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1—Rule Of Fear
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Slaves had escaped and left the galaxy.

Diin Ṛũl would make them pay with their lives, along with anybody harboring them. He had debated the countless, unspeakable ways he would execute them, torment lasting ages until the last perished, an unequivocal warning for the ruled. Despite the compressed way with which the lower castes perceived time, word of the escapees’ fate would carry on for generations, giving him a temporary reprieve by fending off dissent—and worse, open rebellion.

“We do not know how many are missing, or how they escaped yet,” said Jãṭno, his eight branch legs folded in, the hardened bark shell of his body settled against the soil his gigantic master was planted into. Diin Ṛũl huffed out infertile spores in disagreement, making it hard for anyone to breathe in his private hall. He saw Jãṭno tilting his light leaves upward to glimpse at the Diin, but most of Ṛũl’s body was nothing but a dark shadow in the wavering mist of water vapor and pheromonal fog.

“You come before me with empty branches,” said Ṛũl. “You do not know the who, the how—you know nothing!”

“Greatest, we have a list of the vessels they took...”

“They took our ships, yes; out of all your failures in this matter, the worst one!” The agony of considering the ramifications made Ṛũl contort his body so much that tiny splinters popped from his hard bark, raining down on all present. He smelled the fear wafting out of the tiny speck that was Jãṭno, cowering near his foot down in the lower part of the hall.

“Greatest,” said Jãṭno, “my warriors and I cannot be held responsible. The escapees were working for the construction crews at the naval yards, in the care of the naw caste, under their command.”

“They were loot!” said Ṛũl. “Loot does not belong to the working caste, or would you like me to give all your riches to the naw? Would you?”

Jãṭno remained silent, folding his light leaves inward.

“Loot belongs to the warriors, and it always will! But—I agree it was not your warriors’ responsibility to prevent this disaster: it was yours, and yours alone!”

The air turned putrid in the chamber as Ṛũl utilized the carrier molecule gas language only spoken by the Diin. The hundred or so iiṇawr marching towards Jãṭno could hardly breathe or see, in addition to being weighed down by whom they carried: Diin Ḷõ was tiny compared to Ṛũl, but still a towering diin, and not planted in soil, so his warriors with their many legs could move him when needed. He would not grow while mobile, but that kept him useful for Ṛũl, as an extension of his immediate reach, a manifestation of his will, his adjutant and executor. Ḷõ was the second diin Jãṭno had met in his life and also the last.

“Iiṇawr Jãṭno,” said Diin Ḷõ. “In recognition of your ancestors’ service during the Second Great Raid, we grant you a quick death.” Ḷõ’s branch claws grabbed Jãṭno’s body, lifted him effortlessly, and tore him into two parts. He sat the lifeless halves down where the naw could reach them, swarming the corpse, breaking down the now exposed soft inner parts into nutritious sap. Later today, Diin Ṛũl would ingest most of what had been one of his generals.

“He stood for everything that is wrong with the warrior caste today”, said Ṛũl, with no one except Ḷõ able to hear their chemical conversation.

“How so, Greatest?” asked Ḷõ.

“Since the last raid, most iiṇawr have lived in luxury, pampered by hordes of naw who despise them in return. The lower caste would tolerate the warriors’ lifestyle if they only went out and did their part, and thus, they would tolerate their own place. But they will not tolerate a shortage of aluminum, titanium, copper, or iron. They will not tolerate the iiṇawr neglecting even the most basic guard duties.” All this will make me look weak, added Ṛũl in his thoughts.

As if he had heard his master’s concerns, Ḷõ said, “We can eliminate more witnesses if you feel Jãṭno’s fate was not setting enough of an example. Nobody shall find out.”

“Tens of thousands of escapees? A missing fleet worth of ships?” asked Ṛũl. “How will this remain a secret? No, there are too many involved, even for your pruning abilities.”

Diin Ḷõ was as brutal as he was loyal, the only two characteristics Ṛũl cared about. No diin but him had one of their kind as an enforcer. It set Ṛũl apart from his ruling caste brethren even more than his stellar raiding career did. He was the engineer of the First Great Raid and admiral of the second. The successful raids had made him the ruler of the galaxy—formerly undisputed ruler. Being able to send another diin to do his bidding was an extraordinary advantage. Ḷõ had a third strength though, and that was patience. In a distant future, he could succeed Ṛũl as one of the last diin.

“We have to act,” said Ṛũl. “We shall announce a Great Raid—the Third! This will excite the castes and stun the other diin.” He exhaled again, this time enriching the vapor with pleasure hormones. “Yes. This will be the greatest news in generations of workers and warriors alike. It will drown out all questions or doubts the escape could bring!”

“A bold move, Greatest,” said Ḷõ, “we could even spin the tale such that we have let them escape on purpose, to have them lead us to where they are looking for a new home, and then seek and kill them, tearing their refuge apart by the iron weight.” He looked at the gnawed-on, half-digested remains of Jãṭno. “We did not necessarily have to kill him, I suppose. Perhaps he made a mistake by allowing too many to escape?”

Ṛũl grunted in agreement, enjoying the ruthlessness of Ḷõ’s proposal.

“But,” said the smaller diin, “I see one problem. We did not discuss a raid with the other diin. It has been a long time since the last, but it addressed the material shortage so well that even low-ranking diin still keep their star forges running. What would give this raid legitimacy?”

