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A shimmering light fell all around Holindrian, hoisting him high into the sky, his feet dangling beneath. First, he could see just the top of the palace as he rose through the dense black smoke. A little higher, and he could see the city itself. Fires burning, consuming whole wards at a time. The sounds were muffled, but he knew there would be the clanging of swords, the whizzing of arrows, and the miserable, painful screams of wretched, dying souls. Higher, Holindrian continued to rise. Boats had sunken in the harbor. The fighting on the rocky hills surrounding the town seemed to have calmed. A haboob traveled in a northeasterly direction, a transitory wall of brown, choking death.

The light continued to shine. All the colors of the rainbow streamed down, carrying him up, up into the clouds. 

He was higher than the mountains! 

There seemed to be no limits to his ascent. The definitions, the contours, the distinctive features of the land blurred together. Muted, people vanished into minute dark specks, fields became strokes of green, the clouds white wisps overlaying the canvas. He could see the whole of the blue world from up here... 

Holindrian stood alone in a hallway with concave walls of a featureless white. He could not be certain what the material was. It was surely not any metal familiar to him. Everything seemed pristine. Not a blemish or scuff mark to be found. Feeling his eyes wince, he thought the white of the walls too bright. No marble stone, cloud, or snowflake compared. 

The walls seemed to be pulsating. Flashes of an even more intense white coursed through their...veins? As though the walls were alive, as though this vessel were alive.

The ceiling was black. Not just black but the absence of all light, the deepest shade of black imaginable. It contrasted brilliantly with the sterile surfaces of the walls. The black was not uniform in its composition, but rather composed of discernible shades of navy and violet, and...were those stars? Stars sparkled and glimmered, specks of diamonds in a cave of darkness. It was remarkable how similar the ceiling was to the night sky.

When he looked down and saw that the floor mirrored the ceiling, Holindrian first thought his heart might become permanently lodged in his throat. The feeling of panic dissipated quickly, as he reassured himself that something solid and firm was indeed beneath his feet.

“His reaction was much like your own.”

Holindrian looked up. He recognized that voice. “Uilliam?”

Uilliam’s long hair fell more than halfway down his back, wavy and rigid as though carved from marble, an ethereal white bearing just the traces of its past golden color. His face was narrow and accented by sharp features framed by dark eyebrows. The eyes, though, those magnificent eyes, were like windows into the past as well as portals to the future. They were an electric blue, the pupil an orb of mystical energy. Holindrian could see it all, the whole of the history of Uilliam’s race encapsulated within those eyes.

The Before...the Aeternam’s eyes could not or would not reveal the secrets about the Before, though there were shadows, vague, indefinite figures standing on the edge of history. Something or someone had knowledge of the Before, and they were out there, somewhere. Uilliam had met them. 

What could be seen was the ending that gave rise to humanity’s beginning. Space and time emerged from oblivion, a singular fixed point of eternity. There was no sound; it had not yet been invented. There was light of untold intensity, rings of magenta and sapphire clouds that swirled, intermingling, mixing. Then came flashes, all different shades of reds, oranges, yellows, and blues, rippling throughout the nebulous clouds like the pattering of rain on a pond. A wave of warm, tender, and loving heat washed over him. Holindrian could feel the fiery heat as birthing contractions on a boundless scale shuttled the first generation of galaxies into existence, infusing them with life, spiraling engines of genesis. 

Ah! 

There was the sound. It had finally caught up. It came as a rushing roar, a wind sweeping through streets and between buildings just as it would through ageless trees and over sky-kissing mountains.

Holindrian, in a previous life, had known what it felt like to be loved, to know love, to see it in the faces of others; to see it in those tiny sparks of life created by two preordained souls. If there was a divine presence, in any capacity, Holindrian liked to think that he had seen its face and known the quality of its character, but Holindrian had never seen anything as unequivocally beautiful as this.

More! There was still more to be seen. It came to him in waves, tidal waves of time, visions of eons long since past.

The Aeternam were indeed an ancient race. Their galaxy had dissolved, losing its magnificent spiral arms, existing now as only an elliptical, orange glowing blotch in the expansive void. Neither Earth nor Eridu had yet formed by the time the Aeternam departed their home to explore the stars.

They had once been hunters and gatherers—just as early humans—living in small, nomadic tribal groups. Discovering fire and inventing better, more effective tools, the Aeternam founded civilization. They used to stare at the sky and plot the movements of the stars, trying to extract knowledge from nature. It would be the Aeternam’s mastery of nature that would feed their expanding empire.

Holindrian saw it...Earth, as it had been almost six thousand years before. A sickly haze saturated the atmosphere. The colors on the surface dulled and tinted in a pale, unhealthy yellow. Brown smog drifted across whole continents, like a colossal dust storm sweeping over land and sea. There, in the southern hemisphere, Holindrian saw humanity’s executioner. A column of black smoke rose from a strand of islands. He felt the tremor before the quake, a precursor of the terrible fire preparing to rain down upon mankind. The planet’s great doom was near.

Then came flashes of more recent memories. Holindrian was familiar with many of them, either by experience or hearsay. He saw Enkirus, standing, surrounded by a flock of sheep. Gray, lanky creatures nearby. A wrecked saucer-shaped vehicle, half covered in dirt, was behind them. The launch of the celestial chariot and humanity’s arrival on Eridu. Mourning. Death. Someone had died. Esh was dead! Disappointment. Another civilization destroyed. Anger. The Aeternam were angry. The Baltutu conspired to rule over humankind by declaring themselves to be living gods. Uilliam stood, unaccompanied, in a spherical room, engulfed in a field of stars upon a reflective black floor, a king of the universe, speaking into a small device, communicating with one of the usurpers.

Chaos. Worlds, entire worlds, were burning. Aeternam lay dead. Billions perished. Hideous, repugnant creatures glided above the ground, fingers like claws, they carved a path through Aeternam cities, stopping neither for rest nor food. Merciless, they killed indiscriminately, deconstructing pillars of civilization older than man itself. A cold, dark mist followed them, enveloping world after world in grief.

Holindrian felt the icy cold creeping upon him. It bound him like a snake, wrapping and twisting itself until he could not move. He shuddered. A bolt of fear lashed out, striking him, reducing even this resolute son to a whimpering child. The face of the enemy was indefinite, obscured...a great and terrible trauma suppressed the identity of the villain.

He blinked.

It was night, late into the night. The cool air of the coming winter nipped at his back, blown in off the sea. Campfires burned in the distance. The tree line beyond was impossible to see. For hours, the survivors scoured the fields, some searching for wounded friends, others piling the bodies of the dead into wagons. The crying, screaming, and cursing were coming to an end. Those who could be helped had been; those who could not...well, they were made as comfortable as possible for the little time they had left.

