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        Klatt Grondalle command bunker, Kel’Makk Palace, Zee-Klatt III

      

      

      Deep within the command centre on Zee-Klatt III, Supreme One Krav’Valkos studied the holographic display with unblinking vertical pupils. The massive chamber, carved from living stone and reinforced with titanium alloys, hummed with activity as dozens of Grondalle sect warriors monitored communications and tactical displays.

      ‘The human ships are coming,’ reported Sub-Commander Traz’Nar, his obsidian scales gleaming under the harsh lighting. ‘Just as you predicted, Supreme One.’

      Krav’Valkos made a clicking sound deep in his throat…satisfaction. Twenty years of patience were finally bearing fruit. The Grondalle Sect, once nearly destroyed by an inter-sect war, had rebuilt in secret, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

      ‘And the node fragments?’ Krav’Valkos asked, his voice carrying the distinctive metallic resonance of Grondalle augmentation.

      A female Klatt stepped forward, her scales bearing the red markings of the science caste.

      ‘They respond to our commands, Supreme One. The corruption we’ve introduced is spreading through the captured segment. Soon, it will be ready for integration with the primary node.’

      ‘Show me,’ Krav’Valkos commanded.

      The central display shifted, revealing a sealed chamber where three crystalline fragments pulsed with an unnatural green light. Unlike the pure blue of untainted nodes or the crimson of the Omada corruption, this was something new…a Grondalle innovation, designed to bend the nodes’ power to their will.

      ‘Beautiful,’ Krav’Valkos hissed. ‘After generations of preparation, the Purity Doctrine will finally be realised.’

      The war cabinet members – seven elite Grondalle warriors augmented with cybernetic enhancements forbidden by traditional Klatt law – assembled around the central table.

      ‘The human Loftt will attempt to intervene,’ warned War-Strategist Drav’Keltor, the oldest among them. ‘His connection to the nodes makes him dangerous.’

      ‘Let him come,’ Krav’Valkos replied, mandibles clicking in anticipation. ‘His presence is accounted for in our plans. In fact, it is essential. He will have no match for our twelve new heavy warships.’

      He gestured to the display, which showed the corrupted node fragments pulsing in unison.

      ‘These are merely the beginning. Our agents have located seventeen additional nodes across the galaxy. Each one we corrupt weakens the resistance. Each one brings us closer to controlling their invincible power.’

      He moved to a secondary display showing detailed schematics of the Katadromiko-class vessels. ‘Their jump drives are the most advanced in the galaxy. Once we have them, we can deploy our forces to all node locations simultaneously.’

      The war cabinet members clicked their approval, the sound echoing through the command centre.

      ‘What of the alliance?’ asked the female scientist. ‘The Klatt High Command still intends to implement this disgusting and traitorous agreement with the humans.’

      ‘The High Command has grown weak,’ Krav’Valkos spat, his disgust evident. ‘They forget the Purity Doctrine that guided our ancestors for millennia. They embrace cooperation with lesser species while the true threat grows unchecked.’

      The war cabinet nodded in solemn agreement. The Grondalle Sect had maintained this belief since their inception thousands of years ago – that they were the true representation of Klatt purity.

      ‘The human Loftt believes he communicates with the nodes,’ Krav’Valkos continued. ‘But in truth, it communicates through him. It uses him as a conduit to influence our species. This cannot be allowed to continue.’

      He approached the corrupted node fragments, placing a scaled hand near the containment field. The green energy responded, pulsing more rapidly in his presence.

      ‘Our ancestors understood the true nature of these crystalline invaders. They fought against them, developed methods to corrupt and control them. Now, we will complete their work.’

      ‘Begin the next phase,’ Krav’Valkos ordered. ‘Decapitate this alliance at source. It is time to show the galaxy the true power of the Grondalle Sect.’
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        The bridge, destroyer Tromos, en route to the Klatt border

      

      

      The stars appeared to suddenly change position on the holomap, as the Tromos undertook its first jump under its new skipper, Captain Bache Loftt.

      Bache felt the familiar disorientation wash over him, though it seemed less pronounced on this newer vessel. The bridge crew worked with determined efficiency around him, their actions precise and by the book.

      ‘Jump successful, sir,’ Lieutenant Karit reported. ‘All systems nominal.’

      ‘Thank you, Lieutenant,’ Bache replied, still getting used to the sound of his own voice giving commands on a bridge.

      Commander Zaphir Mye, his XO, leaned in closer to him.

      ‘Not bad for your first five minutes,’ she murmured, just low enough for only him to hear.

      ‘Ask me again in five days,’ he replied, squeezing a wry smile.

      Commander Voss approached the command chair, tablet in hand.

      ‘Captain, as I will be leaving the ship after the short handover period, with your permission, I’d like to run the duty roster and scheduled drills past you for the journey to the Klatt border. It’ll take the pressure off yourself and Commander Mye while you settle into your new positions.’

      ‘Of course, Commander.’ Bache gestured to the small briefing area at the rear of the bridge.

      ‘Specialist…I mean, Commander Mye, please join us.’

      As they moved to the captain’s small office, Bache caught several curious glances from the bridge crew. No doubt they were wondering about the record-breaking young captain they’d suddenly found themselves serving under.

      ‘I’ve taken the liberty of scheduling a series of tactical and emergency drills,’ Voss said, swiping a detailed timetable up onto the wall screen. ‘Given the…uncertain nature of our mission to Klatt space, I believed it prudent to ensure the crew is at peak readiness.’

      Bache studied the schedule.