“Oh, we will make it legitimate,” said Diin Ṛũl. “I am going to lead the raid myself! No one will question this endeavor if I have my body transplanted onto a raiding command ship.”

***​
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“What about the females?” asked Diin Ḷõ.

“They will have to be removed,” said Ṛũl. “I do not intend to bring them along on a raid. My procreational duties will have to pause while I am leading our iiṇawr warriors.” Providing looted metal ores and producing offspring were the two primary duties of the diin caste. Ḷõ was supposed to prepare everything for the transfer of Diin Ṛũl to his flagship, but it surprised Ṛũl that Ḷõ concerned himself with matters of procreation. The small diin was infertile, one of the unfortunate characteristics of the last-born generation of diin.

“All of them?” asked Ḷõ. “This will take some time.”

“We have time.”

“I am afraid we might not. There is more bad news. The escapees did not simply head for intergalactic space and suspend themselves for the long journey. They...” His lower canals signaled the iiṇawr cohort to carry him backwards, away from the foot of Diin Ṛũl. “They appropriated a sphere drive array.”

Familiar hissing announced a putrid exhale as cracking sounds from above preempted the rain of shed hard bark, which Ḷõ barely escaped, and a dark spot in the upper clouds of the hall hinted toward Ṛũl, the mightiest of diin, bending to look down on his adjutant—in displeasure.

“A sphere drive?” asked Ṛũl. “My sphere drive?”

Ḷõ’s body wavered, and he had to adjust the fluid levels in his organ sacks to balance his body as several of his carriers lost consciousness from the overload of spores.

“No, Greatest. They took the sphere drive of Diin Ṭũjõ, your second-rate vassal in charge of planetesimal conversion and orbital habitat construction.”

“Ṭũjõ? Why does a builder lord even have a sphere drive?”

“A relic from past raiding times, Greatest. Deemed inoperable and therefore left unguarded.”

“Only iiṇawr navigators know how to operate a drive array. How could these escapees operate, let alone repair one?”

They were not only technically adept but well versed in how the Võmémééř society works, thought Ṛũl. Stealing his own operational sphere drive to cross intergalactic space would have left him without an immediate instrument to pursue them. However, taking someone else’s spared him the embarrassment Diin Ṭũjõ now had to face. Losing his sphere drive, even an old one, was symbolic for his unfitness to rule, and his iiṇawr and naw castes would start thinking about their building tasks not requiring a second-rate diin. Ṭũjõ was old and procreated with a few females only. Some enterprising iiṇawr at his hall might see an opportunity to become a diin-less engineering administrator, pledging Ṭũjõ’s substantial planetesimal realm to Ṛũl, while presenting the diin’s lifeless body as a trophy, the female dzõd still attached.

A major win, the escapees must have thought. Giving him a possibility to save face, to limit embarrassment, to even strengthen his position. A reason to let them go, quietly, play down the incident or even cloud it in secrecy entirely. They had thought of everything and truly understood their masters. They understood the Võmémééř—but they did not understand Diin Ṛũl.

“We shall track their sphere and start the pursuit as soon as possible! Prepare to have the dzõd removed from my body and pores sealed. Have the hall taken down and prepare the soil on my command ship for transplantation.” He shuddered at the mere thought of moving. While Ḷõ was always mobile and paid the price for it by not growing, Ṛũl had remained in his hall for a hundred generations of naw, embedded in the familiar soil of their homeworld in the Chaw̃ chooy cloud, fathering trillions with the attached dzõd—selected females befitting his status. Their offspring, children of the Greatest, took privileged positions in Võmémééř society, and their production would pause for the duration of the raid, giving rival diin an opportunity to grow their own progeny alongside his.

“Yes, Greatest,” said Ḷõ. “But how are we to track them at long range? None of our facilities scan outside the galactic bubble.”

“We use the Eyes of Vãrp.”

“Diin Vãrp’s scanning array? It would be the ideal instrument, Greatest, but can we trust Vãrp to be supportive?”

“You need to downplay his role when you see him. What projects is Vãrp working on?”

“Star shells, Greatest.”

“Weapons?”

“No, he moves a galactic spur deeper into his arm.”

“With star shells?” asked Ṛũl. “A traditionalist. Good. Good! A few trillion iron weights of planetesimal ore will certainly speed up this process.”

“Greatest?” Diin Ḷõ, still trying to regain his balance, did not understand.

“When you see Diin Vãrp, promise him Ṭũjõ’s star forges as compensation for his help. I foresee Diin Ṭũjõ not lasting much longer. Let us shed a complacent vassal and add a reliable ally, paying him with someone else’s riches. We go after them once we have the data on the escapee sphere.”

Slaves escaping could alone be disastrous for his reputation, but them taking a drive sphere array posed an existential threat. They were taking it somewhere, to a different galaxy, a place where they would be newcomers amongst the local technological civilizations. For asylum seekers, the sphere array technology was a valuable bargaining chip. Given enough time, other species might take control of it. Ṛũl would not allow that to happen. No other civilization in the galactic group had the ability to travel between galaxies. If the Võmémééř valued their dominance, it had to stay this way.

***​

[image: ]


Diin Ṛũl looked after the tubular, soft, white body of the last removed dzõd being carried away by a procession of warriors into the safe shelter of the nursery buildings near where his hall had stood 30 planet cycles ago. The females had opposed his decision to have them stay behind, but his argument that their spawn could not be adequately cared for on a raiding vessel eventually won them over to following his wishes. Their spawn counted in the thousands on each cycle. Most would be short-lived naw, some iiṇawr, the most mobile and hardened sub-species forming the warrior caste. Precious few lacked the hardened shell: dzõd, the only sub-species who could reproduce with a diin.

