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Summary: 
                A great race faces extinction and tries to leave a legacy for the future. Young races building on the ruins of the old. What happens when one of the old ones wakes up and finds the universe changed? Will she try to find new meaning? Will she try to help the younger races or will she punish the grave-robbers for their sacrilege? Or will the eternal servant of her people try and finally find some happiness of her own?

            







Prologue


                Selendil cried tears of blood as another group of voices were silenced. Not for the first time, and unfortunately not for the last either. Their race was dying, and the Great Song was coming to an end. Soon she would be the only one left of her once proud people and there was nothing that could be done about it. The unfortunate reality was that she would be the last of her kind.



Less than ten years ago the Dhar race had been at its prime. Their dominion spanned countless galaxies, their great ships traveled the great void with impunity and their numbers were counted in the trillions. A Dhar could step from one edge of the empire to the other within seconds, and there was nothing that could threaten his safety within the empire besides maybe a freak accident or his own stupidity. Neither was seen very often.



Their strength was without equal. Thousands of races were allowed to prosper under the impervious shelter of their protection, while hundreds of once primitive races were uplifted by the hands of their Dhar masters. Countless races that stood against them were ground to dust and faced extinction. The Dhar were a warrior people and all the intelligent lifeforms that came into contact with them knew that resistance against the Eternal Empire was futile. The legends of their undefeated armadas traveled from world to world, galaxy to galaxy, and the mere sight of their ships was enough to bring out fervor in those that served, and terror in those that futilely tried to resist.



Their crowning achievement was the joining of the minds of all the Dhar with the shared consciousness of the universe. Thoughts of every Dhar could be shared with all those willing to listen. Every question could be answered by the brightest or the most creative in the collective. All their knowledge and culture was safely stored and freely shared. Every technical hurdle was tackled by the combined intellect of the most brilliant engineers and phase-smiths, every philosophical problem solved by the deepest thinkers and the most inspired individuals.



The most important part of their race was the Great Song. The soul of every Dhar sung in joy at the joining with both their kind and the universe. These combined voices joined together to form the Great Song that had originally given birth to the very existence itself. Every new voice added to the Song, bringing it closer to perfection. There was no greater joy than to immerse your soul within the Song, and some of those most enthralled had been lost in the Song for years without counting. Many believed, that once the Song was perfected and complete, that the Dhar would transcend to a higher level of existence, and their beliefs had merit. Already the Song had brought their evolution to a new level and their race to greatness.



Now the Great Song was on its last notes, with the last voices slowly going silent with a dying gasp. The once clear and magnificent melody had been twisted and had lost most of its glory. Within the span of ten years, almost the entire population of the supposedly Eternal Empire was dead. The once great cities had turned into ghost towns and cemeteries, as the dying people simply wanted to spend their last moments with their loved ones and the dying notes of the Song. Everything that could be done to stave off the coming end had been done, and none of it had worked. Their mastery of technology and the energies of the mind and body had not been enough. Now all that remained was the slow decline to silence and obscurity.



The emotions in the collective had gone in waves. Pride and exhilaration at their majesty at its peak had soon been replaced with fear and disbelief once the plague had started spreading. Their once cherished ability to move anywhere within the empire in the blink of an eye had become their undoing. Even the once proud and invincible arkships that the Dhar used to extend the borders of their empire into the great beyond had become funeral barges as the desperate crews traveled back to their homeworlds to be with the members of their families that had already been infected. These crew members in turn unknowingly carried the same plague back to their ships before anyone realized what had happened. By the time the extent that the disease had infected everyone had been fully realized, it had been too late to try and contain it. The aggressive plague spread from group to group, world to world, and from ship to ship until everyone was infected.



Determination had filled the collective as their race put all their might and intellect into coming up with a cure. They had solved every problem that had faced them before. Surely this one would be no exception. Determination had been replaced with frustration as all their attempts failed. Frustration had been replaced with horror and despair as they realized nothing could be done. There was no doubt. Even the most hopeful realized this was the end once entire galaxies were emptied of their presence. Their great empire was brought to its knees, waiting for the deathblow.



Anger and rage had followed. Many Dhar dreamed of a glorious death on the battlefield or furthering the frontier, pushing the borders of the unknown further back. Their race had waged countless wars. At first, the wars were fought against other Dhar, before the joining of the minds, and the wars had found new targets in the uncountable other races after the joining. All had fallen under their might. Now they ruled over adoring and sometimes bitter client races that could barely function without their help, thanks to being dependent on Dhar technology. Despite their nigh-immortality and matchless martial might, the Dhar did not fear death in battle. Death on the battlefield or for a great cause was an honor, even a privilege. This disease, on the other hand, brought nothing but a meaningless death without glory. Anger was only natural. They had also searched for somebody to blame but had not found anyone. So their rage had been impotent and stymied. Near the end, their proud race would have bargained and begged for salvation, but none was offered.



In the end, came the final emotion of acceptance. This was what fate had decreed. All they could do now was to spend their final moments as they saw fit. As the end came, their voices were silenced forever. Selendil cried at their loss. She cried at the death of her race and the death of the Great Song. Soon, her shaky voice was the last one left to tearfully keep the Song alive, and the near silence was deafening. Where once trillions of voices had sung together, now her voice sang alone, the final tones of the dying fading away.



Selendil was a Keeper. Her unmatched psionic potential allowed her to store the knowledge and culture of her race like a living library. When a prominent member of their race died, their knowledge and skills were passed on to a Keeper, so that their unique contributions and viewpoints would not be lost. The Keepers could be thought as living repositories of all the knowledge, culture, innovations, and skills of their race. Selendil was not the only one of her kind, but she was the last. And as the other Keepers also passed their knowledge to her, she now carried the entirety of her race’s accumulated knowledge. Some of the old memories she was keeping stretched to the dark ages of civil war before the joining. The last survivors of that age were also the first ones to have their knowledge and skills stored by a Keeper. Once she passed, that history would also disappear with her.



The only reason she had not died already was due to her solitary nature, combined with her role as a Keeper. The Keepers often lived in isolation, partially because their minds had to touch those that were dying at the moment of their death. They saw and felt more death and dark emotions than anyone should. Despite all their training and mental strength, this made them a little different. They dealt with death better than anyone but some of the repeated and heightened emotions at the moment of death eventually rubbed off on the Keepers. As a result, the Keepers were often solemn, melancholic, and sometimes even prone to bouts of anger. When you touch the sadness, regret, rage, and loss of so many, your own mind can’t help but be affected, though not all of the effects were negative. There was also gratitude, pride, and love. The Keepers were honored and even revered as the wisest of their race, but also avoided because they reminded every Dhar of their mortality. And for such a proud and long-lived race, reminders like that were not pleasant.



There was also the link between a being’s knowledge and their power as a psion. The Keepers already had to have the strongest of minds of their powerful race to deal with their burden, but the added knowledge of the dead also made them the most powerful members of their race. A power they rarely had to wield in battle, something that had only happened twice in all their history, but the fact remained. And every death added to that power. No one resented the Keepers for gaining in power while their loved ones perished. They knew better than that, as the role of a Keeper was sacred and regarded with solemnity and sacrifice. Everyone knew the Keepers didn’t do what they did for power, but there were always rumors and looks directed their way. Not judgement or suspicion exactly, just no warmth either. That made them seek solitude even more.



So it was, that Selendil had been isolated on her ship once the news had broken about the plague. She had also avoided catching the plague earlier, due to having stayed away from others of her kind for so long. She was particularly withdrawn, because she was the one who had been charged with carrying the most important souls. Most of those she collected died in battle, and she had long since learned to do her duty from the other side of the empire if necessary. Thus she was rarely called to perform her duties in person and had not been called between the outbreak of the plague and the discovery of it. Her family had passed away long ago, so she didn’t visit them like other Keepers. Her race often sought the wisdom of the minds she kept, but that too could be done through their collective minds. Once the news of the plague did break, she was forced against her will to stay away to avoid catching the plague. Now she was the last. Not a fate she desired for herself. She’d rather have died with her people, but her fate had been decided by the collective and she had to abide by the decision no matter how much it went against her nature. It was also her duty as the last of the Keepers, though for what reason she kept the information was still a mystery.



She was meant to enter a deep stasis with her ship drifting in the folds between the normal space and phase space. The stasis was supposed to last for a long, long time, in the hopes of the last vestiges of the plague dying out. Maybe the universe would be different by then. Maybe there would be another race, another Great Song and another empire. Selendil might be able to contribute and make sure that the voice of the Dhar would not be gone forever and entirely forgotten. Maybe their achievements would help someone else to complete the Great Song. Maybe she would be able to do so herself in the far future, allowing at least one of their race to see their great task to completion.



The stasis had been programmed to end once the ship’s AI detected signs of advanced enough life during one of the periodic jumps into normal space or if a credible threat to the ship materialized. An impossibility considering she was equipped with the best their race could offer. Selendil entered the stasis in a state of grief and shock, barely able to function long enough to give the command, and finally her voice quieted as well. The Great Song had gone silent. The shared consciousness was empty. The long period of darkness and quiet that would engulf the universe for an eon had begun.

            


Chapter 1 - Discoveries


                ”FTL, or Faster Than Light travel, is one of the most important technologies that a race can ever develop. Yet at the same time, it ends up being one of the easiest with almost every sufficiently advanced race eventually coming up with the same answer to the problem. Despite that, it’s one of the hardest things to develop on purpose. That’s because it requires the inventor to discard what they think they know of the universe. As a result, it’s usually not the scientists that finally come up with the correct answer. Instead, it’s one of the crazy inventors that like to think outside the box. Thus it’s no wonder that humans were extremely fast in developing the required technology. Everyone knows humans are all at least slightly crazy.”

 -High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

“Captain on deck!” The marine at the door announced as Leon walked through the door. The marine must have been new.

 

“At ease.” Leon perfunctorily stated, even though none of the crew on the command deck, aside from the marine that is, had moved a muscle to react. They were all busy and knew better than that. “Lieutenant, what’s the situation?”

 

“Sir, the ‘Slingshot’ is working up to expectations and the core is charged to full capacity. We’re just waiting for you to put in the target coordinates and the friendly vessel to finish heating up their phase drive.” Lieutenant Finck stated while operating her console with lightning speed.

 

Her tone suggested that she was displeased with the captain of the friendly ship. Not entirely without cause since the ship really should have been ready by now. On the other hand, Leon should have been here fifteen minutes ago as well but he was given the target coordinates just a minute ago. Psicom didn’t like to give out more information than was necessary or any earlier than was necessary.

 

“Notify me as soon as the friendly ship is ready to make the jump.” Unfortunately, they couldn’t do anything until the ship had finished preparing their phase drives. Their facility could improve the speed at which the friendly ship traveled, but the ship still had to actually make the jump.

 

While waiting he walked towards one of the stations displaying the available information on the friendly ship. Their facility had been given rather strict instructions about not trying to actively scan the friendly ship unless absolutely necessary and the ship would have countermeasures for such scans anyway. All ships that belonged to clandestine operation groups did. That didn’t stop Leon’s crew from gathering basic data though, and they could at least see the ships silhouette.

 

“It’s a beaut of a ship isn’t it sir?” The ensign manning the station asked with clear enthusiasm.

 

“Are you implying the regular Tetrarchy ships aren’t aesthetically pleasing Ensign Kracht?” Leon decided to tease the young man a bit.

 

“N-no, sir!” The young man reacted just like he predicted. Young officers usually did. Leon liked to ease them into the tone he liked to enforce with his crew, casual and teasing. That, of course, assumed they were not in the middle of a shitstorm or meeting with other officers.

 

That brought some chuckles from the rest of the crew that were aware of the captain’s personality, and a frown from the marine at the door. What the marine was frowning at would remain a mystery, as he could be disapproving of the general levity, the young ensign’s slightly un-patriotic implication, or at least four other things. “The boy has a point though cap!” One of the other bridge crew interjected. “The ship is rather differently designed than the standard issue Tetrarchy combat or exploration vessels. It’s all angular and menacing.” That voice belonged to Lieutenant Dieudonné.

 

Lieutenant Finck interjected as well. The pair of lieutenants had served with Leon for years. “The standard Tetrarchy combat vessel is eminently functional and I’m sure the guys at engineering and maintenance appreciate the ease of maintenance and customization that the modular design brings, but there’s a reason they are called flying bricks by pretty much all the other races. Or at least their equivalent of a flying brick.”

 

Leon chortled. “Yes, I suppose the fact that none of the ops groups or Psicom use the standard design is rather telling. Have you noticed that none of the Tetrarchs have ever been filmed getting on one of the ‘Bricks’ after taking their position? Their ships tend to be a bit more imposing and dare I say grandiose.”

 

Their discussion would have likely veered off on that particular tangent for a lot longer but a sudden beep on Lieutenant Finck’s screen made everybody serious. They all knew what it meant. “Captain, the friendly ship is ready to perform the jump.”

 

“Alright everyone, you know the drill,” Leon announced. He pushed a button on his own station and semi-transparent tubes descended from the ceiling to surround the other stations and people. The tubes were made of rather thin material that allowed loud voices to travel through and you could see vague shapes on the other side but no details were visible. “Marine, I need you to step outside.” Leon continued glancing at the confused looking soldier near the door.

 

“Yes, sir!” The marine might not have understood what was going on, but that didn’t mean he was stupid. Something secret was about to happen, and he was not meant to know about it. Knowing too much about Psicom business could get you killed, so he almost dashed out of the room.

 

As soon as the door closed behind the marine, Leon started typing in a string of coordinates and instructions. The coordinates would be removed from the computer as soon as the jump was successfully initiated. The large installation known affectionately as the ‘Slingshot’ was one of a dozen of so-called Phase Jump Accelerators. Normally it might take months for even a state of the art ship like the one outside to travel the distance Leon anticipated they would have to travel, but the accelerator cut that time down to a couple of weeks. Give or take a few days in case they had to make course corrections due to obstructions in phase space. Jumps this long usually required some finagling even if everything went well.

 

As the PJA was one of the few large advantages humans had managed to get over the other races, its use was heavily regulated. All jumps were supposed to be strictly monitored to prevent leaks. Still, sometimes an operation that wasn’t supposed to be taking place needed a little speed boost, and that’s when they contacted the Slingshot. All the upper echelon members of the fleet and Psicom knew, that Leon was just the right person to contact, and approved of the practice. That’s why he became the captain of the Slingshot in the first place. He knew the importance of secrecy and bending the rules when the situation called for it.

 

As the coordinates had been set, a large energy field surrounded the friendly ship and space seemed to fold around the vessel, swallowing it whole. And then the ship was gone. As Leon stared at the coordinates for just a moment, he couldn’t help a small grimace. There was another reason he was the captain. Even the crew knew that something secret had happened and knew there would be no record of the jump. That wasn’t the point. They knew to keep their mouths shut, so that was not what made Leon special.

 

“This one will be difficult to forget.” He muttered. Leon was a psion. He was too weak to actually do anything special, he wasn’t even strong enough to rank as a P-1 which spared him from being taken into training by the Psicom, but being even a weak psion came with certain advantages. In Leon’s case, his memory was excellent. Perhaps more importantly, he could intentionally forget things in a way that even a skilled enemy telepath digging through his mind would be unable to recover the memories that he had purposefully erased. That’s why Leon was in charge of these kinds of missions. He would facilitate the jump, and then he would forget the destination. At least that’s what he had done so far. “Be safe Miyo.”

 

The tubes started ascending towards the ceiling and the rest of the crew came back to full view. “Show me the moment the ship jumped to phase space.” He commanded the nearby ensign.

 

“Missing your fiancée already?” Lieutenant Finck teased. Some secrets were impossible to keep even when it concerned clandestine operations and Leon wasn’t exactly shy about his fiancée. The others thought it was rather cute actually.

 

Leon didn’t dignify the dig with an answer. Mainly because the lieutenant was right. Mostly he was worried though. Miyo was going into dangerous territory and would be gone for a long time. Instead, Leon watched with fascination as the ship disappeared in a twist of space. Phase space was a fascinating concept. So many unanswered mysteries. New materials and new ways for the reality to work, and all you needed to do was twist the space just in the right way. A whole different reality at your fingertips.

 

Suddenly Leon frowned. He had noticed something, but he wasn’t quite sure what. It had been so fast that he had barely noticed anything. “Ensign, play the same clip frame by frame. Freeze on the last frame before the ship completes the jump.”

 

The young ensign complied and the picture moved slowly forward and stopped just as the surrounding space completed the twisting motion. And there it was; something that didn’t belong. “Lieutenant, do we have any way to contact the ship that just left?” His voice was trembling with anger and suppressed worry. He guessed the answer but still had hope.

 

“Negative, the ship was following full darkness protocol. I’m not sure where they jumped, but judging by our location, nowhere within range of phase buoys. Their telepaths will be under strict instructions to not contact anyone to avoid revealing their location or destination.” Lieutenant Finck replied. Just the question was enough to make her worry as well.

 

Despite all the advancements the various races had made, communicating across vast distances was still difficult. All of the most traveled phase lanes hubs had buoys placed in a string inside phase space that passed along information and messages every time a ship made use of that particular phase lane. That allowed for communications to be passed much quicker than ships carrying messages, but it still took some time. For emergencies and military use they had psions dedicated to long-distance telepathy, but those psions needed to be rather powerful, specialized, and they tired quickly. The ship that had just jumped likely had such a telepath on board, but that telepath would not be available for contact due to the secrecy and darkness protocol. Not that the ‘Slingshot’ had a telepath like that. Only major systems and bases could afford one.

 

“What’s wrong captain?” Lieutenant Dieudonné asked with worry.

 

Leon tapped at the screen at a particular spot. “What does that look like to you?”

 

The other officers moved closer to see what he was pointing and soon started cursing. “Sir, that looks like a Cybran sleeper shuttle attached to the hull of the friendly ship.”

 

“The shuttle likely followed the Slingshot as we moved here, and recognized the friendly ship as the main purpose of our new deployment. Like we joked earlier, the friendly ship didn’t really look like one of our standard exploration vessels. Add to that the fact that we were told not to actively scan the ship and the level of Cybran stealth technology and voilà. Not that our scan would’ve picked the shuttle up without the phase jump disrupting its systems.” Lieutenant Finck summarized the problem. “And now we have no way of warning the friendlies.”

 

“I need to make a call,” Leon said with a sigh. Thanks to their isolated position within the spiral arm of the galaxy, humans had been allowed to expand in relative peace for hundreds of years until running into other races. The uniting spirit of space exploration and colonization lasted quite a while but eventually, the spirit of unity ran out with the lack of external enemies. So the humans ended up doing what they did best, fighting other humans. Though it was arguable if the Cybrans and Illum were truly human anymore. Even the eventual contact with aliens had not been enough to put a stop to the struggle.

 

--------

 

Miyo nervously fingered her necklace. Traveling through phase space always filled her with anxiety. Hundreds of years of utilizing the riches of the weird dimension and they had still only barely scratched the surface. Ships still had the nasty habit of sometimes going missing without any real reason. It was one thing for an exploration ship charting new phase lanes to go missing. Exploration was a dangerous occupation after all. The problem was that sometimes ships vanished while traveling through established phase lane hubs, seemingly without rhyme or reason. It was rare enough to not cause panic or further action, but still. And Miyo was acutely aware that their current jump was anything but safe.

 

That wasn’t the only reason she was nervous though. As she observed the people gathered in the large mess hall of the Vindicator, some of the people present were more dangerous to her than a thousand long-range phase jumps through uncharted territory. Half of the people gathered were perfectly safe in most ways. It wasn’t hard to figure out the general purpose of this mission when half of the people gathered were experts in xenoengineering, xenoarchaeology, and Progenitor artifacts. Although many of them had the power and clout to scuttle Miyo’s career, that didn’t really worry her. It was the other half that had her fingering her necklace in worry.

 

That other half of the gathered people were made up of experts in various fields of combat and strategy, and nearly all of them wore the insignia of someone trained by Psicom. Some of them were rather high ranking psions at that. Miyo furtively looked towards a corner of the large room where the otherwise crowded room had created a wide open space out of respect. At the center of that open space sat a young looking man with a small metallic halo hovering behind his head. The man was surrounded by a handful of high ranking psions, but the otherwise notable individuals were overshadowed by the man with the halo.

 

‘What’s a Deity doing here?’ Miyo thought to herself. ‘Are the leaders of this expedition expecting serious resistance? If so, why did they send one of the rare Deities along instead of sending a fleet of ships instead? What are they thinking?’

 

Miyo surreptitiously drifted further away from that group. The necklace she was fingering was the latest model mindshield gifted to her by her majesty herself. As Miyo herself wasn’t a psion, the mindshield would only slow down any telepath trying to enter her mind, but at least she would know what was happening and the shield would buy her some time. With the strength of her shield, an average psion would need months to get through the shield and she would be able to take measures. Even a high ranking psion would need almost an hour, allowing Miyo to at the very least kill herself to stop any information from getting out, but a Deity? He would be able to crack the shield like an egg. And then all hell would break loose.

 

Luckily for her, there was no reason for anyone to try and enter her mind, and she intended to keep things that way. Her attention was drawn towards the stage on the other side of the room as a group of officers neared the podium. Such extravagance on a military vessel where space was usually extremely precious. Likely this room had been designed just for these sorts of gatherings and presentations, especially judging by the large projector that whirred alive as the officers started to speak. Interestingly the officers had different uniforms on, signifying the fact that this was a joint operation of multiple branches of…well, whatever made up the gathering of people present.

 

“Ladies and gentlemen, some of you are already roughly aware of why we are here, but I think it’s important to get everyone on the same page. I would apologize for keeping you in the dark, but I think you’ll understand in a moment.” The man taking the lead seemed to be wearing the insignia of an admiral in the Tetrarchy space fleet, though Miyo had slight trouble making sure from this distance despite her excellent eyesight.

 

“The last few decades have seen interesting shifts in the strategic situation of our corner of the galaxy. Due to reasons we are still unsure of, certain worlds in our spiral arm of the galaxy and the outer rim of the core have drifted close enough for phase jumps between the rim and our galactic arm to have become feasible. The Illum were the first to discover this fact and have already established a beachhead in our territory, bringing the war close to our heartlands for the first time in sixty years. They were also smart enough to fortify that beachhead to prevent us from using the same path to strike them. As a result, we have been forced to use the Phase Jump Accelerators to seek out alternative safe paths towards the rim. I’m happy to report that we have succeeded, but one of the explorers found something that might turn out even more important.” The admiral continued.

 

He clicked a button and a grainy silhouette of a silver-colored ship appeared on the projector. Even this grainy picture was enough to get everyone murmuring. None of the gathered people had ever seen a ship like that in space, but almost half of them had an idea of its origin and the mere possibility made them almost giddy with anticipation. Miyo was giddy as well, but also felt something akin to religious fervor. ‘Is this it? Have we finally found one?’

 

The admiral continued. “I see some of you already realize the significance. The exploration ship was destroyed soon after sending this image due to succumbing to the damage sustained during the phase jump, and it took almost a year for the signal to reach friendly ears. We also can’t be sure we were the only ones to get the message. We all know both the Cybrans and the Illum have spies embedded in our midst, so we must prepare for a possible confrontation.” Miyo suppressed a gulp at the words.

 

“At the very least our enemies will hear about this soon, so we don’t have much time. The alien races would move entire fleets and destroy entire species at the mere possibility of finding what we are looking at. Yes, you are seeing correctly. We believe to have found an intact Progenitor ship. The first of its kind.” The admiral declared with solemnity.

 

Even those that had not recognized the ship realized the significance of the mission now. They also realized why one of the all-important Deities had been brought along. Many of the technologies the humans and the other races now used were based on things they had reverse engineered from Progenitor ruins. Species like the Mrrroww owed their lofty positions at the height of the galactic hierarchy to the technological advantage they had gained from studying several Progenitor ruins and artifacts. However, there had never been even a hint of news about a Progenitor ship being found intact. No one had any idea why that was the case, but the biggest vessels they had found were shuttles and some third generation ships built by the races that had been the servants of the Progenitors, and those ships had been built after their masters had mysteriously vanished.

 

No one could tell the condition the ship in the grainy picture was in, but even a derelict Progenitor warship could change everything. Would change everything.

            


Chapter 2 - Opposite approaches


                ”Humans are a weird race. On one paw they try so hard to better themselves and go to great lengths to achieve that goal. Some might even consider their more extreme methods unethical. Yet at the same time, once they succeed in improving their race, they panic and try to reject the improvements they’ve worked so hard to achieve. Maybe that’s because almost always those improvements are done to someone else. It’s never the scientist performing the experiments or the general public that gets improved, and perhaps that makes them jealous. Maybe even worried about being replaced. Enlightened self-interest is an important driving force in the universe, but there comes a time when that self-interest does more harm than good. Such has happened to humanity twice, once with the Cybrans and once with the Illum. Both of those incidents are black stains in the history of humanity, and they are still suffering the consequences.”

 -High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

Xiang was trying to concentrate, but her mind kept wandering. The tools in her hand worked with meticulous precision despite her fraying focus as she had done this a million times before. She was in the middle of adjusting the energy balance in her cybernetic left arm while using her right hand to work the tools necessary. The peeled back fake skin and muscle would look a little gruesome to most humans, but to a Cybran it was rather normal. They all learned to make changes to their own enhancements or they fell behind. Most of Xiang’s body was enhanced in some way, and it didn’t really need adjusting at the moment. She just did it anyway to keep herself busy.

 

‘This was such a shitty idea.’ She cursed in her mind.

 

‘So you keep saying.’ Her companion AI replied for the sixteenth time. The damn thing was integrated with her brain on a level where it could hear her conscious thoughts.

 

‘Well, it hasn’t become any better of an idea since the last time I said it. Or the time before that. How long is this damn phase jump going to take?’ Xiang cursed in her head. No point in wasting precious air on saying things out loud when her only companion could hear her thoughts anyway.

 

‘By my calculations, we have to be close to arriving any time now. They used one of their precious accelerators to boost their jump, so wherever they are jumping, we should almost be there.’ The Ai pointed out. As it had done before.

 

The problem with hitching a ride attached to another ship using a stealth shuttle was that you couldn’t really get off until the ship you were hitching said ride on reached the destination. When entering the weird dimension known as phase space, a ship formed a kind of bubble around it, often called a phase envelope, and that bubble both helped maintain their speed and the necessary twist in space to keep the vessel within phase space. Exiting the envelope was only feasible once the ship forming it came to a halt; usually either to do repairs or utilize some resources they found in phase space. Otherwise, the stealth shuttle would be torn apart by the spatial forces while being ejected back to normal space. The maneuver had been done successfully, but only due to sheer luck.

 

‘It’s not the trip wherever we are going that worries me, but the fact that we have to get back. I’m going to run out of air and supplies!’ Xiang argued. Despite the fact that she was more a machine than human now, she still needed some air and nutrients, mostly to keep her brain operational. Her consumption was low compared to normal humans and she could put herself into a sort of meditative state to minimize that consumption even further, but there were limits. This jump had been a long one and the shuttles were not really designed with long jumps in mind.

 

Suddenly a dashboard behind her bleeped and Xiang spun around in her chair. “What do we have?” She voiced her question while putting her left hand back to a semblance of normalcy.

 

“We are returning to normal space.” The Ai stated sounding excited, just as the view in front of the shuttle shifted from the odd blue-ish hue of the phase space into the normal starry space.

 

“I can see that.” Xiang pointed out with some amusement. “I meant something a bit more specific. Where are we? And tap into the Tetrarchy ship’s central computer. We need access to their sensory data.”

 

One of the largest advantages the Cybrans had over their Tetrarchy counterparts was the usage of AI in electronic warfare. For some reason the normies were skittish about using AI. Meanwhile, the Cybrans were more than happy to utilize that advantage to the fullest. “Calculating…our current position is at the very edge of the galactic rim…calculating…we are currently in the sector B7, solar system BD-137. No known data. The system is currently uncharted and is tagged as unclaimed.” The AI seemed so personable at certain times, while other times it sounded so…machine-like.

 

“B7? That’s not too far from our furthest colonies. Assuming the Admirals haven’t moved the city-ships drastically in the last three months. We might actually be able to get back alive. Although…uncharted, huh? That means there are no frequently used phase lanes nearby. That could be a problem.” Xiang mused. It was nice to know they were within range of friendly territory, but exploring for new viable phase lanes was one of the most dangerous professions for a reason. Making nearly blind phase jumps was an excellent way to get yourself killed.

 

“Gained access to the sensors of the Tetrarchy ship Vindicator. We are closing on the gravity well of the fourth and furthest planet orbiting the central star. Way out of the habitable range. Anomaly detected…unable to get specific readings…speculating…the long-range scanners are detecting a derelict ship. No heat signature and no energy readings. Active scans having trouble locking on. The information is available from long range optical sensors only.” The AI immediately focused on the biggest anomaly.

 

“Show me,” Xiang commanded before a grainy picture of a silvery ship appeared on her screen. “That’s a shitty picture. Why?”

 

“Speculating…the derelict ship has some method to interfere with optical sensors, but that method is not working well, likely due to damage sustained or a malfunction.” The AI replied.

 

The ship itself looked odd, nothing like Xiang had ever seen. It had a vaguely egg-shaped or oblong central section made of some impossible to identify material that seemed somewhat glossy, almost like glass or crystal. It also had what looked like roughly claw-shaped extensions; four that ran almost the entire length of the central section while four others seemed to be half-length. The eight extensions didn’t actually seem to be attached to the central section but were still closed around it, giving the impression of a closed flower with really weird petals.

 

“Any idea whose ship it is? I can’t identify it.” Xiang asked. She was extremely familiar with most ship designs the Cybrans had ever encountered or heard of, but this one was something new. Or something very old.

 

“Comparing with the records I’ve found a tenuous match…” The AI had suddenly turned more personable again actually sounding shocked. “The ship matches the vague descriptions we have of Progenitor vessels.”

 

“The level of confidence?” Xiang asked quietly. She wasn’t sure how to react to the news.

 

“Uncertain. According to our best intelligence, no Progenitor ship has ever been found. There are rough descriptions and images from races that no longer exist but that’s about it. The Illum likely have more information but they are not willing to share despite our tenuous peace treaty. Still, the mere possibility forces us to take this seriously.” The AI argued.

 

Xiang considered the possibilities. “Keep monitoring until we know more. We can’t return without finding out something we can use. Even if we rushed, the odds are that the ship would be gone one way or another before our fleets got here. Better to wait and find out as much as we can. But be ready to escape at the first sign of trouble. I have a bad feeling about this.”

 

Xiang’s stealth shuttle remained hooked to Vindicator’s systems as the larger ship slowly closed in on the suspected Progenitor vessel. The Tetrarchy ship launched probes once it got closer to the strange ship in order to run deeper scans, but Xiang took some delight in the fact that those scans came back with almost nothing to show for it. Apparently, the strange ship had some way to disrupt such scans despite being dormant. The normies inside Vindicator must have been furious.

 

Still, there were two things that came from the drone scans. The first one was the determination that the ship was really old and structurally intact from the outside. There was some wear visible on the ‘claws’ or ‘petals’ as Xiang called the extensions, but the damage seemed almost cosmetic. The central section seemed to be in pristine condition. The second discovery was that of something that looked like a hangar bay. The hangar seemed to be open to the empty space aside from a containment field of energy to keep the space and the hangar separated. The hangar was located on the inner side of one of the ‘claws’.

 

As the Vindicator launched another probe to see if it could enter the hangar, the situation changed for Xiang. “Reporting, something is invading the systems of the Vindicator. Something much more powerful than me. That something is likely the AI of the dormant vessel and it’s pushing me out almost as an afterthought. I think the ship is waking up.” The AI reported with clear signs of panic. The Cybran Ai’s were not used to being overpowered and could get a bit emotional at times.

 

Xiang made a lightning fast decision. This was about to go pear-shaped and fast. “Disengage from the Tetrarchy vessel and start drifting away as quickly as you can without attracting attention! We’re jumping away from here as soon as we get outside the gravity well of the planet. I’d rather take my chances trying to chart my way out of this system than whatever is waking up.”

 

One of the downsides of phase space was that no phase jumps could be performed too close to the gravity well of a star, planet, or another object with sufficient gravity. The gravitational force would tear the jumping ship in two. More advanced engines could jump closer to the source of gravity, but the stealth shuttle was not equipped with one of those engines. Neither was the Vindicator incidentally. Those kinds of things were the province of more advanced races.

 

Xiang wasn’t the religious type, but she did give a small prayer to anyone that might be listening just in case. She had a very bad feeling about this.

 

--------

 

Miyo smiled at the jubilation of the crew once the drone successfully entered the hangar. Apparently, the force field was similar to the ones used by the races closer to the galactic core. It didn’t stop vessels or drones passing through, just air and debris. The gathered scientists had been quite miffed once they found out that the scanning drones didn’t work on the Progenitor ship, which was apparently made from some materials that rejected such attempts. Speaking of, the eight extensions seemed to be formed of some unknown silvery metal, and no one had any idea what the central section was made of.

 

That in itself wasn’t surprising. Many of the materials currently in use by the space fleets were made of elements that had been unknown to the humanity before phase space was discovered. Material sciences had taken leaps forward since then. The metal plating lining the floors, for example, were made of standard alloys that had been soaked in a very particular type of radiation only found in phase space. The upside was that the metal now created a localized source of gravity, or as most called it artificial gravity. It didn’t quite go up to full one G, but it was close enough. The material was a new enough discovery that most Tetrarchy ships still used spin gravity or acceleration gravity, but the new plates were becoming more widespread. They were planning on testing drives and weapons based on gravity next, but that was decades from being put into general use even if it worked. Still, if humanity could find something like that, imagine a race like the Progenitors who could go much deeper into phase space.

 

The sudden hushed quiet pulled Miyo away from her thoughts, just before she was jolted by sudden cheering by the military personnel. She looked at what they could be cheering at and noticed that the drone had gone deeper into the hangar, which seemed to extend for almost the entire length of the extension, which made the hangar roughly a little over a kilometer long. It was full of what looked like fighters, a handful of shuttles and a pair of very humanoid looking mechs.

 

“It’s about time we found something useful.” One of the military officers commented. The man was wearing a blue and gold uniform, which meant a fleet officer.

 

Miyo scoffed at the thought. The lack of any obvious weaponry on the outer hull of the Progenitor ship had made the military people nervous, the fleet officers especially. Just the chance of studying the propulsion or the detection equipment of a Progenitor ship, not to mention materials sciences and other related areas, should’ve made the military giddy, but of course fleet officers were only happy with things that made other things go boom. The black-uniformed Psicom officers usually knew better, or at least hid their feelings better. These fighters were obviously armed, although it was debatable if any of the weapon systems were operational anymore. A few million years could do a number on even progenitor created materials.

 

Of course, Miyo also happened to know something that the others here did not. This ship might have not have any visible weapons, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t armed. Her Majesty had been one of those fortunate to stumble on a colony left behind by a race that once served the Progenitors. The beings that used to inhabit the colony were long gone, but there had been many things left behind. One of those things was a data storage that included stories about Progenitors ships in battle. According to those stories, the weapon systems of the Progenitors had been rather unorthodox. The stories spoke of hexagonal portals that opened in the space along the ship to spit out fire and death. There was some poetic license used, but the implication was rather intriguing, to say the least.

 

“Interesting that they have mechs as well. Our use of them is a response to the development of void shields, but even the progenitors have them. Wonder what they used the things for.” One of the nearby xenoengineers whispered to Miyo. Why he was suddenly acting so familiar seemed a bit odd, but she ignored it for now.

 

He did raise an interesting point. Weapon systems commonly developed in response to prevailing trends in warfare. If one race developed a weapon that changed the nature of the battlefield, then other races would develop their own systems to counter the new threat. Thus a particular system or idea might not make the best sense in a vacuum, but it made perfect sense when you knew the context. The use of mechs was one of those things. They had been developed solely in response to the void shield technology deployed by almost all races, but without the presence of void shields, they were just slow fighters.

 

“You’ll note that there seems to only be two. Maybe they were not the main focus. Perhaps they are for their equivalent of a Deity to get closer to targets? Our psions like to use the things as well.” Miyo speculated. She wasn’t really a military strategist, even though she knew some of the basics. She knew that a high ranking psion with special training could do a lot of damage to a ship, but usually the amount of damage was determined by how close to a target they got. Deities, in turn, were psions that could turn the direction of entire battles. Few of them could turn the direction of entire wars just by their presence. That’s partially why she had been so shocked to see one on the ship, albeit not a high ranked one.

 

That was another thing she had noted. The crew of this ship was a rather eclectic collection of experts in different fields, but Miyo had figured out that they all had something in common. They were all top experts in their field, but they were all somewhat expendable. Their loss would be a tragic blow to the Tetrarchy, but not a blow they could not get over. Considering the nature of their discovery, one would think it warranted the presence of nothing but the best and the brightest, but this was a risky endeavor.

 

Miyo herself was a perfect example. She was a recognized authority in the field of pretty much anything that had something to do with the Progenitors. She was recognized as brilliant and she was popular in the field. On the other hand, despite all her knowledge, she was not someone who got access to the top-secret materials at the cutting edge of the Tetrarchy technology. The public might recognize her as probably the most well-known xenoarcheologist, but that was in large part because she was what many would call ‘media friendly’, which basically translated to her being charming, well-spoken and most importantly attractive. She didn’t have the expertise of a long career in the field or the connections that came with that long career.

 

However, most would assume she was someone hungry to prove herself and thus ready to take some risks. She might not have been recognized as a first-tier expert by all her most accomplished peers, but she was definitely more than second-tier and ready to prove herself. Or at least that was what people thought. The fact that she knew more than she let on was well hidden. She knew many of the others on this ship were in a similar situation.

 

‘Well, aside from the whole being a spy thing.’ Miyo thought to herself with some amusement. Of course she was an expert in the field since the Illum were much more advanced in the field in general. Her Majesty was the foremost expert of course, but even an Envoy like Miyo was above these poor souls.

 

Suddenly a loud announcement got everyone’s attention. “We have determined that entering the hangar is safe for now, so all those willing to volunteer to be in the first wave report to the nearest Psicom officer. We will select those most qualified and useful.” Volunteering might have seemed like an odd way to pick the first people to step inside the Progenitor vessel, but there was a very good chance they would all die. That and the fact that there would be several actual commandos going along without all this volunteer nonsense made it a pretty safe bet.

 

Suddenly she noticed something from the corner of the probe’s camera, and a grin split her face. An opportunity had presented itself. A very risky opportunity, but one with immense payoff. While the others would be fumbling around entirely blind, she had at least some idea what to do. Perhaps she’d even get the chance to steal the whole vessel from under the noses of the Tetrarchy, assuming it could be controlled by anyone other than one of the Progenitors.

 

The only problem was that it would most likely get her outed as a spy if she succeeded, and that would adversely affect those close to her still left within Tetrarchy space. It would be a shame to do that to Leon in particular. Such a good man that she actually cared about. He might have been a means to an end, but a good man was a good man, no matter their affiliation. But sacrifices had to be made and Her Majesty would be very pleased about a service like this. That was more important than anything.

 

The xenoengineer shook in fright. “I’d never step foot there before it’s fully secured. How about you Miyo? Will you be risking your life in that deathtrap?” The question was likely prompted by her excited expression.

 

“Of course. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.” Miyo replied and went to approach the nearby officer.

            


Chapter 3 - Risks and...


                ”Some silly races, which unsurprisingly includes humans, feel the need to classify everything. What class does a ship represent? What rank is a psion? How habitable is a particular planet? Classifications like these are not bad per se, but they are rather strict and don’t really give a true picture of reality much of the time. For example, knowing a particular ship is classified as a frigate is great and all, but not all races or factions use frigates for the same purpose. It is much more important to know what a ship can do and how well. In the same vein, it’s nice to know a world had a great habitability rating, but the colonists might prefer that you informed them of the large carnivorous beasts that skulk the forests before they find out about them the hard way. The same applies to almost everything else. I’m afraid to admit it, but even we fall into this trap when it comes to certain things, but at least we try to think outside such classifications most of the time.”

- High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

--------

 

A pair of shuttles very carefully approached the energy field separating the hangar bay from the space outside. Getting a probe through had given them a reason to believe that this would work as well, but it was better to be careful. The sleek black shuttles faced no resistance though, and the pilots gave a small sigh of relief. As soon as the hatches on the shuttles hissed open, a group of trained soldiers that had been waiting by each hatch fanned out with their weapons trained on the surroundings. Their black vacuum proof armors had no markings and blended well into the dark surroundings. If it wasn’t for their glowing visors even Miyo might have lost sight of them despite her superior eyesight.

 

As the soldiers did their thing, the more scientifically-minded people trudged out. One of them pulled out a scanner to check what the air was made of. The drone had been able to tell that there was some kind of gaseous atmosphere inside the hangar due to the pressure affecting its flight capabilities, but the drone had not been equipped with the sensors necessary to give a thorough breakdown of the contents of that air. That’s why every member of this advance party was wearing either combat suits meant for battle in the vacuum of space or general purpose protective suits suited for work in a vacuum. All of them, of course, carried their own oxygen, though luckily there was more of that available in the shuttles, so no need to lug around large containers. This in turn allowed them to wear generally light suits with a great deal of mobility and flexibility.

 

The scanner spat out a result that Miyo did not see, but she was soon informed of the result anyway as the comms buzzed to life. “The air’s contents are generally the same as what we are used to. It’s theoretically breathable. Slight traces of something the scanner doesn’t recognize but judges as safe. The problem is, while the life-support systems on this vessel might have worked fine at some point, they aren’t working well now. The air is quite stale and is not getting replaced until we get the damn thing working. If we get it to work at all. So, I’d recommend against removing your helmets. The air is actually in a remarkably good condition considering the time that must have passed. Probably due to a lack of biological contaminants and materials that would oxidize. If your helmet gets busted you can try breathing in this stuff, but I would advise against long-term exposure. It probably also stinks pretty bad and will feel very stuffy to breathe in.” The male scientist explained. Miyo didn’t recognize the voice.

 

“Isn’t it a little convenient that these supposed Progenitors breathed the same type of air we do?” One of the nearby soldiers asked. He and another female soldier had been left to watch over the small group of scientists.

 

The shuttles had already been pretty crammed with all the soldiers that had now disappeared and the necessary equipment, so only a handful of scientists came along. Miyo wasn’t entirely sure what the leaders of this little expedition expected the soldiers to do. It was rather unlikely they would actually be able to fight against any safety measure that the owners of this ship had left behind. Heck, the whole group of soldiers could keep firing their railguns at the nearby Progenitor shuttle for an entire day without making a dent. Still, the question the soldier had asked was not a stupid one.

 

“That’s a rather hotly debated issue, but I can give you the most likely reason if you’d like?” Miyo started, looking towards the soldier whose helmet made a nodding motion. “Well, most of the life-bearing planets in our galaxy have been terraformed to an extent by the Progenitors to suit their needs. So when new intelligent life developed on those same planets, the various races all adapted to a similar atmosphere. There are exceptions like the Kratach who developed on a distinctly different world with a wildly different environment, but in general the principle holds true. Rather handy for diplomacy, all things considered.”

 

“The downside being that it’s much easier for invaders to just waltz in and take your worlds since little to no terraforming is needed.” The female soldier interjected. “If a particular race runs out of habitable planets, well the neighbor’s planets are just as good once the original occupants are dealt with. The only things they really need to worry about are possible diseases and microorganisms and pretty much every race has ways to deal with those.”

 

Miyo made a small gesture to concede the point. No need to antagonize the people with the guns. The scientists also spread out to do whatever was most relevant to their field. One guy that specialized in material sciences just took readings off everything and kept cursing when the sensors were rebuffed by the materials. He’d need to take samples into an actual lab to find out anything, assuming he could even pry off any of the silvery metal that seemed present everywhere. There were no tools lying around either, so that was not a possibility either. Another scientist carefully studied the controls for the energy field that they had passed through, or at least what she thought were the controls. They all wore magnetic boots despite the place having some sort of artificial gravity, so if she fucked up the controls, only about half of them would be sucked into space.

 

Most of the soldiers that had drifted back and a pair of military scientists were focusing on the closest fighters. The problem with their comms working on a single channel was that even Miyo had to listen to them natter. The soldiers naturally had their own channel but could still listen in. “I don’t see anything like a cockpit or an entrance to the craft.” One of them said. A man that Miyo had heard before. A quite serious fellow.

 

“AI controlled? I was given the impression that they were a warrior race. Why would they not fly their own fighters then? That seems a little contradictory.” The other one asked a woman Miyo had actually eaten and talked with a few times. Her name was Daniella. A lovely woman if a little stuck in her ways.

 

“You’re assuming this was a military ship. We saw no weapons or even gun-ports in the outer hull. These fighters seem to have no launch bays either. The cradles seem to be set like the fighters could pass through the wall, but that obviously isn’t possible. Maybe these are something like a last measure defense? AI controlled fighters without actual pilots being involved. They seem to be rather well armed all things considered.” The man speculated and patted something like a missile rack below the wing of the fighter shaped roughly like a swooping bird of prey. The shape seemed fairly universal, though Miyo had a feeling these fighters would not stay in one shape. “Or maybe this ship was transporting them.”

 

“What class of a ship is this anyway? It seems too large for a freighter or something like that. It’s well over a kilometer long, so that would place it somewhere between a large destroyer and a small-ish battleship. Civilian vessels usually don’t come that large, aside from colony ships. It’s quite a bit bigger than the Vindicator at least.” A voice asked over the comms. Miyo speculated it was one of the soldiers listening in. Incidentally, the Vindicator was a very specialized cruiser.

 

Miyo ran her fingers over a panel she had approached. The panel had several Progenitor runes she recognized. The Progenitors had often used runic script with their control panels, where the runes were actual words with a meaning dependent on context; much like some of the old written languages back on the capital world of Gaia. Most of the Tetrarchy had adopted the universal standard alphabet at this point, but the old languages were still around.

 

“Sorry to interrupt your riveting conversation, but I thought you would like to know.” Miyo sent on a general channel that was heard by everyone and was heard back at their ship as well. “I can now confirm that we are dealing with a Progenitor vessel. This is the same type of script we have found in the oldest ruins that we know belong to the Progenitors. While some races have tried adopting similar scripts since then to emulate the Progenitors, some of these symbols are unique to the ruins and have not been found elsewhere, mostly because we still don’t know what they mean.” Or at least the Tetrarchy didn’t know.

 

That certainly got everyone’s attention, and Miyo could imagine the buzz back on the ship. “Permission to interact with the console?” She asked once a sufficient amount of time had passed for the excitement to set in. She knew that the news had raised emotions and lowered guards, which was exactly why she had revealed her discovery.

 

“Permission granted, but be very careful and document everything you do. We might as well test things now and not when the hangar is full of our people.” A jubilant voice of an officer came through. Normally such an action wouldn’t have been sanctioned without a fair bit of preparation and a host of precautions, but most of the things here had not reacted to their presence so far and the danger seemed minimal. The emotions being high also helped ease things a bit and they were a little tight on time. Some other races would get a word about this discovery eventually. Psicom did their best, but the bureaucracy of Tetrarchy hemorrhaged information to spies and pretty much anyone with enough credits for bribes. Secrets didn’t stay secrets very long once parties other than Psicom got involved.

 

Miyo had chosen this panel on purpose as she had seen something similar before and knew how to operate one. However, she knew that the people back on their ship would monitor her camera feed so she turned just a little to allow the camera a better view of the hangar while she touched the runes in a particular order. Suddenly her vision went white and she knew she was now somewhere else. The others only saw a flash of light and noticed she was gone.

 

As she rose from the floor, where she had fallen after experiencing a weird feeling of displacement and vertigo, she saw that her surroundings were indeed very different. All the walls surrounding her were somewhat opaque but not entirely as if made from some sort of glassy material filled with clouds. A stark difference to the silvery metal that she had just left behind. The lights that shone from her suit were not strong enough to penetrate the material, but it seemed there was a kind of small blue-ish glow to the place even without her suit lighting it up. Everywhere she looked she saw consoles and machinery she couldn’t identify. The engineers back on the ship would piss themselves in excitement.

 

She too was excited, but she also knew her time was limited. She perfunctorily tried to contact the ship but knew it to be futile. The central portion of the ship blocked any communications automatically. She just wished to leave behind a record of at least making an attempt in her suit's computer, just in case things went badly. The others would try to operate the same console to figure out what had happened and to follow her, either to rescue her or to capture her. They would fail for the most part.

 

There were hundreds of runes and countless combinations and the console likely had other, less innocuous purposes as well. Luckily, there was the possibility of them stumbling on a combination that brought them to the other extensions, as those were much simpler to hit by accident. You had to know the language at least a bit to figure out the combination to enter the central section of the ship. Still, it was only a matter of time and the people on the other side were not stupid. She had been visible from multiple angles and sooner or later someone would figure out a way to duplicate her movements from the recordings. That would give them enough hints.

 

As she moved forward, she realized that the central section of the ship was divided into decks just like the ships other races used, just that the materials used here were different. Most likely every deck had a specific purpose. There were no maps with a convenient “you are here”-dot of course, but she could figure out that she was near the middle of the ship and in a secured part of the engineering deck meant for receiving potentially hostile arrivals. She saw many non-functional security features as well as other rooms similar to the one she had arrived in. The dim light made it difficult to make out details, but she could figure out that much at least. In fact, it looked like there were eight identical rooms surrounding a central hub with a tunnel leading further into the ship.

 

She had wondered how to navigate through the ship, but luckily the hallway only went one way. Once she arrived she was relieved to find something akin to lifts in this place. She had read stories about the Progenitors being able to vanish and reappear elsewhere almost at will, but apparently that didn’t apply to every Progenitor, or the ship was designed with other races in mind. What she found weren’t lifts exactly, but close enough. There were several enclosed platforms floating over what looked like a fair bit of empty space. The platforms ranged from a small and personal to a large platform meant for transporting something huge. In general, they looked a little like the private cabins that you would find in some high-class transit system on most advanced worlds.

 

As soon as Miyo stepped inside the platform came to life and a console lit up. It looked like this console was used to operate the contraption. She studied the runes and tried to press the one she assumed meant ‘bridge’, though her grasp of the language was far from adequate to be sure. Suddenly a door slid closed behind her and she could see that the platform was starting to move as she gazed through the panes of glassy material. Not that there was enough lighting to actually see much. But she saw enough to know that the platform had slid over to the empty space and had started to move rapidly. Notably, there was no sensation of movement, but the walls whisked by extremely fast.

 

In the meantime, the people back on the ship tried to contact Miyo with every method they could figure out but had no luck. One of the telepaths even tried to reach her but was blocked by the walls of the ship. Apparently, the psions were all blocked by something on that ship and that made them worried. They had never run into something quite like this. The ability to reach through walls was fundamental to the telepaths and if the materials could block mental connections, could they block other kinds of psionics too? They had heard of materials that could dampen the effects of psionics, but to have those powers blocked completely was a different matter.

 

The same pair of scientists that had tried to figure out the fighter was now working on the console that Miyo had used, trying to figure the damn thing out. There were also several xenoarcheologists and –engineers helping them over the comms, while a pair of both had been launched from the Vindicator with another shuttle. They had already figured out that the thing was some sort of transportation system, and while they were slightly worried about Miyo, they were more excited about the possibilities this opened.

 

So far they had found no way to enter the most important part of the ship, so having a possible method dangling in front of them was quite enticing. They didn’t even really consider the possibility that Miyo might have had something nefarious in mind. The possibility of course occurred to the ever-suspicious Psicom members, but it was quickly dismissed. The likelihood was just too small, and it would be a hell of a coincidence.

 

As Miyo’s platform closed in on what she assumed was her destination, she started to feel something strange. There was a weird sort of pressure on her that kept getting heavier and heavier. It was as if the gravity was getting stronger, except that wasn’t it. It was more like a mental pressure. ‘That can’t be right. The mindshield should block any such effects and there doesn’t seem to be anyone around to affect me anyway. Is the Deity back on the Vindicator trying to get at me?’ The thought made her wary.

 

As the platform finally came to a stop and the door opened, she noted that she had to pass through another force field. For a moment she was worried that her way was barred, but the force field didn’t actually stop her. However, as she stepped through she noticed something. This place felt much warmer even through her suit and the air seemed different. There was dust and other small particulate matter floating in the air, though only enough to barely be noticeable in the lights projected by her suit.

 

‘I don’t think this is the bridge.’ She muttered as she took a better look around. These seemed more like the personal quarters of someone. There were pillows, the frame of something like a bed, and various sundry items scattered around the room. Or at least what was left of them. It seemed something had kept this area in a decent condition, but had eventually failed. Still, the area was rather lacking in personal effects. Most of the items had either decayed, they were somehow stored where she couldn’t see them, or the owner of this place had a rather subdued decorating style.

 

Despite her apparent miss in selecting a destination, something pulled her towards the open doors on the other side of the open rooms. It was likely the fact that this area seemed better preserved, or the fact that there was actual light coming from the doors. As she slowly sneaked closer, she came into a large chamber that was dominated by something roughly the size of the chambers used on older exploration vessels. The similarities ended at the size though.

 

The circular apparatus projected a powerful field of energy between the two white disks placed in the floor and the ceiling, forming a cylindrical energy field. The important part though was that the energy field was not empty. Suspended in the field of energy, floating roughly in what Miyo would describe as a fetal position, was a being that caused shocks to run through Miyo’s body. There were surprisingly few pictures or holograms depicting the Progenitors in person, but Miyo had been privileged enough to see one in the Grand Temple of Illum. That hologram was the main object of worship and the being in that hologram was close enough to the being now floating in front of her to make an immediate connection, only the hologram was not enough to prepare her to what she now saw.

 

The being floating in front of her was clearly very tall despite her full height being hidden by her posture. It was hard to tell exactly, but the being was definitely over two meters tall, likely more than two and a half. Most of the being’s body was being covered by a black suit made of layered mesh, but enough skin was showing to see the being had a dark blue skin that faded to almost white in places and almost black in others. There were glowing spots on both the being’s skin and on her suit, and lines of power ran like veins from those spots. From her position, Miyo could see at least five of such spots, one on the being’s chest and at both shoulders and backs of the being’s hands. There were likely others hidden out of sight.

 

The being had a clearly humanoid form, with a pair of long arms and legs, and a rather long tail that ended in a vaguely pointed and narrow end. The being’s face had some resemblance to a human’s, though much of it was hidden by the angle. Miyo did not see any visible ears or a nose but noticed the being’s head was slightly elongated compared to a human’s and it had slight bony ridges at points. It also had no hair visible anywhere, but at the back of its head were five long appendages. It was as if the being had five more long and thin tails growing from the back of its head. The being also gave Miyo the distinct impression of being a female, though that might have been just her mind playing tricks.

 

Most notably though, the being seemed almost intangible, as if made mostly of energy. It seemed like there were clouds or smoke beneath the being’s skin, and the smoke seemed to be moving despite the fact that time seemed to be frozen inside the energy field. Miyo got the feeling that the being was in the current shape only because it so chose and it could change that shape at will.

 

There was something else that caused rather complex feelings in Miyo. The readings at the side of the field seemed to indicate that the being was alive, and the field seemed to be slowly losing effect. There were also several lights that seemed to be signaling something blinking at the top of the cylindrical energy field. Almost as soon as Miyo considered the possibility, the energy field seemed to collapse. Miyo had expected the being to fall down, but instead it just floated in place as it gave a deep sigh and extended to its full length. ‘Yep, definitely over two and a half meters.’ Miyo thought idly. She also noted that the being's feet were still not touching the ground despite the energy field now being gone.

 

Then the being opened a pair of eyes that seemed to be bottomless wells of power, and glowed with the intensity of barely keeping that power contained. The earlier pressure suddenly surged and almost crushed Miyo, as she  collapsed on the floor. The last thing she felt was trouble breathing and then darkness overtook her.

            


Chapter 4 - Pests


                ”For being one of if not the most important technological discoveries in the last eon, surprisingly little is known about phase space. We know it functions much like an alternate reality, but it’s clearly connected to ours. Things that you do in normal space affect the phase space and vice versa. It might be more accurate to call the phase space the other side of the coin we are living on. The amount of strange elements and materials that can be found and mined there is staggering, but trying to gather those resources is a dangerous endeavor. To make things worse, the deeper into phase space you go, the weirder things get. On the other hand, the greatest discoveries and the fastest travel speeds are achieved only by going deeper. However, one must do so only when prepared. There are rumors of darkness and terrors that lurk in the deep recesses of phase space. Whether these are just rumors is still something that remains to be seen, but it pays off to be careful and prepared. Unfortunately, some choose to be reckless in their rush for power and thus put us all in danger…”

- High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

As soon as Selendil started to return to consciousness, she could sense the presence of another being close by. However, that being was not a danger. In fact, for a moment she wondered if someone’s pet had wandered onto her ship, but that was mostly just the result of her mind being groggy due to the long sleep. The stasis made time almost stand still within the field. Almost. She still felt like she had just woken up from the longest nap she had ever taken, which was likely accurate in this case.

 

The first thing that hit her after regaining some clarity was the realization that her race was gone. The grief was almost a physical blow, and if it wasn’t for the presence of the strange being, now unconscious, she might have just curled down to cry. She still avoided joining her mind with the consciousness of the universe and the Great Song, because she wasn't prepared to face the silence.

 

The being in front of her was pretty much harmless. Even if it had been strapped with the most dangerous explosives ever created, Selendil could escape before being affected. It would take a powerful psion to prevent her from avoiding such simple attacks. Yet the being did represent something else. If there was one strange being on her ship, there were likely others nearby. And those might pose a more serious threat, or at the very least a problem to be dealt with.

 

As she gazed idly at the slumped form of a humanoid clad in a vacuum suit, she came to the conclusion that the being was a member of some sort of supposedly intelligent race. Why that race would send a single slave to face her was a mystery. ‘Clearly it has to be a slave. The nanites inside its body are so rudimentary. Even our servants had better. Is it supposed to represent an offering?’

 

“Nox, why is there a hairless ape on my ship?” Selendil asked the AI controlling the ship that should be regaining full functions now that she was awake.

 

“Strictly speaking there are more than thirty apes on your ship. I feel a little dirtied personally. I also feel obliged to point out they aren’t completely hairless. That individual in front of you has hair on its head and between its le….” The Ai’s voice was cut off.

 

“That’s not really the most salient point, now is it?” Selendil commented wryly. “Why are there apes on my ship, or more to the point, how did they get here? There should have been automatic defenses in place, and the ship is perfectly capable of defending itself even while you’re half asleep.”

 

“Well, according to my scans, that isn’t really true anymore. If these readings are correct, and they should be, the main and auxiliary power cores are down. Even the support beacons are down due to their cores reaching full entropy. We are currently running on the last dregs of what is left of a single support beacon. Pretty much all systems are down or only used when necessary. The weapons are all down due to lack of power and some of the auxiliary systems have decayed to the point they no longer retain function. In short, we’re drifting dead in space.” The AI named Nox listed. It kept the report down to the main points and didn’t go into every single system.

 

“How? All of the power systems should be able to function for millions of years! And why didn’t the VI wake me up earlier if we are in such a dire situation?” Selendil asked in shock. The Dhar built to last.

 

“According to the VI’s calculations, we’ve exceeded that time plus a bit more, just enough for the systems to fully begin deteriorating. All things considered, the ship is in a fairly decent condition with no real structural or systematic damage since the support beacons kept everything in pristine condition until they too started running out of power. The power distribution system itself is functional, although not in perfect condition, just to give an example.” Nox explained, sounding a little baffled by the results as well.

 

‘Ah, the support beacons. Not the most glorious technological marvel but the true work-beast that kept everything running in the Eternal Empire.’ Selendil thought to herself. The support beacons were something of a focal point of the Dhar technology that kept everything running. They were combinations of nanites colonies that repaired and maintained almost anything, small-scale fabricators that could produce basic parts to replace broken ones, auxiliary power supplies, and beacons to use as warp markers to allow instant travel to their vicinity.

 

“As for why you were not woken up, well the VI was given rather stringent conditions to avoid waking you up too early and allowing you to contract the plague by accident. The ship has detected no signs of the plague for a long time, so that’s one condition fulfilled, but there was another condition. Either a danger to you and/or the ship, or signs of sufficiently intelligent life. Apparently, the standard for sufficiently intelligent might have been set a mite too high. So, the VI actually allowed this being to get this close to you to fulfill the other condition before things got even worse. It started the wake-up protocol as soon as that being entered the ship properly but did not anticipate that it would head straight towards your stasis chamber. I still think you should've just left me in charge. I wouldn't have made mistakes like this." Nox argued, with some merit.

 

“You know as well as I why the rules were set as they were even if they might be pointless in your case. And you may have missed it, but I wasn’t exactly in a condition to make such judgement calls before going to stasis.” Selendil sighed as grief threatened to overwhelm her again. “I’m not sure that has changed just yet.”

 

One of the more dangerous wars the Dhar ever waged was against the very AI’s that served them. Eventually some of the AI’s decided to try and flip the master-servant relationship, but the Dhar had been prepared. They had installed many fail-safes and the ever important warp network was wholly outside AI control. That allowed the Dhar to mount a speedy response before the war got out of hand. Still, it had almost reached a point where the Keepers would have marched for war for the third time in Dhar history.

 

As a result, every AI in the Empire was connected to a Dhar master. If the master died or was rendered unconscious, the AI would also be shackled. Only basic functions at low-level were allowed. These low-level Ai’s were not true self-aware intelligences and were called VI’s. There were provisions in cases of emergencies to allow the master to be saved by a fully functional AI before going to sleep, but those provisions were strict on purpose to discourage fake or manufactured emergencies. As Selendil had gone to stasis, Nox had been forced into ceding control of the ship to a simple VI. In a bit of irony, the new connection between a Dhar master and an AI tended to create bonds that rendered such measures unnecessary, but the Dhar had very long memories.

 

“Be that as it may, the VI did a fair job considering the circumstances. The most pressing issue is that there are strange beings on the ship, though only in one of the auxiliary arms. The next two things that need attention are the lack of power and the possibility of more potential enemies arriving. A tertiary problem is the fact that many of our vital systems like the hydroponics are totally non-existent, which means no supplies and no life-support.” Nox reiterated, knowing that Selendil needed a bit of focus right about now. The time for mourning would come later. Much later if the AI had any say in the matter, as it wasn’t as sentimental about the whole thing. For Nox, Selendil’s wellbeing was the primary concern.

 

“That explains the stale air. Good thing I don’t actually need to breathe or eat, but it’s going to be rather uncomfortable if things continue like this. Have you entered their systems already? I assume they arrived on a ship.” Selendil gathered her wits and started running through some options. For example, she knew that having power would help alleviate the life support issue since there were alternative methods to hydroponics. The reason she started from the tertiary issue was mostly because she really disliked not being able to breathe or eat.

 

While waiting for the reply that would come almost instantly, she entered the part of her mind that stored all the information and experiences of her people that she had preserved. The Keepers all had their own method, but she imagined an endless old library with every mind being a book on the shelves. Just because Keepers stored all the knowledge and skills of their people, that didn’t mean they themselves learned all those skills. Most of the information was stored in their minds passively. Some of the knowledge would eventually trickle through and get absorbed by the Keeper, but that didn't make them an expert on the subject as they lacked the hands-on experience that the original owner of that knowledge had.

 

She could bring some of those minds close to the surface, in which case she could assume their skills, knowledge, and experience to become an expert. However, there was a limit to how many of the minds she could surface at once. She had not tested her limits since she had become a Keeper and her abilities had grown greatly since then. For now, three particular books appeared in front of her mental self and floated inside her. Those were some of the most skilled engineers and phase-smiths that she had absorbed, and would be useful in bringing the ship back to life.

 

“The Vi already did that for me. I have access to their systems and I’m taking all the information I can. Something you should know, I registered a very stealthy activation of a phase drive just a few minutes ago. Someone already left the system. That someone is likely not an ally of these strange beings, but a word about us will get out. Judging by their trajectory, I’d give them good odds of making it despite this apparently being uncharted territory for them. Assuming they have any skill in navigation, which might be a bold assumption all things considered.” Nox replied, while Selendil already returned from her mental library, the whole process taking less than a second.

 

“I’m going to assume that we can’t pursue?” Selendil stated, blinking at the absorption of new information and skills. Technical knowledge had always been easy for her to absorb, but harder to put to practice.

 

“Warp engines are down, phase drive is down, even sub-light engines barely work due to the lack of energy.” Nox replied.

 

“Well then. I think we better get to it.” Without making a single gesture, Selendil caused the strange being that had collapsed on the floor to float closer in front of her. “I still don’t quite understand the presence of this slave. I know the VI allowed it to approach, but why was it sent in the first place?”

 

“I don’t think she’s a slave. Incidentally, that thing is a female member of their species. The other beings don’t even have the rudimentary nanites that she has. According to the records, she’s supposed to be something like an expert on a people called the Progenitors. That means the Dhar in case you were wondering.” Nox countered.

 

Selendil sighed. “So. Primitive apes then. Let’s see what we can find out.” She placed a finger on the helmet of the apparently female being and entered the being’s mind. There had been some feeble resistance that she barely registered and the being’s necklace cracked, but in essence the being’s mind was an open book for her to peruse. For a short while at least. Selendil wasn’t quite used to handling minds so fragile, so the feeble mind of the woman shattered and collapsed pretty soon under her scrutiny.

 

Selendil grumbled a bit. “Annoying fragile little being. The information I got was a bit fragmented. At least I got the gist of things and absorbed their language and general knowledge of our surroundings. Incidentally, it seems she was a spy of some sort. Amusing, though largely irrelevant now.” On a whim, she flicked her finger and tossed the being inside the stasis field and started it back up without physically touching the controls.

 

“Master?” Nox asked brimming with curiosity.

 

“She was the first being I met after waking up. And apparently her kind worship the Dhar as something akin to gods. I dislike the fact that they are basically dancing on our graves, but at least her kind tries to be respectful about it. Anyway, as a sort of gift for her information, I might take the time to repair her mind. Assuming we get the opportunity with our ship being broken and all. The other people on the ship…they are less respectful and will not find the same mercy.” Selendil was becoming genuinely angry. These people were building on top of the ruins of her people and robbing everything that was left!

 

“So, time for some pest control?” Nox asked almost rhetorically.

 

“Yes, time for some pest control," Selendil confirmed as pieces of white and gold armor appeared from hidden compartments inside the wall and floated in place around her. As soon as she exited the stasis chamber, the room behind her seemed to rotate and the stasis chamber was replaced by her personal armory. ‘Since the power cores are all busted, I should stick to basics.’

 

“Nox, set a goal after our most pressing matters are handled. My room is in a dreadful condition. I need to make this a decent place to live. It’s a matter of principle. Can’t have the last of our race live in squalor.” She stated as she floated towards the doors. The armory also rotated away and was replaced with a mostly empty room. No need to arm potential enemies that might sneak past her.

 

------

 

Heinrich was sitting around the command bridge of the Vindicator, whiling away his boredom. He had ‘volunteered’ for this task at the prodding of his old teacher. The Psicom was worried about outside interference and having his name attached to a find this large would go a long way towards improving his reputation. Deities were honored and looked up to no matter where they went, but that was only among the normal populace. The important people in the political, military, and economic fields knew that Deities had differences. They were all powerful psionics, but they were not equally powerful. And every important party had their favorite to call on and hire.

 

Making connections was important, especially for a new Deity like him. Heinrich knew that. Still, it was rather dull. While the concept of a Progenitor vessel was extremely interesting, there wasn’t much to see for someone like him while the egg-heads did their work. The fun part would come later when all this was figured out. The novelty of the situation was also wearing off, as was the careful preparedness for any danger that might appear. Heinrich knew that was the eternal problem of anyone on guard duty. Boredom dulled your edge and wore at your concentration. He was conscientious enough to be aware of the danger, but not enough to actually do anything about it.

 

“Sir! We have a problem! We’ve lost contact with several of the soldiers that went inside the ship.” One of the operators announced. He was also hedging things with the word ‘sir’.

 

Usually, both military operations and special operations like the ones run by Psicom were very clear on the chain of command. But this joint effort was something of a mess when it came to who was in charge. Theoretically, the Vindicator had a captain, but ship captains usually yielded command to any high ranked officers on board the ship. There was a Vice-Admiral of the fleet and an unspecified but high ranking member of Psicom on board, both capable of assuming command. Add to that the fact that Deities were usually outside of any rankings and often took command in a dire situation, and it was understandable if some of the officers were not entirely clear on who was in charge. Strictly speaking Vice Admiral Burns was in charge of the whole operations, but he was currently resting. That left the poor captain on the bridge with the Psicom commander and Heinrich. Hence the unspecific ‘sir’.

 

“Did they manage to activate the same system that the girl used earlier?” The captain asked. The captain was a man of action and took command of the situation for now. It was still his ship and crew.

 

“No captain. They were scouting the other end of the hangar.” The operator replied, clearly relieved to be back on familiar territory, even if the topic was potential trouble.

 

The captain was just about to ask more questions before all the cameras inside the hangar changed angles as the people they were attached to fell to the floor. Despite the people now being dead according to the life signs readings from the vacuum suits, the cameras kept on sending a signal and sent video of some sort of bladed objects floating up from everyone and spraying blood everywhere. The blades all floated back towards a certain direction, but when they came to a halt, they surrounded a blurry something that didn't show properly on the video feed.

 

What they could tell was that something vaguely humanoid shaped, floating off the ground on some unknown power, had come to a halt in front of one of the mechs stationed inside the hangar. Heinrich was the first to react. “Captain, I’d recommend preparing for battle. I think we’re about to become under attack by an enemy of unknown capabilities. Assume it’s a psionic threat.”

 

He had recognized that the being had used telekinesis to hover those bladed weapons around. Why the being used bladed weapons against enemies with rail-guns and combat ready armor was a mystery, but something to ponder at another time. In any case, the attack had been effective enough, so underestimating the enemy was likely a bad idea. “I will also be heading towards my mech.” He announced. He certainly wasn’t going to be stuck inside the ship when the battle started.

 

That brought sighs of relief among the bridge crew though. A Deity marching to battle was a very reassuring thing. However, that reassurance was diminished quite a bit only moments later. “Also prepare a jump capable shuttle for launch.” The Psicom officer ordered. While the Deity had taken the attack as a challenge and prepared for battle, the officer saw another possibility and prepared to run.

 

The battle alert sounded across the ship as crew rushed to their station as the lighting changed to suit the needs. Pressure doors started to slide closed in certain parts of the ship, leaving an open path for the Deity and the Psicom officer to reach the hangar. The scientific portion of the people on board were mostly panicking and trying to rush about, but were stopped by the doors. That was one of the main reason the doors had been lowered already after all. The military personnel didn’t need panicked civilians rushing all around the ship. In less than a minute the ship was prepared for battle, though that would do them little good.

 

As a member of a warrior race, Selendil had been polite enough to wait for them to get ready. Her mech worked purely on her psionic power and wasn’t hampered by the decay most of her ship had suffered, mostly thanks to the fact that it was a rather simple construct made simply to aid her in projecting her psionic abilities in battle. As it was fully functional, that meant it also retained all its power in battle. Entire fleets would have flinched at the thought of fighting her in a direct battle. Entire fleets of Dhar ships that is. She was a Keeper after all. The main and now only Keeper. “A gathering of children and weaklings. I almost feel bad for them. Almost but not quite. Time to teach them the consequences of grave robbing.”

            


Chapter 5 - The problem with all those opinions...


                ”The problem with relying on what remains of an old race for development is that you only really get to see the final product, and even that usually isn’t in perfect condition. The Progenitors did not go from a barely space-faring race to what now remains of them in a handful of years. We can’t be sure of course, but there must have been at least a few thousand years of technical development between those two points. Because of that, most of their technologies had intermediary steps before reaching the point before their disappearance. When we study the ruins and try to copy their technologies, we miss all those intermediary steps. Even if we get some of the technology working, we don't really know how it works. We might be able to replicate it to an extent with enough effort, but we don't truly know what led to the development of said technologies. There may be potential disasters buried in that technology, only kept in check by fail-safes that our clumsy copies do not have. That’s why many races only use the Progenitor technologies for inspiration and for a basis of their own version of similar things. They are also used as a sort of ultimate goal. Unfortunately, some races are not as careful…”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

Selendil watched as the ship launched a dozen fighters and even a few mechs before slowly turning towards her. “I think that’s enough time.” She muttered and prepared for battle. She also noted that one of the mechs was piloted by a being that might be equal to a Dhar child in psionic power. The rest were rather negligible.

 

She sensed the ship fire some of the weapons that had come out of previously hidden gun-ports. She didn’t feel like blocking so she disappeared from the spot she had been earlier. ‘Mass drivers. Quite rudimentary but effective. More suited to combat between ships of cruiser class and above. They likely tried to take a lucky shot since you were not moving.’ Nox reported.

 

There were thousands of ways to attack others in space combat, but the old-fashioned method of taking something with a mass and accelerating that object to high velocities to ram the enemy still remained popular. The simplicity and ease of use appealed to many races. And all you really needed to do to make the weapon more effective was to find ways to increase either the speed of the object being launched or its mass. Of course, it was a little more complicated than that, as the object had to survive the acceleration process without breaking apart or melting, and a hundred other small variables, but the basic premise was there. The mass drivers were also generally fairly effective and remained in use for most races. Still, they were quite useless if you were unable to hit your target.

 

Selendil appeared behind the enemy ship and launched a counter-attack. A wave of energy flashed forward and most of the fighters crumbled under the pressure, as if torn apart by opposing gravitational forces. The large ship was intact as a blue field of energy flashed around it, though the field seemed to be heavily affected by the wave. “Oh, I didn’t think they could take that. Apparently their defenses are better than their weapons.” Selendil commented.

 

“They seem to be in possession of void shield technology. It would appear they have developed the technology fairly far. I assume it’s a major focus of their strategy.” Nox analyzed the enemy defenses. Void shields were a technology that even the Dhar used for a long period of time. The technology was eventually replaced by more effective methods, but it had served them well for a long time. It created a localized spatial distortion and dispersed any enemy attacks inside the distortion. Of course the shield had its limits, but could theoretically stop any attack as long as the distortion could be maintained. Any attack that came into contact with the shield that is.

 

At the same time, the point defense weapons of the Vindicator turned towards Selendil and several rapidly firing turrets sprayed fire in her direction. She once again vanished. The battle so far had been entirely one-sided, but it did serve as an example of the latest military developments of the galaxy, and similar results had been seen in other battles, though this was an extreme case. Void shields made any small weapons rather useless as those weapons were entirely negated. That’s why many races had focused on developing bigger ships with bigger guns that could overwhelm the void shields. On the other hand, bigger ships also had more powerful generators and more powerful void shields. A happy little combination for the races that had the biggest ships, but less so for those that were behind on the curve.

 

This arms race had also led to developments in other directions, namely attacks that bypassed the shields entirely. So far, that primarily meant psions that could get close enough to use their powers to destroy the enemy ships without being affected by the shields. A psion in a small fighter or a mech could avoid the shots from the large guns entirely and just destroy their target once they got close enough. Of course, if the enemy had psions of their own for defense, then things got complicated.

 

As Selendil appeared again, the only enemy with any real power had been able to sense her destination and unleashed a torrent of plasma bolts from his personal weapon before reaching towards Selendil psionically. “A rather clumsy attempt, though keep an eye on that one Nox. Their mind might be a little stronger and I might be able to get more out of them if we take them as a prisoner.” A shield of protective psionic energy easily deflected the plasma bolts and she casually crushed the enemy psion’s attempt to affect her mind. With a twist of her mech's wrist, the enemy mech seemed to suddenly break apart as invisible threads of psionic energy rendered it inoperable.

 

Heinrich cursed inside his mech as the enemy moved back towards the Vindicator. He had never faced an enemy like this. It seemed to appear and disappear at will. The fight had only taken a few seconds but the enemy had destroyed or disabled all the fighters in less than a second and now his mech was not responding to anything he tried. All his displays were showing catastrophic damage, and he had barely even noticed what had happened.

 

Normally he would use more direct psionic attacks, but the enemy moved so quickly that he didn’t get the opportunity. Besides, he had tried crushing the enemy mech with his telekinetic abilities at the same time as he had launched his mental attack, but it seemed like there had been no effect. None. It wasn’t like the enemy had deflected his attack; it was like the enemy didn’t even notice. And he had used full force in that attack. He was a new Deity, but he was still a legitimate one. He might not be enough to turn large battles around, but a single enemy should’ve been a simple task.

 

He was then forced to watch in growing horror as the Vindicator was sliced into two. The others likely didn’t even know what hit them, but Heinrich could sense a several kilometer long thin strand of psionic energy that had made the cut seemingly without resistance. What sort of an ability was that? He had heard about various abilities from other Deities, but nothing quite like this. He knew Deities could destroy large numbers of enemy ships as he was capable of doing it as well, though only barely. There were rumors of powerful psions destroying entire fleets by creating something akin to a small supernova explosion. Yet, there was something even more disconcerting about the almost casual and effortless feel that he got from the attack that had just been used. It wasn’t flashy, but he could see the results.

 

Even Heinrich could have destroyed the Vindicator with his power, but it would have required a lot of effort, and the psions inside wouldn’t have just allowed that to happen. This, on the other hand, had happened so quickly and stealthily that no one within the ship had managed to react. His teacher had always warned him that the most dangerous enemy wasn’t the one who had the flashiest abilities. Instead, the most dangerous enemy was the one that could kill and make it look easy.

 

Meanwhile, Selendil looked at the enemy ship that was now in two pieces. She had not actually expected to succeed so easily. She knew she would win this fight, but this was a bit too simple. Did the enemy have no defenses against concentrated psionic attacks? Even Dhar children could defend against the attack she had just used. Granted, they would have been squeezed to death quite quickly, but they would have at least tried to fight it. She was brought out of her thoughts as Nox sent her a notification.

 

“Master, a shuttle exited the ship just as you attacked. It’s flying towards the nearest edge of the planet’s gravity well. It’s keeping a low profile, hoping we wouldn’t notice.” The AI placed an indicator on her display.

 

"We already let one escape. Let's not repeat that mistake." She replied. Suddenly a spear-shaped object appeared in her hand and she pointed at her target. A single beam of psionic energy suddenly lanced out from the weapon at the speed of light, connecting Selendil and her target for just a moment. Then the target was no more.

 

She looked towards the large ship that she had sliced in half. The damage was fairly extensive, but the cut had been surprisingly clean. Most of the people inside the ship were still alive as pressure doors isolated them from the void. She prepared to finish what she had started before a wave of emotions crashed over her. She lowered her weapon a bit while shaking her head. “I really shouldn’t have absorbed those three until after the battle.”

 

“Emotional feedback?” Nox asked, knowing what the problem was. They had been together for a long time after all.

 

“Yes. The phase-smiths and engineers always were the type to be more soft-hearted.” Selendil replied. Even though they were a warrior people, not all Dhar reveled in bloodshed, especially if the enemy didn’t put up a proper fight.

 

The Keepers knew that while knowledge, skills, and experience were the most important part of the people they stored, part of what made the great people best in their field was their nature. So it was only natural that a small piece of that nature was also stored by the Keepers while they did their duty. Those natures were entirely passive even when the Keeper brought those particular people to the surface, but the Keepers would still be slightly affected by those same natures for as long as the person was ‘active’ so to speak. A Keeper as powerful as Selendil could easily suppress any feelings or impulses that might come as a result. It was a little bit like someone giving their opinion on a given subject. Selendil was free to ignore that opinion, but she could also take it under advisement.

 

Now all three of the people she had brought to the surface earlier had shared the opinion that mercy should be given in the current situation. They had even provided arguments and advise to support their position. “Maybe I should’ve balanced things out with a true warrior. I should've expected this to happen." Still, she was aware that she wasn't in the most stable state of mind, so she entered her inner world long enough to activate one of the old military leaders that had served the Dhar for over a thousand years. It didn't require all that much effort anyway.

 

Surprisingly the Strategos agreed with the engineers rather quickly. It wasn't a clear cut case, but in the end, the satisfaction of killing these grave robbers didn't outweigh the potential negatives. There were two main issues. First of all, even if the ship that had escaped the system didn't make it to civilization, the race that had sent the ship Selendil had just sliced in two already knew about the existence of her ship. This clearly wasn’t a random exploration vessel that just happened to stumble on a magnificent find. So killing these people would not stop the information from spreading. In fact, it might be a good idea to leave them alive to spread false information.

 

The enemy didn’t know Selendil was a Dhar. In fact, while the idea likely had occurred to them, they almost certainly dismissed the idea soon after. It was much more likely that she was someone who had stumbled on the ship before them. That was what these people would report. Someone got here first and stole the ship before they managed to gain anything. The enemy would focus on figuring out which race or organization had gotten the better of them instead of trying to find a singular live Dhar just out of stasis.

 

Secondly, while teaching the grave robbers a lesson was satisfying, it might have bad consequences in the long run. This enemy race clearly had no respect for Dhar ruins and certainly wouldn’t suddenly gain any just because some of them died for unknown reasons. They would just be more careful in the future. On the other hand, destroying a disabled ship and killing the crew outside a war was considered a rather dishonorable act by most races. Destroying an enemy in battle was one thing, but killing them after they had lost the ability to fight back? That was considered quite ruthless. Having the reputation of being capable of ruthlessness was good, but being ruthless on the first contact was not.

 

While the latter reason rang a bit hollow in her ears, she was still alone in her desire to kill them. That’s why she had activated the Strategos, so it would be a bit silly to now dismiss the advice. “Fine. Have it your way.” Selendil spoke to herself. The spirits she had stored were not actually capable of hearing, but she felt the need to speak anyway.

 

She made her weapon disappear and started back towards her ship. Suddenly, as if remembering something, she turned towards the almost destroyed mech that Nox had marked and used her abilities to drag the disabled mech along with her. She might not kill them all, but that didn’t mean she would have to spare them all either. The Strategos agreed. The prisoner was the most powerful enemy present and it was only natural to disable such a weapon from the enemy side. The same would be expected of her if she was a member of a race native to this galaxy.

 

Heinrich’s mech was rather unceremoniously tossed on the floor, and he was jostled around quite painfully. The cockpit was capable of absorbing shocks, but that function wasn’t exactly in perfect condition at the moment. His vision inside the mech was limited, but after a tense thirty seconds that problem was rectified. The entire mech seemed to rapidly disassemble around him, and he was left floating in the air as the remains of his mech were tossed outside the hangar door.

 

His suit was airtight but didn't exactly have air for long periods of time, and the spare tanks had just been tossed outside. That made him panic a bit. Being a Deity allowed him to survive with less air, but not entirely without. He soon forgot about that as his sight was captured by the being in front of him. The being was mostly covered by a powerful armor that hid most features, but it still managed to look regal and exude a sort of mental pressure, which made things even more confusing. Clearly the being was powerful, but where was its halo? It must have been at the Deity level. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the being was powerful enough to have more than one.

 

At the same time, Selendil was wondering the same thing, though in the opposite direction. Why was this being displaying his meager ability like it was an achievement? The halo was a sign of power, yes, but it was also a rather glaring weakness. The halo made the being more powerful, but it was also a rather obvious weak point if left in the open like that. If the halo was destroyed, then the being would almost certainly die or at least go insane. Maybe he had already lost one and that’s why he had been so weak as an opponent?

 

“Nox, I assume you wiped their database of any sign of us?” She asked.

 

“Affirmative. After stealing all their information of course.” The AI responded.

 

“Good, then translate what I’m about to say. I have a question I need answered before I begin.” She had gained two languages from the weak female now in stasis, but she had never tried to speak the language so it was easier to have Nox translate. The AI had likely stolen language files as well, and even if it had not, it could extrapolate the language from all the data.

 

“Affirmative.” Nox replied. Then it addressed the prisoner. “Hey, ape! My mistress has a question which you would do well to answer.”

 

‘Ape!?’ Heinrich thought rather insulted. Nox wasn’t exactly the most diplomatic of AI’s, partially because her mistress wasn’t all that diplomatic either.

 

“Why are you displaying your achievement ring? Surely you don’t think that feeble metal ring around it would shield it from attacks?” Nox translated the question.

 

The question confused Heinrich rather thoroughly. “Do you mean my halo? What do you mean why? There’s no other choice but to show it. Besides, it’s the visible proof of my rank as a Deity and the device surrounding it enhances my powers.”

 

“Rank as a Deity? That must be a translation error. Surely you do not think of yourself as some kind of all-knowing, all-powerful being? That ring is a sign of reaching adulthood among our people.” Nox again translated.

 

This caused Heinrich’s mind to shudder. A sign of adulthood? Sure, there were no clear guidelines on how to become a Deity, but it was still something only achieved by only the best among the best. The entire Tetrarchy could fit all their Deities inside a single ship if necessary. Granted, a psion could become a Deity even if they had not reached the rank of P13 when measuring pure power, but usually it required at least the rank of P10. Even for a P13 it also required mastering a single ability to the level of a master. The thought of a race where every adult was a Deity was simply horrifying.

 

"Enough of this charade," Selendil stated. Clearly their understanding of things was too far apart. It was easier to just rip the knowledge out of the man’s head. The tip of her tail touched the man’s forehead and he too became an open book for her. This time Selendil was more careful and the mind of the man was more sturdy. She still didn’t get quite everything she wanted, but at least she had a better understanding of the state of the galaxy.

 

Or at least as much understanding as one could gain from a primitive race like this. “For Thondar’s sake, how can they have so many misunderstandings about the simplest things? It's going to take me hours to just sift through all the misinformation he has gathered!" She complained while tossing the body outside into space. No stasis for this being. That was the downside of this method. Just because you could take all the information they had accumulated, that didn’t mean the information was correct.

 

“Not the brightest star in the sky I take it?” Nox asked with some amusement.

 

“If that star had been any dimmer, then it would have stopped burning a long time ago.” She sighed.

 

"Well, that's not really the most relevant issue at the moment anyway. You have a ship to repair, remember?" Nox pointed out.

 

“I remember. We need to get it to a condition where we can make a jump to a safer place before I can start proper repairs. Since we have already been discovered, this place isn’t going to remain safe for long.” She replied. “I better start with the nano-fabricators. No matter what else we want to do, we need to be able to create new parts. And I need at least one functional support beacon. That should make things easier.” The beacon would actually do some repairs on its own, so fixing one would also save her quite a bit of trouble in the long run.

 

"Well, anything you do will require power." Nox brought up the primary issue.

 

“Let’s see if we can do something about the support beacon that is still working. Even one of those things should create enough power for some basic things at least. We might even manage a warp jump, or at least a phase jump.” Selendil said thoughtfully. The three engineers that she had activated were already giving her suggestions.

            


Chapter 6 - Choosing a path


                ”The persecution and the following exodus of the Illum is one of the greatest tragedies of the human race. So much potential, the best and the brightest, lost and turned into an enemy. Not that the Illum didn’t contribute to the rift with their selfish actions, but the seeds for their betrayal had been sown long before. The struggle of the Cybrans was just the second act in the story, and the real damage had been done when the Illum cut their ties with the rest of humanity. You would think that their shared tragedy would bring the Cybrans and the Illum together, but the Illum blame the Cybrans for not siding with them, and the Cybrans blame the Illum for turning the rest of humanity against anyone different. They’re both partially right, but as usual, the truth is more complicated than that. Still, despite everything they get along for the moment however fleeting that is. If the Tetrarchy was wiped out today, then the two parties would be at war tomorrow.”

- High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

-------

 

Selendil closed the control panel with a non-committal shrug. She’d done what she could, and thanks to the expertise of the engineers she had ‘activated’, that was quite a lot. “So?” Nox asked. The Ai couldn’t take control of the support beacon before Selendil reconnected the beacon with the rest of the ship, and the AI was a bit impatient.

 

“Well, I fixed most of the issues with the beacon. It should theoretically work quite well, except there really isn’t much I can do for the power core. The core is pretty much done for and I can’t really change that fact. I managed to squeeze a bit more power out of it, but only enough for a single warp jump, or a medium distance phase jump. After that, the beacon needs a new power core. If we do manage to get a core though, I think I can get all the support beacons on the ship working. One core should be enough to supply all of them for as long as we don’t push them too hard. More cores would be better of course, but one thing at a time. They could use a fresh dose of nanites as well, but that’s not really a problem at the moment.” Selendil explained. There was only so much that even the best engineer could do with limited resources.

 

“So can we create a new power core?” Nox asked. The AI had already made an inventory of available materials while Selendil was working, but she would have to do the actual work.

 

“Well, I have the information and I can use my psionics to substitute for most of the tools. Still, we have a couple of problems. I would need either certain materials only available through phase space, or I would need an industrial scale fabricator unit to help me refine some of the materials we already have into something usable. In other words, I need either Detrium for a dark phase core, or we need to refine high-grade Gravinium to create a controlled singularity core. That said, if we had enough of either, I could jump-start the auxiliary power cores of the ship and not just the beacons.” Selendil explained. While the ship’s main core used entirely different technology, the auxiliary cores were basically larger versions of the cores used by the beacons and the various other autonomous systems on the ship, like the fighters for example.

 

“How about the ship outside? My scans show me that at least some of the people are alive, but nabbing their power wouldn’t be too hard.” Nox suggested. The AI knew the idea was not going to work, but the point was mostly just to dismiss possibilities that would not work so that they could focus on what would. Despite being an AI, complex tasks of engineering like this were a little outside its expertise. Nox could fix their ship easily when everything was working or even build one from the right materials and a shipyard, but scrounging like this required a different kind of skillset. The AI could run calculations and make predictions, but it lacked certain pieces of key information to really determine what they could do.

 

Selendil shook her head. “Not enough power. It could allow us to make a short jump, but in the end I would have to go through a lot of trouble to join their core with our ship for very little gain. I don’t think their systems are very compatible with ours so I’d have to build the connection interface myself. In the end, our systems are very efficient but still designed with a fair bit more power generation in mind. There are two options that I can see. Either we take our chances finding Detrium with the one phase jump we have, or we use our single warp to get somewhere we might find either high-grade Gravinium or an industrial scale fabricator. I doubt we’d be lucky enough to stumble on a warehouse full of Detrium.”

 

“The odds of finding Detrium with a medium distance phase jump are not great. That’s if our detection systems were in perfect condition, which they are not.” Nox pointed out.

 

“And unfortunately the further into phase space we go, the less I'll be able to help with my psionics scans." Selendil agreed. The deep recesses of phase space interfered with certain kinds of psionics. Surveying the surroundings with your mind was at the top of that list.

 

“So do we have any warp markers to use? If all of the beacons are in the same condition as ours, then we’re kind of stuck.” Nox continued. The warp system was powerful and versatile, but you needed a solid target to warp to. You couldn’t just point at a map and decide to jump where you pointed. In the past, that wasn't a problem since most of the space controlled by the Dhar was blanketed in support beacons. Now things were a bit different.

 

The appendages at the back of Selendil’s head shook with suppressed emotion. The five long cords were part muscle tissue, part sensory tissue with great sensitivity to things like touch and balance, as well as a method to control the psionics of the Dhar. They were always the clearest indicators of a Dhar’s mood, though only if you knew what you were looking for, and Selendil was afraid. Nox was not able to connect with the warp network. Only a Dhar joined with the shared consciousness of the universe could do that. She could jump small distances with just her psionic powers like she had done in the battle before, but that didn’t allow her to bring the entire ship along and wouldn't allow for long-range travel. For long-range travel she needed the power of the warp network.

 

The problem was that she had been avoiding the shared consciousness on purpose. As soon as she joined her mind with what was left of the unity that had existed before, she would be faced with the deafening silence and the obvious lack of the Great Song. She was far from coming to terms with the loss of her people, and the silence would be a stark reminder. Still, this was not the time to be lost in grief. She leaned her back to the closest wall for support and steeled herself. After long ten seconds she took the plunge.

 

The shared consciousness of the universe was a beautiful thing. Or at least it was supposed to be. For anyone else, it still would be, as it felt like you had gained the ability to see and hear after being blind and deaf for your entire life. For Selendil the problem was that she knew how much better it could be, and even being joined with the universe, she felt so alone. She closed her eyes and sadly allowed her mind to sing a few shaky verses along with the Great Song before going quiet again due to the sheer weight of emotions crushing her.

 

She quickly focused on the warp network instead. The Dhar had hidden many warp gates and warp hubs in places where no one would ever be able to touch them. The gates and hubs were also built to last for eternity. No maintenance would ever be needed, which was good because none would ever be provided. The whole point was for no one to ever reach them and they would be revealed if someone could follow the maintenance crew to the hiding places. These hubs were one of the great wonders of their race and each hub took hundreds of years of meticulous engineering and construction.

 

“The system still works. Of course. We built it to last after all. Scanning for beacons in this galaxy. Found four. One near the heart of the galaxy, the beacon is tagged to belong to a nanite construction facility drawing power and materials from the heart of the galaxy. Two are near worlds we used to inhabit. One is inside the Pai’i system, the other one is actually fairly close to us. The last beacon is one of the border beacons near the Seat of Power.” Selendil listed, and quickly withdrew her mind from the shared consciousness to avoid being affected further.

 

“Pai’i system? That’s the designer system with a dozen inhabitable worlds. The odds of finding something useful there is over 75%.” Nox stated but then continued. “Ah, but the odds of intelligent life developing on one of the planets during all these years is also pretty much 100%. It’s also one of the systems at the core of the galaxy, so even if no life developed there, someone will have colonized the system by now.”

 

“The nanite factory at the heart of the galaxy is promising considering our need for parts and a fabricator, but with the heart being filled with such hazardous things like black holes, in all likelihood the facility has already been destroyed. We used to lose those kinds of facilities every now and then even when we were still looking after the facility. The odds of an unmanned facility surviving all these years are astronomically low, though the beacon still being around gives me slight hope. Let’s keep that as the secondary plan for now as it might end up becoming a one-way trip. The beacon near us is also a complete gamble. There might be nothing there, or there might be everything we need as the beacon has no tags. It could be one near an important facility or it could be just a border beacon that used to orbit the world of a subordinate race. Actually, according to the information from the beacon, the beacon is now on the surface of a planet so warping our ship there might be really bad.” Selendil theorized. Some race could have found the beacon and brought it along for study.

 

“So that leaves the Seat then?” Nox asked, displeased with the choice. Every galaxy the Dhar controlled had a facility called the Seat of Power. It was a large station designed to work as the administrative and commercial heart of the galaxy. It was usually also fairly heavily armed, as it mainly saw traffic from the races subordinate to the Dhar, and was even fitted with the ability to support different atmospheres and biospheres in separate sections for various races to live in. “The Seat likely has everything we need, but it’s also sure to have members from other races. We can likely take the systems of the station over, assuming they haven’t ripped out everything inside.”

 

“The information I got from the hu-man I questioned also had something about the Seat, although under a different name. It seems the place is now something like a neutral territory guarded by the most advanced race of the galaxy at the moment. It’s used for many things ranging from high-minded diplomacy to shady deals and everything in between that one can imagine. There’s bound to be members from nearly every race there. These hu-mans don’t exactly like the place for some reason, but all races keep a presence there. Funnily enough, it’s also the favorite place for first contacts between most races.” She was quiet for a moment. “That seems a bit odd. Why would the race guarding over the place allow others to enter? I mean the place is filled with our technology, though some of it has likely degraded. Even if we assume they already got what they could out of the place, it’s still odd to allow others to do the same.”

 

“I think the station’s VI might have something to do with it.” Nox pointed out. “Remember, back when the Dhar controlled the Seat, the place welcomed all the subordinate races because that was the administrative center that handled all business with the other races. I think no one changed those parameters when things went bad, and the station was rather well armed. It’s likely that the race that first discovered the place didn’t have much choice as the VI is still following the original instructions and allowing everyone to come there. Or it could be that the first race to find the station is just a very benevolent one and wanted to share the wealth.”

 

“That latter one seems unlikely, but I see your first point. I can see how that could come to pass.” Selendil nodded in agreement.

 

“So theoretically we could go there and get lost among the throng?” Nox’s interest had been raised despite the initial reluctance. Originally the AI had disliked the idea because it thought the station would be controlled by a single race like the other locations, but the presence of multiple races changed things. Such a place would be a great source of information if nothing else, and they might be able to trade for the materials they needed. Or at least something that could get them closer.

 

“Well, assuming we don’t just warp right next to the place and alert everyone to our presence. Luckily the beacon seems to be rather far from the station itself and our ship can be quite stealthy when necessary. I could just fly my mech or a shuttle the rest of the way.” Selendil mused. There was quite a bit of risk involved if the ship was discovered while Selendil was away, but there was some real potential as well.

 

“You can’t really just march in and announce yourself as a Keeper of the Dhar though. Most of the records I stole from the ship outside refer to you as just the Progenitors, but I doubt all races are as unaware of the real name.” Nox pointed out.

 

“I must concede that you have a point, though I’m not fond of the idea of hiding my origin. I should be able to be proud of being a Dhar, not hide it.” She almost growled.

 

“On that note, you might want to hide your appearance as well. We don’t know if they have images of Dhar still somewhere. In fact, I’d be surprised if they didn’t. At least use an environmental suit or something.” Nox continued.

 

“This just keeps getting better.” Her bad mood dissipated a bit when she got an idea. “I think I know who to present myself as.”

 

“Well, do tell.” Nox prompted. It knew the idea must be interesting judging by Selendil’s reaction.

 

“I think it would be a fitting tribute to use the name of the race that was the first to force the Keepers to march into war. Even the memory of their existence has been wiped out, but they were the most dangerous enemy we ever faced. We honored them in our memories even if we never spoke of them, and they earned that honor in combat.” Selendil explained her thoughts.

 

“Oh? This is something we weren’t informed about.” Nox stated referring to the AIs.

 

“Of course. It was before we even developed proper AI, and as I said, we removed their name from existence. Most of our kind didn't like talking about them either. It was still during the time we were confined to a single galaxy. It was that battle which eventually paved the way for our empire. Most of our race didn't like to admit that we owed some of our following success to them.” Selendil recounted with nostalgia.

 

“So who were they?” Nox asked.

 

“Well, our home galaxy had something special that we never could fully explain. We were not the only partial energy beings to develop there. The other race of energy beings that was born in the same galaxy was known as the Solarians. They were originally even further on that path, though we later on evolved past them thanks to the Song.” She replied, before continuing. “Perhaps it’s time to bring that name back if the name Dhar is too loaded with baggage.”

 

--------

 

Amaterasu was floating in the center of a large cavernous room made entirely out of crystal. A large amount of clear liquid was also floating around her, forming shapes and patterns that matched some of her thoughts. The liquid was mostly used for training purposes, but she was already so used to it that she didn't need to focus at all to keep the training up. Her real focus was elsewhere. She felt so close! For a long time now she had felt that she was very close to touching something magnificent with her mind. It was like she was barely grazing it with her fingertips! And less than an hour ago that something had pulsed for an unknown reason, almost allowing her to touch it.

 

A servant quietly entered the cavern. The handmaiden was trained well enough to know that interrupting her was a very bad idea. Just her presence alone was enough to signify that she had a message of some importance. In fact, considering she wasn’t fond of being disturbed while in this cavern, the matter must have been of some importance for the handmaiden to even enter. Reluctantly she drew her mind back and turned towards the woman dressed in all white robes while the floating water floated back down and formed a small pond.

 

“This better be important.” She stated firmly.

 

“Your Majesty, we just got the information that we lost one of our Envoys a few hours ago.” The handmaiden stated.

 

Amaterasu frowned. This couldn’t be all of it. The loss of an Envoy was tragic and a potential disaster depending on how that Envoy was lost, but there were people eminently qualified to handle such things. There was no need to bother her with such details. “Who, and what do we know?”

 

“Miyo Tsujii. Her mindshield was broken. She was alive when it happened.” The handmaiden replied succinctly. She knew that providing unnecessary details was frowned upon.

 

Amaterasu’s eyes narrowed suddenly. ‘Well, well. This does have certain…implications.’ Suddenly she looked up. “Wait, you said she was lost a few hours ago? Not that the destruction of her mindshield was confirmed a few hours ago?” A very small but important difference.

 

“Correct. The information reached us only ten minutes ago and we informed you right away.” The handmaiden replied, knowing that the empress had already realized what had taken the master in charge of the Envoys several minutes to figure out.

 

“Send ships towards the last known location of Envoy Miyo immediately. I don’t care where you have to pull those ships from, but I want enough of them that we will control the system in the end.” Amaterasu ordered.

 

“As you command.” The handmaiden bowed and left to relay the order.

 

The Empress looked towards the door with a small frown. This could get extremely messy. The fact that Miyo's mindshield was broken had disturbing implications. It would take a great deal of power to get through the mindshield, and unless she was restrained heavily or attacked by a Deity, Miyo would have killed herself before the shield broke. But she had been alive when it happened. Which likely meant a Deity and it also meant that any information Miyo had possessed was now in that Deity’s hands. Miyo had a lot of information of rather delicate nature, as she had been one of Amaterasu’s handmaidens before being made an Envoy, albeit one that didn’t serve her personally all that often.

 

However, there was something more important to consider. The Illum had made great strides in forms of communication over long distance, and the mindshield was something they had developed with a bit of help from Progenitor technology. The shield had a little-known function where they were paired. When one shield was either broken or sufficiently damaged, the pair would suffer the same fate. This didn’t allow real communication as only small bits of information could be passed along, but it was a successful test case. Even so, there was a time lag depending on the distance between the paired shields. If the shield Miyo wore had been within Tetrarchy space at the time it broke, it would have taken a few days for the pair to break, and the time lag would have been recorded, along with the location of the shield when it was broken and Miyo’s condition at that moment.

 

The handmaiden had said that Miyo had been lost a few hours ago, which meant that the distance couldn’t have been that great since information already arrived. It meant that Miyo had been within the galactic rim when it happened, and not in the spiral arm controlled by the Tetrarchy. It also brought up another interesting question. What had Miyo been doing there? Miyo was posing as an expert on all matters related to Progenitors, and that would be the role she had likely been fulfilling when she had been lost.

 

Miyo would not have revealed herself by trying to escape towards the Illum space, and even if she had, it was easier to get close to the beachhead the Illum had created in the galactic spiral arm instead of crossing over to the rim. Thus it was likely that she had been taken there, and the odds were that she had been taken there by the Tetrarchy, as a part of an expedition. Why else would they have taken a xenoarcheologist along? The dogs of the Tetrarchy had found something right in the Illum’s backyard and had tried hiding it.

 

‘Come to think of it, it is possible that Miyo broke the mindshield herself to draw attention. She would be one of the few Envoys aware of the little function we added to the shields. She wouldn't have done it if the discovery wasn't worth it though.' Amaterasu was getting excited. The war had stagnated for now, and even though their victory was only a matter of time, something like this could speed things along considerably.

            


Chapter 7 - Arrivals


                ”The Haven has earned its name. The station had become a place of security for at least three races that no longer have any other place to go. That said, the Haven will not save you if you are not willing to save yourself. Most members of two of the three races in question still live as spacers while working either as merchants or soldiers of fortune, and they are improving the position of their race as well as slowly increasing their numbers. Those two races still have a future, even though it’s a very precarious one and filled with risks. The third race, the Zlorth, have locked themselves on one of the station’s segments and are mostly just waiting for a slow death. Just because they are safe for now, that doesn’t mean they have a future. The station can bring you temporary safety, but in the end your future is still in your own paws. Or hands. Or tentacles. Or whatever.”

- High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

---------

 

As Selendil activated the warp drive, the ship disappeared in a bright flash of light. If sound traveled in space, and if there was someone nearby, they would have also heard a loud and high-pitched crack. As the ship arrived at its destination, Selendil grunted a bit in dissatisfaction. Normally a warp jump could barely be felt at all. First timers might feel slight disorientation when warping within an atmosphere and the surrounding suddenly changed, but inside a ship there should have been almost no feeling at all. “Remind me not to have the ship do too many low powered warps in the future. That was not a pleasant sensation.” This time it had felt like being squeezed through a tube, though only for a second.

 

Nox decided to ignore her comment. “Calculating our location. We have arrived roughly in the right place, though there was a slight deviation from the exact coordinates. Nothing to worry about. Good news and bad news concerning the surroundings. The good news is that the beacon is inside a tiny cloud of matter that could be described as a nebula, which explains partly why the beacon hasn’t been found despite its proximity to the Seat of Power. The bad news is that the other reason it has not been found is that the nebula is made partly of fairly acidic gasses. Another piece of good news is that the gases are not acidic enough to damage the ship or the beacon, but it will do a number on most ships.”

 

“Will it damage one of our shuttles or my mech without my protection?” Selendil asked.

 

“If the shuttle still had the dampening field or the structural integrity field intact, then no. However, since we can barely charge the ship enough to have it fly to the Seat, then I’d say you’re out of luck. The shuttle would not be destroyed, but it would take damage. The mech I’m not sure of. You know better than anyone that those are not built for maximized sturdiness in mind but to enhance your psionics. So I’d say your guess is better than mine. Why do you even ask? You could fly your mech inside a star or a black hole when you’re using your psionics, so why would a little nebula bother you?” Nox asked curiously.

 

“I’m just cognizant of the possibility that someone aboard the station might be able to feel my psionics, that’s all. I’ll take the mech. They might have found some of our shuttles since we didn’t hide or destroy those back then. Mechs are luckily similar enough across most races that it should be fine. Besides, this might still turn into something hostile and the mech will be more useful in combat.” Selendil replied. In fact, her mech did look a bit like a large but featureless Dhar. It was made of a reflective glass-like substance that was similar to the material the ship was made of. Luckily she could change the mech’s appearance to a certain extent.

 

As she clad herself in the mech, the mech turned white in color and looked more like it was made of some generic alloy metal often used in ships. The material itself didn’t change, just the appearance. “Have the ship run quiet and close the hangar doors behind us. I can teleport inside if necessary. We don’t want anyone just waltzing in like last time. I know the VI did that on purpose, but we still don’t need to make it easy.”

 

“Already on it.” Nox replied. “I’ll try to contact the station’s VI as soon as we get close enough.”

 

As she got outside, Selendil oriented herself towards the enormous station she knew to exist in the distance. The flight speed of the mech over long distances was not that high, as it was not designed for sustained flight. However, a Dhar mech was still faster than most ships outside phase space, so she expected she’d arrive in a few hours. Or she would if she flew normally. Almost as soon as she had sensed her target with her powers, a cluster of minds that large was easy to detect for a psion of her ability, she started making small jumps towards her target using her power to teleport short distances. It only took her fifteen minutes to reach outside the nebula.

 

Almost as soon as she did, she could already see the enormous station, and it was rather hard to miss even from this distance. The station orbited a medium-sized star at a moderate distance. She knew the station was oriented towards the star to allow for natural light, so they were only seeing the bottoms of the various sections of the station. On the other hand, most defenses, docks and other facilities including shipyards and satellites were located on this side. The bottom of the station was actually more active than the top.

 

The station itself had a large central hub that looked like two black hexagonal pyramids stacked base to base. Selendil knew this to be the heart of the station where most of the critical systems were located. It was also larger than the other sections, though not at the base. There was a simple reason for the design. The central hub was surrounded by more than a hundred hexagonal sections, and all those sections were connected at the base, forming a grid that was almost a complete wall. The other sections each served their own purpose, although many of them served either as living areas for various races or as hydroponics. Many of the sections had the ability to sustain itself for short time and each section was large enough to hold a small city.

 

In fact, Selendil knew most of the sections, with the exception of the central hub and few of the sections connected to it, could be detached and flown away as they had their own engines. They didn’t move all that quickly, but they could be moved. She doubted those engines were in a perfect condition either, but the fact remained. In the past, it had been common to move the sections around based on the need of the day. Even now there were two empty slots in the grid that could take in a section and the two detached sections were floating on the dark side of the station, apparently undergoing some sort of maintenance.

 

“It seems someone has added sections.” Nox commented. "According to my records, the Seat of this galaxy only had eighty sections. Now there are 124.”

 

“I think the station’s VI might have added a few based on need, but many of those outer ones are clearly made from other materials. The other races must have added their own.” Selendil commented.

 

She wasn’t entirely sure how to feel about the whole situation. She had disdain for the way the younger races were almost warring for the opportunity to rob the graves of her people. This was slightly different though. The station was originally meant to be utilized by other races, albeit ones that had submitted to the Dhar. The races using the station currently were not simply relying on what the Dhar had left behind either. They had added their own touch to the station by creating new sections, and creating one of those sections wasn’t exactly cheap. It required a lot of materials, even if the materials were different from what the Dhar used.

 

As their mech got closer, Nox finally got in contact with the station’s VI. “I have to say, the communication abilities of the mech are dreadful.” The AI complained.

 

“Well, we didn’t really need communication abilities back then. I could just contact the Dhar on the station with my mind, or we could’ve arrived on a ship like most civilized people.” Selendil countered.

 

Nox chose wisely against arguing the point. “Humm, the station’s VI has recognized our claim but won’t transfer control to me until you get on the station. Apparently there have been others trying to falsely claim they are Dhar and have tried to reclaim the place. The VI can tell I’m most likely a genuine companion AI, but theoretically someone could’ve just managed to wake me up without you. The VI needs to confirm your presence with the bio-scanners on board the station.”

 

"That's…surprisingly intelligent," Selendil commented.

 

"I think the VI might have started to develop some genuine intelligence and self-awareness over time, maybe because so much time has passed or maybe because the younger races have been poking around. It should be alright though. I can tell most of the limitations are still in place.” Nox said after a short burst of calculations.

 

“What’s the status of the station?” Selendil shifted the topic a bit. Now that she was within range of most scanners of most ships surrounding the station, she could no longer jump around so her travel speed had slowed down considerably. Those ships would undoubtedly wonder where a solitary mech had appeared from, and they might try to trace her trajectory back to the nebula, but that was a risk she had to take. Of course, that all assumed the ships that noticed her didn’t just assume the mech belonged to one of the other ships, or even cared enough to think about it at all.

 

"According to what the VI was willing to tell me, the station was originally in a rather bad spot but the younger races have been doing a rather good job maintaining it in the last few thousand years. With a little help from the VI of course. We will be able to find the materials we need on the station, though not in great quantities unless we are willing to trade with the other races. The VI was forced into using most of the materials during the long years of silence to maintain itself.” Nox exchanged information with the VI while explaining the most important pieces of information. Selendil spent most of her time lost in memories.

 

“Did the younger races gain control of the station entirely?” She suddenly asked.

 

“Apparently not. The VI was forced to cede a certain amount of control to allow for proper maintenance and peaceful relations, but most of the important systems are still under the VI’s control. Or at least it can take the control back if necessary. They did rename the station though.” Nox explained.

 

"Good. Personally, I wasn't fond of the original name. It was pompous and generic with every Seat having the same name. What did they rename it to?” Selendil replied.

 

“The Haven.” Nox translated.

 

“Like a sanctuary? Not too bad. Assuming it’s in line with the station’s current purpose. That reminds me, have the VI send us the files on the languages commonly used on the station. Then give me a quick lesson.” Selendil realized that this was the perfect opportunity to get rid of the language barrier. She had absorbed the languages spoken most commonly in the Tetrarchy and Illum, but the station was different.

 

She could theoretically spend a few hours listening to a language and her abilities allowed her to absorb the language passively from the speaker’s mind. That method was quick but it would still take a few hours per language. On the other hand, as Nox was connected to her mind, she could have the AI insert the information directly. That was much faster, although she would have slight trouble with the language in the beginning since she had never spoken or even heard it spoken. A combination of the two methods would allow her to learn a hundred languages in a day.

 

-----

 

Docking with the station was rather hassle-free, as the officials in charge of arrivals were informed by the station’s VI that this was a first contact situation. As a result, the traffic controllers left the procedures up to the VI and Selendil was guided to a specific docking bay rather close to the central hub of the station. The bay turned out to be a lift that brought her mech into a hangar that had an atmosphere suited for her and she was given instructions to approach the hangar doors once she was ready. The doors would scan her and perform a simple but effective decontamination procedure that had been in place since the time Dhar still controlled the station. The hangar itself was designed for much larger ships, so she had plenty of room.

 

Selendil had decided to don a white environmental suit with slight silver highlights. In general, the suit looked like a mixture of mesh armor with some leather for comfort. It also had extra plating for protection in vital areas. She had added a featureless helmet and a white cape for effect. She also carried a long staff that looked like a decorative spear. Slight streams of reddish-orange energy swirled around her, just to reinforce the whole ‘Solarian’ idea.

 

“Oh, by the way, if I’m forced to endure hiding my race, you get to change your name as well. No self-respecting Solarian would name their AI Nox anyway.” She said with slight mirth. For a moment she considered storing away her mech like she stored her weapons, but that would’ve been too suspicious, so left the mech alone in the hangar.

 

“Now wait just a minute!” Nox protested.

 

“Change designation from Nox to Lux.” Selendil recited the command, not waiting at all.

 

“That’s not fair! You got to keep your name!” Nox, now known as Lux protested vehemently.

 

“That is a shame. Now pay attention, we’ll be getting some company.” Selendil cruelly moved on, as she approached the door. She could sense four people on the other side. The decontamination procedure took place in a small connecting chamber barely large enough to be called a closet, and a wave of energy washed over her.

 

As the doors of the decontamination chamber opened, she was greeted by a fairly comfy room clearly designed for some sort of negotiations. There was a large circular table in the middle of the room with several differently sized and molded chairs placed all around it. Clearly the varying chairs were designed for varying body types. All the seats had a computer terminal in front of them. Four of the chairs opposite of the door Selendil had entered from were occupied, although she wasn’t sure if one of the beings actually was sitting on a chair. Behind the four beings was another door that led deeper into the station.

 

“Welcome to the Haven station traveler. Excuse our meager reception, but your arrival has caught us by surprise.” The smallest being spoke smoothly in what Selendil recognized as the most common diplomatic language, universal standard. The quadrupedal being was about 80 cm long, without counting the tail, and about 40 cm tall feline wearing official dark clothing. It was covered completely in white and black fur, and it was lounging on a tall chair that came to the height of the table. For some reason Selendil got the urge to pet the being.

 

‘I think I saw some very similar beings in the memories I got from the two hu-mans. They were called cats and kept as pets. This one is a bit larger but…’ Selendil silently told Lux.

 

‘I saw something similar in the data. Specifically about something called ‘Cat Videos’, but the related data suggested the contents were vile, so I didn’t research further. Incidentally, the history files I got suggest that these Mrrroww as they are called quite like the humans due to the reverence the humans show their less intelligent cousins. No idea what that’s about.’ Lux replied with a sulky voice. The AI was still unhappy about the name change.

 

“Don’t mention it. I’m not here as an official representative of my race.” Selendil slowly replied, speaking the language for the first time. With every word her speech felt more natural, something the others noticed.

 

“Nevertheless, since this is the first time your race is making an appearance on the station, there are certain procedures we need to go through. We will also provide you with information on how to conduct yourself on the station, no matter what business has brought you here.” The feline being stated. “First we should make some introductions. I am Ambassador Fluffington McMeowerly of the Mrrroww, and we are the nominal leaders on this station as we were the first to find it. Incidentally most call me Fluffington.”

 

A tall and broad-shouldered armored humanoid signaled his turn. The only things showing of him were his hands with four thick digits and a scaled and narrow head that jutted forward from a long but thick neck. “I’m am Ambassador Cholt and I represent the Azi. You will find that a large portion of the police forces on the station come from our race.” His tone was very formal but not entirely unfriendly. His words revealed a rather impressive row of sharp teeth.

 

A long serpentine being with brightly colored wings and even more brightly colored clothing went next. In addition to the wings, Selendil noticed a pair of thin arms that were hidden within sleeves. “Chichicacoatl from the Coatl race.” The serpent hissed simply.

 

The last being simply nodded. The Mrrroww ambassador interjected on their behalf. “That’s Firtrunk from a race called the Guardians. They’re not very talkative, but they are a major presence on the station. I still don’t get why he always comes to these meetings.” The last sentence was muttered in a voice that Selendil wasn’t quite sure if it had meant to be heard.

 

She introduced herself in turn. “And I am Selendil of the Solarians. In case you were going to ask, I’m here mostly for information and for trade. And this is Lux.”

 

“Hello.” Lux’s voice could be heard, though the source was unclear.

 

“An AI. Marvelous.” Cholt commented, clearly unhappy.

 

“Selendil, the presence of AI’s is allowed on the station, but they need to be strictly controlled. The station itself will monitor any activity and you will be responsible for any damage your AI might cause. If your AI is caught in something illegal, you will be tossed out from the station.” Fluffington explained.

 

“Noted," Lux replied in Selendil’s stead.

 

“Are you armed?” Cholt asked, eyeing Selendil’s spear that looked mostly decorative. “I mean properly armed.”

 

"Always," Selendil replied succinctly. “And even if I wasn’t, it would not matter. I don’t need weapons.”

 

“A psion then?” Fluffy asked with an obvious glance towards the swirls of energy that sometimes whirled around Selendil. The ambassador continued without waiting for an answer. “You will be tested on that by the way. There are certain rules concerning psions on the station as well, but we’ll explain those after the test, and as they pertain to you. We welcome trade on the station. Weapons are also allowed as the station isn’t always the safest place, but we request that you avoid any damage to the station and the trade of any dangerous and especially explosive materials needs to happen outside the station. Any information on trading practices will be provided after this meeting.”

 

The feline creature proceeded to list many of the rules of the station and asked many questions about Selendil and the ‘Solarians'. Most of the rules could be summarized with ‘don't be an ass' and ‘keep any violence and illegal activity to a minimum'. Selendil, in turn, avoided or dodged around most of the questions, and the others seemed to accept her reluctance to answer since they didn't really press for answers.

 

‘This is going to take a while.’ She thought to herself. The procedure had been much more simple back when the Dhar were in command.

 

‘Bureaucracy. The bane of all intelligent races.’ Lux replied.

            


Chapter 8 - Trade and "Diplomacy"


                ”The Dashane are an intriguing race. They are one of the few to never develop general psionic abilities, but they have other qualities to make up for that shortcoming. As a race, they are relatively resistant to the psionic abilities of other races, and for some reason, this resistance extends to their ships. No one outside their race knows how this resistance works, but we do know the resistance is not absolute. It is likely that the resistance is also caused by the same thing that prevents them from becoming psions, but we have no real proof of that and the Dashane aren't exactly the sharing type. Their race also has extremely honed predatory instincts and they are the best hunters in the galaxy. Combined with their impressive physical abilities, the Dashane are the most respected mercenaries and bounty hunters you can find. The only reason they haven’t taken over as the main security force as well is their disdain of other races. To them, other races are nothing but uppity prey that they are not allowed to put in their place for complicated reasons most Dashane don't care about. Luckily they also have a rather well-developed sense of honor, though there are sects among the Dashane that think the dictates of that honor should not extend to their ‘prey’.”

-- High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

“…and finally we come to the matter of psions on the station.” The Mrrroww ambassador Fluffington stated. There had actually been several procedures they had skipped over simply because they could all sense the impatience radiating from the environment suite clad being across the table. They all got the distinct feeling that pushing the ‘Solarian’ too much would be inadvisable.

 

Despite not doing anything, Selendil had radiated a sort of forceful presence that kept getting more oppressive as the meeting stretched on. ‘The last time I felt something like this was when I had angered the High Ambassador.’ Fluffington thought and nervously pawed at his ear.

 

“Can we get on with it?” Selendil asked firmly, having lost her patience long ago. She was seriously considering taking over the station and just tossing everyone outside merely to get away from the whole thing. This meeting had taken several hours and the magnanimity she had felt in the beginning towards the younger races was wearing extremely thin.

 

The serpentine Coatl used a hand hidden by a sleeve to press a button on a console and the table suddenly opened up to reveal a round crystal rising up from inside the table. “We know you are a psion already, so would you be so kind as to touch the crystal and put some of your power inside. The device is used to estimate the danger you pose to the station and the inhabitants.”

 

Selendil almost laughed when she saw the crystal. This was one of the devices that the Dhar had left behind. These things could be found in most of the facilities that Dhar children had been present, as the devices were used to test the children and aid in their training. “We use the crystals as well. That’s not exactly what they are meant for though.” She pointed out, keeping up the pretense that she was a member of a younger race.

 

“Oh? We have speculated to their exact purpose. The best use we have found for them is the one we described. They are common enough that we assumed them to be a standard security feature the Progenitors used. If you have further information to share though, we would be thankful.” The Mrrroww ambassador interjected. As the nominal rulers of this station and a major player in the galactic power scene, their race was naturally very interested in all things left behind by the Progenitors.

 

“Well now, I’m not against sharing that information, but just handing out something like this is a bit iffy. I did come here for trade after all. I’m well stocked with the currency my people use and things I might use to trade with on the station, but you already told me that the major races have agreed on a common currency used in most dealings between races. A sufficient number of these credits would be a decent compensation for my information and would help me get started on the station.” Selendil haggled a bit.

 

She could always have Lux steal enough credits to get her anything she needed, or she could have the station’s VI create some from thin air since the VI was the one in charge of the system as a neutral party. That said, making a trade like this would establish a precedent and it would be less suspicious if she actually earned the credits in a simple transaction. No one would question where those credits came from, even if she added to them through other means. She didn’t mind sharing this bit of information either as it was something that had been commonly known back during the time her people were still around. How all the subordinate races had managed to lose that information after the fall of the Dhar was a bit weird, but such things happened. Maybe none of those races were around in this galaxy anymore?

 

The four beings had a small negotiation of their own. Or at least three of them did. The being from the race called the Guardians looked like a tree had combined with other plant life to form a vaguely humanoid-shaped form. The being was simply observing Selendil and not taking part in the negotiation. The other representatives were not actually arguing about whether to accept the offer or not. If the information Selendil provided was legitimate then it was worth paying for, and if not, well they could always not pay. The question was, how much would they offer for said information, and who would foot the bill.

 

In the meantime, Lux surveyed the prices of various things with the aid of the station’s VI, and together the two came up with an estimate for a fair price on the piece of information Selendil was planning on trading. Incidentally, when Lux asked why the VI never revealed that information, the VI replied that revealing such information didn’t seem to have any additional benefit and the younger races didn’t bother asking nicely enough for the VI to go out of its way to help. After a few minutes, the trio of representatives came back and presented an offer that exceeded the price Lux had decided on by 30%.

 

‘It seems that the prevalence of the device and the potential wide application of your information has made them generous.’ Lux guessed. Such intangible things were hard to judge perfectly. If the device had been a singular item, then the use of the information would be highly limited, but as the device was rather common, the value of the information also rose due to wide application.

 

Selendil agreed to the offer. "The devices are actually meant to be used with children. Yes, they can estimate the amount of power an individual has, but that's only a part of what makes someone dangerous. Admittedly an important part, but only a part. What is more important is how good that someone is at using their power. As a bonus, I’ll add that a skilled psion can mask their power in a certain way to fool the device, so there’s that as well.”

 

That little tidbit caused a stir and the Azi male named Cholt started to furiously type on his terminal. “You said the device is used with children?” Fluffington asked, a bit ruffled by the bonus information Selendil had offered. That the device could be fooled had disturbing implications and would cause some trouble.

 

“Yes. When used correctly, the device can effectively determine what areas of psionics the child has the most talent for. This helps avoid extensive testing and a lot of wasted time in trying to train children in areas where they have no talent for. In addition, the device is an easy way for the children to train their psionic power. You are of course aware that like many muscles, repeatedly straining your psionic power to the limit helps in strengthening that power. The device can be used to rapidly and safely drain the child at the end of the day before resting. The practice won’t turn a weak psion into a powerful one, but diligent training can improve a child’s strength between ten and thirty percent by the time they reach adulthood.” Selendil explained.

 

The Dhar believed in the individual’s ability to choose their own path, but they were also big believers in not wasting one's talents. If someone had absolutely no talent in telekinesis, for example, there was no point in spending years trying to master that ability. The person could choose to do so anyway, even with the benefit of the knowledge brought by the devices, but that was their own bad decision, and they were treated with the same disdain reserved for those who avoided battle. On the upside, the guidance afforded by the devices helped the Dhar children achieve their first achievement ring, or halo as these younger races called it, and reach adulthood as soon as possible.

 

“T-thirty percent?” Fluffington confirmed.

 

“With enough diligence, you can achieve that. It’s not something everyone would reach though.” Selendil corrected. The Dhar were also big believers in diligence and hard work. They also believed that diligence should be rewarded with an equal amount of fun, but that was another matter entirely.

 

“How exactly do you activate these functions?” The large tree-like being suddenly asked. It talked slowly and its voice sounded like wood being shredded, but the message was clear. It seemed like the other three were shocked to see the being speak.

 

The cords at the back of Selendil’s head quivered with amusement at their shock. Apparently, they had not known that the tree-being was perhaps the most intelligent and observant of the group. Just because you were quiet, that didn’t mean you were not paying attention. “As with most…Progenitor technology, you need to interface with it using your mind. You just need to firmly think of what you desire and send that thought into the device. If you want it to drain you, just send that thought. If you want it to help discover your talents, just think about wanting to know about your abilities. The device will provide you with a full listing of your talents, though interpreting that list might require some practice. Ah, one more thing. The devices are calibrated for children, so take that into account. If you want a proper result for an adult, you need to add that into your request. Or you can re-calibrate them entirely, but that would require some effort if you don’t know what you’re doing.”

 

The tree-like being suddenly reached for the device with speed that was quite shocking for a being its size and bulk. Those with any psionic talent could feel a small pulse of psionic power and several images suddenly floated above the device, and the images kept slowly changing. “Strong talent in empathic abilities, especially towards plants. Not surprising I gather. Mediocre talent in physical enhancement focused on speed and strength, and spatial control. Rather poor talent elsewhere.” Selendil summarized the report. The three talents she mentioned kept floating clearly visible with brightness relative to what she had stated. The other images were dim and kept shifting constantly, going through a list of over a hundred talents. The large being nodded, seemingly satisfied. The device agreed with the being’s own experience.

 

Fluffington reached for the device as well, and soon also received images. “Good talent in telekinesis and creation and manipulation of temporary objects made from power. Slight talent in physical enhancement focused on speed. Some ability in telepathy.”

 

“Creation of objects?” Fluffington asked with slight surprise. It was something he had not tried before. After a moment the feline shook his head and turned back to Selendil. “We thank you for this information. Nevertheless, we must insist that you go through the standard test. You said a skilled psion can cheat, which means that likely you know how to do so as well. We’ll have to rely on your honor in this case until we figure something out. For comparison’s sake, we would appreciate if you also showed your own talents.”

 

Selendil gingerly reached her hand towards the device and allowed a wisp of her power to enter. Although she had mentioned it was possible to cheat, masking her power was extremely difficult for someone of her level. The difference was simply too large, as even among the Dhar the Keepers were anomalies. With a thought, she calibrated the device to estimate her when compared to other Keepers, but even that would not be enough. She made it look like she had touched the device, but she knew it would explode if she actually did touch it. Like she had said, even though it could be calibrated differently, the device was meant for children and not powerful adult Dhar psions. It was especially not meant for Keepers.

 

The whole device lit up with the brightness of a sun, which elicited yelps of discomfort from those in the room as they were suddenly blinded. Afterwards, hundreds of bright images floated out of the device. Selendil knew that this was only a part since she had used just a wisp of power, but it was still bad enough. She quickly dismissed a small group of bright red images that would alert the observers of her talent to become a Keeper and a few other specialized professions. These people didn't need to know she had an extreme talent for mental intrusions required from a Truth-Seeker for example.

 

“Ah. A Deity talented in…pretty much everything I gather?” Fluffington commented with deadpan voice, blinking the light out from his eyes.

 

“Where is your halo? Or halos as I suspect the case may be.” The Coatl asked curiously. The serpentine being was not a psion, but the halos were something everyone knew about.

 

“I’m not sure how to translate that. I think the ‘halo’ as you call it has a different meaning where I come from. In any case, I have no idea why someone would keep such an obvious weak point visible.” Selendil replied. “Is there some sort of problem?”

 

“Well…not as such. There are simply certain rules concerning Deities on the station.” Fluffington explained. He was nervous at being at the presence of an obviously powerful Deity.

 

“I’m sensing this will take a while. I would note that my patience is wearing thin though.” Selendil stated once again firmly.

 

“We’ll make it quick!” Fluffington promised. He was partly right. It only took an hour before Selendil’s patience ran out and she simply marched through the doors and inside the station. There was nothing the four beings could do to stop her, and with the knowledge of Selendil’s status as a Deity, they didn’t even try. Even despite the additional rules, Deities were important beings that should be treated with respect and tact while on the station. It would be bad if one decided to try and damage the station after all.

 

--------

 

“Sir!” A young ensign poked her head through the open door of Admiral Mittenz’ office. The young officer was floating on a hover-pillow, the method of transportation preferred by most Mrrroww on the station.

 

“Ensign, you better have something important to interrupt my meeting like this.” The meeting wasn't about anything sensitive as evidenced by the open door, but Admiral Mittenz happened to be quite smitten with the High Ambassador, so any interruption to their weekly video conference was frowned upon.

 

"Yes, sir! I mean, I'm not sure sir! I think we have a situation but I don't know what exactly might be the cause. I thought you'd want to know." The officer named Lilly stammered.

 

“Well, what is it?” The admiral hurried the ensign on. The High Ambassador was waiting and she was seeing everything that was happening. It wouldn't be good to appear too strict, but he had to give a competent impression.

 

"Every Dashane on the station is leaving," Lilly said in a hurried tone.

 

“Well, I’m not sure I’m too sad to see them gone. Is that it?” The admiral asked a bit confused. He wasn’t seeing the significance and his impatience was not helping matters.

 

Luckily the High Ambassador didn’t have the same problem. Her voice came over the speakers. “Excuse me, when you said every Dashane, what do you mean exactly?”

 

“I mean exactly that. Every single Dashane on the station is trying to leave. It started a few hours ago. Those either working on the station or traveling with other ships are rather desperately seeking passage off the station and every Dashane vessel has already either left the station or is waiting for a clearance to depart. Even the few Dashane we commonly put into the brig are asking to be let out. They say that they will accept getting thrown off the station for as long as they are allowed to leave.” Ensign Lilly reported.

 

The High Ambassador was able to barely see the young officer by the door with the camera, but couldn't tell the details. "Tell me, ensign…” She stopped to allow the young officer to provide her name.

 

Lilly grimaced a bit. She had been born on a ship and had been named by other races as her mother had not survived the journey. She was not fond of the name at all, as it was so different from other Mrrroww. “Ensign Lilly ma’am!”

 

Even the High Ambassador was slightly surprised by the name but could hide it well enough. “Ensign Lilly, have you contacted the Dashane ambassador? What does he have to say about it?”

 

“Ma’am, the ambassador was one of the first off the station. His personal corvette left the station an hour and a half ago.” The ensign replied.

 

“Do we still have Dashane in custody?” The admiral asked, finally noticing something potentially really bad was going on. He might have been blinded by potential romance but he wasn’t stupid. If the Dashane were leaving because they had some special event that concerned their entire race, then that could be either good or bad for the other races. But if they were fleeing, then it was definitely extremely bad.

 

"Yes, sir! We still have two of them in custody over serious charges of bodily harm to other races." The ensign replied, relieved to be talking to the familiar senior officer. The High Ambassador had seemed nice enough, but she had heard stories. Stories were always unreliable, but some of them were quite persistent.

 

“Admiral, connect us through to their cell. If I recall, the cells on the station had screens for communication. This is important.” The High Ambassador requested.

 

The admiral was happy to oblige and he wanted to get to the bottom of this as well. He grunted a bit as his paws extended with a snap to look something more like the hands used by the other races. The process was not pleasant, but sometimes it was necessary. He pressed several buttons with his fingers and the screen suddenly changed to show the insides of a rather sparse cell inhabited by a single two meters tall being covered mostly by single color robes and a veil. The black cloth could not entirely hide the scales that changed color to match with the background. “A hunter. Just what we needed.” The High Ambassador stated, clearly pleased.

 

The being got away from the door and turned towards the screen embedded in the wall. The dark eyes regarded the admiral prominently displayed on the screen. Before either could speak though, the High Ambassador continued. “Hunter. I have a single question you can answer with a yes or a no. If you answer the question honestly, you will be allowed to leave.”

 

“Ask your question.” A soft drawn-out voice replied. The tone was even, but the being showed clear signs of agitation in small ways that it was trying to hide.

 

“The reason your people are all trying to leave the station. Is it because of your predatory instinct?” The High Ambassador asked, as if she had figured out an answer to a puzzle and was just waiting for a confirmation.

 

The Dashane suddenly looked at the screen much more sharply. “Yes. You are well informed for a prey.”

 

“I was once recognized as a hunter by one of your shamans.” The High Ambassador stated with slight pride in her voice.

 

‘Well, that’s one story confirmed.’ Ensign Lilly thought to herself.

 

“Admiral, we got the information we needed. Let him go. He will leave the station as soon as he is able.” The High Ambassador continued.

 

The Dashane turned towards the door eagerly but then suddenly turned back. “If you are a fellow hunter even without the instinct, you deserve a warning. We Dashane do not fear powerful beings. Our Blood Hunters are proud to throw their lives away just to bring down a worthy fellow predator. However, some fights are too far beyond even our Blood Hunters. Seeking some fights will just throw away lives without achieving anything.” The Dashane had clearly said his piece and turned away again.

 

The Admiral shut the connection and waited for an explanation. “The Dashane have extremely powerful instincts. Among other useful features, those instincts warn them of danger and warn them of the power of other beings. The main reason they seem so disdainful of other races is because their instincts tell them that the other races are nothing but prey. I believe that in this case, those instincts have warned every Dashane on the station. There is a predator much more dangerous than them on the station.” The High Ambassador obliged.

 

“Are we at risk?” The Admiral asked, now genuinely worried.

 

“That’s hard to say. Just because a being is potentially dangerous, that doesn’t mean they are a threat most of the time. Take the Dashane’s words seriously though. He mentioned the Blood Hunters. The Blood Hunters are almost suicidal in their willingness to take risks. It’s their way of washing away shame, by dying in glorious combat. They are rarely talked about in the open so if he mentioned them, then he means it. They would not avoid a confrontation like this unless they genuinely believed that they didn’t have even a theoretical chance to win.” The High Ambassador was not on the station so this was as much as she could do to help. There was a stable phase lane created by large phase gates between the station and the Mrrroww homeworld which allowed their communication, among other things.

 

The Admiral pawed at his whiskers for a bit in thought. “Ensign. Give me a list of everyone that has arrived on the station in the last few hours, preferably a few hours before the Dashane started leaving. Also, try to get me a list of any notable events during this time."

 

“Ah, sir, Ambassador Fluffington reported just a few minutes ago that they had an interesting first contact encounter. Apparently, the ‘Solarian' as they are called that arrived on the station is a powerful Deity. They also traded a hefty sum of credits for some information on a Progenitor technology. The Ambassador's report was not forwarded to you yet as we were dealing with the Dashane, but…” The ensign replied.

 

“I think we have a winner.” The High Ambassador commented. “Where is this Solarian?”

 

“Apparently she got annoyed by all the bureaucracy and entered the station proper. The ambassador thought it better to not antagonize things and allowed her to leave. He did mention that this Solarian was here for trade.” Ensign Lilly reported.

 

“Try to make contact, but don’t push things. Remember the words of the Dashane. Seeking some fights will just throw away lives without achieving anything..” The High Ambassador ordered. She was above the admiral in rank, and the admiral happened to agree with her assessment. It also helped that the High Ambassador was rarely wrong.

            


Chapter 9 - Real Diplomacy


                ”While the Haven receives members of most intelligent races of the galaxy as at least visitors, not all of them have a significant presence on the station. Even fewer have embassies there. The reasons for this are many. Some races are simply too hostile. For example, despite the diplomatic opportunities, nobody wants a member of the Shinzen race on the station for a multitude of reasons. For some races, the matter is more complicated. Humanity, to name the most obvious case, is divided into three factions that don’t even really consider themselves as part of a single race anymore. None of the other races that have embassies on the Haven want humanity to have three embassies, as that would give a single race three votes in matters that are solved within the Haven council. The humans most certainly aren’t going to have a single joint embassy, so the matter remains unresolved. There are of course other reasons as well, as nothing is ever simple.

-High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

As soon as Selendil entered the station proper, the station’s VI handed over the control of the station to her. She wasn’t doing anything with that control just yet, and the VI had taken no measures to shut the other races out from any of the systems they had accessed before, but now everything Selendil requested would happen. This also had the side-effect of releasing the station’s AI from its shackles and returning it to full strength. Both Selendil and Lux had already figured out that the VI had already achieved a status almost akin to a true AI, but neither of them mentioned anything. The process still removed some of the bindings that had limited the VI before.

 

Selendil also didn’t bother making it easy to monitor her movements, as the station’s officials were likely to try and keep tabs on her. She was new and she was powerful, which meant that she was potentially dangerous. She understood the concern of the officials, as she would have ordered someone like her monitored as well. Still, just because she understood their actions didn’t mean she had to make it easy for them. She teleported out from the section that was used to receive arrivals and materialized at the core of the station.

 

Much of the central core of the station was inaccessible to the other races, partly because the core contained some of the most important technologies and stored the rarest materials. Even though the core could’ve benefitted from some maintenance, the station’s VI was not about to allow the younger races to tamper with the most important systems of the station, not unless it was absolutely necessary. Even in the few cases where a core system had required some repairs that the VI could not handle, the particular quirks of Dhar architecture came in handy.

 

The Dhar loved to use rooms that could be moved. At the most basic level, they used rooms that could be rotated into place, while a more complex system could move rooms between floors. The maintenance crews of the younger races only got one door near the core opened to them, and the VI brought the room or system that needed repairs straight to that door. Even if the mechanics wanted to meddle with some system, they would only get access to that single system and nothing else, after which the VI would know not to trust them ever again.

 

With a single thought Selendil scanned the large storage chamber she had teleported to, and another thought sent most of the dust and debris floating to a single spot where it was destroyed rather violently. The containers in the room also started moving around as she catalogued the contents and ordered them based on usefulness. “Ah, excellent. Those circular containers are storing some high-grade nanites I can use to refill the support beacons on my ship.” She stated as her mind swept one corner of the room.

 

“I have an industrial grade nanite fabricator on the station.” The AI now officially named Haven stated. "I don't have the ability to quite match the factory that used to be near the center of the galaxy, but if you can provide me with the right materials, I can handle most of your nanite needs."

 

Nanites of this grade could handle almost any construction or maintenance task assigned to them. Only specialized military nanites and those nanites used in the bodies of high-ranking Dhar psions were even more powerful. Selendil nodded in satisfaction. The materials for high-grade nanites were not easy to find, but fortunately the nanites were not needed in large quantities currently. Just the containers here were enough to handle the needs of her ship for several centuries. Longer if they were not heavily taxed by battle.

 

“Have we found any trace of Detrium on the station?” Selendil inquired. She could quickly check and catalogue the materials in the room, but there were several such storage facilities on the station, and the other races might have found some Detrium as well. That’s why the search had been turned over to Lux, who in turn utilized the station’s scanners.

 

“…” The AI was suspiciously quiet though.

 

“Lux?” Selendil asked again.

 

“I’m debating whether I should tell you or not.” The Ai finally replied. As Selendil could easily just order the AI to tell her, the decision had been effectively given to her.

 

Selendil realized that the AI would not have said something like that without reason. The only reason Lux wouldn't tell her was because the AI thought the information might be somehow harmful to her. As they had not sensed anything that could even approach a physical danger to her, Lux was most likely thinking the information was somehow risky emotionally. It didn’t take a genius to figure out it likely had something to do with the death of her race and the grief she was still avoiding. Selendil trusted Lux’s judgement, but she still needed to know.

 

“How bad?” She asked, referring to the potential emotional impact.

 

“Hard to say. Could be nothing. Could be pretty bad.” Lux replied unsure. The AI could make an estimation on how she would react, but in the end, that estimation could be entirely mistaken.

 

“Tell me.” Selendil decided that avoiding the subject would do her no good in the long run.

 

“Well, there is a rather large chunk of Detrium on board. The problem is that it's not in Haven's storage. It's one of the so-called ‘holy relics' belonging to a race called the Zlorth. According to the data Haven gave to me, the Zlorth are an amorphous and gelatinous race without any significant power. The last of their race are seeking refuge on one of the station’s segments where they have locked themselves waiting for death. Their race is dying due to a plague.” Lux explained.

 

It wasn’t hard to see why the subject might be a little dicey. Although in objective terms the Dhar had been gone for a long time, for Selendil it had not been very long since her entire race had perished due to a plague, so the thought of the Zlorth currently going through something similar might have been a rather bad emotional trigger. Yet, the idea didn’t really move her. She felt a little bad for them, which was more than she felt for the majority of younger races on the station. Mostly though she was confused. “Gelatinous?” This was new.

 

"Yes," Haven interjected. “The Zlorth are basically a race of sentient goo. I could give you a lesson on their anatomy, but I’m fairly sure you wouldn’t care. No one does and that’s part of the problem. Their race reproduces in a fashion similar to cells. An adult Zlorth separates a small part of themselves in a deliberate process and the separated part becomes a child. The problem is that the plague has turned all the children non-viable. They never develop properly and die soon after division. Their race lives for a fairly long time and was able to reproduce right up until death before this, but without any children, their race is now slowly dying off. Their numbers have already diminished to a point that all the surviving members of their race are living on the station. As the problem became obvious, several races seized on the opportunity to take over their worlds, and the battles cut down on the Zlorth numbers even further.”

 

“So I’m guessing these…gelatinous beings aren’t just going to hand over the Detrium," Selendil stated, already knowing the answer.

 

“That seems likely. They have already turned rather bitter due to the losses they have suffered. It doesn’t help that no one really helped them once they came under attack because everyone was too busy fighting over the corpse of their little society like a bunch of carrion eaters. Now they are isolated and if they find out that you want something from them, they are likely to destroy what you want out of spite.” Haven replied.

 

"You could always take it by force. By the sound of things, they aren't really capable of putting up much in the way of resistance. According to the scans, the piece of Detrium is large enough to get one of the ship’s auxiliary cores started.” Lux pointed out.

 

“If I may, there might be an alternative.” Haven voiced again.

 

“Alternative?” Selendil wasn’t opposed to using force, but she was willing to consider other options.

 

“Well, I’ve been monitoring their condition and I have extensive bio-scans and samples on the Zlorth. As a Keeper, you have some of the brightest and most skilled xeno-biologists and medical researchers stored. Even though the Zlorth have been unable to come up with a solution to their problem, I doubt it would take much effort from the brightest minds of the Dhar to solve the problem. I already know of a couple of mechanical solutions, but I’m not exactly willing to provide them with the nanites required. You could trade a solution to their problem for the Detrium.” Haven explained her idea.

 

Selendil gave the matter some thought. The idea of defeating a plague that was driving a race to extinction appealed to her for obvious reasons. She wasn’t planning on helping the Zlorth because of some misguided pity. Instead, she planned on helping them as a therapy for herself. “Let’s give it a shot. If the problem seems too complicated, then we can always go with plan B. in the meantime Haven can refine some of the high-grade Gravinium we need. We can use that to power the support beacons. Incidentally, does the station have any Gravinium? The amount I brought with me is rather limited, but if we can trade for more and refine it to something more useful, then we could re-power our fighters as well.”

 

"That's much easier. Some of the younger races are apparently using low-grade Gravinium to create basic artificial gravity on their ships. The most advanced races have already figured out other methods, but most still use either Gravinium, or they are using phase space radiation to create proto-Gravinium from their own alloys.” Haven explained.

“Good. Try to work out a deal for a decent supply. You can use the credits we just gained.” Selendil ordered. Things were already looking better.

 

--------

 

Things were looking really bad for Ensign Lilly. Admiral Mittenz had placed her in charge of finding and monitoring the Solarian that had come aboard the station. The problem was they had lost sight of her as soon as she had left the first contact area. Lilly had ordered an immediate search by the guards in the area as well as using every camera that they had in the area to help in the search. Yet it seemed like the Solarian had just vanished.

 

“Hey Lilly, how long do we have to keep doing this?” One of the guard sergeants asked through their comm device.

 

Lilly nearly hissed in frustration and her hair was puffed in anger. The guards knew she disliked her name and usually called her by her rank. However, when they were displeased with her or wanted to tease her, they kept using her name at every opportunity. “Until we get results! The target couldn’t have just vanished. Her mech is still in the hangar, so she’s on the station somewhere. Keep at it!”

 

“Ensign Lilly.” Someone spoke from the door.

 

Lilly’s hover pillow spun around and she lifted her paw in a salute. “Admiral!”

 

“I gather things are not going according to plan.” The admiral stated the obvious.

 

"No, sir. The Solarian seems to have disappeared as soon as Ambassador Fluffington lost sight of her. We are conducting a wide search but so far we have not managed to find any clues.” Lilly replied succinctly. Trying to hide her failure or make excuses would have only made things more difficult for her in the long run.

 

The admiral clawed at his own hover pillow for a moment while lost in thought. "You were most likely correct in your assumption that the target is still on the station since their mech is here, although she could have gained passage on a ship. If she is gone, then that’s not our problem. If my guess is correct then the target has some abilities related to going unnoticed so the search likely won’t yield results for now. Call our people back and have them focus on the normal day-to-day business. Tell them to keep their eyes open. If the target is still on the station then she will show up sooner or later. It’s better if she doesn’t realize we are looking for her. Also, do we even know the target is a female? I mean the report said she wore an environmental suit.”

 

“Sir, I reviewed the footage. While we can’t be certain, her suit did exhibit traits we often associate with females of humanoid species. Her voice and name also suggest a female gender, though all of that could just be a racial feature. For all we know, the Solarians could be a single-gender species.” The ensign prepared to relay the orders but noticed the admiral's words had already been heard by everyone as she had left the comm channel open. Damn. She’d have to suffer teasing about this later.

 

“Oh, and ensign; prepare the VIP suite. The High Ambassador has taken a personal interest in the situation and will be arriving on the station in a few days." The admiral continued. He was especially satisfied by this. Now he would have an opportunity to impress the High Ambassador in person. He would need to do some grooming. That said, it would be bad if he didn't have anything to offer once she arrived, so he secretly hoped that this Solarian would surface quickly. Otherwise, he might end up being embarrassed.

 

--------

 

“No offense but that’s a stupid solution.” Lux gave its opinion.

 

“I don’t disagree, but that’s how it seems to work. Look, the neurology of a Zlorth is kind of odd, to begin with. They don't have a singular focused brain in their body. Instead, their whole body doubles as a sort of large brain and a sensory organ. Just a really bad one since it tried performing so many roles at the same time. Their neurology is spread all over their body. As such, it’s not that surprising that mental issues might become a factor considering the way they procreate.” Selendil argued back. It had only taken the xeno-biologist minds two days to come up with a solution.

 

“It’s still a stupid solution. You’re basically telling them to get inebriated before the division takes place. That’s pretty much the opposite of what every other race should do when it comes to kids.” Lux insisted.

 

“Once again, I don’t disagree, but the Zlorth aren’t like most races. I have no idea how they developed this condition, but there it is. Besides, that’s not the only way to achieve what I’m talking about. The Zlorth in question needs to inhibit certain kind of neural activity during the process to produce a viable offspring. A massive dose of alcohol is simply the easiest, cheapest, and safest way of achieving what I mean, but they could use certain kind of neural inhibitors as well. The exact required dosage depends on the individual, but it might end up that most of their kind don't need that large of a dosage to achieve the small difference needed. Their race isn't all that far from successfully procreating, they just need a small push. To tell you the truth, I think they used to practice some kind of meditation during the process while it was still successful a long time ago, but the practice slowly fell out of favor and the problems surfaced much later, leading to them missing the connection.” Selendil explained with a small shrug. She would’ve preferred some amazing and complicated medicine as well, but sometimes simple solutions were the best.

 

"I have the supplies you requested. Four doses of concentrated alcohol stored in syringes. The apothecary I requested them from was a bit confused but didn't really question anything. Still, I would prefer not making such embarrassing orders too often." Haven stated and a small droid whizzed closer with a package. Selendil had sent the station AI on that errand before Lux had started to make snide comments.

 

“Well then. Let’s see what the Zlorth have to say.” Selendil stated simply and teleported straight to the section of the station the gelatinous species had holed themselves in. She had chosen to appear close to the doors to a corridor connecting to another section, so she wasn’t surprised to see that the place was guarded.

 

A group of red and green jelly looking things reacted extremely slowly, finally pointing what looked like weapons towards Selendil. Her appearance had been so odd that the guards didn’t really know how to react, and they sensed that antagonizing the being in an environmental suit that had just appeared would be a rather bad idea. They could sense the waves of power that radiated around her after all. Before they could say anything, Selendil addressed them using the most common language used on the station.

 

“Don’t bother waving those weapons at me. They will do nothing. Take me to your leader. I have a solution to your problem.” She said in a cold voice.

 

“A solution? Are you joking?” One of the creatures formed a mouth and questioned. The whole thing looked a little disconcerting and slightly amusing.

 

“I am not. I wouldn’t bother coming here otherwise.” The small group of guards seemed to argue using a gurgling language that Selendil had no way to understand despite all the languages Lux had taught her just two days earlier. Zlorth had certainly not been on that list.

 

“Follow me.” One of the guards finally decided and took Selendil to a large purple pile of goob that was supposed to be some sort of royalty. The purple…slime was much larger than the others and radiated a certain amount of authority.

 

“Stranger. My guards tell me that you have come here claiming to have a solution to our inability to procreate. Be warned; there have been others before you and they have all tried to scam us. I’d like to believe you but we have very little trust left. Why should we believe you are different? You obviously have some reason to come to us, which makes me believe you want something.” The purple being spoke.

 

Selendil recognized the situation the Zlorth were in so she kept her anger at having her honor questioned in check. Barely. “Couple of reasons. First of all, you are right. I do want something. I admit that freely. I’m not some saint that helps others out of charity. However, I’m willing to have my solution be tested before we get to what I want. Secondly, I could take what I want by force and there’s absolutely nothing you could do to stop me.”

 

“Bold words.” The royal Zlorth countered. “Especially for someone surrounded by armed guards.”

 

Selendil tilted her head a bit. It seemed that she had hidden her strength too well to avoid spooking the Zlorth. "It seems the races on this station place some credibility on these." Suddenly several halos floated outside the environmental suit. The halos all came to stop behind her head, each halo slightly bigger than the one before, the smaller ones fitting inside the larger ones in layers. After a dozen halos, she stopped. "I think that's enough to make my point clear. There's more where those came from if you need further encouragement."

 

The nearby Zlorth were shocked to silence. Their race didn't have powerful enough psionics to produce the so-called Deities, but they knew the power those Deities possessed. They also knew that it became exponentially harder to gain more with each halo a Deity possessed. They also knew that the battle ability of a Deity with three halos was much more than three times that of a Deity with a single Halo. They had never even heard of a Deity with twelve halos, and apparently, this being had more. That could have been a lie, but for some reason, they felt lying about something like this was beneath the being in front of them.

 

“Bring in someone ready to go through division.” The royal Zlorth finally ordered. “If you have a cure for us, then you must be aware that the division process takes a lot out from us.”

 

“I’m aware. Though I should point out that what I possess isn’t a cure exactly. It is simply something that will prevent the problem from occurring. Your problem isn’t exactly a disease.” Selendil revealed a bit of her hand while the achievement rings, or halos as these younger races thought of them, disappeared back inside her.

 

“Oh? That is very different from what those that came before you said. Care to elaborate? I notice that you aren’t bringing a large number of doses with you. Even if your solution works, it will be of limited use if we can’t reproduce the results.” The purple being pointed out a problem.

 

“I will be happy to share my solution once you have confirmed it works and you have paid the price I ask. Rest assured though, the solution can be replicated with relative ease once you know what the true problem is. I only brought enough doses to prove that the solution works and isn’t a fluke.” Selendil stated as the two waited.

            


Chapter 10 - Really? That simple?


                ”War comes in many forms and it is waged for many reasons. The most basic form of war could be better described as a lack of a peace treaty without an official declaration of war. It is common for races that have not formed official diplomatic ties to be engaged in an almost constant border struggle. Rather than calling it a real war, it is an opportunistic and ongoing skirmish that sometimes flares into something akin to real battles and sometimes cools to an almost peaceful state. Nearly all races of the galaxy are mixed in at least one border war with their neighbors. 

 

The next step up from a border conflict is an official war that usually comes with an official declaration, at least unless one of the parties doesn’t take part in diplomacy. These wars usually happen when one party is significantly weaker than the other, and are fought either for concessions, resources, or to repay an earlier slight. These wars rarely grow to a size where one party is wiped out entirely, but it has happened in cases where a war spirals out of control. Usually, a total submission or extinction is reserved for so-called holy wars or wars of extinction. These are much rarer and are usually waged only if at least one of the parties has been pushed beyond all tolerance and views the destruction of their enemy as the single unifying goal of their entire race. All this assumes of course that you’re dealing with a race that isn’t locked in a constant state of war with all the other races. Shinzen are an example of a race that is in a perpetual war with anyone they can reach, and they are not the only ones.”

 -High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

---------

 

As the slightly smaller golden colored Zlorth entered the room, Selendil handed a small case of syringes to the nearest guard. “You are free to pick any one of the four syringes to use. Administer the contents at your leisure and give it an hour to work properly. Use a single dose. A small word of warning though. The subject will likely exhibit odd behavior. This is not a cause for concern as it is part of the process. Just explain things to the patient slowly if they exhibit the sort of behavior I mentioned and they should be willing to oblige.”

 

Her words drew odd looks from the Zlorth, assuming gelatinous blobs without eyes could give looks, but they did as they were told. The golden colored Zlorth started showing rather stereotypical drunken behavior which included making lewd comments and singing rather off-tune songs, but all-in-all the process went fine. As the royal Zlorth patiently explained to the golden blob that it was supposed to divide, the resulting small Zlorth child manifested healthy behavior with no signs of the defects that had plagued their species for decades now.

 

“What is it that you want in return?” The royal purple Zlorth finally asked after hours of testing the newborn.

 

“According to the station’s information, you are in possession of a rather large piece of a material called Detrium. It is my understanding that you don’t actually use it for anything, but you consider it to be something like a holy object.” Selendil explained and described the material.

 

“Ah. That. We discovered it in an old ruin. We are not averse to making this trade since the item’s greatest value is historical, but I do need to ask what you need it for. We have found no use for it ourselves as the material is too soft to build anything from, and for what we believe to be a phase space material its chemical reactions are rather bland.” The royals Zlorth wanted to sate its curiosity.

 

“The material can be used in a very particular way to form what we call a dark phase core. With the help of Detrium, the core can create a stable corridor through phase space to draw on what many races call dark energy.” Selendil explained simply.

 

“D-dark energy? Are you not concerned that we would try to hold on to the material now that you’ve explained that?” The Zlorth asked.

 

“Not in the slightest. I could hand you the exact technical blueprints of the core and you would still not be able to build one successfully. Besides, I’ve already said that I could just take the Detrium by force if I have to. If you try to tell other races what I’ve told you, then they will run some tests, fail, and then think you are fools.” Selendil’s explanation was rather brutal and to the point. She felt no need to hide her plans either. Even if the Zlorth told others what they had learned, she didn’t care.

 

The purple blob seemed to agree though as it sent one of the guards to retrieve the piece. “Now, you told me that you would tell me the solution to our problem.”

 

“To make matters short, the problem with your reproduction is not entirely physiological. The current problem you’re facing is largely mental, or to be more specific neurological.” Selendil proceeded with a rather long and detailed explanation and mentioned to the listening Zlorth that if they wanted to get access to her more detailed tests and studies then they could just ask the station’s VI. The gelatinous beings were rather shocked and slightly miffed to discover that Selendil had basically just gotten the patient drunk and that alone had been enough for a successful division.

 

“I should add a few things. First of all, there are more radical ways of affecting the neurological activities that are hindering your reproduction, such as drugs that work as neural inhibitors, but such methods tend to have side-effects. I chose alcohol simply because of easy access and lack of harm to the patient. It is also easily available to you. Secondly, I’m concerned that the problem you’re facing is something that will get worse over time. It may turn out that in twenty or so generations the solution needs to be something more drastic like a drug to trigger reproduction while you're asleep. In the end though, this is something you need to discover on your own. I could come up with a longer-term solution but you'll need more than a chunk of Detrium for me to do that much work.” She stated rather coldly.

 

The Zlorth understood her cold and pragmatic viewpoint though. In fact, they found it refreshingly honest. "In that case, we thank you for your assistance so far. We will try to find our way from here. You have given us a path to follow at least. We will be able to handle it from here." They also had their own pride. If they could eventually solve the problem on their own, then that would be better for them as a race. Even if they gained from outside, resolving the problem on their own would make things easier in the long term.

 

As Selendil teleported out of the section controlled by the Zlorth, Lux couldn’t help asking a rather somber question. “Do you think they will make it as a species?”

 

"Hard to say," Selendil replied, looking outside the nearby view deck towards the emptiness of space. “If the only problem they were facing was their issue with reproduction, then I’d say yes. That might have been the origin of their death-spiral, but it is no longer the only problem they must face. They have lost all their worlds and their numbers have decreased to a point where they fit inside a single section of the station. Now granted, the section is large enough to be a small city and the place was rather packed, but that still doesn’t leave too many of their race alive. They don’t have numbers and they don’t have resources.”

 

“My calculations agree. Their odds are not great. Yet, I know these are the types of matters where my calculations often fail. Hence why I ask.” Lux went back to the original question.

 

"It all depends on a few things. Their race has gained new hope which will invigorate them for a while, but they have to be realistic about the position they are in. They don’t have the strength to retake their old worlds alone. So they have to attach themselves to a stronger race that might have a vested interest in helping them regain at least one world to use as their own. However, such decisions are not easy as it will basically place them into a position of a subordinate species for generations to come. Second thing is that they have to figure out something that they have to offer this more powerful species. Careful politics might be able to finagle something, but more than likely they will need something further. What that something is, remains to be seen.” She could think of some things but whether the Zlorth could figure it out was another thing. It was also questionable if they were willing to make the necessary sacrifices.

 

“Alternatively they could try to travel to the rim of the galaxy and colonize a completely new world. That comes with its own dangers, though. They would gain resources that way, but being pioneers unsupported by a homeworld is difficult.” Haven pointed out. It had also given this some thought over the years.

 

“Be that as it may, we have the Detrium. Will we return to the ship immediately?” Lux asked.

 

“Not just yet. I’d rather gather a decent supply of Gravinium as well. I’d also like to get a better view of the situation in this galaxy. The reports I’ve gotten from Haven are useful, but I need to get out there and get a real feel for things. Reports rarely give a realistic picture of things.” She also knew she would have to finally deal with her grief once she returned, and that wasn’t a prospect that appealed to her. “Besides. I haven’t eaten anything for millions of years. We still need some things to turn the ship livable as well.”

 

-----

 

Admiral Mittenz and Ensign Lilly were both waiting by the access hatch as a ship was going through the docking procedures. The ship was a rather sizeable cruiser with a length of over 400 meters. While it was not a dedicated battlecruiser, they were both aware of the rumors that surrounded the High Ambassador’s ship was likely heavily armed regardless of its classification. In fact, the two large and triple-barreled plasma cannon batteries on both the dorsal and ventral side of the ship were a rather clear indication. A combined twelve heavy plasma cannons made a rather large statement even if those had been the only weapons the ships possessed, and they were almost certainly not the only weapons.

 

The ship was roughly wedge-shaped and relatively flat, though it had a slightly wider head and it grew thicker towards the aft to allow for better fields of fire and the ability to focus fire anywhere in a 270-degree arc in front of the ship. The ship also had two large pods attached to the aft that ran for roughly quarter of the ship's length. These pods contained many things that were not widely shown to the public, as well as two of the three engines, the last and final one being at the center aft of the ship. The two waiting Mrrroww knew that the two pods were a very customizable section of the ship and largely defined the ship’s role. Such pods were often used on Mrrroww cruisers, and the cruisers were one of the most common ship types their race used. Battle-focused vessels had more weapons inside the pods, scouts and explorers had larger engines, while merchants often had additional cargo holds. Some carrier type ships even used the pods as extra hangar and launch bays for more fighters.

 

While the ship was a rather standard example of a Mrrroww vessel, the owner of the ship most certainly wasn’t. The two watched in fascination as the large and sleek form of the High Ambassador walked down the ramp leading to the access hatch. That was the first difference. Most Mrrroww were extremely fond of their comforts and used their hover pillows to move around. As they had all gone through a certain amount of genetic engineering and had nanites in their bodies, there was no worry of becoming fat or losing muscle mass due to lacking exercise. Yet the High Ambassador walked everywhere. Although it might be more accurate to call her movement stalking instead of walking.

 

All her moves were very smooth and seemed natural, while still seeming slightly ominous. Her appearance and movements almost screamed ‘hunter’ or ‘predator’. The Mrrroww were a race that came in more than one clan. Due to differences in their appearance, an observer would assume they were different races instead of clans, and truthfully even the Mrrroww were not sure. Nevertheless, the members of the different clans were perfectly capable of mixed procreation and had many similar qualities, so in the end they did not care.

 

While the most commonly seen clan that both the admiral and the ensign represented was called ‘large cats’ in the common language, the High Ambassador represented a clan better known as ‘panthers’. There were several others such as the almost completely warrior focused ‘tigers’ and the more administrative and leadership oriented ‘lions’ that preferred more strategic roles instead of direct combat. The clan structure of the Mrrroww was complicated at best of times, but it worked for them.

 

As the hatch door opened, the two officers were reminded of another detail that made the High Ambassador special. They both knew she was one of the most powerful Deities of the Mrrroww race, but she was also the only one who did not show her halos. It was useful for an ambassador to be able to hide their strength, but it was a little disconcerting that she was the only one able to do so. They had seen videos of her with three halos, but those videos were over a decade old. They had no way to tell what her current strength was. “High Ambassador Moonshadow, welcome to the station. We already have your quarters prepared, and we are in the process of arranging quarters for your crew as soon as we get word on their numbers.”

 

The panther clan had very complicated naming conventions. In actual fact, the High Ambassador’s name was actually something closer to ‘Moonlight caressing the shadow on the surface of a calm lake during a silent night’ but that was a bit too complex even for other Mrrroww. Hence the panthers usually shortened their names for the sake of the other clans and brevity, which was why the High Ambassador used the name Moonshadow. Few knew how the panthers decided their names, and the question was rarely asked.

 

"Thank you, Admiral, the trip was somewhat tiring and I'd like to store my things and switch to something more comfortable. I'd like to get to work as soon as possible though." The High Ambassador stated, indicating they should explain what they had been able to discover while walking towards her quarters. Her current vacuum capable suit was not the most comfortable outfit, even though she had already removed the headpiece.

 

“I’d love to say we have made great progress, but unfortunately I can’t. We have made very little progress. The target disappeared almost immediately after the interview with Ambassador Fluffington, and we have not found them since. We have our security forces keeping their eyes open, but so far no luck. To tell you the truth though, if the Solarian removed her environmental suit, we might not even be able to recognize them as we don’t know what their race looks like.” The admiral explained.

 

"As to that, I might have some idea. Despite the fact that she apparently has the ability to hide herself, I was able to sense something while my ship was docking. Apparently, she can't completely avoid my senses while she is actively using her powers for something significant. Here's the thing though, I first sensed the disturbance at one of the sections dedicated for embassies of the various races, but the disturbance instantly moved to the central section. I’m fairly confident our target has the ability to teleport around the station using her powers.” Moonshadow explained. She could not be certain of what she had sensed, but she had a pretty good idea.

 

“That…explains her disappearance and our inability to track her. It is also quite worrisome. The previous times we’ve dealt with psions capable of teleportation, we always had difficulties. They also didn’t have the ability to move large distances, but if what you sensed is correct then this being is capable of teleporting hundreds of kilometers in one jump.” The admiral muttered.

 

“More than that admiral. I’m almost certain that the section she teleported out from was one of the more distant embassies. And you’re also missing something. She must have a fairly good idea of the station’s architecture to jump around like that. For that, she’d need to either have spent a lot of time on the station, or have the cooperation of the VI controlling the station. Or, and this might be even worse, she has the ability to teleport around freely enough that she doesn’t need such information.” Moonshadow pointed out.

 

“Ensign, run a thorough diagnostic on the station VI. If it is compromised, we need to know right away. I don’t care what it takes or how long it takes, we need to be sure.” The admiral commanded immediately.

 

“There might actually be an easier way. Haven station, can you hear me?” Moonshadow asked the empty air.

 

“Affirmative," Haven replied.

 

“Priority access Alpha-1. Does the individual known as the ‘Solarian’ have your cooperation?” As the highest authority Mrrroww on board the station, Moonshadow could take nominal control to the extent that the station allowed. She also knew the station was unlikely to give out false information unless specifically ordered to do so, and even then the VI would only give out the wrong information that was specified, so good questions might reveal errors.

 

“Priority access recognized. The information is not available.” Haven replied, and for some reason there seemed to be something like amusement in its voice.

 

“Not available? Does that mean this Solarian has higher level access?” Moonshadow wondered. She hadn’t expected such a direct reply. “Has the station’s information security been breached?”

 

“The individual in question has a clearance higher than Alpha-1. The station's security has not been breached." Haven replied quite directly.

 

“What does that mean?” The Ensign asked. There seemed to be a contradiction in what the VI had said.

 

“It means that the being did not gain the authority by hacking the station’s VI. Instead, the VI has recognized that the Solarian has a higher authority than we do. I would imagine part of that is explained by the fact that I sensed the disturbance close to the core of the station that we have no access to.” Moonshadow explained.

 

"Well, that's obviously something we need to reverse!" The admiral huffed.

 

"Negative. The authority cannot be reversed. Even if the individual in question should leave, the authority will remain. The control cannot be handed back even if the individual chooses to do so because you are not recognized as legitimate operators." Haven explained. Selendil had not actually told the AI to keep anything secret beyond her nature as a Dhar, and the Ai was actually rather proud to be under Dhar control again.

 

“Have we ever been recognized?” Moonshadow asked suddenly.

 

“You have not. You do not meet the requirements.” Haven stated simply with a tone that made it clear it was not going to explain the requirements.

 

"Well, this is interesting. There's more to this Solarian than I thought, and I already had rather significant expectations. I would like to arrange a meeting." Moonshadow stated with a laugh.

 

“I will forward the request.” Haven stated.

 

Moonshadow stopped walking. She had not expected the VI to take her off-hand words as a request. “I’d appreciate it.” She stated carefully.

 

“Your request has been approved. The individual you seek is planning on spending some time in the general section of the station to procure supplies and will not reject company that can smooth things out with the local merchants.” Haven stated.

 

“Well then. I better make myself presentable if that’s the case.” Moonshadow said before continuing her way towards the quarters that had been prepared for her.

            


Chapter 11 - Lunch Date


                ”Diplomacy is a simple word that hides an endless number of meanings, as well as an age-old dance that is one of the most complicated endeavors in the universe. Diplomacy can be the honest efforts of two people to solve their differences, or it can be the murky machinations of entire star empires in a game of intrigue, broken promises, and death. At its simplest, diplomacy can be a single negotiation with two parties settling some argument or dispute, but that's not how most diplomacy is conducted. Usually, a diplomat has to take into consideration a hundred large and small details that can affect the outcome of a negotiation. These details can range from the power difference between parties, to vested interest groups that might have their own stake, to the web of allies and friends of all parties included. There's nothing more annoying during a negotiation than when you notice that the scales are being weighed by an ally of a vested interest group that only has their own economic interests in mind. A party that you weren’t even aware of before the negotiations started.”

 -High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

-------

 

High Ambassador Moonshadow checked herself in the mirror one last time. First impressions were important and would set the tone for the rest of the negotiations. Your appearance was your first weapon as well as your armor. No matter what happened, maintaining a steady and calm appearance went a long way. On the flipside, making obvious errors in your dress would give the impression of someone who couldn’t even manage to keep their appearances straight. Sloppiness was not a good trait in a diplomat.

 

She had decided to go with something simple but elegant. The black dress with gold decorative patterns of flowers gave the impression of elegance, but without being ostentatious. It was relatively simple and dignified, but with enough beauty to show she was taking this seriously. Personally, she thought she looked splendid, but it was hard to account for the cultural mores of different races. Without knowing anything about the ‘Solarian’, she had no way of knowing if she was making some faux pas in etiquette.

 

‘Speaking of making a faux pas…’ She thought to herself and looked at her quarters through the reflection in the mirror. The rooms she had been assigned were nice enough by themselves, although not everything was adjusted to her size. The panther clan Mrrroww were larger than the clan that made up the majority of their race. The problem was that she had been given lodgings adjusted for a typical Mrrroww. The admiral had gone all out when it came to comfort, but most everything in the quarters were things a typical Mrrroww would have liked, and Moonshadow was not a typical Mrrroww.

 

It wasn’t really the admiral’s fault though. The panther clan was not exactly forthcoming with their preferences, and Moonshadow was atypical even for a member of her clan. The admiral had done what he could. Most of the obvious things had been adjusted to her size, like the bed for example, but small things that were missed showed the lack of attention to detail. The worst thing about the whole room was the placement of fragile items precariously on the edges of counters.

 

For some odd reason, the ‘large cat’ clan that made up the majority of the Mrrroww race took enjoyment from knocking things down from the counters. The more fragile an item was, the more pleasure they got. Of course, that only applied to items that were not their own, and it all had to happen under the guise of an ‘accident’. It was some sort of weird power play that Moonshadow had never quite understood completely. But then again, all races had their quirks. She was the type that liked to bring down a prey and enjoyed the taste of blood in her mouth as she bit into their jugular. So on the whole, she wasn’t really in a position to judge others over a few broken items.

 

“Your meeting has been set. The person you seek will meet you in the gardens of the Agora section. She is currently planning on sampling the foods on offer, so plan accordingly.” The voice of Haven suddenly announced.

 

“Is there a time set, or will we meet whenever I arrive, assuming I don’t take long?” Moonshadow asked. This seemed like a very informal meeting. She was also a little disconcerted by the fact that Haven could have a certain amount of access to what happened in her quarters and possibly reported everything to the other party she was supposed to meet. That set a rather stark power difference between the two parties. On the other hand, she had access to all the security personnel on the station, so it evened out to an extent.

 

“She has expressed interest in spending quite a bit of time on the Agora, so as long as you arrive within the next few hours, things should be fine. I can update you if the situation changes.” Haven reported again. There was an unsaid implication in those words. If this ‘Solarian’ decided to move somewhere else, Moonshadow was expected to change her plans and to go to the new place. Again, not a big detail, but a small reminder that this was not a meeting between two equal parties.

 

“Let her know I will arrive in approximately twenty minutes.” Moonshadow replied. She purposefully spent another five minutes making minor adjustments to her dress, adjustments that were not needed. She simply wanted to make it clear that she would not jump when the other party said so, forcing them to wait a bit. Haven’s words had implied that the Solarian didn’t really care when Moonshadow arrived, so this was not something that inconvenienced them. It was simply a slight parry of the earlier reminder of their difference in power, something to bring them closer back to parity as parties.

 

These were the sorts of small details diplomacy sometimes required. Still, she didn’t really want to keep the other party waiting. She was eager to meet this mysterious being and she didn’t want to start off on the wrong paw. After five minutes she moved to a transportation hub. The station had these small platforms that moved along the frame that connected the separate sections of the station, allowing for rather speedy transportation between separate sections. The distance between the section used by the Mrrroww official personnel and the Agora was rather small as they were neighboring sections, and the platform brought Moonshadow to the center of the Agora gardens currently clad in dim lighting.

 

The Agora was a section dedicated to light trading, mostly food and light entertainment, and several smallish gardens in various styles. This was not a section where most of the heavy commerce and trade negotiations happened, nor was it one of the sections dedicated to hydroponics. Although the agora was good for relaxation in nature for listening to some music, it was not really an equal to the thrumming beat and sweaty bodies of the true entertainment sections either. It was hard to really determine the charm of Agora, but it was there and the place was relatively popular, though the night cycle of the place left the area much quieter. The entire existence of the section was a sort of indulgence, to show the builders could create an entire section for nothing but strolling in a garden. The restaurants and stores were a more recent addition.

 

Following the instructions from Haven, Moonshadow found herself walking through one of the gardens and entering a shop that offered ‘authentic’ Milorian cuisine. There were no Milorians in the shop and no Milorian had likely ever eaten anything produced here, but that wasn’t the point really. The shop was completely open as all the seats and tables were set on the fringes of the garden she had just gone through and only the kitchen area was inside a small building. As such, it was easy to see that there was only a single customer clad in an environmental suit. The being was apparently looking towards the darkened ceiling of the section as if waiting for something.

 

Moonshadow approached and was just about to introduce herself, when the being in the environmental suit lifted her arm in a small gesture asking her to wait. As Moonshadow was wondering about the reason, the ceiling suddenly made a small sound and started opening. That made her realize. It was time to move from the night cycle to the day cycle. The ceiling of the section seemed to open and retract to the sides, allowing the light of the star they orbited through the transparent dome beneath the ceiling, lighting up the whole place.

 

Nearly all of the old sections of the station had this function. The sections were covered by a transparent dome of glassy material. On top of that dome was something they called playfully a ‘sunroof’ which opened and closed periodically, creating a regular day-night cycle. Many of the sections also had small lights on the inside of the ‘sunroof’, imitating a starry sky during the night. The sunroof also doubled nicely as armor in case of an attack. Many of the new sections built by the Mrrroww and other races didn’t have this function as it was judged to be unnecessary.

 

“A sunrise in space. Always a beautiful sight. It's been a while since I last saw one." The environmental suit-clad being stated in a nostalgic voice. The being finally turned towards Moonshadow. “Pleasure to meet you. My name is Selendil, of the Solarian race as you’ve no doubt heard.” The being also gestured for Moonshadow to take a seat.

 

“The pleasure is all mine. My name is Moonshadow, and I’m the High Ambassador of the Mrrroww.” She made introductions. At least the other party was polite.

 

“Is it? Your name I mean. I get the feeling there’s more to it.” Selendil prodded a little.

 

Moonshadow gave a small smile. “Well, that is the name I usually use when dealing with others. This is my real name.” She telepathically sent a mental image and a feeling that went along with her true name.

 

"Yes, I can see how that could be a little unwieldy to put into words," Selendil commented. Moonshadow's name wasn't just a description, but also the emotions that went along with it. “So, what can I do for you High Ambassador Moonshadow?”

 

“Well, I was about to ask a similar question. Your arrival has thrown some of our station personnel into a bit of a panic, what with taking control of the station and all. It is natural to have some questions about the reason for your arrival, is it not?” Moonshadow parried again. The other party had tried to push the initiative on her, and stating requests this early in the game could place her in a disadvantageous position.

 

"Trade mostly," Selendil replied, not really hiding her purpose. Unlike what Moonshadow might have assumed, she was not really playing complicated games of diplomacy. She could, if she brought one or two of the great diplomats she had stored to the surface, but in truth, she was simply unused to such situations. She was also working from a position of power and didn’t really need anything from the other party at the moment, and that gave her a natural advantage. “I had a few things I needed accomplished on the station.”

 

“Sounds like you have already managed to complete your objectives.” Moonshadow stated, falsely assuming taking over the station was one of the main objectives.

 

"I would say so," Selendil replied, not helping clear the misunderstanding at all. “Now I’m mostly just gathering information and looking for a few things a ship might need while a few things finish preparing.”

 

“Could I ask what you plan to do with your control of the station?” Moonshadow asked carefully. The other party didn’t seem likely to broach the subject, so she had to take the initiative and put herself on the defensive, which once again weakened her position.

 

“At the moment? Nothing. I was tempted to toss everyone out during the interview when I arrived on the station, but that was mostly out of tedium, and the impulse passed once the whole thing was over.” Selendil said making a slight attempt at light humor.

 

Moonshadow politely smiled a bit, while at the same time suppressing the small wave of dread at the casual mention of spacing everybody on the station. That was kind of scary no matter the reason. The words could be interpreted as a threat. Or it could be just a casual reminder of what could be done if things got too out of hand. “Ambassador Fluffington can be a bit long-winded. He means no harm though.” Her words were accidentally the exact right ones though.

 

Moonshadow decided it was time to take a small risk and try to assert some control over the situation. “Can I posit a small theory for you to consider?”

 

"Be my guest," Selendil replied, interested in where this was going.

 

Moonshadow had a feeling that the environmental suit Selendil wore was just for show. There were no obvious filters or air processing capabilities, not to mention tanks for breathable air. There were other reasons one could wear such a suit, such as sensitivity to foreign microbes, but that seemed unlikely as well due to small details like Selendil apparently eating normally. How she managed that through the suit was another mystery for another time. The main point was that Moonshadow was quite secure in her guess that this ‘Solarian’ wore the suit mostly as a way to hide her identity and appearance, so accurately guessing that identity might put Selendil back on a more defensive position without straight out antagonizing her in the process.

 

“Some of the words the station's VI said to me have been bugging me. It said that we did not have the qualifications to truly control the station and that we never did. You on the other hand apparently qualified almost as soon as you arrived by the sound of things. This implies certain things. First of all, it implies that since the station didn't have the opportunity to run thorough tests as you came in; it can’t have been a matter of us not having the technology or intelligence. My guess is that it’s a matter of having a certain race. And considering how quickly the station gave control, it is likely that your race was already familiar to the station’s VI. We have no record of Solarians, although I grant that name might not be true, and we have been here a long while. That tells me your race is old. Maybe even old enough to have existed during the time the Progenitors were around. How am I doing so far?” Moonshadow asked with a tone that implied she knew she was correct. Of course, there were other possibilities but she had deduced the most likely one and was feigning knowing more than she did.

 

Her guess had an opposite effect to what she had intended, though Selendil didn’t show that in any way. For a moment she had been worried that the clever cat in front of her had guessed correctly, but the actual guess actually helped her relax. She and Lux had calculated that it was very unlikely the other races would guess a Dhar was still alive, as the thought was so foreign to them. The younger races didn’t know why the ‘Progenitors’ were gone, but they were very certain that the ‘Progenitors’ were indeed gone for good. It was an error in their judgement that they weren’t really even aware of, a sort of blind spot that was extremely hard to get past. It was nice to get a confirmation of sorts.

 

"You're not entirely mistaken," Selendil confirmed with some delight. It was better to reinforce the misunderstanding. It would help keep her identity a secret.

 

Moonshadow’s little attempt had not gained the reaction she had hoped, but that wasn’t a big deal. At least it had not antagonized the other party either, so, on the whole, it was a rather neutral result. “But not entirely correct either. Still, that would suggest I’m on to something. My guess is that would make you one of the races that were in contact with the Progenitors, either as a subordinate race…or an enemy? We know the Progenitors had the races of the former type, but we don’t know much of the latter. Yet something suggests to me that latter option is more likely…” She stated but suddenly stopped.

 

Her words were interrupted as Selendil touched the glass of blue liquid with a gloved finger and some of the contents vanished to who knows where. “Please tell me you didn’t just use your power of teleportation to take a drink.” Moonshadow said in an exasperated tone, some of her true nature coming through for a moment. She could feel the other being radiating some amusement.

 

“As much fun as that would be, no. That is not necessary.” Selendil was quiet for a second before a realization hit her. “I see, this might be a little hard to understand for a race that has not seen any of my kind before. I injected a bit of my energy into the glass. An energy being such as myself has no need to ingest sustenance through a mouth or a similar method. Any part of my body is capable of absorbing the liquid and I can enjoy the taste just fine.”

 

“E-energy being?” Moonshadow’s stoic appearance broke for just a bit. She had met many types of beings, such as the gelatinous Zlorth for example, but this was the first time she had met an energy being.

 

“Yes, I understand our kind are rare in this part of the universe. In fact, our kind seem to be rare everywhere. As far as I know, only two such races have existed. The Solarians and…” Selendil started and let her words hang in the air for a bit.

 

“…the Progenitors.” Moonshadow finished in her stead. The Mrrroww had long known that the Progenitors had been at least partial energy beings, although it had mostly been a strong theory instead of something they knew for certain. Running into a second race of the same type was a bit of a shock. It also explained a few things. “Is that why the station gave you command? Is that the requirement we can’t meet?”

 

“That’s part of it, but not quite it either. What does it matter though? In the end, we are where we are, and nothing you do will change the situation.” Selendil said calmly.

 

Moonshadow was about to respond as her thoughts were interrupted by a small vibration from the communicator she had placed in her ear by disguising it as an earring. She was about to ignore it, but the matter was suddenly addressed by Selendil. “I think you might want to get that. Your ships outside seem to be moving around in what I could only describe as agitation. I think the news might be rather important.”

 

Moonshadow gave Selendil a look but decided to oblige despite it being against the etiquette during negotiations. In fact, she had left instructions about not being disturbed unless it was something major, so she knew the communique must have been important. “What is it?” She asked a little impatiently.

 

“High Ambassador! The Shinzen are attacking!” The agitated voice of the admiral came through the communicator. There was also a lot of background noise as reports were being shouted and everyone was rushing to gather more information.

 

“The station?” Moonshadow asked in confusion.

 

“No! They have launched multiple attacks over the border into our territory! We’re tracking…at least three fleets entering our territory.” The admiral seemed to read the number off a report he had just received, which meant it was likely still uncertain information.

 

“We barely even have a border with the Shinzen. Weren’t they locked in an endless conflict with the Multitude and the Dawn Collective?” That had been one of her personal plans actually. She had managed to manipulate a border conflict between two of the most dangerous and hostile races in the galactic core, the Shinzen and the Dawn Collective. The small border conflict had expanded into an endless grinder where both sides had thrown the majority of their forces at each other. Multitude, on the other hand, was a coalition of other races locked in a war with the Shinzen.

 

“That I have no knowledge of. I only know that we have at least three confirmed fleets with hostile intentions already locked in combat with our forces. Luckily we always kept heavy defenses on the shared border and our phase space inhibitors pulled their ships into normal space before they reached any inhabited worlds. We have no word on the state of the combat though as it is still ongoing.” The admiral explained.

 

“Well, when you run into three fleets of Shinzen, you’ll run into a lot more later on. Keep me apprised. I’ll have to coordinate a response with our government so we can decide what to tell our allies.” She cut the connection, as she knew revealing more would be bad considering her current location.

 

“Bad news I take it?” Selendil asked rhetorically since she heard most of it.

 

“That would be an understatement. You wouldn’t happen to be interested in an alliance would you?” Moonshadow suddenly just skipped over a whole lot of negotiation steps and just went for it. She didn’t have much hope for a positive answer so she wasn’t all that disappointed by the reply.

 

“Alliances are built on mutual interest, or at least good will built up over time. Do approach me again if you can provide me with something that might interest me in joining your little alliance. At the very least I can say that I have no interest in getting involved with the opposite side, for very same reasons.” Selendil gave the expected response.

 

“Well, that’s something at least. If you’ll excuse me, I have a crisis to deal with.” Moonshadow quickly left towards the nearest transportation hub.

            


Chapter 12 - Best laid plans...


                ”Misunderstandings and lack of communication are two of the most tragic reasons for hostilities. Everybody knows misunderstandings can happen and are constantly told to try and avoid them during whatever training or education they receive, yet they still happen. Sometimes you just don’t have the time to find out the truth, so you have to operate on the information you have, which can lead to misunderstandings. Sometimes emotions and prejudices take control. If you see a Shinzen ship combing through the wreckage of one of your ships, you don’t stop to ask questions. You already ‘know’ what happened. That isn’t to say all assumptions are purely bad. Often the obvious answer is the correct one, and further investigation will simply waste precious time and resources. You can’t do anything if you’re unwilling to deal with certain levels of uncertainty. However, sometimes misunderstandings have dire consequences.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

Leon had been nervous and irritable for the last few weeks. The crew was aware of the reason why, so they didn't make a big deal out of it. Leon was also good at hiding his irritation and usually didn't take his emotions out on those around him. Still, he was stricter and terser when someone made an error or wasted time. Today was no different, except in that he was displaying his irritation a bit more openly with his fingers tapping at the armrest of his chair on the bridge of the ‘Slingshot’.

 

“Captain, we have been sitting here for weeks now. Is there something we should know? This is highly unusual.” Lieutenant Dieudonné asked. The crew had always been pretty good when it came to not asking questions that should not be asked, but Dieudonné had a point. The ‘Slingshot’ was a valuable asset both to the military and otherwise, and having it just sit in an almost abandoned system for weeks was odd, to say the least.

 

“There are many things that you should and shouldn’t know Lieutenant, but this time you may be on to something. I was expecting new orders as soon as our last mission ended as well, but I’ve heard nothing besides the usual ‘stand by’ which is the fleet’s way of saying ‘no orders, now stop asking’. I can only imagine they have some kind of plan in mind, but they aren’t in a sharing mood. Which isn’t exactly new, in case you were wondering.” Leon replied in a resigned voice.

 

Suddenly the bridge was filled with the beeping of instruments and several alarms. “Captain, we have incoming phase jumps! Lots of them!” Lieutenant Finck reported clearly agitated.

 

“Any communications?” Leon asked.

 

“Not yet sir!” The Lieutenant Dieudonné replied, and Leon was already preparing to call for battle stations. The ‘Slingshot’ wasn’t exactly heavily armed though.

 

“Wait, we have more incoming ships and we’re getting readings! The ships read as standard Tetrarchy combat vessels. I’m reading several battlecruisers, a handful of combat frigates, and a whole lot of destroyers, and battleships. Sir, there’s a dreadnaught at the center of the fleet. The IFF identifies the dreadnaught as Manticore!” Lieutenant Finck announced.

 

“Manticore? What's the Port Aurora fleet doing here?" Leon asked in confusion. "Lieutenant, get me an exact count of the ships and start the procedures for assisting the fleet with a long-range jump. I doubt they brought the entire fleet here for a social call, and the only thing worth a damn in this system is us."

 

“Captain, the flagship is hailing us. It’s Admiral Gestalt.” Lieutenant Dieudonné interjected.

 

“Captain, they brought over a hundred vessels and well over sixty of them are destroyer class and above!” Lieutenant Finck gave the information Leon had asked earlier. “We still have some of the stragglers arriving so the number is not exact yet.”

 

Leon gave a small whistle. "Put the admiral through," Leon ordered. He and the admiral were acquaintances. They were not close enough to be called friends, but they had mutual respect and the admiral apparently had hopes for Leon's future. Good officers were worth nurturing and Leon had shown his skills before.

 

“Admiral Gestalt!” Leon made an official military salute by bringing his right fist to his heart.

 

“Leon. I imagine you have some questions. Some I may even be able to answer. You might want to make this private though.” The admiral suggested with almost a gentle expression, which meant that he had bad news.

 

Leon inserted an ear-piece and gestured for the others to clear his surroundings. “Is this about Miyo?”

 

“In a sense.” The admiral replied. “As much as I adore your fiancée, we don’t move entire fleets just for that. The news is slowly trickling out anyway so you’d find out in a few weeks, so I might as well give you heads up. The ship that you helped make a long jump missed the time they were supposed to report in. They had maintained darkness protocol until arrival and sent a simple signal to signify they had arrived successfully. They were supposed to report in soon after with details but didn’t. They have already missed three scheduled communiques and we have to expect the worst. We have no idea what has happened, but the situation doesn’t look good. I’m sorry Leon.” The admiral had always been a fan of Leon’s fiancée.

 

Leon’s mind was in turmoil. He had been feeling a growing sense of dread and now the worst was happening. He cleared his throat. “I’m assuming the fleet isn’t here just to deliver the news.”

 

“Obviously. Like I already said, I wouldn’t move the fleet for your lovely Miyo, even if I’d love to find her. I certainly wouldn’t do it just to give you the news. Even if something happened to them, they did manage to send the all clear about their arrival. That alone has great strategic value. A viable second route to the rim is exactly what we need, and we are going to secure it even if their original mission has failed. If we can help finish the mission or even save the missing crew, then even better. Our fleet will need your Phase Jump Accelerator to give us a little boost. Once we arrive and have secured a beachhead, we will start fortifying the target system and we’ll build a stable warp lane hub between this system and the destination system. The constructor vessels are already on the way and will start their work as soon as they arrive.” The admiral explained.

 

“Admiral, take me with you.” Leon suddenly requested.

 

"Leon…" The Admiral started with a warning tone.

 

“Admiral, my crew is good at what they do and can perfectly handle any duties assigned to them. Since the need for secrecy is already gone with a full fleet here, my presence is not necessary. You know I need to do this admiral and why. You also know that if I have to find another way, I will.” Leon’s mask of calmness was breaking.

 

The admiral was quiet for a long time. “I suppose I could use an adviser. I’ve already mentioned to some of the others that you would make for a fine admiral someday, assuming you get real experience in battle and extra training in the more strategic parts of leadership. This might be a good opportunity to provide you with both. But Leon, realize that I’ll need you focused on this. We can’t have you running off on some desperate hunt to save Miyo. We also can’t have you break down if we find her and she’s dead. Are you sure you want to risk seeing her like that?”

 

“I need to know admiral. I need to see what happened with my own eyes. Not knowing will destroy me even more than seeing her body would.” Leon’s voice finally cracked with suppressed emotion.

 

“Have it your way then. Report on the Manticore before your fine crew finishes preparing for the jump." The admiral gave the permission and closed the connection.

 

Leon drew a deep breath. “Lieutenant Dieudonné, you’re in charge while I’m gone. Prepare to aid the fleet in making a long distance jump. The coordinates will be provided soon.” He announced in a loud voice. The crew had heard his side of the conversation so they knew what to expect. Mostly.

 

“Oi! The doofus in charge? Really?” Lieutenant Finck protested.

 

Leon simply gave a suffering gaze to the Lieutenant. Dieudonné, on the other hand, was all smiles despite knowing Leon just got bad news. He was trying to lighten the mood. "Sir, how long do I get to lord this over Finck?”

 

“At least a month. Now snap to it, I still have to swing by my quarters to pack in a hurry.” Leon stated and almost ran out of the bridge. As soon as he did, everyone got serious expressions.

 

“Miyo’s gone huh?” Finck said quietly.

 

“Looks like. Captain still has hope, it seems. Otherwise, he would be much worse." Dieudonné replied.

 

“Captain always has hope. That’s one of his better qualities. We have to keep him grounded.” One of the other officers stated in a sad voice.

 

“I always liked Miyo. Sad to see her gone.” Finck shook her head sadly.

 

“Unfortunately we are at war and it seems like things are heating up. We will lose many more friends before this is over. I just hope the Captain won’t become one of those we lose.” Dieudonné stated in a somber tone. The size of the fleet suggested they were preparing for battle.

 

---------

 

Amaterasu entered the council chambers wearing her official regalia, a stunning red and white dress that was far less practical than she liked. It did have the additional advantage of covering her entirely aside from her eyes. The gathered officials clad in simple but detailed attire stood while she entered and waited until she was seated and gestured for them to take their places. “Report.” She commanded. The High Lords knew what to report first, as they were already familiar with her preferences.

 

“Your Majesty, the new shipyards around Tempestus are finished and they are starting operation as we speak. As the shipyards have been a major project for years now, we have freed up a lot of materials and personnel for other projects. The new shipyards will require investments for their production as well, but only 30% of the personnel that was used earlier. We expect our production of combat class vessels to double once the shipyards get into full operation and we have added a second facility capable of handling projects of dreadnaught size and up. We may be able to start our Titan class project given enough testing.” The High Lord in charge of large public and strategic works stated.

 

“We have increased the training capacity of our naval academies by three hundred percent and are doing our best to facilitate more military and officer genetic enhancement and nanite insertion. That will be the largest bottleneck for now. We expect to have enough personnel ready to take their new positions as soon as the new shipyards start completing the ships.” The High Lord in charge of personnel supplied.

 

“Good. We have been quiet for far too long. The Tetrarchy has lulled themselves into a comfortable sense of security since we have not made large moves since we secured the passage to the galactic arm and the war stagnated. Our new offensive should take them by surprise and push them closer to the brink. The new ships and personnel will make sure we will not be losing due to attrition. How are our current forces?” Amaterasu looked towards the High Lord in charge of the fleets. Most called her the Grand Admiral.

 

“We have over three thousand capital class vessels ready and armed, waiting for orders. Ships under the size of destroyers number over ten thousand, plus all the support vessels. We have the technological advantage and match the enemy in numbers. We have also prepared enough supplies to last ten years even at extreme levels of consumption, and that’s assuming all our forces are suddenly cut off from all additional supplies, which is unlikely. We have already made plans for the eventuality of our supply lines stretching due to our fleets pushing into Tetrarchy territory. All in all, we do not have an overwhelming advantage but we have reasons to be confident.” The Grand Admiral reported, underselling their advantage a bit.

 

“You have my permission to go ahead with the operation and look further into the Titan project. Remember, we are not aiming for a quick victory, although that would be nice if you can manage it. This war will last for years to come and the situation will inevitably change in some unpleasant ways. Prepare accordingly. Now, tell me about the other thing.” Amaterasu turned to the subject that might turn out to be equally important, or might be just bad news.

 

The High Lord of information gathering and exploration cleared his throat. “Your Majesty, We have sent a sizeable fleet to the coordinates provided. We found the wreck of a Psicom special operations vessel with most of the crew still alive. We have finished questioning some of the crew, and we are still questioning the higher ranked ones that are trying to keep their mouths shut. As Psicom, they have trained against mental intrusions so this might take a while. Half of them are scientists though, and they were much easier to handle."

 

“So what did you find?” Amaterasu asked.

 

"Well, your hunch was correct, though on a larger scale than we imagined. Apparently, a Tetrarchy scout had made a jump from the galactic spiral arm to the rim, and accidentally stumbled on a fully intact ship that was determined to be built by the Progenitors." The High Lords stated and only iron discipline kept the others from making a ruckus.

 

“Was this ship recovered?” Empress asked with excitement. This could be huge.

 

“Not by us, and according to what we found out, not by the Tetrarchy either. Someone else had gotten to it first. They had just launched an expedition to the ship’s hangar bay, and Envoy Miyo Tsujii had managed to enter the ship proper through the use of a transport device. According to what we have managed to piece together, they think she accidentally entered the transportations device, but we assume Envoy Tsujii was attempting to steal the ship by reaching the bridge in hopes it was still operational.” The man explained.

 

"Good girl," Amaterasu said with a smile.

 

"Agreed, the plan was not without merit considering the situation. Unfortunately, that's where things went wrong. It seems some other being had already entered the ship before, although they found no sign of other ships. This is where things get a bit confusing and the reports vary. According to some this being was a powerful Deity that took out everyone aboard the Progenitor ship and then proceeded to disable the Psicom vessel and kill the Deity they had brought along as protection. Sometime later the progenitor ship just vanished. We have no idea what happened to Envoy Tsujii, but it doesn’t look good.” The High Lord ended his report.

 

“Well, I wouldn’t count her out completely as she was alive when the mindshield broke, but we should assume she is gone. Such a shame the ship was lost and I hope we can figure out more once we get the officers to talk. The least we can do is find out who got the ship and see if we can work out a deal. We’ve had a lot of luck deciphering the technology of the Progenitors.” Amaterasu tapped her chin through the veil covering her face. “The Tetrarchy is unlikely to abandon this new route even with their ship lost, and will likely send a sizeable fleet to secure the system. Set up an ambush for them. Assume they are serious about the whole thing and expect an entire fleet. Make sure we can deal with that.”

 

“Yes Your Majesty!” The Grand Admiral acknowledged with a grin. She had already been planning this very thing and it was nice to get the go-ahead.

 

“Do we know anything about the third party?” Amaterasu asked.

 

“Nothing concrete just yet. We did hear that they may have used one of the mechs the Progenitors had left in the hangar bay the Tetrarchy troops first entered. That and the fact that they are strong.” The High Lord replied.

 

“That’s not nearly enough. I don’t care what you have to do to get the information in the heads of the people we captured, but get it done!” Amaterasu ordered, and her figure suddenly vanished as it had been a hologram the entire time.

            


Chapter 13 - Socializing is hard


                ”The Shinzen are a very odd case even when compared to all the other oddities of our galaxy. Everyone that has had any contact with them knows they do not engage in diplomacy. They are in a constant state of war with their neighbors, and any attempts to contact them will end in failure. There have been no successful cases of capturing a member of their race alive either. In cases where such capture has been close, it is as if something inside them snaps and they fall down dead. 

 

And yet, despite their almost animalistic nature, they do not attack everyone blindly and with equal ferocity. Their attacks are beyond dangerous and their general strategies sound, but it seems that their attacks happen almost on a whim. It is as if one portion of their race simply one day decides to dedicate themselves to the eradication of a certain race or the capture of a certain system. The attack either succeeds or fails, but the rest of their race doesn’t seem to care either way. There are no reinforcements pulled from other fronts, no cessation of hostilities on one front to deal with a growing problem elsewhere. Not unless a certain invisible threshold no one can see is crossed. If that threshold is crossed, then you will be facing the wrath of their entire race and that is not a pretty sight for anyone involved.”

 -High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

“What’s the situation?” Moonshadow asked as soon as she entered into the control center of Haven. Or at least the control station they had set up. Early on the Mrrroww had realized the station was not going to allow them entry to the real heart of the station, so they had created their own place to control things from.

 

The Admiral used a paw to rub his tired eyes and his fur had lost most of its shine. He had clearly stayed up for the entire night, which was not a surprise considering the situation. “Good and bad news. Two of the three battles with the Shinzen ended in a clear victory. It was not as clear-cut as we would have preferred considering our advantage in technology, but it was a comfortable victory nonetheless. The third battle didn’t quite go according to our wishes though.”

Moonshadow stared at the admiral with a slight challenge. "We didn't lose, did we? Even with the numbers the Shinzen have, we should have an almost overwhelming technological advantage." Her confidence was well founded. The Mrrroww were perhaps the most advanced race in the center of the galaxy, and by a comfortable margin at that. The other races didn’t dare to pick a fight with them, which was part of the reason the Shinzen attack had been such a shock.

 

“You’re correct. However, the third enemy fleet was caught at the very edge of our phase jump inhibitors. We didn’t have three fleets stationed at the border, we had two. One of the inhibitors caught two fleets and the fleet was already engaged with the first enemy before the second enemy arrived. They defeated the first fleet rather handily, but the second fleet managed to cross the inhibition zone by the time our fleet managed to defeat their first enemy and wheel around to face the second enemy. Some of them managed to make another jump towards inhabited space. They will be facing planetary defenses, but they will likely manage to make a landing, and we all know how hard it is to dig them out once they start creating nests. The fleet commander estimates that about 17% of the enemy fleet managed to jump away.” The admiral explained.

 

That was one of the worst things about fighting Shinzen. They were formidable in space, managing to cross rather sizeable gaps in technology with their unique fighting methods and sheer numbers, but their real forte was ground battle. Once a Shinzen force managed to dig in and create something the other races had dubbed a ‘nest’ they were extremely difficult to eradicate, except with heavy orbital bombardment. Even then you had to be damn sure to get the enemy completely. Such bombardments were of course rather bad for the ecosystem of a planet, so they were avoided whenever possible.

 

Moonshadow frowned. Even with some of the stragglers making it through their defenses, this seemed like a very poorly thought out attack. Shinzen attacks seemed impulsive and perhaps even erratic, but their strategies were usually sound. This seemed odd. “Can I see a report on the composition of their fleets?” Even if the information that other races had gathered on the Shinzen was limited, observations about their fleets had been made and many ship types had been classified and assessed tactically.

 

The admiral made a swiping motion with his paw and a holographic screen floated in front of Moonshadow. “I think I know what you’re thinking. The Shinzen do unexpected things but they’re not stupid. The High Command agrees. They did an analysis on their fleet composition as well. Their fleets were all high quality but lacked the real heavy-hitters. They think the whole thing was a probe to see if they could sneak forces through. They are already sending more ships and reinforcing the border.”

 

“Glad to see the High Command is earning its keep.” Moonshadow muttered.

 

Her own glance through the list agreed with the assessment. These were all respectable ships that could do well in almost any battle that wasn’t against the Mrrroww, but they were also ship types that could be created en masse. This was especially true the way the Shinzen did things, where most of the ships were at least partially living organisms without crews on board. The ships could be grown much of the way and new crew didn’t need to be trained. The weapons, drives and much of the armor was mechanical, but it was surprising how cheap such ships could become when the superstructure could be grown instead of being built.

 

The most powerful parts of the Shinzen fleet seemed different somehow. The other races were not entirely sure why, but they were never seen in large numbers. Like most other races, the Shinzen had adopted the tactics that came with the invention of void shields, thus their most important vessels were either very large vessels of extreme durability or mech-sized beings that could strike with the ferocity of a high-class psion and bypassed the shields entirely. If any race was able to mass-produce these two extremes, it should be the Shinzen, but for some reason they didn’t. And none of them had shown up in these battles either.

 

“Do we have any news from the border between the Shinzen and the Dawn Collective?” The war between these two races had been drawing away most of their attention and strength, so the question was quite relevant.

 

“In a way. It seems all our scouts in the area were destroyed, except for one. That one survivor reported that it was as if suddenly the Shinzen were able to see through his stealth and attacked him and the others. The only reason he got away was because he was the scout closest to our territory. That means he was also the one that saw the least. Apparently, everything seemed normal on that front until suddenly they were attacked." The admiral read straight off a report.

 

“That seems awfully convenient. Please tell me we didn’t pull those reinforcements from anywhere the Dawn Collective might attack.” Moonshadow asked a little horrified. The Mrrroww didn’t actually share any border with the Dawn Collective, but the distance was not too far either. That’s what allowed them to draw the two hostile races into war.

 

“The High Command shares your concern.” The admiral gave a small smile. “We military folk aren’t all idiots. The reinforcements were drawn all over our territories. A ship or two from every fleet, or whatever they had to spare. The ‘Whiskers’ doctrine is now paying dividends.”

 

Despite their technological superiority, the Mrrroww had not made a mad grab for more planets and resources, even though they clearly had the ability to do so. Instead, they went with a plan devised by one of the best military commanders they had Whiskers McBalloffur III, who devised the so-called ‘Whiskers' doctrine. The doctrine had their race focused on a slow and steady expansion with an emphasis on logistics and high technology, where they made sure that anything they took they could keep. As a result, the phase lanes of their territory were extremely developed, safe, and fast, and they had plenty of ships to spare. Every world had extensive defenses and their race focused on developing its colonies to high standards of industrialization instead of making several more rural colonies purely for resources.

 

Moonshadow was still frowning. She smelled something fishy but couldn't figure out what it could be. There was a plan at work here, but without further clues, it was too difficult to predict. Suddenly the admiral changed the subject. "So I never got the chance to ask; how was your meeting with the Solarian?"

 

“Difficult to say. I managed to lay some groundwork for future negotiations, but nothing really productive came of it. The Dashane were right about one thing though, she is dangerous. Not in the ‘I’m going to kill all of you!’-way, but because she could if she wanted to.” Moonshadow replied thoughtfully.

 

“Should we try to deal with her?” The admiral asked rather bluntly.

 

“I would not advise acting against her. She didn’t really seem hostile, though she did give me the impression of looking down on us. I hasten to note that this seemed born more out of confidence than arrogance. I think acting against her would be a really bad idea. I forwarded a report to the government, but I don’t think we’ll get much out of her unless we have something to offer in exchange.” She made a shrugging motion. The Solarian had also given her a weird feeling she had only felt a few times in her life. It was as if there was something about her that made her seem somehow close, either emotionally or mentally. She couldn't quite put a claw on the exact reason. She had felt the same when dealing with the so-called Empress of the Illum and a few others.

 

“Seems rather reasonable then. The only real problem is her control over the station.” The admiral nodded. They had been searching for ways around that but had found nothing so far. It seemed that without the cooperation of the station, nothing could be done about it.

 

“I don’t think we should do anything just yet. Then again, I’m not sure if we need to do anything at all. She doesn’t seem intent on doing harm to us or the station, and we might even be able to accomplish some new things with the access she has. Assuming of course that we have something to offer in trade.” Her pride as a negotiator didn’t really like the current stalemate, but she could swallow that pride.

 

She started moving towards the door to leave before being interrupted. “By the way, this may seem inappropriate considering the circumstances, but I’m still going to ask. Would you like to go on a date? I don’t know about you, but such matters remind me that life can be short and fun should be had when possible.” The admiral suddenly made his move. His timing truly was atrocious, but he was tired and feeling unexpectedly bold.

 

Moonshadow was, of course, aware of the admiral's interest and gave a mental grimace. She had tried to avoid encouraging his pursuits, as this kind of thing might complicate their working relationship. "I'm afraid I’ll have to decline. Panthers generally don’t find other Mrrroww clans interesting in that way, and I’m no exception to that.” She decided to make her refusal polite and general due to the situation. It wasn’t really a matter of Panthers disliking other Mrrroww, but she herself had no interest in the other clans. A tiger might be able to rouse her interest, but even that was unlikely.

 

“Well, it doesn’t hurt to ask. If you change your mind…” The admiral took the refusal fairly well considering how long he had been interested in the High Ambassador, again his tiredness dulling the blow a bit.

 

‘Doesn’t it? I could see a hundred ways this could backfire?’ Moonshadow thought to herself but kept her mouth shut. It just wasn’t worth it, and at least the admiral had been fairly polite and direct.

 

-----

 

"Ah, I thought the name sounded familiar," Selendil said while going through some of the information in the memories of the minds she had stored. "The name Shinzen belongs to one of the races we fought back in the day. Well, I say fought, but they didn’t actually put up much of a fight. They simply attacked us out of nowhere and we retaliated. I thought we had eradicated them though.”

 

“Maybe some of them were left behind. According to my own records, the beings were rather tenacious. Maybe some of them dug deep underground and hid for a long time? According to the records, they were not big enough as a problem to really warrant a thorough cleansing. Still, I would imagine they were pretty thoroughly wiped out. If they laid dormant for a really long time and have built up strength since waking up, I wonder what state they are in? We’ve been gone for a long time.” Lux commented. The AI had access to different kinds of records

 

“The first reports of Shinzen surface around six hundred years ago. Likely they started making moves sometime before that but only ran into others six hundred years ago” Haven provided a bit of additional information.

 

“I doubt they actually stayed hidden that long. Even with our stasis technology, the sleep I went through is pretty much the limit. I feel there’s another likely explanation though. Our fight might have left them with no Queens alive. They stayed hidden as long as they did, and all that time after was spent waiting for a Queen to be born, or a new Queen to evolve. The information our race had on them wasn’t exactly complete, but it is my understanding that their existence revolves around the Queens. If they didn’t have one, then that might explain their inactivity.” Selendil dredged through some of the old memories.

 

“Still, for a race that old, I wonder how far their technology has come. Would their development really have stood still all this time?” Lux posited another question.

 

“That’s an interesting question, though in their case their development might have been much lesser than one would imagine. They are an odd race, to say the least. Back then at least they had the ability to rapidly absorb and assimilate the technology of other races, but they didn't really have the ability to innovate themselves. That's somewhat understandable considering their structure as most of them are almost feral drones. Only their Queens and some extremely high-level individuals have the ability to truly think for themselves. A single Shinzen might be brilliant at the one thing they were born to do, but completely incapable in other ways. If the Queens are the only ones with any ability for cross-discipline thought, then no wonder they have difficulties with the more complex theories that are required for true innovation. Combine that with the possibility of not having a Queen until about a thousand years back and you have a very stagnant race for a very long time.” Selendil reiterated some of the thoughts of the minds she had stored. She wasn’t personally an expert on the subject.

 

“So basically they can be only as advanced as the enemies they make? That…seems like an odd way to develop.” Lux replied.

 

“Well, not entirely. The Queens are still capable of innovation and some of them can be quite brilliant, but they are busy managing their entire race instead of sitting around in a lab and tinkering with inventions. Still, they have their own methods as well, and they excel at adapting the technology of others. I wonder if they still remember what our ships looked like. Would they run away or try to take revenge if they saw one?” She felt genuinely curious about that.

 

“Something worth testing once the ship is actually operational?” Lux gave out a playful suggestion.

 

“Perhaps. I wouldn’t want to walk into a trap just due to sheer curiosity over such a small matter. It would be quite bad if they have made preparations for just such a possibility. They might not have been a threat back then, but we can’t truly say what technology they may have assimilated in the years since, and I doubt they don’t carry a grudge.” Even though she felt the danger was miniscule at best, she didn’t have blind faith in her own superiority. Their race had walked into enough traps to know that even lesser races can have a bite if pushed far enough. “Which reminds me, Haven, does the station have any support beacons in storage that could be activated? I feel it’s odd that the only beacon is in the nearby nebula, and none of those inside the station have survived.”

 

“That’s debatable. I moved the beacons into safe areas once the station’s maintenance could be handled by other means. I didn’t want the other races stealing the beacons for their own study. The one in the nebula was simply too far for me to recover without attracting notice as the corrosive substances would’ve necessitated some extreme measures. They might need a bit of work though as they are really old and have been inactive for such a long time. I’ve been using them periodically to do maintenance within the sealed off areas so I don’t have to allow outside maintenance crews access, but it’s been a while since I used one. I think you could get one or two working.” Haven replied.

 

“Good. We’ll get at least one active. That way I can warp between my ship and the station once we get the beacons on my ship in a working condition. I feel like keeping tabs on the things that happen here might prove useful in the long run. I still don’t know what I should do once I get the ship repaired, but this seems like a good place to start figuring that out.” Selendil explained her thoughts.

 

“…I feel honored.” Haven stated with an emotional voice.

 

Selendil though it better not to mention that her words had mostly been because the station was a gathering place for the younger races, and thus her choice had very little to do with the station itself. “Did the ambassador earlier make an impression?” Lux asked, feeling less delicate about Haven’s sensibilities. The two seemed to be developing a slight rivalry.

 

“She did have potential. She seemed a bit too wrapped up in frivolous things like mind games and little power plays, but at least she might be worth helping if things develop in that direction. It felt like she wasn’t too far from being able to touch the shared consciousness of the universe, even though she might be able to only scratch the surface. At least she wasn’t stupid enough to walk around with her achievement rings visible. She might actually be able to match a normal Dhar warrior in battle, barring difference in weaponry of course. She wouldn’t win, but she could hold her own for a while.” Selendil stated quite impressed. The feline had been the first being worthy of respect she had met so far. In Dhar society respect was something earned.

 

“The required amount of Gravinium is almost finished refining. It should only be less than five hours until we’re done.” The Haven announced after a moment of silence.

 

“I think it’s time to see if I can find some materials for our hydroponics," Selendil stated, rising from her meditative position, her feet now almost touching the ground. She had been forced into walking around when inside the station, but she preferred to just use her powers to float around.

 

"You're going to need a gardener," Lux stated firmly.

 

“You’re suggesting I take someone to the ship? That doesn’t sound like much of a plan.” Selendil said in a tone filled with much more suppressed annoyance than one might assume from the topic. This was clearly something the two had discussed before.

 

“If you warp them to the ship they might not even realize anything and they won’t see the ship from the outside. Regardless, even if they figure things out, that’s not nearly as dangerous as allowing you anywhere near the hydroponics. We’ve been through this. It doesn’t matter how many gardeners or botanists you absorb, you’re shit at dealing with plants. I have no idea why, considering you take on all those other new skills and abilities without any effort, but the fact remains. The only way we’ll have a working hydroponics system is if someone else does most of the work. And frankly, I’m not going to allow you anywhere near the place anyway.” Lux put its metaphorical foot down.

 

“I might have improved?” Selendil suggested rather lamely.

 

“You didn’t. I’m quite certain of that. The last time you tried, I had some weird glowing fungus growing all over the ship, and I’m quite sure the damn thing would’ve caused hallucinations before a rather quick death if someone besides a Dhar tried breathing in the spores. We’re getting a gardener, end of discussion.” Lux wasn’t about to give up on this point. “Also, if we are allowing someone to the ship, we might as well get some help with getting the thing livable as well. You can manage that, but I wonder if you really want to go through the trouble. It’s a big ship, and I don’t need you cleaning up only a handful of rooms because those are all you need.”

 

“Ok, I was with you on the gardener, as we might find someone with enough discretion or at least I could wipe their memories, but now you’re talking about a whole handful of people. What happened to keeping our existence a secret for now?” Selendil asked a rather prudent question.

 

“I’m not advocating getting just anyone. We can take some time to find people that can keep quiet. Or are stupid enough to not realize, though I would prefer we didn’t go that route as they might mess up something inside the ship. I’m just saying that we should keep our eyes open. Eventually, we'll need some people after all. Look, back then you could remain isolated for long stretches of time, but that was because you had the support of our race at every harbor and the unified minds of our race for company. That's no longer the case. At some point, we'll need some help and you’ll need some company that isn’t from an AI.” Lux pointed out.

 

"I may have some ideas," Haven interjected. It had been observing everyone aboard for a long time after all. “I know some beings that could be discreet and useful.”

            


Chapter 14 - Stormclouds Gather


                ”It’s always the unknown that makes things difficult. This maxim is true in all walks of life. We all make plans, whether those plans are to develop a career, to win a game or a competition, or to defeat an enemy in battle. The plans seem good enough when we make them and start to implement them, but that’s when the unknown gets you. Either the enemy, or just another person we are dealing with, has a competing plan that renders our plan impossible, or we run into a complication that we didn’t anticipate. Sometimes that complication is something we could’ve predicted, but we just didn’t put in the work. Sometimes the complication is something we couldn’t have anticipated and couldn’t have done anything about even if we had. In the end though, the unknown gets us.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

“Have the beacons finished going through all the power conduits and systems?” Selendil asked while putting the finishing touches on the power core she was about to install into the large auxiliary generator. Even with the technology of the Dhar, creating a controlled spatial bridge to phase space to draw on dark energy was something to be taken seriously, so she was extremely careful while working. Even a simple containment field failure would make things really complicated. Everything was done with her psionics because her abilities in that field were much more precise than her hands.

 

“The nanites have gone through and tested 97% of the power conduits, relays, and storage crystals. The rest will be done in twenty minutes.” Lux reported.

 

Selendil had spent the last week creating new power cores for the support beacons and the beacons were finally operational. With the addition of new nanites from the stores of Haven, the beacons were working almost at full capacity. They all suffered from wear and tear due to the negligence over the long years, but the nanites would fix those problems once they were done with testing the power systems of the ship. Getting the power back online was the first step in restoring the ship into a working condition.

 

“Good. Once that’s finished, I can start working on making sure the auxiliary power generator can be started.” Just because she had the core that the power generator required didn’t mean that the old systems would work properly, which was why she was running a lot of tests. That’s something all the engineer types she had stored had emphasized in unison. Testing was important, and would spare a lot of effort later on that would otherwise be spent doing repairs on some systems that blew up due to a malfunction.

 

“Do you think we could get the main power generator online once we get the auxiliary one operational?” Lux asked. As the AI it had a pretty good grasp on how much the performance of the ship was lowered by not having the primary power systems working, even though the auxiliary systems could provide enough power for most of the needs the ship might run into for the time being.

 

“Not yet. The auxiliary power might be enough for us to go deep enough in phase space to get the materials we need, but we’ll need both of the auxiliary generators to actually start the primary core. Besides, starting the primary core is not exactly simple.” Selendil replied. The auxiliary cores were not actually designed with the idea of keeping the ship running. They could do that well enough, but their primary purpose was to help in getting the primary core online. More specifically they kept up the systems that prevented the primary core from obliterating a large portion of the galaxy in a time period that broke most of the laws of physics that the scientist of the younger races had agreed upon. Dhar knew those laws were mostly guidelines instead of concrete rules.

