for the vote was present. 
 
    Kayleon moved to her seat. 
 
    She spotted Tallis’ welcoming nod as he took to the podium. 
 
    Next, she saw Commander Parejas speaking to Captain Takkar. 
 
    He didn’t acknowledge her entrance.  
 
    That’s to be expected, she thought. 
 
    The Assembly Leader called the chamber to order. 
 
    Those remaining standing took their seats and the commotion settled down.  
 
    Mordon Tallis spoke first, “Do we have any objections on why these proceedings should not go forth today regarding the Sixteenth Precept with those who have a vote?”  
 
    Command Parejas stood. 
 
    “Commander Parejas,” Tallis said in an exasperated tone. “Do you have an objection?” 
 
    “I do, Assemblyman.” 
 
     “Of course you do,” the Assembly Leader muttered. “And what might that be?” 
 
    Parejas didn’t hesitate. “I request a reprieve to the vote on the Sixteenth Precept for thirty days from today.” 
 
    “And why do you want a hold on the vote, commander?” Tallis inquired through gritted teeth.  
 
    “We have a grave security issue, Assemblyman, and we would like a hold until we can reassure there is no clear and present danger with our current defense status.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Tallis mocked. “It’s about safety and security of the colony. Isn’t it always so, commander?” 
 
    Parejas was not impressed with the Assemblymen’s snide remark. “I’m glad at least you can consider the colony’s safety so trivial, Assemblyman. This is a grave matter. We need time to investigate these new threats.” 
 
    Tallis was seething from the commander’s comments. 
 
    He had enough of the Ordinance’s bravado, and this was not going to take place on his Mount. 
 
    “Commander Parejas, let me explain how these proceedings work under my majority seat in this chamber,” Tallis lectured as he would a stubborn child, but was interrupted by another, softer voice. 
 
    “I have a question for the commander,” Kayleon said. 
 
    All eyes moved from the two adversaries to that of the cyborg Assemblywoman. 
 
    Tallis, mouth still open, closed his mouth and glared at Commander Parejas a moment longer before turning to Kayleon and nodding towards her to speak. 
 
    “What is your question, Assemblywoman Qurinden?” Parejas asked. 
 
    “What new threats are you speaking of, Commander Parejas, when you refer to our defense status?” she queried. 
 
    “The Kryth and the Gashnee threats, Assemblywoman.” 
 
    “Are they imminent?” 
 
    The commander was taken aback by the question. “‘Imminent’, Assemblywoman?” 
 
    “Yes, commander. Do they look to attack us soon? Are you certain an invasion is imminent by either the Kryth Mahr or the Gashnee?” 
 
    Parejas paused for a moment, knowing full well where Kayleon was going with her line of questioning. “I never said an imminent attack would take place.” 
 
    “I understand that, commander. However, I am confused by your report here. The section that speaks of these two threats from these two races does not mention the words ‘attack’, ‘invasion’, ‘imminent’ or any other word which would sound dire such as the word ‘grave’ you just used with Assemblyman Tallis.” 
 
    Tallis’ eyebrow raised, his interest piqued. 
 
    Her questioning was precise and direct as usual, a slight grin creeping onto his face as he watched his ally dismantle Parejas’ argument. 
 
    She continued on with her questioning, “Would that be a ‘no’, commander, for any imminent invasion by either the Kryth or the Gashnee?” 
 
    Parejas hesitated, his brow furrowed.  
 
    “That…would be correct.” 
 
    Assemblywoman Qurinden pressed on, “How about any imminent invasion of the Mydian System by either of these two races within the next thirty days? Do you have any confirmation regarding this threat?” 
 
    Parejas paused, turning to his friend, Captain Takkar. 
 
    Takkar just shrugged. 
 
    “The answer to your question, Assemblywoman Qurinden, is in two parts. Number one: an invasion by the Kryth in the next thirty days is not confirmed, but this can always change at a moment’s notice and we must be prepared for attacks we don’t know of as well as those we do,” he said, looking over each of the Assembly members. “Number two is unknown. We are just learning about the Gashnee race and their possible intentions. However, their involvement may cause the Kryth to act unpredictable.” 
 
    “Is the unknown calculated in the rise in the defense status, commander?” Kayleon asked. 
 
    “It is, Assemblywoman.” 
 
    “Then what would change in your investigation within the next thirty days if an imminent invasion is questionable inside that time frame?” 
 
    The commander put his head down in thought. 
 
    Tallis’ eyes lit up at Kayleon’s questioning.  
 
    He couldn’t have asked for a better outcome and he didn’t even have to lead the discussion. 
 
    She’d cornered the commander. 
 
    The seconds ticked past as the commander looked to be in deep contemplation over the question. 
 
    The audience chamber looked around and shuffled at the uncomfortable silence, wondering what Parejas would say. 
 
    The commander looked back up. “In times such as these, one must have patience and trust in one’s instincts to anticipate what has not been witnessed. Our defense network is extensive and effective to the best of our skills and technology, but we cannot predict every single attack with perfect accuracy. In this, I trust my instincts. I would not ask for the reprieve of the vote if I did not need or warrant it.” 
 
    Tallis was miffed by his remark. “Are you asking all present company to trust your instincts over facts and evidence, commander?” 
 
    “At times, you must. Evidence is not always enough. In my occupation, underestimating one’s instincts may result at a grave cost, Assemblyman Tallis.” 
 
    The murmurs and shuffling came to a chilling silence at Parejas’ statement. All eyes looked at Tallis, awaiting his response. 
 
    Tallis fumed, looking as if he believed he could vaporize Parejas if he glared hard enough. 
 
    Kayleon interjected their staring contest, “Let us stay on topic-” But was cut off by her mentor. 
 
    “In my position, Commander Parejas,” Tallis hissed the name. “I trust matters of fact and evidence, because they are the undeniable determinants of reality instead of speculation.” 
 
    Parejas shrugged. “That is why you’re the Assemblman, Tallis, and I’m the commander. You’re decisions-” 
 
    Tallis broke into the commander’s statement. “We need evidence, Commander Parejas-” 
 
    The commander continued on in a booming voice, “YOUR decisions, Tallis, don’t decide life and death on a grand scale. Mine do. Don’t presume to mince words with me regarding facts and evidence, for I always seek those first.”  
 
    Tallis’ mouth opened to respond, but Parejas was not yet finished and maintained his tone.  
 
    “But, when time is against you and you’ve nothing else, then one must trust in their own honed intuition learned through experience and come to a resolved conclusion, and hope in everything you believe that you have made the right choice.” 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Kayleon called out. “We are all passionate about our ideals regarding the Sixteenth Precept, but the people hold the scales in how we vote. Shall we trust what they want or shall we continue to rant about our views until we have become bitter enemies?” 
 
    “Too late for that,” Takkar mumbled, leaning towards Parejas. 
 
    Three bangs were heard throughout the chamber as the Mount Leader slammed down the gavel rock against the podium. “We shall call a vote on the suspension and delay of hearing the Sixteenth Precept today per Commander Parejas’ request,” Tallis announced. 
 
    The court buzzed with more mumbles as the guests discussed amongst themselves. 
 
    Did the mentioned threats justify a delay? 
 
    Would they give him the thirty days? 
 
    Would it change the outcome? 
 
    They were about to find out. 
 
    The votes came in. 
 
    Mordon Tallis looked to the counter on the podium. It was hard for him to keep his emotions in check as the final number came up. 
 
    The Mount Leader lifted his head upon the last vote. “Two-thirds of the vote say nay on granting a thirty-day extension to Commander Parejas.” 
 
    Cheers went up throughout the chamber, with some boos heard. 
 
    Parejas and Takkar looked around behind them at the throngs of spectators. 
 
    “I guess we know who’s for lifting the law,” Jesan said to his friend. 
 
    Parejas smiled. “Businesses looking to profit. Why wouldn’t they cheer?” 
 
    “They have no idea what they’re doing, do they?” Takkar asked. 
 
    Parejas rested his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Politicians will do what politicians do.” 
 
    Takkar followed. “Let us do what we do.” 
 
    The gavel hit the podium again. 
 
    “Let us open up arguments on the lifting the Sixteenth Precept regarding Marshall Law!” Takkar shouted. “Commander Parejas, you have the floor and ten minutes for your argument on why we should keep the precept in place.” 
 
    The crowds settled down. 
 
    Parejas did not move from his position behind the desk across from the seated Assemblyman. 
 
    He placed his arms behind his back. “Mount Leader Tallis, I relinquish my time and request a move to the final vote.” 
 
    A unanimous gasp ran through the chamber.  
 
    The guests in the seated chamber were shocked. 
 
    Even the Mount Leader was shaken as he looked over in Kayleon’s direction. 
 
    No one had expected that. 
 
    The commander wasn’t going to argue for keeping the law. He would let the vote take place and let the votes fall where they may. 
 
    Tallis was still silent, unsure of the tactics Parejas employed here. 
 
    “Mount Leader,” Parejas stated. “Shall we hold the vote?” 
 
    Mordon Tallis responded, “…Y-yes. We shall vote on lifting of the Sixteenth Precept.” He slammed down the gavel to punctuate his statement. 
 
    It didn’t take long.  
 
    The votes were tallied within minutes. 
 
    The look that came over the face of the Mount Leader was one that Parejas had seen before. It wasn’t surprising. He already knew what followed. 
 
    “The votes are in.” Tallis’ lips quivered. “We have fifty-two percent vote in favor of lifting the Sixteenth Precept.” 
 
    The leader didn’t get the last few words out before the chamber erupted in applause and cheers. Some looked down with grim expressions. 
 
    Mordon Tallis turned to some of the other Assemblyman and embraced them. 
 
    The mood was, overall, euphoric. 
 
    Tallis spotted Kayleon. 
 
    He beamed as he made his way over to her seat and gave her a hug. “We did it, Kayleon. The people have spoken.” 
 
    “They have. Congratulations, Mordon.” 
 
    In his excitement, Tallis couldn’t wait to turn and behold the face of the man he despised and defeated.  
 
    Time to see the face of failed intuition, he thought. 
 
    He searched the crowd that had gathered from the halls outside the chamber. 
 
    Where was Parejas? 
 
    Tallis’ joyous grin took on a sinister glint. 
 
    Our brave Ordinance Commander. He probably fled in his defeat, Tallis snickered inwardly. 
 
    This was his moment. This was his time. 
 
    The time the people trusted him with their innermost desires of freedom and open trade.  
 
    Then, just as he had accepted and gloated over Parejas’ cowardice, he saw him near the door. Parejas caught his eye with an expressionless face, held his gaze with those predator eyes of his, and left without so much as a twitch. 
 
    Tallis felt a shiver down his spine and his smile weaken for a moment before returning to congratulatory cheers from his friends and peers.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Data Cell 40 
 
      
 
    We sat around a large table with an even larger bounty of food strewn across its length. 
 
    Emvel had brought us to an open eating area within the underground city. 
 
    The other little creatures of this place were called Sutii, we found out. They were sure taking a liking to Mistuuk. 
 
    He had four around him. 
 
    They were about the same height as the Cuukzen, around one meter tall. They even had similar large heads, but their eyes were small black and beady. Their mouths were also tiny and the ears were insignificant compared to the large drooping lobes of the Cuukzen. 
 
    They were speaking some dialect of squeaks and mumbles. 
 
    Their hands were all over Mistuuk’s head, touching his features as though he was a long-lost cousin returned from an arduous journey. 
 
    He said the Sutii were a working-class race just like the Cuukzen when the Gashnee ruled the galaxy. 
 
    It made sense. Use a non-threatening, small race of beings to do your work for you. 
 
    My little partner didn’t seem to mind all the annoying attention he was getting from the Sutii.  
 
    Seemed like the boot was on the other foot for a change. 
 
    Mistuuk didn’t have it the worst, though. His bot Blink was drawing the most attention. 
 
    Several Sutii took turns spinning the little hovering light show by tapping its triangle corners and taking turns spinning the helpless Blink back and forth like kids playing with a top that defied gravity. 
 
    I had taken my mind off my other tagalong friend, but it wasn’t for long as she had my ear once again. 
 
    “We need to find out more from this Human, Rels.” Kayasa whispered to me. 
 
    “Well now, calling me by my name again, Kayasa?” 
 
    “Yes…no. I mean, we need to find out what’s going on and how to get back.” 
 
    I knew what she meant. I was thinking the same thing, but it was good she was back to calling me by name. Assassins don’t personalize their targets. 
 
    Looks like she needs us as much as we need her, and it’s usually better to be on the hilt of a knife than the blade. 
 
    As far as our host Emvel goes, he was eating at the other end of the table while conversing with several Sutii. 
 
    He had just finished telling us how he saved the Sutii against the Gashnee when they left the galaxy, running from their foretold demise within their mysterious prophecy. 
 
    Emvel said that he had launched a Gashnee weapon into the wormhole they’d used in this sector and closed it. 
 
    He then helped the Sutii escape the leftover contingent of Gashnee on the planet. 
 
    It was here, with the help of the Xty resistance, that they had defeated the last of the Gashnee; but their victory didn’t last long. 
 
    Emvel said that the Xty Compendium was too strong and powerful as they had help of the stone Glyphtern giants. 
 
    In return for saving their race, the Sutii had named this place after Emvel and had made him their leader. 
 
    I found his tale hard to believe. These small Sutii were no warriors – miners and tinkers, maybe – but by no means soldiers of any magnitude.  
 
    Unless they had some hidden talent for gnawing kneecaps off, they weren’t doing any real fighting anytime fast. 
 
    Time to ask more questions. 
 
    “Emvel,” I called out over the table and conversations. “How did you find out of the Gashnee’s plans with our DNA and reconquest of the galaxy?” 
 
    He stopped his conversation with his tiny friends. 
 
    “They told me,” he said. 
 
    “They just told you?” I asked. 
 
    He smiled. “I was to be the first host of many that would come. I would be the Advocate for Humanity. I would be the cure that would merge the races…but, once I found out their plan, they had to be stopped.” 
 
    It was at that moment a tall figure caught all of our attention. 
 
    Yren.  
 
    Emvel got up to greet her. 
 
    She approached the table, removing her covered hood. “Greetings, my friends.” 
 
    “Yren!” Mistuuk exclaimed. “Hey, Rels, it’s Yren!” 
 
    I brought the bounty hunter of the obvious along with me so I wouldn’t miss the any other surprises, like Yren walking right up to us. “Thanks for the heads-up, buddy.” 
 
    I walked up to her. “I’m glad you made it out. We were worried about you.” 
 
    “No need to worry, Rels. My Xty warriors saw to my safety. I am glad you made your journey as well.” 
 
    “If that’s what you want to call it. Thanks for the help, though.” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    It was the first time I heard her giggle. 
 
    “The galony can be a little rough. But, they do get you where you need to go,” she chuckled. 
 
    I smiled and was about to respond when our host budged in. 
 
    “I don’t think I called you, Yren,” Emvel stated. 
 
    That got my attention.  
 
    He continued, “I need you in the Forlet region. We need our best assets there.” 
 
    “I have my warriors there. They don’t need my assistance. I’ve come to guide our Advocate in getting home to warn his people,” she followed, all humor gone. 
 
    Emvel stepped up close to her. 
 
    The bitterness was so obvious I was waiting for Mistuuk to tell me about it. 
 
    Before he spoke, he caught himself and turned to me. “Excuse us, Rels. I need a moment with Yren. Kulee here,” he paused and motioned to a Sutii next to us before continuing, “Can show you the iron works. You and your friends can pick out some weapons for your journey tomorrow. I’ll meet with you later to discuss your return home.” 
 
    I looked to Yren. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Thanks for the meal, Emvel.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he responded, his eyes already back on Yren. 
 
    We left their…uncomfortable standoff. 
 
    I could tell Yren was uneasy around Emvel. He seemed pretty pointed in his remarks towards her. I’ll make sure I have a personal conversation with him afterwards. 
 
    I wasn’t feeling it from this guy. There were still too many unanswered questions that didn’t make any sense. 
 
    He was supposed to be the Advocate? 
 
    He destroyed a Gashnee wormhole? 
 
    He led an insurgence with the Sutii? 
 
    My mind was trying to grasp all that happened over the last few hours. 
 
    Nothing in this mission stayed calm for long. 
 
    We needed to get back to our sector and warn the Ordinance of an invasion by the Gashnee, and to find out why a Human was sent with the Gashnee, while one of them was left on Earth in return when they first made contact.” 
 
    Our little guest Kulee led us through catacombs of stained, pillared rocks and dripping water as we entered another part of the underground city. 
 
    I just hoped they had some decent weapons at this iron works of theirs. Sticks and rocks, I had a feeling, wouldn’t cut it for getting off this strange world. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    I found myself wandering the empty halls of a miniature underground hovel. I couldn’t sleep. It was late into the evening and all the Sutii, and their Human savior Emvel, were all slumbering in their caves. 
 
    The crystal cauldrons were covered, shadowing the rock cavern with their dim light.  
 
    I thought about the altercation with Yren and Emvel.  
 
    Something wasn’t right. I couldn’t put my finger on it. 
 
    At that moment, a hooded figure came from around a stone slab. They couldn’t rest either, I guessed. 
 
    “Yren?” I whispered. 
 
    She removed her hood.  
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
    We left the open and deserted common area and ventured deeper into the cavern. 
 
    Moving through twisting tunnels, we came back into the room with the loud flowing water from the above river. 
 
    The crashing water that dropped down into the crevasse was a natural sound dampener, splashing against the rocks below. 
 
    You couldn’t hear one meter outside the deluge of the plunging turquois water. 
 
    She’d brought me here for a reason. She didn’t want anyone else to hear our conversation.  
 
    “We don’t have much time, Rels.” 
 
    “What’s going on, Yren?” 
 
    She looked around. 
 
    I could sense her uneasiness. 
 
    “Tomorrow, Emvel will guide you to the temple where you will go back to your sector. There, you will find the Trandeshion tubes.” 
 
    “That’s good news, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, but you must watch out. I do not trust him.” 
 
    “You too, huh?” 
 
    She moved close to me and took my hand. 
 
    She placed a small flat stone in my open palm. “This is a Komesh stone.” She pointed to an engraved sigil on the side facing me. “It will glow and show who is an Advocate for the Gashnee.” 
 
    The stone did not glow. 
 
    “I don’t understand, Yren.” 
 
    “You are not an Advocate.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a good thing?” I asked. 
 
    She smiled. “It is; for, if you were, I would have to kill you.” 
 
    My eyes lit up. “That’s a good thing…but why would you have to kill me?” 
 
    “You see, an Advocate is with the Gashnee. This person will merge the two races, completing the prophecy of: ‘In the time, many. In the time, one.’” 
 
    “Wait, you’re saying this Advocate is Human?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s why we rescued you from the Glyphtern giants. I had to be sure.” 
 
    Now I was confused. “I thought Emvel was the Advocate?” 
 
    “No. He is not, even though he says he is. I’ve established that while he slept. The stone did not give the sign.” 
 
    “Then why the drug and flashbacks in the tree, Yren? What was that for?” 
 
    “We tried to draw out any connections with the Gashnee you may have had as the Advocate. Since we didn’t see any, we needed to get you back to warn your people, but before we did, I needed to prove one last time with the stone.” 
 
    Now, there was the question. It hung in my mind like a weighted stone, not moving amidst the torrent of rushing water that came against it. 
 
    If we two Humans in this part of the galaxy were not the Advocate for the Gashnee, then who was? 
 
    The thought of home came to my mind. 
 
    This Advocate must be in Mydian. 
 
    “So…this Advocate is among my people?” 
 
    “Yes. That is why we must get you back as soon as we can; to warn them of the impending invasion and the end to Humans and all other races within this galaxy.” 
 
    Another voice broke my doomsday thoughts. 
 
    “Not good, Rels. Not good.” 
 
    My little partner came from around a pillar and sauntered right up to us. 
 
    “How long have you been there?” I asked over the thundering noise cascading within the stone foyer. 
 
    “I heard everything.” 
 
    “How is that possible? I can’t hear myself think a meter away from this thing.” 
 
    His big floppy ears perked up over his head. 
 
    Huh. Didn’t know he could actually move those things. 
 
    “Right. That makes sense.” 
 
    “You have an Advocate in your ranks, Rels. We have get to the Ancients and find out who it is,” Mistuuk said in a serious tone. 
 
    That tone sounded strange, coming from him. 
 
    “That is not possible,” spoke Yren. 
 
    I was getting tired of this whole game.  
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Mistuuk echoed, “Why not?” 
 
    “Rels…” Yren said with affection. “You will be captured. You won’t make it to the inner chamber of the temple. Even if you did make it, the Insights are reflectors of the mind.” 
 
    “The…what?” I asked. 
 
    “They can control one’s thoughts at close range. You would not have power over your own facilities. They will enter your mind and you will be lost in your own conscience, doing what they willed.” 
 
    “Is that why the Xty are the guardians of this place? They’re being controlled?” 
 
    “To some extent, Rels.” 
 
    I couldn’t wait to hear the rest.  
 
    “And?” 
 
    Yren’s head went down.Her shoulders sagged.  
 
    “It’s not because they want to, Rels. It’s because they had given up their ability to choose. That one freedom they had between what inspired them and what their response would be to those things around them. They chose to not think for themselves and to allow others to decide what and how they should feel. They willingly sacrificed their dignity.” 
 
    “That’s why you are part of the resistance.” 
 
    “Yes. We fight to be able to choose that freedom that will determine our own course. Just as you do.” 
 
    She moved towards the entrance of the passage. “I’m sorry. We need to get you back as soon as we can so you can counsel all the races of your sector about what’s to come.” 
 
    I looked at Mistuuk. 
 
    He wanted us to go to these Ancients, here, to find the Advocate. Yren, with her soft, blue, glowing eyes wanted us to escape; both the planet as well as the same fate as her people. 
 
    Could we find out who the Advocate was without this knowledge of the Gashnee the Insights held? 
 
    That was the question. 
 
    More questions and riddles within riddles. 
 
    I knew one thing for sure. 
 
    The Gashnee were going to invade and take Humanity as their own to be reborn amongst the stars according to their damn prophecy. 
 
    If that happened, we would be giving up our own freedom to choose. 
 
    Time was against us. Everything was against us. 
 
    We had a decision to make…and we needed to make it now. 
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    Morning came fast in the underground hovel. 
 
    The heavy work activity of the Sutii didn’t wake me up from the few hours of sleep I got. 
 
    But the continuous pounding on my door did. 
 
    I was just getting comfortable in the makeshift bed Emvel had the Sutii had made up for me when Mistuuk strolled into my little rock-walled abode when I didn’t answer his drubbing on my door.  
 
    He was followed by Blink…then Kayasa. 
 
    Mistuuk had a big ole’ goofy grin on his large face. 
 
     “Are you ever not cheery?” I grumbled at him. 
 
    “Me, Human?” Kayasa asked. 
 
    I groaned. This again. 
 
    “No. Not you, happy. The little guy.” 
 
    “I got us a better weapon, Rels.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean something better than the pokey sticks and crystal swords they made us?” 
 
    He walked up to me and dropped the item on by bed. 
 
    It looked like a gun. Please let it be a gun. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    “It is, Rels. I had one of the Sutii make it. Though he was reluctant to make it at first, I persuaded him.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine how you did that.” 
 
    He was about to respond, but I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to mess with him. He deserved it for waking me up. “You talked about jojo fruit to him?” 
 
    “No, Rels.” 
 
    “You talked about random pets from your home world?” 
 
    “Nuh-uh.” 
 
    “You talked about who was taller?” 
 
    “Umm…no, Rels.” 
 
    “No. You didn’t speak about any of those things? What did you talk about then? I must know.” 
 
    “Well, first I talked about-” 
 
    “I don’t actually want to know, my pudgy friend. So how does it work?” I asked, pointing at the strange weapon. 
 
    He blinked at me with his mouth half open. 
 
    That was worth it. 
 
    He proceeded to show me the makeshift firearm.  
 
    I had to admit, at least the little guy’s mind was in the right place. 
 
    This weapon was unique. 
 
    It had a hollowed-out rock casing with a leather-wrapped grip. There was a slot on the top that housed two different colored crystals. The barrel ran about ten centimeters. The trigger was at the bottom. 
 
    Mistuuk explained that, when the trigger is pulled and held for a brief time, it brings the two crystals together, which is held by a smaller divider inside the chamber. The nature of the different crystals causes a reaction. Once the trigger is released, the divider falls, the crystals collide, and the resulting discharge fires out of the barrel as the crystals move back apart. 
 
    He said it could kill a Btrenon, one of those camouflaged flying creatures, with one shot.  
 
    That will do. 
 
    He also said to not depress the trigger for too long or it could explode. How long was too long? He didn’t say, but said the Sutii told him, you’ll just know when it’s time to let go. 
 
    That’s comforting. 
 
    I was just getting the feel of the pistol when the door flew open and Yren rushed in. 
 
    She closed it behind her. “Rels. We don’t have much time. You must listen to me,” she gasped, out of breath. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “Soon, Emvel will come to tell you how to make it back home. I wanted to tell you a few things about the temple.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    She sat down. “The Trandeshion tube chamber within the temple will have one hundred transporters. You want the one with this symbol above it.” She handed me a drawing of a pictogram. “This tube will get you the closest to your world. It’s on a Vrae moon.” 
 
    “Of course, it is,” I muttered. 
 
    Kayasa shot up out of her seat. “Which one?” 
 
    “I do not know, Kayasa. All I know is that it’s in an old, buried shrine there.” 
 
    “Do your moons have atmospheres?” I asked Kayasa, not without a bit of sarcasm. 
 
    “Yes, Human,” Kayasa snapped and crossed her arms. 
 
    “Good. That’s all we should care about. You know, arriving alive.” 
 
    “Now, Rels,” Yren continued, “There’s one last thing. An insider has shared the Gashnee arrival points in your sector at great expense to their life. It seems there are two wormholes connected to dark matter tethers left.” 
 
    “Do you know where they’re located?” I asked, hoping it would be an easy answer. 
 
    “No. We had tracked three, but one is no longer showing active on the temple corridor grid. We don’t know why.” 
 
    “I know how to track dark matter tethers,” Mistuuk chimed in. 
 
    “What?” I asked, incredulous. 
 
    “I thought I was tracking Gashnee hyperspace signatures when I ran into your Orion’s Rage. Gashnee drive tech uses dark matter. It shouldn’t be too hard, Rels,” the Cuukzen shared as if he was presenting his academy science project. 
 
    “That’s a plus. Now, if we can make it off this planet, don’t get killed by the Vrae on our arrival, find the wormholes, and identify the Advocate we should be good to go.” 
 
    “I would have killed you already, Human. Don’t worry about my people. I know how to deal with them.” 
 
    “Fantastic, Vrae.”  
 
    “It’s time to go, Rels.” Yren approached, taking my hand. “Hold onto this. It will help you find the Advocate among your people.” 
 
    She handed me the sigil stone.  
 
    “Thank you, Yren.” 
 
    “Now go.” 
 
    As we headed out the door, I stopped and went back to Yren. “Do you have any more of that telyrum on hand? 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “Call me curious.” 
 
    “I have some.” 
 
    “Could you bring it before we leave?” 
 
    “…I can.” 
 
    I smiled at our new friend. “See you before we leave, Yren.” I turned, heading back to catch up with the others. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    We all headed out of the hovel and towards the main hall. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Emvel showed up. 
 
    “Today’s the day. Let’s go over the planning. Follow me if you please.” 
 
    He led us to a room with a large table strewn with a large map. 
 
    “We are going to cover how we plan to get you inside the temple, Gnotok. Let’s start with our location here,” Emvel said, pointing to the Turquois River on the map.  
 
    Creative guy isn’t he, I thought. Surprised we’re not in Waterfall Cave. 
 
    “You will travel by galony to this point downriver. It’s about a day’s journey. Once there, you will meet up with Kulee, my sergeant of arms.” 
 
    Kulee walked up next to Emvel. 
 
    His beady little black eyes just met the top of the table by a hair. 
 
    Emvel continued with the plan, “We will be using a drift log as a raft. It’s been modified for all three of you to fit inside.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I remarked. 
 
    “You’ll see why in a moment, Rels. Now, the log will go down the rest of the way until the river meets the temple. Here.” He pointed at the map with the temple crossing the river. “Is where the logs and river debris merge. They corral it near the entrance of the main tower to take to market. They do this twice a year, so this is our chance. The tower shaft here pulls the water in which leads to the inner chamber. This is where you will exit the log and enter the main draw.” 
 
    “Question.” 
 
    “Yes, Rels.” 
 
    “So, we are going to be swimming underwater into the water compartment of the temple?” 
 
    “Correct. Let me show you.” Emvel moved the large map aside and exposed a diagram of the temple underneath. “You will swim amongst the logs and debris until you reach this point here. From there, you will need to dive under this gate and swim the canal that leads into the side of the temple. As you get closer, it will get easier as the suction will do the rest.” 
 
    “Suction?” 
 
    “The pumps that feed the Insights’ holding chamber. They move the water up.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    At this moment, the hovering black bot Blink, hovered in front of me and over the map Emvel was pointing at.  
 
    I was polite and shoved her out of the way, but not before giving the Cuukzen a wide-eyed look. 
 
    He just shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    I mouthed to him without speaking, I hope Blink can swim. 
 
    Emvel continued. “Now, as you get pulled up into the column of water, there is a covering grate to block any objects moving farther into the temple. At this point, we will have an inside Xty open a side grate and allow you to get in and out of the water.” 
 
    “And if they don’t open the grate, we drown, right?” I pushed. 
 
    Emvel smiled. “Trust me, Rels. We have this covered.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “And we have an oxygenation accelerant you can take to increase your time spent under water.” 
 
    “Sounds fun.” 
 
    “That should work, Rels,” Mistuuk said. 
 
    “What? The plan?” I queried. 
 
    The little guy rolled his eyes at me. “No. The oxygenation accelerant, Rels.” 
 
    “Your friend seems a little untrusting, Cuukzen.” 
 
     Mistuuk looked up at me. “He’s okay. You just need to get to know him. It’s Kayasa who’s untrusting, Emvel. Right, Kayasa?” he said, looking over at the Vrae on the other end of the table. 
 
    “Right, Cuukzen,” she responded. 
 
    “Now we got the who’s-who out of the way, let’s move on with the plan so we can get home. What do we do after we get out of the water?” I asked. 
 
    Emvel put up his hands. “That’s it. The Xty contact will lead you to the chamber with three Trandeshion tubes. You will want the center tube to get to the Vrae moon.” 
 
    “Wait.” Now I was confused. “Yren said it was in a large chamber with one hundred tubes and it was the transporter with a certain symbol over it that we need to use.” 
 
    Emvel’s brow furrowed for a moment.  
 
    “That chamber is the hardest to get to. I really wish she would stay out of these matters,” he finished that last statement under his breath. 
 
    “Okay, then. When do we leave?” I asked. 
 
    “Now. Time is short. I will take you up to the galony to begin your journey home.”  
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    We headed back up the underground path to the stables where we had arrived to Emvel Hollow. 
 
    It sounded creepy just thinking of that egotistical name, let alone saying it. 
 
    Anyways, we had just got on our mounts when Yren ran from the open passage to the waterfalls edge.  
 
    “Rels!” she shouted. 
 
    She came up to me. 
 
    Emvel was not pleased and lashed out at her. “Haven’t I told you to return to your duties? What are you doing here?” His tone was harsh. 
 
    She reached out and took both my hands. “Good luck to you and your friends on your journey, Rels Sentel. Until we met again. Ma’tak Tuulow Ka.” 
 
    It was a kind gesture, but her real reason to see us off rested in the palm of my hand. 
 
    She had given me the telyrum I had asked for in a vial. 
 
    “Yren, you didn’t answer me,” Emvel seethed while approaching her. 
 
    “Emvel.” My raised voice was clear, causing him to stop his advance. “She has come to see us off, nothing more. You are fortunate to have such a loyal and hardworking cohort such as her. We appreciate your generosity and hospitality.” 
 
    He half-hearted smiled at me and glared back to her. “Go, Yren. I will speak to you later.” 
 
    Yren nodded and left the covered alcove. 
 
    “You must go now. Kulee will be waiting for your arrival.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I gestured with my hand out. The empty one. 
 
    He just nodded and walked away, still agitated by Yren’s appearance, no doubt. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him, Rels?” Mistuuk asked. 
 
    “He likes power, my friend.” 
 
    “Power, Rels?” 
 
    “Yes; and what do men with power always want?” 
 
    “More power,” Kayasa chimed in. 
 
    She was right. 
 
    I got the same feeling for Emvel that Mistuuk had with our first contact back in the market. 
 
    It was just a sense, but something wasn’t right about him. 
 
    Either way, we were going to find out if his plan would get us home. 
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    “Commander on the bridge,” Kansec called out to the crew as Parejas entered from the starboard lift. 
 
    “Carry on,” Parejas answered as he made his way to the command chair. “What’s the situation, LT?” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Kansec pulled up the holo-screen high above the bridge floor. 
 
    It came to life with displayed information. 
 
    “Sir, we’ve pulled the cargo ship from Earth out of hyperspace in sector eighty-two and we are ahead of the ore jump-unit that will be here within the hour.” 
 
    “Good. Destroy it when it comes out of hyperspace.” 
 
    Kansec turned around from his station to look up at the commander. “Sir, I thought the Balas Mining Company wanted it back?” 
 
    “They can de-credit me. I want no chances of this cargo getting back to whomever sent for it. For all we know, it could be a trap. We’ll also destroy the cargo ship once we’ve looked at whatever someone went through great lengths to obtain without alerting any of us to its contents.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” Kansec replied. 
 
    “Launch the sentry units, Kansec. Let’s open her up and see what she has in store,” Shenta ordered as he prepared to watch the units enter the cargo hold of the cargo ship. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    A docking ship maneuvered out of the Orion’s Rage hangar bay on its way to the cargo vessel…and whatever it was transporting. 
 
    It approached the port side near a bulkhead door and, adhering itself to the side, locked on. 
 
    The docking ship’s door opened, as did the vessel from Earth.  
 
    Out of the docking ship came four sentry units. 
 
    These units were all cyborg drones and looked like someone everyone knew: Assemblywoman Qurinden.  
 
    They did not have Human bodies or skin, as she did. All their parts were machine; but the head, the head was an exact match. 
 
    Their singular red eyes swiveled, scanning the interior of the cargo hold. It was empty, save three militaristic containers. 
 
    The sentry units advanced forward with plasma weapons drawn. 
 
    All sensors and scans were in real-time being recorded and viewed back at command. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Commander Parejas sat in his command chair observing three holo-image feeds to his front from the sentry units onboard the vessel. 
 
    The three visual images were of different wavelengths. The first was an insta-sight visual image of what was going on. The other two included one in the infrared spectrum and the other was recorded in ultraviolet.  
 
    The commander brought up a fourth holo-image of data that was being transmitted. This information was of various readings within the ship from the scans. 
 
    Parejas could see the sentries approach the gray military containers.  
 
    The readings in each of the holo-images hovering above the bridge crew flashed. 
 
    [Clear]. 
 
    These containers represented no known danger. 
 
    One of the sentries unlocked the container and wrenched off the lid to the first one. 
 
    Parejas saw Human Earth artifacts. Each was disorganized as if they had been thrown in with haste. 
 
    The second container lid came off. 
 
    In it was a one-meter long case. 
 
    The sentry unit took it out and placed it on top of the third and last container.  
 
    It began to unlatch the two twist clamps. 
 
    The case lid was opened. 
 
    Parejas sat up in his seat, waiting to get a glimpse of the curious content, for this one was shielded from all three of the sentries’ scans. 
 