      ‘This is comprehensive, Commander. I appreciate your initiative.’

      ‘There’s something else, sir.’ Voss’s expression remained neutral, but Bache detected a hint of hesitation. ‘The crew has been briefed on your role in neutralising the Omada threat, but details remain classified. There’s considerable…curiosity as to this mission’s specifics.’

      ‘I imagine there would be,’ Bache said, rubbing his chin. ‘Schedule an all-hands briefing for 0800 tomorrow. I’ll address the crew directly and clarify what I can about what went before and our mission to Klatt territory.’

      ‘Very good, sir.’ Voss nodded, making a note on her tablet.

      ‘And, Commander…don’t feel like you have to rush away,’ said Bache. ‘You’ve been with this ship longer than anyone and your knowledge of its systems would be helpful to all of us.’

      ‘Yes, sir…’

      A soft chime interrupted them, and Lieutenant Rao entered.

      ‘Captain, we’re receiving a transmission from the Theo scientist Valent. He’s requesting permission to come across from the K2 with his…equipment.’

      Bache suppressed a groan.

      ‘Of course. Have him shuttled across before the next jump and escorted to engineering. I’ll meet him there when he arrives.’

      As Rao departed, Zaphir raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Ready to be reunited with your favourite sentient AI?’ she said with a wry smile.

      ‘Can’t bloody wait,’ Bache muttered. He turned to Zaphir and Voss. ‘Commanders’, you have the bridge. I’m going to acquaint myself with engineering.’

      ‘Aye, Captain,’ said Voss. Zaphir just nodded.

      The corridors of the Tromos on the way to the elevator were narrower than those of the K2, but more efficiently designed. The crew members he passed straightened and saluted, their expressions curious as they took in their new captain. Bache returned each salute, trying to project a confidence he didn’t entirely feel. But thinking about it more, he imagined every newly promoted captain probably felt that way for a while.

      The lift doors opened to reveal engineering – a cathedral of gleaming machinery centred around the destroyer’s compact but powerful drive core. Unlike the sprawling engineering deck of the K2, the Tromos’s engine room was designed for efficiency, with every system accessible from a central control platform.

      Lieutenant Marris looked up from her raised console, her scarred hands moving quickly over the controls as she dismissed whatever she’d been working on.

      ‘Captain on deck’ she called, and the engineering team snapped to attention.

      ‘As you were,’ Bache said, feeling a wave of nostalgia as he took in the familiar sights, sounds and smells of an engine room. This was where he belonged, where things made sense. Not on a bridge making life-or-death decisions.

      He moved along the rows of consoles, his eyes automatically scanning the readouts. The Tromos’s power distribution was impressively balanced, with efficiency ratings higher than any ship he’d served on. But then again, it was the newest ship in the fleet, so it should be.

      A small smile spread across Bache’s face as he noted the perfectly balanced power curves on the main display. The Tromos might be considerably smaller than the K2, but her systems were state-of-the-art…at least twenty percent more efficient than anything he’d worked with before.

      ‘Something amusing, Captain?’ Lieutenant Marris asked, moving to stand beside him.

      ‘Just appreciating fine engineering when I see it,’ Bache replied, running his fingers along the edge of the console. ‘You’ve got her purring like a Dasonion snow cat.’

      Marris’s scarred face relaxed slightly.

      ‘Thank you, sir. We’ve been fine-tuning the resonance harmonics in the drive coils. Gives us an extra two percent efficiency during jumps.’

      ‘I noticed. Smart modification.’ He tapped a readout showing the power distribution curves. ‘Though you might want to watch the asymmetrical load on the starboard auxiliary couplings. They’re running about three degrees hotter than port.’

      Marris blinked in surprise.

      ‘You spotted that already?’

      ‘Old habits,’ Bache said with a shrug that pulled slightly at his still-healing shoulder. ‘I was chief engineer on the Katadromiko 2 up until a few days ago.’

      The engineering bay doors slid open, and Valent entered, followed by two crewmen carrying a large red container between them. The Theo scientist moved with his usual fluid grace, violet eyes taking in the engineering bay with a single sweeping glance.

      ‘Captain Loftt,’ Valent said, inclining his head slightly. ‘I’ve brought your…companion.’

      Bache hid his disappointment well.

      ‘What’s this?’ Marris queried.

      ‘It’s his sentient Theo AI, Tyche,’ said Valent, proudly.

      ‘Oh joy,’ grunted Marris.

      ‘My sentients exactly,’ Bache whispered to Marris, as he waved the two crewmen over to a bench at the side.

      Marris sniggered at the joke.

      ‘Where would you like him installed?’ Valent asked.

      ‘Somewhere I can monitor him closely,’ Marris said firmly, eyeing the container with professional suspicion. ‘An unknown AI integrated with our systems is a significant security concern.’

      ‘He won’t be integrated with critical systems,’ Valent assured her. ‘The containment matrix is designed to limit his access while allowing him to communicate and observe.’

      ‘That’s what I’m afraid of,’ Bache muttered.

      The container hummed softly as the crewmen set it down on a work bench. The box’s surface rippled like a liquid, colours shifting beneath the red exterior. Valent pressed his palm against one facet, and the container unfolded like an opening flower, revealing a pulsing crystalline core.

      ‘Hello, Lofty,’ came the all-too-familiar voice, somehow managing to sound smug despite being nothing more than a disembodied consciousness. ‘Fancy new wheels you have.’

      ‘Hello, Tyche,’ Bache acknowledged with a sigh. ‘I see you’re as irritating as ever.’