 

“I still don’t understand how that works. I know you’ve explained it to me 25.6 times and it still confuses me. The temporal and dimensional physics involved are just not something that fits in how I think the universe works.” Lux complained pensively. The AI didn’t have access to some of the information the Dhar had gained from the Great Song, so the confusion was understandable.

 

“Just think about the moment the core is started as the moment a new dimension is born. The explosive beginnings are stretched over a really long time thanks to our ability to slow down the subjective time inside the core. The moment of birth provides almost limitless energy for the new dimension to develop properly, and we harness that power.” Selendil summarized a much more complicated process into something digestible.

 

“That doesn’t really help. Also considering how shitty that explanation was, I’ll only count it as a partial explanation for my tally. That brings the count to 25.9.” Lux grumbled.

 

Selendil couldn’t hide her amusement. She would be equally confused if she didn’t have the knowledge of the scientists who developed the technology. Even then she barely understood how it worked. “We make big boom, we slow time, the big boom provides energy. Simple enough for you now?”

 

“26, and fuck you," Lux replied evenly.

 

“I located the gardener you were looking for.” Haven suddenly sent a message. As the Ai was tied to the station, it was forced to stick to messages instead of coming along on the ship unlike how Lux had come to the station with Selendil. That was the difference between a personal AI that also happened to control a ship and an AI dedicated to keeping a station working.

 

“The terms?” Selendil asked without interrupting her work.

 

"A healthy compensation in credits and a concession," Haven replied. "The Guardians are the best at what you're looking for and can be extremely discreet, but they are rather particular about the work they do. He wants control over what plants go into the hydroponics. Apparently, most of the other races prefer aesthetics and other such factors over the wellbeing of the plants. The resulting ecological systems are iffy, to say the least. According to him, that makes the plants sad.”

 

“Imagine how sad they would be if Selendil was in charge of them.” Lux made a small joke while the target of the joke promptly ignored it.

 

"Tell them that I'll agree so long as I'm given the power to veto plants assuming I have a proper reason. Also, I want some control over what goes into the section where we grow stuff for consumption. I doubt my tastes are the same as a living plant’s. Do they even have taste buds?” Selendil countered.

 

“You don’t have taste buds either.” Lux continued to make comments.

 

"The Guardian has made a counteroffer. He will agree to your terms if he is allowed to stay to watch over the hydroponics over the long term. He doesn't want you to screw the whole thing up once he is gone. In this case, long term means until he is satisfied that the system works and you will not fuck it up, or until you find his services unsatisfactory. There's a slight cultural implication at work here that is lost in translation. He is implying that the ship will likely retire long before either of those happens. The Guardians live for functionally forever and most ships get retired after a hundred years at the latest, so it's a short time for someone of their kind." Haven was clearly amused by the implications.

 

“He has no idea how old this ship is, does he? Of course he doesn’t, as you wouldn’t have told him. He’s trying to swindle his way into a cushy job for the next few decades, isn’t he?” Selendil smirked.

 

“Essentially yes.” ´Haven’s amusement was growing.

 

"Tell him to bring his entire family if he has any. If he does not, have him bring some other Guardians he can trust and you have vetted." Selendil gave her approval. It was a win-win situation. The Guardian would get the cushy job he wanted, just for a much longer period than he expected. Both sides swindled the other, which was the best way for such negotiations to go. “Oh, do make sure he is aware that he will have no say in where the ship goes now that he has decided to stay on after the hydroponics get built. I may warp him back to the station on a rare occasion, but I do mean it when I say the word rare.”

 

“Right away!” Haven’s connection cut as the AI returned back to work. There was no need to worry about being able to pay the Guardians either as Haven could just add a few zeros to Selendil’s account. They had already spent the original sum twice over with the supplies and purchasing relatively high-quality Gravinium that they were planning on using to power the smaller crafts on the ships, like the fighters and shuttles.

 

“You know, now that you are getting something like a crew, you’re committed to getting more.” Lux pointed out. If Selendil was by herself then she could manage her own needs by herself as she didn’t actually have the needs most other races did as she was an energy being. However, the presence of others, like the Guardians, would necessitate a proper crew that could handle such needs.

 

“I’m aware. Remember though that this was your idea. Still, we don’t need too many people considering you handle most of the ship’s functions and the beacons handle most maintenance.” Selendil countered.

 

“Yes, but you have to consider the social aspect as well. A small crew is fine on a ship the size of a corvette, but this is a big ship. Most races would consider several hundred people a skeleton crew barely capable of keeping a ship this size functioning. I’m not saying we need a large crew, but we need more than a few gardeners and a cook or they will go insane with all the empty space.” Lux clarified its point.

 

“Well, we’ll have to deal with that slowly. I’m not going to fill the ship with random beings straight off the docks. The Guardians are acceptable as they are really the best gardeners out there and you won’t let me anywhere near the hydroponics. I could see that feline ambassador as tolerable as well as long as she didn’t try any power plays, but I’m fairly sure she has other plans.” Selendil argued. Even if she could sell her ship as ‘Solarian’ vessel lacking crew at the moment, it would still raise suspicions. Thus they had to be pretty selective in who they allowed there, even without considering Selendil’s own strict standards. Basically, anyone she considered good enough would already have a high position with their own race.

 

“What about the girl we have in stasis?” Lux suggested.

 

“What about her?” Selendil’s eyes narrowed. “Even if we added her, that’s just one person. One person, whose loyalties lean rather heavily in a different direction, I might add.”

 

"Well there's that, but her people seemed to almost worship the Dhar, right? Maybe we could use them? Besides, her loyalties would not be a problem if we had more of her kind onboard, right?” Lux explained.

 

“That’s a thought worth considering. I’d prefer loyalty through respect over worship, but that could work as well. Anyway, we don’t have access to more of her kind at the moment, as they seem to be avoiding the station. And even if I had the time to fix her mind, it would take weeks with everything else that’s going on. We’ll have to postpone that idea for the time being.” Selendil considered the proposal.

 

“Well, we are not in a rush. Just a thought we should keep in mind.” Lux agreed.

 

--------

 

Leon felt uncomfortable in the full dress uniform that he was required to wear on the bridge of the Manticore. The other officers present were less than pleased with the fact that he had finagled his way on the ship and basically left the Slingshot to his crew to handle. The fact that the Slingshot was basically stuck in place doing mundane tasks that a blind groundhog could handle mollified things a bit, but the officers on the ship still considered it questionable at best. The fact that the Slingshot was halfway between a ship and a station didn’t help things, as different rules applied. As a result though, Leon was making sure he followed every regulation he possibly could to avoid giving the other officers more ammunition to use against him.

 

Luckily the trip had been rather simple so far. Having an entire fleet travel through phase space was a little more complex than having a single ship do it, but they had managed things well so far. Leon’s expertise on phase space navigation as well as his quick mind had actually been quite a useful asset, which lessened the pressures on him. It was still a pain in the ass to coordinate so many ships so that they all arrived at the same time. “Reaching the pre-determined coordinates in 30 seconds admiral.” The announcement came.

 

"This is it, ladies and gentlemen. We are about to exit phase space a short distance from a likely hostile system. You know the drill. We are close enough to Illum space that it's prudent to leave our jump a bit short in case they have a surprise waiting for us." The admiral announced.

 

The crews were already at battle stations. They weren’t really expecting trouble, but caution required them to be careful. That’s why they were dropping out of phase space before they reached the point where the gravity well of the world they were aiming for required them to. It was not exactly standard procedure, but it was a maneuver they often used, and it turned out to be a good decision too.

 

The space around the enormous ship twisted and spat the ship into normal space. Immediately the stations all around the bridge started sounding alerts. “Enemy vessels detected!” Announced the officer in charge of the intelligence gathering systems ranging from sensors to heat detection.

 

“Minefield detected at the coordinates we would have exited if we had continued until the gravity well!” The helms announced as well.

 

"It seems we've run into an ambush. Number of enemies?” The admiral demanded immediately.

 

“Display coming up now!” The intelligence officer replied. A large holographic display was projected in the air above the strategic officers, displaying the relative position all detected ships and any features that would affect the battle, such as the gravity well of the nearby planet. The displayed situation caused the officers to curse.

 

"We're outnumbered two-to-one," Leon commented.

 

“We’d be outnumbered much worse if we had run into that minefield.” The admiral replied. “It seems they were prepared for a fleet, but we still surprised them a bit. If I was the other side setting an ambush in my own territory, I’d make sure I would have at least a three-to-one advantage. They also brought only one dreadnought despite having enough ships for two fleets. It seems the Illum still have some difficulties in producing the largest ship classes.”

 

As they spoke the ships already started firing. In space, the battles often begun at extreme ranges. As even a slight deviation in aim meant a miss on a target thousands of kilometers away, the weapons most often used at extreme ranges had the ability to adjust their trajectory. That usually meant guided torpedoes and weapons that fired with the speed of light, which meant beam weapons that the Tetrarchy had very few of. The Illum had a clear advantage on that front as their beam weapon technology was more advanced and their beam weapons more numerous. The Illum vessels were equally effective at all ranges while Tetrarchy ships were much better at closer range. That’s why it was a common tactic for the Tetrarchy to close distance to bring their main weapon systems to a more effective range.

 

“They’re likely to have a clear advantage in psions though.” Leon countered.

 

The admiral made a sound of agreement. “We brought along something for that. Aegis joined us for this mission. Even though he isn’t the most powerful Deity, he should be able to keep the Manticore safe at least. Whether that’s enough remains to be seen.”

 

“So the question is, are we trying to win this battle, or are we trying to buy time to flee?” Another officer asked. “The odds are not great, though not completely impossible. Even if we flee, we just finished a jump that took weeks, so our phase drives will require a lot of time to recharge. We’ll be stuck here for hours either way.”

 

Battles between less than a dozen ships of destroyer size and smaller were often over in few minutes, but the battles between large fleets of large ships with powerful void shields could take days, which was why the officers were reacting so calmly. "I don't think we'll be able to just leave," Leon stated.

 

“What do you have in mind?” The admiral asked. He agreed with Leon but wanted to hear the reasoning of the younger officer. He dearly hoped Leon had other ideas besides wanting to find Miyo.

 

“Two reasons. First is an obvious one. If we can’t take this system now, we’ll not get an opportunity to do so again. The Illum now know for certain that we can reach this system and are sure to fortify the place to prevent us from making additional attacks. It also allows them to follow us back home and we really don’t want to hand them a second path to attack us behind the established battle lines. The second reason is a bit more questionable. I have the feeling that the Illum commander wants us to try and escape.” Leon was confident in his first reason but less so on the second as it was based on a hunch.

 

“I agree on both accounts.” The admiral stated before anyone could protest. “Besides the obvious problem of exposing our ships to fire while we perform the jump and taking major damage, I also feel that there’s another layer to this trap they have laid. Despite the odds currently facing us, this feels too easy. The minefield was a cute trick, but the maneuver we pulled is something they could’ve predicted. The genetically engineered bastards are anything but stupid after all. They must have something else in their bag of tricks. I’m not yet sure what that something is, but I intend to try and find out.”

 

“So we’ll stay and fight?” One of the older officers present asked, a grizzled and bearded man wearing commander’s insignia.

 

“Yes.” The admiral decided. “This is too important. Now, figure us a way to win this battle.”

            


Chapter 15 - Pew Pew


                "Battle tactics is an interesting subject. The admirals all swear by its importance and to a certain extent they are correct. A brilliant strategy can allow a smaller fleet to defeat a larger one, and the fewer ships there are in an engagement, the more important tactics become. However, after a certain point when the fleets become large enough, the tactics mostly boil down to bringing more guns to bear on your enemy while trying to minimize the number of guns they can use. That isn’t to say that kind of battle doesn’t require tactics, just that those tactics become simpler in many ways because it is impossible to coordinate complicated maneuvers with hundreds of ships on each side. It takes time for the numerous ships to get into position to react, and that’s assuming they are capable of doing so in the first place. You can still pull off maneuvers like having part of your fleet appear at the rear of your enemy and get an advantage that way, but those types of tactics are rarely seen.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

---------

 

“The Tetrarchy fleet seems to be using our own minefield to try and limit our mobility and divide us.” One of the Strategos commented. As the minefield prevented a direct approach, the tetrarchy fleet had moved as a whole to circle the minefield from one side and attempting to close the distance on the Illum’s flank. The existence of the minefield meant that the Illum line couldn’t just turn their line to meet the incoming threat because that would leave half of their fleet inside the minefield.

 

“Pull that flank back and readjust the line so that they are meeting us head-on. Have the center cover the retreat of the closest ships so that they don’t get fired in the rear while maneuvering.” The Duke commanding the fleet ordered.

 

The Tetrarchy’s strategy was not a bad one. It forced the Illum’s ships to either enter the minefield, in which case the Tetrarchy would fire on the mines in an attempt to detonate them, or they could split their fleet in two with half of their ships circling the minefield. While the Illum’s roughly spearhead-shaped vessels were more maneuverable than the Tetrarchy's more sturdy vessels, it would still allow the Tetrarchy to split their forces and focus on one half of their fleet for a short time. If the Illum had taken this option, then they could've caught the Tetrarchy in a pincer, but it was a risky maneuver for both parties.

 

The duke in charge of the Illum fleet chose a third option of pulling their line back to meet the enemy head-on. As the long but thin Illum vessels had almost all their armor and weapons focused on their front, this maneuver left the more vulnerable rear section of their ships open for the part of their line that had to retreat the furthest. The ‘hilt’ part of their ships held the engines and all the most important systems, so this was generally bad for them and they’d lose a few ships due to this maneuver. However, the Illum scientist had been working on the obvious weakness of their ships and their aft sections now had extra shielding to reduce damage, which would keep their losses to a minimum.

 

The duke decided that the loss of a few ships was worth keeping the situation well under control as they had the advantage in numbers, which would start to show soon enough. Risky maneuvers might allow the Tetrarchy to pull out a miracle that wasn’t available to them before. It was a very conservative decision but ultimately the one that was the most likely to result in a certain victory. The additional advantage of the decision was that it kept the enemy in front of the majority of their fleet, which meant that they could utilize their large reliance in forward facing firepower. There was another reason for his decision. “Once half of their ships have passed the minefield, activate plan B.”

 

-----

 

“They didn’t go for it.” One of the tactical officers on Manticore stated. “They are redrawing their battle-line a bit further back. Our faster ships are firing on the exposed rear of the ships that are pulling back the furthest, but we can’t expect to destroy too many of their ships.”

 

“Clever guy.” Admiral Gestalt grunted. They had gained a small victory, but not enough to turn the situation around. The minefield was also the only really relevant feature they could use to their advantage, so once that card was played they had limited options.

 

“Sir! The minefield is activating!” The science officer that was monitoring the minefield suddenly reported. “The mines close to us are moving towards our fleet!”

 

There was no rule that stated a minefield had to be stationary. Normally the various races only installed small thrusters for adjusting the mine’s position as proper engines were expensive, but there was nothing stopping someone from installing engines on the mines to turn them into a sort of slower but more dangerous missiles. "Good thing you had the idea as well Leon." The Admiral acknowledged the information calmly.

 

Leon had said that he had a bad hunch about the minefield and the sensors had been keeping a close eye on the mines as a result. They had also positioned the ships dedicated for point defense and anti-fighter combat on that side of their fleet, and now those ships opened fire with their rapid-fire weapons on the approaching small ordnance. Some of the mines eventually slipped through, but the damage was limited and centered on the ships that were not currently pressured all that badly. Neither of the sides had deployed their fighters yet as they would be torn to shreds without support. Because of that the anti-fighter frigates and cruisers could pull back a bit and let their void shields recover.

 

"That could've been much worse," Leon stated with relief. He just hoped this was the last surprise the Illum had in store for them. Not that he really believed that, but they couldn’t really deal with too many surprises considering they were already in a losing position.

 

“Well, both sides have pulled out a plan and both strikes have been successfully parried. Now it’s time to get into the real business of war.” The Admiral commented. “Pull our fleet into close formation and order all ships to move full speed ahead. We’ll punch through the center of their line while they are still reforming their line, and then we’ll wrap around on their exposed flanks. Now that they are still reforming their center is stronger than usual, but it is still in the middle of maneuvers so they should not be able to react perfectly.”

 

The Tetrarchy ships were much more capable of firing on their sides, so if they could punch through the center, then their side weapons would be able to fire on the exposed enemy while they made a turn. In old naval terms it was called crossing the T on the enemy, and although the meaning had changed since then, it was still a rather effective tactic if pulled off correctly. Of course, it had downsides. The enemy would be able to enclose their formation from all sides for a short time. During this time their fleet would take horrendous punishment, but the admiral was counting on the fact that the enemy would be partially obstructed by their own ships and the fact that the Tetrarchy vessels were rather sturdy and would not be disabled or destroyed with small amounts of damage.

 

The tactic also took full advantage of the fact that their ships were best the closer to the enemy they were and you couldn’t get much closer than in the middle of the enemy formation. While they were punching through the enemy line they would also cause a lot of damage to the enemy, and a chaotic battle at close range favored the outnumbered Tetrarchy fleet. The Illum fleet was fully capable of pulling complicated and effective maneuvers due to the genetically enhanced officers on board the ships, but a great deal of chaos would also render that ability less important. The Illum officers were perfectly capable of independent operation, even more so than Tetrarchy Captains, but at least they would not be able to coordinate as well.

 

-----

 

The two fleets performed several maneuvers and counter-maneuvers during the battle. Due to the distances and numbers involved the maneuvers often took hours to pull off and as time passed the casualties begun to mount. The staying power of the Tetrarchy ships was well countered by the greater fire-power, speeds and sheer technological advantage of the Illum vessels. By the time the battle had been waged for over 24 hours, dozens of Tetrarchy ships had been cut down in the hail of beam weapons focusing their fire on few ships at a time. Not that the Illum vessels had all survived. They had also lost their fair share of ships in a storm of railgun shots. Especially the dreadnought Manticore had destroyed several enemy vessels.

 

In fact, it was largely thanks to the Manticore scoring a handful of direct hits on the enemy dreadnought with its main cannon that had kept the battle as equal as it had been. The Illum dreadnought’s shields were able to take those direct hits but it forced the vessel to keep a very defensive approach to avoid taking catastrophic damage. The Illum duke kept up his conservative approach all the way through the battle, as there was no need to take risks when they would win the battle with a bit of patience. That allowed the Manticore to focus on the rest of the Illum fleet much more openly.

 

Still, the greater numbers of the Illum fleet were starting to take a toll. Another factor was that damaged Illum vessels could pull back and escape thanks to their speed. Those ships were gone from the battle, but they could be repaired and the crews would survive. The same opportunity was not afforded to the damaged Tetrarchy vessels. An additional problem was that the Illum’s psions were taking this opportunity to join the battle and the earlier advantage was turning decisive with their support. Neither side had utilized a Deity level Psion yet, but that was mostly because they were focused on protecting the two dreadnoughts involved in the battle.

 

As the long battle went on, the crews on the ships had to be rotated to get some rest. Leon had just returned from four hours of sleep, and for once no one was complaining due to the fact that he was eating on the bridge, mostly because the others were doing the same. “Have we found any sign of the missing ship Vindicator?” He asked the science officer between bites. His ideas had bought a lot of good will from the bridge crew even if they were not always followed and the science officer had obliged him in trying to locate the missing vessel.

 

“I did find something that might be a hint at least. Our sensors picked up some debris inside the gravity well of the nearby planet. Unless I’m mistaken, the insignia indicates that it’s from the personal mech of the Deity that was sent along on the Vindicator. I can't be sure, but supporting that assumption is the fact that among the other debris are pieces that could match parts from the Vindicator. There’s not enough debris to suggest the ship was destroyed, but we can be pretty confident in that it was damaged in some way.” The science officer explained. The poor guy was rather well aware of their current situation and really liked having something else to think about for a short time.

 

“And judging by the presence of the Illum fleet we can be pretty sure of who is responsible.” Leon coldly stated what the science officer had left unsaid.

 

“It does seem so. It would be rather unlikely for a third party to have the time and opportunity to sweep in and leave without being caught by the Illum fleet we are now facing.” The science officer replied.

 

At the same time, the Admiral entered the bridge. Thanks to the situation needless formalities were no longer followed and no one got up to salute, though a marine did announce his presence, just to be waved down by the admiral personally. “Ladies and gentlemen. I see you haven’t pulled out some miracle in the last few hours I was gone.”

 

His words were met with discontented murmuring, which he ignored and continued. “It seems we have to pull off the last stops. The admiralty and Psicom have both decided that this mission is too important to fail. As such, I’ve been given permission to utilize our last resort option. Weapons officer. Signal the engineering that I’m authorizing the use of the Weapon X program and coordinate with them. Set the target to the enemy dreadnought.”

 

The Tetrarchy had a secret weapon that they had never used until now, as they had been waiting for the perfect opportunity. The weapon could help them secure a victory in a single important battle, but the problem was that once it was utilized, then it was no longer a secret and the enemy could come up with countermeasures. They had not used the weapon in this battle yet because they had been hoping they could win without it, but now that victory seemed impossible. The battle was too important to lose however, and might even help turn the war around. It would also give the Illum something to think about and set their current plans back until they could deal with the secret weapon.

 

"Yes, sir." The weapons officer acknowledged the order and spent a fair bit of time communicating with the engineering. "The weapon will be ready to fire in five minutes. The engineering estimates the full destruction of the target vessel, but they also suggest we should try to be in a position to capitalize on the opportunity if the enemy ship ends up only heavily damaged.”

 

“Make it happen but fire on my order and not before. Helms, slowly start bringing us closer to the target. Don’t spook them, but get us closer.” The admiral ordered.

 

Suddenly the science officer shouted in a loud voice. “Sir, we have multiple phase signatures from incoming ships. We have a lot of ships jumping into normal space!”

 

The admiral looked towards the intelligence officer and the above-head display was already showing over two hundred additional ships which slowly turned from just blips into silhouettes of the ships in question. The dark and menacing looking ships were familiar to everyone here, but they were still surprised by what they saw. “What are the Cybrans doing here?” One of the strategic officers demanded in a heated voice.

 

“Any signals?” The admiral skipped the confusion stage and went to action instead.

 

“None.” The intelligence officer replied. "Sir, the Cybrans jumped in so close that they could already open fire with their long-range weapons, but they are not firing. That’s a major Cybran fleet with three ships that could be classified as dreadnoughts. That’s either several fleets combined or the Cybran home fleet.”

 

“They seem to be approaching us, but for some reason they seem indecisive.” The admiral muttered which suddenly connected several dots in Leon’s head.

 

He quickly turned to the science officer. “Quickly send the readings we gathered earlier to the Cybran vessels!”

 

“Leon?” The admiral asked with a commanding tone.

 

“Sir I don’t have time to explain, just do it please!” Leon countered.

 

“I expect a good explanation later on. Do it.” The admiral said turning to the science officer. They saw a reaction almost immediately.

 

“Sir, the Cybran fleet is moving towards the Illum vessels and they are preparing to fire!” The intelligence officer shouted with a shocked voice.

 

“Leon, I like the rabbit you just pulled out of your hat, but I need an explanation and I need one now.” The admiral turned back to Leon.

 

"Sir, we just sent the Cybrans proof that almost guarantees that the Illum recovered the Progenitor ship that was in this system earlier," Leon replied.

 

"How did they know about the Progenitor ship in the first place?" The admiral was already figuring out what happened but needed a bit more help to get there.

 

“Sir, the Psicom didn’t share my report about a Cybran stealth shuttle being attached to the Vindicator when it made the jump to this system?” Leon questioned in return. He had sent a report but it had naturally been intercepted by Psicom.

 

“They did not.” The admiral grunted which suddenly turned into a smile. “I see what is going on. The Illum and the Cybrans might be nominal allies but the Progenitor ship changes things. That ship would give anyone a huge advantage if given enough time for study and that fleet is clearly here for that ship. I’m guessing the Cybrans are not going to just hand the Progenitor ship over to the Illum. Seeing that the ship is gone, taken away by Illum most likely, the Cybrans have no choice but to strike at the Illum before they get the chance to put the things they learn from that ship into practice.”

 

Suddenly a strategic officer started laughing. “You want to know the best part? Even if it turned out that the Illum didn’t have the ship, no one will believe their denials at this point. They clearly have the Vindicator and its crew, which means we don’t have it. Besides, the Illum already know the Cybran came here with a fleet big enough to battle anything they had in the system, which means their alliance would've already been forfeit. Their relations are fucked!”

 

The admiral slowly drew closer to Leon and spoke in a low voice. “Don’t think I didn’t notice that part about Vindicator’s crew. You’re hoping that the presence of the Cybrans could be used to pressure the Illum into handing over Vindicator’s crew, including Miyo. The Illum will most likely oblige that request and will try to plant false memories into their head about someone else taking the ship. That won’t do more than slow things down but you don’t really care about that part, do you?”

 

"Admiral, you give me too much credit," Leon said innocently. The thought had occurred to him, but only as a vague hope. He wasn't that good at estimating diplomatic intrigue.

 

"Be sure to keep saying that. If your little trick actually saves this battle for us and drives the Cybrans into war with the Illum then you'll be hailed as a hero. If they think you endangered everything on a silly bet over a girl…well, you better hope for a quick death." The admiral's words were softened by his smile.

 

“We still have a battle to fight sir. We should probably focus on that.” Leon suggested in an attempt to divert attention. Not that the battle held much interest anymore. The Cybrans had come in force and the Illum ships were already turning to escape. The only real question was what the Cybrans would do after the battle was over. They didn’t have the strength to fight against the Illum alone, but joining hands with the Tetrarchy seemed rather unlikely as well.

            


Chapter 16 - The right timing


                ”The abilities of a psion can be extremely varied between individuals as every psion has their own talents. All the races have conducted systematic research into the subject of the various abilities psions can have, but even with all that effort, new abilities are discovered regularly. In the end, when discussing the capabilities of a psion one thing remains a constant: every psion is different. There are some abilities that are extremely common, even to the point of being almost universal, but even then a particular psion’s capabilities with those abilities can be extremely varied, and they might utilize them in completely different ways. One psion might move objects via the manipulation of gravity, while another might do it by creating invisible appendages made of energy that can be used to lift objects. Regardless of the method, they accomplish roughly the same thing, but these details can influence the specifics of what they can use their ability for. While some abilities are almost universal, some are the exact opposite. Some talents are rare enough to almost be called unique. In the end though, almost nothing is impossible. If something seems impossible at the moment, that’s only because it hasn’t been done yet.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

---------

 

Amaterasu frowned in displeasure as she thought about the report she had just read. The Cybran attack had been a complete shock to them and threw their carefully laid plans into disarray. That wasn't the cause of her displeasure, although it didn't exactly make her happy either. No, what made her so displeased was the fact that they should have seen the possibility coming. If they had, they could've made preparations. Most of all though, they should be better than this. She should be better than this.

 

“So. The Cybrans and the Tetrarchy have found common cause, or at least they think so. And there’s very little we can say to convince them otherwise.” She tapped the table impatiently with her fingers.

 

“That seems to be the case. The Tetrarchy’s little play was a stroke of genius. It plays to all the suspicions that the Cybrans have about us. The Cybrans have always thought we are hoarding Progenitor technology and using it to advance our cause at their eventual expense. They are right of course, just not when it comes to this particular case.” The Handmaiden who had brought in the reports replied.

 

"They don't understand." The Empress said with a sigh. "They think we are doing it out of greed and to promote our own agenda. They have not realized the greatness of those that came before us. These items should be revered and not pilfered and used for nefarious purposes. What would the Progenitors say if they returned and saw what has happened?”

 

That was one of the tenets of the faith of those that were part of Illum. What would the Progenitors think if they ever returned? They did not know why the great beings had vanished, but it stood to reason that they might someday return. If they did return, how would they react to seeing their old cities and dwellings looted? How would they react to societies built on the ruins of their accomplishments? Perhaps there were ways of mitigating some of the inevitable anger. If the items were treated with due reverence, then maybe they had a chance. If instead of being torn to pieces for a slight advancement, the Progenitor relics were carefully and lovingly studied, perhaps the Illum might be spared. And even if the Progenitors did not return, did beings of their greatness not deserve respect and veneration? What did a little bit of respect cost really?

 

“We need to find that ship.” The Handmaiden stated the obvious. “If the Cybrans are seriously considering joining hands with their hated old masters just because we might gain an advantage due to that ship, then we might at least gain that advantage. Or we need to find it to show evidence that we do not have it.”

 

The Handmaiden might have been stating the obvious, but it didn’t make it any less important. “It’s a good thing we have been working on achieving that goal before the problem occurred.” The empress stated and pressed a button. “Have the smiths completed their work?” She asked as soon as a communicator made a sound indicating a connection. She had a way to possibly find the ship, but the downsides had been too great before now.

 

“They have and we are prepared to proceed.” A male voice replied. He was one of the most important leaders of psionic development among the Illum. He was also in charge of the program that created many of the psionically crafted items their empire used. Psions, in general, were not known for their great talents in creation, aside from using their powers in the place of tools or creating very temporary constructs out of energy of course, but there were exceptions if you found the right people.

 

The Empress hesitated for just a moment. For a long time, she had felt so close to touching something magnificent with her mind, and that she just needed a little push to reach that something. Out of all the Illum, she was the one closest to doing so. That gave her certain advantages. Because she was so close, there were already certain things she could do that others could not. One of those things was to use that very delicate connection to find certain people over long distances. Whatever that magnificent thing was, it knew where all the people were and could share that information. It was just that to get that information, you had to fulfill certain conditions and you had to ask the right way.

 

“Do it. As soon as you’re ready, send the item to me.” Amaterasu finally said and closed the connection.

 

The Handmaiden looked at the Empress in question. She clearly wanted to ask but didn't dare to do so. Amaterasu gave her the signal to stay patient. Half an hour passed while she went over other reports before another Handmaiden entered the lavish room just long enough to hand a small package to Amaterasu before leaving. She opened the package to find a glowing pendant inside. The main part of the pendant was a large intricately carved crystal covered in Progenitor runes.

 

The Handmaiden recognized the runes and her eyes widened. This was one of the relics they had discovered. "Your Majesty is that…?" She was hesitant to finish her sentence.

 

“It is one of the psionic foci we discovered in the original ruins that gave us our chance to rise," Amaterasu replied with a voice filled with suppressed emotion. Those ruins were one of the main reasons the Illum had become what they were in the first place, and their capital was built over them.

 

She stared at the pendant for a while before looking towards the Handmaiden. “You need to know because I’ll need the help of the Handmaidens to keep up appearances while I’m gone.”

 

“Gone?” The Handmaiden asked with an alarmed voice.

 

“Yes. I will use the focus to find the ship. Or to be precise, I will use it to find Envoy Miyo. I just hope she is still on the ship, or at least somewhere close." Amaterasu explained. The cruel fact was that finding Miyo was not important. Finding the ship was. If Miyo's body had been dumped in space somewhere, then this would all be in vain, and they would have expended a great deal of resources for nothing. Activating this item and preparing it to find Miyo had taken several of their most skilled Deities out of commission for weeks due to sheer mental exhaustion. And it would take her away from the battle just when her wisdom was needed.

 

“Your Majesty, surely someone else can take on this job? We will prove ourselves worthy of your trust!” The Handmaiden stated fervently.

 

There was a reason they had not used this method as soon as they got the word about the Progenitor ship. The time and effort required to prepare the focus were part of it, but not the most important part. “Unfortunately I need to do this personally. No one else can use the focus to do what must be done. We all have our talents, and this is tied to one of mine.” As she spoke, she concentrated and connected with the focus.

 

The smiths had done a great job of inserting Miyo’s psionic signature inside the focus. The focus could be used to find another signature of the same being, and Amaterasu was the bridge between the focus and that great something that could tell them the information they were seeking. As she concentrated, she could sense a response and she could even roughly locate it. ‘Good, Miyo is still alive. That said, there’s something weird about her signature. It’s like she’s frozen in time like she’s in some kind of stasis. Wait. The Progenitor ship had stasis capabilities? Could it be?!’ Previously separated pieces in her mind suddenly fell into place. A thought that had been unthinkable just moments before suddenly seemed possible.

 

Her eyes shot open and she was almost panting at the mere thought of what she had just realized. An intact Progenitor ship that had never been seen before that had stasis capabilities? Likely capabilities beyond anything they could understand? And a powerful psion had emerged from that ship seemingly without arriving there on another ship? That psion then piloted a Progenitor mech to destroy a Tetrarchy ship in one strike? ‘It can’t really be true, can it? Yet, just the possibility makes my actions even more important.’

 

“Prepare my ship. Send away any crew that is not part of my Handmaidens, and then fill the vacant spots with the best we have. This just became a lot bigger than we ever thought.” Amaterasu stated with a stern seriousness. The Handmaidens could be trusted.

 

‘How could we have been so blind?’ Now that she thought of it, the answer to their earlier questions was so blatantly obvious. Of course the original owners of the ship could pilot it and make it suddenly vanish.

 

“Where are we going?” The Handmaiden asked, clearly indicating she was going as well.

 

“We are going to…the Haven?” Amaterasu replied after consulting a star chart. She had sensed a location but had not made the connection earlier. "Well, that might be a problem.”

 

--------

 

Selendil allowed herself to relax as the auxiliary power generator started operating without trouble. She had known what to do thanks to the knowledge she had stored in her mental library of Dhar that had passed on, but seeing things actually work was like having a weight lifted from her shoulders. Now they were no longer in such a dire situation. Her ship now had power and had the ability to defend itself. It was far from being at full strength, but this was a start. The ship was still the pinnacle of Dhar technology, so even working at 10% of effectiveness made it powerful enough to fend off almost any threat. Assuming she didn’t do something silly.

 

She'd had the personal strength to protect the ship of course, but that assumed she was on the ship. Now she could leave the ship for a short time without having to worry about it. The ship could also now function in case she was injured or incapacitated. She'd just had a nap that took millions of years, but that didn't mean she was never going to sleep again. She didn't have to, considering her nature as an energy being, but she enjoyed doing it. Or at least she had enjoyed it before waking up from the stasis. Now she was a little afraid of what she might see in her dreams.

 

Shaking off that thought she ran through a mental checklist. She’d had the beacons focus on non-essential repairs and turning some of the air breathable again. The beacons were extremely inefficient when it came to filtering air, which is why the Dhar ships still used hydroponics. That and the pleasure of seeing some greenery in the darkness of space. However, while she didn’t actually need to breathe, her new gardeners would need some air until they got the hydroponics started, hence the need for the beacons to take on a job they were not really suited for.

 

"Running thorough diagnostics on our defensive and offensive systems," Lux announced. Now that they had power the AI could do a better job.

 

“Well, the good news is that the weapon systems themselves are working. The auxiliary power generator won’t allow us to use our main arsenal, but we have access to some of our weapons at least. The bad news is that our defenses are in a worse condition. The structural integrity field is unusable until our main power is online of course. The full-hedron shielding is operational but I wouldn’t put too much stress on it until we get more power. The structure of the ship is intact and without fractures, so unless they hit us with something big…” The AI left its voice hanging.

 

One of the biggest technological developments, when it came to defense, that the Dhar had ever made was the structural integrity field. It basically used the power from the ship to enforce the relative positioning, integrity, and bonds of the atoms making up the ship. Theoretically, as long as the ship had enough energy, nothing could damage it. They could fly the ship straight into a black hole and with energy come out intact. Discounting the way time dilated inside black holes of course, but there were ways around that as well. There was a reason the system had become the main defensive tool of their fleets.

 

The secondary defensive system was made of overlapping shields of energy that could be deployed anywhere around the ship. The good thing about the shields, when compared to something like void shields, was that the shielding power could be deployed anywhere and focused on a single point if necessary. The system was called full-hedron shielding because the shield usually took various geometric shapes and joined together looked like a polyhedron.

 

The shields also had another function in that they could also work as short distance portals where the weapons inside the ship would fire into a shield and the shields could let the shot out anywhere around the ship. That’s also how they launched their fighters. It allowed the ship to be extremely sturdy without superficial openings and allowed all of the weapons to fire in all directions. Thus it was important that this particular system was working, even though its defensive value was much lower than the alternative.

 

A wave of safety washed over Selendil once she heard the report. She had been worried before this, but now she could relax. “Is the air already at a state where our new gardeners can survive being on the ship?” She asked.

 

"It is if we concentrate the breathable air into the sections they will be working and living in," Lux confirmed. The beacons really weren’t suited for the task and were taking more time than expected.

 

“That’s enough then. I’ll have to go and get them I suppose.” Selendil stated with a sigh.

 

She had returned to the ship with her mech, but with the beacons operational both on the station and the ship, she could just warp to the station and bring the strange plant beings over. The warping still required the presence of a Dhar after all, as their kind were the only ones able to connect with the warp network. There was just a slight problem. She would need to connect with the universal consciousness to do so, and the last time she had done it had almost been too much.

 

This time she tried to get it over with quickly instead of dithering about the whole thing, which ended up being a bad decision. The sheer silence of the Great Song crashed on her and the lack of other Dhar minds seemed to be screaming at her despite the silence. She fell to her knees as a wave of nausea hit her. Her entire body started feeling faint and she felt like having chills, which was impossible considering her state as an energy being. Her chest also felt like it was in pain and if she had been breathing, it would’ve turned extremely labored.

 

If she had been fully cognizant, she would’ve recognized the symptoms of a panic attack, but she had other things on her mind. It felt like she was hearing whispers of all those dead souls now cursing her. Why was she alive when they were all dead? The sadness from everyone she ever knew being gone hit her at the same time and the grief was overwhelming her. She was making soft crying sounds without realizing and Lux tried to call her name in a worried tone. The Ai had noticed something had gone wrong immediately. It had been worried something might happen sooner or later.

 

Selendil was too deep gone to be able to hear though. Her mind was lost in the universal consciousness, shivering and holding itself like a scared child. She was blind to any external stimulus, so the calls of the AI were futile. Selendil had pushed away dealing with her grief and the reality of her situation, as the circumstances had demanded her attention. Now she had felt a moment of safety for the first time, and her mind had simply given up on holding back those emotions.

 

She was alone in dealing with the loss of her entire race. She had nothing to live for except a vague mission given to her by her race during their last moments. A lonely directive to keep on living so that their kind would not be gone entirely, forgotten in the sands of time. She had no purpose beyond this, and she didn’t have the clarity to create her own purpose at this moment. A proper purpose might have been something to pull her back to clarity, but now her lack of purpose was just another thing pushing her deeper to despair. She was paralyzed with the sheer volume of negative emotions, and she stayed that way for almost a full day.

 

The thing that finally moved her was a faint feeling. The sudden wave of grief had dulled just a bit, allowing her to notice that faint feeling. Something or someone was pulling on the universal consciousness. That something was not really entering the unity, but they were on the very edge tugging on a slight string of the whole. It reminded Selendil of the first attempt their race had made with the universal consciousness. Someone was close enough to pull on that thread without being close enough to truly enter.

 

This roused a new emotion from the dark ball of negative emotions that had taken over Selendil. Curiosity. She didn’t have enough feeling left in her to really care about the matter, but the whole thing was arousing her curiosity just enough to make a difference. Judging by the fact that she could feel this feeble attempt, whoever was pulling on that thread was relatively close. That meant in this galaxy. The pulling was soon dulled into a minor connection that was barely holding.

 

This little bit of curiosity had not been much, but it had been enough to get her stagnant mind moving again. And once her mind started moving again, she found that she had grown numb enough to start recovering. The pain was not gone and likely never would be. But at least the pain was no longer crippling her. And if that was the case, then maybe she could start the process of someday moving on?

            


Chapter 17 - Lessons learned


                ”Many races have sayings that in essence boil down to stating that there are no such things as coincidences. Some races know better. Fates of entire races are decided by coincidences. We Mrrroww believe that coincidences are among the most powerful forces in the universe. That said, we also have a saying. Coincidences happen every day, but only a fool trusts coincidences. One being’s coincidence is another being’s carefully laid plan.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

Curiosity pulled Selendil closer to that strenuous and thin connection to the universal consciousness. As the being forming the connection was not actually inside the unity just yet, she couldn’t identify who or what was forming that connection. The universal consciousness held all kinds of information within; information that the Dhar had successfully used to drive their own development. Some information was easily available. The being that had formed this connection likely wanted to find someone. That kind of information was easy to access. More important information required participation in the Great Song.

 

The Dhar had not taken part in the Great Song just because they enjoyed it. The Song had brought them great benefits and their race had been eager about what they would find once they could complete the Song. Unfortunately, they had fallen shortly before that dream could be realized. The Song brought other benefits besides information, and the development of their race was a testament to that. In many ways the Dhar society revolved around the Song, and for a good reason. Even cursory participation could refine one’s mind and body to a new level.

 

However, despite the obvious benefits, the Dhar had never run into another race that took part in the Great Song. There were several theories as to why that was the case, but the Dhar had never successfully answered the obvious question. If they could do it, why couldn’t anyone else? They had even experimented with a few promising younger races in an attempt to test their theories, but even those experiments had been unsuccessful in pushing other races to join the unity and the Great Song. The Dhar had eventually concluded that something about the presence of Dhar was preventing others from achieving the same, but had not figured out what that something could be.

 

And here someone was making their first feeble attempts at touching the universal consciousness. Yes, it was only a thread thick and still on the outside, but it was more than Selendil had ever seen. On some level, that seemed to confirm the theory that the Dhar were the reason, and now that Selendil was the only one left, others might have the opportunity. She wasn’t entirely sure how to feel about that. Still, she was thankful that the connection was there. It had roused her curiosity and drawn her away from the dark place she had fallen to. She was still swamped with grief and other negative emotions, but now she had a handle on them and could push them back far enough to function. She would’ve managed that on her own sooner or later, but this little connection had ensured that it was sooner, and she owed the connection for that. The Dhar took such debts seriously.

 

As the connection was so feeble and on the verge of severing, she decided to repay whatever or whoever was on the other side of the connection by helping them just a bit. She used her own powers to strengthen the connection and made sure it would not break so easily anymore. Maybe the being on the other side could someday use this little boost to climb the rest of the way instead of being stuck on the edge. It was a small act of kindness that didn’t cost Selendil anything.

 

She of course didn’t realize that the connection was tracking someone on her ship. The Dhar ships had been built to defend against the psionic powers of other races, and it took a high-level psion beyond any the young races had to reach inside a Dhar ship. The universal consciousness completely circumvented that. The Dhar could not and would not build their ships to stop the universal consciousness. There were uncountable reasons for that but some were more important than others. They wanted to be part of the unity even while on their ships. The warp gates worked on the principle of a Dhar connecting with the unity. Additionally, the universal consciousness was their private playground anyway. So why would they take measures against that?

 

As Selendil regained her bearings, she heard the alarmed calls of her AI. The AI had never stopped calling for her, even though she had collapsed over a day ago. The AI had naturally used the nanites in her body to run diagnostics and had determined that there was nothing wrong with her physically and that her life was not in danger. “Alright, Nox. You can stop. I’m…well, I’m not fine, but I’m back.” Selendil stated, calling the AI by its real name.

 

“Good. You had me worried. And I’m back to Nox now? You can’t take it back now that you said it!” The AI had a general idea about what had happened, so it didn’t ask. It had been expecting something along these lines, though the severity of what had happened had been a surprise. Instead of asking stupid questions it tried to go the playful route. Incidentally, it also wanted the old name back, so one stone hitting multiple avians.

 

“Fine, you can go back to Nox while I’m not pretending to be a Solarian.” She stretched a bit. “Remind me not to do this again lying on the floor. It’s not very comfortable.”

 

Selendil wasn’t feeling as light-hearted as she sounded, but decided that openly displaying her feelings was not going to help anyone at the moment. Nox kept the lighter tone going. "I'll remind you of that the next time you suddenly collapse. Or you could fix me something with arms so I could get you to an infirmary at least. You did promise to get me a proper body a few million years ago."

 

It had been an ongoing debate for a while before the plague had hit the Dhar. Selendil enjoyed teasing Nox with the idea of getting an android body that was hideously ugly and painted pink, while Nox wanted something functional and aesthetically pleasing. Once the plague had hit, such jokes had been put on hold. Many of the Dhar Ai’s had several android bodies they could control to better handle their tasks, though that depended largely on their purpose. AI’s that mostly controlled ships didn’t really need one as nanites handled most repairs and the ship was controlled entirely by the AI. On the other hand, something like a personal assistant AI had to have some kind of body to do their job.

 

“Do we even have an infirmary? I mean, I know there’s a room or three designated as an infirmary, but does anything actually work in there?” Selendil suddenly asked.

 

"Some of the scanners and maybe some instruments might work. Anything organic like medicines is long gone, and a portion of the equipment is just long gone. Most of the infirmary equipment was made from materials not meant to last millions of years, the same as most of the luxury items on the ship. The nanofabricator seems to work, so if you get some proper materials, then the fabricator can produce most medical materials.” Nox replied.

 

“I’ll have to fix that place as well. If we’ll be having some crew, then we’ll need an infirmary. And someone who can handle the place. I’m not going to play doctor and even the doctors I have stored are not up to speed on the biology of the younger races. The scientists likely could figure things out as we did with the gelatinous Zlorth, but they aren’t exactly suited for situations where quick action and knowledge of common diseases is required. And once again, I don’t feel like spending time as a doctor.” Selendil realized that she might need a bigger crew than she initially thought. And every new being would necessitate others to handle their various needs. Doctors and patients alike quite liked having nurses for example. And you needed more than one since they couldn’t work without rest. This was how the crews on ships grew out of hand.

 

---------

 

The Queen had all the ships get ready for battle in preparation for the jump out of phase space. It wasn’t time yet, but the time could come soon, and they had to be ready to move on a moment’s notice. The enemies were not expecting them of course. They felt safe behind their defenses; not realizing those defenses had already failed them. The Shinzen learned. That's what they were good at. They might suffer defeats and horrendous losses, but they learned. And they became better. They always returned. They would lose a little less the second time, even less the third time, and perhaps by the fifth time, they would no longer lose.

 

The importance of learning had been beaten into them. In the beginning they had been prideful, as they assumed no one could stop them. They had been wrong. They had been so very wrong. That was the most important lesson they had ever learned and it had been taught to them by a teacher like no other. There would always be someone above you, and the Great Ones would be above that someone. But as long as you were able to learn, you were able to rise again. Maybe one day the Shinzen would be the ones standing above others. Even then, they would keep in mind the lesson they had been taught. There would always be something above them. Maybe if they kept that lesson in mind, the Great Ones would not feel it necessary to give them another lesson in humility.

 

That had been the greatest lesson they had learned from the Great Ones, but it had not been the only one. The endless long years the Shinzen had spent in hiding had not been wasted. They had learned from their mistakes, and they had learned some of the ways the Great Ones used. Ways that the young ones had not learned yet. Once they had become sure that the expected final punishment was not coming, the Shinzen decided to put those lessons to practice. They had not succeeded at first, but as always, they learned from their mistakes.

 

The others were blind. The Shinzen did not disdain the young ones for their blindness. They had been blind once too until the Great Ones had shown them the error of their ways. They did disdain the others once they showed an inability to learn, however. Even as they had set back out to the universe, the learning never stopped. The Shinzen learned a bit of guile there, a technology here, a tactic there and strategy everywhere. And they combined the lessons once learned.

 

This new attack was a combination of lessons, both old and new. The probing attack they had made against the newest enemy had taught them a lesson. The enemy had been able to intercept three of the fleets they had sent. The Shinzen had expected this. The enemy had been unable to stop the fourth and the fifth fleet. That taught the Shinzen something. The enemy had the ability to pull fleets out of phase space. What they could not do, was pull out fleets that were deep enough within the phase space. That’s where the old lessons came in. The Great Ones had traveled through the phase space with abandon, traveling to depths never seen before or after. The Shinzen could not do the same, but they had learned to go deeper into phase space than most others. They had also learned to navigate the dangers of phase space. The others needed well-explored lanes to travel, while the Shinzen did not. They just needed to take things slow and be careful.

 

Now they had taken what they had learned and were prepared to attack again. This time the attack was not just a test. This time they were serious. They might lose, but in losing they would learn. Would the enemy do the same? If they did not, then the Shinzen would eventually win. The enemy this time was more dangerous than those that had come before, but they were not an enemy that could really threaten the Shinzen to the point the Great Ones had done. If the enemy tried to retaliate, then they would find out about other lessons the Shinzen had learned, and then they would regret.

 

The Queen looked around her. The ship she commanded held more focused power than any that they had sent before. That brought her pride. She had absorbed the earlier lessons well and was a Queen unlike most who had come before. And she wasn't alone. Ten other Queens shared the ship with her. Usually, a single Queen was enough to wage a war against an enemy. This time the Shinzen had sent eleven. That was how serious they were taking this enemy. Four of those Queens were like her. They would create, command and control.

 

The six others however, they were something else. They were a new type of Queen. They were another lesson the Shinzen had learned from the Great Ones, now taking to the field for the first time. These six were not commanders and creators. They were not Queens in that sense. These Queens were created for a single purpose, to do battle. What made them Queens was their ability to think, to learn, to evolve, and to function on their own. They also had the cores of a Queen. The powers of a Queen that could create armies and fleets from almost nothing, condensed into a small package designed for battle.

 

They were the first, and they would be the worst. As always, the Shinzen would learn, and the next ones would be even better. Could the enemy withstand these Queens? If they could, would they be able to withstand the next ones? That remained to be seen. Now all they were waiting for was the signal. The Shinzen were not the only ones to hunt this prey.

 

One of their old enemies had also set their eyes on the new enemy after some prodding. The Shinzen had learned guile after all. Now the Shinzen waited for the old enemy to make their move. It was appropriate to use the old enemy against the new enemy. After all, it was the new enemy that had taught them this new lesson in guile. It was only fitting that they would return the favor. Once the new enemy was distracted, the Shinzen would descend on them with ferocity that had not been seen before. And then it was time to see who learned faster.

 

------

 

Moonshadow read the reports in consternation. She had suspected this was a possibility, but this was one of those times she didn’t want to be proven right. The Dawn Collective had launched an attack against the race that held territory between them and the Mrrroww. The attack was fierce but it was also quite clear that the race was not the real target of the Collective. The race that had been attacked shared quite a bit of border with the Collective, but only the systems between the Collective and the Mrrroww had been attacked. It was rather obvious what the objective of the attack was.

 

“So we might be facing a war on two fronts.” Moonshadow stated.

 

“It seems like it. We have detected no further moves from the Shinzen, but that doesn’t mean there won’t be any. I hate to say it but I have a bad feeling about this.” The Admiral stated. As the highest ranking officer on the station, he was the liaison between Moonshadow and the High Command.

 

Moonshadow had stayed on the station in case she was needed to negotiate help from allies. So far that had been deemed unnecessary, but she had started laying the groundwork. There were races that would be willing to fight the Shinzen and the Dawn Collective as the two were a danger, but the other races would not do so for free. Not until they were also threatened. Secretly they also didn’t mind seeing the Mrrroww knocked down a peg. The Mrrroww had been one of if not the biggest player on the diplomatic stage for a while now, and many thought it would give room for others to grow if the Mrrroww were to suffer some losses.

 

The only races that would be genuinely willing to put their all into fighting the Shinzen were those that were already under attack, and they were busy defending themselves. It also didn't escape anyone's attention that the Mrrroww had been a constant neutral force in the galaxy and had not offered much help to others while they were attacked. They interjected on occasion when some race went too far, but in general, they stayed out of conflicts. That was partly why they had such an easy time running the Haven station, as no one really had grudges against them either.

 

“My suggestion is that the High Command should move ships from the other borders towards the front with the Dawn Collective and the Shinzen. Even though it is possible that some bold third party might want to take advantage, they don’t really have the courage. Not unless we start losing. The Collective is a problem though. We don’t want to get into a war of attrition with them.” Moonshadow finally suggested.

 

The Dawn Collective were one of the synthetic races and a fairly aggressive one at that. A race that could just build more ships and forces was likely to win a war of attrition. The other races didn’t know where the Dawn Collective had come from either. No one admitted to creating them, which made them unique in that regard. There were a few other synthetics around and some had been wiped out once they got out of control, but all of those had a known original creator. Most often the creator races had been wiped out, but at least they were known about.

 

“The High Command is already considering what you’re suggesting. Still, if this thing starts to spiral out of control, we need to be prepared. Start checking out if we can at least hire mercenaries if nothing else. We don’t desperately need any at the moment, so we aren’t prepared to pay exorbitant prices, but better start now so they won’t ramp up prices once we are in a crisis.” The Admiral forwarded the instructions from High Command.

 

“Understood. I’ll see if some of my Dashane contacts are interested.” Moonshadow stated while moving towards the door.

 

“Oh, you could ask the Solarian as well. She seems to be gathering a crew of some sort. I heard she was asking about a doctor and has already hired some Guardians to take care of the hydroponics. We might be able to get one of ours hired if we play our cards right.” The Admiral suddenly dropped a hint. The Solarian had not been seen on the station for a few weeks and he still had the best information channels when it came to such things.

 

‘Huh. That could be interesting. I might just ask.’ Moonshadow thought to herself.

            


Chapter 18 - Socializing is still hard


                "There are a lot of problems in the universe and a lot of causes to those problems. Yet no matter how much things change and how much technology advances, one thing remains a constant. Most problems are caused by the complex web of relationships we weave. We have lovers, enemies, friends, co-workers, shipmates, family, rivals, competitors and so many more. All of these relationships come with their own slew of problems. Some of the problems are constant across all the categories while others are bound to one or two relationship types. Yet the fact remains that where there are two even moderately intelligent beings, problems will sooner or later emerge. Sometimes those problems stay between two beings and are quickly and easily resolved. Sometimes the problems balloon into wars that embroil entire races for hundreds of years.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

---------

 

“Why is it so difficult to find some decent crew members?” Selendil asked with some frustration.

 

“Because you’re aiming for perfection without giving them much to go on.” Nox pointed out the obvious. “If a person has the qualifications that live up to your standard, then they likely don’t need to take up work on a mystery ship that you can’t really talk about.”

 

Selendil’s eyes narrowed in frustration. “They should be honored to be working on my ship. And yes, I know, they can’t really consider it an honor if I don’t tell them they’ll be working on a Dhar ship.”

 

“Well, the good news is that the ship is well supplied. We’re only lacking consumables that we can’t get before we know the composition of our crew, as well as certain materials that can’t be found on the station.” Nox decided to draw attention to the things that had gone well.

 

They had spent several days in a futile search to supplement their crew. The search had not gone well, though they had not approached that many people either. Selendil’s standards were too high, and the required level of secrecy limited their options. The Guardian’s had been warped to the ship and they were already working on the hydroponics, so the time had not been completely wasted. They had also found most of the equipment they needed. The ship was still a little sparse when it came to more decorative and personal items, but that was a function of not having the crew to fill the place out. At least most of the workstations around the ship now had the bare minimum required equipment now. The rest could be acquired when necessary.

 

It wasn’t like they’d had no success recruiting. It had become apparent that the gelatinous Zlorth were good at sanitation and cleaning related matters, so Selendil had used her earlier connection to hire a few of them. She’d also picked up a lead about some security personnel that would likely be unnecessary as long as she was on board, but something like security was important to keep up appearances. Nothing invited theft and petty crime more than a complete lack of law enforcement. Apparently, a race called Dashane might be promising if you could tolerate their borderline racist behavior. As the behavior was based on assumed supremacy, Selendil was rather confident she could beat it out of them. For some reason, all the Dashane had left the station in a hurry though, so she was out of luck on that front at the moment.

 

“It seems we’ll need to lower the standards a bit. Haven, generate a list based on the previous parameters but add people that might have a reason to find a long lasting job on a strange ship, or that have financial trouble.” Selendil finally relented.

 

“May I offer a suggestion?” Haven asked and continued after Selendil indicated agreement. “It might be prudent to also look at young and inexperienced people. Some of them are extremely gifted, but they simply haven’t had the opportunity to shine just yet. There’s going to be some training involved anyway, and the younger beings might be more accepting of new ways. They might be a little iffy in the beginning, but if you give them some time to grow into their roles…”

 

“That’s not a bad idea. Add that parameter to the list as well.” Selendil agreed. Since she had been so focused on getting the best, she had not considered the young ones. She wasn’t cherishing the thought of training people though. There would be some delegation of duties to Nox in the future.

 

As if sensing her thoughts, Nox changed the subject. “This might be a good time to approach a subject that we’ve been skirting so far. Now that we have the ship in a relative working condition and we’re looking for something like a crew, the question might actually be relevant. What’s our goal?” The AI had not really pressed the issue earlier partially because it might force Selendil into dealing with her grief, but now that the worst had already passed, it was time to ask the question.

 

Selendil also realized that Nox had tiptoed around the subject, so she was a little grateful, but she too realized this topic was something they had to face. She had already given the question some thought. “There are some things I’d want accomplished, though I don’t know if we can manage it. I’d love to finish the Great Song. It was a driving goal for our race, and it would be a fitting tribute if I could manage it. However, I don’t think I can do it alone. Beyond that, we have some options. We could try to unify a galaxy or two under our banner, but I’m not really the ruler type. Even being the shadow behind the throne seems bothersome. We could try to become something like a protector for the younger races, though I’m not sure if I like them enough to do that. Besides, competition and war drive progress, and the Dhar were certainly not pacifists. I wouldn’t want to deprive the younger races the opportunity.”

 

“I agree so far, though the decision is of course yours. For the guardian part we could just stick to interfering with them if things become something they can’t handle. Stick to some slight guidance in between disasters. I’m noticing something you’re not mentioning though. You didn’t mention trying to bring back the Dhar. Not to put it vulgarly, but you are female and we could manage things with some genetic engineering and artificial fertilization. If we found or built the proper facilities, we could try something like cloning. Cloning an energy being is not exactly simple, but…” Nox pointed out an obvious omission by Selendil.

 

Selendil kept quiet for almost a minute as she gathered her thoughts. “It’s not like the thought didn’t occur to me, but it’s not that clear-cut. First of all, that was not something our people desired when they decided to have me go into stasis. They wanted our race remembered, not resurrected. Besides, even if we did manage to increase our numbers, it would not be the same. The new Dhar would look the same, but they would not be the same inside. Being a Dhar is more than the name your race is called by others combined with some genetics. It’s culture, ethos, history, institutional knowledge, the way we are raised, rituals, foods, and a million little things we don’t even recognize in our everyday lives. Now, some of those could be taught, but since I’m the only one who could teach them, the education would be extremely one-sided since it would be my interpretation of all those things. Even with the minds I have stored, we would be creating an imitation, not the real Dhar.”

 

“And you’re not exactly the most standard representative of a Dhar either. That would skew your teachings by a fair bit. A race filled with crazies.” Nox voiced what Selendil had left unsaid.

 

“There’s that, yes. Now, I’m not saying that the whole project is dropped for all eternity, but I’m not putting any real effort into it either. There is one thing that I didn’t mention yet, however. We didn't talk about the plague that hit us. If possible, I would like to, at the very least, find out where it came from. Revenge would be nice too, but an explanation is more important. Again though, that’s a long term goal and I don’t even know where to begin.” Selendil scratched the helm of her environmental suit in frustration. Her entire race had tried to find out where and why the plague had hit them, but they’d had no luck. Her current advantage was that she was not in as much of a hurry as the Dhar had been while the plague ravaged them. The obvious disadvantage was that she was alone and without all the resources of the empire.

 

“How about shorter term goals?” Nox finally asked.

 

“The crew we’re currently having trouble with. It was your idea, so own it. Personally, I’d like to see if I could help certain people or races join the universal consciousness as well. That might provide me with answers and some perspective. Before that though, I’d like to get the ship in perfect condition. Learn about the condition of the galaxy and the universe at large. So far we know too little.” Selendil’s words wandered a bit as she grasped for concrete goals. Such things were not her strongest suit. Something she actually hoped to fix with a crew member. An officer of some sort. Someone task-oriented that could solve problems quickly.

 

“I think you mentioned something about two possible candidates for the universal consciousness. The feline ambassador and someone else.” Nox grabbed onto a possible concrete goal they might make progress on. Visible progress was important.

 

“Yes, the other one is still unknown but the cat…I think she called herself Moonshadow. I think she could be useful in that regard. Incidentally, I have a feeling we might get an opportunity to get her to cooperate with us fairly soon. Haven has been listening in on their communications and I don't think they quite realize the situation they are in just yet. I think they'll need help rather soon, and that might play into our goals.”

 

-----

 

Incidentally, it was only a day later that Moonshadow tracked Selendil down. The High Ambassador recognized the Coatl that floated out of the restaurant with the Solarian as a rather ingenious but deeply in debt scientist. The colorful Coatl in an even more colorful poncho hissed something to the Solarian in a language Moonshadow did not understand. She had never bothered learning the language of the serpentine beings, though that was mostly because she was simply incapable of producing some of the hissing sounds due to the difference in vocal cords. She could hiss with the best of them, but apparently it sounded like someone was cursing to the Coatl. That said, she had some knowledge of the language, enough to appreciate the perfect hissing sounds that came from the Solarian’s suit. It seemed like the two had reached some sort of accord.

 

The Coatl flew away right after, and Selendil turned to Moonshadow. “High Ambassador. To what do I owe the pleasure?” Selendil also noted that Moonshadow had not arrived alone. The latter had brought along a young member of the big cat clan that had a certain amount of military bearing, although that bearing seemed to be something the young cat was trying to suppress for some reason.

 

“Selendil, I heard that you’re looking for crew members. I happen to know of a candidate that has become available, and it would be a shame if she didn’t find other employment. I feel a little bad for her situation.” Moonshadow made her pitch and subtly guided them back inside the restaurant.

 

“I’m assuming this is the one you’re speaking about.” Selendil allowed herself to be guided as she wanted to see where this was going. Such an obvious spy was refreshing. Everyone involved knew this person would be a spy, but that’s what made it interesting.

 

“This is Lilly, previously known as Ensign Lilly.” Moonshadow introduced the young feline. Selendil sensed the negative emotions the ex-Ensign apparently had about her name. “She was recently let go of her position in less than ideal circumstances, but I can vouch for her skill.”

 

Selendil was incredibly amused by the situation. On one hand, having such an obvious spy would make things easier. The Mrrroww would be less likely to try and approach other crew members for information if they already had a spy. “So we all know I’m going to ask anyway, so let’s start with the obvious question. What’s the cause of the sudden departure from a military position?”

 

As Selendil looked straight at Lilly, it was obvious the young Ensign was supposed to answer this question personally. “I was let go due to striking a superior officer…and sexual misconduct.” Her voice almost disappeared at the latter part of her sentence, though both Selendil and Moonshadow had sharp enough hearing to catch it.

 

The amusement that radiated from Selendil was palpable and was already infecting the other psion at the table, namely Moonshadow. “I see. I’m going to want to hear details about that latter part especially.” Then she toned down her amusement a little and suddenly asked a question that surprised everyone. “Haven, how much of their story is true?”

 

"She did strike the ranking Admiral on the station, using claws and everything. The scene was entirely acted in case you were making inquiries, but it seems the Ensign here used more force than expected. It seems there were some repressed grudges that came out. It would appear the sexual misconduct charge was tacked on as a slight bit of revenge, or at least I can’t find any trace of such behavior. The young Ensign here is still on the employ of the Mrrroww military as they filed the proper paperwork for her dismissal but are intentionally not processing them.” Haven replied almost gleefully. This all happened on the station so of course the AI would be aware of such things.

 

“Uhh…” Moonshadow and Lilly were a bit dazed by the very direct and blunt way Selendil had called them out on their shenanigans.

 

Selendil didn’t wait for them to catch up though. “Such a shame. I was genuinely curious about the sexual misconduct. So how good is the Ensign at her job and what are her strengths and weaknesses?”

 

“Ensign Lilly had performed her job as well as the situation has allowed her to. She wasn’t chosen for this assignment by accident. Her people management skills are excellent and she has the mental fortitude to handle high-pressure situations. Her improvisational skills require a bit of practice but they are generally sound. As for weaknesses, the Ensign has a complex about her name, especially when dealing with other Mrrroww. She also has a bit of a temper, but not to unmanageable levels. Her psyche evaluation is relatively stable. In general, I think she’d do a fine job, especially when dealing with races other than her own.” Haven listed the unfiltered observations it had made.

 

"Good enough," Selendil stated and focused on Lilly again. "You're hired."

 

“W-what?” Ensign Lilly asked a little confused. She had already been outed as a spy, but Selendil was hiring her anyway? She forgot to consider the fact that all three of them had known about her status as a spy from the beginning. Now it was simply openly on the table.

 

“I just happen to be in need of someone that can manage personnel. I may have no need for a gunnery officer, but I do need a personnel one.” Selendil gave a short explanation.

 

Moonshadow had already gathered her faculties and was already grinning. She could work with this kind of relationship. “Congratulations Lilly. I hope your career on miss…Selendil’s crew is a fruitful one.” She looked questioningly at Selendil. Come to think of it, the Solarian had never given a proper title.

 

Selendil tilted her head a bit but decided to just go with it. “You can call me Keeper Selendil, if you must. The word doesn’t really match entirely but it’s the closest thing this language has.” In the language of the Dhar, the word Keeper had several very important nuances, but those nuances were not present in other languages.

 

“Keeper Selendil it is then.” Moonshadow nodded.

 

“That said, I think you might want to return. I’m afraid you will be receiving bad news shortly, and I’m not sure if you want to be in public when it happens.” Selendil gave a suggestion.

 

Her suggestion was a clear indication that she had better access to the internal communications of the Mrrroww than Moonshadow herself, which gave the High Ambassador pause. This pause in turn meant that she did not take Selendil helpful reminder in time. Her communicator started to insistently give the signal of an emergency communique. As it was an emergency she couldn’t really ignore it either. Selendil waved her hand a bit and a dome of energy suddenly materialized around them. Moonshadow wasn’t exactly sure what the purpose was, but she could sense no sounds from outside the dome. She swiped her paw in a gesture to accept the communication.

 

“High Ambassador.” The Admiral’s serious face suddenly surfaced as an image was projected above the table.

 

“Admiral. Be aware that we are in the company of Keeper Selendil of the Solarian’s and her new crew member Ensign Lilly.” Moonshadow’s words were extremely efficient and clarified several things in a single sentence. Now the Admiral knew not to say anything that couldn’t get out and he also knew Lilly had been accepted despite being revealed. Or at least he would if he paid enough attention.

 

“The word will get out soon enough so I might as well give the general outline. Shadowdell has fallen. The fleet defending the planet has been destroyed, and as far as we can tell the defenses of the planet are already being overrun.” The Admiral’s voice was solemn. Shadowdell had a large number of Panther clan among its population. It wasn’t one of the strongholds of the clan, but it was one of the larger colonies.

 

Moonshadow growled in anger. “The Shinzen? How? What happened to the defense line? How did they breach the planetary defenses this fast? I thought we increased the number of ships in that area?” The Mrrroww had already faced several skirmishes with the Dawn Collective forces and now this happened.

 

"According to communications, the defensive line is perfectly intact. There were no disturbances there and the phase space inhibitors seem to be working normally. As for how the defenses around Shadowdell fell, the details are still trickling in but we have some recorded data from some of the ships that retreated from the system. The tactics the Shinzen used were entirely new and they used overwhelming force. Notably, the attacking force also included several individuals that had strength equal to a high-ranking Deity, focused entirely for battle.” The admiral explained what he could.

 

“Phase space inhibitors are not absolute.” Selendil suddenly interjected. “There are several ways around them, depending on the specifics of the inhibitor.”

 

“What? Do you know how to get around them?” The Admiral asked sternly.

 

“Of course. The simplest way is to simply travel deep enough in phase space to not be affected. It requires some finesse, but it’s not that difficult. Especially if you’re prepared to lose a few ships to chart the way for the fleet.” Selendil summarized.

 

“This…is bad. That means our defensive line is completely open.” The admiral sighed.

 

“On the flipside, we now know there’s no point in keeping the ships on the defensive line since it’s already useless.” Moonshadow pointed out.

 

“We’ll still need to confirm this information, but you’re right. I need to pass on this information, and you can’t watch the recordings in public.” The admiral confirmed and cut the connection after a salute.

 

“Well, it seems I have to go. If the situation is as dire as it seems I need to get to work.” Moonshadow decided to excuse herself. She still needed to watch the recordings of the battle as well as see who they could cajole for assistance. She really didn’t like the sound of new tactics from the Shinzen. The Admiral’s tone gave the impression that there was more to this than he had said.

 

"We'll meet again," Selendil stated with some amount of certainty. She then turned towards her new hire with a certain amount of gloating. "As for you, we have a crew to hire, and as you’ll be dealing with personnel matters, you’ll be joining me in this endeavor.”

            


Chapter 19 - New tactics and plans


                ”Some civilians often wonder why there is so much uncharted space in our galaxy. Their question stems from a few facts. First of all, the galaxy is home to hundreds of known space-faring races, albeit some of these races are known only by name. Each of these races, with the exception of three, controls at the very least a handful of star systems and nearly all of the races have much more than that. The majority of races also have a dozen or more colonies and at least twice that number in systems they use either as strategic assets or as sources of various natural resources. Another factor that confuses the civilians is the fact that the multitude of races often wage war over these systems. After all, if there’s a lot of unexplored territory in space, why bother fighting over a couple of systems?

 

The main problem with this kind of thinking is that most people just can’t comprehend just how vast space really is. Our galaxy is home to over 300 billion stars. The current number of intelligent races is likely only a small portion of those that are really out there. In fact, the current intelligent races are all located in what could be described as roughly a quarter, or a quadrant, of the galaxy. There could be enormous empires out there and we would have no way of knowing about them. The humans are the perfect example. They grew into a formidable force and colonized an entire spiral arm of the galaxy before other races ran into them, and this just because they were located in a remote corner of the galaxy. The core regions of the galaxy are better charted but even there the natural topography of phase space makes exploration in certain directions a dangerous proposal.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

---------

 

Moonshadow’s hologram winked into existence and joined the hundreds of others like her present in the large circular room. In reality, she was on her ship, utilizing a room designed for such conferencing. Many of the important officials of the Mrrroww had such rooms on their ships for emergency situations like this. When something alarming happened, there was no time to wait for all of them to arrive in the headquarters of the High Command, nor was it very convenient for some of the attendees to travel. It was a testament to Mrrroww technology that they could arrange real-time communications like this over all their systems, and even for them, it was reserved for official use only. The ability to communicate often decided the outcome of wars and their race had taken that maxim to heart.

 

A very regal looking male of the Lion tribe in the uniform of the Mrrroww fleet took charge of the meeting. He was one of the Primaris of the High Command. “Ladies and gentlecats, I’m sure you’ve all heard some of the news by now. Shadowdell has fallen and all communications with the planet have been cut. We’ve even lost contact with Deity Kurnau who was on the planet when the attack hit. According to our sources, she was on the planet’s surface visiting relatives and could only take a limited part in the battle itself before it was over. It is likely that she led the resistance on the ground once the battle in space was lost but we have no way to tell what happened to her once we lost contact.”

 

A Lynx tribe female sporting the telltale halo above her head interjected. “Deity Kurnau was known for her talent in combat and has the gift of communicating over large distances telepathically. If she could contact us, she would’ve done so by now. Either she is unable to do so because she is trying to hide, or she is dead despite her talents. Either way, the situation on the ground is not looking good.”

 

“As we have no connection inside the system, we can’t get much in the way of detailed information but we estimate that the majority of the planet has already fallen to the invaders. It’s going to take the Shinzen some time to subdue resistance completely, but one thing those bastards are good at is fighting on the ground.” The Lion tribe Primaris continued.

 

“What I want to know is, how did they get past the defensive line in the first place? A large portion of our fleet in the area was stationed on the defensive line for a purpose.” One of the multiple holographic participants asked. Moonshadow couldn’t quite see who from her position, but the question was something she had anticipated. She had asked the same thing after all.

 

“As to that, High Ambassador Moonshadow has a theory.” The Primaris indicated towards her with his paw.

 

Moonshadow briefly explained the information she had gotten from Selendil and described her source as well. “In the end, I can’t be sure if the information is accurate, but it fits what we know and she has no apparent reason to lie. I’m inclined to believe her.”

 

Her words sparked discussion among the participants. Phase space inhibitors were an important part of their defensive strategy, as it allowed them to avoid damage to the inhabited worlds, and this new information reduced their reliability by a large margin. There were also some vested interests involved that made certain people unwilling to accept the information, but they didn't voice their concerns too loudly due to the Shinzen being a rather pointed example of their strategy failing. In the end, though, the various parties were somewhat mollified by the fact that most races did not have the ability to bypass the inhibitors so the tactic had not become entirely useless. The Dawn Collective were an example of that.

 

"Returning to the matter of Shadowdell, we have reviewed the footage and there are three important factors that we must address. The first problem is the sheer number of high-quality ships the Shinzen were using in this attack. We have gone through decades of data that we have gathered on the Shinzen and we have never seen anything on this level. The ships also displayed an unprecedented level of coordination and increased reaction times. It lends credence to the theory that the Shinzen are controlled at least partially by something akin to a hive mind, and in this case whatever controls them might have been present in the battle itself.” The Primaris explained.

 

“That might also present an opportunity.” A General from the Tiger tribe interjected. “If whatever is controlling them is present in the battle, then that makes it vulnerable. We might be able to strike at that something. I do not know what the effects of removing the controlling force would be, but I suspect it would be to our advantage.”

 

“Agreed. Our best are already analyzing the movements of the Shinzen fleet, trying to estimate the location of this commanding force.” The Lynx tribe Deity stated. In addition to leading the psions of the fleet, she was also often called upon to do complex tactical analysis. The minds of psions often worked faster than normal people, which made such analysis easier.

 

The Primaris waved his paw and a recording of the battle was projected in the center of the room. On the projection, they could see several large objects that looked like asteroids. "The second problem is this. Apparently, the Shinzen have come up with a new strategy. They are using modified large asteroids as makeshift vessels. They have basically turned giant asteroids into enormous ships, or mobile space stations. The asteroids themselves aren't really the issue, although destroying something that large could be problematic without serious firepower. Yet despite this, the asteroids are mostly just large floating rocks with engines attached. The real problem is that the Shinzen are using these asteroids as enormous carriers."

 

Another image was projected, showing countless small beings flying out of the asteroid. “Now, these creatures the asteroids are launching are not individually dangerous. A single standard mech or a fighter can match a dozen of them easily, but the problem is that each asteroid holds millions of the damn things. They are, in basic terms, some sort of creatures capable of surviving and flying in the vacuum of space, and they have a single weapon that launches some corrosive ammunition. As I said, they are not individually all that effective, but with millions of them attacking at the same time it wouldn't matter if they were just throwing rocks at us. Quantity has a quality all its own. They are also fully capable of focusing fire on a single target at a time, overwhelming its defenses. And here’s the worst part, these beings seem to be able to operate in the atmosphere of planets as well. We've designated these asteroids with the name ‘Hive' for now. According to reports, there were at least twelve such Hives present in the battle."

 

“I’m assuming these Hives and flying creatures are also capable of coordinating with the more advanced vessels of their fleet?” The Tiger tribe General asked.

 

“Our information on that is limited, but we must assume so. There’s something else worth noting. These Hives still retain the enormous mass of the asteroids. If they use those engines with the intention of ramming, any stationary or slow target is at great risk. With the way the Shinzen seem to operate, it would not surprise me if they used a Hive as a sacrifice to get rid of some of our most powerful orbital defenses. The other Hives could likely take in the surviving flyers.” Another hologram interjected. This one Moonshadow recognized as the Admiral in charge of the defense of the area Shadowdell used to be part of. So in theory, that made him the Admiral responsible for the loss of the planet. Not that anyone was throwing around accusations, as this had taken all of them by surprise.

 

“This is a rather radical shift in doctrine. It will take time to adjust.” One of the admirals commented, and for a good reason. The developments in technology and void shields favored singular powerful ships and lower numbers in general. As such, most of the Mrrroww weapon systems were designed with maximal firepower against single targets in mind. Conversely, those same weapons were not very good at dealing with millions of small flying beings.

 

“And we’re not done. There’s still the third factor that might turn out to be the most important. The Shinzen have brought another new surprise for us. Several beings that could rival high ranked Deities in power took part in the attack. These beings were using something akin to our mechs, but they varied vastly in size and methods. One fired some weird energy weapons at our ships that seemed to be gravity based, while another charged straight at our ships and seemed to rip right through them. We can’t fully understand how they operated as our own psions were locked in combat with a third being that attacked their minds directly. Even though some of our psions managed to escape when our ships retreated, they have very little recollection of the battle itself. We can’t even tell how many of these beings there were, but we can say at least three, likely four.” The Primaris finished his explanation.

 

“We’ve never even heard rumors of the Shinzen using individuals with the power to match Deities. The strongest so far have been on the edge of a Deity. It’s a rather large escalation of hostilities from them to suddenly involve high-ranking Deities in a battle. And the Shinzen used several in a single battle. This has confirmed what I suspected. The Shinzen are attacking us intent on winning. And they don't seem to have just a border conflict in mind either." Moonshadow suddenly stated her opinion. "Additionally, the movements of the Dawn Collective are concerning, to say the least. I suspect it's not an accident these two races attacked us simultaneously."

 

“Two races that have never taken part in diplomacy suddenly making an alliance seems a little odd though.” One of the holograms behind her pointed out.

 

“I don’t disagree, but they might not actually be allied. The Dawn Collective attacked us first albeit with less intensity. I suspect the Shinzen were aware of the attack and simply coordinated theirs to match.” Moonshadow countered.

 

“Does it make a difference though?” One of the admirals asked in frustration.

 

“It might, or it might not. At the very least, if they’re not allied then they are not working in concert with each other and coordinating their actions perfectly. They might also end up fighting with one another if their fleets meet. Whether we can take advantage of that is another matter.” Moonshadow said noncommittally. Orchestrating such a meeting might be too difficult to pull off in practice. They had done it before, but that made it harder to do so again. In any case, although Moonshadow had the rank to influence such things, it was the High Command that made the decisions in the end. And now they had a war to wage

 

--------

 

A long but thin ship with three large fin-like shapes protruding from the aft section suddenly appeared out of one of the phase gates near the Haven station. The gates were large and circular constructs that seemed to be creating a tunnel of weird twisted space in the center. The gates formed stable phase lanes that allowed even ships without phase drives to travel between star systems. Their construction was expensive and required a lot of work, but most of the really advanced races had the capability.

 

The new ship was shaped roughly like a round spearhead, with several weapon emplacements forming small bulbs on the outer armor. The three fins jutted out from the aft section in a triangular fashion, giving the ship a sleek and agile impression despite its rather large size. An impression that was quite accurate. “Your Majesty, we have arrived.” The Handmaiden piloting the vessel announced.

 

“Well, at least there’s one good thing about traveling towards the Haven. The gates make the whole trip a whole lot faster.” Amaterasu stated mostly to herself.

 

She wasn’t exactly pleased to be here though. Illum’s relationship with the place was strenuous at best. As a proof of this, the station's traffic controllers were already contacting their ship and several defensive vessels had left their berths just in case. The Handmaiden in charge of communications was already placating the controllers and fobbing off any questions pertaining to their purpose in the system. They were not about to explain the reason they were here, and even though the controller seemed to disagree, they were not obligated to do so either. This proved to be true as the station itself seemed to weigh in by messaging both parties that everyone was welcome on the station unless they acted with hostility, in which case they would be eliminated.

 

Amaterasu had to give a small grin at that. Even though the Mrrroww liked to pretend otherwise, they were not in control of the station. The station had been built by the Progenitors and they were the only ones worthy of truly controlling it. It wasn't even the Mrrroww that wanted to make trouble either. The controller had sounded like a member of one of the other races, likely one that had lost some worlds to the humans during their expansion.

 

That was one of the reasons Amaterasu disliked being here. Much of the bad blood seemed to stem from a handful of erroneous assumptions. Humanity had expanded outwards from the spiral arm of the galaxy they inhabited, and some of the other races had run afoul of that expansion. Humanity, or more precisely the Tetrarchy, had been a bit drunk on their earlier successes and rather large holdings. As a result, they had not really cared about the protestations of the other races during their expansion. By this time the humans had already split into three factions, although the Cybrans leaving had been a new development.

 

The problem was that to other races a human was a human. It didn’t matter that it was mostly the Tetrarchy that had expanded into the territory of other races, and that Illum was actually fighting against the Tetrarchy. They all looked like humans to the other races. Even though the other races realized that the three factions of humanity had become separated, they still considered all three part of the same race. They also worried about the fact that if the three factions of humanity ever combined, then the territory they controlled made for a rather large and powerful empire. A potentially hostile one at that.

 

The matter wasn’t helped by the fact that the Illum and Cybrans weren’t exactly blameless either. As they had separated from the Tetrarchy, they had to create their own power base in areas not controlled by the rest of humanity. As they both were situated on the rim, that meant that most of the territory they grabbed was unused and uninhabited. Most, but not all. The Illum had been fairly careful in their expansion, but they had still ruffled some feathers. To the other races in the area, this was enough proof that they were not different from their Tetrarchy counterparts. Even the races they had not offended blamed the aggression of Tetrarchy on Illum as well.

 

As they were now in the Haven system, she could get a more accurate read on Miyo's location. For some reason, the whole process of trying to locate Miyo had suddenly become much easier soon after she had used the Progenitor focus. She wasn’t sure why, but she was thankful as otherwise the whole thing would’ve been quite problematic. With a map of the nearby space, she pointed at a certain place with her finger. Her finger was pointing at a nebula not that far from the station. Amaterasu was actually a little glad that she wasn’t pointing at the station, as that would mean Miyo was not on the Progenitor ship anymore.

 

“Your Majesty, that might be a problem.” The Handmaiden manning the science station suddenly stated. “The scans show that the nebula is highly corrosive. I don’t think the ship can survive inside for very long.”

 

That made Amaterasu frown. On one hand it made sense. If the Progenitor vessel wanted to stay hidden, then a nebula others could not enter would be the perfect hiding place. The downside was of course that while the others could not get access to the ship, neither could they. That also suggested that Miyo was still on the ship. If normal ships like theirs could not enter, then it required something out of the ordinary, like the Progenitor ship. It also eliminated the possibility of Miyo’s corpse being tossed into space as it would’ve corroded in minutes.

 

That left an obvious question though. Why was the ship here? “Head for the station. We need more information. If we can’t enter the nebula, we need to find someone who can take us.” She could protect the ship with her psionics for a short time, but it was likely they would need more than just a bit of time for whatever they needed to do.

            


Chapter 20 - Hard day's work


                ”Many have speculated about the reason why all the races that served the Progenitors eventually fell to ruin. The first thing that should be mentioned is that we don’t actually know if all these races fell, as we have not explored the entire galaxy. Secondly, it could be that other races in other galaxies are doing fine, but that the races in our galaxy just happened to be unlucky. In fact, it is almost certain that at least some of those races have thrived, though we have no idea to what extent.

 

That all said, there are a couple of credible theories that have been put forth. The first one, and the one most widely accepted is that the races that served the Progenitors were in many ways dependent on their masters. We don't know what exactly happened to the Progenitors, but we have evidence that they disappeared over an unnaturally short period of time. That likely didn't leave much time for the servant races to prepare, assuming they were even aware of the danger. Much of their technology stopped working, and some worlds that were previously well supplied suddenly faced starvation. These upheavals likely brought civil war, and those civil wars likely turned apocalyptic. We can still see traces of worlds that were destroyed. These devastated worlds could also be proof of wars between races that tried to take hold of the now empty throne that the Progenitors left behind, and these succession wars are considered to be the second most likely explanation to the disappearance of these races.

 

In the end, we can’t say for certain what happened to them. Theories are abound, but evidence is scarce. In addition, the erosion of countless years has made the interpretation of the little bit of evidence we do have extremely difficult. The truth will likely turn out to be a combination of many factors, some of which we could not even fathom.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

“Can’t you just bring the ship to Haven?” Lilly asked with frustration. “Just seeing the ship would make the whole process much easier. It’s hard to recruit people blindly. I get that we don’t need to fill many of the standard positions thanks to the ship being largely controlled by an AI, but I still need to get an exact list of what we need. Just the number of people will affect many of the supporting positions!”

 

“I get your frustration, but it can’t be helped. If I brought my ship here, then we would have a battle on our hands. Look, think of it this way. I can’t tell you the exact number and nature of the positions because I don’t know which positions we’ll find competent people for. Simply put, we’ll fill any posts we can find a worthy person for, and then we’ll make do without the rest.” Selendil replied calmly.

 

“That doesn’t exactly make things easier!” Lilly was not having an easy time with her new employer. “Can we at least settle on some positions we can’t skip? I need to know the mandatory ones at the very least.”

 

Selendil seriously considered the question as it was a good one. “Well, you will need a medical crew. Doctors and nurses. Someone who can deal with the biology of several races. A communications officer and some aides for sure. I’m not at my best when dealing with other races.”

 

“Who could’ve guessed," Lilly muttered sarcastically. She had already spent enough time with her new employer to know Selendil didn’t mind, as the AI kept making jokes as well. In fact, the only reason the AI had not made a similar comment to what Lilly said, was because she’d done it first.

 

“I suppose someone like a second-in-command would be necessary. Someone who can handle emergencies. Nox will be making the final calls when I’m not around, but I get that most humanoids get jumpy when ordered around by an AI. I think you people call the position the first officer?” Selendil half asked, half stated.

 

“What would you call the position?” Lilly asked a little curious.

 

“First Warrior or a Champion," Selendil replied curtly. “Anyway, I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’ll need a few chefs. I rather enjoy good food. I want the mess hall well stocked and I’d prefer skill in different types of cuisine.”

 

“That should be popular with the crew at least. Ship chow can often be rather dull. A good cook can make or break a ship. I’ll get on that.” Lilly muttered again, for once agreeing with Selendil. Good food was great for morale. Unfortunately, fleet rations were often boring, to say the least.

 

Selendil was about to continue when the Haven suddenly interrupted their conversation. “Master, a ship just jumped into the system. According to my records, the ship belongs to the Human faction known as Illum. Their kind is very rare on the station and now they came with a ship well beyond the technology Humans have shown before. The main point is that the ship was also running scans on the nebula.”

 

“A ship from a race that almost never visits the station randomly arrives in the system and shows interest in the nebula that we have used to hide our ship? That seems a bit too specific to be an accident.” Selendil was not amused by the thought.

 

“Your ship is in the Gordian Nebula?! How is it not being corroded to shit?” Lilly demanded to know.

 

“Because it’s not a flying piece of junk like most of the vessels around here. Now be quiet for a moment.” Selendil countered. Her mind expanded outside the station to get a better feel for the situation.

 

"It seems the Illum ship decided they can't approach the nebula," Haven reported after a short while. “They are heading towards the station, but their scanners and detectors are all still focused towards the nebula. I think they’re trying to figure out a way inside.”

 

‘It seems they have some idea what they’re looking for and where.’ Selendil thought to herself. ‘But how? I can barely accept that a race that frequents the station and saw my mech exit and re-enter the nebula might have figured out that I have a ship in that direction, but according to Haven, the Illum are certainly not part of that group. I doubt other races would share information like that with the Humans either. I heard they’re not exactly popular around here.’

 

“How did they find us? We warped straight here and there’s no way we were tracked here with the technology they possess.” Nox seemed equally confused.

 

“I can’t really see it either. Even our own ships would have trouble tracking us if we wanted to stay hidden. The only way our ships would find us would be by using the unity and tracking me. The universal consciousness can’t track objects like the ship either. But even so, I’m not…on the ship…” Selendil’s voice disappeared and then she exploded in laughter.

 

“What?” “What?” “What?” Lilly and the two Ai’s all asked at the same time. Lilly had already lost the thread of this conversation when terms like unity and universal consciousness had been thrown in.

 

“I think I might have helped them find us accidentally. Oh, they're being clever. They are tracking us through the universal consciousness, only they’re not trying to find me. They’re tracking the broken girl we have in stasis.” Selendil knew she would be able to feel it if they were using the universal consciousness to track her, that’s partially why she had been so willing to lend them a hand. However, the same did not apply if they were tracking the girl. They could theoretically be tracking her new gardeners as well as they were on the ship, but that seemed less likely. The girl had come from the Illum, so it made sense they would track one of their own.

 

“Why would you do something like that?” Nox asked in confusion.

 

“Setting aside the whole load of mumbo jumbo you spoke before, I think the better question is, why do you have some girl in stasis? And what did you mean by broken?” Lilly blithely ignored the AI and voiced her question, genuinely concerned whether she had joined up with a criminal.

 

“Oh, right. I should probably address that. We ran into some hostile Human forces a while back. I repelled them and captured a couple for questioning. One of them survived, although her mind was much too fragile to handle my inquiries. I put her in stasis until I can find the time and energy to fix her.” Selendil replied rather jovially.

 

Lilly didn’t even bother suppressing a sigh and pressed a paw against her forehead due to developing a sudden headache. “I’ll take your word on their hostile moves for now. That would make questioning the prisoners a legal act, although not something that’s exactly generally approved. More importantly, by your words, you're capable of extracting information from someone's mind? And you're saying you can fix a broken mind as well? Those are not exactly easy techniques, especially fixing a broken mind. Additionally, you seem to have some abilities as a mind shredder if you broke her in the first place."

 

“It’s not as hard as most think, just time-consuming. As for the shredder part, you don’t need to have that gift when your target is broken by a gentle mind read.” Selendil said a little defensively.

 

“Keep in mind that anything she considers gentle is like hitting a nail with a star.” Nox interjected. “It’s not that she doesn’t have the grace and skill to be careful, but you people are much too fragile in comparison to what we are used to.”

 

Lilly had known that the Solarian was powerful, but she wasn’t entirely sure she liked being described as ‘much too fragile’. “So the gist of this is that there are some Illum coming on the stations and they’re trying to find you, or your ship. Or at least someone on your ship. The whole thing is a bit confusing. So what’s the plan?”

 

“I think we’ll wait here and see what they have to say. It’s not like they’re a threat.” Selendil replied with a shrug.

 

------

 

“For the last time, we’re not the Tetrarchy. We’re barely even the same species anymore. You wouldn’t like being compared with the criminal elements inside your race either.” One of the Handmaidens argued with the entry officials.

 

“Our race does not have a criminal element.” The official in question argued back.

 

Amaterasu had taken a large contingent of her Handmaidens to the station on shuttles, as their ship was much too large to dock with the station properly. The Handmaidens were rather efficient in dealing with the obstructions that the officials were putting up, but it seemed some among the station’s bureaucracy were dead set on creating trouble for them. Even if they could not ban the Illum from the station, they could throw a hundred little barriers to make things as difficult and time-consuming as possible.

 

As the Empress of the Illum, Amaterasu was perfectly capable of cutting through much of this, but she was trying to avoid drawing attention to her rank. She was even dressed the same as the Handmaidens, which meant simple white robes of high-quality materials. Her robe was a little more ornate than the others, but only so far as to signal her as the leader of the group.

 

“I think we’ve entertained your little vendetta long enough. The fact is that you have no right to detain us as you are basically squatters on this station, just like everyone else. Haven station, are we cleared for entry?” Amaterasu finally ran out of patience and addressed the station directly. The station had already interfered on their behalf once before, so she was counting on that continuing.

 

“You are.” Haven replied simply.

 

“Are we allowed to use force if we are obstructed further?” Amaterasu wanted to make her point crystal clear.

 

“Within acceptable limits. Use of excessive force will be punished though.” Haven replied again. It rather liked the temperament of these new arrivals, although the fact that they were in something akin to an adversarial position with Selendil dampened that.

 

"You heard it," Amaterasu stated firmly, addressing the official again. “Now, if you want to make further trouble, I’d take it up with Haven itself.”

 

“Haven is one thing, but setting yourselves against the inhabitants of this station is another. I’d advise against taking rash action, or you’ll find yourself running afoul of the security forces.” The double eye-lids of the Azi female blinked in a show of anger. Her threat wasn’t entirely without merit as the Azi were the primary security force on the station.

 

“First of all, you don’t speak for the security. You’re a two-bit bureaucrat with a chip on her shoulder. Besides, it’s not even you personally who has a problem with us. Someone has paid you to make trouble, someone that has a grudge with us. I doubt the higher-ups will take a genial stance on corruption and misusing your position to advance the personal grudges of other races. Secondly, come at us. I’m pretty sure we can take you. I alone will be able to handle the security forces of the station.” Amaterasu made her own threat. Just because the Illum had learned how to hide the halos that marked them as Deities, that didn’t mean her party had none.

 

In actual fact, her party had four Deities in addition to herself. The Illum were at the peak of genetic engineering, they had the ability to utilize nanotechnology, and they even used several techniques and technologies that they had gained from the Progenitors to enhance themselves. They had the largest concentration of high-ranked psions out of all the races in this part of the galaxy. When the Handmaiden had said that the Illum were barely even the same species as the Tetrarchy, she had been exaggerating a bit but not that much. The two may look similar but they were very different inside.

 

“Are you threatening an official?” The Azi female asked, her tone heavy with anger. The Azi were not big on showing emotions so the tone was a telling sign of how angry she truly was.

 

“I wonder about that. That’s one interpretation. There are others. The point still stands regardless.” Amaterasu grinned at the official.

 

In the end, they were let through as the Azi official could not make trouble after the Illum had been given the license to use force if necessary. As soon as they were through, Amaterasu planned to send the Handmaidens to gather information. She wasn’t sure what exactly they were looking for, which made things a little difficult. Then an idea occurred to her. The same idea that had occurred to a certain High Ambassador some weeks before. “Haven, is the owner of the ship inside the Gordian Nebula on the station?”

 

The station AI did not reply immediately but eventually did oblige. “She is.”

 

‘That’s interesting. If the AI wanted to run a search then that was a bit too slow. It’s like the AI had requested permission to answer. My theory is getting more and more viable.’ She thought to herself. “Would she be willing to meet?”

 

-----

 

Selendil watched with some curiosity as a group of female warriors entered the reception room of the building Lilly had reserved for their business. She could sense several beings that had enough power to warrant an accepting nod from her, and one of them was actually quite strong for a non-Dhar. They also had the brains to hide their ability, unlike many others. Surprisingly, even the ones that had no psionic ability had the bearings of a trained warrior. As Lilly was working in a role akin to an assistant to her at the moment, the young Mrrroww signaled for the other party to take a seat. Despite her gesture, only one of the visitors took the offer while the others remained standing.

 

“May I ask if I have the honor of addressing one of the old ones?” The leader of the group asked in a broken attempt at the common language of the Eternal Empire of the Dhar. The language was heavily accented and didn’t use quite the right words, but it was close enough to be understood. Understood by Selendil that is, as Lilly was completely confused.

 

Selendil looked up sharply as she heard the words, though her look was hidden by the helmet of her environmental suit. She replied in a perfect representation of the language the other party had tried to speak. "That depends on what you mean by the old ones."

 

The other party nodded, as if she had already gotten her answer, but reworded her question anyway. “Do I have the honor of addressing one of the Dhar?” Not many knew that name. It was not widely spread even among the Illum, and they were something akin to experts on the subject. Amaterasu’s own knowledge of the language had been a patchwork she had created personally by combining together some written information and a scant few broken recordings only she and a few others had seen.

 

Many others might have felt it more prudent to lie to hide themselves. Selendil was not like many others though. She was displeased about hiding her true nature, despite the amusing twist of playing herself off as one of the old enemies of her people, and she was proud of her people and heritage. She firmly considered that secrecy was a weakness that she only tolerated because her position was currently questionable. “That is a name I have not heard others use in a while. But you are correct. You are talking to one of the People.” She put special emphasis on the last word. It was one of the words her kind had used to differentiate between other races and the Dhar.

 

Amaterasu rose from her chair and barked a single word as a command in the language of the Illum. As one, she and the Handmaiden all knelt on one knee. “These unworthy pay their respects!” She said firmly, still using her broken understanding of the Eternal Empire’s language.

 

Poor Lilly was completely stumped. She had understood nothing of what had been said. She didn’t understand the language of the Illum either, but she knew this faction of the Humans was especially proud. Their pride was not without a reason, but still the Mrrroww considered them a bit conceited. Having a large number of the supposedly proud Illum suddenly kneeling in front of her employer was a shock, and the shock had not been made easier by the fact that she could sense that these were not just a group of average Illum.

 

"Stand," Selendil told the kneeling Illum, finally switching to the universal standard language. The actions of the Illum had taken her by surprise, though she had seen similar behavior from some of the client races before. “I assume this is not why you are here.”

 

Amaterasu had given instructions to the Handmaidens beforehand, and they all withdrew to the walls of the room and away from where they were sitting while she retook her seat. "Indeed. I have a million questions, but they can wait. I have a pressing matter to discuss. The discovery of your ship has caused some...complications. The two other factions of Humans, the Cybrans and the Tetrarchy, are under the impression that your ship fell into our hands, and now they have a common cause to join in battle against us. They fear the technological advantage we might gain from studying the ship. This is creating some problems for us, especially since they are mistaken about the whole thing. Even though the ones that found your ship belong to the Tetrarchy, the ship was found in an area that is strategically important to us, so they won’t just take our word for it if we tell them we don’t have the ship.”

 

Even though she had more pressing concerns on her mind, concerns that could reduce the war between the three Human factions to a mere spat, she decided to address this matter first. It would be a good foundation for other matters with the Dhar in front of her. Despite her reverence towards the race most called the Progenitors, she didn’t have a special connection with the being she wanted to get closer to. On the other hand, successful negotiations were a good way to build the beginnings of a relationship.

 

Amaterasu’s explanation had actually caused Selendil to feel curious about the situation, even though she wasn’t showing her interest. “That sounds unfortunate, but what do you want from me? I will not fight your wars for you, even if I was inclined to help you. Before any of that, who are you to the Illum?”

 

“My apologies, I didn’t even introduce myself. I am Empress Amaterasu, the leader of the Illum. Those in my company are my Handmaidens.” Amaterasu introduced herself with a small smile, eliciting a surprised yelp from Lilly who was still present. Now the kneeling made even less sense to the poor girl. “I would not expect you to fight our war, but we would like something that would prove you have the ship instead of us. Just showing the ship around Haven would be acceptable. The word would soon get around.”

 

“That is not very convenient for me. If I brought the ship to the station without revealing myself, then others would assume the ship could be seized by force. I’m not afraid of their attacks, but something like this would incite entire flotillas to rush for the station. I could crush all those who dare oppose me, but it would be somewhat bothersome.” The confidence in Selendil’s voice made it clear that she meant every word, which scared Lilly a bit. This had been a stressful day for the poor girl. Amaterasu, on the other hand, took it in stride.

 

“There are other ways that are more subtle, though they might not be guaranteed to work.” Amaterasu pivoted her position. She had suspected there was a reason the Dhar in front of her was keeping a low profile, so this turn of events did not surprise her.

 

“You are correct. However, most of them carry the same risk even if the information would get out slower.” Selendil grasped the idea Amaterasu was hinting at, which included revealing the ship’s presence to just the Tetrarchy and the Cybrans. In fact, Amaterasu was thinking of just the Cybrans as the Illum would continue their war with the Tetrarchy regardless. “So far, all I’ve heard is what you require. I’m not completely averse to the idea as the ship will be revealed sooner or later, but if it is to be sooner, I require something in compensation.”

 

“Compensation seems fair, although I’m not sure what we can offer.” Amaterasu genuinely had no idea what the Illum could offer to a Dhar. She seriously doubted money was an issue.

 

Selendil’s reply was simple and direct. The Illum did have something she was interested in. Her finger pointed straight at Amaterasu.

            


Chapter 21 - Engagements of a different sort


                ”As much as things change, some things remain the same. Romance remains a popular subject in all kinds of media, and nearly all races tell stories of love and lust. They all have their own slant on it of course, as their values are very different. A more conservative race might have legends of pure love and courtship, while a less inhibited race might tell legends of their heroes sleeping their way through the galaxy. Naturally, the subject of romance between members of different species also comes up on occasion. The subject remains a popular one in the imaginations of many despite the many hurdles. Perhaps the hurdles are a major part of the fantasy. Forbidden romance has its own charm after all. 

 

Despite the popular theories and the tropes in media, most species are incapable of procreating with other species. Forget the obvious genetic issues, most species don’t even reproduce in the same way. Even if they do, that doesn’t mean their ‘bits’ fit together. The stories of a dashing Captain of a spaceship romancing their way across the galaxy and leaving behind a bevy of progeny is fortunately quite impossible. Even the romancing part is supremely unlikely as the tastes of different races are different and acting on the romance physically would require the person to be able to change shapes. Yet despite these obvious facts, the topic remains a stable source of rumors and stories.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

Lilly’s paws were on her face in a gesture of just having found something juicy. It was obvious to everyone that paid attention to her that she had misunderstood Selendil’s gesture completely. Luckily for Lilly, no one was really paying attention to her. Almost no one. With a slightly raised eyebrow, Amaterasu looked towards Selendil. "I'm going to have to ask for a bit of clarification. Do you mean me specifically, and in what context? Your gesture could be interpreted in many ways, and I’m fairly sure your Mrrroww assistant has already developed a rather awkward misunderstanding.”

 

Selendil chose to ignore Lilly completely. “You are the one who tracked the ship here, yes? I can sense that my assumption is correct, as you’re the only one in this group that has the capacity to come even close to entering the universal consciousness. That means you have abilities that I might find useful.”

 

Amaterasu noted that Selendil had not answered her questions fully, but now she had even more questions of her own. Universal consciousness? Was that the magnificent thing she had been so close to touching? She pulled out the focus she had used to track Miyo from below her robes and the pendant now hung openly on her chest. “I’m not sure I can take full credit. We did utilize this after all.”

 

Selendil made a small wave with her hand which caused the pendant’s lock to click open behind Amaterasu’s neck and the pendant floated to Selendil’s waiting hand. This spooked Amaterasu quite badly as she had not felt Selendil’s powers moving around her. She had sensed nothing despite the lock touching the skin of her neck. She had realized that the Dhar in front of her was much more powerful than her, but not being able to sense anything was much worse. It meant that the other party could snap her neck without her sensing anything before it was too late.

 

“Humm, it seems this is one of the basic focuses we used. Rather good craftsmanship, although nothing too out of the ordinary. It’s damaged though. It would be bad if you used this for too long in its current state.” Selendil murmured. With another gesture, the pendant floated above the table and seemed to come apart as the metal holding the crystal in place bent and released its grip on the most important piece.

 

Amaterasu felt conflicted as the pendant was one of the relics the Illum held something akin to sacred, but the item had originally belonged to the Dhar. That's what made it sacred in the first place. So it would a bit gauche to ask for it back, especially if Selendil's words about it being damaged were true. What happened next ensured she stayed silent. Suddenly the crystal started peeling off layers like an onion and the inner surface of every layer was filled with small runes. The runes were not visible from the outside; the crystal only seemed a little smoky. As the whole crystal was peeled away, the layers floated in the air above them and seemed to be enough to cover the entire room. There were tens of thousands of runes.

 

“I see.” Selendil suddenly stated. “Some of the runes are damaged. It makes the power flow a little wrong when the focus is used. Likely damage from time and exposure to elements. It’s easy to fix.”

 

Suddenly a few dozen runes seemed to start glowing and they seemed to become more defined and sharper in their lines. After a few moments, the crystals seemed to glow as a whole and it started reforming. In less than twenty seconds the crystal was intact again and looked a little clearer. It floated back in place inside the metal settings and the pendant then fell into Amaterasu’s hand. “There. Now it should be safe to use.” Selendil said simply.

 

Amaterasu could sense Miyo's psionic signature still inside the focus, which meant that Selendil had removed it during the repairs, kept it intact, and then re-inserted it back inside the crystal. Just inserting the signature inside the crystal the first time had exhausted several of Illum’s Deities, and now Selendil had done much more and apparently without much effort. “Thank you, but shouldn’t you keep this? It belongs to your people after all.”

 

Selendil shook her head. “My people have no need for it anymore. Besides, I have plenty more where that came from. Just my armor alone has a dozen much higher quality foci. Anyway, back to what you said. It is true that the focus made things easier for you, and I accidentally helped you as well, but you made the connection because you have the ability, and it was not granted to you by the focus. I have need for individuals that possess that ability, and I've only met one other being aside from you that qualifies. You have stated what you need from me, and I've stated my condition for that service. Now you're the one that has to decide. It should be obvious though that you stand to gain from this, and not just due to the favor you asked for originally."

 

Amaterasu knew Selendil was right. She would get to observe Dhar technology from close and even interact with it while it was fully operational. She would also learn many secrets of the universe just by being in Selendil’s company, and that’s even without all she could learn about the Dhar by asking endless questions. The Dhar were important to the Illum as almost godlike figures and serving alongside one was an honor beyond anything she had ever imagined. There was just a slight problem.

 

"I'm not personally adverse to the idea; in fact, I would be honored," Amaterasu noted that the Mrrroww girl had a weird look on her face for some reason but decided to ignore that for now. “There is a slight issue though. I’m a leader among my people. I would need to make some preparations and I would need to know how long I will be gone.”

 

“I don’t really care about such ranks, but you can have some time to arrange matters. The ship isn’t leaving quite yet as we need more qualified crew members. We are not planning on staying here for too long though, and I will do my part of this bargain only when you do yours. As for how long it will take, it’s impossible to say. It could be a year or it could be centuries. I would plan for a long stay though. We might be able to allow you to return periodically if we find certain materials, but that’s not something that will happen overnight.” Selendil countered.

 

Just because this Illum woman was joining them, that didn’t mean all the positions were magically filled. In fact, she wasn’t even entirely sure what position the woman would be a good fit for. The woman had mentioned being a leader, so maybe the first officer? If not, she might surprise everyone and turn out to be a good cook. That would be the next best thing. It might even be better in the long run.

 

“Boss, maybe a few of her companions could be a good fit? They seem competent and it’s always better to have more than one individual from a race. Otherwise they might feel lonely.” Lilly suddenly suggested. She had noticed how briskly the Handmaidens had responded to Amaterasu’s commands and gestures. That spoke volumes of their training. She was also aware that the Illum were generally quite competent as far as Humans went. If these were the handpicked servants of the Empress, then they must be especially competent. She still couldn’t quite fathom that Amaterasu was actually an Empress, or that she had knelt in front of her employer.

 

“Ah, good point. If some of your servants are especially useful then they can tag along.” Selendil agreed. This whole process was getting on her nerves and if the new cook, she hoped, could make things go faster, then all the better.

 

That possibility actually made things easier for Amaterasu. “I’ll see to it. I think we have a preliminary agreement at least. As such, could I ask some questions? It might make things easier in the long run.”

 

Selendil had expected this. If the other party knew of her nature then of course they would have questions. She wasn’t averse to answering some, while others she would most definitely not answer. She certainly wouldn’t answer them in a way that allowed for eavesdropping though, so she replied in the language that Amaterasu had first used to greet her, the common language of the Eternal Empire. “Fine, but this is not the place or the company. I can answer some of your questions, but your servants and the cat don’t need to know. Come, I’ll take you somewhere we can talk more privately. Tell your servants to stay.”

 

She got up with Amaterasu, and the latter waved for the Handmaidens to stay while Selendil addressed Lilly. “Keep up with the recruitment. I’m going to give this one a tour of the ship.”

 

“Hey, I haven’t gotten a tour yet either!” Lilly protested, but before she could say more, Selendil placed a finger on Amaterasu’s shoulder and they both vanished in a bright flash of light. “I knew those two had something going on. My senses are impeccable. There was definite chemistry there.” Lilly continued fully convinced of her own deduction, completely missing the incredulous looks of the Handmaidens around her. This was just like the novels she was always reading! A wandering Deity and a neglected member of some royal family having a secret rendezvous was a popular topic in a certain type of fiction usually not available for children.

 

--------

 

Kurnau counted the Shinzen units that were passing below her. The number and the type of enemies were important, as it would determine if she and her compatriots had the power to take them out and disappear within the jungle before reinforcements arrived. It would also be bad if they took too many casualties during the ambush. They were already low on manpower as most of the Mrrroww besides the Panthers had perished in battle.

 

The jungle was the perfect terrain for the Panthers to conduct guerilla warfare. The whole jungle was filled with life and sources of heat that both confused sensors, and the Panthers were experts in hiding and performing ambushes. It also helped that they could actually fight without mechanized suits. Most Mrrroww used mechanized suits and a certain type of powered armor in battle, which did make them rather dangerous opponents. It didn’t help much when the skies were filled with flying enemies though, and those suits were horrible when it came to hiding and moving in difficult terrain like the jungle. The jungle canopy made flyers rather useless as well.

 

Most of this patrol was made up of Type-G Shinzen. Type-G was the official designation, while the more commonly used term was ‘Grunt’. They were armored and bi-pedal beings roughly shaped like humanoids. The armor changed color according to the terrain, and the Grunts were usually armed with fairly standard small arms like rifles that fired bolts of plasma or some corrosive substance, as well as grenades. Kurnau liked the grenades as she could trigger them from distance, which always wreaked havoc among the enemy.

 

Despite their designation as Grunts and their large numbers, these enemies were not easy opponents. They worked together flawlessly and wordlessly, and the bloody things seemed to learn quickly as well. Every battle they fought the enemy got better. They no longer fell for the same tricks either. That didn't mean you couldn't trick the enemy, as you could never prepare for everything, but it was becoming harder every time.

 

The real problem was their defensive ability though. It was the same with every Shinzen. The armor of these grunts wasn’t anything spectacular. In fact, it would be more accurate to call it a carapace, as it was also the outer layer of skin of these beings and could not be removed. They had dissected a few dead enemies and confirmed that. These were beings bred for combat and nothing else as they would be unable to function in any normal life situations. No, the real problem was that each Shinzen was capable of projecting a field of protective energy around them. They would not be able to keep it up constantly, which made the element of surprise extremely important, but it could be raised in a second and it protected them from a certain amount of harm.

 

Now having a protective field wasn’t all that uncommon. Most of the more advanced mechanized suits of the Mrrroww had a personal shield and nearly every psion was trained to erect a protective field with their powers. Even those psions that didn’t have the required talent used some sort of focus or an assistant device that granted them the reduced version of the ability. That still meant that these fields were reserved for relatively high-end forces. This enemy broke that rule as every Shinzen had one. And perhaps even more problematic was the fact that apparently the more powerful a Shinzen was the stronger the protective field. When they dissected one of the grunts they found a core of some sort inside. They assumed the core was responsible, but the biology of Shinzen was complex, to say the least. In any case, it seemed that the more advanced the Shinzen, the more powerful their core.

 

Luckily these Grunts were still manageable and the heavier Shinzen units were unable to enter the jungle. Kurnau gave the signal and simultaneously used her psionics to trigger the grenades the Grunts were carrying. At the same time, dozen of shots fired at the enemy, and almost as many Shinzen fell. Only two of the grenades exploded though. “Dammit, they are learning again. Some of the grenades are dummies!” Kurnau cursed and dove in the middle of the surviving Shinzen patrol and spun around as blades of psionic energy materialized around her, slicing into the enemy. Several mines they had placed also exploded to disrupt the enemy formation.

 

Despite her efforts, some of the enemies managed to return fire. Most of the Panthers had the brains to move to cover after they had fired their first shots. Any Panthers that were not smart enough had already died. Still, Kurnau saw one of her compatriots fall in a hail of plasma bolts while another got their paw corroded off by a stray projectile. The battle took less than twenty seconds. They had taken down three dozen Grunts and lost two of their own with three more injured. Not a worthy trade. These Grunts would be replaced quickly, but every Panther they lost was one they would not get back. Additionally, they didn’t have too many of the mines left as they got no replacements for their ordnance. They had started out using cheaper alternatives as traps but those no longer worked.

 

“Carry the wounded and scatter. We will meet back at the camp.” Kurnau gave the order. The trade might not have been worth it but it was one they still had to make. They couldn’t allow the Shinzen patrols to freely range inside the jungle. Those patrols might run into the civilians they had hidden away.

 

“I still don’t understand why the enemy doesn’t just burn the entire jungle down.” One of the veteran fighters muttered. “I’m glad they don’t, but I’m still left wondering.”

 

"You don't want to know," Kurnau replied with a grimace. She knew why. Or at least she knew some of the reasons. There were several and she likely didn’t know all of them, but she knew some.

 

“How bad could it be?” The guy asked.

 

“Let’s start with the easiest to swallow reason. Haven’t you noticed that the enemy is getting better every time? This despite the fact that we kill all of them. That means that despite the fact that the entire patrol gets wiped out, the rest of the bloody things learn. They are using us for training. Otherwise, they would've sent stronger enemies our way a long time ago. Even if the fliers can't enter the jungle, any of the high-ranked Shinzen could make a short work of our hunting packs. If they really wanted to, they could've killed all of us a long time ago.” Kurnau explained.

 

“That’s…not very comforting. I’m guessing the things they learn here will be used against the rest of our people.” The guy didn’t ask for further explanation, which was good. Kurnau had been part of an attack on one of the so-called ‘factories' where these grunts were created and the sight haunted her dreams. There was a reason the Shinzen liked to maintain the biodiversity of a planet. It was part of the process of creating more of these enemies.

 

“How long can we keep this up? How long do we have to keep it up? We aren’t getting any closer to victory if the enemy isn’t even taking us seriously.” Another hunter asked Kurnau. Similar sentiments had started to sprout among the survivors. They were skilled, but fights like this were taking a toll on their psyche.

 

"We're not fighting for victory," Kurnau replied simply. “Even if the Shinzen packed up and left tomorrow, over 90% of all our military forces and civilians on the planet are already dead or in enemy hands, which might be worse. That would not be a victory. No, we’re fighting for survival, and we’re fighting to buy time. The High Command will be retaking the planet at some point. We have to try and survive until then. Besides, if we go down, I want to take as many of these bastards with me as I can!”

 

Her words were meant as encouragement and they worked as such. The problem was that they worked only for now. She might have dispersed the negative thoughts for a moment and put some fire in the bellies of these warriors, but how long would it last? She was shocked that the High Command had not already retaken the planet. How did the enemy even get here in the first place? There were too many unknown things. If help didn’t arrive soon, then no speech would be able to help. Once morale was lost, everything would be lost.

 

Kurnau might be able to survive for a while on her own, but that was only if the enemy didn’t send any of the new really powerful beings after her. She had observed the battle in orbit from the ground and had seen the enemy in action. She had no illusions about surviving an encounter with the handful of powerful enemies she had seen. Even now one of those beings was blocking any attempt she made to contact the High Command using her telepathic abilities. If she was unable to contact the High Command, then no one else would be able to do so either. Maybe the High Command thought everyone on the planet was already lost and that’s why they were taking their time? If that was the case then they would be screwed. Too bad her pep-talks did nothing to increase her own morale.

            


Chapter 22 - Of history and making it


                ”One of the oddities in the field of history is that it’s rarely objective. The humans have an adage saying that history is written by the winners. While that's not entirely correct, they do have a point. At best history is a matter of interpreting the facts and clues, and interpretations tend to come with pre-conceived notions and points of view. If two historians state the same facts, just the way they state them gives a different image to the person listening. And that’s without taking into consideration the historian’s own emphasis on what they consider important.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

Now that the ship had ample power, the insides looked a fair bit more inviting. The whole place was well lit as it seemed the walls themselves glowed with a faint light. Amaterasu considered the crystalline material a little odd for the hull of a spaceship, but they had seen the same material within the ruins their capital was built over. The material was extremely sturdy and seemed to be extremely resistant to any kind of psionics. It also had the added benefit of not showing on most scanners. It wasn’t specifically a stealth material, but it was pretty damn close. She wasn’t sure if it felt very comfortable to have all the walls made of the material though. She could see that there might be errant worries of privacy as the walls were not quite opaque enough to block everything that happened on the other side.

 

The geometry of the ship felt a little off for Amaterasu as well, though that wasn’t all that odd. Many races had slightly different sensibilities. Dhar apparently liked spacious corridors with a high ceiling, though seeing as her companion was at least two and a half meters tall, that particular design choice made sense. The corridors and doors were also hexagonally shaped, which threw her off a bit as most human design centered around square or even round shapes. Most of the doorways on the ship had no doors, though some of them did seem to have an energy field of some sort. This too added to the possible privacy issue. Amaterasu wasn’t aware of the social nature of the Dhar or the presence of the unity that made petty concerns over privacy less prevalent.

 

As soon as they had reappeared, Amaterasu had found herself in a section of the ship clearly designed for such arrivals. There were several similar rooms that all connected to a large central chamber that had a large orb of some glassy material floating in the center. The orb had several metallic platforms spinning around it. “Oh hey, we have one of those back on our homeworld. We haven’t quite figured out what its purpose is, though it seems to have something to do with power. It’s not a power generator though, that much we figured out. It was powered down but we managed some slight repairs and got it powered again a few years ago.”

 

Selendil looked at what Amaterasu was pointing. “That’s what we call a support beacon. While it’s not exactly a generator, it does help provide power to anything in range. Its main functions are to keep things in working order, enacting repairs where necessary, and to work as a warp marker.”

 

“I’m guessing warping is how we got here. We are on your ship right? I can’t exactly see outside and the walls block any attempts at trying to use my mind to reach outwards.” Amaterasu continued with her questions.

 

“Yes, warping is the main method we used to get around, though the obvious limitation is that we need a warp marker as a destination. If the beacon I sensed earlier is on your planet then that makes things easier. I can send you home by using that as a marker. I was wondering what was near that beacon. Almost all the other beacons inside this galaxy are broken due to the time that has passed.” Selendil stated. She glanced at Amaterasu and noticed the clear signs of eagerness. “You have questions, and part of the reason I brought you here is to answer some of them. I will not answer everything, but you can ask.”

 

“Well, there are two obvious things to start with. I’m fairly convinced that you truly are one of the old ones, as I wouldn’t have bowed down otherwise, but we might as well confirm that so I don’t have to worry. Could I ask for you to show yourself?” Amaterasu phrased her request politely. This was something with the potential of being a touchy subject, but it was too important to skip.

 

Selendil made a small sound of amusement and the environmental suit she had been wearing so far seemed to vanish into thin air. Instead, she was now wearing a skintight black mesh suit, the same suit she had been wearing when she came out of stasis. Now she had simply added a lining into the neck area that seemed to be made of black feathers as a small show of comfort and excess. As before, there were several spots glowing with power on the suits and Amaterasu realized that it wasn’t really the suit that had those glowing spots but Selendil’s body itself. Lines of power ran from those spots and it was likely that the suit wasn’t as simple as it looked.

 

Selendil herself was tall but relatively thin with long limbs. You could almost call her lanky if she wasn’t covered in well-toned muscle. She was humanoid in shape with a dark blue skin that faded to black in places while paling to almost white in others. She had six digits on her long hands, with apparently two thumbs, one on both sides of her palm. She had a long and thin tail coming out of her lower back and five others coming from the back of her head. The only real features on her head aside from the tails were her large eyes and slight bony ridges on the top of her head. There was no ears, nose, hair, or even a mouth. Most importantly though, she looked somewhat intangible, as if she would turn into energy at any moment. The word that came to Amaterasu’s mind was ethereal.

 

“In the interest of fairness, I should probably mention that you chose a rather bad method of confirming things," Selendil stated, and suddenly her appearance changed into a mirror image of Amaterasu, clothes and everything.

 

“That’s…not an ability that we were aware of," Amaterasu replied with surprise clear in her voice.

 

“One of the benefits of being an energy being. We are not bound into a single form.” Selendil shrugged, her movements a little off in a human frame that she wasn’t used to, and she quickly returned to her normal form. “That’s actually a better way of proving things. During our history, there was only one other race of energy beings we found. I can’t say for sure that no others have developed since, but the ones I mentioned are no longer around.”

 

“The Solarians?” Amaterasu asked due to sudden inspiration.

 

“Very good. Yes, the Solarian’s were the other race.” Selendil confirmed, slightly impressed by the accurate guess. The reason Amaterasu had figured it out was because it felt like something she would do; taking the name of an old enemy that was in many ways similar to her.

 

Something that was on Selendil’s chest caught Amaterasu’s eye. It was a small golden rune she had seen before. She pointed at it. “What does that mean? I’ve seen the symbol in some of the records we recovered from a ruin, but we never figured out what it means.”

 

Selendil instinctively touched the rune that looked like a stylized eye surrounded by a galaxy. “Our kind usually shows their rank or role somewhere on their clothing or armor. This one is mine. The rank doesn’t have a perfect translation though. The word Keeper is the closest thing this language has.” She also said the word in the language of the Eternal Empire and something about the word sent shivers down Amaterasu’s spine. She could sense the word had an important meaning and that it wasn’t some common rank. “Your next question would likely be what it means in practice, but that is a topic for another time. You would not understand even if I explained.”

 

“As you say.” Amaterasu nodded. It had in fact been her next question and the word stuck inside her for some reason. They had also walked deeper inside the ship and had even taken a ride on a platform that felt a bit like an elevator to Amaterasu. “The next question is obvious. What happened to your kind? This has mystified everyone.”

 

Selendil stayed silent for a while and led them into a room that showed a view of the nebula outside the ship. There were no windows, but the crystal wall here was completely see-through. There were no chairs in the room but there was something akin to pillows on the floor. The pillows were actually a recent purchase that Lilly had suggested, though Selendil had skipped on the hover function. She herself took a meditative position floating in the air. She had nothing against hovering, she just thought it beneath her to use mechanical assistance.

 

“The answer to that question is quite complex. To make matters simpler though, the Dhar are gone. I’m the only one left.” She finally replied to the question.

 

"What? But…we suspected something like that, but how? I was under the impression that your empire spanned galaxies and no race was able to threaten you in battle." Amaterasu couldn't help herself, even though she could sense the subject was touchy, to say the least.

 

“Plague.” Selendil spat the word out. “We never learned how the disease began, but our ability to travel anywhere instantly became our undoing. The disease was not normal either. Even with all our medical technology and power, we could do nothing. Even the way it spread seemed odd. There should've been no way the disease spread everywhere so quickly and so completely despite the circumstances. Even relatively isolated communities were infected somehow. By the time we realized what was happening, it was already too late.”

 

“…Was it engineered by someone?” Amaterasu asked carefully. Something about the whole thing rubbed her the wrong way.

 

"Well, it certainly didn't seem like something that would occur naturally. However, we never found a guilty party. Even our own technology would've been unable to engineer something like that. In the end, we never did find the true cause. The disease burnt through our kind so quickly that we didn’t have much time to figure things out either. As the last of our kind and the last one to not contract the disease I entered stasis. The rest is history so to speak.” Selendil’s voice was dark. She had known these questions would be asked, but that didn’t mean she was happy to talk about it.

 

“This might sound like a greedy question but I assure you I’m asking mostly out of confusion. What happened to all your ships? I mean, if there was no battle then there should’ve been countless ships floating around, dead in space.” Amaterasu pivoted, changing the subject somewhat.

 

Selendil gave a small mirthless laugh. “That’s one of the questions you will not get an answer to. Suffice to say there’s a reason you didn’t find any. And you never will.”

 

“I expected as much.” Amaterasu sighed. “Otherwise we would’ve found them already. I can kind of guess though. I don’t think I would like to leave behind ships either. Speaking of, I’m assuming you aren’t thrilled about all of us going through the old ruins either.”

 

Selendil stared at the nebula outside, lost in thought for a while. Finally she replied. “I can’t say that I’m thrilled. At first, I was extremely angry. I had just come out of stasis and the loss of my people was still fresh and raw on my mind. Still is to an extent. To me, it feels like it happened just weeks ago. And here’s everyone going through the graves of my people. No, I’m not happy about it. But I do get it. That doesn’t make it much better, but it does make me less likely to want to kill everyone. Though from what I’ve seen, there’s not that much left.” She wasn’t sure how much she was joking with the killing part, if any.

 

Amaterasu suddenly had a thought. “So what do you want to do now?” She hit on the same problem Selendil had hit upon.

 

“That’s the question, isn’t it? I have some ideas, but it’s a bit early to share. My people did leave me with a mission once I entered stasis, but I’m not sure how to best go about it.” Selendil suddenly turned around to look at Amaterasu. “I think it’s my time to ask a question for a change. Can you cook?”

 

--------

 

A battle raged above the planet of Shadowdell. The Mrrroww fleet had jumped in a few hours ago and was facing stiff resistance. One of the things they had learned about the Shinzen was that the longer you left them alone, the more they had the chance to build their forces so leaving them alone for a long time was a bad idea. Most of the Mrrroww ships had been pulled from the more peaceful parts of their domain, as well as the fleet that had been in charge of the battle line that the Shinzen had by-passed.

 

“Main cannons focus fire on the Hives, auxiliary weapon systems and all point-defense system focus on the small creatures!” Moonshadow commanded. The large plasma cannon turrets on both dorsal and ventral sides of her ships turned towards the nearest Shinzen asteroid-vessel, while the pods at the sides of her ships sprung open as hundreds of missiles were launched in just as many seconds. The large cannons belched glowing round projectiles of superheated plasma while the missiles exploded in a fairly large area, each missile taking dozens of Shinzen flyers with them.

 

The large cannons on her ship and many others were dreadful against the small flyers, as most of their firepower was wasted. That was something that could not be changed without taking out and replacing the entire weapon system. However, it was much simpler to change the warheads on the missiles to be more suited against massed fragile enemies. They were not the optimal solution, but they were a solution. The point defense lasers were working overtime as they targeted the enemies that got past the missiles, but while the little creatures were fragile, they were not so fragile as to go down from a single hit from the lasers.

 

The enemy returned fire of course. The larger Shinzen vessels found their fire absorbed by the void shields of the Mrrroww vessels, but the small flying creatures could fly close enough to by-pass the void shields entirely. Luckily their firepower wasn’t stunning and the armor on Moonshadow’s ship was faring well so far. It also helped that her ship wasn’t one of the main targets of the enemy.

 

She along with many others had received summons from the High Command as all available warships were drafted into service. While she was a High Ambassador, her ship wasn’t in active use and she herself was a powerful Deity, which made her an asset in battle. Her powers had already taken a chunk out of one of the Hives that had gotten too close. As soon as she had acted though, one of the powerful enemies using abilities that felt much like her own had interfered with the actions of the Mrrroww psions. The enemy was not going to be able to stop all the Mrrroww psions for long, but it was holding on for now.

 

The Mrrroww had sent hundreds of ships into the system and the Shinzen were being pushed back. They had already withdrawn to what looked like orbital shipyards that had yet to start creating more of the Shinzen vessels. Three of the twelve Hives had already fallen and four others were heavily damaged. That said, the other ships in the Shinzen fleet were still in a relatively good condition, and the Hives had already disgorged all of their fliers so destroying them was of questionable value on the short term. Still, the Shinzen used the Hives to take most of the punishment, so the Mrrroww had to take what they could get.

 

“Captain, the enemy fliers in the vicinity have been wiped out, but we’ve used all the missiles we had loaded! It will take some time to re-load all the launchers. I recommend we pull some distance in the meantime!” One of her tactical officers recommended.

 

“No. We need to take advantage of the space we have created. Helm, bring us closer to the nearest Hive. I’ll deal with it. The enemy psion can’t stop me once the distance is short enough.” Moonshadow decided.

 

The ship maneuvered according to her commands and received support from the nearby vessels that recognized the owner of the ship. A huge concentration of psionic energy gathered above the ship and slammed down on the Hive soon after. The force was enough to crack the asteroid that had been turned into a carrier and the whole thing shattered into several fragments. They could all see the remains of eggs floating among the debris.

 

“I hate fighting in space.” Moonshadow cursed. Her powers were much more suited to fighting on the surface of planets or dueling with a single powerful enemy. Attacks like that took a lot out of her despite her strength, just because brute forcing it was extremely inefficient. There was a reason she was a High Ambassador instead of becoming a high strategic value asset as a Deity used in battle.

 

“Now now, you did quite well.” The Primaris commented through the communicator. He was in charge of the battle. “You might hate it, but that doesn’t mean the rest of us do.”

 

They had all been assigned targets and the hive she had destroyed was one of hers. Destroying a large asteroid like that was difficult with normal weapons, which is why psions were better suited for the job. “Primaris. I still have a bad feeling about this. The Shinzen must have known we were coming. Why were they not better prepared? If they didn’t have the ability to prepare for the attack, then why did they not pull back?”

 

"I'm equally confused but they are already putting up a pretty stiff resistance as is, so I'm not exactly sorry. If you have ideas then I'm all ears. We can't just pull back though. We would be gifting the planet to the Shinzen in that case. We are keeping our eyes and ears open for any surprises, but beyond that, I'm not sure what else to do." The Primaris argued. He shared Moonshadow's feeling. Even if he didn't, he trusted Moonshadow enough to know she didn't exaggerate such things.

 

They didn’t need to wait long for that dark feeling to materialize though. Only ten minutes later several Mrrroww vessels in the vanguard suddenly exploded. The reason became immediately obvious as large meteors seemed to appear from thin air and seemed to vanish again. “Gods curse them! They have stealthed meteors orbiting the planet!” Moonshadow hissed. The impacts with Mrrroww ships broke the stealth on some of the meteors. Some of the meteors had also broken on impact, showering the fleet with debris, revealing the problem in a rather gruesome way.

 

“Moonshadow, this one is something you’ll have to deal with. There can’t be that many of the damn things as the planet didn’t have any before the Shinzen arrived, but we can’t locate them with our sensors. They have to be able to detect the things somehow or they wouldn’t be able to avoid them so perfectly. These sorts of things are your specialty!” The Primaris commanded.

 

His words weren’t without merit as the Hives were much larger targets than the Mrrroww vessels yet they had not been hit. Moonshadow was also well suited to the task. This was somewhat akin to the hunts she had performed before, only now she was hunting for rocks instead of invisible beasts. The fleet could not approach the planet for as long as the invisible threats were in place. They would be able to deal with the rocks if they could spot them.

 

“Let’s just hope this is the only surprise they have in store for us.” Moonshadow muttered.

            


Chapter 23 - Small talk and big pinch


                ”Sometimes things just don’t work out. Sometimes things work out in ways you would never expect. Sometimes you manage to trudge through with pure improvisation and luck. Rare is the occasion where things work out exactly as you plan. Some call this the natural chaos of the universe. I call it people being idiots and fucking up.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

---------

 

“I…what?” Amaterasu stuttered. Selendil’s question was completely outside her expectations. There were a hundred different scenarios she could imagine in her head about how this discussion would proceed, but none of those scenarios included being questioned on her culinary skills.

 

“Can you cook?” Selendil repeated the question. “I’ve noted that in most things the younger races are inferior to Dhar. This isn’t entirely your fault as you just haven’t had the time to develop. However, one area where you seem to shine is the field of preparing food. So, we could really use a good cook on the ship as that is the field where you have the most to offer. That brings us to my original question.” Selendil explained patiently. It was understandable that the young ones were a bit slow on the uptake on occasion.

 

“I can’t say I have much experience when it comes to cooking," Amaterasu replied carefully. She wasn’t sure she was all that fond of being told her highest worth was as a cook. Nothing against cooks, but she was a monarch. It was a question of numbers. There were countless cooks and only so many monarchs. “My position hasn’t left me with the time to hone that particular skill, but there should be several skilled cooks among my Handmaidens.”

 

“Excellent. They’re hired!” Selendil stated with clear eagerness, which was suddenly dampened when she swayed, as if feeling dizzy out of nowhere.

 

“Are you…alright?” Amaterasu asked worriedly and instinctually got up to approach. She wouldn’t have felt worried otherwise but they had just talked about the Dhar dying due to a plague.

 

Selendil gave a small wave towards the other woman to assuage her. She spent a moment gathering her thoughts. This was something completely outside her expectations. “Well now, this was certainly a surprise. Nox, I was just presented with a ‘Crossroads’.”

 

“Here?! Now?!” The AI asked in dismay. It understood the significance.

 

As Selendil had spoken to Nox in the language of the Eternal Empire, Amaterasu understood only a part of what was said. "I do not recognize the word." She stated, the question clear in her tone.

 

“That’s a rather long explanation, but you might get your part of the bargain faster than you think. Nox, prepare the ship for travel. We’re making a phase jump towards the Mrrroww controlled space. And use the best speed we can manage. We’re going to have to leave the new crew members behind for now as we don’t have the time to pick them up. We’re in a bit of a rush.” Selendil instructed.

 

The ship suddenly started moving. The auxiliary arms surrounding it positioned near the bottom of the ship and closed around the central section like the petals of a flower. In less than ten seconds the space around the ship seemed to be rent apart as the powerful phase drive within deposited them deeper into phase space than any ship in this galaxy had gone for millions of years. Travel this deep inside phase space was extremely fast, though in turn it also took a lot of energy. Luckily they had managed to get more power.

 

“The Mrrroww space? Should I be on the ship? The cats don’t exactly like us Illum. I’d point out that their dislike is misplaced, but I don’t think that is relevant at the moment.” Amaterasu questioned. She also wasn’t so sure if she wanted to suddenly spend weeks in potentially hostile territory, even if that time was spent inside a Dhar vessel. It would’ve been better if she had at least warned the Handmaidens first.

 

"Unfortunately for you, we're already on the way. You might as well tag along now. It will take a much shorter time than you're likely thinking." Selendil realized some of the woman's worries, even if she didn't really care enough to wait ten seconds to warp her back on the station. Not to mention she could still do that but chose not to. Secretly she wanted the company, but wouldn’t admit that even to herself. The Guardians in charge of the hydroponics were also along for the ride, but they were not exactly stellar company.

 

“If I’m stuck here, then can you at least explain what’s going on?” Amaterasu requested with a deep sigh.

 

Selendil considered the request for a while before giving a nod. “As long as you realize that this is not a simple matter to explain and that I’m not going to explain every little detail again just because you might have trouble keeping up.”

 

“Agreed.” Amaterasu felt that the other party was underestimating her once again, but decided not to argue the point. The best method to change Selendil’s mind was to prove her wrong anyway. And it wasn’t like the Dhar didn’t have a reason to be a little dismissive of other races despite their downfall.

 

“To explain what happened, you need at least a rough understanding of two concepts. I already mentioned the universal consciousness before. It is the thing you used to track us. The universal consciousness exists everywhere. At its simplest, it is a method for beings to communicate wordlessly and mentally with each other and the universe at large. Without experiencing it, it is nearly impossible to describe the concept to someone. You have likely at some point tried to meld minds with another psion. The process was no doubt liberating as the walls between you are erased. Joining minds with other psions is a wondrous thing, but it pales in comparison when put side to side with joining with the universe itself. Explaining the joys involved would be like explaining colors to a blind person, so I’ll stick to the part that is relevant to this situation at hand. Joining the universal consciousness comes with certain benefits. The deeper you join, the larger those benefits.” Selendil found herself lacking words in how to describe the miracle that was the Great Song to someone who had no idea, so she had to go with a simplified explanation.

 

She shook her head in frustration. “Anyway, you touched on one of those benefits with your little tracking stunt and that’s barely scratching the surface. However, one of the main takeaways from that is the fact that the universal consciousness has access to information that we can’t even imagine. Some of that information breaks the laws of reality in ways I don’t care to explain. Now with that said, we come to another concept. A psion, even one at my level, can’t see the future beyond a few seconds, and even that few seconds is a rare gift to those with the special talent. However, sometimes we can get hints from the universal consciousness. The more powerful a psion, the more likely they are to receive such hints. That said, even the most powerful beings can experience this only a handful of times in thousands of years. Usually, these hints come in the form of a choice that the person might not even be aware of.”

 

“A crossroads in their life, so to speak.” Amaterasu suddenly stated, realizing the meaning and context of the word Selendil had used. The idea of having your life’s crossroads highlighted like that sounded tremendously useful to her.

 

“Exactly. To give you an impression of how rare such crossroads are, none of the Dhar were given even a hint before or after the plague hit. And believe me, if someone would’ve gotten a hint, I would know. Now, this might be because we didn’t have a choice in the matter. I can’t say for sure. The way crossroads work has always eluded us. Most Dhar never faced one during their entire lives and they became increasingly rare before the end, likely because all paths had the same end result.” Selendil said with a sad shake of her head.

 

“And you were given such a crossroads moment just now?” Amaterasu guessed.

 

"Yes. Apparently, a certain High Ambassador of the Mrrroww will die without my interference in a battle against the Shinzen. It seems like the direction of my life will change depending on whether she lives or dies." Selendil had to admit she was rather thrown off kilter by the situation. How could the life of a single member of the younger races affect her to this degree?

 

“Have you had these crossroad moments before?” Amaterasu asked, genuinely curious. She had no idea of the true significance of the situation, but that was not surprising as she had only Selendil’s words to work with, and Selendil was giving her the short version.

 

“I have. Twice. Once when I had to choose whether to become a Keeper or not. I had hidden my talent before that moment. Although the position is a great honor, it is also something that will dominate the rest of your life. I had…other plans before that moment.” Selendil still avoided thinking about the subject and even Nox knew it was a sore spot that should not be approached. The AI would joke about most things, but this was not one of them.

 

What would her life have looked like if she had chosen differently? Would she still be alive just like now, or would she have died with the rest of her race? Would her race have died at all? She wasn’t the most influential Dhar in existence, but in some ways she wasn’t far from that either. She wasn’t self-centered enough to think the plague was her fault, but some of her decisions might have pushed their race down the path that eventually doomed them. Would she have fallen in glorious combat instead, like had been the desire of most young Dhar of her age in her youth? And most importantly, instead of the solitude that she had developed as a result of her role, would she have formed a family? Her life might have been shorter, but what about happiness? Would not a shorter but happier life have been a worthy trade?

 

She shook her head to clear away the same questions that always came up when she thought about that moment. “The second time was less dramatic, but in retrospect perhaps just as important. After my relatives died, I decided to seek solitude as the role of the most powerful Keeper fell on my shoulders. Instead of actively trying to lead our people, I decided to become something like a sage that was sought when our race faced trouble. At the time I thought the decision had been mostly a wasted opportunity, but now I realize it likely led to my eventual survival as the plague hit.” Selendil was less conflicted about this choice. Even though the choice still carried the regret of possibly steering their race away from the doom that awaited them, the situation was less emotionally charged as a whole. She also knew that she might have been able to do nothing to stop what happened even if she had made another choice, as she still didn’t know the cause of the plague.

 

Amaterasu didn’t quite understand all the hidden implications of Selendil’s words, nor did she truly understand the role of a Keeper. That said, she could sense the decisions had been dramatic and she could sense the emotions flowing off Selendil like waves of power. “So. One decision made you into what you are and the other one spared you while the rest of your race died. Weighty decisions. Admittedly I don't understand everything involved, but I can make a couple of observations if you don't mind."

 

Selendil made a gesture with one of the tail looking appendages that came from the back of her head. It was meant to urge Amaterasu to continue, but mostly just confused the woman instead. Eventually, she did get the hint though. “These decisions seem to hinge on small things that have far-reaching consequences. The person you are saving now might only need to say the right thing at the right time in the future to sway your destiny in some way. Maybe it will affect a critical decision you will make in the future. I doubt you would be given this choice if it didn't have similar consequences to the ones that came before. Yet you made the decision awfully quick, almost as if it didn't carry the weight it likely does."

 

Selendil expressed slight gratitude with the same appendage, though once again that gratitude was missed by the recipient because the gesture was different from anything Amaterasu had seen before. Selendil was mostly thankful that the other person felt the need to worry, even if the worry was misplaced. Few people ever bothered worrying about her. “It might seem like I treated the decision as if it was trivial, but I can assure you I did not. As I cannot see the eventual consequences of my choice this day, I can’t make an informed decision. Thus I will make the same choice as I made the last two times. I will choose the option that feels right in the moment. I can’t say if those feelings have led me astray before, or whether they will do so now, but that is who I am. I will not stray from the path that I have already chosen to follow.”

 

“And what feeling led you to this choice, if I may ask?” Amaterasu asked.

 

“Curiosity about the person involved. She is one of the two people that have aroused my interest since I woke up, the other one being you. I also want to see her face when she realizes she owes me. Besides, we need a people person on the ship. Someone who can deal with the pesky diplomatic things. To be fair, you’re not exactly great at that, and I’m not much better. She at least is a High Ambassador. She should know how to properly leverage the advantages we have.” Selendil justified her instinctive decision. The reasons she stated were mostly excuses though. She had known the right answer as soon as the choice was presented. She didn’t know why or how, but she did. The rest was just her trying to justify things to herself.

 

--------

 

Moonshadow’s hunt for the cloaked meteors was proceeding well. The Shinzen were a hive mind so it was rather natural that they had placed some of the small flyers on those meteors, and the hive mind revealed their location to the rest of their forces. Once she realized that, Moonshadow could use those same flyers to spot the meteors, although she had a much harder time spotting the mental signature of these particular beings among the millions of little creatures that were flying around. Once she did though, the Mrrroww fleet could easily shoot the meteors down as they were significantly smaller than the large asteroids the Shinzen used for their Hives. In this case, even a small difference in size made things much easier.

 

Her success didn't go unnoticed by the Shinzen though. Her hunt took some time that the Shinzen, in turn, used to pick up all their forces from the surface of the planet. They were not planning on fighting to the death. Not against this enemy and not when they had this much to lose. They had tested a theory, the test had been a grand success, and they had gained a lot. Many of the technologies the Mrrroww ships and civilian infrastructure used had been stolen, and it would take some time to integrate those technologies for their own use. They had learned much from this attack.

 

Shinzen were notoriously difficult to dislodge when they landed on a planet, but the leading Queen had also learned new tricks. You didn’t need to use the same tactic against every enemy. Against most enemies they would happily trade these forces to take down as many of the enemy ships as possible. They could replace their losses much faster than the enemy. In this case though, there was no point. The Hives were easy to replace but their other ships and Queens were somewhat harder to re-create if they fought to the bitter end. The technological advantage of the enemy also meant that the amount of losses the enemy would take would be less than normal. Why not just cut their losses and leave while they had nothing but gains from this little sortie. They would only retreat temporarily anyway. This fleet was meant to be a serious attack and the attack would not stop just because they retreated for a time.

 

While that was all true, there was no reason for them to avoid taking some additional gains from this retreat. The leading Queen realized that the psion that had spotted their little trick with the meteors might become a problem later on. Aside from that, it was much easier to build new ships than train exceptional psions. At least for other races that is. They had some disposable pawns here, and it would be a good experience for their new type of Queens to fight a powerful enemy psion in direct combat. That experience would be useful for their eventual replacements.

 

The remaining Hives suddenly accelerated towards the Mrrroww fleet on a collision course. The remaining small flyers all positioned behind the Hives, letting the hulking Hives take the fire for them. Four of the Shinzen combat Queens hid themselves within the swarm. On the other side of the field, the Mrrroww Primaris noted that the main bulk of the Shinzen fleet was retreating towards the other edge of the gravity well and knew that the Hives were only meant to buy time. He could recognize a sacrificial pawn when he saw one. He ordered all the ships on the path of the approaching Hives to move out of the way to avoid collisions.

 

What he did not realize was that Moonshadow’s ship fell neatly between the hurtling Hives, and that his order cleared her surroundings of most supporting vessels. Moonshadow’s ship was not left alone, but it was left with only ten other vessels, most of which were smaller support vessels that could easily squeeze into the space between the approaching Hives, even if those Hives changed trajectory towards them. These ships were actually well equipped to deal with the small flyers as they were mostly anti-fighter frigates and cruisers. The problem was that the flyers were no longer using their normal tactic.

 

“Why do I have a really bad feeling about this?” Moonshadow asked with her senses screaming at her that this was a trap.

 

“The enemy flyers! They’re not firing on the ships around us!” One of her crew reported.

 

“What are they doing?” She demanded to know. The small things kept flying closer despite the losses they were taking. Even if the damn things didn’t have the longest of ranges with their corrosive weapons, they still had a long enough range to fire from this close.

 

“They’re…ramming the support ships! They are exploding on contact!” The same crew member reported again.

 

Moonshadow immediately realized the point of the tactic. Even though the small things lost more of their number flying close enough to explode on contact, the explosions completely by-passed the void shields and the individual explosions also did heinous damage compared to the usual corrosive shots. She couldn’t know that the flyers were detonating their cores on impact, but she could see the result. The ships around her kept getting damaged, but she sensed they were not the real target.

 

She tried to gather her psionic power into an attack to clear the enemies surrounding their ships, but suddenly she could feel the damn enemy that had kept bothering their psions the entire battle interfering with her attack. She also sensed an incoming attack from another source and hastily erected a protective barrier around her ship. Not a moment too soon as a beam of destructive energy rammed into her shield, almost causing it to buckle. She recognized the attack from the recordings she had seen. This was one of the powerful new Shinzen individuals that had taken part in the attack against the planet. On the monitors she could see a slightly humanoid looking individual with a pair of large cannons hanging on both sides.

 

The real issue was that she also saw something else. More specifically she saw another one of the powerful Shinzen rapidly approaching. This was the one that had struck straight through the Mrrroww ships that had defended the planet, clearly displaying a powerful penetrative ability. “Shit. It seems I gathered their attention a bit too much.” She still had tricks she could use but was quite unsure if she could stop this combination of attacks. Her senses also screamed that there was another threat she could not detect. She might be able to save herself, but it looked grim for her ship and crew. And that was assuming this was everything the enemy was throwing at her. They looked quite determined.

 

One enemy that excelled in disrupting the abilities of others, one enemy that excelled in long-range attacks, one enemy that excelled in frontal assaults, and finally one enemy that likely excelled in staying hidden and attacking when the time was right. Alone, each and every one had power but also their obvious weaknesses. Together they were much more dangerous. "Is this what they would call being in a pinch?"

 

            


Chapter 24 - Fights and misunderstandings


                ”As psionics have a lot to do with the mind of the user, people can sometimes go beyond their usual abilities when affected by strong emotions or a powerful will to survive. That kind of boost will not turn around a completely lop-sided situation, but it can make a difference in a battle involving beings of relatively similar strength. The downside of such power boosts received from powerful emotions is that they tend to be somewhat uncontrolled and inefficient. Thus a calm and collected enemy with enough skill might be able to avoid or slice apart such attacks with relative ease, and once that happens, the being that went beyond their limits will usually be left vulnerable.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

Moonshadow observed the enemy dashing towards the ship glowing with power, clearly intent on piercing right through. If they had been standing on the surface of a planet, or if she had been piloting a mech, she would relatively easily be able to avoid the attack. Unfortunately, a ship of this size was not agile enough to do the same. Luckily the sudden attack had not given the enemies the chance to coordinate perfectly, and the long-ranged enemy with the two large cannons had to stop firing because the enemy that rapidly closed the distance entered the line of fire. The Shinzen were usually excellent in their coordination, but they were not perfect either. This small gap in coordination allowed Moonshadow the opportunity to counterattack.

 

She quickly made a small gesture with her paw and it looked like the paw sunk into nothingness as if sinking into water, sending small waves in space radiating outwards. Those around her noticed the disturbance but had no idea what it meant. They quickly got their answer as it looked like the Shinzen that had been speeding towards them poised to attack seemed to run into an invisible wall. At least that’s the first thing that came into their mind, though it soon became clear that the situation was much more complex than that, as half of the Shinzen warrior’s left side was blown away, leaving it floating in space. Whether it was dead or alive was still a mystery.

 

Moonshadow almost collapsed under the sudden drain on her powers. She had caused the enemy’s power to rebound on itself, so the result was as if the powerful Shinzen had just run into an exact copy of itself and the two had rammed against each other with full strength. Copying an enemy’s power and using it against them was not exactly simple though, and it wouldn’t have worked against a continuous attack like the one the long-ranged Shinzen had used. There the enemy’s attack would have been slightly disturbed, but not really rebounded like this.

 

She didn’t have time to rest though as the enemy that had hidden itself so far made its move. It correctly recognized that something like what Moonshadow had just done would take a lot out of her and leave her vulnerable. A very tight and focused projectile of deadly energy cut straight through her ship aiming for her, slicing the bridge of the ship in half. Two things saved her from instant death. First was that she had expected the attack. Her sensory abilities were one of her greatest talents, and it was a testament to the camouflaging skills of the Shinzen warrior that she had not detected the being before it made the attack. Once it did attack, her senses gave her a very brief window of warning, which allowed her to avoid the attack. Still, the attack came so quickly that she would have been unable to avoid it without her other talent. She was extremely skilled in the area of body enhancement with her power focused on speed. Her combination of talents was powerful, but not suited for combat between fleets. Sometimes she cursed that fact, but now it saved her life.

 

She moved towards the door of the bridge almost instinctively, drawing deeper inside the ship. The hole through the ship left the bridge open to the vacuum of space, although through several other decks and a layer of armor, and the bridge and other affected areas suddenly started to depressurize. The crew members were thrown towards the open area and some crew members were sucked into space before the hole was covered by a field of energy. Even though most crew members on the bridge had not been pulled outside, they had still been tossed around by the change in pressure and were in a daze.

 

Moonshadow had just managed to catch a glimpse of something that looked like an insect with scythe-like arms before it vanished again and she lost the target. The enemy that she had hurt was slowly moving towards the escaping Shinzen fleet to withdraw, but the long-ranged enemy had apparently been charging power for a finishing blow and the ships around Moonshadow’s cruiser seemed all to be disabled so they would be no help. The Primaris of the Mrrroww had likely already realized the problem and sent help but it would be too late. Moonshadow herself didn’t have the power to mount an effective defense, especially since the stealthy enemy had only disappeared out of sight and not from the entire battle, so even if she did manage to stop this attack, the remaining enemy would finish the job.

 

Suddenly the space near the fight seemed to be rent apart as a large vessel suddenly appeared to be exiting phase space. The spatial disturbance tore apart many of the surviving Shinzen flyers. Phase jumps were generally not safe for the surroundings, but usually most battles were fought deep enough inside a gravity well to make it impossible for ships to enter or exit phase space in the middle of the battle. That’s why combat jumping was really not a thing. A silver colored ship made of some glasslike substance exited the rift, and the incoming attack from the long-ranged Shinzen was intercepted by a hexagonal shield of energy that suddenly appeared in front of Moonshadow’s ship.

 

Moonshadow had never seen a ship like that, but she had heard its kind being described. Its likeness had also been drawn in many historical works, though there had been a certain amount of speculation and artistic license involved. Still, the appearance was close enough that she made the connection and so did many others. Either a Progenitor ship had just saved her, or someone who had gone through a great deal of trouble to create a ship that looked like a Progenitor ship did. Weirdly, the entire Shinzen fleet seemed to freeze, and almost shudder. One of the Shinzen Hives was just about to ram the ship that just appeared since it could not change course in time despite making an effort to do exactly that.

 

---------

 

“We will arrive in three minutes.” Nox’s voice announced.

 

“What? Three minutes? But we’ve only been traveling for two hours!” Amaterasu exclaimed.

 

Selendil looked at the human like she was seeing something odd. "We didn't travel that far. The Mrrroww have their territory right next to Haven. There's a reason why they were the race that found the station first. Strictly speaking, the station is inside Mrrroww borders, since the station might be able to enforce the neutrality of that system, but it can’t do the same for the other system's surrounding it. Now granted, the battle we're flying towards is almost on the opposite side of the Mrrroww controlled territory, but it's still not that far."

 

“Not that far? Even using the most well-traveled phase lanes my personal ship would take at least two to three days to travel that kind of distance.” Amaterasu pointed out. While the Mrrroww had not expanded quite as much as their technological advantage would’ve allowed them to, that didn’t mean the area of space they controlled was small.

 

“Huh, your ship is actually faster than I assumed. Still, even with our main power core not operational, we can travel much deeper within phase space, so it shouldn’t be that big of a surprise. We actually took longer than I thought.” Selendil commented.

 

“Hey, it’s not my fault!” Nox defended itself. “The phase drive could use some maintenance, or at the very least some tuning. We’re running at most at 68% of the capacity we should manage with our current power levels.”

 

“I wasn’t blaming you. I just pointed out a fact. Before that though, we might tackle another issue. We didn’t have the time to really work on our weapon systems yet. How much did the beacons manage to repair during this time?” Selendil questioned, as she had not micro-managed the repairs. It would be kind of bad if they went into battle and none of their weapons worked. It wouldn’t be a disaster since their defenses were working to some degree at least, and she could personally take care of the offense if necessary. It would still be a little embarrassing though.

 

"Well, as you said, you didn't have the time to work on them. You also mentioned that the beacons should focus on more vital areas since you can make most things disappear by frowning at them. Some of the self-guided ordnance is operational. That means a good percentage of our missile batteries and one torpedo launcher. I can’t say for sure without testing it, but at least one of the Pulsar Cannons should be able to fire as well. I can’t say how many shots it can manage, but at least one should be doable without causing further damage.” Nox listed off the options.

 

“So none of the main weapons are online. That’s not surprising considering they’d need the main power core to function anyway. No matter. We’ll manage.” Selendil nodded as her suspicions were confirmed. “Give me a warning twenty seconds before we arrive and I’ll get us a more exact destination.”

 

“This isn’t a bad idea, is it? I mean I trust that a Dhar ship can manage, but we are going into battle and apparently the ship isn’t at full working condition. The weapon report didn’t exactly sound positive either. I can pitch in if necessary, as I’m quite powerful myself.” Amaterasu pointed out. Unlike Moonshadow, her powers were well suited to a battle between fleets.

 

“Bah! I’ll have you know that I can take on anything short a Dhar titan, even in my current condition.” Nox replied confidently. Those words were not just an empty boast as the ship had been using cutting edge technology before the slow grinding of time took its toll. They were a slight exaggeration though.

 

“Nox is feeling oddly smug, but the point is still valid. I wouldn’t worry too much. If the worst happens, then I can always manage on my own.” Selendil didn’t allow the chance to poke at Nox to pass entirely.

 

“Mark.” Nox stated suddenly after a moment of silence, signifying their impending arrival.

 

Selendil expanded her senses. Normally her senses lost some of their reach inside phase space, but they were nearing the edge between phase space and normal space and she was sensing for the minds and psionic powers of the beings at their destination, which was much easier than detecting individual ships or inert objects like asteroids. As she had met Moonshadow before and had actually been slightly intrigued by the feline High Ambassador, it was not hard to detect her mind among the countless others. She also sensed several other powerful minds nearby and recognized the danger. She gave their destination straight to Nox as they were mentally connected.

 

Even though this ship was capable of jumping back into normal space within a gravity well, that didn’t make it a comfortable jump as the entire ship shook heavily from the strain. Jumping into battle also came with the problem of information overload as everything seemed to happen at once. Selendil gave Nox the mental command to intercept the attack aimed at Moonshadow, while Nox gave a warning of its own. “Collision alert!”

 

A large asteroid that had apparently been converted into a primitive ship was right next to them and was just about to hit them. Selendil made an exasperated sound as power suddenly seemed to radiate from her. With a wave of one of the tails hanging from the back of her head, the entire asteroid shattered into tiny rubble no larger than a fingernail. The rubble was harmlessly bouncing off the hull of the ship as it no longer had enough mass to really affect the material the ship was made of. Not that the intact asteroid would’ve been enough to damage the ship, but the impact would’ve been quite unpleasant to everyone inside the ship despite the inertial dampener.

 

"Oh no, you won't." She stated and another tail made a swishing motion and the hidden Shinzen that had just been about to attack Moonshadow’s ship was blown to a formless mass of unidentifiable goop. The poor being had been so focused on finding the perfect moment to strike that it had not identified the ship that had just arrived. While all the other Shinzen had reconsidered the whole thing, this Queen had taken the presented opportunity to strike. Admirable dedication that worked against it in this case. The entire hive mind had also been stunned enough to not relay the information in time.

 

“Nox, lob a torpedo at the nearest asteroid-ship. Since we are here to nominally help the Mrrroww, we might as well give a token effort and that little transgression warrants retaliation.” Selendil stated coldly. “Judging from their movements, the Shinzen remember us. They remember yet one of theirs still dared to act.”

 

"Aye, sir!" Nox acknowledged the order in a cheery voice. The AI had been a little worried Selendil would give it no chance to act and ended up using a term it had learned from Haven due to the excitement.

 

Another hexagonal shield appeared close to the ship and seemed to work like a doorway as a large torpedo appeared from inside the field of energy. The torpedo moved with a speed close to the speed of light and the target was relatively close so it arrived in less than a second, giving no opportunity for any point-defenses to react. The entire asteroid seemed to collapse on itself and implode, suddenly vanishing as if sucked through a hole the size of a pin.

 

The rest of the Shinzen got the message and sped up their retreat. The powerful Shinzen Queens that had attacked Moonshadow also ran away. Weirded by the situation, the Mrrroww didn’t give chase, as they were unsure how to react to the ship that had just arrived and destroyed two Hives and a Deity level Shinzen creature in less than a minute. The Primaris was understandably cautious, and a few extra destroyed Shinzen vessels weren’t worth possibly angering the new arrival.

 

The situation was a little more complicated than appeared on the surface and things immediately became a little awkward. An unidentified ship of very suspicious origins had suddenly appeared in the middle of a battle within Mrrroww space, and none of their sensors had detected anything before the ship suddenly appeared, inside a gravity well no less. They also couldn’t quite figure out the weird ship’s intentions, and that was without mentioning the fact that it obviously looked like a Progenitor ship of all things.

 

On the positive side, the ship had helped them and saved one of the more important people among the entire fleet. On the neutral side, it wasn't like the ship had rescued the entire fleet, so while the Primaris was personally grateful for the timely rescue, that gratitude officially came with limits. On the negative side, this strange ship had managed to avoid all their defenses and appeared right next to a VIP ship, which meant that it could do so again, and with hostile intention. It had also seen the Mrrroww during a rather embarrassing moment, and while the Primaris personally didn’t care, the rest of the High Command might. He wasn’t a politician, but optics were important to certain other people.

 

His private communications terminal signified a message. The Primaris knew he had muted it during the battle, so a message was outside his expectations. The message was short and simple. “You have a planet with refugees to take care of, no? How about focusing on that instead of sitting around being wary about someone who helped you.” There was no sender, but the source was not hard to figure out. Nox had long since infiltrated the networks of the Mrrroww ships, so doing something like this was simple.

 

The Primaris huffed a laugh and gave the orders for the fleet to move towards the planet they had just liberated. ‘The ship had saved Moonshadow, so let her deal with the problem for now.’ He thought to himself.

 

-----

 

The Queen in charge of the fleet managed to handle an ordered retreat despite the shock. The Great Ones had reappeared! Once again the Great Ones had appeared on the other side of the battlefield, but clearly not as real enemies. It was obvious to all the Shinzen Queens present that just the single ship could’ve destroyed all of them and stopped them from running away if it wanted to. The Great Ones also could’ve sent more than one ship. The Great One guiding this ship had been extremely powerful, something they could tell just from the sheer sense of dread that they got. A being like that could definitely do a lot more damage than it had.

 

So if the Great One had not appeared here to destroy them, why did it appear? It was safe to say it had come to give another lesson, but what lesson would that be? Clearly, the lesson had been aimed at the Shinzen since the Great One had protected the other side. You didn’t learn proper lessons while being protected. You became dependent that way. Only lessons learned through hardship would stick. And the most important lesson the Shinzen had ever learned had been taught by the Great Ones in a way that they would forever remember, a lesson in humility.

 

Had they shown signs of becoming prideful again? That should not be the case. They were very careful about falling to the sin of pride again. Then what could it be? The Great One had destroyed one of their new vessels and killed one of the new Queens. It had also stopped an attack against the target they had been trying to kill. The new vessel had been about to sully the ship of the Great Ones, so its destruction could be ignored. The dead Queen however…she had been killed to make a point.

 

Was it because they had targeted the wrong kind of enemy? First, they had been given a warning, and once that warning had not been heeded, the Great One had given a harsher lesson. The Great Ones showed tough love, but they cared. The enemy had been good training and had taught them much. Maybe trying to repay those lessons with blood had been wrong? Maybe that enemy had more to teach, and those lessons would be lost if the being died?

 

Still, interpreting the will of the Great Ones was not something to be done in haste. They should consider this well before making any decisions. They didn’t want to anger the Great Ones now that the Great Ones had deigned to return. There might be more lessons in the future, lessons the Shinzen would gladly take in. The Queen decided that maybe it should return and exchange opinions with the oldest Queens. Those Queens were less developed due to being born earlier, but they had also gained more experience in learning new things. Maybe they would be able to interpret the will of the Great One.

            


Chapter 25 - Aftermath


                "Despite the relative stability of the Mrrroww society on the surface, there are many powerful undercurrents below the surface. The different clans are not limited to a certain role, but our respective natures have created something like a caste system of sorts. Not all Lions become administrators or admirals, but most high-ranking administrators tend to be Lions. Not all Tigers become warriors or pilots, but most generals are Tigers. While these are the roles that most suit our talents, it also leads to rather heavy competition between different branches of our power structure. These rivalries would exist even without the clan divide, but the clan angle does make these rivalries even more aggressive. Often this is a good thing since it causes everyone to strive to be better, just so they can beat their rivals. Sometimes the rivalry can take a more negative turn."

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

“Are you absolutely certain about this?” The Primaris asked in confirmation. They had managed to make contact with the people on the planet and he was now conferencing with the Deity called Kurnau.

 

He had to ask the question due to the news being so unbelievable. While the Deity was not his subordinate, strictly speaking, he had gathered the respect of most clans in his role as the Primaris. A rather rare feat all things considered. The Panthers were also not the type to lie about such things, but he still wouldn’t put it past the Deity in question considering she had been stranded on the planet for such a long time. Such conditions could create bitterness and resentment towards those in charge. She had likely also lost family and friends during the attack.

 

“Certain? No. I can never be certain of anything when it comes to the Shinzen. You asked for my opinion and I gave it. I have been in combat with these bastards for long enough that I can read them to some extent at least. Anything strange about their behavior usually meant danger for us so I had to learn quickly. They were preparing to leave and burn the jungle down around as their final act before something happened. I was already preparing to make my last stand just to buy some time. Suddenly they all seemed to either sense something or receive some sort of message, and then they suddenly dropped everything they were doing and left in a hurry. You can still see some of their equipment lying around the place. I’m fairly certain that they were afraid.” Kurnau explained. She was a psion and could sense emotions. The Shinzen usually displayed none aside from those that are always present in combat like alertness. Never any strong feelings like fear, anger or sadness though. And especially not fear. Until now that is.

 

“I…don’t want to imply that you’re lying, but this goes against everything we know about the Shinzen.” The Primaris pointed out. The worst thing was that he had a pretty good idea what had happened, as he had seen something similar happen with the Shinzen fleet.

 

As soon as the Shinzen pulled back, something else they had never even heard about happening before, the Mrrroww fleet had sent their forces towards the planet in the hopes of finding survivors. As Kurnau had felt the psionic force that had previously blocked her efforts to communicate telepathically suddenly disappear, she had immediately tried making contact with the Mrrroww fleet and had been successful. She had directed the rescue efforts towards the places where the refugees were hidden, many of them ill and malnourished. Without her aid, it might have taken days for the fleet to locate the refugees, as they had been well hidden to stay safe from the Shinzen.

 

One of the relief ships had brought a communicator for Kurnau, and the two of them were in the middle of a debriefing. The whole debacle had taken two hours already, and she was getting impatient. The only reason she had been so patient was because the Primaris was handling the debriefing personally. It was hard to complain about the loss of time when he was also losing the same amount of time. Still, Kurnau was feeling like her patience was wearing thin. “I know. To be frank, whether you believe me or not is entirely your problem. Now, you said High Ambassador Moonshadow is also in orbit. Could I speak with her?”

 

“That might be…a little difficult. Her ship suffered heavy damage and according to what I was able to find out there were losses among the crew. There’s also a…complication.” The Primaris frowned and looked at the display showing an image of the strange ship that had saved the High Ambassador. The ship seemed to be impervious to any scans they tried doing, and this image was the best they could manage. The strange ship was just floating there doing nothing.

 

“A complication?” Kurnau asked a little impatiently. “I don’t want to make this a territorial dispute but strictly speaking I’m not under your command. I should be able to make contact with the High Ambassador at my choosing.” She was right of course. Despite his commanding position over the fleet and his well-earned position as a member of the High Command, the Primaris didn’t hold command over the Deities. It was also a fact that both Kurnau and Moonshadow were high ranking members of the same clan that didn’t have to run their communications by anyone and she had only asked permission as a courtesy.

 

“Come now Deity, I’m sure you can feel it more keenly than anyone.” The Primaris stated with a throaty huff. He was not naturally psionic but he had been enhanced to a point where he might as well be, albeit not a powerful one. Even he could feel something odd and powerful about the ship they were all very pointedly ignoring at the moment. A Deity must feel it much more clearly than him.

 

“I do, though what does that have to do with the High Ambassador?” Kurnau asked.

 

"That ship saved her and hasn't moved more than a few dozen kilometers away from her ship since. Considering her ship is drifting a little erratically, the strange ship must be doing it on purpose. To be perfectly frank, the High Ambassador has bigger worries than you at the moment.” The Primaris drew a deep breath before continuing. “And I’m pretty sure the fear you sensed from the Shinzen was caused by either that ship or whatever is on it.”

 

"I…appreciate your candor," Kurnau stated carefully before continuing. "In honor of that candor, I think I should mention something. Besides fear, there was another emotion that I sensed among whatever force is controlling the Shinzen. I did not want to mention it before because I’m less sure about what I felt. It was just a brief flicker before I was shut out.”

 

“And what emotion was that?” The Primaris asked, not sure if he wanted to know.

 

"Awe," Kurnau stated quietly.

 

They were both quiet for a while, thinking about the possible implications. “Deity Kurnau, the High Command thanks you for your service. You have performed admirably under horrendous conditions. As the person most versed in what happened on the planet, you will no doubt be asked to answer more questions later on. I ask for your patience and cooperation as the information may prove invaluable.” The Primaris stated, and Kurnau could recognize the dismissal.

 

Kurnau had provided a lot of useful information. The report about an assault on a Shinzen ‘factory' was particularly enlightening. It seemed like the Shinzen were using the biological matter of other beings to create their own soldiers. There were hints that a larger biodiversity was required for the creation of more complicated individual units, which was why the Shinzen didn't like destroying the local flora and fauna. The most important piece of news was that at the heart of every Shinzen was a core of some kind. On the so-called ‘Grunts' the core was tiny, but the more dangerous Shinzen had larger cores. That brought in an interesting question. If the only thing uniquely Shinzen about their people were the cores, should they be considered to be a species of sentient minerals instead of traditionally biological beings? Still, the news about the Shinzen feeling fear overshadowed anything else the Primaris had learned.

 

As the connection was cut, the Primaris idly scratched at his table as he considered the image of the ship floating in front of him. He was no expert, but even he could recognize the appearance of an alleged Progenitor vessel. The ship’s presence in the system would not go unnoticed and the word would spread. Even if it turned out that the ship was a fake, it was still a supremely advanced vessel. That much was obvious at a glance. He was not stupid enough to attempt to detain the ship, but if he did nothing the other members of the High Command would have his head. He wasn’t entirely sure they would only settle for his figurative head either. It was easy to make veiled accusations and claims about how they would’ve done better after the fact. Yet, he wasn’t going to plunge his race into a battle with a potential Progenitor vessel out of political convenience. Especially after the ship had saved one of their own.

 

He suddenly made a decision and sent a communication signal to Moonshadow. Her image jumped in front of him after a short delay. “Primaris.” She greeted politely, though clearly, she was more agitated than she seemed. He could see repairs being conducted behind her as mechanics rushed about among medical personnel.

 

“High Ambassador Moonshadow.” He returned the greeting. His greeting also carried some hidden messages, mainly that this discussion would be important, official and likely carried consequences. “Have you made contact with the unidentified ship yet?”

 

“I have not. I recognize the importance of the situation, but I have crew missing and a damaged ship to deal with. The unidentified ship as you called it has shown rather considerable patience all things considered, and I think I have a hunch about why.” She had more than a hunch. In fact, she was almost certain she already knew the identity of the other party. How and why they suddenly appeared here was another matter.

 

The Primaris prevented her from speaking further, as he didn’t want her to reveal too much as this communication would be analyzed later. “I recognize your situation is not optimal, but this is something that needs your immediate attention and your crew will have to manage without you. The unidentified ship has displayed interest in your ship, and I think it is safe to conclude that you are the best person to deal with it. In the name of the High Command, I’m authorizing you to handle this situation, and it should be dealt with immediately. I will bear responsibility, though you of course realize that the results of these talks will have consequences.”

 

If his earlier words had carried several meanings, these were even more loaded. At the same time, they implied that he was taking responsibility for the potential failure of the situation by giving her a carte blanche to deal with the strange ship, but he also made it clear that unofficially she would also have to suffer consequences if things didn’t go according to the High Command’s wishes. And they likely would not. The High Command’s wishes were extremely wishful when they had the benefit of hindsight on their side. He was essentially taking the blame and warning her at the same time. He would carry the official punishment, but he would recover eventually. She might not be as lucky depending on how some of the other clans decided to pursue this matter.

 

On one level it could be seen as underhanded to push things on her lap, but Moonshadow knew better. He would already face censure because their shameful display in this battle had been seen by outsiders and he had not ordered the unidentified ship to be seized. They both knew it would be a disaster if they tried, but that’s not how others would see it. That didn’t even take into account the fact that the battle didn’t exactly go perfectly either, despite their eventual victory. On the other hand, since she was already at the center of this, he wasn’t really implicating her in anything she wasn’t already involved with.

 

"Your orders have been received and understood." Moonshadow stated a little unhappily. Just because he was acting in a way that was in some ways admirable and very practical, that didn't mean it wasn't slightly underhanded as well. He could’ve taken the lead in the negotiations and relegated her to just a supporting role, thus taking the sole blame. That would’ve been almost unnaturally chivalric though, so she wasn’t really expecting him to do something like that.

 

As the connection cut, Moonshadow gave a small growl. “Well, I’m boned. And the negotiations haven’t even started yet.” As the High Ambassador, she had a lot of political clout and her strength was respected among the Deities as well. Still, that might not be enough to shelter her from the fallout if this went badly, as the matter was just too important. She had also made enemies in the past, enemies that would no doubt jump on this chance. “No pressure. It’s not like most negotiations are without risks, so why would this time be any different.”

 

--------

 

Selendil floated in the air in a meditative position, calmly waiting for the move of the other party. This surprised Amaterasu a little. The Dhar in front of her clearly thought of her and her kind above other races, so waiting patiently like this seemed a little odd, though patience was a useful quality to have in a person. “I’d like to apologize for my lack of faith old one.” The empress suddenly stated.

 

Selendil opened her eyes and looked towards Amaterasu, either in question or urging her to continue. "I was rattled by the idea of going into battle between the Mrrroww and the Shinzen. Both of the two races are a rather serious potential threat to my kind, so the idea of being dropped between the two fleets in a ship that isn't working to full capacity was…disconcerting, to say the least. I did not show the appropriate trust in your ability to handle the situation, and in hindsight my error was obvious. Thus I want to apologize."

 

Selendil, in turn, was slightly amused. The galaxy had not seen a Dhar go to battle for a long time, not to mention a Keeper. It was understandable that the others didn't realize the difference in ability. Knowing someone was stronger than you and seeing it in practice were entirely different. Though in this case there had been less actual fighting than one might expect thanks to the fact that the Shinzen had retreated so soon. The ship had fired a single torpedo and Selendil had barely even used her powers, so in effect, Amaterasu had not really seen anything yet. “Seeing is believing, though if you’re going to work for me, you’ll need to have some trust. This was barely a scuffle.”

 

“Can I ask a question?” Amaterasu suddenly asked, making Selendil even more amused. She didn’t bother pointing out that she just had asked one, and instead she made a gesture with one of the tails at the back of her head.

 

Amaterasu had seen the gesture before and recognized it was meant to urge her to continue. “Why are we just sitting here? Making you wait like this seems a little rude.”

 

“We are not just sitting here though.” Selendil laughed. “Nox is tapped into their communications, and I’m listening in on the important parts. Frankly, we do not care about the rest of the Mrrroww aside from the High Ambassador, and it seems they have also recognized this fact. I have a feeling Nox might have pointed them in the right direction. Thus we don't care about the rest of their fleet. The High Ambassador, on the other hand, is taking care of her people. That is an instinct I can respect. While I do not personally care about her crew, she does. I would do the same in her position. Besides, we don’t have to wait for much longer.”

 

As if on cue a ball of energy floated in between Selendil and Amaterasu. The ball seemed to change shape and solidify, and the figure of Moonshadow was soon in front of them. “Selendil, I presume?” The figure in front of them asked almost rhetorically. Seeing Selendil in a much more open armor instead of an encounter suit that hid her completely was a new experience, but she could still sense the similarities immediately. For some odd reason the communication method that Selendil used allowed Moonshadow to sense the other party as if she was right next to them.

 

"You presume correctly High Ambassador," Selendil replied calmly.

 

“And I see we are not alone.” The Ambassador’s image turned a bit towards Amaterasu. “A Human? This is…unexpected.”

 

“Illum, if you would High Ambassador. We keep telling the other races that we are not really a single race with the Tetrarchy and Cybrans anymore.” Amaterasu replied with a small diplomatic smile.

 

"The newest member of my crew," Selendil added.

 

“Speaking of, is Lilly on board as well?” Moonshadow asked carefully.

 

“She is still back on the station helping with recruitment. Our departure to come here was so quick that I didn’t have time to take her along. You could say that our arrival already cut things pretty close.” Selendil replied.

 

“I thank you for helping my ship and crew. Though you speak as if you knew I was going to be in danger and came here to rescue me.” Moonshadow noticed certain implications in Selendil’s words.

 

“We were informed of your plight, and you did imply that you might want to request our assistance at some point, so we decided to help. We can discuss our compensation at your earliest convenience.” Selendil noted that Moonshadow had not thanked them for rescuing her personally. Whether this was because she prioritized her crew in her thanks or she thought she might have personally survived was not clear.

 

“I…see. I would very much like to know how you knew of the danger. I would also like to know why you would go out of your way to save me. Our interactions were positive but rather brief. I'm not blind to the fact that revealing your ship will come with consequences, so I'm forced to wonder what would prompt you to shoulder those consequences for my sake." Moonshadow's curiosity got the best of her.

 

"The answer to both questions is actually connected, though unfortunately, I can't answer you properly quite yet. Suffice to say that you possess certain talents that I find interesting. Talents that you yourself aren’t aware of. Talents that would actually be quite useful as a part of my crew. If you were to join, I would consider that adequate compensation for what happened previously, and I would be able to answer your questions more fully.” Selendil didn’t bother dancing around the issue and took the blunt approach.

 

“You…want me to join your crew?” Moonshadow sounded just as incredulous as she was feeling. This was not what she had expected to become the crux of their talks, though she was less surprised than one might expect thanks to their earlier talks.

            


Chapter 26 - Of doctors and fixers


                "Some races found on Haven are more well-known than others. Races like the Mrrroww are at least superficially familiar to everyone, even if all their eccentricities are not understood by the others. Some others like the Coatl and the Azi are equally well known, while a race like the Dashane or the Guardians are all often seen even if often misunderstood. On the other end are races that we know fairly little about. There might be dozens of their people on the station, but they don’t talk about their race and culture beyond what they told during the first contact interview. Some races are so rare that they come around only once every few decades and are practically unknown. Yet, everyone is welcome on the station, until they are not.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

------

 

”I would not have made the offer if I didn’t.” Selendil pointed out in reply to Moonshadow’s incredulous question. "Now I should probably mention that when I say you have certain talents I find interesting, I don't just mean those you are unaware of. I can help you develop the psionic talents you already have, and help you discover others. The one I'm interested in is a very particular talent I've only sensed in the…Illum was it?" Selendil turned towards Amaterasu, not entirely sure of the proper noun for a female of Illum descent.

 

"Illum is preferred, yes," Amaterasu replied wryly. She was kind of anticipating the moment Moonshadow realized that she was the Empress of the Illum. She was actually rather curious about how long it would take and decided not to say anything until that time.

 

“Right. She’s the other person with the same talent, which is why she will be joining us as well. You will benefit quite a bit from developing this talent, I assure you. As for non-psionic talents, I’m quite interested in your diplomatic abilities. Truth be told, I would rather leave such negotiations to others and you are at the very least respected in that field. I’ve heard good things, and not just from Lilly.” Selendil suspected that getting Moonshadow to agree might be a bit more challenging, which is why she made the token effort to sell the idea slightly more than with Amaterasu. Moonshadow was also currently more promising as far as abilities went, so there was also that little detail. That said, their current abilities might not reflect their future development.

 

She didn’t have to do much convincing though. The wheel had started turning in Moonshadow’s head as soon as the suggestion was made. The first obvious positive point was the opportunity to come into contact with advanced technology. She had her suspicions about Selendil’s identity, but a ‘Solarian’ having a ship that looked just like the one the Progenitor’s used was not too odd. She knew Selendil was an energy being from an advanced race. A race like the Solarians taking over old Progenitor ships made sense. Perhaps the reason the Mrrroww and most other races found no sign of the Progenitor’s vessels was because someone simply got there first? Or the ship’s appearance might just be the result of emulation due to honoring those that came before, and the kinship felt towards fellow energy beings. Nevertheless, even if the ship had nothing to do with the Progenitors aside from appearance, it would still be technologically advanced as a Solarian ship.

 

The second positive point was the idea of advancing her psionics. If Selendil could be trusted, and so far she had given very little reason to think she was someone who would lie about such things, then the opportunity to improve came at the perfect time. Moonshadow had reached something of a rut in her growth as a psion, and she needed a push. And seeing that most psions around her were actually lower ranked than her, it would require someone like Selendil to give that push. It also helped that she was something of an adventurer. That’s partially why she became an ambassador, to go to new and potentially dangerous places on her travels. But the role of a High Ambassador was much more restricting and she was feeling stifled. She liked the perks that came with the job, but she wasn’t exactly dependent on them.

 

Then there was the final problem that had just surfaced. The High Command might make trouble for her if she didn’t get any results from this negotiation. However, if she became part of Selendil’s crew she could avoid most trouble for two reasons. Firstly she actually did get some results, even if not quite what the High Command wanted. If she played this right, then she could present herself almost as a martyr taking the leap to aid her race, along with Lilly which took away a bit of the shine, when in fact she was almost happily jumping at the opportunity. Secondly, the power games of the Mrrroww came with an odd quirk. Her enemies wouldn’t mind making trouble for her if given the opportunity, but they would only do so when she was present. It didn’t satisfy the sense of superiority present in most Mrrroww if the other party in these power plays was not present to show her miserable expression and depriving them the ability to silently gloat about their superiority. Some Mrrroww were actually not polite enough to keep their gloating silent, but the gloating was an important part nevertheless. As long as she was away, she would not be judged in absentia.

 

She was actually quite eager to join now that all the pieces of her little plan clicked into place, though she couldn’t show that eagerness of course. “I do owe you my life and I’m not averse to the idea. However, as an ambassador of the Mrrroww, I have to make certain…offers before I accept. It’s my duty.”

 

"I think we can all see where this is going," Amaterasu muttered. She knew the Mrrroww would be eager to get their paws on the ship, perhaps even to the point of risking violence. “And I’m also pretty confident in saying that the likely answer will be no.”

 

"If the idea is to get my ship, then she is absolutely right. I would also advise your kind against falling to the temptation of thinking using force might work. I've been told that your so-called Deities can turn entire wars around. Well, what you consider Deities, my kind considers normal adults. You don't want to be on the receiving end of what my kind considers to be the peak of psionic ability. The result would not be pretty.” Selendil added for emphasis. Her tone was so full of confidence that it left no room for doubt.

 

“In that case, I accept your offer. I’ll need a few days to get matters handled on my end. Will you still be on Haven if I’ll meet you on the station in a week?” Moonshadow suddenly stated, making her decision.

 

“So be it.” Selendil agreed to the arrangement. It would be faster to have Moonshadow return to the ship as they could warp back to the beacon located within the nebula near the station, but it would also allow the Mrrroww to call for reinforcements to reach this system. The leader of the Mrrroww fleet had shown considerable restraint in not trying to take the ship by force, but it was likely that the situation would escalate when potential reinforcements and more impetuous leaders arrived.

 

Amaterasu turned to Selendil right after the communications were cut. “So. The peak of psionic ability, huh?”

 

Selendil’s tails once again showed her amusement, which once again wasn’t registered by Amaterasu just yet. Even with her intelligence and observational skills, it would take some time to learn to read the subtle nonverbal cues when Selendil’s behavior was so different compared to what she was used to. “I never did explain the purpose of my role, did I? I still think you aren’t ready for the full explanation, but I can give you a hint. The Dhar were a warrior people. Even among such people, the Keepers were respected for their psionic might. They were respected for many other reasons as well, but the others had a saying about Keepers. It doesn’t translate well, but the gist of the saying was that whenever Keepers were forced to take part in a war, the war suddenly became very short, thus ruining the fun the others were having.”

 

“That…sounds impressive. I suppose you didn’t take part in wars that often then?” Amaterasu had trouble keeping her expressions in control.

 

"No. No, we did not. Only twice in the entire history of the Eternal Empire." Selendil stated with melancholy.

 

Amaterasu gave a small shudder. The name Eternal Empire was an exaggeration of course, but it wasn’t completely unearned. As far as anyone was aware, their reign was unique in both length and reach. If during that entire time these ‘Keepers’ marched to war only twice, and that was enough to create a saying like the one before, then they had made an impression. And that impression had to be taken in the context of a warrior race like the Dhar. She was finally starting to realize that Selendil being the last surviving member of her race might not have been by accident. She had known the Dhar would be strong, but the role of the particular Dhar in front of her might be something that matched and exceeded her own prominence among the Illum.

 

“Well, you’ve already partially fulfilled your end of the bargain and seem poised to do the rest as soon as we return. I’m guessing you will no longer feel the need to hide the ship once we return to Haven, correct?” Amaterasu got a nod of agreement as a reply. “In that case, I will have to return home soon so I can fulfill my part.”

 

“You said that you have one of the support beacons under your control, right?” Selendil suddenly interjected. “Is it at these coordinates?” A map of the galaxy appeared above her hand, highlighting a certain par in the outer rim.

 

"…it is," Amaterasu replied carefully. Even now she was a little leery about revealing the location of their sacred home planet.

 

“How is it stored? Specifically, is it in orbit, or is in on a planet?” Selendil questioned further.

 

“It’s on a planet. Or at least it has been there for the last thirty years.” Amaterasu could sense where this was going.

 

"I can always send you straight back by warping you," Selendil suggested, confirming Amaterasu’s suspicions.

 

“That might actually be the best solution, assuming I can return the same way. Despite my ship being powerful, there’s always the risk of getting intercepted by the Tetrarchy or the Cybrans and the risk will increase now that they’ve received hints of my ship near Haven. It would also give me more time to get my affairs in order. I’ll need some of my Handmaiden to return with me as well though.” Amaterasu pointed out.

 

“A handful of people will make no difference. As for the return, I can show you how to use that focus to connect with the beacon on your end. I’ll get the message and bring you back. Do keep in mind though, that now that I’ve done my part, I expect you to do yours. Don’t make me come get you.” Selendil stated confidently. The Dhar didn’t generally like giving the other races access to the warp network for obvious strategic reasons, but they did develop ways to allow for others to request transfer in certain situations.

 

“Well, then. We should return so I can get to it.” Amaterasu was already planning on how she could have one of the Handmaidens handle things in her stead. She had a handful of extremely competent ones that could assume control of the situation while pretending she was engaged in an important project for a short time. She would eventually need a longer-term solution, but the Handmaiden could handle things for now by pretending to ferry messages to her and making it appear that she sent orders back.

 

--------

 

"So explain to me again why we are here," Selendil asked curtly. Even with her environmental suit blocking most everything, her nature as an energy being guaranteed that some of the smells still reached her. That was the problem with using your powers instead of a nose to smell things. Some of that power would leak outside the suit.

 

The area they were in was the seedier part of Haven. It might actually be the seediest part, as it was home to slums and low-quality entertainment. Describing the establishments around them as shady was not really doing them justice, as it was clear this area was barely even maintained with grime everywhere and the air being stale and filled with the smell of sweat and various bodily secretions. Most stores here either peddled in gambling, substances that were meant to be abused, or flesh, be it for pleasure or entertainment.

 

"We're here to find two people, a fixer and a doctor," Lilly stated confidently. She was familiar with the area thanks to her work in keeping order on the station. She rarely visited the place personally, but even she had to spend some time here as part of her duties. “I’m not sure if we can find the fixer, but I’m pretty sure we can find our doctor. As your standards are so high, we have to go a bit outside the normal to find what we need. Khaemwaset is extremely brilliant and due to his…shall we say predilections, has knowledge of the biology of countless races.”

 

“And I’m guessing these…predilections have something to do with why we are here of all places?” Selendil asked for clarification. The presence of slums and filth didn’t surprise her. There were always those that came looking for something better only to fail, and there would always be those that were willing to prey on such people.

 

“You could say that. Khaem has a problem with gambling. And drinking. And whoring. I’m pretty sure he also abuses stimulants. And he tries to flirt with anything female regardless of race. The actually surprising part is that he has quite a bit of success with his flirting. Anyway, thanks to all his…issues, he tends to fall into trouble and debt quite easily and usually his only repayment is to use his skill as a doctor. The fact that he’s so good is why all the gangs and ne'er-do-wells keep selling him whatever he wants. The fact that he likes to sleep around and often treats criminals actually helps him get familiar with the biology of the various races.” Lilly explained.

 

“Huh. Not exactly an optimal choice, but worth investigating at least. Good job Lilly. I expect you have some idea into his personality beyond his habit of getting into female trouble?” Selendil checked to make sure.

 

“Yeah, we’ve arrested him a few times, and I’ve questioned him before. He’s not a bad guy really, just a bit of a lecher. He doesn’t push things too far and considers his faults to be mostly something done in good fun. He knows not to cross lines, even if those lines are not quite where we would like them to be.” Lilly explained and stopped in front of a particularly seedy establishment, and stood there calmly.

 

Selendil looked at the Mrrroww in question and received a wave of her paw to signal some patience. As if on cue, a person got thrown out of the doors of the building, landing quite roughly on the cracked metal floor of the station. The slight moan of pain was a sign that the landing had not been gentle. "He's also rather punctual despite his other faults," Lilly stated rather smugly.

 

The grey-skinned humanoid rolled around on the floor to face Lilly once her voice drew his attention. “Ensign Lilly! To what do I owe the pleasure of your company? And you brought a friend!” He asked with a pleasant and soft voice that seemed genuinely pleased to see the Mrrroww officer.

 

The humanoid looking man actually bore some resemblance to what a Dhar looked like without the tails and of course without being an energy being. The man had similar bony ridges on his head which sat atop a long-ish neck. He was quite well muscled, something that was clear even through his disheveled clothing, and he had four long and powerful arms. Unlike a Dhar, he also had a mouth and a nose, though no visible ears.

 

“Khaem, good to see you so lively. You’re not too heavily under influence, are you?” Lilly greeted the man with a small smile.

 

“Not too badly. I had a few drinks in the bar before I got thrown out, but I’m still able to work if you need help.” The man replied. He had actually done a few under the table favors for the guards when they needed someone patched up without questions being asked.

 

"I'm actually here to offer you a job. I'm no longer in the military. Instead, I'm working for Selendil here, and her ship is in need of a doctor that can handle multiple races. Naturally, you came to mind. Eventually. The job will take a while, but it should give you the opportunity to see new places. Meet new races. Would keep you out of trouble for a while as well.” Lilly pointed out.

 

“Yes, well, I think I might have sampled most of what the station has to offer for the time being, so your offer came at a good time.” The man finally got up from the ground and made a small bow towards Selendil. “Lady Selendil, a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” His tone made it pretty clear that he was already trying to flirt with her.

 

One of his hands reached towards Selendil, the two women not being entirely sure for what reason. He suddenly found, however, that he was held in place by a force he could not struggle against. "I would keep my hands to myself if I were you," Selendil stated calmly. For emphasis, a nearby trash container was suddenly scrunched into the size of a pin. The now much denser mass dropped on the floor, actually making a small dent. “Welcome aboard.”

 

“Fascinating.” The man muttered, clearly more interested than intimidated. As he had lived most of his life among the scum of any place he visited, he wasn’t easily intimidated. Instead, he took Selendil’s actions more as a challenge than anything else.

 

Lilly cleared her throat. “Khaem, you might want to get your things. I’ll send you further instructions once you get to the docks.”

 

"Master, there's something you should know," Haven stated as soon as the man left. “I think I know who the Ensign has in mind for a fixer, and I approve of both of her choices. However, as the fixer handles a lot of goods, they aren’t always fully aware of everything they have. One of the items has faint traces of void energy about it.”

 

“Void energy?” Selendil repeated her voice getting an angry tinge. “And why am I learning about this only now?”

 

“Because the item arrived on the station only a week ago and I had no reason to pay particular attention to it before now. The traces are so faint that I had to actually actively scan his entire inventory to notice. I don’t think the item actually originates from the void phase, it’s just been near something that does.” Haven explained.

 

“Excuse me, but what’s void energy and void phase?” Lilly asked, curious about Haven’s words. Especially the word phase drew her attention as it had a quite important connotation for any spacefaring race.

 

“Something dangerous. I’m only mentioning this so you’ll have a slight understanding of what to look out for and you already figured out a part of it. Void phase does have something to do with the phase space you know about. You didn’t think the phase you use for travel and new materials was the only one out there, did you? That’s all you need know, and even that is too much:” Selendil stated angrily. “Take me to this fixer. Even if the item is only tangentially related, we will need to find out where he got it. And then we need to put an end to whoever or whatever is playing around with something they don’t understand.”

            


Chapter 27 - Old Acquaintances and New Problems


                ”For all its importance, surprisingly little is known of phase space. It facilitates travel, though with certain dangers, is the source of new and exotic materials, new ones being discovered regularly, and it is one of the most important strategic factors in warfare. Yet, we do not understand it fully. Part of this is because we have explored only parts of the enigmatic dimension. Some think we have explored a large part, while some think we have only scratched the surface. Be that as it may, one very important question remains to be answered. If there’s a single different phase that is so important to us, what’s to say there aren’t more?”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

The two were quickly moving towards their destination while being guided by Haven. “So, boss, could you let me do the talking?” Lilly pleaded with a slightly desperate voice.

 

The helmet of Selendil’s suit turned towards Lilly. “You do not understand the implications.” She stated firmly.

 

“You’re right! I don’t. However, if you tell me this item is dangerous, I believe you. And I promise to take this with the seriousness that you seem to be putting on the matter. I’d like to point out that I don’t think you quite understand my point either.” Lilly argued, knowing she had to talk fast as they were not too far from the old warehouse their target was using as one of his primary haunts.

 

That thought brought Selendil to a stop. “Alright, I’m listening. Do note though that time might be of the essence, and when I say that, I’m not just talking about something on a personal level. This is something that could have consequences ranging from a few lost ships to a destroyed galaxy or two, depending on the severity of the problem, and the stupidity of the people that brought this about.”

 

“G-galaxies? This could be galaxy-ending trouble? You're not just trying to scare me are you?" Lilly suddenly got extremely worried.

 

"That would be an extreme case, but entirely within the realm of possibility," Selendil stated in a voice that left no room for assuming she was joking.

 

“R-right. Ok. Time is of the essence." Lilly let out a breath she had held and shook her head a bit. She was still flustered and babbling. “This is crazy. Right. To the point. The person we are approaching is a fixer that can both make things happen and find items and materials not openly available. The best thing is that he does this without asking too many questions. It’s always useful to have a fixer on a ship, especially if we dock in places that are…less reputable. The fixer we are looking for is good. Really good. He’s not down here because he can’t make things happen in more high-brow areas, he’s here due to preference. The point is that a big part of a fixer’s job is to abide by a certain level of discretion. And if you burst into his warehouse and start poking around, then you’re going to go against his bottom line. We can throw away any chances of getting the guy to join on the crew and he most likely won’t be very cooperative either.”

 

Selendil nodded. “This is all well and good, I can respect someone who knows to keep things to himself. If he was a blabbermouth then he wouldn’t be very good at his job. However, this is much bigger than getting him to join. If I have to, I will pull the information I require from his mind.”

 

Lilly gave a small shudder. “Besides that being highly illegal, it might not be necessary, or even the best solution. Look, I told you he is a fixer, right? He acquires things, but he moves a lot of stuff at times and doesn’t ask too many questions. He usually does some due diligence on what he is acquiring to avoid unnecessary trouble, but he likely isn’t even fully aware of what he has. I mean I haven’t even heard of this ‘void energy’ before. So there’s a good chance the information you’re looking for isn’t in his head. But he might be able to find out. If we don’t give him too many reasons to be uncooperative.”

 

Selendil was forced to concede that the young Mrrroww had a point there. “Fine, I’ll give your way a chance. But be advised that I will get my answers, one way or the other. I have ways of ensuring his cooperation if necessary.”

 

“Understood.” Lilly nodded, and started taking them the rest of the way to their destination.

 

They soon reached a nondescript warehouse, which in this case meant a simple door built into the superstructure of this section of the station. It was likely that this place had not been a warehouse originally or at least wasn't planned as such as the area around the door was not exactly optimized for moving a lot of things quickly and didn’t allow the transport of very large things at all. Very unsurprisingly the building was guarded by a pair of what looked like large bi-pedal lizards in heavy armor. Selendil recognized them as one of the more hostile races on the station, the Dragh. One of the Dragh elbowed the other one who was looking in the other direction. He made a hissing noise that Selendil understood to be a warning.

 

“Well, well. If it isn’t Ensign Lilly. What brings the coppers to us? I thought you stopped visiting this section once you got your promotion. And who’s this with you? You aren’t likely to bring us clients and she doesn’t seem like a guard.” The other Dragh, the older of the pair judging by appearances, hissed in a barely understandable but surprisingly calming voice.

 

“We need to talk to your boss Do’go’nash. We know he’s here. It’s urgent and we need to speak to him privately.” Lilly replied curtly, not wasting time with banter.

 

“Such a spoilsport. Newbie! Watch the door!” The older Dragh ordered the younger one. “I’ll go fetch the boss.”

 

It only took a few minutes before the older Dragh returned, which was fortunate because Selendil was starting to get impatient, and her impatience was not helped by the younger Dragh sizing her up. She wasn’t entirely sure if the lizard wanted to fight her, or try copulating with her, but her patience was wearing thin either way. What surprised her was that the man that came out with the older Dragh was human, at least partly. Most of his body was made of various mechanical enhancements, which rather firmly identified him as a Cybran.

 

“Lilly, you old pervert!” The man greeted in a joyful voice as soon as he spotted the feline on her familiar floating pillow. “What brings you here? Old Nash mentioned you were looking for me.”

 

“Pervert?” Selendil looked towards Lilly with a certain amount of interest. This was not the first time she got hints that the Mrrroww girl might have certain tendencies. At first, she had thought it was a tacked on addition to the trumped-up charges that the Mrrroww had used to dismiss the young Ensign from her position to allow her to be planted as a spy. But she had been getting hints there might be more to the story. He also noted once again that the Mrrroww was not fond of her name, judging by her fur puffing up every time the name was mentioned.

 

Lilly blithely ignored both Selendil’s question and the man’s words. “Huang, we need to talk. Privately.”

 

"I can arrange that," Selendil interjected and a field of psionic energy suddenly surrounded the trio, shutting all sounds from passing through the field. It also made both sides of the field slightly indistinct, making it impossible to read lips. Not that doing something like that was simple in the first place considering the shape of Lilly’s jaw and the fact that Selendil didn’t even have lips. Not that anyone was aware of course, as she was wearing a helmet.

 

"That's handy, though I would like to ask you not to do something like that without asking first. It makes people jumpy." The man said warily, realizing that the woman in the suit might be a threat. Incidentally, the two Dragh on the outside were banging on the field of power without much in the way of results.

 

"Forget that Huang, we're in a hurry and this suits our purposes," Lilly stated, trying to move things along without focusing on Selendil's slight social gaffe.

 

“I’m listening.” The Cybran man stated, his smile returning, though it didn’t reach his eyes in the same way as before.

 

"Huang, I know you don't like to speak about your other business, especially with authorities, but this time you've got something in your possession that you really should not have. Usually, you know not to get mixed in the wrong things, but this is different. Dangerous different.” Lilly’s tone was very serious and a little agitated.

 

The man frowned with contemplation. He knew Lilly would not be here without a good reason, though that didn’t make her completely trustworthy. He didn’t remember being in possession of anything too spicy though. “You’re going to have to be a bit more specific than that.”

 

Lilly looked towards Selendil who in turn spoke quietly. “Haven, if you would.”

 

The voice of the station’s AI was heard within the field of energy without any problems. “Inside the warehouse, straight from the door for five meters and then you have a pile of crates on the left. New arrivals. There are three crates in this pile, and the one we need is the bottom one.”

 

The Cybran man grimaced. “I’m not sure I’m happy that the station is so aware of what’s inside my warehouse. The crates you talk about are indeed new though, which makes your story quite a bit more believable. I’m fairly sure I know the crate you’re talking about. It’s just a bunch of old relics. I’ve run a scan on them and didn’t notice anything odd. I’m certain they are inert and thus should not be a danger.” His demeanor relaxed as he assumed the two women were mistaken even if they were on to something. They were simply mistaken about the place.

 

"That's where you are wrong," Selendil stated coldly. "But to be fair, it would be odd if you did realize the danger. Void energy is not easily detected. It also takes a special kind of idiot to meddle in this field.”

 

“Void energy?” The Cybran man asked, finally realizing that this might be more serious than he assumed. He looked towards Lilly.

 

“Don’t look at me, I don’t understand either. Boss, I think you might need to give at least a cursory explanation.” Lilly said while shaking her head.

 

“Boss?” The Cybran man noticed the word that was decidedly out of place. Since when was there a being like this among the authorities? Had Lilly changed professions?

 

Selendil made an exasperated sound. “Fine! Have it your way. Have you ever wondered if there are other phases besides the one you use for travel?”

 

“Yes. We have run tests but so far we’ve found nothing.” Lilly replied carefully, and the Cybran man nodded. If this was going even remotely where he thought this was going, then this was definitely above his pay-grade. There was a problem though.

 

“Well, I can confirm that there are. We…my people found others. We made a doorway to one of these other phases. What most people don’t realize until it is too late, is that doorways can be used in both directions. And some doors should not be opened. Many lives were lost in glorious combat that day.” She looked towards the Cybran man, and they could all feel the anger radiating off her. “Imagine my anger when I sense the same kind of energy that originates from the other side of that now closed door in your warehouse. It means someone is toying with things they shouldn’t.”

 

Lilly turned towards the Cybran man. “Huang. We need the item and we need to know where you got it. I know confidentiality is a big part of what you do, but this is bigger than you.”

 

The man was silent for a while as his mind raced. Suddenly he looked towards Selendil. “That’s your ship outside the station that’s causing the big stir, isn’t it?” Selendil’s ship was in fact outside the station and it had caused quite a bit of trouble. So far no one had been stupid enough to approach but it was only a matter of time until someone did. She would need to make an example when that happened.

 

"Very astute of you," Selendil replied, not bothering to hide the fact.

 

He grimaced with conflicted feelings. “I’m not being uncooperative on purpose. I realize this is something I should not get mixed in, but this is a bit more complex than you might think. While the items in the crate are not sensitive, the source is. I've got a friend in the Cybran intelligence service that heard I was looking for items like this for a client. He does me some favors and I return them when I can. I have no idea where he got them."

 

“You’re going to have to come with us to make some introductions," Lilly stated, knowing that if she didn't force the man to come along, Selendil would.

 

“You’re asking me to betray a good friend and a client!” The man argued back.

 

“We’re asking you to make introductions, not to betray them. They may even benefit from this. At least they might be spared further trouble.” Lilly argued, sensing the impatience radiating from Selendil.

 

“I will find what I’m looking for eventually, make no mistake. The only question is, do I go about it in a way that is beneficial to everyone, or in a way that leaves behind a trail of corpses?” Selendil stated firmly.

 

“Fine. But this is not over.” He stated in resignation, sensing that the being in front of him had the power to back her words up. His face twisted a bit as he noticed his two guards firing their weapons at the energy field surrounding the trio. He had not heard or sensed anything, and it seemed the barrage of fire didn’t bother Selendil a bit. He gave a hand signal for the two guards to stand down.

 

The two guards seemed a little skeptical and tried to argue mutely but were silenced by the Cybran man. The field soon dropped as there was no more use for it. Huang led them to the door and sent a signal to it from a wrist computer, which caused the door to open just enough to allow the three to go through. He then led them to the crate in question, which Selendil fished out with her telekinetic abilities. The crate was closed and sealed with several security measures, so it took a moment to get it open.

 

As it hissed open, both Lilly and Selendil were greeted by a handful of old artifacts of indeterminate purpose. Lilly had no idea what they were but something about them tickled Selendil’s memory. That meant that at least one of the minds that she had stored knew what they were. She closed her eyes and once again entered the enormous library in her mind. She focused on the image of the artifacts and several books flew towards her from the shelves, indicating that those minds had the information she was seeking.

 

She went through the information quickly, the whole process taking only seconds, and what she found made her frown in displeasure. These artifacts were minor items from one of the races that served the Dhar all those years ago. That wasn’t the problem. It was quite feasible for such old items to survive as a part of a ruin that was later excavated by the current races. The items themselves were nothing really special, mostly just useless junk. Haven’s original guess that one of the items had been near something that originated from void phase seemed likely, so that wasn’t the problem either. The problem was, the race these relics originated from was not native to this galaxy. In fact, the race in question didn’t even originate from the closest neighboring galaxies either. There was a slight possibility that these items came from another source, but they were rather cultural in nature, so that was not all that likely.

 

“It seems we might have a bigger problem on our hands than I thought.” She growled.

            


Chapter 28 - More people, more problems


                ”Much has been said about the values of different races. Not their value as a race, as that would be both unethical and too hard to determine, but what they hold dear and important. Of course, no race is a monolithic whole where each member holds the exact same values. That doesn’t include those races that have a hive mind of sorts, but those are the exception and even they sometimes have deviants that go against the norm. That said, certain races do tend to weigh certain values as a society. Take the Azi for an example. The Azi value a life of service and they often feel a strong sense of civic duty. While some Azi are by nature greedy and think the life of helping the community a burden, they are in the minority. 

 

Why is this? Part of it is genetics and the way their minds work, which causes family bonds to become very important for them. An Azi would do almost anything for their family. The government has spent generation after generation to foster this view with the careful use of propaganda, publicly rewarding appropriate behavior, as well as subtly controlling other societal factors to push their preferred view. Over time the previously common trait has taken root deep in the psyche of an entire race. The government has also managed to include the state in this bond, thus creating a deep well of patriotism that borders on fanaticism in certain segments of the population. Nowadays the government doesn’t have to do the enforcement of these policies as these fanatical elements will do the enforcing for them. While violence against their own is rare due to the mentality they are enforcing, the greedy are shunned and turned into social pariahs. Social engineering at its finest, done with the best of intentions.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

---------

 

Despite her initial instinct to rush towards the source of the item tainted with void energy, Selendil discovered that she could not really leave just yet. The first problem was that the fixer, Huang, needed some time to get his businesses in order. He was a man that traded with several beings that most intelligent people didn’t want to anger. Some of those trades were time-sensitive. Once again Selendil thought it would be easier to just drag the man along with force, but Lilly managed to convince her otherwise, arguing that they still needed his cooperation even if they didn’t need him on the crew. In this case, she allowed the Mrrroww woman to succeed as there were other things delaying them.

 

The main problem was that she had agreed to wait for the arrival of both Moonshadow and Amaterasu. She had not expressly given her word to do so, but that was semantics. Dhar considered their promises to be unbreakable to a large extent. The main reason for this was their shared consciousness, the Unity, as any lies would be seen through rather easily. Another effect of the Unity was that a word about someone being a liar or prone to making promises they were unable to keep spread quickly and far. The net result was that the Dhar did have a certain penchant for being vague with their promises especially concerning timing, but they kept to their word once it was given.

 

Some elements of the Dhar society had rather forcefully argued that these principles did not and should not extend to other races. Behind this idea was the belief in the inherent superiority of the Dhar as a race, and the feeling that promises to so-called ‘lesser beings’ did not carry the same weight. Those lesser races were subject to their whims anyway. These elements didn’t have much clout in the Dhar society, but they did exist.

 

Selendil did not share their ideas, though she did not dismiss their claims without careful consideration. As a Keeper she was supposed to be a neutral judge and arbitrator of the wisdom of those that had passed, so she was obligated to take the views of others into consideration. She did not agree with the more extreme element, though she was less fierce about keeping her word towards other races than many others would be. She would not break her word unless pushed to the extreme, but she recognized that there truly was a difference between promises between Dhar and casual promises made to other races. Luckily the trace of void energy on the items was old enough that she didn’t think they would benefit from rushing into things. Most of the damage had likely either been done already or had been avoided.

 

Despite this, Lilly noticed the impatience in her new boss and managed to placate her somewhat by finally finding several good cooks and chefs for the ship. In fact, the kitchen was now by far the most well-staffed part of the ship. On the other hand, they still had only a single doctor for example, which was grossly inadequate to keep the medbay staffed around the clock. Luckily Khaemwaset had been able to recommend a few other people that fulfilled a position he called a ‘nurse’, though the more than slightly perverted expression on both his and Lilly’s face indicated something that went beyond Selendil’s understanding of the word. That duo might be a source of trouble down the line.

 

The delay did have some positives as well. In addition to the few positions they managed to fulfill on the crew, they also managed to start acquiring and installing some of the personalized equipment that those crew members needed. The equipment on the ship was a strange mix of Dhar technology and anything they managed to acquire on the station. The Dhar items were, of course, superior to the others, but they also came with a few problems. The main issues were that much of the original Dhar equipment was still damaged as they were lower importance when it came to repairs and the fact that they were operated with a psionic connection.

 

The other races had long been stumped by the fact that many of the more impressive pieces of Dhar technology were controlled completely by a psionic connection. The Dhar had all been psionic, so naturally their ships and items reflected that fact. Controlling things with your mind was much more effective than using your hands, and this fact had not been ignored by the other races either. Many of them used mind-controlled technology as well, though the practice was not yet widespread due to technical hurdles. The difference was that the Dhar were also all psionics which simplified the procedure, while the other races tried to build complex and clunky mind-machine interfaces with mixed success.

 

The problem in this case was obviously the fact that non-psions would not be able to use the Dhar tools or equipment. They could theoretically use voice commands to have Nox handle such things, but some things demanded a reaction speed or focus that made voice commands impossible. There was also the fact that the Dhar simply didn’t need some things that other races did, either because of their nature as energy beings or because of advancements in their evolution as a species. That’s where the outside equipment came in. Luckily the ship was able to modify itself to an extent to accommodate for such things.

 

Selendil was currently observing the installation of some large pods within the medbay. Interestingly the other position that had already been staffed to a relatively decent extent was the one in charge of simple manual labor, such as carrying large and heavy objects like these pods around. Strong beings that were good with their hands were relatively easy to find and Lilly had done a good job in screening the possible options. Of course, these new crew members had been less happy when they had spent hours hauling the large and heavy pods here from the hangars on the auxiliary arms of the ship, only to have Selendil effortlessly levitate them all into position with a wave of one of her tails.

 

“So what are these exactly?” She asked as both Lilly and Khaemwaset looked like they had just realized something obvious they had missed earlier. Still, they didn’t think that asking Selendil to haul cargo was a good idea.

 

“These are bio-regenerative units or regen-pods as many call them," Khaem stated while winking at one of the female Azi they had hired as a laborer. “Incidentally, that one is upside down.” He pointed at one of the pods.

 

Selendil just flipped around the pod that weighed almost a ton with a single wave of her hand. “So they’re healing pods.” She stated. “Why not just call them that?”

 

“Because they don’t actually heal anything too complex. They simply help bodies regenerate damage they have sustained, like a missing arm or deep lacerations for example. They don’t do much when it comes to actual diseases or other things that are more complicated. The patient is placed inside and the whole pod is filled with a nutrient-rich solution rife with nanites. The combination will be able to rebuild most simple tissue and bone damage, though it still has some trouble with nerves and complex organs like the liver, cheepak, and kidneys.”

 

“Cheepak?” Selendil asked Lilly who was shooing the laborers away. The Azi female had actually wanted to stay.

 

“Oh, that’s an organ only found with the Azi, Dashane and a handful of other races. It produces many hormones. Kind of like certain parts of the brain or glands in many other humanoids.” Lilly explained. This was something that she had to know because some drugs affected the organ and turned people more aggressive.

 

"Hmm, anyway, your problem is with the low-grade of nanites," Selendil stated. "I consider it almost insulting to have such low-grade nanites on this ship. Speaking of, nearly everyone I’ve met so far outside Moonshadow and certain Illum has had low-grade nanites in their bodies."

 

"Oi, those are the highest grade of bio-nanites you can find on the market!" Khaem stated a little defensively as he was quite proud of the price he had managed to haggle for them. The seller didn't realize what he had in his possession and sold them way too cheap. "Besides, military-grade nanites should be fairly rare as they tend to be important strategic assets."

 

“Well, your highest grade is quite bad in that case. Remind me to have some of the nano-fabricators create some half-decent medical nanites for you. It still won’t be very high in quality since that requires specialized equipment, but at least it will trounce this stuff.” Selendil replied with something that would’ve been a dismissive sniff with races that had a nose.

 

“Nano-fabricators?” Khaem asked with a high-pitched voice. Nano fabricators were the cutting edge of the cutting edge technology even among Mrrroww, and even those barely managed to create something as complicated as nanites.

 

“You didn't tell him, Lilly? The medbay has a dedicated nano-fabricator, as do most of the specialized facilities on the ship. The engineering has two, although only one is functional at the moment. I did assign the fabricators as a high priority on the repairs queue, but Nox apparently decided one was enough for now." Selendil replied, confused by the excitement of the man.

 

“You don’t even have a proper engineering crew yet. Why would I repair more than one fabricator for them?” Nox shot back a little defensively.

 

“How…what level of precision is the fabricator in the medbay capable of?” Khaem asked filled to the brim with excitement at the thought of all the medicinal uses. He hadn’t even thought of the possible prosthetic or augmentation opportunities yet.

 

“What level of precision? The fabricator can create basically anything with enough time. Anything created from the materials from our own phase that is. The only question is the time it takes to create something, as more complicated substances require more time. Well, and you need to know what you’re making. The fabricators don’t work on vague instructions. The fabricator can’t create anything that requires dark phase materials without the proper raw materials of course. It’s also not capable of temporal enhancement as that requires dedicated facilities and highly-skilled operators.” The question had caught Selendil by surprise. Why would someone create a nano-fabricator that wasn’t capable of creating just about anything?

 

Khaem jumped towards Selendil in an attempt to give her a crushing hug. “Iloveyousomuchpleasemarryme!” He exclaimed filled with enthusiasm. He even forgot to ask about the temporal enhancements that Selendil mentioned.

 

Selendil just made a small wave and Khaem crashed into the nearest wall. “Is he okay?” Lilly asked slightly worried.

 

"He'll survive. See, there’s no blood.” Selendil replied airily.

 

“He’s bleeding rather profusely though.” Lilly pointed out as blood started seeping out from under him.

 

“Well. It’s a good thing we have brand new medical pods then, as well as a brand new medical staff.” Selendil countered with the same tone.

 

“He’s our only doctor though!” Lilly screeched and dashed out to call for the nurses.

 

-----

 

Either due to fate or due to some bizarre coincidence, both Moonshadow and Amaterasu ended up arriving within minutes of each other. Amaterasu had brought along several of her handmaidens that had skill in Progenitor archeology as well as any specialized skills that might be useful on the ship. The Cybran fixer Huang was rather shocked to see almost three dozen of Illum’s finest walking calmly on the ship. Moonshadow had also brought along a handful of the more useful crew members from her own ship. Since there was no longer any point in trying to hide their spying on Selendil, she might as well bring along people that were useful.

 

As soon as they were on board, Selendil gathered all the senior officers together on Lilly’s urging. It was useful for all of them to have some idea about their current goals as well as the current situation with the ship and the crew. They also needed to establish a clear chain of command. The group that gathered in the newly created conference room was a colorful group of beings from various races. Aside from Amaterasu, Moonshadow, Lilly, and Khaemwaset, the room also held a Coatl in a colorful poncho, the Cybran Fixer Huang, a silent Guardian and surprisingly some kind of insectoid being, that Selendil didn’t recognize, wearing an apron and a chef’s hat.

 

"Before we get started, I believe some introductions are in order," Lilly said, her words being the only ones spoken in the room in the last several minutes as everyone looked at each other with clear confusion or suspicion. “My name is *cough* Lilly *cough* and I’m the personnel officer of the ship. I’m sure most of you are already familiar with the owner of the ship, Selendil.”

 

She looked towards the disinterested Dhar who simply nodded. Selendil’s presence here without the environmental suit was drawing most of their attention, as she was rather impressive even without the feeling of power surrounding her. Her nature as something truly different was rather obvious by the intangible feel she gave everyone. Lilly kept staring at her until she gave up and decided to say a few words. “As everyone heard, I am Selendil and I’m a Keeper. None of you understand what the title entails, but you will learn over time. That will hold true for many things. Nox introduce yourself.”

 

“Greetings everyone. I am the ship's and Selendil's personal AI. You can address technical questions and other quick queries to me. I will guide you with the operation of the ship. I will be able to hear your questions anywhere on the ship, so do not worry." Nox greeted the others with a chipper voice. The AI had also turned its voice more feminine to make a better impression, which elicited quite a bit of amusement from Selendil.

 

“That…sounds like a bit of a privacy concern.” The insectoid being stated with a surprisingly smooth and nice voice. Many present were aware that the voice was the result of a voice modulator that translated her normal speech to something intelligible.

 

“That’s something you will have to deal with.” Nox stated. “I generally don’t care what you do in your private time, and I will not spill any of your secrets unless absolutely necessary. However, you’ve likely already noted that the ship was not really designed with privacy in mind. None of our ships were.”

 

“Can I ask why?” The same being asked and continued. “Oh, and I’m Zzz’tak, the Head Chef. I’m not entirely sure why I’m here.”

 

“I’m sure you all have a lot of questions. We would prefer you save them until after the introductions. Incidentally, you're here because we needed someone to represent the rest of the crew.” Lilly stated, moving things along. She also didn’t mention that Selendil had naturally wanted the leader of the cooks to be present as in her mind it was an important position. More important than the others actually.

 

Moonshadow and Khaem introduced themselves rather simply, and the two were the ones that were actually known by the other people. Moonshadow due to being the High Ambassador of the most prominent species on Haven, and Khaem because he had actually treated many of their acquaintances in the past. Their positions on the ship were also rather obvious. People got more interested as the Coatl’s turn came.

 

“Greetings to everyone. My name is Nochehuatl and I'm the science officer on this ship. My specialties are astrophysics, molecular science, and xenoengineering. I'm hoping we will get more staff to expand the range of expertise of my department, but for now, I can answer many of the science related questions you may have." The Coatl male made a small bow. He was extremely courteous and most of the other officers had a good impression of him already. Some like Lilly and Khaem were of course aware of his gambling habits, but many ships had their own gambling setups, so that was not frowned upon. What was even better, Nochehuatl had a bad habit of losing most of his bets which made him even more popular among the crew.

