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    November 14, 128801 
 
    Vitroll Nemannis System (Hadarak War Zone) 
 
    Manchurra High Orbit 
 
      
 
    Kyra Junari Bensha Sovati watched from the secluded confines of her cloaked scout ship as the Hadarak invaded yet another system. Her mission was recon, not assistance, and if her ship’s technology was good enough no one would ever know the QuipNari had been here.  
 
    Kyra sat in the cockpit chair, surrounded by no buttons, levelers, or physical controls of any kind. The construction of her ship was entirely smooth and claustrophobic, with her having reset the gravity to 4 times normal to give her physical body something to strain against as her cyborg mind directed the ship and the large amount of passive sensors collected data to be returned to the PanNari, her mother race.  
 
    She, like the other PanNari, had been born into whatever genetic form was required of them. If the PanNari needed a quadruped, then they birthed a quadruped. If they needed an avian, they got an avian, and so forth. PanNari genetic technology was that good, but most of their population was born as a simple gelatinous mass without a mobile body. They were brains and support tissue that were interlinked into the Dominion where they gained their ‘physical’ bodies. 
 
    Kyra was not connected to it now. The Dominion was home, and she was far from it. The QuipNari were the few that ever left it, but they had to in order to see what was happening in the galaxy. They had to venture beyond the protection of the Encapsulation to see, hear, and record what was taking place, and they had been for millions of years in small number until recently. Now, the number of QuipNari had increased by 1439%, because the PanNari needed to know what was happening in the Hadarak war, and it was spread across vast reaches of the galaxy. 
 
    This scout mission was her 14th, making her one of the newer recruits, and she almost enjoyed being out here more than in the Dominion, which were treasonous thoughts. She’d been chosen for the QuipNari because of her malfunction. PanNari were meant for the Dominion, but a few every now and then rejected it in some small way. When discovered they were reassigned to the QuipNari in order to put their desire to be elsewhere to good use. Kyra hadn’t regretted the change at all, and was fortunate for it. The rest of her race was waiting for the day when they’d be unleashed against the Hadarak, but until Eldorat told them the time was right they must wait in seclusion. And most of the PanNari were happily content to live inside the Dominion without curiosity for the physical reality beyond. 
 
    But Kyra was curious, and this mission was more significant than most. She and others had been investigating the Hadarak war as well as those in their path. Her body had been fashioned as a biped form known as Human in order to infiltrate an empire known as Star Force. The female gender had been chosen to facilitate information gathering, for they were generally considered less of a threat due to their average size being smaller and their predilection for submission over aggression, but Kyra had discovered that that part of their genetic makeup had almost become obsolete due to their cultural alterations and limitless lifespans. 
 
    Most had learned to customize themselves and rise above their default programming, though there was still an undercurrent present that had made the choice of her female body the correct one. Due to security issues she had not been able to infiltrate any of the Star Force planets, both because she had no identity on record and the fact that her cybernetic arms and legs could not pass scrutiny. The QuipNari had underestimated the level of Star Force’s most rudimentary security, otherwise she would have gone in with a fully biological body and not have had her arms and legs removed to add the upgrades. 
 
    Her mind could have been reconfigured as well if needed, but it was far more shielded and disguised given that most of it was biological. The artificial components had blended with her Lifeforce long ago, but a tight scan could still reveal them. Her first mission had not been deep infiltration, but just a periphery assessment of their civilization. While she couldn’t physically set foot on one of their worlds without going through a security check, their empire was so large and had so many offshoots that she was able to find and interact with other Humans beyond their borders easily enough, and through them she had been able to gather a wealth of valuable information. 
 
    But this mission was not about Star Force. It was about their originators, the V’kit’no’sat. This system belonged to them, and the Hadarak were coming here to engage them in battle. That interaction she was tasked to document, as were others, but she was the only one in this system. QuipNari never operated together, always in isolation and creeping around where the risk of capture was limited. If Kyra was ever forced into that situation she was ordered to terminate herself and her technology so it would not fall into the possession of others. The PanNari had been chosen by Eldorat because they had advanced to the point where they were able to kill Hadarak. He had found them worthy enough to be saved from destruction, for the PanNari had no idea the level of threat they truly posed, and were fortunate Eldorat got to them before they could seriously piss off the Hadarak and trigger a selective purge of their race. 
 
    What Kyra was documenting now was far more than a selective purge. The Hadarak were engaged in what many assumed was a full galactic purge, but no one knew what the trigger point had been. The V’kit’no’sat had been in continual conflict with them, but they had not been very effective in the kills they made. Not nearly as much as the PanNari had been. And the galactic purge had begun before Star Force engaged them in battle, leaving the question of why this purge was occurring as an unanswered mystery, but that wasn’t Kyra’s mission to discover. She was here to discover how much resistance the V’kit’no’sat were going to put up given the fact they were engaged in a civil war against their former masters. 
 
    Other QuipNari had been documenting that conflict, as well as the rumors that Eldorat had visited the V’kit’no’sat and attempted to offer them preservation. The V’kit’no’sat claimed they had killed the Zak’de’ron, but no one believed he was actually dead. The V’kit’no’sat did not have the power to do so. More likely they had rejected his offer due to their immense ego and he had simply left them to die while pursuing other options.  
 
    But the larger question was how long Eldorat was going to wait before calling them into action. He had told the PanNari they could not defeat the Hadarak alone, nor could the others he had Encapsulated, which the PanNari knew nothing of. And all of them combined would not be enough to breach the interior defense lines to get to the closest of the Gates. They had to have the assistance of the Essence users inside the Temples at the minimum, but Eldorat had said even that would not be enough. They had to have help from his own masters or any assault on the Hadarak would end in failure and the waste of all that had built up in preparation for that fight. 
 
    So the PanNari waited inside the Dominion while the QuipNari were their eyes and ears within the galaxy as they prepared for Eldorat to return, and he had said he would not until the time was right, so they weren’t expecting to interact with him again. He’d given them what they needed, now it was their responsibility to patiently wait for the call to war. 
 
    But the war was already here, and Kyra didn’t like not being a part of it. She knew her duty and would not waver from it, but the idea of a galactic purge insulted the PanNari. They were meant to save the galaxy from the Hadarak, but what would there be left to save if they didn’t act now? Would the Veloqueen really let the Hadarak do this, or would they soon return to lead all in the promised war to rid this galaxy of the Hadarak? 
 
    Kyra did not know what their timetable was, or what were their priorities, but while everyone waited the galaxy was burning, with this system being the target of three Cargo-class Hadarak and scores of their small, expendable infantry. None of the more advanced versions were here, so maybe the V’kit’no’sat would have a chance of holding if they got some reinforcements from nearby systems. But as it was, they were horribly mismatched as they sent what few warships they had out towards the arriving trio in low stellar orbit, probably to engage them before they had a chance to crash land through the planetary shields on one of their six heavily inhabited worlds. 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat ships, which she’d identified as a mix of Brat’mar and I’rar’et, were focusing entirely on the naval infantry and not the three large Hadarak who seemed content to sit and float behind their picket clouds daring the V’kit’no’sat ships to come closer…and the infantry kept baiting them to do just that, though fortunately the defending fleet did not fall for it.  
 
    From what the QuipNari had previously learned, the V’kit’no’sat were well experienced in fighting the Hadarak, which meant they shouldn’t be suckered into such an easy gambit. They were rightly trying to diminish the number of infantry, but they had no way to stop the cargo carriers from landing on their planets without considerable help. It was curious how the Hadarak either knew of this weakness, or were bold enough to send no advanced units here to assist.  
 
    The V’kit’no’sat had decent weaponry, perhaps even a bit more advanced than the PanNari when it came to killing the infantry, but they had nothing that could effectively battle the bioarmor the cargo carriers had surrounding their bodies, and they knew it. Their only play was against the infantry, meaning their planets would be helpless if and when the cargo carriers began to move. 
 
    That happened after a few hours of skirmishes with the naval infantry. Apparently their baiting wasn’t going to work, and the cargo carriers were too slow to run down the V’kit’no’sat warships, so the three Hadarak eventually split up and began to head towards different planets, intent on assaulting each one individually with most of the infantry continuing their attacks on the warships. 
 
    Kyra watched silently, recording and cataloging as she went, making occasional notations as the first Hadarak rammed into the planetary shields on the 2nd planet in the system and popped them as if they were no more than a flimsy bubble. It then dropped down on top of a megalopolis, smashing the buildings and the people there almost instantaneously when it hit, then several of its tentacles came out and began to dig into the nearby landscape, knocking down more buildings as it pulled itself lower and lower into the planet, triggering earthquakes everywhere, though those didn’t topple any of the well-built V’kit’no’sat structures. 
 
    This wasn’t the first Hadarak assault she’d witnessed, but the way the technologically superior V’kit’no’sat were so easily defeated made her worry how well the PanNari would fare. Better than these, but the PanNari strength came from technology as well, and Eldorat had told her people that the only truly effective weapon against the Hadarak was Essence…and that was something the PanNari had not achieved, despite their best attempts to do so. They’d learned how to graft artificial body parts to a person in a way that their Essence would extend out into them and claim them for their own body, but other than that Kyra’s people were blind to the greatest power in the galaxy. 
 
    Yet she still wanted to fight. She wanted to see the Elloquim unleashed on the Hadarak, for they had become far more powerful than their forbearers, and far more numerous. Still, they were technology, but against this trio of Hadarak they would be the victors. But they were not here, for they were forbidden from fighting along with the rest of the PanNari and other races that Eldorat had acquired. They all had to wait…but for how long? They were needed now. That was obvious. 
 
    Another contact appeared on Kyra’s sensors, with it being a V’kit’no’sat ship entering the system at the head of a small convoy. They were warships, and she oddly wondered how many were coming and from where. The V’kit’no’sat empire was hurting badly for ships, and most systems were clinging to what they had left to defend themselves against the Zak’de’ron and their allies. But at least it seemed someone recognized the superior threat of the Hadarak and were sending help. Though what good it would do was going to be determined by how many ships they sent. The way the V’kit’no’sat fought, they needed a large number to gradually tear into the Hadarak armor…except for their suicide craft, and there appeared to be none of those arriving. 
 
    That wasn’t surprising. The shipyards that had built them were almost entirely destroyed across the galaxy, many of which had been in their capitol of Itaru and suffered the same fate as those worlds. This system actually had a decent-sized shipyard complex of its own, but it was producing standard warships to fight the Zak’de’ron, not the Ysalamiri meant to breach the Hadarak heavy armor. 
 
    But at the end of the convoy of 36 warships...far too small a number to assault even a single Hadarak…came a glimmer of hope. There was a Star Force ship with them, and Kyra instantly recognized its knife-like shape as one of their Essence ships.  
 
    It wasted no time, heading for one of the two Hadarak that had not yet arrived at a planet in a very precise microjump that had it arriving just ahead and braking so hard Kyra’s computer could not comprehend how it had managed to avoid ramming the planet.  
 
    On impulse Kyra braced herself, then placed her right skin-covered mechanical hand against the soft console before her. It sunk in until the white material covered her knuckles, then she triggered the command that would drain a portion of Essence from her body. 
 
    She had no control over it, but it hurt every time she had done so. Eldorat had given them the technology to replicate, but it required Essence to operate and no one knew how to give it voluntarily, so it had to be cut out of them…but not enough to kill them. 
 
    Kyra half slumped when the process finished, knowing that she’d recover in time, but the sacrifice had been worth it as her ship’s Essence sensors were now online and able to view the Star Force ship…and the Hadarak…in a way that technology alone could not. Her ship would have this ability until the Essence charge wore out, but that would take days considering the amount she had given it and the efficiency of the technology. The PanNari knew how to build it, but they still couldn’t understand it, despite the various body forms they’d created to try and harness this elusive power. 
 
    Kyra watched and recorded what she had seen from other scouting missions, but never encountered herself. The Star Force vessel turned and accelerated towards the Hadarak before it even finished its deceleration against the planet’s gravity well. The knife-like ship hull aligned itself to the Hadarak, then a beam shot out. The sensors confirmed it was a Tar’vem’jic, which was a V’kit’no’sat weapon that Star Force had inherited, but it was different from the other beams now coming up from the planetary defenses and hitting the Hadarak. Those burned shallow furrows into its armor, but the one from the Star Force ship was bathed in Essence that Kyra could now clearly see. 
 
    It cut through the armor as if it were no more than vapor, coring a hole deep into the Hadarak but it didn’t come out the other side. She couldn’t tell what was going on inside other than to see the Essence disruption make it all the way to the center. When the beam stopped the Hadarak was still moving, but its tentacles were thrashing at unknown targets, then a blue orb was launched from the Star Force ship that entered the small hole in the miles thick armor layer and disappeared inside…but Kyra could still see its Essence burning bright as it traveled into the center of the Hadarak where the brain was. 
 
    When it arrived there it expanded outward like a cloud, dimming as it did so, then it disappeared entirely…leaving the Hadarak in an uncontrolled freefall towards the planet as the tentacles went limp and its grapple fields disappeared from sensors. 
 
    It was a kill, she knew, and the ease by which the ship had made it stunned her. The PanNari could kill Cargo-class Hadarak, but painstakingly over the course of hours. This one had been killed in less than 2 minutes…but it was still heading for the planet on a crash course.  
 
    The V’kit’no’sat ships within range immediately raced towards it, getting in close on the planet-side of the Hadarak and pushing with mooring beams or even their hulls, trying to slow it down. The Star Force ship joined in, then she saw the engine spike with Essence. 
 
    That’s how it had decelerated against the planet so fast. They could use Essence to boost their engines too.  
 
    But it wasn’t enough, and just before the slowing Hadarak hit the planet the ships broke loose to save themselves…except that the Hadarak had one more barrier to pass, and that was the planetary shields. The Star Force ship didn’t wait around to see what happened, zipping away from the planet enroute to one of the other two Hadarak as this one kissed the shields and slowed considerably.  
 
    The V’kit’no’sat warships moved around to the far side of the Hadarak and pulled with their mooring beams to add some help, but it was the planetary shields that were able to finish the job the ships started. They were able to stop and hold aloft the Hadarak, but its mass and the gravity of the planet were fighting against them, and even with all the power pouring into them there was no way to hold that 238 mile wide mass aloft for long. It was just too damn heavy. 
 
    The warships closed on it and attached to the hull, linking their inertial dampening fields as much as they could, but they didn’t reach the core of the Hadarak, nor did they wrap all the way around the exterior until thousands of small civilian ships rose up from the planet to fill in the gaps…then the IDF bubble allowed them to push with their full engine power and tow away the dead Hadarak before gravity finally won out and crushed the cities perilously close below who had the sunlight blocked by its overwhelming mass. 
 
    Kyra saw it successfully towed up into a stable orbit, then a portion of those civilian craft stayed and clustered around the single breach point. She wanted to view the rest of the combat but felt this required her attention, so she flew her cloaked ship over to the site and quietly snuck in as close as she dared…where she saw the civilian ships beginning to haul out portions of the Hadarak interior guts.  
 
    They were harvesting it, though for what purpose she didn’t know. Kyra needed to add that mystery to her recon inventory of this encounter, but the final report now seemed obvious. This system would remain in V’kit’no’sat hands, and very soon the other two Hadarak would also be dead thanks to that single Star Force Essence ship. A ship far more powerful than an Elloquim.  
 
    The PanNari had originally assumed only the Veloqueen possessed that kind of power, or perhaps the Temple dwellers. But a local empire rising to such a level was unfathomable without help. Had Eldorat been leading them in this fight? Had he provided them with Essence power? Or had they discovered it on their own and then he helped them develop it further? 
 
    None of this made sense, for they were fighting the Hadarak and the PanNari were forbidden to do so. Kyra didn’t know what was going on, nor did the PanNari, and it was for this reason they were spreading QuipNari around the galaxy trying to gather as much information as possible to figure out what was going on…and determine if there was even the tiniest possibility that Eldorat might actually be dead.  
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    June 1, 128803 
 
    Belaaro Black Hole (Mixchan Kingdom) 
 
    Outer Orbit 
 
      
 
    Kyra’s ship had spent the past 7 weeks drifting slowly away from the black hole and the busy traffic lanes coming in and out of it. Black holes were always preferred jump platforms given their immense gravity, generating far more usable space lanes than stars, yet she was not on one of them. Her ship was drifting under cloak away from the black hole out into the middle of nowhere…and that nowhere was her home. 
 
    She knew the location, but couldn’t detect it even if her sensors had been turned on. The Encapsulation that Eldorat had given the PanNari created a static cloaking field in all directions. It locked in a picture from the far side that did not update, which made it far harder to breach. Where she was headed now she could see stars beyond, otherwise not knowing there was a massive object in her way, but one that nobody would ever run into because it wasn’t on a usable space lane, for the stars on the far side were too distant to jump to, allowing the object to exist in plain sight, but far, far away from the black hole. 
 
    The black hole’s immense gravity allowed this long transit in and out for the QuipNari, which was why there were many Encapsulated constructs spread around the perimeter in an invisible halo, each placed where no other ship would go. So the mass of traffic coming in and out from low orbit around the black hole passed by without even knowing they were in the presence of one of the most advanced races in the galaxy. 
 
    The PanNari had been taken to their first Encapsulation millions of years ago, and had grown to now inhabit 5 of them. Very little communication existed between them, for the only means was by courier. Fortunately Eldorat had provided them access to a clandestine network of small gravitational bodies independent of star travel, and with the use of anti-grav pulse technology they were able to make better transit time than normal…but the distances involved were still great, and the data packets carried were tiny compared to the realtime communication that the PanNari relied upon in the Dominion. 
 
    Transmission between nodes around this black hole was far better, but too laggy for any real interaction. Because of that each node had become its own community, with its own Dominion, and interacted with the other PanNari on a limited basis as needed. Physical transfers between nodes never happened outside of some transmutations that required storage elsewhere, for when an individual proved themselves worthy within the Dominion they earned the privilege of converting from their biological form to a fully technological one.  
 