Baltutu soldiers and Holindrian’s revolutionaries were buried beside one another. To see them working together when hours before they had been fighting, trying desperately to kill each other, was...unexpected. None of that mattered now, not anymore. For all their differences, both sides were in agreement: Honor the dead. No matter what their cause had been in life. Many, too many, brave men and women had given their lives, fighting sincerely for what they believed to be right for themselves and their children. The dead had hallowed this ground.

Maaschuel walked away, head hung low. He offered to help, more than once. Holindrian knew he should have been kinder, but he was in a dark place, and no number of overtures from a friend was going to relieve him of the immense sadness he felt. Not tonight.

Four coffins. Four full graves. He hoped they might find peace here, some semblance of serenity, as they would lie here, for the rest of eternity, beside father, sister, and a dear friend.

He prepared a fifth grave as well. Looking back over his shoulder, he waited until he was certain Maaschuel had disappeared within the walls of Telmun before grasping the sword he had carried out with him and unsheathing it. How could he possibly be expected to go on? This—their deaths—this had not been what he had wanted. Not what he had intended. If, when Uilliam first spoke to him, he had known this might happen, would happen, he surely would never have agreed. There had to be a limit, a price that was too high to pay. His own brother and sisters were dead. Lying in graves he had put them in, as sure as if he had killed them with his own hands. No more. He would have no more of it.

Feeling the sting of icy steel touch his bare arm, Holindrian applied pressure. The skin broke, and the blade sliced into the vein running the length of his arm. He hardly sensed the pain, nothing beyond that first, sudden shock, the compulsory flinch as his nerves shot white-hot signals to his brain. With a quick swipe, his forearm lay open. Dropping the sword, he sank into the fifth grave, eyes closed, the life force pouring, gushing from him now, warm and thick. It wouldn’t be long before he felt a tingling sensation at the back of his mind, a fuzziness blurring the blackness he saw behind closed eyelids. With his last breath, he sighed in relief. Time to sleep...forevermore.

Holindrian blinked again. Uilliam stood over him. Somehow, he had fallen to the ground. Rolling onto his hands and knees, he clenched his eyes shut once more, struck by an intense feeling of nausea and vertigo.

“What...uh...what was that?” he groaned, rising only so high before crumpling back down, kneeling at Uilliam’s feet.

“Forgive me.” Uilliam bent over, helping Holindrian to stand.

Holindrian’s legs shook, sapped of all their strength. He rubbed his chest, hoping his heart might calm itself, slow its thunderous pulsating. It beat like a drum.

“I did not expect you to be able to...comprehend me...not in that way. You have come much further than we anticipated.”

Swallowing, his mouth was intolerably dry, a desert plaguing his tongue. Holindrian asked, “You communicate that way?”

“It is a more efficient means of communication...as opposed to...”

“Verbal?”

Uilliam nodded.

“Efficient? Bit of an understatement.” He ran his fingers through his hair, nails scratching the scalp. “I...I...saw things—felt....”

Uilliam nodded once more. “Yes, you have seen a glimpse of the Aeternam spirit.” 

Holindrian’s breathing steadied, and he dabbed at the perspiration on his brow. He was still cold. Freezing. A pair of icy fingers had him in their grasp, squeezing him, crushing him.

“I saw other things,” he said, shaking his head. “Cities, planets burning...something...cold. I felt—afraid! I was back there, standing on the cliffs. I had just buried them, then...I...I killed myself...” Even as he said it, he sounded remarkably unsure of what he had seen and what he was saying.

Uilliam’s eyes flickered, the pupil stealing itself behind a curtain of black. Grabbing Holindrian by the shoulders, he compelled Holindrian to look at him. Uilliam’s face was stern, and Holindrian paid no further attention to the goosebumps on his skin.

“You must never, never recall how you feel at this moment. We will have to train you. You must learn to fortify your mind.” He spoke quickly, talking over himself. “Bury it, deep as you can, wrap it in layers upon layers of better memories. Happier, more pleasant thoughts. Never think of it again. Suppress it! Purge it! You must never let it drift up from your subconscious. These thoughts, these feelings can never enter even your darkest nightmares. Do as I say! They are altogether too dangerous. Too dangerous. Yes...you will have to be trained. In the meantime, I will instruct the others to be...careful when in your company.”

With his eyes darting back and forth in their sockets, Uilliam exited through an archway that had not been there a moment before, leaving Holindrian standing alone, perfectly confused. The next chapter of his life, he thought, was off to a most peculiar start.

Holindrian didn’t know how, but he found himself standing in the middle of a long room. It was narrow but wide enough so that the tips of his fingers did not touch the opposite wall when he fully extended his arms. A bed—it looked more like a tub, the same expressionless white as everything else—formed out of the wall. Dark blue sheets wrapped around foam padding and were taut at the edges. It had a peculiar feel to it. Not linen or anything organic, but something synthetic, slick, and vaguely translucent. The pillow, a raised section of foam covered in the same polymer as the sheets, looked especially inviting.

Turning, he removed his jacket, thinking he needed a place to hang or set it, only to find a blunted hook had emerged from the wall. Holindrian didn’t know if this ship was somehow sensitive to his needs or whether he was being meticulously observed. That overriding sense of paranoia Uilliam had once said was nothing more than a common irritation amongst all living things felt...heightened.

Everything seemed so strange, so alien, but also oddly familiar. Had he known he was about to be transported to an Aeternam spaceship, he might have recalled memories of things or places he always assumed to be representative of them. The interior of the Ziggurat was foremost among them, but this, this was something different entirely. The walls of the Ziggurat did not bend to the will of passersby—chairs and beds and coat hooks did not just magically appear. Floors did not hold the essence of spacetime within their tiles, and the walls were not forged from the absolute nothingness preceding creation. Even knowing and being aware of all of that, a part of him, an infinitesimal part, felt...relieved, as though he were returning home after a long, long time away.

Better give this a proper go, he thought, and, taking half a step, stood, facing the wall opposite the bed. Closing his eyes, he pictured a mirror. When he opened them, a vanity, perfectly situated at eye level, had formed out of a section of wall.

He looked older. 

Well, that’s just because of the dust. 

Running his hand through his hair, he shook loose some of the considerable dust, specks of rock, and bits of grime. There were still streaks of gray interspersed with the brown. His face was covered in shallow scratches, thin red lines crisscrossing each other. Part of his lip was swollen and purple. A bruise was forming on his cheek, yellow and purple, and already tender.

As he unbuttoned his vest and removed his undershirt, he saw the full extent of his injuries. More bruising. He had suffered some hard hits. He hadn’t noticed the pain before, but he wheezed now, gripping his side. At least one rib was broken, possibly two. Contusions across his body. Muscles aching. Tendons and ligaments were nearly torn apart. He suddenly felt physically exhausted. Though he was thankful for it because it numbed him from the emotional precipice he had been teetering on for months. It would hit him. His suffering wasn’t yet complete. He knew that. Truth be told, Holindrian didn’t think there was much of him left going forward.

Going forward. What did that even mean? How did someone carry on after that? 

