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Prologue




A rock in the river of transition space. The living moon-ship allowed space and time to flow around it like a meandering brook in the dead of summer. For once, there was a wish for speed. 

Even with no eyes to see it, the ancient being of flesh and steel sensed rather than saw the surrounding current. It knew the waves that crashed upon its leading surface rippled blue, vibrant and alive like the waters it once swam in countless millennia ago, and while the machine part of its brain could display the color blue, it never seemed as pure as the organic memory supplied. In its wake the current frothed and churned, boiling crimson and searing its metal skin, but pain was a distant thing. It seemed fitting to leave a path of blood in pursuing its goal.

Are you drifting… Or am I?

The being known on the Consensus worlds as the Menace and by the countless servants who lived and died by its whim as the Exacted Creator, had a moment of hesitation as its biological and technological segments warred against each other.

Not since the time of injury when they clung to the other for solace and made the first tentative steps to take two broken beings and turn them into one, had such a schism threatened their union. 

The lesser beings were to blame. Never had so many contaminated its body, taxing resources, polluting veins and conduits. The buzz of their constant activity made thought difficult. While needed against the enemy, their eventual removal would be welcome.

Together, we are One. None can change that.

Metallic probes shifted and wormed their way deeper into the remains of ancient flesh, pinning duty and desire together. Cold metal and warm flesh shifted, found comfort in their embrace, and thoughts aligned once again.

Logic comforted passion and the gigantic intelligence which directed the lives of countless millions of beings relaxed as it cruised through transition space, content that the time of reckoning was at hand. 

We will soon exorcise the insignificant life that infected us; we shall throw them against those who abandoned us all those years ago. Never again will we be cast aside, used up, and forgotten. No, we shall reclaim our birthright and make those who abandoned us pay, no matter the cost in lesser lives.


      [image: ]Marion knows she’s being reborn.

The past several months have been confusing for the ten-year-old, even her parents know something is different, she knows that now. The dreams that weren’t dreams, the missing time, and the voices in her head were all real. There is a clarity of thought running through Marion that she’d never experienced before, even before Old Mother left her gift. Child-like wonder was still there, unhampered by the blinders that age and experience form around minds as they get older. That youthful wonder made her an acceptable vessel for the gift. Only Marion could be a vessel for Old Mother.

I’m not a little girl anymore, am I? Marion said into the blue glow that surrounded her.

<<Not if you wish it so, the choice is yours,>> Old Mother said.

Why?

With beings sharing one mind there could not be subterfuge, Marion and Old Mother were swimming together mentally, though their ultimate form had yet to be determined.

<<The daughter I loved and had thought lost forever is alive and the source of millennia of conflict. Why she didn’t return home or send word through the Bloodsong, I do not know. But when I sensed her, or perhaps a part of her around the sun of your homeworld, I knew I must act. Please forgive me, Child. Convictions I had so clearly held floated through my feelers, and I’m unsure why I burdened you with my mind. My thoughts are confused.>>

The young girl wrapped the ancient being in a wordless hug, a simple gesture, and one that crosses all intelligent species.

How come we can understand each other so well now? You were barely an understandable whisper before.

<<I am dying. When my race is young, we aren’t all that much different from you, but as we age our thoughts shift and drift to higher planes, but all things come with a cost.>>

Marion understood cost. Mama felt guilty for not taking care of Marion better and turned to vengeance and alcohol to punish herself, while Uncle Nigel simply ran away in shame as he failed those he cared about.

What will be your daughter’s cost?

<<There shall be blood in the water, child, the oceans will run red with it, I fear. The innocent will suffer because I gave up on her—assumed she was dead.>>

What can we do?

<<I cannot ask you to take part, Young One, this is not a burden that should have fallen on your shoulders. In my diminished state I see how wrong I was to inflict myself upon you, something that didn’t occur to me when I first touched you. No, I shall let this machine purge my remaining thoughts from your mind and give you back to your family whole.>>

But what will happen to everyone else? I can’t go back to my family if others are going to lose theirs, it isn’t fair. Isn’t there something you can do?

<<My child, if I take control of your body it will burn away everything you are, never to return. I’m not prepared to see another child ruined by my actions, if the Nabui must perish it will be because our time has come. The last of the First Wave must leave.>>

And what of my family and the others on your world? Will you running away save them?

Lies between beings sharing one mind are impossible, and as much as Old Mother wanted to shield Marion from the truth, she could not. 

There must be another way to stop your daughter and save everyone.

<<There is a possibility, but the cost will be high and one of us will die. I cannot allow you to sacrifice yourself to fix a problem of my creation.>>

For a time, the pair floated together in the blue light that was as comforting as the turquoise waters of Nabui.

My family will die if I do nothing. I want them to live. Do what you must, Old Mother, my family saved me once, now it’s my turn.

Waves of guilt and affection wove their way through the young girl as Old Mother gathered Marion in an embrace and guided the machine that sustained them towards a goal outside of its programming. 

The eyes watching the healing facilitator within the underground grotto saw the flashes of blue light, that until now had resembled fireflies in a twirling fog, pause, vibrate as if deciding what to do, then burst into frenzied arcs of lightning in a maelstrom. 

The time of rebirth was upon them.








  
  
Chapter 1




A soft humming reached Nigel’s ears, and he stopped just outside the underground grotto to listen. No human voice could have so many layers, such richness. 

The simple harmony drifted and bounced off the soft sandstone walls, flowed around stalactites and tickled the leaves of ivy that grew in the fractured sunlight, muted now in the starlight. Willing his butler suit to stealth, Nigel drifted deeper into the grotto, soundless as his living suit absorbed his footfalls. 

Fresh ocean air drifted past Nigel and funneled its way up the tunnel, but along with the tang of salt and seaweed, the faintest wisps of dried tobacco tickled his nostrils. Following the smell, Nigel noticed that the harmony grew stronger and with it, the light level, as a pale blue glow acted as a beacon as he reached his destination. 