      ‘And you’re as lovely as I remember. Nice uniform, by the way. The gold bits really bring out the perpetual worry in your eyes.’

      Marris looked between Bache and the AI, her expression wavering between confusion and amusement.

      ‘Is this…normal behaviour for a Theo AI?’ she asked.

      ‘Tyche is…unique,’ Valent explained, adjusting something within the crystal matrix. ‘His personality algorithms were influenced by his experiences aboard my vessel.’

      ‘Traumatic experiences, I might add,’ Tyche interjected. ‘Being nearly vaporised tends to leave an impression, even on an artificial consciousness.’

      Bache pinched the bridge of his nose and took a deep breath.

      ‘What exactly are your capabilities in this new form, Tyche?’

      ‘Oh, nothing too fancy. Basic data analysis, computational assistance, witty repartee. I can interface with non-critical systems if permitted. I can also recite the entire history of pre-Extermination War Dasonion poetry, though I wouldn’t recommend it. Dreadfully dull stuff.’

      Marris folded her arms, her engineer’s scepticism evident.

      ‘And what about security protocols? How do we know he won’t try to access critical systems and mess about with them?’

      ‘I’ve installed multiple containment algorithms,’ Valent said, making a final adjustment to the crystal housing. ‘He physically cannot breach them without destroying himself in the process.’

      ‘Which I have no intention of doing,’ Tyche added cheerfully. ‘I’ve already died once in the last few days. Quite enough excitement for now.’

      Bache studied the pulsing crystal, remembering how Tyche had saved his life in the nebula. Despite the AI’s irritating personality, he owed him.

      ‘Lieutenant Marris, please assign a secure workstation for Tyche in auxiliary control. He’s to have access to sensor data and navigation charts only for now.’

      ‘Aye, Captain,’ Marris replied, though her expression remained dubious.

      ‘Don’t worry, Lieutenant,’ Tyche said. ‘I’ll be on my very best behaviour. You have my word. Or whatever the equivalent is for a disembodied consciousness.’

      ‘That’ll be the day,’ muttered Bache. He turned to Valent. ‘How long until you depart for Paradeisos?’

      The Theo scientist’s violet eyes shifted slightly. ‘Actually, I’ve received a request from your President to accompany you to the Klatt border. Given my experience with the Omada and my knowledge of Theo technology, they believe I might be…useful during negotiations.’

      Bache raised an eyebrow.

      ‘And you agreed?’

      ‘The opportunity to observe Klatt territory first-hand is…compelling from a scientific perspective,’ Valent admitted. ‘Few of my race have ever been permitted such access.’

      ‘Or lived to tell about it,’ Bache muttered. ‘Well, I suppose we could use your expertise. I’ll have quarters arranged.’

      His tablet chimed with an incoming message from the bridge. Commander Voss’s face appeared on the small screen.

      ‘Captain, we’ve received updated diplomatic protocols from Klatt Command. They’re…possibly a little unusual. Your presence is requested on the bridge.’

      Bache nodded at everyone and made his way towards the elevator.
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        The bridge, destroyer Tromos, en route to the Klatt border

      

      

      Bache stepped into the bridge, where Commander Voss waited with a data tablet in hand. The other officers were busy at their stations, but he noticed several furtive glances in his direction as he approached.

      ‘What do the Klatt want now?’ he asked, taking the tablet from Voss.

      ‘Well, it’s certainly somewhat irregular,’ she said. ‘I think you’ll find section three particularly interesting.’

      Bache scrolled through the document, his eyebrows rising higher with each paragraph. The Klatt had always been known for their rigid formality, but this went beyond anything he’d expected or seen before.

      ‘They want me to what?’

      ‘Participate in a ritual combat demonstration,’ Voss said, her voice carefully neutral. ‘As I understand it, it’s ceremonial rather than lethal.’

      ‘Rather than lethal,’ Bache repeated, scanning the details again. ‘That’s comforting.’

      Zaphir moved to his side, reading over his shoulder.

      ‘Looks like they want to test the mettle of the “destroyer of the false Nkris” before beginning negotiations.’

      ‘Oh…wonderful.’ Bache handed the tablet back to Voss. ‘Any other surprises I should know about?’

      ‘Just the usual Klatt pleasantries,’ Voss replied. ‘Mandatory blood sampling upon arrival, genetic verification protocols, and a formal dinner where refusing any dish is considered a declaration of hostility.’

      Bache ran a hand through his hair. ‘And here I thought the hard part would be finding that third node.’

      ‘The diplomatic corps has included a brief on Klatt customs,’ Voss added. ‘It’s…not particularly reassuring.’

      ‘I’ll bet.’ Bache turned to the tactical station. ‘Lieutenant, what’s our ETA to the border?’

      ‘Forty-three hours, seventeen minutes at current speed, sir.’

      Bache nodded.

      ‘Maintain course and speed. I’ll be in my quarters reviewing these protocols.’ He turned to Zaphir. ‘Commander, you have the bridge.’

      ‘Captain,’ she replied, the title still sounding a little weird coming from her.

      As the bridge doors closed behind him, Bache allowed his shoulders to sag slightly. The weight of command pressed down on him more than he expected and he knew it would take time to get used to. He let himself in to his quarters…a space he felt was both too large and too empty compared to his old engineer’s cabin on the K2. The captain’s quarters aboard the Tromos were modest by most standards but luxurious compared to what he was used to: a small office area separated from the sleeping quarters, a private bathroom, and even a small holomap showing the stars streaking by outside.