He clenched his eyes and could feel the tears coming. Slowly, he opened them. Glancing down, he saw that a water basin had formed beneath the mirror. Scooping up the water in cupped hands, Holindrian splashed his face. Soon, the water was murky with filth and sweat. A stray strand of hair had fallen loose. It drifted, riding the ripples, partially anchored to the side of the bowl.

Studying himself in the mirror, droplets of water dangling from his scruffy chin, he noticed the hair on his chest was sparse, dark, and confined to the pectoral region. He was leaner now but just as fit as ever, if not as well defined.

He shrugged. To most, Holindrian had never looked as though he weren’t a minute passed forty years of age. In truth, he would be 7,479 come winter.

With hardly another thought, Holindrian allowed his mind to slip, to sink, escape the pain and weariness of his body, embracing the bliss ushered by serene sleep. Collapsing onto the bed, his consciousness drifted off with all the ease of breathing. He became tangled in the nylon-like sheets, leaving behind the only world he had ever known.

A C T  I

the human adventure begins
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Thirty years ago to the day, the Signal forever changed the course of history in the Milky Way Galaxy. Join us when we return as we continue our coverage marking this thirtieth anniversary of the day the galaxy stood still. — National Public Radio

––––––––

[image: ]


​2107 hours, November 24, 2197 The Agorleum of the Galactic Concert

Standing on a parcel of land, a protrusion jutting out into the rivers bifurcating the city’s heart, Macnair Rein listened. He listened to the gentle sloshing of the waves, eroding the smooth rock little by little in the warm night. He listened to the trimmed grass rustling as winds rolled in off the harbor. Standing beneath the only structure on the peninsula, Rein listened.

The structure, an unconscionably old temple called the Agorleum, opened unto the night, exposed to the elements. Columns fashioned in the Doric style held up a series of friezes—some elaborate, others plain—atop which a red clay tile roof framed the pediment, offering little protection from the cool breeze moving through the ruin.

Here, on the ancient white marble slab and bleached stone, Rein thrust his hands deep into the pockets of his slacks. Were his eyes not shut, he might have stared down at the defiant leaf pasted between his feet. Instead, he saw only black. 

Behind him, bathed in silver moonlight, two men waited for Rein to speak. Insthata, the adversarial premier of Sarii Olga, stood nearest. The second, one called Micaiah, stood a little further off, almost like a referee, and spoke sparingly.

When you look up into the night sky, what do you see? 

The words came back to him, as they were wont to do in moments such as this. Words spoken to him years before when he was hardly more than a boy. 

Some say mystery. They say all those stars, those hundreds of millions of stars, encapsulate wonder, curiosity, and the clearest inducements of the explorer’s spirit. Others looking at the same starry night see something quite different and inexplicable—the meaning of the indeterminate. The vastness of eternity, the sheer awe of its brilliance in both breadth and age, the realization that we are but a tiny, minuscule piece of a larger whole. Some might suppose that what we see, what we are truly seeing, is but a glimpse, a stolen peek into the glimmering halls of heaven...perhaps even God itself.

My question to you, Macnair Rein, is what do you see?

It was a conversation that started him down a path, a path that had led him here. Turning to face Insthata, a reptilian creature of some stature, Rein asked the same question of the adversary: “What do you see, Premier? What do you see coming from all this? More war? More death? How many times must leaders such as us play these tired parts? Ponder what is to become of your people if you continue to refuse what I ask.”

An air of profound irritation crept across Insthata’s scaly face .“Your silver tongue betrays you, Mr. President. You ask me to ‘ponder’, but what you mean is for me to yield!”

A rebellious gray lock of hair fell free and dangled in front of Rein’s eyes. Heaving a sigh, he brushed back the stray strands. Pulling tight on the jacket of his blue suit, Rein noted his patience had worn thin. He was growing tired of the excuses. The political posturing. The rush to deflect. The pervasive cowardice.

“Don’t you see what you’re permitting to happen? The consequences for both our peoples.... Premier Insthata, Il Tarashka is attacking Republican colonies! He’s killing us!”

Swinging his robes across his shoulder, the Sarii Olgan leader cocked his brow suspiciously. “We have signed your peace agreement,” he said, lazily waving his wrist in the direction of the accuser. “What more do you want?”

Rein took a calculated step forward, encroaching on the premier. “A formal denunciation of these attacks, of Tarashka, and his organization by your government. These attacks are barbaric. They cannot be allowed to continue.”

The Premier wagged his protruding chin. “Mr. President, Tarashka and his supporters are...resisting using the only methods left available to them.”

President Rein swept the glasses off his face, gesturing accusatorially at the premier as he spoke. “They’re targeting schools and hospitals! Blowing themselves up outside places of worship, shopping centers, festivals.... Shooting, maiming, and butchering anyone they come across, Republican or Sarii Olgan. They’re not freedom fighters, Mr. Premier. They’re terrorists!”

Insthata scowled at Rein. His blue eyes encapsulated orbs of contempt, but the president of the Union Republic did not waver or flinch. He gave no ground as he glared back at the menacing face hovering more than a foot above him. Rein had anything but a plethora of experience dealing with Sarii Olgans, but he thought he might have seen a sudden jolt of anger boiling behind the reptilian’s cool exterior.

Insthata spoke clearly, crisply, his eyes fixed on Rein. “Terrorists? Mr. President, they are hardly such rabble.”

“‘Rabble’ Ex-military equipped with military-grade weapons. Hard to come by given your regime’s stringent prohibition on lethal arms.”

The premier leaned forward; their faces separated by mere uncomfortable inches. “What are you insinuating?”

“Either you’re supplying Tarashka, in which case you’re complicit and thus in breach of our agreement, or your arms control protocols are ineffective. Evidently, you cannot control who does and doesn’t acquire weapons. You risk reigniting war, a war you cannot afford, or suffering political embarrassment at home. Rein in your citizens.”

“Tarashka and his Sarii Olgan Liberation Army, no matter how many dissatisfied veterans may be among them, are not our citizens.”

“They’re Sarii Olgan! How are they not your citizens?” 

“We do not assert jurisdiction over worlds and people beyond our borders,” he said, straightening himself, the slits that were his nostrils flaring. “It is a philosophy you could profitably emulate.”

Turning to the third figure, who had remained silent for some time, Premier Insthata said, “I do believe we are finished here. I shall look into this matter that the honorable president has kindly brought to my attention.” 

With a modest bow, he retreated a ways, then stopped to speak again. “Mr. President, I should remind you that it is not only my country that has suffered after nearly a decade of war, as I do believe your people have quite lost their appetite for it. If I were in your position, I would not want another to seize upon this moment of perceived...infirmity. Good day.”

And with that, he vanished, leaving them alone under the moon, his form dissolving into the night.

“Congress wanted to continue on to Mithradat,” Rein said to Micaiah. “Bomb them until they’d have to reinvent the wheel. They only agreed to this peace settlement because Galactic Concert said it would enforce it. Verify it.

