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I dedicate this work to my Contributers. Thanks for all your hard work. 

	 

	I would also like to thank my cover artist, Fredd Gorham, for working so closely with me to get the images of my characters so close to the ones I have in my head. 

	 

	



	




Creating an entire universe is not easy. It’s very easy to fall into repetition. The Council on Jerusalem required a large influx of new species. So, I spoke to my friends and they came through. Many of the species attending the Council of Independents were created by them and they deserve all the recognition they have earned. 

	 

	 

	Aalurians created by Alfred Pettinger

	Aiszar created by Ann Bouma

	Beringereans created by Michael Pettinger

	Cnidaria created by Tom Atkinson

	Enfedi created by Alfred Pettinger

	Farlians created by Alfred Pettinger

	HaChii created by Patrick O’Connor

	Hreeshhirfapop created by Doug Pearson

	Kaisa Mgapu created by Tadao Tomamatsu

	Kasarda’s Thunderheads created by Doug Pearson

	Rhonk created by Alfred Pettinger

	Sora-Ei created by Steve Swope

	Strade La created by Sandy Pettinger

	Zell created by Patrick O’Connor

	 

	All used in this book by permission 

	 

	 

	In addition: 

	 

	The Battle of Deedhon choreographed by Alfred Pettinger

	 

	 

	Maps created with Inkarnate

	



	




A note on time and distance: 

	 

	Each of the Civilized Nations in the Orion Arm have different units of measurements. The text uses the appropriate scale the characters would use. While I have inserted parentheticals to translate any measurement units used, there is a table at the end defining the various units of measurements. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Dramatis Personae

	 

	Aalurian Skein 

	 

	Iirulia – Male. High Delegate to the Council. 

	Raanianaa – Female. Delegate to the Council. 

	Umnoonia – Female. Delegate to the Council

	Uoloo – Male. Delegate to the Council 

	 

	Aiszar Rampart 

	 

	Ertob Tertop – Delegate to the Council

	Kime Urgbes – Delegate to the Council 

	Ugdo Earpon – Head Delegate to the Council 

	 

	 

	Benefactors / Otuqirene Trynisty

	 

	Chg Sth – Tssha Tck Male. Formally agitator on Sshak Zg.

	D’kt’ocJim – Human/Trk'lk'ntok construct. 

	Marbig – Chemosh female. Operations officer on the Oligarch. 

	Miranda Harris – A Human female of French, Spanish and Libyan ancestry. She was born in a farming community, Coin du Canard Rouge on the planet New Versailles. She is a member of the Board of Directors of the Danhurtz Corporation. 

	Orgash – Chemosh male, Mighty Mind, formally second-in-command of the Terrible Eye.

	Panieralog – Yopaewyth female. Commander of Pearl 138 in the WaoorIiouuParah IyoUn.

	 

	Admiral Dominic Svenkerud – Human male of Nordic heritage born in the city of Jaarlson’s Crevasse on the planet Bifrost. He was an Admiral in the Confederation Navy commanding the Fifth. He is now the commander of the Benefactor command ship Oligarch.

	 

	Beringerean

	 

	Sea-Rock – Male. Delegate to the Council

	Swamp-Gas – Female. Delegate to the Council

	This-One-Blooms-Like-Red-Flower – Male. Head Delegate to the Council

	 

	Bwarlov

	 

	Hoang Coai – Landra female. Co-owner of Tours ada Tanner Muran va Todh. 

	Morven Rough-Knuckle Fvaaro – Peirwon male. Co-owner of Tours ada Tanner Muran va Todh.

	Tavabanth – Landra male. Warden at Site Manw on Bwarlov.  

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Catholic Church

	 

	Monsignor Liam Abernathy – Human male of Scottish ancestry. He was born in the town of Mary’s Tears on Blessed Virgin. He is an ordained priest of the Holy Catholic Church granted the Monsignor honorific by Pope Antanansio II. He is currently the commander of the Basilica Ship St. Louis. 

	 

	Sir Anselm – Human male of mixed European ancestry. He was born in the city of Brae on the planet Appleye. He is a Lay Knight in the Order of Agathius and Adrian, the Sons of Joshua. He is currently on detached duty and liaison to the Confederation Navy.

	Brother <Click> Man <snap> John – Ariuu <snick> male. He was born in the Anamilara Dominion. He is a brother in the Order of St. Lanienz. 

	Father Robert Caine – Human male of African and Arabic heritage.  He is a priest in the Holy Catholic Church. He is currently assigned as the commander of the Oratory Ship Blessed Eusubius.

	Archbishop Christophoro Leandros – Human male of Greek and Italian heritage. He is an Archbishop in the Holy Catholic Church. He does not have a particular Archdiocese. He is currently assigned to the New Vatican on Blessed Virgin. He heads the Holy Ministry of Exploration and Deterrence. 

	Sister Perpetua Lucy – Tsssha Tck female of Shez Ock ancestry. She was born in the city of Taliss Sass in the district of Ssassava Cliffs on the planet Sshak Zg. She is a sister of the Order of the Sacred Sisters of Joan d’Arc of the Holy Catholic Church. She is a squadron leader currently assigned to the Basilica Ship St. Louis.

	Cardinal Salimu – Human male. Stationed on Blessed Virgin. 

	Father Scoriet – Xandan male. Sensor officer on the St. Louis. 

	Bishop Tientiet – Human male. Stationed on Blessed Virgin. 

	Sister Vulnavia – Human female. Chief Physician/Commander of the St. Teresa of Calcutta. 

	 

	Chemosh Empire

	 

	AhhNeeBoo – RooWhee Twee male. Powerful Mind. Helm on the Current of Lightning.

	Ahn–KOHR-owuth – Akood female. Helm officer on the Terrible Eye. 

	Ahoka – Vrn Tk male. Member of the Fifteenth Teeth aboard the Terrible Eye. 

	Bhada toVa – Vrn Tk male. Member of the Fifteenth Teeth aboard the Terrible Eye.

	Bhagush – Chemosh male, Mighty Mind, commander of the Current of Lightning. 

	Bnarat – Pnar female. She is a Penetrating Mind on the Terrible Eye. 

	Bucgets – Chemosh female. Stable Mind, Tactical Officer on the Terrible Eye.

	Dharga – Chemosh male, Consul of Nobility and Spirit (chaplain and counselor) of the Terrible Eye. 

	Dupad miBarn – Vrn Tk male. Member of the Fifteenth Teeth aboard the Terrible Eye. 

	Duranul Moran Teliniyk – Guayk male, member of Iee-YAHR-utat’s covert team, pilot and assassin.

	G’Balud – D’Telehol female. Member of the Fifteenth Teeth aboard the Terrible Eye. 

	G’Dulup – D’Telehol female. Member of the Fifteenth Teeth aboard the Terrible Eye. 

	Gikdakktaditiddaka – Ktidadid female. Member of the Fifteenth Teeth aboard the Terrible Eye. 

	Goday chiJam – Vrn Tk female. Member of the Fifteenth Teeth aboard the Terrible Eye. 

	Gorshak – Chemosh male. Sensor officer on the Terrible Eye.

	Her Honrew – Bhom male. He was born in a small village adjacent to one of the numerous castles that dot the planet. He is an adolescent, trained in blacksmithing. 

	HweeeDeeTooo – RooWhee Twee male, member of Iee-YAHR-utat’s covert team. A strong telepath, specializing in animal telepathy. 

	Iee-YAHR-utat – Akood female. Head of the covert squad on the Terrible Eye.

	Jik-URN-Jus – Akood female. Stable Mind. Communication officer on the Current of Lightning. 

	Jkt-hshsh – Chkk, Left Wing on the Terrible Eye.

	J’Tapfa – D’Telehol male. Member of the Fifteenth Teeth aboard the Terrible Eye. 

	Kargada – Kargarda female. Powerful Mind. Sensor officer on the Current of Lightning. 

	K’Likap Nitak – D’Telehol male. Shredding Mind of the Fifteenth Teeth of the Terrible Eye. 

	Tomas Klome – Human male, Right Wing on the Terrible Eye.

	Ludda miGool – Vrn Tk male. Member of the Fifteenth Teeth aboard the Terrible Eye. 

	Monta maSomi – Vrn Tk male. Member of the Fifteenth Teeth aboard the Terrible Eye. Bodyguard to Gikdakktaditiddaka. 

	Nlna Badala Oshiank – Guayk male. Powerful Mind. Weapons officer on the Current of Lightning. 

	Paganun Tlarin Daniplak – Guayk male, Chief of Operations of the Terrible Eye. 

	Pri Nior – Fradhaa male, Inquistive Mind, Chief of the Science Department on the Terrible Eye.   

	Recorder – Nam Patal, Chief Communication Officer of the Terrible Eye. 

	Sarban – Chemosh male. Stable Mind, Sensor officer on the Terrible Eye. 

	Sensor –  Nam Patal. Sensor Officer on the Gerald Deucy. 

	Tarazh – Chemosh male. Sensor officer on the Terrible Eye.  

	Threetgsh – Chemosh male. Great Mind commanding the ship The Terrible Eye. Member of the high middle nobility, Nizh go Shak (Duke) of the Blue Green Tower of Toran.

	Transmitter – Nam Patal. Communication officer on the Terrible Eye.  

	Voofra Nalet – Iin male. He is a Penetrating Mind on the Terrible Eye.

	VriiNaaDuuu – RooWheeTooo female. Communications officer on the Gerald Deucy.  

	Wist deThon – Vrn Tk female. Archives Officer on the Terrible Eye. 

	Zhgass – Chemosh male, Jaws on the Terrible Eye.

	 

	Cherek Thassocracy

	 

	Alar – Cherek Human male. Husband of Ambassador-adiut Deroga.

	Dafydd – Cherek Human male. Infant son of Evan Taylor. 

	Deroga – Cherek Human male. Ambassador-adiut to the Confederation. 

	Fliknikn  – Cherek’othai male. Ambassador to the Confederation. 

	Lata – Cherek Human female. Infant daughter of Evan Taylor. 

	Menik – Cherek Human female. Mother of Evan Taylor’s son, Daffyd. 

	Monesq – Asner male. Crewman on the Thunder in the Sky. 

	Oreana – Cherek Human female. Wife of Ambassador-adiut Deroga. 

	Richard Masters – Cherek human male. First Slave of the Thassocracy. 

	Verana – Cherek Human female. Mother of Evan Taylor’s daughter, Lata. 

	Bridget Thorson – Cherek human female. Daughter of Admiral Adrian Thorson. 

	Txomin Svenderud – Cherek human male. Son of Admiral Dominc Svenkerud. 

	 

	Cnidaria

	 

	Delegate – A fragment of Cnidaria. Delegate to the Council

	 

	Confederation

	 

	Ainvin – Xandan male. Lt. Commander, Communications officer on Admiral Yar’Adua’s staff. 

	Elbetsa Areks – Human female. Supervisor with the Confederation Minors Advocacy Bureau. 

	Ban Sitar – Pan Telahn Tok male. He is a merchant with offices on Tyre Secundus.

	Drew Cupida – Human male. Official with the Confederation Minors Advocacy Bureau. 

	Admiral Curlstar Swimslayer – Zaharone male. Admiral, commander of the Attanar. 

	Colonel Dayrise Skysbright – Zaharone male. He is a Colonel in the Confederation Navy, Special Powers Division. He is stationed on the Gerald Deucy.

	Admiral Ddod Ap – Lvok male. Vice Admiral. 

	Commander Deleon – Mohans male. Commander. Navigator on Admiral Yar’Adua’s staff. 

	Admiral Dhiss This – Tssha Tck male. Admiral. 

	Admiral Dohrdud Mordha – Bonzuc Garso male. Admiral. 

	Commodore Doraf – Vön male. Commodore. Commander of the Ejekik. 

	Dola-Nan – Chode male. Sub Magistrate of the Law Directorate, Department of Missing Persons.

	Lieutenant Flowersgrow Snowbreeze – Zaharone male. Lieutenant. Navigator on Admiral Yar’Adua’s staff. 

	Lt. Highview – Zaharone male. Security on the Gerald Deucy. 

	Admiral Horné – Odalph female. Admiral, Commander of Tendacta Station. 

	Lieutenant Huloo-Oolohm – Manlen. Lieutenant. Communications Officer on the Gerald Deucy. 

	Lieutenant Abidemi Kayode – Human male. Lieutenant Sensor officer on the Ejekik. 

	Port Admiral Jiāng Tāo – Human male of Chinese hertage. Port Admiral. Commander of all Confederation military forces. 

	Admiral Kelliek – Kazhiek male. Admiral. Commander of Eighth Fleet, flagship Eronhé.

	Major Klk – Ijlklj male. He is a Major in the Confederation Navy, Special Powers Division.  He is stationed on the Gerald Deucy.

	Ma Ditan – Xandan female. Rear Admiral.

	Inspector Prime Philo Magnetskis – Human male of Greek heritage born on the Zaharone cruise ship Swirling Winds Above the Sea. He is the Inspector Prime of Confederation Security on Capitol.

	Admiral Marshaat – Myhrz male B. Admiral of the Confederation navy.  

	Lieutenant Mienthid – Xandan male. Lieutenant. Aide to Admiral Thorson. 

	Lieutenant Mooda-Lan – Chode male. Lieutenant. Communications officer on the Ejekik. 

	Emmanuel Morchen – Human male of Celtic origin, born in New York on the planet Earth. Morchen is a variation of the Celtic surname Morken. He is the CEO of the Danhurtz Corporation.   

	Chief Petty Officer Nani-te – Chode male. He is a Chief Petty Officer in the Confederation Navy. His specialty is computer technology, programming, and analysis. He is currently assigned to Vice-Admiral Yar’Adua’s staff. 

	Commodore Noahn – Tegt male. He is a Commodore in the Confederation Navy. He is currently in command of the Superdreadnought Gerald Deucy. 

	Admiral Opa-Di – Chode male. Admiral. 

	Admiral Orange with Hints of Sage and Terenth Root – Navritil, Admiral of the Confederation. 

	Ensign Davy Phillips – Human male of US, Dutch and German heritage born in the village of Arch on the planet Next Frontier. He is an Ensign in the Confederation Navy, Special Powers Division, currently assigned to Vice-Admiral Yar’Adua’s staff.

	2nd Lieutenant Ree Dav Nik – Lepamod female. Second Lieutenant. Member of Special Powers. An electro-kinetic.vStationed on the Gerald Deucy. 

	Run Madath – Pen Talahn Tok male. Ushak of Archaeology from the Universitates Tau Ceti.

	Pansophy Sanchez – Human male. Chaplain aboard the Gerald Deucy; of the Xandan danLerthanu tradition. 

	Commander Sasses Hassinth – Tsssha Tck female, Navigator on the Admiral Yar’Adua’s staff.

	Shekde Itedied – Kazhiek male. Ensign, Receptionist to the office of Admiral Yar’Adua. 

	Commander Siemaskieneth – Kazhiek male, Weapons officer on the staff of Admiral Yar’Adua.

	Commander Sasses Hassinth – Tssha Tck Female. Commander. Navigator on Admiral Yar’Adua’ staff.

	Commander Siemaskieneth – Kazhiek male. Commander. Weapons officer on Admiral Yar’Adua’s staff. 

	2nd Lieutenant Shimizu Aiko – Human female. She is a 2nd Lieutenant in the Special Powers Division and part of General Kyriz’s audit team. 

	Admiral Sohn Mirana Nor – Pen Telahn Tok female. Admiral. 

	Lt. Commander Sur Les Rad – Lepamod female. Lt. Commander. Engineer on Admiral Yar’Adua’s staff. 

	Lieutenant Evan Taylor – Human male of English and US heritage born in the city of Holdrege on the planet New Lincoln. He is a 1st Lieutenant in the Confederation Navy, Special Powers Division, currently assigned to Vice-Admiral Yar’Adua’s staff. Head of Tac Team 1. 

	Colonel Tgrd Ricdnn – Ijlklj male – Marine Colonel. Commander Confederation Consulate Base. 

	Admiral Tem Lan Throw – Lepamod male. Admiral. 

	Admiral Adrian Thorson – Human female of Scandinavian heritage. Admiral. 

	Toré ónorhéDiélpho – Odalph male. Commander; Quartermaster on the Gerald Deucy. 

	Weliek Antarid – Kazhiek male. He is the Arch-Magistrate of the Law Directorate.

	Vice-Admiral Latorunwa Yar’Adua – Human female of Nigerian heritage born in Port Harcourt, Nigeria. She is a Vice-Admiral in the Confederation Navy commanding the Second Strike Group of the Fifth Expeditionary Force. Her flagship is the superdreadnought Gerald Deucy.

	Ensign Yeol Haauul – Vaed female. Ensign. Member of Special Powers. A Projective Clairsensual. Stationed on the Gerald Deucy.

	Zcop Chaddoc the Crii – Nokston male. Magistrate of the Law Directorate, Department of Missing Persons. Temporarily loaned to the Gerald Deucy. 

	 

	Farliosofos Vasilias

	 

	Tirrlanig Rafiaman – Female. Delegate to the Council. Sage of the Utritner School. 

	Vinnariv Fanarliis – Male. Head Delegate to the Council. Principal Sage of the Miramira School. 

	 

	Gronig Kord dhala

	 

	Honiga Ranidhor – Male. Head Delegate to the Council. Commissary of the Gronig Kord dhala. 

	Nkoned Shandhordhor – Female. Delegate to the Council. Factotum Representative on the Gronig Kord dhala. 

	 

	Harets hemvebthet Hhedshh 

	 

	Rabbi Calev Sas – Human male. Rabbi on the planet Jerusalem; member of the Knesset. 

	 

	HaChii Alliance

	 

	ChaaTii ix NoVii – Delegate to the Council. 

	DiiKii iz LiiVii – Head Delegate to the Council. 

	FiiBii ix TriiBii – Assistant Delegate to the Council. 

	 

	Hreeshhirfapop

	 

	Hoowoobob – Delegate to the Council. Alternate match of Hoowoo and Bob. 

	Hoowoodabop – Second Delegate to the Council. 

	Rwwoshdabop – Delegate to the Council. Alternate match of Rwoosh and Dabop. 

	Rwooshobob – Head Delegate to the Council.

	 

	Ishegol Scuvvad Pela

	 

	Mvavnaf Uddads – Female. Head Delegate to the Council. 

	Remivlev Imivid – Male. Delegate to the Council. 

	 

	Jaeger Strade La

	 

	Mneraw Nanarair – Female. Head Delegate to the Council. Third Spear of the Strade La Horn. 

	Nriwa Herawiar – Male. Delegate to the Council. Sixth Spear. 

	 

	JherJhalaq

	 

	ChTkKkChug – Male. Delegate to the Council. His title is Kitek (translation “I’ll Help If You’re Nice to Me)

	SkCkZhok – Female. Delegate to the Council. Her title is Kitek  (translation “I’ll Help If You’re Nice to Me)

	TkTkJeg – Male. Head Delegate to the Council. His title is Feq (translation “Do We Want To Talk To You.”)

	 

	Kaisa Mgapu

	 

	Cheka Piksant – Delegate to the Council. Demi-Plenpotentiary of the Kaisu Mgapu. 

	Tetseo Ndocha – Head Delegate to the Council. Plenipotentiary of the Kaisu Mgapu. 

	 

	Kasarda’s Thunderheads

	 

	Ludoslaw – Male (sort of). Head Delegate to the Council.

	Olesia – Female (sort of). Delegate to the Council. 

	Wotjtek – Male (sort of). Delegate to the Council. 

	 

	Kalitho Conference

	 

	Haashaboo – Female. Head Delegate to the Council.

	Kagalitisha – Male.  Delegate to the Council.

	Laadzonoo – Female. Delegate to the Council.  

	 

	Krra Bekkex

	 

	Vrak U Mott – Kitrobbaqwy (translation – Big Rock) of the Krra Bekkex.

	 

	Kwa{twee} Ci{Pah}iksnac

	 

	Bigak Hnokrush haKhoks – Iq female/now. Fleet Commandero of the Iq fleet. 

	Hoogwa Kseq boKalid – Iq male/final. Treecrown/peak of Iekwax.

	Khogwok Boosh caKwug – He/final. Highbranch/Ledge (Ambassador). Head of the delegation to the Council. 

	Kso{Thruum} Cu niDad – Iq female/now. Branch/Path. Ambassadorial assistant to Khogwok Boosh caKwug. 

	{Oor}ab Hnac naChanhran – Iq female/now. Splitbranch/nest of Thorn/station Magenta.

	Nakw {Twee}n baN{Wah}n – Iq male/now. Branch/Clearing. Diplomat of the Iq delegation.  

	 

	Laanyr Clan Heer

	 

	Baanijanihenacashinelishes Mitilor Yud – Laanyr Clan Heer Finisher, Primary Herdmaster of Yutha Mes Dens

	Dokinadival – Aat’t’t. Navigator aboard the Investigate the Structure of Extra-Dimensional Counter-Realms.

	Italithaloov – Aat’t’t. Sensor officer on the Veldship Pejjelarallamushentalapes Ten.

	Kohlomandobaladatalon Hodgonda Ratal – Laanyr Clan Heer Finisher, Herdmaster of one of the First Five. 

	Levisaihajoshvelez Briople Dano – Laanyr Clan Heer Finisher, Herdmaster of one of the First Five. 

	Levisaihajoshvelez Briople Dano – Laanyr Clan Heer Finisher. Pivot of the Kine. 

	Magathellallofondantapor Advaparta Ozo – Laaanyr Clan Heer Finisher. Herdmaster of one of the First Five.  

	Pejjelarallamushentalapes Antelepo Tuloj – Laanyr Clan Heer female. Mate to Sunish, when needed Representative to the Prime Conclave. 

	Pejjelarallamushentalapes Dlenpipol Sunish – Laanyr Clan Heer Finisher. Herdmaster of the Pejjelarallamushentalapes Herd, one of the First Five Herds of Veldthome. 

	Pejjelarallamushentalapes Dlenpipol Zusis – Finisher, child of Sunish, second in command of the Pejjelarallamushentalapes Ten. 

	Pejjelarallamushentalapes Fretoo Laptow – Laanyr Clan Heer female. Communication Officer of the Pejjelarallamushentalapes Ten. 

	Pejjelarallamushentalape Osikan Kohv – Laanyr male. Helm officer on the Veldship Pejjelarallamushentalapes Ten.

	Sharinoritasit – Aat’t’t. Commander of the Investigate the Structure of Extra-Dimensional Counter-Realms.

	Weshapantolodadans Boothana Ush – Laanyr Clan Heer Finisher. Herdmaster of one of the First Five. 

	Willawiloot – Aat’t’t, golden-blue glow. Chief Researcher on the Pejjelarallamushentalapes Ten.

	 

	Linook

	 

	Inrahen – Linook male. Honored Officicrat of the Linook. 

	 

	LystRa Family 

	 

	Qhuncieks – Kiuqhilannagos female, current Argosy-Heart of the LystRa fleet.

	 

	Munificent Arms to Protect the Children of Music

	 

	Llieora laLerarri a⅄olle – Male. Head Delegate to the Council. His title is ⅄arolo (translation – Application of Indelible Precepts). 

	Llo laYal a⅄oʎa – Male. Bodyguard to LaLerrarri a⅄olle. His title is Yarorro (translation – Extenterate Artist of Sequestered Viscera). Assassin. 

	Roaʎa aYan – Female. Principle Soloist of the Choir. Her title is Eeilollo (translation – Serene Voice of Most High Soprano)

	Rrala laiRorro aLoʎeʎo – Female. Delegate to the Council. Her title is Llarroie (translation – Arbiter of Ineffable Verity.) 

	Yalaa aLi – Male. Singer in the Choir. His title is Roiyalo (translation – Soothing Voice of the Middle Contratenor).

	⅄ora aRon – Male. Singer in the Choir. Aiyolo is a title (translation – Resounding Voice of Deepest Bass).

	 

	Paladahl Phratry

	 

	Alvadal deraHonami Ffedo – Male. Head Delegate to the Council. First Scion of the Honami family of the Ffedo Gens. 

	Ang siLatha Enth – Female. Grandaughter of the First Scion of the Latha family of the Enth Gens. 

	Dathani siMandora Tebi – Male. Granson of First Scion of the Mandora family of the Tebi Gens. 

	Emoni deHonami Ffedo – Female. Second Delegate to the Council. Scion of the Honami family of the Ffedo Gens. Sister to Alvadal. 

	Tectro siHonami Ffedo – Male. Delegate to the Council. Grandson of Alvadahl. 

	 

	Pahroomv Tundra

	 

	Bapah Pɂham – Male. Head Delegate to the Council. His title is Bog Fuug (translation – Hard Ice)

	Grekd Jud – Pahroomv male. Second in command of the Sled Down the Mountain. 

	Gulun Jho – Pahroomv female, astronomer on the Sled Down the Mountain. 

	Jaɂsde Kidhme – Pahroomv male. Whirl (commander) of the base on Moovmbda, deceased. 

	Mek Megɂhun – Female. Delegate to the Council. Her title is Uv Shog (translation – Deep Firn). Imperial Representative. 

	Oshba Binon – Male. Delegate to the Council. His title is anShov Mak (translation – Howling Wind). Clerical Representative.

	Runɂbud – Pahroomv male. Hujda (Pathfinder), Navigator and Helm on the Sled Down the Mountain. 

	Scapfd – Pahroomv male. Tactical officer on the Sled Down the Mountain. 

	Sham Pen – Male. His title is Fon (translation – Blizzard). Admiral of the Fleet, Commander of Sled Down the Mountain. 

	Theg Rnem – Pahroomv female. Communication officer on the Sled Down the Mouintain. 

	Tingabolg – Mayl male. Yeoman aboard the Sled Down the Mountain. 

	 

	Rivnyera

	 

	Ranul Three !toc!-Flock-in-Exile – Kralk male. A member of the Flock-in-Exile on the First New World. Assigned to a Rivnyera scout ship, currently assigned as a liaison to the Holy Catholic Church.

	 

	Singruld Protectorate

	 

	Ocht hu Cuat Mlanipotlad – Singruld male. He is a Swarmlord of the Protectorate and mate to Ooklandiedl. He is in command of one of the entry stations to the Protectorate. 

	Gotl tu Zoc Nodtinatl – Singruld Imperial male. Stingship pilot. 

	Shud loint Sitliniatl – Singruld male. One Seventeeth officer under Mlanipotlad swarm, commander of the Sogtl Ysuz. Deceased. 

	 

	Sistol Fenstod

	 

	Vesn Td Foh – Tsk Chd of the Fenstod Delegation. 

	 

	Sora-Ei

	 

	Lan De Vin Smyth – Delegate to the Council. 

	osTetc Tsapfa Sanvin senta – Head Delegate to the Council. 

	 

	WaorrIiouuParah Conglomerate

	 

	NomOiouLahd - WaorrIiouuParah male. Comptroller of the WaorrIiouuParah Agglomerate. 

	 

	Xihmai

	 

	Ji jan Ninezh Nanesh – Female. Delegate to the Council.

	Minex jan Shazh Nezh – Male. Delegate to the Council. 

	Shynj an Ninezh Ghym – Male. Head Delegate to the Council. 

	 

	Zell Combine

	 

	Alex (Alexandra) – Female. Delegate to the Council. 

	Joe – Male. Head Delegate to the Council. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Dramatis Speciei

	 

	A couple of notes:

	
		This list describes only the species that appear “The Council on Jerusalem”. This list does not imply that these are the only species in these nations. 

		The descriptions are brief and do not purport to be complete descriptions of the appearance or biology of any of these species, nor does this list reference racial, ethnic, or cultural differences within species.



	 

	Aalurian Skein 

	 

	Aalurian – Endothermic, oxygen breathing pseudo-avians. Humanoid in configuration they have fragile 

	bones and are easily damaged. Aalurians are feathered. They have crested heads and beaks. The entire species is telepathic, though most are low level. Aalurians stand between 1.3 to 1.6 meters tall, averaging 1.5 meters for males. 

	 

	Aiszar Rampart 

	 

	Aiszar – Ectothermic, carbon dioxide breathing pseudo-fungoids. Aiszar look very much like Terran 

	mushrooms. They do not have limbs, using other, primitive, non-sapient life forms; commonly insectoid and small vertebrate animals. Aiszar are telepathic in nature, ranging from 3 to 10 on the scale. They stand from 0.4 to 2.3 meters tall. 

	 

	Anamilara Dominion

	 

	Ariuu <snick> – Endothermic oxygen breathers. Ariuu<snick> are upright, four-limbed bipeds. Ariuu<snick> arms and legs both have two joints. Their hands have six fingers with an opposable thumb on the palm. The original six digits on the feet have fused into three with the seventh digit set high up on the back of the leg. Ariuu<snick> have a beak-like mouth and their faces are wrinkled skin which moves to express emotions. They have acute vision, weak ears and both a magnetic and electric field sense. Ariuu <snick> stand 2.5 to 3 meters tall. 

	 

	Bwarlov

	 

	Landra – Endothermic, oxygen-breathing pseudo-mammals. Landra have long, sinuous bodies. They are 

	six-limbed quadrupeds. All the limbs end in feet which can be used to grip branches and trunks, as well as walk on the ground. A Landra’s head is oval, looking somewhat like a cross between a cat and a otter. They have mobile, pointed ears and long whiskers which are mobile and can detect vibrations. Landra share a homeworld with the Pierwon. Legend says they were both genetically uplifted from a common ancestor. Landra average about 50 to 90 centimeters. 

	 

	Pierwon – Endothermic, oxygen-breathing pseudo-mammals. Pierwon are also six-limbed quadrupeds. 

	Unlike the Landra they have an ovoid body with four, long legs. The feet are designed to grip branches, but on the ground the Pierwon walks on their knuckles. From the ovoid body is a long, supple column that ends into another ovoid. A Pierwon’s long arms are on this ovoid, the fingers a bit more delicate than the toes, but not by much. The neck is thick and flows into the head which is also an ovoid. The face is slightly arthropoid in shape with large, pointed ears and a heavy brow ridge. Unlike Landra, Pierwon do not have tails. Like the Landra, it is believed the Pierwon were uplifted to sapience from a common ancestor. A Pierwon averages 1.5 to 2.0 meters tall. 

	 

	 

	 

	Chemosh Empire

	 

	Akood – Endothermic oxygen breathing pseudo-avians. They are four-limbed, with two limbs acting as manipulators in a lizard-like configuration. Their wings are long, allowing Akood to soar for long periods. Their long, serpentine tails are prehensile and are used to move on the ground and to perch. They are covered in pseudo-feathers, thinner at the base than Terran feathers and ending in a wider, egg-shaped section. The head resembles a giraffe’s, but their needle-toothed jaws can extend from their mouths. An Akood is about 1.2 to 1.4 meters long with a wingspan of nearly 3 meters.

	Bhom – Endothermic oxygen breathing pseudo-mammals. Bhom are bipedal, with a stocky build. Their legs are muscular with knee and ankle joints and end in a three-toed hoof. Their three fingers and thumbs are thick with heavy nails. Bhom heads are long and wide with large ears. Adults have impressive horns with heavy bosses over the top of the head. Both males and females have horns. They have long hair over their entire bodies in various shades of yellow. Bhom are sexually dimorphic in size and build. Males are heavy bodied and stand about 1.8 to 2.0 meters tall. Females are slimmer in build and stand about 1.5 to 1.6 meters tall. 

	Chemosh – Endothermic oxygen and water breathers. Chemosh resemble a cross between a wolf and a manta ray. Chemosh bodies are manta-like supported by two powerful, wolf-like legs. Chemosh bodies stand horizontally. The head of a Chemosh is wolf-like with gills along the sides. The ends of the wing-fins have fingers, but the primary manipulators are six long tongues. Chemosh stand about 2 to 2.5 meters tall and are nearly 4 meters long.  

	D'Telehol – Endothermic, oxygen-breathing pseudo-reptiles. They are six-limbed quadrupeds. They have long, horizontal bodies. The rear legs are configured somewhat like a grasshopper’s and end in a sharp point. The forelegs are situated on the underbelly with two joints. They also end in sharp points. All four legs have a slight swelling just above the point limiting the point from sinking into soft soil and allows the point to bend to allow movement on hard surfaces. The forelimbs are longer with a hand with three fingers and a thumb. There is a serrated spike at the elbows and serrated edges down the legs. A D’Telehol head is crocodilian in form. The muzzle is lined with eyes and face sidewise. A D’Telehol cannot see directly in front of its head. 

	Fradhaa – Endothermic oxygen breathing pseudo-mammals The Fradhaa have a long body shaped like a flattened cylinder. They are eight-limbed hexapods. The head is long and somewhat wolf-like. Fradhaa have four large ears which can swivel in almost any direction. Fradhaa are blind and do not possess even the hint of eyes. Their fur can move and serves as an important part of their communication, even though they cannot see it. A combination of the sound made by the movement as well as shifting electrical fields, which Fradhaa can detect, imparts a great deal of information. Fradhaa stand about 1.5 meters tall and are 3 meters long. Fradhaa partner with a symbiotic species which serve as their eyes as well as performing other functions. The symbiotes are armored, crustacean-like creatures. Their bodies have multiple segments and vaguely resemble a shrimp. It stands on six segmented legs with four smaller manipulators. They have four large eyes and a mouth which can deliver a nasty bite. The symbiote can inflate itself in a threat display. Symbiotes are about 30 cm. long. 

	Guayk – Endothermic oxygen and water breathing pseudo-amphibians. They have long, sinuous bodies with smooth, soft skin, colors varying widely. The tail ends in a semicircular frill that they use as their main swimming organ. Their heads have two mouths and three eyes. They can walk on four of their fins and the other two are manipulators. A Guayk averages around 1 meter in length.

	Iin – Ectothermic oxygen breathing pseudo-cephalipods. They have ovoid bodies with two columnar legs attached near the top of the ovoid. From the bottom grow four tentacular limbs ending in ten fine tentacle-like fingers. Their ovoid heads have three star-like protrusions used to sense scent and mass and two large, black eyes.   An Iin averages around 1.6 to 1.7 meters in height.

	Ktidadid – Ectothermic oxygen breather. A Ktidadid resembles a hybrid of snail and insect. They move via a snail-like foot. Their bodies are ovoid with a “spout” at one end. Small, armor plates are scattered over the body. At the spout end is an armored neck and mantis-like head with a six-part, complex mouth. A Ktidadid has two large, multi-faceted eyes of the side of their heads, large enough to afford them about 300 degrees of vision. Below the “spout” are eight, segmented arms, each with three joints ending in a four fingered, two thumbed hands. A Ktidadid is about 60 centimeters tall.

	Nam Patal – Ectothermic oxygen and water breathers.  Nam Patal have a large, oval center mass ringed with eye-spots. The central body is supported by five pinkish-red tentacles. From the top of the disc extend a variable number of tentacles of various sizes. Nam Patal stand between 1.25 and 1.75 meters tall. 

	RooWhee Twee – Endothermic oxygen breathers. RooWhee Twee have oval-shaped bodies, flat on the bottom and domed above, somewhat resembling a Terran beetle. They have eight legs, more resembling a Terran chameleon than an insect. They have wing covers like a beetle and four useable wings. Their eyes can focus on both near and far objects with excellent resolution. RooWhee Twee range from 0.7 to 1.3 meters in length and are about 0.3 to 0.5 meters tall.

	Vrn Tk – Endothermic oxygen breathers. Vrn Tk are four-limbed bipeds and have a superficial resemblance to Terran pangolins and ground sloths. Their entire bodies are covered in hard, leaf-shaped scales. Hands and feet are clawed, but also have a chamber in the center from which tendrils can extend. The hand tentacles are the main manipulators, and the foot tendrils help anchor the Vrn Tk to the ground. Vrn Tk have a second head on the tip of their tails. This head has fighting tusks almost like axe-blades, as well as armored eyes. They speak primarily, though not exclusively, through the tail-head. Vrn Tk stand 2 to 3 meters tall.

	 

	Cherek Thassocracy

	 

	Asner – Endothermic pseudo-mammal. Asners are nearly identical to humans in outward configuration, though there are significant internal differences. Externally the differences are bat-like wings, a very deep chest, a slightly extended jar with larger canines, and feet with long toes and an opposable big toe. 

	 

	Bith – Endothermic oxygen-breathers. The Bith body is saucer-shaped. From its top rises disk shaped 

	tiers. These are dotted with many small holes from which long, black tentacles can emerge at will. At rest, they occasionally flick in and out. Two cold, black eyes are on the top tier. To the sides of the saucer are attached long, insect-like legs; two are directed foreward and two back. Each of these ends in a pontoon which kept the entity afloat on the seas of Bith. A thick, heavy, reptilian tail descends from the back of the main disk, terminating in a type of propeller which idled slowly. On the forward end is a large, lizard-like head supported on a long neck. This head is kept at water level, though it can rise and can be an offensive weapon. The eyes on this head, while large and aware, do not display any intelligence. Bith are telepathic in nature, varying in strength from a 5 to 11 (which is non-existent on the Confederation scale.) and are also projective empaths. They are about 2 meters tall.

	 

	Cherek o’Thai – Endothermic pseudo-mammals. The lower body of a Cherek o’Thai is like that of a great 

	cat, three meters tall at the shoulder. From where the neck would be is an upper body somewhat the neck of a giraffe. Three-quarters of the way up that column is a second, smaller set of shoulders. The arms are slim. They terminate in slender hands. The hands have three fingers, the center one half again as long as the others. A thumb is positioned on each side of the hand. Above the shoulders the body thinned somewhat to become a neck. The head is long and slim with two large, mobile ears. The eyes are slit with soft, translucent, green irises. The mouth is fanged. They are a uniform olive green in color, though the exact shade differs from individual to individual. The fur resembled velvet. The average Cherek o’Thai stands about 10 meters tall. where the neck would be is an upper body somewhat the neck of a giraffe. Three-quarters of the way up that column is a second, smaller set of shoulders. The arms are slim. They terminate in slender hands. The hands have three fingers, the center one half again as long as the others. A thumb is positioned on each side of the hand. Above the shoulders the body thinned somewhat to become a neck. The head is long and slim with two large, mobile ears. The eyes are slit with soft, translucent, green irises. The mouth is fanged. They are a uniform olive green in color, though the exact shade differs from individual to individual. The fur resembled velvet. The average Cherek o’Thai stands about 10 meters tall. 

	 

	Draulik – Endothermic, water-breathing pseudo-mammal. Drauliks are an aquatic form of asners. Their wings have shortened and stiffened to form stabilizing fins. Their hands and toes are webbed. Like asners, natural drauliks are about as intelligent as gorillas. Drauliks have the same abilities as the Cherek humans.

	 

	Human – Endothermic, oxygen-breathing mammals. Cherek humans are identical to Terran humans, except for their extensive enhancements. Cherek humans are immensely strong. Their psychic abilities are beyond most scales. They are essentially unkillable, being able to heal even the most traumatic injury.  

	 

	Kricdaw – Ectothermic, oxygen-breathing pseudo reptiles. Kricdaws resembles nothing so much as 

	long serpents with four tentacles located about a quarter- length from its head. It is ridden by having the animal loop its tail around its neck and then crossing back across itself. The rider, using a saddle, sits at the intersection. Some Kricdaws were taken by the Cherek humans and enhanced. These Kricdaws are fully sapient and share the same abilities as the Cherek humans. 

	 

	Cnidaria

	 

	Cnidarian – Cnidaria is a coral like, colony life form. It breaths water. There is only one Cnidarian, though it can temporarily detach portions of its body for specific purposes; commonly traveling off world and dealing with other species. While there is only one Cnidarian on its home planet, like Terran coral reefs and shoals are found throughout the ocean. 

	 

	Confederation

	 

	Chode – Endothermic oxygen breathing pseudo-mammals. Chode are arboreal, six-limbed sapients, semi-quadrupedal with armored backs and tails. When in danger they roll into a ball, exposing the armored exterior. Their heads are topped with a mass of spines which are venomous, to different degrees, to most species. They stand about 1 meter tall, and their tails are 1.5 to 2 meters long.   

	Human – Endothermic oxygen breathing mammals. Humans are four-limbed, upright bipeds.  

	Ijlklj – Endothermic oxygen breathers. Ijlklj have eight legs and two manipulative limbs, the pedipalps, set vertically above and below the face. They have a triangular, hair-covered body. Four eyes are set along the point of the triangular body, two above and two below. At the point is a vertical mouth with a mandible to each side. The tip of each leg has a mass of needle-like growths which allow an Ijlklj to climb. The needles can be softened or stiffened, depending on need. An Ijlklj stands about a meter tall and is about two meters long.  

	Kazhiek – Endothermic oxygen breathers. Kazhiek are six-limbed quadrupeds with disk-like bodies, with an exclamation point-shaped upper body where the arms are attached. Kazhiek typically stand about 1 to 1.4 meters tall. 

	Lepamod – Ectothermic oxygen breathers. Lepamods have long segmented bodies, each of which has four limbs which can act as arms or legs. They have 50 to 200 segments in total depending on the Lepamod’s age (Lepamods add segments as they age).  

	Lvok – Endothermic oxygen breathers. Lvok are c-shaped, the open end facing the ground. There are ten pairs of limbs along the long body. The middle eight pair are legs, ending in a triple-hoof. The first and tenth pairs are manipulators with three, delicate fingers and two opposable thumbs. Each end has a complex mouth capable of ingesting a wide range of food, though they tend to be herbivorous. Lvok are blind, perceiving the world through long bristles along their backs, legs and arms. The rest of the body is covered in short fur with a wide range of colors and patterns. Lvok average about 1.3 to 1.6 meters long and about 1 to 1.2 meters tall.  

	Manlen – Ectothermic oxygen breathers. Manlen are a fungoid species. The main body is a column supported by a “foot” similar to a snail’s. Along the top of the column is a ring of ruffled fronds. Hidden within the decorative ridges are narrow tentacles the Manlen uses for manipulation. From the center of the column rise seven to eleven pipes which push sound, allowing the Manlen to speak. Protruding from between the pipes are stalks tipped with sophisticated eyes. Manlen stand 1 to 1.6 meters tall.  

	Mohans – Endothermic, amphibious, oxygen-breathers. Mohans are four armed bipeds. Their hides are scaled on the belly and have a stiff, bristly surface along the back. Mohans’ necks curve slightly forward. Their faces have a long, hatchet like lower jar. Unusually, the upper jaw opens the mouth. Their nostrils are at the top of two crests arching off the upper jaw. Mohans stand about a two meters tall.  

	Noktson – Endothermic oxygen-breathers. Nokston are six-limbed quadrupeds. They resemble flattened caterpillars. Their forelimbs are longer than the back. The front of the body raises of the ground. Their tails end in four claws used to grip the ground.  They have short muzzles and small eyes. Their skin is bark-like in consistency. From their backs grow four, long, stiff tendrils tipped with bioluminescent bulbs originally used as prey lures but now more commonly used in mating displays. Nokston average about 1.6 meters tall. 

	Pan Telahn Tok – Endothermic oxygen-breathing pseudo-mammals. Pan Telahn Tok are quadrupeds who use their hands to walk and whose tails are also prehensile. In overall shape they resemble earthly snow monkeys. They do not have nostrils, instead they have a line of breathing spiracles along two facial ridges. Pan Telahn Tok have three eyes, and the center one is sensitive to infrared radiation.  The individual fibers of their pelts can open and act as scent organs. Scent is their primary sense and is very acute.  Pan Telahn Tok stand between 0.8 and 1 meter tall.  

	Tegt – Ectothermic entities. Tegt were originally swamp dwellers. Tegt are roughly cone-shaped with a pontoon-like base. They use paddle-like limbs to move and have four tentacular limbs. Tegt have large ears but small eyes. They have a retractable spike in the center of the pontoons to help anchor them. Tegt stand about 1.5 to 2 meters tall. 

	Tsssha Tck – Endothermic pseudo-reptiles. Tsssha Tck are four-limbed bipeds. Their skulls are egg-shaped with long, expressive, fin-like ears. Tsssha Tck walk tilted somewhat forward on powerful hind-legs with dangerous claws. The arms are held in front in a “prayerful” position. Tsssha Tck have claws on their hands which are retractable. A long tail ends with a rudder fin tipped with a claw. From the back grows a sail, a cape-like growth of skin, muscle and blood vessels which can be stiffened by blood flow and secured to the spine by bony links along its underside. When the sail is extended and stiffened, a Tsssha Tck can glide. They have chameleon-like skin which allows them to blend into the background. Tsssha Tck stand between 1.5 and 1.7 meters tall. 

	Vaed – Endothermic oxygen breathers. Vaed torsos are teardrop shaped. They have long, powerful hind legs with three joints and a pad-like foot. At the top of teardrop are two long arms with a three-fingered hand. A second pair of arms, smaller, are set below the upper arms. Vaed lean forward, walking on their legs and the upper arms, using the knuckles of the latter. The underside of their bodies are lined with overlapping plates. Vaed heads are filled with concentric circles of tendrils. With the tendrils are three, equally spaced eyes.  Vaed average 2.0 to 2.2 meters tall. 

	Vön – Endothermic oxygen breathers. Vön are four-limbed, humanoid bipeds. Superficially resembling humans, they are taller and slimmer than the human norm. Their faces are largely human, though their earlobes have a small horn. They do not have hair, but their bodies are covered by paper-thin extensions that resemble butterflies. These extensions can flutter, causing the apparent color to change from moment to moment. 

	Xandan – Endothermic. Xandan are four-limbed bipeds. The lower limbs are large, heavily muscled, and end in hooves with two sharp side claws. The lower limbs are generally kept bent. Their upper limbs end in four digits, one of which is opposable. The center finger is long and ends in a small hoof. The head is somewhat human with an extended muzzle. They have four eyes, two large and two smaller. All Xandan have a bony ridge above each smaller eye; in some individuals these are actually horns. Xandan stand 1.7 to 1.9 meters tall.

	Zaharone – Endothermic oxygen breathers with both reptilian and avian characteristics. Zaharone have serpentine, scaled bodies with larger belly plates. Zaharone stand on two powerful legs with avian-like feet and similar arms and hands. Their heads are long with a mouth that opens in quarters and is nearly the full length of the head. Around the base of the head are eight extendable eyestalks rimmed with feathers. Zaharone have four wings and the tip of the tail has a flare of feathers. Zaharone stand 2.25 to 2.6 meters tall, and the total body length is close to 4 meters.

	 

	 

	Farliosofos Vasilias

	 

	Farlian – Farlian are endothermic pseudo-mammals. Their bodies are disc-shaped and supported by four long, triple-jointed legs. A pair of very human-looking arms rise from the top of the body. Farlians do not have heads. The mouth is placed on the rim of the disc and is nearly invisible when not in use. Farlians do not have eyes; instead, they have a band that runs completely around the disc slightly above the edge, resulting in panoramic vision. They are covered in dark fur ranging from dark brown to jet black. Average height is 1.2 meters with the disc size averaging 1 meter in diameter. 

	 

	Gronig Kord dhala

	 

	Rhonk – Endothermic oxygen-breathers. Rhonks are humanoid in configuration but are short and stocky by human perception. Their faces are porcine in shape with long muzzles and short, blunt tusks; most prominent in males. They have little hair which is coarse and wiry. Rhonks average 1.65 meters in height. 

	 

	HaChii Alliance

	 

	HaChii – Endothermic pseudo-cephalopedal molluscs. They are oviparous. The HaChii are humanoid in configuration. Their limbs do not have fingers or toes, but end in squid-like grippers. They are largely boneless with only a shell-like structure protecting the brain and providing support for the limbs. Females are larger and stronger than males.

	 

	Hreeshhirfapop

	 

	Hreeshhirfapop – A joined species composed of an endothermic oxygen-breather and and ectothermic carbon dioxide breather. The larger component, the Hreeshir, is a tree-like plant. They resemble saplings 1 to 3 meters tall with a reed-like surface. The oxygen breathing component, the Apop are animals which are long and thin with ten limbs which can double as legs or arms. Their bodies are covered in growths that resemble leaves and twigs disguising them within the Hreeshir. Hreeshir and Apop can mix and match themselves at will, resulting in different individuals with different personalities.  

	 

	Ishegol Scuvvad Pela

	 

	Scuvvad – Endothermic oxygen-breathers. They have a six-lobed body, each lobe shaped roughly like a squat, vertically sliced pear. They walk on a mass of twelve, tentacle-like limbs. A spindly arm grows from the center line of each lobe. Along the joins of each lobe grows a rope of complexly, woven nerve bundles called fiszekels. Fiszekels can be raised or lowered. When Scuvvads join fiszekels they can communicate between each other through their neurons. 

	 

	Jaeger Strade La

	 

	Strade La – Endothermic oxygen-breathers. Strade La are four-limbed bipeds. They are roughly humanoid in configuration with long, tufted tails. Their limbs are of equal lengths. The legs are digitigrade with heavy claws, but the arms have human-like hands. Their heads resemble cats with large, pointed ears and back-sweeping antlers. Long locks grow between the antlers and along the back of the head. The rest of the body is covered in a short pelt. 

	 

	JherJhalaq

	 

	JherJhalaq – Ectothermic, chlorine breathers. They have barrel-shaped bodies with a long, segmented tail. Four, equally spaced crab-like claws grow from the front of the body. Spaced between the claws are two dozen jointed limbs which can be used for manipulation. A stalked eye is set between each set of claws. Along the body are two dozen additional legs. A JherJhalaq can draw fluid into their claws and release it in a powerful stream.  

	 

	Kaisa Mgapu

	 

	Kaisa Mgapu – Ectothermic carbon-dioxide breathers. They resemble small trees which branch into three to six boughs with crowns of leaves. Colorful flowers grow in the branches throughout the year, varying in color and size from individual to individual. Small, manipulative branches grow near the base. Kaisa Mgapu enhance themselves with small, robotic  constructs; each individual having hundreds. These constructs allow the Kaisa Mgapu to move, fly, manipulate and other adjust themselves to meet any challenge. 

	 

	Kalitho Conference

	 

	Kalitho - Endothermic oxygen breathers. Kalitho are a four-limbed, serpentine species. They possess a 

	cobra-like hood, but no separate head. Four limbs and four eyes are arranged around the hood, with a mouth along the top edge. Kalitho average 2.5 to 3.5 meters in length. 

	 

	Kasarda’s Thunderheads

	 

	Kasarda’s Thunderheads - Kasarda’s Thunderheads are a species composed of multiple magnetic 

	particles; iron, nickel, and cobalt with a smattering of neodymium. They appear as clouds, thunderheads, with crackling arcs of electricity. They vary their altitude at will. They don’t have manipulative members and use machines they purchase from other species. 

	 

	Kralk Demesnes

	 

	Kralk – Endothermic pseudo avian-mammalian oxygen breathers. Kralk are six-limbed quadrupeds, descended from a species that once had wings but lost them long ago. Their limbs resemble bird-like claws, and they are covered in a substance that resembles a cross between fur and feathers. They have beaks resembling a Terran seed-eating avian but filled with rows of razor-sharp plates. Kralk have from one to five tails, each ending in a pad with a hidden sting and an eye which rarely opens unless the Kralk is fighting. Kralk stand about 1 meter tall and are about 1.5 to 2 meters long.

	 

	Krra Bekkex

	 

	Krra Bekkex – Ectothermic oxygen and water breathing pseudo-amphibians. They are six-limbed quadrupeds. A Krra Bekkex are somewhat seal-like. Their four lower limbs are similar to a seal’s flippers. The body rises to an upright position with two arms ending in a webbed, three-digit hand with a thumb. Krra Bekkex do not have a neck. The body simply melds into the head, which comes to a blunt point. They have a chevron-shaped mouth filled with peg-like teeth. On each side of the head is an eye on a short stalk. Beneath the mouth are three, webbed flaps that cover the gills/nostrils. These flaps rise and fall as the individual breathes. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Kwa{twee} Ci{Pah}iksnac

	 

	Iq – Endothermic oxygen breathers. The Iq are six-limbed quadrupeds, centauroid in configuration. Their manipulative organs grow from the juncture of body and the long neck. Their heads are very long, ending in a tube-like snout. They possess a throat sac and a crop-like organ, both of which are used for speech. They have a superior sense of smell. An Iq begins life as a male, eventually transitions to female, then may or may not transition back to male. They have a hair-like skin covering, which is orange, red, brown, and white in color. Long, white feather-like hairs line the body, part of the tail, and the head. Young males average about 1.5 meters tall. Females are larger, about 2 to 2.3 meters tall. Aged males and females are also 2 to 2.3 meters tall.  

	 

	Laanyr Clan Heer

	 

	Aat’t’t – Endothermic oxygen breathers. The Aat’t’t are small sapients. They roughly resemble Terran seahorses with four limbs, all of which can be used as hands, and four wings edged in stiff bristles. An Aat’t’t emits a glow whose color is unique to each individual. Aat’t’t tend to think and speak very quickly and are extremely verbose. 

	Laanyr Clan Heer – Endothermic oxygen breathers. Laanyr Clan Heer are six-limbed quadrupeds, centauroid in configuration. Their manipulative limbs grow from the juncture of the lower and upper body. While the lower body resembles a large Terran horse or eland, the upper body does not resemble a human. The upper body is thick and grows smoothly up to the head. The Laanyr head is long. They have horns and strong teeth with protruding fangs. A Laanyr’s fangs can twist when angry, pointing forward rather than down. Laanyr have three sexes, male, female, and finisher. All three are necessary to birth a child, and all three contribute to the child’s genetic structure. Finishers are considerably larger than males and females and dominate leadership positions. An adult finisher typically stands 2.5 meters to the top of the head, while males and females stand 1.5 to 1.8 meters.

	 

	Lystra

	 

	Kiuqhilannagos – Endothermic pseudo-archaebacterioids. Their home planet has an oxygen/nitrogen atmosphere laced with sulfur dioxide, which most species can breathe with aid. The species is humanoid in form, though thin. They have a skirt, open in the front, growing from the waist. It extends to the ground and is edged with tiny cilia that are used for feeding. The feet are digitigrade while the hands are similar to humans’. Their heads are narrow and long with decorative spines ending in arrow-shaped feathers. They have a ring of four eyes across the face and four ears. They do not have mouths, but across that area of the face is a plate-like construction with a pattern of bumps, dots, ridges, and smooth areas. To each side of the plate are two “antennae” like limbs which they draw across the plate like bows, creating sounds for speaking. They stand about 1.6 to 2.2 meters tall.

	 

	Munificent Arms to Protect the Children of Music

	 

	Lilirrae – Endothermic oxygen-breathers. They are humanoid in configuration, but not in detail. Their torsos are covered in rings of muscle. They do not have spines but are supported by a lattice-like structure of bone-like material. They stand on what humans would call the balls of the feet, which do not have toes. Their hands are spade-shaped with thumbs but no other fingers. A short, mobile tentacle grows from the point of hand. Their heads are ridged with growths of hair between the ridges. They do not have ears, per se, but sound sensitive tendrils. Their skins are porcelain white with lines and highlights of gray, lavender, and green. Males always have violet eyes and females always have green eyes. They stand about 1.8 meters tall. 

	 

	 

	Obim Exchange

	 

	Obim – Endothermic oxygen breathers. The Obim are four limbed with a kidney shaped body. They lack a distinguishable head. The front of the body has a ring of eyes and a mass of tentacles, each ending in a small mouth. Obim stand 1 to 1.7 meters tall. 

	 

	Otuqirene Trynisty

	 

	Kuvaria – Ectothermic oxygen-breathers. Kuvaria are a plant-like species. They are shaped like a eight petaled flower. Several fingers are found at the end of each petal. In the center of the petal is a round mouth filled with wood-like spikes. Stalks with eyes are arranged around the center. 

	Xallusian – Ectothermic pseudo-arthropods. They have a scorpion-like body with five pairs of legs tipped with spikes. A band of writhing tentacles along the front of the body. Two long limbs tipped with nasty pincers. The head has an armor plate with long extensions. Along the front of the head is a rim of rippled material with acidic qualities. 

	Yopaewyth – Endothermic oxygen breathers. Yopaewyth are six-limbed quadrupeds with a centauroid body shape. The face is long with a fleshy crest jutting forward from the face. Their eyes are faceted. Yopaewyth have a long wattle that is covered in pseudo-feathers. Yopaewyth have blunt, three-fingered hands. Each of their four legs end in three short columns.

	 

	Paladahl Phratry

	 

	Enfedi – An endothermic, oxygen-breathing pseudo-reptiles. Enfedi are six-limbed bipeds. They have a hunched posture which disguises their true size. An Enfed’s legs are jointed like the hind legs of a horse and end in cloven hooves. Their lower arms are longer, heavier, and stronger than their upper pair. Their hides are pale and scaled. An Enfed stands about 2.1 meters, though they would be closer to 2.4 to 3 meters tall if they stood upright.  

	 

	Pahroomv Tundra

	 

	Mayl – Endothermic oxygen-breathing pseudo-insect. Mayl are eight-limbed quadrupeds. The abdomen is shaped like a lozenge, with two triple jointed legs at the front and back. One third of the way from the front a flat ribbon-like thorax grows, The thorax is covered in several thin plates. The four arms are arranged two to side. The head sits squarely on a thin neck, looking somewhat like a rounded cork. A large eye is set on either side of their heads. Mayl have an internal skeleton, but the “bones” are thin and loosely connected. The abdomen has a large, empty space, so the skeleton “rattles”, which is audible to anyone near. Mayl stand about 1.2 meters tall. 

	Pahroomv – Endothermic oxygen-breathers. Pahroomv are large, heavy-set bipeds with flat faces and large, curled horns. They are omnivorous with large arrays of teeth. Each hand has three fingers and a thumb, each tipped with a nail like a three-part claw used for fine manipulation. Heavy tails make them look somewhat like flat-faced giant sloths. They are covered in long fur in various shades of white. Pahroomv prefer temperatures in the -20 to -10 degrees Celsius. Pahroomv stand about 2.5 meters tall. 

	 

	Singruld Protectorate

	 

	Singruld – Ectothermic pseudo-insects. Singruld vaguely resemble a Terran dragonfly but are far more flexible, and their bodies are not distinctly divided into three segments. The main body mass is ovoid in shape with eight legs, each of which can act as a delicate manipulative organ. Singruld have a set of six dragonfly-like wings on the back of the main mass. The tail appears to be segmented due to thick bands of muscles. The tip of the tail has a pad with a ring of eight claws. The head is a flattened egg shape with a mouth that resembles a mammal’s. The mouth is filled with sharp teeth and two pedipalps which extend at need. Their eyes are large and segmented, and they have four antennae that detect sound and some electrical fields. Singruld stand on the tip of their strong tails and support themselves with their powerful, beating wings. Singruld have a worker form that is smaller and wingless. An Imperial form Singruld stands 1.7 to 2.2 meters tall. The worker form cannot stand on their tails except for brief moments. On their tails, a worker stands 1.4 to 1.6 meters tall.

	 

	Sistol Fenstod

	 

	Fenstod – Endothermic, oviparous oxygen-breathers. Fenstod are eight-limbed hexapods. Their limbs reduce in size from front to back. Their arms are double-jointed, held like a praying mantis; the ends divide into two phalanges, each of which divides again into two. They have four nostrils and a short muzzle. The top of a Fenstod’s skull is transparent. Four, independently-mobile eyes rest within the skull and can be turned in any direction. They stand between 1.3 to 1.5 meters tall. 

	 

	Sora-Ei

	 

	Sora-Ei – Endothermic multi-breathers. Sora-Ei resemble airborne prolate manta rays with clusters on the tips of the “horns” on each side of the wide mouth. The tentacles are capable of extremely fine and delicate manipulation. Sora-Ei feed by a combination of photosynthesis and filtering particles from the air, including most pollutants. The separate hydrogen from water and store it in internal bladders which keep them aloft. If needed, they can emit streams of hydrogen and ignite it. They have multiple eyes, but their vision is limited. Their hearing is well beyond human norm as well as produce complex sounds, also beyond human hearing. They are known to have very long lifespans. Sora-Ei average about 3.5 to 4 meters in length. 

	 

	WaorrIiouuParah Conglomerate

	 

	WaorrIiouuParah – Endothermic oxygen-breathers. They have a roughly tear-drop shaped body, the tip pointing downwards. They have short neck and a spherical head. Along the lower portion of the head  grow three short, flexible trunks, arranged vertically. These trunks are both eating and speaking organs. The trunks vary in size; smallest at the top.  They have two, large eyes to either side of the trunks with two smaller eyes higher up. The top of the head is adorned with complex ridges and bumps with some scale-like plates with straw-like edges. WaorrIiouuParah have two arms with two elbow joints. The hands have two fingers and a thumb, the palm facing backwards in relation to a human hand. The body has layers of flaps, fringes, and bumps. WaorrIiouuParah bodies generate ammonia which fills several bags within the body which allow them to float. “Weights” interior to the body can be manipulated to allow slow movement. The flaps and fringes can also move that move like paddles in the air. 

	 

	Xihmai

	 

	Xihmai – Ectothermic oxygen-breathers. Xihmai share characteristics of Terran mammals and reptiles. They bare live young and lactate, though not precisely as mammals do. Their bodies are lenticular with four legs splayed around the circumference. A thick, serpent-like torso grows from one side, counter-balanced by a heavy tail. Jointed plates cover the bottom of the body, both the lenticular and columnar torso. The edges of the columnar torso are lined with curved claws which can flex, allowing them to grasp prey. The head is also lenticular with very wide mouths filled with tendrils which help to pull prey into their mouths. The body is covered in short, brush-like material. Slightly longer brushes on the head are sensitive to sound and other vibrations. Xihmei stand 1.4 to 1.6 meters tall and the columnar torso adds another meter to that. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Zell Combine

	 

	Zell – Endothermic oxygen-breathers. Zell are tripeds, using one limb for manipulation and the others for holding onto a perch or movement, though any of them can serve either purpose. They have large heads with wide, friendly mouths and five eyes. Zell average 1.8 to 2 meters in height. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Maps
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	Chapter 1: Splitbranch/nest {Oor}ab Hnac naChanhran

	 

	Thorn/Station Magenta in long orbit of the star Kwe

	 

	Another alarm sounded as more ships translated into the system! {Oor}ab Hnac naChanhran pulled up the screen; six more globes, fat as hoksac. A moment later Tactical/Tracery supplied their trajectory; a clear course to Thorn/Station Plum. Her/now’s throat sack expanded to its limit and released a horrid noise, cursing the invaders. What could they want? 

	They were only attacking Thorn/Station Plum and Thorn/Station Fuschia. Almost, she/now issued orders and sent a few shuttles and half squadron of fighters under her command to aid the defense of Plum. But it would take them nearly half a firstmoon/part and major fleet units were on the way and would reach Plum first. Her tiny, mobile command would do little to help; and if Thorn/Station Magenta came under attack their absence would seriously degrade the thorn/station’s defensive capability.

	Soothing/medical was already prepping for casualties and briefing personnel on triage standards. Point defense was already manning their stations and missiles were being locked on the loading cradles. 

	A side screen flashed and Magenta’s Communication Officer, Wind/Voice Hwa{Oomp} Hwec boShod, appeared. “Splitbranch/Nest, Bough/aerie haKhoks calls your attention.” 

	“Place her/now upon the screen.” {Oor}ab ordered. 

	“At once, Splitbranch/Nest. The message is recorded and requires an acknowledgement.”

	“Understood, Wind/Voice.” {Oor}ab answered. Branch/Aerie appeared on the screen, her/now’s nares-grooves furrowing up and down her/now snout angrily. 

	“Command of the action to repel the invaders has been assigned to me by Treecrown/Peak. All thorn/stations not under attack are to retain their defensive forces. Fleet will handle direct response to the invaders. Inform me and Treecrown/Peak immediately if you are attacked. As the storm/battle continues, thorn/stations are instructed to continuously scan for additional incursions; record all searches. Budget restrictions on use of light/racing technology are suspended until further notice.” Her/now’s image faded, the sigil of Fleet/Command taking its place. 

	{Oor}ab’s nares/grooves twitched in irritation as the restrictions of the Bough/Aerie’s orders, but she/now could not argue with the logic. She/now issued the necessary orders to the Kwelight/Eyes. 

	For the next Firstmoon/Parts she/now monitored the battle. She/now watched in pride as the fleet and the thorn/stations gallantly whittled down the invading force. She/now watched in horror as Fleet/Command {Wah}iq rammed a sphereship to protect Thorn/Station Magenta and suffered destruction and the death of its crew and Bough/Aerie haKhoks. She/now watched in relief as the invading forces left, only a quarter of the strength they had arrived with. And she/now watched in rage as Kwelight/Eyes sent her/now the images of a Confederation and Laanyr ship waited around the translation point of the enemy vessels, leaving by the same point after they left. 

	She/now initiated contact with Treecrown/Peak. 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 2: Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa  Kseq boKalid

	 

	The Abelman Conference Center in the city of Ruach Yerushalayim, planet Harets Hemvebthet Hhedshh 

	 

	Hoogwa waited impatiently, the subsidiary claws on his/final right, rear leg tapping against the stage’s floor, as the deputy speaker of the Knesset gave the government’s formal greeting to the assembled council. He/final supposed he/final should have been listening more closely to the human’s remarks, but he/final was far more concerned with the business of this gathering of independent powers. 

	If powers they could all be called. Some, like the Pahrooomv, the Enfedi, and the Lilirrae possessed military power. Others, like the JherJhalaq, the Rhonks, the HaChii, and the Zell had enough commercial or cultural presence to influence the Great Powers. But others, the  Beringerians, the Scuvvads, and Kasarda’s Thunderheads, wielded little power beyond their own worlds. Most of the rest fell somewhere in the middle of all that. 

	He/final hoped, though, that a coalition of these nations, he/final had sent out over a hundred invitations and twenty-two had come, including the Iq, might make an impression. If he/final could mold them into a cohesive group, and if he/final could convince them to present a hedge/wall. Either way, the Confederation and the Laanyr needed to know they could not assault independent worlds without consequence. 

	He/final had, of course, sent letters of protest to both the Confederation and the Laanyr governments. Both had expressed meaningless sympathy, offers of assistance, and flat denials of any involvement in the assault. 

	Hoogwa thought it ironic that they were meeting on a world that was nearly universally human, one of the member species of the Confederation. Harets Hemvebthet Hhedshh was independent of the Confederation, though, and was the only planet all the attendees would agree to meet upon.

	Rabbi Sas was continuing his remarks. Hoogwa scanned the meeting hall’s floor. The Iq delegation was set up immediately to the left side of the stage as he looked out across the floor. Hoogwa would sing/atune the meeting, so Branch/Path Kso{Thruum} Cu niDad would speak/prime the delegation. She/now had brought Branch/Clearing Nakw {Twee}n ban{Wah}n as her/now assistant. He/now was young, though very close to fluxing to female/now form. His/now’s increased appetite had irritated Kso{Thruum} all the way here; a welcome bit of amusement during the grim journey. 

	To the right side of the stage were the Farlians. They disconcerted him. Rather than eyes they had a visual ring around the circumference of their disc-shaped bodies and he/final could never tell where they were looking. Hoogwa had met the head of their delegation, Principal Sage Vinnariv Fanarliss, several times. He was a careful man, logical and calm. He hoped he might counter Kso{Thruum} who was currently very angry. He/final did not know the other member of the delegation, Sage Tirrlanig Rafiamam. She was a sage of the Utritner School. Hoogwa wasn’t a philosphical person; Tirrlanig’s dossier described the school as promoting pleasure, but beneficence as well. 

	Directly in front of the stage was the Pahroomv. He/final had assigned them that position in recognition of their strength. The Pahroomv undoubtedly had the largest, and strongest, fleet outside of the Great Powers; with the possible exception of the Singruld. Unlike the high u-shaped tables used by the Iq and the Farlians, better for their quadruped configuration, the Pahroomv sat at a large, crescent table. Large as the table was, it barely accommodated the three delegates massive, fur-covered, biped forms. Unlike the short, straight horns of an Iq, the Pahroomv had large, curled horns which added to their fearsome appearance. 

	The delegation was led by Bog Fuug Bapah Pɂham. According to the Pahroomv dossier, Bog Fuug was a military title, roughly translated as Hard Ice. He/final supposed that made sense, given the Pahroomv homeworld, Buvon, was perpetually covered in frozen water; not the type of planet favored by the Iq. 

	Bapah Pɂham was accompanied by anShov Mak (Howling Wind) Oshba Binon, the clerical representative and Uv Shog (Deep Firn) Mek Megɂhun, the imperial representative. Hoogwa had never met either of them. Mek Megɂhun seemed very young, from what he knew of Pahroomv age indicators, but she seemed very competent. 

	The second row of delegates was a bit irregular to accommodate their tables and other arrangements. To the left, Behind the Iq, were seated the Rhonk at three tables arranged in a u shape. The bipeds stood a bit taller than he/final. They moved their heads constantly, their long snouts and round, flattened nostrils sniffing the air.  

	Their head delegate was Commisary of the Gronig Kord dhala Honiga Ranidhor. He was a powerful member of their government, Hoogwa knew; his tusks tipped in some gold-colored metal. He/final had never met him. He was aided by Factotum Representative on the Gronig Kord dhala Nkoned Shandhordhor. Kso{Thruum} had met her. Her/now’s opinion was that she tended to be a bit explosive; though when not working she could be an enjoyable companion. Kso{Thruum} said the two had a burn/fury argument at the negotiation table during a dispute involving trade agreements with the Obim Exchange; yet, when the meeting had adjourned, Nkoned had insisted Kso{Thruum} join her in visiting a loud social establishment. 

	To the right of the Rhonk, just a bit further forward, were the stacked discs of the Enfedi delegation. They had been the most difficult, and Hoogwa feared they could disrupt the entire council. Yet they were too powerful to exclude. Enfedi were very conscious of class and status and the stacked arrangement reflected that. What could be worse, though, the Enfedi were known to not care overmuch for others. They could be very cooperative, so long as their own interests were addressed. But if they weren’t, then they would not help. 

	On the top disc sat Alvadal deraHonami Ffedo, First Scion of the Honami family of the Ffedo gens. The Ffedo were one of the most powerful gens among the Enfedi and the Honami was the central house, making Alvadal a very powerful individual. He sat on the top of the disc, leaning on his powerful, lower arms resting on his thighs. His upper hands were folded together as his beaked face slowly scanned the other delegates, obviously ignoring Rabbi Sas’ remarks. He was dressed in expertly tailored garments in dark colors, contrasting with his pale scales. His hooves are dusted with some kind of metallic powder. Three servants of species Hoogwa didn’t recognize were tending to his needs. 

	Alvadal’s younger sister, Emoni deHonami Ffedo stood on the second platform. Her clothing was as finely tailored as her brother’s, and she was just as assured of her power and status, though Hoogwa had never gotten the same sense of contempt from Emoni as he/final did from Alvadal. She certainly seemed to treat her servants better than he did; at least if he/final was reading their body language correctly.

	The last three platforms were being used by Tectro siHonami Ffedo, Alvadal’s grandson, Dathan siMandora Tebi, the grandson of the First Scion of the Mandora family of the Tebi gens, and Ang siLatha Enth, the granddaughter of the First Scion of the Latha familyof the Enth gens. Hoogwa had never met any of them and their dossiers were sparse. What little information the dossiers contained led him/final to believe they were self-centered and arrogant. 

	Next around the row were the Scuvvads. Hoogwa knew very little about the species. Their area of influence was somewhere near the Obim Exchange. They had requested two crescent tables, arranged side by side with the open arcs facing each other with two stools within the arcs. The two Scuvvad delegates were seated, their rather ragged clothing draping their six-lobed bodies. Eye-stalks slowly panned over the meeting floor while their fiszekels, ropes of nerve bundles they could raise from their lobes, entwined, allowing them to communicate silently. 

	Hoogwa had never met either of the delegates. From their initial communications did not indicate which, if either, was in charge of the delegation. Mvavnaf Uddads was the elder, according to his information. She had a distinguished career, at least for a fairly minor nation. Her companion was Remivlev Imivid, clearly a much younger individual. 

	Next to the Scuvvads the Aiszar waited patiently in their square mound of earth surrounded by a raised platform. The Aiszar were fungoids; a columnar body topped with a circular cap. Each was accompanied by two or three, multi-legged creatures; their helpers who manipulated the Aiszar’s environment for them. Though they could make sounds, they preferred communicating telepathically. Hoogwa was comfortable with that; telepathic Iq were not common but could be found throughout his/final’s people. 

	Ugdo Earpon was the head delegate. It had served in diplomatic functions across the frond for more than three Iq lifetimes. It was deceptively small, barely the height of an Iq first-stage male. It was being aided by Kime Urgbes, taller and younger, and much better dressed, and Ertob Tertop, also a diplomat of long standing. Ugdo was likely to carry votes in the Council and it was one of Hoogwa’s focii in convincing the Council to take decisive action. 

	The Fenstod delegate was next around the arc, standing quite still in the open-sided pentacle formed by the continuous table. Vesn Td Foh was a mystery to Hoogwa. Supported by six legs, each pair shorter than the ones before it, heesh was a formidable figure. Though their bodily form wasn’t any odder to Iq eyes than any other here, Fenstod caused him/final the most discomfort. The four eyes, contained within a transparent skull, turning in any direction could confuse anyone, but their ability to focus on more than one thing at a time led to more than one person losing the thrust of their case. Vesn’s garments were of high quality, but rather utilitarian to Hoogwa’s eyes; quite different than most Fenstod Hoogwa had dealt with.

	Last in the second row were the Hreeshhirfapop. They had sent two delegates; well, more properly they had sent two Hreeshir and two Apop. Depending on which Apop joined with which Hreeshir, you could be dealing with any one of four individuals. The primary delegates were listed as Rwooshobob and Hooweedabop, but Hoogwa didn’t know which delegates were currently present, but for the moment it wasn’t important. The Hreeshshirfapop appreciated, if not actually understanding, that other species needed to know who they were at any particular moment. 

	The Hreesh portions of the delegates were both about his/final height, their branches just about that in diameter. Hoogwa couldn’t see the Apop components. The long, ten-limbed portions were covered in fleshy growths which kept them well-hidden in the Hreesh branches. 

	Behind them were two large tables where the two Strade La delegates were seated. Mneraw Nanarair, the Third Spear of the Horn sat at the right-hand table, lazily flipping through a handheld screen. She was a biped with long limbs ending in sharp claws, the foot claws much heavier than the more delicate hand claws. Her fur was black with cream highlights and her locks were light brown. Her antlers decorated with bands of gold, short strings of shells and some type of leaves treated into near indestructibility. Her tail waved lazily behind her.  She would not be easy to convince if his/final’s sole previous contact with her was any indication. 

	Her companion was Nriwa Herawiar, Sixth Spear. He was much younger than Mneraw, with cream and rich brown fur and auburn locks. He did not boast as many decorations as Mneraw. His eyes were darting back and forth over the other delegations, but Hoogwa doubted he saw as much as Mneraw did, despite her supposed distraction with the handheld

	To the left of the Strade La, a large, cylindrical tank had been set up to house the Kasarda’s Thunderheads. Hoogwa knew almost nothing of this species, but what the dossier contained worried him. The creatures looked just like a thundercloud. He didn’t understand much about their physiology, but he guessed they were composed of some kind of particles contained in magnetic fields. Arcs of electricity crackled through them. 