    Someone did not want anyone seeing into this item. 
 
    As the case was opened, an empty cylinder outline appeared in a foam cut-out of whatever was in there before. 
 
    Whatever it was, it had been moved. 
 
    The sentry set it aside, then proceeded to open the third and final case.  
 
    It held documents and books. 
 
    Nothing more than ordinary historical items here. 
 
    “All scans are clear, sir. No other shielded items,” Kansec announced. 
 
    Parejas sat there with his hand to his chin. He thought about what this all meant. “Have the sentries check the system logs. See if there is anything there.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
     Parejas turned to the ensign opposite Kansec. “Ensign, pull the latest sweep of the sector from the Deus Antennas.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Parejas sat still, one hand under his chin and the other hand tapping his armrest as he contemplated the situation at hand. 
 
    Such mystery and secrecy…for some books and artifacts? 
 
    It wasn’t long before Kansec got back to him.  
 
    “Sir, pulling up the time logs.” 
 
    A list of times emerged in the air from the system log of the cargo ship. 
 
    Parejas’ hands left his chin as he stood up from his chair. “Kansec. Notice anything with the time stamps of the ships journey in the last few days?” 
 
    Kansec looked over the log. “No.” 
 
    “Look at when we pulled the ship out of hyperspace. What does the log show?” 
 
    Kansec looked it over. “It shows the time the ship left hyperspace and a time for when the ship came to a full stop and the engines shut down.” 
 
    “Correct,” Parejas acknowledged. “You see, Kansec, the system log will record every instance of travel whether it slows, accelerates, and jumps in or out of hyperspace.” 
 
    “I’m not following, sir.” 
 
    Parejas reached out with his hand and pulled the holo-image closer and zoomed in. “Notice anything with the times two days ago…around zero four hundred?” 
 
    Kansec looked again. “Yes. It says fifteen hundred and seventeen hundred hours.” 
 
    “Correct. It should say sixteen hundred hours, not zero four hundred.” 
 
    Kansec turned to the commander in awe. “Someone changed it.” 
 
    “Yes. Someone changed it two days ago and put the wrong time of day,” Parejas concurred. “Send an urgent communique to the marshals. I want them to reinvestigate the Balas Mining Company again. Somebody tipped someone off that we were there asking questions. They got a head start and came this way for their cargo.” 
 
    “Sending now, sir.” 
 
    “Anything from the antennas, ensign?” 
 
    “It’s coming in now, commander. It was flagged as an unknown event two days ago.” 
 
    “Let me see it,” Parejas asked. 
 
    The ensign moved it overhead with a wave of his hand from his console. 
 
    The event captured by the antennas showed, [Unknown.] The event lasted two seconds near the cargo ship’s location and was not categorized from the list of interstellar anomalies. 
 
    “What are you thinking, sir?” 
 
    “Something occurred there at that point with this cargo ship; but what?” 
 
    “I’ll send the data for scrubbing. There may be residue the antenna didn’t recognize.” 
 
    “Good. Send it through.” 
 
    All their attention was drawn to the lift on the bridge. 
 
    Exiting off was Keeper Renske. 
 
    Parejas acknowledged her first, “Keeper.” 
 
    “Commander, you called me?” 
 
    “Yes. Please come up to the deck.” 
 
    She walked over near the front consoles that were below the command chair. 
 
    Parejas clasped his hands together and leaned forward. “We have the cargo ship from Earth.” 
 
    She beamed. “Is there any history onboard? Any artifacts from Earth’s past?” She could hardly contain her excitement. 
 
    “They do love their history don’t they,” Parejas said to no one. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” Laurenell said. “What was that?” 
 
    Parejas smiled. “Nothing. Just something an old friend told me once,” Parejas said as he stood and walked down the steps to the deck below. “How well do you know the High Keeper?” 
 
    “I know him as well as you do, I guess.” 
 
    Parejas walked around, moving towards the forward viewing deck on the bridge, away from the others. 
 
    Laurenell followed. 
 
    “Was he fascinated with the Gashnee history that was tied with ours?” 
 
    She thought for a moment. “I know he would teach on the Annals regarding our first contact with them and how they helped us escape the Kryth invasion, but no more than the lectures as far as I know.” 
 
    He placed his hands behind his back and dropped his voice so only Laurenell could hear him. “Your father had a friend who was close to him. What was his name again?” 
 
    “Vice Keeper Kileron.” 
 
    Parejas stopped in front of the viewing window and looked out over the bow of the great ship.  
 
    “He trusted Kileron?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Parejas turned. “I need a favor.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “This needs to stay between you, me, and Kileron.” 
 
    “What is it, commander?” 
 
    “I need to know how much High Keeper Brentice admired the Gashnee and if it goes beyond teaching the Annals of our history with them.” 
 
    “Admiration to what extent, commander?” 
 
    “Assemblywoman Qurinden’s extent of admiration.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Send a secure message with my signature asking if he can recollect anything regarding what Brentice thinks about the Gashnee.” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    Just then, Kansec called out, “Commander, we have an emergency recording received over the hypertrans network from Earth. It’s from Director Bowlan. It was sent over an hour ago.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Keeper. I need to take this.” 
 
    “I understand and will get on that message.” 
 
    Without turning, he responded, “Thank you, Laurenell.” 
 
    He left her side and returned to his command chair atop the steps. “Play it, Kansec.” 
 
    The holo-image appeared. 
 
    It showed Director Bowlan in front of a hover-unit standing in a field. He could see Madilay standing next to her. 
 
    Their demeanor was tense. 
 
    “Commander Parejas, we have found a Kryth device on Earth. There are some Kryth markings on it and it looks to have just been placed.” 
 
    There was a sound in the background of the recording that caught the two women’s attentions as they took their view from the recorder, looking to their fronts. 
 
    Shawna returned to the message. 
 
    Her breathing became more sporadic. 
 
    “I…I am going to send an emergency broadcast to the team here. I just wanted to alert you first. It might be older than I think; but, with the captain’s death and the pirates nearby, I’m being cautious. I want to tell you—" 
 
    Madilay could be heard screaming. 
 
    Shawna yelled out for her, “Madilay! They’re coming! No…no…” 
 
    The transmission ended. 
 
    Parejas didn’t hesitate. “Kansec, retrieve the sentries from that ship. Once cleared, destroy it.” He turned to the ensign. “Ensign. Set course for Earth. Prepare to enter hyperspace on my command.” 
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    The inside hold of the Diligence was shadowed and silent. 
 
    A steady hum of machinery could be heard while red alarm lighting bathed the inner walls and deck. 
 
    Down the centerline of the drop room ran a two-hundred-meter closed bomb bay hatch that was ten meters wide. 
 
    Above, running the same length, was a descended shaft. Around the base was a yellow and black warning strip that read: Stay Clear-Drop Field Main Vent. 
 
    On either side of the center deck hatch were soldiers seated in form-fitting reclined chairs. The chairs were lined in rows, ten deep, on either side of the long recess in the center hull plate. 
 
    Most of the seats were empty on the starboard side of the ship except the ones Kason’s thirty Reavers sat in. 
 
    Opposite the Reavers, on the other side of the bay hatch, were a hundred of Captain Nevlen Bossarios’ Troopers.  
 
    All the teams sat silent in their own thoughts, or slept, readying for the command to begin the rescue mission of Jens Dryden. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    A blip of light appeared. 
 
    The inside visor came to life out of darkness with refined flowing colored data. 
 
    A voice resounded inside Kason Bender’s helmet. 
 
    [Captain Bender, we are preparing entry into the Vakesh System now. Thirty minutes to planetside. How copy, over?] 
 
    “Copy, Diligence command. Thanks for the wakeup call,” Kason responded. 
 
    The Reaver captain did not move in his chair. 
 
    He could see the ceiling of the hold and the vent shaft to his front. 
 
    He took in a deep breath. 
 
    Just then, a name and an image appeared in his visor’s upper right corner. A voice drifted in. 
 
    “Hard to get out of these molded seats, right?” 
 
    Kason chuckled. “I think I’m going to get one of these things for my place. Good morning, Maddox.” 
 
    “Morning.” 
 
    “Yeah, good morning, boss,” Ramek’s voice joined the conversation. “Why didn’t they have these chairs on the practice drop?” he inquired. 
 
    “Because if they did, Ramek, you wouldn’t have got your big butt out of them,” Kason remarked. 
 
    “It’s not that I can’t. I just don’t want to,” the large Reaver said. 
 
    “Kercy,” Kason requested. “I’ll leave you in charge of getting Ramek up and out of bed.” 
 
    “I’m on it, boss,” she responded. 
 
    The morale of the team was high as each woke up. 
 
    Kason was first out of his chair. 
 
    Upon setting his armored boots on the deck, his seat folded onto itself and lowered into the floor. 
 
    A deck plate sealed, as if the chair had never existed.  
 
    As each team member removed themselves from their body molded seats, each chair followed suit from Kason’s and vanished into the deck. 
 
    This made for a clean staging area for the troops before their drop. 
 
    On the other side of the drop platform, Nevlen’s Troopers were also removing themselves from their sleep. 
 
    Kason’s men were retrieving their main weapons from the armory that was lined against the hull’s rear wall.  
 
    Kason could see the Troopers doing the same on the other side. 
 
    It was time to communicate with his counterpart. 
 
    His visual movement of names in his visor list brought up the one he wanted to communicate with. “Captain Bossarios, let’s give the men fifteen minutes before first formation.” 
 
    The response came in over his comms from Nevlen. “Copy that, Reaver Lead. Fifteen minutes. Prepping now.” 
 
    The Reaver nodded to his counterpart on the other side before turning his own attention back to his men. “Let’s double check weapons and re-loaders. Count the charges and call them out. Carry what you want, but make it light. We will be moving fast.  In and out.” 
 
    The ‘light’ comment was for Ramek, who was hefting his new prized possession. “You going to carry that beast of a weapon, Ramek?” Kason said looking at the ancient metal contraption the large Reaver was holding. 
 
    “It’s my new best friend, boss,” Ramek replied. 
 
    “Hey, I thought I was your new best friend?” Kercy chimed in. 
 
    Kason smiled behind his visor plate. “Better watch it, Kercy. He doesn’t like his friends beating him on the toughest obstacle course…and metal doesn’t talk back and remind him of it.” 
 
    Several Reavers laughed. 
 
    “Anyone have a problem with my new friend?” Ramek shot back as he patted the side of the weapon he held. 
 
    Kason walked up to the large Reaver. “We don’t have a problem with it, Ramek. If it brings back Jens, that’s all that counts.” 
 
    The Reavers fell silent on Kason’s comment about Jens. 
 
    Each looked on towards Ramek, for they all knew how close the two were. Kercy and Ramek had become close friends, but Jens was still his brother. 
 
    Ramek himself broke the awkward silence. He lifted his enormous gatling gun to his side. “If rapacity has anything to say about it, then consider him brought back.” 
 
    The Reaver regiment cheered with their weapons held high. 
 
    Kason rallied the team. “Let’s get ready and take our positions.” Kason turned to his team leaders. “Keelen, you’re lead for Charlie. Maddox, you will take Bravo. I will lead Alpha. Ramek and Kercy, you’re with me.” 
 
    “Are you getting a soft spot for Rapacity already, boss?” Ramek teased. 
 
    “We’ll see after I see what she can do. Now get your weapon and get in line.” 
 
    “Aye aye, boss.” 
 
    The Reavers began to line up near the center bomb bay door. 
 
    Rising out of the floor, near the center deck recesses, were waist-high yellow guard rails. 
 
    The soldiers would line up in between, giving them even spacing as they dropped into the beam. 
 
    The Reavers were thirty in number so they lined up in one row in front of the deck hatch. 
 
    Nevlen’s Troopers lined up opposite the centerline drop hatch in four rows of twenty-five each. 
 
    All were suited up in their armor and helmets. The Troopers could see through their sizeable clear visors, but couldn’t make out each Reaver’s face as the regiments R.A.S. helmets were sealed, showing piercing evil eye lenses. 
 
    Their weapons were all slung on their backs or to their sides. 
 
    The Reavers’ main weapons were the items strapped to their backs as most of their weapons were internal to their suits.  
 
    Kason brought up comms for the entire group. “Drop will commence in two minutes. Reavers will secure the drop zone on initial touch down. The Troopers will follow and then hold the drop-zone while we assault the compound. We all know the parameters. Keep comms to a minimal. We’ll see you all back here. Get ready for drop.” 
 
    Just as Kason finished, a klaxon sounded and yellow lights began to flash within the drop room. 
 
    A loud metal grating noise came from above. A large shaft protruding from the ceiling over the centerline and began to descend about five meters, but still remained a few meters above even Ramek’s height. 
 
    The bottom of the shaft began to hum and an intense white light formed underneath the descended shaft. 
 
    All troops held onto the guardrail to their sides awaiting the order to begin the drop to the planet’s surface.  
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    A grayish green planetoid orbited around its parent star. 
 
    The fabric of space near the small orb of a world began to ripple with an odd distortion. 
 
    A bright vertical slash appeared and grew against the black cloth of space, a myriad of colors exploding out from the expanding fissure. 
 
    Emerging from this vertical seam were the Human warships, the Diligence and her battleship escorts, the Flashpoint and the Intimidator. 
 
    The Diligence Trooper ship moved into a synchronized orbit with the planet, but not before activating its stealth camouflage and vanishing. 
 
    Both battleships flew past and took up strategic positions near their primary protection points.  
 
    The Mercador and several Storm-Tac fighters launched from the Diligence’s hangar, waiting at a point in orbit for their special escort assignment to come over their comms. 
 
    The bottom center of the Trooper ship opened and a black two-hundred meter rectangle platform moved away from it, heading straight down towards the planet’s surface. 
 
    The escort group followed its tragectory. 
 
    All entered in constellation camouflage, vanishing within the upper atmosphere from all prying eyes that might be below. 
 
    Once on the surface, the black object unfolded itself with two main ramps to either side. Its center was exposed with a wire-mesh grate that covered its full length. 
 
    All the escort ships converged on the object that lay in the middle of a tall grass field with strewn rocks and continued their watchful guard as they flew their protection patterns around the area. 
 
    The surface was full of small vegetation with gray rocks protruding out of the ground. There was a low fog that covered the ground the platform sat in. 
 
    All units moved in quick harmony as the assault and rescue of the lost Reaver, Jens Dryden, had begun. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    In the Diligence’s hold, the Reavers stood ready. 
 
    Kason called out over comms, “Alpha Team, prepare for drop in ten seconds.” 
 
    The shaft above began to glow and hum. 
 
    The center hatch running between the two sets of soldiers on either side parted open to the vacuum of space. 
 
    A flash of a containment field filled the empty open void between the vacuum of space and the pressure of the ship hold, keeping the atmosphere normal for the troops. 
 
    The noise and brightness intensified. 
 
    When it reached its utmost force, a two-hundred-meter-long by ten-meter-wide beam fired from the bottom of the descended shaft, moved through the force field, and down through the atmosphere of the planet. 
 
    Clouds dispersed when the energy beam passed, making its way all the way down to the surface and to its black rectangular host below. 
 
    Yellow flashing lights were replaced with green dashing ones around the edge of the open bomb bay hatch. 
 
    Kason motioned down and all thirty Reavers dropped down through the open hatch entering the beam. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Kason and his men were locked into the beam and accelerated towards the surface of the planet. 
 
    Kason was still amazed by the technology. 
 
    He knew the basics on how it worked. Still, it had never been used in a combat situation like this and only once in practice, but war demanded change and fast. 
 
    The idea came from the Gashnee drive technology when a scientist reverse-engineered a modular core, discovering the containment field could move objects within a beam of stabilized energy. 
 
    They first used the idea to drop containers loaded with mining materials from ore ships that would hover above the ground and send them down the last few meters. 
 
    The Scalar-Vectordelaron Beams, as they are known, soon made a radical conversion from cargo containers to dropping soldiers and supplies. 
 
    The beams were fused with tens of billions of nanites that would adhere themselves around any object within the beams, holding it in place as the entity was accelerated at a rate of one hundred meters per second towards the ground. 
 
    Kason could feel a fraction of the speed because of the nanites that surrounded his RAS suit. They also protected him against the heat of reentry into the atmosphere. 
 
     They were halfway down the beam. He could make out the dense fog that covered the landscape surrounding the drop zone. 
 
    One of the amazing things about the beam besides the protection and the acceleration was what happened at the other end of the receiver when they landed. 
 
    The beam’s rectangular receiver on the drop zone would act as a reverse generator. 
 
    The energy would enter the top grate of the platform and become inverted, being forced back up the beam, pushing on the incoming beam, giving it resistance for any object getting closer to it. 
 
    Kason couldn’t communicate with his team until they reached the bottom due to mass energy interference. 
 
    His HUD marked the altitude, speed, and showed the next phase of the drop was approaching.  
 
    [Phase Two] flashed in his visor. This meant the first of three decelerations points they would encounter was coming up. Phase one had been the initial acceleration. 
 
    Kason felt the jolt of the first phase of slowing. Their speed was halved within about five seconds. 
 
    Still pretty jarring, he thought. 
 
    [Phase Three] flashed now.  
 
    They dropped down to twenty-five meters per second. 
 
    He could make out some terrain features among the gray mist that hung around close to the ground. 
 
    The next and last phase came. 
 
    [Phase Four]. 
 
    They decelerated to ten meters per second, then five, three, one, and the final hundred centimeters per second as they hit the black ramp. 
 
    Without skipping a beat, the Reavers hit the platform running. Each ran off the ramp and into the tall grass behind nearby boulders. 
 
    It was a graceful landing and synchronized walk-off on the platform for the team, as if they took a step off the loading catwalk and right into their Reaver pods. 
 
    Kason brought comms back up. “Bravo Team, move to our eight o’clock position. Charlie, move to our four o’clock.” 
 
    The two other teams moved to their triangle positions around the landing platform. 
 
    Kason looked at Nevlen’s team descent readings. They would hit the platform in thirty seconds. 
 
    He continued to scan his surroundings and get filtered intelligence from the Flashpoint in orbit. 
 
    Kason brought up the Mercador comm link. “Major Dancehall, we are in position. What’s the sit rep, over?” 
 
    “Copy, Reaver Lead. All clear. No sign of movement near the enemy facility,” came the major’s response. 
 
    This was the best scenario for such a mission. 
 
    It would be moments before Kason’s team was on the move to the abandoned Kryth compound to find Jens. 
 
    Kason looked over to Ramek who was next to him. “You ready?” 
 
    “I’m always ready, boss.” 
 
    “I meant, are you ready to go get Jens?” 
 
    There was a momentary pause from the large Reaver before he responded. “I was ready when we found out he was on that forsaken moon you found me at.” 
 
    Kason nodded to him. “Then I will let you lead us out. The command is yours, Ramek.” 
 
    “Thank you, boss.” 
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    A shivering and sobbing figure huddled in a dark corner of a small room with a dirt floor. 
 
    There was a little light coming through from the metal seams around the door. 
 
    Another figure, sitting in the opposite corner whispered, “Madilay, it’s going to be okay. The security forces from the camp should know where we are. They’ll come for us.” 
 
    Madilay lifted her head to look at Shawna. 
 
    Her tear-and-sweat-soaked hair stuck to her forehead and cheek.  
 
    She wiped away the dangling strands. “What if they don’t? What if they don’t come for us?” 
 
    Shawna tried to move toward her, but was held in check by a cable attacked to the wall. It prevented her hands from moving more than a few inches behind her back. 
 
    “We need to remain calm and cooperate with them. They’re just pirates.” 
 
    Madilay tensed up. “I think they’re coming.” 
 
    The door to the room burst open. 
 
    Two Kryth soldiers entered and went for the young girl. 
 
    “Get away from her, kremth!” After the curse left the director’s lips, one of the Kryth went over and backhanded her, sending her to the ground in a flurry of dust. 
 
    Madilay, upon seeing Shawna struck, turned her withdrawn emotions into anger. 
 
    She lashed out at the two Kryth that approached. 
 
    One grabbed and held the young girl while the other unlocked the cable on her wrist and began dragging her out the door by her cuffed hands. 
 
    Madilay kicked and yelled, trying to stop their assault, but was no match for the towering Kryth Mahr pirates. 
 
    The door shut behind them, enclosing the room in darkness once again. 
 
    Shawna lifted herself up. 
 
    She wiped her bloodied mouth on her left shoulder while her eyes flashed up towards the door with a mother’s wrath. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Madilay was outside in the Kryth camp. 
 
    Her captor brought her to the center of the enclosure. 
 
    He threw her to her knees in the mud. 
 
    Madilay squinted from the light of day for her eyes had not yet adjusted from the small dark quarters she was being held in. 
 
    She looked around, trying to adjust to her surroundings. 
 
    Above her, the sun’s rays twinkled between the overlapping cover the Kryth had draped above the enclosure.  
 
    She could see the forest canopy outside through the small gaps in the material which concealed viewing from above and into the enclosure. It blended well with the encompassing vegetation, she thought. 
 
    There was also a four-meter high camouflaged and sectioned fence that ran around the camp. 
 
    She could make out several Kryth soldiers, each doing different tasks with equipment on tables. 
 
    There were three small, cubed buildings and various containers around the site. 
 
    This was a makeshift base and it hadn’t been here too long. 
 
    As she looked behind her from the building she’d come from, a Kryth soldier slapped her back down into the dirt. 
 
    Madilay kicked her leg backwards, hitting the soldier behind her square in his right knee. 
 
    The soldier grunted in pain and stumbled backwards at the unexpected counterattack. 
 
    She glared at the pirate, her eyes ablaze with fury. 
 
    The Kryth’s scowl seemed to mirror her own as he raised his fist to strike the Human female from her brazen attack. 
 
    “Stop!” A voice boomed throughout the camp, halting the assailing guard over Madilay.  
 
    She looked up to the new Kryth as he approached. 
 
    “Hello, little one,” the Kryth said as he walked forth. “Surprised I know your language? I would be too if I was in your position. You see, I believe in knowing my enemy as well as I know myself. One should learn the ways of one’s enemy, no? Don’t worry, I’m here to make things comfortable for you. We weren’t expecting any visitors, but are delighted you could join us.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Madilay asked. 
 
    “That is not of importance…yet. For the time being, you may address me as, Lieutenant Solix. You see,” he paced around her prone body, “I am not without patience or some measure of compassion. I’m here to help you help yourself.” 
 
    Madilay looked up in disdain. “What do you want, Kryth? 
 
    A broad smile creased his face. “That’s just the question, Human. I want to know how many are located at your base camp.” 
 
    “Why should I tell you?” 
 
    He laughed. “Another delightful  demand. Shall I show you?” He waited for her response. “Please say ‘yes’.” 
 
    “…Yes.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” 
 
    He turned to the compound gate. “Handler, please go out and bring our guest of honor.” 
 
    A larger Kryth responded to the order and approached the gate door. 
 
    Madilay noticed him take a key looking object off the wall next to the gate and place it against a pad. The door unlocked and the Kryth stepped outside. 
 
    He returned in what could not have been more than a minute. 
 
    Walking through the gate, on all four legs, was a creature Madilay had never seen before. The massive bristle-backed hairy beast lumbered in. Its devilish green eyes looked right through her. 
 
    “Impressive, isn’t he?” her captor asked. “Have you ever seen an aythra before?” 
 
    Her nervous head shook back and forth. “N-no.” 
 
    “Even if you had, I’d expect the same response. Isn’t he magnificent? They’re majestic apex predators from our homeworld. Not unlike some of the large carnivores on this planet.” 
 
    The beast stopped in its tracks as the handler closed the gate and placed the key device next to the door. 
 
    The lieutenant knelt next to Madilay. “This is how this is going to work. I ask you a question and you answer. Understand?” 
 
    Madilay nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Splendid. Let’s proceed,” he said. “Let’s make our guest comfortable. Unbind her, soldier.” 
 
    The soldier uncuffed her wrist restraints and tossed the clamps next to her. 
 
    “Let’s try this again. How many are at your base camp?” 
 
    Madilay hesitated, unsure if she should answer. 
 
    “I’m waiting.” 
 
    “I don’t need to tell you anything,” she snapped at him, rubbing her wrists. 
 
    Solix sighed. “Not the answer I wanted. Must I repeat the rules again?” he said, nodding to the soldier behind her. 
 
    The soldier swung his fist, striking her in the side of the head. 
 
    She crumpled to the ground. 
 
    “Let that be a warning,” Solix said, his face expressing bored disappointment. 
 
    Madilay lay there next to the cuffs, her hand touched the wrist clamp on the muddy ground. 
 
    She glanced at the clamp, noticing the chip-lock hole on one side of the curved bar. 
 
    As she lifted herself up, she scooped up some mud and rested her mud-filled hand on top of the clamp. 
 
    She touched her bloodied cheek with her other hand to draw their attention away. 
 
    “You see what you’ve done? All that because you didn’t answer a simple question. Let’s start again.” 
 
    Solix walked over to the snarling and huffing aythra. “This time we will use Toxx here.” He patted the snarling creature on the head. 
 
    While he was turned, Madilay began to pack the mud into the cuff hole on her wrist clamps. 
 
    The lieutenant started turning back to his Human guest. “Are you ready?” 
 
    As he started turning, Madilay got up and bolted away from the soldier behind her. 
 
    She didn’t make it far. 
 
    The solider was quick and grabbed her arm, flinging her back into his torso. 
 
    She began hitting at his waist since he towered over her.  
 
    He kept her at bay and let her attempt a few swings and grabs before picking her up and slamming her back to the ground like a doll. 
 
    She lay there, moaning in pain. 
 
    Solix stepped up. “Why are you making this so difficult? It’s a simple question; one that will see you well-rewarded with food, water, and your own life. How shall we proceed?” 
 
    Madilay got back up on her knees. She spoke under labored breath, “I’ll answer.” 
 
    “Then do so,” Solix encouraged. 
 
    “Fifty thousand.” 
 
    “Decent size. Are they all soldiers?” 
 
    “No. Most of us are scientists and civilians.” 
 
    “I see. So, how many would you say are soldiers?” 
 
    Madilay did not speak, she stayed quiet.  
 
    Lieutenant Solix rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Must we go through this again? You were doing so well for yourself. Would you like to reconsider your silence or do I need to have Toxx here give you a…more permanent reminder?” 
 
    She looked at the beast to her front. 
 
    Its drool dripped, pouring from the gaping mouth lined with sharp teeth. 
 
    “No. I’ll answer.” 
 
    “Splendid. Please continue.” 
 
    She thought for a moment. “About one thousand or so. I’m not sure on the total number, but they didn’t make up many amongst us.” 
 
    “Yes, we’ve noticed. These are not your standard warriors, they’re more like…guards watching over a space port or a mining yard,” Solix said, waving off the aythra and its handler. “See, Human? That wasn’t so difficult.”  
 
    He looked to the soldier behind her. “We will verify this information and, if you’re lying to me, I will feed your friend piece-by-piece to Toxx while you watch. Have I made myself understood, Human?” 
 
    She nodded, eyes on the dirt and mud. 
 
    “Put the arm restraints back on her and take her away,” he said as he spun on his heel and left the cell. 
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    We arrived safe at the rendezvous point to meet Kulee, our guide into the temple Gnotok. 
 
    The ride with the galony was much better this time around. I think I’m getting used to them.  
 
    But not the smell. That remained rancid as usual. 
 
    We all gathered at the river: Mistuuk, Kayasa, and Kulee…and one bot.  
 
    “Is that the log?” I asked. 
 
    It was sitting in a small stream off the main river, but near the water’s edge. It had cover and was well hidden from prying eyes. 
 
    Kulee approached it.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    He proceeded to open the top of it up. 
 
    It was a massive, simple hollowed-out log. About six or seven average adult Humans could fit in there. 
 
    At least there’d be some wiggle room. 
 
    “What’s the plan from here. What time do we launch?” 
 
    Kulee looked up into the sky. “You go now. Star-set is soon.” 
 
    “How long will it take to reach the temple?” 
 
    Kulee bent over and drew a line in the sand. “Star-set here. Star-rise here. Halfway, you get to temple. Two moons across sky. Time to get out and swim. Take these.” He handed each of us something wrapped in a purple leaf. 
 
    We all looked at each other. 
 
    Kulee put his hand to his mouth. “You take. Like this. Help with underwater. Good for brief time, longer than normal breath. Take while to activate. Be fine when you there. Take it now.” 
 
    Great. 
 
    Down the hatch. 
 
    What did I just do? It tasted and smelt like sewage. 
 
    I had a massive gag reflex…and another…and one more. Whatever it was, my body wanted it out. 
 
    Horrid. 
 
    Mistuuk and Kayasa didn’t have any reaction to it. 
 
    My eye twitched. “How was it for you two?” 
 
    Just thinking about it now made me want to throw it up. 
 
    “Mine was fine, Rels. It kind of tasted like a–” 
 
    “I don’t even want to know.” 
 
    “Then why did you ask, Rels?” Mistuuk asked, confused. 
 
    I turned my attention to the Vrae. “How about you, beautiful? How was it for you?” 
 
    “Fine, Human,” Kayasa responded. 
 
    Strange. It must be my sophisticated pallet then.  
 
    Kulee motioned to our makeshift raft. “It’s time.” 
 
    We all sat inside the log. But before Kulee could close the lid, I had one last question. 
 
    “What about rapids?” 
 
    “No rapids. Smooth water to temple. Waterfall after temple gone too far.” 
 
    “Waterfall?” 
 
    “Great Tumpa Falls after bend near temple. Great drop.” 
 
    Emvel never said anything about falls. “Don’t they divert the debris from the river to the temple?” I asked with utmost sincerity.  
 
    He put his hand to his chin and thought for a moment. “Uh, yes. Divert…debris. You be safe.” 
 
    That dramatic pause was super comforting. 
 
    Kulee closed the lid and pushed us out into the main waterway. 
 
    This was going to be interesting. That’s an understatement. Everything has been interesting on this weird planet. 
 
    I just hope Emvel is right about all this or this is going to be a short trip after a long journey. 
 
    Once again, time will tell. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The ride down the river was quiet. I found the sound of flowing water soothing and I slept through most of the trip, waking from dreams of waterfalls.  
 
    This time, I was woken by Kayasa. 
 
    “Human, it’s time to get up. The twin moons are above us.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s see what we got here.” 
 
    I sat up a bit and opened my hatch slow to peek out. 
 
    “What do you see, Rels?”  
 
    “Hold on, buddy. I’m still looking.” 
 
    It didn’t take long to spot it. The temple was massive. It must rise two hundred meters in the air. 
 
    There was a blue glow about two-thirds of the way up it, emanating from four large openings on each side of the structure. 
 
    I could make out other lights at the base, fires or torches of some sort. 
 
    “What do you see, Rels?” Mistuuk asked again. 
 
    “The pyramid.” 
 
    “What does it look like, Rels?” 
 
    I didn’t answer. I was still taking in what I was seeing. 
 
    “So, what do we do now, Human?” Kayasa asked. 
 
    I could see other driftwood around us. “Once we get closer and mingle in with the other debris, we will get out and head to the water canal near the pyramid.” 
 
    We floated for another twenty minutes before we began to get corralled by the diverters. 
 
    There were several Xty on platforms, diverting each log with long poles. Some they sent near the divider near the shore, the others they pushed off to the other side to continue down river. 
 
    That’s where we do not want to go. This could be a problem. 
 
    “Kayasa. We may get diverted toward the waterfall. Since you’re in front, you may need to open the hatch and pull the pole man in before he pushes us away to the wrong side.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” she said. 
 
    “I will let you know when to go on my end.” 
 
    Mistuuk wiggled to turn himself towards me. “What about the other Xty? Where are they at, Rels?” 
 
    I took another look. “It looks like there are six of them and they are spread wide across the logging path of the river. They’re busy pushing debris. Since this one is on the end close to us, the others may not see it. We got to be quick though, Kayasa.” 
 
    “I have this, Human. Just let me know when.” 
 
    “I will count down from three. Go on one.” 
 
    “What should I do, Rels? 
 
    “Get ready to help, Kayasa. We need to pull him in quick.” 
 
    “Got it, Rels.” 
 
    I hope this worked. 
 
    Our log drifted closer to the pole man. 
 
    I was keeping an eye on him through the sliver of my open hatch. 
 
    The two moons were bright so this should help judge the distance. 
 
    The pole man moved some debris to the right, where we wanted to go, and some to the left. 
 
    There was a decent size log in front of us. Let’s see what he’s going to do. 
 
    He pushed it to the left. He didn’t move from his position. He’s going to push us down river. 
 
    Never easy. 
 
    “Get ready.” 
 
    The Xty was getting his pole ready to push our log. 
 
    Now’s the time. “Three…two…one.” 
 
    Kayasa threw open her hatch and grabbed the pole. 
 
    The Xty was surprised. 
 
    He fell forward since the pole was attached with a leather strap around his wrist.  
 
    He fell in the log. 
 
    Both Kayasa and Mistuuk pulled him in and the hatch closed. 
 
    I kept an eye on the others to see if they had noticed the commotion. 
 
    Too busy. They hadn’t seen it. 
 
    Our new occupant was struggling. 
 
    “Keep him quiet,” I whispered. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    The Xty stopped fighting and went limp. 
 
    “There. He’s quiet,” Kayasa announced. 
 
    That’s one way to do it.  
 
    Peeking through the hatch, I wasn’t too pleased by what I saw. 
 
    By pulling him in, we had nudged ourselves off course a bit, just enough to move over to the wrong side of the divider. 
 
    We were heading towards the falls. 
 
    “We have to get out now. The platform ends soon. Go.” 
 
    I threw open my hatch and jumped out into the water. 
 
    Mistuuk, with Blink strapped to his back, followed. Kayasa wasn’t too far behind. 
 
    The current was moving faster now. We were right up against the metal divider, which was much higher from the water line now. It was about two meters above us. 
 
    We were sliding against it. There was nowhere to grab a hold of. 
 
    I surged up out of the water and tried to grab the top of the platform, but it was just out of reach. 
 
    I could see the end of the platform approaching. 
 
    The noise of the rush of water could now be heard from the falls. 
 
    “I can’t get up!” Kayasa yelled. 
 
    Without hesitating, I grabbed Mistuuk. “I’m helping you up, then you help me up.” 
 
    “Got it, Rels.” 
 
    I hoisted the little guy up. 
 
    And, with a final surge and push, he was on the platform. 
 
    The water was moving swifter. 
 
    Mistuuk had just gotten up and was already ten meters behind us. 
 
    I looked at the end of the pier. 
 
    He wasn’t going to make it. 
 
    But, before I knew it, he was already over me, running alongside. 
 
    How did he do that? 
 
    “Rels, go!” he called out. 
 
    I pushed up. 
 
    He dropped down along the edge. 
 
    I grabbed his hand and he pulled me up the rest of the way. 
 
    Now for Kayasa’s turn. 
 
    Before I could get my footing, Mistuuk was already racing to the end of the platform. 
 
    I never knew he could run that fast. He looked faster than me. 
 
    He was faster than me. 
 
    He even had Blink strapped to his back. 
 
    But, would he make it? This was going to be close. 
 
    I saw him dive near the end and put his arms down. 
 
    I waited for what felt like a full minute. 
 
    Mistuuk stood up.  
 
    His head was hung low. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    He didn’t make it. 
 
    I ran to the end and caught up with him. 
 
    “I missed her, Rels. I couldn’t get her in time,” he said with great remorse.  
 
    I looked out over the moonlit water. I couldn’t see her. 
 
    The falls were another fifty meters away, churning with whitewashed waters. 
 
    “It’s okay, buddy. You did your best.” 
 