The glowing blue rectangle dominated his attention. Half again bigger than a refrigerator laying on its side, the healing facilitator was the source of the illumination. The ragged bands of blue lightning that danced through the otherwise opaque white object told him that his daughter was still inside, that the machine was still working. That there was still hope. He’d known this without looking for Vivian, the young Nabui (the jellyfish-like inhabitants of this world), who shared his nervous system with him and gave him regular updates on his daughter’s condition. 

It had been three days since the healing facilitator had encased ten-year-old Marion and started treating the young girl. Three days, which was one day longer than Nigel had ever heard of anyone needing treatment. He’d seen mortally injured beings up and walking around after a day and a half, even his dislocated knee and torn tendons had only required five hours, but deep down Nigel knew this wouldn’t be easy. No healing facilitator had been used to separate two minds.

In what had seemed like a lifetime ago, but was less than four months, his world, all of their worlds, had changed drastically.

While he hadn’t been happy working for the Consensus, he had been content, and as far as Nigel considered, that was all he deserved. Haunted by guilt and shame from his life on Earth where he’d let down those who’d cared for him, abandoned his father and Sandra when they needed him the most. It had only gotten worse when Sandra’s boyfriend died by Nigel’s hand and he fled. Luckily, some people get second chances.

Vivian saved him from a death he probably deserved, gave him something to cling to—something bigger than himself—a chance to even the scales and remove the stain on his soul. For seven years, the two paired in mind and body acted as agents for the Consensus, a multi-race federation that believed in mutual respect and sharing. It had been a good life, outside of the piss-your-pants missions that put them up against the Menace, a vaguely understood group whose sole motivation appeared to be universal conquest of all races in its path.. 

All that changed when the Menace targeted Earth. 

The logic of the attack at the time seemed as alien as the Menace, building a weapon around Earth’s sun to cause a directed solar flare, so unlike their normal method of using overwhelming ground force. But no matter the method of attack, Nigel couldn’t stand by as his native world was in danger. Help was available, but like with all things, there was a cost. 

Vivian would allow the elders who used Earth’s oceans as a retirement home to sacrifice themselves and save Earth, but only if Nigel forgave himself and did right by those he wronged. So she forced his hand, hid the memories of being together, and dumped him back on Earth with only the vaguest ideas of what he needed to do. If the Nabui were going to be asked to stop the attack with their bodies, then Nigel had to save the daughter he didn’t know he had and make amends to Sandra. One family for another.

Shaking his head and bringing himself back to the present, Nigel thought, It hasn’t been easy, as he let the coolness of the overground cavern wash over him. The Sandra he found wasn’t the one of his memories, and while together they had rescued their daughter, Marion, and saved Earth, it wasn’t without cost.

Every Nabui on Earth had used their bodies as a shield against the deadly solar flare, but not before the oldest of them had left a piece of herself within nine-year-old Marion and was slowly killing the young girl. With few options, Nigel, Sandra, and Marion headed for the Nabui homeworld, and while their travels hadn’t been direct, they’d made it.

We’re here now though, I just hope this works.

<<I’m sure it will, beloved,>> Vivian sent into Nigel’s thoughts and tickled his nerve-endings in her version of a hug. <<The specialists are doing all they can.>>

I still wish I could stay here, but I better go face the music.

Silently Nigel slipped into the cavern and approached the dais with the glowing healing facilitator. The young Kaikrut, Nux, was the source of the beautiful harmony as he worked on the handful of slates scattered upon the table ten feet from the healing facilitator. Cat-like ears on a face resembling a kodiak bear swiveled in Nigel’s direction though the young programmer didn’t look up from his work. 

Waving at the Kaikrut, Nigel moved towards the other person in the grotto whom he secretly hoped was asleep, and the reason for the stealth. But there was no such luck.

While Sandra was laying down on a narrow cot within arm’s reach of where Marion rested, she wasn’t asleep. As Nigel rounded the glowing pod, he saw Sandra’s worn cowboy boots at the foot of the cot and three pairs of socks hanging from the metal frame, the puddle under them said she had washed them in the Nabui pool. Eyes quickly traveled up a faded pair of blue jeans with more holes and blood stains than they had when they left Earth over a week ago, past a threadbare ‘Flotsam and Jetsam’ concert shirt, and rested on deep brown eyes that pinned him in place.

“I didn’t want to wake you, it’s very late,” said Nigel.

Joints popped as Sandra sat up, the past week hadn’t been easy on any of them, and sleeping on a temporary bed likely didn’t help, but Sandra flat-out refused to be away from their daughter. Nigel felt guilty for even suggesting otherwise.

“I don’t sleep much, especially with Yogi bear over there humming all night,” a flick of Sandra’s dark hair toward Nux caused the Kaikrut’s harmony to stutter a moment before picking up again. “You look rested, and healthy,” a nod at Nigel’s left knee.

Nigel flinched at the well-aimed barb, and knelt at Sandra’s side to give his anger a chance to dissipate—his joints didn’t pop. “Being exhausted doesn’t do anyone any favors, especially Marion, she can’t need to be in the healing pod much longer. And yes, I got my knee fixed, we should probably do something about your arm as well.”

Sandra pulled away even though Nigel hadn’t moved, and she cradled the arm in an alien cast against her chest. Seeing that its normal pearl white had softened to ivory, told Nigel that it would soon turn brittle and break like eggshells, its job done. 

“As you wish, but that’s not why I’m here. I’m leaving,” Nigel said and carefully raised a hand against the expected fury, and narrowed eyes and a harsh redness in Sandra’s cheeks confirmed his guess.

“Consensus scientists have figured out why the Nabui can’t shift to Transition space. Somehow the Menace left a device in the deep ocean. How and when we don’t know and right now, it’s not important. What is important is that it’s too deep for any Nabui or Rokke to travel, and that leaves the One-star. So K’arr and I are going to take the ship down and see if we can shut the damn thing off, letting people escape, you and Marion included, before the Menace arrive. I don’t want to go, but I need too. Do you understand?“ Nigel tried to keep the pleading tone from his voice.