	As he/final understood it from what little the dossier had learned, the Thunderheads had not been recognized as a sapient species until several years ago. A mining corporation had obtained rights to their planet and had hired a human physicist to figure out how to neutralize the Thunderheads. Instead, he had figured out they were sapient and called in the Confederation. 

	The planet had been returned to the Thunderheads. They had not chosen to join the Confederation for some reason. The Kasarda’s Thunderheads had been on the list of unaligned species and nations, and Hoogwa wasn’t sure why they had come. 

	The head delegate was identified as Ludoslaw. Apparently, according to the dossier, the Thunderheads used human names since their own names involved magnetic and electric fields as well as a long string of phonemes. Ludoslaws actual name according to the dossier, and without the field parameters, ran five hundred and sixty-four phonemes long. 

	Ludoslaw’s second was called Olesia and the other delegate was called Wojtek, This was all the dossier knew of them. The Thunderheads didn’t interact much with other worlds.

	The JherJhalak also used a tank, though theirs was due to the chlorine atmosphere they needed. Their atmosphere wasn’t so thick he/final couldn’t see them. Their large barrel-shaped bodies and long tails dwarfed his/final’s own. Though the JherJhalak had been active in interstellar affairs for a long time, Hoogwa didn’t know much about them. Their territory was a long way from Iekwax; their closest outpost was on Usurash, which was still not at all close. 

	The head delegate was Feq TkTkJeg. Feq was a title, he/final understood, but the dossier didn’t supply a translation. His associates were Kitek ChTkTkkChug and Kitek SkCkZhok. 

	The Xihmei were next seated on stools at their square-cornered, u-shaped table. Hoogwas had to confess that he/final used to avoid the species when he/final could. They were obligate carnivores and quite large enough to swallow all but the largest Iq whole. His/final’s fear, for that was what it was, had been conquered when he/final was forced into a direct negotiation with a Xihmei delegate and found him perfectly reasonable and very friendly, though a bit gruff. Not that they all were, of course. But they were little different than other species. 

	They did look dangerous though. Seated, Hoogwa could only see the upright torso of the centauroid species. The multiple claws lining their torsos, used to capture and hold prey as it was swallowed, could frighten even a Laanyr finisher. 

	Their chief delegate was Shyn jan Ninezh Ghym. He was not the most pleasant man, unlike the first negotiator Hoogwa knew. He/final was familiar with him. Shyn was accompanied by his spouse, Ji jan Ninezh Nanesh. The two of them had been arguing since the delegation had arrived at the meeting room. There was a third delegate, Minex jan Shazh Nezh, Hoogwa had spoken to him briefly the previous evening and Hoogwa suspected he was there to buffer the two. 

	Next to the Xihmei were lattice-like resting frames for the Kalitho. The anfractuous species were coiled lazily over the lattices. They would be interesting. The Kalithos used to belong to the Confederation, but withdrew after some contentious differences he/final didn’t understand. Either way, relations between the Confederation and the Kalithos remained factious. 

	He/final had heard of their head delegate, Haashaboo. Her speeches were legendary in diplomatic circles and her enmity toward the Confederation was vicious. Her associate, Kagalitisha’s, reputation was no better. He/final had never heard of the third member of the delegation. Laadzonoo had very little fragrance on the cove and the dossier on her was sparse. 

	As opposed to the Kalitho, the HaChii had generally congenial relations with the Confederation. The species resembled humans a great deal, though they were descended from a soft-bodied invertebrate species rather than the bony, vertebrate ancestors of humans. Their worlds were close to the core human worlds. They had a rich trade and cultural relationship with humans and several other Confederation species, though they had always declined offers to join. 

	Hoogwa wondered why they had sent a delegation, given their current relations. Their head delegate, DiiKii iz LiiVii was a distinguished delegate of many years’ service across the Frond. He had a stellar reputation as a fair and thoughtful diplomat. 

	The Assistant Delegate, FiiBaa ix TriiBii, was younger that DiiKii, but her record of service was outstanding as well. The third delegate, ChaaTii ix NoVii, had no record according to Hoogwa’s intelligence. She was a cypher to him/final, and he/final didn’t like cyphers. 

	In the last row, between the HaChii and the Kalithos, Hoogwa could see the Cnidarian Delegate floating on compressed air jets in its tank. The species was a collective intellect; technically there was only a single mind on their entire planet. However, portions of the whole could be broken off and act independently when needed. 

	The Cnidarian resembled collective species found on many worlds, almost a haphazard collection of pipes and struts. The Cnidarian fragments varied in color depending on where they were removed from. This Delegate was mostly white in color, and quite large, though its overall weight would not be great. 

	Next to the Cnidarian a square of transparent material protected the Beringerian delegates. The short bipeds tended to be paranoid about other species; largely because the sludge-like surface of their bodies exhibited a smell and taste that was nearly irrisistable to many species. For a long time traders in sludge had denied that the Beringerians were actually sapient. Several complex court cases, in multiple juridictions, had resulted in a protective status for Beringer 24A. 

	The three delegates were standing, blunt hands joined. They hadn’t broken their connection since they had arrived. He/final didn’t really understand their relative ranks, if any. He/final believed the head delegate was the center Beringrian, This-One-Blooms-Like-Red-Flower. The other two delegates, Swamp-Gas and Sea-Rock, flanked him. The three were holding hands, likely discussing or communing on the council’s issue. He/final knew their primary mode of communication was electric impulses transmitted through their hands. What wasn’t well understood was if they had a discrete language or just complex impressions. Translator programs were still quite crude. 

	A slight acrid odor tickled his/final’s nares-grooves and he/final glanced up. One of the  Sora-Ei had emitted a small flame. Ich could have been angry, agitated, or simply making ich-self known. The Sora-Ei were big, rivaling SiHeev in size; but not as massive. 

	The larger Sora-Ei’s, osTetc Tsapfa Sanvin senta, triangular wings rippled slightly, maintaining ich’s position. The tentacles on ich’s right horn were tapping rapidly on a terminal on the floating table ich used as a desk. 

	Ich’s companion, Lan De Vin Smyth, was speaking rapidly to osTetc. Hoogwa could only catch a fraction of what Lan De Vin was saying; the Sora-Ei’s immense auditory range the reason, or excuse, they used for using borrowed names. The research Hoogwa’s staff had compiled claimed that no Sora-Ei had ever given a name that couldn’t be traced to other species. 

	He/final wasn’t entirely sure why the big fliers had come. No one had any idea where their homeworld was. They generally called large ships home, though those ships were not nearly as large as the Rivnyera’s worldships. They had purchased a planet or two they used for their own purposes, not allowing others to visit. 

	Next around the outer arc was the long table used by the Kaisa Mgapu. The plantae species resembled the wagksa trees found in most grove/homes on Iekwax, except for the mobile branches growing around the base of the trunk. Kaisa Mgapu were not the only plantae species in existence. 

	What made them unique among not just plantae species were the hundreds of tiny, mechanical units nearly covering their surfaces. Those small units could reshape themselves to nearly any use. No one knew where or when the Kaisa Mgapu obtained their mechanical enhancements. Plenipotentiary Tetseo Ndocha led the delegation. The bronze and gold-colored flowers in the crown of his branches shifting one way and another. Heesh’s demi-Plenipotentiary, Cheka Piksant, had heesh’s bright pink and red flowers focused tightly on Tetseo. When he/final had spoken briefly to them to assure their station was satisfactory, Cheka had been raining complaints on Teteo. Such a divisive delegation concerned Hoogwa, potentially distracting the council from its real focus. 

	The Lilirrae were next around the arc. Like the Enfedi, they had insisted on a raised platform, though that made more sense for them being in the back. A small, curved table was set along the front of the platform. Seated at the table, his hands touching lightly, was ⅄arolo Llieora laLerarri a⅄olle, the head of their delegation. Beside him was Llarroie Rrala laiRorro aLoʎeʎ0, speaking quietly to him. Standing quietly behind them was Yarorro Llo laYal a⅄oʎa. Their official documents listed him as an aide, but Hoogwa’s dossiers claimed he was a bodyguard née assassin. All three of them were dressed in complex robes decorated with a blue and purple stones the Iq called liq. 

	Behind them on a raised platform were three blindfolded Lilirrae, dressed in robes only slightly less ornate than the diplomats. They were singing, a requirement of the dominant Lilirrae culture. He/final had persuaded them to keep the volume down, but every so often they would rise up to a crescendo before lowering the volume again. Occasional notes still reached his/final’s ears, so he/final made a note to request another step down in volume. 

	Hoogwa turned his/final gaze to the triangular bar to the right of the Lilirrae. Two Zell were perched on the rail, two leg/hands grasping the rails and the third manipulating Zell-designed handhelds. Their large, five eyed, wide-mouthed heads scanned the other delegates and occasionally addressing each other. The older one was listed as {Twee}ak{Thruum} which meant “calculate.” It was an Iq word. The Zell tended to take names in the language of their hosts. He/final had heard the older Zell introduce himself as “Joe,” to several members of the Knesset last night. 

	{Twee}’s, as he tended to appreviate the name, companion was Kroonoc in Iq. She had identified herself as Alex to the humans. Both of them seemed very self-effacing, which was typical of the species in Hoogwa’s experience. They both held some kind of positions in the Zell  Church of Goses, which had close relations to many other faiths throughout the plume. They were especially close to the Human Catholic Church and the Jewish faith practiced on Harets Hemvebthet Hhedshh. They were also deeply friendly with several of the dans of the Xandan and a number of other faiths. 

	Last of all, in the far, right corner, were the Aalurians. They had requested that position; being too close to larger beings made them nervous. The four delegates, Iirulia, Raanianaa, Umnoonia, and Uoloo were largely silent; the entire species were low level telepaths and, according to Hoogwa’s dossier, tended to communicate amongst themselves telepathically when in the company of non-Aalurians. At the moment their brightly crested heads were rotating in unison, focusing on one delegation or another. 

	Hoogwa debated whether he/final should summon a telepath from the Iq vessel at the port. He was only sure that the Aalurians were telepathic, but others might be. Even if only the Aalurians were telepathic, he/final didn’t think he/final should take the chance anyone was reading his/final’s thoughts. 

	He/heard a slow rumble to his/final’s right. Pɂham of the Pahroomv was glaring at him/final. A quick glance confirmed most of the delegates were focused on him/final as well. Hoogwa suddenly realized that Rabbi Sas had concluded his remarks. He/final viciously stopped the tapping of his/final’s subsidiary claws and stepped forward to take the podium from the Rabbi. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 3: Admiral Dominc Svenkerud

	 

	Aboard Benefactor Starship Oligarch in the Deedhon system

	 

	Svenkerud rose from his seat at the conference table, absently rubbing his shoulder. His arm was enveloped in a regeneration cast. The process wasn’t progressing quickly. The little bastard that burned him had done a worst job than he had originally thought. 

	 Everyone except Miranda was at their place. She had sent a message that she would be otherwise occupied. He suspected she was in conference with her Benefactor contacts. Getting access to those communications was still one of his ongoing projects but not as yet successful. 

	He deduced that they were supportive of his current approach since she hadn’t cut him off, but they could be waiting for him to make some critical error. What that would accomplish he had no idea. They had come to him, after all. He pushed that to the back of his mind; time to consider it later. 

	“Our first move in Project Billiards has been a success,” he began. Our intelligence confirms that the false Confederation and Laanyr ships were observed during the attack on the Iq defense stations. 

	The Iq Crown/Thorn has sent letters of protest to both the Confederation and Laanyr. More importantly, a meeting of some of the independent powers has been convened on  Harets Hemvebthet Hhedshh.”

	“That is a human world, is it not?” Ching Sth interrupted. While the interruption was annoying, he was willing to cut the Tsssha Tck slack. The religious firebrand had quite the reputation of inciting radical actions but Svenkerud had found him reasonable and discerning. Svenkerud considered both Ching Sth and Orgash, though angry at the circumstances that led them here, to be reasonable and intelligent. 

	Ching Sth wasn’t trained in military matters, but his understanding of group dynamics and psychology was superb. Orgash, of course, had been in the Chemosh Empire’s navy for decades. Yud was a different matter, however. Pe was irrational, nasty, and paranoid. He had no idea why Miranda had recruited pe and she would not enlighten him on the subject. So far he had been able to control the Laanyr, but he wasn’t sanguine about Yud’s long term stability. 

	Chg Sth’s question obviously implied a concern that the meeting of the independent nations was occurring on a planet that favored the Confederation. He could understand the Tsssha Tck’s disquiet. 

	“It is,” Svenkerud conceded. “However, like several other religious and cultural organizations that removed themselves from Earth after the Mediterranean Blight, the Jewish state has maintained a strictly neutral stance toward the Confederation and other nations.” 

	“Yet the Catholic Church is working with the Confederation against us,” Chg Sth countered, his ears shivering. 

	“It is, but that is only because of the Antioch Incident, which was our doing. Unfortunately, I’m afraid we galvanized them against us.” He probably shouldn’t have said that. While Miranda wasn’t here he had no doubt she had these meetings recorded. A call to her office for a dress-down was in his future. But his assessment was accurate. She had confirmed to him that the Benefactors had ordered the destruction of the Antioch as a tactic in their strategy to destabilize the governments of the arm. 

	“That is understandable,” Chg Sth said. “Perhaps we can sever that cooperation?” 

	“I don’t have a tactic for that after such deep cooperation between them,” Svenkerud answered, “but if you can develop a plan, we will certainly discuss it.” 

	“Fate will provide,” Chg Sth said. 

	“To continue,” Dominic continued, “we expect the Iq meeting to lead to accusations and ultimatums against the Confederation. Military action by the small nations is likely, especially by the Pahroomv and the Enfedi. Commercial boycotts are also anticipated.” 

	“Why aren’t we repeating the attacks?” Yud broke in. 

	Wonderful, Dominic thought. How long will this rant last?

	“Send in more fake ships!” Yud snapped, voice beginning to rise. “Attack all these little scum! Make them fight back. Send in fake Confederation ships against Veldthome. Take back Yutha Mes Den! I grow tired of waiting!” 

	Yud’s fangs were twisted now; pe could become violent at any time. Dominic glanced at Orgash, who flicked out one of his tongues. The Chemosh was ready to intervene. A Laanyr finisher was dangerous, but not a match for a Chemosh.  Hopefully he would be able to talk pem down. 

	“That would be a mistake, Herdmaster,” he said, hoping the use of Yud’s title would help appease the Laanyr. 

	“A bad mistake,” Orgash added, leaning forward over the table, all six tongues writhing lazily; obviously an attempt to distract and calm the Laanyr. 

	“Why?” Yud demanded, though pe’s voice was not as aggressive as it had been a moment ago.

	“This type of operation requires subtlety, Orgash said, and Svenkerud decided to allow the Chemosh to continue. Yud might respond a bit better to someone pe could not physically intimidate. “In the attack on Iekwax the faux ships were kept far from the actual battle. We wanted to make it appear they were attempting to conceal their presence. 

	“No one would believe that the Great Powers would directly and blatantly attack any of their neighbors, even the small ones. They have no history of direct attacks. The last major war was with my Empire and that was centuries ago. Since then, there have only been minor skirmishes here and there; all of them easily attributed to misunderstandings and deep water commanders.” 

	“So why are they believing this?” Yud interrupted. 

	“Because a clandestine assault would fit their needs better. They could spin the benefactor attacks to be a reason why the small powers need protection. Make them afraid and they can be convinced to accept Confederation or Laanyr protection. Once they are protectorates, they can be swept along into becoming full members. Once that is done, the Great Powers have increased their territory and have access to the smaller powers’ resources.”

	“And why would anyone believe the Confederation and those hoofrots on Veltdhome would be cooperating?”

	“Well,” Svenkerud said, taking up the explanation, “that’s part of the story we’re trying to build. No one would expect them to. They have been cordial to each other but were never formal allies. Who would expect them to work together for something like this? 

	“Which is why the small glimpse we gave the Iq will confuse the smaller powers. It’s already started. Now, a few attacks only with spherical ships will prime the pumps. They will become angry and paranoid. Some of them will defend the Great Powers. Some will call for immediate reprisals. Others will opt for economic consequences. 

	“All of this will sow confusion and doubt amongst the smaller nations. And it will force the Great Powers to respond to annoying and trivial, but time-consuming threats. It will also spread doubt among member worlds. Are their governments seeking illegal expansion by surrogate military assaults? 

	We are following a long-term plan here; one that will cause the Great Powers to begin to crumble. In time, we will be able to sweep in and take control.” 

	“No!” Yud shrieked, “No! I want Veldthome! I want Yutha Mes Den! I want them now!” Svenkerud held back the sigh. He didn’t think Yud would know what it meant, but he might. Chg Sth and Orgash would certainly know. Either way he didn’t want to betray any impatience. He didn’t think the Tsssha Tck or the Chemosh were sympathetic to Yud’s irrationality, but it wouldn’t do for him to seem to brush off the concerns of one of the … equal parnters in this venture with the Benefactors. 

	He glanced as Chg Sth. Perhaps the Tssha Tck could calm Yud down. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 4: Vice Admiral Latorunwa Yar’Adua

	 

	The Gerald Deucy in Orbit of Capitol

	 

	“Commodore Noahn reports the Gerald Deucy has achieved our assigned orbit,” Lt. Taylor said and she glanced up from her screen. “All vessels of the Fifth Expeditionary Force are present or accounted for,” he continued. 

	“Thank you, Evan,” she said. She studied her aide-de-camp for a few moments. She still hadn’t decided if she should keep him as her official aide, or if she should actually form the covert force she had been considering. 

	On one hand he was one of the best aides she had ever had. He was knowledgeable, efficient, and dedicated. His abilities also made him very perceptive regarding motives and intent of anyone she had to work with.

	On the other hand, his enhanced abilities made him invaluable as a naval operative. His experience on Cordwainer nearly a year ago had changed him. He had joined her crew as a very young, but moderately powerful telepath. Since the incident on Cordwainer he was now likely the most powerful telepath in the Confederation, as well as a Pusher and maybe other mental capabilities. He was also much stronger than any human, faster, and could heal himself from most injuries. And he could heal others. He had saved his friend, Sir Anselm, on loan from the Catholic Church, twice now, as well as her new computer specialist Chief Petty Officer Nani-te. 

	She had not reported the extent of his increased abilities to her superiors. When Colonel Skysbright and Major Klk had reported the results of their tests on him, they had also expressed concerns that certain factions in the Navy might attempt to co-opt him; possibly for dark ops missions but more likely for research. And they were concerned he might not survive that research. 

	Though it had pained her to think of, she had been forced to agree with them. Regardless of how beneficent any group of people might be on the whole, there were always elements within who could justify any action as advancement of the greater good; and there were elements which sought only their own power and prestige. They had reported a slight increase of his abilities; an normal, though not ubiquitous, result of severe trauma; especially for someone as young as Evan. 

	Of course, Special Powers had sent an audit team out to evaluate him. She had been able to prevent him from having to undergo additional tests without seeming to be hiding something. But Kyriz had insisted on leaving one of his team, Lt. Shimizu Aiko, to monitor him. To do that, she had to accompany him on a mission on Usurash. Which had given her an opening to keep Shimizu quiet. Most of the details of the investigation they were pursuing with the other Powers required classification, so she could use that to prevent her from revealing anything she learned about Evan’s expanded powers.

	She supposed that might not be enough if Shimizu decided that her duty to Kyriz outweighed the classified nature of the mission. However, Evan might have put a cap on that. She had visited him in his quarters late one evening when Anselm was out. He had revealed to her a lot of what had happened to him, with her approval. He had left out the details of his experiences on Cordwainer. But he had revealed his biggest fear; that if anyone tried to co-opt him, or perform tests, or dissections, the Cherek would start killing anyone involved; and that they could do it from any distance. Latorunwa didn’t have any doubt they could do it, either. 

	“There are several messages from the Hub downloading now,” Evan said. While FTL communication was posssible, it was expensive. If you don’t know where a ship is, pinpointing a message to them can be difficult, if not impossible. Generally, if it was necessary to send a message to a ship it would be sent to one of several Hubs. For the Navy, that was the Naval Communiqué Hub. Messages could be sent to the Hub on Tendacta, and they would be redirected when a ship checked in. When they had arrived at Capitol, Deucy had routinely identified their position to Tendacta, which then forwarded accumulated messages back to them. 

	“Blessed Eusebius has been delayed. The zeZth thaEjes (Tssha Tck militia) held them for more extensive debriefs than expected.” 

	“I can’t say I blame them,” she said. She didn’t know exactly how the mission she had sent Lt. Phillips on with Sister Perpetua Lucy and the Kralk Ranul had gone, but she didn’t doubt there had been some kind of confrontation or complication regarding their investigation of Chg Sth, a possible Benefactor agent. 

	“Tendacta is sending the Lentiel with crew members for rotation.” 

	“Expected.” It had been nearly a year since any of the crew had rotated. Both she and Commodore Noahn were protective of their command staff and specialty departments. But common crew were rotated around to prevent complacency and to expose them to opportunities for advancement. They were overdue for some changes. 

	“There is a message here from Arch Magistrate Weliek Antarid.” Weliek was the head of the Law Directorate, the Confederation police force. She had contacted him regarding kidnapped individuals Evan, Anselm, and Shizimu had rescued on Usurash. 

	“We should have the liaison he promised you arriving tomorrow. He apologizes for the delay, but he instructed the officer he is sending to review similar incidents across the Confederation,” Evan continued. 

	“I not surprised,” she responded. He has an excellent reputation. Even Magnetskis admits that, and Security and Law don’t get along that well. Do we have a name?” 

	“Under Magistrate Zcop Chaddoc the Crii,” Evan said. “There is a dossier.” 

	“Forward that to me and I’ll review it.” 

	“Replacement munitions will arrive later this afternoon. Other supplies are expected tomorrow and the day after; five deliveries in all.” 

	“I assume the Quartermaster has crews in place.” 

	“Yes, Ma’am,” Evan replied. “Lt. Commander ónorhéDiélpho appended his schedules.” 

	“I’ll look them over, but I’m sure they’re perfect. The man is dedicated. Noahn was lucky to snatch him away from Tendacta.”

	“He could use some other interests, though,” Evan commented. She was delighted he felt comfortable enough with her to trade gossip with her when they were alone. “The urudé team has been trying to get him to join for ages.

	“I have report here on the efforts to interrogate Emmanuel Morchen.” After the psychic bomb went off Morchen had wakened. They hadn’t been able to continue any mindscans and he had been flown to Capitol for various legal proceedings. 

	“Any results?” 

	“He’s keeping quiet. So far, the courts haven’t authorized any further mental interrogations. Verbal questions are largely remaining unanswered. Several warrants were issued for records. Nothing explosive yet, though they’ve found evidence he’s been smuggling things in from the Dominion.” 

	“Well, I’m sure they’ll keep trying. What else do you have?” 

	“A couple of messages from your husband and kids. Transferred to your terminal. And a message from the Cherek ambassador-adiut.”

	“Now that’s odd. Go ahead and open it,” 

	Evan tapped a few icons. “He sends his compliments,” Evan read, “and … Oh!” 

	“What is it, Evan?”

	“My kids are on the ambassador’s vessel.” Latorunwa could hear the raw emotion in his voice. Evan had been linked to his unborn children throughout the pregnancies. The mothers had linked to him when they went into labor and Evan had felt everything they had; apparently a Cherek practice. The Cherek did not have to feel pain. They could block it out without the danger other species could suffer without the warnings of pain. But childbirth was one of the things they were required to feel; mothers and fathers both. And since then, the babies, Lata and Daffyd, had been in his mind as well. 

	“You couldn’t feel them coming?” 

	“No. I think Menik and Verana blocked that from me. Qzarak!” He faced her, his eyes wide. “What do I do, Admiral?” 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 5: Greatmind Threetgsh

	 

	The Terrible Eye of the Powerful Thoughts in subspace

	 

	“Translation out of subspace in three zhadhoq (not quite 11 minutes)” Ahn-KOHR-owuth, the helm officer, reported. Threetgsh acknowledged the report, though he was not optimistic. This was the sixth system they had visited which matched the parameters they had pulled from the minds of the captured Benefactors. 

	He had high hopes in the beginning. While the Benefactor’s had refused to talk, the combined efforts of HweeeDeeTooo and two of Terrible Eye’s telepaths had pulled an image of the star the drudges had come from. Or at least, that was what they had believed. 

	The drudges were one of two species that had been brought to Bohm as slaves when the Benefactors had suborned some of the Bhom rulers. Threetgsh and his fleet had liberated Bhom from Benefactor domination, and in the process had liberated the Servitors and Drudges. 

	They had found the Servitor’s, who they now knew were the Owroonth, homeworld and repatriated them. Unfortunately, they had not figured out any way to speak to the Drudges. Even the telepaths had been unable to communicate with them. The Drudges seemed to be intelligent. More than one Bhom had told them they could follow instructions, albeit simple ones. 

	Though the High Perceptions subpod continued to explore the problem, Threetgsh had hoped the image they had lifted from the Benefactors would lead them to the Drudge’s homeworld; and perhaps additional clues to the main base of the Benefactors. 

	Admiral Yar’Adua of the Confederation had sent him information on a high-speed messenger drone that they were closing in on several possible locations. However, all of the ones she mentioned seemed to be near the border between the Confederation and the Laanyr Clan Heer. Those possible sights would be nearly two hundred and thirty-five far leaps (approximately 1,000 light years) from the edge of the Chemosh Empire. There had to be bases closer to this part of the tail sweep (Orion Arm). 

	They had an entry for the system they were about to visit, though it was second hand at best. The L’ti Ti’tot, a species whose nation bordered the Empire, were heavy trading partners with this system. However, they only knew that from a couple of casual mentions during trade conferences. As far as they could determine no Chemosh had ever visited the system. 

	It seemed an unlikely system to be home to the Drudges. Unless they were a servant race or some other scenario he couldn’t imagine at the moment. They certainly didn’t seem to be the kind of species to be involved in a trade conglomerate. 

	If worse came to worst, the Rivnyera would adopt the population, as they had adopted many others. For a species which had a great deal of difficulty communicating with most others, the Rivnyera were magnanimous in their willingness to help lost populations.

	“Translation in ten toq,” Ahn-KOHR-owuth announced. “Five … four … three … two … translate.” There was a bright flash on the screen and the white, gray, and black of subspace was replaced with the black of normal space. 

	“Verify position,” Threetgsh ordered. 

	“Working,” answered Uuuthoonoosh, the Astrogator answered through the speakers on his Encapsuated Environment, the water tinged rose from the bacteria the Naruuina prefer. The chronometer ticked out nearly fifteen toq. “The star matches our information. Eight planets; two within the common definition of habitable zones.” 

	The habitable zone was largely a misnomer. While most carbon-based, oxygen-breathing lifeforms did evolve within that zone, there were numerous exceptions. And methane breathers favored worlds well outside the zone. 

	Still, the Drudges were obviously evolved to prefer an Oxygen/Nitrogen atmosphere with an average temperature above the freezing point of water, and well below its boiling point. With two planets, perhaps the Drudges were native to one and the trading partners of the L’ti Ti’tot were native to the other.

	“Great Mind!” Tarazh, the Sensor Officer suddenly spoke, four of his tongues waving in agitation. “There is a battle near the third planet! I mark twelve ships firing on vessels arrayed around the planet.” 

	“Identify!” Threetgsh ordered, his own tongues writhing. He feared he knew who was attacking the system. 

	“Ships are spherical in configuration,” Tarazh reported a moment later. “Mid-size vessels, likely assigned class three. Insufficient resolution to verify markings, but drive fields are consistent with previous encounters.” 

	“Coordinate with other vessels. Set course for least time intercept!” Threetgsh ordered. “Eight tenths c. Engage anti-compression measures.” 

	“Yes, Greatmind!” answered Lwil cuDhil and Ahn–KOHR-owuth, the Navigator and Helm, respectively. The small pod of ships turned toward the inner system.

	As the small pod swam into the inner system, Threetgsh considered. It seemed far too coincidental that this system should come under attack by the Benefactors as he arrived. Did they know he was looking for the Drudge’s home? Had Orgash given them that information? And why would they care? 

	The continuing data scrolling across his pool didn’t indicate any signs of a Benefactor base. Everything was consistent with a sophisticated, space-faring civilization, but none of it resembled the installations around Bohm. Of course, the Owroonth system had not had any large structures either; just ships which did their best to hide from him. The Owroonth weren’t good subjects to maintain shipyards and perform construction. By choice they were an agrarian society and they were not physically strong. The Bhom had been much easier to use. 

	“Greatmind!” Tarazh interrupted his musings, “I have two more ships hovering near the orbit of the sixth planet. Greatmind, they are not spheres. They match zhes-rol (2nd largest class of Chemosh Imperial ships) parameters!” 

	“What are two vessels of the Zomosh go Jev Kharzortaa (Grand Spiral of Fevers) doing here?” Threetgsh demanded. “Identity?” 

	“The One stationed here is receiving transponder codes,” Recorder responded. Normal transponder codes were light speed transmissions. The vessels had been here for some time if codes were already being received. “Sending codes to Archives.”

	Threetgsh turned his attention to the Archives Officer, Wist deThon. The Vrn Tk’s palm tentacles wriggled across her board. After a few toqs she reported. “Transponders identify the vessels as the Vortex That Kills and the Pods Upon the Waves. Both vessels are part of Greatmind Manosh’s pod. But Greatmind Manosh’s pod is stationed near the Dominion border. One moment …” She stroked a few more controls. “Greatmind! The underlining codes do not match Archive listings!”

	Threetgsh growled. They would dare! “Redirect to intercept the nearest impostor! Ripping Jaws, Imperious Order, and Scattered Fish are to accompany us. The rest of the pod to continue original course.”

	“Orders transmitted,” Recorder reported. Threetgsh settled into his command wallow. The closest of the impostors was not far, no more than a zhespatoq and a half (about 44 minutes). 

	“I assume the enemy ships have detected us?” he queried. 

	“We have definitely been scanned,” Tarazh reported. 

	“Shields up,” Threetgsh ordered, though they were well outside of normal missile or energy weapons range. He wanted no surprises as had happened around Owroo. “Have fighters ready to launch and all missile tubes loaded and ready.”

	Threetgsh watched intently as they approached. Finally, Ahn-KOHR-owuth, the Helm, announced, “Imposter noted as Vortex That Kills is within our missile envelope. It has engaged engines and is pulling away.” 

	“Mirror Seas,” Threetgsh said.

	“Be curious. Be not fleeing.”  Tlarin, the Terrible Eye’s new second, asked. 

	“We will ask them,” Threetgsh said. “Transmit.” 

	“Words ready,” Recorder answered. 

	“Unknown vessel. I am Greatmind Threetgsh, Nizh go Shak, commanding the Terrible Eye of the Powerful Thoughts. You are ordered to still your engines and clear your weapons. Prepare for boarding.” 

	“Vessel is increasing speed,” Tarazh said, “heading directly out of the system. The faux Pods Upon the Waves also headed outsystem.” 

	“Negative response to trans…” 

	“Missile launch!” Tarazh interrupted. 

	“Launch counter-missiles,” Zhgaass ordered, taking over as primary battle coordinator. “Greatmind, deploy fighters?” 

	“Your teeth, Jaws,” Threetgsh replied, ceding the battle to Zghaass. “Attempt to disable rather than destroy, but do not risk the ship.” 

	“Understood, Greatmind.” Threetgsh attempted to relax, though his own predator blood yearned to slaughter the enemy before him. Normally, he had no trouble suppressing his innate bloodlust beneath the veneer of civilization he preferred. But the Benefactors had embarrassed him and destroyed innocent lives. Many Chemosh would have only a nominal interest in the lives. Threetgsh was different than many of his species. 

	Zhgaass deployed fighters. “Sensors,” he ordered Tarazh, “where are his energy weapons?” 

	Good, Threetgsh thought. The Benefactor vessels they had fought near Ans had used a suprisingly powerful energy weapon. While the vessels at Bhom had not exhibitied such a weapon, and they were able to identify the turrets of the vessels at Owroo, on the mock Chemosh vessel before such a turret might be hidden. 

	The vessel was certainly large enough. This close, obvious discrepancies could be seen. This Vortex had obviously never been built at a Chemosh shipbay. 

	“Turrets marked,” Tarazh reported. “Details transmitted.” 

	“Target the turrets,” Zhgaass ordered. Klome and Jkt-Hshsh both acknowledged the order. Despite their internal disagreements, the three of them were an effective team. Jkt-Hshsh kept up a continuous assault of the impostor’s shields with energy weapons. Its junior Wing took control of the counter missiles the Terrible Eye had fired. 

	Meanwhile, Klome was deploying his fighters. He didn’t want to be obvious and tip the enemy off. He kept the fighters at a distance, taking quick shots at the obvious weapons ports. The pattern was an obvious defensive formation, designed to keep the fighters safe. Or so it seemed. Suddenly six fighters came swooping around the underside of the fake, weapons continuously firing at the hidden turrets Tarazh had detected. Explosions neutralized the weapons while Jkt-Hshsh turned several counter-missiles directly toward the Vortex’s engines. The sudden attack kept the enemy from counter-attacking the fighters. 

	Two of the missiles struck, severely damaging the enemy, and preventing the usual suicidal explosion. From there it took very little time to reduce the fake Vortex to a drifting hulk. 

	“Excellent work,” Threetgsh said. Two assault shuttles had already launched, filled with Vrn-Tk and D’Telahol Teeth. Threetgsh watched the approach carefully. 

	“How much danger are they in, Duke-Above-Me?” Her, Threetgsh’s Bhom protege, asked. Threetgsh had set up a station for Her on the bridge and encouraged him to spend as much time as he could there. He had been quietly watching, likely fearing to jinx the approach. He was invested in returning the Drudges to their home; being horrified and embarrassed by his people accepting them as slaves. 

	“There is always danger, Her. But Vrn Tk are, as you know, very difficult to kill; their natural armor is resistant even to energy weapons. I don’t think you have met any of the D’Telahol. They lack the Vrn Tk’s armor. But what they lack in natural protection, they make up for with speed and a certain viciousness. There is a reason the Teeth are composed mostly of Vrn Tk and D’Telehol.” 

	The shuttles had reached the vessel. Assuming the airlocks were trapped or contained ambushing personnel, they each extended an armored umbilical designed to penetrate the skin of a ship. The umbilicals attached, chewing through the hull and sealing themselves to the skin of the ship. 

	It didn’t take long. His personal frequency sang and the image of Shredding Mind K’Likap Nitak appeared on the screen. He turned his head sideways, revealing his long, eye-lined muzzle. D’Telehol’s eyes focused to their sides, and they did not see well in front of their faces. 

	“The Terrible Eye Fifteenth Teeth, Killswarm reports. This one begs not to be eaten.” 

	“My hunger is not great at this time. Continue, Shredding Mind,” Threetgsh ordered, glancing for a moment over at Her. D’Telehol can be intimidating, even over a screen, and Her was still a neophyte in the multi-species nations of the astrobathymetric current. His breathing seemed a bit rapid, but in control. Excellent. 

	“The Teeth have gripped the throat of the enemy. The ichor is sparse and we wail in disappointment. The infestation feared our might and chose to spill their own fluids.” 

	If any species were more flowery in speech than Chemosh, it would be D’Telehol. “Are the computers intact?” 

	“Regretfully, they sundered their own support-strings. Lack of cowardly assaults likely, but unverified. Tracking continues. This body is of poor haecceity.”

	“Very well, Shredding Mind. Continue.” He turned his attention to Tarazh. “The other impostor?” 

	“Greatmind, it has achieved transition. I have an exit trajectory and pulse strength.” 

	“Good work. Calculate possible destinations.” He rose from his mound.

	“I am well pleased with all your performances. Now, I’m afraid we must travel in-system. I doubt these people will be happy with us.”

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 6: Herdmaster L(l)uus Pejjelarallamushentalapes Dlenpipol Sunish Uhlok

	 

	Aboard the Pejjelarallamushentalapes Veldtship Ten, orbiting Veldthome

	 

	Sunish gazed down at pe’s homeworld, the beautiful gold and blue orb below pem rotating slowly. Pe wasn’t sure how long pe had been gone from here, contributing to the Supreme Conclave by FTL communication when necessary. Representation to the Prime Conclave for the Pejjelarallamushentalapes pe had left to pe’s orked (female mate), Antelepo Tuloj. 

	The Supreme Conclave had summoned pe back to Veldthome, though pe was not certain why. Pe wasn’t entirely upset by the summons. Pe had planned to return to Veldthome to personally brief the Conclave on pe’s work with the newly met Family of Lystra. 

	Sunish glanced over at Qhuncieks. Her term as Argosy-Heart of the Family had expired shortly after they had laid the keel of their first interstellar vessel. Normally, she would rotate back in the five person Hand. She had chosen, however, to resign her position and become the Family’s Ambassador to Veldthome. 

	Pe had hope that eventually the Family would join the Laanyr Clan Heer or at least become a formal ally. They were being cautious, however, and pe could not blame them for that. Their first encounter with species outside of the Big Orange system had been an attack force from the Benefactors. 

	The Laanyr forces looking for the renegade Yud had stumbled on the situation and destroyed the Benefactor vessels. The Laanyr translators, of course, had no files on the Family’s languages and it had taken some time to develop a method of communication and then develop a lexicon. 

	Once communication had been established, the Laanyr and the Family had pursued several missions together, all successful to one degree or another. They had retrieved a crashed Benefactor vessel from the fourth planet of the Big Orange system, negotiating with the indigenous, non-technological species. They had tracked the vessels that helped the renegade Yud escape, and located a likely Benefactor base system. 

	She wasn’t the only Family on the Ten. Qhuncieks had brought a sizable delegation with her. Pe was a bit disappointed that their relations might require extensive diplomatic maneuvering. Sunish wasn’t a stranger to diplomacy. He was the Herdmaster of one of the First Five, the most powerful, and ruling, herds of the Laanyr Clan Heer. Pe had grown up with diplomacy and was skilled in the practice. But pe didn’t like it. 

	Pe knew many did. Threetgsh enjoyed it. For such a direct species the Chemosh was full of contradictions. Pe believed Yar’Adua and Leandros also liked the process, even though they would likely deny it. 

	“What do you think, Ambassador, of my home?” pe asked her. 

	Her four bows stroked across her voice plate, one of the more unique forms of speech Sunish had ever encountered. “It is very … yellow,” she answered. 

	Sunish opened pe’s mouth wide, pe’s fangs twisted inward, the very opposite of a Laanyr’s anger response, and pulled air rapidly into pe’s lungs, a Lannyr laugh.  

	“It is that,” pe conceded. “As you know from your own system, planets can differ a great deal from each other and still sustain life. Your own planet, Kiuqhgos, appears stark compared to many oxygen/nitrogen worlds. The other worlds of the family who breath oxygen are greener and the Gie Go is multi-colored.”

	“It is still somewhat startling,” she answered. “We have so much to learn.” 

	“That is one reason you are here,” Sunish said. 

	“When do I meet the rest of your First Five?” she asked. 

	“My staff is setting up appointments for you,” Sunish answered. “Our usual procedure when meeting new friends is to meet the Herdmasters of the Five individually first. It will be easier for you to get to know them if they aren’t all together. After you have spoken to each of them, we will meet with you as a group.”

	“Yes, I recall. I can bring my Ambassadorial Hand?” Like most important offices in the Family, all five species had a representative on the Ambassador’s staff, called a Hand. They would rotate leadership of the Hand according to some algorithm they hadn’t revealed. 

	“Of course,” Sunish assured her. Pe had to persuade the other members of the Five to accommodate the Family. The whole concept of individual meetings was to foster personal relationships. It had taken pem awhile to convince them of the necessity. 

	“Herdmaster,” she said, “I leave to confer with my Hand.” 

	“Of course,” pe answered. “I will have you informed when the shuttle is ready to escort you to the Conciliar Kraal.” Her bows snapped to the center of her voice plate, scrapped across it and flared out; an affirmative gesture, as pe had learned. She left the bridge, her feeding skirt flaring behind her. 

	Sunish shook himself a bit. “I am going to my office,” he declared. Zusis, you have command. Pem’s enit trotted over. 

	“As you command,” pe acknowledged. 

	Sunish exited the bridge and cantered down to pe’s office. Settling behind pe’s desk pe touched pe’s communicator. Fretoo Laptow, the communications officer on duty appeared on pe’s screen. 

	“Connect me to the Herd Kraal for Antelepo Tuloj.” Without a specification, Laptow would know pe was referring to the Pejjelarallamushentalapes Kraal. It took less than a li (22 seconds) before Tuloj appeared on the screen.

	“My Herdmaster,” she said, tipping her head back to expose her throat. “The Herd awaits your command!” Then, formalities satisfied, she added, “Sunish, my hooves tingle. You have been gone so long.” She was always so formal and this comment was an emotional outburst for her.

	“Tuloj, the wind caresses my horns. It is good to see you.” 

	“How may I fulfill the needs of the Herd?” she inquired. 

	“The other four have been very fanglocked about why I have been recalled. I would appreciate an explanation.” 

	“My Herdmaster, I must beg you to switch to a tight laser and engage our tenth Herd encryption.” Sunish stared at pe’s orked for nearly a full li. A tight laser would minimize any chance of their conversation being intercepted; the reason it was available. And the tenth encryption was the strongest pe’s herd utilized, changed radically each aaroaed (270 Terran days). Finally, pe reached out and adjusted the connection. 

	“Tight laser, tenth encryption. Please continue, Tuloj.” Pe had no doubt she realized pe was not making a request. 

	“My apologies, Sunish,” she said, for the first time in pe’s memory abandoning the formality she usually affected in official communications. “A half aaroa (22 1/2 days) ago a small probe appeared on the edge of system. It began to broadcast a message. The probe was from Linook.” 

	“Linook? I am not familiar with that planet.” 

	“Neither were we,” she confirmed. “According to the message Linook is a planet in the Kralk Desmesne.”

	“The Kralk?” pe interrupted. Pe’s fleet had recently had just missed engaging a Kralk force. The Kralk had ingratiated themselves onto an Obim repair and resupply station; one which catered to individuals of questionable legality. They had smuggled on an assault force and attempted to board two of the Benefactor vessels pe believed had retrieved Yud from the Big Orange system. “Why are the Kralk contacting us?” 

	“It was not the Kralk. It was the Linook. The planet has maintained a measure of self-government. They had a powerful fleet of their own and it would have been highly destructive for the Kralk to conquer them outright. So, they are allowed a certain amount of self-rule. Somehow, and we are not sure how, they were able to get a drone out of their system.” 

	“The purpose of the communication?” 

	“They want us to help liberate them.” 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 7: Bapah Pɂham

	 

	Flom Memorial Ballroom, city of Ruach Yerushalayim, planet Harets Hemvebthet Hhedshh

	 

	Bapah stood at the door of the Ballroom. He scanned across the room, noting who was here. The meeting had recessed after only three vruh (2 hours, 9.6 minutes) with nothing accomplished. The Iq, Hoogwa, had reviewed their accusation of Confederation and Laanyr perfidy, but as yet had not produced evidence. A dozen delegates had then stepped up to make various statements from skepticism from the Zell and HaChii to uncritical fury from the Kalitho and JherJherlaq. 

	This gathering was alien to him. His briefing claimed such gatherings were common among many warms. The purpose was, supposedly, to help delegates get to know each other. Such a waste of time. But he had little choice here. 

	His ears leaked a bit, a sure sign of the horrible heat most of these creatures preferred. At least their rooms had been set at a reasonable temperature. He adjusted the controls on his coat, adjusting the temperature. It would result in some condensation around him, but let the warms deal with that. 

	Most of the food and drink servers were robotic, trundling among the delegates. A few humans moved quietly through the crowds dressed in simple black slacks and coats and circular headpieces or skirts and some kind of binding of their head hair. The species was disgustingly naked of proper fur covering, though they were not unique in that way. The humans were not engaging in conversation, though he saw one or two stop if called by a delegate. Servants, then. He dismissed them. 

	Mek and Oshba bumped up against him; impatient to continue. If they had been less powerful, he would chastise them, probably injuriously. But Oshba was a young, but rapidly rising Biakunv, personally assigned by the Makapf. And Mek was an Uv Shog, a high Imperial rank; but she was also the Tallest Penitent’s granddaughter; a person not to be insulted; and she was far too willing to believe what the Iq were claiming.  

	Still, he was the head of this delegation. “Separate,” he commanded. “What do the warms call it? Mingle. Listen. Do not engage in argument.” 

	“Bow to these creatures?” Mek growled. 

	“No. But we learn more by keeping silent. Avoid conflict.” He turned to her, tossing his head slightly, the gold, blue tourmaline, and sapphires inlaid on his horns flaring in the light and displaying the scar on his neck; he was not some mewling child new to power. She might be powerful, but he still outranked her. “You need not suffer insult,” he clarified, “but do not take insult as if the warms were properly chilled.” Hopefully, that would keep her under control. 

	With admonishments in place, he lumbered into the ballroom. He had to take care; he was much larger than most of the delegates and could easily hurt them. Normally, that would be their concern, but some of these creatures represented nations that could cause the Tundra inconvenience. If the Confederation or the Laanyr were moving against the smaller nations, they could not be distracted by other conflicts. 

	One of the robotic servers rolled over to him. A range of drinks were displayed on its platter, mostly derived from a fermented, Terran fruit of some kind. The glasses were fragile, delicate and transparent. He took the stem of one, his right first finger-claw opening and carefully gripping the drink. He took a small sip, though his instinct was to guzzle it down. 

	It was palatable; but only just. He preferred a heartier brew. He stepped up to a small circle of delegates, quietly joining the discussion. 

	DiiKii iz LiiVii of the HaChii was speaking, a glass of some beverage he did not recognize held in one gripper. “The charge the Treecrown/Peak has made is disturbing,” he was saying. “If true, I am unsure of what we can do in response.” 

	“Do you suggest we take no action, then?” Kagalitisha of the Kalitho asked. “If they are moving against the Iq, will the rest of us be far behind?” 

	“You might well be next,” Plenipotentiary Tetseo Ndocha of the Kaisu Mgapu challenged. Heesh’s robotic units raised heesh until heesh’s gold and bronze flowers nearly blinded Kagalitisha’s eyes. “The rest of us have not been defying the Confederation for centuries.”

	“Defying?” Kagalitisha snapped. “You mean their oppression?” The Kalitho’s long body was nearly writhing. Were they going to fight? That might be amusing. 

	“Both of those characterizations seem overly harsh,” DiiKii interjected. “We are here to evaluate and, if necessary, frame a response. Neither of those goals can be achieved if we fight each other.” Kagalitisha whirled to face the elderly HaaChii. His body tensed and, for just a moment, Bapah thought there would be a different fight. But then Kagalitisha twisted around and disappeared into the other delegates. 

	Ah, disappointing, Bapah thought. He left that group of delegates and wandered to the other side of the room. He noticed the back of an Encapsulated Environment and joined that group. The Environment belonged to Kitek ChTkKkChug, the greenish-yellow gas only slightly obscuring the delegate’s form. 

	Speaking with him were Yarorro Llo laYal a⅄oʎa of the Lilirrae and Mneraw Nanarair of the Strade La. Interesting. ChTkKkChug was an unpleasant person. Bapah had dealt with him before. However, he was a diplomat; or at least as much as a diplomat as any JherJherlaq.  

	However, both Llo and Mneraw were fighters and warriors. Mneraw was the Third Spear of the Horn. For many species that could be a purely ceremonial title, but not for the Strade La. She commanded her own warship, and he knew she would never hesitate to engage in hand-to-hand combat. 

	Llo was different. He was actually a bodyguard; but more than that. His title, Yarorro, translated to “Exenterate Artist of Sequestered Viscera.” That was a bit violent even by Pahroomv standards. What little intelligence he had on Llo justified that title, however. 

	“… strike on Capitol?” ChTkKkChug insisted, punctuating his point with a thrust of one claw, a column of high velocity air banging against the wall of the Environment. 

	“It would never work,” Mneraw countered. “Capitol is too heavily guarded. We would never get close. Somewhere less guarded.” 

	“There are better targets,” Llo agreed. “Subtlety is the spice which elevates the dish. No need to burn our own plate while poisoning theirs.” 

	“Too much spice leads to spoiled food,” Bapah offered, embracing the Lillirae’s metaphor. Without waiting for a response, he left. He worked his way to the periphery of the delegates and paused to observe. The Cnidaria Delegate was conversing with both Sora Ei and two of the Aiszar; a complicated conversation as the Sora Ei were hovering above the Delegate’s Environment, which stood much higher than the Aiszar, neither of whom were very tall. 

	He could see Mek, seemingly arguing with the Beringerians and one of the Thunderbolts; a conversation he almost wished he could hear. Neither species’ languages translated well, and he doubted anyone was making their position clear to the others. He didn’t see Oshba at the moment, even though the Pahroomv were taller than most of the other species here. He might have taken a seat at one of the food tables where some other delegates had gathered. 

	Hoogwa was circulating from group to group, undoubtedly soliciting support. Vesn Td Foh, the Fenstod, passed by him, presumably having just entered the hall. He didn’t say anything to Bapah, though one of his eyes rotated back to stare at him through that disconcerting, transparent skull. 

	The circles of discussion shifted around and Bapah studied who was speaking to whom. The HaChii and the Zell were noticeably avoiding each other. That was odd. The two species enjoyed good relations and were also well-disposed to the Confederation. 

	Llo was moving from group to group; the only one of the Lilirrae seeming to be social. The others stood near the center of the gathering but did not seem to be engaging anyone; their hot chorus humming constantly. Occasionally one of the other diplomats would approach them. He could not hear the conversations from his position, of course, but none of them seemed confrontational. And they never lasted long. 

	The Farlians and Aalurians seemed to be in deep discussions. Not surprising; the two most … reticent species, if he were being diplomatic. He doubted they would support any confrontation. 

	Would he? Would the Tundra? He was not yet sure. They had chafed under the dominance of the so-called Great Powers. There were many stars; and the Tundra had taken some. But the Confederation and the Laanyr were everywhere. 

	If they had moved on them, challenged them before, they would have had little support. And little chance. But now, sentiment might turn. And perhaps they could gain allies with the resources to aid them. 

	Too bad the Singruld had not come. They had never been hesitant. Who else might they ally with? The Lilirrae, questionably. The Xihmei? Quite possibly. They had always seemed ambitious. The Tundra would have to exert some control, though. 

	Who else? The Rhonks and Scuvvads? Too commercial; too interested in profit over pride and glory. The Strade La? Ambitious, and with a martial culture. But they did not have many resources to contribute, and he was not certain they would be willing to confront the Great Powers. 

	The most likely would be the Enfedi. If they could be convinced it would be in their interest, of course. And that might not be easy. 

	Where were the Enfedi. He hadn’t seen them moving about the ballroom. He rescanned the room. There! They had taken over one of the tables on the far side. Alvadal deraHonami Ffedo was seated on appeared to be a backwards chair to Bapah. He was calmly observing the diplomatic rumble. 

	The rest of his delegation were seated around the table; undoubtedly arranged to satisfy the Phratry idea of protocol. Servants of at least three different species he did not recognize were doting on all five of them. 

	Yes, the Enfedi could be the strongest possible ally, if circumstances required an aggressive stance; assuming he could convince them, and that he could trust them. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 8: Under Magistrate Zcop Chaddoc the Crii

	 

	Shuttle Dock, the Gerald Deucy, in orbit around Capitol

	 

	Zcop Chaddoc the Crii stepped off the shuttle into the massive dock on the Gerald Deucy. His lure-lights stretched out; cramped after the tight quarters of the shuttle. He wondered how long the Sub Magistrate had taken to find such a small vessel to send him in. Dola-nan had not been happy when the order came down from the Arch-Magistrate’s office. He didn’t have any choice but to assign a liaison to a vice admiral; he considered it his revenge to assign his newest Under Magistrates to the job. 

	Zcop had stood stock still while Dola-nan listed all the things he was not to do for the Navy. It wasn’t their job to help the military. There was too much work to do. Why was the Navy sticking its spines into Law’s business? On and on. Though new, Zcop had already deduced that Dola-nan wasn’t a very cooperative person and Zcop wondered how he kept his job. 

	After the Sub Magistrate had left his desk, Zcop had accessed the Arch Magistrate’s orders. The specifications of the order were, as he had suspected, quite different than Dola-nan’s instructions. Typical of the man, Dola-nan had given him the assignment a mere two hundred suplancks (2.995 hours) before the shuttle was scheduled to depart. He had hurriedly gathered the necessary information together but had no time to review it. He had commed his togadok (wife: literal meaning hunting partner), who had to interrupt her own job, brought him a bag and he had hurried to the shuttle. 

	A Zaharone in a naval uniform stood at the bottom of the gangplank. Zcop stopped when he reached the bottom. “Permission to board?” he asked, digging into the protocol information he had hurriedly downloaded into his handheld. 

	“Granted. Highview Lieutenant, I am,” the Zahorone said. “Escort you I will Admiral Yar’Adua to see.” Zcop guessed she was a female from the soft quills running down the neck. The Lieutenant’s head bobbed and weaved; her eyes slightly extended. How could she stand that constant movement? 

	Zcop did not yet have much experience in the greater, interstellar community. When his people, the Bgam Delop, escaped the Noktson empire called the Dtankaman Ktan, they settled on a small planet, Bgomda purchased from the Tegt. Though they had been admitted as full members of the Confederation, most of the population rarely left. 

	He had joined the Shield Rekke but had yearned to do more. With his qualifications he had applied to the Law Directorate and, after extensive interviews, been accepted. For the first time he had left Bgomda. He had yet to gain wide experience with the many species, and their characteristics and habits. While he had read a great deal, it hadn’t prepared him for personal contacts. Dola-nan had kept him very busy in his short tenure at Missing Persons. Highview was the first Zaharone he had ever met. 

	Noktsons were descended from ambush predators. They didn’t move if they didn’t have to. Highview’s constant motion made his lure-lights flicker and quiver. He could not function if every new species caused him distress. He brought himself under control. 

	“Your acquaintance is welcome, Lieutenant.”  

	“This, please, the way.” The Zaharone turned and led the way from the dock. Zcop followed, stubbornly keeping his control. Highview’s constantly twitching tail testing his reflexes. 

	Inside, the ship seemed larger than it had from the shuttle’s viewscreens. The ship he had traveled to Capitol on had not been very large; it was a utilitarian transport built at Bgomda’s own small ship yard. He had expected Capitol to be large; it was a metropolis in space and meant to house and supply offices, eateries, and entertainment for several million people. This was his first time on a ship meant to be more than just temporary quarters for travelers, but a home for long stretches of time. 

	The Zaharone had taken him up dozens of decks; not quite to the centerline of the ship if his estimate was correct. They switched back and forth through several corridors until they reached a door somewhat larger than most he had seen, though it was otherwise indistinguishable from any other they had passed. 

	Lt. Highview touched an annunciator panel, then entered a code and the door slid open. They entered a small room with two small desks to either side and two marines, fully armored and armed, against the far wall: obviously guarding another door. 

	The crewman to the right, a Kazhiek ensign, asked, “Identification?” Zcop produced his identification and orders chips and handed them to the crewman. The ensign slid the chips into his terminal and studied them for a few moments. He ejected them and handed them back. 

	He touched another control and said, “Lt. Highview with Under Magistrate Zcop Chaddoc the Crii, here by appointment.” 

	“Enter,” said a dguda (tenor) voice. Zcop had made a study of many voices when he was in the Rekke training camps, and he guessed it was a human. The door opened and Highview proceeded him in. The office had a large reception area. To the left was a desk with a male human lieutenant, likely the one who invited them in. He had a pinkish skin with brown hair gathered into a bunch at the base of his skull. 

	On the right side of the room was a larger desk with the admiral. She stood as he approached. She was about average in height for a human woman, a touch taller than he was. She had deep brown skin with black hair worn in some kind of spiral ringlets. 

	Toward the back of the room was a Chode with a desk filled with various pieces of computer equipment. Zcop felt a wave of irritation, but viciously strangled it. This person was not Dola-nan and he should not feel resentment. 

	“Welcome,” the admiral said, extending her hand out in the way he had been taught was common in the Confederation when greeting someone. Some people would grasp the proffered  hand, others touched it, and some merely raised their own hands. Nokstons in general did not touch each other often; it was too reminiscent of taking prey. He raised his own in acknowledgment but left a gap between their hands. 

	“My service is yours, Admiral,” he replied. “I am Under Magistrate Zcop Chaddoc the Crii, Law Directorate, Department of Missing Persons.”

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 9: Vice Admiral Latorunwa Yar’Adua

	 

	Aboard the Gerald Deucy in orbit around Capitol

	 

	“My service is yours, Admiral,” the Nokston said. “I am Under Magistrate Zcop Chaddoc the Crii, Law Directorate, Department of Missing Persons.” Latorunwa looked the Law Directorate officer over. Noktsons were not commonly seen; she had met only one, a shop keeper on Capitol and her only for a few moments. 

	The Under Magistrate was a touch shorter than she was, dressed in a well-tailored and immaculately kept Law Directorate uniform. What she could see of his skin, his face and portions of his arms and four legs, were a mossy green in color with streaks and spots of dark red, and appeared to be made of spiraling, rough-edged scales: the color of common trees on the Nokston original homeworld. The disconcerting part of his appearance was the four lights supported by tendrils growing from his back. While they were as still the rest of him, the lights themselves glowed and shimmered. 

	“Thank you for coming, Under Magistrate,” she said. “I hope you will be able to help us. Before we can begin, however, I need you to read through the document Lt. Taylor,” she gestured to her aide, “is sending to your handheld.” 

	Zcop pulled out his device and scanned the screen. “May I inquire why I need to sign this?” he asked. 

	“Of course. We are involved in an investigation, elements of which are classified. Regulations require non-naval consultants to agree to certain provisions. I do understand that this is restrictive, but it is necessary before we can begin any work with you. I hope you are not offended.” 

	“Not at all, Admiral,” he responded. “Similar restrictions are necessary in law enforcement.” He turned his attention back to the handheld. She waited patiently while the officer read carefully through the classified confidentiality agreements. She was impressed that he was not hurrying, or, worse, signing without actually knowing what restrictions he would be under. 

	“I do have a question,” he said at last. 

	“Of course, Under Magistrate.” 

	“By the terms of this agreement, I cannot brief or share any information with my immediate superior on this matter. However, I have direction from him to supply regular briefings.” 

	“May I ask what Arch Magistrate Weliek Antarid has directed?” 

	“His direction is … different than Sub Magistrate Dola-nan’s.” 

	“Who has the superior claim to your obedience?” she asked. She had done some research on Nokstons, and specifically the Bgam Delop. Loyalty, per se, was not a concept among them. Obedience to a superior was. To her there seemed little difference; but the various sociologists she had referenced had insisted there were subtle differences. 

	“Ultimately, to the Arch Magistrate and, by extension, to the Confederation as a whole. My main concern is that the Sub Magistrate may insist on recalling me if I refuse to brief him to his satisfaction.” 

	“I see. I assume you would prefer I not contact the Arch Magistrate on this matter?” 

	“That would be less fraught.” 

	“I agree. I would suggest we not concern ourselves at this time. If it becomes an issue, I have several avenues I can pursue. Once you sign the agreement, I will gain a certain amount of authority over you. That would still create awkwardness between you and your superior; but I think I can redirect that ire toward me.”

	“You could suffer repercussions in such an event,” Zcop protested. Interesting, she thought. He had no reason to attach any loyalty to her. She gathered there was already animosity between Zcop and his boss. Did that animosity extend so far that he felt no loyalty, or trust, to the Sub Magistrate? Or did he simply believe he knew the man well enough to be concerned he would attempt to asperse her?

	“Allow me to deal with any blowback, Under Magistrate. I am not as vulnerable as you might believe.” He stared at her, likely considering the many permutations. Then he brought up his handheld and touched the screen. A moment later her own handheld beeped with an incoming message. She reviewed it and noted his signature at the bottom, followed by his service numbers. Satisfied, she forwarded the signed agreement to Evan for filing and backup. 

	With the formalities out of the way, she briefed Zcop on the Benefactor investigation to date. “So, we think you can help regarding the abducted persons rescued from Usurash and Nythan.” 

	“You are looking for patterns that may help lead you to these Benefactors; or at least open other avenues of investigation?” 

	“That would be our hope.” 

	“I will do what I can. Unfortunately, I cannot give you any information at this time. I was only given the assignment several suplancks ago. I brought files of missing persons cases with me. If you can assign me a terminal and some computer access, I can begin building a correlation study. I will need some details of the individuals you retrieved. I did have time to check on the Nythan incident and a full report is on file.” 

	“I am disappointed you did not have time to begin your analysis sooner; but I do understand your situation. I believe Lt. Taylor will be able to find you that access. We will also assign you some quarters. I will inform your superior that you will be our guest.” 

	“He will protest.” 

	“Oh, I do hope so. I enjoy knocking down obstructionist bureaucrats.”  

	“Under Magistrate,” Evan broke in, “I have your quarter assignment. I’ve sent it to your handheld. Lt. Highview will escort you there so you can settle in. I’ll have a workstation assigned to you as soon as you send me your requirements.” 

	“My appreciation for your efforts, Admiral, Lieutenant. I shall transmit my requirements as soon as I enter my quarters.”  He turned and followed Lt. Highview from her office. 

	“So, what do you think?” She turned toward Evan and Nani-te, who had left his desk and hopped up onto a stool he had called up by Evan’s desk. 

	“He is very controlled,” Evan answered. “He isn’t telepathic, but his control over stray thoughts is impressive for someone without talent. What little I got without a dive into his mind was frustration, directed as his boss and interest in the project you want him to pursue. I don’t think we’ll get quick results from him.” 

	“He did seem methodical,” she responded. Nani-te, what were you able to dig up?” 

	“He was born, or rather hatched, on Bgomda thirty-five standard years ago. He did well in his schoolwork, though he was not exceptional. Upon reaching maturity he entered the Rekke Tutoring Dens,” he looked up. “Like the Directorate Academy,” he explained. 

	“He graduated with median honors. He formally joined with his togadok, mate. They have not yet entered a breeding cycle, so have no children. 

	“He joined the Shield Rekke and served for two hands of years. Then he requested entrance into the Law Directorate. He spent a year verifying his qualifications at the Academy and officially joined the Law Directorate a year ago. He was assigned to the Missing Persons Department within forty-eight kilosuplancks (approx. 1 Terran month). 

	“His tenure there has been adequate, according to his performance reviews.” 

	“That doesn’t sound overly promising,” she said. She had hoped for someone with good skills. She didn’t think the analysis she needed would be easy. 

	“A moment, Admiral,” Nani-te said, pulling his handheld out and tapping busily on it. “Huda,” he said at last. “I just checked all the Missing Persons performance reviews. None of them rise above adequate.” 

	“That seems odd,” Evan offered. “I can’t imagine the Directorate would keep that many merely adequate officers in a single division.” 

	“Many of those officers received high to exceptional reviews from other supervisors,” Nani-te added. 

	“So, one of those managers who depresses his workers. Yet Missing Persons has a good, overall success rate. Which means either the Sub Magistrate is claiming all the credit for the department’s success; or the upper echelons of Law are aware he scores his people low and take that into account. How often are Missing Persons officers promoted into other departments?” 

	Nani-te tapped some other keys. “Frequently.” 

	“The latter, then,” Yar’Adua said. “What was his Rekke record?” 

	“Apparently, the Rekke does not use performance reviews. However, his Rekke Domineer wrote an excellent letter of recommendation; or at least that’s how I read it given the reserved nature of the Bgam Delop language.” 

	“Well, then,” she said, “I’m marginally optimistic. Let’s go back to work. We have a lot to do before Evan’s appointment tomorrow on the Thunder in the Sky.” 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 10: Greatmind Threetgsh

	 

	The Terrible Eye of the Powerful Thoughts approaching the planet Rro

	 

	The Terrible Eye was sinking toward the main, inhabited planet of the system. The little they had in their records from the L’ti Ti’tot identified the world as Rro, and the native species as the Krra Bekkex. Other than the fact that they were obviously starfaring, Imperial records had no real information about the species. 

	The wreckage from the Benefactor’s invasion floated in clouds. Nearly all the invaders had been destroyed or self-destructed. A few had accelerated out of the system, nearly perpendicular to their initial trajectory. The faux Pods Upon the Waves had also translated out. 

	The Krra Bekkex fleet had assumed an aggressive formation and he had his own vessels retreating in an attempt to diffuse the situation. His ships’ commanders had protested that order; the Empire didn’t flee. He felt the same impulses himself. The Chemosh evolved from apex predators and remained apex predators. But if he had learned anything in his many radoq (Chemosh year), playing the predator was not always the best strategy. 

	They didn’t know anything about these people. A few species might react with equanimity to an invasion, but they were few. Add his sudden appearance with a full fleet, and the two faux Chemosh vessels which he believed had accompanied the Benefactors, and the Krra Bekkex were not likely to be in a magnanimous mood. 

	He brought the Terrible Eye to a relative halt a zhadh (108) planetary diameters from the planet. “I assume we don’t have any translation files for this species?” he asked. 

	“Negative, Great Mind,” answered Wist deThon. 

	“Do we have L’ti Ti’tot?” 

	“A moment,” Wist answered. “Yes, Greatmind, we do.” 

	“Very good. Load it into our translators. Recorder, transmit using L’ti Ti’tot. Request a communication with whomever is in charge.” 

	“Acknowledged,” Recorder answered. “Initiating transmission.” 

	“Tarazh, keep close watch on the Krra Bekkex fleet. Owuth, keep us out of missile range, but gently. No sudden dives.”

	“Acknowledged,” they both answered. 

	“Tlarin, summon Sensor. I need the most thorough passive scans of Rro and the other habitable planet ynone can manage.” 

	“Be complying, Greatmind,” the First answered and pulled up his screen. 

	“I also want Linguistics up here. Who replaced Linguist?” Threetgsh did miss his former head of Linguistics. The Nam Patal had been far more empathetic than most. Tragically ynone had been one of the crew killed in the ambush at Owroo.

	“Be Powerful Mind Pdahh. Be summoning her as well.”   

	Threetgsh settled himself into his wallow to wait. He didn’t expect to get much information from the Krra Bekkex after this debacle. He would be satisfied to just still the waves and leave here with the Krra Bekkex only upset and not looking for a war. But that didn’t mean he didn’t want to get what he could. Were either of these planets the home to the Drudges? Did these people know anything about them? 

	He could not utilize active sensors. He did not need to be accused of spying while trying to ease tempers. 

	For nearly a half zheshitoq (3,888 toq or 1.08 hours) Threetgsh waited patiently. Pdahh arrived and took the not-often-used Linguistics station. Several members of his bridge crew were showing signs of impatience, particularly Zhgaass. Zhgaass was not Orgash, luckily, and responded to a simple cautionary word. 

	“Supplication regarding conversation received,” Recorder said at last. Threetgsh doubted supplication was an appropriate word, nor was conversation. Demand and berate were likely better translations, but that was typical for Recorder. 

	“Connect us,” he ordered. A moment later an image appeared on his screen, some kind of icon or symbol. This faded into an individual. He couldn’t see all of the individuals, which was typical. What he could see was cone-shaped, a light turquoise in color on what he was going to call the front side, and appearing to shade to a darker, more jade color around the back. Two eyes on short stalks rotated to observe him; the eyes were a yellow-gold color with cross-shaped pupils. Between the eye-stalks was a chevron mouth filled with small, peg-like teeth. The individual made a gurgling sound, and three flaps suddenly lifted up, exposing intricate, red and pink fleshy constructs of some kind.  

	“You,” the figure began, the flaps slapping shut, “Kbrr, identity, now, what!” Threetgsh glanced over at Pdahh. A motion of his tongues toward Recorder muted the audio. 

	“Language?” 

	“The individual is speaking in L’ti Ti’tot.” 

	“So, is his translation program off? Is ours? Or is this a quirk of Krra Bekkex’s language?” 

	“Impossible to tell at this point,” Pdahh answered. “What records I have of the Empire’s interactions with the L’ti Ti’tot don’t indicate any issues with the program. But we are dealing with a two-phase translation. Any number of errors can creep in. Until we have more data, we won’t be able to make the determination.”

	Threetgsh waved a tongue at Recorder who resumed the audio. “I am Greatmind Threetgsh Nizh go Shak of the Chemosh Empire. May I ask whom I am speaking to?”

	“No right you to grrb ask. Inform to you Kitrobboqwy Vrak U Mott.” 

	“Kitrobboqwy appears to be a title, Greatmind,” Pdahh interjected. “There is a reference in the L’tiTi’tot documentation. Best I can determine at this time it means Biggest Rock.” 

	“Kittrobboqwy, let me express my condolences for the loss of life the recent attack inflicted.” 

	The flaps rose and fell, rapidly. Vrak U Mott shivered. “You gra make kill. You muck sorry! Grkb.” Were those words the translator was missing? Or just exclamations?

	“No!” Threetgsh said, forcibly. “I did not.” 

	“Your ships! Grrb Rock ships. Flap ships. Both same time. Grkb. You ships come after. Sheer time. Not same? False see.” Threetgsh suddenly found himself grateful for the mission to D’rb; parsing their grammar gave him some practice that was helping now. 

	“That is a false correlation, Kittrobboqwy. We came here for entirely different reasons. The sphere ships which attacked you belong to a group called the Benefactors.”

	“No care name! Killers Kbrr!” 

	“The Benefactors,” Threetgsh continued, ignoring the Kittrobboqwy’s interruption, “have been attempting to spread distrust between nations for some time now. This is only the latest attempt.”

	“False! False! Your ships, trailing planets, same time. Yours.” 

	“They were not ours. Examine the drive harmonics. Your sensors are sophisticated. Compare those ships to ours.” 

	“Why? Grrb. What purpose?” 

	“They aren’t ours, that is why. They were sent to cause confusion.” 

	“No. No. Kr You are false.” 

	“Why, then, Kittrobboqwy did my pod attack the sphere ships that were attacking you? Why did they risk themselves in the fight? From what I have from the action reports my ships saved yours; and your ships saved ours. They could not talk to each other, but they both fought the same foe.

	“My ship with two escorts fought and captured one of the fake vessels on the outskirts of your system.” He leaned forward and thrashed all six of his tongues. Diplomacy was an excellent thing, but it could be taken too far. “Are you the scavengers in the slime that withhold gratitude to those who die for you?”

	The Kittrobboqwy’s flaps rose and fell rapidly. For a few toqs he didn’t, or couldn’t, speak. Finally he burst out, “Deception! Kyrr. You deceive…”

	“I do not!” Threetgsh said. “Think. I know you are angry. I would be as well. I am angry. The Benefactors have killed many and plot to kill more. They steal people from their own world and take them to other worlds to work against their will. I have five thousand people on one of my ships who were stolen.” He brought up an image of a drudge. “These people! I want to find their home. And I want to find the ones who stole them and who have killed my people and my friends’ people. Now, are you going to help me?” 

	The flap on what he identified as the Krra Bekkex’s throat opened slowly, and closed again. “Trust you not. Brrr. Go and I tell story.” Threetgsh waited for a moment before responding.

	“I would be grateful for a story.” 

	“Two seasons. Strange comes. Talks Help. Krb. Talks Support. Strange one has friend. Friend looks like picture.”

	“Friend?” 

	“Friend. Friend does much. Brrr. Strange one does little.” That sounded familiar. Not really a friend but a servant. “Friend” must either be a translation error or a subtlety of the Krra Bekkex language which wasn’t in the program. 

	“Did this strange one tell you where the friend came from?”

	“No. Told Strange one Tbr must think. Must talk. Strange One say go to location if desire help.” 

	“The Strange One gave you a location.” 

	“Did. Grbb. You go, give you.” 

	“Kittrobboqwy, you have a deal.” 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 11: Herdmaster L(l)uus Pejjelarallamushentalapes Dlenpipol Sunish Uhlok

	 

	The Kinemoot, Conciliar Kraal, Veldthome

	 

	Pejjelarallamushentalapes Dlenpipol Sunish pranced into the enclosed Kraal of the Kinemoot. Pe wore the full panoply of pe’s office, considered a mandatory for any meeting of the Kine. Pe’s tunic was made of thick jjarra (A wool-like material), dyed deep red. Over the tunic Sunish wore a black jacket of leather with vertical pleats on the body and sleeves that belled out at the wrist. 

	Over the anterior surface of pe’s forelegs Sunish had strapped on cuisse and greaves of leather with jjarra appliqués embellished with bits of brass. Over pe’s rear torso pe wore an apishamore, also of jjara with passementerie of aed. On pe’s head Sunish wore a cap of stiffened shan trimmed with metal tabs. Pe’s horns had been buffed and the herd carvings had been highlighted in zinc powder. 

	Sunish looked around the tent. It had been more than an aaroaed (a Laanyr year, about 270 Terran days) Though enclosed and covered, the Kinemoot tent had been designed to allow breezes of the nearby Kittarendoshellamish Lake to cool the Kine. The ruunianima were in heat and the complex fragrance was wafting through the tent.  Faux torchlight illuminated the interior far better than the traditional flames ever had. Along one side of the tent the semicircular Resolution Rail stood on a short platform, its ancient manjjune smooth and luminous after centuries of use. 

	Evenly spaced along the Resolution Rail were the five rostrums for the First Five Herdmasters. The rostrums were large, half-oval affairs fully equipped with computers, lighting, and recording devices. Sufficient space had been allowed behind the Rail to allow space for aides.

	Facing the rail, centered on the floor, a sixth rostrum faced the other five. Stationed at the sixth rostrum Levisaihajoshvelez Briople Dano stood ready, draped in the cumbersome drapes of the Pivot. The Levisaihajoshvelez were a small herd, required to be neutral under Laanyr Law. As the Pivot, Briople Dano would mediate the meeting, recognizing speakers and ruling on any technical dispute. Per protocol, Dano was required to be in place before any of the First Five arrived. 

	The rest of the Kine arrived in a strict order. Sunish was always grateful the Pejjelarallamushentalapes herd was senior; the first recognized and first to any meeting. Being first allowed pem to observe the other Herdmasters as they arrived, allowing pem to gauge their moods and, sometimes, their intent. 

	Sunish moved to the front of the Pivot’s rostrum and stood. Per protocol, Dano dipped pem’s head in obeisance. Protocol satisfied, Sunish mounted the platform from stage left and walked slowly to pem’s position at the far-right rostrum. Twelve li (4.4 minutes) passed. Precisely on time Arolomllapentapus Fapend Wal entered. Sunish had worked closely with Wal for many years. One of the Arolomllapentapus Herd’s areas of responsibility, pe’s veldtcare, was communications. Since naval operations were the Pejjelarallamushentalapes’ bailiwick, coordination was critical between the two herds. 

	Of course, both herds were involved in far more than their particular veldtcare. All herds were. However, in Lannyr government each of the First Five were administratively responsible for different areas of Laanyr life, their veldtcare. 

	Taking pem’s position at the next Rostrum, Wal turned pem’s head to Sunish and opened pem’s mouth wide, the fangs twitching slightly to the laughing position. Sunish returned the gesture and the two turned back to the Pivot.