    “Are you just going to stand there, Human?” A familiar voice called out of nowhere. 
 
    I looked around and saw no one besides the Cuukzen and myself. Then, down the platform near the end, I saw a large hook resting on the edge. 
 
    We crawled over, keeping low. 
 
    There she was holding onto the pole in the water. 
 
    We helped her up onto the platform. 
 
    “How did you get down here?” I asked with fascination. 
 
    She tossed the pole into the water behind her. “I didn’t think the Cuukzen was going to make it. I figured the dock had anchor points, so I dove under. There were chains attached and weighted to the bottom. I went from chain to chain until I got to the end. I pulled the pole out when I went into the water, then unhooked the leather strap I had attached on my waist, and used the hook to grab hold. Simple, Human.” 
 
    “Right…‘simple’. We need to get to the other side of the debris holding and slip back into the water.” 
 
    We all crawled to the holding pen for the logs. 
 
    We slipped into the water and began making our way to the flow channel around and under the debris. 
 
    There weren’t many guards; a few here and there.  
 
    I took the lead through the murky water as we made our final swim to the base of the pyramid.  
 
    There was the flow channel. 
 
    The turquois coloring was returning to the water as we got closer to a light source near the shore. 
 
    Here comes the fun part. 
 
    I was starting to miss swinging through the trees. 
 
    We huddled together near the opening. “So, here’s the plan. We need to swim underwater from here down the channel. The water flow should pull us up as we get closer. Now, we will go about halfway before a safety grate stops us. This is where the Xty contact will let us in. Are we ready?” 
 
    They both nodded their agreement. 
 
    Well, time to find out if the nasty purple stuff works. 
 
    We each took a deep breath and dove under the water, making our way up the channel. 
 
    We swam for about twenty meters before I could feel the pull of the water. 
 
    The suction was beginning. 
 
    It must have been at least several minutes and I still felt as if I had the same amount of air in my lungs from when I took my breath. 
 
    The tunnel was dark as we moved up. 
 
    I could see the faint light outside the entrance dimming. 
 
    We all stayed close as we rose through the shaft. 
 
    A few moments went by and I could see another light from the top. It was getting brighter. 
 
    I could see the inner, smooth stone walls of the temple. 
 
    Soon, I could see the grate rushing at us. 
 
    We met the grate and couldn’t go any further. 
 
    I looked around and saw a side grate. 
 
    This is where we were going to meet the Xty soldier. 
 
    So, we waited. 
 
    Several more minutes went by and now my lungs were beginning to burn. 
 
    The purple stuff was wearing off. 
 
    Mistuuk pointed his finger at his mouth letting me know he was holding his last breath. 
 
    We all are, buddy. 
 
    I nodded, then tried to push the grate again. 
 
    It would not budge. 
 
    I swam around and tried kicking it in.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Kayasa pointed down to the way back out. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    We couldn’t. The water column moving up was too great. We couldn’t swim against the current. 
 
    My vision was beginning to blur.  
 
    I could feel the fire in my lungs moving down my arms and legs as my body screamed for air. 
 
    My fingers lost their grip on the grate. 
 
    Then, a wrenching noise. 
 
    The grate opened along the side wall. 
 
    We all swam in. 
 
    It was a short swim to an opening in a room. 
 
    We burst the surface, coughing and spluttering, trying to breathe. 
 
    We had made it. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    I pulled myself out of the water, catching my breath along with the others. 
 
    We were in a small, dim room and being stared at by a Xty warrior. 
 
    He put his hand up to his face, then extended his hand out, palm up, gesturing towards us. 
 
    It must be a greeting. 
 
    I returned the gesture. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    The room we stood in must be an overflow chamber or a watering hole. Either way, I was happy about being out of the water. 
 
    He then motioned for us to follow him. 
 
    We followed him out a door and into a tall and wide stone hallway. 
 
    There were crystals giving off light in recessed niches along the walls.  
 
    I recognized them. They were the same crystals the Sutii were mining back in Emvel Hallow.  
 
    The Xty waved his hand for us to follow. 
 
    As if we were going anywhere else. We just wanted to get off this planet and back in our own quadrant. 
 
    A lone door stood at the end of the hall. 
 
    I could see a circle of light on the floor in the chamber we were about to enter. 
 
    He stopped before the door. 
 
    Bowing before us, he gestured for us to move inside. 
 
    Kayasa and Mistuuk followed me through the threshold. 
 
    As I turned around to ask our guide where we were going, the stone door slid shut. 
 
    “I guess he’s not coming with us,” I remarked. 
 
    Mistuuk took his pack off and untied Blink. 
 
    “Did she make the trip?” I asked, pretending to care. 
 
    “She’s fine, Rels. Just going to wake her up.” 
 
    Kayasa paced along the ring of light in the floor. 
 
    The ring held nothing but a deep and endless shadow. 
 
    “Huh. Emvel said they would be here. Three tubes. Wonder if we have to activate something to get them to show up.” 
 
    At that moment, there was a gratings sound like another stone door opening beyond our site. 
 
    Kayasa turned to me. “What was that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    “There, Rels. I see something.” Mistuuk pointed. 
 
    There, in the darkness below us, was a green line. Then another, and another. 
 
    The green glow started to curve and make symbols in the shadows. 
 
    “Is...that the tubes?” Kayasa asked. 
 
    I knew what they were.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    The thuds and grinds of stone being laid on stone echoed in the chamber. 
 
    The noise started faint, but grew louder, shaking the floor. 
 
    The green glowing lines got closer as well., 
 
    Stepping from the darkened recess of the room was a large stone giant. A Glyphtern. 
 
    It stopped before the light. 
 
    Emerging next to the behemoth, out of the shadows were a dozen Xty warriors with lances. 
 
    “Not good, Rels.” 
 
    Kayasa got into a fighting stance. “What now, Human?” 
 
    I had no idea, but we all were about to find out one way or the other. 
 
    A figure moved from the darkness out behind the Glyphtern. 
 
    It was our good ole friend, Emvel. 
 
    “Surprised to see me?” Emvel asked with a grin. 
 
    “No. I thought I could smell something foul.” 
 
    Emvel bellowed a joyous laugh. 
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    The planet was hot. It wasn’t oppressive heat like the desert planet Yoja, where the massive yellow sun blasted the surface with unrelenting waves of heat and unbearable radiation, but a steamy climate that bred damp misery and hostile flora. In short, it was uncomfortable. 
 
    A hazy fog rose from the wet soil, soaked from the last downpour, as the sun beat down and evaporated the moisture, making the air thick and heavy. 
 
    The dense jungle loomed in front of the Reaver teams. 
 
    A veritable wall of towering trees, scrubs, and colorful vegetation was covered with tendrils of vines that radiated in every direction. Every plant surface was covered with spikes, knots, or barbs that oozed saps and other fluids, most laced with some form of poison. Everything looked like it would cut, slash, infect, or otherwise hamper movement in some excruciating manner. Such was nature’s ways of warning interlopers away. 
 
    Kason’s feet sank several centimeters into the wet, loamy soil as he marched towards the edifice that towered over the tallest of trees, several kilometers in the distance. 
 
    His fellow Reavers followed, past the cacophony of howls, shrieks, and rumblings of the jungle creatures. They pressed forward, unconcerned by the nascent threats from local wildlife, but keeping watchful eyes on the canopy of trees and rugged, thick undergrowth. 
 
     His scanner had locked onto Jens Dryden’s signal while in low orbit aboard the Mercador. It was weak, the icon inside his heads-up display flickering in and out, but enough that it could be followed. 
 
    Kason watched the signals from his scanner that tracked Jens’ signal, fearing he would lose it at any moment. Something was interfering with the signal. Three-dimensional readouts shifted and blurred. It didn’t make the information useless, but it was harder to process. 
 
    No matter, thought Kason. Jens was still dead, but his body would be recovered to be interned in the Sacred Grove on Mydian. 
 
     Any chance to rescue a Reaver was paramount, just as they had rescued Ramek from Sontar Jal. No Reaver would be left behind. That solemn promise was repeated in training but, in the realities of war, it was sometimes impossible to fulfill. This mission would not be one of those painful exceptions. The sacrifices of Shou Hassard and Nabil Vetter at the Montis conference still stung Kason’s memory with regret. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The smooth surface of the structure loomed over the jungle. The huge walls must have been over a hundred meters high and were covered by strange flora. Purple vines spread up and across the rocks like veins from the jungle that resented its intrusion. 
 
    The HUD inside Kason’s helmet beeped, displaying the movements of his two Reaver teams. 
 
    His Reaver Assault Suit was at maximum operating capacity. The nanite reserves were at one hundred percent. His assault rifle was functioning at optimum parameters. It had a manufacturing capacity which granted the weapon the capability to create and produce ammunition of various functions. The weapon would receive commands, requests for type of round, yield, sequence, and number. It was then created out of base elements suspended in a biochemical solution within the magazine and munition nanites, referred to as nano-sprew by the Reavers. The technology was a Human-Gashnee hybrid, had incredible and versatile destructive power, and was a perfect weapon in the hands of a Reaver. 
 
    His pre-combat systems check complete, Kason stalked through the dense jungle growth towards his prey. 
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    The door to the dark room opened. 
 
    Shawna squinted her eyes as radiant light poured in. 
 
    Madilay’s silhouette appeared in the door frame along with another. She was struggling against her Kryth captor. 
 
     “Let her go!” Shawna yelled out. 
 
    The Kryth guard threw Madilay to the floor inside of the small holding room. 
 
    Screeching metal slammed behind the Kryth as he departed, sealing the room in darkness once again. 
 
    The only light was the silver outline of the door. 
 
    She could hear Madilay breathing heavy. “Madilay. Are you okay. What did they do to you?” 
 
    Disoriented from the sudden light and just as sudden darkness, Shawna felt her way to her daughter. 
 
    The young woman sat up and put her finger to Shawna’s pushed lips. 
 
    After a few minutes of silence and blinking to clear her vision, the director was shocked to see Madilay’s cuffs on the floor. 
 
    Madilay crawled over to her whispering, “I blocked the hole with mud. I also put a handful in the door lock.” 
 
    Shawna shook her head in bewilderment. 
 
    “What?” she hissed. 
 
    “That’s why I was struggling there. I smashed mud I had in my palm against the three locking holes.” 
 
    “I don’t understand?” 
 
    “I think I found a way out of here.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Madilay reached into her pocket and pulled out a pin-key. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” Shawna inquired. 
 
    “I took it off the guard. I think we can make the gate at night. There is a pass-device that hangs near the door. I’ll unlock you later. I’m going back and putting my cuffs on in case they come back. We’ll leave when they’re asleep.” 
 
    Shawna reached up and kissed her on the forehead. “Excellent work, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Madilay said as she crawled back to a corner, put her restraints on, and slumped back against the wall with her head down. 
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    “The northeast corridor is blocked, Reaver Lead,” reported another Reaver team without preamble. “It’s beyond our ability to pass, sir.” 
 
    “Corridors three, five, and seven are the same, sir,” Kercy reported. 
 
    Kason noted the frustration in her voice. “It’s not something that surprises me, nor should it you. We expected this.”  
 
    Kason formulated a few scenarios in his head. 
 
    Both Alpha and Bravo Reaver teams were bottlenecked in a course that funneled them into a large central room in the center of the complex. The third Reaver team was outside the complex, surveying the surrounding jungle for possible threats. Communication had been lost after a series of explosions had collapsed and sealed the corridors as they had entered the structure. 
 
    The trap had been sprung. 
 
    Kason was not surprised. He had been suspecting the Kryth of using Jens Dryden’s signal as bait. Lintorth Sol knew that Reavers would always come for one of their own. Their daring rescue of Ramek from Sontar Jal was plain evidence of that. 
 
    Lintorth Sar. Kason grinned as he corrected himself. 
 
    Flexing his fingers sheathed inside his assault rifle, he keyed through various ammunition loads with three of his fingers, his HUD displaying his options and selections. 
 
    “They were nice enough to invite us this time, brothers,” Kason said. He wasn’t disappointed. The rumbling laughter from the rest of his team and the second was full of mirth. 
 
    Many Kryth had fallen before them. Numerous raids and infiltrations had been the death of thousands of Kryth. The Reavers knew they were a thorn in their side and savored the notoriety.  
 
    Festooned with weapons, they were all poised for a fight. 
 
    Kason and both teams of Reavers continued into the belly of the beast. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “They proceed this way, sir,” Tslar said, looking up from the scanner’s screen. “The Humans move with bold caution. I believe the detonations alerted them to the trap.” 
 
    “The Humans knew long before that,” Lintorth said to the Korin Shai. “The signal sent out was part of their armor and transmits the location of each Reaver. Sontar Jal was a fool, but he did gain some useful information when he had the Reaver in his custody.” 
 
    “I surmise they must have quite a powerful sensor system to track such a weak signal,” Tslar added. 
 
    “Correct, else they would not have come.” 
 
    “Surely the Humans must know that their Reaver…is dead.” 
 
    Lintorth’s hand caressed the haft of his spear as he thought for a few moments before responding. “They may hold a sense of hope that their comrade is still alive,” he responded, contemplating. “Some of them seem to have more optimism than others,” Lintorth explained to the unspoken query on Tslar’s face. 
 
    “Optimism?” The Korin Shai’s hand chopped the air as one did when warding off spirits. “False hope makes a fool of oneself,” he declared. 
 
    “That is true. But hope can also drive one to desperation and great fury,” Lintorth’s large fingers tapped a rhythm on his spear. “Hope can drive one forward when all other strengths – and options – have been exhausted.” 
 
    Tslar paused to think about what Lintorth had said, then nodded his comprehension. He looked at the scanner screen once again. “The Humans near the central chamber.” 
 
    “Then make ready.” Lintorth barked, eager to commence. “Helm, bring us to the eastern wall of the compound at seventy meters.” 
 
    The Kryth gunship rose from its hiding place in the jungle. The engines lifted the ship as the thrusters hummed, the foliage above it cracked and broke as the ship rose out of the canopy, causing a cacophony of surprised yelps and screeches as the wildlife fled the vicinity. 
 
    The gunship cleared the canopy, spun on its axis, and flew towards the horizon. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The four banks of of the Kryth gunship’s tri-cannons pulverized huge chunks of the stone edifice into raining pieces of rubble. The avalanche of debris and the pulsating roar of the ion cannons were deafening. 
 
    Selato, leader of the third Reaver team outside the complex, was thankful he could dampen his audio input. The inhabitants of the jungles weren’t so lucky and had to endure the bombardment of energy blasts. 
 
    He heard roars, screeches, and howls of terror from the jungle animals in the direct vicinity of the collapsing wall. 
 
    “The Kryth sure are in a hurry, aren’t they?” Lasko commented, keeping his weapon trained on the gunship’s thruster ports, searching for an opportunity to engage a hostile target. “Figures they would sneak in and wait for us,” he said. “Doesn’t matter much though. Kason will kill them either way.” 
 
    Selato found himself in agreement with the oldest member on the Reaver team. He assumed Kason’s team would be a little stealthier. He watched the sky, scanning for more Kryth vessels. Seeing none, he looked back at Lasko. “I suppose he will at that,” he agreed. 
 
    “That one is cold,” Lasko continued, still scanning the Kryth gunship, waiting for permission to engage. “He hates the Kryth more than anyone I’ve seen.” 
 
    “Reaver Lead, this is Reaver Charlie,” Selato relayed over the command channel. “Kryth gunship, Class Beta, breaching eastern wall with cannon fire.” A subchannel relayed multiple confirmations from the rest of his Reaver team. “Team reports no other hostiles.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Reaver Lead, this is Reaver Charlie, come in.” 
 
    No answer. Their comms with the Alpha and Bravo teams had been neutralized. 
 
    “Now what?” Lasko asked.  
 
    Selato thought for a moment. “We guard the LZ for possible evac and patrol the perimeter. Teams of two.”  
 
    Lasko nodded and squatted next to him. The other Reavers broke off, two to guard the landing zone and two to patrol. Zooming in, Selato watched as gunship hovered outside the wall and the hole it had created with its barrage. It was now large enough to fly through. The whole Kryth ship entered the structure. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “Land now,” Lintorth ordered the younger Kryth at the helm. “Very competent gunnery, Jaogat,” he complimented the weapons officer. “Enough of this sulking, Tslar,” Lintorth continued, clapping the Korin Shai on the shoulder. “Let us go meet the Humans in battle.” Shouldering his way past the rest of the twenty-three Korin Shai detachment, carrying his spear in one hand and the leash of Avog in the other, Lintorth  Sar rolled his thick neck and broad shoulders to loosen them as he disembarked from the gunship. The aythra let out a deep, guttural growl. “Soon, my friend. Soon.” 
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    The star shown bright against the speckled black curtain of space from the Cerothnak command cruiser.  
 
    Sontar Jal stood on the bridge of his ship looking out towards the Sol system. “What is the update on the device?” 
 
    A seated officer next to him responded. “The Blight Apparatus is positioned around the host star.” 
 
    “Good. Send communique to Generals Kar and Ti letting them know it is time to get their fleets ready. The trap is set.” 
 
    “Yes, General.” 
 
    The general smiled while taking in the stars, especially the one he’d come for.  
 
    “Lintorth toys with their soldiers. A real general obliterates one’s enemy without hesitation. No matter. He will soon know his place…under my rule.” 
 
    Sontar Jal approached the viewing window with an air of deviousness about his face. 
 
    His white cape swayed behind him. “Also, have Captains Nron and Kolek begin their bombardment of the Human base camp on Earth. Make sure they know not to inflict too much damage. We just need to get their attention, cause panic, and draw their fleets in.” 
 
    “What about the small orbiting station they have?” the officer inquired.  
 
    Sontar smirked. “They can destroy that. What’s a couple more Human deaths before the grand finale? They will all die soon enough.” 
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    “What’d they give you, Emvel? Eternal life or something?” I asked through clenched teeth. 
 
     “Something like that,” he said with a sneer. “Guards, take their armaments away from them. They should have three knives, a Cryst gun, and one crude grenade.” 
 
    That was about it. 
 
    The Xty approached and removed what little items we had for weapons. 
 
    I was not pleased. “Is Yren in on this?” 
 
    Emvel laughed. “No. She thinks she’s helping the resistance. Now, come. We shall take you to the Insight.” 
 
    “That’s where we want to go, Rels,” Mistuuk whispered so only I could hear. 
 
    It looked like we were going where we intended to go after all. 
 
    Although, considering the circumstances, I wasn’t so sure if this was a good thing. 
 
    They began leading us out of the chamber and back into the large hall. 
 
    There were three Xty to our front while the rest were behind us, including the stone giant. 
 
    Emvel walked up alongside me. “Don’t worry about Yren. She will be joining us in a moment.” 
 
    “Why did you wait this long to capture us? We showed right up on your doorstep?” 
 
    “So many questions and so close to being in time, Rels. You see, it all must do with the future vison the Insight saw. It just wasn’t the right time to capture you, that’s all.” 
 
    “They can see the future?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, parts of it. You see, they can envision the major conjunction points throughout time, and some in between. They just can’t see the finer points or minor details; but, no matter, for you are here nonetheless. How splendid.” A grin split his face. 
 
    I wanted to shatter those teeth with my fist. “So, the resistance was just to make sure we made it here in one piece?” 
 
    “Exactly. We could take out the Xty resistance that broke off with Yren if we wanted to, but the Insight saw that if they could believe they were fighting the good fight, all to obtain our goals, they would be valuable. Now, their insurgence is no longer needed.” 
 
    “You killed them?” Kayasa asked. 
 
    “Most of them. The ones that didn’t want to be reinstituted back into the main cell of the Xty were dealt with. You Vrae should know a thing or two about dealing with similar internal affairs. Am I correct, Kayasa?” he asked, his eyes blazing at her behind his broad smile. 
 
    That seemed personal. I wonder where he was going with that comment. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the other one joined in. 
 
    Mistuuk sauntered up to us. “What about Yrontik?” he asked. 
 
    “He was wise. He decided to come back into the cell and take up his position back with the temple sentinels, but not before going through some much-needed rehabilitation.” 
 
    “You tortured him?” Mistuuk’s big eyes awaited the answer. 
 
    “Rehabilitation – torture – call it what you want, Cuukzen. We have our methods here. The Insight has a way with the mind. Easy to influence.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” I asked our wonderful host. 
 
    “Loyalty, of course. Loyalty to the Gashnee above all else.” 
 
    “Sounds like a fun club, Emvel.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry. All of you will get the same opportunity to join our cell. It’s just mind over matter when you’re in the presence of the Insight.” 
 
    “Can’t wait.” 
 
    “Fortunately for you, we’re almost there,” he said. 
 
    I saw the large guarded stone doors up ahead. There were two Glyphterns on opposite sides. 
 
    I didn’t know what we were going to do, if anything. 
 
    Then, it came to me. 
 
    I ran. 
 
    I bolted straight around the three guards in front of me and towards a side corridor. 
 
    I knew I wouldn’t make it and they wouldn’t kill me, but that’s what I wanted. 
 
    It didn’t take too long either. 
 
    A thrown, blunt staff hit me square in the back. 
 
    My body stiffened from the electricity coursing through my body. 
 
    My muscles locked and I fell on my side. 
 
    The jolt lasted a second before I could compose my body functions again 
 
    I reached for my front pocket. 
 
    I was lucky they had clasped my hands to my front or I wouldn’t be able to do this. I just hoped it would work. 
 
    I found the vial Yren had given me with the tellurium. I drank about half, and one extra swig of the stuff for good measure. 
 
    The vial went back into my pocket just as the Xty guards reached me. 
 
    They lifted me up and threw me against the wall with their spears against my neck. 
 
    Mistuuk was the first to say anything, of course. “Rels. What are you doing? Are you not feeling well?” 
 
    The Vrae was next. “I knew he was a coward. Humans before anyone else. Should’ve killed you when I had the chance.” 
 
    The spear tips pressed harder on my neck. 
 
    Maybe I miscalculated here. 
 
    “I’m surprised, Rels,” Emvel said. “Did you think you could escape?” 
 
    “I thought I’d give it a shot.” 
 
    “Your friends are cleverer than you, I would say. Not to worry. Your loyalty will be tested soon enough, and this little exertion will be a perfect example for the Insight to test you and see how strong your mind is, Rels Sentel.” Emvel turned to the guards. “Bring him,” he said as he left through the large open stone door and made his way up some stairs cut from the same stone. 
 
    My gamble had paid off. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    They didn’t slice my throat and that’s a good sign. Kayasa still might. Better to deal with her than these guys, I thought. 
 
    It’s in your hands…or wings now, exploding moths. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They brought us up some large steps to the top of the pyramid’s inner chamber. 
 
    This is where the light emanating from the top of the temple was coming from: four large windows were cut out of each side near the apex. 
 
    This is what we had seen from the river. 
 
    In the center of the chamber was what looked to be a smaller stone pyramid hovering in the air about ten meters above the floor. 
 
    There was one suspended staircase that ran up on one side of this floating miniature pyramid. 
 
    Below was a square shaft of glowing turquois water. The water sprang forth and flowed across the stone floor in four channels. Each channel ran the inner length to the edge of the opening in the sides, running over and down the side of the temple. 
 
    The colored water matched the lowest point on the inside pyramid’s base. 
 
    It glowed and pulsated, matching the rhythm of the flowing water which came up the center. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to spot Yren. 
 
    She was standing before the hovering pyramid on one side of the water channels. 
 
    Mistuuk called out when he saw her. “Yren! Hi, Yren! It’s us!” 
 
    She didn’t respond. 
 
    Her eyes were locked on to the glowing base of the levitating structure. 
 
    “Yren?” I called to her as we were escorted past. 
 
    “Oh, she can’t hear you, Rels,” our host acknowledged. “That’s the power of the Insight she’s under.” 
 
    Yren’s expression was catatonic. Her gaze was wide but unfocused, she didn’t blink, and her mouth was agape. 
 
    I looked up to the hovering triangle. “Is that the Insight?” 
 
    Emvel just smiled at me. “You’ll see.” 
 
    The Xty guards lined us up on the other side of the water channel in the floor next to Yren. 
 
    As we stood there awaiting what would happen next, I started to become lightheaded. 
 
    The serum was taking effect. 
 
    Emvel stepped up to Yren. “You see, Rels. Resisting is not in your best interest. Yren made a choice. Just as you three will.” 
 
    “And what choice was that?” I asked. 
 
    “To come back into the cell. To come home where she belongs.” 
 
    I saw Emvel take a blade from his sheath. 
 
    He placed the knife in Yren’s right hand. 
 
    “Watch the power of the mind, Rels,” he said as he turned to face Yren. “Place the knife to your throat, Yren.” 
 
    Her arm moved the knife to her throat without hesitation. 
 
    I went to go move towards her, but the Xty guards behind us grabbed our arms and held us in check. 
 
    “Too harsh, Rels?” 
 
    “Too much of a coward to do it by your own hand, Emvel?” 
 
    “I am merely demonstrating the power of the Insight. Perhaps a simpler demonstration is in order. Yren, cut your left hand,” he ordered. 
 
    She drew the blade across her left hand, drawing a bluish blood that dripped onto the stone floor. 
 
    “She didn’t even flinch, Rels,” Mistuuk commented. 
 
    “The power of the mind,” Emvel said, walking back towards us. “No reluctance. No pain. Just a response from a simple command.” 
 
    “So, you turn your subjects into mindless slaves?” I questioned. 
 
    “No. Just the ones that will not fall in line. The rest, like myself, have free will to do as we please.” 
 
    “So, you choose to be a dylik?” 
 
    “Just as you chose to run from your friends.” He smiled. “That was a choice as well.” 
 
    Mistuuk and Kayasa both looked at me. 
 
    “Who’s the dylik now, Rels Sentel?” 
 
    Before I could continue trading insults with Emvel here, which he well deserved, there was a thump that was felt within the chamber. 
 
    The water began to glow brighter, surging up the center shaft. 
 
    The radiance of light under the hovering pyramid pulsated in step with the water’s movement. 
 
    Emvel smiled from ear to ear. “Now is the time for you to meet your fate.” 
 
    He turned to face the object in the air above us. 
 
    Emvel raised his hands high and began to chant something strange and alien. 
 
    The glow around the base of the pyramid started to expand as the top raised upward. 
 
    I could feel the pull of the intense light. 
 
    My senses became numb. I felt relaxed. I wanted to sleep. 
 
    This can’t be good. 
 
    Was this what happened to Yren? 
 
    Again, I think we were about to find out. 
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    The light outside faded from view inside the holding cell. 
 
    Madilay woke up and removed her restraints. 
 
    She crawled over to Director Bowlan, reaching out her arm to wake her. 
 
    Shawna flinched at the young woman’s touch. 
 
    Madilay whispered, “Shhh. It’s okay.” 
 
    “Is it time?” 
 
    Madilay nodded. 
 
    She began to unlock Shawna’s cuffs. 
 
    “How do we know if they are going to come back?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “They have come in two-hour intervals. I’m hoping the Kryth keep a schedule.” 
 
    Madilay walked over to the door. 
 
    She hoped her mud trick worked, for this cell was just a haphazard holding box. More like a closet, she thought. 
 
    She exhibited a small amount of pressure on the door near the latch. 
 
    It popped open. 
 
    Shawna’s eyes widened, then she beamed at Madilay. 
 
    Madilay put her index finger to her lips and continued to slowly open the door, peeking out. 
 
    There were no Kryth around them; but she could hear laughter around the corner from the cell. 
 
    Madilay crawled to the edge of the small building they were held in and took a glance. 
 
    There, under a canopy, were four Kryth playing some sort of game. 
 
    By the looks of it, they were deeply inebriated. 
 
    “Let’s head for the gate,” Madilay whispered and pointed. 
 
    The two crawled towards the main gate of the camp, making their way around containers and storage bins until they came to the last open space before the door. 
 
    Madilay nodded to go, just as a boot stepped up next to the crate they were crouched behind. 
 
    They froze in place. 
 
    The Kryth guard looked around, but continued his patrol just as soon as he had stopped. 
 
    They let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    Madilay wasted no time and scampered towards the gate. 
 
    Shawna followed close behind. 
 
    When they reached the gate, Madilay stretched for the gate card hanging right where she had seen them hang it during the day. 
 
    It was gone. 
 
    Madilay began looking around. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Shawna whispered. 
 
    “It’s gone.” 
 
    “What’s gone?” 
 
    “The key card I saw. They hung it here, but now it’s gone. 
 
    Shawna looked tense. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    Madilay started crawling back to some crates. “Follow.” 
 
    Shawna scampered behind her. 
 
    The young woman’s eyes peered around a box, eyeing the Kryth gathered around the table. 
 
    She was searching, trying to find the key card. 
 
    There. 
 
    It was on a stand behind one of the seated Kryth. 
 
    “Stay here.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Shawna said while grabbing Madilay by the ankle. 
 
    “I have an idea.” 
 
    Shawna was unsure if she should let her go, but she knew they had no other chance. 
 
    She released her hold. 
 
    Madilay crawled on her stomach, keeping a low profile as she approached the Kryth from behind. 
 
    The Kryth guffawed and some grumbled in an alien language. 
 
    It wasn’t far before she reached the small side table next to the Kryth soldier. 
 
    The key card was within her reach. 
 
    Her hand stretched out, careful not to knock anything over, when the seated Kryth reached behind him. 
 
    She froze. 
 
    The Kryth’s hand was searching for something on the table. 
 
    Madilay could see the card and some small colored objects that looked like dice next to it. 
 
    The soldier’s hand knocked the card off the table and onto the ground beneath him. 
 
    He grabbed a hold of the dice and returned his attention back to the commotion of the game at hand. 
 
    Now was her chance.  
 
    She reached for the card and snatched it, just before the Kryth soldier adjusted his leg and pinned her hand under his boot. 
 
    She gasped, then held her free hand over her mouth. 
 
    Shawna, watching, also had her hand to her mouth in shock at the scene. 
 
    They both waited, hands keeping them from calling out either in pain or panic. 
 
    Madilay was losing feeling in her fingers and the pain was crawling up her arm. 
 
    Finally, the soldier readjusted his position and moved his leg. 
 
    Her hand came free. 
 
    She didn’t waste any time slithering back to the safety of the crates, cradling her hand as she did. 
 
    Shawna was relieved. 
 
    “Let’s go for the door. Keep low,” Madilay whispered. 
 
    Shawna made to look at Madilay’s hand but Madilay started out once more, leaving Shawna no choice but to follow. 
 
    Both made their way back to the gate. 
 
    Just one last step, Madilay thought. 
 
    She reached up to activate the card on the gate when a roving guard caught her attention. “Oh no.” 
 
    Shawna looked where Madilay was fixated on. 
 
    The guard was walking by their cell. 
 
    Not that it was out of the ordinary for a patrol to do, but the cell door was cracked open. 
 
    “What if he sees it?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “Then prepare to run like hell.” 
 
    Madilay held the key-card close to the door control, pausing for the right moment. 
 
    The Kryth soldier was just about to the cell. 
 
    They waited, their hearts pounding. 
 
    Just as the as the guard approached, another called out to him from around the building. 
 
    It got the Kryth’s attention and he went back around to where he was being called. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Madilay said as she activated the door control, releasing it. 
 
    They moved through the gate and made their way to the trees, stopping at their hover unit that was outside. 
 
    Madilay tried to turn over the activator. 
 
    Click click. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “It’s not operable,” Madilay said. “We have to make our way on foot.” 
 
    The two headed off deep into the foliage of the forest; but not before someone, something, noticed their departure. 
 
    Across from the hover unit, a pair of devilish green eyes watched from a pen as the Humans vanished into the darkness. 
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     The Orion’s Rage bridge was active as Commander Parejas sat in his chair going over holo reports. 
 
    Kansec spun around in his seat. “Commander, we have a broken transmission coming from Earth. Priority one.” 
 
    “On screen, LC,” Parejas ordered. 
 
    The flickering holo-image of Adjutant Sergeant T,r came to life above the bridge. “Commander Parejas. we are searching for Director Bowlan now…Kryth have attacked Delta Station and we assume they have captured…we are doing everything we can, but acquire immediate…can you help?” 
 
    Parejas stood from his chair. “We are en route, sergeant. Deploy all defenses. Report all numbers of Kryth hostiles and keep us posted.” 
 
    The sergeant’s image flickered in and out. 
 
    The connection was broken before the sergeant could respond. 
 
    “Kansec, keep sending my response and try boosting the transceiver.” 
 
    “We are a just outside its range, but will be in real-time radius of Sol in…” He looked over his screen. “In about seven minutes, sir.” 
 
    “I want all Deus intelligence as soon as it comes in. Have all fighters on stand-by. Set alert condition to red.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Parejas turned, seeing the Keeper enter the bridge and approach the command platform. 
 
    “I am here to take my station, commander.” Laurenell announced. 
 
    “Please take your seat, Keeper.” 
 
    She walked around the front station, passed Kansec, and found her father’s chair and console. 
 
    Laurenell paused before taking her seat, noticing the name placard on the front of the station that read: Keeper Renske. 
 
    “It hasn’t changed if that’s what you were wondering,” Parejas commented from above. 
 
    She looked up and smiled at the commander. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. But, don’t think for a moment you can harass me like your father did.” He smiled and winked. 
 
    She returned his smile. “I wouldn’t dream of it, sir.” 
 
    They shared a short laugh and, pausing once more, Laurenell took her father’s…her seat.  
 
    She turned again to look up at the commander. “Do I share the same quarters as he had?” 
 
    “Indeed. They are the Keeper’s after all.” 
 
    Laurenell just nodded and looked back down at her station before her eyes welled up. 
 
    Kansec called out again. “Commander, we are starting to receive intelligence reports from Earth.” 
 
    “Place them on the board as they come in, LC,” Parejas ordered. 
 
    With a simple shift of his hand, Kansec activate a tac-board above the bridge. 
 
    Partition arms rotated down from the ceiling.  
 
    Light flashed in between, creating a sectored grid layout of the Sol system. 
 
    The image zoomed in, showing the Earth and moon in detail; a miniature version of reality up in hovering light. 
 
    Icons soon appeared above Earth representing Kryth bombers, a dozen in all. 
 
    Next to the red bomber icons was an Exendoth class destroyer. 
 
    Off to the side of the Kryth icons was a blue opaque Delta Station icon with the text: Lost Asset. 
 
    “The bombers are strafing the Erudition base camp now,” Kansec relayed. “Three bombers have been destroyed. Twenty Human casualties have been confirmed. The loss of the Delta Station and several ground facilities have been reported.” 
 
    Parejas sat back in his chair. 
 
    He placed his hand to his chin. “A single Kryth destroyer. That’s not their tactics.” 
 
    “Sir?” Kansec inquired.  
 
    “Their raiding tactics. They never send a lone destroyer. They work in pairs or from an operational central fleet.” 
 
    “That’s all that is showing in the system, sir.” 
 
    Parejas looked over the information suspended in air on the tac-board. “How many Deus Antennas are reporting?” 
 
    Kansec looked over his console. “All but two.” 
 
    “Which two?” 
 
    “It looks like Ten-Five-B and Ten-Six-B. Beyond the orbit of Pluto, sir. They might be malfunctioning.” 
 
    “I doubt that, Kansec.” 
 
    The lieutenant commander looked on, bewildered by the commander’s statement. 
 
    “Kansec, have the antennas nearest that sector change their circular search patterns to an elliptical one. Maximize the eccentricity to encompass the lost area of coverage.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. This will take a minute.” 
 
    “Excuse me, commander.” Laurenell approached the platform. “I’m not following what you are trying to do here.” 
 