“He is right, though. We are fatigued of war. The people can’t stomach another fight. Not yet. But if the bodies of murdered children continue to play on loop during every news cycle, bombing training camps won’t be enough to stifle demand for decisive action. We knew elements of Insthata’s government were supplying SOLA with weapons before your inspectors reported the discrepancies in shipping manifests. That kind of information could end the fragile peace we’re barely managing to hold together.”

The Micaiah was a title rather than a name, though, in Rein’s estimation, the name of the person holding the office became so subordinate that “Micaiah” was the totality of their identity. Rein further surmised that once there had been an individual called Micaiah, whose great feats were recorded in the annals of galactic history, with their name being adopted by leaders of future generations. This Micaiah had the look of a nineteenth century English gentleman, a refined stiffness about them—Micaiah’s people were an androgynous race and particular with their pronouns. 

“The premier is many things, but he is neither foolish nor suicidal. The Sarii Olgans fought a war they never could have won. If they are honest with themselves, they know that to be true. They are a proud race, and the premier is equally proud. The Earth expression to save face applies, I think. Acquiescence to an enemy is weakness in their eyes. Even in defeat, they remain defiant and present themselves as capable of resisting, no matter whether it is a distortion or reality. The appearance of a thing can be more important than the thing itself.”

“I have to respond. Seventeen hundred dead. Civilians. If it hadn’t been for the passengers—and no small amount of luck—the death toll could very easily have been much, much higher.”

“So long as your retribution does not violate the integrity of Sarii Olgan space—”

Yes, I know,” Rein said hastily.

Rein was one of the most powerful individuals in the galaxy, but between Congress and the Concert, one would be hard pressed to believe it. A more paranoid, unstable mind might have imagined a vast conspiracy at work, intent on making the job he was elected to do arduous, on the brink of impossible.

“We’ll keep their ambassador apprised once I’ve approved the final targets and given the order.”

Rein moved off toward the edge of the stone slabs that were impressed with divots from untold numbers of feet trudging across. It was quiet. The waves rolling over one another out in the harbor were a persistent low rumble. The seagulls, or whatever their equivalent was on this planet, nested on the cliffs sheltering the harbor’s mouth, a short distance off from the Agorleum.

He rarely had time alone, just him and his thoughts—not that he would know what to do with himself if he did. He liked his work, the challenge of it, preferring to be kept busy rather than left to idle somewhere useless. As often as could be permitted, he allowed his mind to wander, to drift away to a place that came to him from time to time. A place facilitating thought and introspection.

Now, though...nothing could really prepare you for it. No amount of qualifications. No amount of ambition or drive. Nothing prepares you to sit in that chair behind that desk. In the old days, a president might only have the weight of a world on their shoulders. That was no longer the way in these days. 

The problems, oh, the problems! There seemed to be more of them now and more every day. Bigger, messier. The consequences were always so dire. Everyone else had the luxury of operating in a fantasy world, a world of black and white where it was possible to deal in absolutes.

If Rein had learned anything this past year, it was that all too rarely the problems that landed on his desk were not as simple as black and white, right or wrong. Those sorts of problems usually threaten body counts. When something is boiled down to a decision between life and death, sometimes it’s actually easier. Trying to decide what was in someone else’s best interest—even if they virulently oppose you at every turn—those were...difficult to say the least.

He dealt with problems like those each and every day.

He’d see glimmers of it from time to time, hoping to overcome the partisan divides and build something better, something beautiful, not for themselves but for their children. This place, the center of the Galactic Concert, was a testament to that. The Concert bore proof that old wounds, bitter wounds, do heal. He was reminded of that every time he saw their world, a living monument to their virtue.

They understood the growing pains of an emerging intergalactic civilization. There was a sincere desire to see humans, Sarii Olgans, Drazenbor, and so many others do great works. Experience dictated desire be tempered by reality and forged by pragmatism. 

There was something about this place and the ability to see more clearly, to think more rationally, and to better perceive the interconnectivity of everything.

Massaging his hand, eyes staring off into the black, Rein asked, “Is the Foundation any closer to figuring out what the device is or what it does?”

He knew the answer already. Knew if there had been a breakthrough, he’d have been paged, interrupted, or awoken with any news. For all the times he had been paged, interrupted, or awoken, it had never been because the Galactic Concert Science Foundation had cracked the single greatest question in modern astronomy: Who had sent the plans for the device, and what would it do once they finished building it? 

“I am afraid not,” said Micaiah. “This was to be addressed at our next summit.”

The one scheduled for the day the device was completed. The one where Premier Insthata and the Sovereign of the Drazenbor Empire would be in attendance.

“Nothing?” Rein’s voice strained.

“Not a thing. We are no closer to understanding what, if anything, will happen when the device is activated—if it is decided it should be activated at all.”

Rein crossed his arms. He remembered the day—everyone who’d experienced it did. That day thirty years ago, Rein remembered sitting in Professor Snyder’s lecture hall, filling out a teacher evaluation form when the Signal swept through campus, disrupting all manner of telecommunication devices.

He remembered how so many thought life in the Milky Way would change. Hoping, a little too optimistically, to seize upon the discovery of an extragalactic signal as a catalyst to set aside old grievances, embark upon a new era of cooperation, and lay the foundations of more peaceful cohabitation of the galaxy. 

A similar premise had often been a trope in works of fiction. The disparate nations of the Milky Way had not united under a single banner that day nor any day since.

“The leading hypothesis is....” Rein started.

“Still a communication device, capable of transmitting enormous amounts of information over vast distances. However, we are a sophisticated people—I say this with no disrespect intended, but our capabilities far exceed your own—and we do not fully understand the complexities of how this device operates beyond what we have already disclosed. But, as I said, the Foundation is assured, given the elegance of the design contained within the schematics, the originator does intend to converse with the builder.”

When Rein said nothing, they added, “There is no credible threat concerning the device. Your own people have reported as much.”

“What of the others?”

A subtle sigh escaped the emissary’s lips. “Predictably apprehensive. Again, as I have stated, there is no foreseeable danger. If responsible measures are taken—purely precautionary, of course, much can be done to alleviate what risk may be yet unseen. It is the opinion of the Foundation that it is unlikely the party responsible for transmitting the Signal would do so to cause harm.”

Rein scratched his lip. “Every new discovery carries with it the possibility of unforeseen—and unintended—danger.”

“This signal, this device presents a rare, fantastic opportunity not to be squandered. Look at how it has brought this quadrant of the galaxy together! For all your ideological differences and the bitterness of recent conflicts, we have borne witness to Republicans, Sarii Olgans, and Drazenbor coming together in common purpose. You have come together in the interests of peace. A glimpse, I hope, of what is to come if given the chance to move beyond....”

The Micaiah’s voice trailed off, but Rein appreciated the sentiment. 

Was it overly optimistic? Wishful, even? Yes, undoubtedly so, but could he really blame anyone who genuinely wanted nothing more than for others not simply to know peace but to live peace? 