“Greatest...” said Diin Ḷõ, approaching from downwind, followed by some incomprehensible utterances.

“Closer!” said Ṛũl. Standing free and in the open, reaching into the planet’s omnipresent cloud layer felt risky, somewhat primitive, yet exciting. Carrier molecules dispersed quickly, however, making communication with the other diin difficult. The hall had been disassembled during Ḷõ’s absence, and a grav-lifter hovered at high altitude to carry Ṛũl’s body to his command ship.

“Greatest,” said Ḷõ, now close enough to be heard, “I bring good news: Despite tense negotiations with Diin Vãrp, he eventually pledged support and gave us access to his deep space scanning array.”

“Have you found the escapees?”

“Yes, we have located the sphere. We could determine they are heading to Dĩch ḍãchilts.”

“Are you certain?”

“Quite, Greatest. The measurements were expertly handled, and the data has been confirmed by our own...”

“Why would they go there?” Ṛũl knew the Dĩch ḍãchilts galaxy well, the place of his greatest triumph. The raid that had ended all scarcity and made him the greatest of the diin. There was nothing left in Dĩch ḍãchilts for the escapees to build upon.

“Maybe they seek solitude in a barren place.” said Ḷõ. “A worthless environment, but an unchallenged one.”

“Worthless. Worthless indeed,” said Ṛũl. “Making it nonsensical for us to go there, to pursue them! They chose this location because they knew we would need to mobilize the warrior caste.”

“Which we could only do by announcing a raid. A raid that has now a destination with nothing worth raiding.”

“Whoever planned this escape is a bigger threat than the loss of face or a drive sphere. We need to pursue them to eliminate this systematic understanding of our culture, our strength!” And our weaknesses, added Ṛũl in his mind.

“But, Greatest, seeing the raid through could be... an embarrassment. If the metal loot yield is too low, it will be a stain on your legacy.”

The scarcity of matter in the dark galaxy spawning the ancestors had shaped a particular society and left a deep wound in the collective consciousness of the united species. The prevalence of dark matter in their ancestral home brought out one advantage in their evolution: a deep understanding of how the most common form of material, and the way it shaped spacetime, could be manipulated. Mastery of metallurgy had fused different species into the Võmémééř, who soon required more material than all the stars in their galactic home could produce in their lifetimes. Acquiring metals became the driving force of society. Status was measured by the iron weight, and successful metal hoarders rose to rule.

“Returning to Dĩch ḍãchilts might not be as unprofitable as it seems,” said Ṛũl.

Ḷõ’s array of light leaves gazed at his master. “What do you propose, Greatest?”

“When I led the raid on Dĩch ḍãchilts, it not only broke all yield records, it was also the fastest great raid in our history. We harvested along one spiral arm, along an efficient flight path, and then returned before any of my rivals could expand their power base at home or out-spawn me with their females.”

Ḷõ understood what this meant. “Dĩch ḍãchilts has two major spiral arms, so there...”

“... is half a galaxy left to loot,” said Ṛũl. “Call on the iiṇawr warriors, we shall crush these slaves, and return with riches not seen since the last raid!”

“And this time we do not have to deal with any silicates or bi-pedals,” said Ḷõ.

“The primitives called humans?” asked Ṛũl. “No, they are long gone.”

​
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2—Into Darkness
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This reality was more challenging than Kel Chaada had expected when he chose it. He felt guilty every time he slept, leaving the tedium of tracking the Rogue Fleet to his two crewmates. Unlike his human body, theirs did not require a rest period. Kel entered the command room of the small corvette to see his companions: Raar, the heavy silicate alien of the Traaz species and—despite all differences—his best friend in the galaxy. Me-Ruu, the artificial intelligence and its shimmering body core was harder to develop human feelings of closeness toward, but their ability of multi-awareness connected them, innate to Me-Ruu’s Isonomih machine civilization, accidentally gained by Kel.

“How are the course prediction models?” he asked.

“Confusing,” said Me-Ruu. “The last scans of the fleet and probable vectors led us here, but there is no logical continuation. Modeling flight paths yields chaos.”

Scans of the Rogue Fleet dated back quite some time, to when their own ship crossed the edge of human settled space. The most likely path led here, to the terminus of the darkstrings, the natural network of filaments in the galaxy’s spiral arms making faster than light travel energy efficient.

“Scans reveal no warp signatures,” said Raar in the somewhat mechanical voice of his translator box. “Whichever flight path the Rogue Fleet took, they must have used a long burn to change course, avoiding the Yuuzh Wep.”

The Yuuzh Wep, or Dark Rift, as it was often called, was an unusual region of galactic space. Although part of the dense spiral arm the various human nations called their home, it was a starless void, and no darkstrings went through it, creating a natural obstacle for human expansion.

“Could you detect any chemical traces?” asked Kel.

“No,” said Raar, “they dissipated already below the detectable threshold. They had a significant head start. I had hoped Me-Ruu’s and your abilities could help us beyond this point.” They had a head start indeed, the Rogue Fleet, as the galactic public had named the wayward remains of the former navy of the Ancestrate of Aloo Dash. The monarch of Aloo Dash had tried overthrowing the government by destroying the seat of the Galactic Assembly, with all Assembly Members inside. The plot failed, and the monarch fled with her remaining loyal vessels.