    “I want to see what’s in that dead zone. I’m just refocusing the surrounding antenna to search that area. The circular pattern of the antennas overlaps. By changing to an elliptical pattern, we can cover most of that blacked-out sector.” 
 
    “You don’t believe they malfunctioned?” she asked. 
 
    “With a ninety-six percent success rate over a fifty-year lifespan, I’m not taking that chance. Two in the same sector in the same system? Suspicious, to say the least.” 
 
    “What are you hoping to find?” 
 
    “A Kryth battle fleet.” 
 
    Kansec turned. “We should have the data from the sector in the next minute, commander.” 
 
    “What’s our estimated time of arrival for Sol?” Parejas asked. 
 
    “We should arrive in the system in the next four minutes.” 
 
    “Set our jump exit to three kilometers from the destroyer. Engage with ion wave followed by main Fletcher beams. Launch Storm-Tac fighter groups to finish off their bombers.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Laurenell eyes were wide as they awaited the data from the lost antennas. 
 
    It didn’t take long. 
 
    “Sir, you’re correct,” Kansec stated. “It looks to be a main Legion Flag battle group in that sector.” 
 
    Parejas looked down at the Keeper. “Take no chances, Keeper.” 
 
    Parejas turned back toward the center of the bridge. “Kansec, prepare all battle stations.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
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    The challenge of the Humans could not go unanswered. 
 
    Today, Lintorth Sar will take another ranother step in reclaiming his honor by capturing, and killing, more of these Reavers. Doing so with enemies that had evaded the entirety of the Domain’s forces at all turns would prove Lintorth the most capable of Xomes Si’s generals. 
 
    It was a wonderful opportunity for his plans to become the preeminent advisor to the Red Throne. 
 
    But now, a single Reaver threatened his chance to earn this honor. 
 
    The Human walked out of the shadows towards Lintorth and his Korin Shai battalion. His helmet turned as he looked each Korin Shai in the eye with quiet challenge. His posture and gait – standing tall and walking with steady, purposeful strides – attested to Kason’s honor in the eyes of the Kryth warriors.  
 
    The rumors were true. This was a true warrior. 
 
    Despite this, his steps were silent and, had they not been watching him walk amongst them, they would not have believed him to be there at all. 
 
    Neither Lintorth Sar nor the Korin Shai moved as Kason approached. 
 
    He walked between the twin lines of Kryth, slinging his rifle across his back as he shrunk the distance between himself and Lintorth who stood at the end. 
 
    Snarling, Avog gnashed his razor-sharp teeth as the Reaver drew near. 
 
    The glowing yellow eyes of the Reaver’s helmet scanned the contingent of Kryth, calculating, before settling on the noisy aythra. 
 
    “That’s the animal that killed Jens Dryden,” he said in a hard tone to Lintorth, ignoring every other Kryth in the antechamber. “Kryth.”  
 
    The accusation hung in the air. 
 
    A few of the younger Korin Shai shifted, attempting to move into defensive stances without notice. Lintorth returned the Reaver’s gaze, not moving except for clenching his hand tighter on Avog’s tether. His mocking smile intended to calm some of the nervous, new Korin Shai. 
 
    “Avog has killed many of my enemies, Human,” Lintorth retorted, standing tall, resplendent in his regal armor and crimson cape. 
 
    Beckoning past the Reaver with his spear, towards the others he knew were present behind him in the shadows, Lintorth continued. “And he will undoubtedly kill more. He is one of my finest breeds, after all.” 
 
    “Are these also some of your finest breeds, Lintorth Sar?” the Reaver said in a mocking tone. “Do you mean to bring us to heel with your dogs?” 
 
    Ignoring that, Lintorth continued, “I have brought you and your Reavers here, Kason Bender, for a reason; one that you have likely figured out.”  
 
    The yellow eyes in the helmet were not capable of betraying any emotion, but Lintorth saw Kason shift his weight, ready to fight. “You are honor-bound to come and rescue your comrade from our grasp, just as you stole your large Reaver from that fool, Sontar Jal.” 
 
    “Only a fool tests the water with both feet,” Kason quoted.               
 
    Lintorth grew silent and glared at the Human, who was standing close enough to attack before any of his Reavers could aid him. He felt his ire growing, vexed by the petty insults and dishonoring him in front of his own Korin Shai.  
 
    A deed that inferred insult or dishonor must be returned in kind a factor greater than received. If a Kryth hurled insults at another, he could expect a greater insult to himself or his family. A struck blow could be reciprocated by a mortal wound, if one deemed it necessary to maintain his honor. Such things would escalate, until the weaker Kryth submitted. 
 
    Situations could become complicated and intricate in repercussions if two Kryth were well-matched. 
 
    The Kryth Mahr Domain itself had been plagued by the Human incursions and attacks for many cycles. Ever since the opening attacks on Dalyth Station, the Humans had maintained combat initiative and had kept the Kryth on the defensive. Always reacting to raids, attacks, and sabotage, the Kryth were unable to gain control or to bring the fight to the unrelenting Humans. The Kryth had been struck again and again, unable to retaliate in any meaningful way. 
 
    It infuriated Lintorth. The Domain’s iron grip on their subjugated races was weakening. The unchallenged power wielded by the Red Throne had kept loyal citizens and malcontents in check, but could not control the Humans and their cursed interference. Their interference would spark rebellion among the lower races and rogue Kryth, throwing the galaxy into a civil war against the dominant Domain. 
 
    The Reavers were the beginning of all of this. 
 
    These Reavers, he admitted, lived up to his subordinates’ ghost stories. They were said to strike without warning and disappear like shadows. Dalyth Station was a calculated target, meant to taunt the Kryth as much as to embarrass them. The Humans flaunted their power, leaving Kryth destruction in their wake and the entire galaxy to whisper of Reavers and their ferocity. Some said the Reavers were vengeful spirits, come back from the dead to haunt the Kryth for the destruction of the Human home world. Lintorth meant to be the warrior to best them and reclaim honor for the Kryth. He shall be the architect of the destruction of the Humans once again. This time, he will leave nothing left of them. Not even ghost stories. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Taking in the details of the Korin Shai, Kason noted the fine, customized armor crafted to fit each Kryth for maximum efficiency of movement and protection; much like his Reavers. Their visible weapons, spears of various lengths that hummed with energies, were unadorned. Weapons meant to kill, not for show. 
 
    Their faces were hidden under plain metal masks, betraying no facial movements. Their eyes were hidden behind red lenses, much like his yellow ones.  
 
    Kason brought his gaze back onto Lintorth. 
 
    Lintorth’s brow was furrowed; in thought or frustration, Kason couldn’t tell.   
 
    “I came to resolve a matter of honor for a fallen friend, Kryth,” Kason said to Lintorth, then raised his voice. “Jens Dryden is dead,” he proclaimed, addressing the Korin Shai and the rest of his Reavers across the command channel, dashing any small hope that their comrade was still alive. He raised his his hand and pointed at Lintorth. “You may still possess his body, Kryth, but I have come as my…our honor requires.” 
 
    Kason scanned the assembled Korin Shai, his eyes again resting on Lintorth and down at his waist, where a tattered but familiar Reaver sash hung limp. “I’ve come for that.” 
 
    “Of course you have, Human,” Lintorth taunted. “I hope your jouney has not disappointed you.” 
 
    “Hardly, Kryth. I have an opportunity to rid ourselves, and the galaxy, of another Kryth commander after all. Your kind will suffer as long as I draw breath, Lintorth Sar,” Kason challenged. 
 
    “My kind…” Lintorth’s composure faltered for a moment as he shifted his weight before falling away as his voice boomed with rage, “My kind saved the galaxy from monsters beyond your imagining, Human!” He slammed the butt of his spear into the ground. “My kind, Human, drove the Gashnee from the galaxy at great cost. My kind fought when all else surrendered! It is because of my kind the galaxy has known peace!” 
 
    “I know your histories, Kryth,” Kason hissed. “The Vrae Javril’s too. You both speak of how you fought for peace as you subjugated as many races as you could in a race for supremacy.” Kason felt his voice rise to meet Lintorth’s. “Do not speak to me of how the war cost you! You did not save the galaxy, you enslaved it!” 
 
    Lintorth and Kason stared at one another for a few moments, the shuffling Korin Shai eyeing the statuesque Reavers.   
 
    It was a long silence before Lintorth spoke. “We all suffered under the Gashnee, but we did what was necessary to defeat them, Human.”                
 
    “And in your rebellion, you found Earth, which the Gashnee had merely visited. I do not care how you fought the Gashnee. I care what you did after they were gone.” Kason took a breath. “You exterminated entire species for the birth of your empire!” 
 
    “The Kryth Mahr waged total war to rid the galaxy of the Gashnee and their influence, no matter the cost. We would and shall do it again, Human.” Lintorth said with cold resolve. 
 
     “I know. But just as you fought the Gashnee, so we will fight you. You did not eradicate the great evil in the galaxy. You became it. We will fight until Dranneous Kor burns.” 
 
    Lintorth bared his teeth at the open threat.  
 
    “Come then, Human,” Lintorth taunted. Lintorth turned, spitting the next words out of his mouth at the assembled Korin Shai. “The Humans have threatened the Kryth Mahr Domain! Leave none alive!” he commanded. “We will hang their corpses on display behind the Red Throne.”  
 
    Kason watched as the aythra thrashed against the tether in Lintorth’s iron grip. The Korin Shai activated their spears, sending crackling tendrils of energies washing down the hafts and across the stone floor. They all crouched into fighting stances and began to spread out behind their leader.  
 
    “Korin Shai! KILL THEM ALL!” Lintorth roared as he released the aythra. 
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    “Were those explosions?” Shawna gasped between breaths. 
 
    The two were running along a dense tree line. 
 
    An orange glow flashed in the horizon in the far distance in which they were headed. 
 
    “I think so. Maybe the Kryth are attacking the base camp,” Madilay panted. 
 
    Brush was thrown aside as the women made their way through the darkened Colorado foliage. 
 
    Shawna slowed and paced behind Madilay. 
 
    “Come on, Shawna. Don’t slow down.” 
 
    “I have to…I…I need to rest.” 
 
    Madilay stopped and went back to be with her. 
 
    The director sat on the ground near a large tree. She was catching her breath. 
 
    “We can’t rest long,” Madilay said, resting her hand on Shawna’s shoulder. “We need to keep moving. I’m sure they know we are missing by now.” 
 
    “How far do we have to go do you think?” Shawna choked out between breaths. 
 
    Madilay looked across the open meadow towards the glowing light. “I would say about eight kilometers, maybe.” 
 
    “It would be easier to run in the open than in the forest, Madilay.” 
 
    “Yes, but we’d be sitting ducks. The moon is full. We’d be easy targets for them.” 
 
    “Okay, give me a moment.” 
 
    As they sat, a faint noise could be heard from where they had come from. 
 
    “Shhh,” Madilay cautioned. 
 
    They waited a moment. Holding their ears to the air. 
 
    Madilay was the first to hear it. “It’s them. They’re coming. Get up now. We need to move.” 
 
    She helped Shawna up and they continued their run along the tree line. 
 
    Branches bent. Twigs snapped. The rustle of leaves and foliage flashed as they ran through. 
 
    Madilay continued to glance back. 
 
    She could see some lights farther behind their location. 
 
    The lights meant Kryth. 
 
    What she heard though is what frightened her the most. 
 
    The growls and barks of aythras.  
 
     “We need to get to higher ground. Move up near that spur,” Madilay voiced as the women altered their course away from the tree line for higher terrain. 
 
    As they made their ascent, the Kryth tracking noises grew louder. 
 
    They were moving slower, going uphill, while the Kryth stayed lower along the tree line, gaining ground. 
 
    “I can see them,” shawna blurted out. 
 
    “We need to get higher, across that ravine.” 
 
    The moonlight illuminated the forest floor below. 
 
    Madilay spotted a fallen tree over the ravine they were trying to cross. “Here.” 
 
    Shawna stopped and shook her head. “I’m not going across that.” 
 
    “We have to.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look safe,” Shawna said, petrified at the thought. “We can find another way.” 
 
    “No. We don’t have the time. Look.” Madilay pointed. 
 
    Shawna turned to look down the hillside they had just climbed. 
 
    Crashing noises were heard below and three sets of glowing green eyes pierced the forest canopy. 
 
    “I can’t,” Shawna repeated. 
 
    “Here. Crawl like me. Get down and crawl.” 
 
    Madilay went first on her hands and knees. 
 
    Shawna inched her way behind. 
 
    The crossing of the log was ten meters. The ravine below fell at least twenty-five. 
 
    As Madilay approached the other side, the log shifted from the weight. 
 
    Shawna screamed. 
 
    “Stay still,” Madilay hissed. 
 
    The log slipped again from the edge it rested upon, sliding down to a ledge a few centemeters below. 
 
    Shawna fell forward and off the side, catching a side branch. “Help!” 
 
    “Hold on. I’ll come back,” Madilay said, scampering back across the log. 
 
    She got to Shawna and reached down her hand. 
 
    Shawna grabbed it. 
 
    Madilay pulled her up as Shawna caught one left leg on a branch closer to the top of the log, making her effort a bit easier. 
 
    “Take it slow. We need to get off this thing. They’re getting closer.” 
 
    Shawna nodded, out of breath from the ordeal. 
 
    They both made it to the other side. 
 
    Madilay grabbed a large branch that was laying on the ground. 
 
    She wedged it near the ledge where the tip of the log rested. 
 
    She pushed with all she had. 
 
    The log creaked and broke off the ledge, crashing down to the ravine below. The boom of its contact echoed and rock and dust billowed below.  
 
    As Madilay threw the branch aside, Shawna screamed out. 
 
    There, across the ravine, was an aythra snarling with drool. Its blazing eyes fixated on its two Human prey. 
 
    The glowing green eyes soon became four, then six, as two other aythras joined the first. 
 
    “Can…can they jump?” Shawna’s voiced trembled. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    The two women stood motionless, cold sweat tracing lines in their backs as their lungs burned with held breath. 
 
    The three Kryth beasts paced along the side, trying to gain access to their prey. 
 
    Soon, they began to bark out their location to their handlers. 
 
    Madilay reached for Shawna’s hand, pulling her back into the trees and rushing toward the horizon. 
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    “What will it be, Rels Sentel? Emvel grinned, walking around our group within the temple chamber. “Will it be everlasting life within stardust for your own self-preservation or will you choose death?” 
 
    I didn’t say a word to the traitor. 
 
    “And what of you, Cuukzen? What will you choose?” He asked of Mistuuk. 
 
    Mistuuk glared up at him. “If I knew who you were earlier, you’d be dead.” 
 
    Emvel laughed. “Not from you, Cuukzen, but I could see it from your beautiful Vrae companion.” He turned to Kayasa who was next to Yren. “She has the skill to murder. Don’t you, Kayasa?” 
 
    “Let me show you, Human cacrum,” she spat. 
 
    “Hey, I’m still here,” I said as if the sleight was meant for me. “Watch the ‘Human’ part will ya.” 
 
    That got her going. 
 
    “You are no better than him, Human Rels. You got us into this and you tried to escape and save your own life. You are both sacrum.” 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    “Wonderful. Each against the other,” Emvel remarked. “I think this will help the Insight make the final decision on what to do with you. This might be fun to watch.” 
 
    Emvel turned to a Glyphtern who was against the wall near a large dangling chain that ran to the ceiling and into the floor. 
 
    “We all say…forever our Gashnee.” Emvel bowed, gesturing towards the Glyphtern.  
 
    Chanting began within the chamber from all the Xty guards. 
 
    The stone behemoth ratcheted the chain down, pulling it from the ceiling opening. 
 
    My eyes were getting heavy. My vision began to blur once more. 
 
    The tellurium was in effect for sure. How long I could hold out before seeing the exploding moths was anyone’s guess. 
 
    The center pyramid began to rise from its base. The blue glow was intensifying. 
 
    The water bubbled underneath. 
 
    I could feel a…pull.  
 
    In my head. 
 
    Something was in my mind. 
 
    The pull turned into a kind of warm, coursing energy. The blue glow was probing, searching, and trying to control my thoughts. My head felt heavy, as if I had just woken up from a deep sleep but wasn’t quite awake yet. 
 
    It wasn’t the serum. It was coming from the blue light. 
 
    I tried to peer through the glow at the being which sat on the floating base. Was that the Insight? I couldn’t tell. 
 
    After all this time and space, the being we had come to for answers just turned out to be some mind-reading stranger behind a big blue light. 
 
    My mind whirled. 
 
    I had to block whatever was trying to get in. 
 
    I looked over to the others. They were already under the influence like Yren was. 
 
    Their gaze was caught up in the light, all looking mindless, staring away into nothing. 
 
    Mistuuk drooled a little. 
 
    I must remind him if I live through this. 
 
    The serum was helping me fight off the mind manipulation. I have our friend Emvel to thank for oozing that little nugget back in the hallway. 
 
    My little gamble paid off with taking the potion Yren made. This stuff was interfering with whatever power this thing was using. Mind control verse psychedelic elixir, because whatever was reaching deep into my psyche was having problems taking root. 
 
    I still had my own thoughts and control of my body. 
 
    I think. 
 
    Emvel approached and stood in front of me. 
 
    His face began to warp and swirl around. 
 
    Was I losing it? I don’t need the exploding moths now. Not yet. 
 
    “Don’t fight it, Rels. It’s much easier when you just give in. It will all be over soon. No pain. Just peace. Inner harmony. One in the time, many.” 
 
    I would give Mistuuk a lifetime stash of jojo fruit if Emvel would just shut up with the Gashnee mumbo jumbo. 
 
    Don’t fight it, huh? Innovative idea, Emvel. 
 
    With a show of resistance, I decided to let my face go placid, my eyes to focus on the blue glow, and allow my mouth to droop open and drool. 
 
    Would he buy it? 
 
    Emvel turned and walked away from me. “There you go, Rels. Just relax. Enter into the stardust.” 
 
    He bought it. 
 
    Who’s the weak one now, huh, buddy? 
 
    But now, what do I do next? What’s going to happen next? 
 
    My peripheral vision went to the Xty next to me. 
 
    He had a spear, holding it upright.  
 
    That would work, but how do I pull this off. 
 
    There were six Xty in the room along with one stone brute; and Emvel. 
 
    My shifting eyes went to the Xty next to Yren. He had the crystal gun and knife.  
 
    The odds weren’t good. Then again, when have they been? 
 
    Should I make a move? That was the question. 
 
    The question was blurred as the mind-altering effects of the serum and the blue light fought for control. 
 
    The heavy feelings turned into something painful, as if my brain would be torn in two or burst from pressure. 
 
    I didn’t know if I had any time left if this Insight was that powerful. 
 
    Emvel sure wasn’t going to help. 
 
    He approached the light. “Great Insight of the Gashnee. What shall we do with these vessels against the Gashnee? The ancient text of stardust speaks of two sides, one for and one against.” 
 
    The blue specter pulsated and a sound came from the triangle. More like a cryptic noise almost too deep to hear than an audible language. 
 
    More gibberish if you ask me. 
 
    Emvel smiled from ear to ear from the drumming sound enveloping the room with the Insight’s response. 
 
    “They shall fight for the privilege of becoming one in the time, many. The Insight has spoken,” he announced. 
 
    Our traitorous friend went over to the Xty warriors. “They shall fight to the death. The last one standing will join our ranks. Give a spear to each.” 
 
    This can’t be good. Fight to the death? 
 
    I needed to do something. 
 
    The Xty placed a spear in each of our hands. 
 
    Emvel approached Yren. “Yren, you will fight Kayasa.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He next went to the Vrae. “Kayasa, you will fight Yren.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    And I get to fight the midget. How fair is that? 
 
    I heard Mistuuk’s voice say ‘yes’ next. 
 
    Emvel walked over to me and stood before smiling. 
 
    I should stick him in the eye now. But the voice in my mind was saying ‘yes’. 
 
    “And you, my Human comrade. You will fight Mistuuk the Cuukzen,” he chuckled. “Give us a good show for our race now, Rels. Don’t embarrass me in front of the Insight. Out of all of you, I would like to see you make the selection for our cell. I have a need for a loyal bootlicker at my side, and to see that Yren will not make it out of this against the Vrae. You will make the best slave, my friend. Welcome to this side of eternity, Rels Sentel.” 
 
    I wasn’t his friend or comrade, but I had no choice and hadn’t thought of a plan yet, so I heard myself say ‘yes’ to fighting Mistuuk. 
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    Sontar Jal paced his bridge. 
 
    He was in deep, self-reflecting contemplation. 
 
    A soldier called out from a nearby console. “General, we have the arrival of the first Human ship into the system. It is the Orion’s Rage.” 
 
    Sontar stopped in his tracks. “Marvelous. Their lead command ship.” His eyes darted and he rubbed his chin. “This is going better than planned. The ship and commander who retook this system from the Domain. The same ship and commander who made us fools at our own conference of races. My glory is unfolding before my eyes.” 
 
    “Shall we activate the device, General?” 
 
    Sontar paused for a moment. “Wait for more or take it now?” he asked himself. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Active the Blight Apparatus now!” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
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    The Kryth destroyer lifted and broke in two with the last impact of Human weapons. 
 
    Chunks of its hull rained down from orbit, hitting the exosphere and lighting the upper layers with flashes of fire. 
 
    The ship’s death spiral found its debris streaking through the Earth’s sky to the surface below. 
 
    Following the wake of destruction were twelve Storm-Tac fighters streaking by, preparing to enter the stratosphere. 
 
    Storm-Tacs were variable-wing aircraft able to modify their dynamic wing surfaces and shape to most atmospheric conditions. 
 
    The single-seated crafts activated their configuration upon entering. 
 
    Their wings and vertical tail surfaces extended to meet the oncoming dense air of the planet in one synchronized movement. 
 
    Contrails buffeted against the leading edges as the variable engines adjusted their vectored nozzles. 
 
    The forked fronts of the sleek vehicles streaked in high above the Erudition camp just as the Kryth bombers made another, but final, pass. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “Kryth ship destroyed, sir. Storm-Tacs picking up their targets now,” Kansec announced. 
 
    “What of the Kryth fleet?” 
 
    Kansec moved the holo-board and updated it with a flick of a finger. “They are still in position outside the orbit of Pluto. No other contacts in or outside the system. Looks like they’re the ones.” 
 
    “What are they up to?” Parejas questioned aloud. 
 
    “I also have comms coming in from the Erudition site, sir,” Kansec said. 
 
    “Put it up.” 
 
    The image of the Adjutant Sergent appeared. “Commander, we appreciate your assistance. We have things under control here thanks to your fighters.” 
 
    Parejas stood from his chair. “Good to hear. How many casualties do you have, sergent?” 
 
    “We are still working on the numbers, but I would say one hundred so far.” 
 
    “And the whereabouts of Director Shawna Bowlan and Madilay?” 
 
    That question caught the attention of the Keeper. 
 
    Laurenell watched the commander’s facial features, recording every moment of the events at hand. 
 
    Parejas didn’t flinch or waiver upon his question or to the sergeant’s response. 
 
    A solemn look came over the adjutant sergeant. “We are still looking for them, commander. We think we have a reading and are sending units to that location now.” 
 
    “Understood, sergeant. We stand ready for any assistance. Commander Parejas, out.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    The holo-image flashed as the communication ended. 
 
    Parejas walked down the steps towards the viewing deck on the bridge. 
 
    His arms were held behind his back. 
 
    Laurenell followed. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir.” 
 
    “What is it, Keeper?” 
 
    “I hope I’m not being too intrusive, but I wondered if you were worried about Director Bowlan.” 
 
    Parejas paused for a moment before answering. “Why would I worry about things that are not within my control?” 
 
    “Because you care about her.” 
 
    “Is caring or loving someone defined by how we worry about them or is it how we handle that fear?” 
 
    The Keeper looked away from the commander and out towards Earth. 
 
    “I believe I understand, but I just don’t see much emotion from you; and when I was reading those events, I didn’t sense any worry about the situation, commander. That’s all.” 
 
    Parejas smiled. “Sometimes, in life-and-death decisions, we have to suspend the worry so we may focus on the task at hand. It doesn’t mean I don’t feel those emotions, Keeper. I choose to concentrate on those things that will bring as many of those living, back home. I don’t waste energy worrying, I do what I can.” 
 
    She looked back at him. 
 
    Parejas continued. “I care about Shawna. I hope she and Madilay are alright and that the sergeant will find them.” He walked up to the glass and pointed at a patch of space. “What do you see there, Keeper?” he asked. 
 
    She tried to focus on the area he was pointing. “I don’t see anything except stars, commander.” 
 
    “There is a Kryth battle fleet sitting outside the orbit of Pluto. That is my priority. I don’t have the privilege to focus on just one person when so many are counting on me. The entire Earthiest Colony is under attack and if I allow myself to be consumed by worry towards one person, even if I do love her, it might blind me from what I need to do.” 
 
    Laurenell smiled. “Thank you, commander.” 
 
    “Your father used to ask me those questions all the time. So, please, keep me in check when you feel the need to do so. You Keepers are not just historians; you’re also the voices of reason, guidance, and most of all, friendship, in times such as these.”  
 
    The Keeper watched the commander walk back to his command chair. 
 
    “Update, Kansec,” Parejas ordered as he sat. 
 
    “Kryth bombers destroyed. No movement from the Legion Flag group, sir. The science station is reporting an anomaly, though.” 
 
    “Where at?” 
 
    “It looks to be coming from the sun.” 
 
    Parejas swiveled his chair to face the science station on the other side of the platform. “Ensign Chal, what do you have?” 
 
    “We picked up something coming from the star,” she said, pulling up a diagram of the sun. 
 
    A three-dimensional, real-time version of the star appeared right above the console before her.  
 
     “The object… ” She was cut off. 
 
    “‘Object?’” 
 
    “Yes, sir. There is an unknown object in this region. We are picking up elevated levels of dark mater emanating from it.” 
 
    Parejas looked, his already heavy brows furrowing. “Do we know what it is?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Keep monitoring and give me updates.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The commander swiveled his chair back to face the bow. “Kansec, bring the artificial online.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “Antiquity, are you there?” 
 
    [Yes, commander.] 
 
    “I need you to monitor the object we found within Earth’s sun.” 
 
    [I’ve been following along in my rest state.] 
 
    “Do you have a conclusion?” 
 
    [I do, commander.] 
 
    “Elaborate.” 
 
    A holo-image of the sun appeared above his console. A centered image of the object in the sun was pulled away, rotating in mid-air. 
 
    [It looks to be a Gashnee device described in Vrae history as a “Blight Apparatus”. It was used by the Gashnee to close wormholes and works on dark matter principles. No other information is available.] 
 
    Parejas thought for a moment. “Are we sure it’s meant to close, not open, wormholes?” 
 
    [From the description, that is the nomenclature of the device. Two known devices were recovered by the Kryth Mahr Domain. The Kryth and the Vrae each laid claim to one thereafter.] 
 
    Parejas’ face changed. 
 
    He stood. 
 
    A seriousness came over the commander. 
 
    The Keeper watched from her station, knowing something was wrong. 
 
    “Antiquity. Give me an analysis of the dark matter.” 
 
    [Analyzing.] 
 
    Laurenell stepped up. “What is it, sir?” 
 
     Parejas did not respond. His concentration was on the device before him. 
 
    [Commander,] came Antiquity’s calm voice, [it looks as though the dark matter is emanating from the device and expanding throughout the star’s chromosphere, causing a reaction.] 
 
    “Is the sun’s chemical makeup changing?” 
 
    [Yes.] 
 
    “At what rate, Antiquity?” 
 
    [One meter per second with exponential increases every minute.] 
 
    “Antiquity. What is your analysis of the change in the star’s structure?” 
 
    [It will lead to the star’s full collapse and destruction of the entire system.] 
 
    A gasp issued from the Keeper. 
 
    Kansec turned around in his seat. 
 
    They all waited for the commander to respond. 
 
    “It’s an ambush. The Kryth want the star to fail. Antiquity, what is the estimated time of full collapse?” 
 
    [Forty-five minutes and thirty-six seconds, commander.] 
 
    “At what stage of contraction will it affect the Earth’s position within the habitable zone?” 
 
    [It will decrease one percent in fifteen-minutes, contracting the habitable zone and leaving earth on the farthest edge, Commander.] 
 
    Parejas thought for a moment. “Can the device be destroyed without causing a reaction?” 
 
    [Unknown.] 
 
    “Can we move it?” Kansec asked. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing, LC,” Parejas followed. “Antiquity, I need the shielding requirements for a shuttle moving into the sun near the device.”  
 
    [Working on those now,] Antiquity replied. 
 
    “What about the people on Earth?” Laurenell questioned. 
 
    The commander looked over with care at the Keeper. “Antiquity, what is the time for extraction of the Erudition camp?” 
 
    [With transport resources on board…three hours and twenty-five minutes.] 
 
    Tears welled up in the Keeper’s eyes. “There’s not enough time.” 
 
    “Kansec, get the adjuntant sergeant for me now.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    A holo-image of the sergeant’s face appeared before Parejas within seconds. 
 
    “Sergeant, we have a situation. I need to know how long it would take you to evac all personnel off-planet with the Erudition.” 
 
    “It would take several days to prep. Why, commander?” 
 
    “What about your shuttles?” Parejas followed. 
 
    “They were destroyed when the Kryth attacked. They were the first to go.” 
 
    “Thank you, sergeant. I’ll be back in touch.” 
 
    The image of light blinked out. 
 
    Parejas walked down the raised bridge platform. “Antiquity.” 
 
    [The estimates are coming now, commander. The XT-Transport onboard would need to be used with its larger shield capacitors. I estimate that three additional ground shield projectors be added to the cargo hold of the transport to withstand the pressure and heat of the star.] 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    [Thirty seconds.] 
 
    “That should be enough time to pull the device out.” 
 
    [Correct,] Antiquity said. [Once past the corona, the dark matter will cease to have any effect on the star, stopping all contraction.] 
 
    “Kansec, have the transport prepped and jump it towards the device.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Keeper Laurenell approached the commander. “The transport is needed for planetside evacuation, though.” 
 
    Parejas responded to her. “This is our best chance to save them all.”  
 
    “But what if it doesn’t work?” 
 
    “Antiquity, set hyperspace coordinates that I give you. Prepare Q-Jump on my command and send a situation report to Ordinance Command regarding our state-of-affairs.” 
 
    [Awaiting coordinates, commander. Sending report.] 
 
    “We’re going to let them die? Is that the decision?” Laurenell pressed, her voice rising.  
 
    “It might be,” Parejas said in a whisper. 
 
    “I-I don’t understand. Why?!” 
 
    “Another lesson for you, Keeper. I expect your full awareness during the events that are about to take place. I need a full recording of your senses no matter the outcome. Please, take your position up on the viewing platform.” He turned away from her. 
 
    She moved to get in front of him. “I need to know why you decided the doomed fate of so many so fast.” 
 
    “Because we don’t have the leisure of time. Time is against us, Keeper Renske. We can only hope to achieve the best possible outcome with what little time we have. Now, if you excuse me.” He gestured towards the front of the ship. 
 
    The Keeper turned, heading towards the bow window. 
 
    She stopped and looked back. 
 
    Her back was straight, shoulders back, and her jaw was set in defiance. 
 
    Parejas looked at her, almost swearing he could hear her teeth grind, and gave a curt nod. 
 
    Laurenell’s lips thinned and she whirred around, more to put her back toward Parejas than to look out at the stars and anticipate witnessing Earth’s decisive destruction.  
 
    There it was, right before her, the blue planet of Human origin. Laurenell’s eyes matched the color of the oceans below, reflected in the crystal glass before her. Her entire life had been dedicated to studying this planet and Human history on it. She looked at the whorls of clouds and the green continents and saw a distant home she grew up learning but never seeing or stepping foot upon. 
 
    Her lips quivered. 
 
    Then, she thought about the Erudition colony and shook at the notion of what was about to befall those naïve to their own impending annihilation, their lives depending on thirty seconds and a chance.  
 
    A tear rolled down her cheek, but she no longer trembled. 
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    Kason stood still and let the aythra charge towards him. He left his rifle hanging 
 
    across his back. He heard its long claws click and scape against the stone floor as it bounded closer, snarling, hungry for flesh and blood. 
 
    He dodged to the right, unsheathed a blade on his left gauntlet, and scored a long bloody gash down the side of its thick hide as the aythra passed. He heard its roar of pain as it landed behind him, trying to slow down and turn. 
 
    Plasma bolts burned paths through the air overhead and flashed on the solid surface about ten meters away. Kason heard the aythra’s claws scrape as it slowed and turned around for another charge, this time at Kason’s back. The Korin Shai closest to Lintorth and next to Kason moved in, silent and graceful, firing plasma bolts from their spears as they moved. 
 
    Kason activated his weapon with his retinal signature, choosing ammunition types and sequences. He fired a controlled trio of rounds at a charging Korin Shai: plasma, armor piercing, and shatterspike. Kason’s judgement about the Korin Shai was accurate. They moved without pause or hesitation and with a lithe grace as they charged the Reavers. Those nervous from before were indistinguishable as the battle commenced. Battle was their home. 
 
    The fastest Korin Shai, and the first to be shot by Kason, grunted as the plasma round hit his armor. It caused minor damage except to burn the decorative surface of the armor, the Kryth grunting from the sudden force of it more than anything. The armor piercing round punched through the front armor plate with ease, tearing muscle and flesh before it burst through the back plate. The shatterspike entered the same wound and exploded into a hundred pieces of crystalline shrapnel that bounced off bones and shredded the internal organs inside the Kryth’s torso. 
 
    The Korin Shai collapsed, gurgling in agony as he died. His spear hummed with unspent energies. Three more Korin Shai fell in similar fashion, devastated by Kason’s lightning fast and brutal attack.   
 
    “Mark plasma,” Kason advised to the rest of the Reaver team, firing explosive rounds where Lintorth had been standing. He grinned as he saw a flash of red cape as Lintorth rolled to avoid the explosions, then sought cover from a spray of plasma rounds, fired past Kason’s shoulder from behind. He was pinned. 
 
    Whipping around, Kason fired a long burst of incendiary shells into the roaring face and upper chest of the aythra as the beast leapt through the air, attempting to land on the Reaver’s back. The aythra’s chest and face, torn by the projectiles, erupted into flames. Many rounds penetrated deep into the layers of muscle and burned deep inside the animal’s body, boiling his insides. Others burst on the surface, combusting skin and fur, causing the wretched beast to screech in agony that turned into long yowls of pain. 
 
    Kason watched the animal as it thrashed and wailed. He felt no remorse. His friend Jens Dryden had been eviscerated by this beast’s fangs and claws before dying a torturous death.  
 
    “Burn and die, cur,” Kason spat. Looking up, he saw Kercy firing past him on the left. Maddox and Keelan ran past him on the right, firing at Korin Shai. Plasma bursts impacted Ramek’s huge frame to negligible effect as he lumbered into the fray. 
 
    “Kason!” yelled Kercy into his comms channel. He heard the warning in her voice. 
 
    He reacted out of instinct. Ducking his head forward, Kason kicked backward with one leg, hard. He felt his boot connect and push something backwards before he swept around with a blade protruding from his gauntlet. Already pitching forward from the blow that had broken its leg, the Korin Shai caught the blade on the side of his helmet. The strike snapped his head sideways in a metallic grind and a shower of sparks. 
 
    The wounded Korin Shai spun with the blow, then fell to a knee, positioning the broken leg behind. He thrust his spear’s blazing tip at Kason’s torso. The Reaver rotated with the strike, causing it to glance off his chest. The energy-infused weapon scarred his armor but didn’t cut deep. 
 