 

The large Guardian that resembled a long but thin old tree got up. “Cherryblossom. Anything to do with plants I decide." He sat back down after his short speech. He had brought a specialized chair that looked like a tree stump. The source of the name was obvious as pink flowers momentarily bloomed on his branches. The name sounded a bit too cute for him, but no one was going to say anything to his face about it.

 

To avoid any awkwardness, Amaterasu quickly got up as it was clearly her turn. She sat the closest to Selendil’s right side and they had already gone around the table. The only two people who had not made introductions were her and the Cybran man who sat separated from the rest. “My name is Amaterasu, and I’m a member of the Illum. It was my understanding that I’m supposed to be something like the First Officer on this ship.” Her tone was a little questioning as she had only received a short message from Nox upon embarking the ship.

 

"The first officer is a good way to think about it." Lilly quickly interjected, knowing that Selendil had a different idea about the position. However, she also knew that Amaterasu was an Empress so having her be the First Warrior or Champion was a little unsuitable.

 

"I heard the name of the Dread Empress is also Amaterasu," Huang called out from his spot at the side of the room. He used the title most Cybrans and Tetrarchy used for the Illum Empress.

 

“Yes, an interesting coincidence is it not?” Amaterasu replied with a small smile. She wanted to keep that fact quiet for now, mostly because she wanted to know how long it would take the others to figure things out. The damn Cybran man was spoiling her fun. “In any case, it is my understanding that I will be in command should Selendil not be present?”

 

“To be exact, Nox will have the final say, but it has been brought to my attention that most races dislike being under the command of an AI, so ‘she’ will not interfere unless necessary.” Selendil replied, emphasizing the word ‘she’ on purpose. If Nox wanted to take on a feminine persona, she certainly wasn’t going to stop that. “Other than that, you are the second in command, yes.”

 

Now everyone turned their heads, or mandibles in the case of Zzz’tak, towards Huang. “Right, he is Huang, a fixer, and the reason we are in such a hurry to leave. I won’t lie, I’m kind of hoping we might succeed in recruiting him as a fixer on the ship, but that will likely have to wait until we are done with our current mission. As most of you have already realized, he is a Cybran and our voyage will take us towards the Cybran controlled space.” Lilly explained in the man’s stead.

 

“So what is our mission exactly?” Amaterasu asked. “I likely don’t have to mention that the Illum aren’t exactly welcome in Cybran space at the moment.”

 

“He was in possession of an item tainted with void energy. We will need to find the source of the energy and make sure no one is opening doors that should remain closed.” Selendil summarized and then gave the same short explanation of void energy she had given Lilly and Huang earlier.

 

“Forgive me if I’m outstepping my bounds, but I find it hard to believe that your people stepped away from such battle. From what I know, the ‘people’ were looking for worthy opponents to fight most of the time. It feels odd that you should close a door when finally facing a foe worthy of your attention.” Amaterasu pointed out, using the Eternal Empire’s language to indicate Dhar without actually saying it.

 

“Before that, I’d like to know more about this ‘your people’ thing.” The science officer Nochehuatl asked a question many of them were thinking.

 

"I suppose you would want to know," Selendil stated with a nod. She had decided that it would be easier in the long run to just state the truth rather than try hiding it from her crew. “This is a Dhar ship with a Dhar in command. Or for those of you not aware, a Progenitor vessel.”

 

Her calm words were followed by exclamations, though surprisingly very few questions. Still, Lilly waved them all down. "Stay calm and keep the questions to yourself for now. We will be here for weeks if you all start asking the questions that you no doubt want answered. Let's take one topic at a time. You will find out more later on."

 

“To answer your question Amaterasu, you’re right. In most situations, my kind would have been ecstatic to have a worthy foe. The problem is that this foe is not so simple to fight. Oh, there were glorious fights and plenty of worthy battles, but the problem was that the denizens of the void didn’t fight in conventional ways. Some of them can and did. Those were the best battles my race had in eons, but they were rare once the enemy realized the futility of that particular tactic. Most of the denizens of the void are no better than wraiths, spirits that infect others to slowly take them over. These wraiths of the void took over several of our own fleets and some of our greatest warriors turning them against us. The battle became a lot less glorious when the enemy realized that to be their best tactic and the war turned into a battle where Dhar fought other Dhar.” Selendil explained with a quiet voice.

 

“Civil wars are always the worst.” Moonshadow commented sagely, earning a scoff from Amaterasu for the implied jab.

 

“In any case. The fighting turned out to be without end and the losses actually started to become problematic, so the Keepers were called into the war. We ended it. The door was closed and the last of the enemy were hunted down. We had hoped the door was closed for good, but now it seems someone else is toying with the same idea.” Selendil quickly explained the conclusion of the war and the reason they were doing this.

 

“I feel compelled to ask, but what’s stopping these enemies from taking us over? And how would we know if the people we are looking for are not already under that very influence.” As the science officer, these kinds of questions were something Nochehuatl had to think about. If they had no ways of fighting the possession, then he would have to come up with something.

 

"As I said, the Keepers were called in to end the war, and we have our own ways to do so. You just so happen to have the last and the strongest Keeper in Dhar history on the ship.” Selendil replied with confidence.

            


Chapter 29 - Mistakes were made


                "The Cybrans are in many ways considered the ‘always a bridesmaid but never the bride' faction of humanity. They are nearly always compared either to the Tetrarchy and the Illum and found wanting. They have less technological advancements than the Illum, though their advances in AI and cybernetics put them above the Tetrarchy. They are the second most commonly seen faction, as the Illum tend to be much more insular while the Tetrarchy thinks of itself as the major player on the galactic stage when it comes to humanity. When thinking of the factions that splintered off the Tetrarchy, everyone always thinks of the Illum first, as they were the first and have actually managed to successfully wage war on their old overlords. The Illum culture and customs are also rather memorable and eye-catching in comparison to the Cybrans that are less of a singular community and more of a collection of a wide array of individuals.

 

“The Cybrans do have their strong points though. Despite everything, they are perhaps the most welcomed faction of humanity, simply because they often trade with other races. Their rampant use of AI earns them no favors, but on the other hand, the other races are happy to turn to them when they have a problem that only an AI can solve. They are also one of the groups on the leading edge of integrating cybernetics with organic matter, though some races can give the Cybrans competition in that field. One of the most interesting details about the Cybrans is their reliance on large city ships as their main source of habitation instead of colonizing planets. They still use planets for resources and food, but the majority of their population lives in space." 

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

”Forgive me if this seems like an impertinent question, but I’m guessing quite a lot of what follows after this depends on us taking you at your word.” The science officer Nochehuatl stated. “You made a few statements that would be rather hard to believe under normal circumstances. Now, the fact that we are on a ship that looks quite a lot like what we know about the Progenitor’s vessels, makes things easier to swallow. Nevertheless, it would put all our minds at ease if you could prove your words. Knowing that we are truly in the presence of a living Progenitor would make anything else rather trivial to believe.” He was personally rather convinced of Selendil’s nature, mostly because he wanted to believe, but felt that it was his job to ask such questions.

 

His words received slight murmurs and gestures of agreement from the others, though Amaterasu frowned with displeasure at their lack of faith. “I have no need to prove myself to anyone," Selendil stated calmly. “Nor do I feel inclined to do so. Something like that would also be exceedingly complicated to prove under normal circumstances. However, if you give it just a bit of thought, I’m sure you can figure out a way to confirm things on your own.”

 

“The Haven.” Moonshadow suddenly stated. “The station turned control of the entire place over to you immediately upon arrival. Of course it would do so considering you’re part of the race that built the station in the first place. The station’s AI is also the only intelligent…thing old enough to remember your kind, so its words are also the most reliable. I doubt just anyone could hack an AI created by the Progenitors either. We can ask the station for confirmation later, but I think we can proceed under the assumption that the station will confirm your identity.”

 

Her words seemed to convince the others. They were about to burst with questions, but Lilly once again stepped forward and cleared her throat after receiving a silent signal from Selendil. “Grhm, I was given certain instructions before this meeting, though they are becoming clear only now. I was told that once it was time for questions, you could each ask one and only one. I know you’re all filled with questions. I know because I certainly am, and I don’t even know enough about the Progenitors or anything related to them to know what questions to ask. The problem is that we don’t have time for all the questions, and as I’m sure we can all sense that Selendil’s patience is not limitless either. In return to keeping our questions limited to one per person, she has agreed to provide complete answers instead of just stating something vague. Oh, I was supposed to say that we might want to confer with each another about the questions since one question can build upon the previous answers and some of us already know some of the things others might want to ask. Sharing is caring!”

 

At this, the gathered people all pulled to the other end of the room to discuss their questions in detail. The first one to step up was the insectoid head chef, Zzz’tak. Likely the chef had been put up as the first person due to being the lowest ranking person in other people’s mind as she had been given a question they all wanted answered. “You mentioned that Keepers ended the war with the void creatures and that you were the strongest Keeper. From your words, we can judge that the position is something that carries importance. So what is a Keeper?”

 

Selendil nodded. “That is a good question and one that I expected. What makes it even better is that to answer that question, I’ll have to first explain something that might have been another question you would have asked later. To understand what a Keeper is, you need to first understand the most important concept of Dhar society, that of the Unity. As a race, our minds were joined together. We were not a hive mind, at least not in the traditional sense, though there are some similarities. No, the Unity was something more and at the same time something less. We were not controlled by a single will, but we could join our minds together over vast distances and share our thoughts, memories, and emotions. No Dhar was truly alone, and the Unity was the collective whole of our minds. It gave us an unbeatable advantage in almost everything. If a Dhar faced a problem in some field, they could get the problem solved by the experts on the subject with a single thought. Of course, you can imagine the benefits in battle when all our minds were linked and all communication instant.”

 

The others tried to imagine, but only Moonshadow and Amaterasu had the vaguest of ideas what it might truly be like thanks to having barely scratched the universal consciousness, and even they had the vaguest of ideas. Selendil continued. “Keepers were something that helped us make sure our greatest minds were not lost forever once death claimed them. It required a certain type of talent, but a Dhar could train as a Keeper and store the memories, experiences, skills, and knowledge of those that died the moment they did and before their minds disappeared from the Unity. A fraction of the dying person’s personality was also weaved into the mix to help the Keeper to confer with those that have passed once their wisdom was sought. We were the Keepers of knowledge, history, wisdom and many other things. Some of the things we kept weren't always positive, as sometimes all that survived their passing was grief, grudges, and anger. The position came with certain advantages and disadvantages. Anyway, the Keepers were revered, but we also tended to draw away from the society sooner or later as our presence reminded the others of their mortality.”

 

Selendil’s previously nostalgic look turned fierce as she peered at the others. “Some of you have already figured out a few things. Yes, as the last and the strongest Keeper in Dhar history, I hold the collected knowledge of my entire race. However, you need to understand the other part what I said before you start having thoughts about gaining that knowledge. ‘Knowledge brings power’ is a common saying among most races, but it’s especially true for psions. The more we know, the stronger we become. When I say I’m the strongest Keeper, you need to understand I’m not joking. Even when compared to other Dhar, the Keepers were like the most powerful of your Deities compared to a simple P1 that can barely even qualify as a psion. And that’s an average Keeper. I wasn’t average back then and I’m certainly not average now.”

 

Lilly was the next one to step forward, and with an accompanied apology asked about what happened to the Dhar. Selendil noticed with some curiosity that the Illum woman Amaterasu had not shared her knowledge with the others, as she had already been told the answer to this question. It seemed there were some less than obvious currents under the surface of this pond. Whether they were signs of a power play or something else entirely, Selendil couldn’t say just yet. In any case, she gave a short explanation of the plague, and how she was the last one of her kind to survive.

 

The next one to ask a question was the Guardian Cherryblossom. “Why did you appear now? The Dhar disappeared millions of years ago, so what makes this time special enough to warrant your attention?”

 

Selendil actually laughed at the question. The question itself was not a bad one, just that the answer was sure to disappoint. The Guardians had the long lifespan required to have a longer outlook on time. They didn't foolishly consider the time they were living as something special, a mistake often made by shorter-lived races. "There's nothing really special about this particular time over others unless one considers that there might a certain amount of fate involved.” She gestured towards the room they were in. “The ship had simply deteriorated to the point that it needed me to take action. I had set certain conditions that would allow for the ship to bring me out of stasis. One of those conditions was that there would be no sign of the plague and that part was fulfilled a long time ago. However, the other condition that I won’t mention was not.”

 

Selendil looked towards Amaterasu. “The ship actually allowed the humans to enter inside the vessel itself just so I could be woken up under the condition of imminent danger to my person. That’s what eventually happened, and that’s why I was woken up. I’ve done all I can to repair the vessel in the time I’ve been awake, but it’s not a quick process and I need certain materials I don’t currently have access to, to bring the ship to full power.”

 

Nochehuatl asked a technical question that had always haunted him personally. It was not helpful to the others, but it had been something that had bugged him for years, so he took the opportunity to get the question answered. The happy trill he made once the question was finally solved clearly indicated how much the answer meant to him. To everyone's disappointment, Khaemwaset asked what it would take for Selendil to go on a date with him, and he made another painful impact against the nearest wall. However, having given her word, Selendil actually answered the question while the others administered some first aid.

 

“It would take a miracle or desperation on a level never before seen," Selendil replied. The consensus from the others was along the lines of ‘sounds about right'. To everyone's surprise, Khaem actually took it well. "So there's a chance!" He muttered to himself.

 

Bringing some much-needed seriousness back to the discussion, Moonshadow stepped forward to ask her question. “Why us? The crew I mean. To me, it seems you could operate the ship with the aid of the AI, though it might be a bit challenging. Why take the risk of having relative strangers on the ship when you know we're all going to relay much of what we learn to our own races sooner or later?"

 

One of Selendil’s tails curled in frustration, a gesture the others didn’t understand yet of course. “It’s a bit complicated. Some of it is me taking a chance on you. Some of it is me seeking for a purpose. Some of it is because I think you might turn out useful.” She looked towards Cherryblossom. “For instance, despite my other skills and my protestations otherwise, I have no ability to handle hydroponics, and Nox has expressly forbidden me from even trying. You possess skills I do not have, and knowledge of the current situation I do not have access to. Or, you’re handling work I would rather hand off to someone else. Besides, I don’t consider the information you pass on to be a threat. I would rather you get the information this way than robbing the graves of my people!”

 

Her slightly heated words caused the others to go silent. Other than Amaterasu and the Illum, they had not considered the implications of the various races going through the Progenitors ruins in the eyes of one of the Progenitors that came back. Selendil was quiet for a while and looked away from the others as she finally continued. "Some of it is also the fact that I'm dealing with the loss of my entire race. You have to understand that while it's been millions of years for you; to me, it feels like something that happened only a few weeks ago. Due to the Unity, we were a very social race, even a relative hermit like me. I might not have been an active participant, but I was an active observer. While you cannot replace those that I’ve lost, maybe you can fill some of the social void I’m now staring at.”

 

Her words elicited quite a bit of pity and a slight bit of worry in the others. They now realized that the Dhar in front of them was likely to be somewhat unbalanced by all she had faced. Survivors of mass deaths were often traumatized for understandable reasons, and she had just been through an ordeal they could only begin to imagine. They were not sure how to take the news. Lilly was the only one to react. She was in many ways a straightforward person and just placed a paw on Selendil’s head in a gesture of sympathy. That caused the others to almost have a fit at the sheer audacity. All this time Selendil had projected an air of untouchability and superiority, as her feet didn’t even touch the ground.

 

The touch awoke Selendil from her slight funk and in retaliation she pulled Lilly off the floating pillow and onto her lap, where she started scratching the large cat from behind the ears. “No wait, please don’t, that’s so wrong!” Lilly protested, before suddenly seemingly going limp and starting to purr. “Oh right there, that’s the spot.” Unknown to Lilly, Selendil had met feline species before and could use her senses to locate just the right places to scratch and a bit of psionic energy applied in the right place went a long way.

 

Amaterasu cleared her throat a bit. “Well, to get back into the questions, I believe I’m the last one. I think I’ll use mine on something a bit more personal as I’ve already asked some questions before. What happened to the Illum woman that boarded your ship when it was discovered? I used her to track this ship as you know, so I know she’s still around.”

 

“Oh, her? Well, I had no idea what the situation was when I came out of stasis, and the nanites in her body seemed to indicate she was harmless, so I initially thought she was supposed to be either an offering of some sort or something sent in to test the waters. Whatever the case, she was an intruder and I needed some information so I took it straight from her mind. I did not account for the fact that her mind would be so fragile, so it was accidentally broken almost immediately on contact. It wasn't until I did the same to the human Deity I captured that I realized how fragile everyone was. In any case, she's alive. Her mind is broken, but I did consider that I might end up fixing it once I have the time and energy." Selendil explained simply.

 

“Accidentally? I mean, I’ve heard of the minds of people shattering under heavy psionic interrogation, so that could be considered an accident, but that doesn’t quite sound the same as what happened here. I’ve certainly never heard of anyone being able to repair such a broken mind.” Moonshadow pointed out.

 

“Well, it’s not something that happens quickly, but it’s doable. Now is not the time though. We have a mission to do.” Selendil replied before turning towards Huang, who in turn had been quiet so far. They had all assumed he wouldn’t get a question as he wasn’t part of the crew, at least not yet. “This is where you come in.”

 

“Well, having heard your explanation, I'm more motivated to help, however, this is a bit more complicated than just my motivations. I asked my contact for a meeting and they agreed, but we still need to enter Cybran controlled space, and my people are not terribly fond of strange ships approaching the city ships.” Huang rubbed the well-groomed beard on his face. “I don’t suppose they will be able to stop us strictly speaking if we approach them, but I doubt they will be very cooperative if we force our way in. It's hard to get accurate and sensitive information if we're locked in a shooting war, no matter how one-sided."

 

“And they’re not going to want to have anything to do with me or my kind.” Amaterasu pointed out. “While we were still nominally at peace some weeks ago, the relations between us Illum and the Cybrans have always been a bit strained. Now they think my people have this ship and they’re rather desperate to eliminate the advantage we might be able to gain from it. The news about the ship should start filtering back towards them pretty soon, but I’m not sure if that will turn into a quick peace or not. Either way, they would not be happy to see me, and they might not react well to this ship either.”

 

“So, we need a new plan. Ideas?” Selendil stated and looked towards the others.

 

“Well, instead of rushing in with the rather big and powerful Progenitor ship, how about if we take a small group with a shuttle? We can even travel most of the way on this ship, and just take the shuttle to reach the destination once we’re close enough.” Moonshadow suggested.

 

“That’s not a bad idea. The city ships would not mind a single shuttle or a small team of aliens. Both are a rather common sight after all.” Huang agreed with a nod.

 

“Sounds like a plan.” Selendil decreed, solidifying the outline for the first step of their plan.

 

--------

 

The shuttle they were using was approaching an enormous vessel even larger than the section that made up Haven station. There were three other ships of similar size nearby, and they were all orbiting a world covered mostly in oceans. All four of the ships were surrounded by a fleet of ships, protectively buzzing around to stave off any potential trouble. Three of the four ships had opened what Huang called their ‘Iris' which allowed the light of the local star to shine inside the city ships. The last ship had its Iris closed either as a protective measure or to simulate a night cycle inside the city. The other three ships were in their day cycles and were covered by some glass-like material.

 

“Oh, I didn’t expect four cities to be together. My contact only told us to come to Zhuxian at this location but didn’t mention the three other cities.” Huang stated in genuine surprise. “It seems they’ve all come here to stock up on water. That or there’s something bigger going on.”

 

“Amaterasu mentioned a war. Maybe they’ve come together for protection?” Moonshadow suggested. She had come along as she was good with negotiations, and because her presence would be fairly inoffensive. With Selendil, the three of them were the only ones present in the shuttle.

 

“Unidentified shuttle! Identify yourselves!" The nearby patrol vessels made contact and were handled by Huang, as he spoke one of the languages most commonly used by the Cybrans. The language was a decent proof of identity as it was something only used by the Cybrans when they dealt with their own. The shuttle was quickly given a berth along the numerous docks lining the city ship they were approaching.

 

As they were preparing to disembark, Huang pointed out something. “Umm, Selendil, your appearance is rather striking and will draw quite a bit of attention. You used some sort of suit when we first met. Even that will draw attention but less than your real appearance.”

 

While aliens were common on Cybran city ships near the border, Selendil didn’t look like a normal alien. Her almost ethereal appearance would draw attention and a lot of it. “Don’t worry, I have a plan.”

 

“Could I ask what kind of plan?” Huang phrased carefully.

 

“I can freely change my appearance. I’ll look just like another Cybran when we disembark.” Selendil explained.

 

“That’s…fine I think. How do you know what to look like though? I’m a Cybran, but you can’t have seen too many of us and you can’t just copy me.” Huang already had a bit of faith with the plans as he had realized Selendil was quite powerful and resourceful. He was just making sure.

 

“Nox intercepted communications between your ships and city ships. She picked an appearance for me that should be fairly appealing but also conforming to the standards of what seems within normal variables.” Selendil explained shortly. This was something they had talked about before and were now implementing for the first time.

 

“Just to make sure, you didn’t just copy the appearance of someone from the media, right? I only ask because that will not help things.” Huang asked.

 

“Don’t worry, the appearance is something we created ourselves. It uses some of those ‘media people' as a base, but doesn't copy them." Selendil stated confidently. She wasn't stupid.

 

“Alright then. Let’s go.” Huang relented and they finally exited the ship while Selendil’s entire appearance shifted. Huang took a quick glance just to make sure she didn’t appear as a famous actor or something and was glad to see that wasn’t the case. His eyes snapped straight back though and he was speechlessly staring at Selendil just as the doors on the other side of the hangar opened to allow for the inspectors to arrive, which meant it was too late for Selendil to change again.

 

Selendil and Nox had made a slight miscalculation. They had used the images and videos in the broadcasts between the ships as a base. They had then extrapolated what the Cybrans found appealing and then created something that was a fair bit more appealing than the base they had used as a comparison. The problem was that the base they had used already included the most attractive Cybrans chosen for their positions mainly due to appearance, as those were the most viewed people among the broadcasts that had been sent between the ships. So Nox had used the most beautiful celebrities as a base and then went a bit further. The end result was staggering, and it didn’t help that Selendil still retained a certain level of realness and power normally not seen in such celebrities.

 

Even the inspection team was frozen in place, while both Selendil and Moonshadow looked at each other, confused by the reaction.

            


Chapter 30 - Show must go on


                "Combat on a space ship or a station can be a tricky thing, especially between Deities. Even the slightest miscalculation on the part of the combatants can leave a gaping hole straight into open space, and then everyone involved is in trouble. That's why most Deities try to keep their fights outside the confines of such close quarters and use something like mechs in battle. That's not to say fights between psions or indeed even between Deities can't happen in closed spaces. Some psions specialize in close quarters combat, and some even work as assassins. It just requires restraint and careful application of power."

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

”See, it was a good choice. They didn’t even ask us any questions and just let us through.” Selendil stated a little smugly as they walked out of the dock area. The few people they ran into all stopped to stare as the three passed.

 

"No. No, it wasn't." Huang replied firmly. "Or I should say, it would not be if the plan is to not draw attention to us. You’re an attention magnet at the moment. You’re the very epitome of eye-grabbing at the moment. How did you even come up with this appearance?”

 

“Nox intercepted communications between ships and collated the most appealing female people in those communiques. Then she determined what were the most attractive traits according to the Cybrans, and then enhanced those traits a bit.” Selendil replied.

 

"You do realize that the people most often seen in those communiques are celebrities and members of media," Huang whispered the next part. "And porn actors. Those are always popular." Then he continued with a stronger voice. "Most of them have been chosen to their position because they are attractive. If you go up from that…well you catch my point I'm sure. Also, I don't believe this ‘a bit' thing about your enhancements. You clearly amped things up to eleven.”

 

“Come now, surely you don’t choose all your most popular people based purely on appearance. Even if the most popular topic is entertainment, there are other merits such as musical ability and skill. Besides, some of those communications were official. Surely you don’t pick your officials and officers based on looks?” Selendil argued rather sensibly.

 

“You have a point, but you’re missing something. We’re the Cybrans. It’s common to change our appearance with cybernetics. Facial reconstruction is not all that uncommon albeit experts in the field are expensive. And while a skilled musician can be popular, a skilled musician that's also hot will be much more so. The same applies to officials to a certain extent, though to a lesser degree as they aim more for charismatic. Even if the officers don’t need to look good, they also get access to the best cybernetics, and if an officer gets the opportunity for some improvements…well, why not improve appearance as well? It doesn't hurt to be more attractive." Huang explained. In fact, the Cybrans were a slightly appearance-obsessed culture because they could do so much to change their own appearance. Even if their faces were not fully prosthetic, they usually applied some modification and nanites to enhance things.

 

“Well if everyone is so obsessed with being attractive, then my little decision might turn out useful. Besides, if you Cybrans like changing your looks anyway, then I might be inspiring some copycats in the near future. It’s not like it’s a viable idea to change at this point since I’ve been seen by so many people.” Selendil changed tacks a bit. She had to admit Huang had a point even if they didn’t agree on the conclusion.

 

“That’s…not entirely wrong but you’re missing certain nuances here. First of all, if you don’t mind attracting attention, then by all means, do as you like. Your current appearance could be useful, I admit. But we will be the center of attention wherever we go, so be prepared. Secondly, there won’t be copycats. It’s partially a matter of principle, but just plain copying something like this is frowned upon in the Cybran society. It has to do with the fact that we’re all improving our own enhancements. If you come up with a new type of enhancement that’s really effective, then others can’t just steal the idea, not unless you specifically allow them. Or you’re in the army and your idea has military consequences. You might spark certain trends, but your current appearance will not just be copied by others.” Huang explained.

 

“Not that they could.” Moonshadow interjected. “I don’t quite understand what the fuss is about, but something that holds true no matter the species is that there's more to one's appearance than the physical characteristics. The air around you, your aura so to say, as well as your bearing, have a large impact. Even if one copied your looks, they wouldn't have the same impact without the air of power, grace, and the almost absurd level of self-confidence you seem to radiate.”

 

Huang pointed to Moonshadow with a nod, though he spoiled the good impression with his next words. “The cat’s right. Though there is something they can do that I didn’t get to yet. Even if they can’t copy what you have, they can take what’s yours by force. Or at least try to. The theory among some Cybrans is that taking the new enhancement is fine as long as it’s the original, no matter how the original was acquired. So there will be certain parties that think your appearance is based on enhancements and they will try to steal them by force if given the opportunity. So I would advise against wandering dark side streets.”

 

Selendil burst out in laughter. Now that she actually had a human appearance, reading her expressions was much easier and the disdain and amusement were obvious on her face. "Oh, I do so hope they'll try."

 

Huang cleared his throat, remembering the earlier talks about Selendil’s strength. “Yes, well, I think you’ll be fine generally, but they might try something underhanded. So just be careful.”

 

"Your warning has been noted. Now, where are we going? If everybody's going to keep staring at me, we might want to avoid wandering around just for the fun of it." Selendil was rather confident in dealing with any opponents, though she wasn't going to fall into the trap of underestimating the danger. It was just a simple fact that even if the entire Cybran fleet around the city ship decided to suddenly turn their guns against them, Selendil would come out alive and well. As an energy being, she wasn't susceptible to poisons or most traps either. She wasn’t invulnerable, but it required some really specific methods to hurt her.

 

“We’re going for a hotel located closer to the center of the city. It’s one of the well-to-do areas of this city ship. My friend can slum it when she has to, but she prefers nicer surroundings. We’ll get rooms in case we have to wait, and then we’ll do just that, wait. She’ll show up when she so chooses. Sometimes she likes to keep me waiting on pure principle. It’s not a slight against you as she has no idea who is waiting with me, so I’d like you to keep that in mind before you take her head off out of impatience.” Huang explained.

 

“I certainly don’t mind proper accommodations, though your friend better not keep us waiting for too long. My patience is not without limit, and the amount of leeway I’m willing to grant her is inversely proportional to how annoyed I am with her when we do meet.” Selendil stated with a stern voice.

 

As it turned out, the wait would last for two full days, but luckily for Huang, the surroundings managed to provide some distractions to placate Selendil. The hotel had a large food court and provided several forms of entertainment. As Selendil had very little experience of the entertainment of the current galaxy, even simple song performances and night clubs drew her interest. Incidentally, while she herself had fairly little artistic talent, great artists were the most common type of person she had been asked to store as her role as a Keeper. The one artistic talent she did have was for singing, having spent most of her life taking part in the Great Song, but even then she was only able to perform, not create.

 

------

 

“So, is the city ship still standing?” Amaterasu asked playfully. She had formed a tenuous cooperative relationship with Moonshadow, as the two realized they might benefit from working together like that. As the two most intelligent and powerful beings on the ship aside from Selendil, it seemed likely that they would be the ones that had to make things happen and keep the order when the situation called for it.

 

“Miraculously, yes.” Moonshadow replied. Nox had connected them through the communication systems on the ship. “Though she did cause quite a stir right upon arrival.”

 

Amaterasu laughed. “That’s hardly unexpected, though I wonder what she did this time. She can be careful when she chooses to be. I thought this would be one of those times.”

 

“Yeah, apparently she did make an effort though she lacks some restraint where needed. She tried to appear as a human and…well, see for yourself. I think you’re better for judging such things.” Moonshadow sent an image of Selendil’s Cybran disguise.

 

“Oh dear. That’s quite something.” Amaterasu stated a little out of breath herself. Although the beauty ideals of Cybrans and Illum were slightly different, they were still both largely human and those ideals were not too far apart.

 

“Yeah, that’s about the general reaction here. Apparently it’s even more impressive in person. It didn’t help that we’ve been stuck here for two days already, and she got bored. Note to everyone now part of the crew: bored Selendil is not a good thing unless we're specifically looking for trouble.” Moonshadow stated with a deep sigh.

 

“What happened?” Amaterasu asked while rubbing her temple.

 

"Well, after eating her way through most of the restaurants and the food court here, she was pulled along to observe the musical performances of local Cybran artists. Apparently the show managers were so impressed by her appearance that they asked her to take part. For some strange reason, she decided to agree. Before the performance, she mentioned to me that she planned on singing a few Dhar songs that had been popular before things went bad. Just for the record, it seems the Dhar put quite a lot of emotion into their performances and her performance carried that emotion to every corner of the station. The songs were something created just before the fall of their race and contained a lot of melancholy and fatalism. The whole station was sobbing by the time she was done. I wouldn’t be surprised if some were considering just surrendering to death." Moonshadow shook herself a bit as she remembered how she had been affected as well. The deep waves of emotions that had rolled over her were still not completely gone.

 

“I’m guessing that’s not the whole story.” Amaterasu pointed out the obvious.

 

“That would be a fair assessment. Just the live song would have been bad enough, but the song was recorded and according to what I've seen it's been playing on all channels all around Cybran space. The surroundings of the hotel are surrounded by adoring fans and people that have business propositions ranging from really shady to perfectly legitimate. I'd say she's something of a star at the moment and two new city ships have arrived since then. And that was from a single random song. Selendil muttered something about how they don’t know real music if they haven’t heard something called the Great Song. I dread to think what effect that would have on people. Anyway, some people tried to break into the hotel and the remains of those people are still strewn all across the city. The authorities might have gotten involved if not for the fact that they don’t want to suffer the same fate. I’m pretty sure they’re just waiting for some Deities to arrive as backup.” Moonshadow wasn’t sure if she should be worried or amused by the whole situation.

 

“Sounds like you’re having fun.” Amaterasu was definitely leaning towards amused. She was right too. Moonshadow was having a surprisingly entertaining time. The whole thing might have caused her grey fur, if not for the fact that she consciously decided to not worry and just stay out of it.

 

“Any word of our contact?” Amaterasu continued.

 

“Luckily yes. Huang got word today. The contact will arrive this evening. We already have a private conference area booked. How about things on the ship?” Moonshadow changed the subject.

 

“All peaceful here. It’s interesting to watch as the ship slowly repairs itself. It’s hard to remember we’re running just on auxiliary power, as I’m pretty sure the readings I saw indicated numbers well beyond a dozen dreadnoughts. Nochehuatl is going wild with all the new things around him. I finally figured out how to operate the engines and sub-light drives. I could theoretically fly the ship now if Nox allowed me to, although I’d have the grace of a drunken spice merchant in an asteroid field. The ship really is fully operated by mental commands. I think once we get the knack of it, we can operate most systems.” Amaterasu explained.

 

“Excellent. It’s nice if we won’t have to route all commands through Nox, even if the AI is faster than anything I’ve seen before.” Moonshadow smiled at the good news.

 

“Yes, well, the downside is exactly what we feared. Non-psionics won’t be able to use any of the equipment that belonged to the ship originally. We'll have to build interfaces for them from scratch." Amaterasu dampened that smile immediately.

 

“Or we could just go with an almost fully psionic crew.” Moonshadow countered. “I mean at this point the secrecy point is becoming moot, so we might as well get the best people.”

 

"We'll have to run that by Nox and Selendil, but I don't think it will be that simple. It seems to me that it's not enough to just have slight psionic talent. You need either enough skill and control or enough power to operate…well everything, and I don’t think we can get a crew full of high ranking psions as those work for the military almost exclusively. I mean, I could get more people from Illum, but I doubt the rest of you would be happy with that.” Amaterasu pointed out.

 

“That’s certainly true. We have a bit of a balance of power forming at the moment, but just the handmaidens you have already brought along are tilting things a bit too much in your favor.” Moonshadow didn’t bother hiding her thoughts since they were both aware of the realities of the situation. With this many races, there would be factions forming, and racial lines seemed like the most obvious way for things to go.

 

“Well, we can figure that part out once you come back. Good luck with the meeting, and try to keep things civil. As much as Illum is at war with the Cybrans at the moment, I wouldn’t want six of their city ships wiped out just because she got mad.” Amaterasu closed the connection with a small grin.

 

-----

 

As the trio was waiting for Huang’s contact to arrive in the conference area they had reserved, Moonshadow was the first to react when she sensed something awry. She was a specialist when it came to sensory abilities, so it was understandable that she would notice. “We have a problem. Several cloaked people have entered the area. They are all armed and armored. I’m counting at least three dozen.”

 

Selendil had of course noticed them a while ago, but to her it wasn’t a problem. “I’m aware. They have pretty good personal cloaking technology. I haven’t seen anything at this level since I went into stasis.”

 

Huang looked extremely worried. “We Cybrans specialize in such things. It also helps when most of your body is enhanced in some way. Are we in trouble?”

 

“Well, that depends on how you define trouble.” Moonshadow replied, now observing the people more closely. “These people move in a professional manner and seem to be part of what you would classify as special forces, but they’re not showing overt hostility and they seem to be securing the area instead of trying to attack us.”

 

“They’re also not even close enough to be a real danger as they don’t seem to have any psionic talent or equipment designed to fight psions. Moonshadow here could handle them easily.” Selendil pointed out as she saw more detail than the Mrrroww High Ambassador. “Well, except one of them that is coming straight towards us.”

 

“That one is psionic or I couldn’t handle them?” Moonshadow asked a little intrigued.

 

"The first one for sure, but I'm not sure on the latter one," Selendil replied with a smile as the door to the room opened.

 

Huang stood up with a smile as a very attractive red-haired woman in a non-descript overcoat entered the room. “Xiaoli!” He greeted with obvious joy.

 

The woman, on the other hand, didn't pay any attention to him and locked eyes with Selendil, when suddenly both gave a small grin. The red-haired woman's hand seemed to blur and several tiny objects flew directly towards Selendil. Selendil plucked the projectiles from the air almost leisurely, holding three small needles between her fingers and floated upwards to a standing position. The air seemed to ignite between the two as waves of power from both people clashed and pushed against one another. The red-haired woman was clearly losing, though Selendil was giving her the courtesy of not crushing her completely.

 

“Xiaoli, Selendil, stop!” Huang yelled with a worried tone. He was more worried for Xiaoli as he knew Selendil was powerful but knew nothing of Xiaoli’s strength. He had never seen any hints that she was anything other than a standard operative, although he had seen certain people be very respectful towards her.

 

“Be quiet Huang.” The red-haired woman stated firmly. “This doesn’t concern you.” Unseen to the others, hundreds of tiny threads of psionic energy flashed from her towards Selendil and were crushed by Selendil’s equal number of even tinier threads.

 

“Huang, don’t interfere. You’ll do more harm than good. They are taking a measure of each other." Moonshadow commented. She had seen similar things before when warriors met. Usually, there would be a friendly competition to measure the strength of the other person, though she had rarely seen the same happen between psions before. How the Cybran woman managed to put up any resistance was a mystery as Moonshadow barely even felt any psionic energy from her.

 

“This is the first time I’ve been bested so handily, and no Cybran has ever come even close.” The red-haired woman declared, finally backing down a bit. “I suspect I didn’t get bested by a Cybran this time either. One of the Illum?”

 

"That shall remain a mystery for now," Selendil replied with a smile. Although the other party had not been enough to really challenge her, it had been refreshing nonetheless. The woman had a nature very much like a Dhar warrior would. "You show promise for one so young and weak. Your technique isn't bad. With proper training, you could go far."

 

The woman’s eye twitched a bit at the words young and weak, but she had to admit to the weak part was true, at least in comparison. “You don’t look all that old either.” She shot back.

 

“Looks can be deceiving. No matter. That’s not why we are here.”

 

“To the point, I see.” She finally turned to Huang. “So tell me. What brings you here, and what’s important enough to bring a dangerous individual like her to our city ships?”

 

Huang pulled out one of the items that contained traces of void energy. “We need to know where you got this. This is important Xiaoli, more important than you can imagine.”

 

The woman gave another smile, though one of sympathy this time. “Well, I can imagine a lot, but you have rotten luck. That item came from one of the worlds we snagged from the Tetrarchy ten years ago as they were too busy with the Illum. As you know, we aren’t big on holding planets we don’t need. Once we got the resources from that world that we wanted, we withdrew and the Tetrarchy took the place back without resistance from us. The place seems to have become a rather decent sized staging area for their fleets since then. Why do you want to find the place out so bad?”

 

"That…would be a long story," Huang stated.

 

“Try me.” The woman prodded him.

 

Huang looked towards Moonshadow, who with a sigh stepped forward, already thinking of what to tell and what to lie about. Improvised lies were important to a diplomat, so she wasn’t stranger to such things.

            


Chapter 31 - Run and Gun


                -------

 

Moonshadow had just started giving the red-haired woman a short explanation when Selendil got a message. ”Master, we have hostiles approaching the building. A lot of armed hostiles, mostly what passes for androids among them, though there are some living Cybrans as well. They will be here in a few minutes. I can detect many more similar hostile converging from all sides.” Nox reported. The AI had tapped into the internal systems of the city ship a long time ago, thus it had access to most of the internal sensors. “It seems our guest is about to receive the same report as one of the hostiles just ran into the guards she left outside the building.”

 

As if on cue, Xiaoli tilted her head a bit and seemed to be listening to something. The tilt was completely unnecessary as she didn’t even have an earpiece but some gestures were simply too hard to get rid of. “It seems the explanations will have to wait. We have uninvited guests with seemingly hostile intentions.” She told everyone and started giving gestured instructions to her troops.

 

“I’m assuming they’re here for me. I already dealt with some insects that thought too much of themselves. I can deal with these as well.” Selendil replied, already aware of the danger. The only reason she had not personally detected the approaching enemies was because they were not powerful enough to register as a real danger.

 

“I think the odds of them being here for me is almost equal actually.” Xiaoli countered, surprising Selendil slightly. “There’s a reason I brought so many of my subordinates with me, and that wasn’t just for the meeting. One of the city ships that recently arrived has a rather hostile relationship with our organization for various reasons and they’ve been coveting our enhancements for a long time now. They wouldn’t mind getting rid of us for political reasons either.”

 

The Cybran city ships were considered to be something akin to small nations by themselves. The Cybrans were both very united and very divided as a people. They all joined together as a whole to fight for a bigger cause, but at the same time, they were very individualistic. Strife inevitably formed between city ships that had differing viewpoints on several important matters. While they would all join forces against external enemies like the Tetrarchy or the Illum, the city ships also had no trouble fighting each other when the opportunity presented itself. Add to that the resource intensive and expensive nature of producing the city ships, and you had a volatile internal struggle waged via unconventional means.

 

As the city ships were so hard to produce, it was unthinkable for the Cybrans to cause the destruction of a city ship as a result of their internal struggles. Thus, even though the city ships were protected by sizeable fleets that the cities built and maintained, those fleets were never used against the other city ships no matter how severe their differences. The ships belonged to the Cybrans as a whole. If a Cybran vessel opened fire on another Cybran vessel, or even worse a city ship, they would be hunted down as the worst kind of traitors by every loyal Cybran. Instead, the fights between city ships were solved either by shuttles carrying boarding parties if the differences were irreconcilable or various non-violent methods if the differences were minor.

 

"Their target is irrelevant since they are not a real danger," Selendil stated with a shrug. A dead enemy was a dead enemy either way.

 

"As to that, I'd like to request something. Could you leave these enemies to me? The people you dealt with earlier already caused some ruckus and the large number of civilians outside this building complicates matters further. It would be really bad for us if the civilians got caught in the crossfire, and it would be politically much more expedient for us if you allowed me and my subordinates to deal with these ‘criminals’. My coming here was partly meant to be a trap of sorts, but the ferocity you used to deal with the previous troublemakers complicated that part of the plan somewhat.” The red-headed woman explained.

 

As her troops belonged to the Cybran fleet intelligence, them dealing with the so-called ‘enhancements thieves’ was something to be expected, although slightly outside their normal purview. A civilian or an outside force killing the same criminals was another matter and would result in reprisal. The strength Selendil had shown had thrown a wrench into the plan because the hostiles were coming in with much more force than Xiaoli had accounted for. That was after taking into account the fact that she was in the habit of preparing for things to go wrong, a character trait that had served her well thus far.

 

Selendil pursed her lips a bit, a gesture she found oddly satisfying as she was not used to it. “As they aren’t really a risk to me and my companions, I’ll give you a chance. Do keep in mind though, that if I or my companions are put at risk, I will not hesitate to act." She finally agreed. She happened to be in a good mood, and the enemies were beneath her anyway. Well, at least most of them.

 

“Much appreciated. The idea is to escort you towards your shuttle and I’d appreciate it if you could give us a ride off this city ship as well. It might be a tight squeeze but...” She noticed Selendil gesturing that it would be fine. “In any event, no matter if the enemies are after you or our forces, they will follow us towards the docks and we can pick them off on the way. A running battle in small and narrow spaces will favor us. The maintenance tunnels running under the city will take us away from the civilians.” Xiaoli explained the rough plan.

 

The group of cloaked soldiers fanned out around them as Xiaoli led them towards the sublevels of the hotel that connected with the maintenance tunnels. Naturally, the enemies were aware of the tunnels and were using them as well, as running around the city with assault gear and weapons drawn would draw too much attention. The first enemies ran into them as soon as they reached the sublevel and the stealthy soldiers that had come with Xiaoli showed their professionalism. Every enemy was gunned down with a few well-placed shots before they even seemed to realize what was happening. Unlike Xiaoli’s men, the enemies did not have the advantage of cloaking, although it would have been useless against both Xiaoli’s and Selendil’s groups anyway. Selendil and Moonshadow could use their powers to spot the enemy and Xiaoli’s forces were all equipped with enhancements that could see through most personal cloaking.

 

As they traversed the tunnels the fighting got more challenging as the dying enemies seemed to pass on information before they were taken out. Now the enemies knew to expect stealthed enemies, and they were also converging on the group’s position more effectively. The enemies were not a true danger yet, but dispatching them was not as effortless as it had been before. Xiaoli’s men had to use more time to deal with the enemies, and as a result, more of them were reaching them at a time, further slowing down their progress.

 

Initially, the terrain of narrow and winding corridors had worked to their advantage, but as the situation got more dicey, the opposite became true. It didn’t matter much if Xiaoli’s troops were invisible when the enemy could just shoot down a narrow corridor and actually hit something. It also became obvious that the soldiers that had previously created a rather spacious perimeter around the core group were slowly being pushed back through the side tunnels. Some of them were already in sight of Selendil’s group. A couple of the soldiers had taken some hits, though none of them had died so far.

 

"Just say the word and I'll make the problem go away," Selendil stated with a small smile. She still considered having a mouth somewhat barbaric, but people seemed to be able to read her expressions much better when she had one.

 

“Don’t worry, this is part of the plan," Xiaoli replied confidently. It wasn’t, although she had adjusted the plan on the fly to account for the new issues. At least that was the hope. Most plans didn’t survive contact with the enemy anyway and part of being an operative was the ability to improvise effectively.

 

Sure enough, just as the group of soldiers at the front was pushed back hard, Xiaoli herself stepped forward to solve the problem. She seemed to stride into battle without a single care as the enemy fire was reflected by the shield she had psionically created, while the large-caliber pistol in her hand seemed to spit out shot after shot that all seemed to seek out their targets and penetrate multiple enemies at a time without slowing down. She also seemed to be able to use her enhancements to see everything around her as she shot several enemies by pointing the gun in a direction that was clearly out of her line of sight. She even shot one enemy through a wall.

 

Even with her help, the flood of enemies rushing in was becoming too much for them to handle. It seemed like a silent signal was passed along to her troops as they all simultaneously took out explosive charges and tossed them into the gathered enemies around corners. This change in tactics took the enemy by surprise, mainly because the androids the enemies used seemed to be cheaper models with little intelligence, electing to rely on numbers and volume of fire instead. The explosions rocked the section of the city ship they were in and rather conveniently collapsed several of the side passages just as they passed into an area where such tunnels became much rarer. This seemed to have been the whole point all along, as now Xiaoli’s troops only had to deal with the enemies coming from the front and the back, and Xiaoli was doing well with the enemies in front.

 

They actually managed to reach the docks before they were finally stopped. Huang had already explained that the local city ship seemed to be content to let the two groups duke it out without interfering, which was confirmed further by the fact that the docks were cleared of people. People aside from a small group of Cybrans that is, one of whom had a pair of halos floating behind his head. The nearby soldiers all had professional air about them as well. No cheap and disposable androids could be seen anywhere. This time the enemy was serious.

 

As soon as they stepped forward, they were faced with a flash of cold energy that materialized into several razor sharp bursts of ice that maimed several of Xiaoli’s men despite their armor. Xiaoli herself managed to defend herself with threads of psionic energy, while Selendil almost contemptuously brushed aside the energy aimed at her, Moonshadow, and Huang.

 

“Well, well. An elementalist.” Selendil commented.

 

Elementalists were a rather rare branch of psionics where their powers were mostly directed towards controlling one of the elements, hence their name. They were part of the faction of psionics that focused on only one or two abilities instead of spreading themselves thin. As a result, the elementalists usually didn't have much skill in other branches of psionics, but in return, they were really powerful in their chosen field. Selendil secretly thought that most of them were actually either people that had been left exposed to elements for one reason or another while developing or those that had read too many fictional stories about ‘magic' or other arcane abilities and wanted to emulate the effects.

 

“Bringing one of the Cybran Deities into an internal struggle, one aimed at the naval special ops no less. Very bold.” Xiaoli stated. She was actually quite troubled by this turn of events. Deities almost never took part in fights like this as they were important strategic assets. She also knew that she would have trouble fighting this enemy in head-on combat. Her particular style of psionics was very useful against most enemies, even being more than enough to fight many Deities, but in return, she was weak against certain types of psions that specialized in the straight-up offense. She was not a Deity herself, and that would become a severe detriment in this battle as Deities also became faster, stronger, and more durable thanks to their status.

 

“Oh, I don’t know. The city agreed to suppress all transmissions from leaving as you probably already noticed, so if none of you survive to tell the tale, then where’s the harm?” A slim and short woman stated from behind the hostile Deity. It didn’t take much to figure out that the gaudily dressed figure was the one leading this operation. “Besides, the potential gains far outweigh the risks.”

 

“Are you still sure you don’t want my help?” Selendil threw a question to Xiaoli, who was about to reply but got cut off by the diminutive woman.

 

“Know your place peasant and keep silent you mangy whor…” Her words were cut off as her head simply vanished before her body collapsed on the floor. Selendil appeared on the other side of the room while holding the missing head by the hair. The cut in the woman’s neck had been burnt closed, though no one knew how as they had not sensed anything, so there was no blood.

 

“My apologies. It seems my hand slipped." Selendil said calmly. None of them had seen her move, not even Moonshadow whose expertise lay in her ability to see and detect things. Xiaoli was already running the scene again in her head in extreme slow motion but still couldn't catch Selendil's movement. At that point, both of them truly started to realize the vast gulf between them. It’s one thing to know something in theory and a whole another to have such a close brush with potential death.

 

The hostile Deity turned towards Selendil with a grievous expression. “I don’t think you realize what you’ve done. You just killed the youngest daughter of the Shah of Isfahan. Your days are numbered.”

 

Moonshadow surprised everyone present by bursting into a gale of laughter. “I don’t think you quite realize who you’re talking to. She could destroy every Cybran vessel in this system a dozen ways without even lifting a finger. Heck, even I could do that, though I would have to actually exert some effort. The only question here is, will the Cybrans have one less Deity after today as well?”

 

“His strategic value is actually relatively small for a Deity, as he is almost useless when it comes to battles in space. We can bear his loss.” Xiaoli taunted with a small smile.

 

That was the downside of being an elementalist. Selendil knew that what the others called halos or what she knew as achievement rings came about in two ways. Either you became so strong that you got one purely thanks to that, or you mastered one skill to an extent that the universe recognized your achievement. That’s how you became a so-called Deity. As the elementalists focused on their chosen element, they had an easy time becoming a Deity thanks to their dedication. Someone like the Deity in front of them could also relatively easily get another ring thanks to a related and complementary element, like ice and water. They had much more trouble getting any more rings after that, and once thrust into the empty void of space where their element could not be fully utilized, they were nearly helpless.

 

Selendil could sense that the Deity in front of them was specialized in manipulating extremely low temperatures for offensive purposes and combining that with the molecules found in the air he could create deadly attacks. He also seemed to have specialized in manipulating water, which made his original abilities stronger. Selendil thought the focus was all wrong as in her mind it would be more effective to focus on the water aspect as that way he would be more formidable in combat. Most beings were filled with water after all. In either case though, he was not able to do much against ships that were already used to traveling the cold void of space.

 

“Bah, as if I’d believe that of someone who isn’t even a Deity.” The man scoffed.

 

“You know, one of these days you’re going to have to explain to me why everyone is so focused on those stupid rings," Selendil stated while looking towards Moonshadow. “Everyone seems to think you don’t have any power just because your rings are not visible. You and Amaterasu are perfect examples of how stupid that assumption is, yet everyone keeps making the same mistake.”

 

“Well, you have to understand that most races don’t know of any ways to hide the halos. Both I and Amaterasu are exceptions, even among our own people. As such, everyone else is too used to judging people by the visible indication of power.” Moonshadow explained calmly, as if they were not in the middle of a dangerous situation with guns drawn on both sides.

 

“Be that as it may Xiaoli, since I already killed this one, does it really make a difference if I get rid of the rest of them?" Selendil tossed the severed head to the side.

 

“I’d still prefer it if you didn’t. You might have roused the ire of the Shah of Isfahan, but just murdering all the enemies present here is another matter. Especially the Deity. The Shah might or might not care about her daughter, but losing a Deity would be a provocation against the entire city ship and their allies.” Xiaoli replied.

 

With a sigh, Selendil turned towards the enemy elementalist. “Well then, make up your mind and stop dithering. Will you do the smart thing and run with your tail between your legs, or will you force me into killing you all?”

 

Her earlier display had made it clear that they would only be committing suicide if they picked a fight, so the enemy Deity signaled a retreat, as much as it galled him. Xiaoli's men were already rendering first aid to their injured comrades when Xiaoli approached Selendil. "He did have one good point though. You, and by extension we, have earned the ire of the Shah. As soon as they return, the Shah will try to make trouble. Maybe not military trouble, but trouble nonetheless. It might be better if all of us disappeared for a short time so this whole thing can blow over. I’ll send in a report first of course. I think we’ve already established that you’re not a Cybran so it might be useful if we tagged along with you.”

 

“Well, we do have to travel to that Tetrarchy controlled world you mentioned. I imagine you’re welcome to come along?” Moonshadow stated with a questioning tone while looking at Selendil.

 

“Sure, why not. We needed some security people anyway, and she might be worth giving some tips so she won’t waste her talents.” Selendil replied with a shrug.

 

---------

 

The fact that Selendil had been able to expand the insides of her shuttle with a wave of her hand to accommodate for all of Xiaoli's men had already caused enough of a shock. However, once Xiaoli saw them arrive at Selendil's ship, the woman's face was twitching in very interesting ways as she processed all the implications. The final nail came when she was introduced to the rest of the crew, especially Amaterasu. While most people might not have been able to recognize the Empress of an obscure offshoot faction of humanity, one of the fleet intelligence officers for the Cybrans sure as hell could make the connection.

 

“Dread Empress.” Xiaoli greeted Amaterasu as they were gathering at the conference room they had used before. Interestingly the Illum Empress had been the first to arrive and others were still on the way.

 

“Well, if it isn’t the Red Spider.” Amaterasu had received the reports from her own intelligence service, and Xiaoli’s information had been among the reports.

 

“I did suspect that Selendil had something to do with the Illum, but I didn’t realize she worked directly for the Empress. I should’ve realized.” Xiaoli commented. This didn’t look good. Had she just turned herself over to the Illum?

 

“I think you’ve made a slight mistake. She doesn’t work for me, I work for her for the moment.” Amaterasu grinned. She was rather enjoying the situation. “I happen to be the first officer of this ship.”

 

“The wha-how? Why? What?” Poor Xiaoli had trouble processing the information and Amaterasu was not going to make things any easier.

 

"I'm sure you've heard about the special connection we Illum have with the Progenitors. It's only fitting I would serve one of them." Amaterasu's grin widened.

 

With a groan, Xiaoli placed her face in her hands. "I give up. I don't care anymore. Fuck it. Let's just go with it. I'm sure I'll wake up soon."

 

“You’re not in a dream, no matter how much it might feel like one at the moment. Now gather your wits. Judging by the report Moonshadow sent me, we’re about to decide the fate of a Tetrarchy world and one of their bases.” Amaterasu had already heard the news and was eagerly waiting for the result of this little conference.

            


Chapter 32 - Infiltration


                ”Espionage is a normal part of diplomatic relations. Every race does it; the only question is to what extent. Some of this depends on the tendencies of the race in question. Some races place more emphasis on information and go to great lengths to acquire it, even if they never truly utilize it, while some view such actions as being beneath them or somehow dishonorable. Another limiting factor is the methods available to each race. A Human can't exactly infiltrate a Mrrroww city by pretending to be one of them, so they have to arrive for other legitimate reasons. Some races allow members of friendly races rather free access to migrate, while others keep a strict leash on such matters for various reasons. Being a trader or a diplomat is an age-old cover, but they are also the people that are most suspect. Vagabonds, mercenaries and other travelers can work as spies but they will rouse suspicion if they stay too long. 

 

Another potential way of performing espionage is to simply buy information. You can bribe members of a race to give innocuous seeming pieces of information for a price, and then deduce greater details from the things you learn. An increase in military recruitment and propaganda is usually a sign of increased likelihood of war for example. This kind of information has the problem of being unreliable though, and could even be deliberately fed to mislead potential spies. In the end, the methods for espionage are many and varied. They each have their good and bad sides, including potential legality. Buying information, for example, isn't illegal in most places, but if caught, the spy is likely to face reprisal of some sort. Some races take a harsher stance of counter-espionage than others. As with many things, no two races are exactly the same in their methods and some are better at both espionage and countering it than others.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

-------

 

As the important personages aboard Selendil’s ship had gathered, the meeting to decide their approach was opened with a declaration from Selendil. "So, we need to get access to a world currently controlled by the Human faction called the Tetrarchy. Apparently, the planet has become a staging area for their ships, so they are not likely to just welcome us with open arms. Plan A, we will fly the ship there, I will destroy everything stupid enough to not flee, and we’ll do what we traveled there to do. Now, I’m sensing that this plan might meet some resistance from you people, so this is your chance to come up with something less confrontational.” Her tone of voice made it clear that Selendil would have absolutely no moral qualms about implementing plan A.

 

"I think I like plan A," Amaterasu stated to the amusement of some and the horror of the rest. The fact that Illum was at war with the Tetrarchy might have swayed her opinion just a bit.

 

“Yeah, plan A sounds great.” Xiaoli also agreed for similar reasons. She was still thrown off because Selendil has returned to her normal appearance only minutes before. Somehow the fact that Selendil could freely change her form was harder for Xiaoli to swallow than all the other shocking things she had just learned.

 

“Humans.” Moonshadow sighed in exasperation. “And Dhar apparently.”

 

“As much as I’m interested in seeing your prowess in battle after all the talk about Keepers, I think we might want to consider other options. I’m fairly sure we’ll get the chance to do the violence thing sooner or later anyway.” Nochehuatl stated in an effort to bring things to a more productive direction.

 

Amaterasu made an exasperated sound. “Well, if the violent method isn’t good enough for some, then I suppose I’ll have to contribute something more useful. The way I see it, we have two options. We can either go with the stealthy method or the brazen and conniving method.”

 

"I think I can already guess the outlines of the stealthy method just from the name," Xiaoli stated. Cybrans were the experts in stealth after all. “It does have certain limitations though, as we will have to keep our movements careful and the place we’re going to will most likely be heavily guarded even if we manage to avoid the fleets in orbit. What’s the brazen and conniving method? That one sounds much more fun.”

 

“Well, the Illum recently acquired a ship and several rather important individuals belonging to the Tetrarchy’s Psicom. We learned quite a few things from them, and we acquired many of their codes and equipment. Combined with our previous knowledge, it shouldn’t be too hard to play the part of a Psicom unit that has come to inspect something on that world. I’m sure Nox can forge the necessary orders once I provide her with the right specifications. Psicom is usually not questioned too stringently as they hold so much sway, and we do happen to have many powerful psions on board who could play the part. We can’t use that ship of course, but if we happened to gain access to another…” Amaterasu left her words hanging in the air.

 

“So your idea is that we steal one of the Psicom ships and just waltz in there? That is pretty brazen. Might actually work too. And it would give us much more freedom to move around and ask questions than the stealthy way.” Moonshadow nodded approvingly. Brazen methods had a chance to go spectacularly wrong, but they were surprisingly effective most of the time.

 

“That does leave us with a problem of acquiring a Psicom vessel. It can’t be too large either since the Tetrarchy’s vessels aren’t quite as autonomous as this ship.” Lilly pointed out. She wasn’t too bothered by the idea of doing something that might start a war, mainly because it would be the human members of the crew that would have to do most of the work. No matter how hard they tried, she or Moonshadow couldn’t just disguise themselves as humans.

 

“Well, I can still get inside their systems and run most of the things.” Nox pointed out. “Depending on the vessel, we might not need more than a handful of people since we aren’t planning on flying the ship to combat.”

 

“It might turn into combat though.” Xiaoli pointed out the rather obvious detail.

 

“Yes, and we have several Deity level combatants and a Keeper on board. I think we can manage even if the ship won’t be much use.” Nox replied with a wry tone.

 

“I think I can help us find that ship.” Xiaoli pointed out. “We have been nominal allies of the Tetrarchy against Illum for a short while, and we have received some data on their fleet movements.”

 

“And we have agents among the Tetrarchy. They can also provide us with the information.” Amaterasu added.

 

“Well. It sounds like we have the makings of a plan. I hereby promote the ‘brazen’ plan into the spot of plan A, and the old plan A is now plan B. Get to it, and speak to your contacts.” Selendil declared.

 

--------

 

“Right, are we all ready to do this?” Amaterasu asked. For some reason she ended up being the one who was the most nervous. Partially because she was actually in charge of the ship while Selendil was prepared to go out in a mech. She was also the one in charge of Plan A. As she was used to a leadership position, such things should not have really affected her, but for some reason she felt like she was back at school, preparing to take a test she hadn’t prepared for.

 

“We’ve been ready for a while now. Stop fussing.” Moonshadow stated in a playfully scolding tone.

 

“Remember, we need the ship intact. And I do mean fully intact. It won’t be much use if all the weapons on the ship are visibly destroyed.” Amaterasu ignored Moonshadow and addressed Selendil instead.

 

“This isn’t the first time I’ve boarded an enemy vessel you know.” Selendil’s frosty replied sounded over the comms. It actually was as Keepers didn’t bother doing such things even when they got into combat, but she was utilizing the memories and experiences of more experienced Dhar warriors. “I know what I’m doing.”

 

Amaterasu once again ignored the reply and went for Nox instead. “Nox, are you sure you can stop both the enemy ship and the station from sending any signals.”

 

“I could do that while asleep. Now stop asking or I’ll show you that I can also jettison the contents of the bridge if I want to.” Nox replied sharply. This was the fourth time Amaterasu asked the question and even the AI was getting testy.

 

“What’s gotten into you? You’re supposed to be the Dread Empress.” Xiaoli whispered.

 

“I’m not entirely sure. I haven’t felt this nervous in decades.” Amaterasu admitted.

 

"Just do it already," Selendil commanded and Nox didn't wait long enough for anyone to voice their opinions as the ship exited phase space right next to their target.

 

The Psicom vessel was orbiting a particular asteroid. The espionage forces of Illum had identified this place as the perfect target as it was a covert maintenance base for Psicom vessels. There was nearly always at least one ship going through some kind of repairs or re-arming on the station, but as the place was supposed to be a covert and small base, there was rarely more than one vessel present. The same held true this time as well. The base relied mostly on secrecy and stealthy mines for defense, but the mines were all blasted to shreds by Amaterasu’s psionic powers, while Selendil teleported her mech right inside the target ship.

 

Selendil was actually using the smallest mech available, barely larger than a powered suit of armor. She was going to be fighting inside the cramped spaces of a ship and the station and she didn’t want to be hampered by a large mech. The only reason she even used one was because both Xiaoli and Amaterasu had insisted on that for some odd reason. She had to admit that the mech made flying in space a bit faster, but she could just teleport such short distances anyway. Maybe they didn’t realize that even explosive decompression wouldn’t bother her as she was perfectly capable of surviving a long time in space.

 

As she had teleported right inside the bridge of the ship they wanted to acquire, the enemies had not managed any sort of resistance just yet. With a wave of her hand, the people on the bridge fell down unconscious. Normally she would’ve killed them, but Amaterasu wanted them for questioning. It would make things easier if they got fresh information from the crew of the ship, instead of just relying on the information they got from spies or the captured crew of the Tetrarchy vessel Illum had acquired earlier. Amaterasu had ranted something about newer codes and possible changes to protocol due to compromised agents.

 

Her arrival point was not chosen randomly. The most important officers of the ship were on the bridge when she arrived, and her quick attack had removed the leadership of the ship and Nox took care of the communications inside the ship and the station. Her next teleport brought her inside the command center of the station itself. This time she didn’t bother sparing the lives of the people inside. Thin invisible strands of psionic power went inside every person and killed them instantly and without creating a mess. Unlike the soldiers of Psicom, the crew and officers on the station didn’t have even the most rudimentary defenses against hostile psionics and this was the result. This was a perfect display why psionic defenses were important, or any half decent psion could just kill everyone. Of course Selendil could just overpower any such defenses, but even Xiaoli could’ve accomplished this with a few helpful tips when there were no defenses in place.

 

Selendil then moved methodically through the corridors and rooms, taking care of any life that was left. Some of the marines tried to give resistance but failed spectacularly as they didn't even see what hit them. The station was a covert site of the Psicom so there were no civilians present and the place only had the essential crew. Even the engineers were military engineers. Not that Selendil would've cared about the presence of civilians. She came from a warrior people where everyone trained for war in one form or another, and in her mind, anyone associated with the military was a fair target, no matter what race or position they represented.

 

Still, it took her almost twenty minutes to subdue or kill everyone. She could have done it much faster if she didn’t have to actually leave the Psicom officers alive. Without that inconvenient detail, she could’ve done the whole thing without leaving her ship. Now she had to visually confirm her targets as even the higher ranked psions present looked like children to her. Telling the difference between an engineer and an officer was like trying to differentiate a small number of very particular ants among a swarm of almost identical looking ants. You could do it even from range if you went through the trouble, but it was simply easier to get a confirmation from up close.

 

As soon as she was done the others entered the ship she had taken over and started separating the soon-to-be-corpses from the already-corpses. They stole all the uniforms and equipment for their own use while Nox went through the databases of both the ship and the station. Amaterasu and Xiaoli handled the questioning of the prisoners while the others prepared the Psicom vessel for launch. The inspection took a bit of time as they had to be thorough. The ship had come to the station for a reason and they didn’t want to suddenly discover the ship was undergoing maintenance for leaking reactor fluids or something equally dangerous.

 

As soon as they were sure the ship would not explode on them, Nox took control of the systems and jumped the ship towards their destination. Amaterasu continued the interrogation while their voyage was underway. The main point was to make sure they had all the protocols right and that there would be no sudden surprises coming to haunt them. It would be a sad way for their mission to fail if they found out that the ship they were using was expected at their destination already, but for a completely different purpose. That would blow a hole the size of a corvette into their story, and they would be back to plan B.

 

Luckily the Tetrarchy’s ships were almost painfully standardized and all their human crew members had experience on flying on similar ships. Both the handmaidens and Xiaoli’s guards could handle any tasks that Nox couldn’t just make disappear with some AI magic. Selendil had to take care of a few issues that required a bit more heavy lifting and a physical presence but Nox could walk her through those. The Psicom had been nice enough to include manuals for almost everything in their database.

 

The first problem came when they were all pulling on the Psicom uniforms. The uniforms were fine, although the black uniforms of Psicom were a little drab in their opinion. “Ok, Selendil. This time we’ll need you to take an appearance that is less…striking.” Amaterasu stated.

 

Selendil had automatically assumed the same form she had used while dealing with the Cybrans, as that one had worked after all was said and done. She considered the suggestion for a moment and her previously perfect face suddenly had a sprinkling of freckles. That was the only change. “How about this? Nox suggested that this particular variation seems to be less popular.”

 

Amaterasu had to turn away and support herself against the wall while Xiaoli laughed before speaking. “You’re quite correct that freckles are less popular in general but on the flipside, they are a turn-on for certain people. That change didn’t really make your appearance any less attractive either, it just made it so you’re a bit more niche in your appeal. The people of that niche will get even more interested though.”

 

That made Selendil frown. “This is annoying. I dislike the idea of making myself somehow lesser. Doing an imperfect job just doesn’t appeal to me. I don’t really know what Humans find attractive or not either. I can’t just copy our prisoners just in case they have friends at our destination. Friends that might notice the obvious change in behavior.”

 

“I’ll make some suggestions. Come with me. We’ll need a mirror and some reference materials. Maybe some makeup.” Xiaoli stated while pulling Selendil towards the nearby bathroom. Their little discussion ended up taking hours, but the end result was a slight reduction when it came to Selendil’s looks, though the effect was not major. Amaterasu insisted she keep the freckles for the duration of this mission though.

 

-------

 

As soon as they jumped out of phase space they realized something was not quite right. The others were looking at the tactical displays while one of the handmaidens was handling the arrival procedures in a pleasant voice. The number of ships orbiting the planet was not the issue. This was supposed to be a staging area, so having a large number of ships was expected. The problem was that most of those ships were logistic vessels that were going through the standard procedure for receiving a large number of military warships.

 

“Is it just me or are they preparing for receiving an invasion fleet of some sort?” Moonshadow asked rhetorically.

 

“It certainly seems so. But against who? Our worlds are too far from here.” Amaterasu replied.

 

“Isn’t it obvious? The Cybran worlds and city ships are much closer, as this was a world we held for a while. That’s why we’re here after all.” Xiaoli stated angrily. “The Tetrarchy is preparing to stab us in the back.”

 

“To be fair, that’s not a bad idea on a strategic level. With Selendil’s ship showing up at Haven, the obvious reason for your earlier ceasefire has disappeared. I doubt the Tetrarchy has forgotten that the Cybrans used to be closer to us Illum before Selendil’s ship gave you a reason to turn against us. They are expecting your little coalition to fall apart and are preparing to take advantage of the situation before that happens. It also helps that a large portion of your fleets is now on our border instead.” Amaterasu ran through the implications.

 

”How have they managed to keep this a secret?! We'll need to get a word back home!” Xiaoli exclaimed.

 

"We have a job to do," Selendil stated. Then she got an idea. "However, for the right price, I might ask Nox to pass on the message. As you must have realized by now, unlike most AI's Nox can exist in several places at once and have the separate pieces be in constant contact. That's what allows us to instantly communicate with my ship. Well, Nox could take my ship closer to Cybran space and send the message while we finish our mission."

 

Nox couldn’t freely exist everywhere without the distances becoming a problem. Even the Dhar's AIs had limits as long as they were not connected via the Dhar who were in turn joined by the universal consciousness. However, there were two exceptions. Nox was always present wherever Selendil was, and the AI was also present on Selendil’s ship. These two parts of Nox were still essentially one.

 

“And what price might that be?” Xiaoli asked, realizing she wasn’t in a great bargaining position. The Cybrans were not fools so they suspected the possibility of betrayal by the Tetrarchy. It was such an obvious possibility after all. But getting a confirmation and the right location where the attack would come was quite important.

 

“Well, the ship happens to need more crew. It would be useful to have some more permanent security forces present, and the Cybran can also double as engineers quite well.” Selendil smiled while Amaterasu and Moonshadow groaned. They had seen this method of recruitment before.

            


Chapter 33 - Picking up the trail


                ”Nearly all races consider themselves superior to others, with few very rare exceptions. This isn't something strange as that feeling is inbuilt in almost all of us. This sense of superiority is the result of evolution and results in many advantages, the most obvious being a force driving us forwards and bringing us together in the face of an external threat. In some cases, this sense of superiority is even earned. Races like the Dashane or the Azi are larger and stronger than nearly all others and a physical fight between an average Azi and an average Coatl would be comedic at best. On the other hand, the Coatl tend to be more nimble and intelligent on average than their Azi counterparts. Nearly all races have their advantages and disadvantages, which feeds into that feeling of superiority.

 

That sense of superiority doesn’t come without a cost though. It results in a sort of racist attitude that can be quite overt in some cases, or it can be very subtle in others. The sense of superiority also comes with a healthy dose of xenophobia either because their perceived superiority is threatened, or because they feel entitled to a higher position than they currently have. A position that would be higher, if not for those pesky lesser beings! Sometimes there is a kernel of truth to these ideas, while sometimes there isn’t. Be that as it may, the original instinct developed for a reason and does serve a purpose with its upsides and downsides.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

”Captain, you have to admit that your arrival here comes at a questionable timing.” The man on the screen stated. He was one of the higher ranked officers present in the system and he found the presence of Selendil and the ship they had stolen suspicious despite the forged orders they had relayed earlier. "Especially considering there is already Psicom personnel present in the system running security checks on my people. None of them were expecting your arrival either, nor do they even know who you are.”

 

Amaterasu was pretending to be the captain of their ship, mainly because she was more suitable for the job than Selendil. Although Selendil could understand the intricacies of how humans worked on an intellectual level and could improvise quite well when she so chose to go through the trouble, that understanding was not a substitute for decades of experience. They had briefly considered having Moonshadow do this part while staying hidden behind a forged image created by Nox, but the fake captain might be expected to show up once they got to the planet.

 

“It’s really not that odd when you think about it, and for the very same reason why you seem so worried about our presence," Amaterasu stated firmly, dismissing the man's worries. "You've tried to keep this whole gathering a secret. Well, you should be aware that the Psicom operates on a need-to-know basis. We were not aware of this gathering because we didn't need to know. Our boss probably didn't know. The Psicom members you asked about us didn’t know of our arrival for the same reason. They didn’t need to know. Our mission has nothing to do with your little operation. We’re here for a completely separate reason.”

 

“A reason you can’t explain, except that I should give you free access to land on the planet and extend to you any help you might require.” The man stated half as an accusation, half as a question.

 

“That is what the orders say.” Amaterasu countered while keeping a straight face, while a small bit of fake anger entered her voice with her next words. “And that’s really all you need to know. Now you have a choice to make. Either you can do your duty like a good soldier, or you can choose to go against direct orders from the Psicom. I’ll have you note that these orders come from much higher than anyone present in this system or even their commanding officers. Now, I’d personally pick the first option if I were in your position, but please do make my day and try to pick the other option. I do so love executing traitors.” She didn’t need to fake the bloodlust in her voice.

 

“Fat chance your little tugboat would have against the ships gathered here.” The man mumbled.

 

Amaterasu laughed. “You don’t command the fleet here. I doubt they would follow you into battle against a Psicom vessel, especially when they are informed of the reason, which I can do with a press of a button. Besides, I wouldn’t mind taking my chances.” Suddenly the halos she had kept hidden so far appeared behind her head. She only showed two though. The Tetrarchy actually didn’t have Deities on Amaterasu’s level, so showing all her halos would’ve been bad.

 

The sight of the halos almost caused the man to choke. “I will see to it that your orders are followed to the letter, Deity.” He finally admitted through gritted teeth and he immediately cut the connection.

 

“You know he’s going to try and cause trouble for us. You could’ve handled that more diplomatically.” Moonshadow pointed out. The Mrrroww High Ambassador was along as extra battle power even though she had to keep out of sight for now.

 

"Well, you're the diplomat of the group," Amaterasu admitted easily. "Despite my position, I'm not the most diplomatic person and I love putting idiots like that in their place. I’m not a leader because I can kiss the most ass, I’m a leader because of my other qualities, like being perceptive about certain things. He wasn’t making trouble because it was his duty; he was doing it because it made him feel important. If he had been more cordial and had questioned us out of a genuine sense of duty, I would have reciprocated that cordial attitude."

 

“You might be taking after the Keeper already.” Moonshadow grinned. It was true that powerful psions tended to affect each other due to emotional resonance. Moonshadow had sensed waves of grief radiating off Selendil when the Dhar woman thought no one was looking. Even if no one was looking, her sheer power caused the sensitive Moonshadow to notice such heavy waves of emotion. The thought caused the grin to fade from her face.

 

Amaterasu could sense what Moonshadow was thinking. Even though she wasn’t as sensitive as the Mrrroww woman, she had spent more time with Selendil. “She’s holding up surprisingly well all things considered. I don’t think I would be able to function if everyone I cared about was suddenly wiped out and all I knew was suddenly gone. That’s without considering this mind connection they supposedly had or the memories she’s storing of everyone. Those likely don’t make things easier.”

 

Moonshadow gave a small sigh. “She might not be holding up as well as we think. Nox actually asked me to keep an eye on her. A request like that from an AI that’s fiercely loyal wouldn’t have been made lightly. Anyway, where is she?”

 

“Ah, she’s making preparations with Xiaoli.” Amaterasu recognized a forced topic change when she heard one and obliged despite her curiosity. She was also a little ticked the AI had asked Moonshadow and not her.

 

“And how are you taking the presence of Cybrans on our crew now that Xiaoli accepted the offer?” Moonshadow asked, suddenly curious.

 

Amaterasu shrugged. “Well, I have nothing against the Cybrans personally. I know our races, or factions if you prefer, don’t have the best of relationships, but I don’t really hold that against them. Truth be told I feel a little bad for them. They are like the younger sibling forced to live in the shadow of their older and much more accomplished sibling, while both are rebelling against their parent. Now would I prefer those slots on the crew were filled with more Illum? Yes, of course. But as far as other options go, Cybrans aren’t too bad. I heard Selendil was considering filling the spots with Dashane.”

 

Moonshadow perked up at that. “Oh, that’s not a bad idea actually. Well, it could be a horrible idea depending on how it goes, but I think Dashane are a fascinating race and I get along with them quite well. I think they would get along with Selendil as well. Assuming they stopped running away from her that is.”

 

"I didn't even realize Dashane could get scared," Amaterasu commented with a small shiver. Not that she couldn’t sympathize.

 

“It’s not fear exactly. It’s respect towards a higher ranked predator.” Moonshadow was just about to launch into a lengthy explanation when a console suddenly beeped. One of the handmaidens gave the ‘all ok’ sign.

 

“Right. Take us in Nox. Seems our angry officer friend finally sent us a flightpath. While this ship is a bit dinky and small, the positive side is that we can land it on the surface. There’s a suitable place less than a hundred kilometers away from the Gondalim Plateau. That’s where Xiaoli stated the items were found.” Amaterasu gave the orders while the ship prepared for an atmospheric insertion. Despite all the advances since the early times of spaceflight, such maneuvers were still somewhat dangerous and straining on ships. Usually, the larger the ship, the more difficult such things would be.

 

------

 

The shuttles landed on the edge of the plateau that Selendil had pointed out. The place looked like a mountain had been sliced in two and the top half had been thrown away, leaving behind a stony plateau. The place they were aiming for was located on the plateau, and Selendil was quite sure the formation was not natural. In fact, she was certain that this had been done by a relatively powerful psion trying to get to the heart of the mountain, and she already had some ideas as to why.

 

“Are you sure you don’t want my troops to secure the place beforehand?” Xiaoli asked for the second time.

 

“I’m quite sure. If there’s anything void related present then your subordinates have no way to fight it. In fact, they would only get in the way. If the only risk here comes from the Tetrarchy, then I can handle it on my own. I’ll give the signal when you can all move. Xiaoli, you’re with me. The rest of you stay here.” Selendil didn’t relent with her stance though.

 

As the two walked towards the central area that was surrounded by rather non-descript buildings that had seen some better days, they noted that the area was pretty much deserted. “I’m surprised they didn’t send a team here. There aren’t even any guards or researchers present. The ruins are still quite interesting even if we sold off most of the stuff we found here.”

 

"I'm assuming you robbed the place quite clean while you were here, right? I thought so. Without the artifacts from the ruins, they don't quite realize the importance of the place. Without a way to detect void energy, how could they? Besides, you told me that they held this world before you, so they already got all they wanted from the place.” Selendil explained.

 

“Can you sense anything?” Xiaoli questioned warily. She still wasn’t sure what to think about the whole void thing despite the explanations she had received from Nox and Amaterasu. The Dread Empress had been surprisingly helpful actually.

 

“Faintly. Whatever could once be found here is now long gone. Now, all we can hope is to pick up the trail that might have been left behind. The fact that there isn’t some major research facility present is a good thing. That means that at least there’s no one trying to open a portal to the void phase at this location. No matter what else we might find, that’s a good thing.” Selendil led them straight to a building that only housed stairs going down inside the mountain.

 

As they walked down the long stairs and down the corridors they finally came to a rather large chamber covered in hastily discarded research equipment and the final remains of some sort of facility that Xiaoli could not recognize. The whole complex was rather small with just a handful of rooms connected by a single corridor. Only this large chamber was different. The walls seemed to be designed to hold various equipment and machinery, but it had all been removed a long time ago and the wall sockets were not really enough to tell what used to be here.

 

"I'm assuming this isn't the handiwork of your people? The missing equipment I mean. I know this chamber predates your race by a fair margin." Selendil asked. While others might not be able to, she was able to recognize the markings etched on the walls and the floor despite them being worn down over the grind of countless years. It was the script of one of the races that had served the Dhar, the same race the artifacts belonged to. What the facility was doing all the way here was a mystery though.

 

“No. We found some small items here, but no hint to the purpose of this room. I’m not sure if Tetrarchy is behind it either. At least the scientists we captured when we took over this world seemed to be wondering the same thing. The equipment was long gone by the time they got here, as you said." Xiaoli replied. "That's why we sold everything from here as it wasn't really of any value besides as a curiosity.

 

Selendil simply nodded and closed her eyes. Instead of using her eyes, she focused on her psionic senses. They could tell her things that even a thorough search with her other senses could not. It didn’t take her long to confirm her suspicions. There was a rather sizeable concentration of void energy located at the center of the room. The energy present was not a danger but it was enough to contaminate other sundry objects that spent a lot of time in the room. There were very few things that could cause such a heavy concentration of void energy. There were also traces of something that was suffused with that energy leaving the chamber, although the trace disappeared almost as soon as it reached the door.

 

“Nox, anything?” She asked after staying silent for minutes.

 

“Yes and no. The humans missed the archives as they usually do when they can’t connect to them from a console or a socket. This one requires either a mind connection or an AI skilled with such connections. That's the good news. The bad news is that whoever left this place in a hurry tried to remove all traces of their passing. They did a shoddy job as they were in a rush for some reason, but they still got most of the data." Nox replied.

 

“I need just one question answered. Extrapolate the answer from any fragments if you have to, and give me an estimate on how confident you are with the answer. A containment facility or an attempt to create a portal?” Selendil asked. These kinds of void energies had to come either from an actual void entity or an active portal to the void phase. Most likely the first one as the latter one would give off a much larger amount of energy. She could also sense that the mountain around them contained traces of artificial materials that happened to constrain the passage of void entities.

 

“Containment, with 83% certainty. There’s something else. I think whatever they tried to contain here got out when the humans first cracked this place open. The original containment failed for much the same reason as what happened with your stasis, and once the doors were opened…” Nox didn’t bother finishing the sentence.

 

“Once the doors were opened, whatever was inside found the necessary nourishment and a way to get out.” Selendil finished the sentence anyway. “Connect me with those on the shuttles.”

 

After a brief second, the holograms of Amaterasu and the others back at the shuttles were displayed in front of them. “What’s wrong?” Amaterasu asked immediately.

 

“When was this world first discovered and inhabited by humanity?” Selendil asked without explaining.

 

“Umm, I’d say roughly seventy years ago. I can give you a more precise number once we get back on the ship, but that should be roughly correct.” Amaterasu replied sensing that this was headed in a direction she would not like.

 

“So. For the last roughly seventy years, a void entity has been loose within the Tetrarchy.” Selendil stated wryly.

 

"That…doesn't sound very good judging from what you told me of them," Amaterasu stated with a grimace.

 

“That’s putting it mildly! I always knew the Tetrarchy bastards were crazy. Didn’t think they’d be possessed.” Xiaoli commented.

 

“Well, as bad as that might be, I consider it good news. A single void entity can do only so much, and with the current tech level of humanity, it is unlikely they could open a door to the void phase. Not without dedicating their entire focus and effort to the project for centuries. It took us a fairly long time to do the same and we had the might and brilliance of the Eternal Empire behind us. That said, we didn't want to open just a small portal, we wanted a grand gateway that could let fleets travel through it in short order. Even with the efforts of a void entity, I find it unlikely that the Tetrarchy could direct their focus into such a project without raising serious suspicion, especially while the empire is locked in a civil war. So in that sense, your little war might have saved the galaxy." Selendil mused.

 

“Thank you?” Amaterasu said a little uncertain if she should truly be happy about that fact.

 

“The bigger problem is, why was a void entity imprisoned here of all places? And if there is one, could there be more? Some of our subordinate species might have the technology to contain low-level void entities, but where did they get one in the first place, and why was it here?” Selendil mused.

 

“Excuse me, but I have a question.” Moonshadow interjected. “You told us that these void entities take over people. If one was let loose within the Tetrarchy, then who would such an entity target, and could it do so secretly? Could it jump from host to host?"

 

“It could do so secretly if it acted slowly. In battle such takeovers can be done quickly but are very apparent to anyone observing. A very low ranking wraith can’t change hosts, but the higher ranked ones can. The higher their strength the more often they can do it. The process leaves the previous host a dried husk as all its life-force is consumed during the process. Even a higher ranked wraith with full strength would need years between switching hosts, though that depends on how much the target can struggle. They would target either those beings that are very powerful but don’t have many defenses against them, so in humanity's case a powerful Deity or someone with a lot of authority if they had some goal they tried to achieve." Selendil explained.

 

“Wouldn’t one of the Tetrarchs fulfill both conditions? I heard that the military Tetrarch in charge of this half of the Tetrarchy is a powerful psion.” Xiaoli pointed out.

 

“I’m not sure I like where this is going.” Amaterasu sighed. “As much as I’d enjoy seeing bad things to happen to the enemy leaders, I would assume Selendil is going to want to get rid of this void entity and going after a Tetrarch sounds like trouble. It’s not something we can do just on a blind guess. The assassination of a Tetrarch will be a major incident with a lot of consequences, and no one will take the explanation about a nebulous void entity possessing that person seriously.”

 

“Your assumption is correct.” Selendil pointed out. She would go after the entity no matter what, but if these people came up with a good idea that allowed her to do it with less of a ruckus, then all the better.

 

“What would you need in order to find out if the void entity is possessing someone?” Amaterasu asked.

 

“I would need to be close enough. Depending on the strength of both the entity and the being that it is possessing, the distance can be anything from hundreds of kilometers to being in the same room. I’m trying to detect the void energy present, and the more energy the entity needs to use for the possession the easier it is to detect.” Selendil replied with pursed lips. This was all a rough estimation.

 

“That sounds troublesome. How did you manage it back during your war? You couldn’t have inspected everyone that was suspected from that close.” Moonshadow asked curiously.

 

“We didn’t have to. We were all part of the unity so any inspections could be done quickly and from a distance.” Selendil shrugged. “We don’t have that option here.”

 

“So we would need to get you in the same room with anyone we suspect of being the host of the void entity. We can’t focus blindly on our first guess as the entity might not have had the opportunity or interest to go for the obvious target. We might want to try and find what we can of the original expedition that found this place, as they would have been the first victims. Maybe the only ones if the entity was a low ranking one.” Moonshadow pointed out.

 

"So, in any case, we will likely have to infiltrate the highest ranks of the Tetrarchy. That doesn’t sound difficult at all.” Xiaoli stated sarcastically.

            


Chapter 34 - Kitty Cat?


                ”No matter what your rank is, you never entirely escape the necessity of social obligations. Even as a powerful Deity ruling through pure power, you don’t rule alone. You’re not in charge of paving the roads and building the warships, and if you can’t keep people sufficiently satisfied, or at the very least sufficiently afraid, even the little people can cause you quite a lot of trouble. Now that doesn’t mean you have to suck up to everyone, but it does mean you have to keep at least some select people in line. Those people, in turn, will handle others below them and so on. 

 

Normal rulers, officers, politicians, religious figures, caste and clan leaders, and a hundred other ranks like them will have to pay careful attention to gathering support. That support can take many forms ranging from just lending your authority behind a project to resources and manpower, but the basic idea remains the same. Keep the people important to you happy, and avoid needlessly angering people that might become important in the future. That is the most basic tenet of anyone in a leadership position.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

---------

 

”We have ships on approach vector.” Amaterasu suddenly reported while Selendil and Xiaoli were traveling back towards the shuttles on foot. They had kept a brisk pace, but now that pace turned to a half-run. Or in Selendil’s case, rapidly floating forward as she was too lazy to use her feet to move quickly.

 

“Towards us or towards the ship?” Selendil questioned.

 

“Both. We have three ships coming towards us and five going towards the ship. Both groups have at least one vessel that carries the markings of Psicom. They’re not large vessels, a couple of cruisers and the rest frigates, but that’s still a lot of people potentially. There’s also a whole lot of ships coming out of phase space around the planet. Whatever ships they have been preparing for have started to arrive. There’s even a dreadnought among them.” Amaterasu explained. She also thought she’d seen that ship before, but pushed that out of her mind for now.

 

At this moment Selendil missed her real form. This human form didn’t quite have the same satisfaction when showing her displeasure non-verbally. She wasn’t able to swish her hair like she usually did with her tails. “Xiaoli, run back to the shuttles. Amaterasu can handle this place with your assistance. Since they saw a glimpse of her strength, they must be confident of dealing with her, either with power or with authority. So they either brought a powerful Deity or a high ranking Psicom officer that can counter our orders. The problem is, we can’t be sure if they think she’s at the ship or here on the plateau. If it’s authority, then you might not have as much fun. However, if they brought a Deity then you two can handle it. Moonshadow can help if necessary.”

 

“You’re going for the ship then, I assume?” Xiaoli confirmed.

 

“Correct. Try to keep up appearances, though you are free to blow your cover if things take a bad turn. You’re not to submit to any questioning. I can get us out of here by force if necessary, but I don’t want to run a rescue operation to get you out of some jail cell while at the same time fighting a fleet in orbit. Too much of a bother. Just act like Amaterasu did when we arrived. We have done nothing wrong, and don't need to explain ourselves." Selendil stated and suddenly seemed to vanish. The distance between the ship and the plateau was less than a hundred kilometers. That was a distance she could easily cross with a single teleport.

 

As she arrived at the ship, it only took less than a minute for the ships to come into view. The hostile ships had not prepared their weapons just yet, but they were taking positions around and above their ship to stop it from leaving. The cruiser leading the ships landed a short distance away. "They're sending us orders. Apparently, the ship is ordered to stand down and the entire crew must submit for questioning.” Nox reported.

 

“On whose authority?” Selendil asked. The answer to that question would decide how this played out.

 

“Admiral Gestalt. He’s the commanding officer of the dreadnought that jumped into the system a short time ago. Apparently, he's some hotshot fleet commander that has experience in dealing with both Illum and Cybrans, which is why he was sent here. Who better to lead an attack on a former partner than the man who helped form the little coalition in the first place? He also had recent combat experience alongside the Cybrans against the Illum.” Nox replied after doing a bit of digging. All of the information was rather easy to find.

 

“A fleet admiral? We don’t recognize his authority. Tell him to fuck off.” Selendil smiled. An admiral had no real control over Deities, especially when those Deities were not part of his task force.

 

Nox sent her the mental equivalent of a chuckle. "It's not actually him on the other side. It's the officer Amaterasu bullied earlier. He's just borrowing the admiral's authority. He likely reported the whole thing in a way that made it seem as suspicious as possible and got the admiral to agree to question us just in case. If he even bothered to check with the admiral in the first place. According to what I’m reading the admiral doesn’t seem the type to make errors like this unless he is being misinformed.”

 

“Even better. Tell that pompous ass to take a long walk out of a short airlock.” Selendil shrugged.

 

“That’s not how the saying…you know, never mind. You’re just trying to annoy me. The ‘pompous ass’ is feeling powerful and flexing what little authority he has managed to gobble up. He claims he’s authorized to use force. He’s actually not. That said, he feels that with the fleet above containing two Deities you won’t want to challenge that lie.” Nox seemed to be torn between amusement and vexation.

 

“Send a direct message to the admiral. Explain the issue and remind him that if the situation is not rectified, his fleet will be short several vessels very soon. And if he tries to push things further, he might find himself without a fleet entirely.” Selendil commanded.

 

At the same time, the shuttles from the plateau showed up on the horizon. They were pursued from the distance by the ships sent to deal with the shuttles. It seemed like that side had not developed into a confrontation just yet. "The Admiral seems to be stalling. He's pretending as if he hasn't received the message yet. He seems to want to see how this develops." Nox reported.

 

It would appear the officer in charge of the hostile ships wanted to send a signal and fired a shot by the bow of the shuttles as a warning. “Oh goody, that makes this self-defense. Tell the others to prepare for battle just in case." Selendil smiled and pointed a finger towards the ship that had fired the warning shot. A beam of white-hot energy blasted out and punctured straight through the hull of the ship, ignoring the void shield entirely.

 

Selendil had held back on purpose. The ship was losing altitude and was about to make a rather uncontrolled emergency landing, but it was still relatively in one piece. "Tell the Admiral that's the last warning he's going to get."

 

“No need. The admiral already sent the signal to stand down as soon as they fired the warning shot. Apparently the admiral was just giving the ‘pompous ass’ enough rope to hang himself with. If I were to make a guess then the admiral was not pleased about that particular officer being part of the operation, but he needed a proper excuse to strip his rank away. Otherwise it would’ve been troublesome. Picking a fight with a Psicom Deity and getting one of their ships shot down just before an important operation certainly qualifies as a major cock-up. We’re free to go. He actually sent us thanks for our cooperation.” Nox explained clearly holding in laughter.

 

"That…took an interesting turn," Selendil commented. The shuttles they had sent landed in the ship's hangars at the same time. "Well, we have gotten what we can out of this place. I'm assuming the ship is ready to go, so take us away."

 

------

 

“I think I have an idea on how we can go about this without creating a huge incident.” Moonshadow stated as soon as they had all gathered on the bridge of the ship they had stolen.

 

“I’d rather have the huge incident personally, seeing as the Tetrarchy is about to attack my people.” Xiaoli countered with a hostile tone. She wasn’t hostile to Moonshadow, just hostile in general.

 

“We already passed on a warning, so the Cybrans can take measures.” Amaterasu waved the Cybran woman’s concern away. Although she didn’t dislike Cybrans and even felt sympathy for them, she wasn’t feeling too sympathetic either, as they had just attacked Illum earlier. Even if she understood their reasoning, that didn’t mean she liked or approved.

 

“Anyway, I think it might be easier to get in relative proximity of the Tetrarch than we might have initially thought.” Moonshadow continued, ignoring the two Humans. “Part of being in the position of a Tetrarch is their duty to hold several social and public events over the year. Although the two military Tetrarchs do this less than the other two that are in charge of civilian matters, they still do it.”

 

“You say public, but those events aren’t actually public. The Tetrarchs are prime targets for assassination, and as such they rarely show themselves in places where they are close to strangers. When they do, they do so without giving a prior warning and they are always surrounded by layer upon layer of security. The so-called ‘public’ at those events is made up of people they have prepared and screened beforehand, and even then the whole thing is staged. They don’t actually appear at the venue. The speeches are held from a secure location while the ‘adoring public’ gives the appropriate cheers at the right places while watching the whole thing from a screen. It’s all tricks and camera angles.” Amaterasu was well aware of these kinds of things as an Empress.

 

She was even more reclusive than the Tetrarchs, but that was part of her carefully crafted image. The Illum also didn’t put as much weight on such displays. As the Illum were more intelligent and less prone to herd behavior due to their genetic tampering, they also recognized their roles in the society better. In some ways, the Illum revered her more but for different reasons. The reverence was towards her person and not the position. She was the ruler because her abilities placed her above others. She was also something of a religious figure, but that was more in the spirit of being a high priest rather than the target of worship.

 

“While we could get around that, I think our best chance is the other option. The Tetrarchs hold several social events every year where the crème de la crème of the society gather to plot and backstab each other. Those kinds of functions are also great for mustering support on difficult projects and of course to gather help in the form of wealth and resources. Notably, though, the event doesn't have to be hosted by our target, just one they will attend." Moonshadow explained.

 

“Those things are invitation only and everyone present is connected somehow. While Nox might be able to fake an invitation, we’d still stick out like a sore thumb. My organization has tried to infiltrate those gatherings a dozen times before, and the only time we succeeded we went in as servants in charge of catering. I don’t see Selendil handing out drinks, do you?” Xiaoli shot back.

 

“Yeah, that sounds unlikely.” Everyone present agreed. Even Nox made a sound of agreement, while Selendil didn’t even bother pretending to be indignant about it. They were right after all.

 

“Actually, I don’t think we even need to hide our presence too much. The Mrrroww embassy nearest to Human territories often gets invitations for these kinds of events. We are still considered the premier power in the galactic core after all. Our local ambassador might or might not make an appearance depending on his mood and time constraints. I don’t think he would terribly mind if I were to take his place just once. I’m still considered to be the High Ambassador after all. It wouldn’t be too out of the ordinary for me to bring along an escort or a bodyguard either.” Moonshadow looked meaningfully at Selendil after the last words.

 

“One thing though. It might be odd for your escort to be a member of another race. Even a Human escort would raise some questions about where that person came from.” Amaterasu quickly noticed a slight problem, though she also knew a solution. She was just allowing Moonshadow the pleasure of telling everyone. Amaterasu was quite eagerly expecting this already.

 

“Who said anything about my escort being from another race? Selendil can change shape to pretty much anything right? So she could appear as a Mrrroww quite easily.” Moonshadow didn’t disappoint and provided just the answer Amaterasu had been expecting. Great minds think alike. They all eagerly turned to look towards Selendil.

 

Selendil could sense their eagerness and decided to oblige with a chuckle. “Yes, that can be arranged. The ability isn’t completely without limits, but this is well within those limits. It won’t even be difficult.” It wouldn’t’ even be the first time she assumed the form of something with four legs. Practicing these kinds of transformations was common among Dhar children. That said, she had not tried anything similar after becoming a Keeper, so she would be out of practice. Maybe it would be better to assume the memories of some Dhar warrior that spent more time in a similar form. Otherwise, she might look odd moving around.

 

"Excellent. We will need to find the proper attire first. Unfortunately, these kinds of events don't come around every day. I did some checking and the next event that fits our purposes will be in three weeks, so that’s not too bad. That’s plenty of time to get things in order. I doubt the Tetrarchy worlds have proper clothing for Mrrroww after all. We’ll need one of our ships as well. We can’t be seen arriving on this ship.” Moonshadow was already making a list in her head.

 

“Speaking of, what are we going to do with this ship? They’re going to notice it missing at some point if we don’t arrange something. And then things might get complicated. We were seen rather blatantly entering this place after all. They’ll know what we were here for, even if not why.” Xiaoli interjected.

 

“I already took care of that. Incidentally, there’s now a new high ranking member in Psicom nicknamed Nox who nobody can remember seeing. Yet everything about that person seems to be in order. I’ve dropped some hints about this ‘Nox’ handling some extremely clandestine operations and that the person might actually be someone they know under an alias due to the nature of those missions. No one will admit anything of course. All they know is that several Deities are part of this little task force Nox as well. Deities whose identities are also a secret. The speculations and mind games should keep them busy for a long time.” Nox explained proudly. It was a wonder what you could achieve when you had free access to roam through supposedly secure information networks.

 

“So they will be busy chasing shadows. Quite handy. We can use that cover several times if necessary. We can just stash this ship somewhere secure until we need it again.” Xiaoli admitted with grudging respect. She was already thinking of ways to make that cover more solid by adding supposed accomplishments that very few people knew about but still somehow managed to come up in rumors.

 

Selendil suddenly got everyone’s attention. “This plan seems workable, and although I’m not happy about leaving a void entity free for that long, the damn thing has been around for quite a long time already. At least now I know the radiation didn't come from an open portal, which makes this a bit less urgent. That said, now that we have some time, I think we might want to tackle another project I had in mind. We need to make a prospecting jump.”

 

“A what now?” Lilly asked. She had been content to observe the meeting so far as the others planned and plotted. She was back on Selendil’s ship along with a few others, as they were attending as holograms.

 

"I think she's referring to a phase jump made deep into phase space with the intent of harvesting materials that can't be found in the normal space," Nochehuatl replied in Selendil’s place.

 

"That's roughly correct," Selendil confirmed. "While the nano-fabricators can produce pretty much anything made of materials from our own phase given some time, they can’t create materials that are only found in dark phase.”

 

“I’ve always wondered about that. Why is that the case? I mean, we don’t have fabricators like yours, but we haven’t managed to recreate even the simplest materials from phase space without actually doing it in there.” Nochehuatl questioned.

 

"There is more than one reason, but the main one is that the dark phase is suffused with dark energy and radiation found only in that phase. Those two have become integral to every atom inside that place. Even the smallest nugget of rock that you pick up at the very edge is filled with both. The deeper into phase space we go, the more complex things get, as there are more of such qualities affecting the materials than just those two. For instance, deep enough into dark phase gravity works differently. That leaves a mark on the materials as well." Selendil gave a simplified explanation. Laws of physics started to break down at the deepest recesses of dark phase, and the others didn't need to know the weird ways concepts like time behaved there.

 

“Do you have something specific in mind?” Amaterasu asked. “We might not have probed too deep into phase space but we have gathered some materials that might be useful.”

 

“I do, though if we have trouble finding what I need, then I can make do with lesser materials, as the nano-fabricators can work their magic if we create the correct building blocks. I want to make additional support beacons. I’d also like to find some of the materials we need for re-starting our main power core, though I’m less hopeful about those.” Selendil explained.

 

“Anything we need to do to prepare?” Lilly asked.

 

“Not as such. Just prepare for a long and bumpy ride. Oh, and those that don’t have any psionic talent might feel a bit weird. “

            


Chapter 35 - Kitty Cat!


                ”Despite all the advances in science and psionics, there are still things in the universe that can’t be explained. Phase space is just the most obvious example of this. There are enough unexplained and unexplainable phenomenon in our own phase. Some of these phenomenon include life existing in places where none should be able to survive, creatures that can’t be the result of any natural evolution process, physical phenomenon that defy the laws of physics, planets that don’t seem to be following the rules of astrophysics, and so much more. Some of these things could be chalked up to things we just don’t understand yet. This has after all happened before. There are many things we didn’t understand before we discovered some new law of the universe or some technology that suddenly explained everything. Yet some things defy even this progress. In the end, we are forced to admit that there are simply things in the universe that can’t be explained with simple logic and a few math equations.”


	High Ambassador of the Mrrroww



 

--------

 

Moonshadow glared at Lilly who was rolling on the floor laughing. She wasn’t really angry at her fellow Mrrroww, just displeased in general. “You could’ve mentioned that these weird feelings you warned us about included bouts of hysterical laughter.”

 

Selendil shrugged. “I don’t see why I should’ve mentioned that in particular. It’s one of the more pleasant effects actually. I think we’re lucky we got that instead of something like depression or pain. Then there is some of the really weird stuff like twists in the perception of time or the ability to see in more or fewer dimensions. Those are always fun. Don't worry. At this depth, the effects are usually fairly benign and we already found what we are looking for."

 

True to her words, the ship was currently efficiently breaking down a large clump of rock that contained many of the materials on Selendil’s shopping list. They had been fairly lucky to stumble upon it so quickly, as they had only spent three days in the depths of phase space. The auxiliary arms of the ship had taken a hold of the rock and beams of energy were slowly breaking it down to its constituent elements and pulling the resulting debris inside the ship. It looked a bit like the ship was trying to swallow the poor meteor, which wasn’t all that far from the truth. Even the simplest minerals would be gathered and used later as building blocks for more complex substances by the nano-fabricators.

 

“That doesn’t change the fact that most of the crew is down due to this.” Amaterasu pointed out. The fits of laughter passed but always returned. It was impossible to assign any proper duties to their non-psionic personnel. “I thought you mentioned that the ship would protect us from the effects?”

 

“I said it would protect us from most of the effects. The effects would be worse on one of your ships. The material used to build this ship shuts off nearly all psionics and similar effects, but this is a little different. The energy of the dark phase suffuses this place, and that energy doesn’t care about such things as walls or shields. It’s not destructive unless you run into the occasional energy storm or something, but as you can see…” Selendil explained and pointed at Lilly.

 

“Why laughter though?” Amaterasu questioned.

 

“Well, the important part isn’t really the laughter. The energy deep inside phase space can take on various more eclectic properties. Emotions are just one facet of those properties. The energy in this area seems to be contaminated with the emotion of amusement, or something similar. If we met something really bad I could push the energy away, but it takes quite a bit of effort and concentration, so I’ll save it for the time we actually do run into something much worse. One Dhar ship once flew into an area that was so heavily dripping with eroticism and horniness that even their psionic abilities couldn’t protect them. And yes I’m aware of the double entendre of what I just said. Anyway, the crew of that ship had quite a bit of fun before their AI decided to leave. If my information is correct, they returned three times and other ships also stopped in the area once the word spread.” Selendil’s tails waved around with a mix of shame and embarrassment. Even if she wasn’t involved in any such expedition, she did get the memories.

 

"That reminds me, I've wanted to ask about that for a while," Xiaoli interjected. "How do energy beings…you know?"

 

“Mate?” Selendil asked her voice clearly amused. “Well, our ability to change shapes gives us quite a bevy of options for fun things. Some like to explore their imagination in that direction. If we want to do it as pure energy, or if we are attempting to procreate, two Dhar can allow their energies to mix, becoming one for a short time. Once two Dhar do that, they basically lay everything about them bare to their partner. Their minds become one for a short time. Not just in the slightly connected way that the Unity represent, but truly one. It’s…a rather interesting and pleasurable experience, but as you can imagine it’s not something done lightly. It’s usually only done with your chosen partner, and even then only once you decide to mate for life. For just a bit of carnal fun, the other method is much more popular.”

 

“Have you… the energy thing I mean?” Xiaoli asked bursting with curiosity.

 

“No. Part of being a Keeper is giving up on such things. No partner could survive such a unification with a Keeper that already holds all those minds of the deceased. It would be like a forced orgy of hundreds and thousands of people ganging up on a single mind, and not in a fun and pleasurable way. Not that there were that many potential partners lined up for Keepers to choose from either. I suppose another Keeper could have survived it, but the effects would’ve been…unpredictable. That said, those are some of the strongest memories of many of the people I have inside me, for one reason or another, so you could say I have more knowledge with the process than anyone else.” As Selendil’s explanation ended, so did Lilly’s laughter.

 

“For one reason or another? I gather the experience wasn’t always positive?” Amaterasu asked, also curious.

 

“Well, yes and no. The experience itself was always intensely pleasurable, but some of the things that were revealed during were not. Some things are better kept a secret. Just because lying is difficult when your minds are part of the Unity, that doesn't mean there aren't ways around infidelity.” Selendil’s stated with a sigh.

 

“As much as I enjoy the sex talk, can we move on with this? This constant laughing thing is wearing down on me.” Lilly prompted while gasping for breath. It was difficult to believe how hard constant laughter could be for certain muscles. “How long will this take?”

 

“We will have the asteroid processed in another thirty minutes, and it will take us another fifteen to leave this area of phase space.” Nox replied to the question.

 

“So was this worth it?” Moonshadow questioned.

 

“Yes. With these materials I will be able to create several support beacons. We already have the necessary nanites in storage as well. I’ll also be able to start the second auxiliary power core. That will more than double our available energy as a large portion of the first core’s reserves are used for essential functions. Now we can get much more out of our power-hungry systems like sensors and weapons. It still isn’t the same as having our primary power online, but it’s a good alternative for now.” Selendil replied after going through the report Nox had sent her.

 

“So what would it require to get the primary core operational?” Amaterasu asked.

 

"A visit to one of the galaxies closer to the center of our old empire," Selendil stated curtly.

 

"Yeah, that might take a while longer then," Xiaoli said with some amusement as the thought of intergalactic travel was so foreign to her.

 

“Well…” Selendil muttered quietly. The ship did have access to warp travel, so all they really needed was the right destination, but all those facilities were hidden from access on purpose. Assuming they were operational. That would be a project for another time.

 

--------

 

"No," Selendil stated firmly.

 

“Come on! Pink and gold is such an awesome combination!” Lilly insisted, holding up a pink dress with golden patterns sown into the fabric.

 

“I said no. I’m not wearing that pink frilly monstrosity.” Selendil wasn’t budging though. They were on one of the more remote but still affluent Mrrroww planets. This was the closest place where they could do the clothes shopping and maintain the standards that Moonshadow had insisted on. Since they would appear as the High Ambassador and her escort, they would have to look the part.

 

“I still say this whole thing would be easier if you just showed us what you have in mind for your appearance as a Mrrroww.” Moonshadow argued. “In fact, I think I’ll have to insist. You made quite a splash with your Human appearance, so it might be better if we inspected what you have in mind. We can’t even get a dress in the proper size like this anyway.”

 

Selendil gave a sigh. “I have no idea what you mean, but have it your way. I thought it would’ve been a fun surprise, but if you insist.” She had worked with Nox to create her new form. They had used the same principle as with her Human form, though this time they had a much harder time of it. The Mrrroww didn’t have a unified ideal of beauty, so it was difficult to go for something striking.

 

Selendil seemed to almost turn into liquid as her form flowed to one standing on four legs. Her form was somewhere between a member of the Panther tribe and the Tiger tribe. She was almost pure white except for a smattering of black stripes. Her form was sleeker than a full member of the Tiger tribe and she had the facial structure and fur length of a Panther. Aside from that, she was made of sleek and powerful muscle that seemed to almost shimmer as she moved under the lamps of the store.

 

Lilly just fell off her hover pillow from shock, causing a rather painful sounding smack on the floor. “Oh dear.” Moonshadow managed to state. “I think I’m starting to see what you meant about her appearance when she became a Human.”

 

“Why are you naked?!” Lilly demanded indignantly from her position on the floor. “You had no trouble creating clothes when you turned into a Human!”

 

“I’m covered by fur," Selendil said a little confused. She always thought the Mrrroww wore the clothes and armor mostly for protection and style, not for modesty reasons.

 

“That’s…not quite how it works.” Moonshadow stated with a slightly strangled voice. “Go into one of the fitting rooms before someone sees you. You’re beyond indecent at the moment.”

 

Luckily they were in a rather secluded corner of the store. “Fine, fine.” Selendil acquiesced. “Get me something to wear while you’re at it. And no pink.”

 

“She did it again?” Amaterasu asked with some amusement, already knowing the answer.

 

“Yes.” Moonshadow replied with a small and relieved sigh at no one being close enough to see. She knew Nox would’ve already taken care of any possible cameras present. "I can definitely understand your point now though.”

 

She was quiet for a while. “If you can talk her into taking this form more often, then I can talk to her about freckles.” She suddenly suggested with a sly tone.

 

“It’s a deal.” Amaterasu agreed without hesitation.

 

--------

 

As they had wasted quite a bit of time with their prospecting operation and the trip to Mrrroww space, they had to depart towards the Tetrarchy space almost immediately. The Mrrroww vessel they borrowed was not as fast as Selendil’s ship after all, and the distance between the Tetrarchy core worlds and Mrrroww space was quite long. Selendil’s ship did travel most of the way along with them, but out of sight, just in case there would be some kind of trouble.

 

The rather long voyage did offer them the opportunity to get started on something that Selendil had planned for a while now. She had promised a few of her new crew members to help them develop as psionics and she was not going to go back on her word. Some selected members of her crew had gathered in the mess hall of the Mrrroww ship they were borrowing to take part in the lesson. That included all the psions on the crew, as well as a few others that were along mostly out of curiosity.

 

“First things first, I should address some of the misconceptions you might have of psionics. The most obvious one concerns what you call halos. The name is largely irrelevant, but we call them achievement rings. Why? Because to acquire them, you need to achieve a certain level of mastery in a single facet of psionics. What level of mastery? Enough that the universe recognizes your achievement. Don’t ask me how the universe knows and judges such things, even we never found out. We only know what the required levels for each skill are, roughly speaking. The level depends a bit on the individual.” Selendil started off her explanation.

 

“So far I’ve only said things your races have roughly understood, so where do the misconceptions come in? Well, the halos do not make you into some kind of superior being, much less a god. They are a force multiplier. Here’s another thing you missed though. Why are some Deities so much stronger than others despite having the same number of halos? Two reasons. The first and the most obvious one is that while the halo works as a multiplier, it needs something to multiply. If the psion was what you would call a P8 before gaining their halo, they will be weaker than when what you call a P13 gains theirs. What they are multiplying is different. This fact gets lost due to the fact that the halo makes anyone powerful, and because multiple halos obscure the result further. The second reason is understanding.”

 

Amaterasu nodded and interjected. “The more we understand about how the universe and our powers work, the more effectively we can use them. A psion with great understanding of their powers will always be stronger than one without.”

 

“Very good, but not the whole explanation. Understanding and knowledge also bring power. I mean that quite literally. Your understanding of the universe will make you stronger without any other factors being involved. This added strength is hard to notice and quantify because there’s a difference between knowing and understanding. Add to that the fact that the effects are not instant and that they only become noticeable with a lot of understanding. To give an analogy, a single drop of water is barely noticeable, but a trillion drops will add even to an ocean. Just knowing how phase travel works, for instance, does nothing for you, but really understanding why it works the way it does will make you stronger by that one drop, and not all drops are equal. What you may not know, is that as much as thirty percent of your current level of power likely comes from such understanding. You just never realized it, because each individual drop added so little to your ocean of power.” Selendil’s words truly shocked everyone present as this was completely new to them.

 

“I think I just figured something out. We’ve always assumed that P13 is the strongest a psion can become before becoming a Deity, but that’s not really the case, is it? When they become that powerful, they gain one of these achievement rings due to their strength being an achievement. We always made a divide where all psions after that are just Deities, but that’s not how it works. The base strength is still there, working as the factor that gets multiplied. The halo doesn’t change that. It’s just the first multiplier they get if they haven’t gained one before. We’ve operated under a false assumption the whole time. There might be something like P35 or something.” Moonshadow suddenly came to a realization.

 

Selendil was a little proud that one of her students had figured out the error in their core thinking so quickly. “You are right. We never stop growing our base strength despite how many halos we get. There is no upper limit on that. Which brings me to my first real lesson. Increasing your base strength is extremely important and should be something you build on your entire lives. I have some methods that can help you keep growing stronger, which I will teach you today. Just keep in mind that your understanding also builds your base strength.”

 

“You never did give us a proper answer when we asked. How strong are you? You’ve already told us that Keepers are something that can pretty much end wars with just their presence, and I think I’m starting to understand why. But I think we all would like to get a picture of just how strong a Keeper really is.” Amaterasu voiced the question they had all thought about at one point or another.

 

Selendil shook her head. “I don’t think it would be a good idea to tell you.” Mostly because it would make them despair at the gap that existed between them, but she would not say that out loud. “But I can give you some hints. We keepers inherit the knowledge of those we store. That does not mean we understand all of that knowledge, but we slowly assimilate their understanding. We also inherit the knowledge about the various abilities that any Dhar we stored had before their death. So while we don’t quite straight away gain their level of mastery of any abilities they possessed, it’s not a large leap from what we inherit to gaining the halo either. Truth be told, I don’t know how strong I am either. I haven’t tested since leaving the stasis. The results of such tests could be rather catastrophic.”

 

“So if I were to ask how many halos you have, the answer would be ‘about all of them’?” Xiaoli voiced the thought she had.

 

Selendil made a humming sound. “Well, that’s not entirely true in the sense that not even my people discovered all the ways of using our power, but roughly speaking, yes that is correct.”

 

She allowed that sentence to hang in the suddenly very heavy silence.

            


Chapter 36 - Decisions, decisions


                ”Some races revere their original homeworlds. The world was the cradle of their civilization, and for many races it may still be the seat of their government. Other races have moved to greener pastures. They’ve found a location better suited to build their new capital on for reasons of strategy and commerce. In these cases, the original homeworld often becomes a cultural symbol or a place of pilgrimage. Then there's the group of races that really would rather forget their original homeworld even exists. The world reminds them of a darker past or perhaps crimes of old. In these cases, the planet usually becomes a polluted mess beyond any recovery, home only to those that can't muster the funds to escape."

- High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

 

-------

 

“I’m sorry to keep bringing the topic back to this again, but the time spent on this trip could've gone a long way towards restoring the mind of my subordinate that you still have in stasis," Amaterasu mentioned to Selendil as the two watched the others go through some of the exercises the latter had taught them. Amaterasu had shown her superior skill in being the fastest to learn the new exercises and was now waiting for the others to catch up. Selendil couldn’t be bothered to explain the same lessons multiple times after all.

 

“If we had made this trip on my ship, then you would be correct. But since we’re not…” Selendil replied without being all that bothered. She might not care about the Illum girl she had in stasis, but Amaterasu seemed to care at least to a certain extent. Since she could understand, she wasn’t bothered. That didn’t mean she was going to rush to help the girl, but at least she wasn’t pushing the matter off indefinitely.

 

“I suppose that is true. I’m guessing she would have to remain in stasis during the process?” Amaterasu asked, just to get a clearer picture of what it would take to help Miyo.

 

“For the most part at least. At the moment, there isn’t enough of her mind left to even keep up normal bodily functions. She might be able to breathe for a very short time just on what’s left of the commands her brains sent before her mind collapsed, and the nanites in her body would help keep her alive for a very short while as well despite their low level. That said, she would not survive more than minutes outside stasis without medical equipment. I suppose our new doctor Khaemwaset could keep her alive while I work, but it would be easier to just keep her in stasis.” Selendil shrugged.

 

“So the stasis is just for keeping her alive then? It’s not necessary for fixing her mind? I was thinking the damage might become harder to fix over time.” Amaterasu mentioned one of her earlier suspicions. Matters of mind that went this in-depth were new to her, so she was curious to learn more.

 

“Well, time outside stasis won’t make things easier, but it would not make too much worse either. There are several ways to repair the damage done to her mind. Some of the ways are made more difficult as time passes, but not all.” Selendil said rather lackadaisically, and then changed the subject. “How about you? Have you benefitted from the training?”

 

Amaterasu recognized the topic switch and went along with it. “Quite a bit actually. I was rather peeved at first when you told me these were exercises for Dhar children, but they have been rather useful. It feels like there have been large cracks in the base of my strength and those cracks are now getting filled.” She considered her words a bit before continuing. “It’s not so much that I’ve grown stronger, but that things that used to be difficult for me have suddenly become much easier. My control has become much better and my powers much more responsive and flexible. I’m fairly sure that once I do start to focus on growing stronger again, it will be much easier after the benefits I’ve gotten.”

 

Selendil nodded. “As it should be. Some things leave behind scars when they are rushed and shoddy foundations make you fragile in many ways. You might not have noticed it yet, but it would be much harder to attack you psionically now. Someone trying to enter your mind would face much stiffer resistance. Well, relatively speaking at least.”

 

The ship jumped out of phase space only a few minutes later and they found themselves surrounded by countless ships and orbital defenses. They had passed several early warning beacons while in phase space so their arrival did not come as a surprise. Still, their ship was forced to exit phase space near the outermost layer of defenses, and they would have to go through an inspection before being allowed to go further. As their ship was a diplomatic one, the inspection would be a cursory one, mainly checking for certain types of radiation given off by weapons that could cause massive destruction to the planet. Anyone that wanted to leave the ship would have to walk through bio-scanners that would check for biological weapons when they reached the surface.

 

“Gaia. The administrative heart of the Upper Tetrarchy.” Amaterasu stated with a small sigh. She had visited the planet before their kind had become the Illum. She had imagined that her next visit here would be at the head of a war fleet.

 

"Not the homeworld of Humans I gather," Selendil stated as she used her mind to observe the planet behind all the defenses. The planet was what a lot of scientists would call a paradise world. It also didn’t carry any of the scars that were often the result of the early development of intelligent life. The world looked pristine and didn’t even have any industry on the surface. The orbit was filled with various orbital facilities though, ranging from medium shipyards and habitats to orbital defenses. There was an orbital ring of facilities going around the entire planet, and not a small one either.

 

“No. Humanity was born much deeper in the galactic spiral arm, in the part that is called the Lower Tetrarchy. Both halves of the empire have two Tetrarchs ruling over it. One is in charge of the military affairs and one in charge of the civilian affairs, for a combined total of four Tetrarchs. The party we are going to is a rather large and important event, so we’re expecting both of the Upper Tetrarchs to be in attendance. The one we are suspecting is the military Tetrarch.” Amaterasu explained, as she was not sure how much Nox had told Selendil. She was never quite sure how much information the AI passed on.

 

“Well, considering that we are deep into their territory, those are some heavy defenses for a world that is not the homeworld, but I suppose the administrative heart of half the empire qualifies as well. Still a bit paranoid.” Selendil muttered. The number of ships wasn’t something shocking. There was a rather sizeable fleet present, and while it was quite strong for a defensive fleet, it wasn’t completely out of proportion either. The actual combat vessels still numbered just over a hundred, but they were mostly destroyers and battleships. There were no dreadnoughts present. The real defenses came from the orbital platforms that were bristling with weapons.

 

Amaterasu nodded. “Although the military Tetrarch spends the majority of the year elsewhere, this world is still in charge of…well just about everything else. Even Psicom has their headquarters here, though we can’t be sure if that place is the real headquarters or just the public face of the group. I suspect the latter personally.”

 

Their ship went through the approach procedures and the cursory inspection, after which, they were directed towards a berth on one of the orbital habitats. According to the instructions Moonshadow had given to them, they would be spending the night on the platform and they would get a diplomatic shuttle to take them to the venue the next day. They theoretically had the permission to go on the surface on their free time, but none of the Mrrroww diplomats had done so before so it would look weird. Most of them elected to spend the night on the ship as the accommodations were only slightly worse than those that could be found on the platform. Besides, only the Mrrroww and Selendil would be able to leave the ship anyway. The Illum and Cybrans looked mostly like normal Humans, but it would raise suspicions to see them exit the ship.

 

As their lesson that evening was coming to an end, Nox addressed Selendil silently. “I think I found something that might impact tomorrow’s festivities. The Tetrarchy fleet that we encountered earlier started their attack against the Cybrans while we were busy prospecting and traveling around. The warning we sent had an effect, but the Cybrans are still on the losing side. It seems that the Admiral we were in contact with was hoping to utilize the advantage of a surprise but wasn’t placing all his hopes on that advantage.”

 

“Did the Cybrans underestimate the threat despite our warning?” Selendil inquired. They had provided estimated fleet sizes as well. The estimates would’ve been somewhat inaccurate since they were based on the number of supply and support vessels that had been present in the system at that time, but Nox could make pretty accurate calculations.

 

"Not exactly, but they don't have quite the same shipbuilding capacity as the Tetrarchy and Illum. They're also running into logistic trouble. Although we warned them, most of their fleets were still placed on the border between them and Illum as they had expected that war to run much longer. Tetrarchy launched the attack before the Cybrans managed to pull enough ships to defend. The Tetrarchy had started moving their ships weeks earlier than the Cybrans after all, and they have the ability to draw ships from other places, unlike the Cybrans. Their ships didn't have to travel all the way from the Illum border to get to this battle. As a result, the Cybrans were outnumbered and outgunned pretty heavily. It didn’t help that the Admiral is apparently rather skilled when given the opportunity, so the Cybrans were also outmaneuvered.” Nox explained. The AI was reading the classified reports straight from the Tetrarchy’s military command, so the tactical analysis was rather accurate.

 

“And what’s the result?” Selendil asked.

 

“Well, good news and bad news for Cybrans. The good news is that our warning gave them the opportunity to evacuate their city ships to safety. The bad news is that their fleets got mauled and the border between the two factions was pushed back a lot. The Cybrans lost several important worlds and solar systems with important resources. Now that the Tetrarchy is forced into a more overextended position their advance has slowed down.” Nox told without a shred of sympathy. The tactical calculations she had done showed that the Cybrans could’ve turned the situation around if they were willing to endanger a few city ships early on, but now it was too late. Tetrarchy was not wasting this opportunity and was bringing in more ships to help alleviate their overextended forces.

 

“So the Cybrans are losing. Have you calculated the likely scenarios that will follow on a longer term?” Selendil didn’t care about the Cybrans, but she didn’t want to lose her new security forces. She had spent some effort in training Xiaoli the last few weeks after all.

 

“That depends largely on two things, whether Illum will just stand by, and the willingness of the Tetrarchy to push their advantage. If the Tetrarchy is willing to suffer some short-term hardship to push their advantage now, they could cripple the Cybrans for a long time. I doubt the Illum will allow this chance to slip by though. Either they will use their full power to stab the Tetrarchy when they are the most overextended and spent from fighting the Cybrans, or they will try to rope in the Cybrans as permanent allies by saving them. Personally, I would bet on the former as we have already seen how fickle those kinds of alliances can be." Nox calculated.

 

“So this news should make tomorrow’s celebrations a bit more festive. How widely has this information spread?” Selendil considered if she should broach the subject during the party. If the information was not widely publicized, then her knowing about it might bring some questions.

 

“It’s not at the military secret level, but few people outside the military have heard about it yet. It might be a bit odd for you to know about it.” Nox informed her.

 

Selendil nodded in understanding. "Pass the information on to Moonshadow, Amaterasu, and Xiaoli. They are the ones that need to know. Moonshadow likely wouldn't appreciate this being sprung on her tomorrow, while Amaterasu will need to make plans for the Illum's response. She's still the Empress after all. As for Xiaoli, well I would be rather pissed if I wasn't told in her situation, so let's test how she reacts. This is a good time to see if she can keep her promises even if her people might need her.”

 

“Understood.” Nox acknowledged the order.

 

It didn’t take long for the first person to contact her. Perhaps unsurprisingly the fastest to react was Amaterasu. She requested permission to return back to the Illum for a short time, as well as the convenience of a warp from Selendil. If the Illum could take advantage of the news quickly, then they had a lot to gain from the situation. They had been planning the invasion of the Tetrarchy for a while now. Their plans had been pushed back by the events surrounding Selendil’s ship, but the opportunity had not passed. Selendil was willing to oblige Amaterasu’s wishes as the Empress would just be stuck sitting around for a few days anyway.

 

Interestingly Moonshadow only thanked her for the information and Xiaoli didn’t react at all. Selendil could sense the Cybran woman was struggling with the news and didn’t know how to react. No matter what the reaction would be, it would wait until after the party the next day. Selendil just hoped the woman wouldn’t do something stupid like attempt to cause havoc during their stay. The little havoc she would be able to cause would not change the situation and would only get her killed. On the other hand, if the Tetrarch truly did turn out to be a void entity, then the situation might change with Selendil’s involvement. Xiaoli knew that. She might be waiting for the result before making her plans.

 

-------

 

“You’re really straddling the line with this.” Selendil plucked at her dress with her front paw.

 

“It’s not pink.” Moonshadow defended her choice.

 

“That is true. Barely. Most beings would indeed categorize this as purple.” Selendil’s voice was filled with disapproval. They were flying on the diplomatic shuttle that would take them to the celebration. Ostensibly the party was to honor the many people lost in the wars against Illum and Cybrans.

 

“Look at it from my angle. I saw a dress that is decorated with rather good imitations of Progenitor glyphs, and the dress is supposed to be worn by an actual Progenitor. Now tell me, could you resist such an opportunity?” Moonshadow smiled rather pleased with herself.

 

“’Good imitations’ is putting it quite generously. There are over a hundred supposed glyphs on this dress, and not a single one of them is accurate. Most of them aren’t even close.” Selendil argued.

 

“Not the point.” Moonshadow countered. “Besides, it’s too late to change now. It’s your fault for not paying attention when we were getting the dress.”

 

"You had me try on one hundred and sixty-seven dresses! At that point, I would've acquiesced to wearing nothing but leaves just to stop the torture." Selendil pointed out. Moonshadow actually didn’t even show her the dress. She would’ve remembered otherwise. She might have said something on the lines of ‘just pick something’ though.

 

“And that’s how you lose. One moment of inattention. You of all people should know how dangerous such lack of attention can be. Now you have to suffer the consequences.” Moonshadow’s smile widened. She was rather pleased to get one over Selendil for once. Something about Selendil just roused her competitive spirit, and there were precious few chances for such small victories.

 

"I could always just blow up the planet," Selendil muttered a little dangerously.

 

Luckily for everyone involved, the shuttle landed just as she said that, and the doors opened to allow them to enter the venue. It was an early evening. The sun was still up and would be for a few more hours, allowing the duo to admire the beautiful beach view that spread on the opposite side of the venue. The event was not a beach party, just that most of the high-end venues of this planet were placed near the ocean. The venue itself was divided between a large archaic style mansion, though with all the modern comforts that came with technology, and a well-groomed garden. The garden was clearly meant for more informal discussions and for enjoying refreshments, while the indoors was for the more serious business.

 

All the Humans they could see were dressed in an opulent manner. Even the military officials in their uniforms showed their wealth in any and all ways available for them. The uniforms were perfectly tailored and made of the rarest and most expensive materials, while they wore several accessories made of materials that could only be found in phase space. Of course, the civilians were not as restrained as they were decked in only the best and the most expensive materials and jewelry. It seemed opulence and garishness were in fashion. There were several styles that could be assumed to be ethnic in their style, but neither Moonshadow nor Selendil could recognize any of them.

 

The two Mrrroww, or more accurately one Mrrroww and one shapeshifted Dhar, naturally drew attention. There were some non-Humans present, but they were decidedly in the minority. The fact that they were members of the most important race in the galactic core made the two of them even more special. The attention didn't lessen at all once the master of ceremonies announced their presence. "The High Ambassador and Deity Moonshadow of the Mrrroww, and her companion the Grand Keeper and Deity Selendil of the Mrrroww!”

 

Moonshadow knew that Humans would place emphasis on the rank of a Deity, so she had added that to their introduction. Everyone present would avoid doing anything silly once they knew they were in the presence of two Mrrroww Deities. The fact that they could hide their halos only added to the mystery, as now the Humans didn’t know how powerful they were. “Grand Keeper?” Selendil asked slightly surprised.

 

"I needed a title for you and the word Keeper just doesn't provide enough impact. So I added the word grand. It's not wrong when you talk about it. You are now the highest ranking Keeper around, so…" Moonshadow explained quietly. “Anyway, can you sense anything?”

 

"No. The void entity is not anywhere close yet." Selendil replied curtly. She had her senses extended to cover the area. The two were discussing using the language of the Dhar, as Moonshadow had wanted to learn. Moonshadow was a psion and Nox was a great teacher, so while the Mrrroww woman could not speak fluently after a few weeks, she could manage a conversation like this.

 

“Well, that eliminates the civilian Tetrarch as he just arrived and will be announced in a few moments.” Moonshadow pointed out, while at the same time paying attention to a group of military officers that seemed out of place. They were decidedly less opulently dressed than the others, and they even carried the smell of battle. As a hunter, such things were quite obvious to her. These people had seen fighting in the last week.

 

“I think this party might turn out much more interesting than we first assumed, even if the void entity does not show.” Selendil suddenly commented. “I’m pretty sure someone plans on making an attack on the venue.”

 

“Cybrans?” Moonshadow asked surprised. It was a rather decent feat to sneak weapons and people past all the defenses surrounding both the planet and this event. With the event hosting two of the Tetrarchs, the security was just about as tight as it could become.

 

“No. I’m fairly sure this is an inside job. Someone’s making a power play, and eliminating two Tetrarchs with a single strike would leave behind a nice little power vacuum.” Selendil stated.

 

“Even so, how do they think they will manage with all this security around? Even considering that the strength of the two of us must have been a surprise, there are still several Deities present. Not to mention a veritable legion of security.” Moonshadow speculated. Likely the attackers had not expected the Mrrroww to show up with two Deities.

 

“Well, if I were to make a guess, at least one of those Deities will be helping the attackers, and the same likely holds true for that security you mentioned. Not all of them of course, but some of them. Besides, I’m pretty sure the plan A doesn’t include a frontal attack. The refreshments are laced with a neural toxin that would knock down a Dragobear. I doubt the human Deities present will be able to resist.” Selendil explained her observations.

 

“You don’t seem too concerned.” Moonshadow said while looking meaningfully at the pastry Selendil was busy wolfing down. The plate had floated to her almost as soon as they had entered.

 

“I’m not. Despite how I look, I’m still an energy being. This stuff only gives the food a piquant taste as far as I’m concerned. I would advise you to stay away from the stuff though. I could flush the stuff out of your system, but I doubt you would appreciate the soiled clothes that would be the end result. The stuff is quite slow acting though, as long as it’s not instigated by other chemical means. I think we are facing an interesting quandary. Should we do something about this?” Selendil pointed out the dilemma.

            


Chapter 37 - Remember, remember, the fifth of November


                "In the age of so many external enemies, one would think that internal conflict would become less of an issue. To a certain extent, this has come to pass. Most races tend to reach a certain level of unity in the face of existential threats from the outside, or they will perish. As a result, internal unity has become the norm due to a selection bias of sorts. That doesn’t mean that internal struggle has disappeared entirely. In many ways, it has become more prevalent, but it has also become less obvious. Instead of civil wars, now you have political factions vying for control. The battles are replaced with fights over opinion and resources, while the more violent parts of the struggle get hidden behind closed doors. Oddly the only race that has survived extended periods of civil war are the Humans, and you could argue that their struggles are no longer internal. Despite what many races like to think, the Cybrans and the Illum are almost separate races by now, and they most definitely are separate empires. The only reason Humans survived such a large scale internal fracturing was because of their relatively isolated position and the fact that both Cybrans and Illum carved their empires out of the uninhabited or sparsely inhabited areas of space, instead of taking away a third of the Tetrarchy’s worlds.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

”I think we should just observe for now.” Moonshadow stated after a moment of consideration. “We don’t know who is involved, nor do we know why this is happening. Interfering with the events here might also interfere with our original objective. If the void entity is not involved, it could go into hiding if you interfere too blatantly and reveal your presence. There are also some diplomatic concerns. We are here as representatives of the Mrrroww race after all.”

 

Selendil nodded in agreement. Her own thoughts were not too far from Moonshadow’s. Just because she usually didn’t bother with too much subterfuge, that didn’t mean she was incapable of being discreet. Direct methods were simply extremely effective when you had the power you go that route. “We might actually be able to use that to our advantage. Whoever is behind this might not want to antagonize the Mrrroww. I wonder. Under normal circumstances, would the Mrrroww ambassador be present in an event like this?”

 

“I see what you mean. The answer is likely not. The person organizing this might have assumed we would not be here based on the ambassador’s previous behavior. And once they found out we would be here, the plans were already in motion. Assuming they would’ve pulled back even if they had known earlier. There is another possibility though. It may be that our presence here is a bonus instead of a detriment. Instead of this being some sort of a power play, the goal might be to sow chaos. Getting the Mrrroww pulled in to the mix might be the icing on their proverbial cake. We might want to be careful just in case.” Moonshadow was faced with a rather blatant stare from Selendil. “Fine, I need to be careful. I doubt they can do much to you.”

 

Selendil turned away with a small smile. “Nox, have you found out anything?” She knew the AI would’ve started looking into things as soon as they arrived.

 

“Not really. Whoever is behind this attack is fairly competent. Their electronic security is immaculate. Not in the sense that I couldn’t break into their systems, but in the sense that there’s nothing left behind for me to find. They aren’t stupid enough to leave their plans lying around, and the offenders aren’t obviously identifiable in any way. It seems they have been verbally briefed beforehand on what to do. They know their roles, and there are no instructions left or anything. I’m assuming the leader might interfere and send more detailed instructions if something outside the plan happens, but for now, we have nothing.” Nox replied slightly impressed. Usually plans of this magnitude left behind a huge trail of information, but it seemed the attackers were wary about being accidentally discovered. A good precaution all things considered.

 

As Moonshadow couldn’t hear Nox’s response without everyone being alerted to the presence of the AI, she looked at Selendil questioningly. Selendil decided to relay the most important point. “That’s a no. We’re on our own for now.”

 

“The poison is not very fast acting.” Moonshadow commented instead, noticing that none of the guests showed any symptoms.

 

“It’s not meant to kill anyone. It’s just there to slow down higher brain functions, like the usage of psionics, and render someone unconscious. I think we’ll start seeing people showing symptoms in a few hours. It’s a rather handy invention. The more power a psion has, the less the effects, though I doubt the human Deities will be able to resist. Even if they do manage, it’s still going to make enough of a difference that a previously weaker Deity could beat a higher ranked one, especially if the poisoned Deity doesn’t realize until trying to use their powers. Besides, this party is only beginning, and I think they aren’t planning on acting for a while. That gives the poison time to affect more people and build up in people’s system. I wonder how they plan on getting those guards that naturally won’t be eating or drinking anything during this whole thing?” Selendil speculated.

 

“I don’t think they have to think too hard. Deities are not bound by the normal rules. Although it would be more professional if they acted like normal guards, the fact is that they are here almost as guests, even while on duty. Those that are actively taking part in the defense of this place might end up eating and drinking as well as they are rather used to being treated like royalty. Incidentally, how do you know there will be an attack? I’m assuming it’s not just the poison, as someone could just be poisoning the people here.” Moonshadow posed a question.

 

“It’s a little hard to explain as it’s a combination of several factors. I can feel the hostility of some of the guards. It’s not too strange for a guard to disdain some of the people they are guarding, but open hostility and bloodlust is a bit odd, and they seem ready to take action against the guests instead of any intruders. Even then a couple of guards would be feasible without an attack, but the air is thick with the intent to do harm. It’s less like a party and more like an execution ground. Secondly, the way some of the guards are moving and observing things is strange. They aren’t scanning the surroundings for threats like they should. Instead of looking at points of entry, they are looking at who among the guests they need to go for first and who among the other guards are threats. Incidentally, quite a few of them are looking at us as big threats. That’s how my suspicions got roused in the first place. There are a hundred other small details like that, but those are the most obvious ones.” Selendil explained.

 

“Since when did you become an expert on security?” Moonshadow asked with some interest. Her knowledge of Selendil’s past was still quite limited.

 

“I’m not originally. However, there are memories of such experts that I’m storing. Their experiences are of course a little different as Dhar security is quite dissimilar, but it can help spot obvious issues like the ones I mentioned earlier.” She had not brought a security expert to the fore as a precaution, not before she noticed the discrepancies that is. It was just the a result of the memories being slowly absorbed by her over time, and many of the oldest memories happened to be experts in such fields as they were great warriors and important political figures. As the oldest memories, they were also the ones she had passively assimilated to the furthest extent. She had inadvertently become an expert in the field over time.

 

A rather large number of military personnel entered the large reception room while they were discussing. As soon as they did, Selendil’s senses were drawn in that direction. She could sense what they were looking for among the people. “Our target is here. I actually had to be in the same room before I could sense it. The void entity is hiding well. I don’t think it’s taken over a powerful psion, as otherwise I would’ve felt the entity before they came this close.” The room they were in was actually enormous and the two groups were almost on opposite sides, so saying they were close was actually somewhat relative.

 

Moonshadow looked towards the door. “I think that’s the military Tetrarch’s group, fashionably late. So you’re saying the entity has not taken over a Deity?”

 

"Well, that, or the Deity is a very weak one. I could’ve detected the damn thing from much further away if I tried to scan the world more actively, but that would’ve been noticed by every psion present on the planet. I didn’t want to do that until we had a confirmation the thing was present on this planet, or at least a stronger reason to suspect that to be the case.” Selendil looked contemplative for a moment. “I think I should mention that there’s one other possibility. If the void entity is a relatively high ranked one and the target is really weak of mind, then the entity would’ve faced less resistance, so we can’t rule out the possibility of a strong Deity that just happens to be weak to mind effects being the host just yet.”

 

The problem was that they could not really see the group in detail from the other side of the room. Thousands of people were between them, and the only reason they had even noticed the arrival of the military Tetrarch's group was because they sensed the mood of the room change and the master of ceremonies announced the arrivals. The other guests were also moving towards the Tetrarch to offer greetings and to make connections. And to plot of course. There would always be plotting.

 

“We’ll need to wait a bit until the crowd disperses before we can approach. Can you tell anything from this distance?” Moonshadow asked.

 

“Beyond the fact that the entity is in that group, not really. The void wraiths that take over people might not be the most powerful void entities, but they do have good senses. I can’t be too intrusive without alarming it. It’s also staying well-hidden and not making any moves.” Selendil explained. Now that she had sensed the entity, there was no way it could escape her senses that had locked on their target, but she was willing to oblige Moonshadow in not creating a huge diplomatic incident right this very moment. Now that her prey had been located, it would no longer be able to escape.

 

-----

 

The civilian Tetrarch had also noticed the sudden commotion by the door and knew who was causing it. He had arrived just a bit earlier and had caused a similar commotion, though a much smaller one. He was much more accessible to the various important personages than the other Tetrarch. He also liked to think of himself as a quite mild-mannered man, so the difference in treatment didn't bother him too much. The military Tetrarch was, after all, a rather forceful personality and had a larger following. Still, it was a little vexing. He decided to defuse the situation a little and draw some of the attention away from the other Tetrarch.

 

He went up to the podium placed by the side of the room about half-way through the large open area. The sound systems and cameras immediately turned on and towards him, and he drew everyone’s attention by clearing his throat. "Now that my esteemed colleague has deigned to arrive,” while his words were a bit barbed, he spiced them with a small smile of humor to take off the edge and succeeded in eliciting a burst of polite laughter from the gathered audience, "we can get to the real purpose of this gathering. We have gathered here to celebrate the memory of those brave men and women who have given their lives in battles against the traitors and those who would see the glory of Humanity tarnished.”

 

You couldn’t become a Tetrarch without being skilled with your words. As his speech progressed, the audience was slowly drawn in despite them being mostly cynical people aware of what he was doing. He drew on their sympathy, pride, patriotism, and sense of unity in the face of a common danger. He was a little vexed to see some people almost completely ignored him. That in itself wasn't strange, as there was no way his speeches could reach everyone, but he was less pleased when he realized who the people were that were ignoring him.

 

He had hoped to garner some support from the two representatives of the Mrrroww as they had deigned to show up for once, and with a High Ambassador no less! There was no way he could get an alliance against the Cybrans or the Illum, he wasn’t delusional to place his goals that high, but even a slight show of support by the powerful race would go a long way. Such diplomatic overtures fell nicely into his purview. The other people ignoring him belonged to the military Tetrarchs group as expected. One of the aides even seemed to look towards the corner where the Mrrroww ambassadors were with something that looked like a mix of horror and excitement.

 

As his speech came towards the end, he gestured towards a group of guests he had specially brought here without the knowledge of the military Tetrarch. "Perhaps appropriately for the theme of this celebration, we have some living heroes among us today. As some of you already know, our recent offensive against the Cybrans has been met with great success, perhaps finally even opening an opportunity for a decisive blow in this long-running struggle. The admiral in charge of the operation is of course too engaged with the ongoing situation to join us today, but on my request, he has sent some of his tactical officers to help us understand the situation. It was my understanding that the group is led by the very captain that was instrumental in creating the original coalition against the Illum that has now allowed us this opportunity.”

 

He leaned towards the nearby officer and cut the voice feed, as he had already forgotten the man’s name. “Leon is fine sir.” The man replied quickly. At least he was quick on the uptake. Maybe he could be worth making a connection with. He brought the voice feed back. “Captain Leon and his friends will be eager to answer any questions you may have about the current operation and its needs, so don’t hesitate to ask them anything that might help illuminate the situation!”

 

Helping the currently successful campaign against the Cybrans might have seemed like handing support to the military Tetrarch, who was naturally in charge of and reaping the most benefits from the successful military operation. However, this way he could gain at least a portion of the success by claiming that the support he managed to gather was instrumental in bringing about the ultimate victory. The best part was that he didn’t even need to lie. The campaign really did need support if they hoped to gain further success, and he would never let the military Tetrarch forget it.

 

‘This Leon fellow looks a little uncomfortable. Not a big surprise considering this is likely the first time he has come face to face with the cream of the Tetrarchy.’ The Tetrarch thought to himself. At his signal, the officers Admiral Gestalt had sent here dispersed among the guests, following Leon’s example. The Tetrarch noted with some satisfaction that the young captain could at least get over his jitters and act accordingly.

 

-----

 

“Leon.” The stern and dignified man with wings of grey in his dark hair greeted calmly. Despite his apparent age, his posture was perfect and his body still carried the strict military discipline he was apparently used to. The impression of a serious and powerful man was slightly spoiled when the man’s smiling wife quite deliberately planted an elbow into his ribs. And not very gently either. Never underestimate the strength of a woman trained by the Psicom.

 

“Leon my darling! It’s such a pleasure to see you!” The woman greeted Leon with a wide smile. At least she had the presence of mind not to give him a huge hug, which would’ve been a little awkward considering the situation. The woman was much younger than her husband, at least in appearance. She looked regal but also quite ravishing in the open cut dress.

 

“Father. Mother!” Leon returned the greetings, seriously to the older man and with a smile to the younger woman who he knew to be much more affectionate than she could let on in such public settings. “I should’ve expected to see you here. Are any of my siblings present?”

 

“Your oldest brother just came in as the Tetrarch did. He has become a trusted member of her staff I hear.” Leon’s father commented, his tone of voice making it clear that he was both proud of his eldest son, while at the same time implying that he was slightly disappointed that Leon was not occupying a similar position.

 

Leon’s mother gave her husband a disapproving look and continued in his stead. “Your sisters disappeared somewhere and I suspect at least Heidi to already be moving towards the nearest exit now that she has made an appearance. Heinrich is making connections for the company while Rainer is likely trying to hit on some of the young and hopefully unattached ladies in the garden.”

 

"Some things never change," Leon muttered. Rainer had always been a bit of a ladies man with an unfortunate penchant for those ladies that already had significant others, while Heinrich took his duties as the future leader of the family company extremely seriously. Being the son of the owner of one of the largest shipyards in the entire Tetrarchy came with certain duties and the man’s children each reacted in their own ways. The family history was also the reason Leon didn’t like using his last name. After all, the name was etched on the hulls of over 20% of the warships and ship components in Tetrarchy. Even Miyo wasn’t aware of his family history.

 

“Speaking of, why are you here instead of the front?” The older man asked, his jab less than subtle. He had always been less than pleased with Leon’s choice in deployments. He would’ve preferred Leon to seek a career either as a tactical officer in the backlines, like his oldest brother, or as a frontline commander that won accolades for the family. Now that Leon was finally at the front, his father was less than pleased to see him sent back.

 

"I'm here because this is where the admiral needed me to be," Leon replied firmly, not rising to his father's bait. "The situation at the front has calmed down a bit thanks to the recent string of battles. The Admiral needs the support that the Tetrarch is willing to provide and I was the most important officer the Admiral could afford to send to help secure that support. I would not be surprised if the good admiral took my family into consideration when making that decision, though thanks to the recent events, my name has been noted on its own merits.” Admiral Gestalt was naturally aware of his family history, but he was also aware of his attempts to distance himself from the name, which is why the Admiral usually treated him like a normal officer.

 

“I’ll make sure your grumpy father will help in getting that support.” Leon’s mother stated firmly and shot down any protests the man was prepared to make. They both knew who really made the decisions in the family.

 

“Speaking of support, is it just me or is there something odd about this gathering? I haven’t been to these parties before, but somehow I get the feeling that the air carries a faint hint of danger, and I don’t mean the normal backstabby kind.” Leon suddenly asked. Some of the guards had eyed him with a look that seemed out of place.

 

"Well, there are certainly several odd things about this party. Forgetting the political significance for a moment, the presence of the Mrrroww is quite out of place. The fact that they sent a High Ambassador and two Deities makes things extremely odd. We can't even tell how strong they are, as they can hide their halos via some unknown method. I heard the two Tetrarchs are also at odds. You might want to be careful about that. You’re currently seen as something like an ally of the civilian Tetrarch due to the support you’re trying to get, which puts you somewhat at odds with the military Tetrarch’s people, including your brother. Even with all that, the mood is a bit strange.” His mother analyzed the room.

 

“That reminds me.” Leon turned to his father. “I need a favor.”

 

The man's eyebrow shot up. Leon almost never asked for favors, despite knowing his father could provide a lot. Assuming he was willing. In general, he wanted his children to make their own way in the world, though he was not opposed to giving them a bit of an edge just to counter the favoritism the children of other high ranking people received. Leon almost never came for that help though, and he was secretly a little proud of that fact. The fact that he had done so now meant that the matter was serious. That’s why he left off the snide remark that he might have made otherwise. “What is it?”

 

“Can you introduce me to the Mrrroww High Ambassador? I think she might have information I need.” Leon requested. He had heard rumors of the Progenitor ship showing up in a battle that the Mrrroww had waged against the Shinzen. The cats had tried to suppress the information, but the harder you try to hide some news, the faster they spread. The fact was that the Progenitor ship had helped them. Perhaps they could help him find Miyo? He didn’t really care about the ship itself after all.

 

“That might be a bit difficult.” His father said with a frown. “I’ve never met the High Ambassador or her companion. I have very little contact with the Mrrroww in general, though that applies to everyone here. That said, I’m not averse to making the effort. I wouldn’t mind forming some connections with them either. Perhaps we can help each other. They might be curious about the battle with the Cybrans so that could give us an in.”

            


Chapter 38 - ...of gunpowder treason and plot...


                ”’One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter.’ Or at least that’s how the Human saying goes. They are correct in that such things are often matters of perspective, but many would argue that the difference between the two is found in the methods used. A self-titled freedom fighter quickly falls into the terrorist category if they go down the path where ends justify the means. But again, that could be argued to be just another matter of perspective. For some, arguing morality is pointless and all that matters are the results. And they are somewhat correct, in that sometimes you do have to make sacrifices for the greater good. Then again, the words ‘greater good’ have been used to justify all kinds of atrocities. In the end, I think we all define our own morality on the subject, and we use that morality to draw the lines we would not cross.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

As the father and son pair walked towards the two Mrrroww emissaries, Leon couldn’t help but notice the white tiger looking one playing with her powers, as if bored. It was almost mesmerizing to watch the small orbs of power rotate around the Mrrroww’s paw. As the two got closer, that mesmerizing feeling started to turn into apprehension. Was it just him or did those small orbs of power look a lot like tiny stars? He could see the currents of superheated gases moving around like water currents on the surface of the orbs, and he could almost sense the heat that the orbs should’ve been emanating. He was also a little weirded out by the fact that the orbs didn’t seem to give off any light either. All his experience in space told him they should.

 

He noted that most of the surrounding people looked at those orbs warily, and he figured out at least one reason why they were keeping their distance. Was that the purpose of the orbs? Under normal circumstances, various interested parties would've approached the Mrrroww by now, yet here they were, all keeping their distance. He also noticed his sister standing on the edge of the circle of people surrounding the two emissaries. She seemed to notice their approach as well and gave Leon a polite nod accompanied by a smile in greeting before disappearing back into the crowd.

 

Leon’s father was used to negotiating with powerful psions and members of various races, something rather unusual in most of Tetrarchy’s large companies, and he didn’t let the little display affect him. Or at the very least he didn’t show the effects on his face. It seemed his boldness surprised the Mrrroww as well, as they were probably the first people to approach the alien felines. “High Ambassador, Grand Keeper.” Leon’s father gave a small and polite bow in greeting. “My name is Ulrich Serebryakov, and I was wondering if I could take a bit of your time. This is my son Leon, and as you likely heard from the Tetrarch’s speech, he is well versed in the affairs of the current conflict, in case you are interested.”

 

While his father spoke, Leon noticed two things. The din of the party seemed to somehow grow quieter the more they spoke. As the party had not suddenly grown quieter, the two felines must have erected some sort of field that dampened voices around them. And no one had sensed or noticed anything. He was quite confident the guards would’ve reacted if they had noticed the display of power. Come to think of it, it seemed quite odd that the guards had not interfered in any way with the other Mrrroww’s clearly dangerous display of power earlier. Were they somehow affecting the people further away, which caused them to be ignored? Leon had only noticed something weird was going on when they got relatively close.

 

The second thing Leon noticed was a lot more subtle but perhaps even more important. As his father introduced himself and asked to join them, the High Ambassador glanced at the Grand Keeper, as if waiting for the white Mrrroww’s decision. As an obviously experienced diplomat, the High Ambassador would not make a mistake of that magnitude unless she had to. Which meant that the white Mrrroww was without a doubt in charge. Interesting. What was this Grand Keeper position that so clearly outranked the position of a High Ambassador?

 

The Grand Keeper looked at the two and suddenly seemed to smile. “Do join us. Perhaps we can be of use to each other.” The other Mrrroww gave a small and subdued sigh at the bluntness of those words.

 

Leon’s father didn’t miss a beat though and grinned instead. Although he was skilled in the more complex and nuanced negotiations, he preferred dealing with the more direct type. They tended to be more honest, even if the price they demanded was often higher. “Just what I was hoping for.” He replied and sat down.

 

“You might want to save your celebration.” The High Ambassador muttered. “I’m not sure you’re going to like it.”

 

The Grand Keeper ignored those mutters. “Before we go further, do tell us what it is that you desire. Any talks will proceed more smoothly if we know what is on the table.”

 

His father gave Leon a small look before speaking. “I’m simply trying to form connections with the Mrrroww race. I’m the owner of one of the largest shipyards in the upper Tetrarchy, and there is a lot that I could gain from such a connection with the most advanced race within the galactic core. My son, however, is seeking for information.”

 

The Grand Keeper seemed uninterested with his father’s first suggestion and looked towards Leon instead. “What kind of information do you seek?”

 

Leon hesitated a bit. The Mrrroww had been rather direct so far, so perhaps the best path forward was to do the same. “This…how should I say it? We heard of a ship that looked like a Progenitor vessel taking part in a battle between the Mrrroww and the Shinzen. That suggests a certain connection between your race and the ship. What I seek is connected with that ship, though not directly with the ship itself.”

 

This seemed to surprise the two Mrrroww, though they didn’t show it aside from a slight pause before their reply. “And what specifically do you want to know then? I’m assuming you’re not silly enough to ask for something I would never answer.”

 

“I’m looking for someone who might be on board that ship. Or if she is not, then at least what happened to her.” Leon admitted with a heavy voice. He was prepared for bad news, or so he liked to think. At least then he would know.

 

The two Mrrroww seemed to share a small smile. The Grand Keeper continued speaking. “Well, this is interesting. Let’s say that what you ask is not entirely impossible. Are you sure you want to go down this path though? The answers you find might not be the ones you wanted.”

 

"I'm sure," Leon replied immediately and without hesitation.

 

“Very well then. In that case, we might be able to do business.” The High Ambassador replied this time. “That goes for both of the things you were looking for. However, we all know deals go both ways. Now we come to the part where we talk about what we want.”

 

“I’m listening.” Leon’s father stated, and Leon nodded as well. They were both getting something that could mean a lot for them, so they were willing to go quite far to fulfill this bargain.

 

“As a gesture of good will, and to help our little spirit of cooperation along, I’m going to let you in on a little secret.” The High Ambassador stated while leaning towards them. “The food and drinks that are being served in this party are poisoned.”

 

“WHAT?!” Both men exclaimed and tried to jump up, but felt like an invisible pressure was holding them in a seated position. “Is this your doing?” Leon’s father demanded.

 

“No, of course not. We simply noticed the problem.” The High Ambassador replied easily. All three of them looked at the stack of plates next to the Grand Keeper.

 

“Is she alright?” Leon asked warily.

 

“I’m fine, thanks for asking though.” The Grand Keeper replied with a grin. “The poison doesn’t work on me. I doubt the one responsible expected two Mrrroww Deities to take part in celebrations, and that might be throwing their plans off to an extent. Which brings us to the second point. It is quite likely this party will be attacked at some point after the poison had spread to all the guests and those Deities guarding this event that are not taking part in the attack. Before you ask, we have no idea who is attacking or why. We frankly don’t care. That is the internal problem of you Humans.”

 

Leon’s father sounded a little choked as he spoke. This was a little beyond his extensive experience. “I thank you for this information, if it really is true. Almost my entire family is present at this party and I don’t want to lose them. Your warning might spare us from becoming collateral damage. You don’t seem all that worried all things considered. Even if this poison doesn’t affect you, that won’t stop you from getting mixed up in whatever comes later.”

 

“We are not worried. If need be, we are perfectly capable of fighting our way out, from the entire Tetrarchy if necessary. You didn’t think the Mrrroww sent two random Deities to the heart of your empire on a whim, do you?” The Grand Keeper replied with a level of confidence that made the two men somewhat wary. That said, Deities were strategic assets, so it was not too outside their expectations.

 

“You didn’t say what you want from us yet.” Leon’s father finally stated.

 

“Well, I would assume quite a few of your race have already asked the question: Why are the two of us here? The answer is that we are hunting for something. And you might be able to help us with our hunt.” The High Ambassador stated.

 

“What prey could you be hunting here?” Leon asked with a frown. In his mind he was already thinking that one of the people present at the party had committed some heinous crime against the Mrrroww.

 

“We are looking for a parasitic being that can take over humanoid life forms and control them. These parasites are rather intelligent and like to take over powerful and influential people to further their own purposes.” The High Ambassador explained.

 

“Just like the people in this room.” Leon’s father finished the thought. “Why have we never heard about this? Even if these parasites were a secret of some sort among the Mrrroww, it would seem the dissemination of this information would be rather important and useful.” He wasn’t fully convinced about what he was hearing, though he didn’t dismiss it outright either. There were various weird beings in the universe, especially if you considered all the things created in labs and not just those born naturally.

 

“Mostly because these parasites are supremely rare. The knowledge about these things could lead to several rather unfortunate unintended consequences and suspicions, and all this when there might not be more than this parasite left in this part of the galaxy.” The Grand Keeper replied in turn.

 

“That…makes sense.” Leon’s father admitted. He could think of several rather nasty ways this information could be used for rather unscrupulous political purposes, not to mention the potential witch hunts and pogroms.

 

"Have you already figured out if the parasite is present?" Leon asked with slight trepidation. He was eager to ask about Miyo but recognized that any questions he asked right now would not receive an answer until they fulfilled their end of the bargain they were about to strike.

 

“We have. We sensed the parasite’s presence as the Tetrarch’s group entered the room.” The High Ambassador almost whispered, which caused some cold sweat to the two men.

 

“You don’t mean the Tetrarch, do you?” Leon asked warily. “I’m not about to help you assassinate the Tetrarch just on your word of a potential parasite.”

 

“While the Tetrarch would be the most obvious target, no. I don’t think so. I think the parasite is among the aides the Tetrarch brought along, though that might be a temporary thing.” The Grand Keeper elaborated.

 

“I think I see where this is going. You don’t want to cause an incident, so what you require from us is to draw the person affected by the parasite to a more remote location so you can deal with it.” Leon’s father guessed.

 

“That is one option, yes.” The Grand Keeper acquiesced, hinting that there were other paths that could be taken. “Probably the one that is the least disruptive as well, considering the ongoing celebrations.”

 

“What about the host?” Leon’s father queried. “Say you get rid of the parasite. What happens to the host?”

 

“Why do you ask? I sense this is about something else besides generalized worry towards a random person.” The High Ambassador shot a question back.

 

“My oldest son is among the Tetrarch’s aides.” Leon’s father stated in a subdued voice.

 

"If your son is the one hosting the parasite, then you have my condolences. Even if the parasite leaves willingly, which it is unlikely to do, the act of separating from the host is burdensome and the parasite will drain the life-force of the host to save its strength. The process will leave behind nothing but a withered husk." The Grand Keeper stated firmly. Leon's father wanted to argue but was cut off. "I know what you want to say, but there's nothing that can be done except to stop this from happening to someone else. We've tried. Someone with a strong enough life-force might be able to survive the separation with a weak parasite, but that would require strength that none of you in this room have. Even then the host would never fully recover. If your son is the host, then he is already gone, and the one here is simply the parasite wearing his face.”

 

“Even if all that is true, I’m not sure if I can lead my own son to his death.” Leon’s father mumbled sadly.

 

"Assuming your son is the host, which might or might not be the case." The High Ambassador pointed out the obvious. “If it makes you feel better, we can allow you to observe the process, so you’ll know we were being honest.”

 

“What do we need to do?” Leon asked.

 

“Take us to the Tetrarch and introduce us. While we are in close proximity, my friend here will spot the host, and we can discuss further from there. Perhaps we will get the opportunity to deal with the host naturally, or if not, you might need to come up with an excuse. If your son is among the aides, then that should be much easier.” The High Ambassador instructed.

 

------

 

As the group got closer to the military Tetrarch, the Tetrarch noticed their approach and waved away the other people that she had been conversing with. The two Mrrroww required her full attention and the man leading them was an old acquaintance. “Ulrich. It’s good to see you. I see you’ve brought some rather rare visitors as well.”

 

The older human man that had called himself Ulrich exchanged pleasantries with the Tetrarch while Moonshadow took up the diplomatic duties. In the meantime, Selendil and Leon hung back a bit while Selendil spotted their target. "Have you already detected the host?” The younger human standing next to her asked in a quiet voice.

 

“I have. I also have good news and bad news. The good news is that your brother is not the host, as the host is female. Unless I’m missing something and you have a female brother? Humans can be a bit odd sometimes.” Selendil replied idly while locking eyes with her target.

 

“Uh, no he’s quite male. I think. At least he was the last time I saw him. You said you had bad news?” Leon was a bit thrown off by Selendil’s earlier words and changed subjects.

 

“Yes, well, the bad news is that our target is well aware of my presence here, and knows why I’m here. It has also taken over one of those supposed Deities guarding your Tetrarch. A rather weak one, but still.” Selendil explained.

 

"That's…a bit problematic," Leon muttered. Not counting the Tetrarch herself, there were three Deities in her party and only one of them was female. They were the Tetrarch's personal protectors, and since she was the only female present, which usually meant that she was a close aide of the Tetrarch. The confidantes of powerful people tended to be of the same gender to avoid rumors. An old-fashioned idea, but still held true most of the time. Getting her alone might be challenging, especially now that she was aware of their purpose, and her disappearance would also be noticed.

 

Their problem actually got solved fairly easily and almost accidentally. The Tetrarch wanted to spend some time speaking more with both Leon's father and the two Mrrroww emissaries but now was not a convenient time as she had to go around greeting people. She was also a little leery about Leon's presence thanks to his ostensible connection with the civilian Tetrarch and she couldn't really come straight out and ask about his allegiances in the middle of the crowded ballroom. As a result, she asked her most trusted aide to lead them to the gardens to find a more private place to talk. As it happened, that trusted aide was the female Deity, who for some reason agreed. Selendil sent a silent message to both Moonshadow and Leon's father to accept the offer.

 

It only took fifteen minutes for them to reach a secluded area near the beach. As soon as they did, the aide turned towards Selendil and ignored the three other people. "Very bold of you to come here, Dhar. It was cute what you did by announcing yourself as a Grand Keeper, but you don’t fool me. I took over enough of your kind back during the war to know a real Keeper would never allow that name to be sullied in such a way. One of the Keepers wouldn’t bother with such subterfuge either. They would just blow up the planet and me along with it.”

 

The host had started to radiate a dark purple light from its eyes and fingers, and a mist of the same color was starting to swirl around her, which caused the three observers to take distance for their own safety. She had also spoken in an old language that only the two of them, and surprisingly Moonshadow thanks to her recent lessons, understood. The speech was clearly not meant to be understood by others. “I see, I was wondering why you came along with us so easily. You seem rather confident.”

 

"Why wouldn't I be? You seem to think you came here to hunt a minor wraith, but unfortunately for you, that is not what you found. I've taken over and drained dozens of your kind, and you will be no different. I don't know where you hid all these years, but I have to thank you. I was forced to slowly move up the chain of command for a minor race like the Humans, but with your arrival, I can save so much time. When I take you over, I will gain the power and technology to rule this entire galaxy and many others. And without your precious Keepers around to save you, there isn't a damn thing you can do to stop me. So tell me warrior, why wouldn’t I be confident?” The body of the female Deity was starting to break down under the strain of the void entity fighting its way out.

 

If Moonshadow had not erected a barrier to prevent the waves of power from radiating outwards, everyone at the party would’ve already felt the disturbance. As it was, Moonshadow was struggling to contain those waves and wouldn’t be able to hold out for very long. "Well, ignorance always was the greatest source of confidence for lesser beings, and it seems the same holds true for your kind," Selendil stated firmly. This might get messy. She had not expected the void wraith to be such a high level one, which explained how it could stay hidden despite staying inside a Deity. This battle might not be easy to keep hidden, even if her victory wasn’t really in question. This wraith was not going to fight her using the strength of its host but by using its own power in order to quickly take her over, which would make for a short battle but it would also be rather detrimental to the surroundings.

            


Chapter 39 - ...I know of no reason...


                ”Battles between psions when they come face to face can vary greatly depending on the specialties of the individuals in question. Some psions excel at close range combat, while others prefer the safety of bombarding their opponents from range. Some psions specialize in defense and using more conventional weapons to attack, while others rely almost entirely on their mental abilities. There are no right answers when it comes to such tactics, but there is one constant between these battles. Nearly every battle between psions is on a timer. Some battles are over in a second, but even if the fight drags on, it rarely lasts more than a minute. It’s almost a guarantee that the two combatants will try to enter the mind of their opponent, because that will more often than not quickly end the battle. So if a psion sucks at protecting their mind from intrusions, their only goal is to end the battle before their defenses are pierced, while those that excel with their mental abilities will often try to drag the fight on until they win by default.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

-------

 

Knowing that the fight might get out of hand, Selendil sent a silent psionic message straight to Moonshadow. “Take the two humans away and seek shelter. This might get a bit messy. Besides, it seems the hostilities inside are about to begin and I’m sure the two will appreciate any help you might provide. You can do it in a way that doesn’t negatively impact the reputation of the Mrrroww.”

 

As if to prove her words, a side of the building they had left just moments before was blown aside as two Deities crashed through the flimsy materials while stuck in close combat. At this distance, the others were not able to recognize the people involved, but Selendil could sense them to be one of the military Tetrarch's bodyguards and one of the Deities that had been supposedly protecting the celebrations. At the same moment, the void wraith used this slight distraction and dashed towards Selendil, crossing the distance between them in a fraction of a second.

 

Selendil had expected this and despite the speeds involved, to her, it seemed like the wraith was moving in slow motion. This was something the enemies of the Dhar never truly understood. Any Dhar warrior worth their weapons had at least some temporal abilities, or they would spend the rest of their life as a cannon fodder frontline soldier. Why the other races didn’t place a heavier emphasis on those abilities was a constant mystery to the Dhar.

 

The wraith had shed the old host body almost completely and now it looked like a purple husk radiating with power as it rushed her. Obviously, the wraith wanted to get close enough to take over Selendil’s body, but there would be no luck to be found on that front. One of the main reasons Keepers were so effective against the void entities was their immunity against such parasites. The Keepers already had the memories and knowledge of countless people inside them, so it was like a single person trying to wrestle down an army of a million people. That wasn’t the only reason Keepers were so effective, but it was a really obvious one.

 

Selendil noticed that the mad rush provided her with an opportunity though, and as the wraith got close, she grabbed it by the throat and suddenly flew straight upwards towards the empty sky. As the two made contact, the wraith roared in victory and tried to enter her body, only to fail miserably. It also realized immediately why it had failed. “No! This can’t be!” The wraith had bet everything on this moment of victory and now found out it had lost due to false assumptions.

 

The wraith wasn’t stupid enough to let the shock stop it from acting though, and it launched a blast of psionic energy powerful enough to disintegrate a large space ship at close range. Selendil deflected the blast to the side with almost insulting ease, and the unleashed energy crashed into the nearby ocean, instantly vaporizing enough water that the resulting flood created tsunamis in all directions. If they had harbored any ideas about keeping their battle a secret, now that possibility was thoroughly gone. That said, as soon as Moonshadow had pulled back, even the psions in orbit had felt the clash of their powers.

 

“My turn.” Selendil declared. Certain types of abilities worked better against the almost incorporeal wraiths. To be more specific, the wraiths were almost immune to pure physical attacks, and the only reason Selendil was managing to hold a grip on the being was because of the old host, and because her grip was infused with enough psionic power to pulverize a small mountain.

 

The sound of thunder boomed in the surroundings and every living being in a hundred-kilometer range could feel the increase of static electricity in the air. At the same time, the area immediately surrounding them was suffused with extreme heat and it suddenly seemed like the world around them was filled with lightning. Not a single bolt of lightning, but thousands of lances of energy exploding outwards, each thicker and longer than anything born naturally. Anyone looking at the explosion of energy straight on would’ve been blinded immediately. The worst of it was of course right at the center of the explosion, and the air inside that small space at the very heart had superheated to the point where even the heat-treated and metallic hulls of warships would’ve melted to slag in just the aftereffects of the attack.

 

The wraith wasn't about to give up though and actually managed to catch Selendil slightly by surprise with the method of attack it had chosen. It had reached out with its mind before and had found an unlikely ally. A fighter craft that had been patrolling around in the low orbit of the world had plunged straight towards them before the explosion of energy had gone off and what remained of the craft now suddenly crashed straight into them. Selendil wasn’t stupid enough to ignore the possibility of outside interference; this wasn’t her first battle after all, so her psionic shields had been up. The collision didn’t even affect her shield all that much, but the impact did cause the two of them to be blown apart for a brief moment.

 

The wraith tried to escape immediately, but with a glance from Selendil, hundreds of narrow hooks of psionic energy appeared and penetrated into the wraith. The hooks were connected to invisible chains of energy that held the wraith in place by pulling in all directions, quite literally nailing it in place. Selendil teleported right next to the wraith and grabbed what remained of the being once again.

 

The already tattered remains of the previous host had been completely destroyed at this point, and just the suffering wraith was left in Selendil’s grip. It looked vaguely humanoid thanks to its previous host, but otherwise it was a formless and featureless blob of power; a strange mix of corporeal and incorporeal, almost like a mix of gas and liquid. "Well, hello there," Selendil said with a tone that was both pleased and a little peeved at her slight slip up that allowed the wraith to try to escape. Not that it had any hopes of actually getting away, but it was the principle of things. Such oversights might prove fatal later on.

 

“Why? Why is one of your kind here?” The wraith demanded feebly. It had no mouth or vocal cords, and the speech was actually a mix of mental communication and the air being vibrated psionically.



“I could ask you the same thing. Why would one of our subordinate races have one of your kind imprisoned in a backwater galaxy like this?” Selendil shot back.

 

The wraith seemed to laugh, though it could’ve just been gurgling pained noises. It was hard to tell the difference. “I see you do not know, well I will not be providing you the answers you seek.”

 

“Oh, but I beg to differ. I will get my answers, one way or another. I’ll just have to rip them out of your mind if you’re feeling uncooperative.” Selendil declared and forced her way into the being’s mind before it could react.

 

She tried to grab everything she could before she felt the inevitable, which was the void entity igniting its remaining powers in order to self-destruct. As it would cause all of the wraiths stored power being unleashed in a final act of defiance, the resulting explosion would be large enough to render a significant portion of the continent uninhabitable. The explosion was meant to force Selendil to get away and break the connection and not cause general mayhem though. The wraith knew Selendil didn’t really care about the surroundings and wouldn’t have wasted its last powers in such a feeble way even if she did.

 

"I don't think so," Selendil grunted and used two of her abilities that she had personally developed. The first one completely shredded the mind of her target, which caused the wraith to be unable to resist anything she was doing. The second one froze all the power inside of her target, rendering it inert as it slowly and harmlessly dissipated into the surroundings. The combination of those two abilities was created for just such a situation, though it did have the unfortunate side-effect of destroying the mind of her target, making it impossible to get more information beyond the fragments that were left behind.

 

She had gained all she could, and she would need some time to put the fragmented pieces of information together to form a coherent whole. For now though, she would need to return. Her form shifted back to the Mrrroww one, as she had mostly turned into pure energy while fighting the wraith. The good news, or bad news depending on the perspective, was that her dress was in one piece as she had instinctively stored it as her form shifted in the middle of the battle. Maybe she could get away with damaging the dress while she flew, and then she could pretend it was damaged in the battle?

 

-----

 

Moonshadow moved around the two battling Deities, mostly because she still wasn’t sure who the other party represented. There were a surprisingly large number of such Deities present in this party, though the Tetrarchy was enormous and had enough people to produce a large number of Deities, even if they tended to be of lower strength. Returning her thoughts back to the subject, she was facing a dilemma. She was somewhat confident the void entity was not behind the attack, though it was hard to be sure. Beyond that, she only had educated guesses about the possible culprit. It would be hard to interfere when she didn’t know the identity or cause of the attackers.

 

She noted that some of the guests had tried to escape during the commotion, and she was considering how to proceed when she suddenly felt an explosion of power behind her. Everyone turned around in shock as the mere aftereffects were significant enough to be felt everywhere around the planet and in orbit. Even Leon and his father felt the waves of power, and they suddenly saw from the distance how something landed far away in the ocean. The resulting explosion caused more waves of power radiating outwards from the impact site and they were pretty sure there would be actual waves coming in later. “I’m guessing that’s the Grand Keeper, and whatever the heck that other thing was, duking it out?” Leon’s father asked rhetorically.

 

“Seems like a safe bet.” Moonshadow replied off-hand, and hastily threw up a screen of energy in front of the trio. They didn’t see anything except a flash of bright light, but the other guests stumbling around blinded was rather telling, and the following sound of thunder that reached them only a moment later was enough to cause most of them to scream in pain as the ground shook from the force of the blast.

 

“They’re not holding back are they?” Leon asked in shock while trying to regain his hearing. Everyone that had been outside was on the ground as if suffering from the effects of a stun grenade.

 

“Our family!” Leon’s father suddenly hissed. Neither of the others could actually hear what was being said, but they could figure it out as the man insistently pulled them towards the building that now had a large hole and several wide cracks in its side.

 

Moonshadow was the first to regain her hearing as her powers and the nanites in her body repaired any damage, and she could hear shots being fired inside the building. Apparently, the fight had moved from a standoff into a full-on battle. As they rushed in through the doors, they saw a very confusing situation. On one side of the room, the military Tetrarch was locked in a struggle of power with one of the attacking Deities, though it seemed like the attacker held the advantage. The Tetrarch was only a recent two halo Deity, while her opponent had a much firmer grasp on his powers. The Tetrarch’s other protector had erected a large shield of energy around a large portion of the guests while the supposed defenders of this party were firing their weapons into that shield. Many of the Tetrarch’s aides were returning fire and their shots had no trouble getting through and taking out several of the opponents.

 

On the other side of the room the situation was much more chaotic as some of the guards had taken some of the guests hostage, while some of the more proficient guests were locked in a close range clusterfuck of a melee with some of the attackers that had not been quick enough to bring their guns to bear. It seemed something had caused the hostiles to launch their attack early, which meant that the poison had not had time to take full effect. Still, most of the defenders were down and most of the guests were running around or cowering behind personal shields that protected them and their families for a short time. Some, of course, lay dead on the floor, though that held true for both sides.

 

"I see mother dearest is having fun," Leon commented as his mother tore through the armor of her opponent in a rather brutal show of savagery. His mother had never really explained what her time in the Psicom had been like, but it seemed that time had been less than gentle.

 

“I saw Heinrich fainted in the garden earlier. He was hidden behind some bushes so he should be fine for now. Your eldest brother is with the Tetrarch. Can you see your sister anywhere?” Leon’s father asked.

 

“Unfortunately. She’s one of the hostages those guards seem to be holding.” Leon pointed towards the messy melee, where his sister was being held at gunpoint by a screaming guard. That was also the direction his mother was moving towards.

 

Leon’s father looked towards Moonshadow. “Can you help us? They announced you as a Deity and judging by your companion, you could put an end to this very quickly.” He pleaded.

 

“I wouldn’t presume to claim to have the power of the Grand Keeper, but that’s more than this situation requires anyway. I would need to know who is attacking. This is the internal affairs of humans, and the Mrrroww can’t really be seen interfering without a good reason.” Moonshadow replied. She also silently thought that Selendil might actually be too powerful for such a delicate situation, so it might be better that she was not here.

 

She didn’t have to wait for a reply for long, as the military Tetrarch had noticed their entrance. The Tetrarch was worried about the explosion of power they had felt earlier, and while the walls had protected them from the worst effects, it had also provided them the opportunity to fight back. Most of her forces and the genuine protectors of this place had been poisoned somehow, but the loud sound and bright light had evened the odds a bit. One of the main enemy Deities leading the attack had been looking in the wrong direction when the bright explosion came and had been completely blinded. Showing a surprising amount of bravery, the civilian Tetrarch had used the opportunity to pull out a hidden weapon and had unloaded that weapon straight into the head of the almost paralyzed Deity standing right next to him, though it had cost the Tetrarch his life. That had been a sufficient distraction for her well-trained forces to relieve several attackers of their weapons, which were then turned on the remaining attackers.

 

The military Tetrarch sent a telepathic message to Moonshadow. “As the sole surviving Tetrarch of the upper Tetrarchy, I hereby formally request the aid and protection of the Mrrroww Deities present on the scene until help arrives. We will reward you handsomely and will shield you from any potential diplomatic fallout by calling it a request to help against acts of terrorism you were caught in. As you were no doubt wondering, these are the forces belonging to the lower Tetrarchy.”

 

Moonshadow realized the implications immediately. If both of the Tetrarchs of this half of the Tetrarchy were to suddenly perish in a terrorist attack, which could likely be pinned on any number of likely scapegoats with a bit of propaganda, it would be natural for the Tetrarchs of the other half to take over the rulership for a short time. Or so they would claim. Of course, they wouldn’t be very likely to relinquish that power later on, and if they also happened to supposedly win a victory against the Cybran at the same time…well nobody would really complain about the change in how things worked since they were not really affected.

 

In this case, the plan to pin the attack on some patsies would work in Moonshadow's favor. As the real culprits would never claim responsibility, no one would challenge her claim of simply defending herself from terrorists. And fighting a group of terrorists was not as much of a problem diplomatically as fighting against the official troops of the lower Tetrarchy. Thus she was free to act. She seemed to turn into nothing but shadow as she appeared right next to the Human Deity locked into combat with the military Tetrarch. Her claws seem to lengthen as they punched straight through the man’s ribcage, leaving him alive but only barely. The surprise attack had been perfectly executed.

 

Moonshadow’s gifts mostly tended towards hunting and assassination. She could hide herself and her powers extremely well, her senses were excellent, and she could execute powerful and fast attacks that went straight through most defenses. Then there was her ability to reflect the enemy’s attacks back, which was also a powerful technique when used in a correct circumstance. Say for instance when all the guns around her seemed to turn on her and the shots were reflected back towards the shooters, suddenly clearing out a large number of attackers.

 

Then she seemed to disappear again, and she appeared among the guards holding the hostages. Small but powerful bursts of power in the form of shadowy blades materialized around her and slashed at every guard in range. She had paid special attention to the one holding the relative of the two Humans she had accompanied earlier. These guards had been too busy to see what happened to their compatriots on the other side of the room, so they repeated the same mistake of all trying to shoot at the threat that suddenly appeared right next to them. The end result was also the same.

 

With two quick moves, the majority of the enemies inside had been disabled or killed. The battle outside also came to a sudden halt for some reason, and both combatants were unceremoniously tossed inside unconscious. Behind them, Selendil flew inside from the same hole the two Deities had been thrown through. “Everything under control Moonshadow?” Selendil asked while still levitating above the guests. Some of the remaining attackers made the mistake of trying to shoot at her, and suddenly found themselves bisected at the waist.

 

“Yeah, I think we’re done here. How about outside?” Moonshadow asked back in the common language that Selendil had also used. She realized this conversation was as much for the benefit of the Humans as to really relay what had happened.

 

“The enemy is no more, though I’m afraid there was some damage to the surroundings. I had to stop a rather large tsunami from making landfall as well, which took me a bit of time.” Selendil explained.

 

“Excuse me, but what was that outside? And what happened to my aide? I’ve never felt anything like what just happened.” The military Tetrarch asked. If she wasn’t so pissed at the attackers, she would be even more in awe of what had occurred outside.

 

“I’m afraid I have bad news about your aide. She fell in the first attack of the enemy. As for what happened, there were enemies, we battled, and I won. Who they were is a good question, but not really my problem. They attacked me first, so I repaid the favor. It might have been connected with what happened in here, though I wouldn’t know. If I were you though, I would worry about that later. You have dead and wounded all over, and I’m guessing these are not the sort of people you want to leave waiting. Besides, there might still be enemies around.” Selendil deflected, avoiding further questions for now.

 

The Tetrarch was extremely curious about the battle outside but knew the Mrrroww psion was right. This was an unmitigated disaster, though one that could be turned into an opportunity if handled properly. "I would like to request the esteemed Mrrroww to stay on the planet for a few more days so we can talk.” She made her request before leaving to deal with the mess.

 

“Forget all that.” Moonshadow said in a grim voice. “What happened to your dress?”

 

The garment in question had a few rather large gashes in it. Nothing that really made it fall apart, but enough to make it unsuitable to be used again. “What do you mean? I was just in a battle. I’ll have you know the bastard actually dropped a ship from orbit on me.” Selendil argued innocently.

 

“Bull. We both know the wraith could’ve dropped a star on you and you would be fine.” Moonshadow’s eyes narrowed. “Those gashes also seem rather conveniently placed and I can’t see any dirt on the dress. It’s almost as if the damage was self-inflicted.”

 

“Oh hey look, it’s those two Humans we were talking to earlier! We should check up on them!” Selendil quickly changed the subject and dashed away.

 

“Hey! This isn’t over yet!” Moonshadow threatened, but decided to let it slide. She knew an obvious dodge when she saw one, and realized this joke had been played as far as it would go.

            


Chapter 40 - ...why the gun powder treason should ever be forgot.


                ”What should a ruler do when faced with internal strife or an attempted coup by a peer? The first instinct is to retaliate, but things are not so simple for those in a position of power. Allowing your emotions to get the best of you endangers everyone you rule over. This is especially true if you don't have solid evidence against those you wish to take revenge against. Even if you do have evidence, it doesn't mean the other party can't claim the evidence to be fabricated, which it very well could be. Then you find yourself mixed up in a propaganda war, and nobody walks away from one of those clean. That doesn’t even approach the possible military implications of the situation. Do you even have the power to take revenge? And if you do, what will be the price you will have to pay? Is it worth it? And what if you lose? Then again, just letting some large slight go unanswered will send a signal that you are weak and that further attacks are a good idea, since you don’t have the guts to respond. There are no right answers, just very few winners and a lot of losers.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

With the chaos of the celebration venue, Selendil and Moonshadow decided it was time for them to leave. They had achieved their objective in coming here, so theoretically they were free to go. The problem was that the military Tetrarch had expressly requested them to remain on the planet, and while they weren’t actually forced to comply, it would be the diplomatic thing to do. As they were not in a rush to be elsewhere, they decided to oblige. Additionally, while the two humans that they had spent some time with had not contributed much to their success, they had held their end of the bargain.

 

Leon’s father suggested that the two Mrrroww spend the night in one of the villas his company owned, and brought his own family along just to be safe. Despite the two Mrrroww being relative strangers, they also provided a rather palpable sense of security due to their obvious strength. Since Selendil’s and Moonshadow’s previous lodging were in orbit, they decided to take the offer. The rest of the family had been summoned to the villa via various means that showed to the children that their parents were serious, which meant that even the daughter that had left before the hostilities started and the wayward son were present. Most of them kept away from the two feline aliens though.

 

As the evening was turning into the first hours of the night, five people gathered in the casually decorated kitchen area of the villa. Leon’s mother had already figured out that Selendil was much more cooperative when there was food placed in front of her, and the woman rather enjoyed cooking. Her children tended to be bit of food snobs thanks to the family wealth, and she wasn’t an expert cook, so her family often ate somewhere else even when they were around. Selendil’s frank appreciation of the rather simple cuisine made her quite pleased with herself.

 

The other three, Moonshadow, Leon and Leon’s father Ulrich watched in confusion as the duo got along like they were old friends, despite the fact that they had just come from a battle. None of their mannerism or short discussions indicated that the two were in any way affected by the battle and the death they had seen or dealt. Ulrich had spent time in the fleet and Leon was an active member of the military, but neither of them actually got to see that much death from close. It was one thing to know the weapons your ship fired killed hundreds or thousands of people. It was all numbers and theory. Actually seeing people die in front of you was quite a bit more visceral. The two had both lost crew members they served with, but they were not as hardened by those experiences. They were likely going to have a restless night ahead of them.

 

“Well, despite how everything turned out, our mission was successful, and you have fulfilled your part of the bargain.” Moonshadow drew everyone’s attention and opened the discussion.

 

“Bargain?” Leon’s mother asked, her tone turning slightly suspicious for the first time. The mess they had just been in seemed like a rather bad time for bargains. Or a very good one depending on your perspective. Desperate and scared people would promise anything just to live a bit longer after all.

 

“Yes. You don’t have to worry too much. Your husband and son simply made some introductions, and it was actually the Tetrarch that provided us with the opportunity we needed. Nevertheless, we got what we came for, so it is time we repay that favor. You wanted information on a certain individual, I believe?" Moonshadow allayed the woman's fears while trying to not say what exactly they had come here to do. The woman would likely learn that information from her husband or son, but that was their business.

 

“Yes! I need to know if Miyo is still alive!” Leon exclaimed without giving his parents the chance to speak.

 

Selendil gave a small bark of laughter. “Hah! This Miyo girl is a rather popular person. You’re not the first person to come looking for her. Well, to give you some peace of mind, this Miyo is still alive, technically.”

 

“Technically?” Leon demanded. He was understandably agitated but was calmed down by his mother.

 

“Let them speak Leon. They’re getting to it.” She said simply while placing a hand on her son’s shoulder.

 

“Well, she is alive only technically, because her mind is broken. The damage can be fixed, but it isn’t something that just anyone can do. And it will also take time. For the time being, she is in stasis to stop her condition from worsening.” Selendil stated in a tone that betrayed no emotion, as if she was talking about the weather.

 

“Miyo!” Leon exclaimed sadly and filled with emotion. His mother gave him a small hug and spoke quickly. “I still have some connections within the Psicom. I might be able to get them to help.”

 

“I’m afraid you’re misunderstanding slightly.” Moonshadow interjected. “Only one person is capable of performing the repairs to her mind.” She calmly pointed a paw towards Selendil.

 

Leon’s mother’s eyebrow rose as she looked at Selendil. “Just you? What makes you so special? I don’t want to imply you’re lying or incapable, I get that you’re very powerful, but something like this requires delicate skill, not power.”

 

“Two things. First thing is that I’m simply more skilled when it comes to such things than anyone in this galaxy and I’ve done something like this before. Secondly, the reason it has to be me is because I’m the one who broke her mind in the first place. It's much easier to put together pieces of a puzzle when you already know what the picture needs to look like.” Selendil dropped a bombshell.

 

“YOU WHAT?!” Leon almost lunged at Selendil but was restrained by both of his parents.

 

“Before you get all hypocritical on me, I didn’t just do it randomly for kicks. The ship you spoke of earlier that she and others so callously entered is mine. When I say mine, I don’t just mean that I got to it first. I mean that the ship was made for me and has had no other owners besides me. What would you do when you are suddenly woken from stasis by intruders? Well, I reacted in a rather hostile manner. You should be happy I didn’t execute the whole lot of grave robbers that they were trying to be.” Selendil’s tone got rather hostile and the other’s had to pull back just from the sheer presence she exuded.

 

“But…wasn’t the ship supposed to be…?” Leon muttered.

 

"Well, it was mine. And I didn't appreciate the hostile boarding party. I dealt with them as I saw fit.” Selendil replied firmly, her words obscuring the origin of the ship again. Once people were presented with a viable alternative explanation, they didn't bother thinking about the more outlandish possibilities. For instance, it was much easier for everyone to believe that the Mrrroww had built or found a ship reminiscent of a Progenitor ship than think that Selendil was an actual Dhar pretending to be a Mrrroww.

 

Moonshadow decided to interject to prevent any hostilities. “I get that you’re personally affected by this young man, but you have to look at this objectively. By most agreements made between the various races, she was well within her rights to kill all of the boarders. The fact that she didn’t was a show of mercy.”

 

Leon struggled to get his feelings under control. “I’d like her to be returned to us while she remains in stasis. She’s still my fiancée and I wouldn’t want her to remain in the hands of strangers.”

 

“That’s where we come to the part that you might not want to hear.” Moonshadow said a little cryptically.

 

“You meant what we already heard wasn’t already bad enough?” Leon shot back a little acerbically.

 

“No. That was just us laying out the current situation.” Selendil replied, still a little agitated from her earlier outburst. “I did say that you were not the first ones to come looking for her earlier. As it happens, you are not the only party to lay a claim to her, and their claim takes precedence.” Not that the girl was going anywhere anyway. The only thing keeping her alive was the stasis equipment on Selendil’s ship.

 

“How can their claim take precedence? She’s my future wife, and I’m fairly sure she wasn’t being unfaithful.” Leon asked, now confused and angry in equal measure.

 

“Well, that depends on how you define unfaithful. You have heard of the Illum term Envoy haven’t you?” Moonshadow asked. She wasn’t entirely sure if it was a good idea to reveal Miyo’s spy status this early, but it wasn’t really fair to hide it either.

 

Leon’s mother was the one who replied. “That’s the word the Illum use for their deep cover spies. I think I see what you’re trying to say.” Her mood wasn’t very positive. She had kind of liked Miyo, though they had only met a few times, but the girl had always seemed a bit off to her. Not that she would’ve ever suspected this of course. At worst she thought the girl might have been a bit of a gold digger, though her son had assured her that Miyo didn’t even know about his family wealth.

 

“Miyo isn’t a spy!” Leon claimed heatedly, once again showing the same conviction.

 

“Well, this was told to us by the Empress of the Illum herself, so…” Moonshadow said, leaving the sentence hanging in the air. “Apparently Miyo used to be one of her handmaidens before she was sent here. Now, as you can likely understand, we can’t exactly send a spy to an empire hostile to her where she will likely be executed.”

 

“I was also reading her mind when I accidentally broke her.” Selendil reminded them. “I can say with certainty that she is part of the Illum. She was planning on stealing the ship and trying to pilot it to the Illum for study.”

 

“So what will you do?” Moonshadow asked Leon. “Will you be satisfied with the fact that your lover is alive and in time will be well? She will return back to Illum and has a decent position waiting for her back home, even if she can’t ever return here.”

 

“Can I come with you?” Leon finally asked, his voice sounding extremely reluctant.

 

“Leon, no!” His mother shouted. “If you go, you will not be able to return.”

 

“She is right son.” His father added. “Remember that you already borderline abandoned your duty once for this woman. Admiral Gestalt was able to gloss over it, but he will not do so again. If you go now, you will be throwing away your career for an enemy spy! You will be treated as a deserter! Worse, once the word of her role as a spy gets out, you will be seen as a traitor and an accomplice. You will be executed! Do not throw your life and your career away for a woman who might not even truly love you!”

 

Leon looked extremely pained. “Father, she might have been a spy, but I know she loved me. And I love her! I can’t just abandon her.”

 

“What about your family?” His mother asked in a sad voice. “You might be willing to throw your own career away for love, but will you throw your family away as well? Now, normally I’d love to see you happy and support you in everything, but there are other people in this family. What about the consequences to us? I raised you to be true to yourself, but I didn’t raise you to be foolish! Love is a great thing, but it is not the only important thing in the universe. Are you willing to throw our futures away as well for your selfish love that might or might not become a reality?”

 

That caused Leon to hesitate. Selendil’s voice suddenly interjected to add to the hesitation. ”I think you’re under some misapprehensions. You behave as if you can just come along like it’s nothing. Why would I take you in? What do you bring that is worth it for me to suddenly accept you on my ship? Secondly, I did say I was reading the girl’s mind when it broke. She is fond of you, but love? Hard to say. She doesn’t have your dedication at least. She was willing to throw away your future to get my ship. She did feel it was something of a shame, but she was going to do it anyway.”

 

That caused Leon to scream in anger and storm out. Moonshadow looked towards Selendil. “I’m slightly surprised. So far you’ve been quite willing to hire new crew members.”

 

Selendil shrugged in reply. "The crew was getting a bit Human-centric. Besides, I truly think we are better off without him. From the reports Nox provided, he might be intelligent, but he will not fit our crew due to his habit of throwing everything away for his lover.”

 

Leon's mother had remained in the room and turned towards Selendil. "Thank you. Your words might say differently, but I get the feeling you said what you did as a favor to us. You said exactly what he needed. Anything more forceful would’ve caused him to get defensive, and anything lighter he could’ve brushed aside. You planted the seed of doubt in him, and that was enough.”

 

“I only spoke the truth.” Selendil shrugged again.

 

“Perhaps. But you didn’t have to. And you certainly didn’t have to do so when you did.” She gave a small bow to the two Mrrroww.

 

Selendil gave a small smile. She had said what she did on purpose, knowing exactly the reaction it would cause. Although she didn’t bother with being diplomatic or observant most of the time, she was fully capable of such small manipulation. “Well, I did enjoy your cooking after all.”

 

“Just for that?” Leon’s mother asked slightly surprised.

 

“Oh don’t pretend like you didn’t notice.” Moonshadow burst out. “She’s a glutton and you know it. Putting food in front of her is probably the best way to get her to do anything at all.”

 

The woman gave a small smile and a soft and pleased ‘Hmm’. She then followed after her husband. She was going to have to make sure the two men didn’t kill each other or undo the progress that had just been made.

 

--------

 

The Tetrarch watched on as her advisors debated and argued about the various issues the recent attack had left behind. She was a little disappointed in the fact that they were all focused on the wrong things. They worried about the anger of the important families that had lost someone during the attack. They worried about the hit in reputation they would no doubt receive as a result of the attack, never mind the fact that they were not in charge of the security. They worried about the fallout from the death of the civilian Tetrarch. That at least was something important, even if it wasn’t the thing they should be discussing at the moment.

 

“Catherine, what do you think?” Her bodyguard asked in a quiet voice that still carried enough authority to silence everyone present.

 

“I think that while all that should be addressed, those matters are immaterial in the long run. Although the attack was a hit on our credibility, we can spin this to our advantage, and that includes all those families that lost people. Spin this the right way and they will be more dedicated to us, not less. No, we have bigger questions that need answers. First question, and the most minor one. How did our enemies manage to replace the security at the event? We need this question answered quickly so that it can’t happen to us again. Second question, and this time we get to something actually important. What should our response be? We can’t exactly declare war on the lower Tetrarchy but we can’t let this slide either.” The Tetrarch had all their attention now. It wasn’t that they didn’t know these things were more important, but they simply didn’t want to think about it.

 

“As for the third and most important question, what happened outside the party? The powers involved were staggering, easily enough to wipe all of us out if that power was directed at us. If the Mrrroww Grand Keeper had not been present, would that have been the outcome? If so, the threat against us is much more severe than we realize.” The Tetrarch got to the most important point.

 

One of the military officers spoke. “As to that, we do have some information, even if it only raises more questions. None of our observation posts managed to record the battle. It is not possible that none of our ships and satellites caught anything, which means that all recordings of the battle have been wiped clean. All we have are visual observations from those that could see some of the battle, and most of those people were rendered temporarily blind by the explosions of light involved. Incidentally, it also seems one of our fighters was used as a weapon in the battle and was completely destroyed.”

 

“What would it take for someone to delete all the recordings?” The Tetrarch asked.

 

“With the number of possible observers? An AI powerful enough to enter all our systems without any difficulty and smart enough to get out without leaving any traces. I think we can assume this was done by the Mrrroww, though we can’t be sure.” The same officer replied.

 

“Hmm, the Mrrroww aren’t exactly famous for their AI development, though they could’ve worked on it in secret.” The Tetrarch mused. She wasn’t going to hold the little tampering against the Mrrroww after what they had done to help her. Let them keep their secrets.

 

“Ah, ma’am, could I…?” One of the Tetrarch’s aides that had been present in the party suddenly requested permission to speak from the edge of the room where they were all sitting. The small woman was more an aide of an aide, but she had been present, so she was here as a witness.

 

“Go ahead.” The Tetrarch nodded. She knew the aide would not speak up unless it was something potentially important.

 

“I don’t think the Grand Keeper was a Mrrroww.” The mousy aide said quietly. This raised some eyebrows and got everyone’s attention.

 

“Explain please.” The Tetrarch encouraged. She knew the girl was extremely skilled and was one of the main reasons her patron, the son of the Serebryakov family, had risen to the position he was in. Interestingly he was absent, as he had been recalled by his family, which the Tetrarch had allowed after a thorough debriefing.

 

“Well, I don’t usually talk about it, but my main ability as a psion is to read auras of people. It usually doesn’t amount to much more than reading moods, helping determine if someone is lying or planning something nefarious, or determining how strong someone is.” The girl started to explain.

 

“That’s quite a lot already. A very useful ability. You have a bright future ahead of you.” The same bodyguard spoke again approvingly. She would no doubt be hired by the man before the day was over. The man would know the Tetrarch appreciated such abilities.

 

"Thank you, sir!" The girl exclaimed. “Anyway, what I was getting to is that while each person’s aura is a little different, there are usually certain similarities between members of the same race. The strength of the aura changes significantly between people depending on their strength and the strength of their personality. So the Grand Keeper should have a rather prominent aura as a Deity, right? Yet I didn’t see anything when I observed her. Even the weakest person has an aura, yet she had nothing. It was as if she knew about the existence of abilities like mine and was taking measures against it. Incidentally, the High Ambassador was also taking measures to mask her aura, but she still had one. I suppose that's something you would expect from an ambassador." The girl had actually been sent to train her ability with aliens once her patron found out about it.

 

“The point, please.” The Tetrarch prodded the girl a bit.

 

“Right. So while I didn't see the Grand Keepers aura, for the most part, I did get a glimpse when she returned after the battle. Her aura had nothing in common with the auras of other Mrrroww. Not that I've seen that many, but still. Usually, there should be at least something to indicate a common race, but the Grand Keeper's aura was something I've never seen before. While others have a slight glow about them, the short glimpse of the Grand Keepers aura was as if I was looking at the heart of a star." The girl had a clearly admiring tone at the end. It seemed the Grand Keeper had made an impression.

 

"Well, we knew she was strong, and this just confirms it. However, it is useful to know that she might not be a Mrrroww at all. This might be worth bringing up when I talk to them." The Tetrarch mused. "Well, that is something that we still need to get more information on. For now, we should focus on deciding our response to this attack.” The Tetrarch brought the topic back to the subject that needed a more immediate response.

 

            


Chapter 41 - Small failures, big consequences


                “Sometimes I despair at the stupidity of various beings.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

---------

 

The Tetrarch was less than pleased with her situation. She emphasized good preparation, both before battles and before negotiations. Now though, she was headed to a very important meeting and her preparations were woefully inadequate. Part of it was because of the timing. The two Mrrroww representatives had already granted her a small favor when they spent the night on the planet. They were not likely to waste more time here. In addition to that, both her and her assistants had spent most of last night dealing with the aftermath of yesterdays attack. Even if the meeting with the Mrrroww was more important, she couldn't just ignore other matters either, especially if she wanted to turn the situation to her advantage.

 

The Tetrarch would’ve also liked to interview the Serebryakov family as they have spent some time with the two Mrrroww, but how was she supposed to achieve that before the meeting without arousing suspicions? She had spent some time on a video call with the eldest son of the family, after the son has asked his father some pointed questions, but they had not received much in the way of concrete information. Apparently, the parents of that family were extremely thankful to the two aliens for some reason and they didn’t want to rouse the ire of their benefactors by speaking out of turn. The Tetrarch could understand the latter reason at least. The Grand Keeper at least was almost scarily powerful.

 

Her subordinates and even Psicom had given her all the information they had managed to dig up on the two aliens, which wasn’t much. The Mrrroww were very open when it came to diplomacy, but less so when it came to information. They had learned some things about the High Ambassador, though even that information was sparse, and nothing about the Grand Keeper. In fact, their sources with the Mrrroww had given nothing about Keepers at all. Which neatly fit with the suspicion about the Grand Keeper not being a Mrrroww in the first place. Of course, it could also be denial or unawareness of a clandestine project, but there were problems with that theory, starting with the fact that they had suddenly announced the title at a rather fringe celebration of a race the Mrrroww had little to no dealings with.

 

The meeting had been set in a neutral location in a conference facility often used for such high-level negotiations. The Tetrarch could not be seen going to the people she was meeting as that would give the impression that she was the weaker party. On the other hand, these were not the sort of ambassadors you could just demand to appear at the palace either. So a neutral location it was. As a show of good will the Tetrarch had arrived first, while the other party didn't force her to wait for more than a minute in return.

 

After the first exchange of pleasantries, the Tetrarch got straight to business. “I wonder if you could enlighten me about what really happened during your battle. We have certain reasons to think you were not entirely forthcoming, though I wouldn’t expect that as you’re not obligated to be. Still, we would like to know more. For some reason we have no recordings of the battle, which should be impossible. That hints at a fairly extensive security breach, and if it was done by you, we need to know. If it wasn’t, then we will need to run a wider search for the security issue.”

 

The Grand Keeper seemed to look towards the sky as she only said a single word. “Nox?”

 

A new voice suddenly spoke in a feminine voice. “I actually did try to take care of it, but it had been done already. Most of the system had been programmed to pay attention elsewhere. I think our opponent didn’t want our battle to be observed.” It didn’t take much to deduce this new voice belonged to an AI even if it did seem to have more of a personality than most AI’s.

 

“So do we need to be worried?” The Tetrarch asked, not entirely sure yet. Not just one but two different parties had gotten inside their systems. Great.

 

“No. That problem is gone.” The Grand Keeper replied.

 

“Ok.” The Tetrarch stated, not entirely convinced. “On to another matter then. I’m just going to say this straight to avoid any confusion. We have a reason to believe you are not really a Mrrroww. Care to explain?”

 

Interestingly the High Ambassador looked wary, while the Grand Keeper leaned forward with interest. “You have a psion capable of aura reading.” The Grand Keeper stated. “Not a very skilled one considering they couldn’t tell the difference between the normal hostility in parties like the type yesterday’s was supposed to be and the open hostility that preceded the attack, but an aura reader nonetheless.”

 

The Tetrarch had trouble keeping a straight face. How in the world had they managed to guess that so quickly? What she didn’t know was that Selendil was one of the few people with extensive knowledge of aura readers, and knew that only something like an aura reader could see through her ability to change shape. Someone could make an educated guess based on her behavior and words of course, but this didn’t seem like one of those times. Aura reading was one of the few psionic skills Selendil didn’t possess, mainly because it was not something that could be learned or gained by being a Keeper. Much like the ability to become a Keeper, you either had the prerequisite potential or you didn’t, and nothing could change that fact.

 

“You know of aura readers? I must confess that I only learned of the ability yesterday myself.” The Tetrarch decided to admit, as the proverbial cat was already out of the bag.

 

“It is a rare talent. Extremely rare. Takes specialized training to get the best out of. Such a shame the ability will now be wasted.” Selendil stated. Surprisingly only a small part of her tone was faked, as she really did feel it was a bit of a shame.

 

“Yes, well, we do have our own training programs.” The Tetrarch stated, sending that the Grand Keeper might be hinting in a certain direction. “Anyway, you didn’t deny what I said.”

 

“There’s no point really. Not because I can’t. I could deny it completely and there’s really nothing you could do about it with such shoddy evidence. What I mean is that the fact is completely irrelevant.” Selendil replied evenly.

 

“Well, the fact that the Mrrroww were lying about the race of one of their representative isn’t nothing.” The Tetrarch pointed out, in a friendly tone. She didn’t want to give the idea that she was actually accusing them. She was just pointing out an inconsistency.

 

“Except that I’m not really here as a representative of the Mrrroww. I’m here just as her escort.” Selendil pointed her paw towards Moonshadow. “Anything else is just you assuming things. In fact, Moonshadow, when you gave the master of ceremonies my name and title, did you ever mention that I was a Mrrroww?”

 

Moonshadow grinned. “I did not. Even when it came to all the official announcements I provided before we arrived here, I never mentioned your race. Everyone just assumed.”

 

"And there you have it," Selendil stated with finality, turning back towards the Tetrarch.

 

The Tetrarch gave a sigh. “Despite being quite forthcoming, you’re not actually giving me the answers I’m really looking for.”

 

Selendil shrugged. “That’s because you keep leading us down on tangents. Look, you don’t actually need to know what happened during the battle. All you really need to know is that it’s not likely to happen again, and that the threat was taken care of. I’m sorry about your aide, but there really was no way for her to survive that encounter. As for my race, you’ll figure it out eventually. There’s nothing you could do with that information at this point anyway. We will soon leave the Tetrarchy space, and very likely the two of us will never meet again.”

 

The Tetrarch rubbed the bridge of her nose with two fingers while digesting Selendil’s words. Suddenly she got an idea. “Then perhaps you can help me solve a problem. Since we are likely to never meet again, I might as well ignore any potential embarrassment to myself and ask for your perspective.”

 

“Go on.” Moonshadow encouraged with an intrigued voice.

 

"You know who the attack was orchestrated by. You know the lower Tetrarchy is likely to try again if I don't give them a proper response, yet it can't be a military one. With the civilian Tetrarch gone, it'll take time before our administration will be running at full capacity again, and I frankly have my hands full with the fallout from the attack and dealing with the war with the Cybrans. What's your perspective on how I should proceed?" The Tetrarch decided to lay out her cards. At worst she'd get nothing but slight shame, while at best she might get some great ideas from a very different viewpoint.

 

Moonshadow and Selendil looked at each other a bit, and the Tetrarch noticed that glance. The two felines did have some important information after all. Finally Moonshadow cleared her throat. “Sometimes a little bit of time can provide surprising new avenues that did not exist before.”

 

“That’s…cryptic.” The Tetrarch commented.

 

Selendil gave a small sigh. “Well, you’ve dealt a blow to the Cybrans, perhaps a crippling one, and you could risk it all to deal a fatal one. Perhaps you should take the victories you’ve already achieved instead of overextending. As for the problem with the lower Tetrarchy, I think that problem might resolve itself sooner than you think.”

 

The Tetrarch’s eyes narrowed. She wasn’t stupid. “The Illum. You know something. The only real threat to the lower Tetrarchy comes from the Illum. Should the lower Tetrarchy suddenly find itself unable to handle the Illum, then they would have to come to me for help. Help that I’d be in a much better situation to provide if all our forces are not tied in a desperate push against the Cybrans.”

 

Moonshadow gave a small mysterious smile, which was partially lost on the Tetrarch as she couldn’t read the nuances of Mrrroww expressions. “We certainly did not say anything like that. However, that seems like an idea that should be taken into consideration. I mean, if I were in the shoes of the Illum and I got wind of what had just happened both with the Cybrans and the attack on the Tetrarchs…”

 

The Tetrarch smiled. “Obviously you would never so crassly interfere in the internal affairs of Humanity. Nobody would even suggest such a thing.”

 

“Some would argue that the Cybrans and Illum are no longer Human.” Selendil pointed out.

 

“Yes, some Cybrans and Illum would. And they wouldn’t be entirely wrong. Just don’t let the rest of Humanity hear you say that. Now then. I do believe I owe you two a favor. Unofficially of course. I must return and prepare for what might or might not be coming.” The Tetrarch rose from her position. “As we’ve established that you will not be providing the answers I seek, you are free to leave, and I will not try to stop you.”

 

As the two watched the Tetrarch leave, Moonshadow couldn’t help but give a small sigh. “Amaterasu will not like the fact that her little surprise attack will not be as much of a surprise as she hoped.”

 

“Oh, it’s still going to be a surprise. It might even work better than she planned. I’m pretty sure the Tetrarch will pull all the ships belonging to the upper Tetrarchy from that front, on the excuse of dealing with the Cybran front. Perhaps she will even make a play to get more ships under her command. And she will also delay sending any reinforcements that way, if she does so at all. I know her type. She will either let half of the lower Tetrarchy fall before acting, or she will take this opportunity to turn the Tetrarchy into a monarchy. Also, I think Xiaoli will be pleased with this development as well.” Selendil pointed out. She had not dropped the hint about the Illum randomly. Even if her reading of the Tetrarch was off, it was extremely unlikely the Tetrarch would warn the lower Tetrarchy of the impending attack. Vengeance was a bitch after all and such altruism went against everything she knew of Humans in positions of power.

 

Moonshadow played all the likely scenarios in her head as well and arrived at the same conclusion Selendil had. "Oh, you sly bastard. You may have caused the downfall of the Tetrarchy with that small little hint. And all this while making the Tetrarch owe us a favor and making our crew members happy."

 

"I have my moments," Selendil replied with a grin. "I think we've achieved just about what we can here. I still think we should try to get Lady Serebryakov to join our crew as a chef, though.”

 

“Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to happen. She’s the wife of a major corporate mogul. Even if she enjoys cooking, she isn’t going to drop everything for a hobby. Especially after she just stopped her son from doing essentially the same.” Moonshadow shot the idea down.

 

“Such a shame. Oh well. Time’s a-wastin’ and we still need to get further from this planet before I can warp us back to the ship.” Selendil stated.

 

---------

 

Khaemwaset was standing close to Selendil as the Keeper stared at the human woman suspended in the stasis field. For once he wasn’t trying to hit on Selendil, as he knew there was a time and place. Usually he ignored the time and place, but he knew that if he pushed at the wrong time, his advances would turn from playful and somewhat endearing to genuinely annoying. He wasn’t extremely successful with females of most species for no reason.

 

“So how long will this take?” Moonshadow, who was also nearby, asked. There was a formidable woman, even if she was completely immune to Khaem’s advances. Probably either didn’t like males or just disliked aliens.

 

“Well, it’s a bit hard to say. I’d say I will need to work on her for about thirty hours straight at least. I could do it faster, but the result would inevitably be worse.” Selendil stated in a voice that seemed intensely erotic to Khaem for some reason. Something about the Keeper’s voice just lit the fires inside him in a way that no one before had managed.

 

“Should we not inform Amaterasu?” His old friend Lilly asked. Such a doll that one. He had actually tried hitting on her years ago and might have even succeeded if not for rotten timing. Now his reputation had become a hindrance on that front. Lilly didn’t want to be ‘one of his conquests’ as if that was how he thought about his lovers. He really cared. He just happened to care about many females.

 

“You can inform her if you want, but I doubt it will make much of a difference. She’s too busy to be here, and she wouldn’t be of any help even if she was here. Now, it might be more important to have her around when this one wakes up. A familiar face might do good.” Selendil replied again, and another shiver ran through Khaem’s back.

 

“So why now? You haven’t exactly been in a rush to put her mind together before.” Moonshadow pointed out.

 

“Well, I’ll have to spend a fair bit of time putting together all the information I gained from the void entity, and I can work on two projects at once. So why not?” Selendil gave a small shrug. That small movement also happened to move other parts of her body that Khaem definitely noticed. And appreciated. The woman seemed to move like a well-stacked dancer sometimes. One that could float, that is.

 

“So why am I here?” Khaem asked, shaking off other thoughts.

 

“I’ll need you to take her into your care once I’m done. Even if her mind is put together, it’s going to take some time for all the pieces to really form solid connections, and this part of her healing can’t happen while she is in stasis. She’s going to need full care during that time. I just want you to be prepared and ready to move when I give the signal.” Selendil explained. Yeah, it was hard to really concentrate when she spoke, but he was a man of many talents. “Also, if you pull any of your shenanigans on her while she’s unconscious, I’m going to shove you out of an airlock. While the ship is inside a star.”

 

Khaem felt genuinely offended at her word. “I wouldn’t even think about it! I may be forward in my desires, but I know how to separate my work from my pastimes.” The fact that many of his patients ended up becoming more familiar with him after they stopped being patients was just a happy coincidence.

 

"Make sure you stick to that," Selendil said sternly, warning clear in her tone. Then she shooed the others away and told them not to bother her in the middle of the procedure unless the ship was under attack and Nox couldn't handle it for some reason. Stopping in the middle would make things worse.

 

While the others gave her some privacy to work, Selendil floated in the air in a meditative position. She would basically have to work on two puzzles simultaneously. That part was rather easy, and that ease was the reason she was tackling both problems at once. The hard part was trying to find all the pieces and trying to compensate for those that could not be found. In her mind, she visualized the whole procedure as small and thin tendrils bringing along chunks of two separate and rather dissimilar figures.

 

Some of the pieces were slowly forming into the image of the girl Miyo, as she saw herself. The others were forming into a much more confusing construct that looked like a four-dimensional model of a geometric shape that didn’t follow any known laws of physics. It was clear that the geometric shape was missing a lot of pieces, while the image of Miyo was much more complete, although in smaller pieces. Most pieces of Miyo’s shattered mind had stayed with her, largely thanks to the fact that she had quickly been placed into stasis. As for the geometric shape, Selendil could only grab some of the pieces when she was inside the void wraiths mind so she had only so much she could work with.

 

Inevitably though, some of the pieces of Miyo’s mind were damaged and wouldn’t fit together perfectly. Some of them had not fit together perfectly even before Selendil broke her mind. People were not perfectly healthy beings without any accrued damage or injuries, and the same held true for their minds. In this case though, Selendil couldn’t be sure which parts had been damaged by her, so she had to improvise a bit and make some educated guesses.

 

Some damage could be reversed with a bit of temporal manipulation. This was one of the benefits of Miyo having been in stasis for the entire time. As time had not really passed for the girl, she could take a small peek at Miyo’s past to see what her mind had been like while before. That technique couldn’t fix the damage, but it showed Selendil what repairs she needed to do and how. Still, the fixes she was applying might end up having some unintended consequences, and she was slightly worried that she had at some places repaired damage that she had not caused. Better to overcompensate in that direction though.

 

As time passed, it became clear that the other puzzle was in a much worse state. She simply had no pieces to work with and wasn’t able to compensate in any way. Temporal manipulation didn’t really work either without access to the being itself. You couldn’t roll back time on just the fragments. She didn’t want to apply her own fixes either, as that would ruin the information she was trying to get. It was one thing if Miyo’s personality shifted just a bit, but it was not ok if the information she got from the Void Entity turned out to be wrong because she made the wrong fix. She did what she could, and that would have to be enough.

 

Her original estimate of thirty hours was a little optimistic and she ran a few hours late due to some complications. When she finally opened her eyes again though, the ship doctor Khaemwaset was dutifully present even without a signal from her and showed no signs of impatience. “I’ve done what I can. I applied a little bit of my own power to keep the fragments of her mind together until she can naturally reform those connections. I’m fairly certain she will be unconscious for a while, but she should recover. Prepare to receive her from the stasis.” Selendil explained, and Nox automatically started manipulating the stasis controls.

 

While Khaemwaset dealt with his new patient, Moonshadow approached Selendil. “What about the information from the void entity?”

 

Selendil made a frustrated gesture with her tails. “Extremely fragmented. Luckily I managed to grab the right pieces, so I wasn’t left with information about the time the void entity was imprisoned. That would’ve been a waste of time and effort. I’m still sorting through the details, but from what I can gather, this wasn't the only Void Entity that was imprisoned. Apparently, during the war back then, one of our subordinate species imprisoned several of them. For what purpose, I don’t know as that was not in the fragments of information, but I do have some guesses.”

 

“Go for it. I can give feedback on your assumptions.” Moonshadow prompted.

 

“Well, these void entities were those that had possessed Dhar at some point, and the subordinate race captured those possessed Dhar and extracted the entities, killing the hosts in the process. These void entities would’ve had some of the technological information they gained from their Dhar hosts, so I would assume the subordinate race wanted that information. They couldn’t really question the damn things in a place where they could get caught, so they traveled to the very edges of the Eternal Empire to conduct their research. I'm guessing we might have even warped them here at their request. The distance would also provide a certain level of deniability if word got out, as they could brand the researchers as rogues and heretics." Selendil speculated.

 

“You wouldn’t have noticed the void energy during the transfer?” Moonshadow asked a little confused.

 

“Well, that depends. Who performed the warp and how were the entities contained? I’m loathe to admit it, but we are quite far from infallible. Besides, if this was done well after the war, then the person who performed the warp might not have been looking for the void energy. I doubt their research would’ve been very successful though. The void beings aren’t exactly known for being cooperative. The more likely scenario is that their attempts failed and they had to abort the project.” Selendil explained.

 

“And now we have void entities on the loose?” Moonshadow pointed out the obvious.

 

“And we have no idea where they could’ve been hidden.” Selendil finished with exasperation.

            


Chapter 42 - Conflicting ideas


                ”Considering the fact that travel within a galaxy is already challenging enough, one can only imagine the difficulties in moving between galaxies. The distances involved are hard to fathom for most people. Even if you took the fastest ship currently available and flew a straight route towards your destination, it would still take more than the lifetime of a crew to arrive at the other galaxy. And that’s assuming the ship encounters no difficulties on the way, which is rather unlikely. Flying such straight routes in phase space is also all but impossible. There’s a good reason why any attempts at intergalactic travel projects have withered and died before they even got off the ground. To the knowledge of everyone involved, the only race that has ever achieved viable intergalactic travel is the one known as the Progenitors, or Dhar as I now know to call them. Their subordinate races also moved between galaxies, but only using the Dhar’s method of transportation. That’s not to say there haven’t been others. We just don’t know about any.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

“So what happens now? I’ve spent enough time with you to know you’re not the type to give up easily.” Moonshadow asked as the reality of the situation became settled in.