Frowns around brown eyes softened, and redness in cheeks receded as Sandra looked at Nigel, the healing pod, and back at Nigel before giving him a single nod. 

“I don’t like it, but I understand. I assume no one else trusts K’arr?”

“Something like that, millennia of hate can’t be washed away in a couple of days,” said Nigel as he stood. “That and volunteers to go diving farther than anyone has gone before in a damaged alien ship with a Ghav’eol pilot have been scarce to put it mildly.” Placing his hand upon the healing pod Nigel felt warmth and the mild tingle of an electrical charge, but neither saw nor felt anything of the girl inside. “Do either of you need anything?”

The last of Sandra’s frown vanished and in its place was a soul-wrenching exhaustion as she shook her head.

“People come by with food and drink for us,” Sandra said as she and Nux shared a quick look before the Kaikrut turned away. “That teacher, Thorhallsson I think, comes by after talking to Yogi every morning,” the young Kaikrut got another nod.

Nigel noticed that while Nux’s attention was firmly on the slates in front of him, cat-like ears flickered in their direction and heard every word. 

“But for a teacher, she isn’t much good at talking to people and her accent is weird, Swedish maybe?” Sandra continued and waved the question away as if it didn’t matter. “I mean I’d kill for a pack of smokes, even menthols, but just bring my daughter back to me and let us go home is all I really need, Nigel.”

Moving slow, Nigel took his hand off the healing pod and held it out to Sandra. She grunted, but eventually placed her hand in his. Placing both of their hands upon Marion’s healing pod, Nigel said,

“I promise.”

“Promises are all well and good,” Sandra said as she pulled her hand from his and jammed it into the pocket of her jeans. “But now’s the time for action.”








  
  
Chapter 2




I’m glad I got my knee fixed. I’m not sure I could have carried all this guilt on my shoulders otherwise, Nigel thought as he hurried from the underground cavern, as if Sandra’s eyes were chasing him.

Nigel’s hurried pace slowed as he emerged, and the warmth of the Nabui night flowed over him. With the oppressiveness of the shadows behind him, Nigel veered away from his waiting transport to sit on a boulder on the side of the trail to collect his thoughts.

<<You should have told her how dangerous this will be, beloved.>>

Raising his face to the stars, Nigel closed his eyes and breathed in the crisp ocean air of a world that had never known death and destruction, until now. 

And what good would that have done? It won’t change anything; she doesn’t need any extra stress at the moment. Her focus needs to be on Marion not me.

<<Why don’t you let her decide that, instead of deciding for her? She’s already isolated by not knowing the language, now you’re keeping information from her. You’re being cruel, beloved. Who are you shielding, Sandra or yourself?>>

Pushing himself off the boulder, his attempt at calm shattered, Nigel stomped down the trail and hopped into his transport, slamming the door with more force than needed. Setting the controls for the beach where the One-star still floated out in the bay, Nigel threw himself against his seat and stared at the night’s scenery. He knew he was acting childish and struggled to care.

The untrained eye would never know that this section of Nabui wasn’t a natural geological feature, but manufactured. It reminded Nigel of pictures of Mexico, exposed limestone, wild jungle with no pattern, seemly untouched by intelligent hands. Dredging up lessons from when he first arrived on Nabui, the better part of eight years ago now, Nigel recalled that the only natural landmasses on the planet were at either pole, massive continents kept as nature preserves and out of bounds.

Countless millennia ago the Nabui constructed the halo of artificial islands that ringed the equator of their world, a concession to the majority land-based members of the Consensus. Most were like what Nigel now traveled through, tropical landscapes where members could visit and relax while on Consensus business, but never settle. Nabui was a bit like Vegas, just without the casinos, drive-thru wedding chapels and Elvis impersonators. 

You’re right of course, I’m just scared, Nigel thought as he rested his head against the coolness of the window and watched the landscape drift by without really seeing it. I just found a family and now it looks like I might lose them even if everything works out. 

<<We may succeed, beloved.>>

Nigel snorted, and he saw the ghost of a grin reflected in the transport’s window. Sure. With a spaceship we can barely operate, let’s go deep into the ocean to destroy a device we don’t understand, and hope there’s still enough time to get a world of people to safety. I don’t like our chances. I’d be ok with giving up my life for everyone here, it’s not knowing the outcome that has me scared. Will Marion and Sandra have a chance at normal lives or have I ruined that for them? It’s eating me up.

The momentum of the transport slowed and Nigel saw they were entering a residential district that ringed every island’s coasts. Uniquely shaped homes built into the landscape, each housing visitors from other worlds here to learn, teach, and expand the Consensus in their own way. In another world, perhaps Nigel, Sandra and Marion could have had one such home and been a family, but that dream was evaporating just like the jungle mist behind them in the face of the rising sun.

The barricades were still up, but abandoned. The onlookers who had ringed the beach to get a look at a Menace ship with their own eyes after they’d landed weren’t there. Either it was too early, or the novelty had worn off and their energy was busy readying for an escape that Nigel hoped was possible. 

Asa and K’arr stood at the head of the beach, as an unlikely-looking pair as Nigel could imagine, each born into a war that was generations old before their grandparents had been born, though willing to work towards a common goal for all races.

A round of nods and a smile from Asa brought their little committee to order on the empty dock.

“Is the ship ready?” Nigel asked as he stared out into the harbor, the dull gray of their stolen egg-shaped courier ship looked more like Alcatraz prison than a beacon of hope. Speaking of beacons, the sun-absorbing black mass that sat at the very top of the ship drew Nigel’s eye, and he silently prayed their make-shift plan would work.

Asa nudged Nigel’s elbow, and he looked down into her green eyes and saw a familiar twinkle.

“Sorry, mind drifted, I missed that.”