	Twelve li later Kohlomandobaladatalon Hodgonda Ratal entered. Pe’s herd’s veldtcare was agriculture, livestock, and aquaculture. If anyone could be considered Sunish’s opposition, it was Ratal. Pe thought expenditures on naval activities could be better spent on increasing life-forming of new, hostile, planets to expand farming and lifestock production. Ratal was highly disciplined and did not acknowledge Sunish’s presence at the rostrum. 

	Next to arrive was Weshapantolodadans Boothana Ush. Pejjelarallamushentalapes did extensive business with the Weshapantolodadans. Ush’s Herd were primarily involved in science and technology and education. Pe couldn’t say they were friends, unlike pe’s relation with Wal, but they were congenial. They did not, however, always agree.  

	The final Herdmaster arrived a half a li late. Magathellallofondantapor Advaparta Ozo had a tendency to be distracted and was known to ignore clocks when inconvenient to pem. Sunish found it quite paradoxical; since Ozo had ascended to Herdmaster overall efficiency and timeliness had improved markedly at the many manufacturers under pem’s veldtcare. The exchequer had also become far more efficient. 

	When Ozo had taken pem’s position, the Kine waited an additional twelve li. Then the Pivot spread pem’s arms and announced, “The Kine is assembled. The Supreme Conclave is gathered.” Pe dropped pem’s arms. “The Kine welcomes L(l)uus Pejjelarallamushentalapes Dlenpipol Sunish, Uhlok to the Kraal of the Kinemoot.” The other four Herdmasters uttered the long, low rumble of formal greeting. 

	“The first item on the agenda is the question of the Family of Lystra,” Dano announced. “As the shepherd of the contact, L(l)uus Pejjelarallamushentalapes Dlenpipol Sunish, Uhlok has the right of first address.”

	“My reports have been filed with the Kine,” Sunish began. “As of yet, the Family is not seeking either membership nor a formal alliance. They are, by nature, cautious. However, we worked well together. They would be valuable as friends or as members. I believe they are worth the time and effort to pursue them slowly.” 

	The Pivot recognized Agriculture. “Two of them were not so pleasant,” pe said. “I foresee difficulties if we associate with them.” 

	“Is that not the challenge all star nations face?” Communications said. “To date only the At’t’t have been advanced enough to join us in our space. We have done well just with them. Both the Confederation and the Empire recognize us as equals. But we lack the variety of species they enjoy. There are no other species in our space advanced enough for contact. The Family would add five species to our membership. Such a goal seems well worth the time and effort.” 

	“I cannot agree,” Manufacturing said. “Do we not already have challenges with the so-called Benefactors? Nurturing a species, let alone five, barely able to leave their own system, and that only because Navy gave them technology, is wasteful. Better to increase our own resources. We already expend enough blockading the Kralk; whom, by your own report, Navy, you have recently irritated.” 

	“An interesting way of expressing the needs of a campaign,” Sunish replied, repressing the urge to twist his fangs.

	“And uncalled for,” Communication added. “The Kralk involvement could not have been anticipated. Navy’s actions were appropriate.” 

	“I agree,” said Technology. “I call the vote.” 

	A vote has been called,” the Pivot said. “Please vote on your handhelds.” Per the Kine’s rules, the Pivot waited twelve li, then displayed the results on everyone’ screen. 

	“By a vote of three to two, relations with the Family of Lystra will continue,” the Pivot announced. “I shall make arrangements for a full Kine meeting with the Family’s delegation.

	“The second item up for business is the petition from the Linook probe,” the Pivot continued. “I recognize Agriculture.” 

	“I do not see why we should respond to this entreaty. There is little we can do that we don’t already do.” 

	“The Pivot recognizes Navy.” 

	“I would hear the full message,” Sunish said. For security reasons the Kine had decided not to allow copies to be distributed. According to pe’s mate the probe had been quickly isolated and its broadcast antenna disable. The actual probe was currently in a secure, isolated facility on the tiny third moons. 

	“Surely your mate has briefed you …” interrupted Agriculture. 

	“Point!” broke in Communications. “Interruption! In addition, Navy has the right to hear any communications to the Kine; and to have it repeated at any time.” 

	“Communications is correct. Agriculture, do you have an acceptable objection?” 

	“Not at this time.” 

	“Very well,” the Pivot said. “Replay will commerce.” The Pivot touched several controls. After a moment a voice began, sounding like it was filled with bubbles. The Pivot paused the recording for a moment.

	“My apologies, Herdmaster. The original broadcast was accompanied by a translation program. If you will approve the file I am sending you, your translator will be updated.” Sunish signaled pe’s assent. It took less than a sixth li to receive the file and less to install it. When it was ready, pe signaled raised one hand, and the Pivot resumed the replay.

	“This is Inrahen, Honored Officicrat of Linook. We seek assistance. I send you this message on behalf of the people of Linook. For years, we have been beholden to the Kralk. Millions of our people gone to feed their appetites. We were strong enough to prevent their takeover; at least without them suffering unacceptable losses. So, we are trapped here; unable to leave. Forced to pay the tribute in lives and resources or suffer their wrath overwhelming their caution.

	“We know we ask much. The risks you would take are great. But our fleet is intact. We would face them on two fronts. Destroy their assets here and they will be forced to cede our liberty.

	“Attached to this message is data on the Kralk emplacements. There are also several methods to contact us. As much coordination as possible will be needed to succeed. 

	“We await your contact.” The recording ended. Sunish tapped pe’s claws delicately on the rostrum. There was silence for several long li. 

	Finally, the Pivot said,” Would Navy wish to comment?” 

	“This is a profound event. We have never believed it possible that one of the Kralk-doomed could ever send a message from within that hole. We, and the other powers, have always had to be satisfied with maintaining the blockade. We must give this plea aggressive consideration.” 

	“The Pivot recognizes Agriculture.” 

	“It would be reckless to attempt any action against the Kralk. We have blockaded them because we could not defeat them. Why should we expect to succeed now?”

	“Manufacturing is recognized.” 

	“The matter is more complex than that. With the other Great Powers we could have destroyed the Kralk. But the cost would have been high and the planets we wished to liberate would have been destroyed in the process. With Kralk on the surface, the populations could be killed at will. The Kralk would rather destroy than allow liberation. In this case, the planetary population would be able to fight. 

	“Still, I question such a campaign would be successful. Even with the Linook participation the cost would be high.” 

	“Communication is recognized.” 

	“Costs would be high,” pe agreed. “But we need not be alone. The Rivnyera, the Confederation, even others, would join us. Liberating Linook would be a sign to all that the Kralk can be pushed back. We owe it to all species in the Palelipolinanthes Spoke to take this chance.” 

	“Agriculture is recognized.” 

	“We still contend with the Benefactors. Is that not what Navy calls these nebulous enemies? Can we fight a war on two fronts? Do we endanger our own people for a species unknown?” 

	“Navy.” 

	“Agriculture calls the Benefactors nebulous, yet appeals to them to evoke a multi-front war. We must first finish with the Benefactors. But we, then, must aide the Linook.

	“I hear talk of fronts and costs. I hear appeals to favor our own. Are we ruunianima or are we Laanyr Clan Heer?” 

	“Are there more comments?” the Pivot asked. The Kine was silent. 

	“Seeing no comments, is the decision of the Kine to address the Benefactors first and then consider the Linook? Please vote.” It took only a moment, and the Pivot announced approval by a vote of three to two. 

	“Are there other comments.” 

	“The Benefactors are the more immediate threat,” Sunish said. “In that, the Kine has agreed. However, whether we then address the Linook or not, more information is required. If for no other reason, we need to verify the appeal the Linook Officicrat has made.” 

	“And how do we do that without antagonizing the Kralk.?” Agriculture countered. 

	“That is a Naval decision,” Sunish said. “I have an idea.” 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 12: DiiKii iz LiiVii

	 

	The HaChii office in the Abelman Conference Center

	 

	DiiKii watched carefully as ⅄arolo Llieora laLerarri a⅄olle entered, followed by his pet executioner, Yarorro Llo laYal a⅄oʎa. Behind the two Lilirrae, one of their blindfolded singers entered, a low humming melody accompanying the diplomats. DiiKii was gratified that the singer was following the request of the rest of the conference attendees to keep their singing low. 

	The two diplomats were dressed in complex, multi-layered robes, numerous pieces of violet and blue stones; buttons, beads, necklaces, and jewelry. It seemed far too much for DiiKii, but then he was a rather modest man by nature. 

	He glanced up at his fellow delegates. FiiBaa ix TriiBii and ChaaTii ix NoVii were both much taller than he; typical for female HaChii. Their height would help minimize any intimidation effect from the Lillirrae’s looking down at him. 

	“Please, be seated,” DiiKii said, sweeping his right gripper toward the chairs. a⅄olle daintily took his seat, placing both his hands on the table. DiiKii pondered, not for the first time, how similar the Lillirrae hand was to a HaChii gripper. Both had the same spade shape. HaChii grippers, though, did not have a solid under structure like bone, while the Lilirrae did. Lilirae also had an opposable thumb; though they did not, like many bipeds, have any fingers or similar digits, just a small, flexible tentacle at the point of the hand. 

	The singer, Roiyalo Yalaa aLi he suddenly remembered, not unexpectedly took a position to one side of the door, his soft humming continuing non-stop. a⅄oʎa, however, remained standing behind and just to the right of a⅄olle. DiiKii thought his dossier’s on Lilirrae culture were exhaustive. Apparently it was missing something that would explain the assassin remaining standing. He made a mental note to have his staff research the issue. 

	Once a⅄olle was seated, DiiKii sat, his boneless body more graceful than any osteological person. FiiBaa and ChaaTii joined him. There was silence as the delegations studied each other. This was a point of Lilirrae protocol. If FiiBaa remembered correctly, about thirty breaths was standard. He carefully counted a⅄oʎa’s breaths; a more obvious process than the non-bellows type breathing HaChii used. 

	A moment before the thirty-first breath he began. “Most Perceptive ⅄arolo, the Guidance of the HaChii Alliance is rapt to accept your call for conference. How may we be of service?” 

	a⅄oʎa dipped his head, the tentacles on the ends of his hands twining together. “Honored Colleague,” he began, his voice low and a bit raspy. “The debate in council today was disputatious. A great many intemperate disquisitional remarks assaulted all of our aural tendrils. Many accusations escaped the mouths of many delegates."

	“This is true, Most Perceptive ⅄arolo. Still, how does today’s rhetoric lead to your request for this meeting.?”

	“Enlightenment amidst the tumult of numerous, baleful cacophony can be elusive. Individual conversation is often edifying. This Humble Servant is also intrigued that the discourse of the Alliance’s representatives minimizes the likelihood of Confederation or Laanyr complicity in the unfortunate incident at Iekwax.”

	Interesting, DiiKii thought. The Lilirrae had declined the opportunity to speak during today’s round of speeches. Though he had been in the diplomatic corps since he was a youth, he not had much exposure to the Lilirrae. They were a formidable military power, at least among the smaller, independent nations. Their reputation was authoritarian, with a complex, hierarchal, political structure. They struck him as insular and a bit xenophobic. Yet a⅄olle seemed to doubt the narrative the Iq were propounding. In his experience, he would have predicted they would be at the forefront on those pushing for some kind of confrontation with two of the Great Powers of the Arm. 

	“It’s terrible,” ChaaTii broke in. “We’ve all been living under their shadow for centuries and now …” 

	“ChaaTii!” DiiKii snapped. a⅄olle’s ear tentacles were rising a bit; the most emotion DiiKii had seen in the Lilirrae since they had arrived for the Council. He struggled to keep his own color in control. He had no doubt a⅄olle knew how to read HaChii color changes; at least the broad strokes. “Most Perceptive, please excuse my young colleague. This is her first major assignment, and she has never met anyone as prestigious as Your Perception. She is a bit overexcited.”

	“The young often succumb to elation,” a⅄olle admitted. “The balance between enthusiasm and discipline is a pin beneath the compass arrow.” 

	“Indeed,” DiiKii agreed, deciding not to decipher the undoubtedly multiple meanings beneath the Lilirrae aphorism. “The Alliance sees caution as the most important quality needed at this contentious time. We have enjoyed excellent relations with the Confederation for six hundred years. We are skeptical that they would suddenly become aggressive after all that time. And if they were, why begin with a nation outside their current borders. Why not begin with those nations within their borders? Would it not make more sense to absorb the Singruld? Or the Aalurians? Or us, for that matter.”

	“It could be argued,” a⅄olle said, “that their apparent partnership with the Laanyr would recommend pursuit of additional territories outside their current borders?” 

	"That could make sense. If the Confederation and the Laanyr decided to join forces to conquer territory, they might be unwilling to allow armed vessels within their own territories.” 

	“Yes, but the painting which emerges lacks style and substance. Would you not agree?” 

	“Such an arrangement would explain the apparent incident, don’t you think, Senior Delegate?” FiiBaa broke in. DiiKii considered her point. FiiBaa was a careful thinker and she had experience in negotiations across the Arm. She could someday be him. A partnership between two powerful nations would likely be turned outward. Neither would want the other in a position to undermine their own societies. 

	Still, where would this partnership come from? The Confederation and the Laanyr were amicable, but they were not formal allies. There were reports that they were working together, and with the Empire, the Rivnyera, and the Church, on some troubling incidents around the Arm. And didn’t those reports indicate spherical vessels were involved? True, there were several nations which liked spheres as a design base. These, though, most resembled the Dark Circle vessels. But there had not been any manifestos delivered, which was typical of the Circle. 

	“No, I don’t think so, FiiBaa. The Most Perceptive is correct. Something does not fit. Why use ships that resemble the Dark Circle? Why show up in their own distinctive warships when the actual attack is carried out by those spherical vessels?”

	“You perceive the defective strokes in the dramaturgy.”

	“I do, Most Perceptive. None of it makes sense. But I do not know if we can persuade the other delegates. Many of them are already partly convinced.”

	“Why couldn’t they have done this?” Chaa Tii said. “They’re being deceptive! They didn’t expect to be repulsed at Iekwax. If they had won there, no one would know. We need to reveal the truth!” 

	Truth, DiiKii was afraid, would likely become a casualty of this council, not a beneficiary.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 13: osTetc Tsapfa Sanvin senta

	 

	Above the Abelman Conference Center

	 

	Ich floated high above the conference building, basking in the rays of the setting sun.  This world was low in pollutants, though there were a few choice bits of naturally occurring minerals in the air ich pulled through ich’s kyochuu (feeding core). 

	Being in the open air was relaxing: the lilting breeze so pleasant after the clamoring of the grounders. The enclosures the ground dwellers constructed were so confining. Their hosts had done their best to make quarters which did not feel confined; but there was only so much that could be done. The meeting arena was under the open sky, and that helped a great deal. It still was not like a soarship. 

	Both Lan De Vin Smyth and ich had space and air. Lan had needed williwaw along ich’s skin and seized the time to fly to the port and check the shuttle. But ich just wanted to float and enjoy the open air. 

	The tattoo of grounders feet echoed across ich’s skin and ich shifted to peer below. Three bipeds were crossing the courtyard. It was too far for ich’s eyes to perceive details, but the clatter of stones and the hum of simplistic melody identified them as three of the Lillerrae.

	osTetc balanced the sound of the many delegates in ich’s mind. Many, it seemed, roared outrage and hollered fear. The ebb of centuries enforced safety from the cyclonic power of the Greats. Their benevolence was assumed and depended on. Now uncertainty leads to fear. The question sounds, does the fear crescendo to belligerence? osTetc, true, played the sound of the soarships falling to the assault of grounders distressed ich. Was that sound pure?

	Ich settled and rose a few body-lengths. The extra distance should mute any more interruptions from the grounders. The sun would not be above the horizon for much longer. osTetc let ich’s mind float. Aah, the silence infused ich’s mind-pitch. Ich drifted. 

	The silence was broken by a susurration from below. osTetc rose from ich’s meditation. The sound was coming closer. Ich rippled ich’s ventral left mantle, adjusting pitch and roll so ich could see. Tetseo Ndocha, the Kaisu Mgapu Plenipotentiary was rising toward ich; heesh’s robot components configured to create four rotors. But the susurration was not just the rotors. There was something else; a crackling sound and rotating air. Ich could not see the source. 

	Patiently, ich waited until the Kaisu Mgapu attained ich’s altitude. Then ich saw the disturbed air, metallic particles, and flashes of electric arcs. One of the Kasarda’s Thunderheads; osTetc could not tell which. Why would these two seek ich out, together? 

	“The sky grows crowded,” osTetc said before either of the newcomers could comment. 

	“Wide sput. Far,” emitted the translator the Thunderhead somehow kept elevated within his volume. 

	“Ludoslaw is correct. There is easily sufficient volume for three individuals,” Tetseo added, ich’s translator interpreting the whispers of heesh’s branches. osTetc suppressed ich’s irritation at the failure of Tetseo to grasp ich’s meaning. 

	“Why did you seek me out?” 

	“We observed you in the sky. Your delegation has said little in meeting. We would know your interpretation of events.” 

	“Thinking crackle,” Ludoslaw added. “Woosh Emotions. History snap.” osTetc did not make the error of believing the Thunderheads simple. Ich’s own species, the Sora Ei, often suffered the effects of poorly designed translators. The translation programs for Thunderhead’s were more inefficient than many. Ich had noted the Berengerian translators were nearly as bad. 

	“Neither of you have contributed much to the discussion as yet,” ich countered. 

	“Data insufficient to form hypothesis,” Tetseo stated. 

	“crackle Foolish. Protects. pop Error.”

	“My colleague and I continue to spill the wind of evaluation. The Iq have a convincing argument.” 

	“No! Flash!” Lightning crackled around the three of them. Tetseo’s robotics screamed in protest and heesh dipped for a moment. Small pops of flame flared as the electricity ignited the sparse hydrogen ich had not yet collected. Instinctively, osTetc retreated back and up. Madness! Ich could burn!

	“Control.” Tetseo counseled, no emotion apparent despite heesh’s robotics nearly failing, sending him plummeting to the ground. osTetc admired the Kaisu Mgapu’s stillness. After that display of squall, ich wanted to burn the Thunderhead, if ich thought he could be burned. Ludoslaw must feel strongly in the Confederation’s or the Laanyr’s innocence. Which? osTetc knew very little about the Thunderheads.

	“You feel strongly,” osTetch said, choosing to restore stillness. 

	“snap History. Threats. Danger. sputter Concern. Protection crackle.” What did that mean? Why did the translator work so badly for the Thunderheads? When this was over, osTetc would look into that. A possibly lucrative market might be revealed.  

	“Sorrowful,” ich said. “I do not understand.” Ich turned slightly. “Do you?” ich asked Tetseo. 

	“Kasarda’s Thunderhead’s history is complex. Concisely, the Thunderhead’s were not recognized as sapient; they were believed to be an annoying natural phenomenon. The owners of the planet called in an expert to develop a method of removal. The scientist they contacted, Ushak Edward Kasarda, determined that the Thunderheads were sapient. Concerned his report would be suppressed, he contacted the Confederation directly. The Confederation forced the owners to leave and cede control to the Thunderheads.” 

	“Very noble,” osTetc conceded. “Nobility in that instance does not imply innocence in this incident.”

	“zap Chronicle. Philosophy. Nature crickle. Expectations.”  

	“Delegate,” osTetc said, “I cannot make a decision based on history. The Sora-Ei must know our Soarships are safe; that our planets will not be attacked. If the Confederation and the Laanyr will not explain why they flew with the attackers at Iekwax, then the safety we require is compromised.”

	Ludoslaw’s nebulous body roiled, but Tetseo spoke first. “The Sora-Ei’s position is cautious. Governments are not always consistent; one branch may act in contradiction to another. The Thunderhead position is optimistic; but based on their own experience, both positive and negative. Those who originally threatened them originated within the Confederation, as did the scientist who recognized them, and the naval units which ejected the miners. They supplied advisers, who, Ludoslaw says, answered questions but never intruded or advocated while the Thunderheads considered. 

	“Many things need to be considered. My colleague and I do not yet have sufficient evidence to form an hypothesis. I will point out to you, Delegate osTetc Tsapfa Sanvin senta, I submit to for your consideration that it is considered difficult to prove a negative. In addition, several delegates have posited a deliberate attempt to implicate the Confederation and Laanyr.”

	“A weak excuse!”

	“Perhaps. There is not evidence to support it. However, logical analysis must admit to the possibility of such a scenario.” 

	“crackle Truth. Snap”

	osTetc considered their words. “I am not convinced,” he said. His mantle rippled and he began to rise. “But I will keep the wind of your words in my kyochuu.

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 14: Lieutenant Evan Taylor

	 

	Aboard the Admiral’s pinnace 

	 

	“This is the Gerald Deucy pinnace Kuto Kalume, requesting docking beacon,” Evan transmitted as the pinnace approached the Cherek Ambassadorial vessel Thunder in the Sky. The Cherek vessel was immense, though not as large as the warships they had encountered when Admiral Svenkerud had them invade the Cherek system. It was more compact; a ship designed more for defense than offense. He had no doubt the Thunder in the Sky could fly out of the system and into subspace under full attack.  

	“Kuto Kalume,” came the response over the com, the burr in the voice identifying the speaker as a Cherek’othai rather than one of the human Cherek, “docking beacon activated. Projected arrival 1.3 makot (13.52 minutes).”

	“Acknowledged,” he verified. He glanced behind him at the other passengers. He had intended to make this visit alone and he had filed a request for one of the smaller shuttles. Admiral Yar’Adua had quashed that idea. She claimed she wanted to speak with Ambassador-Adiut Deroga; the request for his visit had said the ambassador-adiut would be there and offered her personal pinnace to make the flight over; and let him pilot it. 

	Anselm had insisted on coming as well. His friend had a strong protectionist streak in him that annoyed Evan a lot. After all, he was more resilient than Anselm; faster and stronger. Granted, Anselm was sneakier and more suspicious than he was, which he found a bit strange for a lay religious. Of course, Evan wasn’t Christian, so he didn’t have a lot of familiarity with lay orders. He was danLerthanu, a Xandan religious tradition which didn’t have any similar groups. 

	Aiko, Lieutenant Shimizu, had also asked to come along. He was still trying to figure her out. He had confessed a lot to her, even though she had been on the audit team under General Kyriz. The admiral had co-opted her for the mission on Ushurash; which had required her to be read into the whole Benefactor investigation. Since a lot of that was classified, she could prevent Aiko from reporting much of anything to the audit committee. Maybe the admiral was actually sneakier than Anselm. 

	Beyond that, though, she was working her way under his skin. He had to admit, he found her attractive; which was frustrating since he was also re-evaluating his relationship with Davy. They had broken up as a couple; or he thought they had. But he had been getting a lot of leakage when Davy was around. It was obvious Davy was still very interested in him. And Evan wasn’t sure he didn’t reciprocate. 

	Well, he was going to have to think about that, but there was time. Davy wouldn’t be back for another day or so. Maybe he should talk to Pansophy Sanchez? 

	Either way, he needed to put both of them to the back of his head. He was going to meet his babies for, physically, the first time. They were both in his mind all the time, of course, but that wasn’t the same as being able to hold them. A year ago, he would never have thought kids, theoretical ones at the time, could ever seem as important to him as they actually did. 

	He would never be able to actually live with them. That would mean going with the Cherek, becoming fully one of them; and he wasn’t ready for that. And he couldn’t take them in, though he was sure the Admiral would be able to work that out for him. They were fully Cherek and would be more powerful than he was. Given what he could feel of them already, he wasn’t sure he could fully control them even now. Give them ten years and they would outstrip him easily. So, for now at least, they needed to stay with their mothers. 

	He was still looking forward to seeing them. And dreading it. The whole thing on Cordwainer hadn’t been fun and he still had the occasional nightmare about it. Every so often the brands on his thighs ached, though he knew that was only a phantom pain. And sometimes he still felt Russing’s mind fading in his as his power was stripped from him. He still felt guilty that he had come away from Cordwainer, stronger and more powerful than he had ever been, and Russing was still there, laboring for the rest of his life, tongueless, blind, and … he couldn’t think about that!

	He made a tiny adjustment to line the pinnace up with the dock. “Please cut thrusters,” came the directive from Thunder in the Sky flight control. His panel chirped as the guidance laser verified alignment and a tractor attached and pulled them gently into the dock. The ship’s doors closed, and the dock pressurized. It took only a suplanck (53.91 seconds) until the pressure matched and the inner doors slid open. 

	He unbuckled and rose. The admiral said, “Be careful, Evan. I know you’re excited, and you should be. But they may have set this up to get you to go back to them. You can, if you want; but make sure you really want to. I’ll fix it for you if you need me to.”

	He nodded; a bit too nervous to say anything. Aiko nodded and Anselm smiled. He could feel their support and smiled back briefly. Then he turned and walked down the gangplank. 

	Three Chereks were waiting for them, each in a long, white robe; the typical garment Chereks wore when interacting with other humans. Chereks preferred nudity. There were human nudists within the Confederation, and at least two planets Evan could think of that prescribed it as mandatory, but most humans were uncomfortable with it. It was considered polite to wear something in public, human or not. 

	He vaguely noticed others moving about the large deck, but kept his attention on the three. He recognized the center figure; Ambassador-Adiut Deroga. He was guessing the other two were Deroga’s spouses, Alar and Oreana. 

	Evan stopped three paces from Deroga and went to one knee. He wasn’t sure why, but knew that was the expected position. He could feel a wave of disapproval from the admiral, but he couldn’t help himself. 

	“Welcome, Evan,” Deroga said. “You may rise.” He stood, composing himself like a naval officer, rather than his instinct that was pushing him to a stance with his hands behind his back and head bowed. 

	Surprisingly, Deroga laughed. “Follow Alar,” he directed. “He will take you to the visiting room and your children will be brought to you. There is a rack for your clothes there.” 

	Deroga looked at his companions. “Admiral, I welcome you to the Thunder in the Sky. If you will come with me, we can talk. Sir Anselm and Lt. Shimizu may accompany Evan if they like.” Evan glanced back and saw that Anselm and Aiko were nodding. 

	Alar gestured, and the three naval officers followed. He took them across the deck and down a long, wide corridor. They came to a t-intersection with a large door. Clear windows on either side gave them a view of the room. The door opened and Alar led them in. 

	“The rack is there,” he said. “When you are ready to leave, push the indicator here.” He gestured to a panel by the door. He left. 

	Without a word, he undressed, putting his clothes on hangers on the rack. Another door opened and two women entered; one tall and blond, the other brown-haired. Verana and Menik, he remembered, the mothers of his children. Each of them had an infant in her arms. 

	They went over to a mat and knelt down. Without saying a word, he took his place on the mat as well. His eyes couldn’t leave the babies. A girl and a boy; Lata and Dafydd. Reaching out, he took one in each arm and lost himself in their eyes. 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 15: Vice Admiral Latorunwa Yar’Adua

	 

	Aboard the Thunder in the Sky

	 

	“Please, take a seat,” Deroga said as he walked behind a large desk in his office. 

	“Thank you, Ambassador-Adiut,” she said, taking the indicated seat. She had been observing carefully as Deroga and Oreana had led her across the dock. She had noticed other Chereks about, as well as individuals of several other species; two of which were nearly human in appearance. One, though, had wings and the other was in an Encapsulated Environment filled with water. She had also seen several individuals with long, snake-like bodies and several tentacles, and a person moving about in a water basin of some kind. This person had a body resembling an oval, stepped pyramid with four pontoon legs and some kind of jawed head at one side. 

	The Confederation knew very little about the Thassocracy. Humans generally represented the actual Cherek’othai and none of these other species had ever been described or noted in any official documents she had ever seen. However, both the Cherek’othai ambassador, Fliknikn, as well as Deroga, had occasionally mentioned that the Thassocracy was a multi-species nation. She filed this away for the report she would need to make to ONI. 

	The ambassador-adiut’s desk was odd, very wide. He took a seat in the center of the desk and Oreana sat to his left, at an obvious additional workspace. Another workspace was to his right; Alar’s she presumed. So far, Deroga’s spouses had said little, but it seemed they were far more involved in official Cherek business than she had supposed.

	“You are troubled,” Deroga said once he was seated. “I assume about young Evan?” 

	“I am not happy you made him kneel to you,” she said, keeping her voice even by force of will. 

	“I don’t recall making him do anything,” Deroga replied. “However, he did perform the correct obeisance. Do not forget his status among us. We have let him return to you, and we will not prevent him from leaving here. But when he is on Cherek soil, he is not a naval officer.” 

	“Which splits his loyalty. Not the first time he has felt that tension.” 

	“We do want him to come to us, Admiral. But we will not interfere with his service to the Navy. I will guarantee that.”

	“We’ll see,” she replied. “Do you know how fearful he is that you will kill anyone who tries to hurt him?” 

	“Not quite that, Admiral. But we won’t tolerate someone trying to study him or vivisect him in an attempt to figure out what we are. I know it worries him. That’s to his credit. We want people who have a conscience. It’s vital for anyone we choose to approach. With our power, it is all too easy to be abusive. And we …” He suddenly stopped talking. 

	“What…?” she began, but he held his hand up and she waited. 

	“It seems, Admiral, we have some visitors.” He tapped some keys and a computer screen rose out of the desk. He had it set to display on both sides, and she saw a Cherek’othai appear on the screen. From the earrings, she guessed it was Ambassador Fliknikn. “For the moment, Admiral, I’m going to blank out the screen, but the Ambassador will be observing.” 

	“Wouldn’t you like me to leave?” she asked. If this was some type of diplomatic meeting, it wouldn’t be appropriate for her to be here. 

	“No, Admiral,” he said. “It would be best if you stay. This will concern you.”  

	A few moments later, one of the winged persons she had seen earlier entered. She took the opportunity to examine him more closely. Though he wore a robe like the human Chereks, she could see quite a lot. He was remarkably human in form. His chest was deeper and his feet were more like large hands. His facial features were just a bit elongated for a human, and his ears were larger, mobile, and pointed. 

	He was followed by two humans in civilian business suits. One was a middle-aged woman; her hair was worn up, light brown with a few streaks of gray. The other was a man, slightly younger, but still mature. 

	“Buzha Elbetsa Areks and Buzha Drew Cupida from the Minors Advocacy Bureau.” 

	“Thank you, Monesq. You may go.” Deroga waited until the winged person left. Then he gestured. “Please take a seat, Shenzi. May I introduce you to Vice-Admiral Latorunwa Yar’Adua of the Confederation Navy.” 

	The two took seats, Areks frowning. “We did not ask to speak to you,” she said without preamble. “We require an interview with Lieutenant Evan Taylor. Please summon him at once.” 

	“For the moment,” Deroga said, “you will speak to me.” His voice was even, but implacable. He reminded her of Richard Masters and Lima Masters; polite, well-spoken, and not to be crossed.

	“I …,” Areks began, but her companion broke in. 

	“Excuse use, Ambassador, Admiral,” he said. “We don’t mean to be abrupt. However, we have a court order that concerns the Lieutenant.” 

	“May I see those documents?” she asked. 

	“They are for the Lieutenant, Admiral,” Areks said, coldly. 

	“And according to law, Buzha Areks, a court order against any active-duty naval personnel must go through their commanding officer. You may check that if you like.” 

	She could tell Areks wanted to protest, but Cupida interjected, “Let me check, Supervisor.” He pulled out his hand-held and tapped several keys. “The admiral is correct,” he said finally. “According to the notes, the intent is to assure chain of command and adherence to the Code of Military Justice.” 

	Areks was clearly not happy, but she reluctantly took a sheaf of flims from her bag and handed them to the admiral. Latorunwa scanned the documents. Without a word, she handed them to Deroga. 

	“Those aren’t …” Areks started, but Deroga glared at her and she stopped talking. When he had finished reading them, he glanced over at the Admiral, tacitly letting her make the first response. 

	“This court order requires Lt. Taylor to yield custody of his two children to the Bureau? Is that correct?” 

	“Yes,” Areks said. “It has come to our attention that they are in a dangerous and inappropriate environment. Until the Bureau can complete a thorough investigation, the children will be in our custody. If you would summon Lt. Taylor?” 

	“You understand,” Latoruwa said, “that you are on a diplomatic vessel?” 

	“That hardly matters,” Areks countered. “Taylor is not a diplomat.” 

	“Buzha Areks,” Deroga broke in. Both Areks and Cupida turned their attention to Deroga. The Ambassador-Adiut stood, took the flims, and quite dramatically tore them in half. Both of the Bureau officials stared at him in shock, and even Yar’Adua was amazed. Flims were designed to be nearly indestructible. No one should be able to rip them. 

	“Those… those are court documents!” Areks protested. “You can’t…”

	“Buzha Areks,” Deroga interrupted her. “You fail to understand the Admiral’s point. Let me clarify it for you. 

	“First, this is an embassy. That means it is Cherek soil. Confederation court orders do not have any validity here.” 

	“Second, you are suffering from a misapprehension. Lieutenant Taylor does not have custody of his children. He does not have any authority to yield custody to you.” 

	“That… that… well, that doesn’t matter. Those children are in a dangerous situation and must be protected.” 

	“They are protected,” Deroga said. “Far better than you can do so. Their mothers hold custody and will continue to do so.” 

	“Perhaps we could talk to them?” Cupida asked, a bit of desperation in his voice. “I am sure they could be persuaded …” 

	“No, Buzha Cupida. That is not necessary. I have already spoken to them.” 

	“You haven’t …” 

	“Admiral,” Areks broke in. “You could order Taylor to persuade …”

	Latorunwa shook her head. “Order him to convince their mothers to turn them over? Putting aside the issue that I wouldn’t do that; I couldn’t do that. Any such order would be illegal.” 

	“He’s navy!” Areks protested. “He has to obey orders!” 

	“Legal orders, yes,” she agreed. “But not illegal ones. I can order him anywhere and to take any post. His family has numerous privileges and could certainly take advantage of naval housing, schooling, and so forth. But I cannot order any of them to do anything. I cannot order any servicebeing to suggest, persuade, or require them to take any action regarding their families. Nor can anyone else. That issue was decided by the Prime Court long ago and has been confirmed many times since.” 

	Areks’ mouth opened to say something else, but Deroga preempted her. “This discussion is finished,” he declared. “You may leave now.” The door opened without Deroga calling for anyone. Monesq stood there. 

	“Monesq will escort you to your vessel.” Latorunwa didn’t have any doubt that Areks wanted to protest further, but realized there wasn’t any point to it. Stiffly, she rose and followed Monesq. Cupida turned and mouthed a silent apology and followed her. 

	As soon as the door shut, Deroga brought Fliknikn’s image back up. “Well, done,” the actual ambassador said. “Thank you, Admiral, for supporting Deroga.” 

	“My pleasure, Ambassador. Though it seemed very odd. How did they know we would be here? And who would make a complaint about the children?” 

	“I would guess someone was monitoring the Naval Communiqué Hub. Someone who would like to gain control of one of us.” Her eyes narrowed. The tone of Deroga’s voice indicated he was doing more than guessing. “I would postulate,” he continued, “this person, or persons, might consider they would have more luck taking an infant or two from an environment considerably less protected than a super dreadnought.” 

	Deroga looked her directly in the eyes. “Buzha Areks was thinking a great deal on how disappointed Admiral Adrian Thorson was going to be.
 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 16: Lieutenant Shimizu Aiko

	 

	Aboard the Thunder in the Sky

	 

	Aiko watched Evan walk over to join the two young women and the babies on the mat, completely oblivious to his nudity. She had reviewed his personnel file when General Kyriz had organized the audit. He was born in Novmelb, on New Lincoln, a majority Human/Xandan world. After hearing Evan’s story, she had done additional research. There weren’t any nudists groups she could find on New Lincoln. Which didn’t mean Evan’s family hadn’t practiced it privately; or that Evan just liked it, but she hadn’t found any evidence of that. 

	So, did his experiences on Cordwainer lead to his unconcern? He’d been naked there for several days. He had told her about that, and it was in the statement he made to Admiral Yar’Adua; the redacted version, anyway. When off-duty he did have a rather languorous attitude to dress, though he was always neat and polished on duty. 

	Evan knelt on the mat and the women handed the babies to him, one to each arm. She could feel wonder and joy wash over her. She was surprised she could feel it. Evan’s shields were normally impenetrable to her. Why would he lose control now? Just the babies? She found that hard to believe. In the short time she had known him, he never lost control of his powers. Sometimes he let things out, when he wanted to let others know how he felt or that he was comfortable with them. 

	She didn’t think he was all that comfortable around the Cherek, despite the nudity. And she knew he loved the children. His eyes lit up whenever he spoke about them. But there was something about the mothers that bothered him a great deal. He had never told her how he had gotten involved with them; the subject made him nervous. Yet here he was, among these powerful telepaths, letting his emotions flow out of his shields. 

	And maybe that was the answer. She couldn’t penetrate his shields, but they could. No matter how tight he made them, they were far stronger than he was. If they wanted to, they could read him through the shields. Telepathy was so innate to them; they likely wouldn’t think twice about it. So why shield when they could read him anyway? 

	He wasn’t bothering, then. But she was feeling tension in his thoughts, despite the delight in holding the babies. She had no doubt about the source. The mothers. His feelings about them were uncertain, cautious, even fearful. 

	She pulled open her tunic and grabbed a hanger from the rack. Anselm’s head jerked to look at her, then turned away just as quickly. “Aren’t you going to undress?” she asked as she began pulling off her boots. 

	“I am not!” he said, stiffly, keeping his head turned. Despite the constant buzz she heard whenever she opened her mind to him, she did get a sense of approval from him. He still wouldn’t look at her. 

	Naked, she walked to the mat, doing her best to appear calm and confident, and knelt next to him. Both of the women’s eyes tracked her. “This is the one in your thoughts,” the taller, blond woman said. “She is sturdy, confident, comfortable. She has many questions.” She rotated her gaze back to Evan. “I approve.” 

	“Oh, Verana,” said the shorter, auburn-haired woman. “Can’t you relax just a little? Aiko; can I call you Aiko?” Shimizu gave her a slight nod. “Let me apologize for Verana. She doesn’t do emotions well. Do ask any questions you have. I’ll answer. I’m Menik, by the way.” 

	“Why did you have children with Evan?” she asked bluntly. “You didn’t know him.” 

	“We’re a rather closed group,” Menik said. We have to be careful who we let in. Our … abilities are tempting; intoxicating.” 

	Her face was quite serious. “You have sayings about this, don’t you? ‘A Hammer must be used.’, ‘Strength rules’, “Power corrupts.’ Many cannot handle what we have. We think Evan has the strength, the morality, to handle what we are giving him. Some of that is how he was raised; but some is also in the blood; the genetics. He is … desirable for that reason.” 

	Aiko looked over at Evan. He seemed to be ignoring them, rubbing his nose against each baby in turn. “You’re not shy about saying this in front of him.” 

	“He can’t hear what we’re saying, Aiko,” Menik said. “He’s distracted and we’re editing his ears at the moment.”

	“I see,” Aiko said. “So, he’s just a sperm donor, is that it?” 

	Menik frowned. “No. His need to know and love his children is part of why he was chosen. If he found it easy to ignore them, they wouldn’t be.” 

	“But you don’t love Evan, do you?” 

	“No,” Verana said, bluntly. 

	“Verana!” Menik scolded. “Again, I apologize. Verana doesn’t love anyone, except Lata and her other children. Yes, she has several. So do I. I like Evan a great deal. I wouldn’t mind exploring a permanent relationship with him. He’s strong, sensitive, a bit bull-headed, and cute; all things I find quite attractive. But I don’t really think he would be interested in me. 

	“He certainly loves the children. You can see that. Hear it in his voice. We are both quite satisfied with that. He is certainly free to pursue other interests.” Menik seemed smug about that statement. Aiko filed that away for later consideration. 

	“Aiko seems quite nice, Evan. How long have you known each other?” Apparently Evan’s ears were back to normal use.  

	He currently had the boy nestled on his lap and was pressing the little girl like a weight, laughing when she seemed to giggle. She wasn’t sure a baby that age could actually giggle, but she didn’t want to destroy his illusions. “Not long,” he said absently, his attention still on the baby. 

	“And are you getting along?” What was Menik up to? Was she trying to play matchmaker?

	Evan didn’t seem to see anything odd about that question. “Just fine,” he said. 

	“And your oh-so-modest companion over there?” 

	“Anselm?” Evan said, switching the girl for the boy. The person in question was standing back from the mat, rather stiff with his arms folded over his chest. His expression was stern, but she couldn’t help thinking there was just the slightest upturn to the corners of his mouth. 

	“He’s a bit of a prude. All this skin makes him nervous. But he’s my friend.” 

	“Best friend?” Menik asked. 

	Evan actually stopped pressing the little boy for a second, considering. “I’m not sure I have a best friend,” he said. Aiko was a bit surprised. She would have guessed Anselm was solidly in that position. “He’s in the top two, though,” Evan continued. 

	“There is someone you’re not sure of yet?” Menik said. “Maybe more than one someone?” 

	“Now, you are tormenting him,” Verana interrupted. “We’re here for the ba …” She stopped talking suddenly. Menik, too, seemed to be listening to something. 

	“What’s wrong?” Evan said, cradling the boy against his shoulder. 

	“Deroga has visitors,” Verana said. 

	“Nasty ones,” Menik agreed. “At least one of them.” 

	“Who?” Aiko said, just beating Evan’s echoing question. 

	“You need to talk to your admiral,” Menik answered. “I’m sorry, Evan. I think you should get dressed and go now. If you can come back while in-system, you’re welcome.” She looked Evan straight in the eye. 

	“I am proud you are Dafydd’s father.” 

	“I concur,” Verana said, taking the girl from him. “Come again.” Menik leaned over and gave Evan a quick, chaste kiss on the cheek. 

	“We will remain here until your ship leaves the system. You are welcome anytime.” 

	“Let’s get dressed,” Aiko said, rising to her feet. Evan joined her. Anselm held out their trousers, his eyes carefully averted. As they dressed, Aiko watched Evan carefully. He seemed depressed, even with the news his children would be close for a while. She hoped he would cheer up soon. He was usually so upbeat and energetic. His emotions regarding these people seemed contradictory. Without thinking about it, she stepped up to him and kissed him soundly on the lips. Not a peck, not sensuous, just a quick, heart-felt kiss. She turned and walked quickly away, noticing Anselm’s approving nod. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 17: Greatmind Threetgsh

	 

	Aboard the Terrible Eye, approaching the Ring of Pearls in the WaoorIiouuParah IyoUn

	 

	Threetgsh continued to stare with amazement at the system they were approaching. There were only five planets, according to their instruments. But there were four separate asteroid belts, sparse as such things go, outside the orbit of the fifth planet. And two within the orbit of the first. The first planet was a large, rocky world with a largely oxygen/nitrogen atmosphere, laced with ammonia and some other unusual gases. The second was a more typical rocky planet, like Chemosh, but with a thin atmosphere. The last three were all gas giants. 

	By itself, not that unusual an arrangement. Planetary systems varied widely, and many didn’t fit any particular theory of planetary development. What was most amazing were the artificial worldlets spaced along the orbits of the first and second planet. 

	If they were bigger, he might have thought they were Rivnyera worldships. But these were smaller; about a third the size of Chemosh. He had authorized full active and passive sensor suites to study the system. According to the reports from Sensor’s team, the worldlets had small maneuvering engines, but they were not capable of moving the worldlets beyond small orbital adjustments. 

	There was a lot of traffic between the worldlets and all the worlds of the system. So far, though, they hadn’t detected warships. There were a lot of freighters and smaller vessels. In addition, there were a dozen different ship docks in orbit around the gas giants. 

	Sensor’s team had identified one as potentially a Benefactor facility. The Terrible Eye was watching that facility closely. As yet, no unusual activity has been detected. Benefactor ships had hidden before; keeping their ships unpowered and attached to natural bodies. While the asteroid belts were sparse, there were enough rocks big enough to hide surprises. 

	For this approach, he had his most senior officers at their stations. He had asked Her to be present as well as Iee-YAHR-utat, head of their new covert squad. 

	“Great Mind,” said VriiiNaaDuuu, “Incoming transmission.” Finally. He had deliberately not made any attempt to contact anyone in the system. He wanted to force them to make the dive first. 

	“Language?” he asked. 

	“Language matches the translation program supplied by the Krra Bekkex, Great Mind.” 

	“And the only language it maps to that is in our databases is L’ti Ti’tot. Let us determine if the result is better than our last attempt. Put it on screen.” 

	“Apologies, Greatmind. Voice only.” Interesting. Were they trying to hide something? There were species that did not like transmitting their images. There was very little information on this species. 

	“Put them on,” he commanded. 

	“Greeting? … Greeting? … Unmatched vessels respond. … Greeting?” 

	“This is Greatmind Threetgsh Nizh go Shak of the Chemosh Empire. Identify yourself.” 

	“Ah, good. Good. We feared a failure to communicate. Calm Floating. This speaker - iiii - Comptroller of   WaorrIiouuParah Agglomerate,” Was that high pitched whine a translation artifact? Or just a word not recognized? Their conversations with the Krra Bekkex had suffered from similar issues; the reason not yet resolved. 

	“How may we direct service for you? Products abound. Ask, and we shall direct; all fees reasonable.” 

	“For the moment, we require a meeting with you.” 

	“Oh, this facility, not the policy. We - iiii - operate solely on remote communications. Understand I am sure realize.” 

	“Oh, yes,” Threetgsh answered. “We understand. Zhgass?” 

	“Source confirmed and targeted, Greatmind.” 

	“Very good. Comptroller, you will board a shuttle and travel to a point five hundred thousand processions (72,000 kilometers) from my vessel. Once we have verified that your shuttle is unarmed and not designed to blow up, my team and I will join you and we will talk.” 

	“Not possible. If you do not - iiii - wish our services, I must request you leave.” 

	Threetgsh continued. “Fail to comply with my order within four zhepsatoq (1.44 Terran hours) and I will destroy your station.” 

	“Now, now, don’t be - iiii - hasty. I’m sure we can …” 

	“Three point nine nine zhepsatoq.” 

	“But - iiii - we aren’t …” 

	“Three point nine eight zhepsatoq.” 

	“I’m coming! - iiii - I’m coming!” 

	“Do enjoy your flight,” Threetgsh finished. The communication shut down. 

	“Sensor?” 

	“Indications congruent shuttle launch in preparation.” 

	“Keep me apprised.”

	“Be impressed,” Tlarin, the Terrible Eye’s second said, the green Guayk turning from his station across the bridge. “Be uncertain still plan will work.” 

	“It may, or it may not, Second. But I am very tired of subterfuge. I’m tired of being lied to and diverted. I am angry that two transports full of people who have done nothing are deprived of their home. I will have answers. 

	“These Benefactors, and if that isn’t a corruption of language I will sink and drown, have stolen people, killed people, attempted to turn friend against friend, and spread chaos through this arm. They will be caught. They will be killed. They will be eaten.”

	Threetgsh took a moment to ease his gills and quiet his mind. Tlarin was not at fault here. “Sensor, has your team completed its analysis of the structures?” 

	“Greatmind, process assigned to Stable Mind Sarban.”

	“Sarban?” Threetgsh said. 

	“Greatmind.” Sarban answered. “The Sensor team has consulted with Inquisitive Mind Pri Nior. With an accuracy of eighty-seven percent that the structures are in excess of three thousand radoq (thirty-five hundred Terran years) in age.

	“Analysis indicates a technology level close to our own, though we believe it to be slightly less. We do not see indications of weapons on the worldlets. Two of the ship docs indicate armament beyond that required for construction.”

	“Stable Mind Bucgets,” Threetgsh turned to the Chemosh Tactical Officer, “your evaluation of the armed shipdocks?” 

	“The dock we have tentatively identified as a Benefactor station is heavily armed. Missiles and energy weapons. If we were to assault it with our current strength, Tactical could not guarantee a victory. Regardless, casualties and damage would be extensive. 

	“The other dock is only lightly armed. It would be easily defeated with minimal reciprocal damage.” 

	“Can the dock maneuver?” 

	“No, Greatmind. It is only equipped to correct orbital parameters.” 

	“And what is the range of its weapons?” 

	“Energy weapons estimated to have a range of one million processions (144,000 kilometers). We are less confident of our estimate of their missile currents, but we strongly doubt it is greater than seven million processions (1,008,645 kilometers).”

	“And are any ships in that dock capable of coming to us?” 

	“Greatmind, most of the ships are in the early stages of construction. They are incapable of movement. There are five that have at least sub-light engines installed and partial subspace rings. These ships have sufficient weaponry to engage us and the drives to reach us. However, we have seventy-five percent confidence they do not have operational shields. Two seem to be nearly ready for launch. They may be sufficiently complete to be operational. However, they are only the size of zhes-ped vessels.” 

	“The pod has little to fear from only seven zhes-ped vessels, even if armed beyond the typical.” 

	“I am not sure I understand, Duke-above-me,” Her asked.  

	“Only the ship dock is a threat to us. It cannot reach us unless we approach it. The vessels it currently has are not a threat to us. We can interdict any resupply for the station and, in effect, starve them out. 

	“K’Likap Nitak, prepare to examine the WaorrIiouuParah shuttle. I want a guard ready to accompany me and my team.” 

	“Greatmind, do not eat me, but I would prefer you stay on the Terrible Eye,” the Teeth commander protested. 

	“I appreciate you concern, Shredding Mind, but I will be there. Her, utat, you will join me. Summon Penetrating Mind Voofra Nalet. A telepath will be useful. And Moran will also be useful. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 18: Emerging Mind Her Honrew

	 

	Boarding the WaorrIiouuParah shuttle

	 

	The Greatmind’s party strode down the umbilical joining the Imperial shuttle and the vessel of the WaorrIiouuParah. Two of the Teeth were on station at the entry into the vessel, a large, intimidating Vrn Tk and the much smaller, but no less terrifying D’Telehol, the latter in full armor. 

	Her was in his own armor, as was utat and the Greatmind himself. The Penetrating Mind had chosen not to wear any; Her didn’t think he even had any. Moran had also refused armor. Her had met many people, and he was still having trouble thinking people as opposed to creatures, since the Greatmind had brought him on board. The Greatmind, himself, was immense and could be very scary. He had talked with several of the Teeth. He respected the massive Vrn Tk and the small, but vicious D’Telehol frightened him. But he was most fearful of the tiny, brightly colored, Guayk. It was a feeling he didn’t feel for the other Guayk he knew, the Second, Tlarin, who was stern and businesslike, but who actually projected care and concern. Moran was just cold. 

	Both this shuttle, and the Imperial one, were much larger than the one that had first brought him into space and he was impressed with the comfortably large corridor. Granted, there were only six cabin doors, three to each side, and a larger room beyond; or so K’Likap Nitak had reported. Two Vrn Tk Teeth proceeded them down the corridor, their massive bodies crowding even the generous corridor. Two D’Telehol followed them, the many eyes along their jaws scanning all directions. 

	The Teeth had scoured the shuttle for traps and tricks for nearly a zheshitoq (2.16 hours). Her had taken to pacing back and forth in the Imperial shuttle’s cabin while the Greatmind had sat quiet and still the entire time. Voofra Nalet and utat had conversed in low voices and Moran had silently sharpened his many weapons. Her was a bit embarrassed he couldn’t sit so still; Bhom were generally a bombastic people, but Her had tried to emulate the other officers on the Terrible Eye. At their next private meeting he would have to ask the Greatmind for some advice; or perhaps he should approach the Dharga, the Consul of Nobility and Spirit. 

	A Vrn Tk at the end of the corridor opened the door to the large cabin at the end of the corridor. Several individuals of different species were standing against, and in one case clinging to, the walls, carefully watched by D’Telehol Teeth. But Her’s attention was centered on the individual floating in the center of the room. Yes, floating. 

	This person had a oval head with four eyes, two rather large and the other, upper eyes smaller. It had three short, flexible tubes, like the trunk-noses of the derhd, a pest on Bohm. The trunks were arranged vertically along the centerline of the head and graduated upwards in size from top to bottom. He couldn’t see the rest of the body. It was dressed in a complex robe; the hem ending nearly 2 un (18.3896 cms.) above the deck. It had two arms enveloped by sleeves. Each hand had two fingers and a thumb. A sharp, pungent odor wafted from the being. 

	The Greatmind had designated him as his herald for this encounter, so he stepped forward, his hammer in hand. Threetgsh had told him to be as official as he could be, so he pounded the shaft of his hammer on the ground and announced in his deepest voice, “I am Her Honrew Dafbha Ngar, Baronial Squire, Greatmind Threetgsh Lgarv gotha Bhom algo Toran go Vodthag Morzhal go Nizh go Shak (I am Her Honrew, Emerging Mind, Baronial Squire, Envoy to Bhom from Greatmind Threetgsh, Duke of the Blue Green Tower of Toran). Attend him! You are?” 

	The stranger had seemed to sink closer to the ground as he spoke, but rose slightly. Sounds came from all three of the trunks. “This speaker Comptroller - iiii - of  WaorrIiouuParah Agglomerate, name NomOiouLahd. Protest, nonaggressive we.” 

	Ignoring the protest, despite the irritated screech in the middle of the statement, Her turned back to Threetgsh. “Greatmind, the one before you begs not to be EATEN!” Her deliberately emphasized the last part of the ritual. 

	Threetgsh waited more than twice his usual time to consider the request. “My hunger is not particularly great at this time. You may proceed.” Her noted the added word, “particularly,” to the formula. He continued. 

	“Duke-Above-Me, the petitioner behind me is the Comptroller for this system and the WaorrIiouuParah Agglomerate. He claims his name is NomOiouLahd.” The Greatmind had decided on a strategy of aloofness. Her would act as his mouthpiece, while the Greatmind observed. Utat, Moran, and Voofra would watch for any duplicity from the Comptroller or any of the others. 

	“You may proceed, Emerging Mind.” Her turned back to the Comptroller. 

	“You have a title which translates as ‘Comptroller’,” Her began. “What does that mean? What is the level of your authority?” 

	“Authority? -iiiuuu- “All. The String, the worlds, all” That screeching was coming from the smallest trunk, Her observed. When the Comptroller spoke he used all three trunks. Interesting.” 

	“And what is the string?” Her asked, though they believed they knew. The Krra Bekkex Kitrobboqwy had included that information with the data stream he had sent them. Threetgsh, though, wanted to be sure that information was accurate.

	“The string, the pearls, our business. -iii- For fees ones lease a pearl. For percents -aaa- ones can make or sell.” 

	“You rent the worldlets? Is that correct?”  

	“Yes, yes, -iii- I said.” 

	“And the planet is yours?” 

	“Ours yes. From ancient times, six hundredths galactic rotation.” Her wasn’t sure how long that was and turned to look at utat; he was sure it would spoil the arrangement if he questioned Threetgsh. utat gestured and visibly turned off her translator. Her did the same. 

	In bad Chemosh, utat said, “One hundred twenty-eight thousand radoq (approximately 150,000 Terran years).” That, Her thought, was a very long time. He wanted to ask the Comptroller a lot of questions, but those didn’t have anything to do with why they were here. Maybe later. 

	“And the shipdocks? Around the gas giants?” 

	“Yes, those two. -iii- Lease them too.” 

	“You built them?” 

	“We built all, all. All the same.” 

	“They are all the same? They don’t look the same.” Pri Nior had reviewed the details they had scanned of all the worldlets and docks. Numbingly. Her couldn’t remember a fraction of those details. But what he thought important was that they were all different. Was the Comptroller lying?

	“Well no. -iiiaaa- Lessees customize. All customize.” 

	“Do you know how.” 

	“No, No. Lessees business. Whatever they want. Just no weapons. -iiii- That’s the rule.” 

	“And do you inspect those worldlets?” 

	“No. No. Why” 

	“Because at least ten of them have weapons installed. As do two of the shipdocks.” 

	“No, no. They cannot be. -iii- Against the contracts.” Could he be that naive? The Kitrobboqwy had said the WaorrIiouuParah had such a reputation. They were scrupulously honest; and they assumed everyone else was as well. Her wondered how they could hold that delusion. Young as he was, and he wasn’t yet out of adolescence, even he knew not to blindly trust everyone; at least not without experience with them. 

	“Let’s plow the drift.” Her pulled a large handheld from his armor storage bin and held it out to the Comptroller, the image of one of the drudges filling the screen. The Comptroller floated upward a bit to look closely at the handheld.

	“Oh!” the Comptroller said, “Item 26508 from Pearl 138. Yes, -iiuuii- you wish more? We can facilitate an introduction.” 

	“You … sell them?” Her asked, forgetting for a moment to be more unemotional and rumbling.

	“The client who leases Pearl 138 sells them. We …” 

	“Your client sells them,” Threetgsh interrupted, his voice deep and dangerous. He stalked forward. The Comptroller attempted to retreat backward, but Her grabbed one of his thin arms and held him in place. The Greatmind’s mouth opened wide and all six of his tongues writhed out, wrapping themselves around the Comptroller’s head. Her had never seen this. The Chemosh did use their tongues to gesture and indicate. From time to time he had seen them caress another, especially the Nam Patol. But he had never seen anyone use all six of their tongues like that; and he thought he had come to know Threetgsh well enough to understand he was enraged. 

	“Understand, Comptroller,” Her improvised quickly, “your life, the life of your planet, dances on the water.” Her deliberately used the Chemosh expression, hoping the Comptroller would understand from where the threat was coming.  “You will render all help we require to liberate these people. You will produce detailed plans of Pearl 138. You will cooperate with all actions to neutralize the ‘lessees.’ You will not warn them of any actions we plan. And you will accept Imperial monitors who will review all the pearls and determine if others must be impounded.” 

	“But -iii- that is interference,” NomOiouLahd protested, “You can’t -iiii- interfere. Your laws …” 

	Threetgsh spoke before Her could, despite the Greatmind’s tongues still surrounded the Comptroller’s head. “The Empire interferes. You will not question it. You will only obey!” 

	Her trembled a bit, though he knew the Greatmind’s anger was not directed at him. In truth, the Greatmind took great care to minimize interference. Though he had annexed Bhom into his duchy, that was only to protect them. He had insisted that the Bhom govern themselves. They already had a seat on the Krat Go Flig and a representative on the Ducal Advisory Council, so he knew the Greatmind was exaggerating the Empire’s willingness to interfere. But his own studies of Imperial Law, which Threetgsh had insisted Her pursue, verified that it wasn’t actually forbidden, just discouraged. And he could live with that. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter19: Swarmlord Mlanipotlad

	 

	Aboard the Scream of Fury inbound into the Rentold system

	 

	Mlanipotlad studied the forward screen intently as his Infestation fell into the two-planet system the Confederation called Rentold. The system star was a dim, orange sun. The first planet was a hot rock; the second was, according to their sensors, a hot, but life-bearing world. They only had a few reports from their merchant-eyes which described it as mostly scrub with sparse forests and no perceptible ice caps. 

	The inhabitants were colonists; there wasn’t an indigenous, sapient species. The world was a source for a wide variety of minerals and a few medicinal substances. Two small orbital platforms hovered over the second planet. A number of freighters were in orbit, as well as a fair number of smaller vessels. They had marked four military vessels: three destroyers and a light cruiser. 

	It was disappointing. Mlanipotlad had wanted to take Manlen as their first target. It had been at Manlen that the Confederation had stopped the Singruld’s rightful assumption of control. But the Lorahkordreshud had ruled otherwise. Manlen was too well protected, they had decided. The Manlen contribution to Singlayruld (the concept that the Singruld will rule over all.) would have to wait. The Protectorate could not afford a defeat. 

	For this first thrust only three infestations would swarm. Baalatladlar’s Infestation would invade Mesh and Ifetlimedl was at Tsiss Yans’ Perch. The rest of the Ygteses Cuat would keep their Infestations in place, ready to defend the Protectorate if the vermin dared to retaliate for their rightful defeat. 

	Mlanipotlad reviewed his order of battle. His pedipalps quivered in frustration when he noted the hole where the Sogotl Ysuz should be. He regretted the One Seventeenth Sitliniatl was no longer flying rendering his desire to chew his head off moot. Sitliniatl’s fall to the Confederation’s Gerald Deucy and the Hosts of the Mlingxigul (Singruld name for the Vishusn people) had embarrassed him. 

	Sitliniatl had simple orders. He was to inspect the mine on Mlingxigul. Then he was to escort the human admiral, Svenkerud, to the Tanner facility for adjustment, then take him to the Benefactor staging base in the Deedhon system. According to the reports he had reviewed from the survivors, the One Seventeenth had sent two fangstings to Mlingxigul as ordered. 

	However, while they were in route the sensors on Sitliniatl’s ship, the Sogotl Ysuz, had detected a surface transport approaching the area of the mine. Instead of simply having the fangstings land elsewhere and wait for the ground visitors to complete their business, Sitliniatl had ordered the fangstings to destroy the ground vessel to be destroyed by missiles. 

	That, of course, had attracted the ire of the Mlingxigul natives. They had sent vessels to attack the Sogotl Ysuz. By themselves, they were not a great danger. But a Confederation vessel had gotten involved as well. Unfortunately, the survivors did not know which one, though Mlanipotlad guessed it was the ship of Yar’Adua. 

	Between the Confederation vessel and the Mlingxigul forces, the Sitliniatl had been destroyed. The two fangstings on the surface had been able to escape. One of them had followed instructions to transport Svenkerud while the other had returned to Kombuald.

	The entire incident had forced the Singruld to endure the tiresome protests of the Confederation and the Mlingxigul natives for violations of their foolish territorial boundaries. Mlanipotlad had dumped the details on one of his minions; he didn’t recall which at the moment. But the loss of the Sogotl Ysuz vexed him. 

	A Cahii dolng ngor sadl entered the command cavity. Silently, she placed the bowl of ngalapt to his right, the rich, complex fragrance suffusing his pedipalps. He took a moment from his study of the upcoming battle to caress the dolng ngor sadl with two of his hands. She was a barely sapient servant; but she was skilled and loyal and he took care of his own. 

	“Ocht hu Cuat,” the Transcendent Antennae interrupted, “the ymsadl have assumed an aggressive posture.” Mlanipotlad turned his attention back to the screen. The cruiser had taken up a position directly between the planet and the Infestation. The three destroyers were moving assuming a triangular arrangement around the cruiser. The projections on the screen indicated their final positions would be equidistant from the cruiser, each approximately five shudkilodlog (app. 100,000 kms.) away. A fairly simple formation. Each of them would be within the standard Confederation missile envelope and able to defend each other. 

	“Several of the smaller vessels are moving to join the defenders,” the Antennae reported. 

	Interesting, Manlipotlad thought. Did the little vessels think they could snap the wings of the Infestation? If so, he had to admire their courage, if not their intellect. 

	“Distance?” he inquired. 

	“Fifty-two shudkilodlog,” the Trigger answered. Two shudkilodlog until the Infestation was within the Confederation’s likely envelope; but nearly five until he could fire. Another irritation with the Confederation ymsadl hua Dolng ngor sadl hua uzcl pend (wingless workers who hare in denial); they dared to have superior technology. The Benefactor’s gift of following through the below space was useful; but not as useful as direct weapons would be. Something to address with them when the Singruld conquered them in their turn. 

	They were at the extreme range of the fangstings. For a moment he considered releasing them to tenderize the meat. But no. He would need them to address the planet’s inhabitants. They would have to weather the smaller ship’s assault. 

	“Order the Infestation to increase their separation. Continue to close at current speed. Trigger, prepare firing solutions for the cruiser. Direct the rest of the Infestation to split the destroyers between them.” 

	“Yes, Ocht hu Cuat.” The Trigger bent to his consoles. As the range narrowed, the small vessels split up, between three and five flanking each of the military vessels. The rest of the flotsam were fleeing the system.  Additional small vessels continued to launch from the planet. Undoubtedly they were evacuating the population; but there was little chance any significant number could be removed. The geometry was not going to allow the Infestation to intercept most of the escapees. A few might be reachable, but he did not considerate it worthwhile to deflect any of his Infestation. 

	The Infestation crossed the surface of the Confederation missile envelope. He had ordered shields up and counter-missiles prepped, but the Confeds did not fire. There were a number of reasons he could see why. Ultimately, it did not matter. Eventually, they would. He ordered the launching of the fangstings. 

	They continued to advance and, when the Gotl Ngor Ysod (Scream of Fury), crossed forty-eight thousand four hundred and ten shudkilodlog the four military vessels fired. Nearly sixty missiles had been fired. 

	“Targets?” 

	“Half of the missiles are targeted at the Gotl Ngor Ysod,” answered the Eyes. “The rest are spread across five other targets.” 

	“Deploy fangships. Ready counter-missiles.” The fangships were spread out upon launch. All of them would not be able to engage. Mlanipotlad estimated they would intercept forty percent of the missiles. He watched the plot while dipping into his second bowl of ngalapt. He was pleased. The fangstings took out sixteen of the thirty incoming missiles. Excellent. He noted which fangstings had engaged and made a notation to commend the crews. 

	Counter-missiles intercepted twelve of the others. Two exploded just off the Gotl Ngor Ysod, causing minimal damage. One shield generator blew and a tertiary weapons port was destroyed. 

	As they crossed the Infestation’s envelope, he ordered a flight of fifty missiles, all directed at the cruiser. The opposing vessels responded, mustering only forty missiles this time. As he had expected, they were not heavily armed. The other vessels of his Infestation targeted the destroyers, releasing twenty missiles at each. 

	His fangstings repeated their excellent work and took out fifty five percent of the incoming missiles. The Confeds missiles flew faster, so their remaining missiles reached his perimeter more quickly. Only one reached his vessel, exploding just off his ventral plane. The explosion crumbled a few hull plates and vented one section to vacuum; but there were minimal casualties and no reduction of the Gotl Ngor Ysod’s efficiency. 

	The destroyers and the cruiser were not large enough to have small attack craft. They were entirely dependent on shields and point defense. They made gallant efforts, he had to admit. However, two of the destroyers were completely destroyed. The third lost all propulsion and the cruiser’s weapons were destroyed and had gaping holes open to vacuum. 

	“Order the supplemental vessels to destroy the hulks. Fangstings will clear out the small vessels. Keep one drill of fangstings in reserve.” He watched his plot as his orders were carried out.

	“Ocht hu Cuat, the planetary government is transmitting a surrender.” 

	Good, he thought. Confident that the opposing forces were no longer a threat, he ordered. “The reserve drill is to proceed to the planet. They are to pick one population center; not the capital. Destroy it. Completely. Then I will consider their surrender.” 

	 

	  

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 20: Alvadal deraHonami Ffedo

	 

	The Abelman Conference Center in the city of Ruach Yerushalayim, planet Harets Hemvebthet Hhedshh 

	 

	“Goses teaches us that judgment is a dangerous game. Judging imposes our thoughts on another; our sight for theirs. As my esteemed colleague, DiiKii has said, the evidence presented may be damning, but its context is questionable. I have no doubt of the images the Treecrown has provided. However, …”

	First Scion Alvadal flicked off the speaker. Idiot, he thought. The Zell were too gabby and the one called Joe was worse than most. He had been blathering for an hour and had yet to say anything to indicate where he stood. At least the other Zell delegate, Alex, had taken a clear position; though Alvadal thought it was hopelessly naive. 

	He held out an upper hand and one of the servants placed a goblet of vvela into his grip. He brought it up to his beak and his tongue dipped down into the refreshing beverage; a pelth-tna blend, from the mountain orchards of Teremni tolMenda if he was not mistaken. Undoubtedly Emoni’s choice. He turned his head to regard his sister. She was examining the lacquered nails of one hand, but he had no doubt she was observing his reaction. 

	He turned back to observe the other delegates. Joe was still speaking, so he kept the sound off. All the debate was being recorded on the Center’s database. His staff would pull a copy as a matter of course. He could always pull the big-headed cleric’s words if he needed it.

	He waited patiently until Emoni broke down and asked, “Do you like it?”

	“An excellent vintage, esteemed sister,” he said, running his tongue back through the thick brew. He noticed the tiny bud in one of her earholes. Apparently, she was still listening to the Zell’s speech. “Has old Joe said anything worth hearing?” he asked. 

	“No. Just the same old appeals and lots of references to his god. Not surprising. How could he possibly focus on anything with those five eyes.” 

	“Don’t underestimate him, sister. He’s boring but he can think; even if he is overly approving of magnanimity.”

	“I’m not sure what we’re supposed to gain from this. All they do is argue back and forth. I haven’t heard any of them make a concrete proposal.” 

	“Give it a bit, Emoni. They all have to make it sound like they are giving the situation all due consideration. They’ll get around to practical matters eventually.” A small tone went off on his board. 

	“Ah, it seems Joe has finished. Let’s see who’s next.” It took a moment, as it always did, before the Iq on the podium recognized the Aalurians. Alvadal might have left the microphone off, but it wasn’t the High Delegate Iirulia who stood up to speak. The old Iirulian was just as boring as Joe; never quite willing to take a position. But this one, he tapped his handheld to check, the second Delegate Raanianaa seemed a bit more interesting. He flicked the switch to activate the microphone.

	The Aalurian who began to speak was short; a woman if he wasn’t mistaken. Her feathers were red and maroon. She was dressed in a simple tunic and jacket. 

	“Delegates,” she began, “Our friend, Joe, has eloquently called for caution and sang-froid. In most situations, I might agree. But does this situation call for calm? Do we blithely apply the benefit-of-doubt to the actions of Confederation and the Laanyr?” 

	This sounded a bit more interesting, Alvadal thought. 

	“Joe and DiiKii have expressed doubt that the Great Powers would send identifiable vessels during the attack if they intended to disguise their involvement. But is that true? The Great Powers are arrogant. They push and prod at us. How many times have they “proposed” or “suggested” that we join them?”

	That was an interesting suggestion, Alvadal thought. The Confederation had offered membership to the Enfedi several years after they had made contact but hadn’t pursued it after the Enfedi declined. Had they been more insistent with the Aalurians? 

	“Tectro,” he said, addressing his grandson several levels down.

	“I am here, Grandsire,” the boy responded. Tectro was an adult, just. While he had been in training for years to assume control of the gens when both he and his daughter were gone, this was his first actual posting. Tectro was dressed well, not overly ostentatious, but displaying his position. He had even carefully inscribed a single line of gold along the front of each hoof. Alvadal had high hopes. 

	“I see you, Grandson. What was your impression of Iirulia?” Alvadal had assigned all three of the junior delegates to wander the nightly reception last night and seek out clues to the other delegation’s positions. 

	“I did speak at some length with the Aalurians, Grandsire. They are difficult to isolate and they tended to move as a group. I was able to speak to several of the delegates. 

	“He does doubt the Confederation’s protests. And he has never thought well of the Laanyr.” 

	“Did he say that directly.” 

	Tectro’s head shivered in amusement. “No, Grandsire. He avoided saying anything directly. However, when I commented that there may have been an attempt to direct suspicion on the Confederation, he speculated that such a strategy would be difficult and fraught with risk. He notably did not mention the Laanyr at all.” 

	“Why do you think that is significant?” 

	“I deduced that his refusal to even mention them indicated a dislike that seemed visceral. I would posit such an emotional reaction would lead him to be predisposed to suspecting them.” 

	Alvadal was satisfied. While other interpretations could be made, his was reasonable. 

	“Do you think they could be relied on if an aggressive response is needed?” 

	“I am unsure, Grandsire. Even when I was able to get them to speak to me, they insisted on keeping their distance. I do not think they would be willing to engage in any violent actions.” 

	Alvadal couldn’t blame Tectro for his analysis. The Aalurians tended to be cautious. Compared to most sapient species they were physically fragile. They often defaulted to a defensive stance and even appeasement. They were not always timid, however. 

	“Do not underestimate them, Grandson. They will be difficult to persuade, but they are capable of aggressive responses when they see little alternative.” 

	He turned to another of the junior delegates. “Dathani,” he addressed Dathani siMandor Tebi, the grandson of the First Scion of the Madora family of the Tebi gens. “Whom did you interview?” Dathani was older than Tectro, though his gens and family were not as highly placed as the Honami. He had several diplomatic missions in his tag ut (second stomach). Alvadal had not supported his inclusion in the delegation, but political pressures had required someone from the Yuralo Party and they had nominated Dathani. 

	The Madora grandchild was quite full of himself, Alvadal thought. His clothes were a bit too pretentious for the family’s station. His hooves, Alvadal noted with disapproval, were ornately painted; not the proper look for a quite junior diplomat. 

	“I spoke at length with Mneraw Nanarair and Nriwa Herawiar of the Strande La. They were not willing to address the subject of the conference. Instead, they regaled me with a long story of some kind.” He was not pleased he didn’t address him correctly. He would speak to him later on that breach. 

	“And can you reach any conclusion based on their story?” 

	“I am uncertain. It was long and convoluted. The prey was some type of herbivore, though I gathered it was considered quite dangerous. It attempted to elude them by plunging into a clearing with many other animals, but they found it anyway. I did not understand it.” Alvadal wasn’t sure he understood it either. His own interactions with the Strade La seemed to generate long, complex stories, but little direct statements. They could be obscure, even for diplomats. Still, it wouldn’t do for Dathani to think Alvadal was uncertain.

	“Tut, Dathani. Think on the story. It should become clear to you.” The notification tone went off again. Apparently, the Berengerians were going to speak. He reactivated the audio. One of the Beringereans tottered up to the panel set for him and placed his hands on it. Alvadal checked his schedule. This-One-Blooms-Like-Red-Flower was the speaker. 

	The Beringereans were odd people and he wasn’t sure why they had even come. They controlled only one planet, and that barely. And they were dependent on a Confederation presence to protect them from raiders; the strange substance coating their bodies a luxury item for the gourmands of several species. 

	“People complain. People accuse. Protectors generous. Gratitude …” Alvadal clicked them off. 

	“Ang siLatha Enth,” he addressed the final member of the delegation. “I believe you spoke to the Cnidaria Delegate.” 

	“Prestigious,” Ang, the granddaughter of the Latha First Scion began, “I had the distinction of speaking to the Delegate. The Delegate says the Reef is concerned that the stability and peace of the Current of Stars may be disturbed by spurious accusations. The Reef recommends gentle negotiations to relieve the minds of all participants.” 

	“A not unexpected opinion. Cnidaria does not command significant forces; though I understand they have commissioned several defensive stations for protection. Several portions command purchased vessels. But they are not likely to commit to any action beyond their own system. Conflict would disrupt their trade lines.” 

	“Should we attempt to change the Delegate’s mind.” 

	“For the moment, no. The Delegate’s opinion would not differ from the Cnidaria as a whole. The Cnidaria are a hive species. There is only one Cnidaria. 

	“I wish to evaluate the consensus after several rounds of discussion before finalizing our position. Until then, I don’t see any advantage in an attempt at swaying the Cnidaria. 

	“ Attend.” He clicked the audio back on. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 21: Ugdo Earpon

	 

	The Abelman Conference Center in the city of Ruach Yerushalayim, planet Harets Hemvebthet Hhedshh 

	 

	Ugdo carefully observed the Enfedi First Scion. Halpha was uncertain what the constant cycling the audio on and off accomplished. Did he find the speeches boring? Young people, halpha thought, could be so impatient. Alvadal’s Great Grandfather had been a much more reasonable and patient person, as had his grandfather. His mother, however, had shown signs of impatience the many times halpha had interacted with her. Apparently, her son had an exaggerated form of the ailment. 