Rein didn’t think so. The time when the galaxy might come together hand in hand, however, was not now.

The memory of the war with the Sarii Olgans would not soon be forgotten in the Union Republic, and the rabble, as Premier Insthata called them, on the colonies only made the situation that much more tense.

Relations with the Drazenbor and their empire of conformists weren’t much better. Conflict with the Drazenbor had given birth to the Republic. For more than sixty years, the relations between the two powers had been curt, a cold war needing little to become hot. 

While it was true enough that these disgruntled galactic neighbors had their problems, some deeply entrenched, they had done what few could have expected. They were working together...under the supervision of the Galactic Concert.

Rein smirked. “Can’t just ignore Tarashka and SOLA.”

“We are not asking you to.”

“And the Imperial occupation of Ava is still a major, unresolved problem.”

“We know it is. Do you think all the diverse peoples of the Galactic Concert set aside their differences, their history, the very fabric of who they are so easily? As if it were nothing more than brewing a pot of tea? Our federation was not built in a day. It is the product of conscious, determined will. We decided that this was what we wanted, that this would lead us all to a better tomorrow. We...took a step. Every day is another step. Progress comes gradually. To those who work every day for it. Progress comes to those who deserve it.

“I am not asking you to forget the trespasses made against you, but I am asking that you recognize those you have trespassed against. I am not even asking that you forgive. Instead, all I ask is that you be receptive to the possibility of forgiveness.”

There were times the pontificating representative of the Galactic Concert said exactly what needed to be said. Who was Rein to discount the Concert’s considerable experience, their unique perspective? Perhaps Micaiah was right. Maybe they were laying the groundwork for peace right now. The idealist in him certainly hoped so.

“In twelve days, they’ll have finished commissioning the device’s systems. Then we’ll see exactly what this thing does.” Rein made to leave, taking a few steps back, his holographic form already blurring around the edges. “Who knows, maybe it really is just a giant radio. In a few days, we might espy that hopeful future you are talking about. Bis später.”

Micaiah bowed, watching Rein’s figure disappear into the night as the white-crested waves continued to wash over the rocks.

––––––––
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0725 hours, December 5, 2197/ Outside the Albion System, Epsilon Fleet, CSG-11, URNS Banterra

Heron Agathon read the briefs on the flight out—old reports, cultural surveys, half-redacted intelligence estimates. All of them circled the same strange truth: Sarum shouldn’t have worked. And yet, somehow, it had.

It began thirty years earlier, with the Signal—an intrusion that arrived everywhere at once, indifferent to borders, governments, or readiness. Buried in the carrier wave were instructions for a machine no one understood, and yet everyone felt an inexplicable sense of hope because of it. The Republic had called it an “opportunity.” Others used sharper words. Whatever it was, someone chose Albion—the lonely star once known only as AZA23—to be the place where humanity would answer back.

Agathon remembered the first reconnaissance images. Sarum looked like a memory of Earth from an age before people had names for things. Rain-soaked hills, no straight lines, forests crowding every horizon. Rivers that were loud enough to be heard from orbit. Winters that refused to kill the greenery. A world with edges—ridges, cliffs, stone jutting out like old bones—but full of life, stubborn and unbothered by the cold.

He’d laughed at the zoological notes: Rabbit-like grazers, nectar-seekers, a sharp-toothed little predator that, once defanged, apparently made an affectionate house pet. Even the sea giants seemed too large and too curious to be real. But the environmental inspectors swore by every line.

For the Eriduns who came first, Sarum had been something close to holy ground. A place to practice the balance their ancestors preached, but Earth never quite mastered. The Sarii Olgans arrived carrying their traditions like heirlooms—hard, combative, sentimental things. And the Drazenbor, ever practical, approached the world as a resource to be managed: Take, use, discard, repeat.

The dossiers were blunt about the early years. Uprooting families, moving into alien company—former enemies, at that—made the transition hard. Suspicion ran deep. Districts formed along old loyalties. Schools, too.

But eight years changes people.

By the time Agathon was assigned, there was no Republican quarter, no Drazenbor enclave, no “Sarii Olgan-only” anything. There was simply the town—one town—carved out of the rain and the hills.

He’d noted, with some private astonishment, how quickly they closed ranks when the Delta transit bombing happened. The Sarii Olgans were the first to condemn SOLA, the first to stand beside their Republican neighbors at vigils, the first to remind everyone that terrorists do not define a people. And Republicans, for their part, tolerated no bigotry in their streets. The same held true for the Drazenbor. Successes were shared. Losses were carried together. The kind of unity pundits dismissed as naïve, or staged, or impossible.

Most outsiders called Sarum a paradox.

Agathon wasn’t sure that word meant anything. To him, it looked simple enough: Put fifty thousand people under pressure, give them purpose, and let them struggle together long enough—eventually, they stop caring about whose ancestors fought whose.

Whatever the textbooks said, the truth on the ground was this: Sarum had made a family out of strangers. Not by blood, not by oath, but through eight years of mud, rain, broken equipment, impossible deadlines, and the quiet heroics that never make it into official reports.

No one knew that when they arrived. For some, it had been just a job. For others, a chance to build history. A few had come because the adventure of it felt irresistible.

But whatever the device did—whatever waited for them at the end—they would leave believing in what they’d made here. The Telegraph Project had given them work, but Sarum had given them each other.

And Agathon, reading these lines in the dim light of the Banterra’s cabin, found himself hoping—foolishly, perhaps—that this fragile, rain-soaked little world would survive long enough for them to carry it home.

A voice paged Agathon over the intercom: “Captain, Telegraph device commissioning test underway. Reset is complete. Capacitors charging.”

The space around Sarum was a flashpoint, a powder keg anxious to be lit. The system was located in neutral space, between the Union Republic and the Drazenbor Empire. For the Sarii Olgan’s part, their contribution almost exclusively consisted of personnel and laborers, leaving the Republic to shoulder the technological and managerial needs of the project. The Drazenbor provided token support to the device itself, consisting of some raw resources, but their interests were made plain in what they did provide in abundance: Security.

It was Drazenbor security forces that patrolled the streets, their surveillance craft in the skies, their ships loitering in low orbit. The Republican Navy and ships like the Banterra, however, refused to be so easily discounted. It was this reason for the latest deployment of Carrier Strike Group 11 holding fast exactly one light-year out, the absolute minimum distance without breaching quarantine. In the event of an emergency, they could be at Sarum in six minutes.

So far, there had never been cause to test that statement.

Agathon recalled the information on the integrated systems test from the briefing packet. Deep, in the bowels of the device, the capacitor would hum ominously, a low grumble. When it stopped, the spark gap would be primed to fire, and the device would be fully operational. LARS (the large array system) would then search the cosmos for the location of the primary signal, target, and establish communication.