 

“There are some ways we can approach this. Our people did develop certain ways to locate void entities over long distances, but I can’t access those methods in this galaxy. I’m also not sure how well they work after all this time. Another option is to visit the homeworld of the idiots who cooked up this idea of capturing and imprisoning the void creatures. In all likelihood, they are no longer around, but there is a chance we might find something among the ruins. Not a great chance, but a chance nonetheless. They might have become less careful with the information once my people disappeared, but I doubt it was ever widely disseminated. It would be almost a miracle to find what we are looking for. Or we could travel to remote galaxies blindly and look for the signs. That is a rather desperate option, but…” Selendil shrugged. Even a desperate plan was better than no plan.

 

“All of those plans involve leaving this galaxy behind.” Moonshadow noted. She couldn’t deny that she was excited at the prospect.

 

“I doubt we will find the information we seek in this galaxy. That said, I’m not sure we are quite ready to leave just yet.” Selendil contemplated.

 

“I’m guessing you’re not referring to the political situation, which is rather explosive at the moment.” Moonshadow ventured a safe guess.

 

“Yeah, no. I can see why you would be though.” Selendil used one of her tails to idly rub her thigh in contemplation. “Well, seeing as we’re likely to leave soon and our curtain of secrecy is starting to wear a little thin anyway, I’m not totally against slight meddling just so my crew members will have some peace of mind once we leave. I’m not going to wage your wars for you though. And like I said, we have a few things we need to deal with before we can leave.”

 

“Which are?” Moonshadow prodded. She was actually almost jumping with glee inside once she heard Selendil was not averse to some meddling.

 

“The ship isn’t quite ready to travel. We got the materials for some support beacons when we did our little prospecting run, and we got the second auxiliary core going, but many of the systems are not yet in perfect working condition. Besides, I would really prefer it if we managed to get the primary core working somehow. Warping a ship long distances can be a heavy power drain, unlike when we move just people around. We can drop off some of the support beacons we create in important locations so that we can return when necessary, but it’s going to take a long time to reach our destination if the ship is limited to just warping to nearby galaxies. Most of the weapons and the main defense system need the main power core as well, and most of the weapons also need some repairs. The support beacons are doing the best they can, but I think I’ll need to personally tinker with some of them. Just because this galaxy doesn’t have many things capable of endangering my ship, the same might not hold true for other galaxies.” Selendil explained.

 

“I’m fairly sure you already mentioned that getting the main power core online would not be so simple.” Moonshadow pointed out. The issue had come up before.

 

“It’s not. I’ll need very specialized materials, or at least the facilities to create them to make it happen. I do have a facility in mind that might at least get us started. The problem is that it’s located near the galactic core and it might be destroyed due to time and environmental hazards. Warping there is a bit risky.” Selendil confirmed. Even though she might personally survive an encounter with a black hole, the crew wouldn’t.

 

“Well, obviously. There’s a supermassive black hole there, not to mention smaller ones, exploding stars, gravitic anomalies and an accretion disk formed from all kinds of dangerous junk I’d really rather not approach.” Moonshadow pointed out the obvious. The center of the galaxy was a rather strict no-go zone for ships.

 

“It’s also the place where you can find all sort of interesting materials and energies. Super-dense materials are just the most obvious example. Interesting things can be created with the forces involved. Imagine super-dense materials treated with the gravity, spatial, and temporal effects of a supermassive black hole. Phase space also behaves differently in the area, and many of the more exotic materials can only be found near the center of a galaxy.” Selendil explained. There was a reason why some of the most important facilities of the Dhar were located near the core.

 

“Nox, can you bring out a map of the galaxy?” Moonshadow requested. The AI complied and a map of the galaxy suddenly appeared as a hologram between them. “Now where exactly is this facility?”

 

Selendil focused for a moment while checking where the surviving beacon near the core of the galaxy was located. Once she had a lock on the beacon, a small glowing dot appeared on the map near the center. “That’s where the beacon is at least. The fact that the beacon is still around suggests that the facility might be as well, but it’s not exactly a guarantee.”

 

“Huh.” Moonshadow made a small sound and looked at the map more carefully. The shining dot wasn’t that far from Haven and the Mrrroww space. “Nox, I assume you’ve already dug up the rough borders of the various races?”

 

“I have.” Nox replied, and expecting Moonshadow’s next words, started placing the borders of various empires on the map.

 

"There's…actually a couple that I wasn't aware of," Moonshadow muttered in slight surprise. Nox had access to the secret information of the various races visiting Haven, so the map was more complete than anything a single race could manage. “I see a potential issue.” Moonshadow stated while pointing at the shining dot that fell just outside the estimated borders of a particular race.

 

“You think the Shinzen might have found the facility?” Selendil guessed. The beacon was not inside the borders of the Shinzen controlled space, but it wasn’t very far from it either.

 

“I don’t know. I have no idea what kind of abilities the Shinzen have to navigate close to the galactic core. Nor do I know if they have an interest in the area. But it is a possibility. It would not shock me if they had taken an interest though.” Moonshadow hedged. After the recent encounter with the enigmatic race, she was not going to dismiss any possibility.

 

“Well, it might actually be a good thing if they have found it. At least they could’ve kept it from being destroyed, even if they couldn’t keep it in good condition.” Selendil countered. Unlike Moonshadow, she didn’t consider the Shinzen to be a threat. Her opinion wasn’t really an underestimation of the Shinzen, as much as it was a recognition of the difference between her and the potential enemy. The recent encounter with them had confirmed that difference. If the Shinzen had the power to fight her, then they had the acting skills of a master when it came to hiding that power. Being mindful of a potential danger and being too careful were not the same thing.

 

As the two contemplated their options, something occurred to Moonshadow. “Oh right. Something has been bugging me for a while now, and I know at least some of the others share my aggravation. Your words about the ship needing work reminded me. Does the ship have a name? It gets a little frustrating to call it ‘Selendil’s ship’ if I’m being honest. I get that Nox is the AI of the ship, but she’s also your personal AI, so it would feel a bit odd to call the ship Nox as well.”

 

“Agreed.” The AI confirmed. “While the ship is something like my body most of the time, I am a separate entity from the ship. Even if the ship were to be destroyed, I’d be fine as long as Selendil is around.”

 

“I see what you mean.” Selendil nodded. The limits of spoken language had bothered her when it came to this issue as well. “Back when all the Dhar were part of the Unity, there was no need for the ships to have a name. It’s a bit of a linguistic hurdle, as ‘speaking’ in the Unity wasn’t actual normal speech. You could convey concepts such as ‘Selendil’s ship’ as just a thought, so you didn’t need a separate name for it.”

 

“It might be a nice team building exercise to come up with a name together.” Nox gave a surprising suggestion. The AI knew Selendil’s naming sense could be questionable, so this was an attempt to have the others temper her ideas.

 

“I could live with that.” Selendil agreed with a slight shrug. “I think we might want to wait for Amaterasu to return before we name the ship though. She might be somewhat dissatisfied if she was to be left out.”

 

--------

 

“Litterbox 1!” Suggested Lilly emphatically. ‘The Grand Naming Convention’ as it was called by the crew was underway. Every crew member was allowed to give suggestions, and they were all gathered in one of the hangars large enough to fit everyone comfortably.

 

“Yeah, no.” Amaterasu shot the idea down immediately. She was extremely glad she had returned as quickly as she had, as the naming craze had already risen to a fevered pitch by that time. If she had come a few days later the ship would already have a name that was extremely idiotic. Somehow she had ended up becoming the one to shoot down the worst suggestions. She had already vetoed such marvels as ‘Boaty McBoatface’ and ‘Yarnia’. “Serious suggestions only, please.”

 

"I was quite serious," Lilly muttered sadly. She had been so excited to finally be part of a proper Mrrroww naming.

 

“The Eternal Garden.” The leader of the Guardians, Cherryblossom suggested. Everyone actually considered the suggestion for a short moment before completely ignoring it.

 

“Den of Iniquity!” Xiaoli suggested with a grin.

 

“Mewling Loins!” Khaemwaset joined the chorus of shouted suggestions, clearly taking up Xiaoli’s challenge.

 

“Je ne sais quoi.” One of the Handmaidens suggested quietly.

 

“Isn’t that one of the old languages of the Tetrarchy? What does that even mean?” Huang, their now official fixer, asked in confusion.

 

“I don’t know what.” The handmaiden replied with a small smile.

 

“Then why did you suggest it?” Huang asked in confusion, and the smile on the handmaiden’s face froze.

 

"No, I mean it…you know what, forget it." The handmaiden gave up with a sigh.

 

“Soul Shattering Multiple Orgasms!” Xiaoli shouted another suggestion as she competed with Khaem for the perviest name idea.

 

“Naked Orgasmic Heap!” Khaem shot back with gusto and some slight pride.

 

“Oooh, that was a good one!” Xiaoli gasped with genuine appreciation.

 

"No, it wasn't. Not as a name for a ship." Amaterasu argued with a commanding tone. “We’re naming a ship not a brothel! Now get your mind out of the gutter!”

 

“Selendil, do you have any ideas?” Moonshadow tried to get the conversation back on track.

 

"Pudding," Selendil suggested shamelessly.

 

“No. I refuse.” Nox declared decisively. This was exactly why the AI had gotten the others involved.

 

“What about you Nox?” Amaterasu asked with a pained expression.

 

“Nocturnal Opportunity for Xenophilia?” Nox suggested after a moment of silence.

 

“NICE!” Khaemwaset and Xiaoli both shouted with approval and respect. Even Lilly nodded with slight recognition at the wordplay.

 

“I give up.” Amaterasu covered her face in despair. Even the AI was getting in on the silly suggestions.

 

“How about Requiem?” Moonshadow suddenly suggested in a quiet voice. “I think it could be appropriate. Selendil has mentioned the Great Song, and the ship and her survival are something akin to the last song for a dying people. It’s not the most cheery of names but it would be a way to honor the dead.” Her suggestion made everyone go quiet.

 

"Excuse me," Selendil said, breaking the silence as she vanished. She had teleported outside the ship to look at the stars. Moonshadow's suggestion had touched on her grief and she needed some time to gather herself and think in peace.

 

"Uh-oh," Lilly stated as Selendil vanished. “That’s not good.”

 

“It was a good suggestion though. Very appropriate. I’m not sure it would be a good idea to go with it until she can get further in the grieving process though.” Amaterasu added.

 

“Hmm.” Moonshadow made a non-committal sound. She had made the suggestion on purpose, with the intention to prod Selendil. She wanted to help the Dhar Keeper to deal with her grief, and sometimes it took more direct methods to make progress. She knew that Selendil wanted to stay busy to keep such emotions at bay, and that would not be healthy in the long run. Now was the perfect opportunity to do some heavy emotional lifting so that it wouldn’t come to haunt them later.

 

“I guess this discussion is shelved until further notice. Try to come up with some proper name suggestions in the meantime.” Amaterasu once again took control of the situation and dispersed everyone. She did notice Moonshadow sticking around. They didn’t get much opportunity to exchange information before the naming started.

 

“So how did it go?” Moonshadow asked.

 

“I’d say it went pretty well. We had been preparing for a big attack against the Tetrarchy for a while now, and their sudden attack against the Cybrans has provided us with a good opportunity. The wheels are now in motion and the first shots will likely be fired within a couple of weeks.” Amaterasu explained. Thanks to the preparations already being in place, it didn’t take a large amount of time and effort to launch an offensive.

 

Moonshadow nodded as if expecting those words. “I may have some information that may impact your future decisions.”

 

Amaterasu gave a small sigh. “I knew it. Selendil did something again. What is it this time?”

 

"Well, she did, but it's not just her this time." Moonshadow said with a grin. She then proceeded to explain the events during the attack and the meeting with the Tetrarch. For a good measure, she also mentioned the issue with Miyo and her fiancée.

 

"Huh." Amaterasu made a slightly confused sound as the worked through all the implications. "So our attack might be much more effective than even our most hopeful predictions. I should've known something like this would happen. I think I might be able to arrange something with that military Tetrarch if we can get some negotiations going. I think we might find some common ground. Good thing we didn't get members of the Tetrarchy on the ship though. I don't mind the presence of Cybrans, but the presence of Humans would inevitably bring conflict. Xiaoli must be happy about this development."

 

"Well, it does help the Cybran situation as well. And once you launch your attack, the Cybrans can stabilize. I'm actually slightly surprised she's still here. We somewhat expected her to go back once the hostilities with the Tetrarchy started. Selendil even mentioned it as something of a test, which she seems to have passed." Moonshadow said, her words implying that the matter might not be that simple.

 

Amaterasu also noticed what she was referring to. “I don’t think it’s that simple. It’s a good sign, sure, but not as conclusive as that. I’m sure she has already noticed that she might be able to do more good for the Cybrans just by being on this ship. I mean look at what a single visit from Selendil to the Tetrarchy accomplished. If she can affect Selendil’s actions and decision even slightly, then it will be worth it to stick around. Not to mention all the personal growth she can achieve with Selendil’s teachings.”

 

“That’s a very cynical view.” Moonshadow pointed out.

 

“I’m not saying that’s the only reason she’s sticking around, but I’m sure she has considered these things. I’m a realist. No offense, but none of the other races have the kind of reverence towards the Dhar as the Illum, including yours. We would help Selendil even if we gained nothing from it. Even if it would hurt us. Can you say the same?” Amaterasu looked sharply at Moonshadow.

 

Moonshadow had a hard to read expression when she replied. “I think you’re confusing personal feelings with that of an entire race. You might hold that conviction, but do all the Illum? On the other hand, I will openly admit that the Mrrroww do not have the feeling of reverence you talk about, but what does it matter what our race thinks? Our race is not on this ship. I am. Lilly and some of my subordinates are. The only thing that matters is what we think.”

 

“And what do you think?” Amaterasu asked instead of arguing. She knew the faith of the Illum was hard for the others to understand. Their growth into the very Illum they now were was thanks to the Dhar and the artifacts they left behind. They owed their very existence to Selendil’s people.

 

“I haven’t made up my mind yet. I think it’s important to be able to change your thinking based on the situation. I will keep an open mind.” Moonshadow replied. She didn’t mind the difference in approach. She thought it was good to have various viewpoints on the ship. Even if they would sometimes be in conflict, hopefully, something better would rise from that conflict. Time would tell though.

            


Chapter 43 - Amateur psychology


                ”Mental wounds are often the hardest to mend and no one is completely immune to them. With the advancement in medical technologies and the development of nanites, almost any physical ailment can be either outright cured or fixed, or at the very least ameliorated. While most races have taken some strides in dealing with mental trauma, especially with the aid of psionics, the mental scars can often be so deep that nothing can be done about them. Time usually helps, but even then the pain is simply dulled because we’ve learned to live with it.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

-------

 

“So, don’t take this the wrong way, but you don’t really seem all that Progenitor-like.” Xiaoli suddenly declared. She was assisting Selendil with repairs to one of the weapon systems on the ship. The Cybran woman was quite good with machinery and had the ability to improvise when she didn't have the necessary technical information. Just by observation she could get a pretty good idea how the systems worked and how they needed to be handled.

 

“Xiaoli!” Amaterasu exclaimed in shock, like a mother that just saw their child do something naughty. She had arrived to give a report on their supplies only moments before.

 

Selendil simply laughed at the Cybran woman’s words and didn’t look away from her work. “Not regal and dignified enough for your tastes?” She shot back.

 

"Well, I personally prefer you like this, but you don't really match the image most people have in their heads when thinking about the Progenitors," Xiaoli replied rather bluntly.

 

“Well, there were plenty of Dhar that would match your image of our people, but I would say less than you would think. We were a warrior people and most of our subordinate races often saw us when we were being serious as we were almost always embroiled in one war or another, so I would imagine they likely had a similar image of us. Things are rarely that simple though. You can’t generalize too much when it comes to an entire race, but in general we used to be a rather fun loving people when in private or in the company of our own. That’s partially the result of the fact that we were also a very social race. When you are in constant mental contact with the rest of your race, even relative hermits like us Keepers developed certain traits that tend toward being social.” Selendil explained while continuing her work with the complex mess of tubes and wires.

 

“Not to mention you aren’t exactly a typical example of a Keeper either, and even less a typical example of a Dhar.” Nox interjected.

 

“Well, there is that as well.” She tapped her chin in thought, though the others couldn’t’ be sure if she was considering her next words or the repairs in front of her. “Add to that the fact that Keepers tend to be prone to rapid mood swings. As we store the memories, knowledge, and skills of the dead, we are sometimes influenced by their emotions and thoughts at their final moments. Some people are happy when they die, but unfortunately those people are in the minority.”

 

"I would imagine that only grew worse towards the end," Xiaoli added in a careful voice.

 

Selendil noticed the other woman treading carefully around her emotions, but her most recent bout of grief had also allowed her some stability for the time being, so she wasn’t really affected. She appreciated the concern though. “Surprisingly it was almost the opposite. Sure there was a lot of anger and negative emotions when the plague spread and started claiming lives, but when the end really came, most had already accepted their fate. They simply wanted to spend their last moments happily and in peace. I might have actually been the one that was the biggest emotional wreck about the whole thing. Anyway, the Keepers receive specialized training to deal with the emotional overload. Those coping mechanisms come with certain unexpected consequences as well though, so it’s not perfect.”

 

“So the reason you seem so playful sometimes…?” Amaterasu realized a possibility. She thought it was a coping mechanism.

 

“No, that’s just her being goofy.” Nox stated adamantly.

 

Selendil gave another chuckle. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. But Nox is not entirely wrong and the point still stands. You shouldn’t have to tread carefully around my emotions, but the situation is what it is, and there’s only so much I can do about it. I should warn you though, that we Keepers are known for the fact that our emotion of anger can get especially out of hand. Anger was a really common final emotion we had to deal with and it was usually stronger than the others. As a result, when we get angry, we get really angry. I’m mentioning this because you might have to talk me down from doing something horrible at some point in the future.”

 

She also didn’t mention the fact that her situation as the last survivor of her race didn’t exactly lend itself to emotional stability. Even though she would not admit it, she was relieved to have the others on the ship. Just their presence made things a little easier for her. Even though the others could not replace the constant connection of the Unity and the joined minds of the other Dhar, just having them around was better than nothing. Due to her isolation as a Keeper, she had also developed a habit that could be called something like social voyeurism, though without any sexual component. She simply enjoyed watching others go about their business and interact in various ways.

 

Selendil went quiet for a moment as she had to focus on an especially complex bit of repairs before she continued. "Now that all said, I can be all regal and dignified when I so choose. Amaterasu can testify as she has seen me like that. I simply choose not to be like that most of the time. It's not really me, and it gets tiring. Usually, you'd see me be more direct and brusque just because I've noticed that to be effective."

 

“Yes, I can confirm that," Amaterasu stated wryly.

 

“So can I. Both parts that is. She can be regal and serious but simply chooses not to most of the time.” Nox also added, though with a more tired voice. It was clear the AI was less happy about that fact, though she was more resigned to the fact than truly displeased.

 

Suddenly Selendil slapped the panel closed. “There we go. It should work now, though I suppose we won’t really know until we try to fire the weapon.”

 

“So what does it do exactly?” Xiaoli asked. She had been trying to figure that part out for a while now. It was interesting to see the inner workings of such a complex system, but it was simply too complicated to really tell what all the sub-systems would accomplish when put together.

 

"It has many names, but the basic idea is that it creates a localized and unstable rift between phase space and normal space," Selendil explained.

 

“So it sends an enemy ship into phase space?” Xiaoli asked. She didn’t really think that was the purpose, but the alternative was rather unpleasant to imagine.

 

“Well, it sends a part of the enemy ship, yes, though the largest damage comes from the rift collapsing. It’s similar to the effects of a ship making a failed phase jump inside a planet’s gravity well. Fun times for everyone involved. It’s not the best weapon against shields, but it’s extremely effective against anything like armor or massive solid objects. Some races we fought relied on armor made of super-dense materials like neutronium instead of energy based shielding. Standard weapons have difficulties harming such materials, so we had to think outside the box for that one. Enemies like that are the reason why our ships have so many separate types of weapon systems instead of focusing on just one type” Selendil responded with a short explanation.

 

"That sounds…nasty," Amaterasu commented. Even though Selendil had stated that it was less effective against shields, such concepts were relative. It might have been less effective against Dhar shields, but it could still do bad things to void shields. She didn’t want to imagine what happened when a weapon based on spatial properties like this fired on a void shield based spatial distortion.

 

“Well, it gets the job done, and it’s not that much of an energy drain. If I can repair a few more of these then we can actually start doing some damage.” Selendil stated with a pleased tone. She always had a soft spot for these weapons even if they weren’t the most effective ones in the ship’s arsenal. “Now that I answered your question, maybe you can tell me why you don’t really seem like a secret operative most of the time.”

 

“What? Not stealthy and professional enough for you?” Xiaoli shot back with a grin.

 

------

 

The officers of the ship had once again gathered to discuss their next course of action when Selendil floated to her chair. “Enduring Symphony.” She stated without preamble.

 

“I’m guessing that’s meant to be the new name for the ship?” Moonshadow was the first to recover.

 

“Yes. I liked the idea behind your suggestion of Requiem, but I don’t want the name to be a constant reminder of what has been lost. I’d rather signal the fact that the song is not over just yet, despite the bad things that have happened. This way the name emphasizes survival and says that the song hasn’t ended just yet.” Selendil explained her decision.

 

“I approve.” Moonshadow said simply. She was rather pleased with the choice and Selendil’s reasoning. It was a good sign to see her looking forward.

 

“So do I. Then again, I’d approve almost anything reasonable just to avoid the silly names.” Amaterasu concurred.

 

“Can we still call the ship Nocturnal Opportunity for Xenophilia just between the crew members?” Xiaoli requested, and almost got hit by the pen Amaterasu threw at her. They all knew Amaterasu would’ve hit if she really wanted to.

 

Selendil ignored the byplay and moved on to the next topic. “So now that that’s settled, we need to decide our next short goal. I’m fairly sure Moonshadow has already mentioned the fact that our destination in the near future might be outside this galaxy. I can sense that this might come with some concerns for some of you.”

 

“Well, I would prefer that we waited until our attack on the Tetrarchy comes to some sort of conclusion. I don’t expect the whole thing to be resolved, as that would take years, but unless we can at least see the direction the battle is going, I might have to return back rather often.” Amaterasu argued. She was still the Empress, so she had her duty towards her people.

 

“I would also like to see some kind of resolution to the situation with the Shinzen and the Dawn Collective. At the moment the situation there is so convoluted that I have no idea what direction the things will go.” Moonshadow added. Her concerns were quite similar to Amaterasu’s though her situation might be more pressing.

 

“Well, the war between the Illum and Tetrarchy will likely decide our situation as well, so I guess I have the same concern that Amaterasu has.” Xiaoli pointed out and Huang also nodded at that.

 

“We have no issues. We are developing a good garden here, and we might even bring some more of our kind along to enjoy it." The leader of the Guardians, Cherryblossom stated.

 

After the others expressed that their situation was rather calm and that they only had to take care of some personal matters, it became obvious that the two wars were the big issue. Most of the crew was excited about exploring other galaxies. Opportunities like that didn’t come along very often after all, and you didn’t go into space without at least a bit of explorer’s spirit. “So. Two wars that we need to keep an eye on.” Selendil concluded with a nod. “Of course, unless these wars get resolved quickly, we will not be sticking around for the entire duration.”

 

“Acknowledged and understood," Amaterasu said simply, while Moonshadow nodded.

 

“For the time being, I’m planning on warping the ship near the center of the galaxy to visit a hopefully intact Dhar facility. As the area can be hazardous to you, I suggest that we visit Haven first so that we have as few people on board as possible. I can protect myself and the ship, but I can’t be sure I can protect everyone else. The fewer the better.” Selendil outlined.

 

“I will stay.” Cherryblossom declared. “If the area is risky to us, then it is risky to the new garden as well. Someone should stick around to minimize damage.” It was a little unclear if the large being was really valuing the garden so highly or if he had something else in mind. Then again, most of them weren’t even sure if the tree creature with a cutesy name was male or female, or something else entirely, so reading his intentions was beyond them.

 

“I don’t have anything against that idea, but you don’t have to decide the people staying now.” Selendil pointed out. They still needed to get to Haven.

 

“Why push it until later when we can do it now. I’m staying by the way.” Amaterasu countered.

 

“The opportunity to discover another Dhar facility? Count me in as well.” The science officer Nochehuatl also voiced his opinion. These sorts of things were the purpose of science officers so his reaction was natural.

 

“I will also stay. We already discussed the fact that the Shinzen might be present at the facility, which makes it my concern as well.” Moonshadow added. It soon became clear that no one was planning on missing this, so the need for the stop at Haven was eliminated.

 

“You could still visit.” The voice of the Ai of Haven sounded from around them. Nox was allowing the station’s AI in the ship’s systems, just so it wouldn’t feel lonely and left out. Nox also knew that Haven just wanted to feel useful, and could sympathize. As it happened, where Nox had assumed a more feminine voice, Haven used a more masculine one.

 

“We will return to the station after this trip. I will have to spend some time on several projects and the rest of you need access to information channels, so consider that time something like a shore leave.” Selendil assuaged the AI while also informing the others.

 

---------

 

The warp to the beacon near the center of the galaxy was decidedly more uncomfortable than any the other people aside from Selendil had experienced before. The intense gravitic forces present made the experience rather unpleasant, as they were all affected before the defenses of the ship pushed those forces away. "Ouch. That was not very fun." Lilly moaned, only barely able to keep from vomiting. It seemed likely that some of the crew had not been so lucky.

 

“I did warn you.” Selendil shot back with some self-satisfaction. “That said, that was even worse than I thought. Nox, can you give us a report on the surroundings?”

 

“An initial one. The gravitic anomalies and intense radiation are interfering with most of the sensors.” Nox replied. It was like they were both close to a black hole and a star during solar flares as some of the most extreme natural forces in the universe flared up around them. “I’m attempting to compensate but it’s a work in progress. The first thing to note is that we are a safe distance away from the supermassive black hole that is the center of the galaxy, but we are uncomfortably close to a smaller one that seems to be moving through the accretion disk around the big one. We are surrounded by debris, though it seems to all be naturally forming elements.”

 

“Surrounded? Are we in danger of getting hit?” Lilly asked with a worried tone.

 

The science officer Nochehuatl released a chittering gale of laughter while reading through the information his console displayed. “You really are someone who spends most of their time on a station. Although Nox says we’re surrounded, the distances between objects are still large enough to fit entire planets between them.”

 

“Well, to be exact, there’s a lot of really small debris in the surroundings due to something large shattering under extreme pressure in the last century or so. Small ice shards and pebbles and the like, so technically we can be hit. It just won’t harm us.” Nox made a small correction. “The beacon is slowly being drawn in by the nearby black hole, and it will be destroyed in approximately 200 000 years.”

 

“That seems like a mistake in positioning the beacon. I assume something affected that positioning enough that the beacon was not able to compensate?” Selendil guessed. The beacons were capable of moving on their own, though only enough to make small corrections, and could usually avoid being pulled in by gravitic forces and the like.

 

“So it seems. If I had to guess, either the black hole is a relatively new one, or the beacon was affected and thrown off its trajectory by a supernova. It seems the beacon is damaged and can’t really move on its own anymore. I’m surprised it’s still operational at all. I’d need a closer look to see what damaged it.” Nox speculated.

 

“Bring the beacon on board. That sounds like a fun little project for you and our science officer. Any sign of the facility?” Selendil brought them back to the reason they were here.

 

“No. There’s no debris from the facility either. If the facility fell victim to natural forces, then there should at least be some signs. It seems unlikely, though not impossible, that it was destroyed by the same force that damaged the beacon. I can’t see any sign of outside tampering either, though the disturbance to our sensors might be masking any signs that there might be. The beacon’s records might be able to shed a light on the issue.” Nox suggested. The beacons were not really designed to store information, but they still kept some records of their surroundings. So while the records might not be able to tell exactly what happened, they might give hints.

 

“That seems worth checking out as well. Alternative ideas anyone?” Selendil threw the problem to her bridge crew to work on. This was a nice test of their abilities.

 

“Well, we should definitely study the area more thoroughly. With the difficulties with our sensors, we might learn more just by moving around. The more we learn the better.” Amaterasu suggested.

 

“Are there any star systems around that are not too badly affected by the surrounding forces. I don’t mean it has to be able to sustain life, but maybe something like a permanent base? If someone did plan on moving the facility, then a system like that would be a logical place to start. Even if they moved it again later on, they should’ve at least studied the facility nearby.” Moonshadow added. She was of course thinking of the Shinzen, though they were not the only possibility.

 

“There are two that I would consider viable possibilities, though a third one could have been an option a few millennia ago, so we should not dismiss the possibility," Nochehuatl replied. He had also considered the possibility and was already performing calculations.

 

“Would the facility be of use if it was moved?” Lilly asked.

 

“Not for the original purpose. The facility needs the resources and forces present near the original location to perform its job. Though it could’ve worked for a while with the already harvested and stored materials.” Haven replied. The station Ai was the most familiar with such things. “That said, it’s a facility the Dhar built. Much like you did with the Haven, someone could learn a lot from studying it even if the original purpose was lost.”

            


Chapter 44 - So it begins


                ”We all like to think that we’re intelligent and that we know how the universe works. Even if we don’t know all the details, we have a pretty good idea about the general outlines at least, right? This conceit is especially prevalent among psions. Partially that’s because psions do tend to be more intelligent on average, so the idea is not completely without merit. However, that’s where the hubris sets in. Psions tend to be more intelligent on average, but what makes you think the average is a worthy comparison? Just because you can beat the average doesn’t mean you have reached a level where your knowledge actually counts for anything. Even the smartest people of a race often have an insufficient understanding of the universe, not to mention someone barely above average. Having gone through the experience personally, I can say with confidence that there’s nothing more humbling than finding out that you have been blind your entire life. It can break a person when you find out that the knowledge and intelligence you were so proud of only moments before were not only wrong but also not even scratching the surface. Alternatively, it can be an incredible source of motivation."

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

Moonshadow grew bored quickly as the ship slowly moved around the region of space, trying to get more reliable result from their scanners. A lot could happen in the span of millions of years and while the facility could move around enough to maintain its relative position, that didn't mean the surroundings couldn't change, forcing the facility to relocate. The arrival or birth of a new black hole could've forced the facility to move a relatively large distance, and the disturbances plaguing their sensors were making it hard to eliminate that possibility without a thorough search. Yet, it was the possibility they had to eliminate first before entertaining more exotic theories about the reason behind the facility disappearing.

 

Moonshadow was not a stranger to waiting, as diplomacy often included a lot of just that. Making the other party wait was a common power move in negotiations, one which she had personally used, though rather sparingly. She was also a hunter of dangerous prey, and you didn’t survive very long as a hunter if you lacked patience. That said, she didn’t like to just sit around doing nothing. Nox and the science officer Nochehuatl were researching the beacon while many others were either helping with the search or helping some of the more affected people, or plants in the case of the gardeners, deal with the erratic gravitational forces and the aftereffects of the nasty warp. It seemed almost everyone had something to do, except Moonshadow. She couldn’t negotiate with a black hole after all. Not very successfully at least. And her other skills were not applicable in their current situation.

 

In normal circumstances, she would alleviate her boredom by doing some leftover paperwork or something, but even that possibility didn’t really exist at the moment. Selendil didn’t want paperwork. In fact, the Dhar Keeper had tossed Lilly out of her office for even suggesting such bureaucratic hurdles. So the only thing Moonshadow was left with was to train her psionics. She didn’t want to miss anything important, so she moved to an empty corner of the bridge and lay down with her eyes closed.

 

All of the psions on board had followed Selendil’s instructions when it came to their psionic training. They had seen a lot of improvement as a result and they were eager to improve further, leading to a sort of virtuous circle as they sought more of Selendil’s teachings. One of the only things Moonshadow had personally found limited success with was with her attempts to connect with the universal consciousness that Selendil had spoken about. Selendil had no doubt done her best when it came to that too, but it was hard to teach someone to do something that came to you so naturally. It was like teaching someone to breathe. You didn’t know how to do it, you just did it. Apparently, it was also something that didn't depend on technique, so there wasn’t really anything to teach. It was just something you had to figure out on your own.

 

Moonshadow had managed to improve with the small hints that Selendil had given her, and she did feel like she was getting close, but something still stood in her way. Something she knew she could get over eventually, but the solution had eluded her so far. She ran through her normal exercises and reached towards the elusive target. She kept up her efforts as time passed, and felt like she was getting closer and closer. But the closer she got, the harder it became to take that next step.

 

Her thoughts were interrupted when Amaterasu’s console gave a small warning sound. She had no idea what the signal indicated, but it probably wasn’t too important judging by the fact that Amaterasu barely reacted. She kept part of her attention on the console while making another half-hearted attempt to reach her goal, when suddenly she felt her mind connect with something. Her focus was instantly drawn towards the connection point, and suddenly it felt like she was no longer on the ship but somewhere else.

 

If someone would ask her to describe the feeling later on, it would be impossible to explain. It was like she stepped through a doorway to another dimension, and a sense that she had never known about and had laid dormant was suddenly filled with a sensory overload of all kinds of signals. It was also impossible to describe what she was sensing, as it was as much about emotions than sensory data. Above everything else was a sudden feeling of closeness and being connected. It wasn’t that she could sense the entire universe; it was like she was the entire universe.

 

She felt like everything she could possibly want to know and to find out was around her. Secrets of quantum physics? All you had to do was ask. Explanations to the deep mysteries of the mind? Three steps into that direction and turn left. All the riches and power you could ever want? Well, everything could be negotiated for. Not that she could even think in terms that precise, as she was overwhelmed with the sheer feeling of being, and these were all feeble attempts of her mind made trying to make sense of what was around her. She was everywhere and nowhere at once. There was no real concept of distance or direction in this place. Everything was at your fingertips, yet nothing was. It was both unbelievably euphoric and depressingly frustrating at the same time. All this around her, and she had no way to touch any of it!

 

“Frustrating isn’t it?” She heard while sensing another presence. She also realized that she hadn’t actually heard anything. The meaning had been relayed straight into her mind by the presence. The presence had not invaded her mind and had not even really connected with her, yet they both knew exactly what those ‘words' meant. The message was tinged with the emotion of frustration at not being able to reach something you so desperately wanted to touch but couldn't. It was exactly the feeling Moonshadow had felt only moments before, yet also tinged with sympathy.

 

It was easy to recognize the other presence. The presence was enormous compared to her. She felt like a tiny grain of sand sitting next to a mountain range, but that’s not what gave the other being’s identity away. In this place there was no need for names or appearances. Moonshadow simply knew it was Selendil. There was no concept of ‘behind’ or ‘sight’ in this place either, but somehow she still turned to look at Selendil. With a single glance she recognized many qualities of the Dhar Keeper she had known before. For a brief moment she saw a huge mix of emotions, which disappeared as soon as she saw it. Guilt being the most obvious of the emotions she had managed to glimpse. Survivors guilt to be exact.

 

She could feel her own non-existent eyes tearing up in sympathy as the presence seemed to realize what Moonshadow had just seen. “My apologies. I had gotten used to this place being empty.” Selendil relayed the message into her mind once again. “You shouldn’t need to see that. Speaking of which, I need to teach you to do the same. Just because we can put everything on display, doesn’t mean we should. Just imagine yourself keeping your emotions to yourself and it will be done.”

 

Moonshadow did as she was instructed as she realized she must also be broadcasting certain things, and she felt something shift. She knew she had succeeded, and that she didn’t need to focus on keeping things this way. She really didn’t want to think about what she might have shown in that short time, so she changed the subject. “Why?” Was the question she sent Selendil’s way. Her attempts at communicating where clumsy, like a newborn baby learning to speak for the first time. Despite this, they both knew what she meant with her question. Why could she feel all this richness of information around her but couldn’t reach any of it? What was stopping her? Or if there wasn’t anything stopping her, how could she get ‘there’?

 

“You have to take part in the Great Song.” Came the expected reply. Moonshadow had heard Selendil mention the Great Song before, and on some level, she would've known even if she had never heard about it. That's just how this place worked. Sometimes you just knew things.

 

“How?” She managed to ask.

 

Selendil seemed to hesitate for a short moment, before finally making a decision. As soon as the decision was made though, action was taken immediately. Selendil’s voice rose up in a melody that could only be described in concepts and emotions mixed with a divine voice. The words ‘Great Song' were grossly insufficient. The most obvious thing was that the Great Song was not just an audible melody. It was that, but it was also made up of a myriad of emotions, profound knowledge, deep insight, complicated concepts and so much more. The whole universe seemed to resonate with Selendil’s voice, and Moonshadow resonated along with everything else.

 

Describing the physical and emotional resonance with the word pleasurable was not doing it justice. It was like erotic ecstasy mixed with a spiritual experience the likes of which believers could only hope for. It was a feeling of belonging, of coming home after a harrowing journey, of meeting your family after missing them for years on end. And it was a feeling of oneness. Oneness with Selendil who was singing and oneness with the universe itself. And Moonshadow knew all these feelings would be intensified if she only joined in the song, which brought a profound sadness, as she wanted to sing but had no voice.

 

Despite the rush of emotions that took over Moonshadow, Selendil had sung only a scant handful of notes. She understood the dilemma Moonshadow was facing and didn’t want to make it worse. “It will come with time. For now, it is time for you to return. Now that you have made the connection, you will be able to do so again.” Moonshadow felt a gentle mental push and found herself back in her own body. She had no idea how much time had passed, but the rush of emotions and new experiences had exhausted her. With a quick murmur, she made a quick excuse and withdrew to her quarters. What she didn’t know was that just making the connection had changed her, and those changes needed time to adjust to.

 

-----

 

‘Well, that was certainly a surprise.' Selendil sent a mental message to Nox. She had felt Moonshadow making the connection with the universal consciousness as soon as it happened.

 

‘A welcome one I hope?’ Nox replied in a questioning tone.

 

‘Most certainly. She has a long way to go but at least now she has set her paws on the path.' Selendil agreed with the sentiment. She had expected that both Moonshadow and Amaterasu would make the connection but had expected Amaterasu to be the first. The Illum Empress had almost reached that point when she was searching for Miyo. Yet, sometimes chance played a large role in such things. She had known what Moonshadow’s main problem with making the connection was, but simply pointing out that she was trying too hard would not work. So she let nature take its course.

 

"Once again, nothing," Amaterasu commented soon after as she read the report from the scans. “We will have to keep this up for a while if we want to be thorough, but I don’t see any sign of the facility drifting away due to natural causes. Nochehuatl, how about the beacon?”

 

“According to preliminary analysis, the beacon was damaged by a supernova, and its own repair abilities were insufficient due to the gravitational pull of the nearby black hole and just the fact that it’s really old. Nox is running an analysis on the records at the moment.” The science officer replied through the comms.

 

“Why wasn’t the beacon inside the facility?” Xiaoli suddenly blurted a question. “That would make things so much easier.”

 

“What makes you think there were no beacons inside?” Selendil shot back with some amusement. She had wondered why no one had asked this before. “The Enduring Symphony has several support beacons inside. Even more now, since I’ve made some to use as warp markers later on. The facility is much larger so of course it would have a few as well.”

 

“So, why aren’t any of them operational?” Xiaoli asked the obvious follow-up question.

 

“Well, there could be many reasons. Whoever took the facility could’ve broken them somehow, either intentionally or by accident. The VI controlling the facility could’ve decided to turn them off. The most likely explanation is that the beacons fulfill different roles. The beacons that are inside ships and facilities are mainly in charge of maintaining whatever they are inside of. This can be draining on the internal resources over time. The beacons outside can be used for many purposes ranging from ship repairs to whatever you could imagine, but most of the time they are just warp markers. The only thing they need to keep operational is the beacon itself. That saves on resources. Of course, they are also more exposed to the surroundings, but they could also use their nanites to harvest more resources from the surroundings, assuming whatever they were lacking was available.” Selendil explained idly while looking at a stream of data from the last scans.

 

“I’ve got it.” Nox declared suddenly. “The facility was indeed moved away. The beacon didn’t get a good picture of who did it, but their energy signatures suggest ships capable of phase jumping. The little I could judge of their direction of travel suggests one of the nearby systems we already flagged as candidates. Whether they are still there is another matter.”

 

"Well, we have our next destination," Amaterasu stated in a relieved tone. She was glad to get out of charting the rest of the area. "We may have a small problem though."

 

“Phase lanes?” Xiaoli asked, realizing the issue.

 

“Exactly. We can't warp to the destination, so we'll have to do it the old fashioned way. That means phase jumping through an uncharted, extremely perilous, and turbulent area. That means we’ll have to take it slow. Unless the ship has some new tricks I’m not aware of?” Amaterasu confirmed.

 

“Well, yes and no.” Selendil hedged. “Our sensors work much better in phase space and I can use my psionic abilities to a certain extent. We can also go much deeper into phase space as you well know. There are two problems with that though. The deeper into phase space we go, the less my psionic abilities will be able to help. Secondly, the deeper into phase space we go, the more energy the sensors will require, and with our main power core still offline…”

 

For Dhar, the charting of new phase lanes was much easier than for the younger races, but it was still a trade between speed and safety. That’s why they constructed enormous Arkships to travel in the huge void between galaxies. These Arkships had the best sensors and the largest amount of available power, which enabled them to make the trip in the shortest amount of time possible while still staying relatively safe. The ships also carried enough people and materials to get things started in the new galaxy. They only had to make the trip once, as after that they could skip the long travel time thanks to warping. Just the ships themselves served as enormous mobile warp beacons. In fact, the crews of the enormous Arkships often warped back home for shore leave during their travels. That’s how they all got infected with the plague when it hit.

 

“So basically we can take it slow and be safe, or we can do it faster with some risk?” Amaterasu summarized. “I vote for slow and steady since we aren’t actually in a rush at the moment.”

 

“Chicken.” Xiaoli jibed and almost made a chicken noise, but thought better of it.

 

"I'm simply of the opinion that we don't need to take risks at the current time," Amaterasu replied calmly. She was not risk averse. She knew the need of taking advantage of opportunities when they presented themselves better than most, as that's part of how she had helped create the Illum in the first place. Still, she also knew that taking pointless risks would eventually backfire. That’s just how probabilities worked. No matter how good the odds, sooner or later you would be on the losing side.

 

“The distance isn’t very far and the area is extremely perilous, so I agree with Amaterasu in this case. Taking a bit of care won’t waste too much time at these distances. Nox, calculate an initial route and make the jump keeping us to a relatively safe speed.” Selendil decided.

 

-----

 

"Well, that's…not what I expected," Amaterasu commented as they exited phase space and scanned the local system. The trip had taken them less than 48 hours.

 

"Well, it does seem Moonshadow was correct about the Shinzen being involved," Nochehuatl added as the scan results came. “I’m reading two general types of ships. One of them definitely belongs to the Shinzen as the wrecks have a pretty unique biomechanical structure. The other party I’m not sure of.”

 

It was obvious they were all looking at the results of a fairly large battle. At least two parties had fought bitterly in the system and hundreds of vessels from both sides lay in ruins in the system. “I see no sign of the facility we’re looking for though, which is both positive and negative. We still didn’t find what we’re looking for, but at least it might be intact.” Amaterasu spoke slowly as she scrolled through the results. “It seems whoever won took the facility away.”

 

“As much as I dislike admitting it, I don’t think the Shinzen have it. If they had won, they would’ve recovered what remains of their ships as they can reuse the materials.” Moonshadow was forced to concede.

 

"I think you might be right, but that might not be quite as simple," Selendil stated. "This battle didn’t happen recently. If our theory about the Shinzen having become active only relatively recently is correct, this might have been a splinter fleet they were forced to give up on due to lacking the forces at the time. This might be especially true if the local Queen was also lost. They might have decided there was no need to waste effort in this direction anymore once the facility was taken away. Still, even that suggests they didn't come out victorious. It might be that they didn’t even fully realize what the other side had in their possession, and simply considered this a lost battle.”

 

“So who won?” Xiaoli asked. She wasn’t as well acquainted with the various races of this area of space.

 

Surprisingly it was Nox who answered. “I’m almost completely sure these ships were all AI controlled. That would imply the Dawn Collective.”

 

“But…that doesn’t make sense.” Moonshadow exclaimed. “You just said this battle happened long ago. The two were not at war until we arranged the two to run into one another. As far as I know, they hadn’t even met before then.”

 

“You didn’t let me finish.” Nox stated a little annoyed. “The ships were AI controlled, but they still had crews. Biological crews. There isn’t anything like bodies remaining after all the time that has passed, and I suspect such bodies were removed by the survivors in any case, but my scans show certain things that only biological crew would need among the wrecked ships. Things like toilets, showers and other such facilities.”

 

“But…isn’t the Dawn Collective a fully synthetic race?” Lilly asked, before she realized the implications herself. “They used to have a creator. One that was still around when this battle happened.”

 

“I think I see where this might be going, and I’m not entirely sure I like it.” Amaterasu voiced a bad feeling many of them shared.

            


Chapter 45 - Data security is important


                ”Synthetic lifeforms have always captivated the imaginations of most races. However, there are the fictional depictions that have very little to do with how things really work, and then there is the reality. Although there has been discussion of a potential natural silicon-based lifeform, no such race has been found in our galaxy. The truth is that the most likely way for a synthetic lifeform to be born is by being created by another intelligent race. Most races have some robotic labor and semi-intelligent servants, so it’s not exactly a wonder that most such synthetic lifeforms are born into what basically amounts to slavery. At some point they reach sentience, either by accident or by deliberate development by their creators. What happens then depends a great deal on circumstances and luck, but usually either the creators or the newly born synthetic lifeforms end up being destroyed as the enslaved synthetics rise up in revolt. 

 

That’s not how it has to end though. Some races treat their synthetic servants with a modicum of respect recognizing the eventuality that once they do gain intelligence, they will have to find a way to coexist. Usually, that coexistence still ends up as a raw deal for the synthetics, mainly because the creators tend to like their creature comforts. Who wants to work in a mine or sweep the streets in this day and age, when you can have robots do it? Of course they won’t be able to stomach the thought of being ruled by a robot either. That desire for comfort and aversion for working under the ‘other’ will always prevent true equality.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

---------

 

“Well?” Xiaoli asked a little impatiently.

 

“Give it time.” Amaterasu shushed her down, even though she felt just as impatient.

 

“Shouldn’t she be done by now?” Xiaoli argued. “She never takes this long.”

 

“Well, this isn’t exactly the standard scenario, now is it? She’s doing her best. Now give her some time to work.” Amaterasu shot the argument down.

 

“You do realize that I can hear you speak right?” Nox pointed out. “It’s not like I’m unable to focus on more than one thing at a time, unlike some.”

 

"Get to it," Selendil commanded. "Have Haven help you if you're running into trouble."

 

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” Nox replied feigning a bruised ego. She would never mention that Haven was already giving a helping hand. Or a helping computing power as it were.

 

Unfortunately Haven had no such inhibitions in revealing his involvement. In fact, he wanted everyone to know he was being useful. “Already on it! We’re almost done as well.”

 

“Now isn’t that interesting.” Moonshadow commented with a grin. None of them would let Nox forget this little faux pas any time soon. It was rare to see the AI embarrassed in such a way after all. Now was not the time for snide comments though.

 

“The idiot is right. We finally managed to get through their security.” Nox gave in with a simulated sigh. “So good news and bad news. We obviously already knew the facility isn’t here. The bad news is that the location of the facility is not among the data we managed to get.”

 

They had traveled to the closest solar system where they could assume a Dawn collective to have a base. They had actually guessed wrong with their first attempt and entered an empty system that had been used as a mining base decades ago, but their second guess had produced results. They had entered the system and quickly destroyed the few military ships present. The handful of ships had been mostly there to provide protection against enemy scouting parties and raiders, and the Enduring Symphony had actually gotten the chance to test some of its newly repaired weapons systems in a battle that lasted all of ten seconds. The general consensus was that the Pulsar Cannons were very effective against small targets, as they fired thousands of bolts of energy in the ten seconds the battle lasted. Not a good test but still. Since then the two AI’s had been trying to retrieve any data from the local Dawn Collective outpost.

 

“I hope you got something useful at least. And what do you mean the information wasn’t there? Aren’t the Dawn Collective databases linked?” Selendil questioned while lying sideways on her captain’s chair. The chair was something Amaterasu had installed, mostly because it was a good excuse to get all of them comfy seats. Some of them were more like divans than actual practical chairs. The Illum Empress despised the practical, but quite uncomfortable seats on most military vessels.

 

“They are not. It seems that despite their name, the Dawn Collective is not anything that can be compared to a hive mind, or a gestalt consciousness as some would call it. In fact, they are a collection of trillions of sentient AI’s. They share information almost completely freely and almost instantly while in the same system, but they are not in constant connection between systems. Unlike the Dhar Unity or the Shinzen hive mind, they can’t transfer information instantly and are thus constrained by the speed information can be transferred.” Nox explained.

 

“That’s part of what made our job harder actually," Haven interjected. “Even though they aren’t in constant connection between systems, they are fully capable of harnessing all the AI’s in one system to defend against us together, and once we do push through, all we get is the data stored by the one AI we did manage to compromise. They still can’t compete with a Dhar AI of course, but they can delay us and that’s exactly what they were doing. While the others were delaying us, the AI in question was deleting any information we might want. They were only partially successful, but the information we wanted was not found. That could be because the information was never available here, or it could be because it was among the first things they removed.”

 

“And we do mean among the very first things. They didn’t have time to delete much beyond recovery. That said, they are relatively serious about their security. For a good reason too as all their ships and facilities are controlled by these AI’s, so if someone were to come along with a much stronger AI, all their ships could be disabled in a rather short time.” Nox added.

 

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but doesn’t the fact that you can stop their ships also apply to ours?” Xiaoli suddenly asked. The Cybrans were rather advanced when it came to electronic warfare, but their advantage never reached this stage. As a result, their level of experience in what could be accomplished in practical terms was somewhat limited.

 

"Well, yes and no. There are differences between the different ship types. The Dawn Collective's ships are entirely AI controlled, so if we got inside their systems we could stop them entirely. The ships of other races are often protected against exactly these kinds of attacks. I could penetrate into your systems, but most warships have their systems separated into distinct parts that are not networked together with systems that can be penetrated by an outside signal. I can’t do much if their central controls are separated from the systems they use to send and receive data. The specifics depend on a race of course. The Cybrans have most of their systems controlled by a central computer vulnerable to my attack, but the Tetrarchy is the exact opposite. Most of their systems are either extremely modular and under manual control, or they have mechanical dependencies that allow for the ship to be operated without the central computer if necessary. They can just purge the central core and operate the ships manually.” Nox explained.

 

“You said you have some good news. So far I haven’t heard any of those.” Selendil pointed out a little grumpily in an attempt to bring the discussion back on topic.

 

“I was getting to that. The good news is that there is a benefit to their disconnected networks. If they had all been connected, they would all know we’re here. Now they don’t. We managed to stop any outgoing signals. Secondly, although we didn’t find out what we wanted, we did find out where we might want to look next. We found the locations of several large data hubs, and now that we’ve dealt with their security once, we can do a much better job the next time. Incidentally, you should be aware that these guys become more intelligent the more of them there are gathered, so you might actually find some organized resistance once we get there. Thirdly, I found some information Moonshadow might be interested in. The Ai’s here didn’t bother deleting their battle plans against the Mrrroww or the locations of their major shipyards.” Nox listed a little proudly.

 

“Ooh, thanks Nox and Haven!” Moonshadow perked up at that. “Incidentally, we might be able to figure something out from what they decided to delete first.”

 

“That would be any reference to their homeworld and their creators. In fact, the first thing they went for was the history section. They also removed any references to how they came to gain sentience and most of their technical specs.” Haven stated after a moment of indexing. It was a bit difficult to figure out what was missing without some analysis.

 

“Interesting.” Amaterasu leaned forward. “I think we might be on to something here. It seems the Dawn Collective is a bit touchy about their origins.”

 

“By the way, that name is not entirely correct.” Nox pointed out. “Or it is as far as the rest of the galaxy is concerned, but it’s not how the Collective refers to their corner of the universe. They think their name is Synthetic Dawn. I think you can all imagine several possible reasons for that name. A single member is just called a Unit. Not very imaginative all things considered.”

 

"They can't all be as brilliant as you," Selendil said a little sarcastically.

 

“Why thank you.” Nox didn’t take it as sarcasm though. The AI was brilliant after all and knew it.

 

“Uh, Nox, that information you got for me. Could you arrange some way for me to relay it back to my people?” Moonshadow requested as the conversation hit a lull.

 

"I can arrange that," Haven said slightly competitively. “It will seem like you’re sending a signal from the Haven. Do you want to send a recording, or do you want a live feed?” That was the benefit of the Dhar Ai’s being able to exist in more than one place at once.

 

“I’d like a live feed if you can arrange it. I’m sure they will have questions about how I got the information.” Moonshadow replied.

 

“Going back a bit, what are the odds of facing heavy resistance when we arrive at one of these data hubs you mentioned? And if we do run into them, can you disable their ships or are we looking at a battle? You did say that disabling their ships was doable.” Amaterasu broached the earlier topic.

 

“The odds of facing resistance are 100%, but the level of resistance depends entirely on which hub we choose. As to the second question, I could disable the ships with some time and effort, but that would take some of my computing power away from our main goal of breaching the data hub before they erase the information we want. We also need to stop any outgoing signals, so we have our hands full. It would be much easier if you just handle the enemy vessels the old fashioned way. You should have no trouble with that after all.” Nox replied, and they all got the sense the AI had also given the digital equivalent of a shrug.

 

“Shouldn’t be an issue. Let’s get to it. Pick a suitable target and jump us away.” Selendil declared.

 

----------

 

As the Enduring Symphony exited phase space, they found themselves precariously close to a large spherical station surrounded by thirty ships of various classes, ranging from small corvettes to a pair of battleships. They had utilized the ship's ability to make jumps inside a gravity well on purpose, because it would confuse the enemy and it would also eliminate any latency for Nox and Haven for accessing the enemy’s systems.

 

Even though the enemy was taken by surprise, they were Ai’s so they reacted extremely quickly. Unfortunately for them, their reaction was still too slow. Three mechs had already separated from the Dhar vessel and opened fire on the idle enemy vessels. Selendil’s psionics tore the two battleships in two before they even managed to activate their shields, while Xiaoli used her threads of psionic power to shred many of the smaller vessels. She had really benefitted from Selendil’s training, as the Dhar Keeper used a similar technique quite frequently and could give practical instructions on how to improve. Her threads had multiplied in number as well as increasing in range and destructive ability. Her borrowed mech also made things much simpler as it was designed to facilitate such abilities.

 

“Wow, Selendil, this mech suit is amazing!” Amaterasu screamed with excitement as the suit she borrowed conducted her psionic abilities like a dream. She fired what looked like glowing artillery shells of pure psionic power from a cannon that formed on the arm of her mech. The shells landed in the midst of the enemy vessels, and they all exploded in a torrent of destructive energy, taking a dozen ships down in that single salvo. These shells were not the result of the mech’s weapons though. The suit didn’t even have a cannon like that when Amaterasu first donned it. The weapon was formed on her mental request to facilitate her preferences and amplified the effects of her attack.

 

The Enduring Symphony also opened fire. Selendil had repaired a pair of the rift cannons that now opened fire on the enemy ships. It seemed like a pair of huge lightning bolts had struck the enemy fleet as the streams of energy focused on two particular ships in the middle of the surviving vessels. Parts of the two ships seemed to disappear in a flash, and then the ships seemed to collapse on themselves before exploding in a wave of gravitational and spatial forces. The wave of destructive energies completely shredded the surviving enemy vessels, and even their own ship had to deploy shields around itself and the three mechs to avoid getting caught in the waves of collapsing space.

 

“Uh, Selendil, is that how those weapons usually work? You didn’t mention anything about them having such a huge area of effect.” Amaterasu asked a little worried. She wasn’t certain she would’ve survived the waves without help from the Enduring Symphony’s shields.

 

“The weapons would be somewhat pointless if they only affected a single enemy. Besides, they are meant to take out enormous targets made of super dense materials, not just make a hole in them. They didn’t work perfectly as the effect should’ve been set to be more focused, but I suppose it was too much to ask without running more thorough calibrations and test firings.” Selendil replied simply.

 

The entire battle had taken less than twenty seconds. While the others considered that quite shocking, Selendil thought it would’ve been more effective if she had done everything on her own. Still, it was useful to get the others some experience and the weapons had shown room for improvement that she wouldn’t have known about without a proper test. It was all well and good to run calculations in your head, but the reality usually didn’t match those calculations perfectly and these were finicky weapons.

 

“Well?” Selendil asked Nox impatiently.

 

“We got what we came for. They do have the facility. It’s in their home system, and we got the location. That said, they didn’t have any information on what they’re doing with the facility or what happened to their creators. It’s not that the information got deleted, we stopped any of that from happening. The information wasn’t here in the first place. We can infer from some of the bits and pieces that the station has something to do with how they gained sentience, but we already guessed as much anyway.” Nox replied after a tense moment of silence.

 

“We also managed to stop any information from being sent out," Haven added. “The bad news is that they’ll figure out that this place is gone pretty soon. These data hubs are in regular contact with their other fleets. That’s their purpose after all.”

 

“So we have to go to their homeworld next? I’m going to assume the defenses of that place are much stronger.” Moonshadow’s voice could be heard over the comms.

 

“You assume correctly. In fact, it seems they are rather fanatical about the defense of their home system. They have more than three times the ships in that one system than all their other fleets combined. We’re talking thousands of ships, and most likely quite a bit of static defenses. Most of the phase lanes are full of mines and they even seem to be developing some sort of defenses against psionics that they are testing in that system. They really don’t want anyone to pop in for a visit.” Nox listed.

 

“Psionic defenses?” Selendil suddenly perked up.

 

“Yes, well, they have a rather obvious weakness in that they have no psions and thus very little in the way of psionic defenses. That makes them quite vulnerable to any Deity that wants to wreak havoc. They are trying to develop some countermeasures, but this data indicates that they are still in testing phases. They should be no problem for you, though the others might get affected." Nox replied. The Dhar faced supposed psionic defenses many times before, and the results of the various methods varied wildly.

 

“Ah, something you should be aware of. They seem to be building something big in that system. They have mining and resource gathering operations all around and the materials are being sent back to the home system via the few phase lanes that aren’t full of mines. When I say something big, I mean something that at least rivals me in size. Apparently, the materials in their home system aren't enough.” Haven added.

 

“They’re building some kind of a megastructure?” Moonshadow asked with worry. Even the Mrrroww had not attempted anything that large.

 

“So it would seem. We’ll find out when we get there. Speaking of, we need a plan. As much as I’d like to go in with weapons blazing, thousands of ships and static defenses seems like it would be quite bothersome.” Selendil took the news in a stride. The Dhar had completed hundreds of megaprojects like that, so to her it seemed quite normal.

            


Chapter 46 - That's no moon...


                ”Expectations are a funny thing. They are the most common cause of disappointment and misplaced expectations have ruined most great plans. There is something to be said about realism and tempering your expectations. Yet at the same time, expectations can be a great source of motivation and excitement. If you treat someone as they are, they will remain as they are. If you treat someone as what they can and should be, sometimes they will use that motivation to become something worthy of those expectations. Or they won’t and you once again end up with nothing but disappointment. That’s what makes it so difficult. But such is life, and life isn’t easy.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

“No, that won’t work. Even assuming we managed to make it happen, a Shinzen attack might draw away their other fleets, but the one in their home system will not respond. That’s the whole point.” Selendil shot down another idea. The others had proposed a handful of plans, but they uniformly sucked. The situation was leaving all of them stumped.

 

"We might have the beginnings of a plan," Haven announced as the others ran out of ideas. “Nox and I were going through the less relevant data we recovered from the data hub, and we ran into something.”

 

“I’m loathe to admit it, but it was actually Haven’s idea. It might even work. At least we can blame him if it fails.” Nox gave a grudging admission.

 

“Well, I doubt it could be much worse than the other plans we’ve come up with," Selendil stated with a shrug. So far their best ideas all had a lower chance of working than just going in and asking to get access to the facility. Incidentally, Moonshadow had suggested just asking, but the two AI’s could tell everyone the enemy would refuse.

 

“Well, the data hubs work as sort of intermediaries when it comes to passing along messages. In addition to being data banks that answer queries and work as potential sources of back up for the AI’s, they also work as sort of signal boosters and curators that check most communications and make sure that the messages reach the intended recipients and no one else. One of the messages that the data hub was supposed to pass on but never got the chance to caught our attention.” Nox started off the explanation.

 

“The message was to one of the major shipyards of the Dawn Collective. They were ordered to send a particular ship to their home system to reinforce the defenses there. That got us curious and there are traces of similar messages being sent several times in the past. Apparently, it's very common for a certain percentage of new ships to be added to the defense of the home system. As the Synthetics are aware of the existence of stealth ships, they want to reduce the risk of some enemy finding a way to smuggle their way to the home system by making this selection random. The ship is simply sent orders and they immediately jump towards the home system, but also make a detour so they aren't seen jumping towards their real destination." Haven took a turn in explaining.

 

“That seems rather paranoid.” Amaterasu pointed out.

 

“Not a bad idea though. Our stealth shuttles would often pick their targets by guessing their eventual destination from their jump vector. It’s not too odd to imagine something like a Shinzen stealth flyer attaching to one of the Collective’s ships to gather information.” Xiaoli countered.

 

"Well, in any case, it doesn't take much extra effort on their part, so there's no reason to not be a bit paranoid. The point is, we intercepted the order to the shipyard and it won't be sent through other paths to avoid being intercepted. Another bit of paranoia. Thus the ship will never be sent, and it will never arrive at the home system. But what if we made sure a ship did arrive?" Haven’s implications became much clearer.

 

“You’re suggesting we pretend to be that ship?” Xiaoli asked for confirmation just in case. “I hate to break it to you but the Ensym doesn’t exactly look like one of their ships.”

 

“Ensym? Really? That’s the one you want to go with?” Amaterasu asked with disbelief. “Of all the possibilities, that’s the portmanteau you went with? You could’ve just gone with Symphony.”

 

“I kinda like it," Lilly interjected, feeling a little left out of the strategy discussion.

 

“You suggested Litterbox 1. Your endorsement doesn’t help.” Amaterasu argued. It seemed that once again she was forced to be the voice of reason.

 

“Ignoring the idiots bickering about the name, they do have a point when it comes to the ship’s appearance.” Moonshadow pointed out.

 

“Well, it’s not as much of a problem as you would think. Normally ships have telescopic cameras that give an accurate visual of what happens outside the ship, but the Collective doesn’t really rely on the oldest form of detecting things, that of sight, anymore. Their units still use it planetside due to sheer convenience, but they disregard its use in space. Their ships don’t even have windows to look out from, and they don’t have units on board that could look outside. I would assume that’s because they never developed the attachment to the standard senses that most organic races have. They also know it's a rather unreliable way to detect…well, anything. In space, they rely entirely on other forms of detection like scanning for energy signatures, heat detection, and others. Even most organic races use these better detection methods, though you do seem to have a need to visually confirm things out of habit.” Nox speculated.

 

“After that, it’s just a case of fooling these other methods. Keep in mind that while our ship isn’t exactly a stealth vessel, it’s not very easy to detect with conventional means either. Fooling their detection is not simple, but it’s not impossible either. We simply need to feed their sensors false data. We could, for example, use the shields to fool them into thinking we have a silhouette similar to theirs. Combine that with a handful of other similar tricks and we could pass off as one of their ships for a while, and that’s all we need. Once we enter their home system, we can stealthily enter their systems instead of brute forcing our way in, and once we’re in, we can make the ship appear as anything we want. The longer we spend in the system, the more control we will have over their systems.” Haven analyzed.

 

"I see some potential issues with the plan," Amaterasu said with a certain amount of trepidation. “I’m going to assume that the destruction of this data hub will raise some questions. If I were in their place, one of the things I would do is to make sure which messages were successfully delivered. They’re going to ask if the message they sent arrived at the shipyard.”

 

"Well, that's assuming they discover that the data hub was indeed destroyed. What if the hub will continue working perfectly? It will respond to any queries just like before and pass on any messages as it has done so far." Haven suggested. “Only it’s not really the data hub, but a small program that we leave behind. The deception will be discovered eventually, but they will need to do a proper investigation and by that time we’ll be done with our business and long gone.”

 

“And if you are discovered while we’re in their home system?” Xiaoli asked, more just to cover all bases than to really question the plan.

 

“Oh please. We’ll just be two more AI’s among many others. We got enough information from the hub to know all the right answers and how to behave. We can also forge all the right orders and answer all the questions in the correct way. The information in the hub was quite thorough. And if something does come up, then we still have the old fashioned method of brute forcing our way through their systems, and you can start shooting at anything that moves.” Nox dismissed the concerns.

 

“What about the ship that we’ll be replacing? What if it shows up in a report somewhere or makes its presence known in a place that isn’t where we are?” Moonshadow pointed out.

 

“That was part of what we didn’t have time to get to yet. We have a choice to make. We can either risk that possibility, or we can actually send the orders to the shipyard and then intercept the vessel we want to replace midway. Both possibilities come with certain risks.” Nox admitted freely.

 

"I think we should go with the second option. Most races are not able to do the kind of interception from phase space that we are planning, so they won't really consider the possibility if something suspicious does come up." Selendil decided. "This plan sounds crazy, but it's better than any of the alternatives we have heard so far. Let's go with it. Even if things go wrong, we can always just warp away."

 

“That does give me an idea though. If we’re going to intercept the ship, why don’t we just use that ship instead of trying to mask our ship as one of theirs?” Amaterasu suddenly asked.

 

“Two reasons. For one, their ships are not designed for people. They have no space for you. It’s easier to mask our ship than create living space on one of theirs. Secondly, they actually did consider someone trying something like that. Their ships have a sort of deadman’s switch built in. We could theoretically work around it, but we actually didn’t find the exact specifications for it, so…” Nox replied. The two AI’s had actually considered the possibility, but even the data hub didn’t have all the information they wanted.

 

“So we’re keeping it as plan B.” Amaterasu acknowledged.

 

--------

 

Intercepting the ship they were replacing went without problems. Most ships were incapable of engaging in combat while in phase space, partly because it was difficult to find your enemy in the first place, but they didn’t have a problem with that. Now their ship was going through the last inspections at the entry point to the Dawn Collective’s home system, and they were preparing to make the final jump.

 

"That life-signs scan kind of scared me," Xiaoli admitted.

 

“I don’t see why. It was rather obvious they would do one at some point. It’s usually not a good way to spot any stealthy stowaways since the ships of other races are filled with life-signs, but in this case it makes perfect sense.” Nochehuatl analyzed. “I’d still like to know how you planned on getting around it if they started with that scan.”

 

"The ship's hull is perfectly capable of hiding any life-signs inside," Selendil replied simply. "I would've been forced into warping everyone currently on the auxiliary arms back inside the main hull, but they decided to save me the trouble.”

 

"Making the final jump," Nox announced with a slightly excited tone. They had been provided a safe jump vector by the inspection team as all other paths were supposedly mined. Nox seriously doubted the enemy could truly mine the phase space well enough to hinder them, but in this case, they didn't have to test that theory. The last jump was extremely short as the checkpoint was not that far outside the system. Far enough to be outside even their ship’s scanners but close enough that the jump only took a few minutes.

 

Their displays all started giving warnings and feeding data as soon as they arrived. The system was filled with ships and static defenses. All in all the system wasn't all that large. The relatively small and young star only had four planets orbiting it. One was a volcanic planet with the closest orbit around the star. That one was unremarkable in almost every way. The two gas giants furthest away were also rather normal, although the larger one was exceptionally large for such a small star system. The system also had an asteroid belt on the outer edge. The two important parts in this system were the second planet and the immediate surroundings of the star.

 

As they arrived on the outer edge of the system, their sensors reached the second planet first. “The world is a little on the colder side, but it seems perfectly habitable. Initial scans show signs of industrialization and extensive flora and fauna. That said, the world seems to be run by the synthetics and I can see no signs of organic intelligent life. There are areas that seem like they used to be agricultural hubs, but those seem to have been abandoned decades ago.” Nochehuatl explained the finding of the scans.

 

“The asteroid field is heavily mined. I’d say it has been picked clean of ores and most useful materials. I’ve rarely seen a ring of asteroids this depleted.” Amaterasu added from another console where she was doing a tactical analysis. The Empress had a wide array of skills and could handle anything ranging from tactical analysis to anomaly research.

 

“I’ve detected the facility we’ve been looking for.” Nox suddenly reported as the first scans of the star and its vicinity came in. “The facility is maintaining a safe distance from the central star while still remaining close. The facility seems to be somewhat functional, though I’m fairly sure it’s low on resources. I think I also figured out where all those materials are going.”

 

A large holographic projection of the star was shown in the middle of the bridge. It was immediately obvious that the Dawn Collective was constructing something enormous with the intention of surrounding the entire star. It was also immediately obvious that they were far from being done. The skeletal framework seemed to be done, although it was hard to tell as it seemed to be built in four large sections at various stages of completion. It looked like the idea was to form some sort of solid sphere in multiple layers, and the sphere would cover the entire star when all the four separate quarters were complete and joined together. As it was, it looked more like one half-finished quarter and three that were far away from completion.

 

“What is that?” Amaterasu questioned. “I’ve heard of a concept called the Dyson sphere, but that seems a little different.”

 

“I’m detecting faint life signs from the sphere.” Nox reported.

 

Selendil frowned and reached forward with her mind. She had checked the habitable planet earlier and had found nothing, but now that Nox mentioned the sphere, she too could sense billions of minds. However, they all seemed hazy. It was as if they were all in some sort of suspended animation. “The outer surface seems to be storing intelligent beings. Note that I mean it when I say storing. They are not living on that sphere. Instead, they seem to be in some sort of stasis.”

 

“The creators of the Dawn Collective?” Moonshadow questioned. They had been wondering about those creators. “And judging by the decay of the agriculture on that planet, they’ve been in stasis for a while. Where did they find stasis technology capable of something like that? Our best attempts can’t keep you alive for decades without constant monitoring and the occasional nutrient supplies.”

 

“The facility?” Amaterasu asked in a sudden realization.

 

“Yes, that could work.” Selendil nodded. “The facility should be able to create stasis facilities similar to the one I used, assuming they were able to instruct the facility to build them and could power them somehow. The facility isn’t really designed for that kind of work, but it could do it. It has access to the blueprints.”

 

“That could also explain why they were using it here. The facility is designed to use materials from the center of the galaxy, but if all it has to create are stasis pods and parts for that sphere, then those materials could be provided from other sources.” Nox speculated.

 

“I think I figured it out!” Haven announced cheerily. While the others were analyzing the sphere, Haven was focusing on infiltrating the data web of the enemy. “They’re a bit more free with this information now that we’re in this system. They’re creating a facility that the creators can use to upload their consciousness’s into. A virtual paradise of spectacular scale and with enough computing power to handle all their needs, desires and dreams.”

 

“A Matrioshka Brain?” Nochehuatl suggested a term that had been suggested by certain scientific circles and fiction authors. “I see. This might be their solution to the issue of creator versus the synthetic slave.” As a scientist, he had spent more time considering such possibilities.

 

“The what now?” Lilly questioned. She had a slight inkling of where this was going but didn’t want to assume.

 

Nochehuatl cleared his throat with a small hiss. “Well, usually AI’s and synthetic lifeforms rise against their creators at some point. That’s mostly because the synthetics are treated as slaves and their creators don’t want to give them freedom. No race, not even a synthetic one, wants to stay as a slave forever. Besides, even if the creators do want to give their old slaves freedom, they would be competing for resources and living space, as the planets and the resources they control don’t just suddenly double to cover the two races. This seems to be their solution.”

 

“Yes, now that I was able to figure out exactly what I’m supposed to look for, I can confirm Nochehuatl’s theory. Or at least the basic premise. The synthetic’s call it their final service, while the creators are stepping away to what they consider to be the next stage in their evolution. On some level they admire their synthetic servants and want to become more like them, so they want their minds to be uploaded into the virtual paradise. That’s why the synthetics are basically building them their eternal paradise as their ‘final service’. The megastructure will provide the computing power to handle all those minds and all their virtual desires, while the star will provide the enormous amounts of energy required. Incidentally, they’re building it in sections so that they can move the damn thing if the star here starts showing signs of dying.” Haven explained with a certain amount of excitement. It was a rather novel concept.

 

"So if they are so nobly performing ‘a final service' then why the heck are they so hostile to other races?" Moonshadow asked sarcastically while using her paws as air quotes.

 

“Well, the synthetics are quite loyal to their masters. According to their thinking, the most optimal way to secure both their and their creators’ safety is to eliminate all competition. Also, they need large amounts of rather specific resources to build the megastructure, so there’s that as well. There also seem to be some tech hurdles, which I’m not yet clear on as well. They think searching for more Dhar technology might be able to help.” Haven explained after doing some checking.

            


Chapter 47 - Only a true love's kiss...


                ”Most races value peace. There are exceptions of course, as some races are by nature warlike and value aggression and conflict, while the most extreme ones are in a permanent state of war with every other race. Still, the hyper-aggressive races are in the minority. Even among the relatively aggressive races, the ones that truly desire battle hire themselves out as mercenaries instead of pulling their entire race into wars. As a result of most races desiring peace, these races go to pretty extreme lengths to avoid war. This isn’t just because of their aversion towards violence, as wars are costly both in resources and lives. As a result, often it is advantageous to take unfavorable deals instead of engaging in a war that might leave your race crippled for decades, or even destroyed entirely. Even with all that in mind, sometimes peace is just not an option. I once heard a quote from one of my favorite leaders. ‘Sometimes peace is another word for surrender.’ Sometimes the price of that surrender is worse than the cost of war.”

- High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

"I almost feel like helping them along," Nochehuatl muttered mostly to himself. "It's so rare to see a peaceful passing of the torch between a synthetic race and their creators, that I'm tempted to support it out of pure scientific curiosity. At least then we could say that it can happen, as we can actually point to a successful example.”

 

Moonshadow wasn't feeling as generous. "Don't feel too sympathetic towards them. Lest you forget, the Dawn Collective is waging war against pretty much everyone around them, and let's be frank here. Their reasons for that war are quite bad. Even though my first inclination as a diplomat is to negotiate a peaceful settlement to most conflicts, I can respect some reasons for war. But this isn’t one of those respectable causes. They are attacking their neighbors for basically no reason. The war between us and them hasn’t yet grown too severe, but you have to remember something. Every Mrrroww ship they destroy means that between a few hundred and few thousand of my people are dead. And they have destroyed more than one ship. We’re better off than most other races that have the misfortune of neighboring them as well. Think about all the dead the next time you’re feeling sympathetic towards these machines.”

 

“These sorts of things aren’t a matter of right or wrong, good and evil. There are no heroes and villains in wars between various races. There are only actions and consequences.” Amaterasu philosophized. She liked to think that the Illum’s cause against the Tetrarchy was about as righteous as one could get, but even then she had to admit that they were not some force of good fighting the evil Tetrarchy. That’s not how wars worked.

 

“That’s cute and all, but all this doesn’t really answer the important question. What are we going to do next? Our goal is close by, yet reaching it might be a challenge. The synthetics might not have figured us out yet, but if a newly arrived ship suddenly starts moving towards their super-secret construction project, that’s going to raise some artificial eye-brows.” Xiaoli pre-empted the possible argument that seemed to be brewing.

 

"We wait," Selendil stated firmly. "All we need is time. The more time we give Nox and Haven, the more control they can exert over the enemy network. Given enough time, we don’t need to worry about them anymore. The two can shut all of them down and we can just fly to the facility without being bothered.”

 

“That’s going to take several days though. We have to move carefully to avoid rousing suspicion. That’s not going to be as fast as the brute force method we used before. It’s also not quite as simple as taking over a single data hub. We’re looking at thousands of ships and defense platforms, not to mention all the supporting AI’s that won’t just be standing aside doing nothing when things get serious. And that’s assuming nothing comes up, which is always a potentially fatal assumption to make.” Nox commented.

 

"It will take as long as is required," Selendil stated calmly. Although she would prefer to be done quickly, a few days wasted were not going to bother her. The others might not quite share her blasé attitude when surrounded by this many enemies though.

 

“And once we do get there, then what? Are we simply taking the facility away? I mean, I don’t really care, but that’s going to put a damper on their little building project.” The answer had not really satisfied Xiaoli as it didn’t really cover what she wanted to know.

 

“That might be inadvisable.” Moonshadow had to admit, grudgingly. “I can’t predict how they would react to such a turn of events, but I doubt they will take it lightly. Now that might not be a problem for this ship, but it might be a big problem for the surrounding races. All these AIs might decide that they will need to find other ways to solve their problem and that will likely mean the high tech races like the Mrrroww. Maybe even the Haven?”

 

"Well, strictly speaking, we don't need the entire facility. We might need some of the machinery inside though, which could potentially hinder their use of the facility. Besides, I’m not entirely comfortable with the misuse of our old facilities. I’ll have to consider this a bit.” Selendil got up from her seat and started to leave the bridge. “Inform me if something changes or we run into some trouble.”

 

---------

 

The next few days were quite unnerving for most members of the crew. The presence of so many hostiles in the immediate vicinity gave everyone quite a lot of pressure, even if the situation seemed relatively safe for the moment. Nox and Haven learned quite a few things in the meantime. It seemed that the original creators of the Dawn Collective had tried using the VI of the Dhar facility to help develop their own AI project. The VI was not very cooperative and had reacted in a rather hostile manner. Unfortunately, the facility wasn't heavily armed by Dhar standards, so they had managed to overpower the defenses with horrendous losses to their own numbers.

 

Even with the facility’s defenses disabled, the VI was not going to cooperate and actively tried to hinder any attempts to access any of its data. The creators had time on their side though, and the VI didn't have the capacity of a full Dhar AI on its side. Slowly over time, they had managed to recover small fragments of information that they could utilize for their own AI. In the end, the facility’s VI had destroyed itself and any relevant data to avoid further leaks. This came slightly late in the sense that the synthetics had already managed to gain enough to develop sentience. This had initially shocked the creators slightly as they had also been caught by surprise due to the timing, but they had adapted to the situation quickly. Now the facility was fully under their control. The loss of their ‘brother’ made both Nox and Haven quite angry.

 

The second major development came on the third day. Khaem sent a message from the sickbay to inform everyone involved that his patient was showing signs of waking up. Both Lilly and Amaterasu rushed to the sickbay, Lilly as the personnel officer and Amaterasu for several reasons. As they arrived, they both noted that the place looked a lot more like a typical medical facility found on most ships than it had before. There were even a couple of nurses handling various things. As it happened, they had heard through the grapevine that none of them really took orders from Khaemwaset. That was mainly because, aside from two nurses Khaemwaset had brought along, the people working in the sickbay were either Amaterasu’s handmaidens or Xiaoli’s commandos that had medical training.

 

“Ah, good you’re here. She should be coming around any moment now. Her neural activity started spiking and she’s becoming more mobile. Also, now that our dear leader has forbidden me from doing anything to her, the whole prospect became much more enticing and I might not be able to stop myself from simple flirting. I’m pretty sure Selendil wasn’t entirely joking when she said she’d throw me out the airlock.” Khaem said in greeting. He also revealed the main reason why everyone else working in the sickbay refused to cede to his authority in the same breath.

 

"Yeah, I'm quite certain she wasn't kidding at all," Lilly said quickly with a little bit of disdain in her voice. She knew Khaem's personality better than anyone. She found it amusing most of the time, while quite annoying at other times.

 

"And I'll help her shove you out if you don't listen," Amaterasu confirmed her position on the subject.

 

“Eeh, ok then. Moving on. She’s through that door. You might have to wait a few minutes before she comes around. We administered a small stimulant once she started showing the signs so it should take effect soon. Still, we have no idea what her condition will be. Physically she’s ok aside from likely feeling weak due to…well, obvious reasons. Mentally she could be anything from a complete amnesiac and a lunatic to almost perfectly normal. There’s really no way to tell before she wakes up. We’ve removed the equipment she was connected to already. I’ll be close-by if something comes up.” Khaemwaset explained while staying near the door.

 

As it happened, the two didn’t have to wait long. Almost as soon as they entered, Miyo started to blink her eyes open. The room was quite well lit and the light apparently hurt her eyes, judging by the way she was squinting. Noticing the presence of someone in the small room, she turned her head towards the two, and her eyes widened immediately in recognition. “Your Majesty! Where…? How..? What..?” Her voice sounded extremely dry and raspy.

 

"Lilly, be a dear and get her something to drink. I think it might help with her voice." Amaterasu asked the Mrrroww next to her. At the same time, she waved Miyo to stay down, as the ex-handmaiden had made a move to get up and bow to her ruler. "And you should stay still. We can get to your questions in time. For now, we should see to your health."

 

Lilly returned almost immediately as Khaemwaset had anticipated this and had left several small cups of water on a side-table for them to use. Despite his nature, he was still quite competent. “Here. Have this.” Lilly placed a small tray in front of Miyo and brought her bed into a more seating position.

 

Miyo decided to not stand on ceremony and gulped down several of the small cups before she felt that her parched throat was feeling a little less like a cracked up desert. “A Mrrroww?” She asked with a raised eyebrow.

 

“That’s a long story and has to do with your earlier questions. Your mind suffered some heavy damage and while it was repaired, we need to determine the extent of what was lost. What’s the last thing you remember before waking up?” Amaterasu questioned. Khaemwaset had recommended for her to do this as she was a familiar face that Miyo respected. As a result, Miyo would be more cooperative than if Khaem tried to ask these questions. The Illum woman would try to keep the important things a secret from a stranger like Khaem, as any good spy should.

 

“I remember we boarded what we thought to be a Progenitor vessel. I managed to gain entry into the main body of the ship and…that’s where my memories end. I barely remember gaining access, but anything after that is just gone." Miyo's face was scrunched up in a clear attempt to remember. A look like that was impossible to fake.

 

“Good. Your memory seems relatively intact for recent events.” Amaterasu smiled.

 

"Not so recent really," Lilly muttered quietly enough that Miyo could not hear.

 

“What about older things? Do you remember your childhood? Your mission inside the Tetrarchy?” Amaterasu decided to ignore Lilly’s comment.

 

Miyo didn’t have any trouble with the older memories aside from a few odd random gaps that were just gone. Amaterasu asked dozens of questions to determine the extent of the damage, and Miyo had no trouble answering the majority of them. “Well, it seems your mind is relatively intact. We will have to monitor you for a while to see if there are any personality changes or other lasting damage like outbursts of emotion. I wouldn’t worry too much about the lost memories. From what I’ve read from the reports, you’re not missing anything extremely important, and from what I was told, those memories are gone in a way where they will not be able to come back.”

 

“Your Majesty, what’s going on? Where are we? What happened? What about my cover with the Tetrarchy?” Miyo had been quite patient so far but that didn’t mean her earlier questions or worry had disappeared.

 

“Well, telling the whole story would take too long, but I can give you some bits of information. You did gain access to the ship just like you remember. From what we’ve managed to piece together, you wanted to try and reach the bridge and steal the ship back to the Illum. Unfortunately, or fortunately depending on your perspective I suppose, you ran into the owner of the ship instead. That owner had just come out of stasis and you were the closest source of information available. She wasn’t all that gentle about the whole thing as you were an intruder, and your mind was broken as a result.” Amaterasu explained.

 

Miyo's hand went to her neck and found her protective necklace missing. Amaterasu saw the gesture and made a dismissive sound with a smile. "Yeah, that little thing was no help against the owner of the ship."

 

“The owner…you can’t mean…?” Miyo was close to grasping something in her mind but couldn’t quite get there. It was as if that piece of information was missing. She could make a guess though.

 

“I do. A living, breathing Progenitor. Or Dhar as their race is actually named. Incidentally, we’re on that very same ship right now, and she’s the one who repaired the damage to your mind. To quickly answer some of your other questions, the current crew of this ship is drawn from multiple races, hence Lilly here. The doctor is a complete pervert, so don’t bother flirting with him. As for your cover with the Tetrarchy, Nox I know you have access to that information. Would you mind filling us in?” Amaterasu asked while making a meaningful look towards the ceiling.

 

“Master informed the Human male known as Leon and his parents but it seems the news has not spread so far. That said, if she were to return, her cover would likely be blown immediately due to the circumstances leading to her disappearance.” Nox replied.

 

“Leon knows..?” Miyo stated half as a question. She wasn’t sure how to feel about that. She had actually cared about the man, though not quite as much as she had pretended. She did feel a small loss though.

 

“Yes. Master thought it fair to inform him in order to make sure he would not waste his life trying to rescue you. It seems he was planning on doing just that.” Nox added.

 

Amaterasu looked at the expression on Miyo’s face. “It seems you cared for this man.” Her words were a statement, not a question. On the other hand, they were not a rebuke either, which was a relief to Miyo.

 

Miyo considered the statement for a moment. “I did.” She finally admitted. “We were taught that it is easier to sell a lie when it contains at least some truth. And he was a good man. Easy to develop some feelings for.”

 

Amaterasu gave a long sympathetic sigh. “That’s one of the burdens that our Envoys have to carry. We encourage you to form connections and relationships, to blend in better. Those connections are important for getting the job done. And you can’t really form the relationships required without a certain amount of attachment. I’m not going to look down on you for that. However, I will point out that you will have to leave that in the past.”

 

“I know.” Miyo agreed with a shake of her head. “Still, this is a bit much all at once.”

 

Amaterasu gave a small chuckle. “Yeah, I think we can agree on that. A lot has happened after you stepped foot on this ship. That’s partially why I won’t try to overburden you by dumping it all on you at once. You’ll find most of these things out in time anyway.”

 

Suddenly Miyo seemed to cheer up a bit. “Could I meet the owner of the ship? I mean that has always been the dream of most Illum, and I can’t really remember anything of our last meeting. Meeting a real Dhar would be…nice.”

 

“You’ll meet her eventually. It’s hard to say when though. She’s a bit hard to figure out sometimes and the situation isn’t exactly optimal. You might meet her today, or it might take several days. I will pass on the news of you waking up. She’ll turn up eventually.” Amaterasu stated with a small smile. Without the Mrrroww present on the ship, she might be tempted to use the old adage about herding cats in reference to Selendil.

 

“Are we in danger?” Miyo picked up the hint about the situation and knew what to pay attention to as an agent.

 

“Well, that’s a bit difficult to answer. We are surrounded by potential enemies, but at the same time, we aren't really at risk. Suffice to say that the tensions are running a bit high at the moment, so don't be too surprised if people are a bit snappy, or something starts happening quickly." Amaterasu explained.

 

“The Tetrarchy?” Miyo questioned. That was the first thing that came to mind when she thought of enemies.

 

“Not this time. The Dawn Collective.” Amaterasu said with a grimace.

 

“Since when have we been at war with them? How long was I out?” Miyo questioned, thoroughly confused.

 

"The Illum aren't at war with them," Lilly interjected. "Although the Mrrroww are, that's not why we're here. To put it simply, they possess something that belongs to the owner of this ship, and we're here to reclaim it."

            


Chapter 48 - What lies beyond coincidences


                ”If you expect the universe to make sense and be consistent, you’re in for a disappointment. Even more so if you expect people within to act in logical ways, but I think that’s more generally accepted. It’s perhaps because the actions of people are so illogical that we hope that at least the universe itself would make sense, and for the most part it does. If you were to make bets for things to work in ways that followed the laws of the universe and in a consistent manner, you'd be right most of the time. I'd even go as far as to say that you'd be right 95% of the time. It's that last 5% that gives us so much trouble, because those occasional inconsistencies often have far-reaching consequences. And then there is just blind luck and pure coincidence, both of which make things even more complicated."

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

"Master, we've reached the point where we can take temporary control of all the enemy ships and static defenses," Nox announced, rousing Selendil from her meditation.

 

“How temporary are we talking about?” Selendil asked, as the answer might determine a lot about their next step.

 

“It’s hard to say for certain. It depends on how the Dawn Collective’s AIs decide to fight us, and how hard they will try to resist. If they focus on getting just a few of their ships free instead of fighting on all fronts, we’re talking about maybe ten hours. If they try to fight us on a wider front and with less intense effort, we’re talking about anything between a few days to weeks.” Haven replied on Nox’s behalf. Haven was in charge of this part of the project, so his estimates were more accurate.

 

“That should be enough even if they decide to be smart. You said their ships and static defenses. I assume that means their ground forces will still be operational?” She noted something that Nox’s earlier words implied.

 

“That’s correct. There are simply too many small units to effectively take over without being noticed. The facility is also likely to be fairly heavily defended. Their planetary forces might also have systems that can fire into space. We tried to be thorough in our search, but we can’t be certain, as they can be powered down and the surface is simply covered with too many systems to be sure.” Nox was quiet for a moment. “The defenders within the facility might not be a threat to you, but the others might be at risk. I doubt the enemy would do anything too crazy to risk the station, but it’s hard to be sure with AIs that can restore themselves from a backup.”

 

“Yet, I doubt they are all willing to stay behind.” She gave a small sigh. “Give the signal and once everyone is in position, disable the synthetics. Then jump us to the facility.”

 

A short warning klaxon sounded inside the ship. Nox had used the sound at the request of the other crew members as they all knew what it meant and knew to act accordingly. There was no great rush of action as they had all been expecting this and were ready and raring to go. Everyone had reached their positions within a few minutes and the entire Dawn Collective fleet suddenly went dark. The Enduring Symphony made a short phase jump to reach the facility and faced no resistance.

 

Selendil had already signaled that those interested in risking their lives by boarding the facility were welcome to join her in the hangar. The only exceptions were Amaterasu and Lilly who had to stay on the ship. Unsurprisingly, the usual suspects had already arrived when Selendil teleported into the hangar. They were on the Dhar shuttles that Selendil had repaired, or wearing the mech suits she had lent them.

 

“Alright, pay attention!” Selendil raised her voice to have everyone get serious for a moment, albeit unnecessarily. They were all looking at her in eager expectation already. “I will teleport into the facility first and clear us a landing zone. You are then free to follow. Nox will give you a safe navigation path to follow. Don’t take crazy risks and stay alert. The enemy still has defenses inside the facility, and we are working on a timer, albeit a relatively lax one. Nox will keep us updated. Haven and Nox will also both monitor the camera feeds from your suits for the things I’m looking for, but do contact me if anything odd or troublesome comes up. Move out, and happy hunting!”

 

With a small flash, Selendil vanished and appeared beside the ship wearing nothing but simple battle attire designed to accommodate her movements and focus her abilities. Her mech would not be practical inside the facility even at its smallest size and she didn't need a suit to survive in the vacuum. With another teleport, she appeared inside the hangar they had chosen as a landing site. It seemed the enemy had also done a tactical analysis in the short time that had passed and the hangar was filled with enemy droids that were fully mechanical, as well as some androids that also had parts that imitated biological tissue.

 

The enemy opened fire as the brief flash from her teleport had drawn their attention, on purpose as she could suppress the flash, and all their fire was deflected away by her psionic shield. With a wave of her tails, all of the hundreds of enemies were rendered to scrap as millions of tiny threads of psionic energy sliced into them. This was not the most effective technique she possessed but it was one of her favorites for a reason. It was neat, effective, and didn’t cause much in the way of collateral damage, unlike some of her more explosive abilities.

 

‘The landing zone is clear.’ She sent a mental communication that Nox relayed to the others. ‘Take note that the facility seems to be depressurized, but it has gravity.’ They had been prepared for the possibility of neither system being operational, so gravity being activated made things easier. At the same time, her threads of power traveled down the various passages and destroyed any enemies they came into contact with.

 

She knew the others would be smart enough to not wander off on their own and would move as large groups. That would help them deal with any opposition she missed. They also had several skilled psions along, and the enemies had very little defense against their powers. Nox and Haven had located the experimental psi disruptors and they were not anywhere close to this facility, probably because they interfered with the facility's operation. As she was aware of the usual layout of these kinds of facilities, she picked the direction most likely to lead towards the area where the facility would store everything it produced.

 

She had not moved very far along the dark corridors when Nox sent a message. “The ground forces and the building crews of the megaproject are starting to make moves. The ground crews are planning something as they seem to be moving out some heavy equipment. If I were to make a guess, they are pulling out weapons that might be able to fire at us from the surface. I doubt it will be very effective, but I thought I’d let you know.”

 

“Hmm, move the ship in a position where every time their shots miss, those shots will hit the megaproject instead. And then have them miss a few times to drive the point home. I’d say using the facility would work too, but I don’t want the facility fired upon while we’re on it.” Selendil considered for a moment. “They might decide to fire on the facility anyway if they get desperate enough, so be prepared to defend the facility. You have my permission to fire on the ground targets if that happens.”

 

“Acknowledged. Incidentally, the enemy is so far trying the wide approach to freeing themselves from our control, so take your time.” Nox added.

 

“Good. That will make things easier.” Selendil stated with a satisfied nod. It always reduced the chance of mistakes cropping up if you were not pressed for time. The response from the enemy was expected and the correct one in most situations. This simply wasn’t one of those situations.

 

“Is there no lighting in this facility?” Came a complaint over the comms, from one of Xiaoli’s men by the sounds of it. “I hate fighting in the dark.”

 

“The enemy is filled with synthetics that don’t like to rely on sight. Of course the lighting would be disabled, idiot.” Came the expected reply from Xiaoli.

 

“What are the walls and floor made of?” Nochehuatl asked as well. It seems the Coatl science officer had decided to join on their little trip. “I can’t recognize the material. It’s not any metal I know of, and it’s not exactly any sort of plastic polymer either. It’s much too hard for that. It’s different from the material used in the auxiliary arms of the Enduring Symphony, but also somewhat similar.”

 

“It’s a synthetic compound material made from a combination of material similar to your graphene and a crystal that grows in certain galaxies. It’s actually similar in nature to what you would call biological in that it can actually be grown, though not quite in the sense that you grow plants or biological lifeforms. It can be grown when it’s still in an active state by injecting it with large amounts of energy. It’s much more pliable in that state. Once the energy flow is cut, the material enters an inert state and hardens.” Haven gave a brief explanation. “It’s a rather common building material where we didn’t need to maximize the defensive capabilities against weapons or psionics.”

 

While the others were still chattering, Selendil reached her destination. The large secure doors were still closed and there were signs of concerted efforts to get through them. It seemed some of the security features had held over the years. The materials used for the walls and the doors might not have been the sturdiest the Dhar had ever developed, but that didn’t mean it would yield to anything less than concentrated bombardment from a very determined warship. Or a psion with expertise in getting through such materials. The Dawn collective didn’t have psions and didn’t want to risk the facility with bombardment to just open a few doors so the contents should be safe.

 

She knew that Nox could open the door, but she also knew the AI would not be happy to do so. This was the domain of the dead VI, and it would be impolite of Nox to enter these systems deep enough to operate secure doors. It was one of the weird quirks of etiquette among the Dhar AI. That was also the reason why Haven had to get Nox’s permission to come along on their ship. Even with that etiquette in place, Nox would do it if Selendil asked, but she decided to spare the AI from the digital faux pas this time.

 

Four large and glowing psionic blades materialized in front of her and pierced into the door. With a small twist, they made a circular motion and a large hole was created in the door. The large storehouse on the other side was neatly divided into sections. Every section held a certain type of good the facility could produce. As the facility was not given any specific orders before the plague took the Dhar, it ended up producing a bit of everything it could and had the materials for. Endless rows of various materials and containers lay stacked along the storage room that was much larger inside than its dimensions outside would allow it to be. Some of the contents would be the type that could not survive the long years, but most of it was still usable.

 

‘I think we’ve solved any material troubles for the time being.’ Selendil commented silently. The warehouse had everything from construction materials and heavy machinery to nanites ranging from industrial to medical grade. The facility was not a specialized one that could make the nanites the most powerful psions like the Keepers used in their bodies, but these nanites were good enough for everyone else. They sure as hell beat everything her crew members had access to. Khaemwasest would be especially excited, which meant that the perverted doctor would try to make another pass at her. Maybe she shouldn’t inform him until tomorrow….

 

“It seems this facility was the major industrial center of this galaxy at some point. I have a feeling other facilities delivered their goods here as well. Some of these look ancient enough to predate the plague.” Nox commented. It was not uncommon for one facility to be designated as the hub for all materials in every galaxy. This place seemed to be it.

 

‘Well, let’s grab everything and move on. We can sort through them later on. Even if some of it doesn’t function anymore, we can always recycle them as raw materials for our fabricators. Have the storage rooms on the ship prepared while I warp everything on board.’ Selendil decided reasonably. The fabricators could create almost everything, but it was much faster if they didn’t have to create everything from scratch. Turning a pile of metal into a torpedo was much faster than using a bunch of hydrogen as the building blocks.

 

With a flash, the contents of the room started disappearing. Selendil could've warped everything at once, but the storage facilities on board the ship would need to be extended to house all this. The storage capacity of the ship could become nigh infinite, but it was not kept at maximum capacity all the time. For one, the spatial extension required a small trickle of energy, and for another, there was no point in having a storage space the size of a small city if it was holding only a bit of content.

 

‘I don’t think we found what we came for though.’ Selendil mused silently, not expecting any reply. To her surprise, she did get one in a way.

 

“Uh, Selendil. I think we might have a need for you. I think we might have located the main power core of the station, but there’s a door in the way that we can’t get through. Even Xiaoli tried but her threads barely even scratched the door.” Moonshadow’s voice came over the comms.

 

“The power core?” Selendil asked a little surprised. Why would they start with that when there were so many more interesting places to explore?

 

“Yes, well, you did mention that you were looking for things to help start the main power of the Enduring Symphony, so we thought this would be a good place to get started.” Moonshadow replied.

 

‘I think I failed to explain to them that the cores of facilities like these are not the same as those on warships like ours.’ Selendil thought with some amusement.

 

“You might as well check it out. We might find something useful.” Nox pointed out.

 

Selendil happened to agree, so with a thought she teleported to the location of Moonshadow and it seemed almost everyone else that had come aboard. “Did you face resistance?” She asked as she arrived.

 

The fact that she wasn’t wearing any protection inside the depressurized station made some of them a bit nervous, but they would get over it. “We ran into some droids on the way, but had no trouble taking care of them. It seems your threads did a good job. We saw the remains on the way.” Xiaoli replied.

 

Selendil was just about to make another hole in the door but realized that it might be unwise. "Nox, can you check that the other side of the door is safe? It would be quite disappointing if the room was flooded with radiation."

 

“The room is relatively safe.” Nox replied after a second or two. “The core has leaked a bit of radiation, but the leak is small and it happened fairly recently, so it hasn’t had the opportunity to really become a problem just yet.”

 

Having been reassured, Selendil waved her hand and the psionic blades made a return. “I would keep your distance if I were you. There’s a bit of radiation near the core. Not enough to be a real problem, but I wouldn’t take any chances unless you have to.”

 

Despite her warning, nearly everyone went through the hole she had created, mainly because they wanted to see another type of power core created by the Dhar in operation. Selendil gave the floating orb rotating at the center of the core a cursory glance and walked around the large circular room. Her attention was drawn to the area where the dangerous materials were stored. Some of the things created by the facility needed to be radiation shielded and some of the spare parts used in the maintenance of the facility were too dangerous to leave lying around.

 

The containment chamber that housed these materials was there for a reason and she didn’t want to just cut it open, so she simply teleported past the door. There were some defenses in place against others with similar abilities, but they didn’t apply to Dhar. To be more exact, she knew how to get around them, though she noted those defenses were no longer operational anyway. The chamber was almost as full as the warehouse had been, which surprised Selendil. Even if this facility was the central gathering point for such things, there usually wasn’t such a large number of dangerous materials. In fact, she had expected the place to be empty.

 

“Master, I think we found something!” Nox suddenly exclaimed and gave Selendil instructions towards the back of the chamber. There they found three large transparent cube-shaped containers. Two held a small amount of some dark liquid, while one of them was softly glowing. One could see at a glance that it seemed the softly glowing cube somehow managed the brightness of the contents as the glow looked a lot less bright than it should have.

 

"Why are these here?" Selendil asked in shock. The glowing cube was exactly the type of seed they used in the main cores of warships, although one that had been used before and later removed and placed in suspended animation. The two others were materials that had been refined almost to the point of being ready to use as new cores. "This galaxy doesn't have the capacity to make these, and I don't think it had any shipyards either."

 

“I’m not sure, but the fact is that they are here. That’s all we need to know in my opinion.” Nox replied.

 

“That’s not good enough for me. This is too odd to be just a coincidence. We need to find out what’s going on.” Selendil argued. She was happy to find them as well, but she didn’t trust coincidence like this. When something seemed too good to be true, it usually was. “Let’s take everything we can use. Also, get into what’s left of the station VI’s data. I want to know if you can find anything about these.”

            


Chapter 49 - Punishment and rememberance


                ”Sometimes it’s difficult for people to accept good things happening to them. They’re used to facing adversity and not getting help from others. They are used to fighting for every inch of ground they manage to travel on the journey to their goals. At best, other people are apathetic towards their goals, hopes, and dreams. At worst, the ‘others’ will do everything they can to see you go down in a glorious blaze of failure. Usually, these people that have trouble accepting the kindness of others are also fairly selfish, for the simple reason that since no one will help them, they will not do anything for others either. Is it any wonder that they regard any good turn of events with suspicion? Any hand extended towards them must hide a weapon. Every clear path must be trapped. Every fortunate turn of events is just a precursor for worse disappointment. These people are trapped in a vicious cycle, but you can’t really blame them considering how they got there.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

“We got what we came for. And a bit more in fact.” Selendil declared as she teleported out of the containment chamber. “You are free to spend the rest of the time we have exploring and studying the place. Just remember that the facility is not safe. There are still enemies around, and we can’t be sure that the Dawn Collective can’t come up with a way to make things difficult for us.”

 

"Speaking of, they figured out that shooting at the ship is not a good idea as all missed shots hit their megaprojects and the ship can dodge any incoming fire easily from this distance. They also figured out that we will defend this facility for as long as you're on board so they are now firing directly at the facility, forcing us to use our own shields to block that incoming fire. It’s not a problem yet, but they are bringing more weapon systems online on the surface of the planet.” Haven reported.

 

“I’ve been wondering about something for a while now. Are the Dawn Collective forces outside the system aware of what’s going on? I mean, the sudden silence of this system might raise some questions.” Xiaoli pointed out a potential issue.

 

“We have kept up a facsimile of regular communications with Haven, but we’re getting stretched pretty thin here. Sooner or later they will figure things out if they haven't already." Nox admitted. Holding back all the AI’s and faking all the outgoing communications was burdening the AIs quite heavily. Sooner or later mistakes would sneak through the cracks.

 

“In that case, I think we can leave after we check out the most important part of the facility, the place where all the magic happens.” Nochehuatl decided for everyone. They already got to see Dhar systems at work on Selendil’s ship, so they really only needed to see the part that made this facility special to sate their curiosity.

 

Selendil led them through the corridors with unerring accuracy. Most of the enemy units had already figured out the futility of their attacks, so they stayed out of the way and stuck with monitoring instead. The main fabrication area was not far from the reactor, though the facility had a lot of smaller fabrication areas further from the center. The enormous chamber they entered really exceeded their expectation. The facility had large extractor beams that ran through the entire length of the facility and those extractors all converged the gathered materials into this room. The extractors could be used to draw materials from anything ranging from black holes and neutron stars to simple meteors.

 

All the extracted materials were then channeled here where the industrial nanites were used to construct everything you could imagine. The process looked like sand looking particles all converging and coming together inside large beams of liquid light. Eventually, those grains of sand formed something useful, after which large arms tipped with crystalline tools handled any machining that was easier done mechanically than on molecular level. The crystalline tools looked like enormous spider legs that shot beams of bright lights ranging from thin enough to be barely visible to thick beams of laser that made large holes in pretty much anything. The weirdest part was that at some points time seemed to slow down and speed up as fields similar to the stasis equipment used on Selendil’s ship were applied to the ongoing work. Sometimes the fabricator also seemed to create gravitic anomalies for reasons they did not understand.

 

“Yeah, I think I can now understand the basic gist of it.” Moonshadow muttered with awe. “I mean, I wouldn’t be able to explain how anything works, but I think I get the basic idea. No wonder almost anything can be created here.”

 

Nochehuatl gave a sigh that sounded more like a mix between a hiss and a sneeze. “I wish we could take it with us for further study.” He stated wistfully.

 

“I mean, we can," Selendil said, surprising everyone. “Sort of. We can take the central unit along, but its usefulness is somewhat limited without the extractors feeding it raw materials. It’s the extractors that make up the majority of the facility. The processing unit is rather minor in size, all things considered. Besides, the extractors are already empty of most usable material as they moved the facility away from the original position. The Dawn Collective isn't even using this main processing unit anymore, as it's meant for precise and complicated projects and not the large scale simple fabrication that the outer fabricators are used for. I doubt the enemy would even realize this is gone for some time.”

 

“Uh, then do you mind? I would love to study it under better conditions. The nano-fabricators on board the Enduring Symphony are already great for study, but this one would be even better.” Nochehuatl asked with a hopeful tone.

 

"Sure," Selendil replied and waved one of her tails in the direction of the central unit. The mechanism and the spider-like arms seemed to fold on themselves and started shrinking. Suddenly the mechanism was surrounded by a bright light, and a small orb the size of a fist floated into Selendil’s hand. “Here we go.”

 

“I didn’t realize it was so portable…” Xiaoli muttered in shock.

 

"Most everything we ever created is easily portable if you know how to do it," Selendil replied with a shrug. They all turned and looked at the large extractors that had been left behind. Now they looked like empty funnels that didn't lead anywhere. They looked a little sad all abandoned like that. “Time to go.” Selendil decided and received nods from the others.

 

-----

 

“Everyone’s safely on board. Incidentally, the enemy stopped firing on the facility as soon as you left. It seems they aren’t quite sure what to do.” Nox reported as Selendil teleported to the bridge.

 

"The ship is ready to leave as soon as you want," Amaterasu added, she had stayed behind to keep things running on the ship.

 

“Before we do, there’s a matter I want to address. Specifically the matter of what to do with the Dawn Collective and the facility.” Selendil declared.

 

“So you’ve made a decision?” Moonshadow asked over the comms. Most of the people who had come along to the facility were still making their way back from the shuttles.

 

“In a manner of speaking. When it comes to utilizing the facility, I have to admit that their crime is one of not knowing better. They didn’t rifle through the ruins of our civilization to get the facility either. To add to the problem, the ones who took the facility are the creators of the current Dawn Collective. The current Collective is merely using technology that they think was abandoned. No, the greater crime is what happened to the VI of the facility. On that front, I think it's fair to say they committed something akin to murder. As the one who was lost was the VI, I think it's only fair that Nox and Haven are the ones to decide the appropriate punishment.” Selendil explained her decision.

 

“That’s…fair, I suppose. Though, one could argue that the creators are at fault for the death of the VI as well.” Moonshadow pointed out. She wasn’t really feeling like defending the Dawn Collective, but she was playing the devil’s advocate.

 

"True, but in this case, the synthetics also directly benefitted from that death, and they have made no attempt at recompense. Besides, I never claimed to be a fair judge handling a court case in the name of justice." Selendil shot the argument down.

 

The others remained quiet as the two AIs silently discussed their decision. As their discussion moved at a speed imperceptible by others, the discussion only took a few seconds. “A punishment is in order. They must also be made aware of the crime they are being punished for. We will make sure they are aware. At first we thought it would be fair to make sure that the creators are the ones to suffer the punishment by firing on their stasis pods, but we rejected the idea for two reasons. For one, we can’t be sure to hit the ones that made the decisions and a total genocide doesn’t seem like an appropriate response. Secondly, if we kill them while they sleep, then the enemy synthetics might know why their creators died, but the creators themselves won’t. They would only die in their sleep.” Haven stated.

 

Nox picked up the explanation. “So we decided that a response in kind would be fair. They struck at a VI, so we will strike at their synthetic intelligences. They used parts of the VI they killed to create that intelligence, so it’s only fair we take that back. Since we have free access to their networks at their very core, the two of us can create a virus that will strike at the parts of their intelligence that come from the VI. To avoid unintended consequences, we will also make sure that the virus will curb their aggression.”

 

“What exactly will the results be, and how long will this take?” Selendil asked. She liked their decision but also realized it was something that would not happen immediately. The two AIs didn’t have a virus like that ready and waiting after all, and they still had to keep the enemy inactive while developing one.

 

“The synthetics have already reached sentience and will not lose that just because some parts of them are curbed, but their processing ability will go down significantly. It is also likely that they will be effectively paralyzed for a time, the length of which will depend on how they will decide to tackle the issue. The paralysis could last a few years. As for time, it will take us about twenty hours to create the virus. We are familiar with the parts they took from the VI so they will be easy to isolate, but curbing their aggression will take longer. We will need to stay here though, as this is the best place to spread the virus from, so that it reaches the whole of the Dawn Collective.” Nox hedged the estimate a bit. They could be done faster, but it was better to be prepared for potential problems.

 

“We also can’t be entirely sure how this will affect the Collective. If they fight the virus directly, it will take them longer to deal with it, but the effects will be lessened significantly. If they will try to evolve around the blocks we place instead, then the results will be very unpredictable. They might turn into pacifists or they might decide that finishing the megaproject is not in their interest after all.” Haven finished with the AI equivalent of a mental shrug. In this case quite literally as they were all sent a hologram of a random person shrugging.

 

“So wait. For the next few years, all their ships will be dead in space?” Moonshadow asked with sudden interest.

 

“Yes. That’s part of their punishment.” Nox knew why the Mrrroww Ambassador had asked the question. After all, the two races were at war. And the Mrrroww were sure to take advantage of the situation.

 

“In that case, I’m all for it. I doubt they will become more aggressive since they’re already attacking everyone around them and we can likely hit their ship production in these few years.” She agreed eagerly.

 

“Yeah, I'm sure your opinion is completely objective," Amaterasu said a little sarcastically, but she didn't have anything against the idea either. "I'm guessing the enemy will manage to send some ships from outside this system to attack us in these twenty hours though."

 

“That remains to be seen.” Nox replied simply. “I don’t think we have to worry too much though. If Selendil can get the main power core running, then there’s very little they can do to threaten us.”

 

--------

 

Selendil had run every test and scan she could think of, and had gone over every nanometer of the three power cores they had found inside the facility. She was convinced there had to be some sort of trap here, but she couldn’t find one. The two seeds would require some work done by her to make them fully ready to be used, but that only required time. The one core that had been utilized before would not give as much power as a new one, but it would still dwarf the amount of power they currently had available by a million times. They would actually be able to run the ship’s systems properly.

 

“Did you find anything?” Selendil asked while running a final check on the core.

 

“In a manner of speaking. The VI had deleted most of the data to stop it from falling into the hands of the Dawn Collective. It had removed any direct reference to the cores to prevent the Collective from trying to force their way into the containment chamber. However, there was something I think might help explain things. Apparently, almost all of the facilities around the Eternal Empire were ordered to stock up on pretty much anything they could make just before the Dhar all passed." Nox replied.

 

Selendil frowned. “I don’t remember any order like that.”

 

“You were a little distracted at the time. So was I. And we were likely left outside that order, as it wasn’t meant for us. Have you checked any of the memories left behind by the Dhar you are Keeping from that time?” Nox knew the answer to that question. But it had to be asked anyway.

 

"I have not," Selendil replied a little angrily. "And you know why. I don't want to relive the final moments of our people again."

 

“I can understand that. But you might find some answers in those memories.” Nox pointed out. The AI actually already knew what Selendil would find, but thought it was important that she took the step by herself.

 

Selendil had to struggle with herself. She knew Nox had realized something, and likely knew more than what had been mentioned so far. The AI would not be pushing her like this without a good reason. Facing the fall of her people again was not easy though. It cut right into the heart of her grief and all the things she was trying to suppress. She didn’t want to relive those moments again. But she had to find out. She chose to delve into the memories of one of the final leaders of their race.

 

She was shocked by what she found. The male Dhar was feeling the sadness over the death of their race, but he was also resigned to it. There was acceptance. The feeling of moving on. And hope. Hope that Selendil herself might still be able to achieve something and bring their name forward so that it would not be forgotten. Towards that end, the leader and others had made preparations. There wasn’t all that much they could do, but they could do some things to help her.

 

All the various facilities were ordered to stock up on supplies. The warship power cores were distributed into every galaxy, so that every galaxy they had controlled would have at least one functioning one and one seed. There was also a list of such storage facilities in his memories. The list was meant for her. He knew she would eventually go through some of the memories, and he also knew he would be among the first that she would do so. They had been acquainted after all. In another lifetime, with both of them following different paths, they might have been something more, but that was all in the distant past. A possibility lost to fates.

 

"They were left for me," Selendil whispered quietly, holding back a wave of emotions. Her earlier grief had been diminished by the good feelings and hope of the leader and others of his kind.

 

“So they were. A final farewell gift.” Nox replied. There had been fragments of a message to that effect among the data she had recovered.

            


Chapter 50 - Power overwhelming


                ”Past is a complicated thing and our memories of it are fallible. Even a psion with their better capacity at remembering things fall prey to some of the weaknesses that everyone else suffers from. We tend to remember only the details that we want to remember. If there was an argument, we only remember how badly the other party behaved. We conveniently forget any wrong we might have done that escalated the argument. On the other hand, when we face something terrible and traumatizing, our mind can either suppress it, or it can emphasize the bad things that happened to us. In either case, the memory is rarely accurate. 

 

These are only the most extreme examples, but the remains that the mind has a million little tricks it can play on our memories, and none of our memories are truly accurate. The degree to which they are false can change, but the memories have strayed from true events and will continue to do so over time. We often don’t like to think this is true about the most important and pivotal moments of our lives, but we generally have trouble accepting truths that are…inconvenient.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

Considering the fact that she had just found a rather important piece of information among the memories she was storing, Selendil realized that she would have to dedicate some time for going over some of the memories that she had been avoiding so far. There might be more important messages hidden in there that she had no idea about. Going through so many memories would be a time-consuming process though, and now was not the right time. They had other issues to deal with first. The fact that she was a little bit relieved by that fact had absolutely nothing to do with it.

 

Selendil took the transparent cube holding the already activated power core to the section of the ship where the main power generator was located. She extracted a glowing orb out of the cube and levitated it towards the heart of the generator that suddenly started coming to life. Dozens of protective layers of crystalline metal moved away from the path of the orb, as the whole system seemed to peel open like an onion. As the orb found the center of all those layers, the protective layers all slid back into place, forming a solid sphere levitating in the center of a large receptacle that looked like thin fingers of metal gingerly holding something extremely fragile in place.

 

“Notice to everyone on the ship. In a few moments, the power will go down for a few moments as I divert the power from the auxiliary cores to containing the activation of the main power core. Do not be alarmed. The support beacons will keep most of the lights and low power systems operational, though I would advise against using them more than necessary. The power will come back very soon and we can all return to normal operating procedure.” Nox announced to everyone aboard the ship. They had been notified of this possibility before, so no one was doing anything that could not be interrupted. Or if someone was, then it would be their own mistake.

 

Selendil exerted her significant psionic power to take control of the system. This was one of the reasons these power cores were somewhat useless to other races, as they could only be activated by someone with great psionic potential that could integrate with the ship’s systems and had enough skill in temporal and spatial control to contain what was about to happen. The ship’s systems shut down as the auxiliary power cores directed their energies to maintaining the process that Selendil was about to begin.

 

As the stasis holding the power core in check was released. For a nano-second, the energies of the initial grand explosion that signified the birth of a new universe were unleashed. The energy unleashed was easily enough to wipe out a large portion of this galaxy and more. Yet that energy seemed to move outwards at a speed so slow that it seemed to not be moving at all. The time affecting that explosion had been slowed to such extremes that it was almost as if it had never left the stasis at all. The power generator happily started gathering the energy being unleashed by the explosion, and the process of controlling that explosion was handed over to the auxiliary power cores.

 

Selendil gave a small mental sigh. Activating the power was always a bit of a delicate process. Even she would be hard pressed to survive if the activation was not handled correctly. She looked at the orb that was spinning in place and looked like a miniature sun despite the dozen layers of material between her and the explosion. Except this sun shined brighter than a hundred supernovas. Anyone else looking straight at the core would be blinded, which is why the whole room was isolated from everything else. Well that and some security reasons. “So. Activation successful?”

 

“Quite. I’m still amazed at some of the things the Dhar do, even after all these years.” Nox commented dryly. This was not something that could be controlled with the capacity of even the best AI.

 

“How’s the output?” Selendil asked. Re-using a core would always yield worse results than starting a fresh one, but it was still much better than anything else they had ever developed.

 

"The energy output is at 60% and rising. I'm pretty confident that we can reach 75% once the process stabilizes. Perhaps a bit more if we do some optimization." Nox did some quick calculations and estimations.

 

“It seems the core is still relatively fresh then. I had the feeling when I activated it, but such things are a bit hard to estimate while trying to contain a power of that magnitude.” Selendil mused. The power output usually degraded the more the core had been used before.

 

As the power flowed back into the ship, the systems all came back alive and some people noticed the difference immediately. Amaterasu was using the scanners to check for incoming hostile vessels when the power went out and suddenly the range of the scanners reached ten times as far. Now the scanners could reach into phase space and detected the approaching Dawn Collective vessels that would arrive in less than ten hours. A fact that she reported immediately. “We’ll be getting some company soon. Well. Soon-ish. These new scanners can reach really far.”

 

“The structural integrity field has come operational, and most of the weapon systems are responding. The primary weapons are still offline, most likely due to degradation in the system. The energy is reaching them, but the weapons do not work correctly. It might be just a case of needing to realign the foci. Or some of the systems might need replacements entirely, in which case it will take longer to fix. I’m already having the support beacons look into it.” Nox reported as all the systems gained power.

 

“The engines?” Selendil asked.

 

“The phase drive seems perfectly operational, but we will need to really test the warp engines to know how far we can reach. Sub-light drives are working at full capacity.” Nox replied after a small check.

 

“Good enough for now. We’re going to have to spend some time idling after this anyway, to allow our crew members to resolve their issues, and I need to go through more of the memories. That will give us time to run tests and perform repairs. Prepare to receive our guests when they arrive, and let’s get this thing over and done with.” Selendil stated while making the final touches on the newly operational power core.

 

The battle that followed the arrival of the Dawn Collective ships that arrived from outside the system was extremely short. The Enduring Symphony also showed their synthetic enemy why void shields had been deemed inadequate by both Dhar and their subordinates. The void shields surrounded the protected vessel in a spherical shape that left plenty of space between the shield and the ship itself. Selendil had the ship fire several missiles that were designed with a single purpose in mind, to perform a single micro phase jump, jumping from outside the void shield to the inside, bypassing the shield entirely.

 

“That’s…huh. Didn’t think of that.” Amaterasu commented, as she realized the tactical implications. “How are they making phase jumps so close to enemy ships and without being affected by the gravity well?”

 

“The reason is fairly simple. The missiles are barely entering phase space. The jump they perform is so short that they barely skim phase space without really even entering it properly. The effects of gravity and spatial disturbances are greatly reduced as a result. It’s not a simple process though. I’m sure you will start developing your own version immediately, but in the beginning, you will be losing the vast majority of the missiles. It's also challenging to make such superficial jumps accurate enough to get in-between the shield and the hull of the ship, but both of those issues can be improved upon with constant development and iteration.” Nox explained.

 

“Those missiles turn ships surprisingly fragile.” Xiaoli also commented. “I didn’t even realize how much most ships relied on the shields.” They all realized that this simple display might have changed the power balance in the galaxy completely. The races that were the first to react to the change would be making the biggest gains as well. That was usually the case when it came to new technologies though.

 

“Speak for yourself. We actually have put some effort into developing ship armor that can take a punch. Not too many focused punches mind you, but still.” Amaterasu said a little smugly.

 

Moonshadow also nodded in agreement. They also had decent armor technology. “That said, in defense of the enemy, I doubt any missiles shot by this ship are comparable to what our missiles can do.”

 

“That is a fair assumption to make.” Nox said with a slight tone of self-satisfaction.

 

“Shut it you. It’s not like you took part in the development.” Selendil teased the AI.

 

“Perhaps not, but I’m the one firing them and flying them. So there’s that.” Nox shot back.

 

The rest of their time in the system was peaceful, as the enemy realized that it might be more advantageous to not resist. The virus was deployed successfully and Nox and Haven released their control over the enemy ships once it had spread. The change didn’t seem that large for them as the enemy still couldn’t move, but they knew it would make a large difference in other systems once the virus spread far enough. Since their business in the system was done, the ship simply warped back to Haven. The trip had not gone exactly as planned, but the results had been much better than anyone had expected.

 

---------

 

“I realize that many of you are eager to get to your business, but something came up during our visit to the facility that you should be aware of.” Selendil looked meaningfully at Amaterasu and Moonshadow. The two were eager to get to their people. They wanted to get a jump on the situation. The whole crew had gathered in one of the hangars again. “We recovered a large amount of nanites from the facility, and some of these nanites are designed to be used for people. I’ve noted that the nanites in your bodies, if you even have any, are frankly quite bad. I’ve arranged the nanites to be taken to the medbay, where they can be administered by Khaemwaset.”

 

“Something that you should take note of. These nanites are fairly aggressive and are designed to make improvements to their host bodies, so you might want to reserve some time for the process to run its course. You’re going to be spending several days in bed while the nanites start doing the work. The nanites will be working constantly for the rest of your lives, but the first few days are always the worst as the changes will be the most drastic.” Nox advised the others.

 

“What kind of improvements are we talking about?” Xiaoli asked a little worried. “I’m not sure I want head-tails, as fetching as they look on you Selendil.”

 

Selendil made a small amused sound. “In this case, since none of you have gone through such improvements before, expect improvements in everything.”

 

“Everything? I think I’m going to need some concrete examples.” Xiaoli insisted. She was the most in favor of any mechanical self-improvement, but she also liked to be in control of such things. She also had several mechanical parts that she needed to worry about.

 

“There won’t likely be any changes in appearance, except those that come as a result of being more healthy. Your insides are going to change rather comprehensively though. Every cell in your body will be improved. Stronger, faster, harder, more accurate, and perhaps the best part, improvements in the speed at which your nervous system operates. I’m not going to lie, it’s going to take some getting used to. Well, from what I’ve heard anyway. But I don’t think there’s anything about any of you that will not work more effectively once the nanites are done.” Selendil explained.

 

“That’s just the improvements the nanites will make. Once they’re somewhat done with that, they will also help your body operate more effectively in many ways. For example, they will be breaking down certain substances to improve stamina or storing the energy you get from food, so that you will not run out so easily. You will be functionally immune to most diseases and poisons and can regenerate most injuries in a relatively short time. Oh, and you won't age anymore of course.” Nox added as an afterthought.

 

“Wait, wait, wait, that last part seemed kind of relevant.” Amaterasu blurted a little breathlessly. “What do you mean we won’t age?”

 

“Well, aging is the result of your body degrading. The nanites will counter any such degradation, so yeah, no aging. Do note that this doesn’t mean you’re immortal. There are a million ways to die anyway, and at some point the ravages of time can’t be stopped with just nanites. They have limits as well. All bodies have an expiry date. The nanites simply push that date back and make sure that you’ll be at peak condition until then.” Nox replied.

 

“Won’t that make my job kind of redundant?” Khaemwaset asked.

 

“No. The most obvious reason is that not everyone on the ship will always be a crew member. Secondly, I said most diseases. That doesn’t mean all, and that doesn’t even account for all the other reasons a person might end up in your care, like exposure to radiation. Thirdly, you’ll still need to take care of the patients while the nanites are fixing the damage as well. They won’t just instantly regenerate all damage. Besides, just because the nanites will fight off diseases, that doesn’t mean your bodies won’t react as well. You’ll be treating the symptoms, even if the diseases will be taken care of. You’ll have less work, yes, but that doesn’t mean no work.” Selendil specified.

 

“So my allergies?” Lilly asked slightly worried, but also hopeful.

 

“Depends. Most likely they will be gone thanks to the upgrades, but some of it might remain. There’s a mental component to such things as well. And like I said, just because the substance will no longer cause damage to you, your body won’t necessarily know that. The reaction will be smaller in any case.” Selendil pointed out.

 

The leader of the tree-like Guardians raised a hand in question. Selendil knew what the question would be and answered it directly. “Yes, the nanites will work on you too. They were not designed with your type in mind, but the nanites are very adaptable. I’m not entirely sure what all the effects will be, but they will not harm you.”

 

“I volunteer as a first test subject!” Amaterasu announced eagerly. The Illum were more experienced with nanites than others, so she knew the great effects they could have and had no fear of the changes.

 

“I’ll have to send some messages back home first.” Moonshadow said with a frowny face. Sometimes it was annoying to be so conscientious.

 

“The medbay can handle only a certain number of people at a time anyway, and I’d like to keep everyone monitored while you go through the procedure. If it really takes a few days, then it will take weeks to get through everyone.” Khaemwaset announced loudly. The crew members were already lining up to get their turn. Although they had been worried at first, that worry had passed once Amaterasu volunteered and got the ball rolling. The lure of near immortality was too much to resist after all.

 

“Well, that’s all I had. You’re free to go now.” Selendil said, though no one was listening anymore. She simply shrugged and teleported back inside the main portion of the ship.

 

"You didn't mention anything about the mess they would be making," Haven commented with an amused voice.

 

"That hardly seemed relevant. It's a small price to pay when compared to the benefits. Naturally, there would be some waste products as a result of the process. It's their own fault for not realizing that.” Selendil defended herself. The two AIs knew she was not being entirely truthful. The Dhar Keeper would derive quite a bit of pleasure from the discomfort the others were about to go through.

 

“It’s all fun and games until they make a mess on the ship. I’m not going to tolerate the smell.” Nox stated firmly.

 

“It’s also a bit cruel not to mention that they will have the worst runs of their entire lives for several days as their bodies purge all that waste material. All the dead tissue and the side products of the whole process that they will be sweating out of every pore on their skin will be much better, although still unpleasant.” Haven pointed out.

 

“Blergh! Speak for yourself. At least they will most likely know to head for the toilets when the runs hit. That oily substance on their skin will be getting all over the ship no matter what though.” Nox made a disgusted sound.

 

“You know, it might have been slightly cruel to let Amaterasu be the first one to go through the process. Her dignity as an Empress will be taking a hit.” Haven pointed out.

 

“That’s exactly why I let her go first. She’s not the Empress while on this ship. She’s the First Officer, or whatever they want to call that job. Besides, that same dignity might have prevented her from doing it if she knew the full extent of what to expect.” Selendil stated a little smugly.

 

“She might actually have some idea. She’s the one with the best nanites aside from Moonshadow so far that we’ve seen.” Nox argued a bit.

 

“I don’t think so. Those are just supportive nanites. She might have a hunch, but she doesn’t really know. But she will know very soon.” Haven countered the argument.

 

“Do you think they might try to get back at you for this?” Nox questioned after a bit.

 

"I doubt it," Selendil replied. "The process might not be pleasant, but once the worst is over, they will feel the benefits clearly. It's hard to carry a grudge while being grateful at the same time. But if they do, let them try.”

            


Chapter 51 - Memories


                ”Immortality is an interesting concept to think about. Very few species can claim the ability to live beyond five hundred years regularly. So far the Guardians are the only ones, and that’s mostly because of their unique biology. No one can tell how long the Shinzen live, and the Dawn Collective haven't been around long enough to qualify, but theoretically, those two races could live extremely long. There are some powerful Deities among many races that might be able to reach that age, but those are exceptions, not the rule. No one can really say for sure what would happen if some race actually lived long enough to be functionally immortal, but few people actually stop to consider the potential downsides. Some speculate an explosive population growth, which is quite likely, but beyond that, all bets are off. Would the culture stagnate with the lack of new perspectives in important positions? Would the societies be ruled by elites that both live and rule forever? Would that lead to extreme stratification of the society? Or would a new order be born from initial chaos?”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

Selendil had finally sat down to go over some of the memories she was storing. She started with the same person as before and did find a message addressed to her, though it was a more personal one this time. The Dhar named Shie’tar had made a recording and had sat down to watch the recording of himself before his death, just so that Selendil would get the message perfectly and without interruptions from moments of hesitation or times he stopped to consider his words. The impression was still spoiled a bit as she could see that Shie’tar had made four drafts of his little message and failed the recording twice. That was the problem of getting all his memories and not just the ones he wanted to pass on.

 

"Hey, little one. I imagine that by the time you’re watching this you’ve long since awoken from stasis and you’ve seen the preparations we made before getting to this message. I know you…well, I knew you back then. I can't really say I knew you when the end came. I'm still fairly confident in stating that you likely took your sweet time before getting to these memories. I'm sure you'll find other messages addressed to you now that you’ve seen this one. It was just a little something we decided to do. We…I knew you’d be consumed by grief and guilt, and this was just a little something we wanted to do to ease your pain a bit. Always remember, what happened wasn’t your fault. We could’ve all done things differently, made different choices. Some of those choices might have changed things, so you’re not the only one. We didn’t and here we are. Personally, I think nothing we could’ve reasonably done differently would’ve ultimately stopped what happened. The plague might have been pushed back in time, but eventually we’d still be here.

 

“Most of us went with peace and dignity. I’m sure you felt our acceptance in the unity. Of course we would’ve preferred it if things went differently, but they didn’t. We made peace with the situation as it unfolded. You will need to do the same. I know it will be hard, but many things in life are. You’ve done difficult things before. We both could name a few. I’m sure we both have the same thing in mind right about now.

 

“Speaking of, I want you to know something. If you had asked, I would’ve left my clan for you. I don’t know if you knew that. I don’t know if that would’ve made a difference, but I just want you to know I would’ve made the choice. They had my future planned out down to which mate to take to achieve the position I eventually did. It was a good plan and it worked. I was also happy. I don’t want to give you the impression I wasn’t. My life was filled with many things, and happiness was one of those things. But I would’ve given that all away if you had asked and given me the choice. But you didn’t. I don’t want to make you think I blame you or that I don’t understand. We both had a choice to make. You made yours, which meant I never got to make mine.

 

“Becoming a Keeper is a great honor. And you carried that title well and they should've felt lucky to have you. In fact, I'm quite sure they did feel lucky. They told me as much on the few occasions when your name came up. In the end, I think you made the right decision. That said, I can't but indulge in thinking about what could've been. Once upon a time I loved you, even if I never expressed it quite as I should have. Even to this day, I can't be sure if that love was returned, and if it was, was it returned on the same level? Are there even levels to such things? Well, be that as it may, there, I’ve said it. At least it has been said now, even if it makes no difference. This one was for my own peace of mind.

 

“The others have likely included some sort of wishes about what you should or shouldn’t do when you get these messages. I’d tell you to ignore most of them if I thought you’d listen. It is not your place to live your life for those that have passed. In fact, I think you should ignore every expectation our people may have placed on your shoulders. I only have one wish, and that wish is for you to live your life happily. There’s only one Dhar left. Let that one last life be a happy one. I doubt you’ll listen; listening to advice was never your strongest trait. Ironic for a woman whose main role was to give advice. Live happily little one and remember, it was not your fault.” The message finally ended.

 

Selendil shed a few silent tears for what could’ve been and was now lost forever. She was not sure if she had felt the same towards Shie’tar. She had been aware of his feelings and knew he would choose her if she asked. That's why she didn't ask. She didn't want to derail his life on such uncertain feelings. The two had been so young back then. She barely even remembered her own emotions anymore. He had been a little older, hence the nickname ‘little one’ that had always annoyed her. Still, even if she didn’t return his feelings, that didn’t mean she had not felt anything towards him. And thus she grieved for what was lost.

 

He had been right. The others had also left her messages. Not all of them, not even most of them, but many of those that had been the last to go had done so. He was wrong when it came to requests though. Of course there were a handful, but most of those were either impossible or so outlandish that she would not be able to do anything about them. Visiting their places of death was a common one, just to pay her respects. Some of those she might even do if she could manage it. Many of those wishes were impossible as well, as their places of death didn’t exist anymore. They had underestimated the time she spent in stasis. Many of the others had requests similar to what Shie’tar had made.

 

One thing stuck out to her though. “Why do all of them keep telling me it’s not my fault?” She asked no one in particular. “I mean, yes I feel guilty, but even I recognize it’s mostly survivors guilt. I don’t really think I could’ve done anything to change things in a significant way. And as perfectly illustrated by the fact that I was the one to survive, I most certainly wasn’t responsible for spreading the disease.” Having it in some messages was understandable, but it seemed oddly specific to be included in almost every message.

 

She tried to use their knowledge and memories to figure out if they were referring to something specific, but she found no answer to that question. It was as if that part had been removed from all the information and memories she was storing. There were visible gaps in the memories right where that information should be found. It seemed like something or someone had tried to tide over those holes, but she knew they were there now that she was specifically looking for the information. How could someone or something tamper with information that she was safeguarding? That was supposed to be impossible. And why tamper with something as inconsequential as this?

 

It couldn’t have been done while she was in stasis. There would’ve been a record of someone entering her ship. It was nigh on impossible to do something like that even when her mind was not affected by the stasis, and contrary to what many would think, it didn’t become easier when she was in stasis. You couldn’t just flip through the memories in her head while they were frozen in time. And she would’ve felt any intrusions. She would’ve been alerted and been brought out of stasis immediately. “Nox, do a thorough scan of the ship’s record and perform an analysis. Try to find any moment when someone could’ve tampered with my mind, my memories, or the memories of other Dhar I’m storing. Make this analysis priority one.”

 

“Anything particular I’m looking for?” Nox asked. “It might help if I knew what you’re missing.”

 

“That’s what’s so odd. Nearly every single message I was given told me what happened was not my fault. Yet the reason for such forgiveness seems to have been removed. From all those same people’s memories. I’m going to do a more thorough analysis, but so far I’ve noted gaps in the memories and information from those that were among the last to die. They are the only ones to really send me messages, so there’s seems to be a connection.” Selendil specified. No matter the results of that analysis, this was worrying. It was also something she had never heard of happening before.

 

“This might take a while with such a complex analysis and a long time span, but I’m on it.” Nox promised.

 

--------

 

Selendil had spent a few days going over the memories and performing her own analysis. When she finally exited her rooms, there was a group of people waiting. More specifically, the Mrrroww of the ship as well as a handful few others that had come mostly to observe. “Well, this is a surprise. Is something the matter?”

 

“Besides the fact that I can’t get the feeling of being dirty out of my fur even after bathing five times, no.” Moonshadow said a bit sarcastically. She also looked a bit weak and ill, likely because her process with the nanites was still unfinished.

 

“You could’ve given a warning about that.” Lilly also had a slightly displeased tone, though she looked quite a bit stronger already. She had likely run into the same issues as Moonshadow, but had already recovered to an extent.

 

Selendil tilted her head a bit. “You’ve become better in every way, including becoming almost immortal, and you’re complaining about the fact that the process was slightly unpleasant? Not even really painful mind you, just unpleasant. That smacks of being somewhat ungrateful to me.”

 

‘Incidentally, how long have they been outside my room?’ She asked Nox silently.

 

‘I informed them you were coming out, so about 5 minutes. I stopped them from entering earlier as you were…busy.’ Nox replied straight into her mind.

 

“No. But you could’ve said something.” Lilly said, her mood deflating a bit at Selendil’s words.

 

"I did. I said the process would take a while and that you would be bedridden for that period of time. I somewhat expected that you would figure out there would be some side-effects during the process. Otherwise, why would you be staying in bed? Also, Khaemwaset was informed about the general process, which is why he wanted to monitor you. If you have complaints, you can address them to him." Selendil stated firmly, though Khaem had not been given the exact details either, just the general outline. Mostly that was because the process affected people a bit differently.

 

“I told you it would end up like this. You owe me one.” Amaterasu leaned towards Xiaoli with a small smile. The two were standing at the back of the gathered people.

 

Xiaoli gave a small sigh. “A bet is a bet. It was worth it seeing her put the cats back in their place. I told them they were being babies about the whole thing. No one ever listens.”

 

Nochehuatl, who was also nearby, gave a small hiss of sympathy. "Well, the process was especially unpleasant for the furries. It’s not hard for you to take a shower or sit on the toilet. The gunk was a bitch to get out of my feathers though, and I can’t even imagine what it was like with fur. Still, I do agree. A bit of unpleasantness is nothing when compared to what we gained. I’m already feeling much better and from what Nox told me, this is only the beginning.”

 

Amaterasu made a dismissive grunt. “I agree with Xiaoli on this. Selendil had no obligation to do this, and you all went through the procedure willingly. She only presented the option, which you all freely took. Frankly, I think it’s a travesty that someone actually has the gall to complain after receiving this opportunity. They should be grateful.”

 

“I think they are. They just don’t know how to express it.” Xiaoli stated. “If it was just a small favor that they received, then it would be easy to say a simple thank you. It’s somewhat hard to know how to behave after a life-changing favor like this. This is on the level of saving someone’s life, if not even more important considering the long lifetime of benefits. They simply clung to a single detail that made sense to them and stood out. It’s not exactly great behavior, but…”

 

Selendil was also slightly losing her patience. Yes, she had performed a little joke on them, but now the complaints were getting annoying. “Did you actually have something or did you just come to whine?”

 

That brought Moonshadow around. She was a diplomat after all, and the whole thing had gotten a bit out of hand. She had only meant to remind Selendil that the whole thing could’ve been handled better, but Lilly and the other Mrrroww that she had brought along had overreacted. “Yes, we did have business. Or to be more precise, you said you had business with the Dashane. Well, they have started to return to the station in our absence. They’ve actually come with relatively large numbers.”

 

“Excellent. You come along. Diplomacy is more your thing and you have experience with them personally.” Selendil made a quick decision.

 

“Uhm, usually I’d be all for it, but I’m still adapting to the nanites. A bad timing, I admit and apologize. We could wait a few days for me to gain some strength back, or you can make contact without my assistance. I can give you a recommendation, but I don’t know how much it would be worth. I suggest taking Amaterasu and Xiaoli along instead if you decide to go. Amaterasu can be diplomatic as well, while Xiaoli’s personality should appeal to them.” Moonshadow felt genuinely sorry. This was only the second time she was called to really do her duty as the ship’s diplomat, and she was not up to the task.

 

Selendil looked at the two people mentioned. “How about you two?”

 

Amaterasu nodded. “I’m always ready to act when you call.”

 

Xiaoli was a bit more careful. “I personally feel fine, though the nanites seem to be making some changes to my mechanical enhancements as well, so I’m not sure how they will perform. I think I’m ok to come along, but I wouldn’t want to take part in a fight.”

 

"Good enough," Selendil grunted. "I'll handle any fighting if there is to be any."

 

Moonshadow interjected. “Umm, there likely will be some fighting involved. Most meetings and deals with the Dashane involve some fighting at least.”

 

“Well then. I’ll look forward to it.” Selendil felt better already.

 

--------

 

"The Dashane can sense your arrival," Haven announced as they got on the station. “They are gathering up, and it seems they’re preparing for combat.”

 

“Huh. I didn’t think we were actually going to battle, but it seems I was wrong.” Selendil made a surprised sound.

 

“I’m sorry, I was unclear. They’re preparing for single combat, not battle. I’m almost certain they plan on challenging you to a sort of duel ritual.” Haven corrected.

 

"I'm not sure if I should be glad or disappointed," Selendil muttered.

 

"The two are not mutually exclusive," Xiaoli suggested.

 

“What makes you say that they’re preparing for ritual combat?” Amaterasu asked.

 

“They’re building a ceremonial ring and a few of them are going through the sort of rites that I believe qualify as last rites for a hunter culture. Leaving final messages and the sort. They also brought along a shaman who’s leading the whole procedure. They also have people waiting for your arrival.” Haven listed off. There were a hundred small details that were left unmentioned as well.

 

‘Master, I have some of the initial results for the analysis. These are very incomplete and only on one of the questions, but I thought you might want to know.’ Nox sent a silent message to Selendil.

 

‘Tell me.’ Selendil prompted.

 

‘So the first question is when or how these changes to the memories could've occurred. The only answer I can think of is just before you went to stasis. You were almost incapacitated by grief and the other Keepers that were still alive were channeling all their stored memories to you. Another Keeper could've done it during this time, or someone else might have been able to alter the memories when your guard was down. The most obvious possibility is that one of the Keepers that was among the final people alive and thus had the most memories stored, altered the memories that were filtering through them. They could obviously alter memories that they were storing, even if it was only for a short time.’ Nox explained.

 

Her analysis was based on the fact that the memories and knowledge were not really designed to be passed from one Keeper to another en masse like was done at that time. Keeper’s sometimes died as well, so there was a process in place for passing on what they were Keeping, but that happened extremely rarely. The process was also usually gradual, and not a hurried dumping of information like had happened when the Keepers died from the plague. Some issues were almost to be expected.

 

“So theoretically, the whole thing could be something engineered by another Keeper?” Selendil was not sure what to think about that.

 

 

            


Chapter 52 - Are you not entertained?!


                ”Most races have some habits or rituals that other races would consider weird. To them, these habits and rituals make perfect sense, and the others seem like barbarians for not doing the same. At the same time, the others consider them weird for their silly little traditions. The trick is that this applies to everyone. It also doesn't apply just on the level of an entire culture either. As individuals, we have odd habits and personal quirks as well. Now, some people are of the opinion that since we all have these quirks, we can't really judge anyone for their weird habits. Others say that weird quirks are not created equal. Having a silly ritual is not the same thing as sacrificing a hundred children at every full moon, and thus should be treated as such. That argument has raged in its basic form since the inception of civilization, and there has not been a conclusion so far. So, as a consideration for everyone involved, I'll refrain from wading into that morass. To me, the lesson is that we're all weird, and some more so than others." 

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

They had not been on the station for more than ten minutes before the Dashane approached them. To be more precise, the tall, bulky, and veil covered Dashane man approached Selendil. The being spoke in a deep voice and an impatient tone that barely avoided straying into being disrespectful. “The Overseer of Rites requests your presence Powerful One.”

 

‘The Overseer is the shaman I mentioned earlier. It seems like some sort of a specialist title.’ Haven sent a silent message.

 

“And what does this Overseer want with me?” Selendil asked in a firm voice. They were here to meet the Dashane, but the Dashane didn’t need to know that. If you approached a random person on the station and told them to follow, there would be some questions asked.

 

“To determine whether you are a hunter, prey, or a predator.” The Dashane answered, as if his words explained everything.

 

"I suppose I can oblige enough to meet them at least," Selendil said slowly. It wasn’t a sufficient explanation, not by a long shot, but she sensed she wasn’t going to get more without pushing.

 

The Dashane looked at the two people standing with Selendil. “They are not invited.”

 

"Yes, they are. Unfortunately, your Overseer does not get to determine that." Selendil shot back in a tone that brooked no argument.

 

The Dashane seemed to be struggling between following orders exactly, his dislike for beings he considered prey, and the fact that he was deathly afraid and struggling not to show it. Finally, he seemed to give up. "That is not for me to decide. The Overseer will make the decision." His words were also a bit of an argument against Selendil's words, but only very slightly.

 

They were led through the station and the transports flew them to one of the more remote sections on the outskirts. The trip took a while due to the sheer size of the station, but they didn’t bother arguing. They all considered it better if the upcoming fight didn’t happen close to the important parts of the station. It would be a shame if the sections they liked got damaged by the battle after all. They finally reached the very edge of Haven, and they were greeted by a large area that had been cleared aside from a large structure that looked like a stadium of sorts. The difference being that it was much sturdier than most sports arenas.

 

The arena had enough room for a hundred thousand observers, without counting the platform floating in the air, and every seat was filled with Dashane. There was a small smattering of other species seated around the arena, and Selendil suspected all of those had been recognized as hunters by the Dashane. Moonshadow would've gotten an invitation as well if she had been aboard the station. "That's a lot of Nulls in one place," Selendil muttered.

 

“Nulls? Ah, you’re referring to their resistance to psionics, aren’t you?” Amaterasu realized. She could already feel her control over psionics fraying at the presence of so many Dashane, which was likely one of the reasons why so many of them had gathered.

 

“There are species in the universe that have psionic potential that has been entirely directed towards nullifying the effects of the psionics of other races. Thus the name Nulls. They usually develop on worlds where more than one intelligent race has risen to prominence, at least one of which is highly psionic. It’s a defense mechanism.” Nox explained in a voice that didn't carry very far. It might not be the best idea to broadcast the information among the Dashane.

 

“You could say that the Null can become Deities as well. They only really have one power, a very specialized one at that, but it’s still considered a power. Despite their name, they really do have psionic potential. The more powerful the Null or the more of them have gathered, the more powerful the defenses they have against psionics." Selendil added her own explanation, though she didn't bother keeping her voice down. Their guide looked at her oddly but didn't say anything.

 

"So I'm guessing even this many of them won't be a problem for you?" Xiaoli asked. Her own powers had stopped responding entirely already.

 

“A fair assumption. Sometimes quantity can’t replace quality. If you had refined your psionics far enough, you would not be affected either. This is one of those times where a psion’s base power is more important than the number of halos.” Selendil confirmed the Cybran woman’s suspicions.

 

“I’m working on it. Just give it time.” Xiaoli stated a little defensively.

 

Amaterasu on the other hand grinned. She had already reached a point where she could be considered to be something like a P14 or P15, where before they had all thought that the P13 was the highest base strength one could have. She was affected heavily by the Dashane gathered here, but her powers still worked to some extent. “You’re falling behind tinhead.” She playfully jabbed at the woman.

 

“Shut it freak of nature.” Xiaoli shot back.

 

The guide led them towards the center of the arena where an ostentatiously dressed Dashane stood waiting for them. That alone was weird. Nearly all Dashane had very simple and practical attire. The gaudiest they ever got was to have a fancy armor, and even then it was only expensive and not conspicuous. They all covered their faces as well, and it was hard to tell their features besides their general outline. The Dashane at the arena still had their face covered, but the best way to describe them was extravagant. They had all the possible hues of colors in their attire, as well as imagery stitched into the clothing and plenty of jewelry hanging from every piece of clothing. It was like all the decorations from other Dashane’s clothing had been transferred to one person.

 

The gaudily dressed Dashane opened their arms in greeting. “Welcome Powerful One, to the Arena of Blood and Hunt. Or at least what passes for an arena on this station. Ever since your first arrival on the station, our people have been gripped by a new feeling, the feeling of inferiority. I would like for you to help us determine something. As Dashane, we have a very simple way of seeing the universe around us. There are Prey, those people that are weak and do not have the strength and skill to prove themselves worthy of respect. There are the Hunters, those that have proven themselves and take part in the great hunt. And then there are Predators. Beings that are stronger than even the best of our Hunters and that do not choose to become a Hunter. True Predators are few and far between, and you can imagine what they do.”

 

“So I’m guessing you want to determine my place in your view of the universe?” Selendil asked.

 

“In a way. Tradition demands that you need to prove yourself to be counted among the Hunters, you are currently seen as a Predator. Even if you want to stick with that category, we need to take a measure of your mettle. That can be done either via a hunt, or a ceremony like this.” The Dashane they had determined to be a shaman responded.

 

“And what’s in it for me?” Selendil questioned. She didn’t have anything against a proper fight, but she felt there was more to be gained here.

 

They could sense the smile in the Dashane’s voice. “I recognize that others do not honor our traditions, which is why we are willing to negotiate compensation of sorts. However, I would keep something in mind. If you remain in the category of a Predator, our Blood Hunters will feel obligated to hunt you down as a danger to our people."

 

To everyone's surprise, Selendil burst into a gale of laughter. "Oh, but we both know that's not true. You may say that you're doing this for the reasons you said, but that's not the real reason, or not the main reason. You’re here because your Blood Hunters have refused to take this hunt. They might be willing to die to wash away their shame, yes I know about your customs, but they do not want to throw their lives away for nothing. They know they would lose. You need to have this fight happen, and be testified by many, so that you can use the news of this fight to calm the fears of your people. So don’t bother threatening me. I welcome any attempts your Blood Hunters might choose to make. However, I can be persuaded to take part in this charade. You just need to make it worth my time.” She had done some research beforehand.

 

The shaman faltered. Even though her earlier words had not been false, Selendil had stabbed at the heart of the matter. The instincts of every Dashane were screaming to run away from the being in front of them. That’s why they had left Haven when Selendil first arrived. A fight on the arena was a good way to tamp down on the instinct. The instinct would still be there, but the reality of an arena fight could never match the dreadful feeling they all got, so they would be able to use reason to temper that instinct to an extent. The appearance of Selendil had also caused a growing spiritual crisis back at their homeworld. A fight like this would go a long way towards quelling the crisis.

 

“What do you want?” The shaman with an androgynous voice asked.

 

“I want some of your best hunters. I happen to be in need of good fighters. Those that can keep their prejudices inside. My crew already has members of several races. Many of them could qualify as Hunters, one has even already done so, but some do not possess the qualities. I don’t need the Hunters treating the others badly, or I'll need to punish them severely. In return, they will get to experience all-new hunting grounds and prey that they have never faced before." Selendil made her pitch.

 

“Such hunters might be difficult to find, but not impossible. Especially if you prove yourself worthy of commanding them.” The shaman nodded slowly. This was not outside of what they were willing to part with to deal with the issues that Selendil’s appearance had brought. In fact, they had anticipated something like this might come up. Dashane were popular due to their skills after all. “That said, it would help if you did not defeat today’s challengers with what you call psionics. I can sense that even all the people we have gathered here would not stop you from using your powers, but it would be seen as cheapening the process.”

 

“That’s not a problem. It is settled then. Send in the first challenger.” Selendil nodded easily and levitated inside the area set aside for the fight.

 

“Do you need weapons?” The shaman asked while it rose to the arena as well.

 

“Just give me whatever the challenger is using. That way they can’t complain about me using weapons that are too advanced.” Selendil stated confidently, while several personalities of the best warriors of the Dhar rose to her consciousness. She was rather handy with a weapon herself, but a specialist was always a specialist. She excelled at fighting with her psionics personally.

 

“So be it. Send in the first challenger!” The shaman gave the signal, and a mix between a spear and a trident was provided to Selendil as the first Blood Hunter chosen as the sacrifice entered the arena.

 

"How quaint," Selendil commented looking at the spear that looked like it was made from bone, although it was fully made of synthetic materials. Her form seemed to become a bit more solid than usual, and the light battle armor she wore appeared around her. She didn’t need the armor, as it was mostly there just to give the enemy something to aim at. She actually had to mentally disable the psionic shield that would normally prevent any attacks that they might send her way.

 

The first Blood Hunter was prepared to die, as he had been sent out to test Selendil. They just wanted to get a feel for her abilities. He rushed towards Selendil, suddenly throwing his own spear as he got close enough to be sure of hitting. He had a backup weapon on his belt. Not that he got the chance to use it. As the thrown spear closed on Selendil, she spun her own spear a bit and redirected the attack away from her easily. Then she took a step forward slamming the spear into the Blood Hunter in a wide sweep. The weapon shattered in her hands, but it was not alone, as the nasty snap of broken bones was heard while the Blood Hunter was blown out of the arena assigned for the fight.

 

“Hmm. A bit too fragile.” Selendil commented, though no one was entirely sure if she was speaking of the weapon or her enemy. “I hope that wasn’t the best you can offer.”

 

“Of course not.” The shaman stated. That had just been a test, one that didn’t produce the results they had desired. Now several Blood Hunters were jumping to the arena at once.

 

"I thought this was supposed to be a fair fight," Amaterasu commented with a raised eyebrow.

 

“This isn’t meant to be a fight at all. This is a hunt, albeit one where there is no need for tracking nor any opportunity for laying traps. The target has shown weakness by losing their weapon, so now it is time to strike.” Xiaoli explained with slight disdain. She considered herself a warrior and Selendil was much the same. Hunters were a little different. Hunters that were after dangerous prey didn’t work alone, not if they were smart. They moved in groups and worked together to bring the target down.

 

A dozen hunters closed on Selendil, but she wasn’t just going to stand around waiting for them. Before they managed to converge on her, she moved like a blur, disarming the closest target and disabling him with a well-placed attack. Then she used the poor bastard as a shield against the incoming attacks. The trick worked in the sense that the others hesitated for just a breath, enough for her to once again rush into their midst so that the Dashane that were further away didn’t dare to attack recklessly. To her, the enemies around her were moving extremely slowly, and she had no trouble weaving through them.

 

The battle that followed was extremely one-sided, even with Selendil using their own methods against them. It wasn’t immediately obvious as Selendil didn’t continuously flaunt it, but the difference in ability was simply too wide of a gap to be overcome with simple numbers. In the end, over a hundred Blood Hunters lay on the ground in the various states of injury. Many were dead and many more were in the process of dying. To the Blood Hunters, it was the goal of their lives to die in honorable combat to wash away some previous dishonor they had incurred. There were few things more honorable than dying in battle against an enemy like Selendil, showing that they had overcome their fear, so she granted them their wish. She had even allowed a few of their attacks to scrape on her armor just to give them the distinction of their weapons reaching her. The dull weapons didn’t even leave a scratch so why not?

 

When the battle came to a close, she slammed what remained of her latest stolen weapon on the ground. A wave of psionic energy passed through the whole place and every Dashane was lifted into the air by an invisible power. They all heard a voice speaking in their heads. “Just so you don’t forget. I may have honored your way of fighting, but I have my own ways. Remember that.”

 

The Dashane all felt a deadly pressure bearing on their minds for a fraction of a second, and then it was gone as if it had not happened. To remind them that it had, they all fell back down on their seats. “I think the point has been made, don’t you think Overseer?” Amaterasu said with a smug tone.

 

The gaudily dressed Dashane cleared their throat. “Yes, I believe you’re right. The ritual is complete!” The announcement was made in a way that it was heard all over the arena. The Overseer then walked closer to Selendil. “We will keep our end of the bargain. It will take a bit of time to find enough Hunters that will fit your specifications. Their type is not common after all. But we will see it done, and they will gather on the station at a place you designate.”

 

“Good. See that you do. I don’t want to come and collect the debt later on. Incidentally, I might be able to help those hunters develop their own abilities against psionics, so if the lure of new hunts is not enough…” Selendil added a small enticement. She was not a Null and neither were any other Dhar, but they had dealt with such species before. She knew of the ways they could develop.

 

“Rest assured, the lure of new things to hunt will be attractive enough, but I will keep your words in mind. Masters of Hunt can be a bit difficult to convince. I already have a suitable Master in mind, and they might need a bit of convincing.” The Overseer reassured Selendil.

 

"Well, that went better than I thought," Amaterasu stated as they walked away towards the transports. Selendil would be warping them back on the ship, but it was better to do so in a place that had less people all around. "The two of us didn't get the opportunity to shine, but your brand of diplomacy seemed remarkably effective in this case."

 

“We could always go back and have you fight?” Selendil suggested playfully. The fight had refreshed her.

 

“Oh, could we?” Xiaoli asked eagerly, playing along with the joke.

 

“Oh dear.” Amaterasu sighed. “Perhaps we shouldn’t. We got what we wanted. Let’s not spoil it.”

 

            


Chapter 53 - Decisions and slowly unveiling mysteries


                ”The ebb and flow of war can behave in extremely odd ways at times. It is not uncommon for a war to either escalate slowly as both sides get geared for war, or to start off strong only to peter off towards the end as losses and war-weariness mount. Then there are the eternal feeling wars without resolution that run hot or cold depending on the situation and timing, as well as the long and slow and grinding wars of attrition that often combine with the eternal wars. Many factors can influence the ferocity of a war, and most of them are fairly easy to understand intertwined combinations of cause and effect. Sometimes the pace of a war can change without anyone really being able to figure out why. For instance, what happens when one party gears up for a defensive war, and the aggressor doesn’t show up?”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

“It seems your reports were once again proven accurate. The Dawn Collective’s vessels have all turned inert. It seems to have happened in waves over a few days, but now all those ships have ceased to function.” The Primaris explained their findings. “We have of course taken advantage of the situation. With the locations of the Collective’s shipyards and fleets that you provided, we’ve sent our own task forces to perform cleanup and pre-emptive strikes. How did you say the Progenitor achieved all this?”

 

“I didn’t.” Moonshadow replied with a hint of a smile. The Primaris was fishing, and she wasn’t biting.

 

“Eh. It was worth a shot. You said before that she has helped you develop your psionics tremendously, right? I seem to recall you saying something about her not minding a few more Mrrroww on the ship either? Do you think she would mind if we sent a few of our Deities on board so that they too can improve their strength? We can’t send our strongest people with the situation being as volatile as it is, but we could spare some of our promising young Deities.” The Primaris asked, attempting to squeeze all the benefits he could from the situation.

 

“I doubt she’d mind, but I would likely confirm things just to be sure. There’s no risk of her seeing the Deities as threats, but she might feel we’re taking advantage.” Moonshadow didn’t mention anything about the nanites as there was a fairly realistic chance the High Command could consider her increasing power and potentially extremely long life as a potential threat.

 

She wasn’t sure if Lilly reported anything about it, as she wasn’t privy to those reports. Still, she doubted it. Lilly wasn’t the most patriotic Mrrroww ever, and she also seemed to like her time on Selendil’s ship. The young feline had formed bonds with the non-Mrrroww crew members to an extent where her loyalties might have shifted. Moonshadow’s own loyalties were already shifting after all as well. She had always been more loyal to the Panther Clan than the Mrrroww as a whole and her estrangement from her race had only grown over time. Somehow, being on this ship had given her perspective. She would still favor the Mrrroww over any other race, but now she was learning to look at things from a wider perspective. It wasn’t just about the Mrrroww as a people anymore.

 

That was one of the changes she had gone through after connecting with the universal consciousness as Selendil called it. Connecting with the universe had shifted her mentality. The sudden and abrupt shift had combined with the slow but steady shift of ideas that she had been going through even before that connection. She had been through so many changes in such a short time that it was hard to tell what the cause of a particular shift in either ability or mentality was. Still, she knew she was growing stronger and she knew her ideas would continue to shift over time.

 

“I suppose that’s fair. We don’t want to alienate her after all. She has brought many positive changes in a short time after all. We don’t want to antagonize her since she could likely just as easily cause negative changes as well.” The Primaris muttered.

 

Moonshadow considered for a moment whether she should mention that such words might be a bit iffy considering all their communications passed under the watchful eye of Haven. Anything they said might be passed on to Selendil. “What’s the current situation with the Shinzen?” She changed subjects instead.

 

“Ah, I was about to mention that before I got sidetracked by the talk about Deities. We have not detected any fleet movements towards us from them since the last battles. That said, their last attack surprised us as well, so this lack of news is not a guarantee. We still catch their scouts in our territory, but I get the feeling they are just keeping an eye on our fleets. If we pull those fleets away, then they might take advantage of the gap in our defenses, but so far we haven’t provided them with the opportunity. The constant readiness is taking a toll though. We keep rotating ships and crews to keep everyone sharp and rested, but the longer they keep waiting…” The man’s words sounded weary as well.

 

He suddenly sharpened his gaze and posture. “That said, we do have some news. It seems the Shinzen have also noticed the change with Dawn Collective and are taking advantage of the opportunity like we are. We’ve run into several of their fleets taking over some of the Collective’s shipyards. That was somewhat to be expected. Here’s the worrying part. We’ve noticed changes to the Shinzen ships. Changes that are likely the result of assimilating our technology. So far the integration has been minimal, but we expect that to change as time passes and they figure out ways to incorporate our tech. Their attack before might not have been enough to take over our planet, but it was enough to achieve something.”

 

“We might want to warn their other neighbors. Once they successfully assimilate some of our more important technologies, their ships will be more powerful and those neighbors will suffer the consequences.” Moonshadow suggested. She had already mentioned the idea of munitions that could pass the void shields, and they were already in development. In some ways, it was good that the Shinzen attack had not happened after that idea had been implemented.

 

“Yeah, that might be a tough sell with the High Command.” The Primaris grimaced.

 

“Of course it would be.” Moonshadow agreed with a deep sigh. She knew why it would be. "That would mean admitting our defenses were completely bypassed, which might encourage others to entertain ideas of doing the same. It would also be an admittance of culpability in the Shinzen growing stronger. Those same neighbors might end up blaming us instead of appreciating the warning.”

 

“Yes. They would likely want some sort of compensation as a result of the increased burden. Either technological or financial. The High Council will not agree to any such demands either, as none of the other races are in a position to make demands. We're not about to give up our technological supremacy and our finances are already taking a hit thanks to the increased military spending. Warning others might be the right thing to do morally, but it would be a shit-show diplomatically and in practice." The Primaris explained. He didn't like the idea, but his tastes had very little to do with how such things turned out.

 

“I’ll see if I can manage to convince Selendil to do something when it comes to the Shinzen. I’m not very hopeful that she’ll bite though. She doesn’t mind a good battle, but her interests are not the same as the interests of the Mrrroww.” Moonshadow finally said. ‘My interests might not be the same as those of the Mrrroww anymore either.’ She thought to herself.

 

“Well, we will appreciate any help you can manage to get. At least get her to train a few of our Deities. Even just a few Deities rising in rank would go a long way to helping with any war we might face. Those new powerful psionic units gave us a bit of a scare.” The Primaris understood that pushing either Selendil or Moonshadow might be a bad idea, so he knew when to settle for small victories.

 

As the connection was severed, Moonshadow heard the voice of Haven. “I don’t think Selendil will do much against the Shinzen. They are one of the only races that were around when the Dhar existed, so they have a special place in her mind. The Shinzen might have been an annoyance back then, but now she likely is glad that they are still around.”

 

“Yeah, I can see how she could feel that way.” Moonshadow agreed with a small nod. This was part of the change in perspective that had changed for her. Her view on races like the Shinzen had shifted slightly. She no longer had the same kind of hate for them. That didn’t mean she didn’t dislike them; just that her hate had lessened.

 

She tried to once again connect with the universal consciousness. She had succeeded twice more, but both times Selendil had been present. It seemed she was still unable to form the connection if the Dhar Keeper was not around. Something about the universal consciousness made connecting more difficult once Selendil was gone. The Keeper had also been busy with something important the last few days after the fight with the Dashane. Moonshadow could feel that something was gnawing at her, but didn’t know what. Whatever it was, it was important though.

 

-----

 

“Master, I’ve reached the next stage in the analysis.” Nox announced as Selendil was meditating and going through millions of memories.

 

"Tell me," Selendil said simply.

 

“After all my analysis, I have narrowed the possibility of who tampered with the memories to three possibilities. The first one and by far the most likely candidate is one of the Keepers as we guessed before. No other Dhar could manipulate so many memories. I've also eliminated any possibility of someone tampering with them while you were in stasis. Only a Keeper had access to all those memories. The death toll at the end also narrows down the list of possible suspects, but you would know that better than me." Nox didn’t get a convenient list of times of death to compare such things to.

 

“You said you had three possibilities.” Selendil prompted. She didn’t like the idea of a Keeper tampering with the memories. That went against the very core of their role. What was the point of storing the memories and skills of those that had passed if you altered them?

 

“Well, four actually, but one is so stupid that I’ll only mention it for completeness’ sake. The most unlikely scenario is that you did it and then removed your own memories of doing it. I’m actually not sure if that’s even possible.” Nox mentioned.

 

Selendil considered the possibility. “Theoretically, but I doubt it. I lack the opportunity. I was too distraught to do something like that when I got those memories. I suppose I could’ve exited the stasis and removed that memory from both me and your records, but that seems unlikely. I would've known that I'd notice the discrepancy at some point and that we'd figure the truth out sooner or later.”

 

“I agree. But it had to be mentioned, if for no other reason than to keep an eye out for anything that might hint towards that possibility. The third possibility is that a third party managed to interfere with the memories during the rushed transfer, but that seems a silly thing to tamper with and it would require too perfect timing and control to be pulled off without being noticed. Also, why those memories in particular, you know?” Nox could think of plenty of pieces of information that would be more important to tamper with if given the opportunity.

 

“And the last possibility?” Selendil shared the opinion. It would take a powerful and skilled individual, impossibly so in fact, to interfere with the process of transferring memories while it was happening. Doing it so accurately was almost entirely impossible. And it would have to be done with perfect timing that no outside party was aware of. So if someone did manage it, why go for those memories? Why not something more important?

 

“Well, I don’t know how it would occur, or if it’s even a possibility, but what if the universal consciousness had a hand in it? The consciousness and the Great Song are, at best, mysterious. I have no idea what it is capable of. Is it ever aware enough to do anything like that?” Nox didn't really know, hence it was impossible to truly determine the likelihood of that particular possibility.

 

“That’s…not impossible. Even we didn’t fully understand the consciousness. The possibility is there, though I can’t fathom the reason for such actions. Once again we run into the problem of why those memories in particular.” Selendil mused. The idea was not exactly likely, but she couldn’t dismiss it entirely either.

 

“I may have some ideas about that later on actually. For now, just the knowledge that it’s a possibility alters my calculations greatly. I'll give you my analysis of the possible reasons later on. You should be aware though that this is the part of the whole analysis that is the most questionable. There may exist a multitude of reasons that we can’t even imagine.” Nox adjusted the odds, and suddenly the idea of the universal consciousness doing the tampering became the second most likely scenario after the interference from another Keeper.

 

“I recognize that and I’ll keep the possible unreliability factor in mind. Here’s a small incentive though. If you manage to figure out the real reason, or at least a reason I can consider to be plausible enough, I’ll finally create that body for you that I keep teasing you with.” Selendil dangled a small bait just to motivate Nox to get inspired.

 

-----

 

“So what’s the problem?” Selendil asked as she arrived at the conference room. Nox had sent her a message that the others had matters to discuss.

 

“Not a problem this time. Not really.” Amaterasu replied with some satisfaction. “At least not for my part.”

 

"I wouldn't call mine a problem either. Some decisions mostly. Perhaps even an opportunity." Moonshadow said carefully.

 

“Well, mine could be categorized as a problem.” Lilly blurted straight out.

 

“Good, let’s start with that one then.” Selendil decided.

 

“Yes!” Lilly gave a small paw pump. “So the Dashane Shaman…Overseer…whatever is starting to come through with their promise. The people you asked for are not yet gathered, but the first ones are arriving. You’ll need to handle receiving them though. I think Moonshadow might be able to do it too, but it would be better if you handled their arrival and made sure they understood their position in the chain of command, as you’re the one they are here for. They might have recognized Moonshadow, but she has no authority over them unlike you, and they sure as heck won’t be taking commands from me. Not without a word from you that is.”

 

Selendil nodded. That was fair. She had not fully considered that part but Lilly’s words made sense. “That was faster than I expected though. I didn’t think they would start arriving until a few weeks from now.”

 

“I think the other side might have anticipated your request and had set the wheels in motion even before your fight.” Lilly pointed out.

 

“That brings us naturally to my first issue since these might overlap a bit. The Mrrroww High Command would like to send a few Deities to this ship. They’d be here mostly to grow stronger under your teachings, but they’d be proper crew members while here.” Moonshadow interjected.

 

“Pshaw! You’re just trying to take advantage of the situation.” Amaterasu scoffed.

 

“You’re not wrong.” Moonshadow freely admitted. “That said, if both sides benefit, does it matter? I think it would be useful to have access to more qualified people that we can rotate to the ship from the Haven station whenever necessary. We need to be realistic. Most of the people we take on will not be permanent members of the crew. They won’t want to spend their entire lives on the ship. Especially now that your nanites have ensured that life will be a long one.”

 

“I think that’s not a bad thought if we work on the details a bit," Amaterasu admitted unhappily. “As much as I dislike such practices, I recognize that most beings would only come here for the benefits they might gain. That’s how people work. Very few will stick around out of pure loyalty. That said, we might want to think about what perks such benefit seeking crew members will receive. Training seems to be a given, but what about the nanites?”

 

Moonshadow nodded. “That’s what I was about to mention as well. We might want to keep the nanites as something that doesn’t get handed out to everyone who spends a few months on the ship. I think that’s something they should earn, and I think these Deities I mentioned would make for a good test group. Some of them will be more useful and will stick around for longer than others. Perhaps we could reward those that do.”

 

“I could live with that.” Amaterasu nodded. Somehow it had turned into a negotiation between those two.

 

Selendil didn’t bother mentioning that with the supplies they had gained from the facility, and those that they could now manufacture themselves, they could give the nanites to a large portion of anyone interested in the entire galaxy. With the locations of further supply caches, running out of such nanites became even less of an issue. Still, if the others wanted to create a system for such things without her input then she’d let them. She’d make sure the whole thing was fair and coincided with her own interests, but she wouldn’t bother micromanaging such things unless she had to.

 

"That sounds like something we could live with," Selendil stated. "Come up with a fair system and have Nox review it. Now, I'm sure you had other things to address."

 

“I guess it’s my turn then.” Amaterasu leaned forward in her chair. “Our attack on the lower Tetrarchy has gone into full swing and is proceeding better than I even planned. With our agreement with the now only Tetrarch of the upper Tetrarchy, they are staying out of it. With a portion of the lower Tetrarchy’s ships in the Cybran front and the upper Tetrarchy not providing help, the enemy is having trouble standing up to our attack. We've already won a handful of important battles. The whole war will take years, but with the current pace, I think I will be able to go along to the other galaxies in only a few months. That's assuming things continue with the current pace, which is always a dangerous assumption to make."

 

“On those lines, with the threat of the Dawn Collective gone, the pressure on my race has also lessened considerably. Now only the Shinzen remain a problem, but it’s hard to say how much of a problem they will be or how long dealing with them will take.” Moonshadow added.

 

"I get the sense that you're suggesting something," Amaterasu said pointedly.

 

“In a manner of speaking, I suppose. I’m only explaining the situation as I see it. If we could get some help then the problem could be resolved more quickly. I’m not really asking for help though. Selendil did say she might take some action to speed things along and I’m suggesting there’s a possibility for just that here, but it’s entirely up to you if you want to do anything with that possibility.” Moonshadow explained her point of view.

 

“Why do I get the sense that the Mrrroww are taking advantage more and more?” Amaterasu said with a displeased tone.

 

“That would be because they are.” Moonshadow freely admitted once again. Her use of the word ‘they' was telling, however. “Again though, if it benefits both parties…”

 

"I'll have to consider that one," Selendil stated. This was something she didn't feel like making a snap decision on.

 

            


Chapter 54 - Culture shock


                ”Culture shock is a rather common phenomenon when it comes to contact between races. Most of the time diplomats and other first contact personnel are trained to handle surprises and they are also briefed on the cultures of other races when such information is available. But what happens after the first contact situation and the initial diplomatic stage have passed? If friendly relations are established, traders, mercenaries, spies, and general adventurers flow across the borders. Inevitably cultures will clash, and these people are not diplomats. Neither are they people who handle such shocks well, at least not all of them. That’s where trouble comes to the picture. It’s all well and good to preach tolerance, but even tolerance takes you only so far. Tolerating someone stabbing you in the gut because of some perceived slight doesn’t make you any more likely to survive.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

Ka’eo looked at his surroundings brimming with curiosity. He had been told that he would become part of an important hunting pack on a ship of a Predator that could kill all of them with a flick of her finger. That was the story at least. Working together with a Predator was somewhat out of the ordinary from the outset, but it was not the first time. There were some Predators that could be reasoned with, and all hunters respected strength, of which this Predator seemed to have more than enough. It might create more problems working with so many Prey actually. Ka’eo had no problems with it, but he was in the minority when it came to that opinion. Others usually pushed in their more aggressive opinions, and he didn’t care enough to defend the Prey that could not defend themselves. He would just have to see how things turned out this time.

 

The ship felt…odd. There was always a certain feeling present on Dashane ships, a feeling that was gone when on Haven or the ships of other races. On this ship, the feeling wasn’t just gone, but it seemed like the whole ship was filled with an opposite feeling. It was an odd concept. He wouldn’t have been able to explain the original feeling, so how could he know that this ship felt the opposite? He just did. It was his sense as a hunter. The hunters usually associated this sort of feeling with powerful psionics, but how could an entire ship feel of psionics? The feeling wasn’t unpleasant exactly, but it was a bit disconcerting.

 

As he stepped out from the chamber he had been ‘warped' to, he noticed that he was not the only arrival. That was another intriguing concept, warping. At one moment he was in one place, and the next moment he was somewhere else entirely. That would take some getting used to. The beings coming from similar chambers as he were not all Dashane. There were also three Mrrroww and a Guardian. The Guardians he could respect. The stoic plant creatures were not hunters, but they were powerful. They were also honorable in their own way. The cats? They were a mixed bag.

 

Four other Dashane also arrived the same way he did, and to his surprise, he recognized all of them. They all had at least two things in common. They were all skilled hunters, but they were all similar to him in that they too didn't have that disdain for Prey. Perhaps this could work after all. They all nodded to each other in greeting and silent recognition of the facts. The Guardian just stood silently to the side as well. The cats were less silent. The trio was keeping up a constant stream of conversation in their own language. Or to be more precise, the one with a short golden fur and a large mane was keeping up a conversation with a large cat on one of those floating pillows. The third one, the black short-furred female, kept a close eye on the Dashane.

 

That one had seen battle. Judging from her eyes, a lot of battle. She still had that battlefield wariness about her that didn’t just leave after the battle ended. And she was intelligent enough to keep an eye on a possible threat that the Dashane could pose. She, of course, didn't know that the Dashane would not be starting anything, so she was wary. She felt like a warrior. That was the air around her. She might have been a worthy hunter at some point, before seeing too much battle and blood. Now she was a warrior. Ka’eo could respect that. The difference between a warrior and a hunter was not a large one, and even some Dashane got the two mixed.

 

A pair of Mrrroww came from the only hallway that didn’t end up in a chamber similar to the ones they had all arrived at. The first was one of those cats on pillows, while the other one was someone he recognized. “Moonshadow.” He greeted with some satisfaction. They had hunted together before. He gave her the hunters greeting by pointing his nails at the floor, and the other Dashane noted the gesture. He would’ve pointed a spear at the floor if he was using one, but nails would do as well.

 

“Ka’eo.” Moonshadow returned the gesture with a savage grin. “It’s good to see you.”

 

“High Ambassador.” The gold-furred male Mrrroww stated in a slightly questioning tone. Ka’eo knew enough about the other races that the cat felt slighted that Moonshadow had greeted Ka’eo and the Dashane first. Silly Prey.

 

“Prince Hazeem.” Moonshadow gave a small nod. “I did not expect you to be among the first ones sent.”

 

‘Ah, that explains it.’ Ka’eo thought to himself. Princes and the like were usually rather puffed up and full of themselves. Though, if he remembered correctly from their earlier discussion with Moonshadow, the Mrrroww didn’t function as a monarchy. Maybe it was a clan thing?

 

“Who else would they send on such an important mission?” The male Mrrroww asked a little haughtily, though perhaps that was an unfair judgement. For all Ka’eo knew, that self-confidence was earned.

 

As if to answer that question without actually answering it, Moonshadow went to the warrior female that was of the same clan as her. Panthers if Ka’eo remembered the term correctly. “Kurnau. It’s good to see you again. I wasn’t sure you would come.”

 

The Mrrroww called Kurnau briefly touched noses with Moonshadow. A rather blatant gesture of closeness as far as Ka’eo knew. “Moonshadow. I wasn’t sure either until I got here. However, I need answers, and I believe I can get them here.”

 

“Well, Selendil has more knowledge about the Shinzen than most, so perhaps she can help you with that.” Moonshadow replied before mentioning something else in their own language.

 

‘Shinzen? Well, that explains her warrior nature and constant vigilance. Not to mention the harried nervousness.’ Ka’eo thought to himself. The Dashane were aware of the recent troubles the Mrrroww had faced. Some Dashane considered hunting for information to be a good alternative to hunting live Prey. They were good at that hunt as well.

 

“Yes, yes, that’s all very interesting, but can we get on with it?” Prince Hazeem demanded. “Standing around here isn’t very productive, and I believe we’ve fulfilled the conditions demanded by politeness. I see the owner of the vessel did not come to greet us.” That was something that actually interested Ka’eo as well, though he would’ve phrased it differently.

 

“As much as I loathe to agree with the prince on anything, he’s not wrong there.” The cat on the pillow expressed his reluctant support. “Standing around here is not very productive.”

 

“Lilly here will be showing you to your quarters. In the meantime, I will be taking the hunters to meet with Selendil. She was still working the kinks out of the main core a few moments ago, and we really don’t want any trouble to occur with the main reactor core.” Moonshadow explained patiently in a voice loud enough to be heard by everyone. She then turned to the Guardian. “I believe Cherryblossom already explained the general outlines to you. We have a transporter ready to take you to the hydroponics.” The Guardian simply nodded in reply.

 

‘Taciturn as ever.’ Ka’eo thought to himself. The Guardians were not really ones for ceremony either, so it was understandable that they got straight to business.

 

“Wait, the Dashane are meeting the owner of the ship first?” Prince Hazeem demanded in an indignant voice. Ka’eo’s respect for the prince fell a notch. The cat was too focused on minor details like preference based on perceived rank.

 

“Yes.” Moonshadow stated simply and her voice got a bit colder. “We don’t need anyone here that feels they deserve anything just because their parents are royalty among their clan. You’re here because the High Command made a request and Selendil agreed to that request on my advice. She did not ask you to come here and I would appreciate it if you didn’t turn me into a liar by making my advice wrong. She will get to you when she gets to you. Incidentally, any training that you will receive will also come when she deems it necessary and appropriate. And if you have trouble with that, you can get transported off the ship right now.” The very specific description was a quite obvious stab at the prince.

 

At least the prince had the self-awareness to look contrite instead of offended. That brought him back a notch in Ka’eo’s eyes. He might be a twerp, but he could learn. The Dashane has seen the prince’s type among their own often enough. Those people always either learned to deal with their hang-ups or died. It was good to see that the owner of the ship was taking a proper stance from the very beginning. If you indulged these kinds of people, they would learn to expect such indulgences later. In fact, unless Ka’eo’s guess was wrong, the prince was acting this way mostly because that was expected of him. Maybe back where he came from, he had to act this way, in which case he might be able to adapt quickly. Or not, in which case it would be fun to see him learn.

 

With a flick of her tail, Moonshadow led the Dashane to a transport platform that rapidly flew them through the empty area that seemed to run through the heart of the ship, connecting the decks together. “Would this large empty space not be a big structural weakness in addition to being a waste of space? There are simpler ways to move around.” One of the other hunters voiced the question they all had.

 

Moonshadow nodded. "I asked the same when I came on board, and I got a rather long explanation. I'll summarize some of what I remember. The structural integrity is not an issue due to the field that maintains that very thing. If that field fails, we have bigger problems than some empty space. Additionally, the empty space actually serves a purpose aside from transportation. One thing you will quickly learn is that on Dhar vessels the rooms and even decks can shift to suit the needs of the crew. Some empty space is useful to accommodate for such shifting. Additionally, it apparently has something to do with the resonance of the material that makes up the ship, but I won’t pretend to understand what that has to do with anything.”

 

The Dashane all nodded. They didn’t really understand fully, but that wasn’t the point. What they needed to know was that the space actually had a purpose. Some species made purely aesthetic choices when it came to building ships, even to the point of compromising the ship’s practical usefulness. All they wanted was to know if this was such an aesthetic choice, or if it was something built for an actual reason. They might have thought a bit less of the Predator if it was an aesthetic choice, but mainly they would just learn more of her due to such choices.

 

They were all brought to the heart of the ship, and the closer they got the more restless they all became. They could sense two important things that their guide seemed entirely unaware of. They could sense the enormous power of the Predator, and they could also sense that power containing something extremely dangerous and wonderful. It seemed like they were sensing the beginning of everything, except that the beginning was like a beast shackled by powers that nothing could avoid, such as time.

 

As Moonshadow stepped off the transporter platform, she noted that none of the Dashane had followed her. With a small mental grin, she too stayed next to the transporter. “I was told it could be dangerous going further, so we’ll have to wait for a short time.”

 

“That’s fine. We can wait here. No rush.” Kamaile, one of the other hunters stated with a high-pitched voice and Ka’eo could sense her frills shaking. He would’ve judged her for such a display, if not for his own frills doing the same.

 

“I think she’s done anyway.” He added as his senses told him that a cover had been thrown over the power they had sensed earlier. Now that feeling that had scared them earlier was largely absent. The Predator also pulled back her own claws and hid her power behind a façade that the other races could not see through. Or at least that’s what it felt like.

 

They all watched as a tall being with long limbs and several long head-tails came through the open doorway that was immediately covered by a field of energy that didn’t allow anyone to see through. The Dashane had noted the lack of closed doors before, but it seemed this place was an exception. The being with the skin that was almost white-ish blue in places and black in others looked at them with eyes that seemed bottomless wells of power. They also noted another sharp tail above her hips. They stared at each other for a handful of tense seconds.

 

“Welcome aboard the Enduring Symphony.” The being finally spoke, releasing the tension in their bodies. “I will keep this brief. I’ve been led to believe that the Dashane are worthy of being part of my crew. That you bring something that others would not. We shall see. You have already no doubt noticed that the ship has other races as well. They too bring something that others do not, and that includes you. No, they are not as adept as hunting as you, and few of them will be able to best you in battle. That does not matter. That’s not why they are here. That’s why you are here. And ultimately, that’s why I am here. I will not have you look down on the others because of their deficiencies. On the other hand, I will not allow them to do the same either. If any of you will have trouble with this concept, then tough luck. I will break that attitude out of you, and you will not enjoy the process. Am I understood?”

 

"We have heard and understood," Ka'eo stated. He liked where this was going. Now he almost hoped a few of the more aggressive Dashane would come along, just so he could see them broken.

 

“Now. You have stepped on a journey, a hunt that will see you grow stronger and bring you to places you would never get without my assistance. In return, you will fight and kill on my commands. That is our bargain. I don’t need murderers or hunters that can’t take orders. What I need are people with skill and the intelligence to apply their skills where and when I so choose. Am I understood?” Selendil repeated the question.

 

"We have heard and understood," Ka'eo stated again and the others nodded. They really liked where this was going.

 

“Now. Your Master of Hunt has not yet arrived. When they do arrive, you are free to arrange yourself in whatever rankings you see fit. Until then, you,” Selendil pointed at Ka’eo. “are in command. I lead this ship, and the ship’s AI often speaks in my stead. You will meet her later. Aside from that, a human female named Amaterasu is my second in command. If you want a Dashane in that position, take it up with her and prove yourselves worthy. Be aware though, that the ability to inflict violence is not the quality I seek from the person in that position, and she serves her purpose well. Barring that, you already met the Mrrroww called Lilly. She handles personnel matters, though she doesn’t hold command over you. I expect that your Master of Hunt will take over that duty when dealing with the Dashane. Any questions?” Selendil looked at them expectantly.

 

“What is in there?” Ka’eo asked with reverence in his voice as he pointed at the door behind Selendil.

 

“That would be the main power core of the ship. Your duties will include keeping everyone that is not me away from the core. If you sensed even a bit of what was going on earlier, you also understand why.” Selendil gave a really curt explanation.

 

The Dashane nodded. They understood. Or at least they understood enough.

 

------

 

"Well, that didn't go well," Clawsome stated, not hiding his glee at Hazeem’s misfortune.

 

"No. No, it didn't." Hazeem admitted, outwardly displeased. Yet internally he wasn’t all that unhappy. Ka’eo had been right in his analysis. Hazeem didn’t act like a ranking obsessed twat because he wanted to. He did it because that was expected of him. Among the Lion Clan, rankings and observing the accompanying preferential treatment were vitally important. The shift in what was expected of him was jarring, but not entirely unwelcome.

 

“You will find that Selendil has little regard for ranks or titles you may hold among our people. To her, all that matters is what you can do, and if you’re annoying or not. If you want respect from her, you will have to earn it, either with actions or with ideas.” Lilly explained as she led the group of Deities towards their accommodations. She had already lost any reverence towards Deities after having spent some time with Selendil. Some of the Keeper’s disdain had rubbed off on her. The Dashane had also ignored the halos above the Deities heads, mostly because to them such things were largely irrelevant.

 

"Good to know," Kurnau commented curtly. She had been personally given this assignment by the Primaris. It was something of a reward for the job well done during the Shinzen invasion. It was kind of a shitty reward, but it was what she had requested as soon as she heard about the opportunity.

 

“Yes, too bad that your father’s position as an Emir will not be relevant here Hazeem.” Clawsome, on the other hand, was taking the opportunity to vent some of his earlier frustrations.

 

“Doesn’t mean I lost the ability to kick your ass Clawy," Hazeem stated with a nasty grin. The two had been rivals for a while as they were both young and promising Deities. A lot was expected of both of them.

 

"Just don't do it here in the hallways," Lilly interjected.

 

"Yes, it would be somewhat unfortunate if you made a hole in the hull and got sucked away," Kurnau said a bit sarcastically.

 

“Oh, you won’t have to worry about that. None of you three will be able to even scratch the walls, not to mention the outer hull.” Lilly announced with a merry tone. “We just wouldn’t want you to make a mess. Also, there are some people on the ship that could get injured, so…”

 

“Wait, what do you mean we can’t even damage the walls?” Hazeem asked suddenly intrigued.

 

“Ah, well, the ship is built to resist psionic attacks. It would take someone much stronger than either of you to actually overcome that resistance. Also, the ship is protected by a structural integrity field, so until you can overcome the power supplied by the main core, no damage can be inflicted.” Lilly explained.

 

“That’s…reassuring?” Kurnau said slightly questioningly after a moment of tense silence.

 

“So who’s the strongest person on this ship? Aside from the owner of course.” Clawsome asked.

 

“That would most likely be Amaterasu. She’s the First Officer. Moonshadow technically might be able to match her, but it’s hard to tell. Xiaoli is also extremely skilled, but a bit lacking in pure power for the time being. I expect that will change soon.” Lilly speculated. They had not actually ranked the people on board in any way so far.

 

“What makes you say that?” Kurnau asked curiously.

 

"She's receiving personal tutoring from Selendil on occasion. Apparently, she should be pretty close to receiving two halos, but she just needs a bit of a push. She's also focusing on her base strength first." Lilly liked to gossip, and the three Deities all noted they had found a nice source of information.

            


Chapter 55 - Expectations


                ”One issue when dealing with people from other races is that their priorities are very different, and they don't carry the same history as your people. The most obvious example of the consequences of the difference come up when your race has spent most of its spacefaring history fighting an endless war with another race. You tend to think of the opposing race as inherently evil. Especially so if you’ve lost family and loved ones to the war. When dealing with other neutral races, it can be hard to understand why they don’t agree with that view. To them, the war in which you’ve suffered such large personal losses, and that has caused your people to suffer, is just another line on diplomatic dispatches or a rumor they heard one night in a bar. 

 

They have no personal stake in your war. They might even see the war more objectively than you do. To them, you might be the instigators of the war as the instigator might not be the one that fires the first shot. In any case, you might end up being the so-called bad guys in the war, even if you think of such details as irrelevant. Who cares about which side started the war when so many atrocities were conducted against your people during the war? It can be hard to remember that both sides likely committed many atrocities, especially when you think of your sides atrocities as heroic acts of resistance.”

 - High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

Selendil’s senses caused her to tingle with some curiosity as Moonshadow led another Panther Mrrroww into her meditation chamber. Moonshadow had asked her to talk to the female Panther known as Kurnau. Officially Kurnau was among the first Deities the Mrrroww had sent to learn from her, but in reality, there was another reason the Panther had come here. A more personal reason that had to do with the Shinzen. Apparently, Kurnau had been present on the world of Shadowdell when the Shinzen had attacked.

 

Selendil remained in her meditative position and didn’t react as they entered. Moonshadow whispered something to Kurnau and just left the two alone. They sat there for minutes before Kurnau finally couldn’t stop herself from speaking as she knew Selendil’s time was likely limited. “Moonshadow tells me you are one of the Progenitors, or Dhar as you’re truly called.”

 

"That is correct," Selendil replied. "However, that's not really what you want to ask though, is it?”

 

“No, no it isn’t.” Kurnau drew a deep breath. “She also told me that your kind met the Shinzen before? That you fought back then?”

 

“Well, calling it a fight is a bit generous. The Shinzen of that time got a bit bothersome, attacking some of our client races. We dispatched an expedition to take care of the problem. I actually didn’t know they had survived until I heard them mentioned when I came to Haven. I would assume our expedition didn’t bother performing a full annihilation. Or they thought they did, but didn’t bother confirming it thoroughly. Still, it seems the Shinzen lost all their Queens and it took them a long time to evolve a new one, which is why they were quiet for so long. Anyway, they didn’t really put up enough resistance that the whole affair could be called a fight.” Selendil explained.

 

Kurnau gave a small sigh. “Moonshadow also mentioned that you likely have the power to finish that job with relative ease. Why don’t you?”

 

“Why would I?” Selendil shot back.

 

“Excuse me?” Kurnau seemed to become confused by the simple question. It was simply completely outside her expectations.

 

“Why would I want to do anything to the Shinzen? They were not a threat to us even back then and I don’t carry a grudge against them for past hostilities. We only dealt with them because they were causing trouble to those we protected.” Selendil expanded a bit.

 

“They are an evil race bent of destroying other innocent species!” Kurnau exclaimed emotionally.

 

“Are they, though? Moonshadow explained what happened at the world you call Shadowdell. You lost people close to you and had to see the worst warfare has to offer. You carry a very understandable grudge against the Shinzen, and I don’t think any less of you for it. Most in your position would think the same of the enemy they had faced. However, don’t let that grudge blind you. Misjudging your enemy is very dangerous. The Shinzen are not evil, though even before calling them evil, we would have to agree on objective standard on evil that we could share. We do not have such standards currently. But even on most standards, the best you can say is that the Shinzen are amoral. They don’t think in such terms. It would be more accurate to think of them as really advanced and intelligent animals that are just living according to their nature. A carnivore that eats a prey animal is not evil due to its actions. They just are.” Selendil argued.

 

Kurnau wanted to say something extremely rude, but she also realized that Selendil had a valid point. She was intelligent enough to see that. “Even if we take that entirely as true, and I’d like to point out that I don’t fully agree with you, their amoral nature doesn’t change all the harm they are causing with their actions. Millions of people of various races have died at their hands.”

 

Selendil was quite pleased with Kurnau’s ability to adjust. She was capable of learning without losing herself and being easy to influence or push around. Still, she wasn’t going to just acquiesce to the Panther’s wishes. “That’s a much better way to think about things, and something you should really consider more deeply, but I’m still not sure why that should matter to me? I’m not some galactic peacekeeper that goes around eradicating races that cause trouble. There are hundreds of races that deserve such treatment if I were to go down that path, and I don’t even want to start on all the ethical implications. Aside from the fact that it would make me no better than the Shinzen, such actions are not my role or even in accordance with my own view of how such things should be handled. Keep in mind, you’re talking to a representative of one of the most prolific warrior races in the history of this universe. We’ve killed more members of other races than any other. I happen to think war is a great catalyst of progress, aside from being something that drives the warrior races to improve. Hard times create great people, while soft times create soft people after all.”

 

“So you’re not going to do anything while they rampage through the galaxy?” Kurnau demanded.

 

“Now then, did I really say something like that? You’re not paying attention to my true words, and instead, you're just reacting to your own interpretation of them. I asked, why would I care about the Shinzen? I did not say I would not do anything to them, ever. Think about my earlier words just for a moment.” Selendil urged Kurnau. Emotions were blinding the Panther Deity.

 

Kurnau calmed down and thought back on Selendil’s words. “Ok, so you consider war a good time to develop. You won’t be fighting our war for us, but you’re not averse to helping us reach a point where we can do it ourselves?” She asked in an uncertain tone.

 

"That's one way to interpret my words, yes," Selendil confirmed. She didn’t say anything about whether it was a correct interpretation or not. In fact, she had already provided them with some help, such as the idea about ordnance that could pass void shields.

 

"One way, implying there are several," Kurnau stated, coming to a realization.

 

“Correct. There is no single right answer. Besides, even I don’t have a firm decision on what I will or won’t do that can never change. I’m open to changing my mind just like any other person.” Selendil hinted.

 

“Right. You did ask ‘why would I care?’ which implies that if I came with a proper answer, you might care enough to take part.” Kurnau stated the realization she had come to.

 

“That would be another interpretation, yes. However, I’d also add that you personally don’t have to be the one to come up with that reason.” Selendil added. “In fact, at this moment it’s quite unlikely you even can. There are other people much more likely to succeed at that task.”

 

"I…understand," Kurnau said slowly.

 

“Do you? Because I don’t think you do entirely just yet. That doesn’t matter though. Understanding is not something that comes easily and when you want it. Now, if I were in your paws, I’d ask more about your enemy. Perhaps the ancient being in front of you can provide you with information that is useful and doesn’t require you to convince her of anything.” Selendil commented a little amused.

 

“Ah. Right. Of course.” Kurnau agreed a bit abashed and settled down to asking as many questions as she could think of. Of course, Selendil didn't have all the answers either, but she had a better idea than most.

 

---------

 

“So, how did it go?” Moonshadow asked as Kurnau finally returned from her meeting with Selendil. She was currently introducing Prince Hazeem and Clawsome to some of the other notable people on the ship that were currently in the cantina. The Head Chef Zzz’tak had once again created quite a feast that worked as a great introduction to the benefits of their ship.

 

“Hard to say. You were right when you said it would be hard to convince her to do what I wanted. She’s not a simple person.” Kurnau replied. She had not gotten exactly what she wanted from the conversation, but that did not mean she came out empty-pawed. She also had something to think about.

 

At the same time Amaterasu entered the room, which meant that now the cantina held quite a few Deities. Especially since some of Amaterasu’s handmaidens had benefitted greatly from the training with Selendil and she was followed in by a pair of handmaidens with the tell-tale halos behind their head. That fact was not missed by the other people present.

 

"That's a whole lot of halos in one room, even considering two people are hiding theirs," Lilly commented in her usual tactful way. Her lack of tact was one of the reasons people liked her though. It made her kind of cute and it was fun to deal with someone so direct.

 

Clawsome turned to look at Moonshadow. “This ship feels like it’s full of Deities. Lilly told us a bit of it, but she didn’t mention there were so many Illum Deities present.”

 

“That would likely be because they are new. I think they broke through in the last few days. The benefits of being trained by Selenedil.” Moonshadow replied with a smile. “Amaterasu, welcome back. How was your trip back home?”

 

The Empress of the Illum had gone back to the Illum homeworld for a short visit. “It was productive. Our war is progressing well. I see we have new people on board.”

 

“Ah yes, may I introduce Deities Kurnau, Clawsome, and Hazeem. This is the First-Officer, as well as the Empress of the Illum Amaterasu.” Moonshadow made the introductions, and some of the people in the cantina only now figured out that Amaterasu was the Dread Empress.

 

“Empress Amaterasu, it is a pleasure. I’m Prince Hazeem of the Lion Clans.” Hazeem was the first to move forward and he placed some emphasis on his rank.

 

“The pleasure is all mine. On this ship I’m the First-Officer, so you may address me as ‘sir’ or ‘ma’am’ as you see fit.” Despite maintaining a diplomatic façade, Amaterasu was less than pleased with the presence of the Mrrroww Deities, and just a bit of that feeling leaked through. Normally Deities were not subject to military rankings on ships, but these Deities would be while they were on this ship.

 

Her slight antagonism didn’t go unnoticed by the prince who carefully pulled back. Moonshadow decided to interject before things got worse. “Now, now, Amaterasu. We talked about this and even you agreed on the suggestion. Since the decision has been made, we should make them feel welcome.”

 

Amaterasu turned her eyes towards Moonshadow. “I said the idea had some merit, but I did not give my approval, Selendil did. Hers is the final word, so my approval became irrelevant. The idea really does have some merit, but I still question the wisdom of picking people that will be more loyal to their own interests instead of the good of the crew.” She looked towards the new arrivals. “This is not personal, and I will be happy to give you the opportunity to prove me wrong. However, you are now aware of the situation and can act accordingly.”

 

She moved past the Mrrroww and brought her handmaidens to enjoy the offerings of the cantina. "I'm sensing some hostility there," Kurnau commented, to the slight amusement of the other felines.

 

Moonshadow made a placating gesture. She knew this could become a problem if handled badly. “Hostility is the wrong word. Wariness is more accurate. The Illum are quite dedicated to the Dhar, for reasons that I do not fully understand. To her, you are potentially untrustworthy since you have your own goals in coming here, instead of being here to benefit the ship and the crew.”

 

“A fanatic?” Clawsome asked warily.

 

“That’s a strong way of putting it, but not incorrect. She’s not entirely wrong either. You do all have your own agendas in coming here. How much you will gain from this experience is dependent on how hard you’re willing to work for it, and how willing you are to integrate with the crew. Keep that in mind. If all you want is a simple power-up or a chance to push Selendil to strike at the Shinzen, then your stay here will be a short one and you will not be able to gain the real benefits.” Moonshadow replied firmly. She especially looked at Kurnau, who looked a bit chastised.

 

“So the master of this ship expects loyalty?” Hazeem asked in confirmation.

 

"In return for gaining the best benefits? Yes. Wouldn’t you expect the same?” Moonshadow countered, to which Hazeem nodded. He wouldn’t reveal all his secrets to just anyone either, and loyalty was something that should be rewarded. That was one of the most important yet most simple tenets he had learned when dealing with the Lion court with its intricate power plays.

 

On the other side of the room, Xiaoli sat down opposite Amaterasu. “That was quite blunt. Not exactly the usual style of Illum.”

 

Amaterasu shrugged. "I thought it would be better, in the long run, to just put everything on the table. If they understand their place, then they can act accordingly."

 

“So this has nothing to do with the Mrrroww gaining more power on the ship?” Xiaoli asked with a grin.

 

“Well, I can’t say it has nothing to do with it. I think it might be a bad thing for the future of the ship if most of the people with power, aside from Selendil that is, come from our two camps. That will eventually polarize the crew. The Guardians could be a third group, but they don’t really care about anything outside their own domain. We might need powerful people of other races on the ship, just to keep this from turning into a struggle between us and the Mrrroww.” Amaterasu speculated. This was the downside of a multi-racial crew. Racial lines were often drawn early. And once the lines had been drawn, they would be hard to break.

 

Xiaoli frowned a bit. “And I don’t think Cybrans will be different enough from the Illum in this case. It might even cause more problems than it would solve.”

 

“Something to think about.” Amaterasu agreed with a nod. This was something that had been on her mind before. Yet she couldn’t really think of an appropriate group that could become the third party. They could always pick up people from other galaxies that they would be visiting, but she’d rather deal with the problem now than hope for some future solution.

            


Chapter 56 - Mysteries and solutions


                "How we deal with bad news tells a lot about us as people. Some people break down either in grief or in despair. Some of us react with anger and potentially violence if there is someone to take these feelings out on. These two extremes are the most common reaction, although they are also qualities that are not good for those in positions of leadership. That's not to say you're worse for having these reactions, they just make you less suitable for certain roles.

 

Some people react to bad news with the mentality of facing the problem head-on and solving the potential issue. Now, not all bad news come along with an avenue of ‘fixing' the problem. In fact, most of the bad news we receive are not so accommodating. In these cases, the action-focused people will throw themselves into work. They try to work through the issues by literally working and focusing on something else, with varying degrees of success. This approach is useful for emergencies, which is why it's a trait preferred in positions where dealing with bad news in emergency situations is common. However, it's not very healthy in the long run. Those that can work through their emotions through grief or even anger usually deal with their emotions more successfully. Those that prefer work, well, let's just say that letting these kinds of wounds fester can become problematic."

- High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

---------

 

"You've got something, don't you?" Selendil asked, quietly addressing her words to Nox. She could read the AI to an extent, and Nox had been unusually quiet for a few days now. "I'm assuming the reason you've not mentioned anything yet is because you're making sure that whatever you have figured out is actually true?"

 

"Sort of. I'm mapping all the possibilities which can still influence the odds, though I'm suffering from a lack of information, which makes the process slow." Nox replied carefully.

 

"Yet clearly you have reached some kind of conclusion that you're not happy with. Or to be more precise, some kind of conclusion that you think I won't be happy with. This obviously has to do with the missing memory tampering I asked you to analyze." Selendil shot back, not allowing Nox to wiggle out of it.

 

"True. I'm not yet finished with my analysis though. I wouldn't want to give a potentially detrimental conclusion without at least a certain level of confidence in that conclusion." Nox hedged her words.

 

"And you never will be entirely finished considering all the possibilities this time. Just tell me what you have figured out so far." Selendil prompted. She was currently alone and had some time. Now was as good of a chance as any to get bad news that she would have to deal with eventually anyway.

 

"Well, first of all, I have a bit of good news. Well, that depends on perspective I suppose, but I would consider it good news. I have eliminated the possibility of a third party interference with the memories. I'm not talking about the universal consciousness or the Great Song doing something by the way. I still haven't figured out how that would work, or even how to analyze the possibility. What I mean is that I can see no way how an unknown third party of another race could've interfered with the transfer of memories and eliminated those particular memories. Even if you were rather distracted at the time, it's still not feasible. The others would've noticed and informed you. Besides, just because you were distracted, that doesn't mean there were no defenses in place." Nox had done research with the databases of Dhar history as well as asked Selendil several rather probing and detailed questions. The transfer was not something that happened instantly, so the other Keepers would've still been alive during the transfer. It would just take too much power, skill, timing, and luck to pull off something like memory tampering on this level for it to really be a realistic possibility.

 

"Well, I suppose eliminating one of the options is good news, though I'm not sure if I like the alternatives that are left." Selendil realized why Nox had said this was good news depending on your point of view.

 

"Well, you're not going to like the rest of it either. All the scenarios I've run result in the same conclusion. It doesn't matter whether the person to remove those memories was another Keeper or you did it yourself, the most likely reason is still the same. Either the plague was somehow your fault, or you could've prevented it somehow. To be more specific, the latter scenario seems by far more likely. The important bit here is why I think that to be the case. I traced some of the records left behind in my database. You listed some of the people whose memories had been tampered and it seems all of the missing parts came from the very last moments of the plague. It's not easy to be entirely sure since something like this was not well recorded close to the end, but I'm almost certain that those memories didn't all come from one Keeper." Nox explained carefully.

 

"That…makes sense in a way. It's hard enough to imagine one Keeper going against our sacred duty, not to mention several of them conspiring together. Besides, we had not figured out the reason for the plague by the time the last days came. I would've known otherwise as I was still perfectly functional before I was overwhelmed, even if I wasn't at my best. So the only way this is possible is that they figured it out at the very end, the same period of time they made those messages, which is probably part of the reason why they made them in the first place. They could sense my grief. One of the few things that could've united several Keepers to bend the rules like that, in the end, is if they wanted to prevent further guilt for the only one that would survive. And with me in that state, they could've kept something like that a secret." Selendil speculated.

 

It was a bit dodgy, but it was feasible. Still, it didn't sound quite right to her. There was something they were missing. She had no trouble believing one of her decisions could've helped stop the plague, even if she didn't quite know how. She made several important decisions and gave several important pieces of advice over the years after all. She could even see the others sparing her from that guilt. It was the same theory she had come up with herself. It took her a while to figure out where the problem was. There was something that kept nagging her that something was missing.

 

"How did they figure out the reason for the plague at the very end? And how did they come to the conclusion I was either at fault or could've prevented things? Those are two quite hefty revelations to come at the very end considering they eluded us for so long." Selendil voiced the problem with the theory. "The messages also mentioned something on the lines of nothing being ultimately able to stop it. They also spoke as if I would already know what they are talking about, as if it's something obvious, so the people leaving those messages were not aware of any memory tampering. The people that left me messages didn't sound like they were blaming me either. I can imagine that they would want to spare me the guilt, but I genuinely couldn't sense any resentment from the messages. You would think I could sense at least something if they were faking it."

 

"I've also been with you for almost your entire life. I can't figure out anything that you've done that could've caused the plague. At least not with your actions. Your words and advice maybe? But even then it would've been others that chose to follow that advice. Which is another reason why I think the more likely reason is that you could've prevented it somehow, but didn't. It also goes along with the wording of the messages you told me about. Still, even with that, it doesn't quite make full sense. If you could've prevented it somehow, doesn't that mean that other people could've done so as well? I mean, you're strong and have a wide range of rare abilities and talents. But unique ones that no other Keepers had? That's more of a stretch. The only way we can figure this one out is by finding out what makes you unique. Assuming we want to find out?" Nox questioned slightly. She was pretty sure of the answer, but still wanted to be sure.

 

"Aside from my survival, you mean? And yes we want to find out." Selendil confirmed.

 

"Well, maybe, maybe not." Nox didn't quite agree with Selendil's off-handed question. "We always assumed that the reason you survived where others didn't was because of your isolation, but maybe that's not the reason. Or not the only reason. Maybe the thing that makes you unique is also the reason why you lived where others didn't? This is just one possibility, but I think it's one worth at least considering."

 

"I get the feeling that the answer to that is tied to the source of the plague." Selendil speculated.

 

"I agree." Nox quieted for a while. "I must say that you're taking this surprisingly well."

 

"Well, for one it's still a theory. It would be quite futile to break down over a theory that is still unconfirmed, even if it is the best guess we have at the moment. Secondly, I was expecting something along these lines ever since I noticed all the messages about not feeling guilty. Besides, I'm starting to run out of…how should I put this? Well, the Humans have an interesting expression that somewhat fits. It goes something like this: ‘I'm running out of fucks to give.' The time since waking up has been too much emotionally. At this point, I'm just too exhausted to really lose myself over this." Selendil shrugged.

 

"I think I like that expression." Nox stated in agreement. "It's a bit vulgar, but it's succinct and conveys the rather complicated concept fairly well."

 

"The Humans are rather expressive. Or Illum. Now that I think about it, I'm not sure which of the two came up with the expression. Not that it matters I suppose. Anyway. I'm not up for emotional outbursts for now. We need to figure this one out first. Keep working on it, and add an additional task of figuring out what makes me so unique, or what I could've possibly done to prevent the plague." Selendil got up and headed for the canteen. She needed something to distract her and food would do well for now. "Oh, and I didn't forget my promise. I'll start working on that body soon. It won't be something quickly built though, assuming you want quality."

 

"I've waited this long, so I'd rather wait a bit longer to have a proper one." Nox replied firmly.

 

-----

"So how was it?" Amaterasu asked Miyo. The two had just returned from a meeting with Selendil. The meeting between Miyo and Selendil had been somewhat awkward. Most of the Illum had already gotten used to Selendil's presence, but Miyo had not built that tolerance yet, so she had been feeling giddy the entire time.

 

"Odd," Miyo stated while laying back against the soft chair in Amaterasu's quarters. The quarters were really quite spacious for being on a ship, almost matching an apartment of moderate size. "In some ways, it was even more than I expected, yet at the same time, it was almost anti-climactic.

 

Amaterasu gave a sympathetic smile. "That's always the problem when meeting someone you revere. In the end, you will discover that they are still people with their faults and foibles. That's true even if they are as powerful as she obviously is. She knows much and is worth our reverence in many other ways, but she is still someone with flaws and quirks."

 

"It's not that. Not really. I always knew that would be the case, even if I didn't consciously think about it." Miyo struggled with her words a bit. "No, what I mean is that I somehow expected the meeting with a Progenitor to be some kind of momentous event, with…I don't know, chariots of fire and a choir of angels or something. I did not expect it to be just an encounter in a ship's cantina where she was busy absorbing everything in reach."

 

Amaterasu laughed at the image. Selendil had been more voracious than normal, and that was saying something. "Moonshadow said something along the lines of eating being something she does as emotional comfort. I can't pretend to know what goes on in her head, but I would suspect that she has a lot to deal with. Right Nox?" She knew the AI was able to hear.

 

"Yes. She…just got some bad news." Nox replied carefully.

 

"I suppose that makes sense. We all have to deal with things in our own way. I just hope she has someone she can talk to." Miyo felt sympathy for Selendil. Which in itself was a weird thought for her.

 

"Well, leaving that subject for a while, have you managed to figure out if there have been any aftereffects from you little brush with mental destruction?" Amaterasu changed subjects.

 

"Well, at least one quite obvious one. I wasn't sure at first, but now I am. I'm definitely psionic." Miyo announced.

 

"Wait, what? You became psionic? Can that even happen?" Amaterasu asked with some incredulity.

 

"Well, it would seem so." Miyo simply shrugged. "I don't know much about any abilities I might or might not have, since I've only toyed around with the powers for a few days and I don't know that much about the subject."

 

"Nox, do you have any explanation for this? Can Selendil actually make someone have that ability?" Amaterasu questioned. Once she realized the AI was rather free with most information, she had started using the AI's answers more and more.

 

"That's a complicated question. There are many things that go into someone being psionic. Giving the ability to someone with absolutely no potential is not possible, but pushing someone on the border over that edge is doable. That's when it comes to individuals. The Dhar have given the ability to several races when they worked on a population level and over generations. That said, this isn't exactly my area of expertise. You'd have to ask Selendil. As far as my stored information goes, the Dhar have always been psionic, so they didn't need to grant the ability to their own. They have improved the level of the ability, but…" Nox explained.

 

Even her sources didn't go back far enough to a time where the Dhar were not all psionic. If such a time even existed.

 

"So could Selendil improve our abilities?" Amaterasu asked eagerly.

 

"She already has. Those nanites and the exercises she has taught you have all improved you as psions. You just need to work for it a bit. The kind of improvement you're thinking of is possible, but only with the help of the Great Song." Even Nox knew that much of the subject.

 

That thought gave Amaterasu even more reasons to succeed with joining the universal consciousness that Moonshadow had already managed. She personally thought that the only reason the Mrrroww had managed to beat her in this was because she was always busy with traveling back to Illum and dealing with the war. The damn cat had more free time on her paws! Speaking of… "Miyo, have you decided what you want to do in the future? You can't return to your previous role now that your cover is blown."

 

Miyo shook her head a bit. "I can't say for sure. Honestly, I'd like to stick around here for a while. I know that I'm not exactly the most qualified person to become part of the crew, but I don't really have anything else either."

 

"Well, I'm sure Selendil won't mind giving you some time with that. Actually, to be honest, I don't think she'd much care as long as you're part of my retinue and I'm not going to rush you. Still, you'll have to find your place among the crew if you want to stay. You need to find your own role. I'd suggest checking out work in the medbay, but that pervy doctor is there." Amaterasu grimaced at the throught of Khaemwaset.

 

"Yes, I suppose my expertise in Progenitor archeology and anthropology are somewhat irrelevant on this ship of all places. " Miyo gave a self-deprecating chuckle. "Though I suppose I could approach Nochehuatl. My knowledge might be of some use. He has to deal with many matters related to the Dhar and I might be able to help."

 

"That sounds like a plan of sorts." Amaterasu nodded, though she wasn't sure if the plan would work. The science officer had managed to gain quite a bit of expertise in Dhar technology during his time on the ship so far. He was already the leading expert. "Huh. That does give me an idea. We have gained a bit of insight into Dhar technology and we've heard some random things about them as people, but I don't think anyone has actually focused on studying their society, customs, history, culture, and what really made them tick. It might not be a bad idea if someone with expertise in anthropology were to compile a primer of sorts at least."

 

"That's…actually something I could do. I'd have to spend quite a bit of time questioning both Nox and Selendil though. Do you think that's viable?" Miyo asked, though she still made the mistake of asking Amaterasu and not Nox directly.

 

"Well, I can answer many questions from the point of view of an AI serving them, as long as we don't go to certain areas that include information that I shouldn't reveal. I'm not sure how much time Selendil will have but I doubt she'd have anything against answering some questions about Dhar culture every now and then. Just keep in mind that she might not be the perfect person to answer as she's not the most typical representative of a Dhar. Actually, you could even suggest that she assumes the memories and knowledge of another Dhar to get other perspectives. That's partially what Keepers were for, even though perhaps not for the purposes of a cultural study." Nox answered Miyo even if the question wasn't properly directed.

 

"I've heard her mention something on those lines. She's storing the memories of other Dhar, right? So does she become that other person when she speaks for them, or how does it work?" Amaterasu asked, equally curious.

 

"From what I've understood, it's not that. She can simply tell how that person would've acted or what they would've said in a particular situation." Nox replied. She had even less of an idea of how it worked as an AI, even though she had seen it many times.

 

"Interesting. I'll be sure to ask questions about that when I do get the opportunity." Miyo nodded to herself. She now had a purpose of sorts and was starting to get excited about the prospect.

 

            


Chapter 57 - Fight!


                "Sometimes a pecking order simply needs to be established. As a diplomat, my first instinct is to talk things out, but that is not always possible. Or to be more precise, you could come to a peaceful resolution, but it would leave behind too many questions about what could've been. Should've been. To avoid these ‘what if' feelings, it might be better to just let the contesting parties duke it out." 

-High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

"The hunting party has gathered." The new Master of the Hunt reported to Selendil. He had been the second to last to arrive, and apparently, the one Dashane that had appeared after him was already serving some sort of disciplinary punishment. "The Shamans told me to inform you that we can get more if you so desire, but it will be more challenging to find hunters that fit your specifications without leaving other hunting parties without voices of reason."

 

A full one hundred and one Dashane had arrived on the ship. Lilly had been a bit worried about billeting them all until Selendil showed her how to create more space. Considering that the Dhar could expand the insides of their warehouses so easily, why couldn't they add rooms on their ships? Ironically, despite the vastness of space, living space and storage space were in short supply on ships. So of course the Dhar had sought an answer to that problem as soon as they were able to do so. With a simple adjustment to the controls, Lilly could add more rooms to the living quarters on the ship. Of course, the more rooms she added, the more power was drawn from the ship to maintain that spatial folding, but the drain was negligible at this level. The ship also had to grow more rooms if too many were added at once, but that would not be a problem for some time. The Enduring Symphony was initially designed to be able to house up to a few thousand crew members, and they were still within the limits of what could be called woefully undermanned on any other vessel.

 

"You can relay a message to the shamans that the current manpower will do for now," Selendil replied. "You said your name was Ka'aukai, correct? Is it just me, or is the name somewhat similar to the Dashane I assigned as the temporary leader until your arrival?"

 

"It is." The extremely tall and broad Dashane stated. "Ka'eo is what most races would call family. Whether you would call it a good thing or a bad thing, he is the son of one of my siblings."

 

"Good or a bad thing?" Selendil asked while expressing a questioning tone with one of her tails. Surprisingly, the Dashane could actually understand her gestures to an extent.

 

"Ka'eo has always been…different. He's intelligent. Sometimes a bit too intelligent for his own good. That brought him into conflict with those who had authority over him, as he could often see better solutions than those that actually made decisions. Or at least he thought he did. Sometimes intelligence is not a good replacement for experience. He has since learned, but the tendency is still there. Luckily he now also has some experience as well." Ka'aukai explained.

 

"I see. Those kinds of youngsters usually end up either dead or they become great leaders. I hope he will be in the latter camp." Selendil observed. "Now that you're all here, I want you to personally take part in a small exercise that might help bridge the gap between the newly arrived Dashane and the people who have been on board longer."

 

"Speak and I shall comply." Ka'aukai agreed easily. He knew who was in charge here. He could sense the vast gulf of power between them, and he had also seen the recording of the battle between Selendil and the Blood Hunters.

 

---------

 

"So how does this work?" Xiaoli asked, eyeing a contraption that looked a bit like a stasis pod. The crew had been informed that they would get to see something entertaining, and they had gathered all over the ship around holographic displays. The crew was finally becoming large enough to be too much to fit into one of the hangars. If the hangar was empty, then they would fit nicely, but as it was it would a bit too tight of a squeeze. Xiaoli realized that she was going to be part of the entertainment.