	Alvadal’s two juniors had been roaming about the reception last night, rather clumsily asking questions and probing how delegations were leaning. Their thoughts had been entirely too loud. Alvadal, for all of his impatience, at least practiced some mental discipline. Young Tectro had been the most skilled; though watching him chasing the Aalurians around the ballroom had been amusing. Tectro had obviously researched the species, but he had not given sufficient credence to their joint, telepathic links. 

	Alvadal was hard to read, even in close proximity. His level of mental discipline led Ugdo to believe he had trained with a skilled telepath. He wasn’t wearing a shield, but his lack of thought leakage was impressive for someone without talent. 

	||The Enfedi are plotting something. I can tell.|| Kime Urgbes’ thought flowed through halpha. ||He’s going to convince the Aalurians to mount some kind of assault. Sacrifice them and blame the Greats. Bring them down and the Enfedi take over. || Ugdo puffed a small cloud of infertile spores. 

	Before he could respond, Ertob Tertop’s thought interrupted, ||That is unkind. We cannot tell what our Colleague is thinking at this remove. Assigning violent motives is inappropriate.|| Ugdo tilted halpha’s eyespots upward. Ertob was the tallest of them; more than twice Ugdo’s height. 

	Halpha’s helpers were busy adjusting Ertob’s height-of-fashion garments. Ertob’s fancy clothes disturbed Ugdo; halpha dressed quite plainly himself, though halpha’s clothes were of good quality. Ertob, though, always dressed in the latest fashion and obviously spared no expense on halpha’s clothes. 

	Ertob was much younger than Ugdo; but halpha still had a distinguished diplomatic record of nearly two centuries. Ugdo sometimes speculated that the tall diplomat used halpha’s slavishness to fashion as a tool to fluster other diplomats.   

	||Ertob is correct, Kime. As yet our colleague Alvadal is keeping his strategy discreet.|| Ugdo turned halpha’s attention back to This-One-Blooms-Like-Red-Flower’s speech. Verbally, the Beringerean’s comments were simplistic and a bit scattered. However, halpha had spent some time with him at the reception last night. The Beringerean’s did not possess any mental discipline. Their thoughts practically assaulted any telepath in their area. 

	And their thoughts were quite sophisticated. They were fairly naive; not surprising since their exposure to the larger galaxy was so new. They had been exploited, and many killed, for years before their plight had become known. They feared so much. Initially, they had trusted the Navy which had pursued and prosecuted the raiders who preyed on them. But that trust had faded in recent years. The Navy had reduced its presence and raids were occurring again, albeit not nearly as often. 

	Ugdo had not yet decided what halpha believed regarding the Iq accusations. Halpha had no illusions regarding the benevolence of large governments. They often proclaimed to practice many fine virtues while engaged in undersoil skulduggery. Even the best, that strove to achieve the principles they proclaimed, by necessity suffered the existence of defective hyphae.

	The Confederation, or at least some elements of it, might have decided that the many “holes” in its space could not be tolerated. Since its inception, the star nation had respected those planets, or groups of planets, that chose not to be a part of the larger conglomeration. Nations that were completely surrounded by “Confederation space,” including the HaChii Alliance, the Singruld Protectorate, the Aalurians and half the current delegates, had never been pressured to join. 

	However, the fear that Confederation policy might change dried the confidence of many nations. As well, Ugdo’s sources had reported factions, small granted, existed in the Confederation that called for absorbing the bubbles within “their” space. But how pervasive was that opinion? Halpha did not think it was large; an analysis of the intelligence halpha had received indicated it was vanishingly small. But some of the reports indicated there were some high-ranking civil and military individuals, of many species, who were sympathetic to the movement. 

	The Aiszar Rampart was outside of both Confederation and Laanyr space. But if the two Great Powers on this end of the arm were tending toward acquisitiveness, the Rampart would not have the strength to resist them. Which would suggest they should ally themselves with some of these other small nations. 

	But whom? The Aiszar were most compatible with the HaChii, the Zell, and the Farlians. But the strongest nations here were the Pahroomv, the Enfedi, and the Lilirrae. The Rhonk and the Sora-Ei weren’t generally aggressive, but their vessels were well-armed. The former were mainly merchants and traders, but tended to be stubborn and paranoid where their businesses were concerned. They could field a reasonable armed force. 

	The Sora-Ei were most concerned with the safety of their soarships and the planets they had purchased from various governments and companies. They could fight, but would they? They were inherently nomadic. They could decide it was more advantageous to abandon their planets and simply leave the area. Space was vast and there were many places they could migrate to. 

	Of the rest, some could field reasonable forces. Some, like the Berengaria’s, the Thunderbolts, and the Xihmei couldn’t field a single warship. Their trading vessels would be armed, but at such a low level as to be insignificant. 

	So, they were left with a conundrum. Which way should the Rampart tip? Perhaps halpha should consult with the Farlians. Perhaps their philosophical turn of mind would help. Ugdo summoned one of halpha’s helpers and directed it to compose a note. A moment later it scuttled off on its errands. 

	||May I inquire?|| Ertob asked. 

	||I am seeking an opinion on our options. I have sent a note to our Farlian colleagues.||

	||Is that wise?|| Kime broke in. ||They can justify anything! One says one thing. Another says another. All they want to do is cause us confusion so they can control the outcome.||

	||Kime,|| Ugdo remonstrated halpha’s youngest colleague, ||Discipline your thoughts. All thoughts are not aligned against us. Do not accuse without data.||

	||But shouldn’t we …||

	||Do you have actual information to support an accusation?||

	||Not yet, Myc-Kum.||

	||I think you mean no. Unless you can produce evidence, abandon this concern.||

	||Yes, Myc-Kum||

	||Good.|| Ugdo realigned halpha’s eyespots. The Farlian assistant delegate was approaching.  ||And it seems my vul has erupted.||

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 22: Tirrlanig Rafiaman

	 

	The Abelman Conference Center in the city of Ruach Yerushalayim, planet Harets Hemvebthet Hhedshh 

	 

	Lanig loped along behind the many-legged invertebrate the Aiszar delegate had sent over. They jerked left to clear the Fenstod delegation, then switched direction again to approach the Aiszar. She noted with amusement Vesn Td Foh’s, the Fenstod’s sole delegate, eyes rotate to follow her through its transparent skull. After they passed the Fenstod’s enclosure, she noted it mouthing something, undoubtedly disparaging, about her. He hadn’t liked her since they had taken opposing views at the hroHalana negotiations. Of course, Vesn didn’t like many people. 

	She dedicated a bit of her visual palette to him just in case. Behind her to the left the Pahroomv had their attention on their screens, likely following the Beringerean’s talk. She had no doubt it was difficult for them. The Beringereans had, what a rather belligerent species like the Pahroomv might contemptuously call, a rather unsophisticated outlook on life. She admired them for that, given their distressing history with other species until recently. 

	The two primary Enfedi, almost directly to the left in her visual palette, seemed to be plotting. That was her most generous estimate of their intent. One of the Sora-Ei had drifted over to the Kasarda’s Thunderhead’s containment cylinder. One of the Thunderheads, Ludoslaw she believed from the details of his matrix, had risen up to meet the Sora-Ei. They seemed to be conversing, though her hearing wasn’t the equal of her vision, so she didn’t know what they were saying. 

	The Scuvvads just to the left of the Aiszar had their fiszekels joined; likely analyzing the various speeches. Through the cloud of chlorine gas, she could see one of the JherJalaq was pounding the side of their Environment. She found them very confusing. They were universally bombastic, nasty, aggressive, yet always promoted the most generous and peaceful solutions to problems. 

	The helper skittered onto the dirt-covered square the Aiszar used for their post. She followed it daintily, enjoying the uncommon feel of soil beneath her feet. Such simple pleasures were the most satisfying part of life and she regretted that her position denied her frequent opportunities. She had many sophisticated hobbies that gave her pleasure, and she was grateful for them. But as Ancient Sage Fillard tiMalisa Kopinhag-tlin said fifteen hundred years ago, “Simplicity is Satisfaction,” and Hoary Sage Akera the Depreciative added “Complexity invites Analysis and Analysis invites Depression.” 

	The three Aiszar delegates were before her, seeming to spring from the soil which supplied much of their nourishment. The tallest, Ertob Tertop, stood in the center, the top of halpha’s crown towering over her. Halpha was actually taller than she was. Ertob was dressed in an intricately pleated and shirred robe-skirt. The weave was highly textured, and she was tempted to run a hand over it. It had been painted with some kind of three-dimensional pigment with tiny, rough pebbles attached throughout. 

	Kime Urgbes, the youngest Aiszar delegate, stood to Ertob’s left. Halpha was shorter than Ertob, just a bit taller than she was. Kime was dressed in a robe-skirt that was much less full than Ertob’s. It was made of a smoother fabric with a subtle, woven pattern. 

	She highlighted her visual palette on Ugdo Earpon, the shortest, and oldest delegate. Halpha’s reputation in diplomatic circles was legendary. “Sage Tirr-Rafia, thank you for coming,” halpha began.

	“I am happy to do so, Delegate Earpon. Please accept my apologies that Principal Sage Vinnariv Fanarliis could not attend you. He is conferencing with the Cnidaria Delegate.”

	“Understandable, Sage Tirr-Rafia. We regret if we have compromised any negotiation you were pursuing.” 

	“Not at all, Delegate Earpon. The opinions of all our colleagues are critical to a successful resolution.”

	“But some are more critical than others, aren’t they,” Kime broke in. That seemed a bit rude to Lanig. 

	“Cruciality will vary,” she replied, “as discussions flow and circumstances vary.” 

	“The very quality of life,” Ugdo said, as it seemed Kime was about to reply. “Cruciality feeds the reason we requested this consultation.” 

	“I am honored with your request. In what way may I help?” 

	“Sage, we have a question of philosophy. We confront a possible opponent with aggressive tendencies. Given the immense disparity in resources and population, is a belligerent response the correct action? Or should a purely diplomatic strategy be pursued? Is either approach likely to be purely symbolic? Can a purely symbolic gesture be effective?”

	“Those are many questions. I cannot supply an answer for the Rampart. And, respectfully Delegate, both you and Delegate Tertop are far more experienced in diplomatic circles than I.”

	“That is true,” Ugdo agreed, “but we are a contemplative species. We have always dealt with those who were honorable, or at least with those whose weaknesses and motives we were familiar with. If the Great Powers have betrayed their history, we are at a disadvantage.”

	“We could be considered a contemplative species as well, Delegate.” 

	“Yes, but are the Farlian Schools not united with the saying the truly wise Farlian knows when to stop thinking and start doing?”

	She laughed. “You see us as standing in the interstices between contemplation and action.” 

	“Perhaps, but mostly we value your opinions. Your people and mine have been partners for centuries. If our areas of space were closer, we might have formed one nation.”

	“There are still many of my species who support such a union.” 

	“As there are of ours. But for the moment, we believe it would be advantageous to pursue the same objective.” 

	“There is wisdom in what you say.” She thought for a moment. Behind her, one of the Enfedi delegates, the grandson she believed, was watching them. Vesn Td Foh also had one eye still directed at her. No one else seemed particularly interested. After all, delegates wandered amongst themselves all the time. 

	“Well,” she said, folding her legs and settling into the rich soil, “let us talk.” 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 23: Lieutenant Evan Taylor

	 

	Aboard the Gerald Deucy in orbit around Capitol

	 

	The shuttle from the Blessed Eusebius settled into place. It took only a moment for the dock to pressurize, and he entered to greet the passengers. Anselm and Aiko had accompanied him down to the dock. 

	The shuttle door opened and the gangplank rolled out. Father Caine was the first to emerge. Evan couldn’t say he liked Caine. The Eusebius’ commander wasn’t normally involved with the Church’s military arm. He had been drafted into the operation because the St. Louis had been otherwise occupied. He had remained involved since a non-military vessel had advantages of obscurity. However, he was often uncomfortable with the needs of a military, investigative mission. 

	Sr. Perpetua Lucy and Davy came next, with the Kralk, Ranul, in the rear. The Kralk had, Evan had to admit, made him nervous the first time they had met. It wasn’t technically allowed, but Evan had scrounged through Ranul’s mind that first time. Ranul’s mind was confused and conflicted. His instincts were Kralk, murderous and cannibalistic. But suffusing all that was a desperate and heart-felt need to be better, a friend to Perpetua and a seeker of peace.

	Evan had to respect that. He still struggled with his own dark side. His powers sometimes demanded to be used. So far he had been able to resist most of those temptations: an urge to crush the mind of Vunorn, the aid to the Anamilara Gerent on Tyre and the Trk’lk’ntok, Mk’t’dk’sok on San Set. He had barely contained himself from killing Morchen when they had captured him. 

	He was improving. He had greater control of his temper now. There would always be that dark place within him, but all people, regardless of species, suffered that particular defect. Ranul was fighting that battle as well; and he had the right to fight it outside of a fishbowl of constant surveillance. 

	He strode forward, Anselm and Aiko close behind him. As the Eusebius party stepped off the plank, he gave Father Caine an informal salute, appropriate to a non-military captain. 

	“Permission to come aboard?” Father Caine asked, formally, extending a blessing hand in the Church’s protocol. 

	“Permission granted. Welcome aboard, Father,” Evan answered. “If you would accompany me to the Admiral’s office?” 

	“Can the others go to their quarters. I would like to speak to the Admiral privately.” 

	“Father, you would have to pursue that with the Admiral. However, she specifically said she wishes to speak to the Sister and Lt. Phillips immediately.” Father Caine didn’t appear happy with that answer, but he didn’t have many options to refuse. 

	“Very well,” he said curtly. Evan turned and led the party to the transcar station. It took less than twenty suplancks (about 18 minutes) to travel the twelve hundred sumeters (1.9 kilometers) to the station on the duty offices deck. A few more steps led them to the Admiral’s door. The doors opened and the entered the outer office. 

	The two armored marines to either side of the door studied them for a moment. Evan ignored them, but nodded to Ensign Shekde Itedied at the reception desk, and continued to the inner office. Admiral Yar’Adua was behind her desk. She stood in greeting. Evan noted that Under Magistrate from Missing Persons was present, relaxing on a thin cushion. Had he finished his work? 

	He turned back to the Admiral’s guests and gestured to the seating already called up for them. He took his seat behind his own desk. Davy had a desk as well, but it was farther back. Evan touched minds with him for a moment and told him to take a seat in front of the Admiral’s desk for the moment. 

	“Thank you for coming before freshening up in your quarters,” she began. “This is Under Magistrate Zcop Chaddoc the Cree from the Law Directorate. Under Magistrate, this is Father Caine, the commander of the Church vessel Blessed Eusebius, Sister Perpetua Lucy, Ranul Three !toc!-Flock-in-Exile, and Second Lieutenant Davy Phillips of this vessel.”

	Zcop turned his unblinking gaze on Ranul. “I did not know Kralk served on naval vessels.” Evan wasn’t familiar enough with Noktson voices and expressions to tell if the under-magistrate was expressing disapproval, approval, or neutrality. Zcop was maintaining emotional control and Evan wasn’t going to probe him with good cause or warrant. 

	“Ranul doesn’t work for the Confederation,” Sister Perpetua Lucy answered Zcop. “He is a representative of the Rivnyera and has been working with us.” 

	The lights on the ends of the four, long feelers growing from Zcop’s back dimmed for a moment, and he said, “Your acquaintance is welcome, Ranul.” 

	Ranul bowed, bringing his hands to the floor. “I am here to serve,” he said. 

	“Now that we are all introduced, let’s begin with the mission to Sshak Zg.”

	“We …” began Sister Perpetua Lucy, but Father Caine broke in. 

	“Admiral, I would like to discuss several matters with you privately. I am not comfortable with these excursions and investigations. I intend to return to Blessed Virgin, and I am requiring the Sister and Sir Anselm to accompany me. Consultation with my superiors is necessary before we continue.” 

	The Admiral sat back in her chair. “Father Caine, I’m not sure I understand your reluctance. The Church is aware of our investigations.” 

	“With respect, Admiral, I disagree. While the Church has a military arm, for historical reasons I am sure you are aware of, we don’t pursue military objectives. These covert assignments do not strike me as appropriate.” 

	“You are aware that these investigations were started, partially, due to the Antioch Incident? A pilgrimage vessel was destroyed on approach to Blessed Virgin?”

	“Yes, Admiral, of course. But that doesn’t mean we should be engaging in this type of work.” 

	“I see. Father, I don’t want you to ignore your conscience. You are certainly free to go, with our thanks for your work so far. However, Sister Perpetua Lucy and Sir Anselm will remain here.” 

	“Admiral …” 

	“No, Father. They have been specifically assigned to me by Archbishop Leandros. Until he tells me otherwise, I require their services. 

	“Now, you are welcome to remain for the rest of this meeting so you will be up-to-date on the investigation for your meeting with your superiors. Or you may leave now; whichever you like. Keep in mind that you may not discuss this with anyone other than the Archbishop.” 

	Father Caine sat in silence for a few moments, then stood up and left. 

	Sister Perpetua Lucy extended one of her finger claws and pointed it to the center of her chest. “I offer my first blood,” she said. Evan didn’t recognize the phrase, but obviously the Admiral did. 

	She stepped around her desk and placed her hand over Perpetua’s. “No blood should flow for an offense not given.” Evan made a note to ask the Admiral about it. 

	The Admiral returned to her seat. “Let’s continue,” she said. “Sister, why don’t you begin.” 

	“Thank you, Admiral. As you know, we went to Sshak Zg to investigate the possibility that an individual calling himself Chg Sth was an agent of the Benefactors, whether willingly or do to being deceived by them. We contacted an acquaintance of mine …” 

	“Friend!” Davy interrupted. “He’s your friend, Sister,” 

	“You are right, David. I do not need to be so … professional. My friend, Brother Impedance Major. He had been following this Chg Sth. As I mentioned, that name is more a title from the old, polytheistic faith. We still do not know this person’s real name. 

	“According to Brother Impedance, he has been drawing crowds, exhorting them to distrust the Confederation and to withdraw. We attended one of his meetings and I’m afraid I lost my temper and …” 

	“She challenged him is what she did,” Davy broke in again. “It was great!” 

	“It was a sin of Anger,” Perpetua corrected him. “It did, however, give us a needed lead. Davy, perhaps you should tell this.” 

	"Sure. When we went to the meeting, I sniffed around looking for leakage. He had a thought screen. I tried something I’ve been working on. I felt around with my pyro powers, heating up any metal on him. I found a spot on his arm. I concentrated on the gold and it got hotter…”

	“You didn’t destroy his shield and probe him?” the Admiral interrupted. Without a warrant, they couldn’t violate Ching Sth’s person. 

	“I didn’t!” Davy protested. “I just heated it up a little, so I knew where it was. It didn’t stop working.” 

	“Truth,” Sister Perpetua Lucy said. “It was quite functional; until I ripped it out of his arm during the duel.”  Evan was shocked. He knew she could fight, but she sounded almost gleeful about it. 

	“I overfly,” she said quickly. “Dueling is my cross to bear. It is why I sought the Church.” She was silent for a moment, then flicked her ears and turned back to Davy. “Continue,” 

	“Okay,” Davy answered. “Once she ripped it out, his thoughts were leaking out everywhere. I didn’t probe him! I just listened to what he was shouting.” That was the legal key. You couldn’t go probing in someone’s mind without a proper warrant. But you could pick up any thoughts that leaked. It was sometimes hard for non-telepaths to understand the difference. The Admiral did, though. 

	“So, what did you find out?” she asked. 

	“He was thinking he had to run. He was going to join the main Benefactor’s base, but he was going to Tanner first.” 

	“We’ve heard that name before,” Evan interjected. 

	“Yes,” the Admiral agreed. “From those deserters we caught on Green Horizons. 

	“Tanner,” Zcop said suddenly, breaking the silence he had maintained since arriving. “That name has significance?” 

	“It may,” the Admiral corrected. “You have heard of it?” 

	“Not before the blind,” he said. “I have been correlating large scale kidnappings across the Confederation. Not as common as a single or double take. Difficult to verify. I found about fifty possible cases. In most the victims were never found and the actual crime could not be verified. People do become unavailable frequently. Most worlds can list many citizens unaccounted for. Are all such events on a given world related?”

	“I understand your point, Under Magistrate. But I assume you have found some that fit the pattern?”

	“I posit up to eight that might fit the pattern presented by the crimes on Usurash and Nythan. All involved various combinations of Humans, Tssha Tck, and some Laanyr Clan Heer. The latter are not often found in the Confederation; the disappearance of the latter in conjunction with the former identifies the most likely matches.

	“Of the eight, only one other group was rescued. This was on Dampler. The suspected perpetrators did not survive the rescue. However, three of the victims reported that the word ‘Tanner’ was mentioned by the criminals as a place they knew. The victims were not clear if Tanner was where the criminals came from, were going to flee to, or if they were to be taken there.”

	“It seems Tanner is a nexus of some kind. But we still don’t know where it is.” 

	“But Admiral,” Davy said, “I do know where it is.” 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 24: Sham Pen

	 

	On the Sled Down the Mountain, entering the Moovmbda System

	 

	“Upfall in Ten,” reported Hujda (Pathfinder) Runɂbud announced. From his station at the top of the Kunkam (couloir), Fon (Blizzard, Admiral) Sham Pen clicked his nails in response. Normally, this inspection visit to Moovmbda would be relegated to a minor Squall. However, the current tension with the Confederation and Laanyr, both adjacent powers, called for a more senior horn. 

	Tingabolg struggled up the Kunkam with a power consumption report. As he read the report, Sham Pen could hear the rattle of the Mayl’s interior support structure even through his heavy coat and legwraps. Warms simply did not have any strength of body or character. 

	Many blizzards and squalls would not cater to subject species’ sensitivity to a rational temperature. However, though Sham Pen was contemptuous of their weakness, it could not be rationally denied that warms did not work well in normal temperatures. Therefore, he allowed them to wear heavy garments, and to adjust the temperatures in their barracks. He had been ridiculed for being hot, but his efficiency ratings outstripped any of them. 

	He handed the report back to Tingabolg. The yeoman hurried down the Kunkam, nearly slipping at the bottom. Sham Pen snorted in amusement, and disgust. He might be tolerant of other species’ weaknesses, but that didn’t lessen his contempt. 

	Moovmbda was a listening post. The garrison there was small, split almost evenly between specialists and soldiers. A sequence of subspace receivers orbited the single planet in the system. The garrison sent out probes into areas of subspace transmission traffic. Those probes would record transmissions and then beam them to Moovmbda. There, teams of decryption experts and intelligence analysts would tear the transmissions apart looking for strengths and weaknesses for the Tundra to exploit. 

	“Upfall in One,” said Runɂbud. 

	“Bring up Ice!” Sham Pen ordered. The smooth, polished wall before him flickered and the black stars on the white of Underfrost appeared. Dead ahead was the gravity well of Moovmbda, its single planet appearing to one side. It was a surprisingly empty system, without even an asteroid belt to keep the planet company. Not that there was debris scattered about; but compared to most star systems, the amount of matter was sparse. Even the normal fields of comets normally found on the outskirts of a system were sparse. 

	“Upfall!” announced Runɂbud. The image on the Ice twisted and roiled as the display suddenly transitioned to normal space. 

	“Verify position,” he ordered. Transition from Underfrost was rarely a problem. However, most species would check the relative positions of other stars to be sure the vessels had arrived at the correct position. Maneuvering in the Underfrost was highly restricted and energy-intensive. An error in Downfall trajectory could lead to a serious displacement on arrival. 

	It did not take long before the astronomer, Gulun Jho, verified their position. 

	“Set course to Moovmbda Cold, ahead slow,” he ordered.  “Send a message to Whirl Jaɂsde Kidhme. We approach.” Sham Pen began reading some more reports. He had barely begun when Tactical Officer Scapfd interrupted his thoughts. 

	“Fon, sensors indicate an unidentified vessel in orbit of Moovmbda Cold.” 

	“Identify!” he snapped. “Scan the planet.” 

	“Fon, we have not received a response to our hails,” Theg Rnem reported. Her hands swept across her board. “We connected to Moovmbda’s carrier, but it was cut off!” 

	“Increase speed to half.” He slaved the officer’s boards to his Ice. The resolution was not good, yet. The foreign vessel was emitting interference. 

	“Optics!” he commanded. 

	“Working,” Scapfd answered. Pahroomv did not depend on sight as much as many species. They had perfectly good eyes; but the cold, snowy worlds they preferred limited vision. They were better with hearing and thermal senses. As a result, they tended not to use optical scopes as much as other governments did. But he could not deny that sometimes visuals were the best sensors. 

	The long-range visual of the system shrank up into the upper, left quadrant of the Ice. A fuzzy image of Moovmbda Cold. Slowly, the optical system adjusted the focus until the image was sharp in the Ice. A triangular icon marked the location of the listening post. 

	“There is a something in the space above the post!” Scapfd reported. 

	“Refocus.” 

	The planet’s image moved to the lower, right quadrant. A small dot took its place in the center of the Ice.  As the optics focused, the image grew larger. Slowly, a Confederation dreadnought took form. Every few moments a missile was fired toward the surface.

	Sham Pen could not speak. The Iq had said the Confederation had attacked them. He had doubted it. The Tundra had sent representatives to a council to discuss it, but Sham Pen thought it was merely political theater; though it was theater he heartedly approved of. But here! Here was proof! 

	“Sound battle alarm. Increase speed to maximum,” he ordered. “What ship is that?” 

	“There is no transponder signal detected,” Theg Rnem reported. 

	“No markings on visible surfaces. That is unusual,” added Scapfd. 

	“Cowards,” grumbled Sham Pen. 

	“But it is obvious who they are?” added Sham’s second, Grekd Jud said, entering the command deck. “Why would they hide the name of the vessel?” 

	“Who cares,” Sham countered. “Who understands what they think.” He pulled up another Ice and accessed the Iq complaint. “Is there any sign of a Laanyr ship?”

	“There is no indication of any other ship in the system,” Scapfd responded. 

	“Strange. Why were they at Iq and not here.”

	“Another question,” Grekd added. “Moovmbda is supposed to have a squadron of ten vessels as a protective force. Normal procedure would be for three to stay close to the planet and the others to disperse across the system to allow rapid response to any incursion. Scapfd, any sign of them?” 

	“A moment,” the Tactical Officer replied. Scapfd pulled up several more Ice and studied them intensely. Then he opened a com-channel. “Sciences,” he said into the com, “analysis of the points I’ve marked.” 

	“Well?” Sham Pen demanded. 

	“My life,” Scapfd responded, “I beg another moment.” The com beeped and Scapfd checked the Ice. 

	“Fon,” he said, “I have ten debris fields in various parts of the system.” 

	“So, they destroyed the squadron. That would be expected. No commander would allow this attack to continue if they were still alive.”

	“Yes, Fon. But there is more. I asked Sciences to verify my analysis. Based on the size of the debris fields, our squadron was destroyed at least twenty days ago. In addition, it is estimated that the vessels were destroyed within a dozen kfedh (approximately seven hours) of each other.”

	“And this is significant?” 

	“Yes, Fon. Given the location of the debris, and the times of their destruction, it is not possible for a single vessel, or group of vessels, to have destroyed the ships. They were too far away from each other. They had to be attacked by different forces.” 

	“So,” Grekd said, “there were more attacking vessels than we first believed. With nowhere to flee in the surrounding area, none of the staff could have survived. The planet is appealing, but currently has no life on it.” 

	“I recall,” Grekd said, “it was considered for forming and colonization. But ultimately that option was rejected. The planet did not have sufficient other resources to make it needed now. The listening post was considered the best use of it. And why is this ship still here? The base would have been destroyed shortly after the last defender. They should have been long gone.” 

	“Scapfd, do we have a better view of the ground base, now?”

	“Yes, Fon. The base has been completely destroyed.” 

	“So why …” Sham began, but was interrupted by Scapfd. 

	“Fon, my life, the Confederation vessel is leaving!” 

	“What! Pursue them!” 

	“Yes, Fon.” Runɂbud said. “But I must report, we do not have a chance of catching them. Even at maximum, they are too far away. Their current trajectory will allow them to reach a translation point long before we are in missile range.” 

	“Perhaps we should concentrate on the planet?” Grekd said. “We could search for survivors.” 

	Sham Pen turned his attention to the image on the Ice. “There are no survivors,” he said, bleakly. 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 25 Vice Admiral Latorunwa Yar’Adua

	 

	The Admiral Kjglk Conference Room on Tendacta Station

	 

	Latorunwa stepped into the lobby outside the Kjglk Conference Room. When she had informed the Admirality of the content of Davy and Perpetua’s findings, a planning meeting had been called. Behind her Evan stood, his handheld ready. She had thought carefully about bringing him. Most of the other admirals here had their own aides, some more than one. But after the situation on the Thunder in the Sky, she was concerned there might be repercussions against Evan. But he had insisted. He might be transitioning to a covert mission team, but until then he was still her aide-de-camp. 

	She glanced around. It seemed most of the admirals had arrived. Every species in the Confederation was represented here, though she knew a few would be attending virtually. Encapsulated Environments were readily available, but it couldn’t be denied they could be claustrophobic. She had once attended a meeting on Janinp. She had to use an Encapsulated Environment in Janinp’s methane atmosphere, and she was nearly ready to pound the walls down by the time she got back to an oxygen atmosphere. She couldn’t blame anyone for not wanting to be confined in one of the things. 

	She nodded in greeting to Admiral Swimslayer as he passed by, directing two of his eyes in her direction in acknowledgment. She noted Admiral Horné speaking to Admirals Orange with Hints of Sage and Terenth Root and Opa-Di. Horné wasn’t in a position to catch her eye, but they were scheduled for lunch at the break. She stopped for a minute to speak to Vice Admiral Ddod Ap and Rear Admiral Ma Ditan. They had both been in her class at the Academy and, with Horné, were her closest friends in the service. They made arrangements to meet at the end of the day and she continued her circuit around the lobby. 

	She saw Admiral Term Lan Throw moving into the Conference Room. He had a reputation for political neutrality; largely due to his reticence to engage in small talk or attend social gatherings. She considered joining him, but was interrupted by a thought from Evan. 

	||Admiral|| he thought, a picture appearing in her head. She turned and found Admiral Thorson standing stiffly behind her. She did not see any sign of Admiral Dhiss This, her closest political ally. She doubted he was too far away. 

	“Admiral Thorson,” she said. 

	“Vice Admiral Yar’Adua,” Thorson replied. “You have been busy.” 

	“Yes, the mission I am on has been complex.” 

	“I’m sure. Perhaps you need some help?” Ah, Latorunwa thought. She wants to get her fingers into the investigation. Why? Trying to clear Svenkerud? Pull her down? Something else? 

	“And Ensign Taylor,” Thorson added, somehow managing to keep a sneer out of her voice. 

	“Lieutenant,” she said calmly. 

	“For now,” Thorson added. Oh, threats. “A bit audacious coming here after defying court orders.” 

	Latorunwa was about to answer, when they were both interrupted. “Vice Admiral Yar’Adua.” Port Admiral Jiāng Tāo had approached without either of them knowing it. Her eyes slid to Evan. He had a very slight smile on his face. 

	“Port Admiral,” they both said. 

	“You seemed deep in discussion,” the Port Admiral commented. “Admiral Thorson, perhaps you can catch me up?”

	“It was a minor matter,” she answered, her body language revealing an intent to move along.

	“No, please, tell me.” 

	“Very well, Sir,” Thorson answered. “I was questioning why Ensign Taylor has not been charged with defying court orders. It seems inappropriate to allow him to continue in active service.” 

	Jiāng Tāo looked over to Evan. “Hello, Lieutenant Taylor.” The Port Admiral was not subtle when he emphasized Evan’s rank. “Your name has come up in quite a few reports lately.” 

	“Yes, Admiral,” Evan said. “Sorry, Admiral.” 

	“No need to apologize for doing your job, Lieutenant. I have been informed that congratulations are in order. I hope your children and their mothers are well.” 

	“They are Port Admiral,” Evan said, his voice far softer than usual. “Thank you, sir.” 

	Jiāng Tāo turned his attention back to Thorson. “I am aware of the legal situation regarding the lieutenant. I have been in discussion with the Administrator, as well as the Cherek Ambassador and the Ambassador-Adiut. They are contemplating charges of attempted kidnapping.”

	“Kidnapping!” Thorson protested. “How …” 

	“Enough,” Jiāng Tāo said quietly. “This matter is being addressed by the appropriate authorities. Lieutenant Taylor is not in violation of any Court Orders.” 

	He turned slightly to Yar’Adua. “If you and the lieutenant would accompany me for a few moments.” Without waiting for an answer, Jiāng Tāo spun around. Latorunwa and Evan hurried after him. 

	||She’s fuming!|| Evan thought at  her. 

	||Let her.|| Jiāng Tāo led them out of the lobby and down a corridor to a small office. He gestured to the chairs and he sat behind a desk. Latorunwa sat down while Evan remained standing. 

	“You, too, Lieutenant.” With specific permission, Evan sat. The Port Admiral didn’t waste any time. “Vice Admiral, I want to commend you and your crew for the work you have done in this investigation.”

	“Thank you, Port Admiral.” 

	“Given the intelligence you have gathered, I believe we are about to move into a more direct phase of the operation. As you know, that is the subject of this meeting. I am going to be assigning you overall command of this mission.”

	“Port Admiral, I …” 

	“Don’t,” he said. “You’re the best person for the job. You’re familiar with the matter. You have also established working relationships with the representatives of our partner nations. 

	“However, there is a matter we have to address.” Jiāng Tāo opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out a small box. He handed it to Latorunwa. 

	She held it for a moment with trepidation. She had not expected this. She opened the box. Nestled inside were three complex star pins made of five separate metals. She stared at them.

	“Congratulations, Admiral Yar’Adua,” Jiāng Tāo said. “Perhaps Lieutenant Taylor would like to pin them on you?” She only nodded, unable to speak. 

	Evan gently took the box from her and carefully pinned the star to her epaulets and sash. Checking the interior lid for the code, he adjusted her uniform to display the correct sleeve insignia. “Congratulations, Admiral,” he said.  

	“I … Thank you, Lieutenant. Thank you, Port Admiral.” 

	“Now,” the Port Admiral said, getting up from his seat. “We have a meeting to get to.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 26: Lieutenant Evan Taylor

	 

	The Admiral Kjglk Conference Room on Tendacta Station

	 

	Evan took his seat just behind and to the left of Admiral Yar’Adua. He felt an almost unreal sense of pride in HIS admiral. After everything she had done for this mission, she deserved it. And for him. He doubted many other officers would have encouraged and protected him as much as she had. Svenkerud certainly wouldn’t have. 

	Admiral Thorson, across the table, had nearly fallen off her chair when she saw the four stars on Yar’Adua epaulettes. She had not expected that. Promotions in the admiral ranks, other than Port Admiral, which was an Assembly matter, were nominated to a committee and approved by that committee and ratified by the Port Admiral. Evan wondered how Jiāng Tāo had kept it under wraps. 

	The Port Admiral allowed a few more suplanks for the assembled admirals to find their places and finish up any discussions. 

	Three sharp bells echoed over the tables, and everyone fell silent. “This meeting is called to order,” Jiāng Tāo announced. He called for a recitation of the Service Oath. After it was completed, everyone who used them took their resting devices. 

	“As your orders stated, the subject of this meeting is the military response to the activities of a group which refers to itself as the Benefactors. As you are all aware, the Administrator has directed the Navy to address this issue as we deem appropriate, in conjunction with other nations and subject to her veto. 

	“Admiral Yar’Adua has been in charge of the Confederation portion of the investigation. You have all received reports of progress to date. Admiral Yar’Adua’s team has recently received some additional intelligence that may allow us to bring this matter to a close. 

	“Admiral, if you would brief us on the latest information.” 

	“Thank you, Port Admiral,” Yar’Adua said as she rose from her seat. Evan noted the sour look on Thorson’s face and Dhiss This’ ears were tight against his skull. Their thoughts had contracted and they weren’t leaking much. He didn’t feel the presence of thought screens; there were a few thoughts here and there, just not much. 

	That they could control their thoughts didn’t surprise him. Naval personnel received training to minimize thought leakage a telepath could pick up. Higher ranks had access to more advanced training since they held more classified information. None of that training would hold against a high-level telepath; but the idea was to avoid attracting attention. It wasn’t perfect, and some officers, as well as civilians with high order jobs, preferred using thought screens. Those were proof against most anything a telepath could do. Well, at least what was recognized by most as the ability of the most powerful telepaths. Against a Cherek, or him, no thought screen he had ever seen could hold up for more than a couple of seconds. 

	“As you can see in your briefing packets, several names were discovered while a deserter was suffering a seizure due to an implanted suicide command. 

	“We have been using that list of names as one of our research points during our investigation. There were two names that we were initially unable to identify: Chg Sth and Tanner. 

	“Chg Sth was identified recently as an activist on Sshak Zg by our Church liaison. I sent a team to Sshak Zg. The details of their activities are included in the briefing materials distributed at the beginning of the meeting. One of my Special Powers officers was able to determine from leaked thoughts the location of one of the names from the deserter, Tanner. 

	“What is worse, those leaked thoughts also suggested that Admiral Dominic Svenkerud has taken command of Benefactor armed forces.” 

	“That is impossible!” Thorson shouted, standing and slapping the table. “Admiral Svenkerud would never take action against the Confederation.” 

	“Possible the action is,” Admiral Swimslayer answered. “Escape from custody he has. Connection to Benefactors already suggested. Contact with Singruld raiders reported previously.”

	“None of that means he’s betrayed us!” Thorson insisted. 

	“Proof, no,” added Ddod Ap. “But the possibility must be addressed. If Admiral Svenkerud has gone over to either the Benefactors or the Singruld it could be detrimental to our plans.” Most of the table indicated agreement. Only a few, Svenkerud’s main supporters, seemed unswayed.

	“I will concede the possibility,” Admiral Thorson said. “But this should be kept confidential without actual proof.” 

	“Agreed,” the Port Admiral said. “Admiral Yar’Adua, if you would continue, please.” 

	“While that mission was ongoing my own command followed a lead to Usurash. There we discovered a group of people who were being held captive in a warehouse being experimented on. We were able to rescue them. The nature of the evidence we found led us to explore the possibility that this was not the only incidence. We contacted Arch-Magistrate Weliek Antarid of the Law Directorate who had just rescued a similar group of victims. 

	“At my request, the Arch-Magistrate assigned us a liaison. Our liaison, Under Magistrate Zcop Chaddoc the Cree, discovered several other similar crimes. While he could not definitively link most to the crimes on Usurash and Nythan, he believes several are connected. However, one of those crimes noted that Tanner was mentioned as the destination for the criminals and victims. 

	“My Special Powers officer was able to determine that Tanner, which we thought was a human word, was actually an area on the planet of Bwarlov. According to the information the officer obtained, Benefactor agents are stripped of their knowledge of the Benefactor main headquarters. If they have to return, they go to Tanner to obtain the coordinates. While not a Confederation member, the Confederation has treaties with Bwarlov allowing Confederation Legal and Military personnel to operate on the planet. 

	“The initial plan is to send a team to Bwarlov to search out the base the Benefactors are using and determine the coordinates of the Benefactor headquarters. While they are doing that, we will be assembling an assault force at Dwaa d Jek, three and a quarter fortyrs (6.5 light years) from Bwarlov. That system is within Confederation borders and has a small Naval research base. 

	“We will contact our partners with the other nations involved asking them to send forces to Dwaa d Jek to join us. When we have the coordinates we need, we will finalize plans and assault the Benefactor’s headquarters. This action will be referred to as Operation Inundation.

	“I am open to questions and contributions to the plan.” 

	Admiral Swimslayer was the first to comment, “Admiral, gathering fleet size estimate you have?” Evan detected nothing but thoughtful inquiry from Swimslayer. He knew Admiral Yar’Adua admired him and he had defended her during the debriefing after the Cordwainer mission. 

	“It is difficult to estimate an appropriate fleet size,” she answered. “So far, we haven’t seen more than twenty-five Benefactor units at a time. However, they have been seen in wide-ranging systems and with timelines that indicate that different ship units are involved. We are currently estimating an opposing force of one hundred to two hundred vessels. Of those we estimate twenty-five percent are likely to be of dreadnought size or larger.”

	“If our allies in this matter send vessels,” Admiral Term Lan Throw asked next, “will they cede command to you?” 

	“We made an agreement at the meeting at Blessed Virgin,” she answered. “Command would devolve to the nation where the engagement would take place. For example, in the Battle of St. Colman command was given to Monsignor Abernathy. 

	“In the event that an engagement does not take place within the bounds of any of our nations, then command will be taken by whomever calls for the engagement.” 

	“So, you may have to cede command?” Term Lan Throw continued. 

	“It is, of course, possible,” she said. “We don’t yet know the location of the Benefactors. Given Bwarlov’s location, the final location could be within our borders or those of the Laanyr Clan Heer. However, the most likely location is somewhere in the unclaimed space between our two borders.”

	“The headquarters could be much farther away than anticipated,” said Admiral Dohrdud Mordha from a screen. She was one of the admirals who chose not to use an Encapsulated Environment. 

	“That is true, Admiral,” Yar’Adua admitted. “And we do have variants of the plan to accommodate that. We do, however, anticipate that the Benefactor headquarters is not far from Bwarlov. It seems unlikely the Benefactors would send their agents to a point a great distance from them for final directions.”

	“Admiral Yar’Adua, if I may,” broke in Admiral Thorson. Evan could feel her intent: she had suddenly started radiating antagonism. Apparently, she had lost control of her thoughts. 

	“Yes, Admiral,” Yar’Adua answered graciously. 

	“Don’t you think it would be wise to cede command to someone with more experience?” 

	A complex fragrance filled the air. “Admiral Yar’Adua has extensive experience,” the translation of Admiral Orange with Hints of Sage and Terenth Root scents said.

	“I agree,” added Admiral Marshaat. “Admiral Yar’Adua was a Commodore in my fleet before her promotion to Rear Admiral. She was my most trusted commander and led many missions with distinction.” 

	“I have another issue,” broke in Admiral Sohn Mirana Nor. “What is our reaction to the assault on Iekwax? I have seen intelligence that many of the non-aligned species are meeting to address it. And the Confederation has received protests claiming we participated in an attack on Iekwax.” 

	“That issue,” broke in the Port Admiral, “is a matter for the politicians.” 

	“If the independents decide a military response is called for?” protested Dhiss This.

	“Then we will respond to that,” Jiāng Tāo. Until then we will await the determination of the Administrator and Assembly. In the meantime, we will reposition units to discourage any violent measures. Those orders will be going out in several standard days.

	“The Office of the Fleets will cut orders for the units that will join Admiral Yar’Adua at Bwarlov. I expect reports from the operational fleets to be submitted to the Office, with copies to me, on recommended units for this assignment. We wish to mask, as much as possible, the movement of these many vessels and maintain the illusion that we are not planning a major operation. Full encryption will be maintained. No communication with our allies except through Admiral Yar’Adau. 

	“If there are no questions?” He paused for a moment. “Then we have assigned working offices for each fleet formation. Representatives of the support and control offices will be assigned to each fleet group.  The various Office Directors will meet with me and my staff in fifty suplanks in room twenty-three oh four. Admiral Yar’Adua, you will join me there. 

	“Dismissed!”

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 27: Greatmind Threetgsh

	 

	Aboard the Terrible Eye, approaching Pearl 138

	 

	The pod had carefully englobed Pearl 138 and was now slowly tightening the formation. The normal pod strength comprised thirty-six medium to heavy vessels. Several had been sufficiently damaged in the battles at Bhom, Owroo, and Kraex and he had relegated them to monitoring the rest of the system, including the construction station. 

	Twelve vessels were equidistantly arranged around the pearl. Outside of the initial formation, he had set eight more vessels in two opposing pyramidal formations. Fevers of fighters were already deployed, ready to react to any fire from the pearl. The Terrible Eye sat outside both. As command and control he needed to be outside the coming confrontation, at least as much as possible. The Equatorial Twist into Cool Depths was stationed opposite the Terrible Eye to act as backup control. 

	Based on past engagements, Threetgsh’s tactical teams had identified fifteen probable weapons emplacements and three possible locations. Each of those locations was targeted. Threetgsh hoped an assault could be avoided. If he had to destroy those emplacements, there was a strong probability there would be casualties among the drudges. He didn’t want to do that; but he wasn’t going to tolerate a siege situation. There was no telling how much damage the Benefactors could do to the drudges. 

	“Begin transmission,” he ordered. 

	“Acknowledged,” Recorder answered. “Initiating transmission.” 

	“Put transmission on speakers.” 

	“Acknowledged.” 

	“Attention, Pearl 38,” the transmission began, “the Chemosh Empire directs surrender to our authority. All weapon emplacements are to be de-powered and opened for inspection. All locks are to be opened and my crews to be allowed in. Any attempt to impede will be considered defiance and will be addressed as such. Comply with all instructions and you will not be harmed and will be afforded proper treatment. You have one zheshitoq (2.16 hours) to comply.”

	“Continue transmission with countdown,” he ordered. He settled down into his wallow. 

	“Duke-above-me,” Her asked from his monitoring station, “why do we wait? Would it not be wiser to attack quickly? Aren’t we giving them time to prepare?” 

	“That is a danger, Squire-Below-Me,” he answered, using Her’s terminology. “Giving them time will give them additional options; but they already saw us coming. The zhesitoq I gave them is not going to be a determining factor. It may, however, give them sufficient time to consider and decide they do not wish to commit suicide. That is my hope. I do not wish to add more portraits to my lagoon floor.” 

	Threetgsh truly did not wish to do that. There were too many portraits of those who had died from his crew. They all deserved the honor of their sacrifices. There would be more sacrifices: too many more. Sometimes he wished he had pursued an artistic or scientific career, like his sons Fgedtharg and Utpoog. He could be home with Kalaarinng, his kharzort agha. 

	But that storm had long since dissipated. 

	“Greatmind,” Gorshad, the Sensor officer interrupted his thoughts, “One weapon’s port is opening,” 

	“Zhgaass!”

	“Fighters deployed, Greatmind.” The tactical enhancement of the pearl centered an entba (a color in the infrared spectrum) hexagon on the opening weapon’s port. Three fgath (a color in the infrared spectrum, below entba) streaked from the port, indicating missile fire. 

	They could not resist!  Orders had already been laid. There was no need to direct his crew. Six fighters deployed, chasing the missiles. Two additional fevers deployed to protect them from additional fire. 

	Dancing Light Across the Evening’s Waves fired three missiles in response. A fever of fighters rendezvoused quickly with the missiles. This was a new, experimental technique developed by Right Wing Thomas Klome. The thought was to defend the missiles themselves from point defense. 

	The smaller missiles used to intercept missile attacks from a ship were, by design, faster and more maneuverable. Fighters could match the maneuverability of the point defense missiles, which should allow them to neutralize them. Of course, the fighters were vulnerable to the smaller missiles as well. This would be the first use of the tactic.  

	The bridge was tense as the pearl’s missiles accelerated toward their target, Dancing Lights. The first missile was destroyed by fighters. “Bora!” Her grunted beside him. Threetgsh recognized the Bohm expression of approval and victory. He was grateful the boy kept the volume down. Bohm voices could be thunderous, but he approved the sentiment. 

	The second blew. The third, however, released some sort of chafe and burst from the circle of fighters. Dancing Lights began firing its own point defense missiles. The missile began a dance of evasion; a sophisticated one. Why didn’t the others use this pattern? Was only one designed for it? Or was the program designed to engage only when it had reached a certain distance? 

	A half-fever of fighters appeared around the curve of Dancing Lights and engaged. Only seventy processions (10.1 km.), but one of the fighters tumbled out of formation and then broke into pieces. 

	“What happened?” Threegtsh demanded. 

	“Greatmind,” Zhgaass answered, “telemetry from the fighter indicates it was struck by directed shrapnel from the missile! We have lost bio-readings from the pilot. 

	Threetgtsh cursed. “Get me the name of that pilot. I want a detailed analysis of that evasive pattern. Transmit to all vessels. Fighters are to keep their distance from incoming missiles!” A chorus of acknowledgements echoed across the bridge. 

	“Greatmind, multiple gunports opening!” Gorshad shouted. That did it. 

	“Take out the ports!” Threetgsh ordered. “All of them. Minimal destruction, but I want them gone!” 

	The response from his pod was immediate. As the order propagated to the ships, missiles erupted from the pod. Fighters dived to the surface of the pearl and approached the weapon ports barely half a body length (about 2 meters) above the skin of the mega-structure. From such an angle, it would be difficult for the pearl to target them, even with divining weaponry. 

	Threetgsh was grateful that the pearls had not been designed for weapon placements. The diagrams the Comptroller had showed them had been very helpful. Weapons couldn’t just be installed anywhere. They required proper support structures. A warship or defense station included those in the initial designs. They could be added to an existing structure, but there were always limitations. This was to the pod’s advantage, since the pearl was limited in how many emplacements it could tolerate, regardless of its size. 

	Which didn’t make the battle easy. The Chemosh had the advantage of mobility, but the pearl had size. It might have been limited in the number of weapon emplacements it could support, but the ones they had were big. The pearl could throw a lot of hardware. 

	The battle raged far longer than Threegtsh would have liked. Every time one of his vessels was hit, he cursed, his tongues writhing. 

	After nearly two zhesitoq (about 4 1/2 hours) the last emplacement blew. The battle still wasn’t done. Boarding the pearl was the next step. 

	“Beginning boarding,” he ordered. Then, he pulled up the preliminary casualty figures.  

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 28: Shredding Mind K’Likap Nitak

	 

	On Pearl 138

	 

	The sharbh shuddered as it penetrated the skin of the Pearl. He waited as the grinding sound of the boarding ship pushing the point forward and sealed the opening. A shaped charged detonated around the point, clearing any waiting targets. Finally, the point rolled open. 

	“Go!” Nitak ordered, surpressing his desire to elaborate. In battle, torrent speech was required. Bhada toVa and Goday chiJam lumbered forward. Nitak had considered carefully his firststrike team. He had decided on the two VrnTk, his most experienced squadspawn. He suspected that the chargeclear would be insufficient to clear the area. The D’Telehol members of his Teeth were fast, but the Vrn Tk were nearly indestructible. 

	Bhada and Goday indicated the corridors were clear. Nitak whistled in acknowledgment. “Send the Eyes,” he ordered. At the back of the sharbh’s cabin Gikdakktaditiddaka clicked in agreement and released a cloud of small spy eyes. The Ktidadid was one of the very few members of the Teeth that wasn’t Vrn Tk or D’Telehol. Her personal transport rose up on antigravs and she tucked up against her Vrn Tk bodyguard, Monta maSomi. Her species could not move quickly on their own, and often used personal transport vehicles. Gikdakktaditiddaka’s was far more advanced than most and even sported shields, though at such a small size they weren’t strong and tended to have intermittent problems. 

	Nitak preferred Gikdakktaditddaka to remain in the shuttle and operate her probes from the safety of the cabin. Given the pearl’s architecture, he couldn’t count on her being able to maintain contact once they began moving through the corridors. He had been forced to authorize her, and the other Eye operators in the other boarding shuttles effecting entry around the pearl, to accompany the boarding crews. 

	Bhada’s voice came over his communicator. “Passageway is clear,” he reported. 

	“All out,” Nitak ordered. The rest of the Teeth poured out of the shuttle, covering both directions in the corridor. “Gikdakktaditddka, report.” 

	“Left leads to a power control station. No egresses from there. No ambush points, no troops. Right leads to cross-corridors. No ambush points to the intersection. Beyond, not yet determined.” 

	“G’Dulup, Ahoka, proceed to the power station and secure. Everyone else, the intersection.” The Teeth moved forward; Nitak, Gikdakktaditddka, and Monta in the center of the group. He usually took a forward position, but the Greatmind had ordered him to be cautious and to keep himself protected. Threetgsh believed this would be a difficult mission and he did not want to risk losing primary leadership. 

	Two rows of Vrn Tk were stationed front and back, with D’Telehol stationed between them. The Vrn Tk kept their eyes firmly forward while the D’Telehol, who couldn’t see directly in front of themselves anyway, kept their heads tilting one way to another to cover the walls, ceiling and floor in case of any surprises. 

	The corridor that intersected the one they were in was dark. Before he could ask, Gikdakktaditddka reported that the main corridor ended in another power station control. Nitak sent two Teeth to occupy that station. The Eyes activated small lights and hovered near the ceiling. The passage was long with closed doors every two body lengths (approx. 8 meters). The Eyes weren’t detecting any sound from the doors. 

	He wanted to move forward. Best guess was any defenders would be deeper in the skin-layer. But that potentially would leave forces to flank them. 

	“Open it,” he ordered. One of the Vrn Tk produced a slammer. The door wasn’t made to take the force of a being weighing nearly six zhadmeal (3.5 tons) wielding a metal rod nearly a third of a body length (1.33 meters). The door crashed in and two of his D’Telehol troops rushed in. Another Vrn Tk followed. 

	The sound of firing weapons echoed down the corridor and, like the well-trained troops they were, several spun to cover all approaches. One of the D’Telehol emerged. 

	“Two enemy targets neutralized,” she reported. 

	“Species?” Nitak asked. 

	“The rotary symmetrical species described by the Laanyr,” she answered. Interesting, Nitak thought. Four species had been identified as being associated with the so-called Benefactors. The Chemosh had only encountered one to date, the slug-like species they had fought near Owroo (see The Theater at Ephesus). He made a note on his hand-held. 

	“I do not want to risk lives on opening all these doors,” he decided. “Ludda, Dopad, seal them.” Two of the Vrn Tk produced welding torches. As they moved down the corridor Ludda and Dupad began sealing the doors as they went. Nitak had anticipated there would be rooms that could harbor ambushers. They couldn’t be sure of how many they would encounter. The plans the Comptroller had provided had notations that the pearls were highly customizable. While the placement of weapons platforms were limited due to structural constraints, corridors, rooms and halls could be added nearly anywhere. 

	“Shredding Mind,” Gikdakktaditddka reported, “the Eyes have seen a massing of enemy targets. Mostly the slug species with two zhe (12) of the rotary species.”

	“Are they moving?” 

	“No, Shredding Mind. They wait. They have sealed the doors to their chamber. It is large.” 

	“How did the Eye achieve entry?” 

	“Through a duct. The duct is small.” 

	“Too small for a D’Telehol?” 

	“A D’Telehol could traverse it, unarmored, but it would be tight. I doubt it could be done silently.” 

	“Then we will have to blow it. Show me the approaches.” Gikdakktaditddka touched a control and Nitak pulled up the schematics on his hand-held. The corridor they were in curved into a t-intersection about a two hundred body-lengths ahead. The doors hiding the massing enemy was at the intersection point. 

	“Have you detected any probes from the enemy? Any cameras?” 

	“No, Shredding Mind.” 

	“Very well. Can you check the other rooms along this corridor?”

	“Yes, Shredding Mind.” Gikdakktaditddka released another swarm of Eyes. While they waited, his Teeth continued to seal doors. No use taking any risks. Meanwhile he sent G’Balud and J’Tapfa back to the sharbh for additional supplies. Nitak believed elimination of this force would secure this section of the Pearl. They would likely have a few small remnants to clear out, but that should be simple enough. This massing, though, would be challenging. They would be outnumbered by nearly fifty percent. The majority of the enemy were the slugs, who were formidable, if only for their fanatical aggression. They had not faced the rotary species in battle before, but the reports from the Laanyr indicated they could be equally vicious. But his people could be quite vicious as well.  

	“Shredding Mind, I have your report,” Gikdakktaditddka interrupted his planning. 

	“Speak!” 

	“Ten rooms that have yet to be sealed contain enemies. Most the slugs and a few rotaries. One has the quadrauped species encountered by the Confederation. That individual seems to have access to a control panel. 

	“Seal those rooms. We will clear them out later. I want the quadruped captured.” The Teeth moved to follow his orders. He didn’t need to give them further instruction. They had performed a similar operation when they boarded the fake Chemosh Ship during the battle of Kraex (see The Theater at Ephesus). Barely half a zhepsatoq (about 10 minutes) had passed before he heard the crump of a slammer indicated the breaching of the quadruped’s door. There was a brief moment of shouting, some weapon’s fire, then one of the D’Telehol rushed up. 

	“Target is secured.” 

	“Is it injured?” 

	“Minor wounds. It is being treated.” 

	“Assign guards. Keep it safe.” Any flanking threat removed, and what appeared to be the local leader of the enemy forces neutralized, the Teeth moved down the corridor, taking care regardless. The Teeth set up shaped charges on the doors, then also at points to either side of the door. The charge on the door would go off first. The enemy was likely anticipating something like that. A few toqs later, however, the other charges would go up and Teeth would pour into those breaches. 

	Nitak produced a control. “Begin!” he said and pressed the first button.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 29: Cheka Piksant

	 

	The Soilrooms on the roof of the Abelman Conference Center

	 

	Cheka Piksant picked heesh way across the loose loam of the soilsroom adjunct. Heesh had just left a brief meeting with the Aiszar delegates and now wanted to consult with the Hreeshsirfapop. 

	The Aiszar delegation had been, mostly, contemplative, which led heesh to believe they had not yet made a decision. Ugdo Earpon had claimed there was yet insufficient data; yet the analysis they revealed did not seem to be based on objective data. Plenipotentiary Tetseo Ndocha would say many species did not rely on data; but used emotional analysis. He cautioned that such reliance on emotion should not be disparaged; and few species relied solely on it. But though heesh had been Tetseo’s demi-Plenipotentiary for many orbits, heesh could not comprehend its usefulness. 

	A Navratil came down the path and Cheka’s bots shifted, moving him partly up one of the frosted walls of the soilsrooms to make room for the much larger person. Complex fragrances wafted over heesh, the translator rendering it as gratitude. Cheka released chemicals from heesh roots, rendered in other chemicals as fragrances indicating acknowledgment. 

	Once the Navratil passed, heesh scuttled back onto the path and continued on heesh way. Cheksa had to maneuver through most of the soilrooms. The Hreeshsirfpop had been assigned rooms at the far eastern edge of the roof. Cheka pondered the probabilities of room assignments as heesh finished the journey to the Hreeshsirfapop’s room. 

	Heesh extended one of heesh tentacles to the chime and waited for a response. The frosting cleared and the door slid open. The Hreeshirfapop waiting was tall, towering over Cheka. Branches moved and several eye spots seemed to focus on heesh. 

	“Hoowoodabop?” 

	A tendril with a knob at the end emerged from the branches. Bright eyes opened suddenly in the knob and it said, “No.” 

	“May I speak with Hoowoodabop?”

	“Hoowoodabop is not,” the tendril said, extending more of itself and exposing several randomly arranged limbs. 

	Cheka thought for a moment. “Is Not” heesh thought. The delegate had died? Gone somewhere? That would not encompass “not.” 

	“May I speak, then to delegate Rwooshobob?” asking now for the Head Delegate. Heesh had calculated that, as heesh was not the Plenipotentiary, heesh should speak to the lower delegate. Perhaps the Hreeshirfapop had a different protocol? 

	“Rwooshobob is not.” 

	Heesh bots accessed the database. In its determination to complete heesh assignment, heesh had assumed the Hreeshirfapop conformed to the average. Perhaps heesh analysis was in error? The file opened and heesh initiated searches. Yes, there. 

	“You is now?” 

	“Yes, we am Rwooshdabop.” The components had switched. If this was Rwooshdapop, then the other would be …” 

	“Is Hoowoobob here now?” 

	“Hoowoobob travels. We am here.” 

	“I am Cheka Piksant, Demi-Plenipotentiary of the Kaisu Mgapu. I have an appointment with Hoowoodabop.” 

	“Hoowoodabop is not. Hoowoobob travels. We will speak.” Rwooshdabop backed up, tacitly inviting Cheka in; or so heesh interpreted the motion. Cheka entered, taking care not to track the path soil into the enclosure. Heesh was unsure if the path soil was compatible with the Hreeshirfapop. 

	No one else was in the room. The delegates had only called up a few pieces of furniture: a desk, a communication point, and a small cabinet. 

	Rwooshdabop stood silent, though the fauna component shifted its position in the branches several times. Cheka’s bots unfolded a screen. Heesh didn’t need it, but heesh had determined that some felt more comfortable if it appeared consultation was needed. 

	“Delegate Rwooshdabop, the Council has met for several days. The Kaisu Mgapu would ask for your thoughts on a proper response.” 

	“Responses are uncertain. The Iq is. The damage is. Responsibility is or is not.” 

	Cheksa thought a moment. “You are as yet uncertain?” 

	“Accusation is. Evidence sparse.”

	“The Iq saw Confederation and Laanyr ships. What other evidence is needed?” Cheka wasn’t certain that was sufficient heesh-self, but heesh wanted to prod Rwooshdabop to reveal their thoughts. 

	“One ship is. Other ship is. Multiple ships is not. Other ships, many is. Matching not. Explanation is not. Speculation is not.”

	“Subterfuge is likely,” Cheka countered, “is it not? ?The round ships were meant to mislead and hide the involvement of the Confederation and Laanyr?” 

	“Why Confederation ship is? Why Laanyr ship is? Possible deceit is. Identified ships irrational.”

	“Arrogance is not unlikely. The Great Powers often see their priorities as paramount. It is just just as likely they didn’t think the Iq would notice.” 

	“Speculation is.” 

	“Speculation leads to analysis. With the visuals, is that not sufficient?” 

	“Is or Is not. Until it is, no action to take. No action for that which is not. More is required.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 30: Cnidaria Delegate

	 

	Water Environmental Room in the Abelman Conference Center

	 

	The Delegate floated comfortably in their room, luxuriating in the warm waters. On the council floor they used compressed air jets and support rods for convenience. They could easily exist out of water, but it was not comfortable. For the convenience of most of the other delegates, they tolerated the air, even though they still needed a tank to avoid drift. Several doors allowed entry into the council tank, though, which was more convenient than speaking through a water tank wall. 

	The Delegate considered the day’s discussions. Even after twenty-seven days, they did not see any coalescence of opinion developing. The issues were complex. The Pahroomv and the Iq were suggesting, no, demanding would be a better word, a military response. The HaChii, Zell, and Kasarda’s Thunderbolts believed a diplomatic mission could solve the problem. Most of the others fell somewhere in between. The Rhonk, with extensive contacts in the Dominion and the Obim Exchange backed an economic blockade. 

	The Cnidaria could not participate in a military response. Their only vessels were commercial.  

	The Delegate had not yet made a determination if any response was appropriate. They were not yet convinced the accusation was accurate. 

	Even if the charge was verified, both the Confederation and the Laanyr dwarfed the combined resources of the council members. A military response could spark a massive retaliation which they doubted be resisted, unless they could persuade either the Empire or the Dominion to join. That seemed unlikely. The Empire were formal allies to the Confederation. Would they abandon the advantages that gave them to potentially begin another war? And the Animalara were largely ambivalent. If it didn’t threaten them, they likely wouldn’t care. 

	An economic blockade might not spark a military response: at least right away. But could the council cause enough damage to shock the two Great Powers into reconsidering their actions? Economies could be delicate, but both powers were strong and stable. They likely had resources they could draw on to mitigate any blockade, if the council could actually blockade anything. They could refuse to trade, of course. But keeping other nations from doing so was unlikely unless they could convince others to join the blockade. 

	The door annunciator went off. The Delegate checked their screen. One of the Enfedi delegates was at the air door. They were not expecting anyone. 

	They directed the door to open. The Enfed which entered appeared to be young. Its color had not yet begun to darken, as they tended to do. They were uncertain which Enfed this was, other than not being Alvadel deraHonami Ffedo. 

	“Enskied Delegate,” the Enfed began, “Ang siLatha Enth, I am here.” 

	“Delegate Ang,” they answered, “we recall our discussion at the social.” 

	“Yes, Enskied, that is why I have come. Our concern over the Iq accusations has grown as debate has continued. Pressure has mounted. First Scion deraHomini inquires as to your position on the projected responses.”

	The Delegate pondered. They knew they were often oblivious to the vagaries of individualistic species. They could understand the debate. They debated in their own mind. But political pressure was foreign to them. 

	“We have not yet made a determination that the accusation is accurate,” they said. “Until such a determination is agreed upon, the nature of a response is premature.”

	“Enskied, with veneration, the Paladahl Phratry has concluded the charge is accurate. We believe a response must be made as soon as possible.” 

	“We are uncertain. Evidence suggests other attacks on Confederation and Laanyr planets and forces by spherical ships similar to the ones noted by the Iq. We have seen reports of similar attacks against the Church, the Caliphate, the Rivnyera and others. There are even rumors of incidents in the Empire. Are these reports to be discarded?” 

	“The Confederation and the Laanyr have the resources to stage such attacks in order to divert suspicion,” Ang countered. “To close the holes in their territory; to consolidate their authority? This appears to the Phratry merely an effort at misdirection.” 

	The Delegate was silent. They could not understand how the Phratry had come to that conclusion. Their previous conversation with Ang siLatha Enth had not indicated the Enfedi were considering such a position. They were not willing to commit. 

	“Given the Phratry’s conclusion,” they broke the silence, “what action are they proposing?” 

	“As yet, the Phratry, and those who support our conclusion, have not yet determined appropriate actions. However, we believe that decisive action is required to emphasize that the smaller and independent powers will not tolerate assaults on their autonomy.” The Delegate noted that Ang did not identify those were supported the Phratry. Their experience with fractured species revealed that they tended to be sparse in details regarding their decisions; often hiding those who agreed or disagreed with them. 

	“Are you asking the Cnidaria to support your conclusion? And to join you in some, as yet, undetermined response?” 

	“A statement of support would be advantageous in persuading some of the other delegations,” Ang confirmed. 

	“Delegate Ang,” the Delegate answered, “we cannot commit to any action when we are not convinced that a transgression has occurred. We can be persuaded, but not compelled to reach that conclusion. Does the Phratry possess additional evidence? Can you detail your line of reasoning which has led the Phratry, and others, to this conclusion?” 

	“At this juncture,” Ang answered, one of her upper arms covering her beak, “the Phratry does not wish to pollute the Enskied’s analysis. We are willing to wait for a time, confident that your reasoning will align with ours.” 

	This did not make any sense to the Delegate. How could the Enfedi persuade them of their conclusions without providing their line of reasoning? It was true that this was not a scientific analysis. Absolute confidence in a conclusion, regardless of its nature, could not be achieved. With so many disparate individuals, the Delegate did not have confidence in any unified decision, by the Confederation, the Laanyr, or this council. 

	“We will consider your words, Delegate Ang siLatha Enth.” 

	“Thank you, Ensied Delegate. The Phratry will await your conclusion. We are confident we can ally in this disturbing matter.” With that, she turned and left. The Delegate activated their research engines. They had much to consider. 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 31: Sharinoritasit

	 

	Aboard the Investigate the Structure of Extra-Dimensional Counter-Realms

	 

	The ship translated, moved, came back into normal space. Sharinoritasit, commander, captain, organizer of the Aat’t’t Support and Research Vessel Investigate the Structure of Extra-Dimensional Counter-Realms, hovered, floated, twitched from its position, place near the ceiling, deck, wall of the bridge. It was ecstatic, happy, grateful Herdmaster L(l)uus Pejjelarallamushentalapes Dlenpipol Sunish had asked, suggested, ordered it and its crew for this mission, plan. 

	“Location, place, verification, certain, right?” it asked. 

	The navigator, Dokinadival, bobbed, its golden light brightening. “Position, place accurate, right, precise.”

	“Excellent, good. Release, send ballistic, unpowered, pods.”

	As soon as the pods were released, shot, sent away, the Investigate emitted a quick sequence of five, dense masses, balls, pucks. The reaction kicked, pushed, moved the Investigate away from the arrival, beginning, origin point. 

	“Screen, plate, picture up.” The star appeared first; then the planets, one by one, appeared, rendered until the entire Linook system was complete, whole, all there. The monitor stations, constructs, bases and other Kralk forces, ships, as well as the Linook ships, would take time to find and label. The idea was to be stealthy, sneaky, unseen here. 

	 The plan was simple and direct. The Aat’t’t still maintained, kept, built their own ships. Some, like the Investigate, were contracted, pledged, devoted to various herds. The Investigate was in service, employed, worked for the Pejjelarallamushentalapes herd. 

	Herdmaster Sunish needed, wanted, had to have detailed information, details, properties on the Linook system, its defenders and the Linook resistance. A Laanyr ship, vessel, craft would be instantly detected, seen, noticed when it translated out of subspace. The translation burst, cascade had ftl components and the Kralk could easily detect that. 

	However, an Aat’t’t ship was tiny compared to a Laanyr ship. The Pejjelarallamushentalapes Ten, for example, was nearly three and a half amsoasep (7.5145 kilometers) long. The Investigate was only one amsoaed (7.456 meters) long. The translation spike was very small, tiny, insignificant. The spike, cascade, burst could easily be overlooked, missed, not detected. Even if, with very little, small, no power being generated, it would be very difficult to see, find, detect when Kralk vessels came, arrived to investigate. Kicking away from the arrival point would help. In a couple of lia (about 107 minutes) they would eject, spew, fire some more masses; changing the trajectory again. 

	“Connection, tether, tight, good?” The Investigate had a pencil laser connected, attached, yoked to each pod. A Kralk ship, vessel would have to pass directly, immediately between the Investigate and the pod to be detected, found, uncovered. Sharinoritasit was prepared to terminate, end, break the connection if it appeared a Kralk ship was about to do so. 

	The pods were on a ballistic, unpowered course into, through the Linook system. They were limited, curbed, constrained to passive sensors. Any active, powered, intrusive sensors would be too easy, simple to detect, see, perceive. Data, information, secrets could still be gathered, found, collated and sent, beamed, transmitted along the pencil lasers to the Investigate. 

	They would be, remain, spend a great deal of time here. Accumulated data, information would be continuously, always, ceaselessly be downloaded, sent, stored in ftl probes. Every six aar (a Laanyr day, 26.64 hours) the probe would be ejected. It would not accelerate, speed up, go until the Investigate sent it a signal to do so, or if the ship was destroyed, wrecked, killed. Oh, that mustn’t, shouldn’t happen. 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 32: Greatmind Threetgsh

	 

	On Pearl 138

	 

	Threetgsh stalked through the dimly-lit corridors of Pearl 138. The battle had been hard, but, miraculously, casualties were relatively light. He was still angry. Even light casualties meant over four hundred portraits added to his lagoon floor. As soon as this was done, he would be back to join Dharga, his Consul of Nobility and Spirit, in a memorial service. Spiritual clergy of the different faiths of the deceased where already in flight to the Terrible Eye for the service; each ship who had lost personnel contributing to the representation. 

	Beside him Her, in full armor, carried his hammer at the ready. Vrn Tk and D’Telehol guards surrounded them both. The pearl had been pacified, but it was always possible there were still loose Benefactor elements or hidden rooms and doors. 

	It had been far easier to pacify the pearl than the ship assault had been. Three of the four species they had identified as Benefactor had been encountered: the centauroid creatures, the vegetative species, and the plated slug-like species. The bipeds that Sunish had reported had not been in evidence. Despite their vicious temperaments, the flowers and slugs had little to no discipline and the elite Teeth teams had little trouble with them. 

	The centauroids, far fewer than the others, had been smarter and more dangerous. Several Teeth had been killed or injured by traps and ambushes the centauroids had set. But they had been neutralized. Pri Nior’s team had managed to break into the pearl’s computer nets. 

	That had been a challenge. The Comptroller had given them detailed diagrams and back doors into the pearl’s systems. And it had all been useless. Pri Nior had told him that the Benefactors had likely ripped out and replaced the entire system. 

	Threetgsh had to admire that; it’s what he would have done. Likely, the Benefactors believed that would make their networks safe. But they had not recognized the danger someone like Pri Nior and his team could pose. Nor that the other powers, through Willawillot and Nani-Te, would share information on their own interactions with Benefactor systems. 

	It had taken time, but Pri Nior had broken through the Benefactor’s sandbars and fully infiltrated the system. It had helped turn the tide. Suddenly Benefactors couldn’t keep barrier doors closed. Retreat routes were locked. In one case airlock doors had suddenly opened, leaving floating Benefactor bodies. 

	Finally, one of the centauroids, which identified herself as Panieralog, had surrendered. Threetgsh had accepted the surrender, with conditions. The Benefactors had a distressing habit of self-destructing. Pri Nior had scrubbed through the network, looking for any triggers. Power plants had been identified and shut down, replaced with Chemosh generators. The pearl had been swept with every kind of sensor they could think of. Every Benefactor had been required to strip every bit of clothing, decoration, or equipment and been subjected to scans. 

	With all that, there was still no guarantee that there wasn’t a self-destruct device somewhere. But no one ever said a military career was safe. 

	The chamber they finally entered was large: some kind of staging area. The walls were lined with cages of some sort. Threetgsh feared he knew what they were for. Several of the cages now held Benefactors; including Paneiralog. 

	Shredding Mind K’Likap Nitak was there with members of his Killswarm. Penetrating Minds Vooofra Nalet and Bnarat were also there, Threegtsh having ordered them to interview Paneiralog, and any other Benefactors they thought promising. 

	“Greatmind, those before you beg not to be eaten, his assembled crew intoned.” 

	Threegtsh did not wait for even a toq to answer, normally a breach of protocol. “I am most hungry at this time!” he growled. The room became very tense. “But not for you, my loyal ones,” he added, allowing everyone to relax; at least as far as they could during an active operation. 

	“Penetrating Minds,” he asked, “have you found anything from the Benefactors?” 

	“Very little, Great Mind,” Bnarat began. “She did have two thought screens like the one captured at Tyre Secundus. We must thank the Confederation for that information. The screens were hidden. It took some time to find them. She is in charge of all activity relating to the Chemosh Empire and the surrounding area. She admits they built ships along Chemosh design lines to ferment distrust. She says there were only the two. The ship dock in this system is their main ship building base, though they have two others nearby. We have the locations for those. 

	“But she does not know where she comes from. That memory has been stripped out of her mind. She is supposed to travel to a place called Tanner if she needs to go home. The existence of Tanner is there, but the location is bundled up somehow. We know it is there and we are working on breaking the bundle, but it is complex. It has been trapped: again, we must be grateful to the report from Vice-Admiral Yar’Adua. It was helpful in avoid triggering the traps.” 

	“They seem to be adept at hiding their origins. Why didn’t she self-destruct the pearl?” 

	“As far as we can see, the compulsion was not set correctly. We have seen that the other Benefactors we captured did not have an actual suicide command like the Confederation has encountered. But the one captured at Tyre Secundus didn’t have a suicide command either. Voofra and I believe that there are two tiers: the actual Benefactors and minions. The minions die if discovered or captured, the triggers being somewhat variable depending on the individual. The actual Benefactors have a compulsion to initiate self-destruction, but since they may have to take many actions to hide themselves, it is does not cause failure of the body; merely the need to destroy any hardware and associates. 

	“Hers was mishandled. She doesn’t have any desire to die, and never set the self-destruct mechanism in the pearl. She actually dismantled it, unknown to the other Benefactors, and disposed of the components.” 

	“Excellent work,” Threetgsh said. “Keep working on it.” 

	He turned to Pri Nior. “And your report, Inquiring Mind?” 