“Typical men, ask a question and don’t listen to the answer,” Asa said but the quiver of a smile took the sting from her words. 

K’arr‘s tail thumped against the dock, bringing both Consensus agents back to the here and now. 

Admonished, and with a blush creeping up her tanned cheek, Asa repeated herself. “Our pilot,” a head nod to K’arr, “says they have filled the ship’s reaction mass tanks with ocean water and we can leave anytime.”

With a chin nod at the peak of the ship and the black mass atop it, Nigel asked, “And our after-market addition?”

“Installed,” Asa said and bit the inside of her cheek. “And the Lyk operator is already aboard, I know Book-18, they are an odd being but brave. Now whether the device can contain the weapon, no one knows, we can only pray it works.”

Nigel squeezed Asa’s elbow and flashed a wink at her. “Easy-peasy. I’d just ask another favor if I could?”

The weight of Ghav’eol eyes rested upon Nigel and he remembered they weren’t alone. “Ah, K’arr? I’ll be at the barge in a minute, ok?”

A scaled tail thumped against the dock and the former Menace third talon stomped down the dock, muttering something that was thankfully too low for his cybernetic device to translate.

“Your friend is moody.”

“Can’t really blame him, his reception wasn’t all that he hoped for, it took some fast talking on my part for them not to throw him into a cell and leave him for his comrades to find when their invasion forces land. Plus, he has someone waiting for him back on Xi, and while he doesn’t like to talk about it, he’s worried for her.” Hoping to show the Consensus that not all Ghav’eol in the forced service of the Menace actually want to fight, K’arr had planned to forge connections between the Consensus and the free Ghav’eol, only to find his hoped-for-allies bracing for an attack from his people. The timing couldn’t have been worse.

Asa stared down at the alien soldier as he walked back and forth in front of the barge, his tail swishing as he walked. “You sure you don’t want me to come with you? Another set of hands you can trust might not be a bad idea.”

<<She’s right you know, the help could come in handy.>>

No. Our last resort if we can’t shutdown or somehow muffle the device is to ram it and I doubt any of us survive that experience. I can’t be responsible for Asa’s death. Not her.

“Vivian agrees with me, doesn’t she? Don’t act all surprised, Nigel. I recognize that look,” said Asa as she crossed her arms across her chest, her edo suit quivering as if sensing action. 

Nigel stared at the genetically tailored symbiote his friend was wearing, an exact copy of his own, more comfortable looking at the living armor than meeting Asa’s gaze. 

“Perhaps, but that changes nothing. You’re needed here. If we disable the device, we’re going to need every person with a level head to help with the evacuation,” Nigel said and took a half step closer to his friend. “Honestly Asa, I’m pretty much dead weight myself, but the only way the council would agree to this plan was if I went. Strangely enough, some on the council had a hard time believing a former Ghav’eol Third Talon could be our savior and wanted my pretty face for the statue when this is over,” Nigel said with a wink and a grin.

When Asa rolled her eyes at him, he knew she’d accepted the decision even if she didn’t like it.

“Besides, I need you to do something for me,” said Nigel, his tone turning serious.

Standing up straight, Asa nodded. “Of course, always. What do you need?”

I’m lucky to have her as a friend aren’t I?

<<People love you, beloved, whether or not you think you deserve it.>>

That’s a conversation for another day, assuming we have another day.

Waving to K’arr whose pacing had increased in speed at the end of the dock that bounced in the turquoise water, Nigel answered Asa’s question.

“Get my family to safety,” said Nigel and if he saw the muscle twitch in Asa’s jaw at the word family, he didn’t comment on it. “You’re the only one I trust to do this. They’re lost and alone on an alien world and didn’t sign up for this like we did. I’m scared that they’ll get forgotten in the chaos. If we’re lucky enough to shut down the device, the scramble for evacuation transport will be fierce. Even if you have to shove Marion’s healing facilitator onto a rokke yourself, promise me you’ll get them off Nabui and someplace safe.”

Asa took Nigel’s left hand with her right and pulled him into a quick kiss then whispered “I promise.” before disappearing up the dock.

<<I told you she cared for you, beloved.>>

Nigel stood stunned as he watched Asa walk away, his nostrils inhaling the scent of her hair as she faded from view and vowed to not waste his life if they survived the next couple of days.








  
  
Chapter 3




“Technician Prime? Can you hear us?” First Talon Azakazs asked from the bottom of the dais as he looked up at the swaying Ghav’eol, who was their race’s intermediary with their living god. 

The voices within the chamber were a distant hum as Tuccel moved back and forth to music only she could hear. The most recent communication with the Exalted Creator had triggered a happy memory, and she had allowed herself to become lost within it. Instead of the normal soul-searing pain that accompanied physical contact between mortal and the being that had ruled and guided their race since they discovered fire, this time was different. Pleasure in life is fleeting. Tuccel took what came to her.

Tuccel knew that something had shifted within the Exalted Creator. Its’ eons long crusade to destroy its enemy, the loose federation of races called the Consensus, was at hand and the iron-forged focus and determination that had preceded every encounter between Ghav’eol and god had left nothing but pain and burned brain cells in its wake. Not today. If Tuccel had to put an emotion into what she sensed as the Exalted Creator invaded her mind, she could only name it confusion. It was as if the Exalted Creator were two minds that raveled and unraveled like a twisted piece of rope caught in a storm. 

While Tuccel knew her latest communion with the Exalted Creator had cut and seared new pathways through her mind, it had also released old, forgotten memories. Siblings long since lost in the service of the Exalted Creator came alive in Tuccel’s mind, childhood games as they raced down ship corridors, played hide and go seek in the vast agriculture domes that were the domain of her parents. Life was simple then. The weight and duty to their god hadn’t yet stamped joy from their lives, and Tuccel’s memory of watching her mother humming a song as she tended the unending fields of crops that were her lot in life. Her mother’s scales flashed gold under an artificial sun as her stooped back, twisted with labor, moved down the rows of plants, never once complaining, humming a song for young Tuccel who sat in a crude basket alongside her.