      He sat at his desk and pulled up the complete Klatt diplomatic protocols, forcing himself to read through every detail. The ritual combat seemed to be some form of test…not meant to be fatal but certainly designed to push participants to their limits. The Klatt valued physical prowess almost as much as technological achievement.

      His tablet chimed. It was Valent.

      ‘Captain, I’ve been reviewing the data on the Klatt ceremonial combat. I believe I may be able to offer some insight that might help you prepare.’

      Bache sighed and rubbed his eyes.

      ‘Come on up, then.’

      A few minutes later, his door chimed. Valent entered, carrying a small data node that pulsed with a gentle blue light.

      ‘The Klatt combat ritual isn’t just a test of strength,’ Valent said without preamble, placing the device on Bache’s desk. ‘It’s a psychological evaluation. They want to see how you respond under pressure.’

      ‘Oh joy,’ Bache muttered. ‘Any suggestions on how not to embarrass the entire GDA?’

      Valent’s violet eyes studied him with clinical precision.

      ‘Actually, yes. The Klatt respect resilience above all else. It’s not about winning…it’s about how you respond to adversity.’

      The node on the desk pulsed, projecting a holographic display of a Klatt warrior performing a series of fluid, almost dance-like combat movements.

      ‘Their fighting style emphasises adaptability,’ Valent explained. ‘The traditional greeting combat rarely results in serious injury, but participants are expected to demonstrate determination regardless of the outcome.’

      Bache leaned forward, studying the movements.

      ‘So what you’re saying is, I should expect to get my ass kicked but I must keep getting back up?’

      ‘Precisely. The Klatt term for it translates roughly as “worthy opposition”.’ Valent’s pale fingers adjusted the projection. ‘I can programme a training simulation if you’d like to practise.’

      ‘I’d appreciate that, thank you.’ Bache rose from his chair, wincing slightly as his still-healing ribs protested. ‘I should probably start now if I’ve only got forty-three hours to learn how not to humiliate myself.’

      ‘I’ll have it ready in the ship’s gym within the hour.’ Valent collected his device. ‘Oh, and Captain? The Klatt consider it honourable to bear scars from previous battles. Your recent injuries might actually work in your favour.’

      ‘Small mercies,’ Bache said with a wry smile. ‘Thanks, Valent.’

      After the Theo left, Bache relaxed back in a chair watching the holomap and the stars streak by. The door chimed softly again.

      ‘Enter,’ he called, turning from the holomap.

      Tirexion stepped inside, looking better than he had in weeks. The colour had returned to his face, and he moved with something approaching his old vigour.

      ‘I thought I’d find you lurking in here,’ his father said, a slight smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

      ‘Not lurking. Preparing.’ Bache gestured towards the tablet. ‘Have you seen these Klatt protocols?’

      ‘I’ve reviewed them, yes.’ Tirexion settled into one of the other chairs near the desk. ‘The ritual combat is actually a good sign. It means they consider you worthy of testing.’

      ‘Forgive me if I don’t share your enthusiasm for being worthy of getting my ass kicked by a Klatt warrior.’

      Tirexion’s smile widened slightly.

      ‘You’ve faced down an Omada entity at the heart of a radioactive nebula. Surely a ceremonial combat can’t be that intimidating.’

      ‘The Omada wasn’t trying to physically beat me to a pulp,’ Bache pointed out, dropping back into his desk chair. ‘And I barely survived that encounter.’

      ‘You’ll manage,’ his father said with quiet confidence. ‘You always do.’ He leaned forward. ‘But that’s not why I’m here.’

      Bache raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Oh?’

      ‘Dr Renn has found something in the tissue samples from the Omada entity. Something…a little concerning.’

      ‘She just messaged me about that. What is it?’

      Tirexion’s expression grew serious.

      ‘The neural patterns in the samples are still active.’

      ‘Active? That’s impossible. The primary node was completely destroyed.’

      ‘Not active in the sense of maintaining a connection,’ Tirexion clarified. ‘But the cellular structures are continuing to evolve, even in isolation. It’s as if they’re adapting to their new environment.’

      Bache felt a chill crawl up his spine.

      ‘What are you saying? That the Omada can regenerate somehow?’

      ‘I’m saying we don’t fully understand what the Omada truly are,’ Tirexion said, his voice dropping lower. ‘The research data suggests their consciousness exists as a pattern rather than being tied to physical form. The destruction of the primary node may have severed their network, but the underlying technology…’

      ‘Could potentially rebuild itself under the right conditions,’ Bache finished, feeling his stomach tighten. ‘That’s why we need to find that third node in Klatt space and destroy it quickly.’

      Tirexion nodded gravely.

      ‘Precisely. If even one node remains intact, it could theoretically serve as a template to regenerate the entire network. It would take time, perhaps decades, but for beings that think in terms of centuries…’

      ‘It’s a risk we can’t take,’ Bache said, rising from his chair despite the protest from his ribs. He paced around the holomap, watching the stars streak past. ‘Have you shared this with Captain Whipper?’

      ‘He’s been briefed. The K2 will maintain position at the border while we proceed into Klatt territory.’ Tirexion studied his son’s face. ‘This mission just became considerably more complicated.’

      Bache ran a hand through his hair.

      ‘When is it ever simple?’ He turned back to his father. ‘At least now I understand why the Klatt are suddenly interested in cooperation. If they’ve detected Omada activity in their territory…’

      ‘I’m hoping they would recognise the threat,’ Tirexion agreed. ‘The Klatt may be aggressive and territorial, but they’re not fools. They’ve likely discovered something that frightens even them.’