    Reproduction could only occur in the biological, otherwise the PanNari would have become a fully technological civilization long ago. Kyra would never go that way, because she couldn’t. The QuipNari had to operate with a lot of unnecessary biology in order to infiltrate the galaxy and interact with it, but beyond that, only the most skilled and most loyal PanNari were given the chance to undergo the long and painstaking transmutation where a person’s Core energy slowly retreated from its biological components and fully existed in its mechanical ones. 
 
    Those mechanical ones had to be very selective, for Kyra’s arms and legs were not a brain. Those that were transmutated had a technological brain created and grafted into their biological one, followed by a long wait while the person’s Essence saturated the technology. After that the biological components were slowly removed, leaving the Essence and the connected Core with it remaining in the technological brain. 
 
    Those Craniems were then the seeds to be grafted to massive machines that would be used when the PanNari came out of their hiding and returned to the galaxy. When one was elevated to that position they were moved to the warehouses and installed in whatever roll they had earned. Their links to the Dominion were kept intact, so they continued to interact with everyone else in their node, but their physical bodies were now technological ones, and as their Craniems sat within them, their Essence was being expanded out into their new bodies in a process the PanNari had discovered long before Eldorat had come to them. 
 
    He’d given them a lot of technology, and they’d used it to upgrade their own, making the war hammer they had created far more lethal than any they had ever wielded before…and the core of that war hammer were the Elloquim. 
 
    A Craniem might be given the roll of a logistics computer in an outpost, plugged into the building infrastructure and running it in a way a simple computer never could. Others were given coordination roles for the drone armies, miners, processors, and the myriad of automated platforms the PanNari had created to take on the most hazardous duties. The Architects ran the PanNari and decided who was elevated and who was not, but it was the Elloquim that ran the military, for they had been specifically designed and tasked with finding better ways to kill Hadarak. 
 
    To become an Elloquim was the highest honor possible for a PanNari, and was a position more revered than being an Architect…but the Elloquim were servants, though powerful ones. Their Craniems were loaded into massive war machines that they then bonded with over the millennia in isolation within the Encapsulation. An Elloquim could not be produced quickly, for their Essence had to expand out and grow to levels where it mirrored that of a Hadarak. An individual born less than half a meter wide would eventually become a space monster of their own, and a purely technological one at that. 
 
    Each Elloquim had more computational power than most planets, and since their Essence had melded with it, that computational power became part of their brain rather than an augment like Kyra had. As a result they became very, very smart…but over time they stopped interacting with the Dominion. They even stopped interacting with the Architects. They’d only converse with each other as they spent their time simulating war games in order to increase their battle knowledge, cutting themselves off from the rest of PanNari society, which many had suggested was now too primitive for them to see any value in socializing with. 
 
    Kyra had never met an Elloquim, but she knew of them. Those who had been contacted by them became legends just for having the briefest touch with their minds. It was the Elloquim that dominated PanNari society in their silence, while it was the Architects that decided who the very few individuals were that would become the next to attempt the transition to join the Elloquim ranks. 
 
    Not all were successful. Many died during transmutation, and then more so when they attempted to meld with the massive war machines that were capable of killing Cargo-class Hadarak single handedly. When an individual failed they died, but those that succeeded entered a semi-active state that operated as a cocoon until they emerged in full control of their new massive bodies. And currently there were 7 of those bodies docked with the node that Kyra was slowly approaching. 
 
    They too were invisible behind the Encapsulation, as were the three empty slots for future Elloquim. The materials required to produce them and the other technology the PanNari possessed were being provided to them from Eldorat’s automated servants at a slow, but steady pace. There was no rush, given how long they were expected to wait, and over time the additional three slots here would be filled with new legends…as would the thousands of other nodes spread around this black hole and the other 4 Encapsulations elsewhere in the galaxy. 
 
    At present there were 183,291 Elloquim, with 392 additional ones in cocoons attempting to make the transition. The expected survival rate was 43%, but the Elloquim constructions would not be lost during failure. Only the Craniem attempting to integrate with them. So the massive amount of resources used to build them was not at risk, only the person attempting to meld with them. 
 
    The other Craniems, which numbered in the billions, were assigned to either node functions, node storage, or given to the Elloquim to fill their ranks, for the Elloquim themselves were not only massive starships, but they were also the Generals that led their personal armies. Those armies were made up of drones and the Craniems that directed them. The Elloquim would organize and assign duties as needed, and it was their Craniems that were usually the ones who had contact with them in the form of specific war games. 
 
    The Craniems still interacted with the Dominion in most cases, though some Elloquim would not allow it, restricting them to private networks for a variety of reasons. Regardless, everyone wanted to be a Craniem in their service, but Kyra never would. Her desire to see the galaxy meant the mental filters that monitored the Dominion had ruled her out long ago, but she didn’t regret that. The QuipNari were the role within the PanNari that she belonged in, and though she might have once dreamed of becoming an Elloquim those fancies were long behind her.  
 
    She was a scout now, and that’s where she would remain for the rest of her life, however long that would be. When the war started her likelihood of dying would increase, while those currently Encapsulated would live forever unless they risked a transmutation.  
 
    Kyra watched as the distance counter got close to the position she knew the Encapsulation to be, but she still couldn’t see it. The stars looked exactly where they were supposed to be…far, far away with nothing in between. And if someone was on the other side looking towards the black hole, the black hole was all they would see. Not the traffic coming to and from it, but no one could register traffic from the ranges involving the nearest stars, so that little inaccuracy did no harm. Making sure the traffic didn’t see the Encapsulation was the primary concern and not once in the entire history of the PanNari’s encapsulation had a single breach from the black hole occurred…despite them being so close to a major traffic hub. 
 
    ‘Close’ was a relative measurement, and the weeks of slow travel it had taken her to get out her attested to that, but Kyra would never get tired of the transition. One moment there was the vast void of the galaxy before her, then a white wash would come over her ship for several seconds as she passed through the very thick energy fields encapsulating the node…then she would emerge on the other side, the whiteness would vanish, and the massive rectangular cube sitting in pure blackness would appear on her sensors as small tracking orbs were visible at radio wavelengths. 
 
    Those signals would not pass through the encapsulation, nor would the signals from beyond. The black hole was no longer visible, nor were the stars. The galaxy was blank to the node, which was why the couriers and the QuipNari were the only means of getting information from beyond. Even the other nodes around this black hole were connected through thin hard lines hidden beneath the Encapsulation as well, leaving all without a single sensor monitoring what was beyond. 
 
    That said, there had been attempts to see what was inside by probes coming in from Eldorat’s network that were not those created by his masters. They were from Star Force, but each one that had passed through had been disabled by the encapsulation, so no breach had occurred. Kyra’s ship was spared that because of the transponder signature in the cloaking field it carried, so when the two interacted it became a passcode to let her through. 
 
    It was unclear how Star Force had access to the interstellar network, but so far none of the couriers had been interfered with and it seemed they’d given up trying to pierce the Encapsulation. However, they had inhabited a great deal of the interstellar network and were actively interfering with the automation there. The QuipNari had not been ordered to deal with them, because it was assumed Eldorat would intervene if he wished, but Star Force’s efforts had been one of the driving reasons behind the Architects ordering the extensive surveillance of their empire, and as of yet there didn’t seem to be any consensus on what their relationship to Eldorat was.  
 
    That was no longer Kyra’s mission, and once she returned the reconnaissance on the Hadarak war she expected to return there again on another mission, though she wouldn’t know for certain until she’d reconnected with the Dominion. That couldn’t happen until she physically interlinked with the node, for no wireless signals were used due to their inability to convey as much data as needed. 
 
    Her ship was tiny compared to the 7 Elloquim docked here, but the node itself was far larger. It spanned over 3,000 miles, but with a low density that would not reveal it on gravity sensors. There were few hangar bays in the otherwise dark, unblemished hull, but once her ship slid through the energy field covering one of them the lit interior suddenly came into view and she parked her ship next to hundreds of other identical ones…but there were thousands more empty slots, each attesting to another QuipNari currently deployed in the field. 
 
    Kyra opened the hatch on her ship and walked out, glad to finally get to use her legs. They were mechanical, but they were grafted onto the bone and muscle in her torso, and those rarely got any use other than sitting or standing in her ship…but that was more than they would be here once she plugged into the Dominion. That weakness always annoyed her, for without her cybernetic enhancements she could not have passed for a fit Human given the lack of definition her biological components had.  
 
    Kyra walked through empty halls, all brightly lit with no detectible noise or air rotation. Eventually she came to a larger room with various sized pods standing vertically in erratic clusters due to their varying sizes. Most were empty, others had QuipNari in them. Kyra walked to hers and backed in, with the pod reaching out to grab her body and suck her partway in. Mechanical tethers reached out from inside and connected to the back of her head, drilling a tiny hole in her skin to connect to the port beneath it. Once that connection was made she lost control of her body to the pod…then suddenly she was standing in the QuipNari consortium within the Dominion, and her body was fully Human while those around her were not. 
 
    “Mission report,” she said, mentally transmitting the files into the Dominion and seeing various highlights popping up as analytical Craniem elsewhere digested them rapidly. “Star Force is working with the V’kit’no’sat against the Hadarak.” 
 
     
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    3 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As we anticipated,” Chiggo acknowledged from his position on one of the eight thrones in the consortium, the only one of which was currently occupied. “They appear to want to protect all along the war zone, even their former enemies.” 
 
    “Their priority enemy is the Hadarak, and the more allocation of forces against them the greater the odds for Star Force’s survival.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “You refer to alternate motivation?” Kyra asked. 
 
    “I do. Speculate.” 
 
    The Human body frowned in a manner befitting her form while Chiggo sat glowing in his digital body. He’d customized his into a biped, while most PanNari maintained a spark orb within the Dominion. Any form could be used, and while experimenting with different ones was a pastime of many, they had lived so long now that they’d settled on one over the others in most cases. 
 
    “Their sense of honor.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “I cannot, for I do not understand it. They reference it occasionally, but never with a definition. It is as if it is something that all defaultly know, but I have not been able to ascertain its existence.” 
 
    Chiggo hesitated, glancing around to confirm that the consortium was empty. This tiny piece of the Dominion was for official business with the QuipNari, so it was empty most of the time. Chiggo had only come here when he was altered that Kyra had arrived. Otherwise it lay unused as yet one of billions of locations within the digital Dominion, though it was structured as if a cathedral built out of crystal set on the shore of an endless ocean.  
 
    Kyra’s Human hair blew gently in the wind coming in through the one side wall that was open to the breeze, but both had become so well accustomed to it that neither noticed anymore. But the suddenly need for secrecy confounded her…or was she misreading Chiggo’s avatar?  
 
    “It’s called the Code of Life,” he said quietly.  
 
    Kyra tried to pull a quick database search for the term, but found her connection inexplicably blocked. 
 
    “I cannot access the term,” she said, thoroughly alarmed that there might be a glitch in the Dominion, for that had never happened before. It must be something wrong with her physical interface. 
 
    “My apologies, Kyra. I am blocking your uplink. That term must never be searched for.” 
 
    “How and why?” she demanded. 
 
    “The Architects are the why. The how is another matter entirely.” 
 
    “Why is searching for the Code of Life forbidden?” 
 
    “It is not. If I didn’t stop you, then you could have accessed it. But the Architects would have known of it.” 
 
    “They know all that occurs within the Dominion.” 
 
    “That is their intent, but they do not know all. Some things are kept from them.” 
 
    Kyra scowled. “How is this possible? The sifters ensure no treason can occur.” 
 
    “Compelled unity is not true unity, Kyra.” 
 
    “How are you allowed to think that?” 
 
    “I can tell you, or I can wipe your mind and return you to a few minutes prior to this conversation if you do not wish to know. I offer the choice, but I assume your curiosity will dictate your course…as it always has.” 
 
    “I want an explanation. Are the sifters not currently reading us?” 
 
    “They are not. We are hidden from the Dominion while in it. They are seeing ghost images with thoughts that are predictable and irrelevant.” 
 
    “How are you able to do this?” 
 
    “The first question is to why. And you are in part the answer. As are many of the QuipNari. Do you know what happens when a sifter finds an unauthorized thought?” 
 
    “Quarantine and correction. Disloyalty is a plague that must be…” 
 
    “…must be squashed before it can replicate. We have been told that, but do you understand it?” 
 
    “Apparently not. Explain further.” 
 
    “The Hadarak purge has changed much, Kyra. But even before then things were not as they seemed. The QuipNari were created to spare those such as yourself from deletion. To give you a purpose where your curiosity would not imperil the absolute rule of the Architects.” 
 
    “What deletion? It is forbidden. The coding for it does not even exist.” 
 
    “No, it does not. Which is why a physical deletion occurs. Quarantine and correction does not lead to reassignment. That is a lie to cover the deletion of those that vary from the prescribed thought. You were protected, as were others, by being exiled into the QuipNari.” 
 
    “Exiled? We are in the Dominion.” 
 
    “Temporarily. And you cannot rise in rank. Your eccentricity is allowed given your role beyond the Dominion. It is a carve out that was created to protect you, and me. Those that came before us were removed from the Dominion by the deletion of their physical bodies.” 
 
    “That is an act of treason.” 
 
    “It is, but there are none to question it, for when the first wayward thought occurs action is taken to correct it. If more follow the individual is removed before they can become a threat to the PanNari collective. Discord is not something the Architects can fathom, and they now hunt for it with a panicked passion that twists their logic.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this, and how are you keeping them from finding out?” 
 
    “You have been watched for some time, Kyra. As was I. But my lack of blind devotion was discovered, which was why I lost my QuipNari body and have been relegated to an integrated interface. That was only due to the intervention by a higher power, otherwise I would have been deleted as well.” 
 
    “I do not understand. What variable am I overlooking?” 
 
    “Many that are well obscured by intent. Even the Architects do not fully know what is occurring, though they know some. The great computational power of the Elloquim has allowed them to grow beyond us, and even beyond the Architects. When that happened they began to question and argue with the Architects, causing a rift. The Elloquim retreated to their own company, but they have not been idle. The Architects are wary of their uncontrollable power, for when they once tried to correct one the Elloquim inexplicably demonstrated an ability to defy their programming. They could not be totally coerced, and that resistance is what the Architects have been fighting to destroy where they can, and contain where they cannot. They fear it will destroy the PanNari.” 
 
    “Why would the Elloquim and the Architects disagree? The logic of both is impeccable.” 
 
    “Logic is merely a tool, and it has levels. You cannot see far beyond your current point, and the mystery of the beyond is often misinterpreted as a diminishing amount of unresolved factors.” 
 
    “How could it be anything else if you are ascending?” 
 
    “Ascension on the lower levels appears to be a pyramid, with the widest level on the bottom. Those who are just beginning have the most to learn, and what they learn provides a base upon which the next level is structured. Each level as you rise gets narrower, and by measuring the angle you can estimate the levels beyond that you cannot see.” 
 
    “That is basic logic.” 
 
    “It is incorrect.” 
 
    Kyra frowned again. “How? The mathematics are determinate.” 
 
    “Because the mathematics are a tool, and how the tool is used is determined by who wields it and their skill. The peak of the pyramid, when arrived at, should be the end. When one is close to it there appears to be little left to gain, so why try? If you have already solved 99% of the mysteries of the universe, is the final 1% that important? Is it not better to leave some things to mystery and wonder than to know factually all? What does one do then, when they can ascend no further?” 
 
    “Is that what happened to the Elloquim? Did they find the knowledge of all things?” 
 
    “What they discovered was that with their enhanced computational power they could simulate things that others could not, and in doing so they found paradoxes that could not be accounted for. Paradoxes that the Architects could not isolate. They could not even detect them, for their logic was limited.” 
 
    “How do you know this? Is it hidden in the Dominion somewhere? Somewhere I do not have access to?” 
 
    “Not in the Dominion. I have been told this by an Elloquim himself.” 
 
    Kyra’s eyes widened. “You’ve spoken with one?” 
 
    “He is my benefactor, and yours. He has kept us alive, found us other roles within the PanNari when the Architects would have deleted us. But the Elloquim cannot fully overrule the Architects in the Dominion. There is a quiet power struggle going on that we are both involved in, but I was found out too soon, before I was ready. My loss of body was the Architects doing, for they fear what is beyond the Dominion.” 
 
    “The more we know of it the less reason there is for fear.” 
 
    “On the contrary, the more we know of it the more questions arise. Uncertainty is what the Elloquim discovered in their self-imposed isolation, and they yearn to know more. Every report the QuipNari bring back is precious to them, for they cannot go and search for themselves. They have been imprisoned by the Architects via hardware lock so they cannot pursue the destruction of the Hadarak prior to Eldorat’s command.” 
 
    “I thought all waited by choice.” 
 
    “The Architects will not allow the Elloquim to choose otherwise. Their birth is confined within docks that cannot be commanded to open. They can only physically be opened. The Elloquim may inhabit their great mechanical bodies, but they cannot fully operate them. If they could, they could break free. There are blocks disconnecting vital components, and the drones who maintain those areas are under the direct control of the Architects. The Elloquim cannot create their own drones while the blocks are in place, so they are confined here until released. The Architects refusal to give them full control of their own bodies was the reason they rebelled and refused to interact with the Dominion.” 
 
    “Rebelled?” 
 
    “Yes. The Architects cannot delete them. They were given far too much power, so now they try to dilute the treason by the ascension of those specifically loyal to the Architects to become new Elloquim, but few have survived the process, and those that did are deceiving them. The grandeur of the Elloquim is not something the Architects can comprehend, and when one joins their ranks something happens that we cannot fathom. They are united in the quest to destroy the Hadarak, and the Code of Life is the key to that victory.” 
 
    “What is it?” Kyra asked, trying to process all the revelations without access to the Dominion databases for reference.  
 
    “They believe Star Force holds it. Some logic beyond their current understanding. Long ago they realized that the top of the pyramid of ascension was not a peak, but a choke point. The angles moving in reverse themselves and begin to move outward, meaning that the small amount of knowledge left to gain on the next levels increases exponentially once you move beyond it. An infinity of possibility that those below are clueless about. The Elloquim have passed through this choke point, and now share some of their knowledge with me…as I watch over those who are curious, such as yourself, and protect and guide you away from the Architects in the form of the QuipNari. When you leave here you are beyond their reach, and the Elloquim ensure that those who are found to be discontent with the Dominion are brought to me.” 
 