	“Greatmind,” the Fradhaa researcher began, “analysis of the worldlet computer network is ongoing. Several items have, however, been confirmed. This location is a secondary node in the Benefactor network. The primary node is located closer to the Confederation. That generality is the sole reference to the primary Benefactor headquarters.” 

	“Do they fear us less than the Confederation?” Nitak demanded; affronted by the perceived insult.

	“The issue is not one of respect,” Pri Nior answered, or perhaps, knowing him, simply continuing his report. As usual, he showed no emotion at the outburst. “Proximity seems to be the primary consideration. While the location of the Benefactor’s home systems are still unknown, what analysis has determined is that it is in closer propinquity to the Confederation.

	“The pearl staff receive orders from the primary Benefactor Headquarters. We have found the order directing the creation of the faux Imperial vessels; four according to the orders. However, we believe only two have been released. The other two are under construction, but not at this location.

	“The orders are signed by the ‘Beneficiary Council’.” 

	“Beneficiary Council?” Threegtsh interrupted “Not Benefactor Council?” 

	 Pri Nior’s ear dipped as he shifted his eyeless face toward Threetgsh. “Translation is, of course, not a precise science. However, the linguistics department, in conjunction with the computer analysis team, is confidant in the translation.” 

	“Very well. That is very interesting,” Threetgsh said. 

	“Why the difference?” Her interjected. 

	“Could it be an attempt at misdirection? That seems to be their specialty,” added Bnarat. 

	“If I may continue?” Pri Nior interrupted, disdain coming through the translator. 

	“Of course, Inquiring Mind. Our apologies.” 

	“There are four names appended to the Council designation. I do not recognize two of them. “Baanijanihenacashinelishes Mitilor Yud, Chg Sth, Dominic Svenkerud, and Orgash.” 

	“Orgash!” Threetgsh roared. 

	“And Svenkerud,” Her said, “Wasn’t that on the reports from the Confederation?”

	Threetgsh whipped his head around, the anger changing to approval and pride. “Very good, Squire.” 

	The Greatmind turned back to the others. “Does anyone think it likely the Benefactors have given control to these four?” 

	“It seems unlikely,” Voofra said. “But angry people can fool themselves. From Admiral Yar’Adua’s communications we would expect Svenkerud would be angry, and we know Orgash was.” 

	“I agree,” Threetgsh said. “Pri Nior, there is one other item. The drudges.”  

	“I would prefer to not answer that at this time, Greatmind. I am only 63% confident at this stage of my analysis.” 

	“Understood. What do you believe at this time?” 

	“From the information we have found, the drudges are from within the Benefactor sphere of control. They use them as bribes to potential subjects. The drudges are sapient, as we believed. However, they have been bred to be incapable of communication. They can understand what is spoken to them; the Benefactors program that into them with a process similar to the Teachers produced by the Dominion. However, they can’t speak in any way. Even graphic sign languages are rendered difficult due to the restrictions on the mobility of their arms and hands.” 

	Threetgsh’s anger increased. His mouth opened wide, and all his tongues writhed out. He stalked to the cell holding Paneiralog. He wanted … Oh, he wanted to pull those bars apart and pull her out; to rip and tear and swallow hunks of red meat. And why not? He was the Greatmind, the Duke. He had every right. Imperial law would allow it. He …

	“Duke-above-me.” 

	He whirled; jaws still wide. Her stood there. He was calm and still; his hammer left where he had stood a moment before. Slowly, oh so slowly, he controlled himself. His tongues retreated back into his mouth. He shut his mouth. He breathed. His gills expanded though they were not in water. 

	He looked down again at Her. “Thank you Squire-below-me. You have done well.” He went back to his place. Pri Nior’s hand was dashing about the screen on his handheld. 

	“Greatmind,” Pri Nior said, “you have received a message torpedo from Admiral Yar’Adua. For your attention only.” 

	Now what, he thought, would require a torpedo rather than an encrypted subspace call?

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 33: Sir Anselm

	 

	Gymnasium 23 aboard the Gerald Deucy

	 

	Anselm sat forward on the bench, wiping the sweat from his face with a towel. Davy and Aiko were sparring on the center mat; the rule being no use of special powers. Aiko was obviously the better fighter; she was older and had been training since she enlisted. Davy, while athletic, had never taken anything beyond the basic self-defense courses. He was improving. 

	Nani-te was running laps. He was a skilled climber, but Chode weren’t really built for long bouts of walking or running. He was their computer tech, but he wanted to be useful in other ways. 

	Evan was doing chin-ups. Anselm had been keeping count during his own workout. Four hundred fifty-eight so far. And he wasn’t sweating. Disgusting. 

	The Deucy was in route to their assembly point and had thirty-five more days of travel yet. The admiral had said they were meeting a transport with two additional members for their team. Well, the Navy’s team. Technically, he wasn’t a member since he wasn’t in the Navy, he was a Church liaison for this mission. He was fond of all of them and he was going to miss them when he had to go back. Of course, Evan could talk to him anytime he wanted. He didn’t have any casting limits.

	He wondered if Davy was going to get that strong. He doubted it, though it was undeniable the younger man was getting stronger. But most of his improvement was in his pyrokinesis rather than his telepathic ability. 

	Aiko was improving through training with Evan; but unless he figured how to enhance her, she was limited to most human parameters. Evan wasn’t likely to use the same method he had used with Davy, albeit unwittingly. Unless, of course, some of the signs he was seeing came to fruition. 

	He got up, towel draped over his shoulders, and sauntered over to the chin-up bar. Five hundred and twenty-eight. “Are you going to stop soon?” 

	“Why?” Evan answered. “I might set a record!” 

	“I have no doubt. Does that actually help you at all?” 

	“Not really. It’s still kind of fun, though. Wish I could do this kind of stuff back home on the fonTopada pitch.” 

	“I’m not familiar with that? A game?” 

	Evan switched to a one-handed grip, holding himself at mid-rise. “Yep. Not sure what to compare it to. You play on a field, with a ball, and hoops, and a fietgin.” 

	“A what?”

	“Fietgin. Like a stick with a hoof on one end and a net on the other. Its a Xandanic game. Played a lot when I was young.” 

	“You’re not exactly old, my friend.” 

	“Feel like it sometimes,” Evan countered. At Anselm’s frown, he added, “Not often. You really can’t, being what I am now. But a lot happened in the last year. More than I ever expected. I haven’t even told my folks they’re grandparents yet. I don’t know how to tell them.” 

	“You’ll figure it out, Evan. But you have to do it. They deserve to know. Will the Cherek bring the babies to them?” 

	“No. They’re not going to let them out of Cherek space. But they’ll bring my folks to them.” 

	Anselm glanced at his chronometer. “The Admiral will be here soon. You should probably come down.” Evan grinned at him. Still using just one hand he pulled himself up abruptly, propelling himself up and over the bar, twisting himself around and about like a competitive diver Anselm had seen once. He was still in the air when Admiral Yar’Adua entered the gym, Colonel Skysbright, Major Klk, and two others with her; a Lepamod and someone of a species he didn’t recognize.  

	Without being ordered, everyone stopped what they were doing and moved to meet the Admiral. “Special Tac Team 1,” she began, “I want to introduce you to your new members.” She gestured to the Lepamod. “This is Second Lieutenant Ree-Dav-Nik. She is an electro-kinetic.” Ree Dav Nik dipped her body in greeting. 

	“And this is Yeol Haauul. She is a Vaed. The Vaed are new to the Confederation; her home planet of Doleoha was granted membership about half a year ago. Haauul was accepted into Special Powers on an expedited basis as an Ensign. She has experience with the Vaed Guardian Service. I’ll let her explain her talents to you. I believe you have a briefing session scheduled?” 

	“Yes, Ma’am,” Evan said. He glanced at his chronometer. “In a hundred suplancks, in your conference room.” 

	“Excellent,” she replied. “Colonel Skysbright and Major Klk will get your teammates settled in their quarters and make sure they find the Conference Room. Lieutenant, I’ll expect a report after your meeting.” 

	“Yes, Ma’am.” Evan said. 

	“Sir Anselm, I believe you have been in contact with your superiors in the Church. Could you attend that briefing as well?” 

	“Yes, Admiral, of course.” There wasn’t a lot for him to report. Father Caine had filed a complaint with the Archbishop’s office. Father Oshane, the Archbishop’s aide, had told him not to be concerned. Father Caine didn’t understand the terms of the deal assigning him to the Deucy for the duration. 

	“Not in trouble, are you?” Evan asked. 

	“No, my friend. Father Caine made some noise, but the Archbishop’s office is handling it.” 

	“Shutting him down?” 

	“No, we try not to be too didactic about these things. He’ll probably be asked to make a report in person. After that they’ll suggest he attend a counseling session. He’ll realize what that means, but he’ll go anyway.”

	“What does it mean?” 

	“That he pushed too hard. That I’m doing what I’m supposed to be doing. That he shouldn’t have challenged Sister Perpetua Lucy’s authority.” 

	“Doesn’t he outrank her?”

	“Well, in a way. He’s a ship’s commander. But she was the mission commander. If it was a matter of ship’s safety, he would be responsible for making decisions; but the overall mission was in her hands.” 

	Evan nodded. He knew Admiral Yar’Adua was juggling the same sort of power plays. 

	“Okay, everyone,” Evan said. “Hit the showers. We have a briefing coming up and some new teammates to get to know. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 34: Lieutenant Evan Taylor

	 

	Conference Center on the Gerald Deucy

	 

	The team were seated around the conference table when Evan entered. The admiral had suggested he enter last to emphasize he was in command. It was never easy, she told him, to be put in command of a group of friends. He didn’t have to give up the friendships, but he did need to be clear that, when on duty, he was in charge. Evan was feeling a bit nervous about it. He had led several missions so far, and there hadn’t been any problems. But those, she had told him, were small. He had a team of seven to lead now, two of whom were new. Everyone had to be clear who was in charge and that he wasn’t going to treat his friends better than the two new members. 

	He called up a terminal on the table. “Good morning, everyone. My name is First Lieutenant Evan Taylor. I am the commander of Special Tactical Team 1. We have been created for special missions as assigned by Admiral Yar’Adua.

	“We didn’t get a full introduction earlier, so let’s go around the table. To my right is First Lieutenant Shimizu Aiko. She is a telepath and a pusher. Next to her is Second Lieutenant Davy Philips. He is a telepath and pyrokinetic. 

	“To my left is Sir Anselm of the Catholic Church’s Holy Ministry of Exploration and Deterrence. The Church’s Navy, amongst other things, for those not familiar with the Church’s extravagant language.” Anselm frowned at him and Evan had to struggle for a moment not to laugh at the dig. It wouldn’t be “leaderly.” “Sir Anselm can detect living things and has enhanced human strength.

	“Next to Sir Anselm is Chief Petty Officer Nani-Te. Nani-Te is not, technically, Special Powers. He is, however, the best computer tech I have ever seen.” 

	“Lieutenant Ree Dav Nik, could you introduce yourself?” 

	“There is not much to tell, Lieutenant. I have served on several vessels and a few missions, but nothing important. I am an electrokinetic and am rated a nine in that talent. Captain Nee-oh-Vin was my commander on my last posting aboard the Terrodon. He heard that Admiral Yar’Adua was looking for a electrokinetic. It is a good opportunity.” 

	Evan turned to the other new member. He had never met a Vaed before, though he recalled hearing they had applied for membership. Her body was similar in some ways to an Obim’s; ovoid, though longer than an Obim. She had plates along what he would call her belly. She stood on four limbs; the rear had three joints, ending in a pad-like foot. Her forearms were longer, more like legs. They ended in a three-digit hand; walking on the knuckles. Two shorter arms below the longer ones held her handheld. 

	She had an ovoid head, no neck. Three eyes, each with a tri-lobed pupil were arranged in a triangle around the middle of her face, where a mouth could just be seen through the mass of small tendrils spiraling out to the edge of her head. The back of her head, just visible when she dipped her it, was covered in a matted fur. What he could see of her skin coloring was shades of brick red. 

	“Yeol Haauul Ensign am I,” she began. “Recommendation Admiral Swimslayer made. Admiral Swimslayer negotiator chief was. Aide commander Guardian Service I was. Esteemed asked to be here I am. Talent is mine. Clairsensual am I.”

	“Ensign, I believe you are more than just clairsensual,” Evan said, trying to draw her out a bit. His documentation from the admiral indicated she was far more. 

	“The truth you state,” she agreed. “My power share to others.” 

	“Wait,” Davy broke in, “you mean you can let us see what you’re seeing?” 

	“Senses all, yes,” Yeol answered. “Sight, sound, taste, feel, chemical balance, soil movement.”

	“That,” Anselm said, “could be incredibly useful.” 

	“Indeed, it could,” Evan agreed. 

	Before he could continue, however, Yeol broke in. “Lieutenant, commander, your talent unrevealed.” 

	“Yes, about that,” Evan said, touching a few controls on his handheld. “Before I can tell you anything about my talent, you will have to sign these documents.” 

	Yeol and Ree Dav Nik turned their attention to their handhelds. 

	“Lieutenant Taylor,” Ree Dav Nik said, “your talents are rated top secret?” 

	“Above,” Yeol added. “Reveal to no one not approved by Admiral Yar’Adua or Port Admiral Jiāng Tāo?” 

	“That is correct,” Evan said. 

	“Do I understand correctly that we cannot serve on this team if we don’t sign this?” Ree Dav Nik asked. 

	“I afraid so. I can’t say anymore unless you sign. We need you to realize that your superiors in Special Powers are NOT authorized to know anything we tell you.” There was silence for a few moments and Evan could feel the tension rise from his friends at the table. They all knew most everything about him and had signed the necessary documents without question when they had returned from the admiral’s meeting. The Port Admiral had his staff prepare them and told Admiral Yar’Adua that from now on everyone involved with him had to sign. He understood, but he didn’t like it. It made him feel unreal; more like a piece of tech than a person. 

	Something deep inside said “No, no! Not machine! Daddy!” and he had to smile. The babies never left him. He wished he could be with them. Physically with them. 

	His handheld pinged. Ree Dav Nik and Yeol Haauul had both signed the documents. He forwarded them to the admiral’s handheld. It took only a moment for her to send her approval. 

	“Thank you, Lieutenant, Ensign. I’m not going to tell you how here. Its a long story and everyone else here knows it. I will catch you up later when we can talk in private. 

	“What you need to know is that I’m a telepath and pusher. I’m beyond standard rating, but our best guess puts me at a twenty.” Ree Dav Nik froze, a classic sign of shock from a Lepamod. He didn’t know Vaed’s body language. “I’m also physically stronger than a human; a lot stronger though we don’t have an exact rating. I regenerate. I heal. I have other abilities as well.” 

	“You can heal?” Ree Dav Nik said. “I thought healing was a myth.” 

	“No, it’s not.” 

	“I can attest to that,” Anselm said. 

	“So can I,” Nani-Te added. He’s healed both of us; saved our lives.” 

	“Yes, well,” Evan interrupted, a bit embarrassed. “Let’s continue. 

	“The background on this investigation is included in your downloads. I’m not going to go into that here. One of the mysteries we had was the location ‘Tanner.’ Intelligence we had indicated it was a place of interest, but we could not find a reference. 

	“Lieutenant Philips discovered the answer to Tanner on a recent mission to Sshak Zg. Davy, would you like to brief us.” 

	“Thanks, Lieutenant Taylor,” Davy said, maintaining a formal atmosphere for the new members. “We all thought Tanner came from a human source. It sounds like a Manglish word. But it isn’t. Tanner is the name of an historical area on the planet Bwarlov. 

	“Bwarlov is a planet slightly outside established Confederation borders, between us and the Laanyr Clan Heer. It has two points of uniqueness. It is one of the few planets with two native sapient species. It is also one of the very few planets with ruins from space-faring species that are now extinct. It is believed, and a point of faith for most of the native sapients, that the species that built the ruins raised them up from pre-sapient species. 

	“Tanner is the name of a particular forest containing several archaeological sites. According to the intelligence the team I was on gathered on Sshak Zg if one of the Benefactor agents needs to flee to their headquarters, they go to Bwarlov and then to a particular site in Tanner. There they learn the coordinates of the HQ and go on their way.”

	Davy sat down and Evan took over again. “Thanks, Lieutenant Philips. 

	“The location where the Benefactor agents receive their coordinates is deep in the forest of Tanner, at a site that is not under excavation or open to the tourist trade. The agents work through a tour company called Expeditions ada Bwarlov Siclist va lo Hetha. We think it likely the owners of that company have been compromised by the Benefactors.  

	“We are going to take civilian ship, equipped with archaeological equipment. That vessel will rendezvous with us in twenty-one standard days. We will take that ship to Tyre Secundus, where Lt. Philips will tap a contact there, Per Ban Sitar. Per Sitar will supply us with permits and reference letters, which will allow us to hire guides on Bwarlov. Obviously, we will not be using the same tour company.  

	“We will have to travel into Tanner on foot. While there is some flight traffic over the forest, it is restricted to narrow flight paths taking tourists and established excavators to active sites. Our mission objective is to obtain the coordinates of the Benefactor headquarters. 

	“We don’t know what kind of defenses this site will have. Physical defenders are likely. Mental defenses are almost certain to exist; if for no other reason to remove the compulsions.

	“We’re going to be in constant training until we arrive. Be prepared for a lot of work, folks. We’re going to get to know each other really well. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 35: Honiga Ranidhor

	 

	Rhonk private office in the Abelman Conference Center

	 

	Honiga entered the final figures and ran the analysis. He grunted. Not too bad. Perhaps moving a bit to Consolidated might be a good move. He made a note to have his staff research their prospectus. 

	Behind him Nkoned Shandhordhor pace, her feet stomping in impatience. “Have you finished yet?” she demanded suddenly. He huffed. If her connections were not quite so strong he would dismiss her. But she was a Factotum Representative on the Gronig Kord dhala. 

	“Mind your own business, Shandhordhor, and I shall mind mine,” he grunted back. He tapped a finger on the tip of his tusk. Hmmm, needed a bit of sharpening. 

	“She’s going to be here soon. Shouldn’t you be reviewing her remarks?” 

	“Did you not listen when she was talking, Factotum? That would be the proper time. She has had this appointment since yesterday afternoon. Why would I wait until three tibi (7.044 minutes) before her appointment?”

	“Why do you do anything?” 

	“Be cautious, Shandhordhor. Your company board will receive a report from me. Your percentages will not protect you from ejection!” 

	“I can say the same of you!”

	“Hardly. I own forty-three percent. Tagara owns thirty-eight. No one is getting rid of me.” 

	“She could chatak you!”

	“After eighty years, she would not. Tend to your own preparations. She will be here soon.” 

	“Grist!” she cursed, but went to her own desk and reviewed the security arrangements. He doubted their guest would try anything, but then, most didn’t have his kind and considerate demeanor. Best be prepared. 

	The tibis floated away and, right on time, the door chimed. He tapped an icon and the door slid open. Emoni deHonami Ffedo glided in, her gold painted hooves tapping on the floor. Her clothes were elegant and luxurious, full pants, jeweled tunic, long, embroidered coat. 

	To his surprise, she was accompanied by anShov Mak Oshba Binon of the Pahroomv. He was in full, non-liturgical garb, the gold and platinum inlays on his horns gleaming. Not what was he doing here? 

	His nose twitched. His olfactory senses weren’t on the level of a Navratil or Pen Telahn Tok, but he could still detect the overly-sweet sense of some kind of perfume wafting off her. The anShov Mak wasn’t wearing any perfume, but he had been burning some kind of spice recently.

	Both of them stopped a few steps from his desk and waited. Ffedo tipped her head to one side, likely waiting for him to stand. They would both tower over him if he stood and he didn’t like that; not at all. So he remained seated and stared back at them 

	Finally, Emoni lost patience. “I see you, Commissary Honiga Ranidhor.”  

	“And I see you, Emoni deHonami Ffedo. Why is the Pahroomv here?” She shook her head; confused at his bluntness. She should know he wasn’t one to mince words. He was sure she was offended, and he didn’t care. He waited for her to lash back at him, but apparently her good sense, or orders from her brother, won the day. 

	“The Paladahl Phratry and the Pahroomv Tundra share certain conclusions. His Piety has accompanied me to explore a possible, beneficial arrangement between our governments and the Gronig Kord dhala.”

	“Do you, now?” Honiga said. He turned back to his terminal and called up seating for them. After they had taken their seats, he continued. “And do any other delegations share your conclusions?” 

	“At the current time, we would prefer to keep any other delegations uninvolved in our inquiries,” Emoni said. “It would be regrettable if unfortunate rumors spread prematurely.” 

	“Glad you trust us to be discreet,” Nkoned said from her own desk. Emoni turned toward the Factotum, her beak open to snap. Apparently, her temper was not as long as she might like to pretend.

	 Before she could say anything unfortunate, Oshba Binon said in his deep rumbling voice, “If we may continue: Commissary, the Tundra and the Phratry are seriously contemplating a military solution to the aggressive actions of the Great Powers. While the Ice in the Core prefers peaceful resolutions to conflict, the Cold Wind which blows from our backs teaches us that battle will always intrude on our peace. 

	“In preparation for that likelihood, we will require financial resources and contractors. The Phratry and the Tundra would like to ascertain if the Gronig Kord dhala can satisfy some of those needs.” 

	“Humph,” Honiga answered. “What, exactly, would you be looking for?” 

	“Ships. Weapons. Supplies. Loans.” 

	“Don’t you already have ships and weapons?” Honiga tapped at his screen. “You both have several loans currently active. You’ve never come to us for physical resources; generally, your own industry is supplying you. Some of your loans did go to purchase war materials from the Scuvvads and the Dtankaman Ktan. And you have outstanding loans from several banks in the Obim Exchange; payments up to date, I see.” Honiga had been keeping one eye on his guests, as well as his nose. They were showing definite signs of agitation. 

	He would have to be careful. He needed them at a tipping point, ready for him to push them over. Profit beckoned, but he had to be careful they didn’t storm out. 

	“How do you know all that!” Emoni snapped. “Our business is private.” 

	“It’s good business to keep track of our customers. I’m sure you keep an eye on everyone else, including us.” 

	“Our intelligence operations …” Emoni started. 

	“Are as efficient as ours,” Oshba Binon broke in, his voice deeper even than most Pahroomv Honiga had heard, “and, apparently yours.”  Emoni visibly regained control, tipping her beak down to her breast several times. 

	“Since we are being so honest with each other,” she said, “the Confederation has loans with Rhonk financial institutions.” 

	“That is true,” Honiga agreed. “But I will not reveal the details of them.”  

	“We have that,” she said. “It’s considered public information in the Confederation; though I understand they don’t broadcast to the general media. We don’t have any information on loans to the Laanyr.” 

	“The Laanyr,” Honiga said, “tend to restrict their financing to their own institutions. We have a few, small, loans to Aat’t’t companies, but that is all.” 

	“Perhaps,” Oshba Binon said, “some of those Confederation loans could become due?” 

	“They aren’t due,” Honiga said bluntly. 

	“But surely …” Oshba began.

	“No.” Honiga said. “The Rhonk do not violate contracts. The Gronig Kord dhala forbids it!”

	“But you will still do business with us?” 

	“If it doesn’t violate any current contracts, we are open to negotiation.” 

	“Then let us negotiate,” Emoni answered. “The Rhonk are amongst the best craftsman in the arm. The quality of your ships and weapons rival those of the Great Powers.”

	“Very flattering,” Honiga said. “And very obvious. Our terms will not get better for you because you are laudatory.”

	Emoni tapped her beak against her breast again; likely surprised by his vocabulary. Assuming the translator used a more impressive word in her language. 

	“Commissary,” Oshba Binon said, “we are appropriately … chagrined.” The grinding of the Pahroomv’s impressive teeth told Honiga the cleric was controlling his anger by sheer will. Interesting. The anShov Mak had appeared quite reasonable until now. Was he angry with Emoni or with him? If they weren’t in a diplomatic setting, Honiga feared the Pahroomv might assault him. That wouldn’t go well. Pahroomv were big, nasty, and born fighters; cleric or not. And Oshba Binon was particularly massive. 

	But now both were angry and controlled by diplomatic chains. Perfect for financial negotiations. 

	“Well, Piety, Esteemed, shall we address the business at hand?”

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 36: 2nd Lieutenant Davy Philips

	 

	Private Office of Ban Sitar Luxury Goods on Tyre Secundus 

	 

	Davy looked at the sign above the door. He had never actually been to Ban Sitar’s office before. For the last mission he had met the merchant at the space port. It didn’t surprise him that the sign was small and tasteful; written in Pen Talahn Tok script with a small crawl below it to sync with the viewer’s translator. 

	He was both happy to be here, and very nervous. He considered Ban Sitar a friend and a mentor. He had a standing offer of employment with Ban Sitar Luxury Goods if he ever retired from the Navy. Ban Sitar had even written into his Operational Documents and Final Directives so any heirs couldn’t gainsay him. Davy doubted he’d ever take advantage of it, but it was nice to know he had a job if he ever grew tired of the Navy. 

	Evan had told him he should approach Ban Sitar on his own. It made him proud Evan trusted him to take care of this. He kind of wondered if Evan was changing his mind about a romantic relationship. When Davy had returned from Sshak Zg, Evan had flirted with him, like he had before they split up. 

	What confused Davy was Evan seemed to be flirting with Aiko as well. Was Evan actually interested in both of them? Davy could live with that. But since Evan had taken command of the new Tac Team, all the flirting had stopped. He could understand that. Both Davy and Aiko were now under Evan’s command. Starting anything romantic, with either of them, could damage the integrity of the team. 

	He squared his shoulders and entered the office. There was a chime. “A moment, please,” came a voice he recognized as Ban Sitar from a back room. Less than a suplanck later Ban Sitar emerged, limping slightly as he was carrying a folder of some kind in one hand. 

	“How can I he…” he started. “Davy Philips!” He tossed the folder carelessly onto a table and nearly galloped over. Like many humans, Pen Talahn Tok tended to be tactile creatures. He reared up on his hind legs and pulled himself into a hug. Davy hugged him back, smiling at the reunion. 

	Pulling himself back, Ban Sitar looked at him up and down. “Your heat is good! You smell healthy. You are dressed casually. Did you quit? Did you come for your job? I have it ready for you! Mis Rathula Duk” 

	Davy laughed. Ban Sitar was so full of life. He was much older than Davy; almost like a grandfather. But you would never know it from his passion. 

	“Bohn Uth Dun,” he said, appealing to the Spirit of Regret. “Sorry, Ban Sitar. I’m afraid I’m here on business. Covert business.” 

	“Ah, my young friend, you work too hard. You need to enjoy life more. Miam Evid Teri.” The Spirit of Joy, if Davy remembered correctly. “I suppose you have documents for me to sign?” 

	“I’m afraid so, Ban Sitar.” Admiral Yar’Adua hadn’t made Ban Sitar sign confidentiality agreements immediately when she had first recruited him. But that mission wasn’t quite so secret, or potentially controversial, then either. 

	“Well, let us get that out of the way so you can ask your favors. And then I want to take you to dinner.” 

	Davy took out his handheld and sent files to the merchant. Ban Sitar scanned them carefully. Davy knew Ban Sitar trusted him, but that didn’t mean the canny old merchant would sign any contract without reading it thoroughly first. 

	It took Ban Sitar nearly fifteen suplancks to review everything before transmitting the signed version back to Davy. 

	“Thank you, Ban Sitar. Before I brief you, I do have a gift.” 

	“More coffee?” Ban Sitar asked. 

	“No, something different. I hope you like it as well. Davy pulled out a jar from his pocket.  “These are blue peppercorns. They’re from New Frontier, where I was born. These are from my family’s farm. These are whole. You’ll want to give them a coarse grind before putting them in a censor. They’re used to flavor food. They have a fiery punch.

	Ban Sitar opened the jar and placed an arm over it. The hairs on his arm blossomed open, drinking the scent of the peppercorns. “That is an amazing fragrance! Thank you, Davy Philips.” 

	“More amazing when its ground. At least for human senses, a lot of the subtleties don’t register until the outer shells are cracked.” 

	“Kel Stohk Hod, my young friend,” Ban Sitar replied, invoking the Spirit of Gastronomy. “Let me close shop, and we can go talk in my back office.” He touched several points on his harness and Davy heard the solid chunk as the door locked. Ban Sitar led him pack to a nicely sized office. He hopped up onto a stool and called up a human style chair. Davy sat down and called up files on his hand held. 

	“Now, what can I do for you, Davy Philips.” 

	“Ler Ban Sitar,” Davy began, signing an indication of formality since the Pen Talahn Tok had long since given him leave to omit honorifics, “our continuing investigation has led us to the planet Bwarlov. You know it?” 

	“You know I do. Several dried fruits are a lucrative market there. It’s how they help pay for the work on their ruins.” 

	“Beside trade in artifacts?” 

	“Officially, it is against Bwarlov law to trade or sell precursor artifacts. Those that exist off Bwarlov are loans for research or display.” 

	“Officially,” Davy said.

	“Yes. Like anything, there is a scentless market for such things. My sources do indicate the Bwarlov government is remarkably sparse of graft. But some artifacts, whether through the few corrupt government officials or criminal enterprises, do make their way off planet. Do you need artifacts, Davy Philips?”

	“No, Ler Ban Sitar. What we do need is access to one or more ruins. Our information indicates a base run by the Benefactors; that should be in the information documents you reviewed.” 

	“Yes, I recall.” 

	“There is critical information at that base. We need to approach it covertly. What we need are references and referrals to obtain permits and, if you have any, recommendations for guides.” 

	“The latter, Davy Philips, is easy. The former, Admiral Yar’Adua asks much.” Before Davy could apologize Ban Sitar waved a hand in a very human gesture. “This does not disturb me. I know Admiral Yar’Adua’s reputation and, more importantly, I know you. I can issue the referrals myself. I have a business that deals in research papers. But I will need to send someone with you.” 

	“You wish to come, Ban Sitar?” 

	“No. I don’t have the credentials for an expedition. My spouse’s second youngest littermate, however, is a budding archaeologist. He can go with you. If you can get him some time with some ruins for his study, it would certainly help.” 

	“This could be very dangerous, Ban Sitar. We could not guarantee his safety.” 

	“I will make that clear to him. But he is a Dirdir Match Araan. He will love it!” 

	“Match Araan?” 

	“A character in a popular thrid series. Di Uke Par.” The Spirit of Adventure. 

	Evan would just love this; a civilian pulled into the mission. Davy wondered if there was an AbBi’s nearby. He could use the indulgence about now. 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 37: Admiral Latorunwa Yar’Adua

	 

	The Gerald Deucy in orbit of the Naval Base in the Dwaa D Jek system

	 

	Admiral Yar’Adua gazed at the screen. Currently the Dwaa D Jek Naval base was crossing the screen across the blue and yellow background of Waa S Ten. The gas giant had been initially claimed by the En Salinoe, intending to colonize the planet. Unfortunately, a standard year into the project they discovered that a regular, microscopic bloom caused En Salinoe to become nauseous; or at least their version of nausea. The Chakoonb had been brought in to see if they could use the planet, and found they suffered a similar effect. So far, no methane or hydrogen breathing species had been found that could tolerate it. 

	Initial studies, however, indicated that the blooms could yield some promising medical advances for methane/hydrogen species. The Navy had established the station to study the blooms as well as assuming some relay duties. Most of the station was designed for En Salinoe and Chakoonb, but there was a small oxygen/nitrogen partition, as well as one for carbon dioxide/monoxide species like the Ah Ahl. 

	A message torpedo from the Tac Team confirmed that Evan’s team was on their way to Bwarlov, with a passenger. That concerned her a bit. She had chosen the members of the Tac Team to give them the best chance for success, and survival. Someone who was not military, not trained, and not enhanced, could be a liability. But she doubted Ban Sitar would have insisted on the addition if it wasn’t necessary. 

	Meanwhile, Herdmaster Sunish arrived the day before with twenty-five vessels, all equivalent to dreadnoughts and super dreadnoughts. Apparently another fifteen were due within seven to ten days. Threetgtsh had sent a message torpedo indicating an arrival within five days with fifty vessels of various sizes. 

	“Admiral?” Lt. Commander Ainvin interrupted her thoughts. 

	“Yes, Commander?” 

	“Elements of Fourth Fleet, Third Expeditionary Force have arrived.” Latorunwa cupped her eyes in her hand. 

	“Admiral Thorson in command?” 

	“Yes, Admiral.” She glanced around. The Admiral’s deck had a mixture of officers on duty; some of her personal command staff as well as officers from Deucy’s crew that filled in as needed. 

	“I’d like a Command Staff meeting; my conference room, fifty suplancks. (about 45 minutes.) She took a few more moments to gaze at the view, then turned and went to her office. 

	Promptly fifty suplancks later she strode into her conference room. She glanced at Evan’s chair, missing him a great deal. Without Evan or Davy, she was without an aide de camp. She wasn’t going to replace them. Commodore Noahn had a rotating series of non-coms serving the function. For this meeting, she wanted only her trusted personal staff. 

	She took her seat. “Well, I assume everyone has heard Ainvin’s news?” Gestures of affirmation from the entire staff confirmed their knowledge. 

	“Why is she here?” Commander Ssasses Hassinth, the Navigator, asked. 

	“Is she going to try to take command?” added Commander Siemaskieneth, her Weapons Officer. 

	“No,” Yar’Adua answered. “At least not directly. I received encoded communiques from the Port Admiral just yesterday. No change in orders or command.” 

	“So, what is she going to do?” asked Sur Les Rad, her Engineer. 

	“Make trouble she will,” Lieutenant Snowbreeze added. 

	“Why did the Port Admiral let her come?” Sur Les Rad said. “Why not Swimslayer, or Orange, or Marshaat? At least they would support you.” 

	“The Port Admiral has already spent a lot of political capital giving me command,” she said, as well as protecting Evan, which she didn’t mention. Her staff knew some of Evan’s situation, but not all. She trusted them but didn’t want to put them in a position of concealing information. “She likely volunteered. Thorson is a capable officer with combat experience. He’s already sent elements from friendly colleagues. To deny her could be interpreted in a negative light.” 

	“True,” Commander Deleon, her Tactical Officer, added. “The Port Admiral’s position is secure at the present time. He has the Administrator’s public support.  She has been in office less than two standard years. Who knows who will be elected in three and a half years. Whoever it is could attempt to fire Jiāng Tāo. Deliberately keeping admirals who disagree with ours away from important assignments could be used to support reasons to remove him.” 

	“A new Administrator could still fire him,” Ssasses Hassinth protested.

	“Yes, of course,” Deleon countered. “But without political support, it would be more difficult. Jiāng Tāo isn’t going to give his opponents ammunition.” 

	“We don’t want Thorson, or someone else from Svenkerud’s clique, taking the port admiral’s office,” Sur Les Rad added. 

	“That’s enough. Whatever the reason, she’s here,” Latorunwa said. “We’ll need to deal with it. She could start maneuvering now or wait until everyone’s here. I expect she’ll do a little of both. We’ll see how she deals with Sunish and Threetgsh.” 

	“Or the Rivnyera, or Monsignor Abernathy,” Ainvin added. 

	“Which reminds me,” Latorunwa said, “do we have an arrival estimate for the Rinyera and the Church?” 

	“The Church should be here within three thousand suplancks (nearly 48 hours). The Rivnyera will be here soon.” Ainvin said. 

	“Soon?” 

	“Their arrival estimate ran some ten thousand words in translation, and I’m not sure what it means, exactly. Soon is the best I can manage.” 

	“Well, I can’t blame you for that. Maybe ask Sister Perpetua Lucy. I think she has some experience with them. Or see if the Cherek Puerus will be with the Church forces. He can probably figure it out.” 

	“Too bad Evan isn’t here,” Ainvin said. “He could probably do it.” 

	“Possibly,” Latorunwa said. She didn’t want to reinforce Evan’s level of power. “When the Tac Team returns, we’ll check with him. Meanwhile, we’ll do what we can. The Rivnyera worked well with us at St. Colman.

	“Commander Deleon, I want you take your team and interface with Commodore Noahn’s to examine and redevelop our tactical plan with Admiral Thorson’s forces in mind. Factor in the possibility that she could be unreliable. I don’t want you to disparage her while working with Commodore Noahn’s team. He would understand, and I’ll brief him myself, but we don’t want to compromise his team with conflicting loyalties.”

	“Yes, ma’am,” Deleon said, raising his upper jaw high to indicate his approval. “I’ll see to it.” 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 38 Alex

	 

	Evening get-together, the Abelman Conference Center

	 

	Alex led the way to the Berengerian delegation, ChaaTii ix NoVii flowed along beside her. To her surprise, Kitek ChTkKkChug of the JherJhalaq had joined them in his Encapsulated Environment. She and Joe had discussed the current state of the conference this morning. They were quite concerned that a militaristic response was forming behind the Iq, Enfedi, and the Pahroomv. 

	Joe and her head delegate, DiiKii iz LiiVii, decided they needed to get the more peaceful delegates to unite behind a more amicable solution. As the conference had progressed, the proponents of the two approaches had been crystallizing. The Zell Combine, the HaChii Alliance, the Rampart, the Farliosoos Vasilias, the Thunderheads, and, surprisingly, the JherJhalaq and the Lilirae, or as they preferred the Munificent Arms to Protect the Children of Music were largely in favor of a more restrained, peaceful response. The Pahroomv Tundra, the Jaegar Stade La, the Aalurian Skein, the Kalitho, the Sistol Fenstod, and the Xihmei appeared to be developing a confrontational, military response. 

	The rest still seemed to be uncertain. DiiKii and Joe hoped if a few more delegations could be convinced the peaceful solution was preferable, perhaps they could de-escalate the belligerents. 

	The Berengereans were not prominent in international relations. They were almost nonexistent. However, they had strong reasons for disliking the Confederation. If they could convince them to join the peaceful contingent, it would be politically powerful. 

	The three Berengerean delegates were clustered around a table; not sitting and without food or drink. The only thing on the table was a translator rod. As they approached one of them picked up the rod. She was embarrassed that she could not tell one from the other. The sludge covering all three of the delegates was a light brown in color. The one who picked up the rod extended a hand to one of the others, who took it and then took the hand of the third. 

	“Greeting, esteemed colleagues. May I ask to whom I am speaking?” 

	“You speak. We listen. This-One-Blooms-Like-Red-Flower speaks.” The words came from the stick. Berengereans could not speak vocally. They communicated with electrical impulses through the palms of their hands. It was, she understood, one of the reasons it took so long to identify them as sapient.

	“This-One-Blooms-Like-Red-Flower, I am Alex, or Alexandra if you prefer, of the Zell Combine. With me are ChaaTii ix NoVii of the HaChii Alliance and ChTkKkChug of the JherJhalaq.”

	Red-Flower did not introduce the other delegates. She knew their names, of course; Swamp-Gas and Sea-Rock. She thought for a moment about pursuing an acknowledgment of their names but decided against it. She wasn’t familiar enough with their norms to assure she wasn’t being insulting. 

	“The council’s discussions so far have not led to a unified conclusion. We seem to be splitting along two opposed paths. Goses would not approve. As intelligent sapients, we should seek peaceful resolutions to our disagreements.” 

	“Our friend, Alex, while perhaps a bit over-religious in her appeal, reflects the mind of the HaChii Alliance as well.” They waited a moment. 

	“Two speak. One silent.” 

	ChTkKkChug slammed the side of his Environment with one of his claws. “It should be obvious which position the JherJalak support!” he snapped. “Focus those faceted eyes!” Alex closed two of her eyes in distress. Perhaps having the JherJalak join them wasn’t such a good idea. 

	“I’m sure ChTkKkChug didn’t mean to be so … scurrilous.” 

	“Dont tell me what I mean!” ChTkKkChug snapped back.

	“Eyes focused,” Red-Flower interrupted. “Glass case silent.” 

	ChTkKkChug slammed the side of his tank twice. “The JherJalak agree with the Zell Combine and the HaChii Alliance. Violence is not a productive action.” 

	 “Strangers in stars. People taken. People gone. Past is present.” 

	“But the Confederation was moved to help you,” Alex countered. 

	“Some strangers come. Others still hurt. Strangers same.” 

	“Friend,” ChaaTii added, “People are not the same. Some are good, some aren’t. Does it make sense to accuse those who have helped you without certainty?” 

	“Pictures show. Strangers hurt. Argument not.” 

	“The video is not proof!” ChTkKkChug said. Alex was grateful he didn’t pound the side on his Environment again. What would happen if he broke the barrier? The JherJalak would suffocate, and the outpouring of chlorine wouldn’t do any of them any good. She felt she was prepared, but she wasn’t in any particular hurry to meet Goses in person. 

	“There are enough doubts to avoid a warlike reaction,” she said. One of the Berengereans, Sea-Rock she thought, maybe, shook Red-Flower’s hand violently. 

	“Past hurts. More hurt than help. Strangers in stars hurt. Hurt Strangers.” 

	“Your words, Delegate This-One-Blooms-Like-Red-Flower? Or those of Sea-Rock?” 

	“The many make the whole. Your many makes the whole?”

	“He does have a point, Alex,” ChaaTii said. “None of us control our delegations. We each come to collective decisions.” 

	“You speak truth, ChaaTii,” Alex responded. “But being collectives, we should not make decisions based on emotion, sudden or buried. We owe it to our people to make wise decisions, based on careful, sober consideration. Doesn’t that seem correct, This-One-Blooms-Like-Red-Flower?”

	Red-Flower put down the translation sick and the Berengereans formed a circle, joined hand to hand. Both Sea-Rock and Swamp-Gas looked at them from time to time.

	“What are they doing?” ChTkKkChug demanded.  

	“Communing,” Alex said. “I envy them the ability.” 

	“Just talking, aren’t they?” the JherJalak countered. “No different than what we all do.” 

	“There is evidence,” ChaaTii said, “that the Berengereans communion is similar to telepathy. If I understand the theory correctly, it is difficult, though not impossible, to lie to each other. They come close to sharing their thoughts with each other.” 

	“Echrck!” ChTkKkChug grunted. “People lie. I don’t care how they talk, they lie.” 

	“I think your disgust is merely a shield, Delegate ChTkKkChug. Your actions seem far less cynical then you would have us believe.” 

	“Echrck!” 

	The Berengereans broke up, standing separately. Red-flower picked up the translation stick. “Words straight. Truth uncertain. Decision delayed.” With that, they turned and left. 

	“I suppose we can’t ask more than that,” Alex said. 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 39: Hoang Coai

	 

	Office of Tours ada Tanner Muran va Todh, planet Bwarlov

	 

	Hoang Coai was perched on her recla tabulating the tours scheduled for the next several twenths. They were approaching the eclipse season and bookings were usually sparse at that time. Neither tourists nor archaeologists were anxious to have much of their working time interrupted by waves of darkness during daylight hours. Morven Rough-Knuckle Fvaaro had managed to recruit the Far-History Department of a university on Jerundhusn. The wandering planet didn’t have a sun, so the native species didn’t care if the sites they were examining had light or not. 

	A thumping sound interrupted her introspection. Morven was rearranging supplies in the storage room and he must have dropped something. She appreciated his enthusiasm, and his depth of knowledge of the ruins was extensive, even better than hers in some areas. But he did tend to be a bit clumsy. But he was much stronger than she was; Pierwon were half again as large as Landra and that expressed itself in higher strength. 

	She turned back to her screen. The Vishusn scholars weren’t due for until next twenth and they didn’t have anything scheduled until then. The lack of clients wasn’t a problem. Their business for most of the twenth-circle was good. But they did have to watch the budget, and this was always a slow period. She had hoped they could find a tour to fill in the gap and afford to add some new equipment. She twisted her neck and decided she would have to wait until next year. 

	Her long whiskers shivered. Someone was approaching. The ching alongside the door traveled up and down the slot, the clamorous sound penetrating her ears. She pulled them down to lessen the assault. Morven must have tinkered with the ching again. His hearing, despite the size of his ears, wasn’t as good as hers and he always forgot some sounds could be painful for her. 

	She tapped an icon on her screen and the door unlatched and opened. Two not-Bwar entered. One was an upright biped with pinkish skin, long brown fur at the top of its head, gathered in the back. It had brown eyes, rimmed in blue, very much like a Landra. It was dressed in clothes in brown and green shades covering most of its body except the head and hands. Human, she was sure, though she couldn’t gauge its age or gender. 

	The other walked on all four of its limbs, using the full length of its feet, unlike a Landra which used its toes or a Pierwon which walked on its knuckles when on the ground. Its forelimbs were a bit longer than the hind limbs. It had three eyes, though the middle one looked a bit different from the others. Some kind of bony ridges writhed down the sides of its face. Most of its body except it face or the palms of its feet, was covered in an orange fur. The fur was continuously doing … something she couldn’t quite resolve. Unlike its companion it was mostly naked, wearing only a harness with various tools. Some kind of metal bulbs on chains hung from the harness across its chest. She noted several clashing fragrances wafting from it. Pen Talahn Tok, she believed. She had never dealt with one, but some of the tour companies farther north had. Several of their colleagues had mentioned it at the last convocation.

	“Attention of the Before-Timers on you,” she greeted them. 

	“Mis Rathula Duk” the quadruped said. “Do I have the pleasure of speaking to a partner in Tours ada Tanner Muran va Todh.” The first three words didn’t translate for her. Not the first time such a thing had happened. She would have to do some research. That could wait. If this was a tour request, she didn’t want to mess it up.

	“I am,” she affirmed. “I am Hoang Coai. And this,” she added as he came out of the storage room, obviously having heard the ching, “is Morven Rough-Knuckle Fvaaro, my partner.” She signed to him to let her handle the visitors. Morven was often too blunt. “How may we serve you?” 

	“I am Run Madath, Ushak of Multi-Species Archaeology from the Universitates Tau Ceti. We would like to hire your services for an expedition into the Tanner Preserve. We have a permit from the Bwar-home Division of Primeval Studies.” The quadruped pulled out a handheld and used its tail to tap on the screen. She checked her own screen, then forwarded it to Morven’s terminal. He had reached his desk by this time and reviewed the document. The permit looked good to her and he widened his nose in affirmation. 

	“Your permit appears valid, Ushak Run Madath,” she said. “We’ll need to do a formal verification, of course. You understand?” 

	“Yes, Lew Dan Rov,” Run Madath answered, taking a little hop. More words that didn’t translate. She would have to do some research, both words and body language.  What was that jump for? 

	“May I be introduced to your companion?” 

	“Oh, yes, yes. This is my … student. Buzha Evan Lortay.”

	“Given your permit’s validation, where do you want to go? We assume you don’t want to go to one of the tourist sites. You wouldn’t be allowed to excavate there, even with a permit. A general area?” 

	“Actually, we have fairly small area we would like to explore,” Run Madath said. The Ushak tapped some more keys. She examined the map that appeared on her screen. That couldn’t be right. 

	“There’s nothing there!” she protested. "The closest is Site Manw. Nothing has ever been found east of Manw.” 

	“How many have looked?” the human suddenly asked. The human was looking at her, but with eyes slightly averted. Good manners, then. So few non-Bwar had them. 

	“There have been expeditions, of course,” she said. “Expeditions ada Bwarlov Siclist va lo Hetha has run many in the vicinity for, oh more than three feet of twenth-circles.” The human’s gaze slid to the Pen Talahn Tok. “No one goes into that area anymore. There have been more new finds in the Faning Desert and the Anpour Glaciers. Most new expeditions are concentrating there.”

	“Not so crowded them,” exclaimed Run Madath. “I hate crowds.” It jumped again, turning a somersault as it did so.

	“It will be a waste of time,” Morven said.

	“My time to waste,” said Run Madath. “My money. Could be your money.” Did she owe them more effort to dissuade them? If they wanted to waste money, did they have to refuse it? A tour was a tour. 

	“Just you two?” she asked. 

	“Oh, no,” Run Madath said. “Miam Evid Teri. I have six more students who will be joining us. It’ll be so much fun!” Somehow, Hoang doubted that. 

	  

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 40: Third Spear Mneraw Nanarair

	 

	Evening get-together, the Abelman Conference Center

	 

	Nanarair crouched on her perch. Her many decorations shifted subtly as the air circulated through the hall. Her eyes moved slowly, noting the position of each delegate as she marked likely allies and opponents.  The Horn had made its final decision. Herawiar stood to the side, spear in hand. The council organizers had declared no weapons when the call went out. Foolish and ignored. One of the human representatives of the conference center had tried to prevent them from carrying them. She thought she showed great restraint and he remained uninjured. 

	And great restraint was the hallmark of this tale. They talked and talked, but no story was told. Just cold facts. Then they debated and argued. And why? The solution was obvious, laid down in song and ballad. But even those who heard the song true and clear did not decide quickly. Wisdom was needed in all things; greatest when the theme was battle. But too many eyes seemed determined to be covered. 

	“Third Spear,” Herawiar said quietly. Silently she berated herself. She had turned her vision inward while in a battle environment; granted a battle of words rather than spears. 

	Two were coming toward them; Vinnariv Fanarliis of the Farliosofos Vasilias and Joe of the Zell Combine. Two who seemed blind, though she had to admit to herself they thought deeper than many here. Even those she felt were allies seemed too willing to debate and delay the only possible decision. 

	They stopped five paces from her. They knew proper etiquette, then. “May we speak, Third Spear Mnewrae, Hunter?” asked Joe. He couldn’t really tip his head back, exposing his throat, which he didn’t actually have, or hide his antlers, which he also didn’t have. Vinnariv Fanarliis could not perform the correct ritual either. She magnanimously decided to allow that. 

	“I will hear your words,” she responded. 

	“Third Spear,” Joe began, “these proceedings have been long. Tempers are short and frayed. But we must not allow fear to dictate our responses. My people follow Goses of Zeldemur. Other people follow different prophets; Kliscka, the Spirits, the Twins of Xandar, Jesus of Nazareth, Man To Ka, Mohammed, the Blademasters, Buddha, and many others. Even the Spirit Hunter. All support peace as the goal of all peoples.”

	“Joe speaks the truth, Third Spear,” added Vinnariv Fanarliss. “Even those who do not believe in an over-abiding spirit promote such a path. If the many schools of the Vasiliias, whose disagreements are legend, follow this principle, should not all sapient beings? We do not know the truth here. Violence would lead to inevitable death and destruction that could not be taken back.”

	She pondered their words. They didn’t interrupt her, which she did appreciate. 

	“In time before time, when the Spirit Hunter had not yet taken residence in the Sky Above, the people of Mrenabla were large and many. They filled the land between the Mountains of Nnera and the great river of Eenrow. For many years they had lived in peace and prosperity. 

	“And it came to pass that Flainrow Priramra became First Spear of Mrenabla. She was a skilled hunter, slayer of the Mah’gr’ah and the Lariva, a mighty warrior, repelling the raiders of Sichmyts and the swarm of Mna. 

	“Many were the suitors for her hand and she moved from one to the next, but none met her power and strength. So, she called for the Spears and Lances of the Mrenabla and the quango met in council. And she walked among the Lances and Spears and lamented the lack of a suitable companion.

	“And much debate and argument filled the quango and one clan-sept and another proposed a candidate for her. But she raised her hand and rejected them all. And so, the quango considered and agreed to seek a mate from another people.

	“Then Flainrow Priramra gathered her spears and blades and called her boon companions and set forth beyond the Mountains of Nnera. After the long and perilous journey, filled with wild beasts and attacks by outcasts, the First Spear and her companions descended the slopes of Fada and walked amongst the Meadows of Ov. For three days they walked and on the evening of the third day there arose the Warders of Pav to challenge their passage.

	“Now Flainrow Priramra well knew that the Warders had watched and waited for all the three days they had walked the Meadows of Ov. Willingly she gave unto the Warders their weapons and allowed them to bind their wrists and escort them to the quango of Pav. 

	“And before the assembled Spears and Lances of Pav she made her appeal. And for a day and a night she spoke and debated with the quango of Pav. And such was her eloquence and power of voice, she persuaded the quango to allow her suit. 

	“So, the word went out and the finest young men of Pav gathered. For days then the suitors competed with one another. In races and wrestling they contended. And in fishing and hunting. And song and story. And in craft and harvest. And in the course of contention, one rose above the rest. And as the final contest completed Vimranimaw Na Lwawon proclaimed the victory. 

	“Flainrow Priramra was well pleased and that very sunset she took Vimranimaw Na Lwawon to mate. And for a night and a day she retreated to his tent and bound him to her and took his breath in hers and hers in his. And they spoke and planned and prepared for their life as one.

	“With much ceremony and giving of gifts Flainrow Priramra, First Spear of the Mrenabla and Vimranimaw Na Lwawon, Lance of the Pav departed for the Vale of Mrenabla. And they entered her tent and for many days they did not come forth. 

	“And when the Red Moon of Uus rose full and bright, Flainrow Priramra emerged from her tent and she called the quango again. And when the Spears and Lances of Mrenabla had gathered, she announced she was with child. And then she recounted the might and power of Mrenabla. And she lamented the limit of their range and the need to hunt afar. And she regaled them with the beauty and plenty of Pav. And with words and song she raised the people of Mrenabla to go forth and conquer the Meadows of Pav. 

	“And Vimranimaw Na Lwawon came to her and begged her to recall her people. And he reminded her of the hospitality of Pav and that they were his people. 

	“And she looked upon him with scorn. And she declared he was hers, bound to her by breath and oaths. And she reminded him that she bore his child as she had wrought. And he was there to explain the strengths and faults of his people that were. And she banished him to her tent. 

	“And she led her people from the Vale of Mrenabla and into the Meadows of Pav. And with spear and lance she slew them and conquered them. And the people of Mrenabla flowed into the Meadows of Pav.” 

	Having completed her tale, she descended from the table and left the hall, followed by Herawiar.

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 41: Lieutenant Evan Taylor

	 

	Wrollow Bridge, Just outside the Tanner Forest Preserve

	 

	The party had gathered in the staging area near the Wrollow Bridge. Their guides, Hoang Coai and Morven Rough-Knucle Fvarro, were at the Office of Passage across the way with Ushak Run Madath playing the final cards to authorize them access to the preserve. He thought the Navy could drown itself in flimwork, but Bwarlov put them to shame. He supposed he couldn’t blame them. There were very few sites with relics of any species that had come before. Many of those had been looted by unscrupulous treasure-hunters. The Bwarlov stayed very protective of their sites, while also exploiting them for economic gains. 

	The Wrollow Bridge connected the road from the city of Dweme to the preserve. Technically, no one was allowed to live within fifty sumeters (80.8 kilometers) of the preserve, the staging area around the bridge boasted a population of nearly five thousand who serviced the governmental offices, supply shops, restaurants, museums, and appraisers. To get around the law, everyone here formally lived in Dweme; either commuting or spending sufficient time in Dweme to “prove” they weren’t living in the Staging Area.  

	The rest of the team were relaxing on nearby benches, chatting, or appearing to do so. The telepaths among them and Yeol Haauul were scanning, looking for anyone that showed unusual attention to them. That the Benefactors had spies here was inevitable. That they had to register their area of interest was likely to attract some attention. The area they gave Hoang and Morven was slightly off their actual area of interest. With luck, they would attract minimal surveillance, at least until they moved into the ruins, they were sure were there. 

	His sensitive hearing noted the return of the Bwar and Run Madath across the oval. Run Madath was keeping up a steady stream of conversation, which he had done since he had joined them. From Davy’s description, Run Madath’s older littermate’s spouse, Ban Sitar, was friendly and garrulous, but not to Run Madath’s extant. The young man didn’t seem to shut up unless someone else was talking. Evan had taken the time to explain to him there would come a time to be quiet, and the Pen Talahn Tok had agreed he could be silent if required. Evan hadn’t noted any insincerity in the young man’s thoughts. 

	Hoang was riding on Morven’s back. Given their relative sizes, and that his legs were considerably longer than hers, that wasn’t surprising. They had already decided Nani-te would ride on Yeol’s back. His legs were also short. If he took to the trees, Nani-te could keep up a respectable speed, matching Ree Dav Nik if needed. But for the moment he wanted everyone to stick together. Yeol would be scanning the areas on both sides of the path with his powers. 

	“We are ready!” Run Madath said. 

	“No problems, Ushak?” Evan asked with respect. The translation programs to Bwar-tongues were very good and would indicate tone and intent, so it was important they maintain the fiction that they were all working for Run Madath. 

	“Yes, yes, no issues. Travel passes issued. Let us go.” 

	“There are,” Hoang interjected, “some regulations you will have to follow, especially as we pass through Site Manw.” 

	“Allowable to wait until we camp with the dusk,” added Morven. 

	“True,” Hoang allowed. “Let us go.” 

	Evan hefted his pack. They all followed the Bwars. Their guides led them across the plaza toward the bridge. The river here was wide. The Wrollow Bridge was an arch bridge, quite wide. It was nearly eight sumeters (about 130 meters) wide, and nearly two kilosumeters (about 3.2 kilometers) long. There wasn’t a lot of traffic; this wasn’t the prime tourist season. The complex moon systems resulted in a spate of eclipses at different times of the year and tourists didn’t like their daylight suddenly interrupted. 

	They proceeded on foot. Powered vehicles were prohibited, other than a few governmental trucks and cars. Flying vehicles were also heavily restricted. One of the things they weren’t sure of is how Benefactor agents got to and from the point Chg Sth had in his mind as the rendezvous point. It seemed unlikely they could be flying in. Radar stations should have spotted them; as would satellite surveillance.

	 Of course, satellites weren’t perfect. They hadn’t spotted the ruins the Benefactors were using, or other ruins for that matter. New sites were found with reasonable frequency. 

	The bridge was thoroughly modern. The surface was solid with just enough traction to make climbing the arch comfortable. The outer abutments were made to look like textured stone blocks. But to a practiced eye, it was clear that the blocks were mattergrown.  

	They had to pass two checkpoints; one when they first came onto the bridge, and one at the apex of the arch. They exited the bridge. At this point, the surrounding country was cleared for farming and they could see fields of some kind of grain to both sides. 

	It didn’t take long to traverse the agrarian fields. By local noon they were entering the actual forest. They were still on the prescribed path, which had been laid by Bwars. They would stay on that path until they reached Site Manw. 

	The trees here were similar to those found on most worlds. Convergent evolution led to similar shapes on most worlds. The wood here was usually a very dark green in color. The bark resembled scores of toothpicks glued to the trucks, varying from a light to medium green color. Large branches started appearing between two and ten sumeters from the ground. The leaves varied widely in shape, though they tended to grow in clumps rather than a single leaf on each stemlet. Evan noted a fragrance similar to fish and the metallic smell of fresh blood. At least, that’s what the forest smelled like to him. He made a mental note to ask the non-human members of the team what they smelled. He was sure the answer from Run Madath would be long and complicated. 

	The smell actually made him a little nauseous. He considered killing his sense of smell for the duration, but he needed to be able to sense any incoming danger. Smell was an important part of that. What could he do? He could turn off his pain if he had to, while still maintaining awareness of his body. But he couldn’t do that with his sense of smell. Could he? Why not? He thought about that for a moment. If he twisted his sense of smell like his pain sense? Then routed the sensation there? Yes! He made the adjustment. It worked! The nausea went away, but he could still smell just as well as before! He needed to let Davy, Aiko, and Anselm know how. He’d have to ask Yeol, Nani-Te, and Ree Dav Nik if the smell bothered them. 

	He suddenly felt a brush of something. Before he could isolate it, it was gone. No one else seemed to notice it, except Davy, whose smiling face suddenly disappeared, his head whipping back and forth. Davy’s telepathic strength was growing as well, he noted absently. They’d have to have a talk later. 

	Evan filed the feeling away. He’d keep a sharp lookout for a repeat. Meanwhile, he was sure his friends needed some fragrant help. 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 42: Admiral Latorunw Yar’Adua

	 

	The Gerald Deucy in orbit of the Naval Base in the Dwaa D Jek system

	 

	Latorunwa entered the conference room. Thorson sat halfway down the table. She smiled to herself while keeping her face neutral.  She didn’t look overly happy about her placement. 

	She took her place at the head of the table. Everyone was in place, seated, or relaxed as their species preferred, with attention directed at her. 

	“Thank you all for coming,” she began. “I would like to welcome our partners and allies in this venture. Greatmind Threetgsh of the Chemosh Empire.” 

	Threetgsh released two tongues, waving them about in greeting. A few drops of spittle dappled the front of Admiral Thorson’s uniform. She didn’t even try to hide her scowl, likely believing Threetgsh could not interpret human expression. 

	“Herdmaster L(l)uus Pejjerallamushentalpes Dlenpipol Sunish Uhlok.” The Laanyr Clan Heer, on Thorson’s other side, tipped pe’s head. 

	“Monsignor Liam Abernathy of the Church’s Holy Ministry of Exploration and Deterrence, commander of the Basilica Ship St. Louis.” The Monsignor, seated across from Threetgsh, raised a hand in benediction. That would drive Thorson absolutely crazy. She, like Svenkerud, hated the idea that the Church had an armed naval force. 

	“Finally, It Is the One Who Smooths Ascension of the Moon Over the Third Lake of Radiance from the Rivnyera First New World.” There was, of course, no reaction from the Rivnyera. 

	“Finally, we have been joined by Puerus LzMasters, liaison to the Church from the Cherek Thassocracy.” The young man in the white robe simply nodded his head. She had met a number of Cherek by this time. Puerus was by far the most serious, unemotional Cherek of her acquaintance. According to Evan, he was also one of the most powerful, exceeded only by the Four Firsts. 

	“I was unaware the Cherek Thassocracy was involved in this temporary alliance,” Thorson said. 

	“Buzha Puerus, would you like to address Admiral Thorson’s question?” she asked. 

	“Thank you, Admiral Yar’Adua,” he said. “The actions of the so-called Benefactors concerns the Thassocracy. While we currently cannot lend vessels to the alliance, I have been authorized to provide limited aid.” 

	“And what sort of aid would that be?” Thorson pressed. 

	Puerus stared at her for a few moments. Then he replied. “That will be determined at the appropriate moment.” 

	Before Thorson could escalate the issue, Yar’Adua introduced the rest of the officers present. She then continued, “The purpose of this meeting is to personally brief our allies and discuss any concerns or adjustments they would like to make to the current incarnations of our battle plans. As you all know, until we receive the report from the special tac team on Bwarlov, we cannot solidify which battle plan we will be implementing. However, we can develop other alternatives or adjustments of those plans in anticipation of the report.”

	For nearly three hundred suplancks (4.8 hours) the assembled allies discussed the various contingency plans. It was fascinating, Latorunwa thought. Threetgsh and Sunish offered subtle, and quite ingenuous adjustments to the various scenarios, despite the Chemosh reputation for brute force and the Laanyr’s tendency for simple tactics. Monsignor Abernathy was also helpful, though Radiance said nothing. Puerus demurred, claiming he wasn’t a naval strategist, though he did offer to contact Chief Slave Overseer Turnus and Captain Dilthekn, the two in charge of defending the Cordwainer system and considered the best strategists in the Thassocracy, though she declined for the moment. 

	Thorson was the biggest issue. She had an impressive record, but for some reason all her suggestions involved little beyond brute force. She couldn’t decide if she was deliberately trying to sabotage the mission, which she couldn’t imagine, or trying to be underestimated. 

	They were still working on alternatives when the voice of Lieutenant Huloo-Oolohm, the Gerald Deucy’s communication officer interrupted. “Admiral Yar’Adua, Commodore Noahn,” the Manlen’s organ-like voice piped, “A subspace message is in queue from Port Admiral Jiāng Tāo.” 

	“To me personally, or to the command team?”

	“The team, Admiral.” 

	“Please pipe it to the conference room; large screen behind me.” 

	“Yes, Ma’am,” Huloo-Ooolohm acknowledged. Latorunwa swung around. A screen grew from the wall and in a moment the face of Port Admiral Jiāng Tāo appeared. 

	“Admiral Yar’Adua,” the Port Admiral began. “What is your status?” 

	“Sir,” she answered, “all elements have reported in, as have our allies.” 

	“As I see,” he answered. “Greatmind, Herdmaster, Monsignor, It Is the One Who Smooths, welcome and thank you for your assistance.” He glanced around the room. “Admiral, I don’t believe I know the young man in white.” 

	“Your pardon, Port Admiral. This is Puerus, liaison between the Cherek Thassocracy and the Church. His government has authorized him to offer us assistance in the coming engagement.”

	“Puerus, I believe your father mentioned you the last time I spoke with him. Thank you for any assistance you may provide.” 

	“My service, Port Admiral,” Puerus said, placing both hands together, bowing slightly while bringing his chin to his fingertips. 

	“Thank you,” he said. He turned his attention back to the table. 

	“I fear I have grave news. Refugees have contacted the Admirality and the Administrator. The Singruld have broken the Treaty of Han. The Rentold, Mesh, and Tsiss Yans’ Perch systems have been attacked by elements of the Singruld. All have fallen with disastrous loss of life. With much of the rest of the Navy dispersed against a possible negative decision by the council of independents, I have to detach elements of your force to respond.” 

	“Port Admiral,” Thorson stood and broke in. “I would be honored to take command here while Admiral Yar’Adua responds to the Singruld expansion.” 

	“Thank you, Admiral Thorson,” Jiāng Tāo said. “However, I have decided to have you join Admiral Dhiss This in responding to the Singruld. You and half of your force will join Dhiss This at Denathor. I have also detailed elements of the Eighth Fleet to rendezvous with you. This force, designated Project Icon will be under the overall command of Admiral Kelliek. Admiral Yar’Adua will remain in command of the Benefactor response force. Detailed orders are attached to this transmission.

	“Good luck to everyone.” The screen blanked. Latorunwa composed her face. Thorson must be apoplectic. She was being taken from an important battle and relegated to what was likely little more than a police action; despite what the Singruld were likely to think. None of the systems they had attacked had more than skeletal defenses. 

	And worse, she was now under the command of an Admiral far superior to her in rank date, so she couldn’t even make subtle protests like she had undoubtedly been doing when put under her command. In addition, Kelliek was politically neutral. 

	She turned around. Thorson was still standing. She picked up her handheld. “If you will excuse me, Admiral Yar’Adua, I have orders to follow.” 

	“Of course, Admiral Thorson. Good luck to you.” As Thorson left, Threegtsh glanced over at her and six tongues emerged and twirled in a complex pattern. She wasn’t sure, but she thought that meant approval. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 43: Iirulia

	 

	Evening get-together, the Abelman Conference Center, Meditation Pond Bridge

	 

	Iirulia gazed out of the Meditation Pond. Behind him the sounds of the party continued. The music was, thankfully, soft. He truly did not like Farlian contramal. The horrible music and the constant political dueling had driven him from the gathering. 

	Behind him, the rest of his delegation were allopreening. They had followed him, of course, milling about until he stopped on the bridge over the pond. So far, none of them had tried to preen his feathers. Nor had any tried to bespeak him. He supposed he should be grateful for that. Normally, that feeling of oneness, completeness, was comforting. Or it should be. 

	But this conference had seriously shaken him. He had been flocklead for many years. Never had his sweeps so radically challenged him. And never had they pushed a position contrary to his judgment and forced its adoption. It chilled him; and for the first time in his life, he was contemplating retirement. 

	The evidence against the Confederation and the Laanyr had been persuasive, but not absolute. It was unprecedented. True, concealing one’s involvement in an attack would be advantageous. But what would be the point here; that was the question he could not answer. 

	Raanianaa believed it to be an attempt to force the Iq, and by extension the other small powers, to seek protection from stronger patrons. But why would the Confederation and Laanyr cooperate in such a venture? He might be convinced if only one or the other were implicated.  But why both? The two great powers didn’t seem to be moving toward merging. Perhaps they might if their ultimate goal was to dominate the Empire or the Dominion. 

	But why would they want that? The Confederation and the Empire were formal allies; and he hadn’t noticed any obvious friction between them. And the Laanyr were so far from the Empire they rarely had dealings. There were rumors that the Great Powers were cooperating in some project or other involving some kind of pirate activity. But the operative word there was “cooperating.” 

	But somehow, the lack of logical connection hadn’t penetrated Raanianaa’s mind. And she had managed to convince Umnoonia and Uoloo. So now the three of them had pressed against him. Oh so polite, they had been; their mental voices soft and conciliatory. They just wanted him to see and understand what they saw. But he did not see it. 

	But his flock was convinced. He might be flocklead, but he could only lead the flock if they wanted to be led. And they wanted to be led to a confrontation. A confrontation they could not possibly win. 

	||Iirulia|| came Raanianaa’s soft mindspeak. Couldn’t she leave him be? 

	||Flightlead!|| Uuloo’s more frantic mindvoice intruded. 

	“What?” he said aloud, turning about. All three of them were staring at the end of the bridge. Along the path Vesn Td Foh, the Fenstod delegate, came, its six legs of descending length causing an undulating motion. He did not need this. Vesn Td was unpleasant when in a good mood. 

	The Fenstod stopped a few thel from him. His flock had already murmured around behind him. Uuloo and Umnoonia were severely frightened, their thoughts and emotions ringing in his brain. Uuloo was young, but Umnoonia wasn’t. In fact, he was quite elderly and had almost not come due to several medical issues. Concern, yes. But such fear should be controllable. Raanianaa, however, was belligerent; demanding he send Ves Td away. He was confused. As far as he knew, the Fenstod were in the armed response camp. 

	“Delegate Ves Td Foh, have you come to enjoy the pleasant evening?” The eyes in the Fenstod’s transparent skull swiveled, one eye directed at each of the Aalurian delegates. 

	“No,” it said rather bluntly, typical of the person. “You left the gathering.” Iirulia wondered if Ves Td would expire if it said the word party, or even reception. Diplomatic receptions were common, often occurring several times during a conference. Their purpose to ease tensions, and to promote out-of-sky negotiations without the pressures of formal meetings. 

	“Not at all, Delegate,” he answered. “We merely sought some time beneath the sky. So much time within walls can be … depressing.” 

	“The conference hall is open to the sky, yes,” Ves Td countered, “to accommodate the Sora-Ei and the Thunderbolts. Was that not sufficient?” Typical. The Fenstod worlds were highly industrialized, the little green space left continually under threat. Only the efforts of a few, powerful patrons protecting those spaces from urbanizing interests. He had heard rumors those patrons had applied to the Preserve project: a group founded on Terra, but now encompassing many species.

	He forceably refocused on the Fenstod. “So many in such a small space,” he answered. “The pressure of the questions before the council; it is not the same.” 

	“Distinctions. I hate distinctions. The Skein has pledged support for the direct response. You leave. I think you waver. Do you waver?” He flipped one of his eyes back to the party hall, then flipped it back. He must know how disconcerting that was. Fenstod weren’t the only species who could see all the way around themselves. The Farlians could do that. But at least they had the decency for their visual acuity to be in an unmoving ring around their bodies; no constant movement. 

	Iirulia didn’t like Vesn Td’s attitude. He appreciated that the Fenstod was blunt. Few diplomats were. But Vesn. He had his mind made up from the moment the council had convened. He wasn’t the only one, of course. The Iq came in convinced. But at least most of the other delegates had been willing to listen to other interpretations. Vesn Td had not. 

	||Disperse|| he thought. The others, rather reluctantly spread out. The Fenstod’s eyes followed them. He didn’t know the limits of a Fenstod’s vision, but it had to be a bit distracting to spread out his eyes like that. Distraction was good.   

	“We have made commitments,” he answered. “The Skein will uphold their commitments. However, only a fool closes his mind to new information.” Vesn Td’s eyes all snapped back at him. Its arms flexed, exposing spiked tips on his fingers. He pressed his mind against the Fenstod’s. He didn’t think it would become violent; at least not here and now. But he needed to get his people out of this. 

	“This partnership,” Vesn Td said, “will depend on all its parts. It would be distressing if someone neglected their duty.”

	||Return|| he thought. Uuloo and Umnoonia immediately began skittering back to the hall. To her credit, though foolish, Raanianaa lingered on the bridge. “As I said,” he reiterated, “the Skein will honor their commitments. But we retain the right to continue evaluation as information is gathered. If we decide to discontinue our involvement, we will supply notice in reasonable time.” The Fenstod took one step back in surprise. His species wasn’t known for assertiveness. 

	Iirulia took the opportunity and quickly circled around Vesn Td. Together, he and Raanianaa returned to the hall to join their fellows. Both of them kept their mindsenses focused on Fenstod, just in case. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 44: Sir Anselm

	 

	Tour Path in the Tanner Forest Preserve on Bwarlov

	 

	Anselm perched on the tall stump at the edge of the tour campground. The psithurism, so very like home on Appleye, soothed him. The trees here were so different from the ones on Appleye, while still feeling comforting. Well, except for the smell. Evan had taken care of that for him, though he had been a bit reluctant to let him roam about in his head, friend or not. 

	Still, it had worked, and he had been impressed at the breadth of Evan’s mind. He couldn’t compare it, of course. He hadn’t known him before he was enhanced. But he had trained with telepaths, and there was little comparison. 

	It had taken him a little time to get used to the constant buzz of his lifesense since entering the preserve. Up till now, he had been in urban and shipboard situations since his enhancement. The few plants he had been exposed to hadn’t registered or had so low that he hadn’t noticed. As they had driven through the cultivated fields between the city of Dweme, where they had hired their guides, and the Wrollow Bridge, he had felt a low-level buzz, but had attributed it to a minor cold. But when they entered the Preserve, it had hit hard. 

	For a while, all he could feel was a screaming blare of sound, unable to make any distinction from one to the other. Only his training had kept him on his feet and moderately aware of his surroundings. When they had stopped briefly for a small, midday meal, Evan had insisted on checking on him. It had taken awhile. For a couple of hours on the afternoon portion of the hike Evan had worked on him, somehow keeping them both moving and cordial to their compatriots. Slowly, the cacophony of sound had lessened and separated into distinct sources. He was still working his perceptions out, figuring out how he could use it now; but it was much better. 

	Across the cookpit, the rest of the group were relaxing as well. Nani-te and Ree Dav Nik had taken a brief excursion into the forest to explore and familiarize themselves with the ecology. Both species were descended from tree-dwelling forebears and were still comfortable in that environment. Much more so than humans, who arguably had similar ancestors. Now the two were comparing notes. 

	Yeol was conversing with Evan. And Davy and Aiko were sitting a distance off, deep in conversation. Now, what could that be about? Not that he had any real doubt. Both of them were interested in Evan; in was quite obvious. And Evan, despite his rather promiscuous past, and his supposedly powerful telepathic abilities, was oblivious. 

	From his conversations with his friend, he knew that Evan had engaged in a brief romance with Davy. Supposedly, they had decided they would be better friends than lovers. Not that that stopped the two of them from having an amorous night after the Battle of St. Coleman. After all, that had led to the increase in Davy’s powers. 

	Evan had not indulged in any romantic interludes with Aiko. Of that he was certain. But that he felt attracted to her seemed clear to Anselm. And the kiss Aiko had given Evan aboard the Cherek vessel led him to believe that attraction was shared. Granted, the kiss had been chaste, at least to a casual glance. 

	She was more reserved than Davy; less likely to visibly display her emotions. Davy didn’t suffer from that reserve. While he had maintained a professional distance, mostly, only an idiot wouldn’t see he still loved Evan. 

	Evan, for his part, strived to be aloof. He was the leader of this team. While there weren’t specific regulations against fraternization, it was looked at with concern. He was trying to maintain distance. Which meant this was likely to become complicated. 