    Kason did not stop his rotation, instead using his momentum to spin into a roundhouse kick, catching the Korin Shai by the temple and driving him onto the hard ground. Another burst from Kason’s weapon pierced the Korin Shai’s helmet, scrambling its brains within the skull itself, as the Reaver moved to intercept his next kill. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    After watching how the Reaver dodged and cut Avog, Lintorth grinned. Avog had grown careless hunting easy prey. He had anticipated the Reaver Kason would be more of a challenge. He had hoped Avog could wound the leader of the Reavers or pin him down long enough for the Korin Shai to capture or kill. Now, he heard Avog’s long yowls of pain and he worried. 
 
    Diving behind one of the stone columns that were spaced across the floor and held up the large roof, Lintorth cursed, “Vuross damn me.” To the god of honor. In his haste to get out of the line of fire by the smaller Reaver who peppered the ground with plasma rounds, Lintorth had to move faster than he wanted to admit. Standing up and putting his back against the stone column, he looked to the right and saw two Korin Shai fall under a barrage of fire, small holes in their armor oozing as they twitched. 
 
    “Attack them in triads!” Lintorth yelled into his voice actuator, firing plasma bursts that stitched up the side of another Reaver’s armor, causing him to stagger and roll to cover behind some debris. “Pin them down!” his voice boomed loud throughout the chamber. Rolling out from behind the stone column that was being cut through by explosive rounds, he fired plasma bursts from his spear as fast as it would recharge, straining the capabilities of the powerpack on his back. The tether between the two heated up from the energy output. He saw Tslar and another two Korin Shai firing at similar rates as they closed in on the largest Reaver.  
 
    Lintorth had a brief remembrance of his first encounter with a Human Reaver on Dalyth Station. He experienced an almost feral need to ignore the rest of the battle to instead confront the massive Reaver once again. He snarled and gripped his spear so tight that the haft creaked under the pressure. Fueled by frustration at being cornered by such a small Reaver, Lintorth sprang forward with fearsome speed and attacked the Reaver that had driven him to hide behind the column like a coward. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Tslar swung and twirled his spear, blocking the furious attacks from the huge Reaver in front of him. The Reaver’s gauntlet blades struck the haft, nicking the adamantine composite. He couldn’t believe the Human’s prodigious strength and, instead of meeting it, Tslar deflected the blows at an angle. 
 
    Dodging bone-crushing strikes from fists and feet, the Korin Shai struck back with his spear, stabbing and slashing with wicked strikes. The spear glanced off the Reaver’s armor, the energies arcing but having no effect. Even for his great size, the Reaver was able to move his body away from and deflect many of his attacks. Tslar was able to land a few powerful kicks, but the sheer bulk of the Reaver absorbed the blows as he continued his onslaught. 
 
    Two more Korin Shai joined in to fight the colossal Reaver and started attacking with spears crackling. The Reaver blocked and parried as the Korin Shai dodged blasts from his weapon as he fired into the melee. Tslar struck when Ramek was engaged with the other two Korin Shai. His spear flashed with a powerful pulse of energy and scored a deep slash across the abdomen of the Reaver, slashing the dark armor and splitting the pale flesh underneath. 
 
    He saw the red blood flow and grinned. The three of them had the upper hand and he had drawn first blood on this black behemoth. Then, his grin faltered and he stared as he saw the flesh knitting itself back together. His shock turned to horror as the armor started repairing itself as well. 
 
    “The Four-Fold Gods protect–” he whispered when a massive fist thundered into the side of his head, crushing the helmet and sending him sprawling. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Kercy saw Lintorth charging towards her, his crimson cape billowing behind him. 
 
    She was still in a crouch, avoiding plasma blasts from both Lintorth before her and Korin Shai on her left. She saw the spear in Lintorth’s huge hands thrusting down to skewer her. Kercy’s heads-up display detected more Korin Shai moving in from the right, firing as they ran. The stone floor around her was being pockmarked by all the plasma bolts, some hitting her in the side and lower legs. She was caught between multiple attackers and close to being pinned down. 
 
    Kercy boosted the amount of battle drugs flowing in her bloodstream and decided there was one good option left. 
 
    Lintorth thrust his spear, the blade blazing with focused blue energy, at her as she crouched on the stone floor. He drove the point towards her chest with fearsome force. He probably expected it to pierce her armor and skewer her with ease, not to pass underneath her boots as she used her powerful, augmented legs to jump straight up. 
 
    Releasing his spear with his left hand, Lintorth slid his right hand down the smooth haft to the butt end of the weapon and rotated his whole torso, swinging the spear in a long arc behind himself. The point whistled through the air as he spun the weapon and gashed the her across the upper back. Kercy’s flip faltered and turned into a sprawling roll that still gained her some distance between herself and Lintorth.  
 
    “He’s fast,” Kercy said to herself, thankful for the healing nanites that were repairing her wound. She gritted her teeth and fired at more Korin Shai running in to attack. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Selato seethed, angry that Kason had ordered him to not engage the Kryth contingent as they had exited the gunship. He had watched twenty-two Kryth warriors and Lintorth Sol himself enter the huge, deserted compound through the breach in the outer wall. Lintorth Sol! He was a powerful member of the Kryth Mahr hierarchy and a target that should have been terminated on sight. He didn’t care what that Kryth called himself, Lintorth Sol was the name of the one responsible for Earth, the extinction-level genocide, all of it! He had taken the name of their system as his own, like a damn hunting trophy!  
 
    Selato’s teeth grinded. “What is Kason thinking?” he asked aloud as he continued to scan the structure and surrounding jungle. 
 
    “Well, I suppose our Reaver Lead has a plan for the Kryth,” Lasko responded across the command channel. 
 
    Selato kept himself from swearing. He hadn’t realized that he had spoken across the team’s channel. “Yes, I know he does,” he recovered. “But we’re here to fight, not sit back and listen to the others fight the Kryth alone.” His head jerked up, as did Lasko’s, at the sound of weapons firing from outside the wall that encircled the structure. Lasko moved from his position and ran closer, sliding to a stop behind a large pile of debris from a breach in the wall. He looked through the hole, watching the Kryth gunship that sat about seventy-five meters away. 
 
    The Kryth gunship sat in silence. Two more Reavers appeared out f the jungle, running up through the open doors on the ship. Selato heard the quiet discharge of Reaver weapons. “Report,” he demanded, keeping an eye in front of him, weapons fire inside still audible.  
 
    “Secured the ship,” came the reply from the pair inside. “Five hostiles subdued. Flight crew or support.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Selato replied and paused for a moment. “Reaver Lead and team are engaged with over twenty Kryth inside the building,” he relayed to the rest of his Reaver team.  
 
    Selato thought for a moment, then began issuing commands, “Lasko, move to overwatch position one hundred and twenty meters northwest.” Lasko confirmed with a hand signal and moved off to his position at a dead sprint. “Naro. Tabul,” he addressed the Reavers inside the gunship. “Support Reaver Lead in the structure. Now!” he ordered. 
 
    The rate of weapons fire increased inside the building. Selato stood up and signaled to the last two Reavers to emerge from the jungle, returning from a patrol. “Let’s go,” he said, ordering most of his team to move through the breach and attack. 
 
    He didn’t care if he was ordered not to engage. That was a lot of weapons fire. 
 
    Then, the humid jungle air grew hotter. 
 
    Selato had just started to run towards the fight when he saw the air ripple before the Kryth gunship exploded into a dazzling fireball that sprayed a storm of shrapnel over a hundred meters in all directions. The concussive wave and blue-green flames blasted him into the trees lining the perimeter of the building. His armored body tore through thick layers of vines and foliage. 
 
    Snapping branches thick as his arm, Selato caromed off larger trees before creating a small trench as he slid to a stop. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    With a wicked smile, Issara looked down at the burning crater where the Kryth ship had sat moments before. The blast had thrown a burning ring of debris at least one hundred meters in diameter. Panicked animals ran and flew in every direction from the explosion. “One small reprisal for Oxgris,” he laughed to the assembled Vrae troops. Although destroying one of Lintorth’s common gunships was in no way close to avenging his own lost, irreplaceable Gashnee ship. No, his revenge would be satisfied when Lintorth was captured, executed, and his family disgraced. 
 
    Issara was dressed in his battle garb: a long-woven robe, crafted out of ballistic fibers, worn over low boots and a sleek headdress with an array of communication capabilities. He stood in front of his ship, the Varagant, and surveyed the towering edifice in front of him. He heard the other two Vrae ships, full of troops, landing behind him.  He was armed with two zartil, one attached on each wrist, and didn’t fear the dangers of the battlefield. He almost felt exhilarated. After his meeting with Lintorth Sar, May his house wither and die, he cursed, he had put his plans into motion. 
 
    The Kryth’s ultimatum still rang in his ears:  
 
    Find a way to track the Human star drives with your precious Gashnee toys or your Heir dies.  
 
    “My ‘precious Gashnee toys’ will be the death of you, Lintorth Sar,” Issara promised to the building in front of him. He keyed in a sequence of memorized pictographs on the housing of the zartil. The raised keys glowed green, changing to a bright blue that settled to a dark red when the shield activated. The Vrae’s most accurate, but still insufficient, translation from an old Gashnee text called this device a “tether of foes.” Vrae technicians had decided to call it a personal body shield, for lack of a better description.  
 
    The shield had been proven to stop solid projectiles, plasma, fire, and various forms of energy. The relic had been a marvelous discovery by another ancestor in Issara’s family over a century prior. It had taken over a decade to decipher its pictographs and functions. Issara was proud of its capabilities and the advantages it gave him in combat. 
 
    He did not have to worry about his own defense and could move around without the encumbrance of armor or worry of harm. 
 
     “The covenants are moving to meet the enemy, Ascendant of Dal Karsis,” the scarred Vartis warrior, Barsa, standing behind Issara announced. His voice sounded raspy and metallic, augmented after his grievous injuries on Oxgris.  
 
    “My thanks, Vartis Barsa,” Issara replied, pleased that the veteran had volunteered to lead the Vrae warriors now disembarking from the two additional ships. Multiple Vrae Javril houses had been quick to provide Issara with additional troops when the incident on Oxgris had been presented to the grieving families. All of the Ascendant understood the need for secrecy and speed to retaliate against Lintorth Sar. The loss of a young aristocrat could not yet be acknowledged by the Empress…yet. This veiled retaliation would become known to a select few in the Vrae Empire and the Kryth Domain, when the information was advantageous.  
 
      “I acquiesce to your experience, Vartis Barsa. Do what you will,” he said, gesturing towards the large breach in the stone wall. “I only require that the Kryth, Lintorth Sar, remains alive so that we may execute him.” 
 
    Barsa nodded and bowed to his superior. He turned and gestured at troop leaders in the distance while rasping orders through his communications device. The four covenants of Vrae soldiers, a contingent of two hundred and twenty, received orders from the Vartis and moved into tactical positions. One covenant moved to encircle the large stone building to trap any combatants inside that attempted to flee. Another tramped through the thick jungle to secure the Human landing zone. Issara had insisted that any pieces of Gashnee technology be captured so it could be retrieved and taken back to Issara’s holding and be studied at length after this excursion was finished. 
 
    Issara was taken aback when he heard weapons firing at the edge of the jungle. There was a great amount of yelling and confusion near one of the Vrae landing zones. A loud bellowing could be heard over the din. He saw movement as a large beast lumbered out past one of the ships.  
 
    The large, eight-legged beast stood about four meters high at the top of his shoulders…and was heading right for him.  
 
     “My Ascendant, the beast!” Barsa yelled in warning. 
 
     He suffered an instant of trepidation, watching the large creature churn up the soil as it ran at him. He was confident that the Gashnee technology would be enough to protect him from an animal. It had stopped several Vrae attempting with various weapons on a few occasions and this time would be no different, he thought to himself as he kept his fingers resting on the pictographs, stepping back as the animal slammed into the transparent shield. 
 
    His foot behind him in reflex, his eyes widened as the creature’s size filled his vision. He was about to dodge out of the way when the energy field stopped the beast. Its large head glanced off the surface, centimeters next to him on one side, sending ripples across the entirety of the surface. The protective barrier was not rigid, but rather pliable to absorb energy and redistribute the forces across its entire surface area.  
 
    The confused beast stumbled, thrown off by the weight of its head changing direction, when a larger plasma blast hit the ground next to it. More blasts struck the ground, driving the beast away from Issara. 
 
    It ran off, trying to escape the noise and pain that plagued it. The beast swerved across the burning ring of debris from the Kryth gunship when a plasma blast burned its hide. Smashing through the half-destroyed wall where the gunship had earlier breached it, the bellows of the beast echoed inside. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Kason smashed his fist into a Korin Shai’s face, then swept the legs out from another, sending him crashing to the ground. Firing his weapon at a third Korin Shai, he marveled that he missed. The Kryth warriors were good at anticipating attacks. He checked the status of the rest of his team. Their readouts from their battle suits showed Ramek and Kercy had suffered minor damage but were recovering. Maddox had a more severe wound in his leg but was firing from a position of cover behind a stone column. Keelan was still unharmed and engaged with a trio of Kryth warriors. 
 
    He had rebuffed Selato’s request to enter the building and support Kason’s team. Prideful perhaps, but he felt he had the situation in tactical control. He knew at least half a dozen Kryth were dead and others wounded. A spear sliced past his helmet, missing him by millimeters. Kason grabbed the shaft as the owner pulled it back to reset from the strike, his augmented reflexes giving him the speed to interrupt the flow of the Kryth’s attack. Grasping the spear shaft, Kason brought it down on his knee and broke it in half. Plasma energy sputtered out of the broken end, bathing his armor with an uncontrolled blast. He was safe inside his armor, but the residual energy still flowing through the spear haft from the Korin Shai’s powerpack washed back on the Kryth, bathing him in crackling plasma. His armor did not protect him from the ravages of unchecked energy. Falling to the ground, writhing in agony, the Kryth’s muffled cries were audible underneath his smoking faceplate. 
 
    Kason stomped the Kryth’s faceplate and ended the warrior’s pain.  He shot the Kryth that was still dazed from the strike to his face. The armor-piercing rounds punched a hole through the Kryth with ease. He tracked the last Kryth, blowing holes in the floor with explosive rounds that fountained up, obscuring their view, as he rolled across the floor and gained cover behind a stone column. 
 
    “We’re coming in, Reaver Lead,” Selato’s voice said on his command channel.  
 
    “No, Selato, stay your position,” Kason barked in anger. “Listen to –” his command drowned out by a huge explosion outside. His communication relays went silent for a few seconds in a storm of static. “Selato, report!” he yelled, no longer able to receive any input from the second Reaver team outside. The blast had done something to his channel links. “‘Reaver Team One, sound off!” Kason demanded across the separate channel. 
 
    All team members inside reported back with no technical issues. None were able to contact the second team outside. Kason fired his weapon, running to cover behind another stone column, dodging an increasing hail of plasma blasts from more Korin Shai. Looking back, he saw Kercy fighting with Lintorth Sar. The Kryth’s red cape stood out in the maelstrom.  
 
    Kason tried raising Selato on his channel once again, to no avail.  He could see the breach in the outer wall from his current vantage point behind the stone column. He couldn’t see the Kryth gunship that Selato had earlier relayed spotting, but he did see more ships outside. Increasing magnification on his optics showed a large force of Vrae moving towards the compound.  
 
    Kason swore as a large object blocked his sight. He fired with instinct at the beast that must have weighed several tons, hit it, and got swept along in its reckless charge. 
 
    The gel inside Kason’s Reaver suit activated microseconds after the beast slammed into him. The animal’s broad, flat head pushed him down onto the solid surface of the floor. It tried to push him into the ground and smother him, using its weight to its advantage. However, Kason slid across the smooth floor of the building, pinned beneath the beast’s head. Confused why its target wasn’t staying still, the creature continued to push the Reaver around the floor. Kason deployed all his suit’s various blades and struck against the animal’s head, his gauntlet spike penetrating to the bone but stopping at the dense skull. Striking with all he could, he continued slashing until he caught an eye. The beast bellowed in renewed pain as Kason’s blade sliced another eye, causing the beast to raise its head away. Medical icons flashed across his HUD. Most of Kason’s ribs were broken, including some internal organ damage. He coughed, feeling warm blood against his lips and start to crust. He watched as his nanite reserve icon visibly lowered as they strained to repair the broken bones and ruptured tissues, along with icons for which battle drugs were flowing through his system to reduce pain and enhance healing. 
 
    Kason strained to breathe, then instinctively released all his breath at once as he saw the large head slam back down onto him from above, right into the floor. A second impact drove broken shards of bone into his already ruptured organs. The Reaver suit, with protective gel already deployed and all of its protective properties blunting most of the damage, the brute force and sheer size of the beast was still too great to withstand. He felt his rib cage start to cave. 
 
    Kason’s eyes rolled from the impacts. His HUD flashed organic emergency warnings and awaited him to select icons. Reading his eyes for signs of shock and his body’s condition, the suit deployed most of its nanites and battle drugs. Kason’s eyes snapped back in focus, but he still couldn’t breathe. He redoubled his efforts to wound the beast or break free. His left arm broken and dislocated, he stabbed with his broken right arm to slash the throat or another eye. He fired gyro-rockets into the side of the beast, causing more bellows of pain but not stopping its onslaught. 
 
    The huge beast brayed in agony again when the forces of its impacts caused Kason’s boot blade to fly upward into its neck, causing a spray of blue blood as his boot came loose. The creature didn’t rear up, but leaned forward and increased the crushing pressure on Kason through its tremendous body weight. Kason continued kicking at the neck, trying to puncture as many arteries as he could. His right arm clawed at the eyes, or at least where they were before.  
 
    The micro-rockets exploded underneath the body of the beast, shrapnel spraying inside the creature’s abdomen and churning its organs. The weight of the organs and tissues, no longer held by any tissue, sloughed out underneath it. The beast groaned and collapsed, its large and weighty head still on Kason. 
 
    Kason lay there, motionless. Now that it wasn’t smashing him or using any of its body weight behind its head, he hardly felt the pressure. His spine broken and lungs collapsed, he could do nothing but wait for the nanites to repair what they could. It had only been a few seconds, but fixing anything always took longer than breaking. He could do nothing but wait. 
 
    He took in a short, desperate breath as his lungs repaired first. He heard voices in his comms, but couldn’t yet make sense of them, let alone respond. He couldn’t do anything but lay there as he felt his organs stitch up; then, finally, his spine. He wiggled his toes in his boots just to make sure they were still there. Still, he needed to let the nanites do whatever they could. 
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    The wind whistled through the pass and the swaying trees. 
 
    Madilay and Shawna stopped to rest against a large boulder near a small, running creek. 
 
    Both exhausted from running, they rushed to the small water source and began to gulp it down. 
 
    Catching her breath, Shawna sat on the ground. “Do…do you know where we are?” 
 
    Madilay looked around. “I think so. If we follow this creek up and around, it will lead us near the backside of the camp.” 
 
    “How far?” 
 
    “Maybe two kilometers. I hiked these parts when we arrived.” Madilay looked over at her. “Ready?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    They both got up and began to run up the creek bed. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Madilay stopped in her tracks upon hearing the sound of a small waterfall. 
 
    “Why’d you stop, Madilay?” 
 
    Madilay looked around. “I think we’re going the wrong way.” 
 
    “I thought you knew the way?” Shawna grumbled. 
 
    Madilay began to run up the creek a short distance. 
 
    She stopped again. 
 
    There was a small waterfall. That explained the noise. 
 
    It pooled into a small reservoir that fed the creek. 
 
    “This isn’t right,” Madilay said, beginning to pace around in thought. “We are on the wrong side of the ridge. We need to go back.” 
 
    “Back? We can’t go back. They’re behind us.” 
 
    “We have no choice. We can’t make it up the cliff. If we hurry back, we may make the bottom of the ridge before they catch up.” 
 
    Shawna was terrified. “They weren’t that far behind us.” 
 
    “They had to go around that deep ravine we left them at. We still have some time, but we need to move fast.” 
 
    The two began to backtrack down the creed bed. 
 
    Their feet were heavy, splashing through the shallow water. 
 
    A larger splash followed. 
 
    Shawna had slipped and stumbled upon the slick creek rocks. 
 
    She screamed out in pain. 
 
    Madilay stopped and went back. “What happened?” 
 
    “My ankle.” 
 
    She helped the director to her feet. 
 
    Shawna winced in pain once more. 
 
    “Put your arm around me. We need to keep moving.” 
 
    Madilay helped her along, limping slower back down the channel. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Madilay. I’m not cut out for this.” 
 
    “Stay focused on your steps. We’re going to make it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Madilay smiled at her. 
 
    Madilay knew that ravine had bought them a few minutes, but that wasn’t much. Now, with this backtracking and their rest, she was waiting to hear or see those aythra at any moment. 
 
    Nonetheless, she wrapped her arms around her mother and helped her to limp back along the cliff. 
 
    At last, her eyes brightened. 
 
    She pointed. “There. The boulder. That’s the edge of the ridge. Once we round it, we have a straight shot to the camp.” 
 
    The two hurried as fast as their three-legged selves could allow. 
 
    “I think we’re going to make it,” Madilay said. 
 
    Shawna smiled, but immediately winced again with the next step. 
 
    The director began to hobble faster. 
 
    “There you go,” Madilay encouraged. “Almost there. You’re doing great. Just a few more meters and…” 
 
    They didn’t see it, but they felt what could only be described as a sudden force of fangs and claws. 
 
    An Aythra hit the director in the back, splitting the two apart from their armed grasp. 
 
    Madilay fell face-first into the creek. 
 
    Shawna landed in some bushes away from the riverbed.  
 
    The Kryth creature looked at each of its victims, almost deciding which one it would take first. 
 
    It pounced on the director, who had rolled over onto her back, rustling the bushes that caught her fall. 
 
    Madilay got up.  
 
    “NO!” she screamed, and charged the fearsome beast. 
 
    The young woman didn’t make it far to her fallen friend. 
 
    A hand shot out from around a tree Madilay was passing to get to Shawna and caught her square in the throat. 
 
    The arm slammed her against it. 
 
    “And where might you be going?” Lieutenant Solix asked in his bored tone. 
 
    The Kryth moved close to her as the aythra sat hovering over Shawna. 
 
    The creature growled and snapped at its Human prey beneath it. 
 
    “Don’t you touch her!” Shawna yelled out, causing the aythra to clamp its jaws down on her shoulder, eliciting a shrill cry of sheer pain from the director. 
 
    “Stop! Stop it!” Madilay cried out. 
 
    A sinister smile creased Solix’s face. “Oh, the pain will stop, Human. I will have you watch as your friend is devoured by Toxx; then, I will slice your throat, with a shallow cut, to allow you time to watch your own life spill beneath you and contemplate your grave mistake.” He drew his blade and placed it against Madilay’s neck. “Toxx, release.” 
 
    The command caused the creature to remove its teeth from the bloodied shoulder of its victim. Skin came with it and Madilay could see it had bit deep into Shawna’s shoulder. 
 
    Shawna grabbed her mangled limb. Her pain obvious from her clenched face.  
 
    Other barks issued from the ridgeline above as two other aythras and their handlers approached. 
 
    “Now, Human. Your reward for your escape.” He forced Madilay’s head to look down at her mother. “Consider her eyes for the last time. Her anguish is your failure.” 
 
    Madilay wept. 
 
    Tears poured down her reddened cheeks, streaked with dirt and mud. 
 
    Her tired, dirty face was heavy with grief at the sight of the woman who had raised her bleeding on the floor with a beast licking its ferocious muzzle with hunger. 
 
    The Kryth lieutenant’s eyes, no longer their usual bored selves, gleamed with wicked delight. 
 
    His tongue darted across his lips, mirroring his pet. “Toxx,” he said in a slow, deep voice. 
 
    The beast glanced back up at Solix before refocusing on his prized catch, his eyes darting between his master and his prey. 
 
    Solix took in a long, slow breath with pursed lips, then smirked, his emerald eyes wide and unblinking on Madilay. 
 
    “Kill.” 
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    His attacks came fast. 
 
    Mistuuk was thrusting and feinting his spear at me. 
 
    I parried as much as I could. 
 
    The little guy was fast for his size. I’d seen some moves from him before, but he was fighting on a whole different level now. 
 
    He was trying to kill me. 
 
    I had trouble focusing. As if the syrum I had taken earlier didn’t make that difficult enough, it was beginning to wear off and I could feel the Insight digging into my mind. 
 
    The cold embrace of the Ancient’s thoughts was breaking through the hallucinogenic barrier.  
 
    I needed to do something quick to stop this before we killed each other. 
 
    Glancing back, I noticed Yren and Kayasa were rolling around grappling and trying to gain the upper hand on one another. 
 
    Kayasa managed to get Yren around the throat with the edge of her spear. 
 
    What could I do? 
 
    Every minute felt less and less like pretending to be under the Ancient’s influence and felt more pretending I was myself. 
 
    I noticed the Xty guards would just step away as we vied between them, not interfering. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to spot the crystal gun on the side of one warrior; but, before I could turn back, Mistuuk’s spear tore through my left arm. 
 
    I reached for it in pain. 
 
    It had just grazed me, but still cut deep. 
 
    The little Cuukzen stopped and twirled his spear to ward off any counterattack and to prepare for his next flurry. 
 
    Blood ran down my arm and dripped onto the stone floor. 
 
    I had to make my move now. 
 
    He twirled it again, planted the speartip onto the ground, and vaulted towards me. 
 
    His feet went for my head while he spun the spear and tucked it under him, aimed at my chest. 
 
    I dodged to the side, caught his foot and wrist, and threw him behind me right at the Xty guard. 
 
    The warrior sidestepped and watched with mild interest as the tiny Cuuzken flew by him. 
 
    As the guard turned, I picked up my spear, aimed, and threw it with all I had. 
 
    It flew true. 
 
    Not at the Xty warrior between myself and the Cuukzen, not at Mistuuk who had recovered from his fall, but at the hovering pyramid of blue light behind them both. 
 
    I just hoped it didn’t have a forcefield. 
 
    I felt like I was going to sleep. 
 
    This might be my final thought of my own. 
 
    In my line of work, there are a few short moments in my life when things seem to slow; when I’ve done all I can and am left to wait on what fate decides. All I could do was witness the last glimpse of hope which had sprung from my final act of free will. 
 
    Some give up and leave it to fate alone. Some live their whole lives as if it was written for them. They put their hope in something other than themselves to save them. My hope came from something else. It came from my relentless spirit of survival in knowing that the hope I cling to will see me through my darkest time. My hope is in knowing that, no matter the obstacle, I’ve done my best to overcome it. 
 
    Destiny. Fate. The idea that, once things are in motion, no matter how hopeless they are, one cannot overcome the mass of obstacles thrown in one’s way. 
 
    I am relentless in proving this idea wrong. 
 
    I write my own destiny. 
 
    And, right then, for my joyous ears to hear, my destiny sounded an awful lot like something screaming in surprise and pain from being skewered by a spear. 
 
    The shriek bellowed out from the floating edifice of stone. 
 
    It was the Insight. 
 
    My spear had found its mark. 
 
    My mind’s hazy prison was gone and I blinked with sudden, sober cognizance.  
 
    I was back. 
 
    The mind-controlling blue light of the pyramid flickered and went dark as the final wails of the Insight, whatever it was, ceased. 
 
    All the Xty worshipers, including Emvel, stood in awe at the darkness. 
 
    The waters below bubbled up, spilled out of the center channel, and rushed over the floor. 
 
    The entity’s shrieking continued as white liquid poured down from the hovering object. 
 
    I don’t care the color. Blood is blood. 
 
    I didn’t have time to waste. 
 
    Grabbing for the awe-struck guard to my front, I snatched the crystal gun from his side. 
 
    At the same time, I held his neck close and took him down to the ground, snapping his neck as we fell backwards. 
 
    I yelled out to the others, “Mistuuk! Kayasa! Take them now!” 
 
    The Cuukzen rolled into action and attacked the nearest Xty to him. 
 
    Kayasa shook off her assault of Yren as she threw the Xty off to the side near the entrance we had come up. 
 
    Yren slid to a stop in the corner, unmoving. 
 
    I used the crystal gun and blasted the large stone giant who stood near the mechanism that controlled the Ancient’s hovering throne. 
 
    The impact hit the Glyphtern in the shoulder, shattering the stone arm holding the chain. 
 
    Loud ratcheting broke the sounds of combat with the throne top slamming down, sealing the Ancient within its pedestal.  
 
    We were all in full melee with the other Xty, not knowing if their long-controlled minds would snap them out of their rage after my attack on the Insight. 
 
    Kayasa was slashing and punching her way through them. 
 
    They were dazed and off balance, trying to cope with their newfound mental freedom. 
 
    We had to take them out. 
 
    We had no choice. 
 
    At least their hesitation gave us the upper hand. 
 
    Mistuuk had drawn the attention of the stone giant with his furious assault on the two guards next to it. 
 
    He had activated Blink. 
 
    The little bot flew around drawing their attention and annoyance. 
 
    The huge Glyphtern charged the little Cuukzen. 
 
    I aimed the gun center-mass of the Glyphtern and pulled the trigger. 
 
    A small charge shattered the gems in the center as the gun fell apart in my hands. 
 
    Well, then. That didn’t work.  
 
    The little guy is on his own. 
 
    Then again, he didn’t need any of my help. He was doing just fine, dodging each of the stone being’s attacks and knocking small support stones from its lower limbs with precise kicks and punches, causing it to limp more with each step. 
 
    I watched as Mistuuk lured the giant near one of the open windows. 
 
    The creature charged him again. 
 
    He tucked and rolled between the giant’s legs. 
 
    The behemoth’s weight and momentum were too much for it to stop and, as it tried, its lead knee buckled and it tumbled right out of the opening, its shoulder moved as if reaching up with no arm to grab the ledge. 
 
    One Xty remained. 
 
    I picked up a bloodied spear and turned to find our host. 
 
    He didn’t intend to fight. 
 
    A forcefield flashed up near a control panel near the door we had entered from. 
 
    Behind it…Emvel. 
 
    “Always on the short end of the stick, huh, Rels?” 
 
    “Always the traitorous coward, huh, Emvel?” I retorted. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” Emvel grinned. “You see, the Ancient’s were just bothersome fortune tellers. They had their purpose and now I have mine.” 
 
    He wasn’t that clever. “You mean you wanted us to kill them?” I asked. 
 
    He laughed. “No. I had no idea what would happen. One of you could have been the last one standing. I would have commanded you to kill them. Either way, I got what I wanted.” 
 
    “What’s that, Human?” My Vrae counterpart chimed in. 
 
    “The last vision of the Insight, of course. It will tell me each of your homeworld’s defenses with your fleets and all your combined military assets. What you know, now I know. Your minds were not just being controlled, but archived for later use.” 
 
    “You wanted the glory yourself? Giving it over to the Gashnee yourself.” 
 
    “Bravo, Rels. Bravo. You figured it out. But, once again, you’re still one step behind me. Just as the many guards who climb this temple now. I got what I wanted.” 
 
    He needed that smirk wiped off his smug, deceitful face.  
 
    “One step behind, huh,” I said as I took a step closer to the shield. 
 
    “One. Step. Behind,” Emvel reiterated, biting off each word as he stepped close to the shield. 
 
    I looked into his eyes, then I smiled. As I did so, his wavered, then he frowned. “It’s you who can’t count, Emvel. You’re the one who’s one step behind.” 
 
    His eyes squinted, trying to take in the meaning of what I had said. 
 
    He looked over each of us. 
 
    His eyes widened in shock with realization of his own miscalculation before the speartip burst through his abdomen.  
 
    Blood splattered and flashed against the forcefield as more blood ran out of the corners of his mouth. 
 
    Behind him, Yren’s head raised over his shoulder so he could look at her as he turned his head. 
 
    “Traitor,” Yren hissed. 
 
    She reached around Emvel with one hand to the control panel and removed the shield between us. 
 
    Emvel held the spear, below the tip, with one bloodied hand and braced himself against the control panel’s surface with the other. “We could have had it all, Yren, you and I.” Emvel’s labored breath pushed out more saliva and blood with each word. 
 
    Emvel fell forward with Yren’s foot to his back. 
 
    He screamed from the sudden shock as the speartip hit the ground first and the spear vibrated and jerked within him as he slid down it until only the barbed speartip jutted out. 
 
    Yren’s foot was still on his back from kicking him down. 
 
    “‘We,’” she said with utter hatred. “I never had the choice. You used us. You used all of us.” Stepping on him, she grabbed an arm and started walking, Dragging him to the edge of a window. 
 
    The blue water around him turned red as blood poured from him like ink. 
 
    This was her moment. 
 
    None of us said a word. 
 
    Emvel coughed, then continued, “We can still have it all, Yren. Just the way you spoke of it. Free Xty. The resistance. The true guardians of the temple. The pure cell. We can still have it all,” he begged, his face to the side and choking on blood and water. 
 
    Yren knelt, lifted his face close to hers, reached towards the spear again…and twisted. 
 
    Emvel’s eyes rolled back as he coughed up more blood. 
 
    “No, Emvel. That was taken away from me and the Xty long ago. By you. What I do now is my decision. My free will. And I’ve decided you have no part in the future of my people.” 
 
    She walked around him, pushed him like a bleeding mop to the edge of the window, and paused as his head dangled out. Too weak to look, Emvel’s face fell and he could only watch as his blood started to pour down the pyramid, his breath coming in ragged gasps.  
 
    Then, Yren pushed. 
 
    His body slid down the face of the pyramid until it caught momentum, hitting the flowing turquoise water channel and flipping end over end until his mangled and broken body crashed to the ground far below. 
 
    Yren turned, closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and held her hands before her. 
 
    Mistuuk shuffled, but no one else made a sound. 
 
    Yren’s eyes opened and she walked towards us. 
 
    “We don’t have much time. The guards will be coming up the stairs,” Yren stated. 
 
    “Oh. Um.” I made a mental note not to ever get on Yren’s bad side. “How much time do we have?” I asked. 
 
    “Two or three minutes, maybe. We need to get to the Trandeshion tubes.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said as we all ran toward the door. Then I stopped. “Wait. Maybe I can slow them. You continue on, I’ll catch up.” 
 
    “Don’t be crazy, Rels,” Mistuuk argued. 
 
    “No time to debate, buddy. Where’re the tubes located, Yren?” 
 
    “Below us. Take the stairs down. Make the first left down the tunnel. Then turn right at the first stairs. Take that shaft the rest of the way.” 
 
    “Got it. Now go.” 
 
    Yren and Kayasa exited the chamber. Mistuuk stopped short. 
 
    “What are you going to do, Rels?” 
 
    “I was thinking I could take this grenade.” I grabbed it off the dead Xty. “And the crystals out of this gun.” I removed them from the fire arm. “And drop this make-shift bomb down the center water shaft.” 
 
    Mistuuk thought for a second. “Good idea, Rels. But,” Mistuuk’s smile dropped and he gave me the most serious expression I’d ever seen from him, “if you die, I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but bark out a laugh. “Picking up my humor. Don’t worry. I’ll be right behind you. See you there.” 
 
    He nodded and left. 
 
    Not the smartest idea I had, but what other choice did I have. 
 
    I placed the crystals between the leaf folds of mud. 
 
    Reaching the center, I pulled the wired cord sticking out of the pouch and dropped it down the water well. 
 
    It didn’t hit the water before I bolted for the door. 
 
    I expected at least a dozen or so seconds before it went off. 
 
    I had made the door and down the first set of stairs as it blew. 
 
    The explosion was massive, throwing me against the wall right before I rounded the first corner. 
 
    So much for a dozen or so. That couldn’t have been more than half that. 
 