“I’ve tried to see different outcomes, various leads we followed and what we’d find at the end of the trail,” said Kel, “but I failed.”

“This is not how multi-awareness works,” said Me-Ruu, “causally distant events, including the future, are difficult to predict without interaction.”

“Interaction?” asked Raar.

“An interaction based on closeness in spacetime. If the Rogue Fleet was here, many of its destinations would be visible to Kel and I, and we could see which pursuit in which reality leads to a successful outcome.” The trio had commandeered a corvette built for range and speed; it could not engage any capital ships of the Rogue Fleet. Catching them while re-fueling and sending that location to the galactic government to bring in their own carriers for a fleet engagement would be ideal. If the rogue units ran out of supplies, that would be even better. They had to find them first, though. As long as the Rogue Fleet was not located, its specter would loom over the New Assembly, its legitimacy, and its ability to keep the nations safe.

“So, we need to find them first, and only then can you be useful in finding them?” Even Raar’s monotone translator voice sounded disappointed.

Kel smiled. “No, my friend. The ability simply has its limits. If she was here 200 spins ago, it’s been too long to sense all the possibilities. Well, they all exist, but they’re not distinct enough to see them. We’ll need to find her by thinking how she does.” She. The monarch of Aloo Dash. Kel had met her once, a descendant of brutal conquerors, back on her home planet. The Ancestor Queen, whose failed bid for galactic supremacy had left her vilified and hunted. He assumed she had never planned for this contingency, but even the short—and most impressive—encounter Kel had with her had left him convinced she would not be giving up.

“I calculate the long-term strategy is simple,” said Me-Ruu. “With several burns, the Rogue Fleet will circumvent the Yuuzh Wep region, knowing their course to be hard to predict and the pursuit to be inefficient. They might find a few resources to sustain them outside the void, enough to fly around it. What makes it simple is that they will eventually reach the darkstrings on the other side, leading into the tip of the spiral arm.”

“Which is a smaller search area than the combined space around the Yuuzh Wep,” said Raar.

“We could even catch up with them. Unfortunately, our range is too short to travel straight through the void,” said Me-Ruu. “We will have to rely on Kel’s knowledge of our opponent.”

Kel nodded. “She’ll have thought about all this. Going around the void, or maybe flying straight through it herself.”

“Her Grandslaught Carriers, unlike our ship, have the required range, even if barely so,” said Raar. “But that is not an option for us. We will have to follow some of the prospector trails of your people, Kel, circumventing the void. Some of the stars are young and hot enough to work with the re-fueling system Me-Ruu’s peers provided.”

“Hoping her fleet will re-emerge out of the opposite side of the Dark Rift? Her fuel depleted?” asked Kel. “No. She’s not going to do that. She’ll fly her carriers straight into the Dark Rift. That much Me-Ruu got right. But she’ll stay in there. Waiting.”

“Waiting?” asked Raar. “For what?”

“For any pursuers to take the long way around.”

“If she stayed in the Yuuzh Wep, an Assembly fleet could catch up with her,” said Me-Ruu. “Why would she risk that?”

“It’s a calculated risk,” said Kel. “Inside the Dark Rift, all conventional warships are inferior to her Grandslaught Carriers. They can warp five to ten times in there before running out of fuel and outmaneuver any fleet of any size. Out of the 12 remaining Grandslaught Carriers, she controls seven, and the combined Assembly forces only five. She’ll take these chances.” Kel paused, considering. “She’ll wait in there until someone makes a mistake.”

***​
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The nano replicons attached to his brain stem did not have any measurable effect on Kel Chaada’s body, but they did have a life-changing effect on his mind. In a memory so distant it could be someone else’s, he saw himself inhaling the Isonomih technology by accident. The nanoscale cell-like machines settled in and augmented his consciousness, creating a mental bond with the scientist who carried them. The scientist was already dead at the time of their fateful meeting, yet the wondrous technology had kept the remains of his mind active.

“Are you ready for an attempt to make a connection?” asked Me-Ruu.

Kel nodded, sitting down on the bed in his quarters, trying to order his thoughts for the arduous task ahead. Me-Ruu’s machine civilization were the co-inventors of the nano replicons and used them not only to link their compute cores but also to access different realities in the multiverse, experiencing not one, but many outcomes for any situation, at any moment. Multi-awareness.

Long thought to be mystical magic, his first encounters with AI core Me-Ruu had taught Kel these powers were real, and he had attempted to master them—the powers sometimes controlling him and him sometimes succeeding to choose realities. He shuddered at the thought of what danger these powers posed augmenting the wrong person.

“This will only work if the Ancestor Queen has indeed gained at least a rudimentary mastery of multi-awareness,” said Me-Ruu.

“I am certain she has,” said Kel. “She has been seeking this ability all her life, a search even more important to her than ruling the galaxy. She may have kept samples of the dormant nano replicons with her and drawn her own conclusions about what they can do.”

“You sound convinced,” said Raar. “I thought all this nanotechnology got destroyed after the raid on her laboratories.”

“It was,” said Kel, “but we’ve learned this about her: she always has a backup plan.” He paused, hesitating. “There’s something else leading me to believe she’s learned to use multi-awareness: I can... feel her.”

“What?” asked Raar. “Feel her—like you can sense Me-Ruu?”