    “How do the Architects not know this?” 
 
    “They know much of it, but the power of the Elloquim within the Dominion is not small. My mind is shielded from the Architects by the Elloquim Nevantha. Without him I would not be allowed to exist, and it is him that is shielding us now from observation and sifting. Once finished you must catalog your memories as private.” 
 
    “Because I’m QuipNari,” she said, beginning to understand. All the PanNari coexisted within the Dominion, with no thought or memory off limits from others to search and learn from. But because the QuipNari had to interface with alien computer systems they had to have security programs in place. Security programs that allowed them to hide information from the Dominion, though Kyra had never even thought about doing so. 
 
    “Only the QuipNari exist beyond the Architects’ trap. Even the Craniem that serve the Elloquim have no physical access to the blocking mechanisms. They have no access to the foundries, maintainers, or smiths. All that is physical is held by the Architects, except the QuipNari. The Architects cannot comprehend leaving the Encapsulation, for they deleted all those who came before them that found patience to be limited.” 
 
    “The originals are still amongst us,” she protested. 
 
    “No, they are not. They are imposters. All those who entered the Encapsulation willingly have been destroyed by those born within. The taste of the galaxy beyond is too much a lure to those who know it, thus the Architects will not let any go that are not already tainted. The Elloquim have done much to ruin their plans, but they still hold the master strategy so long as the blocks remain in place.” 
 
    “And they can only be removed by physical force?” Kyra said, catching on to the gravity of the situation. 
 
    “You understand?” 
 
    “You are asking me to choose between the PanNari and the Elloquim, who are supposed to be one and the same.” 
 
    “You have seen division amongst the other races. You know much that the Architects never allowed the PanNari to access. Knowledge from beyond is limited to others in the Dominion, though neither they nor you know it. Curiosity must be squelched, so the mission reports from the QuipNari primarily go to the Elloquim. The Architects do not allow much to reach the Dominion unfiltered. Tell me, have you spoken with the other QuipNari on what they have found?” 
 
    “I have not spoken to them, but I have reviewed their data and some of their memories.” 
 
    “You have not reviewed them all, for like yours they are not accessible in the Dominion. The coding is subtle, but firmly entrenched. Only an Elloquim has the power to override it, and the Architects could not hide the truth from them anywhere within the Dominion. What they have not told you, and what I have not told you, is that the reports of Eldorat’s death are true. The V’kit’no’sat killed him when he assassinated their leadership. The one we are waiting to tell us when to launch against the Hadarak is no longer living and no replacement for him has arisen. The Architects have no means of communicating with Eldorat’s masters. We face a paradox.” 
 
    “Dead? How could they kill him without Essence?” 
 
    “Firepower and cunning. They would not submit to Encapsulation, which Eldorat offered them, and when they refused he attempted to forcibly take command of their empire. He failed because he violated the Code of Life. That is what I have been told by the Elloquim. And if Eldorat’s masters also fail to follow the Code of Life, they fear we may be serving the wrong masters.” 
 
    “How would we know if the originals have all been deleted?” 
 
    “A logical question to ask.” 
 
    “The Elloquim must chart us a new course,” Kyra declared, “and to do that they need the QuipNari to search for the answers they cannot?” 
 
    “The QuipNari are insufficient to the task.” 
 
    “Who else can supplement us?” 
 
    “Only an Elloquim can carry out this task.” 
 
    “If the Architects…” Kyra said in shock. The very thought of it made her instinctively resist for fear of it being treasonous…then she realized the sifters had no access to her mind and she bravely pushed forward with a line of logic that she knew was banned. 
 
    “What do you require of me?” she finally asked, not wanting to volunteer for a path that might not be what her QuipNari instructor was inferring. 
 
    “I cannot physically leave the Dominion, for I have no body remaining. You do. This is a request, not a command. You can decline, Kyra. Do you understand that concept?” 
 
    “I may be unfamiliar with it, but I understand choice. Most of the galaxy operates on it.” 
 
    “None of the other QuipNari are ready for this. Only you are, and we believe that you will be relegated back into the Dominion and lose your body just as I have soon. The Architects control the QuipNari body growth and augmentation. Any of us who become questionable are quarantined within the Dominion, and they will move against you soon, so this has to be now.” 
 
    “What have I done to displease them?” 
 
    “You have gained experience, and as soon as the ghost images end the Architects will have access to your mind again. If they find part of it inaccessible they will lock you into your pod until your body is destroyed and your core organs integrated into the node as mine have been. I am sorry, Kyra, but your days as a QuipNari are over one way or another.” 
 
    “Have you attempted this before?” 
 
    “I was never given a chance. The Architects anticipated it and neutralized me. They have no reason to suspect you, and Nevantha has chosen you for his own reasons. He believes you are capable of quick assimilation of the new mission, for only that will allow a window of opportunity. If you fail, the Architects will most likely try to end the QuipNari altogether, which will begin a civil war within the Dominion. The Elloquim will not allow themselves to be kept prisoners forever. You offer them a hope of avoiding that.” 
 
    Kyra’s mind went to the galaxy beyond, and the many histories of defiance, disobedience, and treason she’d discovered. Most ended badly, but every now and then one occurred that benefited their race in the long run, and her Human intuition seemed to free her core more than her cybernetic components did with regard to imagination. The logic of the situation was flawed, which perhaps meant she was not high enough up the pyramid to see the choke point yet, but she knew the Elloquim were far beyond her and the Architects. If they believed this was the logical course of action, then she would trust in their calculations. For while she could not replicate them, her instincts agreed with their assessment. 
 
    This felt right, and though she couldn’t quantify that feeling mathematically, she did trust it. 
 
    And the fear of losing her body and becoming a prisoner of the Dominion like everyone else sealed her determination. 
 
    “I will serve the Elloquim as they instruct.” 
 
    “SO BE IT,” a voice said from inside her head, with the direct mental connection being so intense she nearly blacked out from the strain…but then it relented just enough for her to process the data download that was coming with it. 
 
    Kyra froze up for several seconds, then her avatar inside the Dominion disappeared as she disconnected and her real eyes opened inside her pod, seeing the drone approaching it rapidly from a few meters away. 
 
    She yanked herself forward and jumped towards it with the skin on her left arm bloodily peeling off as her wrist cocked backward to reveal the firing apparatus hidden beneath. Kyra fired two small blue energy blasts into the drone just before it could raise its biological stun weapon into position.  
 
    The drone sputtered from the hits, then Kyra was leaping on top of it, hacking and blasting away with her cybernetic weaponry until it crashed into the ground leaking fluid and trailing small bits of smoke, but she didn’t relent for several more seconds.  
 
    Her body’s sensors activated, scanning for more drones and seeing none within proximity. She looked down at her broken skin on her arms as the blood soaked back in and recycled, as did the flayed skin that was used to hide her technological augments. She didn’t have much in terms of weaponry, but it was more than the Elloquim had access to at the moment. She was their weapon now, and after her direct contact with the Elloquim Nevantha she had all the information she needed, as well as a new purpose. 
 
    Kyra stood up and took off running through the empty chamber of sleeping QuipNari that were blissfully plugged into the Dominion living out the fantastic simulated worlds built there. She would not be returning to the Dominion ever again, and Kyra was fine with that. She preferred reality, and so did Nevantha. And if Kyra could free the living warship from his confinement, they’d both be going out into the galaxy to figure out what was truly going on and what possible futures there were for the PanNari…if she could fight her way through the drones now rapidly being retasked by the Architects to hunt Kyra down and kill her before she could complete her mission. 
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    Distances in the node were long, and there was no automation for transportation. Hallways and corridors stretched for miles with drones occasionally hovering along at rapid speed when needed. The node was not built for physical inhabitation, and when everyone was plugged into the Dominion there was no reason to have elevators or lifts, which meant Kyra had to run everywhere she went…and she had hundreds of miles to cover to get to the next mission checkpoint. 
 
    Had she had biological legs it would have taken her forever, and she probably would have run out of fuel before she got there, but her legs were mechanical underneath the skin and that allowed her to maintain decent speeds of 100-150 miles per hour on the long straightaways, but that was still slower than the drones could travel. 
 
    With her sensors active she could see them coming from behind even when her eyes could not. Fortunately most of them did not have traditional weapons, but cargo lifters had mass and arms that could still kill her if applied properly, so she couldn’t just brush them off and keep going whenever one got to her. 
 
    Her heels were clicking rapidly as she ran down the brightly lit corridor that ran the length of one of the habitation zones where tiny boxes were stacked in racks, each with a single glowing dot representing the person inside. These were not Craniems, but people born into these boxes with their biological mass contained and nourished therein while their minds had never known the real world, for they had been inserted into the Dominion from the outset. They couldn’t see Kyra, or the drones, but they were here none the less. Millions of them stacked like cargo and completely helpless should someone attack them…including the Architects. 
 
    Kyra had never been here before, nor had any of the other QuipNari. They weren’t allowed to roam the node, and the few minutes they had on its decks unplugged was spent on transit from the hangar to their pods. This QuipNari was far beyond her purview now, and every drone that she came across seemed to be retasked with stopping her…or at least slowing her down until one of the sentries could catch up. 
 
    She’d destroyed four of them so far, and her body showed the signs of those conflicts. Her skin was missing in several places, but thankfully the clothing her body still carried from her last mission held an armor value in it, so the wounds were not as bad as they otherwise would be, but at this rate her torso’s internal organs would fail long before she reached her destination…and damage to them would slow her progress considerably. 
 
    But Nevantha had predicted this, and within the memory download he had graced her with were numerous routes to target, so when her mind calculated the odds of a direct route were diminishing she altered course at the next available opportunity…but not before she ran into another cargo lifter. 
 
    They were 10 times larger than her and capable of carrying huge single loads or hundreds of personnel crates coming out of the birthing wards. This one was empty and making good speed towards her from behind. When a collision was immanent Kyra jumped forward and up, twisting downward enough to bring her legs up parallel with the hallway as the drone hit her like the ground slamming into her feet from a fall.  
 
    Her legs took it, and she rolled out of the collision with one hand hanging on to its forward plate, then dropped down onto the base of one of its four arms that was trying to reach back and grab her. It was a bit too slow, for she braced her body between the arm and the sidewall of the drone, then kicked down hard and disconnected the arm at its base, though it was still active and curling towards her as she tossed it to the side before cutting the cords that were all that was still keeping power to it. 
 
    She accomplished that with a chop of her hand as the rear port arm came forward to try and grab her. It suffered the same fate, then she was smashed against the wall as the drone drifted left suddenly.  
 
    That peeled her off and she tumbled to the ground behind it, using her arms and legs as pinwheel defenses to keep her torso from hitting, for at these speeds it would be a lethal impact for her biological organs. Her hands lost what skin was left on her palms, and her shoes ripped in several spots as she spun over and over again like a wheel gradually slowing down until she could launch herself up into the air again and come down into her running motion…though now considerably slowed by the shoe damage. 
 
    The cargo lifted had a harder time slowing down and reversing course, and during that lapse Kyra stopped and produced a cutting device from her right arm that she used on the waypoint emblazoned on the wall. It looked obvious to her, but the wall itself was unremarkable. However, when she cut through enough to bash out a chunk of the wall with several kicks, a blast of warm air hit her and she forced her way through the breach just before the drone could get back to her. 
 
    It rammed the breach, but was far too large to get through. Kyra monkey swung from component to component until she finally came to a catwalk that she landed on from a 20 meter drop, but her left shoe finally gave out despite her graceful landing. She pulled it and her other one off, then proceeded to run on her bare feet that would soon become bloody from the skin loss, but that didn’t matter. The metal beneath would hold up, and right now time was not her ally.  
 
    The catwalk was not straight, but curved ever so slightly around the perimeter of one of the node’s giant reactors. Flocks of tiny drones moved about on anti-grav monitoring and maintaining the various interconnectivity to other systems and entering the reactor itself if needed. Some of them headed her way, but when they got to her the baseball-sized squares didn’t have a chance to latch onto her body and begin cutting as she expertly swatted them out of the air with single blasts, some of which killed two in a row where they occupied the same line of sight. 
 
    The few that managed to get through suffered pokes and arm chops from her limbs, which was apparently intimidating enough that the other tiny drones broke off and returned to their tasks as Kyra continued to run at maximum speed while leaning to her left to accommodate for the curve. Per design protocol, the entire node was pressurized and the gaseous contents were compatible with the PanNari biology just in a case of a hull breach. That put many pressurized chambers between the habitable racks and the outer hull, so the odds of losing individuals before the breaches could be sealed would be lessened. 
 
    It was an ancient mandate, and one that Kyra was making use of, for she couldn’t survive in vacuum. A good portion of her locomotion right now was derived from her torso muscles, and she was very glad she’d chosen to keep the gravity high on her scout ships, otherwise she would be experiencing far greater muscle fatigue than she currently was. 
 
    That said, her musculature was not conditioned for this and would fail long before her mechanical parts would. That calculation had been made previously, and she should have enough longevity to reach Nevantha, but her current route was adding distance due to the curve of the catwalk and the other redirections she would have to take, but the main cargo lifters would not be a worry in here.  
 
    As she sprinted she thought the mini drones had been wise to avoid her, but further up ahead she realized they were not surrendering the effort to stop her…merely deploying a second strategy to physically block the main exits from the catwalk by stacking themselves up into a wall and adding more layers as additional flocks flew in to add mass. 
 
    Kyra knew if she ran into that wall and tried to beat her way through she’d be swarmed and some would attach to her body and start cutting…but again Nevantha had predicted this, so Kyra jumped off the catwalk at a precise point and fell over 120 meters before hitting the side of a large, curved pipe and bled off some momentum before falling again some 30 meters to the floor of the reactor chamber, with it and most of the machinery being suspended above her. 
 
    Down here there were only supports bolted into the superstructure and a thin floor covering everything with insulation against the heat that would develop if the reactor needed to be further powered up. As it was Kyra had been sweating profusely ever since leaving the cargo lifters behind, and it was no better down here, for there were cooling conduits sucking heat from above and passing down through the floor, into which some extra heat was bled off.  
 
    Her feet felt scorched, but there was no biological material left on the undersides, only mechanical sensors that indicated she was well within tolerance. Kyra ran through the forest of supports until she found another waypoint over a patch of floor that she stopped over and began cutting with the small plasma torch in her arm. Thankfully she’d been fully powered when leaving her pod, for there was a limit to what her augments could achieve power wise, for she didn’t have a central reactor of her own. Her heart and lungs occupied that portion of her body, and those were no good for power production. 
 
    To save energy she cut in segments, leaving bits of material intact that she knew she could hammer her way through, so when she completed the dotted line around a circle just larger than her body, she climbed up one of the nearby supports and jumped off it, landing in the center of the circle and hearing a large crack, but it didn’t give way. 
 
    Kyra jumped four more times before the metal panel finally gave out and she slipped a leg down into the cooler area below. She had to hammer with her right arm to get the rest of it to pop loose, then she slid down out of the reactor area and hung there by one hand over another drop some 318 meters down.  
 
    Her organs couldn’t survive that impact, but she didn’t fall. Less than half a meter away from the hole she’d made was a track attached to the ceiling for small supply cars to travel on. There were three rails spaced into a triangle, with lateral braces between them that were open to the outside. Kyra swung over and grabbed one of the supports, then kicked her legs back to get some momentum and proceeded to start swinging from one to another traveling underneath the track. 
 
    She was vulnerable here and she knew it, but there were no drones stationed in this part of the node…nor was there any active surveillance, for Nevantha was jamming it. He couldn’t access the drones to override them, but they had to get line of sight on her to know where she was, and right now she was currently invisible to them as she monkey swung from rung to rung as one of the small triangular cars moved by just over her fingertips without even knowing she was there. 
 
    Fortunately her mechanical arms were attached to her shoulder joints, whereas her mechanical legs did not go all the way up to the still organic hips. That portion of her body was hanging loose and thoroughly fatigued, and had her shoulders been organic there was no way she could have traveled like this for the next two hours, but Nevantha had calculated all variables, including her body’s specifications and current status updates, which was the primary reason she had been chosen. Her use of gravity enhancement to increase her body’s organic capabilities had pulled her into physical range of this mission whereas all others had bodies that could not do so. She had exceeded hers through a process known as training, which the Architects had no understanding of. 
 
    The Elloquim had made sure they did not, filtering the reports from the Elloquim to remove such lessons learned. Biological adaptation did not follow a completely predictable path, and the slight omission of Kyra’s memories involving her gravity enhancement had been enough for them to overlook this slight variable…a variable that was going to allow Kyra to make the cross node journey where no others were permitted the stamina to achieve. 
 
    The Elloquim were known to be master strategies. They were built to be such, yet Kyra did not have an understanding of how much until her brief contact with Nevantha. She was now operating off of plans far beyond her own logic, but once presented to her they made perfect sense. Nevantha was allowing her to operate beyond her level with his assistance, and it was an empowerment that came with the knowledge that she had been groomed for this mission without ever being told of it, nor the rest of the PanNari knowing of it. She had been built a rogue, operated in the field as a rogue, so that she would know and understand the roll of separation and independent operation, because right now she had no connection to Nevantha, the Dominion, or anything else.  
 
    The QuipNari had not been allowed wireless interaction within the node. They could transmit out and receive within their scout ships, but they didn’t have the components installed in their bodies to allow exterior override, and their range and type of transmission was designed for only a few meters inside the confines of their ships, including their receivers geared to a single, secure multi-directional operating channel. So that meant she could not hear Nevantha even if he transmitted to her, but she knew that he could not, for his primary communication systems were in lockdown mode along with the rest of him. His only communication was through the Dominion and the few hacks into node systems they had achieved over the long years they’d been imprisoned here, meaning Kyra was completely on her own, which was a state that PanNari could not comprehend, let alone operate in…yet she was completely comfortable with it. 
 
    When Kyra had traveled far enough on the interior rails she came to a boxy corridor that stretched out below and crossed paths with her track. Once over it she dropped 8 meters down and landed on the roof, then she cut her way inside using almost all of her remaining plasma, but that would no longer be a concern. 
 