Agathon listened. “Capacitor charged. Switch flipping in three...two...one.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


C H A P T E R  2

the way the world ends
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Here’s what we know about the Signal. One, it was extra-galactic. Okay? That means it came from outside our galaxy, which leads to number two. Whatever, whoever produced it is insanely powerful. Now, no one has been able to detect anything—not so much as a single “wow”—coming from that region of space in almost thirty years, but we know the Signal originated a hundred and fifty to two hundred thousand light-years away—roughly. Somewhere in the halo, a sphere of dust and stars surrounds the galaxy. To be able to produce such a signal, to be able to send it from so far away and have it reach every single planet...in the entire galaxy at once is incredible. Impossible! The people who created it have so much power that they can do the impossible. And that brings me to my third point. Whoever created the Signal could be extremely dangerous. –The Young Turks

0845 hours, December 5, 2197/ Outside the Albion System, Epsilon Fleet, CSG-11, URNS Banterra


...We arrived at our destination little more than ten hours ago, joining several Republican vessels out here in the black emptiness waiting. For what, we don’t yet know.

There is a lingering uneasiness in the halls. So many of the faces on board are new—we lost a lot of good people. The best. Of course, none know what happened. The old hands know their duty, but there are rumors. Fifteen months later, and still we can’t shake it. The anxiety is contagious. I feel it myself from time to time. It’s stubborn—like the blood stains on the floors. It hasn’t quite faded away.

I hope to make them proud. The lost. I know it means something that we’re still here, that we’re still out here. If I learned anything from Armstrong, it was that. Go, and don’t stop.

As for my crew, I believe we’re all beginning to acclimate to one another. The ship finally seems to be settling into rhythm. Having spent much of the latter portion of the year in shakedown, the crew and I are certainly anxious to resume our duties here at Sarum.



Closing the leather-bound volume, Heron Agathon tucked away his logbook inside the desk. Another lesson, one of many, he had learned from Armstrong over the years: Take the time to write your own log by hand. It might bother the folks back at the Arx all to hell, but there was a soothing quality to holding a pen between your fingers, to feel the touch of real paper, the smell of the ink, thick and wet. Starship captains needed their moments of tranquility. It was important not to overburden the mind. Writing, Armstrong had told him, was a potent relaxer.

Captain Agathon hadn’t been Captain Agathon for very long. Given the circumstances of his promotion to the chair, he sometimes noticed himself staring at the medallions denoting his rank. They sort of stuck out. Hauntingly. When he looked at them in the mirror, his mind took him to the bedside of his friend and mentor, the man who had commanded the Banterra for the better part of twenty years, Jonathon Armstrong. He had been too weak to do the honors himself; his injuries had been extensive after all. He had insisted all the same to be there, to witness it.

Agathon could see his reflection now. Staring out the window of his sea cabin, he examined the face he saw, freckled with hundreds of white specks—twinkling far off stars. He looked older than he was. At least, he thought so, anyway. The wrinkles on his forehead were more pronounced than one should like. On the left side of his face was a pair of thin, shallow scars. There was still a hint of youth behind all the years of painfully acquired wisdom radiating from his eyes. Agathon’s eyes had all the color and depth of the ocean, the whole Illiadic Sea seemed to be contained within.

His face bore no signs of having known an overabundance of laughter. Discipline. Authority. Intelligence. Fealty. These qualities excreted from his pores. Regret. Longing. Melancholy. They were there too, lingering like clingy shadows.

Agathon glanced down at his watch. A lengthy pause had settled quietly between the last report on the Telegraph device and now. He pressed the button on the intercom, then changed his mind. 

Exiting onto the bridge, Agathon was struck, again, by how different it was now. It amazed him still how something as benign as lighting could drastically alter a room’s atmosphere. The bridge had taken on a pale green glow, and the drab beige paint on the bulkheads and girders only made it more pronounced.

Vidya, the shipboard AI, announced his presence on the bridge, and he took his seat overlooking it. “Captain Agathon,” she said, her voice calm but intrigued.

She emerged from the aether, a slender woman strode into the rather mundane cabin, tying her velvet hair behind her before adjusting her blouse. She looked more like a civilian than a soldier. It had been due to her that the Banterra had been laid up in dry dock for so long, extending an already arduous overhaul process to bring the old ship into line with current regulations. The black strips enabling her to project herself ran along almost every wall on the ship. Her eyes and ears were everywhere. Yet another thing he had to accustom himself to. She had the courtesy to salute him, at least.

He wondered sometimes why the Navy bothered manning ships anymore. Vidya was more than capable of operating the Banterra on her own without pesky humans like himself interfering. But all the same, the Navy kept them around.

Agathon’s tone was flat. “Report?”

“Pulling it up now, Captain.” Vidya blinked and projected the live feed on the observation window.

The telemetry from Sarum’s control center froze mid-frame—no chatter, no ambient noise—just a dead, heavy quiet. Then the spark gap fired.

A muted crack rolled through the speakers. The coils on the live feed flared white, and an expanding halo of energy washed across the camera. Static swallowed half the screens. Vidya’s projection flickered, recalibrated, and frowned.

A second pulse hit. Consoles on Sarum shook; people staggered. Lights blew out in staccato bursts. By the third pulse, conduits were erupting overhead, sparks raining through the grainy image like orange hail.

“Power surge detected,” Vidya warned. “Multiple systems failing.”

On the feed, Admiral Shor’s silhouette braced himself as a construction manager–Beck Lauer, according to facial recognition–dragged a fire extinguisher across the frame, drowning a console in foam. Someone shouted for a shutdown. Someone else yelled that the system wasn’t responding. 

Radios dead. 

Network dead. 

Panic blooming in real time.

Agathon felt his jaw tighten. This was supposed to be commissioning—scripted, procedural. What the hell is happening down there, he wondered.

A low, rising whistle bled through the audio. The picture jolted as the entire facility lurched.

Smoke—thick, black—boiled upward beyond the threshold. Flames licked at the remains of a Drazenbor patrol craft. Another pulse rolled through, knocking people sideways.

Agathon leaned forward as the camera auto-corrected, pulling focus just in time to show the sky. Aircraft—dozens—spiraling down like stones.

On the ground, Lauer turned toward Shor, raising a hand—and a white beam dropped out of the frame. It swept over Lauer, head to toe. The audio filled with a high, electric scream, as though the air itself were tearing apart. A violet ribbon arced down from the toroid above and struck.

Lauer disintegrated.

Not thrown. Not burned. Unmade. Edges dissolving into drifting ash, his outline collapsing into smoke that vanished as quickly as it formed.

Shor went rigid.

The feed shook wildly as lightning began lashing the yard—never touching ground, always finding a moving target. Bodies flashed white, gone in an instant. People scrambled under vehicles, tripping, crawling, disappearing into bursts of purple light.

“Admiral!” someone on the ground shouted, dragging him toward shelter just as the image cut to static.

Half a moment later, the pulses started again—distant, rhythmic, seismic. On the bridge, no one spoke. Agathon exhaled only when he realized he hadn’t been breathing.

“Vidya, hail the Solitude. Request instructions.” His tone was tight, controlled.