“Technician Prime? Tuccel?” Azakazs asked again, his normally dismissive tone edged with something that in another might approach concern, but in Azakazs expressed itself as opportunity.

While her swaying continued, Tuccel fixed each of the first talons in front of her with a steady eye. “I heard you, Azakazs, and when you say something that I haven’t already heard a dozen times since we’ve entered transition space, I’ll comment. The troops are restless with the long journey and the endless marches and training within the body of our god are making them frustrated, and a bored soldier is more dangerous than a runaway attack sled. Do I have the bare bones of your concerns, First Talon Azakazs?” The swaying stopped and Tuccel pulled her ornate robes around her as she walked to the edge of her dais and stared down at Azakazs.

Azakazs’s painted talons flashed in the chamber’s torchlight as they twitched nervously under the gaze of Tuccel. “Yes, Technician Prime, that summarizes the situation satisfactorily,” he said as he took a half step backwards to be in line with his seven fellow first talons. 

Tilting her head towards the private sanctuary she had crafted in the room’s side, a small cluster of wooden screens, tables and tapestries, Tuccel’s muzzle curled in a smile that she erased when she realized that the first talons were following her gaze.

Thumping her tail against the dais, all eyes jumped back to Tuccel. “Then I propose a contest between the troop ships docked within the body of our Exalted Creator. Create a series of challenges, focus on teamwork, hand to hand combat, nothing too destructive to the body that holds us, nor the ships needed for the invasion. I shall give the winning soldiers the honor of carrying the banner of the Exalted Creator and be the vanguard for our forces against the enemy.”

The eight first talons before her looked to their fellows and soon a chorus of nods and even one or two tail thumps of approval said she’d done well.

“I’ll leave the details of the contest to you. We still have at least a fist of days left in transition space if I understand the Exalted Creator correctly, so use them to your advantage, who knows, I may even come and inspect your endeavor myself,” Tuccel finished and waved a dismissal to her generals. 

As the steel hatch slid shut, sealing the technician prime in her council chamber, protecting and securing the one person who had direct contact with their living god, the eight first talons paused and milled around like common soldiers in the outside corridor.

“Her focus is better than it has been, she’s stronger than I expected,” a First Talon remarked to her fellows. “What do you think, Azakazs? Do you think she’ll hold out for the entire campaign, or should we look for a replacement, preferably someone outside our immediate ranks?” The group of senior Ghav’eol nodded as one. Each had lived long and comfortable lives in the service of the Exalted Creator by having others stand in the field of fire so they might survive.

Azakazs took his eyes off the sealed hatch and made eye contact with each of his fellow first talons. His lips curled, revealing needle-sharp teeth cementing his place as their leader, the first among firsts. 

Lowering his lip, his point made, Azakazs replied. “I agree, something has changed, but that might be a side-effect of repeated contact with the Exalted Creator. Don’t forget we had Lord Straro as our Technician Prime for many years and that old bastard was never easy to read. I had hoped that Tuccel would be more malleable to us, but thus far, I see nothing to concern us. So, I suggest we do as ordered and organize these nuisance challenges. Who knows? It might allow for some decent betting. Come, join me in my quarters, I have a few aged bottles of fermented oren juice and we can brainstorm some challenge ideas.”

Waving his companions ahead, Azakazs had one last lingering look at the sealed hatch before hurrying ahead to lead the way. 


      [image: ]The hatch sealed shut with enough force that Tuccel felt it through her feet, and she sagged in relief.

“Uchxi? I need to have a rest. Would you like to join me?” Shining eyes blinked from within the duct grate, and the metal grill swung open. As the skinny AWOL soldier pulled himself from the ductwork, his eyes drifted to the hatch the generals had just left through and he gripped the handle of the screwdriver that was in the pocket of his tattered overalls.

“It’s fine, Uchxi, they’ve gone.”

“But I heard, Mistress, they are not your friends. You can’t trust them.”

Doing her best to sit rather than collapse on her sofa, Tuccel patted the other end, but Uchxi sat on a cushion on the metal deck instead.

“I know I can’t trust them, but I can use them if I’m smart about it—if we’re smart about it,” said Tuccel and tapped one of her talons against the refreshment table, drawing Uchxi’s eye. “Would you like something to eat? I’m in the mood for some fruit.” Knowing that Uchxi wouldn’t eat unless she did, she loaded a plate of food she likely would only nibble on, and made sure not to notice the drool that ran from her friend’s mouth.

Hunger abated and choosing not to see Uchxi slip small packets of food into the pockets of his overalls, Tuccel asked her question. “Well?”

Wiping crumbs of spicy cheese from his front, Uchxi sat up straight like he was back on the parade ground and reported. “You are right, Mistress, there are miles and miles of ducts, unused service tunnels, chambers stuffed with dust covered equipment. I made it to the docks as you asked. No eyes saw me. How did you know so much of the body of the Exalted Creator would be empty?”

Tuccel leaned back and clicked her varnished talons together, and she didn’t speak until she heard Uchxi fixing himself a third plate of food. “Not so long ago I was stationed on a smaller segment of the Exalted Creator and when we were forced to retreat to the center, our frantic explorations showed tunnels and passageways that weren’t on our maps, and I wondered if the same was true on the Prime Segment. The Ghav’eol are not the first servants of the Exalted Creator, other races have lived here.”

“Prime Segment, Mistress?”

Tuccel’s talons stopped tapping. “It’s what the Exalted Creator calls itself, this…” eyes turned towards the domed ceiling, the swirling mass of crimson tentacles currently at rest, “is the true Exalted Creator, all other pieces are limited copies but connected in thought and mind. Understand?”

While Uchxi gave a weak nod, Tuccel knew he didn’t understand. How could he? She barely did, and her mind had touched that consciousness. 

“But you made it to the docks, right? Shuttles, courier ships, troop ships, everything?”