	Davy and Aiko were talking. That was good. They didn’t seem to be fighting. That was better. Fighting would affect the effectiveness of the team. But so would frustration, eventually. 

	He would have to keep an eye on them. Romantic entanglements weren’t his specialty. He had divorced himself from such emotions when he became a Knight of St. Agathius and Adrian. And that had been reinforced when he was recruited into the Sons of Joshua. But that didn’t make him blind. And his friends were hurting or would be soon. At the moment, he wasn’t sure which of them Evan should end up with, if either. 

	If they were back on the Deucy, he might try to direct Davy and Aiko to other potential partners. In other circumstances he might direct them at each other. But Davy was gay, with no interest in romance with woman. Evan had interests both ways. Which might lead to a possible resolution. 

	He moved that problem to the back of his mind. He glanced over at Hoang and Morven. The two of them had insisted on prepping dinner. They seemed to be quite familiar with variant species cuisine, though he had noticed them consulting a handheld. He approved. It wouldn’t be a good idea to accidentally poison a client. 

	He was concerned about how they would handle them when they reached the danger zone around the Benefactor base. There was no way to tell how heavily defended it would be. He could imagine they would like to remain unobtrusive and so might have minimized any lethal defenses. Smuggling weapons was always a risk. But they couldn’t count on that. 

	Their guides weren’t soldiers. They didn’t have any idea things might get dangerous; or at least more dangerous than being in a forest with active wildlife and competing archaeologists. At some point, they would have to either tell them what was going on, or somehow secure them in a safe space. Evan hadn’t decided yet; his friend did have a tendency to play things a bit looser than Anselm would prefer. 

	Another problem to percolate for a bit. His eyes slid across the road to the other tour group camping here. The grounds were built in a wide spot in the road; obviously carved out of the forest, but with minimal disturbance. There were spaces for four concurrent groups, but only the one was camped with them. 

	The other group only had a Pierwhon as a guide. The group was made up of a couple of Myrhz, a young, male Odalph, a female HaChii, and what appeared to be a Chkk. An unusual group to say the least; especially the Chkk. Their worlds were all within the Chemosh Empire and they were not known as merchants. This seemed a very long way from home for it. He planned to keep an eye on them. 

	“Dinner is ready,” Hoang announced. Keeping his problems in the back of his head, he joined the rest to eat. It did smell good. 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 45: Admiral Adrian Thorson

	 

	Aboard the Ejekik in the Denethor System

	 

	“Position verified,” reported Lieutenant Mooda-Lan. She nodded in acknowledgment. 

	Beside her Commodore Doraf said, “Thank you, Lieutenant.” Doraf’s mäl fluttered as he turned his gaze to the Sensor Officer, Lieutenant Abidemi Kayode, “In-system vessels?” 

	“Transponder signals indicate elements of Eighth Fleet, including Admiral Kelliek’s flagship Eronhé are in orbit of Boromir. Admiral Dhiss This’s Fourth is at the leading LaGrange point. Several other small forces are in system as well.” 

	“Very well,” Doraf said. “Set course to Boromir. Send formal greetings from Admiral Thorson to Admiral Kelliek.” 

	“Get me Dhiss This!” she said. “Have him meet us on the way.” 

	“Admiral, wouldn’t it be better to wait until …” 

	“I don’t care. Get him here.” She stood abruptly and stalked from the bridge. She quickly brought herself under control and continued to her office with a calm demeanor. She sealed the door and took her seat. 

	Doraf hadn’t deserved that. She would have to apologize to him. This whole situation was unacceptable. When Yar’Adua had been assigned as one of Dominic’s subordinates she was optimistic. She had an excellent record and Dominic had chosen her over several candidates when the position became open. 

	And for a number of years, it had worked out. Both she and Dominic were maneuvering to change official policy on the Cherek. They had been suspicious since those children had come forward fronting for the Cherek’othai. It didn’t make sense then, and still didn’t. 

	The Port Admiral then, Umooaliia, had agreed with them. But the Administrator and the Assembly had accepted them without question. The treaty had been approved with minimal amendment. She couldn’t believe it! What was worse, though, was when Bridget and Txomin had joined them. 

	Her daughter and his son had been friends since they were toddlers. As they grew, they had grown closer. She and Dominic were sure they would get married one day. And they had; and the next day they had boarded a Cherek vessel. The kids had sent them a letter. They had fallen in love with the Cherek ideal. The ambassador-adiut had approved their immigration. And they were Chereks now. 

	They had both protested; even gotten a court hearing. But Bridget and Txomin were both legal adults, if just barely. She and her husband had a terrible argument about it. Bridget had been living with him in Naval housing on Tendacta. Why hadn’t he watched her more closely? How had she and Txomin snuck away to get married?

	They were parents now. They had invited Dominic and her to visit. They had refused. They couldn’t imply approval. Sneaking off to get married, yes, that they could forgive. Everyone had hoped for their eventual marriage. But going with the Cherek? 

	The Antioch incident had given Dominic the excuse he had needed to invade the Cordwainer system. The last letter they had had been posted there. Svenkerud had sent her a message that he was going; he was going to find them and bring them back. 

	It hadn’t happened. The consul there had intercepted them. Dominic had managed to get off Cordwainer, and then Yar’Adua had betrayed him. Instead of planning retaliation, she had put him in the brig and filed formal charges. And Jiāng Tāo had allowed the charges to stand!

	She had no doubt he would have eventually been cleared, but the initial hearings hadn’t gone well. She didn’t doubt there had been political pressure. She and Dhiss This had applied some pressure of their own, but apparently not in the correct places. They would have to correct that. 

	She didn’t know why he had fled. It hadn’t helped their position in the Admiralty. There were rumors floating around that he was a coward and couldn’t face the shame of a court martial. He wasn’t a coward, dammit! Nor was he corrupt, like some other rumors claimed. 

	She had shifted her efforts against Yar’Adua’s pet. She still didn’t know exactly what had happened on Cordwainer. Dominic had refused to discuss it when she had visited him. But he had come back under arrest while Yar’Adua and Taylor just picked up their careers. Where the other lieutenant was wasn’t adequately explained. Why they had let the Cherek keep him, and punish him, she could not fathom. 

	And there was something strange about Taylor. Some of her informants had leaked some reports to her that he had come back stronger than before. She had been able to convince some of her contacts in Special Powers to increase the scrutiny on him. But somehow Yar’Adua had been able to wrap him up in classified robes. She needed to press more on him. Somehow, he was connected to the persecution of Svenkerud and the rise of Yar’Adua. That had to be how she had gotten that promotion. She certainly hadn’t done anything to earn it. She should have been demoted, if not court-martialed. 

	Meanwhile they had to deal with this Singruld problem. Kelliek had a good reputation. He would lead an effective response once he decided on a strategy. But was a merely effective response what they needed? 

	Jiāng Tāo was obsessed with the so-called Benefactor threat. She didn’t see it. The Benefactors were little more than pirates as far as she was concerned. This massive, multi-nation response team was a giant overreaction. And bringing in those other nations into a joint force, exposing Confederation naval strategy to others, was just foolish. 

	She was sure the Port Admiral would argue that these were our allies; that they could be trusted with what little they would see. But the Laanyr and the Rivnyera weren’t formal allies. And the Chemosh might be allies now, but they had been at war at one time. She didn’t care how long ago it was. As for the Church, well, they shouldn’t be running warships at all. Dominic had spoken many times that they should suppress the Church’s navy. Their freedom of religion was fine; owning a couple of planets, ok. Other religions did the same. But fielding a navy? It gave other religions bad ideas. Several of them were beginning to build up forces of their own. 

	Her communicator beeped. She touched an icon. “Yes,” she said. 

	“Admiral,” Doraf’s voice said. “We’ve received a communication from Admiral Dhiss This. His pinnace is on the way. He should meet us about forty Boromir AUs from Denethor.” 

	“Thank you, Commodore.” That should give her time for a short nap. 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 46: Vesn Td Foh

	 

	Evening get-together, the Abelman Conference Center, Meditation Pond Bridge

	 

	Vesn Td Foh stared after the Aalurian delegates. It wasn’t sure if they would keep their promise or not. Iirulia had a pristine reputation, but Vesn Td never trusted reputations. They were so easy to shape and manipulate. It might not be a telepath, but it could read others, even other species.  That was why it was the premier diplomat of the Sistol Fenstod. Iirulia was the key to the Skein’s vote. Raanianaa was the irritant that pushed the Aalurians into the military option, but she wasn’t strong enough to guarantee Iirulia’s vote. The other Aalurians would help, but in its estimation a push from other delegates, especially if questioning Iirulia’s professionalism, would keep him under control. 

	A scraping sound intruded on its reverie. It flipped one of its eyes to the back, revealing a stunning view of the night sky in the progress. It had no time for stunning. Behind it a Kalitho came slithering from under the bridge. Haashaboo if it wasn’t mistaken. The rather dramatic gold and orange design along the edge of her hood was distinctive. 

	“How long have you been listening?” it asked. 

	“From the shshtart,” she said, the translation emphasizing certain sounds.

	“And how did you keep yourself hidden from the Aalurians?” 

	“Thought shshscreens are ushsful devicshes. The Aalurianshs are not adept enough to shshenshs it.” 

	“Most of them, perhaps,” Vesn Td responded. “But both Iirulia and Raanianaa have stronger gifts; at least as far as our intelligence suggests.” 

	“Perhapsh. It is difficult for you or I to shjhudge. Very few of either or our shspecies posssesss shshuchsh giftss.” She waved one of her arms in dismissal. 

	“It doess not matter. None of the fragile thingsss knew I waszh there. What matterss iss will they produssse.”

	Vesn Td flipped another of his eyes to focus on Haashaboo. He set the third to scan the area. Was there another Kalitho about? “It matters,” Vesn Td said, “if they detected the screen. Iirulia is able to lie. If he felt the screen, or Raanianaa did, they could easily tell me what I want to hear, and then not vote in our favor. You understand, Haashaboo?” 

	“Shshscreens can’t be felt by low level telepathsss.”

	“And you know that?”

	“We have few, but we have them. Tesstss have sshshown low levelsss can’t feel them.” 

	“At least the one’s you tested couldn’t” 

	“We tesst them all. Giftsss belong to the weave. All are tessted. All are assssigned asss needed.” 

	Interesting, Vesn Td thought. It didn’t know Kalitho were quite that authoritarian. Not that it wasn’t rational. There were so few Fenstod with special gifts that the Sistol did not really have a policy regarding them. Only one or two a generation had ever been recognized. Perhaps it should suggest some new programs? 

	“I will trust, for now, the accuracy of your statement. As to the stem of your question, we will need to keep pressure on them. Subtle pressure, Haashaboo.” 

	“You are not noted for subtlety, Vesn Td.” 

	“Nor are you. Especially not you,” Vesn Td snapped its eyes spinning. It wasn’t sure if the Kalitho could read its body language. Not important. 

	“We should recruit one of the Enfedi,” it continued, “or the Pahroomv to monitor them. If we lose them, the coalition could collapse. We would not have the votes.” 

	“One of the Iq would be more sssubtle.” 

	“Normally, I would agree with you. But they are quite splenetic at the moment. They have been diplomatic so far, but they are aware of who has committed to their position. They might not be as understanding to someone withdrawing support. A negative reaction from them at this time could drive others off as well.” 

	“Weaklingsss! Sssuch sssswithering isss reprehensssible.” 

	“I’m impressed with your vocabulary, Haashaboo. I didn’t think you had such deep thoughts.”

	She writhed, her long tail lashing back and forth for a moment. He braced himself. She wasn’t as massive as he was, but her home planet did have a slightly larger gravity and Kalitho were known to be tough. Perhaps it shouldn’t have been so honest, at least out loud. 

	She leaned forward, the mouth in the top of her head a spare ah (2.378 cm) from its snout. “Perhapsss you would bessst be sssserved by conssssentrating on the ishshshue before ussss? Yessss?”

	It had to admit, it was intimidated. That close she seemed far larger than it had thought. She had two of her arms raised, exposing the spike-like palms of her hands. And she didn’t seem at all disconcerted by its eyes, one of its best tactics. A strategic retreat was called for. 

	“My apologies, Delegate Haashaboo. I allowed my frustration with the Aalurians to color my responses to you. It was undeserved. Shall we start again?” 

	For several ot (.8563 sec.) she didn’t move. It didn’t move. Finally, it saw her muscles relax and she coiled back into a resting position. “Continue,” she said, rather pointedly not acknowledging its apology. It didn’t really care so long as she didn’t try to constrict him to death. It would spark a diplomatic incident, but it doubted she cared about that. 

	“I was thinking about having Minex jan Shazh Nezh of the Xihmei shepherd them along.” 

	“That isss sssubtle?” 

	“Better than Shvn jan and Ji jan. Minex jan is, for a Xihmei, subtle. And while they need a subtle hand, they also need a firm one. She can provide that. You notice Shvan jan and Ji jan have not assaulted each other throughout the conference; nor have anyone else. That is because of Minex jan. I suspect, that is why she was sent; to buffer her fellows.”

	“My intellligencsse sssuggestshsh that Shshvan jan and Ji jan are matesss.”

	“I do not really understand what that entails, I’m afraid. Fenstod do not suffer that sort of … situation.” 

	“Diplomatic of you, Vessn Td. Matesss can, of courssse, fight. Sssome do ssso to the point of disssolution of their relationshship or violencsse. But one would exssspect diplomatsss to pressssent a more … rashshional air.” 

	“Perhaps,” Vesn responded. “But their battles are infamous. Still, they are who the Xihmei choose to send. I think, sometimes, they mean to shock the rest of us, and it is all a sham. Other times …?” With that he turned and returned to the party. Haashaboo did not try to stop it. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 47: Admiral Adrian Thorson

	 

	Admiral Thorson’s office aboard the Ejekik in the Denethor System

	 

	“Excuse me, Admiral,” said her aide, Lt. Mienthid said from her door, “Admiral Dhiss This is here.” 

	Finally, she thought. Out loud she said, “Show him in, Mienthed.”

	“Admiral Dhiss This,” Mienthid said, stepping to one side. The Tsssha Tck Admiral stalked in. Mienthid touched a control by the door and a stool suitable for Tsssha Tck anatomy rose up from the floor. Then he left. 

	Taking his seat, Dhiss This’ eye followed Mienthid’s form as he left. Turning back toher he said, “I have never understood why your aide’s desk is not in your office.” 

	“And I’ve never understood why you’d want someone listening to everything you do.”

	“You don’t trust your aide?” he asked. 

	“I barely trust you. I certainly don’t trust some junior officer. I have to have an aide since I can’t do everything myself. But he doesn’t need to know anything to do his job.”

	“Your aide.” There was silence for a moment, then Dhiss This continued. “Why did you want me to come out here to meet you? Kelliek is going to ask.” 

	“We’re friends. That is well known.” 

	“We are allies. No one has ever called us friends; least of all you. Kelliek isn’t going to be antagonistic, but he’s not going to be accommodating either. I suggest you have a good explanation ready. 

	“Shall we get to the neck of why you called me out here instead of waiting until you got parked next to me, which you would have.”

	“Killiek might have put me in the trailing LaGrange point.”

	“He doesn’t like the trailing position. He never uses it. Which you should know.” 

	“I’ve never paid much attention to Kelliek. He’s too … too innocuous!” She stood and slapped the desk with one hand. He should know this. “I’m getting tired of people in positions of responsibility not paying attention to the real threats out there. I’m tired of the distractions of petty pirates and silly conspiracies. I’m tired of not taking firm control and proving to our enemies that we are not to be challenged!”

	He stared at her, unblinking. Slowly, she brought herself under control. When she was again calm, and had taken her seat, he said, “I understand you had one meeting at Denethor. What happened?” 

	“Not much. I was only there for a couple of dozen suplancks. But the Chemosh Greatmind and the Laanyr Herdmaster were there. And the Rivnyera lumps and a priest. And worse, a Cherek!”

	“A Cherek? Where did a Cherek come from?” 

	“A liaison to the Church, I was told. Arrogant little bastard. Couldn’t have been a third of my age and he treated me like I was beneath his notice.” 

	“We have to do something about them. Dominic was right.” 

	“I tried. Yar’Adua’s aide had kids on Cordwainer. You know what that has to make them?” 

	“I can guess. How did you find out about them?” 

	“Not easily. Yar’Adua and Taylor are both good little soldiers, though. He filed paperwork for them. As soon as I found that out I reached out to one of Dominic’s contacts in the Minors Advocacy Bureau. They were able to get a court order asserting that the children were in danger. Unfortunately, they never left the ambassadorial vessel. They tried to serve it there and the ambassador-adiut tore it up.”

	“Bold to serve it there.” 

	“They thought they had an angle around diplomatic immunity. The children should be dependents of a naval officer. But Yar’Adua found regulations negating Taylor’s responsibility and the adiut simply denied them based on lack of jurisdiction. There wasn’t much farther they could go.” 

	“I imagine not. Taking them by force wouldn’t be likely to work and no naval vessel was going to attack them. I wouldn’t, regardless of our ultimate goals. That would be a quick way to the brig; regardless of starting a war.”

	She stared at him for a moment. Was he being practical or a coward? Practical, she decided. They weren’t going to be able to effect change if they were in a brig. Martyrdom might sound real good to stir support, but they didn’t have support; or enough of it to actually mean anything. Those who believed as they did were few. Most Confederation citizens were perfectly happy with the status quo. If either Dhiss This or she were court-martialed, it wouldn’t even hit most people’s radar. 

	“And your crew wouldn’t obey such an order anyway. Not without a lot of prep work, anyway.” 

	“Exactly. So, what do we do now?” 

	“Now, we fight Singruld. We let Yar’Adua deal with the pirates. When its done, we do what can to discredit her. Get her pet aide assigned somewhere we can control him and convince the government to take responsibility.” 

	“If she succeeds against the pirates, she’s a hero,” he countered. “The public perceives the other governments as reliable allies to be courted. We are upwind.” 

	“Yes, I know. But we don’t have much choice. It’ll take longer, but the goal is worth the wait.” 

	“I agree. We need to persuade more people.” 

	“We do. This situation might actually help. We’re in a good position. No one is going to question suppressing the Singruld. The Manlen, at least, will sing our praises. That’ll be a start. 

	“If Yar’Adua’s little excursion is bloodier than she expects, we may be able to play off that. Too much death will sour anyone’s reputation.” 

	“I thought the Benefactors were simple pirates?” 

	“They are but they are organized pirates and they seem to have a plan. Pirates with plans can be dangerous.” 

	“They can. Do you really think these are?” 

	“We can only hope.”   

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 48: Lieutenant Davy Philips

	 

	On the path to the East Bridge in the Tanner Forest Preserve

	 

	The road had widened a bit since they left their campsite. With the extra room they spread out a bit. For most people, that might have been a problem in an environment with a possibility of attack. It could be easy for a hostile force to pick them off one at a time. However, they were all linked, mentally. With three telepaths, one immensely powerful. Even the non-telepaths were linked with care having been taken not to intrude on their private thoughts. The members of their team, of course, had all given permission and the links were stronger with them. Hoang and Morven, though, didn’t know the real reason for this mission, nor that a possibility of attack existed. Davy knew no one in the team liked that. But there wasn’t much choice. They wouldn’t have been allowed in the preserve without Bwarlov government approved guides. They probably could have snuck in, but the admiral didn’t want to offend the Bwarlov government any more than they were going to when this was over. 

	The scent from the woods tickled his nostrils. Though he could still smell the fish and blood from the trees it wasn’t nauseating anymore. What Evan had done in his head was amazing. What he found more amazing was he had been able to follow what Evan had done. He had always been a moderately powered telepath, he had never been able to perceive a brain like that before. 

	His pyro powers had expanded, a lot, since he and Evan had made love after the St Colman battle. But that was all they thought had been enhanced. But for the last couple of dozen days his telepathy seemed to be increasing as well. He wasn’t sure, yet. And he hadn’t actually said anything to Evan about it; though Evan had looked at him oddly when he fixed the fishy blood problem. What was more, the last few gym sessions of their training he had been pressing more weight than he ever had before. His best used to be 35.5 kilosugrams (77.3 kg.), but before they landed planetside, he’d pressed 83.5 kilosugrams (181.8 kg.). Granted, they had been training since the mission went live, but he doubted he’d improve that much. Granted, he’d gained weight; nearly 10.4 kilosugrams (22.75 kilograms), but his measurements hadn’t changed a bit. 

	He needed to talk to Evan about this. Obviously, he was still changing. But that was a conversation for another time. 

	“Hi, Davy,” Lt. Shimizu suddenly said. He nearly jumped. He was so deep in thought he hadn’t even felt her coming over. Sure, she was more powerful than he was. Or was she anymore? Either way, they were linked, and he should have felt her. The link was still there. 

	“Hi, Lieutenant,” he answered, looking around. They were at the back of the group, and a gap had opened up between them and everyone else. 

	“Aiko, Davy.”

	“I can’t call you that! You outrank me.”

	You don’t call Evan by rank, do you? He outranks you.” 

	“No, of course not! He’s my friend and my … Well, unless its official; when we’re on duty.” 

	“Exactly. We can do the same. We can be friends. And maybe more.” 

	“Oh, gee, well, that’s nice and all, but I don’t really …” 

	“I know, Davy. We’re linked, remember; deeper than the others.” 

	“Okay, then why …” 

	“Because we are both interested in the same thing.” 

	“Thing?” Davy said, purposefully looking away. 

	“Person,” Aiko emphasized. “Don’t play coy with me.” 

	“Sorry, A-aiko,” he started, almost tripping over her name. “But …” 

	“You’re in love with him, aren’t you?” 

	“Well, I … you know.”

	“Davy, do I have to give you an order?” she said, actually grinning at him. He had never seen her grin before. She was always so serious. 

	“Okay, Aiko,” he said firmly. Colonel Skysbright had been telling him since he boarded the Deucy he had to be more sure of himself. Okay, he would. “Yes, I’m in love with Evan. I have been since we met. But he doesn’t love me. He likes me. We had a relationship for a while. But we broke up. It was mutual. We both knew it wouldn’t work.”

	“Yet you slept with him again, didn’t you?” 

	“How … he said he wouldn’t …” 

	“He didn’t. At least not directly. But I can read between the lines. And he’s let me in a time or too. He tried to hide that part of himself, but I think he really wanted someone else to know.

	“What you need to know now is that I think I love him too.” 

	“Well, I don’t doubt that. You want me to back off then? I’m not sure how much more I can, unless I transfer out. I don’t know if he feels the same way about you, though.”

	“I don’t want you to transfer out. I don’t want you to back off.” She looked out into the forest for a moment. He waited. 

	“I know he’s not sure, yet. But I think he might be. And I know he still loves you. I’m comfortable with that situation.” 

	“Are you saying …?” 

	“I’m saying that I’m willing to share him, if you are and he is. Can you?” 

	“I’ll take whatever I can get. I not sure I can ever … you know… with you.” 

	“Well, let’s see how that goes, shall we? What I think we need to to do is get him to drop this ‘leader of the team’ dynamic he’s affecting at the moment. He’s desperately afraid someone will think he’s playing favorites.” 

	“Anselm won’t think that. Neither will Nani-te. But Yeol and Ree Dav Nik might.” 

	“Maybe. But we can work around that. Anselm and Nani-te will put them IN line if they have to.” 

	“Okay, Aiko. So, what do we do? You want me to help you seduce him?” 

	“I don’t seduce, Davy. Either he’s in love with me or he’s not. If he’s not, then I’ll back off. But I am sure he loves you and you love him. Even if I’m out, both of you deserve to be happy with each other.” 

	“That sounds nice. But what about …” 

	“His kids? That isn’t a problem. Their mothers? You know he doesn’t have any feelings for them other than gratitude for protecting the kids.” 

	“You know what I mean. What do you expect of me?

	“I don’t expect anything, Davy. What I’m asking is for your support for both of us. I don’t expect you to sacrifice your relationship with Evan; though I think you should be a bit more assertive for that relationship. 

	“Do we have a deal?” Davy didn’t answer right away. She made sense, in a lot of ways. He’d sensed Evan’s interest in her. What was more, he’d sensed Evan was interested in him as well. 

	“I have to think about this, Aiko. But I think the answer may be yes.” 
   

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 49: Admiral Latorunwa Yar’Adua

	 

	Admiral Yar’Adua’s Office aboard the Gerald Deucy

	 

	“Please take seats,” she said, gesturing to the three she had called up. She knew the sister’s preference, but she had guessed for the monsignor and Puerus. “Please adjust them if you like,” she added, since they were likely too polite to complain if they weren’t comfortable.

	“This is fine,” Abernathy replied. Puerus merely nodded. He never seemed to say much. She had only met him a couple of times but had never had the opportunity to have a conversation with him. She hoped to correct that after this brief meeting. 

	“Thank you for coming,” she said. “I hope it wasn’t too inconvenient.” 

	“Not at all, Admiral,” Abernathy replied. “May I ask, though, why you called us?” 

	“Of course. I am a bit concerned with Father Caine. He seemed very upset with the needs of this mission. When I declined to allow him to escort the sister and Sir Anselm back to Blessed Virgin for consultations he left abruptly. I wanted to be sure that there isn’t any blowback to the sister and the knight. And, frankly, to our joint venture.” 

	Monsignor Abernathy grimaced. “I did have a long conversation with Archbishop Leandros. Father Caine … expressed his concern to his immediate superior, Bishop Tientiet. Bishop Tientiet shares Father Caine’s reluctance to be involved in any military or covert activities. Archbisop Leandros assured me that he had explained to the bishop that our cooperation with the Confederation, and other parties, was approved by Cardinal Salimu under the direction of the Holy Father.”

	“So, I don’t have to worry about a sudden request for their return?” 

	“No. In fact, Sir Anselm’s direct superiors have made his assignment to you permanent. Or at least as permanent as such assignments go.” The monsignor smiled grimly. It was a fact of life in any organization that even permanent assignments can suddenly become not-so-permanent. But she was relieved. Sir Anselm was a very useful asset. She would hate to lose him. 

	“I am relieved to hear that, Monsignor. Sir Anselm works very well with my Tactical Team.”

	“Not surprising, Admiral. He comes with the highest recommendation of the Order of Agathius and Adrian.”

	She turned her attention to Sister Perpetua Lucy. “Sister, I hope you don’t feel I don’t value you since I didn’t send you on the mission to Bwarlov. The Tactical Team was already seven members. Adding Sir Anselm made it eight. I’m sure you are aware that such teams work best if the numbers aren’t large. And if I sent you I’d have to send Ranul and a Kralk would likely destroy the anonymity required.” 

	“Not at all, Admiral,” she said. “I don’t think I could have gone in as a sister, and I’ve had enough of play-acting after Sshak Zg.” 

	“I’m sure,” she said. “Davy tells me you did very well there. He says your impersonation of a high-ranking lady was masterful. And very funny.” 

	Perpetua’s ears flared out and she flipped her tongue in amusement. “I sure he saw it that way. I hope you know he did very well.” She leaned forward, glancing at the Monsignor. 

	“Admiral, you do realize his powers have increased. I only met him briefly at St. Colman, but the … shape of his presence is greater than it was.” 

	“We are aware. I do need to ask all of you to keep that information confidential.” 

	“Understood, Admiral,” Abernathy said. Perpetua flipped her tongue again in affirmation. He continued. “Is that everything, Admiral?” 

	“For the moment, Monsignor. But could Buzha Puerus stay for a few moments?” 

	“That would be entirely up to him, Admiral. I don’t have any authority over him.” 

	“I can stay, Admiral,” Puerus said. Abernathy and Perpetua rose and left the office, their chairs sinking back into the floor. As soon as the door closed, she sat back down. 

	“Buzha Puerus,” she began, “I am concerned about a number of things.” She waited for him to comment, but he just looked at her. “You were a bit dismissive of Admiral Thorson. May I ask why?” 

	“You don’t like her,” he said quietly. She blinked. 

	“That hardly seems the point,” she responded. 

	“I suppose not,” he said. “Admiral Thorson doesn’t like any of this. She believes you are incompetent. She hates my people. She would like to send Lt. Taylor off for vivisection. If she can’t get him, she would be happy to send his children.” 

	“I know she’s unpleasant. We don’t need to exaggerate.” 

	“I don’t exaggerate, Admiral. That is precisely what is in her mind.” 

	She winced. “Buzha Puerus, it is illegal to look into someone else’s mind.” 

	“I’m sure I can dazzle you with diplomatic double talk, Admiral,” Puerus said. “But I haven’t gone delving in her head.” 

	“Are you saying those are leaked thoughts?” she responded with amazement. “I would think she would be using a thought screen. She may have acted surprised at our initial meeting here, but she had a list of attendees. She knew you would be there.” 

	“Yes, I know, Admiral. And she was wearing a thought screen.” 

	“But … “she started in confusion. 

	“I know Confederation scientists posit that a thought screen will suppress leaked thoughts. For most of your telepaths, they are effective. But not to me.” She sat back for a minute. Carefully, she attempted to school her thought and prevent any leakage; and she knew she was likely failing with him. He was that powerful? Evan had said he could push through a thought screen, so she was sure Puerus could, easily. But Evan hadn’t said he could hear leaked thoughts through one. She knew he wouldn’t lie to her. But …”

	“He was not,” Puerus said. “He is not yet at a level that would allow easy discernment. He is, however, subconsciously feeling them. He doesn’t yet realize it.” 

	“I see.” She was silent a moment. “Do you know that Lt. Philips’ abilities are increasing.” 

	“We are. We are keeping an eye on him. He will continue to get stronger.” 

	“You didn’t tell us that earlier.” 

	“It was not yet apparent. We believed, at that time, that his pyrokinetic abilities were the only things increasing. Apparently, the spark was slow to take hold.” 

	“Is he the only one?” 

	“You are asking about Anselm and Nani-te,” Puerus said. “We now suspect they will be increasing as well. It is too early to tell how they will develop. We will be keeping watch.” 

	I’m not sure I’m comfortable about that,” she said. “And didn’t you say Evan’s healing hadn’t changed Nanit-Te?” 

	“That was our initial assessment. However, we now suspect otherwise.” He leaned forward. “What I am going to tell you is confidential. My father, and the other Firsts, have approved of me telling you this. Admiral, becoming one of us is a very serious matter. Of the initial group of potential members, about fifty were rejected. Our power is very seductive. It is far too easy to abuse, to terrible effect. We were very lucky with our initial group. 

	“Since then, we are careful about who we recruit. We make sure that they can handle the power before we ever approach them. We still watch them carefully. We watch our children as well. I’m sure you know that some children, regardless of ancestry or upbringing, can go bad, I believe is the expression. 

	“We are completely confident in Anselm, Nani-Te, and Davy. We are also confident in Lt. Shimizu.” 

	“Aiko? Has something …” 

	“As of yet, no. However, we anticipate a strong possibility. Young Lt. Taylor is a very healthy young man. Since the change, and the accidents he has been involved in, he is being very careful; and very reluctant to form additional … attachments. At some point, he is likely to contact my overly-amusing brothers. They will give him the ok to pursue the attachment; and precisely how to achieve the enhancement; including to be sure she is willing to accept it.” 

	“I see.” What was she to make of this? Wait a moment, he had implied they recruited. 

	“You said you recruit. Where?” 

	“Well, Cordwainer, of course. But we do recruit elsewhere.” 

	“How many?” 

	“I’m not prepared to give you that number. However, I will assure you that we are careful. Our recruits are of adult age and we explain all the ramifications involved.” 

	“I see. I’m going to have to think about this. In the meantime, I’m going to ask you the same question Thorson did. How can you help us?” 

	“As I told Thorson, it will depend on circumstances. Enemy maneuvering, cloaking, targeting. How much will depend on the number and nature of the opposing forces and the tactics you are using. I may not know precisely until you engage, so I suggest you make you plans without considering me, and I will add what I can.” 

	“Thank you. That’s at least a bit more information than you gave Thorson.” 

	“You asked far more nicely, Admiral.” With that Puerus stood and, without a word, left. 
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 50: Nani-te

	 

	West dock of the Vinalr Ferry, Tanner Forest Preserve

	 

	“The ferry is computer controlled,” Hoang was explaining. Very few tourists come to Site Manw. It isn’t considered wren dlahw to maintain ferry-bwar.” Nani-te made a note to check his linguistics files. The term wren dlahw hadn’t translated, which indicated to him that the original programmer had not found an exact match to shudda moal. He would have to ask the others if they had received a direct translation. 

	“Does that mean there are not any wardens at Site Manw?” Evan asked.

	“Oh, that would be disappointing,” Run Madath added. “I have so many questions.” 

	“You said you had a different site to explore,” Morven said.

	“We do!” Run Madath invoked the Spirit of Science. “Bak Diin Jim. Knowledge is never wasted. Learning at Manw will help us at our goal.” Hoang twisted her head, her whiskers sweeping forward. 

	“Scientists!” she said. “No Buzha Lortay, your assumption is not correct. The site is fully bwar. The ferry is modern and does not require protection.” Nani-te’s spines rattled in amusement. His alias was not Evan’s most creative choice, but he supposed the Bwarlov would not be able to parse it. 

	“Evan,” Nani-te said, “could I examine the ferry controls?” 

	“I would have to ask Run Madath,” Evan said. Nani-te rattled his spines again. Really?

	“Of course, of course. You can use it for your dissertation.” Nani-te decided he liked young Run Madath. He was playing his part with enthusiasm but still directed important decisions to Evan. 

	“I’m not sure …” Hoang began.

	“We would want to be sure everything is safe,” Evan said. “We’re sure the ferry is maintained regularly, Buzha Hoang, Buzha Morven. But you did say Site Manw was the least visited site in the Preserve.”

	“Well, I suppose …” 

	“Very good. Nani, why don’t you get started. We can all use a rest after that long hike,” As if Evan couldn’t walk for hours without tiring. Even Davy didn’t show any signs of tiredness, and Nani-te would have guessed he was the physically weakest of the team. Or had been. Now that he thought about it Davy’s last physical tests had been impressive. 

	Actually, he was probably the weakest. He was smaller and his legs a lot shorter than anyone else’s. He generally didn’t like walking on the ground. But he didn’t feel any of the cramps he usually developed by the end of the day. Another data point to add to his suspicions.

	He boarded the ferry. It was a reasonably modern craft, imported in from a Wrrgoul company. He entered the wheelhouse and found the computer access. Pulling out a few pieces of equipment from his back, he connected to the system. 

	The software was canopy; just one update old. The Bwarlov Antiquities department were conscientious with their equipment. He began tapping keys, mapping the ferry’s architecture. The first few layers were fairly standard. This particular used a satellite positioning technology rather than object mapping protocols. Interesting: most self-guidance software used the latter to avoid weather interference or other satellite disruptions. 

	Analyzing the positioning software, he found a cache compiling separate software separate from the update processors. Unfortunately, his equipment could not follow what that software was doing. The ferry system had good security software, of course. But this particular cache was several levels beyond that.

	Curious. Why not protect the entire system with the same software? To not arouse suspicion, he would guess. The software cache was not easily found on its own. A cursory analysis would miss it and the ferry would appear to be just like any other on the planet. 

	His equipment couldn’t penetrate it. Did he dare? He had to test it sometime. He centered himself and let his mind drift. It took a while; much longer than when Evan or Davy were reading someone. His consciousness retreated from the corporeal world, and he slipped into the data paths. Data packets shot in straight lines from “horizon” to “horizon.” Crosslines transferred data from program to program. Complex structures arose at intersections performing their assigned tasks. 

	From this perspective, he did not immediately see the hidden cache. He anchored himself at the initiation algorithm and allowed his new senses to travel along the data paths. He almost missed it. It was well hidden within the complex updating programs. The architecture was dark between the paths and algorithmic structures. The cache was tucked in one of those dark spaces. Only an occasional small, dim burst revealed its presence. 

	He prowled around its edges, looking for traps. He berated himself for a moment. He should have had Evan back him up. Could he send a help message? He constructed a quick burst and sent it off. It was only a moment before he felt a warm presence wrap around his anchor point. It felt a bit off, but there was nothing but beneficence in it. 

	He found several traps which he avoided. Easier than trying to dismantle them. The darkness revealed itself to be a mere shell, like a serser nest. Numerous programs were operating within the cache. He began cataloging them: logs, spreadsheets, databases, and other common programs. Why hide them? He set up a routine to download them to a protected partition. 

	There! What was that doing? He maneuvered toward it. Ouch! Something pinged off his virtual self. Ouch again. Another. Then another. Sawblades. He’d triggered something. Hastily he tried to erect shields, but they were thin and the attack packets ripped through them. He tried to retreat, but he was blocked. He concentrated and two data paddles materialized in his virtual hands. He hit one packet, sending it flying. Then a second. But there were so many. He only had four hands!

	Strength suddenly filled him. His shields strengthened and multiple paddles materialized around him, batting away the attack packets. Something started pulling him back. No! Not yet! He needed that other structure. The pull back was inexorable. He dropped his paddles and reached, his virtual arms and they stretched! Oh, how great. He never expected that. All four arms gripped the structure, and he downloaded it into his pipeline. He watched in fascination as he was pulled back out of the darkness. He couldn’t read all of it as it was sucked into the download funnel, but he got the gist. 

	A moment later he woke. Aiko hovered over him. Behind her he saw Evan. He didn’t look happy. 

	“You all right, Nani-te?” she asked her hands roaming over him, carefully avoiding his head spines. No one needed her pricking herself and getting sick. 

	“What do you think you were doing!” Evan growled, though he was obviously keeping the volume down to avoid alerting their guides. 

	“I got in, Evan! No machines. Just me. I walked the data! And I found something!” 

	“You did?” Evan’s mouth curled up in what he knew was a smile amongst humans. “I’m still angry at you,” he said, “but that’s great!”

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 51: DiiKii iz LiiVii

	 

	Office of DiiKii iz LiiVii in the Ableman Conferance Center

	 

	DiiKii took his seat at the table. The others he had invited were already in place. Joe sat to his right and Ugdo Earpon perched on a platform to his right, the Aizar’s helpers resting comfortably on the table in front of him. Across from him sat ⅄arolo Llieora laLerarri a⅄olle with Vinnariv Fanarliis standing next to him. 

	It had taken some work to arrange a meeting with just the five of them. A⅄olle had been particularly difficult. His pet assassin had been reluctant to let his rraelio separate from him for even a moment. And the choir had almost rioted about the deprivation of music to the ⅄arolo. Thankfully, A⅄olle had tired of the debate and exiled them to the next room. Occasional notes from the choir wafted through the vents but they were few. 

	They had considered inviting the other delegations they believed were leaning to a peaceful solution but decided it might be too cumbersome. And they really could not be sure of the others. The five of them represented the most powerful of the peace party, to call it something. 

	He waited the thirty breaths necessary for Lelerra protocol before he began speaking. “Colleagues,” he began, raising one gripper, “we have reached a critical juncture in this council. And I fear belligerence is holding sway. The HaChii Alliance has asked you all here to discuss the issue.” 

	“The Munificent Arms to Protect the Children of Music most reluctantly concurs with our Honored Colleague. The ascendancy of a philosophy, my apologies to our Honored Colleague of the Farliosofos Vasilias, of belligerence is distressing. The Munificent Arms recognizes the occasional requirement for martial response. However, incautious provocation of a vastly superior adversary borders on the psychotic.”

	“I must concur,” Vinnariv added. “We understand the anger of the Sublime Glade of Pollen. However, I cannot conceive of a rational basis for such a strategy by either the Confederation or the Laanyr Clan Heer.”

	“Nor can halpha,” Ugdo added. “We have opened our senses, and the level of anger is great.” 

	“Anger is destructive,” Joe added. “Goses preaches forgiveness and forgiveness is what is needed. But I fear many have fallen too deeply into the pit of anger.”

	DiiKii nodded. Now that everyone had made an initial statement, they could begin the real work. 

	“May I ask,” Vinnaariv asked, “why you did not invite some of the other delegations leaning toward a peaceful resolution?” 

	“Complexity,” A⅄olle said, can result in perplexity. Concise consultation achieves focused conclusions.” 

	“Creating suspicion is another consideration,” DiiKii added. Meetings between delegations are to be expected in a council such as this. Too many of us gathering together, however, may pinpoint to the belligerents all those in opposition.”

	“I’m sure they are keeping track,” Vinnaariv said.

	“As are we,” Joe responded. “But there is always some uncertainty. Uncertainty can lead to overextensions of resources. Goses says to concentrate one’s actions for charity and love. In this case, charity calls for us to avoid creating targets of our colleagues.” DiiKii smiled to himself. It was easy to paint Joe as one obsessed with his religious beliefs. He was certainly vocal about them. It was a quality DiiKii didn’t understand. The HaChii didn’t have a tradition of religion, though he knew some who had joined various faiths. But for all Joe’s religious fervor, he could be quite practical. If you actually listened to him, practical strategies and outlooks were clearly mixed into his religious rhetoric. 

	“Who supports us?” Vinnaariv asked. 

	“More importantly, among our opponents, who can we sway?” DiiKii added. 

	“The Aalurians,” Ugdo said. “They have declared they stand with the military option, but I sense great reluctance in Iirulia.”

	“Can we turn him?” DiiKii asked. 

	“Persuading the Honored Delegate from the Aalurian Skein to alter his determination will challenging. Honored Iirulia is truly troubled. His uncertainty is noted by our Honored Dissentients. Steps have taken to insulate him from opposing views. Persuasion will be difficult.” 

	“I have noticed,” Joe added, “that Minex jan Shazh Nezh has been hovering about Iirulia since the party the other night. He intercepted both Kitek SkCkZhok and Hoowoodabop just this morning when they attempted to engage Iirulia in conversation.” 

	“I’m surprised Kitek allowed herself to be distracted. Minex may be intimidating, but she isn’t known for being timid,” Vinnaariv said. 

	“I think she wanted to avoid a noisy confrontation,” DiiKii posited. “She was showing considerable restraint. She’s not known for her kind and generous nature.” 

	“Perhaps,” A⅄olle suggested, “the kind attentions of Yarorro Llo laYal a⅄oʎa would be sufficiently distracting to allow one of our less exalted colleagues to approach Honored Delegate Iirulia.” 

	“That sounds like an excellent plan,” Vinnaariv said. “I would suggest Kime Urgbes might be the least obtrusive.” 

	“I would agree,” DiiKii said. “Ugdo, could you arrange the details?” 

	“Of course.” 

	“Who else could we approach?” 

	“Might my Humble Self suggest the Berengerians?” A⅄olle said. They have seemed conflicted in my admittedly infrequent intereactions with them.” 

	“Who would speak with them?” Joe asked. 

	“Ludoslaw,” Ugdo suggested. “The Thunderheads’ experiences with the Confederation is remarkably similar to the Berengerians’. If anyone can persuade them to seek a peaceful plan it is he.”

	“What if they persuade the Thunderheads?” DiiKii said in caution. “Ugdo, can you determine if their commitment is strong?” 

	“The Thunderheads are difficult to read,” Ugdo admitted. “The nature of their physiology interferes with telepathic connections. However, his words are strong and the actions of his entire delegation in the past have leaned heavily pro-Confederation.” 

	“I will approach him,” Joe said. “He has expressed an academic interest in Goses in several of our meetings. I haven’t discerned any religious leanings in any Thunderhead, but they do seem to be amenable to His basic teachings.” 

	“Excellent,” DiiKii said. “Any other delegation?” 

	“Perhaps the Scuvvads?” Ugdo asked. 

	“The likelihood is uncertain,” he suggested. “The Ishegol Scuvvad Pela nurtures jealousy toward the Laanyr, their primary competitive neighbors. Appeals to logic are unlikely to persuade them.” 

	“Perhaps not,” DiiKii said. “But everyone we can persuade is worth the effort.” A⅄olle

	“Perceptive,” A⅄olle agreed. “Perhaps the time is congenial to summoning our subordinates to arrange the details of our strategies.” 

	DiiKii agreed. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 52: Sir Anselm

	 

	Site Manw, Planet Bwarlov

	 

	Anselm gazed with appreciation over Site Manw. The city was laid out in a common grid pattern. The northwestern corner of the site was filled with impressive buildings, albeit now abandoned and in ruins. Domed towers surrounded needle-like spires; these interspersed with open-walled constructs consisting of a single spire with oval shaped floors evenly distributed along its height. 

	Colors were faded but suggested they had once been brilliant. Spreading out from the concentration of towers were shorter buildings. These were not in as good a shape as the towers. But many were still in good condition. They varied in shape, but all featured curved walls; not a straight edge among them. 

	From this vantage he could see the shores of a lake mostly hidden beyond the walls of the towers. The damage he could see was mostly weathering and holes in the walls. Most, though, were still intact. Only a few trees grew amidst the buildings. As he understood it, most of the plants had been cleared by the Bwar-home Division of Primeval Studies. 

	“Look like grain silos, don’t they?” Davy’s voice intruded on his reverie. 

	“What?” he asked, slightly confused.

	“Those towers,” Davy said, pointing to the dome-topped buildings. They look like grain silos.” Anselm looked at him with a odd expression. “What?” Davy demanded. “I was born on a farm. I know silos.”

	“Did you come here to tell me something?” Anselm said. He sounded stern, but he was actually pleased. Davy had never been comfortable with him. Maybe he was growing. 

	“Yeah. Run Madath wants everyone over by the gate. They won’t let us in until we’re all there.” 

	“Why are we going in? This isn’t where the Benefactors are.” 

	“Because Boniface” he said, using his alias, “we’re pretending to be archaeologists? This is a new site. We’re supposed to be excited about it.” 

	“You’re right,” Anselm nodded. He approved of Davy’s dedication. The mission to Sshak Zg had taught him a lot. They descended the small hillock he had been standing on and walked to the gate, about a hundred and twenty-five sumeters (a bit over 200 meters) to the gate. The other members of the party had risen from the benches they had been using while the Bwar-home Division of Primeval Studies Agents processed their paperwork. Manw was a new site, discovered a scant fifteen planetary years ago. It was less accessible  than the other sites and still forbidden to casual tourists. Only credentialed archaeologists were allowed access; archaeologists and their crews. 

	Since they weren’t going to actually work here, they had been allowed some leeway in their credentials, which were forged, of course. Run Madath’s weren’t. Though he was young, he had several published papers on file. His credentials had carried the rest of them. 

	A Landra climbed up a pole and addressed them. “I am Tavabanth Aiouna. I am your assigned guide while you are in Site Manw. We ask that you do not touch anything within the site. If you desire to aide in the current excavations, please apply in the Gate office for an extended permit. We don’t have much time until the next eclipse begins. If you will all follow me.” 

	The Landra clambered down the pole and trotted at a quick pace toward the towers. Anselm edged to Evan’s side and said in a very soft voice, “I thought our permits let us excavate?”

	“Not here,” Evan said, equally softly. “Manw is new and they are very sensitive about it. It’s more intact than any previous site and they want their own people to do the majority of the work. At the other sites they’re supposed to be easier about assigning excavations to qualified groups.” 

	“Not that we’re qualified,” Anselm answered. 

	“No, but they don’t know that. Run Madath is, though.”

	“He’s still letting you telepaths pick his brain as needed?” 

	“Yeah. He’s remarkably calm about it. I think it appeals to his ego.” 

	“Or the fun he’s having being on a covert mission. Davy said Ban Sitar called him some kind of action hero wannabe.”

	“Maybe both,” Evan said. The guide stopped them near the boundary of the city. There the highest of the grain silo rose before them. 

	“We call this the Formation Tower. Its the tallest we have ever found.” 

	“Why is it called Formation?” Davy asked, affecting an air of innocence. Evan and Anselm both frowned at him. Davy had grown up a lot, but he still liked to cause a bit of trouble.” 

	“When the trees were cleared one of the initial archaeologists commented it was inspiring to think of the Before-Timers creating us in this tower. He came up with an elaborate scenario of us being formed in this building”

	“You have evidence such work was done here?” Run Madath asked, obviously a bit skeptical. 

	“None at all. The worker in question had no credentials. He was merely a laborer. But the archaeologist in charge thought it was funny.” Anselm thought about asking more questions about their beliefs but was afraid he might sound disrespectful. He knew very little about the Bwarlovs. What little he understood asserted that a sapient, star-faring species which was now extinct had genetically adjusted the ancestors of the Landra and the Pierwon, raising them to sapience; traditionally about fifteen thousand Bwarlov years ago. 

	Scholars differed about the possibility of that claim. That there was a species, now extinct, active at that time was certain. Some claimed that it wasn’t possible to artificially bring a species into sapience. Others said it could be done. In the modern era, no one had yet been able to accomplish it. 

	That the two Bwarlov sapient species, the Pierwhon and the Landra, could be genetically traced to prehistoric ancestors couldn’t be denied: both species had studied the matter extensively and cooperated with off-world scientist in efforts to prove the connection. It remained to be seen what the truth was.

	“What we do know,” Tavabanth continued, “is the material these towers of constructed of has not yet been analyzed. It is very resilient though, obviously, even that resilience hasn’t prevented damage.” Her tail pointed at several different points of damage on the tower. 

	“As I’m sure you know,” Tavabanth said, “to date we have not yet found any representation of any actual thing, living or not, nor any flim or equivalent material which might contain records. We have found things which we believe to be computers. However, they either no longer work, or work on a system unfamiliar to any computer scientist we’ve consulted.” 

	Anselm heard a rattle from Nani-te, shaking his spines. Anselm smiled. The Chode was obviously anxious to try his hand on the problem. They had discussed Chode’s breakthrough on the ferry computer last night after Hoang and Morven were asleep. While some telepaths could access computers, to an extent. The Cherek seemed to be able to do it easily. Evan had done it during their mission to the Dominion, with Nani-te guiding him. But what Nani-te seemed to have done was beyond what anyone other than a Cherek had ever been known to do; at least to Anselm’s knowledge. 

	“Maybe we can arrange to let you ‘examine’ one of those computers,” he said quietly. 

	“Not on this mission,” Nani-te replied. “No time.” Then after a moment he continued, “But I really want to try. Maybe after this is all done, I can take some extended leave.” 

	“I’m sure Run Madath can get you in.” Nani-te rattled his spines again in agreement. 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 53: Ree Dav Nik

	 

	 

	On the Road from Site Manw

	 

	Ree-Dav-Nik undulated alongside the two Bwarlov guides. Lieutenant Taylor had been clear that they were to defer to the guides and not establish a proper point position. It was irritating. She had concerns about this human’s leadership. He was far too familiar with the ones here before Yeol and she had joined. He said he was so very powerful, but so far she had not seen evidence of it. The training they had undertaken had proved he was strong, but no more than some other enhanced she had met. 

	Her discreet inquiries confirmed he had led a couple of missions, but not many. And his age, she had confirmed, put him barely into human adulthood. The stop at the archaeological site had demonstrated his immaturity. He had asked as many questions as Run Madath of Tavabanth. It was unnecessary. 

	The Chode, Nani-te, had reported that his examination of the computer on the ferry revealed there were spy devices tracking anyone moving through the area east of the river. The telepaths were, supposedly, tracking those devices, but she did not see any evidence they were doing so. They certainly were not taking any steps to avoid the spy devices. 

	Her head swayed back and forth looking for possible threats. The prepared road had been left behind at Manw. They were following what Hoang had called a migration trail. She pulled air through a dozen of her ventricles. The odor the humans found so distressing did not bother her and their weakness in the matter disturbed her even if they did find it nauseating. Still, smell was not a major sense for her. Sight and sound were far more important. She doubted the Humans and the Chode realized she had heard most of their conversations over the trip. The mating game three of them were dancing would have amused her if they weren’t on a serious mission 

	She extended her electrical senses a bit more. To date she hadn’t sensed anything out of the ordinary; at least not what she might expect. The forest didn’t feel like Mo Nar En, of course. That was to be expected. The hane lamonan of each world, each forest, was different, each pulsing into a unique rhythm. Something about this forest bothered her. She wasn’t sure what it was. She hadn’t felt it until they left Manw. Whatever it was, seemed to be moving. It was still a fair distant away, and moving crosswise to their direction of movement. 

	Perhaps the Bwarlov might know something. She raised up her front quarter and asked, “We have seen very little wildlife. Surely there must be some.” 

	“Many,” Morven replied. That was a bit unusual. Hoang did most of the talking for the pair. “On the roads sonic and scent devices keep most animals off. They are not active when there are no tourists moving so animals are not restricted.”

	“But there are none here?” 

	“No. This area is undeveloped. However, the animals in the forest are wary. Few would approach either a Landra or Pierwon.” 

	“And no offense, Buzha Ree Dav Nik,” Hoang continued, “you and your friends smell terrible.” Despite Hoang’s words, she thought she should be insulted. Feeling petty, she arched her back, exposing both of her mouths. Quite petty, but she doubted either of them would understand the vulgarity. 

	||Beware|| An image suddenly appeared in her mind. The link the telepaths were maintaining to Yeol suddenly became active. It had been tucked into the back of her mind. Other than the test when the link had been set up, only a few random images had flicked through her mind. 

	She turned, blocking Hoang and Morven from proceeding. 

	“What …” Hoang asked, rearing slightly on Morven’s back. 

	From the forest something crashed out onto the trail. ||It was moving normally|| came from Yeol, ||then suddenly turned.|| The creature in front of them was six-limbed like Hoang and Morven. Its middle limbs were a bit longer than it rear legs. It carried its front legs off the ground, folded close to its body. Those limbs ended in impressively long claws; almost too long. It could never use those limbs as legs. The claws would catch in every imperfection on the ground. 

	It had a short, muscular neck covered in a mane of long hair. The head was long with a protruding lower jaw from which four, long teeth were visible. Its ears were tight against its head, but they were large. It shook its head, the mane framing its head. She thought she saw something glinting as that long hair flared around. The glint disappeared a moment later. 

	She reared up, her manipulating pincers spread wide. Power began to flow across her back, building so she could cast lightning. The tips of her pincers sparked and lines of energy arced between her pincers. 

	“Wait,” Taylor’s voice interrupted her, his hand touching her side. Her power waned, against her will. She couldn’t generate a morate of power. 

	“What …” she began. How had he done that?

	“Let’s try not to kill it,” he said. 

	“It’s dangerous!” she said. 

	“It’s innocent. And we have options.” He raised his hand. The creature took two more steps forward and then stopped. “Nani-te,” he said. 

	The little Chode scampered forward and climbed up his back, perching behind his head, feet on each shoulder and hand-feet on each side of his head. He didn’t seem to notice the weight. Nani-te raised his hands toward the creature. 

	She wasn’t a telepath, but her electrical senses did pick up some type of field forming around them. For many suplancks there was silence. The creature didn’t move and neither did Taylor or the Chode. 

	She started to speak, but a hand touched her. The knight. “Shhh,” he said, the sound not translating. “Let them concentrate.” Anselm knew them both better than she did, but she needed to know what they were doing. 

	Suddenly there was a pop! And a small curl of smoke rose from the creature’s mane. It shook its head violently. Then, acting as if had just now seen them, crouched and took several steps back. It emitted some weird sound she couldn’t quantify. Then it turned suddenly and bounded into the forest. 

	Taylor and Chode relaxed, and she realized that he had been keeping it immobile. And he had suppressed her power! He was powerful; more than she had realized. 

	She turned her head back to the Bwarlovs, who were staring at them. “Who are you people?” Hoang demanded. 

	 

	   

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 54: Hoang Coai

	 

	On the Road from Site Manw

	 

	Hoang curled up in the tent and stared at Morven. After the incident with the dwaveon, they had decided to set up camp. After they had set up, the student Lortay had called them together. The student! He had told them a story about mysterious invaders and attacks and conspiracies. It all sounded like some fantastic vid. 

	She motioned Morven to use handsign. She didn’t know all the capabilities of these people and she didn’t want them to eavesdrop. 

	Hoang: What do we do? 

	Morven: The first question is do we believe them?

	Hoang: It sounds too fantastic to credit. 

	Morven: It does. But would they tell us such a story? They did stop the dwaeveon. And without hurting it. 

	Hoang:They like animals. That doesn’t mean they mean us well. Or the things of the Before-Timers.  

	Morven: You speak ground. But we circle back to the first question and the second. 

	Hoang: If what they have said is true, these invaders desecrate the places of the Before-Timers. 

	Morven: And might not these also desecrate them? 

	Hoang: Yes. So what do we do?

	Morven: Report them to the Division?

	Hoang: Yes. That would be the mind of the Before-Timers. But what then. If they speak the truth there will be protests and accusations. Conflict with the Confederation will occur. Who protects the World Around? 

	Morven: You then propose? 

	Hoang: I will go out. I will listen to them. 

	Morven: Do not get too close.

	Hoang: I will stay far. 

	In case they were watching the tent, she dug under the back and slipped into the brush. She was careful, moving nearly fifty kin (131 meters) into the forest before she climbed up one of the trees, staying on the side away from the camp. She climbed up to the second tier of branches, nearly twelve kin (about 31.5 meters) up the tree. 

	Cautiously, she traveled along the midstory, avoiding noise and trying not to leap from branch to branch. When she had to leap, she waited for a covering forest sound. Being so careful, it took far to longer than she would like to cross the forest. Over the tents, she descended, but only to the understory. She centered herself, seeking unity with the Before-Timers and unfurled her ears. They were much smaller than Morven’s, but the curls and whorls within funneled sound far better than his.

	“… seemed a bit too overt, don’t you think?” the one called Boniface was speaking.

	“Maybe,” Lortay said. “But they’ve used mechanically enhanced animals before. Sister Perpetua Lucy reported a bunch of them on the frame around the pulsar. And some of the Chemosh team were attacked on D’Erb.” 

	“These mechanics seemed more subtle, though,” Boniface said. 

	“They were,” the Chode, Bana-de, said. “I did not examine the other constructs, but I have seen the analyses the Church and Pri Nior performed on them. The mechanisms in that poor creature were sophisticated and less intrusive than those others were.” 

	“Will it live?” said a voice she thought was the human Caradoc Astercon. 

	“I don’t see any reason why it wouldn’t” answered Lortay. 

	“As important,” Boniface said, “will the Benefactors know we encountered it. And neutralized it.” 

	“They shouldn’t,” Bana-de answered. “The device in the creature only activated on certain stimuli. Otherwise, the animal is in control of its own movements and actions. Our presence activated an order to confront and intimidate; the intent merely to scare off random explorers. We likely weren’t the first. The mechanism transmitted a report after a confrontation, or every five days, unless there was a significant event. 

	“Luckily, Ree Nav Dik’s electrical display didn’t trigger an immediate report, the software wasn’t that intelligent. If she had actually attacked it, that would have resulted in a report. Evan and I were able to shut the mechanism down.” 

	“So, we’re good?” 

	“Well,” the Chode continued, “not totally. They are likely to notice when it doesn’t report in on time.” 

	“And when will that be,” said Ree Nav Dik’s voice. 

	“About three and a half days. We have time, but we shouldn’t dawdle tomorrow.” 

	“We get up at dawn. No more than fifty suplancks (about 45 minutes) for breakfast and packing.” 

	“What about Hoang and Morven,” said the human female, Oko. This is what she wanted to hear! Were Morvan and she in danger? 

	“You mean what if they report us?” Lortay responded. “Well, we’ll have to live with that. I can contact the Admiral to intercede, but that’s about it.” 

	“So we just turn around if they decide to?” 

	“No, we just let them go. We don’t go with them. This is too important. No violence.”

	“We’re going to have to move fast,” Boniface said. “You and I won’t have a problem. Nani-te can ride on one of us. Ree Nav Dik and Yeol should be able to keep up. Can Aiko and Davy? 

	“We can,” Oko declared.

	“I’m good,” said Caradoc. 

	“Then we’re set,” Lortay said. “We should sleep. I’ll take first watch.” It seemed they were done for the night. Carefully she climbed back up to the midstory. She retraced her route, descended to the ground and went back to their tent. She crawled back under. Morven was waiting, eyes focused directly on her. 

	Morven: How bad?

	Hoang: I’m not sure. They are going to increase speed tomorrow. They want to get to those coordinates as fast as they can. 

	Morven: And if we don’t let them? 

	Hoang: I don’t think we can stop them. 

	Morven: They will kill us? Should we go now? 

	Hoang: They won’t kill us. They talked about us. They will just let us go. 

	Morven: Are you sure?

	Hoang: Why would they lie? They didn’t know I was listening. They just aren’t that concerned with us. 

	Morven: We should stop them. We don’t know what they want. The story they told is just a story.

	Hoang: I don’t think it is. They were concerned. And how would we stop them? The Lepamod can cast lightning. We saw it. And the Human and Chode stopped the dwaeveon just be looking at it. They have some power of the mind.

	Morven: The question turns. What do we do?

	Hoang: We go with them. We observe. We take notes. If we don’t like what they do, we report. 

	  

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 55: Yeol Haauul

	 

	Approaching the site of the lost city of Ywolr Lwown

	 

	Kineograph images riffled through her mind. The forest left and right, ahead and above revealed their secrets. She stumbled. She was not used to this, especially at this speed. Her power was used for discreet moments; she standing still to concentrate. The human Taylor had required her to scan the forests as they marched, true. But that was still discreet; at leisure. She could stop for a moment and SEE! 

	The lepamod Ree Dav Nik had taken to the trees. She had not known they could do that. It had not come up in the training. Concentration had been on fighting and tactics. Research beckoned. She would ask the chode Nani-te to supply her. 

	The lovan of her quartenary cilia tickled her mind. The bwarlovs ran beside them, she knew. Her primary and secondary cilia were focused on sights around and her tertiary stabilized her traction. The bwarlov were uncertain quantities. They followed. They declaimed against coming. But the landra Hoang Coai had been in the trees the night before. After, she had waved her hands with pierwon Morven. Her report of the meeting had precipitated discussion of graphic modes of communication. She had shared her vision of the hand waving, but no one’s translator was programmed with the language. The bwarlovs had been careful to only audibly communicate insignificant things. 

	Many of these species confused her. Before the decision to admit the Vaed had traded only with the Barzuc Garso and the Mohans. Both species were like the Vaed; quiet, largely solitary, entitatives. They had been at odds with others: Dangith, Fisssh, Kondi. The collective defense offered by the Confederation offered security. The diplomatic seths had done the work, but had minimized how … hive-like so many of the other species were. She had been overwhelmed when she had arrived for her transition instructions. So many in such small spaces. 

	The preserve felt refreshing. Not so many. She must adapt, she knew. The decision was made. It was right. But it was hard. 

	Her cilia twitched. An intrusion on the landscape. The human Taylor’s mind was there in an instant. The group stopped, caught in his link. She focused on the spot. A pillar emerged from a copse of bushes. A break said it was once taller. 

	||Similar Site Manw seems.|| she said.

	||It does.|| the human Taylor said. 

	||No|| the pen telahn tok run Madath added. He seemed to have taken well to the mind link. ||Its older. The cross-section is different.||

	“Why have you stopped?” the landra Hoang Coai interrupted. The human Taylor had approached by this time. 

	“Yeol has seen something,” the human Taylor answered aloud. “Her gift allows her to sense at a distance. She can share that with you, if you wish. And I can bring you into the link of our minds.” 

	“That will hurt? That will control?” the pierwon Morven said.

	“It will not hurt,” the human Taylor said. “And no, we will not control you. Nor,” he added, “will we trespass in your minds. We will “hear” only what you want us to “hear.”

	“I will try,” the landra Hoang declared. “Morven will not. He will be watching closely.” 

	“As you wish,” the human Taylor answered. It only took a moment for the landra Hoang’s mind to appear in her perception. That was troubling. It should not be so easy to bring someone into a mindlink, especially one without talent. Yet the human Taylor did it without effort.” 

	||Can you hear us, Buzha Coai?|| the human Taylor’s mindvoice said. 

	||This is … this is strange.||

	||We know. You can drop out anytime you wish. Merely decide.|| The landra Hoang did not answer, so the human Taylor continued. ||Yeol noticed this pillar. Run Madath says it is older than the ones at site Manw.||

	||It is|| the landra Hoang Coai thought. 

	||The cross-section.|| repeated the pen Telahn tok.

	||I agree,|| the landra Hoang Coai said. ||But also, the damage is too great. The material at Sit Manw is more durable. Can we go and see it directly?||

	||Not now.|| the human Taylor said. ||We must hurry. Yeol, can you mark its location in Hoang’s mind?||

	||Visualize it for her I can.|| She focused on the site, bringing into sharper detail and supplied the coordinates to the landra Hoang Coai. 

	||Are we closer than we thought?|| added the human Anselm. 

	||Yeol, can you see along our path.|| She did not answer, but turned her body back to the path. The trail they had been following continued for some distance. It narrowed for a while, but widened again. She could SEE hints of paving stones along the trail. Occasional ruins were visible to one side or the other. At one point she passed by an old arch which had collapsed onto the trail; large ocher stones marbled with some bristling growth still littered about. 

	About three kilosuplancks (5 kilometers) before the coordinates they had she ran into some kind of mind sludge. Her SIGHT dimmed, the plants, the trail, and ruins becoming indistinct as if in a fog.

	||human Taylor Lieutenant, my SIGHT something blocks.||

	||Yes, I SEE||

	||Can you push through it, Lieutenant?|| the human Philips asked; more formally than she had heard him speak before. 

	||Probably.|| the human Taylor responded. ||But let’s not give them any more information than we can. We’re about half a day from the marked coordinates. They likely know someone is coming from Yeol’s probe. I don’t want to give them an idea of how many of us there are, or how strong we are. Buzha Coai, is there any possibility of another trail we can approach from?||

	||We have never been here!|| the landra Hoang Coai protested. 

	||I know. But are there any stories or legends?||

	||Morven would know better than I.|| The landra Hoang Coai waved  her hands at the Pierwon Morven. After several suplancks she turned back. ||Can you bring Morven in?|| The human Taylor waved a hand and suddenly the pierwon Morven was in the link. 

	||From where we are|| the pierwon Morven said, ||it is possible we are approaching the lost city of  Yowrl Lwown. Could that be?||

	||Yowrl Lwown?|| the landra Hoang Coai exclaimed. ||Could it be?|| 

	||If it is|| the pierwon Morven said, ||legend says there were two main approaches to the city. One from this direction and one from a spin north of west.||

	||Yeol,|| Taylor said, ||Is there another path north west of the city? And can we reach it?

	She extended her SIGHT north. It was complex, sweeping back and forth through the Preserve. She studiously did not LOOK toward their target sight. It took her nearly forty suplancks () before she addressed the group. 

	||North of here, two hundred sumeters (not quite 325 meters) another trail there is. As this one not as clear. That trail to the remnants it connects. Not as easy, that path is, but the correct direction it goes.||

	||Can we make it in time?||

	||Difficult I believe. SEE|| She expanded the images into their minds. 

	||I think we can do it.|| the human Anselm said. ||Nani-te, Ree Dav Nik, Hoang, and Morven can move well through the trees. Get them started. The rest of us will follow. The forest here isn’t too overgrown, but I have a nice little monofilament blade here that should let us cut through after them if we need to.||

	||Of course you do,|| the human Taylor said. ||I’ll take it.||

	||Why do you get it?|| the human Anselm asked, offended if she interpreted his mindvoice correctly. 

	||Because I’m stronger and don’t tire as much.||

	||You are, but don’t refuse to let one of us spell you.|| The human Taylor made a noise she didn’t recognize and didn’t translate. The lepamod Ree Dav Nik and the chode Nani-te quickly entered the forest, the lepamod flowing into the trees and the chode making an impressive leap from the human Taylor’s shoulder. The landra Hoang Coai and the pierwon Morven waved their hands at each other for several suplanks, but then moved into the forest as well. 

	The human Anselm pulled several items from his pack and assembled a device resembling a long, slim knife. He handed it to the human Taylor and they strode into the forests. The humans Shimizu and Philips followed. She focused her SIGHT ahead of the humans and entered the forests. 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 56: Lieutenant Evan Taylor

	 

	The Lost City of Yworl Lwown

	 

	Evan crouched at the edge of the forest peering at the clearing before them. Yeol’s visions had been correct. They had found the new trails, which were more overgrown than the one they had been traveling. The northwest trail Morven had described had petered out a couple of kilosumeters from the city. 

	They had arrived last night. Once they had verified the city, they had retreated back a kilosumeter more and set up a cold camp. Most of the evening had been spent planning the assault while Yeol kept a watch in case they had been detected. 

	The area in front of them looked like just a portion of a city, being only a kilosumeter across. The area was shaped like a half a fonTopada stadium. A few small buildings were visible with a lot of rubble scattered around. In the center of the area rose a short, circular tower. Various bushes and small trees sprouted here and there, but what had prevented the sightings of the city was a web of vines and plants emanating from five tall trees. According to Hoang and Morven, these were narhium. The trees were uncommon, growing in small “family” groups. 

	They were parasitic, to a degree. They developed two types of fruit; one traditional, producing seeds, and the other which grew the long vines. When ripe, the fruit would explode, shooting a rope-like vine trailing from the narhium to other trees. The vines would embed and would feed off the other tree, but only to an extent, never killing. It would also continue to grow, sending more tendrils to other trees and spiraling down to the ground for nourishment. Over time, a net of vines would obscure an area, shielding the ground from observation, but translucent, allowing sunlight to enter. 

	 The barrier which had prevented Yeol from SEEING the city was still in place. It wasn’t, exactly, a thought screen. To the mind it was more like a fog, distorting and sometimes hiding the cityscape. It was strong, though, and he had no doubt pushing against it would alert whoever was projecting it. 

	It didn’t affect more traditional senses, though. He could see all the way to the far edge of the city, granted everything had a yellow-green cast due to the narhium tendrils. 

	He thought he could punch through the barrier, but didn’t want to try until they were ready. Anselm had spotted at least twenty people in the city, all human. His life-sensing ability was passive and shouldn’t trigger any warnings in the barrier. 

	The guards, to use a convenient word, were distributed among several tumbled-down buildings around the city. Ten of them were inside a rectangular building on the south edge of the city. He guessed because that was where they expected any invaders. The rest were scattered through six buildings around the central tower. 

	The tower was their goal. Something was in there. Even Anselm’s power couldn’t sense anything specific, though something was buzzing in his head. 

	His thoughts went out, quietly. He had insisted Hoang and Morven stay back in their camp. He had the rest of his team set up around the west and north end of the camp. 

	||Now!|| he thought. His power rolled out, Davy and Aiko’s joining his. For a moment, the fog resisted. Then it started to roll back; slowly at first, then more quickly. The retreated ended, however, at the tower. Maybe they could have pushed it farther back. But as the fog disappeared, Yeol’s VISION sharpened and they could see the rest of the city. 

	The defenders were starting to move. They were still a bit foggy; likely wearing powerful thought screens. Their voices were audible through Yeol’s HEARING, but garbled, like words through water. 

	||Go!|| he ordered. He charged into the clearing, Anselm beside him. Aiko and Davy were coming in from the north and Ree Div Nik and Nani-te from the northeast. 

	His first hope was to shut the defenders down mentally. But there were too many, and the screens they wore were topline. He could overwhelm them; but only one on one. There wasn’t going to be time. He leaned sideways as flechettes flew through the space his head had been in. He fired back. 

	Anselm was ducking and rolling, staying low, but moving with speed. He really needed Anselm to teach him that. Anselm preferred hand-to-hand weapons, but the range was still too great. Anselm’s flechette gun was smaller than his, but he could fire it more quickly. He had some kind of clever device on one thigh letting him reload with a slap of the gun on his thigh. 

	He passed one of the broken-down buildings. He fell to his knees, leaning backwards as the man he knew was in there appeared at an open crack and fired at him. The flechettes sailed over his abdomen. He fired back and the man fell. 

	In an instant he was back on his feet. He glanced left and saw twin lines of fire racing across the clearing. Davy was lighting the ground cover on fire. He was worried for a moment, but a reassuring thought from the pyrokinetic assured him the flames were under control. 

	Lightning flashed across the way. He couldn’t see Ree Dav Nik, but her work was evident. He got a flash of smugness from Nani-te as a defender fell to his head spines; his poison was very effective against humans. 

	Two defenders came at them from behind some rubble. They had waited until he and Anselm were close, too close for effective gun use. They had long knives out. The first slashed at Anselm who produced a baton in his left hand, deflecting the blade before jamming it into his stomach. 

	The other rushed at him. Feeling a bit smug himself, he let the man’s blade impact his stomach. The defender’s grin disappeared when he didn’t react, picking the man up and tossing him sumeters away. 

	They closed on the tower. They were nearly there when a multi-flechette gun rose out of the roof. The fog the unknown caster had erected had hidden it from Yeol’s SIGHT. 

	The operator swung the gun in a wide arc, firing constantly. He and Anselm ducked. Lightning and fire erupted on the roof, but not before a scream filled the air and his mind. 

	||Davy!|| He hadn’t moved fast enough and a large flechette had impaled him. Evan turned to run to him. 

	||No!|| Aiko’s thought echoed. ||I’ve got him!||

	||… Evan … K-keep going. Sto-pp them!||

	Anselm grabbed his shoulder. “Only you can do this,” he said, his words calm, but his eyes wet. For just a moment he almost ignored them. But the job had to come first. He turned toward the tower. Behind him a circle of fire erupted around Davy and Aiko. He and Anselm entered the tower. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 57: Lieutenant Shimizu Aiko

	 

	The Lost City of Yworl Lwown

	 

	Something was rising out of the top of the tower. In moments it resolved into a Gaduco class rapid fire flechette gun. Damn! The thing could fire fifty point ninety-seven centisumeter (1.57 centimeter) flechettes per suplanck. 

	“Down!” she shouted. Davy stood his ground, gesturing with his left hand. Fire bloomed from the tower roof at the same time lightning struck rendering the Gaduco to shrapnel. 

	The danger gone, she got up. “Let’s go!” she said and took three steps before she realized Davy wasn’t there. She turned and he was on his back, a flechette jutting from his stomach. Blood was oozing out. She rushed to him. There wasn’t a scream. Why didn’t he scream? 

	||Davy!|| Evan’s mind shout, full of concern and anger washed over her. She saw him rise and start to run to them. He couldn’t. He was the only one who was going to stand a chance against whatever was in the tower. She had been banging against that fog since this started and it hadn’t budged. 

	||No!|| Aiko sent to him. ||I’ve got him!|| Did she? What was she going to do?

	||… Evan … K-keep going. Sto-pp them!|| Davy’s thought came out, weak. So weak. Evan stopped. Anselm grabbed his shoulder, and after a moment he turned and headed into the tower, Anselm at his heel. 

	A ring of fire suddenly erupted around them. There was almost no heat. Somehow, he was directing it outward. She fell to her knees beside him. His hands were clutched to his stomach around the protruding flechette. She had an irrational urge to pull it out but resisted. She fumbled for the emergency med kit. 

	“A--Aiko,” Davy muttered. “G—guess you win, huh?” 

	“Shut up, Davy. You’ll be fine.” She slammed her shields up so he couldn’t hear her. First, she unbuckled his flack vest; little good it had done him. Next, she pulled medical scissors from the kit and slit open his tunic, exposing his torso. She pulled a packet of thanadal, ripped it open and sprinkled it over the wound. The blood seep became more sluggish as the coagulation factors kicked in, but it didn’t stop. Davy coughed and blood sprayed from his mouth. 