      The intercom chimed softly. ‘Captain, Commander Voss here. Valent has set up the combat simulation in the gym as requested.’

      ‘Thank you, Commander. I’ll be there shortly.’ Bache looked at his father. ‘Care to watch me embarrass myself?’

      Tirexion’s mouth quirked upward.

      ‘I wouldn’t miss it.’
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        The gym, destroyer Tromos, en route to the Klatt border

      

      

      The gym was compact but well equipped, with a central mat area surrounded by various exercise equipment. Valent stood beside a control console, adjusting settings on a holographic interface. Zaphir was already there, dressed in training gear, her arms folded as she watched the Theo work.

      ‘Ah, Captain,’ Valent said, looking up as Bache entered. ‘And Tirexion. Good. I’ve calibrated the simulation based on historical records of Klatt ceremonial combat.’

      ‘How accurate a representation is this?’ Bache asked, eyeing the empty mat space dubiously.

      ‘Eighty-seven percent confidence,’ Valent replied. ‘The basic forms are well documented, though individual Klatt warriors may introduce variations.’

      Bache stripped off his uniform jacket, wincing slightly as the movement pulled at his healing ribs. He wore a standard-issue thin white T-shirt underneath that did little to hide the still-visible purple bruising across his torso.

      Zaphir’s eyes widened slightly at the sight.

      ‘Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,’ she said, stepping closer to examine the mottled purple and yellow bruising across his ribs. ‘You’re still healing from your last battering.’

      ‘I’ve got forty-three hours to learn how not to disgrace the entire GDA,’ Bache replied, stretching cautiously. ‘Besides, better to discover my limitations here than in front of the Klatt high command.’

      Valent activated the simulation, and a holographic Klatt warrior appeared on the mat. The figure stood only five foot tall, its scaled skin a deep amber hue that caught the light as it moved. The simulated warrior bowed formally, arms crossed in the traditional Klatt greeting stance.

      ‘Begin basic demonstration mode,’ Valent instructed.

      The holographic Klatt began a series of fluid movements that reminded Bache of ancient fighting arts he’d seen in historical records. Each motion flowed seamlessly into the next, a deadly dance of precise strikes and defensive postures.

      ‘The ritual combat follows specific patterns,’ Valent explained as Bache watched. ‘It begins with a formal exchange of basic techniques, then progresses to more serious interactions. The goal isn’t to defeat your opponent but to demonstrate skill, resilience, and adaptability.’

      Bache nodded, trying to commit the movements to memory.

      ‘So I’m not expected to win?’

      ‘Winning would actually be considered inappropriate for a guest,’ Tirexion added from the sidelines. ‘The Klatt host always prevails, but how well you perform before that inevitable conclusion determines your standing in their eyes.’

      ‘Just wonderful,’ Bache muttered, stepping onto the mat. ‘Let’s get this over with.’

      For the next hour, he attempted to mimic the holographic warrior’s movements, failing more often than succeeding. His still-healing body protested each twist and turn, sending sharp reminders of his recent trauma. Sweat soaked through his shirt as he picked himself up from the mat for what felt like the hundredth time.

      ‘Again,’ he grunted, resuming the starting position.

      Zaphir watched from the corner, wincing in sympathy each time he hit the mat.

      ‘You’re getting better,’ she offered encouragingly.

      ‘It doesn’t feel like it,’ Bache replied, dodging a strike only to miss his footing and stumble. ‘I think my only strategy is to show how well I can take a good hiding.’

      ‘Which, fortunately, is exactly what the Klatt respect,’ Valent reminded him. ‘Your determination is more important than your technique.’

      Two hours later, Bache collapsed onto a bench, every muscle screaming in protest. He’d managed to learn the basic forms, though his execution remained clumsy compared to the fluid grace of the holographic warrior.

      ‘Enough for today,’ Tirexion said, handing him a towel. ‘You need to rest before you re-injure yourself.’

      Bache nodded, too exhausted to argue. He’d schedule another session for tomorrow.
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      Two days later the Tromos winked into existence only five thousand kilometres from the Klatt border.

      A massive Klatt warship appeared on the holomap, its distinctive angular hull bristling with weapons emplacements. Unlike the sleek lines of GDA vessels, Klatt ships embraced a brutalist aesthetic…all sharp edges and exposed armaments, designed as much to intimidate as to function.

      ‘Klatt border patrol vessel identified,’ Lieutenant Karit announced, her voice steady despite the tension that had settled over the bridge. ‘Designation: Khorvis. Heavy cruiser class.’

      Bache straightened in his command chair, adjusting his uniform collar. His freshly healed ribs still ached from the last two days of combat training, a dull reminder of what awaited him.

      ‘Open a channel,’ he ordered.

      ‘Communication channel open, sir.’

      He took a deep breath and reclined in his seat, trying to look more confident than he felt.

      ‘This is Captain Bache Loftt of the GDA vessel Tromos, responding to your government’s invitation for diplomatic engagement.’

      The holomap flickered, revealing a Klatt officer. The alien’s amber scales caught the light of their bridge, creating an almost metallic sheen across the ridged crest that ran from the top of his head and down his spine. Dark, vertically-slit eyes regarded Bache with what he could only interpret as suspicion.

      ‘GDA vessel Tromos,’ the Klatt officer responded, their translated voice carrying the characteristic deep undertones of their species. ‘I am Commander Bak’Nor of the Imperial Border Fleet. Your arrival is anticipated. Transmit authorisation codes and prepare to be escorted to Vordkath Station.’

      Bache nodded to his communications officer, who sent the diplomatic credentials they’d been provided.