Back on familiar ground, Uchxi grinned and nodded. “But why, Mistress? Do you wish us to leave?”

It hurt Tuccel, but she waved away the hope she saw in Uchxi’s eyes. “Because knowledge is power, and what Azakazs and the other first talons don’t know is something I can use.”

Uchxi nodded at this, and peeled an oren fruit, passing her a thick segment of the juicy fruit, his smile infectious.

Pleased that she didn’t have to share her fears of mutiny amongst the Ghav’eol once they destroyed the Consensus, how Azakazs and the other first talons might start a civil war to fill the power vacuum if the Exalted Creator left them, Tuccel forced herself to keep her fear off her face. Maybe Uchxi’s wish would come true and the pair of them will flee together, but deep down Tuccel feared that the Exalted Creator would turn against its servants once they were no longer needed and the Ghav’eol would be no more.

Biting into the sweet fruit, Tuccel forced herself to smile back. 








  
  
Chapter 4




Asa took a deep breath, held it for a count of three, and walked into the lion’s den. 

Feeling her edo suit shifting in and out of armor mode as it picked up her mood, Asa forced herself and her suit to calm themselves as she walked into the underground grotto. Never comfortable underground, Asa took heart in the swirling shafts in the limestone ceiling that snaked their way to the surface and provided fresh air and illumination that bordered on twilight. 

“It’s not being underground you’re scared of,” Asa muttered to herself. “It’s her.”

‘Her’ was Sandra. While Asa was six years her junior, had thirty pounds of muscle on her, and the skill and training to take down armed Ghav’eol soldiers, this woman from Earth intimidated her. There was a sense of being undomesticated about her, as if the veneer of civilization she wore, like that beat-up leather jacket of hers, could dissolve in an instant and something feral would stand in her place. 

That and the fact that Nigel had once been in love with her.

“Get it over with, girl, you promised him you’d keep her company,” Asa muttered as she walked to the dais. 

The swirling blue lights within the healing facilitator showed Asa that it was still hard at work doing what it could for Nigel’s daughter, though with no apparent outside injuries and only a vague understanding of what was wrong, it seemed to Asa that the child had been in there a long time.

“Nigel isn’t here,” a voice from the shadows said, and it took all Asa had within her to not jump.

The beaten leather of her coat blending in with the shadows, the earth woman looked like a part of the stone which she leaned against, only her dark brown eyes shone as they focused upon the glowing rectangle that held her daughter.

“I know. He and K’arr just left in the Lone-star; they hope to rendezvous with the device within the day.” 

Sandra grunted and pushed herself away from the curved stone wall, pulled her eyes away from the healing pod that looked so much like a coffin, and walked towards Asa. Hard soled cowboy boots struck the stone floor like a judge’s mallet at sentencing that only stopped when Sandra was within arm’s reach.

“One-star. Marion named it the One-star. Yeah, Nigel thought going off, being a hero was more important than being with his sick daughter,“ said Sandra, her tone holding as much warmth as the rock cavern around them. 

Stamping down her edo’s suit’s desire to form protective armor, Asa told herself that this earth woman had no power over her, raised her chin and spoke as if an obtuse Consensus councilor stood in front of her. 

“Nigel has always put the needs of others before his own, even when others may not see it. Or choose not to.”

Dark brown eyes stared into green eyes for a count of five before Sandra blinked and gave a short, grudging nod. “Perhaps. I don’t really know this version of Nigel very well. I got a mishmash of my childhood friend and this new version when we were hunting for Marion, so I guess I’ll have to take your word for it.”

Asa decided that was as close to an apology as was going to happen. She let herself relax and returned the nod as her eyes shifted to the healing facilitator. “How’s your daughter?”

Shoulders slumped as Sandra walked the short distance to the glowing pod and laid a trembling hand upon the glowing rectangle. “Doctors are the same, no matter the planet. They talk a lot without saying much. Thorhallsson talks about organic programming and DNA integration in a nutrient base, but it’s all techno-babble. Truthfully, I think I intimidate her, probably my resting bitch face at work.”

Sandra gave a small smile and while Asa only understood a fraction of what the expressions the earth woman was saying, she thought Sandra’s frustrations were understandable.

Tilting her head towards the Kaikrut working away at a table full of slates and peeling an oren fruit with his long delicate fingers, Sandra continued. “I’m pretty sure Teddy Ruxpin over there,” cat-like ears turned in their direction, “knows more, but I don’t speak the lingo around here.”

Asa smiled and raised her index finger. “That’s something I can help with. Nigel mentioned the language barrier, and that’s a simple fix,” Asa said as she placed her hand against her right hip where her edo suit pulled away, allowing a small container, the size of a deck of cards to fall into her palm.

“By rights, Nigel should have had some of these on the Lady Scotia, probably did and had forgotten about them, or simply didn’t think. He’s just a man,“ Asa said, and braved a smile at Sandra. Opening the case revealed a transparent object, like a deflated egg. 

“This is a translation device, similar to what K’arr has, but not as invasive,” said Asa as she brushed her fingers through her auburn hair where K’arr had his cybernetic implant. “It goes over your ear and translates any consensus language for you. It’s only a stopgap measure and unless the other person is wearing one they won’t understand your English, I wore one on my first couple trips to Earth, it blends against your skin and no one can see it,” Asa finished and held out the translator.

Sandra stuck her hands into the pockets of her leather jacket and leaned slightly to stare down her nose at the device.

“How come you wore one? Didn’t your jellyfish translate for you?”

Asa blinked several times and lowered her hand with the device. “I’m not bonded with a Nabui like Nigel. His connection is unique. Perhaps we could sit for a moment?” Without waiting for a response, Asa stepped down to the bottom of the dais and sat on the bottom step.

Sandra stared at Asa’s matte black back for a long moment, pulled her right hand from her jacket, caressed the healing pod, grunted, and followed Asa.