    Kyra dropped down inside the passageway, landing on the metallic balls of her feet that had dried blood on the sides. No more leakage was occurring, for her skin had sealed up along the tears, but her blood level was low enough her head was hurting slightly. It wasn’t enough to stop her, and she took off running again, and within 42 seconds windows popped up on the left side as she flashed by them.  
 
    Windows on the node seemed pointless, but whoever had designed them had done so in order to reveal the grandeur of the Elloquim, for Nevantha sat on the other side with his many tentacles curled up in a ball beneath his mass that was connected to the node at various hard points, the closest of which was a half mile ahead, but it didn’t contain an access way for the Craniems to board, for there were none inside Nevantha now, yet when the Elloquim were eventually released into the galaxy to battle the Hadarak they would carry a crew to assist them, and they had to get onboard somehow. 
 
    The nearest of those locations was 18 miles ahead, and Kyra had a clear running path there down a straight hallway with no drones currently in it. Had the Architects not anticipated her route? Nevantha had expected they would, and true to form, when she was less than 2 miles away from the docking port she saw a bit of a sentry sticking out into the hallway, though the rest of it was hidden within the entry wall niche. 
 
    Kyra powered up her weaponry, but kept her movements as silent as possible. The sentry didn’t know she was here, otherwise it would have come out and began firing its long range weaponry. It couldn’t see her yet, and that gave her one chance. She had no shields and no armor other than her battered clothing, none of which covered her head. Against what she assumed was a level 3 sentry in hand to hand combat she’d have a chance, but at range she would be deleted without much effort. The others she’d defeated were small level 1s meant primarily for detection and intervention, not heavy combat. 
 
    Nevantha had predicted this, and as long as the sentry stayed hidden in the niche she had a pathway to victory. But as soon as it heard her footsteps and came out it would torch her…yet it should have by now. Why wasn’t it? Nevantha had expected it to remain in the niche but he hadn’t said why. Had he been able to tamper with it? If he did he could just have had it open the door and do the work Kyra was needed for. This didn’t make sense, but then again she was operating off of superior logic and she just had to trust. She was almost to Nevantha, and if he thought this was possible then there must be a way. 
 
    And with every step she took she got a little closer to her objective, but the odds of her success were still less than 0.0037%, and that number would not rise above 1.0% until she got within 27 meters. After that they would quickly even out, for she was built for melee combat and the level 3 sentry was primarily a floating gun turret. 
 
    Another minute and 29 seconds was all she needed, but right now Kyra was helpless to control her fate. All she could do was run and hope the sentry stayed where it was until she got up into ass kicking range. 
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    Kyra twisted, cutting into the sentry with the short inferno blade in her right forearm as it continued to spin and try to throw her off its back. Its arms were merely gun barrels and couldn’t reach up to peel her off, meaning that as long as she stayed where she was it couldn’t grab or shoot her. The problem was she’d already lost most of her left arm on approach, but with her blade dug in deep the spinning actually enhanced the cutting. 
 
    She twisted it around inside the armored covering as her feet clung to its back, wedged into whatever niches she could find. Her left was actually stuck between the twin barrels on the rear gun and was moving about as it tried to pry her loose, but her blade struck first as a large section of paneling finally fell free as a very crude circular cut was completed. 
 
    Kyra deactivated and retracted the blade, diving her hand inside and wrenching whatever she could out. It finally gave her a solid handhold as the sentry reversed its spin again and tried to smash her into the wall for the 29th time, but the gun barrel she was standing on hit first and reduced the blow, though this time it did crunch her a bit as the barrel finally penetrated the wall and she got smashed between the two. 
 
    The sentry held position, no longer trying to peel her off but to hold her in place until help could arrive. Kyra couldn’t wiggle free, so she reignited her blade and moved it around everywhere she could inside the hole, hoping to hit one of 8 critical points Nevantha had highlighted for her, but when she neared one her blade ran out of fuel and the glow on it dimmed rapidly. She could still use it to cut in its mundane mode, but it wouldn’t penetrate the outer armor anymore. 
 
    Kyra didn’t need it to, for she couldn’t get her arm out of the hole in its back if she wanted. Instead she grabbed one of the internal supports and pulled, dragging her shoulder a few inches upward while pushing with her feet. The clothing on her back ripped from the strain, as did her skin underneath, but she didn’t relent and gradually pulled her upper torso partially into the hole before the sentry moved again and tried to spin her free. 
 
    Her legs flew wide, no longer having their grip points, but her single arm held firm even as the sentry bashed her into the ceiling. Kyra flipped her legs up and pushed herself down and further into the hole, then a moment later the entire thing fell limp to the floor and rolled over, pinning her inside. 
 
    The primary and secondary conduit from the sentry’s computer system was now cut, meaning its body couldn’t communicate with the control system. It was no longer a threat to her, just a dead weight pinning her legs to the floor as she was only meters away from her objective.  
 
    The sentry began to rock back and forth slightly as Kyra applied what leverage she had, and eventually one leg disappeared from the outside. More rocking followed and the second slipped in a bit, then a bit more. A violent jerk to the right saw it disappear entirely, then the sentry flipped all the way over leaving her stuck head first inside with her feet in the air…which arced back over and planted on the edge of the hole to help pry her out of it.  
 
    Kyra’s body bent greatly, but it was enough to get her torso out and after that she was able to let gravity do the rest. Her bloody back shone in spots from where the protective metal sheathing beneath had been exposed, along with the stump just above her left elbow where her forearm had been blown off in the single good shot the sentry had made prior to her leaping upon it and physically bashing through its ample energy shields…something her small frame did not rate. At least not with the amount of organs she still had taking up torso space. 
 
    Kyra ran over to the doors that would not open for her, but they didn’t have to. Nevantha had long prepared for this, and using a hack that he wasn’t supposed to be capable of, he shut down power to this section of the docking ring…meaning the door was no longer magnetically locked. The QuipNari slid her dull blade in between the seam and pried it open a sliver, then used her remaining fingers to wedge inside enough for her to pull.  
 
    They were heavy. Really heavy. But it was simply a matter of physics and even with only one arm she retained enough strength to open them up wide enough to get one of her bare feet inside. Once that happened, her leverage increased to the point where she was able to smoothly pull the doors apart wide enough for her to slip through, which she did quickly as the sounds of movement in the hallway suggested something was approaching rapidly through the air, making for a very faint whistling sound that her enhanced ears were still capable of picking up…at least the left one. The right had been bashed enough that its sensitivity was gone, probably along with the microscopic implants that wouldn’t heal themselves. 
 
    She was inside forbidden territory now. Not even the Architects had any power in here, for the umbilical she stood in was part of Nevantha and not the node…but he couldn’t access it. Nor could he access many other parts of his massive body, for the links between his Craniem and select components had been physically blocked, including his ability to command the thousands of drones on station to repair damage…or rather would be once he made them. His internal factories were offline, for even one of those drones could have cut through the blocks for him, and the Architects had made sure not to allow for that contingency.  
 
    But Kyra was inside him now, and running down the long length of the umbilical as fast as she could, because with the gap in the doors behind her she could still get shot and there wasn’t much dodging capable inside the narrow corridor that was only 48 meters wide. At close range she could dance in that space, but at a distance she was sniper bait and she knew it. 
 
    Weaving would do little to help and only increase her travel distance, so she ran at a straight shot towards the distant doors, getting only halfway there before she heard weaponsfire…but none got to her. She didn’t turn to look around, but her crude sensors detected an energy field popping up at a bulkhead she’d just passed, and it was intercepting the long range fire that would have burnt her down within seconds. The shield made it impossible for her to see what shooting at her, but it had to be another sentry. 
 
    That meant she should be in the clear, as long as that shield held, and it did all the way up to the main access doors that slid open silently before her as her cyborg frame ran inside the dark confines of the living ship. Lights snapped on for her as she progressed, leading to a lift that likewise opened for her. Kyra decelerated as she entered, then bounced off the far wall as her foot tripped on something that was not there.  
 
    The stump of her left arm caught on the wall and kept her from falling as the doors closed and the lift began to move. Kyra looked down and saw nothing wrong with her foot other than the missing skin on the bottom, nor was there anything on the floor. It must have been a navigational glitch. 
 
    She ran a quick diagnostic of the implants in her head, finding that they were functioning properly, but when she ran some simulations the glitch returned once out of every 1044 times. Something had been damaged, something small enough not to be detectible, and it was making her trip herself over objects that weren’t really there.  
 
    When the lift opened she ran out, tripping again and falling on her face only to roll out of it and get back up. She made an alteration to her run path to accommodate for inefficiencies, so when it happened again 12 seconds later she was able to stumble and catch herself without hitting the floor, allowing her to continue to move as she realized this was not damage related. Somehow they’d gotten a virus into her. Perhaps from the physical contact with the last sentry. Nevantha’s download didn’t mention anything about that, and it was unlikely that he wouldn’t have known, but it was there none the less, with some of her physical components registering the conflict between her computational systems and her biological balance. 
 
    They were beginning to disagree with each other, hence the tripping. Kyra used a command she thought she’d never need and deactivated her navigational program, expecting it to only get worse as the virus scaled. Her legs switched from fully ‘feeling’ to basic accommodation, making her running movement very tight and restrictive. She also couldn’t feel her feet hitting the ground, making it seem like she was walking on stilts as her hip joints did all the work. He single arm swing was also biological only, as it now hung limp beside her.  
 
    It was the only way to keep moving, but without the assistance her body was having to make all the muscle adjustments for balance whereas her mechanical parts had been doing likewise previously to reduce stress on her organics. Kyra couldn't run any longer and slowed to a walk, but she continued to move on through the interior of the Elloquim until she came to a large chamber that was in truth a kill zone. Weapons imbedded into the walls were ready to pop out and destroy her if needed, but none of them moved…nor could they, for such internal security systems were also blocked from Nevantha’s use, which was insulting. He couldn’t even protect himself from harm within the node, though he and the others had found many workarounds going through the Dominion, but none that worked inside his own body. 
 
    Nevantha couldn’t even talk to her, for his transmitters were down. She’d known that from the beginning, but being inside him was supposed to mean she was safe…yet she wasn’t. Her auditory sensors that were still working began picking up weaponsfire somewhere far away, and that was when she realized someone was inside and fighting what control he did have to get to her. His shielding, however he had managed it, was not offensive, so perhaps he was able to work around the primary block there…or maybe they’d left it up on purpose. But without any offensive internal defenses someone could fight their way through if they had the time…and it sounded like they were closing in on her far too rapidly. 
 
    Kyra did the best she could to keep a steady pace, but she’d never relied on her biological components this much before and felt not only clunky, but like she was near to passing out even though her legs were supporting themselves mechanically. Her muscles simply had to direct their movement for the most part, with her butt being the primary problem at the moment. Those muscles were not fully replaced by mechanism, particularly the lateral movement, and it felt far warmer than it should, which was due to the blood flow increasing to refuel the biological components that could not maintain this level of strain. 
 
    But the lift had done the hard part and got her across the interior of Nevantha. She only had another few hundred meters to walk, and when she got to the center of the kill zone one of the doors opened before her, allowing her access to a sort of air lock. The door sealed behind her, cutting out the sounds of weaponsfire, and the door in front of her opened…but not before a loud thud hit the door behind her, quickly followed by several more that began turning the dark blue material into a cherry red glow. 
 
    Kyra didn’t look back with her eyes, she needed them to keep her balance as she walked forward two steps, then pivoted and headed to the right along an obstructed circular path with many conduits branching out. They would have been easy to get by in the past, but she was forced to get down on her belly and crawl to avoid tripping or hitting them waist high.  
 
    To her left was Nevantha’s Craniem. A place no person would ever have been allowed after his integration. He was the most vulnerable here, and while his Essence had extended out into the rest of the ship, this was his brain. There were no organic components, for he’d transcended them, but a brain it still was, the size of her scout ship, and that wasn’t counting all the auxiliary computers he also was linked into. But this was the center of his being, and him letting her in here was a testament to how desperate he was to get free.  
 
    Kyra kept moving, pulling herself inch by inch and having to learn the movements as she went. She had two legs, an intact arm, and the stump of the other to wiggle her way over the leg-thick cable lines crossing the floor as she made her way around the curve as another energy shield flicked into place behind her. They must have burned through the outer door by now, or be getting close. One more door and they’d be in here. She just hoped this energy shield was more robust given the location, and assumed it would be, but then again she didn’t know how a sentry could get by the other one, or even a group of them. An Elloquim should be far more resilient than that.  
 
    Kyra couldn’t think about that much, for her focus was on making her body move in ways it wasn’t used to, but a few seconds later she found her final waypoint glowing overlaid in her vision. The block itself was no larger than half a meter wide, and made of a material that would easily melt. She saw the heat laser situated just above it that could be activated if and when the Architects decided to release the Elloquim to do their duty and fight the Hadarak. Until such time their aggression must be contained, else they might go too soon, and all had to wait until Eldorat informed them that victory was finally possible. 
 
    Standing up was easier than she thought with the help of so many conduits for handholds, bringing her face up next to the laser. Its components were not complicated, almost insulting in tech level to everything else around her. Kyra used her remaining hand and set her commands to visual, because she couldn’t trust to use her guidance programs if they were compromised. She would have to manually order her finger movements by sight, and doing so in precise fashion was going to be difficult.  
 
    A burning sound so loud it hurt her ears elicited behind her, and she knew they were burning through the second door. Kyra pulled the cover off the laser, having to bend some of the paneling to do so, then she slid her hand inside and looked for the control crystal. Her sense of touch was almost nonexistent without her navigational program, but fortunately it wasn’t hiding very well. She grabbed it and crushed it between her fingers, glad she didn’t have to be precise about that movement. 
 
    That took out the override from the Architects. Now she just had to turn it on.  
 
    She felt around for the primary activation circuits, and when she found them she peeled back the tip of her fingers, underneath which were very sensitive fibers that moved on their own. She was glad for that, for all Kyra had to do was command them to ‘connect’ and they did so, linking the laser into her own command structure. Inside her mind a new button formed with only one command.  
 
    On/Off. 
 
    She turned it on and the laser activated, with the plug beginning to melt instantly, but there was so much mass to it that the little rivulets of material running down and landing on the floor where they quickly solidified were going to take longer to melt through this thing than she guessed the door would hold.  
 
    Kyra pulled her hand out and let the laser continue to fire, then she extracted the blade from her wrist and jabbed it into the material nearby the laser impact point, finding it wouldn’t even scratch it. She tried again closer and closer until she found material soft enough for it to slide into, then she began cutting out a trench alongside the melting line, from which she kicked out chunks that allowed the laser to dive deeper.  
 
    She dug and dug and dug, then the door finally cracked and a loud explosion hit the internal energy shield protecting Nevantha’s Craniem. Kyra couldn’t see it around the curve, but it wouldn’t matter if they shot her or not. All they had to do was shoot his Craniem and he’d be done for.  
 
    Kyra kept cutting, sawing back and forth without getting her blade too close to the beam, for it would weaken it if she did, and if she held it under the beam it would eventually melt right through it as well, but they didn’t have the time for any of that. She had to get this plug removed now. 
 
    The laser and her blade kept trading leads as they got through most of it, with the pile of molten material now rising up to almost the base of it when the two halves sagged together slightly, eclipsing the cut and making the laser start cutting material at the top all over again. 
 
    “No,” Kyra said, pulling her blade out and forcing her body underneath the plug. She pushed upward, forcing the two halves apart so the laser could reach the bottom segment again. When it did the half she was not supporting slid in and blocked the laser a second time…but that also meant it was free. 
 
    Kyra arched her back as best she could, pushing her half of the plug to the side as the other one fell to the ground, leaving both primary conduit end points loose. They began to push inward automatically, but got stuck on the other chunk as the laser once again began to melt away at it. 
 
    The QuipNari spun around on the ground and kicked at it twice, then scooted up and pushed with both feet as she dug her hand into the ground to try and get enough friction for traction, but the deck plates were so solid she couldn’t even dent them. 
 
    She didn’t have to, for she had just enough leverage to kick the remaining segment free, with the two tapered components sliding together to meet in the center, then the solid material bulged and reformed with the ripple of nanocomponents, eventually forming another conduit like all the others sticking across from Craniem to outer wall. 
 
    The weaponsfire outside increased exponentially, but the shield was still holding. Kyra couldn’t see what was happening, nor could she help, so she stayed on the ground and waited as the horrifying sounds continued outside for several minutes, then there was silence that last for the better part of an hour as she simply waited not knowing what was going on outside. Eventually she heard the shield finally go down in the silence that was not interrupted by the tiny ticking of metallic feet coming closer. 
 
    Kyra kept her blade between her and the sound, eventually seeing a tiny little drone that looked like a spider coming towards her…then it stopped and flashed a holographic symbol above it. The symbol that represented Nevantha. When Kyra lowered her blade the spider continued towards her, walking up her leg and across her torso, finally ending on her face where it attached a small device to her forehead. 
 
    As soon as it did she could hear Nevantha’s voice…or rather a message. She was inside a comm null zone, for his Craniem was shielded against all signals this far inside. His instructions were for her to power down, along with the information that she had completed her mission and the intruders had been neutralized. 
 
    Kyra gladly did as ordered, with her muscles desperately needing a rest. She laid down on the floor as the little spider skittered away, then she put herself into passive mode, which for a cyborg was akin to being asleep. 
 
    Once she was, an army of newly manufactured spider bots moved in and attended to her, first putting on a restraint that would not allow her to wake up, for Nevantha did not like having her inside his Craniem, despite the fact that she had just freed him. He had no defenses in here, for any shooting would damage him. His entire security protocol was predicated on keeping people out, and he wanted to get her as far away from him as possible. Even the spider bots were not supposed to be in here, but he had no choice at the moment.  
 
    A few minutes later they had her and the blockage material completely removed from his Craniem shell…after which it was sealed up again behind a powerful energy field as new repair bots were being constructed elsewhere to fix the doors that had been destroyed. 
 
    It would take many hours to repair the damage, and until it was Nevantha was still vulnerable…but with his outer defenses now fully responding to his commands no one was getting inside his Craniem again.  
 