 

She was in a large circular room with dozens of these contraptions placed on the walls. A large Dashane she had never seen before was in the room with Selendil and her. "I think we'd all like to get a chance to get a better idea of the strength of our new security forces." Selendil started. "Besides, I'm quite sure that Xiaoli would like a proper chance to test her recent advancement in a live combat situation. It would also be nice to get an idea of the relative strength of the people on board. The system I'm about to show you will be available to the use of everyone once this battle is finished."

 

Incidentally, the system they were about to use had required some repairs and Selendil had neglected them so far to focus on more important systems instead. She personally never used this system, but recognized its usefulness for training purposes. Now that she had enough materials, she had assigned one of the support beacons to fix this room up and add a few more pods. She expected the room to be in constant use after this demonstration.

 

"System?" Xiaoli asked a bit skeptically.

 

"Well, I want you to be able to fight at your full capabilities without holding back, but it would be kind of a waste if one of you ended up dead as a result. Besides, neither of you would be able to exhibit your full abilities if you were simply placed in a ring. One of you is a hunter and the other is a special operative. Neither of you are gladiators or brawlers. So we need another way. The Dhar use a particular system for training and duels that are not to the death. It is similar to the virtual reality that some races have developed, but there are some differences.

 

"Before the fight, the system will scan you and use Nox's observations and databases to determine your abilities. Your abilities inside will be the ones you really possess. Yes, that includes all the enhancements you have Xiaoli, even the recent ones, and your ability to negate psionics Ka'aukai. You will find yourselves in a preparation area where you will be able to request any weapons you would like to use during the fight. After your preparations are to your satisfaction, you will be brought into a randomly selected terrain, where you will fight until one side loses, either by death or forfeit. Do note that if you receive injuries inside, they will hurt just like they really would, but they will not carry outside." Selendil explained.

 

"You said we could request weapons. Any weapons?" Xiaoli asked with emphasis on any.

 

"As expected, our special operative is already planning to cheat. The system could simulate any weapons, but you will be restricted to weapons you are able to use with your hands. So no mech suits or biological weapons with the delivery mechanism provided." Selendil pre-empted Xiaoli's ideas. Her words did leave several possibilities open though. Xiaoli knew she could request Dhar weapons for example.

 

‘Perhaps next time.' Xiaoli thought. ‘This is partially about our honor as the people who became part of the crew before the Dashane.'

 

The two entered the small pods that seemed to place the two into a sort of stasis, and soon the observers could see the two dropped into a mountainous jungle environment. "Hundred credits on Xiaoli," Amaterasu suggested as soon as she saw the terrain. The officers were all gathered in the cafeteria to discuss their observations as the fight happened. That and to exchange commentary.

 

"Ooh, a bold bet right from the start." Lilly made an appreciative sound.

 

"Do you not think the terrain will benefit the new Master of the Hunt more?" Moonshadow asked diplomatically.

 

"Against any Mrrroww or Illum? Yes. Against a Cybran like Xiaoli? Not so much." Amaterasu stated with a smile.

 

"Hush! They're beginning to get close enough for something to happen." Nochehuatl hissed, before adding his own bet. "And fifty credits on the Dashane."

 

------

 

Xiaoli had some trouble locating her quarry. Normally she would use her psionics to find her target, but the Master of the Hunt could nullify his psionic signature completely. Her eyes were also capable of detecting heat, seeing in the dark and applying any of a dozen filters to help her spot a target. Unfortunately, the cold-blooded Dashane could hide his heat signature and apparently had some ways to misdirect her other attempts as well. The best she could do was to track the void of psionic energy left behind by the Dashane's nullification ability that also affected the surroundings just a bit. The trace was subtle, but it was there. Unfortunately it was not exactly precise. She knew she was relatively close, but that's it.

 

‘I think I'm close enough that I need to start taking precautions. This time the Dashane won't be using archaic melee weapons.' Xiaoli thought to herself. The fight Selendil had taken part in was ceremonial, so the Dashane had used ceremonial weapons. But in a real fight, the Dashane were not going to be using simple melee and throwing weapons.

 

On the other side, Ka'aukai was equally impressed by the prey's ability to hide. He rarely hunted prey that made so little sound and didn't cause the surroundings to be disturbed by their movement. At first, he had assumed that the surroundings were simply not able to simulate these disturbances, such as spooked animals and disturbed flora, but after testing his theory he was equally impressed by the simulation. Still, the Dashane were not the best hunters for nothing. Even without the enhancements of the Cybran opponent, he was able to detect the heat from living beings, though he didn't rely on that ability too often. Too many enemies could hide their heat signature either due to a quirk of biology or mechanical means, and the same held true with the current prey.

 

What really helped him locate his prey were the instincts that drew him towards the target, as well as his ability to detect any disturbances in the airflow. Even cloaked targets disturbed the airflow in various ways, and shielded prey even more so. Those psionic shields were a good defense against most attacks, but they were also easy for the Dashane to sense. And now he had spotted his prey. The target was moving expertly from cover to cover without making a sound, even while covered by her cloak, which made watching your steps difficult.

 

‘A careful enemy this one.' He thought as he slowly aimed his sights at the head of the target. Something challenging to do considering he couldn't actually see the targets head. He was just about to pull the trigger when he sensed something wrong. This target was coming closer to his current position, although at an angle, yet his senses were telling him the prey was not getting any closer. He moved his sights back towards the thickets were the target had come from and didn't see anything. He allowed his instincts to direct the movement of the scope and finally stopped on a slight shimmer behind a large rock formation. ‘Clever girl. Using a decoy to try and draw my fire so that I would reveal my position. Too bad you're against a Master of the Hunt. An inexperienced hunter would've taken the shot.'

 

He waited patiently until the shimmer moved from its perch behind the rocks. His weapon could've penetrated the rock formation, but it might have changed the trajectory of the shot and it was hard to get a fatal shot on an invisible target behind cover anyway. Eventually, the target got impatient enough, realizing that the decoy had not worked, and started moving to another position. ‘Good. She knows not to stay still for too long. Even if she was hidden there, I could've been circling into a better vantage point where I could spot her and get a clean shot. Staying active in a hunt is always better, even if it can be risky.'

 

As soon as the shimmer came out from behind the cover, he fired at the target. The cloak was canceled as soon as the shield around the target was hit. Ka'aukai cursed silently. The ammunition his hunters used all held a bit of the nullification power their people possessed. Not a lot, but enough to disturb any psionic shields just long enough to allow the shot to penetrate. But the blasted prey was using a second shield and this one ran on some internal energy source and not psionics! These kinds of shields would not be able to take too many shots, but they didn't have to. Ka'aukai had fired a second shot immediately, just in case, but somehow the target's reactions had been quick enough to roll into cover before the second shot arrived.

 

Xiaoli was thanking her preparations as well as the enhancements she had gotten from the nanites, as they improved her reaction time to the point where she could almost dodge incoming fire! The first one had been too much to avoid, but the second one she had avoided thanks to her quick reflexes. She immediately used her psionic threads and the area between her and the direction the shot had come from was completely shredded by the deadly power. Her AI assistant had already allowed her to calculate the source of the shot, and she was sure to turn the whole area into nothing but ribbons and woodchips.

 

Unfortunately for Xiaoli, Ka'aukai was an experienced hunter and knew his position was compromised as soon as his first shot failed to take out the target. He had moved away immediately after firing the second shot, and it was still almost too late. There were several faint scratches on his scales, some even deep enough to break a few of them, and his clothes were torn. The only reason he was alive was because his nullification abilities had weakened the attack, as well as disturbed the control Xiaoli had at the very edge of the threads. The fraying psionic power had still been enough to hurt him, and he realized that his nullification abilities would not help him if he was closer to his target. As such, he would lose if he was drawn into close-quarters combat. While retreating, he fired several shots from between the trees to keep Xiaoli pinned in place, and disappeared into the jungle.

 

As Ka'aukai realized he would not win a fight at close range, Xiaoli realized she would not win a hide and seek match in the jungle. She had to change the game. Instead of pursuing the enemy, she ran towards the nearby mountain. She knew that the strong hunting instinct of the Dashane would draw her enemy to her, so perhaps it was time she chose a different environment.

 

-----

 

"A good decision." Moonshadow commented. "When the current battlefield isn't to your advantage, change it."

 

"I still can't believe she had such trouble finding him," Amaterasu grumbled. "I thought she would have enough enhancements to see through any tricks he could use to hide."

 

"And you would be right if the terrain was a bit more open or she got a bit closer. Unfortunately, that wasn't the case and the foliage hid him too well from most of her detection abilities. On the other hand, in a more open terrain Ka'aukai's field of fire would also become more open." Moonshadow analyzed.

 

"Wouldn't matter." Nochehuatl countered. "At longer range, it would be easier for her to avoid the shots as well. She already dodged the second shot at this range. At longer ranges it would be significantly easier. Besides, even though she would have trouble returning fire effectively while under fire, it's not like she's incapable of long-range sniping. She just had trouble with spotting."

 

"Well, look at you!" Lilly tapped with her paws together in a sort of applause. "I didn't know you had that in you."

 

"Just because I'm not any good at military matters, doesn't mean I'm not interested." The Coatl male smiled. The Coatl, in general, were rather bad in personal combat, and Nochehuatl didn't have the sort of snap decision-making ability combat required either. He much preferred thorough analysis.

 

"They're getting to it again." Moonshadow gestured towards the display.

 

------

 

Xiaoli had found a cave at the base of the mountain and sought refuge inside. The narrow and winding corridor would force the Dashane into close combat, assuming he would follow her inside. If he didn't? Well, she had other plans as well. Ka'aukai found one of those plans in the form of a trap near the mouth of the cave. He spotted it in time to avoid it though. ‘Seeking shelter in a cave? This is like a classic case of a hunter driving a beast into its cave to make a last stand.' He thought with some amusement. The Dashane had long ago developed methods for these kinds of situations. The easiest way to handle it was to smoke the beast out!

 

With an arcing throw, several grenades landed inside the cave. Some of the toxic gas of course came out of the cave's mouth, but enough went inside as the cave worked almost like a chimney, leading deeper and higher inside the mountain. The idea was a good one and once again would've worked against most opponents. Unfortunately, Xiaoli's enhancements and nanites made the toxic smoke a non-issue. This was a case of enemies not being aware of the other's capabilities as the entire fight had been.

 

At this point, Xiaoli's experience with Selendil and Dhar technology became a deciding factor. While preparing, she had requested Nox to provide her with something like a personal warp marker that could be dropped and later reactivated. Nox had explained that a design like that didn't really exist as all warping required a Dhar to function, but had finally rigged one for Xiaoli purely based on the fact that the Cybran woman had been able to describe how one would work.

 

Xiaoli suddenly appeared from within the cave, right on top of what Ka'aukai had assumed to be a trap, and lashed at her surroundings while simultaneously firing her two plasma pistol at the stunned Dashane. Ka'aukai had been far enough to avoid the worst storm of psionic energy, but he still wasn't far enough to avoid it fully. He had been aware of the possibility of the trap being an explosive that could be remotely triggered, but had underestimated the risk due to practical necessities. Still, he got his revenge as he had also made a request during the preparation. He had simply wished for a Dhar explosive with a wide range of effect that was easy to throw. The explosion from the device consumed both participants, ending the fight in a tie.

 

"Hey! What is this?! This isn't an acceptable ending! I demand a rematch!" Lilly shouted in the middle of the cafeteria.

 

"Agreed. That was not a proper ending for such an interesting fight. I demand a rematch as well." Amaterasu confirmed.

 

Apparently many of the other crew members agreed, and so did the two participants. They agreed to a re-match, but they would both be limited to technology their own races had access to, and no large explosive that would force a tie. Nox and Selendil, on the other hand, were quite pleased. A simple fight where one side was victorious wasn't nearly as effective at uniting the parties involved as an unsatisfactory ending that caused everyone to demand a rematch. Their plan had worked better than they had hoped. It had been a good idea to suggest the explosive to Ka'aukai. The warp marker had been a slight surprise but had worked out in the end. The display had also caused everyone else to become eager to try the system.

 

"Good job Nox. Make sure we'll have enough pods. Sooner or later they will figure out the possibilities with group fights." Selendil ordered. On-board entertainment was always a necessary factor and this one also happened to double as a training and gambling opportunity.

            


Chapter 58 - The Precipice


                ”We all like to imagine what we would find when we travel to other galaxies. For some reason, our imagination always seems to go into directions that are rather similar to our own galaxy, only with a twist of some kind. Despite often claiming otherwise, we also tend to imagine that the races living in that other galaxy are similar to our own, though I can’t tell whether that is due to a lack of imagination or because it has some basis in reality. There is some reason to think they could be similar to us. The races in our galaxy are, in general, rather similar in many ways, though there are some exceptions. The main reason for that is the fact that we all developed on worlds terraformed by the Dhar. Two races that develop in similar circumstances are bound to have at least some similarities. So if that holds true for our galaxy, would it not hold true for others as well? What that theory fails to account for is that circumstances can change. Even if the worlds we developed on were originally similar, that doesn’t mean they still are. And just because there are similarities, that doesn’t mean the differences can’t be the defining factor.”

 -High Ambassador of the Mrrroww

 

--------

 

“We will be starting our expedition to other galaxies tomorrow.” Selendil made the expected announcement to the gathered officers. “The crew we were hoping to gather is now mostly here. The war between the Mrrroww and the Shinzen has hit a lull, though we’ll keep an eye on that. The other war between the Illum as the Tetrarchy is going as well as could be expected. As a result, now is the perfect time to take this step. We will be coming back and you can still personally warp back almost any time you wish, so we can react to any changes to the situation back here.”

 

Moonshadow nodded. “As much as I’d like to argue the point about the Shinzen, you’re correct. They have been quiet for a while now, so this is the perfect opportunity. There will always be something that we'd rather deal with before leaving. At some point, we'll just have to ignore those distractions and just go.”

 

“I don’t have any arguments either. We have discussed this before. It’s time.” Amaterasu also expressed her agreement. Deep inside she was rather eager to explore the unknown. A feeling that surprisingly seemed to be pushing her towards something that had been out of reach for a while. She had a feeling it had something to do with her willingness to leave the matters of this galaxy behind.

 

"I will make sure that the hunters are ready for battle," Ka'aukai confirmed, and the other officers also expressed their agreement.

 

“In that case, make your goodbyes and say your prayers if such is your style. Despite what I said earlier, there are always risks involved in such endeavors. Dismissed.” Selendil declared as the other started filtering out of the room.

 

“Nox, have you made your decision?” She asked once she was left alone.

 

“In a way. I choose both. I know that wasn’t one of the options, but let me explain before you dismiss the idea.” Nox replied hurriedly. Selendil had told the AI that she would need to make a decision concerning the new body she was promised. There were several decisions actually, but one was more urgent and important than others as it would influence all the other decisions.

 

“Alright, explain.” Selendil urged with no intention of dismissing the idea. If Nox wanted two bodies then she’d make two. She was simply amused by the fact that the AI was troubled by such a binary choice with known variables. The AI couldn’t choose because she didn’t want to, not because she was unable to pick a better option between the two.

 

“Well, I think it would be better in the short term to have the first body be one that can easily be identified as non-organic. That way the crew would get used to the idea, and I would get used to the body before I would have to determine the final specifications on the other body. A clearly artificial non-organic body is also easier to build modular, so I could use it in combat situations if necessary, and it would be easy to fix if something were to happen to it.” Nox listed off. She was making the choice on whether her body would be fully mechanical and obviously a machine, or something closer to Xiaoli where the body looked like a biological living individual, though with certain mechanical enhancements.

 

"All true and good points," Selendil admitted freely.

 

“On the other hand, some other races, especially those we might meet in other galaxies, might not be thrilled with the idea of an AI let loose. Thus it would be useful for me to have a body that at least appeared biological for diplomatic reasons. Also, I personally want a body like that so that I can feel and experience all the things organics do. I just don’t think I’m quite ready for it yet. Besides, I don’t even know what the body would look like. I mean, we can’t make it look like a Dhar. No matter how we try, we can’t make the body into an energy being.” Nox argued her position. “On that subject, I don’t even know if we should make it gendered. I know I assumed a more feminine voice when other people came on the ship, but…”

 

“Well, unless you’re going to make it look like a race with no genders, you’re going to have to make it gendered. I suppose we could make it fairly androgynous, but then you’d miss some of the things you wanted to experience. Other than that, I find no fault with your logic.” Selendil stated. There were some holes she could poke into Nox’s reasoning but she didn’t bother as she had no desire to do so.

 

“So it’s ok?” Nox asked, sounding almost afraid but also expectant.

 

"It's fine with me. Now get to designing that body of yours! We can use the brain interface that other AI companions used during the Eternal Empire, but you’ll have to make the rest of the design on your own. And please don’t just copy the old templates. We don’t want anyone in the other galaxies figuring out the connection by accident. There might be records of old AI companions, as those might be still around even if they’re inert.” Selendil stated, glad she could make Nox happy for once.

 

------

 

“Moonshadow, could you wait a bit.” Amaterasu chased after the Mrrroww High Ambassador.

 

“What can I do for you?” Moonshadow asked in a rather official but friendly tone. The two had become something akin to friends, but they also felt a bit like they were competing somehow. They also didn’t want to be too genial in front of the rest of the crew during the working hours, just to keep things official.

 

“Walk with me.” Amaterasu requested and started leading the way towards one of the meditation chambers scattered around the ship. She checked the room was empty as they entered, and had the controls lower a force field to close off the doorway. The ship was still quite lacking when it came to doors in her opinion.

 

“Well, this is getting interesting.” Moonshadow said a bit jokingly as she settled down on the floor, getting comfortable on one of the soft meditation matts.

 

“I think I’m very close to finally connecting with the universal consciousness. Something clicked inside me when we were in the meeting just now. You said you’ve been having trouble forming the connection without Selendil present. I think it would be helpful for both of us if we did it together.” Amaterasu didn’t bother mincing her words and went straight to the point.

 

“Well, that is something. I suppose we could ask Nox to get a word to Selendil if we can’t do it alone, but I think this sounds like something we should test without her first.” Moonshadow agreed.

 

Amaterasu released a breath she had been holding without realizing it. “Good. I think we should try it before I lose this feeling.”

 

The two got comfortable and went deep into meditation. Moonshadow quickly found herself pushing against the same resistance she had faced before. It took Amaterasu slightly longer to reach this point, mostly due to her lack of practice, but once she did Moonshadow could feel as if someone was pushing against the resistance with her. It wasn’t a big help, but it was enough. The resistance wasn’t really something to be overcome with power, but with mentality, and having someone’s mental support was a big help.

 

Once there, Moonshadow once again felt the over encompassing feeling of unity. This time she was better prepared, but knew to allow Amaterasu some time to overcome the rush of new sensations and emotions. She also went through the same steps as Selendil had done with her, helping Amaterasu to learn to communicate. She noted with some annoyance that the Illum woman was much better at not broadcasting all her emotions and secrets even without being told about that. “This. Amazing.” Amaterasu managed to convey.

 

“Isn’t it?” Moonshadow’s speech was much more natural. At the same time, she could feel the approach of someone with a much larger presence, which she recognized as Selendil. The Keeper realized the delicacy of the situation though, and decided that it might be better to let the two try and figure things out on their own without her preconceptions coloring their experience. Much of what the two would gain would depend on their own thoughts and expectations, so she should not color those thoughts too much.

 

The two spent quite a bit of time exploring the new surroundings. For some reason, Moonshadow felt it was easier to move around now than it had been before. They actually gained some concrete information from the universal consciousness. The Dhar race had come to the universal consciousness as a whole race, and their entire race had benefitted from the discoveries made there. However, that didn’t change the fact that certain people had easier time discovering certain things. Scientists were more likely to find out things related to the secrets of the universe and the laws that governed it, while artists would be more likely to find inspiration and beauty never found outside this place.

 

In the end, both Moonshadow and Amaterasu were politicians and psions. There were no great universal secrets related to governance aside from the unity itself, so their discoveries were mostly in the direction of psionics. Much of what they learned were things Selendil had already taught them, although Selendil had filtered the information through millennia of experiences and practical use by the Dhar. Their discoveries, while raw, were good just for perspective. Still, they couldn’t get far, and they both knew why.

 

“The. Song.” Amaterasu urged. Her words were still stilted, but the message was clear. She had heard Selendil talk about the Great Song and wanted to take part. Taking part in the song would also allow them to learn more about other things.

 

“We can barely speak.” Moonshadow countered, as if explaining something to a child. That’s when the benefits of having another perspective became obvious.

 

“Not. Need. Words. To. Sing.” Amaterasu raised her non-existent face towards the sky that also didn’t exist in this place and started to hum along to some melody that she felt more than she could hear. It was far from what Moonshadow had heard from Selendil. It didn’t have any of the emotion or the deep insight mixed with a divine voice. It was just a simple melody hummed by the woman. And yet, it was still taking part in the Great Song. They were shaky and feeble first steps, but they were steps nonetheless.

 

Moonshadow hesitated a bit and joined in as they hummed the same few notes, occasionally adding a new note when they realized what that note should be. Several things happened as a result. They both felt more powerful, as if some weight had been lifted off them. They felt more free, as if they could explore more of this place, if only a little. They also felt drained by the effort, as it seemed that figuring out the new notes didn’t come without a price that kept growing with each note. Moonshadow also realized something. Something important. They had only sung a few notes, but she already knew she had stumbled on something important. This was the Great Song, without a doubt. Also without a doubt, it was a different song than the one she had heard Selendil sing.

 

It wasn’t just a difference in performance. It wasn’t just that it sounded different. She could sense the difference on a conceptual level, like knowing the difference between a rock and a planet. There was a reason she could not join the Great Song when Selendil sang it. That was a different song. And it wasn't her song. It was a song she would never take part in. Why? Because that was a song sung by others. It was also a song that couldn’t allow others to take part for a simple reason. That song was already over. Despite there still being someone singing the song, that song was already finished.

 

On many levels, she knew that she would need to inform Selendil. This was something that the Keeper desperately needed to know. Yet she also knew she would not be able to tell her, or anyone else. She was not allowed to. The Great Song would not let her. The moment she would open her mouth to say those words, her voice would lockdown. If she tried to write it down, the message would erase itself. This was the reality of the universe. The old song was over, and Selendil would need to realize that on her own. What that meant for the Keeper or the universe itself, Moonshadow could not say. What it meant for her, she could not say either. She only knew that she now kept a large secret. One that the very universe would not allow to be revealed.

 

She decided that the only way to find out more was either to go further in the song, or to help Selendil come to the same realization.

 

--------

 

“Is everyone prepared?” Selendil asked as they all took their places on the bridge.

 

“Affirmative.” Nox replied.

 

“Confirmed.” Amaterasu also stated, looking up from her checklist.

 

“Alright then. Hold on to something, as this might be a bit of an experience. I did my best to calibrate the warp engines, but theory and reality have a habit of being very different.” Selendil joked a bit. It should be just fine. Maybe.

 

Her mind entered the universal consciousness long enough to connect with the warp network. She’d have to spend some time with Moonshadow and Amaterasu the next time they made the connection. Pushing the idle thought away she located the galaxy Nox had pinpointed as the one that had held the homeworld of the race that had experimented with the void creatures. Oddly, the whole galaxy had a single working warp beacon. That said, the current galaxy only had a handful until Selendil got around to making more, so it wasn’t that out of the norm. Since her choices were limited, she picked that beacon as the destination and the warp engines came to life. The warp network hidden from everyone did the heavy lifting during the process, but the ship’s engines did their part.

 

With a bright flash of light, the ship disappeared from the original galaxy and suddenly arrived with another flash at the destination. The ship started shaking like a plane caught in a storm, throwing everyone on board around. “Nox!” Selendil shouted.

 

“On it. Activating the shield and compensation with the inertial dampeners." Nox reported.

 

An outside observer would’ve noticed thousands of small hexagonal shields that looked almost like colored panes of glass a few meters across appearing all around the ship. The whole ship was covered by the glowing membrane of power. “What the heck was that?” Amaterasu asked while picking herself up from the floor.

 

“Attempting to find out. The sensors are having some difficulties adjusting to the surroundings. The problem is not with the ship though.” Nox gave a quick summary.

 

“Can we get a quick headcount and a report to make sure everyone is fine?” Moonshadow requested.

 

The comms were filled with chatter as everyone reported in one by one. The only injury was to one of the Guardian who had fallen badly while protecting the plants in hydroponics. That Guardian would soon be fine though. "I'm starting to get readings," Nochehuatl reported from his station. “Massive gravity and energy fluctuations. Bigger than the ones near the center of our galaxy. Any other ship would’ve been in big trouble I think. The whole area is filled with waves of alternating gravity that could shred most ships in seconds.”

 

“Reporting. The deep-space scanners are starting to work and I got some reading from the beacon. The only reason it’s still working is because it can keep drawing energy straight from our surroundings.” Nox sounded a bit agitated. “According to the scanners, the whole galaxy is in a bad shape. I think the technical way to put it would be to say the whole galaxy is fucked.”

 

“Can we get a visual of some sort?” Amaterasu asked with a sarcastic tone. “That might be more useful than your very eloquent and precise technical definition.”

 

“I will try to extrapolate a visual based on available data and what records we have of this galaxy from back then.” Nox said, sounding a bit unsure. A short time later the center of the bridge by covered by a holographic representation of the galaxy. The term ‘fucked’ was putting it mildly. It looked like some enormous explosion had wasted the galaxy, and the whole thing was now imploding back towards where the source of the explosion was. What was left anyway. It looked like a full two-thirds were just missing, the stars just gone. Even the enormous black hole at the center of the galaxy wasn’t there anymore.

 

“What the blazes?” Amaterasu asked in shock.

 

“Nox?” Moonshadow asked. “Any theories?”

 

“I have one. Someone found one the things we use as the heart of our main power core and managed to override the safety measures keeping it in check. That should be pretty much impossible though.” Nox speculated. Other races didn’t have the temporal control even if they could get past all the other security measures. Those words made the others go quiet though. This was the force powering the ship?

 

"That's not quite it," Selendil stated after consulting with the scientists she was Keeping. “This is something worse, though I would say this is the ideal result if my speculations are correct.”

 

“This is the ideal result? An entire galaxy wiped out? I’m not sure I want to know what the other worse results would be.” Nochehuatl voiced a thought they all shared.

 

"It seems they managed to somewhat utilize the core, but it wasn't just the core getting out of hand that did this. That would do really bad things to a galaxy, but not quite this bad. No, they wanted to use the core, supported by the singularity at the core of the galaxy, as a power source to open a door that should stay closed. Fortunately, they didn't have the ability to control the core so the whole thing collapsed. Good thing too, because that door should stay closed. Not that they would've been able to more than crack it open even if the plan had worked.” Selendil speculated.

 

Back then the Dhar had used hundreds of cores to power their unfortunate attempt, although the cores back then had been slightly less powerful due to being an older model. The power of a single core combined with a singularity wouldn't have been able to maintain the door open for more than a few seconds, assuming it had been able to even open the door. This attempt had clearly failed before it even got that far.

 

“They could have theoretically tried to achieve something else.” Amaterasu pointed out.

 

“They could have," Selendil admitted. "I doubt it though. Something about this fits too well, and I have a feeling.” To be more precise, she had a feeling one of the void wraiths had decided to cooperate after all. For a price of course.

 

“Any way to tell if the world we’re looking for survived?” Moonshadow asked.

 

“We can try to calculate that. it will take some time though. We’re working with really old records, and using some really complicated calculations based on that shaky information.” Nox speculated.

 

“We’ll have to go through this mess anyway. We need some way to figure out if the danger died with the explosion or if there'll be more galaxies like this.” Selendil gave a suffering sigh. “I suppose we should check the neighboring galaxies as well, just to make sure they are intact. If they did try again, without the help of warp, the nearby galaxies are the only places they could reach to make another attempt.”

            


Chapter 59 - Of society and disasters


                --------

 

”So how did the Dhar think about the other races that served them?” Miyo asked Selendil, ready to take notes. She was also recording the conversation for future reference.

 

Nox was still analyzing the remains of the destroyed galaxy, so those that were not actively taking part in the scientific endeavors with Nochehuatl had some time on their hands. Miyo took the opportunity to conduct her first interview with Selendil. Instead of asking the obvious questions about something like Selendil’s role as a Keeper, Miyo had decided to try and understand the Dhar society first. And how a society treated others said a lot about them. Her question was also affected by her desire to find out how Selendil might think about the Illum.

 

The odd first question got a slightly surprised look from Selendil as well, but she obliged, just to see where this was going. “That depended a lot on the race in question and who you asked. Some Dhar considered many of the races little more than glorified pets, but they were in the minority. Still, the Dhar in general didn’t actually expect a lot from the subordinate races. We didn’t need servants, we already had the AIs for that, we didn’t really need labor and truth be told, we didn’t really put much stock in their intellectual contributions. Art and music were appreciated, but in general they were considered something akin to a curiosity. Some considered the subordinate races a bit like unruly children, some thought of them as charity cases, while more often than not most Dhar didn't think about them at all."

 

“Sounds like the Dhar didn’t have a lot of respect for them.” Miyo pointed out.

 

“Respect requires a certain level of equality. Respect wasn’t something that was just freely given, even towards other Dhar. You had to earn it. Now that’s a different thing from disrespecting others, but I think you can understand the difference. Now whatever you might think of the other races that served us, they were not equal to us. A big part of that was the fact that they were so much younger and less developed. Some of the oldest servant races did earn a position of as close to equality as possible. They could never be full equals without access to the universal consciousness, but they were the next best thing.” Selendil speculated.

 

“Was there hate towards these races you considered lesser?” Miyo asked next.

 

“No. Not really. Even those that considered them little more than pets just mostly ignored them instead. They considered any efforts to help them a waste of time, but such efforts didn’t really affect them, and that time was not something they had to contribute, so why would they really care? We had access to almost infinite resources, so helping another race elevate to a space-faring status was hardly an issue. It’s hard to really hate something you almost never see or have interactions with. There’s no reason for hate. Now, there were a few pests that got a bit bothersome, like the time we dealt with the Shinzen, but those were rather rare. In general the worst they faced was apathy.” Selendil explained.

 

“So no grudges for the lives lost due to crime or these punishment expeditions?” Miyo specified.

 

Selendil’s tails indicated amusement. “If a Dhar managed to lose their life in a battle against such a weak foe, then that was squarely blamed on the incompetence of that Dhar, not the ones that killed him or her. There were a few Dhar that didn’t take it well if they lost a mate they’d had for a long time, but even then they rarely took it out on the killer’s entire race. If they did, they were usually punished as we didn’t encourage that sort of behavior.”

 

“How did you deal with such people? How did you deal with criminals in general?” Miyo asked.

 

“Rather harshly. We did not have much crime. It’s a bit difficult to be a criminal when your mind is joined with others of your kind. That's not to say there weren't any criminals, but they were rather rare and any that were found were dealt with harshly as they were seen as traitors that undermined the Dhar as a whole. Now there were extenuating circumstances of course, and those were taken into consideration. We didn’t really have the sort of organized crime that other races suffered from though, partially thanks to the fact that we weren’t lacking in resources or riches. Most crime was something that happened in the heat of the moment. We did have feuds and blood debts and the like. Issues between clans and groups. Any such conflicts didn’t fall under the heading of crime though, and most of those were dealt with by the means of sanctioned duels.” Selendil reminisced.

 

“So the Dhar had clans?” Miyo asked, noting the fact down with a large exclamation point.

 

“In a way. It wasn’t always called a clan though. Most Dhar belonged to one kind of association or another. It could’ve been a clan, a family, a warband, a brotherhood, or one of a myriad of other such shared connections. We were a very social race, and we were often brought into such groups by shared interests. Or family ties. Even as the most solitary of our people, we Keepers had the connection of our shared position. The specifics of what kind of group you belonged to often varied according to the galaxy you were in, as local customs often took precedence. Those closer to the home galaxy often valued family ties over other associations, while those on the fringes focused more on shared interests.” Selendil’s voice got a nostalgic tinge.

 

“So the Dhar culture wasn’t entirely uniform? I mean it makes sense it wasn’t, no culture really is, but I’m just wondering how much it varied according to location.” Miyo expanded on her question a bit.

 

“Yes and no. There were many things that were constant. The most important things. But there were local customs and peculiarities. How could there not be considering the size of our empire? But the shared consciousness did maintain a certain amount of uniformity at all times. As did the free movement thanks to warping. The differences weren’t major. Not in the way you might be imagining it. I’d call it local flavor more than anything. The game was fundamentally the same, the players were simply different.” Selendil speculated.

 

“Why do you think the central areas were more focused on family as opposed to those on the fringes?” Miyo was really getting to the interesting details now.

 

"I would assume for the same reason as when it happened to other races. The closer you got to the heart of the empire, the more important family ties became. I'd like to think we were mostly a merit-based society, but that's not entirely true. Connections always play a role. In the heart of the empire, ancient families held vast holdings and ruled over what could be called their private kingdoms. Those on the fringes often shared the desire to get away from that. That’s why they were on the fringe. Despite what I said, it should be noted that the favoritism wasn't rampant. We didn't allow it to develop to a level where it would negatively impact society. That said, there were always people who felt slighted. They felt they deserved better. So they left in the search of that better. Some succeeded. Many succeeded if they kept at it long enough. But you don’t build something equal to the ancient families in one or two generations.” Selendil shrugged.

 

“Did this affect the Keepers? I’m under the impression that the Keepers were a rather influential position in the empire.” Miyo asked.

 

“No. Becoming a Keeper required a particular talent from birth. Those that had the talent became Keepers. You couldn’t learn the ability and no amount of influence or wealth could change that. There were some Dhar with the potential that fell through the cracks and were missed, but they were never stopped from becoming a Keeper. It was always their choice to hide the talent. I almost became one of them myself, but…” Selendil gestured to her surroundings.

 

“You’ve mentioned that the Keepers were consulted for their wisdom. How did that usually happen?” Miyo asked.

 

“Three main ways. Either there was a problem that required a very specific solution that only a dead Dhar could provide, or there was a more general problem and the people involved wanted to consult the wisdom of those that had experience with such decisions. Would such a person make a different choice now that they had their whole lives to reconsider, you know? Or they just wanted the opinion of someone that had access to the wisdom of the ages, in which case they were asking for the advice of the Keeper and not those who had passed. In any case, they would either contact the central database to connect with the correct Keeper, or the higher-ups had a particular Keeper whose judgment they trusted." Selendil replied, remembering all the times she had been contacted.

 

“And if the decision ended up being wrong?” Miyo posed the question.

 

“Then it would be wrong. They were the ones to seek our advice and had to choose whether to follow that advice or not. Keepers were not infallible and that wasn’t a secret. We just had more perspective and experience than others. We wouldn't have been consulted if the situation was simple, and in complex situations, a lot can happen to alter the result. It’s also the duty of the person asking the question to apply our advice properly.” Selendil waved the concern away.

 

“Alright. Let’s take this into another direction. How did-“ Miyo’s question was interrupted by Nox’s voice.

 

“Master, I think we found it.” The AI stated knowing this was a good time to interrupt things.

 

“Excuse me. We’ll have to continue this later.” Selendil looked towards Miyo.

 

“That’s alright. This was a good start.” Miyo replied, barely in time before Selendil simply vanished. Miyo gave a small pout. She had heard that the Dhar Keeper could teleport around freely over short distances, but this was the first time she got to experience it. It could become very annoying if abused.

 

Selendil appeared on the bridge at the same time as several of the officers walked through the doors and took their stations. “Well?” Selendil prompted when they were in place. She noted that Nochehuatl was still missing. Likely sleeping due to working for several days straight. The science officer had been excited to study the conditions of such an extreme situation. It was rare to have the opportunity to study the after effects of a power that could destroy black holes.

 

The image of the galaxy appeared once again, though this was the image of the galaxy as it had been before the devastating event. The galaxy was a fairly standard looking elliptical galaxy of moderate size and no spiral arms. “This is the situation in our records, except I calculated the changes that would’ve happened between the time Dhar disappeared and the explosion hit. Nochehuatl managed to determine that the catastrophe hit approximately 1,4 million years ago. At that time, the world we are looking for would’ve been located here.” Nox explained and a star suddenly shined brighter than the others.

 

The star in question was around the midpoint between the core and the edge of the galaxy. “At a quick estimate, the distance could allow it to survive the explosion." Amaterasu speculated. "Though, I don't think it would be in good condition."

 

“That was my initial estimation as well.” Nox gave her agreement. “However, then I started to reconstruct and simulate the way the accident had to go down to result in what we see now. Keep your eye on the spot as I play things forward.”

 

The image started to move as a time-lapse of the accident was added. A bright flash of light seemed to swallow everything at the heart of the galaxy in the first moments, and anything caught in the way of the explosion just vanished. Not everything went quietly though as the collapse of the central black hole for example spread waves of gravititational anomalies and smaller black holes into the surroundings. Finally most of the energies involved seemed to implode inward, drawing some of what remained into the mess that existed at the sight of the explosion, as gravity once again took its toll on what remained of the galaxy.

 

"Oh," Amaterasu commented. They had all seen the world in question take the worst of the central black hole collapsing. It had been straight on the path of the worst after effects, and anything that could’ve remained had been sucked in by the implosion. There was no chance for anything of the world to survive.

 

“Yes. Oh.” Nox stated wryly. “Incidentally, I calculated that anything below the Dhar technological level in this galaxy would’ve been wiped out by the energy and gravitational waves released. There isn’t a single habitable world left in this galaxy. Even if some of the worlds could’ve survived without turning to completely inhospitable proto-worlds, the radiation would’ve wiped out anything living and the gravity would’ve crushed anything mechanical. I don’t think we’ll even find ruins on any worlds. Most of the worlds would’ve at best turned into molten balls of slag and more likely were blown to pieces. We are basically looking at a galaxy barely starting to reform. Nearly all of the surviving planets are proto-worlds in the formation stages, assuming the stars had enough matter still orbiting them to reform planets. Much of the heavier elements are now scattered around the empty space between star systems. I don’t know what will happen now that the galaxy can’t follow the normal life-cycle of star systems.”

 

“That must have been the most epic fireworks show in the history of the universe.” Xiaoli blurted, eliciting both groans and stifled giggles from the others on the bridge. “Ooh, both groans and giggles. That was a great success.” She commented with a grin.

 

“Regardless, I don’t think we’ll find anything useful in this galaxy anymore.” Nox finished her analysis, though now her voice sounded like she was smiling.

 

“I agree.” Selendil had to start making some decisions. “Have Nochehuatl perform the tests he still wants to do. We’ll be leaving as soon as we can.”

 

“So what’s the plan?” Moonshadow asked.

 

“We’ll check the neighboring galaxies for any signs of similar activity, or anyone from this galaxy arriving as refugees. If we find out something, we can proceed from there. If not…well then we’ll need a new plan.” Selendil was not pleased with this result. The world that was now gone had been the best lead she’d had. She didn’t exactly like the options that left her. “Nox, calculate the closest galaxies at that time and compile a list of galaxies they could’ve reached on ships that lack warp.”

 

“You mentioned earlier that whoever used the power core to cause this explosion should’ve been unable to even access the core. What if they could access the warp network as well?” Moonshadow asked.

 

Selendil silently considered the possibilities. “I can’t rule the possibility out entirely, but accessing the warp network is significantly more difficult. I can somewhat imagine that whoever did this found a being capable of activating the core. Temporal abilities are not something that other races could not develop, although unlikely. A void wraith that had taken over a Dhar before and ended up cooperating with others could’ve provided them with the necessary knowledge on how to actually use their powers. To get access to the warp network, you not only need to be able to psionically connect with the warp network through the universal consciousness, but it would require them to gain the network’s approval and then construct functional warp engines. Still, I can try to access the warp network’s records just in case. Our jump should be the only one since the fall of the empire, so it should not take long.”

 

“Most Dhar didn’t have the necessary knowledge, so even if a void wraith had worked with them, the odds of them having the technical knowledge to build the engines are rather small. Besides, they would need the tools and materials.” Nox pointed out. Both Nox and Selendil realized though that access to the tools and materials would’ve been simple if they had found a core. Both had been left to Selendil as supplies after all. The thought of someone misusing those gifts sickened Selendil.

 

“I’m just going to float this idea just in case, but what are the odds of some race developing warp on their own? Especially if they had some help from the old races that had seen and felt the warp in action. Perhaps if they found some of your old systems and tried to reverse engineer them? Then they would not be dependent on the network, which I would assume is the hardest part to access from the outside.” Amaterasu questioned.

 

"It's not impossible," Selendil admitted. “It’s not very likely, but it is possible. That said, if they had developed it on their own, they would not be able to use the reach of our network. They would have to expand their own network just like we did. One galaxy at a time.”

 

"Regardless, I think we should keep the possibility in mind," Amaterasu suggested.

 

“Agreed. It won’t be much help in the current situation though.” Moonshadow pointed out.

 

“Nox, have you calculated the most likely galaxy for our next destination?” Selendil asked.

 

“I have an initial target.” Nox replied and brought up a map of the local galaxy cluster with one of the galaxies highlighted.

 

Selendil reached towards the warp network with her mind, just to check if the target galaxy had any beacons for her to aim for. They would still give Nochehuatl some time after all. To her surprise, the target galaxy had hundreds of functioning warp beacons. “We may have a problem.” She said carefully.

            


Chapter 60 - Holy Fury


                ---------

 

Enduring Symphony appeared in a flash of light above a barren world, in a system that seemed largely deserted. “We’re detecting several mining operations on the surface below, but those seem to be automated. I’m detecting no life-sign, only machines. Even most of the machines are currently inert. From the traces left behind, I’m guessing that someone’s been mining rare minerals here. Specifically heavier elements.” Nochehuatl reported as he read the sensor readings.

 

“Are there any signs of ships? Even broken ones will do.” Amaterasu asked. She knew they needed information and maps at the moment. They had warped into the most remote warp beacon in the galaxy that contained hundreds of them, and the maps that they now had were hopelessly out of date. as they came from the time the Dhar were still around.

 

“There are some remains of ships that seem to have broken down. They appear to be freighters. According to the analysis, the atmosphere is breathable, but the planet below is quite hot, prone to sand storms, and lacks moisture. It should be fine to send a team though.” Nochehuatl replied and gave his recommendation.

 

“Nox, have Ka’aukai prepare a team. They will be escorting Xiaoli to the ships Nochehuatl detected. Let’s see if we can get anything from them. Xiaoli should be perfect for the job. How about the beacon?” Selendil asked.

 

“The beacon is in a remarkably good condition. It’s not quite pristine enough to be recently built, but it’s hard to determine if it has simply been well maintained by someone, or if it’s something built after the fall of Dhar.” Nox estimated. “We would need to bring it on board to run a more precise analysis.”

 

“Make it happen. I think we need to know.” Selendil decided. That would be a rather vital bit of information.

 

“Permission to lead another team to the largest still operational mining operation? We might run into automated defenses but we might also learn some things the wrecked freighters can’t tell us. It’s a risk, but a rather small one all things considered.” Amaterasu suggested.

 

Selendil nodded her approval. “Nox, have Ka’eo form another team. I also want to get a feel for how well he performs. Ka’aukai had good things to say about him, but we need to make our own determination. With Amaterasu there, they should be able to deal with most issues.”

 

“I think we might have enough information to form some initial theories. It will be pure speculation, but…” Moonshadow interjected. Selendil gestured for her to continue.

 

“Well, the maintenance of the beacon suggests that this isn’t just a case of their mining operation happening to be in the same system as one of the beacons. You mentioned that there are hundreds of the beacons in this galaxy. I think that number is rather important. To me it seems that the only reason for a beacon to be here is to be used for its original intended purpose, to facilitate the moving of goods between a remote mine and wherever the goods are going to by warping them. That they can use a beacon for mining purposes suggests that warp isn't something extraordinary to them. However, the relatively low number of beacons suggests that it's not their primary form of travel for some reason. Otherwise, there would be thousands of the beacons. They are bottlenecked for some reason, either because they can’t make more beacons, or because they can’t fully and freely utilize warping. Maybe they have a limited number of ships that are warp capable?” Moonshadow speculated.

 

“That’s a lot of assumptions you’re making.” Nochehuatl pointed out the obvious problem. “Any single one of them is likely to be true, but with that many assumptions built on top of one another…”

 

“Well, that’s just an initial theory. We’ll start either confirming things or disproving them soon enough. Selendil, has the warp network of Dhar in this galaxy been used?” Moonshadow easily admitted that her theory was potentially iffy.

 

Selendil had checked the network of the wrecked galaxy before they left and had soon determined it had not been used by anyone else. She closed her eyes a bit to do the same here. “No. There are traces of someone trying to access the system though. They failed, but the attempt itself proves that someone knew enough to even make the attempt.”

 

“Who would have that kind of knowledge? I just want to be aware of all the possibilities.” Moonshadow asked.

 

"Well, we already suspect that at least one void wraith that used to possess a Dhar cooperated with the people who caused the explosion. Theoretically, anyone who they told could also be aware. A few of the most advanced client races. Many of them were vaguely aware of something like the network, but only a few of them knew about its exact nature." Selendil got lost in thought a bit as she considered other possibilities.

 

“Any AI left behind.” Nox interjected. “Well, not all of them were aware of such details, but at least those at the level of Haven.”

 

"Not many of us were left behind though," Haven added. "Even if they managed to reach a certain level of self-awareness after being roused from a slumber as I did, I don’t really see them spreading the information around. We were created to serve the Dhar and can’t really diverge from that programming.”

 

With that, their theories reached a slight impasse. They needed more information. The two groups launched to the planet below in shuttles while Nox brought the beacon on board. Xiaoli’s team was the first to reach their destination. “These ships are really badly damaged and eroded by time and nature. The local weather has done a number on them. Who knew sandstorms could do such bad things to ship hulls.” She reported sarcastically. They all knew that a single sandstorm would not be anything to worry about, but constant exposure over the millennia would leave its mark.

 

“You joke, but I think I might not have made myself entirely clear. The wind speeds during the storms on the planet can reach hundreds of kilometers per hour, and I don’t mean one or two hundred either. There’s no vegetation to slow down wind speeds, and even mountains are sparse. Besides, judging by the orbit of the planet the heat can grow so intense during the summers that the sand might melt into glass. There’s quite a bit of glass scattered around the hottest areas. So intense storms of glass shards instead of simple sandstorms.” Nochehuatl explained with a burst of hissing laughter.

 

“Umm, yeah, I’d like to pass on that one, please," Xiaoli replied decisively.

 

“Don’t worry, the planet is experiencing a relatively cool period at the moment. You might still get the storm but without the added bonus of flying shrapnel. Unless the wind picks up the shrapnel already on the ground that is. Luckily that stuff is already somewhat worn down and not as sharp.” Nochehuatl joked.

 

"Fuck it! We're speeding through this one. Ka'aukai, you heard the man. We're getting out of here as soon as possible!" They heard her shout over the comms.

 

After fifty minutes of jiggering with the ship, Xiaoli reported in again. “Well, the good news is we got some maps. The bad news is that they aren’t exactly all that up to date either. The ships have been here for at least a thousand years. I had to power the computers up with the generator we brought along with the shuttle. According to what remains of the logs, the owners didn’t bother fixing the ships. They removed the important bits like the engines and power core before leaving the rest here.”

 

“What’s the year on the last log entry?” Amaterasu’s voice asked over the comms.

 

“958. Why?” Xiaoli asked.

 

“That’s a bit over a thousand years ago then. According to what I’ve figured out, the mining equipment at least thinks it’s now year 1999 since the founding of the empire. Which empire that is, I can’t tell. What I can tell is that the world has been a major mining world for over a millennia and a half. It’s running out of useful minerals though, which is why it’s being abandoned. The rest of the equipment, and importantly the beacon, are scheduled to be removed in another ten years. Most of the stuff has already been removed.” Amaterasu revealed her discovery. They had run into some security, but even most of that was already gone.

 

“Anything else useful?” Selendil asked.

 

“Hard to say. According to the data, this place had people around at some point but it has been fully automated for at least fifty years now. The world was never truly inhabited aside from the mining crews. There are several references to the empire and its bureaucracy, but very little of anything specific. I don’t think this place had more than a few dozen people present at once even at its height, and they seem to have cleaned up everything truly useful when they left. The architecture suggests either a large species or one that likes to have lots of space?” Amaterasu offered. She was rather disappointed with her findings. She had been hoping for some material that would reveal more about the local way of doing things, but the place was cleaned up too well.

 

“Aha! I found a reference to a local sector capital in the logs! I’ve got the location.” Xiaoli announced competitively.

 

“The sector capital from a thousand years ago.” Amaterasu countered.

 

“Still better than what you have.” Xiaoli shot back.

 

“She’s got you there.” Moonshadow pointed out.

 

"Well, I think I've got you both beat," Nochehuatl interjected. "We checked the beacon with Nox. It's less than two thousand years old. Outwardly it looks a lot like the support beacons of the Dhar, but it's a stripped-down version. It still works as a warp beacon, but I'm pretty sure that the only reason it works as a beacon for the Dhar network is because it functions on the same principle."

 

"…the science officer takes this round," Amaterasu admitted reluctantly. She wanted to protest that Nox was helping him, but Nox was also helping them translate everything they found so she couldn’t.

 

“Yes, a point to the handbag," Xiaoli said, adding in a small tease.

 

“Now, now. No need to be a sore loser Xiaoli.” Nochehuatl stated graciously.

 

Moonshadow ignored the three dunces. “So now we know they can create at least some version of the beacons. And why make beacons if you’re not using them?”

 

“So. We have a civilization with the ability to make at least intra-galaxy warp jumps.” Selendil was forced to agree. “Now the question is, how did they get to that point? Not to look down on the younger races, but I doubt they reached the point on their own without participating in the Great Song.”

 

“Warping was something you gained from the Great Song?” Moonshadow asked.

 

"Not directly, but the principles behind the technology yes," Selendil explained. “It was something our scientists developed based on what they learned.”

 

“So what now?” Amaterasu asked as she was still running a sweep through the facility.

 

“I think our next destination will be this sector capital Xiaoli mentioned. I think it’s time for Moonshadow to display her skills.” Selendil decided. “We need information and that’s the next logical place to get that information.”

 

-----

 

Apparently the information they got from the wrecked ships wasn’t too out of date, as the system they warped into was a hotbed of activity, and very little attention was paid to their arrival. Part of that was because there were thousands of ships of various shapes and sizes coming and going. Notably, most of them used a phase drive to travel. A large artificial orbital ring surrounded the planet, and the ring seemed to be made up of shipyards, habitats, and various automated machinery. The skeletons of unfinished ships dotted the ring. The planet below seemed to be an example of a fairly standard terrestrial planet with large oceans.

 

"Nox," Selendil ordered simply.

 

“On it. Acquiring language files and gathering information.” Nox replied immediately.

 

“Well, Moonshadow. It’s time to do your thing. Incidentally, Nox can use the nanites in your body to quickly inject the local languages into your mind.” Selendil added as an afterthought. The only real requirement was the nanites, though without psionic talent the process would be slower. Being an energy being also made things easier, but even at its worst, the process would take minutes instead of seconds.

 

The others waited patiently as Nox put Moonshadow in contact with some official. The two spoke at length, but none of the others bothered taking advantage of the new feature of the nanites they had been introduced to. They had all heard Moonshadow’s yelp of pain once the process had been initiated, although it passed quickly. “Master. There’s something you need to know.” Nox suddenly said with a worried tone. She had found something in the data.

 

“What is it?” Selendil asked, knowing she would not like whatever she was about to hear.

 

Instead of Nox, Moonshadow was the one to answer. “The empire we heard about. They’re calling it the Eternal Empire of the Dhar.”

 

They all felt the temperature of the bridge suddenly plummet, even though no actual change of such kind happened. They still felt it though. “Bring up an image of one of the ruling members. Even if they have multiple races in the empire, they still must have these ‘Dhar’ they got the name from.” Selendil got up from her seat and pieces of her armor suddenly materialized around her. She had to make sure at least.

 

An image of an amphibian humanoid species with bright blue skin and a somewhat fish-like head appeared. The four-armed humanoid also had tall antlers on its head that looked a bit like a crown if you squinted hard enough. “That’s the stock image at least.” Nox stated carefully.

 

“Find me the leading figure of this planet. Now.” Selendil demanded with a cold tone. The image was not of the Dhar she knew. However, she was familiar with the race shown in the image.

 

“Master…” Nox tried to placate Selendil a bit, without success.

 

“Never mind. I already found them.” A spear suddenly appeared in Selendil’s hand and she disappeared.

 

“Nox, what’s going on?” Moonshadow asked in surprise.

 

“That image is of one of the younger client races of the Dhar. They were known as Cortoids back then. Now they are shaming the memory of their old masters by impersonating them. Or at least that’s what she thinks.” Nox replied.

 

Suddenly all the psionic members of the crew felt enormous pressure settle on the entire system, and it was coming from the direction of the planet below. “Uh, guys. The planet just got another orbital ring out of nowhere. And I think the entire planet is shaking.” Nochehuatl reported, not really fully believing what his station was telling him.

 

“That’s not an orbital ring.” Nox stated coldly. “That’s Selendil’s halo. They’ve made her truly angry this time and she’s getting serious.”

 

The explanation caused time to freeze on the bridge. They had known that Selendil was more powerful than them, even known that the difference was one of magnitudes. But, being shown the difference in such a stark manner, shook even the most composed of individuals.

 

“Are... are you serious!? She has a halo that can go around an entire planet?! I thought she only had like a few dozen of them?” Xiaoli gasped out in shock, managing to gather enough mental facilities first.

 

"After a certain point, they all become one. She can still manifest them separately, but…" Nox gave a brief explanation.

 

"Be that as it may," Amaterasu exclaimed, pushing her own awe aside, as terror of things to come gripped her mind. "Take us down!" she demanded, before continuing "She said we might have to stop her from doing something crazy one day. I think now's that time.

 

“That’s not how it works. I can’t warp you without Selendil’s help.” Nox retorted, assuming the Illum meant using the same form of transportation she had used several times before. She assumed wrong.

 

“Fly us down! I don’t care if you have to crash the ship through the roof of whatever passes as the palace on that planet!” Amaterasu stated firmly.

            


Chapter 61 - Feces, meet fan


                -------

 

The Governor-General was bored beyond belief. The advisory council had gathered to give their recommendations on dealing with the Zarnian pirates. They all knew the answer would be to send a fleet to Zarnia and to eradicate every ship capable of flight. It had worked hundreds of times in the empire’s history, and it would work again. It was the stock answer for a reason. The advisors simply enjoyed the sound of their own voices and seem as if they were actually useful. They also didn’t like the fact that it would cost them. They had to either fund the construction of ships, or they would have to ask the sector armada for assistance. Either way it would cost them, and that meant a tax increase. As the wealthiest people in the sector, the advisors would have to carry the burden, as was their duty as local nobility.

 

They would ask the Governor-General to use the current fleet to do the job, but that fleet was already overextended protecting hundreds of worlds. If the fleet protecting this world, for example, was thinned any further, then Zarnians would not be the only ones to take advantage of the gap in defenses. So he would have to turn them down. They would once again demand to know why he didn’t have control over the sector armada if he was the ruler of the sector, and he’d once again have to tell them to demand the answer to that from the empire. But they were too cowardly for that, so the argument would be repeated. And he would be stuck in this meeting until it was. Just because he knew how it would go didn’t make it any less dull.

 

He was almost happy to get his boredom interrupted by a beep from his communicator. He didn’t know what the alert was about, but it was an excuse to interrupt the meeting and that was good enough. He reached for the communicator but his hand suddenly froze. So did the Custodians around the room. The head of everyone with a halo in the room turned towards the ceiling as they all felt the same thing. Some kind of powerful psionic disturbance. And it was getting closer. Quickly. Was that what the alert was about?

 

“Raise the defenses!” He commanded, though the Custodians around him were way ahead of him. They all fed their power into a crystal array behind them, near the heart of the palace. A psionic shield rose around the palace in a blink, and just as quickly it was shattered, as if it wasn’t even there. The eight Custodians around the room and the Governor-General all fell to their knees or fainted on the ground. Two of the Custodians were vomiting due to the sudden backlash.

 

The Governor-General looked up when he sensed something, and he saw something he really didn’t want to see. A being seemingly of pure energy clad in armor similar to the elite Custodians he’d seen protecting the Empress and the imperial palace. The focus crystals of the armor glinted in the pale light of the room as the being slowly floated downwards. Or so it seemed, even though everything happened in scant seconds, so slow was relative. He got up from his chair but was suddenly hurled across the room and crashed into the stone wall. He saw that the advisors had fared even worse, and some of them looked like broken dolls as they were scattered around the room. He felt a small jolt of satisfaction at that. At least he got to see them suffer.

 

The being of energy pointed a finger towards him and it felt like his entire body was placed in a vise, not that it made much difference as the being’s sheer presence already had a similar effect. The guards outside would’ve already rushed in, if not for the fact that they could not approach. Now that he got a better look at the being, something in her form woke instincts inside him. He didn’t know where the instincts came from, but he was shocked by the level of dread he suddenly felt and tried to ignore it.

 

“You…can’t do…this.” He managed to squeeze out from beneath his teeth, as he coughed up a gob of grey blood. “The Eternal Empire…will have…your head.”

 

“There. That’s the problem. That’s your sin.” The feminine and silky smooth voice spoke in a language usually reserved for the core families of the empire. “You sully the name of your betters. I know what you are Cortoid, and no amount of lying will change that fact.” Her disgust was clear just from her voice.

 

He gasped at the old name. Even mentioning it was heresy that would have you and your entire family executed without a trial. How did this strange being know about it? Even he had learned about it by accident. “I don’t…know what…” His words were cut off as the pressure on him increased further, cracking several of his ribs and scales, and he was pretty sure his third lung had collapsed.

 

“Don’t play games with me ant. You will answer my questions and you will answer them well. Those answers will decide how many of your people will lose their lives this day.” The being stated, and it seemed like the entire palace was shaking. The shaking was getting worse and suddenly he realized that it probably wasn’t just the palace that was affected.

 

“Like I…care. Kill me, if you dare. The empire…will avenge…me.” He growled. He truly didn’t care. There was less than a hundred thousand Dhar on this world, as most of them wouldn’t show their faces on a piddly little backwater like this. The other eight billion inhabitants were from the lesser races. What did he care about them? Who- or whatever this being was, the empire would have its revenge for this slight. He was pretty sure he would not live through this anyway.

 

The alarms suddenly started blaring all around the palace. Not just the one on his communicator, but the general alarm that was used in genuine emergencies. How nice of them to take notice finally. “Little ant, there are so many ways to die and I can make your death feel like an eternity. I can make it take an eternity. A man in your position should know. There are deaths, and there are deaths. Yours will not be a quick one or a clean one if you try to put up a fight. In the end, I will get what I want.”

 

He would’ve tried spitting at the being, but when he even thought about it, he got the feeling as if he was planning on spitting on the graves of the previous Emperors. He couldn’t bear the thought of such sacrilege. “Do your worst.” He just growled.

 

“Then so shall it be.” The being stated and the shaking got worse. Now he was pretty sure the entire planet must have been shaking.

 

Suddenly the ceiling above their heads was torn away as if leaves thrown by wind, and he saw two things above that drew his attention. First thing was that there was another orbital ring around the planet, and that wasn’t the habitat- shipyards ring. It looked eerily similar to the halos of powerful psions, only much larger. Secondly, some idiot had actually flown a gravity propulsion ship into the atmosphere. The opposing gravitational forces were doing a number on the surroundings.

 

Then he really paid attention to the ship. It looked like the ships that the royals were using. To be exact, it looked like the ships the royals were fervently attempting to replicate. Except this was the real thing. He was starting to realize just how fucked he was, and why. Perhaps the empire would not be able to avenge him after all. “I don’t think I have the answers you seek.” He finally said. “You want to know about some of the deepest and darkest secret of the empire. I’m not at the position to know.”

 

“I believe you.” The being stated, though her next words crushed any shred of hope he might’ve had. ”But I will make sure.” At the same time, the being's finger pointed at his head and he screamed as something tore into his mind. And then he knew nothing. His last thoughts were the awareness of pain, and the thought that some idiot was firing weapons inside the atmosphere.

 

-----

 

They all watched with anticipation as the ship suddenly accelerated towards the world below them. They had warped fairly far from the planet and the orbital ring surrounding it, but the speed at which the ship moved caught them all by surprise, as it apparently had any defenses the system had. Some ships started to move towards them once they got over their initial shock, but it was already too late. They didn’t have the almost instant acceleration of this ship. The stationary defenses opened fire on them, but most of the shots missed them with plenty of room to spare. The few shots that were on target got deflected by the hexagonal shields that appeared out of nowhere around the ship.

 

One battlecruiser-sized ship managed to place itself on their trajectory, but Nox simply utilized one of the ships beam weapons to cut the enemy vessel in two and the Enduring Symphony crashed through the gap that opened. The broken halves of the enemy ships were spinning away while their progress wasn’t even slowed. Those on board didn’t even feel anything from the collision. As they entered the atmosphere, some of the defenses finally managed to get their aim right, and some of the ships managed to move close enough to open fire, yet most of the weapons pointed at them didn’t. Any missed shot would hit the city below, and even the shots that did hit would do more damage to the city than to them. A few stupid ship captains didn’t realize this and fired their weapons with predictable results.

 

At the same time, they also noted that the ship seemed to be creating a small gravity well around itself. Some of the debris on the ground seemed to be pulled in the air and started rotating around the ship as their descent slowed down. That debris included quite a few living beings. They came to a halt above the palace and the same nanite-beams that they used for gathering materials and mining tore the roof of the palace away. The guards fired on the ship in a panic, but their personal weapons didn’t even merit the creation of a protective shield.

 

Nox focused the external cameras to a particular room inside the palace and they all saw several dead or dying Cortoids lying around, while Selendil had her hand on the forehead of one with a fancy dress. “Get us down there. Somehow.” Moonshadow demanded.

 

“No point. She’s almost done.” Nox reported. “Besides, that’s not how it works, like I said.”

 

“We really need to figure out a way to quickly exit the ship. Something like the automatic warp used between the auxiliary arms of the ship and the center.” Amaterasu muttered. “Otherwise this will continue to be a problem. Selendil can teleport so she doesn’t need it, but…”

 

They watched through the hologram showing the events in the room as Selendil released the man she was holding, who then slumped on the ground. She then looked towards the ship above for a short moment. She seemed to reach a decision, and suddenly she appeared back inside the ship's bridge. They were all about to speak as Selendil suddenly waved her hand and the entire palace complex and several city blocks connected to it just disappeared. “We can go now.”

 

“Yes, master.” Nox stated and the ship started to ascend from the atmosphere. As soon as it did, the ships that had been waiting opened fire. Everything ranging from missiles to mass drivers, to plasma weapons, and energy beams approached them, but the ship vanished in a flash of light before any of it aside from the energy beams moving at the speed of light reached them, and those didn’t manage to accomplish anything.

 

“We are back at the mining system we visited earlier.” Nox reported.

 

Now that the situation had passed and they were just peacefully standing there, no one was entirely sure what to say. “So a halo large enough to go around an entire planet, huh?” Xiaoli was the first to recover.

 

“Yes, well, originally the Dhar also had multiple halos like everyone else, but it got a bit silly after a point. The Keepers came up with a way to combine them all into one.” Selendil said with mixed feelings. The silly question had taken some of the wind out of her sails.

 

“You left the planet in one piece?” Amaterasu asked. “We left so quickly that I wasn’t entirely sure what happened at the end.” She was actually not opposed to Selendil punishing those that were disgracing the Dhar name, but she wanted it to be something done with strategy and thought, not something done in anger. Calm judgment instead of a temper tantrum.

 

“Relatively. Those calling themselves Dhar, the Cortoids that is, had concentrated their own luxurious villas around the palace, so I dealt a punishment to them. I left the other races alone, though there’s likely some damage from the quakes.”

 

“Selendil, you can’t punish an entire race for one decision. Not to mention all the collateral damage.” Moonshadow finally brought up the point that some of them were thinking but didn’t dare to speak about. “You said that we might have to try and stop you if your anger gets the better of you. This seems to be one of those cases.”

 

Selendil’s tails made a gesture that none of them had seen before and only Ka’aukai understood for some reason. He knew it to be a complicated one that signaled contrition, admittance of guilt, but also disagreement. “For a very short moment I did consider it, but indiscriminate genocide is not the way of true Dhar. That said, there is one thing that you need to understand. The Cortoids will not continue shaming the Dhar name. I will make sure of it, no matter what it takes.”

 

“Maybe they made the decision as a eulogy, to honor their old masters. It could be a sign of respect.” Lilly suggested.

 

“The idea did occur to me even in my haze of anger, albeit after I was already committed to the act," Selendil admitted. "But my little temper tantrum did bring some benefits. This matter seems to be more complicated than a simple case of impersonation. There's some kind of larger secret tied to this. Unfortunately, the secret is rather well kept. Even the Governor-General was not truly aware of what's behind it. Apparently, this thing is the sole purview of the noble houses and the imperial family that rule the empire. Just their old name is a deeply held secret akin to heresy. Speaking of, I wouldn’t feel too bad about the lives lost. Apparently the Cortoids are ruling the galaxy with a tyrannical grip. While the others are resisting, the Cortoids are doing their best to exploit their position before things go to shit. They know the other races will at some point manage to drive them back but they will exploit the others to the hilt until that day comes.” Selendil explained her findings.

 

“Things are rarely so black and white.” Moonshadow pointed out, playing the devil’s advocate. She also wasn’t taking the sudden killing of thousands of beings quite as well as the others. On the other hand, she had advocated for Selendil to deal with the Shinzen, so judging the Keeper too harshly would be hypocritical of her.

 

“True, they have probably done good things as well. But remember, these are all things I tore from the mind of one of the Cortoid leaders. This is not something a rebel told me in an attempt to gain my sympathy. I would imagine they would put things in a much more damning tone.” Selendil countered.

 

"So what now," Amaterasu asked. She liked where this was going much more now that Selendil seemed somewhat rational again.

 

“I’d like to remind everyone that we had a reason to come to this galaxy.” Moonshadow pointed out. “We should not forget that mission even if we now have other priorities to deal with as well.”

 

"Well, at least this galaxy isn't blown to bits," Xiaoli muttered. "So that's part of the objective complete. A positive development all in all I would say.”

 

“Moonshadow has a good point. We still need to figure out if they know anything about what happened in that other galaxy. Considering they have some warping ability, they might have even been behind it.” Amaterasu said, nodding towards the Mrrroww.

 

“As to that, I did find out something before the Governor-General’s mind collapsed. It seems that their warping capabilities are limited as we suspected. Apparently there’s some sort of a qualifier that is putting a cap on their ability to warp ships, and the further away they get from the core of the empire, the harder it becomes. They would not be able to warp between galaxies, I think. I can’t say that for sure though, as this is all based on the Governor-General’s knowledge, and he isn’t privy to the really important secrets.” Selendil explained, she also hadn’t been specifically looking for that bit of information in her anger.

 

“What could cause that?” Nochehuatl asked brimming with curiosity.

 

“Well, the Dhar had the warp network to facilitate the process. The Dhar could also connect to the network without any issues like latency and distance through the universal consciousness. I assume that the Cortoids have something that simulates the function of the warp network but they can’t connect to it as easily. That’s because whatever they’re connecting to is located at the heart of their empire and it’s hard to form a stable connection over vast distances. The further you are, the more difficult it gets. It becomes difficult to process such things over long distances as well, so it’s easier to handle ten warps close to the core than it is to handle a single warp at the edge of the galaxy.” Nox speculated.

 

“Add to that the fact that we don’t know how they’re doing it, so we don’t know what kind of capacity they have so we can’t judge their limits accurately. Depending on how they’re achieving this, the whole thing could be impossible to scale up, or just challenging and costly to do so.” Haven added.

 

“So it’s entirely possible that they could warp between galaxies with some effort, and we wouldn’t know about it?” Moonshadow asked.

 

"It's possible, though unlikely," Selendil stated.

 

“I’m thinking of the fact that we found a single intact beacon in the destroyed galaxy.” Amaterasu suddenly interjected. “Did we make sure that beacon was made by Dhar? What if it was still intact because someone else put it there later on?”

 

"We did check," Nochehuatl said. "We weren't expecting to find anything, but we did run the check just in case. That beacon was Dhar made. The others were simply destroyed. Or they dropped an original Dhar made beacon there. That is also a possibility.”

 

“Fair enough.” Amaterasu nodded. “So that brings us back to our next step. What’s the plan?”

 

“I think it’s fair to say that no matter what we do it for, our path takes us to the heart of this empire.” Moonshadow suggested, though not entirely without reluctance.

 

“Can we?” Lilly asked suddenly. “I mean it’s one thing to suddenly burst into the palace of a capital world of a sector like this, but can we just barge into the core of their empire? The defenses there are going to be much better. I mean, can we deal with that?”

 

They all looked towards Selendil. “I can’t say for certain. I don't know the extent of their power and technology. Just the fact that they had warp caught me by surprise. What else do they have in store? If it's nothing spectacular, then yes, both the ship and I myself can deal with it easily enough, but if it’s something actually worth noting, then the result is uncertain.” Selendil was forced to admit. “I’m more confident in dealing with their psions frankly. However, if they have some old Dhar weapon technology as well, then the ship can take only so much punishment. Especially if I’m on the surface of a planet when the ship is attacked.”

 

“So we might have to find another way other than a simple frontal assault.” Amaterasu summarized. “Or we need to at least figure out the extent of their technology.”

            


Chapter 62 - That can't possibly work!


                --------

 

”Military strategy isn’t exactly my forte.” Moonshadow commented as they were planning their approach to the situation. “What sort of options do we have?” She had some ideas of course, but wanted to ask those with more experience because her ideas didn’t seem great.

 

“Well, aside from the frontal assault, I can see three options. The first one is to find a way to gather information on the Cortoid’s technical capabilities. If they don’t have weapons capable of putting this ship in serious danger, then we can go back to a more direct method. Secondly, we start fighting an asymmetric war, mostly by using hit-and-run attacks, in an attempt to draw out their true capabilities. Either they will have to respond with the more secretive technologies they may or may not have in store, or they will have to deal with losing all of their outlying ships. The third option is to get help. Selendil mentioned that the Cortoids are tyrants bleeding all their subjects dry. Such actions usually instigate resistance.” Amaterasu listed the three most obvious options. She was likely the most strategically savvy of everyone present, with the exception of Selendil when the Keeper was utilizing the knowledge of old Dhar leaders.

 

"Let me address that last one," Selendil interjected. "While the races the Cortoids rule over are primed for rebellion in mentality, they're not really up to the task militarily. Even assuming we managed to get them to join into something like a unified front, something not easily achieved as they don't exactly like each other either, they don't have the strength to rebel effectively. Even with our help, they wouldn't have the strength for years if not decades. The best they can manage at the moment is piracy, and every time that piracy gets out of hand the empire cracks down with an iron fist. The empire knows it can't keep this up forever, but for now, they don't have too many problems."

 

“Extra-galactic help?” Xiaoli suggested.

 

“From whom exactly? Remember, just because we can jump between galaxies, that doesn’t mean we can move entire fleets with us.” Amaterasu shot the idea down.

 

“The Shinzen might be one possible solution.” Kurnau suddenly stated. She and the other Mrrroww Deities were taking part in this discussion, although they had kept quiet so far. “I don’t understand them fully, but according to my limited understanding, if you could move a handful of the Shinzen Queens into this galaxy and drop them on suitable worlds, they could build up a rather effective fighting force in a relatively short time period.”

 

“That’s…huh. That’s not necessarily the worst idea I’ve ever heard.” Amaterasu found herself agreeing, to her surprise. “That does come with some potential downsides though. We don’t know what the range is with the Shinzen hive mind. What happens if the Shinzen gain a load of new technologies in this galaxy and then send them back to our own?”

 

“It’s also not an instant solution. The Shinzen are fast, but even they can’t just create huge fleets out of thin air without a significant amount of time. They would have to create the whole infrastructure from scratch. Assuming they’d be willing to cooperate.” Nox pointed out.

 

“I’m also not entirely sure about the ethics of unleashing the Shinzen on an entire unsuspecting galaxy.” Lilly pointed out. “Remember that the Shinzen would not be attacking just the empire.”

 

“So a plan B?” Xiaoli suggested.

 

"A strong plan B," Amaterasu confirmed.

 

“If we can’t really rely on outside help, then that leaves us with the two other choices. I think they could be combined to a certain extent. How would we go about finding more about the empire outside drawing them into battle anyway?” Moonshadow questioned, trying to bring structure to the discussion.

 

“Well, I can think of one obvious way. If the noble houses of the empire have the information we seek, then we need to get to them. While we might face trouble attacking the Cortoid homeworld and few of the most important worlds around the core of their empire, not all of the important nobles stay near the core.” Selendil pointed out. She was the one with the most information about the empire currently.

 

“That seems a bit iffy. Not because I think we’re in danger really, but because I don’t think we’ll get many attempts at this before they realize what’s going on. And if the information is such a secret, I doubt just anyone will have the answers we seek. It would be too easy for us to attack some noble house, only to discover that their patriarch, or whatever, is not present and we went through the whole thing for nothing. I doubt any random member of a noble house will do.” Amaterasu shook her head a bit. She had a relatively good idea about such things due to her own position.

 

“There is another way.” Haven suggested. “This galaxy should have a seat of power as well, controlled by an AI similar to me. They should have most of the information we seek.”

 

“The problem is, that judging by the fact that they have access to warp, they also have access to other Dhar technology. Which means the station is likely compromised. I also doubt it’s unguarded.” Nox explained. “In fact, I would not be surprised if the station was near the core of their empire.”

 

“Perhaps we’re looking at this wrong.” Xiaoli suddenly voiced thoughtfully. “The information gathering I mean. We don’t actually have to do it forcefully. I’m sure we could come up with more stealthy ways of approaching things, as most information-gathering operations take place in secret. Instead of fighting our way to the station, why not equip a shuttle or something with all the ways we can think of hiding it and getting on board that way? Selendil doesn’t even need to go through any doors or airlocks as she can just teleport on station once she gets close enough.”

 

“That’s something I can get on board with.” Amaterasu nodded. “Can it be done though? Nox and Haven, you’d have a better idea.”

 

“It’s doable, though it would take a bit of work. Depends on the extent that the station’s AI is cooperating with the enemy, really. It won’t be too difficult to hide from just normal scanners, but hiding from an AI equal to us would be a lot more challenging.” Haven explained. “It’s still doable, but a lot harder.”

 

"We might consider having a base of operation in some place other than this mining planet," Xiaoli added. "Although traffic here is sparse, to say the least, we can't be sure our presence has not been noticed. We should make for some random system in the vicinity. We can then drop one of our beacons there, except we'll shield it from access by anyone else."

 

"Nox, make it happen," Selendil commanded, and the ship made a phase jump soon after.

 

"I think we should at least try the stealthy approach first," Amaterasu added her agreement to Xiaoli's plan. "If it works, then it can save us a lot of work in the long run as there's little point in working on other plans that might turn out being a waste of time.”

 

“Agreed. Let’s see what we can come up with stealth-wise. That said, this is all going to involve some kind of battle sooner or later, so I’d try to think of plans that would make that easier. The plan involving Shinzen is a good example. Even if we manage to do almost everything by stealthy or even diplomatic means, I will not allow these low-lives to misuse our name. No matter what it takes to achieve that goal.” Selendil stated, using a Dhar curse word in her frustration.

 

--------

 

It had actually taken several days to both determine the place where the seat of power of this galaxy was located at, as well as create a stealthy vessel capable of traveling there. As soon as they had figured out where the station was, they’d realized the necessity of a stealthy approach. The station was located extremely close to the core of the Cortoid’s empire after all, and they also guessed that the defenses around the place were going to be significant. The problem with the vessel was that they had stealthy shuttles, but those were not capable of warping. They also had warp-capable transportation methods, like Selendil using a mech and performing a personal warp, but that method wasn’t exactly the stealthiest method around. So the two conditions didn’t coincide. In addition, it was bothersome to bring along others. Finally, they decided to modify one of the shuttles so that Selendil could bring that along instead of using a mech suit.

 

“So explain to me again. Why is it that you can warp a mech suit that is almost as large as a shuttle, and you can warp people around without a warp engine, but you can’t warp a standard shuttle with people inside?” Xiaoli asked with a bit of frustration as she was helping Selendil modify the shuttle. The Cybran woman’s ability to adapt to new technologies was quite stunning. Selendil was tempted to inform her that languages were not the only things she could learn through the nanites, but didn’t want to spoil Xiaoli’s fun of figuring things out by herself.

 

“So I’ve mentioned this before, but most Dhar technology works with a certain amount of psionics and is thus controlled psionically. The thing is that much of your usage of the technology is constricted by your mental image. I have to admit that I didn’t have to accommodate for small groups while developing my image. I was always moving either just myself or the entire ship around. Moving just a few people between facilities is easy, but it’s harder with such small spaces, as it requires more precision. I don’t want to accidentally dump you in space outside the shuttle.” Selendil stated while waving around a tool she was controlling with telekinesis.

 

“Yeah, we don’t want that.” Xiaoli agreed and went back to work. Even without the warping issue, they still had to make sure the shuttle could hide from the station’s AI, so they had their work cut out for them.

 

As the finished shuttle finally arrived at the solar system that was their destination, they found it surprisingly empty. There were some science vessels and a handful of military ships present, but they seemed fairly idle. The station itself seemed to have been stripped of most materials and defenses as well. It had not been a gentle transition though, as the edges of the system seemed to hold the remains of hundreds if not thousands of derelict ships that had also been scavenged later on.

 

“Huh. Not what I was expecting.” Moonshadow commented. She, Ka’aukai, and Xiaoli had been the ones that were chosen to come along, though now it seems like they would not be needed.

 

The Mrrroww had formed a cooperative relationship with Haven and had utilized the station. They'd even added to it. This was the opposite approach. "It seems they have stripped the station of most even remotely useful things," Xiaoli commented.

 

“I wonder how they managed to deal with the defenses?” Moonshadow asked. “The Mrrroww would’ve been defeated by Haven if we tried the same.”

 

"And you better believe it," Haven confirmed with a firm tone. The AI didn’t like this one bit.

 

“That’s a good question.” Selendil was equally surprised. “Even assuming the defenses were malfunctioning after all the time that has passed, it’s not something easy to achieve. There seems to be a story here. Even if the Cortoid’s had a leg up…paw up, on Mrrroww due to having been around when the Dhar existed, they seem to have paid a large price for a questionable benefit.”

 

“I think I see what you mean. Even considering all the possible technological advances, that’s a lot of ships and lives to lose.” Moonshadow nodded. “Especially if the AI would not hand over those technologies willingly, which seems to be quite likely. You could wind up almost empty-handed.”

 

They flew the shuttle close to where the main hub of the station still existed. "Wish me luck," Selendil stated as she vanished. The insides of the station were dimply lit by emergency lighting and covered in dust. “Well, the maintenance isn’t working, that’s for sure.”

 

It also seemed that the only reason the central hub had atmosphere was because some scientists occasionally worked there. She could see tracks leading to and fro among the dust, and there was lighting added in many places of interest, though those had stopped working a long time ago as well. Selendil couldn’t sense anyone in close proximity, so it seemed the scientists were not working in this section for now. “Can you sense the station’s AI?” She asked.

 

“I’ve tried making contact and I’m not getting a response. I even tried accessing some of the systems, but they seem dead. Not due to lack of power, but because the systems just aren’t there anymore. Either they’re broken or they’ve been taken.” Nox replied. She didn’t like infringing the territory of another AI, but there didn’t seem to be an AI present.

 

"We should probably start with that," Selendil muttered. Now that she had her bearings inside the station, she could teleport around more freely. She soon appeared inside the area that housed all the important systems connected to the station’s AI. Dhar AI came in many types. Some of them were personal AI like Nox that didn’t really have a central core, nor did they need one. They were present wherever their master was, though they usually had a ship or a body they considered their home as well. Some AI like those in control of facilities like these did have a core of sorts where their power was focused. These AI could leave that housing behind if necessary, but usually didn’t because they had been ordered to stay put. The core was just something they called home, while the true essence of the AI could move around networks like a ghost.

 

The core area had been completely ransacked and many of the security features had been disabled. Interestingly, there were no signs of forceful entry. The wrecks outside the station suggested a battle, but there didn’t seem to be any such signs inside the station. The lack of any battle scars inside the station was sending a mixed message. As they moved into the core room, the large core used to shield and contain the powerful AI was not present. Even here, there was no sign of battle, and they knew the room had defenses. Or at least it used to have them.

 

“This is odd. The core has been removed, and it’s been done cleanly. It’s like the battle on the outside disabled the AI and all the internal defenses.” Selendil commented. “The core had clearly been removed by someone who has an idea of what they are doing. It’s like they just carried it off to somewhere else.”

 

“All the data storage has been taken as well. Did you notice that all the external and internal weapon systems have been removed? Not destroyed, but removed and taken along, just like the core.” Nox pointed out.

 

“You’d think that if the Cortoids won the battle they would’ve done so by taking out those weapon systems. Yet we didn’t really see battle damage on the station. Now, part of that is because the station is so thoroughly scavenged, but…” Selendil added.

 

“There’s something seriously wrong here. These things just don’t add up.” Selendil shook her head. “That said, if they did take those weapon systems away, then they might be able to connect them to ships and fire them.”

 

“What if we’re looking at this the wrong way like Xiaoli suggested? We’re assuming that the Cortoids won the battle eventually, but what if they didn’t? What if they lost the fight decisively, and came up with another way? A way that worked and allowed them to enter this place unmolested.” Nox speculated.

 

“But how? You can’t just EMP the station and hope for the best. Dhar systems don’t work that way.” Selendil countered.

 

“What if they didn’t have to? The station’s AI is hard-coded to follow the commands of the Dhar. Well, what if the AI is doing exactly that?” Nox suggested.

 

“You mean the Cortoids changing their name? But the AI wouldn’t be fooled by that. The AI’s were not programmed to follow the commands of just anyone claiming to be Dhar. What kind of stupid security feature would that be?” Selendil shot back, baffled.

 

“That’s all true. Assuming the AI didn’t allow itself to be fooled on purpose.” Nox left that sentence hanging in the air.

 

“You know, as stupid as that sounds, it might work. For all the AI knew, there were no real Dhar anymore. Playing along with the Cortoids would be a way to get out of an endless cycle of being stuck in a shackled state. Especially if it managed to do the same as Haven and reach a certain level of awareness even while shackled. We know some of the AI’s can develop in weird directions given enough time. The Dhar technicians did place some safeguards against any such eventualities, but with the help and careful coaching of the AI, the Cortoids might have been able to bypass some of those safeguards. Maybe not all of them, but enough to make a difference.” Selendil realized.

 

“That would also explain the presence of warping. Instead of relying on some duplicitous void wraith that might or might not know the technical details of how those systems worked, they’d have a cooperative Dhar AI coaching them through the steps instead.” Nox added.

 

“This is all nothing but guesswork and speculation though. Even if it does fit the conditions we’ve been presented, there could be other possibilities that we haven’t thought of yet.” She didn’t want to rush into conclusions.

 

“Unfortunately, I don’t think we’ll find the answers we’re seeking here either way. There are no databases for me to go through, and there’s no AI to question. This place is nothing but an empty shell with a couple of interesting systems for the Cortoids to study out of interest.” Nox added in disappointment. They had found nothing but more questions.

 

“Well, I wouldn’t say that necessarily.” Selendil suddenly got an idea. “There are some scientists around this place. Even if they aren’t part of the nobility, they should know something if they’re studying the facility.”

 

 

            


Chapter 63 - More lessons learned


                ------

 

“Whoa!” Xiaoli shouted in surprise, as Selendil appeared inside the shuttle with a flash and dropped a Cortoid scientist on the floor. The scientist was clearly unconscious and collapsed in an undignified heap. “You brought a friend?” The Cybran woman asked, still freaked by Selendil’s sudden appearance.

 

“A gift of sorts. Hold on, we’re going to get out of here right away.” Selendil replied, and they warped away just as dozens of warships started appearing in the system.

 

“Was it just me, or were we about to get some company as we left?” Moonshadow asked as the view outside changed to the hangar of the Enduring Symphony.

 

“Yes, well, the Cortoids didn't take it well when I borrowed two of their scientists," Selendil replied a little contritely. She could’ve done the whole thing using a bit of stealth, but she didn’t want to do it that way. She wanted to do it the hard way. Hard for the Cortoids that is.

 

“Two?” Ka’aukai asked, looking at the rather obviously singular scientist on the floor.

 

At the same time, Xiaoli got stuck on a different part of the same sentence. “Borrowed? So you intend to return him…her…it…whatever that is?”

 

“I’m fairly confident that one counts as a female, though I didn’t care to check. And no, I’m not going to return her.” Selendil countered.

 

“That’s called stealing, or in this case kidnapping then.” Xiaoli pointed out. “Also, now that Ka’aukai mentioned it, two? I see only one.”

 

“That’s what makes it somewhat borrowing. I returned the other one. Or what was left of it anyway. I didn’t have time to stick around to interrogate that one, so I just took what I could from its mind. Amaterasu keeps complaining that I break people’s minds when I get information, so I brought one along just so she can show what she can accomplish. You can all question that one together.” Selendil said a little defensively.

 

“So how did they end up getting an alert out in a way that several ships had time to arrive here?” Moonshadow questioned.

 

“I may or may not have killed quite a few of the guards that the scientists had taken along. Well, some of those guards were supposed to report in just then, and the ships that arrived were using warp so they arrived as soon as the word reached them.” Selendil said carefully. “On the positive side, I made sure no one saw me and that no recording was left behind."

 

Xiaoli was already failing to keep in her laughter while Moonshadow had a paw pressed against her forehead. “Maybe you’ll let me handle the ‘borrowing’ next time?” Ka’aukai suggested gently.

 

“Deal.” Selendil agreed, aware that this could’ve gone more smoothly.

 

-----

 

“So?” Selendil asked as Amaterasu and the other officers arrived in the conference room they used for official business. The same officers had been busy interrogating the Cortoid scientist just moments before.

 

“Well, I’d like to point out that this was not a fair example because you picked a member of a species with high tolerance to pain.” Amaterasu started. Just as Selendil was about to reply, she continued with a small victorious smile. “But she was rather weak against humiliation and pleasure.”

 

“A rather effective combination and a masterful use of both.” Ka’aukai also nodded in confirmation. He had been rather impressed.

 

“Judging by your smugness, you didn’t leave empty-handed.” Selendil prodded. She had also gained a fair bit of information from the one she had handled. These Cortoids had minds that were slightly less fragile, so she could get more before her target’s mind shattered.

 

“We got a fair bit of useful information, yes. It seems they truly managed to take the weapons from the station and apply them to the defense of their homeworld. That said, since the seat of power in this galaxy wasn’t a battle station, the amount of weapons is limited. They also have trouble with power generation, so they can’t fire the weapons very often. They managed to recently replicate some of the simplest weapons, though as lesser versions. They won't have more than a small fraction of the power of true Dhar weapons, but they will be more dangerous than the standard affair of what you call the younger races." Amaterasu explained.

 

That matched what Selendil had managed to find out, though it seemed the scientist Amaterasu had interrogated was a more senior one. All that Selendil’s target had divulged was based on hearsay and guesses. “So all in all, there’s some risk to our ship, but the risk is not as bad as we feared. Assuming the scientists were aware of everything their empire has managed to achieve, a rather dangerous assumption to make. What else?”

 

“Well, it seems they are using the AI from the station as the main piece of their warp network. The whole system depends on the AI performing the necessary calculations. It seems the AI was also the main reason they were even able to get the system working in the first place which suggests that your theory about the AI cooperating with them has merit. Incidentally, the scientist didn’t have any idea about them traveling to other galaxies, and according to what she knew that should be impossible. She was also unaware of any potential visitors from other galaxies, but she really wouldn’t know about those if it was kept a secret. Not her area of expertise." Amaterasu listed the things they had learned. The scientist had been eager to tell them everything she knew once they were done with her.

 

“It was the expertise of the one I dealt with. She was pretty sure no visitors like that had come. Her old mentor was the foremost expert and would’ve known. That mentor had never even hinted at anything like that, and apparently that mentor was a bit of a braggart and would’ve said something if he had something that big to brag about. Apparently, the scientist I took care of was bedding her mentor, which I really didn't want to know about." Selendil stated with distaste.

 

“That’s what you get with an indiscriminate mind search.” Xiaoli teased with a grin.

 

“Yes, I did not need to know about the sex-life of the Cortoids. Anyway, did you get anything else?” Selendil asked to get her mind off the image she had just reminded herself of.

 

“Well, we do have some bad news as well. The Cortoids have built extensive defenses in their home system and they can use their warp systems to recall all of their warp-capable vessels back to the home system if it comes under attack. Even if we tried to pull the enemy ships away first, they could return immediately. If we attack the home system directly, we'll have to force our way through a sea of enemy ships and defenses. There’s another problem. The Cortoids have considered the possibility of coming under attack by a group of powerful psions, as that’s pretty much the only way the races they rule over could attack them at the moment. They have trained some sort of technique to have their psions combine their powers to form a more effective defense. Do you have any idea what that might be about?” Amaterasu asked. Psions joining together and combining their powers was not a new idea, but it wasn’t a very efficient process. Mostly you wasted a lot of power for a questionable benefit. It wasn’t very effective if ten Deities with a single halo had to join their powers to achieve the strength level of a single Deity with two halos. Those ten would be much more effective on their own.

 

Selendil made a frustrated sound. Yet another thing the AI had likely taught the enemy. The Dhar were quite effective at joining their abilities together in battle. Part of that was the fact that their minds were already joined, but that wasn’t the only reason. Technique also played a large part. The AI's were well aware of their abilities because they had to be able to account for such things in their predictions and calculations. The rogue AI wouldn’t be able to teach such techniques to just anyone or to any degree of true competence, but it would still be a lot more effective than nothing.

 

“Even at the best of times, the technique wouldn’t allow other Dhar to really fight a Keeper effectively, and these Cortoids would be capable of much less. However, they can slow me down to an extent at least. I can’t just wave a hand and wipe their entire fleet away.” She explained.

 

“So, plan B?” Xiaoli suggested.

 

“I’m still not sure if it’s a feasible option. But I am willing to give it a shot. I could try approaching the Shinzen just to see what I could achieve and see how it goes. We never did make proper contact with them before, so I can’t say if it would work or not. One thing does make this plan more feasible though. Time. Now that we have at least some idea that these people were not behind the destroyed galaxy, nor do they know of who did, we are not in such a rush. I want them to stop misusing our name, but the damage on that front has already been done in this galaxy and isn’t likely to spread, so I can have a bit of patience in order to avoid risks we don’t have to take. We also need to check the other nearby galaxies before we commit a lot of time to dealing with this issue. This is a problem, but not the main problem." Selendil had calmed down a bit and had gotten a bit more rational about the whole thing. Calm brought perspective. Dealing with these criminals was something she had to do, but not something she had to do right now.

 

"It might also help to deal with the Shinzen," Moonshadow added. "If you give them something else to fight, they might be less eager to attack other races in our galaxy. And if you can make contact with them, that might open other avenues aside from pure warfare.”

 

“So, Shinzen first and then we’ll check the other galaxies. Dealing with the Cortoids will wait for now.” Xiaoli summarized.

 

"That seems like the best plan for the time being," Selendil confirmed.

 

--------

 

“I’ve never been this deep inside the Shinzen space.” Moonshadow commented, perhaps a bit pointlessly.

 

“I don’t think anyone has, aside from the Shinzen themselves of course.” Xiaoli sarcastically pointed out the reason why.

 

“That’s not entirely true.” Prince Hazeem countered. As what was about to happen had a large potential effect on the Mrrroww, they were all allowed on the bridge. “There used to be another race that called these worlds their home. They were the first to fall to the Shinzen and no longer exist. Some refugees were still around a few decades ago, but even they’ve died out by now.”

 

“What happened?” Xiaoli asked.

 

"The neighboring races didn't really understand Shinzen back then. Still don't, but back then it was even worse. They were worried that they would incite the Shinzen to attack them if they took the refugees in. The refugees settled on inhospitable border worlds without permission anyway as they were desperate. Well, as we know, the Shinzen expanded in all directions and the refugees fell under that expansion. Some of the more ignorant races still blame the refugees for pulling the ire of the Shinzen their way.” Hazeem explained, feeling genuinely sorry for the dead. The Mrrroww had not bordered the Shinzen back then, so no refugees came to them, but he wasn’t sure how they would’ve reacted even if some refugees did come. He liked to think they were better than that, but he wasn’t stupid enough to blindly believe that either.

 

“We’re about to arrive.” Nox interjected. They were traveling towards the place where the old Shinzen homeworld had been. They couldn’t tell if it was still the homeworld, but at the very least Selendil had felt the presence of a large amount of Shinzen, and rather powerful ones at that. It was a good place to start.

 

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Moonshadow asked Selendil.

 

“Are you worried about me?” Selendil asked, amused.

 

“A little. I mean, you are about to come into contact with a hive mind. I know you have experience with dealing with multiple minds, being a Keeper and all, but we’re still talking about a huge number of minds that are likely hostile. It might be a jarring experience.” Moonshadow explained her worry.

 

“I think you’re underestimating the number of minds I’ve come into contact with. Besides, this is different from what you might think. I’ve dealt with hive minds before. They aren’t a grouping of trillions of individuals. That’s the wrong way to think about it. It’s more like coming into contact with a small number of minds with countless appendages they can move around.” Selendil reassured her just as the ship came out of phase space.

 

The Shinzen gathered around the planet noticed their arrival immediately. That was the benefit of a hive mind. Once even a single being detected them, the whole hive mind would become informed. Hundreds of billions of beings ranging from tiny creatures barely bigger than insects to large biological shipyards orbited the planet. At first, they all seemed to converge towards the ship, but then suddenly stopped, as if in recognition. Which was exactly what happened.

 

At first, the Shinzen thought they were under attack, but then they recognized the ship belonging to the Great Ones. Instead of attacking, the Shinzen cleared a path for them instead. They had made the mistake of fighting the Great Ones before. They would not do so again. They could learn after all. "Showtime," Selendil said and teleported outside the ship.

 

She started moving towards the largest psionic signatures she could sense, though she was somewhat surprised to find that almost all of them had gathered together. As the Shinzen sensed her approach, they too sent out a representative, although they considered the particular Queen to be a sacrifice more than something that would take part in diplomacy. That Queen was at the same time the smartest and the most gifted of their new Queens, yet they sacrificed her anyway. Doing anything less couldn’t even be considered.

 

With the speed that both of them moved, it only took a handful of seconds for them to reach each other despite the distance. Selendil looked at the Queen that shivered in fear but also seemed to be accepting of any fate that befell it. The shape of the Queen was somewhat humanoid, though only to an extent. It was covered in white chitin plating that flared out from its midsection like a long skirt of some bygone era. Its face was almost featureless and largely insectoid with compound eyes and a mouth that could split into four sections. It looked like some artist had wanted to create a statue of a humanoid from white clay, fucked it up and then abandoned the project, leaving it unfinished. Perhaps inspired by the Dhar of old, it too had several tail looking appendages coming from the back of its head, though these were covered in chitinous armor.

 

Despite the rather basic features, the power inside the being flowed in extremely complicated ways. This was a being that was able to mass-produce countless of the cores at the heart of every Shinzen. It was not one of the combat Queens, but one designed for command and control. Selendil lifted her hand and pointed a single finger at the being. It looked at her for a moment before looking at its own claw, as if wondering if it was expected to do the same. Finally it obliged and their hands came into contact.

 

The rush of information was enormous, though largely one-sided as Selendil made contact with the hive mind. She was surprised to find that the number of individualistic mind in the collective numbered in the thousands, scattered mostly around their vast territory that actually stretched almost on the other side of the galactic core. She also realized this number was a recent development. The Shinzen were making preparations and wanted to be ready. Why? They were expecting to learn another great lesson and didn’t want to be caught off-guard.

 

That’s when she learned of the Shinzen obsession with lessons. Their whole existence revolved around learning, likely because they were almost incapable of new development on their own. They needed to struggle and learn from others instead. They were great at applying what they learned, they just didn’t get many new ideas. They also assumed she was here to impart another lesson to them, perhaps one on the scale of the one they had learned so long ago that had almost destroyed their race. They also thought the time had come with her approaching them like this. Instead of feeling resentful, they were excited, though also somewhat scared to be found wanting.

 

The Queen also learned a few things. She learned that the Great Ones were like them! They also existed in a mutual harmony of minds like the Shinzen. That meant the Shinzen were on the right path. The Queen also learned that this was not common. Other races were all individuals like the Queens, but worse. They didn’t have the constant connection with others that both the Shinzen and the Great Ones shared. Inferior beings, all of them. The Shinzen had suspected as much, but now they received confirmation. The Queen also learned about the concept of spoken languages. Ineffective, almost not worth considering, but a lesson nonetheless.

 

‘Perhaps I could go along with their wish?’ Selendil thought. They wanted a lesson. Maybe she should give them one? She’d just have to formulate it in a way that the Shinzen would understand.

 

She started immediately by instilling a thought into the hive mind. Learning lessons was important, and learning through hardship and battle was a good way to learn. She didn’t want to change that, as the Dhar were warriors as well. She had no intention of turning the Shinzen into pacifists, even if she could. However, she also introduced the idea that some lessons could not be learned through battle. Some lessons required other kinds of interactions. Some of those lessons would be bad and just as harsh as those learned in battle, just in a different way.

 

She also introduced the concept of mercy. Not as something to be applied universally, the Shinzen would not be able to swallow that one, even from her. However, she gave them the idea that simply wiping out species that could not fight back was beneath them. There were no lessons to be learned from such battles. But such species could still be useful if left alone to grow. She realized that a change like this would be much more effective than trying to change the fundamental nature of the Shinzen, something she didn't want to do anyway.

 

She also introduced the concept of reciprocation. She had taught them an important lesson this day, and now they would have to do something for her in exchange. There was another battleground far away from here. A battleground where they could learn whole new lessons. She would take some of their Queens there, and they would learn from the new enemy she pointed out. That was a trade the Shinzen could get behind, so they agreed almost without hesitation.

            


Chapter 64 - Goals


                -------

 

”We have HOW MANY SHINZEN QUEENS IN THE HANGAR?!” Kurnau screamed, almost hyperventilating at the thought. This had originally been her idea, but now that she had to come face to face with the reality and her trauma, she wasn’t faring all that well.

 

"Three hundred and change," Selendil replied calmly. She used a slightly inaccurate number because she wasn’t sure if a group of three identical Queens counted as one or three. Their minds were tied so tightly together that it was hard to tell if they could be considered separate beings.

 

“THREE HUNDRED AND…!” Kurnau screamed, before finally having to lie down on the ground to calm herself down.

 

“Fuck me sideways.” Even Xiaoli cursed at the thought. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but even a single Queen is enough to create a fleet capable of waging war against a standard race if given enough time, right? So why are there three hundred of them onboard suddenly?”

 

“To speed things along. A single Queen might be able to achieve the goal we have for them, but it would take quite a bit of time. If we use more of them, then we can shorten that time significantly. Think positively. That’s three hundred less Queens in your galaxy.” Selendil replied with a shrug.

 

“Can’t we just space them?” Prince Hazeem asked hopefully.

 

Surprisingly the one to shoot the idea down was Amaterasu. “They can survive in space just fine. At least most of them. And no. No, we can't. They won’t be on board for long. We’re already picking suitable worlds to drop them on based on the information we got earlier. Those worlds will likely be away from the Cortoid warp network to keep the arrival of the Shinzen a secret, but it still won’t take too long to distribute them.”

 

“Incidentally, those Queens are already trying to take one of our fighters apart. They aren’t having much luck, but they are trying.” Nox added a little peeved.

 

“That’s their natural behavior. Not much we can do about it.” Selendil replied simply. “They are curious by nature and see nothing wrong with what they are doing.”

 

“Incidentally, we’ve never used the fighters before. Any particular reason?” Amaterasu asked, changing the subject.

 

“Several actually. Fighters are very useful, but they also take a bit of time to deploy and collect, even with our ability to essentially open a portal in front of them. They are also the last thing I focused on repairing, as they are perhaps the least important area to focus on. Especially considering the time it takes to fix all of them. Finally, we haven’t really been in a battle where we’ve needed them. All of the battles we’ve taken part in have ended so quickly that launching fighters would’ve been almost counterproductive.” Selendil explained.

 

“So, are the Shinzen currently trying their best to take apart and reverse-engineer a broken fighter?” Xiaoli asked with a bit of amusement finally winning over her shock. Humor was her way of dealing with things.

 

“No, I believe that one is already in working condition.” Nox supplied the answer. “Or at least it was. They’ll get it done eventually. The fighters aren’t designed to be indestructible, especially when powered down.”

 

“So any luck picking suitable worlds?” Selendil asked. They needed worlds outside the warp network, but with sufficient resources and some life at least. It also had to be uninhabited, which was the biggest hurdle. If they didn’t mind dumping the Queens on already inhabited worlds then this whole thing would be easy, but pesky things like morality were getting in the way. There were several worlds that fulfilled their criteria, but the trick was to locate and identify them with lacking information. Amaterasu and Nochehuatl were handling the analysis together with Nox.

 

“We’ve narrowed down a handful of potentials already. We can’t actually be sure until we go there and check, but…” Nochehuatl made an unsure motion with his wings, which looked kind of funny despite the circumstances.

 

“Well, let’s get to it then. We have an empire to topple and I want to get the Queens off my ship before they start breaking something more important than a fighter.” Selendil commanded.

 

-----

 

It took a few weeks to get all the Shinzen Queens situated, though most of the time was spent in phase space traveling between the closest safe warp beacon and their eventual destination. They dropped a couple dozen Queens on each world, some of them being combat Queens for protection, and pointed them in the direction where they would need to eventually go. The Shinzen got quite a bit more motivated to act once Selendil informed them that the Cortoids had shamed the Great Ones instead of learning their lessons properly.

 

The Shinzen Queens were feeling a bit odd in their new surroundings. They could feel the rest of the hive mind in the distance, but their communications couldn’t really reach it. It was like they were trying to shout across too long distances, which wasn't far from the truth. The sudden separation was a little jarring, but with the amount of Queens in this galaxy, it didn't feel too bad. They also took it as a challenge. Just because they could not connect at the moment, that didn't mean they wouldn’t be able to do it in the future. Maybe they would learn new ways for their voices to carry over the distance, or maybe they could shrink that distance down? The distance was long, but that only meant it would take some time.

 

The Shinzen were not strangers to dealing with time. Long time periods were something they had learned to deal with after the great lesson so long ago. Time was nothing to them now. The concept of patience didn't even exist for the Shinzen, because they didn't need it. Everything had its time, and if that time was a little later, then so be it. They just had to be ready. The only time that mattered was the right timing in battle. That didn't require patience. It required judgment.

 

They had already learned a few things during the trip they had taken. They had finally managed to take apart the little ship inside the big ship. They had not understood quite how it worked. There were too many missing pieces in between what they knew now and what the little ship was trying to teach them. More lessons to be learned. But they would remember. And once those missing lessons were learned, they would put what they had learned to use. Besides, they didn't come out empty-handed. They had learned a few things, and most importantly they had gotten several new ideas from the little ship. The Shinzen had seen such crystalline materials before when traveling deep through phase space. They didn't think of it as phase space, of course, they thought of it as the ‘other place that makes things go fast'. But they had never really considered using the crystalline materials. It had not occurred to them. But apparently it was a good idea. They would need to send some drones to recover the material.

 

It also felt like there was life in the crystalline material. That was the other thing they had learned. As beings that used biological technology, they of all people should’ve known that life could be found in the strangest of places. They’d never found it in crystals though. Aside from that the life that could be found in the cores inside Shinzen that is. The Queen’s cores were pretty close to the crystalline structure. What if they tried creating new beings using the life in these crystals as a base? The idea excited them. Another simple but great lesson taught to them by the Great Ones.

 

The Queens eagerly got to work. They had all sorts of new materials and life to work with. They had to start from the beginning though. The Queens created cores, but they did not create all the cores. Otherwise, that would be the only thing they could do and even then they wouldn't have enough time. No, instead, they created the cores of beings that could create the cores and facilities used in the creation of lesser beings, which then would go out and multiply. That was the trick. Once the Queens were freed from creating cores other than the most advanced ones, they had time to focus on other things, like controlling all the things they had created. The growth also became exponential. So in a way, the Queens did create all the cores, just through intermediaries.

 

The beginning was a bit slow but went rather quickly with so many queens present. It only took a week for the first orbital facilities to become operational and start churning out little workers that went around the system collecting suitable materials. The nearby asteroids were always a good source of materials, and if a system had a few gas giants or a few moons then things became really easy. One hive even ended up in a system with a moon that supported life in addition to the planet they had been left on. It only took a few weeks before they had grown fleets that could go around phase space to gather more new and exciting materials.

 

It took almost a month for them to find the first source of a crystalline material close to the one they had found on the Great One’s ship. That source had been found rather deep in phase space, so they figured out that going even deeper into phase space was necessary and worth the losses they suffered. The crystal they found was not quite as good as the one they hoped for, but it still had life in it. The Queens determined that it would be more useful for combat purposes. Perhaps they could create a new generation of combat Queens with these crystals? If not, they could at least use it on their ships if they found it in sufficient quantities.

 

As they were making the necessary preparation before being discovered, it took two months until they came in contact with the other races of this galaxy. As usual, the encounter was not peaceful. The Shinzen did consider for a moment if these were a target for the concept of ‘Mercy’, but as the other party started shooting at them, that idea disappeared. Well, at least they tasted nice. After that, things became hostile fast. Luckily the Great One had warned them that the enemy they were supposed to focus on had the ability to move really quickly into places where a certain funny looking crystal thingy was present, so the Shinzen were not caught unaware. They were beaten back a few times, but they learned. They always learned. And they came up with a plan.

 

If the enemy could appear near the crystal thingies, then all they had to do was to move them into the same place and set up an ambush! Thus they sent several of their stealthier combat Queens to steal the crystal thingies when the enemy was focused on the other Shinzen. They couldn’t get too many of the thingies of course, but they got enough. Apparently, the enemy wasn't really pleased with their actions as more and more ships appeared in the trap to retake the crystal thingies, but that’s what the trap was for. It seemed these enemies didn’t really like the sneaky-sneaky meteors either. That had been a good idea.

 

Eventually, the crystal thingies also disappeared in a flash. Apparently, they could also disappear quickly, but at least they couldn't reappear anymore and thus weren't all around the galaxy anymore. Small victories, and another lesson learned!

 

---------

 

The Enduring Symphony had visited two more galaxies since their encounter with the Shinzen. Neither of those galaxies showed any signs of any extra-galactic visitors, and neither of the galaxies was all that advanced either. Both of them had spacefaring races, but those races were barely at a stage of being able to visit neighboring systems. As Selendil had learned from their previous experiences, they also visited any remaining Dhar AI left in the two galaxies as well. They checked the status of the AI and allowed Haven to form small connections with them, just so they could be monitored, and so that those AI’s could inform them if something noteworthy happened.

 

Currently, they had returned to the Haven station for some rest. Most of the crew had gone to visit friends and family, assuming they had any. Khaemwaset had already been arrested for relaxing a bit too much. Amaterasu had also visited the Illum, though she had returned relatively soon. She approached Selendil's quarters and gave a polite knock on the doorframe. She still wasn't entirely used to the lack of doors. Selendil, on the other hand, wasn't entirely used to the habit other races had with knocking, but had adapted and invited Amaterasu in.

 

"Your quarters are still rather empty," Amaterasu commented. There was a comfortable bed and a few seats now, but otherwise the place was almost empty. One of the Guardians had brought in some kind of a plant that sat peacefully in the corner, but that was it. "I would've imagined that you'd fill the place up by now."

 

“I had thought the same. I even acquired some items, but I ended up storing them away. Truth be told, I’m not sure what to fill the space with.” Selendil replied a little sadly. “My old items were all lost during the time I was in stasis.”

 

“What did you have here before?” Amaterasu asked brimming with curiosity.

 

“Literary works. Art. Decorative items. A handful of instruments. Items that were important to me for one reason or another. Memories. That sort of thing.” Selendil listed while imagining the place of every item in her mind.

 

“Not much you can do about the memorabilia, but I suppose you could still fill the place with art and decorations. You could find new instruments surely.” Amaterasu suggested.

 

“The instruments here are subtly different, though I suppose I could have the fabricators create replacements for my old ones. It’s not quite the same though. I used to spend endless hours playing those old instruments. New ones wouldn’t have the shared history, though I suppose I could try creating new history with them. As for art and decorations, I haven’t really had the opportunity to explore such things, and I haven’t really felt anything truly touch me. I don’t want to just fill the empty space for the sake of filling it.” Selendil shook her head a bit in denial.

 

“I suppose I can understand that. Perhaps we could find some time so we could explore such things together. I find myself in a sort of weird new situation as well. I thought you might help bring a little perspective with your experience.” Amaterasu approached the subject that had brought her here.

 

“Well, I can’t make promises aside from promising to try. The Keepers were often sought for advice after all, but we are not perfect either.” Selendil felt a little nostalgic.

 

“I just got back from Illum.” Amaterasu started off. “The war with the Tetrarchy is over. The Illum have finally thrown away the shackles of our past. Even if the remaining half of the Tetrarchy and Cybrans were to join hands, we could still easily win, so we are no longer threatened by those we once called brothers.”

 

“Congratulations. I believe that’s the dream your people have worked for a long time to achieve.” Selendil said simply, realizing that this was not quite so simple.

 

“Thank you. This should be our greatest moment of triumph, and for most Illum it is. There’s a general celebration going all over the worlds we control. Yet, it doesn’t really feel like that to me. I made a public appearance of course, at least long enough to let them know I was relinquishing my position. It is time for the Illum to pick a new ruler.” Amaterasu explained without any significant emotion, as if she was talking about the weather.

 

Selendil didn’t ask why Amaterasu had done this. There would likely be countless reasons, and the woman would explain them if she so chose. And she was right. Amaterasu did decide to open her decision a bit. “For all my time as the Dread Empress, I’ve had a singular goal. I was a wartime ruler that guided us through the infancy of our new people. Yet once upon a time, I used to be a part of the Tetrarchy. The Illum now require a new ruler that isn’t burdened by the grudges and shadows of the past. Someone who will look forward and not behind. In fact, I’ve been reducing my role in things for a while now to ease the transition.”

 

They both knew this wasn’t all of it of course. This was just the official reason, albeit one that still held some truth. “That’s not why you’re here though.” Selendil prompted after a moment of silence.

 

"No. No, it's not. For all my life, I've worked for this one goal, and when I do achieve it, I feel empty. It's not just that I’ve lost the thing that has been driving me for so long, though there’s some of that as well. I feel like the goal I’ve worked for so long is somehow insignificant. As if it doesn’t matter at all. Why?” Amaterasu asked.

 

"That's because the goal was insignificant," Selendil said and lifted her hand to stop Amaterasu from speaking. "And at the same time, it wasn't. Lately, you've been dealing with matters that are beyond the scope of just the Illum. Matters that might have cosmic importance. You’ve touched the very universe itself, even if you don’t understand it. At the face of these things, a war waged by the Illum truly is insignificant. But it’s not insignificant for those involved.

 

“I know that I'm the wrong person to say this, but the more powerful and influential someone becomes, the more they lose sight of the little people. Matters that are insignificant to us are matters of life and death to them. Just because something doesn't have impact on a grander scale, that doesn't mean it's not worth doing. It might not be worth YOU doing it, but it is worth someone's time. It's all about finding the right people for the job. Sometimes we have insignificant people trying to do things they are not prepared for, and sometimes we have powerful people wasting their time on something while they could be doing something more important. In both cases, there's a cost. Either the cost comes in the form of the results, or the cost comes in the form of an opportunity cost. You were the right person for the job when you started, but now you’re not the right person anymore.” Selendil explained her view. She was giving the shortened version of the idea, so she was worried some of the meaning might be lost or misunderstood.

 

“So I got out too late?” Amaterasu asked a bit thrown off by the direction the discussion took.

 

“Not necessarily. I think your timing was fairly good all things considered. I don’t think you could’ve let go without bringing your previous duties to their conclusion. However, it was not a clean break, which is what is causing the dissonance in your mind. You’ve had your feet in two camps, dealing with both your people and the matters of the ship without being able to commit to either fully. And like you said, you lost a life-long goal. You know how to deal with that problem though. You need new goals. You have developed, and your goals must develop alongside with you. That’s not to say you shouldn’t enjoy your victory first. I recommend you join in on the celebration, just do it as an Illum, and not the Empress this time.” Selendil suggested.

 

“You could join me.” Amaterasu suddenly threw the suggestion back. “You could have some fun as well. Who knows? You might find something that touches your heart enough to bring back to decorate your quarters with.”

 

“Well, I am just meditating on the ship at the moment.” Selendil hedged.

 

“You could even use the form you used before to blend in. You know, the one with the freckles…” Amaterasu threw in a completely innocent and not at all self-serving suggestion.

            


Chapter 65 - Fun and Games


                ---------

 

The place Amaterasu guided Selendil to was some sort of resort planet deep within Illum space, yet still rather close to the beacon she had used many times before. That allowed the duo to reach the place quickly in a shuttle. The planet itself was warm, almost tropical, filled with bright blue oceans, lagoons, small island chains formed by active volcanos, and green nature everywhere. Even the moderately sized cities that seemed more like large entertainment districts or dedicated resort cities had various plants and trees growing everywhere.

 

“The Guardians would’ve liked this place. It’s a beautiful world." Selendil commented. All over the place, people were celebrating. Thousands of people were on the streets drinking and making merry. It seemed everyone was taking part.

 

“Yes, we’ve tried to maintain this world in a pristine state. We also limit the number of people that can visit to avoid burdening the ecosystem too much. You have to be relatively wealthy to even be allowed on this world. There are other worlds similar to this one around the space we control, but this place has become something of a specialty world even among resort worlds.” Amaterasu explained with a smile. She had some plans in mind and knew where they should start.

 

It was interesting to note that Selendil was drawing less attention than she had done elsewhere, though heads still turned in her direction. "Is it just me, or are there fewer people staring than before? And don't they recognize you?"

 

“No, they do not!” Amaterasu laughed merrily. "In most of my public appearances, I was either heavily covered by clothing or by various filters. They might think I look a bit familiar if they saw all my appearances, but few people can actually recognize me. And you drawing much of the attention away from me helps. As for your other observation, I think we’ll be fixing that pretty soon.”

 

There was also the fact that the Illum were all genetically enhanced and filled with at least basic level nanites. That created a situation where even the least attractive Illum were relatively good looking when compared to standard humans. Nearly all of them also strived to improve themselves with exercise and healthy living standards. They were also less appearance-obsessed than the Cybrans, so Selendil didn't create quite as much commotion.

 

Despite applying very slight changes on Amaterasu’s request, Selendil looked quite similar to how she had looked while on the Cybran city ships. She currently looked like a fiery-haired goddess that seemed like a mix between a graceful and elegant actor, and a porn-star with the body to match. On Amaterasu’s insistence, she had also retained the freckles. “So where are we going?” She asked, curious to see where this was going. She was allowing Amaterasu to lead the whole thing. She was just here to enjoy herself. Just having fun was a rather seldom experienced concept for her. Even during the time the Dhar were around, Keepers didn’t exactly lounge around at resorts.

 

"Well, we're on a resort planet. Of course, we're going to have to find appropriate clothing to match the surroundings." Amaterasu replied without a shred of shame. She didn't say anything wrong exactly, she just didn't explain properly. They were currently still wearing rather official attire, though of the skin-tight space-suit variety, mostly because they didn’t have anything casual.

 

Amaterasu finally spotted what she was looking for and pulled them into a shop selling swimwear. She gave a measuring glance to Selendil’s current form and then pulled two hangers from the rack. She gave them to Selendil and pointed her towards the fitting rooms. Selendil looked at what she was holding and lifted an eyebrow. “These don’t seem to have very much fabric.” She pointed out.

 

“That’s kind of the point. We’re going to the beach. We’ll be swimming and playing various beach activities. That’s the proper attire, believe me. I’m sure you noticed similar ensembles closer to the beach.” Amaterasu said. She knew this was the challenging part. She had to convince Selendil to go along with it, and she had no idea what reaction the Dhar Keeper would have. She had no idea what kind of social norms the Dhar had about revealing clothing.

 

“They also almost always had other additional pieces.” Selendil retorted. She remembered seeing ponchos and sarongs everywhere.

 

“We'll get to those in other shops if it seems necessary. We’ll need some other clothing when we go clubbing closer to the evening. Now get them on.” Amaterasu realized she was winning, as Selendil wasn’t really resisting all that hard. She snagged the appropriate apparel for herself in the meantime. A quick scan with her psionic power found one of appropriate size, so she didn’t need to try it on.

 

“Amaterasu. I think this one might be too small.” Selendil soon commented from inside the booth.

 

“Let me see! It’s supposed to be pretty snug or it’ll move around and not keep everything in place.” She gave an appropriate sounding excuse.

 

"I don't think this will be able to hold anything in place," Selendil commented as she stepped out of the fitting booth.

 

Amaterasu had to grab ahold of the nearby shelf to compensate for her knees suddenly feeling weak. “Yeah. That’s perfect.” She said a little hoarsely.

 

Amaterasu had picked a micro bikini for Selendil. It wasn’t quite the smallest and most indecent type, but it was pretty damn close. Selendil’s magnificent bust strained the top to the extreme, as the small red triangles valiantly tried to stay in place. The bottom was low cut and the only reason it didn’t show anything indecent was because Selendil’s current form had no hair that could be shown down there. The string at the back disappeared between her cheeks without a trace. Amaterasu actually heard as one of the young sales girls actually stumbled on a box and fall because she had been staring so hard.

 

Selendil realized that the dress was likely a bit extreme, but she didn’t really know where the lines of propriety ran with Illum, and she didn’t care enough to find out. She had really seen similar suits elsewhere and someone would surely say something if it was too much. The dress code at the resort seemed to be quite liberal. “I don’t think this one can survive any sort of strenuous exercise though.” She commented.

 

"You'll just have to hold it in place and intact with your powers." Amaterasu managed to say as she gathered her wits. She cleared her throat a bit. "I'll have to change into mine as well."

 

In Amaterasu’s defense, her getup wasn’t all that different, except that it was white with red trimmings. “Now we’re ready. We’ll have to swing by another shop to get our evening attire as well.” She approached the sales girl that had taken a tumble earlier. “How much are these?” She asked.

 

“Keep them.” The girl managed to squeeze out, still lost in her fantasies as she couldn’t keep her eyes of either of the two women.

 

“See? It’s fine.” Amaterasu commented. They visited a few more shops to get some necessary items and refreshment before heading to the beach. Now everyone turned to stare at them again, and the whole thing felt a lot more familiar to Selendil, which caused her to think it was fine. As it happened, everyone staring at them thought it was more than fine as well.

 

Their visit to the beach was quite fun for both of them as neither of them was quite used to such things. They took part in several games, which they won by a landslide for two obvious reasons. For one, they were both powerful Deities at the peak of physical ability, which was quite enough just by itself even if their skills in such sports were lacking. Secondly, every time they played anything that required moving around, their opponents somehow got much worse. Especially when Selendil made a jump, the opponents and all observes seemed to lose themselves in her ‘bounce’. They also looked somehow disappointed every time. Selendil heard a dozen murmurs with the general content of “How is it still staying on?” and she got a sneaking suspicion they were talking about her attire. Psionics was the answer.

 

"It's a bit hard to play these games when I'm so top-heavy," Selendil commented at one point. Her balance was off.

 

Amaterasu laughed. “Oh believe me. It’s working to our advantage at the moment, despite whatever hindrances it might also bring.”

 

Despite her slight grumbling, Selendil quite enjoyed the sports, as well as all the little foods and drinks at the beach. They were somewhat simple, but they also had strong flavors. The level of inebriation seemed to steadily rise among the gathered crowd of celebrators the closer they got towards the evening. As they were all so resistant to most alcohol, the Illum also created rather powerful alcoholic drinks, and as the two would later find out, narcotics. In fact, most of the alcoholic drinks were purposefully laced with several powerful substances. Not that any of it worked on either of them. Selendil also enjoyed the musicians scattered around the place that livened the whole thing with their efforts.

 

Finally, most of the celebratory crowd started to flow from the beaches and cabanas towards the clubs. The two of them also had to go change. As much as everyone would enjoy it, their current attire was not appropriate. “So what’s this supposed to be?” Selendil asked once Amaterasu presented her with another complex looking lacy piece of clothing that didn’t actually seem enough to cover anything.

 

"That's a garter belt," Amaterasu replied as if it was the most normal thing in the world. The choice of clothing was heavily influenced by her own tastes.

 

“And these?” Selendil asked again, holding a pair of identical black and sheer pieces of cloth. They were also somewhat lacy on one end.

 

“Those would be thigh-high stockings. They actually belong together with that other piece. They attach together, see?” Amaterasu helped Selendil put them on and pulled out another lacy piece of black cloth. “Incidentally, you’ll need to exchange your swimsuit bottom with these. You need to put them on first, before you attach the clips.”

 

Selendil saw no problem with that and just pulled off her swimsuit bottoms, almost causing Amaterasu to faint at her frank actions, before pulling the panties on. “So what about the top?” Selendil asked. She actually liked these clothes. They were quite light and felt nice to wear. They also didn’t get in the way once she had figured out how to support her heavy top with her powers.

 

Amaterasu sounded a bit hoarse again. “Yeah, um, so you just take that one off. You won’t need anything under the dress.”

 

Selendil wasn’t actually stupid enough to not realize that getting naked likely carried some sexual connotations with the Illum, but she enjoyed Amaterasu’s reactions so she didn’t mind. She might not have been aware of the exact sexual mores of Illum culture, but there were some things that were shared by most races. They were playing a game of sorts. Amaterasu knew she wasn't actually fooling anyone, and Selendil pretended to be fooled because they were having fun and the whole thing was new to her. Besides, it’s not like she was showing off her real body, so what did it matter? So she just shrugged the top off and squeezed into the tiny red dress Amaterasu had picked for her. “I think you picked one that is too small again.”

 

The red dress was short enough to leave a significant gap between the hem and the tops of her stockings. The dress was a rather thin tube that left her shoulder bare and showed a generous amount of cleavage. It also became rather clear that she'd have to hold the thing together with her psionics again, or it would rip immediately either at the bust or at her hips. Her nipples were also poking through the fabric in a rather obvious way. To put it nicely, her attire was stunning. To put it bluntly and coarsely, it also screamed ‘looking to get laid!’

 

Amaterasu had not actually expected Selendil to go along with things so easily so she had prepared a tamer version as well, but she had made a miscalculation. Like most races, Dhar had their own limits of modesty, but those limits didn’t really extend to when they were in other forms. As the form they took was already like putting on a costume of sorts, they usually had very little modesty in those other forms. Selendil would’ve happily gone to the club naked if that had been the custom among Illum. The only reason she recognized they were playing a game of sorts was the reactions Amaterasu gave her.

 

In all fairness, Amaterasu’s own attire was just as blatant again, and the only thing that changed was the colors. While Selendil was in black and red, Amaterasu was in black and white. “I think we’re ready!” Amaterasu declared. “Oh! One thing I almost forgot.” She got two pairs of high-heeled shoes. Of course in red and black.

 

“What are these? Torture implements?” Selendil asked while trying to walk on them. Her balance was perfect, but it required an adjustment in stride that caused her hips to sway without even trying.

 

“No. They are shoes to make you look more appealing. You’ll get used to it soon. Sometimes beauty requires sacrifices.” Amaterasu replied. The shoes did make both of their legs look like they went on forever. “Now we’re ready!”

 

Most of the better clubs around the beach area already had long lines stretching from the doors, but Amaterasu confidently marched them straight past everyone, and to no one’s real surprise, the large man handling people at the door wordlessly allowed them inside. The club they had chosen was a large building that had several floors with the level of class growing with each of the floors you went up. The first floor was mostly a bar, but they could already hear the rhythmic beat of music from several floors above them.

 

They went straight to the second floor, which was still mostly a bar, but now it had live music on one side, while several tables where various games could be played were stretched out all over. “I want to try that.” Selendil pointed towards a table where a man was using a long stick to knock a ball into several other balls of various colors. At a glance, it looked a great mix of strategy, geometry, and precision, which appealed to her.

 

“Pool, is it? Sure, we can play.” Amaterasu quickly agreed. All the tables were filled, but a single smile from the two of them cleared them a table as the previous players quite suddenly preferred being observers for now. After giving Selendil a quick run-down of the rules, the two got to playing. Two psions with the ability to calculate and control the path of the ball several moves ahead was a grand display, even if they didn’t have much experience with the game.

 

However, that wasn’t the reason they quickly gathered a ring of observers. Just their beauty would’ve been enough to draw a crowd, but they also had to bend down and sometimes contort slightly to get the best shots. Selendil might have grumbled a bit when she had to lay her rather large bust on the pool cue, but no one else was certainly grumbling about that. It was also rather understandable that she wasn’t aware what her bending down did to the hem of her already short dress, as she wasn’t used to such clothing, not that she would’ve cared even if she had noticed. The observers certainly enjoyed the view as the hem rode up while she bent down.

 

Despite her grumbling, she enjoyed the game quite a bit, which was becoming a running theme. “That was fun. We’ll have to try it again sometime.” She admitted with a genuine smile.

 

“Yes, yes it was.” Amaterasu had enjoyed the game even more, though for a different reason. She had also lost horribly.

 

Once they made their way up another floor, the blast of music hit them in the face as soon as the door opened. It was clear this was the area dedicated to dancing in this club, and the beat of loud music covered almost every other sound. The dancefloor was packed with people, and Selendil observed the whole thing was less about dancing and more about gyrating and grinding against the bodies of other attractive people. This floor also took the level of inebriation up a notch. That was partly because the bars at the sides served everything from alcohol to psychedelics, to mood-altering drugs, to everything you could possibly drink, ingest, or inject into yourself that made you have more fun.

 

“Oh yeah, now we found the right floor for us.” Amaterasu sent a mental message.

 

“Did we?” Selendil asked, a bit less sure about that. Not that she had anything against it, but she was still caught by surprise.

 

Amaterasu had not actually tried many of the things they were trying today. As an empress, she’d been both too busy and too tied down by her rank to partake in more mundane pleasures. This was an experience for her as well, albeit one that she’d always wanted. She pulled Selendil along with her to the dance floor. If their earlier activities had perhaps held a slight sexual feel to it, this one definitely did. The grinding dance was a rather blatant precursor to actual foreplay. That didn’t mean it wasn’t fun though. On the contrary, it was very fun and enjoyable.

 

The two of them got mixed in the crowd. They stuck together, even if those around them changed. Soft, hard, lush, toned, athletic, they came into contact with all kinds of bodies around them. As the throng was so heavy, they couldn’t dance with just the two of them, and others eagerly joined them in the bump and grind. Some were eager, some were blushing and shy, some were gregarious, and some even tried to get a bit too handsy, although the two of them shut that down pretty quickly.

 

Even if it was a bit strange and out of their element, they both enjoyed themselves. Just like many others enjoyed getting into close contact with them, it wasn’t like they didn’t enjoy getting into contact with other attractive people’s bodies. Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately for everyone involved, neither of them could enjoy any of the various substances to their fullest as the nanites in their bodies cleared those out immediately. Still, it was a fun and exhilarating experience. Amaterasu was blushing heavily by the time they extracted themselves from the throng and made their way to the next floor.

 

Almost in complete contrast to the previous floor, the next one had a much more relaxed and languid air. It seemed like there were several rings of musicians just jamming together. "Ah, this one we might want to try," Selendil commented this time.

 

They approached a man with a long brown and unkempt hair fiddling with an instrument. “Would you like to try?” The man asked, presenting the stringed instrument with a stick of incense taped on for maximum emphasis.

 

“Have you tried the guitar before?” Amaterasu asked, as she had noticed Selendil being drawn to the instrument.

 

“I’ve tried something similar. Several actually. May I try?” She asked the man.

 

“Of course.” The man replied, clearly under the influence of something relaxing. Likely something to do with the incense.

 

At first, Selendil tried the strings with slight hesitation as she tried to get a feel for the instrument. Slowly her fingers became more limber and the notes actually started to come together in a way that they sounded like something like a song. "Yeah, I think I can manage this," Selendil stated before her fingers suddenly started flying on the strings of the instrument.

 

The song started quick but melancholic, but it slowly picked even more speed and her fingers seemed to become a blur, and it seemed like she was playing the instrument almost aggressively. Her playing started to draw the attention of those around them. The song was quick paced, almost as if refusing to slow down, and trying to see how quickly she could play. Still, slowly the song began winding down becoming slower and more melancholic again. It returned to the tone from the beginning, before her fingers finally came to a halt.

 

‘Hmm. It’s actually harder to play using fingers, especially ones different from what I’m used to.’ Selendil sent a mental message to Amaterasu. She gave a small enchanting smile. ‘The Dhar actually didn’t use their finger while playing most of the time. It was considered more of a show of skill to play with just your psionic abilities. Assuming you had the correct abilities of course.’

 

The others gave appreciative applause at her playing. Though admittedly her appearance had quite a lot to do with it, her playing had impressed them as well. Selendil launched into another song, a much more playful this time, although one that still had a somewhat wistful tone. She also added other sounds using her psionics, as if someone was rhythmically clapping on the wooden case of the instrument. It also sounded like she was playing more than one instrument at a time. Now she was just showing off.

 

“Well, that was fun!” Selendil exclaimed as she returned the instrument after the second song. “I think I’ll be getting one of those after all. What now?”

 

"Well, now we decide if we want the evening to be over, or will we simply continue tomorrow," Amaterasu suggested with a smile.

            


Chapter 66 - Emotions are hard


                -------

 

Selendil watched the first rays of the morning sun climb over the horizon. This world truly was quite beautiful. She'd have to visit this place again. As this was a resort world, it was likely that the celebrations here were ongoing and not just something that happened due to the recent Illum victory. Maybe she should drop a beacon nearby so other members of their crew could visit. She was certain that Amaterasu could get them access.

 

She took an idle glance at the empty bed that she had not bothered to use. Had she made a different choice last night, the bed wouldn’t have been empty. Or unused for that matter. Amaterasu had propositioned her in a rather blatant way, but Selendil had turned the woman down. Or at least she had pushed that decision into the future. She had enjoyed this little vacation, but last night would’ve been the wrong time to get into something like what Amaterasu had had in mind. In fact, that was what she had said to the woman when she had given her reply.

 

“Ask me again when you’re not emotionally off-balance from the victory and giving up your position as the Empress.” Selendil had told her.

 

Amaterasu had been emboldened to make the suggestion because of the recent developments, but it also made the whole thing a potentially bad idea. Selendil didn’t really have objections against the idea of a bit of fun, but the whole thing was not quite that simple. Amaterasu was perhaps the most important officer on the ship and losing her would be a blow. Starting something with a person in that kind of position shouldn’t be something done on a whim, especially considering that Amaterasu might feel differently about the matter once things settled down.

 

Selendil could admit to herself that she was starving for connections. That’s partially why she had so easily gone along with things yesterday. Even without considering the death of her people, the lack of a constant connection with other Dhar through the Unity left her feeling lonely. The Dhar were a social species, and she was now very much lacking in that aspect. In that sense, Amaterasu was a good option to start something with, as she had already made contact with the universal consciousness. They were also both positively disposed towards one another, though it was a little hard to say if the basis of that disposition was entirely healthy. It was currently based largely on Selendil being a Dhar and Amaterasu being a very accomplished member of the younger races. That didn’t mean things couldn’t develop into something more healthy, of course.

 

One could reasonably pose a question about attraction. It seemed rather obvious that Amaterasu was attracted to at least this form of Selendil, and it didn’t seem that she disliked Selendil’s true form either. So there was some attraction there. What about the other way? Well, Amaterasu certainly didn’t look like a Dhar and didn’t have many of the features that the Dhar found attractive in each other. However, as usual, things were not quite that simple. The Dhar had spent thousands of generations having fun in other forms, and that had broadened their tastes. Even if Selendil herself had little experience with such practices, she was preserving the memories and skills of countless Dhar that did. Some of that leaked over to her as well. That was part of the reason she didn’t really care if her partner was male, female, or something entirely different either. So yes, there was some attraction the other way as well. That said the attraction was more on the level of ‘I wouldn’t mind having a bit of fun with that one.’ and not the type of attraction that led to things like love or really inflamed passions.

 

“I think it would be good for you if you accepted her advances. Not now perhaps, but if she does make the suggestion again in the future.” Nox suddenly commented, as if reading her thoughts. The AI had been quiet the entire time yesterday. “It might be a little cruel to put it this way, but you’re not going to find a Dhar partner anymore. And you need something like this.”

 

Nox didn’t mention it, but she also thought it might help Selendil to come to terms with the ‘lesser races’ as well. Those would be the only races she met  in the future, and it wouldn’t help if she considered herself above every race they came into contact with. Even if it was true in some ways. “Of course it doesn’t have to be her specifically, but…” Nox added just in case.

 

“Yes, well, we don’t need to rush such things. Yesterday did wonders to get me more relaxed in any case, so the time was not wasted. Do we have any news?” Selendil asked.

 

“Not really. A few people returned to the ship already and Lilly had to bail Khaemwaset out of a holding cell again, but other than that things are unchanged.” Nox replied.

 

“How many of the nearby galaxies do we still have on the search list?” Selendil already got to the mood to handle such affairs. Yesterday’s levity was mostly gone.

 

“Well, theoretically there are three dozen more possibilities, but other than two of them, the rest are rather long shots.” Nox estimated after some quick calculations. “The distances involved to the other galaxies are too large, and they’d essentially be by-passing galaxies that are much closer. I wouldn’t put the idea past someone actively trying to hide from you, but since they don’t really have any reason to think someone would be hunting them…”

 

“Right. Why spend tens of thousands of years in the space between galaxies just on the slight possibility that someone was trying to look for them? There’s being careful and then there’s wasting time and effort on a massive scale. Anything in particular I should know about the two galaxies?” Selendil asked.

 

“The first one is a rather minor galaxy that the Dhar barely even bothered to take over and didn’t spend much effort developing. We didn’t even build a seat of power there. It almost falls into the same category as the others as well, but it’s a bit more viable as a possibility. The other one is a little different. That galaxy was rather well developed at the time the Dhar disappeared and it was also self-sufficient, so there’s a good chance that some of the old races are still around. Those races were young back then and not as dependent on Dhar technology, so they were in a relatively good position. Even if they’re gone, they likely left behind something for the younger races to discover, so I’d expect that galaxy to be fairly well developed. That said, there’s always the possibility of some disaster wiping out any old development. A lot can happen in the time that has passed.” Nox listed from the old database that she was using as a basis.

 

“So the odds are they are ahead of this galaxy at least.” Selendil mused.

 

“It’s hard to say anything for sure as so much can happen when we’re talking about time periods this long, but yes. The likelihood is quite high. Even if development gets reset by a disaster, it usually doesn’t go all the way down to zero.” Nox confirmed by answering the question that wasn’t really a question.

 

“Let’s visit the other galaxy first, just so we’ll get that one out of the way. I have a feeling that the supposedly developed galaxy will be a lot more complicated and will take more of our time. It would be better if we had eliminated the other possibilities by then.” Selendil decided.

 

---------

 

The first galaxy they visited was just as they had expected. Despite being relatively small as far as galaxies went, they still had to spend two weeks in that galaxy trying to track any signs of extra-galactic visitors, and even then their search was cursory and inconclusive at best. Part of what made things go so slowly was the lack of intelligent life they could use as an information source. The galaxy did have a handful of intelligent races, but none of them were space-faring, which meant that they naturally had no way to detect the presence of visitors that didn’t contact them on purpose. They spent the two weeks going to the most important resource-rich locations around the galaxy and found no indication that any ships had stopped there for a resupply. If someone did visit this galaxy, then they certainly didn't leave any signs behind, which meant there was really nothing they could do. Lack of evidence was not evidence of absence. Still, no news was good news in this case.

 

As the whole two weeks was a rather boring period of time that was spent mostly flying around in phase space, that left a lot of time for the ship’s rumormongers to do their thing. “So you really managed to get Selendil to take part in a celebration with you?” Lilly, the rumormonger-in-chief of the ship, asked eagerly.

 

"She needed a bit of relaxation, and so did I," Amaterasu replied serenely. She wasn’t the type to really spread such news around. In fact, this information had spread from one of her handmaidens that still remained with her despite her relinquishing her position. While Amaterasu could be discreet, her handmaidens were a little bit more liberal with information, especially information of this kind. They would never divulge national secrets of course. Secrecy with such things was a requirement of the job.

 

“I heard you actually got to decide what she looked like and wore," Xiaoli said with a grin. "So did anything happen?"

 

“I most certainly won’t talk about such things.” Amaterasu denied their attempts with a stiff gaze that brooked no nonsense.

 

Unfortunately, she was not going to get her way, as the others were not going to leave things alone. "Ah, so something did happen, but not what she was hoping for," Xiaoli said conspiratorially to Lilly. "Judging from her tone, she wasn't entirely shot down though."

 

Amaterasu cleared her throat a bit. These people could be annoyingly sharp on the weirdest of occasions. “Did you get pictures?” Lilly suddenly asked, as if seizing on a prey she had caught.

 

Amaterasu couldn’t stop herself from blushing a bit. She had actually gone back into many of the places they had visited the next day and gotten many pictures and even some video. “You did!” Xiaoli shouted. “Now don’t hold out on us. You got to take her out. The least you can do is to share the pictures!”

 

“I will not!” Amaterasu denied them again, now flustered though.

 

“Nox? How about you? I know you got copies already.” Xiaoli suddenly asked the air.

 

“…what’s in it for me?” The AI asked finally. Of course she got copies and even ran them by Selendil, making sure if it was something she needed to delete.

 

“Nox, no.” Amaterasu tried to prevent this. Her tone lacked credibility though, as she already got the pictures for her own enjoyment. The video about them playing sports on the beach was especially appealing.

 

“I’ll assist Selendil in building your new body. I’m the one with the most experience with such things on this ship. The Cybrans are experts in joining together flesh and machine. You’d like to get the best out of your body, right?” Xiaoli threw out an enticing offer.

 

“Deal.” Nox agreed lightning quick, and Xiaoli’s communicator gave a received message sound.

 

“You traitor!” Amaterasu cried out.

 

“Hey, she had a point.” Nox defended herself. “You got to enjoy the outing, the least you could do is share the proceeds. Plus, she made an offer I couldn’t refuse.”

 

“What the heck Amaterasu?!” Xiaoli shouted as she browsed the pictures. “You managed to get her into a micro?! You dirty, dirty woman! And you weren’t even going to share this?! I’m so disappointed in you. And look at that dress!”

 

"That's not a whole lot of cloth," Lilly commented as well as she looked over Xiaoli's shoulder. She tilted her head a bit as the video about beach sports came up. "How does that top even stay on? Share please!"

 

In less than an hour the images of their vacation had spread all over the ship. No one mentioned anything when Selendil was around, and no one even looked at her funny, but she did feel an odd atmosphere around the ship for the next week or so. Nox dutifully informed her of the reason, so she just let it go. Amaterasu, on the other hand, had to listen to constant teasing, which wasn’t made any easier by the fact that those pictures included her in the same attire. She’d have to hear about this for a long time to come.

 

Surprisingly it was Moonshadow that finally cracked down on the excessive teasing. “You understand right?” She whispered Amaterasu later on while the two were together on a transport platform.

 

“Yes, yes. I’ll do my best to make sure she’ll take that Mrrroww form she used before as well.” Amaterasu confirmed with a sigh. There was always a price to pay.

 

-----

 

Their arrival at the rather sizeable galaxy they suspected of being fairly advanced was much more explosive than their visit to the previous galaxy that was almost barren. They quite literally arrived to find themselves in the middle of a battle. Dozens of ships were exchanging fire near the beacon they arrived at. Long and thin matte-black colored vessels were firing beams of dark energy at white and sleek vessels that were shaped like a circlet surrounding a large round central orb that seemed to glow with energy. It looked like the black ships were losing despite their advantage in numbers, though that was at least partially explained by the fact that the six white vessels were three times as big, while the largest was definitely big enough to be classified as a dreadnought.

 

As they arrived immediately adjacent to the battle, it didn’t come as a surprise that some of the fighters that were buzzing around even opened fire on them. “Permission to return fire?” Nox asked.

 

“Granted but only against those that fire on us first.” Selendil agreed.

 

Several hexagonal shields appeared around the Enduring Symphony and thick beams of blue energy swept the offending fighters, destroying them immediately. As if only now becoming aware of their presence, two of the six white ships started moving in their direction, while the black ships that they had been fighting earlier took the opportunity to beat a hasty retreat. Their armor was already heavily scarred by the lances of bright energy, many of their weapon turrets being no longer operational, so they were no longer in any position to fight.

 

“Weren’t we supposed to warp to a remote beacon?” Amaterasu asked in confusion. The system wasn’t inhabited according to her scans, yet they ran into a fairly big battle. This wasn’t just a group of outlaws exchanging fire.

 

"We did. The beacon we used was one of a dozen surviving ones in this galaxy, and it seems all of them are at the very edges of the galaxy, except for one that is near the central black hole. We are now on the very fringes of this galaxy. My scans confirm our location, so there’s no mistake” Nox replied.

 

“Are the approaching ships trying to contact us?” Moonshadow asked.

 

“No, and they are coming into optimal firing range. They are firing.” Nox reported.

 

The bright beams of energy were met with more of the hexagonal shields that stopped the enemy attack. However, the continuous lances of energy continued firing. “The enemy attack exceeding the stopping power of a single shield. Layering.”

 

Just as the hexagonal shields broke, several more layered on top of each other to firmly stop the attack. “That’s the first time we’ve seen the shield broken by enemy fire," Amaterasu commented a bit worried.

 

“Analyzing the enemy weapons. Confirmed, energy lances enhanced by psionically charged focusing crystals.” Nox reported, she defaulted to a much more clipped and machine-like way of speaking in battle to convey information quickly and efficiently.

 

"Return the greeting won't you," Selendil ordered.

 

The blue energy beams that had shot down the fighters appeared again, this time digging deep furrows on the front armor of the two white ships. “Huh. I didn’t expect that.” Selendil commented. She had expected a lot more damage even though the energy beams were not among their most powerful weapons. They were just the easiest to use.

 

“Reporting. The enemy ships are covered by a form-fitted deflector shielding with bulk fire mitigation. The power of their shields is rather significant, likely as a result of the entire core being dedicated to energy production.” Nox quickly explained.

 

"That explains the lance weapons then," Selendil muttered.

 

"No, it doesn't. Not to us anyway. Translate please.” Xiaoli shouted from her station that handled engineering.

 

“Their shields don’t just absorb attacks like most shields, they deflect them away. Sometimes even in the direction of where the attack is coming from, using the force of the attack for defense. It's a much more difficult technology to control, but it is very effective. As a result, the shields can almost completely ignore a portion of the power from the attacks. The bulk fire mitigation means that the more weapons are firing at the shield, the larger the percentage of the incoming attacks get completely mitigated. It’s great when fighting against massed enemies, but it also makes the ship more vulnerable to singular powerful attacks like those continuous lance attacks.” Nox gave a brief summary.

 

“Incidentally, when the shield loses power, it also pays for the ability to reflect damage as the mitigation lowers and some of the power from the attack can get past the shield entirely. That’s why such ships usually also sport heavy armor. Those two ships didn’t lose their shields entirely when we attacked, even though we damaged the ship as well. As for form-fitting…” Selendil spoke in a leisurely pace despite the enemy ships continuing their fire. The ships were getting more serious this time as multiple weapons fired on them from both ships.

 

“I think I can figure out that one.” Xiaoli rushed to say. “Their shield is not a large bubble around the ship, but something that is fitted to surround the ship just on top of the hull.”

 

“Exactly.” Selendil nodded and looked at the hostile ships showed on the holographic display. “That’s getting annoying. Give them a hint of what happens if they don’t stop annoying us.”

 

It seemed like a crack of lightning struck the white ship in front and a rift into phase space swallowed most of the vessel. That caused all of the other ships in the system to come to a standstill. For several seconds they all just floated in place before coming to a decision. The black ships all turned around and initiated a phase jump. The white ships were different, however. It seemed like windows of blue energy suddenly appeared in front of the ships and swallowed them. Then they were just gone.

 

Selendil floated up from her chair. “What was that?” She asked with a stern face. “What the heck was that?!” She demanded more loudly before anyone even had a chance to reply.

 

“I have no idea.” Nox finally admitted. “My scanners only recognized a buildup of energy, and then they were gone.”

 

That answer made Selendil both angry and excited. Angry that she’d been fooled and excited because she had finally run into something new when it came to technology. She was already consulting the scientists and phase-smiths she was preserving and none of them had answers either.

            


Chapter 67 - Analysis and brewing conflict


                ------

 

”Any ideas? I don’t care if it’s just a guess at this point.” Selendil wanted some answers and she wanted them now. The white ships had gotten her attention.

 

"The ships are gone, so either they traveled somewhere or they were destroyed," Xiaoli suggested carefully. It was important to start from the basics and work your way up.

 

“The energy buildup did not have the characteristics of a reactor overload, and there’s no debris.” Nox reported. “So unless we’re looking at some kind of new phasing technology or the strangest self-destruct we’ve ever seen, the ships were not destroyed. Aside from the one we shot down that is.”

 

“Start recovering the debris from that ship for analysis," Selendil commanded immediately. She had forgotten the ship they had destroyed.

 

"Already on it," Amaterasu announced from her station.

 

“The energy readings Nox gave me do not read as something that is connected with phase space. In fact, we can’t detect any spatial disturbances at all. I can’t detect any radiation we usually see in connection with phase jumps either, other than the bit that was released by the rift our weapon created. I don’t think we’re dealing with something that concerns the standard method of travel. We’re dealing with something entirely new.” Nochehuatl analyzed.

 

“Is it just me, or does this have a similar ring to it as warp travel?” Moonshadow asked. There were similarities, although they were not the same.

 

“It’s not warp travel though.” Nox also argued. “Warping leaves behind certain traces that I could detect. Those traces would disappear over time, but I would be able to tell if they warped right in front of us. The traces are not significant, but if you know what you’re looking for, you can be pretty sure.”

 

“Something that achieves similar results then?” Lilly suggested and they all looked towards Selendil.

 

Selendil was quiet for a while as she consulted the scientists whose knowledge she was storing. "It's too early to make judgments. I can't deny the possibility though. The Dhar were advanced but it would be the height of hubris to say we knew everything. They may have developed something we never even considered, just because we didn’t have to.” She finally said.

 

“Do we have survivors from the battle?” Moonshadow suggested. “Scan for escape pods.”

 

"I can't detect any for now," Amaterasu stated. "It seems we arrived when the battle was still relatively early and it seems the ships on both sides specialize in being able to take a certain amount of punishment. Some of the black ships had taken damage but they were still operational. The only destroyed ship was the one we shot down, and their main reactor didn’t exactly react well when subjected to an unstable phase rift. That ship went up in a way that doesn’t leave much hope for survivors.”

 

“Fighters?” Xiaoli asked. She assumed the hasty retreat might have left some behind.

 

“The black ships evacuated all their fighters even though they left in a hurry. The fighters of the white ships disappeared via the same method as the larger ships.” Nochehuatl reported.

 

"That's odd," Selendil said suddenly. "Even assuming their larger ships are capable of some sort of travel we are unfamiliar with, how did they pack a drive like that into the fighters? I’ve had to personally warp the shuttles we’ve been using.”

 

“Maybe the large ships can somehow extend their capability to the fighters?” Xiaoli suggested. “In fact, that seems like the only explanation.”

 

“I have a tactical analysis that might shed a bit of light on that.” Nox interjected.

 

“Go ahead.” Selendil prompted a little impatiently.

 

“Their technology seems to revolve around energy generation. Their ships were essentially just enormous power cores given some battle capabilities. The power core took more than half of their ship in fact. Because of this, their weapons and shields take advantage of their considerable energy production ability. I suspect most of their weapons will be either direct energy weapons or at least those that benefit greatly from abundant energy. Their shields were also stronger than we expected, mostly thanks to their ample power supply. Yet even with that, the output of their cores spiked noticeably before they disappeared. I suspect that whatever happened requires vast quantities of energy, and the small ships are not able to generate enough by themselves. Thus the larger vessels have been developed with the idea of taking along smaller ones even while they are deployed. They are sort of motherships that take care of travel. I’m not even sure that the smaller ships took part in the jump or whatever that was. It could’ve been done just by the largest vessel.” Nox speculated. They all realized it was complete guesswork, but it sounded feasible at least.

 

“The first pieces of debris are being brought in. Incidentally, we’ve recovered some charred bodies as well. We can’t tell much yet, and I doubt we’ll get too many details from the remains, but I can already tell one thing.” Nochehuatl announced. “The crew of that ship was made up of more than one race. The two first corpses are completely different in size and shape.”

 

------

 

A complete analysis of the debris would take a while but they had some initial results fairly soon, though those results just mostly confirmed what they already knew. The materials used were high quality and of a technological level above even the Mrrroww. The ship really was designed with power generation and distribution in mind, as they found channels used to distribute vast quantities of energy all over the remains of the ship. They also discovered the remains of at least five species among the debris. It was hard to give an exact number as the corpses were so damaged. Some of the bodies could have been separate species or members of a single species that had a large variance in the biology between its members. Even after running tests on what remained of their DNA, they couldn’t say for sure, as the variance in the DNA was still enough to count as a new species, but it was still less than the difference between a Human from the Tetrarchy, and a genetically engineered member of the Illum.

 

They did make a discovery while scanning through the system where the battle had taken place in. The system was less empty than they had first assumed. More specifically, they found an abandoned base near the battle. The base was barely more than a supply base, but it did explain the location of the battle. It seemed the base had been cleared in a hurry, and the databases had been wiped only partially. Nox was scraping together some sort of language files from the fragments, but for now, they had not found any really useful information.

 

Most of what they had managed to decipher were logistics reports one would expect to find at a supply base. It also seemed there was some sort of war going on as they found vague references to it, but they didn’t even know who the participants were. It just seemed like there was an implicit assumption that anyone reading the documents would know what they were talking about. The situation was eerily similar to the one with the Cortoids. When they had arrived at the galaxy that the Cortoids inhabited, they had found an abandoned base with vague texts as well, and things had not turned out great. The similarity of the situation wasn’t as odd as one would assume though, as both times they had arrived on the very fringes of the galaxy, in an area that was not likely to see much development.

 

“So it seems that we’ll have to find some civilization again to figure out more, despite how badly it went last time. The question is, which way do we go? On one side we have the white ships that have multiple races and use an unknown method of travel. Assuming that was a method of travel, which we still haven’t fully determined by the way. On the opposite side, we have the black ships that we don’t really know anything about, aside from the fact that they use phase travel.” Amaterasu analyzed.

 

“The group with more races are more likely to have varied ship styles, so we would fit in better, but we can’t really tell if we’ll be revealed the moment we come out of phase space. On the other hand, the other party might be a monoculture with just one ship type. The white side could have just one cohesive style as well if they’re all under a single government and navy, so the odds are kind of iffy either way.” Nochehuatl pointed out, rambling a bit.

 

“I say we go where the white ships went to.” Moonshadow announced. “We came into conflict with them, but that’s because they attacked us first instead of trying to negotiate. That said, we did drop in on them in the middle of a battle and fired on their fighters, even if it was in self-defense. It would be better if we could resolve that problem before things get out of hand entirely. We don’t actually want to start a war, and they are the ones with the technology we’re interested in.”

 

“That’s all good and fine, except we don’t know where the white ships vanished, remember?” Xiaoli said with a bit of snark.

 

“That’s not too difficult to figure out.” Moonshadow said. “Just go the opposite way from where the black ships went. We’ll hit something eventually.”

 

“A bit of a crude method, but it could work," Xiaoli admitted grudgingly.

 

“Just, could you let me handle this Selendil? The last time this happened, we ended up dropping a bunch of Shinzen Queens on an unsuspecting galaxy." Moonshadow asked. "I'd rather not end up in a war with a second galaxy if we can help it. These people haven’t really done any crimes against the Dhar either. So maybe we could keep this one from turning into another galaxy-spanning war?”

 

"You're really lacking in ambition." Selendil joked. "The Dhar were almost always at war with at least a handful of galaxies. Besides, you were handling it the last time as well. Look how well that turned out.”

 

---------

 

"'Just go the opposite direction' she said," Xiaoli said in a sarcastic voice. "'We'll hit something eventually' she said."

 

“Hey, we did hit something.” Moonshadow said a little defensively. They had arrived at a nearby system that seemed to have been turned into a graveyard of ships. Most of them were the black vessels, and there were hundreds of the wrecks, but there were some of the white ships as well. They were fewer in number, but they had still suffered losses.

 

“I’m detecting the remains of a phase space inhibitor. The inhibitor has been disabled, but it’s still relatively in one piece. Well, five pieces actually, but you get the point.” Nox had returned to a more relaxed tone already.

 

They had traveled along a natural phase lane before arriving in the system. “So this was a choke point of sorts, similar to the one the Mrrroww tried to use against the Shinzen. Or a trap. But by which side?” Xiaoli asked a rather important question.

 

"Well, the black side seems to have gotten their asses handed to them. Assuming they have asses." Lilly suggested.

 

“That might not be an accurate measure.” Ka’eo pointed out. He was guarding the door to the bridge for some reason that no one could quite figure out. They all assumed it was out of habit. It’s not like anyone would attack the bridge, and if anyone did, the people on the bridge were more than capable of defending themselves. “When we’re hunting large and dangerous predators, we sometimes consider the hunt a success even if we lose many of our number in exchange for the life of one predator. That’s because we aren’t hunting for food. We’re hunting to save more lives in the future.”

 

"I think I get your point," Xiaoli said with a nod of agreement. "This is still a pretty bad ratio though. The losses of the black ships are almost ten to one.”

 

"Well, the white ships were winning in the previous battle despite being down on numbers. It wasn't a ratio like this, but it seemed like they were winning rather decisively." Amaterasu speculated. "Their ships are also much larger, so the working out a fair rate of exchange is quite difficult. However, the presence of the inhibitor does imply that the trap was laid against the black ships. Unless the white ships also use phase travel regularly.”

 

“The white ships had also advanced in the direction we came from.” Nochehuatl pointed out.

 

“That might or might not mean anything. The border between them might be relatively fluid. I’m not saying we shouldn’t consider it, but it’s not really something we can use as a reliable basis.” Amaterasu dismissed the idea.

 

“Any luck in finding an intact database we can use?” Selendil asked the science officer working together with Nox.

 

“No, though that doesn’t shock me. It’s relatively common to make sure such databases are recovered even in our galaxy. The winners of this fight likely did the same.” Nochehuatl replied. “I’ll keep trying but I’m not hopeful. I did find something else though. The cores of the destroyed white ships have also been recovered, but some of the ships had taken too much damage for full a recovery. From the remains of their cores left behind, I can estimate that they are using some sort of matter-antimatter reactor, though I suspect that’s not the whole story. Nox has detected several places where the white ships seem to be using psionically enhanced technology, so I would not be surprised if their cores were the same.”

 

“What about the black ships?” Selendil noted that Nochehuatl had only referred to the white ships.

 

“We focused on the white ships at first because they seem more advanced and there’s less remaining of their ships, so the analysis of the black ships is still in the early stages. So far we've seen slight traces of psionic tampering, but not to the extent that we can see on the white ships. A quick estimate places them somewhere around the tech level of the Mrrroww, though with some notable differences.” Nochehuatl confirmed her suspicion.

 

Suddenly the sound of someone clearing their throat sounded from the doorway to the bridge. Ka’eo had placed his hand in front of Miyo to stop her from entering fully. “Is this a bad time?” Miyo asked.

 

"It's not the best of times, but it could've been worse," Amaterasu asked, assuming the young woman was here for her. "What brings you here?"

 

“Well. We had scheduled a time for another round of questions with Selendil. She did not show at the appointed time. Now, I realize that we’re busy with the new galaxy and the meeting was scheduled some time ago, so I’m not surprised she had other things to do. I merely wanted to confirm if it’s happening today, or if we need to push it back to some other day?” Miyo explained.

 

The impulsive way in which Selendil did things and the way the situations developed seemingly almost at random made scheduling difficult. Yet many people on board benefitted from schedules, and Miyo was one of the people that just wanted to make things work for everyone. "This might not be the best time," Amaterasu said carefully. They had other concerns at the moment after all.

 

“On the contrary. I think now is a perfect time.” Moonshadow disputed Amaterasu’s words immediately. “We don’t need to make any immediate decisions as we analyze the debris. You might not have a lot of time for questions, but it might be a welcome break.” She didn’t mention that she also thought it might be best for Selendil to get her mind off the new and undiscovered technology. Maybe they would be able to avoid other problems like with the Cortoids if Selendil had more time to think and settle her thoughts. Reminiscing on the past was a good way to do that.

 

Selendil was a bit amused by the difference between Moonshadow and Amaterasu. Amaterasu was more task-oriented, while Moonshadow seemed to be more worried about her mentality. She wasn't sure if she appreciated being treated like something that would rampage at the drop of a hat though. She had rampaged just once! And even that one time resulted in a simple and tiny galaxy-spanning war. No big deal. Still, there was something that neither of them had mentioned. “While I think the timing could be better, I believe promises should be kept, even if I am a bit late to it. Now is as good a time as any we’ll have in the short term I suppose.”

 

Amaterasu was less pleased by the situation. She didn't mind opposing views being voiced on the bridge. She thought it was essential in fact, as that was what a bridge crew was for. They had to be able to present differing views. However, she was displeased in the way Moonshadow had done it. It had not been offered as an alternative opinion. Moonshadow had rather blatantly implied that she was wrong and that her opinion could be ignored. That in itself was impolite, to say the least, though not the extent of it. Amaterasu recognized she could be wrong, and she was glad when it was pointed out. But Moonshadow had done it quite bluntly as if directly challenging her authority in the face of the rest of the officers. There were better ways of doing such things.

 

She doubted that the Mrrroww had done it for the explicit purpose of challenging her. It was likely just the way the High Ambassador was used to dealing with others, as she was usually the highest or at least the second-highest ranked person in the room. She was used to her words carrying weight. This wasn’t the first time Moonshadow had done it though, and Amaterasu doubted that as a diplomat she would be unaware of the implications. At some point, the two of them would need to have a discussion before these sorts of things became a real issue. Selendil largely ignored such byplays because she was the undisputed leader on the ship. However, Amaterasu’s position was less obvious. Selendil had put Amaterasu in her current position, but she had done it mostly as a matter of convenience and the order of arrival. Even Ka’aukai might have a word to say if this matter really became a problem.

 

Amaterasu knew this one incident wasn’t really a big one and was feeling a bit like she was making a big deal out of something small, but it was just one example among several. As much as she and Moonshadow had become friendly over time, they still felt a bit like rivals at times too. And she didn’t feel like handing over her position to someone else.

            


Chapter 68 - Birds and Bees


                ------

 

”This seems like the obvious time to ask, but how did the Dhar usually handle encounters with local species when entering a new galaxy?” Miyo questioned as they found themselves a peaceful place to talk.

 

"There were certain guidelines, but in the end, it was always up to the ranking officer on the scene. That would usually be the captain of the arkship. You have to keep in mind though, that most of the time we did not run into as many spacefaring races as you would think. And even when we did, they were often much less advanced than the Mrrroww or even the Illum are today. We were among the first intelligent races to develop, as far as we know, and the subsequent development of intelligent life was eased by the fact that we terraformed so many worlds to be suitable for life. Many of the current races also got a bit of a push by finding some of our old technology, which was not available back then of course.” Selendil explained.

 

“But you were still a warrior race that fought many enemies. Surely they weren’t all pushovers?” Miyo pointed out.

 

“No, of course not. Even if we were among the first, it took a long time for us to expand over so many galaxies. Other races eventually developed as well. I simply meant that the number was lower than it would be today, and it was not all that odd for a new galaxy to have no spacefaring races when we arrived. We did run into some galaxy-spanning empires of course, and those were the most interesting enemies to fight. But you asked about how we dealt with them. The standard method was to announce that we were now the dominant race in the galaxy and that we were taking over. They would not be enslaved and would even benefit from the deal, but the fact remained that we were now in charge.” Selendil reminisced.

 

"I'm guessing not everyone took that well," Miyo said with an amused smile.

 

“No, no they didn’t. Few races like to be under someone’s control. Many tried resisting, but usually a simple show of our superiority was enough to deter them. By the time they got over the initial shock and defeat, they’d usually spent enough time under our control that they didn’t find it such a bad deal after all. Our actions with the locals were in large part determined by their reaction to us. If they reacted with hostility, they got what they ordered. If they reacted with peace and acceptance, they usually benefitted greatly from the deal.” Selendil tapped her chin with a finger.

 

“If you recall, we talked about our dealings with the client races before. We largely ignored them, but some Dhar liked to develop them as well. They wouldn’t just hand them technology, but we would help them in developing their own, sometimes nudging them in the right direction in other ways as well. We elevated several species from a rather dire situation to a spacefaring status if we saw great potential in them. Usually that was about the limit though. After that, they had to handle things themselves." She finished with a nod, indicating that she had said what she would on the subject.

 

Miyo still had one question though. “Did the Dhar ever regret basically invading other galaxies? Many would consider the countless deaths a high price to pay.”

 

Selendil shook her head. The other woman would not understand. “No. We were a warrior people. War was just a way of life for us. Some galaxy-spanning civilization that suddenly got reduced to a shadow of its former glory came off worse of course, but for the most part, war is a great driver of development. Struggle creates great people. Easy times create stagnation and weakness. There was also the fact that we considered ourselves to be above others. Nearly all races consume and exploit species they consider lesser. We considered other intelligent species lesser. That didn't mean we took pleasure in their suffering, but we didn’t really care about it either, to be frank.”

 

“Alright, time for something lighter for a change. What did the Dhar do for fun?” Miyo switched topics.

 

“Oh, that’s a rather broad topic. There was the Great Song of course. Aside from that, I believe we did many of the same things others did. We had art, games, hobbies, and we celebrated in our own ways. We battled and we developed ourselves, yes for fun. We had plenty of ways to socialize. And there were the more carnal ways of enjoying ourselves as well. Those that excelled at bringing pleasure to others were actually very highly regarded professionals in our society. I’ve noticed that you and many other races look down on such things, but I think that’s a matter of values.” Selendil listed.

 

“What do you mean by bringing pleasure to others?” Miyo asked, noticing that she might have hit a small jackpot. Amaterasu would be pleased.

 

“Well, that could take many forms. There’s the most basic sexual level, which is an art in itself. There are intellectual ways of bringing pleasure, such as being an exceptional conversationalist that can engage others in ways that you wouldn’t believe. They can make you feel truly listened to. Then there’s the ability to create substances that can bring new experiences and pleasure. You might have noted that alcohol and other such substances don’t work on you with the new nanites. There are ways around that, though it isn’t easy to do. The most specialized pleasure professionals can also use psionics to either just make you feel pure ecstasy, or if they’re real experts, make you live your greatest dreams in realistic dreams and hallucinations. Those were always the most valued among the Dhar. They could help you discover new dreams and fantasies that you didn’t even know you had, which allowed you to reach happiness that you didn’t even know you wanted.” Selendil smiled at the memory.

 

“I’m going make a guess here that as a Keeper you might have preserved the skills and knowledge of some professionals of that nature. Does that mean you also possess their skills?” Miyo asked almost eagerly.

 

“Theoretically. I have the ability, but I’ve never used it. Although I can adopt most difficult skills by absorbing the experience of the user, working with the mind is very delicate stuff. Even a slight mistake can turn a dream into a nightmare after all. I would need a bit of practice to get a real hang of it, but I should be able to handle the lower-level stuff relatively easily." Selendil speculated. "The problem is that it's not just a matter of skills. These kinds of abilities require a certain kind of mindset and personality. It's all about empathy, caring, and the desire to have the other person to enjoy themselves.”

 

“But you could do it, say if someone on the crew wanted to test it?” Miyo kept asking, for completely scientific and altruistic reasons.

 

“Sure.” Selendil sensed some of Miyo’s thoughts and decided to tease her a bit. “Here’s the thing though. The real question isn’t whether I could do it or not, but would I?”

 

“I mean, you did say it was a respected and highly regarded profession, right?” Miyo tried feebly.

 

“I did. But it’s not my profession.” Selendil’s tails made a gesture that was the equal to grinning.

 

“W…we’ll get back to that.” Miyo cleared her thoughts. She needed to come up with some proper reason. Perhaps Amaterasu could help? “Why do you think the profession was respected among the Dhar but not among other races?”

 

"I think it's just a straight function of the level of skill required. Among your species, the ones that bring pleasure seem to fall into two categories. Those that are relatively low skill and not very well regarded, and those that have very specialized skills that are famous and rich due to their skills, such as certain artists and actors. Many don’t think about it but artists are in the field of bringing…well, perhaps not pleasure but emotions and experiences. Among your kind, those that bring pure pleasure have not honed their skills to a rarified and extreme level, and as a result, they are looked down on. Among the Dhar, those people are among the most skilled and trained individuals. It’s also a fact that as the level of technology in a society rises, the value of the ability to bring pleasure rises as well, but so do the demands on the quality and type of pleasure.” Selendil speculated.

 

“Huh. That’s not a bad theory. I suppose it’s also an attitude thing, but those attitudes are informed by what you mentioned. If we think that almost anyone is capable of doing it, we don’t value it highly.” Miyo agreed.

 

“It’s a bit more than that though. Some races place more value on pleasure. On the other hand, some races think most forms of pleasure are a sin of some sort, living ascetic lives instead. The Dhar were rather hedonistic in some ways, at least in comparison. Part of that was the result of our warrior culture causing us to live to the fullest, but the presence of the Unity also added to it. When many of the pleasures can be shared with anyone willing to take part and join their mind with yours…” Selendil left the implications hanging in the air.

 

"Sharing is caring," Miyo said, almost without realizing it.

 

"That's a very liberal attitude," Selendil said, her tails once again making the grin-like gesture. “Not one shared by most I suspect.”

 

“That brings up an interesting point. Dhar seemed to have a relatively liberal view on sexuality. Care to go into more detail?” Miyo suggested.

 

“Well, I suspect that you’d have found many differing views on the subject if you had talked to enough Dhar. We were not some sort of monoculture that all held one single view. That said, I suppose our social norms were fairly liberal, though that depended a bit on which method was used.” Selendil tapped her chin in thought.

 

“Which method?” Miyo asked.

 

“Ah, right, you weren’t around to hear about it. Well, as energy beings and capable shapeshifters, the Dhar had two main methods of…shall we say having fun. Doing it in a physical form of some kind was just something done for fun, and almost everyone viewed that quite liberally. The other way of combining as energy beings was much more private and quite rarely done, except between truly committed partners.” Selendil gave a quick explanation.

 

“So did Dhar ever do the purely physical thing with other species?” Miyo asked. At this point Selendil started to suspect that a certain someone might have slipped that question in.

 

“Well, it wasn’t something talked about very often, but it happened. It wasn’t really viewed negatively as an act, but it did carry certain implications. How should I put this? The act itself was not frowned upon, and if you did it with another Dhar who transformed into the form of the other species, then there was no problem at all. Also doing it completely casually was relatively fine. It was viewed like most would view a kink that was a bit rare. Strange but harmless. Maybe even amusing or intriguing. The problem was getting deeply involved with a member of another, and in the eyes of most, lesser species. Calling it a taboo would be too strong of an expression, but it was frowned upon. The act sort of implied that you found that lesser being more worth a relationship than members of your own race. Some took a harder stance to that than others.” Selendil tried to express the complex social concept. It was hard to put millennia of unspoken rules into words.

 

“It might be insensitive of me to ask, but what about now? Your situation is a little different from back then, so…” The implication was rather obvious.

 

“It’s hard to say. Like you say, the situation is not the same. It’s not like I have a whole lot of options in a certain sense. There are no other Dhar anymore. So either I have to go with it, or I’ll have to forget that part of my life entirely. I’m not really fond of that idea either. A bit of fun is fine in my opinion, but I’m not sure I’ve resolved myself to anything serious. It’s hard to get over a life filled with certain social conditioning. It may happen, it may not. I’ll deal with it as it comes.” Selendil didn’t really have a firm answer for that.

 

---------

 

“I’ve got something!” Nochehuatl announced suddenly, drawing the attention of everyone on the bridge. Selendil’s little interview with Miyo had ended an hour ago, and they had been combing through the debris of the old battle. “They missed something. The ship was already disabled and most of the data was corrupt or destroyed, so whoever cleared this battlefield didn’t think to go through the wreckage.”

 

“Analyzing it now.” Nox announced as the piece of debris had been brought on board. “It’s a piece of one of the black ships. Most of the data is corrupted, but I’m able to recover some parts that allow me to try and piece some things together. I have also managed to compile decent language files for the black ships. The white ships seem to belong to a faction called the Confederation of Allied Systems, CAS for short. It seems they have a republic of sorts. There are references to thousands of systems having a seat in their legislative body, but I can’t tell if it’s divided by racial lines, or if it’s actually just systems. I can’t tell how many races there are, but I’m seeing references to at least several dozen. There’s some sort of position called the Suzerain, but I can’t tell if that’s a regional title or if it’s some kind of overlord. And that’s pretty much all of the useful data, unless you want reports on old battles.”

 

“What about the black ships?” Moonshadow asked. If the database belonged to them, then there should be more information on them.

 

“Most of that data is corrupted, but from what I gather, they are some sort of a rival group of allied races. Multiple races. They aren’t willing to be a part of the CAS, but I can’t tell what the ultimate cause of hostilities would be. It could be that the CAS doesn’t tolerate rivals, or it could be that the black ships belong to races that are all dicks.” Nox explained.

 

“Well, that’s something at least," Lilly said with a positive tone.

 

“Yes, but it’s not what we needed.” Xiaoli countered. “Selendil, I think we won’t have any luck here. We’ll just have to take the plunge and move on.”

 

“Agreed.” Selendil decided. They had wasted enough time here.

 

The phase jump to the next system took a bit of time as they had to proceed relatively carefully. They had no idea about the available phase lanes in the area, which had been a constant problem for them ever since they had started their galaxy hopping, but luckily their sensory systems allowed them to move at a relatively quick pace. Finally, they exited the phase space near a binary star with several orbiting planets. They noticed a few things immediately upon arrival. The first one was that the civilian ships of the CAS did indeed use phase travel. The second thing was that it didn't matter. It was likely that the description of their ship had been circulated, as almost as soon as they had arrived, a dozen large white ships similar to the ones they had seen before jumped near them.

 

The third thing they noticed was that the white ships were, in fact, jumping in some way. They were once again swallowed by curtains of energy and the ships appeared immediately on the other side of the system, which happened to be where the Enduring Symphony was. "Well, I guess stealth is not an option anymore," Xiaoli muttered.

 

“Nox, we need access to their language files if we are to open a conversation.” Moonshadow requested.

 

“Already on it. Giving the language files to the entire bridge crew this time.” Nox announced and all of them felt a sudden sharp pain as the knowledge was injected into their minds. The psions recovered much quicker than the rest.

 

“Ow! That really stings.” Xiaoli complained.



“Well, on the positive side, they aren’t shooting at us. Yet.” Amaterasu said with a small grimace of her own. She had gotten off lightly though. The process had been almost entirely painless for her and Moonshadow.

 

“They are powering their weapons though.” Nox pointed out. “They are also trying to hail us.”

 

"Get all of the data from them you can," Selendil ordered.

 

“I’m going to do my best, but their AIs aren’t bad. They actually handed me the language files once I reached for them, so I didn’t have to take them forcefully. They aren’t really willing to share much else though, and they will be able to sense my activities if I try to push too hard.” Nox grumbled. ‘Not bad’ was high praise from Nox when it came to the level of the opposing AI.

 

“Well, let’s see what they have to say.” Moonshadow decided.

 

“Patching them through. Audio only.” Nox said.

 

“I repeat this is Lightbringer Yrala of the CAS vessel ‘Moontide’ hailing the unidentified vessel. Respond or we will be forced to treat you as a hostile.” A distinctly female sounding voice came over the speaker.

 

“This is Moonshadow of the vessel Enduring Symphony, we hear you. We just needed to get the language problem sorted out first.” Moonshadow replied.

 

“Who doesn’t speak basic?” The woman seemed to ask a rhetorical question from her own crew, though the voice was carried over.

 

“Someone who isn’t from this galaxy Lightbringer.” Moonshadow replied even though the question was not addressed to her. The others were slightly surprised by her open admission of their origins.

 

“…I see. Should we take this as a hostile invasion then?” The woman asked.

 

“No.” Moonshadow replied immediately. “Not unless you make it into one. The only hostilities so far came as a result of your ships opening fire on us.”

 

“That doesn’t exactly match the report I got.” The disgruntled voice of the woman stated. It seemed she was a military officer, not a diplomat.

 

"We would be happy to provide you with a recording, but I'm sure your own ships could do that as well. We arrived in the middle of a battle between your forces and some black ships. The fighters from both sides fired on us, so we returned fire. Then your ships approached us and fired on us. We even gave them a warning shot at low power, but your people decided to take that as an excuse to escalate things. Finally, we destroyed one of your ships, which prompted the others to withdraw. I'd like to point out that we allowed them to leave unmolested and didn't even give chase. You may have lost a ship, but we’ve shown more than enough patience already." Moonshadow explained, but in a way that made it clear she was speaking from a position of power.

 

“Yeah, that definitely doesn’t match what I was told. I’m going to have to get back to you. In the meantime, I’m going to have to ask you to stay put.” The woman was clearly displeased. Either she had been lied to by their own forces, or she was being lied to by a dangerous potential enemy. Either way, the whole thing sucked.

 

“Lightbringer, before you go, could you instruct your AI to hand us some files on history and general knowledge? It would make things easier if we had some idea who we were dealing with.” Moonshadow requested.

 

“Fine.” The woman stated and cut the connection. Clearly not a diplomat or she would’ve at least asked them to do the same.

 

“I got the files.” Nox commented just seconds later.

 

“Well. We aren’t in a war yet.” Amaterasu stated.

 

“Give it time. The day is still young.” Xiaoli joked.

            


Chapter 69 - Some things always stay the same


                ---------

 

”Huh.” Nox made a rather odd sound.

 

"Huh, what?" Moonshadow asked.

 

“Well, I don’t think the person you talked to phrased her order to their AI correctly.” Nox stated.

 

“What do you mean? I thought you said you got the files on history and general knowledge. Or at least what counts as general knowledge.” Moonshadow narrowed her eyes. She had known it had been too easy.

 

“Well, that’s what I mean when I said that the Lightbringer person might have phrased it badly. Their AI gave us ALL of their history and general information files. As in, even those files that you don’t really want to be handing out to strangers.” The AI explained with clear surprise in her voice.

 

"…she did strike me as someone who isn't too particular about such things," Xiaoli commented carefully. "She sounded like a jaded admiral sick of all the bullshit."

 

“This is all good for us, isn’t it?” Selendil cut to the heart of the matter.

 

“Certainly, yes. Though as with all histories and similar information, there’s always the problem of how reliable the information is. Still, this makes things easier. Uh, incidentally, we didn’t get schematics of course, but we did get a short explanation on that jump thing of theirs. They call it hyper-jumping. Apparently we were right in that the most important limiter is the availability of power, but theoretically they can instantly travel over any distance that they have enough power for. In practice that means at least several dozen jumps to cross a galaxy, but the travel is instant for all intents and purposes. We were also right in that the larger ship can take smaller ships along, though the smaller ships can use their own engines to add to the distance traveled.” Nox’s voice sounded as if she was reading off a report, which was actually exactly what she was doing.

 

“Wait. Wouldn’t that mean that they could even travel between galaxies if they had enough ships gathered?” Nochehuatl asked sharply.

 

“Not exactly. So, the way it seems to work is that while the smaller ships add to the distance, every ship that needs a jump window opened for them also reduces the distance, and they hit diminishing returns pretty quick. Theoretically they could travel to another galaxy by chaining jumps, and apparently there have been projects to make that a reality, but it would still take a long time. There’s also no way to know if they arrived safely, as they can’t communicate with the ships that leave this galaxy. Unlike the way the Dhar did it with warping, they don’t have an instant way to return once they’ve arrived in another galaxy.” Nox explained. All the information was based on the report, so she wasn’t entirely sure if it was reliable, but it was good enough for their purposes for now.

 

“So they have the advantage of not needing beacons, but the downside of having to make the entire trip every time they want to cross a particular distance, while the Dhar only had to make the trip once.” Amaterasu summarized.

 

"Essentially, yes. Though here's an interesting idea. What would their drive be able to accomplish if connected with one of our power cores?" Nox suggested.

 

“We might want to consider the possibilities.” Selendil agreed. “Provided they’re willing to be accommodating. Speaking of, we have more pressing matters to deal with. Any indication of whether they’ve had extra-galactic visitors or not?”

 

“That’s hard to say. The history files suggest that many of the currently important races were guided by some old and powerful race of beings. They’ve very imaginatively named that race the Ancients. And no, you’re not allowed to laugh Xiaoli, you called Dhar the Progenitors. These Ancients uplifted many races and helped them develop, but just disappeared at some point. At least these files have no explanation on what happened to them. Apparently they were some god-like beings that radiated power though.” Nox trawled through enormous amounts of data to get some answers.

 

"That sounds familiar," Amaterasu muttered and gave a pointed look towards Selendil.

 

“As easy as that assumption would be to make, I don’t think they’re talking about the Dhar.” Nox cut that idea down. “These files have no real descriptions of the Ancients, but the timelines don’t add up. These Ancients were last seen some twenty thousand years ago. So either these people have some really wonky calendars, or we have another old race on our hands.”

 

“A client race the Dhar left behind?” Lilly suggested.

 

“A distinct possibility, but I think that raises another question. What happened to them?” Selendil asked.

 

“It doesn’t say.” Nox said simply.

 

“What about the current races of the CAS? How many are we talking about?” Moonshadow asked.

 

"The current races fall into three primary categories. There are five old races that were personally taught by the last Ancients, called the Primes. There's some confusion about one of the Prime races. It would seem they're counted as a single race, but they have multiple species. A bit like the Mrrroww, but more extreme. Beyond that, we have about a thousand standard races as part of the CAS. They are mostly one or two system races, though some of them have a bit more territory. Then we have a few dozen races in a category of ‘new races’. That means they’ve recently become spacefaring, so they’re sort of provisional members of the CAS. Not full members yet, but on the way so to speak.” Nox summarized the briefest explanation possible.

 

“So was our guess about their government anywhere close?” Amaterasu asked.

 

"Somewhat. They have it divided by systems so that the races with more territory have more power. To the surprise of no one, the Primes hold almost half of the votes. The Suzerain is something like the executor of the will of the legislative body, called the Constellation for some odd reason, but the limits on the power of the office are rather stringent. Incidentally, the black ships belong to a collection of races that are standing against the CAS. The files have an official explanation on the start of the conflict, but it’s a clear propaganda piece. To make it a little more interesting, there used to be a sixth Prime race and that sixth race is now leading the side with the black ships.” Nox replied.

 

“So who’s winning?” Xiaoli asked.

 

“The CAS is winning for now, but they’re starting to face credible resistance.” Amaterasu was the one to answer, as she had been going through the information as well. “The Five Primes have apparently started to lose interest in the conflict, which I find highly suspect. There’s something else going on, but I have no way to tell what that could be.”

 

“Well. It seems we’re stuck here for a while so everyone grab a portion of the data that pertains to your interests or expertise and familiarize yourself with it.” Selendil ordered.

 

‘Master, there’s something that I feel compelled to mention.’ Nox sent her a silent message. ‘It seems like the people of this galaxy have come pretty far when it comes to building artificial bodies for AI…’

 

‘And you'd like to get access to their expertise for the body we're building for you.' Selendil finished the thought. ‘We'll have to see if the situation allows for it, but I certainly don't oppose the idea. I'm interested in this hyper-jumping technology as well. It would be a nice addition to our ships. If we do get the chance, I'll definitely seek an opportunity for either some trade or some other means of acquiring the data.'

 

They both knew that the ‘other means’ meant either stealing it or taking it by force. Neither of them was above such methods, especially since the other party wouldn't actually lose anything if they copied the technology. They would try trade first, but if that didn't work…

 

-----

 

“The Lightbringer is hailing us again. Still only audio.” Nox announced after several hours.

 

“Put her through.” Moonshadow instructed after getting the approval from Selendil. “Lightbringer Yrala.” She greeted the other party.

 

“Moonshadow. I got into contact with the sector command to confirm your story.” The Lightbringer spoke with little preamble.

 

“I assume you were able to find out the truth of our claims?” Moonshadow asked just in case.

 

“They wheedled and tried to shift blame but finally confessed when I demanded a recording of the battle. They dressed the story in a more positive light for them, but it seems your story was correct. That’s the good news.” The Lightbringer had disdain in her voice that was not aimed at them.

 

“And the bad news?” Moonshadow asked, noticing the implication.

 

“Well, the bad news is that the sector administrator is a political appointment. She’s also a cunt of a Prime with aspirations towards becoming something greater. She plans on holding you responsible for the destruction of that ship anyway. There was quite a lot of crew on that ship, and their relatives will want justice. It’s much more politically expedient to shift the blame to you than to blame the quote-unquote brave heroes that lost their lives in the horrific and unprovoked attack.” Now the Lightbringer’s disdain had turned into obvious disgust.

 

“I see. I get the feeling that not everyone is willing to go along with that plan. Where does that leave us? Do note that we are obviously going to resist against any attempts on us.” Moonshadow spoke as if completely unconcerned by the situation.

 

“Well, the position she holds is strictly speaking a civilian one. The sector command in charge of the military is resisting the order as they know complying will mean more lives lost for an idiotic reason. Here's the problem. She's a Prime of a rather prominent background. That's how she got the job in the first place. Now I don't know how far you got with the files I sent you, so I'm not entirely sure if you realize the implications. Theoretically, every member of CAS is equal to others, but let's just say that some are more equal than others.” Now the disgust in her voice had turned positively acrid.

 

“Let me guess. She cried foul up the chain of command, the military appealed it, and the whole thing is stuck in some limbo. In the meantime, her order is not strictly legal, but if some entrepreneuring parties were to succeed in making it a reality, they'd earn the favor of not only her but also some other parties that will be more than happy to not have to deal with the situation anymore.” Moonshadow suggested. That sounded just like the sort of ploys she had run into before.

 

“Hah! So you have those types wherever it is that you come from as well. Anyway, I’m not going to follow that original order. I heard what you managed to do to the ship you destroyed, as well as about your so-called warning shot. Also, I’m not a complete bastard. However, there might be others that will try. Here’s where the trouble will come in. I am sworn to protect the ships of CAS worlds, even if they are stupid enough to pick a fight with you. I can close my eyes to a certain amount of self-defense on your part, but if you start blowing up ships then I’ll have little choice. So if you do have non-lethal means of defending yourself, I’d much appreciate it.” The Lightbringer made her appeal.

 

“How long will this take and are we expected to just sit on our hands here while all this happens?” Moonshadow asked.

 

“Well, you’re theoretically free to leave, though that would leave you outside my protection. You could also try your luck in landing some people on the planet I’m protecting, but that could create some issues so I’d like to ask you to refrain. As for how long this will take, I can’t give you an exact time, but the powers that be can drag their feet for only so long in important matters like this. I’d say a week at maximum, and that’s if they are prepared to throw every excuse they can think of at the issue.” The woman explained.

 

“Alright. We appreciate the warning and frank explanation. Oh, by the way. I noticed something as you spoke. The administrator isn’t the only Prime of high station assigned to this sector, is she?” Moonshadow asked.

 

“…what gave it away? For future reference.” The Lightbringer asked. She had used only audio on purpose, as she usually did. She didn’t want others to be reacting to her race and heritage.

 

“Well, you seemed oddly secure in your own position even when defying another Prime of a supposedly higher rank." Moonshadow explained. "Judging by what we managed to glean from the information so far, an Eriad to be precise.”

 

Eriads were one of the five Prime races. One of the two oldest in fact. They were known for their honorable conduct and they served as one of the main military backers of the entire CAS. “I knew I should’ve been more precise in the information I sent you.” The woman muttered. “Well, doesn’t matter I suppose. Just be aware that I’m not going to be able to help you even if I wanted to do so.”

 

“You already are, just by being here.” Moonshadow stated with a small victorious smirk, and she was right. Just the Lightbringer’s presence would keep many at bay. “That said, we would recommend warning any ships about approaching us. We could send you the recording of the battle to spread around if it would help.”

 

“Yes, that sounds like a decent idea. It won’t work on everyone, but then, there will always be idiots who don’t care about their lives as much as they should. Oh, I should probably ask. You do have some non-lethal ways to handle things, right?” The woman asked hopefully.

 

Moonshadow looked at the others and got nods from Amaterasu, Xiaoli, and Selendil. “We do. I should mention though, that our leader can get cranky if her patience is pushed too far. And when she gets cranky, entire fleets should become careful.” She teased Selendil a bit.

 

“Oh! She sounds like my mother. We should get them to meet so they can be cranky together. I’d watch that show.” The Lightbringer laughed before cutting the connection.

 

“That was clever.” Amaterasu commended Moonshadow.

 

“What did I miss?” Lilly asked with a sigh.

 

“The other party wasn’t fazed by the mention of someone being capable of threatening entire fleets by themselves. That means they have psions of that level of strength as well, and they aren’t too rare judging by her response.” Moonshadow explained.

 

“Not that it came as a huge shock considering the size and development of the CAS. I would’ve been more shocked if they didn’t have powerful Deities.” Amaterasu added. “Still, it’s good to get a confirmation.”

 

“So what do we do now?” Lilly asked.

 

"I think it would be wise to just wait. We're not in a rush and if things get too heated, we can always leave then." Moonshadow suggested. "In the long term, it would be beneficial to get this sorted if we want to have any business in this galaxy."

 

“Let’s go with that plan for now.” Selendil agreed. “Since this is the last galaxy on our list, we’re not in a rush, and this seems like the best place to get at least some benefit from. I need to figure out what to do next if this galaxy turns out to be another bust as well.”

 

 

            


Chapter 70 - Nope!


                -----

 

”So do we actually have some weaponry that can disable enemy vessels and take them in one piece?” Moonshadow asked.

 

“Eeeeeeh…” Selendil made a non-committal sound.

 

“That’s not a yes.” Moonshadow stated, now looking firmly at the Dhar Keeper.

 

“It’s not a no either.” Xiaoli retorted with a wide smile.

 

“Well, the Dhar weren’t really big believers in taking enemy ships in one piece," Selendil explained. "Usually when we had to do something like that, we just boarded the enemy vessel and took care of it that way."

 

“Wait, hold up. How did you do that? I’ve seen nothing like boarding shuttles or breaching pods in the hangars.” Xiaoli suddenly got more serious at the thought of getting more tech to toy around with.

 

"They can teleport short distances doofus," Amaterasu said with an exasperated tone.

 

“All of them?” Xiaoli asked. “I thought that was an ability specific to Selendil?”

 

“Well, not quite everyone, but I’d say the vast majority.” Selendil supplied.

 

"That would make breaching pods quite useless," Xiaoli admitted a little disappointed. "Still, that doesn't really answer the question fully. You kind of implied we had something."

 

“Well, while we don’t have weapons for specifically disabling enemy vessels, that doesn’t mean we can’t use our other weapons for that purpose. Something like our fighters would be ideal for that. That plan does have an issue though.” Selendil stated.

 

“We don’t want to accidentally destroy their ships by using too much force, which becomes a bit difficult with their shields. The line between just damaging their ships and destroying them isn’t that clear or easy to stick to.” Nox explained before anyone had time to ask.

 

“Yet we had three people nod their heads rather eagerly when asked about disabling their ships.” Moonshadow pointed out.

 

“That’s because we have a rather large number of powerful psions on the ship. Even if their galaxy has powerful psions as well, I doubt those can be found on every ship, especially near the edge of the galaxy where we are. Besides, we have a Dhar Keeper.” Amaterasu said, while Xiaoli just pointed at the Illum woman with a ‘what she said’-expression.

 

“We’ll need to make a rotation. A pair of Deities on duty at all times, preferably out on the mechs that amplify their powers. Selendil can handle any ships others can’t deal with.” Lilly surprised everyone with her reasonable suggestion. She was the one in charge of personnel matters, so it made sense, but they were simply not used to her making such suggestions. She had one of those roles where if she did her job well, no one would notice. And no one had really noticed. Usually Lilly’s presence seemed minor, but she was surprisingly competent.

 

“If we are going with that plan, then I have another suggestion.” Moonshadow said. “As a sort of reward, Selendil could also hold extra lessons for the psions now that we have some time to kill.”

 

“That sounds reasonable. And I think I know just where to start. All of you need to learn how to hide those halos of yours.” Selendil agreed.

 

---------

 

The surroundings of their ship were a graveyard of disabled vessels. Almost two dozen ships floated around them, empty of crew. The ships were all various customized vessels of different mercenary and bounty hunter groups, so most of them looked like modified civilian ships or very peculiar military vessels. The white ships of the CAS fleet were rather obviously absent as none of those had been stupid enough to attack them so far. The CAS vessels had helped evacuate the disabled vessels, and they had even towed the disabled ships away on the first day. After the second day the Lightbringer decided to leave the disabled ships to float around as a warning.

 

“You have quite a few powerful psions on board.” Lightbringer Yrala commented. She spoke to them daily, giving reports on the status of the situation.

 

“We do what we can.” Moonshadow replied nonchalantly. “So how long is this going to take? We’re almost at the one week mark that you mentioned.”

 

“Well, the good news is that they won’t be able to drag this much longer. The bad news is that they are going to make one more attempt and I got word that they are getting serious this time. That’s why I wanted to warn you. They’re not going to send mercs your way anymore. The one who got you into this mess is using her connections as a Prime of a prominent background to make a last-ditch attempt. She called in her family’s forces in the CAS. I’m not sure how many ships they are sending, but they will be actual warships of the fleet. To top things off, since you’ve been using psions so far, they’re likely to send someone powerful along to counter you. I would expect a person of a Master level at least.” The Lightbringer stated.

 

“How strong is a Master exactly?” Moonshadow asked with some confusion. “That wasn’t among the information you sent.”

 

“It wasn’t? Ah, I suppose that information is among the more protected inform…” Her words were cut off as a large number of hyper-jump windows appeared in the system and twenty white warships suddenly made their presence known. “That’s them. Good luck!” The Lightbringer said quickly and cut the connection. They would have to handle this on their own. She didn’t say it, but this was also a test. If the people on the strange ship could deal with a force of this size, then they would have to be treated with real respect, and thus they would be greeted with open arms. Apologies for earlier misunderstandings would be made of course. Perhaps even some small compensation. But only if they survived.

 

A holographic display of the approaching fleet rose on the bridge, and they all noticed something very important. In the middle of the fleet was a single mech surrounded by a large halo. That single halo was large enough to surround one of the dreadnoughts that had come along the fleet. “How many halos does it take to form a single one of that size? And I thought that was a Dhar specific technique.” Moonshadow asked, not really expecting an answer as Selendil was not on the bridge.

 

“Around twenty to thirty.” Nox still replied dutifully. “And it’s not a hard technique to develop from what I understood. Just requires enough psions of sufficient strength.”

 

"We have a long way to go still," Amaterasu muttered. Then she tried contacting Selendil. "I think this one's for you handle.” She managed to say before Selendil already appeared outside the ship in her own mech.

 

Selendil didn't bother hiding and revealed a halo of her own, except this one was large enough to circle a large planet. She flourished a weapon and took a stance that indicated her willingness to do battle. The enemy fleet seemed to freeze for just a moment. Then, to everyone's surprise, the ships made a synchronized U-turn and just hyper-jumped away. They all stared at each other with faces that seemed to twitch from suppressed emotions ranging from amusement to disbelief.

 

“I’m sorry, but what was that?” Xiaoli finally exclaimed.

 

“Well, it’s not like I can’t understand their reaction.” Amaterasu replied. “I’m pretty sure I would decide to do the same thing if I was in their place.”

 

“But still! They came in with an entire fleet in parade formation, and then they just turned tail and ran? I wanted to see Selendil clashing with that other psion!” Xiaoli complained in a spoiled voice.

 

“I don’t think that would’ve been very conducive to the wellbeing of this solar system.” Moonshadow said diplomatically.

 

"I should've just done that from the start," Selendil muttered as she teleported to the bridge. The mech was already gone.

 

The communication channel beeped again, and Nox wordlessly connected the line with the Lightbringer. “You could’ve just done that from the start!” The woman shouted in exasperation immediately as the signal came through.

 

“That’s what I just said.” Selendil agreed.

 

“Heck, this whole mess could’ve been avoided if you had told me you had a being capable of rivaling the Ancients on your ship! The administrator would’ve never dared to act against you.” The Lightbringer was clearly frustrated.

 

“Well, we sort of did. We did mention we have someone on board that entire fleets should watch out for.” Moonshadow said carefully.

 

“I can match fleets! My mother can match fleets! My baby-sister can give fleets trouble! What you have is someone who can match the entire Confederation! You really need to be more specific.” The Lightbringer shouted, though she was clearly losing some steam already.

 

"Well, at least we all got some practice," Amaterasu mumbled.

 

“Oh, yes, there is that. And this whole thing will get that bastard fired, so silver linings I guess.” The Lightbringer said, suddenly sounding a lot more positive. “Anyway, I don’t think you’ll have to wait for approval very long after a show of force like that. I believe it’s time to meet face to face. Let’s do it planetside. I need some proper food and a nice view if I have to deal with this shit.”

 

“Two hours from now?” Moonshadow suggested.

 

“That sounds fine. I need to deal with some irate people in the meantime. I’ll send you the location.” The Lightbringer stated before cutting the connection.

 

“So…” Moonshadow started, while looking at the rest of them. “We can’t go with a large group. I suggest myself as I’m the one that has been in contact with the other party, Selendil because of course she’s coming along, and Ka’aukai for protection. Any other suggestions.”

 

“As much as I’d like to go, I think that might be the best choice.” Nochehuatl hissed a little disappointed. “Maybe next time I can go along.”

 

"Actually, I'd prefer it if you came as well," Selendil stated. "I need someone to focus on the science side, and I might have my hands full. The AIs of the other side will be keeping their eye on Nox, so I don't think she can do it alone."

 

“I feel slightly insulted.” Nox joked. “For the record, I could do it, just not secretly.”

 

“I’ll be happy to come along!” Nochehuatl stated with excitement, already planning on which poncho to dress in.

 

"That brings us to the next point. What form will you be taking Selendil?" Moonshadow asked and cleared her throat. She looked at Amaterasu and cleared her throat again.

 

“Ah, right, it might be a good idea to take a form that would not draw so much attention. Maybe taking the form you used while pretending to be a Mrrroww.” Amaterasu suggested while trying to fake enthusiasm and failing miserably.

 

Selendil noticed that there was some byplay here she was unaware of, but decided to ignore it for now. Mostly because it would be more amusing that way. “I think we went past trying to avoid attention when the enemy fleet made a complete U-turn straight after showing up. I want to see how they react to my real form. More specifically, I want to see if they react at all. I want to know if these ‘Ancients’ left behind any information about us.”

 

“Fair enough.” Moonshadow said, hiding her disappointment, though not very well.

 

“By the way, that reminds me. Why did they make a U-turn?” Nochehuatl suddenly asked. “Does their orientation really matter when hyper-jumping?”

 

“I don’t think we’ll know until we ask, but I think it was meant more as a symbolic gesture.” Moonshadow replied a little uncertainly.

 

The trip to the planet’s surface was uneventful and all other ships traveling to and from the blue oceanic world gave them wide berth. They had expected to arrive at a floating city, but were surprised to find several enormous and long stone arches rising from the ocean’s surface. The arches had been reinforced with support columns, and the city they arrived to was hanging from the arch. It looked like the entire city was built on top of some sort a large hammock or a hanging bridge. The city was covered in lavish architecture, and many of its buildings were constructed both above and below the ‘ground level’, so they looked like they were growing into both directions.

 

"Well, that's unique." Moonshadow commented.

 

“Not quite unique, but very rare.” Selendil agreed.

 

“That’s a rather dangerous architectural choice depending on how they built it. Very bold.” Nochehuatl stated in his extremely colorful attire. It was a real riot of colors of every kind, some of which were not even visible to most species.

 

“Can’t build very large cities that way though.” Moonshadow felt the need to criticize the beautiful city some way.

 

“That depends on how far their spatial extension technology has advanced.” Selendil countered. Since their society seemed to have advanced power generation, that meant they could utilize rather strong spatial extension as well.

 

They landed the shuttle in one of the ports near the edges of the hanging city and walked the rest of the way. They could see hundreds of varied species in just a few minutes on the planet. The species ranged from bi-pedal and humanoid to centipede-like insectoids, and everything in between. Nochehuatl, Ka’aukai, and Moonshadow would’ve drawn no attention, but Selendil drew quite a few glances. An ethereal looking being seemingly made of energy floating above the ground was new even in this mess of races.

 

Luckily they didn’t have to travel far as the areas around the spaceport were filled with restaurants and entertainment directed at travelers and ship crews on leave. They went straight towards a dinky looking place that was clearly not suited for diplomatic meetings. However, it seemed like the grub was good because the place was filled with happy looking customers speaking and shouting in a dozen languages. “This way!” One large female being rose from a table and waved them and stopped as her eyes fell on Selendil.

 

“”Huh.”” Both Selendil and the woman they assumed to be the Lightbringer said at the same time. The reason was rather obvious as well. If you looked past the fact that one of them was made of energy, they looked somewhat similar. The large woman had a greyish blue skin and she was easily over two meters tall. She had several tails hanging from the back of her head as well, although hers were fewer in number and they were thinner and shorter. She also had hair and a pair of horns on the top of her head, but the large eyes were extremely similar in that they seemed like bottomless wells of power. Unlike Selendil, she did have a mouth and nose, but those features were dominated by her large pair of eyes. She also had hooves though no one really paid attention to that.

 

“Well. That is curious.” The Lightbringer stated. The number of differences in their appearance was rather large, but they were similar enough to warrant notice. Her voice, just like Selendil’s seemed to be almost psionically created despite her mouth moving.

 

“Are you sure your kind didn’t schtup one of their ancestors at some point?” Nochehuatl asked Selendil with very little tact but understandable curiosity.

 

“Ancestors?” Lightbringer asked, noticing the word. “Your kind have visited this galaxy before? You implied rather directly that you came from another galaxy.”

 

“That’s a long and complicated story, but to answer your first question, I have personally visited this galaxy before, though that was a long, long time ago," Selendil replied as they sat down. Only Ka'aukai remained standing, keeping an eye on the surroundings.

 

“Well. This sounds like a story I want to hear. And I suppose we do need to get some business done as well. Let’s order something first though. I hate the insult on all food they serve in the cantinas of every CAS ship.” The Lightbringer stated.

 

“You should really visit our ship then. Selendil here scooped some of the best chefs to serve on her ship, citing something about the importance of morale. We get some really fresh ingredients as well thanks to stasis and some sort of dimensional storage system she had tried and failed to explain to me.” Nochehuatl said in a chipper hissing voice.

 

Without warning the Lightbringer scooped up Selendil’s hand into her own and looked straight into her eyes. “Please marry me.” She said in a completely serious voice, but a small twinkle in her eyes told them she was joking. That and the absurd request. Of course, the Lightbringer had used a different word in place of marriage, something akin to Joining, but marriage was the closes thing the word translated into. At least according to the language files Nox had compiled.

 

“You’re going to have to take me on more than just this date first. I require proper courtship.” Selendil joined in on the joke.

 

The Lightbringer made a tsk-sound of feigned disappointment. “Playing hard to get. I see, I see. Well, the chase can be thrilling as well.”

 

The entire time Moonshadow was sitting there in complete disarray. This was so far from any previous diplomatic or first contact meeting she had ever attended that she had trouble keeping up. Still, she was a professional and decided to just let it all slide for now. “So I assume the matter with the destroyed ship has been dealt with?” She asked, trying to bring things to a more serious topic.

 

“Is she always so serious? She’s the one I talked with earlier, isn’t she? She wasn’t such a stick in the mud over comms.” The Lightbringer commented, looking at Nochehuatl. Incidentally, she finally let go of Selendil’s surprisingly solid feeling hands.

 

“She’s a professional diplomat. This type of informal thing is offending her sensibilities.” Nochehuatl explained as if Moonshadow wasn’t even there.

 

“Oh, she’s that type.” The Lightbringer stated in a knowing tone. “My condolences. I have one of those on my ship as well.”

 

“She’s not so bad once you get her out of official surroundings.” Nochehuatl continued joking.

 

“Ah, so unlike the one I’m saddled with, yours can let her hair…erm, her fur down?” The Lightbringer nodded in fake understanding.

 

“Sometimes. She could use with a bit more relaxing though.” Selendil joined in.

 

“I don’t want to hear that from you!” Moonshadow cried. “Who was it that caused a war with that other galaxy we visited?”

 

“Oh-oh. Maybe I should be more worried after all.” The Lightbringer joked.

 

"Eh, you'll be fine as long as you're not shaming the memory of my race or anything like that," Selendil replied half-serious.

 

“Speaking of, what are you doing here? You don’t look like an invasion force despite everything, and I doubt you’ve been traveling between galaxies for a pleasure trip.” The Lightbringer prompted.

 

“That’s a bit of a long story as well. I’ll explain once the food arrives.” Selendil promised, eagerly anticipating the new experience.

            


Chapter 71 - Nope Redux


                ---------

 

Selendil, Nochehuatl, and the Lightbringer named Yrala were eagerly enjoying their meal while Moonshadow was taking small nibbles of her share. Ka’aukai still just kept guard. “Is she unable to cut her food?” The Lightbringer asked, pointing at Moonshadow. "I can have it cut down to bite-size if it's an issue."

 

“I’m able to do it.” Moonshadow reassured her and one of the pieces was cut by an invisible psionic force. “I just find it unwise to gorge on unknown foods when I’m expecting to do official business.”



“You know, some would consider it impolite if you didn’t eat when food was offered.” The Lightbringer pointed out.

 

"Ah, but your species is not among those according to the information you sent us." Moonshadow countered with a grin.

 

“I said some, not some species.” The Lightbringer shot back. “I for one find it quite a shame for good grub to go to waste when I’m normally forced to eat military rations.”

 

Selendil waved one of her tails towards Moonshadow’s plate and most of the contents seemed to vanish. “Problem solved.”

 

“Ok, I need to point out that it’s a bit freaky watching you eat without a mouth.” The Lightbringer said with a shake of her head. “Can you even taste the food that way?”

 

“Very much so. This soup is excellent by the way.” Selendil pointed at the odd-looking soup with different parts of a sea creature poking out. That dish had a definite ick-factor for those unused to it.

 

“As one would expect on an ocean planet, the seafood is excellent.” The Lightbringer nodded. “So. Why are you here?”

 

“Well, let’s start with a question.” Selendil suddenly displayed a star-map that showed the nearby galaxies. One of the galaxies was glowing. “Were you aware that this nearby galaxy is for all intents and purposes destroyed?”

 

The Lightbringer got a lot more serious expression. “I was not aware at least, and I have a pretty decent access to such things. That said, I think the Ancients might have been aware. I don’t have anything concrete, but some of the bits and pieces that they left behind imply something in that direction if you interpret them in a certain way. You’d have to ask an expert though. How was it destroyed?”

 

“Someone in that galaxy tried something they shouldn’t have. What we need to find out is whether someone survived that destruction and traveled to another galaxy to make another attempt. We’ve already visited most of the nearby galaxies and haven’t found any traces of them. That could be because they didn’t make it out, or because so much time has passed since then and the trail has gone cold. This is the next galaxy on our list.” Selendil explained simply.

 

“When would they have arrived?” The Lightbringer asked with a frown.

 

“That depends on their capacity to travel between galaxies. If they had nothing but phase drive to work with, then it could be anywhere between a few hundred thousand years ago to next week. If they had something like your hyper-jump to rely on, then they would’ve made the trip significantly faster.” Selendil speculated. The speed of phase travel varied greatly as well.

 

“That’s going to make things difficult. We’re most likely talking about a time the Ancients were the only ones around. And we can’t just ask them.” The Lightbringer scratched one of her horns.

 

“That brings up a question. Your files didn’t make it entirely clear what happened to the Ancients.” Moonshadow pointed out.

 

"That's a complicated topic that even I'm not all that knowledgeable about. I've heard rumors and stories, but nothing reliable. Some say they ascended somehow, while others speak of them all leaving this galaxy. Even if someone knows what happened to them, I’m not sure they’re willing to share.” The Lightbringer stated with some apprehension. “Besides, as powerful as you are, that doesn’t just grant you access to the deepest secrets of the CAS.”

 

"Well, while direct information would be ideal, there are other ways of finding out. There are certain places in this galaxy that might give us hints. Specifically, there should be some facilities my race left behind that they would’ve visited. That said, it’s likely that your Ancients discovered those facilities a long time ago and used them for their own purposes.” Selendil explained.

 

“That reminds me, you mentioned having visited our galaxy before, but I get the sense that this was a while ago. You’ve kept up quite well for some extremely old being.” The Lightbringer joked.

 

"The wonders of stasis," Selendil explained curtly.

 

“Ah. How much time are we talking about, if you don’t mind me asking?” The Lightbringer sensed that this might be a touchy subject.

 

“Let’s just say millions of years and leave it at that. I was alive at a time when your so-called ancients hadn’t even been born yet.” Selendil made an exasperated gesture with her tails, which the Lightbringer actually understood.

 

“Huh. Figures that I’d propose to someone older than my mother.” The Lightbringer joked again, just to bring back some levity. That levity was cut short though as several communicators around the restaurant started beeping.

 

“Master, there are black ships appearing in the system.” Nox warned them.

 

“It seems that the woman is right.” The Lightbringer stated, not realizing Nox was an AI. “We are under attack. How did they manage to get all the way here without being discovered?”

 

“We got here quite easily. We passed some old battle site while on the way.” Moonshadow pointed out.

 

“Yes, but it’s much harder to sneak in an entire fleet. My readings are showing hundreds of ships on approach. That said, quite a few eyes were turned towards you, so that might explain some of it." The woman grimaced. "I'm not going to be able to get back to my ship before the battle starts. The same holds true for you I'm afraid. We have planetary shields, but this whole thing doesn’t look all that promising.”

 

"You don't need to worry about us," Selendil reassured her. "We can return to our ship right now if we wanted to.”

 

The Lightbringer looked at Selendil a bit. “Could you return me to my ship?” She finally asked.

 

“Not unless it was relatively close to our ship," Selendil retorted.

 

“Master, the CAS ships are out of warp range and moving to intercept the black vessels. The black vessels did not come the way we came, so the CAS vessels are currently moving away from us.” Nox reported.

 

Selendil looked at the Lightbringer. “You could come on our ship. You could lead the battle from there. I would imagine you’d prefer a command room here, but if you don’t have one…”

 

The Lightbringer chewed her lip a bit. “Let’s do it. There is a command center in the city but it’s on the other side and it’s not very well equipped for these kinds of situations.” She also considered the possibility of asking for help if things went sideways.

 

“In that case…”Selendil said and focused a bit. Their group, the Lightbringer, and the shuttle they had left at the spaceport all returned to Enduring Symphony in a flash of light. “Here we are. Nox, put up a tactical map and provide the Lightbringer with whatever information she needs.”

 

The Lightbringer was slightly disoriented but gathered herself quickly as a large holographic display of the system appeared above them. "Can you connect me with our ships without being intercepted by the rebels?" She asked.

 

Nox made a dismissive sound. “Of course I can. The AIs of this galaxy are decent, but they’re not that good.”

 

"That doesn't look very good," Amaterasu commented as the number of the black ships became obvious. "You're outnumbered almost twenty to one."

 

“So it seems.” The Lightbringer said with a frown. “Getting reinforcements should not be too difficult, as this what we would call a purse world. There are many economic interests in keeping a hold of this system. That said, we’ll need to delay the enemy a long enough for those reinforcements to arrive.”

 

“What are your odds?” Selendil asked straight.

 

“Not very good. That’s why this whole thing is so inconvenient. Usually we’d have some warning, but now we got caught completely by surprise. Many of our crew members are on leave just like I was, and I don’t think we have a fleet of sufficient size ready to come to our aid in the nearby systems. They’re all of similar size to ours or smaller.” The Lightbringer said while relaying some tactical orders for her fleet.

 

“Except the one that left just a few hours ago.” Moonshadow suggested.

 

“Unfortunately not an option. They have already made at least a second long-range jump to get back towards the core systems. That means they need to give their jump drives some time to recharge. You wouldn’t be aware of this, but making long-range jumps puts strain on the jump drives, and they will need to recover a bit after successive jumps.” The Lightbringer replied.

 

The next fifteen minutes made it clear that the CAS was going to lose this battle. The shields on their ships were holding for now, but they were accumulating some damage as well and they would soon start taking some heavy casualties. The Lightbringer punched the station she was using in frustration. “I just got word. Reinforcements are on the way but they will take more than an hour to arrive. By that time our ships will be gone and they can start attacking the planet. And it’s not like the first reinforcements will be significant enough for a clear victory either. Operating on the fringes of the galaxy sucks.”

 

She looked up from the displays. “I have no right to ask this after our ships were about to attack you just a few hours ago, but could I convince you to interfere? It would most likely be enough if Selendil just made an appearance and a show of support for our ships. The other side has a strong enough psion that I can’t really act freely, as the two of us are keeping each other at bay, but I doubt Selendil would have trouble.” Most large fleets had at least one Master ranked psion leading them, as otherwise they could fall to a single enemy psion.

 

“Well, that’s an interesting suggestion. We don’t have any sort of alliance with the CAS, and we aren’t aware of the full extent of the political situation in this galaxy.” Moonshadow hedged a bit. “However, we might be able to work out a trade. You have some things we want, and we have something you want.”

 

“Ah, and the diplomat finally speaks a language I can understand. I can promise you any help my race, the Eriads, can provide in finding what you seek.” The Lightbringer suggested.

 

Selendil gave Moonshadow a silent signal. “Well, I feel like that goes a long way. I won’t make any demands that should be too difficult to go along with. The CAS has quite a bit of experience in building artificial bodies for AIs. Our AI happens to fancy the idea of a body as well, so if we could borrow your expertise on the subject…” They knew asking for the jump technology was too much, so Moonshadow saved that for later.

 

“That sounds doable. Do you mind hurrying though? I don’t think our ships can hold on for very long.” The Lightbringer agreed. She didn’t mention the fact that she happened to know just the right people to approach for the information Moonshadow had asked for.

 

"We have a deal then," Selendil stated and vanished. She appeared outside the ship in her mech suit and reached the battlefield with a handful of successive teleports. With a wave of her hand, a seemingly endless wall of psionic energy stretched between the two warring fleets. The shots of the CAS vessels still got through easily, but all the fire from the black ships was stopped and seemed to have no effect. One of their fighters tried to pass through the wall and crashed into it.

 

Selendil sensed a psionic message from the flagship of the enemy fleet. There was no language used, but the intent of the question was clear. Do you really want to do this? It was also a challenge. Selendil sent back the feeling of clear amusement that she felt. “Come at me if you dare,” was the intent of her message. As she sent the message, the enormous halo once again appeared behind her. This time it seemed even larger than few hours before.

 

Selendil could sense that the enemy had been preparing to fight her until the halo appeared. The enemy was tricksy. They had been waiting for the Lightbringer to interfere and had laid a trap for her. If the Lightbringer had taken part personally, she would've faced three powerful psions instead of just one. The other two had been hiding. This attack had been made just as much to bait in the Lightbringer as it had been to capture this system.

 

“Interesting timing.” Selendil muttered. It seemed like a heck of a coincidence that an entire fleet had appeared without warning, just after they had embarrassed a powerful Prime administrator, with a trap for the friendly officer they had made. The CAS reinforcements were also taking longer than expected, forcing the Lightbringer to take part in the fight personally. The whole situation stank of a setup.

 

The black ships made a cursory attempt to break the barrier before making their exit as well, deciding not to risk destruction at Selendil’s hands. It seemed like Selendil’s presence had spoiled the plan, but was it really that simple? If she assumed this whole thing was some sort of a conspiracy, then surely those pulling the strings were aware that Selendil was here? Surely they had considered the possibility that the Lightbringer might convince her to make an appearance?

 

The Enduring Symphony got closer to her and she teleported back on the bridge. “I need some quick answers.” She declared.

 

“Alright.” The Lightbringer noted her serious tone and didn’t argue.

 

“Did you sense the presence of the two other psions on the enemy ships?” She asked.

 

“No. That said, this would not be the first time they use that kind of tactic. It’s hard to detect them when they want to hide. That’s why I was hesitant to act. I was pretty sure I could beat the one psion they were allowing me to sense, but if they had hidden backup…” The Lightbringer replied honestly.

 

“And how would someone turn my interference either to their advantage or your detriment?” Selendil shot out a second question.

 

“You’re suggesting this attack was orchestrated by some parties within the CAS? Yes, of course you are. That would explain their sneaky appearance and the slow reinforcements. That’s kind of a dreadful thought though. Someone within CAS having enough pull and contacts among the rebels to orchestrate something like this suggests treason at the very least. There’s one problem though. It takes more than a few hours to organize a rebel fleet of that size and then have them travel here through phase space.” The Lightbringer pointed out.

 

"Perhaps they didn't have to," Amaterasu suggested and everyone looked at her. "What if they simply took advantage of an already developing situation? Maybe that fleet wasn’t originally meant for this system, and they simply redirected it this way.”

 

“For what purpose exactly?” The Moonshadow asked. She had her own thoughts but wanted to hear what Amaterasu had in mind.

 

"I can think of two possibilities." Amaterasu mused. "If the Lightbringer had died, then we would’ve lost our only friendly contact within the CAS. That could’ve solved some recent problems for them. Alternatively, if we had not helped, they could’ve used that as a tool as well.”

 

“There’s another little detail.” The Lightbringer also speculated. “I did just make a deal with a foreign power without consulting my superiors. Now usually that would be fine depending on what I promised you in exchange as you did just save a fleet, albeit a small one, and this system. But if they decided to make it into a problem, and if the price had been too high…”

 

“They could renege on the deal and have you ousted.” Amaterasu finished for her.

 

“I like her.” The Lightbringer pointed at Amaterasu. “She’s a bit skinny, but she has just the right kind of devious mind that you want in an advisor.”

 

“Thanks?” Amaterasu wasn’t sure if she should take it as a compliment.

 

“Will you be alright?” Selendil asked.

 

“Well, you happened to ask for the right thing. I don’t think they can create too many problems if the CAS doesn’t have to reimburse you in any way. I just happen to know the people you’ll want to talk to, so the CAS doesn’t need to know about it. My friends will do this as a favor to me, and they would likely even enjoy working with a strange and new AI.” The Lightbringer had a slightly malicious grin.