	“A-ah, it hurts,” he said and coughed again. 

	What to do next? She wasn’t a doctor. She knew basic field medicine. She pulled sterile gauze from Davy’s own medikit and packed the wound. She was going to have to take the damn flechette out. She couldn’t try to close the wound with it there. She pulled sealing paste and clamps, then prepped one of Davy’s packets of thanadol, carefully ripping it open.

	“This will hurt,” she warned him. She pulled the flechette as smoothly as she could. Blood bubbled out. So much. She poured the thanadol over the wound and packed it with the gauze. It immediately turned red as blood soaked it. She applied pressure, but it still wouldn’t stop. She couldn’t even use the paste if she couldn’t pull something together. 

	The fire lowered a bit. No! “I— I think I’m don…” Davy started. 

	||No! Don’t die Unka Davy|| a mindvoice invaded their thoughts. 

	||Help him Auntie Aiko|| Another voice. Female she thought.

	||Fight, Unka.|| the first voice said again. Male she decided. 

	Who? The mindvoices were high, not quite formed. Who?

	“Don’t y—yell so loud,” Davy croaked, barely audible. “O—okay” Suddenly, Davy’s hand grabbed her wrist. “They don’t … don’t want me to go.” 

	“Who?” she demanded. His grip was strong; far stronger than it ought to be. 

	“B—babies,” he said. The babies? What babies? Evan’s babies? They couldn’t. 

	Most of the fire died down. He’s dying, she thought. I couldn’t help. But no, he still breathed. She could feel he had withdrawn energy from the fire; only what had ignited on the ground still burned and that was going fast. 

	The temperature of the air around her slowly fell until it was almost cold. She blinked her eyes and looked up. Had one of the eclipses come already? Temperatures did drop during them a bit, but nothing like this! Her hand began to burn and she jerked, but he held on tenaciously. She almost panicked, but she couldn’t see any damage. Her hand burned, but no redness, no black, crisping skin. 

	“Need … need other hand.” Without thinking she pressed her other hand to his stomach. That one started to burn as well. His hands felt hot as well. Well, of course, she thought. He was a pyrokinetic. She had felt his hands burn during training, but this was different somehow. 

	||Stimulate the bone marrow. His blood cells need replacement. Move protein into the abdominal cavity.|| came a calm, distant voice. 

	||You can do this!|| a more exuberant voice. That sounded like Menik. Was the other Verana? Is that why the babies could talk?

	||Do not underestimate the capabilities of our offspring|| Definitely Verana. She shook her head. It wasn’t important. She closed her eyes and concentrated. Increase blood cell production? Move protein? How do I do that? Oh, wait. Of course. She sank into Davy’s bones, kicking them into production. She could feel him working as well. Protein and fats shifted and flowed. It was both of them. 

	She could feel his body beginning to regenerate. She didn’t know where she was getting the energy. Menik and Verana were behind them, supporting them both; but the energy was coming from around them. Frost was forming on the ground. The fire was completely out. 

	She sensed three bodies crowding around them. “What are you doing?” Ree Dav Nik’s voice. 

	“She’s helping him,” Nani-te. “Don’t distract them. I have to follow Evan and Anselm.” 

	||Pull your hands back a bit.|| Menik. ||You don’t want them stuck in his stomach. That would be awkward.|| 

	||Giggles||

	Muscles reformed. Skin began growing over the obliques. She opened her eyes. It was like watching a film in in reverse. Kind of ugly at first; raw. But the skin finished forming and she couldn’t see a sign of the wound. His torso and mouth were still covered in blood, but it didn’t matter. 

	||So, we still have to fight over him, huh?|| She hadn’t realized until that moment that she had dropped her shields and they had been merged for the entire process. 

	||Don’t be stupid!|| she cracked, pulling him into a hug. ||We’re together with him. He won’t stand a chance!||

	||Yay!|| from the babies. 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 58: Sir Anselm

	 

	The Lost City of Yworl Lwown

	 

	Anselm followed Evan into the tower. They entered a circular room.  The walls were made of some type of finished stone resembling a rough, variegated stone over lower extensions which might have been benches if they were deeper. Perhaps they were for the species that had built this tower. The wall was scalloped, an unusual design choice. He’d have to ask Run Madath or the Bwarlov’s about that. The interior was about eight sumeters (13 meters) in diameter. The outer floor ring of smooth, polished gray stone was about a sumeter (1.6 meters) wide. 

	The transition to the marble-like inner ring, only about half a sumeter (.8 meters), the boundary marked with inlaid intertwining designs. The marble gave way to large, flat stones surrounding the open hole to the lower level. No guardrail to prevent falls was evident and he wondered if there ever had been. 

	Evan was already staring into the darkness. “Come on, Anselm,” he snapped. Anselm muttered a prayer to St. Peter. Evan was as likely to cut someone’s ear off as the saint had. 

	“Easy my brother,” he said as he stepped up beside Evan. He peered into the depths. A spiral staircase of stone descended into the darkness. He thought he could discern a faint glow; likely the lower level. His life sense buzzed. 

	“How many?” Evan demanded. 

	“Ten,” he said. “And one other, I think.”

	“You think? I need to know!” 

	“Pipe down, Evan!” Anselm snapped. “I know you’re worried about Davy. So am I. But this doesn’t help him.” 

	“I could go heal him! That’s what I should have done!” 

	“And let the Benefactors counterattack? Or worse, escape? They can’t warn their superiors and we need this data. Focus, my friend, or Davy’s dies for nothing!” He watched Evan’s struggle. He forced his muscles to relax. He was confident Evan would come to the right conclusion, but his training told him to be ready. Not that Evan couldn’t rip his head off without half trying. 

	“Okay,” he said finally. “Sorry. Where are they?” 

	“Not in the stair well. Probably waiting to ambush us.”

	“What about the ‘not sure’.”

	“South and west of us. Some distance. Maybe seventy meters or so.” 

	“What’s that in real units?” Good. A bit of humor was good. 

	“You are such a snob. Forty to forty-five sumeters. Something is there. My senses are confused there.

	Evan’s eyes went distant for a moment. “Yes. The mental fog is still here, but weaker. Its very strong  there. I think whatever it is, it’s concentrating its power.”

	“Can you get through it?” 

	“Maybe. Not from here unless I ignore everything else. What about the others.”

	Scattered around. Some southwest. Some east. A couple south.”

	“They have to be waiting for us. I’ll go down first.” 

	“Be my guest.” 

	“You’re not going to argue?” 

	“No. I’m not arguing with the indestructible one going first.” Evan grunted. He pulled two batons from his backpack, extending them with a flick. Anselm’s were already in his hands. They had already had to kill on this attack. Hopefully, they could avoid it from now on, but the batons could be further extended with blades if necessary. Their flechette guns were also ready if needed. 

	Anselm felt the now familiar tingle as Evan linked their minds. Evan started down, crouched down to minimize the target he would make, even if he couldn’t be easily hurt. He followed him down, crouching as well. For most of its length, the stairway was enclosed. He kept his life senses active, concentrating on anything beyond the walls in case of traps. As they had trained, he knew Evan was using his heightened physical senses to look for trip wires, switches, and other possible dangers. 

	After six turns, the staircase opened up on their left. Evan stopped for a moment, scanning the area. Seeing nothing threatening, he continued. Anselm followed, leaving enough distance to avoid crowding if they had to react quickly. The stairway made another full turn, now opening on the right as well, before ending. The chamber they were in was similar in shape and size to the one above, but the walls were a smooth circle rather than the scalloped walls above. They were made of layered stone, smooth and polished, as was the floor below. A passage about two sumeters (3.25 meters) wide opened on the west wall. There did not seem to be any kind of door, but he examined it carefully before they left the room. It wouldn’t do to have been cut off from the outside. Anselm doubted even Evan could beat his way out through solid stone.

	Confident no traps were set on the door, they started down the corridor. It slowly arced until they were moving south. After a short distance it ended in a cross corridor to the east, and a door on the right. 

	Anselm concentrated on the door. He couldn’t feel any living things within. He turned his mental eye inward for a moment, hoping to feel Yeol, but he couldn’t feel anything. “Wish Yeol was here to LOOK behind this door.” 

	“I think I can force the contact, but I’m not sure I can help her SEE down here.”

	“Don’t waste the effort. I don’t feel anything.” 

	“Ok,” Evan said. “We’ll take the chance.” They followed the corridor east. They could see an intersection to the south about halfway down, and another door at the end. 

	They stopped just short of the intersection. Anslem lowered himself to the floor and peered around the corner. Seeing nothing he pulled himself back up. 

	“Nothing in sight, though there are living beings down there. But there are some in that room at the end.” They proceeded cautiously, hugging the walls. About seven sumeters (11.3 meters) after passing the intersection, he stopped. 

	Evan glanced at him. “Someone’s coming up that corridor we just passed.” 

	Evan grinned. “Ambush,” he said confidently. The fog may have prevented Evan probing or attacking mentally, but it didn’t affect the mental connection he had set in Anselm’s mind. He slid into the lead position, Evan following him, leaving a good sumeter gap. 

	He was about three sumeters (4.8 meters) from the door at the end of the corridor when a voice behind them said, “Far enough, boys,” Anselm didn’t bother turning. Through Evan’s eyes he could see the three humans his own senses had detected. The three were all human, a man and two women, dressed in common clothes with some assorted armor pieces. All of them held flechette guns. 

	“If you surrender now,” Evan said in a dangerous voice; Davy was still weighing on him, “we might not hurt you too badly.” 

	“Oh, listen to stick-holder,” one of the men laughed. “Thinks they’re tough. Not good odds, boy!” 

	“I like the odds fine,” Evan snapped back. 

	“You won’t!” the woman answered. As if timed, and it probably was, the door at the end of the corridor slid open and three more humans stepped into the corridor, equipped like their counterparts.

	 One of the newcomers stepped forward and said, “Drop the toys.” 

	“Oh, Prickle Brain is going to love them!” said another. 

	“Not easy to be confident when outnumbered,” Anselm said, keeping his eyes on the newcomers.

	“That’s right!” the first man said. “So, drop your weapons now!” 

	Evan twirled one of his batons. “Oh, he wasn’t talking about us. He was talking about you!” With that he shot forward. 

	Anselm ignored Evan and the enemies behind him. All three were bringing their flechette pistols up. He tucked the batons in his belt and rolled forward, bringing his body low to the ground. He pivoted on his left leg, his right sweeping across the leader’s knees. The man went down and he pulled out his batons, cracking them across the leader’s head. 

	One down, he turned to the right. The woman on that side was swinging her flechette gun around. He tossed his right baton into the air and reached forward and grabbed her wrist. He squeezed, forcing her to drop the weapon and pulled her forward. The left baton in her gut made her bend over and he struck her with his elbow, sending her down and well. 

	He caught the baton and spun to his left. The second woman had time to aim and she fired, twice. In a move that shocked even him his batons batted them from the air. Her eyes widened and he could see her finger tightening on the trigger. He brought one of the batons up again and he heard the bone in her arm break. In a moment she was down.

	He took a moment to glance back at Evan. His opponents were down as well. He pulled binders from his bag and quickly bound them to each other. The arrangement made it impossible for them to move, though he doubted they would regain consciousness soon. 

	Standing up, he saw Evan staring at him, a strange look in  his eye. 

	“What?” he said. 

	“You didn’t notice that?” Evan said. 

	“Notice what?” 

	Evan closed the distance, reached out, and plucked two flechettes out of his back. He held them up to him. “They were in pretty deep,” Evan said. Anselm didn’t notice any blood on them. 

	“What does this mean?”

	“Maybe you’re a little less destructible than we thought.”

	    

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 59: Gotl tu Zoc Nodtinatl

	 

	Tak’talil system

	 

	The translation alarm activated on Nodtinatl’s panel. It was as the Swarmlord had predicted. After the infestiture of Rentold Two (its proper name had not yet been revealed by the Lorahkordreshud) he had sent a small force to Tak’Talil. This system had only a small ore processing station for the lone asteroid belt. 

	An insignificant target. The Infestation swarmed quickly and overwhelmed the few defenders. As the Swarmlord Mlanipotlad had ordered the dolng ngor sadl uzcl pend who fled were allowed to escape. 

	Now the Swarmlord’s words had brought blood. The survivors had squawked and whined and Confederation scouts had come. There were three. Immediately after translation they separated and fell into the system. Active sensors were pinging on Nodtinatl’s antennae. His tarsi itched to bring up power and attack. He gripped his tarsi together. The Swarmlord’s words had been precise. Stay low. Power low. Do not be seen. Watch. 

	The dolng ngor dadl uzcl pend ships approached the asteroid belt from three separate directions. The cowardly creatures were moving slowly, scanning the areas before them in detail; obviously anticipating ambushes. Oh, to be able to attack! But he could not be sure of their exact position. Relegated to passive sensors, most data was horribly out of date due to light speed restrictions. At the edge of the system, his information was oong (1 oong = 5.2214 hours) out of date. 

	Still, he watched closely. Eventually they found the site of the ore station. The wreckage was still largely intact but rent and torn. Around the destroyed station scraps of defending vessels and assorted bodies orbited, slowly drifting farther away. In a brilliant move, in Nodtinatl’s grand opinion, the Swarmlord had seeded the hulks of several obsolete Singruld vessels, holed by various small, explosive charges among the Confederation debris. The carcasses of several heroic Sadl Ngi Tladtl (Wings Spread Wide: Imperial Singruld), Go Gital Sadl (Beneath Mighty Wings: Workers), and Sadluchivod (Blood Cut: Soldiers) floated in the wreckage.

	As the Swarmlord had expected, the wingless ones spent several oong exploring and scanning the debris. Nodtinatl took this opportunity to accelerate, slowly, toward their entry point. This was one of the riskiest part of the operation. Powered down and refraining from active sensor activity, the stingship was largely undetectable unless he was unlucky enough to be seen visually. Accelerating opened him to possible detection. But the wingless ones were distracted and the acceleration was small. It was likely the intruding vessels would leave along the same trajectory they had arrived. 

	After a dozen oong, the Confederation vessels abandoned the wreckage. As predicted, they headed for their entry point. He took the opportunity as they passed him to increase acceleration, counting on their own drives to mask his own. Of course, they still outpaced him. He reduced power again as soon as he dropped out of the interference from their drives. 

	They translated out; his sensors taking detailed readings. He immediately increased his acceleration to maximum and entered subspace half an oong later. The white space and black stars of subspace surrounding him he activated the sensors that would let him detect the other vessels; the sensors that the Benefactors had foolishly given them. 

	There they were! The Swarmlord had predicted the Confederation forces would not be far, and there had been a chance they would have already left subspace. If they had, there would have been no chance of following them. 

	He took detailed readings as he increased speed; the second gift of the Benefactors. It wasn’t much of an advantage; barely five percent over normal subspace speed. But it would help. Slowly, he crept up on them. Ten oong later, he had caught up with them. 

	From this distance, it was simple to determine when their subspace fields began to collapse. He initiated his own dropout and translated out a mere tlud (3.826 seconds), his own translation burst masked by theirs. 

	His passive sensors erupted with data. He made no attempt to adjust his velocity, keeping himself largely unseen. If the Confederation scouts he had followed had paid attention, they could have easily seen him, but why would they look? As far as they knew no one could follow in subspace. 

	He was traveling at nearly eighty percent of light speed. His own actions would be slow due to relativistic effects unless he used the compensators, which would easily mark him. So, he let his computers do the work. For nearly half a kodh (1.8493 Terran days), objective time, Nodtinatl collected data, including determining exactly where he was. 

	It was time to leave. The computer activated the relativistic compensators. This was a risk, but he was now far outside the system. He still could not use active sensors. That would have been detected easily. So, he would not know if the Confederates had noted the compensators. He would be gone. Nor would he know if they would detect his translation spike. His ship was small, and he would only be jumping a layheig (1.245 light years). Then he could reorient and meet the Swarmlord’s fleet. 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 60: Lieutenant Evan Taylor

	 

	The Lost City of Yworl Lwown

	 

	They could see the doors at the end of the corridor. They had left their ambushers tucked into the room the second three had come from. They had left them bound, but he had put a compulsion in their minds to keep silent and not struggle. He might have been able to wrangle some information from their heads, but he didn’t want to waste time and he doubted they knew anything important. 

	They passed a cross corridor to the west. ||Our backtrackers came from there.|| Anselm said in his head. Anselm had wanted to lead the way, and he had the skill and experience to do so. But he didn’t want to risk his friend, regardless of the two flechettes he hadn’t noticed. He might be getting tougher, but they couldn’t be sure by what degree. 

	Anselm had said the remaining four humans were in the room ahead of them. They hadn’t noticed any cameras or other detection equipment, though they were sure there must be some. The ambush had been triggered to neatly for their adversaries to have guessed their location.  The unknown entity Anselm felt in the southwest corner of the complex could have been the spy, but he doubted it. It was powerful, and he hadn’t been able to penetrate its foggy shields yet. But he had been obscuring their own location from it. Something else, probably electronic, had pinpointed their location. 

	The door before them appeared newer than the corridors around them, as had the other door they had been close to. It was some kind of wood equivalent, likely a native wood. He tried to force his mind into the guardians behind the door. As Anselm had said, there were likely four of them. But the unknown was still shielding them and he could only get a glimpse of their thoughts. 

	Anselm began searching the door, looking for any traps as well as surveillance equipment. Meanwhile, he attempted to obscure them as best he could from the pervasive mental fog. It was strong. Very strong. Could he beat it when the time came? He hadn’t thought he had anything to worry about, but now, feeling it, he wasn’t as sure. 

	“Keep your head!” Anselm snapped. For a moment, he had forgotten he was linked with the knight. 

	||Sorry.|| he said. ||What did you find?|| 

	||No traps, but there are five, not four|| 

	||I thought you said four?||

	||I don’t know. Somehow one was hidden from me. I’m going to blow it down.||

	||We’re a little close, aren’t we?|| 

	||Shaped charges. And I’ll stand behind you for the blow.||

	||How nice of you!|| Anselm set the charges, not rushing. He never rushed. If anything irritated him about Anselm, it was how deliberate he was. Sometimes he wanted to just get in and get the job done. Distant in his mind, he heard the laughter of the Chuckle Twins. Would those two ever stop watching him? 

	“Ready,” Anselm said. He stepped down the corridor a couple of paces to the west and crouched against the wall. Despite his words, Anselm didn’t actually stand behind him, but took the equivalent position to the east. The knight held up his hand and counted down the old fashioned way. 

	The explosives went off and the entire wall two sumeters to either side of the door fell. The Bwarlovs weren’t going to be happy with them a little voice in the back of his mind said. It put it aside. He moved, sending a blast of mental force ahead of him. The fog retreated. 

	As he entered the room, he noted three large terminals, one to each side and a larger, bulkier one on the far wall. Four bright lights hung from the ceiling. Nani-te probably needed to come here. 

	He didn’t let his examination of the room stop him. His first target was to the right, near the wall. He bounded up the rubble, his enhanced physique adjusting his balance over the uncertain surface. The man swung at him. The blow was clumsy, and he dipped below it. The man struck the wall and the stone chipped. Enhanced. Naturally or by the Benefactors? A question for later. He stiffened his shields in case the man had mental enhancements as well. 

	He struck the man in the stomach and he grunted but didn’t fall. Evan swung toward the man’s chin; not a blow he would recommend for a normal person. He missed and the man used his momentary exposure to grab him around the throat. 

	The man squeezed. For just a moment he panicked. The man’s grip was powerful, and he could easily choke a person to death. Except, he realized he wasn’t losing air. His brain had reacted, and he was pulling in oxygen through his skin; plenty of air. 

	He reached up and worked his fingers underneath the man’s thumbs, then twisted. This might not work against a Cherek who had control of their own molecular structure; but this man wasn’t a Cherek. He was just very strong. 

	The choking grip was released with a yelp. He released one hand and took the other in both of his. He moved around the man, pulling his arm back until he heard the crack of breaking bones. He screeched in pain and Evan took a risk and slammed his elbow into the back of his neck. 

	He thought the man was still breathing but he didn’t have time to check. He swung around just as a a woman attempted a side kick. It was fast; too fast for a normal human. Also enhanced. He grabbed her foot and flipped her. 

	She landed gracefully and moved immediately into an attack, drawing two blades which followed the line of her arms and curved around her hands. 

	She smiled as she swung one of those blades at his stomach, a small smile on her lips. He backed up and they circled each other for a moment. He caught a glimpse of Anselm dueling with the other two. 

	He was holding his own, but one of his opponents drew a gun of some sort. Without thinking, Evan extended the blade on one of his batons and launched it. He didn’t have time to be pretty. The blade took the gun toter in the throat, dropping him instantly. 

	His opponent was professional enough not to be distracted, but she had seen what he had done. Her smile disappeared. She took a few steps back. 

	He drew his other baton, extending the blade. She didn’t try to circle this time. She was watching his face, likely trying to gauge what he would do. He might not be Cherek, but he did have considerable control over his body. He composed his face into a mask. 

	There would be some advantage to waiting for her to attack, but time was important. He shifted to his left. She went right. She began weaving her blades, attempting to pull his eyes to one or the other. 

	He watched her carefully. She was fast, but her eyes twitched back and forth constantly. Her perceptions were more normal, perhaps even a bit less. 

	He rushed her, baton held high. She crossed her blades to block him, and he let her. But as his baton struck her crossed blades he dropped and ducked under them. In a second, he was upright, no more than a centi-sumeter from her face. 

	Before she could move, he holstered the baton. He grabbed her arms, slamming them against her sides. Then he pushed into her mind, putting her to sleep. He spun around to help Anselm.

	The knight was standing at ease. His two remaining opponents were down and bound. 

	“I could have taken all three of them, you know.” 

	“Better him than you. Isn’t that good tradecraft?” Anselm grimaced. “Our unseen opponent has withdrawn into himself. The fog is concentrated to the west.” 

	“Well, you guys had all the fun,” came a voice from the destroyed door. Nani-te stood there. Just in time.

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 61: Sir Anselm

	 

	The Lost City of Yworl Lwown

	 

	Anselm paused at the edge of the rubble. He extended his life senses slowly, exploring the complex. It worried him he had missed the fifth person. Evan thought it was likely the mental fog whatever-it-was that had hidden him. He wasn’t as sure. Though screens hadn’t impeeded his sense before. He still didn’t know if his power was really mental or something else. 

	He was also a bit concerned regarding the flechettes in his back. Evan had checked his back and the wounds were healed. There were still scars, but Evan thought they were slowly shrinking. Was he becoming more like Evan? Did he want that? He wasn’t sure. 

	Behind them, Nani-te had already buried himself into the computer system. Evan had tried to contact the others, but the fog they thought had retreated was still in place above. The unseen opponent wanted to give them the illusion it was scared and retreating but it was trying to isolate them. So, this wasn’t over. 

	He still felt something in the southwest corner. Nothing else impinged on his senses. He glanced back. Evan was securing the last of the prisoners. The one Evan had impaled had not survived the incident. He was gratified when Evan had joined him in a prayer for the poor man’s soul. He didn’t know the content of Evan’s prayer, though. He had used an archaic Xandan language that was not in his translator. But he felt the remorse in Evan’s thoughts. For a bit he had been worried about his cavalier attitude to the death. But as they had checked the body for any sign of life, the reality of the death had begun to sink in. Good. Their jobs required violence, and sometimes killing. That couldn’t be avoided. But it was critical not to become callous. Killing couldn’t be looked on as routine or easy. 

	Evan stepped up beside him. ||Nani-te’s working. Find anyone else?||

	||No. But I missed one already.||

	||Who was with four others. You sensed them. I don’t think anyone can hide that effectively from you without camouflage. I trust you.||

	Anselm glanced back at Nani-te working the large computer. ||Enough to risk Nan-te?||

	||I’ve talked to him. He trusts you, too. We need to finish this.||

	Amselm nodded grimly. ||We should still clear the rest of this complex.|| They stepped out of the computer room and turned right, east. The corridor wasn’t too long and turned sharply south. It dead-ended with a door on the east wall. 

	Anselm inspected the door thoroughly but couldn’t find any traps or hidden devices. He couldn’t feel anything alive in the room. 

	||Shall I blow it down?||

	||Let’s try something simpler.|| Evan stepped forward. He leaned back slightly, then kicked the door. The bang of the impact was impressive, and the door shot across the room. He and Evan quickly moved to each side of the breached opening and waited. 

	Nothing happened so Evan, still likely more resistant, stepped into the room. 

	||Clear|| he thought. Anselm followed him. The room was rectangular. Directly across from the door were two cabinets, one damaged by the wreckage of the door. To the right were three Gaduco class rapid fire flechette guns, removed from their crates but obviously not fully assembled. 

	||I can’t believe anyone hauled those things down here!|| Anselm thought. ||They must weigh a ton!||

	Evan looked at him quizzically. ||Old Imperial units. The Church still prefers them. About four hundred eighteen kilosugrams.|| Amselm smiled when Evan grumbled something about old-fashioned measures.

	||There must be some kind of elevator around here somewhere. They couldn’t have carried them up those stairs.||

	||One of the guys I was fighting was enhanced. He would have been strong enough.||

	||So was one of mine.|| Anselm replied. ||Still, around that corkscrew staircase?||

	||We’ll figure that out later,.|| Evan said. ||Can we leave these things here?||

	||You mean can someone roll one up behind us?|| Anselm examined the exposed guns. ||No. The firing assemblies are missing. Check those cabinets.||

	Evan rummaged through the drawers. ||Not much here.|| he thought. ||Knives, small guns. No ammo.||

	||We should be good, then Let me do just one thing.|| He opened panels on the guns, then joined Evan. ||I pulled some chips and cracked some boards. Fixable, but it’ll take awhile. I’ll sense anyone coming close anyway.||

	They left the weapons room and returned to the entry to the computer room. A glance showed Nani-te still at the computer. They followed the corridor west. It dead-ended in a door. This one Anselm insisted on picking once he had cleared it of danger. The room was tiny with a desk and three human style chairs. 

	There was nothing in the desk, but there were scratches on the floor. Anselm knelt done, drawing his hand across the scratches. No dust, just some pulverized stone. 

	||These scratches seem new.|| He examined the desk again, pulling the drawers out. Pulling a small light out he peered into the opening. ||Here we go.|| He reached in and the ceiling irised open.

	||I’m guessing this is your elevator.|| Evan thought. ||But won’t this come out somewhere in the open?|| 

	||Maybe.|| Anselm thought. ||It might have some horizontal components. We’re deep enough. I don’t think it matters at the moment. I’m sure the Bwalovs will love processing it.|| 

	Done with the small office, they stepped back into the corridor. 

	||What do you think?|| Evan asked. 

	||I still feel the last life form south and west of us.|| 

	||That’s where I’m sensing the strongest concentration of the fog.||

	||There must be a door somewhere along this wall.||

	||Not in the elevator room?||

	||I doubt it.|| The two of them began searching the wall looking for seams. Nothing was obvious amongst the layered stone walls. They couldn’t feel any air movement. It was only when Anselm ran his fingers across the length of the wall that they found something. 

	About halfway between the dead-end and the computer room door Anselm’s fingers fuzzed out for a moment. There was an open seam here.

	||I’ve got it.|| he said.

	||What?||

	||Hologram. Sophisticated. Very small area of coverage.||

	||So, now we need to figure how to open it.|| Anselm examined the wall carefully. The wall looked original. He seriously doubted that it had been installed by the humans or the Benefactors. Which meant it should have a trigger on both sides. It took him awhile, but he found it. One stone looked like it had a small crack, just enough to form a button. 

	He wasn’t satisfied just yet. He took out several tools and sensors from his seemingly endless pockets and probed and prodded. He was finally satisfied there were no traps, though he would not be surprised if there were hidden cameras to warn the occupant they were here. 

	Before he could press the button, Evan caught his hand. 

	||Let me. Nothing it does can probably hurt me.||

	||Probably. I survived the flechette wounds without trouble.||

	||Yep. But we don’t know how much you can take and we don’t know what this will do. Better I do it.|| He couldn’t argue with the logic. He stepped several steps down the corridor. 

	Evan pushed the button and stepped quickly back as well. No use taking unnecessary risks. There was a click and a low grinding sound. A section of a wall pulled away and then slid to the left. 

	A diagonal corridor was revealed. It seemed to be empty, though they could see the outline of a door down the hall. 

	A wall of pain burst out of the hall. Anselm nearly went to a knee, though Evan seemed to not be affected. He could shut off pain, though. 

	||Here|| Evan said. He reached out a hand and touched his head. The pain receded but didn’t completely ease. 

	He recited the Lord’s Prayer and a Hail Mary to center himself. ||You good?|| Evan asked. 

	Anselm nodded. He led the way down the corridor. Nothing opposed them. The light at the doorway was almost blinding, but the source was a line of lights along the frame. It was meant to blind. 

	There was no time to look for traps. Whatever was in there could certainly see out. They stepped into the room. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust. The room was circular and small. Much smaller than the room they stairs ended in. 

	Against the far wall was a large, water-filled, glass tube, and something floated inside. 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 62: Lieutenant Evan Taylor

	 

	The Lost City of Yworl Lwown

	 

	Both of them stared at the tank. Evan wasn’t quite sure what he was seeing. The tube or tank was filled with water than bubbled continuously. Complex equipment against the wall sported gauges recording data he guessed included temperature and pressure among a dozen other things. 

	In the tank floated a human male, his eyes closed. He appeared to be middle-aged but in poor physical condition. The loose garments seemed to be weighted in some manner, hanging straight down. A breathing lung was attached across his face. Attached to the man’s head and shoulders was a construction of coral-like growth. Pieces of coral penetrated the man’s skin and they could see the deformation of his skin where it entered his body. 

	The cloud of mental fog they had been feeling was centered here. This man was generating the fog. Its stink rolled off him. ||What is he?|| Anselm asked.

	||I’m not sure.|| he replied. 

	||Doesn’t that look like …?||

	||Yeah, San-Set. Mk’t’dk’sok|| The body floated with the arms and legs shifting aimlessly. His skin had originally been dark, maybe Latin or South Asian ancestry, maybe. But it was now pale and scabrous; too much water he guessed. The growth on his head and shoulders look a lot like the Trk’lk’ntok they had faced when they arrested Morchen. 

	||Someone has merged a human and a Trk’lk’ntok.|| Anselm said. ||Is that even possible?||

	||It’s there. It’s possible.|| Evan was beginning to wonder if it actually knew they were there when the eyes suddenly opened. The eyes were black, glittering. Slowly it turned its head to stare at them. 

	||YOU ARE HERE.|| The mental voice was thunderous in his head. He didn’t think he had heard a voice so powerful save Richard or Lima Masters; and theirs were different somehow. 

	||I’m here.|| he said. 

	||A MISTAKE. BUT D’KT’OCJIM CAN MAKE USE OF YOU.|| It didn’t wait for a reply. The fog that had been billowing in his mental landscape suddenly coalesced into a storm, pulling them fully into the psychic field. Lightning flashed. Rain poured down, plastering his long hair to his skull and back. He took a step back. Pressure was building up around his mind. In his mind’s eye he erected a fortress, a castle of steel and stone and he pulled Anselm into his fortress.

	||STOP|| the voice said. ||COME TO US. BE WITH US.|| 

	||No!|| he answered. 

	||YES. YOU WILL BE USEFUL. AS SO MANY HAVE BEEN USEFUL. THE STRONG MUST RULE. ALL SUFFER WHEN THE WEAK CONTROL.||

	||Your vision is flawed.|| he answered. ||We are all strong. We are stronger together.||

	||LIES. COME. WE WILL MOLD AND STRENGTHEN YOU. ALL WILL FALL BEFORE US. NONE CAN CHALLENGE. YOU WILL BE STRONG WITH US. BE ALL WITH US. NEVER TO LEAVE. NEVER TO TURN.||

	||Mold me? You set the suicides! How many have you killed!||

	||KILLED? NO. ONLY PREVENTED BETRAYAL. MANY ARE WEAK. YOU ARE NOT WEAK. YOU WILL NOT TURN. YOU WILL BE ONE WITH US AND THE BENEFACTORS WILL GUIDE ALL TO FREEDOM.||

	||Freedom. For whom? The ones they deem worthy?||

	||FREEDOM IS FOR THE STRONG. THE WEAK CANNOT WIELD IT. JOIN US.||

	||No! No matter how often you ask. You disgust me! You kill without care. How many died on the Antioch? How many on Usurash? In the Empire? On Inohr Dan Nool?||

	||SACRIFICES ARE NECESSARY. IS THAT NOT WHAT YOU CLOSE FRIEND SAYS? IS IT NOT TRUE?||

	||You’re trying to trap me in words. Won’t work.||

	||PERHAPS WE SHOULD TEST IT!|| The storm of his power began to rotate and the lightning grew larger and brighter. This creature, this gestalt entity, was nothing like Mk’t’dk’sok. It had attacked with subtlety and craft. This creature had none of that. It was nothing but power. 

	A bolt crashed out and struck his castle of the mind. Dust and a few bricks fell, but the structure remained solid. Another bolt and another struck. Slowly, his structure weakened. He shored up the cracks. He put up both hands and an additional shield of power crackled to life. 

	Wind whipped around and the sea … where did the sea come from … sent waves over his battlements. The mind castle shook. Evan thrust his hands down, his arms extending into the bedrock of his mind to strengthen it. He tried to pull the wind, counter the rotating storm. It slowed, but not enough. 

	Lightning hit again and again, and he had to shift to defense. He put his shields up again. Bolts from two sides struck and pushed him to his knees. No! Not on his knees again. He struggled, getting one foot up. 

	Suddenly, a hand gripped his shoulder and he knew it was Anselm! He felt strength and power in that grip, but Anselm could never stand up to what the creature was throwing at them. 

	||Get in the castle!|| he gasped, trying to get his other foot under himself. 

	||No. I’ll defend. You attack!!|| Anselm pulled Evan to his feet. Then, in the improbable way a psychic landscape allows, Anselm leaped to the top of the turret. He drew his staves, clicking the blades in place and raising them up. The lightning that had been lashing Evan was drawn to the metal of the staves. 

	He wasn’t sure how that worked, but he wasn’t going to let Anselm’s sacrifice go to waste; not like he had almost let Davy’s. He rotated his hands around each other, then thrust them forward. Beams of pure psionic force lanced forward, plunging into the center of the storm. For a moment the rotation slowed, but then increased. He fired again. It slowed, but then recovered. 

	No use. It was as strong as he was. He was going to fail. Anselm would fall. 

	||No, No, No, No, No!!|| came the disharmonious cry of toddlers. The babies? Then laughter; deeper but still young, adolescent, far in the background. The Giggle Twins? They were laughing at him!? The Twins who had stripped him, branded him, bred him? And supported him, encouraged him, pushed him. Who had given him power. And behind them he felt something stronger, deeper. Four points of light, waiting and watching. 

	None of them were giving him power. He didn’t need them to. He had all the power he needed. He abandoned his previous attack. He glanced up and saw Anselm still on the turret; stave flashing as he intercepted the lightning being drawn to him. His clothes were slashed from burns and tears, plastered to his body by the rain.

	Evan stood tall. He reached and pulled psychic swords from sheathes that had not existed a moment before. He stepped to the edge of his castle of the mind. Spreading his arms, he leapt into the storm. Wings of light spread from his sides and he soared. 

	Clouds swirled into his path and he slashed through them, the rain nearly blinding him. They came again. And he opened his mouth and fire belched forth turning the clouds to wisps of steam. He wasn’t sure where these manifestations were coming from. He had never thought of himself as particularly imaginative. But there they were; all so very angelic, but twisted a bit to Xandan imagery. The Lesser Factors of the Twins often manifested as breathing fire and wings from the sides rather than the back. And the two swords; Duality that was inherent to all of the dans of Xandan belief. 

	He twisted and spun, his wings spread like fan blades, sending the clouds of the storm blowing away. A light emerged from the cover of the storm; dark and sullen, but a light. So far away, but three beats of his wings closed the distance, the light resolving into a figure; a man, seemingly younger and fitter than the actual body. Hovering over the man was a fan of reticular chalk, joined to the man by beams of blue and green light. 

	Evan moved to the man, swords at the ready. The man sneered at him and something like eyes formed on the fan of coral above his head. He extended his own hands and hooks, twisted and spiked, formed in his own hands, green and bilious. Slashing forward, one of the hooks stretched and writhed, biting at Evan’s left hand. He twisted his sword, catching the hook and pushing it away; riposting with his right. It countered, then a whip of coral extended from the fan and slashed at him. 

	He caught it with one of the swords, pieces of coral shattering. The man’s hands stretched and the hook caught the pommel of his left sword. He twisted and the sword flew away. His right sword flashed and the hook, and the arm wielding it, fell to the ground, disappearing in the psychic landscape. The man howled. 

	The man surged forward, grappling Evan. Evan caught his arms, the stump regrowing its hand. The sword disappeared as the fight became hand-to-hand. They rocked back and forth. The man was strong, but Evan thought he was stronger. But that didn’t mean the result was foregone. He was fighting two entities, working as one. Flechettes of coral struck him, embedding into his flesh until he dismissed them. 

	This was going nowhere. He might be stronger, but the creature closely matched him. Evan pushed against the man unexpectedly, thrusting the man away from him. Evan rotated, brought up his right leg and slashing it across the man’s belly as long cockspurs erupted from his ankles. The man gasped grabbing at his abdomen. 

	Evan used distraction. His sword rematerialized in his hand. He thrust forward, the blade of the sword splitting. He rammed home into the man’s chest, the other blade impaling the center of the coral fan. Both blades suddenly grew starbursts of spikes. 

	The mindscape suddenly disappeared. The man floated in the tube. His eyes were open and staring; all life gone. The coral had shattered, pieces floating haphazardly in the water. Anselm was lying incongruously on the ground. Both of them were completely dry, clothes seemingly untouched by the storm. Evan reached out a hand and helped the knight up. 

	“Are you alright?” he asked. 

	“Fine. You did well,” Anselm answered. 

	“I had some great help,” Evan answered. 

	“So did we,” came a voice from behind. Evan spun around. Davy and Aiko; Davy with one hand around her neck and the other pressed against his stomach. Aiko supporting him, seemingly unaware of the weight. 

	“Davy! You’re alive!” Evan shouted. 

	“So are you,” Aiko said, quite calmly. Evan rushed forward, pulling both of them into a hug. 

	“Easy,” Davy said. “You’ll kill me, again!” 

	“You’re alive,” Evan repeated. “We’re all alive!”

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 63: osTetc Tsapfa Sanvin senta

	 

	Private, open-air office in the Abelman Conference Center

	 

	osTetc settled down into the cradle, the constant flow of air comforting. Ich had considered for a great deal of time who to invite to this meeting since the message had come from the Etude of Amythest Needles with Rime Attending. Behind and above him, Lan De Vin Smyth floated.

	Before ich, Ugdo Earpon, DiiKii iz LiiVii, Joe, Ludoslaw, a fragment of the Cnidaria Delegate, and ⅄arolo Llieora laLerarri a⅄olle had taken positions around the table the Conference Center had provided. Ich had considered inviting them to the shuttle, but that might have aroused elevated suspicion. Meetings among the delegates had become commonplace as the disparate interests competed with common interests of the star-nations. 

	“The air after feeding information is the only topic of this gathering. Comprehension?” The delegates looked at one another, then the HaaChii rose. Intersting, osTetc thought. Ich would have expected the Lilirrae to demand the prime. 

	“We understand, Delegate osTetc Tsapfa Sanvin senta. Your delegation takes no position on the information you wish to impart.”

	“Your interpretation is correct.” 

	“We understand,” DiiKii said. “But we must ask you to understand that we cannot guarantee how your information will be implemented.”

	“This is acceptable.” 

	“The impartation of enlightenment,” the Lilirrae said, “implies a desire to influence. This Humble One might infer that an intent to shift perception may underlay the zeal for education.” 

	“The Sora-Ei are not persuaded by the rationale presented by any delegation. However, this data might be important to those who oppose aggressive responses. We do not believe it will be transformative to those who favor aggression.” 

	“That is an interesting distinction,” the Cnidaria said. “We are not sure why that would make a difference to you.”

	“With respect, our reasons are our own. If you wish to share this information, you are free to do so. We do not believe that is our decision to make.” 

	“That is,” DiiKii said before the discussion could deteriorate, “of course, your concern. Please proceed.”

	“One of our Soarships was departing the Rentold system. They detected unexpected subspace translations. Numerous Singruld ships entered the system. They observed the resulting events. The Singruld destroyed the defending Confederation ships and destroyed at least one city on Rentol Two. 

	“This soarship transmitted an inquiry and received data from two other systems which had been attacked in a similar manner. This information was then sent to us.” There was silence for a  moment. Then the Zell, Joe stood. 

	“Were your vessels able to escape? Were any of your people harmed?” 

	“All were in a position which allowed them to avoid aggressive action.” 

	“Goses is merciful. I shall pray for the victims on and around the planets.” 

	“I am curious how this information was sent,” Ugdo said. “I have not heard any hint of this.”  

	“Some explanations are not available,” osTetc answered. It was not advantageous for other species to know the Sora-Ei could utilize the ultra-long waveforms generated by the intersection of subspace and the underlayer. 

	“Inform krackle change!” announced Ludoslaw.

	“Indeed, our colleague speaks correctly,” ⅄arolo agreed. “Disposition of such intelligence could be crucial to some who yet waver.” 

	“You are correct, Most Perceptive,” DiiKii said, rising to his feet. “However, we should not impose on osTetc and Lan DiVin’s hospitality any longer. I propose we adjourn to my office for further discussion. We should also agree that we do not disclose the source of our information.” The HaChii raised one gripper toward osTetc’s tentacles.

	“Your discretion is appreciated,” osTetc replied. “Copies of the data are available on chips you will find in the drawers of your table.” 

	The delegates filed out, each assuring ich that they would not share the source. Ich wasn’t sure if ich could trust them. The planted did not always act with ign thun (a sense of propriety, at least as Sora-Ei see it.)

	

 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 64: Lieutenant Evan Taylor

	 

	Confederation Consulate Base Office outside the City of Dweme

	 

	“Do you have any idea what kind of shitstorm you’ve caused!” Marine Colonel Tgrd Ricdnn shouted, his eyestalks waving widely. “Give me one good reason I shouldn’t lock you, and the rest of your little band, in the brig and wait for your court martial?”

	Evan kept his face blank, though he didn’t know if Colonel Tgrd could read human expressions. Major Klk could, but he was a scholar of multi-species languages and cultures. He had multiple degrees in those subjects. All he knew about Tgrd was in the background jacket Admiral Yar’Adua had supplied before this mission started. The colonel’s ochre marine uniform wasn’t entirely fastened, and his brown and cream fur was unkempt. Evan guessed he had actually been asleep when he was informed of the recovery mission. 

	After he had killed the hybrid creature under the tower, and after he had practically broadcast his feelings for both Davy and Aiko to the entire team, they had returned to the computer room. Ree Dav Nik was there, guarding Nani-te as he worked. Yuel had taken up a station at the top of the spiral stairway to the tower. With the disappearance of the mind fog, Yuel’s powers could scan the entire lost city and share that image with the rest of the team. 

	No one was left to oppose them. Of the thirty guards, eight were dead. The rest were secured with cuffs and shackles and placed in one of the rooms in the rooms under the tower. They hadn’t been able to immediately call Run Madath and the Bwarlovs in. The moment Hoang and Morven showed up, the Bwarlov authorities would be called. He couldn’t prevent that in good conscience; he had promised them. He needed Nani-te to finish his examination of the computer system. At the very least, he needed the location of the main Benefactor base. 

	They didn’t have to wait too long. About two hundred suplancks (not quite 3 hours) he had the information, as well as the entire content of the computer saved onto several crystal drives. The breakthrough he had experienced at the ferry had led directly to the speed he had been able to breakdown the computers protections. According to Nani-te they would have a lot of personnel and locations, but he believed there was a lot missing. Most importantly, he had not seen any indication of where any of the identified Benefactor species originated. But the main local base? That he had. 

	Once the chips were secure, Evan had called the Consulate Base, then Run Madath and the Bwarlovs. Run Madath, of course, had been ecstatic over the site, dashing here and there taking images and dictating notes. Hoang and Morven were more restrained. They did a cursory walkaround, then came up to him. 

	“I am going to make a call,” she said, looking directly at him. 

	“OK.” Evan said. 

	“To the Bwar-home Division of Primeval Studies,” she said. He didn’t say anything. She took out a communicator and watched him carefully as she made her call. He guessed she was sure he was going to stop her. 

	The Confederation shuttles had arrived first. Flying vessels weren’t usually allowed over the Preserve, but there were clauses in treaty which allowed it. The arriving officer, a lieutenant whose seniority outranked him had been in command. Evan had been dutifully subservient, but supplied orders which supported his request to transport the prisoners and deceased to the Base. Run Madath had assured him he could handle the Bwarlov authorities, so Evan and his team left with the Confederation shuttles. 

	Of course, once they had hit the base, he had been called to the Colonel’s office. With the code he had used, the shuttles had come without actual orders from the Colonel. By the time he had been informed the shuttles were already over the Preserve. 

	“I’ve had calls from Primeval Studies, Air Control, even the Geminate Regnant.”

	“I’m sorry, Colonel…” he began. 

	“Sorry! Sorry! You’ll be more than sorry! All of you are going to the brig! Anything you have on you is confiscated! I’m impounding your ship! I’m seriously considering giving you to the Regnant!” 

	“I’m sorry, sir, but, respectfully, you can’t do any of that.”

	“Can’t!” 

	Evan interrupted him before he could go on another rant. “No, sir. We are under orders from Admiral Yar’Adua and …”

	“Yar’Adua! You think some Vice-Admiral can order me to do anything! She can order you to violate local jurisdiction!”

	“Sir, Admiral Yar’Adua is a full Admiral. I apologize if the latest promotion’s list hasn’t reached you. And …” 

	“I don’t care!” the Colonel shouted. 

	“And she is operating under the specific direction of Port Admiral Jiāng Tāo. Our operation here is allowed under Article Twenty-seven, Paragraph Fourteen of the General Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Defense signed by the Bwarlov government.”

	That shut him up for a moment, but it didn’t last long. 

	“I will be the judge of that! I need details of why you were here, what you did, and any data you collected.” 

	“I’m sorry, sir, but you are not cleared for any of that.” 

	“No? I can get some marines in here to strip you down. And your confederates.” 

	“I really wouldn’t recommend that, sir. I would be required to resist under General Code of Military Justice as I carry classified information and I wouldn’t want to hurt any of your troops. It would also cause you a lot of trouble with Tendacta Station.” Tgrd pulled his legs in close to his body and his pedipalps convulsed several times. Evan wasn’t an expert on Ijlklj body language, but he would guess he was surprised Evan had implied he would be the one doing the hurting if Tgrd summoned marines. 

	“And I’m supposed to take your word for that?” 

	“No, sir. I’m instructed to evoke Code Warden Five Tsit Ck Nine requiring you to contact Admiral Yar’Adua directly.” Tgrd legs were still withdrawn. 

	“And I suppose you want to be with me when I make the contact?” 

	“That is entirely up to you, sir. But until you receive orders to the contrary, I must insist that I be housed with my team, and no one attempts to take or examine anything in our possession or on our ship.” 

	“I look forward to your disappointment. Lieutenant!” With the wave of a leg the officers who had escorted him, he came to attention and he followed them out. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 65: Admiral Latorunwa Yar’Adua

	 

	The Gerald Deucy in orbit of the Naval Base in the Dwaa D Jek system

	 

	She stood before the viewscreen, hands folded in front of her. On the screen before her were the commanders of the all the vessels of Operation Inundation. The primaries, Threegtsh, Sunish, Abernathy, and Radiance occupied large windows across the top of the screen. Puerus was first in the second row amongst the senior captains and commodores, or their equivalents in slightly smaller windows. Below them were several rows of the rest of the ship’s captains as well as commanders of ground and boarding forces. Only a few commanders were not present. To minimize issues, and to avoid the expense of a long subspace call, most of the vessels of Operation Inundation had taken positions within less than a tenth of a light-suplanck of each other. 

	“Thank you all for attending this planning meeting. We have received a report from the tactical team on Bwarlov.” A rather contentious series of reports, actually. She had first received a subspace call Colonel Tgrd Ricdnn, the commander of the Confederation Consulate Base. She had to listen to a great deal of yelling, as rendered by her translator at least. She sympathized with his position. He wasn’t read into the mission and she could not justify informing him beforehand. She still couldn’t give him anything.

	He had argued, and she had countered with various regulations regarding covert missions. Even telling him they were covert was stretching what was allowed, but she didn’t have time to wait for diplomats and JAG officers to travel from Tendacta. She had finally had to send a coded subspace message to the Port Admiral’s office and have him issue a direct order to the colonel. 

	She had finally been able to speak to Evan. They still didn’t want to give up much, even in a coded message. Evan bypassed the need for specifics over subspace by contacting her mentally while they were speaking on the subspace channel. She entered the details in her own system. Evan would bring her the physical records when the tac team rejoined the fleet. 

	“Lieutenant Taylor and his team have captured several individuals and retrieved the site of the main Benefactor base. Initial analysis does suggest that there are other, smaller bases scattered across all our nations. I believe Greatmind Threetgsh has encountered one of them.” 

	She paused while Threetgsh confirmed. “Our target is in a system identified in Confederation records as the Deedhon system. I’m sending the actual coordinates to all of you on an adjacent channel. The computer technician on the team, Chief Petty Officer Nani-te, does not have a lot of details of the system and there isn’t a record of it has ever been explored, or even surveyed, by anyone in the Confederation. Does anyone have any details of the system?”

	She waited a moment, but no one spoke. “Given the lack of info, we will need to go in cold.”

	“Admiral, a moment,” Sunish interrupted. 

	“Yes, Herdmaster?” 

	“We have had some success with using Aat’t’t vessels to do surreptitious reconnaissance. They are so small the translation spike is barely detectable and is usually lost in background noise. Even using powered flight is very difficult to sense. They are limited to passive sensors to avoid detection, but that should be sufficient to choose among our options.”

	“How long would such surveillance take, Herdmaster?” the Greatmind asked. 

	“We have found about two to three aar (an aar is 26.64 hours) allows sufficient detail.”

	“You have such vessels here?” Latorunwa asked. 

	“Yes. They have been so useful to us regarding the Kralk I commandeered five of them.” 

	“Herdmaster, unless someone objects, please send them immediately. It will take us a few days to organize, so they will have plenty of time. I plan to rendezvous with everyone a fortyr (2 light years) out of Deedhon. They can await us there and we will make the final option selection.” 

	“I will send them at once,” Sunish said. Pe muted pe’s audio for a moment and turned to issue orders. The meeting continued. Details of trajectories, precise rendezvous points, and other details were discussed. After three hundred suplancks (about 4 1/2 hours) the meeting adjourned. 

	Everyone signed off except Puerus. She had sent him a private message to stay after the meeting. 

	“How can I help you, Admiral?” he asked. 

	“Evan sent the details of his discoveries mentally, to avoid possible interception. He tells me that things have … progressed more rapidly than you predicted at our last private meeting.” 

	Puerus closed his eyes for a moment. He frowned. “Yes, Admiral,” he said, opening his eyes. “It appears you are correct. My idiot brothers didn’t see fit to tell me about it.” 

	“You had indicated that further enhancements would proceed from … intimate contact. It seems that didn’t happen, though I am guessing, from Evan’s demeanor, it may.” 

	“My brothers tell me that Lt. Philips suffered a life-threatening wound. Lt. Shimizu assumed battlefield care for him. Between them, and encouraged by Evan’s children, they healed the wound. Lt. Philips enhancements have accelerated and Lt. Shimizu’s have begun.”

	“The babies caused this?” she asked in amazement. 

	“As I mentioned, our children are quite advanced, even in infancy. Evan’s seem to be stronger than most. I find that interesting. Doug and Limus tell me the babies consider Lt. Philips and Lt. Shimizu as family. They were quite insistent that Philip’s wound be healed. 

	“I am also told that Chief Petty Officer Nani-te has also made some strides, though from less traumatic action. Overall, I am pleased with their progress.” 

	“This is going to cause problems. I’m having trouble keeping Evan’s abilities below everyone’s perceptions. Doing the same with three others is going to increase the possibility of exposure.” 

	“I’m afraid we can do very little about that without violating Confederation ethics.” 

	“And what about Anselm? I haven’t had any conversations with his superiors. I wouldn’t know what to say to them.” 

	“Anselm is advancing at a more sedate pace. Allow me to discuss these issues with the Church.” She wasn’t sure what to say to him. She was certain he cared about all of the “recruits.” But he was so tightly controlled she couldn’t get any sense of how serious he considered all this; and what to do about it. She was beginning to understand Evan’s fears of a Cherek massacre if he, or the others, were taken. 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 66: Admiral Dominic Svenkerud

	 

	Aboard Benefactor Starship Oligarch in the Deedhon system

	 

	Svenkerud stood in the center of the Oligarch’s bridge. His fellows, Orgash, Chg Sth, and Yud were off pursuing their own interests. And Miranda rarely left her office; usually emerging only for meetings. She even took her meals there. 

	 He didn’t mind that, mostly. Orgash and Chg Sth took regular shifts on the bridge and his reviews of their orders were excellent: Orgash’s better than Chg Sth’s, of course. The Chemosh was, after all, a trained naval officer. As for Yud … Well, Yud liked to come to the bridge, yell and scream a lot, then file long and vituperous reports accusing the bridge crew of incompetence, insubordination, and failure to do whatever Yud thought they should do; regardless of how stupid it was. And Miranda; well, he didn’t need a superior hovering over him, diminishing his authority.

	Despite Yud’s presence, Project Billiards had been working well. The attack on Iekwax had been the most successful of the planned assaults on independents. In most of them the targets had, somehow, failed to see or note the faux Confederation or Laanyr vessels on the outskirts of the attacked systems. Yud had railed that they should disguise all the Benefactor vessels. He didn’t understand why that wasn’t possible; though they had an expansive budget retrofitting that many ships wasn’t practical. And his follow-up suggestion of scrapping the spheres and building all faux ships wasn’t any more affordable. 

	But Iekwax had worked. The Iq had gotten riled up. They had contacted every independent power in the area and convened a council to address the attack. How they had decided on Jerusalem as the site of the meeting he didn’t know. But it was great for the plan. Picking a world controlled by humans, a prominent species in the Confederation was genius; it couldn’t be better if he had booked the venue himself. 

	The conference was taking a bit longer than he would prefer to reach a decision. He had diverted one of the Project Billiards missions to the Moovmbda System to give a push in the desired direction. It had taken some effort to create the effect that the attack happened earlier than it actually had, the reason he had selected a Pahroomv system. They were not as meticulous as most other species. 

	He had agents monitoring the conference. Maybe another incident would tip the balance? What did he have in the neighborhood? Perhaps one of the more pro-Confederation nations? HaChee? Zell? Ah, Force Eighteen was awaiting orders near Placet. They had one faux Confederation battleship. They wouldn’t be a match for the defensive forces around Placet, despite the HaChii’s pacifistic nature. They weren’t stupid, after all. But a quick strike at a gas mining operation in Placet’s system. That would do. If they went down, well sacrifices were necessary. 

	Now how about Zell? He didn’t see anything around Zelldemur. But they did have a small mining operation in one of their outlying systems. That could be a good target. Add in another raid on the Pahroomv and they should get a nice little war going. Maybe a strike at the Enfedi? They were more discerning then the Pahroomv. They might not jump to conclusions the way the cold ones would. The Fenstod or Kalitho might be better choices. 

	He was just beginning to write the orders when the Sensor Officer shouted, “Translation spike!” Svenkerud looked up. 

	“Do we have an arrival expected?” 

	“No, sir,” answered the warrant officer. 

	“Translation spike!” shouted the Sensor Officer. 

	“You already said that!” growled Svenkerud. 

	“No, sir. Another one. And another one. More coming in!” Svenkerud pulled up the chart. Bright points of arrival were appearing every few centicuplancks. 

	When indicators stopped flashing, he demanded. “How many?”

	“Sir, thirty arrivals, tightly spaced!” 

	“Sound attack alert. Who are they?” 

	“Sir,” the Sensor Officer reported, “unknown. All arrivals are broadcasting across all frequencies. Demands for immediate surrender! They’re hyped up to more than typical power. They are also probing us with active ftl sensors. Lots of them” 

	“What were they up to? His forces could take them. But something was going on. Just to make life difficult, Yud suddenly burst onto the bridge!

	“Stop that noise!” pe bellowed, “what’s going on! Incompetant …” The Laanyr herdmaster bolted across the bridge to the weapons officer, raising one clawed hand to swipe at the Tssha Tck. 

	“Yud! Stop that!” 

	Yud whirled around. “Stop it? Stop it?” 

	He didn’t have time for this. “Mute the alarm on the bridge,” he ordered. “Maintain in the rest of the ship. His message board was lighting up. Orgash and Chg Sth, of course, though he would assume more rational. Miranda was also calling him. “Communications, please inform the other Senior Board Members that I will answer their queries after I have responded. Send along the initial sensor readings.” 

	He turned back to the plot. “Can you get any details of our visitors?” he asked calmly. 

	“No sir. I can track a trajectory, but only with eighty-seven percent accuracy.” What were they up to? Thirty ships weren’t a threat to him. Whoever they were, and they had to be Confederation or Laanyr, they had to know he would have overwhelming force here. Unless whatever intelligence they had developed to come here led them to believe this was a minor installation, no other conclusion was responsible. 

	So why didn’t they send a larger force. If it were him, more forces would be coming. Likely timed to flank him. Well, that could be dealt with. 

	“Detail Operational Groups One, Two, and Three. Defensive Plan Gather Shot. Take as many alive as possible.” 

	“Yes, sir!” acknowledged the Communication Officer. 

	“No! No! No!” Yud screamed. “Kill them all! Now!” 

	“Shut up, Yud or I’ll have you in the brig!” He waved his arm and the two Chemosh security he had on the bridge flanked the Laanyr. Gratefully, even Yud could understand that. He shut up. 

	“I want constant reports. Sensors, get Secondary sensor officers on line. Contact Operational Groups Six and Seven. Constant scans along all other likely entry points, including off the ecliptic!”

	Now it was time to talk to Orgash and Chg Sth. And have Miranda contact her bosses. 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 67: Admiral Latorunwa Yar’Adua

	 

	Bridge of the Gerald Deucy in the Deedhon system

	 

	“Translation complete!” the Admiral’s Navigator, Lt. Flowersgrow Snowbreeze, reported. 

	“Condition of the Stack?” she asked. 

	“Stack One complete!” Lt. Commander Ainvin answered. 

	“Commodore Noahn reports Sensor Jamming in effect.” 

	“Very good. The other Stacks?” 

	“Reports coming now.” Ainvin said. He waited a few moments, then continued, “Stacks Two through Thirty reporting. All complete.” 

	“Time til Second Wave translation.” 

	“Forty centisuplancks,” 

	“Stacks spreading as ordered.” 

	She turned her attention to the countdown clock on the large screen. Thirty. Twenty. Ten. Five, Four, Three, Two, One. Translation.” She allowed a full suplanck to pass. 

	“Report.” 

	“Second Wave complete.” 

	“Thank you. Transmit to all vessels, execute Plan Alpha One.” 

	“Yes, Ma’am,” Ainvin answered. 

	So far, so good, she thought. The Aat’t’t surveillance operation was very informative. Deedhon was a yellow sun, a bit below Sol on the scale, but larger in size. It had a family of fifteen planets. The actual Benefactor base was a small space station, situated between the fourth and fifth planets. What was interesting was a ship, larger even than the station. She was betting that was where Svenkerud was based. He would want to be mobile. The base seemed to be only a shipyard with minimal space for quarters or, more importantly, weaponry. The ship was the primary defense mechanism. 

	It was not, however, the only defense. The Aat’t’t had spotted two hundred and thirty spheres of various sizes. From Threegtsh’s encounters they knew the spheres packed a powerful punch. Overwhelming force would be needed. 

	They could translate in just outside the orbit of the thirteenth planet, a large ice giant. The plan required their incoming trajectory to be in line with the current position of Deedhon XIII. To hide their numbers the Allies had come in stacked. A large vessel would take the lead, translating in with a trail of other ships behind them, closely packed. Heavy transmissions at both regular and ftl sensors and communications would disguise the trailing ships. That wouldn’t last for long, however. 

	The Allies came in two waves, thirty translations each. The second wave, coming in close behind the first, would further obstruct the Benefactor’s view of the invasion. They would, if all worked as expected, perceive a force of thirty to fifty ships, depending on how many of the second wave translations they detected. To maximize the deception, the incoming ships were divided by nation, taking advantage of joint technology and training. 

	Under Plan Alpha One, the invading force would immediately duck into the shadow of Deedhon XIII. Though suspicious, the hope was that the Benefactors, or more precisely Svenkerud, would assume they were planning to regroup out of site. With luck, Svenkerud would send a portion of his forces to intercept them, keeping a larger share in reserve for a second or third wave from different trajectories. 

	Altogether, the combined Allied force consisted of over four hundred ships of various sizes. The largest contingents were from the Confederation and the Laanyr, being situated closest to Deedhon. The Chemosh force was also large, Threegtsh having called in several related earldoms and a couple of duchies. The Church forces were smaller. Though they maintained a military, fighting wasn’t their main goal. The Church force was about thirty vessels. The Rivnyera was the smallest, but not the least possible. They had sent four of their hundred-kilometer-long ships. They had been the only force to stack foreign vessels. Being so large, they could disguise a lot of stacked ships. 

	“Admiral,” said Commander Deleon, the Mohans Tactical Officer, “Benefactor vessels are en route to intercept us.” 

	“How many?” she asked. 

	“Difficult to be sure, ma’am, through all the noise we’re making. However, I make it between forty and sixty; various classes.” 

	“A good size force,” Commander Siemaskieneth said, “but hardly overwhelming if they detected all sixty translations.” 

	“I agree,” she said. “I think our ruse has worked. But don’t become overconfident. Svenkerud is wily. He could see through this.” 

	It took most of half a kilosuplanck (about seven hours) for everyone to drop behind the shadow of Deedhon XIII. As soon as everyone was hidden, she ordered them to reconfigure. She turned to Ainvin. 

	“Commander Ainvin, please connect me to Lieutenant Taylor aboard the Terrible Eye. Link in Greatmind Threegtsh. And Buzha Puerus as well. ” 

	“Yes, Ma’am. There will be a communications delay of four centisuplancks unless you wish me to engage ftl communication.” 

	“No, Commander.” She waited while he arranged the connections. Evan’s team had met them at the rendezvous point a fortyr away. While the Allies completed planning based the Aat’t’t surveillance, he had some ideas about infiltrating the base. Nani-te had found data on the Benefactor computer verified that Admiral Svenkerud was commanding the Benefactor military forces. It would be advantageous to capture him. When presented to the Allied leaders, Threegtsh had some suggestions. Taylor and his team had spent most of the following ten days on the Terrible Eye of the Powerful Thoughts. 

	Evan appeared on the screen with Threegtsh in a window beside him. Puerus, his eyes seeming far away, appeared on his other side.  

	“Greatmind, let me thank you again for supplying the equipment and personnel for this part of the operation.”

	“The pleasure is mine, Admiral. My Teeth are looking forward to the adventure.”

	“Lieutenant, is your team ready?” 

	“Yes, Admiral. We’re set up. Shredding Mind K’Likap Nitak and I have discussed the operation in detail and run several rehearsals here. The sharbh is ready and we’re good to go.” 

	“Excellent.” This operation would be interesting. Greatmind Threegtsh and the Shredding Mind knew, of course, that Evan and his team were all Special Powers; well except Sister Perpetua Lucy and Ranul, who had insisted on joining. What they didn’t know was the extent of their abilities. They might learn more than she would like, but the Chemosh had the type of craft that would allow this mission to succeed. 

	“Buzha Puerus?” For a moment the young man didn’t respond. 

	“I am prepared, Admiral. The sharbh will not be seen by any Benefactor vessel. It will be in view of Allied forces. I remind the Lieutenant that invisibility is a sword with many edges. The enemy will not attack them, but they also cannot avoid them, either. The sharbh must be aware that they cannot be seen at all times.”

	“Can you maintain the cloak?” she asked with concern. The Cherek were powerful, but he was going to have to affect thousands of minds. 

	“Yes, Admiral. I have my brothers and sisters already linked for aid. I must also remind everyone that the scope of this cloak will not allow me to discern any action the enemy forces may undertake, nor can I target anyone’s position or actions. Once the team reaches its target, I will maintain the integrity of the sharbh, but not the team itself.” 

	“We understand, Puerus,” Evan said, nodding his head and touching his folded hands to his chin: a Cordwainer gesture of respect.

	“Very well. The bait is on the move. We will follow forty suplancks later. That will allow time for the bait to engage with the Benefactors. With Greatmind’s permission, be ready for launch when we crest Deedhon XIII.”

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 68: Admiral Dominic Svenkerud

	 

	Aboard Benefactor Starship Oligarch in the Deedhon system

	 

	“Why are they doing that?” Chg Sth asked, peering intently at his screen. The Tssha Chk and Orgash had arrived moments before. Unlike Yud, who was raging back and forth, both of them had calmly taken auxiliary stations. The Laanyr couldn’t stand still. Svenkerud had sent the Chemosh security off to find Miranda. After her initial calls to the bridge, she had become unresponsive. While she did have the effect of suborning his authority, he still needed her. Only she had the codes to access certain functions, including contacting their Benefactor superiors.

	As soon as the invaders had entered the system, they had immediately moved into the shadow of Deedhon XIII. The ice giant was so far from the primary, outside the translation periphery, they had no resources in place. It was a blind spot. One he should have considered and put satellites into place to cover the other three planets outside the periphery.

	What were they doing there? His best guess was they were setting up some attack formation. Regardless of how they arranged themselves, they only had thirty ships. His response force was composed of sixty-six. That should be easy enough. Still, a clever commander, and he would bet this was Yar’Adua, might have something sneaky to pull. He needed to see what she was planning. She was sneaky, but he was better. 

	“Order the response force to reduce speed twenty-five percent. Draw them out.” 

	“Yes, sir!” 

	It would still be some time before anything happened. So, time to deal with some other problems; the first of which he should have dealt with more forcibly.  

	“Yud! Come here!” he ordered. The Laanyr whipped pe’s head around, pe’s fangs twisted into attack configuration. Pe strode over, the bone of pe’s hooves striking sparks from the deck. Svenkerud had never seen that before. Pe’s mouth was open, a sound he couldn’t identify rolling out from it. 

	He stepped out from behind his station. This would be tricky. The Laanyr was far more massive than he was, and physically far more dangerous. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Orgash and Chg Sth watching intently, waiting to see how this would play out. 

	Svenkerud gritted his teeth, assuming none of them could read human expressions. Yud leaned toward him, and he swung, striking the Laanyr just behind the jaw. Yud “girped,” pe’s mouth slamming shut. 

	“I’m getting tired of your griping!” he shouted. “Screaming, yelling, and demanding doesn’t help anything! You want to rule the Laanyr? The first diridanigal (non-finisher) who challenges you will pull your fangs!” 

	“A diridanigal …” Yud started, pe’s confusion on being hit by something so much smaller than pe was draining pe’s murderous intent. 

	“I DON’T CARE! You’re hopeless. All you do is cause chaos! Now shut up, take a terminal, and help!” He spun around, paying no attention to Yud, and hoping one of those clawed hands didn’t take his head off. He swung around his desk and resumed his station. Yud was already behind another auxiliary station. Pe was mouthing things silently to peself, but at least pe was silent. 

	“We need Miranda. Yud, you try to find her. Use cameras and internal sensors. Get her up here.” He turned to the Tssha Tck. “Chg Sth, look for any anomalies aboard the Oligarch.”

	“What kind of anomalies?”

	“I don’t know. Anything to explain why Miranda isn’t answering and why she isn’t here!” The Tssha Tck turned his attention to his screens. 

	“Orgash, pull up everything we have on Deedhon XIII. We need to know if there is something special about that planet.”

	“Something to explain why they are cowering behind it!” Orgash said. He seriously doubted Yar’Adua, or whoever was commanding this invasion was cowering. They had moved smoothly into the shadow. They wouldn’t have come without a plan. 

	With his fellows occupied with their assignments, he pulled up the Benefactor files on Confederation officers. His bet was on Yar’Adua. It could be Swimslayer or Kelliek. Other than his former second, those would be the most likely ones Jiāng Tāo would send after him. Thorson, maybe. If he hadn’t been the one they were chasing she would be higher on his list. But it was well known she was part of his faction. Jiāng Tāo would be foolish to send her, though he doubted she would support his actions. Still, she might be less than sufficiently aggressive towards him. 

	What about the other two? Kelliek was far too conservative to come in with only thirty ships. And he wouldn’t be using a planet to hide himself. He was successful and competent, but not particularly imaginative. 

	Swimslayer? It could be him. The big Zaharone was known for taking risks and weird strategies. He had built his reputation on them. And Swimslayer hated him. Svenkerud had called him out many times for the bumbled handling of the Cherek situation. Instead of taking the little brats into custody and letting the diplomats deal with putting the upstart Cherek’othai into their place he had actually negotiated with them! It might appeal to Jiāng Tāo to send Swimslayer after him. 

	But he really thought it was Yar’Adua. The ungrateful woman had undermined him, argued with him, and turned against him. She was more creative than Kelliek, but not as crazy as Swimslayer. She was the safest prediction.

	So, what was her approach? She was completely competent. He might hate her guts, but he had to give her that. But she had limited experience with large operations, which could explain why she had come with only thirty ships. After all, she couldn’t have done any scouting of Deedhon. They would have detected anything translating into spy. She might have assumed the Benefactor force was small since most of the Benefactor operations had been small scale. If they didn’t appear soon, however, he was going to have his column stop. It would be too easy for them to have set up an ambush there. 

	“Admiral Svenkerud,” the Sensor Officer said suddenly, “They’re moving.” 

	Over the edge of Deedhom XIII forty sensors appeared. Hmmm, he thought. More than had appeared to translate in. She must have had a small second wave come in immediately behind her. The transponders were still off, but the sensor blocking broadcasts has ceased. “Analysis?” he asked. 

	“Mixed Confederation and Laanyr ships, sir,” reported the sensor officer. “Nothing larger than a dreadnought. They have assumed a cone formation.” An interesting choice, but not the best against a force close in size.”

	He watched as his column spread out, picking out targets. Dispersed as they were, the cone was ineffective. It quickly broke up and they moved to engage. It should be a slaughter. The column was outnumbered, but his ships were fast, and their energy weapons were more powerful than either Confederation or Laanyr. 

	Meanwhile, the rest of his force were watching. Whoever was in charge of this invasion, they wouldn’t be so stupid to send such a small contingent. Another wave would come. 

	“Svenkerud!” Chg Sth suddenly shrieked. 

	Quickly, he focused on the large screen. A ship was cresting over Deedhon XIII. Another, and another. They kept coming. And coming. Not just over the pole like the first one. From all around the disk ships appeared. He stared. The display on the right of the screen was flashing as it identified ship classes, and names. Their transponders were operating now. And not just Confederation hulls. 

	The Gerald Deucy. The Lion. The Terrible Eye of the Powerful Thoughts. The St. Louis. Wave Splitter. The Veldtship Pejjelarallamushentalapes Ten. The Vortex That Kills. Rivnyera ships without transponders but obvious by their size. They seemed to just keep coming! 

	Finally, no more icons were appearing on the screen. “How many,” he whispered. 

	“Four hundred twenty-eight,” the Sensor officer said. 

	For a moment, he was too stunned to even think! But no, he had to react. This could still be pulled out. He pulled up simulations. There was time. The response team had engaged. They could kill the forward Allied contingent before the rest could reach them. 

	He was busy and not looking at the master screen when Yud suddenly yelled. “Cowards! Stop! I order you to stop!” He looked up. Eighteen! Eighteen of his ships were fleeing. They were executing a sharp turn, fleeing up out of the ecliptic. There was no possible reason for that trajectory other than flight! For once, he agreed with Yud. Cowards.  

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 69: Greatmind Threetgsh

	 

	Bridge of the Terrible Eye of the Powerful Thoughts over Deedhon XIII

	 

	Threetgsh could image the fear arising in the blood of the Benefactors as the Allied Fleet crested the disk of Deedhon XIII. The use of Aat’t’t ships to surveil Deedhon had been brilliant. Threetghs’ respect for the Laanyr had risen. He had never thought of the Laanyr of being particularly crafty. 

	Once the stacks had dropped out of subspace, they had moved into the shadow of the ice giant. There, they had reassembled. Most of them stayed with their own units. However, other than a formation focused on the St. Louis, the smaller Church force had been distributed among the Confederation, Chemos, and Laanyr formations. The Rivnyera ships had been left on their own. 

	As they crested over the planet, ftl sensors immediately began delivering data. Watching the screen, two of his tongues waved in delight. As Admiral Yar’Adua had hoped, Svenkerud, they were assuming it was Svenkerud for the moment, had sent about a third of his force ahead to confront them. He had been fooled by the illusion of a small force by the stacking maneuver. Undoubtedly he expected other ships to translate from other positions in the system. Or he thought she was stupid and only sent thirty ships to confront him. 

	He wasn’t surprised by either assumption. He had met Svenkerud several times, and spent a portion of his “internship” in the Confederation aboard a vessel he had commanded as a Captain. The man had always seemed arrogant to him; dismissive of others and convinced of his own competence. That he was a good leader he could not deny. The man had Nin go T Zhubha (Warmth of Water); what humans called charisma. His crews followed him with enthusiasm and that had impressed Threetgsh. But he had not been as attentive to his crew’s opinions and needs as many other Confederation commanders Threetgsh had interned with had been. 

	Yar’Adua had read him well, he thought. At that meeting on Blessed Virgin so long ago his interactions with the two of them indicated she knew him far better than he knew her. Hopefully, she would continue to anticipate him. 

	Well, it would still be a zheshitoq (a zhesitoq is a bit over 2 hours) or two until they would engage with the approaching force, assuming it didn’t try to return to the base. Either option would be disastrous, but if they continue as they were at least they would have a fighting chance for some glory, if not success. 

	“Let us check if our little surprise is ready for delivery,” he said to the bridge at large. “Transmitter, please contact Shredding Mind K’Licap Nitak.” 

	“Begging not to be Eaten, I comply,” answered the Nam Patal. Inwardly, Threetgsh sighed. He had instituted torrent speech when they arrived at Dwaa D Jek to join the Allied fleet. But some had trouble abandoning the formal speech most Chemosh preferred, especially with client species. He had spoken to Transmitter several times, but the Nam Patal seemed incapable of entirely avoiding formal speech. 

	“Within your Jaws, the Shredding Mind is awaiting your command.” 

	“Thank you, Transmitter.” He noted with some amusement the Nam Patal shivering, whether in fear, apprehension, or delight he couldn’t tell. He touched an icon and Nitak’s long, toothy face appeared on his screen. 

	“My Duke,” Nitak said, looking directly at him respectfully. 

	“Shredding Mind,” Threetgsh answered, glad that the D’Telehol was using torrent, “is the sharbh ready to launch?” 