    The stone tunnel shifted and shook. The roof began to crack and collapse the hall. 
 
    Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. 
 
    I got up and made the left just as the first Xty warriors made their way from around the other corner. 
 
    They too were off-balance. 
 
    Spears flew through the tunnel in my direction. The ceiling caved in as I dove for the next hallway on my exit. 
 
    Dust and debris from the concussion threw me to the ground. 
 
    I could hear the tremendous grinding and cracking of stone along the outside of the upper pyramid. 
 
    Maybe I’d bought enough time. We would see. 
 
    Getting up, I made my way down the stairs in the direction Yren told me to go.  
 
    But I wasn’t the one headed there. 
 
    I guess there’s more than one entrance to this place. 
 
    The last hallway that led to the room on the other end that I had to get to had two Xty warriors enter from another corridor. 
 
    They were running straight for the others. 
 
    I could see them through the entrance next to the tubes in the far room. 
 
    As I ran to catch up, I passed by the corridor and, out the corner of my eye, I could see a dozen more Xty sprinting down the stone hallway. 
 
    Not good. 
 
    The two Xty in front of me pulled back their spears to throw at the others through the door. 
 
    I caught one from behind, grabbing his spear by the end, I turned it and drove it with all I had right into the neck of the other Xty next to him. 
 
    The owner of the spear I held turned and flipped me to the ground. 
 
    He drew his blade, but didn’t make the strike as a  wild Cuukzen crashed into his face with his own blade. 
 
    The Xty warrior fell backwards to the ground. 
 
    Mistuuk made his final cut. 
 
    “Thanks, pudge.” 
 
    “Come on, Rels. We’re running out of time.” 
 
    “I got that feeling.” 
 
    We both got up and ran to the room. 
 
    Yren was by the console that sat in front of ten Trandeshion transfer tubes. 
 
    “Get in!” she yelled. 
 
    We didn’t hesitate. 
 
    Mistuuk and Blink entered one with Kayasa in another. 
 
    I made mine, but stopped short. “Yren, let’s go!” 
 
    “I’ll be right behind you! I need to set the coordinates!” 
 
    “Where’re we going again?” I asked. 
 
    “Vrae territory. That’s the closest I can get you.” 
 
    I guess it could be worse.  
 
    Just as I entered my tube, the door slid shut. 
 
    I could see the throng of Xty coming down the hall. “Yren! Get in the tube!” 
 
    She turned to look behind her, then back to me. She placed her open palm to her forehead and then towards me. I didn’t like to think about what that meant. 
 
    “No! Yren! You can’t! Get in the tube! YREN!” I yelled. I didn’t know if she could hear me, but I didn’t care. 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    Light enveloped our tubes and she was gone. 
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    Barsa watched the Vrae household troops charge forward through the breach into the compound.  He stood next to his current master, Issara, about twenty-five meters away from the wall. Safe behind his shield, Issara laughed, pleased with the prospect of his superior force overwhelming and destroying the Kryth. 
 
    “We will crush them, Barsa,” Issara said with confidence, oblivious to the disdain plain on the Vartis’ face. Holding the rest of his emotions in check, Barsa issued commands to the gathered Vrae covenants. Plasma bolts poured into and throughout the compound, targeting Kryth and Humans alike, as the Vrae pushed through the breach in the wall. They marched shoulder-to-shoulder through the breach.  
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “Kason’s down!” Ramek roared as his eye caught the flashing red skull icon inside his helmet. Turning to confirm Kason’s location, the hot energy from a Korin Shai spear scorched a deep gouge across his right shoulder and seared the flesh beneath. Grunting, Ramek spotted Kason’s thermal signature through a cloud of dust over seventy meters away. Ramek slapped the spear aside and shouldered his bulk into the Kryth, bowling them aside as he started to run towards the wounded Reaver.  
 
    A second Korin Shai slashed his spear at Ramek as he ran towards Kason. Ramek caught the haft of the spear in his huge fist and yanked. The Korin Shai stumbled forward for a brief moment before Ramek caught him by the throat and squeezed with crushing force. The armor on his neck failed to protect him from the power of the Reaver’s grip. Gasping for air as his throat collapsed, he had no time to worry about suffocating to death. Without pausing in his rush towards Kason, Ramek held the Korin Shai aloft by his neck alone, then smashed him headlong into a stone column as he passed. The Korin Shai crumpled to the ground, its head caved in, as the Reaver behemoth charged across the battlefield. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Kercy stood up and holstered her rifle. Stepping back a space, she drew two curved blades and blocked Lintorth’s spear as he lunged. Deflecting the blade to the side, Kercy flowed into her next attack, attacking Lintorth’s legs and lower torso as she moved past him and blocked another of his attacks. Lashing out with her foot, she connected hard with his armored torso, eliciting a grunt. She slashed at his head and he still managed to duck and avoid them. 
 
    Whipping the spear around with both hands behind his back, Lintorth brough it forward and struck one of Kercy’s blades near her wrist, then spun again and cracked along the side of her helmet. Turning with the blow, Kercy spun and slashed, Lintorth blocking her sword with his spear. She fell into a crouch and spun the other way, avoiding the spear as it rotated up towards her. Lintorth’s vambrace blocked the sword as it swung, and he used his longer arms to catch her wrist. He pulled her up to him by her wrist, then brought his knee up and into her ribs, his brute strength lifting her up from the stone floor. The young Reaver used the momentum to rotate, break his grip on her wrist, and backflip out of his immediate reach, but she clutched her abdomen from the pain.  
 
    He’s this fast and strong? Kercy thought.  
 
    Lintorth smirked at her. 
 
    Two Korin Shai circled Kercy, watchful for an opening in her defense that could be exploited, while they awaited Lintorth Sar to express his wishes. 
 
    Kercy shifted her stance, altering her body and swords to thwart potential attacks, trying to anticipate what the Kryth would do. She circled to keep as many of them in her front or sides as possible, putting the wall behind her. 
 
    Lintorth, still smirking, twirled his spear and had it come to rest beside him. 
 
    “Take her alive if you can, dead if you must.” Lintorth’s order was punctuated by a large explosion outside that shook the walls. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The rhythmic pulsing of weapons from the Vrae soldiers pushing through the breach added to the cacophony of fighting between the Reavers and the Korin Shai. The Human and Kryth warriors, locked in combat with each other, found themselves targets from another hostile force. At first, dozens of plasma bolts flew at random through the air, fired to suppress a foe that the Vrae knew were inside the compound but could not yet see.  
 
    The Korin Shai and Reavers fought on, ignoring the plasma fire, concentrating on each other. Korin Shai spears crackled, probing for weaknesses and scoring wounds, countered by Reaver blades and assault rifles. A moment’s distraction for either ended in death. 
 
    The Vrae fighters pushed through the breach and formed into ranks with precision and battle-hardened efficiency. These were no recruits. The front rank stood, protecting the second with energy shields that hummed. The surface of the shield, appropriated from a Gashnee starship during the war, undulated with swirls of light and bubbling energies just below the smooth surface. The second rank staggered behind the first and fired plasma weapons between them, suppressing resistance and counterfire as the formation pushed through the breach. The concentrated fire hit a knot of Kryth and Reavers as they fought each other. A Reaver was knocked down as the plasma rounds hit him in the back and lower legs. Rolling to the side, he scrambled to cover behind a broken column. Some of the Korin Shai had seen the Vrae entering the breach and reacted, dodging the weapons fire and seeking cover behind stone columns.  
 
    Keelan Sern stepped over a dead Kryth bleeding from a handful of exit wounds. He preferred to engage the enemy at a distance rather than the brawls that some of his fellow Reavers seemed to relish. He was armed with a more adaptable weapon that he intended to use to its fullest capacity. He watched the Vrae advance into the compound, their first rank starting to take fire from Reavers and Kryth alike. Plasma bursts from the Kryth struck the energy shield of the front rank and were absorbed by the swirling surface.  
 
    Cycling solid rounds into his weapon with his HUD, Keelan fired a heavy burst into the front rank of the Vrae. The projectiles hit the shields much harder than the plasma rounds, creating concentric circles that rippled on the surface of the shield, but did not penetrate. The kinetic force did slow the Vrae, as they staggered under the impact. A few did falter and fall into the second rank, to be pushed back up by their comrades. 
 
    The second volley was more effective. Explosive rounds detonated above the advancing ranks of Vrae, raining hot metal shrapnel upon them, killing and wounding dozens, and slowing their advance as Vrae faltered under the onslaught. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Barsa saw the explosions, then Vrae crumple to the ground bleeding or dead. The advance slowed as the ranks were thrown into disarray by the destruction. “Stabilize ranks!” he ordered to his covenant commanders, surveying the mass of fighters in front of him. “Push through on the front and high arc suppression.” The back ranks fired grenades over the heads of the front ranks, still taking plasma fire from the Kryth and Humans. Explosions rippled through the air before them and the oncoming barrage lessened, allowing the Vrae to move forward again. 
 
    “Break through now!” Barsa yelled, sweeping his arm forward. “The Kryth scum can’t hold us back.” The bronze arm attached to his body spasmed for a second. The Gashnee artifact was worrisome to the Vartis at best, terrifying at worst. He sensed Issara behind him, protected by another piece of Gashnee technology, unscathed by the explosions and weapons fire plaguing the Vrae covenants. Flexing his three-digit hand, Barsa reassured himself that the prosthetic was a boon from Issara, a reward for bringing news of his heir and a tool to aid him in the fight against enemies of the House of Dal Karsis. 
 
    The arm moved well. A masterpiece of technology that was synchronized to the movement of the rest of his body by neural implants in his spine. Barsa was pleased with the capability to fight again, but wondered if he had gone too far in accepting the transplant. Since having it, he often thought that he should be rid of it in favor of a less…tainted prosthetic limb. After all, it wasn’t meant for Vrae biology and it wasn’t one of their most understood treasures. Sometimes, he thought it moved on its own. 
 
    A sudden wave of guilt washed over Barsa as he chided himself for not standing in the forefront of the battle. A voice inside his head, a rasping whisper, reminded him that he was a Vartis Guard, a champion of the Vrae Javril. His new arm trembled and the metal grew warm against his side.  A vision of his home world engulfed in flames assaulted his mind, unbidden and sudden. Great structures burned, the Vrae architecture was clear in his mind, as were the screams of his people. Kryth Mahr ships bombarded the planet from their orbits around the planet, scouring the surface. Barsa, unable to pull himself free from the horrors of the vision, grinded his teeth together and trembled, a desperate cry of rage and pain gargled from his throat. 
 
    Shouldering his way through the ranks of Vrae fighting the Humans and Kryth, Barsa knew he must destroy the Kryth. Some Vrae saw the glazed look in his eyes, his dangerous demeanor, and the bronze Gashnee arm as they moved aside to let him pass. 
 
    Breaking through the front rank, squeezing between two energy shields, Barsa was oblivious to the plasma bolts and explosions all around him. “Kill them all!” he yelled, the words straining his damaged vocal cords. Some Vrae looked askance at his sudden fury, but obeyed, continuing to fight against the Kryth and Humans and intent on bringing them down.  
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “The ship!” exclaimed Lintorth, surmising such a large explosion could mean only one thing. “Tslar,” Lintorth turned his head, “Withdraw and assess the situation outside.”  
 
    Kercy gripped her sword tight, watching Lintorth and the two circling Korin Shai out on the edge of her peripheral vision. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Issara watched with growing annoyance that turned to horror, realizing the number of Vrae soldiers that were being massacred by the Human Reaver on their flank. Vrae fighters fell by the dozens, casualties of the rounds that punched through their armor with such ferocity that the second ranks died under the relentless barrage. The fallen bodies blunted the forward momentum of the remaining ranks. A few Korin Shai fired at random Vrae in the middle of the formation, further adding to the disarray and reducing the cohesion of the units.  
 
    Barsa hadn’t answered his hails on the communication link. Assuming he was wounded and unable to speak, or dead, Issara issued commands to the others in the cadre of officers to dress the formation and continue the assault. 
 
    Issara stepped away from the formation still suffering a withering amount of weapons fire and surveyed the state of the battle. The House of Dal Karsis decided it was time for him to take command of the situation and break both the Human and the Kryth forces. The Kryth needed to pay for their insolence and the Humans…well, they didn’t tell him why. 
 
    Shrieking in surprise, Issara threw his arms up to protect his face as a salvo of explosions pockmarked the translucent surface of his shield. Webs of dark energy flashed, radiating from the points of impact as the kinetic force was dispersed across the surface, protecting Issara from real harm. The screams of the unprotected Vrae suffering around him rang in his ears, unblunted by the Gashnee technology. 
 
    Issara fired a blast of golden energy at a Korin Shai that was firing controlled plasma blasts at the Vrae formation. The hasty shot from the zartil missed by more than a meter, passing by the Korin Shai and a knot of Vrae soldiers. The second shot struck the ground at the Kryth’s feet, showering him with small pieces of stone, but did force him to dodge backwards. This time, Issara didn’t flinch as plasma bolts hit his shield and he concentrated instead on firing both his zartils mounted on his wrists at the Korin Shai running towards him. His shots missed the Korin Shai as he dodged side-to-side and ducked under the energy beams. 
 
    Cursing, Issara’s anger grew at the ineffectiveness of his attacks. He wasn’t afraid, knowing he was safe behind his glowing Gashnee shield. The device was an infallible marvel. Kryth, Cukkzen, and Vrae technology had been proven useless against the ancient relic countless times. It galled him that it didn’t at least come with some kind of tracking system. This was taking too much effort and he was beginning to feel, and look, like a fool. Issara’s zartils both fired again at the Korin Shai, now less than five meters away. It felt like a subconscious impulse made with no thought, but his aim was true. Twin bolts of Gashnee energies streaked at the Korin Shai. Issara exulted…and watched in dismay as the Kryth bound high in the air, his spear held over his head for a powerful strike at Issara’s head. 
 
    Burn him, hissed in Issara’s head, his vision clearing from the momentary pain. Preparing for a second discharge, Issara watched in astonishment as the yellow beams curved up and struck the airborne Kryth in the back.  
 
    The body was propelled forward, slamming into Issara’s shield before sliding to the ground in a crumpled heap, the twin charred holes on his back reeking of burnt flesh. The battle raged around the shocked Issara, who was trying to conceive what had just transpired. His breath came in ragged gasps and the beating of his heart was loud in his ears. But he could still hear, Burn them all… whispering in the corners of his head.  
 
    “Yes…Yes!” He agreed with the echoing voice inside his head. Oblivious to the explosions peppering the surface of his shield, he shouted orders to the weapon crew over the communications link. It was time to bring more of his treasured Gashnee weaponry to the battle. Reveling at his new discovery and power, Issara laughed with delight as his zartils continued to discharge energy at the enemy, the beamed energies seeking targets on their own. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Kason’s breath rasped. Flashes of searing pain assaulted his body, eliciting agonized gasps as he tried to push himself up from the stone floor. His left arm was still useless. The nanites inside his body had a specific subroutine to prioritize healing, starting by repairing damaged vital organs such as his lungs and airway first. Other vital organs were next, then ligaments and tendons, followed by bones and muscles. Precision was sacrified for speed to ensure survival. Broken bones could be reset or aligned to heal. His HUD still flashing emergency icons, the nanites were overheating from their overdrive as they worked to destroy loose bone fragments. The fragments could worsen his condition if left alone and destroying them took less energy than integrating them back. Broken bones were stabilized with thousands of strands of micromesh knit together. Two of Kason’s broken ribs had punctured his left lung and were broken down to stitch up the lung, leaving his rib cage less protected but enabling him to breathe. 
 
    Kason knew the process and took his first deep breath, wincing at the pain of a few still-broken ribs. He let out a yell as he forced his left arm straight as possible, the shattered bones rebonding. He didn’t want to lose any more ability to move and function than possible. The crashing waves of pain were pushed back by the flood of battle drugs thundering through his body. He saw his assault rifle on the ground not too far away and, after his left arm finished reconnecting, crawled over to it. 
 
    Staggering to his feet with the help of his right arm and his rifle as a crutch, Kason stood. His left leg was crooked, the knee twisted, and his right leg was a bit shorter. He couldn’t even remember his legs breaking. Limping, he set out, walking as fast as his body allowed. 
 
    His armor was in tatters, many plates had broken off or were compromised by the extreme damage done by the beast. His helmet was mostly intact, as that was the top priority of his suit’s defense mechanisms. Reading his biostructure, the suit had used the remainder of its own nanites to repair the armor where he lacked ribs. 
 
    He dragged his assault weapon by the barrel, then situated it into the crook of his right arm and supported it with his left arm the best he could. He walked over to another stone column by a wall, then sat down behind the column and waited, his assault rifle ready. 
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    Laurenell sat at her console awaiting the commander’s decision. 
 
    She could sense the bridge crew’s feelings. 
 
    Anger. Focus. Determination. 
 
    Not a worry amongst them. 
 
    A station beeped and Kansec turned to give his report. 
 
    “Sir, the XT-Transport is approaching the device. It’s about to jump into the sun’s upper atmosphere.” 
 
    The science ensign followed, “Twenty seconds before first solar contraction.” 
 
    Parejas sat, watching the readouts.  
 
    “Transport has made the jump. Locking onto the device now.” 
 
    The Keeper was the most tense one on the bridge. 
 
    She stood, half-expecting her limbs to creak as she did. 
 
    After her eyes swept from each crewmember, cataloguing their expressions, her gaze fell back on the commander. 
 
    Again, she sensed his resolve and his focus, but there was something else there. 
 
    Her heightened senses swept over his face and eyes, waiting for the slightest twitch or tick to show what was hiding under the commander’s calm demeanor. 
 
    It was there. She knew it. 
 
    Still, he moved as though this were another routine survey or patrol, neither a bead of sweat nor a muscle spasm in his temple or jaw to give him away. 
 
    The announcement broke her thoughts. 
 
    “Commander, the lock-clamps are not holding the object. Five seconds left. Shields failing on the transport.” 
 
    Laurenell gulped. 
 
    She put her hand over her mouth to not cause alarm, but angled her hand to look thoughtful. 
 
    Her stunned eyes awaited the dreaded update and the commander’s reaction. 
 
    The seconds felt like minutes for her, her heart throbbing in her chest and behind her ears.  
 
    She realized she wasn’t the only one holding their breath. 
 
    What historical event would the annals hold today? she thought. 
 
    Earlier today, she had read her father’s journal from when they had first arrived to retake the Earth. 
 
    His words, articulate as only a Keeper’s could be, were also loving and kind to the planet where Humans were born and they had not been seen in three hundred years. 
 
    He spoke of the pride and excitement every crewmember felt during that moment. He captured all the senses, feelings, spoken words, and sights of that eventful day. Reading his words, she felt as if she had been beside him in that moment. 
 
    This was the antithesis of that day. In moments, the Earth and the first Human colony to come home could be destroyed. Though the commander betrayed no emotion, the bridge’s silence rang in her ears like a communal scream.  
 
    Three seconds. 
 
    She, Laurenell Renske, may be responsible for the recording of Earth’s destruction and the planned sacrifice of the entire Earthiest settlement. Her words would belie her father’s when he first saw the Earth for himself. 
 
    She saw Kansec turn to the commander. 
 
    Two seconds. 
 
    Her eyes went back to the foredeck and that of the Earth outside the windows. 
 
    Laurenell was receiving it all. 
 
    This may be the last time anyone lay eyes on the planet outside of a holo-image. 
 
    Kansec about to give his final report. 
 
    The sun rotated in a holo-image before the command station. 
 
    One second. 
 
    Each crewmember was holding their breath as if it were their hopes.. 
 
    And a Keeper who did not want to write this final ending of this Annal. 
 
    It all slowed for her. 
 
    Time. 
 
    A value given to events measured between intervals of what is perceived from those points in one’s life that can be extracted by memory and invoked by emotion. 
 
       Her eyes were now on Kansec’s lips his jaw relaxed, indicating he was about to give his report. 
 
    Laurenell paused her own breath to take in every aspect of what was to come. 
 
    A duty she must uphold, however unpleasant it might be. 
 
    Kansec spoke, “Sir, clamps holding. Transport exiting the corona. It worked, sir.” 
 
    “Pull it away to the extraction point. Shield it and cloak it. We’ll pick it up later,” Parejas replied. 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Laurenell smiled. 
 
    Tears welled up in her eyes and she bounced on her toes. 
 
    The science officer reported next. “Star is stabilizing. Dark matter effects are fading, sir.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Parejas acknowledged as he stood from his chair. 
 
    That sense she couldn’t discern in the commander bubbled forth over the calmness he once had. 
 
    She stopped bouncing. 
 
    She knew this feeling well. 
 
    A common trait in Humans when something wrongs them in a deep, persona, and meaningful way is that it usually evokes a negative response. 
 
    Revenge. 
 
    But, this was something…deeper. 
 
    The stern-yet-calm face of the commander, like still water, now began to boil as his near-perpetual frown deepened. 
 
    Antiquity’s voice came over the bridge speakers. [Commander, coordinates to the Kryth fleet set. All weapons online. Awaiting your command.] 
 
    “Prepare for Q-Jump to the Kryth fleet, Kansec.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    This emotion she sensed in the commander was still held in check by his strong, inward discipline. 
 
    The perception was beyond her own on how she felt regarding the report that the Kryth were going to destroy the Earth’s parent star. In the commander though, it was about to bring resolve to a hatred he had held for a long time. 
 
    He was born, raised, and trained to fight the Kryth. 
 
    He was responsible for all Humans’ safety; and here were the Kryth, back in Sol, targeting the Earth he had just secured back for all his species.  
 
    Targeting his fiancée.  
 
    This went beyond revenge.  
 
    This was rage. 
 
    She could feel it, beneath his demeanor, just below the surface of his expressive state. She could almost feel the temperature in the room skyrocket as the boiling storm thrashed within him…yet he betrayed none of it through sheer force of will. 
 
    She recalled her father’s journal once more. 
 
    Alon would detail combat situations he’d had with the commander to better understand his decision-making process and to offer words of advice both to the commander as well as other Keepers. 
 
    She wasn’t sure if she should offer any advice, overstepping her bounds, but wanted to understand the sensation of a vast swing in emotions and how they affect history at any given time. 
 
    Laurenell approached the command chair. “Excuse me, sir.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m curious on historical matters of which my father served you during battle.” 
 
    “What’s your question, Keeper? We’re about to enter combat so, please make it brief.” 
 
    “I noticed in my father’s journal, he had mentioned your affection for classical music during engagements. He wrote that it helped you set your mind to the mission at hand.” 
 
    Parejas chuckled. “Yes. Did he also mention he wasn’t a fan of my choices? Saying it interfered with his historical recordings of the events at hand?” 
 
    She smiled. “I did read that. I see that you stopped playing it over the bridge at his request.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I saw it meant more to him that it did to me.” 
 
    “But, music is part of our soul and can bring peace or a sense of enlightenment into our lives.” 
 
    “It can. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I hope I am not overstepping my bounds here, sir, but I would like to experience what so pleases you during times of battle. I believe it is an important part in how we function during tense situations. I mean, I would enjoy hearing and grasping your emotional state during this event we are about to engage in with the Kryth.” 
 
    “I see. So, you would like me to select a piece to play as I once did? Even at the behest of your father?” 
 
    “Yes, commander.” 
 
    “Let me see.” 
 
    Parejas turned to his chair and keyed up a floating holo-list above the arm rest. 
 
    He scrolled through the list. “I believe this will do.” He made the selection. 
 
    “Kansec. Prepare Q-Jump on my command.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “He turned back to the Keeper. “If you can return to your post, Keeper, we’re about to get underway.” 
 
    Laurenell returned and sat awaiting the battle that was to come. 
 
    As Laurenell returned to her post, slow drums rolled in giving way to whispers of a choir from the Latin Goliardic poem, O Fortuna. 
 
    Laurenell’s eyes widened then closed, taking in the steady notes that built upon the slow, beautiful movement of the opening piece. 
 
    “Kansec,” Parejas said. “Now.” 
 
    “Q-Jump activated, commander.” 
 
    In a flash, the Orion’s Rage leapt towards its primary objective: the Kryth fleet outside the orbit of Pluto. 
 
    Parejas glaring at the helm with the rage of all Humanity. 
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    Sontar Jal sat with impatient fingers drumming on the armrest of his command chair. 
 
    He surveyed the readouts on a side monitor, staring off between the refined data, his head resting against the backrest of his command chair like a throne. 
 
    A hurried officer broke his wandering thoughts. 
 
    “My lord, we have a situation with the Orion’s Rage.” 
 
    Sontar, with a smug glance, replied to his panicked officer, “And what situation would that be?” 
 
    “The vessel is in hyperspace heading in our direction.” 
 
    Sontar bolted upright in his seat. “Not a ‘situation’. An opportunity.” 
 
    His eyes darted, looking to pull a response from the report he just heard. “This is splendid news you bring. We go to our second plan, then. What’s their estimated time of arrival?” Sontar asked. 
 
    “Thirty siitens.” The officer’s lips quivered. 
 
    Sontar sat forward in his chair, hands cupping his chin between his thumbs and elbows on his armrests. “Have the fleet prepare for engagement. Stay within our offensive sphere formation.” He stood and walked to the forward view port. “So, this Human commander from the conference wants to be a hero. He has no idea what he’s up against.” Sontar turned back to his officer, licking his lips at the contemplation of things to come. “A glorious day this has become. Record the battle. Send the data to Dranneous Kor Command and to one Lintorth Sar. They will all see what a true general does in taking the fight to one’s enemy.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    Sontar’s smile widened. “Have the fleet know they will attack to our front. From my past analysis of their tactics, they will come out of hyperspace about three thousand kilometers to our position. This Parejas Human is predictable. I can’t imagine how they survived all these years of being so obvious in their strategies. He doesn’t know the capability of a full Legion Flag battle fleet.” 
 
    He sat back and devoured the view with his scheming black eyes, his fingers drumming the armrests in anticipation, awaiting the battle that was to come. “I will take the scorched carcass of that ship back to homeworld as a trophy for all to see. Lintorth’s failure in this system will be finalized and his Lore Father’s name will be stricken from the records. This is the day the Si Lord acknowledges me. Prepare to engage and destroy them.” 
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    Madilay’s tears blurred her vision of the scene that was unfolding before her. 
 
    The Kryth’s beast opened its massive jaw with razor-sharp teeth, leaning over its Human victim’s neck, saliva dripping with anticipation. 
 
    Lieutenant Solix had his iron grip against Madilay’s throat, his eyes wide with excitement. 
 
    The blade he held against her began to bite deeper into her skin, drawing a thin line of blood. 
 
    Madilay gasped in air, about to scream. 
 
    It would all be over soon. 
 
    A blur of black with teeth and claws crashed into the aythra.  
 
    Madilay blinked. 
 
    Shawna looked back at her for an instant, just as confused. They both turned to look where the aythra had gone. 
 
    A black blur. 
 
    A streak of instant hope had dashed in with the form of a wolf. 
 
    The large black wolf had struck the side of the Aythra, tossing it off Shawna’s helpless prone body, and was now on top of the aythra and fighting to get at its throat. 
 
    Lieutenant Solix’s eyes, still wide for a whole new reason, stood in utter shock before looking behind him.. 
 
    As he looked over his troops, other wolves joined in the fray, attacking each of the other aythras and their handlers.  
 
    The Kryth lieutenant stumbled away from the tree in fear, leaving his handhold of Madilay.  
 
    She didn’t waste any time of her captor’s confusion of the moment, making her way down to Shawna. “I’m here,” Madilay said as she looked at her mother’s wounded shoulder. “We need to get you out of here.” 
 
    Assisting the director’s good arm, Madilay helped her to her feet. 
 
    They moved slow, but they had the time given now by their new guardians. 
 
    Madilay stopped up ahead near a large tree to attend to Shawna. 
 
    Blood continued to pour from her shoulder. 
 
    She needed to think of something and fast. 
 
    Madilay leaned Shawna against the tree and tore off her own shirt, making a make-shift wrap. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Shawna mumbled. She was losing consciousness. 
 
    “The wolves. They attacked the Kryth.” 
 
    A slight smile broke through the director’s blood-stained face. “Good.” 
 
    As Madilay bandaged the arm, she looked back at the horrorific scene of growls, teeth, and blood that now drenched the forest floor. 
 
    The first morning rays broke the tree line giving, her an even clearer view at the carnage. 
 
    The wolves had the upper hand. 
 
    There were two for each of the Kryth and their demon beasts. 
 
    She looked for the large black one. 
 
    The brush rustled ahead with the two carnivores emerging.  
 
    The aythra was bloodied, being upended onto its back with the black Bassor wolf delivering the final death blow to the creature’s throat. 
 
    Though she smiled at the scene, her moment of relief was cleared away as she saw Lieutenant Solix, holding the knife he had held to her own throat, approaching the wolf from behind. 
 
    “Oh no,” Madilay gasped. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Shawna’s struggling voice asked. 
 
    “Stay here. Don’t move. I’ll be right back,” the young woman told the director as she got up from her crouched position and hurried back to the skirmish. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Solix approached the wolf from behind.  
 
    The creature before him was still thrashing the throat of his own beloved Toxx. 
 
    Fury flashed in his eyes just as the glistening of light reflected off his own blade’s edge. 
 
    He held the knife at his hip, then lunged for the wolf’s neck; but the wolf, sensing the attack, dodged. 
 
    The knife missed the neck, but dug deep into his right side. 
 
    The creature reared back, yelping. 
 
    Solix pulled the knife out and raised it again. “I will finish you off, wretched creature!” he cursed. “No beast is a match for the instincts of a Kryth!” 
 
    The wolf’s hair bristled at its attacker. Its head lowered, fangs drawn back in a snarl. 
 
    Blood ran down the side of the alpha as it backed up from the approaching foe before it. 
 
    Solix moved forward, then backward, gauging the wounded creature. 
 
    He vied for position, waiting for the right moment. 
 
    The wolf lunged. 
 
    That was it. 
 
    Solix dodged to the side, then slashed the right side of the wolf with his blade. 
 
    The knife found its mark again, leaving a long cut as the fur began to drip in a line from the blood. 
 
    The alpha male backed up once more. 
 
    “I’m just getting started, vile cur.” Solix, now confident in his situation, charged the wounded wolf. 
 
    The wolf lunged once more, but found empty air. 
 
    Solix had moved once more to the opposite side of the wolf, driving his blade forth, into the wolf’s left flank. 
 
    The wolf fell from the momentum and his injuries. 
 
    Solix brought his knife to bear one last time. 
 
    The wolf’s chest heaved in and out. He bared his fangs and growled in defiance, turning his head as much as he could to face his enemy. 
 
    Blood pooled around the defeated animal, mingling with the dirt and rocks. 
 
    Solix approached the prone canine. “Now, I will take your last breath, you wretched mongrel.” 
 
    He moved towards his combatant, but stopped short. 
 
    There, standing behind the wolf, was Madilay. 
 
    She was holding a large branch with a fire that burned within her eyes. 
 
    Yelling out, she swung the tree limb, striking Solix in the head with a crack. 
 
    His knife clattered on a rock at her feet. 
 
    The Kryth stumbled back, tripping over a rock, then fell. 
 
    Madilay leapt over the wolf to land in front of the lieutenant. 
 
    She looked upon her downed captor with sheer disdain. 
 
    Madilay readied her wooden club once more. 
 
    Swinging high over her head, she gave all she had towards the Kryth. 
 
    Solix rolled at the last moment, Madilay’s branch striking the ground with a hollow thud. 
 
    The Kryth wasted no time to counterattack.  
 
    Solix kicked twice, once at her wrist and once at the branch, knocking it from her grasp. 
 
    Then, windmilling his legs around, he swept her legs out from under her with a swift sweep to behind the knees. 
 
    Madilay fell to the ground, but didn’t stay still. As she landed, she rolled over and started crawling away. 
 
    The Kryth grabbed at her legs, trying to stop his prey from escaping. 
 
    She kicked and screamed as he wrapped his large hand around her ankle.  
 
    Madilay rolled back over onto her back. 
 
    She continued to kick with her free leg, trying to break the Kryth’s hold. 
 
    “No, no, Human. I have you. No need to struggle any longer,” Solix gasped between breaths. 
 
    Blood ran down his sinister face while he smiled at his catch. 
 
    He began to drag Madilay toward him, hand over hand. His depicable grin grew with each tug. 
 
    She continued to kick, but he wasn’t affected. 
 
    “I will skin you alive. You will beg for me to kill you, Human.” 
 
    Madilay’s eyes shifted away from the Kryth Lieutenant towards something else. 
 
    She stopped struggling. 
 
    Solix’s smile grew, thinking she’d given up, until he noticed she was no longer looking at him, but behind him. 
 
    The Kryth turned his head around to see what the female Human was staring at. 
 
    Madilay wasn’t sure Solix had ever felt fear before. 
 
    If not, he sure did now. 
 
    Ten Bassor wolves approached, growling, with lowered heads and bristling hackles. 
 
    Their low growls signaled their targeted prey. 
 
    All ten pairs of eyes were locked onto Solix with ten snarling jaws full of sharp teeth. 
 
    The Kryth’s mighty hand released its grip on Madilay’s leg. 
 
    She crawled back away from him. 
 
    The wolves got closer. 
 
    Solix began to move backward along the ground, away from the beasts before him. 
 
    He started to grasp at any object he could to use as a weapon. 
 
    His hand landed on Madilay’s foot. 
 
    He looked up behind him. 
 
    There, standing above him, was the young Human female holding a large jagged rock. 
 
    With a gentle smirk, she dropped the rock on his hand. 
 
    Yelling out in pain, the Kryth released his grip on her boot. 
 
    Madilay stepped back. 
 
    The wolves had now begun to encircle their prone victim, closing in on him. 
 
    Madilay took one last glance at her assailant before turning and walking away. 
 
    The last she saw of him were his Kryth eyes, wide as they’ve ever been, hearing the sounds of his death in those low growls and gnashing teeth. 
 
    She heard a scream before it turned into a muffled gurgle, then the sounds of flesh and bone being torn as she made her way back to Shawna’s location. She saw hover lights appearing through the tree line. 
 
    Madilay nodded and smiled to herself. 
 
    It was over. 
 
    But, before she made it back to the director, she stopped and looked back. 
 
    The sounds of the dying Kryth had ended now. 
 
    The cool morning air began to blow with the arrival of sun beams. 
 
    She looked and, there up on a small knoll, was the black alpha wolf. 
 
    He was bloodied and ragged, but standing. 
 
    The injured creature limped down the mound of grass towards her in a gentle, yearning movement. 
 
    She didn’t hesitate and walked back toward him. 
 
    Madilay sensed no fear from the wolf. 
 
    She approached. 
 
    The wolf sat, whimpering as he did so, in the tall green grass before her. 
 
    She sat down beside him and place her hand upon his neck. 
 
    The wolf gave her leg a gentle nudge, then rested his head there. 
 
    “We’re going to be fine,” she paused, thinking, “What shall we call you?” she thought aloud. 
 
    Stroking the wolf’s fur, a smile came to her face. “We can’t call you ‘Alpha’. It’s just too plain, even though dad may like it. We need something that fits you. A strong, fierce name.” 
 
    Madilay watched as the rescue vehicles approached. 
 
    She caught the wind with her face and closed her eyes. 
 
    “I know,” she said. “I know a good name for you. How about…Hope. Hope is a fitting name for you. What do you think?” 
 
    A shallow, acknowledging wimper came from the animal and he raised his head to lick her face. 
 
    Madilay laughed. “Rage it is then.” 
 
    The two sat there awaiting the rescue teams that were sent out looking for them. 
 
    Around her, the wolves howled, and the hover-unit lights all started moving toward her location. 
 