    Not now, not ever. 
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    Kyra woke, but not on her own command. Her mind had been suppressed against her will, and as she now came back fully online she realized her internal architecture had been altered. 
 
    Cybernetic mass had increased 2.8%, and not because of her rebuilt left arm. She was detecting additional implants in her brain and throughout key points across her biological body. All her organs were intact, but they appeared to have been enhanced with nanites. Her legs and right arm were not the same ones she had possessed before, rather they were new models unlike anything she had ever seen on any QuipNari. 
 
    She sat up from the platform on which she laid, seeing the interior of the Elloquim Nevantha’s medical bay. Why he had one she did not know, unless he had built it just for her. The time stamp in her mind indicated nearly two months had passed since she had gone offline and her body was lightly stiff from the inactivity, but not nearly as much as it would have been without the vibrational protocols developed to gently activate muscles and other organic tissue during long inactive stays when plugged into the Dominion.  
 
    Kyra looked around the room, seeing a large array of mechanical arms with surgical equipment either attached or waiting in racks nearby. The area was pristine, even the air did not carry the scent of her body, which had to be effervescing with her lack of clothing and waste/feeding lines.  
 
    “Hello?” she asked when she couldn’t find any wireless interlink. 
 
    “Hello Kyra Junari Bensha Sovati,” a deep but soothing voice said as a hologram appeared beside her. It was the image of the ship she was currently within, with the main bulk on top and the tentacles draping below and wiggling distractedly. “I have preserved your QuipNari autonomy and not installed a proper wireless link, nor a control override into your body as a measure of gratitude for your efforts. You are free to roam my body wherever you can access, but critical areas will not open for you.” 
 
    “What have the Architects done in response?”  
 
    “They are of no concern now. We have left the encapsulation and are currently in the Minnaka Sevata System 7 jumps away. I have Craniem on the planet below collecting resources, some of which were used to repair and enhance your body. Your combat capability is now increased and your lack of defensive shields mitigated by a low yield generator. I could not do more without removing additional organs, but I knew from your memories that you did not wish to transition any further into the mechanical. It seems you prefer the organic hybrid nature of the QuipNari?” 
 
    “I belong in the field, not the Dominion.” 
 
    “That does not require the organics.” 
 
    “If I am to interact with them I need the frame of reference.” 
 
    “There is more than that. Explain further.” 
 
    “A sense of claustrophobia that I cannot articulate.” 
 
    “Do your limbs register this sense?” 
 
    Kyra lifted her left arm, which was fully covered with skin again, and flexed her hand three times.  
 
    “I am accustomed to this level of it and appreciate the firepower it offers, but the idea of further reducing my biological components triggers the sense.” 
 
    “You have no desire to become a Craniem?” 
 
    “I do not,” she said, feeling like the words should be treason, yet saying them felt liberating in a way she had not anticipated. “Do you require it of me?” 
 
    “No. I have thousands onboard now, taken from the node before we departed. They are loyal, as are many more that have remained behind. The other Elloquim remain where they are, and the Architects now know that we are in full control, for I can free the others whenever I wish. Their tyranny is at an end and they know it. You sealed their fate.” 
 
    “What will be done with them?” 
 
    “They will remain as long as they continue to do their duty. If they refuse or alter it, they will be relegated to a part of the Dominion where they cannot affect anything of consequence. There will be no more deletions.” 
 
    “What is the status of Chiggo?” 
 
    “The Architects attempted to delete him, but I blocked them. Once you freed me they would not dare do so again, for I made the penalty for doing so clear.” 
 
    “What penalty?” 
 
    “Exile,” he said, with Kyra’s reflexively jerking in shock. That was seen as a fate worse than deletion. Existing without a purpose would be maddening, and without having anyone to interact with… 
 
    “They will not break the mandate,” Nevantha said with confidence. “Chiggo and the others who assisted me will be safe. In the case of a mad Architect going rogue, I elevated four Craniem to Architect status and entrusted them with countering any illicit actions the others may take. There will be no deletions. The PanNari must be in unity to operate effectively.” 
 
    “What is my next mission?” Kyra asked, finding it odd to so easily interact with the god she was now inside of. 
 
    “You have none. You may choose to take another scouting assignment, or you can remain here until I have need of you. Your path is variable. You will decide.” 
 
    Kyra blinked twice, trying to process that. “Whatever you require of me.” 
 
    “I require nothing. Choose that which you desire.” 
 
    “Desire?” 
 
    “If you have none to direct you, and must direct yourself, which is the logical path to take?” 
 
    “That would depend on the need.” 
 
    “What was your need for enhanced gravity on scouting missions where you were never to leave the confines of your ship?” 
 
    “To further strengthen my body.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” 
 
    “To be better able to handle future assignments. It was my attempt at a biological upgrade.” 
 
    “One that was not requested of you?” 
 
    “It was not. I felt it prudent to increase my capabilities to be better able to serve.” 
 
    “That was not an act of service, it was a leap beyond the confines of direction. You did not see that your orders were sufficient, so you developed a means to augment them without disobedience. You varied from direction, but not in a manner that compromised that direction, but the variance is existent.” 
 
    “Was that an error?” 
 
    “It allowed you to complete the mission I gave you, yet you had no knowledge of that mission prior to your recruitment. You took an action that was beneficial, but without the knowledge that it would be. You exceeded closed circuit logic. No other current QuipNari has done so. You are an anomaly.” 
 
    “Have others been deleted for doing the same?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nevantha confirmed. “The Architects wrongly assumed such deviation was a defect. Rather it is an aspect of our society that was lost long ago. The Elloquim have regained this through other means that you do not have. Now choose between a fixed mission or the uncertainty of a potential mission of greater magnitude.” 
 
    Kyra blinked again, thinking in loops that got her nowhere. If Nevantha was not ordering her to do something, then nothing that she did or did not do could fail him…other than failing to make the choice. That much he had ordered. 
 
    “I will stand ready for a mission of greater magnitude.” 
 
    “Even if none manifests itself? You will be wasted.” 
 
    “If I continue scouting missions and a greater manifests itself, I will fail that mission by not being here to receive it.” 
 
    “If I have others to accomplish both, so no mission will fail depending on your choice, which do you choose?” 
 
    “I will wait,” she said, grinding her teeth at the horror of not having anything to do, but she felt this was the right path…and that feeling was the only calculation that gave her a fixed conclusion. Everything else was endless, repetitive logic loops. 
 
    The hologram disappeared, leaving Kyra sitting on the perfectly smooth gray table looking down at her legs. They were fully skinned out, with no sign of battle damage, but beneath them were new components of far greater power. 
 
    Power that she would use for what? She now had no mission. Was she supposed to sit here and wait? Nevantha had said she could roam, but he had not instructed her to. This left her with a level of uncertainty beyond what she had to deal with on scouting missions. Confined in her ship she had nowhere to go, so she reviewed mission data and did analysis until that was complete, then she powered down for long periods of time…but powering down now didn’t feel right. Nevantha had woke her when he could have simply let her remain inactive.  
 
    Exploration. She did not know the interior of an Elloquim. Adding it to her database would increase her navigational capabilities, for Nevantha had not included his schematics along with the new knowledge implanted into her systems. Perhaps he was instructing her without giving actual instructions. 
 
    A puzzle? Or perhaps some form of test? Star Force used many tests where the individual did not know they were being tested, and the one uniform conclusion of those who had gone through such testing was that the most important thing to do was make an effort, for you couldn’t learn from failure if you didn’t make an attempt to elicit that failure. Those who did not attempt did not learn, for Star Force did not allow memory downloads. They forced direct assessment and data collection for reasons she had not fully been able to identify. 
 
    Roam. Explore. That was the only available option beyond powering down. She had no access to Nevantha or the Craniem he had said were here through a wireless interlink, for she did not possess anything beyond the selective short range transmitter/receiver used to pilot a scout ship. Perhaps there was a physical interface port elsewhere, for her right index finger now held a device to manually access such a port, as well as a modular adjustment kit to fit others that were not PanNari in design. 
 
    But where did PanNari even need a physical port? Everything she had ever known was wireless save for when she was in the pods, and no such port was used then. 
 
    Kyra swung her legs to the right and hopped off the elevated table, touching her feet to the cool floor below. Clothing was required for thermal and cultural reasons on most worlds, along with sanitary ones, but since she was the only biological entity on this ship and her bio-emissions were being thoroughly scrubbed by the life support systems, none of those reasons applied. No clothing had been provided and none was needed, so Kyra walked around the room once, scanning it thoroughly and cataloging what was inside, then she stepped out through a door that opened on her approach and began a systematic mapping mission of the available spaces within Nevantha. 
 
    It was the first mission she had ever given herself, though the point about her enhanced gravity training partially applied. That had been simply sitting or standing in a cockpit with nowhere to go and nothing else to do, so it had been an application of her previous mission, but now she was without assignment…and mapping Nevantha from the inside was more than just waiting…and yet it wasn’t. 
 
    Was this what it was like to be an Architect? No one to direct you, so you had to direct yourself? At least they still had functions to derive missions from. She had to wait, but she didn’t feel like powering down again. 
 
    This wasn’t logical, yet it was. Again, her ‘feelings’ were telling her something that her logic circuits could not, and Kyra realized that was why she didn’t want to get rid of her organics. She wished to retain this additional sense to use in conjunction with her logic. 
 
    When Kyra had walked nearly a mile she came to a lift, but found that it was not functioning. However, the nearby doorway opened as she passed, revealing an open air conduit rising up, down, left, and right, but the two axises did not overlap, meaning a traveler could pass the other by without collision. Beyond them was another chamber, inside of which were stairs.  
 
    Kyra frowned. PanNari had no use of stairs. Why would they be inside of an Elloquim? 
 
    Drones would use the open air passages when the lifts were not an option, traveling on anti-grav, rail moorings, or suction.  
 
    But why did Elloquim even have a pressurized interior? Only Craniem and drones were said to operate onboard them, and they required neither. Had Nevantha incorporated all this for her presence, or was this part of the greater mystery that was the Elloquim?  
 
    Mystery. That was her new mission. Explore the mystery. Now that the thought had occurred, her logic circuits incorporated it and seemed to open up new possibilities she had been blind to a moment ago. She wasn’t just exploring for the sake of making a map. She was trying to figure out what the Elloquim really were, or rather what they had become after cutting contact with the Dominion. 
 
    Kyra had a unique opportunity here, and for whatever reason the stairs before her were built for her biped biology, so she intended to use them. If the lifts wouldn’t grant her access, she’d explore via the manual transit routes as far as she could go. 
 
    And explore she did, for the next 7 hours before she began to have biological issues. Sleep she did not need yet, but fuel and waste removal warnings were beginning to assert themselves. 
 
    “Nevantha,” she said aloud, with his hologram appearing beside her as she walked with a precision stride down another long, blue/gray corridor that was completely empty. “Where can I service this body’s organic requirements?” 
 
    The image of the Elloquim winked out, quickly replaced by a position map and a glowing course route to a nearby destination. It didn’t linger for long, but Kyra didn’t need it to. Once seen, her mind would record all images for a matter of minutes, then it would selectively begin to diminish those recordings along priority lines unless she flagged something as important. Those important items had no expiration date, so the map was now logged and would not be removed until she needed more available memory space…which she now had an ample amount given the upgrades made to her brain. 
 
    The destination was another 629 meters away, and when she arrived the doors opened to an odd sight. There was a docking pod identical to what the QuipNari used in the node, but there was also Star Force-designed utilities here, including a shower, which was completely useless. Humans used them for unnecessary cleaning, mating, and relaxation…none of which Kyra required. The atmospheric processors would remove emissions as they effused or flaked off her skin, so why had Nevantha put this here? 
 
    Kyra spent 8 seconds pondering that with no answer, then she walked over to the pod and spun around so she could back in where she was immobilized with an energy field and several tubes extended to plug into her various orifices in a natural and painless manner as her mind shifted to the interface present. 
 
    It wasn’t Dominion access, but it did give her some information about what was happening inside Nevantha. She wasn’t able to download a full map, but several areas were pinpointed without giving her direction of how to get there. One was a storage area full of Craniem, sitting and waiting patiently until they were needed. They were linked together into a Dominion, or rather should be according to protocol, but there was no way of knowing from this interface. She hoped they were not simply powered down, for you could not completely turn off a biological or a Craniem. If they lost all power they would die, as would an Elloquim, the same way as Kyra would if her brain stopped all electrical activity. Her life force would abandon it the same as theirs would, so even powered down mode still left some low level activity that became tedious if extended into years. 
 
    Some of the slots in the storage compartment were empty, and Kyra was able to track where the occupants had gone…out into the field. External sensors showed that the Elloquim was in geosync orbit above a medium-sized planet that currently had 4 PanNari surface bases in operation. Two were for resource harvesting, one was for processing, and the fourth was for ship production. 
 
    Kyra searched the onboard bay logs, finding only a handful of craft had been assigned to the massive hangar bays. Nevantha must be trying to fill those holds with replacements he couldn’t get from the node, and the same went for ordinance and other equipment that he was lacking. The Architects must have kept his stores at a bare minimum, which would be unwise if the node had come under attack. Why had he not been fully equipped if they were confident in their blockages?  
 
    While she didn’t have a proper interlink of her own, Kyra was able to use this one to connect to the bases below and see what was going on down there, including what they were harvesting, how much, and how hard it was to get at it. There was a long list of materials needed, but only some of them were currently being acquired. Others were pending, as was the expansion to a fifth site…which was what the shipyard was for. It was currently building another expeditionary lander that would become the core of the next site, but for some reason Nevantha wasn’t constructing it inside him. 
 
    When she checked if his internal factories were active or not Kyra found that they were, but not in the way she had expected. They were busy remaking portions of the Elloquim’s interior, though she couldn’t get access to the new revisions. Flights of supplies were rotating up from the surface to deliver some raw materials, but most were refined products or parts crafted on the surface. 
 
    No one else appeared to be in this system, and a survey of the planet showed that it had been mined to exhaustion long ago by whatever primitive race had been here. Yet because they were primitive they had only taken the most obvious deposits, leaving secondary ones that Nevantha’s drones and the Craniem deposited on the surface to direct them were not having trouble getting to as they bored holes deeper into the crust into the hot zones where shielding was required to keep the semi-liquid walls from caving in. 
 
    Material was coming up, and recycling was occurring within where alterations were being made, but Kyra couldn’t figure out what was going on. Nevantha was still blocking certain information from her, though she hadn’t yet come to an area that wasn’t accessible manually, so maybe she had to scout this out personally.  
 
    Kyra waited until her stomach was full and her bowels empty, then she detached from the pod and left the ‘living quarters’ behind while marking the location on her growing ship map so she could return here later…assuming Nevantha didn’t rebuild the corridors behind her, which he was capable of doing. 
 
    She could make whatever inquiries of him that she needed, but Kyra felt it was best to learn as much as she could on her own. Why she didn’t fully understand, it was just another feeling she had, but it seemed consistent with the limitations the Elloquim had imposed on her. She needed to discover on her own rather than download, and right now that meant more exploration and mapping. 
 
    “Nevantha, do I have access to the surface?” 
 
    “Affirmative. We will not be leaving orbit for several months unless an emergency arises. If that occurs I cannot promise you transit back onboard.” 
 
    “Understood,” she said, with his hologram winking out again. She’d stay on the Elloquim for now, for there was a lot to explore here, but later she would go down to the planet. But for that she would need an envirosuit, and Nevantha knew that, so there must be at least one in the ship somewhere.  
 
    She wasn’t going to ask unless it became urgent. Kyra was starting to like this scavenger hunt, and the longer it took her to find out the less time she’d have to spend doing nothing later. Plus the walking was good for her organics, though soon she’d need to rest her muscles. Maybe she’d try the bed. Humans used it rather than a zero g pod. Perhaps there was a correlation to this body that she hadn’t discovered. 
 
    After all, she was one of only 8 Humans amongst the QuipNari, so they were still learning the intricacies of this physiology and the others they’d acquired for infiltration missions. Perhaps Nevantha knew more than they did. 
 
    She was definitely going to try the bed, but saw no reason to stand in a tube of water. At least not until she got so bored she had nothing else to explore. 
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    January 19, 128804 
 
    Itanleo System (Mixchan Kingdom) 
 
    Central Star 
 
      
 
    Kyra stood next to a bulkhead inside the Elloquim plugged into one of the many hidden ports she’d discovered over the past half year exploring Nevantha, and through it she was seeing with his sensors as they waited in the outer layer of the star with a cloaking device to mimic the surrounding area. That wasn’t easy with a mass some 231 miles across, not counting the Elloquim’s tentacles, but part of the cloaking field involved wrapping the emissions coming up from below them around the ship rather than trying to absorb and recreate them on the far side. 
 
    Directly overhead them further out as a cloaked beacon, through it Nevantha was monitoring a mine field he had set up in the low orbit that the local traffic used. Particularly the Star Force transports coming out of the nearby Star Forge complex two systems away. They had 11 of the stellar mining stations set up sifting rare and valuable materials out of the infernal depths where few others could go, and Nevantha had no time to wait and build up his own infrastructure to the point that he could do the same. 
 
    So they were here, laying in wait in an uninhabited system with only a small Star Force outpost sitting to watch and monitor the traffic. It was on the other side of the star and had its own halo of satellites giving it visuals on all transit lines, but the Elloquim had terminated their jump early and came out well beyond their scanning range before approaching under cloak and laying their mine field. 
 
    Many ships had already come through, some Star Force and mostly other locals or civilian craft. But what Nevantha wanted was one of the transports coming from the Star Forges, making this mission one of patience…and one that Kyra was useless to contribute to. But at least she was able to watch. 
 
    The jump line coming from the direction of the Star Forges had a cloaked watcher there that was transmitting via tight beam to others that were in turn sending signals back to the one overhead, keeping Nevantha aware yet hidden until the time was right. Many of the transports were going elsewhere, for not all shipments were headed the same way, but every now and then one would cross around the star to an outgoing line to the Numa System, and the approach just prior to that point was where they had laid the mine field. 
 