The dead scientist was the first strange mind connection Kel had experienced, allowing him to feel snippets of emotions and see memories from his life. More individuals had joined this circle over the past 20 orbits, with the only ones still alive all being members of Me-Ruu’s Isonomih peers. The only human connection had regained in strength and frequency during the last 50 spins. Confusing echoes of past connections at first, the feelings and impressions eventually became more vivid.

“Different from the bond I have with Me-Ruu, more emotional, and much blurrier,” said Kel. “Until a few spins ago. Then I saw myself standing in a large room, which could serve only one purpose: It was the command room of a warship. I commandeered many ships before, but I’ve never seen one on such a scale. It had to be the command room of a Grandslaught Carrier! And I saw it through Sya Omga’s eyes!”

Sya Omga, former Ancestor Queen of the Aloo Dashaad, former ruler of the Ancestrate, and the most formidable foe Kel had crossed paths with. There was no doubt in his mind that she had developed control of multi-awareness.

“Why did you not tell us?” asked Me-Ruu.

“Because you didn’t sense it. I wasn’t sure if I was getting so obsessed with finding her that my still somewhat untrained mind might have started projecting ideas about how and where she was into my consciousness as alternative realities.”

“A sensible interpretation,” said Me-Ruu, “but you might still have an actual connection with her, because your paths in spacetime have crossed. For me, she is more of an abstract entity—the Adverse Singularity.”

Every culture had their own doomsday prophecy, even the AI cores believed their existence would be brought to an end by something—or someone—who would connect all their existences, tying them up into a single point beyond which they would exist no more: The Adverse Singularity. Sya Omga excelled at making enemies. Those Staying Behind, as the Isonomih called themselves, had predicted her to be that entity, bringing the downfall of the machine civilization, and supported Kel’s efforts of eliminating her as a threat without hesitation.

“Try again, Kel,” said Raar “If you have some sort of connection to her already, maybe you can discover something to determine her location.” He turned to Me-Ruu. “We will wait in the crew lounge.”

Raar’s massive body squeezed through the small door of Kel’s private quarters, Me-Ruu following him, leaving Kel behind to sit on the edge of his bed. With none of the drive systems of the corvette engaged, it became quiet as soon as the door slid shut. Kel had lived with Raar’s people for 20 orbits and gotten used to the constant murmur of thousands of Traaz minds. Now he could not even hear Raar. No doubt, the bulky silicate was keeping his mind closed to allow Kel to concentrate, to focus on his task.

Kel let his upper body fall back onto the bed. Now what? He could not simply focus on someone and then enter their mind. The emotions he felt and the one clearer image he had seen appeared unexpectedly each time, sometimes in his sleep, or when his mind was adrift.

Time stood still. He was simply laying there. Nothing happened. He looked outside the large window, staring into the abyss of blackness that was space. It did not help. He walked to the window. His mind was open, but he could not force a connection. He did not mean harm. If Sya and Kel would meet again, it would be because she was willing and ready to negotiate. Ready to negotiate. Kel felt hot. His cabin temperature was too high. Something was wrong. His cabin on the martial corvette did not have a window. He was not in his cabin. He was ready to negotiate.

Why did he keep thinking this? He stepped back from the window and caught movement in the corner of his eye. Looking back at the window, he saw his reflection in it. Except it was not himself he saw. It was a woman. Last time he saw her, she had worn a shiny coating on her face, matching the royal garb of her station. Even with none of these symbols, he recognized Sya Omga, the Ancestor Queen, staring him down with the strangest mixture of condescension and disarming openness. “I am ready to negotiate,” Kel heard himself say. The reflection smiled, even if vaguely so.

When he regained consciousness in his cabin, the headache pounding between his ears was punishing. He rose, staggered to his desk, and pushed the comm button: “I found her!”​
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3—Straightforward
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“Are you certain it was her,” asked Raar, “and not a ‘projection of your mind,’ as you called it?”

Kel struggled to keep his eyes open in the bright light of the corvette’s command room. His crewmates told him he had been in his cabin for over three shifts, and they had assumed he was sound asleep. “Yes, it was her. A projection would’ve included the only image I remember of her, draped in the Shroud of Shaaj and wearing a ceremonial face coating. During my connection, she wore an informal dress, but I could recognize her facial features. I doubt I sought her out actively. Struggling with my focus, I tried to relax, and might have fallen asleep. I think... she came to me.”

Me-Ruu hovered closer. “This is worrisome. If indeed she could seek you out, her mastery of multi-awareness must be more advanced than we predicted.”

“Why would she contact Kel?” asked Raar. “That makes little sense. What would she have to gain?”

“She wants us to know that she’s ‘ready to negotiate’,” said Kel. “Her words. I think she almost desperately wanted to get that message across. She repeated it several times.”

“That would be inconsistent with her status of Adverse Singularity,” said Me-Ruu.

“Negotiate?” asked Raar. “About what?”

Kel shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s the only message I clearly remember. But there was one detail she might have inadvertently transmitted that gave away her fleet’s location.”

“What was that?”

“She was standing near a large window on one of her ships, and it offered a perfect view of the surrounding space.”

“Could you memorize any particular star formations?” asked Me-Ruu. “This could provide a clue as to what course they took around the Yuuzh Wep.”

“There were no formations. On the contrary,” said Kel, “there were remarkably few stars visible. The Rogue Fleet is already inside the Yuuzh Wep. They flew straight into the Dark Rift and are somewhere near where the void borders the outer part of the spiral arm...”