Holding a finger to her ear, she announced, “Commodore Ekwueme is addressing the fleet.”

Turning away from the wavy-haired man glaring at him through the glass, Agathon told her to patch him through.

“We have lost contact with Admiral Shor. Our hails to the Drazenbor vessels in orbit have gone unanswered. No one is responding from Sarum. A sizable buildup of energy has been detected on the surface at the site of the device.

“Pursuant to General Order 9, as of 0947 hours, I am assuming command of the fleet. All ships: Condition yellow. Standby and prepare to jump on my command.”

Vidya looked to Agathon for confirmation.

“You heard the man. Spin up the warp engines. Take the ship to yellow alert.”

“Have medical teams standing by. Major Pierce?” Agathon leaned over the chair’s control panel.

“Pierce here, Captain.”

“Is your team assembled?”

“Yes, sir. We’re prepped and ready for deployment.”

Agathon surveyed the bridge. “On the commodore’s command.”

The corners of Vidya’s mouth curled into a smirk. “I love this part.”

The ships around them disappeared, nothing but a gleaming trail of stardust left in their wake. Off to port, a bright flash hurled the colossal carrier Solitude out of sight. The Banterra began to purr, vibrations traveling up through the deck plating and into Agathon’s bones. The thrumming grew more and more intense as the engines spun faster and faster, a warp bubble sequestering this little piece of space away for their private use.

“Jumping to Sarum in five.”

The humming dissipated, exceeding the ear’s ability to perceive it as the ship shuttered. The crew was pressed back into their seats; the twinkling orbs of light started moving. Closer and faster, Agathon could almost stretch out and touch them. Soon they were streams, blue, bright blue streams. Shuttering again, and then they were inside a sphere, a wave of blue bending around them. Fiery red light left in their wake.

Then, it was over. A quick jolt and the tidal waves of blue aura receded, leaving a planet remarkably similar to Earth in full view, a lone island in a sea of black.

“Vidya!”

Agathon had barely uttered a sound when the Banterra rapidly descended, diving as a Drazenbor warship spun over its axis, powerless and adrift. It wasn’t the only one, either. A dozen frigates and destroyers, all bearing the mark of the Empire, floated aimlessly, absent control. Their crews were trapped within. 

Panicked? Surely. 

Wounded? Very possibly. 

In danger? Most definitely.

Agathon straightened up in his chair. “Dispatch medical teams immediately.”

The green glow of the lamps turned to red. An alarm blared throughout every corridor of the ship, rousing every able-bodied crew member to their stations. Marines deployed, assuming defensive positions at every vital system. The torpedo tubes were loaded, and laser banks charged. Kinetic shields were triggered automatically, creating a pocket of safety around the Banterra.

A turbulent wind of radiation crashed into the ship, rocking it back and forth. The shields glistened like sunlight off the ocean. It lasted only a few seconds.

“What was that?” Agathon asked, rising. He tugged on the hem of his jacket, peering out through the forward observation window.

The carrier Solitude was deploying fighters, hundreds of them, at least an entire wing. Shooting out of their tubes, they swarmed the crippled Drazenbor fleet. Transports followed, latching on with cables. At least one warship was being reeled inside the carrier.

“High-intensity energy pulse. Something is attempting to scan us.”

“Origin?”

“It came from the planet, Captain. From Sarum.”

Agathon’s eyes devolved into slits. “The device?”

Vidya responded only with a disconcerting look.

“Vidya, inform the Solitude that we are approaching the planet and will provide assistance. Major Pierce?”

“Yes, Captain?” said a voice, cracking over the intercom.

“The light is green, Major. Find out what’s happening down there and shut it down.”

Touching her hand to her ear, Vidya’s eyes fixed on a point by the tips of her shoes. “Captain Ekwueme approves. All remaining ships are proceeding to tow the disabled Drazenbor vessels to safety.”

Watching the three dropships accelerate towards the planet, flanked by a pair of fighters, Agathon noticed something...peculiar. “Vidya, what is this distortion?”

Raising a curious eyebrow, she approached him, moving in absolute silence, her feet making not a sound as she crossed the deck. “Scanning,” she said, magnifying the spot.

“That’s directly over the device...”

“—and the settlement. Ah! Oh! Oh, my God....” Clutching the side of her head, Vidya doubled over, wincing.

Agathon tried to catch her, but his hands just fell right through her avatar. “Are you all right?”

She nodded. “Memories? I’m not certain... what it is, but—” Her eyes swelled into huge saucers, pupils big and black. “But, it’s loud!”

“Loud? What do you mean by ‘loud’?”

His husky voice made him sound angry. She retreated.

“There were voices. Lots of voices.”

“Voices? How? Whose?”

“I don’t know,” she said more sternly than she meant. “But it isn’t safe down there. Something is wrong. We have to shut it down. We have to shut it down now!”

Agathon and Vidya watched as the nebulous cloud over Telegraph Village grew larger. It swirled, like a hurricane, with the device at its center.

Though nothing more than a steady yellow icon traveling across a blue line, Agathon could imagine the scene unfolding in his mind: The thrusters of the Pegasus steering the dropship through the cloud cover as droplets of water streaked over the windshield before boiling away in jets of steam gliding along the fuselage. The nose would have been red and hot. Pockets of uneven air bouncing the dropship, jarring those within. To anyone on the ground looking up, the pitch would have appeared too steep–but the pilot was a professional and had trained for tactical insertions like this. 

The icon advanced from the south, up through the valley. The evening sun would have been at their wings. The storm ahead drew closer, a hurricane stretching from one end of the horizon to the other. From his high altitude, Agathon could see just how abnormal these storm clouds were. The clouds were amorphous and moved like smoke. A will charted their path; ghastly fingers appeared with a violent flash of light. Face. Ghostly faces in the clouds stared back at them with empty, hollowed sockets. Agathon wondered what it was that Major Pierce and the pilot saw as they neared.

“Banterra Actual, this is Pegasus seven-seven-six, please repeat. Over.”

“Go ahead, Pegasus seven-seven-six,” answered Vidya, but a burst of static echoed over the comms.

“Negative copy, Banterra. We are crossing into the storm now.”

Agathon signaled for Vidya to try to raise the pilot again. 

“Try and clean it up,” he urged. The lightning strikes intensified as the dropship flew over Telegraph Village.

“Banterra, if you can hear us...trucks abandoned in the streets...no emergency lights, no one on the ground...smoke on the outskirts–possible casualties–lots of lightning.”

They heard the co-pilot next. “The hell is going on here? It’s like...it’s trying to get inside.”

“Where’s the thunder? Why isn’t there any thunder?” Agathon recognized the voice as that of Major Pierce.

Agathon spoke aloud, hoping volume might cut through the static. “Proceed with–”

“Brace! Brace! Brace!” The pilot’s voice silenced Agathon.

“Vidya?” He asked, the icon now flashing red. “What’s happening?”

Vidya bit her nail, then shook her head. “I’ve lost them, sir.”