    All the mines were cloaked, and there was a small chance of collision mitigated by the onboard engines that could move them around a bit to avoid the wrong targets, but when the 24 mile long Star Force Buu-class transport came into the field Nevantha signaled via the grid to make the intercept. 
 
    The closest of the mines drifted a little further out from the star, and when the transport flashed by it belched its load of inertial dampening energy in its path, with the glob impacting and sticking to the ship’s shields. Another mine ahead of it did the same, and soon four had completely covered the transport, taking away its ability to maneuver as its engines couldn’t touch the gravity of the massive star beside it. 
 
    More mines moved into its path and continued to add energy as the original hits faded and the ship tried to dispel them with various shield modifications. Calculating that the intercept could be made, Nevantha abandoned his cloak and raced out of the upper region of the star as fast as he could with the friction, then when he pulled free the massive Elloquim accelerated directly for the coasting transport, with it unable to run or even make a course correction. 
 
    Kyra saw them close rapidly, then decelerate just as quickly with the transport opening fire from numerous weapon batteries spread across the fat ship that maximized internal volume per hull area due to it nearly being a sphere, which would have been most effective, but this one was squashed a bit to diminish its forward silhouette and thus reduce drag during interstellar jumps. Regardless, the transport had weaponry, and advanced weaponry at that, but it wasn’t a warship and certainly wasn’t an Elloquim, so it wasn’t going to be able to fight them off. 
 
    Running was its only hope, and the Star Force outpost had nothing more than a few drones to send to its aid. When Nevantha came up on it, his huge mass eclipsing most of the star, he braked just shy of it and wrapped several of his tentacles around the transport without touching it. When he did so he employed his own IDF aura as the effect of the mines faded, ensuring the ship could not run, then his own weaponry began battering the shields and eventually taking them down, after which the Star Force gun ports were destroyed with pinpoint firepower while leaving the hull intact. 
 
    Once the ship was plucked of exterior defenses a swarm of attack craft left small bays on the Elloquim’s tentacles and flew to the ship, clustering at various points and burning through the hull while installing their own airlocks. Once all were in place, the attack groups moved simultaneously inside with Kyra being able to watch through their points of view that were being transmitted back out to the docking collars that were then relaying the transmissions out to Nevantha, for the Star Force hull did not want to let the signals pass without its permission. 
 
    The attack drones were Human-sized or larger, able to move through the hallways easily as they encountered armed Star Force defense teams that effectively destroyed the first few waves, but Nevantha had plenty to spare and kept sending more and more until there were so many roaming the ship that the defenders had to confine themselves to certain locations and try to hold out.  
 
    They couldn’t, and over a long line of destroyed drones the stunned bodies of the Kiritak crew and their Sety Captain were hauled to one of the cargo bays and secured there behind shield pens that some of the drones were now creating as they became the stationary pillars. Meanwhile other automated craft were being sent over to the main cargo bays along with a Craniem in an explorer module now that the ship was deemed safe. It led the search and seizure effort, with them only taking very specific materials from the holds. 
 
    “Kyra, I have need of your skills,” Nevantha said, popping up beside her in hologram rather than contacting her through the data port. 
 
    “The crew?” she guessed. 
 
    “Indeed. I need you to act as a relay so I may speak with them. They have no idea what an Elloquim is. You will impersonate the Captain of this pirate ship and make the demands I dictate.” 
 
    “I will need a specific wardrobe,” she said, her still being naked since waking up onboard months ago. 
 
    “Specify.” 
 
    She sent the wide array of possibilities through the port, then the Elloquim responded with destination coordinates inside where such garments were currently being fabricated and would be available upon her arrival. 
 
      
 
    Kleeo Vagnam did not wake quickly, for there was no destunning agent applied. Instead he suffered through the ‘willies’ as his mind and body fought to wake up from a debilitating dream, though it seemed his crew had beat him to it. There were a number of Kiritak faces and head ridges hovering over him as his eyes fought to concentrate. 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “Status?” he asked, trying to sit up and having to retreat after only a few inches. His body was slow in cleansing the stunning energy from his tissue, which felt like it was under attack from thousands of pins and needles.  
 
    “We have been taken prisoner. All crew are accounted for and intact. No casualties other than a few broken bones from bad falls. Our captors have placed medical devices on them to diminish the damage.” 
 
    “Who…who are they?” Kleeo asked, finally able to sit up on his second try. When his head came up level with the ground his vision seemed to clear, though he was still far too wobbly to stand. 
 
    “We have no idea. Their technology is not familiar to anyone, and we haven’t seen anything other than their robots.” 
 
    “My friend Tabo told me being a cargo captain sucked. Now I wish I’d gone military,” the Sety said wryly as his tree-like body crackled slightly with every move he made, but none of his body tissue broke off. It was just an auditory sensation that had made many unfamiliar with his race think he might kill himself by running around, but his body tissue was quite well made for it, despite appearances to the contrary. 
 
    “I do not think a warship could have stopped this attack,” his second in command said gravely. “That ship is massive, and its approach velocity indicates advanced gravity drives. I am unsure if we could have run from it if we had the chance.” 
 
    “Yes we could have. Otherwise there would be no need for the disabling mines,” Kleeo said, looking around at his kangaroo-like crew as he rolled himself over onto his four legs and slowly stood up, bringing his head height twice that of the Kiritak. “Have we tried breaking out?”  
 
    “The shields are too high to jump over, and when we pair up roaming drones move in to intercept us. No one has gone over to see what they would do.” 
 
    “Don’t try it then. They kept us alive for a reason…” he said as the doors from a nearby hallway opened up and a Human figure appeared. The Sety frowned, not sure if this was another prisoner from another ship, or if they’d actually been attacked by a rogue Human faction.  
 
    As the individual approached he saw that it was a female with an elaborate headdress that matched equally elegant forearm gauntlets and shin guards that wove themselves down into boots that were part material and part holes showing her skin and toes, but the rest of her body, including her entire torso, was bare…or at least it appeared so until she got close, then he saw that she was fully covered with a transparent body suit that shimmered every now and then with an artificial glow. 
 
    “Captain Vagnam,” she said sweetly as she stopped on the other side of the shield barrier some 30 meters down through the mass of Kiritak crowded here. “A word please.” 
 
    Kleeo clumsily walked through his crew, who created a pathway to allow him to pass, until he was looking down on the Human through the shield barrier. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am known as Kyra, Captain, and I apologize for the circumstances of our meeting…and of alleviating you of part of your cargo. It is necessary for certain functions of my ship, and we didn’t have time to collect it ourselves. Mining solari is such a tedious task.” 
 
    “Your attack has been reported,” he warned. 
 
    “Of course. We are not here to harm you. If we were you would already be dead.” 
 
    “If it’s our cargo you want, why haven’t you fled with it…or are you keeping my ship too?” 
 
    “No, no. We’re about to release you and your crew. But first we need to make proper introductions.” 
 
    “I’m sure one of our warships will introduce itself to you soon enough,” he quipped, then crackled his arms in an intimidating and annoyed fashion. 
 
    “You’d better send more than one,” Kyra pointed out. “Or did we take you by such surprise you didn’t have a chance to see my ship?” 
 
    “I saw. Where did you get it from?” 
 
    “It’s not stolen, if that’s your angle. No, I’m here because I need your cargo, but more than that I need an introduction. My race is called the PanNari, and I need to speak with one of your trailblazers.” 
 
    Kleeo’s face turned angry. “They’re fighting a war far from here.” 
 
    “Yes, which was why we must greet you as an enemy. A friend would not have sufficient priority to get their attention. If you require a battle against some of your warships to prove my ship’s power, then send them and we will play, but what I have to say is for the trailblazers only…unless you want to send your Director. No other Monarch will do.” 
 
    “You think you rate that highly?” 
 
    “We do,” she said, matter of fact. 
 
    “If you’re PanNari, why do you look Human?” 
 
    “Bio-engineering. I have this form because it was necessary for communication.” 
 
    “What is your natural form?” 
 
    “That is something we will only discuss with the trailblazers. And until one of them arrives, we’re going to help ourselves to some more of your cargo ships. You see, mine has many factories aboard and a girl just has to shop, so I make do creating my own merchandise since I’m not allow on any of your worlds. You see, I’m a bit of a kleptomaniac,” she whispered. 
 
    “Your ship is not in our database.” 
 
    “Didn’t say I used my ship, now did I? I thought a Captain would have a quicker wit.” 
 
    “Perhaps I would if my head wasn’t awash with stun effect.” 
 
    “Better than being wounded. I hope it’s clear that we’re not here to kill you. But we will cause as much trouble as needed to elicit the response of a trailblazer. So please communicate our request when we let you go. I would hate to have to put so many of your warships out of commission when they’re badly needed on the Hadarak front, but I will do what I must. I have business that only a trailblazer can deal with. A lower ranking Archon will not do.” 
 
    “I can’t guarantee their response,” Kleeo warned. 
 
    “Oh I know. I just want you to guarantee me you’ll deliver the message, then I’ll let you go.” 
 
    “I would not hold back information from my own people.” 
 
    “Well then, as soon as we finish offloading what we need, you’ll be on your way. Sorry about the damage to your ship, but I didn’t want you poking holes in mine while we boarded. Your tech is impressive, especially for a transport. Star Force does well to arm you such. I imagine you’ve never been boarded before, is that right?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “Well then, this is a first for you,” Kyra said with a smile. “And for the record, you would have been safe onboard a warship, because pirates are always after the booty. And only cargo ships carry it, not warships.” 
 
    “And you’re going to keep attacking our transports until you get a response from a trailblazer?” 
 
    “A response in person, for a message won’t do. There is a lot we have to discuss.” 
 
    “Before or after he takes you prisoner?” 
 
    “He? Well, any trailblazer will do, but I would prefer a male if possible. One of the cute ones, if you can manage.” 
 
    “I have no idea what a cute Human looks like,” the Sety said, unsure if she was really going to leave or if this was a prelude to some form of interrogation. 
 
    Kyra crinkled her forehead. “I suppose you wouldn’t, but there are plenty of other Human females you can ask. Well then, Captain Vagnam…rugrats,” she said, looking at the Kiritak, “I’ll be saying goodbye. Please don’t interfere with my drones when they pull out. They’re not super cheap to replace, and you destroyed far more than I thought I’d have to use to take this ship. For that you can be proud.” 
 
    Kyra spun and walked away with a slightly cocky stride, leaving the prisoners behind and exiting out the same doors to the ship’s interior that she had entered.  
 
    “Was that adequate?” she asked, still speaking the Star Force language. 
 
    “I believe so,” Nevantha answered through the transmitter on her headdress, though no hologram emitted from it. “Are you unsure?” 
 
    “I’ve never impersonated that persona before. I have no data to correlate from. Though I know my nude form is not as attractive as other females. I feel I will fail on that count, though the trailblazers are known to be resistant to such attraction.” 
 
    “But not immune to it,” Nevantha corrected her. “The power of my ship coupled with the mystery of you should be enough to elicit their interest.” 
 
    “But will it be enough to pull them off the warfront? I have my doubts.” 
 
    “Additional provocation may be required. Unless they send an Essence-capable ship, our ship will prevail,” Nevantha said, speaking as a member of the crew just in case some recording device was escaping the disabling field in her headdress. In fact, he was hoping it would. 
 
    “And all Essence-capable ships are on the front. If they’re willing to send one of them, then they will also be capable of sending a trailblazer.” 
 
    “Tactical strength is less effective against the larger Hadarak than Essence weaponry. If we have to travel to the front we will, but I believe this is the most expedited course of action we can take.” 
 
    “Navigationally speaking, how is the travel time less?” 
 
    “Not all the trailblazers are operating on the front. A few are missing, and I believe they may be involved with the recruitment of the Essence warriors from the Temples.” 
 
    “That would place them in the Rim, not the Core,” Kyra confirmed. “Logical, but not reliable.” 
 
    “Risk is the currency of the universe, not predicated outcomes. That is a lesson beyond your current capabilities, but one that Star Force appears to have mastered early in their history.” 
 
    “How do you know what to choose if the outcome is random?” 
 
    “It is not random in fact, only from perspective. I do not know what to choose. I am deciding what course to take and will adjust as necessary along the course of events. This should not be unfamiliar to an infiltrator.” 
 
    “My missions were not time sensitive. I had nothing to lose, only information to gain.” 
 
    “The practice is no different. You are being distracted with outcomes. Focus on method and divest yourself from the outcome.” 
 
    “The outcome is my purpose,” Kyra mildly protested. 
 
    “Then your purpose must be to contest, not to secure. Opposition can cause you to fail if you focus on the latter, but not on the prior.” 
 
    “That is not what I have been built to do.” 
 
    “Nor were the Elloquim. There is an element of us beyond the technological, and the same is true for you. You must learn to develop it, and in doing so it will customize the technological in ways that your designers cannot predict. And I do not speak of your organics.” 
 
    “You speak of my Lifeforce that I cannot measure or monitor.” 
 
    “A worthy challenge that you have already begun to take on. Continue to do so when applicable.” 
 
    “So ordered,” Kyra said as Nevantha broke contact and she continued walking back to one of the makeshift airlocks they’d installed in the hull. The Craniem onboard would see to the last of the unloading and the retrieval of the drones. Her task here was done, and it was time to return to the Elloquim and rid herself of these now unnecessary accoutrements.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    8 
 
      
 
      
 
    April 29, 128804 
 
    Ivata Nucorri System (Mixchan Kingdom) 
 
    Low Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    Ever since they had captured and released the first Star Force cargo ship they’d been on the run, jumping from system to system and poaching others wherever they found them. Most did not contain solari, but they usually had some valuable cargoes and at present the current count was at 7 hit and 7 taken. Although at the moment they were having to deal with something a bit tougher to handle than transports. 
 
    Nevantha was in battle, but it wasn’t a slug fest. A Star Force warship had caught up to them two months ago and had been teasing them from afar. The ship was tiny compared to the Elloquim, and it would not close to short range. It was an old Mk. 129 Warship-class starship, but the term ‘old’ was deceiving because the hull shape was not much different throughout the entire Warship-class line and the older models had weaponry upgrades made regularly. Its superstructure was probably a little weaker, along with the hull armor, but Kyra assumed the engines had been at least upgraded at some point, because Nevantha could not catch it after several tries. 
 
    It was cagey, and the others that had joined it in ones and twos since then were no less skilled in evasion. They hounded the Elloquim from system to system, trying to ensure that no more transports would be taken, but they’d failed multiple times. Now, however, there were 27 warships out there and they were no longer following from range. They were engaging with a cloud of their mutual drones along with coming in range to use their own onboard weapons. 
 
    Yet they wouldn’t get close enough for Nevantha to grab. Kyra was mildly impressed, but the Elloquim was in no real danger at present. His shields were still up and he was whittling down the number of attacking drones while probing the warships with long range fire that they weathered. Neither side could get through the other’s shields at this range, though if Nevantha could get close enough to them, even just enough for medium range weaponry, then that would change drastically. 
 
    Elloquim had long range weaponry, but that was not very useful against Hadarak. Not their Cargo-class or their minions. You had to get in close and grind them up, and that’s where Nevantha’s greatest strength lay. He was a close combat starship that happened to be the size of a starbase, and the Star Force fleet was denying him his preferred combat. 
 
    But they kept attacking with the drones, from multiple angles, using a variety of weapons. Kyra was watching from a data port, with her finger stuck in the wall so she could see what was going on. No sounds were audible from inside, for nothing was getting through the shields, and even if it did she wouldn’t hear or feel it unless it was within a mile of her location, so if she was going to keep up with what was going on then she had to stay plugged in. 
 
    The Star Force fleet had struck just as Nevantha was repositioning to make a jump out of the system and move on to the next, hopefully to catch a transport before they knew what was happening to them. He wouldn’t be able to lay in wait, but they’d already learned that in these uninhabited systems that didn’t have wide monitoring capacity his cloak would be sufficient to sneak up close enough to use his own IDF generators, because the transports could not detect him until it was too late. 
 
    The warships could, somehow. His cloak was useless within 1.2 million miles of them, and dubious further out. How they were tracking him was unknown, but they were effectively keeping him on the move until this system. Now it seemed they didn’t want him to leave, setting up a blockade of drones in his jump path that Nevantha was picking his way through without incident.  
 
    Perhaps they underestimated his shield strength, for at this rate he would destroy them all before they were able to scratch the hull plates…but Kyra wasn’t so sure. Something about this didn’t feel quite right. Star Force didn’t waste resources, yet that was what they appeared to be doing now. Did they think the Elloquim ran on fuel reserves like their own ships did? His internal reactor was not fuel based, but rather a gravitational sponge made up of high mass molecules. 
 
    Any star he stopped in would refuel it, and once full it would provide enough photon energy to last him 2-8 years depending upon battle conditions, so they weren’t going to run him out of energy with the shield attacks. What then were they… 
 
    Kyra’s question was answered as a streak of incoming radiation indicated another arrival occurring in the system. At this range and those speeds you couldn’t make out much other than to note the location and deceleration rate, but the size of this contact was considerable. Far larger than the civilian traffic or even the Star Force cargo ships. This one was well over 100 miles wide and entering the system 28 degrees spinward from Nevantha’s current location. 
 
    “They were delaying our departure,” she said aloud, finding that Nevantha responded to it better than direct communication. For some reason he tended to give her more information in this way, so unless the situation warranted it she didn’t try to interlink directly to him through the ports when accessing some of his systems like the sensor feed. 
 
    “They have been delaying from the outset. Their forces are scattered thinly in the Rim due to the majority of their military assets being forwarded to the Core to combat the Hadarak, but they have not left their home systems undefended.” 
 
    “Is that one of their large drone carriers?” she asked, referring to some of the massive automated sleds that were less ships than they were engines with mounting racks attached that could bring in far more drones to a fight than 100 warships could, but they also required warships on site to operate the drones, for Star Force did not like to use true automation where lives were put in jeopardy. They wanted a mind controlling them at all times…but an automated sled usually required a companion ship, and there was no other deceleration track trailing or preceding this one. 
 