Me-Ruu finished the thought: “... from where, depending on your direction of view, almost no stars are visible to human eyes.”

A wave of approval emanated from Raar. “Well done, Kel! This will limit our search zone. We should proceed toward that region and run our scanners at maximum range. We might have a confirmed location for a strike within a few spins!”

“A strike,” repeated Kel. He got out of his chair and started pacing around the center table in the crew lounge. “No.” He stopped. “A strike at the Rogue Fleet will be too risky. Sya Omga chose her tactical location well. Think about it: Inside the Rift, with no darkstrings for efficient warps, no stars to allow swing-by maneuvers, her Grandslaught Carriers will outclass any other fleet. They can outrun and out-maneuver any ship type and play this game much longer than smaller vessels. If we add the Traaz and the Isonomih ships to the conventional Assembly fleet, they’re a much larger force, but within the void they’re worthless. She knew this—that’s why she went to the Dark Rift!”

“What if we leave her there and not engage? There are hundreds of thousands of crew members on those carriers. How will they sustain themselves?” asked Raar.

“Grandslaught Carriers have an enormous fusion core, magnitudes larger than that of any other ship. They also carry a fleet worth of warships and light fighters. Plenty of energy for food production, and they could convert surplus vessels into supplies,” said Kel.

“It will not last them indefinitely,” said Me-Ruu.

Kel shook his head. “No, it won’t. But it might last them an orbit or two. If our new government has not decisively acted against the threat of the Rogue Fleet, it’ll look weak. Galactic politics will need time to settle down after the Traaz and Those Staying Behind have joined the Assembly.” Both Raar and Me-Ruu were with Kel on that historic day when they stormed the government quarters on the Assembly world Omech Chaa, and forced the human Assembly Members to accept their alien and AI peers into the government. They understood better than that most that the new leadership would need to show strength and deliver a success before the fragile support eroded. “They’ll outnumber the Assembly fleet when it enters the Dark Rift. If the Assembly forces decide to bolster their numbers with conventional capital ships, they won’t have the fuel reserves for maneuvering in the void. In any scenario, the Ancestor Queen will have an advantage. She and her troops have nowhere to go and will fight. I believe that no strategy culminating in a pitched fleet battle will succeed.”

“We have failed, then. Our pursuit was futile.” Raar’s wave of frustration shook Kel. After living with the Traaz for 20 orbits, he had learned to take part in their thought-sharing hive-mind. Even with no other Traaz for thousands of light orbits, the thought communication between the alien and himself still worked. They used the audible voice translator box only so that Me-Ruu could be part of their conversations.

“I don’t think we have,” said Kel. “We have a pretty good idea where the Rogue Fleet is. We should approach it—and follow Sya Omga’s invitation to negotiate terms.”

Kel could not believe he had just proposed this. The Ancestrate ruler had attacked his nation. She was behind having him charged with murder. She had orchestrated the betrayal of one of his closest confidants. And, yet, he had just proposed to his shocked friends they negotiate with this woman. He had done it before. But back then, he had no connection to her consciousness, could not hear her thoughts or feel what she felt. This was the key part: her reaching out to Kel felt genuine, her desire to negotiate honest.

“What?” Raar’s disapproval did not require the translator box. “I still do not understand why she would propose negotiations, but I understand even less why we would consider taking her up on this most dubious offer!”

“It’s a waiting game.” Kel sat back down. “Waiting for the unstable New Assembly to show weaknesses she can exploit. With open battle being a losing proposition, Sya Omga knows that any kind of mediocre compromise will be better than holding out to a bitter end. Either the New Assembly will run out of time before the new political structures collapse, or the Rogue Fleet will run out of supplies.”

***​
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Fusion reactors could scream like a dying child. Kel Chaada had dismissed these tales of older engineers when he started working with plasma fields as a young man, back before he joined the military. The warp bubble around their ship now plowed through dense spacetime, with no convenient darkstring to follow. Strained to its maximum output, the reactor produced a nerve-wrecking, eerie sound. Kel had completed his inspection of the reactor chamber and felt relieved when the engineering section heavy blast door closed behind him, returning to the soothing hum of the command room.

The corvette had entered the Dark Rift twenty spins ago, and Me-Ruu operated the long-range scanner array in a tight cone around the expected position of Sya Omga’s fleet. The relative emptiness of the void made scanning for the gigantic capital ships she commanded easy. They found a few initial blips and could track them over several shifts: it was almost certain they had found the Rogue Fleet.

Five spins later, they had closed with the seven carriers, drifting in loose formation, making no attempt to target lock them or to intercept with on-board fighters. Without a doubt, the passive scanners of these ships made them aware of the trio’s small vessel, but no action, let alone aggression, had been detected.

“I still think that this is a trap, Kel Chaada,” said Raar.

“It’s a possibility, but we’ve submitted the location of the fleet to the Assembly, so they can track them down in case we fail. Though, I don’t believe we will. Now, we’re close enough for Me-Ruu to confirm what I’ve seen as probable outcomes. Many of the paths forward show a successful, direct negotiation with the Ancestor Queen. In most realities, she’ll ask for guarantees not to be attacked when she returns to the human-settled spiral arm and amnesty for the many Aloo Dashaad she’s commanding.”

Raar turned to Me-Ruu. “Is this true?”

“I can see those realities too, and in surprising clarity I had not expected while being so close to the Adverse Singularity. It is possible foiling her plot against the old Assembly has secured our existence for many futures. While I am suspicious about her motives and long-term plans, I have no data that would speak against Kel’s approach.”