	“Yes, Great Mind. The Confederation team is strapped in and ready. The Cherek, Puerus, has assured me even the launch will be hidden from view. We await your command.” 

	“Excellent.” Threetgsh checked his screen again. Everything looked good. “You may launch, Shredding Mind.” 

	“At once, Greatmind.” Threetgsh monitored his board and the sharbh launched as scheduled. It continued on his screen and he wondered for a moment how he would know if it was undetectable by the Benefactors. And then, it disappeared! For nearly a zhadoq (about 36 seconds) the sharbh couldn’t be detected by any of their sensors. And then, it reappeared! 

	||That good?|| the thought came in his mind, human laughter echoing. A feeling of disapproval inserted itself and the laughter faded away. What that was he wasn’t sure; a Cherek he assumed, and that concerned him a bit. Later for that. 

	“Transmitter, please inform Admiral Yar’Adua that her team is en route.” 

	“Within your Jaws, Greatmind.” Someday, ynone would listen. 

	“Duke-Above-Me,” Her interrupted his musing. “Look at them!” Threetgsh swung his head back to his screens. Fully a third of the approaching Benefactors where turning, sharply, out of the ecliptic. Now what could that be? Was the intent to wait until they engaged and then attempt to attack from above? No, that did not seem right. Their acceleration was increasing. Unless they cut acceleration soon, they would be too far away to help. Even if they did cut, what could those eighteen do? Did they think everyone would forget about them? 

	“Squire-Below-Me, I do believe some of the vaunted, self-suicidal Benefactors are fleeing the surf. How fascinating.” All of his tongues snaked out. “Keep an eye on them, Her. If they change trajectory, or suddenly cut acceleration tell me immediately. Interrupt if you have to.” 

	“Yes, Duke-Above-Me!” Her agreed. The boy turned back to his screen. Threetgsh wondered for a moment if he should have let Her go with the sharbh. He had asked, but Threetgsh didn’t want to risk him on that mission. In was brilliant, and bold, and he was quite sure it would be very, very dangerous. Not that young officers shouldn’t be exposed to danger. It did them good. But there were steps to work up to. 

	In the meantime, there were other matters to deal with. The remaining Benefactor’s trajectory, by chance would put them in the midst of a mix of zhes-peds and Confederation battleships. With the extra powerful weaponry the Benefactors boasted, they could cause significant damage. Best to realign some more powerful ships to cover them. 

	He muted the battle plot and pulled up the order of battle. He was considering the best deployment when Her let out a lowing moan. “His horns are broken!” he exclaimed. 

	“Her, what is wrong?” 

	“Duke-Above-Me, Mighty Mind Bhagush has broken formation!” 

	“What!” He brought the battle plot back up. “What does that idiot think he is doing!” 
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 70: Mighty Mind Bhagush

	 

	Bridge of the Current of Lightning in the Deedhon system

	 

	“Full pod, change course. Follow the lgig!” (small, easily frightened fish). Bhagush couldn’t believe his luck. A school of the lousy little cowards were fleeing the battle. The opportunity was perfect! Embedded with so many others, mixed with multiple preythings, his pod would be only one of many engaging the approaching enemy. But now! Now was the time for glory. Only he would engage the fleeing foe. 

	“Mighty Mind, the one before you begs not to be eaten!” entreated Stable Mind Jik-URNN-Jus, his communication officer. 

	“What!” Bhagush snapped. He insisted on full ritual from his subordinates, but often violated it himself. 

	“We have not received orders to pursue.” 

	He growled at her. “Do as you are told!” he snapped. He turned back to the screen and opened grotto window to status. Per his orders, Current of Lightning and his pod were turning to intercept the Benefactors. Good. 

	Sensors showed twenty-eight Benefactor vessels. They outnumbered his pod, which was only seventeen ships, but they were small. The levels would balance. “Make sure all weapons are fully charged,” he ordered. “And increase acceleration eighteen percent.

	“Yes, Mighty Mind,” answered Powerful Mind Nlana Badala Oshiank , the weapons officer. 

	“Yes, Mighty Mind,” echoed Powerful Mind AhhNeeBoo, the helm. His tongues writhed out in pleasure as the gap lessened. Excellent! Soon they would be his. Victory would lead to a Greatmind ascension and a Zhes-Nalar ship and larger pod!

	“Mighty Mind,” Jik-URN-Jus interrupted his mental revelry. “Greatmind Threetgsh orders us to return to the formation! Immediately.” 

	“No, he does not!” Bhagush declared. 

	“But … but Mighty Mind …” 

	“No such order was received. Our communications array has failed.” 

	“But Might Mind …” repeated Jik-URN-Jus. 

	“Be silent!” Bhagush growled. “Or I will find I am very hungry!” Jik-URN-Jus’s jaws snapped shut. She turned back to board. “Inform the pod that my orders stand.” 

	The bridge was tense, the other officers locking their gazes on their controls. Good, he thought. Client species too often believed themselves equals. He turned his gaze to Kargada, the sensor officer and only other Chemosh on the bridge. Only she might feel the need to challenge him; and the only one worthy of doing so. Seeming to feel his gaze, she turned her head to him. She kept her tongues firmly in her mouth until she turned back to her sensors. 

	“Mighty Mind,” she then said, “six additional Benefactor vessels have detached from the invading force and are heading our way.” 

	“Let them come,” Bhagush answered. “We shall be finished before they arrive.” 

	For three zheshitoq (about 6 1/2 hours) the gap lessened. The Benefactor ships began to slow, obviously recognizing that they would have to engage. Bhargush became more and more impatient to begin. He kept his eyes firmly on his screens. His officers, not daring to protest, kept silent. More orders were broadcast from Threetgsh, which he continued to ignore. Another eighteen ships broke from the main force, but he ignored them. They could not catch up and steal his victory from him. 

	“Missile range in fifty toq (50 seconds),” announced Nlana Badala Oshiank. 

	“All vessels, prepare to fire missiles.” The time counted down to zero. “Fire!” 

	Just as the missiles took up, the Benefactors ships suddenly broke formation. The missiles would adjust, of course, but they lost precious toq as they did so. Counter missiles erupted from the Benefactors. 

	“Release fighters!” Bhagush ordered, a bit miffed. He didn’t like fighters. He preferred slugging things out with enemies; but he had to penetrate the counter missile barrage. 

	Two of the Benefactor vessels had maneuvered back behind his pod. “Mighty Mind, “Nlana Badala Oshank reported, “trailing vessels deploying some type of energy weapon!” 

	Before he could issue any orders the two ships fired. Sensors painted the energy discharge yellow on his screen. When they struck the shields on two of his pod, Raging Tide and Falling Wave, flared. Raging Tide blew apart! Falling Wave survived, but its weapons were burned out and rents appeared in its hull. 

	“Strengthen shields!” he ordered. “Fire second wave missiles.!” As soon as the missiles fired he ordered, “Adjust course, Sixty-eight juz (34.68 degrees) latitude, hundred 180 juz (91.8 degrees) longitude!” Currrent of Lightning lurched sideways, just avoiding an energy blast from another Benefactor. 

	“Analysis!” he snapped. 

	“Sensors indicate weapon in the zheduzgeem range (approx. 5.8 billion joules),” Kirgada reported. 

	“Impossible!  They had not seen it doing the fighting before these ones fled. The zhar-nalor class ships cannot match that!” Threetgsh had said their weapons were powerful, but he had disregarded that as the timidity of the over-rated duke. “Evasive! Take two ships to one enemy!” 

	What followed was a mad scramble, two or more pod ships attempting to concentrate on each Benefactor. He directed fighters to distract the one’s not targeted. Fighters were fast and maneuverable, but far more vulnerable if hit by an energy weapon. And they were dying to do their job. Glory to them! 

	“Fire!” Claws in the Throat and Jorgaz’s Victory fired in unison with Current of Lightning and the Benefactor sphere before them shattered under the onslaught. But Victory was then hit by a different sphere; albeit it a glancing blow. But still, Jorgaz’s Victory staggered and half of it went dark! 

	Claws in the Throat and Current of Lighning spun out, separating, but taking curved courses. The enemy attempted to rotate to catch Current, but Claws fired and as the enemy screen glowed, Current added its own beam to the attack. It almost held them off, but two fighters poured missiles into the mix and the Benefactor fell, atmosphere leaking from numerous rents. Victory, but one of the fighters died as a late firing missile caught it. 

	“Mighty Mind, the fleet is sending reinforcements!” 

	“Excellent. Keep me informed of their positions.” He turned his attention back to the immediate battle. His tank showed Poisoned Water in a spiraling dance with two Benefactors. A lucky shot from Water caught one of them perfectly, causing it to careen into the other; but three missiles detonated across Water’s hull. The ship survived, but it was crippled and limped away, still, gallantly firing missiles from its remaining missile ports. 

	“Mighty Mind!” Kargada exclaimed, “the additional Benefactor vessels have entered weapons range!” Most of the fleeing Benefactors were out of action. He was now faced with a decision. Honor demanded he attack the new opponents. But his force was severely depleted. Courage did not demand suicide. 

	“All remaining vessels capable are to return to the fleet. Damaged vessels are to flee perpendicular to our flight line. Begin firing missiles at the Benefactors. I want speed set to just outpace them. Randomly slow to appear they are gaining.” 

	“Yes, Mighty Mind.” It worked. The new vessels pursued, leaving the damaged vessels for now.” 

	“As expected. Our fleet is too large. They cannot afford to take the time to eliminate enemies no longer in the fight.” They fled, the Benefactors just on their heels. He kept up a barrage of missile fire while maintaining his fleeing ships between the enemy and the reinforcements. They had certainly seen them, but he hoped to keep them focused on him.

	It worked, for a while. But then three of the Benefactors began to turn into a course to intercept his damaged units. He cursed. “Change course. Engage the Benefactors leaving. Four of his ships, including Current of Lightning, turned to face their pursuers. The other three began firing at the fleeing Benefactors. Current of Lightning charged forward, targeting one of the Benefactors. As soon as they entered energy range his guns began firing. 

	One of the other Benefactors entered from the side. He ignored them, concentrating on the one in front of him. Suddenly Sweeping Storm interposed itself, firing on the newcomer, taking several missiles itself. The Benefactor ship in front of him exploded suddenly, overwhelmed by his energy weapons. Current of Lightning turned, joining Sweeping Storm.    

	The field was thinning. Benefactor vessels were dying, but at a terrible cost. Of his original seventeen, seven were dead in space and he didn’t know if any crew survived. Two were badly damaged, five were limping, and only three, Current of Lightning, Claws in the Throat, and Deadly Tongues were at full strength. Four Benefactor vessels still flew, apparently untouched.  

	He ordered an attack on the nearest and they accelerated forward. He was concentrating so hard on his prey he did not hear Kirgada’s cry of warning. At the last moment he saw a second Benefactor ship swoop in behind them and fired their energy weapon!

	Current bucked and staggered. He was thrown sideways, and the lights went out!

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 71: Herdmaster L(l)uus Pejjelarallamushentalapes Dlenpipol Sunish Uhlok

	 

	Bridge of the Veldship Pejjelarallamushentalapes Ten near Deedhon XIII

	 

	The Ten rocked as a Benefactor scored a glancing blow. “Fire starboard Five!” Sunish ordered. 

	“Yes, Herdmaster!” P. Osikan Kohv, the Attack Controller answered. Sunish could hear the circuits whine as the energy cannon fired. 

	“Down quarter spin (forty degrees)!” Helm P. Osikan Kohv executed, taking the Ten out of the line of fire. “Rotate one eighth spin. Fire port Three.” Direct hit on the attacking sphere. Atmosphere belched from the sphere. It limped away, managing to fire three missiles before its power died. Before pe could react, a half dozen Confederation fighters intercepted them. 

	“Medium smaller not so big round sphere stern back negative minus ten!” Italithaloov announced, bouncing up and down, casting bright green shadows across the sensor suite.” 

	“P. Glenships Four and Seventeen have it!” Zusis said from pe’s station. A moment of relative calm descended as the last enemies within range died. Sunish stared at the battlescreen. Overall, the skirmish, and that is what it was, was doing well. The Benefactor ships were powerful and difficult to fight. They were fast, maneuverable, and more powerful than a ship their size should be. 

	Sunish pulled up the reports Williwiloot had been filing throughout the battle. Pe had to commend the little Aat’t’t scientist. Despite the Aat’t’t’s tendency to excitability, flightiness, and obsessive nature, Williwiloot had been filing reports continually throughout the hostilities. The energy weapons were reading higher than Greatmind Threetgsh had reported. While Sunish had not dealt with the Chemosh duke often, the Chemosh were so far away from the Laanyr, pe’s exposure had impressed pem as a careful, and accurate observer. 

	Williwiloot referenced the Fradhaa researcher Pri Nior extensively while analyzing the Benefactor weapons. Its analysis indicated the weapons being used here as half again as powerful as the one’s Threetgsh encountered. Pri Nior posited the ones used at Ans seemed unsophisticated and wasteful of power. Perhaps they had further refined the technology. Pe really wanted one of those guns for examination. 

	Perhaps they could get one. Benefactor ships tended to self-destruct. But so far none had done so even if the ship was rendered completely inoperable. That was suspicious, but maybe they only suicided away from their base? Or perhaps Svenkerund, if he was now in charge, had changed their protocol. Pe was not willing, however, to risk any of pe’s people on a ship that could destruct at any moment. 

	“Williwilloot,” pe called. The Aat’t’t raced over to him from its station across the bridge. 

	“Yes, yes, why do you need me, what can I do?” The blue-gold glow washed over Sunish’s panels. What would pe do without Williwiloot’s boundless enthusiasm. 

	“Williwiloot, can you arrange to collect one of the guns those ships are using? Without risking anyone?” 

	“No one going? No one there?” Williwiloot asked. 

	“Yes. I want one of those guns to study. I don’t want any of our people being blown up if the ship suddenly explodes.” 

	“Yes. Yes. It can be done. Shuttles. Drones.” 

	“Can you get it out of the system without anyone seeing?” 

	“Not tell show reveal anything to friends, allies?” 

	“No. I trust them completely. But we are the smallest of the Great Powers. Self-protection is always important. Can you do it?” 

	Williwiloot was silent. It actually stopped bobbing up and down and its glow dimmed a bit. Finally, its glow brightened and it said, “It is possible, likely, maybe. Complicated. Sure?” 

	“Yes, I am sure.” 

	“Glenship Forty-Eight. It is damaged, hurt, not flying. Repair, shuttle can be sent, dispatched. Drones, machines available, can be loaded, included, sent. Wait until we continue, advance, move on. Shuttle can stop, delay, approach sphere. Drones remove, cut out, collect weapon, device, generator. Continue to Glenship. Once Glenship repaired, fixed, restore, send, dispatch it back home, Veldt, base.” 

	“Oh, Williwiloot. I was just asking if you had the means. I didn’t expect a full plan. You are far more devious than I thought.” Sunish entered commands into pe’s board. “Load the shuttle. Orders to Forty-Eight will be on the shuttle, not transmitted. I’m sure some of our codes are still secure, but why take that risk.” 

	“At once, immediately, as you order!” Williwiloot said and flew back to its station.    

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 72: Monsignor Liam Abernathy

	 

	Bridge of the St. Louis in the Deedhon system

	 

	 

	The St. Louis cautiously approached the remains of Bhagush’s battle pod. When the Chemosh had led his pod in pursuit of the fleeing Benefactors, and ignored Threetgsh’s orders to return, he had been the closest, so Admiral Yar’Adua had asked him to reinforce and aid Bhagush. 

	He did not think he would be able to catch up in time, so he sent five of his Abbey class ships ahead. When Bhagush had turned his ships back toward the fleet, the gap closed quickly and the Abbey ships had been able to aid in the final mop-up. Looking at the aftermath, he had to admit, Bhagush had done well. He had been outnumbered by the Benefactors, yet he had won the battle. He had saved his most badly damaged ships from the original engagement by sending them off at right angles. Those ships were now returning. 

	 All the Benefactor ships were destroyed or drifting. Of Bhagush’s seventeen ships, four were still in reasonable shape: damaged but operable. Nine were barely operable and four were completely destroyed. 

	“Father Scoriet,” he asked the Xandan priest, “Any activity from the Benefactors?” 

	“No, Monsignor. All power sources inactive. Most are leaking atmosphere. Two are not.” 

	“Keep an eye on all of them. Brother <Click> Man <snap> John, any communications?”

	“None from the Benefactors, Monsignor. The surviving Chemosh vessels have all contacted us.” 

	“Casualties?”

	“Extensive.”

	“Mighty Mind Bhagush?” 

	“Ranking officer on the Current of Lightning is Powerful Mind Nlana Badala Oshiank, the Weapons Officer. He reports that Mighty Mind Bhagush is severely injured and unconscious.” 

	“Overall status?” 

	“Current of Lightning can fly, but slowly. Subspace generators inoperative. Of the other vessels one, Claws in the Throat, is nearly untouched. Only minor hull damage and one pierced hold. The rest are in various degrees of damage.”

	“Medical needs?” 

	“Extensive,” Brother John reported. “Many deaths and even more injured. Claws in the Throat has been trying to offload the injured, but they cannot accommodate more than a fraction.” 

	“Lord save them. That is why I brought two of the hospital ships.” While all the participating fleets, other than the Rivnyera, had medical vessels attached, the Church specialized in that sort of mission. He had brought five such ships; huge vessels, heavily shielded but with minimal weaponry. They were a bit slower, of course, and were just coming up.

	“Contact the St. Luke and St. Teresa of Calcutta. They are to begin evacuations immediately. Have them begin with the Chemosh vessels.” 

	“Monsignor?” Brother John asked. It wasn’t protocol to prioritize friends over others. 

	“We can’t risk medics until we clear those ships. Too many Benefactor ships have self-destructed. Contact the St. Nicolas of Flüe. Once the Swiss Guard clears a Benefactor ship, the hospital ships can begin evacuating it.”

	“Yes, Monsignor.” Brother John turned to his duties. Monsignor Abernathy began reviewing the sensor logs of the confrontation. Bhagush was far too aggressive for his tastes. But he couldn’t fault the Chemosh’s bravery or skill. Outnumbered and outpowered, he had still taken the day, but at a great cost in lives. 

	“Monsignor,” Brother John interrupted his thoughts. 

	“Yes, Brother?” 

	“We have a communication from Greatmind Threetgsh.” 

	“Put him on my screen.” 

	“Yes, Monsignor.” In a moment the Chemosh appeared. 

	“Greatmind, what can I do for your?” 

	“Monsignor. Excuse my abruptness. What are your findings?” 

	“Powerful Mind Bhagush fought bravely and well,” he said, knowing that would please the Greatmind. “He defeated the fleeing Benefactors. There is a lot of damage to his forces and a large number of casualties. The St. Luke and the St. Teresa of Calcutta are beginning the evacuation of the injured on your vessels. As we interview the crews we will supply any technical equipment or skills needed to repair, at least as far as possible, the ships.” 

	“Thank you, Monsignor. Powerful Mind Bhagush’s status?” 

	“We have spoken to his Weapons Officer. He is seriously injured and unconscious.” 

	“Very well. Please have him treated under guard. He achieved a great victory, but he disobeyed direct orders. Until resolution, he must be confined.” 

	“We cannot withhold medical aide to anyone, Greatmind.” 

	“Nor would I ask you to, Monsignor. And I assure you he will be heard. If you would transmit the orders?” 

	“Of course, Greatmind.” 

	“Thank you. Meanwhile, the initial force has been neutralized. The fleet is regrouping and will begin moving on the station and the rest of the Benefactor force. Admiral Yar’Adua has asked for you to return. Leave what vessels you deem necessary, but the St. Louis, at least, is requested.” 

	“I will leave within the hour. I will leave the hospital ships and three others to guard and monitor rescue mission.” 

	“Excellent. I am transmitting your orders from Admiral Yar’Adua.” 

	“Very good. The Lord be with us all.” 

	“I believe the correct response is ‘Amen.’ We will meet in battle.” The Greatmind signed off. 

	“Inform the group of our departure. The hospital ships, as well as St. Nicolas of Flüe , St. Raphael, and St. Wenceslaus are to remain here.” 

	“At once, Monsignor.” 

	“As soon as orders are transmitted and the engineers clear us, set course according to Admiral Yar’Adua’s orders.” He turned to the main screen. He prayed for a quick and clean victory with minimal casualties. He calculated the time to join the formation. There should be time for a Mass for success in battle.

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 73: Shredding Mind K’Likap Nitak

	 

	The sharbh impacting the Oligarch

	 

	The sharbh clanged as it impacted into the side of the massive ship. With luck, they had punched into a hold. As the seals locked into place to prevent atmosphere leakage, he turned to the human leader. “The killswarm will enter first.” He was firm. The human had requested to let his team take the lead, but Nitak was reluctant. While the Confederation team largely wore reinforced clothing, none of them had agreed to armor. The Greatmind would not appreciate his Confederation allies getting killed; at least too quickly. Nitak had doubts about their competence. 

	“As you insist,” the human named Taylor answered. He looked over at Gikdakktaditddaka. “No need to detonate a charge. There is no one in the hold.” 

	“You don’t mind if I wish to be sure?” he asked the human. 

	“If you like, but its noisy, and …” he tapped his head. “Telepath. Most of us are. And Yeol is clairvoyant.” The last word returned a question from his translator.

	“I don’t understand that word.” 

	“It means she can see beyond her sightline. Yeol?” 

	“No enemies in the space beyond. None within ninety sumeters. But coming.” An image appeared in his mind of a storage hold and corridors beyond. Impressive. He wondering if he could convince this Yuel to change citizenship? A thought for later.

	Despite the image, he said, “We prefer to follow our standard protocol.” Taylor waved his hand in what Nitak assumed was assent. “Gikdakktaditddaka, proceed.” The Ktidadid chirped and touched her controls. A low rumble shook the sharbh. “Open the point,” he ordered. The end of the sharbh cranked open and two of the Vrn Tk lumbered out. They quickly cleared the room and then proceeded to the room’s door. They slammed their armored forms into the door, easily breaking it down. 

	His Teeth poured from the sharbh, three Vrn Tk taking up guard stations. He had intended for the Confederation team to follow them out, but somehow, they had flowed out with his troops. Well, no matter. Exiting into the corridor, the Teeth split into two groups, each taking a different corridor. The Conferation team came with him. 

	The corridor was clear at first. Vrn Tk knocked in some doors to check, until Yuel began assuring them the rooms were empty. However, about eighty body-lengths (120 meters) from their entry point, Yuel’s visions revealed a troop of enemies: six Chemosh and two Laanyr. In moments they came around the corner. Before he could order his Teeth to attack, Taylor and the human with short head hair were moving. 

	They pulled some kind of staffs from holsters, flicking them to activate blades along the staffs. Doomed, he thought, sadly. He raised a hand to call some of the Vrn Tk, who could actually fight one-on-one with a Chemosh. And then, he stopped. 

	Taylor had slammed one staff into the belly of his opponent. Then, using one arm, he lifted the Chemosh, who massed over two veen (2406 pounds) and slammed it into a wall. Nitak could hear the crack of breaking bones. 

	The other human, Anselm, Nitak recalled, was moving at incredible speed, slashing his opponent apart. One of the other Chemosh, this one in full armor, pushed forward, heavy flechette gun in each wing-hand.  Before any of the Teeth could react to this threat, the Chemosh suddenly screamed and erupted into flame. Another human, his arm outstretched, quirked the corners of his mouth. The Tsssha Tck and the Kralk leaped on one of the Laanyr. The human female was striding forward and the Lepamod raised its four manipultive arms, electricity crackling. The other Laanyr screeched and the remaining enemy turned and fled. 

	Nitak was concerned the Confederation team were going to chase them, but they stopped and waited for the Teeth. They were not so foolish as to blindly follow fleeing enemies. 

	Taylor strode over to him, Chemosh blood spotting his clothing. Nitak faced squarely, respectfully. “I hope this assures you of our use, Shredding Mind,” he said. 

	“I am … less concerned for your safety,” Nitak said. “But next time, please wait until I give the order.” 

	The human tipped its upper body to him and said, “As you wish, Shredding Mind.”

	Nitak touched his communicator. “Gikdakktaditddaka, report.” 

	“Other than the fleeing group you just encountered, nothing within a keem (145.44 meters) on this deck,” she answered. 

	Nitak glanced up at the, Vaed was the species? “Ensign Yeol, do you agree?”

	“No enemy do I sense the deck and quadrant. Beyond, noise I hear,” she replied.  

	“Could you show me?” Immediately, he could see the expanse of corridors, doors, and rooms throughout this quarter of the deck. The other team was moving steadily along the other corridor, clearing it as it went. The enemy the Confederation team had routed were piling into a lift. 

	“Shredding Mind, we must find Admiral Svenkerud. And we need to find a computer access Chief Petty Officer Nani-te can use.” 

	“Yes, Taylor, I remember.” 

	“Do you think the lift controls might be a way in?” the female human said. “It won’t have command access, but on our ships, there is a library function to help find your way around.” 

	“That is a good idea,” the Chode said, the first words Nitak had heard him utter since the mission began.” 

	“We know where a lift is,” Anselm added. Nitak stretched his mouth in assent. The column moved along the corridor. Despite Yeol’s vision, they cleared rooms as they went. Taylor didn’t object, though he wasn’t sure if it was because he agreed with the tactic or was merely humoring him. When they reached the lift, the controls were set too tall for Nani-te. The little Chode swarmed up Taylor’s body. He pulled some tools from his vest and removed the access panel. Then he retrieved a small tool and attached clamps from it to the electronics within. 

	Nani-te’s hands roamed over the pool, though he didn’t look at it as he did. After a few moments he said, “There are a couple of likely access points. The closest is a room used for tactical discussions and planning, according to the system map. That computer should have sufficient access I can break in and create some distractions and attractions. Its two levels up and one hundred eleven suplancks from the lift.” 

	“Shredding Mind?” Taylor asked. 

	“That seems to be our target. However, I don’t trust this lift.” 

	“Neither do I,” Taylor agreed. 

	“Well, there is a freight elevator fifty sumeters (81 meters) away,” Nani-te said. “From here I can freeze access to it.” 

	“Do so,” Nitak said. 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 74: Admiral Latorunwa Yar’Adua

	 

	Approaching the Oligarch and main Benefactor fleet in the Deedhon system. 

	 

	She stood on the main bridge, Commodore Noahn beside her. On the screen, the remaining Benefactor vessels, one hundred eighty of them, were packed around the giant vessel and station. A defensive sphere was an interesting choice. Did Svenkerud, she was sure it was Svenkerud after Threetgsh’s report, think there were additional waves coming in? Or that she would use an englobing attack herself? Well, they would have to see. 

	“Commodore, if you would bring our allies up on the screens.” 

	“At once, Admiral.” Noahn issued orders and in short order the allied commanders appeared on the screen. She turned to Abernathy first. 

	“Monsignor, can you tell us the status of the relief mission?” 

	“The fleeing Benefactors were neutralized, either destroyed or rendered harmless. All ship’s crews, including the Benefactors’, are being evacuated. Uninjured individuals are being housed on Abbey ships. Those wounded are being taken to either the St. Luke or the St. Teresa of Calcutta for triage and treatment. Once the Benefactor ships have been cleared, they will be docked on an Aumbrey ship, the St. Eligius for further study. Damaged Chemosh vessels are being docked on the St. Frances of Rome.”

	“Monsignor, what is the condition of Mighty Mind Bhagush?” Threetgsh asked. 

	“As of my last update the Mighty Mind suffered severe burns and lacerations. He is still unconscious, but Sister Vulnavia, the Chief Physician on the St. Teresa of Calcutta, says his prognosis is positive. Per your request, he is being held in the prison section.”

	“Thank you, Monsignor.” 

	“Let us turn, now,” she said, “to our next step. As of yet, we are outside of weapons range on any Benefactor vessel. The question is our approach.” 

	“The most obvious is an englobing maneuver, but that seems self-defeating to me,” Sunish opined.

	“I agree,” Threetgsh said. While we would likely prevail, our casualties and material damage would be extensive. Enemy ships could reinforce each other, as well as allowing participation from the central ship.”  

	“I agree,” she said. “I propose a direct, concentrated assault on this side of their sphere. Either the other enemy ships will remain in place, just in case we pull something, or they will come in to support their brethren. That will cause some pileup and shield reinforcement, but it will restrict their maneuverability. It will also block the big ships from joining in.

	“This is the formation I’m suggesting.” She sent a file to the others. Her plan involved a disc with a concentrated center; the four Rivnyera ships at the center. The disc would allow quick response if the Benefactors started to scatter.

	“If the central ship joins the battle in earnest?” Threetgsh said. “My killswarm and your tactical team are on board. We received the coded confirmation signal.” 

	“We do the best we can to avoid any serious damage,” she said. “I don’t want either team hurt, but we can’t let that thing have free reign to pick us off.” 

	“When do we begin?” Sunish asked. 

	“Actually, I think now would be a good time. The file I sent has position assignment attached. We should be able to make formation within thirty suplanks (about 27 minutes).” 

	Seeing no disagreement, she said, “Good hunting, everyone.” 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 75: Sir Anselm

	 

	Benefactor Ship Oligarch, Deedhon System

	 

	A final crack on the head put the Tssha Tck technician down. He felt behind the ear, as Sister Perpetua Lucy had taught him, and felt the pulsation of blood. He was just unconscious. Good. He glanced around and the other techs were down as well. Most were simply immobilized and being bound by Yeol and a D’Telehol Tooth. A Chemosh was badly cut up and he doubted he would survive. The Chemosh had had the bad luck of challenging Ranul. The Kralk had invoked majav. The Chemosh couldn’t touch him at his accelerated speed. 

	Evan already had Nani-te at the tactical computer. Nani-te was moving all four of his hands across the board, his eyes flicking over the screen. Nitak was watching him closely and Anselm couldn’t quite decide if he was suspicious of Nani-te’s skill or not. Evan had told the Chode not to appear to use any psychic connection to the computer system and to pretend to use standard methods. It wasn’t always easy to do that, of course. Nani-te’s breakthrough on Bwarlov let his mind course through computer systems, though he still had to navigate misdirections, traps, and defensive codes as he would if he was simply using his hands. 

	“Ree Dav Nik,” he called. The Lepamod came over. “See that panel over there,” he asked using his tail to point to a small, flat box attached to the wall. “That’s an external governor. It’s meant to keep me from getting into the command functions. Could you short it out for me? Gently, not too much amperage.” 

	“At once.” Ree Dav Nik swarmed over to the wall. She gripped the box on each side. Sparks flew. 

	“That’s good. Now let me see.” While Nani-te was working, he went over to speak to Nitak. 

	“Shredding Mind,” he said, “we need to secure this room.” 

	“Already begun,” Nitak answered. “I have a Vrn Tk and two D’Telehol stationed at each intersection within three zhef (about 73 meters). Gikdakktaditddaka has sent additional probes.” 

	“Ensign Yeol can supply you that information.”

	“She is very impressive. However, I prefer verification from my own sources.” 

	“Understandable.” 

	“May I inquire of you, Anselm?” 

	“What would you like to know.” 

	“Your team seems unusual. Lieutenant Taylor is very strong. Your fire-starter is more powerful than any I have seen. We in the Empire have little experience with them, but I didn’t think Kralk cooperate with anyone.” 

	There it was. He had been afraid the Chemosh Teeth might notice that. It was difficult to be discrete in a combat situation. Evan was taking more care; but if it came down to discretion over safety of his friends and allies, he would always choose the latter. 

	“Shredding Mind, I regret I can tell you little. Our team was carefully chosen for our abilities. Weakness was not high on the scale of desired attributes.” 

	“I would not expect it to be, Anselm. Discretion is always appropriate and trust in an ally is not absolute. But that your team touch noses is clear. I do not perceive you were gathered from great distances.” 

	“Our team has been through many challenges in recent times. Becoming blind has been a natural result.” The D’Telehol looked at him sidewise, his eyes on that side of his snout intent. Without another word, he left. In a human, Anselm would interpret that as disappointment or anger. But he doubted that was the Tooth’s intent. 

	Seeing that they were secure for the moment, he returned to Evan and Nani-te. 

	“See here and here,” the Chode was saying. “I can impede a great deal of the offensive capability of the Oligarch. And I can neutralize the self-destruct systems.” 

	“Oligarch?” he asked. 

	“The name of this ship,” Nani-te said. 

	“I’m surprised you can control that much of the ship from here.” 

	“So am I, actually,” Nani-te said. “I thought I could just locate placements and crew movements. That’s the sort of thing I could do on a Confederation ship. There a tactical unit like this gets data from the ship, but it’s a one-way door. It receives but can’t send. You take the available data and plan a strategy. Once you have it planned, it’s burned on a chip and then you take it where a command system can read it. Sometimes you can send it electronically, but it still goes to a center where a sapient operator inputs the data to the command system. 

	“This is different. I’m guessing because the Benefactors think differently. They allow two-way control. The governor I had Ree Dav Nik burn out intercepts commands above a certain level; but lets lower-level commands through. With the governor gone I can do a lot.”

	“Can you move the ship?” 

	“No. That it’s not set up to do, unless the command is opened by the bridge systems or the backup command deck. But I can turn off the weapons, energy and missile and reduce the shields. I can’t turn the latter completely off. The Benefactors build their ships to always maintain a minimal shield strength. But most importantly, I can turn off the suicide commands.”

	“It’s designed to blow?”

	“It was. I’ve got that turned off now. Actually, more than that. I burned out all the command channels to blast points. You’d have to restring the circuitry manually.” 

	“Can you send orders?” 

	“Yes. What do you want to do?” 

	“Wait until the fleet begins their attack. Then let’s start some evacuations. Can you start to do some damage?” 

	“Yes. I can overload systems. Cause some electrical explosions. Open some water tanks. Fire weapons That sort of thing.” 

	“Good.” Evan said. “Get that set up. Is Svenkerud on the bridge?” 

	“I can check. They keep video and audio surveillance on all the time according to the system. I should be able to tap in.” Nani-te touched some control and an image of the bridge came up. It was a fairly standard arrangement. The various stations were easy to identify. At the command position, though, several stations had been rearranged; the usual center position and four others arranged around it.

	Svenkerud was seated in the central spot. One of the other four were empty. The other three were manned by a Chemosh, a Laanyr Clan Heer, and a Tssha Tck; the Laanyr kept leaving pe’s station and wandering around the bridge, flailing pe’s arms wildly. While Evan was staring at the screen, Anselm called the others over to the station. “Anyone recognize any of these people?” he asked. 

	Aiko and Davy crowded around. Davy pointed to the Tssha Tck. 

	“That’s Chg Sth!” he declared. “This must be where they sent him after he went to Bwarlov.”

	“Is this significant?” Nitak asked. 

	“Maybe,” Anselm explained while Evan talked to Davy about Chg Sth. “We expected to find Svenkerud here. The last he was seen he was fleeing with some Singruld. They’ve come up twice while we’ve been looking for the Benefactors. And Lieutenant Philips encountered Chg Sth on Sshak Zg promoting Benefactor propaganda.”

	“I would agree it is suspicious to find two such individuals together. Do you know who the Laanyr and the Chemosh are?”

	“Not for sure. I’d guess some high-ranking agents from those nations.” 

	“I’ve loaded images of them into my chips,” Nani-te said.

	“Good,” Evan replied. “This is going to be tough. This is a big ship. We’ve been lucky, so far.” 

	“We have been lucky,” Anselm added, “Brief me on what you can do, Nani-te. I have some ideas to bring Svenkerud to us, at least.”

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 76: Admiral Dominic Svenkerud

	 

	Bridge of the Oligarch in the Deedhon System

	 

	“Stop them! Stop them! Stop them!” Yud shouted. Even Svenkerud’s admonitions couldn’t keep the Laanyr behind his station. And he didn’t have time to deal with him. His forces were being pounded. He had been so certain there would be a second or third wave translating in from a different vector he had arranged his defense in a globular formation. Even after the gigantic allied force had come over that wall of Deedhon XIII, he thought they would spread out and come at them from every direction. 

	But Yar’Adua, and it had to be Yar’Adua, had come directly at them. The four, immense Rivnyera ships were the anchor of the disc formation she was using. The Rivnyera began firing missiles; and at their size they would have a nearly inexhaustible supply. So, he broke the sphere facing the Allies apart, directing his ships to surge forward and engage the vessels around the Rivnyera. 

	Some succeeded in engaging. However, many didn’t. The Rivnyera ships moved and quite deliberately ran over any of his ships they could. At their size, it wasn’t a contest. His ships merely exploded in place. They panicked, pulling farther away. This allowed Allied ships to isolate his forces, taking them on two or three to one, impeding their maneuverability. This opened up access to the Oligarch. Oligarch was immense, larger even than Gerald Deucy; but not nearly as large as the Rivnyera. 

	He pulled ships from the rest of his sphere. The Rivnyera were keeping their distance at this point, picking off his barricade slowly and, almost delicately. That was confusing. Why not move forward, rolling over his defenses and assaulting Oligarch directly. 

	His bridge crew’s morale had sunk through the floor. Miranda had not appeared and though Orgash and Chg Sth had looked for her, no sign could be found. She had fled and she had obviously had it planned. No alarm had gone off to indicate a subspace-capable shuttle had left, nor had a video check of the docks shown one missing. No sensor image had indicated a departing ship. His best guess was she had a secret shuttle stored in a dock he wasn’t aware of and a program buried in the system that made the shuttle invisible to the Oligarch’s sensors. If he and Oligarch survived this, he’d look for it. 

	“Svenkerud!” Orgash interrupted his thoughts. “An explosion has blown out hanger deck thirty-eight!” 

	“What? No one saw an incoming missile?” 

	“Not a missile,” Orgash answered. “Internal systems indicate the origin point is inside the Oligarch!” 

	“That doesn’t make sense,” he declared. 

	“Another explosion,” Orgash said. “Hanger seventeen!” 

	“That’s the other side of the ship!” 

	“I am also getting strange readings,” Chg Sth said. “From the environmental control room on deck eighty-four. Water is pouring out onto the deck.?”

	“Water!” Yud screamed. “Who cares about water! Shoot them!” 

	“Circuit interruptions on deck fifty,” the operations officer suddenly shouted, his tongues waving wildly. 

	“What is happening!” Svenkerud said. “Sensors, verify we haven’t been hit!” 

	“No indication of missile or energy impact, Admiral.” 

	Suddenly, the computer started screaming, “Intruder Alert! Intruder Alert!” 

	“Find them!” Yud screeched. 

	“Where?” Svenkerud demanded, ignoring for the moment the question of how. Missing supervisors, exploding hangers, floating water? What were a few intruders.” 

	“Intruders reported on Deck fifty-one,” Orgash reported. “Moving along corridor Alpha-ten. Twenty individuals” 

	“Send security to intercept!” He ordered. 

	“More on deck Fifty-five, headed to lift D seven,” Chg Sth added. 

	“Alert security on deck fifty-four,” he ordered. 

	In quick succession five more groups of intruders were reported. Just before he could order more security, Orgash shouted, “Security on deck fifty reports they have been shut out. Blast doors have cut them off from all exits!” 

	“Deck Fifty-four indicates the same.”

	“Burn through the doors!” Yud screamed. For once, Svenkerud agreed, but he doubted that would work. Instead, he turned back to the Operations officer. 

	“Marbig, can you override those blast doors?” 

	“Trying, Admiral.” Marbig’s tongues flew over her board. “Unable to override. Intermittent failures throughout the system. My analysis indicates the water spill has damaged multiple systems. Failures cascading through the system.” 

	“Send repair crews. Get them fixed.” Somehow, he doubted that would help. Whoever the intruders were, however they had gotten aboard, had sabotaged in too many places. How had they done that? He could just understand Miranda setting up a sensor-invisible shuttle, but this? 

	“Admiral,” the communications officer reported, “incoming transmission.” 

	“On screen.” 

	“No image, audio only!” The speakers came on at nearly full volume. 

	“This is First Slave Richard Masters, speaking for the Allied Forces. Surrender immediately or be destroyed. This is our only warning!” 

	No! Svenkerud thought, barely swallowing the visible reflection of his rage. Not him! Never him! Held him like a child! Treated him like nothing! Destroyed his career! Stole his son! Never!

	“Orgash, Yud, Chg Sth, please join me in the conference room. Marbig, maintain current tactics. However, in fifteen suplancks (about 13 1/2 minutes) Oligarch is to target Rivnyera target 1. Full spreads. Pound it!” 

	“Yes, Admiral.” He retreated to the room adjoining the bridge. The others joined him. 

	As soon as the main doors were sealed he turned to them. “We’re done,” he said. Yud started shouting and Orgash actually struck him with one of his wings, shutting the Laanyr up.

	“Continue,” Orgash said. 

	“We’re outnumbered and out-gunned. It will take awhile, but they’ll pound us to rumble. And we’ve been invaded. The intruders could only have gotten on with Cherek help and that ultimatum we just got proves that. Our only chance is escape.”

	“You have a plan?” Chg Sth said calmly. 

	“Yes. We separate. Pick a subspace shuttle and flee.” 

	“Where do we meet?” Orgash asked. 

	“We don’t. At least not right away. I know a place in the Makin system. Found it on a survey when I was a kid. No one’s ever gone back. It’s got a small precursor building there I never told anyone about. The location is on these chips.” He handed one to each of them. “Memorize it and destroy the chip.”

	“You planned for this,” Chg Sth said. 

	“I plan for everything. You don’t think I trusted Miranda, do you?” 

	“No. Nor do I trust you,” Chg Sth said. “But for the moment, our goals align. You have given us a place to meet. When?” 

	“A megasuplanck (1.7 Terran Years)” With that he turned and left through the second door. He didn’t look back as the others emerged, each taking a different path. He followed the main corridor, stopping for a moment at a map panel. He entered his codes and access was granted to the main boards on the bridge. As he thought, he should have a clear path to shuttle dock one thirty. He opened the access and entered the transit car. He entered instructions and the car took off. He had locked out all the stops, so the car would only take about thirty suplancks to travel the two thousand sumeters (about 3 and a quarter kilometers) to the nearest station to dock one thirty. 

	Just on time he felt the slight, subsonic rumble that indicated Marbig had begun the missile attack on the Rivnyera ships. That should distract everyone from their escape. The transcar pulled into the station. He exited and went to the secured locker he had prepared in advance, one of twenty he had secreted around the Oligarch. 

	He exited the station and walked down the corridor to the shuttle dock. He entered his code and the door slid open. He entered, took a dozen steps and suddenly stopped. As the door slammed shut behind him, he saw the intruders, arrayed in a semicircle between him and the shuttle. The little bastard that had burned his hand was there, and another kid that was vaguely familiar to him. Four humans altogether, a Tssha Tck, a Chode, a Lepamod, a species he wasn’t familiar with, and a Kralk of all things.

	He turned back and hit the panel, but the door remained sealed. Slowly, he turned back to the intruders. Well, now what?

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 77: Lieutenant Evan Taylor

	 

	Shuttle Dock of the Oligarch in the Deedhon System

	 

	Svenkerud stood very straight, projecting authority from every pore. He was good at it. There was a time he’d be shrinking back; fearful of someone so far above him. It didn’t work anymore. Evan had seen too much, and he’d met too many people who earned his respect. Svenkerud wanted to command it. 

	They had been very lucky. Moving through the system, Nani-te had determined they had come in on a deck mostly filled with crew quarters; the hold had been a storage unit. With an attack force incoming, the vast majority of the crew had been at their battle stations. The group they had encountered had been sent down by a sector commander after they had accidentally tripped an alarm leaving the hold. They had been so embarrassed at their easy defeat the sector commander hadn’t reported it up the chain. 

	Anselm and Nani-te had been brilliant. They managed to draw the crew completely away from where they were operating. The bridge was kept completely oblivious to the crew movements. Then blast doors had closed at least two sections from the crew. So far away, they didn’t notice they were locked away. Given time they could get through those doors; but until they knew they were trapped, no one would be trying to get through. 

	Once the ways were clear, Anselm and Nani-te had started a campaign against the bridge. False alarms, made-up malfunctions, manufactured data. And using the audio of Masters had been the coup de grâs. Masters scared him, and Masters liked him; well, the Chuckle Twins said he did. But after that disastrous confrontation on Cordwainer, Masters had picked up Svenkerud and shaken him like a romas. 

	For someone like Svekerud, an admiral and twice Masters age to be treated that way had humiliated him. And that had led him to panic. He hadn’t taken the time to think; to consider how unlikely all those alarms had been. Or why Masters would be broadcasting ultimatums. There wasn’t a single Cherek vessel in the Allied fleet, and the only full Cherek was Puerus whom Svenkerud probably didn’t know anyway. 

	The Admiral had been clever to prepare escape shuttles; and to set them up so there were enough for his co-commanders. But this one he had reserved for himself. The files Nan-te had hacked had made that clear. The others, he didn’t care about; at least not to the intent of customizing them for each individual. 

	Unfortunately, the other shuttle they were able to set up a welcoming committee was the one the Laanyr was headed to. He would have preferred one of the others. Nitak had really wanted the Chemosh. But the Tssha Tck and the Chemosh had chosen shuttles on the other side of the Oligarch. Even clearing the way, it would have put them too far from their exit point. 

	According to plan, the sharbh had already detached from the Oligarch. It was already picking up the Teeth and their Laanyr prisoner. It would then move around the Oligarch to pick them up. But first, they needed to take Svenkerud into custody. 

	“You don’t have a lot of choices here, Admiral,” he said. “You want to make this easy?” 

	Svekerud sneered at them. “I don’t do easy. And I don’t answer to lieutenants!” 

	“You’re outnumbered, Admiral.”

	“Well, I like my chances,” Svenkerud answered. He pulled a small flechette gun. “And you’re the first one I’m taking out!” he growled, waving the gun at Davy. That was one way of making a choice, Evan decided. 

	“Davy, he got away from you once. Would you like to put binders on him?”

	Davy stepped up. “I’d like that a lot, Evan,” he said, grinning. 

	Svenkerud spat. “Yeah, punk. Just burn me down, huh? So brave.” Evan could feel Davy tighten up for a moment; but then he relaxed. 

	“Make you a deal, Dominic,” he said, oh so deliberately not using Svenkerud’s title. “No burning; no heat. Take me one-on-one?” 

	“Yeah, and what do I get when I win?” Davy looked over at him and Evan shrugged. 

	“You get to go. We’ll leave with the Laanyr.”

	“That sounds fair,” Svenkerud said and immediately pulled the trigger. Davy dropped to one knee, his hand darting up and snatching the flechette from the air. Oh, he had been practicing, Evan thought. After their adventure on Bwarlov they knew Davy was advancing. Both he and Aiko could heal themselves from wounds, though they hadn’t tried anything too extreme. And he was faster, too, but Evan hadn’t thought he was that fast. 

	Svenkerud looked shocked, but he didn’t abandon the weapon. The rest of them pulled to the side so Davy wouldn’t get distracted. Davy dashed forward, dodging Svenkerud’s shots. He didn’t rush and Svenkerud took eight shots at Davy until the young lieutenant reached him and knocked the gun from his hand. 

	Evan wondered if Davy was taking a little too much pleasure in this exercise. He circled around Svenkerud, staying low. The admiral pivoted, trying to keep Davy in sight. He moved clumsily; his arm strapped down in a regeneration cast. Davy must have done a lot more damage than they had thought if he was still regrowing tissue. 

	Davy grew bored with the circling and came directly at Svenkerud. The admiral swung with his good arm and actually hit Davy on the chin. Lucky? Or had Davy let him? He was keeping his mind closed, and Evan wasn’t going to force it. 

	He took a step back, shaking his head. Then he looked Svenkerud in the eyes and smiled. His right fist flashed forward, catching Svenkerud in the stomach. The Admiral woofed, but kept his head. He swung his left leg around to knock Davy’s legs out from under him, while gripping his stomach with one hand. Davy leaped over it. 

	He landed and gripped Svenkerud’s shoulder, accelerating the speed of his turn. The admiral lost his balance for a moment and Davy clipped him across the chin as he spun around. He stumbled and Davy clipped him again. The admiral’s hands groped to his hip, trying to grab a knife he had holstered there. 

	A wide grin on his face, Davy drew the knife first, his hand darting beneath Svenkerud’s. He threw it against one of the walls. There was a clatter as it fell to the ground; neither the wall or knife yielding its strength. Davy punched him again. 

	The admiral fell. In a moment, Davy had attached binders to his wrist, of necessity pulling it up against the admiral’s chest. Then, two-handed, he lifted the admiral up, clearing the ground for a minute. He wasn’t strong enough, at least not yet, to be able to hold the much larger man in the air like Masters had. But it was enough to scare the already groggy Svenkerud. He turned back to them, a wide smile on his face. 

	Evan nodded to him. “Good job, Davy. Let’s get ready for the sharbh.

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 78: Admiral Latorunwa Yar’Adua

	 

	Bridge of the Gerald Deucy in the Deedhon System

	 

	Deucy rocked as a missile exploded a mere dozen sumeters from the hull. She smiled in satisfaction as the enemy sphere exploded from their counterfire. She turned her attention to the larger battle screen. The remaining Benefactor fleet now stood at a mere thirty vessels; seven of which were badly damaged but still fighting. Amazingly, none of the Benefactors had self-destructed. Something to investigate. Was this a new strategy? Something Svenkerud had instituted? His history revealed he was ruthless in battle, but not stupid or self-destructive. He took risks, but only if he saw great reward. He could sacrifice units, but never without clear gain to his strategy. 

	He also was stubborn. He had not broken up his spherical formation until the units facing them were reduced to twenty-three percent of initial strength. Even then, the change in formation had been clumsy. He had tried to cover the moving units with missile attacks against the Rinvyera anchoring the Allied formation. It had been a vicious attack, though ultimately futile. The Rivnyera ships were so large, and so well-armed, their point defense took out most of the incoming fire. The fighters from the phalanx of support ships, Confederation and Chemosh, had picked off most of what got through. 

	She checked the casualty report. The Benefactors hadn’t gone down easily. Over half the Allied forces had suffered some level of damage. Fifty would need to be towed and fifteen had been destroyed outright. Preliminary reports listed thousands of wounded and dead. A bloody campaign, though it could have been worse. The Benefactor energy weapons were powerful, so Allied strategy had emphasized maintaining distance and pounding them with missile fire, matching two or more Allied vessel per Benefactor. 

	But even the best strategy wasn’t perfect. The Benefactors tended to rush forward, bringing their energy weapons to bear. To an extent, though, that had ended up in their favor. As the Benefactors charged forward, the Allied vessels retreated back to maintain distance, which allowed other Allies to flank the Benefactor ships. 

	Mopping up the remaining Benefactors should be a largely routine operation. At this point they could send five or more Allies per remaining ship. Even the strength of the energy weapons wouldn’t prevent their destruction. Their only real option was surrender, though so far that hadn’t happened. They might not be self-destructing, but they were fighting until they were neutralized. 

	The remaining question was the station and the large sphere. There hadn’t been any weapons fire from the station. The sphere had been firing solely at the Rivnyera, but she thought that would change soon. So, what to do about it? The Rivnyera had been firing at it, but very deliberately doing minimal damage. Until she knew the status of her team, she wanted restraint. But the situation was rapidly reaching the point where she would have to make a decision; and leaving that ship and the station untouched was a defensible decision. 

	She pulled up the plot again and issued orders to neutralize the remaining spheres. She asked Commodore Noahn to have communications issue another call to surrender. Avoiding further casualties would be a highly desirable outcome. Finished, she took her seat and waited. The formation shifted to engage the remaining small spheres. 

	“Admiral,” Lt. Commander Ainvin broke into her reverie, “I have a communication from Greatmind Threetgsh.” 

	“Please put it on my screen, Commander.” 

	Threetgsh’s face appeared. “Admiral, my congratulations. A great victory.” 

	“Thank you, but the casualty count is terrible.” 

	“Indeed. Many faces will be installed on my lagoon’s floor. One must not forget.” 

	“No, we cannot forget. And more will still die today.” 

	“Yes, but I think we can remove some of them from your concern. Puerus would like to speak to you.”

	The screen split and the Cherek’s face appeared. “Admiral,” he said. “I have news.” She sat up. Was she detecting a hint of relief in his voice? He was so controlled, she couldn’t’ be sure. 

	“Please, continue.” 

	“Lieutenant Taylor has been in contact with me. The sharbh has left the Oligarch. That is the name of the large ship. They are well away. They did not suffer any casualties beyond a few bruises and lacerations. Admiral Svenkerud is in custody as well as a Laanyr Clan Heer Lt. Taylor believes was high in the Benefactor’s command structure, at least locally. I will be contacting Herdmaster Sunish as soon as we finish our conversation.”

	“In other words, there are levels beyond this.” 

	“That would be logical, and no more than we guessed. According to Lt. Taylor they did not encounter anyone of a species not familiar to us. No one of the identified Benefactor species was seen. Your Chief Petty Officer says he has made extensive copies of the computer records of the Oligarch. He cautions that some information was not retrievable.” 

	“He was unable to hack into it? Or didn’t have time?” 

	“No. It wasn’t available. He found references to it, though of course he hasn’t had time to absorb everything in such a limited time. However, the links referenced in those references were broken. He believes the data resided only in limited, physical media, and those media were removed from the computer network.” 

	“Removed by whom?” 

	“That is not known at this time. Perhaps interrogation of Admiral Svenkerud will reveal the identity of the thief.”

	“Perhaps. Anything else, Puerus?” 

	“Yes. Lt. Taylor and Petty Officer Nani-te report that there are no self-destruct mechanisms on the Oligarch still operable. Also, you will need to send teams onto the Oligarch. At least some of the kidnap victims you mention are confined aboard. This is confirmed by some brief questions of Admiral Svenkerud and confirmed by Lt. Taylor and by what Nani-te saw in the computer systems. 

	“However, there are devices on the station. It is a trap and always was. However, that trap is about to be neutralized. Please watch your battle plot.” 

	She turned her head. For a few moments, nothing happened. Then, suddenly, the Oligarch fired over a hundred missiles, all targeted at the station! They were close and it only took ten suplancks (about 9 minutes.) The station fired a few missiles in defense, but it obviously was not heavily armed. The Oligarch’s missiles impacted, and the station disappeared in a fireball which lasted until the escaping oxygen was exhausted. 

	“All very neat,” she said. 

	“Indeed, but likely not over.” 

	“No. Even if the upper echelons of the Benefactors, wherever they are, never return, we’re going to be dealing with remnants and minor bases for some time.” 

	“It should be a delightful hunt!” Threetgsh exulted. She wasn’t sure that was the adjective she would use. 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 79: Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid

	 

	The Abelman Conference Center in the city of Ruach Yerushalayim, planet Harets Hemvebthet Hhedshh 

	 

	Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid took the podium. At last, it was nearly done; at least this phase of it. The conference had lasted far longer than he/final had ever imagined. The evidence was so obvious, but many of the conferees had disagreed and debate had raged back and forth. The number of small meetings between delegates had astonished him/final. 

	Finally, however, last night the Enfedi delegation had called for a vote. Per the procedures established by the Sin Dkaktka Protocol more than two centuries ago the vote was scheduled for this morning to allow final discussion within the delegation; meetings between delegations forbidden for the interim. 

	But the time was now. Hoogwa stepped up to the podium. “Delegates, the Pinnacle/Height of the Kwa{twee} Ci{Pah}iksnac expresses gratitude to all the delegates for the hard/difficult work/consideration of our petition/appeal. 

	“Delegate Alvadal deraHonami Ffedo, First Scion of the Honami family of the Ffedo gens, representing the Paladahl Phratry has called for a vote. Proposed: Form a military coalition whose purpose is to counter the aggressive actions of the Confederation and the Laanyr Clan Heer. The time/period of final contemplation having passed, the vote will now begin. 

	“I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid call upon the vote of the Cnidaria.” 

	The delegates turned to the tank housing the large, coral-based Delegate. “Cnidaria does not perceive a compelling argument. The Confederation and the Laanyr gain nothing by deception. Consultation with myself on Cnidaria affirms my analysis. Cnidaria votes no.” 

	“Cnidaria votes no,” repeated Rabbi Sas, who had volunteered as vote counter and recorder. Hoogwa was a bit surprised at that vote. The record seemed clear to him/final. 

	“I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid call upon the vote of the Beregarians.”

	The three Berengarians held hands. Hoogwa assumed they were in final discussions. They didn’t respond immediately. He/final was about to call again when This-One-Blooms-Like-Red-Flower broke contact with the others. He placed his hands upon the translator panel. “Many and great abuse and kill. Trust leads to mourning. The People assent.” 

	“Berengaria votes yes.” The Rabbi looked up from his panel. “That is correct, yes?”

	“Assent,” This-One-Blooms-Like-Red-Flower repeated. 

	“I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid call upon the vote of the Sora-Ei.” 

	Both Sora-Ei, osTetc Tsapfa Sanvin senta and Lan De Vin Smyth floated from their raised platforms and descended over the stage. What were they doing? Protocol allowed everyone to vote from their designated seats. But the two Sora-Ei apparently did not wish to follow standard practice. 

	“The Sora-Ei Soarships and worlds move through space as needed,” Lan De Vin Smyth said.

	“The actions of others are of minimal concern,” osTetc Tsapfa Sanvin senta added. “The Sora-Ei abstain.” Slowly the two rose back into the air and returned to their platforms. 

	Abstain, Hoogwa thought. Was that even allowed? Not make a decision? That cannot be right.

	“Rabbi,”  he/final asked. “Can a delegation abstain?” 

	“Yes, Treecrown/Peak. Abstentions are clearly addressed in the Protocols. The Sora-Ei abstain.” He/final had not considered that possibility when evaluating votes. Not taking a stance was unheard of for an Iq. It might take a person some time to reach a decision, the wafting of mind, but to not resolve a question? These people were quite strange. But the rest of the vote must be taken. 

	“I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid, call upon the vote of the Kaisu Mgapu.”

	Tetseo Ndocha floated up slightly upon his bots, but he stayed just above their desk. “My compeer and I have evaluated the available data extensively and listened to the opinions of our respected colleagues. Our opinion has adjusted as debate has continued. The Kaisu Mgapu vote yes.” 

	“The Kaisu Magpu vote yes,” Rabbi Sas repeated. 

	I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid call upon the vote of Munificent Arms to Protect the Children of Music.”

	Slowly ⅄arolo Llieora laLerarri a⅄olle rose from his seat. Yarorro Llo laYal a⅄oʎa also rose, hovering protectively over the Application Of Indelible Precepts, the literal meaning of the title ⅄arolo. To Hoogwa’s annoyance the singers, who had kept their volume thankfully low throughout the conference began to sing louder. 

	“The complexities of benevolent evaluation,” Llieora began and the choir’s song became louder, words now audible when only melody had been before, “requires judicious and assiduous consideration. This congenial convocation of beneficent sapient beings has been most efficacious in clarifying the ambiguous data presented to our assembled analysis.” The lead singer began a solo, harmonized by her fellows. “The terminal resolution of the Munificent Arms to Protect the Children of Music is a nullity.” The music reached a crescendo as the ⅄arolo basked in the symphony of sound. 

	“The Munificent Arms to Protect the Children of Music votes no,” Rabbi Sas announced. Was that what the Lillerae had voted? ⅄arolo a⅄olle didn’t contradict the Rabbi so that must be the vote. Everyone had to wait until the music again lowered to a indiscernible volume. 

	Near silence restored, Hoogwa continued. “I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid call upon the vote of the Zell Combine. 

	Joe stood tall on his perch and raised his middle limb for attention. “In any endeavor the guidance of Goses must be asked and heeded. Violence is a transgression to be avoided in all but the most extreme of circumstances. There are still many diplomatic channels open to determine precisely who initiated the terrible assault on Iekwax. A military response will only hasten additional deaths. The Zell Combine cannot support such an action.” He squatted down, his middle limb joining his other two gripping his perch.

	“The Zell Combine votes no.” Well, thought Hoogwa, that was to be expected. The Zell rarely spoke, or acted, ill toward anyone. 

	“I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid call upon the vote of the Aalurian Skein.” 

	Iirulia stepped up to his own perch. His variegated, green crest was lowered. “The Aalurian Skein does not seek confrontation. We would always prefer the peaceful way. But we do not see a peaceful way. We must vote yes.”

	“The Aalurian Skein votes yes.” 

	“I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid call upon the vote of the Jaeger Strade La.”

	Mnerqw Nanarair was already on her feet, pacing back and forth in front of the Strade La’s desk. Nriwa Herawiar stood behind her path, his spear held easily in his hand, pointed slightly to the right. 

	“The wisdom of our ancestors is wide as the waters of Nhaha. The tale of Flainrow Priramra, First Spear of the Mrenabla informs us. The proper choice is writ upon the heavens. Yes.” She stalked regally and took her seat. Nriwa bowed and took the other seat.

	“The Jaeger Strade La votes yes.” 

	I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid calls upon the vote of Kasarda’s Thunderheads.” 

	One of the swirling masses of air, particles and electrical discharges rotated to the front of their tank. “Foolish crackle Panic, Distrust snap History Trust pop No!” Ludoslaw discharged a small fork of electricity in emphasis, then retreated back to the center of the tank, seeming to merge with Olesia and Wojtek.

	“Kasarda’s Thunderheads vote no.”

	“I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid call upon the vote of the JherJhalaq.”

	A figure emerged from the fog of chlorine in the JherJhalaq’s tank. The figure Hoogwa was certain was Feq TkTkJeg pounded twice on the walls of their tank. “No!” he said, and disappeared back into the fog. The vote was now five to three against. Hoogwa looked down at the formal head of the Iq delegation, Khogwok Boosh caKwug. Was this in vain? He thought he had a better grasp of the sense of the council. 

	“The JherJhalaq votes no.” 

	Hoogwa had to continue. “I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid call upon the vote of the Xihmei.”

	Shyn jan Ninezh Ghym crawled forward, his stalked eyes spread wide. His neck claws flexed and the tendrils of his mouth writhed in agitation; though, granted, the Xihmai always seemed to be agitated. 

	“This is simple,” he snarled. “Debate is a waste. They have attacked and we must respond. Yes.” 

	“The Xihmai vote yes,” Rabbi Sas affirmed. 

	“I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid, call upon the vote of the Kalitho Conference.” 

	The three Kalitho were draped over the bars of their trellis, their bodies entwined with each other. Haashaboo raised himself up. “Our dissstinguissshed colleague from Ougasss is corrrect. The matter is sssimple. Peacccce is an ssstrateggy of the weak. Ssstrong and aggressssive acssstion isss the only opssstion. The Kalitttho vote yessss.” Five to five. Better. 

	“The Kalitho Conference votes yes.” 

	I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid , call upon the vote HaChii Alliance. 

	DiiKii iz LiiVii rose gracefully. He spread his arms; his grippers extended. “My friends,” he said, “hate and panic ill become us. The Confederation and the Laanyr have been open and helpful for centuries. Even if they have become more aggressive it behooves us treat with them with compassion and again embrace them as good neighbors. The HaChii Alliance votes no.” 

	The HaChii Alliance votes no,” Sas intoned. 

	“I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid, call upon the vote of the Gronig Kord dhala.”

	Honiga Ranidhor remained seated when he spoke. “We of the Rhonk do business with many and we do not discriminate. All are welcome to buy. It would be a violation of business ethics for us to support either option. The Gronig Kord dhala abstain.” 

	“The Gronig Kord Dhala abstains.” 

	“I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid calls upon the vote of the Paladahl Phratry.” 

	From the top of the Enfedi discs, Alvadal deraHonami Ffedo rose. He had dressed in his most formal garments, gilded and embroidered. He positioned himself so even the painting on his hooves was clearly visible. 

	“My distinguished colleagues, we have labored long on this difficult issue. Contemplating violent action is never pleasant. People are inevitably hurt. The dead and injured cry out. But what to do otherwise, when so many have already suffered and so many will still suffer if the miscreants who have perpetrated these attacks are not held to account. I have heard it suggested that not all are guilty; indeed it is postulated that some villainous faction is responsible. Whether that is true I cannot say. But even if it is, these Great Powers must take responsibility for those who may have co-opted their resources. The Great Powers are strong and influential. Their leaders take great privilege unto themselves. Such entitled officials must be held to task. We have no choice. The Enfedi of the Paladahl Phratry regretfully must vote yes.” 

	Oh, he was a smooth talker Hoogwa thought. The Enfedi had favored military action from the beginning, but he had framed it as them only coming reluctantly to their decision. Perhaps it would carry others. 

	“The Paladahl Phratry vote yes,” the Rabbi said. 

	“I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid calls upon the vote of the Ishegol Scuvvad Pela.”

	Both Mvavnaf Uddads and Remivlev Imivid stood, their feszekels grasped together. 

	“The issue is clear,” Mvvavnaf said.

	“The attack is real,” Remivlev said. 

	“The response,” said Mvvavnaf

	“Is equally clear,” continued Remivlev.

	“Ishego Scuvvad.”

	“Votes yes.”

	“The Ishegol Scuvvad Pela votes yes.” Seven to six voting yes, Hoogwa noted. It was still close. 

	“I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid call upon the vote of the Aiszar Rampart.” 

	Ugdo Earpon was barely visible on the soil of halpha’s delegation, his diminutive height placing him out of sight of many delegates. But halpha’s thoughts rang clear through everyone’s head. ||We rush to judgment. It is not appropriate. Not all of us have had congenial relations with the Confederation or the Laanyr Clan Heer. But neither power has ever violated the sanctity of beneficent relations. Always they have striven for peace and amity. To meet them now with arms, with the nature of the provocation still uncertain is unconscionable. The Aiszar Rampart votes no!|| Hoogwa could see other delegates talking. Ugdo’s speech had been moving. If his/final’s people had not been the ones to suffer, he/final might be moved. 

	“The Aiszar Rampart votes no.” 

	“I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid call upon the vote of Sistol Fenstod.

	Vesn Td Foh took several steps in front of its pentagonal station. Its eyes rotated around in its transparent skull. “Fine words. Useless words. The Sistol Fenstod votes yes.”

	“The Sistol Fenstod votes yes.” 

	“I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid call upon the vote of the Hreeshshirfapop.” 

	One of the Hreeshshirfapop moved slightly forward. Hoogwa couldn’t tell which combination of components was speaking. 

	“Speeches are not. Voting is. No is.” 

	“The Hreeshshirfapop vote no.” 

	“I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid call upon the vote of the Farliosofos Vasilias.”

	Vinnariv Fanarliis took his position. “It is unfortunate that this meeting was necessary. However, lamenting necessary action is a foolish endeavor. However, while this council was necessary, we are not convinced. The Farliosofos Vasilias vote no.” The vote was tied again! And he/final could only be sure of one of the remaining votes. Could the Iq go alone if they had to? He/final wasn’t sure, but he/final had to complete the vote. 

	“I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid call upon the vote of the Pahroomv Tundra.” 

	Rising slowly to his feet, Bapah Pɂham surveyed the delegates from his impressive height. “I hear many words today. Pretty words, even convincing words of peace and diplomacy. But do the Confederation and the Laanyr honor such things? We came on the word of the Iq that their homeworld had been attacked. Perhaps it could be claimed it was an aberration. But those miscreants have attacked another. Fon Sham Pen has sent reports, reports shared with this council, of a cowardly attack on our base in the Moovmbda system. Do we stand for these insults? Do we wait and see what the oh so benevolent Confederation claims? No! I am a reasonable man. I am a patient man. But patience and reasonableness are only called for if the opponent shares those virtues. I say they do not! The Pahroomv Tundra votes yes!” 

	“The Pahroomv Tundra votes yes,” echoed Rabbi Sas.

	“I, Treecrown/Peak Hoogwa Kseq boKalid call upon the vote of the Kwa{twee} Ci{Pah}iksnac.”

	Khogwok Boosh caKwug, the senior Iq delegate was already standing. For a moment, he/final waited, refusing even to look at the other delegates. Finally, he/final looked up. “This day saddens me. It saddens me because we must take action that I find abhorrent. I never thought I would need to cast such a vote. You might say I should already be prepared. The Iq brought this question before you. And that is true. But I truly hoped the accusation could be disproved. But that has failed. Regretfully, the Kwa{twee} Ci{Pah}iksnac must vote yes.” 

	“The Kwa{twee} Ci{Pah}iksnac votes yes.” Rabbi Sas rose, water leaking from his eyes. “By a vote of eleven yes, nine no, and two abstentions, the motion of the Paladahl Phratry has passed.” 

	“It is done,” Hoogwa thought. May the Transcendent Fragrance sooth them all. 

	 

	 

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 80: Admiral Adrian Thorson

	 

	Aboard the Ejekik in the Denethor System

	 

	She took a break from her flimwork, rubbing her tired eyes. Her communication link beeped and composed her face before answering it. Commodore Doraf appeared on the screen, his mäl fluttering in agitation. “What can I do for you, Commodore. 

	“Admiral, Lt. Mooda-Lan just received a communication from the Gerald Deucy.” 

	“And he didn’t direct it to me?” She frowned in irritation. 

	“It was a general communiqué. No coding to indicate a private or classified status. Reception list included all ship commanders. It is a normal communication. Normal duties for the communication officer include reviewing standard communications.” 

	She waved her hand in dismissal. “Yes, yes, I know the duties of all our officers. What is the communication?” 

	“The mission against the pirates has been successful. A major pirate base has been eliminated. Two fugitives were captured during the operation. The first is Baanijanihenacashinelishes Mitilor Yud, wanted by the First Five of the Laanyr Clan Heer. The second is former Admiral Dominic Svenkerud, wanted Confederation Naval Command.” 

	Damn it! What was he doing there? And how stupid was he to be involved with pirates? She was sure Yar’Adua suspected Dominic was involved, but she truly believed he had nothing to do with this. Now she was going to have to tap some contacts and pull in some favors to get to talk to him. Damn. 

	And being stuck here wasn’t going to help. Admiral Kelliek had not yet formed a battle plan against the Singruld. Or at least, he was still refining it. And how long was he going to take to finalize it? Kelliek was entirely too conservative. The man could bore a spider. 

	“Thank you, Commodore. I apologize for my irritation. Lt. Mooda-Lan did precisely what he should have done. Could you have him set up a secure link to Admiral Dhiss This?” 

	“Of course, Admiral. Give us a moment.” 

	It didn’t take long. The Secure Message icon came on. She entered her codes and allowed the system to scan her eyes and fingers. Dhiss This’ image appeared on her screen. 

	“Hello, Adrian. Can I guess the reason for this call?” 

	“You’ve seen the communiqué, then?”

	“Yes. This isn’t something we didn’t expect. Given what she was working with, there was little doubt she would prevail.” 

	“Yes, yes, that was obvious. But Dominic? What the hell was he doing there?” 

	“Well, I don’t believe in hell; at least not the way you do.” She raised her hand, but he stopped her from protesting. “No, I’m not going to discuss religion with you. You know what I meant.” 

	“Sorry,” she said. “I’m just frustrated. We need to talk with him.” 

	“Why don’t you let me look into that? I think I have a few more contacts within JAG than you do.”

	“I’ll let you do that. In the meanwhile we need to get out of here. Do you have any ideas to get Kelliek moving? This holding pattern is wasting our time.” 

	“Agreed. Perhaps we can …” Dhiss This’s image disappeared to be replaced with an alert icon. Alarms began to sound.” 

	“Shut off that noise!” she commanded her computer interface. Before she could call him, Doraf’s image returned to her screen. 

	“Admiral, we have unexpected translation spikes! Initial analysis suggests Singruld!” 

	“What vector?”

	“All vectors! They’re coming in from all directions!” 

	“Call general quarters. Battle stations. I’ll be right there.” She signed off. Kelliek had waited too long. 

	 




Appendix:

	 

	 

	UNITS OF MEASUREMENTS IN THE ORION ARM

	 

	Each of the Civilized Nations in the Orion Arm use their own units of weights and measures.

	 

	Confederation: 

	 

	While individual worlds within the Confederation often use their own native systems, the members of the Confederation have agreed to adopt the following standards for general use. The names for each unit are in Manglish, the most common human language. Every world uses its own native word for these units, but the values remain the same. 

	 

	Time Units: 

	The unit of time in the Confederation is the suplancks. It is defined as Planck Time multiplied by 1045. 

	 

	One suplanck = 53.91 seconds

	One kilosuplanck = 1000 suplancks = 53,910 seconds = 14.975 hours

	One Megasuplanck = 1,000,000 suplancks = 53,910,000 seconds = 1.708 years

	 

	While formal records are maintained purely in suplancks, the Confederation has defined standard days and years for convenience. While in common use, Confederation days and years are not considered official.

	 

	One Confederation Standard Day = 1500 suplancks = 22.4625 hours

	One Confederation Standard Year = 600 kilosuplancks = 374.375 Terran Days (or 400 Confederation Standard Days) 

	 

	Distance Units: 

	The basic unit of distance is based on the Planck length. It is called the sumeter and is defined as the Planck length multiplied by 1035. (Planck length = 1.616 x 10-35 m.)

	 

	1 sumeter = 1.616 meters

	1 kilosumeter = 1616 kilometers

	 

	Interstellar distances are measured in fortyrs, defined as 1/50,000th of the diameter of the Milky Way or 2 light-years. 

	 

	Mass Units:

	The basic unit of mass is based on the Planck Mass. It is 

	called the sugram and is defined as the Planck Mass 

	multiplied by multiplied by 105 

	(Planck mass = 2.176 x 10-8.)

	 

	Angular Units: 

	Confederation Standard divides a circle into 1000 len. One degree = 2.7778 len.

	 

	Chemosh Empire:

	 

	The Empire is more authoritarian than the Confederation and imposes Imperial units.

	 

	Time Units: 

	The basic unit of time in the Chemosh Empire is 

	the toq. 

	 

	1 Chemosh toq = 1.0000002598 Terran seconds.

	 

	Distance Units: 

	Chemosh distance units are based on the average 

	length of a Chemosh body (including the tail). 

	 

	1 Body Length = 4 meters = 2.5 sumeters

	 

	Angular Units: 

	Angular units are based on the number of teeth in the mouth of a megafauna ancestor of the Chemosh. A 

	fossil of the ancestor was discovered in the area of 

	the ancestral main breeding pond of the Chemosh. 

	 

	There are 700 teeth in a circle. 

	1 tooth = 0.514 degrees. 

	

	Laanyr Clan Heer:

	 

	The Laanyr Clan Heer also impose their measurements on all worlds within their sphere. The Aat’t’t don’t care. Their home world had over 50,000 separate systems of measurements and individuals would shift back and forth through them. They are perfectly happy to use the units the Laanyr have imposed. 

	 

	Distance Units:

	  1 ams = 9.8965 cm.

	1 anuwith = 037485 light year

	 

	Time Units: 

	1 li = 32.0254 seconds

	1 lia = 43.23429 minutes 

	1 homeday = 81 lia =58.366 hours

	1 aaro = 1/12 of a Laanyr year = 22.728 Terran days

	1 aaroa = 1/6 of a Laanyr year = 45.456 Terran days 

	1 aaroai = 1 Laanyr year = 272.736 Terran days

	1 daycycle = the length of the day on the planet one is currently on, orbiting, or closest to as opposed to the 

	length of a day on Homeveldt.  

	 

	Catholic Church: 

	 

	The Catholic Church uses the standard metric system
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