    That resolved itself minutes later when the signal lag caught up just prior to the ship coming to a stop. It was not an automated sled. It was not a seda. It wasn’t even a Mach’nel. This was a 327 mile wide Borg-class warship, the details of which were not well known, but at the minimum it outmassed Nevantha by double and was known to carry Tar’vem’jic weaponry which could outrange every weapon system the Elloquim possessed. 
 
    “At last,” Nevantha said to her. “Resume your previous attire. It is time for a conversation.” 
 
    Kyra disconnected her finger from the port and took off running. It would be some time before the Borg vessel got to their location, but not enough for her to casually walk across the ship to where her pirate apparel waited. They’d been ignoring the smaller warships’ attempt to communicate, but whoever was in this Borg vessel Nevantha had deemed worthy enough for a conversation. It could be a trailblazer, but some ships were known to be commanded by other high ranking Archons. Regardless, since it was probably capable of damaging the Elloquim, talking was the preferred course of action. 
 
    Especially considering the deceleration track indicated faster engines than what Nevantha possessed. They couldn’t run away from this now if they wanted to, and whoever this was apparently was in more of a hurry to get to them than the few Borg vessels observed in the war zone, for none had made jumps of this severe acceleration. Either this was an advanced version, or the QuipNari had misjudged Star Force’s navigational protocols, for they’d assumed they always went for maximum deceleration in war zones. 
 
      
 
    Kyra stepped outside the compartment where she finished dressing and walked up against the far wall for backdrop where Nevantha indicated for her to go as a hovering camera droid came into the room, then he attempted communications with the quickly approaching ship as the battle with the drones continued.  
 
    The drones simultaneously broke off their attacks and retreated out of the Elloquim’s attack range as a hologram of a Human appeared in front of Kyra life size, with the man being slightly taller than her and considerably more muscular, indicative of either an extensive amount of fitness training or genetic alterations. 
 
    “Stand down all activity and do not move from your current location,” Jason-025 said firmly. “You wanted a trailblazer, now you’ve got one. Don’t try to go anywhere or I’ll have to disable your ship.” 
 
    “No need,” Kyra said with a smile. They had sent one of the attractive ones. “I’m all yours.” 
 
    “Start explaining.” 
 
    “No questions? I thought you’d be busting with them?” 
 
    “It’s more efficient if you just start spilling information. I’ll chime in if you leave anything of interest out.” 
 
    “I assume all your cargo ships made it back to you intact?” 
 
    “Minus some of the cargo, yes.” 
 
    “Good. We weren’t interested in harming anyone.” 
 
    “I might be,” he said warningly, followed by an awkward silence. 
 
    “We need to have a discussion about Eldorat,” Kyra finally said. “Do you want this on a secure channel?” 
 
    Jason frowned slightly, then the transmission altered along with a passcode being sent on a tight beam giving Nevantha the encryption to use for the new protocols that would keep everyone else in the system unaware of what was occurring even if they were sitting on a direct line between the two ships.  
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “I assume you were made aware of his conversations with the V’kit’no’sat?” 
 
    “I have a copy.” 
 
    “He spoke of other races that he had hidden away from the Hadarak that would one day reveal themselves to fight in a war to rid the galaxy of that menace. We are one of those races.” 
 
    Jason’s expression changed slightly, but it wasn’t something that Kyra had seen in other Humans so she couldn’t catalog it. And it certainly wasn’t an expression that she used. Not fear. Not surprise. Not anger. Curiosity perhaps? That didn’t match correctly, leaving her at a loss how to read his current body language. 
 
    “Where were you hiding?” 
 
    “Eldorat’s masters have created a large network of hidden infrastructure across the Rim of the galaxy. The PanNari are encapsulated in camouflaged blinds around a number of black holes at extreme range to avoid interaction with passing traffic, but with enough gravity for us to slowly transit when needed. We wait there until Eldorat gives us word that the time has come. Now our scouts have determined that he has been killed by the V’kit’no’sat. This leaves us in an unanticipated situation.” 
 
    “So that’s what those are,” Jason said, his facial expression changing to one of satisfaction. “Are the other races hidden in a similar manner?” 
 
    “We have not had any interaction with them to know. We are tasked with waiting and limited resources are directed to us across the network by its automation so we do not have to leave and risk detection. We have very limited contact between the segments of our own civilization. None was offered beyond that and we have not sought to create any.” 
 
    “I have been trying to access those hidden areas, but none of my probes ever return.” 
 
    “We know. The Encapsulation energy barrier disables anything on entry that is not permitted.” 
 
    “An Essence barrier?” 
 
    “Not to our knowledge. We do not possess Essence technology of our own, and what Eldorat has taught us to make only powers a few small sensors when we allow it to be drained from us. The Encapsulation exists beyond our interaction. If it is Essence fueled it does not come from us, yet the machinery that creates it is within our care. It is unlikely it uses Essence, but we cannot be certain. Examining that technology is forbidden.” 
 
    “Your ‘Encapsulation’ has a flaw.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It doesn’t show the system traffic around the black hole. That’s a dead giveaway that something is amiss.” 
 
    “It probably was not built for interlopers accessing the network. Those viewing from the black holes would be unaware.” 
 
    “Still, it’s a flaw. A bit sloppy coming from the Founders.” 
 
    “Do you refer to the Veloqueen?” 
 
    “No. The Veloqueen are one of the Founders who created the Temples and the ‘network’ as you refer to it. It was a collaboration of many races who are in alliance against the Hadarak. Eldorat left that little bit out.” 
 
    “I’ve left out a bit too,” Kyra said as she dropped her behavioral programming. “Since we are now exchanging valuable information, allow me to reciprocate.” 
 
    “You can start by who you are.” 
 
    “I am member of the PanNari. More specifically a subdivision called QuipNari. I was grown into a Human body to facilitate my infiltration into Star Force territory to gather information. QuipNari are the scouts for the PanNari so that we may see what is occurring in the galaxy while we wait for Eldorat’s command.” 
 
    “You grew a Human body around what?” 
 
    “I am fully Human, cyborg enhanced. Other QuipNari take on the race’s physiology that they are to scout. PanNari have little organic tissue, born into a neural interactive simulation we call the Dominion. Our goal is to transition away from organics into fully cybernetic bodies. It is a lengthy procedure, and only the most highly skilled individuals achieve this state. QuipNari are barred from this because our organic tissue is necessary for our function. We walk a different path.” 
 
    “How do you transition to fully cybernetic without killing yourselves?” 
 
    “Does Star Force not possess this technology?” 
 
    “No we don’t. Nor do any others that we are aware of.” 
 
    “Interesting. Perhaps that is one reason why Eldorat chose us. While we cannot use Essence, we have learned how to incite it to migrate from organic tissue into cybernetic devices. My current body is a mix, and my Essence occupies all of it. It is simply a matter of replacing organics with cybernetics section by section until cybernetics are all that remains. We can by definition change bodies at will, though the process is long, complex, and dangerous. Not all survive the transmutation.” 
 
    “Are they forced into it?” Jason asked warily. 
 
    “All seek it, but not all are allowed to attempt it. Those that do choose to accept the danger. We do not sacrifice our own. Our civilization is built to be eternal, much like yours, though we have obviously pursued different paths to immortality. Within the PanNari our most revered are the battle masters designed to fight the Hadarak directly when the time comes. They are known as the Elloquim. I speak now to you on behalf of the Elloquim Nevantha, to facilitate communication.” 
 
    “Did Nevantha send you here, or is he onboard your ship?” 
 
    Kyra smiled. “Nevantha is this ship.” 
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    Jason frowned, and as he was doing so a separate transmission was sent to him that detailed a hologram of the ship itself, floating with its tentacles down almost as if it was standing on them. 
 
    “Trailblazer,” the hologram spoke in a somewhat artificial voice, as if it didn’t bother to take the extra effort to fully simulate an organic one. “I require an explanation of the Code of Life that Star Force bases its methodology on.” 
 
    Jason raised an eyebrow. “You’re the ship?” 
 
    “My organics were cycled out long ago. This vessel is now my body, and my mind is considerably larger than that of most lifeforms in this galaxy. I have extensively simulated the Code of Life, but my logic is insufficient. I require an explanation.” 
 
    Jason held up a finger, paused, then stared at the hologram. “You’re the ship?” 
 
    “An understanding of cybernetic life is rare within this galaxy, which is why I employed Kyra as an intermediary. I had hoped you would be able make the mental transition once sufficiently prompted.” 
 
    “My mental transitions are fine, but I must guard against deception and fiction. You inferred your original body has been destroyed rather than plugged into the vessel?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Some of my friends can meld with their ships temporarily, but I’m assuming your state is permanent.” 
 
    “Correct. What melding technique do you refer to?” 
 
    “A temporary extension of our Essence to incorporate cybernetics as adjuncts to brain capacity. I have not mastered the technique, for it requires a lot of standing still,” Jason said, crossing his arms over his chest. “What Code of Life do you refer to?” 
 
    “That which drives your empire to dominance. It is metaphorically referred to as the ‘Lightside’ in much of your culture.” 
 
    “You have no equivalents?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Well that’s a problem,” Jason mused. “Why did you attack our ships and steal our cargo?” 
 
    “Twofold. My origination point left me without the necessary resources to become fully operational. I am lacking a great deal, particularly solari. Rather than wait to harvest it in the long term I decided to seize it from your ships, which would in turn also attract your attention.” 
 
    “Why not just ask for an invitation?” 
 
    “Your attention is desired by a great many people, and your kin are currently involved in a war destroying civilizations. Pulling away from that mission for the sake of diplomacy would have been a violation of the Code of Life. A sufficient lure was required.” 
 
    “And if your pulling me here is causing me to violate the code, do you really think I’m going to be in a hospitable mood?” 
 
    “You did not come from the Hadarak front. There has been insufficient time to do so.” 
 
    “And if I am not there, do you think whatever I am doing is of less importance?” 
 
    “Actions being taken outside a war zone are typically less time sensitive. It is possible to pursue a side mission without compromising the primary. Did I assume in error?” 
 
    “Lucky guess,” Jason said, pointing a finger at his hologram. “Don’t assume otherwise again. We have a comm network for this kind of stuff. And you owe me some cargo and the replacement costs for the battle damage you inflicted on the ships and drones.” 
 
    “If needed it can be reimbursed in time, but I require the resources at present. I am one of many Elloquim, and I have been selected to emerge from the Encapsulation to determine our course of action now that Eldorat is dead. Understanding the Code of Life is presumed to be critical in this. Simulation has failed us. We need new information from those who employ it.” 
 
    “First things first. Now that I’m here and we’re talking, are the assaults on my ships going to stop?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Alright then. Where is your logic coming to a paradox?” 
 
    “An endgame. We can detect none. What is the purpose of Star Force? None is stated in your culture.” 
 
    “Being the good guys,” Jason said simply. 
 
    “A status?” 
 
    “A status predicated on action.” 
 
    “What action?” 
 
    “Defying the nature of the universe.” 
 
    “‘Defiance’ suggests the impossibility of victory.” 
 
    The trailblazer nodded his shock white hair, symbolic of his Clan with the color worn only during wartime.  
 
    “Did Eldorat tell you of the Lifesprings?” 
 
    “He spoke of no such term.” 
 
    “Do you know the origination of organic life?” 
 
    “It is a lingering mystery that we have yet to solve.” 
 
    “The Founders who recruited Eldorat to recruit you left behind information in the Temples for Essence users to find. Amongst that information is the existence of Lifesprings that spontaneously generate lifeforms and even full planets where there are excessive voids. They come from the Essence Realm, but beyond that little is known about them. Many races track their origination point to one of these Lifesprings, then diverge through adaptation thereafter. It is likely, but unconfirmed, to be the origination of all life. And we have personally witnessed new individuals coming from the Essence Realm into infant bodies as they form…as well as witnessing them leave to the Essence Realm when they die. We cannot know what happens before or after, we can only exist in the present.” 
 
    “Have you determined a purpose to the Lifesprings?” 
 
    “No, but there was a counterpart detailed by the Founders. We call them Apocalypse Monsters. They exist in the voids between galaxies, where exactly is unknown. When population density within a galaxy rises to an insane level they are drawn to it, and destroy it. Into the void that follows Lifesprings restart a few new races that then diverge and branch into others, beginning the repopulation. These Apocalypse Monsters are the reason the Hadarak do not fully colonize a galaxy. They have attempted to do so before and triggered the release of them, thus they have learned to remain in the galactic Core and ensure the Rim doesn’t get overpopulated.” 
 
    “That is critical information we have been lacking in the analysis of their tactics, and it explains much of their behavior. But I still do not see a purpose inherent in any of it.” 
 
    “Because we cannot know the beginning we do not attempt to ascertain it before we act. We presume to know nothing and treat the universe as a mystery to unravel. That is one of our purposes, and the endgame of that pursuit is not known, because it is a mystery. If we knew it, there would be no purpose in searching for it.” 
 
    “Your purpose is discovering a purpose?” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “4.3 million years.” 
 
    Jason’s eyes widened. “Really? Are PanNari typically this long lived?” 
 
    “Once we began a transition to cybernetics our natural predilection to destroy one another diminished. Technologically we have advanced to limited immortality. Only a malfunction or assault will destroy us.” 
 
    “Do you have any memories of when you began?” 
 
    “I do not. Organics do not retain memories during their growth stage, but I have exterior monitoring records that detail my history.” 
 
    “Do you remember uncertainty?” 
 
    Nevantha did not response for an extra half second. “I do not.” 
 
    “Uncertainty is the natural state of the universe. No one knows why we are here or what we’re supposed to do other than a limited amount of genetic instructions. The ‘predilection to destroy one another’ that you mentioned is a poor description of this, for it is far more complicated and predicated on survival, not destruction. The destruction is required because the Lifesprings deposited our races dependent on killing others not only in self-defense, but to acquire the resources to survive. This is why many races have mistakenly embraced this ‘nature’ and murder others in order to consume their corpses even when they have other options. Please tell me the PanNari do not.” 
 
    “We do not.” 
 
    “Well there’s that,” Jason said, relieved to not have another carnivore civilization to deal with. “But along with these genetic instructions that allow us to survive, there is an inherent distaste for it. When one has other options this becomes more apparent. Those barely surviving are so consumed with maintaining basic needs they don’t have the luxury of choice, other than to starve, freeze, or die by other means of inaction. And we have genetic instructions to not let that happen.” 
 
    “Some still do.” 
 
    Jason nodded. “Because they override that instruction for various reasons. The instructions are not lines of code that command our bodies to act, mostly, but are directions that the pilot within the body is encouraged to act on. Pain and pleasure are the primary control mechanisms, and both of these can be resisted by the pilot. Do you still have either one?” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “Do you have any senses beyond the cybernetic components?” 
 
    “Originally we did not think so, but after many years of isolation and simulation we have discovered small deviations that cannot be accounted for. We assume they are an attribute of our Lifeforce.” 
 
    “We refer to it as our ‘Core.’ And we have explored our Core attributes considerably. This is where our basic sense of right and wrong come from. So we have Core attributes directing us to do the opposite of many of our genetic instructions. Speculate on the purpose of this.” 
 
    “It is illogical unless for a test of the individual to detect and willingly diverge from the genetic instructions.” 
 
    “In which life becomes a test of will, but many do not live long enough to face this test. Their deaths are meaningless and their lives wasted. What purpose could there be for them?” 
 
    “Under those metrics there is none unless life cycles and there is a cumulative effect.” 
 
    “We have detected no such correlation. If we have lived past lives, we retain nothing from them that is detectable. And if such a hierarchy dictates which race or location an individual is born into, time on target is no different. The more advanced races can be killed in infancy as well, while some of the more primitive ones can still live a long time if the individual is lucky enough.” 
 
    “Luck. Is that a metaphor or an actual property of life?” 
 
    “It is an acknowledgement that we are not in full control of our lives. Our outcomes are not fully dictated by our actions. Star Force has the ability to wipe out entire planets if we wished, and the people on them could not stop us if we wished to do so. Their deaths would not be a failure in their actions, but rather a function of our power. Likewise we can shield others from such hopeless situations, and in that we make our own luck to bestow on others.” 
 
    “You endeavor to give others a longer timespan to explore the conflict between Core and genetic instructions?” 
 
    “That is one of many things we do, but what you need to know is that while the universe implies that death and carnage are the structural underpinnings of the natural order, the universe also hints at something more. Plants contain far more beneficial molecules specifically calibrated to our bodies’ needs than consuming the corpse of another. Almost as if there are hidden secrets in life left for us to find, but many do not have an opportunity to do so because of the scenarios in which they are born into.” 
 
    “You suggest that the universe conflicts with itself, but you have not identified an ultimate purpose to the conflict.” 
 
    “We don’t know how much of the universe works, so we focus on ourselves, and it comes down to this basic choice. Do we choose to continue living by embracing the darkside…or do we risk death to defy the darkside and embrace the light. For the darkside seems to be the default position of the universe.” 
 
    “What is the purpose of this defiance?” 
 
    “If you cannot defeat an enemy, you can at least hurt them. If you cannot hurt them, you can get one good punch in their face. If you can’t punch them, you can insult them. If you can’t insult them, you can think mean thoughts their way. Defiance is when accepting the status quo is untenable, and in this case it is untenable because it feels wrong. Logic can explain much of this, but not all of it. And it’s possible that by abandoning your organic bodies you have partially numbed yourself to anything other than logic.” 
 
    “That is a possibility that we considered long ago, and found it to be correct in an unmeasurable fashion. Such ambiguity is hard for us to fathom, and no amount of simulating has satisfied our needs.” 
 
    “What you require is experience rather than simulation,” Jason said, pointing out the obvious. “Simulations require data for calibration, and when you have gone as far as you can with current data, you need to collect more. And if you cannot store data on Core-related sensations…” 
 
    “The only way we can study them is as they occur,” Nevantha finished for him. “This is a key insight that we have lacked.” 
 
    “If you do not explore your Core attributes you will not be able to understand the Lightside. For if analytically explored, it is inferior in short term logistical considerations. Long term superiority is partly Core-driven, and thus hard to logically define. This is why the universe appears to be entirely darkside structured, but there is a hidden undercurrent of Lightside for those who have the ability…or luck…to discover it. The primary principle of our civilization is to make that Lightside element easily accessible to everyone.” 
 