    Madilay saw them reach Shawna before they started heading her way. 
 
    With all that behind her, she began to look over each of the wolves from the pack as they came and lay down in the field next to her. 
 
    What are we going to do with all of you? she thought. 
 
    These wolves had been designed to guard a structure that had now been abandoned for centuries on a forsaken planet. 
 
    What would become of them? 
 
    Madilay smiled at her newfound friends and rescuers, Hope’s head in her lap. His breathing still labored, but breathing nonetheless. 
 
    This was their moment as much as it was hers. 
 
    The morning sun had crested the mountains. 
 
    A new day had begun. 
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    Flexing his hand on the kesslar’s handle, Lintorth watched the lithe Reaver. The helmet made it impossible to watch eyes for telltale signs of intent. The Human was tall for its kind, well over two meters in height, but not as broad as their leader, Kason, or as the giant he had fought before. 
 
    Yaeris, the Korin Shai standing on Lintorth’s right flank, slid forward so that his feet didn’t disturb the debris that littered the stone floor between himself and the Reaver. Crouching, he feinted a thrust of his spear at the Reaver’s thigh. A thigh strike would be difficult to dodge and cripple, leaving both wounded in combat and unable to escape. The young Kryth was eager to prove himself against the mysterious Reavers and confirm his superiority. 
 
    The Reaver swept her sword down to block Yaeris’ initial attack, then he deviated to a slash to the throat, perceiving the armor there to be weaker by comparison. Pivoting and tilting her head back, the spear point passed her faceplate, allowing the Reaver to grab the spear with the other hand and pull the Korin Shai off-balance. He had put too much weight on his front leg, attempting a lethal strike, overconfident and overexposed. 
 
    The Reaver’s sword still low from the first block, the Reaver raised it and thrust while the Korin Shai hesitated, the blade sinking deep into his chest with punishing force. The Reaver extracted its sword from him, then raised it high and severed both his arm and tether on the spear and pulled it free from his grasp, claiming it for its own. Shocked and gasping for air from his punctured heart and lung, the Korin Shai fell to his knees. The Reaver sheathed the sword onto its sback, twirled the spear to test its weight, then thrust through it through his throat as he had attempted to do to it. Lintorth watched while the Reaver kicked Yaeris off his own spear. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
     
 
    Kercy heard the familiar sound of a Reaver’s assault rifle and crouched as she saw the Korin Shai stagger and fall under bursts of plasma and projectiles. Still crouching low to the ground she heard, “Not a duel, Kercy.” The broken message came across her channel from Cetan, one of the other team’s Reavers. She didn’t have time to respond as Lintorth’s spear streaked towards Cetan, the energy nimbus surrounding the spearpoint blazing. Sidestepping the spear, Cetan fired at Lintorth, but he was too slow. 
 
    The sidestep had given Lintorth time to draw his sidearm, enabling Lintorth to open fire. The Reaver was rocked backwards as several plasma rounds hit him right in the chest, burning through his armor. He stumbled and hunched over, but did not fall. His nanites should be able to repair the damage, but he’d need time, Kercy thought. She fired micro-rockets at Lintorth. 
 
    She watched the shells fly and felt the air in front of her…burn. A bright beam of energy scorched the air meters in front of Kercy and Lintorth. It felt like what she imagined a dropship thruster on full burn would feel like, the heat was so intense even through her suit. Her visor automatically darkened, shielding her eyes from the painful flash. Her vision cleared…and Cetan was gone. His upper body had been vaporized by the beam, leaving parts of his lower legs to flop to the floor in a meaty clatter. 
 
    “No!” she screamed. Kercy felt the air vibrate and the heat increased again. A second beam blazed past her, not as close as the first, but close enough to make Kercy look for cover. She heard masonry collapsing in the distance where the beam terminated. What are the Vrae using?!  
 
    Kercy saw the telltale red cloak disappear behind a large stone column. Cursing, she searched for similar cover, to no avail. She feared the weapon would fire again in a few seconds. Looking around for cover, any cover, Kercy followed her insticts and bolted away from the path of destruction of the devastating beam weapon. She ran as low as she could. That beam was decimating the entire structure and cared not for walls or columns. She just needed to not be seen by whomever fired it and hope it didn’t hit her by chance. 
 
    Kercy heard the strange Vrae weapon fire again and saw the great flash of light as the beam scorched a path through the air meters behind her. The rate of fire was slow, she noted. It was over ten seconds between shots. It wasn’t dangerous as a rapid-fire threat, like most of the Reaver weapons, but capable of massive damage…including vaporizing an armored Reaver. 
 
    A feeling of sorrowful anger grew inside Kercy, replaying the death of a fellow Reaver in her head. She had seen the beam of light scythe through some hapless Vrae soldiers and vaporize the upper torso of Cetan before terminating in a crackling bloom against a stone wall at the far side of the voluminous chamber.  
 
    Once she was well away from where the beam was striking, seemingly targeting Lintorth now, she moved to higher ground and scanned the battlefield. Ramek was cutting a path through Vrae soldiers and the Korin Shai, making his way towards a large beast that collapsed in a mountain of rubble. 
 
    Then, she realized how long it had been since she’d heard from him on comms. She hadn’t seen him in the battle for a while either. She started, aghast at the thought of Kason injured or dead. He had mentored her through training, already a legend before she had joined the Reaver regiment. She watched as Ramek dispatched another Korin Shai on his way to Kason. No one can stop that man now, she thought. She trusted Ramek to get the commander and forced her attention elsewhere.  
 
    Maddox was being driven back by concentrated fire from the Vrae formation which was still combatting the onslaught from both the Reavers and the Korin Shai. 
 
    The casualties on the Vrae side were mounting, Kercy surmised, by the scattered bodies that at least one third of the attacking force were incapacitated or dead. Keelan was beset by a few Korin Shai and was holding his own against their energy lances by moving in to closer melee range, negating the longer reach of their spears. 
 
    She increased the magnification on her helmet visor and saw the distinctive red cape of Lintorth flowing through the press of Vrae soldiers, leaving broken and bleeding bodies in his wake. The beam, whatever it was, had ceased as Lintorth moved into Vrae-populated areas.  
 
    Kercy watched the Kryth, Reavers, and Vrae fight below her current perch when she saw much smaller beams of yellow energy lance into the melee. Sometimes the beams would fire straight and true, striking a glancing blow on the acrobatic Korin Shai as they danced through the storm of plasma bolts and projectiles. Other times, the beams would arc until they hit a Korin Shai. Fascinating, she thought. Just as she was tracking where the golden energy bursts were originating, another brilliant beam flashed through her vision. The bright energy that radiated off the beam caused her optics to darken. When her vision returned, she saw other Reavers had also sought shelter from the beam, and the Vrae around Lintorth had either been vaporized or were giving him a wide berth as whomever was aiming that destructive power tried to hit him. 
 
    Kercy extended the stock on her rifle and deployed its bipod to stabilize her aim. Her HUD calculated trajectories and angles for her, saving her time. Tracking the last beam’s origin point, she found a cluster of Vrea and opened fire. Firing a salvo of explosive rounds into the Vrae weapon crew was satisfying as she watched the explosions pepper the ground at the crew’s feet as they clustered around the archaic weapon. 
 
    The barrel of the large black weapon was not machined with function over form in mind, as all Ordinance weapons were. It looked…organic somehow, but with ostentatious decorations as a filigreed metal casing whorled from the barrel to the base.  
 
    Typical Vrae, Kercy thought. 
 
    A few Vrae fell under the initial salvo. Kercy fired again, this time targeting the ornate weapon instead. The explosives erupted against the ornate surface, causing more Vrae to suffer from shrapnel of their own decoration. The weapon itself seemed to suffer no noticeable damage. The Vrae crew were determined, still manipulating the weapon to fire again into the battleground. 
 
    “No,” she growled, envisioning another Reaver getting disintegrated. She forced herself to calm down, slowing her rapid breathing and heartbeat. Her sensors tracked seven Vrae below around the weapon. Seven gentle squeezes on her weapon grip sent the same number of more explosive rounds across the distance, impacting each skull before detonating. 
 
    The Vrae weapons crew, clustered around the Gashnee weapon, dropped in quick succession like dolls whose strings had been cut by a capricious god. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “To the weapon, fools!” Issara shrieked to the nearest Vrae soldiers enduring the barrage from the Kryth and Human attackers. Stabbing a hand in the direction of the Gashnee weapon, Issara saw panic in their eyes as the Vrae hunkered behind their energy shields. They looked around, searching for orders from their immediate superiors to counter the noble-born, safe from all harm inside his impervious body shield. None of them knew how to even fire the weapon and they had just seen the former crew’s heads explode one by one. The soldiers still suffered losses but were unwilling to leave the relative safety of the formation compared to that death trap. 
 
    Infuriated at the Vrae not obeying his commands and the state of the assault despite the numbers he had brought, Issara seethed. He had brought four whole covenants, outnumbering both the Human and Kryth’s combined forces twenty to one, yet his troops were being mowed down and now they cowered. His beloved Gashnee treasures had not had the overwhelming advantage that he had expected. 
 
    Renewed in his confidence, he strode forward as if walking through his own palace towards the weapon. The Vrae soldiers, seeing their noble and commander stroll without fear in the middle of the crossfire, followed his general direction while maintaining as much cover as the terrain allowed. His silhouette glowed and rippled, absorbing an array of ballistics from the frontal assault. He continued his steady march, then fired a zartil at a Korin Shai that charged him. The Vrae watched as the beam arced from a sure miss to hitting the Korin Shai square in the chest, burning through its armor. As they watched their fearless nobleman continue striding and killing with ease, the Vrae warriors moved closer to him and redoubled their counterattack, bolstered by their invincible champion. 
 
    Firing his zartils, the whispers grew louder. He was almost there. Turning and walking towards the black weapon, “Yes, I will burn them all,” he muttered, oblivious to all attacks. 
 
    The ornate Gashnee weapon thrummed with power. Energy crackled and lurked beneath the filigreed surface of the barrel. Under the Vrae metalwork, twisted tendrils of alien artwork stretched across the skinlike exterior. He was mesmerized by the alien patterns, still not understood by any Vrae long after its discovery.  
 
    It was a cursed weapon. Many Vrae had gone mad and taken their own lives after working with it for too long. 
 
    Issara smiled. 
 
    “Yes. Burn them all.” 
 
    It had been in his possession for ten cycles and he was well-versed in how to operate the Aerniss Gvar. Somehow, he knew that he could crew and fire it by himself. He chuckled at his genius. 
 
    Striding towards the Gashnee weapon, Issara didn’t notice the scattered line of fist-sized, black pucks between him and his destination.  
 
    Multiple explosions erupted before him, turning the shield’s surface a dark violet as it absorbed the waves of force from the concussion grenades that now delineated a rough perimeter around the Gashnee weapon. The shield absorbed as much energy as it was capable, but Issara was still shoved backwards ten or fifteen meters by the concussive force. His confident expression widened in shock and horror as he was thrown back by the wave of explosions. Gasping in surprise, he regained his feet. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Kercy watched all this from her position overlooking the battlefield. 
 
    She watched, perplexed, as the Vrae stood up and resumed his path towards the beam weapon. She watched in shock as he touched it, then the same glowing surface around the single Vrae grew to envelop the entire weapon.  
 
    The Vrae moved around the weapon, touching it at various points with a surety that made Kercy worry. “Is he going to fire it himself?’ she asked aloud. Her mind replayed a flash of light and a pair of bodiless Reaver legs falling to the ground. 
 
    “Void take you!” she snarled, hurdling over her cover and sprinting towards the weapon itself. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Pushing the familiar glyphs on the base of the Aerniss Gvar gave the Ascendant of Dal Karsis a sense of satisfaction. The raised blocks inscribed with Gashnee symbols had to be depressed and locked into position to create a complete cypher. There were cyphers for aiming, firing, and a multitude of other functions.  
 
    The blocks felt like polished rock. Some were warm to the touch, others cold. The cyphers had a vast range of complexity depending on the function.  
 
    Issara had spent cycles training his crew to learn sequences of cyphers, the crew that now lay dead all around him. 
 
    Stepping over corpses as he paced around the weapon, he pushed the last glyph and completed the sequence to fire the weapon.  It hummed, complimenting the voices inside his head. 
 
    “I will burn them all…master,” Issara said aloud. He lingered on a glyph that grew warm beneath his fingertips, distracted by the whispers inside his head promising victory. He smiled as he continued keying in the sequence. 
 
    The impact on top of the now vast shield startled him. Looking up, he saw a figure in black armor splayed out, limbs grasping to find tenuous purchase on the top of his shield. The Human drew its arm back and rammed the point of the blade from its gauntlet into the shield. She punched the shield several times, then held her blade there. The Human must be exhausted, Issara thought. Energy flashed and rippled around him, still deflecting other projectiles and plasma blasts, but Issara felt fear clutch his heart when the tip of the blade started to push through the protective barrier. 
 
    Panicking, he fired a zartil at the Human.  
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Kercy slammed into the shield, surprising the Vrae within. The surface was not rigid, as she had suspected, but felt gelatinous. She sank into it, before it righted itself and again felt solid beneath her. 
 
    She drew her right arm back, extending a blade, and punched the shield as hard as she could. She punched again and again, each time the shield counteracting her efforts. She saw it indent a little with each impact, then rebound. So, she punched once more and pushed, willing the blade to puncture the shield. As she watched, her blade started to sink through the membrane. 
 
    Kercy wondered how this technology worked. Impervious to projectiles and plasma, but now her blade had penetrated. Maybe not at first, but… 
 
    She continued to push with her blade. It was like punching through thick, cold mud. It felt as if the shield was pushing back at her somehow. 
 
    She saw the flashes before the yellow beams struck her. She felt searing heat that radiated through the plates in her Reaver suit, blistering her skin, and the cool flow of battle drugs to ease her pain. One beam hit her arm, burning the skin beneath the armor. She grunted from the sudden and intense pain, but her HUD showed no structural damage to her bones. She didn’t understand how the beams bypassed the shield that withheld her, but she didn’t have time to think about it. 
 
    The nanites will handle it, she thought. 
 
    Kercy leaned into her blade, ignoring the incoming yellow beams, pushing against the membrane with her whole body. She deployed her other gauntlet blade and she punched with it in the same place, tearing through the shield. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Issara fired his zartils at the tall Human pushing its way through the shield. He saw the Human shudder as he fired again and again, each beam sizzling against the black carapace. He saw the armor burn away, and the skin along with it, then it would start to heal and close. The Human’s intimidating mask seemed to snarl at him as it continued to claw its way through his impenetrable shield.  
 
    “No…” Issara breathed, backing away in terror from this unstoppable creature. Issara moved along the weapon’s body, away from the Human clad in black armor with glowing green eyes, as he attempted to fire it again. 
 
    “Barsa!” Issara screeched as he fumbled with more glyphs. “To me!” 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Parrying the crackling spearhead with his three-fingered hand, the Vartis laughed in the face of the Korin Shai trying to kill him. His synethetic vocal cords amplified by his helmet echoed with mechanical, mad laughter. His bronze arm moved with a life of its own, blocking attacks with unnatural speed and skill. Barsa knew without a doubt the arm was moving of its own accord now, but did not care as it pulled the Korin Shai near and snapped its neck. 
 
    Shoulder, elbow, and wrist all acted, defying the anatomical limits of a flesh-and-bone limb. Turning at impossible angles, the arm deflected another Korin Shai’s attacks with ease. Barsa watched the three fingers grab the haft behind the blazing spearhead after it had scored a shallow scratch on his right side below the shoulder socket. Still, he felt incredible pain from the glancing blow. Nonetheless, his prosthetic hand acted without his conscious effort and grasped the shaft, bent backwards, and pulled the Kryth towards him. The three fingers straightened and he could swear the tips sharpened as he watched the arm punch through the Korin Shai’s chest, armor and all. 
 
    Barsa drove his heel into the hip of the faltering Korin Shai, pushing it off the arm, as the fingers relaxed and reformed into its relatively normal, three-fingered hand. He could not understand the voices whispering in his mind other than their insistence and a sense of…purpose. Staring at his empty hand, he nodded, agreeing to do…something. He wasn’t sure what the voices wanted him to do, but he felt a strange compulsion to please them. Distracted, he did not see a red cape flutter in his peripheral vision, nor the mighty kick that sent him sprawling across the stone floor. 
 
    Barsa rolled, then came to a stop as his arm dug its claws into the ground. He climbed to his feet, the Gashnee arm clenching into a fist as he saw the Kryth who had nearly killed him on Oxgris. The hulking figure looked a bit singed, his once-fine armor scorched, beaten, and splattered with blood. He held a kesslar blade low by his side, but his eyes held a hint of merriment. 
 
    “Lintorth Sar,” the Vartis cackled. “Back to kill me again?” The bronze appendage mirrored Barsa’s anger and flashed towards the Kryth with incredible speed, whipping talon-tipped fingers to rip out his throat. 
 
    It was swept aside, centimeters before striking Lintorth, who deflected the clawed hand in a screeching shower of sparks with his blade. 
 
     
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Lintorth charged after deflecting the Gashnee arm, closing with the Vartis. The kesslar blade flashed up, then streaked down towards Barsa as he stood there, laughing. The disturbing appendage reached out and sank its talons into Lintorth’s shoulder with a sickening suction sound. The talons were not able to close and rip the flesh from Lintorth as his falling blade had separated where the Vrae’s flesh melded with the metal arm. 
 
    Lintorth rotated, his heel catching the side of the Vartis’ head, indenting the helmet and throwing Barsa sideways. As soon as he came to a stop, Barsa spasmed as a Korin Shai spear pierced his side and discharged a burst of crackling energy, boiling his insides. His piercing scream filtered through his mechanical voicebox sounded like an automaton raging against creation. 
 
    Lintorth dropped his blade and grasped the arm still embedded in him. Without hesitation, he pulled the grotesque thing free from himself with a grumble of pain. The arm, inert now that it wasn’t attached to a living host, hung frozen in its last act, reaching for an invisible heart. The metallic screaming was silenced by a savage twist of the Korin Shai’s spear point. 
 
    “They come…” the Vartis whispered as he stopped writhing and his eyes glazed. 
 
    Lintorth threw the repulsive limb to the Korin Shai, who caught it.  
 
    Yet another Gashnee artifact better left in a vault, he thought. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Falling to the floor inside the strange shield, Kercy groaned, suffering from the multiple burns beneath her armor. The Reaver suit had absorbed the energy beams and taken the brunt of the damage. She wasn’t bleeding, so at least there was that. The pain killers and battle drugs had been chosen to avoid conflicting effects, so she remained augmented while desensitized. The nanites were already repairing the burned tissue before it could scar or otherwise impede her abilities. 
 
    Pushing herself up to her hands and knees, she looked around for the Vrae and his damned incinerating weapon. 
 
    We’ll see how he likes it, Kercy thought. 
 
    She found him backed up in a corner and fired a plasma round. 
 
    He cried out in pain and walked out from behind the beam weapon, raising his hands in surrender. 
 
    He took a few steps towards her, slowly, then sank to his knees, blood spreading on his fine robes. 
 
    She hadn’t hit his knee, but had hit close enough that he wasn’t running anytime soon. 
 
    Kercy strode towards him, weapon drawn on his head. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “Wait, wait,” Issara insisted, pushing against the Human, trying to protect himself from the sharp projections on the surface of the black armor. A gauntled hand twisted the fabric on the front of his robe in a powerful grip and hauled him forward until his face was inches from the terrifying mask covering its face. The tall Human held him aloft from the ground, waiting for him to speak. It was much taller than any other Human he’d seen and he gulped at its strength. “I’m the Ascendant of Dal–” was interrupted by a backhand cuff to his face that lacerated the skin and made blood run down his cheek onto his expensive embroidery. 
 
    “Ascendant?” the Human asked, its voice higher than he expected, but no less chilling. A…female? The emerald optical lenses themselves seemed to stare into the deepest corners of his mind.  
 
    “You…you had best be what I think you are, Vrae, or I will avenge Cetan’s death right now and send you to the Void.” 
 
    The Human held its other hand with an extended gauntlet blade right before his face, covered in Kryth and Vrae blood. She lowered it until it was centimeters from his chin. 
 
    “Who are you and why have you attacked us?” the Human growled the words in Issara’s face. 
 
    “I am a collector of artifacts–” he began, crying out as she growled again and pressed the point of her blade against the flesh of his throat. 
 
    “Lie to me, Vrae,” the Human started, “and I will kill you here and now.” 
 
    Issara began to panic. “I am the Ascendant–” the blade pricked his skin. “Stop!” Issara gasped. “I am not your enemy! I am a noble of the Vrae Javril Empire and I came for Lintorth Sar only!”  
 
    The Human waited, then released him from her grip. He fell back to the ground, crying out as he did from the wound to his leg. He reached up to his neck, his hand came back with a little of his own blood.  
 
    She stood still for a few moments, contemplating. The green eyes on her fearsome helmet glowed with baleful intent. The Human’s blade remained unsheathed and could end his life faster than he could activate the zartil. Issara remained motionless, fearing any movement would hasten his death.  
 
    “Please…” he begged, the word awkward and unfamiliar on his tongue. “Hear what I have to say…for the sake of my House.” 
 
    The Human’s gauntlet blade retracted with a snap. 
 
    “You have earned a moment of time, Ascendant of…wherever.” Turning her head, the Human watched projectiles strike the surface of the shield and dissipate.  
 
    He waited, kneeling in the dirt as his leg throbbed from his wound, until she turned back around.  
 
    “Touch that weapon, you die.” The Reaver pointed at the large Gashnee weapon. “Use those,” the Reaver gestured at the zartils, “you die. Lie,” she intoned stonily. “Lie…” 
 
    “I die,” finished Issara. “I understand, Human.” Moving slowly as to not be misinterpreted for an attack, he detached each of his zartils, dropping each to the floor at her feet in a show of compliance.  
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “My lord,” the Korin Shai greeted Lintorth, stepping around the Vrae bodies on the ground near his master. Jalkheen was the first to arrive, heeding Lintorth’s broadcast over the linked communication network. Bleeding from a myriad of wounds, he stood unconcerned and pointed towards the bulk of the Vrae soldiers now retreating through the large breach in the wall. 
 
    The Vrae soldiers shuffled backwards, still protecting themselves with their energy shields while under fire from both Korin Shai and Humans alike. Bodies fell out of the main formation to be left behind by their comrades, intent on escaping the compound. It wasn’t a total rout, but a controlled retreat. The Vrae were maneuvering well, considering the punishment they had taken. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “Reaver Lead, respond,” Maddox repeated for the third time, still scanning his surroundings for signs of hostile movement. He had been out of communication, other than visual glimpses between fights, with most of the other Reavers since the large explosion outside had rocked the compound. He had been outside the structure when Kason went to meet Lintorth, but had been pushed into the far corner by the Korin Shai and the Vrae. The veteran warrior didn’t need direction or orders to operate in a fight, as dozens of Vrae bodies lie in his wake. Still, one of the last transmissions he’d heard was that Kason was down and that had been a while ago. He hadn’t heard anything from Kason or about him since. 
 
    He waited while he walked, no response for several minutes. 
 
    “…responding,” crackled in his ears and then cleared up for the rest of the transmission. “Reaver teams, converge on my location.” 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The Human listened to the Issara’s frantic orders over his communications channel to the remainder of Vrae soldiers. It took precious moments to get his message across to a Vrae of suitable rank to implement his unexpected wishes. A large portion of his command cadre had suffered crippling losses, courtesy of the Korin Shai. The Korin Shai were smart, focusing on the enemy’s leaders during the battle. 
 
    Two Vrae commanders had responded to Issara. One had survived by a combination of luck, skill, and pure ferocity inside the Vrae formation. He was the commanding Vartis, after all. The other was the ranking officer onboard the Vrae ship outside. Both complied with Issara’s instructions to withdraw and ordered a quick retreat to the ship. Their numbers of wounded and dead had spurred them to back away before, but they had finally received the order to do so.  
 
    “They withdraw as you requested, Human,” Issara let his breath out, relieved. 
 
     “Kill the jammer,” she demanded. “I want to speak to my Reaver teams.” 
 
    “Reavers? Is that what you call yourselves? Are you not Humans?” 
 
    “I’m Human enough, Vrae,” she hissed. “Why would you think otherwise?” 
 
    “I’ve only met a few Humans…Reaver. They were nothing like you,” Issara professed. 
 
    The Reaver stared at him for a long handful of seconds. Issara did his best to remain calm, but he knew the threat of death was close. He had been blessed by the luck of Bilan the Unsound and able to contact two surviving officers and salvage some semblance of military competency.   
 
    “Well then, Mister Ascendant,” the Reaver said in a serious tone. “It seems to me that you came to settle a personal score with the Kryth.”  
 
    Issara kept his face still, attempting to appear stoic. 
 
    “Personal?” he queried. “Why do you think that?” The weapons fire that had dominated the interior of the compound faded to random energy blasts in the distance punctuated by cries of pain and falling debris. An eerie silence descended and everything around him seemed louder than before. He could hear his robes rustle as he clasped his hands together to keep them from shaking. “We are the two preeminent powers engaging each other over disputed territory.  These conflicts happen due to our fluctuating borders, our need for resources, and strategic advantage,” he explained. 
 
    The Reaver squatted in front of him, her faceplate centimeters from his nose.  
 
    “Our intel says otherwise, Vrae,” she said. “This is no military action sanctioned by your government. This is personal. The units were not a cohesive force, but rather an aggregation of smaller units. This was your own private little army.” 
 
    She reached down and poked a finger into his wound, eliciting a scream of pain. 
 
    “What did I say about lying?”  
 
    Issara remained silent, aside from gasping from the pain, trying not to reveal any reaction to confirm the Reaver’s suspicions. He needed her to believe that the weight of the Vrae Javril Empire supported his current situation and thus gave him a more advantageous position of negotiation. “I am an expert in Gashnee technologies with concessions given by the most powerful Houses in the Empire to experiment, implement, and acquire as much of these technologies as possible before they are lost forever. Do you know of them, Human? The Gashnee? Our previous masters ruled us all for millennia,” he probed. 
 
    “We know of the Gashnee and your successful revolt against them,” the Reaver interrupted. “We know all too well.” 
 
    Issara gulped and nodded when no more was forthcoming from the Reaver as she stared at him. He had suspected the Humans’ return from the grave since the first few skirmishes against the Kryth Mahr. The other galactic forces weren’t so secretive, and many opposed the Kryth. Had any other race struck such blows against the Kryth, they’d have flaunted it, except perhaps the Cuukzen. He had gathered information from many brokers of information, at great cost and risk, but he had become suspicious after he had learned of the Sol system’s downfall at the hands of the Kryth. His suspicion grew near to certainty when he learned the Gashnee had visited the Sol system. He had heard about ships that were faster than any other starships and technology far more advanced than any other…except the Gashnee’s.  
 
    However, the massive starship that had been present at the Montis System Conference was not of Gashnee origin or design, despite its speed and firepower. Issara had gleaned every bit of information from that encounter and concentrated his efforts on solving the mystery of this new galactic presence. He had formulated a hypothesis that the Human ships, and most of their technology, was a hybrid that used Gashnee technologies to augment their own. After all, he and the Vrae understood Gashnee technology and hybridizing it more than anyone. He also suspected they were at fault for the new wormholes as well. If they could replicate Gashnee technology so well, one could only imagine what else these Humans had accomplished. Issara had been able to track the Human starships and had created a device that would impart the ability to follow the drive signature of the Human vessels, as Lintorth Sar had requested. 
 
    “So, how do you know Lintorth Sar?” she asked. “Is he a friend? No, that can’t be it. A galactic rival of sorts? An archnemesis who tried to kill your entire species?” 
 
    Issara’s heart leapt to his throat, not in fear, but in relief. The Human Reaver didn’t know. He felt hope, that he might be able to withdraw from this precarious situation to safety. “He has my son, my heir, imprisoned. His life is contingent on my knowledge and what he requires from me. I possess many pieces of Gashnee technology, such as this shield around us and these weapons.” 
 
    The Reaver said nothing but stared, then he heard another click as her gauntlet blade extended once more. 
 
    Issara couldn’t help glancing down at the black blade extending from her arm, then continued, his voice shaking with fear. “I-I have knowledge that the b-bastard Kryth desires. My knowledge in exchange for my son,” he licked his dry lips. “Lintorth Sar wants to eliminate the advantage your ships have over the Kryth fleet…and the Vrae, for that matter.” 
 
    “Our superior speed,” the Reaver said, her fingers tapping her knee with the blade still extended as she rested her hand on her leg. 
 
    “Y-yes,” he rushed on. “He wishes to accomplish what you Humans have with your ships, travelling the galaxy as you please, unencumbered by the limitations the rest of us…as our masters once did,” he added.  
 
    The intimidating mask grew closer as the Reaver leaned forward, her face almost against his now.  
 
    “Your time might be at an end, Vrae,” the Reaver announced, startling Issara who began talking faster in an attempt to save his own life. 
 
    “Wait, wait!” he pleaded, fearing her blade would pierce his heart before he could explain. “I instructed my covenants to cease fighting and withdraw,” he bargained. “I’ve told you the truth, Human. You agreed not to kill me.” 
 
    “No,” she said, standing and stepping back. He took his first deep breath as she moved away from him. “But he might.” 
 
   


  
 

 Data CELL 66 
 
      
 
    It was a shimmer and short flutter of the eyelids before the light subsided and went out in the tube. 
 
    My door opened. 
 
    We were not in the Gashnee Ancient’s temple any longer. 
 
    The lights to the console and surrounding platform came on as I stepped out of my transport. 
 
    The others did the same. 
 
    “Well, Kayasa? Yren said we would be in your neck the stars. Do you know where we’re at?” 
 
    Stepping right up with a quip, “In Vraeland?” my little friend announced. 
 
    She looked around. “Yes. I believe we are in the ruins of my ancestors. 
 
    I look over at Mistuuk. “You’re getting good at this.” 
 
    “Thanks, Rels.” 
 
    “More ruins? Great.” I couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “I like ruins, Rels.” 
 
    “Yes. We know; and, you were doing so well a second ago.” 
 
    Mistuuk looked up at me and blinked. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and we both looked at Kayasa. 
 
    She walked off the platform. “I believe I know the way out. My people hold this center part of the old palace sacred. No one has entered since the Great Conversion in fear of upsetting the Forecon Beaers and bring an age of pestilence down upon our race.” 
 
    “Too late. We’re here,” I remarked. “Pestilence? How’d we go from an exploding temple to pestilence?” 
 
    “In a blink of an eye, Rels,” Mistuuk mused. 
 
    “Good one.” 
 
    “I never believed in the ancient curse of our founders. It was…irrational,” Kayasa followed. 
 
    “She’s not superstitious. That’s goo,.” I said. 
 
    Mistuuk just looked at me. “What, Rels? Super…tituoitious?”  
 
    At least he tried. 
 
    “Illogical. Deluded.”  
 
    He just stared at me with his normal blank expression.  
 
    “It means the fear of bad luck.” 
 
    “OH.” 
 
    She continued along the ornate stone floor. 
 
    The most advanced era amongst a technologically advanced race and we’re back to standing in another stone temple. 
 
    Again. 
 
    Maybe fearing bad luck wasn’t so irrational after all. 
 
    We both followed Miss Vrae with Blink in tow, not knowing where our assassin-turned-ruin-guide was leading us. 
 
    Confidence rising! 
 
    But, if we made it this far, maybe fate was on our side? 
 
    Some say that every once in a while: fate will reach out a helping hand. 
 
    I didn’t believe in fate or superstition. I made my own fate. I take my own chances and live by the outcomes. 
 
    Recent outcomes seem to like old stone temples. 
 
    Then again, reward doesn’t give itself to those who don’t risk the adventure. 
 
    We were about to find out where it went from here. 
 
    Kayasa walked toward the outer wall, searching for something. 
 
    “What you are looking for, Kay?” 
 
    She stopped, then turned to look at me. 
 
    More like glare at me. 
 
    “What? Not liking the nickname?” 
 
    She huffed. “Are you going to help?” 
 
    “Sure. What’re you looking for, Kayasa?” 
 
    “A symbol for the exit.” 
 
    “That sounds great. What does it look like? Wait. Let me guess. It’s a duck symbol.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow, somehow maintaining what felt like a glare. 
 
    At least Mistuuk laughed. “Good one, Rels! A duck! Now that’s funny.” 
 
    “I thought so too, little guy.” 
 
    “It’s a triangle.” She held fingers up to show me. As if I didn’t know what a triangle was. “You two look over there. I’ll start here,” she ordered. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I snapped back, turning to Mistuuk to whisper, “I’m not walking all over this dark, forsaken temple looking for a triangle. Who knows what’s  in here.” 
 
    He nodded in agreement. “Could have giant worms.” 
 
    “It could, buddy. Great point. Thanks for that.” I started pacing around with my hands on my hips, “Walking around a dark, unknown, Vrae temple. Not knowing what’s in here with us. Just perfect.” 
 
    Mistuuk just shrugged. “Could be worse, I guess.” 
 
    “Right. We could all be dead.” 
 
    Kayasa disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    I wasn’t too happy about looking for another symbol. Always looking for an exit.  
 
    The story of my life so far. 
 
    “Wait. I have an idea. Why don’t you have the bot do something useful and fly around trying to find this exit.” 
 
    “Blink’s good at finding things, Rels.” 
 
    “Just tell her to do…something. Just have her scan, search, or whatever.” 
 
    He spoke to the bot in his gibberish chatting bot-language. 
 
    The little flashing bot went zooming throughout the room. 
 
    Her glowing twinkling lights began to light up portions of the ruin she hovered over. 
 
    It wasn’t soon that my brilliant idea found another’s voice. 
 
    “Lazy,” came the sweet Vrae’s voice in the dark. 
 
    “Hey, if you ain’t cheatin’, you aint tryin’!” I yelled out. 
 
    Mistuuk looked sappy up at me once more. 
 
    I looked back down at the pudge. “What? It’s true.” 
 
    The little guy just shrugged his shoulders again. 
 
    Maybe I deserved it. Maybe I didn’t. 
 
    I just really hate ruins…and temples.  
 
    Anything made out of rock at this point. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Blink sounded off that she had found something. 
 
    We all ventured over to her location. 
 
    There, above the doorframe, was the triangle symbol. 
 
    “Nice work, bot.” 
 
    “I told you she could do it, Rels.” 
 
    I turned to the Vrae. “Now what?” 
 
    She walked over to a panel on the side of the sealed door. “If it still works, we get out.” 
 
    “Out to where?” I stepped up. 
 
    “There are several corridors that will take us to the surface.” 
 
    “Great. We need to find a comms array as soon as we can.” 
 
    “What for, Rels?” 
 
    “I want to call the Relentless and get off this planet. We need to warn the Ordinance as soon as we can.” 
 
    “I know of one close by,” Kayasa said. 
 
    “Good.” I just hoped that panel worked. 
 
    Kayasa moved to clear the dust. 
 
    Except there wasn’t any. 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “Shouldn’t that thing have decades of build-up on it?” 
 
    She looked at me, then back at the panel. “Yes, it should, but…” 
 
    “It looks like someone has used it lately.” I broke her response. 
 
    “Good observation, Rels.” 
 
    I winked at him. 
 
    “No. You didn’t let me finish.” Kayasa didn’t seem perturbed at all; at least, not by me. “Most of the tech was added later to this place. They’re self-cleaning. For future use.” 
 
    “Ohh. They’re ‘self-cleaning’, Rels.” 
 
    “I heard her.” I extended my arm out, palm up. “By all means, lead the way.” 
 