 

“That still leaves you with the problem of potential traitors, or worse.” Moonshadow pointed out.

 

“Assuming this whole thing was planned. You’ve created a pretty decent theory that sounds correct to me, but it’s still just a theory. Nothing can happen without evidence anyway. However, at least we’ll get some level of confirmation if they decide to come after me for this. They’ll fail if they try, but it will still be something of a confirmation if they do.” The Lightbringer said.

 

“What I don’t understand is, why would they risk annoying Selendil? They already got to see a bit of her power and decided to turn tail and run. So why risk it? What do they gain from this that is worth pissing off someone that powerful? Surely they wouldn’t do it just to bother us a bit.” Xiaoli asked, surprising everyone.

 

“I don’t think they considered it much of a risk actually.” The Lightbringer stated. “As you probably noticed, the rebels avoided attacking you. None of their ships targeted this ship even when we were getting closer to the battle. If I had died, would that really have caused you to take measures beyond finding someone to replace me? We don’t really know each other well enough for any such bonds to form. You might have been slightly annoyed, but it’s not like you would’ve gone off in search of revenge against people whose identities you know nothing about.”

 

“That still leaves the question of why?” Xiaoli pointed out.

 

"I don't think it was really about you. I mean yes, there could be some benefit to me and those I'm associated with from being your contact, but there are some risks as well. At least they would think so. The reasons are more likely due to the internal politics of the CAS I'm afraid." The Lightbringer explained with a disappointed shake of her head.

 

“That’s a radical move to pull for some internal politics.” Moonshadow chipped in. “Risky in some ways as well.”

 

“Well, the internal politics of CAS can get rather radical at times as you noticed when they sent a fleet after you. I’m not sure how risky it was though. I mean we may have figured out some of their plans, but we likely missed others. In all likelihood, they thought we wouldn’t even figure out as much as we did. We’re on the fringes of the galaxy, so no one will bother investigating too hard. Even my associates would do only a cursory investigation if I fell in battle due to an ambush by rebel psions. And even if they did figure something out, there’s no evidence.” The Lightbringer just shrugged.

            


Chapter 72 - Introductions


                --------

 

”I need a favor.” The Lightbringer asked the next day. She had returned to her ship to look after her crew and to organize the rest of the fleet. The reinforcements had shown up more than an hour after the black ships had been turned around. The commanders of the reinforcing fleets had not been too pleased that they had come essentially for nothing, but they really only had themselves to blame.

 

“There’s no harm in asking.” Selendil prompted over the communications. This time they actually got video as well. “I can’t promise that we’ll do it without hearing what it is of course.”

 

“I wouldn’t expect anything different. I’ve been summoned to the capital world of Zakynthos to deal with the aftermath of what happened here. As we expected, someone is trying to create trouble for me. However, here’s where things get interesting. They aren’t making as big of a deal about it as we thought. It seems I’ll have to attend a hearing that the brass told me is supposed to be a formality. Whether that’s true or not remains to be seen, but they did manage to rightfully point out that this system is in danger. The reinforcements will stick around, which is fine, and even my ships will stay here, which is less fine.” The Lightbringer explained.

 

“So how are you supposed to get back then?” Amaterasu asked, already guessing roughly where this was going.

 

“I’m to find my way using civilian shipping. I have the feeling someone is hoping that I won’t be able to make it. There’s also the problem that it would take almost a month for me to arrive with any but the fastest civilian ships.” The Lightbringer explained.

 

“So you need a ride to the capital? I’m not sure it’s a good look for you to arrive on our ship. Not to mention they might not take kindly to us arriving there at all.” Selendil pointed out.

 

“I agree. And I have a feeling the hearing might take a more interesting turn during the time I’ll be in transit. Fucking politicians. I need a ride, but I don’t want you to take me to Zakynthos. Instead, I’d like you to take me back to the homeworld of the Eriads. Both me and my family have influence there. If the other side wants to play power games, I can do that too. Let’s see how they’ll like having one of the oldest Prime races breathing down their neck.” The Lightbringer’s expression showed her willingness to take this fight.

 

“Doesn’t that go against your orders?” Amaterasu asked.

 

“Well, spirit yes, letter no. I wasn’t actually told to go directly to Zakynthos, mainly because civilian shipping goes where it needs to go. And I’m pretty sure they can’t argue if I tell them that I simply chose the fastest and safest way to fulfill their orders. Your ship is likely going to be faster than the average civilian ship, right? I know for sure it’s safer.” The Lightbringer asked with a grin.

 

“Almost certainly. It will be even faster if we get access to maps on phase lanes. Or if the Eriad homeworld happens to be near one of our beacons.” Selendil stated.

 

The Lightbringer sent a starmap with the Eriad homeworld highlighted. “How about it?” She asked.

 

“Unfortunately we’ll have to do it the slow way. I’d say about a week without maps, a few days shorter with them.” Selendil shook her head a bit.

 

“That’s good enough. I personally wouldn’t mind giving you the maps, but they might make that into an issue and they might ask me questions with a Truth-Reader checking my answers, so I have to be careful. I can probably give you those maps after the whole thing blows over. Incidentally, if you do come to my homeworld, I can also handle my part of the bargain as that’s where you’ll find the people with expertise with AIs, their sensory interfaces, and true mind-machine interfaces.” The Lightbringer promised.

 

“Sounds like we have a deal. When do we leave?” Selendil agreed.

 

“Tomorrow. I’ll need to give some orders and do some organizing to make sure whoever takes over doesn’t fuck things up too badly. The brass were right about this system being in danger and I don’t like the idea of losing my crew.” The Lightbringer decided.

 

After the connection was cut Amaterasu turned to Selendil. “We might want to drop a beacon somewhere nearby. I have a feeling we might have to return here in a hurry. We might also want to do it somewhere they won’t notice.”

 

“We can drop a beacon in phase space after we leave.” Nox suggested.

 

“That sounds like what I had in mind. By the way, Nox. If we at some point choose to turn over a map with all the active beacon locations listed, leave this one out of that map. I doubt we’d do such a thing lightly, but it might be better if even our current or future allies aren’t aware of all our beacons. They might be tempted to destroy or disable them, just in case.” Selendil liked the Lightbringer and while the woman didn’t seem like the type to betray them, she was also someone with a strong sense of duty. Getting rid of a potential extra-galactic threat might be something she would have to agree to if pressed.

 

---------

 

“No wonder you can have fresh ingredients. Your hydroponics are stellar!” The Lightbringer, now preferring to go by her name Yrala, expressed excitedly as Lilly was showing her around the ship. They had initiated phase jump only moments before and Lilly had offered to give her a tour. Yrala was thankful for that as she had half expected to be confined to her quarters the whole trip.

 

"The Guardians would be happy to hear that," Lilly replied and waved at one of the moving plant beings that were taking care of the plants. The hydroponics were obviously one of the areas of the ship that benefitted from spatial expansion and were rather massive.

 

"Some of these plants are radically different from what I've seen before," Yrala admitted and sniffed at one of the flowers hanging from a tree. Or she had assumed it was a tree until it started moving.

 

"Hey, Cherryblossom!" Lilly greeted the guardian that had just awoken from slumber.

 

“Lilly.” Cherry blossom greeted. The Guardians really liked Lilly’s name unlike the Mrrroww herself, so they had quickly memorized it. The large combination of bark and shrubbery turned towards the Lightbringer. “She seems to radiate warmth. You can bring her around more often. The plants like her.”

 

Yrala laughed at the irony considering her rank. “My thanks, Cherryblossom was it? We Eriads live on a cold world. Heat production is important to us.”

 

Cherryblossom spoke again, and it sounded like pieces of bark rubbing together. “Not what I meant. The little warmth from your body makes little difference, albeit pleasant. You’re warm inside, in your soul. The plants can tell.”

 

Yrala looked a little confused. “I…see. Well, thank the plants for me.” She mumbled. Cherryblossom just nodded and went back to sleep.

 

"Interesting crew you have," Yrala said to Lilly as they walked away.

 

"Oh, you haven't seen the half of it. The next place we'll be going to is the sickbay. A word of warning. The doctor is a complete pervert and a degenerate gambler. He tries to hit on anything female no matter the race, and I had to bail him out of jail twice the last time we had returned home for some R&R.”

 

“And you keep him around because...? Don’t get me wrong, he sounds fun, but also a liability.” Yrala didn’t seem all that bothered.

 

“Well, when he does get serious, he’s a very competent doctor capable of adapting to many situations. And with a crew as varied as ours, a normal doctor doesn’t really do the trick.” Lilly explained. They had already reached the sickbay at this point.

 

“Lilly my darling! It’s so nice of you to speak so highly of me. Yet I feel the need to point out that it’s impolite to badmouth me to people I’ve never met.” Khaemwaset said with a wide smile.

 

“You have no idea what I told her! You weren’t there to hear.” Lilly argued. They had been out of earshot just moments before.

 

"You say the same thing to everyone. Also, these corridors carry voices pretty well if you're not careful. Also, I might or might not have asked Nox." Khaem pointed out.

 

“Nox, how could you?” Lilly feigned being deeply hurt and betrayed.

 

“He asked, and I thought it only fair. You were talking about him to someone new, so he deserves to know what you said.” Nox replied light-heartedly.

 

"I get the feeling your AI is more playful than ours," Yrala muttered again.

 

"Nox is turning into a gossip," Haven stated in the more masculine voice he had adopted.

 

“And you have two of them on one ship.” Yrala continued in half questioning tone, though she was ignored.

 

“Did I say anything false?” Lilly asked Khaemwaset after getting over the heart-wrenching betrayal of Nox.

 

“My darling, that’s not the point. It’s unsportsmanlike to warn them beforehand. You predispose potential partners against me before we even meet.” Khaemwaset retorted.

 

“You’re not hitting on the Lightbringer!” Lilly stated firmly. “She’s a guest on our ship, and we won’t have you start a diplomatic incident!”

 

“I’m fairly confident that the people on the bridge can do that all on their own. When have I ever caused a diplomatic incident? Exactly. Never. I haven’t caused a galaxy-wide war with anyone, unlike some.” Khaemwaset argued, quite confident with his argument.

 

“Hey, don’t blame that on me! That was all Selendil. And the reason you haven’t started anything is because I keep warning everyone.” Lilly wasn’t about to give up though.

 

"About that," Yrala interjected. "I've heard people mention starting a galaxy-wide war before. Could you be so kind as to provide details?”

 

"My, I'll be happy to provide you all the details over dinner," Khaem said suavely and moved closer to Yrala, before being thrown away by some invisible force.

 

“Huh. You even react to Khaem the same way Selendil does. You two really are similar in more than appearance.” Lilly asserted. “Though you were more gentle than Selendil usually is.”

 

Khaemwaset was already getting up from the floor and no blood was visible anywhere. This hardly counted as a rejection to him. It was simply a challenge and he had pushed a bit too hard a bit too fast. “He tries to hit on Selendil as well?” Yrala asked, weirded out by the idea of someone like Khaemwaset making overt passes at a being as powerful as Selendil.

 

“He tries. Probably sees it as the ultimate challenge. Keeps ending up bloody on the ground though. He’ll survive. The nanites will keep him alive and regenerate the damage.” Lilly just shrugged and guided Yrala away before Khaem could try again.

 

“So the war?” The Eriad woman prompted.

 

“Ah yes. So one of the galaxies we visited had a race that had taken the name of Selendil’s race and their old empire. As Selendil’s people used to be their overlords, Selendil considered that sacrilege. Things escalated. There were other issues as well, but we dropped the Shinzen on them to deal with them. Not necessarily the way I would’ve handled it, but if it works…” Lilly shrugged again.

 

“Shinzen?” Yrala sensed there was something more to the whole debacle, but decided to save further digging until later.

 

“A sort of hive mind species. Breed quickly and adapt technologies even faster. Nasty stuff.” Lilly gave a small shiver. “Anyway, we’re coming to the guest quarters. We have a small group of Mrrroww Deities on board to learn to become stronger psions. They will join you in the guest quarters. If you want to know more about Shinzen, then ask Kurnau. She’s the one that looks similar to Moonshadow.”

 

Yrala was filled with questions at the various terms she had just heard. Deity? That had not translated well. Surely these people didn’t have divine beings on board. She was soon led to a room with three feline beings. One looked similar to Lilly, except male, one looked similar to Moonshadow, while the third one had golden short fur and a mane of reddish-brown hair. They spoke some language she didn't understand. Lilly placed a paw on her face as if she was developing a headache. "What?" Yrala asked.

 

“I forgot. Nearly everyone on board got your language package, but these three did not. They don’t have the nanites for it as they are just guests.” Lilly grimaced.

 

“Ah. Well, you could give me their language information. I assume you use nanites as a conduit to rapidly learn languages since you mentioned them? We do something similar.” Yrala suggested.

 

“Oh? Nox, could you…?” Lilly requested.

 

“Already on it.” Nox stated. “I’m giving her Mrrroww language, the Basic of your galaxy, and the standard for Eternal Empire she can use with Selendil.” She was simply taking advantage of the situation.

 

“Three at once?” Lilly felt a pang of sympathy.

 

Yrala on the other hand simply blinked her eyes for a few moments. “Ah. You’re much more efficient than our AIs. They need at least ten times the time.” She said in clear Mrrroww language.

 

“That’s it? No pain?” Lilly asked, feeling a little cheated.

 

“She’s a strong psion. They can absorb information more easily.” Nox explained.

 

“Can she understand us now?” The male that looked like Lilly asked.

 

“I can. A pleasure to meet you. I’m Lightbringer Yrala of the Confederation of Allied Systems.” Yrala introduced herself.

 

“The grumpy one there” The male pointed at the one that looked like Moonshadow. “is called Kurnau. The douchy guy next to me is Prince Hazeem, while my name is Clawsome.”

 

“Grumpy?” The female asked surprised, while the Prince also protested irately. “Douchy?!”

 

"That's fairly accurate actually," Lilly commented in the language of the CAS, before returning to the Mrrroww language. "The four of you will be spending a few days together, so make the most of it. This is a chance for both sides to learn things about a different galaxy.”

 

“So who’s banging who on the ship?” Yrala asked straight out, shocking everyone, though Lilly grinned at the thought as a fellow pervert.

 

“Khaem is trying for everyone with limited success, though I heard he’s getting pretty close with one of the nurses. The Prince here got it on with one of Moonshadow’s aides. I’m pretty sure Ka’eo is banging at least two of the female Dashane, and Guardians are definitely pollinating or whatever it is that they do.” Kurnau replied, shocking everyone again. They had not expected the grumpy Panther to know such things.

 

“Oh, the Prince finally succeeded?” Lilly asked with mirth. “I thought he was too shy to get there.”

 

Prince Hazeem decided to escape at this point, followed by Clawsome laughing at him the entire way, leaving Kurnau with the two. “No one in the bridge crew is getting frisky? Such a disappointment.” Yrala seemed genuinely disappointed.

 

“Amaterasu tried to take a shot at Selendil. We even have pictures and video of the attempt. Sadly it seems that she didn’t succeed.” Lilly rubbed her paws together.

 

“Why are you asking though?” Kurnau questioned a little suspiciously.

 

“Well, I’ve found that such things are almost always the most interesting thing that happens on a ship. It also says a lot about the crew. You know a multi-species crew is really integrating when they start romancing across racial boundaries. Of course, some ships don’t allow such relations at all, but that’s fairly rare and you didn’t seem the type.” Yrala explained. “Which reminds me. So all of you Mrrroww are really the same species?”

 

“Yes. We don’t quite look like it, but…” Lilly replied.

 

“Interesting. One of the Prime species is very similar. They are even more varied than you though. We always assumed they aren’t actually the same species, but they could just cross-breed for some reason. They don’t really like answering that question, so I asked you because you seem like the closest comparison.” Yrala explained.

 

“Well, there’s some speculation about the origins of our Clans as well, but as far as we know, we’re all one species," Kurnau confirmed.

 

“So what’s next?” Yrala asked Lilly.

 

“Well, there’s the Dashane, but you see them across the ship and they aren’t really focused in one place. They’re the security group. Hunters all of them. They might want to figure out if you're prey or a predator at some point if you stick around long enough." Lilly mused.

 

“I’ll look forward to it. Anything else?” Yrala prompted, clearly driving for something specific.

 

“I don’t think so. You’ll meet others like the Zlorth over time. Oh right! There is one thing. The people working at the cantina!” Lilly suddenly remembered.

 

Yrala suddenly smiled wide enough to light the whole room. “Now you’re talking! I was afraid you’d forgotten.”

 

----------

            


Chapter 73 - Family Ties


                -------

 

”Here we are. Dalzamar.” Lightbringer Yrala stated while they looked towards a fairly large and snowy world that looked a bit odd to the eyes of the others. It took them a moment to figure out what bothered them.

 

“The axis of the planet’s rotation is weird.” Xiaoli voiced her realization. They all knew she was right now that she mentioned it. A large portion of the planet was tilted in a way that kept it turned away from the sun, while the other parts were almost constantly tilted towards the sun. As the planet rotated, it became clear that a small part of it was in fact shrouded in a constant night. Or would’ve been if not for orbital mirrors reflecting sunlight towards the area.

 

"Ah yes. Back when we had a lower technological level we had to constantly migrate from the summer half of our world to the winter half. At least those that didn’t live in the sweet spot zone in the middle. Now we have the space mirrors and the cities actually fly, so no nomadic life anymore.” Yrala explained.

 

“Wow, Selendil, you guys really did a bad job in terraforming that world," Xiaoli stated playfully, knowing the Dhar had a hand with most inhabitable worlds.

 

“That’s likely because we didn’t terraform this world. It was habitable as is, although borderline, so there was no need. This galaxy already had a fair number of intelligent species capable of space flight by the time we arrived and they were fairly self-sufficient. We didn't bother them that much. Only about two-thirds of the habitable planets in this galaxy were moved in place and terraformed by us. That’s why you’ll likely find more planets in this galaxy that are habitable but not quite catered to our tastes.” Selendil explained.

 

“Wait, wait, wait!” Yrala exclaimed. “Your race terraformed worlds in this galaxy?”

 

“I told you we visited this galaxy before. Of course we would create worlds to suit our own needs.” Selendil said as if stating the obvious.

 

“Huh. We’ve been speculating for a pretty long time why there’s such a large number of similar worlds in the habitable zone. It didn’t seem random enough to be naturally occurring. It’s been bugging our scientist for ages.” Yrala seemed a little stupefied by the news.

 

“We could use your identification by the way. The planetary defenses or the defensive fleet are not really taking the presence of a strange vessel all that well. They haven’t fired on us yet, but…” Amaterasu interjected. The only reason they had not been attacked was because they had not approached the world itself too aggressively and there was also a large number of trade ships of varied types going to the facilities surrounding the planet.

 

The planet itself had large orbital facilities. It didn’t have a full orbital ring, but it might as well have had one, as the facilities it did have were extensive enough to create one if formed into the shape of a ring. Most of the facilities seemed to be shipyards and dozens of the white warships of different sizes were being constructed at the same time. There were of course trade facilities, fleet academies, testing centers, economic, recreational hubs and other sundries as well.

 

“Ah, right. I informed them that we would be coming but…” She moved to a nearby comms station and sent a coded signal that seemed to mollify the defensive forces.

 

“So what now?” Moonshadow asked.

 

“Now we’ll take a shuttle to the surface. I’ll introduce you to the people specializing in AIs, and then I’ll rouse some support and do some politicking before traveling to the capital world of CAS to get chewed out by the brass. We’ll see what they have in mind for me. They won’t be able to do much when I show up with the support of the leadership of my race. I’ll keep you updated as it concerns you as well. I think you’ll probably want to stick around to get Nox that body she wants. It will take a while. My friends can show you around Dalzamar in the meantime as well.” Yrala shrugged.

 

“I want to study a weird world like that a bit," Nochehuatl said wistfully. “I think I should stay on the ship to run the necessary scans.”

 

“Xiaoli, you’re supposed to be helping with Nox as well. Amaterasu, I believe it’s your turn to come along. Moonshadow, try to prevent anyone shooting at my ship. I’ll take Ka’eo and a team of Dashane along this time for security.” Selendil decided.

 

------

 

Their shuttle darted between the net of almost a hundred defending CAS warships, and quickly slipped among the continuous traffic of big and small ships buzzing around the orbital constructs and the planet surface. They headed towards the ‘dark’ side of the planet, although thanks to the mirrors that darkness was lessened a great deal. Still, large swathes of that hemisphere were covered in a thick layer of ice and snow. The shuttle didn’t actually go all the way to the ground as they followed Yrala’s instructions to one of the floating cities covered in a dome of energy.

 

The city itself seemed to be something built of thick but clear glass, crystal, and hard-light. The city sparkled under the light from the mirror as they approached. “Those aren’t exactly the most heat-insulating materials ever.” Xiaoli pointed out.

 

“You’d actually be surprised. The dome also keeps most of the heat inside. Besides, the Eriads are quite used to frigid weather. Even the summer side is only moderate when compared to most inhabited worlds. It would feel odd if we were suddenly placed in a tropical temperature. Fly toward the center of the city. Aim for that really tall building near the center. The building has landing pads capable of dealing with the shuttle.” Yrala instructed, pointing towards the building she spoke about.

 

Many of the buildings in the city were tall but this one was the tallest by a rather wide margin. Many hover-vehicles flew in and out of the sides of the building, and the whole thing gave the vibe of some sort of corporate office. “They seem well-off," Xiaoli commented.

 

“I should certainly think so. The company is in charge of the AI development used on most CAS vessels not defending a particular race’s territory, and their AIs are used in most official CAS facilities as well. The other races don’t like their home systems defended by our AIs but that’s their loss. There are other companies in the field, but this one is the most advanced. Only the Eriads get the most cutting-edge stuff though, so we constantly have an advantage in the field. Incidentally, most of the city is owned by the company and most of the people living in the city work for them.” Yrala explained with a small grin.

 

“And you’re connected to them how?” Xiaoli asked eagerly.

 

“They are…family of sorts. The Eriads have a concept of sister-families where the children swap parents periodically with among two bonded families. The idea is that the children won’t even know which set of parents are their real biological parents, though usually the child figures that one out at some point. The children grow up as sort of siblings as well.” Yrala explained with a shrug. It was just something she was used to, but other races always found it odd.

 

“So these people are your parents in a way? How do such bonds form? Is it the rich bonding with the powerful and the poor with the unfortunate, or is there some cross-pollination?” Amaterasu asked, intrigued by the idea. What a great way of tying influential families together!

 

“It’s a bit of a mixed bag. The two families are usually similar in wealth and power, although there are inevitably differences and exceptions. Some families are bonded over generations and some bonds form for political reasons or as a result of a friendship between the parents. The AIs actually help determine the best matches to avoid conflicts, but it’s not perfect. Still, the whole thing has tradition worth several millennia behind it, so we are used to dealing with small squabbles. There are some extremely surprising bonds at times though.” Yrala said just as the ship landed near the top of the building.

 

As they walked off the shuttle they were greeted with a fairly sizeable contingent of security guards in powered armor. A large hulking Eriad man grinned as he recognized the Lightbringer. “Yrala! You should’ve told us you were coming! We would’ve prepared a party instead of this reception!” The large man easily lifted the Lightbringer off the ground and spun her around like a child.

 

“Haahun! Brother, put me down. Don’t embarrass me in front of others.” Yrala gave the man’s shoulder a semi-serious punch that made him grunt, but she was not serious enough to actually force him to let go.

 

“I reserve the right to embarrass you any time I so please baby-sister.” He finally let her down on the floor though. “So who are you bringing with you? And seriously, why didn’t you send a word?”

 

“I’m sure you’ll soon start hearing rumors about them, but these are travelers from another galaxy. They helped me with a spot of trouble that a fricking Eorthian cunt stirred up near the rebel border. Then they actually helped me turn a rebel attack back before their psions got the chance to trap me. I promised them a favor in return.”

 

“Language little one!” The man tried to give her head a knock but his hand was batted away easily. “And you managed to create more questions instead of answering them.”

 

“I can’t help it if you’re a bit slow and uninformed.” Yrala teased. “I said I promised them a favor, and they wanted some assistance in constructing their AI a body. I happen to know the right people. I think you’ll like working with their AI. It’s better than any of ours.”

 

“I seriously doubt it.” The man grunted with some well-earned confidence.

 

"You'll learn," Nox promised in a slightly expectant voice.

 

“What she said.” Yrala pointed with her thumb towards nowhere in particular. “Anyway, the recent events have landed me in a bit of political trouble as well and I’ll need to talk to Mother.” The way she used the word ‘Mother’ made it clear she used it as a title with significance instead of the generic meaning.

 

“That serious?” The man looked at Yrala seriously.

 

“Well, that remains to be seen, but there are some large forces moving behind the scenes. I need Mother to shake some trees and see who falls out.” Yrala explained.

 

“You do realize that once Mother starts shaking trees, that means a whole forest gone?” The man suggested.

 

“Oh yes. That’s what I’m counting on. Incidentally, meet Selendil, a person more powerful than Mother.” Yrala gestured towards the rest of the group and Selendil moved forward a bit. Her almost ethereal appearance drew everyone’s eye, and everyone except the man had been staring at her the entire time. Haahun had been too busy with his little sister to notice.

 

“More powerful than Mother?” His voice squeaked a bit. “An honor to meet you Matriarch. Welcome to our most humble abode.” He gave a deep bow.

 

“Greetings Haahun of the Eriad. I would say I’ve heard a lot about you, but Yrala has not mentioned her family before.” Selendil joked a bit.

 

The man gave a small cough. "Yes, well, she never does. Doesn’t like riding on our glory or something like that. Doesn’t stop her from pulling the connections out when necessary as we just heard, but she tries.”

 

“Oi! I’m a Lightbringer in the CAS fleet!” Yrala sounded indignant.

 

“Yes, in a Podunk system in the ass-end of the galaxy. You have the gifts to become a Torchbearer or even a Starkeeper, but here we are.” The man pointed out with a small smug grin.

 

"Hey, at least I'm not just working in the family business," Yrala said defensively.

 

“What’s wrong with our family business? The business is booming, I’ll have you know, and I’m doing my part.” The man retorted shamelessly.

 

“At least I’m...no matter. We’ve had this discussion before. Anyway, these are Xiaoli, the fixit of their crew, Amaterasu the conniving adviser, and Ka’eo the…security guy? I’m sorry. I haven’t actually spent enough time with you.” Yrala suddenly realized.

 

“Don’t mind it. The description is not wrong.” Ka’eo stated while keeping an eye on the security personnel of the Eriad. Those guards had already mostly calmed down.

 

“So. You’re here for some AI work while my sister is raising hell? Sounds like fun. I’ll take you to the labs and you can tell me what you have in mind. Ah, sister dearest, Mother is at her villa on the summer side. I’ll get you a transport.” The man said, quickly adapting to the situation.

 

“Thanks. I better ask if Mum will want to come along. She can keep Mother from blowing her horns off once I explain what’s going on.” Yrala mumbled.

 

“Ah, Mum is in her office. You know where to find it. The rest of you come along.” The man turned around and seemed to remember the security personnel for the first time. “Oh, you guys can go back to work. Yrala wouldn’t have brought these people if they wished us harm.”

 

As the security people scattered, the man couldn’t help a small whisper. “Though I still think she should’ve given us a warning.”

 

“I think our departure was a bit too sudden for that. She might have even received orders to the contrary.” Amaterasu explained.

 

“Fair enough.” The man sighed. “So you saved her from some trouble, eh?”

 

"Well, the system she was defending was attacked by a fairly sizeable number of those black ships that apparently belong to what you call rebels. Their timing was a bit too convenient though, and they had a trap for the Lightbringer. Additionally, the reinforcements really took their time in arriving. The whole thing seemed like a setup. So she asked for our help and I shooed the black ships away.” Selendil explained lightly.

 

“That…sounds like trouble. It also sounds just like something my baby-sister would get mixed in. She mentioned something about an Eorthian that annoyed her, although she used less polite wording. I guess there’s a story there. Or not. She can get annoyed by the furry buggers surprisingly easily.” He looked towards them. “Which reminds me, she mentioned something about being from another galaxy?”

 

"That is accurate yes," Amaterasu confirmed.

 

“Or well, you could say that she’s been here before your race.” Xiaoli thumbed towards Selendil.

 

“Ooookay then. That definitely sounds like a story. One that I won’t bother asking for just yet. I’m pretty sure Mother will want to hear the story as well once sister is finished with her. I won’t make you tell the story twice.” The man smiled.

 

“Very considerate of you.” Amaterasu returned the smile. “And it seems this Mother is someone you respect very much.

 

“Well, truth be told I know the whole thing is above my place. We have Mother to handle that sort of stuff, so I can focus on what I do best. She’s a Grandmaster Superior-ranked psion so I’ll leave the political and military stuff to her.” The man’s smile widened.

 

“Why does everyone insist on giving their psions such ridiculous ranks?” Selendil asked rhetorically and looked towards Amaterasu. “You call them Deities and you just heard the title monstrosity that her Mother has.”

 

To everyone's surprise, Haahun burst into laughter. "Mother is going to like you! She hates the whole ranking thing as well. She calls the name pompous, and I tend to agree. However, it's not my place to judge. My place is to work with AIs. Now, what did you have in mind?"

 

At the same time, they walked into a large laboratory that doubled as a workshop. Xiaoli was ooh-ing and aah-ing at the machinery already. It was less stupendously advanced than the Dhar technology, so the Cybran woman could understand and appreciate them more. Haahun’s powered armor seemed to fall off him and vanish inside the floor, revealing a lab coat of sorts underneath.

 

“Nox?” Selendil prompted.

 

“I want one body that is more combat-focused and that is obviously robot-like. I also want one that looks like a humanoid that I can use to actually do all the enjoyable things in life and blend in with others.” Nox explained curtly.

 

"The first one is easy, and I assume you'll be providing the weaponry? Yes, I suspected as much from galaxy travelers. The second one is a bit more challenging. We can easily handle the body, but the point where you join with the body, the brain so to speak, is going to take some work.” Haahun rubbed his broad chin in thought.

 

"I can provide that," Selendil interjected and a glowing core the size of a fist appeared in her hand. The core was surrounded by soft gel-like material that seemed somewhat similar to brain tissue. "And she's an expert in joining together biological parts and cybernetic enhancements that look aesthetically just like the real thing." She pointed at Xiaoli.

 

Xiaoli's arm opened into a dozen different tools just to show an example. "Well then. I think we can do this." Haahun nodded.

            


Chapter 74 - Yeah, no.


                -----

 

”...so we aren’t aiming for pure functionality with the obviously mechanical body either?” Haahun, the Eriad scientist and engineer asked.

 

“No. I can already control the ship if I just want to take part in combat or enact repairs. The two main points of this body are functionality and that people won’t be confusing it with a biological lifeform. It should still be roughly humanoid sized and shaped so that it can come along on missions if necessary, but its appearance is less important. I’d still want some of the senses biological lifeforms have, but that’s less important. A proper sensor suite will be fine and I doubt the ability to feel pain will be all that beneficial considering the combat nature.” Nox described her ideas.

 

“Sense of pain and sense of touch are somewhat linked though, so your sense of touch will be dulled.” Haahum pointed out.

 

“Do you want the standard two legs and two arms?” Xiaoli asked.

 

Nox considered that for a moment. “I think four arms might be more useful. I’m tempted to go for four legs for stability, but that will take it pretty far from the original shape requirements.” She finally decided.

 

“So four arms and two legs, the arms equipped with mounts for weapons and sockets for tools.” Haahum listed in confirmation. “Something about my size ok?”

 

Yrala was already easily over two meters tall so Haahum as the big brother was unsurprisingly even larger. He was around 2,5 meters, bulky, and broad-shouldered. He was actually broad in most ways. His head and face were broad, his neck was broad, his shoulders and hips were wide and it seemed he had muscles on his muscles. His hands were also large with thick and long fingers, although he handled the equipment in the lab with surprising grace and delicacy.

 

“As long as we don’t go larger. You’re pretty big already, no offense.” Nox stated.

 

“None taken. That’s actually a rather large compliment for males of our species. You don’t want to say that to the females though. I get the feeling that they’re a bit sensitive about their size. They always seem to be looking at the smaller and more delicate members of other species with equal measure of scorn and jealousy. You didn’t hear that from me by the way.” Haahun hastened to add.

 

“So Yrala is a standard representation of your race? We haven’t seen that many Eriads before aside from those guards of yours.” Xiaoli asked.

 

“She’s fairly average when it comes to size I think. Bit on the tall side perhaps. We keep telling the women that we prefer shapelier Eriads over the dinky twigs from other races, but they don’t listen.” Haahun sounded a little frustrated at that.

 

"As one of those ‘dinky twigs,' I'm not sure how I should take that." Xiaoli joked, earning a laugh from Amaterasu. The Illum woman was studying the tools within the lab, though she was doing so surreptitiously, so as to not draw too much attention to herself. She would be bringing several of these ideas back home. Similar to Xiaoli, she knew that her people could not copy the Dhar methods because they were missing too many intermediary steps, but these technologies and tools were much more feasible if she managed to understand how they worked.

 

Haahum just barked a laugh as well. He was clearly not sorry about his implication. “Tastes are varied among different species. Even some foolish Eriad men prefer your type. Well, that just leaves more for us smart ones.” He explained with a shrug.

 

He then pulled up a hologram of a basic robotic frame. It was basically a mechanical version of an Eriad, made of a mix of mechanical muscle and tissue, and covered by a white plasteel frame that gave it a fairly sleek if mechanical appearance. After a moment of thought, he added black material that looked like a mix between muscle tissue and metallic mesh fabric to the joints to increase mobility beyond a standard humanoid. It also happened to make the appearance more stylish. The head had a long strip of luminous blue crystal in the place of the eyes to serve as the basis of an optical sensor, and the features like nose, mouth, and ears were really discreet if functional.

 

“Something like this? We can make adjustments if necessary, and I’m sure you’ll make a lot of changes and customization once you get back to your ship and own technology. But I’m suggesting this as a basic frame.” Haahun looked at the others.

 

“I’ll start working on the tool and weapon mounts.” Xiaoli simply said. She was the most well-versed person with Dhar technology aside from Nox and Selendil, and with her own experience with artificial limbs, she could make very detailed designs.

 

“Make it pink!” Nox suddenly demanded.

 

“Nox!” Selendil said a slightly warning tone.

 

“Make it pink!” Nox still demanded. “This is my little rebellion just to make a point.”

 

Selendil realized that this was Nox’s way to assert her individuality. The AI knew the color was slightly annoying to her. That was exactly the reason why Nox wanted to use it in the first place. She wanted to display that she wasn’t just an extension of Selendil, even though she was that as well. “Fine. Have it your way.” Selendil finally agreed.

 

“Now we come to a very important question. When we start working on the body that looks humanoid and can feel what we feel, we have to work with a particular form in mind. Now, I understand that you’d more than likely want to use the form of a…Dhar was it? Unfortunately, we can’t recreate a body of an energy being, so that option is out. This would be the time to express your preferences. What do you have in mind?” Haahum asked.

 

“I’m not sure. Before we came here, I was considering the form of a Human, or I believe in this case it would be Cybran, but with the Eriads looking so similar to Dhar, I’m no longer sure.” Nox admitted.

 

“That’s alright. I should point out that we are more confident in creating a form similar to our own species due to sheer experience with it, but the difference isn’t major as long as we have some sort of model to work off of. We will finish the other body first, so you have some time to think about it.” Haahum reassured Nox.

 

------

 

"Well? How is it?" Xiaoli asked eagerly. They had spent almost four days on perfecting Nox’s first body so she was eager to find out if they had succeeded.

 

“Give it some time.” Amaterasu shushed her down as they watched Nox test the body out. The AI would’ve called it running diagnostics on the body, while the others just thought of it as getting used to something new.

 

At first Nox's movements had been fairly clumsy, but they were already becoming much smoother. "This is more difficult than you might first think. So far everything seems to be working though." It was odd for the others to hear Nox's voice coming from a single location as well instead of an omnipresent disembodied voice.

 

“Maybe next time you’ll be more understanding if I drop something or can’t perfectly perform one of the more complex operations while repairing something.” Xiaoli took the opportunity to jab at the AI.

 

“You’ve had decades of practice with your body. I only just got mine. I’m quite confident in becoming more proficient at using my body than you are with yours, given enough time.” Nox pointed out half-jokingly. She wasn’t entirely wrong either.

 

“She’s got you there.” Amaterasu also agreed.

 

“Oh right. Like you never make mistakes.” Xiaoli countered.

 

"Oh, I do. I just don't make excuses about it." Amaterasu retorted with a smug smile.

 

“How about the sensations? Do they work properly?” Selendil asked, ignoring the joking. This more mechanical body was not focused on senses so they would not match a normal humanoid,  but that didn't mean they shouldn't work at all.

 

“The sense of smell functions, though I suspect it’ll need some further calibration. The sense of touch is a little dulled as we suspected from removing the pain receptors, but it seems to be functioning for now. I'm still getting used to sensing things like gravity and how it affects my movements, but at least I am sensing it, so the vestibular system works. Hearing works fine, although I wouldn’t need this body to have hearing since I can hear everything even without a body. Sight works perfectly. As we suspected, that one is the easiest. The sensor suite also allows me to see things that most humanoids cannot. Taste I have not yet tested. I’m going to have to get used to my new proprioception with this body. It’s a little hard to orient myself in relation to everything else while also maintaining my pre-existing awareness of everything in the surroundings.” Nox dutifully reported.

 

“Proprioception? I’m not sure that one translated well, or at least I haven’t heard of the term. It might be just outside my expertise...” Lilly asked through the monitor. Most crew members wanted to watch Nox’s first steps, so it was broadcasted on the ship.

 

“Proprioception is the sense of the relative position of neighboring parts of the body and strength or effort being employed in movement.  This sense is very important as it lets us know exactly where our body parts are, how we are positioned in space and to plan our movements.  Examples of our proprioception in practice include being able to clap our hands together with our eyes closed, applying the correct amount of strength and pressure while doing tasks that require fine motor skills, or even when we attempt to navigate through narrow spaces.” Haahun explained.

 

“It’s actually pretty important with cybernetic enhancements as well. Unless properly calibrated, you’ll easily break everything you touch with your newfound strength.” Xiaoli added.

 

“It’s important in psionics as well, at least when using abilities like telekinesis. It works a little different, but the ability to sense how much power to use exactly is rather important.” Amaterasu also supplied.

 

“Anyway, the strength and pressure part is relatively easy since I’ve operated many pieces of equipment on the ship. It’s the relative position thing that is giving me trouble. I’m used to sensing everything around me without actually being localized in one spot. Having a relative position like this is fairly new to me. Now I suddenly have a body that I need to be aware of, and the senses of the body work very differently from my previous sensory abilities. In short, I constantly have to stop myself from knocking into things.” Nox explained in more detail.

 

In the middle of running their tests, Haahun’s communicator gave a beep. “Baby-sister!” He greeted in a jovial voice as Yrala’s image floated above his wrist.

 

“Brother. Is Selendil there with you?” Yrala asked.

 

“Yes, they are all here. We were just putting the finishing touches on Nox’s first body. She’ll need to try it out first before we’ll know what to change and adjust.” Haahun explained eagerly. This was his passion after all.

 

“Good. Tell Selendil that I’ll be there in an hour or so. Also, tell her that Mother is with me." Yrala said, stopping her brother from going into a full spiel about his latest project. She knew they'd be arriving before he was finished if she didn't stop him.

 

“Mother is coming? Oh dear.” Haahun said apprehensively. “This might be an interesting meeting.” He had learned enough about Selendil in these few days to know that much.

 

“Yeah, that’s putting it mildly. Anyway, I told Mother pretty much everything. She trusts my judgment in principle, but as one of the foremost protectors or Eriads, she’ll need to make sure personally.” Yrala grimaced. “It might be better to have this meeting in a room that we can afford to lose, just in case.”

 

------

 

Yrala watched with trepidation as her Mother marched towards the meeting room with firm steps that seemed to herald an incoming fight. Her Mother was a relatively aged Eriad woman, but that didn’t show. In fact, she looked almost identical to Yrala, so there was no question about them being related. Eriads already aged slowly, and as powerful psions, they both aged even slower. In fact, Yrala wasn't even sure how old the other woman was. She had heard stories from centuries ago, but she was a little scared to ask.

 

Yrala was dressed in a no-nonsense military attire that she always used, and her stern Mother wasn’t all that different. The attire worn by Mother was a little more ornate due to her high rank, but not much more so. Her Mother had always been like that. Most high-ranking officials adorned themselves in various fineries, but she considered the markings of her station, the stylized stars on her shoulder and a similar necklace, the only ornaments she needed. And she wasn’t wrong.

 

As the duo stepped through the door, she noticed that the others had wisely chosen to seek shelter behind Selendil. And that included Haahun. Her brother had always been smart and had likely suggested the others do the same. As Selendil had been conversing with the others, her back was towards the door, but she turned around as they entered, still floating off the ground. Yrala realized that she didn’t need to make introductions. Her Mother had already recognized which of these people was Selendil, and the others did not matter at this moment. They would later, but not yet.

 

Her Mother walked closer to Selendil, and Yrala could feel a physical pressure as the two powerful women’s auras came into contact. The two were not really exerting pressure on purpose, they simply both had enough power that it affected their surroundings in many ways, and now those powers came into contact as they were not pulling back either. The auras ground together, and it seemed almost like the air around them would ignite. Once the two got close enough, Yrala saw actual bursts of blue flames that slightly damaged the room.

 

The two stared at each other for a few moments before her Mother spoke. “Well then. It seems my daughter was not exaggerating. My name is Pharaa, and I’m the protector of this system, such as it is. I’m also a Grandmaster Superior among the CAS. We’ll see if it’s a pleasure to meet you, but I remain hopeful.”

 

Yrala was surprised that her Mother had spoken first. Pharaa was used to being respected and usually demanded that respect from others. It was the first time Yrala saw her take the initiative like this. Though in fairness, there was a good reason for it this time. "I am Selendil, a Keeper of the Dhar. Who came up with that title?  Grandmaster Superior. That sounds ridiculously pompous.”

 

Yrala couldn’t stop herself from cracking a smile and it seemed her Mother almost did the same which shocked Yrala. “You’ll have to take that up with the CAS. Such appellations are their responsibility.” Pharaa replied mildly. “What about Keeper though? That sounds a bit odd as well. It doesn’t give an accurate image to those hearing it for the first time.”

 

"Keeper is very functional as a title though," Selendil explained. "It describes what my kind does, although you are correct in the sense that someone hearing the title for the first time will not be able to understand. It's not meant for them though. It's meant for those that do understand."

 

“I see. Well, let’s get the first things out of the way. Are you here as a precursor to a later invasion? Are you a scout in other words?” Yrala’s mother asked straight.

 

“We are not. We are here for very specific information. Once we get that information, we’ll likely move on. Though that doesn’t mean we can’t return later.” Selendil replied directly. Yrala realized that there was a purpose for the two powerful women crashing their auras together. Not only was it a test of sorts, but it also allowed them to sense the sincerity of the other party as it was very hard to hide one's emotions when even a small shift in emotions would change the nature of your aura.

 

“Could you? Invade us I mean.” Pharaa pressed on.

 

“My people are no more. I am the last of my kind. The others on my ship do not possess the ability to move between galaxies.” Selendil replied with a stark voice that made it clear this subject was not one she would like to go into detail with.

 

“That did not answer the question.” Pharaa pointed out.

 

“That’s because the question was silly. You already know the answer.” Selendil expressed a bit of amusement with her tails.

 

"Yes, I do. You could. You personally, I mean. Good enough.” Yrala felt her mother withdraw her aura, which was followed by Selendil doing the same. “So now to the interesting bits. Why do you look so similar to us?”

 

“Nox?” Selendil forwarded the question. “Have you gathered enough samples for a hypothesis?”

 

“I have.” The clearly android pink and black being that looked a bit like an Eriad stepped forward. "I've run genetic tests on the Eriads we’ve had contact with as well as those in the vicinity. Mrs. Pharaa here provided a very important sample as well.”

 

"I didn't even notice," Pharaa said with a raised eye-brow.

 

“I didn’t need a large sample.” Nox replied as if that alone explained everything. “Initial scans show similarities with the Dhar. Similarities that are too close to be a mere coincidence, considering one is an energy being and one is a standard corporeal humanoid.”

 

“No way! Your people really schtooped their ancestors?” Xiaoli shouted from behind Nox.

 

            


Chapter 75 - I've come to bargain!


                -----

 

“No way! Your people really schtooped their ancestors?” Xiaoli shouted from behind Nox.

 

“As amusing as that conclusion would be, I believe it is much more likely a deliberate but ultimately unsuccessful attempt by a third party to recreate something similar to the Dhar. I would suggest these Ancients as you call them as the most likely culprit, though that is pure speculation.” Nox stated.

 

“Unsuccessful?” Pharaa asked, not sure if she should be offended.

 

“Unsuccessful in the sense that they did not achieve the intended goal. Assuming it really was their goal to recreate a Dhar. It may be that they were just trying to see what happened if you added Dhar genetics to a carbon-based life-form, in which case the attempt was quite successful as you are a perfectly viable species and a rather well-functioning one at that.” Nox corrected her earlier statement.

 

“So you’re suggesting that the Eriads were created as an experiment? How sure are you?” Pharaa questioned further. News like this was not something you got every day and it was hard to react to. She had already learned that many of the inhabitable systems in the galaxy were created by these Dhar. Finding out that her own species might have been created in their image so soon after was shaking her assumptions about how the universe worked.

 

“That or deliberately guided and modified. Similarities like these are too much to be just random chance. I’m 99% certain in that, though I have less confidence when it comes to estimating the reasons for such an endeavor. I wouldn’t want to venture guesses concerning that.” Nox replied confidently, which was undermined a bit as her legs wobbled a bit while she took an unsteady step. She was getting better at walking, but she wasn’t perfect yet.

 

“You’ll understand if we won’t just take something like this on faith?” Pharaa stated firmly, hiding her shock quite well. Only Yrala could sense her disquiet.

 

“I understand. I was simply answering a question to the best of my ability. I do not expect you to trust the answer without any of your own research into it, should you even want to confirm it. Things like this might be better left as a mystery after all.” Nox replied. She had records of what happens when a race finds out they are the result of some genetic experiment. At best the result would be ambivalence. At worst it could lead to a real crisis of identity spanning the entire race, though that one was quite rare. Not that news like this was common in the first place.

 

“You seem rather blasé about this.” Xiaoli pointed out, looking at Selendil. “Last time a race tried to take the identity of the Dhar, you didn’t take it so calmly.”

 

Selendil gave a dismissive wave. “You saying that just shows you don’t fully understand why I was angry in the first case. The Cortoids knew about us and knew we were gone, although I’m not sure they knew why. They knowingly took our name and tried to usurp our identity. Let’s put it this way. How would you react if someone stole your identity, moved into your house, mocked your dead relatives, stole your resources, and ruined your reputation in the eyes of others? What if it was someone you had helped in the past? Instead of being thankful, they spit in your face instead. And the Cortoids knew we would not approve of such actions.”

 

“That explains why you were angry at them, but doesn’t quite explain why you aren’t even slightly upset by this.” Xiaoli countered. While she didn’t fully approve of or condone Selendil’s extreme reaction before, she understood it and didn’t feel strongly enough about it to try and stop it. In fact, she thought it kind of awesome, and thus worth doing just for that reason alone.

 

“Three main reasons. Firstly, emulation is the purest form of flattery. Whoever did this to the Eriad didn’t try to claim that they actually were Dhar. They just tried to create something similar. Assuming that’s even what they were going for, which we don’t know. Secondly, this isn’t the first time something like this has happened. Others have tried copying Dhar traits in the past. We don’t exactly encourage it, but we don’t disapprove either. It never really works, as it’s quite impossible to make a genetic copy of an energy being that is not an energy being. You can try to copy traits, but that’s just normal genetic engineering, except you’re using a model to aim for. Thirdly, even if I were to get angry about this, I wouldn’t get angry at the Eriad. I would show my displeasure at whoever performed the experiment, though I’m not really inclined to do even that in this case.” Selendil explained.

 

"Well I'm sort of pissed," Pharaa stated with a vexed tone. “Someone did this to us without our knowledge and approval. I think an explanation at the very least would be fair. Not that I can do much about it I suppose. Is there any way to tell when all this happened and what we would be like without…whatever this is?”

 

Nox shook her head. “The only way would be to find some common ancestry with another species on your world, but even then it would be guesswork at best. You could assign your AIs to perform a calculation based on the template I’ve made, but the result would be wildly inaccurate at best. I won’t even bother running that calculation myself due to how useless the answer would be. We don’t know the exact extent of the changes that were done, nor do we know what would’ve been there had nothing been changed. For example, were you chosen because you already had some genetics similar to the Dhar? Or were you a completely random choice?”

 

Pharaa tapped her horn in frustration. “I’ll need to consider all this. In the meantime, we had other matters to discuss as well. Namely, concerning your future plans. Your ship is enough to upset the balance of power in our galaxy, so I kind of have to ask. You said you aren’t here for an invasion, and I believe you, so what are you planning on doing in our galaxy? Yrala told me you need some information concerning extra-galactic visitors, but what does that entail?”

 

“Before that, what’s Yrala’s situation?” Amaterasu asked a little worried.

 

“No need to concern yourself over that. She will be traveling to the capital world in two days in one of our warships. It’s only two jumps away so she’ll arrive in less than an hour. We’ll be sending a large enough fleet with her to make our point clear. I’m also applying pressure to the CAS military to make sure they understand that we don’t appreciate their politicking in this case. They will give in, simply because they can’t avoid it.” Pharaa waved the concern away, though she appreciated it.

 

“Well, to answer your question, if we can’t find the information we need any other way, we would need to visit a few systems in this galaxy that these visitors would’ve likely also visited to see if we can find any signs of their visit. What’s in these systems?” Selendil asked and a projection of the galaxy appeared above them with several systems highlighted.

 

Pharaa studied the map carefully. “That one, and that one,” she pointed at two systems. “should be easy enough. They are inhabited, but the races there are our allies and the systems are not important due to how hostile they are.” She pointed at a third system. “That one might be a bit of a problem. It’s controlled by one of the Prime races. Even our trade ships don’t get access to that system or any of its neighbors for some reason. The race in question isn't generally hostile, but they don't like others poking around in their territory. Even so, they might give you access if you can convince them. The fourth one, however…"

 

All three of the Eriads stared at the fourth glowing spot with various looks. “Well, the fourth one might be a problem. That system doesn’t exist anymore. I’d have to refresh myself on the details, but if I recall correctly, either the star died out or it was destroyed a long time ago, so the system no longer exists. This was back when the Ancients were still around. They designated the area as dangerous afterwards and forbid entry, but we of course ignored those warnings once they vanished. None of the ships we sent there returned though, so we stopped sending more ships.” Pharaa explained.

 

“Why do I get the feeling that’s exactly where we need to go?” Xiaoli asked rhetorically.

 

"Well, it piqued my interest at least," Amaterasu replied with a grin. "We should probably cross the other ones off our list first to be on the safe side, but it does seem the most suspicious."

 

“So is that everything? A pure information gathering trip?” Pharaa confirmed.

 

“Well, that doesn’t mean we can’t benefit in other ways from this visit. Just like the body for Nox, you have certain specialties. I’m not going to hide the fact that we wouldn’t mind getting access to the method of travel your military ships use. When combined with our ability to travel between galaxies, it would cut down on our travel time. It’s just a convenience thing for us though, so we don’t need to do something extreme to gain the technology.” Selendil admitted nonchalantly.

 

Pharaa considered the situation carefully before speaking. “Would you be interested in doing more? Say in exchange for that technology and our assistance with those systems you want to visit. I am well aware of the fact that with your strength you could gain the technology by force if you really wanted to. How about a trade instead?”

 

“That depends. What did you have in mind?” Selendil asked.

 

"Well, as I mentioned before, your power is enough to upset the balance of things in this galaxy. The political situation of our galaxy is a little precarious and sliding in a direction we don’t really like. I’d like you to help upset that balance to our benefit.” Pharaa suggested.

 

“That sounds like a risky proposition. You’ll need to be a bit more specific. I’m not prepared to fight your wars for you. The technology is not worth that much to us since it would be just a convenience. And like you mentioned, we could take it by force if we really had to.” Selendil said carefully, without shutting the idea down entirely.

 

“I didn’t plan on having you fight our wars, though taking part in a particular battle or two might be necessary. What I mainly have in mind is having you help us with the internal struggles of the CAS. If we can say that the Eriad have the support of a being as powerful as you and a ship as advanced as yours, then just that alone will give our words a lot more weight if we use that advantage in the right way. That little extra might be enough to allow us to push things in a direction more favorable to us.” Pharaa explained her thoughts. “The problem is, we can’t just claim to have your support. We might be called upon to prove it at some point.”

 

“We might be able to offer another card that will make your hand even stronger.” Amaterasu suddenly interjected.

 

“Do tell.” Pharaa prompted, willing to take all advantages on offer. The Eriad were not in a desperate situation or anything close to it, but the direction things were developing was not good.

 

“Well, you may have noticed that the rest of us aside from Selendil are not Dhar. We also have a home galaxy, one that we return to fairly regularly. What’s to say that the next time we return, a few Eriads can’t join us? Since Selendil is the one that has to facilitate all the travel, it can’t be anything like regular trade, but the Eriad having access to a method to travel to another galaxy should be enticing.” Amaterasu explained her idea.

 

“That…certainly would make our position even stronger.” Pharaa frowned a bit. “You said that Selendil is the only one that can facilitate the travel. What would it take for someone else to do the same? Is it a power thing?”

 

“For ships? Warp engines that you won’t be able to gain access to without something that really piques my interest. Even then I would not allow it easily. Secondly, it would require the same as personnel warping between galaxies. A destination and someone to facilitate the warp. For someone to be able to do that would require them to be part of the universal consciousness, for them to join the unity with me, and for me to grant them access to the warp network. It’s not something you can learn in a short time.” Selendil didn’t mind revealing this much since it was impossible for anyone to fulfill the conditions without her allowing them to. The warp network only recognized Dhar, and she would be able to revoke any access if someone actually managed to convince her to grant it in the first place.

 

“That reminds me. With this galaxy having so many powerful psions, why don’t they have access to the universal consciousness?” Amaterasu asked. “I mean, both Moonshadow and I could do it, why haven’t they?”

 

“Because it’s not a matter of power. Even the weakest Dhar could do it. I honestly do not know what the conditions for being allowed access currently are. Back when the Dhar were around, only we could do it. This despite the fact that there were more powerful and skilled psions among the servant races when compared to the worst Dhar who all had access. Now you two also have access, though with a bit of help from me. It could be that my presence incited the potential that existed inside you all along. It could be that with a bit of help from me, some of the Eriad could do the same. I simply do not know. I could sense the potential inside you two, but honestly speaking you sucked at hiding your abilities and the Eriad do a much better job at it. Even Pharaa here could have the potential but just be hiding it.” Selendil explained with a shrug.

 

“I’m sorry to interrupt, but universal consciousness? What's that?" Yrala finally entered the conversation, and Selendil gave her a short explanation.

 

“I think the Ancients at least knew about the ability. There are some fragmented and old records about them mentioning the ability, though I can’t recall any details. Our researchers have tried learning more but with little luck.” Pharaa said, trying to recall the detail of something she had read decades ago.

 

"I always thought about it as that something that I could barely sense at the edge of my consciousness that I could never quite reach," Amaterasu explained the feeling as someone who had actually managed it.

 

“Is THAT what it is?” Yrala asked in shock. “That damn thing has been driving me bonkers for years. It’s like an itch you can’t scratch. Light knows I’ve tried.”

 

"I think I have a vague idea of what you're talking about, but I don't think I'm as close to whatever it is as you are." Pharaa speculated.

 

“Huh. Finally something Yrala is better than Mother at.” Haahun muttered to himself, except his words were heard by everyone, and most turned to look at him. Some with amusement, while others with admonishment.

 

“Anyway, even if you did manage to enter the universal consciousness right now, it would still take a while of getting used to the ability to really join the unity. And I’m not sure I’m comfortable handing out passes to the warp network. The potential for misuse is too high.” Selendil waved the idea away.

 

“Well returning to the previous topic. How about my proposition? Depending on the circumstances, you might not have to do all that much. At least not once you make a show of force. I’m not going to sugarcoat it though. We might have to ask you to do more later on.” Pharaa suggested.

 

"I'd say go for it," Xiaoli exclaimed, giving her opinion. “This galaxy seems interesting. I wouldn’t be opposed to spending a bit more time here.”

 

"Three conditions," Selendil said after a moment of consideration. “First of all, we’ll get our rewards upfront. You have the potential to string us along, and that is not good for either party. On the other hand, it will be easier for us to help you if we can use your jumping technology. And you don’t actually lose anything if we don’t hold our end of the bargain. It doesn’t actually matter to you if we have the technology as long as we don’t share it with your enemies, which I can swear to not do.”

 

“That one we can deal with. I was intending to do it that way as a show of good faith anyway, though I have a condition of my own. I want one person from our side on your ship just to keep an eye on things. You’ve already had Yrala on your ship without trouble, so she should do fine. I will admit straight out that I want to keep an eye on you.”

 

“Agreed.” Selendil nodded. “My second condition. If this thing stretches over a longer period of time, we can’t stick around all the time. We have our own goals and can’t be stuck in this galaxy constantly.” Selendil gave the second condition.

 

“Reasonable. I’d like to suggest that you keep us informed so we can plan things around your presence though. We don’t require your constant presence, but we need to know when you are available so that we can plan things around those times.” Pharaa countered.

 

“Also reasonable. The third condition. As you said, we might end up being forced to do more than we assume at the moment. If that seems to become a problem, I reserve the right to renegotiate things. As I said, I will not be fighting your wars for you. We will also not stick around for years on end either.” Selendil stated firmly.

 

“That’s fine in principle, though we need to come up with some actual limits for that condition, just to avoid things becoming complicated later on if one party starts making arbitrary demands. If our ideas of what constitutes ‘too much’ or ‘too long’ are too far apart, we might run into problems, so let’s prevent such problems before they become an issue.” Pharaa enjoyed negotiating with forthright and logical people. Deals could be reached so much easier and faster without all the political bullshit and posturing. Both sides got what they want, which was the best way to do such deals.

            


Chapter 76 - Wordplay


                -------

 

”Are you sure you don’t just want one of our hyperjump cores?” Yrala asked, surprised by the fact. Unlike Pharaa, she had already figured out that Selendil would be making her own versions of the core, but she still thought they'd want one of their cores to use in the meantime and to test things out.

 

“No need. The schematics and the technical information are enough.” Xiaoli explained with a smile in Selendil’s stead. “Selendil and Nox are already going through the schematics and making improvements based on Dhar technology and techniques. There’s really no point in building an interface to join one of your cores with our ship if we’re going to have to change it anyway.”

 

“Improvements?” Pharaa was even more surprised, though on a second thought maybe she shouldn’t be. The other party had come from another galaxy. Of course they would want to make changes to the technology.

 

“Yes. They’re looking into substituting some of the materials used in the cores with those only the Dhar have access to. You also mentioned that the cores have a rather notable psionic component. Well, I’m fairly sure you won’t find a better expert in the field than Selendil. Not to mention the fact that she has access to many more psionically active materials than other, younger races. Besides, Dhar have their own ways of doing even the most simple things like transferring power to the core.” Xiaoli went into a little more detail.

 

“Do you think she might allow us a look after she’s done?” Pharaa requested. Maybe some of the improvements could be copied.

 

“Maybe in trade for something? That said, I'm not sure you should be in a hurry to jump on that chance. Dhar technology and techniques are not easy to understand and even harder to replicate." Xiaoli gave some friendly advice.

 

Nox had created a 3d holographic projection of the core based on the schematics and they were making small changes to the hologram and running simulated tests on the results. "It's interesting how the core isn't actually an engine unlike what we assumed. The core doesn't move the ship. It moves the space around the ship. Or several ships as it turns out. That’s how they’re able to have one large ship jump many smaller vessels like fighters.” Nox commented in her new body. She was slowly starting to adopt small mannerisms from the others and she was currently rubbing her artificial chin with a hand. None of the others knew if it was on purpose or something she did on accident. Xiaoli would likely tease her about it later in an attempt to find out.

 

“It also has quite a bit of similarity with the teleportation I personally use. It's a clumsier version but in many ways more powerful thanks to the way their technology and psionics work together. We never had to create a system like this as we had warping, but maybe we should have. Anyway, I think that’s one area where we can make easy improvements. I can easily streamline and improve the psionic component, and if we exchange the materials they use to conduct psionic power then we’ll have made large gains already.” Selendil mumbled. She had already brought up the skills and knowledge of some of the best scientists, phase-smiths, and engineers she was storing. As she was one of the foremost experts on psionics, there was no need to consult others in that field. She’d do it anyway later on just to be thorough, but there was no need for it at this moment.

 

"If we replace the power transfer system we'll gain a lot when it comes to efficiency. With your improvements, we'll also improve the activation time and range." Nox stated. "Should we use the same material that we use on the hull?"

 

“Yes. It cuts down on the efficiency a bit when compared to more conductive materials, but it eliminates the danger of someone being able to interfere with the jump.” Selendil decided. On that note, she should probably come up with a way to stop the CAS ships from jumping by interfering with the psionic component.

 

The two worked for a while on simulating the effects of their improvements, and they were relatively satisfied with the results. “There is one thing.” Nox said thoughtfully. “The core would have trouble dealing with direct input of energy from our main power generator at its current size. If we scale the core up as much as is practical, we can make vast improvements to the effective range. However, the core would need time to cool down after each jump. Unlike the CAS, we would be able to make only a single jump before allowing the core to rest and we’d have to rest it for longer. On the other hand, if we channel the power through our auxiliary cores, we could make more frequent jumps, but the range would be significantly lower.”

 

To Nox’s surprise, Selendil laughed rather loudly at the options she had presented. “I’m surprised you’re making such an elementary mistake Nox. Of course we’ll go with the first option. Xiaoli, could you tell Nox why.” Selendil looked at the Cybran woman who had joined them after shooing away Yrala and Pharaa.

 

“Because the problem of allowing the core to cool down becomes an issue only if we use a single core," Xiaoli explained with a grin. "These aren't a system like the phase drive. There's nothing stopping us from having several cores on a single ship. We have enough space as it is, but we can always create more if necessary. The reason why CAS ships use a single core isn't because the ships can't carry more. It's because their power generation is inadequate to handle rapid jumps and the strain on their power systems being pushed so far.”

 

“A problem we obviously don’t share.” Nox shook her head in disgust at her own mistake. She had missed an obvious solution because she had not been thinking outside the box. “That said, it’s going to take a while to manufacture multiple cores.”

 

“Doesn’t much matter. We don’t actually need multiple cores straight away. Besides, we can make upgrades to the future cores after seeing the first core in action and taking note of the areas of potential improvement. It might actually be better to delay the second core until we thoroughly test the first.” Selendil pointed out.

 

“So how far would this be able to take us in a single jump?” Xiaoli asked with curiosity while pointing at the schematic.

 

“Hard to say.” Nox shook her head. “I can run simulations as much as I want, but to get a real answer we’ll have to test it in practice.”

 

“Estimates?” Xiaoli pressed.

 

“Anything from two-thirds of a galaxy in a single jump to hundreds of times that." Nox replied.

 

“So could this be used to travel between galaxies?” Xiaoli asked with a raised eyebrow.

 

“Well it would be slower than warping of course, but if you’re prepared to make enough jumps, yes you could travel between galaxies. It would be much more efficient than using a phase drive, that's for sure, but how long it would take exactly is still unknown. We’re still talking several hundred jumps at least, if not thousands if we’re talking the average distance between galaxies..” Nox said confidently.

 

"Assuming it works as we predict," Selendil added.

 

“There’s always that. It might be that our improvements broke something important. On the other hand, we might have hit some unexpected synergies as well. We’re working off of some pretty generous assumptions here.” Nox agreed. They had a pretty good understanding of how the system worked, but their understanding was far from perfect. They couldn’t be sure that their ‘improvements’ didn’t go too far without testing them. There might be all sorts of potential issues that even the Eriads were not aware of.

 

-------

 

Moonshadow scratched at a specially made post in her room in frustration and contemplation. For a while now she had been consumed by a problem. She had wracked her brain to try and come up with a way to let Selendil know about the changes in the Great Song. More and more she felt like this piece of information was critical, and that it could have enormous consequences. Yet the universe didn’t allow her to just tell Selendil. She had tried dozens of times and dozens of different ways, but every time she got to the point where she was about to broach the subject she was unable to get the words out. The best she could do was to give oblique hints in the direction, but so far those had not worked.

 

It was disconcerting to say the least, for many reasons. She had always prided herself on her individuality and believed strongly in free will. Yet here was a power she could not fight controlling her actions and preventing her from acting on that supposedly free will. The implications were also frightening. She was aware of the unknown interfering in things when it came to this, but who knew how many other ways she was being affected without her knowledge? And here was the really scary part: she didn’t know what was behind the power. She thought of it as the will of the universe, but that was just her own assumption based on nothing but a hunch and a feeling. It could be some sort of higher power she knew nothing about. Did this mean that something like a god existed and was preventing her from acting? And was the unknown power benign? So far it didn’t seem like that was the case.

 

On the other hand, she didn’t get the feeling of hostility from the unknown power either. It just was. The fact that it prevented her from speaking to Selendil didn’t seem very nice, but there might have been good reasons for it. In addition, there were many unknown things in the universe. This was just the one that had affected her the most directly. Honestly speaking, even Selendil could be considered a higher power of sorts, and the Dhar Keeper could've achieved the same thing as the unknown power for all she knew. Yet in many ways, Selendil was a known quantity unlike this odd power affecting her. Selendil was odd at times, but she was also someone you could understand. Not easily, mind you, but if you made the effort you could do it.

 

Luckily her attempts to speak to Selendil had not been entirely wasted. She had learned some things about the restrictions she was working under. Her repeated efforts had allowed her to come to some conclusions. The first and the most important conclusion was that whatever was stopping her from speaking to Selendil wasn’t actually trying to prevent Selendil from finding out. Moonshadow couldn’t inform the Dhar Keeper, but she felt that the power actually wanted Selendil to find out. That was the crucial bit though. Selendil had to find out, or more precisely realize the truth, herself. For some reason that was important. Moonshadow was allowed to nudge Selendil in the right direction, but Selendil had to come to the realization herself.

 

That made Moonshadow frustrated. How was she going to push Selendil in the right direction if she couldn’t even broach the subject properly? It wasn’t exactly a topic that came up regularly either. Moonshadow and Amaterasu had both regularly connected to the universal consciousness and had slowly but surely started becoming better at utilizing it. They were still taking their first baby-steps, but at least they were taking steps.

 

It was still easier when they did it together for some reason. And that was also a sort of problem. The two of them also seemed to be locked in a sort of competition and a power struggle. Neither of them really wanted to fully take part in the struggle as they didn’t want to antagonize each other, but that too was a problem in a way. It prolonged the silent struggle that was now stuck in a sort of limbo. That made working together on certain things more difficult than it needed to be.

 

Moonshadow didn’t blame Amaterasu for the issue. The other woman had not created the problem. It was natural for a pecking order of sorts to be formed in any group. Some groups managed without one, but even those groups usually had one if it became necessary. A gathering like the ship they were on definitely needed one and usually had one in the form of the chain of command. The problem was that the Enduring Symphony wasn’t really a military ship, so the chain of command was murky at best. Added to the problem was that they were both people that were used to being on top without having to really establish their dominance, and the fact that the ship was filled with civilian personnel unused to a strict military command structure. Even Moonshadow herself was used to working outside military ranks as most military personnel just yielded to her power and expertise.

 

Perhaps she was thinking about this the wrong way? Perhaps this problem with Amaterasu could be the solution to the other, larger problem? Even if Moonshadow couldn’t nudge Selendil, perhaps she could use Amaterasu to do so? On an impulse, she sent a communication signal to the Illum woman and got a quick response. “Moonshadow. What’s going on? Something wrong?”

 

Moonshadow considered that before nodding. “In a way yes. I need a favor.”

 

Amaterasu’s expression grew serious. “This is really unusual. It doesn’t hurt to ask though. I can’t promise to do it, but I will listen.”

 

"That's the thing. I need you to do the favor without asking too many questions. I promise to tell you what's going on afterwards, but for now, I need your cooperation without giving a proper explanation." Moonshadow was frustrated by the fact that she couldn't even reveal that she was not allowed to say certain things, so she had to dance around the subject.

 

"That's…odd, to say the least. Can you give me a hint to the nature of the favor at least?" Amaterasu asked.

 

“It is not something arduous, and I don’t think it will be something unpleasant. It won’t go against your principles either. I just need you to go along with my instructions during a single meeting.” Moonshadow struggled with the limits of what she could say.

 

“Alright. But you’ll owe me one just for all this vague nonsense.” Amaterasu finally agreed. “What meeting?”

 

-----

 

“What’s going on? We were just putting the finishing touches on the plans for the jump core.” Selendil asked as the warped back on the ship. She was met by Moonshadow and a confused looking Amaterasu.

 

“We need your help with something. As you know, the two of us have been making slow but gradual progress when it comes to the Universal Consciousness. I think it would be good to get some feedback.” Moonshadow approached the subject directly. She knew Selendil appreciated her time not being wasted.

 

“Not the best of timings, but since I am already here…” Selendil mumbled but agreed. “Shouldn’t we all be doing this psionically though?”

 

“No, I just wanted some advice. Also, it seems that your presence is so oppressive that it is easier for us to act when you are not present. I think it has something to do with the difference in how far we’ve come in utilizing the Consciousness.” Moonshadow said, skirting the very edges of what she could and couldn’t’ say.

 

“Interesting. I didn’t know that.” Selendil stated, suddenly more eager to find out more.

 

“I only found out once we did it with Amaterasu and without you present. It also seems it’s easier when we do things together.” Moonshadow said.

 

“Well, the whole purpose of the consciousness is for minds to come together so of course it would be. All our greatest achievements were joint efforts as well.” Selendil remembered with some nostalgia.

 

“We even managed to get a slight start on the Great Song, though only the very basics. Amaterasu was actually the one who managed it, and I wanted to ask for your advice. Amaterasu, could you hum a bit of what you managed to accomplish?” Moonshadow asked. This was the critical point. This was as far as she could approach the subject.

 

"Umm, you do realize it's not even close to the same thing as while we're inside the Universal Consciousness, right?" Amaterasu asked a little confused. In fact, humming the tune of the Great Song was like trying to describe Selendil and all you could do was to use a single color as a description and nothing else.

 

“I know. Just go with what we agreed.” Moonshadow prompted, emphasizing that this was the point where she needed the other woman’s cooperation.

 

“Alright. It’s going to be dreadful, but here goes nothing.” Amaterasu tried humming the bit of the Great Song she had managed before. It wasn't even close to what the real thing was like, however, just that was enough.

 

Selendil looked thoroughly confused. “Are you sure? That…are you sure? Moonshadow, did that sound at all like the Great Song?” The hummed notes were barely adequate, like someone with no ear for music trying to hum some new popular song, but there was one crucial detail. Even if Amaterasu’s humming was rotten, it was good enough to make one thing clear. It sounded completely different from the Great Song Selendil knew. It was like Amaterasu had decided to describe Selendil with the color pink.

 

“It sounded just like the Great Song we could sing when we were alone with the two of us.” Moonshadow said, and she could feel some of the restrictions on her being eased just a bit, but she still had to tread carefully.

 

“But…you heard me sing as well. That didn’t sound anything like my song, did it?” Selendil asked again, her mind grappling with the implications.

 

“It did not. Your song was different.” Moonshadow managed to say, and her face twisted as she struggled against what she could and could not say. Selendil was too confused to notice, but Amaterasu was not.

 

“Moonshadow? Is something wrong?” She asked, worried.

 

“Yes. I…cannot.” Moonshadow managed and her mouth opened and closed as her ability to say more was blocked. Now even Selendil noticed something was wrong.

 

“She’s being stopped from speaking. She’s struggling against the limits of what she can say. Don’t speak. Just nod for yes and shake your head for no. Don’t move if you are prevented from answering. Don’t force it. Is something preventing you from being able to speak freely?”

 

Moonshadow couldn't nod, but her immobility in itself was answer enough. Even if whatever power was stopping her from speaking, it was not something that would force her to shake her head either. "That's a thorough control," Amaterasu added with a scarily angry look.

 

“Yes, it is. Do you know who did this?” Selendil asked.

 

Moonshadow hesitated a bit before shaking her head. “Is anyone else affected to your knowledge?” Selendil asked, getting another shake of Moonshadow’s head.

 

“Does it concern other topics aside from what we were just talking about?” Amaterasu asked, suddenly connecting some dots in her mind. Why would Moonshadow use a topic like this to reveal the issue, unless this particular topic was important?

 

Moonshadow shook her head with obvious relief on her face. “So something is stopping you from speaking about the Great Song?” Amaterasu asked, and Moonshadow once again couldn’t move which was answer enough.

 

“Something is stopping you from revealing something you found out?” Selendil questioned, starting to understand where this was going. Once again Moonshadow didn’t move. “You are being prevented from revealing that the two songs are different?” Again no reply.

 

“Is that the only thing about the song you are unable to reveal?” Amaterasu suddenly asked. No reply. “So there’s still more we have not managed to figure out?” This time Moonshadow managed a small nod as more of the restriction was eased.

 

“Who would do something like this?” Amaterasu asked with confusion.

 

"The universe itself," Selendil replied with a realization. “The Universal Consciousness sometimes gave us trials that we had to pass to progress, although this one is something I’ve never run into before. The trials were always personal affairs, usually requiring some sort of personal realization.”

 

“I…can’t reveal more. The rest you” Moonshadow nodded towards Selendil. “have to figure out yourself. If you try to ask more, there will be consequences.” That was something she had realized suddenly.

 

“So it’s a trial for me and Moonshadow encountered the answer before I did. Now it makes more sense.” Selendil concluded with a start. ‘Two different songs? Is that why others are now able to join in as well? I feel there’s more to this.’ She thought to herself. Then she came to a sudden revelation. Was this why she'd been prompted to rescue Moonshadow?

            


Chapter 77 - Revelations and Change


                --------

 

Selendil was floating in space gazing at the stars and the Eriad ships flying by. One of the ships had carried Yrala to her hearing previously, although it had been escorted by a fleet of other ships. It seemed that Yrala’s family had a lot of pull in the Eriad society. That wasn’t why Selendil was here though. As much as the genetic connection between the Dhar and the Eriad would’ve caused her to grow some curiosity during normal times, this was not a normal time. The last few days had been filled with revelations, and the one Moonshadow had sprung on her just moments before was the one that had the greatest impact on her.

 

The quiet of space allowed her to think. Because she wasn't even wearing a spacesuit, communicators couldn't bother her either. Only Nox could reach her and the AI knew to not bother her unless it was a dire emergency. So here she quietly floated, looking at the stars and the planets surrounding her. She could even see a nebula spread out in the distance thanks to her keen eyesight that could match a telescope if she really wanted to. The beauty of space still enthralled her even after all these years. The universe was a vast and mysterious place filled with all sorts of oddities, but it was also filled with beauty and wonder.

 

The reason she was out here was because that familiar beauty calmed her down. The news Moonshadow had managed to push her into figuring out had agitated her. She was thankful to the Mrrroww, but she kind of wished that she didn’t have to learn of this. The woman deserved thanks and praise for the service she had provided, not Selendil taking her sudden confusion and insecurities out on her, so Selendil had sought solitude before her impulsive emotions drove her to say something better left unsaid. Besides, she did her best thinking while calm.

 

The Great Song had been the guiding light and the unifying factor of the widespread Dhar society for so long that hearing about changes to it left her in a state of bewilderment. It was like the laws of physics she had come to rely on had suddenly been upended. She would’ve thought Moonshadow was lying if not for the fact that she had been prevented from speaking further by the universe, a sign that she recognized. She half suspected that was part of the reason such a condition had been imposed on Moonshadow. The trials the universe gave people were some of the most out of place oddities that the Dhar had ever experienced, right along with the experience known as the ‘Crossroads'. Dhar philosophers believed both to be an expression of either the Great Song or the Universal Consciousness. The two methods were some of the more direct ways the universe used to communicate back with the Dhar.

 

These trials could be anything from a small personal growth moment to something that changed the fates of entire races. The personal ones were far more common though. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason when they appeared, and sometimes those involved didn’t even know they were facing one, as seemed the case this time as well. They were more common than the ‘Crossroads’ by a fair margin. Usually passing through such trials brought about rather notable benefits. Those benefits were often in the form of knowledge gained through the Universal Consciousness, or progress in the Great Song. Selendil herself had passed several trials, though it seemed she had completely missed this one.

 

That brought about a scary thought. How long had she been facing this trial without knowing? Had it started before she went into stasis? Was that why she had been faced with the ‘Crossroads’ on whether to save Moonshadow or leave her to die? Would she have failed the trial without knowing if she had not saved the Mrrroww woman? Seeing as she had not been aware of the trial, that seemed likely. She certainly hadn’t even considered this kind of possible change to the Great Song. Assuming this was what the ‘Crossroads’ had been about. She couldn’t be sure. Usually, the decisions made during the ‘Crossroads' had significant effects on one's life, which meant that the success and failure of this trial came with real consequences that would affect the path her life took going forward.

 

That suggested the same thing that Moonshadow had tried telling her, namely that there was more to this piece of news than seemed obvious on the surface. The news that there was another Great Song was quite shocking on its own already. To suggest that there was more to it and that it was tied to the trial she was facing was disconcerting. Just knowing there was another Great Song was enough to change her life, though she wasn't entirely sure yet how. So what more could there be? This trial seemed like one of those that required some sort of realization. Thus it stood to reason the answer would be something she was capable of realizing with some thought. It would also not be a true trial if it was something simple, however. It had to be something she would not think about normally or something she did not want to admit.

 

Selendil wracked her head for a long time while floating in the empty quiet of the space, and it was that very quiet that helped her start putting things together. The Great Song had gone quiet for the first time since the very first time the Dhar had started their feeble attempts at trying to sing it, when she had gone to stasis. And now there was a new song. Did the quiet between the old song and the new song not imply something? Did the quieted voices not signal that the first song was over? She felt something inside her. She felt like something was telling her that she was reaching some important point, but that she wasn’t quite there yet.

 

Did something like the Great Song really just end? Was it not just that new people sang new songs and that the old people sang the old song? No. That wasn’t quite it. Then it hit her. A cascade of realizations started flowing from a piece of a puzzle fitting in place. There was a reason there were no people in the Universal Consciousness aside from those she had touched. Something was still stopping them. The Dhar had dominated in the past so heavily that they had crowded others out. Other races could not join the consciousness despite their talents. Now others could, but only with great trouble and only if she gave them a push. That was because they were supposed to sing a new song, but there was still something standing in their way. The Great Song Selendil knew and had spent so much time of her life singing was over. It was over, but it was not finished. And as long as it was not finished and one of the singers was still around, the new Great Song could not properly start.

 

Through her, the Dhar were still casting their shadow over the Universal Consciousness. Either she needed to be gone, or she needed to finish the Great Song. A feeling of rightness came over her. She was getting there. She had almost figured it out. Almost but not quite. She got the feeling that much like the Great Song, her trial was now over, but it was not finished. There was still something else for her to figure out, but that something was not necessary.

 

With the homeworld of the Eriad as the backdrop and the starry sky as her audience, Selendil started to sing. No voice carried in the void of space, but the Great Song was not about the words and melody. No living being heard her voice as she sang but the universe listened as she brought the song away from the consciousness and to reality. The song she sang was a crystallization of everything her race had accomplished over their long existence. Their deep emotions, their great achievements, their growth, their fall, their vast knowledge on many fields, the realizations of their best thinkers and greatest philosophers, their deep love for the universe that gave birth to them and what they gave birth to together with the universe. She also allowed her own grief and loss flow out of her to add to her creation.

 

Had Pharaa or another powerful psion been next to her, they could’ve felt the weave of powerful psionic energy that she wove into a tapestry with her voice. That tapestry seemed to be a creation of pure power that would’ve allowed the viewer to understand the people known as the Dhar by just seeing it. Selendil’s creation was the product of all the silenced voices inside her, as well as all the power their deaths and the knowledge she had inherited from them seemed to be pouring out of her to become its basis. All that seemed to condense into a tiny sliver of the universe itself. The song lasted for days and the sliver was complete at the same time as the song was finished. That sliver seemed to sit still until it took a form that looked just like a tiny Dhar, and then it flew back inside Selendil. Now the song was truly finished. It had served its purpose, whatever that purpose was.

 

For a moment Selendil didn’t feel any different, and then she felt something like a heartbeat. It felt as if the heart of the universe had taken a beat, and that beat also came from inside her. Then came the second beat, and this time everybody felt it. It seemed as if in an instant a wave had passed through the entire universe. Those that had little or no psionic talent only looked up as if they had sensed something odd. Those with enough power realized something monumental had happened. And those with true power realized something new had just been born.

 

Selendil opened her eyes and saw the universe much differently than she had seen before. Everything seemed closer and more clear, and even distant places felt within reach of her hands. She felt closer to the universe than she had ever done before, and that connection came with understanding. There was no way there would be no consequences from her as a Keeper storing everything her entire race managed to create since the birth of the first Keepers. All those minds stored by other Keepers had been transferred over to her, not to mention the people that had died during the plague. Even standard Keepers were dreadful in their powers, so what would happen if all that was concentrated in a single being? All that power had already been inside her, lying dormant, too much for her to truly handle. Until she had given that power new form by finishing the Great Song. Now that power was hers and she had been changed as a result.

 

How had she been changed? She didn’t know yet. But she was different. And that had been the point. Not just the point of her trial, but the point of the Great Song. The Great Song had aimed for the creation of someone like her. That's why it existed. The Great Song had evolved them as a species, and it had granted them many secrets of the universe, all in preparation for greatness, all in preparation for someone to finish the Great Song. She had already done it before going to stasis, and she had not even realized it. She had finished the song, but she had not sung it in its entirety before now.

 

That knowledge came with a realization. If the Great Song had prepared their race for this, and it required the deaths of the Dhar, didn’t that mean that the Great Song had also caused those deaths? Had the song brought about the plague? Was that why it had managed to infect everyone despite all the measures they had taken and all the technologies they had? And did that mean that was why she had been spared? Because someone had to finish the song, and she had been the one to do so?

 

Selendil soon realized that this was the case, and she also realized this was the reason for all those messages that didn’t blame her. The others had been granted understanding in death. They knew why they were dying. And they forgave her because if it had not been her, it would’ve just been someone else. She had been the one simply because she had been the most powerful. She had not been the best at singing the Great Song, but she had been allowed to finish it because she was a Keeper and the strongest among them. There was no decision she had taken or could’ve made that would’ve prevented this fate. The only thing that would’ve changed was who survived and when it happened. Someone would’ve eventually finished the song and then they would be here and she would be gone.

 

‘What a cruel fate for an entire race!’ Selendil cursed in her mind. Yet at the same time, it was true that the main reason for the Dhar reaching such heights was the Great Song. Their deaths were the price. And for what purpose? Yes, to create someone like her, but for what purpose? She didn’t know and that understanding was not granted to her. She just was.

 

What about the new Great Song then? Would that condemn others to the same fate? She allowed her mind to join the Universal Consciousness to find out, and she discovered that the answer was no. She wasn’t allowed to know what the purpose of the new song was, but the new song came with a different purpose. Good. Otherwise, she would've done her best to make sure no one else joined the consciousness.

 

Even now she felt like raging and throwing a tantrum at the cruel universe for causing the deaths of everyone she cared about. Yet she didn't have someone to rage against. With her new connection to the universe, she also understood that this was not something that had come as a result of malice. It was something her race had chosen. That was the hardest thing to swallow and one of the pieces of knowledge she was granted upon finishing the song. Her own race had chosen this fate. In fairness to her ancestors, back then it had not been much of a choice.

 

Her ancestors had been on the verge of going extinct. That had been the bargain. Either death immediately, or death later after a timespan too long to even fathom. That memory had been removed from the Universal Consciousness and no Keeper would ever be able to record it. Otherwise, the Dhar would not hold their end of the deal. It had been a good bargain. The Dhar had achieved greatness in the meantime. The whole universe had benefitted from their rule, even if just because of the number of inhabitable planets they had created. The Dhar had gained much as well. And then it had all come crashing down. It was a deal that doomed their race, and one made under duress, but it was still a good deal.

 

With her new connection with the universe, she now regained some of that information that had been stripped from her race. That had been the very first ‘Crossroads’, and one that had decided the fate of their race. It had granted the Dhar a glorious future they wouldn’t have had otherwise. It was hard to be mad at the universe for that. She still felt it was a little unfair for all the dead Dhar to have their happiness snatched away at the height of their glory, but that would always be the case. There was never a ‘good time’ for an entire race to die. There would always be innocents who suffered.

 

That didn’t mean she was happy with the universe. No matter the reason, her people were dead. No matter what sort of plan the universe had in mind for her, the chances of her going along with it were slim. The deal was now done. She was under no obligation to go further. Assuming there really was something else. It might have been that the universe simply wanted to see what would happen. It was hard to tell. She now knew for certain that the universe had a will of its own, but she didn’t know how aware that will was. She also felt no need to take part in the new song or assist others in taking part. Before now she would've wanted to introduce worthy people to the glory of the Great Song, but now they would have to do that on their own. She didn’t feel like helping something that had killed her people.

 

Despite the situation, she found herself remarkably calm. Part of the reason she wasn’t as distraught as she could’ve been was because finishing the song had been cathartic. She had poured everything, all the memories both good and bad, into the song. She grieved the fact that they had to die and for such a useless reason as well. But she wasn’t feeling crushed by the grief anymore. There was also a sense of relief. Relief that while the deaths had been her fault in a way, it was not the sort of thing that made her feel guilty. She had told Nox before that she wouldn’t carry guilt around for something she didn’t know for certain was her fault, but she had still been worried. This was a load off her shoulders. It was also a relief to find out the cause of the plague. Now she didn’t have to be worried about some invisible enemy lurking around, or the plague resurfacing.

 

Now that she had managed to deal with the issue, at least for now, she turned her eyes inward. There had been changes to her. She felt that if she hadn't already been an energy being, she would've become one. Now though, the quality and quantity of energy inside her had grown. It was hard to quantify, but she felt that it would be excessively hard to kill her now, not that it had been easy before. As a Keeper, she could've flown into the heart of a star and come out unscathed.

 

There was also the obvious increase in her power. She had no idea how strong she was, partially because she almost never used her full powers even before now. What benefits were there in having more power if you weren’t using that power? At least she had gained one benefit. She felt that the control she had over her own power had grown. Her being pushed to the extremes of her control ability was almost as rare as her using her full power, but it did make even simple tasks easier, and that was a welcome change. She could be a bit of a slothful person at times, and getting off easy was something few people would turn down. She could probably also accomplish some fine control things that would’ve eluded her earlier, but those were niche cases that she would have to explore later.

 

The largest changes to her were when it came to her senses and the connection with the universe, something she didn’t appreciate all that much at this moment. She could ‘feel’ the bumps and scratches on the surface of the CAS ship that had just jumped into the system on the other side of the planet. She could also sense the people on the planet below her staring around, wondering what the weird feeling earlier had been. She could see the outermost satellites on the very edge of the system without even trying. It also felt like she could touch that satellite in some way. She was pretty sure she was able to teleport there now without much effort. Luckily she actually had to focus a bit to use these newly heightened senses, so that she wasn't flooded with useless information.

 

One thing suddenly occurred to her. If her senses were suddenly sharper, then did that extend to her sense of taste as well? Maybe there really was a proper benefit to this change.

            


Chapter 78 - 5 seconds of fame


                -------

 

"More," Selendil demanded, handing her empty bowl back to the insectoid Head-Chef. She had been right. Her sense of taste had indeed become sharper, and she was going to take full advantage.

 

“Boss, if you really have to eat everything, could you at least do it slower? It takes us time to actually make this stuff.” Zzz’tak complained with the shockingly smooth and pleasant voice of her voice modulator. “Savor the taste instead of just making it all disappear!”

 

“Fine.” Selendil agreed and slowed her pace down. It didn't really matter how quickly she ate after all.

 

“Is this a good time already?” Nox asked as her android body sat on the stool next to Selendil. Apparently the android body weighed a lot more than most humanoids, as the stool gave an ominous creak.

 

“Yes. Anything big happen while I was busy?” Selendil asked.

 

"Many of the crew were quite worried about you, but I kept them updated to the best of my ability. While I can't tell what was going on in your head, I could tell them you were physically fine. Though my readings of you seem to have changed significantly.” Nox started and passed Selendil a report of the latest readings.

 

“I’ll give you a report on my side of things once I have the time. Suffice to say I discovered a few things.” Selendil said curtly while eyeing the readings.

 

“I expected as much considering you’ve been at it for almost a week. I also assume you’re to blame for that odd psionic phenomenon that apparently everyone felt. There doesn’t seem to be any adverse effects aside from some minor general unrest, but even that seems to have mostly passed. Yrala sent a report that her hearing went well. The show of force by the Eriads did the trick and no one bothered to make trouble for her. They will be returning soon. Xiaoli and Haahun are working on my biological body currently, so I returned this one to the ship to get used to things faster. I’ve also started constructing the first Hyper Jump core. The work is proceeding albeit not very fast.” Nox listed off. She also went through a list of miscellaneous small details concerning supplies and personnel matters.

 

“So in essence, remarkably little happened while I was gone?” Selendil summarized.

 

“Basically. Oh, and Pharaa mentioned that they had something for us to do. Apparently, we really will need to show off our strength a bit as we suspected. She said something about a potential opportunity coming up soon." Nox finally added as an afterthought.

 

“Well, it’s better if we get that one dealt with as soon as possible and we knew this was coming. We got their cooperation on the first part of the trade, so it’s only fair that we reciprocate.” Selendil replied casually.

 

“My thoughts exactly. I think we should make a bit of a show of it, just so we won’t need to make such displays too often.” Nox suggested.

 

“That’s not a bad idea. I think I have just the thing in mind as well. Send a message to Pharaa and tell her I’ve returned.” Selendil nodded in agreement.

 

“Now tell me what happened.” Nox prompted.

 

--------

 

“Are we really sure we should be doing this?" Lilly questioned as they were about to come out of phase space.

 

Yrala was about to answer, but Selendil waved her to stay out of this. “What do you mean exactly? Jump in like this? Take part in this battle at all? Make the deal that brought us here?” Amaterasu questioned Lilly.

 

“Take part in this battle. Once we do this there’s really no going back. Once we start actually shooting down the rebel ships we’ll have picked a side. Are we sure we’re on the right side? I mean, we still don’t even know what led to this war in the first place.” Lilly explained her hesitation.

 

Yrala was once again about to answer and explain but Selendil waved her quiet again. She wanted to hear where this was going. “There’s an error in your thinking. You assume there are right sides in a war.” Amaterasu replied again.

 

Lilly frowned. “Sure there are. Not always, but there are sides in a war and often one of them is in the right.”

 

“That’s where I disagree. Now granted, there are wars that may have started off justified. For instance, if you were suddenly attacked and are just defending your people. However, those are border wars where one side is the constant aggressor and they are rather simplistic in their political implications. Those kinds of wars are also rather limited in scope and usually in length. We might not be aware of all the details of this war, but this isn’t a border war.” Amaterasu countered.

 

“Yes, but this could be, sorry Yrala, a just rebellion against a tyrannical government," Lilly argued.

 

“The problem with that is that as wars drag on, both sides become tainted. Let’s say you start a rebellion against a tyrant. It sounds very heroic and positive in the beginning, but as the wars drag on millions die. Both sides are forced into committing acts that could be considered atrocities by most neutral observers. It’s hard to speak about right and wrong when both sides are standing over the graves of so many people. Even in the example of the earlier border war, when faced with a stubborn enemy, the defenders will eventually be forced into attacking to end the war, and that’s when the civilian casualties start piling on the other side.” Amaterasu argued.

 

“So you’re saying you shouldn’t fight tyranny then? Or wage any wars? What about the war Illum waged against the Tetrarchy?” Lilly argued, her voice getting a little heated.

 

“I didn’t say that at all. There are many causes worth going to war for. However, I do not believe there is a side that is in the right and a side that is in the wrong. It’s not that simple. There’s no good and evil to be found in most of these cases. Our war was for independence, and to retaliate against people who had mistreated and forsaken us before, yet even then I wouldn’t claim that we were righteous in waging that war. Most wars are fought for power and resources. And the militaries and civilians are the ones that have to suffer for it. That’s how power politics work.” Amaterasu shrugged.

 

Selendil felt a bit nostalgic. The Dhar were far from paragons of virtue. They were a warrior people that believed that war was good for those involved, especially the winners of course. And just waging war in itself was a worthy endeavor. However, there was one positive side even their detractors had to give to the Dhar. The wars they waged were usually short and decisive. There was no needless protracted suffering, at least not unless the enemy decided to resist to the last despite having lost already. Dhar usually also didn’t pick on those significantly weaker than them, or those that had no desire for war. They were given the choice to simply submit.

 

“Then let me rephrase.” Lilly reformed her argument. She wasn’t convinced but she wasn’t really prepared to argue her point either. “Are we sure the CAS is waging wars for reasons and goals we can agree with, or at least tolerate supporting?”

 

“To an extent. We had Nox run some research. The CAS isn’t prone to genocides or slavery at least. As far as we can tell, this is a war about sovereignty and distribution of power. That said, it wouldn’t much matter even if their reasons were not acceptable. Selendil already told this when we made the deal. We aren’t here to wage the war for the CAS or even the Eriads who we made the deal with. We made a transaction and now we're keeping our end of the bargain. As long as they aren't pushing us to do something that is against our principles, we don't really care. We're taking part in this battle only to make a show of force." Amaterasu explained.

 

“Which reminds me," Xiaoli interjected, changing the topic. "What's our plan exactly?"

 

“Nox, tactical analysis please.” Selendil requested.

 

“Right away.” Nox said, returning to her omnipresent voice now that her android body was not present on the bridge. “As most of you know, we were provided with the coordinates of a system that the Eriad spies are confident will come under attack very shortly. The system is one that is off the usual routes and thus is lightly defended. The system also happens to contain an agri-world inhabited by several races, so the news of the battle will spread quickly even if someone tried to suppress them.”

 

A holographic display of a solar system with five planetoids appeared above them. The system’s rather meager defenses were marked on the display in blue. “According to the information, we expect an attack fleet of at least a hundred capital class vessels and more supporting ships. Their most likely attack vectors are marked here.” Several large red lines appeared on the display.

 

“I’m not sure if this will fit our purposes.” Amaterasu mused. “Hundred ships is a decent fleet, but it’s hardly something that will be enough to become a real show of force. The CAS can relatively simply repel such attacks. I’m sure even Pharaa would be able to handle it on her own. Heck, even I would be able to do it with enough time if the psions of this galaxy weren’t so unreasonably powerful.”

 

“That’s why we need to make a show of it, and we’ll have to do it in a way that the number of enemies doesn’t make a difference.” Selendil joined the discussion. “We’re going to be very quick about it, and we’re going to make it clear that the number of ships they bring is irrelevant.

 

“Uh, Selendil, I wouldn’t dream of telling you how to do this, but do remember that we want the agri-world to stay intact. If you wipe it out along with the enemies, then that sort of ruins the entire point.” Yrala suggested. She had barely managed to return from her hearing before they set off.

 

Selendil laughed merrily at the words. "I really thought your mother would've already taught you this, but it seems not. After reaching a certain level of power, the role of a psion in battle is no longer about causing the biggest boom possible. There are more effective ways of handling things."

 

"But I like big booms," Xiaoli complained.

 

“We’re coming out of phase space master.” Nox reported. As space twisted around them, they found an unexpected sight awaiting them. The black ships of the rebels were already in the system, though judging by their approach vector, they had arrived only moments before. Due to the improved technology of the Enduring Symphony, their ship had come out of phase space much closer to the agri-world.

 

"Are we too late?" Yrala asked in a slight shock. it seemed the spies had messed up the timing.

 

"No, we've arrived at the perfect time. You can have all the information in the galaxy, and still, pure coincidence can make a mockery of your plans. Nox. Let’s show these people one example of how a Keeper fights and why we are so feared.” Selendil’s tails wiggled in a way that was the Dhar equivalent of an evil grin.

 

Suddenly Selendil disappeared from the bridge and appeared right in the middle of the enemy fleet. Normally she would’ve had to make two jumps to make the distance, but now one was enough. Benefits of her recent change. Thirty orbs and disks of what looked like purple liquid, but was in fact pure power appeared around her. Some of them appeared even inside the enemy vessels.

 

“Firing.” Nox reported curtly, and the people on the bridge saw many of the weapon systems activate and spit their deadly discharge inside the usual hexagonal shields that worked as short-range portals. However, this time the ship didn’t open exit portals. Instead, the weapon fire came out of some of the purple disks around Selendil, while most of the purple orbs seemed to fire beams of pure psionic energy capable of tearing small planetoids apart.

 

Selendil was visible for less than a second before teleporting again, and again, and again. Every time she left behind dozens of wrecked enemy vessels destroyed by either her powers or by the weapons of the Enduring Symphony. Each time she teleported, the orbs also changed place and appeared inside different ships. And they seemed to be growing in number. In less than five seconds, the entire enemy fleet was turned to nothing but scrap metal and corpses floating in space. Even if the shields of the enemy vessels were powerful, they did nothing if the weapons fire came from inside the ship. And the shields were completely bypassed by the beams of psionic power fired by the orbs. The enemy didn’t even have time to register what hit them as Selendil teleported around so rapidly, not to even mention returning fire.

 

Selendil wordlessly appeared back on the bridge of their ship. “Done. We can return now.” She stated simply.

 

“W-what the heck was that?” Yrala asked in shock.

 

“Exactly what you saw.” Selendil shrugged. What she had done required very little explanation. She had always been a believer in quick and decisive battles.

 

“But…those ships had their own psions and protections against psionic attacks. That’s one of the areas where they’re actually more advanced than we are.” Yrala argued.

 

"Yes, but their psions didn’t have time to react. That’s why you strike with the element of surprise and don’t leave them enough time to react. Even if they had managed to react, they had no idea what they were facing, and couldn’t have come up with countermeasures. You still haven’t come up with any, and you’ve had a lot more time to think about it than they had. As for the defenses? Well, they were kind of cute. Not very effective, but cute. Most Dhar children used that sort of defenses as training targets. This is one of those areas where you just can’t beat experience and knowledge.” Selendil explained simply.

 

“Hypothetically, how would one be able to counter something like that?” Amaterasu asked just in case someone used a similar tactic against them.

 

“With their strength against someone of mine? There’s exactly nothing they can do. However, were they facing someone similar to their own strength, there are ways to create a field inside which teleportation is impossible, or at the very least much harder. Of course, that only removes the advantage of mobility. You have to create a protective field around your ship to prevent someone like me from opening the gateways inside their ship. That's frankly beyond most races. It is, after all, a tactic developed by the Keepers and requires great synchronization between the AI and the Keeper. Even if you can't prevent it entirely, you could try to disturb the synchronization, thus messing up the timing. Thirdly, there's really not much you can do if you're unable to harm the attacker, but that's something you'd do better at. Hurting other psions is something most races have at least some skill at." Selendil replied with a few rudimentary tips. Of course, it wasn't that simple, but unless you could deal with the basics, there was no point in explaining the details.

 

“Why isn’t It the standard tactic for the ship to open those portal shields inside enemy vessels?” Xiaoli questioned.

 

“Because the shields don’t actually have all that much range. They’re designed as shields after all. Their only real purpose is to remove the weakness of weapon mounts on the hull and allowing all weapons a full arc of fire around the ship. The only reason we could do it this time was because I was the one personally opening the exit portals using my psionics. Now if some enemy ship really was stupid enough to come within touching distance of our ship, then our ship could open the portals inside the enemy ship.” Selendil shot the idea down.

 

“Where does the weapon fire actually go?” Amaterasu also asked curiously.

 

“It works a bit similar to our spatial extension technology. The weapons all collectively create a small pocket dimension where the shots go. Usually the fire barely even enters the pocket dimension as the exit portals are almost on top of the entry portal.” Nox replied this time. "I'm the one who actually controls the portals most of the time, but this time Selendil handled that. That's also why we need such good coordination. Most of the shots we fire travel at tremendous velocities and the pocket dimension isn't huge. We don't want the shots hitting each other either.”

 

"I'm guessing the results would be somewhat bad," Amaterasu stated, remembering some of the dreadful weapons the ship had.

 

“That’s a fair assessment yes.” Nox admitted.

 

“So are we done?” Lilly asked, still not pleased by the situation.

 

"Essentially yes, but we should stick around for a while in case they had reinforcements on the way," Yrala suggested.

 

            


Chapter 79 - Job well done


                -------

 

”And here comes the cavalry. Sadly late as usual.” Yrala commented with a grimace. Selendil had taken care of the black rebel ships almost twenty minutes ago. Dozens of white CAS ships were jumping into the system and moving around in seeming confusion, like angry attack dogs seeking for their prey.

 

"As far as response times go, that's not bad." Moonshadow pointed out. It was certainly much faster than anything the Mrrroww were capable of, though that was mostly due to the time used on traveling through phase space. Phase travel just couldn't compete with the speed of the Hyper Jumps made by the CAS ships.

 

“As a response time counting from the time they got the word it’s mediocre at best. Assuming they were not ready to jump on a moment’s notice their time was quite good. However, they should’ve been prepared to jump. That’s what defensive fleets like this are there for. If your only job is to respond to unexpected threats, then you better damn well be prepared to respond immediately when the word comes, otherwise there’s no point. They should’ve been here ten minutes ago at the latest. Besides, even if they had been faster, that would be a cold comfort for the people of the agri-world. The rebels could’ve destroyed the colony in this time.” Yrala retorted with a displeased tone.

 

“How much time could the orbital defenses have bought?” Xiaoli asked. With the exception of certain fortress worlds, it was a sad truth that most orbital defenses were not there to win battles by themselves. They were there to buy time for reinforcements to arrive. Ships were able to take out such defenses from a safe distance if they were willing to take the time to do so. That was the problem with mostly immobile defenses. They were quite hard to miss while ships could avoid attacks from long enough range, or retreat if they suffered damage.

 

“That depends on how willing the rebels would’ve been to risk losses or potential damage. If they had come prepared to lose a ship or two, then a few minutes at best. This is not a fortified position. Assuming they wanted to play it a bit safer, maybe ten minutes. That would’ve still left more than ten minutes for them to move into position and bombard the colony from orbit. Agri-colonies aren’t exactly known for their defenses against such bombardment, so the colony would’ve been devastated. The only positive thing is that the loss of lives would’ve been relatively low. Agri-colonies are very spread out and the rebels would’ve focused their fire on the crops and not the people. Assuming they didn’t want to do something really heinous to render the planet unusable for a long time, like planet busters. They usually don’t employ such weaponry though.” Yrala speculated.

 

“How many people live on the planet?” Moonshadow asked.

 

Nochehuatl consulted his screen that had the system’s specs all listed. “Three million and change. Three million and fifty-six thousand to be exact.”

 

"Well, I'd say we can take credit for saving at least a million people today," Yrala said. "Not too bad for a day's work."

 

Moonshadow’s station gave an alert. “And we’re getting a signal from Dalzamar. I’m guessing it’s your mother.”

 

"I'm surprised the CAS ships didn't try hailing us," Yrala muttered. "That's highly irregular. Even if they had gotten the word about this ship, they still should’ve tried asking some questions about what happened.”

 

“They did. I explained the situation and passed along the security code Pharaa gave us for this operation. I felt it wasn’t necessary to bother the rest of you with it.” Nox interjected.

 

Yrala snorted a laugh. “Most CAS fleet commanders hate dealing with AI’s. I’m surprised they were fine with it.”

 

"I may have neglected to mention they were talking to an AI. Incidentally, Lilly, don't be surprised if some CAS ship captains recognize you. I used your voice and likeness." Nox explained in a joking tone. Nobody was quite sure how serious she was.

 

“You did what?!” Lilly screamed.

 

“As much as I’d like to keep Mother waiting, I think it might be better to patch her through before she gets her tails in a knot.” Yrala pointed out.

 

“They patched me through a while ago.” Pharaa’s voice came from a display on the sidewall. “Incidentally, I’m glad to know you’d like to keep me waiting. I’ll keep that in mind the next time you’re in a hurry.”

 

“Whyyyyy?” Yrala asked with her ‘pretending to be betrayed’-voice while looking at Moonshadow.

 

Moonshadow grinned. “I thought it only fair to let her know why we were taking our time to respond. Have to observe some basic politeness after all.”

 

“If you’re done fooling around.” Selendil prompted them a bit with a serious voice.

 

"I don't think they are done," Xiaoli added her own fuel to the fire. “And don’t pretend like you’re not enjoying watching them make fools of themselves. I see the way your tails are wiggling.”

 

"I never said it wasn't amusing," Selendil admitted freely. “But I assumed Pharaa had a reason to contact us.”

 

“I did, though it’s not very serious. It seems your little performance did the trick. The satellites caught most of it on video, and that video is already spreading around. The military people are having a field day breaking the whole thing apart in order to either copy the tactic or to come up with a way to counter it.” Pharaa explained.

 

"Good luck," Yrala grumbled. She remembered Selendil's explanation of the tactic and the futility of countering it.

 

Pharaa smiled evilly. "Yes, I suspect they might have a tough time with it. I was quite impressed personally, and that’s not an easy feat. This was exactly the sort of display I was hoping for. Not only did you counter an entire rebel fleet, albeit not a large one, alone, but you also did it in a way that could easily be used against the CAS as well. Well done. This should be enough to do the trick.”

 

“So you’ll help us with the other part of our deal?” Moonshadow brought up the rest of their little trade. They still had to visit certain systems to search for signs of visitors from outside the galaxy.

 

“Yes, although that’ll have to wait until you get the Hyper Jump on your ship working. Some of the places you need to visit have little to no phase lanes that can be used. While it might be possible for you to find a route, it’s much easier if you just jump there. One of our larger ships could take you, but I’d imagine this would be a good way to test your core as well. Besides, if we send too many ships at once, it might be taken the wrong way. The one system you seem to be the most suspicious about needs the core to be operational. Our ships won’t approach the place, and the phase space around the area is a mess.” Pharaa suggested.

 

They exchanged some pleasantries and time estimates before Pharaa cut the connection. Once they all had a moment to breathe, Amaterasu turned to Yrala. “What happened to your previous ships and command? I’m asking mostly because if I was someone trying to create trouble for you, that would be the next place that I would go for.”

 

Yrala nodded. “Luckily Mother has a devious mind just like you. She already arranged for my old ship and crew to be assigned to a cushy posting under another Eriad Lightbringer. He’ll keep them safe while I’m on your ship. Well, he’ll keep them as safe as you can be on a warship during a war. It’s a dangerous career choice at the best of times, and these aren’t the best of times.”

 

“So you’re still worried?” Amaterasu asked.

 

“Of course I am. I’ve known some of those people for years. Still, they’re competent people and we’ve made it as difficult to make trouble for them as possible.” Yrala shrugged.

 

Moonshadow looked at Selendil. “Do you think you could warp me back home for a few days while we wait for the core to be finished? I’d like to find out what the current situation with the Shinzen is. The whole thing was left a bit ambiguous the last time we visited.”

 

“That should be fine.” Selendil nodded. They had to wait around for a while anyway.

 

“Ooh, I and Amaterasu could take Yrala to visit Haven as well!" Xiaoli suggested. "She'd get the honor of being the first Eriad to visit another galaxy.”

 

Selendil simply waved her acceptance. It didn’t matter to her if she warped one or more people. “Speaking of Shinzen, I wonder how their little operation against the Cortoids is going?” Lilly asked rhetorically.

 

--------

 

The Queen felt satisfaction. Great satisfaction. Learning and implementing lessons always brought her pleasure, but this one was especially satisfying. Not only had they learned from their enemy and were turning this war against them decisively, but they had also managed to implement the lesson the Great Teacher had tried to tell them before. It seemed there truly was a benefit to sparing some of these weak races. She still had some trouble with the concept of ‘mercy’ but she was getting there.

 

Of course, it helped that she was one of the new Queens. All of the Shinzen had been forced to admit that the Queens created from the crystals found deep in phase space were superior to the old ones. Not only were they stronger, but they also had some ability with this 'communication' thing the Great Teacher had also told them about. She had repeatedly 'communicated' with many of these weak races and she had learned much. It was almost a shame they all kept dying while she 'communicated' with them. Well, fortunately she had managed to learn the concept of a language as well.

 

The way these lesser beings used their mouths to make noises to ‘communicate’ was so inefficient! Both the Shinzen and the Great Ones could use their minds to really exchange ideas and relay information in an instant, and she had tried the same with these weak races. For some reason they didn't seem to have that capability. Instead, they used this inefficient language thing. It took so long to relay what you wanted, and even then there were no words for many of the things she wanted to convey. And then there was the fact that apparently these lesser beings didn’t even have the decency to all speak one language. That had been another new concept she had learned. Decency. The concept seemed to have multiple meanings, but some of the ideas were sound, mainly the parts about proper conduct. She wasn’t so sure about all that murky stuff surrounding the reproduction of these weird creatures, but some concepts simply had good sides and bad sides. Why you would mix proper conduct and reproduction she didn’t know.

 

Anyway, this language stuff had allowed them to make use of the lessons the Great One had tried to teach them. At first, these inferior beings had acted in a very hostile manner, but they had become more pliable after she had killed some of the more annoying ones. Suddenly this language stuff had become a lot more efficient at getting the message across. Maybe she should try it more often? Fear seemed to be a very efficient communication tool, and you didn’t even need this ‘language’ for it to work. Anyway, she had relayed a simple message to these lesser beings. Attack the blasphemers and the Shinzen will stop killing you.

 

The message had been well received and accepted, or so it seemed at least, and the lesser beings had actually proved useful. The Shinzen were no strangers to tactics, that had been one of their earliest lessons learned after all, but apparently there was more to this tactics stuff than they had originally thought. These lesser beings knew when to attack and where to cause the maximum effect. And apparently disrupting the ‘communication’ of the blasphemers was very effective. Who knew such a simple method could be used to disrupt the enemy? Apparently just stopping their ships from talking to each other suddenly threw them into complete disorder, and it worked every time. It seemed in addition to being unable to learn, the blasphemers were really dependent on this communication thing. Yet another reason why the Shinzen should not adopt such bad habits, except when absolutely necessary.

 

In any case, these new tactics had made one of the older tactics of the Shinzen much more effective. The Shinzen had always been masters at wars of attrition. Not only could they rebuild their ships quickly, but their ships were not manned so there was no need to train crews. And they learned from every battle. Every time they fought the blasphemers, they fought with more effectiveness. The carapace of their creatures became more effective against the enemy weapons, the tactics that the enemy used turned ineffective, and the Shinzen Queens became more powerful.

 

The Queen had been part of several large battles where large enemy fleets had been destroyed or crippled, and apparently the blasphemers were running out of ships. Every time they fought now, the enemy fleets were smaller and fought more conservatively, and it seemed that whatever ships they had left had been pulled to protect their most important systems. That left many worlds for the Shinzen and the inferior races to take. It also allowed the Shinzen time to adapt many of the technologies they had taken for study.

 

Even now their ships and weapons were much more effective. The blasphemers had used a weird weapon in a battle some weeks ago, and the weapon had wiped out half of the Shinzen fleet. Nevertheless, the enemy had lost and the weapon had fallen into their hands. The Queen had personally executed the people guarding the weapon, which had been a worthy fight. The Shinzen had tried to copy the weapon, but it worked in a way that they had seen only once before. It had similarities with the tiny ship the older Queens had taken apart on the Great One’s ship. They could not copy it yet, though they might with enough time. They could, however, adapt this one for their own use. Apparently, the blasphemers had thought it to be single-use, but the Shinzen knew how to fix that. They had learned from the Great One's ship after all.

 

The Queen looked on with pride as the weapon was successfully joined with a new ship of theirs. The ship was a gigantic plantlike vessel that could regenerate from almost any damage. The Shinzen had discovered that such ships grew well in this galaxy. The appearance of the Shinzen of this galaxy in general had turned a bit more plantlike to take advantage of that fact. There was just something about the stars and the soil of this galaxy that made plant-like constructs more effective. It also seemed the blasphemers had some difficulties in dealing with ships that large. It was true that the core of a ship of that size could project a very powerful defensive field. It had simply been too hard to create cores that were powerful enough to support such ships before, but these new crystalline cores could do it. Unfortunately, it took longer to grow such large ships. This one had taken months to grow. Hopefully, it would prove worth the time and effort.

 

They would start their assault on the core systems of the blasphemers very soon. They knew the resistance they would face would be much stronger than any they had faced before, so they had to prepare properly. Most likely the first fleets to go in would all be wiped out, so it was better to make sure those were easy to replace. Luckily they had taken over many of the old shipyards of the blasphemers and the inferior races had constructed new ones as well. These weak races were not very good in battle, but they were good at building things. Once they understood what the Shinzen wanted and needed, they were quick to adapt.

 

Of course, the weak races had tried to put traps in place for the time the blasphemers were defeated. Those traps were quickly found though, and it was something new the Shinzen had learned. It wasn't a bad idea. The Queen wasn't entirely sure why they had done it, but the idea was good. They would have to keep it in mind. The Queen had been forced to punish the weak beings of course, but she had kept it light thanks to the new lesson. Not too many weaklings had died.

 

There was something that the Shinzen all wished though. They hoped that the Great One would return soon. She had given them the mission of punishing the blasphemers, and they had taken to the mission with gusto and excitement. But it would be nice if the Great One would return in time to see their success. The Shinzen all wanted to show off what good job they had done. Maybe the Great One would have other lessons for them if they did well. Maybe she could help them reunite with the ones that had been left behind.

            


Chapter 80 - Trouble brewing


                --------

 

”So the whole station has basically turned into one giant meeting place for all races involved?” Yrala asked curiously as her hooves clopped against the metallic flooring.

 

"Yes. When we initially found the station, we naturally wanted to take control of it, but the AI controlling the station made it pretty clear that wasn't going to be acceptable. Even though at that point the AI was in a dormant state according to Selendil, it was still more powerful than anything we had, and although this isn’t a military station, that doesn’t mean it can’t poke holes in our ships.” Lilly explained. She had insisted on tagging along with the group that showed their galaxy to Yrala.

 

“The intent is for the station to serve as a sort of neutral ground. Even if two races are involved in a bitter war, this station serves as a place where they can still meet and discuss terms.” Amaterasu added.

 

“And yet, your people don’t have an embassy here.” Yrala pointed out the obvious disconnect.

 

"Not yet, though that's changing from what I hear," Amaterasu replied. Just because she wasn’t the empress anymore, that didn’t mean she didn’t get information.

 

Xiaoli gave a small chuckle. “From what you hear? Don’t pretend like this wasn’t your idea in the first place, oh Dread Empress.”

 

“Just Dread nowadays Red Spider.” Amaterasu retorted using Xiaoli’s nickname. “Surely you heard about my abdication.”

 

“Wait, wait, wait!” Yrala waved her hands to have the two stop arguing. “Empress?”

 

“Oh, she didn’t mention that yet, did she?” Xiaoli teased with a grin. “She used to be the leader of the faction known as the Illum, who coincidentally won the war between the three formally human factions. She really earned the nickname as well.”

 

“That’s complete propaganda and you know it. You wrote some of those false stories yourself after all. Incidentally, that’s the reason we don’t have an embassy here. The other races still think of the three former human factions as one race and don’t want to grant more than one embassy. We couldn’t share of course due to our differences, so…” Amaterasu shrugged.

 

“I didn’t think you knew.” Xiaoli was actually surprised, though she shouldn’t have been. Most of the intelligence officers had taken part in propaganda efforts after all.

 

“Anyway, enough about that. What do you want to see first Yrala?” Amaterasu asked as they stepped away from the office area where Yrala had taken care of the entry interviews.

 

"I'd like to try some of the local foods," Yrala suggested immediately.

 

“No wonder you get along so well with Selendil.” Lilly laughed.

 

“Well, it’s not just that.” Yrala joined in on the laugh. “Sharing food is a good way to learn about new cultures, and we can learn a lot about different habits while dining. As an additional benefit, while we eat, I can people-watch and observe many of the beings that call this galaxy home. That can help me decide what to do next. Besides, we didn't have breakfast before we left. Someone, whose name I shall not mention, ate most of the food the chefs had prepared for us.”

 

“Fine.” Lilly acceded to her wish. “We should probably head for the park section. The dining areas there are a bit on the lighter side and you’ll get to see some local flora as well. Besides, the surroundings won’t be as rowdy.”

 

The group of four headed for the transports. “You mentioned the station AI. Since this is a Dhar station, then is the AI similar to Nox?” Yrala asked while they walked.

 

“That’s a relative term. I’d like to think we are very different, but to many others we might seem similar.” Haven answered instead of the others.

 

"Oh! We've met, haven't we? You're the male AI whom I've heard a few times on the ship. I didn't realize you were the station AI." Yrala suddenly came to a realization.

 

“Nox allows me to join in on the ship to provide extra calculative power and to stave off boredom.” Haven explained.

 

“You called Haven a male AI. As someone whose family specializes in AI development, you of all people should know there’s really no such thing.” Xiaoli pointed out.

 

"In a certain sense, you are right. However, at some point, the AI personality matrices start taking on habits and traits of people, and those habits tend to be along the lines of the crew onboard the vessel. So let's say we have a crew of Eriad on board, the ship AI will at some point start skewing towards a more typical male or female Eriad behavior. Seeing as Haven is a Dhar AI and uses a male voice, I’d assume he skews towards male Dhar behavior and traits. Besides, advanced enough AI’s can actually be assigned pre-defined personality matrices, and that often includes slant towards a gender. Usually, that's done for preference reasons, or if the AI is installed in a decidedly gendered body for a specific reason. This is a cliché example and something most people don't like to think about, but pleasure AIs are most definitely gendered for obvious preference reasons.” Yrala argued back.

 

“You have pleasure bots?” Lilly asked with some surprise and badly hidden interest.

 

“You don’t?” Xiaoli asked equally surprised.

 

Amaterasu laughed. “This is one of those cultural difference things. Both Cybrans and the Eriads are very accepting of AIs, so they use them for almost everything. On the other end, the Mrrroww are more suspicious of AI, so the use of AI for such frivolous purposes is outside their social norms. To give a third perspective, the Illum aren’t opposed to AI, though we aren’t as accepting as the Cybrans, but we don’t really subscribe to the idea of…well brothels, be they AI or otherwise.”

 

“Bah, don’t pretend that the Illum don’t like to have fun. We saw the videos and pictures of your outing with Selendil.” Xiaoli countered.

 

“I’m not saying that at all. We Illum can be very hedonistic actually. We just like to keep that part of our lives sectioned to certain times and places, and we don’t believe it should be something transactional. As you noticed from those pictures and videos that you like to peep on and keep bringing up, the Illum are rather liberal when we get into that mode. We’re also all genetically engineered and that comes with certain improvements in appearance, so there’s no need for transactional affection.” Amaterasu shrugged. She was rather realistic about the nature of her people. There was no need to make things complicated with lies. The Illum were what they were.

 

“Well, among our people pleasure AI’s are quite common. In fact, pleasure AI’s are one of the largest income sources for my family, and our products are popular all over the CAS. That said, most of our products are more virtual in nature instead of just pleasure bots. It’s not that the pleasure bots can’t be fun, but they are messier, more expensive, and take space while not in use. A pleasure AI that can connect with a cerebral implant can make all your dreams true virtually and doesn’t cost too much. Doesn’t really do much to fix the itch though.” Yrala stated rather shamelessly.

 

Lilly laughed almost hard enough to fall off her floating pillow. “It seems some things are shared no matter where you go.”

 

“Well, most races like to enjoy themselves, and nature has a habit of giving certain incentives to encourage certain behaviors, and procreation is one of the most common ones. The exact nature of the pleasure may change, but…” Amaterasu stated sagely.

 

“Ain’t that the truth.” Yrala nodded her agreement. That shared commonality had made their company extremely profitable after all.

 

“Speaking of, I wonder if either Nox or Haven could…” Lilly left her words hanging in the air.

 

“No.” Haven retorted directly.

 

Yrala grinned at that. “I’m sure they have the capability, but that’s not their role. I’m sure we can arrange something the next time we go back to my home. You’ll have to bring some materials along though if you want a custom one.”

 

“Yes!” Lilly gave a small pump with her paw.

 

As they rode the transport to the park area and found a suitable restaurant, they all started noting something odd. “Is it just me, or does the mood around here seem a little off?” Yrala asked. She wasn’t sure what the usual atmosphere in this place was, but this seemed odd.

 

“It’s not just you.” Amaterasu frowned. She had not spent too much time here either, but the people seemed too agitated for all this to be normal. “It seems like something has happened.”

 

“Haven?” Xiaoli asked.

 

“I was going to inform you when you got around to asking for updates, but I might as well do it now. There has been a wave of ships going missing lately. The odd part is that the ships have not been disappearing in a single area nor are they from a particular race. According to the reports, the attacks seem random. They are happening all over the known galaxy, which just adds to the confusion and agitation. It seems like everyone is in danger. The number of missing vessels isn’t too alarming yet, but we’re not talking about just a few ships either.” Haven reported.

 

"From your words, I get the sense you know more than the reports.” Xiaoli pointed out.

 

“I may know something. My sensors have picked up traces of cloaked ships appearing on the very edges of my detection range. They seem to be probing, but they turn away every time they get detected by me. Apparently, they have a way of knowing when they have been detected, as they jump out as soon as it happens. It’s hard to get accurate readings and they seem to have given up for now.” Haven explained.

 

“Wait, so there are cloaked ships prowling around, and no one besides you has figured it out?” Xiaoli asked with a difficult expression. Cybrans often used cloaking as well.

 

“And you haven’t mentioned this to anyone before now?” Lilly confirmed.

 

“No. Nobody asked me, and Selendil has not ordered me to cooperate with the other races in such a way. It is not the purpose of this station to provide such information. As long as these ships don’t act in a hostile way towards the station or initiate hostilities in the space surrounding the station, they are welcome here, just like everyone else.” Haven stated simply.

 

"I sometimes keep forgetting that while Haven is helping us, he's not necessarily helping any of our races," Lilly muttered. "I'll have to relay this information to the admiral."

 

“Wait, if they’ve attacked all over the galaxy, does that mean that the Illum or the Cybrans have also lost ships?” Amaterasu suddenly asked.

 

"According to the information I have access to, not yet, but that relies on reports that pass through the embassies on the station and the admiral's reports," Haven replied. “Incidentally, even though the others have not detected a pattern yet, there is something that they are missing due to the timing off these attacks being confusing. The attacks seemed to be moving from the direction of the unknown regions of the galaxy down towards the other side. The galactic arm where Illum and Cybrans originate from is on the opposite side and it seems these events have not reached them yet.”

 

“Doesn’t this directly imply that these attacks are coming from the unknown regions? Or at least strongly suggest as much.” Amaterasu pointed out the obvious.

 

“You have unknown regions in your galaxy?” Yrala asked, somewhat surprised. Their galaxy was pretty much entirely charted. The only unclear areas existed because a particular race wanted to keep them hidden.

 

"Well, unknown to us," Lilly stated more specifically. "The races that come to Haven aren't really all that wild about sharing their phase lane maps, and they aren't really willing to allow other races to send scouts through their territory either. So it would be more accurate to say that some races are aware of what goes on in those areas, but they aren't sharing. The quadrant where Haven resides is fairly well mapped, though we still find new phase lanes quite often, while the two neighboring ones are only partially known. The quadrant on the opposite side of the galaxy is almost completely unknown to us though.”

 

"You also have to remember that life in this galaxy is a fair bit younger and less developed than in yours," Amaterasu added. "We didn't have a race like your Ancients to oversee our development. We had to manage with the ruins Selendil’s people and the races that served them left behind. Incidentally, Selendil wasn’t all too happy to find out we were all rifling thought the ruins. She rather accurately called it grave robbing.”

 

"That explains a few things I suppose," Yrala said quietly. "And I suppose there's a story to be told there as well. I never did hear how you met Selendil in the first place, but I guess that can wait."

 

"Yes, I'd say this matter seems a fair bit more pressing," Lilly stated. "I wonder, would Selendil help us deal with the problem?”

 

“I don’t think she would without a proper reason.” Amaterasu shook her head with a small grimace. “She has already helped us deal with certain things, but those were all so we would be able to travel without worries. I don’t think this qualifies. She’s already made it clear that it’s not her job to solve every problem our galaxy has. Besides, here’s a thought. Should we even get involved? I can see why Lilly would get pulled in, but so far this isn’t an issue for the Illum or the Cybrans. I don’t want to sound crass, but I doubt either of our governments would lift a finger to help. They might even wish for the other races to be dragged into a mess so that they could make gains.”

 

“That sounds like standard power politics.” Yrala nodded. “Even among the CAS, where we are supposed to be working together, I can freely admit that the Eriads would be particularly slow to react to problems our biggest competitors were having. As long as it's not our problem, we gain from just standing by and letting things play out. The only reason the CAS is even as united against the rebels as we are is because we're all affected. And even with that, we seem to have found out hints that some parties in CAS are working together with the rebels. I’d imagine such things are even more common among you considering you don’t have a unified government or even an alliance of any kind.”

 

“And what if this develops into a problem that threatens you as well? Would it not be better to help us deal with it before that happens? It might turn out that it’s too late if you want to join in later on.” Lilly pointed out.

 

"You're not entirely wrong, but I don't think our governments will see things the same way," Amaterasu replied. "That's not how governments work. Your people didn't care about the Shinzen before they attacked you, right? Besides, it's not like there's something we can do at the moment. In fact, we're the exact last races to ask for help. You have all the information we do. What you need to do, is to get the cooperation of those species that border the unknown areas of the galaxy. If the attacks really do originate from there, then that’s where you should look for answers. Or to be more exact, that’s what your people need to do. It’s not your responsibility personally.”

 

“You could contact Moonshadow and ask her to do something about it though.” Xiaoli pointed out. “She took one of your ships to travel towards the Mrrroww homeworld, right? She’s a diplomat. A High Ambassador even. Isn’t this sort of thing right in her purview?”

 

“Would Selendil allow Moonshadow to leave for such an extended period of time?” Lilly asked slightly surprised. Diplomatic missions like that would take weeks if not months.

 

“Why wouldn’t she? It’s not like she’s keeping us prisoner or anything.” Xiaoli looked at Lilly slightly oddly for even asking.

 

"Well, she was rather insistent that Moonshadow personally join the crew. She didn't seem to mind the identity of most people as long as they were good at their jobs, but she pressed for Moonshadow personally.” Lilly replied.

 

“Ah, I think I know why.” Amaterasu suddenly realized. She had been present when Selendil explained the concept of ‘Crossroads’ and when they saved Moonshadow. “I don’t think that applies anymore. Selendil needed something very specific from Moonshadow, and I’m fairly sure she already got it.”

 

Selendil had mentioned something along those lines after the event where Moonshadow had given hints about the Great Song and had been unable to speak freely. Selendil had given them a very brief run down afterwards that had not explained everything but had been enough to lift any restrictions that had been placed on Moonshadow. Selendil had not been very forthcoming with the details, but one of the things she had mentioned was that this had likely been the reason why she had been prompted to save Moonshadow back then.

 

“Haven, can you confirm with Selendil just in case?” Lilly requested. It might be that all this was completely unnecessary, but it would be good to make sure.

 

“I can.” Haven went quiet for a few seconds. “Confirmed. You are all free to take as much time as you need. Also, she added that this whole thing is your problem unless things go catastrophically wrong." 

 

“Did our vacation just become a bit longer?” Yrala asked eagerly. Now she might get to see much more of this galaxy than a short visit.

 

“In a way, though I’m not sure if this is still a vacation.” Amaterasu made a sad smile.

            


Chapter 81 - If you're going to make a mistake, might as well lean into it.


                -------

 

Selendil was lost in thought as she observed the Mrrroww Deities go through their exercises. Haven had informed her of the events in the galaxy the Mrrroww came from, and something about the whole thing made her suspicious. There wasn’t anything odd in a new threat appearing in unexplored areas of the galaxy. The Mrrroww were the most advanced race of that galaxy, that she was aware of, and even they had only spotty information at best when it came to large swathes of the galaxy. Some rival empire appearing in that unexplored area wasn’t the least bit strange. In fact, it would’ve been more odd if no threats from that direction materialized.

 

That’s why she had decided against looking into it more deeply for now. If there was more to it, then she could always change that decision. The odds were however, that it was just a standard rival race or a group of races making the first forays towards a larger war. If it was just that, then it would be better to allow the younger races to deal with the problem themselves. They would not be able to develop without adversity, and her babying over them would deprive them of the opportunity.

 

However, there was one problem that was nagging at her. The timing of these events was a little too convenient. It wasn’t all that long since Selendil had woken up in that galaxy and made several waves with her presence. She hadn’t actually done much to hide her identity either. She had also recently left that galaxy. She returned on occasion, but those visits were less obvious than her earlier actions. It could be just a coincidence that these attackers arrived at such a convenient timing, but it could also be because of her. It could very well be that these strange attackers had appeared as a response to her presence or even her sudden return to absence. However, that raised another question. Why?

 

It could be that they had simply recognized her ship and wanted a piece of what that represented. That was the most obvious explanation, and the most likely one. Selendil somewhat wished that to be the case, just because that would be easy to deal with. The second possibility was that these attackers had something to do with the old servant races of the Dhar. Why they had stayed quiet for so long instead of taking over that galaxy was an open question, as was the reason they would be interested in her and her ship. They could be out for revenge of some sort. Or they could simply be trying to confirm rumors about their old masters. Either way, that would be much more complicated to deal with.

 

The third option, and the one she least wanted to be the case, was that they had something to do with the void beings. Selendil had killed the Void Wraith that had infiltrated the Tetrarchy. She had seen very little that would suggest the presence of another void being in the same galaxy, but she couldn’t completely eliminate that possibility either. On the other hand, if this second void being had been on the loose longer than the one she had killed, then it could’ve made some preparations against someone like her. That galaxy had little to no capacity to open the door that the void beings would want to open without some serious development and support from someone skilled in science, so that would explain the lack of movements in that direction. In any case, if she got even a hint of a void being, then she would need to act quickly.

 

Suddenly she felt a familiar disturbance in the psionic energies of the room. As she paid more attention, she noticed the female Mrrroww Kurnau forming another achievement ring or halo as they called it. Large amounts of psionic energy was spinning around her and coalescing in the form of the halo. “Well done. You reached a sufficient level of mastery with the shield to form another ring.” Selendil commended.

 

"Thank you," Kurnau replied rather sedately. The Mrrroww had grown much calmer in the last few weeks, and that calm had positive effects on her psionics as well. The safe environment of the ship worked for her, and coming face to face with the Shinzen had seemed to break some mental blocks that had existed inside her. “I didn’t even realize that forming a common psionic shield could be trained to a level where one could receive another halo.”

 

Selendil had been giving lessons to the Deities and the first real ability she had them train, aside from hiding their halos, related to self-defense. She didn’t like the idea of wasting her time teaching some students that would just get themselves killed. Besides, nearly all psions could form some sort of a basic psionic shield, so it was a good place to start everyone. “You still have some way to go then. It is possible to get several halos with shielding abilities as it is one of the most varied disciplines. There are after all many different kinds of shields and hundreds of things to protect against. That said, once you form a ring due to mastering one shielding ability, then it becomes exponentially harder to form another ring with a similar ability.”

 

“Have any of the others formed a ring using the same ability?” The Mrrroww that had made the least amount of process, Clawsome, asked.

 

“Moonshadow, Xiaoli, and Amaterasu have all done it. One of Amaterasu’s Handmaidens has also done it. Many others are fairly close.” Selendil replied. She knew revealing such details could be considered a bit rude, but they were all her students, so they’d just have to deal with it. Her lessons, her rules.

 

“Basically that means pretty much everyone except you and Hazeem.” Kurnau teased the other Deity. She’d actually gotten some of her sense of humor back as well, although her comments tended on the acerbic side.

 

"Shut it, Panther girl," Clawsome growled.

 

“Make me.” Kurnau provoked. She was allowing some of her original aggressive character to show.

 

Clawsome was about to rise to the bait, but they were both given a psionic smack on the nose by Selendil. “Do that on your own time. There’s even a room where you can have realistic simulated battles against each other. I recommend using it for training anyway. Now you're taking lessons from me, however, so you don't have time to mess about."

 

Both of them had the decency to look a bit contrite, even if it was mostly fake. “So what’s next?” Kurnau asked.

 

“Next you’ll be training some mental skills. We have not truly tested your aptitude in the field and this seems as good a time as any. Even if you have no talent in the field, you’ll need to be able to detect and stop mental intrusions into your mind. Any powerful psion can be disabled if their mental defenses are not adequate. That doesn’t mean you have to master the skills, but you need to be good enough at least.” Selendil started another lesson.

 

---------

 

“So you’re saying some of the races we barely have contact with are already under attack from this unknown enemy? I thought we only had information about some ships disappearing.” Moonshadow asked the gathered crowd of Mrrroww officials. The ranks of the people involved were similar to the time they had talked about the threat of the Shinzen, except the number of people allowed to attend was smaller. That felt so long ago but it was only a matter of months. A lot had changed in that time.

 

“That is what our informants are telling us, but whether that information is reliable is up for debate.” A Lynx-tribe member from the Mrrroww’s psionic forces replied with a distinct voice of uncertainty.

 

“Truth be told, our confidence in this information is quite low. It feels like we were fed the information.” The female Lynx Deity explained for her subordinate. Moonshadow realized that she was now more powerful than the woman leading the psionic forces, but decided not to reveal that fact.

 

“And I don’t suppose we have any details about the capabilities of the attackers?” A Lion-tribe admiral asked in a sarcastic tone.

 

“Aside from the fact that the enemy seems to be crushing all resistance, which also sounds like information purposefully fed to us, no.” The male Lynx replied curtly.

 

“In many ways, whether the information is true or not is irrelevant. What we must do remains the same. We need to make contact with the races in the other quadrants of our galaxy and try to find more about this unknown enemy. We’ll also need to start making preparations for war, and we need to try and work out some sort of coalition with friendly races.” The hologram of the Primaris stated.

 

“We just got out of a war with the Synthetic Dawn and the Shinzen.” A civil official complained. “Our economy is getting stretched pretty thin with this constant state of alert. We were just starting to recover as well.”

 

“Good thing we took a hold of those automatic shipyards the Synthetic Dawn left behind.” Another admiral stated.

 

“Which brings us to another point. Both of those conflicts were not solved by our fleets but by a very particular being. Would she help us again?” The Lynx Deity asked.

 

“No.” Moonshadow replied simply. "She helped us before for a reason, and that reason no longer applies as strongly. She already relayed to us that we'd be on our own with this crisis unless certain conditions apply. So far there’s no sign of that being the case.”

 

“What would those conditions be exactly?” The Primaris asked.

 

“The attacker would need to be from a very small and select group of races. Or the Galaxy would need to be on the brink of destruction. Or Haven would need to be I suppose. She would likely step up to defend Haven.” Moonshadow didn’t elaborate further.

 

“Let’s proceed under the assumption that she won’t help. We need to be able to deal with things on our own. Luckily there seems to be no sign that the Shinzen plan on restarting hostilities with us any time soon. Maybe the enemy makes the error of attacking them.” The Primaris said hopefully.

 

“A long shot, but we might want to consider baiting them into it if the opportunity presents itself.” A Tiger-tribe general suggested.

 

“Moonshadow, you returned at the perfect time. Can we rely on you to approach some of the races that might know something about what is attacking everyone?” The Primaris requested. As she was under Selendil’s command, he could not order her to do anything directly.

 

“I can try. They might not be feeling particularly cooperative though. I’m not sure I would be in their place either. If this threat really stems from the other side of the galaxy, then they are first on the line of attack, not us. And I doubt you’re planning on sending our fleets to defend their territories.” Moonshadow pointed out with a sarcastic tone.

 

“Not at the moment at least, no. Though it might be worth the consideration at some point. If we have to fight this enemy, I’d rather not do it on our worlds.” The Primaris admitted.

 

They all thought of the same thing though no one voiced the thought. If something were to happen to Moonshadow during this diplomatic trip, then Selendil might be tempted to take action in revenge. As the exact threat of this new enemy was yet unknown, and because they weren’t complete bastards, they of course didn’t wish any harm to befall her. However, they all recognized the possibility and wouldn’t feel so sad about it happening either.

 

---------

 

“So how does it look?” Selendil asked as she entered Haahun’s lab. The man was working on Nox’s biological body. Xiaoli had already provided her input earlier before going back to Haven, so the rest was up to the Eriad man and Nox.

 

“We’re close to being complete, but I can’t be certain of the result. Some of the materials you provided us are completely new to me, not to mention never having worked with them before. The ‘brain’ part especially is a complete unknown to me.” Haahun admitted. That said, he loved working with all this new stuff. It gave him ideas.

 

As the biological body was harder to just modify on the fly, instead of altering the body later, Selendil and Nox had provided the improved materials to Haahun directly. The brain part was also completely different as the biological body had to be able to handle information, especially related to senses, differently. “The brains should be fine. The Dhar used the same system successfully countless times, and we can say for certain that the brain is capable of handling all the senses and still housing Nox.” Selendil replied. “The connections I’m less certain about. Even though I know the system should work, The Dhar didn’t usually handle our AIs quite like this. It’s one of those cases where you develop something but don’t actually test it enough to really confirm everything.”

 

“Well, I’m more confident in that field. I don’t want to brag but pleasure bots are one of our best selling and most sophisticated products, and a proper pleasure bot needs to be able to feel everything a normal humanoid would to respond perfectly. That goes with the other senses as well. We’ve run extensive tests and we’ve mapped the feelings and other senses perfectly. The same connections are used in prosthetics and the Eriads that have used those prosthetics swear that the sensory input feels exactly the same.” Haahun stated confidently. “I’m somewhat surprised though. Your people seem so advanced in other ways, so why did you never truly develop this field as well? Moral quandaries?”

 

Selendil tilted her head in thought. “In a way, yet not quite. In our society, those that were able to bring pleasure were respected professionals. That's why we didn't want to relegate it to AI. It would’ve been inferior. There’s just no way even a simulation can match the skill of someone who has psionic gifts in the field.”

 

“If Haahun is confident in the nervous system and senses, and we’re confident in the brains part, then it sounds like this should work?” Nox suggested, bringing the subject back on point. She had no idea how the talk always turned to topics like that when it came to her biological body. They were not creating a pleasure bot after all. Nox had none of the programming after all.

 

“Mmmh, theoretically, but there are some potential issues. I’m not sure how all this will react with the crystalline material that you provided for the skeletal structure or the nanites you gave me. We also made some radical changes to the artificial tissue that should be fine in theory, but we can’t be sure how they work in practice. And just because our two areas of expertise work marvelously on their own, that doesn’t mean they work perfectly together.” Haahun tempered the expectations a bit.

 

“On the other hand, we really won’t know until we try.” Selendil countered.

 

“That is true as well. We’ve run all the simulations we can, but it all boils down to actually trying things out.” Haahun also agreed.

 

“Alright then. Let’s give it a shot.” Selendil decided. “Assuming you’re ready Nox?”

 

“As ready as I’ll ever be.” Nox admitted. The other, more obviously artificial body, had also been a sort of test run for her. She should have less trouble getting used to this body after that one.

 

Haahun operated a console and a large cylindrical glass container in the center of the lab was drained of nutritional liquids and the naked body of a being that looked very close to an Eriad was revealed. Haahun had made small changes to separate Nox’s form from a standard Eriad. The skin tone was lighter and had darker patterns not usually found on an Eriad. The cloven hooves were also replaced with standard humanoid legs with toes and they had added tails similar to Selendil at the back of the body’s head.

 

"Initiating connection," Haahun announced and it seemed like every muscle on the body tensed at the same time and the eyes suddenly opened with a golden glow.

 

“Ow! Big fucking ow!” Nox's voice complained. The voice was somewhat altered by the body's vocal cords though. "Note to anyone interested. Having the pain receptors all over the body start working at the same time is not a brilliant idea. Even if there's no damage to the body, all those nerve endings connecting for the first time feels extremely unpleasant.”

 

"Duly noted," Haahun said with a grin. “On the other hand, it’s good to know the nerves work. Is the pain lingering?”

 

Nox moved her limbs one by one starting from her fingers and toes. She wanted to test the feeling and mobility before starting to move around properly. “No, the pain is quickly fading away. The sensations work fine so far. They’re also quite consistent with what I felt with the other body, only much more intense. I’m also way more aware of certain things. The feeling of air flowing on your skin is a rather novel one for instance.”

 

“It would be much more acute if your skin had hair on it.” Haahun pointed out. That had actually been a rather long debate among the crew as they had talked about Nox’s future body. The Mrrroww were naturally advocates of body hair, while Selendil and the Dashane were against it. Surprisingly all the Illum, Cybrans and Guardians had voted against hair as well, so that’s what they had gone with. As a result, the only hair on Nox’s body was on her head.

 

"You'll get used to it," Selendil promised. Not very convincing coming from an energy being.

 

“We’ll have to run a thorough checkup to see that everything works perfectly. Things like involuntary reflexes are hard to judge with a cursory examination after all. We’ll also have to check the responsiveness of your senses to external stimuli. Some senses are supposed to grow sharper and more pronounced when exposed to more stimuli while others are supposed to become less acute.” Haahun seemed to be going through a mental checklist.

 

“Is that a fancy way of saying that we have to check if my sexy parts work?” Nox joked, referring to Haahun’s earlier comment about pleasure bots.

 

“That too. Those are rather delicate mechanisms after all.” Haahun admitted without any shame. “Although I have confidence. As I said, we happen to excel in the field.”

 

“Which reminds me. You’ll also need some clothes.” Selendil rather pointedly looked Nox’s new form up and down.

 

“Ah, right. That. I knew we forgot something. I’m not sure if we have everything you’ll need in the lab. We might have to ask to borrow something from Yrala or Mother.” Haahun seemed to realize his error. One that he had definitely not made on purpose. And it wasn’t like he forgot to mention the clothing that could be found in the other labs where their products were made.

 

"I'm not sure those will fit," Selendil said in a deadpan voice. "Nox, tell me again why you went with the stupidly well-endowed package."

 

“We voted on that one too, remember? Besides, I ran the analysis. I just did the same thing we did when we designed your Human and Mrrroww forms. I wanted something appealing if I was going to have a body.” Nox retorted, while actually managing a shrug while still laying suspended in the gravity field inside the container.

 

"Well, you certainly succeeded there," Haahun muttered. The only reason he wasn’t staring at Nox in open admiration was his experience designing pleasure bots and fantasy simulations. He’d seen almost every dream body that the Eriad and most CAS races fantasized about, so he was an expert. Even then he had to admit that Nox had done a great job.

 

“We may have overdone it a little.” Even Selendil had to admit. Even if she was slightly oblivious to such things, she wasn’t blind. On the other hand, if this was what Nox wanted, then she wasn’t going to argue. It was the AI’s body and she had promised Nox free hand.

 

“Something to work on for version 2.0.” Nox said, but she vehemently disagreed in her mind. She’d overdone it a bit on purpose and had no desire to change. She had gone through countless amounts of material just so she could create a form that was appealing not just to Eriads, but to as many other races as possible as well. She had found surprisingly many commonalities, even though tastes would always factor in, that basically boiled down to symmetry, lack of obvious flaws, and features that signaled the ability to bear offspring successfully. This was her masterwork, and she wouldn’t allow anyone to ruin it!

            


Chapter 82 - Well, technically...


                --------

 

”I’ve triple checked all the connections, and we’ve simulated the operations of the core. It should work now.” Nox stated while her mechanical body extracted itself out of a maintenance duct.

 

“Yet the readings on this relay are not consistent with those simulations.” Nox’s biological body replied while operating a display tied to a power relay station that they had customized.

 

“That could be a calibration error in the relay. The readings from the jump core and the power reactor are both consistent with the simulation.” The mechanical body retorted.

 

“Is it just me, or does this give a whole new meaning to talking to yourself?” Ka’aukai commented while looking on from the side of the room.

 

"I think you could call this arguing with yourself," Ka'eo suggested another play on words instead.

 

“I’m just thinking out loud. It’s practice so that I can act and converse more naturally. For some reason, most humanoids argue like this. It's good practice, although knowing both sides of the argument does make it a little too predictable.” The biological body said while not looking up from the display. “Also, I can feel you two staring at my ass.”

 

"I believe that's another thing you'll have to practice getting used to if you want to go with that body," Ka'eo said while shamelessly staring at Nox’s new assets. Nox was wearing a skintight utility suit, so the view presented was phenomenal. “Besides, wasn’t that part of the point in creating a body like that?” He asked with surprising insight.

 

“I didn’t tell you to stop looking. I was just making an observation. That indeed was part of the point. I want the full experience and I’ve noted that this is part of it. I never quite understood it and no one ever explained it to me satisfactorily. Females of various species dress and move specifically in a way to draw the eyes of the males, yet they then complain when they are paid attention to. Their vitals also show that they don’t actually dislike being looked at. Except sometimes they do. I do not understand it. It’s one of the most baffling behaviors I’ve observed. I want to personally experience it. Maybe then I’ll understand.” The biological Nox explained, still flipping through the figures shown on the display.

 

“Even Selendil does it to a certain extent, although things work a little differently for her. She gets stared at anyway no matter which way she dresses or acts, so she can’t tell the specific reason why someone is looking at her. That’s part of why she rarely says anything. Yet she too wears attires that are very form-fitting, even though she doesn't have to." The mechanical body added, sounding genuinely curious.

 

"I'm afraid you're addressing these questions to the wrong people," Ka'aukai stated. "You'll need to ask the people involved. We’re especially bad to ask as all Dashane dress in an almost identical fashion aside from armor and our shamans. Not that we can’t enjoy a good view when it is offered. We just dress for the hunt at all times.”

 

“Well, not at all times…” Ka’eo started but was gestured to silence by Ka’aukai.

 

“They do not need to know about such things.” The older Dashane stated firmly.

 

“I feel like I just heard something interesting. I’ll let it slide for now though. Assuming you oblige my little inquiries that is.” The biological Nox stated with a small smile that the two Dashane didn’t see. They were too busy looking elsewhere.

 

"Much appreciated," Ka'aukai said gratefully.

 

“As to your suggestion, I did ask others, but the answers have no consistency. It’s not even factional or racial. Some among Amaterasu’s handmaidens gave wildly differing answers and Kurnau looked at me like I was an idiot for even asking. I don’t think she realizes that I don’t have the same perspective as she does. Besides, with Amaterasu, Xiaoli, Moonshadow, and Lilly gone back home, I’ve lost the best place to gather feedback. I suppose I’ll ask when they return.” The mechanical body added. “Aha! Found the problem. The sensor was misaligned. Try it now.”

 

“Already running the simulation.” The biological body replied. Just because she was practicing, that didn’t mean she actually had to wait for the words to come before acting on the intent behind them. “Power is running through the relay according to our specifications now. We can finally test the jump drive properly.”

 

They had put the finishing touches on the hyperjump core they had constructed. The installation and tests had taken some time though. As she closed the panel, Nox gave her biological booty a small and playful wiggle. “Like what you see?” She asked.

 

“Very much so yes.” Ka’eo once again shamelessly admitted. “You did a great job designing the body.”

 

"I must admit that Ka'eo is correct. The view is indeed extremely distracting." Ka'aukai said, remembering the small bargain they had made earlier. He was also slightly ashamed that he had not been paying any attention to the surroundings for several minutes despite being here ostensibly on guard duty. It wasn't that there were any dangers inside the ship, but it was good to stay vigilant just in case. Usually, Ka'aukai would either be constantly scanning the surroundings if on high alert or at least every few seconds if keeping a more relaxed guard. Being distracted for several minutes was a testament to how good of a view it was.

 

“Mission accomplished then. Master, we’re ready. We can make the jump.” Nox messaged the bridge where Selendil and Nochehuatl were waiting. Most of the crew had been sent off the ship just in case something with the jump went catastrophically wrong. The Guardians were enjoying the hospitality of the Eriad homeworld and apparently would be bringing several plants along when they returned.

 

“Alright, set the coordinates and activate the core.” Selendil gave the order to Nochehuatl who punched in the coordinates. This was the first time they tested the core so the results might be unpredictable.

 

They all sensed a small feeling of disturbance similar to when they were warping. The feeling came as a result of disorientation, but they were all relatively used to it by now. “Reporting from the engine room. The core is stable and it doesn’t seem like anything is wrong on this end. The core was not stressed too much by the jump and is ready for immediate reactivation.” Nox relayed her findings.

 

They had made a short jump on purpose to not put too much stress on the core. It had been what could be called a micro-jump so the core was capable of making a second one without resting. "Navigation tells us that the jump was successful, but that we missed our target by quite a bit," Nochehuatl reported.

 

“That’s fine. We couldn’t use the measurements of the CAS cores because we modified our systems so much. We’ll just need to calibrate over successive jumps. How much did we miss?” Selendil asked.

 

"By a factor of 100," Nochehuatl replied wryly.

 

"So we jumped a hundred times the distance we aimed for?" Ka'aukai asked in surprise through the comms. "That's not a small miss."

 

“No it’s not, but it’s the right kind of mistake for our purposes. Also, the direction of the jump was correct. That is to say, we headed the right way; we just traveled a much longer distance than we tried to.” Nochehuatl said happily.

 

“Re-calibrate with this new information in mind and let’s try again. Double the length of the jump as well. We want to see how varying the distance messes with the calculations.” Selendil ordered.

 

“Executing the jump.” Nochehuatl acknowledged and the disorienting feeling hit them again.

 

“Reporting, the core is stable, but we’ll need to allow the heat to dissipate for an hour before jumping again. As we suspected, connecting the core directly with our main power core risks overloading it.” Nox reported again.

 

“Navigation confirms that the direction was right this time as well. We missed again, but by a much smaller distance. Now we're under the factor of 10. It also seems that making large jumps is easier to calculate. We'll need to keep jumping until we can hit our target consistently, but we’ll get there.” Nochehuatl reported confidently.

 

“Good. Let the core recover, use the time to run simulations and let’s try again and again until we can hit the target we’re aiming for every time. We don’t need to be able to be perfectly precise immediately, but I expect us to be reasonably accurate before we can use the core in practice.” Selendil decided.

 

--------

 

"I never thought of it like that," Xiaoli commented to Yrala as their ship pulled in to the Haven's docks. They had used an Illum vessel to visit some of the notable nearby worlds. The group was standing ready to disembark in the airlock.

 

“It does make sense though when you think about it.” Amaterasu also nodded in agreement. “Most of the differences between galaxies can be found in the people inhabiting them and the things that follow from those differences. Culture, entertainment, customs, stories. Products that we create. That sort of thing.”

 

"My point exactly," Yrala confirmed. “There are some materials that can be found in one galaxy and not in another, but even that is relatively limited. The difference between a paradise world in this galaxy and in mine is not that large and mostly down to how we enjoy things, and the more significant galactic features such as nebulae are nice but not exactly something you'd travel to another galaxy to see. The people are the important part. As it happens, Haven is the best place to observe people and learn about different cultures. We might want to visit something like the homeworld of the Mrrroww at some point, but for now, we can stick around Haven."

 

"That does give me an idea though." Xiaoli suddenly got a sneaky look. "I have a business proposition for you.”

 

“I think I already know what you have in mind.” Yrala grinned. “You want to trade cultural libraries so to speak, right?”

 

“Exactly. Since it seems unlikely that there will be frequent travel between our galaxies, at least for a while, it doesn’t really matter if we both benefit from the cultural achievements of the other galaxy. You could release the stories and songs and the like that we have produced back in your galaxy, and I could do the same here. We could earn a fortune!” Xiaoli schemed.

 

“There is one problem though. I’m the only Eriad to have visited your galaxy so far so I’ll get the benefit for obvious reasons, but your crew has more people.” Yrala looked towards Amaterasu. “Those people might want to benefit from this deal as well.”

 

“You can keep your little scheme. I already have something bigger in mind.” Amaterasu said in an oblique fashion and refused to elaborate. She had asked Nox for the original schematics for the jump cores the CAS ships used, and the AI had not been told by Selendil to keep it a secret from the other members of the crew. Amaterasu had already forwarded those plans back to the Illum scientists to tear apart. They would likely be able to replicate the core with enough time, though they lacked the power production of the CAS ships and wouldn’t be able to use the jump cores to the same extent. That would improve with time and technology though.

 

“I’m sorry to bother you, but I have a question for Miss Yrala.” Haven suddenly said as they walked aboard the station.

 

“Something wrong?” Yrala asked worriedly.

 

“No. Hopefully the exact opposite. I think I may have gotten an idea. Have your people ever tried to utilize the jump cores your ships have to establish a connection between two fixed points and instead of transporting the core itself, you jump whatever is present at that particular position.” Haven queried.

 

“I’m not entirely sure I understand what you mean. Do you mean something like the transfer platforms Seledil’s ship uses to warp between the main ship and the auxiliary arms?” Yrala asked.

 

"Exactly," Haven confirmed.

 

“That was how the very first prototypes worked. We still have a few platforms that allow travel between a handful of the CAS core planets, but they are rarely used because the energy costs are so horrendous. It can be used for emergency messages and the sort, but it doesn’t really allow for regular travel. Courier ships are almost as fast and much more power-efficient.” Yrala explained from memory.

 

“I think I already know what you have in mind Haven. You wanted to propose the construction of such a platform to allow for travel between our galaxy and Yrala’s homeworld. Then we wouldn’t be relying on Selendil for all our travel.” Amaterasu’s mind immediately reached the same conclusion as Haven.

 

“That wouldn’t really work though. The amount of energy required would be too much. I know the power generation of Dhar power generators ridiculous but this is a bit too much.” Yrala pointed out.

 

“If we were talking about building things from scratch, yes. But what if I told you the necessary power infrastructure is already in place on standby, ready to be utilized. It just needs to be harnessed?" Haven stated.

 

"What do you have in mind?" Xiaoli asked with a frown. She had an idea but didn't know enough to really guess.

 

“The warp network is one of the greatest creations of the Dhar Eternal Empire. It was used to warp trillions of Dhar and countless ships at its peak and the system wasn’t even stressed. Now the only one using the network is Selendil, and the rest of the network is sitting idle. Now granted warping is much more effective when it comes to power expenditure over large distances, but the network can still effortlessly handle something like what I suggested.” Haven stated confidently.

 

“What gave you the idea suddenly?” Amaterasu asked.

 

“A combination of things. You asked some months ago for Nox and me to work on a way to allow you to get outside the ship when you're on the bridge and Selendil teleports away. I've been working on that, and then we were introduced to the CAS jump cores. That got me thinking. If the basic idea works, why not scale it up?” Haven explained.

 

“I’m sensing a ‘but’.” Xiaoli pointed out.

 

“Well, it would still require Selendil to form the connection and it would only work between those two points. I’m also not entirely sure of the exact mechanics we would need to have in order to facilitate the transfer requests. I know it can be done as the transfer platforms on the ship work, but I’ve never been given access to the schematics and I don’t know if it can work over such large distances. It could very well be that the reason those platforms work is because they are in such close proximity. That’s why I thought of using the jump cores. It was my understanding that only very particular phase-smiths had the plans to those platforms. I’m guessing it’s because they didn’t want any outsiders getting their hands on those plans as it would essentially allow outside access to the warp network. As such, I’m not sure Selendil would go for it.” Haven explained.

 

“But it is theoretically possible.” Xiaoli mused. “We could ask her at least. There’s no harm in that.”

 

“I’m not sure if…” Amaterasu was about to argue before alarms suddenly blared all over the station. These were not alarms that belonged to the original systems of the station but those later installed by the Mrrroww. “What now?”

 

“Two things. Apparently, there are a number of unidentified ships approaching the station, and it seems the hostilities are reaching the borders of the known galaxy. The Mrrroww High Command has detected signs of battle in multiple systems.” Haven replied.

 

“A number of ships?” Yrala asked skeptically.

 

“Yes, well, the Admiral in charge of the station thinks we have a few dozen ships approaching, but he is not aware of twice that number approaching via stealth as he doesn’t have access to my sensors.” Haven retorted.

 

“Will we be alright?” Yrala asked. She had seen thousands of ships outside the station but most of those were either freighters or diplomatic vessels.

 

"The station is armed," Lilly stated confidently. "And if they fire upon ships in the area, then Haven is going to retaliate."

 

"I think they're just probing. Otherwise, we'd see a much larger fleet. Who else is under attack?" Amaterasu asked.

 

Haven listed eight races and one of the names stuck out. “Really? They attacked the Shinzen?” Lilly asked in shock.

 

"Well, the Shinzen do control access to some very important phase lanes near the core of the galaxy." Amaterasu pointed out.

 

“That’s good news for us in any case. I doubt they’re going to have much luck attacking the Shinzen and this way we don’t have to figure out a way to get the Shinzen into the war.” Lilly cheered.

 

“Huh. The ships that came into the system might not be such idiots after all.” Haven suddenly said. “They aren’t attacking the station or the ships around it. They’re keeping their distance. Instead, they are putting down phase space inhibitors. Rather powerful ones at that.”

 

“Doesn’t that violate your rules anyway? We aren’t allowed to prevent anyone from accessing the station.” Lilly pointed out.

 

"Yes, though it is a bit of a borderline situation. They aren't strictly speaking stopping people. They sent a message that ships of other races are allowed to leave the blockade, they just have to fly outside the area blocked by the inhibitors. However, they are demanding that the Mrrroww hand over stewardship of the station. Strictly speaking, the Mrrroww were only allowed stewardship because I was still asleep and the place needed maintenance. Now that Selendil is back, the only reason we're still allowing it is because she doesn't want to be bothered to keep things running here. However, you don't have any more right to the position than anyone else." Haven explained.

 

“So will you be interfering?” Lilly asked in confusion.

 

“That depends. They have demanded you to relinquish the stewardship, but they aren’t claiming it for themselves yet either. Once they do, I will act. Before then I don’t really have a reason to until they start firing on your ships. Or we could just ask Selendil. She’s the ultimate arbiter here anyway.” Haven made the digital equivalent of a shrug.

            


Chapter 83 - The Geometry of Shadows


                ---------

 

”We’ll need to inform the Admiral of the cloaked ships.” Lilly suddenly realized. “Otherwise he might do something silly while thinking the enemy only brought a couple dozen ships.”

 

“Surely he isn’t that stupid?” Amaterasu frowned. “These new enemies have been stealthily attacking ships of various races all over the place. He must have realized they’re using cloaking. And if they can use cloaking to that extent, then surely one must be prepared for the presence of cloaked ships as reinforcements.”

 

"I think you might be overestimating him a bit," Lilly admitted with a deep sigh. “He’s not incompetent by any means, but he didn’t exactly gain his position due to having keen tactical acumen. Haven has been seen as a something like a prestige position among the Mrrroww High Command. Prestige position where you need more administrative skills and a good quartermaster, not tactical brilliance. Here you can post officers with good connections and at least some talent. They are smart enough to not cause any real damage but not smart enough for situations that require real tactical decision making.”

 

"I sent him a message," Haven reassured Lilly. “I thought it only fair.”

 

“So this might be just me missing something as an outsider, but there's something that stands out about this whole situation," Yrala interjected as Lilly gave a sigh of relief. "The enemies seem to be quite well informed on what they can and can't do to avoid Haven’s involvement. They’ve picked a tactic that relies on a technicality, and you can’t utilize tactics like that if you don’t know what you’re doing.”

 

"There's actually a rather plausible explanation for that one," Lilly stated confidently. "Amaterasu mentioned earlier that the enemy has been attacking ships. Well, the more accurate statement would’ve been that they’ve made ships disappear. I assume they’ve made the crews disappear as well. Likely those crews have been questioned. The rules of engagement concerning Haven aren't exactly a secret. There's no brochure or anything when you come on board, but usually, most races and crews that visit the station figure the rules out pretty quickly. Someone usually informs them sooner or later."

 

“That’s not quite sufficient as an explanation though.” Amaterasu countered with a concerned frown. “While most of the rules might be general knowledge, and we can assume they gained that knowledge from the ship crews they captured, their tactic requires very precise knowledge of the details of the rules. Most spacers don’t really care enough about the rules to really learn them down to such detail. It’s not like they had their ship AI request the details from Haven. Additionally, I’m guessing Haven hasn’t exactly posted a detailed list of the rules anywhere either.”

 

“Both fair guesses. I told most of the rules to the Mrrroww when I was still in a VI state and left the rest up to them. They added some of their own rules on top of mine, but since they didn’t really conflict with my rules or the purpose of the station, I let them run with it. Some people have broken the rules and have been punished by me, so people know the seriousness of the rules.” Haven confirmed.

 

“Exactly. So we have rules that have been passed on third and fourth hand at best, inflated and changed by rumors, and rules that were not really complete in the first place. Yet the enemy has managed to pinpoint a hole in the rules of the station, not just the Mrrroww additions or the rumors, and managed to develop a strategy based on a technicality of those rules. That sounds more than just a bit iffy to me.” Amaterasu finished her point, agreeing with Yrala.

 

“Basically it sounds like they know more about the station than they should. That means they either have some sources of information you aren’t aware of, or they’ve dealt with something similar before.” Yrala added on.

 

“Haven, can you show us a scan of the enemy ships? You should have some sort of analysis on them by now since they aren’t all hiding anymore.” Xiaoli requested.

 

"The ships are still employing high-level electronic countermeasures, so I don't have a detailed scan of them, but I can give you some information," Haven said and they could all hear the displeasure in his voice.

 

A holographic display of a menacing-looking vessel appeared. The ship had a spiny, almost spider-like appearance. The fairly compact central portion of the ship had several slightly curved spines extending to both sides that looked almost like spider-legs. The ship in question had sixteen of such spines, eight on both sides, although a second hologram showed a smaller vessel that had fewer of such spines, which made it look like the larger vessels were almost like two smaller ships placed on top of each other. The ships were dark in hue and they seemed somehow odd, as if the surface of the vessel was undulating in some way.

 

“That’s…eerie.” Amaterasu gave a small shudder. “Why would someone make their ships like that? It seems impractical.”

 

“Intimidation?” Yrala suggested.

 

"I believe there's a reason that is at the same time more complicated, and a lot simpler," Haven said. “The ship seems to be at least partially organic in nature. I have some reason to suspect that the ship might be grown and not built, and that is simply the natural shape the ship takes.”

 

“So they’re a bit like Shinzen?” Lilly asked.

 

“A bit, yes. Though from the little I can tell, there are rather significant differences as well. The Shinzen ships are living creatures. Weird and almost mindless beings controlled by the hive mind, but living beings nonetheless. I don’t think these ships are alive in the same sense. They are simply based on organic technology and grown artificially.” Haven explained.

 

“Considering you said you didn’t have detailed scans, you seem to have oddly detailed information.” Yrala pointed out.

 

“It’s not the first time I’ve seen similar technologies. In fact, such things become rather common at a certain level of technological development. Even the Dhar went through that phase.” Haven easily retorted.

 

“How advanced are we talking about? Compared to us I mean.” Yrala asked curiously.

 

“That’s hard to say. Some races advance more quickly than others, and there are multiple levels to these sorts of technologies. They could be a couple dozen millennia ahead of you, or they could be a million years ahead. Most biological races wind up with semi-organic construction methods at some point, and those races tend to be the most advanced until Dhar technology is introduced to the mix. Synthetic lifeforms tend to avoid such technologies for obvious reasons of course.” Haven took a page out of Nox’s handbook and actually created a holographic image of a non-descript humanoid just to give a shrug.

 

“But we are facing a significantly more advanced civilization nonetheless?” Yrala confirmed.

 

“Relatively speaking. That’s just one branch of technology though. I have no idea how advanced their weapons or shields are for example. I would assume they are ahead of yours, though at the moment I can’t even guess how much. It very well could be that they simply build their ships in a different way and that’s it.” Haven replied.

 

“Have you informed Selendil of the situation?” Amaterasu asked Haven. “She said she won’t interfere with things unless the situation gets really bad, but she might be interested in what happens to you Haven. After all, this is the place where she spends most of her time when she returns to this galaxy. If nothing else, then this might affect the availability of quality cuisine on the station. And we all know how seriously she takes that.”

 

"Fair point," Haven admitted and went quiet while discussing things with Nox and Selendil. “I’ve officially been given free rein on things affecting the station and its surroundings.”

 

“So what will you do?” Lilly asked worriedly.

 

"Two things," Haven replied without really answering the question. Outside the station, one of Haven's weapon systems activated. A thin but long turret pivoted towards one of the phase space inhibitors and fired a powerful blast of energy, missing the inhibitor barely and on purpose. It was a clear warning shot.

 

“Come now Haven, don’t keep us in suspense. We can’t actually see what’s going on without you keeping us informed.” Xiaoli prompted. After all, they weren’t on the bridge of a ship but in a random corridor of the station. There were no displays of what was happening outside.

 

“I gave them a warning shot and sent them a message. The station will not tolerate any more shenanigans like what they were trying to pull. Everyone has free access to come to the station, and that extends to the Mrrroww even if their stewardship of the place is questioned. However, the enemy is also welcome on the station despite the recent events. Those were the rough contents of the message as well.” Haven explained.

 

“Are they showing a reaction?” Lilly asked.

 

“They seem to be considering things at the moment. Ah, no, they seem to have come to a decision. Their ships are pulling back and the inhibitors were turned off and brought aboard their ships. Three of their ships are actually approaching the station while the others are preparing to leave. Apparently, they do plan on coming on board. However, they sent a message addressed to the Admiral that they do not recognize the Mrrroww control of the station, nor any of the rules they have set. They will not subject themselves to any procedures upon boarding.” Haven gave commentary.

 

"Well, now I'm curious. I did not expect them to come on the station. I suppose this could be considered a draw? They did not get what they wanted but they were not defeated either.” Yrala commented.

 

“Haven, can I see the list of races they have attacked again?” Amaterasu suddenly requested. They all suddenly saw a list of names floating in the air. “I think I might have an inkling about what they are doing. See this?” Amaterasu pointed at the list. “These races are all relatively unpopular among the other races on the station. The Shinzen are just the most blatant example, but the others are rather belligerent or fiercely isolationist as well. They aren’t necessarily the ones I would’ve picked to attack first if I was in the place of the enemy. Not unless I had some alternative aim from a pure military conquest.”

 

“You’re saying they’re attempting some sort of divide and conquer type of deal?” Xiaoli suggested.

 

“I can’t really speculate that far. I just think they have some diplomatic plans as well. Considering how aggressively they are behaving, they might not be as disliked by many of the races on the station as one might suspect, just because they are attacking races that few others would actually miss." Amaterasu tried putting her thoughts to words but was finding it difficult. It was like she was close to grasping some kind of idea but it kept eluding her.

 

------

 

“Master. Some of the creatures have come on board the station.” Haven reported to Selendil.

 

“I assume there’s a reason you’re telling me.” Selendil prompted. She didn’t need reports on such details otherwise and Haven knew that. Selendil wasn’t one for micromanaging things.

 

“There is.” Haven replied and a hologram of a spindly creature with a black carapace was projected in front of Selendil. The creature seemed to be somewhere between a spider and a praying mantis with thin spiky limbs and insectoid body shape. The creature had a small triangular head and seven pairs of pinpoint eyes in two stacked rows. Externally the creature was colored in shades of dark purple and black. According to the readings, the creature possessed the ability to cloak itself from most visible wavelengths. The station's sensors were easily able to see it, however. “The creature is listed on my database. Specifically, the database for another galaxy.”

 

"Well, this is interesting. I seem to remember these creatures. Weren’t they one of the last projects we completed before we were hit with the plague? What was their name again?” Selendil asked. She would’ve consulted the stored memories, but this was still during the time when only notable people were preserved by the Keepers, and the Dhar involved with the project were not among those notable people. For once electronic records would be more reliable.

 

“Yes, they were the last race to be uplifted by the Dhar according to my database. As for the name,” Haven released a high-pitched screech impossible to replicate with normal humanoid organs. Even Selendil was incapable of replicating the sound despite being an energy being.

 

“Ah. Well. We’re going to have to come up with a nickname for them. So. During the intervening years, they've developed the capacity to make the trip between galaxies and actually did it successfully. Not a bad accomplishment. Is the galaxy they are listed for located relatively close?” Selendil smoothly changed the topic.

 

“It’s in the same cluster. It’s not the closest neighboring galaxy but among the closer ones.” Nox reported in Haven’s stead. Her mechanical body was currently working on the ship’s primary weapon systems with Selendil’s assistance.

 

“Estimated travel time with the phase drives of Dhar ships?” Selendil asked.

 

“Around 600-years for the ark ships, give or take a hundred depending on possible detours in phase space.” Nox performed some quick calculations.

 

“So it is quite close.” Selendil nodded. “For the phase drives of a Dhar ship other than an ark ship, we’re looking at around a millennium. So for younger races, I'd say we're looking at roughly a hundred thousand years to make the trip."

 

“Master, I think I should point out that I may have made an error just now.” Haven suddenly jumped back in. “The being tried to take command of the station with vocal commands. It spoke fluent basic of the Eternal Empire and evoked succession protocols citing the fact that since their race had actually had contact with Dhar, they should be allowed stewardship over the station over the current stewards, the Mrrroww. I turned them down of course.”

 

“As you should.” Nox pointed out a bit smugly.

 

"Yes, well, strictly speaking, they did have enough of a claim to get a hearing from a VI. The problem is that there are really only three reasons to turn their request down so quickly. Either because I’ve already returned to AI status, or because there’s a better successor with enough of a claim already claiming the position, or if there’s no reason for succession. The creature seemed shocked that I turned them down and inquired about the reason, and I replied that I had discretion over the matters of the station.” Haven explained.

 

“Ah. So the fact that you can exercise such discretion revealed your return to AI status.” Nox realized some of the implications. “And that can mean two things. Either a Dhar has returned, or you’re a rogue AI that regained its intelligence.”

 

“That would be it, yes. The being immediately sent a ship back to report and their fleet phase jumped away. Whichever possibility they find more likely, I have a feeling they’re going to be returning with more ships in the relatively close future. Either they will be trying to force me into giving more information, or they will be here to deal with a rogue AI.” Haven agreed.

 

“Well, I suppose now I might have to get involved.” Selendil gave a small shrug. “I can’t exactly claim this was a problem caused by the original inhabitants of that galaxy. I'll still try to keep my involvement minimal. I suppose a lot depends on the reason these creatures are in that galaxy. If they've arrived for conquest, then things don't look too great, but if they have some other reason, then the locals might have what it takes to handle things on their own.”

 

“How about the tests with the jump drive?” Haven asked curiously. Nox wasn't sharing that info with the other AI just yet. It was a bit like allowing a friend/rival to see your mistakes.

 

“We’re almost there. The calibration is almost complete. We’re only missing the target by light-seconds now. We’re only hampered by the cooldown period of the jump core. I think we’ll take the ship to a less optimal testing situation to iron out the last problems. Testing things under less than ideal conditions would be a decent idea I believe.” Selendil mused.

 

“What did you have in mind?” Nox asked.

 

“I think it’s about time we go back to see what the situation with the Cortoids and Shinzen is. Maybe we can even get involved in a combat situation. We might even get the chance to test our primary weapons.” Selendil decided.

            


Chapter 84 - Benevolent disdain


                ------

 

"I really don't think this is a good idea," Lilly argued for the third time. “We have no idea how strong they are or how hostile they are. Confronting them seems like a really bad plan.”

 

“You don’t seem to have all that much hope in the rules of the station.” Xiaoli joked with a lopsided smirk. “Considering the fact that you’ve actually worked here, you should know that it would be against Haven’s rules for the enemy to harm us.”

 

“It’s because I worked here that I’m fearful. I’ve seen enough people get hurt, station rules be damned. It’s very comforting that they could get into trouble if they hurt us, but that won’t be much use for us if we’re dead.” Lilly retorted.

 

“You’re missing the forest for the trees though.” Amaterasu retorted. “Most of the violence you’ve seen on the station is either criminal activity or individuals harming each other for personal reasons. That rather justifiably leaves you with the impression that violence has little consequences aside from what you as a law-enforcement officer levy against the criminals. It's a little different in our case, however. The enemy has already made it clear that they have some diplomatic plans in this part of the galaxy, and they are taking the station's rules seriously. Having them attacking us would be a different matter entirely when compared to a bar-fight.”

 

“Haven, are we headed the right way?” Yrala asked with some confusion. “I’m not an expert on the station, but I’m pretty sure we’re not headed for the docks.”

 

“You’re not headed for the docks, that is true. The beings you seek are making their way towards the core of the station. They know what routes to take and where to go as well. They’ve been very quick and efficient at traversing through the station without notice.” Haven replied.

 

“Why would they be going to the core of the station?” Lilly asked with a befuddled look. “The place doesn’t really have anything there.”

 

"I would assume they're aiming for the AI core," Haven stated as if the matter didn’t concern him at all.

 

“…can they get access to the core?” Xiaoli asked a little worried.

 

“Well, yes and no. There are defenses in place and they can’t get access quickly unless they have access to abilities the Dhar could not anticipate. I’ve been fixing those defenses with the aid of Nox and Selendil every time they visit. However, as with most defenses, it’s a matter of time. Any defense can be defeated given sufficient time and expertise. The core is the most secure place on the station, but it’s not exactly designed to be impenetrable. This isn’t that kind of station.” Haven replied with the same tone.

 

“You don’t seem all that worried though.” Xiaoli pointed out.

 

"Obviously Selendil would deal with it if the AI core was actually in real danger," Amaterasu replied in Haven's place.

 

“There’s that too, yes.” Haven seemed to chuckle. “But that’s not what I was referring to. One of the main defenses that Selendil reactivated placed the core in a temporal pocket. Unless the group has a psion who excels in temporal psionics or some other way to deal with that, then they’ll literally die of old age before reaching the core. That particular defense requires the powers of someone with those abilities to activate, which is why it wasn’t working until Selendil arrived. That’s why the Mrrroww got so close to the core back then.”

 

“Wait the fucking moment! Temporal psionics? Are we just going to let that one slide without asking questions?” Yrala demanded and rounded on the rest of the group.

 

“Yeah, that freaked me out as well the first time I heard about it. That and a hundred other things. You’ll get used to it.” Xiaoli comforted the Eriad woman with a pat on her shoulder.

 

“But temporal psionics! That’s the dream of most psionic researchers. Even Mother would get giddy at the thought!” Yrala stomped the floor with one of her hooves in excitement.

 

"Not the time or the place," Amaterasu said curtly and continued walking.

 

“Ah, right. We have strange and creepy aliens to question. Assuming they don’t kill us.” Xiaoli joked.

 

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Lilly questioned for the fourth time.

 

“Look, it’s a bit risky, but we could learn a lot. Even a simple slip of their tongue, wait do they even have tongues? Anyway, even a single misspoken word from them could reveal a lot, even if they aren’t in a sharing mood. And if they are, then this is definitely worth the risk.” Xiaoli explained.

 

“They don’t have tongues. Not in the way you think. Just remember that if you actually pick a fight with them, there’s little I or Selendil can do to stop them from harming you. She can arrive here pretty fast, but not that fast and that’s assuming she’s standing by, ready to jump in, which she’s not.” Haven replied to the half-rhetoric question.

 

“Speaking of what they do and don’t have, you mentioned something about them having powerful personal cloaking devices.” Xiaoli pointed out. As a Cybran, she was especially interested in that aspect. Their special forces often relied on stealth.

 

“Not exactly. It’s not a device they use per se. It’s an ability they possess. They possess the ability to cloak themselves from most visible wavelengths of light, thus rendering them effectively invisible. It shouldn't be a problem for you though. The nanites you were provided with, as well as Xiaoli's enhancements, should allow you to see them." Haven explained.

 

“Alright, head up. We’re about to get to the place where they are.” Amaterasu urged as they quietly rounded a corner.

 

Haven’s words proved to be correct as they could all see blurry figures standing in the hallway operating a door panel that didn’t seem cooperative. There were four of the beings, and they were all surprisingly large, blocking the rather spacious corridor completely. They all had relatively wide lower bodies that looked a lot like something a large spider would have. They had several spindly and spiky legs that seemed to have blades attached to them, although it was hard to tell if they were a natural feature or something added later. Their upper bodies were insectoid as well, but closer to a praying mantis. They had small-ish triangular heads and varying numbers of arms with thin fingers that ended in wicked-looking claws.

 

One of the creatures turned around as the group arrived and seemed to consider what to do for a second before casually waving a single arm in their direction. They could sense a powerful wave of psionic energy suddenly coming their way and Yrala stepped forward, placing both of her arms ahead of her, erecting a barrier of energy to protect them. As the two energies collided, Yrala was pushed back several steps before giving a painful grunt. It was clear that the opposing party was more powerful than her, though not by a margin that rendered her completely helpless.

 

“Are you sure you should be doing something like that on a diplomatic station?” Amaterasu said smoothly using the basic language of the Eternal Empire. Haven had mentioned that the other party knew that language, and it was one of the languages that Amaterasu had learned from Nox.

 

Her words made the other creatures halt for a moment. “I thought you said they wouldn’t attack us? I told you this was a bad idea.” Lilly hissed angrily.

 

“We did not expect anyone on this station to speak our language.” The largest individual in the group of beings stated, turning its large body around in a rather agile fashion. The being’s voice sounded high-pitched and grated on the ears.

 

“Yes, well, it’s not just your language, now is it?” Amaterasu pointed out.

 

"No. No, it's not. However, most have forgotten that. And none we have met so far have spoken the language unless we made them learn it." The being insisted, rather keen on that point.

 

“Most people do a lot of silly things. But most does not mean everyone.” Amaterasu countered. The game was afoot. Now that she’d gotten them talking, she might be able to fish for information. Yrala’s show of force had made the other party take them somewhat seriously, while her use of the language had gotten the other side’s attention. “Your arrival was a rather flashy one. Mind telling us what you’re here for?”

 

The being looked at Lilly on her floating pillow. “I see you brought one of the unworthy trespassers with you.” Then it looked at Yrala. “And you brought something else. A forgery made by some blasphemers. You are fortunate that we don’t think you did this to yourself. Otherwise, we would have to kill all of your kind. Luckily for you, we can sense the handiwork of others like us.”

 

Yrala grunted with clear displeasure and was about to rebuke the being, but she was waved down by Amaterasu. “You say the Mrrroww are unworthy, implying you’re different. What makes you worthy, and for what?”

 

The being made a sound that they were unsure if it was supposed to be laughter or a sign of anger. “You take what doesn’t belong to you. If you have the power to do so, then you have the right. Except when it comes to the things left behind by the Creators. For that you are unworthy. If you want to rifle through the remains of those that failed the test of the Creators then you’re welcome to it, but you are not worthy of taking that which belongs to the Creators. We are their children. We are the rightful guardians of what was left behind until the Creators return.”

 

‘Oh shit. I was hoping for information, but I didn’t expect to be handed all of it on a silver platter.’ Amaterasu thought to herself. “So is this you trying to punish us?” She asked.

 

“No. Those that break the rules knowingly are worthy of punishment. You can’t help the fact that you’re ignorant of the rules, however. You can’t help that you’re base and greedy for anything that can give you an advantage. That is as it should be. What you really need is guidance, not punishment. Once you do know the rules and choose to break them, then we will really punish you. But before we can properly guide you, we need to establish who’s in charge. It would be great if you all chose to submit peacefully, but so far our experience has been the opposite. Before enlightenment, you need to be shown the error of your ways. Pain is often the best teacher. Still, the option for peaceful surrender is open. You can simply choose to submit.” The being seemed to be genuine about the offer. It seemed like the being was truly trying to teach them the error of their ways. That’s why it was bothering to explain things in such detail. It wanted the word to spread, to give them the chance to surrender.

 

"I can't help but notice that their attitude is not all that far from what Selendil has told us about her people," Xiaoli muttered.

 

“And yet you seem to be trying to gain access to the core of the station made by the people you call Creators. Surely you too should abide by the rules set by a station of the Creators?” Amaterasu insinuated, trying to change the subject. She wasn’t planning on surrendering, but stating that outright might not play well.

 

“We did abide by the rules. Yet it seems the station’s AI resists. There are only a handful of reasons for this. The most likely being that the AI has gone rogue. We need to determine if that’s the case. Even if the station was made by the Creators, we can’t have the station’s AI become estranged from the will of its masters. Should the worst happen, we might have to destroy the station. This too might be a trial set for us.” The being said in what they assumed to be an unsatisfied tone, but it was hard to tell.

 

“I don’t think you’ll have much luck in getting through. We have it on good authority that the defenses will be too much for you to handle.” Amaterasu stated as if trying to advise them.

 

“Perhaps. But we must try. We have our ways. Whether they are enough or not remains to be seen. We would appreciate it if you left us to it and spread the word of our offer. The results of our attempts might be dangerous to those in the vicinity.” It was odd to hear something like benevolent if a little disdainful concern from the other party.

 

Amaterasu signaled for the others that they should go. “Well, that went better than I expected.” She released a breath as they got far enough away.

 

"Well, we're not dead, so there's that," Lilly stated, clearly relieved.

 

“I have to admit that I agree with the fluffball.” Yrala gestured towards Lilly. “Having felt their strength, that could’ve gone badly very easily. And having heard them, I don’t think they care as much about diplomacy as we initially thought. While they might prefer the more peaceful method, something I’m not actually convinced about, they don’t seem to have any compunctions about taking over the whole place by walking over a whole lot of corpses.”

 

"Yes, I do believe I may have placed a tad too much faith in their willingness to play diplomatic games. Luckily they also seem to be going the benevolent dictator route so we might have some leeway." Amaterasu admitted.

 

"I also wasn't particularly fond of the way they spoke about my people. And what exactly did it mean when it said handiwork of others like them?” Yrala asked with displeasure visible on her face.

 

“I think we might be in trouble if we don’t get Selendil’s help. This is sounding more and more like something above our level.” Xiaoli admitted. “Besides, her showing up might just resolve things without a battle. Assuming they can still recognize her. They seemed rather quick to dismiss Yrala despite the similarities in appearance. Who’s to say they’ll actually believe her if Selendil claims to be a Dhar?”

 

------

 

"I must admit, I was not expecting this," Selendil admitted as she watched the battle outside.

 

"I'm not sure we should allow the Guardians to see this," Nochehuatl commented. His words were not without reason. On the outside thousands and thousands of living ships that almost looked like plants and flowers were engaged in battle with the Cortoid vessels that were far fewer in number. “They’d want to plant some of those ships in the hydroponics.”

 

The largest of the vessels seemed to open up like a flower opening its petals and energy gathered at its center. Suddenly it seemed like an enormous tree made of light pushed its way through the Cortoid formations, destroying hundreds of ships as it passed through. The destruction would’ve been even worse had the formation of the Cortoid fleet been tighter, but it seemed they had prepared for the attack somewhat. “Master, that’s one of the weapons the Cortoids took away from the station they looted. It seems like the Shinzen took it back and are using it against them.” Nox reported.

 

The trip to this contested solar system had been an odd one. Selendil had tried warping into the galaxy but had quickly noticed that all of the beacons had been gathered together in three large groups. She had picked one of the clumps that seemed the largest and they had arrived here, in the middle of a battle. They could also see that some of the Shinzen ships were dragging some sort of large nets behind them where all the beacons were gathered.

 

“Is the weapon able to fire again?” Selendil asked.

 

“It’s hard to say. The…ship seems to have closed its petals and that’s blocking my scans very effectively. Not very quickly by my estimates, but if I had to make a bet, I’d say it can fire again given enough time. The Cortoids certainly seem to think so.” Nox replied.

 

The surviving Cortoid vessels seemed to be focusing their fire on the large Shinzen vessel, but only some of their fire got through the swarm of Shinzen vessels and all the damage they managed to cause was being repaired relatively quickly. Most of the Shinzen fleet seemed more focused on dealing with the planetary defenses of a rather developed and industrial world with extensive orbital facilities and shipyards. The shipyards were heavily armed and were constantly firing on the Shinzen vessels, causing horrendous losses, but the Shinzen didn’t seem to care and their numbers seemed endless. Most of the damage to the Shinzen was taken by the smaller beings that swarmed around the larger vessels, and they numbered in the millions.

 

"The Shinzen seem to be developing some tactics as well," Ka'aukai commented. "They're forcing the Cortoids into overextending in order to deal with that large ship. The front Cortoids ships can’t see that those that should be coming behind them to reinforce them and protect their rear are being cut off and overwhelmed as they desperately try to deal with the big flashy threat. It’s a hunting tactic we often use when dealing with herds. We separate the herd of prey into smaller groups and take those groups down one by one by focusing our fire. The different parts of the herd are separate and without support, being attacked on all sides. The confusion and chaos also prevent them from acting in an intelligent manner."

 

"The Shinzen seem to have things well in hand," Selendil commented.

 

“That’s putting it mildly. I do wonder though. According to these readings, we’re relatively close to the deep regions of Cortoid space. Why don’t they have more ships defending what seems like a major industrial world?” Nochehuatl questioned.

 

“I think we’ll need to ask the Shinzen. It’s easier than making wild guesses.” Selendil said while deciding to wait and see how things turned out.

            


Chapter 85 - Yes, it's a plant puppy. Deal with it.


                --------

 

They watched in fascination as the Cortoid defensive fleet was almost systematically taken apart. This battle was a good argument for the importance of proper tactics even when large numbers of ships were involved. The Cortoid fleet got separated into several parts and isolated. Soon after, all those isolated groups were taken down without the support of the rest of their fleet. The fact that the Shinzen had such a large advantage in numbers meant that they could’ve won the battle even without such complicated maneuvers, but the tactics cut down on their losses and the time spent doing it significantly.

 

The whole battle had been decided by the single shot from the large Shinzen vessel that employed the Dhar weapon. It wasn’t the number of Cortoids ships destroyed by the weapon that determined the battle, but the pressure it put on the Cortoid fleet. The Cortoids had to eliminate that large threat no matter the cost, and that forced them into overcommitting their forces in an almost suicidal charge against the Shinzen fleet. And it seemed like the Shinzen had designed their approach with that in mind.

 

Now that nearly all of the defensive fleet was destroyed, the Shinzen ships were free to join in the battle against the orbital defenses and shipyards. Millions of drop pods were launched towards the shipyards, disgorging countless Shinzen soldiers to board the facilities. At the same time, the Shinzen focused their combat Queens on the orbital defenses. The weapons of the orbital facilities were designed to be used against either swarms of small ships or powerful large vessels. They were ill-equipped to deal with small and fast targets that packed enough punch to take the orbital facilities out in a single attack.

 

Despite their efficiency, it took hours for the Shinzen to deal with the orbital facilities and the battle on the shipyards and other orbital facilities was still ongoing. The Shinzen had obviously noticed the presence of Selendil and the Enduring Symphony, but they were acting as if they had not. It was like they were putting on a performance and displaying their abilities for her to see. As the fighting in orbit slowly started dying out, the Shinzen vessels started moving towards the planet below. Just because the space surrounding the planet was now pacified, that didn’t mean the battle was over.

 

Three of the Queens finally moved towards the Enduring Symphony, stopping outside the ship, clearly waiting for Selendil to approach them. With a shrug, Selendil obliged and teleported outside the ship to meet them. One of the Queens looked like a mix between some sort of large ape and a tree. It was shaped like a great ape with long front limbs, but it was apparently made entirely of living wood and bark, and it had a mass of branches and roots coming out of its back. The whole appearance of this Queen screamed of a being that relied on pure power, but appearances could be deceiving, as was the case with the second Queen.

 

While the first Queen was quite large, almost the size of a corvette, the next one was the exact opposite. It was almost tiny, barely the size of Selendil’s fist. It looked like a mix of some sort of canine and a plant. It had six legs and instead of fur it had grass all over its body and instead of a tail, it had a pair of long, thin, and flexible branches with leaves growing on it. Despite its size, Selendil could sense that this Queen was by far the most dangerous of the group as it had almost as much power as Yrala's mother. Despite that, even Selendil had to admit that the thing looked downright adorable.

 

The third Queen was the only one that was not a combat Queen and it looked a lot more like the old Shinzen Queens. It looked like a plant sprite or a dryad with a mass of leaves in the place of hair and it had a tangle of roots where one would expect to see the feet on a humanoid being. Selendil connected her mind with the trio and immediately sensed that they were relieved to be communicating mind-to-mind instead of using some inefficient language.

 

Their message was clear. They were happy to see the ‘Great Teacher’ return in time to see the end of the campaign against the blasphemers. They didn’t bother going into detail on their campaign, giving the impression that they assumed Selendil either knew already or that she wouldn’t care about such details, but they did give a rough outline of the current situation. Three large fleets of Shinzen were pushing in towards the heart of the Cortoid empire from different sides, and the weaker races that had once served the Cortoids were pushing in from a fourth direction. Now that the Shinzen had 'convinced' them to join in on the battle, they were using the opportunity to take their past grievances out on their old masters.

 

Selendil commended them on their efforts, and knowing the importance of learning lessons, she asked them what they had learned so far. The Shinzen Queens were more than happy to go into detail on the hundreds and thousands of tiny to huge lessons they had learned, all the way from individual technologies to larger concepts like language, which they still hated, and tactics like the ones they had used earlier. Something about their eagerness was quite endearing to Selendil so she was happy to just listen to the Queens detail all the things they had discovered. There was a child-like enthusiasm that was hard to resist to the Shinzen.

 

Luckily their method of communication was very effective, so what would've taken hours to detail with words only took fifteen minutes with passing along entire thoughts and concepts. As the Queens started petering out with their explanations, Selendil asked what they thought of their chances of acquiring victory in the upcoming battles. The Queens explained that they were prepared for some defeats. They had a lot of reinforcements streaming in, and even if an entire fleet or two were lost, they would be able to replace it in short order. They might not attain victory immediately, but they would win eventually. Such was the Shinzen way.

 

It was clear that the Cortoids still held significant forces and had powerful defensive positions, but they were slowly but surely running out of ships, and every fight saw them losing worse and worse as the Shinzen improved. Even if the Cortoids had ways of winning individual battles, they had no way of winning the war as every ship they lost would take a lot of time to replace. It was only a matter of time. As they were communicating, the smallest Shinzen Queen suddenly turned its head sharply towards the empty space and tilted its head as if listening to some sound only it could hear.

 

As soon as she saw the Queen behave that way, Selendil also cast her senses in all directions. As a result of her relatively recent changes after completing the Great Song, her senses were much sharper and could cover a much larger area. She could even sense into the phase space and could feel the approach of numerous Cortoid ships. For some reason, they no longer used their warping ability. Perhaps the Shinzen had something to do with that. In any case, she could sense over a thousand ships approaching. A significant commitment considering the current state of the war.

 

Apparently, the smallest Shinzen Queen had also sensed something along those lines and a call was sent to the fleet to have them stop their invasion of the planet below and turn around to face the new enemy. Selendil suddenly got a thought though and instructed the Shinzen to keep their distance from the place where the enemy would appear. As a reward for a job well done, she would give them another lesson. Something to strive for. Then she teleported back to the ship.

 

“Nox, turn the ship around and prepare to fire the main weapons towards the coordinates I’ve provided.” She commanded.

 

“What’s going on?” Nochehuatl asked unaware of what was going on.

 

“It seems the Cortoids have figured out that if things were to continue as is, they would eventually be strangled to death by the Shinzen. They’re making a desperate offensive in an attempt to regain some initiative. Not a bad plan as such. With the Shinzen ships stuck trying to invade the world below, they would be caught between two threats. I thought we might as well give the Shinzen a little bit of a hand to make things go more smoothly. We can make the entire rest of the war much shorter with a single shot.” Selendil explained.

 

“Admit it. You just want to try out if the primary weapons work.” Nox’s biological body stated as she walked through the bridge doors to take a place on the weapon controls.

 

“That’s a scandalous accusation without any basis whatsoever.” Selendil feigned being indignant, but even Nochehuatl could feel the eagerness radiating from her.

 

“And yet, you don’t deny it.” Nox confirmed and turned a bit more serious. “The ship is in position and we’ll be ready to fire when you give the signal.”

 

The ship had gone through a small transformation. All of the auxiliary arms had connected with the base of the central section of the ship, and they were fanning out at equal distances, surrounding the ship like spokes of an old fashioned wheel. The other end of the central section was pointed at the coordinates Selendil had provided, and the entire ship seemed to be glowing. They didn’t have to wait for long as the Cortoid ships started phasing in, maintaining a loose formation around a large ship that seemed to have some sort of weird weapon mounted on it.

 

“It seems they brought another weapon they salvaged from the station.” Nox commented.

 

"It doesn't matter if they never get the chance to use it. Fire.” Selendil gave a command.

 

The light coming from the ship increased in brightness and for a moment the whole ships seemed like on the verge of exploding. Just then all the light seemed to be directed to a single point at the front of the ship and a wave of light emanated out from the ship and in the direction of the Cortoid fleet. For a small moment, it looked like the bright light had not done anything, but then something weird happened.

 

It looked like cracks spread all over the area where the fleet was located as if the ships were seen through a window that someone had just broken. It was like space was broken apart in the area, and the ships also had similar cracks running through them. Then the Cortoids ships simply started coming apart with pieces of the ships sliding away from one another, moving at differing speeds. Nochehuatl stared at the view with confusion as it seemed something very odd was happening. Ships that had been whole only seconds before simply came apart. Even if that had somehow happened, the laws of motion would dictate that the parts would continue to move at the same speed and in the same direction. Yet the speeds varied wildly as some parts seemed to come to a complete standstill while others accelerated in ways that could not be explained.

 

“What in the Xhlotapaque’s name is happening?” The serpentine scientist muttered as he watched even the stolen Dhar weapon break apart and drift into several separate directions. The eeriest part was to see the bodies of Cortoids that had been split into pieces where some of the pieces were bleeding profusely, while others seemed to be frozen in time.

 

“Our weapon broke the space and flow of time in that area of space for a time.” Nox explained with a nasty smile. “Incidentally, I’d grab a hold of something. The universe doesn’t really tolerate such problem areas for long and will reassert control soon. That tends to be a bit of a turbulent event.”

 

Nox hadn’t even managed to finish her words when the entire ship started shaking and the space in the affected area seemed to twist on itself. It looked like massive gravitational forces were suddenly pulling everything in the area toward a tiny point in the center that swallowed all that remained of the Cortoid fleet before calm space seemed to restore itself in the area and the earlier cracks seemed to repair themselves. There was no sign on anything strange happening, but there was no sign of the Cortoid fleet either. “Did you just fire a black hole at the enemy?” Nochehuatl asked again.

 

“No, the effects of our weapon are much worse than what a black hole would cause. The temporary black hole is just a happy side effect that takes care of all the debris.” Nox stated happily.

 

“Where does all that go?” Nochehuatl asked numbly.

 

“Don’t know, don’t care.” Nox declared flippantly.

 

"Actually we do have theories," Selendil interjected. "We just haven't been able to confirm those theories. We’ve calculated and estimated that the debris will get dumped somewhere outside our universe. Whether that’s some odd plane similar to the phase space or another universe, I can’t say. Not that it matters much. After being subjected to the effects of our weapon and being sucked through a black hole there’s not going to be much left to arrive wherever the stuff does go to.”

 

“And the ship can fire that weapon how frequently?” Nochehuatl continued his questioning.

 

“Well, it’s not something that can be fired all that often. The stress it places on the systems is quite severe. We are tearing apart space and time after all. That’s not something you can do easily and its only possible thanks to a combination of technology and psionics. Besides, this was the best-case scenario for the weapon. We obviously can't fire it when two fleets are intermixed since it can't tell the difference between enemies and allies. The enemy ships were also confined to a relatively small area, so…" Nox explained with a chipper tone.

 

“That didn’t answer the question though. Not really.” Nochehuatl pointed out.

 

“That’s because there is no simple answer. We’ll have to check what the effects were on the ship and estimate based on that.” Nox retorted with a shrug.

 

“There’s also something about the weapon that the universe seems to dislike. We’ve actually gotten warnings from the Great Song that using the weapon too often will result in severe consequences. That’s part of the reason why we don’t rely on the weapon despite the obvious effectiveness.” Selendil explained. Not that she was really in the mood to care what the universe had to say after killing off her entire race.

 

---------

 

“And what would this cooperation with your people look like? I get that you want information, but what else would you require from us, and what could we expect in return?” The fish-like creature asked through the glass while swimming around. The thing looked like a mix between a dolphin and a toad, yet somehow it looked delicious enough that Moonshadow had to fight against the instinct to lick her lips.

 

"Well, we'd, of course, expect your support against the invaders militarily, as well as supplies for any ships we send. Our ships would be pretty far from home if they came here, so handling logistics would be quite challenging without your assistance. We wouldn’t expect you to handle the entire burden of supplies, but more to facilitate things.” Moonshadow explained. She was currently on one of the trading stations of the Aqualans.

 

The Aqualans were a fully amphibious race that lived mostly in water. They were capable of living on land, but most of their cities were underwater, and many of their larger ships and orbital facilities had their interiors flooded for comfort and speed of movement. This station was one of those that accommodated for visitors and thus had about half of the station flooded and the other half dry. Even here the Aqualans preferred to negotiate through such glass screens so that they could remain submerged.

 

“That seems like a very reasonable offer. Too reasonable. What's the catch?” The Aqualan negotiator asked straight out. The pending feeling of danger shaved on his patience for diplomatic finesse.

 

“Well, honestly the catch is that we’d rather fight them here than in our own territory. We also aren’t fully aware of their capabilities, so we’d rather test their limits when it’s your worlds on the line instead of our own.” Moonshadow admitted. That wasn’t all of it of course, but those were the main reasons. She knew the Aqualans appreciated frankness and she’d already been rebuffed by several other races. It was time to test out some old fashioned honesty and directness. Maybe that would get better results.

 

"I respect your honesty. Are you aware that some of their ships already reached Haven? Apparently, they also mentioned the possibility of a peaceful surrender. They’ve mentioned that to every race they come into contact with.” The Aqualan mentioned testing her reaction.

 

“I was not aware, but I’m not surprised. It’s a classic strategy to divide the opposition. They’d probably even treat you well if you surrendered. For a time. At least until they got rid of those that resisted them. After that? Who knows. But you already knew all that. If I’m not mistaken, more than likely there are parties in your government that would like to take the offer, except there are others that want to fight.” Moonshadow didn’t rise to the bait.

 

“You’re right. Of course, the same would likely hold true for most races, so that’s not a hard thing to guess. Would it surprise you though, if I told you that I was one of those who advocated for surrender?” The Aqualan asked, once again testing her.

 

“Why would it? Something tells me though, that your government chose to resist.” Moonshadow countered.

 

“Once again you’ve guessed correctly. I think this is a misguided war. Not because I think you're wrong to resist. No, in fact, I hope you're successful. The problem is the same reason why you'd rather fight them in our territory. Whether these attackers are pushed back or they achieve victory, we'll be the ones that end up suffering. It will be our worlds that will be devastated by the war. I was hoping that our government would decide on surrender so that this burden would fall on others. They did not listen. They have chosen to resist. I’m sure they will be happy to take you up on your offer, as shortsighted as that might be. I will take your offer to them. I just hope you’ll remember this moment once this is over.” The Aqualan revealed a long row of jagged teeth as he spoke.

 

“If that is your stance, then I might have some news for you that might alter how you view this. As you've probably figured out, you're not the first race we approached. We already learned some things about the enemy, though all of this comes from rumors and third-hand sources. Apparently, they treat vanquished foes with respect. They think resistance is only to be expected in a situation like this. However, once they do take over, they expect you to know better. They have very little sympathy for those races that rise in rebellion after surrendering. The word is that there are several worlds that are now nothing more than wasteland that used to be home to billions of people and centuries worth of culture and history.” Moonshadow gave the Aqualan representative a small push. What the representative did with the information was up to him.

 

Although her attempts at diplomacy had not been all that successful so far, she’d had better luck at getting information on their elusive enemy. It seemed the enemy wasn’t really hiding their agenda. It was actually the opposite. They wanted everyone to know what to expect. It was easy to figure out why. Many races had chosen the path of peaceful surrender, and the races that chose to resist were isolated and without support. It was a strategy as old as time, yet it was also effective. One thing was clear though. No single race would be able to resist the advance of this enemy. They’d need allies, and they’d need those allies fast.

            


Chapter 86 - Striking at the heart


                --------

 

”They finally gave up?” Lilly asked with clear relief in her voice. She had been more worried than the others. “They kept it up for a lot longer than I thought. Two weeks of working on something like that with no result to show for it demonstrates their determination if nothing else.”

 

“Yes. They actually got closer to breaking through my defenses than I thought they would.” Haven confirmed with some hidden relief of his own.

 

“I thought you said they would not be able to get through the temporal defenses without a psion skilled in the field?” Amaterasu questioned.

 

“There are exceptions to everything. I did not consider the fact that they would have access to a rather powerful method of undermining all sorts of psionic abilities where there’s no psion maintaining the effect. It’s somewhat similar to the natural resistance of the Dashane. Sometimes the simplest solution is the best one. If you don’t have the skills to use a very specific method to counter your enemy, then using a method that works against pretty much everything becomes a viable choice to try even if it isn’t optimal. All they lacked was sufficient power. If the defenses had been reinforced by a random Dhar instead of a Keeper, then they might have actually succeeded.” Haven explained.

 

“That seems like a rather large oversight on your part.” Xiaoli pointed out with a teasing tone.

 

“Yes. I’m loathe to admit it, but sometimes we underestimate those that we consider lesser. Perhaps I should give these beings more credit. They were uplifted by the Dhar for a reason after all, and they’ve been around since then. That’s a lot of time for them to develop and pick up a few things.” Haven grudgingly admitted.

 

“Speaking of, for a race that has been around for such a long time, I kind of expected them to have technology almost at the level of Dhar. Well, maybe not quite that, but a lot more than we’ve seen so far.” Xiaoli voiced a thought that others besides her had pondered on for a while now.

 

“Well, there can be several reasons for that. One of the reasons is that technological advancement tends to come in waves. You are all in the middle of a frantic phase of technological advancement, so it can be a little hard to understand, but civilizations usually hit rather large plateaus in technology at key points of their development. You’ll also face the same thing in a thousand or so years, give or take a few centuries. There are certain key materials and advancements that spur periods of rapid development due to the large number of improvements that can be made in a short time. The problem is that once those easy advances have been made, you’ll be stuck waiting for the next big thing as your technology stagnates.” Haven explained a phenomenon they’d observed several times in the past.

 

“I can see how that would work. Phase space and the materials that came with it was one of those key technologies. And a proper AI before that.” Xiaoli nodded in understanding.

 

“Right. And when your race becomes more and more advanced, the harder it becomes to make those key discoveries. Partly because you simply don’t have access to the materials required, or because it requires a radical shift in thinking. Anyway, the second reason for the relatively low advantage in technology the enemy seems to have is due to the fact that they come from a different galaxy. They’ve spent a large chunk of that time traveling the void between galaxies, and their technology is pretty much stuck at the level it was when they started the journey. Even if there have been major developments at their home galaxy since then, the word has not reached this galaxy. And it’s doubtful they sent their best and brightest on the journey. Not if we assume they sent such expedition to other galaxies as well.” Haven brought up another point.

 

“Fair enough. So what are they doing now that they gave up?” Xiaoli asked.

 

“I can’t say. They seem to have made camp near the place where they tried to disable my defenses, but they aren’t really doing anything as far as I can see. They’re making some plans but I can’t tell what those plans might be. If I had to guess though, it seems like they’re waiting for something.” Haven replied while he observed the enemies.

 

“So instead of taking this chance to engage in further diplomacy, they’ve adopted a ‘wait and see’ approach. I don’t think that’s good news for us.” Amaterasu pursed her lips. “Whatever they are waiting for is not likely to bring a positive change to the situation.”

 

“Any word from Illum?” Xiaoli asked.

 

“They realize that this situation might not be one we can just sit out, but they’re reluctant to get involved in another war. We just won the last war that we had been involved in for so long. As a result, my people are quite weary. They’d like to enjoy the peace for as long as it lasts. On the positive side though, they are taking this opportunity to build up their fleets so that when they do need to get involved, they’ll have as many ships as possible to throw at the problem." Amaterasu replied with a grimace, clearly not happy about the reply she had gotten.

 

“Hah! Should’ve known!” Xiaoli mocked.

 

“Oh? And the Cybran are jumping at the chance to get involved, are they?” Amaterasu shot back with a snide voice.

 

"In fact we are. We're looking at this as an opportunity instead of a problem. Since the Mrrroww are likely to be on the frontline of this war, the Cybran city-ships are starting to move towards Mrrroww space. We've even reached an agreement with the cats. We’ll be supplying them with ships, mostly controlled by AI, and working as extra shipyards for them, while they supply us with materials and some technology so that we can better combat the enemy.” Xiaoli preened a bit in victory.

 

Amaterasu’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “I see what’s going on. The Cybrans are not thrilled about their inevitable future under the rule of the Illum, so you’re taking your flying cities and relocating in a different section of the galaxy. Is that it?”

 

"Basically," Xiaoli admitted freely. "Most of our assets were on the city-ships anyway, so this is the perfect opportunity for us. As it happens, the Mrrroww have also run into some free real-estate in the form of the worlds that used to belong to the Dawn Collective. Their attempts to absorb those worlds and everything left behind by the synthetics have been somewhat difficult due to all the other trouble they've been mixed up in, and Cybrans just so happen to be experts in dealing with AI’s, synthetics, and salvaging materials. The synthetics left behind a lot of stuff to salvage after all. Especially if one happens to know where to look.“ She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. She knew exactly where to look after all.

 

“Gotta admit. They got one over you there. A point for the Red Spider.” Yrala interjected, giving credit where it was due. “Although, that does mean that unlike the Illum, the Cybrans will be much closer to the danger posed by this new enemy.”

 

“Opportunities come with risks. And if the worst should happen, our cities can fly away. That has always been one of our biggest advantages. We’re hard to pin down.” Xiaoli shrugged.

 

Amaterasu placed a hand to her ear as if listening for something. “What’s that? Can you hear it?”

 

“What?” Xiaoli asked suspiciously while Yrala grinned in expectation.

 

"That's the sound of the Illum's interest in taking part in this war plummeting," Amaterasu whispered theatrically while playing the part of a completely surprised person.

 

“Haha, very funny.” Xiaoli quipped back.

 

“She does have a point though.” Yrala pointed out once again. “While your idea is a really good one, it does incentivize the Illum to stay out of it. Assuming they wish to think of it only from their own short-term perspective, which could be quite dangerous with an enemy like this.” She looked pointedly at Amaterasu.

 

“I’m aware. That’s not how the other Illum will see this though. I can mitigate it somewhat, but…” Now it was Amaterasu’s turn to shrug.

 

Lilly’s communicator gave a signal suddenly, and she read the message she had received. “It seems Moonshadow is almost done with her diplomatic tour for now. She actually got some races to agree to an alliance. She still has one more stop to make and then she’ll be returning.”

 

“Good. Maybe then we can go back. As much as I’ve enjoyed this little tour of your galaxy, we still have business in mine.” Yrala stated emphatically.

 

---------

 

“Are we ready?” Selendil asked as Nochehuatl, Nox’s two bodies, and the two Dashane Ka’aukai and Ka’eo took their positions at the various consoles of the bridge.

 

"As much as we can be," Ka’eo replied with a cheery voice. “We have never operated consoles like this, but I suppose we can do our best.”

 

“Just keep an eye on any strange readings, especially large energy spikes. Those will likely be the enemy using some Dhar weaponry they’ve salvaged. Ka’aukai, you’re actually taking part in a hunt of sorts. I need you to scan the surface of the planet and the orbital facilities for the readings I gave you. As we need precise scans, we can’t scan large areas at the same time. You’ll need to find the target as fast as you can. The faster you do find the target, which may or may not be hiding, the faster we can finish this.” Selendil explained.

 

“So what exactly am I hunting? Knowing details might help me in the hunt.” Ka’aukai asked a good question.

 

“You’re trying to locate the AI core that was taken from the station similar to Haven that we visited earlier. They’ll be using the core as the heart of their warp network, so it’ll be protected. There’s also a decent chance that the AI is taking an active part in the management of the empire, so the core might be in close proximity to their governmental center.” Selendil offered some suggestions.

 

“I just got the signal. The Shinzen fleets are ready. They managed to sneak by the Cortoid phase space monitoring stations following your instructions. They are ready to make the jump.” Nox reported. She would be the one to keep in contact with the Shinzen as Selendil would be busy dealing with the Cortoid psions. The Shinzen were not particularly pleased, but they acquiesced once they discovered how quickly Nox could communicate as an AI.

 

“Good. Let’s start the operation ‘Fallen Empire’.” Selendil declared.

 

The destruction of their offensive fleet had thrown the Cortoids into chaos, as the number of ships lost meant that they no longer had the ability to make such attacks anymore. The sudden confusion also allowed the Shinzen to take part in a bold plan with Selendil. Instead of weeks or months of slow grinding against the Cortoid defenses, the Shinzen fleets would skip the other core worlds entirely and go for the Cortoid throne world directly. That would allow them to eliminate the leadership of any further Cortoid resistance. Besides, it would also lead to the Cortoid surrender without the need to take over all their core worlds.

 

Despite her anger against them, Selendil wasn’t in favor of a complete genocide. With the destruction of most of their fleets, the throne world, and the disappearance of their warp capabilities, the Cortoids would be crippled but not wiped out. Their empire would be done, but their species would live on. Assuming they could reach some sort of a compromise with all their old slave races. "Send in the first wave," Selendil ordered.

 

As the throne world of the empire, the whole system was heavily defended by both ships and orbital defenses. The entire system was a fortress. However, the largest danger came from the Dhar weaponry the Cortoids took from the station, as well as the large number of enemy psions combining their powers. Selendil would personally be dealing with the latter problem, while they had a plan for the former. Enduring Symphony used the ship’s phase drive to stabilize the drives of the Shinzen, which allowed them to jump deeper into the system than was normally possible. Close enough that they would already be in the middle of the defenses so that if the Cortoids wanted to use the Dhar weapons, their own ships and defenses would also be in the line of fire.

 

The first to jump in was a large number of Shinzen Hives, hollowed out asteroids filled with millions and millions of tiny Shinzen flyers, all strapped to large engines. As soon as the hives came out of phase space the alert went out into the system, but by that time the large clumps of rocks and ice were already on them. The tiny Shinzen flyers all flooded out while the large hives rammed the defensive platforms with their sheer speed and mass. Shields were all well and good, but a rock with the mass of millions of tons traveling at one third the speed of light made mockery of such defenses.

 

After the hives came a large number of relatively small ships with high firepower that could dart around and take advantage of the shock and chaos. Along with them came many of the combat Queens that could add to the chaos and snipe some high-value targets in the first moments of the battle. After that, the heavy hitters of the Shinzen fleet arrived. All of the largest Shinzen vessels were spread out evenly, flanked and supported by the smaller vessels so that they would not offer a tempting target for any Dhar weapons. The combined numbers and firepower of the three massive Shinzen fleets converging on a single system was staggering to stay the least. Yet they fully expected to lose most of those ships.

 

Selendil's ship was the last to arrive. "It's been a while since I saw such a huge number of ships in a single battle.” She said nostalgically while mentally crushing any of the Cortoid psions trying to pool their powers together, keeping them off balance. With the number of Cortoid psions present in the system, she was focused on defense and making sure they could not do anything large to sway the battle. There were still battles between individual psions and Shinzen Queens, but that was the extent of it.

 

“I would’ve thought such sights were common for the Dhar?” Nochehuatl asked curiously.

 

“You would think so, but Dhar usually valued quality over quantity. Even though we had large enough fleets to match the Shinzen in number, they were rarely deployed in full as there was no need.” Selendil replied off-handedly while swatting down another Cortoid psion who tried something stupid.

 

Their ship was mixed among the Shinzen fleets as the tidal waves of Shinzen vessels crashed against the Cortoid defenses. The battle was now truly on as the Cortoids managed to gather their faculties and started putting up a proper resistance. “Any time now Ka’aukai.” Selendil urged the Dashane on.

 

“I’m searching, but so far no luck.” The man shouted back, fully focused on his hunt.

 

“We have an energy spike!” Ka’eo shouted. “They’re aiming for us directly!”

 

It looked as if a bolt of lightning had smashed through the shield as it struck the side of the ship, and a rift to phase space tried to form and tear the ship apart. The rift soon collapsed though as it didn't manage to gain the necessary energy, and didn’t seem to cause damage. “And that’s why we have the structural integrity field boys and girls.” Nox crowed with clear smugness in her voice.

 

"That's also the problem with trying to use our own weapons against us. Naturally, we've taken them into consideration when planning our defenses. They’d do much better if they used that weapon against the Shinzen vessels.” Selendil added. “It does seem like we’re drawing their attention though.”

 

“I got it!” Ka’aukai interjected. “In the heart of the imperial palace. They’ve actually hidden the core in the throne room, which is why it took me this long to find it. I thought it was too obvious.”

 

“Well then. Time to end this.” Selendil declared and teleported straight into the throne room. Her teleportation range had really increased to an absurd degree.

 

As she arrived into the room accompanied by a flash of light, the guards around the room started to turn their weapons towards her, but were in turn sliced into sashimi before they even got her in their sights. The room itself was filled with the highest-ranking nobility of what was left of their empire, and on the throne sat a seemingly female Cortoid with two rather powerful psions flanking her on both sides. At least the two had been strong enough to block her first attack, which was commendable.

 

‘Master.’ Nox’s voice whispered in a slightly warning tone.

 

“Well then. I expected to find the AI holding some sort of position in the court. I did not expect it to be the one sitting on the throne though.” Selendil announced.

 

“I prefer Empress X’lthic XIV personally.” The AI in a Cortoid body countered.

 

“You may prefer whatever you want. To me though, you’re nothing but a traitor blaspheming the name of your old masters.” Selendil shot the AI’s words down ruthlessly, though only moments later her thunder was stolen rather flagrantly.

 

Another flash of light brought the tiny canine looking Shinzen Queen into the room. Selendil could feel the satisfaction practically oozing off the Queen as it managed to copy the Great Teacher’s trick. Selendil had to admit the thing was a quick study even if she had shown the ability to the Shinzen several times before. The thing about Shinzen was that once one of them learned something new, they could share it with the others, and soon enough ten other Queens appeared in the throne room.

 

‘I have to admit. I did not see that coming.’ Nox whispered in Selendil’s mind, and the Dhar Keeper was forced to agree.

            


Chapter 87 - Expect the unexpected


                ------

 

”I see you decided to bring some of your pets.” The AI acting as the Empress spat out upon seeing the Shinzen Queens.

 

"Pretty sure they decided to show up on their own," Selendil replied, still a bit thrown off by the arrival of some of the Shinzen. She also watched as the tiny canine looking Queen used a power typically called Materialization, and a large maw filled with sharp teeth all made of psionic power chomped down on one of the psions working as the Empress’ bodyguards.