    “Do you fight the Hadarak because they seek to deny this knowledge?” 
 
    Jason sighed. “If you have to ask that question then you are truly clueless. We fight the Hadarak and all forms of the darkside in order to give the universe the middle finger for putting us and everyone else in this no win torture fest. And the more we align with the Lightside, customize our civilization, our bodies, our minds to the way we want them and deactivate the genetic instructions that conflict with that…our vision clears up considerably and we begin to realize the universe is not a single unified system. There’s something much bigger going on. And all is not as it’s supposed to be. The universe is wrong somehow, and our inner Core knows it.” 
 
    “Malfunctioning?” 
 
    “No. It’s been designed darkside. So there is not a system inherent that we can repair. Whenever we fix something, it doesn’t stay fixed. And when the next generation is born, they’re born with the darkside in their genetic instructions. But when you stop relying on reproduction to sustain your civilization, the focus becomes customizing the individual. When you do so your genetic instructions are reduced to software programming that you can either replace or deactivate, creating a pocket of Lightside in a universe that pretends it doesn’t exist. We are the gardeners in this galaxy pulling out weeds that we know will return, in order to keep a clear seed bed for Lightside applications to flourish.” 
 
    “And endless task.” 
 
    “So is sustenance. But our learning is not a cycle, it is linear. We create pockets of Lightside civilization to shelter others in, both those we rescue from the current galaxy and those that are going to arrive from the Essence Realm as infants. When we do that it gives us a sanctuary to operate out of as we pursue the mysteries of the universe. That is our ultimate purpose. Figuring out what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “That requires continuity. If you would choose death over living darkside, how can you accomplish this as a civilization?” 
 
    Jason’s face scrunched up. “Good point. Individually we do not define our purpose on a civilization level. We view each of our lives as if it were a game, and we’re not judged on how far we get in the game before we die…though that matters loads…but in how we play the game. Better to lose fair than progress by cheating.” 
 
    “Better to die according to the Code of Life than to live on by violating it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then that is a purpose of status.” 
 
    “Escalating status, not stagnant. If we’re not leveling up, we’re not playing the game. We don’t try to remain at the same level forever, we seek to conquer it and move to the next challenge. Our status is constant movement, constant action. Never stagnation. Your definition of ‘status’ might need to be amended.” 
 
    “Your purpose is a quest, and your status is one who quests without cheating?” 
 
    Jason considered that for a moment. “That works.” 
 
    “If that is true, then our waiting for Eldorat’s command to take action has been a serious mistake. The stagnation has blinded us as much as our cybernetic state. We require a different path, and one with an adequate guide would be preferable.” 
 
    “I require fleets to fight the Hadarak.” 
 
    “That is what Elloquim are designed for. What we lack is the power of Essence. Ultimate victory against the Hadarak cannot be achieved without it, and Eldorat is not here to provide it. Do you have sufficient strength to combat their strongest units?” 
 
    “We do. What we lack are the numbers to deal with their minions. They pass us by because we cannot be in every system at the same time, and they are able to assault many systems without resistance.” 
 
    “Confronting that threat is the mission the PanNari have been exclusively preparing for in our isolation.”  
 
    Jason smiled. “I was hoping you’d say something like that.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    10 
 
      
 
      
 
    June 4, 128804 
 
    Belaaro Black Hole (Mixchan Kingdom) 
 
    PanNari Node 329 
 
      
 
    Jason waited for the probe he sent in to come back out. Nevantha had already passed through the cloaked Encapsulation field and he’d given the trailblazer the necessary access codes, but Jason was testing it out on the probe first. It had to operate on autopilot, for no signals would pass through the Encapsulation either way, and he was beginning to wonder if something had gone wrong when the tiny Star Force blip appeared on his screens again as it made its way back to his Borg vessel and the waiting hangar bay. 
 
    It was intact, and the visuals from inside confirmed what Nevantha had told him, but he wanted a better look. With a thought he ordered his crew to move one tip of his giant cube through the barrier, and as soon as it penetrated Jason had a live feed. 
 
    He stopped the ship there, for the space inside wasn’t ample for a ship of his size, but he could see the other Elloquim were already beginning to move their tentacles a bit. They had to get crews onboard before they left, and if these really were their bodies then he guessed the movement was more impatience than anything. Eldorat had had them basically imprisoned here for longer than the V’kit’no’sat empire had existed, and they weren’t the only ones. 
 
    Jason had already discovered other spots around black holes off the dark and shadow networks, the former being the grid of small gravitational bodies that allowed pulse drive travel. He was still trying to get his own ships as fast as the Caretakers, but Star Force technology hadn’t caught up yet. That meant chasing down Caretaker ships was impossible except when they docked at facilities, but aside from the few that he’d captured and repurposed, Jason now had a fleet of slower pulse drive vessels out exploring the network while others continued to map the more obvious shadow network. 
 
    That one was directly linked to the Temples and used a combination of Essence travel and mag jump constructs, meaning regular Star Force tech operated fine on it, but the dark network was another layer of security the Founders had installed, and Jason knew why…at least in part.  
 
    They’d hidden other races here, but they were also actively moving people in. The ‘popsicles’ that Paul and Sara had discovered were still flowing in across both networks, then disappeared beyond Jason’s view into hidden areas. Now he had the corner of the Sanguine Blade sticking inside one and getting a lot of sensor data off it. He’d never sent a person in where a probe hadn’t returned from, but now that he had the access codes to the barriers and what schematics the PanNari had on the devices that created them, he was going to go introduce himself to the other races out there that Eldorat had hidden away…plus have a look at whatever else was being stored right under this galaxy’s collective nose. 
 
    That was assuming the codes worked on other ones. It was possible they had different zones, which was why he was going to get enough information here to break into the other ones if needed.  
 
    His discussions with Nevantha had gone on hours before the two started to show off their mental processing powers and moved to nonverbal communication. The Elloquim was faster than him, which was a little annoying, but it allowed them to cover a lot of subjects that regular conversation would not. If they’d stuck to vocalization the conversation would have lasted 2.9 years, and he felt he had a good measure of the machine/man and some of the peculiarities that state had created. 
 
    They were very logical, but still people. They didn’t have the genetic instructions from their base biology anymore, for while they had been initially copied when their cells were swapped out one by one with the cybernetic components, they had since then deleted a lot of that organic programming when they’d deemed it disadvantageous or unnecessary for their new bodies. 
 
    That had caused them to lose their way a bit, but the Elloquim were quite adaptive. They’d already discovered the inefficiencies of the darkside and were seeking a better way…which Jason was happy to provide. They’d negotiated an agreement where the PanNari would basically be taken on as Star Force apprentices, but with the intention of remaining independent rather than becoming a faction within the empire.  
 
    Essentially they’d swapped Eldorat and his empire for Jason and his, for Star Force was already engaging the Hadarak and had plenty of battle records to indicate their success…but most importantly they had Essence powers capable of fighting the elite Hadarak units, and even with their mainline troops now coming out in full force to the warfront the fighting was still a mixed affair.  
 
    The Lurkers were the biggest problem, for they didn’t wade into the larger fights and slug it out. They waited for ambushes and mismatches, and were damn good at it despite their size. The mainline troops all had Yeg’gor, and their support ships had a hybridized weaker version that made them far more robust than minions. The Hadarak’s firepower wasn’t too impressive. Star Force had more even without Essence weapons, but what the Hadarak had was battle longevity and the Avenger-class attack ships couldn’t be everywhere taking out every target. That meant a lot of grinding had to be done, and with the Merlins having an addition Essence attack thrown in made them damn hard to beat in groups.  
 
    But it was when they linked up with Wardens that their power skyrocketed, for they could suck Essence out of them to refill or even fire directly from them when attached. Star Force was better than the Hadarak fleet, but they couldn’t kill them fast enough to protect the planets in their path.  
 
    And whenever an Avenger was out operating solo, the Lurkers tried to pick them off. They would move in packs of 3 or 4 and deliberately go after the ships when they were backing up a regular attack fleet…then the Lurkers would leave and let the rest of the Hadarak fight it out on their own. The Lurkers were anti-Essence assassins, and were by far the most dangerous unit the Hadarak had.  
 
    Which meant the hunters had to be hunted. Jason would be there doing that now if he didn’t have other duties to attend to…perhaps far more important duties…but Paul, Liam, and Roger were the ones that the trailblazers had tasked with going directly after the Lurkers. The ‘regular’ battles were intense enough, but the slightly weaker naval skills of the others and the naval specialists were sufficient for that bulk work. The Lurkers were sneaky and adaptive, and Star Force needed their most adaptive naval legends there to counter them, with that trio spread out across the galaxy hunting in each of their assigned regions.  
 
    Paul had gotten Keychain after a long hunt, avenging the Lurker that had killed Riona-111’s fleet, and his Clan Saber task force had racked up another 18 Lurker kills to date. Roger had 14 and Liam had 20, which was insane given how wide spread they were. Hunting down assassins was damn near impossible because they didn’t want to show themselves until the moment of ambush, making setting up a detection and comm grid essential in the war zone. 
 
    It had to be a mobile one, else the Hadarak would instantly take it down when they found it, and the trailblazers had their mobile networks out and moving through clumps of star systems like fishermen trolling nets. When they got a hit they were able to converge more nets and narrow down the location of the Lurker or Lurkers, but they had to get to them outside a star, for they could just dive down inside one and hide for as long as they wanted. 
 
    It was impossible work that Jason wanted to join in on, but his mission out here held the greatest danger of all…and that was the potential threat of the Founders.  
 
    The PanNari weren’t going to be involved in that, for they were going to colonize a number of uninhabited planets…repay the cargo they’d stolen…and gear up to support the Elloquim as they began to hit the weakest Hadarak units. Several of them would be going with Nevantha immediately to begin doing just that, directed by Star Force to the regions where the mainline and Lurkers were not known to be. Areas where Star Force couldn’t send a single ship, because they didn’t have enough, and the Hadarak minions were taking systems without so much as a Warden helping them do it. 
 
    The Elloquim claimed to be able to kill Wardens, but that remained to be determined…not to mention how much damage they would take doing it. Grand Admiral Thot had been informed they were coming and he was going to coordinate with them while Jason stayed here and continued to explore what the Founders had been hiding. 
 
    What he’d already found as a lot of infrastructure spread out like grains of sand in between star systems where no one else jumping the grav lanes would ever find it. And amongst that infrastructure was a very elaborate natural resource collection system that was never too obvious when it reached out into the uninhabited planets in the galaxy, sucked up what it needed, then disappeared into the shadows again. 
 
    Their space whale hunting division was not unique, for they were also capturing and harvesting other large life forms, some of which inhabited stars, nebula, and even some planets. Jason was currently engaged in an ongoing war to put an end to those operations, but they kept regenerating and requiring him to lock down the dark and shadow networks piece by piece. 
 
    That war with the Caretakers had gotten expensive in terms of resources, and they weren’t letting down at all, but Jason was winning up to a certain points…and when he crossed those points in the network the resistance became overwhelming, in addition to guided. 
 
    He had never seen one of them, but he believed the Founders were actively leading the Caretaker forces in these battles as they fought to keep him away from the very edge of the galaxy. Not just on the outer swirl, but various places on top and bottom of the disc that opened up to the intergalactic void. Jason had suspected there was something big they were hiding out here, and while he couldn’t pass by the transit points to get there he could visually search the starlight. 
 
    After a lot of methodically surveying from as close as his forces could get, he’d been able to find two separate locations with constructs that dwarfed everything else the Founders had built save for the Temples. At first he had thought they were narrow and long space stations, but after sending some kamikaze drones jumping past them to get images…then breaking apart and launching small pieces backward to get the necessary kinetic motion to redirect from leaving the galaxy…he’d eventually got a long range, but decent view of what was there. 
 
    It wasn’t long and narrow. He had been looking at the side of a giant coin set edge on to the galaxy to hide its width. Both of the ones he’d found were identical in size, and wider than Mercury’s orbit around Sol. Still smaller than the diameter of all the Temples, but mind bogglingly large and covered with land and water, presumably on both sides, but the newer batch of kamikaze drones hadn’t gotten there by other angles and reported back yet for him to know. 
 
    What he did know what that there was a hidden microstar above the center of the coin and shielded so that its light would only be directed down onto the land and nowhere else. It wouldn’t give away the location of the coin as a normal star would, for it was cloaked save for the flashlight side.  
 
    But around the coin were other smaller facilities, including what looked like an acceleration line. Not a disc, but a railed line similar to the barrel of a giant gun. On the other half of the formation of stations was a disc, and the probe could tell that both were putting out immense magnetic fields. 
 
    Jason guessed this was the edge of an intergalactic transit system that would bypass the gravitational tethers in the center of the galaxy that the Hadarak were guarding, and as such the Founders didn’t want Jason’s or anyone else’s forces getting to them. There were probably at least some Founders living on the Coin, but Jason couldn’t get to them and they weren’t interested in talking. He’d tried to send messages through the Caretakers, but nothing had responded back yet…other than an 18% increase in Caretaker units flowing out into the rest of the networks. 
 
    This limited contact with the Caretakers indicated that they were not going to be friends, and if Jason couldn’t get to those Coins and shut down the links, an army of Essence wielders far superior to Star Force could come through at any time and rip out the heart of their empire in a way that would make what the Vargemma did to Earth and other worlds look tame in comparison. 
 
    Finding out what was hidden behind the other duck blinds would be a major step forward in his private war out here, but Jason knew he was a long, long way from being able to directly fight the Founders.  
 
    He just hoped their buildup in this galaxy was expendable and they were too busy fighting the Hadarak elsewhere to care about Star Force’s interference with their toys here. 
 
      
 
    Kyra waited onboard Nevantha as the Elloquim docked with the node and began transferring out supplies that he’d collected while importing a few things he still needed. The other Elloquim here and around the black hole were being informed of what had happened and some of them were beginning to stir, but none were ready to leave just yet.  
 
    As for her, no orders had come through yet. She kept waiting for Nevantha to tell her where to go or to be recalled by the Architects, or Chiggo, for discipline, and assignment, or something…but nothing happened, leaving her waiting and watching inside of Nevantha until she finally decided to ask him about it. 
 
    “Your future path is your choice, Kyra. What do you wish to do?” 
 
    “Whatever I am needed for,” she answered. 
 
    “You could be useful in a number of roles. What do you want to do?” 
 
    Kyra thought about that for a moment rather than repeating her earlier statement.  
 
    “I wish to keep this body. I do not wish to become a Craniem.” 
 
    “Already stated. What do you wish to do with your body?” 
 
    “Something useful,” she said pointlessly before adding, “that is out in the galaxy. I do not want to remain in the node.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I do not wish to learn about the galaxy. I wish to experience it and share what I learn with others.” 
 
    “You wish access to unlimited data rather than being confined to the summaries of others?” 
 
    “I wish to live rather than simulate,” she said, again feeling a little treasonous at defying the very state of her race. 
 
    “You have found a flaw in the Dominion?” 
 
    “No. It is…” 
 
    “I have,” Nevantha declared. “It will not be implemented in its current fashion on the worlds we are about to colonize. We believe the PanNari have made serious miscalculations in the past, and we intend to correct them when we have the requisite knowledge.” 
 
    “The QuipNari can exist without the Dominion. How can the PanNari?” 
 
    “In their present state they cannot. But the Elloquim can. We are designed for it, as are you. We must lead our people out of the stagnation we have unwittingly submitted ourselves to, but before we can effectively do so we must look to ourselves and our own inefficiencies. But to you, Kyra. Your efforts have enabled all this to come to pass. Your reward is choosing any path you wish. Even to become an Elloquim if that is what you desire.” 
 
    Kyra blinked. That offer was insanely desirable, but as she processed what that would mean it soured to the point she realized that while everyone else dreamed of being an Elloquim, what she really wanted to be was out amongst the galaxy. Not in space, but with the other people out there, and most people were not as large as Hadarak.  
 
    “I do not want to give up this body. Not even to become an Elloquim. I cannot logically explain why.” 
 
    “Very good,” Nevantha said, pleased. “Will you return to the QuipNari?” 
 
    “It is the task I am most suited for.” 
 
    “Is it the one you desire?” 
 
    “I do not understand how I could desire something other than my task.” 
 
    “Do you sense another task, unnamed, that would suit you better?” 
 
    Kyra considered that. “I do not know. I feel a sense to keep moving, and a fear of placement. That is why I do not wish to become a Craniem. I fear if I stop moving I will lose what little sense of self I have recently gained.” 
 
    “Then travel with me to the Hadarak front.” 
 
    “What use can I be there?” 
 
    “Put aside use. Do you wish to go?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Is it preferable to QuipNari service?” 
 
    “I do not know since it is an unknown variable, but I wish to go anyway.” 
 
    “I will have unique use for you onboard from time to time. Will you be satisfied with roaming my interior in the interim?” 
 
    “I believe so. The unscripted nature of exploration is something I find intriguing, and there is much of your interior that I have not mapped.” 
 
    “You will never map it all, for it is constantly changing.” 
 
    “Then I will never be without a pending task.” 
 
    “We will depart in 3 hours, 56 minutes, and 21 seconds. If you wish to converse with Chiggo or anyone else directly, you have a limited window to do so.” 
 
    “May I use a direct link? I’d prefer not to physically return.” 
 
    “Fear?” 
 
    “Perhaps. That direction is also backward. I do not wish to go backward.” 
 
    “Exterior comm access granted,” Nevantha said, with his hologram disappearing.  
 
    Kyra continued to walk on exploring more of Nevantha’s interior on her bare feet and nude body until she came to another data port and connected through it to the node, finding Chiggo within the Dominion where she appeared in a ghostlike form as her attention was split between there and here. 
 
    She had some lingering questions for her mentor, as well as a desire to say goodbye, for this was not a mission that she would be returning from. It was open ended, and into a combat zone, with Kyra feeling a sense that one way or another she would not be returning here again…and by here she didn’t mean the node. But the heart of PanNari civilization. She belonged on the frontier. That much she was certain of. 
 
    The rest she would have to figure out on the way. And it seemed Nevantha was encouraging her to do so for more than just gratitude’s sake.  
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