    She placed her palm against the panel. 
 
    A light flashed. 
 
    A noise sounded within the frame. 
 
    The door began to rise. 
 
    Light. 
 
    Beautiful light spilled from the bottom as the door moved its way up. 
 
    Dust from the surrounding structure shifted and drifted down upon us. 
 
    My dirt-covered smile widened. 
 
    Blinding, artificial light drenched my face. 
 
    I could see… 
 
    What looked to be… 
 
    What was it…? 
 
    Not sure… 
 
    Ohh… 
 
    My smile faded. 
 
    There, on the other side of the doorway, was what looked to be a garrison of Vrae soldiers. 
 
    The glow of their plasma barrels was not the glorious moment I was hoping for. 
 
    Our hands and arms went up over our heads. 
 
    Except Kayasa’s. 
 
    “Kayasa Karsis. Second order,” she announced as she strutted toward the soldiers. 
 
    Wait…what? I thought. Is she doing what I think she’s doing? 
 
    A soldier approached. “Stop there. We will verify.” 
 
    “By the Heir of Kominvril. These are my prisoners.” 
 
    “Did she just turn us in, Rels?” 
 
    “I think so, buddy.” 
 
    She grimaced her dissatisfaction towards her human companion. 
 
    Yep. She’s turning us in. 
 
    Mistuuk growled between clenched teeth. 
 
    Huh, never heard him make that noise before. 
 
    “Her statement is valid,” the front guard said, looking over his communicator. “Take the two prisoners away.” 
 
    They approached and bound our hands; minus hers, of course. But we were out of another temple, so I guess that’s good news. 
 
    Our fate, on the other hand, had yet to be seen. 
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    Space. 
 
    The boundless expanse was motionless, cold, and black. 
 
    The stars in the dark tapestry twinkled, indifferent to the events that would soon unfold within the emptiness outside of Pluto’s orbit. 
 
    There, suspended in silence amongst the apathetic stars, was the Kryth fleet awaiting the arrival of one Human ship, the Orion’s Rage. 
 
    This company included four destroyers, two battleships, several dozen fighters, and the centerpiece of the grand fleet, and the Legion Flag command cruiser, Betarz. 
 
    This battle began like many others, much like it had at the beginning of time, with a flash of light. 
 
    The instant the fissure of light appeared, the confident Kryth crew in the bridge felt their sure sneers and resolute faces drop. Some furrowed the brows in confusion while others felt a cold shiver down their spines. 
 
    The Human warship was to appear out in front of their forces as the vessel emerged from hyperspace. 
 
    This did not occur.  
 
    What they laid witnessed to was a blinding flash of light at the center of their formation. 
 
    The Orion’s Rage appeared dead mass of the defensive position the Kryth ships were in. 
 
    Their abrupt, startled response to this event was soon erased by an orchestra of Human weapon fire that laid a non-discriminating swath of unabashed destruction in its wake before their wide, shocked eyes had a chance to blink. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    With the arrival of the Human warship, a ball of pulsing energy discharged out from Orion’s Rage, moving through the Kryth fleet. 
 
    As the shimmering sphere expanded, the fleet’s fighters and bombers erupted in multiple pock-marked explosions against the extended shields of the Orion’s Rage. 
 
    Each flicker of light signaled the end of a pilot’s life, unable to react or escape the wave as it crashed upon them. 
 
    The cruisers and battleships tried to make evasive maneuvers upon the sudden arrival of the enemy.  
 
    At the heart of weapon flashes and explosions lay the confused Legion Flag. 
 
    The smaller support crafts were caught in the middle of the metal behemoths and had no chance as the two united as one. 
 
    Ship upon disarrayed ship collided with each other, metal shearing and tearing on metal as they met and ripped at each other’s hulls. 
 
    Their metallic death throws turned and tumbled amongst the uncaring observers of stars. 
 
    Fire and gas ballooned outward in a grand jubilance of explosions, one after the other, until the wrecking hulks drifted among the continued battle of the living. 
 
    The meeting of ships caused mayhem within the ranks of the rest of the fleet as the remaining vessels veered away from the bacchanalia of destruction. 
 
    Once the shockwave dissipated, beamed weapons lashed out for those lucky enough to still be alive. Distortion cannons racked disoriented and vying vessels. Mass drivers shredded metal plating of those trying to escape out of the maelstrom. Blue torpedo contrails lined a string of composed chaos amongst others. 
 
    All this devastation from one ship. 
 
    The Kryth weapon fire came too late. 
 
    The once silent and still space exploded into a portrait of fire and smoke from the articial atmospheres of the ships as the Kryth burned before being frozen, left to float, some in pieces, for all eternity in the black abyss. 
 
    The twinkling spectators in the blackness watched the magnificent orchestrated performance with unblinking stares. 
 
    This silent ensemble played music with each flash and explosion as the battle raged with a rhythm of light and fire. 
 
    Any impressive performance is met with an ending crescendo. 
 
    This grand battle was no different.  
 
    If light was music it would be heard by the flickering stars at this evening’s recital. The bright distant spectators would be mesmerized  by the pounding of drums as, torpedoes exploded or by the pulling of strings as, metal was torn apart against the climatic moving piece, O Fortuna. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The Latin poem echoed within the bridge of the Orion’s Rage. 
 
    Red battle lights drenched the interior as each crewmember monitored the raging battle beyond the crystal glass to their front. 
 
    Swirls of light and color lashed about as an angry god painting on black canvas. 
 
    Destruction and death were the order of this battle. One sided, yes, but that was also apt to change with time. Such is the universe’s, and battle’s, chaotic nature. 
 
    This was never lost on Commander Parejas as he sat, watching the Kryth burn before him. 
 
    He sat in his command chair, arms resting. 
 
    He was calm. 
 
    There wasn’t anything about him that expressed any worry or doubts. 
 
    This is what the Keeper Renske observed at her station. 
 
    She sat, astonished, with the music resounding throughout the bridge as she witnessed the utterly brilliant and merciless display of firepower. 
 
    Laurenell took in all she could. 
 
    She closed her eyes, took in a deep breath, and held it. 
 
    The music. 
 
    It was the music that drew it all together. 
 
    All the emotions of moments ago when the Earth and the whole Sol system were about to be destroyed by the Kryth. 
 
    She could feel it on her skin. In her chest. 
 
    It was difficult for her to breathe when she exhaled her held breath to look back upon the scene. 
 
    She could sense the crew’s feelings. 
 
    There was revenge, of course. 
 
    Hatred. 
 
    But, also, a sense of relief. 
 
    Finally, being able to act. 
 
    This was sensed by the commander himself, she thought.  
 
    She could feel his emotions from where she sat as if he radiated a force of will that saturated his entire being, a form that washed over the bridge to each soul stationed under his command. 
 
    She now knew what her father understood. 
 
    The person makes the chair. Not the other way around. 
 
    Laurenell understood why he oversaw the Ordinance. 
 
    Why so many looked up to him. 
 
    She grasped what her father knew of Parejas. “The risk of a wrong decision is preferable to the terror of indecision.”  
 
    He had said that it was one of the commander’s favorite quotes by Maimonides. 
 
    She now knew the reason the commander took the tactic he did. 
 
    She began to understand the man in the chair even more. 
 
    Her mind drifted back to the battle outside. 
 
    The finale was at hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The Kryth fleet lay in scattered pieces; except for one. 
 
    The Legion Flag command ship. 
 
    Sparks showered a broken bridge. 
 
    The dead littered the deck and stations, save a few survivors either limping and wimpering from wounds or shouting in attempts to save the doomed vessel. 
 
    A blackened, blood-stained cape quivered along the floor. 
 
    These were the colors that now adorned the white cape of Sontar Jal. 
 
    With a wipe and a smear of blood across his face, the general lifted his battered body off the bridge floor. 
 
    His arm shaked as it rested on what was left of his throne. 
 
    The black eyes rolled toward the viewing screen and the officer seated before it. 
 
    The general’s bleeding and quivering lips parted open. 
 
    Blood drooled out of his gaping mouth, spilling to the floor. 
 
    Disdain creased Sontar Jal’s tattered face. 
 
    His expression shook in a vile of anger as he spat forth his commands, “Route all power to drive engines. Evasive jump. Do it now!” 
 
    The seated officer turned. “We need them for shields, my lord.” 
 
    Sontar’s face contorted to a point that the grime and bloodied marks merged into a decrepit monstrosity. “Do it now! Divert all power! Make the jump. Make it now! Now! NOW! NOW!”  
 
    The officer’s hurried fingers stumbled as they made the necessary adjustments on his console while Sontar watched, fuming. 
 
    Sontar’s body slid down to the edge of his chair, exhausted and defeated. 
 
    He rolled and rested on his side. 
 
    Glancing at the monitor high above the room, he saw his enemy make a final turn towards their flank. 
 
    His gritted his teeth, lips still quivering. 
 
    His breath still heavy. 
 
    His eyes locked onto what seemed to be the inevitable. 
 
    All he could do now…was wait. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    The Orion’s Rage pitched around, clearing a massive, drifting section of a Kryth destroyer. 
 
    The Human ship was now behind her main target: 
 
    The Legion Flag command cruiser. 
 
    Through the glass of the bridge that sat up high on her spine, a figure stood amongst his seated crewmen. 
 
    Commander Shenta Parejas watched the limping Legion Flag move out of the debris field that was once her surrounding protection. 
 
    The commander placed his arms behind his back. 
 
    How ironic, Parejas thought. 
 
    It was the captain of the other ship who had once stood watching the soon to be destruction of the Sol system by his secret, hidden weapon. 
 
    Parejas took in a deep breath, then began to speak. As the commander’s lips moved, the distant, bright attendees could not hear what Parejas had spoken in the dead silent vacuum that was their auditorium in space. He uttered a single, absolute command. 
 
    “Fire.” 
 
    It was the final crescendo of the moving orchestra as the choir of O Fortuna rose at the exact moment of his command. 
 
    The Latin words were sung as the outside flashes grew in beat, seeming to be playing the very drums themselves, as the finale of the battle ended as it had begun. 
 
    In flames.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Boom. 
 
    The impact of a beamed weapon upon the hull of the Legion Flag cruiser was felt more than it was heard as she attempted to escape and make the jump out of the system she had once tried to destroy. 
 
    “Sors salutis.” 
 
    Boom. Boom. Another massive impact. 
 
    “Et virtutis.” 
 
    Boom. Boom. 
 
    “Michi nunc contraria.” 
 
    Boom. Boom. 
 
    “Est affectus.” 
 
    Boom. Boom. 
 
    “Et defectus.” 
 
    Boom. Boom. 
 
    “Semper in angaria, hac in hora.” 
 
    Boom. Boom. 
 
    “Sine mora.” 
 
    Boom. Boom. 
 
    “Corde pulsum tangite.” 
 
    Boom. Boom. 
 
    “Quod per sortem.” 
 
    Boom. Boom. 
 
    “Sternit fortem.” 
 
    Boom. Boom. 
 
    “Mecum omnes.” 
 
    Boom. Boom. 
 
    “Plangite.” 
 
    The brass and drums arose within the bridge as the concussions of light danced against the interior walls and the pupils of those viewing, the tempo surging as the final volleys exploded on the Legion Flag’s hull. 
 
    Mass cannons racked the ship in a bubbling wave of fire and flashes. 
 
    Torpedoes streaked in from all directions. 
 
    One after the other, they made their impact until the concussions of each explosion melded into a constant, vibrating quake of destruction. 
 
    The final rattling of drums and screech of strings harmonized as the two large beams split her aft section, shearing through her entire frame as the tearing of metal played trumpets in the Orion’s Rage. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Sontar’s eyes, already strained, bulged in his face. 
 
    His blood-stained teeth clenched together before opening and letting out one final yell of defiance. 
 
    Ripple upon ripple of internal explosions finished the great Legion Flag off as the definitive shockwave emanated from her center of mass, flashing out into a colossal inferno. 
 
    The drums fell echoed, then fell silent. 
 
    The strings and brass faded. 
 
    The fires burned the artificial atmospheres until they too were gone.  
 
    Nothing but broken ships and bodies remained. 
 
    The Orion’s Rage floated amongst death. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Data CELL 68 
 
      
 
    Silence and darkness were all that remained.  
 
    Now, part of the interstellar matrix of cosmos, the debris and wreckage of the mighty Legion Flag fleet lay in ruin, scattering across the vacuum outside the orbit of a cold, desolate planetoid. 
 
    Parejas departed the forward window, returning to his chair. 
 
    As he approached, he could see the Keeper towards the box, staring, her eyes distant. 
 
    With the battle over, her expression was left impassive. He had seen it before on newcomers to such engagements. 
 
    He turned his attention to his LC. 
 
    “Kansec, take us out of condition red. Give me an updated situation report. Priorities first.” 
 
    The red lights faded, returning the bridge to its monochromatic work state. 
 
    “Bringing sitrep up now, commander.” 
 
    Parejas climbed the steps to his chair and took a seat. 
 
    His first officer reported, “Sir, sitrep follows: Kryth fleets near Mydian have added two more to their sector position. LC Temin and the Sol’s Edge have taken up station with the 2nd fleet. 
 
     “Send message that we will assist. Details to follow.” 
 
    “Sending, sir.” 
 
    “What’s next?” 
 
    Kansec continued, “We are awaiting the update from Captain Takkar on the rescue of Jens Dryden. Their report is an hour over due.”  
 
    The commander clasped his hands and put his head down in thought. 
 
    “Shall I continue, commander?” Kansec asked, sensing Parejas’ unease. 
 
    Shenta sat for a moment before responding, “Continue.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Kansec turned back to read, “Provost Marshall Otel has received the Balas Mining’s cooperation and is tracking down the missing cargo from Earth. He may have been lead-on by the person who changed the transport logs.” Kansec turned to the commander with a regretful look. “Captain Strathin was last reported to have accessed the transport logs.” 
 
    No response or posture change came from Parejas. 
 
    The Keeper sat up at the notion, her mouth agape from the news. 
 
    “Continue on, Kansec.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The last report says both Director Bowlan and Madilay Bowlan were found safe and the remaining Kryth have been neutralized,” Kansec smiled, “and there is a private message attached from Madilay… correction; it’s a live transmission request awaiting your reponse, commander.” 
 
    “I’ll take it now.” 
 
    With a swipe of a finger on a panel near the armrest of his chair, Parejas activated a privacy field. 
 
    This energy field raised from the base of his seat to the arched ceiling. 
 
    The next wave of his finger opaqued the field to a solid white. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Parejas brought up the tramsmission. 
 
    Madilay’s face appeared on the inside of the privacy field. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Madilay.” 
 
    The young woman had been on-hold, fidgeting with something as she awaited a reponse, and jumped as he greeted her. 
 
    She scrunched up her face. “Oh. Commander. Thank you for taking my request.” 
 
    “Anytime, Madilay. How’s Shawna doing?” 
 
    “Well, she’s recovering, but we had been captured by some Kryth and escaped.” 
 
    “I know. I heard the report of your capture. So, how did you escape?” 
 
    “I took a key card from them and we tried to get back to base camp. They sent their dogs after us…we couldn’t stop them and they attacked Shawna. It… happened so fast…I couldn’t…” 
 
    Her voice choked as her emotions started to overcome her usual confident voice. 
 
    “You did a fantastic job given the circumstances, Madilay. I’m proud of you. Your mother would have been proud of you as well.” 
 
    She sniffled. “I’m sure she is. Once mom wakes up, I’m sure she’ll say something…right before she lectures me for being reckless.” 
 
    Parejas was taken aback by her comment. When did she start acknowledging Shawna as “mom”? 
 
    A warm smile lit his face. “I’m proud of the both of you.” 
 
    Madilay smiled back, wiping back her tears, and chuckled. “Oh, and there were wolves.” 
 
    “Wolves?” Parejas asked 
 
    “Bassor wolves to be exact. On the planet. Near Cheyenne mountain. They protected us from the Kryth.” 
 
    The commander nodded, understanding. “Yes. I’m aware of their existence, but never thought they would still be around after all these years.” 
 
    “It was amazing. They have no fear of us. They took out the Kryth and their nasty dogs.” 
 
    Parejas laughed. “You mean aythras?” 
 
    “Yeah. Those things.” 
 
    “Good to know. Aythras can be…nasty.” 
 
    Madilay beamed. “Now, I know why I called you, commander.” 
 
    Parejas raised an inquisitive brow. “Wasn’t it for your well-being?” 
 
    “No. Well…yes. Sort of. I had an idea for the wolves.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “I thought we could use the wolves like how the Kryth use aythras. We could integrate them into the Reaver Regiments. Reaver Wolves.” 
 
    Parejas sat, stunned. “That’s…that’s brilliant, Madilay.” 
 
    “You like it?” 
 
    “I do. In fact, I’m going to put you in charge of this new program that you’ve come up with.” 
 
    “Really?” Madilay bounced where she was. She couldn’t contain her excitement.  
 
    He hadn’t seen her bounce like that since she was a child. He smiled in spite of himself and chuckled. “Yes. Really. Now, Madilay,” she stopped bouncing, “I want you to take this seriously. I want a report submitted directly to me in two weeks. Sound fair?” 
 
    Madilay rolled her eyes, but put on a somber expression. “Yes, commander. You will have my report on your desk in two weeks regarding the Reaver Wolf project.” 
 
    “Well, congratulations on your well-deserved promotion. Send my love to your mother for me. Tell her I’ll be in touch soon.” 
 
    “Thank you, commander. I will relay your regards to mom.” 
 
    Behind his privacy shield, the commander’s lips trembled for an instant and his eyes glossed up. 
 
    “Very, well. Parejas out.” 
 
    The image dissolved into the white field as it descended and vanished into the floor. 
 
    Parejas stood and tugged on his coat. “Antiquity.” 
 
    “Yes, ommander.” 
 
    “Set a course for the Dranneaus Kor system.” 
 
    Kansec and Laurenell turned, stunned expressions awaited him at what that meant. 
 
    “Any objections?” Parejas asked. 
 
    The computer was first to respond. “Commander, shall I report on the obstacles and hazards that lay in our way before we get to the system in question?” 
 
    “I’m aware of them, Antiquity. Set course,” he turned to Kansec, “and set condition back to red.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Shall I activate the constellation screen?” 
 
    “Not now, Kansec. I want them to know we’re coming.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “Commander,” The Keeper said as she approached, “I don’t understand? We just saved the Earth and destroyed an entire Kryth fleet. Must we go back into harm’s way?” 
 
    The commander put his hands behind his back. “When an enemy makes a foolish mistake on trying to take out an entire star system and all the lives in it, whether they be Human or otherwise, it is at times like these that one has to remind them that playing with fire will get them burned.” 
 
    She had no further response and went back to her post. 
 
    “Kansec, prepare the jump towards Kryth space. On my mark.” 
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    Kercy drew her assault weapon, watching him approach. Bleeding from a wound in his shoulder, his battle-worn armor somehow making him even more menacing, Lintorth’s eyes blazed as he surveyed the shield between the Human and himself.  
 
    “Flame and ash, Issara. By the Four-Fold Gods,” Lintorth began, grinding each word out as a proclamation of destruction. “Your House is forfeit, Ascendant of Dal Karsis.” 
 
    Three Korin Shai spread out beside Lintorth Sar, their lithe frames overshadowed by his huge bulk. Wounded and battered from the thick of the fighting, he looked like an enraged beast, poised and ready to kill. 
 
    “I-I think there has been a g-grave misunderstanding,” Issara whimpered. “Surely our agreement still holds…” Kercy heard Issara’s yelp when Lintorth Sar walked forward. 
 
    “Be quiet,” Kercy snapped, walking up to the wall of the shield and staring at the Kryth on the other side. “He can’t get through.” Running her hand along the opaque surface, she pushed her fingers against the membrane. Dim ripples of light echoed from where she touched the shield. 
 
    “The Vrae is mine, Human,” Lintorth said with ice in his voice. “He is as good as dead. His word is meaningless, and I shall enjoy carving his heart out while he begs for mercy!” his cold voice rose to a shout as he slammed his massive fist into the shield, causing much brighter ripples across it. “I will strip the flesh from your precious heir and feed it to my aythras!” Continuing to pound at the shield, it flashed under each impact of his armored fists, dissipating the force. Issara’s eyes widened after each strike, flinching under Lintorth’s tirade as he promised Issara’s demise in dark detail. 
 
    “You’ll bleed out if you keep that up, Kryth,” Kercy interjected, indicating the blood now flowing down his shoulder and running in crooked rivulets, dripping on the ground. 
 
    Resting both hands on the shield wall, Lintorth glared at the Reaver. “I will carve you to pieces as well, Human.” 
 
    “You tried…and failed, I might add,” she stated evenly. “How many of your best Korin Shai died? I know I killed a few myself.” Kercy ignored Lintorth Sar’s response as a message from Ramek drew her attention away from the Kryth. 
 
    “Kercy, we need to extract,” Ramek said without preamble. “Kason is not able to make it back to the beam on his own. If we wait any longer, the ascent to the Mercador may kill him.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” she replied, fighting down a surge of panic and watching Lintorth bark orders at his warriors. Kercy whipped her head around at the sound of distant weapons fire outside. The now-familiar crackle of Vrae weapons echoed in the distance. 
 
    “Summon the Dark Shard,” Lintorth ordered his Korin Shai, his patience worn thin by the interference from Issara. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “You've betrayed me, Vrae,” Lintorth heard the Reaver say. He turned back to look at her. 
 
    “No!” Issara protested in a frightened voice. “I ordered my soldiers to withdraw and cease fire. You heard me say so. Stop firing, you fools!” he repeated across his communications channel. 
 
    The Reaver moved in a blur towards Issara, striking him with her fist. His head hit the ground from the blow as he yelled in pain from his now-broken arm. Groaning in agony, he reached with his good arm to hold his head.   
 
    Lintorth shouted, watching outside the cursed shield that separated him from Issara and the Reaver. He watched as the Reaver leveled a gauntlet blade at the back of Issara's head, feeling a knot of fear form in the pit of his stomach. He could not fail Xomes Si. Fear of failure washed away his rage and crystalized his thoughts, restoring his clarity. 
 
    “Spare him and safe passage will be yours, Human,” he promised with calm sincerity, praying to the Four-Fold Gods that she would execute the Vrae and end his chance to find the Humans’ new home world. 
 
    The Reaver did not change her stance or even acknowledge Lintorth for precious seconds, his heartbeat resonating in his ears in the silence. Her blade did not waiver. Fearing to antagonize her further, Lintorth waited. 
 
    “They still live,” the Reaver announced, turning her head to look at Lintorth. “Lucky for you, Kryth,” she said as her gauntlet blade retracted.               
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “So. Safe passage for all of us, you say?” Kercy said, trying hard to conceal her relief. Cetan’s death flashed in her memory. The mission had distressed her more than she wanted to admit. The Reavers had always seemed to invincible to her. Fearless. Protected by their armor, skill, and absolute belief that they would always prevail and the mission history to prove it. More than half of the Reaver icons in her HUD were dark. Entire teams had fallen in this battle. Kason was injured, as were many others. The casualties for this mission had been more than anything Kercy had heard of, let alone experienced. 
 
    “Safe passage for you and the rest of your Reavers, Human,” Lintorth offered. “Generous terms under the circumstances.” 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “Kercy, move to the LZ now,” Ramek ordered over her channel, sucking in great lungsful of air as he ran across the ground outside the compound towards the thick wall of jungle foliage. Kason’s unconscious body hung over Ramek’s massive shoulder, bouncing as he ran. Selato and Lasko flanked him, the two surviving members of the Reaver team caught outside when the Kryth gunship was destroyed.  
 
    It was a few minutes before Ramek got any response. 
 
    “Get Kason to the ship. I’ll catch up.” 
 
    “You better,” Ramek grumbled. 
 
    Selato and Lasko ran fifty meters behind Ramek, acting as a rearguard for the exfiltration. They both still had ample nano-sprew remaining for ammunition loads as they hadn’t been as hard-pressed outside in the jungle after the initial ambush that had taken most of their team. Maddox and Keelan carved a path through the thick jungle foliage with their blades, their assault weapons depleted and slung across their backs. They scythed through the vegetation with powerful slashes, uncaring what might be in their way. It was all crushed beneath their armored boots as they all ran to the extraction point, where the beam would take them back up to the ship in low orbit above the planet. 
 
    Ramek crashed through the rough path, his wide shoulders breaking branches and widening the swath as he ran. He protected the Kason with his huge arm wrapped around him, his elbow and forearm knocking away everything in his path. The only sounds he heard were the crunching of underbrush and his own breathing. The comms channel was quiet for once. Most of the Reavers were not accustomed to retreating…or suffering such heavy casualties. Their commander was dying and one of their own had been left behind, at her own insistence. Either way, it was a bitter loss to these warriors who had come across the galaxy to rescue one of their own. 
 
    “LZ sighted,” Ramek said, more relieved than he cared to admit. He could tell by the perfect metal ring on the ground, the surrounding brush cut with surgical precision from the beam. Maddox and Keelen stopped and turned, awaiting the incoming Vrae. Out of ammo, they took fighting stances. “The Mercador is inbound and the beam will be activated in five minutes. Selato, you and Lasko keep any pursuit off us.” 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Lasko shrugged off the shrapnel exploding in the foliage around him. The Vrae soldiers pursuing him had a renewed sense of courage now that the Reavers were retreating. They fired while running, ducking behind some of the larger trees as they sought cover from Selato’s and Lasko’s return fire. Lasko laughed as he fired a gyro-rocket at a thick tree trunk and watched as it exploded, Vrae jumping out from behind and some taking hits from large splinters. Selato, ever silent unless prompted, targeted Vrae soldiers one after the other, each dropping to the ground with holes between their eyes.  
 
    “Mercador is coming in to pick us up,” Ramek relayed again to Lasko for the second time. “Quit playing around,” he ordered. 
 
    “I’m not leaving Kercy behind,” Lasko said.  
 
    “Not asking you to, Lasko,” Ramek responded.  
 
    Selato fired a couple more precise shots, dropping two more Vrae. 
 
    Ramek continued, “She’ll make it out. She’s smart. And once we get Kason off this planet, we will come back and get her.” 
 
    A few tense moments passed. Selato looked at Lasko, who slid his visor up with a hiss of air, exposing his face. “We will get Reaver Lead out and I will go back for her myself.” His eyes blazed and said that he would not be swayed. 
 
    “Agreed.” Selato fired again at Vrae soldiers as he trotted backwards towards the metal ring a couple dozen meters away. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Lintorth smiled as Issara’s shimmering shield melted away from the top to the bottom. Kercy stood behind the now-standing Issara, pointing her gauntlet blade at the back of his head, the blatant threat reminding Lintorth of his need for the Vrae’s knowledge. Kercy knew that he needed Issara alive for the information he possessed. Ramek and the others were at the evac site. The Mercador had moved into position to reactivate the beam to transport the Reavers back to the ship. There had been a critical moment when the Dark Shard had and taken position in higher orbit above the Mercador. Kercy’s hasty communication with Captain Jessar had stopped the imminent battle. 
 
    “It is only a matter of time before we match your capabilities. One of your ships will be captured or damaged enough to salvage your technology,” Lintorth gloated as Issara walked towards him at Kercy’s prodding. “It is inevitable, Human.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Kercy agreed, stepping back from Lintorth and the three Korin Shai flanking him.  
 
    The grenade on the Gashnee shield-generating device, the ornate belt on his waist, detonated, throwing the Vrae backwards and knocking all the Kryth to the ground. The concussive blast surprised everyone except Kercy, who sprinted towards the falling Kryth bodies and closed on Lintorth Sar with twin blue swords in her hands. 
 
    Lintorth slammed into the floor, having taken the brunt of the blast, he lay stunned and blinking as he tried to to communicate to the Dark Shard with empty lungs. His mouth moved, but nothing came out. He saw the Reaver driving a sword down towards him and raised an arm to block, knowing he was too slow.  
 
    “For Jens Dryden!” Kercy yelled as she thrust down with her swords. Lintorth’s hand swept to block the sword aimed for his face, but not before it made contact, slashing through his left eye and down his cheek. Lintorth yelled as his blood ran down his face. His yell turned to a scream as the other blade pierced his hip, where the red Reaver sash was tied in an elaborate knot. Kercy sheathed her sword by Lintorth’s head and grasped the sash, balling it into her first. The three Korin Shai were still stunned from the blast, but were trying to stand. Lintorth lay there, one hand on his eye and his mighty fist beating the ground. Sheathing her left sword, she walked over to the Vrae, who was staring up at her in horror. She stood above him for a moment, then drew her pistol from her thigh and shot Issara three times in the heart. The armor-piercing rounds passed through him as he lay there, his hand to his chest as blood began to stain his elegant robes. She knelt beside him, her hand on his gaping chest wounds, and whispered in his ear, “For Cetan.”  
 
    Then, she sprinted towards the breach in the far wall, the battle drugs singing in her blood and augmenting her run. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    “She’s heading this way!” Lasko exulted, easing the grip on his weapon as he watched the trail behind him. Ramek and Kason had already returned to the Mercador. Selato was crouched by the base of the beam, providing support if anymore Vrae ventured into the clearing. Four more Vrae lay dead on the trail, the rest held their positions as they remembered who they fought. 
 
    Kercy burst through the foliage next to the cleared path, almost stumbling over the underbrush as she slowed to a walk. “Too many on the trail you left,” she said to Lasko, as he clapped her on the shoulder, pleased to see her again. “Let’s get out of this miserable place,” she said, breathing hard. “I got what we came for, at least.” She looked back at the stone edifice, looming over the jungle, with some regret. Doubt gnawed at her insides as she hoped she had made the right decision. 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
      
 
    Issara lay dying on the ground. He felt his lungs filling with blood and he coughed, gasping for air. He heard boots crunching on the small bits or rock and debris that littered the stone floor, drawing closer. He scrabbled at a glyph-covered pouch on his belt, his fumbling hands clumsy and cold. He pressed the glyphs and one of the gods must have spared some benevolence for him as it opened with a click. A small, translucent ball rolled into the palm of his hand. He willed his hand to close around it and crush the delicate orb, to deny Lintorth the prize that he sought.  
 
    Rough fingers closed around his wrist, keeping his hand open, as another plucked the orb from his dying grasp. Issara tried to curse Lintorth, but only succeeded in coughing up more blood. He raged in silent agony, unable to move as he suffocated beneath the dismissive gaze of his enemy.  
 
    “The Humans escaped, my lord,” a Korin Shai reported. “The Dark Shard engaged them and inflicted some damage, but the Humans eluded pursuit.” 
 
    “No matter,” Lintorth said, rolling the glowing orb delicately in his palm. The whines of Kryth gunships grew louder outside. Plasma cannons erupted, masking the cries of the Vrae soldiers caught in the attack. Lintorth stopped at the breach in the wall, watching the massacre of the Vrae under a relentless barrage. Two gunships swooped off, heading towards where the beam had extracted the Reavers minutes before. 
 
    “This will be the last time they escape us, my bothers.” Stepping through the breach in the wall, he walked into the killing ground, where the Vrae lay scattered, dead, and burning. “We will find them and burn both of their home worlds. We will leave nothing of them but flames and ash.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     


 
   
  
 

 Data CELL 71 
 
      
 
    The great expanse of space reached out over the never-ending sea of stars. 
 
    A large asteroid left the confines of its host galaxy, the Milky Way, and journed on into eternity towards another, farther harboring spiral of stars.  
 
    Traveling over this path of time and space, it reached the outer limits of the Andromeda galaxy. 
 
    The cluster of stars here are dense, one standing out within a spiral arm. 
 
    A larger star was in the process of devouring its smaller dwarf sibling. 
 
    An indigo contrail of plasma was leaving the smaller star towards the larger gravitational pull of the giant, but was being intercepted by an alien superstructure that sat between them. 
 
    Underneath the enormous structure, in a clear globe housing, was the collection of this star’s energy that swirled and condensed into an enclosed sphere. 
 
    The superstructure itself was a black heptagon construct reflecting all incoming light; a mirrored image of its own surroundings. For all those to see, the energy sphere may have been another star and the superstructure, mirroring its surroundings, invisible to the eye. 
 
    ∞∞∞ 
 
    The center of the construct was just as dark as its outside shell, save for a massive cobalt crystal that sat in the middle of a grand chamber.  
 
    White pulsating tubes fed into the crystal from the ceiling and the circular mount it rested on upon the floor. 
 
    Energy coursed through the tubes, undulating with intense power . 
 
    A panel folded open along a black glass wall as a tall armored figure with a sweeping robe moved through its arches. 
 
    The being walked to the front of the crystal. 
 
    Kneeling, the armored figure sat back on its legs, bowing forward with its arms out wide, palms up, with its clothed hood covering its head. “One in the time, many.” 
 
    A deep, echoing voice resounded within the chamber from behind the crystal, “What prevision does the Insight bring forth?” 
 
    The bowing figure lifted to face the shadowed being behind the gemstone. “The Advocate is known and will contact us completing the circle of stardust, preparing the vessels of our salvation.” 
 
    “And what of the Human captured near the temple, Gnotok?” 
 
    “The Insight said his knowledge will lead to the final prevision on what is to come.” 
 
    “Is that all?” the ominous, disembodied voice questioned. 
 
    “No. That was the last transcended thought from the Insight. The heart core has stopped functioning and our connection to the temple has been severed. We don’t know why.” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    No response came from the being behind the gem. 
 
    The kneeling figure kept still, awaiting a reaction from the regrettable report he brought regarding the Insight’s demise.   
 
    “Commence the final formation of the invasion armada. Advance the Recalore guards through the Trandeshion construct and prepare the gateway to the galaxy known as the Milky Way.” 
 
    The kneeling figured bowed down once more. “Forever the Gashnee.” 
 
      
 
    The Annals continue… 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 O Fortuna 
 
    "O Fortuna" is a medieval Latin Goliardic poem written early in the 13th century, part of the collection known as the Carmina Burana. It is a complaint about Fortuna, the inexorable fate that rules both gods and men in Roman and Greek mythology-Wikipedia 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  O Fortuna
velut luna
statu variabilis,
semper crescis
aut decrescis;
vita detestabilis
nunc obdurat
et tunc curat
ludo mentis aciem,
egestatem,
potestatem
dissolvit ut glaciem.

Sors immanis
et inanis,
rota tu volubilis,
status malus,
vana salus
semper dissolubilis,
obumbrata
et velata
michi quoque niteris;
nunc per ludum
dorsum nudum
fero tui sceleris.

*Sors salutis
et virtutis
michi nunc contraria,
est affectus
et defectus
semper in angaria.
Hac in hora
sine mora
corde pulsum tangite;
quod per sortem
sternit fortem,
mecum omnes plangite! 
  
      	  O Fortune,
like the moon
you are changeable,
ever waxing
and waning;
hateful life
first oppresses
and then soothes
as fancy takes it;
poverty
and power
it melts them like ice.

Fate – monstrous
and empty,
you whirling wheel,
you are malevolent,
well-being is vain
and always fades to nothing,
shadowed
and veiled
you plague me too;
now through the game
I bring my bare back
to your villainy.

Fate is against me
in health
and virtue,
driven on
and weighted down,
always enslaved.
So at this hour
without delay
pluck the vibrating strings;
since Fate
strikes down the strong man,
everyone weep with me! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    *Chapter? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Please review Annals of the Keepers on Amazon.com. We would greatly appreciate it. Thank you. 
 
      
 
    Visit us on the web at 
 
      
 
    www.annalsofthekeepers.com 
 
    www.facebook.com/annalsofthekeepers 
 
    www.jovianwerks.com 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Visit Annals of the Keepers 
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