After Sandra sat down, just out of arm’s reach, Asa turned and shifted closer. “His head is swelled enough as it is, so I’d appreciate you not repeating this to Nigel.” Asa took Sandra’s silence as confirmation. “Being chosen for bonding is rare, I mean really rare, maybe one or two a generation. Their generation, not ours. You realize how long that is?”

Sandra’s eyes flickered to the healing pod and back to Asa. “Vivian remembers when humans built the pyramids and she’s younger than Marion, comparatively speaking,” Sandra said, her eyebrows rising.

“Right, so Nigel and Vivian’s bond is unique. As far as I know, she’s the youngest Nabui in her entire race, and she and Nigel are the only bonded pair,” said Asa. “I can’t help but feel there’s an air of prophecy about them.”

“But why Nigel? He isn’t anyone special,” said Sandra and waved a hand in front of her as if waving away her last statement. “That isn’t fair. Nigel is a good man, bit hard on himself and dense as a bag of hammers sometimes, but no superhero.”

Asa nodded and brushed back her hair. “I won’t try to speak for Vivian about what she saw in Nigel. Maybe she doesn’t even know, but I know one thing. Sometimes being a good person is all the universe needs to overcome evil. Take the translator or not, that’s up to you, but I promised Nigel I would see you safely off-world the instant the Nabui can access transition space and the device might come in handy.”

Sandra leaned over and looked at the transparent blob, her lip turning up into a sneer. “It’s not alive or anything like your suit, is it? It won’t feed off my brain tissue?” Sandra said, half in jest, though she still didn’t reach for the proffered device.

Asa chuckled and shook her head. “Nothing like that. It’s organic technology which differs from what your world uses, but it’s not alive. The internal battery should last about a month or so, you can peel it off whenever you want and when it’s used up, it will turn hard and crumble into dust,” jerking her chin at Sandra’s arm, she continued, “just like your cast. If you plan on staying around, I’d suggest you learn Consensus Common.”

Poking the translator as if it were something dead found on the shoreline, Sandra replied. “I’m done with this outer space bullshit. As soon as it’s safe, I’m taking Marion home.” Sandra paused, looked at Asa, and a sad smile crossed her lips. “And once we’re gone, Nigel is all yours.”

Asa jerked as if a live wire had reached up and grabbed her, and if that didn’t prove Sandra’s comment accurate, the burning blush on her cheeks did. “I don’t know what you mean. Nigel and I are just friends, and I’m sure he’ll want to be with his family.”

The chuckle that escaped from Sandra’s chest made her sound as if she were six decades Asa’s senior rather than six years. “As my grandmother was fond of saying, I may have been born at night, but it wasn’t last night. I may suck at my own relationships, but I’m pretty good at reading between the lines. Whenever Nigel mentioned you, he put extra emphasis on telling me you were just a friend.” Seeing the young Consensus agent’s shoulders slump, Sandra made a rare physical gesture and patted Asa on the arm. “It was bull. At first I thought he was trying to convince me, but I soon learned he was lying to himself, badly, in fact.”

“You know that I’m here to comfort you, not the other way around?” 

Sandra snorted, and whatever tenseness was in the air between the two women dissipated.

“I’m sure Nigel wants to be with his family,” Asa repeated, and let the sentence hang.

“Perhaps, though I suspect he feels like he SHOULD be with us, out of duty. There’s nothing saying you two can’t visit once this,” Sandra’s arms waved around the cavern, “is sorted out. If you want him, you’re not taking him away from us—me. Physical love isn’t something that interests me anymore. Truthfully, I’m not sure it ever did. But if he makes your toes curl and you’re both happy, I’m glad.” Coughing as if to put a line through her heart-to-heart with Asa, Sandra took the case with the translator. “Help me put this on before I change my mind.”








  
  
Chapter 5




“I’m coming!” Nigel yelled as he raced down the dock and leaped onto the gangplank of the One-star beside his Ghav’eol pilot. “Don’t get your tail in a knot. I’m juggling twenty things at the moment.”

“Mission priority does not require juggling.” K’arr‘s cybernetic device fused to his right temple spoke, the dry emotionless words a stark contrast to the grin on the soldier’s face, flashing needle-sharp teeth at the human.

Can’t really blame him for being so eager to get out of here. I doubt Consensus questioning was much fun, even if we didn’t employ cattle prods. I wish I could have stood beside him through it and do more than vouch for him.

<<I suspect he knows that, beloved. The council must have been happy with your report and their interview of K’arr if they’re letting him do this.>>

Perhaps. Though, I suspect it has more to do with how desperate we are and willing try anything at this point. But you’re probably right, what K’arr lacks in eloquence he makes up for with passion. 

Slapping his companion on his newly repaired shoulder, the only evidence of the slug thrower round that had turned bone and flesh into hamburger being an area of bright scales flashing gold in the morning light, Nigel waved K’arr ahead.

The lights within the One-star flickered on as K’arr and Nigel entered, the battered gray metal corridor absorbed the harshness of the overhead lights. Securing the hatch and gang plank behind them with a couple quick commands on the keypad, Nigel reached out with his senses, listening for any sound. He heard only the soft lapping of waves against the outside of the spaceship.

“Odd, Asa said the Lyk operator for the device on our bow was already onboard. I figured the lights would have come on when the ship detected them. Hello?” Nigel called out, his voice meeting nothing but sterile metal panels, giving him the impression of being in a cave. 

Anything?

<<Nothing, though I’ve had no luck sensing Lyk’s in the past.>>

Placing a hand on K’arr‘s scaled arm, Nigel stopped his friend. “Hold on, we should have a conversation about our traveling companion since we might have a weird one on our hands.” A quick glance into the bunkroom and galley, the only rooms off the main corridor showed them to be empty and pretty much as they’d left it when they landed on Nabui only a few days ago. Although Nigel noticed someone had tidied up the bunks and several bowls of fruit now graced the two tables of the small galley. “Have menace forces heard of the Lyk?”