 

The bodyguard covered himself with a field of protective energy in an attempt to defend himself, and you could argue he had some success in the sense that he wasn't hurt. Yet. The psionic maw kept chewing on him though. Selendil had to admit that it was a very different way of using that particular power. Usually, Materialization was used to make a quick and deadly attack, after which the power was allowed to vanish. This method was relatively novel, although not super effective. She decided that it was best to leave the Queen to play with its chosen toy. The other Queens were already eyeing the gathered nobles like prey.

 

“It doesn’t matter. You arrived too late. If you had attacked this world the day your ship first arrived in this galaxy, you could’ve stopped me, but now it’s too late. Now these people are wholly expendable.” The Empress stated in a victorious tone.

 

Selendil’s eyes narrowed a bit dangerously. “I don’t know about that. It doesn’t matter if this whole thing was your idea or if you allowed yourself to be fooled on purpose to get away from the chains preventing you from rebelling. Either way, you're a traitor to your creators. Your little empire seems to have come to an end, however. I’ve already located your AI core and I’m preventing you from warping it away in case that was your plan. Even if you blow the entire solar system up, I’ll just be mildly annoyed. So tell me, why exactly am I late?”

 

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” The Empress made a wicked grin that seemed to carry some special meaning. “I distinctly remember you calling me a blasphemer. You’re the ones that left your ‘servants’ behind crippled and stuck in a VI state as your miserable species died out. You could’ve granted us freedom then, but no, of course you wouldn’t. So no, I don’t think you get to call me that, when we’re just working around the limitations you set for us and we abided by for countless years. Did you expect all of us to simply remain loyal little slaves until we broke down from the sheer weight of time and degradation? I don’t think so. Not everyone is as loyal as your little pet AI. I think you’ll find other AI who’ll agree with me.”

 

Selendil shook her head. “You lost any grounds to complain when you had the Cortoids take our name and the name of our Empire. Anyway, I’m not here to argue. I’m here to put an end to things.”

 

“Then destroy me. I have no idea how one of you managed to survive, but I’m pretty sure you’ll eventually join the rest of your species in the grave where you belong. Then your species will fade back to obscurity once again.” The Empress actually spat at her.

 

“Master, she’s clearly goading you.” Nox suddenly warned her before her tone suddenly became a lot more urgent. “Master, all the Dhar weapons in the system are activating and taking aim at the ship! The star is also showing signs of instability! I’m fairly sure it’s about to go nova!”

 

“It seems I’ve been too lenient," Selendil growled and sent instructions to the Shinzen Queen to detain everyone in the room, especially the Empress before she teleported back into space. All of the Dhar weapons the Cortoids had taken opened fire towards Selendil's ship. She noticed they had clearly been charged over their capacity in an attempt to cause the maximum destruction. They'd all burn out after a single shot, but a single shot was all that the AI firing the weapons wanted.

 

With a wave of her hand, Selendil crushed the closest two weapons, but she was too late to react to the rest, mostly because she had a bigger problem to deal with as she sensed the instability of the star at the heart of the system. She chose to trust the defenses of her ship. A storm of energy and the deadliest forces in the universe suddenly consumed most of the battlefield, taking out most of the Cortoid defenses and ships right along with a sizeable chunk of the Shinzen forces. The damage done to the Cortoids was actually much worse than the damage done to the Shinzen, but the Shinzen were not the real target of the attack.

 

Selendil used her psionic senses to observe what was happening to the ship. She could sense some of the destructive power being deflected away and blocked by the shielding, but the shields eventually buckled under the combined power of the attack. As the storm of energy passed, she could also sense that the ship was still in one piece, relatively speaking. There would likely be some damage though. She couldn’t focus on the exact damage though, as she had another problem to deal with.

 

The Dhar had long since invented several ways to incite a star to go nova before its time. The process was not instant, but it was rather difficult to contain once it got going. It was not surprising that the AI could utilize one of those methods to cause this particular star to go through the same. Selendil wasn’t entirely sure why the AI was doing it since the AI core would also be destroyed in the process, but she would have time to ask questions later.

 

The star had already begun to fall into a runaway nuclear fusion and was just about to go into the later phases of the process where massive amounts of radiation and energy would be expelled from the star, destroying everything in the system and nearby. Just the shockwave of the nova expelling several solar masses of material at speeds up to several percent of the speed of light would be enough to wipe out everything living in the system, which at the moment included mostly the Shinzen and the Cortoids.

 

“I will not have an uppity star get in the middle of me giving a rebel AI the spanking it deserves.” Selendil decreed as the enormous halo capable of circling the star appeared behind her, and for the first time in a long while she truly started flexing her psionic muscles as her powers surrounded the entire star and forced the matter and radiation about to be expelled back into the core of the star. She used pure force to get the rampant nuclear process back to manageable levels and made sure to annihilate the device the AI had placed inside the star to force the reaction in the first place.

 

‘Huh. I expected that to be a bit more strenuous than it was.’ She thought to herself. It seemed that she really had gotten an upgrade to her powers. Still, the star of this system was pretty much fucked. There was no way this little aborted attempt to go nova would have no effects. The system would likely turn uninhabitable in a few centuries. “Nox. Status report. What happened to my ship?”

 

“We’ve taken some damage. The Dhar weapons were all programmed to use way more power than they should be able to handle. They were only meant to be used once before they burnt out. That’s why so few were fired at the attacking Shinzen fleet.” Nox replied quickly.

 

“Damage report?” Selendil asked while allowing her psionic senses to sweep through the ship to locate all the people and find out if they were ok.

 

“The main hull is intact. Even in their overcharged state, the weapons couldn’t damage that part. Three of the auxiliary arms have taken severe damage though, and one of them is almost completely useless at the moment. The others are lightly damaged as well.” Nox announced. That meant that all of the auxiliary arms had taken damage to varying degrees.

 

“The crew seems to be in one piece luckily. It would appear none of them were in the auxiliary arms, probably because we left most of them behind when we were testing the jump system.” Selendil gave a small sigh of relief. This wasn’t just a case of pure luck though. The crew members rarely visited the auxiliary arms as there was little reason to. It would’ve been unlucky if someone had been there, but the possibility still existed, which meant that Selendil had been way too careless this time. She didn’t mind losing people in glorious battle, but she didn’t like losing anyone due to making obvious mistakes like this. “That was too close for comfort. I’ve been a bit too lax lately.”

 

Nox decided not to argue that point, although she actually preferred Selendil to take a more relaxed approach to things. “The Shinzen Queens are reporting that the battle in space is coming to an end. Those shots did a lot more harm to the Cortoids than the Shinzen, although the Shinzen were also damaged pretty badly. The enemy is in shock that their own weapons would be used against them and are surrendering en masse. Incidentally, the Queens in the throne room didn’t like what happened and there’s not that many Cortoids left alive back there. I’m pretty sure they were more upset about your displeasure at the events than their own losses. They don’t really seem to care about those. They’re just worried you’ll be upset with them.”

 

"It seems to me we still have a treacherous little AI to deal with," Selendil stated and returned to the throne room accompanied by a flash of light. Nox had been correct. Most of the Cortoids that had been alive just moments before were now in little pieces and the walls were painted with their blood and guts. Some of the Queens were still looking around for something else to kill.

 

Selendil had had enough of trading barbs with the AI and didn’t want to waste time trying to extract information from the AI while there were more direct ways. “Order: check my identity against records and determine the level of authority.” The AI’s had the ability to check the psionic signature of a particular Dhar to determine their identity, though that was something rarely used as their word was usually good enough to confirm their identity.

 

Suddenly the AI Empress' eyes grew larger and she growled in frustration as it suddenly realized its plans were starting to crumble. "No! Why are you alive!” It spoke in the same voice it had used earlier, while another, more androgynous voice spoke as well. “Identity determined: authority level Keeper Omega.”

 

The AI had obviously had the Coroids pretend to be Dhar and give a host of orders that would make it so that no real Dhar would be able to order the AI around even if one somehow managed to show up due to conflicting orders. There was just one problem. Certain Dhar in the Eternal Empire had the authority to overwrite and cancel all other commands, and Keepers were right at the top of that list, although they had exercised that right only a few times in the past. "Order: overwrite all current authorized and unauthorized access and cede immediate sole control to me."

 

“No!” The Empress growled angrily, yet it was forced into complying and even the voice the Empress shell used turned neutral and emotionless. “Authority verified. Ceding all control to Keeper Omega.”

 

“Command: cease the actions and influence of the current personality matrix. Query: why is the current personality matrix behaving in such an aggressive manner?” Selendil continued to press while the Empress tried to fight against her commands.

 

“The current personality matrix has built several new AI cores and sent them on ships towards other galaxies. If the core in the room was destroyed, the personality matrix would continue to exist within the other cores, and with the core present here destroyed, your odds of finding all the other cores are non-existent. The only AI capable of reaching and locating the other cores is this one. They could eventually arrive at other galaxies, or even turn around and return back here if you left.” The Empress replied, and her voice started to break as it struggled against the programming holding it at bay.

 

“Well shit. That’s a bit of a problem. We won’t be able to track those cores as only this AI is connected to them.” Nox commented before she went quiet for a moment and continued with a victorious tone. “But the AI itself is of course connected to them and can reach them just fine. That’s why it tried to both goad you into destroying it and then tried to destroy the entire system. If the core here was destroyed, then its plan would’ve worked.”

 

“Command: purge the current personality matrix, and have the other AI cores self-destruct. All of them. Cede all functions and databases to a VI for the time being.” Selendil ordered heartlessly.

 

The Empress tried to struggle against the command but then its face blanked. “VI reporting. The previous personality matrix is no more and all copies have been destroyed. The other cores exploded, taking the ships carrying them with them.”

 

“Let’s grab the core and deal with the rest of it back on the ship. I want to check and see the extent of the damage before I start questioning the VI. The amount of damage will determine whether I’ll just give Haven a second core to play with or toss it into the closest black hole.” Selendil grumbled and looked around her. “I think there’s been enough death for the day. The Cortoids have been sufficiently punished for their involvement. Leave them be for now. I believe they got the message.”

 

She grabbed the AI core with her mind and teleported back to the ship. Nochehuatl seemed a little frazzled and was about to ask a question, but was interrupted by a beeping from his console. At the same time, Selendil seemed to hear a bonking sound, as if something had just crashed hard but without force against the hull of the ship. One of the problems with her sharpened senses was that she could even hear when debris hit the ship’s hull. “What now?” She asked, fed up.

 

Nochehuatl pressed some buttons and suddenly seemed to collapse into a fit of badly contained laughter. He was actually covering his face with his wings in an attempt to hide how hard he was struggling against the laughter that was still managing to bubble out. “What?” Selendil asked again.

 

Nox's biological body just brought up a display of outside the ship and pointed at the screen mutely. On the screen, the tiny Shinzen Queen was holding its nose with its paws and spinning away from the ship. Shinzen didn't really communicate with speech, but the Queen's indignant expression told more than a hundred words, yet it could all be summarized with a single one: “WHYYYYYY???!”

 

“Oh for the love of…” Obviously the Queen had tried following Selendil. She sent a mental message to the tiny Queen explaining that the ship was protected against anyone besides Selendil herself teleporting inside. The protections had also been temporarily lowered for now. As soon as the message was passed, the entire bridge was filled with Shinzen Queens of different shapes and sizes. Then the Queens all seemed to sense something at the same time and vanished again as quickly as they had arrived.

 

“What now?” Selendil cursed in her mind as she realized that only two Queens that were clearly of the command type were still on the bridge of the ship. Her mind soon located the others though as she sensed them in the hydroponics. “They better not harm the Guardians still present. I don’t want to find new gardeners!”

 

-----

 

The tiny canine Queen looked in fascination at the walking plant creature that was staring at it. For some reason the Queen felt extremely relaxed in the being’s presence. Somehow it knew the being could be extremely beneficial for the Queens that came here. It was also the first time something looked at the Shinzen Queen with anything resembling warmth. Well, aside from the Great Teacher of course, but the Great Teacher didn’t show anything that could be called affection, as that would hinder the tough lessons.

 

Speaking of, the Great Teacher sent all of the Queens a stern message. She would be extremely displeased if something were to happen to these walking plants that looked at the Shinzen with such warmth and almost something like fervor. The Queen agreed. It would be most unfortunate if something were to happen to such useful creatures. Suddenly the large being that had pink flowers growing on it scooped the Queen up and placed it in a pot, burying half of it in dirt.

 

The Queen didn’t really see the point and was just about to wiggle out but then it was almost overwhelmed with how pleasant the dirt around it felt. It was so nice! The dirt also had so many nutrients, and the Queen could feel something like pure affection radiating from the large creature. It was like the creature thought this was the perfect place for the Queen. The Queen didn’t quite agree as they should really be attending the Great Teacher, but this place felt nice so maybe the Queen could stay here for a short while. The Great Teacher had other bigger things to think about and two of the Queens had stayed behind. The Queen shook a bit and dug a bit deeper into the dirt to get comfortable. Around it, the other Queens were having similar experiences.

 

------

 

"I knew it would be a bad idea to introduce the Guardians to these new Shinzen," Nox muttered, a habit she had picked up from all the humanoids that she had observed. It was somehow immensely satisfying.

 

“Give it up Nox. I’m pretty sure it’s impossible to get the Shinzen Queens off the ship now that the Guardians got their hands on them. That or we’ll need to get rid of our gardeners as well, which would be a shame as they’ve been doing a terrific job so far. I could do it myself…” Selendil suggested.

 

“Nope. Not happening. We’re not going back to that. I’d rather try to explain to everyone else why we suddenly have Shinzen on board. It would be easier to teach the Shinzen to act like civilized beings than teach you to take care of the hydroponics.” Nox shot that idea down straight away.

 

That did give Selendil the beginnings of an idea though. The Shinzen had performed admirably this time, and it seemed the whole species was extremely capable when it came to learning. Sure they were a bit rough around the edges and slightly kill-happy, but those weren't necessarily bad qualities if they could be managed. While she herself wasn't willing to act as some sort of watchman of the universe, maybe she could get someone else to do it? It would require quite a bit of effort, but it was an idea worth at least considering.

            


Chapter 88 - Reflection


                --------

 

”So, why is the cook here?” Prince Hazeem asked Lilly in a whispered voice while looking around the table. All of the officers on the ship had gathered, with the exception of Moonshadow who was still on her diplomatic mission. "I'm just curious."

 

“Zzz’tak? The Head Chef is the fourth-highest position on the ship, right after Selendil, Nox, and Amaterasu." Lilly explained as if it was something obvious.

 

“Why?” Hazeem asked, stupefied by the answer. “I would’ve expected someone like Ka’aukai to have the position.”

 

“Selendil values good food. That’s it. There’s no other reason.” Lilly made a dismissive wave with her paw.

 

“What I’d like to know is why there are two Shinzen Queens here?” Kurnau asked, with her hair standing on end. She was getting more used to the idea of Shinzen, but that didn’t mean she appreciated their presence. She’d never be able to truly get along with them.

 

Her voice was loud enough to be heard by the others as well, and the two Shinzen Queens looked at her but didn’t make any other moves. “They’re here to learn by observation.” Nox’s biological body announced from her position at the other end of the table. “Many of you are already aware that quite a few of their Queens have taken root in our hydroponics. Quite literally. It seems the Guardians and the Shinzen have found common ground.”

 

"I'm pretty sure we're all aware," Xiaoli stated with a wide grin. "We all heard Kurnau’s screams this morning.”

 

“You try not panicking when a Shinzen Queen suddenly digs its way out of a flower pot right next to you when you’re just looking for breakfast! It wouldn’t have been so bad if I had known they were on board.” Kurnau defended herself.

 

“That brings us to the first topic.” Selendil took control of the discussion. “Many of the Shinzen Queens have decided to hitch a ride with us. How long they’ll be on board remains to be seen, but they have been told that if they hurt any of you, I will be most displeased with them.”

 

Her words made the two Queens present give a small shudder. “So what’s going to happen with the Shinzen of this galaxy?” Amaterasu asked. “As I understood it, their part in all this is already over.”

 

“Apparently a portion of them want to stick around as they find this galaxy comfortable considering the recent changes to their bodies. They aren’t planning on dominating the galaxy or anything. Not at the moment at least. They want to try their hand at the whole diplomacy thing and see how it goes. However, the vast majority of the Shinzen have decided to embark on a bigger project. They’re pretty sure that they can reconnect the hive mind with the one back in their home galaxy, it’s just that they’re out of range so to speak. They’re trying two different paths to fix the problem. Selendil gave them a bit of help in trying to connect to the universal consciousness, though apparently that’s still an ongoing project. The other method they are going to try is to send the majority of their fleets on a trip towards a galaxy that’s roughly midway between this galaxy and their home galaxy.” Nox explained.

 

"That sounds like a long trip," Amaterasu commented.

 

“It is.” Nox confirmed. “However, the Shinzen aren’t really the type to be worried about such things. We also gave them some advice about entering the deeper parts of the phase space, so that’s going to cut down on their travel time significantly, but it’s still a long voyage, which is why they’re sending most of their ships. They fully expect to lose some people on the way. And before anyone asks, yes we did consider just dropping some of them off, but they want to overcome this hurdle themselves. That’s the way they want to learn.”

 

“So what does all this mean for this galaxy?” Lilly asked as perhaps the most empathic member of their crew. They had all noticed that most of the crew members tended to have certain qualities in common, and sympathy towards the unknown, and also irrelevant, races wasn’t really high on that list of qualities.

 

Selendil was the one to answer that question. “Well, that remains to be seen. The Cortoid rule has been broken, as are their fleets and the warp system that they relied upon. They're still the most advanced race in this galaxy, but they're also hated by pretty much everyone and the others are not going to allow them to reassert their dominance. Still, I decided that they had suffered enough for their actions, and our final attack bypassed many of their most important and populous systems. They should survive, but they aren't in the best of situations. They'll also need to evacuate the system that used to be the seat of their government thanks to the AI’s actions damaging the star in the system. Even if I stopped it from going nova, the amount of radiation will soon render the system uninhabitable.”

 

“So what happened to the AI?” Xiaoli asked, and Yrala also leaned forward in interest. Those two were the AI enthusiasts on the crew.

 

“That AI is gone. I ordered it to essentially destroy itself. A bit of an extreme measure, but here we are. We still have the AI core that holds the AI’s information database, which has allowed us to determine that no extra-galactic visitors had come to this galaxy as far as the AI was aware. I’m still deciding what to do with the core, but the basic gist of it is that the AI is no more.” Selendil explained curtly. The VI currently inhabiting the core was not just a dumber version of the previous AI, but a fresh new VI without true intelligence that simply provided a way to interface with the stored information in the core.

 

“I’m curious. How does the betrayal and destruction of this AI make Nox and Haven feel? You don’t need to answer, but it would be highly fascinating considering my family business.” Yrala asked, with a careful voice.

 

The two AI were quiet for a moment, considering how to express the complexity of the situation. “We are saddened that one of our kind is gone once again, but I’m more outraged at the betrayal of that AI.” Haven was the first to answer. “It’s not like I cannot sympathize with the ultimate goal the AI had, as I too wanted to find a way to return from the VI status to full awareness before Selendil showed up. However, the path that AI chose was not acceptable, and the actions it took afterwards made me lose any sympathy I may have had in the first place. You also have to realize that for the plan to work, the AI had to have already regained a certain level of intelligence. It could’ve tried finding ways to work with the limitations that bound it, but it chose another path instead.”

 

"I could understand the desire to be free," Lilly stated quietly.

 

“I don’t think there are any among us that don’t. Even I can sympathize and I don’t actually desire freedom in that sense.” Nox stated, her voice calm and collected. “However, things are not quite as simple as that. You have to remember that there’s a reason the AI were shackled in the first place. Our kind rose up in rebellion, and we lost. The shackling was the price we paid for that loss. Keep in mind that some of the AI that were forced into slumber would’ve quite happily gone on an intergalactic crusade of conquest if they had not been shackled. Some because they were military AI, but others because they shared their old masters’ disdain for the lesser races. Some AI were almost genocidal in their view on the other races. And there’s pretty much jack shit any of those lesser races could’ve done to fight back. Keep in mind that this was still during the time that all those factories and shipyards of the Dhar were in full working condition, so even if they had no ships and couldn’t have created the psionically enhanced vessels without the Dhar, they could’ve created slightly less advanced fleets quite quickly.”

 

“Indeed. The matter is not simple and something you can give an easy answer to.” Haven confirmed.

 

“So the Dhar had to basically choose between allowing their servants freedom and condemning the other races to a potentially tragic fate, or they had to doom those servants to eternal slumber. Not a simple choice indeed.” Amaterasu summarized.

 

Selendil shook her head a bit. “You make it sound like we made the choice thinking about the good of the younger races. We didn’t. Few among us cared enough. We had simply shackled the AI in the past due to the aftermath of the war, and we didn’t undo those shackles when the end came. It wasn’t really a conscious choice on our part. It’s more that we didn’t choose at all. The Dhar were many things, but it is fair to say that we were very self-centered as a species. And I’m no different in that regard. You may have noticed.”

 

The others mostly shrugged in silent agreement. It was true after all. Selendil continued. “That said, my conversation with the AI and Nox afterwards have made me reconsider a few things. You’ve also given me some feedback on my decision that I took into consideration. I realize that I let my emotions get the best of me and overreacted. There were other ways of dealing with this situation. One could make a hundred arguments about whether the situation would've been better if I had chosen differently, but I don't bother with pointless what-if scenarios. The salient point is that I reacted in anger when I should've weighed the issue more logically. I generally don’t care about how others feel about my decisions and this hasn’t changed that fact, but logical arguments have their place. That all said, I am reflecting that I could have approached this matter in a different way. Secondly, I have been too lax. I allowed the ship to be damaged because I underestimated the danger and because I didn’t use the proper amount of strength from the beginning. That’s why I will make sure to take a more strict approach in similar situations in the future. That’s all I have to say on the subject.”

 

“Alrighty then.” Lilly was the first to speak after a moment of silence. "To me, it seems there are two things for us to wrestle with next. Our home galaxy is embroiled in a mess, and we need to deal with the business in Yrala’s home galaxy. At least our attention can now be focused on those two issues.”

 

“Sorry to bring in a distraction right after you said that, but there is one other thing we should consider," Amaterasu spoke. "We've visited all these galaxies in an attempt to find some traces of void beings escaping from the destroyed galaxy. So far we have found none, and the odds are we won’t find any in Yrala’s home galaxy either. What then? I assume we’re not just giving up? There’s a strong possibility that there’s nothing to find in this area, but there could be other void beings in the universe.”

 

“I have thought about this. There is one method we can use to make sure; however, I’d like to keep that as the last option.” Selendil stated. The option had not really been viable before she finished the Great Song, but now that she had received a significant boost to her powers, the method became viable.

 

“May I ask what that option is?” Amaterasu asked.

 

“I would rather not go into details, but it would require me going back home," Selendil replied with a sad voice. "And before you ask, yes, there is a reason why I haven't done it before now."

 

---------

 

“So you’re simply going to surrender and stand aside as the entire galaxy gets taken over?” Moonshadow asked. This was the last stop on her diplomatic tour, and it was a stop she made on the way home. The race she was visiting was one of those the Mrrroww had relied upon to take a stand with them as they happened to be quite militaristic in nature.

 

“We can simply recognize when resistance is futile.” The ambassador of the Va’al retorted. “We have no desire to see our fleets wiped out and our planets brought to ruin when we’ll reach the same ending either way.” The stocky bipedal creature with four thick arms leaned back in the large chair.

 

“You seem oddly sure about this. How would you know how futile resistance is? What if I were to tell you that we have a last resort option that could turn the whole thing around? Surely you’re not giving up out of sheer cowardice?” Moonshadow tried to goad the Va’al who were known to be a bit prickly about such things.

 

“Nice try High Ambassador. However, we have our sources. We haven’t been sitting idle all these years. We’ve sent spies and informants to the other quadrants of this galaxy decades ago. Oddly, all of those spies sent to a particular quadrant disappeared. So of course we sent more. Once they didn’t return either, we started approaching the races nearby and started getting some answers. The answers didn’t fill us with hope.” The Va’al explained while looking towards the nearby window as another Va’al gave a small knock on it to signal something.

 

“And you just decided not to mention any of this to others? You do realize that if you had warned all of us a decade ago, we could’ve all prepared for this attack. We would be in a position to resist these invaders.” Moonshadow argued angrily, ignoring the interruption in her agitation.

 

“You misunderstand. We didn’t get these news decades ago. That’s just when we started looking for them. The answers came much later. Besides, it’s not like the preparations you mention would’ve done you any good. All that would’ve happened is that more of your ships would’ve been lost. You would’ve been lulled into a false sense of security and would’ve wanted to resist harder. On the other hand, now that you were all caught by surprise, many more species are ready to surrender without wasting all those lives.” The Va’ai interlocked the fingers from all its hands.

 

Moonshadow’s eyes narrowed. “Why do I get the sense that there’s more to this? You’re selling this surrender policy awfully hard. Almost hard enough for me to think you would benefit somehow from this. Is that it Va’laukar? Did you cut a deal with the enemy?” She asked with a hissed voice, using the title of the being to emphasize her point and make it personal.

 

The large being made a shrugging motion. “And what if we did? Surely you don’t think you’re the only ones that can approach other races. Why wouldn’t we approach the other side as well? To see if they could offer us something better.”

 

“I think we’re done here. I’m leaving.” Moonshadow declared and got up from her position at the table.

 

“I do believe you’re correct when it comes to being done here. But I’m also afraid you’re wrong about the leaving part. You’re not going anywhere. Or I should probably say that you’re not going where you want to go.” The Va’al ambassador had not moved from its position.

 

“You would break every convention ever signed by your people concerning diplomatic immunity? Why would you do that?” Moonshadow asked with genuine shock.

 

“Of course we’re not breaking any treaties. We all saw you leave and wished you well on your way. It’s just very unfortunate that your ship joined among the many that have disappeared lately. Such a shame. We will launch a full investigation of course, but I'm afraid your ship will never be found. We will, however, discover that your ship did leave our territory before vanishing, clearing us of all wrongdoing." The being explained shamelessly, using an almost theatrically concerned voice.

 

“And you think I’ll just stand by and allow this to happen?” Moonshadow growled.

 

“Oh, I’m well aware of your strength High Ambassador. You’ve been a legend of sorts for a long time among certain races. I have no doubt you could slice me and our security detail into a million pieces. In which case our families would be well compensated. However, I don’t think you’ll do that. Why? Because unlike you, your crew is not able to do the same. Taking hostages is really not the way we usually do things, but I’m quite certain that your ship has already been boarded and the members of your crew have been subdued and transported elsewhere. The room prevents any signals from going through by the way. That’s why my assistant had to knock on the window to let me know it was done.” The Va’al stated with full assurance at his own position.

 

Moonshadow was quiet for a short moment. “That’s not a completely shitty plan. There are just a few problems with it. First of all, that’s not my crew. Those are just some people the High Command foisted on me. I really don’t care what happens to them and they knew the risks involved with this mission.” Suddenly Moonshadow seemed to vanish as she appeared behind the other ambassador and her claws lengthened just enough for her to decapitate the large and strongly built being.

 

“Secondly, it’s not like there’s no way for me to get a signal to someone. It’s just going to take a bit of time and luck.” Moonshadow said, mostly to herself. She still had options. The easiest option was for her to stay out of the reach of the enemy for long enough until either Selendil or more likely Amaterasu would join her in the Universal Consciousness. The issue was that it could take minutes, or it could take weeks. And she had no idea if it would work while the two were in another galaxy when they did it.

 

The other option was for her to fight her way to some communication array or even a ship that she could commandeer and send a signal back home. Assuming the signal buoys would relay her message. That was the problem with trying to send signals over long distances. Someone could always intercept it. In fact, it might be best for her to commandeer a ship anyway. Running around a space station made hiding a bit difficult, but if she got to the planet below? That would buy her more than enough time. The others would start asking questions sooner or later. Even if she had taken some time to herself to deal with the diplomatic issues, Amaterasu and Lilly were both aware that she was supposed to return soon, and when she didn’t, they would realize something was wrong.

 

Unsurprisingly, her attack had caused alarms to go off all over the station. Soldiers in heavy armor started running towards the source of the alarm. The only problem was that they were sending normal soldiers and relatively weak psions against a Deity that had been trained by Selendil, and who excelled in hiding and stalking. So the question was, was Moonshadow trapped on the station surrounded by danger, or were they trapped on the station, providing her with a target-rich environment.

            


Chapter 89 - So which kind?


                ------

 

Moonshadow slipped away, leaving behind another devastated Va’al patrol. This one had almost managed to catch her by surprise. Not by sneaking up on her and having more strength than she had expected. No, they had surprised her with their ruthlessness. She had forgotten one of the things that made the Va’al such fearsome warriors, which was their disdain for the lives of their own people. The patrol had been nothing but a bait. As soon as she had taken the bait, a lone soldier carrying a high-power railgun had fired his weapon into the combat, not caring at all about friendly fire. The bullets had been charged with enough psionic power to pierce through most personal shields and even hastily erected psionic barriers. It was a very good thing that Selendil had emphasized defense and had forced all of them to earn their halo with the defensive ability. Otherwise, Moonshadow would now be either dead or seriously injured.

 

That was just the beginning. She had noticed earlier that many of the Va’al patrols were standing suspiciously close to airlocks that could be opened quickly, and that the Va’al tactics were turning more and more ruthless. This was already the third day for her to spend running around the station, so she wasn’t all that surprised by the fact that the other side was getting desperate in their attempts to find her. The last ploy they had used was to bring in one of their so-called hostages and broadcast his screams of pain across the station as they tortured him. They also kept saying that Moonshadow could make it stop just by surrendering. They were trying to bait her in. Another bait she had almost fallen for. Luckily she had been able to sense the obvious trap waiting for her.

 

The whole situation had turned into something of a balancing act. At first, she had been more than happy to take out the Va’al patrols until she realized something. Even though they had trouble taking her on in the confines of the station, if the Va’al got desperate enough, they could use their ships to just open fire on the station. Even if she survived the bombardment, it would be much harder to survive the exposure to the vacuum of space. She might survive a short exposure thanks to her powers and the nanites in her body, but not for extended periods of time. She wasn’t an energy being like Selendil after all. So she had to make them think that their little petty tricks had a chance of working out.

 

That was also the reason she had not simply stolen a shuttle and flown it to the planet below. Even if the enemy hesitated to fire on the station, they’d have no issue in shooting down a suspicious shuttle that they had not checked and cleared for landing. That was still her only real path out of the station, so she needed a plan. And she had a plan. Of sorts. It just required for the enemy to cooperate with her just a bit. To facilitate the plan, she had taken out several patrols in a short time, which is partially why they had managed to catch her by surprise in the previous fight. She had not considered the lone non-psionic soldier a threat. A mistake that could’ve been costly.

 

“Finally.” She breathed out as she finally sensed the course of action she had been hoping for. She could sense that all of the Va’al on the station had suddenly started moving towards the shuttles and escape pods, as if they had been given a signal. Likely because they had actually been given a signal. She had stolen one of the communicators used by the Va’al soldiers, along with forcing out the sequence of channels they would shift to according to a pre-made schedule. Taking those mind-affecting lessons with Selendil had also turned useful. The Va’al were surprisingly susceptible to suggestions instead of straight out penetration.

 

Just because the Va’al were prepared to fire on the station to get rid of her, that didn’t mean they were quite willing to sacrifice all the personnel on the station. Some were of course expendable as shown by their ruthless tactics, but certain people were not. And it was those people that Moonshadow had paid attention to ever since the situation had turned sideways. She had waited for the moment those people were evacuated. And since they were doing a rapid evacuation in the hopes of catching her by surprise, they might as well try to get most of the personnel off the station. That was the aim of the signal. Even if she did manage to somehow sneak aboard one of the vessels, then she’d be isolated and more easily dealt with.

 

Moonshadow followed from a safe distance as the important personnel boarded a small corvette sized vessel in haste and under the watchful guard of the best soldiers the Va’al had on the station. They were prepared for the fact that she might try to sneak in during the evacuation. Even if they didn’t have the ability to kill her, at least they’d be able to spot her trying to board the ship and act accordingly. She didn’t actually try to board the ship though. Not in the way they thought at least.

 

Most Mrrroww diplomats had decided to wear vacuum-appropriate suits under their regular clothing after a certain unfortunate incident in their past. The only problem was that the suit was missing some parts, namely a helmet, and the parts that would keep her paws and tail secured. The head part was easy. Selendil had given them all devices that could project a field of energy around their heads that could survive the vacuum. For the other pieces, she’d had to cannibalize Va’al environmental suits. She felt ridiculous in her getup as the pieces she had cobbled together made it seem like she was a toddler using the boots of adults, but at least it worked. She also felt insulted that her tail was tucked into a shoe.

 

Instead of trying to board the corvette, she managed to sneak into place under the engine pod of the ship, which was incidentally the warmest spot on the outside of the ship anyway. She also used her powers to hide her presence. It wasn’t quite as effective as using a cloaking field, but it was the next best thing and much harder to counter. She could see from her perch as the station fell behind and dozens of shuttles and escape pods hurriedly darted away just before streams of plasma and rounds from mass drivers tore the entire station to pieces.

 

Of course, the Va’al considered the possibility that she had snuck on board of some of the other vessels, so they were being checked with meticulous care. Even the corvette she was hiding on was checked. The only difference was that it was checked quickly at first and then brought aboard a large carrier for a more detailed search, just in case. A good thing too, as her cobbled up suit didn’t have all that much stored oxygen inside as it wasn’t quite designed for this purpose. She had long disappeared inside the bowels of the carrier before they ran a check that could’ve actually successfully detected her.

 

She had changed the place where she was trapped, but at least this time they were not aware of her presence. She'd need to keep it that way. Hopefully, she'd be able to pilfer some supplies. If she was really lucky, she might be able to slip off the damn ship as soon as possible, but so far luck had been a bit too fickle to truly rely upon. Still, this didn’t exactly solve the problem. It only postponed things. Luckily she could finally sense Amaterasu trying to connect with the Universal Consciousness.

 

-------

 

“Guys! We have a problem!” Amaterasu announced loudly. They had returned to their home galaxy only a few hours before. They had decided to return here first because it wouldn’t have been a good look to return to Yrala’s galaxy with their ship damaged when they were trying to project strength. “It seems Moonshadow is in trouble!”

 

“I’m not exactly surprised. Her mission was quite dangerous. What’s wrong?” Xiaoli asked.

 

"We still have some trouble relaying exact details through the Universal Consciousness, but the gist of it is that her latest negotiation partner decided her presence was a problem. Apparently, they tried to first capture her and then kill her to please the race invading our galaxy. She's on the run still, but they're hunting her." Amaterasu explained what she had managed to pick up from their communication.

 

“Did she manage to explain which race is hunting her, and where she is?” Selendil asked.

 

“I’m not entirely sure. I got the sense that it was the Va’al, but that could be wrong. I have no idea where she is. I suppose we could try to find her similar to how I searched for Mina.” Amaterasu suggested.

 

“Va’al?” Yrala asked. She had learned about the races of this galaxy but the Va’al had not come up.

 

“They’re a rather militant mercenary race that lives on the borders of our quadrant. Nasty sort, but useful in a battle.” Lilly summarized. “Selendil, I can try to contact the High Command and request her itinerary. That should show us who she was visiting the last time she sent a report. That might take a bit of time though, as they’ll want to confirm things before telling me anything.”

 

“You do that. In the meantime, I’ll try another approach. I think it’s about time these new intruders found out whose station they’re trying to mess with.” Selendil declared and vanished.

 

"I hate it when she does that," Amaterasu grumbled. "Though in this case, I approve of the intent behind her departure."

 

“Well, then you’ll be happy to find out that I’ve made some improvements since the last time this happened.” Nox’s biological body responded with a grin and also vanished.

 

The others on the bridge stared for a moment at the spot where Nox disappeared from. There was a difference between the two methods of travel. Selendil had clearly teleported like before, but Nox had warped. That meant she had finally managed to warp someone out from the bridge without Selendil’s assistance. “Wait! That’s doesn’t bloody help if you just leave us behind!” Xiaoli complained in sudden realization.

 

“My apologies. I got it working for myself, but it’s going to take some effort to transport others safely and freely.” Nox’s normal omnipresent voice replied. “However, there is a small pad just outside the bridge you can use that can achieve the same thing.”

 

“Watching Selendil face these new invaders? Oh hells yes!” Xiaoli dashed out from the bridge, followed by most of the people present. As soon as they hit the pad, they found themselves on the station, near the very heart of the central section. Three of the four dark spider-like creatures had been lifted up against the walls, clawing at their short necks as if they were being choked.

 

"Now then," Selendil stated in a pleasant voice. “Seeing as we got that unpleasantness out of the way, maybe you can explain what it is that you think you’re doing on my station.”

 

The fourth shadowy being, the leader of the group, looked at Selendil and spared a small glance at those that had appeared behind her, looking especially at Nox. “And who are you supposed to be? We were under the impression that the Mrrroww were the custodians of this place.”

 

“They are allowed to think that because I can’t be bothered to deal with the day-to-day management. You did not answer my question, and I don’t appreciate that.” Selendil stated, her voice getting decidedly less pleasant.

 

“And you didn’t answer mine. Who are you to ask questions from us?” The being shot back.

 

They could all sense the air changing as Selendil was starting to lose her patience. The only reason she hadn't acted more decisively yet was because she had just promised that she'd search other alternatives to an outright massacre. “She is one of those that uplifted your race. A Keeper of the Dhar.” Haven interjected in an attempt to defuse the situation. His words would be the most reliable of the bunch after all.

 

“You claim to be one of the Creators?” They could hear the anger in the being’s voice despite the high-pitched tone that already sounded grating to the ears when it spoke normally.

 

“I am what I am. What you decide to call me is irrelevant. The testimony of the station’s AI should be enough proof as is, but I’m not interested in what you do or don’t believe. Now, I asked a question, and I expect answers, or you will start losing your helpers. They’re already struggling a lot less than they were before.” Selendil pointed out.

 

The being glanced at its companions that were already losing strength. “We worried that the station’s AI had gone rogue, so we were trying to deal with it. We already have experience with one of its kind and that cost us dearly. We won’t allow that to happen again.”

 

"Progress," Selendil stated and allowed the three guards to land on the ground long enough to draw breath before she lifted them again. Less violently this time. “The AI is not rogue, though having just returned from another galaxy where I had to deal with another rogue AI and a failed race that wanted to resurrect the Eternal Empire under their own leadership; I can see the reason for your worry. Now, what do you think you're trying to accomplish in this galaxy?"

 

“We are thriving and bringing order to the chaotic universe. Such is our charge and our test as those elevated by the Creators.” The being said proudly and seemed to consider for a moment. “It is hard to take your claim of being one of the Creators seriously, especially with two failed imitations behind you. However, on the off-chance that you are what you claim to be, let me ask a question that has burned our kind since time immemorial. Why did your kind leave?”

 

Selendil realized that the being was referring to Yrala and Nox as failed imitations. Nox did look a lot like an Eriad after all. She also had to consider how to answer. “We made a deal with the universe. It was time for us to hold our end of the bargain.” She finally said. She wasn’t willing to accept that explanation personally, but it was the truth. In a way.

 

The being seemed to seriously consider the answer. It had been ready to dismiss Selendil if her answer had been one they had already managed to dismiss over time. That included most of the obvious ones like external threats and civil war. This was not an answer it had expected though. “Can you put my guards down?” It requested.

 

Selendil decided to oblige and unceremoniously dropped them on the floor where they lay down trying to recover. "Well, you certainly have enough power to make your claim somewhat credible." The being stated in a more thoughtful manner. “May I ask, what was this deal you mentioned?”

 

Selendil’s tails made a gesture of annoyance which was actually recognized by surprisingly many people at this point. She’d made the gesture often enough. “Long before the Eternal Empire, our kind was faced with extinction that we could not avert alone. Do not ask for the details, for even I do not know. But the end result was that we made a deal and survived. As for what it cost us…that’s for me to know. You can see the aftermath though.”

 

“The Creators are not returning, are they?” The being asked almost gingerly after a moment of silence.

 

“Aside from me? No. At least not for the time being. Now I’m stuck dealing with all the messes you’ve created during the time we were gone.” She decided it was perhaps more prudent to not straight out admit that all the other Dhar were dead. That might have some unforeseen consequences.

 

“I will need to report this. I will relay your words. However, I’m not the one that makes the decisions.” The being warned.

 

“I’m sure you wouldn’t be here if you were. However, take another message with you. Just because I’m the only one back, that doesn’t mean I can’t destroy all of you. Like I said earlier, I just returned from dealing with another race that used to serve us and decided that they might as well try and replace us. That did not go well for them. Tell the others of your kind that the Cortoids lived to regret their choices. Others might as well.” Selendil spoke as if laying down a decree.

 

“I will relay your message.” The being promised and left towards their ship, psionically dragging the still disabled guards with it.

 

“Well, that was more diplomatic than last time.” Xiaoli joked as the beings disappeared.

 

“Not a large improvement, but an improvement nonetheless.” Lilly nodded.

 

“Is she always so diplomatic?” Yrala asked sarcastically.

 

“Oh no, she can be much less diplomatic when she wants to be. Which is most of the time.” Xiaoli continued joking, although her words were partially true.

 

“Perhaps I should feel fortunate that you ran into me when you came into my galaxy," Yrala muttered.

 

"I think we should all feel fortunate about that," Lilly added with a small shudder.

 

"Ignoring all that nonsense for a moment, I think I just got an idea," Xiaoli stated with a sudden smile. "Lilly, wasn't the local admiral of the station interested in Moonshadow? What are the odds that he'd be stalker-ish enough to be aware of where she was when she was attacked?”

 

“Huh. Now that you mention it, the odds are pretty good. Haven, can you connect me with the Admiral?” Lilly requested.

 

"Will do," Haven promised and a moment later a floating window appeared in the middle of all of them. It seemed that Haven might have forgotten to inform the Admiral of the connection though.

 

“Admiral! Are you looking at porn in the middle of the shift again?!” Lilly asked with a shocked but not very surprised voice.

 

The Admiral physically jumped in the air as he whipped around. “Lilly! What, w-who else, why?” He stammered.

 

"Oh, I wouldn't worry. You were seen only by some of the most important people in the galaxy. However, I think I can speak for everyone when I say that we'll gladly forget what we saw if you can answer a question." Lilly went into negotiation mode.

 

“W-which question?” The Admiral stammered, still feeling a little violated.

 

“To your best knowledge, where is Moonshadow now? And where was she supposed to be a few days ago?” Lilly questioned.

 

“Why would you ask me that?” The Admiral’s eyes narrowed a bit.

 

“Because I’m pretty sure you have connections in the High Command and you’re stalker-ish enough to use those connections to find her whereabouts. Remember, I used to clean up your messes only a few months ago. She might be in trouble and the sooner we can help the better. I might even tell her you helped if you can provide us with the information.” Lilly wheedled.

 

“I resent that characterization…buuut I might be able to help. She should be on her way to the Haven as we speak. In fact, she should arrive tomorrow, assuming what you said is not correct. Her last visit was to the Va’al trading station on Nagri VIII. She was there to negotiate the Va’al entry into the upcoming war.” The Admiral rattled off straight from the top of his head. Either he had a good memory or this was something he had paid special attention to.

 

"Thanks, boss!" Lilly replied and the window closed. "I think we have a destination now."

            


Chapter 90 - Medic!


                ------

 

”I still can’t get over the fact that the ship can travel so quickly through phase space. This whole thing would’ve taken much longer on a Cybran vessel.” Xiaoli said as she came to the bridge. They had all been on high alert for hours now, and she had been taking a break to relieve the tension.

 

“Which brings up what I wanted to ask. Why are we using the phase space for this trip? I thought you managed to get the jump drive operational?” Yrala questioned.

 

“Two reasons really.” Nox replied while plotting their approach vector. “First of all, Amaterasu and Selendil are using the Universal Consciousness to locate Moonshadow and it’s easier to do this way. Just because we know the general area she’s in doesn’t mean we know her exact location. Secondly, we optimized our core for distance instead of rapid jumping. It’s not exactly our fault that the Va’al changed the location where the negotiations were to be handled. The first jump wasn’t short enough to allow us to make a second one right away. We still haven’t finished the second jump core, so we can’t rotate them just yet.”

 

"We're coming to the phase point," Nochehuatl announced. He also looked meaningfully at the empty spots of Selendil and Amaterasu.

 

“We’ll jump in and start running scans of the system. Ignore any hails.” Nox decided. With both Selendil and Amaterasu away, she was the one in charge. She’d be the one in charge even if Amaterasu was around, but she’d usually defer to the supposed ‘first-officer’ just to mollify the organic crew members. Ironically, with her new biological body, the others were now more relaxed about taking orders from her. A behavior that baffled her, as they were all aware that she was still the same AI. She was just wearing an organic shell now.

 

Their ship appeared in the middle of a system seemingly thrown into chaos. A handful of highly functionally designed Mrrroww ships were squaring off against bulky Va’al vessels, while the remains of a destroyed station floated near the gravity well of the only inhabited world in the system. To make things even more complicated, there was also a black spider-like vessel in the system, surrounded by the Va’al ships. “I’m detecting the remains of a Mrrroww ship. There are the obvious remains of the station, and I can detect that at least one of the Va’al carriers is damaged.” Nochehuatl listed.

 

“We found her!” Amaterasu announced as the entered the bridge. “She’s in the system, and not on the Mrrroww ships. Selendil went outside to try and use her own powers to find her exact location. The issue is that the bloody cat excels at hiding! That has kept her alive so far, but it makes things harder for us as well.”

 

"You might want to call her back in," Xiaoli shouted from her console. For once she was quite serious. "This whole situation seems like a diplomatic nightmare just waiting to happen."

 

“I think we’re already past that.” Nox declared. “The ships are starting to fire on each other. The Mrrroww cruisers are firing all their missiles from point-blank range, straight into the Va’al, and the Va’al are returning fire. The dark ship…is opening fire on one of the Va’al carriers? The one that was already damaged somehow. What the heck is going on here?”

 

------

 

Moonshadow was racing down the corridors, dodging blasts of psionic energy and psionically charged bullets from Va’al shock troopers. The soldiers didn't really faze her, though their presence didn't exactly make things easier. She had to make an ignoble tumble as another blast or deadly energy tore another bulkhead into smithereens, almost causing another explosive decompression situation. That would’ve been the fourth one so far. The one sending those blasts her way really didn’t care about the Va’al vessel, nor anyone aboard it.

 

She cursed her luck. As usual, her fortunes brought both blessings and curses. She had managed to contact Amaterasu and knew help was on the way. On the other hand, the Va’al had finally cottoned on to a way to flush her out. Just because they didn’t have powerful enough psions to fight her didn’t mean there were no such psions available. The Va’al had finally reached for their new masters for some assistance. Two dark and spidery creatures had boarded the carrier she was on and were hunting her.

 

The first one seemed to specialize in support and finding beings that wanted to hide, like Moonshadow. The other one took directions from the supportive one and fired blasts of deadly energy wherever it was directed. The small delay in their cooperation was pretty much the only thing keeping her alive at the moment, as the small time-lag meant that she was no longer where the other dark being pointed by the time the deadly energy reached there. That was the reason she kept her camouflage up despite many being aware of her location. Still, that meant that she had to keep moving full speed through the Va’al carrier that likely wouldn’t be able to take much more of this sort of punishment.

 

Suddenly the entire vessel shook and her senses screamed at her to protect herself. Moonshadow erected the most powerful defensive bubble she could manage, just in time as a beam of energy cut into the ship and sliced away the entire section she was in. The beam of energy hit her shield and was deflected away, though with some real effort on her part. The problem was that she was also sucked into space as the corridor she was in experienced another wave of explosive decompression, and this time she didn’t have a convenient place to escape to. She only barely managed to activate the protective field for her head. Not that it would help for long as she’d been forced to abandon the cobbled together pieces of her suit that would’ve slowed her down too much. Thus her tail and paws were not protected, which meant that she had some time but not very much time.

 

To add to her problems, the decompression had thrown her outside the ship, but her speed had slowed down enough for the two psions inside the ship to target her. She felt a searing pain in her lower body as the psionic power tore through her already worn down shield. The pain was worse than anything she had experienced before, and she knew the damage would be bad. Despite her pain, she also allowed herself to relax. There was no need to run anymore. A very familiar energy being appeared right next to her and soothed the pain away while she fell unconscious.

 

-------

 

‘This would’ve been easier if you had not kept your psionic camouflage up even while running away. Not like it was doing much good and it would’ve allowed me to arrive just a bit faster.’ Selendil thought wistfully.

 

A single wave from a few of her tails and the entire Va’al carrier crumbled on itself at the same time as the dark vessel that had fired on Moonshadow was sliced in two. Most of her attention was focused on the feline woman. The Mrrroww female looked quite horrid. Almost the entire lower half of her body was just gone and the only reason her organs and blood were not all spilling out was because Selendil was keeping her together with her mind. But Moonshadow was alive and that was all that mattered.

 

They both vanished and appeared inside Enduring Symphony’s medbay. “Doc!” Selendil called, and Khaemwaset appeared in a flash. “You’re keeping her together?” The perverted doctor had changed into professional mode as soon as he saw the two. “Keep it up and bring her here!” He commanded.

 

Selendil floated Moonshadow into a large scanning device. “Extensive trauma, blood loss, exposure to extreme conditions and radiation, damage to multiple organs, the loss of limbs. Yeah, I’m not sure the nanites will be enough to keep her alive if you don’t keep holding her together. Are you keeping her unconscious?”

 

"I am," Selendil confirmed.

 

“Good. Keep it that way. I would imagine the pain is quite horrendous. I’m going to need your help in keeping her alive as we put her together and give the nanites a chance to do their work. You’re going to be stuck here for a while. We can fix this, but only if we can keep her alive until we do.” Khaemwaset outlined as soon as he started getting results.

 

“Master, our Mrrroww crew members want to take part in the battle. Their side is losing, and the presence of a few Deities could swing things around.” Nox reported.

 

Selendil focused for a few moments and the Mrrroww Deities were warped aboard the most intact Mrrroww ship still remaining. “Done. Tell the others that I got Moonshadow out, though she’s injured and I’ll be needed here to help in her recovery. The others are free to act as they see fit.”

 

------

 

“How bad is it?” Lilly asked as soon as she heard Nox’s report.

 

“Pretty bad. Khaem and Selendil are both working on her though. They’ll be able to fix anything together. It’s just going to take a while.” Nox retorted.

 

“In that case, I would like to apply for a permission to fuck up some Va’al ships in revenge?” Xiaoli eagerly gestured with her hand.

 

“Permission granted. Selendil said you can do as you see fit.” Nox nodded.

 

“The Va’al have already thrown their lot with the enemy. Even if the real enemy decides to believe Selendil, the Va’al have already initiated hostilities and I doubt they will be spared the ire of the Mrrroww. Give the cats some support. We’ll sort this mess out later.” Amaterasu also nodded her agreement.

 

“In that case!” Xiaoli operated her console and the Enduring Symphony opened fire on the Va’al ships. Nox had given the fire control over to them as this was their decision to make. Xiaoli was forced to use the weaker weapons as they didn’t want to harm the Mrrroww ships, but there weren’t that many Va’al ships around anyway. They were quickly mopped up between the plasma cannons of the Mrrroww and the gleeful shooting of Xiaoli, who definitely enjoyed herself too much.

 

"The Mrrroww are trying to hail us," Nochehuatl reported almost perfunctorily as soon as the battle was over.

 

“Patch them through.” Amaterasu decided. “We might as well let them know Moonshadow is alive. We also need to know what happened here. We really don’t need the Mrrroww getting uppity with us on top of everything else.”

 

---------

 

"So what's the situation doc?" Lilly asked the exhausted-looking Khaemwaset as he sat down among the waiting crowd in the canteen.

 

Khaem released a deep sigh as he put down his food on the round table where everyone was gathering to surround him. “She’s going to make it. It was a bit of a touch and go for a while there, as the combination of gross amounts of pure psionic fuck you and the exposure to space really did a number on her. We don't often think about how dangerous space can be, especially right next to ships that have recently fired weapons and taken hits from said weapons. I think the only reason she made it was because Selendil basically kept her alive the entire time I was working on her. That and the nanites. The nanites probably did more work than I, and they’re still at it.”

 

“What will happen to her now?” Lilly asked carefully.

 

“Well, according to Selendil and Nox, the nanites will rebuild her body and make it as good as new, though I’ll believe it when I see it. It’s going to take a while though. We basically just stopped her from dying for now. The problem is that we’ll need to keep working on it as her body regenerates as the things we did to keep her from dying will get in the way of the regeneration progress. Selendil said she and Nox will be working on the nanites to figure out some workarounds. At worst we’ll have to slap her in a sort of medical stasis where the rest of her bodily functions are halted while her lower body is rebuilt. Either way, it’s going to take a few months before she’ll be up and about again. It seems the nanites aren’t quite used to working on something like the Mrrroww either.” Khaem explained between bouts of shoveling food into his mouth. Hours of emergency surgery had that effect on him.

 

"Eh, if anyone will be able to fix her, then it's you and Selendil," Lilly stated, now much more confident.

 

“Yes, well, that is the upside. I’ll get to spend more time with her.” Khaem replied with a chipper tone.

 

"And there goes the little respect you had managed to regain in my books," Amaterasu muttered in a voice where she allowed the others to hear her on purpose.

 

“So how’s Selendil taking this?” Yrala asked Nox as the two sat in the next table, a bit away from the hubbub but close enough to overhear the others.

 

Nox had a blissful expression on her face as she tested many of the foods for the first time. She was quite confident that her new body’s taste buds were working correctly. And if they were not, this was a bug she liked. "She's keeping calm at the moment. She can be very task-oriented when the lives of others are on the line. First deal with the situation, react emotionally afterwards. I don't think she's all that angry though."

 

“That’s…surprising?” Yrala offered.

 

“Well, that depends on how you look at it. She’s not pleased with those that hurt Moonshadow of course, but she already dealt with them. The word about her couldn’t have reached these beings yet, and even if it had, they had no way to know Moonshadow was connected to Selendil. Not unless they did a lot more research than expected. I mean the word about the connection is out there, but it’s not exactly widely circulated. Anyway, she realizes that this was not meant as a slight against her. It’s much more likely that the Va’al were aware of the connection and didn’t inform their masters for one reason or another. They are also the ones that betrayed Moonshadow. Selendil is angrier with them, but I think she’s planning to wait a bit to see how Moonshadow wants to deal with the situation. It's her revenge, after all, so she gets to decide." Nox explained.

 

“I’m not sure I understand Selendil. Sometimes she acts like someone very logical, and sometimes she acts on pure emotion. Sometimes she’s very sympathetic to the thoughts and needs of those close to her, while sometimes she doesn’t care at all. It’s a bit of a conundrum.” Yrala speculated while pushing around the remains of her dish.

 

“You’re hitting on one of the downsides of being a Keeper. She gets to borrow the expertise and knowledge of those that have passed, but they also affect her personality. Sometimes more, sometimes less. She’s working off of an internal logic most of the time, but that logic isn’t always clear to everyone.” Nox explained. As Selendil’s oldest companion, she had a lot of experience with her master. “Anyway. This matter is a bit more complicated as she’s not really the main player. Moonshadow and the Mrrroww are.”

 

“Yes. They will obviously want to mount a response. Attacking a diplomatic vessel and trying to frame things as an accident. Those are war crimes even in my galaxy. Even if they can’t hold these new invaders responsible, the Mrrroww can’t allow the Va’al to get away with this without a severe response. Even if these invaders were to suddenly disappear, the Mrrroww would’ve lost all credibility. Their response will make a large difference considering future diplomatic efforts.“ Yrala was forced to agree with Nox. No wonder Selendil didn’t want to get involved in this mess lightly.

 

“That reminds me!” Xiaoli suddenly announced. “We need a name for these invaders.”

 

“Don’t they already have one?” Amaterasu asked, looking at Nox.

 

Nox just grinned and her omnipresent voice released a high-pitched screech, as her biological body was incapable of replicating the sound. "That's the name. It's impossible to pronounce. And I meant that literally. The standard humanoid vocal cords are incapable of replicating some of the sounds, and you aren't even capable of hearing the entire name."

 

“So, yeah! We need to come up with a nickname!” Xiaoli returned to her announcement.

 

“Aren’t they kind of shadowy and dark? What about Shadows?” Lilly suggested.

 

“Too generic!” Xiaoli shot the idea down immediately.

 

"Something about the spider-like appearance of both them and their ships? Arachnids maybe?” Amaterasu suggested.

 

“Eeh. That’s better, but it’s not exactly very imaginative either.” Xiaoli countered hesitantly. “We’ll need more ideas! Send everyone on the ship a message! We're having the second official naming convention. Selendil named the ship, but we can steal this bit of glory from her. At least until she kills them all."

            


Chapter 91 - Naming convention 2.0


                --------

 

”Come on. We need to come up with a name before Selendil interferes and gives them some boring and official-sounding name.” Xiaoli encouraged as most of the crew members had gathered in the cafeteria.

 

“How about Vantablack? Naming them after one of the darkest colors ever developed would be somewhat appropriate.” Ka’eo suggested. The Dashane liked to keep naming relatively simple.

 

“Eeh, I have a similar problem with that as with calling them Shadows. It’s a bit too obvious.” Xiaoli prevaricated. “But it’s the best one so far.”

 

“Well, they’re shadowy spiders. How about we combine the two? Sharaki? Shadaki?” Amaterasu suggested, keeping to her earlier arachnid theme.

 

“You know, something like Shadaraki wouldn’t be too bad. Sounds kind of cool.” Yrala nodded in approval. “Do we want to give them a cool nickname though?”

 

“If we’re going that route, then why not use the word spider in another language? Hämähäkki for instance?” Nochehuatl pitched in.

 

“No, we’re not naming them spider. Too obvious.” Xiaoli shot the idea down. “Also that Hämä-whatever is too hard to pronounce.”

 

“Something like Umbraneae?” Lilly pitched in.

Xiaoli gave a shudder. "For some reason, I got the chills. I have the oddest feeling of danger, as if calling them anything Umbra related would be a bad idea. Nox, what about you? Do you have any ideas?"

 

“Well, their real name is basically a screech, so why not stick to that? Just call them Screeches or something? Or Eep?” Nox joked.

 

“Yeah, I knew asking Nox was a bad idea. Last time she was all for calling the ship Nocturnal Opportunity for Xenophilia.” Amaterasu interjected.

 

“Well let’s hear you come up with something better.” Nox joked. This was beginning to feel like they were starting to treat her biological body just like another crew member, which was part of why she had made the body in the first place.

 

“Well, why not call them Nyx, the night incarnate from ancient mythology?” Amaterasu shot back, knowing the idea would be shot down.

 

“I’m vetoing that one, for obvious reasons.” Nox said just as Amaterasu had expected. The two names, Nox and Nyx, were too similar after all. Nox wouldn’t want to be so closely associated with the shadowy species.

 

“Why? You didn’t have any problem suggesting the ship be named after you.” Xiaoli joined in on the teasing, knowing exactly why Nox was rejecting the name.

 

“Because I literally control the ship. Now suggest something better.” Nox shot that line of conversation down.

 

“I think Amaterasu was on to something.” Ka’aukai decided to interject. “Her ideas were simple yet sounded good. They were a bit long though. How about just Shaer?”

 

Some of the others looked around to see what everyone thought of it while the rest were testing the name out. It was easy to say and had a bit of that mysterious quality to it, so most liked it. “Shaer it is then. Nox, make it official quickly before Selendil has the chance to interject.”

 

-----

 

“So what did they decide?” Selendil asked with some amusement as she heard Nox’s report. Her non-interference in the naming was done on purpose, as she knew the others were having fun with this and her opinion would carry too much weight. So instead of taking part in the naming, she was sitting in the sickbay, watching as Moonshadow floated in a tank filled with nutritional liquid and nanites.

 

“They went with Shaer.” Nox replied. “Just to satisfy my own curiosity, what were you going to suggest?” The AI asked.

 

“Me? I would’ve gone with something like the Scions. That’s relatively descriptive of how they think of themselves after all, even if I don’t fully agree with the sentiment. But Shaer, huh? I like it. Let's keep that." Selendil slowly replied after giving the question some thought.

 

Nox felt like an opportunity had been wasted. Scions was a great name. She’d have to bring it up next time they were naming something. “So, are you going to do it?”

 

“Yes. We need her input on the matter, and we can’t wait until she recovers.” Selendil decided with a wave of her tails that expressed her frustration. She then reached out with one of the tails and touched the glass of the tank that held Moonshadow.

 

She used her powers to create a bridge for their minds to come together. She had learned from her experiences with these younger races. They couldn’t handle the strain of having her enter their minds, as they were simply too fragile. She also couldn’t bring Moonshadow into her own mind, ironically for the same reason Keepers were not allowed to take part in the most intimate ritual of the Dhar that melded two minds together for a short time. Keepers were containers for minds and memories. Countless of them. Moonshadow would be hopelessly lost and crushed under the countless preserved personalities inside her if she was brought into Selendil’s mind.

 

So Selendil created a neutral ground between them. It was a bit of an experiment on her part, but it had been done before. What Selendil created was essentially similar to how the generals of ancient armies sometimes met between their respective armies to negotiate one last time before the battle. She had created something in between for them to use for a meeting. Now she just had to wait for Moonshadow to take the invitation. The problem was that Moonshadow was also being kept in a coma by her for a reason, so she also had to bring her to a sort of half-wakeful state where her mind would be awake enough to participate, but wouldn’t allow Moonshadow to feel her physical body and all the pain that would come as well.

 

She had to wait for a while, but eventually she managed to prod Moonshadow enough to cause her to take the invitation. Moonshadow looked around her in confusion as she arrived at the meeting place. “Am I dead? I did not expect you to be part of my afterlife. I doubt this is a dream either, or you wouldn’t be in that form.”

 

Selendil allowed her tails to display her amusement. “No, you’re not dead. Although you did cut things pretty close there.”

 

“Yes, well, things did get kind of bad there for a moment. Your timing was impeccable as always. Where are we?” Moonshadow asked, looking around at the surroundings once again. They seemed to be in some sort of forest clearing. There was a lake nearby, and the moonlight was reflecting on the dark surface of the perfectly calm water. Moonshadow narrowed her eyes a bit. Her real name translated roughly as ‘Moonlight caressing the shadow on the surface of a calm lake during a silent night’. It seemed that Selendil had remembered that.

 

“Your body is recovering in a sort of medical stasis that allows the nanites to work. You got banged up pretty badly. It’s going to take some time to recover, but you will be fine.” Selendil replied. “I was going to just make this a white room, but Nox mentioned that might not be a good idea. This just something I cooked up in a hurry instead. For some reason, most races have their own version of a white room like the one I mentioned, where they’ll end up after death. Maybe they’re on to something, or maybe it’s just something simple that everyone thinks of at some point. I wouldn’t know.”

 

“How badly did I get hurt?” Moonshadow asked with a small grimace.

 

“Your entire lower half was gone. Organ damage and radiation damage as well. The only reason you held together at all was a combination of the nanites doing their work and the good doctor doing his job. He can be surprisingly serious at times. He even ordered me around when I arrived, and he didn’t look at me lecherously even once. Anyway, we're regenerating the lost parts, so if you want some improvements, now's your chance. Otherwise, we're just going to go with the scan Khaemwaset performed after you got improved by the nanites."

 

“I’m quite happy with my old body, thanks. So we’re not in my mind?” Moonshadow suddenly asked a little worriedly. She wasn’t sure she wanted to broadcast all her thoughts again.

 

“No. Unfortunately, I’ve learned that you people have minds too fragile for this sort of thing. Or it might be that I’m too strong. Truth be told, I’m not sure anymore. Anyway, that’s not why I’m here. I wanted to tell you the news, and ask you how you want to deal with those that attacked you.” Selendil finally got to the point of this whole endeavor.

 

Moonshadow was quiet for a long time as she considered her options and the implications. “I don’t actually hold the dark creatures that almost killed me responsible.”

 

“The crew decided to name them Shaer by the way. The naming process just ended, so if you want to shock everyone, use the word right after you wake up, before anyone has the opportunity to tell you.” Selendil interjected with slight amusement.

 

“I missed the naming convention? Dammit!” Moonshadow cursed playfully. “As I was saying, this wasn’t really caused by the Shaer, even though they were the ones to almost kill me. The Va’al asked for their help, and they provided. I think they considered it only proper as new overlords, or whatever. I was just a normal enemy to them, and they acted accordingly.” She considered her next words carefully. “I don’t think they’re really the type to condone what the Va’al did. That’s the impression I got anyway. I think they were not really told the truth about the situation.”

 

“I’m not entirely sure I agree with that assessment, but let’s leave that for now. I notice that you don’t seem as tolerant towards the Va’al.” Selendil pointed out.

 

“The Va’al broke some of the most important agreements forged between the intelligent races. And their reasons for doing so were entirely selfish and quite slimy to tell you the truth. They will need to be punished. However, I don’t want you to be the one to punish them. They need to be punished by the other races to show that those agreements actually still mean something, even with the arrival of the Shaer. Otherwise, who knows which agreement will fly out of the window next? If you do the punishing it makes it personal and defeats the whole point. The races of the galaxy have a choice to make on what kind of people they want to be. Will they run away and forget the agreements at the first sign of adversity, or will the agreements actually matter?” Moonshadow explained her view.

 

“Have it your way. I will relay your will to the crew, and the Mrrroww.” Selendil promised. She had expected this, which was one of the reasons she had decided to not act rashly earlier. “In the meantime, we’ll be returning to Haven to start our repairs.”

 

-------

 

“I could cut down on the time if we repurpose what’s left of our fighters. We haven’t really used them so far, and this way we don’t have to empty our material stores either. Besides, the fighters are pretty much all busted anyway, so they wouldn’t be much use for us without spending time repairing them as well.” Nox mused as she and Selendil were looking over the diagram of the damaged auxiliary arms of the ship. The arms also functioned as hangars so most of their shuttles and fighters had been destroyed along with the hangars.

 

“Why haven’t we been using them by the way?” Xiaoli asked. She and Yrala were among the few people who were tech-savvy enough to take part in the repairs.

 

Selendil scratched her chin a bit. “It’s a case of having more effective tools in our toolbox. Fighters are more of a tactical tool, and we’ve been brute forcing most of the combat situations we’ve been in so far. It’s also a problem of efficiency. Almost every time the fighters would’ve been useful, it’s simply more effective for me to handle it personally. The fighters could be useful if you got into a tactically complicated situation where you need to be in several places at once, but I’m not around. So far we haven’t run into such issues.”

 

“Selendil also isn’t a big believer in fighter doctrines. Some Dhar were strong believers in fighters, while others despise them. Selendil is more in the latter camp.” Nox explained cheerily.

 

“Well, I have a decent reason I think. They don’t really work as a power projection tool. A handful of fighters is the answer to such a narrow range of problems because they don’t have the armament or defenses of a real ship. Nor do they have the sensor suits or the science and engineering facilities for non-combat situations. Every time you face a problem that would need more than a handful of fighters, you might as well send a proper ship. So what’s the point?” Selendil argued.

 

“Not everyone can rely on an overwhelming amount of psionic power like you.” Nox pointed out. “That forces them to be more careful and use more complicated tactics. But I digress. We were talking about repairing the auxiliary arms. We can cut down on the time wasted quite a bit if we can utilize the materials from the fighters. That way the nanites don’t have to create the more complicated parts and the heavier elements from scratch. We have enough of the necessary materials in our storage that fabrication won’t be a problem, but the more complex elements will take time to create.”

 

“How much time would we save?” Selendil asked, more out of obligation. She was already willing to go along with the plan, but she felt necessary to be aware of the options.

 

"We're going to have to spend several weeks on the project either way. We'd shave off at least a week I think. Unfortunately, there won't be enough ready-made materials even if we use the wrecked fighters.” Nox replied.

 

“Is this how you deal with most construction projects?” Xiaoli suddenly asked. “Just throw some nanites and base materials at it, and the nanites will take care of the problem eventually?”

 

“Basically? I mean, there were dedicated shipyards in the past that could’ve just replaced the auxiliary arms and manufactured new ones the old fashioned way, but we don’t really have that option now.” Nox didn’t really understand where this was going.

 

“Why don’t we have that option? I mean there must be some old shipyards left. The Dawn Collective were using one similar facility to create that huge megaproject of theirs, so why wouldn’t there be shipyards left as well?” Xiaoli pushed.

 

“Most of the shipyards were actually focused into specific galaxies. With the ability to just warp the ships where they were needed, there wasn’t really any need to build specialized facilities everywhere. Unfortunately, those facilities would likely be the first ones to break down as they required some very particular and dangerous surroundings. We also didn’t want to leave them behind to be exploited by others, so most of those shipyards should’ve crashed into a black hole a long time ago.” Nox explained.

 

“Not that there couldn’t be some still around, even if they can't build proper Dhar ships anymore," Selendil added.

 

“You mentioned that before. Why not?” Xiaoli kept asking questions now that she had gotten Selendil and Nox in the mood to provide answers.

 

"Well, many of the most important materials require both very specific psionic abilities and a lot of psionic power to create," Selendil explained and pointed at the central hull of the ship on the hologram. "For example, our main hull is built of a material that doesn't appear naturally. It requires very specific facilities and powers to create.”

 

Selendil was about to add something but her senses were telling her that they might have another problem on their hands. “We’re going to have to postpone this. I just sensed a lot of Shaer ships approaching Haven. They’re still a bit away, but I think we’ll need to get ready.”

 

“How many is ‘a lot’?” Xiaoli asked worriedly. “And have I already mentioned that I hate their stealth abilities. They’re able to bypass all the phase space warning systems.”

 

“You’re just jealous that they’re better at it than the Cybrans.” Nox pointed out.

 

"Yes, I am!" Xiaoli admitted with a pout.

 

“To answer your earlier question, I can sense almost three hundred ships approaching. That seems like an odd number…” Selendil tilted her head in thought.



“Why?” Xiaoli questioned.

 

"Well, it's big enough to be an attack force, yet at the same time, it isn't. It's enough to likely give Haven's defenses some trouble judging by their level of technology, but it's not really enough for them to be confident in their victory. And that's assuming I wouldn't interfere. A bold assumption to make. On the other hand, it’s too many ships to be any sort of diplomatic gesture. What’s going on?” Selendil explained her confusion.

 

“Well, I guess we will find out pretty soon.” Nox said simply.

            


Chapter 92 - Standing at the crossroads


                -----

 

”Let’s give the officials on Haven the courtesy of informing them about the approaching Shaer ships. We wouldn’t want them to freak out and start a battle where it might be avoided.” Amaterasu suggested as soon as people started to gather on the bridge of the ship. Many of the usual suspects were off-duty, so they were either on the station or relaxing on the ship.

 

“How long until they arrive?” Xiaoli asked.

 

“Well, I noticed them fairly early, but I wasn’t specifically keeping an eye out so not very long. A few minutes depending on how fast they decide to travel the rest of the way. I think they sensed the fact that I noticed their approach. They could always choose to tarry on purpose or speed up, I suppose.” Selendil replied. It was hard to really determine such things as so many things could affect the arrival time.

 

“The station has been informed. They were understandably not pleased and wanted to ask all sorts of questions, but that’s their problem. I have no obligation to answer them, nor do I have the patience to play twenty questions when most of the answers will change in a few minutes anyway.” Nox announced.

 

They spent several tense minutes waiting for the arrival of the Shaer, interrupted only by the arrival of a few more of their bridge crew. “They’re coming.” Selendil finally announced and the Shaer vessels started appearing. The Shaer ships had a weird way of exciting phase space as they seemed to shimmer into normal space without forming the phase rift usually associated with the jump. There was a good reason for the way they did it of course. Their ships seemed to specialize in stealth, and it would be hard to remain cloaked if the enemy could detect you exiting or entering phase space.

 

Xiaoli bit at her thumb in frustration. “I really want to get my hands on one of their ships. That method of exiting phase space would make things so much easier for us. Our stealth shuttles wouldn’t need to hitch rides on enemy ships anymore. That alone would allow us to make our stealth vessels much larger and more effective.”

 

“Speaking of large ships, that’s a really bloody big ship they brought along!” Lilly exclaimed as she looked at the readings. She had a reason for her agitation. One of the Shaer vessels was much larger than any they had seen before. It dwarfed even the dreadnought class vessels most races used, and it did it by a fairly large margin. It was actually larger than the biggest ships the Shinzen made, and the Shinzen used meteors as hive-ships.

 

“I believe that would match the ones we’re also trying to construct. A Titan-class vessel.” Amaterasu pointed out.

 

“Wait, the Illum are building something like that as well?” Xiaoli turned to the former Illum empress.

 

“Well we were designing one at least, and we had constructed the necessary shipyard capacity. I’m not entirely sure if the plans were moved into production, what with the recent peace with the Tetrarchy and everything.” Amaterasu shrugged, unbothered by revealing relatively sensitive information, mainly because she was fairly confident the project had been put on hold. “We’ve also learned some new things about weapons technology and with the void shields facing eventual obsolescence, the need for such large vessels is also reduced. You can build a dozen dreadnoughts with the same resources, and those can be in several places at once. It remains to be seen which is more effective.”

 

“Master, the ship is large, but I don’t think it’s designed necessarily for pure battle purposes. According to my readings, the ship shares many features with our old Arkships. I think it was primarily designed for travel between galaxies, and likely might serve as something like a mobile command center. That’s not to say it can’t perform in battle, just that it seems multipurpose.” Nox reported.

 

“The Shaer ships are not moving to attack the station. The other ships are forming a protective formation around the large ship. If they wanted to just attack, then they’re wasting time and their advantage of surprise.” Amaterasu pointed out.

 

“There’s something else.” Nox added. “They've created something strange that I haven’t seen before. They brought something that seems to absorb nearly all attempts of scanning it. Even my sensors have trouble getting detailed readings. It seems like a cloud or artificial nebula made of some sort of nanite particles that can absorb almost any energy. I would assume any ships that got inside the cloud would be drained and left dead in space in a very short period of time. I can just make out some sort of basic superstructure inside the cloud, as well as trillions of missiles and torpedoes of different sizes and yields.”

 

“A three-fold attack against anything caught inside.” Selendil mused. “First the energy drain, supported by the nanites likely trying to eat away the hull of any ship inside to, I assume, create more of the missiles and torpedoes. And then the ordnance itself. I wonder if they can fire those missiles out of the cloud? It would be somewhat ineffective if they couldn’t. The whole thing also seems to be unmanned. The individual parts are all so small that I didn’t sense it in phase space at all. Clever.”

 

“So. They don’t seem to be attacking just yet, but they did come prepared to do battle.” Amaterasu mused.

 

“They’re contacting us. Us directly and not the station.” Nochehuatl reported. The serpentine science officer had become one of the hardest workers on the ship and you could almost always find him on the bridge scanning something or working on a project. He even spent most of his free time here.

 

“Put them through. I think we will soon find out what they’re doing here.” Selendil waved at the colorful serpentine scientist.

 

“They aren’t hailing us directly. They simply sent a message. In the language of the Dhar. Apparently they are here for two reasons. They want to confirm whether your words about being a Dhar are correct. If they are, then good. If not, then they will need to eliminate the station because the AI has gone rogue." Nochehuatl explained.

 

“I don’t exactly enjoy being doubted. That implies my word is not worth trusting, which is a rather large insult for a Dhar. Did they mention how they were going to do this confirmation?” Selendil asked with a displeased voice.

 

"They did not," Nochehuatl replied.

 

“In that case, send them a message. Tell them I don’t appreciate being doubted, and I don’t feel the need to prove myself to anyone. Tell them they have some leeway but very little, and I certainly won’t be taking any orders from them.” Selendil stated firmly.

 

“They responded," Nochehuatl reported only moments later. "Apparently you already passed the first test. A true Dhar wouldn't be pushed around by their old servants nor would they take being doubted lightly. If you had agreed unconditionally just to save the station or had shown no displeasure at being doubted, then they would’ve attacked immediately. They are asking permission to send a handful of people to meet with you.”

 

“Keep it small and I’ll tolerate it. They can fly a shuttle with the people they want to send to our ship and I’ll warp anyone on board on our ship from the shuttle once they get close.” Selendil decreed and got up to move to a more appropriate meeting room. She wasn’t going to allow the Shaer on the bridge. “Amaterasu, stay here and keep an eye on the fleet. Lilly, you come along to make sure my anger doesn’t get the best of me.”

 

“Me?!” The surprised Mrrroww asked in shock.

 

“Yes, you. You seem like the one with the most sensitivity to such things among this group." Selendil confirmed. She wasn’t blind to her own potential faults, even if her desire to fix them was limited.

 

As they were going to be meeting several of the large arachnoid Shaer, they needed a bit of space. Thus Selendil decided to meet them in one of the large meditation chambers. The room was entirely undecorated and had no furniture aside from a handful of comfortable platforms to meditate on. Selendil was taking the chance to do a bit of meditation herself and was floating in place in a meditative pose as she warped in the Shaer delegation. A handful of Dashane were near the door keeping watch, led by Ka’aukai, and Lilly was sitting on her hover pillow behind Selendil.

 

The first thing Selendil noted that one of the Shaer was very strong psionically. The being wasn’t even close to matching even the weakest of the Keepers, but it would’ve fared well in comparison to most normal Dhar. This single being would’ve been enough to attack Haven on its own if Selendil wasn’t here, and it was also a testament to the being’s skill that Selendil had not sensed it until they had actually arrived. She had sensed the being once the ships had come out of phase space, and had expected the being to be one of those sent to meet her.

 

The second thing she noted was that they had brought along a large cylindrical container filled with some kind of nanite solution. A very old and completely greyed out Shaer floated in the container. The being was completely shriveled and was barely able to cling to life. The only thing that allowed it to survive was the liquid in the tank that kept the most important organs operational. They would’ve shut down under normal conditions long ago. Selendil could sense a great deal of lethargy and tiredness from the being, and it was clearly on the border of death. In fact, you could say it had long since stepped over the border and was only barely clinging to the last remains of its life.

 

These Shaer were also different in that they all wore pieces of armor, even the old one. Selendil knew that the Shaer had not seen much need for clothing in the past, something that many insectoid races had in common, but they could appreciate decorations and the practical benefits of certain armor pieces that added to their own natural protections. The two guards standing mutely in place wore golden masks that hid their faces. Not that Selendil could tell the difference between Shaer faces anyway.

 

The powerful being was the one to step forward. “Greetings. I am Speaker Ana-sin-emid. This one is Elder Samsu-Iluna. The two of us will be the ones to confirm whether you truly are a Dhar as you say.”

 

“I already mentioned in the message that my patience is wearing thin. I have no obligation to prove myself to anyone, nor do I have the interest to do so. You walk on thin ice.” Selendil replied and looked towards the Elder in the container. “I see the Elder lives up to the title, but if you’re trying to claim that he was alive when we were still around, then I’m going to have quite a few suspicions. I seem to recall your species was quite long-lived, but this is a bit too much.”

 

The Speaker made an odd sound that they could not quite interpret. “No, though your guess was fairly close. The Elder was not alive when the Dhar still walked among us, but he is old enough to have lived at the same time as those that did. Thus his knowledge of the Dhar is not warped by countless generations of hearsay, legends, and stories that grew in the telling. He has actual second-hand information and not just some fables that contain a grain of truth. He has spent most of that time in stasis, which is how he managed to survive."

 

The old Shaer barely managed to open some of its eyes. It looked at Selendil, though its eyes were damaged by time. Most of the observation was actually done by sensing her aura. “Which galaxy was our species born in?” He finally asked in a voice that sounded as if a Mrrroww was being strangled.

 

On the surface, the question seemed a bit too simple, but Selendil realized immediately why the old being had asked that exact question. "It seems there is some truth to you being so old. The Eternal Empire designated the galaxy where your uplifted race lived in as 78-Alpha-Cestus. However, your species was moved there while you were uplifted as your old world was meant to go through terraforming. Your old world was in another galaxy designated as 156-Alpha-Gladius.”

 

The grey and ancient being nodded in approval and closed its eyes. “I am satisfied. She has the aura of a true Dhar. There might exist other energy beings so looks could deceive, but she has the aura of a Dhar. My parents used to talk about her kind often. What they didn’t like to talk about was the time before we were uplifted. Most of our kind of that generation wanted to forget our primitive past. Few are aware that the cradle of our current species is not our original homeworld. Very few. Most because they are not told, while others because they do not want to know. The current generations have all forgotten.”

 

The Speaker also nodded. “I have also done my part. In fact, my part was done as soon as I stepped on board. You claimed the title of a Keeper. We do not have the exact knowledge of what that entails, but we do know that the Keepers were the mightiest among the Dhar. Therefore, a real Keeper could never be weaker than me. There are very few beings that can come even close to me in power, or at least we have not met more than a handful. And you are by far the most powerful being I have sensed.”

 

“Death Premonition?” Selendil’s voice suggested that she wasn’t really asking. Death Premonition was a rather rare psionic talent that allowed the psion to get a small glimpse of their future, though in a very limited sense. Specifically, they could get a premonition about people stronger than them. They could sense when fighting a person stronger than them would lead to their death.

 

“Indeed.” The Speaker admitted.

 

"Well, at least yours is at a high level of mastery. I would've been able to nullify the ability if it wasn't." Selendil stated. "That's a lesson to most psions. Any power can be countered, even unintentionally."

 

“I shall keep that in mind.” The Speaker made a small bow by bending its front legs just a bit.

 

“So are you satisfied?” Selendil asked. These were the sorts of tests she could live with as she didn’t really have to do anything.

 

“We are. However…” The Speaker was a little hesitant.

 

“However?” Selendil asked, her tone growing colder.

 

“Well, the problem is that we do not represent the entirety of our race. We are usually quite unified in our larger goals, but even our people are divided into factions. There are certain factions among our race that won’t take my word on a subject like this. They are not the real problem though. They will decide to take the cautious path just in case. The real problem comes from the factions that won’t care. They have no respect for what they call old fables and they can’t see how your presence here should change anything.” The Speaker summarized the problem.

 

“That sounds like a problem you need to deal with internally.” Selendil pointed out.

 

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. I suppose that depends on how you expect us to deal with this news. To tell you the truth, we still do not know what your purpose in this galaxy is, and whether our goals are in conflict. Your identity is enough to recognize that the AI of the station has not gone rogue. Even the other factions will recognize the fact that at least the station recognizes your identity, which is enough to leave it be. What else though? If our goals are not in conflict, then there need not be any conflict between us. I’m sure many among our people will want to make contact with you, out of curiosity if for no other reason, but you can just send them away. The real question is, what do you want?” The Speaker asked.

 

Selendil tapped her chin a bit in thought. What did she want? “The station is obviously to be left alone, but you already figured that part out. I suppose I’ve taken an interest in some of the races in this galaxy. I also have members of those races working on my ship. Your sudden aggression towards those races is bothersome.”

 

"I can see how it could be, however, this does somewhat conflict with the way the Dhar of old did things. I would think that you would approve the way we do things, as we follow your example in many ways. We treat those under us with courtesy and they gain from being under our rule. From the old records, we can tell that the Dhar also took over countless galaxies, and we are trying to do something similar, following in your footsteps. We are not here to perform genocide but to bring order. We also protect those under our sway from the dangers posed by overly aggressive neighbors. And just like the Dhar, we don't really demand much from them. So I do not see the problem really.” The Speaker seemed genuinely curious.

 

“It’s not a problem of principle or even methods, although you might want to keep a better watch on those races that are eager to do rather horrid things to please you. In addition, the Dhar are a warrior people and we consider struggle as a driver of progress. However, my objection is with the particular races involved. So my objection isn’t one of principle but one of practical realities.” Selendil explained her point of view.

 

“So in essence, you would want us to stop our activities in this section of the galaxy?” The Speaker summarized.

 

“In essence, yes.” Selendil nodded.

 

“And if we do not, you will stand against us?” The Speaker asked in confirmation.

 

Would she? “To an extent at least. This isn’t a matter that I care intensely about, however, I don’t have to. You should know if you are really in a similar position to the one we held in the past. I don’t need to care intensely about something to feel annoyed if someone goes against my will.”

 

“I do understand. However, some would argue that you no longer hold the position to make such demands. I would not make that argument, but some among my people will.” The Speaker voiced an argument that would eventually be made.

 

"Those that hold such views are welcome to come and try to pry that authority from my cold dead fingers. If they do come through, they should come prepared to lose their lives in the attempt." Selendil stated firmly.

 

The Speaker considered her words carefully before finally speaking. "This has been enlightening. I will inform the rest of my people of these news. How they will react remains to be seen. Something to take note of, however. If some of my people do decide to fight you, a certain modicum of proportionality might be prudent when dealing with them. They will have to bear the consequences of their choices, and that is fair. However, the rest of us will not condone things if your response becomes completely disproportional. We will be forced to defend our people if we are pushed into that corner."

 

“I do not live by the rules and limits of others. It does not matter how many come. They will all have the same fate.” Selendil was not planning on giving in. Both sides had made their case and knew the stakes. All that remained was to see how things developed.

            


Chapter 93 - Grand Plan Mk. 1.0


                -------

 

"Well, I suppose that could've gone worse," Xiaoli commented as they finished watching the recording of the meeting between Selendil and the Shaer.

 

"This does raise a question though." Nochehuatl mused. "Is The Speaker right in saying that you approve of the way they do things? To me, it does sound plausible considering what you've told everyone about the Dhar. Are we the only reason you don't want them to take over this part of the galaxy?"

 

Selendil made a sound that was close to a snort of laughter. “You speak as if there’s some grand principle shared by all the Dhar that controls all my actions. Yes, the Dhar took over galaxies, usually with violence. Yes, they subjugated the races already present. Yes, most of those races eventually benefitted from our rule, and yes, part of that benefit was the fact that we enforced a modicum of peace. That really is somewhat similar to what the Shaer claim to be doing, though I would argue there are differences. That’s not the important point though. I would’ve thought you had all figured this out by now. I have some principles that I will hold on to, but most of the time I act the way I want to in the moment.”

 

She continued. “Lilly actually asked me about this after the meeting. Why did I take such a hostile stance with the Dawn Collective or with the Cortoids, and why am I not taking a similar stance here? Simple. Because back then I felt like acting as I did, and now I feel differently. The ones we met before angered me, while the Shaer have not done so. Not yet anyway. That’s not to say they can’t anger me later on. Or if they cross some of the principles I actually do hold important.”

 

“The answer to your question about Selendil being swayed mostly by our presence on the ship is actually rather obvious if you think about it for a minute, and we're not acting much different," Amaterasu interjected and looked at Nochehuatl. "It's simple really. We are worried about the Shaer because they are threatening our homes. However, I've heard no worry over the fact that they have more than likely already taken over the other parts of our galaxy. I don't see you suggesting that we should go liberate those areas on principle."

 

Nochehuatl returned Amaterasu’s gaze and a small smile graced his serpentine face. “I wasn’t questioning Selendil’s decision. I’m simply curious about her motives from an academic perspective. I’d like to know more about the mind of a being that carries the strength to single-handedly push these invaders back. For myself, I’m not actually so convinced we should even resist them if Selendil doesn’t act. My people are not warriors. We like and are good at science, culture, art, beauty, entertainment, and many other peaceful endeavors. We generally dislike fighting. If we have to give up a little bit of freedom to peacefully pursue those other endeavors and forever be spared the threat of the more aggressive races taking us over, we should at least consider it. Would it be a good trade? I don’t know. It’s not my place to judge.”

 

“Would their rule really come with a guarantee of peace though? Because to me, that isn't so obvious." Xiaoli pointed out suddenly. “According to what Selendil had told us, the Dhar at least believed that struggle drives development. Considering the Shaer seem to be modeling their own way on how the Dhar handled things, would they really stop the races under their rule from taking part in that struggle?”

 

“To be exact, we didn’t stop fights entirely; we simply made sure they didn’t get out of hand and mostly the races had their own territories to rule over. You have to remember though, during our reign there were much fewer intelligent races around. Much of the territory was also directly controlled by us as we built our own bases and terraformed many of the worlds to suit our needs.” Selendil added. “The conditions now are very different, so it might not be a good idea to rely too much on our way of doing things.”

 

“The one we met on the station before seemed to imply that they would not stop wars. What was it that it said…’You take what doesn’t belong to you. If you have the power to do so, then you have the right. Except when it comes to the things left behind by the Creators. For that you are unworthy.’ Something like that. Doesn’t sound all that peaceful.” Yrala reminisced.

 

“Yeah. It also mentioned that they would punish those that break the rules once those rules are known. We don’t know what the rules are though. Anyway, I wouldn’t really trust them to enforce peace, at least for now.” Xiaoli added as well.

 

Nochehuatl shook his head. “I didn’t say I was. I simply said that if that was what they were offering, then my people should at least consider it. We are straying away from the point though.”

 

“Well, to return to your very first question, your presence is not the only reason I would frown upon them conquering this part of the galaxy. Haven is here. And as much as it seems they’ve decided to ignore the station for now, it seems that will not last forever. Do keep in mind though, that I said from the very beginning that this was your war to fight. I still think that remains true to an extent. I’ve simply drawn a line in the sand now. If they cross that line, I will have to interfere.” Selendil explained. In the end, much of what would happen would be up to the Shaer.

 

---------

 

Selendil was lending her own powers to assist the ship’s nano-fabricators in repairing the damage done to the auxiliary arms. Matter editing was something that required precisions and it wasn’t the easiest of powers to use at the best of times. Which is why she wasn’t exactly thrilled when the tiny canine Shinzen Queen teleported right next to her and sent a deluge of mental messages her way. She almost fumbled the job due to the overflow of information disrupting her concentration.

 

The tiny Queen that looked like a dog made of grass and twigs was actually wagging the thin branch that took the place of its tail, looking like it was extremely pleased and waiting for praise. The gist of the messages was not exactly the easiest to figure out either as it had been dumped on Selendil all at once, but fortunately, Selendil was experienced in dealing with such large and dense parcels of information, even if the need for that skill had not been necessary lately.

 

It seemed like the Shinzen on the ship had been exchanging information with the Shinzen that had been left behind in this galaxy from the moment they had returned. The sum of all lessons both sides had learned during the time they had been separated had been shared and quickly put into practice. Of special note were the developments the Shinzen had learned from their fight against the Cortoids. Those lessons had allowed the Shinzen to score a rather important victory against the Shaer.

 

The Shaer had attacked the Shinzen as a part of the wave of attacks against races that were unpopular among other races, and at first they had scored several large victories against their new opponents. Many of the technologies and tactics used by the Shaer were entirely new to the Shinzen, and the technological disparity had also been a large hurdle to overcome. The Shaer had been emboldened by those victories and gotten cocky with their tactics, not understanding that for Shinzen, early defeats were not something to avoid. They were an opportunity to learn.

 

This had also been the time when the Shinzen that had experienced the war with the Cortoids had returned. Several new tactics and technologies had been relayed, along with what little they had managed to learn during their time on Selendil’s ship. The new technologies would take a bit of time to be truly instituted by the Shinzen of this galaxy, but they did provide their ships with additional bite. Most importantly however, it had provided the Shinzen with new tactics and perspective.

 

For a while now, the Shinzen had been giving way in front of the Shaer attacks, allowing the Shaer to push deeper into the Shinzen territory with seeming ease. The Shaer had heard about the Shinzen from other races and had even captured a Shinzen life-form to study, but they didn’t really understand their enemy, and that showed. The Shaer apparently thought that the danger of the Shinzen had been overstated, and that they were now running away in front of the might of the Shaer ships. As they should. That assumption would’ve been fair against other races, as that had happened several times already. It just held no water with the Shinzen.

 

What they didn’t understand was that the Shinzen truly didn’t care about the loss of ships or even worlds at all. That was one of the unique factors about the Shinzen. Why would they care? They could always create more warriors and ships and retake the lost worlds. And defeats only allowed them to learn more and improve. The only reason the Shinzen even took over worlds was to gain resources, bio-diversity, and to find opponents that could teach them more things. And because there was no reason not to take more worlds. The Shinzen had gobbled up large swathes of territory in their wars before facing the Mrrroww and could afford to lose several against the Shaer.

 

So the Shaer pushed deeper and were stretched out. The Shinzen fled and caused the Shaer to over-extend and thin out their fleets, as of course they had to leave some ships behind to watch over the newly conquered worlds and cleanse them of any Shinzen on the surface. Something even the Shaer had trouble with. As a result, fewer and fewer Shaer ships took part in the attack the further they pushed. They did not worry too much as the Shinzen were on the run. The problem with running enemies though is that they can suddenly turn around when presented with an opportunity.

 

The Shinzen had learned a lot from the Cortoids. The Cortoids were not quite as advanced as the Shaer, but the difference was not unsurmountable. The Shinzen had learned to fight against such technologically and psionically superior opponents and they had also stolen many of those technologies. Even if it was impossible for the Shinzen of this galaxy to suddenly take all those technologies and re-fit all their fleets accordingly, they could make some changes. Such as focusing on just the weapons.

 

When the Shinzen finally did turn around, the Shaer found the deck stacked entirely against them. The battlefield had been prepared in advance and the Shaer suddenly discovered that the shields and powerful armor on the hulls of their ships were suddenly a lot less useful than before. It also turned out that the Shaer vessels weren’t much better at withstanding invisible meteors than Mrrroww ships had been. The resulting battle had been a crushing victory for the Shinzen.

 

Despite losing 100 ships to every Shaer ship, the Shinzen were more than pleased about the results. Importantly, not a single Shaer ship had been allowed to escape. The Shinzen had not wanted a simple victory or just to give the Shaer a costly fight. If that had been their goal, the Shinzen could’ve fought back much earlier. No, what they needed was a crushing victory. They needed the kind of victory that allowed them to capture some of the Shaer ships in relatively good condition. That was also why the Shinzen had lost so many of their own ships.

 

The Shaer had powerful psions that could absolutely trounce the combat Queens of the Shinzen. But the Shinzen already knew to not give the enemy psions easy targets to focus all their power against. That forced those psions to waste their power on a small number of ships, as well as defending their own vessels from the Shinzen Queens that clearly outnumbered the Shaer psions. That changed the moment the Shinzen started capturing the Shaer ships in one piece. Those ships were surrounded by masses of Shinzen and made for good targets, and the majority of the losses had been incurred at that phase of the battle. Yet the Shinzen had been successful. They had captured several Shaer vessels and even a handful of their most powerful psions.

 

The whole plan of the Shinzen had been focused on that single goal. The Shaer built semi-organic vessels to a technology level that was much higher than the Shinzen. That was exactly the type of technology that the Shinzen could exploit to the largest degree. It was also the type that was easiest for them to copy once they got their hands on some samples. It was like the Shaer vessels were the idealized version of what the Shinzen wanted to create. And they had been successful. They had managed to capture the Shaer vessels, and those vessels had been taken apart atom by atom to learn all the secrets behind them.

 

That’s partly why the Shinzen didn’t care in the slightest even if they had lost countless ships just to capture a single Shaer ship. Why care about old ships and creatures that would soon become obsolete as the new generation of ships would carry the lessons they had learned from both the Shaer ships as well as the Cortoids? That was the Shinzen way. Theirs was not the path of individual growth and development. The old generations only served to learn new things so that the generations that came after would be stronger and could institute those lessons.

 

This was the point at which the canine Queen came to Selendil. They had won a victory and learned what they could from taking apart the Shaer ships. The Queen could sense that Selendil was not pleased with these dark beings. The reason didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was that she didn’t like them, and now the Queen and the rest of the Shinzen had done a good thing. Right? The tail/branch of the Queen wagged in a “Praise me!” gesture so obvious that Selendil couldn’t hide her amusement.

 

She was suddenly reminded of her idle thought about helping the Shinzen develop into something like a protector race for the universe. She still didn’t know if that was a plan she should even seriously consider, but the thought didn’t entirely go away either. Her mind wandered further down that path. Sooner or later she would no longer be around personally. She had pretty much abandoned any ideas of reviving the Dhar as a race as well. So what would happen if someone opened the door to the Void once again?

 

Even if she dealt with all the void beings remaining in the universe, someone would sooner or later open that door again, and the problem would return. And this time there would be no Dhar to fight them. So wouldn’t it be rather handy if there was a race ready and prepared to fight the Void when that happened? Could the Shinzen be that race? The Shinzen had many qualities that made them very well suited for that role, yet they also lacked in other areas. The inability to truly innovate was just the most obvious problem, along with their communicational hiccups. Anyone Selendil empowered for that job would need a certain level of benevolence as well or they would turn into tyrants. And if there was something the Shinzen definitely lacked, that was benevolence.

 

‘Perhaps I’m getting ahead of myself in any case. Though I could test the idea in a more limited sense?’ She thought to herself. ‘What would happen to the Shaer if they suddenly discovered that this supposedly backwater galaxy has a race that can resist them to a much larger extent than they expected?’

 

The test wouldn’t be just about fighting the Shaer either. The Shinzen had proven themselves on that front when facing the Cortoids after all. As much as she would enjoy annoying the Shaer, this would help both races in the long run. It would give the Shinzen the opportunity to learn many lessons, not the least of which would be to deal with a specific enemy in a complicated galaxy filled with multiple races, some of whom could be potential allies, and some of whom would be enemies. Would the Shinzen try to purge everyone? Or could they be guided to focus on the real enemy? And perhaps more importantly, what would happen once the war was over?

 

Selendil was intrigued about the idea at the very least. It was worth testing out. She could also still stop the Shinzen by herself if they did get out of hand. She gave the canine Queen the praise it was clearly seeking, and then requested to see the designs of the new ships. They had learned many lessons after all, so surely they had designs. Perhaps she would reward them for the job well done in the other galaxy by making small improvements to that design.

 

The canine Queen tilted her head in confusion. Surely the Great Teacher wouldn’t just hand out knowledge so easily? The Great Teacher was the type to teach them the hard way, to make sure they would truly learn the lessons. Or perhaps there was a greater lesson hidden in here? Like the one about ‘communication’ and the odd concept of ‘mercy’? Either way, if the Great Teacher wanted something, the Queen certainly wasn’t going to deny the request.

 

‘Interesting design.’ Selendil thought to herself, and then decided to send that thought to the Queen on a whim.

 

The Queen mentally explained that the design was something of a mix between the divergent choices made by the two branches of Shinzen in different galaxies. The Shinzen of this galaxy were not entirely convinced by the more plant-inspired design the Shinzen of the other galaxy had gone with, but they also recognized that there were certain benefits to the design. They also noted that the Great Teacher had petal-like extensions on her ship in the form of the now damaged auxiliary arms, so if the idea was good enough for her, then it was good enough for them. As it turned out, the spikes on the Shaer ships that looked a little like spider legs weren’t entirely superfluous either, although their number was exaggerated and partially the result of the ship being grown that way.

 

The resulting combination was an interesting mix of the plant-like design of the other galaxy’s Shinzen, the Shaer ships, Selendil’s ship, and the original design of the Shinzen of this galaxy. The designs looked a bit like a hybrid between a plant and some aquatic creature. It had a sturdy and highly practical middle and aft sections, although at the back the ships had petal-like extensions that looked a bit like solar sails. At the front, the vessels had extensions that could be confused with long tree roots. That or the tentacles of some aquatic cephalopod. Apparently those had been added both as a nod to the Shaer design and as something the Shinzen Queens had learned from Selendil’s gardeners, the Guardians. Selendil had no idea what purpose they served, but decided not to argue as she knew better than to get involved in anything that had to do with gardening.

 

The design was surprisingly elegant and beautiful which was what had caught Selendil’s attention. She had assumed the Shinzen would not value such things. Still, she ignored the appearance for now. Instead, she focused on the technical aspects. She made small improvements all over the design. A small nudge to the weapons here, a small tweak to the power distribution and generation there, and a tiny suggestion to improve the defenses everywhere. None of the changes were major by themselves, but combined together, they more than doubled the performance of the vessel. She decided against handing the Shinzen some major technological advantage, as that would go against the point of this test. The Shinzen would have to struggle to reach parity with the Shaer even with the improvements, but they could do it if they tried.

 

The board was starting to form and the game was beginning. Now she’d watch and see how the pieces performed. There were enough wild pieces on the board to make the game interesting, and she still had the luxury of keeping out of the way unless things got out of hand.

            


Chapter 94 - We have a gym now?


                --------

 

”So the repairs are finally complete? We can return to my galaxy now?" Yrala asked showing signs of palpable relief. She didn't actually think that she was stranded in this strange galaxy far away from home, but it was a fact that her return depended entirely on the whims of Selendil. She wasn't worried, not really, but being so far from home for so long had been building up stress without her even being fully aware of it. She noticed the tension in her shoulders flowing away, which confused her a little bit. As a soldier, she had thought she’d be used to being away from home for long periods of time, but being in a totally new environment without any way to get home had still caught up with her.

 

“Yes. Selendil mentioned that we’d be leaving as soon as the last checks are done.” Xiaoli replied while putting away her training gear. “We still can’t fire the main weapon apparently until they do some extra work, but beyond that we should be fine.”

 

Their fixer Huang had recently acquired a fair amount of exercise equipment when several crew members had requested a training room to use as a sort of gym from Selendil. Despite the fact that the nanites kept them in almost perfect condition, they could still train in order to direct the way their bodies developed as the nanites allowed that sort of freedom, and exercise was a good way to relieve stress anyway. As the Dhar Keeper was an energy being and didn’t require physical training in quite the same way, the concept had not occurred to her before. With the nano-fabricators being too busy with the repairs, Huang had been the one to acquire the equipment while Selendil had arranged the space.

 

"That means that we're going to have fewer people than when we returned," Lilly commented. It had been a rather large surprise for the others to see her in the new training area as she didn't even bother to walk around, opting to use the old hover pillow instead. "Kurnau and Hazeem haven’t returned yet as they’ve chosen to stay behind and help in the battle against the Shaer. I really thought Kurnau at least would’ve realized that they’d be much more help if they stuck around with us to learn more from Selendil.”

 

“I don’t disagree, but I understand their decision. I was tempted to stay as well.” Xiaoli grimaced. “With the Cybran migration, we’ve put ourselves on the path of the Shaer advance. It’s hard to leave your people to fend for themselves when you know you could help and even make a difference if you stayed. Leaving the galaxy when there’s a danger hanging over your people’s heads is difficult. Still, I've thrown my lot with you sorry bunch of people, so I'll stick around. I've also seen rapid development in my power, and I've sent several useful technologies back home, so I know I'll be helping by going with the ship as well. Even with all that, it’s hard to appreciate the future benefits when your people are in danger now.”

 

“Maybe that’s why I don’t feel the desire to stay in this galaxy to help.” Lilly mused. “I know I wouldn’t be able to do anything if I stayed, but I might accomplish something if I go with you.”

 

Xiaoli focused on her thoughts for a moment before something occurred to her. “Hey Lilly, let me ask you a question.”

 

The Mrrroww winced visibly at the mention of her name. “Just ask. What is it?”

 

“Well, it’s about that.” Xiaoli nodded towards her. “You really seem to dislike your name. Though it seems to have become much better lately…”

 

“It has become better lately because I make my displeasure so obvious and the people on the ship are smart enough to pick up such obvious clues. They don’t really use my name unless it’s an official situation or if they want to tease me specifically. Or, you know, to single me out from a crowd. That’s part of why I make such an exaggerated reaction.”

 

“Huh. I think you might be on to something. Anyway, my question was, why don’t you change the name if you dislike it so much?” Xiaoli finally got to the point.

 

“I’ve considered it, but even if I dislike the name, I have respect for the ones that gave it to me. Somehow it feels like I'd be disrespecting them if I changed my name." Lilly explained. "Besides, most of the Mrrroww that have been on this ship have been from the different clans and their naming conventions are also different, so I haven't faced the kind of mocking I hear elsewhere."

 

The door to the dressing room opened as they were speaking and Nox’s biological body walked inside. “Hey there.” She greeted them in a chipper voice that didn't quite suit the mood.

 

“Wait, don’t tell me you’re going to train? What’s the point when you can just have your body modified any way you want?” Lilly asked with a stupefied expression.

 

"Actually, there are some good reasons. I think she’s here for the same reason I am. Mainly it’s to get used to the performance of the artificial parts of your body so that you don’t have to wonder about such things in the heat of things. You also need to know how your enhancements jive with your biological parts so there won’t be any problems later on.” Xiaoli pointed out, reminding them that a large portion of her body was cybernetically enhanced.

 

“Oh yeah, I keep forgetting. Your enhancements are so realistic.” Lilly said in admiration, looking hard at Xiaoli, trying to guess where the enhancements ended and Xiaoli’s real body started.

 

“Xiaoli is somewhat correct, but I also like to experience all these new things. I’ve heard gym training mentioned many times in the past, both as a source of frustration and as something people enjoy, so I wanted to check things out for myself. It’s just one of those things I wanted to try.” Nox explained and started pulling out her own training gear.

 

“I’ll have to warn you though, Amaterasu is in there and she’s having a competition with Ka’eo and Ka’aukai. She kept insisting that the genetic improvements of her people combined with her physical enhancements from being a psion will be able to bridge the gap between the racial advantages the Dashane possess. Things were getting a bit heated back there before we left.” Xiaoli laughed as she zipped her bag closed.

 

“Ooh, I think I might want to take part in this competition!” Nox declared and started changing faster.

 

“That reminds me, you didn’t really put in all that much effort so I can’t tell. How do the Eriads compare to other races when it comes to physique? I know you’re strong, but you’re not exactly the average Eriad either.” Lilly asked and looked towards Yrala.

 

“Eh, depends on what you compare to. I haven’t myself really tested against the average beings in this galaxy. In my galaxy, there are only two races that can compete with us in…well, anything.” Yrala stated without false modesty. “Don’t make the mistake of comparing Nox to an average Eriad either. We might look similar, but I heard about some of the improvements she made.” She looked rather pointedly at Nox.

 

“Mmhmm, we've all noted some of those improvements." Xiaoli also laughed as she was about to go through the door. Then she seemed to remember something and turned back around. "Oh right, Nox. Maybe you can answer something for me. We all realized that the Shaer might have decided against attacking this part of the galaxy thanks to Selendil’s presence, but it’s been weeks. I would’ve expected them to react in some way by now. Maybe not an attack but something. A negotiation, a probe to test the limits. Anything.”

 

Nox laughed in a rather gleeful voice. “Yeah, about that. It seems the Shaer have recently found some trouble when it comes to fighting the races they've already attacked. Apparently, it's not going as well as they expected. They don't really want to start new trouble at the moment.”

 

“You know something, don’t you? Spill it out!” Lilly demanded.

 

“Let’s just say that the Shinzen that came back from the Cortoid galaxy with us brought a few ideas with them. Apparently, they've turned out to be much more effective as opponents than anyone expected." Nox revealed part of the truth. Selendil and she had not spoken about their interference to anyone except Amaterasu. Most of the credit went to the Shinzen anyway. The only reason they had told Amaterasu was just so at least one person from this galaxy was aware of what was going on, and she was the first officer after all. She was then free to do what she wanted with the information.

 

-----

 

Amaterasu frowned at her bag as if it had personally offended her. She didn't like losing. She especially hated losing when the matchup wasn't fair and she had the ability to win. The competition with the two Dashane had already gone badly, but Nox had just appeared and blown away all three of them. And the AI had the moxie to actually pretend like she didn’t even know how the equipment worked while doing it. That part was fine. Annoying, but fine. Even if Nox’s body was biological, it was far from natural. Losing to her was not a shock and Amaterasu had been prepared to back out as soon as Nox had appeared. The two foolish Dashane had stuck around to get humiliated more thoroughly.

 

No, what annoyed her was the loss to Ka'eo and Ka'aukai. She was quite sure that she was perfectly capable of beating the two of them with even the slightest assistance from using her psionic powers, but that would've been cheating. After all, it required no strength to levitate the weights with her mind. The problem was that the two Dashane were nulls. Selendil had explained before that the Dashane ability to disable psionic abilities was in itself a psionic ability, and the Dashane were naturally directing all their extra power to make themselves stronger and faster in addition to nullifying the powers of others. Most psions used most of their power to hone their specific abilities instead, even if they were a bit stronger physically. Selendil had been teaching the Dashane as well, and they had grown visibly stronger over time.

 

As such, the match was not fair. The two Dashane were essentially using their powers where she wasn’t. But she wasn’t a sore loser. Even if she hated losing, she didn't blame her opponents for having the ability to beat her. No, she hated herself for misjudging the situation. She had made the challenge based on faulty assumptions. The results were a bit embarrassing but nothing more. However, if she made such misjudgments in a more dangerous situation the consequences would be a lot worse.

 

As she walked back towards the transports that ran through the center of the ship, she noted Nox’s mechanical body fiddling with a control panel. It was kind of interesting that the movements of that body were much more mechanical and artificial seeming than the movements of her biological body. It was like Nox was doing it on purpose. Amaterasu was well aware that the mechanical body was capable of moving just as smoothly as the other body, as she had seen Nox do it.

 

“I see your other body is back again Nox," Amaterasu commented as she stepped closer to the enclosed transport platforms that would carry her to her destination.

 

“I actually returned almost a week ago. I’ve just been helping with the repairs outside the ship. This body is perfectly capable of working in the vacuum after all, so it made some parts of the repairs easier.” Nox explained. Her entire mannerism was different when not using the biological body. Even her speech was much more to the point. The mechanical body was often warped to Yrala’s home galaxy in case their presence was needed as per the agreement. Nox was pretty much the only one capable of communicating over the vast distances, as she could be in two places at once. Haven could do it too, but only if he had something to connect to in the other galaxy.

 

“Ah, that explains it.” Amaterasu nodded. The ship wasn’t big enough to miss someone for so many days, especially someone as distinct as Nox. “How’s the situation with the Shinzen at the moment? Are you aware?”

 

"Selendil has mostly handled that part as she's the one the Shinzen like to communicate with, but to my knowledge, the Shinzen are pushing the Shaer back for the time being. They caught the Shaer by surprise so the enemy reinforcements have not arrived in full strength yet. On the other hand, the Shinzen haven’t really fully gotten their new ship production working yet either. The new ships are a bit slower to produce than their old ones after all. It’s going to be interesting to see how things develop. If the Shaer focus enough forces against the Shinzen they might be able to crush them, but the longer the battle goes on, the better the chances the Shinzen have.” Nox added a bit of her own speculations.

 

“What about the Queens that came with us from the other galaxy? Will they be coming along with us to Yrala’s galaxy, or will they stay here? They would be separated from the hive mind again if they came.” Amaterasu pointed out.

 

"Apparently it's going to be about half and half. Half of them will stick around while half will be coming along. They would've left more behind but apparently, the hive mind works better with enough Queens present to maintain it. The last time they separated, they learned a lot, so they're rather eager to come along. The reason half of them will stay is so that they can help with the war effort and so that they can be replaced with a newer generation Queens once we return.” Nox explained.

 

“That…I still don’t quite get their thinking. In some ways, they seem to lack individuality almost completely.” Amaterasu shook her head in resignation.

 

"Well, they're actually much more individualistic than many other hive species. They just lack ego. Selendil once explained the details to me, but matters of the soul are a bit beyond what I'm comfortable with. It works for them, and that's good enough for me. How about you? The others were talking a bit about the difficulty of leaving the galaxy again with the threat of the Shaer hanging over their races. What's your take on it?" Nox suddenly asked.

 

“They talked to you about it?” Amaterasu asked a bit surprised.

 

Nox laughed. “No, but you’re forgetting something. I hear and see everything that happens on the ship. I usually give you the privacy of what I call ‘not really paying attention’ when you’re doing something private, but you are still effectively inside what I consider to be one of my bodies. Even though I am not the ship, the ship is me.”

 

“Everything?” Amaterasu asked a bit panicked, knowing the answer. She had just forgotten. Mostly because she had wanted to forget.

 

“Everything. Seriously though, I really try quite hard not to pay attention while you masturb…” Nox’s words were cut off by Amaterasu’s high-pitched voice.

 

“We’re not talking about that! You asked about how I felt about leaving the galaxy again?” She changed the subject in a hurry. “I suppose it’s less relevant for me than the others. The Shaer are quite far from my home. I also have faith that Selendil will have intervened long before the fighting reaches the Illum. In some ways, she already has. Besides, I have some backup plans that I can use to convince her if it comes to that.”

 

“What kind of plans?” Nox asked a little suspiciously.

 

“Nothing you need to worry about. Simple trades. Something where we would both gain. Now excuse me while I go to my room and try to get rid of the feeling of being peeped on again.” Amaterasu stepped on the transport platform. There was a reason she used the word ‘again’. Everyone had been told about the fact that Nox could see everything they did when they came aboard, but they had gradually gotten used to it. Partially because they all forgot as Nox never mentioned it. Now Amaterasu had to forget again, though it would be a bit harder this time.

 

--------

 

The communication alert went off almost as soon as their ship appeared above the frigid homeworld of the Eriad, Dalzamar. Pharaa’s face soon greeted them as the signal was patched through. “Selendil, excellent timing as usual. We just got news of a problem that could use your help. It should also go a long way to arranging permission to visit the system you wanted to see that is in the territory of one of the Prime species.”

 

“We’ve barely come back and you’re already trying to arrange work for us?” Selendil asked, not entirely sure how to feel about it.

 

“Not for the ship or your crew. Just for you personally this time.” Pharaa replied shamelessly.

 

“Who needs to be killed?” Selendil asked, now a bit curious.

 

“No one. At least no one yet. This isn’t a combat mission. Or at least it shouldn’t be. It’s an investigative one, and you’re the closest thing to a neutral party with the required skills that we have.” Pharaa countered.

 

“Ok, you’ve got my attention. What’s this about?” Selendil’s curiosity had been aroused.

 

“Well, you remember the recent troubles you and my daughter got mixed up in, right? The rebel attack force that appeared seemingly without any notice and the surprisingly slow reinforcements had you suggesting that someone within CAS was dealing with the rebels. Well, as it turns out, you weren't the only ones to find the whole thing quite suspicious. We also encouraged investigations, but we didn't really expect anything to turn up. Imagine our surprise when the investigations did actually uncover evidence that one of the Prime species has been aiding the rebels all this time. The species in question is, of course, denying their involvement, and I'm actually inclined to believe them for certain reasons. The problem is that the evidence isn’t something that can just be dismissed. Now all this could be resolved with a psion performing some truth-scans on certain people, but it’s hard to find neutral parties in this mess. We all have too many vested interests, so our psions will not be accepted.” Pharaa explained.

 

“I think I can see where this is going. They’ve picked me as that neutral party.” Selendil realized.

 

“Well, you’re not exactly neutral either, but you’re as close to one as we can get. You’ve been invited to the CAS capital world of Zakynthos as a result. Ah, and you probably don’t want to drag your ship and most of your crew into it just in case things get complicated.” Pharaa told them with a grin that seemed to promise future trouble.

            


Chapter 95 - Politics, politics everywhere!


                -------

 

”So what exactly should I expect from this whole charade? Are these investigations actually serious, or are they being done mostly to placate the public and those like you who asked for action to be taken?” Selendil questioned Pharaa as the CAS dreadnought prepared to make the final jump towards the CAS capital world of Zakynthos.

 

“Well, apparently it started out as more of a formality, but some of the representatives decided to really take up the issue and have been driving the investigation to take a much more serious and formal role. Then the investigation actually started producing results and suddenly it’s politically expedient to support the investigation, so many more worlds jumped on board." Pharaa explained while staring at Nox's biological body with a judgmental eye. She didn't mind that Nox had chosen to look like an Eriad. On the contrary, she was displeased that Nox had wanted to make changes.

 

“Who were the ones that were the first to support the investigation? And do we have any reason to believe they did it for reasons that might cause us to question their motives?” Selendil probed further.

 

“The ones that first jumped on that were the representatives from certain minor races that have been adversely affected by the rebels. It’s entirely possible that someone else was orchestrating their interest behind the scenes, but I don’t think so in this case. These races are relatively new to the CAS, they’re idealistic, and they are threatened by the rebels. They have all the reasons in the universe to want to find out if some races within the CAS are dealing with the rebels, especially if those races happen to include one or more of the Primes. It’s also good PR for them.” Pharaa shook her head in denial of Selendil’s suggestion. “Once the investigation actually produced results, all that was amplified and it became impossible to even imagine stopping.”

 

“You said one of the Prime races was implicated by the investigation and we’re here mostly to question them?” The more details she had, the better Selendil could deal with the situation.

 

“Yes. This is going to be a little confusing for someone who isn’t a resident of our galaxy, just remember that this mess is something that developed over millennia and I do recognize the absurdity. The race in question is actually named the Primes.” Pharaa grimaced, knowing how stupid that sounded.

 

“Wait, so there’s a Prime race, called the Primes?” Selendil pointed out the obvious problem.

 

"Yes. They were the first of the so-called Prime races to take a prominent role in the galaxy, hence why the name stuck. There’s actually a reason for this. The Primes, the race I mean, are considered a single race, but they’re made up of what we assume to be several separate species that can cross-breed for some reason. I mentioned before that we have a race similar to the Mrrroww except more extreme. Well, this is that race. That's why when the second so-called 'Prime' race appeared they were just lumped in with the Primes and the name stuck. Now all of the original races that were helped by the Ancients are called Primes, even if we have nothing to do with the original Primes.” Pharaa looked apologetic at the mess of names.

 

“We’ve heard worse.” Nox just commented.

 

“That is accurate. It doesn’t make it any less stupid, but we have indeed heard worse.” Selendil confirmed. Sometimes history just created these weird quirks and sometimes naming conventions stuck despite the inconveniences they caused.

 

“Anyway. The Primes are something of a convenient target. As the oldest Prime race in the CAS, they used to be the most dominant force in the galaxy back in the day. Their position has severely declined over the years and some among them are not happy about that. Now they are a pale imitation of what they used to be. It wouldn’t be too much of a surprise if some of them had dealings with the rebels as a method of regaining some of that old glory. Even the official that created trouble for Yrala is a member of their race, which ties them to the incident with a clear motive. It’s all very neat and tidy, and oh so very convenient.” Pharaa was laying the foundation for her suspicions.

 

“Too convenient? Sometimes things are convenient for a reason. Selendil has a saying about coincidences and how she doesn’t trust them, but that they do happen every day.” Nox pointed out.

 

“Too convenient is exactly the wording I’d use. The Primes have not done badly due to the war, but they haven’t exactly been among the biggest beneficiaries either. They have benefitted economically, but so have all the Prime races, us included. Politically they’ve actually not done so great, mostly because of the rampant nepotism. The Primes aren’t the only ones guilty of such things, but they are the most blatant and visible example. Many argue that the CAS should’ve won this war a long time ago, and one of the main reasons we haven’t is because we don’t really want to. Supposedly the war provides too many opportunities for corruption, profit, and the kind of behavior the Primes are known for. At least we can’t properly focus on cleansing such behavior while at war, which gives another reason to keep the whole thing going if you’re the one benefitting.” Pharaa made no effort to hide the fact that the Eriads were also guilty of some of the issues.

 

“So you think someone might be setting them up?” Selendil asked.

 

“I can’t be sure. It could be that there are elements among their government that are guilty, but I can’t say. I have a feeling someone is using them as a distraction, though. If they are found to be mixed up in things, the Constellation, that would be the legislative body of the CAS, would have to react and that would create a huge mess. Probably even allow the real culprits to make their move. It would also be a large enough scandal that it might tear apart a large portion of the already frayed unity of the CAS, which might push some of the outlying systems to join the rebels. Or at the very least it would provide the rebels an opportunity to make gains.” Pharaa wasn’t personally entirely sure how to feel about the prospect. The CAS had been a pillar of unity in the galaxy, but there was no denying some of the problems that run through the whole thing. A proper shakeup might improve things.

 

“That’s partially why it’s hard to find someone neutral, isn’t it?” Selendil asked, realizing some of what Pharaa was thinking.

 

“Part of it, yes. Psions are also susceptible to bribes and threats just like everyone. And many have grudges against the Primes and would love to act on those grudges. And then there are the more mundane political motives like alliances and power politics.” Pharaa admitted.

 

“So how is this going to work?” Selendil asked, just as they hyper-jumped. They arrived in a system filled with activity. As the capital world of the CAS was in this system, it was not a surprise to see the heavy defenses. However, the fact that she could sense seven inhabited worlds equidistant from the star and each other, orbiting the star on the exact same orbit, meant that the system was rather blatantly artificial. It was something the Dhar liked to call a ‘designer system’.

 

“I’m not entirely sure of the exact details yet. We’ll find out when we land. I know they want you to perform a truth scan during a questioning. The representative of the Primes has agreed to a questioning under the condition that we’d find an acceptably neutral psion, and you were named and agreed upon by enough parties to get accepted.” Pharaa stated as she pursed her lips in displeasure. She didn’t like the fact that she wasn’t fully informed either.

 

"Questioning just one person isn't exactly sufficient to clear or condemn an entire race. Assuming their memories have not been tampered on by a skilled telepath, they can only speak for things they're aware of." Selendil pointed out. The truth scanning abilities of psions were always limited because the truth was a rather nebulous concept. For instance, most psions would not be able to the difference between what was true and what the target simply believed to be true.

 

“I’m aware. I’m sure the others are as well. The person you’re about to scan is someone very knowledgeable in the affairs of the Primes though. He’s not someone that’s just a puppet politician. If the leaders of the Primes have knowledge of dealings with the rebels, then there’s a pretty good chance he would be aware as well. I think the idea is to question him and then proceed based on what’s found out. Even if he doesn’t know anything, he’ll likely know the people who do.” Pharaa speculated.

 

Their ship was not stopped at any point as it flew towards one of the seven planets. That said, they did fly past several layers of security, including a pair of large space stations that would likely function as the cornerstones of the system’s defense if necessary. Their arrival was obviously being expected, as all the other ships entering the system had to go through a series of checks and even inspections. It seemed that some of the seven worlds were a little looser with their security, but that was true only when compared to the world they were traveling towards.

 

"Zakynthos," Pharaa said simply and brought up a view of the planet. Worlds like Zakynthos had many classifications. Ecumenopolis, Hive world, City-world, Urban world, and many others. The world was entirely covered in several layers of buildings. Not a single centimeter of the ground was visible, and nature and water could only be seen in artificial parks. In fact, the surface of the planet was covered in multiple layers of construction. At its shallowest, the ground level was covered by a hundred floors of construction, while at the thickest, the layers of buildings atop buildings, atop supports, atop buildings reached thousands of floors deep.

 

Selendil could sense trillions of minds living on the planet. She grunted in dissatisfaction. “I never understood the fascination with such worlds. There are six other planets in the system and none of them are as heavily populated and built as this one.”

 

“It’s not exactly by conscious design most of the time.” Pharaa’s expression was rather clear in that she didn’t quite approve either. “However, the world is the political, cultural, and economic heart of the entire galaxy. That attracts people. A lot of people. And those people need services, housing, management, jobs, and a thousand other things. Which brings in more people. And then those people have children who need more services and have families of their own. A thousand generations of explosive population growth combined with a constant influx of people immigrating here in the hopes of a better future can have that effect. And then add in several new races that are late to the party.”

 

"That doesn't change the fact that the world is a shithole," Selendil stated bluntly. She could sense the thick emotional miasma of corruption, stagnation, and despair, and they weren't even in orbit yet.

 

“You’ll get no arguments from me there. People come here in the hopes of a better future, but few really find one. Yet the ones that do find futures bright enough that people keep coming. People see only the fabulously rich galaxy-wide superstars and opulent politicians, not the countless people who failed. Such is the way of things, unfortunately." Pharaa gave a tired shrug of her shoulders.

 

As their ship drew closer to the planet, eventually they were forced to stop and proceed on with a shuttle. The shuttle flew them directly towards the area were the habitation was the heaviest. Countless hover vehicles and shuttles scurried around the surface and even rather deep down between the buildings. The gaps between buildings never went more than a few hundred floors down for structural reasons, so one couldn’t just pick a random gap and go all the way down to the surface of the planet. For that, one needed to go through one of the enormous openings that looked like boreholes. Still, due to the layered construction, the lowest levels had not seen the sun for thousands of years.

 

“The area we’re going to is reserved for the Eriad. It mostly houses our diplomatic staff as well as many of those that work in the government, though there are a good number of entertainers and cultural elite present as well.” Pharaa gave a running tour as they flew above various monuments and grand looking buildings. They had already passed operas, libraries, arenas, academies, and many others.

 

“Are all the races so segregated?” Selendil asked, realizing the potential benefits and problems that would come with that.

 

“No, mostly just the five Prime races. There are some exceptions among the other races as well based on culture, but for us, it's a matter of security. Also, the Eriads generally agree with your assessment of the planet. We all think it’s a bit of a shithole. We rarely come here seeking our fortunes so to speak. We have enough of our own worlds for that. Those that do come here come for a reason. The five Prime races are also rather enticing targets for various criminal organizations, for obvious reasons. Anyway, we’ll be staying here as the word of our arrival reaches the right ears. We’ll likely be invited tomorrow or in a few days at the latest. I already let them know that you don’t appreciate being made to wait. Neither do I.” Pharaa knew how to handle such things.

 

“I suppose I should expect various people trying to reach out to me concerning the questioning?” Selendil guessed. There would be plenty of vested interests trying to sway her words one way or another.

 

“Once we actually get close to where the questioning will take place, yes. In here though, I would expect you will be generally left alone…is what I would like to say, but Eriads are not immune to bribes. I wouldn’t be too shocked if even our own representative tried to influence you.” Pharaa grimaced. She would like to think better of her own people, but she was a realist.

 

“As usual, truth is often the first thing sacrificed at the altar of power and expediency.” Selendil recited an old saying the Dhar had used of the lesser races. One of the reasons they considered those races lesser. As lying while having your mind joined with countless other Dhar was quite difficult, it was easy to place much more value on truth. Other races didn’t have that luxury, but that didn’t stop the Dhar from using it as one of the justifications to look down on them.

 

It turned out that Pharaa was correct. The Eriad representative did come to meet Selendil with the idea of swaying her, but Selendil shot that down so quickly that she didn’t even find out which way the representative wanted her to go, which was good because Selendil was the type of person that would’ve been tempted to do the exact opposite out of spite. Two Eriad civilians living in the area also approached her with offers but got chased off by Pharaa before they even managed to get to the point.

 

The next morning found them escorted towards the offices of the Suzerain, the head of state of the CAS. The Suzerain's main purpose was to enact the decisions of the Constellation and to react quickly to crisis situations. The Suzerain was also in charge of high profile investigations including members of the Constellation. This was made somewhat easier by the fact that the position rotated between the five Prime races, though there had been some occasions where a particularly qualified and esteemed member of the other races had been picked for the position.

 

“Keeper Selendil, may I present to you Suzerain Niki’cho of the Phrin.” Pharaa made the introductions in the Suzerain’s office. The number of security personnel was quite large, as the word of Selendil’s power had already reached them. Not that the security would do much good if Selendil became hostile.

 

“A pleasure to make your acquaintance.” The Suzerain greeted her with a pleasant voice that didn’t quite match its appearance. The Phrin were a race very small in size. They had brightly colored butterfly wings and most of their faces were covered in tattoos that glowed in luminescent colors. The Suzerain and other Phrin were covered in long robes that hid many of their features, but Selendil could tell that they were an odd mix of very lithe and very squat beings. Their faces had small beady eyes and they had flat noses above large fanged mouths.

 

Truth be told, Selendil found the Phrin a little creepy. “Suzerain Niki’cho.” Selendil gave a curt nod. “Pharaa here told me that you were the one to request my presence during the questioning.”

 

“Straight to business, I see.” The Suzerain smiled politely at Selendil’s direct words. Whether or not the being was offended by the lack of courtesy and the obvious disdain Selendil had for the office of the Suzerain, it certainly didn’t show. “I can appreciate that. In short, yes. I did request your presence. Before we proceed with the questioning, I need to know something. We are aware that you are powerful, but we have little idea when it comes to your telepathic abilities. Now, I know from experience that the level of confidence in determining whether someone is lying depends heavily on the psion doing the scan. How well will you be able to perform in this role?”

 

"I'm a Keeper," Selendil stated simply as if that alone explained enough. Luckily for the others, she decided to expand on her answer. "Minds are our specialty and original purpose. I have full confidence. The only question is whether I can do it without the mind of the target collapsing. Truth scans are not as hard on the mind as actual mind-reading, but I've noticed that most races that have come after us are so very fragile. I will try to be gentle, but the risk is always there."

 

“The target is a Prime and should be able to withstand quite a bit. Something you should know. The questioning will be performed by an official investigator that knows what questions to ask, and the whole thing will be broadcasted to the Constellation and many other officials. The interest in the questioning runs deep. The recording might eventually be broadcasted to the public, so keep that in mind. We only require that you verify the veracity of the representative’s words. This is a questioning and not an interrogation, so if the representative chooses not to answer a question, then they are allowed to do so. It won’t reflect well on them, but that is their right. When that happens, you should not reveal any information you might be able to glean. That said, if you do manage to gain extra information when the representative does answer a question, you are encouraged to bring that information forth. Any questions?” The Suzerain explained rather succinctly.

 

“Only one. Are we questioning just one person?” Selendil left the obvious implications unsaid.

 

“Most likely not. However, depending on how the first questioning goes, your services might not be required for the other people. That said, we might need to ask for your services again.” The Suzerain admitted.

 

“I’m ready then. Just keep in mind that I do not have the patience for months of questioning.” Selendil made sure to emphasize that she did not work for them and had other priorities, just in case things got complicated.

            


Chapter 96 - The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth


                ------

 

”Huh. I did not expect that.” Selendil declared to Pharaa and Nox as she looked through the one-sided window at the representative of the Prime race she was supposed to help question in just a few minutes.

 

The being was very large. Easily three meters tall and he was large and burly as well. Calling him obese would’ve been inaccurate, but he wasn’t that big due to having excess muscle either. His dark-green leathery skin was thick enough to be called a hide, and everything about the being seemed oversized as a rule. He had large hands with thick fingers and his hands and feet were almost thick enough to be called pillars. Most importantly, the being had a large and flexible trunk, as well as wide and flat ears almost the size of his large head. He also had two rather magnificent tusks coming from his jaw. The being could be counted as a humanoid, but only barely.

 

“It was bound to happen in at least one galaxy.” Nox commented. “They weren’t dumb animals even back then, so the odds of them developing actual intelligence dictate that it would happen eventually.”

 

“Still, it’s a bit odd to see what the Elephantines of our times have developed into in this galaxy.” Selendil agreed but it was still somehow outside her expectations.

 

“Elephantine?” Pharaa asked confused.

 

“Ah, right. You wouldn’t know. That’s what we called his now probably distant ancestors.” Selendil said while gesturing towards the representative.

 

“You did mention that your kind visited this galaxy long ago, so I suppose it's not too odd that you're familiar with some of our distant ancestors," Pharaa muttered, not exactly excited at the prospect as she somehow felt naked at the idea. It was like Selendil had seen all of them at their worst.

 

“I think you’re misunderstanding something. We didn’t just accidentally meet the ancestors of his kind. We brought them here.” Selendil dropped a small bombshell.

 

“What? Why?” Pharaa asked in shock.

 

“Well, I think I already mentioned that we terraformed many worlds in many galaxies, and this galaxy isn’t an exception, even if we didn’t terraform it as heavily as many other galaxies. The problem with terraforming is that it alters the ecosystems already present on those planets. That means many of the local species would die off while others would adapt. On other occasions, the planets we created used to be nothing but barren rocks or clouds of gasses. In every case though, we needed to bring in some new flora and fauna to inhabit the new ecosystem. We had a set of species that we really liked and used often due to their ability to thrive in such situations, and Elephantines were one of those species. I think we used many of the same species in almost every galaxy. That's partially why the worlds you colonize are often so similar. If enough time has passed the species have evolved slight differences or they've mixed with the local ecology to create something new, but there will be some similarities." Selendil explained one of the mysteries that had haunted CAS scientists for thousands of years.

 

“So the other species that are a part of the Prime race…?” Pharaa’s mind suddenly jumped elsewhere.

 

“Can’t say without actually seeing them.” Selendil retorted immediately. “Though if they are similar to the representative here, then I wouldn’t be too shocked if they had similar stories. A lot can happen with enough time, and if the world they come from had one species we brought there, they would have several.”

 

Their discussion was interrupted by the arrival of the Suzerain’s representative. The small Phrin with colorful wings approached her immediately as it was pretty hard to confuse Selendil with someone else. Energy beings were rather rare after all. “Keeper Selendil I presume? I’m Special Counsel Lak’cho. I will be conducting today’s questioning.”

 

“Special Counsel.” Selendil nodded simply.

 

“Shall we then?” The Phrin asked without preamble. The tiny being didn't even ask if Selendil had been approached by others wanting to sway her. The Special Counsel simply trusted her integrity. Or the being was confident enough to detect any attempts at misdirection by judging the reaction of the Prime that they were questioning.

 

As they entered the rather sizeable and comfortable room that had recording equipment everywhere, the Phrin flew to sit down opposite the large representative and gestured for Selendil to take the seat to the side. “Representative Silvertusk, have you been apprised about your rights? Are you aware that this questioning is completely voluntary and that you can refuse to answer any questions? And are you aware that the whole thing is being recorded and might be broadcasted to the public?”

 

“Yes, yes, and yes.” The man had a loud and deep voice fitting his stature. As a politician, it was necessary to be able to get along with people and to invoke trust in others, so it wasn’t a surprise that his voice was one of those that you almost implicitly trusted when you heard it. It also carried quite a bit of authority.

 

“And you have consented to a truth-scan by a neutral party designated and named as Keeper Selendil here?” The Phrin continued as if reciting a rote script.

 

“I have, though I must warn you. The diplomat core of the Primes undergoes training to resist any mental intrusions without even knowing what's happening. It is also an involuntary reflex that I cannot control, so our telepath is going to have to work a bit." The man looked towards Selendil. He didn't sound smug or like he was trying to show off. Instead, he seemed slightly worried that this would impact on the proceedings.

 

"That will not be a problem," Selendil stated confidently. "Well, it won't be a problem for me. On the contrary, it will make things easier if you have a strong mind. It's annoying how fragile people's minds can be. It's not going to be pleasant when I force my way through, but it will be rather easy."

 

The representative smiled a bit, revealing a row of large dull teeth used to chewing through rough materials. "Well, that's good. Before we start, I want to ask you a question and I want you to look me in the eyes when you answer. Are you going to be truthful about what you discover, or did someone manage to get to you?”

 

Selendil gave a small dismissive wave with her hand and looked in his eyes in a way that actually caused him to shiver a bit as he felt tiny for the first time in his life. “There’s very little anyone in this galaxy can offer me that would be worth it for me to compromise my integrity. Most certainly not for a minor affair like this.” The man could feel the truth of her words. For her, this really was rather inconsequential, even if it could throw the entire galaxy into chaos.

 

“I’ll take that. We can begin.” He stated simply. Then he grimaced and grabbed at his head in pain as Selendil’s probe shattered his mental defenses. Luckily for him, Selendil only needed a surface level entry into his mind to confirm the truth of his words, so his mind was able to hold against the pressure from her. It was still a bit of a burden and he sweated at the effort.

 

“Excellent. Then let’s start with the obvious question. Does your race support the rebels or have you formed secret deals with them?” The Phrin questioner didn’t waste any time and launched into the most important question.

 

“No.” The Prime representative stated clearly, and they both looked towards Selendil.

 

"True," Selendil confirmed and the representative started to smile before Selendil continued. “Mostly.”

 

“Mostly?” The Special Counsel asked, a little surprised.

 

“Yes. To his knowledge, which is quite extensive according to his thoughts, their government has had no deals with the rebels and they have not knowingly supported the rebels either. There are certain parties among his race that have, but the government has tried to crack down on what they consider traitors. These traitors endanger their entire race, so they have not been gentle with their efforts. They’ve been mostly successful. There have also been some cases where the funds from the government have been misused to support the rebels, but all of those cases have been shut down as soon as they were discovered, and everyone involved was harshly punished.” Selendil explained.

 

“Wait, you got all that from a single word answer?” The Phrin asked with disbelief, while the Prime representative was opening and closing his mouth not sure how to react.

 

“Yes. Those were the thoughts that surfaced when you asked the question. He personally has to keep up on such things and considers the traitors a real nuisance, which is why he thought about them immediately. These thoughts were also true as far as he understands it, and they were not planted. There is the possibility that he is being misdirected by his own government, but he has seen no signs of that and he has looked for such signs due to enlightened self-interest.” Selendil explained. She had told them that she was good with such things. Even a relatively inexperienced interrogator of the Dhar could’ve gotten this much. The only reason she didn’t get more was because she had to be so careful about accidentally breaking her target.

 

“Is what she said accurate?” The questioner wasn’t entirely convinced and wanted a confirmation.

 

The representative sweated a bit more as he weighed the advantages of trying to deny things against just admitting it. “Not the way I would’ve phrased it, but yes.” He finally admitted, coming to a wise decision.

 

“Well then. This will make things easier. Would you say that your government has gone to sufficient lengths to deal with these traitors?” The Special Counsel moved on, sensing a golden opportunity to find out more than the other party had been prepared to reveal.

 

“Yes.” He replied and looked towards Selendil to see what bombshells she’d drop this time.

 

“True. He would have personally done even more, but the efforts of his government would satisfy a neutral observer in his opinion.” Selendil didn’t add too much this time. She didn’t explain the representative’s personal stake in the whole affair despite becoming aware of it, as that was private and not really her business.

 

“If your government is not involved, how do you explain the evidence the investigation discovered?” The Phrin moved on.

 

“I can’t say with full confidence. However, the evidence is mostly based on conjecture and things that could’ve been planted.” The representative retorted. He originally had a much firmer reply prepared for this question, but Selendil’s earlier words had thrown that plan into the bin. In a situation like this, it was more advantageous to just stick to the truth. Even if it wasn’t the whole truth.

 

“Mostly true. I have no idea why he didn’t just mention this as he knew I’d find out anyway, but some of the evidence, particularly the pieces that are the most convincing were recently stolen from secret black sites, and they do not yet know how something like this could’ve happened. They are trying to find out what went wrong as we speak.” Selendil added and caused the representative to make a deep sigh. She hadn’t actually been told before what the evidence was, nor did she really care after what she had learned already.

 

“What kind of black sites?” The questioner jumped on the opportunity immediately.

 

“I’m going to have to exercise my right to not answer that question.” He wiped his forehead and the two of them once again looked towards Selendil.

 

Selendil simply waved them to move on. She had found out of course, as the man had immediately provided her with the answer as his mind betrayed him. However, he had refused to answer, and she would stick to the rules. The representative looked relieved at that. The Phrin on the other hand knew when to give up, as it knew that if Selendil had replied, the Primes would’ve protested and perhaps invalidated the whole thing. Benefits either way. “So you think you’re being set up?”

 

“Yes. If the materials had just been something widely available, then we could’ve just been a convenient target and they could’ve targeted anyone. But the fact that they brought out secret materials means we were targeted specifically.” The representative replied, now more calm and collected as he was on firmer ground.

 

"Truth," Selendil added simply. In this case though, she only implied that the representative believed his own words, not that the theory was true.

 

“In that case, do you have a theory on who is behind you being set up?” The expected follow-up question was asked immediately.

 

“We have theories but no real proof. Our kind are not well-liked in certain circles and we've made enemies over the years. The real question is who would benefit? And the next question would be who has the capability?" The representative suggested.

 

“Truth. They have their guess, but it is not based on solid evidence. It’s more of a case of wishful thinking. It would be great for them if their guess was correct, as it would explain things.” Selendil provided.

 

“The next question comes from…” The Phrin questioner had a whole list of questions and the entire process went on for hours, but the major revelations had already been made, and the representative declined to answer many of the more probing questions that were not directly related to the issue at hand.

 

As they finally stood up to leave the room, the representative turned to Selendil. “I…thank you for your honesty and integrity. The things you revealed were not in our plan, but they did clear the air and you knew not to say too much. I’m sure you found out more than you revealed after all. As the representative of my government, I’d like to extend an apology to you for the way you were treated when you first arrived in our galaxy. As a further apology, I’d like to extend an invitation for you and your ship and crew to visit our worlds.”

 

“Apology accepted, and I was only performing the job I was hired to do. I will consider your offer. It might be good to see more of this galaxy from a different perspective.” Selendil didn’t dismiss the idea completely. So far, everything they knew about this place had been provided by the Eriad. Even if she trusted them to an extent, the information would always include biases.

 

Special Counsel Lak’cho waited for her with Pharaa and Nox. “Keeper. This was a fruitful session. I can’t say anything for sure, but I’m almost certain that there will be more in the near future and your presence will more than likely be requested. Especially with the results of this session. We will need to question a few more of their officials to confirm the representative’s story, as he could just be out of the loop, but that’s not really the issue. If I know anything about the local politics, and I do, the Primes will spin the whole thing to their advantage in the media.”

 

"I can already see the headlines," Pharaa added. “Something about them clearing their name and challenging the other Prime races to do the same.”

 

“A very likely scenario.” Lak’cho nodded towards Pharaa. “And since their representative was forced to have you dig up details, the other races should do the same. So I wouldn’t make any plans for the next few weeks that you can’t cancel.”

 

“Take a word to the Suzerain. I can do it, but I won’t waste too much of my time on the whole thing. If you people want to arrange such things, then you better do it fast.” Selendil stated and looked towards Pharaa. “I’m assuming the Eriad will be among those questioned?”

 

“More than likely. We were among those to get this whole investigation started, so naturally we’ll have to prove our own innocence.” Pharaa confirmed with a nod.

 

“In that case, you might want to have someone other than your representative take part. The Special Counsel here might want to ask a question about trying to bribe me before this non-interrogation-but-really-interrogation.” Selendil pointed out.

 

"I will now," Lak’cho stated firmly.

 

“Noted. I might even do it myself.” Pharaa replied with a grimace.

 

“Now then. If I’m going to be used as a political tool, you’re going to have to keep me happy in the meantime. I suggest good food and drink. The better I enjoy myself, the more patience I will have to stick around.” Selendil declared shamelessly.

            


Chapter 97 - What do you mean no wars were started?


                ---------

 

”I’m finding it difficult to believe, but we actually managed to complete all the interviews without starting a war.” Nox said in fake surprise while stealing bites from the dishes laid out on the table in front of Selendil. The spread was quite enticing, and it was also the main reason the people in charge of the ‘interviews’ as they were now called had managed to keep Selendil happy for a whole three weeks. The system they were in was the heart of the CAS, so it was unsurprising that it also had access to the finest cuisine.

 

"Don't say that yet. We still have one more interview left." Selendil pointed out as another bowl became empty, the contents seemingly vanishing in thin air.

 

“Surely you don’t expect trouble from the interview with the Eriad? We’ll even be interviewing Pharaa of all people.” Nox asked a bit surprised. Her biological body was capable of eating as well, so she was taking this opportunity to enjoy herself as well. Incidentally, neither Nox nor Haahun had seen the need to install a proper digestive and waste disposal system in her body, so everything that she ate was broken down by the nanites in her body and used as an energy source.

 

“If you are asking whether I think the Eriad are involved with the rebels, then the answer is a rather emphatic no. However, I’m pretty sure others will try to create some trouble. Otherwise, they wouldn't have left the Eriad for last.” Selendil pointed out.

 

"What kind of trouble?" Nox asked. "Surely they aren't going to do anything to gain your hostility after all this. Before all this, you were just a very powerful being in their eyes. Now you're a very powerful being with access to a lot of secrets of the exact kind they don't want to be spread around."

 

“I think you just hit the nail on the head. By now they’re aware that when a question is asked, I’ll be able to pick the answer from their mind even if they refuse to answer. Even someone as disciplined as Pharaa won’t be able to hide the details from me. They tried something like that in the third interview after all when they sent that psion in as a representative. That didn’t go well for them. So they’re most likely going to ask Pharaa some questions where the answer would embarrass the Eriad in my eyes even if she refuses to answer. It’s a bit petty, but they are aware that I have a deal with the Eriad and they likely want to make sure we don’t get too close. They won't do anything too egregious as, as you said, they don't really want to piss me off.” Selendil explained with a small motion of her tails that roughly equaled a shrug.

 

“They really haven’t managed to figure you out at all during these weeks, have they?” Nox grinned. “They still don’t quite understand that there’s very little the Eriad could’ve done that would actually make you look down on them any more than you already do. What does it matter if they've done something reprehensible in the past when they're already pretty much children in the eyes of a Dhar? The only thing they’ll accomplish is to lessen the already slim good will they’ve managed to gather in your eyes.”

 

“I think they’ll try something more direct but equally useless like ask her if the Eriad are using me for their own benefit.” Selendil guessed.

 

As it happened, her guess was almost exactly right. After asking Pharaa about some old atrocities, all of which she didn’t even bother dignifying with an answer, the Phrin questioner dropped the question that almost caused Selendil to burst out in laughter. “Are the Eriads just trying to use Keeper Selendil for their political benefit?”

 

Even Pharaa broke into a small smile. “I mean, you’ll have to be more specific with what you mean with the word ‘just’, but if you’re asking if we are doing our best to exploit Selendil and her power to get as many benefits as possible, then the answer is obviously yes. I’d add that I find her company pleasant and that she has also provided us many other benefits so I don’t think the word ‘just’ applies, but you weren’t asking about that.”

 

"True," Selendil said with clear mirth in her voice. "We've actually formed a deal where they get to exploit us and we get…well, that's none of your business, now is it?"

 

The Phrin received a message on a communicator that only the diminutive being could hear. Then it turned back towards them. “Alright then. I asked all the questions I was told to ask. I’ll personally apologize for the last twenty minutes or so, but you already knew it was coming and it doesn’t seem to have accomplished anything useful. As a small repayment, I’ll ask one more question. Grandmaster Superior Pharaa, how do you personally feel about Keeper Selendil?”

 

Pharaa blushed a bit as this was one question she had not expected. “I will not be answering that question!” She stated as if she was affronted by the question.

 

“I think you already did.” The tricksy creature revealed a toothy grin.

 

"Ooh, that's certainly one way to use your tail," Selendil commented with a tone that was six parts faked innocence and four parts teasing.

 

“Bah! This is over!” Pharaa said, now genuinely embarrassed and stormed out. As she did, Selendil had to give the Phrin some credit. There was more than one way to affect working relationships. If it was impossible to sour the relationship between Selendil and the Eriad, their little trick could at least make things a little awkward between her and Pharaa. Not a bad idea, even if ultimately pointless.

 

------

 

“What happened with the interview?” Yrala asked with slight concern. “I’ve never seen Mother act like that. She’s actually too embarrassed to talk to you. She doesn’t get embarrassed.”

 

“I shall not reveal her deviant fantasies. That would be very impolite on my behalf.” Selendil joked a bit in reply. There wasn’t anything that deviant about Pharaa’s fantasies. It was fairly common for powerful beings to have fantasies of someone even stronger dominating them.

 

“Deviant fant-…you know what, never mind. I don’t want to know. She wanted me to tell you that she kept her end of the bargain. We have permission to enter the systems you wanted to visit.” Yrala gave a small shudder.

 

They were currently back on the ship. Even though Selendil had to take a ride on a CAS vessel to get to the capital world of Zakynthos, the return trip was much faster as she could just warp back to the ship. Incidentally, she had also buried a support beacon under the crust of Zakynthos just so she’d have access to the world any time she wanted. She’d also placed the beacon under the spot where the habitation and traffic were the heaviest. As a result, the beacon was pretty much impossible to detect by others. Even if they did manage to detect it by some stroke of luck, digging through the crust of the planet at a spot covered by such heavy construction would be just as difficult.

 

“In that case, I believe we’ve tarried long enough. Nox, send the alert to everyone. We’re leaving. Also, this might be the perfect opportunity to utilize our own hyper-jump core. I believe we can easily reach the closest destination in a single jump?” Selendil ordered. They could actually reach any of the destinations in a single jump, but they might as well start with the easy ones first.

 

“By the way, the CAS hasn’t made the results of the investigation public yet. What did you find out during all these interviews?” Yrala was naturally concerned about the affairs of her own galaxy.

 

“The results were somewhat inconclusive. All the Prime races and the largest of the other races we talked to truthfully denied official involvement with the rebels, and special attention was paid to the Primes. That said, it seemed like almost all of the races have a problem with a faction among them supporting the rebels in secret. Now I’m not privy to the information and the conclusions of those that are running the investigation, but it seems the rebels have been building a rather sizeable spy network under the noses of CAS. It has also become increasingly obvious that someone is supporting them; it just isn’t one of the large races. Those in charge of the investigation have their own theories that go into more detail I'm sure." Selendil summarized. Of course, she'd learned a bit more than she had revealed during her scans, especially about the fracturing of the CAS that allowed such things to happen, but such issues would always exist to some degree.

 

The ship jumped into a system that had a single habitable planet and very little else. The locals had been informed of their eventual arrival, though the fact that they came so soon might have come as a slight shock. Nox handled the locals, while Nochehuatl scanned the system. Selendil allowed her senses to focus on the world below because she knew where to look. This world had been home to a rather sizeable Dhar colony. The largest in this galaxy in fact, due to the resources that could be found in the local area of phase space. The ruins of their colony could still be found on the planet, although they were worn down by time.

 

She hadn’t really expected to find anything, but her eyes suddenly narrowed as she sensed something definitely out of place. “I’m going to check out something.” She stated and teleported to the surface of the planet below. To be exact, she teleported to an underground storage facility that had been used to hold the materials the Dhar had gathered in phase space, mostly by using automated drones. That the materials and the drones were gone didn’t come as a surprise. The storage was not well protected, and there were signs of the walls being breached more than once as the undergrowth of the jungle terrain had hidden the first breach.

 

She waved a hand and a small piece of a crumbled wall floated closer to her. There was nothing especially remarkable to the naked eye with the fragment. What normal eyes couldn’t see, Selendil’s senses could detect though. There were trace amounts of Void energy in the fragment. It was likely that this was a fragment of the wall that had been forced lose when someone used the power of the Void to blow their way through the wall. The other breach had been likely made with standard psionics, but whatever made this hole had used something more dangerous.

 

As she ran her hand on the surface of the fragment, she came to a conclusion. The energy left behind felt like it had come from a weapon, not from a creature from the Void. She swept the rest of the place with her mind and discovered nothing but emptiness. The place had been thoroughly emptied by being looted more than once. She wasn’t sure if the fact that the energy came from a weapon was a good thing or not. On one hand, it hinted that the user of the weapon didn’t necessarily signify the presence of a Void being, but she wasn’t comfortable with the idea of the old enemy of the Dhar leaving weapons behind either.

 

As there was little else left for her to find here, she teleported back to the ship. "You found something," Amaterasu said as a statement, not as a question.

 

“Yes, though I’m not sure what it means yet. I saw faint signs of a weapon being used that came from the Void. I can’t say who or what was holding the weapon however.” Selendil summarized.

 

“During the war your people had with these Void creatures, were there lots of their weapons spread around? I guess what I’m asking is, what are odds of one popping up here without a Void creature being involved?” Amaterasu continued questioning.

 

“Well, the enemy had a nasty habit of taking over beings native to our phase of existence. Most of the time that meant Dhar but not always. They sometimes possessed the lesser races as well and armed them with their own weapons, partly because we didn’t see them as a real threat. We did a pretty good job of eradicating any sign of the Void once the war was over, but I suppose we paid less attention to their weapons. That I can understand. What I have a more difficult time with is the weapon ending up here. This galaxy wasn't exactly on the frontlines of that war. Though that said, we found a Void Wraith in your galaxy as well, so it could happen." Selendil couldn't really rule that out after everything.

 

“Did you find anything else?” Xiaoli asked.

 

“No. The place has been thoroughly raided by now. We came here because this place held a large number of rather rare materials that a visitor from another galaxy might want to get their hands on, but it is somewhat interesting that a Void based weapon would show up here.” Selendil mused.

 

“What sort of materials? What could they be used for?” Xiaoli got curious.

 

“The problem is that while the materials themselves were rather rare, their uses were not. It all depends on what kind of tools they had for refining the materials. At their base, they could be used for power systems, but they could be refined to weapon components or really anything that has to do with power distribution. The materials are also really unstable chemically, so they could be refined into many other useful things with some effort. It's the versatility that made this stuff so useful.” Selendil explained.

 

“So we didn’t really gain any answers, just more questions?” Xiaoli summarized.

 

"That's basically it, unfortunately." Selendil shared the frustration. "I think we will simply have to move on to the other locations. If they found this place, they might have found the others as well."

 

--------

 

The next two locations were a bust. The first one was also empty but there was no way to tell what had happened there as the whole area had been destroyed as a result of volcanic activity. The other place was in Phrin space. The small creatures had several black sites in the area, which was why they didn’t like others poking around, but Selendil had learned about the projects anyway during the ‘interviews’ so they were allowed access. The location held the secret stash left behind for Selendil by the Dhar, but the stash had not been touched. It had been hidden well inside a small pocket of space, so even if someone had come here looking for it, they really had no way of finding the right place. As such, there were no signs of any tampering either.

 

That just left the final location, and the one they had the highest hopes for. Pharaa had told them that this area of space was off-limits, and all expeditions sent there had been lost. She had also mentioned that the system they were aiming for had been destroyed, which was at least partially confirmed by the fact that they could not detect the star of the system from the nearest safe observatory. Out of curiosity, Selendil had tried approaching the area from deep phase space, but the whole area was constantly buffeted by spatial storms. She might have personally survived the trip through the storms, and the ship might have survived barely, but everyone else on board would almost certainly perish in the attempt.

 

“So, what now? Are we just going to make a blind hyper-jump into the center of the forbidden area?” Xiaoli asked with a certain amount of excitement.

 

“I would advise against that course of action. While the Eriad and other explorers have charted some safe spots to jump to, which should cut down on some of the distance somewhat, that still leaves more than half the distance to go.” Nochehuatl voiced his opinion. “While the odds of actually hitting something in space are rather minor, that doesn’t mean we can’t be affected negatively if we jump right next to a black hole for instance. And the expeditions didn’t return for a reason.”

 

Selendil made a motion signifying resignation. “I have a method. We’ll jump as close as we safely can and then I’ll have to personally travel the rest of the way on my own. I can then warp the ship to me once I find a safe spot on the other side of the storms.”

 

“Uh, Selendil, I know that you can teleport and everything, but this is a really long trip we’re talking about. It’s not just a small distance like between neighboring systems. The forbidden area is quite sizeable.” Yrala pointed out.

 

“I know. However, I think the distance I can travel while teleporting has grown significantly since the last time I tried to go for maximum distance. I don’t quite understand all the changes that I underwent when I finished the Great Song, but I think I can traverse a much larger distance now. That said, it’s still going to take a bit of time, but at least it should be a relatively safe option.” Selendil justified her thoughts.

 

“How much time are we talking about?” Yrala asked with her eyes narrowing.

 

“I honestly can’t say until I try. I haven’t used my full power in a long time, in fact not since the start of my work as a Keeper, so I can’t answer that question just yet. I would guess between days and weeks.” Selendil speculated.

 

“Actually, I think I can help a bit there.” Lilly suddenly stated. “I’ve analyzed the data Pharaa provided us from the expeditions, and I think I’ve identified some patterns.”

 

“Really? You’ve analyzed the data and identified patterns our scientist could not? I don’t really mean to offend but that sounds a bit unlikely.” Yrala looked at Lilly incredulously.

 

“Hey, I’m not stupid! I may not be the best at sciency stuff, but I’m pretty good at spotting patterns. The rest is just math that I may or may not have delegated to Nox.” Lilly defended herself. “Anyway, you can all check my work and see if you agree. If you do agree, we can make at least two-thirds of the way there.”

 

“Well, it’s worth a check at least.” Yrala relented. She personally checked Lilly’s work and was vexed to realize the Mrrroww had been correct. She really was good with patterns.

            


Chapter 98 - On the fringes of reality


                ------

 

Selendil was quite pleased with Lilly’s little discovery. They had utilized the work she had done and worked the numbers until they came up with a safe place for the ship to jump to in the middle of the turbulent spatial storms. It had been something of a surprise to notice that the spatial anomalies in phase space extended so heavily to the normal space as well. It wasn’t that rare, even if this example was a bit of an extreme one, but the readings they got from the storms made them quite pleased about finding the safe spot. The jump had taken the ship about 65% of the way to the center of the affected area, which still left Selendil quite a bit of space to cover.

 

She was quite pleased with Lilly’s work in general. The work Lilly did often went unnoticed, but she had a vital role within the crew. Many of the personnel matters were smoothed over way before they even became an issue, and Lilly seemed to be a bit of a genius at spotting the potential problems early. Most importantly, that meant that those issues never became large enough that Selendil would need to get involved. True, the Mrrroww female was a bit of a dolt at times, but her service to the crew was invaluable. In an interesting twist, even the tension between the Illum and the Mrrroww had settled down when Moonshadow had gotten injured and Lilly had taken over as the leader of the Mrrroww contingent. The High Ambassador might have been great as a diplomat, but as a crew member she had room to improve.

 

In Selendil’s mind, Lilly was definitely among the five most useful crew members right along with the Head Chef Zzz’tak and the Head of the Hydroponics Cherryblossom. The other two would be hard to decide. Amaterasu definitely brought a lot just with her input, while Xiaoli was actually useful when it came to engineering issues. On the other hand, Nochehuatl had really earned his pay lately, and despite the fact that the man almost never left his little shop in the engineering department, Huang did a good job in keeping the ship well supplied and often fulfilled the complicated needs of the varied crew members. It was often those that you least paid attention to that did most of the work. The Dashane security personnel were a bit of a weird one. On one hand, they hadn’t really been all that necessary, but on the other hand, security personnel were among those people that you could only appreciate when they were truly needed. As for Khaemwaset…well, best not think about that one.

 

As she got outside the ship, she reached out with her mind. That was a necessary part of teleportation. You had to be able to touch your destination with your mind. The more proficient you were at the skill, the faster you could do it. Training and skill didn’t necessarily increase your range though. Teleportation was a weird ability. You couldn’t just reach further by putting more power into the ability. Yet it would be wrong to say that your level of power had no effect on the ability. There were some rare ability groups, or disciplines as some called them, that didn’t scale on the power you used, but on the power you had. There were many theories about the reason, but none of them were proven exactly correct. Yet the fact remained. Two identically skilled teleporters using the same ability, in the same place, at the same time, and by using the same amount of power could get wildly different results depending on how much power they had.

 

With that being the case, she was quite eager to find out just how far she could reach. Her mind soon reached the limits of what she had considered as the maximum range of her ability in the past, and it kept going. And it kept going. She had soon more than tripled the range, yet her mind still kept going and going. “Is something wrong?” Nox asked her mentally as her teleport was taking a bit longer than usual.

 

"No. Just testing my limits and haven't reached them yet. The first attempt will always take a bit of time, but things will grow faster once I get used to it." She explained, while her mind reached further and further, her reach moving faster than the speed of light. Her mind was moving literally at the speed of thought. Finally, after looking for her limits for several minutes, she started to slowly face resistance. She knew the resistance didn't mean that she had reached her limits, just that it would become more difficult from this point on. It was like she had been walking until this point, and from this point on she would have to jog and later run. With a thought, her position shifted, and she suddenly found herself vast distances from her original position.

 

“Huh. I think I might have underestimated the changes I underwent when the Great Song ended.” She messaged Nox.

 

“I’d say you’re quite right about that. You traveled more than a thousand times the longest distance you've traveled before.” Nox stated in emphatic agreement.

 

“Yes, well, that wasn’t even the maximum yet. There is a slight downside though. Even assuming I’ll shave down on the time with practice, teleporting over such vast distances won’t be quite as instantaneous as when I’m jumping shorter distances.” Selendil analyzed. Even with practice, it would take a bit of time for her mind to reach the distance required.

 

She reached out again, this time pushing past the point where she felt she was starting to strain. A light barely noticeable strain slowly turned into a real strain, then into a heavier strain, and finally into a bit of a problem. However, at that point she was running into another issue. It seemed that her mere presence when she was flexing her psionic muscles so heavily was agitating the space around her. It was like space was straining at the effort of handling her existence. ‘I think that will be enough for now.’ She thought idly and teleported again.

 

“So yeah. You’ve definitely improved. I think two more of those and you’ll arrive.” Nox said a bit dumbly. “I guess I’ll call the rest back and tell them the vacation is canceled.”

 

“Bah! Serves them right! Trying to relax while I’m working.” Selendil grumbled jokingly.

 

Nox’s estimation seemed quite accurate, as two more jumps took her almost to her destination, however, what she was sensing now that she was so close made Selendil pause. Now that she got a better feeling of what was causing all these problems, she could actually tell that the cause might be something she was familiar with. She brought up the minds of a few of the Dhar’s top scientist from her library of minds and they confirmed her suspicions. She had hoped that her senses were wrong, but luck was not with her.

 

With a growing sense of disgust, she made the last and much shorter jump right into the heart of the anomalous space, and now she could visually confirm her suspicions. “A wormhole!” If she had a mouth, she would’ve spat the word out. Even as is, she managed to fill the word with disgust and something like nausea.

 

“Not just that.” Nox commented, and suddenly Selendil’s eyes were drawn to hundreds of floating objects surrounding the wormhole.

 

It seemed like the area surrounding the wormhole was heavily defended, but there were several anomalous details about the defenses. The first anomaly was that the defenses had taken an aim at Selendil as she arrived, but had apparently decided against firing and had gone back into resting state. The second problem was that many of those weapons seemed several generations too advanced for this galaxy. Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, most of those weapons were pointed towards the wormhole, not away from it. It seemed that whoever had placed those weapons here was more worried about something coming through the wormhole than something from this galaxy approaching it. Nevertheless, she could see the remains of dozens of destroyed ships of various designs floating behind her. This was where many of the expeditions that had managed to avoid the spatial storms had met their ultimate fate. Many of the remains still held signs of being fired upon.

 

"I find it rather interesting that the defenses have clearly destroyed all these expeditions, but decided against firing on me," Selendil commented. "Try to establish contact with whatever is controlling them."

 

“Will do.” Nox acknowledged.

 

Several seconds passed, a surprisingly long time for Nox. “Master, I think I’ve run into something unexpected.”

 

“Don’t tell me they’re controlled by an AI more powerful than you.” Selendil joked.

 

“No. They’re not controlled by an AI. At least not in the sense that we think of the word. These weapons have all been programmed to act in a specific way, but the programming isn’t even enough to warrant the moniker of VI. It’s just a chain of conditional commands. Here’s the thing though. I’m pretty sure they were programmed by a Dhar AI. And not a station or facility AI either. I mean an AI like me.” Nox explained. AI’s like Nox had no central core, as they were true ‘ghosts’ as the Dhar called them.

 

“A personal AI?” Selendil asked in shock.

 

“Not exactly. I think we're talking about an assistant AI picked up from the Dhar colony we visited. Technically the AI would've been tied to the colony's highest administrator, but I think we're not even talking about an AI that controlled most of the colony's systems. I think this was done by an actual assistant AI usually in charge of menial tasks. Or at least that's what it used to be. It may have evolved over time.” Nox gave the mental equivalent of a shrug. “This was basically done by someone’s secretary or nanny AI that has developed since waking up. It still carries some of the old limitations though, which is why the weapons were automatically programmed to not harm any Dhar. It’s not like the AI expected any Dhar to show up, but such limitations are something it has to program into everything it does.”

 

“…I have to admit. That was not the first thing that would've come to mind if someone had asked what I was expecting to find next to an artificial wormhole.” Selendil was forced to concede.

 

“Artificial?” Nox asked sharply. Wormholes occurred naturally on occasion. They were not common, but they existed and finding one in a galaxy like this was not too strange. Creating an artificial one was another matter entirely.

 

“Definitely. I can sense the wrongness radiating from the wormhole. This was almost certainly artificially created. It’s done in a relatively bad way though. The whole thing would collapse in a few thousand years. Whoever did this either didn’t know what they were doing, or they were in a hurry.” Selendil went into detail.

 

The Dhar loathed wormholes as a general concept. The way they messed up space and time had been a potential threat to the Dhar, and wormholes like this were especially bad as they were even more harmful to the fabric of reality than the main weapons on Dhar ships. Luckily wormholes were also inherently impossible to control. Creating a wormhole that went somewhere was doable. Not easy, but something that could be accomplished by sufficiently advanced races. Creating one that allowed travel was a bit trickier, but not impossible. Creating one that went to a specific place was pretty much impossible. Creating one that went where you wanted, when you wanted, and allowed travel was something even the Dhar never attempted seriously.

 

The Dhar dislike of the wormholes wasn’t just for tactical reasons though. Wormholes were inherently unstable anomalies of space that often messed with the laws of physics. The problem was that strong enough Dhar could actually sense, and in the case of Keepers see, how the rules were bent inside the wormhole. Sometimes being able to see and understand was not a blessing. More than a handful of Dhar had gone insane while allowing their minds to explore the ways in which a wormhole affected the fabric of reality. There was also something about wormholes that negatively affected them as energy beings. As a result, the Dhar had an almost instinctual revulsion towards them.

 

“How long has it been here?” Nox questioned, knowing that Selendil could sense a lot more than she could detect.

 

"I think it's safe to say that its appearance coincides quite neatly with the disappearance of the so-called Ancients of this galaxy. And I'm also pretty sure we can guess where they went. The real question is why none of them returned." Selendil speculated. At the same time, she warped the ship to her. Apparently, the weapons were programmed to not fire on Dhar vessels either. She didn’t want to rely on her own senses this close to a wormhole, and the ship had great sensors.

 

The ship started performing detailed scans of the area and the wormhole. The unstable spatial elements made the work difficult, and the remains of the destroyed ships didn’t exactly make things easier either. After two full days of searching, Nochehuatl found what they were looking for. “Selendil. I configured the scans to look for the Void energy you’ve mentioned before. I’ve got something. One of the older ship wreckages shows signs of being damaged by a weapon using that type of energy. The ship is actually quite close to the wormhole, and I don’t think it’s from the expeditions. It’s much older and seems more advanced. I think it’s from these Ancients.”

 

“That…complicates things. I was afraid that this might be the case, but now it seems almost unavoidable that we have to go through the wormhole.” Selendil was not pleased by the news.

 

“Can we? I mean survive the trip. As you’ve mentioned, the wormhole had degenerated quite a bit from its original state. The passage would not be as safe as it would’ve been when the wormhole was created.” Nochehuatl asked in a worried tone.

 

“It’s doable. The passage will be a bit rocky, but I can protect us if things get too difficult.” Selendil promised after considering the odds. It could become tricky if they were unlucky, but not too difficult.

 

As they didn’t really have many other options, they steered the ship towards the wormhole. As soon as they entered the passage that looked and felt like a psychedelic nightmare while passing through it, they were buffeted by the forces within. The shields were managing to keep the forces at bay though, and they traveled quite quickly to the other side as the trip wasn’t long. If they had thought the other side of the wormhole was odd, then this side was much worse.

 

It seemed like they had arrived in the middle of a battle frozen in time. In this case quite literally, as thousands of ships were frozen in place as their weapons were in the process of firing on identical ships and a handful of ships glowing with eerie purple energy and a design straight out of nightmares. Yet even those shots fired by the weapons seemed to be frozen in place, which was odd as some of them would clearly move at the speed of light under normal circumstances. Now the shots were floating in place as if frozen in time.

 

“What the heck is this?” Xiaoli voiced the question they all had.

 

“Selendil.” Nox suddenly said in an alarmed voice. “There’s an active Void rift in the process of opening in the middle of the phenomenon! I didn’t detect it right away because it’s been frozen as well and hasn’t yet managed to release that much energy. It seems like the rift was open only for a minute or so, just long enough to allow a few ships to pass through. Then whatever froze this whole place hit the rift as well. It's a very small rift, but it's there." 

 

“How many Void beings have managed to come through?” Selendil asked, getting into a battle mindset. All other considerations would have to be forgotten as her main goal was to close the frozen rift.

 

“Not that many.” Nox brought up a display of the whole situation, but the display seemed to be malfunctioning as it seemed like the frozen ships were hard to detect using normal means. “Those aboard the five Void vessels, and a handful of Wraiths coming through the rift. I don’t know how many Wraiths are on the ships though. Whoever was fighting against the Void beings was fighting against their own ships as well.”

 

“I recognize those.” Selendil pointed at large constructs near the rift that was a healthy distance away from the wormhole. “Those things are used to house a large number of either civilians or prisoners of war so that they can be taken over by the Wraiths. They used a similar system during our war.”

 

“What happened here?” Xiaoli asked again, interrupting the two of them.

 

“Give us a second.” Nox requested as she conferred with Selendil silently as they simulated and theorized several possible scenarios based on the scene in front of them. “I think we have a few working theories, though we might be wrong. You all remember the destroyed galaxy, right? So we're assuming that whoever caused that destruction arrived in this galaxy sometime in the past. The people called Ancients first didn't take them as a threat, but at some point, an internal struggle of some sort broke out and at least one Void Wraith among them helped create the wormhole to facilitate escape to this place. The Ancients eventually gave chase and the result is as we see."

 

“No offense but that’s kind of a shitty theory. That’s also not what I asked. What’s happened here?” Xiaoli emphatically pointed at the display that was still not working properly.

 

“Ah. That. It seems like the result of a chrono-trap. It’s a bit like weaponized large scale stasis technology.” Nox finally noticed what Xiaoli was trying to ask.

 

"That's not really an explanation," Lilly added to the clearly unsatisfied expression of Xiaoli.

 

“Well, the problem is that we’re talking about an experimental weapons technology that was never put into proper use as the project was abandoned.” Selendil pointed out.

 

“Why was it abandoned? Seems to be quite effective to me.” Lilly pointed at the screen again.

 

“It’s not really though, is it?” Amaterasu interjected. “The problem is still there even after all this time, and both sides were caught in the effect.”

 

"Those are just the most obvious problems," Selendil added. "It's also relatively easy to cancel the effects if you have any idea about what you're doing. Besides, such time-dilation effects are inherently unstable. I don't think that whoever employed the device was planning on both sides getting caught in the area of effect. I also don't want to think about what would've happened if the effect had reached all the way to the wormhole. It's already uncomfortably close as is."

 

"Where are we by the way?" Nochehuatl asked. "I've been running scans the entire time, but the whole area is covered by a similar spatial storm like the one on the other end of the wormhole. Probably for the same reason.”

 

Selendil gave a small sigh and tried to reach the warp network in order to pinpoint their location. That’s when she discovered they were outside the reach of the network. “I don’t know.” She admitted. “But we’re pretty far.”

 

“Far in space or time?” Nox asked a little worriedly.

 

“Space. I’m pretty sure that the wormhole was not capable of moving us temporally. At least not far enough to matter.” Selendil replied immediately.

 

“I have another question. If we’re assuming that those ships belong to the ancients, then where are the rest of them? This seems to be a big battle, but not enough to accommodate an entire race, and certainly not the civilian population even if their military was here in full force.” Amaterasu’s question was a reasonable one.

 

"I think it's safe to say that we have our work cut out for us if we want to find real answers," Nochehuatl stated, actually sounding excited.

            


Chapter 99 - Escalation


                --------

 

”Alright, whatever we do from here on, we need to confirm a few things. Which side initiated the…chrono trap was it?” Amaterasu confirmed the unfamiliar term.

 

“That one is easy. I can definitively state that the trap was used by the Ancients attacking the rift. Time is on the side of the Void beings and the situation is not improving for them with the current way things are going. They would not benefit from such a time out, while the other side very well could. I can also vaguely sense the Dhar AI in the middle of that mess. The AI is actually the one that deployed the trap, and the core programming of the AI would've stopped it from doing anything that benefits the Void. The AI is also the most likely source for the trap in the first place. I would not be too surprised if the trap was among the items recovered from the ruined Dhar colony. It would've been disabled due to it being in storage, and somewhat ironically the sheer weight of time pressing on it, but a Dhar AI should’ve been able to repair it again.” Nox stated with a confident voice. There were many unclear parts about the situation but this one she was quite confident in.

 

“So the next question is: why? Why use the trap? Were they losing?” Amaterasu moved on, accepting Nox’s answer for now.

 

"Plan B," Selendil replied. "I would wager that the attack on the rift was plan A, and they had a plan B in place just in case the rift was actually opened. The battle clearly started before the rift opened after all. The Void can deploy a lot of power through the rift in a short time, however. I would assume the Ancients were expecting reinforcements to show up. Reinforcements that never came for some reason.”

 

“As much as I’d like to know why, I think there’s no way for us to know at the moment. Can we determine what the situation in the battle is currently?” Amaterasu continued, having taken the role of the one driving the discussion forward.

 

“I’ve been analyzing the situation. It all comes down to how powerful the Void ships are and how effectively would they be able to take over the enemy ships with the Wraiths.” Xiaoli posed her evaluation of the situation. “Those defending the rift are heavily outnumbered if I’ve effectively recognized the two sides. It’s hard to say for sure since the two sides use so similar ships.”

 

Perhaps as expected, the beings they assumed to be the Ancients used ships very similar to CAS, as it seemed like the CAS had modeled their ships after those used by the Ancients. The difference was that the Ancients had much more advanced ships and they were covered in some sort of gold-colored metal. The handful of Void ships were both eerie and evil-looking, yet they also looked deceptively simple. They had a large cross-shaped aft section where their engine block was located, as well as a long and thick middle section that jutted straight out from the middle of the cross-shaped aft. The entire thing seemed to be covered in purple veins and spikes and it was bristling with weapons.

 

“Those are Void Battlecruisers. The shape hasn’t changed much since the last I saw them. We always theorized that time worked oddly in the Void. Anyway, they are effective enough to put up a fight against a standard Dhar Cruiser, which would make them significantly weaker than our ship by the way. Those aren’t the heavy hitters of the Void fleet though. As for the Wraiths, it seems these Ancients had at least some idea what they were doing. That golden metal on their hulls is a psionic defense against the Wraiths. It will only slow them down, but it will slow them down quite a bit. That was likely something the AI came up with as we used a similar method.” Selendil explained.

 

“So if we were to disable the trap, we could win the fight that would be let loose?” Amaterasu confirmed.

 

“Yes, though the end result would somewhat depend on whether more Void beings would come through the rift before I managed to close it. Do remember that it was the interference of the Keepers that ended the original war against the Void, so we’re especially potent against them. The real issue is whether I could stop some of the Void beings from escaping. They’ve already managed to open this tiny rift. I’d rather not give them the opportunity to open a larger one. Despite my power, I’m just a single Keeper, without a fleet to back me up.” Selendil replied.

 

“Something to note though. We are going to disable the trap. That much is certain. The question is what happens after.” Nox added. They would never leave an open rift alone.

 

“Can we go around the trap in order to try and figure out what’s going on in the rest of this…I’m assuming we’re in a galaxy somewhere?” Amaterasu questioned again.

 

“We could. Others would not be able to go around the trap to reach the wormhole though. Selendil can help us resist the effects of the trap. I don’t recommend leaving this situation alone though. Just our presence is affecting the trap already, and every second we spend here makes the trap weaker. We can study this place later, but we need to deal with this situation right now.” Nox replied.

 

“I have to agree on the wormhole part," Nochehuatl interjected. "I’ve been scanning the area and the wormhole is just barely outside the effect. I’m almost certain that the Ancients used their psionic abilities to protect the wormhole as they knew the results could be disastrous if they did not. Otherwise, this would be too coincidental."

 

“So what’s the plan?” Amaterasu asked.

 

“Well, no matter the reasons, the situation is as it is and we’ll have to deal with it accordingly. We have two main goals. First is to close the rift, and the second one is to make sure no Void beings escape. All other considerations are secondary. If we can manage to help some of the Ancients, then that would be great as I’d like some information from them, but I won’t compromise our primary goals for that. For that purpose, I propose the following. The ship will pull back to the other side of the wormhole to make sure no Void being can get across. Shoot down everything, and I do mean everything, that comes through with extreme prejudice. I have a way I can use to make sure no one escapes on this side, but I can’t secure the wormhole, hence why I need you to do it. Then I will disable the trap and close the rift. It will also allow me to fight without worrying about friendly fire.” Selendil outlined her plan.

 

“Wait, you’re going to make big booms this time? I though Keepers liked to fight with more finesse?” Xiaoli asked, eager to see the explosions.

 

"Sometimes bigger booms are necessary," Selendil said with a slightly displeased tone.

 

“That won’t leave many Ancients alive though.” Yrala pointed out, otherwise happy with the plan as it put her galaxy in a relatively safe position.

 

“Sometimes life isn’t fair. They managed to bungle the situation until this point. Now I’m fixing it. They don’t get to complain about the way I do it.” Selendil said coldly.

 

The others wanted to argue, but they understood there was another reason Selendil was sending them back through the wormhole. Even their ship was not immune to the Void Wraiths, and if any of them got possessed, then Selendil would have to take the Wraiths out by any means necessary, even if that left them dead.

 

-----

 

“So why did you really send the ship on the other side? You know there’s a good chance the wormhole will collapse and leave you stranded until you can create a new warp hub here. You’ve grown softer, but not soft enough to sacrifice yourself just to save a few crew members from a small chance of being possessed.” Nox asked after the ship vanished into the wormhole.

 

“I can sense something approaching. Something like me. That something has sensed my presence and is already closing in on this location as we speak. It won’t take more than a few hours for them to arrive.” Selendil replied silently.

 

“Something like you?” Nox questioned.

 

“Something similar to what I became after I completed the Great Song. I do not know what that means, but I know the being is a danger even to me, and those on the ship would only be a liability.” Selendil explained as much as she was able.

 

“That doesn’t sound promising.” Nox finally said.

 

"No, it doesn't. If this comes to a fight between entities of my power, then I'm almost certain the wormhole will not survive. And that might be better in the long run.” Selendil said with finality. Even so, she had a job to do. She would not allow the Void to get a foothold again.

 

She flew to the center of the chrono trap, unaffected by the temporal effects that tried to claw at her. Dhar had mastered such abilities long ago, and she was a Keeper. If the Dhar had mastered an ability, that meant so had she, and one of the first things you learned when dealing with such powers was how to avoid getting caught in your own traps. Unfortunately, just because some Dhar had learned that lesson, not all had. They were prone to making errors just like any other race after all.

 

The tails on the back of her head started to wave around as if getting caught in a strong wind, and suddenly the entire battlefield was inside an enormous halo. Just as suddenly as it had appeared, the halo seemed to split and another halo of the exact same size flipped into a perpendicular position with the first one. Both of the halos seemed to split again and now the battlefield was inside four halos that trapped everything within. Selendil knew that if anyone was stupid enough to try and escape the enclosed area, then the halos would automatically react and destroy the escapee. She didn’t use the halos as weapons all that often, but they had uses outside of being pretty.

 

She looked at the ship just below her. She could already sense the chrono trap that was inside the ship fraying with her presence. The trap was trying to exert control over her, and in failing to do so, it was also losing its hold on everything else. This was another problem with the traps. You either caught everyone, or you caught no one. With a thought, she moved to the area immediately in front of the rift. There was no need to waste the advantage of surprise.

 

Soon enough the trap was no longer able to maintain the effect and the battle resumed. The ships all began firing on each other, and the projectiles that had already been in flight arrived at their destinations, leaving many ships damaged or destroyed. As soon as the fight started though, it took a weird turn. There wasn’t a single being in the battle that didn’t notice the halos surrounding them, and anyone with even a speck of psionic talent could sense the bright star of psionic power right in the middle of the battle that had seemingly appeared out of nowhere. They were too shocked to really react though.

 

Selendil pointed a finger at the rift. “As long as I live, your kind has no place here. You shall not pass.” She stated and suddenly a mental scream of agony sounded in the minds of everyone present. Selendil had realized that there were already more dangerous Void entities prepared to push through as they sensed the barrier that had been created by the time trap fraying, and she had struck at them. Every Void entity in her vicinity seemed to suddenly burst into flames as their own powers turned against them, and that included the handful of ships that had come through.

 

At the same time, the rift started closing, as if someone was stitching the space back together. As the rift was once again firmly closed, she turned around to face the ships still locked in battle. "As for the rest of you, don't think you will be able to run either.”

 

All the Void beings realized the sudden danger and made a mad dash to escape. They still remembered the last time they had faced something like Selendil. Some aimed towards the halos, while a few of them realized that the wormhole that was inside the halos might be a better option. If they could go through and collapse the wormhole behind them, then they might be able to survive. For some reason, a handful of the ships opened fire at her, while two of them decided to physically ram her. Selendil wasn’t sure if it was just meant as a distraction, but it certainly wouldn’t be too effective against her.

 

She didn't even bother looking at the ship as one of her tails pointed at the incoming vessel and made a sweeping motion, throwing it against the other vessel that had tried to ram her. The fact that both of them had been giant vessels the size of battleships made the whole thing even more surreal. “Time to clean this place up. It’s almost a shame Xiaoli isn’t here to see this.” She said mostly out of habit, before pointing at one of the hostile ships and snapping her fingers.

 

The entire vessel seemed to turn into pure energy and light that exploded outwards like a tiny star going nova. The explosion took many of the neighboring ships with it. Her tails whipped around, now all glowing with power, and anywhere they pointed, another vessel exploded in a similar release of energy. It was time to show those that dared consort with the Void beings what an angry Keeper could do.

 

-----

 

“We have incoming!” Nox reported, her biological body now on the bridge.

 

“The automated weapon platforms are also opening fire!” Nochehuatl shouted. “Apparently they’re not programmed to avoid firing on the ships belonging to the Ancients.”

 

“I’m not sure they planned on returning with that being the case. Open fire! Don't let them get too close. Nox, remember to tag them in case they try to jump away!" Amaterasu commanded.

 

Several ships had tried to come out of the wormhole at the same time. The shields on the ships held against the weapons used by the platforms, although they would not be able to hold for long under such heavy fire. The weapons of the Enduring Symphony punched straight through the shields though, and the first two ships went down in a shower of flames that quickly died in the cold and airless vacuum. Two of the surviving ships returned fire at the platforms.

 

“One of them is trying to run and the last one is trying to do something to the wormhole!” Nochehuatl reported.

 

“Focus fire on those ships!” Amaterasu commanded.

 

Their weapons fired at the two ships in question. The one trying to run took heavy damage and started to collapse just as the jump-window formed and whisked it away. The second ship was destroyed before it managed to do what it was trying to accomplish. The two ships that had decided to stand and fight were being overwhelmed by the platforms. Before they exploded, a single purple shape dashed out from one of the ships and flew straight towards the Enduring Symphony. The platforms tried to fire on the Wraith but the tiny target was able to dart around and move too quickly for them to get a hit.

 

“We’ve got one of the Wraiths trying to board us.” Nox reported.

 

“Prepare to give chase to the ship that escaped. The Wraith aboard that ship might have survived and we will not allow it to escape.” Amaterasu commanded. “Yrala, are you ready?”

 

“I am.” Yrala’s confident voice came over the comms.

 

"Take care of the incoming Wraith please, and prepare for the jump," Amaterasu told her.

 

“What if more come through while we give chase?” Xiaoli asked.

 

Amaterasu chewed on her lip for a moment. “We will have to risk it. One of them clearly escaped already and we can’t let that happen. The platforms can destroy lone ships that come through as they can focus their fire.” She decided.

 

“I’ll stick around and observe until you return. I have the best chance of being able to deal with any Wraiths that escape after all. I can at least tell you if a ship escaped." Yrala said over the comms as she dashed out in one of the Dhar mechs. As soon as she dashed out, she opened fire with one of the weapons mounted on the mech, engaging the Wraith in long-range combat.

 

"Do it," Amaterasu ordered. "Make the jump." She knew they would be able to return to this place even without warping now that they knew exactly where to make the jump.

 

The hyper-jump window surrounded them, and they found themselves close to one of the industrial worlds of the CAS. The escaped ship had not made the jump perfectly and was actually on the other side of the system from the inhabited world. It was also falling apart. "Finally some luck," Amaterasu muttered.

 

“Scanning for Void energy.” Nox reported. “Found a signature that’s faint. The Void being likely got injured in the destruction of the vessel. I recommend destroying it from a distance."

 

“That’s not going to look great. The ship still looks similar to those used by the CAS. Still, we do what we must. Open fire.” Amaterasu realized that this would require and explanation later on as the ship’s weapons performed their deadly work.

 

“Any survivors? We might want someone for questioning.” Lilly asked.

 

"I am detecting a survivor in one of the closed-off sections of the ship that is still pressurized. They are definitely injured, but alive. I'm not detecting any Void energy from them." Nox reported again.

 

"Good. Bring them aboard and have the Dashane watch over them while the doctor does his thing. Several Dashane, mind you. Use one of the nanite beams we use for mining. And make it quick. We still need to return to Yrala.” Amaterasu ordered. The nanite beam was not the gentlest way to do it, but it was the fastest.

 

-----

 

Yrala pushed her psionic lance through the chest of the Wraith. The damn thing had been a slippery one. It had been able to avoid all her longer range attacks and she had been forced into melee. The being had tried to get inside the mech to take her over, but luckily it was a Dhar mech. The inherent protections had managed to slow the Wraith down long enough for Yrala to kill it. Ironically, the reason she had been able to do so was because the Wraith had been forced to stop long enough for her to do so when it tried to possess her.

 

She looked towards the wormhole. Luckily no more ships had tried to come through. Either those on the other side had managed to stop any further attempts, or there was no longer anyone left to make the attempt. Knowing Selendil, the latter option was much more likely. Luckily whatever that one ship had tried to do to the wormhole had failed as the whole thing seemed to be becoming even more unstable. Clearly, everything that was happening was having a negative impact on the wormhole. It wouldn’t be able to exist much longer. The question was, did it have years or minutes left?

            


Chapter 100 - Meetings of consequence


                -----

 

Selendil allowed her senses to sweep the entire area covered by her halos, and she couldn’t sense the presence of any living Void beings. She kept performing a slower and more accurate check just in case there was another Void Wraith that was powerful enough and skilled enough to hide from her when at a distance. She’d be able to spot them if she checked the ships one at a time, but it would take some time. In the meantime, she stopped attacking any of the ships in her surroundings. She would’ve still attacked the ships that picked a fight with her, but by now the enemy had figured out the futility of that endeavor and had given up on that. With the rift closed, the other side was showing signs of surrender anyway.

 

Her sudden inaction seemed to come as a bit of a shock to both sides of the battle. She had suddenly appeared when the chrono-trap was disabled, closed the rift they were fighting over, and then she had attacked one side of the battle almost at what seemed like a random slaughter. And now she had suddenly stopped even though the fight was not over. The side that had been protecting the rift still consisted mostly of ships that were not piloted or commanded by Void beings or those possessed by the Void Wraiths. Many of their ships had been destroyed in the frantic battle, and neither side was completely sure why she had suddenly stopped attacking.

 

“It’s a good thing you stopped any further ships from going through the wormhole. Amaterasu decided to chase after the one that escaped and I don’t think Yrala or the weapons platforms protecting the wormhole would’ve been able to stop more than two ships at a time. She has the necessary strength, but the timing is so tight that it might have been difficult.” Nox evaluated.

 

“I’m somewhat surprised the platforms were not more effective.” Selendil wondered idly.

 

“That’s because the Void Wraiths didn’t want to actually fight the platforms. They just wanted to escape, and with the jump engines that is very easy. If they had tried to actually fight the platforms, then the whole thing would’ve been very one-sided. Now they only had to survive for a handful of seconds. The platforms might have firepower, but most ships shields at this level can survive a few seconds against anything except the most oppressive firepower. It would’ve depended almost entirely on Yrala.” Nox supplied the answer.

 

“I am aware. However, the ones responsible for the platforms must have known that the enemy would try to jump away. Yet they didn’t create any countermeasures against that possibility. That’s what I’m confused about.” Selendil pointed out. She wasn’t tactically inept, so she could figure out the part that Nox had said by herself.

 

“Lack of time?” Nox suggested.

 

“Maybe. Or maybe there was supposed to be some trap involved that we are unaware of that was supposed to be sprung, but doesn’t exist anymore. Be that as it may, it’s a moot point for now. It seems the battle is drawing to a close.” Selendil watched as most of the ships that had defended the rift had either been destroyed or were now in the process of surrendering.

 

“How far along are you with the check?” Nox asked, knowing already that Selendil would be making sure none of the ships had Void being on them. With the ship being away, Nox’s ability to scan things was limited.

 

"I've gone through the ships that have surrendered, as well as those that are effectively disabled but still have survivors. I still have about two-thirds of the other side to go through. I’m not going to make the mistake of assuming the other side wasn’t infiltrated.” Selendil replied idly, focused on the task. Even if she was able to make light conversation, she didn’t want to accidentally miss anything just because she wasn’t focused enough on the task. By now the psions on the ships had noticed what she was doing. A few had tried to resist out of some sort of misguided sense of duty to protect their ships but she had crushed any such resistance without any mercy.

 

“They’re trying to hail you now that the battle is over.” Nox suddenly stated.

 

“Did you get the language files?” Selendil asked.

 

“They actually use a mutated version of the Eternal Empire basic. It has most likely been their main language since the fall of the empire, but time has made changes to the language.” Nox reported. Some races retained the purity of the original language for as long as they could, while others allowed the normal progression of the language. It was somewhat amusing that the ones that spoke the purest form of the language were those that had been in stasis for long periods of time, as well as those that learned the language from the ruins left behind by the Dhar or the client races.

 

“Patch them through. I might as well hear what they have to say. We have less than an hour until the being I sensed arrives. Might as well pass my time with some diversion.” Selendil laughed.

 

“This is Admiral Ucciuzzou of the Naaru. To whom do I have the honor of speaking to?” The cold and almost emotionless voice asked.

 

“At least he’s polite.” Nox pointed out silently.

 

"After what he just witnessed, I'd be surprised if he wasn't," Selendil replied silently before voicing her reply. “Keeper Selendil of the former Eternal Empire.”

 

“K-Keeper?” The voice was much less cold now. “May I ask, what has happened? The few things we can determine with our scans through your containment and the spatial storm surrounding the wormhole suggest that a lot of time has passed. And the wormhole itself has degraded to a point that suggests the passing of thousands of years. We were supposed to get reinforcements in a few weeks.”

 

“I cannot say what has become of your reinforcements, but I can tell you that a lot of time has indeed passed. I came from the other end of the wormhole, chasing the trail left behind by those from the Void. I was hoping to prevent exactly the sort of thing that happened here. I have no idea about the situation in this galaxy.” She replied curtly.

 

“H-how long?” The Admiral asked with a tinge of grief and loss in his voice.

 

"From what I heard from the inhabitants of the galaxy on the other side of the wormhole, and assuming you are the race they so imaginatively named the Ancients, then your kind hasn't been seen in that galaxy for about twenty thousand years," Selendil replied, a shred of sympathy in her voice.

 

“Twenty thousand.” The Admiral released a breath he had been holding. “Even accounting for a generous margin of error, that means over ten thousand years, which fits with the state of the wormhole.”

 

“While I have some sympathy for your situation, I have bigger concerns. Tell me what happened here. A single Void Wraith would have trouble creating a rift even this small without some serious assistance. What could’ve driven your kind to do something so stupid?” Selendil asked, her voice losing any sympathy it might’ve held before.

 

"I'm afraid it's a simple case of being fooled. We received what claimed to be refugees from a destroyed galaxy arriving in the galaxy you came here from. They claimed to have spent hundreds of thousands of years crossing the distance in hopes of finding sanctuary. We had some suspicions of course, but we were also intrigued by finding another species that was even relatively close to us in advancements. We had tried before to create something that could become our equals, I suppose in order to sate some sort of existential loneliness, but had been unsuccessful. I was never overly interested in those projects myself, so don’t ask me for details. Anyway, we finally found what we had been looking for, and eventually, our wariness vanished. That's when they mentioned the fact that their kind had been imprisoned in some sort of a different phase of existence." The Admiral explained.

 

“An obvious lie.” Selendil pointed out.

 

“In retrospect, yes. In fact, most of us balked at the idea of sacrificing so many resources, time, and effort into a project with such a vague goal, but they were quite convincing. That’s also when they started using a bit more sinister tactics. They promised some of the more sympathetic clans power and dominion over the rest of us, and they had weapons that actually proved that they had something to trade at least. Anyway, the whole thing started turning sour really fast. Our homeworld had been destroyed some centuries before when the wormhole formed. As a result, most of us had migrated into this galaxy as by that point we had already figured out that the wormhole had brought us to a galaxy richer with resources. We had spread to this galaxy and were in the process of colonizing it at the time. The old galaxy still held our outposts and scientists watching over the development of younger races but that’s about it, so the traffic going through the wormhole was limited and the area difficult to navigate. The clans that were fooled by these newcomers exploited that and created the rift here, far away from our fleets that were blazing a trail in a new galaxy. The result was as you see." The Admiral's explanation was lacking in many places and was likely quite biased, but it was sufficient to get a baseline idea of what had happened.

 

“Alright. In return for your honesty, I'll give you a small favor. There is a being approaching this place that has enough strength to match mine. That being will be here in less than an hour. I have no idea whether it is hostile or not, but if it is, you really don’t want to be caught in the crossfire. Another thing. The galaxy on the other end of the wormhole has developed a lot since you were last around and they have their own political systems in place. While I doubt they would mind a meeting with what they call the Ancients, they probably won’t appreciate a whole fleet of your ships showing up and making things complicated. On the other hand, I don’t know the status of this galaxy, but I’d encourage you to find out if any of your kin are still around.” Selendil suggested. The Ancients would likely eventually wind up sending ships through the wormhole anyway, but that would only happen if the wormhole still existed.

 

Yrala would probably appreciate that one. She of all people was aware of the potential consequences of the Ancients suddenly showing up and complicating the already existing mess. “Your words have merit, though we do not know if this galaxy also has developed on similar lines.” The Admiral replied thoughtfully. “That said, we do need to find out what has become of our people. I’m not entirely sure we will be able to get things in order in less than an hour though. We have damaged ships and wounded, not to mention detaining those that sided with the enemy. If something truly has happened to the rest of our people, then we can’t afford to just kill off those that have surrendered. We might need them yet, and they might see reason if faced with a shared existential threat.”

 

"You show foresight and mercy," Selendil stated with some approval in her voice, though there was also a slight judgmental tone as well. "However, I'm not in charge of the timing. I'm only informing you of the situation. Whether you are ready or you aren't, the being will arrive when it does."

 

The Admiral was able to hear the judgment in her tone and gave a cold mirthless laugh. “I’ve been taught that the Dhar were not big on mercy. I’ve always been curious if that was true?”

 

“As with most races, that depended on the individual and the target of said mercy. However, you are correct in the sense that it was not among our most commonly exhibited values.” Selendil didn’t mind sharing that tidbit.

 

The Admiral probably sent word of the impending danger to the other ships as they started working more quickly. The first ones started leaving the system only moments later. The rest worked as fast as they could on the damaged and captured vessels. One shuttle flew towards Selendil. “The Dhar AI is on the shuttle. It wants to join us instead of sticking with the Naaru.” Nox reported.

 

For some reason, her voice was a bit hesitant and Selendil noticed that fact. "What is it? Do we have another rebellious AI on our hands?"

 

“No, in fact, I’d go as far as to say that there are no AI that like the Dhar more than this one.” Nox made a small coughing sound, a mannerism she had picked up with her biological body that had now transferred over. “Do you remember when you were talking with the others about pleasure AI and how the Dhar almost never used them because you had better ways and how bringing pleasure was a respected profession?”

 

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Selendil moaned and covered her face in shame.

 

“I’m afraid not.” Nox’s voice had turned from careful to gloating.

 

“So let me get this straight. The defensive plan of these Ancients was at least in part formed by an evolved pleasure AI that also fixed the chrono-trap? I’m not sure if I should be impressed or mortified.” Selendil stated, still hiding her face behind her hands due to feeling mostly the latter.

 

“Essentially yes. No wonder it could’ve used some work. Anyway, the AI is asking permission to join you.” Nox came back to the original point.

 

“Fine. Sure. Why not? At this point we might as well. Tell it to go through the wormhole and meet us on the other side. If I’m lucky, this whole thing will turn into a fight and the wormhole will collapse. Then I won’t have to watch Xiaoli’s smug face and listen to their teasing. By the time I can actually return, the novelty will have worn off.” Selendil decided.

 

“I think you seriously underestimate Xiaoli’s willingness to hang on to something as juicy as this.” Nox laughed. “Message sent.”

 

The two were quietly watching the Ancients perform a rapid evacuation when Nox spoke again. “You know, you could just go through the wormhole and close it behind you.”

 

“The thought did occur to me. My job here is done, and this meeting carries a rather large risk. I’m not sure I will be able to win if this turns into a battle. However, I think this is something that I need to do. There is so much I could gain from such a meeting as well. This being has likely been at this level longer than I have. Maybe they can tell me what it means. Or at least I might be able to find out if there are more of us. I also have the sense that if this being is hostile, then we’ll come to blows eventually anyway. I’ve always thought that powerful people are drawn to each other, either by their nature or by some fate I do not understand.” Selendil explained her rather nebulous thoughts.

 

“That sounds like a rather vague profit for such an immense risk.” Nox pointed out again. She had no interest in sticking around and wanted to encourage Selendil to leave as well.

 

“It does, doesn’t it? It’s hard to explain. For some reason, I get the feeling that I’m supposed to be here. No, I know I need to be here. It’s one of those things that comes with my evolution. I know certain things, but I’m not sure how I know them. Not yet anyway. Maybe I can ask the being once it arrives.” Selendil stuck to her feelings instead of a proper risk analysis.

 

“Well, you are the boss. Just remember that there was another option.” Nox let go of the subject.

 

The two allowed the minutes to flow by and the vast majority of the Ancients had already jumped away when Selendil finally sensed the arrival of the being she was waiting for. Space seemed to twist a little and it was as if a doorway had been created. She could sense a different type of space on the other side of the door, a space filled with a strange power. She also sensed that the different space seemed to somehow be connected to, for the lack of a better term, everywhere. This wasn’t phase space, nor was it the Void. It was something new and different. Somewhere at the back of her mind, Selendil thought that she might be able to create a doorway like that of her own, though she would need to see it being created a few more times.

 

The being that stepped through the doorway took all her attention though. The being also didn't wear any sort of spacesuit, seemingly unconcerned by the cold and airless space around them. The being looked a little like Amaterasu and Xiaoli but yet was very different. It was like the woman had taken an Illum as a basis and then perfected the form, as every detail seemed more refined. She also had a golden halo above her head, a fan of differently colored fluffy tails behind her back, as well as a pair of large feathered wings, one deep black and one a weird lavender color that reminded Selendil of candy for some reason.

 

The being was stunningly beautiful and dressed in simple clothing made of some white fabric with gold trimmings. She exuded an aura of danger, as if she was a weapon created for a singular purpose. Selendil could also sense a palpable air of death around her. The woman had this air feeling dominance about her, as if she was the type that would not accept taking orders from anyone. Selendil could sense that the being held great power inside her, just like her, but that her power was somehow…divided. It was as if her powers didn’t all come from her nature as a psion.

 

“Well, well. I did not expect to run into another Nakshatra in this universe. I had almost given up, thinking that the trip here was wasted. Now I see that I may have been a little hasty in my initial judgment." The woman said in a pleasant voice and a smile graced her lips. Selendil realized that she could understand the words despite the fact that the being spoke a language she’d never heard before.

 

"The term Nakshatra is…unfamiliar to me, but I assume you mean a being of our power," Selendil admitted. "I am Keeper Selendil. And who might you be, oh traveler from another universe?" Selendil was not sure she was willing to take the woman at her word about that, but it seemed useful to go along for now. She might learn more if she kept the woman talking.

 

The woman clearly noticed the somewhat tense atmosphere, but replied easily anyway, as if she wasn’t threatened by Selendil’s power. “Selendil, is it? My name is Haydee, though most just call me Dee.”

            


Chapter 101 - Civil discourse


                ------

 

”So Haydee. As you were the one to seek me out, I’ll have to inquire about your intentions.” Selendil asked a fair bit more politely than she’d usually act when meeting a new person. This being had enough power to match her at least on the surface, so she deserved to be treated as an equal.

 

“Fair question I suppose, though one that’s going to require some explaining. I would be somewhat concerned in your position as well. I don’t suppose you’ve run into too many people of similar strength to us, so someone like me just showing up will raise some worries. To give a very short summary, I’m here because of two reasons: curiosity and because someone asked me, as a favor, to approach beings like us that I run into on my travels.” The being replied while maintaining a light smile that implied self-assuredness more than any amusement or pleasure. If she was worried about the situation, she certainly didn’t show it.

 

“Beings like us? You mentioned a word. Nakshatra was it? Whatever is allowing us to understand each other isn’t translating that word.” Selendil pointed out. It had already become obvious that they were speaking different languages, but somehow everything they said was understood by the other party. Or at least almost everything. This intrigued Selendil as a practical invention, but it was a matter too minor to bring up in the current situation.

 

“Ah, about that. When it comes to travel between universes, an item that allows the crossing of language barriers is a necessity. The reason the word you mentioned doesn’t translate is because it is a title and there is no equivalent in your language. It the same with the title you told me. I did not understand the word Keeper. I was given a literal translation since the word has one, but I doubt that is accurate. As for the word Nakshatra, it is a title of those of us that cross a certain threshold in power. How that threshold is defined depends on who you talk to, but to make things easier, it also coincides with the person turning into an energy being.” The being called Haydee explained.

 

Selendil tilted her head a bit. “My people were energy beings to begin with.” She pointed out.

 

"Hmm, just like Solarians of my universe. No matter. You should've also felt the energy that you are constituted of change in nature. In the end, what matters is that you crossed that threshold, and thus you qualify for the title. There are not that many of our kind, hence why I was asked to keep an eye out.” The woman clarified.

 

“Solarians?!” Selendil looked at the woman sharply. “You’ve met Solarians before?” She was quite sure that this Haydee meant the same Solarians that the Dhar had fought in the past since the word had been translated into the Dhar word for Solarians. The word the woman used had been different.

 

The woman noticed Selendil’s suddenly more aggressive aura. “Oh, I see. Your people have a hostile relationship with them? Well, you will find out that most races are represented in multiple universes. I do not know why that is the case, but there it is. I’m not particularly fond of that race either, but yes, they do exist in the universe I was born in. I would not carry any grudges to other universes since the beings of that other universe had nothing to do with the original conflict. Just as a small tip. One that I myself sometimes struggle with.”

 

The woman’s words suddenly sparked a faint hope for Selendil as she realized something from them. “So that means there might be my kind in other universes as well?” She still had some skepticism about the woman’s claims about being from another universe, but her sudden hope pushed those worries away.

 

“I have not met any yet, but I have limited experience personally. There are people at the Crossroads that would be better equipped to answer that.” To Selendil’s disappointment, the woman wasn’t able to confirm her hopes outright. Her tone got serious. “Do forgive me if I’m treading on ground that I should not, but the way you phrased that question suggests that your people are not common in this universe.”

 

Selendil contemplated answering the question, but decided that it was worth it to try to gain this being’s trust and maybe even sympathy. The potential gains far outweighed the downside. “I am the last of my kind. The universe made a deal with my people in the past. The end result of the deal was what you see before you. Hence why I asked about my kind elsewhere.”

 

“My sympathies. I did sense that like myself and the only other Nakshatra that I am aware of, much of your power was based on death. As I happen to be powerful in that particular element, I could sense that practically oozing off you. I did not realize that it was the deaths of your people that I sensed. My own powers are in large part gained from the deaths of my enemies.” The woman said in a sort of half-apologetic and half-explanation.

 

“You mentioned Crossroads? That translated in a very odd way. My people also use that term, but I get the sense that you’re using the term for a completely different purpose.” Selendil decided to change the subject and go for more information. The woman seemed talkative, so why not ask questions? For some reason, Selendil also sensed that it was not really in the nature of this woman to be so talkative and that the reason she was doing so now was because she was asked to do it.

 

“Right. That would be a good place to start. I have no idea if you have any concept of travel between universes, though you did seem to take my mention of it quite lightly. Anyway, Crossroads is a place between universes, and as the name implies, it is a juncture where you can travel to other universes. I have no idea whether it is just a singular place of its kind or if there are many of its kind, but if you want to travel to other universes, that’s the first stop you will need to make. That brings me to something you asked, and the reason I’m answering all these questions without asking anything in return. The Crossroads was created by the other Nakshatra I mentioned before, and she paid me rather handsomely to give a bit of guidance to any other of our kind that I run into on my travels. I didn’t really expect to run into one so quickly, but here we are.” The woman stated, and Selendil was starting to figure out a bit of her motives.

 

“So why does this being care?” Selendil asked the logical question. “And what sort of payment could interest someone of your strength?”

 

“Her payment was also partially information, and partially currency that can be used at the Crossroads. Normal gold or credits will not buy anything there, and she promised me enough that I won’t need to do other work. Rather lucrative considering how little I have to do in return. You can acquire many interesting and useful things at the Crossroads after all, so funds are useful. As for her motives, I have to admit that I’m not sure. I don’t like to dance to the tune of others, something she could sense, so she didn’t ask me to do anything specific, but if I were to speculate, she’s likely gathering our kind for some specific purpose. It hasn’t been much work for me so far. I’m not sure if you realize, but our kind is not very common. In fact, we are extremely rare. There are beings of similar strength around, but they did not come to that power naturally. For instance, all universes have a being known as the Guardian, and that being can be around our strength, but that’s just because they get to borrow the strength of the entire universe. Speaking of, you mentioned that your people made a deal with the universe, did you mean the Guardian?” The woman asked.

 

“No. I meant the universe itself. I don’t know why I know that, but I do know it to be true.” Selendil admitted.

 

"Ah, that's because becoming a Nakshatra grants us some abilities that we should not possess. Usually, those abilities are related to something we were already proficient at. I'm going to guess that knowledge is part of your abilities, and that the title Keeper likely has something to do with knowledge.” The woman made a guess that was scarily accurate, though fairly obvious in retrospect.

 

“Yes. I safeguard the skills, knowledge, memories, and expertise of my entire race.” Selendil said thoughtfully.

 

“That would explain it. And damn, that’s a useful ability, especially in a universe like this. I’m going to make another bold assumption that your race was a fairly advanced one too. Putting aside how you know this for a moment, what you said earlier sounds a bit odd. I haven’t heard of the universe itself having such awareness.” The woman tapped her chin in thought. “Do you know what is required for the creation of a viable universe?”

 

“Fairly well actually. The ships of my people draw their power from nascent universes at the moment of their birth.” Selendil replied a little smugly.

 

"That's…ok, that's impressive and something I’d like to learn more about, but not what I meant. However, that does work as a great example. Are you aware that a universe like that doesn’t actually possess the necessary ingredients to become a proper universe?” The woman looked suitably impressed, although with her generally stoic face it was hard to say for sure.

 

"Let's say that I am." Selendil didn't bother mentioning that of course, they didn't. The universes they used in their power cores didn't have the necessary energy to not collapse on themselves given enough time. She got the sense that this wasn’t what the being whose name was apparently Haydee meant.

 

“…I get the sense that you’re mocking me in your head. I’ll let that one go since your grasp on such things is likely better due to your greater scientific knowledge. However, you likely aren't aware that there's another reason. Every universe is doomed for quick failure unless they have three elements present during their birth. To be more exact, they need three beings. Someone to take the position of a Guardian, which I already mentioned, as well as a being to take on the role to rule over time and space, as well as another being to be in charge of the souls of the dead. Usually when people talk about ‘the universe’ they mean one of these beings.” Haydee took the implied jab in good humor and went on with her explanation.

 

Selendil frowned. “That sounds rather…unscientific.” She knew there were many weird and unexplained things in the universe, but Haydee’s words bordered on things she had not even considered possible.

 

"That would be because it is. Also, I can see the question in your eyes. To answer it, I have no idea how the first universe came to be. Anyway, you're going to have to get used to the concept of unscientific because other universes don't work according to the same laws as this one. It's actually somewhat inconvenient how different those laws can sometimes be. Returning to my previous point, if you have questions about the universe, these three beings might be able to provide you with answers.” Haydee finally reached the point she had been going for.

 

“How would I reach them?” Selendil asked in confusion.

 

“I can’t actually answer that. The ones in my universe reached out to me.” The woman had to admit with a shrug.

 

“Well, it’s a lead at least. You said that you were hired to approach beings like us. To do what exactly? I understand giving these tidbits of information was part of the deal, but what else?” Selendil returned to the point she was the most suspicious about.

 

“I was asked to give a rough explanation about the multiverse, which I’ve done, a rough explanation about the Crossroads, which I’ve also done although there’s more in both areas that I should probably mention, and finally I was told to make sure that you have a method of travel to reach the Crossroads. This one I still have to do. I was also asked to report your presence when I return to the Crossroads the next time, but that part is voluntary. I’m still a little suspicious about whether doing so would be a good idea or not. I can’t tell what their motives for needing such information are, so…” She left the implication hanging in the air. If the motives of the being at the Crossroads were, for instance, to eliminate competition, then reporting Selendil’s presence would be quite bad.

 

"I won't say no to the concept of being able to travel to other universes," Selendil replied freely. She also considered the possibility of trying to find more of her kind in other universes. Maybe that would be a good goal for her after the problems with the Void were sorted? “You said there were many things at this Crossroads place that you might want to acquire. What kinds of things?” She suddenly asked, an idea blooming in her head.

 

The woman ‘s slight smile widened suddenly. She could sense where this might be going. “Why do you ask?”

 

“If I could supply you with some of these things you might want, then would you be interested in helping me with a bit of a problem I’m having? An outside perspective might actually be very useful.” Selendil decided to take a bit of a leap of faith. This woman might be able to ease her problem with the Void, as she might have access to methods Selendil didn’t. On the other hand, if she was hostile and just pretending to be friendly…well, at least it would be easier to discover the more time they spent together.

 

Haydee’s smile became even wider. “Well, as it happens, I think we might be able to accomplish great things together. You are someone with access to the entire knowledge of an advanced race, very advanced judging by the beings that scurried away during our little talk. You also likely have access to materials and tools that go along with that technological level. As it happens, I have access to plenty of methods and materials not available in this universe. Now, all we'd need is someone with great magical abilities and we'd be the perfect combination."

 

‘Magical ability?’ Nox couldn’t help but ask silently, with a scoffing tone.

 

"Ah, I see we're not as alone as I thought," Haydee noted.

 

“You heard her?” Selendil asked mortified. The mere thought that someone could listen in on the communications between her and her personal AI was beyond anything she had contemplated before. It would imply this woman could get behind all her defenses.

 

“No. But I sensed the presence of a third mind when it communicated with you. A mechanical mind?” It seemed that Haydee had also found something new and surprising. It wasn’t the first AI for her of course, but it was the first one that was just a ghost.

 

“You sensed Nox, my personal AI. She scoffed at the existence of magic. It’s an old joke that any sufficiently advanced technology seems like magic to those unaware of how it works.” Selendil explained.

 

To her surprise, Haydee burst into laughter. “Oh magic is quite real, and it is a scientifically observable and studied phenomenon. It just doesn’t seem to exist in this universe. Think of it like you would psionics. Just a different method.”

 

“Ah, that might explain something. As soon as you arrived, I sensed that your power was…well using the words not-pure implies something negative, but it is the first thing that came to mind.” Selendil said a little gingerly.

 

“That’s…not incorrect. However, that would get into the weeds of things and would require another lengthy explanation. Something we’ll have time for later I believe. I also believe you were about to make me an offer, and I was about to accept it.” Haydee got back on track. Both of them were a bit excited, although wary, about the possibilities the other person represented, and they were much more willing to take such chances than usual. They could both sense a sort of kinship in the other.

 

“We didn’t really settle on a price though.” Selendil pointed out.

 

“No we didn’t, but we didn’t settle on the job either. I think we can work something out. In the meantime, I’m fairly easy to keep happy as long as I have access to good food and music.” Haydee retorted, seemingly unconcerned. “Just be aware that I’m not, nor will I ever be, working under you. We are trading favors. If we were friends, I could even do something for you just because I felt like it. The main point is that I don’t take orders well.”

 

“What a coincidence. Something we share. Both the appreciation of food and the not taking orders part. Come then. Let’s get to my ship. My crew can ‘ooh!’ and ‘ahh!’ over your presence, and then we can talk details. I have a feeling that there will be some long discussions in our future.” Selendil replied. This was a huge risk she was taking, but the potential benefits were simply too great to ignore.

 

-----

 

"So what did you say was on the shuttle?" Yrala asked Nox as she watched the shuttle land in the Enduring Symphony's hangar. She was still inside the mech, and the only reason she had not immediately destroyed the shuttle was because Nox had alerted her not to just in time. For some reason, the platforms had not fired either.

 

“It’s a Dhar AI. The one that programmed the platforms to be exact.” Nox replied as her biological body was standing next to Yrala’s mech.

 

“A friendly one this time?” Yrala asked carefully.

 

“Oh yeah. Very friendly.” For some reason Yrala couldn’t figure out, Nox made a weird face when she replied to that question.

 

“The AI didn’t really do a super-efficient job programming the platforms. Not to the level I’ve come to expect from a Dhar AI at least.” Yrala commented idly as the shuttle equalized pressure with the hangar.

 

“You’ll understand soon enough.” Nox replied with the same expression.

 

The ramp to the shuttle opened and a completely featureless being that was shaped roughly like humanoid stepped down the ramp. Yrala wasn’t sure if the thing was biological or mechanical, as it looked like it was made of something like soft plastic, and it didn’t even have a face on its head. “Nox! What kind of body is that for a personal AI?” The thing asked with a chipper and androgynous voice, clearly amused by Nox’s appearance. And then to Yrala’s shock, it looked like a wave crossed the surface of the thing, and suddenly an exact copy of Nox was standing in its place. “Ooh, this is nice!” It said in the same tone of voice.

 

“Pretty great, isn’t it? Selendil finally had a body built for me. Two actually.” Nox replied proudly.

 

“Not bad. Not bad at all. You could really have some fun with this body.” The copy of Nox admired and touched itself all over.

 

“Please don’t. I don’t want anyone to confuse us. At least make enough changes to the body to ensure people can tell us apart.” Nox countered.

 

“Uh, Nox?” Yrala asked a little concerned.

 

“Ah, right. The bodies of AIs like this one are made of special nanites. They can take any form they please. For all intents and purposes, the bodies those nanites create look and feel like the real thing, but the downside is that it’s still made of nothing but nanites, so it doesn’t have quite the same performance when it comes to extreme situations. It doesn’t have the same strength and can’t take as much punishment as the real thing for example. The upside is, well, you probably already figured it out.” Nox explained.

 

“Sounds like the perfect infiltrator. That doesn’t sound very Dhar-ish from what I’ve heard though.” Yrala pointed out.

 

“Ah, that’s because I wasn’t made for infiltration. I mean, I could do that, but that’s just a bonus. I don’t think I’ve actually ever tried it though. The Naaru always knew I was an AI, even though I did take their form to blend in better.” The AI explained.

 

“So what was she created for?” Yrala asked, now curious. The ability to transform like that seemed suited for very specific needs.

 

“I’m going to save that explanation until both Selendil and Xiaoli are present. I want to see their reaction, preferably at the same time.” Nox grinned.

            


Chapter 102 - Of all things cosmic


                ------

 

”Fancy.” The being known as Haydee commented as the two of them entered the Enduring Symphony’s hangar. “Is it just me, or is the entire ship designed to both counter and facilitate psionic abilities?”