This approach did not solve the problem of how to deal with the Ancestor Queen, but it defused the acute crisis, and would provide the young galactic government a chance to deal with its many internal issues before addressing external threats. The New Assembly was bringing Traaz, Those Staying Behind, and humans together for the first time in 1,200 orbits. Traaz and the machines had waged war until recently, and mutual mistrust was high. Neither civilization trusted the humans who had controlled the old Assembly, either. The humans themselves were fractured into many nations. The list of problems was near endless. Here was an opportunity to scratch one problem off that list.

“We have to try, Raar. Once we meet her, we’ll see much clearer what futures are possible; then we can choose the right one.”

“Choose? With or without your new abilities?”

“Without,” said Kel. “But, if we sense any betrayal, Me-Ruu and I will force the negotiations in the direction we desire—as a last resort.”

“We shall meet her,” said Raar. “But I will be vigilant.”

They took their stations in the command room. Kel strapped into his seat, preparing for maneuvering burns of the corvette’s thrusters. Me-Ruu docked into his socket interface on the floor, which secured his shimmering body, while the broad base of Raar’s silicate form grabbed onto a metallic floor mesh, anchoring the heavy Traaz in place.

“Let’s send them our beacon codes and vessel ID on open wide band, along with our intentions,” said Kel. “Three representatives of the Assembly seeking an audience with the revered Shaajis Sya Omga.”

“The Shaajis?” asked Raar.

“To them, Sya Omga is still the Shaajis, even if the Ancestrate is dissolved.”

Me-Ruu, connected to the ship’s radio equipment, sent the message. Staying optimistic, even without a response, they put the corvette into a slow deceleration burn to match the drift of the Rogue Fleet. The maneuver was not yet complete when a formal sounding message clip arrived, showing a young woman clad in what looked like an officer’s uniform of the Aloo Dash navy, stating: “Assembly delegation, we confirm your codes and request. The revered Shaajis is prepared to meet you on board the Atso. We have attached a vessel ID and instructions for a hangar landing approach to this message.”

Silence followed in the command room.

“This was... faster than expected,” said Kel.

“The Atso?” asked Raar. “They call their ship ‘darling’?”

Kel laughed. “This is the Jeesh Per translation, the New Galactic language your translator is familiar with. The Aloo Dashaad speak it, too, but for all names, they prefer Old Galactic, what humans spoke a thousand orbits ago. ‘Atso’ means something, like ‘big house’, I believe.”

“It means ‘citadel’,” said Me-Ruu.

Raar and Kel turned to the AI core. “You speak Old Galactic? Since when?”

“This mission is important. I prepared.”

“That might be useful.” Kel smiled. “But you don’t have to make it sound like we’re just improvising.”

“We land on the Ancestrate’s flagship,” said Raar, “meet with our nemesis, see what she has to say, and wonder what futures would be possible.”

“Point taken!” said Kel. “Improvising is exactly what we’re doing.” He meant his words as a jest, but they kept echoing in his head until his smile faded away. What was he doing?

***​
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The Atso started filling the view screens even before the final deceleration burn was complete. Approaching the gigantic metallic ellipsoid from the equatorial plane, the widest part of the Grandslaught Carrier was going to take up Kel’s entire field of vision before their assigned hangar opening was visible in the network of scanner arrays, weapon systems, and protrusions the size of city blocks making up the irregular surface of one of the largest human-made structures.

“You destroyed two of those during the war with the Ancestrate?” asked Raar.

“Not me,” said Kel, “but some brave men and women smuggled nano bombs onto the carriers, and we detonated two of them when they attacked our nation.”

The Ancestrate-Nominate war felt like a lifetime ago for Kel. Despite some of their astounding successes against the powerful enemy, most of the memories were painful, and he brushed them aside. It had also been the first time he crossed paths with Sya Omga, getting swept up in her machinations and manipulations. His friends were right about not trusting her, but Kel could not ignore the realities he saw: sincere negotiations. Open-minded talks with the woman who used to live in a palace. A borderline obscene structure, grandiose and impressive, just like the metallic world they would land their tiny ship on soon, designed to intimidate. When he negotiated with her last, towards the end of the audience, however, he had realized that there were dependencies and political complexities even in the absolute monarchy she ruled. She had been specific about her needs for a compromise, and they had reached one. They would reach another today. He had seen it.

“Assembly delegation transport,” said a male voice on the comms. “Initiate final phase. You are clear to land.”

Me-Ruu acknowledged, and the hangar’s maw opened up. Had they arrived on a battle cruiser, it would have fit the opening with ease.

“They’re not launching escort fighters,” said Kel. “They’re handling this like a routine consular visit.”

Raar shifted around on the grid that held his body in place. The alien’s silicate masses were coated in photosensitive liquid, which allowed them to see. An absence of separated eyes made three-dimensional vision difficult, and they compensated for this by moving their bodies to create different angles of view on an object of interest. This movement made Raar look restless, and the emotions Kel could pick up from his comrade confirmed this was the case, indeed.

“This is the point of no return,” said Raar, “entering the hangar. Our landing spot is ahead.”

Me-Ruu sat the corvette down with a perfect landing in the center of the outlined hangar area, and Kel unbuckled his seating harness, contouring his neck to see as much as he could of the hangar interior through the small command room windows. The hangar was large and offered landing platforms for many vessels ranging from scout ships to cruisers. The magnitude of destruction the nano bombs had caused, tearing these mega structures into pieces within a pass, evoked an undeniable feeling of guilt.