      ‘Commander Bak’Nor,” Bache continued, ‘we’re honoured by your government’s invitation. The Katadromiko 2 will remain at the border as agreed.’

      The Klatt commander’s head tilted slightly, a gesture Bache remembered from the briefing materials indicated curiosity or assessment.

      ‘You are the one they call “destroyer of the false Nkris”?’ Bak’Nor asked.

      ‘I participated in the operation against the Omada, yes.’

      The Klatt’s inner eyelids flickered rapidly…their equivalent of a nod.

      ‘You appear…smaller than expected.’

      Someone on the bridge stifled a laugh, quickly masked as a cough. Bache ignored it.

      ‘Appearances can be deceiving, Commander,’ he replied evenly.

      Bak’Nor made a sound that might have been amusement.

      ‘Indeed. The High Command awaits your arrival. Follow our vector precisely. Any deviation will be considered hostile.’

      The communication ended abruptly.

      Zaphir moved to stand beside his chair. ‘So friendly aren’t they,’ she murmured.

      ‘They’re Klatt,’ Bache replied quietly. ‘That is practically a welcome hug.’

      ‘Vector received,’ Lieutenant Karit announced. ‘Course plotted to Vordkath Station.’

      ‘Proceed,’ Bache ordered. ‘Not too close though. Tactical, maintain defensive posture only. No active scans without my direct order.’

      ‘Yes, Captain.’

      As the Tromos fell into formation behind the much larger Klatt vessel, Bache felt the weight of responsibility for his crew settle more heavily across his shoulders as they crossed into Klatt space.

      He watched the massive Klatt vessel on the holomap, its angular silhouette eclipsing the stars beyond. The Khorvis was at least three times the size of the Tromos, its hull patterned with what appeared to be ceremonial scarification…deep grooves etched into the metal plating that told stories of battles won and enemies vanquished.

      ‘They’re transmitting approach vectors for Vordkath Station,’ Lieutenant Karit announced. ‘ETA forty-seven minutes at current speed.’

      ‘Right, good,’ Bache replied, shifting in his chair to ease the pressure on his healing ribs. ‘Maintain formation and alert me of any deviations in their course.’

      The bridge crew worked with quiet efficiency, the tension palpable in the air. Most had never encountered Klatt in person…few had. The isolationist empire rarely allowed outsiders past their borders, and those who entered uninvited seldom returned to tell the tale.

      Zaphir leaned closer to his chair.

      ‘Any last-minute advice from our Theo friend about what to expect at this station?’

      ‘Only that I should try not to bleed too much during the ceremonial combat,’ Bache muttered. ‘Apparently excessive bleeding is considered a sign of weakness.’

      ‘Delightful,’ Zaphir replied, her voice dry. ‘And here I was worried this might be dangerous.’

      Vordkath Station appeared on their sensors, a massive orbital installation that seemed to grow organically from the surface of a small, barren moon. Unlike the sleek, modular design of GDA stations, Vordkath resembled a cluster of jagged crystals, its structure defying conventional architectural logic.

      ‘Captain,’ Valent’s voice came through the comm. ‘I’ve been studying the station’s configuration. The structure appears to incorporate elements of Dimioi design principles, could it be a relic from that far back?’

      Bache straightened in his chair.

      ‘Are you certain?’

      ‘The geometric patterning on the main structure is unmistakable. It’s subtle, but present. The Klatt have either salvaged it from remnants of the Extermination War or replicated it from Dimioi designs.’

      The implications sent a chill down Bache’s spine. If the Klatt had been experimenting with Dimioi tech, it might explain how the Omada had gained a foothold in their territory.

      ‘Keep that observation to yourself for now,’ Bache instructed. ‘I don’t want to make accusations before we understand what we’re dealing with here.’

      As they neared the station, the Klatt escort vessel peeled away, leaving the Tromos to follow the transmitted docking instructions alone.

      ‘Docking protocols received,’ Lieutenant Rao reported. ‘They’re…unusual, sir.’

      ‘Unusual…how?’ Bache asked.

      ‘They want us to power down all systems except life support before final approach. Including navigational thrusters.’

      Bache frowned. Standard procedure across civilised space was to maintain navigational control until docking clamps were secured.

      ‘Captain,’ the communications officer called, ‘incoming transmission from Commander Bak’Nor.’

      ‘Put it up,’ he said, waving a hand at the holomap.

      The Klatt commander’s scaled face appeared, his expression unreadable to Bache’s human eyes.

      ‘Captain Loftt,’ Bak’Nor said, ‘you will be docking at berth seven-alpha. The High Command representative awaits your arrival. You are permitted a delegation of four individuals. Choose wisely.’

      Before Bache could respond, the transmission cut off.

      ‘Thank you so much,’ Bache muttered, rolling his eyes. He turned to Zaphir. ‘We’re limited to four then. You, me, Valent for his technical expertise, and…’ He considered for a moment. ‘My father. His experience with the Omada could prove valuable.’
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      ‘Your father it is,’ Zaphir agreed. ‘Though we should brief the security team on standby protocols just in case. I don’t trust these bastards as far as I can throw them.’

      Bache nodded.

      ‘Agreed. Have Riccs prepare a response team ready to launch at a moment’s notice if communications are cut.’ He tapped his command console. ‘All hands, this is the captain. Prepare for standard docking procedures followed by unusual power-down sequence. Engineering, maintain backup systems on immediate power-up mode.’

      The bridge crew exchanged concerned glances, but followed his orders with professional efficiency. As the Tromos approached the jagged structure of Vordkath Station, Bache couldn’t shake the feeling they were being swallowed by some ancient predator.