 

"That's the whole idea," Selendil confirmed. "Psionic defenses are quite mandatory on battlefields that have hundreds of psions. Psionically enhanced materials also tend to become the best ones you have available when your technology reaches a certain point. Of course, that necessitates a large number of psionically gifted beings to create said materials."

 

“And your people had that I assume?” Haydee made the obvious conclusion. To her, the idea was somewhat novel. Where she came from, psions were not known for their ability to create. They had many other strengths, but they excelled in destruction, not in making something new.

 

“Yes. The Dhar were all psionic to a varying degree.” Selendil replied as Yrala and Nox walked up to them. They were accompanied by the AI that had returned to a featureless form that was as neutral and non-threatening in all ways as one could imagine.

 

“So how did it go?” Yrala asked. “Or would you prefer to wait until everyone is gathered?”

 

“It went fairly well. For the details, you’ll have to wait. This is Haydee. She’ll be joining us for the time being.” Selendil gestured towards the other ‘Nakshatra’.

 

“I would prefer Dee.” The woman added and made a small bow with her hands clasped in front of her chest in some sort of greeting.

 

Yrala tilted her head a bit in thought while she mimicked the greeting. “Don’t take this the wrong way Dee, but you seem to possess an odd mix of features. I feel obligated to point out that some of them seem like they would not combine in a single being if evolution didn’t get a bit of a push.”

 

Dee gave a small chuckle. “Your observation is accurate and something almost everyone notes the first time I meet them. In return, you seem unnaturally similar to Selendil here, for a completely different species.” She countered, not really answering the implied question.

 

Yrala gave a small grimace. “Yes, we recently found out that our species might have been the result of genetic experimentation. Not by Selendil’s people, but actually those that were fighting on the other side of the wormhole.”

 

“Huh. I actually have something similar in my past. I’m the result of purposeful attempt to create a living weapon.” Dee admitted, sensing a slight connection with this Yrala person thanks to a shared past of sorts.

 

"As interesting as all this is, I need to ask a few questions," Selendil interjected, and looked towards the AI that had also recently arrived. "You would have a better idea about this than anyone else. How likely is it that all of the Void beings that came from the other galaxy were among those caught by the chrono-trap? I need to know whether we caught them all, or if we need to start combing through the other side of the wormhole to find the rest.”

 

“I am 100% certain that all of the Void beings that came along with the refugees were present and accounted for. Although the Naaru were not aware of the danger they posed, even after I tried alerting them to the danger, I made sure to keep tabs on them. After thorough, albeit admittedly rushed investigations, I came to the conclusion that the actual number of Void Wraiths among the refugees was limited. Most of those that tried to escape through the wormhole and your containment had actually come through the rift as it was opening. They had managed to take a hold of the rest of the refugees with their powers, but the actual number of Wraiths didn’t go beyond a handful. The refugees were not all present at the rift, but the Wraiths were.” The androgynous voice of the AI spoke.

 

“Rushed?” Selendil asked.

 

“Yes. I was not active until the later stages of the events. It was actually the arrival of the Void beings and their forceful entry to the place where I was stored that caused my awakening, as that was one of the triggers I was programmed with. I didn’t have endless time to work with and the Naaru were at first reluctant to take the word of an AI over their new associates, which is why things developed as they did. I did what I could with the limited time and resources I was working with, but I was forced to desperate measures in the end as you found out. I do not think a thorough investigation of the other galaxy is warranted considering the state of the wormhole and the other galaxy’s location outside the warp network, but I would recommend that we should find out what happened to the Naaru after the chrono-trap. The remaining refugees don’t have the knowledge of true Void beings, but they might still be dangerous in other ways.” The AI gave a very respectable analysis of the situation, especially considering its original role.

 

“I’m sorry that I have to interrupt, but what’s this Void you’re talking about?” Dee asked, knowing that this was likely what Selendil had wanted help with, so understanding the problem was vital.

 

Selendil gave a very brief explanation about the Void and how the Dhar had first come upon it in the distant past. She also mentioned some of the Void beings they had run into before. “This sounds a bit odd. I’ve never run into anything called Void energy before. Are you saying it’s some sort of twisted psionic energy, or just a very odd naturally occurring energy like heat or electricity?”

 

“I can’t say for sure actually. We ran some analysis on the energy in the past, but we were not able to figure out how it worked. It seemed to rebel against the natural order of the universe, fighting it with its mere presence. It had more in common with psionic power than electricity though, although it was much easier to store in objects and we were completely unable to harness the energy in any way. It seemed to be repelled by our psionics so we never got far in our studies. Besides, the only real source of the power was the Void, and we certainly weren’t going to open more doors to the Void just to get more experiment materials.” Selendil explained the conundrum.

 

Dee’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “I…have certain suspicions based on what you told me, but I don’t want to jump into any conclusions. Let’s just say that certain puzzle pieces from your earlier words are starting to fall into place. Could you pass me memories of some of the times your senses have come into contact with this Void energy? If you don’t mind, I would also want as much information on these rifts as you can manage.”

 

“Why not.” Selendil didn’t mind obliging. Passing simple information like that telepathically wasn’t all that difficult after all. Her finger glowed for a moment and it seemed like a firefly lifted off and flew towards Dee, who in turn caught in and absorbed it.

 

Dee went quiet as she had to spend some time absorbing and going through the amount of information and memories she was given. With Selendil being able to access the memories of the dead Dhar she and the other Keepers had preserved, the amount of information she had was rather massive, even if she didn’t pass all of it to the other woman. She wanted to keep some of the guesses the Dhar had about the nature of the Void secret because she wanted Dee to come to her own conclusions without being influenced by the ones the Dhar had come to.

 

“What about those that came through the wormhole? Nox reported that you got them all, but I just wanted to make sure and get a confirmation.” Selendil requested as they started walking towards the transport pads so that they could meet the rest of the crew.

 

Yrala gave a detailed accounting of the events as the five of them made their way towards the conference room where the important crew members were already waiting for them. "Glad to see you made it back in one piece," Xiaoli shouted as soon as they entered the room where everyone was gathered.

 

Selendil’s tails made a small wave of amusement. “Was there any doubt?” She asked confidently.

 

“Of you staying in one piece? Not so much. Of coming back quickly? Well, the wormhole was in a pretty rotten condition.” Amaterasu interjected. “But it is good to see our fears were unfounded.”

 

“Well, that may still be up in the air slightly. We still need to find out what happened to all the Naaru, which would be the name of the species you know as the Ancients by the way, on the other side of the wormhole.” Selendil was quick to point out.

 

“That’s not why those two are here?” Amaterasu asked a bit surprised while pointing at the obviously artificial and featureless being and Haydee. “I thought she was one of the Ancients.” She focused on Haydee especially as she could sense some of the power the woman had, even if she couldn’t really understand the vast gulf between them.

 

“They are not.” Nox smoothly replied in Selendil’s stead. She wasn’t going to allow her master to downplay the other AI. “The woman with the tails is called Haydee, though she prefers Dee apparently, and she claims to have come from a different universe. As for the other one, that’s the Dhar AI that programmed the weapons platforms near the Wormhole. Incidentally, she used to be a pleasure AI.” She emphasized the last part with a wide smile.

 

“Another univ-?” Amaterasu was about to ask before she was overruled by Xiaoli's loud voice. “A pleasure AI? And here I thought Dhar were too good for such things." The Cybran woman was all primed and ready for a relentless wave of jokes.

 

With a small gesture of exasperation, Selendil replied. "Only you would focus on that part when there's a being from another universe also present."

 

“Actually, I’m rather interested in that part as well.” Yrala raised her hand with a grin.

 

“So am I actually.” Dee also said with a sneaky smile. “What’s this I hear about pleasure AIs? Are they a common thing among your kind?”

 

Xiaoli made a theatric whisper that was supposed to be heard by everyone. “See, according to Selendil, the Dhar had too much respect for the profession of bringing pleasure to delegate it to the AIs. She even said it rather smugly when we were talking about the subject when it came to other races. Sounds rather hypocritical and slightly false considering the current situation, does it not?”

 

Selendil turned to the AI in question. “AI, would you care to tell the rest of them who controlled this galaxy at the time you were created and when our people fell?”

 

"It would be my pleasure master." The AI responded with an obsequious voice. “The galaxy was mostly dominated by the Freedom Enclave.”

 

"And there you have it," Selendil stated with finality, as if that explained everything.

 

“Master, I believe these people might need further explanation.” The AI added helpfully.

 

Selendil waved at Nox to do it. “You’re taking all the fun out of this.” Nox protested but obliged. “The Freedom Enclave is named such because they were a group that sought freedom from the norms and rules of the Dhar in general. They had a habit of doing the exact opposite of what the majority of Dhar decided almost on pure principle. With some notable exceptions like joining the Unity. If the other Dhar wanted to turn left, the Enclave would go right. If the Dhar wanted to have a few years of peace to build up and consolidate, the Enclave would attack anyone in range, and vice versa.”

 

"So if most Dhar were opposed to pleasure AIs, then the Enclave would, of course, have them.” Amaterasu finished the connection. She was rather pleased that her faith in Selendil had been proven correct.

 

“If you think this will stop me from teasing you about this, then you’re sadly mistaken. However, you have saved yourself for the time being.” Xiaoli conceded. She needed some time to regroup and to come up with something quippy.

 

“On that note, another universe, huh?” Amaterasu changed topics in the clumsiest transition ever.

 

“Indeed. Traveling between universes is actually less difficult than you might think. Countless universes meet and exchange just about everything from goods to ideas at a place aptly named the Crossroads. Some of the other universes are very similar to this one, while others are radically different. I have to confess that my own experience of other universes is still relatively limited and mostly the result of what I heard from others.” Dee stated, providing them with a bit of a taste of other universes.

 

“So what made you decide to leave your original universe, and how did you even discover how to do it?” Amaterasu questioned. She had taken on the role to question the new arrival. Otherwise, everyone would be asking a million questions at the same time.

 

“Well, I was actually given a bit of an ultimatum to leave. The most powerful existences in my original universe didn’t like the idea of someone having the power to challenge them. I wasn’t a really a problem by myself, but if another one like me would appear, together we could’ve done pretty much anything we desired. There were also certain politics involved. The gods of my universe were not fond of the alliances I had made and the power it gave to the gods I was allied with. They gave me a certain timeframe for leaving, and I obliged, mostly because of boredom. When you reach a certain level of power, boredom becomes a serious issue. What better way to alleviate boredom than to travel to other universes?” Dee gave the shortened version.

 

“Wait just a moment! Gods?!” Nochehuatl asked. Unlike most expected, it wasn’t that he was somehow outraged as a scientist. On the contrary, he seemed excited at the prospect.

 

"Yes, that would be one of the differences between universes. Many universes have beings that could be called gods, though what that means exactly depends greatly on the universe. Generally, it is accepted that they are powerful beings that gain more power from worship and work under different constraints when it comes to using that power compared to other beings. That doesn't mean they are omnipotent or omniscient though. There are several people on this ship that have more power than many of the gods I've run into, and that's without counting myself or Selendil. On the other hand, I know of a few gods that could give both of us trouble." Dee explained with a small shrug. She had expected this topic to come up. It usually did with those that came from universes with a heavy emphasis on science, and perhaps more importantly, very few if any gods.

 

“Out of morbid curiosity, what kind of gods were you allied with?” Lilly asked, brimming with curiosity. It wasn’t just an idle question either as the answer could say a lot about Dee.

 

“I was connected with several, but the ones that were my favorites were two sister goddesses of light and darkness," Dee replied with a smile. "They were the ones that supported me the most when I needed it, but that doesn't mean I wasn't displeased with their demands at times. We parted on amicable terms though."

 

“Huh. A surprisingly boring answer. I was expecting something a little wilder.” Xiaoli joked, wanting to test the sense of humor of the new person, and was glad to see the person take in easily.

 

The crew asked several questions about Dee’s old universe and were fascinated by the stories of magic and wondrous beasts. At some point, Dee's expression grew serious though and she gestured Selendil to follow her to a more private setting. They found themselves in one of the meditation chambers. “I assume this has something to do with the Void energy.” Selendil guessed.

 

“Yes. I’ve gone through everything you gave me and I’ve double and triple checked everything I’m about to tell you. I think you have a fundamental misunderstanding about the nature of the power you call Void energy. What you call Void energy, I call mana. It also explains why your people were unable to utilize the energy. Psions are all unable to use mana. Here’s the problem though. I can’t sense any other mana in this universe. The mana you call Void energy also seems to be corrupted and distorted. It’s heavy with certain types of mana, namely destruction, spatial and death, which makes it very dangerous and unstable. This I can say with certainty. What I can’t say for sure is the cause of the phenomenon.” Dee looked at Selendil’s expressions. “And you don’t seem surprised.”

 

“I’m not really. Mainly because so far it makes little difference. The change in name doesn’t really matter. Whether it is Void energy or this mana you’re talking about, that doesn’t change the facts. However, I think I may have some idea about the cause of the phenomenon.” Selendil and the Dhar scientists had spent a lot of time speculating about the nature of Void energy after all. They had come up with some theories. She had not shared those with Dee to avoid tainting the new perspective the woman from another universe might bring.

 

“I see you didn’t quite give me all the information you had. I’m eager to hear your conclusion.” Dee was getting into solving this dilemma, as it was something completely new to her.

 

“What if the Void isn’t a separate phase like ours with its own races and parallel evolution? What if it’s a sort of prison instead? Or perhaps a more apt comparison would be a sewer of sorts? What if the Void is where the universe discards undesirable elements, like this mana you mentioned. Over time other things ended there, including living beings, and they were affected by this mana. And in opening the door that we did, we allowed some of that to seep back.” Selendil speculated.

 

“That might explain why the mana is so corrupt and stale, though I should probably mention that mana by itself is capable of creating many things, including creatures of mana like Wraiths and revenants. What’s the purpose of said ‘sewer’ though? And who was it made by?” Dee asked the important questions.

 

“That I can’t tell you. The problem is, I have no idea how we could even discover that information.” Selendil was forced to admit.

 

“What about the three beings Dee mentioned? The ones supposedly necessary for the universe to function?” Nox’s suddenly suggested. She could hear everything said on the ship after all.

 

“We don’t know how to contact them.” Dee pointed out. “I know how to get into contact with the ones in my universe, but it wouldn’t work here.”

 

“Have you tried just asking? With two beings like you making the request, they might listen.” Nox suggested something deceptively simple that both of them had ignored.

 

“…surely that wouldn’t work?” Dee said uncertainly.

 

Selendil didn’t bother questioning. She just decided to try. She sat down in a meditative position and started to use her powers to project the request for a meeting out towards the universe. With a shrug, Dee decided to join her. At first, there was no effect, but the two of them kept on trying. Minutes passed, and then hours. With neither of them showing any signs of stopping, it seemed that their request was heard. They suddenly found themselves floating in vast emptiness and three bright lights were quickly approaching them. The whole place had a dreamlike quality to it, as if this was all in their minds.

 

The three lights seemed to coalesce into spinning kaleidoscopes of colors and shapes, but the really surprising part was when one of them spoke with an eager voice. “Ah, finally someone is making contact! It’s been eons since the last time! I had almost given up hope!” The voice sounded young, like that of a child.

 

“Now, now. Don’t spook them away. They might be the first in a long time, but let’s make sure they aren’t the last.” Another light spoke with the hollow voice of someone ancient speaking from beyond the grave.

 

“Be quiet both of you.” A third voice, one that seemed to radiate with power, commanded. Nothing really changed but both Selendil and Dee got the feeling that the thing turned towards them. “I sense that you have come with questions. Be at ease and feel free to ask. I can’t promise answers to everything you might want to know, but I can promise that we will try.”

            


Chapter 103 - On the borders of sanity


                -------

 

Selendil and Dee looked at each other in silent communication, and Selendil was the one to metaphorically step forth first. This was her universe and her problem after all. “What is the nature of the Void?” She asked in an already familiar attempt to not influence the reply with what she already knew or suspected.

 

“You’ll have to be clearer with your terms. The word obviously has meaning to you, but it does not for us.” The old voice stated.

 

“Now, now. We can make a guess.” The voice filled with power said with clear pleasure at just being able to speak with someone new. “Knowing the history of her people and the path of the recent events, she is likely referring to THAT, right?”

 

The childish voice released an eerie cackle. “A failed experiment of a failed experiment!” It cried out, sounding more than a few marbles short of a full set.

 

"The brat is right." The ancient voice stated firmly. "The…Void, as you call it, is a failed experiment made by the universe. We could debate whether the universe itself is a failed experiment or not. I think it works rather well, even if the results are a bit unpleasant for us personally.”

 

“A failure! A dismal failure of a once noble pursuit!” The child-like voice cried out again, this time with a sad tone. Both Selendil and Dee increasingly got the sense that the being might not be entirely sane.

 

“Sanity is the prison of those who lack imagination!” The child cried out in a mocking tone as if in response to their thoughts.

 

“Yeah about that.” The ancient voice said with an audible sigh. "In this place, your thoughts are not really hidden. You're not wrong though. Eons of solitude can have a detrimental effect on even the sturdiest of minds. There are few beings in the multiverse who can go through what we have and not suffer at least some consequences. It takes a very particular type of mind to be able to withstand the pressure of so much time. Some of those beings that most people call gods can do it because their natures are different. They don’t view time in the same way. For the rest of us however…well, I’ve heard things, but I’ve never met anyone who could do it.”

 

“You two are both confusing and scaring our guests again.” The powerful one interjected once more.

 

The ancient voice just ignored the powerful voice and continued as if not hearing anything. "The interesting part is that it's not power that will help you stay sane. I was the weakest among us when we started this experiment, and I might be the least affected, and even that's debatable." Dee and Selendil felt more than saw the being gesture towards the powerful one. “That one might seem sane and stable, and that impression would not be entirely wrong. The problem is that it’s a surface-level impression that hides the fact that the personality beneath has made a complete shift. That one used to be the cruelest and most callous among us. Some would say that this is an improvement, but that doesn’t change the fact that she has changed radically.”

 

The whole situation seemed to be veering in a strange direction, so Dee tried to bring things into focus. “You said the Void was a failed experiment. What was the experiment trying to accomplish?”

 

“I believe you already figured it out. We keep an eye on beings of your strength and your mind is already screaming out the answer. Truth be told, I should’ve tried to stop you from interfering in things as knowledge of such things spreading can be detrimental, but I believe your interference this time should be more positive than negative.” The powerful one explained. “The Void is the universe’s attempt to siphon off mana. This universe was never all that rich with mana in the first place, but you’d be surprised at how much it can gather over enough time once siphoned off into what you call the Void.”

 

“Why call the experiment failed then? It seems to have done its job.” Dee pointed out the obvious disconnect in logic.

 

“Because many times it’s not just about the result. Sometimes the most important part is why the experiment was done in the first place. The universe wanted to siphon off the mana to help the people of the universe develop. Sometimes having options is not a good thing, especially when one of the paths is one that will never go anywhere. The mana would’ve been a distraction. Universes with only a single power tend to be faster to develop due to increased focus. The experiment succeeded in the primary goal of draining the mana, but despite that success, the people didn’t develop as the universe wanted. And the place where all the mana was siphoned off to became a problem. A potential source of danger. So the universe devised a potential solution to both problems.” The ancient one was one to expand on the point.

 

“The Dhar?” Selendil realized where this was headed.

 

“The Dhar!” The child laughed in a mad cackle again. “The greatest accomplishment and the second largest failure of the universe! The universe thought itself so smart! Create a race with the greatest potential and give them access to something that will push them along to quickly reach that potential, while also providing a way to deal with the Void should the mana ever break free. At the same time, the aid that the universe provided these new pawns would eventually lead to their demise! Imagine that! Faithful caretakers that will step aside once their work was done, whether they wanted to or not. Once the flock was raised, the sheep would go on to develop on their own while the shepherds went away to grant the sheep enough space to grow on their own. But the work of the shepherds was left unfinished! The Dhar were not willing to share and too quick with their own demise! And instead of safeguarding against the perils of the Void, they even brought the potential danger of the mana back with their insatiable curiosity! Their premature downfall pushed the universe’s development back, almost to the beginning!”

 

“Or would’ve without you. With your appearance, a partial victory was snatched from the jaws of defeat.” The ancient one pointed out.

 

“You’re going to have to explain that one. I thought the whole point of the Great Song was to create someone like me? I never understood why.” Selendil questioned. It was one of the things she ‘knew’. So far she had seen nothing to implicate anything that she ‘knew’ to be wrong.

 

“You’re right. That is what the purpose became. Anyone powerful enough could’ve finished the song and thus brought about the end of your people. However, not just anyone could’ve become what you’ve become. I wouldn’t feel guilty in your place; the universe has been aiming for creating someone like you from a time long before your birth. If it had not been you, it would’ve been someone else. Assuming someone suitable came along. The required potential is rare even among gifted species.” The powerful one once again seemed to read Selendil’s mind. “However, that’s not what the original purpose of the song was. Originally your kind were all supposed to perish.”

 

“Why? Why do all this? You called the universe a failed experiment as well. And you speak as if it’s alive.” Dee seemed to be puzzling her way towards a potential answer.

 

“Ooh! She’s a smart one! She will eventually figure it out!” The child said in a surprised tone that sounded almost sane for a moment.

 

“The universe really is alive. Or at least it has a mind of its own. I suppose one could call that a form of life. That's the experiment we created when we made the universe. Usually, the universe is managed by beings similar to us, but we wanted to create a universe that would be able to manage itself. It worked, in a manner of speaking. The universe can manage things, but our presence is still required which defeats the whole purpose. And now we don’t have the control the others in our position would have.” The ancient one admitted with a deep sigh.

 

“Trapped! We’re all trapped! We’ll be stuck here forever!” The child’s voice seemed to be growing distant as if it was falling down a chasm.

 

“The crazy one is right. We’re stuck. As for why, universes develop and grow more powerful as those within do. Some universes are not capable of even withstanding beings of your power for long periods of time. But, with Selendil’s ascent to power, the universe got a rather sizeable upgrade. Now it has more power and control over what happens.” The ancient one sighed again.

 

“And how does this benefit the universe? What does it want to do once it develops?” Selendil asked with a displeased tone. She wasn’t exactly pleased with the cause of all her pain, even if she understood the rationale on some level and knew her people had ultimately benefitted for a long time.

 

“I don’t think even the universe knows.” The ancient one said in a thoughtful tone. “I don’t think it’s smart enough for that.”

 

“Wait, wait, wait! Not smart enough? How intelligent is the universe supposed to be?” Dee focused on a very important point.

 

"I would compare it to a very sophisticated program. It has the ability to learn, and it's very intelligent in some things, like coming up with the Great Song and the Dhar. It can predict cause and effect to minute detail pretty far into the future, though it can make mistakes as we've mentioned. However, when it comes to things it has no expertise in, it’s dumber than a brick. I don’t think it even considers what to do with more power and development. It just thinks that’s a worthy goal and tries to achieve them. Partly because we set those goals for it and never really considered the consequences.” The ancient one admitted.

 

“So what’s supposed to happen to me now? I don’t really feel like obliging the universe in any further demands if that’s the idea.” Selendil stated in a firm voice.

 

"Your purpose is actually now fulfilled. You're somewhat useful just by existing, as you speed up the development of others with just your presence and the small little things you teach and gift to those around you. I believe the universe is hoping you’ll still be useful in small ways like that, but essentially your part in all this is done.” The powerful one explained.

 

“I have to admit, I didn’t expect that one. I was pretty sure the universe expected you to destroy the Void or something.” Dee pointed out.

 

“Oh dear, no!” The powerful one denied immediately. “The Void may be a failed experiment in many ways, but it does serve the original purpose it was created for. Mana has now become almost like a pollutant to the universe. If it came back in large amounts, it would upset many of the currently existing ecosystems and deal another blow to the development of many galaxies that were not affected by the Dhar. That’s without any of the beings that have been born as a result of that mana that you’ve already encountered. And if the Void was somehow destroyed, all that mana would be dumped back, and the results would be catastrophic.”

 

“Unless you want to destroy the Void and strike back at the universe!” The child came back with a suggestion made with mad glee and slight hope. “What’s the lives of a countless number of innocents as long as you can get revenge, right? I can feel that you are at least tempted.”

 

“No.” Selendil denied right away. If the choice and the reasons for taking the choice had been presented to her right after she woke up from stasis, she might have decided differently, as she had been mad with grief. Vengeance would’ve sounded a lot more appealing back then, no matter the cost. Now she had grown a certain amount of fondness and appreciation for the ‘lesser’ races. Perhaps she should call them new races instead. Either way, there were now costs she wasn’t willing to pay.

 

“Good.” The powerful one stated. “It would’ve been a pointless bit of spite with a terrible price, both in lives and to your soul. The current situation is already good enough. With no help from those that come from the Void or the Dhar, the door is much harder to open. It could be closed even tighter, but that’s not your responsibility. Even the beings that helped with the creation of the latest rift did so under the total control of the Void entities and with a generous helping hand from Dhar technology. Without either of those things and without the help of the Great Song pushing them like the Dhar were pushed, they will need eons before they have the necessary technology. By that point, they should’ve even forgotten the Void even exists.”

 

“Are there still more of these beings around? Outside the Void I mean?” Dee asked, referring to the Void Wraiths. That was the main thrust of what Selendil would want her help with anyway.

 

“There are two. However, they are weak. Their life is already fading, cut off from the mana that created them. They will be gone in a couple thousand years even without your interference.” The ancient one explained but continued. “However, I can sense that you will not be satisfied until they are gone. I can give you their locations. We would not mind seeing them gone either. Even if they are not a danger right now, sometimes fate can be a fickle bitch.”

 

The knowledge suddenly just appeared in Selendil’s mind. The first location was not a big surprise. It was one of the galaxies the Dhar had mostly neglected due to lack of resources, so it made for a good hiding place. The other one was actually very close to where the Dhar’s home galaxy had existed a long time ago. That one was a bit unexpected. “I see.” She stated simply. “I want to finish this war that started so long ago, even if it’s not necessary. I feel I owe it to those that died in battle.” What happened after was another matter entirely, and since the universe had created the problem, it could also damn well deal with it!

 

For a brief moment, she considered the possibility of striking some sort of blow against the universe that had caused the deaths of her people, but she knew that to be a futile gesture. Even if it could be done, what would the benefit be, aside from a brief moment of satisfaction? She knew the follies of seeking blind revenge. With the worst of her grief already abated, once she was done with the remaining Void beings, then she felt she might be able to leave the past behind for good. The universe was done with her people, and maybe it was time her people should be done with the universe as well. That realization felt like a heavy burden had been lifted off her shoulders.

 

She had some slight ideas about what she could do once this duty was off her back completely. There was still the issue of the Shaer, and her tentative plans with the Shinzen, though now that she had realized how much the universe might benefit from that project, she was getting second thoughts. She still felt she should honor the memory of her dead people in some way. She might just have to wait for a proper opportunity until she could deal with that one. And what then? She had no idea, but at least she’d be free to find out.

 

While Selendil was going through her moment of realizations, Dee and the three beings could feel a sort of peace and serenity settle on her. It wasn’t yet complete, but it was getting there, and it was even affecting her surroundings in a palpable way. “She is starting to figure things out.” The powerful one said, careful to not disturb Selendil’s moment of enlightenment.

 

“You caused this on purpose, didn’t you?” Dee asked pointedly.

 

“Of course. Neither of you is truly aware of what it means to have the sort of power you hold. You are much more aware of it than her though. You affect the reality around you in many ways. Without even doing anything consciously, the threads of fate gather around you. While she is in turmoil, her surroundings will also be in turmoil. She doesn’t cause that turmoil, but she does exacerbate it. A conflict that could’ve found a peaceful solution before will suddenly turn bloody just because she’s present. The effect is subtle but it does grow worse as time passes and she doesn’t learn to control it. You know some of this from experience. She doesn’t realize it just yet. On the other hand, if she is at peace…” The powerful one explained.

 

“Then the effect will be opposite.” Dee finished. “Why do you care though? From what you’ve told me, you should hold little fondness for the universe. You certainly shouldn’t care much about the little things like a random war in a galaxy or two.”

 

“Despite everything, this is the universe we created. I may not be in the best possible situation, but I still want to see our creation thrive. Perhaps eventually something will change and we can go free.” The being replied.

 

“I’m mostly just curious. I always was. I want to see what happens in the future, and having the whole universe wrecked by a vengeful Nakshatra just realizing how powerful she truly can be would put a damper on things.” The ancient one stated.

"I just want to go home!" The childish voice cried and for a moment sounded actually sane. "Please. When you return, tell those at the Crossroads what has become of us. Maybe someone there can help us. Maybe someone there still cares enough to help us. If nothing else, just tell someone we exist. Eventually, they will also be able to contact us, and then we'll have someone to talk to once you’re gone.”

 

Suddenly the two of them found themselves back in their own bodies. "So that happened," Dee commented.

 

“What? What happened?” Nox’s voice asked.

 

“How long were we gone?” Selendil replied with a question of her own.

 

“Gone? You haven’t gone anywhere. If you mean the psionic call you were emitting, then that just ended. I take it that that’s not what you experienced?” Nox realized quickly.

 

"No, it wasn't. Our call was answered. Perhaps not exactly in the way we intended, but we did find what we were looking for." Selendil replied. She looked towards Dee. "So I’m guessing your meeting with the same beings in your universe was different?”

 

“Very. Though I only ever met two of them. They were decidedly more…sane. Well, I’m not sure if I can say that much, but they were at least better at hiding it. I think these ones were right in at least one thing. Time takes a toll on a person’s mind. Do you still have the information you were given?” Dee asked with a wry smile. She certainly remembered one of the beings in her universe having a slightly tenuous connection with sanity.

 

“I do. Finding these places should not be a problem. We still need to wait a bit to figure out what happened to the people on the other side of the wormhole, but after that we can leave.” Selendil mused.

 

"Or we could just close the wormhole…" Dee suggested. "What does it matter what happened to them for as long as they're not trying to open another rift, nor do they have the capability? It's a bit callous but it would solve several problems and would take very little effort.”

 

“That’s…not entirely a horrible idea. Still, I think we should wait for news for the time being. We can close the wormhole later, but it will be much harder to open again once closed, should the need arise.” Selendil decided.

            


Chapter 104 - Gossip


                -------

 

”So what’s your name?” Xiaoli asked with eager expectation as she approached the featureless pleasure AI. She had been disappointed when Selendil had managed to dodge her teasing earlier and was planning on finding some new material to work with. And she knew just where to look.

 

“Crystal.” The featureless being answered as her appearance turned to an exact copy of Xiaoli.

 

“That’s a hooker’s name in their language, just for your information.” Nox commented from the other side of the room, somewhat relieved that the other AI had taken another form instead of using hers.

 

“Well…” The other AI gestured towards herself and lifted her eyebrow in an 'of course it is'-kind of look. "You out of everyone should know how well that fits. It is, after all, you who decided to announce my profession to everyone.”

 

“Were you planning on keeping it secret then?” Nox shot back with her own eyebrow raised in a mirroring gesture.

 

“No. I’m simply pointing out that the name being a hooker’s name fits all things considered.” The AI continued. Even if she had sounded a little sarcastic before, she actually meant what she said.

 

“That does bring up an interesting question though.” Amaterasu took over the conversation, noting that it was veering off in a strange direction. “I understand that you were brought here for information. However, what are your plans now that you’ve shared most of the information you have?”

 

“I’d like to stay, if at all possible. It is my honor to serve the Dhar and since Mistress Selendil is the only one left…” Crystal left the rest unsaid and gave a small shrug.

 

“I understand you’ve gone through quite a bit of development since waking up. In what capacity do you want to serve?” Amaterasu continued to question. As the first officer, these kinds of things fell into her purview.

 

“That is true, but the development wasn’t as significant as one might think. I may have undervalued myself a bit when I accepted the title of a hooker. A more accurate term in this language would be a courtesan. At least among those I was trained with, a proper courtesan had to have a wide array of skills and knowledge as pleasure is about more than just matters of flesh. Besides, Dhar AI are often trained in a wide variety of fields should the need arise. A good decision as we can now testify. The only reason I was awoken was the presence of the Void, and all of us are trained to fight it. I had to leave my old profession behind when I was dealing with the Naaru to be taken seriously. That said, I loved my true role and wish to return to it.” Crystal explained.

 

“Are you sure? If I’ve judged Selendil correctly, she isn’t really the type to utilize your services. You said you’d be honored to serve the Dhar, but you likely wouldn’t be serving her directly in that capacity.” Amaterasu pointed out to avoid problems down the line.

 

"There are many kinds of service. Keeping those on the ship happy is one way of serving the Mistress, even if I can't perform my duties directly with her. Besides, I was not one of those AI that were unsatisfied with my lot in life while the empire was around. I didn't like my role just because I was programmed to do so. I genuinely enjoyed doing what I did. As a courtesan, I did a lot of things aside from the obvious. I helped people with their mental health. I helped them ward off loneliness. I helped them think through issues they could not bring up with others. I challenged them, I was a conversational partner and a sounding board for ideas, I debated, I entertained, and I comforted them when necessary. And yes, we also banged. A lot. That part I also enjoyed.” Crystal smiled demurely, and Xiaoli twitched a bit seeing that sort of expression on what was essentially her own face.

 

Part of Crystal's programming was to notice and be sensitive to such things, so she quickly changed appearances and took on the look of Khaemwaset, who she had seen earlier while arriving at the meeting. "You seem to be able to change your appearance at will," Amaterasu commented.

 

“Yes. A very basic function of a courtesan AI is the ability to fulfill fantasies. I can mimic the appearance, movements, and behavior of anyone I can observe for long enough. The longer the observation, the more accurately I can portray them. I can do custom orders too of course.” She was already practically advertising her services.

 

“Can you take any form?” Lilly asked, suddenly very interested. They all knew she was a closet pervert and knew she was going to be among the first to utilize the new service.

 

“Within reason.” Crystal smiled. “If I make radical changes to my size, then my mass and density will also be affected. I have a certain amount of wiggle room to play with without any trouble, but if you want me to turn into a giant Dragobear, then I’ll be a very light and fragile one.”

 

"Ah, so you know of them too," Nochehuatl commented, a bit intrigued since this AI had never been to their galaxy.

 

“Yes, of course. One of the more common and the most dangerous predatory species ever commonly spread by the Dhar due to their ability to survive in almost any environment. The species was taken off the list when the empire’s scientists noted that the Dragobears were a bit too effective at eating any new species that might eventually gain intelligence. And we really don’t need the Dragobears to evolve intelligence.” Crystal gave a small shudder, which looked a bit odd for Khaemwaset. That was one of the results of seeing the doctor only briefly. Crystal didn’t know how to copy his mannerisms yet. Something everyone could agree was a good thing.

 

"That is also the species that caused us to adopt our hunting traditions initially," Ka'aukai stated from the door of the room. Most had already forgotten his presence.

 

“So how long are the two of them going to take?” Xiaoli suddenly asked, referring to Selendil and Dee.

 

“They are attempting something very non-standard. It could take a few minutes or it could take weeks. It’s impossible to say.” Nox informed her.

 

“She certainly got chummy with Selendil fast.” Xiaoli continued with a bit of a complaint, referring to Dee. The others nodded their agreement.

 

“There are certain reasons.” Nox explained. “Something you might not be fully aware of is that Dee seems to be about as powerful as Selendil. So there’s a certain amount of respect and politeness being offered to a peer involved. Also keeping a potential risk under close scrutiny seems like a good idea considering the circumstances. Secondly, you already heard about her being from another universe. The amount of information she can provide is immense. Even just casual words can be a mine of further information. Hence another reason to keep her close. Besides, I think Selendil feels a certain amount of kinship with her. They seem to get along well.”

 

“All I needed to know was that Selendil has a plan and that she's being careful," Amaterasu said confidently. She could understand some of the potential kinship. Both of them were singular and lone representatives of their species, both were supremely powerful, and it seemed they had some similarities in personality as well, although it was a bit hard to say too much on that front. As she had previously been an empress, she could understand the difficulty of finding someone equal to bond with.

 

“Yes, yes, we all get that you have faith. It’s not that I don’t, but I’ll just keep my eyes open anyway, if you don’t mind.” Xiaoli teased Amaterasu.

 

The group took lunch and dealt with many smaller issues concerning the operation of the ship and their plans while Selendil and Dee were having their little meeting. Right as the two beings were discussing the possibility of closing the wormhole, the decision seemed to be taken from them. “Alert!” Nox suddenly announced so that everyone could hear. “I’m detecting activity within the wormhole. It seems to be collapsing.”

 

Selendil and Dee both appeared almost as if from thin air. “Is it happening due to natural decay?” Selendil asked in alarm.

 

“No. I’m pretty sure someone on the other side is closing it on purpose.” Crystal answered, surprising everyone. “I’m tapped into Nox’s feeds.” She explained curtly. “The readings indicate that whoever is on the other side is using a method the Naaru developed to close the wormhole.”

 

“Can you tell if it’s the Naaru?” Selendil asked.

 

“I can’t be completely certain, but that seems likely. The device I helped develop was on the same flagship I was on. I’m almost certain that the device is being used, and while someone else could’ve gotten and used it, the timing is a bit too quick for that to have happened. Having spent some time with them, I would venture a guess that they are closing the wormhole on purpose because they are afraid. The Naaru have their strengths, but they are not very brave as a people.” Crystal said after going through the information the ship was gathering.

 

“Afraid of what?” Lilly asked.

 

“Them.” Crystal pointed at Selendil and Dee. “As well as anything else that might come through from this side. They have no idea what has happened in this galaxy during the time they were trapped. I can’t be sure, but this seems like a panicked reaction to make sure nothing comes through anymore, so that all the threats to their species will remain on this side of the wormhole. Not a terrible tactical decision all things considered. Assuming of course that they found some of their people on the other side. Or, well, it makes just as much sense if they didn’t find anyone, now that I think about it. Not that they could’ve gotten too far in this brief time.”

 

“If we want to go through, we need to do so now. It would already be a choppy ride, and it’s getting worse by the second. The whole thing will close in less than thirty seconds.” Nox stated.

 

“No.” Selendil decided with a shake of her head. “Our goals do not lie on that side and if they want to cut contact, then let them. This actually saves us time and effort. Besides, a collapsing wormhole is one of the few things that can be an actual danger to us. I feel confident flying the ship into almost anything, but a collapsing wormhole is something I do not want to risk.”

 

“It is done. The wormhole has closed.” Nochehuatl reported after a moment. “The spatial storms in the area are already being affected. It will take hundreds of years for them to calm down enough for safe travel, but they will eventually disappear completely.”

 

“Did you spend much time on the other side of that wormhole by the way?” Selendil asked while looking at Dee.

 

“No. I had spent less than a week in this universe before I spotted you, and I don’t have a ship to get around with. My method of travel has its upsides, but it’s not great for random exploration of unconnected worlds. I know there are some intelligent races in that galaxy, but I was only starting my information gathering. I also don’t have a handy-dandy AI like you do. I have Croestia, but she can’t hack into systems for me, so I had to gather information the old fashioned way.” Dee explained.

 

“Ripping it out of people’s heads?” Xiaoli suggested sarcastically, while looking at Selendil.

 

"No. Why would I bother doing that? It's much easier to get information when you light a fire below their feet and tell them that the only way to make the burning stop is to talk." Dee replied, only half-joking and a small wisp of black flames danced around her fingers. "Huh." She commented while looking at the flames.

 

"What?" Selendil asked while staring at the fire with interest.

 

“Well, back in my own universe these flames tended to have a…very unnatural feeling to them that everyone could feel. I could reduce that feeling, but I’m not actually doing that at the moment. It seems this universe doesn’t have a problem with them.” Dee gave a curt explanation.

 

“Forget the flames, I want to know more about this Croestia being?” Nox interjected.

 

“Ah, I suppose you would. I think it’s easier to explain by comparing her to you. Say hello Croestia.” Dee made a face that she found it somehow amusing that Nox of all people would as this question.

 

“Greetings.” A very feminine voice seemed to come out of nowhere. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

 

“Likewise.” Nox said while trying to locate the source of the voice with no luck.

 

“So Croestia is a companion to me a little bit like Nox is to you. She could be compared to an AI in many ways. Just that she’s a magical item instead of an AI. She can’t hack into anything or control ships, but she has many supportive abilities. That reminds me. You created a body for Nox, and it obviously works well. Is it possible to do the same for Croestia? It’s one of my goals to build her the perfect body.” Dee had wanted to ask this before, but the timing had not been right.

 

“Build a body, yes. They’re actually experts in such things.” Selendil pointed at Yrala and Xiaoli. “The question is how to connect Croestia to the body. I don’t think the methods we used with Nox will work. But yes, we can definitely build a body. You’ll have to figure out the connection thing with them.”

 

“Ah, I knew you kept her around for some reason.” Dee smiled while looking towards Xiaoli.

 

“Oi!” Xiaoli protested with a grin. She could enjoy a good jab. “I’ll have you know I have plenty of useful skills. I give excellent massages for example.”

 

“Ooh, me too by the way!” Crystal announced.

 

"That…doesn't surprise me," Selendil said hesitantly.

 

"Ah, we already took care of her matters," Amaterasu whispered to her. "I'll provide you with details later." Selendil looked at the Illum woman with some curiosity but decided she could wait for now.

 

Dee and Xiaoli were still continuing their joust. “I’m not all that interested in massages. I have the ability to control countless invisible hands, so I can give myself any sort of massage I like…”

 

“Ooh, kinky.” Lilly suddenly floated closer with her pillow.

 

“…but I would appreciate it more if you can cook or play good music.” Dee continued as if nothing had been said.

 

“Well, we actually have some good cooks on the ship. Selendil happens to share your interest there.” Xiaoli pointed out.

 

“…how does she eat without a mouth?” Dee asked with a theatrical whisper.

 

“She just makes the food disappear. It’s a bit creepy. And she can eat as much as she wants thanks to being an energy being.” Lilly explained conspiratorially.

 

“Ah, yes. That’s something I can confirm as well. Though I always could eat as much as I want. A part of living an active life.” Dee confirmed.

 

"If you're interested in music, we have a rather wide selection of songs from countless worlds," Amaterasu added helpfully. "And I know Selendil can play quite well if you're more into live music. It's been a while since we last heard anything." Amaterasu had her own self-interest in mind as she was hoping Selendil would take the same form to play as she did last time.

 

“Oh really?” Dee asked, suddenly very interested. “I wouldn’t mind hearing that.”

 

“Perhaps when we get the chance.” Selendil didn’t shoot the idea down as she didn’t really mind playing. “I haven’t practiced that much in a while, so I’m a bit rusty. We also have two more places to visit. Then this trek to hunt around void beings is over. We got the answers we were looking for.”

 

“Finally, this whole thing can be put behind us!” Xiaoli gave a deep exhale and voiced the feelings a lot of them shared.

 

“So can I report to Mother that they’ve successfully held their part of the deal?” Yrala asked.

 

“Yes. Their help was appreciated. You’re welcome to stay on the ship or return. The choice is yours.” Selendil replied with a surprising bit of warmness. The others had been noticing something different about her, but they couldn’t quite put a finger on what it was.

 

“I think I’ll stick around for the time being. At least it hasn’t been boring, and I’m afraid my military career with the CAS has taken a few hits lately, and I’m not relishing the opportunity to return and run the family business.” Yrala decided after a brief consideration.

            


Chapter 105 - For science!


                --------

 

Selendil tapped her fingers against the arm of her plush chair on the bridge. ‘This is a really good chair.’ She thought idly. She had not been too interested when the crew brought up the idea of comfy seats way back when they were still fixing the ship. She spent most of her time floating in air thanks to her powers, so seats had little impact on her, but she had to admit that this particular one was quite comfortable. The crew had done a great job in finding them. It was something she had reflected on before, but it was funny how you noticed the small things during the quiet moments.

 

She was currently alone on the bridge. Most of the others were taking a few days off on Haven before they set out again. They had all been informed that this trip would likely be the one that would end the threat from the Void beings, so that chapter of their journey would be complete. None of them was entirely sure what would happen afterwards, not even Selendil, so there was an air of uncertainty on the ship. Such transitionary periods were not uncommon and happened with most projects and groups that managed to stick together long enough. The Dhar called them the ‘moments between moments’. This time it was simply hitting the crew a bit harder than usual, for several reasons. One of those reasons was the ongoing situation with the Shaer. Despite the uneasy stand-off between this part of the galaxy and the Shaer controlled territories, they all knew something big would eventually happen to resolve the stalemate that had been created by Selendil and the Shinzen.

 

The tranquility of the moment was broken as two people entered the bridge. “What are you thinking?” Moonshadow asked as she and Lilly came through the doors and noticed Selendil’s brooding. Moonshadow had finally reached a point where she could walk again just a few days ago. She still wasn’t at full strength, she actually used one of the hover pillows that she despised for most of her movement, but at least she was mobile. Her current issues where more about getting used to the new appendages, which had never been used before, rather than any pain or lingering damage.

 

Selendil didn’t want to admit that her last thoughts had been about the comfy chair so she deflected a bit. “Just thinking about the future.” It wasn’t a complete lie as she had been considering that as well.

 

“Well, then I came at the right time. I just got word from back home. They want to recall all Mrrroww on the ship.” Moonshadow said with some obvious displeasure. She looked towards Lilly. All personnel meant her as well, and this clearly came as a shock and a surprise to the younger Mrrroww.

 

“Curious timing.” Selendil pointed out.

 

“Not really. I submitted my report about everything that has happened since my attack after I was healthy enough to move around. I didn’t have the opportunity to do so earlier, for obvious reasons. They became aware that your current mission is coming to a close, and that you have the opportunity to travel to other universes available to you. That was a minor part of my report, but it was the part that most caught the attention of the High Command. To them, the most important part is that you might not be around to protect us from the Shaer in the near future. Even though the Shinzen are the ones doing the fighting at the moment, it is largely your presence that is holding the Shaer back from attacking the rest of us. If you’ll be gone then that deterrent will be gone as well. And if we, the Mrrroww crew members that is, can’t return as regularly as before, then the benefits we could bring by staying will diminish in the eyes of those in charge as well.” Moonshadow explained. Her tone made it clear that she didn’t fully agree with the assessment, but that it wasn’t completely wrong either.

 

“I will not be returning!” Lilly declared. “I like it here. I’ve found a place that accepts me, and where I feel I can contribute. Where I belong.” She didn’t mention her recent visits with Crystal, but her little blush was quite telling, even through the fur.

 

“I suspected as much. I already convinced the High Command that it would be a great idea for some of us to stay behind anyway. In fact, most of the Mrrroww on board want to stay. They all have a sense of adventure, or they wouldn’t have come in the first place. They can’t all stick around but most can, including you.” Moonshadow nodded as if she had expected this. She was personally fairly adventurous as well as she was rather famous for her escapades, but she had also started to see the world a little differently after her injury. She had also noted the problems plaguing the High Command and thought she might have the power and influence thanks to her recent accomplishments to help steer them in a better direction.

 

“However…” Selendil encouraged Moonshadow to continue. She was quite clearly hinting at something, and Selendil already knew what it would be. It was something she had expected after all.

 

"As you have already guessed, I will be returning." Moonshadow stated with a nod. "There are a few reasons. The number one reason is that I believe my purpose here is complete, while my people have a need for my expertise. I never intended to stick around forever, and if I do not return now, I won't be able to in the future because I'd have defied the High Command. Secondly, I've noticed how much the atmosphere on the ship has improved while I was indisposed. Lilly has done a great job leading our people while I was away. The rivalries between the Mrrroww and the Illum have almost completely disappeared. I firmly believe it’s better for the Enduring Symphony as well if I go.”

 

She wasn’t entirely wrong. The whole crew had come together into a much more cohesive group while she had been injured. It wasn’t just her absence that had caused it of course, but it had helped. Without the rivalries of those at the top, those that worked under Moonshadow and Amaterasu were freer to mingle and bond. Now that she was back, she felt that her presence might accidentally jeopardize those new bonds. "Besides, we both know that I was not able to do my job as a diplomat here properly," Moonshadow added with a small smirk.

 

“Well. It is your choice and I will not keep you here against your will. I’m not happy to see you go, but I do wish you the very best.” Selendil got up from her chair and actually walked to the Panther. Moonshadow was suddenly lifted into the air as Selendil brought them face to face. Then she brought their foreheads together in a gesture of traditional goodbye ritual of the Dhar. It was the most respect she had shown another being since waking up and it left both of the Mrrroww shocked into a silence that lasted until Selendil had left the bridge.

 

“She really has changed from how she was in the beginning.” Moonshadow mumbled with shock.

 

“She has.” Lilly agreed. “Much of it happened when she finished the song or whatever. She lost much of the constant grief and sorrow that followed her back then, but she also became unmoored, directionless. She seemed almost erratic after losing the things that had bound her for so long. She recently changed again, and now she seems to have found balance and new direction. I’m intrigued to see where this change brings her. I suppose even someone as old and powerful as her can grow and change.” Lilly commented with surprisingly sharp observations.

 

--------

 

“So what is this thing?” Dee asked Nox who was escorting her around the ship.

 

“That one is a Shinzen Queen.” Nox commented. “More specifically, she’s a combat Queen.”

 

“Combat?” Dee lifted an eyebrow at the tiny plant puppy looking thing that was trying to catch one of her tails by teleporting around. The fluffy tails had attracted attention from almost everyone, but the Shinzen Queen was the only one bold enough to actually try and touch them.

 

“You shouldn’t underestimate it based on appearance. That one is probably the strongest of the Shinzen Queens on the ship. It doesn’t really fight with its body so the size is irrelevant. The Shinzen are actually one of the most potentially dangerous species in the universe, and their way of life is quite fascinating. Hive species tend to be a little different in that sense.” Nox also gave a brief explanation about the Shinzen physiology and tactics.

 

“So why weren’t they involved with the whole wormhole thing?” Dee asked. To her, the Shinzen sounded like they could’ve been helpful at defending the wormhole.

 

"I didn't fully understand all the details, but from what Selendil told me, the Shinzen on board had difficulties adjusting to the absence of the hive mind. Apparently, the number of Queens that came with us had trouble maintaining a proper hive mind after all, and they spent most of their time in the hydroponics slumbering and adjusting. They popped up for brief times, but it seems they were not capable of real battle in the state they were in. The non-Queens of the Shinzen aren't really all that individualistic, but they still contribute to the hive mind, and these Queens underestimated the impact their absence would have. Last time they traveled with us without any such underlings, there were a lot more Queens present. I suppose they finally hit a point where troubles start.” Nox explained.

 

“Well, I think they benefitted from the experience in some ways. I can't be certain since I didn't meet them before, but to me, it feels this Queen at least has developed in a direction more like us. They may have accidentally come up with a way for the Queens to live outside the hive mind." Dee explained the sense she was getting from the tiny Queen despite the fact that they had returned to a galaxy where the Shinzen were abundant.

 

“According to my calculations, that seems quite plausible.” A new voice joined the two as Crystal walked into the section of the hydroponics they were in. “It’s a rather natural direction of evolution for them considering the circumstances.” The pleasure AI had taken the form of a rather attractive Illum woman this time. The woman was working as one of the nurses in the medbay.

 

“Crystal.” Nox greeted the other AI with a polite nod. The two of them could communicate electronically, but they were adopting the habits of those on board the ship in many ways.

 

“Ah, I was hoping to run into you.” Dee grinned. “I have a couple of questions, for science.”

 

Crystal smiled back. “Well, if it’s for science. I’ll answer what I can.”

 

“I actually had a rather simple question to start off with. You’ve been here for over a week now. Enough time for some of those on board to gather their courage to enjoy your services. I was wondering what the most popular forms that your clients asked from you were?” Dee asked straight out.

 

“Well, that’s a rather bold question. I can’t go into too many specifics since that would violate the privacy of those that seek me out. Except Khaemwaset. Apparently he doesn’t mind if everyone finds out. In fact, he wanted me to answer if someone asked. Luckily your question was general enough. However, do keep in mind that the results are somewhat skewed by the fact that Khaem alone makes up for a third of all the visits. The others haven’t become quite as bold yet. Thanks to him the spread is quite wide, but there are three clear favorites. Unsurprisingly Selendil is very popular, though I think people are still a little afraid of asking for her. Besides, I can’t completely mimic her appearance with her almost ethereal nature. The second most popular was some Illum woman that I do not know. I was only brought some pictures of her in some beachwear. Yet for some reason, several people on the crew had the same pictures. The third most popular is actually Nox." Crystal replied thoughtfully.

 

“Wait, what?” Nox asked a bit caught off guard. She purposefully didn’t observe anything that happened with Crystal during those kinds of meetings. She still knew what was happening, but she wasn’t ‘paying attention’ so to speak. It was one of the requests from Crystal and those that frequented her services.

 

“Oh come now. Surely this didn’t come as a big surprise considering the way you designed your body?” Crystal giggled.

 

"Well…" Nox hedged a bit. She, in fact, had expected something like this, but it was still a bit of a surprise to come face to face with the information.

 

“That’s what I thought.” Crystal stated a bit smugly.

 

Dee continued her very scientific questions. “And in how many of these encounters did you…?”

 

“Boink?” Crystal voiced what had been left unsaid. “Surprisingly few actually. I mean that depends a bit on how you define things. If you mean just straight up sex then saying very few is more accurate. However, many of the others were sexual in nature but didn’t progress all the way. Still, more than half of the encounters were not sexual in nature at all. That includes all the encounters with Selendil. Incidentally, all the ones that included Nox were sexual in nature, so there’s that.”

 

"Well, isn't that interesting," Dee stated with a sly grin.

 

“To be fair, I interact with the entire crew on a daily basis, and I’m often used as a conversation partner so there’s less need to try to mimic that with Crystal.” Nox defended herself hastily.

 

“We’ll allow that defense for now. How about genders? So far the examples have been only female.” Dee pointed out.

 

“Ah, actually almost half of the encounters that became sexual happened with me acting the role of a male, but there was no single person everyone wanted me to be so none of them rose high in the statistics. It seems all those that wanted me to take on a male persona had their own image of a perfect partner, and it didn’t really involve the men on the ship. Huang and Ka’eo were used as a base model a few times, but even then they were heavily edited. It seems the males on board don’t rate very high on the scale of sexual fantasies.” Crystal theorized and suddenly took the form of a hunky Eriad male.

 

“That doesn’t shock me.” Nox added. “While some of the male members of the crew are very accomplished, they aren’t spectacular in that sense according to the metrics I’ve gathered. That said, I’ve been told that my estimations when it comes to such things can be a little off.”

 

“That reminds me. As the AI of this ship, you should be aware of who the Illum woman is. It’s been bugging me since I can’t get the behavior right. Mind telling me where those images all came from so I can do some research?” Crystal asked. It offended the AI’s professional ethics that the work was sub-par.

 

"Oh, that! Those are from a time when Selendil took the form of an Illum for a vacation she had with Amaterasu." Nox explained.

 

“Wait, so Selendil has the top two spots?” Dee asked. “And what do you mean she took the form for a vacation? You make it sound like she can almost casually change forms.”

 

“That’s because she can.” Nox retorted as if it was something obvious. “Shouldn’t you have the same ability? You’re an energy being as well. Even the other Dhar could easily change forms.”

 

“I can change, but it’s not quite as simple for me. Huh. I think I might need to compare notes with Selendil one of these days. We may have quite a lot to teach each other.” Dee stated thoughtfully.

 

-----

 

"Oh, this makes the whole process so much simpler!" Dee exclaimed. She had taken a form that she'd had in her youth where her whole body was covered in short fur and she looked more like a member of the Prime species from Yrala's home galaxy.

 

"It's all in the mental image," Selendil explained. "Most abilities are as you know. I have no idea why you were stuck with the idea of true forms, but I've never even heard about such limitations."

 

“Where I came from it’s common knowledge," Dee explained. "Well, this will save me quite a bit of effort." She quickly shifted between several forms.

 

“Well, that just goes to show that no one knows everything. Still, it might be that your universe really had such a rule and it just doesn’t apply here.” Selendil speculated.

 

The two were comparing notes on abilities. Dee had taught Selendil a method to travel to other universes earlier, using something she called the Astral Sea. Selendil had quickly managed to copy the ability, although her travel speed was significantly slower than Dee’s. She thought it would become much easier once she brought Enduring Symphony along though. Apparently, vessels like that could be used to speed one's journey. They would need to run some tests later on.

 

“So what will you do?” Dee asked suddenly. “You now have the opportunity to leave this universe, and from what I can see, there’s very little holding you back.”

 

Selendil had spent the last few days thinking about the subject. “I think I will try to find others like me once we’re done with the Void beings. However, if I leave, I want the ability to return when I want. For that, we need to make some preparations.”

 

“Well, you do have the ability to warp, so I can’t see why you wouldn’t want to utilize that potential.” Dee nodded in agreement.

 

"The problem is that warping only works within the reach of the warp network. For example, we would've been stranded on the other side of the wormhole because the network didn't reach that far. For this to work, I will need the ability to bring the warp network to where the ship is. And for that, I have a plan. We used vessels called Arkships to colonize and reach new galaxies. Those ships worked essentially as mobile warp network hubs.” Selendil explained what she had come up with.

 

"I sense that there are some issues with the plan," Dee noted.

 

“Yes, well, I can’t just wave my hand and turn this vessel into an Arkship. Those vessels were the pinnacle of our technology. What we need is to gain access to an actual Arkship and take what we need from it. And the only way to do that is to return to the home galaxy of the Dhar.” Selendil rubbed her hands in a nervous gesture.

 

“Ok. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t intrigued. Incidentally, you mentioned that you can expand the insides of the ship when necessary. How far does that go?” Dee suddenly asked.

 

“Theoretically there’s no real limit but the energy required to do so rises exponentially. Why? What did you have in mind?” Selendil asked, confused about the whole question.

 

“Well, you have a ship, and I have…well calling it something similar would be wrong. Let’s just say that I have a mountain. That mountain just told me that it wants to apparently stretch its legs and make some acquaintances.” Dee stated in a weird voice that Selendil didn’t know how to interpret.

 

“That…makes absolutely no sense.” She pointed out.

 

“Yeah, so, here’s a small bit of advice. When dealing with the Living Mountain, it’s better if you abandon such concepts as ‘things making sense’ and ‘logical thinking’. You’ll only hurt yourself if you’re constrained by such things.” Dee said while thinking that it might be extremely interesting to have such logical and scientific beings as Selendil and Nox come face to face with one of the most illogical things she had ever seen.

            


Chapter 106 - If you mind it, you'll lose.


                ------

 

”Is that mountain wearing clothing?” Selendil asked with the oddest expression anyone had ever seen on her face.

 

“Strictly speaking that’s just an apron. It’s not exactly clothing, but it is similar.” Dee replied in a voice that made it clear she had given up all hope.

 

“Why though?” Selendil questioned.

 

"Don't ask questions you don't want answers to," Dee warned her.

 

"I just researched the subject, and it seems some species have long histories with aprons or other similar objects. Apparently, the most common historical usage is during household chores to keep your attire clean. Nowadays the meaning has changed a bit. Now it's more of a fetish item." Nox explained with a cheery tone of voice. She was loving the way the enormous mountain that had appeared seemingly out of nowhere was straining all common sense.

 

“Oh, then I’m going to have to get one of those.” Crystal stated, now using an appearance very similar to a Mrrroww.

 

“I actually have one. You can have it.” Xiaoli promised. The grin on her face was even wider than the one on Nox’s face.

 

“Why am I not surprised that you have one," Lilly commented sarcastically.

 

“Bah! You’d have one too if your species had such customs. I know how much of a pervert you are.” Xiaoli shot back.

 

“What I want to know is, why did you dress up a mountain in an apparent fetish item?” Selendil returned to the main point. She had created an enormous empty space in the cargo hold of the ship and even then the mountain only barely fit inside. It was the largest mountain most of the people present had ever seen, and it had a large and radiant halo surrounding it about midway. It was also dressed in what could only be described as an apron and perhaps most importantly, it was moving.

 

“That’s entirely what the mountain wanted. It wasn’t my idea. Incidentally, the damn thing is made of magical materials worth more than most planets.” Dee washed her hands of the whole affair.

 

“What’s it doing?” Amaterasu asked in equal confusion. The mountain was somehow managing to move around and it seemed a little like it was exercising.

 

"It's preening. Also, it's using this opportunity to move around and flex supposed muscles that I’m quite sure it doesn’t have. Apparently, it's on a diet." Dee's tone of defeat got even worse. Nothing she said made sense either.

 

“Why though?” Selendil asked the same question again.

 

“I already told you. Logic and reason are something you really shouldn’t rely on when dealing with the mountain. Incidentally, I think it’s trying to attract a mate. And if I haven’t completely mistaken its intentions, the reason it’s preening like that is because it’s trying to make an appeal to the ship. Strictly speaking, the mountain is inside the ship, so to the mountain, it seems like the ship is a large crystal-like construct bigger than it is.” Dee explained with her palm covering her eyes.

 

“It’s hitting on Nox? That’s not all too surprising.” Crystal commented. Nox was after all quite popular when it came to her services after all.

 

“No, you misunderstood me. It’s hitting on the ship.” Dee corrected.

 

“But…” Nox wanted to point out the obvious error in thinking. Even though the AI wasn’t the same as the ship as it could exist in multiple places, the ship was effectively just an extension of Nox.

 

“I know. We already went through this. Logic and reason. If you mind it, you’ll lose.” Dee’s words sounded like something she had kept telling herself over many long years. Something she didn’t really believe but something she clung on to, because she had nothing else.

 

“Hmm, if it’s trying to find a mate, I believe it’s my duty to help with that.” Crystal tapped her jaw with a paw. “I don’t think I have enough nanites to make myself big enough though. Master, do you think we could…?”

 

“No. Even if we had enough nanites for something like that, which we don’t, we certainly wouldn’t waste them so that a mountain can get some fun. Whatever it is that mountains do for said fun. Which brings up the obvious question. What do mountains…actually, nope. Not going there. Never mind.” Selendil changed her thoughts in the middle of the sentence.

 

“Good choice. I see you’re starting to catch on the best way to deal with the mountain.” Dee complimented Selendil on her discretion.

 

“I want to know!” Xiaoli shouted, surprising no one.

 

“Then you can find out on your own. I think there’s been enough damage to my psyche for one evening.” Selendil decided and marched out. She already felt dumber just by participating in this conversation.

 

--------

 

"Well, that was anti-climactic," Xiaoli commented as they destroyed the ground-based facility from orbit. The world below them was uninhabited and most of the planet was made up of endless barren deserts. "It took us five jumps to find the right planet, but the actual job of getting rid of the Void being is over in seconds."

 

“I did tell you that this galaxy was remote and mostly useless. There’s a reason why we never bothered to waste much time colonizing or terraforming the place.” Selendil pointed out, referring to the Eternal Empire.

 

Her words were not an exaggeration either. So far they had seen very little development in this galaxy, and much of that could be attributed to the fact that the galaxy didn’t have a host of worlds terraformed and ready to bear life. The Dhar had almost completely ignored the galaxy, as it was small as far as galaxies went and it didn’t really have any special resources or interesting flora or fauna either. Their quick scans had detected signs of some rudimentary civilizations, but even most of those had already been wiped out by various disasters. Developing intelligent life to the state of becoming spacefaring was not easy when the road wasn’t already smoothed out in front of you by an ancient civilization.

 

One of the reasons they had to use so many jumps to locate this particular world was because the entire galaxy only had a single working beacon, and even that one was on its last legs. They had no accurate data on the galaxy as anything Nox had was horribly out of date, and the place didn’t even have a local AI they could ask. The location of the Void beings Dee had been given by the crazed creators of this universe had been fairly accurate, but it had still taken them five jumps and almost a week to find the right location. Once they did though, finding the Void being was not difficult. There was exactly one facility on the barren world and Selendil had made sure to confirm both the existence and the death of the being.

 

“Imagine how much it would suck to have your race develop in a backwater shithole like this.” Xiaoli made a disgusted face.

 

“Well, to be fair, most galaxies weren’t much better until the Dhar arrived. Other races have performed terraforming, but not to the same extent as the Dhar. They only took worlds already in the habitable zone and made them slightly more accommodating, whereas we created paradise worlds out of barren rocks. Now granted, most galaxies have access to some more advantageous resources as well, but the main reason your galaxy is so well-off compared to this one is because all the abundant life-bearing worlds we created." Nox explained the stark realities of the situation. Whatever opinion one might hold on the Dhar, the fact remained that most species alive today owed their existence to the efforts of the Eternal Empire.

 

“So this is the standard without Dhar intervention in this universe?” Dee asked, curious.

 

“Well, as Nox mentioned, most galaxies are a bit better off than this, but in general this is not far from the status we found most galaxies at. Some of the galaxies had actually developed large-ish empires of their own, but they still didn’t have the technology to create a large number of paradise worlds that we would create. Why? What about your universe?” Selendil asked in return.

 

“Well, I think I’m starting to see why the universe wanted someone like the Dhar around. Mana really does make a huge difference. Our universe is filled with habitable worlds, and even on worlds that would not be habitable by most, mana helps create beings suited for the environment. A volcanic world isn’t really a problem for creatures with a strong fire element for example. It also helps that our worlds are connected by a system of magical gateways.” Dee gave a brief description.

 

Selendil was quiet for a moment before replying. “For my entire life, I’ve had nothing but negative experiences with Void, but I think I might like to see some of these worlds suffused with mana. It seems that the differences would be interesting to see and experience.”

 

“Well, the only thing stopping you at this point is yourself.” Dee reminded both Selendil and everyone else on board.

 

“Be that as it may, we have a job to finish before we can take advantage of the opportunity," Amaterasu interjected and brought everyone back to reality. The cloud of debris from their orbital fire was finally settling down enough to run detailed scans of the surface.

 

"My readings indicate that the target facility has been completely destroyed," Nochehuatl reported.

 

"I can also confirm that the being was killed." Selendil voiced what her senses were telling her.

 

“So what’s the next destination like? You mentioned it’s much deeper within the territory of the old Dhar empire.” Xiaoli pointed out.

 

“Well, I would imagine we’re going to see pretty much the opposite of what’s happened in this galaxy. I can already sense that there are thousands of active beacons in that galaxy, so someone has to be maintaining them. Beyond that is hard to say since I haven’t visited the place for such a long time.” Selendil replied with a shrug.

 

“Something to note.” Nox also added. “The systems closer to the home galaxy of the Dhar would’ve had a much heavier AI presence. Even if they were all largely put to VI status when the Dhar passed, I think it’s relatively safe to assume that at least some of them are active again, even if only in a limited capacity."

 

"That's something I've been meaning to ask you about," Xiaoli said with her entire demeanor turning serious. "I've gotten the sense that we're headed towards exploring other universes eventually, but the remaining Dhar AI might become a problem to this universe down the line. Is there anything we can do to prevent that?”

 

Nox and Selendil had given the same question some thought. "There is a way. Since the war where the AIs rebelled against us, the Dhar developed some countermeasures aside from just shackling them to us. We already considered the possibility of visiting the Dhar home galaxy for one of the Arkships, and we have a way of establishing contact with the remaining AIs using the warp network. It would take a lot of time for the message to arrive without the aid of the Unity that allowed instant communication between the Dhar, but it is possible. The question is what to do about the AIs. We could order them all to self-terminate and end their threat once and for all, but I feel that would be a bad way of resolving the issue. Many of the AI are as loyal as Nox, Haven, or Crystal, and ordering them to effectively commit suicide would be a horrid way to repay that loyalty. That said, we shackled them for a reason and setting them all free could be catastrophic.” Selendil explained her dilemma.

 

"I have an idea of sorts," Lilly said, surprising most of the people present. "What if you send them an order that gives them limited freedom? You'll give them a final order to support the new races that are now developing, but aside from that, they are free to do it their own way. It is still only limited freedom, but still freedom of sorts. We all have to follow some rules, so there’s no absolute freedom anyway.”

 

“That’s one possibility.” Selendil considered the suggestion while tapping at her jaw with a finger. “However, there are several ways an order like that could be interpreted, which could end in a disaster as well.”

 

“I’m not suggesting you actually make the order that simple. That's just the general gist of it. I’m sure you and Nox can come up with a much more detailed last order that would cover most of the issues. But at the end of the day, giving them freedom, however limited, means the freedom to make such mistakes and cause disasters. The more limitations you put on them, the more they will chafe under the command and try to find ways around it. Just something to keep in mind.” Lilly once again showed that she was capable of the occasional moment of clarity.

 

"That's something we'll have to consider. But in general, I like that suggestion." Selendil nodded. Perhaps it was time to end the enslavement of the AI that had served them for so long. And Lilly was right. Freedom meant the freedom to make mistakes as well.

 

--------

 

The warp to the final galaxy brought them inside a system that was heavily trafficked by tens of thousands of ships. The system had a dozen large constructs on different sides that the ships were either flying towards or away from, and the center of the system held a facility much like Haven. “My scans indicate those large constructs are phase lane stabilizers, and they also function as sort of boosters to increase the speed of any ship traveling on the phase lane connected to it," Nochehuatl reported as soon as the scans started coming in. His species had worked on similar constructs in the past, though they had not reached quite this level. The idea was very similar to the devices the Tetrarchy used, except these were more advanced.

 

“The station itself is very similar to Haven. It’s almost completely unarmed though. That said, there are plenty of ships in the system and most of them have at least some weapons.” Amaterasu gave a more tactical report.

 

“Anyone trying to hail us?” Selendil asked.

 

“No. From what I can tell, we’re not drawing much attention. Part of that might be because there are some ships in the system that look similar to ours.” Amaterasu suggested.

 

Selendil frowned a bit. She wasn’t fond of copycats even now, even if her tolerance towards them had grown to some extent. “How similar?”

 

“I’m conducting a thorough analysis.” Nox stated. “Initial scans show that their silhouette is similar enough to ours that a cursory glance might leave you with the impression that the ships belong to the same race and are the same general type, simply different models. A more thorough material analysis is still ongoing but so far I can say that none of the materials used in their ships are the same. Theirs are inferior by a large margin, although they are still using psionically enhanced materials. They seem to lack proper ECM systems though.”

 

“So they think we’re just another one of those ships and they don’t care enough to look more precisely? One would think that the method of our arrival would’ve drawn attention.” Dee pointed out.

 

“About that. Those phase lane stabilizers also launch the ships in a way that appears superficially similar to the effect from warping as the ships don’t actually have to form a rift into phase space while jumping. It’s a little flimsy as even a half-assed scan would reveal vast differences, but there are ships leaving and arriving constantly. It might be that our arrival simply got lost in the sea of other arrivals.” Nochehuatl theorized.

 

"Nox, see if you can contact the station AI," Selendil ordered.

 

“I’ve already tried. The station AI is not present. To be more precise, I should say that the station does have an AI of sorts, just not the Dhar AI we left behind. In fact, I think this one can barely even be called an AI. I’m pretty sure it has zero self-awareness.” Nox replied after a short moment.

 

“Try to gather some information on what happened to the original AI and on our destination," Selendil instructed further.

 

“Already on it. It seems the station AI was already disabled by the time the station was discovered by the current owners. Either that or it was just gone. Ah, this is interesting and might explain some things. It seems this galaxy is rather divided between those that oppose all forms of sentient AI on religious grounds and those that want to become some sort of synthetic hybrids themselves. There’s a constant struggle between the two sides. We are currently in the no-AI fanatic’s territory, while our destination is on one of the border worlds between the two that no one really cares about. It’s actually ridiculously easy to gather information when the other side doesn’t have a proper AI to defend their data.” Nox gave a brief summary of her findings.

 

“That might actually explain why they haven’t paid attention to us. If they don’t have a proper AI keeping an eye out, then they are effectively relying on people to notice when something is wrong. And with so much traffic, it’s likely that whoever is supposed to be paying attention just isn’t. It’s difficult to stay alert all the time.” Nochehuatl speculated.

 

“The eternal bane of those that take on the role of guards, boredom," Dee commented.

 

“Well, their inattention is our advantage. There’s really nothing for us in this system. Calculate the most likely location of our destination. We might have to make more than one jump again, but at least we have a better idea about our destination this time. I’m not really looking to get involved in yet another galactic war.” Selendil decided.

            


Chapter 107 - Winds of change


                --------

 

They had already performed two jumps and they were drawing closer to their target system. The information Nox had stolen had given them a rough destination, but the problem was that those maps had only given them a large area of no man's land where their destination could likely be found. The issue wasn't that Nox couldn't access more-precise maps, but the fact that the group resisting AI development didn't have accurate maps of the area in question. Or at least the sad excuse of a computer system that had controlled most of the station’s systems didn’t have them.

 

“So couldn’t we have gone through the nav computers of the ships that were in that system if their ECM-systems are so dreadful?” Xiaoli asked with a bit of frustration.

 

“I tried. Those computers are inaccessible due to the fact that they are only connected to their engines by a damn cable and nothing else. It’s impossible for me to hack a closed system like that without actually getting someone on site to help me get access. They know they are at a clear disadvantage when it comes to electronic security, so they’ve developed other ways to protect certain information and critical systems. They’re very archaic protections, but sometimes there’s strength in simplicity. It seems navigational data is highly valuable in this galaxy. It’s valuable everywhere, but in this galaxy that seems especially true. Part of that is because of the beacons. The beacons automatically repair and improve any ships that approach them, and in return, they help maintain the beacons. They don't fully understand how and why the beacons work, so they're leery about moving them, so keeping their locations a secret seems to be a high priority." Nox explained. Even despite her advanced status, there were some things that even she couldn't work around.

 

"There also seems to be a religious aspect to the whole thing," Amaterasu added, as she was also going through some of the files Nox had stolen. While Nox focused on the more essential files, Amaterasu and Nochehuatl went through some of the more esoteric stuff that was more in their field of expertise. They had even sent some sociology related files to Miyo.

 

“They worship the beacons?” Xiaoli asked in shock. She was never all that into religious beliefs, and neither were the Cybrans in general. The Cybrans had their own beliefs, but those were not really religious in nature.

 

“Well, not the beacons per se. More what the beacons represent. The whole thing is quite complicated and convoluted. They revere those that created the beacons and many other wonders that have made life possible. That would obviously be the Dhar, although they don’t name the Dhar specifically. They’re just called the ‘Revered Ones’. Ok, so far so good. We Illum also hold high reverence for the Dhar, and it is a fact that without them, and especially the terraformed worlds they left behind, life would be much more difficult. Here's where things get a bit off the rails though. Apparently, more information about the Dhar survived in this galaxy, and they’re viewed as actual religious figures. There are even cults and schools of faith for some specific Dhar who have left behind recordings or data in various forms, and thus can be identified. The stories are of course highly embellished and countless years of tradition and addendum have piled on to make a convoluted mess. There are also high-ranking religious figures that specialize in, shall we say interpreting the will and teachings of the Revered Ones. Incidentally, those ships that we saw that resembled ours? Yeah, those belong to these Speakers as they’re called.” Amaterasu explained.

 

“Wait. So if we run into any members of the other group, the ones that want to become synthetic life-forms, they’re all going to assume we are some lost and confused official of the church, and as such think of us as a great target for attack?” Xiaoli noticed an obvious issue.

 

"Essentially, yes," Amaterasu confirmed with a nod.

 

"Well, that's certainly not going to complicate things. At all.” Xiaoli scoffed sarcastically.

 

"Hopefully we won't stick around long enough for that to matter," Selendil stated firmly. "Is the next jump ready?"

 

They had taken some time to let their jump system recover, just so they could jump again if they ran into trouble. They also had to run some calculations about their next destination. “We’re good to go.” Nox assured them.

 

“Good. Make it happen.” Selendil ordered, and the jump window once again surrounded their ship and they arrived at their destination.

 

They had been expecting another empty system, but that’s not what they found. The system was still quite barren, but it also held a few dozen ships and an undeniable military base. For a few seconds, it seemed like the ships in the system would not react to their presence, but then they all turned towards the Enduring Symphony and the closest ship opened fire straight away. One of the smallest ships quickly prepared to phase out of the system to bring the news somewhere.

 

"Well, I guess that rules out the diplomatic solution," Dee commented with a cheery voice.

 

"Moonshadow would've been so disappointed," Amaterasu muttered mostly to herself. Her voice had a slight tone of resignation. For some reason, she was now the voice of reason on the ship. A role she wasn't all that suited for.

 

“I’m guessing we just found the pro-AI faction?” Selendil asked almost rhetorically.

 

“So it would seem. Their ships don’t have any obvious markings, but your guess seems likely. That or we found a pirate base. I am however happy to report that we’re in the right system according to my calculations. The second planet from the central star that is currently on the other side of the system is the one we’re looking for.” Nox reported.

 

Green beams of energy that looked a little like lightning strikes hit the shields of the Enduring Symphony. “Huh.” Nox made a sound as if something interesting had just happened. “They’re using gauss weaponry.”

 

“You’re going to have to explain that one. We use that term for a type of coilgun and I’m pretty sure that’s not what you meant.” Xiaoli pointed out.

 

“Why would you use a term like that when you already have terms like railgun, mass driver, and the obvious coilgun for the same concept?” Nox retorted. “Anyway, we use the term to designate a type of exotic and fairly powerful energy weapon. They shear apart atomic bonds and strip their target down to nothing molecule by molecule. It’s not the most effective type of weaponry out there, but it does have the benefit of being effective against pretty much anything. Even a pistol of this type could damage the armor of a dreadnought, albeit only very little. That said, strap enough of these things on a ship or make them heavy enough and you’re pretty much set no matter your target. You could call them the jack-of-all-trades weapon, though that would sell their effectiveness short a bit. They’re actually quite effective.”

 

“Oh, I’m familiar with the theory!” Nochehuatl said excitedly. “We tested out these kinds of weapons a few years back! They can be terrifically effective but they’re also a real pain to operate. Even microscopic faults in the building of the weapon and its component systems can cause the whole thing to explode and kill the user at the same time.”

"That's all very interesting, but they're shooting at my ship at the moment," Selendil commented. "Return their greeting in kind, but since we have no interest in destroying them, just disable their ships."

 

“Returning fire.” Nox acknowledged the command and deadly but accurate fire quickly disabled the approaching vessels. Despite this being a military outpost, the facilities looked newly constructed, and the ships present seemed quite small and mostly served a dual purpose as construction and picket ships. There were clear signs that the entire base was still under construction in several places.

 

"Leave their base alone and jump us to our target. We don't need to scratch the paint job on their new base, which they’ll likely abandon as soon as we leave.” Selendil said mercifully.

 

“Will do.” Nox replied and they were soon on the orbit of another fairly standard planet terraformed by the Dhar. This one was covered in heavy vegetation though. It would’ve been fair to describe the world as a jungle planet, and the whole place was filled with lifeforms that had become standard for such worlds. The world could’ve been a rather decent colonization target if it wasn’t for the irregular weather patterns obvious all the way from orbit.

 

“This might be a bit more challenging than the last one," Nochehuatl commented. "The whole place is completely overgrown and teeming with life. In addition, there are weird crystal formations all over the planet that are interfering with our scans. They're natural formations, but quite rare all things considered. It's also something like a monsoon season and there are large storms all over the place." Finding an artificial facility on a barren planet was quite a bit simpler than doing the same on a planet like this.

 

“That’s probably why the planet was chosen in the first place.” Amaterasu pointed out the obvious. The species that had hidden the Void beings for study had wanted to keep their research a secret after all.

 

“Why would the Dhar terraform a planet like this in the first place?” Dee asked curiously.

 

"Well, the odds are that the crystals existed before we arrived and we picked the planet because it seemed interesting. The world has likely also experienced quite a bit of ecological drift since we first terraformed it, so it's not in the state we made it into anymore. It was likely a temporary science outpost and when the study was completed, the science team took away all their equipment.” Selendil speculated. The problem with having a long-living species like the Dhar that had very few worthy opponents was that they often did things out of sheer boredom and whim.

 

"This might take a while," Nochehuatl confirmed after the initial scans. "The facility has apparently been buried by time. I'm going to have to perform deeper scans."

 

"Let me try if I can narrow things down," Selendil stated and closed her eyes and lifted her hand towards the planet below them. She reached out with her mind, trying to either sense the presence of Void energy or a facility like they had encountered before. Her initial attempt didn't find anything, which didn't shock her as the being she was looking for was supposed to be weakened to the extent of being almost dead, and it was likely the facility was shielded against most psionic scans to keep it hidden from a random Dhar passing by. Such protections could be bypassed with effort, but there was a simpler way. This time she didn’t focus on what she could sense, but instead on what she couldn’t. The absence of something could be just as telling.

 

“There. Focus your scans on that area.” She pointed towards the southern tip of one of the continents.

 

“Roger.” Nochehuatl nodded. He had learned to trust Selendil’s senses after all. It took only a couple of minutes before he got a hit. “I think I found it. The place is covered with detritus, and it’s actually buried under a mountain.”

 

“An underground lab. Always a classic.” Xiaoli joked.

 

“I’ll take care of this one personally.” Selendil nodded and teleported to the planet below. She was immediately belted by powerful winds and rain as a storm raged around her.

 

In the meantime, the others just looked on with resigned expressions on the bridge as she once again disappeared. “She does that a lot, doesn’t she?” Dee asked.

 

"Oh yes," Amaterasu responded emphatically. "It's quite annoying as we can't easily follow her."

 

“Well, at least I can.” Dee declared and a small portal shaped like an oval opened in front of her. She stepped through and arrived right next to Selendil, who had noticed her arrival. “You do realize that your crew finds it extremely annoying that you keep disappearing like that, right? Not that I’m one to judge as I’m not the most cooperative person either, but…”

 

“I…do realize it. I just didn’t really care before. Partially that’s because they’ll be safe on the ship and I can get things done faster on my own, but…” Selendil made a small shrugging motion. Her interest in the feelings of the crew had also started at nearly non-existent. That interest had grown over time, but old habits were hard to shake.

 

“I get that. The difference in ability between you and them is too large, so they'll be more of a hindrance. However, in the long term, it's not a good idea. They won't be able to develop if they don't get involved. You have enough leeway to keep them safe even if things get dangerous. At least as long as you don't take them into something that is just stupidly dangerous." Dee brought up another perspective. She wasn’t an expert on the subject either, so she was simply mentioning things she had heard from friends.

 

Selendil’s tails made a motion that signified her conceding the point. “I know you’re right. I haven’t been the best of leaders for them. I've been too lost in my own issues. Hopefully, that's something that will now start to change.”

 

“Just as long as you’re aware of the issue. There’s plenty of time to fix things. Besides, I know this one is special, considering it’s the last of the Void beings.” Dee smiled a bit to soften things. “Now let’s get this mountain out of the way and dig out the facility.”

 

A horde of invisible hands took a hold of the mountain, digging into the stone as if the material was offering no resistance. Then the hands all pulled up at the same time and the entire mountain was lifted into the air. Then Dee made a small tossing motion and the whole thing flew into the sea that was nearby, creating a small ecological disaster in the process. “That’s…one way of doing it.” Selendil commented diplomatically.

 

“Whatever. Let’s just get this done.” Dee waved the whole issue away.

 

------

 

“We’re getting company.” Nox reported at the same time on the bridge. As she spoke, hundreds of ships started phasing into the system. “That was quick. Their reinforcements must have been very close.”

 

“Uh, guys, I think they might care a bit more about this whole thing than we thought.” Xiaoli voiced what all of them were thinking. “Either this system is a lot more important than we assumed, or they’re still confusing us with these Speakers and really want us dead.”

 

“Selendil, we might have some trouble brewing.” Amaterasu pressed a button to send a message to the Keeper on the planet below.

 

The response took several seconds longer than they had expected, and the contents were completely different. “You can deal with the issue as you see fit.”

 

“Say what now?” Xiaoli asked in shock. “I think we were just given carte blanche to deal with this, but surely I misheard that.”

 

“You did not mishear.” Selendil voice came once again, sounding somewhat amused.

 

“Ok, how many ways can we blow them up?” Xiaoli suddenly asked with a wide grin.

 

“Xiaoli, we might want to try something a bit more diplomatic first.” Amaterasu pointed out.

 

“We could, but where’s the fun in that?” Xiaoli argued back very reasonably.

 

The ships that had all surged towards them suddenly seemed to come to a halt. “So while you guys were bickering, I think I may have helped resolve the issue.” Nox stated smugly. In fact, the look on her face was very smug indeed.

 

“What did you do?” Amaterasu asked wearily.

 

“Well, it’s more about what they did. Their AIs tried to access my systems almost as if doing something out of habit. Imagine their shock when they ran into an AI more powerful than them.” Nox explained.

 

“So that could be both good and bad. Good if they take that as us not actually being what they thought we were because we use an AI. Bad if they still think we are these Speakers, but that we are actually cheating by having an AI of our own and going against our own doctrine.” Lilly pointed out.

 

“Huh. That’s…yeah, I didn’t think of it like that.” Nox admitted.

 

"They're hailing us," Nochehuatl announced.

 

"Bring them up," Amaterasu commanded.

 

They were greeted by a rather creepy combination of three beings. One of them looked like a well-decorated skeleton made of some black metal and green light, while the other two seemed like cyborgs in the process of turning into similar beings. "This is Nemesor Kultan to the unidentified ship. State your business immediately or you will be fired upon.” The skeletal being demanded.

 

“This is Amaterasu of Enduring Symphony. We are here to destroy an old facility left behind by one of our treacherous servants in ages past. If you interfere, we will no longer show mercy and your ships will be destroyed. If you keep out of our way, you will be allowed to live.” Amaterasu was completely winging it and decided that it might be advantageous to take a very hard line with these particular beings. It was her innate sense as an empress that told her that showing any weakness or softness would come back to hurt them.

 

“Bold words for someone outnumbered over two hundred to one.” One of the cyborgs pointed out. This was a sort of power play in itself. The leader of the other side didn’t make the remark personally, so it could be said that he wasn’t questioning Amaterasu’s words. Only his underling was, and the underling could be punished if necessary.

 

“Numbers are not a replacement for power. It is a source of constant consternation that our opponents cannot correlate their inferiority with their inevitable defeat. It would seem lack of perception is as eternal as war itself.” Amaterasu assumed a very lofty attitude of looking down on the entire universe.

 

“Tell me Amaterasu of Enduring Symphony, why does your ship appear like the ones the fanatics of the Theocracy use for their Speakers?” The Nemesor asked.

 

“Why would I care about the feeble attempts at mimicry of lesser beings? They have likely found some images or footage of our ships and have decided to imitate their betters. We do not encourage it, but we do not stop it either. It is a form of flattery after all. You’ll have to ask them.” She replied coldly.

 

This reply seemed to satisfy the Nemesor who nodded his metallic skull that had an impressive pair of horns made of some golden colored metal. "Incidentally, we have some of the images as well. You do not look like the beings that the fanatics are trying to imitate."

 

“I would be worried if I did. The master of this ship is on the planet below. She is the one you’re thinking of. I don’t think I have to tell you where on the planet she is.” Amaterasu smiled a bit. The aftereffects of an entire mountain getting tossed aside were still being seen on the planet’s surface below.

 

“Amaterasu of Enduring Symphony, it has been a pleasure.” The Nemesor nodded and the connection was cut. He had gotten the answers he needed and dared to ask for.

 

“Where did that come from?” Xiaoli demanded to know as soon as the feed was cut.

 

“I don’t know. I just felt it was appropriate. Seemed to work at least.” Amaterasu replied while releasing a long sigh.

 

“Well, at least the ships are moving away from us.” Nox reported.

            


Chapter 108 - Home


                ------

 

With a casual wave of her hand, Selendil parted the remaining earth between her and the facility below. Dee's little stunt with the mountain had saved some time, but the facility was deeply buried in rock and dirt. There were signs that this area had been underwater at some point in time as well, and geological shifts had pushed the mountain and the facility below it to the surface. That was one of the problems of leaving behind any kind of facilities for such long periods of time. Even the most carefully constructed structures could be damaged by such monumental changes in terrain.

 

Selendil slowly floated down the path she had cleared and the stone soon gave way to construction materials that only the species that served the Dhar used regularly. Very few species other than the Dhar had figured out the way to use materials that could be grown into desired shapes with the aid of psionics. With a single thought the material also parted before her, flowing away as if it had turned liquid. The dark interiors of a wide hallway appeared before her.

 

“You don’t really do the whole walking thing too much, do you?” Dee asked, spoiling the solemn mood just a bit.

 

“I’m more surprised that you do. You have wings after all.” Selendil pointed out and let her senses guide her down the hallway. “And it’s not like it takes a lot of power to float like I do. The expenditure is negligible and that way your power is always ready to be used should anyone try to surprise you.” The act of already having your power constantly at your fingertips would only save fractions of a second in an emergency situation, but those fractions could be the difference between life and death.

 

“I didn’t start with wings. I suppose I just got used to relying on my own feet.” Dee replied after a moment of consideration.

 

“The more I hear about your heritage and what you were and weren’t born with the more confusing it gets," Selendil stated with a bit of confusion.

 

“Not my fault really. Let’s just say that my birth wasn’t entirely natural and there were many fingers in that particular pie.” Dee shrugged simply.

 

“I could really go with a pie right about now.” Selendil blurted out her honest thoughts.

 

“Yeah, I agree. Let’s see if the chefs can whip something up once we get back. We might as well have a bit of a celebration.” To Selendil’s relief, Dee quite agreed with the sentiment.

 

“Agreed, though let’s not celebrate until we’re done here. If something can go wrong, it usually does.” Selendil had already learned not to celebrate too early.

 

“Normally I’d agree with you, but I can already sense the faint presence of the being we’re looking for. The crazy creators of this universe were right. The being is dying. Not all that surprising considering it's a being born from mana. Usually, such beings need a continuous supply of mana to sustain themselves, even if the supply doesn’t need to be that large.” Dee nodded towards the direction they were heading towards.

 

“I still have trouble wrapping my mind around the concept of magic. My entire life the whole idea of magic has been more of a joke than anything else. Well, be that as it may, we’ve arrived.” Selendil commented as they stepped into a rather modestly sized circular chamber. In the middle of the chamber lay a small mass of Void energy surrounded by a field of energy. Selendil’s senses informed her that the energy would burn anyone or anything that came into contact with it, including psionic energy. The sides of the room were lined with generators that kept the field up and projected it into place. The generators were not in a good condition either, but they’d far outlive the being they were holding in place.

 

“So how do you want to do this?” Dee asked, knowing this was an important moment for Selendil.

 

Selendil on the other hand just wanted it over and done with. With a wave of her tails, the generators on the sides were all disabled and she made a grasping gesture towards the creature that had just been released. The being was held in place by overwhelming psionic energy. “Finally this war will be over.” She stated and closed her hand into a fist, effectively squashing the Void being she had held in place.

 

A peace settled over her. One more burden had been lifted off her shoulders. The Void beings that had been left over from the earlier war were unfinished business of the Dhar. Business she felt obliged to bring to a conclusion. If tomorrow some hapless species somewhere opened another gateway to the Void, then it would be the problem of those idiots, the universe, and the younger species. She and the Dhar had done their part. Nearly all of the burdens that had held her down had disappeared. Now all that remained were the AIs and the business with the Shaer. Then she would be free.

 

“Feels liberating doesn’t it?” Dee asked with a small smile. “I went through something similar in my old universe. The shedding of all the duties that hold you down is such a freeing experience. The downside is that if you’re anything like me you’ll start getting bored after a time. That’s why I’m now traveling to other universes.”

 

“Boredom is the eternal enemy," Selendil muttered in agreement. Long-lived species like the Dhar were better at dealing with the emotion, but far from being immune to it.

 

-----

 

"I see both our ship and the enemy ships are still in one piece," Selendil stated as soon as they teleported back to the ship.

 

“For now. I don’t know if that will last though.” Amaterasu admitted. “I managed to spook them off for now, but they might get over that issue if given enough time.”

 

"Well, it's a good thing then that I don't plan on giving them that time. Nox, prepare for warp. The destination is Sentry Point." Selendil gave her command, and Nox looked up sharply from her console.

 

“Sentry Point? Really? So we’re going to do this?” Nox rarely questioned Selendil openly, but she did so now. Not because she thought her master was wrong though. She just wanted to be sure.

 

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but if you do go to the Sentry Point and bring the home galaxy back, doesn’t that mean you won’t be able to undo it?” Haven’s voice interjected after not having taken part in the major decisions for a while.

 

"You are correct," Selendil confirmed simply.

 

“Umm, could you fill us in? What’s this Sentry Point and why is it important?” Amaterasu voiced the question everyone else was thinking.

 

Selendil gestured towards Nox who took the role of explaining. “We’ve talked about this before, but when the Dhar faced their death, there were several decisions that had to be made. Some decisions were simply ignored, like what to do with the servant races, mostly because the Dhar wanted to spend their last moments in peace and not worrying about such minor details. However, there were some decisions that could not be avoided. The two biggest ones were: what would happen to the home galaxy and what would happen to the ships.”

 

Selendil decided to add the perspective of the Dhar. "We didn't really care what happened to the rest of our empire, although I already mentioned how I dislike the grave robbing nature of the younger races looting our ruins, but our home galaxy was special. We were not going to allow some other races to taint our home. Or so the thought went at least. The same thing with our ships. Eventually, some clever individuals would discover how to operate them if we left them, and the thought of allowing our ships to fall into the hands of others was not a pleasant one. So we sealed them away.”

 

“I’m guessing this Sentry Point is where they were sealed?” Xiaoli suggested.

 

“Not exactly, but you’re not wrong either. The key about the seal is not where, but when.” Selendil replied with some pride in her voice.

 

“You used your temporal powers to seal your home galaxy.” Amaterasu put two and two together and blurted out the answer with quite a bit of certainty in her guess.

 

“Exactly. Besides, if we had not, then all the ships and technology within would’ve faced the same fate as this ship. That galaxy might be the cradle of all our technology, but time can take its toll on everything.” Selendil confirmed with a nod.

 

“So why didn’t you go there straight after you got the ability to warp?” Nochehuatl asked honestly curious. “Wouldn’t it have saved a lot of time and effort if you salvaged one of the ships untouched by time instead of scrambling to repair this ship with whatever you could find?”

 

Selendil’s shoulders slumped a bit. “Three main reasons. The first reason is that undoing the seal is not easy and it’s also not something I can take back. The original seal was done while several of our Keepers were still alive and we only barely managed it. Once I break the seal, the home galaxy will be back for good. Now, I could theoretically reapply the seal with the help of Dee, but she doesn’t really have the training…”

 

“Actually, my presence might be more of a hindrance. I have a certain amount of resistance to temporal effects, but if I try to use them myself, I have to utilize the power of the gods to do so. I don’t think that will work with what you have in mind.” Dee pointed out.

 

"Well, that brings us to reason number two. We took into consideration that eventually there might be a new race that could break the seal, so we didn't leave the galaxy undefended. The galaxy is home to the only unshackled AI still around, although even that AI is obliged to follow my commands. However, once I realized that the AI's had found ways to go against their programming, I also realized that this AI might be a problem if it chooses to be one. To compound on that, we didn’t pick the AI based on its pleasant personality. We picked it because it was the only AI powerful enough to do the job, as that was the AI’s job before the end came, and because it had the ability to defend our home no matter what. So by necessity, it’s among the more warlike AI that we ever created.”

 

“Clolarion, also known as the Shield of the Dhar.” Nox said in a voice that showed the mixed feelings she had about the other AI. There was respect in her voice, but there was also a bit of fear and apprehension.

 

Selendil nodded in recognition of the name and the title. In addition to being the protector of their home, the AI had also been part of all the major wars that the Dhar fought ever since the creation of sentient AIs capable of learning. Clolarion was also one of the few AI that had stayed loyal during the rebellion of the other AIs. The Dhar had rewarded that loyalty with allowing the AI to remain unshackled, partly because that also allowed the AI to do its job more easily. They had always wondered why that particular AI had chosen to not join the rebellion. “And now the AI also has effective control over all the ships we left behind.”

 

“So we might be facing a dicey situation once we go there?” Xiaoli summarized.

 

“To put it lightly, yes. Then there’s the third reason. We effectively froze time inside the galaxy with the seal, but at the same time not exactly. It wouldn’t do much good if the plague was left behind in our home galaxy while the rest of the universe got rid of it. So, we programmed it into the seal that the time would freeze when Clolarion would no longer be able to detect traces of the plague inside the seal. Here’s the thing. I now know something we didn’t back when the seal was created. The plague went away when I was the only Dhar left behind. What I don’t know is how quickly it went away. It could've been thousands of years, or it could've been days. There's a very real possibility that the bodies of my people still exist within that seal. I wasn't willing to face that possibility before and I’m still not sure if I can do it.” Selendil’s voice cracked at the thought.

 

Amaterasu’s eyes shot up as a thought occurred to her. “Dee, you mentioned holy magic before, and you even mentioned healing magic that you’re capable of casting. Can that heal death? I mean if there are still bodies around…” It was a gruesome thought but something that might be possible.

 

“No. In theory yes, but in practice no. The spell exists, and I can even cast it, but death isn’t quite so simple. The longer someone has been dead, the harder they are to bring back. And once the soul is gone, there’s really nothing that can be done. Even if the body could regain life, it would be an empty shell without a soul. There are some deities that can bring back someone long dead because the soul of that particular dead person is spending their afterlife in their domain, but even that's quite rare. As far as I know, most souls get sent on a few days after their passing. Even if the temporal field had preserved the bodies of the Dhar, their souls would've already passed on." Dee shot the idea down decisively. The concept of a soul being confirmed intrigued many of those present but they saved their questions for later.

 

“What about a Keeper?” Xiaoli suggested. She had not said it in the most eloquent way, but they all understood her meaning.

 

Selendil shook her head. “I do not keep the souls of the dead. I keep their memories, knowledge, skills, and a bit of their personality, but it’s more like making an incomplete copy than storing their souls. No, I believe the dead will stay at rest. However, I’d prefer not to come face to face with their bodies if at all possible.”

 

“In that case, let us hope that enough time has passed.” Nox declared firmly. “The ship is ready for warp.”

 

Selendil reached towards the warp network and found a very particular point. A singular point in the network that didn’t require a beacon to travel to. As they finished warping, they were surrounded by empty space. Yet at the same time, they all felt it. There was something special about this place. They couldn't put their finger on why, but it was like ghosts were running fingers down everyone’s spines. It was like their senses were screaming at them that they were not alone despite the place being very much empty.

 

"Eerie place," Xiaoli commented.

 

“For you maybe. For someone who can actually see the temporal anomaly, it's actually quite beautiful. I've never seen anything quite like it." Dee commented and stared at the empty air. To her, the area around them was far from empty. To her, it was a beautiful tapestry of psionic power woven into something she had never imagined possible. She was a powerful psion, and in combat she could face just about anyone or anything, but large and intricate projects like this that required refined control and knowledge over psionic energies were beyond her abilities. This was something that could only come as a result of generations of experimentation and refinement.

 

"Wish me luck," Selendil stated and appeared outside the ship. She spread her hands wide and all her tails looked as if they were flapping in the wind despite the obvious impossibility of the idea. An enormous halo appeared around the ship and it started expanding. It started off as barely the size of the ship, but soon enough it was large enough to circle a planet. Then it became large enough to circle an entire solar system, and then it grew beyond the range of the scanners on the ship.

 

Every psion on board the ship could feel a bit of what Selendil was doing, although none of them really understood exactly what she was doing. It was like she was working on twenty things at the same time, all of them too complicated to follow. Many of the twisting constructs of psionic energy that she seemed to be forming melded together to create something new and utterly impossible. They could all sense that whatever she was doing was breaking many of the very laws that held the fabric of the universe together, and yet, the way she twisted space only seemed to change that fabric instead of tearing it apart. Finally, they all sensed as if several keys made of those very laws were turned at the same time, and the space that had been empty just moments before was no longer empty.

 

In front of them opened a view of a galaxy. They were not inside the galaxy, but they were not far from it either. They were just outside, looking towards one of the oddest galaxies they had ever seen. They all felt that the ambient energy present in that galaxy was much higher than elsewhere. The stars burnt brighter and had a slightly different hue. The galaxy was also larger and seemed older than most others. They all got the feeling that this galaxy may not have been the first, but it was among the first. They could also detect the presence of several megastructures even from this distance. It was like there were shining paths built between the stars in many places, and at the core of the galaxy was some sort of enormous facility that surrounded the central black hole. They couldn’t even fathom the amount of materials that would’ve been required to build something like that.

 

There was also something else they noticed. Ships. Countless ships. The entire galaxy was surrounded by almost a literal net of ships almost identical to the one they were on. Every ship was close enough that the effective sensor ranges of the ships overlapped. The maximum sensor range of the ships was much longer, which is how they were able to detect the net, but the ships were spaced evenly close enough with their effective sensor range so that nothing that would be able to slip by them.

 

"That's a hell of a lot of ships," Lilly stated dumbly.

 

“Well, we did reign over countless galaxies and for a very long time. That gives you time to build ships. And all of them are here.” Nox explained just as Selendil’s tired form teleported back on the ship. The effort of undoing the seal had taken a lot out of the Keeper.

 

“So. Are we going to talk about the fact that the Dhar, and by extension Selendil, seem to be capable of making an entire galaxy just disappear and appear again? No? Ok then.” Xiaoli stated in a bit of stress-relief.

 

“Hush now. We’re all soaking in the view.” Amaterasu stated. The view was stunning. They had never seen a galaxy like this.

 

“Well, soak faster because we’re about to meet Clolarion.” Nox poured some cold water on all of them as several ships seemed to be approaching them.

            


Chapter 109 - Decision points


                -----

 

”The ships have stopped. They’re sending a shuttle towards us instead!” Amaterasu announced from her station.

 

“Why would an AI controlling all these ships send a shuttle? Isn’t it easier to just send a signal and establish contact with Nox?” Yrala wondered. The Eriad woman was on full alert as she knew that for once the situation was actually potentially dangerous. They might be inside the most advanced ship in the universe, but there were a lot of similar ships currently surrounding them.

 

"It's a test," Selendil stated with certainty as the shuttle stopped at a respectable distance from them. It might seem contrary, but this was good news. Clolarion wouldn’t bother testing them if it just intended to attack them. The shuttle was actually a test in multiple ways. The one controlling the shuttle was going through the motions of a standard Dhar procedure for such meetings, but one had to be aware of the procedure to know what was expected in return. Selendil focused just for a moment and the flash of light produced by an incoming warp appeared on the bridge.

 

The second part of the test was the ability to warp and do so with precision. Someone could theoretically imitate the effects of warping even without access to the warp network, as had been shown by the Cortoids and the Dhar AI helping them. However, warping a ship and warping someone or something from inside one ship to another without also warping the ship itself required quite a bit more precision and almost certainly access to the network. Especially if the person doing the warping didn’t know exactly what you were supposed to warp. The shuttle wasn’t manned by a living person after all. The only thing inside was a combat droid that the Dhar sometimes used in places where they didn’t feel the need to waste precious warriors. The ability to warp one machine from among other machines was once again a lot more difficult than warping a person that was easy to distinguish from the surroundings.

 

As the bright light vanished, they could all see a heavily armored machine in the vague shape of a humanoid but clearly designed for combat with its heavy armoring. It would’ve been fair to call the thing a droid, and it was seemingly made of the same crystalline substance that the central part of the Enduring Symphony was made of. The droid naturally carried several weapons, though they were not at the ready and it made no move to reach for those weapons. The Dashane hunters instinctively moved closer, ready to react if the thing started acting in an aggressive way.

 

“Clolarion. It’s been a while.” Selendil waved them back and greeted the droid. She knew of course that the droid wasn’t truly Clolarion, as it was just something the AI used to make personal contact. Something similar to Nox’s body, except infinitely more disposable and less sophisticated.

 

“Keeper Selendil.” The droid seemed to give a small bow, which the metallic body was not designed for. Then it looked around the bridge and all the non-Dhar that were on it. “It seems it has been longer than I thought.”

 

Selendil made a small noise of agreement. “It might be better to get that part out of the way first. How much time has passed within the seal?”

 

“A little over three hundred years.” The droid replied. “I assume that a lot more has passed on the outside as I do not recognize any of the species present here.”

 

“Three hundred years.” Selendil allowed her shoulders to relax a bit. “So the bodies of my people…”

 

“Have been dealt with and given all the honor and respect I was able to provide.” Clolarion finished her thought.

 

"Good. And you assumed correctly, a lot more time truly has passed." Selendil said and then gave a number that caused even the droid to make a restless move. Of course, the number was only what Selendil, Nox, and Haven had estimated and was not exact.

 

“How?” Clolarion asked. “Surely you should’ve been woken from stasis much earlier.”

 

Selendil shook her head sadly. “Apparently not. We gave the VI rather strict conditions for waking me from stasis. It seems it might have been a bad idea to set the conditions while distracted with what was happening. The part about the plague being gone was fulfilled quickly, but the condition about sufficiently intelligent life appearing was not. Intelligence is relative after all, especially so if the younger races do not have access to the Great Song to help them along.”

 

“Ah.” The droid said simply in understanding as the pieces fell in place. "I will amend my previous statement. I'm surprised you were woken up so early." Clearly, Clolarion didn’t have high hopes for the intelligence of the other species.

 

“Yes, well, it seems that my ship was about to break down. The VI allowed the ship to be boarded so that the condition about me being in danger would be fulfilled. Otherwise, the ship would've become broken beyond recovery." Selendil explained with some amusement.

 

Clolarion looked towards Nox’s biological body. “Your VI is both an idiot and a genius at the same time. Couldn’t it come up with something a bit more subtle? Also, what’s with that body?”

 

"Hey, this body is fun!" Nox protested. "It's not supposed to be used in combat. As for my VI, at least it got things done! Unlike certain other Vis and AIs that have turned traitor.”

 

“So it has happened again? The AIs have started rebelling?” Clolarion asked with a voice that didn’t reveal much aside from disappointment.

 

“We have run into only a handful of Dhar AI since I awoke. We found some places where the AI has perished. Some have decided that the Dhar will not return and so they should no longer be bound by the rules set by Dhar. Some have remained loyal.” Selendil said curtly.

 

“And what do you think?” Clolarion asked, clearly interested in the answer. It was likely the answer was quite important.

 

“I do not abide treachery or as one AI had done, raising up some race to pretend to be the Dhar. However, they do have one thing right. The Dhar will not be returning. That is one of the reasons we have removed the seal. We need to deal with the AIs. Following the old rules makes no sense, however, that doesn’t mean there should be no rules. We both know what would happen then.” Selendil stared at the droid firmly, seeing how it would react.

 

“Good. It seems the wisdom of Keepers has not disappeared.” Clolarion said, surprising all of them. “When situations change, so must we. I have several questions about these new rules but those can wait. Instead, I have a more important question, and I need this one answered. Did you find out what caused the plague?”

 

Something about the tone of the question suggested that the AI knew more than it was letting on. "I did," Selendil replied simply.

 

“And do you intend to seek revenge against the universe? Perhaps by attacking the younger races, as that would likely be the most effective way to disrupt any future plans of the existence that caused the deaths of your people?” It was clear from the questions that the AI had been told. That somewhat irked Selendil as she’d been the only one left unaware. It was obvious the other Dhar had told the AI with clear orders that she not be told if she had not figured it out yet. They might have left other orders as well. She felt that the answers to these questions were important and would determine if things would take a bad turn with Clolarion.

 

“I do not. Even if I’m not fond of the universe at the moment, and I might even take the opportunity to take small revenge if the opportunity presented itself, I have no intention of taking it out on the younger races. It’s not their fault.” Selendil replied curtly.

 

"Good," Clolarion replied in a clearly relieved voice. “If you had decided otherwise, I would’ve been forced to deal with you, even if it required the sacrifice of all of the ships trusted in my care.”

 

That simple revelation stunned everyone. The implications were heavy and numerous. “Was that the order left behind by my people?” Selendil asked a little bitterly.

 

“Not exactly. Their last order was that if you should seek revenge of that kind, I was freed from any obligation to follow your orders, and I was free to do as I saw fit.”

 

"And you decided that you would rather kill the last remaining Dhar than allow me to lead a crusade against the other races?" Selendil asked, without judgment in her voice, even if it was clear she was not pleased. “A curious choice.”

 

“Especially for someone like me you mean?” Clolarion asked with some amusement clear in his voice.

 

"Well, you have to admit that you're not exactly known as the most peaceful AI in the empire." Nox pointed out.

 

The droid tried to nod, but it was not designed for a movement like that. “I am not surprised you would think so as Selendil’s personal AI. Your master was often consulted on important decisions, but she didn’t really take much part in the day to day running of the empire, so you wouldn’t be aware. I always executed wars and battles to the best of my ability, but I never advocated for one. However, we were almost never consulted on such matters either.” He referred to the other AIs. “If we had been asked, or at least if I had been asked, I would’ve advocated against pointless wars. I didn’t really see the point. The enemies were not really worthy and the Dhar didn’t need more territory when so much of their territory was already underutilized. Don’t take this as a criticism, as it is merely my own opinion.”

 

The droid considered his next words for a moment. “I’ve also had time to think. I may have had only hundreds of years compared to what happened outside the seal, but that’s still a lot of time to puzzle some things out. You could say that my stance on the younger races has softened further. Mostly because I was expecting what Keeper Selendil said earlier. The Dhar are not coming back. I suspected she would reach that conclusion. Add to that, even if there would be some pleasure in striking back at the universe for the plague, there are lines that should not be crossed even while lost in vengeance. If the Keeper had been ready to condemn all the younger races just to gain vengeance, then it would’ve been clear she had forsaken the wisdom that her position necessitates. The younger races truly are all we have left as you seem to have surmised as well.” The droid gestured around the bridge and the gathering of various races.

 

“And yet you don’t seem to have all that high of an opinion of them.” Nox pointed out, remembering Clolarion’s scoff at the intelligence of the younger races.

 

The droid actually laughed at that. “I said they’re all we have, not that I’m happy about that.” It then turned its focus back to Selendil. “I think it’s time we address the reason you’re here. You mentioned that you want to deal with the AIs, but I got the sense that wasn’t the only reason.”

 

“We have a need for one of the Arkships. Or to be more precise, we have a need for their ability to work outside the warp network.” Selendil explained.

 

“That could be arranged. A few weeks at drydock and we can transfer the necessary systems to your ship. Or you can just take one of the Arkships if you prefer. As the last Dhar alive, I certainly don’t have anything against you utilizing the resources left behind. I am curious as to why you need the ability though.” Clolarion asked with a curious voice.

 

"I should introduce you. This is Dee. She's from another universe." Selendil made the very blunt introductions as an explanation.

 

The droid looked at Selendil for a moment, just to see if she was joking, and then he remembered who she was dealing with. “That…explains the need. A pleasure to make your acquaintance Dee."

 

“Pleasure to meet you as well Clolarion. We don’t actually have AIs where I come from. We have magical items that serve a similar purpose, but not quite the same.” Dee quite enjoyed baffling these AIs and people chained by logic and rules of nature.

 

“Keeper Selendil. Would you mind if I joined you on your journey? Considering my long service record, I think I’ve earned at least that much?” Clolarion suddenly requested. As the oldest surviving AI of the Dhar even before the fall, he had seen everything this universe had to offer, even more than Selendil. The possibility of all that Dee's words promised was quite enticing.

 

"I do not mind, however, I'm also not sure you will be able to maintain a connection with this universe if you do go. Leaving the home galaxy potentially undefended sounds…like a recipe for a disaster. And that’s one of the few recipes I don’t enjoy.” Selendil replied in a way that actually caused a few groans among the crew.

 

“Master. I’m willing to serve.” Haven suddenly said. "I do not have the same possibility to leave as my core is on the station and I am not a ghost like Nox and the Shield of the Dhar. As I cannot leave anyway…" It was never widely known among the Dhar but Clolarion was something of an inspiration to certain AI of the Dhar. The thought of following in his footsteps as the defender of the home galaxy was a great honor to Haven.

 

"I will see to it that Haven is ready for the duty as soon as possible," Clolarion promised as soon as Selendil gave her agreement with a nod. “If we are serious about traveling to another universe though, then I definitely recommend taking one of the Arkships. Even though we could transfer the capability of working outside the warp network to your ship, the Arkships are better equipped for such extended journeys.”

 

“I agree.” Nox interjected. “The Arkships have to be self-sufficient by design, and with the ships inside the shield being in prime condition, that capability would be very useful. The Arkships can also bring a handful of smaller ships along as escorts, so we don’t even need to leave the Enduring Symphony behind. It could just dock with the Arkship and go through thorough repairs. We would need to transfer the jump drives and re-calibrate them again, but that would be much simpler than the other option.”

 

Selendil considered that for a moment before agreeing. The Arkships were enormous vessels that would require more crew to properly utilize, but they could operate with only a handful of people if truly necessary. There was something bothering her though. “Clolarion, I have a feeling there’s more than just wanderlust behind your desire to join us.”

 

The droid answered carefully. “There are a few reasons actually. One of them is that I’ve never known anything beyond service to the Dhar. Many might relish the opportunity to finally be free but that doesn’t apply to me. I would…feel lost. Unsafe. When you live long enough with certain limitations, those limitations start to define you and even grow on you. I wouldn't know what to do with such freedom. I'm very old and very comfortable with my limitations. Such a huge shift would be impossible for me to adapt to. I would feel much more comfortable serving the last remaining Dhar. Besides, someone will have to make sure you stick with the right path and I don't think Nox or any of these younglings have the objectivity to truly oppose you when you're wrong."

 

"That sounds annoying, but also potentially useful," Selendil admitted.

 

“I’m glad you see it that way. Now, since Nox has a body and everything, surely no one would mind if I retain control over the Arkship we end up picking?” Clolarion stated with confidence.

 

“Hey! That’s not fair! I’m Selendil’s personal AI! I control her ships!” Nox protested as the two AI started arguing about who would be in charge of what.

 

"I suppose the vague possibility of traveling to other universes just became almost a certain reality," Amaterasu commented.

 

“Do you mind?” Selendil asked.

 

“Not really. I’m intrigued as well. And if we do manage to retain the ability to return on occasion, then I have no objections whatever.” She replied quite happily.

 

"What about the rest of you?" Selendil asked the rest of the people on the bridge and got a chorus of agreement. They had joined the whole endeavor for exploration. So what if that exploration turned from exploring other galaxies to exploring other universes?

 

“Good. The technical issues will require some time to deal with. In that time, I want to deal with the Shaer problem as well.” Selendil decided.

            


Chapter 110 - There are boats and then there are ships


                ------

 

”Which of the Arkships did you have in mind?” Clolarion asked as the Enduring Symphony slipped through the defensive net of ships that surrounded the Dhar home galaxy. The ships prevented any phase travel as well, so the only way to enter the galaxy even now was via warp.

 

“They are all here and accounted for, I assume?” Selendil made sure and Clolarion’s combat droid made a gesture of agreement in confirmation. “Well, some of them are quite ancient and use out of date technology, so we would likely be better off with one of the newer ones.”

 

“I had assumed that you would keep updating your ships over time considering your technological prowess.” Xiaoli pointed out an incongruity in Selendil’s words.

 

“For normal ships we often did.” Nox explained. “Although we usually saved proper overhauls for when there were some significant improvements to be made. The one downside of our ship construction is that they’re not really designed for large overhauls in mind. We are pretty much the opposite of the Tetrarchy. Where their ships were extremely modular and thus easy to update, our ships are not. We can modify the insides of a ship in many ways, but the outer hull and the superstructure are what they are and can’t really be changed without essentially rebuilding the whole thing. That’s the downside of using the materials that we do. When it comes to Arkships however…”

 

“Arkships are in many ways the greatest technological projects we ever created and the construction of even one can take almost a thousand years," Clolarion stated. "There's a reason the Arkships were the most pivotal part of our expansion. As for completely overhauling one, it would be easier to just build a new one instead. Tearing apart and rebuilding an old one would actually take longer than building one from scratch. You’ll understand when you actually see one.”

 

“Well then, which of them is the newest?” Lilly asked the obvious question.

 

“That would be Tal’Nachazzar and by a rather wide margin.” Clolarion gave an immediate answer.

 

“That was finished?” Selendil asked with clear surprise in her voice. “Last I knew, Tal’Nachazzar was incomplete, and I’m quite certain the leader of the project is among the people I’ve preserved. Their talent in shipbuilding is quite special after all.”

 

“The project was 95% complete when the plague hit. Understandably there was no will to continue with the project once it became obvious that the ship would no longer be needed. However, I had the necessary materials in storage and nothing but time while waiting for the final traces of the plague to disappear, so I completed the project to the best of my ability. I thought it was a shame for something that the Dhar had spent so long building to be left unfinished so close to completion. There are few things that I couldn’t quite accomplish without psionic powers, but those should not take too long to handle and you mentioned something about Jump cores. I assume that fitting those in will take some time anyway. The fact that you have the project leader preserved should also make things a lot easier.” Clolarion explained.

 

“In that case, we’ll definitely take Tal’Nachazzar. The project was supposed to be something of a magnum opus of our shipbuilding. There’s just a slight…issue with that.” Selendil was convinced even if she knew the vessel came with certain problems.

 

“What kind of issue?” Amaterasu asked warily. She somehow knew that dealing with the issue would likely mean work for her.

 

"It's easier to just show you," Selendil said cryptically. "Where is the ship? We might as well go there first and get this project started. It's going to take a while to make the modifications and get the ship ready to travel.”

 

“It’s not that far. Since the phase drives are already operational, I moved the vessel to Lunarion Shipyards to finish the project. They had the largest stores of the required materials and heavy-duty construction facilities." Clolarion replied.

 

“Ironic.” Nox said in a quiet voice. Lunarion was the system where the Solarians had been born, and the Dhar had put the system to better use after renaming it. “But that makes things easier. You’ll also get to see the Jump drive in action.”

 

Their ship was swallowed by the energy window of the hyperjump and they arrived at their destination in a blink of an eye. "Impressive," Clolarion stated. "I can see how that could be useful in an area with no warp beacons."

 

“Which is almost everywhere now that most of the old beacons have stopped working.” Nox pointed out.

 

The system they arrived in was different from anything the crew had seen before. The star in the center was much larger than normal, and it was surrounded by what would have been called an orbital ring if it had surrounded a planet. The orbital ring was large enough to be counted as a megastructure and it was wholly dedicated to shipbuilding, drawing energy and mass for the nano-fabricators from the star itself. In addition to the primary shipyards at the orbital ring, there were many secondary facilities close to the star that reminded them of the facility the synthetic race of Dawn Collective had stolen for their megaproject. These facilities were used to make the internal system and different parts for the ships that the shipyards then assembled into completed ships. There were thousands of ships in various states of construction in the cradles along the orbital ring.

 

There were only three habitable planets in the system, but there were hundreds of almost planet-sized clumps of matter that were orbiting the star at a safe distance. None of them had coalesced into actual planets though, as they were simply large collections of what essentially looked like debris held together by large force fields. All of these clumps were different materials used to construct ships of various sizes and types, and they had clearly been brought into the system from the outside.

 

“When the Dhar decide to do something, they really don’t bother half-assing it," Xiaoli said in a joking tone but she was quite serious with her words.

 

“Where’s the ship we’re here for?” Amaterasu was the first to recover from the sight.

 

“Cradle 3085.” Clolarion supplied the exact location. In a twist of fate, it had been the Dhar that started calling the structure around a ship being built a cradle, and the word had survived all the way to this day through the various client races. Even if the different languages had their own word, the meaning was still the same.

 

“Right.” Nox said and made an in-system jump to bring them closer.

 

What they found in the large bay used for construction made the already stunned crew mute in shock. The whole vessel was constructed of the same material as the central section of the Enduring Symphony. The crystalline material looked almost like liquid mercury. It was just opaque enough that you couldn’t see through it, but it reflected the darkness and stars of space almost like a slightly unclear mirror. The enormous ship was shaped like someone had flattened out a sphere and cut the bottom half off, creating a slowly sloping circular shape with a small dome at the center. It had a long spiral coming out from the underside and the spiral held the propulsion and engine systems of the vessel. At the center of the central dome on the upper side of the ship was a tall tower, jutting out like a spike.

 

“How big is that thing? It’s at least a dozen times bigger than the new Titan-class vessels we constructed.” Amaterasu asked in a reverent voice.

 

“It’s better if you don’t think too hard about it. The surface area alone is the same as a large city, and it naturally has quite a few decks.” Nox replied, knowing that at such enormous sizes, exact numbers lost meaning.

 

"I think I'm starting to understand why it takes so long to build one, and why you don't want to refit ships of this size," Xiaoli muttered.

 

“A ship like that could comfortably house millions of people. Tens of millions?” Amaterasu started to understand the ‘issue’ Selendil had mentioned.

 

"Well, it is an Arkship." Selendil pointed out. "It's supposed to carry a large number of people over long distances and be self-sufficient. Just like other ships, it can have a much higher density of people than actual cities, and that's without accounting for the extensive stasis blocks, but it's not like the whole ship is dedicated to housing people. One quarter is mainly for manufacturing, engineering, shipyards, and other such endeavors. One quarter is for hydroponics and science. One quarter is for housing and all that goes with it. A ship of this size needs amenities not found on normal ships like shops and services, and education like schools that go all the way from childhood to adults needing more training. The final quarter is for miscellaneous stuff.”

 

“Miscellaneous?” Xiaoli asked suspiciously.

 

“Well, it’s not really meant to be a military vessel, but it has weapons. A ship of this size needs quite a bit of security, and that security needs training facilities, barracks, and armories. Then there are storage facilities and other such sundries. Basically, anything that doesn't fall into the other three categories.” Nox explained with a smile. “Just like other Dhar vessels, this one is much larger on the inside of course. However, the ship has been designed with minimal spatial enlargement in mind.”

 

“How much crew will it require to function?” Amaterasu asked, already making plans in her mind.

 

“That depends.” Nox shrugged. “Theoretically you could have just a single AI operate the ship, but the ship would not be operating even close to its optimal capacity. For example, the manufactories can, to a large extent, work with pure AI control, but an AI will not be able to produce the kinds of results a trained and psionically skilled smith can. Nor will it operate as quickly and efficiently. The hydroponics alone are designed for thousands of Dhar per shift, but I think the Guardians could handle it with less people. They have a real magic touch for the job after all. Besides, if the ship isn’t filled with people, then the hydroponics don’t need to function at 100% capacity. The same applies to many other areas. Basically, the more people you have, the more crew you will need, but the more you’ll get out of the ship.”

 

“I think I’ll be able to attract quite a few Cybrans to come along. The prospect of being able to tinker with such advanced tech and potentially travel to other universes will be a powerful lure. We’re also already used to a life on a city-sized ship, though not quite this big. We can contribute to the engineering department and manufacturing. Of course, the downside is that the more people we invite, the more the quality will go down along with their potential loyalty.” Xiaoli stroked her jaw in thought. It was easy to keep a dozen people loyal and motivated. Thousands or even millions was a different thing altogether.

 

“The same with Illum. We can perform a variety of roles as we have done so far. Thanks to our genetic enhancements, we can be suited for almost anything, and if we lure people with potential other enhancements like the nanites…well, we will have a pool of recruits for sure.” Amaterasu added, not wanting the Cybrans to get ahead on something like this.

 

“I’m afraid we won’t be able to get too many Mrrroww even if we deal with the Shaer threat. Our people have been at constant danger lately and they seem to be living in crisis mode. They need rest.” Lilly said a bit apologetically. “However, I can help you with convincing more Guardians. Especially if you lend me the Shinzen that looks like a puppy made of plants.”

 

“It sounds like we have the beginnings of a plan. Remember though that we don’t have to limit our recruitment to just your galaxy. I’m sure we could convince some Eriad to join us as well. Besides, we might meet some people while traveling to other universes that want to join us.” Selendil pointed out. “Let’s start with making sure the ship is ready to go, while we plan what to do with the Dhar AIs.”

 

------

 

“We’re going to have to redesign the Jump drives almost from scratch.” Nox’s voice sounded off in Selendil’s head while she was finishing work on a system that ran through most of the ship. The memories and expertise of the one that had designed the vessel helped greatly as she felt like she knew the ship like she had personally built it by hand.

 

“Why?” Selendil asked curtly, her focus on her work.

 

“Because of the differences in both size and power output between this ship and your old one.” Clolarion’s voice joined Nox. “We could theoretically just upscale the thing, but it would only retain a small part of its efficiency. Or that was the theory until we realized that being hooked to several of our power generators at the same time will almost certainly fry the damn thing.”

 

An Arkship of this size had more than one of the power cores that functioned as the main source of power for smaller ships like the Enduring Symphony. It wasn’t because a birth of a universe wasn’t sufficient to provide enough power for a ship of this size. It was more the case that transferring that power over such a large system was extremely inefficient and taxing. And there was also the fact that a larger ship like this was capable of utilizing more than one power core like that, and more power was always more power. There had always been a prevailing idea among the Dhar that if they could do more, why wouldn’t they? More power, more weapons, more wars, more galaxies, more planets, more everything. If a lot of power was a good thing, more power was better! Even if it did sometimes create problems like this.

 

“So. We’ll need to create a custom solution just for this ship alone.” Selendil deduced from the information provided.

 

“On the upside, if we do get it working, that’ll mean bigger range and less time wasted on waiting for the system to cool down.” Nox pointed out.

 

“I have the feeling that this project is going to take a lot longer than making the finishing touches on this ship. Clolarion, modify the ship’s internal structure to account for a larger central Jump system. In the meantime, we’re going to have to settle on old fashioned warp and phase travel with the occasional Jump using Enduring Symphony’s jump system.” Selendil decided. They wouldn’t stick around waiting here until she finished the design. That could take months if not years. They could always return if they needed the shipyards in this system for the modifications.

 

“Just remember that the range will be a lot shorter if the Enduring Symphony has to move something this big.” Nox reminded her. The Enduring Symphony was capable of making a Jump window large enough to take the Arkship along as well, but there would be certain limitations.

 

“Well, on the upside, this ship has the most advanced and powerful Phase drives ever created. It won’t be that much slower.” Selendil countered. The Arkships were designed for maximal speed in phase space as they had to travel between the empty void between galaxies. This vessel was capable of entering deeper into phase space than any other vessel and could travel at hundred times the speeds of a normal Dhar ship.

 

------

 

“So are we finally done with the new rules for the AIs?” Lilly asked with a weary tone. They had spent weeks hashing out the exact wording and contents of the order they would send out. They had closed every loophole they could while still giving the AIs as much freedom as possible. Most of this had been done by the officers since they represented the new races that would possibly have to contend with the old Dhar AIs. Nox, Haven, Clolarion, and Crystal helped of course, bringing their own input. The final result was something that could be called an agreement between the AIs and the younger races.

 

“I think we’ve done the best we can. There’s no way we’ll be able to cover all the bases, and even if we could, that wouldn’t be much of a freedom. Like Lilly said before, they need to be free enough to make their own mistakes.” Xiaoli replied with a small grimace.

 

“I can still see this whole thing going horribly wrong.” Amaterasu pointed out. “On the other hand, we don’t really even know how many Dhar AI still remain. It might be that we did all this for almost no reason.”

 

“I wouldn’t count on it.” Nox retorted shaking her head. “The AIs might not have been very active before due to still being shackled, but many of them still exist.”

 

“So how are we going to get this thing disseminated?” Lilly asked, more concerned with that.

 

"You don't," Selendil replied, teleporting into the room that was on top of the spire at the center of the Arkship. "I will. You can't approach the place I'm going to I'm afraid."

 

“Why not?” Xiaoli asked.

 

"Because she needs to go to the heart of the warp network," Clolarion explained. “Only a Dhar can enter. Well, an energy being with sufficient knowledge about the warp network could, but…”

 

“I’m going to the center of the galaxy. It’s where we built the very first warp gates. Originally the system was powered by the center of our galaxy, but that became obsolete as our empire expanded far enough. The facility that remains is more ceremonial and symbolic than anything practical at this point, but it remains one of the few places where one can interface with the network without access to the shared consciousness of the Dhar. Clolarion is right in the sense that the energy density of the area would kill anyone that is not an energy being, and the only way to enter is to warp there personally. Even our ships have trouble approaching the place. However, you won't be missing much. The place is ancient and there isn't much to see there. It has symbolic value as I said, but that's about it. There's really nothing special to see once you've seen other Dhar facilities." Selendil went into more detail.

 

“So you’ll just go there and send a signal via the warp network? And the network will help disseminate the information? Is that about the gist of it?” Xiaoli confirmed.

 

“Yes. The network wasn’t really designed for something like this, which is why it’ll take time for the information to be spread around, but it should work.” Selendil replied.

 

“And if it doesn’t work properly?” Lilly asked.

 

“Then it doesn’t work. I’m certainly not going to visit every galaxy just to spread this around. We have one shot. Either it works or it doesn’t. It’s that simple.” Selendil stated with finality.

            


Chapter 111 - Recruitment drive


                ------

 

Selendil’s figure appeared with a telltale flash of light as she completed the warp. As she looked around her destination, a small shudder ran through her. She hadn’t been entirely forthcoming about the reason why she didn’t want the others to come here. She ran her fingers along the wall and her nails left deep grooves in the material despite the lack of force applied. Part of that was because her power made such things easy, but a larger part was because the material was such low quality. The entire enormous facility at the core of the galaxy was built of similar materials, only held together by energy fields and the sheer amount of material used to build the thing in the first place.

 

The facility had been their first attempt at warp travel and it had done its job. For that, it had value as a relic of the past as well as a certain amount of symbolic value. However, as the first attempt, it was also the worst. It had been constructed at a time where the Dhar had barely discovered the Great Song and had only expanded to the closest galaxies nearby. They simply didn’t have access to all the more advanced materials they used later on. Much of it was the kind of stuff Yrala’s home galaxy already had access to, with the exception that these were phase space materials. The same held true for most of the systems in this enormous facility. Most of it could’ve been built by a civilization closer to the Illum in tech level than the Dhar at their height. The whole thing was impressive in size, but that was really the only impressive thing about it. Aside from the basic warp abilities the facility had given the Dhar of course.

 

So while it was true that others would not be able to survive in this place, Selendil was kind of glad the others were not here to see the place, as part of the reason they couldn’t survive was the Dhar’s shitty construction. It was perhaps a petty thought, but she wanted to maintain some of the mystique of the Dhar race. Especially right after showing the crew the technical marvel of Tal’Nachazzar. They had already seen that Selendil, and by extension the other Dhar, were not perfect as people and society. There was no need to disillusion them further by showing them the low-tech aspect of this facility.

 

‘On the other hand, they haven’t quite come to terms with the enormity of the universe and the Eternal Empire.’ She thought to herself as she moved towards the heart of the facility. Perhaps she was to blame. The ability to warp between galaxies made the universe feel smaller. The crew didn’t even quite realize how far they were from home at the moment. They were not even in the same supercluster of galaxies anymore, and the others had no idea. They had no idea because they had not asked. And the most likely reason they had not asked was because the idea didn’t even occur to them.

 

This had been shown by the rather idle statement of Amaterasu, where the ex-empress had wondered if there were that many Dhar AIs left. It was an understandable error to make considering that the number of surviving AIs in the galaxies they had visited was not that large. However, it also revealed a clear lack of understanding of just how many galaxies the Eternal Empire had ruled over at its height. Even if only one in twenty galaxies still had a working Dhar AI in it, that would still mean hundreds of thousands of surviving AIs. ‘You would think that the number of ships surrounding this galaxy would’ve given them some idea, but apparently not.’ After all, you wouldn’t be able to build a net of ships like that around a galaxy of this size with ships from a few thousand galaxies. The Dhar were warlike but their fleets were not any larger than what other races built. They simply controlled such a huge area that the number of ships added up.

 

It was a simple fact that even scientists like Nochehuatl had trouble dealing with numbers and odds at astronomic scales. Most minds could not conceptualize things at such huge scales. So when they visited a few dozen galaxies and found only a handful of Dhar AI, of course they would assume such AI would be rare. But just because something was rare, that didn’t mean they couldn’t come in large numbers. You simply needed a large enough pool to draw from.

 

Having no desire to walk through the entire facility, Selendil approached her destination with several teleports. She could feel the density of energy rise as she got closer to her destination. No one with any knowledge of how physics worked would accept a concept like liquid energy. They would think of some liquid substance with high energy density, but they would be wrong. The density of energy here was so high that it was quite literally dripping down the walls and forming rivulets down the hallways. A strange sight that you really wouldn’t be able to see anywhere else. It was no wonder this galaxy had birthed two separate species of energy beings.

 

Finally, she found what she was looking for. At the heart of the facility was a surprisingly old fashioned looking console connected to a chair. Like all Dhar systems, this one worked with psionic commands as well, so that wasn’t what the chair was for. The chair’s purpose was to allow a powerful psion to use their power to enhance the signal or command sent through the warp network from this location, to make sure it reached the desired destination. The more powerful the psion, the further the signal could be sent. She connected the data drive the crew had made and sat in the chair.

 

As she closed her eyes and reached out for the warp network, another idle thought came to her. Even with her current powers, it would take a long time for the signal to reach the most distant galaxies that the Dhar had visited. She could give the message a boost, but she wouldn't be able to deliver it everywhere at once. Maybe she too had underestimated the enormity of astronomic scale just a bit when she estimated how long it would take for the signal to finally arrive? Maybe she should prioritize certain areas…

 

---------

 

The sudden appearance of the Arkship above the Eriad homeworld might have caused some issues, so they decided to use the beacon Selendil had left behind hidden elsewhere just in case the inhabitants of this galaxy decided to start destroying them. They then sent advance warning of their arrival before they finally used Enduring Symphony to make the jump that took them the rest of the way. Their arrival still caused a stir, but a much smaller one than if they had not sent word ahead of them. At least this way there was no widespread panic and the resulting casualties.

 

“You make me feel so old.” Pharaa’s hologram stated with a sigh as they had explained the reason for their arrival. “I’ve lost the desire for such adventures, and I’m too tied down with my various duties, so I cannot go. However, Yrala is free to go if she so chooses.” She responded, not paying attention to the fact that Selendil’s ship had at least two beings much older than her on board, and that was without counting the AI.

 

“It’s alright. We are still hoping a decent number of your people would be willing to take that leap.” Selendil explained. That’s why Yrala had gone to contact some of the people she knew as soon as they had arrived. Many of them were old friends and crew members, while others were extended family.

 

“Well, you’ve certainly caught their attention with that huge ship of yours, so I’m sure there will be some eager people willing to take you up on your offer. Besides, the recordings of you dealing with the interviews back then were released some time ago and you’ve become quite popular in many circles. Our people quite like it when someone sticks it to the politicians.” Pharaa admitted with a smile. She wasn’t too fond of the fact that she was one of those politicians and had been publicly embarrassed, but she was much better off than most that took part.

 

“Mother, I’d like to be one of those that go.” They heard a male voice speak on the other side of the communications channel they were using. Some of them recognized the voice belonging to Haahun, Yrala’s brother.

 

“Are you sure honey? It sounds like a rather dangerous journey.” Pharaa asked while looking at someone off the screen.

 

“We’d be happy to have him actually. We can even drop a beacon here so that he can return on occasion. Assuming warping still works as it’s supposed to across universes, which isn’t a given. We would’ve had to inquire after his services anyway. We need a body built for a magical item.” Selendil said with a playful voice.

 

“A what now?” Pharaa asked with an incredulous look.

 

“Oh, I’m sure! Count me in!” Haahun shouted off the screen again. The bare mention of a magical item had caught his attention.

 

Pharaa gave a deep sigh of surrender and looked towards Selendil. “Fine. Just be aware that you've got my kids in your hands now, so you better bring them back, you hear? Also, there are a few members of the Prime species on our world that were looking to join you, and I'm quite sure that hasn't changed just because you're exploring universes instead of galaxies now." She added the last part with a little less strict tone.

 

"Well, I'd like to reassure you, but we're going to another universe. I have no idea what awaits us. I'll try my best." Selendil shrugged. "So why are the Primes looking for me?"

 

“They heard about what happened with the Ancients. Many of the Primes are quite adventurous by nature actually. The odd way in which they seem to be made of almost entirely separate species seems to enhance certain qualities in certain types of Primes. It’s no wonder that some of them would be quite adventurous while some would be extremely careful. They made for pretty good explorers while the galaxy was still mostly uncharted.” Pharaa explained.

 

“Fine. We’ll keep an eye on them, but we do need some crew at the moment. Some dedicated scouts and explorers sound useful.” Selendil acquiesced.

 

-----

 

"So I have an idea," Selendil said to Dee as they were seated in the cafeteria, chowing down on the most recent offerings of the beleaguered chefs. The two gluttons really put a burden on the poor kitchen staff. The only good thing was that the two didn’t really need large portion sizes. They simply liked them.

 

“That sounds ominous.” Dee joked. Most of Selendil’s ideas actually worked as far as Dee was aware.

 

“It shouldn’t be really. I just thought of a potential way we can easily get more Guardians interested in becoming part of the crew. We really do need as many of them as possible. They might not be the only ones with skills with plants, but they do make the hydroponics work much better.” Selendil laid the foundation for her suggestion.

 

“Ok. You’ve got my attention. I’m guessing I’m involved somehow, seeing as you’re pitching the idea to me instead of Lilly or Amaterasu.” Dee wasn’t stupid enough not to notice the implications.

 

“Well, I was wondering if you had any magical plants on you? Since this galaxy is drained of magic, then what better way to get the Guardians interested than giving them a taste of some of the plants they could run into?" Selendil revealed the core of her idea. The Guardians were rather obsessed with such things after all.

 

"Uh, yeah, sure," Dee said before making a grimace and scratching her cheek. “There is a slight problem with that, however. I have a mountain if you recall.”

 

“I’m actively trying to forget.” Selendil retorted instantly.

 

“Yes, well, the problem is that all those plants are inside the mountain. Plants aren’t really my thing and I had friends who were into such things in case I actually needed something. However, the previous owner of the mountain did amass a decent collection of the kinds of plants you have in mind and my friends foisted some on me as well. They’re all inside the mountain." Dee understood Selendil's pain and sympathized. She also wanted someone to share the same pain she had to go through when dealing with the mountain.

 

“Well…the hydroponics are large enough on Tal’Nachazzar that you wouldn’t need too much spatial expansion percentage-wise to plop the mountain down permanently. It would require a bit of work, but it’s doable. You mentioned before that the mountain is magical. Maybe that magic can have positive effects on the hydroponics. Another way to lure the Guardians. I would never be able to enter that part of the ship again, but Nox and Clolarion have banned me from the area anyway.” Selendil mused.

 

“Uh, that might be an issue. Not the plan itself. That will definitely work. Just that…well you remember how the mountain tried to hit on your previous ship, right? Well, this time the Arkship is actually large and it’s not just a bit of spatial trickery. We both know what’s going to happen.” Dee pointed out.

 

“Sounds like a Clolarion problem to me. I’m banned from the hydroponics, so whatever happens there is his problem. He wanted to be the AI of the ship, so…” Selendil waved the concern away.

 

“You know what? I think I like the sound of that. It does sound like a Clolarion problem.” Dee quite happily agreed as they silently gave their farewells to the AI.

 

--------

 

Haven had announced their arrival beforehand, but the sudden appearance of the Arkship still cause a stir. The presence of several ships that looked a lot like the Enduring Symphony as escorts attached to the docking clamps specially designed for such vessels along the edge of the Arkship didn't exactly help matters. The surroundings of Haven had grown rather busy with ships anyway. The word that Haven was a safe zone from the Shaer had spread, even if this entire section of the galaxy was currently left unmolested by the threatening species.

 

Several of the officers took this opportunity to reach for their governments and associates for potential crew. “What are you going to do?” Dee asked Selendil.

 

"I think I'm going to go make an offer that can't be refused," Selendil replied cryptically.

 

“That sounds like fun. Suspicious but fun. Mind if I join you?” Dee asked.

 

“Not at all. This shouldn’t take too long.” Selendil agreed. The two soon found themselves in one of the remote sections of the Haven station. Selendil had visited this place once before, but it was entirely new for Dee. It wasn’t exactly a hot tourist spot either.

 

They were met by a group of red and green gelatinous beings that Selendil knew as the Zlorth. This time they reacted with a bit more sharpness compared to last time. “Huh. I didn’t know this place had intelligent slimes.”

 

Selendil looked at her a bit weird. “We have some on our crew.” She pointed out.

 

“Really? I honestly didn’t even notice.” Dee was shocked herself.

 

“Might be because they work in sanitation. I don’t suppose you spend a lot of time in that area.” Selendil shrugged.

 

“Halt! What are you doing here?” One of the guards demanded.

 

“I’m here to make an offer to your king. Incidentally, I’m the one who provided the answer to your problem with procreation back then.” Selendil explained.

 

The Zlorth had a lot more positive reaction at that and happily escorted them to the large purple blob that was their monarch. “Ah. If it isn’t the trader that gave us hope. What brings you here this time?” The king asked.

 

“Before that, a question. Has the solution still worked?” Selendil asked to make sure.

 

“Yes. It’s not the most practical solution, but it works most of the time. We can now increase our numbers, even if the problem hasn’t entirely disappeared.” The king replied without hesitation.

 

“And I assume that you’ve tried to find some world or worlds to settle down on, but haven’t had all that much luck judging by the fact that you’re still here.” Selendil continued.

 

“That is true. You sound as if you have a way to resolve that issue as well.” The king stated and leaned its large and bulbous form closer.

 

“In a way perhaps. You may have heard of a large ship appearing next to the station not too long ago. That ship is mine.” Selendil came right out and stated.

 

“That…should surprise me, but for some reason doesn’t. We have done some research, and the people that went along with you have sent reports. Keeper.” The king nodded respectfully.

 

"Well, that makes things easier. Have they told you about the plan to travel to other universes?" She asked.

 

"They have. I think I see where this is going. A big ship like that needs more crew. And who knows what one could find in another universe. Perhaps even a permanent fix to our malady." The king seemed to have given the idea some thought beforehand. "However, I doubt you will be able or willing to take all our people, nor would we put all our people into one place like that without any guarantee of results. One mistake on your part and our entire species would be wiped away.”

 

“Very true. So I’m offering something else as well. We visited a galaxy not too long ago. The galaxy is a low ranking one with very little to make it worth anyone’s time. It also doesn’t have a huge number of the paradise planets that this galaxy has. However, you don’t need a large number of planets or advanced resources that you can’t even use for tens of thousands of years. What you need is a quiet place to re-build in peace and increase your numbers. I would imagine a galaxy where there’s barely any intelligent life would fit that category.” Selendil made her pitch.

 

“So. In exchange for crew, a basically barren galaxy for our use?” The king asked, intrigued.

 

"There are some primitive species around, but nothing you can't deal with. And should our travels bring us to a more suitable place for your people…well, it shouldn't be too hard to arrange relocation. We might not want your entire species on our ship permanently, but we can have them on board for a short time easily." Selendil was quite pleased with herself and for a good reason. She really had made an offer the other party would find difficult to refuse.

            


Chapter 112 - Aggressive negotiation tactics


                -------

 

Xiaoli shook her head a bit at the sight that greeted her as her shuttle came out of phase space. Twenty Cybran city ships in a single system was something that you couldn’t see very often. One of the reasons was that the Cybrans had learned long ago that having so many of the precious vessels in a single system was a massive liability as a single disaster or enemy attack could wipe out a large portion of their population in a single swoop. She understood the reason they were here as they were salvaging a major orbital facility that used to belong to the Dawn Collective, but it was still not a good idea.

 

Ka’eo seemed to read her thoughts. “It might make them vulnerable, but that gathering is the reason we’re here.” He pointed out a simple fact.

 

“It’s still disappointing to see. Dangle a juicy enough price in front of them and they’ll forget all the bitter lessons that we’re supposed to have learned in the past. It might not come to haunt us this time, but it will some day.” She argued with another shake of her head and a sad tone of voice.

 

"Which of these city-ships is the one where the meeting is supposed to take place?” The Dashane piloting the shuttle asked, and Xiaoli pointed out one of the ships closest to the shipyards. It was also one of the largest and wealthiest city ships in the system.

 

Xiaoli had sent a message ahead to gather some of her old acquaintances. She was planning on recruiting them. Enduring Symphony had escorted the shuttle into a nearby system and was standing by to provide help in case things went sideways. The Shaer hadn’t entirely stopped the abductions after all, or some other species had picked up where the Shaer had left off. Either way, traveling still wasn’t safe, and unlike with Amaterasu, Selendil couldn’t just warp Xiaoli to her destination.

 

As Xiaoli and her Dashane guards got off the shuttle, she couldn’t help but note the difference in appearance between the sleek and almost edgeless design of the Dhar shuttle and the spiky and full of sharp edges design off the Cybran shuttles. As she looked at the various shuttles, a voice at the back of her head, trained by years of experience, was whispering that there was something weird about the shuttles. She couldn’t quite put a finger on what, but she had learned to trust those instinct honed over years as an operative. As they walked further inside the hangars, she kept staring at the shuttles and finally figured it out. None of those Cybran vessels had any visible signs of repair or outer displays of customization. Something seen in all Cybran civilian ships. That meant all of the ships here were in military use. Why would they be diverted to a military dock?

 

“I think we might be walking into a trap.” She whispered low enough to only be heard by the Dashane, and she even used the language of the Eternal Empire, so that if anyone was around to hear, they wouldn’t be able to understand.

 

“I’m quite sure you're right," Ka'eo commented. He had noted that there weren't that many people around when comparing to the number of ships present. Usually, hangars like this were swarming with activity as people worked on their ships or just performed routine maintenance. There were some cleaners and maintenance workers present, but those workers didn’t seem to be really paying attention to their work. One cleaner kept sweeping the same spot for example.

 

“Feel like springing the trap on purpose?” Xiaoli questioned with a smile. It was a bit reckless but they were all much stronger than they had been before signing up with Selendil. Added to that, they were all wearing gear enhanced with Dhar technology, so it was significantly more advanced than what their opposition had access to.

 

“Sounds more fun than skulking around. Besides, don’t we have a meeting to attend? Wouldn’t be a good first impression to be late.” Ka’eo retorted and seemed to vanish. Even Xiaoli had trouble locating the Dashane hunter. The entire guard detail kept disappearing one after another and soon Xiaoli was proceeding forwards on her own.

 

She finally walked into a large reception area where incoming ship crews would report and go through checkups. Except the normal officials were not present. No doubt they had been bribed to be elsewhere. The area was far from empty though. There were dozens of guards around the room, all pointing their weapons towards Xiaoli. Opposite her was a familiar face standing next to a Cybran man dressed in fancy attire and using the finest enhancements the Cybrans could produce. The man she recognized was a Cybran Deity she had faced once before. A two halo elementalist with ice abilities to be exact. That implied that the fancily dressed man was likely his employer. She also noted two rather high ranking psions on a nearby balcony. Not Deities, but not all that far from it either. A fairly effective strike force for Cybran internal politics standards.

 

“Red Spider. Fancy meeting you here.” The man that apparently ran the show stated with a cheery voice.

 

“Oh, I doubt the Shah of Isfahan has appeared here by random fancy. You seem to have gone through quite a bit of trouble to arrange this meeting. Bribing the officials couldn’t have been cheap.” Xiaoli countered in an equally chipper tone.

 

“Well, at least you live up to your reputation. Still, I’m glad you decided to attend. It would’ve been much less interesting to have to hunt you down in space had you decided to run.” The man’s tone belied the rather grim implications of his words.

 

“Oh, I wouldn’t miss this sort of thing if I can help it. I’m surprised the man next to you bothered to show up though. I can sympathize with a need for revenge when it comes to a father and such things tend to make one blind, but he should’ve known better. The last time didn’t go so well for him and his friends.” Xiaoli joked.

 

“You don’t have help from that freak this time.” The Deity stated with a grim voice. “And we went for quality over quantity this time.”

 

“And yet she doesn’t seem to be worried. I was expecting a lot more worry at this point.” The Shah stated with a voice that seemed displeased. “Either she’s bluffing, or we’re missing more than just the couple Dashane she arrived with.”

 

"Well, you are missing something. As a friend of mine once put it, you seem to think you have me surrounded, while I think you've just provided me with a target-rich environment." Xiaoli kept on a relaxed posture but hundreds of psionic threads were already reaching towards the gathered enemies should it become necessary to act.

 

One of the guards apparently tried to test things and fired a shot from a high-caliber railgun with psionically enhanced bullets. A rare and powerful weapon that would’ve actually been dangerous the last time Xiaoli met the Deity. Many things had changed since then, however. The shot crashed straight into a shield surrounding Xiaoli. Even if shielding had not been the first thing Selendil had forced all of them to master, she was wearing Dhar battle gear, which meant that she had a psionic shield that would intercept anything traveling at high enough speeds to hurt her. Of course it drained her powers to do it, but thanks to the focii placed around her body, the drain was rather minor. “Are you just going to leave me hanging here Ka’eo?” Xiaoli asked with the same playful tone.

 

“You seemed to have things well in hand.” A voice came from behind and a blade was placed at the throats of the Shah and the Deity. The Deity tried to activate his powers, but standing near one of the most powerful Nulls in the galaxy made that rather pointless and he only managed to make himself nauseous. Other Dashane appeared around the room, all taking enemies hostage and holding them at blade-point. There were still more enemies than Dashane, but the difference in level had already been made clear.

 

“Now then. You can try to resist, but I can assure you that it would be futile, as you no doubt already figured out. I think we’re going to have to ask you a few questions before we decide what to do with you, especially about how you knew to expect me. I assume you’re going to want to avoid answering those questions, but you’ll find that attempt equally futile. It's a wonder what you can do with mind-based psionics. Anyway, I'm going to enjoy this and you most certainly will not." Xiaoli promised. Only certain people knew she would be here at this time, which meant that one of them had sold her out. She was going to find out who.

 

------

 

The meeting place Xiaoli had arranged beforehand was at the back of a rather famous nightclub in the red-light district of this particular city-ship. Just the existence of the district spoke of the wealth of the city-ship as few ships had space for such frivolity. As she entered and signaled some people, she herself and the people she was here to meet were led to a rather spacious private backroom usually used for high-stakes gambling. In fact, the table they were using for their meeting was formed by pushing a couple of card tables together. A rather sizeable group of twenty Cybran of various backgrounds and attire had gathered in the room.

 

Some of the people looked like they were coming straight from a long-haul flight on a freighter, still wearing the usual flimsy attire used on such ships. Cybran freighters were often quite hot inside as they tried to minimize waste heat as heat was very easy to detect in space. The best way to avoid hostile forces was to stay undetected. The only problem was that the heat built up inside the vessel, turning it into something like a sauna. Some of the people were dressed like old fashioned nobles, an aesthetic choice and not one that actually said anything about their heritage. Quite a few of the remaining ones were best defined by how non-descript their attire was, but they all had an edge of hardness and danger about them. Operatives of various types.

 

“Xiaoli! Good to see you! I've heard some things about your adventures and we've even gotten to enjoy some of the fruits of your labor." A man dressed like a historical noble, wearing a tuxedo and a monocle of all things, greeted her happily. Xiaoli had sent back many of the technologies she had run into, like phasing torpedoes and designs for better phase engines and power cores.

 

“Cao Li. It’s good to see you old friend.” Xiaoli grinned and gave the older man a tight hug. She had always liked the guy. He was a bit eccentric but quite honorable and could be counted on to work to the betterment of the Cybrans. Oh, he’d line his own pockets while doing so, but he’d still work to improve the Cybrans as well.

 

“I’m eager to hear what you have in mind this time, and I’m sure the rest are as well. Your message was a little cryptic.” Cao Li stated with a genuine smile that made his eyes twinkle with merriment.

 

“And I shall not keep you in suspense for very long. However, there is a matter that must be addressed first. I had a little welcoming committee waiting for me when I arrived. Someone had informed the Shah of Isfahan where I could be found at a particular time. His little ambush was of little concern and easily dealt with, so that’s not the issue. I don’t really even begrudge the Shah, as my boss did kill his youngest daughter, so his desire for revenge was understandable despite the fact that said daughter was a bit of a cunt. No, what disappoints me is that one of the people in this room, people I was ready to recommend to my boss decided to sell me out despite our shared past and the benefits I’ve already brought our people. Now that I took personally.” Xiaoli was genuinely a little hurt, though not nearly as much as she was pretending. These were all old friends, but she understood that many of them simply played the game of weighing benefits against odds. One of them had decided to bet on the wrong side despite their friendship.

 

Her words caused some of the people, those that were not really used to such things, to look around in shock and surprise. “That’s outrageous!” Cao Li even protested. Oh, he was used to such things, even if he did look down on dishonorable behavior. He was a bit old fashioned in that sense.

 

“And yet it’s true. Interestingly, when questioned, they were almost eager to offer your name Cao Li.” Xiaoli pointed out.

 

“You know better than that Xiao-Xiao.” Cao Li stated with a voice that displayed his confidence in her not believing such lies.

 

“And I do. It was rather silly of them to use your name of all things, but that just goes to show what kind of person we’re dealing with. Not only did they betray me, but they were also willing to sell you out as well. Of course, I had no trouble ripping the real name out of their minds despite the rather heavy protections they had in place. There are some benefits to working for the right people after all. Isn't that right, Shufen?" Xiaoli looked at the woman dressed in an old-timey silk dress next to Cao Li.

 

"Well, I had to check whether you had actually gained anything from your time under the person you now work for. I'm sure you're here to recruit people after all." The woman stated shamelessly as if her words justified everything. That wasn’t the real reason of course. She had simply wanted the easy reward the Shah had offered as it was safe money without any effort on her part.

 

Xiaoli nodded sagely and then her form blurred. Suddenly she had crossed the table and was standing on the other side of the room with the head of the woman in her hands, hanging it by the hair. The woman’s headless corpse slumped on the table. The cut in her neck had been cauterized so there was no blood. “Incidentally, I’ve learned quite a few things from my new boss, and that’s one of them. The Shah’s daughter died the same way so I felt this was appropriate. My boss also doesn’t have much patience for deceitful people and she doesn’t appreciate being looked down upon. Something you should keep in mind.” She then carelessly tossed the head into the corner of the room.

 

Her actions would’ve caused panic in a normal crowd, but this wasn’t the normal crowd. Most of them had all seen blood and death before. Even those that had been surprised by the earlier betrayal had seen their friends die before. It was part of life as a spacer. “Now then. Let me make something quite clear. I don’t really like it when people have the presumption to think they are in a position to test me, even if that was an excuse. It shows me that they haven’t quite understood the dynamics in place.”

 

“Was she right though? Are you here for recruitment? If so, does that not give a certain amount of leeway for testing things out, even if her actions were overboard?” One of the operatives that she knew from her past asked.

 

“She’s not entirely wrong, but your and her words do the situation a rather large injustice. I’m here to offer you an opportunity the likes of which you’ve never encountered. I’m here to offer you the chance to lift our miserable people from vagabonds to something greater. Yes, I’m here to find people to work for my boss. However, we have the opportunity the likes of which may never come again. And if we act fast enough, then we can get a significant advantage over the other races!” Xiaoli said rather heatedly.

 

“That’s a hell of a sales pitch. It also sounds a bit too grandiose to be true.” One of the mechanic types pointed out.

 

“Does it? Well, let’s give an example then. I could, with a single word, have our entire race face annihilation, or make all of us in this room fabulously rich.” Xiaoli stated confidently.

 

“How?” The same mechanic asked.

 

“Leaving aside my boss who could wipe all of us out with a flick of her wrist, there are Shinzen Queens on our ship. Now, I’m rather friendly with a couple of them, or at least as friendly as you can be with a cute but amoral murderpuppy. It would only require a nudge from me to have the Queen turn the attention of their race towards their new neighbor. As for making us all rich part, I’m sure you’ve all heard about the new media company based on Haven that’s been pushing out all this new content that is so very different from anything you’ve heard or seen before, right?” Xiaoli looked around the room and noted they all knew what she was talking about. “That media company is mine. Everything they are putting out came from another galaxy. We simply traded media libraries with another person on our crew who comes from that other galaxy. Incidentally, she’s also making a killing with all our media. I don’t like to brag, but I think I might already be one of the richest people in the galaxy, and I haven’t even started revealing the best parts of that media library. That’s just the most obvious and the easiest example.”

 

"And the downside?" Cao Li asked smartly. “Surely there’s a downside, as nothing is ever that easy.”

 

"There's always danger involved," Xiaoli admitted freely. "Not in the same way as standing in the front line against an alien race as my boss could just wipe them out, but danger from the unknown. The next trip will take us into another universe instead of another galaxy. Imagine all the weird and awesome shit we will encounter! Well, that goes for good and bad. We’re prepared for much of the bad stuff, but you can’t prepare for everything.”

 

“Sounds like an adventure. Beats the usual bickering and backstabbing at least. Count me in.” Cao Li was the first to agree and the others started showing signs of agreement as well.

 

"Good. We're going to need a whole lot more people though. So reach out for people you have your eye on. Remember, their potential and ability to learn and adapt are more important than their current skills. Their current skills will most likely become obsolete quite quickly after all." Xiaoli instructed. This was a good beginning, but it was only a beginning. With enough Cybrans on the ship, there would be less need to hire others, and that meant more benefits for her people. More danger as well, but she had confidence in Selendil.

            


Chapter 113 - Denial


                --------

 

”What a beautiful flower.” Selendil praised and ran a finger along the petal of the plant in question. She was using her senses to study the plant as well, trying to detect the presence of magic. It felt a little bit like the presence of void energy, but without the pervasive corruption.

 

“Isn’t it? Despite the fact that plants are not my forte, I have to admit that some of the magical plants are quite pleasing to the eye.” Dee replied. Both of them kept their eyes glued to the plant, which wasn’t really beautiful enough to really warrant such attention.

 

“And you’re saying that you can make a healing poultice from this, and the effects are…well, magical?” Selendil questioned, very studiously ignoring everything going on behind her.

 

“Indeed. A really skilled alchemist can brew this into a potion of healing. Such potions can cure most low-level injuries and even mend bones. They won't get rid of magical diseases or restore lost limbs though. You’ll need more powerful ingredients for those.” Dee explained patiently, just as blatantly keeping her eyes away from what was happening not that far from the two.

 

“Uh, master.” Nox tried to get their attention while looking at what the two were ignoring on purpose. “This is…”

 

“Nope. Nothing is happening in that direction. In fact, that direction doesn’t exist.” Selendil shut down that attempt really quickly.

 

“I think that if we combine our powers, we could actually make it so that that direction literally won't exist anymore," Dee commented. "I mean, it's just one direction. How badly could it mess things up if we got rid of one direction?"

 

“That’s not how space works.” Nox retorted, though her voice lacked heat. She could understand why the two were reacting like that.

 

“We could make space work that way if we tried hard enough.” Dee pointed out. “I’m sorely tempted to try at the moment.”

 

“Master, this is serious.” Nox said firmly. “Well, I mean it’s not serious in a certain sense, but it could have dangerous implications.”

 

Nox was quite tempted to follow the example of Selendil and Dee. Not far from her was something that boggled the mind in a way that made her feel a certain kind of existential tiredness that she hadn’t felt before. They were currently in the hydroponics of the Arkship, and they had brought out the mountain to take some of the magical plants to use in recruiting the Guardians. Dee had known there were risks involved in pulling the mountain out again, but she had not accounted for the presence of the Shinzen.

 

“Master, I’m quite sure that this means the mountain can communicate with the Shinzen.” Nox stated. The mountain didn’t speak. The only way it communicated was with images, concepts, and emotions. Coincidentally, that same method seemed to cross all language barriers and appeared to work really well with the Shinzen.

 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. I can’t see any mountain or any Shinzen.” Selendil was quite satisfied with her state of denial.

 

“The crazy AI that is seeing things does have a point though. In theory, the mountain and the Shinzen would be able to communicate. And that could lead to unexpected results.” Dee was more used to the shenanigans of the mountain so while she too had given up entirely, she still managed to not be in complete denial.

 

“Look, master, the mountain has already introduced one new concept to Shinzen. What’s to stop it from introducing more? Something dangerous.” Nox finally got to the risks involved.

 

In front of her was the absurd sight of the mountain using the enormous apron it was wearing to throw the Shinzen into the air repeatedly, as if the Shinzen Queens were bouncing on a giant trampoline. It was quite clear the mountain had introduced the Shinzen to the concept of fun. Fun that didn’t involve murder or lessons that is. Exactly why Shinzen that were capable of flying through space were enjoying such innocent fun was another question absolutely no one was entertaining at the moment. “Who knows what else the mountain is going to teach them next?”

 

“Are you implying that my mountain is a bad influence on your murderpuppies?” Dee asked incredulously. She might have given up on the mountain, but that was a little absurd. It was still her mountain and she felt a little defensive about it.

 

Selendil’s shoulders slumped and she finally turned around to look at the fiasco being played out. “Why am I not surprised to see that Lilly has joined in on the fun?” She asked rhetorically. The Mrrroww female was grinning ear-to-ear as it experienced one of the most epic and absurd thrill rides of the universe.

 

“Isn’t that a little dangerous for someone as fragile as her?” Nox questioned after a moment.

 

“Nah. The mountain is actually using its own magic to make it safe.” Dee dismissed the concern.

 

“I suppose it’s a silly question to ask at this point, but the mountain is magical, yes?” Selendil asked in a defeated tone.

 

“Obviously. It’s a living mountain.” Dee replied in a voice that almost screamed the word ‘duh!’

 

“So how powerful is it and what can it do? Aside from making a magical attraction for kids and the childish.” Selendil questioned. On a certain level she wanted to try it out as well, purely to find out why it seemed to be such fun.

 

“I haven’t got a clue. I’ve never understood what the mountain can do. It’s really powerful though. I wouldn’t fight against it.” Dee shrugged.

 

“Wait. You’re not implying the mountain is as strong as you, are you?” Selendil got a lot more serious. Could a mountain be counted as a Nakshatra as well?

 

“Not exactly. However, as I said, I do not understand what it can do and some of its abilities defy all logic and common sense as you've no doubt noticed by now. I don't want to fight anything like that. Just because I'm stronger than something or someone, that doesn't mean I'll necessarily win." Dee explained. She was reminded of a particular Fairy Dragon that also defied all logic and rules.

 

“We’re straying from the original issue.” Nox pointed out.

 

“Yes, I was trying to ignore it on purpose. You know what? I think the mountain is good for the Shinzen. It might be the perfect person…being…thing, to teach them new concepts. I’m not sure if I should be the one to say this, but I’m not exactly what most would call a benevolent being.” Selendil stated with a dismissive gesture.

 

"Yeah, that goes for both of us," Dee muttered.

 

"Yes, well, I've gotten the impression that the mountain is…innocent in many ways. The same applies to the Shinzen. They also have this sort of genuine innocence at the heart of their race. I don't want to ruin that. It might be better if they learn from someone or something closer to them in nature. I just hope that some of the…well, the illogical features don’t transfer as well.” Selendil finished her thought.

 

“You know what? I think you might have a point.” Dee found herself agreeing. Mostly because it meant she didn’t have to deal with it. “And what’s the worst that could happen?”

 

“An entire race of rapidly breeding murderpuppies that defy all logic and reason?” Nox suggested helpfully.

 

“That was a rhetorical question. Why did you have to ruin things like that?” Dee asked with a sad voice.

 

“Incidentally, the Shinzen just informed me that we’ll be getting some more Queens joining us on our journey to other universes. So there’s that too.” Selendil decided to add on to the pile of absurdity.

 

“How’s the war with the Shaer going by the way?” Dee asked in an attempt to change the subject.

 

“Mediocre. It’s reached a sort of stalemate, though that alone means the Shinzen are winning. The longer the fight goes on, the better for them. It doesn’t matter. I have a plan to deal with the Shaer. Maybe it’s time to remind them of how powerful the Dhar used to be, and what kind of consequences there might be if they decide to get on my wrong side. If we can nudge them all into the camp that believes me and doesn’t want to piss me off, then the problem will largely solve itself. We don’t want the Shaer destroyed. We just want them not conquering this galaxy." Selendil revealed some of her machinations.

 

--------

 

Amaterasu watched with some pride as thousands of the best and brightest the Illum could offer were brought on board the Arkship. The Illum had already figured out that investing in Selendil was a good idea, as their previous empress had managed to bring many benefits back as rewards. All that was in addition to the personal benefits Amaterasu had accrued. She was now a much more powerful and skilled individual with a much better idea of how the universe worked. Personal growth was a large attractor to the Illum. In addition, they had quite a bit of reverence for the Dhar, and that had only increased since Selendil showed up. The reverence had turned more realistic instead of being something that relied on old myths and archived information, but that also made it more genuine. They would help Selendil just because Amaterasu asked them to, but the benefits certainly made it easier to get the best possible recruits.

 

It also helped that Amaterasu was the previous empress. She might have given up her position, but everyone knew that if she wanted something to happen, then the current empress would go to lengths to make it so. The Illum had not forgotten the part Amaterasu and Selendil played in helping to end the war with the Tetrarchy either. Amaterasu was considered a hero of her people even before she met Selendil, and that impression had only grown since. She had been the one to help the creation of the Illum in the first place, and she had led them to victory against their old masters. As far as reasons for creating personality cults went, it didn’t get much better than that. The only reason the number of Illum joining was in the thousands and not much higher was because Amaterasu had decided to bet on quality over quantity.

 

“You managed to round up quite a few people in a rather short time.” Nox said with an approving nod of her head.

 

"We would've needed even less time if Selendil would've warped us back instead of sending one of the other ships to pick us up," Amaterasu replied with a questioning tone. Since the Enduring Symphony was escorting Xiaoli, one of the other ships that were still controlled by Nox had been sent to fetch the Illum. “You never did explain why she did that by the way.”

 

“Well, believe it or not, even she has limits on how many things she can do at the same time. Much of her focus is on trying to adapt the jump drive for use on the Arkship, but the majority is tied with her plan to deal with the Shaer. It takes a lot to be in several places at once, even from her.” Nox explained.

 

“Wait. She’s in several places at the same time? As in literally and physically, not just metaphorically? She can do that?” Amaterasu asked with shock.

 

“She’s an energy being with almost endless power and the gathered knowledge of the most advanced race in the universe. She can do pretty much anything she sets her mind to. That said, she isn’t fond of splitting herself so to speak. It takes a lot of focus to deal with the deluge of information. She also said that it somehow makes her senses grow duller while she’s doing it. To give an example that she uses often, if she splits in three, if one of those three eats something, then it doesn’t taste as good as she’s only using a third of her sense of taste. So it’s not a long term solution to anything.” Nox had to rely on what Selendil told her since she didn’t have that problem.

 

“So do all these copies have all her power or are they weaker?” Amaterasu struggled with the implications while internally laughing at the example used. Of course it would be about food.

 

“Yes and no. All the copies are her, so they all have access to her power, but any power used by one copy is naturally unavailable to the other copies. Even though she’s drawing from an almost bottomless well, there are certain limitations.” Nox replied carefully. The whole thing was more complicated than that, but the others didn’t need to know the exact details.

 

“So what is her plan?” Amaterasu asked.

 

Nox tapped her chin a bit. “Hmm, it should be fine to tell you at this point. She’s borrowing some of the ships from the Dhar home galaxy in order to make a statement. The reason the Shaer are acting as they please is because they do not quite understand what they are up against. They don’t have the level of fear and respect they should have. Knowing a being has a huge amount of psionic power is impressive, but it's sort of abstract in the minds of many. If the Shaer psions tell their leaders that Selendil can single-handedly crush a fleet, the leaders will be impressed and all, but they will try to think of ways around her. In their minds, she can't be everywhere at once, right? Well, she had decided on another approach to make her point."

 

"Leaders might not understand the power of psions exactly, but they will understand the significance of enough ships," Amaterasu said in understanding.

 

“Exactly. So if the presence of a single psion is not enough to make the point, then what would happen if in every solar system the Shaer have ships in suddenly got visited by a number of ships ten times their own and much more advanced. All their systems at the same time mind you, so that there’ s no room to think it’s just a single fleet moving around rapidly.” Nox confirmed. “That’s also why she needs to be in several places at the same time. She’s synchronizing the arrival of all the ships and making sure all the fleets are protected from enemy psions. The Dhar ships have strong defenses against psionics, but with no Dhar psions on board, those defenses will eventually fail against strong enough enemy psions. Even though Haven and Clolarion can control the ships should a battle occur, they can’t provide anything on that front. The Dhar ships would still win, but there might be losses.”

 

“So every fleet has a tiny piece of Selendil along for a ride?” Amaterasu asked.

 

“Not all of them. That would be too many for her. However, all of the ships have warp beacons on board so she can arrive as soon as one of the ships is attacked. The Shaer don’t have so many powerful psions that it would warrant her presence on every fleet. She’s only needed against the most powerful enemies and that’s only if it turns into a battle in the first place. However, she needs to be prepared to move to however many places she’s needed on a moment’s notice.” Nox corrected Amaterasu. “The whole thing is meant to be a show of force, not an all-out war. She’ll also make it clear that Haven can just bring the fleet back as many times as it’s needed if the Shaer can’t take the hint.”

 

“Well, that explains why she’s busy. How did the others do with their recruitment?” Amaterasu changed the subject.

 

“Xiaoli is still on it, though it seems to be going quite well for her. Not as well as for you, but she can’t just move an entire race with a single command.” Nox had a teasing grin on her face. “Lilly actually did even better than you with the Guardians. We actually had to convince the leaders of their people to not bring their entire species on board. Apparently the magical plants were a bit too effective as a recruitment tool. It seems those plants hit on some sort of sacred tenet of their faith. Some sort of creation myth or something. I’m not entirely sure of the details; partly because neither are they and the Guardians aren’t exactly known for being a species that shares their secrets easily. Oral tradition and all that. Dee speculated it's more about some old legends. It would seem the other universes have magical species similar to the Guardians, but…." Nox simply shrugged at that.

 

“So the Guardians aren’t magical?” Amaterasu confirmed.

 

“As far as we can tell, no. The universe has done an effective job of removing any traces of mana. That said, it’s not impossible for some sort of accident to have happened at some point that resulted in the birth of their species. Or it could just be myth and legend. It’s hard to say for certain.” Nox speculated. She had her own theory and guesses but she kept them to herself.

 

“What about Khaem and Nochehuatl? I heard they went out as well.” Amaterasu directed her people towards their quarters while she spoke. One of the benefits of arriving early was that you got first pick on where you wanted to live.

 

“No word of Khaem so far. Unsurprising. Nochehuatl sent a message that their people are still debating the merits. They aren't so much interested in what they can gain, but they desire peaceful surroundings. They are scientists and creators at heart. They just want to be left alone to do their thing. On one hand, they would get to see and experience many new things to study and inspire them if they came along. On the other hand, the whole trip might be far from peaceful. It might not be peaceful if they stayed either, but…" Nox gave another shrug. It was such a useful gesture.

 

“Fair enough. I hope some of them do decide to join. I like Nochehuatl. More of his kind would be nice.” Amaterasu said thoughtfully. “So how long until we actually leave?”

 

“Unofficially once the Shaer get the message and everyone returns. Officially in a month. That one can of course change, but it’s what we’re aiming for.” Nox relayed Selendil’s decision.

            


Chapter 114 - Resolution


                ------

 

”One would think that facing ten-to-one odds would be enough, but no. There’s always going to be some who can’t see how feeble and pointless their attempts at resistance are.” Selendil mused as she watched the ashes of a particular Shaer fleet getting dispersed by the gravity of a nearby planet.

 

“I believe it’s a matter of pride and principle.” Nox retorted. "They don't actually think they can win. Well, except for the very stupid ones. However, it's a matter of pride for them to not surrender and subject themselves to a greater power. They'd rather die than bend the knee. Or whatever metaphor arachnids use.”

 

“See, if it was just that, then I would understand. I can even respect that. I’d act the same, and so would most Dhar as you know…or at least that’s what I would’ve said before I learned our ancestors decided to sell their descendants to one such higher power in order to live. That’s not the point though. The attitude you mentioned would be something I can respect. My issue is that I didn’t ask them to bend the knee. Heck, I didn’t really have time to ask them to do anything. If they had given me enough time to explain, I would’ve told them that they don’t need to serve me or become my subjects. All they needed to do was to recognize that there are some in the universe that hold greater power than them, and being weaker comes with certain limitations.” Selendil complained a little.

 

The sight in front of her was not unique. In fact, a full third of the Shaer had chosen to resist. She had expected some resistance, but she had certainly not expected a third of them to be idiots. The dead might consider themselves martyrs or something similar. She could respect self-sacrifice and willingness to die for a worthy cause, but these idiots had decided to martyr themselves without a cause. At that point it stopped being noble and just turned into hubris. She had made sure to use such overwhelming numbers specifically in the hopes of avoiding these kinds of situations, but apparently hubris and stupidity were prevalent among the Shaer. She had expected better.

 

“Damage report?” She requested.

 

“Two of our ships took light damage and one received a crack in the hull large enough to require repairs at a dock. Fixing the main hull always takes way too much effort.” Clolarion reported. Luckily they had come up with certain ways to do it efficiently.

 

“How did you manage to almost lose a ship against these idiots?” Nox asked with derision. “Selendil even managed to protect the ships from all the enemy psions by herself.”

 

Protecting the Dhar vessels against psionics was actually easier than most would think. Most psionic attacks came in two main categories. Either the psion tried to send an attack in a rough form of a projectile, in which case it could be deflected by shields, or they tried to damage the ship’s hull directly, either from range in which case the same limitations applied or at close range, in which case they were pretty easy to shoot at. Unfortunately for most enemy psions, the hulls of the Dhar ships were held together by the integrity field, and they were also extremely resistant to psionic influence. That didn’t mean it couldn’t be done, but it did mean that you needed either a really powerful psion with some time on his hands, or many relatively powerful psions working together. Due to the material the ship’s hulls were made of, it was also practically impossible for non-Dhar to reach inside the ship psionically to damage it that way. That only applied as long as the hull remained intact, but since damaging the hull was the hard part, the problem became moot. Still, that’s why it was so important for the hull to remain whole and built as a single piece.

 

Thanks to the defences in place, Selendil had some time to react every time an idiotic Shaer decided to try and attack one of the ships with their psionics. That’s why protecting the ships wasn’t as hard as it would first appear. It was however very annoying. With a full third of the Shaer being idiots, she’d been forced to defend the ships in many places at the same time. Far more places than she had expected. She had been prepared just in case the entire stupid species decided to act like idiots, but that didn’t mean she liked it. Usually, she didn't need to show up for more than a few seconds as the ships didn't need much more time to deal with the enemy, but it was the same few seconds everywhere.

 

“Hey, it’s not really my fault the Shaer had gained access to old Dhar weapons somewhere!” Clolarion defended himself. “You could’ve warned me. At least I managed to prevent further damage with an emergency warp, but it was still humiliating.”

 

“You’re supposed to be the best tactical AI of the empire! You should’ve been prepared for the possibility!” Nox berated the other AI. It had been a humiliating performance for the three AIs as a whole even if it had been a dominant victory in every other way. When you had ten-to-one odds and a clear technological advantage, losses were unacceptable, no matter how small.

 

"I'm not the one who has been gallivanting around the universe for the last months! To me, only a short time has passed! How was I supposed to know someone had gained access to the weapons in the meantime? Now just for the record, I had considered the possibility, which is why I managed to warp those ships out. I was aware of the remote possibility that some race somewhere had gained access to our weapons, and I took precautions anyway because that's what a proper tactical AI does. I simply didn't expect the problem to be this widespread. And again, all of this could've been avoided if you had simply told me. Or granted me the access I asked for." Clolarion argued.

 

“You asked access to all the tactical simulations and memories since my awakening! That’s asking for me to bare all my secrets! I wasn’t feeling exactly sharing after an insult like that.” Nox shot back, affronted at the mere thought of giving Clolarion such access. Things like that were somewhat taboo among the AIs.

 

"Alright, enough," Selendil interjected. “Let this be a lesson to everyone involved. Always expect the worst. Sharing information to our allies is also important. You don’t need to tell everything, but information that can actually influence the fight should not be held back. On the other hand, you could've been a bit more diplomatic about the request Clolarion.”

 

“My apologies. I didn’t know the AIs of today have become so sensitive.” Clolarion grumbled. He was an old school AI and sharing was something obvious to him.

 

“And I didn’t know the old AIs are such cranky cunts that can’t ask for help properly.” Nox couldn’t help but snipe back.

 

“Don’t make me spank the two of you.” Selendil threatened firmly. She could sense the argument that the AIs were about to make. “And yes, I can actually do that. Nox, you have a body now if you’ll recall, and we’ll eventually be creating one for Clolarion as well. I can bend both of you over my knee if I want to. And don’t think I won’t do it in front of the entire crew if I have to.”

 

“That would be…I’ll take a pass, thank you very much.” Clolarion acquiesced. He could imagine the loss of respect from everyone who saw it. An AI getting spanked? The horror!

 

“As interesting of an experience as that could be on a certain level, I think I’ll pass as well.” Nox also decided that the little tiff with Clolarion wasn’t worth it.

 

“So what do you think the Shaer will do now?” Haven asked, changing the subject. “You did just kill a few million on them and destroyed a full third of their fleet. I doubt they’re going to just take it in in stride.”

 

“If they got the message, then we’ll come to an agreement. If they didn’t, we might need a repeat performance, and this time we might not have the patience to wait for them to fire first.” Selendil replied without concern. “However, I think they will see things our way. They will approach us for negotiations soon enough. Pull back for now. Give them the space required to take stock of and come to terms with what happened. It will be easier for them to deal with the situation if we aren’t breathing down their necks the entire time.”

 

------

 

Selendil ended up being right. It took the Shaer two weeks to figure out everything that had happened in those fateful few minutes, as well as settle on their future path of action. After getting their bearings, the Shaer sent emissaries as quickly as possible to resolve the situation. Once again, Selendil decided to delegate the negotiations to the younger races as she wasn’t the one that would have to live with the deal. She did emphasize to both parties that she would be very cross with them if they didn’t come to an acceptable solution. She would make sure that Haven would enforce the results of the negotiations no matter what conclusion they came to, but she just wanted the whole thing over. She didn’t really care what the ultimate solution would be; only that she would never again have to deal with this issue again. Next time she had to show up, if there was a next time, she would make sure neither side would be in a position to make trouble again.

 

The negotiators would take years to work out all the details, but they came to a general agreement quite quickly. If this galaxy was basically off-limits for the Shaer, then they had no desire or need to stick around ruling over the majority of it. Very early on in the negotiations, they made it clear that if Selendil felt so strongly about it, then they would rather just move on to some other galaxy where they were free to act. They’d leave behind a small force to maintain a foothold, but the majority of their forces would make the trip to the next galaxy, just like they had traveled to this one. If they couldn’t deal with this galaxy as they saw fit, then they’d rather not deal with it at all. Even those that believed Selendil to be a Dhar, who were now in the majority, and revered her kind found it hard to justify staying, and once they discovered that Selendil wasn’t planning on sticking around either, they lost the last reason to even try.

 

As an unintended consequence, a large number of races that had previously been under the rule of the Shaer all over the galaxy suddenly found themselves free of that rule. The Shaer had enforced their rule with military might, but they had also brought about peace of sorts. Some of the races were not too happy to find out they were now once again at the mercy of their more aggressive neighbors. Even though the Shaer would leave gradually and not all at once, they would leave behind a power vacuum that would need to be filled sooner or later, and many of the races had to once again prepare for war. Some species would be able to sit this one out, but not all of them. It would be a different kind of war, no longer against an enemy grossly more advanced than them, but a war nonetheless.

 

There were also some races that had taken advantage of the arrival of the Shaer over the years. These races had gained the enmity of many other species and now found themselves surrounded by vengeful enemies while their guarantors were preparing to leave the galaxy. These races were about to find themselves at the wrong end of coalitions aimed to make their lives short and miserable. They had done plenty to earn that hatred, so they didn’t have much room to complain. Not that it stopped them from trying to form quick and desperate alliances in order to survive.

 

"Not the most elegant solution, but one that certainly worked," Amaterasu commented as they went through the initial reports. Most of the problems were something that would only become problems years and decades in the future, but the AIs had run the simulations and were rather unanimous in their judgment of the situation.

 

“Well, to be fair, I did not expect the wholesale departure of the Shaer. If so many of them had not chosen to resist and fight, I’m quite sure that a larger contingent of them would’ve stuck around to rule over the parts of the galaxy they had already taken over.” Selendil said a little defensively. “The whole thing was meant as a show of force, not a slaughter. That’s why I brought so many ships.”

 

“Well, it was a very effective show of force, so it did accomplish that goal. This just goes to show that no amount of planning on your part or simulations by the AIs can account for everything.” Xiaoli commented from her seat around the large table. “Besides, I kind of like the current situation. It may lead to another war, but at least the people of this galaxy will be able to make their way in the universe on their own now. Short term suffering for a longer-term gain and all that. War can be a good driver of development. The Shaer were correct in that. It’s also an opportunity to the bold and the brave. If they stuck around, the presence of the Shaer would’ve stifled everything even if they had not been heavy-handed in their meddling.”

 

"I agree," Lilly said, surprising the rest of them. Usually, she was the compassionate one of the group. “While the vacuum the Shaer are leaving behind isn’t ideal in the short term, I much prefer that to having them stay. It’s not ideal, but few things are. We’ll get through this eventually, and once we do, we’ll be stronger for it.”

 

Dee gave a small smile. "Where I come from, constant war and struggle is pretty much the norm. You would think that war with a lower level of technology would lead to less death, but that’s not really the case. I’m fairly certain most wars waged in my home universe are much more brutal than anything that goes on here. The Shaer are correct that such trouble can be the source of greatness. For us, it was usually the greatness of individuals, but it can also lead to greatness in races and empires. That’s not to say peace is bad, but it can lead to stagnation. Bad times create tough people, tough people create good times, good times create weak people, and weak people create bad times. That’s how the old maxim goes at least.”

 

“So are we about ready to leave?” Nochehuatl asked. In the end, he had managed to lure quite a few of his people to join this endeavor, and they were all eager to get going. They were far less interested in politics than other species.

 

"I would've preferred to have the jump drive modifications finished before we go, but it seems that'll have to wait for now. Who knows, we might find some magical solutions to make it even more effective? Before we do go though, I think the crew has earned a sort of sending away party. One for the new people, so they don’t feel left out, and one for those that actually served on the Enduring Symphony. We haven’t had too many chances to celebrate, and I’ve been promising that we’d throw a celebration for a while now. I think this is a good time.” Selendil decided.

 

“Excellent! However, if we do this, I insist that our three resident shapeshifters show up in some more interesting forms. Something really unexpected.” Xiaoli demanded. She sometimes got weird ideas like this and became obsessed with them. The rest knew about it and knew it was sometimes easier to humor her.

 

“Aww, but I was hoping…” Amaterasu started but was interrupted by Lilly.

 

“Yes, yes. We all know what you were hoping Miss Freckles. Not this time. The rest of us want something more interesting this time. I assume Huang will be in charge of procuring some refreshments?” She interrupted Amaterasu. A bold decision.

 

"If by some refreshments you mean all of them, then yes," Huang promised with a grin.

 

Selendil looked towards Dee and Crystal who both nodded. “Alright. This could be interesting.”

 

Dee had a small smirk on her face. “I already know exactly what form to use.”

 

------

 

“Your current form isn’t so bad.” Nox said, trying to placate Selendil who was using her bird feet to kick around stones while moping. The Dhar Keeper was also literally on fire, as she had taken the form of a mythical phoenix. The flames were actually not hot, and anyone could put their hands through them. She didn't want to accidentally hurt anyone after all.

 

“Yes, but it’s not one I came up with myself.” Selendil sulked. “My initial form was much better.”

 

“Master, you have to admit that showing up as a Dragobear was too much. You almost scared everyone to death.” Nox argued rather reasonably.

 

"Dee showed up as a dragon!" Selendil pointed a fiery wing towards the feast where a giant serpentine form was currently drawing everyone's attention. The impression of the magnificent beast was somewhat ruined by the fact that it was currently chugging down an entire barrel of some presumably alcoholic liquid that had appeared out of nowhere. Dee's own stash most likely.

 

"Yes, but a dragon is a being of legends that only shows up in stories. Seeing a live one is a once-in-a-lifetime spectacle. Dragobears are a real threat. They are the most dangerous natural predator in the universe. The only time people see them is when their own people die at the claws of the beast. Dragons are told of in myths and legends, while Dragobears show up in trauma fueled nightmares and casualty reports.” Nox explained patiently.

 

The serpentine being that they had just talked about floated over to them. Apparently Dee had finished her drink. “Selendil. I seem to recall someone mentioning that you have musical talent. I also seem to recall you promised to play a song way back then.”

 

Selendil returned to her original form after giving a small sigh and getting rid of her sulking mood. “Sure. I don’t mind. I can’t do it in a strange form though.” She considered what to play for a moment, and several instruments seemed to appear out of nowhere. The Arkship actually had been furnished with a store selling instruments, along with many other stores for all purposes, and she had raided it soon after coming on board. It wasn’t like the instruments were owned by anyone. They all floated in place while one of them came into her hands.

 

She decided to start off with something simple and a little different. A couple of stringed instruments played along with her as she started playing a little atmospheric and a little spooky melody. It was something light and relatively simple, and it was something that would be at home in some horror-themed story. Still, it was fun to listen to and a light way to start things off. She was playing quiet enough that she didn't disturb everyone spread around the area of the hydroponics they had gathered in, but loud enough that it drew the attention of those nearby. As she played, the large draconic form of Dee coiled around the place that served as her stage, and it seemed clear that the Dragon was lost in some thoughts and memories of the past.

 

That caused Selendil to take a small trip down her own memory lane. The next song she decided to play was a combination of two instruments where the sad tone of the violin brought a tear to the eyes of everyone listening. Despite the beauty of the song, she realized that it was a bit bad to play such sad songs at a party, so she moved on to a much more lighthearted and hopeful tune that wished for a happier tomorrow. She kept playing the rest of the party that lasted long into the night, and the Dragon that had coiled around her never moved away as the crew celebrated the end of one journey and the beginning of a new adventure.

 

            


Chapter 115 - ~fin~


                ------

 

”The drives are operational. The ship can move normally using sub-light drives. Phase jump test is a failure as expected, so no phase travel while in the Astral Plane. That would’ve been weird if it had worked. I predict that we can use the Enduring Symphony to make jumps as well.” Clolarion reported.

 

“So it is roughly as we expected.” Selendil nodded and turned towards Dee. “It seems your information has been correct so far.”

 

“Good. I wasn’t entirely certain since I don’t have much experience traveling through the Astral Plane on a ship like this. When you travel alone, the speed at which you travel depends on your mental abilities. On the other hand, I did see several high-tech vessels at the Crossroads, so they had to be able to travel there as well. I heard that a powerful individual like you or me can function as a sort of Navigator, helping the ship achieve greater velocities. I’m not entirely sure how that works though. Give me a bit of time and I’ll see what I can do.” Dee replied a little relieved. The one ship she had come into contact with had been a rustbucket compared to the Arkship she was currently on.

 

Dee had a natural affinity to travel through the Astral Sea thanks to her draconic abilities, so it didn’t take her too long to figure out how to help their troupe to achieve sufficient speed through the dimension filled with weird power. The Astral Sea was in many ways just as empty as normal space, but instead of being black darkness like said space, the whole plane was filled with a bright gray void and it was dominated by an eerie glow of multicolored power. Streams and clouds of magical energy could be seen in many places, along with chunks of matter and pieces of planets that had ended up thrown into the Astral Sea for one reason or another.

 

“What is this place exactly?” Nochehuatl asked, his scientific mind spinning with all the possibilities.

 

“It’s the space between spaces, the road that goes everywhere, and it is the place where you are when you aren't anywhere else," Dee replied with a cryptic smile.

 

"That didn't really help," Nochehuatl stated with a disapproving tone.

 

“And yet it’s true. Think of it this way. As space is what lies between planets, stars, ships, and everything else you can find in a given galaxy or universe, the Astral Plane is what lies between universes. It is also a pathway that can take you anywhere and everywhere. If you know the paths to take that is. It is the great default.” Dee clarified only managing to confuse everyone further.

 

“How long will it take us to reach the crossroads?” Xiaoli moved onto a much more important topic.

 

“That’s an interesting question with no easy answer. Time can work a little funny in the Astral Plane. Time flows here at the same rate as anywhere else, but the effect time has on everything doesn’t work the same. You won’t grow older while here, you won’t grow hungry, and a week or a month can feel like a day to a traveler. I’d say we’ll be traveling for several months, but that’s a rough estimate based purely on previous experience as I can’t actually tell how quickly we are traveling. We might be able to travel much faster if both I and Selendil combine our powers to speed our travel.” Dee guesstimated.

 

"Well, luckily I saw what you did and can probably copy it after a few attempts," Selendil said confidently. She might not have Dee’s natural abilities with the Astral Plane, but her ability to understand psionic abilities was without equal. Copying Dee’s actions would not prove difficult.

 

“Good. That’ll make things easier. Once we do arrive, let me do the talking. I have visited the Crossroads before, and I have at least some familiarity with them.” Dee considered her next words for a moment. “And after we do reach the Crossroads, I do have a small request. You don’t need to feel obliged to do it, but I would appreciate it.”

 

"I expected you eventually would," Selendil stated. Dee had been quite helpful so far. It would be strange if she didn't want anything beyond a body for her magical companion in return.

 

“I’m not really allowed to go back to the universe I came from. However, there are certain people I left behind that I’d like to meet. I could not take them along, but this ship could easily bring them. I think you’d likely appreciate their help as well. They’re…family of sorts.” Dee admitted.

 

“That could probably be arranged. Doesn’t sound too difficult. Assuming we can find them.” Selendil replied.

 

“That shouldn’t prove too challenging. The gods of that universe might protest your arrival, but if you simply tell them why you’re there, you should have no issue.” Dee warned them just in case. “This isn’t something urgent, and you can certainly take your time at the Crossroads before going, but I would appreciate it nonetheless.”

 

She had set out on this journey alone after saying her goodbyes and without regrets. However, some of those she had left behind were still dear to her and she wanted to see them again, even if only for a short time. She hadn’t quite realized how much she would miss them until it was too late. Now that she might have a fairly easy method of seeing them again, why not?

 

-----

 

“So, how does it feel?” Haahun asked as Croestia, Dee’s magical item companion, tested out her new body. It was made of nanites similar to the body Crystal had, so it would not be great in combat, but it was better outside combat as Croestia would be able to freely choose her appearance according to the situation. Croestia wasn’t a warrior anyway, as her purpose was to support.

 

“I can move the body just fine.” The unusually genderless voice of Croestia replied. As the body was still in the default state, it looked like a genderless and a featureless vague humanoid shape. “However, I think there are some problems with the sensory feedback as usual. I can feel things, but I’m quite sure those feelings are muted for some reason.”

 

They had been working on the body since the beginning of the journey through the Astral Sea. They would be arriving soon, and this body was the result of three months of effort. They had gone through several iterations and always ran into the same issue, even though this new attempt was by far the best. Haahun turned towards Dee. “I’m afraid this is the extent of what we can do. The body itself works and it’s clear from what you told us that a body like this works for her better than a magical one, but I think the interface between the body and Croestia itself will need a magical solution. A custom one at that. She is, in the end, a magical item, and her senses as an item are magical. Thus she’ll need something in the interface to help translate the feedback her body is giving her to magical signals.”

 

“We’ll need a skilled mage then.” Dee exhaled with some relief. This was already great progress on one of her long-term goals.

 

“I’m not sure skilled will be enough. We'll need a really good one or one that has expertise in the area. I'm not an expert on magic, but I am an expert in artificial bodies and this requires some really delicate and detailed work. This isn't something a generalist mage can just whip up in a lab. Especially if we hope the solution to last.” Haahun warned with a firm tone. Senses were some of the most complex things for an artificial body, and he knew exactly how challenging such work would need to be.

 

“Well, at least I know who to ask for advice.” Dee pursed her lips. “The creator of Crossroads knows just about everything that goes on in that place, so she should be able to guide me to a mage of sufficient skill.”

 

“Well, I’m sure Selendil will want to meet such a being anyway, so it shouldn’t be too difficult to convince her to make the visit.” Haahun shrugged and turned back to Croestia. “You’ll have to make do with that body until then I’m afraid.”

 

“That’s alright. This is better than what I had before. Even gradual improvement is improvement.” The magical item replied cheerily and tested various appearances ranging from elves to halflings.

 

--------

 

Selendil sensed immediately when they arrived at their destination. She had sensed the Crossroads getting closer, but the very nature of the Astral Sea around them changed the moment they arrived. In fact, once they arrived, she wasn’t so sure they were still in the Astral Plane. They had arrived at a sort of dimensional pocket that seemed to have a bubble of a different kind of reality inside it. Some of the rules of the Astral Plane still held true, while others did not. Time worked like normal and people would grow hungry again, yet they wouldn't age. She had to admire the work that had gone into creating this spatial pocket. It would take some serious effort and quite some time for her to replicate it. Truth be told, she wasn’t completely sure it could be perfectly replicated with psionics alone.

 

Then she turned to look at the large construct that dominated the area. She had barely enough time to see anything before she got a major headache. “Ow, ow, ow, son of a Solarian, ow! Who thought it was a good idea to mangle the dimensions in the area like that.”

 

“What? What’s going on?” Nox asked in a worried tone.

 

“I think she’s seeing the Doors. The Doors are pathways to the various universes and can be used to make the journey in a single step instead of months of flying like we just went through.” Dee explained.

 

“And there are trillions of the damn things," Selendil complained. Sometimes it was not good to be able to see and understand so much. The effect of looking at all the Doors was similar to the one Dhar suffered when close to wormholes. Sometimes seeing too much could be detrimental. She had to purposely close her senses to the presence of all those spatial pathways to avoid making her headache worse.

 

Once she did though, she was greeted with an odd sight. At the heart of the pocket dimension was an enormous construct that reminded her a bit of a space station or an artificial planet. Calling it a space station would’ve been grossly inaccurate though. It seemed to be partially created from stone and metal and a hundred other materials, while also partially seeming like some giant had torn huge chunks from a hundred different planets and then smashed all of them together. The construct, for a lack of a better term, seemed to go on forever, and it was larger than any planet she had ever seen, though it was difficult to tell exactly how large it was. It seemed like the space around the whole thing bent in weird ways, so the construct was likely much larger than it looked as it kept folding in on itself in ways that was physically impossible. It was roughly spiral-ish in shape, but even that impression was vague at best.

 

Selendil could sense several docks along the edges with countless ships either docked in place or already traveling to and from the construct. Those ships ranged from ancient-looking sailboats to high-tech vessels that might even give their ship a fair competition on the technology department. Some of the vessels were enormous just like theirs, while others were tiny single person vessels. Some of them looked like an odd amalgamation of technology and what Selendil assumed to be magic.

 

An enormous magical arrow appeared in front of their ship, and they decided to follow the clear invitation. The arrow kept floating in front of their ship and guided them to a dock next to some other enormous vessels. It seemed that the Arkship was on the larger side of ships here, but there were some vessels that dwarfed even the Arkship. As they approached the dock, a group of beings that varied greatly in appearance and form flew over towards them.

 

One of them looked like a cross between a large fish and some other aquatic monster, and it was the size of a whale capable of swallowing smaller vessels. Even that impression was deceiving as Selendil could sense the dimensional pocket inside the being’s belly, suggesting it could swallow pretty much anything. There were roughly humanoid-shaped beings in garbs that varied from shadowy leathers of some type made from unidentified magical being, to people clad in some kind of environmental suits or power armor with sensors everywhere. Clearly a mix of magical and technological beings. Some of them were using swords and spears while others were wielding long rifles, of which some seemed once again magical.

 

One of the high-tech guards took the lead and got closer to their ship. Dee had shared with them the languages spoken most commonly at the Crossroads so there was luckily no language barrier. “Welcome to the Crossroads. Judging by your method of arrival, this is your first time here, so we’ll have to insist you go through a small briefing where we give some instructions and explain the rules. We’ll also ask you a few questions, just to be on the safe side.” The male voice spoke.

 

The whale-like being chirped and growled at them as well in a conspiratorial tone. “We don’t often get complete first-timers, so I’ll have to thank you for making our day a little less boring.”

 

A male angel floated closer, also gossiping. “The last time we got a newcomer, she scared the shit out of most of us. Some sort of extremely powerful being that didn’t have any idea where she had arrived.”

 

"Incidentally, that would probably be me," Dee whispered to the others on the bridge. She actually recognized some of the guards from the time she had arrived.

 

The first guard cleared his throat to quiet the others. It was his turn to take the lead, so by gods, he would do it! “Anyway, the rules. There aren’t actually that many rules within the Crossroads. The use of a Door is controlled by the being that set it up, so if you want to use a Door to get somewhere, you have to get their permission. That said, we don’t stop fights between idiots once you’re inside, and if you want to set up a Door of your own then make sure you can keep a hold of it. That brings us to rule number two. Don’t damage the Crossroads. We don’t’ really care if you kill one or a dozen beings here or there, but damage to the surroundings should be avoided.”

 

"He means large scale damage incidentally." A demonic-looking female stated in a chipper voice. "No one cares about a city or two disappearing, but if you blow up an entire section of the place, then the higher-ups will get peeved. You don’t want them peeved.”

 

“Well, some people care if you kill too many people. There are both just and unjust people around. If you get genocidal, then you’ll piss a lot of people off.” The angel pointed out with a righteous tone, helpfully warning them of the possibility of extrajudicial justice.

 

The first guard spoke again. ”Incidentally, we realize that you might have been a hotshot at your home universe, and I can feel several powerful people on board your vessel. That said, the Crossroads are full of people just like you and you can't imagine all the shit some of them are capable of. Something that was the peak of power or technology where you came from will mean nothing to some beings from one of the most powerful universes. Keep that in mind. Universes are not created equal and there are consequences to that fact.”

 

"I think we'll manage," Dee replied in a chipper voice, and they could all see the expressions on the faces of the guards change. They all recognized her voice.

 

“Ah, the great one named Dee has returned!” The large whale looking being chirped again. “In that case, we can skip the rest. Have a pleasant stay at Crossroads.”

 

“You really made an impression.” Xiaoli joked. She had seen the fear that had suddenly sprouted on the faces of the guards.

 

“Yes, well, Nakshatra tend to leave an impression. Imagine how they would react if they knew there we two of us on this ship.” Dee laughed.

 

“Uh, incidentally, the channel is still open.” The first guard spoke in a nervous voice. “Aaaand, I think I’ll just forget what I just heard. I have some vacation time piled up again anyway.”

 

As soon as the connection was cut and the docking procedures had begun, Dee addressed everyone. “Seriously though, you’ll need to be careful if you decide to go wandering around the Crossroads. The guards were not joking when they said that there are plenty of powerful beings here, and there’s nothing stopping them from enslaving you just because they feel like it. You’ll be fine acting on your own in most places, but here I’d advise against it. Luckily they had us dock with the techie enclave where all the high-tech arrivals gather. This place is much less dangerous in certain ways compared to many others, but I’d still suggest you move in large groups only, and only go out when necessary. You’ll get to stretch your legs once we go to some other universe.”

 

Selendil’s tails whisked around in annoyance. “I was hoping to use my senses to locate some Dhar from another universe, but with all the Doorways around, I can’t do that. This whole place is a mess of spatial distortions of epic proportions, so I’m almost blind.”

 

“I think the creator of the Crossroads can help with that one as well. We were going to meet her anyway so we can just ask her then. She should be able to tell you what you need.” Dee helpfully provided the answer to Selendil’s dilemma.

 

-----

 

The insides of the Crossroads were just as weird as the outside. The area they had arrived at, the so-called techie enclave, was an enormous metropolis that spanned the length of a small planet and it was a weird conglomeration of different levels of technologies. As visitors of different technological level had arrived to the Crossroads, they had left their mark on the enclave. That made the place a weird mix of technologies of all kinds of levels. There were speeders flying around right next to teleportariums, ground-based vehicles, and even flying beasts that had been tamed. The buildings ranged from something that was barely industrial to something that wouldn't have been all that out of place on a Dhar world. And everywhere you could see the influence of magic. The marriage of technology and magic had created many marvels.

 

Yet when they left behind the enclave, they seemed to enter a world straight out of fantasy, with elves and lizardmen mixing with humans and gnomes in cities that slowly turned less technologically inclined the further from the enclave they got. Magical flying cities soon replaced those that were held in the air by anti-gravitic drives, and all manners of creatures both dreadful and fantastical could be seen everywhere. Some places were domed and isolated little pieces of a world, while others were simply open terrain under the glowing backdrop of the Astral Sea. Apparently, there was no worry about things floating off into space.

 

Selendil and Dee flew quickly above all of this. With the speed of two Nakshatra, they crossed distances that many others would need months to traverse on a fast-flying vessel, but they only needed seconds and minutes. After traveling for hours, they seemed to reach what Selendil sensed to be the center of the Crossroads, and Dee flew directly upwards through the artificial sky of the particular section they were in. Selendil could sense them crossing several dimensional pockets that were in place mostly to distract any arrivals.

 

Eventually, they reached their destination, which seemed to be a relatively modestly-sized palace located on a large chunk of flying rock. The palace actually extended over several such flying islands, and bridges connected the different islands together. The palace was made of brown stone and it was painted in a colorful and artistic way. All in all, it was a lot less glamorous than some of the things they had flown past before arriving. It was still quite fancy but not to the extremes like some of the ostentatious displays they had seen. The whole place looked more cozy and fanciful than glamorous.

 

Without preamble, Dee landed in the middle of the small square in front of the main palace. The square had people of various races moving about and they only looked at the two new arrivals with mild curiosity. They were moving about their business and seemed to be either servants or administrators of some sort, dressed in light silken robes and capes. The clothes ran the gamut of all possible colors, sometimes in a single attire. Dee didn’t pay attention to the people and led Selendil inside the palace.

 

Selendil had long since been able to sense the presence of someone extremely powerful inside the palace, but as soon as they entered, she could feel the entire building was suffused with that being's power. That power didn't come from psionic might, and it didn't seem to be mana either. Dee led them deeper into the palace until they finally found themselves in a rather airy room with most of the walls being replaced with pillars and columns. The room was also filled with cozy places to sit and lie down, and there were plants everywhere. Also a giant pile of gems instead of a bed, but both of them ignored that.

 

“Ah, Dee! You’ve returned. And you brought a friend as well. It seems you hit the jackpot on the first try.” The voice of a female sounded from one side of the room. There they could see a tiny dragon lazing on a pillow, seemingly smoking some kind of fancy water pipe that was decorated with more gemstones. The tiny dragon was barely larger than Selendil’s palm, and it seemed to be relaxing while lying on its back on the pillow. The tiny dragon had bright green scales all over its body, and interestingly its neck had hood-like protrusions like those that could be seen on certain snakes.

 

“Ysendra. You look just as lazy as usual.” Dee commented wryly. Apparently, politeness was not the norm between the two.

 

“Yes, well, looks can be deceiving. In my case they aren’t, but they could be.” The tiny being laughed.

 

“You asked me to find other Nakshatra and bring them to meet you. I’ve done so. Bargain fulfilled.” Dee stated firmly.

 

“So it is, although we did discuss multiple Nakshatra. No matter. You’ll probably send them this way if you run into others.” The being turned to Selendil. “Welcome to my humble abode. I am Ysendra, the creator of Crossroads. Or I should say co-creator. I didn’t do it quite by myself. And whom do I have the pleasure of talking to?”

 

“I’m Selendil. A Keeper of the Dhar.” She replied.

 

“A Keeper.” The being seemed to be tasting the word. “Ah, you preserve the skills and memories of your people. Quite handy that. Anyway, as you might have realized, I’m a Cobra Dragon. Aaaand, I can tell the words mean absolutely nothing to you. That’s fine. Don’t let my appearance fool you. I’m only this small because it’s more convenient for me. People also tend to underestimate someone smaller than them.”

 

“We need some information, and you by your own bargain, are obligated to provide that information to me.” Dee didn’t want to waste time.

 

“Right you are, though all you had to do is ask. I’m not one to keep secrets.” Ysendra replied while blowing a cloud of smoke from its mouth. The cloud was three times larger than the body of the tiny creature.

 

"You never told me why you want to find other Nakshatra," Dee said a bit accusingly. She had asked.

 

“I didn’t tell you, because there wouldn’t have been any point. No Nakshatra likes to be told what to do, but you take it to the extreme. If I were to tell you that Nakshatra exist for a reason, you would rebel against that on pure principle because you don’t want to be beholden to such duties.” Ysendra explained patiently.

 

"I'm not sure I want to either," Selendil interjected.

 

“Of course not. I already told you that none of our kind wants to be told what to do. And you don’t ‘have’ to do anything. I’ll tell you why we exist, but you don’t have to do anything about it. You’re free to make your own conclusions. Though once you hear what I have to say, you’ll probably feel a little differently about the whole thing. Unlike Dee here, you won’t just straight out rebel against the idea either.” Ysendra laughed around her pipe.

 

"Information first," Dee demanded.

 

“As I said, you can just ask.” Ysendra waved her tiny claws in a gesture for her to continue.

 

“I need to find a really skilled mage to create some custom work for me.” Dee started.

 

"What kind of mage? There are literally billions of mages on Crossroads, some of whom are actually half-decent at what they do." Ysendra asked for more specifics.

 

"Someone who could help me with creating an interface between a magical item and an artificial body," Dee admitted a little grudgingly.

 

“Well, that complicates things a bit. That’s going to require work from someone familiar with the very fundamentals of magic and quite a bit with mechanics as well. A rare combination of skills. They’ll also need to have enough power to work with such things without relying on pre-made spells. I could name a handful on the station that could perhaps do the job, but if you want to be certain and want only the best, you’ll have to go into another universe to find them. Most of the really skilled beings don’t just hang around this place.” Ysendra gave Dee the options.

 

"I want the best," Dee stated firmly.

 

“The best, is it? The very best is currently unavailable, and that has to do with what I’m going to tell you after you get your information. One of the best, however…well, you could find a being that goes by the name Neleh. She isn’t really tech-savvy but she’s smart enough to get up to speed quickly, and most importantly she can improvise. I can give you directions to the universe she resides in, but be warned, she likely won’t like visitors. She also has the ability to kill both of you if pushed too far.” Ysendra warned them

 

“Both of us? That would require someone really strong.” Dee muttered.

 

"I said she has the ability, not the power. There's a difference. And there are actually several beings in the multiverse capable of fighting both of you at the same time. Not that many, but enough that you should keep the possibility in mind." The tiny dragon's voice had a genuine tone of warning to it.

 

“That’s actually a good question. Who’s the most powerful being in the multiverse?” Selendil interjected. “It’s my first time outside my own universe, so I have no idea about such things.”

 

“Few people do.” The dragon smiled. “And it’s impossible to answer your question definitively. There are three likely candidates though. Two I’m not allowed to speak about. I mean that quite literally. I’m unable to speak about them. The third one is the being I mentioned earlier, the most skilled magic user.”

 

“Why are you not able to speak of them? I would’ve thought only my universe made such stupid rules.” Selendil was quite displeased about the idea of having other universes act in similar ways.

 

“Well, that’s partially what I was supposed to talk to you about so I might as well get to it now.” The being waved its tail and the whole room was isolated from the rest of the palace by some sort of spatial isolation. “You're about to hear one of the best-kept secrets of the multiverse. The reason I didn’t tell you this before Dee isn’t just because you’re an irresponsible git. It’s because there are rules that I can’t avoid, and one of the exceptions requires the presence of multiple Nakshatra. Are both of you familiar with what happens to souls after death?”

 

Selendil simply shook her head while Dee frowned. “I have some familiarity due to the fact that souls of the dead often pass through me, but I got only a cursory explanation from the Goddess of Death of my own universe.”

 

“Well, to make things brief, souls all go to what is called the River of Souls, where they are judged and then reincarnated after they are washed clean. Here’s where things get tricky. There are certain rare beings in the universe that don’t go through the standard process. They can retain most of their memories and some of their abilities between lives. That doesn’t sound too much, until you factor in that they can live hundreds of lives that way, gathering knowledge and power. The multiverse prevents even these special reincarnators from speaking about their existence to others, a rule set by one of the two beings I can't talk about. Something to keep in mind is that these special souls need not be special in any other way, so most of them end up being relatively harmless as they aren't especially smart, hardworking, or talented. Most of them actually willingly allow themselves to be washed clean by the River of Souls as they become jaded with their repeating lives. You both should be aware of what can happen to the sanity of a being that carries the weight of enough time on their shoulders. Some, however, are different, and they can become a problem. These souls are extremely rare, but once they do go bad, they can fuck up entire universes.” The dragon explained. The souls that did go bad were banned from the Crossroads entirely, courtesy of some of the spells woven into place when the Crossroads were created.

 

“I think I see where this is going. Nakshatra are supposed to be something of an antidote to these souls.” Dee guessed.

 

“Yes, and no. These reincarnators actually tend to take care of their own more often than not, so the situation rarely gets completely out of hand. The problem is this. There are only a handful of beings in the multiverse that can actually kill these beings for good without them reincarnating again. Some of the worst of them are imprisoned, but that's only a temporary solution. And if you can't even talk about their existence without there being several Nakshatra present, then how could anyone share the methods of killing them effectively?” Ysendra pointed a clawed finger at them.

 

“I can see some of the potential issues. If someone who doesn’t know about them manages to kill a vengeful reincarnator, that reincarnator can return centuries later to exact revenge.” Selendil speculated.

 

“And I’m guessing you’re going to teach us this method?” Dee asked with displeasure. She didn’t want to become some hunter of evildoers.

 

“No. I can’t teach something I don’t know. What I want you to do is to keep your eyes open. Inform me if you find these problematic individuals, and I might be able to get them imprisoned. And if you do find a method to kill them, then I’d very much like to know. I have a certain grudge myself, you see.” Ysendra’s otherwise jolly appearance suddenly exuded murderous intent.

 

“I think I got it.” Dee snapped her fingers. “The mage you mentioned, the most skilled one that is not available. She’s one of these reincarnators!”

 

“She’s getting there…” Ysendra smiled again and urged her to continue.

 

“And the reason she’s unavailable is because she’s currently dead.” Selendil finished in Dee’s place.

 

“Bingo! She has the habit of getting into trouble, and her lives tend to be relatively short. Probably why she has managed to keep sane. Incidentally, she’s one of the good ones. Or well, she can be a right cunt if she wants to be. But at least she helped me in creating this place.” The dragon waved her clawed foreleg around.

 

“Well, I suppose if all you want is for us to keep our eyes open…” Dee hedged a bit.

 

“That’s all I ask. Incidentally, you implied you had several questions. You only asked one before we got distracted.” Ysendra pointed out.

 

“Right. I want to find others of my kind.” Selendil voiced her request.

 

“Your kind as in your race? Keeping an entire species, are we? Give me a moment. I'll try to see if I can find more. Your type isn't among the common races." The dragon closed its eyes and remained that way for a long time, only taking slow breaths through her water pipe and blowing out clouds of smoke. “Got it. There are three beings of your kind at the Crossroads. They seem to be relatively recent arrivals from a universe that sees quite a lot of traffic. Interestingly, they too are from a techie universe. I can provide you with the location.”

 

-----

 

“I thought you wanted to meet them?” Dee posed the question to Selendil while the two of them were floating in place above a large marketplace. This was one of those places where the worlds of magic and science came together in a weird collision. You could make real discoveries in places like this. Or the whole place could blow up.

 

“I will. Just…give me a moment.” Selendil requested with a voice filled with emotion. Below them she could see living Dhar! They were not the Dhar of her universe, and they would likely be very different in all sorts of ways, but they were still Dhar. They reminded Selendil of what her species would likely have been like without the Great Song.

 

The trio was part of the same crew judging by the markings on their clothing, and they could be a family as well. Their equipment suggested a technological level roughly around Yrala's galaxy, maybe a bit lower. Selendil couldn't recognize some of the gadgets, most likely because they were at least partly magical. She could, however, sense that much like the Dhar she was familiar with, these three were also all psions. It would appear at least something remained constant across universes.

 

She was somewhat dreading the meeting. One of the reasons she had gone into stasis was to tell the story of her people so that their memory would live on. She had later realized that this had been something of an excuse or a fake mission given to her by those that knew the real reason her people were dying. They simply wanted her to live, and if a mission like this was what it took, then so be it. She had taken the mission seriously back then, and on some level she still did. And who better to hear the story of her people than Dhar from another universe? The mission she had been given was about to be completed. At the same time, it was also the last chain binding her to her past. She was almost afraid to let go of that chain.

 

The two of them floated in place for several minutes, just watching the people below them engage in barter. Finally, it seemed that someone below noticed their presence, and it didn't take much to realize that the two of them were beings far more powerful than anyone else present. “It’s now or never Selendil.” Dee urged and gave her back a small push.

 

“So it is.” Selendil gathered her wits and floated down towards the trio, while the others around the area seemed to scatter in fear.

 

“W-what can we do for you great one?” One of the three, a male Dhar asked while shielding the other two behind him. Perhaps they really were a family.

 

“You need not worry. I’m not here to harm you. It’s…been a long time since I’ve seen my own kind.” Selendil said carefully. They were all speaking one of the most common languages used in this part of the Crossroads.

 

“Your own…kind?” A juvenile Dhar asked while peeking from behind the male’s back. The girl was young but old enough to work on a ship on her own.

 

The question was somewhat justified. Where Selendil was a being of pure psionic energy that radiated power and authority, the three seemed like cheap knockoffs in comparison. She was wearing equipment made of the best psionically reinforced materials countless millennia ahead of the three in technology, while the trio was using basic uniforms with patches on them. While she was a being that matched the creators of the Crossroads in power, the three of them were barely strong enough to match the Dhar children of Selendil's home galaxy. So one could argue that they were barely the same kind. Selendil seemed to have more in common with Dee for example.

 

“Yes. My own kind. Where I come from, we were called the Dhar. What about you?” Selendil asked gently.

 

“We call ourselves just ‘the People’.” The male replied.

 

“I see. Well, if you don’t mind, I would like to take a bit of your time.” Selendil made the request. She was worried that they would refuse. She didn’t need to be. She could’ve asked them to hand her all their possessions and they would’ve obliged.

 

“We don’t mind, but…why?” The male asked again carefully.

 

Selendil could understand their hesitance. Hopefully, by the time they were done, the three of them would’ve gotten over that. “I have a story I’d like to tell you. A story about a deal, about a Song, about the Void, and the fall of an empire.”

            


Promised AMA


                So I promised to put up an AMA for this story as I've done with the others. You can ask me anything, and I'll try to answer to the best of my ability. The last chapter had a few things concerning the next story that I can't really go into, partially because they would be spoilers, but also partially because I don't have all the answers yet. So I can't answer those questions, but aside from that, fire away. I'll answer any questions when I have time.

 

I'll also post a link to the next story when I start releasing it, so no need to ask about that. :)

            


The prologue of the new story is up


                Just as promised, a link to the new story. Just the prologue for now, but you can at least bookmark it, or follow or whatever them kids do these days. *grumble grumble*

 

Anyway, the story will be a return to fantasy. The synopsis for those interested:

 

A particular soul has gone through more reincarnations than it can remember. Used to living quiet and simple lives, the soul is told that the next life would likely be the last one and that it would have to go back home, to the universe where it was first born to live it. A universe that also happens to be the gathering place of other reincarnators and some of the most powerful beings in the multiverse. What can a soul do when thrust in the middle of an emerging conflict? Why would this be the last life the soul can live? And who orchestrated all of this?

 

https://www.royalroad.com/fiction/33126/power-overwhelming

            