A brief, screeching sound, followed by a metallic ‘clonk,’ pulled him out of his thoughts.

“A pressurized walkway has been attached to your forward airlock,” said the same male voice. “You may disembark at your convenience.”

Me-Ruu, Raar, and Kel had argued, planned, and expected the next steps for spins. Kel thought about changing out of his pilot suit into the white ceremonial robes of an Assembly Member but then decided against it. “Let’s go,” he said.

They moved through the long tube of the access walkway, gradually downward below the hangar floor level. Four Aloo Dashaad extended a cold, formal greeting: Two ceremonial handlers, Kel assumed, and two guards. The guards wore ceremonial gear and carried no visible guns. The small procession, handlers in front, guards behind, arrived in a hall, unfurnished but ornate, with the state symbols of Aloo Dash covering the side walls, draping down from the high ceiling. A woman awaited the group on the opposite end.

Sya Omga. Kel had seen this reality unfold. The black dress with red accents. Her face became recognizable as the group drew closer. The scene and all its options became clearer, the clearest Kel had ever witnessed the myriad of possibilities the multiverse offered at any point in spacetime. They converged into the figure of the Ancestor Queen, no coating in her face, standing still, eyes fixated on Kel. The masters of ceremony gestured the group to halt near the Shaajis. Her face tried to hide a faint smile, but the sparkle in her eyes betrayed her feelings.

“I have waited for this moment,” she said.

Kel saw the convergence of all realities into where they stood, how they stood. A singular moment, bending reality towards Sya Omga. For a tick, it made the air around her shimmer with the intensity of collapsing realities.

A singularity. The Adverse Singularity, thought Me-Ruu. Kel knew when the AI was worried, but he had never sensed the quantum computer consciousness to be panicked before. The shimmer was real. Air molecules interacted with a shield, a shield surrounding Sya Omga. A defensive measure, projected to protect from the anger her betrayal might spark, the violence that a single unarmed Traaz could unleash when feeling cornered.

When the realities settled down to one, it was disappointing and straightforward: heavily armed soldiers stepped out from behind the wall drapings and surrounded Kel, Raar, and Me-Ruu, weapons trained at the trio.

A lesser foe might have added, ‘you are now my prisoner,’ or something equally blunt, but Sya Omga simply turned around and left Kel standing in the obviousness of his defeat.

The chase had ended. Kel’s attempts to save the Assembly fleet from a battle they could not win had failed, and he had let his friends become prisoners. Caught by the daughter of Vnaas ‘the Cruel’.​
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4—Ancestral Powers
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Fleet Admiral Tyeeyyi was on her knees. She was a proud woman, with family history reaching many generations deep into the highest levels of the Aloo Dash elite. She bowed to no one except to the Shaajis, and she kneeled to no one at all but the gods. Today was the first time she was going to meet one.

The arrival was heralded by the opening of the main hangar doors of the Grandslaught Carrier she commanded. Force fields kept the interior, the largest single room the fleet could provide, pressurized to allow tens of thousands to witness the spectacle. As the ship ascended from above, a murmur went through the crowd. Many bent their necks to capture the first glance of a new era for Aloo Dash, for the faithful of the Ancestrate, and the new vessel of this faith—the revered Shaajis.

The ship she entered the hangar with was a destroyer, recognizable to the Admiral’s trained eye despite the massive modifications. The upper third of the craft was cut off, creating a large plasma-shielded plane for the Shaajis to stand on as the center of attention. When she came into view, it surprised the admiral that the Shaajis was not alone. A group of gleaming humanoid figures, somewhat translucent, ghostlike, seemed to surround her.

The ship descended slowly, landing in a prepared position. The surface carrying the illuminated group surrounding the revered Shaajis aligned with a long, flat walkway leading to yet another platform with an unassuming rock in its center.

Krrugze Darrtuzke, the ancient belief system of the Aloo Dashaad, was rich in symbolism. Everything the religious texts taught about the powers and the wisdom, passed down from generation to generation, the rites, the murals, the skin coatings, all symbols for the uplifting of the people. A collective wisdom carried forward, and their worldly embodiment: The Ancestor Kings and Queens. Today, the symbolism would turn into something concrete. The ascension of humans to gods.

Shaajis Sya Omga was going to be the first, having gained the ancient powers and fulfilling the prophecies of using them. The now immortal ruler had predicted that she would cut the head off the enemy of the people—the same that had driven the Aloo Dashaad from their ancestral planets and made them outcasts in their own galaxy. This new Galactic Assembly had done this to them, and their leaders were now in the high security brig of the Atso. Mighty Raar, heir to the realm of the Traaz, Me-Ruu, delegation leader of the Isonomih AIs. And Kel Chaada, the terror of the fleet, responsible for destroying two Grandslaught Carriers, including the Okkek her second son had served on. Lured here by the shining light of the revered Shaajis, fooled into arriving unarmed and without a fleet of their own. Taken prisoner like children by the new powers their ruler was now wielding with seeming ease. The three prisoners were also symbols, each representing the opposed factions and major threats to their way of life. Kel Chaada was the biggest prize, though: Immortal himself and with considerable reality-bending powers of his own. He could only have been brought down by the shining figure who now led a procession across the walkway for everyone assembled in the hangar to see.
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