      ‘Beginning docking sequence,’ Lieutenant Karit announced, her fingers dancing across the navigation console. ‘Approach vector locked.’

      The Tromos glided towards an angular opening in the station’s side that pulsed with an amber light. As they drew closer, Bache could see the massive docking clamps – designed like serrated jaws – waiting to secure their vessel.

      ‘Power down all non-essential systems on my mark,’ he ordered, watching the distance meter count down. ‘Three…two…one…now.’

      The bridge lights dimmed as systems throughout the ship went offline. Only the emergency lighting remained, casting everyone in an eerie red glow. The ship shuddered as the Klatt tractor beam locked on and pulled the ship into range of the docking clamps. Metal ground against metal as the clamps engaged, with a sound that set Bache’s teeth on edge.

      ‘They better not have scratched my new ship,’ he mumbled.

      ‘Docking complete,’ Karit reported. ‘External umbilicals attaching.’

      ‘Commander Voss, you have command until our return,’ Bache said, rising from his chair with a wince. ‘If we’re not back within twenty-four hours, or if you lose contact for more than sixty minutes, withdraw to the border and liaise with Captain Whipper.’

      Voss nodded sharply.

      ‘Understood, sir.’

      Bache turned to Zaphir.

      ‘Gather Valent and my father. We’ll meet at the main airlock in fifteen minutes. Standard diplomatic kit, plus emergency beacons.’

      As he headed towards his quarters to change into his formal dress uniform, Bache couldn’t help wondering if the Klatts’ ceremonial combat would be the least of his worries.
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      The formal uniform felt stiff and uncomfortable as he adjusted the high collar. The captain’s insignia gleamed on his chest, still unfamiliar in its weight and meaning. He strapped a small neural shield – one of Valent’s modified designs – to his forearm beneath his sleeve. Not standard diplomatic equipment, but after his experience with the Omada, he wasn’t taking any chances.

      His door chimed.

      ‘Enter,’ he called, checking his appearance one final time in the mirror.

      Tirexion strode in, similarly dressed in formal GDA attire, the silver streaks in his hair catching the brighter light from the corridor.

      ‘I’m ready,’ his father said. ‘Zaphir and Valent are already at the airlock.’ He studied his son’s attire. ‘I never thought I’d live to see you in a captain’s uniform.’ he said, his eyes crinkling at the corners. ‘It suits you better than you think.’

      Bache tugged at the collar again, unconvinced.

      ‘It feels like it’s trying to strangle me.’

      ‘You’ll get used to it.’ His father moved closer, adjusting the insignia on Bache’s chest with practised hands. ‘I’ve reviewed the Klatt diplomatic protocols again. There’s something unusual about their insistence on blood sampling.’

      ‘More unusual than ritual combat?’ Bache asked with a raised eyebrow.

      ‘The Klatt are known for their genetic research. They believe bloodlines determine worth. But requesting samples from diplomatic visitors is not a normal request, even for them.’ Tirexion lowered his voice. ‘I think they may be checking for Omada contamination.’

      Bache considered this as he strapped his personal tablet to his belt.

      ‘That makes sense. If they’ve detected neural filaments in their own population…’

      ‘They’d want to ensure we’re not bringing more into their territory.’ Tirexion nodded. ‘Just be prepared. Their testing methods might be…invasive.’

      Bache nodded, taking a final deep breath.

      ‘Let’s not keep our Klatt hosts waiting.’

      They made their way through the Tromos’s corridors in silence. The crew they passed stood a little straighter, offering crisp salutes that still felt strange to receive. When they reached the main airlock, Zaphir and Valent were indeed waiting, both looking uncomfortable in their formal attire.

      ‘You clean up well,’ Zaphir said, her eyes scanning him from head to toe. ‘Almost like a proper captain.’

      ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence,’ Bache replied dryly, slightly irked at the comment.

      Valent remained slightly apart from the others, his violet eyes fixed on the sealed airlock door. The Theo scientist wore what appeared to be his species’s version of formal attire…a flowing silver-white garment that shifted subtly with each movement, catching the light in ways that human fabric didn’t.

      ‘The Klatt are particularly sensitive to displays of weakness,’ Valent said quietly. ‘They will be watching your every reaction from the moment that door opens.’

      ‘So I’ve been told,’ Bache muttered. ‘Repeatedly.’

      The airlock’s status panel shifted from red to amber, indicating the Klatt were initiating the connection sequence.

      ‘Remember,’ Tirexion said, his voice low, ‘they invited us. That gives us some small advantage.’

      ‘Small being the operative word,’ Bache replied. He straightened his shoulders, ignoring the twinge from his healing ribs. ‘Everyone ready?’

      Three nods answered him. The airlock status shifted to green, and the heavy door began to slide open with a pneumatic hiss. A wave of hot, dry air washed over them, carrying unfamiliar scents…something metallic and sharp, undercut with what smelt like ancient dust, like an old castle.

      Standing in the docking corridor were three Klatt warriors, each at least a head shorter than Bache. Their amber scales gleamed under the station’s harsh lighting, the ridge crests along their heads and spines rising to full extension…a sign of formal attention. They wore ceremonial armour of some dark metal, etched with patterns similar to those Bache had noticed on their ships.

      The central figure stepped forward. Unlike the others, this Klatt’s scales bore a reddish tinge, and numerous scars crisscrossed the visible portions of its hide.