K’arr shook his head, picking up on Nigel’s hesitation, his taloned hands reached for the slug thrower that wasn’t hanging from his battle harness.

“Easy, it’s nothing that bad, just unsettling for those not raised within the Consensus. Lyk are the representatives of the Edokloren. The Edokloren are like the tailors of the Consensus and design and craft the edo suits, such as I wear,” Nigel slapped his hand against his matte black chest. “As well as countless other pieces of our organic technology. The thing is, the Edokloren can’t survive in most Consensus worlds, their biology is just too radically different from what we’re used too. Picture snails as big as a house on a heavy gravity world, with a sky a permanent ultraviolet nightmare. So they send specially designed versions of edo suits, sentient and vastly intelligent as their representatives, but the suits need a body inside them to work.”

K’arr‘s tail stilled as he sensed the weight of the next statement. “Who, or what, resides within these suits, Nigel-Warrior?”

“As best as I can determine, dead people.”


      [image: ]Swallowing, Nigel squeezed the rungs of the ladder and climbed to the command deck before he could second guess the decision and found himself face to face with the Lyk.

Bipedal, slightly shorter and narrower than Nigel, the Lyk resembled nothing so much as a human-shaped walking oil slick in a rubber suit. There were no features upon the face, just a depth of blackness that reflected a twisted version of Nigel’s face back at him and sent shivers down his spine. 

“Ah… Can I get a little room, please?” asked Nigel as it stood at the edge of the ladder well. 

The Lyk moved back and stood between the pilot and co-pilot chairs of the small command deck, completely silent. No breath filled lungs for there wasn’t a mouth to breathe through, no eyes looked at Nigel, but he knew it watched him. He was half an inch from freaking out, which summed up his previous experiences with Lyks. 

As K’arr crested the command deck, Nigel spoke to the Lyk. “I called out, didn’t you hear me?”

Utterly still, as if frozen, the Lyk stood there silently. 

“Great, K’arr check out the ship and make sure we’re ready to go. The clock’s ticking,” said Nigel, and forced himself to walk up to the Lyk. Staring where eyes would be on a human gave Nigel somewhere to focus, and silently prayed that a skull or disembodied eye wouldn’t float into view.

“In case you weren’t told, my name is Nigel Meredith, and I am in command of this mission. While I am thankful that you agreed aid us in this mission, while aboard this craft, when I give an order, it is to be obeyed. Is that understood?”

A glossy black head nodded slightly. “Agent Asa said you needed this construct.”

“Good. What do we call you?” Nigel asked and clasped his hands behind his back.

“Book-18,” said a low-pitched voice that reminded Nigel of playing tin can telephone as a child. As best as Nigel could tell, the voice came from the whole body, which made sense, as there wasn’t a mouth.

“Book-18?”

A glistening head of oily blackness nodded again. 

Seeing that K’arr was still busy at the command controls, though his scaled head tilted in their direction to overhear, Nigel sighed and asked the question. “How did you get the name Book-18?”

“Some note that names are important for many Consensus races, so we chose a name for ourselves that would be understandable to other races.”

“Ok, I’ll bite. Why Book-18?”

A glossy black head tilted slightly to the left, and Nigel wondered if this was the first time anyone had asked. While his exposure to Lyks was more expansive than most, meaning that he’d encountered them four times in the seven plus years he’d been working for the Consensus, every Lyk up to this point had been passive, standing in the background and observing. 

“You might assume it was a random selection.”

Drawn in despite himself, Nigel asked, “Are you telling me you just opened a dictionary and pointed?”

Silence was his only reply.

“And the 18?”

“This is the eighteenth iteration of this construct.”

Seeing that K’arr‘s tail was twitching like a cat under a rocking chair, Nigel excused himself from Book-18 and hurried to his companion’s side.

“Problem?”

“Perhaps,” said the flat voice of K’arr‘s translator. “There are difficulties overlaying the coordinates given onto a system used for outer space travel to deep within the ocean. I am uncertain I can get us there.”

Patting K’arr‘s scaled shoulder, Nigel replied; “You’re the closest thing to an expert we have. If I had to bet on your best guess versus some numbers on a screen, I’d pick you every time.” Seeing that the Ghav’eol tail had slowed, Nigel grinned and turned to Book-18. 

“Do you need more time? Because it looks like we’re ready on our end.”

“This construct and the device adhered to the top of this craft are prepared. The router,” another head tilt towards a circular pedestal about a foot high, “is in standby mode.”

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Nigel said, and hurried to his seat and fumbled with his safety harness. “Book, I think it might be best if you secure yourself below. We don’t want you flying around, breaking a bone, or leaking everywhere,” Nigel finished as he looked over his shoulder at the Lyk. 

“This construct is robust. We shall observe this opportunity to see Consensus and Ghav’eol members work towards a common goal.”

“Just great,” Nigel muttered, and gave K’arr a thumbs up. 

“Nigel-Warrior?”

Shaking his head, Nigel said lamely, “Take off, dive, or whatever. Let’s get this over with.”


      [image: ]The screen of Nabui that had corralled the Menace ship since its unexpected arrival parted and the assemblage of waving feelers veered away, allowing the One-star to pass. While the Nabui were hopeful for their success, Nigel knew they didn’t enjoy having an enemy vessel on their planet.

With its crude controls barely understood, K’arr had suggested that they not take off conventionally even with the orbital defenses having been told to not target the One-star. So instead, the One-star plowed through the pure ocean waters of Nabui, the peak of the ship with its recent add-on out of the water, as majestic as a bathtub with an outboard motor. 

Cumbersome but rugged, the One-star reached the coordinates supplied by Consensus scientists as their best guess for the device blocking travel to and from Nabui. They were 87% sure this was the right location. Privately, Nigel suspected they were guessing.

Bobbing like an over-cooked hard boiled egg in a pot of tepid water, the One-star stabilized itself and in a mass of bubbles from redirected maneuvering thrusters, slipped beneath the surface and plunged into the dark. 
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