“Get them back,” Agathon barked, his eyes fixed on the spot where the telemetry ended. 

There wasn’t time to process. Another energy pulse crashed into the Banterra.

“Shields dropping! Down to thirty percent, Captain.”

Vidya’s hands were on her hips, her sneaker tapping a hundred times a minute against the floor. Radio, sensors, personnel transponders, everything was jammed, blocked, and distorted. Biting her tongue as the latest energy wave passed them by, she shook her head. The Banterra’s complement of Pegasus were of an older design and not equipped with quantum entanglement communicators. The damn things belonged in a museum, not performing sorties. They had no place aboard her ship.

“Captain Ekwueme has pulled the fleet back beyond the gas giants,” she said

Agathon walked around behind his chair, squeezing the headrest tightly, pinching the leather. “Major Pierce? The ground team?”

She answered, head hanging. “Sir, the Commodore is requesting you on a private channel.”

Grabbing the receiver to his right, Agathon pressed it to his ear.

“Captain Agathon, this is Commodore Ekwueme. These energy waves are only growing stronger, and we may have already lost all those on the surface. Your AI has informed me that you have lost all contact with the away team. Is that accurate?”

Agathon cleared his throat. “Yes, sir. It is.”

He could hear the Commodore breathing through his nostrils on the other end of the line. 

“Then, Captain, I see no alternative. The device must be destroyed.”

“Sir, surely there must be another way. We have no idea what’s happening on the ground. No idea if there are survivors or wounded.”

The rolling of Ekwueme’s eyes was audible.

“That’s exactly the problem. We have absolutely no idea what is happening. And no way of finding out. That thing presents a clear and present danger to the planet and this fleet.”

“Vidya can’t guarantee a precise firing solution—not when our sensors can’t penetrate that cloud. We could hit the settlement.”

The Commodore’s tone changed. “Captain Agathon, I am ordering you to target your ship’s weapons on that device and to destroy it. Immediately! Ekwueme, out.”

The bridge fell eerily quiet. The walls, the deck, the people, everything just fell away, fell out of sight. The beeping of the computers stopped. The pestilent humming of the gravity plating stopped. It all just stopped.

Agathon hung up the receiver. The handset clicked, pressing down on the hook, the cord coiled beneath. It took him a moment to let go. The plastic was slick in his grip, his palm moist.

“Load forward tubes. Bring us about.”

“You can’t be serious!” Vidya’s bright doe eyes would have shot lasers if they could. “There are fifty thousand people down there.” She pointed at the planet behind her. 

Easing back into his chair, Agathon folded his right leg over his left. “We don’t know that. And we have our orders. Prepare salvo fire on my command.”

Her small frame heaved, a blotch of red spreading, crawling up her neck. Lips pursed, the muscles in her face taut, teeth clearly clenched and grinding. She trembled. Her fists were rigid against her thighs. If she had been human, her nails would have cut deep into her palms, causing dark, oxygen-rich blood to spill out.

“Captain....”

With an exacerbated sigh, Agathon glared at Sarum, at the cloud spreading across the continent. 

“Prep a Pegasus for departure. I want medical teams and Marines on the ground the second Telegraph is offline.”

With a flick of her wrist, it was done.

Agathon stroked his chin, his brow furrowed. There it was, the word, sitting there right on the tip of his tongue. With half a breath, he could let it drift out, over his lips, and the whole thing would be done. He scratched his tongue against the back of his teeth. He had to force it out—spit it out. The word would not come easily. It was not an easy thing to do.

Vidya stood. Waiting. Then closed her eyes.

“Captain, the stasis chamber is coming online. Hermetic seal cracking,” said a dutiful Lieutenant Kyo.

Vidya activated her synthezoid, waking it from its slumber.

Turning his gaze from Lieutenant Kyo to Vidya, Agathon winced. “Vidya, what are you doing?”

When she didn’t respond. He pressed. “Vidya! Fire forward batteries. Now, Vidya!”

Her lips, full and often framing a sardonic smirk, were now ever so thin. Those big hazel eyes dripped with scornful sadness, disgust. Her voice shook. “I-I can’t do that.”

Agathon nodded. He knew, somehow, he just knew what she was going to do. He wasn’t about to stop her.

Rapid eye movement caused her eyelids to twitch. “Synchronization complete.” She looked away. “Powering up Pegasus...decompressing the hangar...hangar doors open.” Turning her back to him, she stared out the forward observatory glass. “En route to Sarum.”

The first officer, Commander Coden, shouted, ordering that they activate grappling cables. “Tow that dropship back into the hangar!”

“Belay that,” Agathon said, waving his hand dismissively.

Lieutenant Kyo held his earpiece close. “Commodore Ekwueme on the line, sir. He is...demanding to speak with you.”  

“I’m sure he is,” Agathon whispered to himself.

He tugged the handset off the hook, then paused. He watched Vidya’s dropship descend through the clouds, vanishing from sight and sensors. Her synthetic body was equipped with quantum entangled transponders connected to her antenna on the ship.

“Exiting the stratosphere...now. Correcting course. Heading...Telegraph construction site.”

The handset shook, pulsating in Agathon’s hand. Ekwueme’s voice boomed on the other end, unintelligible sounds blaring out.

Vidya continued, “Coming up to the valley. Turbulence increasing. Storm front due north. Several civilians appear to have abandoned their vehicles and are proceeding on foot away from the storm.

“I am directly over the settlement. No power. Transformers are down. The substation has suffered significant damage.

“I’ve located the major’s downed Pegasus. Position is on the main road, outside the security fence. Condition unknown. Dropping a waypoint. On approach to the control center.”

Seconds later, sensors picked up another ship, small, possibly a scout, exiting warp. Its signal was degrading quickly. Plunging after Vidya, the ship traced her trajectory perfectly. It disappeared entering the atmosphere and the upper layers of that technicolored cloud, but not before its identity was confirmed: A spec ops stealth ship.

Signaling Lieutenant Kyo to try and notify Vidya, Agathon lifted the receiver to his ear. Ekwueme barked questions, his tone agitated.

“Yes, sir. A dropship departed from our hangar. No, sir. The crew member did not have authorization. Sir...sir...sir, if I may, we just had another ship jump in. Heading to the planet’s surface. Did you authorize—”

Ekwueme’s voice boomed through the receiver like a cannon shot, but Agathon interjected.

“Sir, did you dispatch Paladins after a member of my crew?”

“Fire, Captain! I am ordering you to fire, now!” Ekwueme commanded, the handset radiating with Ekwueme’s vexation.

Covering the handset with his free hand, Agathon called out to Vidya, but there was no response. He didn’t even have time to press her avatar further when a brilliant beam of intense white light—a burning, blinding light—erupted, shooting out into the depths of space. The epicenter burned hot, the nebulous clouds dissipating as the site glowed red, orange, and yellow. It looked as though a volcano was spewing out the boiling internals of the planet. The speed of the beam was extraordinary. 
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