      ‘I am Sek’Vor, First Blade of High Command,’ the Klatt announced, its translated voice rumbling through the corridor. ‘You stand on imperial ground. Follow our customs or forfeit your lives.’

      ‘Nice,’ Zaphir whispered to Bache as they stepped forward.

      Bache performed the formal bow he’d practised, right fist pressed against left shoulder. ‘I am Captain Bache Loftt of the Gerousia Dipodi Agones. We respect your ways and thank you for your invitation. I present my delegation: Commander Zaphir Mye, Engineer Tirexion Loftt, and Theo Scientist Valent.’

      Sek’Vor’s vertical pupils narrowed as they passed over each member of the party, lingering longest on Valent. The Klatt’s inner eyelids flickered rapidly.

      ‘A Theo,’ Sek’Vor said, the translation unable to fully capture the complex tone. ‘Unusual to see one so far from Paradeisos.’

      ‘The situation warranted cooperation,’ Valent replied smoothly.

      Sek’Vor made a clicking sound deep in his throat that Bache couldn’t interpret. The Klatt turned and gestured down the corridor.

      ‘You will follow. The blood ceremony must be completed before you may proceed to quarters.’

      The corridor stretched before them, angular and imposing. Unlike the smooth curves of GDA architecture, everything here featured sharp edges and exposed structural elements. The lighting came from amber-hued strips embedded in the ceiling, casting long shadows that made the corridor seem deeper and more threatening than it likely was.

      Bache fell into step behind Sek’Vor, acutely aware of the two other Klatt warriors flanking their group from behind. The gravity felt slightly heavier than standard, making each step require just a bit more effort. The air tasted metallic on his tongue, and the temperature remained uncomfortably warm.

      ‘The station’s design is remarkable,’ Tirexion commented, his eyes scanning the structural elements. ‘How long has Vordkath been operational?’

      Sek’Vor didn’t turn or break stride. ‘It has guarded our borders since the Time of Ascension.’

      ‘Which was when, exactly?’ Zaphir pressed.

      ‘Before your kind learnt to leave your world,’ came the curt reply.

      They passed through a series of security checkpoints, each more elaborate than the last. Bache noted the progression of technology…from simple biometric scanners to what appeared to be neural pattern analysers. The Klatt were taking no chances with their visitors.

      After walking for nearly ten minutes, they arrived at a large chamber dominated by a central platform surrounded by various medical equipment. The walls were lined with what looked like sample containers, each glowing with an inner light.

      ‘The blood ceremony will commence,’ Sek’Vor announced. ‘Each visitor must provide a sample for analysis and record.’

      Three more Klatt entered the chamber, these wearing what appeared to be medical attire rather than armour. One carried a tray of implements that made Bache’s stomach tighten…they resembled medical tools, but with unnecessary serrated edges.

      ‘I’ll go first,’ Bache said, stepping forward before anyone could object. He needed to demonstrate leadership here.

      The medical Klatt approached, holding a device that looked like a cross between a syringe and a small drill. Its eyes met Bache’s, unblinking. Without warning, it pressed the device against Bache’s forearm. A sharp pain lanced through his skin as the tool extracted both blood and a small tissue sample simultaneously.

      Bache fought to keep his expression neutral despite the unexpected intensity of the pain. The device made a whirring sound as it retracted, leaving a small, perfectly circular wound that immediately began to well with blood.

      Sek’Vor watched him closely, head tilted slightly as if gauging his reaction. Bache maintained eye contact with the Klatt officer, refusing to look down at his arm or show any further discomfort.

      ‘Acceptable,’ Sek’Vor said finally, something like approval in his tone.

      The medical Klatt moved to a nearby console, inserting the sample into an analysis chamber that hummed to life. Holographic data appeared, displaying what Bache assumed was his genetic information and cellular structure. The Klatt technicians clicked and hissed to each other in their native language, too quiet and rapid for the translators to process.

      Zaphir stepped forward next, jaw set in determination. She received the same treatment, though Bache noticed the Klatt used a fresh extraction device. She didn’t make a sound as they took her sample, but he saw her fingers curl into a tight fist at her side.

      Tirexion and Valent followed in turn. The Klatt technicians seemed particularly interested in Valent’s sample, their inner eyelids flickering rapidly as they studied the Theo’s genetic data.

      ‘The blood speaks true,’ Sek’Vor announced after several tense minutes. ‘You carry no contamination.’ He made a sharp gesture with one clawed hand. ‘The combat ritual will commence in three cycles. Until then, you will be escorted to guest quarters.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Bache replied, pressing a hand against his still-bleeding arm. ‘Before we proceed, may I ask what contamination you were screening for?’

      Sek’Vor’s head crest rose slightly, then settled.

      ‘The false influence,’ he said, his voice dropping lower. ‘It has touched our borders. High Command will speak of this.’ He turned abruptly. ‘Follow.’

      They were led through more angular corridors, the temperature gradually decreasing to something more comfortable for humans. Bache noted a corresponding increase in the presence of security measures – cameras disguised as architectural features, hidden scanner arrays, and armed guards at key junctions.

      The guest quarters turned out to be a single large chamber with four separate sleeping areas divided by ornamental screens. The furnishings were sparse but functional, though designed for Klatt physiology rather than human comfort. The beds were too short and appeared to be heated from beneath…Klatt being cold-blooded would require that feature.

      ‘You will remain here until summoned,’ Sek’Vor instructed. ‘Sustenance will be provided. Attempts to leave these quarters without escort will be met with force.’

      He turned, withdrew and the door was closed. The four of them glanced at each other, shrugged and reclined on the small beds to wait.
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